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Chapter 1:

Introduction - Drivers Ed.

Car 54 was a stock car.  Actually in those days, it was called a dirt-track stock car and it was owned by three young guys: Tom, George, and me (Chris).  The name 'Car 54' started out as a joke.  When we first went to the track with the car we weren't even sure we'd even finish the first race and as a group we had a slightly warped sense of humour.  We reasoned that if we dropped out of a race we could at least wave signs and banners saying 'Car 54, where are you?' like the punch line from the old TV program, thinking that perhaps we'd give the spectators a chuckle if nothing else.  We carried those darn signs to the track every week and had them in the pits all ready to wave each night all season long.  However, it wasn't until much later in our racing venture that they even got unfurled … but I'm getting ahead of myself.

For a start I suppose I should introduce the three of us, but we've been buddies for so long that all of us seem to assume everyone we meet knows who we are, so I wasn't meaning to be rude.  We were raised on farms within a mile or two of each other, then we'd gone to the same grade school and the same high school.  By the time I graduated from high school it seemed to me that we'd been buddies forever.

Tom was sort of my cousin, but I guess I'd better explain that, even if it involves dragging a skeleton out of the family closet.  You see my father and Tom's father were the best of buddies, just like Tom and I grew to be.  My dad married Tom's dad's sister, Kate.  Kate got pregnant and was carrying my older brother, Wil, but she had problems with the pregnancy and was bed ridden for months.  Dad hired a housekeeper, cum nursemaid to make life easier for everyone and she happened to be Kate's second cousin, Liz.  When Wil was born, Kate developed problems and she only lived for a little more than year and a half after his birth.  Liz is my mother and I was born almost nine months to the day after Kate's funeral.  You can do the math for yourself, and no, I am not a bastard!  My Dad and Mom had been married for several months by the time I was born.

Anyway back to Tom, since he was my pal from the time we were in diapers.  We played together, we learned together and we fought with each other, but we shared almost everything.  Lord help the person who wronged one of us; he had two fighting fiends on his hands.  We were like brothers, but since we lived on different farms and a mile apart we didn't feel any sibling rivalry.  As we grew up Tom began to show a mechanical ability that used to astound me; he could take anything apart and put it back together again – well almost anything, there was one time he goofed.

When I was twelve I got a radio for my birthday and I made the mistake of lending it to him one weekend when my family went to the lake for an overnight camping trip.  When we came back Tom didn't come hurrying over to see me, which surprised me a little.  I was busy helping to unload the car anyway, but when we were almost done I saw my Aunt Alice coming down our drive carrying a box and calling my name.  I was surprised Tom wasn't with her and I wondered what she had in the box.  You guessed it.  The box held all the bits and pieces of my brand-new radio.  Aunt Alice was MAD!  She wasn't angry with me, but she was ready to skin her son alive.  He'd taken apart my brand-new radio to see how it worked, then hadn't been able to get it back together and make it work again.

Right about then I wasn't too happy with Tom either.  You see about that time we had been trying to scratch a living out of our farm while going through a drought that had lasted for three years.  I knew that Mom and Dad had scrimped and saved in order to buy me that radio because that was what I particularly wanted for my birthday.  Even my older brother, Wil and my little sister, Beth had helped to earn the money to buy that radio.  It had been a gift of love from my whole family, just like my brother's new bicycle and my sister's new hair brush and mirror set, which was what they had gotten for their birthday's.  I knew the radio couldn't be taken back and I knew that we didn't have the money to get it fixed, but neither did Tom or his folks.  I don't remember it, but I imagine I was fighting back tears as I carried that box of bits and pieces inside and set it on my dresser.

I was simply furious at Tom right then.  I think it was the angriest that I had ever been.  I moped around the house and barns the rest of the day, doing my chores mechanically, but not really having the heart to put any enthusiasm into anything.  After supper I was outside trying to get the hang of riding the old bicycle that I'd inherited from my older brother when he had gotten his new one.  I happened to see Tom come out of his house and start to come my way, but I really didn't want to talk to him right then.  Since I seemed to be getting the hang of riding that old bike I turned it the other direction and rode off down the road, peddling as hard as I was able to manage.

I weaved and I wobbled, but I was determined, so I rode for quite a while before my legs started to hurt from the unaccustomed exercise.  When I finally gave up I was about a mile from home, all the way down at the bridge over the creek that ran along the west side of our farm.  The farm on the other side of the creek had been owned by an old couple, but the old man had just died recently.  We'd heard that his son was going to come live on the farm, only I hadn't met our new neighbours yet.  When I stopped on the bridge I was thinking I should turn around and go home.  Just then I saw a guy about my age grinning up at me from the bank of the creek below the bridge.

"Hi, I'm George Grant," he called up to me, "Are you Tom or Chris?"

"Unh, I'm Chris, but how did you know my name?"

"Granny told me," he grinned.  "We live here now and she said I might be able to chum around with you guys sometimes.  I usta live in town, but when Grand-Dad passed away Mom 'n' Dad 'n' I moved out here."

"I'm sorry about your Grand-Dad," I said, trying to be polite.  Actually I'd always thought he was an old grouch and I had stayed away from this part of the creek because he lived so close by.

"Yeah, he was okay, but for the last while he was awful grumpy.  I guess if you hurt all the time though, you get that way."

"I guess," I was quickly deciding I liked this kid.  I looked down at the water, feeling thirsty, but knew better than to drink the water from there.  George's family had cattle and the barn runoff ran right into the creek.  "I'm thirsty, but I guess I shouldn't drink the water from the creek, huh?"

"Naw, it's probably got cow dung in it and might make you sick, but Mom will give you something to drink if we go up to the house," he grinned.  "Granny would like to see you anyway, but I bet Mom and Dad would too."

"Do you have a big family?"  I asked, looking at their house and thinking it wasn't all that big.

"Naw, just Mom and Dad and me, along with Granny.  Lucky too or I wouldn't have a bedroom to myself," he grinned.  "I'm supposed to be a spoiled kid, 'cause I'm an 'only child', but Dad would tan my hide if I acted spoiled."

I had to laugh and realised that I was pretty well over my mad by then, besides I already knew I was making a new friend.  When we got to the house, I leaned my bike against the porch steps while George pulled off his muddy shoes, then we traipsed inside.  George's Mom and his Granny were washing up the supper dishes, but both of them were happy to see me.  George's Mom happily poured both George and me a glass of milk.

"Where's Dad?  I want him to meet Chris too," George asked, as he wiped the milk moustache from his upper lip and set the glass on the counter by the sink.

"Oh, he's out in his little shop fixing something," his mom smiled.  "You go right ahead and take Chris out to meet him.  He and Chris's dad used to be good friends."

"Well, aren't they still friends?" George asked, quite guilelessly.

"I imagine they are," his Granny laughed softly, "even if they haven't seen much of each other in several years."

"Oh!  I get it," George grinned.  "Come on Chris, Dad does neat stuff in his workshop.  He fixes all sorts o' stuff for people."

His dad's little shop was small, but it really was packed full of neat stuff.  There were clocks, and radios, and toasters and all sorts of other things stacked all over the counters and shelves, even piled on the floor.  The only relatively clear spot seemed to be on the bench right in front of the tall, thin guy bending over and working on something.

"Dad?" George said quietly.

"Just a second son, I'm soldering a very fussy bit right now."

"Okay Dad," George turned to me and held his finger to his mouth in a shushing gesture.  I noticed the gesture, but wasn't really paying much attention.

I had just realised that his dad was working on what looked like my radio.  At least the empty case looked identical to mine.  When I looked around for it, sure enough, there was the empty cardboard box that Tom's mother had put it in sitting beside him on the floor.  I couldn't help myself; I had to see what he was doing.  I moved forward so I could see past him as he soldered first one tiny piece in place and then another.  He set the little soldering iron to one side on a special holder and sat back.

"There, that should … Well, hello.  You're not George," he chuckled, finally looking at me.

"Nope, this is Chris," George snickered from behind me.

"And that's my radio, I think," I blurted out.

"It just might be," Mr. Grant laughed softly.  "But I bet if we were to put it back in its case and plugged it in, it will work now.  Would you like to see?"

"Would you?  Please?" I asked, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

"Well … it's your radio.  Why don't you put it back in the case?  I'll show you how it fits, but only if you have trouble."

So with Mr. Grant's help I slipped it back into the case and we plugged it in.  It worked, but there was a buzz that hadn't been there before and he said that had to be fixed.  Then he asked me if my folks knew where I was.  When I told them that they probably didn't, he asked George to go inside and ask his mother to phone mine to tell them where I was.  He told him to tell them that he'd give me a ride home a bit later.  Then he showed me what to do and guided me while I fixed my own radio.  I even got to solder a new part in place and Mr. Grant said I did a good job of it.  Oh man, did it ever feel good when we plugged it and turned it on, then it played perfectly!

Later, Mr. Grant helped me put my bike in the back of his pickup truck, then he, his wife and his mother hopped in the cab while George and I rode in the back with the bike and the radio.  To be honest I was holding that radio in my hands so it wouldn't bounce around too much.  When we got back home my family was sitting in the kitchen, but Tom and his family were there too.  After a few minutes as everyone was introduced to the new family, I hung back to be polite, but it wasn't long before I was standing with Tom and George off to one side and away from everyone else.

"Look.  I'm real sorry I busted your radio," Tom said sheepishly.  "It may take a while, but I'll give you my allowance until you have enough that you can get it fixed or get a new one."

"That's okay.  I fixed it, but you owe Mr. Grant for the parts," I snorted, lording it over him because I had finally helped fix something he couldn't repair.

"You fixed it?  Does it really work again?" he looked at me with a very surprised look on his face as if there was no way I could fix something that he couldn't.

"Of course it does," George butted in, "probably better than when it was new.  My Dad wouldn't have let him take it out of the shop otherwise."

"He's right," I said quickly when I saw Tom start to bristle as if George should keep his nose out of 'our' business.  "He had it mostly fixed when I got there, but it didn't work quite the way he wanted it to.  So he had me take it apart and add a brand-new … I think he called it a … a capacitor?"

"That's what it was.  I dunno what it does, but I know that's what it's called.  I don't really care much either, just so your radio works again," George laughed, then I saw him get a thoughtful look in his eyes.  "Although if Tom owes Dad … maybe I can talk Dad into letting him work off his debt by helping me with some of my chores."

Tom and I grinned at each other, we could understand someone who would think of that sort of thing.

So that was the night the 'treble trouble trio', as my younger sister Beth called us, first got together.  Tom was the guy who could fix almost anything mechanical, and was up to his elbows in grease and oil all the time.  George was the salesman or politician of the group.  He was one of those guys who said the right words to make people feel better, and I suppose he was sort of a jack of all trades.  He could do lots of things decently, but he couldn't do anything outstandingly well.  Me?  I was the bookworm of the bunch, but from the day George's father had me help to repair that little radio I was fascinated with electronics.  If I had free time I was either reading a book, or trying to fix an old radio I'd managed to scrounge from somewhere.

The three of us went everywhere we could as a group.  Well, at school it was a bit different, I mean we rode the school bus together, but to start with I was a few months older than either of them.  Since I'd known my alphabet and could read simple books and stuff at five - going on six, my folks decided to pull some strings.  I had started school a year earlier than Tom and George had, which put them one grade back of me to start with.  Then early on, I think in grade two or three, I had skipped ahead another year.  It wasn't really surprising, I was going to a very small school and they often had two grades being taught in one classroom.  The teacher soon caught on to the fact that I was not only doing my grade's work, but keeping up with the other class as well.  When she talked to my parents, they thought I should advance if I could keep up.  I wish they hadn't though, I think that probably was one of the reasons that I'm shy with women I don't know well, even
now.

Think about it.  It's not that surprising or hard to understand.  Just look at the fall of the year I was mentioning.  I was … twelve right?  So if I'd been in the normal class for a kid my age, I'd have been in what … grade six?  Instead I think I was in grade eight that year.  At any rate, almost the whole time I was going to school the girls in my class were two or three years older than I was, so to them I was a little kid.  Tom and George made friends with girls in their classes, but I never really got a chance to even talk to girls my age, well except when we rode on the school bus or were out in the playground.  Since I started out shy to begin with, and soon learned that girls who were two years older didn't want some 'little kid' trying to get their attention, I became something of a loner in my class and eventually at school.  I suppose if a psychologist had talked to me then he might have said I had a slight inferiority complex, but
there weren't any of those guys around, so everyone just thought I was a bit shy with girls.

Now don't get me wrong; I didn't hate school.  School work was easy for me.  I read a lot and I seemed to learn things easily, so I got good grades.  Since my folks thought my grades were great, I put up with the jibs and the nicknames like 'the little professor' or 'the bookworm' and even 'teacher's pet.'  As far as I was concerned being called nicknames just wasn't worth fighting over.  In fact, I usually took the supposed insults as a compliment, because they implied I was smarter than the guys who were trying to tease me.

Actually because of the teasing I became even more of a bookworm.  Books were safe; they never made you feel like a little kid, or teased you for being younger and smaller than everyone else.  The only time I didn't have my nose in a book was when I was working around the farm, fiddling with bits and pieces of old radios, or chumming with Tom, or George, or both of them.  When it was warm and if we didn't have any work to do on one the farms we'd go skinny dipping in the creek, or riding our bikes, or playing catch, or just plain goofing off.  We didn't know that since we didn't have a TV at home we were supposed to be bored and have 'nothin' to do.'  Since we'd never known any different, we made our own fun.

Now just because I read a lot doesn't mean I wasn't a tough little sucker.  Shucks, you can't grow up on a farm and help out with farm work without developing a few muscles.  You try heaving around bales of hay or using a pitchfork to clean out the barn and see if you don't grow some muscle.  In addition, what with the rough and tumble of an older brother and two rambunctious buddies, I learned how to fight.  And we fought dirty when we fought, because we fought to win.  Several times through school I'd had to stand my ground with some town kid who thought he would impress his buddies by pushing the little farm kid in the class around.  After two or three times of getting whupped, most of the bullies got the message that when I fought with them, they got hurt.  After that they'd get ridiculed by my older brother Wil, who was only one year ahead of me by then.  That probably hurt them worse than the sore nose, or black eye, or whatever other physical injury I might
have caused them during the fight.

Besides schoolwork and being a tough little sucker when I got into a fight, there was one other thing I was skilled at – that was riding horses.  I'm not sure why, but it seemed that I could second guess which way any bronk would move if it bucked, so I could stay on its back and ride darn near any horse to a standstill.  I preferred to train a horse to work calmly, but if one did act up, I was prepared.  As a result I became the person Dad counted on to look after the remuda we kept to work the cattle we had.  So since we needed a new stud horse the year I turned thirteen, I was given a Quarter Horse stallion for my birthday.  That raised a few eyebrows because most thirteen year olds couldn't control a stud and on top of that I was small for my age.  Mom and Dad had faith in me though, so I just accepted that horse as a wonderful gift because I loved horses.

By the time I was fifteen I'd put on a growth spurt, so I was no longer the littlest guy in the classes I was taking at school and horses took a lesser place in my life for a while.  I'd reached the point where puberty had kicked in, and it was driving me nuts.  There I was, yearning to do something with girls, but so shy that I was too uncomfortable to even talk to them.  Just being around Tom's sister or sometimes even my own sister made me uncomfortable, so I spent very little time around the house, other than when I was in my room.  Instead I worked and I exercised, or I tried to dream up some way to make enough money to get a car.  Having a car when I turned sixteen became the main objective in my life that year.

Actually as a result of that burning desire, I made a deal with Dad that summer that changed my life far more than I could ever have foreseen.  There were a couple of old Model A Ford's rusting away behind some of our old farm sheds and I was sure they could be repaired.  Somehow I got Dad to agree that if I did the chores and milked both cows morning and night for two months, I could have those old cars and the use of one of the old sheds as a place to work on them.  Since I was doing the essential chores around the farm, Dad and Wil were able to work eight hours each day for the county, clearing back the underbrush that grew along some of the less travelled country roads.  We'd pulled through those years of drought I'd mentioned, but the farm wasn't really back on a sound financial footing yet, so the money they earned really helped Wil's education fund for agricultural school.  I didn't tell Tom and George about my deal right away, but what I did do was get them to help me
clean up that old shed whenever we had some free time.  Then the day after my two months were up and Dad made it official that the old cars were mine, I told my buddies that I had not one, but two old cars.  You should have seen their faces.

For the next few months they were over in my shed every chance they could get, helping me build up one running car out of those two old wrecks.  We tore both cars pretty well to pieces and rebuilt one of them.  Of course there were parts that were worn out and parts that were missing, so we did have a variety of problems.  However that year we learned how to scrounge things and how to modify something we could get our hands on, then use it to replace the original part that was broken.  I learned that Tom really was an excellent mechanic and I also learned that George could sweet talk the crotchetiest old grump out of a prized keepsake that we needed to fix my car, and he'd get it for a pittance.  My two friends helped so much that my main expense to get that car running was for tires and before the snow fell we were driving that old clunker around the farm trails.  That's when I found out I could make a car do things the other guys wouldn't even dream was possible.

We fiddled with that old car the rest of the fall and most of the winter, but in the spring of my final year in school I turned sixteen and got my license.  After that I drove to school almost every day with Tom or George taking turns riding shotgun while the other guy rode in the back seat.  Of course the kids at school laughed and hooted about my old clunker, calling it a hunk of junk and trying to give me a rough time about it.

Well, they did tease me for a while – at least until the day that the Ford dealer in town saw that old car and followed us to school.  There in front of the usual crowd of jeering teenagers, Mr. Dolens took the wind out of their sails by offering a straight trade right then and there for the car he was driving – a twelve-year-old Ford sedan that looked as if it was brand-new.  I darn near took him up on it right then, but George caught my eye and gave his head an almost imperceptible shake.  Somehow I managed to hold my tongue while I thought about what to say.

"Sorry, but I'd have to ask Dad first," was all I could think of saying right at the moment.

Tom nodded solemnly, "Yep, I think that's a good idea," he added firmly.  "Dad was just saying the other day that you should advertise it in the city.  That way you might be able to sell it as an antique."

"You get your dad to call me about that Chris," Mr. Dolens said, loud enough that almost all the kids heard him.  "I'll match just about any offer for that car.  I'm sure it's one of the very first cars my father sold when he first got the Ford dealership and I'd like to own it."

I think at that moment I was suddenly having the best morning of my life, at least up to that point, so it was with our heads held darn high that Tom, George and I walked into school that day.  The rest of the day I didn't mind hearing the whispers in the halls as I passed and even the girls in my class seemed to look at me somewhat differently.  It was as if a switch had been thrown and I'd become 'someone' rather than just the 'kid' of the class.

Almost any time anything interesting happened locally, rumours went through our school like wildfire, but that day I think the rumour about what Mr. Dolens had said to me had wings and walked through walls.  The kids that had heard what Mr. Dolens had said repeated it, but like most rumour mongers they must have made it sound 'just a little bit better' when they told the next person.  Of course the next gossip did the same thing.  When I got home from school that day I realised that the rumours had travelled a lot further though.  Mom and Dad were sitting at the kitchen table, having a cup of coffee and waiting for me when I walked through the door.

"Well, it sounded like the old Model A when you drove up, but what wild scheme have you managed to cook up now?" Dad looked at me with a grin.

"Yeah, it was the Model A," I managed to say, unable to hold back my own grin

"Aww, and I was looking forward to going to town in a new Lincoln," Mom chuckled.

"WHAT?" I broke into laughter.

I was still laughing a moment or two later when my little sister Beth, came running in through the front door.  "Chris?  Where's your new car?" she was shouting at the top of her lungs.  "I heard all about it at school and on the bus today and … well, what's so funny?"

"What kind of car … did you hear … I got?" I gasped, through my belly laughs.

"Well, Dickie said he was there when Mr. Dolens offered you the keys to almost any car he had on his used car lot in trade for your old car.  Didn't you take him up on the deal?"

"Dickie … was the closest … to the truth … of all the rumours … I've heard so far," I almost sobbed, now laughing so hard that my belly hurt.

"We figured the truth was a lot tamer than the phone calls we were getting," Dad chuckled.  "So what did he offer you?"

"Well he did offer to trade for a used car," I told them, "but I put him off by saying I had to talk to you first.  He said he wanted you to call him before I made a deal to sell it to someone else."

"I see," Dad smiled, and something about that smile made me stand up taller.  "What do Tom and George think?  After all, they've put a lot of work into that car too."

"I thought of that, so I asked them about it," I smiled.  "Both of them agree that it's my car, and while they'd like a newer car to run around in they think it should be my decision what happens with it, but that I should listen to your advice.  It's kinda nuts, but we've had so much fun getting that old car to run right that in a way, I hate the idea of parting with it."

I paused then and I suppose I frowned a bit as I tried to recall George's exact words about that. "George sort of summed up what he and Tom feel when he said I made the deal to get the cars and I paid for all the parts we bought, then all of us invested time into it.  As he put it we'd have spent the time together anyway, so what we did was mostly just fun.  I don't quite see it the same way though.  I mean, sure it was fun and we all learned a bunch, but it feels like I'm taking advantage of their friendship.  I definitely want them to be involved if I do make a deal with Mr. Dolens, but even then I'm not sure that's enough."

Dad just smiled.  That night he had me call up Tom, George and both of their dads, then invite them over for a coffee.  I told everyone that I felt the guys should get something out of any deal we made and Dad agreed with me.  It was great because everyone was able to voice their opinion.  In the end we decided that Dad and I would see if we could talk Mr. Dolens into a deal where we would get one relatively decent used car for me and an older, but not quite as well maintained car for all three of us to work on or use as spare parts.  Uncle Tom pointed out that we still had most of another Model A and a lot of spare parts back in 'my' shed as well, so we could use that as a bargaining tool.  We talked for a couple of hours and when everyone went home, Dad and I stood on the front porch and wished them 'Good Night.'

As we turned to go inside, Dad put his hand across my shoulders and gave me a squeeze of approval; that mini-hug brought tears to my eyes and I went to bed feeling like a prince.

That Saturday, Dad and the three of us, Tom, George, and I, went in to talk to Mr. Dolens.  Remind me never to try to make a deal without Dad and George being involved.  We left there not only driving the car that Mr. Dolens had originally offered me, but with Dad driving another not so well maintained car and behind that, Mr. Dolens' son, Jerry, driving his tow truck and pulling another old clunker that we could use as parts.  At the farm we helped him load up what was left of the other old Model A to take back to his Dad.  We heard later that Mr. Dolens was ecstatic about the whole deal, because he had managed to get his hands on two of the first cars that his dad had sold years ago.  That surprised me until I talked to Dad about it.  He explained that a good deal should always give some form of benefit to both sides of the transaction.  Now that idea really made me think and I realized it made sense.

Anyway after we got our new cars home, Tom, George, and I worked on my new car for the rest of that Saturday and for almost all day on Sunday.  When we drove to school on Monday morning the car was cleaned and polished until it shone.  Besides that it had been tuned up and we'd installed a better muffler, so it ran very quietly, which meant we could listen to the radio as we drove to school.  Actually one guy told me he'd been one of the many students who'd watched us drive in and park, but he said all he'd heard was the radio and we didn't even think we had that on very loud.  Let's just say that we got a lot of attention when we arrived at school that morning, so much attention that it actually made me feel uncomfortable.  I suppose all those gawkers wanted to find out if the rumour they'd heard was true and that we really did trade off the Model A for a newer car.

In the next few days I learned something about being the only guy who has something everyone else wanted.  The thing about having a car was that others seemed to automatically think that they should be able to convince you into giving them rides to various places.  Now don't get me wrong, it's not that I minded the idea, it's just that giving others rides took gas and it took time.  After a brief flurry of giving rides to guys and girls after the school, it got so that Tom, George and I tried to avoid promising anyone rides if we could, but we had a darn good reason.  We were all strong, healthy, young guys and our parents counted on us to work on the farm.  We had chores that had to be done and if you've ever seen a cow that was used to being milked at five in the afternoon, she doesn't care one hoot that you are an hour late because you gave a pretty girl a ride home.  That cow will have a full udder, which will make her feel uncomfortable, so she'll let the whole world
know about it, and her complaints will be made very loudly!  Tom, George and I soon found out that our dad's didn't care to have that happen, so we tended to rush out of school on the run, jump into the car and hurry home.

I didn't mind having to hurry home, but the guys were a little less enthusiastic about it, because it meant less time with their friends, especially the girls.  So to please them I agreed to drive them places on the weekends, but if they each got a date, they'd find someone who would come along to 'keep me company.'  So effectively, I had a series of blind dates that spring, and I wasn't exactly sure I enjoyed what was happening.  Of course as far as I was concerned Tom and George had much different taste in girls than I did.  Look, I wasn't expecting them to pick gals who were geniuses or anything, but I'd have liked to go out with someone who could talk about something besides hair, or fashion, or the latest movie to come to town.  So of course my 'dates' were stilted affairs, in fact I think we went out on ten or twelve 'dates' that spring, in that time I got a hug or a tiny peck on the cheek perhaps five or six times.

Actually during that time, I only had one real kiss on the lips and that was on the night of my graduation, but that was probably because she was the only girl I'd asked to go out.  Debbie Yarowski was cute and smart, but almost as shy as I was.  In fact it was several minutes after I'd picked her up before either of us spoke about anything other than complimenting each other on our nice clothing.  Then I said something about my new car being better for a date than the Model A would have been and she giggled, then the floodgates opened.  Of course once we got past that hurdle we could at least have an intelligent conversation.  Even that wasn't an ideal situation though, since her parents insisted that she had to be home by mdnight, which was only half hour after the last dance at the grad ceremonies.  She must have enjoyed the date though, since I was on the receiving end of a kiss that almost curled my toes just before she slipped into the house.  Of course after that
came the let-down.  I was a high school grad with my own car, only my date had to be home before midnight, so I was all alone on grad night with nowhere to go and nothing to do.

Actually, my being alone and driving slowly down the main street of my hometown on my graduation night was probably led to another watershed moment in my life, at least a decision I made that night did.

But perhaps I should mention once more that while all the rest of the guys in my graduating class were eighteen or nineteen years old, I was only sixteen, so I really didn't fit in with them too well.  You see to those guys I was still just a little kid and it didn't matter to them that I had the highest grades in the class and my own car.  However to my surprise as I was driving slowly through town on my way home, a carload of the other grads and their dates flagged me down and invited me to a house party.  What I didn't know was that they were planning on getting me drunk, then making a fool of me in front of everyone else.

Now, Dad had told me I had the next day off.  George and Tom had even stayed home and were going to do my morning chores for me.  That meant I wasn't really under any pressure to rush home and I'd been having a bloody awful night.  Lets face it, the Principal had made certain to tell everyone that I was the youngest person to graduate from our school and he'd made sure he bragged about my GPA, in other words he'd embarrassed me.  After that when it came time to dance, I was sure my dancing talents sucked and I felt like a fool when I was out on the floor with a partner.  Then my date had to be home before midnight and to top it off, I hadn't been invited to any of the 'after grad' parties.  So when one of the guys who was also graduating said he wanted to invite me to a party and buy me a drink, I was suddenly in the mood.

I just grinned and quoted the bard; "Lay on McDuff; And damn'd be him that first cries, 'Hold, enough!'"

That drew stares and shaking heads, but they did get the idea that I was willing, so they had me follow them to the party.  Now I wasn't totally gullible.  I knew that I wasn't their best buddy or anything and I knew I was probably going to get teased, but in typical teenage fashion I felt I was smart enough to counter anything they could throw at me.  You've got to know that most of those kids weren't really mad at me, they just felt that I didn't fit in, something like a white crow in a flock of black ones.  Actually most of those kids have spoken to me since we've grown up and said they had a begrudging respect for me, but they didn't show that at the time.  To them I was the kid who beat them for grades and talked a grown man into trading a good car for a piece of junk that I'd hauled out of the dump.  It certainly wasn't that they wanted to injure me or anything.  Perhaps they felt that I had managed to make them feel embarrassed by beating them at something or
other and they wanted to pay me back a bit.  At least that would explain how the majority of them felt, but what I didn't realise is that there were one or two guys there who had stronger feelings of revenge.

Once we were at the party I was in such a hurry to get involved that I hopped out of my car, slammed the door behind me and didn't even realise that I'd locked my keys inside.  That was probably the smartest thing I did all night, only I can't even claim any credit for that since it was an accident.

I knew everyone that was at the party and I was out to enjoy myself.  Meanwhile wine flowed like water and beer was even more readily available.  Of course, that really didn't mean much to me, I had an older brother and so did Tom, which meant I was used to drinking wine and beer.  On top of that I had spent quite a lot of time with Grampa Bender.

Oh, haven't I mentioned Grampa Bender before?

Grampa Bender was my mother's elderly uncle and he lived up in the foothills, several miles from town.  For several years Tom and I had ridden horses up there at least once a month and after we got the Model A running, it became our job to take his groceries up to him every week or two.  Now to Grampa Bender we were 'growed up enuf' that whenever we shown up at his cabin for the last two or three years, we had to sit down and chat a while.  Then 'just to be neighbourly,' we had have a little snort of his 'home squeezins' to 'ease our parched throats' while we gossiped about the neighbours or the family.  We soon learned to pace our drinking and take it easy.  Every time we left he would always make sure we had a pint or two to carry along, 'Jes ta hep ya get home.'  That meant we used to have some 'booze' to share with George - which we did, just so we could watch him get 'happy' and even more garrulous than normal.

I'm quite sure our parents knew about what went on when we visited him.  I mean twice a year dad used to haul Grampa Bender a load of corn or barley for Grampa's 'brood sow' and I'm sure he came back with a few jugs.  I do know he used to come back acting quite 'happy' about his visit.

Anyway back to the party, unbeknownst to me several of the girls were in on this 'joke' as well as the guys and even though I knew enough to pace myself, when a seventeen or eighteen-year-old dish wants to share a drink with you, what would you do?  I admit it, I got hammered, but the funny thing was the more hammered I got, the more stubborn and less cooperative I was to their suggestions.

Now there were two sisters, the Coulter twins who were exceptionally pretty, but we used to call them the 'refrigerator' twins or the 'Ice Cubes' because people said they had frozen out more guys than a bad winter blizzard at the North Pole.  The party happened to be at their house because their parents were away, and I found out later that they were in on the 'joke' as well.  By four o'clock in the morning I think they were getting impatient with me, not only had I drunk several bottles of beer and half a jug of wine, but I'd also put a good dent in a bottle of their dad's strongest whisky.  They told me afterward that as far as they could see I was still the soberest person at the party.  I'm not sure if that was the reason, but I do remember them suddenly being on either side of me and both of them being very friendly.

I also remember thinking that the party was starting to look a little bit like a war zone.  There were kids passed out on the floor, one guy woofing in the can, another was outside the house, leaning over the edge of the porch and kissing a bush, or at least resting his head in it.  The sisters convinced me that they wanted to talk to me 'in private' and that we should get away from the 'animals'.  As they lead me past their bedrooms they checked the doors, but both of their rooms seemed to be locked from the inside.  The only place left in the house that wasn't loaded with kids too drunk to function, too wasted to care, or too busy 'getting busy' was their folk's bedroom.  I remember them sitting down with me on their folk's bed and I remember seeing a camera sitting on the dresser.  I'm not sure, but I think I remember starting some sort of drinking game with them.  I'm not positive about that part though.

The next thing I really do remember for certain is waking up between them in the morning.  I was dressed in my undershorts and nothing else, but both of them were draped over me and totally nude.  Now remember at that time I was exceptionally shy, only there I was waking up in bed with two of the most gorgeous and desirable women that I knew of at that time; two gorgeous women that no one else had ever gotten close to seeing nude, at least if the rumours were right.

These were the virgin princesses, the gals whose father had supposedly said he would castrate any guy who so much as touched either one.  They were nude, they were drapped on top of me, and one had her nipple tickling one of my ears.  The other one was sort of nuzzling me on the other side, and each of my hands was resting between a set of round soft buns, their legs were spread, and my fingers felt sticky.  I took a really deep breath, then I began to slowly and carefully ease my way out from under them.  Darn if they didn't both whimper as if they were complaining, but somehow I made it out from between them, then watched as they snuggled against each other instead of me.  I hurriedly found my clothes and got dressed, then snuck out of the bedroom as quickly and quietly as I could.

When I walked out of that bedroom, I found myself walking into the most GOD AWFUL STENCH I have ever smelled.  Remember now, I was hung over so my stomach wasn't exactly stable, but that house reeked.  It stank of beer, and wine, and whisky, and vomit, and sex, and cigarette smoke, and God only knows what else.  I don't even want to hazard a guess at what other smells were mixed into that miasma of fetid odours.  I just held my breath and bailed out.  I ran straight outside to my car and found the doors were locked … then I checked my pockets and discovered that I didn't have my keys.

Oh no!  Had someone taken my keys last night so I wouldn't drive?  Then I glanced in the window of the car.  There they were - still in the ignition.  I didn't even pause to think, off came my shoe.  BANG, the heel went through the left-side, rear window and I was unlocking my door.

I got home at ten minutes after noon on Saturday, getting met at the door by my little sister who announced; "My GAWD, you reek.  Have a shower or something, before you make me ill."

I showered, then went to bed and passed out until Sunday morning.  Even then I had a hangover.  Thinking about what had happened as I did my chores, I was feeling rather stupid about breaking the window in my own car and I realised that I had panicked, which didn't make me feel any better about myself.  On the way back to breakfast I stopped by my car to see what I'd have to do to fix it.  What I found was that either George or Tom, or perhaps both of them had fixed the window by replacing it with one from our old wreck and had even cleaned up the broken glass in the back seat.  Dang!  I owed the guys another favour.

I walked into the house to see my Mom, my Dad, and my little sister, Beth, sitting at the table waiting for me to join them for breakfast.  While I was washing up, my little sister came to the bathroom door and peeked inside.

"You must be Sir Galahad or something," she giggled, "but I'll be darned if I can see the shining armour."

"What?"  I groused, wiping my face and shoulders with a towel as I spoke.

"Well, all the ladies seem to love you," she threw over her shoulder as she headed back for breakfast.

"She's gone nuts!" I thought, shaking my head.

When I got to the table my whole family sat there grinning at me, and I thought it was getting to be a bit much to put up with.

"Okay, so I got stupid and drank a bit too much the other night.  At least I didn't drink and drive," I admitted.  "I couldn't have if I'd wanted to.  I accidentally locked my keys in the car before I went inside, then I fell asleep at the party.  Then yesterday morning I had to break the window in order to get into my car.  Am I going to be tarred and feathered for having some sense about driving drunk, or what?"

"Oh piffle," Beth waved her hand as if dismissing inconsequential details.  "I want to know what you did to the 'Refrigerator Twins?' I took a call for you last night from Corinna and she raved about what a true gentleman you were, and how she was sorry she had misjudged you, and were you busy next Saturday?"

"Well, he sure must have done something.  Her sister Carissa called and I took that one," Mom grinned.  "She was almost crying, trying to apologise for not being as much of a lady as you were a nice guy, and it was only because no guy had ever treated her that well or made her feel so good.  Then she wanted to know, did I think maybe you could come around and see her sometime before final exams start?"

"I think I took the topper of the phone calls though," Dad was laughing by now.  "It was from Big Ed Yarowski, you know, Debbie's father, your date the other night?  He said anyone who was that nice and that punctual about bringing his daughter home must be a pretty good guy, and would you like to have supper with them tonight?"

I had been hungry when I sat down, but all of a sudden I had no appetite at all.  Girls were calling me?  Girls were calling me and asking me out?  Girls who were almost two years older than me were asking out the kid in the class?  They had teased and tantalized and embarrassed me for years, but now they wanted a date with me?

"Aww, come on guys," I said finally, "A joke is a joke, but this is kinda cruel."

"Honest to God, Chris, cross my heart and hope to die.  I wrote the message down because I couldn't believe it," Beth raved.  "My God, what did you do?  Is there a Lothario in there that we can't see?  I mean, I've heard of smooth guys, but three women in one night, and all of them weeping and crying, panting for more?"

"I didn't do anything.  I went to the grad dance, then took Debbie straight home because she has a curfew.  I was driving back here afterward, driving slow and careful too, when some of the other guys from my class flagged me down and invited me to a party.  I guess I thought I deserved to let off some steam, so I went.  We had a few drinks, but most of the people who were there aren't used to drinking and the party was petering out.  Then the 'Ice Cube' twins took me aside and we had a couple more drinks, but I guess all of us were tired, or had just drunk too much and we fell asleep.  When I got up to leave the house in the morning my stomach was a bit queasy and that house stank something horrible.  It was so bad I almost barfed from the stench and I ran outside to get some fresh air.  There I was feeling queasy, hungover and locked out of my car, but my keys were right there in the ignition.  So I broke the side window to get into the car, then drove
home.  That's it, that's all that happened, and it's the pure, simple, honest, unvarnished truth."

'Well, mostly the truth, just slightly edited.' I admitted to myself

"Aww hell!" Beth smacked her hand on the table.  "Here I was hoping my brother had scored with both of those bitches.  Dammit to hell, if I ever find out you had the chance and you were too much of a gentleman, I swear I'll … I'll … aw shit, I don't know what I'll do."

"Beth, that is quite enough!" Mom snapped.  "Your attitude shocks me."

"I'm sorry Mom, but those two frigging 'Ice Cubes' have lorded it over the whole damn school for the last three or four years.  Guys spend tons of money trying to get into their pants, but every one of them ends up broke and frozen out," Beth sighed deeply.  "And this sounded so real, as if Chris had broken through their frost barrier."

"Sorry sis, I'm not an ice breaker, remember me, 'Mr. Shy Guy?'" I grinned at her as we both stood to leave the table.  "You're about the closest thing to a girl that I can talk to."

"Oh Fuck You too!" she snapped.  "When is anyone in this family going to realise that I'm almost fifteen, one day …"

There's only one way to get Beth to shut up when she gets into her "I'm a grownup, Dammit!" mood.  First you hug her hard and then you roll her in your arms, turn her butt up and smack her bottom once or twice, maybe three times, but not too energetically.  Only when you set her down you'd better make sure you have a clear path and a long run in front of you.  She gets angry and when she gets angry, wow can that girl run.  Of course after she's run both you and herself into exhaustion she gets the giggles, then forgives you until next time and wants another hug.

At least having had something to eat, then some forced exercise did a relatively good job of clearing away the last of my hangover.  In fact I was feeling well enough to phone the Yarowskis to beg off on going there for Sunday dinner, then I wandered over to Tom's house to thank him for fixing my car window.  Since George was there as well, the two of them wanted to know all about the party, but I stuck to the same line I'd given the folks.  Both of them just shook their heads, then teased me about being so shy, so that situation was normal too.

By the time I went to bed that night I was relatively certain that I'd survived grad weekend unscathed and unchanged.  But somewhere in the back of my mind a small niggling worry persisted; would the true story come out and bite me in the butt?




Chapter 2:

Detour - Washout Ahead

I was hoping that by Monday morning when we went to school all the nonsense about the party would have died down.  Fat chance of that though!  Instead things soon became even stranger and much more outrageous.

I didn't even get to the school door before Corinna had shoved Tom aside and was walking next to me saying, 'Good morning!  Do you feel okay?  You were sure a lot of fun at the party, but I was hoping you'd call me and we could …'  Then somehow George was was no longer walking on my other side, instead Carissa was walking there and she was yammering just as much as her sister, but she was holding onto one of my arms as well.  For some reason that made me feel really uncomfortable.  Only it got worse, because when we went inside Debbie was waiting to talk to me too.  I was feeling surrounded, almost under attack and was looking for a way to escape their attention, but none seemed handy.

However, my little sister came to my rescue.  Beth had ridden on the bus and had left while I was still doing my chores, so she'd gotten to school before me and she'd seen what was developing.  She cut me out of that crowd of girls like a well trained quarter horse cutting a lone steer out of a herd of heifers.

"Chris, please, can I talk to you?  Chris please, please?  Sorry girls, I gotta talk to my brother in private, it's important family stuff," then she dragged me off to a corner where we could be relatively alone, leaving the three girls to fume, impatiently waiting for me to get free of my 'nasty' little sister.  Only I decided that right then I'd rather be with Beth than with them.

"I don't know what you really did, but the rumour going around the school is that you not only left Debbie delirious with delight on Friday night, but that you got into both of the 'Ice Cube's panties.  I don't care if you did or not, but having all three of them chasing after you like this the very next day of school is so much of an admission of guilt on their parts that no matter what they say, everyone is going to believe the rumour, dear Brother.  So WAY TO FUCKING GO!" she was trying to look like she was frowning and she was whispering, but she was so excited she was almost bouncing.  "Now, what do you have to say for yourself?"

"Nothing much, but thank you for the rescue.  Now, how the hell am I going to stay away from them for the rest of the school year, Miss Genius?  Even you can't rescue me all the time!"

"Easy, you take them aside one at a time.  Then you tell each one that you're so desperately worried about your finals and about making a good grade for a scholarship, so you'd really look at it as a great favour if they would wait until after school was done, then you can think about dating."

"But Dad and I have arranged that I'll go to the city to work right after … OH!"

"Bingo!" she grinned.  "For once in my life I am going to get to see the 'Ice Cubes' get frozen out."

"Little sister, you aren't careful you're going to become a cast-iron, ball-busting, bitch."

"Make that a bitch busting witch and I'll agree," she giggled, just as the class warning bell rang and she had to run off.

So I put on a worried frown and let that tenacious trio escort me to home room and my first class of the day.  By the end of the day, I had managed to get each of them aside and alone for a few minutes.  With my knees quaking in fear at even being alone with a girl to talk to her, I told each one that I really couldn't afford to even think about going out with anyone right then.  I found myself telling each one that I absolutely had to do well on my finals and that I definitely had to concentrate on school work, but if she were a real doll … Well, you get the picture, I was trying my best to let each of them down easily and not tell too big a whopper while I was doing it.

And I thought the whole thing would just fade away after that.  Only it didn't, because … do you remember that camera I mentioned seeing in their folks bedroom?  Uh huh, well when I opened my locker the next morning there was a picture lying there, staring me in the eye!  It had obviously been slid under the door of the locker for me to find and it must have been taken shortly before I woke up.  It was certainly me and it was definitely the twins.  The only thing different from when I had woken up was that both of them had their legs together then, but in the picture their legs were open a bit and I even had one hand resting on each girl's butt.  Not just that, but from the angle the picture was taken it almost looked like both of the girls were trying to hold 'Mr. Happy' through my shorts.  I just stared at that damn picture, but I didn't have any idea what to do.  Then the first bell rang to call everyone to their classrooms, so stupid me did nothing. 
I just went off to class.  Oh, I intended to talk to the Coulter girls, but I didn't know what to say, so I put it off for the time being while I tried to think of a way to tell them that someone had taken a picture of us while we'd been asleep.

I'd hidden the picture, but I soon realized it wasn't the only copy around.  When I saw Debbie, she just stuck her nose in the air, then turned around and walked away.  I was hoping she was just reacting to the fact that she had seen me talking with Carissa the day before.  Neither of the twins could have seen the picture yet though, since they were being perfect angels, smiling in my direction, but not bothering me so I could 'concentrate.'  Only during lunch break the shit hit the fan!  I watched in helpless horror as a younger kid ran up to the twins with an envelope for each of them, saying that some guy had sent them.  When the girls asked who it was, the kid didn't know the guy's name, just that he was a grade twelve student who'd said he had to leave for the day and couldn't deliver the envelopes himself.

I knew what was in those envelopes, but I still didn't have a clue what to do about it, so I just stared in horrified fascination.  Both of the girls opened the envelopes, glanced inside, then screamed and ran.  I guess they were headed for home, but at that point I saw red and I lost my temper.  I headed straight for the principal's office, well almost straight, I stopped at my locker first.  If I had wanted revenge I don't suppose I would have done that, but damn it I felt that no girls deserved to be treated like that, not even the 'Ice Cubes.'  Just as I turned into the office door, I saw my little sister come charging down the hall, waving her hand and calling my name.  I assumed that she must have seen one of those damn pictures, but I wasn't in the mood to discuss anything like that with her right then.

So I ignored her and stomped straight up to the school secretary, demanding to see Mr. Gable, the school principal.  When the secretary asked what it was about, I slapped the photo on the desk and told her someone was out to ruin my reputation and that of two Coulter girls at the same time.  It's surprising how much cooperation the reaction to a shock will get you.  In a minute or two I was in the principal's office.

I'm not sure exactly what I said, but in only a few minutes both my home-room teacher and one of my other teachers were standing there, telling the principal that the photo had to be a fake, that it was completely out of character for me and for the girls.  Then the phone rang and when the principal answered I could tell it was my father.  I could hear him clearly and since I was standing at least ten feet away from the phone, I knew he was MAD!  Beth must have called him, because he said he was on his way into town.  Dad said his first stop was going to be the police station and his second stop was going to be to pick up Carissa and Corinna's father, then they were coming to the school.  He told Mr. Gable that he wanted every student who had been at the party assembled in one room when they got there "because one way or another, we are going to get to the bottom of this BULLSHIT!"

I was glad Dad was angry because I was pretty well wound up myself.  None of this was my fault, maybe part of it was the girl's fault, but I was willing to bet that one of their ex-'boyfriends' who had struck out was actually at the bottom of this.  An hour later, we had a confession, actually we had five of them.  Two guys and three girls admitted that they had played drunk while getting me and the girls hammered by spiking our drinks.  When we thought we were drinking beer or wine, what we were actually drinking was mostly vodka.  Considering the amount they admitted that they had fed us, it was a bloody wonder we woke up at all and hadn't all died of alcohol poisoning.

Both of the guys had not only struck out with either one or the other of the twins in the past, but they had also tangled with me, trying to beat a little 'respect' into the 'little pipsqueak farm boy' who acted so smart.  However, both of them had discovered that I was tougher than they were.  In fact it seemed that they had a lot of respect for how tough I was.  When I had fallen asleep at the party, they had managed to take of my shirt and pants, but they said I had been ready to fight each time they had tried to take off my shorts.  Finally, they'd decided they didn't want to risk having a real fight with me, even if I was almost passed out from the booze they'd fed me.  If I hadn't fought I imagine I would have been just as nude as the girls.  The twins hadn't been anywhere near as much trouble for the girls to strip; they'd been far too drunk to cause any problems.  They admitted that the picture was posed and they'd left us in the pose afterward, probably hoping
that the twins would waken first and accuse me of rape.

That did it, I was screaming mad again so Dad had to hold me back.  Meanwhile Mom was busy holding back Mr. Coulter, the twin's father.  But no one was holding back either of the twins, they headed for those five creeps with revenge in their eyes.  The guys were certain that the twins were after them and jumped up, trying to run away.  Unfortunately, when they leaped toward the door, it was also toward my little sister.  Beth swore afterward that she thought the two guys were attacking her, which was a bad move on their part!

Did I mention that Beth played center on the girl's soccer team?  So while the twins went after the three girls who'd been involved, Beth tried to score a couple of goals, only she didn't have any soccer balls to kick.  Instead her first kick was aimed somewhere between the ring leader's belt buckle and his knees, well they weren't soccer balls, but …  Anyway, since he was a lot more solid than a soccer ball, kicking him threw her off balance, but she managed to regain her balance in time to try a left footed corner kick on his buddy.  In about ten seconds both guys were falling to the floor, but it happened so fast that the cops didn't even have a chance to react.  By the time they did react Beth was already scrambling to her feet, backing away and acting scared.  Since the two guys were crumpled into writhing heaps on the floor, the cops went after the Coulter Twins, quickly pinning their arms and pulling them away from the three girls who were cowering on the floor
and bawling like babies.

For me, seeing all of the guilty parties lying on the floor, moaning, and begging for mercy, my anger faded into the background.  All that was left was a feeling of sheer disgust.  I really couldn't understand how five kids could be so screwed up.  The cops and the teachers finally got smart and the rest of us were separated from the culprits.  In fact I think they may have had to call an ambulance since Beth had kicked that one guy so hard and I think one of the girls had a bloody nose or something.

The rest of us got taken back to the principal's office and stuck in a waiting room of sorts.  It wasn't long before one of the cops took me into the office and asked me to tell my version of the story.  The cop and the principal tried to get me to talk quietly, but I let on I was still mad, so I was bellowing loudly.  I'll admit that was intentional.  I was hoping I was loud enough that the twins could hear me next door, that way they would tell pretty much the same story.  It really didn't take that long before I was led back out of the office.  I was separated from everyone else then, and the principal told me to go home for the rest of the day.  They must have told Mom about that though, because she caught up to me before I got to the car and asked me to drive her home.

Once we were on the road, she was really quiet for a moment or two and then said "So, do you want to tell me the real story now?"

"Mom, I don't think I know the real story.  What I told you and Dad on Sunday morning was the real story as far as I was concerned.  I just left out that I woke up in Mr. and Mrs. Coulter's bed with both of the twins draped over top of me and that they were totally nude.  After the rumours of what Mr. Coulter would do to anyone who screwed around with his daughters, the idea of being found there like that terrified me and I panicked.  Somehow I managed to slip out of bed without waking them, then I grabbed my clothes and ran.  I sure as heck wasn't going to tell anyone about that, okay?"

"So you woke up with two beautiful and willing young women, yet you didn't do anything?" she sounded astounded.

"I don't know if they were willing or not.  I didn't wait to find out," I snorted.  "I may kick myself for the rest of my life, but right now I'm glad that I ran off when I did."

"Well, I am too," she laughed, and it sounded almost like a laugh of relief.  "For a few minutes there, I was actually worried that you might be gay.  I mean, a healthy teenaged boy who found himself in bed with two nude girls and you didn't do anything?"

I almost drove off the road in surprise.  Then I laughed and decided to pull over for a minute.  Let's face it, we were on a winding country road and I wanted to talk.  I couldn't look at her face and drive too, so I pulled into a field approach and I shut off the car.  We must have talked for close to half an hour as I explained how shy I was around girls.  In fact we might have talked for even longer, but Dad and Beth came driving up and pulled in behind us.

"Have you guys got car trouble?" Dad leaned out his window and called.

"Nope, we were just talking, Dad," I turned and called back.

"I think I'll ride back home with your father," Mom smiled.  "I see Beth is there, would you mind giving her a ride home.  I think your Father and I need to discuss a few things."

"Sure I can give Beth a ride, but am I in trouble?" I asked.

"No," she laughed, "But, your father might be.  Could you find some way to take at least an hour or two to get home?  He and I need to talk about this and a few other things, so we need a little time when we won't be disturbed."

Then she winked at me and I had an idea that she might be planning on doing more than talking, but I definitely didn't ask.  Instead I think I blushed as she gave me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek, then slipped out of the car, but left the door open for Beth.  Beth looked like she was on top of the world when she jumped into the car.  At least she was grinning from ear to ear.

"What are you doing here?" I asked.  "Shouldn't you be in school?"

"You and me and the Coulter twins are suspended for the rest of the week for trying to start a riot," she grinned, then as Dad's truck pulled out and raced down the road, she broke into a giggle.  "I'm not supposed to let you go home until chore time," she crowed.  "I think that picture got Mom a bit aroused, so I suspect that she wants to go home and play with Daddy."

I just stared at her.  I didn't really care about Mom and Dad at the moment.  I was wondering just what the hell was going on otherwise.

"Why are you suspended?" I finally asked.

"Oh Principal Gable thinks I kicked Slimy Sid and Rotten Raymond in the nuts," she giggled.  "It looked worse than it was, I mostly hit one of the muscles in Sid's leg, so he's gonna limp for a while and I actually hit Raymond flat footed, across his thigh.  I didn't do as much damage as people think.  The two of them are just wimps and can't take a licking."

"Okay, and the twins are suspended because they attacked the girls I guess, but why am I suspended?"

"I think just on general principles.  You were involved so you must be guilty, that sort of thing.  Oh, by the way, the five idiots got expelled.  A week's classes and two weeks of tests before they finish high school, but they can't come back to school, ever!"

"What?" I stared at her.

"Yep, and Mr. Coulter is thinking of taking them to civil court."

"That would not be a good idea.  His girls aren't totally innocent."

"I know," she giggled, "and neither are you, you bugger."

"Huh?"

"Well, I was pretty sure who had taken those pictures, so right after I called Daddy I ran down and broke into Sid's locker.  Well, I picked the lock on the door and I found more pictures, the negatives too – I guess he didn't dare keep them at home or something.  Did you think they'd only take one picture?  He was planning a real smear campaign on you guys," she said quietly.  "I'm almost sorry I didn't kick him square in the balls."

"Oh, my gosh!  You did take the pictures out of his locker though, didn't you?"

"Unh huh, of course!  Now, Mom says we can't go home and we're kicked out of school; it's a nice day though and we have a whole bunch of pictures to look over and maybe destroy.  Where do you think we should go?"

"You've got the pictures?"

"Unh huh, in a safe place, but before you get all mad and want to burn them, you should look at them and we should show them to the twins too."

"WHAT?" I literally screamed.

"Oh come on," she grinned.  "Please, I want to see their faces when they see these pictures.  I want to see yours too for that matter.  Besides, doesn't every guy want a set of porn pictures of himself in bed with two gorgeous blondes, twin blondes who are totally nude?"

"I think you'd better just give them here and I'll …"

"Oh no," she interrupted.  "I'm not giving them to you without the Coulter girls being right there with us.  They need to know what they do when they get too drunk to know better and I want to put an end to that stupid 'ice cube' act of theirs."

"Have you looked at them all?"

"Nope, just the first one, and only long enough to see that it was different from the one you had.  After that I crammed them back in the envelope, tucked it under my shirt, closed up Sid's locker and ran like hell to be at the door to meet Mom and Dad.  Now, are you going to phone the Coulter girls or am I going to have to do that too?"

I hemmed and hawwed, but in the long run she got her way, as usual.  We went back to town, then I phoned the Coulter house.  Only it was Mr. Coulter who answered my call.

"Hi Mr. Coulter, it's Chris.  I was just calling to make sure that the girls were okay," I spoke quickly, wishing that he hadn't been the person who had picked up the phone.

"Oh hello, Chris.  You're just the young man I wanted to speak to," he said loudly and I thought I heard one or the other of the twins say something in the background.  "The girls are okay, thanks to you.  Although after hearing what they actually admitted to doing …" he paused.  "Chris, do you think you could drop around the house as soon as possible, I believe my daughters have a confession to make to you."

"If you mean that they were involved in the original plan to get me drunk and embarrass me, I'd already come to that conclusion, Mr. Coulter."

"And you still wanted to protect them?  My goodness, you really are a gentleman, aren't you?"

"Oh, I don't know about that," I laughed uneasily.  "But, if you want me to drop around the house, do you mind if my little sister comes along?  She and I are both in town and we were thinking of heading down to the river, just to get completely away from this stupid mess.  I guess we could drop by for a few minutes."

"Hmm, your sister is with you is she?  How long would it take for you to get here?"

"Getting to your house?  Just a couple of minutes, we're only at the drugstore.  But as for the river, we have to be home by five at the latest to milk the cows."

"And a responsible young man like you would always be home to do his chores wouldn't he?" he chuckled.  "I'll tell you what Chris, I'm supposed to keep a tight rein on these two, but after the responsibility you and your sister displayed at school, and since I have to do some work at the office yet today … Well, I'm not sure I should let these two out of the house, but it might be easier for them to admit the truth if I'm not with you, so I'm going to release these two to you and your sister's care until this evening.  In fact, I think the two of them owe you two a very large thank-you, so I'm going to suggest that you take them with you and have them help you with your chores this evening, hows that?"

"Unh, okay I guess, but can't we bring them straight home from the river?"

"You sound as if you're somewhat afraid of the girls?"

"In a word, yes!"

"Even if you have their parole to behave?"

"Sir, I am very shy, while they are very forward.  It's like oil and water.  We're simply not a good mix."

"Oh, I disagree!  I think you three are an excellent mix," he laughed loudly.  "I'll see you in a few minutes," and with that, he hung up the phone.

Beth took one look at my face as I came out of the phone booth and asked,  "What's wrong?  Can't they come with us?"

"That's the problem, their dad is insisting that they do come with us, then that we take them home with us afterward.  He wants to have them help us with the chores tonight."

"What?" she squeaked.  "The 'Ice Cubes' milking cows, feeding the pigs, and cleaning the barn?  Oh that would be just wonderful!"

Even I could see the humour in it when she put it like that.  We were still chuckling when we got to their house and Mr. Coulter met us at the door, then invited us inside.

"The girls will be right down," he grinned.  "I warned them that they should wear clothing that could be worn while working around animals and things that can be washed afterward.  I'm not sure they were quite as enthusiastic about going with you after I told them what I had suggested you have them do."

"I can imagine," I smiled.

Beth giggled and his grin widened even more.

"I think a little time working on a farm would do them both a lot of good," he said firmly.

"Do they have a curfew when I need to have them home?"

"Well, since I saw those photos, yet they swear they are still virgins, I'm not really worried," he looked at me quite seriously.

"Unfortunately, things have changed since then," I smiled right back.

"Yes, they certainly have," he sighed deeply.  "Just how old are you?"

"I'm sixteen, why?" I stared at him wondering where that had come from.

"Well son, they turned eighteen about a month ago and they just told me this afternoon that I had no legal right to tell them what to do with their bodies.  Legally, they are right, but I …" he just let the sentence die.

"Oh, poor you!  But, I guess poor me too," I sighed then.

Beth started to giggle, trying to suppress it, but not managing.

"What is so darn funny?" I demanded.

"You," she laughed aloud.  "Every guy inside of miles and miles has tried to make out with them and they're handing it to you on a platter, but you're acting like it was … well, like it was a worse job than mucking out the pigs."

"I am not being handed anything," I growled, but underneath I could see her point and I was fighting a grin myself.

I didn't dare grin in front of Mr. Coulter.  He looked much too serious to see the humour in Beth's wise crack.

"Beth," he said quietly, but emphatically.  "Firstly, your brother is a gentleman and secondly he is an individual with a strong sense of independence.  He feels he has the right of choice and he's perfectly right.  At this moment, I have an extremely high regard for him, a far higher regard than I have felt for any of the other young men that my daughters have paraded through my house over the past few years.  Now if the circumstances were different …"

"Daddy, are you pontificating again?" Carissa interrupted from just behind him.

"Isn't he always?" Corinna asked.

They were dressed in tight shorts and tighter halters, with tennis shoes on their feet and everything they were wearing was white.  In other words, not what I would have worn on a farm under any circumstances.  Beth and I simply stared at them.

"You aren't wearing that are you?" Beth said disbelievingly, "not out to the farm?  Surely?"

"What's wrong with this?" Carissa demanded.  "We did bring other clothes just in case we get dirty and need to change," she held up a small bag and pointed to a matching bag that her sister carried.

"We figured that we could wash off and these clothes are old, so if we get them dirty enough that they'd be too tough to get clean, we can just toss them," Corinna added.

"Oh boy," I just shook my head.  "Mr. Coulter, your daughters are spoiled and they obviously haven't a clue about farm life or hard work."

That broke him up.  "Oh I wish they could spend a month helping out on your farm," he chortled.

Beth giggled, then slipped over to him and gesture for him to bend down.  She whispered something in his ear and he roared with laughter.

"Oh, that's a wonderful idea.  Thank you, Beth, I think I'll do that."

"But, let's keep it a secret for now, okay?" Beth giggled.

"Absolutely, now you should get going or you'll have to rush straight home to do your chores," he hurried us out of the house.

Beth ran ahead and slid into the front passenger seat of my car, making it plain that the twins were going to be relegated to riding in the back seat.  Although the twins frowned a bit, they seemed as if they expected that.

As I drove away, one of the twins asked if we were really going to ask them to help with the chores.  Since I was concentrating on my driving I didn't really know which one it was, but before I could answer, Beth did.

"Yep that was the only way your dad would let you come with us at all," she fibbed.  "He said you were to help us by doing exactly the same things we have to do."

"But how will he know if we just help a little bit."

"I imagine he'll ask," Beth said sharply.  "And I'm sure not going to lie about it, not after what you two almost did to my brother."

There was an edge to her voice that I had never heard before and I risked a glance at her.  Her jaw was set and she was staring straight ahead.

"Oh God, we are sorry about that."

"Yeah, sure.  You're sorry you got caught," Beth snarled through gritted teeth.  "I've seen you two frost every guy around you and make some darn nice guys look foolish."

"Maybe we did, before," I heard tears in that, or awful close and glanced in the rear view mirror.  Carissa, at least, was teary eyed, I couldn't see Corinna since she was sitting right behind me.

"You saw us on Monday though," Now there were definitely tears and they started the twin seesaw with their conversation.

"The only trouble is there are two of us …"

"and only one Chris …"

"so dammit, we've got to be good …"

"maybe he'll pick one of us …"

"even if we'd share."

"Oh quit blubbering," Beth snapped, turning around in her seat.  "And you might as well face it, Chris is shy and he doesn't seem to think he's ready for a lover yet, so don't either one of you get pushy with him.  I happen to think he's swell and since he's my favourite brother – well for me, his happiness is tops, okay?  If either one of you hurts him in any way you'll answer to me, and you saw what I can do to bullies in the principal's office."

"Unh huh … Okay," they whispered.

"Good.  However, we could use a couple of new friends," she smiled.  "Besides, I think I have something you want, which I'm going to give to you and Chris as a sign of pure friendship, no cost at all and no strings attached in any way."

"Pardon me?" I could see the frown on Carissa's tear stained face in the mirror.

"Well, you know that picture you saw?"

"Yes?"

"You didn't think that Stinky Sid would be satisfied with just one pose did you?"

"OH MY GOD!"

"SHIT, HE HAS MORE PICTURES?"

"Not anymore he doesn't," Beth giggled.  "But I do and I have the negatives as well.  That's why we're going to the river.  We decided that it was only right that since the pictures were of all three of you, then all you guys should see them and after that, you can burn them, or do whatever you want with them."

"Why not just destroy them now?" Carissa snapped.

"Yeah, why go through the trouble of …"

"Oh for crying in the bloody sink," Beth said loudly.  "Am I the only person around who would love to have a picture of herself when she gets old and her hair turns grey.  A picture that showed just how sexy I was when I was young?"

"But if someone found the pictures and blackmailed …"

"Carissa, that one picture that the cops have is going to guarantee that you and Corinna can't be blackmailed, at least not for a picture taken when you're with Chris.  However, if you were really worried, what you could do is take out a joint safety deposit box in all three of your names and arrange that Chris has to be with one or the other of you to open it."

"Why should you get to see them then?"

"Well, first, I risked my fat ass to steal them.  Second, because I happen to be the one who has possession of them now.  Third, because I want to look after Chris's interests too and offer him my opinion.  And finally, because I took the time to glance at one of them before and I wouldn't mind seeing more.  Whoever took them might become a porn photographer one day and I might never get another chance to see the sort of pictures he took."

"Oh GOD, did you say porn?"

"Yes dear, I said PORN!" Beth said loudly, then giggled.  "You look very sexy and some of the shots are very suggestive.  The only problem is that they are quite amateurish and they need retouching with an airbrush.  Chris' shorts show in almost every shot."

"You mean it looks like we were …"

"Yes dear, it looks very much like you were!" Beth crowed in glee, loving every moment of the torment she was giving them.

"Don't call me dear, dammit."

"Okay, which one is 'Ice' and which one is 'Cube'?" Beth giggled just as we turned into the riverside campsite.

"We'll 'Ice Cube' you, you little bitch," Carissa said loudly, opening her door just as I stopped.

But, Beth was out her door and running before either of them had even set foot out of the car.  I just walked over and found a seat in the shade, laughing as Beth easily outdistanced them.  Then she teased them into chasing her again and again until both twins were panting heavily and completely out of breath.

Beth simply trotted over to me finally, and to my amazement she turned away and slipped her blue jeans down to her knees.  She yanked off two pieces of surgical tape that she had used to fasten the envelope of pictures to her inner thigh.  That must have hurt because she was still grimacing as she yanked up her jeans and turned to face me.

"Damn, you're sneaky," I grinned at her, "I would have thought you'd have had them in your book bag."

"Don't be silly," she grinned.  "Whoever heard of a good spy being dumb enough to carry something incriminating in such an obvious spot."

"And the cops wouldn't pat your ass?" I grinned.

"My inner thigh is not my fat ass, dear brother, and there were no woman cops there to pat anywhere near where I had these pictures stashed."

"Jeez, he talks," Carissa panted as she flopped down near us.

"Yeah, but only to a damn antelope that masquerades as a girl," Corinna puffed, flopping at her side.

"And I can't even get close to Chris in a foot race, so don't count on catching him," Beth giggled as she handed me the envelope.  "Here you are, signed, sealed, and delivered.  I lied when I said I'd looked at them.  I only glanced at the top one.  Actually I figure that they're you three's business and what you do with them is your business too."

She adjusted her jeans and started to walk away, but I reacted.

"Beth!  Get your ass back over here," I growled.

She stopped and turned to stare at me.

"I'm not insisting that you look at these with us," I said, gesturing with the envelope, "But, since you did all the work and thought fast enough, plus risked that fat little ass, I'm damn well inviting you to look at what kind of fool your big brother is.  That is if you still want to."

To my utter surprise, she broke into tears.  I just tossed the envelope to the twins and stood to scoop Beth into my arms and hug her.  When she calmed down and we turned toward the twins, only to find that both of them were crying.

"Aww fuck," I growled.  "I suppose you guys need hugs too."

"There he goes again," Beth broke into laughter.  "Two beautiful blondes want hugs and he acts like it's a fucking chore."

"I know you said we couldn't rush him, but can we at least sit on him and beat some sense into his stupid head," Carissa said, trying to giggle and bawl at the same time.

"You can beat on him if you want," Corinna snorted, "but if you're holding him down, I'm going to shove a tit in his mouth to prove I'm not a guy.  That wouldn't count as rushing him would it?  I mean, there's already a picture of me doing it after the party.  Since it's been shown around the whole school and it's even down in the cop's office, all the darn town must know about it by now."

Since all three of them were busy laughing about it, I grabbed the envelope off the ground and pulled out the pictures.  Almost instantly I had one twin pressed on either side of me and Beth leaning over my shoulder.  Actually the shot we had seen at school was definitely the best photo of the bunch.  To start with, several of the others were so badly out of focus you couldn't even make out who was in the picture.  There were at least two 'crotch' shots and apparently from their body language as they saw them, the photographer had gotten one of each girl, but to be honest I couldn't see much difference.  There was one shot in which neither of the girls could really be identified, but my face was clear and another two - each a clear shot of one of the twins, but with the other girl and I unidentifiable.

"Shit, what a waste of good film," Beth said loudly.

"Yeah," I laughed, sorting out the shot where only my face was visible.  "If I were to save a porn shot for posterity, this is the one I'd keep."

Carissa and Corinna giggled, and sorted out the other two shots that showed only one face.

"You can have that one," Carissa suggested, "… if we can have these two," Corinna added, "… but, let's burn the rest," Carissa added, "… and the negatives too," Corinna finished.

So, since we were at the campsite we built a tiny fire in the fire pit, then slowly fed the pictures into it, one picture at a time.  Then when the fire had burned down we stirred the ashes and doused them with lots of water, stirring them over and over again.  Now we were all in a good mood when we hopped into the car and drove out to the farm.

When we got there, Mom and Dad were sitting on the front steps drinking a cup of coffee, which was quite weird since it was almost chore time.

"Hello, kids, we had a visitor a short while ago," Mom grinned as we all got out of the car.

"Mr. Coulter?" I guessed immediately.

"You see, dear, I told you that you didn't scramble his brains, that time you dropped him on his head," Dad winked at Mom.

"All right, smarty britches," Mom grinned at me, "Since you know so much, just what did we decide?"

"The twins are staying here tonight?" I guessed.

"No, not just the night.  Since all of you are being disciplined by the school for the rest of the week, the girl's will actually be staying here with us and helping out on the farm.  John is coming back to pick them up on Sunday evening," she smiled.  "He went to a store and bought clothing for them that he felt was a little bit more suitable for farm work, rather than what they have on now."

Carissa and Corinna stared, open mouthed.

"Daddy bought clothes," one of the twins stammered, "… for us to wear?" the other finished.

"Yes, because he thought it would be good for you to spend some time working on a real farm," Dad smiled at them, then turned to look at me, "And since you act so shy with them, Chris, he felt it would be good for you to have them around for a while as well."

"And we agree with him," Mom added.  "So we've put the girl's new clothes in the spare bedroom."

"Now, since it's chore time, everyone inside and change your clothes," Dad ordered.

I think even the animals had a chuckle or two that evening.  The twins were true greenhorns.  They didn't even know for sure where milk came from, so they were astounded when Dad and I sat down to milk the cows.  But to my surprise, they were game to try anything and they were surprisingly upbeat the whole time.  They did complain about the lack of style of their clothes at first, but after they found out just how much dirt, muck, and manure there was on a farm, they didn't seem to mind the long sleeved shirts, blue jeans and gumboots at all.  They thought it funny when Beth was feeding one pen of pigs and she almost got knocked off her feet, but when she insisted that they had to feed the next two pens it suddenly didn't seem so funny.

However, they did develop a love affair; they saw Beth's horses out in the pasture.  She had three Appaloosa mares that we'd been crossing with my Quarter Horse stud.  So as well as the mares, she had one yearling and two colts from the three mares and the twins fell in love with Beth's little Appaloosa herd.  I think they were actually envious of the young girl that they had been thinking of as a kid only a short while before.  When that 'kid' flipped herself onto the back of the oldest mare right from the ground and raced off down the pasture, riding bareback, you could have shoved a bale of hay into either one's mouth.  Beth wasn't using a saddle, she didn't even have a bridle, all she used was a piece of baling twine tied to the mare's halter.

"Oh hell, she's showing off again," Dad sighed, but you could see the pride in his eyes.

I just grinned, finishing the feeding the other horses, but turned back as Beth came trotting back toward us.

"You might check the mare's left hind foot.  I think she's favouring that leg a bit, Beth," I called, noticing the mare's off beat gait for the first time.

"Could you help?" Beth called back instantly, stopping the mare where she was and dismounting quickly.

Dad and I walked out to Beth and the mare, but asking the girls to wait outside the fence.  I took the mare's head and Dad lifted her hoof.  She had a small pebble pressing on the frog of her hoof, but it hadn't been there long enough to aggravate her that much.  It was only a few seconds work for Dad to flip it free.  When I lead her forward and away from Dad, he gave me the okay sign.  I pulled the bail twine free of the halter and let the mare go.

"Good eyes, son," Dad said quietly.  "I never noticed the limp until you pointed it out."

"No big deal, didn't see it until then myself," I grinned, then hearing a noise I whirled, just in time to catch a flying sister in my arms.

"Thanks Lummox," she hugged me and kissed my cheek.  "She'd have been limping a lot by morning and I'd hate to have her in pain."

"No problem, Sunshine," I grinned, tossing her up so she was draped over my shoulder and heading for the house.  "Come on girls, chores are done.  Now that the animals are fed and cared for, we can go eat."

They were staring at us like we were from Mars and Beth jabbed me in the ribs.

"Let me down, fool, something is bugging them," she whispered.

Dad had gone ahead, so we went back to see what was wrong.

"So, what's up?" Beth smiled at them, but looked sympathetic, which rather surprised me.

"You guys are so tuned into each other," Carissa whispered, "… when you helped that horse, it was like three bodies and one brain," Corinna added.

I started laughing so hard that I was almost falling down.

Beth was almost the same, but she managed to wheeze "Look who's talking."

"That doesn't count, we're twins," Carissa stomped her foot.

"Other people don't do it," Corinna continued.

"Hah, you should see Chris work on a car with Tom and George," Beth grinned.  "It's the same thing then, only there they talk 'advanced wrench' and not very much of that."

So I started to explain about what happened when people did repetitive jobs, how they became used to each other's foibles and habits as well as with the job's natural timing.  You knew what the other person needed and when they needed it, because you had done the same thing so many times before.

"That's why we kid and tease a lot, we're simply bored," Beth added.  "Besides, we like each other."

"Now come on, Mom will have supper ready and waiting for us, but we need to wash up first," I turned and headed for the house.

The twins were surprisingly quiet all through our evening meal, at least until we all sat back and relaxed over coffee afterward.  Then they looked at each other and Corinna nodded her head slightly.

Carissa actually cleared her throat.

"Look.  We feel like complete asses," she said emphatically and held up her hand when I was about to speak.  "Wait me out Chris, please.  We've always felt we were so special, we always seemed to know what the other one was talking about and we always seemed to be able to complete each others thoughts.  But, we just worked with you guys out there and lots of times you didn't even have to ask for help from each other if you had a problem.  Instead you all seemed to be in exactly the right place and doing just the perfect thing the other person needed at the precise time when the other person needed help.  You guys out-twinned us and it rattled us."

"I thought I explained that before," I grinned.  "We work together and we play together, so we know each other."

Just then there was a knock on the door and without even getting up, Dad hollered "Come on in."

He knew it would be either Tom, or George, or perhaps Tom and George.  Actually, I'd been expecting them at any time – after all, they would have had to catch the bus home.  I knew that they'd be letting me know that they didn't exactly love that idea.  As it was, Tom led the pair into the room.

"Chris, what's this I hear about you getting kicked out of school for a week by being involved with the 'Ice Cuuuu …" Tom's voice trailed of as he saw the twins.

For once George wasn't talking, he just stared.

"Hey, I'm sorry I didn't give you guys a ride home and that you'll have to ride the bus the rest of the week, but I did what I thought was needed, okay?  Unfortunately now I have to pay the price," I wanted to grin, but managed to keep a straight face.

The guys still weren't talking, it was as if they were suddenly the shy guys.

"You do know Carissa and Corinna don't you?" Beth grinned, loving every second of their discomfort.

"Unh Hi," the two guys both stammered, but I couldn't hold it any longer and broke into laughter as the twins giggled, but said 'Hi' to the guys.

I think Mom and Dad were enjoying the guy's discomfort as well, but when Mom asked them if they'd like a coffee, it seemed to break the spell.  They actually had come over to see if I would like to work on one of the other old cars that we had gotten from Mr. Dolens.  I turned and looked at Dad, then Mom.  After getting a nod from each of them, I reached over and opened the mail drawer, then handed Tom an envelope.

"You guys have helped me so much with my cars that I think you deserve this," I grinned.  "Mom, Dad, and even Beth, agree with me and we've cleared this with your folks.  Now, your birthdays aren't for another month for Tom and almost two months for George, but knowing you two, you can have that second car we got from Mr. Dolens all fixed up by then.  That means by this fall you can drive yourselves to school."

Tom stared at me, then slowly opened the envelope, inside was a transfer of ownership.  I'd given the other operational car to the two of them.  For once both of them were speechless.  Then suddenly they looked at each other.  After a pair of shouted 'thank you's, they seemed to evaporate, but we all knew they were off to work on their 'new' car.

Dad grinned and gave me an okay sign, while Mom and Beth were both smiling in approval, but the weird thing was the reaction from the twins.  They just stared at me like I was from Mars.  I just shook my head and decided I didn't want to try to explain anything more to them, instead I excused myself to go join the guys as they worked on fixing their car.

Tom was in seventh heaven, this was their car, so they could fix it the way they wanted to.  George wasn't much better, so by the time I had walked down to the shed where their car and the old junker were stored, they had the hood off of their car and were stripping parts from the engine, both yammering a mile a minute.  I don't think they even saw me for a few minutes.  I just sat on a nearby barrel and watched for a while.

"Gee guys, if I'd known you were just going to take it apart, maybe I should have given you the junker," I said loud enough for them to hear.

That brought their heads out of the engine, then suddenly they were standing in front of me and I was having my hand shaken while being thanked almost as much as if I'd given them a million dollars.  Tom was holding my right hand and pumping it like he was trying to get water and George was talking so fast that he was hardly making sense.

Just then Dad came into the shed though.  "Chris, did you forget, you have guests."

I glanced past him to make sure he wasn't being followed and then said, "Dad, I'm afraid they don't feel like guests to me, instead the whole thing feels more like punishment.  Inviting them to visit was Beth and Mr. Coulter's idea, so I'm trying to be nice, but having them here is not my idea of fun in any way."

"Are you frigging crazy?" Tom squawked.  "Do you know how many guys would give their left nut to have the two of them sit at their family's table at supper time?"

"Yeah," George almost interrupted.  "Jeez man, take them for a ride in your car, or ride on the horses, or go for a walk, but at least do something with them."

"You didn't really hear what this was about then?" I broke in, once more feeling the annoyance I had felt before.  "Friday night I went to a party at their house and those two got me drunk, or at least they helped a lot.  They were out to deliberately embarrass me.  What they didn't know is that Sid and his bunch were spiking their drinks as well as mine.  On top of that, no one realised that I've drunk quite a lot of alcohol before, so I had a good idea of my limits and paced myself.  By the time I was drunk, almost everyone else, including the twins, were drunk too.  Anyway in the end, they got me away from everyone else.  I don't know what the twins thought was going to happen, but somehow they ended up stripped.  I ended up only wearing my shorts and we all ended up in bed together.  When I woke up Saturday morning, I saw their nude bodies in bed with me for about ten seconds, then I ran like hell."

"This morning at school someone slipped a picture of the three of us into my locker, then gave the twins each a copy during lunch break.  The picture was almost pornographic.  When they ran out crying, I got mad and stormed into the principal's office.  After everything got sorted out, they got kicked out of school for trying to beat up on the girls that were involved, Beth got sent home out for kicking Sid and his buddy in the … well, where it hurts.  She swears she thought they were attacking her, and the principal kicked me out for … Wait a minute!  Dad, why did the principal kick me out?"

"You were temporarily suspended for calling the principal a 'dough-headed dunce and a fuckwit to boot!'" he laughed.  "I should probably discipline you for your language, but I'm afraid I agreed with your assessment of that dork's intelligence, so I can't do that with a clear conscience."

I looked past his shoulder and saw Beth and the twins coming our way.  "Here they come now," I sighed.

"Oh, get over it," Tom snapped, sounding exasperated and making both George and Dad laugh.

It turned out that the girls wanted to ride horses and since the oldest mare had picked up a stone when Beth had been fooling around, she wanted to borrow my gelding.  Now he's a powerful horse, actually a Thoroughbred who hadn't made it on the race circuit, so I wasn't sure about Beth riding him.

Of course Dad had a solution.  The twins could ride Beth's other two mares, Beth could ride the gelding, but only if I rode along on my Quarter Horse stud.

"Dad, the stud hasn't been ridden in over a week," I argued.  "I'm not sure I want to get shaken up tonight, especially not after eating a big meal."

"Do you want someone else to take the edge off the stud for you?" George asked.

The thought of him volunteering was hilarious.  If George was sitting on a kitchen chair and someone bumped into it so it wiggled he might fall off.  So the very idea of George taking the edge off of a bucking horse got us all laughing, even George, but in the long run it got me into the saddle and on the stud's back, at least for a short while.  To make a long story short, I got piled.

Yeah, with Carissa, Corinna, Beth, Dad, Tom, George, and even my Mom watching, I got dumped on my keister.  Me, the guy who hadn't been bucked off of a horse in years!  The guy other riders said had glue on his butt!  I got to skid along on my rump in the back pasture and put grass stains on my pants.

Okay, I knew that the stud was going to be a bit lively, but I didn't expect him to really buck when I got into the saddle.  I thought he'd do his usual crow hop and a few dance steps, then settle down and behave, but instead he surprised me with an all out bucking session.  Maybe one of the mares was coming into season or something, maybe it was the crowd of people, or maybe he just had a bee up his butt, I don't know.  All I do know is that he danced around the same as he usually did as I put the saddle on him, but when I tried to flip my leg over his back, he exploded.  I had my left leg in the stirrup and my right leg in mid air when he went straight up, then spun ninety degrees in mid air.  I managed to hang on through that, but I was grabbing for leather, still trying to find my other stirrup when he hit the ground.  Then he pulled the same stunt, only now he was spinning the other direction.  My butt had scarcely touched leather before centrifugal force was
yanking me out and away from his back.

I was suddenly flying through the air and I swear I went high enough that I saw him take another little crow hop before I even hit the ground.  Then to add insult to injury, that dang horse turned around and stared at me, as if asking me why I was sitting on the ground.  Did I mention that I have a bit of a temper?  While everyone else was still squawking and squealing, or oohing and ahhing, I was trying to scramble to my feet to head for that horse and climb back in the saddle.

But, I only managed one step before flopping back on my butt like a rock plopping into a mud puddle.  My left ankle tried to fold sideways when I put my weight on that foot and my whole lower leg immediately started to hurt like hell!

It felt to me that it took forever to happen, but my folks got me to the hospital, then eventually the people there got my leg x-rayed and I heard the bad news.  It turned out that I had fractured a bone in my left foot and had twisted my ankle badly, probably tearing or stretching a ligament.  As a result I was going to be in cast and on crutches for at least a month or possibly six weeks.  As well as that, I'd cracked a bone in my right hand, so that was going to be in a cast for a while too.

What a rotten way to start a summer.




Chapter 3:

Quiet - Hospital Zone

At least my hand hadn't swollen much, so they could put a cast on it right away.  The other nice thing was that the cast was made in a way that would leave my fingers and thumb free, which meant I'd still be able to write my finals at school.  The cast for my foot was a different matter though, they told me that since the swelling would have to be reduced, it would be several days before they could put what they called a 'walking' cast on it.  Even the temporary cast was going to have to wait for the morning and some reduction in the swelling.  For the time being, they wrapped my lower leg and my foot in a protective bandage that held a form which would prevent me from moving my foot much, then they put me in a hospital bed for the night.  I was put in a ward, but I was the only person in any of the beds and I was hardly lying down before Dad came in to sit at my bedside.

To my surprise he looked awkward and a bit upset with himself, which wasn't like Dad.  The first thing he did was to apologise for suggesting that I rode the stud without having the time to 'steady him down' first.

"Dad, it might have been your suggestion, but from the look in her eyes when you said it, Beth was thinking the same thing," I grinned.  "You left it up to me.  If it had been her, she'd have made it a challenge and I do have an ego.  Can you see me turning down a challenge made in front of Carissa and Corinna?  I might be shy, but I am human, and I am a teenager.  I'd have had to take the challenge, just to show off!"

He laughed, then his mood changed and he glanced over at me strangely.  He took a deep breath and I knew something heavy was coming.

"Look, son, your Mom and I are both feeling a little out of our depth over this.  I'm not exactly sure how John Coulter talked us into having his two daughters stay for the rest of the week.  It seemed to make sense then, but now with you laid up like this, I'm not sure how it will work.  You aren't going to be able to do much around the farm wearing a cast on one foot and another one on your hand."

"Dad, Beth is good with people, she'll help a lot.  Besides, I think all you'll have to do is suggest that Tom and George could work with the twins, then they'll both figure out some way to do their own chores and help us out too," I grinned.  "Those two guys are girl crazy, but the twins can handle anything the guys can throw at them."

He chuckled a bit and then looked at me with a slight frown.  "You don't mind?"

"Dad, when it comes to those two girls, I feel like a window washer who's been given a bucket of water and a sponge, then told that the windows on the Empire State building are dirty.  Only … well, the twins are like dual Empire State buildings, which makes them twice as inimidating."

"You find them daunting, do you?" he smiled "They don't seem to think you should."

"Dad, they're two years older than I am, so they've been dating for who knows how many years and on top of that, they've already slapped me down once."

"They did?" he frowned.  "I never heard about that."

"Oh, I didn't tell anyone.  It happened when we were in about grade six or seven.  They were just getting their figures and all that.  I had developed a school boy crush on them, so on Valentine's day I bought them each a fancy valentine.  They threw them in the trash bin, right in front of me."

"Oh my," he just shook his head and sighed deeply.  "Are you hurting really badly, or could we talk for a few minutes?" he asked.

"I'm okay for a bit," I shrugged.

"Just about the time I think I have you figured out, you open my eyes again," he said softly.  "You must have been crushed pretty badly by that Valentines' thing, just to remember it for so long, and yet today when someone set out to hurt them, you still dove in to help them out.  Can I ask why?"

"Oh come on Dad!  You and Mom taught me better than to let something petty like that get in the way of right and wrong," I was trying to think why I really had reacted like I did, and I didn't know how to say what I felt, but I tried to explain.  "It just seemed so totally wrong.  They hadn't really done anything to hurt me and then there was a picture being shown around that could have ruined their lives.  I mean, as a guy, it didn't matter that there was a picture of me with a couple of nude girls.  Actually, it was almost an ego boost, I guess.  But for them … Well, it was just wrong, they aren't that kind of girls."

Dad just smiled and shook his head.  "Son, your sense of justice is so strong … You may get into trouble because of it, but you're always going to have friends who will be willing to go out of their way to help you out when you do."

"Talking from experience, Dad?" I smiled at him.

"Yeah, I guess I am," he grinned back.  "Now, let's let the pain killer the doctor gave you do its work.  Either your mom or I will be in to see you as soon as the chores are done tomorrow."

After Dad left, in fact hardly after he'd gone out the door of the room a cute young nurse came in to check that I was all right for the night.

"Well, hello, Cowboy," she grinned at me and blushed.  "I hear that this time the horse won."

Even as sleepy and as uncomfortable as I was, there was something about her that made me grin.  She was cute, very cute.  Her short hair was bright red and her perky, up-turned nose was covered with tiny freckles, while her uniform fit her exceptionally well, showing off a lot of curves.

"Well he didn't really win because I'll ride him another day, but I certainly lost this round," I answered.  "I'm not exactly happy with how that ride turned out."

"Are you hurting badly right now?" she asked as she fussed with my covers.  "By the way, my name is Sandy."

"No Sandy, suddenly everything is a lot better than it was."

I couldn't help looking at her as she bent over the bed her blouse opened at the neck, giving me a view of lightly freckled cleavage.  I knew that lying on my back like I was, my body's automatic reaction was going to tent the blankets and no sooner had I thought about it than I could feel an erection growing.  Luckily she'd moved up close so she was looking down into my face, so maybe she hadn't noticed.

"Did anyone check with you and make sure you were comfortable and that you knew about the emergency call button, just in case the pain gets too bad?" she smiled, her green eyes twinkling slightly in the low light of the room.

"Emergency call button?" I managed to mumble, almost a whisper.

"Right here," she reached out and touched a cylinder with a button on the end which hung on the end of a cord, dangling near my head.  "If the pain gets too bad, or if you need a bedpan, all you have to do is press this button and a nurse will come help you."

"A bedpan?" I croaked, almost drowning in a sweet, wonderful odour that had to be her perfume.

"Yes, a bed pan," she smiled.  "For tonight we'd prefer if you didn't try to get out of bed.  I see someone has already brought you crutches, but I don't think they should have.  If you need the bathroom, we can bring you a bedpan and help you use it, then you won't have to disturb your leg."

I couldn't help it, I stared into her face, then glanced down the bed at the tent in the blankets which made me blush bright red.  When I looked back at her face, I realised she was blushing too, then she giggled for a second before fighting to force a more sober look on her face.

"Sorry.  I'll bet you'd like an older nurse wouldn't you?" she managed to say, then she paused and bit her lip.  "I shouldn't have said what I did, I'm still in training and sometimes I say things I shouldn't.  Please, don't tell anyone."

"But, you're not a candy striper, are you?" I managed to say.  "You're wearing a nurse's uniform."

"Actually I am a candy striper, and even for that, I'm not fully trained," she admitted.  "I'm working alone and in a borrowed uniform tonight, but only because the hospital is short staffed and there are no really seriously ill patients in this wing.  Most of the time I work along with other staff, so I'm usually only there as support."

"Oh," I grunted.

"Hey, don't get me wrong, I can look after you," she frowned.  "I know what to do.  I just don't have a lot of experience at working as a full-fledged night nurse."

"Well, I don't have much experience at being a patient, so we should get along fine," I grinned.  "But, I really don't think I want you to bring me a bed pan."

She giggled then, blushing bright red and hesitated for a second before she spoke.

"Aren't you the guy whose picture was taken in bed with two girls?" she whispered.  "Two of the other candy stripers."

"Oh God, did you see that?  Damn it, those rotten son of a bitches," I sat upright.  "A couple of idiots got the girls and I drunk at a party.  We passed out, and I guess they posed us to make us look bad.  We thought we destroyed all the pictures."

"Easy, easy," she said firmly, pressing me back with her hands on my chest.  "I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to get you upset.  Please calm down.  I didn't see any pictures, in fact I don't personally know anyone who did, but there are rumours flying about them and … well, they sounded quite graphic.  It sounded like you weren't someone who should be shy about having a nurse help you with a bedpan."

"Well, they're totally untrue," I growled, flopping back in the bed.  "I'm about as shy as you can get."

"Nope, that's me," she giggled.  "In fact I was sort of hoping that you'd need a bed pan, I've never seen a guy's … well, a guy's penis, except for babies, or in pictures, or old men who were unconscious, stuff like that," By the time she'd gotten done admitting that she was blushing bright red.  Then she turned away from me.

"So if you need anything, buzz and someone will come," she said over her shoulder as she hurried from the room.

I was left to stare after her, all alone in the room and with an erection that was so hard it almost hurt.  There was no way I could bring myself to even touch it, let alone try to jack off to get relief, I mean, what if she walked back into the room again … what would I do then?

I lay there for quite a while trying to think of some way to get my mind off of her, and eventually I fell into a doze.

I fell asleep, but awoke to feel a severe pain in my left foot.  I wasn't only hurting, but for several moments I felt quite disoriented.  I didn't know where I was since it was dark, but I knew I was in a strange place that I couldn't recall seeing before.  When I did remember that I was in the hospital for the first time in my life, I reached for the button that Sandy had told me I could use if I needed help.  Without thinking, I used the wrong hand to try to ring it and of course I bumped it against something.  Even in a cast, it felt as if I'd just hit it with a sledge hammer.  I squawked loudly, then had to try to cut off the noise so I didn't disturb anyone else, but now both my foot and my hand hurt.  Thankfully it was only a moment before my little red headed nurse popped into the room.

"Is there something I can do?" she asked instantly, coming over to stand beside me, then she grinned and blushed.  "Bedpan perhaps?"

"No," I wasn't in the mood to joke around with her or anyone else.  "I hurt."

"Pill time and then I think you can sleep some more," she said almost instantly, helping me to sit up.

"I dunno if I should sit up, I'm feeling a bit light headed and woozy right now."

"But you're hurting, right?  I think this pill will help with that," she held out a pill and a glass of water.

"Oh, I guess," I took the pill in the fingers of my right hand, but I had to use my left hand to hold the little glass of water.

After I'd swallowed the pill with the water and handed her the glass, she helped me ease back on the bed, then tucked me in again.

"There, that should help," she smiled.

"I forget your name," I said drowsily, not really feeling at all like myself, somehow I found I was holding her hand.

"I'm Sandy," she smiled, not trying to pull her hand away.

"I really like you.  You're pretty," I managed to slur, watching her face waver in my eyes, wondering to myself what was wrong with me.

"Thank you.  Now it's time for you to rest.  We can talk more later," she whispered as she managed to slip her hand out of my grasp, then I watched as she slipped out the door.

I lay there and thought about what had happened and was really puzzled.  I think I was trying to make sense of it all when the pill really kicked in and I fell asleep once more.

When I woke up again, it had to be really late and I needed the can badly.  I suppose I wasn't thinking straight, but after a moment or two I did realise that I was in the hospital.  I slowly got out of bed and grabbed my crutches, then hobbled across the ward to the can.  It was strange, but I felt light headed and actually had to sit down instead of standing like I normally would.  When I was done, I sat there for a few minutes wondering if there was more wrong with me than a couple of broken bones.  It just didn't seem right that I should feel so dizzy even when I was sitting down.

Finally I got up, flushed the toilet and headed back to bed.  I'd hardly slipped under the covers when Sandy stuck her nose around the corner.

"I heard you flush, so I know you're awake," she greeted me almost crossly.  "You weren't supposed to get out of bed, you know.  I'd gladly have brought that bedpan."

At that moment, my stomach was rolling and I looked at her like she was some kind of nut.

"Something's wrong, I feel really sick to my stomach," I managed to say, hardly able to talk, as if my tongue was swollen.  "I think I'm gonna barf …"

"Oh shit!" she snapped, then she was gone.  It seemed as if she had simply disappeared instead of moved.

She was back in just a few seconds with a small pan to set beside my head and she rested a hand on my forehead for a second.

"I'll be back with help in a minute," she said then, almost running as she went out the door.

I think I might have passed out for a moment, when I awoke an older nurse was checking my pulse and I could see Sandy standing behind her.

"What's the matter, Chris?" the older nurse asked.

I managed to croak that I seemed to be sick to my stomach and that I thought I might have a fever.  Her hand rested on my forehead … then she was talking, but I wasn't really hearing what she said.  Then the whole world seemed to fade away.

I woke up in a different hospital bed, it was dark and I had an IV in my left arm.  As soon as I moved, I heard someone shift in a chair, and although the light was dim, I was able to look up into Mom's face, but she was crying.

"Hey Mom," I managed to croak, but my voice sounded funny, as if I had a frog in my throat.

"Sh, don't talk, I've buzzed for the nurse," she whispered, then she bent and kissed my forehead.  "I'm so glad I was here when you woke up."

"Huh?" I grunted.

"Will you be quiet?" she whispered again.  "You've been out for hours and they had to try to pump your stomach, so your throat is going to be sore.  It seems you're extremely allergic to some of the pills they gave you.  It's lucky you got up to go to the bathroom.  They don't know what would have happened if you had slept through.  As it is, you passed out on them and they were worried you weren't going to make it."

Another nurse came in then and Mom moved back out of her way.  I had my pulse checked, my temperature taken, then she insisted I drink some water and she gave me a shot.  I felt a bit groggy in seconds and it couldn't have been very long before I fell asleep again.

I woke to hear quiet voices, and when I turned my head, Beth and Corinna were sitting in chairs off to one side.

"Hi," I whispered, then had to grin because both of them jumped as if they had been shot.

"Well hello," Beth was first to recover.  "So you're back in the land of the living huh?  How's your throat?"

"Sore," I rasped, "I guess I'm okay though, but I'm hungry and thirsty."

"Well since all you've had down your throat in about thirty-six hours is a piece of hose, that shouldn't be too surprising.  Now, don't talk much okay?" Corinna bent over and kissed me lightly on my cheek.  "I'll go see if I can find you some ice cream, or jello or something."

"Steak … and potatoes," I managed to growl weakly at her disappearing back.

"I don't think so, not for a while," Beth laughed.  "The doctor said you were to start out on light foods at first.  You did have your stomach pumped, for cripes sake."

"Thirsty," I managed, my throat was sore and my mouth felt like the Sahara desert.

She had a glass of cold water and a bendy straw up to my mouth in seconds, so as I sipped, it felt wonderful.

"Now, you aren't to talk much," she smiled as I lay back and grinned at her.  "It seems you're allergic to Codeine, very bloody allergic.  Did you know that a student nurse named Sandy was ready to give you mouth to mouth resuscitation at one point?  You'd passed out so deeply she thought you were a goner."

"Just an excuse," I grinned.  "She likes me."

"Bullshit.  No girl just likes you.  Girls either don't know you exist or they love you.  There ain't no in between," she grinned.  "I'll have to phone her and let her know you're going to be okay.  She felt so bad because she was the one who gave you the pill that seemed to trigger your alergic reaction."

"Why didn't the first pill do that?" I croaked.

"Shhh," she held a finger to my lips.  "I'm sure the doctor will explain that to you, but basically, I understand that it takes a while for your body to absorb some drugs, then decide that it doesn't like them."

Just then Corinna came back with a small bowl of jello in each hand and a nurse at her elbow.

The nurse insisted on shooing the girls out, then pulling the curtains around the bed and checking me over, which took several moments.

"Well, there's one benefit to you being out of it for a while," she smiled at me as she checked my leg.  "The swelling in your foot has gone down to the point where I think we could apply a temporary cast.  On top of that I think you're reacting relatively normal again.  We'll have the doctor come and check you over though, just to be sure."

Suddenly she got all business like and she looked at me seriously.

"You realise you can't get out of bed yet," she frowned at me.  "I'll be back in a few moments and we'll see about freeing you."

"Can't I get out of bed?"

"Well, you have an IV hooked to your arm and that arm is strapped down to the bed, so no, you can't move very far!" she smiled.  "I'm going to check for clearance to remove the IV and the restraint.  From what I see, you look fine now, but I have to get an okay before I can go ahead.  For now, why don't you just relax and eat the jello your friend brought you."

Saying that, she swung a tray across the bed and set the jello and a spoon on it, then she smiled and left.  I heard her talk to the girls for a moment and they both slipped inside the curtains, telling me that they'd be back in a while, each of them giving me a quick kiss on the cheek before they slipped away once more.

It seemed like they'd hardly left when my doctor came in with the same nurse as before.

"Well Chris, and how are we this morning?" he smiled, taking my left hand to check my pulse

"Okay," I shrugged.

"Good, good," he muttered as he put his stethoscope to his ears, still holding my wrist.

I felt the cold end of the stethoscope on my chest and shifted slightly.  As I was looking at him, the nurse had gone around to my right side and I felt her pick up that arm.  Then I felt a pulling sensation and felt her swab my arm with something cold.

The doctor was asking questions and I had to concentrate on him, so I wasn't really paying attention to the nurse.  The doctor's hand was touching my chin and he had a tongue depressor in my mouth, looking down my throat when I felt the nurses hands on my broken foot.  The doctor glanced at the nurse and they seemed to smile at each other for an instant, then the doctor turned to me.

"Well Chris, you seem to be fully recovered from the reaction to the drugs you were given.  We're going to have to do some tests later, but for the moment, I'm going to go with the assumption that you are allergic to some drugs in the Codeine group.  Are you in any pain at the moment?"

I thought about it for a few seconds and it wasn't until I tried to wiggle my fingers or toes that I felt any discomfort.  "Not until I move my fingers or toes," I said quietly.

"Then don't move them and they won't hurt," he smiled at me.  "I hear you think you're allergic to bed pans as well as Codeine?"

I just stared at him as his face twisted into a grin.

"Our nurses, even the young ones, give us a full report.  Didn't your nurse, Sandy, make it plain to you that you were to remain in bed?"

"I think so, but my memory doesn't seem to work so well," I muttered, feeling shy about telling him why.  "I think I was drugged or something."

"Oh, very good," he chuckled as he made a note on his pad.  "Well, I'd say that you're recovering from that little drug mishap and I'd say that we can schedule you for a fitting of a temporary cast just as soon as possible, that way we can overcome the problems created by your unhealthy fear of bedpans."

I wanted to tell him that it wasn't the bed pan, it was the idea of a young nurse helping me to use it that bothered me, but I was fairly sure he already knew that, so I just smiled.

It was only minutes later that he and the nurse left and then only a few minutes more before an orderly came in pushing a wheelchair.  I knew the guy.  I'd met him and a friend out fishing in the foothills one time, so he grinned at me.

"Hello Chris, I'm here to give you an all-inclusive trip to our plaster shop.  That way we can fit you with our patented, latest model plaster of Paris anchor for your left foot.  Unfortunately, the administration insists that I have to push you there and back in this old fashioned human propelled chariot."

"Hi Ted," I grinned back.  "If it means I can get out of bed on my own afterward, I'm all for it.  You can push me to the moon if you want to, just so long as when I come back here, I can use a bathroom and not a bedpan."

"Hey, I heard about that," he snickered.  "I'll tell you though, if Sandy had offered to help me use a bedpan, I'd definitely have been a willing victim, except I think my wife would probably have given me two broken legs afterward.  By the way, you aren't to talk so much."

I just rolled my eyes and sat up to get out of bed.

"Now wait a minute, you go easy," he ordered, suddenly becoming businesslike.  "Lets have your arm and I'll be able to steady you while I help you into the chair."

After helping me into the chair, he wheeled me down the hall, then helped another guy fit a plaster cast on my foot.  The only time that caused me any discomfort was when they shifted my foot slightly as they took off the gauze and padding that had been on it, but that hurt enough to make me gasp.  They did call in my doctor to check my foot before they started the fitting and he brought on twinges of minor pain as he ran his hands over the tender area.

"I don't think anything we can do will line it up any better than it is," he smiled at me.  "It doesn't hurt when you're just relaxing your foot like this does it."

"Only if I try to move my toes or something of that sort," I admitted.

"Once the cast is on that will improve," he said.  "Now, you're not to put any weight on this cast.  This one is only meant to prevent you from moving your foot enough to hurt yourself, all right?  Once all of the swelling has gone down, we can fit a walking cast, but until then, you'll have to use crutches."

I nodded and he went on to explain what I could and couldn't do, I think he was actually doing his best to keep my attention while the two other guys slapped plaster of Paris on my foot and lower leg.  It wasn't until I felt my foot getting warm that I realised they were almost done.

Not much later, I was back in bed, then inside of minutes, Mom came in to see me.  The minute I saw her, I knew that she wasn't happy!  After she gave me a hug, she sat down in a chair near my bedside and let out an explosive sigh,

"Is something wrong Mom?" I asked

"Yes!" she looked at me and then couldn't help grinning.  "Oh my, you look so worried.  It's nothing major, I'm just worn to a frazzle and now they want to keep you in here for one more night.  I was planning on taking you home today."

"Didn't you phone and ask?" I grinned.  "Why are you worn out?  What's going on?  And where are the girls?  Beth and Corinna were here and said they were coming back."

"Beth and Corinna are grounded.  Did you know they 'borrowed' your car in order to come see you?  That's one reason I came to town, to find them," she sighed deeply.  "At least Corinna has her license and I'm glad that I'm the one telling you about it, but please don't get too angry, I intend to think of a way to discipline them both."

"They took my car?  Without even asking?  You're right; I'm not happy," I growled.  "Hey, why can't I go home?"

"They want to keep you in here for observation for one more night, just to be sure you don't react to the new pain killers they're giving you."

"Oh, I guess that makes sense," I sighed.  "At least I can get out of bed now, but I'm supposed to limit it to trips to the bathroom, so I sure hope I can go home tomorrow."

"I hope so too," she smiled, and then it changed to a grin.  "If you come home tomorrow, you can help your dad and me think of ways to slow down those two wild women."

"Pardon?"

"It's been a circus around the farm today," she sighed.  "Carissa and Corinna are like wind up dolls running at full throttle and they've got Beth, Tom, and George acting like damn fools too.  I woke up to find breakfast made, and almost all the chores done.  The twins had woken up early, then had gotten Beth out of bed somehow and did that without waking your dad and me.  Tom and George had come over early and I guess the girls dug in like troopers.  Anyway, they did all the chores, but the milking, came in, cleaned up and made breakfast, all before your father and I got out of bed."

"That doesn't sound so bad," I grinned.  "It actually sounds to me like they've been a lot of help."

"They're too damn helpful," she was trying to frown, but didn't really manage.

"Huh?  That doesn't make sense," I grunted.

"Well, I suppose I should explain," she sighed.  "When your dad brought you to the hospital the other night, all three of the girls were feeling guilty about you getting hurt and we sat around talking, with me trying to make them feel better.  Beth was probably blaming herself more than the twins were, but not by much.  When your dad came home and said you were going to be okay, that it wasn't anything major, it was like a weight lifted off of their shoulders.  They went to bed and went to sleep.  When the hospital phoned back to say you were being rushed into intensive care at four in the morning, I rushed in to be here.  Your dad had to explain things to them in the morning because I wasn't there."

"I guess that first morning was a real circus!  Everyone was upset and even though I'd phoned home to say that you were going to be okay, they were all worried.  The school had called early yesterday to tell Beth she could come back to class, but since she only had study classes and reviews all day, she stayed home because she was upset.  Now you know Beth, she has to be busy if she's upset.  She and the twins helped your dad with the chores, cleaned the house from top to bottom, weeded the garden and even painted part of the trim on the porch.  After I talked to you last night and the nurses literally kicked me out to go home and get some sleep, I hardly recognised the place."

"Then to wake up this morning to find almost everything done and a phone call from the hospital telling me that you were recovering …" she sighed deeply.  "That was such a relief that I decided to lie down for a while just to rest, but I fell asleep again.  When I woke up, your dad was out in one of the fields and the only person around was Carissa.  She tried to cover for the other two, but finally admitted that Beth and Corinna had 'borrowed' your car to come in to see how you were doing for themselves.  I suppose they just wanted to make sure you were okay, because there's no way they could do anything.  For some reason they didn't dare 'borrow' your dad's pickup, but instead they took your car.  As soon as I found out, I sent Carissa to tell your dad where I was going, then I hopped into the pickup to come to town."

"I found Beth as soon as I came into the hospital and gave her a tongue lashing, then when Corinna came along, I told her that they were to go home and I'd talk to them later.  I think I was as angry as I've ever been, more because they took your car without asking than because they slipped off without telling your dad or I."

"I think it's my call for what they should do as a punishment for swiping my car without asking permission," I frowned.  "You can kick their butts for taking off without telling you though."

"Now wait a minute, what do you have in mind," Mom frowned.

"Well, I've been thinking.  What is the worst job I have to do every spring?" I grinned.  "The one I hate the absolute most."

"Cleaning under the roosts in the chicken coop?" she suddenly grinned.

"You got it," I grinned back at her.  "I don't think there's a worse stink in the world and every darn year I get covered in lice, no matter how much we dust the chickens.  It's a hot, sweaty, stinky job and one that I certainly can't do while I'm using crutches and have a cast on my leg."

"Oh my, that might almost be a bit too much," she chortled.  "I think perhaps we should ask your father first, but in a way that sounds fitting."

"Dad will love the idea," I grinned.  "Now what are you going to do to them for not telling you that they were sneaking off?"

"What if I insist that as a punishment they don't ride the horses for the weekend?"

"That would be awful rough on Beth.  Isn't she trying to get ready for a horse show in a couple of weeks?"

"True, do you have any other suggestions?"

"Not really," I grinned.  "All I can suggest is to make it something that they wouldn't enjoy."

Mom couldn't make up her mind what she was going to do and it wasn't long before she had to leave to be home for the evening chores and supper, so I was left alone for a while.  I was alone and bored so I tried to sleep, but I wasn't having any luck, then I heard a slight noise at my door.  I opened my eyes to see Sandy, the cute little nurse literally peeking around the door jam.

"Hey, hello," I managed to say before I caught myself.

"Hi," she spoke softly, coming inside the door.

To my surprise, she wasn't dressed in a nurse's uniform, instead she was wearing a tight sweater and a short skirt, as well she was wearing a bit of makeup and looked even better than I remembered.

"Wow," I sighed.  "You look great."

"Thank you," she smiled and the smile lit up her face.  "I came in early and thought I'd just stop by to see for myself that you were okay."

"I'm fine now and it wasn't your fault that I was allergic," I said quickly

"I know that," she dropped her eyes toward the floor.  "But if I hadn't teased you a bit about the bedpan, you wouldn't have gotten out of bed and …"

"And you wouldn't have known I was sick," I interrupted.

"Oh, we would have," she argued.  "I should have brought an older nurse …"

"Look, if anyone was to help me with a bedpan, I would have liked it to be you," I blushed and then realised that my body agreed with me and was tenting the blanket again.

"Not one of the twins?" she giggled, blushing as much or more than I did.

"Definitely not one of the twins," I managed to grin, deciding that I should just relax, there was something about her that I found to be so wonderful that I wanted to get to know her better.

"I thought for sure they had the inside track," she giggled again, then she frowned.  "I met one of the girls who saw some of the pictures and she said nobody could fake some of them."

"She doesn't know what she's talking about," I said sharply.  "I saw the negatives."

"Huh, she said one showed you getting a blow job."

"Sandy, the closest to that was a picture of one twin holding my … well, holding me and the other twin leaning over looking.  Well, she did have her mouth open, but she wasn't touching me.  She wasn't that close and I wasn't even har … um …" I was really blushing now and hard as a rock.  "… I mean, my body wasn't cooperating."

"Well, that's more cooperation than I got, you wouldn't even let me help you with a bedpan," she grinned in a complete change of attitude.

"Well, I don't think my body would have cooperated then either," I grinned back.

"Pardon."

"Uh …" I was thinking hard, trying to think of a way to say what I meant and not embarrass either her or myself.  "… Look, when a guy gets excited, there are valves and stuff inside, sometimes you just can't go … I mean if something excites you, that is … it just becomes almost impossible," I finally managed to blurt out.

She just stared at me for a minute, as if she couldn't understand.  Both of us were blushing.  I didn't want to say anything else for fear of offending her and she didn't seem to know what to say.

"You mean if I had tried, you would have … I mean if I had touched you, it would have …" she whispered at last "But … I mean, they were nude and everything …"

"And I was passed out," I said quietly.

"But I was wearing a uniform and you're in a hospital and …"

"So, a different girl, a different reaction," I snapped and then blushed again, realising that I might have said more than she wanted to hear.

"Oh my," she gasped and she stared at me.  "You mean you … I mean I …"

"Yeah, you do," I admitted deciding that the truth was probably best.

"Oh, my," she said quickly and then to my surprise she sat down in the chair and looked at me strangely.

"Did I offend you?" I asked.  "If I did, I'm sorry, I sure didn't mean to."

"Oh no," she answered, biting her bottom lip.  "I just … Well, you surprised me is all."

"You aren't being fair," I grinned, teasing her a bit.

"What do you mean?"

"I'm supposed to be the shy one," I grinned.  "At least I am with all the other people I know.  I'm the one who is supposed to be astounded when someone likes me or anything like that."

"Sorry," she giggled.

We didn't get a chance to say much more since we were disturbed by my evening meal being delivered and she slipped out, promising to drop back and see me later.

I guess hospitals serve food meant for sick people and not for healthy young guys with broken legs.  All I remember about that meal is that there was nowhere near enough of it and what I was served was almost tasteless mush.  I couldn't even tell what it was, so when the nurse came in to check on me shortly after the dishes were picked up, I asked her if I could possibly have something more to eat, telling her that I was starving.

Half an hour later, Sandy came in with some ice cream for me, four of the tiny servings they normally sent out to patients.

"Shh," she whispered as she set them on the table beside the bed.  "I was only supposed to bring you one, but …"

"I owe you," I grinned.

"No, you don't, call it repayment for teasing you about the bedpan.  Just keep the extra bowls out of sight huh?" she giggled, then slipped out the door again.

I'd barely finished the last bowl and hidden it in my drawer when Dad came in.  He had a grin almost a mile wide on his face.

"Hi, Dad."

"Hello, Chris," he greeted me.  "Your mother tells me you are a very mean, but fair young man."

"Huh?" I grunted.  "What are you talking about?"

"Your idea of punishment for the girls," he grinned.  "Your Mom and I decided they could start tomorrow morning after doing the chores and having breakfast.  We think you'll be home before they finish the job.  Especially since Tom and George won't be there to help them."

"You mean I can get out of here tomorrow?"

"The doctor told us if you didn't have any complications tonight, we should be able to take you home around ten in the morning," he announced.

I don't think my grin could have been much wider.  Dad grinned back at me and was about to say something when Sandy appeared at the door, now in her candy striper's uniform.

"Oh," she said in surprise as she blushed.  "I didn't realise you had a visitor."

"He's not a visitor.  This is my Dad," I grinned at her.  "Dad, meet Sandy, she's the young lady that saved my bacon the other night."

Dad got to his feet and held out his hand, greeting her and thanking her for being so attentive.  Sandy hardly said anything, mostly she blushed while protesting that she hadn't done anything more than anyone else would have done.  I rolled my eyes at that, expecting Dad to give his speech that a thank you was still deserved even though the job done was a regular part of someone's duties, but he didn't.  Instead, he really surprised me by simply thanking her once more.  Then excusing himself to me and to her, he astounded me by leaving, saying he'd see me again the next day.

"Did I do something to scare him away?" Sandy asked almost plaintively.

"Hah, I don't think so, not Dad," I grinned at her.  "I think he already likes you more than the twins though.  He knows I like you, and I think he left so I could talk to you."

"Pardon?"

"I think he can read me pretty well, so he realised I like you," I grinned.  "On top of that my family talks to one another.  My sister knew who you were and likes you enough that she said she was going to call you to let you know I was okay.  Mom is bound to have checked on who did what last night.  Besides, we have the twins staying at our place right now and they're being a bit of a handful."

"So … you mean because you like me and your sister likes me, then your Dad automatically likes me?" she frowned.

"Nope," I grinned.  "It just means that Dad won't start out disliking you.  If he likes you now, it's because you do your job well and the fact that you think that was all the thanks you needed."

"Pardon?"

"Okay, I'll try to explain," I smiled.  "Dad likes to see people do a good job and he says thank you, even if people just do a good job because they want to do things well.  He says those are the people who deserve the biggest thanks.  So since you caught on that I shouldn't be sick when I was and had the good sense to get help, he likes you!  Okay?"

She just grinned and nodded, blushing slightly.  Neither of us spoke for a moment and the silence began to become awkward.

Finally I just had to say something.

"Maybe Dad should have stayed," I grinned.  "At least he might have been able to keep a conversation going."

"Yeah," she giggled.  "We don't seem to have much to talk about do we."

"Oh, I don't know about that," I laughed.  "It's just that I have so much I want to know about you that I don't know where to start asking."

"Well, officially I start work in five minutes and tonight I'm working as a candy stripper, so I actually won't be seeing you alone when I come back later, I'll be with a nurse."

"Nuts!" I complained.  "What time do you work tomorrow?"

"Why do you care?  You're going home tomorrow morning," she said in surprise.

"I want to know when you're working so I know when you won't be here," I almost whispered.  "I was thinking I should ask you to go somewhere so we could just talk."

"Like a date?" she blushed.

"I guess, sorta.  I do want to know more about you."

"Well, tomorrow I have only half a day of school and I don't work here until seven, so if I get home by five thirty or so … I guess my afternoon is free, but you're in casts and you can't drive."

"Hah, watch me," I grinned.  "I mean Corinna and Beth stole my car, I'll have to take it out for a drive to make sure they didn't mess it up."

"I heard about that.  Your mom was MAD!  She chewed both of them out just outside the hospital door, so everyone heard her," she giggled.

"Okay, so where do we meet tomorrow afternoon?" I asked, refusing to be sidetracked.

We arranged that I would try to pick her up at noon in front of the school, but exchanged phone numbers just in case.  Then she had to go to work.  After she had left to go on duty, I felt almost lost and I was bored.  I guess the last few days had been a bit tough on me though, since I quickly grew tired and fell asleep.




Chapter 4:

Construction Zone - Equipment at work

When I woke up in the morning I lay there for a moment, trying to remember if I'd had a dream last night … or if I had really kissed Sandy?  Had she come in to visit me before she went home and had she leaned over close to me, almost as if she was going to kiss my cheek?  Had I actually wrapped an arm around her, pulled her even closer, then kissed her on the lips?  Had she moaned softly and kissed me back?

Or had it all been a dream?

I'm not sure what the hospital fed me for breakfast, mush of some sort, something that I think was supposed to be masquerading as oatmeal porridge.  Anyway, it was something in a bowl, which came along with a tiny glass of milk, cold, soggy toast, and watery, almost tasteless orange juice.  I don't recall getting a cup of coffee or even any tea, but then I wasn't really thinking about that.  I was still puzzling about last night, still wondering if I had just dreamed that scenario, or if the kiss had been real.

My doctor came to see me before nine in the morning and told me I could go home.  He also told me that he'd let my mother know right away, but I couldn't even get dressed before she got there.  Oh, I could have put on my underwear and my shirt, even if they were quite dirty, but there was no way I could wear my blue jeans, I couldn't even get the leg half way up and over my cast.  So I hobbled to the lobby on my crutches, and yes, I was wearing a stupid hospital gown with my butt hanging out.  All of that, just to phone home in order to make sure Mom brought me something to wear that I could get over the cast.  Then I sat on the edge of my hospital bed, waiting impatiently for her to arrive.

Mom was in a great mood when she showed up almost half an hour later.  She gave me a hug and said "Hi."  Then handed me a paper bag with my clothes in it and pulled the curtain around my bed.  I heard her shift a chair and sit down outside.

"We almost had a mutiny on our hands this morning," she announced.

"Oh, what happened?" I said as I yanked on my clean underwear and then my shorts.

"Well, Beth and the twins started to work in the chicken coop.  First they pulled out the roosts and got mites all over them, just like you expected.  Beth had warned the girls, but I guess they thought she was just kidding.  You should have seen them dance and squirm."

"And that was the mutiny?" I grinned, pulling on my shirt, but having trouble putting it on with my lower arm and hand in the cast.

"Unh uh that was minor, Beth thought she'd be nice to the girls, so she said they could take turns wheeling the manure out in the wheelbarrow while she and the other twin would load them up.  I guess she thought that would give each girl some time in the fresh air."

"And… ?" I said waiting for her to continue.

"Well, last winter must have been a good year for manure, at least if smell means anything," Mum chuckled.  "Are you decent yet?"

"I'm having trouble with these small buttons on my shirt, since I only have one good hand," I complained, hopping out through the curtain on my good foot.  "Could you help?"

"Sure, but back to the story, now that I can see your face," Mom grinned.  "Beth got about three or four good fork fulls of chicken dung into a wheelbarrow and all three of the girls came running outside, almost green.  Your Dad almost hurt himself, he was laughing so hard.  I'll admit I wasn't much better."

"Oh boy," I grinned and then I thought for a minute and I sighed.  "I bet they're mad at me huh?"

"I don't think so, you see your Dad didn't tell them that cleaning out under the chicken roosts was your idea.  I think he put across the idea that the three of us felt that as a punishment for swiping your car for a joy ride they should do the next job on your job list and that just happened to be what they drew.  Actually, Carissa held the jar, Corinna drew the slip, and Beth read it aloud to everyone.  You should have seen her face," Mom grinned.

"Huh, out of all the jobs in my jar, how did you arrange that?"

"Last night I and your dad stayed up a bit late," she chuckled.  "I poured all the old job slips out of the jar and we wrote up an equal number of new slips."

"And all of them were cleaning out the chicken coop, right?" I grinned.

"Unh huh, we sort of cheated," she nodded as she did up my last button.  "Ready to go home?"

"And how!  I'm starved."

"Not to mention that you want to taunt your new slaves huh?" she laughed as we left the hospital.

"Actually, no," I grinned.  "I'm going to tell them how to do it and not get quite so woozy from the stink."

"Your Dad already showed them that, just to get them back on the job.  He has your homemade fan installed, so it's blowing fresh air in the front window and he added another fan inside the chicken coop, which is blowing the stench out the door."

"You mean you guys knew about that?" I laughed.  "Can't a guy get away with anything?"

"Not much," she snorted, as she walked slowly so I could keep up with her as I hobbled along on my crutches.  "I brought your car, I thought you'd want to see if you could drive it safely.  Since your car is an automatic, and you broke your left foot, your Dad and I thought it should be okay."

"Do you guys read my mind?" I laughed.

"Well, your Dad told me about the valentine, and about the red-headed nurse, so we thought you might want to get around a little bit."

"Not one secret!  It's gotten so that I don't have one darn secret in the whole world," I mumbled as I got into my car.

Mom just laughed as she got into her side.  I took it easy driving home because I was feeling out what I could do and what I shouldn't do.  My foot was okay, because it was just sitting still.  It was my hand that bothered me, since it hurt when I tried to use it to do anything that required me to close my fingers tightly.  On the way home I told Mom that I had a date for the afternoon and she snorted with laughter.

"Your Dad was right huh?" she grinned.

"Sorta," I grinned back at her.  "Only the red head isn't a nurse, not yet, but I think she wants to become one."

"And what's her name?  Is this the same one who found you when you were so sick and did all the right things?  What was it Beth said her name was?  Sandra something or other and she's Scottish?"

"Yes, it's Sandy, Sandy McAdam," I sighed.  "The trouble with small towns is that everyone knows everyone else's business."

"That's not really a bad thing," Mom said.  "By the way, if you're going out with Sandra, you'll be around the town's other set of twin girls.  She has twin sisters.  That's how Beth knows Sandra, her twin sisters, Jean and Jess McAdam are in Beth's class at school."

"Small town again, I find a nice girl and her sisters are in the same class as my sister is," I sighed.

Mom just chuckled and since we were just turning into the farm, she pointed.  One of the twins was just wheeling a load of chicken dung out of the chicken house and dumping it in a pile outside.

"We need a camera," I grinned at Mom.  "We need a permanent record of what they look like."

"That would be mean," Mom said.

It would have been perfect though.  There was Corinna, her hair done up in a red polka-dot bandanna, wearing a sloppy red chequered shirt, blue bib overalls, black gum boots, and wheeling a wheelbarrow load of chicken manure.  She noticed me and called out to the other girls inside the coop, so in a moment the other two came out, then all of them came toward us.

"No fair getting that stink on either Chris or me," Mom said when they were all about twenty feet away.  "I don't want to shower right now and Chris can't shower often in those casts."

"Aww, Mom," Beth protested.  "He could at least share the stink with us, especially since we got stuck doing his dirtiest job."

"Well, if someone hadn't been so darn anxious to swipe his car for a joy ride, maybe they wouldn't have been doing it and could have pinched their noses as he went by instead," Mom smiled her 'told ya so' smile.

"Actually it goes back further than that," Corinna sighed.

"Yeah," Carissa added.  "If we hadn't wanted to ride the horses so much, he wouldn't have got hurt."

"We're sorry about that," Beth said emphatically.  "And we're sorry about the car too."

"Well, I'll forgive you for both things … when the chicken coop is cleaned out and the manure from it is spread," I grinned.  "Now, I'm starved and Mom said I can have a snack."

"And we don't even get a dang hug," I heard one twin grumble as I turned and maneuvered toward the house on my crutches.

"Well, you stink," The other twin answered.

"By now, we all do," Beth added, giggling loudly.  "We just can't smell it because our noses are burned out by the stronger stench inside the poop coop."

I didn't really pay much attention for a minute or two, I was too busy trying to get around on those darn crutches and into the house, but Mom noticed what was going on.  The girls had decided I wanted to be left alone and they had gone back to the job at hand.

"You know if those girls had to, they'd do okay on a farm," she announced as we went into the house.

"Yeah, if they had a babysitter like Beth to show them the ropes."

"Oh come now, Chris, don't you think you're being awfully hard on them?"

"Mom, they'd have to learn so much," I sighed as I plopped onto a kitchen chair.

"Well, I did too," she laughed.  "After all, I was hired as a baby sitter, cum nurse, cum housemaid when I came to live here."

"Yeah, but that was different," I sighed deeply.  "I mean …"

"Hah," she interrupted, and surprised me by laughing.  "Not all that different.  Will waffles do for something to eat?"

"Sure Mom, as long as there are bacon and eggs to go with them.  I'm starved and need protein," I grinned.  "Actually toast would be easier than waffles and probably faster, wouldn't it?"

"Mmmph," she growled.  "Here I wanted to give you a special breakfast and all you want is bacon and eggs."

"Mom, your bacon and eggs are special," I grinned, "and you're changing the subject on me.  You started to tell me what happened when you first came to the farm."

Mom got a distant look in her eyes and she smiled, but her face had a tinge of sadness in it, I knew the subject was dredging up memories of Kate, Dad's first wife.  So Mom sighed deeply as she began to cook.

"If anyone deserves to know the whole story, I guess you do," she said in a quiet voice.  "Wil's mother Kate was a wonderful woman and I loved her like my sister, in fact perhaps even more than a sister in many ways.  After all we were almost the same age, as well as cousins who'd grown up close, something like you and Tom.  When she got sick after Wil was born, I volunteered to come and look after her.  What I didn't realise was that I was taking a step that would change my life forever."

She paused and I think the image of her standing there at the stove with a sad, sweet smile on her face will be etched in my memory until the day I die.  She might have stood there for one minute, or ten, I don't know, time seemed to stop for me, then she seemed to quiver and she shook her head slightly.

"Sorry, I was daydreaming," she said shortly.

Then as she began to slip bacon strips into the skillet, she began to talk in a quiet, nostalgic tone. "When I came here, I was the ultimate town kid, the complete city slicker.  I knew nothing about a farm, but I desperately wanted to make Kate's life easier.  She was never really in a lot of pain, thank goodness, but she was so terribly weak and lethargic that I had to help her with everything.  At first I only stayed in the house and looked after Kate and the household chores, but as time passed that changed."

"At the same time, your Dad was such a wonderful husband to her.  He would work himself almost to the point of exhaustion all day, trying to get all the things around the farm done.  But, the moment he walked into that bedroom to be with Kate, you could see his shoulders lift and his face change.  He never let her see the struggles he was facing, trying to salvage this farm from years of neglect.  He asked me not to let her know how hard he was working either, but I think she knew."

"Kate used to encourage me to help him a bit when I was done the things around the house.  I think she asked him to take the time to show me how to do things too, but to let me try on my own first," she paused and looked at me with a smile.

"I must have tried his patience to the max.  Goodness, when I came here, I didn't know how eggs were laid or how to milk a cow.  In fact it used to embarrass me terribly to see someone actually milking a cow.  For some reason the idea of sitting down and squeezing milk out a cow's teat was enough to set me off into a state of giggles like you wouldn't believe," she laughed.  "Somehow it was embarrassing and yet tantalising at the same time.  I knew that the sexual connotation was just in my head, but it still got to me."

"Sexual connotation?  I don't get it?" I questioned.

"Typical farm boy," she snorted.  "Think about it.  A cow's teats correspond to a woman's nipples and her udder corresponds to her breasts.  Actually if it wasn't for my weird hangup about milking cows, you might never have been born."

"What?" I said in surprise, staring at her.

"Just wait," she held up her hand.  "I need to explain a few other things before I get to that part of the story."

"Okay," I just shrugged my shoulders, watching her flip the bacon to one side of the pan and drain off most of the bacon fat as she talked.

"So, back to my memories of first getting involved with the farm and all the chores," she smiled again.  "Before I first came here, I'd bought everything at a store, even vegetables.  When I came here and had to actually look after a garden as well as try to look after Kate and the baby, along with the cooking, and the cleaning, and the laundry, and everything else, I felt completely overloaded.  Then to have Kate suggest that in my 'spare' time I'd really be helping your Dad if I did a few of the easier chores, I think I was almost at the point of giving up.  I know now that Kate had no idea how much extra work a baby and an invalid can add, actually neither she nor I did then.  Looking back on it, I haven't a clue how I did all that I did, but somehow I managed."

"Toward the end of that year, I was looking after everything in the house and doing most of the barnyard chores too.  Then at the very last, Kate had to go into the hospital and I still did all those things, but on top of that I made sure I had the time to drive into town to see her once a day."

Mom paused then, since she was putting my eggs and bacon on a plate and setting them in front of me.  As she handed me toast and a cup of coffee, I saw tears in her eyes, but she sat down and continued her story.

"One morning, I talked your Dad into taking me in to see Kate.  When we got there, she looked so tiny and frail that I knew she wasn't going to last long, but then she saw your Dad and me.  Her eyes lit up and she smiled, then she almost floored me.  She said: 'Hey, it's my whole family at once for a change; my son, my hubby, and my hubby's next wife too.' I was carrying Wil and I darn near dropped him," Mom chuckled and it seemed strange because her eyes were still brimming with tears.  "Your Dad's and my reaction must have been classic.  I mean, I'd been trying to fight off my attraction to him for months and I found out afterward that he had been fighting the same feelings for me.  Now you have to understand we hadn't let it out in the open at all, not even to each other, but Kate realised what was going on."

I had stopped eating and was staring at her.  "You mean she …"

Mom smiled and nodded slowly.  "Yes, she pushed us together at the last.  She never said anything more about it, but after she had said that, it was on both Willard's and my mind.  Actually, when we got back here, it seemed to me that every time I looked his direction he was just turning away from looking at me."

"We still had the farm to look after as well as everything else, but with Kate in the hospital there actually was less for me to do.  Even after taking the time to go see Kate in the hospital that day, we were done the chores earlier than usual that night.  We only had the milking left, but you know cows, they have a schedule of their own, so we actually came inside to have a coffee break before milking.  Well it was going to be a coffee break," she chuckled.

"Actually, your Dad poured himself a glass of your Grampa Bender's 'home squeezins' and offered me one too.  For once I took him up on it and I had a little glass, but I thinned it down with water.  To make a long story short, it didn't take long before I got up the nerve to say something about what Kate had alluded to, about us getting together and it was a trigger.  What each of us felt came pouring out and, before either of us realised what was going on, suddenly we were in each other's arms.  Later when we were milking the cows, I actually got the giggles and when he asked me why, I told him about my hang-up about milking cows.  I guess the combination of that and the drink we'd had, in addition to Kate's opening the subject earlier … he'd been standing right behind me and his hands came to rest on my shoulders, then …" she sighed and paused, her face a study of contrasts.  "We did finish milking the cows, but we never ate supper that night."

"It was strange, but the fact that we'd revealed that we cared for each other made life both easier and harder for the next while.  You see Kate only lived for a few days after that, her last words to me were that she loved me and that she wanted me to 'look after Wil and Willard.' There I was, feeling guilty about having made love to your father and not daring to admit it to her, while she was telling me in her own way to do exactly what bothered me the most."

"After she died, I just fell apart.  I admit it.  In a couple of days I was a mess and your Dad wasn't much better.  By the time the funeral was over, we were walking zombies.  Your Granny and your Uncle Leonard came over to spend a few days in order to help us out.  That meant both your Dad and I had even more time on our hands.  They stayed for about two weeks which sort of let us get our feet back on the ground, but you couldn't say we were back to normal, not in any way.  For the next while, it was almost as if we blamed ourselves for Kate's death.  Or you could turn that around, we were blaming her death on the fact that we cared for each other.  We both were walking around in a cloud of guilt."

"To make matters worse, my period didn't come and it didn't come.  Finally, when I was about a month late, I went over and talked to your Aunt Alice and told her the whole story.  There I was feeling guilty and she started to grin like a darn Cheshire cat.  In short order she had Wil and me in the car and we were on the way to see a doctor.  Even if the doctor wasn't busy, I still don't know how she got me in to see him so fast," Mom laughed almost sadly.

"Not two hours later, I knew I was pregnant with you and I knew that I had to come home and tell your Dad that I was pregnant, but I didn't really want to have to do that.  Your Aunt Alice knew what kind of problem I was going to have, so when she drove me home, she walked right up to your Dad, looked him in the eye and said 'All right, you've gotten this sweet innocent little gal pregnant, now what are you going to do about it?' I just stared at the two of them and your Dad didn't know what to do or what to say.  He just stood there gawking back at the two of us with his mouth wide open," Mom sighed.  "Twenty minutes later Alice had half of your Dad's family and half of my family sitting around the kitchen table making marriage plans.  Two months after that we got married."

"You know, I just had a thought; at that time I wasn't much older than the twins are now," she smiled.  "So, I think your assumption that the twins would be lost on a farm has holes in it.  In fact after these few days that they've had with us now, they'd have a big advantage if they had to go through what I went through."

"Maybe," I sighed as I polished my plate clean with the last bit of toast.  "But somehow, I don't think they'll ever end up on a farm."

"That may be, but I think that's going to be a matter of who they decide to marry rather than anything else.  You do realise that both of them think you're the best thing since sliced bread, don't you?"

"Oh Mom," I just sighed softly.

Mom held up a hand and grinned at me.  "Your father told me about the Valentine and about your Empire State Building analogy.  Do me a favour and forget both of those ideas as best you can.  I know that you've met another girl too, so that complicates things, but I'd like you to at least let the twins become friends."

"Mom, their idea of friendship right now …" I fell silent and she just grinned even wider.

"They do seem rather physical, don't they?" she laughed.  "You do realise that's partially because of their biological age don't you?"

"Biological age?" I frowned.

"Their bodies are primed and ready for motherhood," she smiled.  "Unfortunately, I think their parents have sheltered them from reality far too much.  You should have heard the questions they asked late yesterday afternoon and you'd understand what I mean.  In actual fact I'm extremely glad they came out here to the farm when they did."

"What happened yesterday?" I asked.

"Oh, one of Beth's mares was in season and Beth let your stallion cover her," Mom actually giggled.  "I'm glad no men were around, Beth and I had our hands full trying to explain everything to the twins."

"I'm glad I wasn't there," I said emphatically.  "That would have embarrassed the heck out of me."

"Well, it sure made the twins embarrassed.  Beth and I thought it was funny at first, then we realised that the twins really didn't know much and both of us felt we had to explain.  I let Beth do most of the talking and I think that blew the twins away."

"Was Beth in one of her 'biology teacher' moods?" I grinned.

"No, not really, but I think the twins were astounded at just how much she did know.  I know that they've been treating her with a lot more respect since then.  She started out just answering their questions, but then after a bit, she began to volunteer information too.  She did it so smoothly that I was impressed."

"So is this a warning to me, or what?"

"I suppose in a way," Mom sighed.  "I just wanted you to know that although they have bodies of almost grown women, their knowledge of sexual matters was about what you had when you were … oh, perhaps eight, maybe nine?  I imagine working with Beth all day today after that talk last night; they'll be up to speed soon.  At least I imagine that they'll be asking her more questions and getting some solid answers."

"Eight?  Eight years old?" I stared at her, my mind still not able to get past that idea.

"Yes, eight years old, but remember, you're a farm kid.  I think they've been extremely sheltered all their lives and have heard a lot of misinformation from school chums and so forth.  I'm glad they don't have any brothers and sisters who need to be educated too, but it worries me that two young women could grow to their age and be so thoroughly unschooled about their own bodies."

"Maybe it's a good thing they weren't heavily involved with a lot of guys then," I said quietly, then I smiled.  "I guess what I'm saying is that it's a good thing that they were 'Ice Cubes' and not hot tamales."

"Oh Chris, sometimes I wonder about you," Mom sighed, shaking her head gently.  "But talking about running around, what time is the date you were mentioning?"

"Oh my," I glanced at the clock and then grabbed for my crutches.  "I'd better get ready or I'm going to be late."

I learned something then, you should never try to hurry too much when you're stuck in casts.  I think I bumped into more corners in the next ten minutes than in the previous four years of my life, but all I was trying to do was to clean up a bit and put on a different shirt.  At least I managed to fasten the buttons on the shirt by myself this time.

Mom stopped me as I was heading for the door, adjusting my collar a bit as she advised me not to speed, even if I thought I might be late.

"I know Mom," I grinned, giving her a little hug and knowing that my collar really didn't need to be adjusted.  "I'll be careful."

As I hobbled out to my car I glanced over at the chicken coop and saw Beth come out with a wheelbarrow load of chicken manure, so I waved.  "See you, Squirt," I called.

"Hey, where are you off to?" she called.

"Got a date.  See you tonight," I called back, as I threw my crutches into the back seat and got behind the wheel.

"Who with?" she called.

I wasn't really trying to ignore her, but I didn't want to stick around and be grilled either.  So, pretending I didn't hear her, I started my car and drove away.  Since I wasn't really confident about driving while stuck in the casts, I didn't speed.

It was about two minutes to twelve when I pulled up in front of the school.  That meant that although I was feeling a bit lacking in self confidence, I didn't really have the time to work myself into my usual state of apprehension before the buzzer sounded announcing lunch time.  Then I was too busy trying to guess which door Sandy would be coming out of to spend much time worrying.

I didn't realise that I was the center of attention for several other people until about six of my classmates who hardly ever spoke to me came walking over to my car.

"Chris?  What are you doing here?" A tall blonde girl that I hardly knew asked.  "I heard you were in the hospital."

"Yeah man," A guy, who usually wouldn't even acknowledge that I was alive, spoke up.  "We were going to drop up and visit you.  I heard a horse stomped you and they didn't know if you were gonna live.  What happened man?"

There must have been five or six people all asking me questions at once.  I was actually feeling pressured, so I held up my hands and to my surprise they quieted.

"As you can see, I've got a busted hand," I waved the cast slightly.  "I've got a busted foot too, but I'm not dying.  I was just extremely allergic to one of the pain killers they gave me.  If Sandy hadn't acted fast, I don't know what would have happened."

"Sandy?" the blonde asked in astonishment.

"Yes Janet, Sandy McAdam," I answered the blonde, having remembered her name.  "She was acting as night nurse and probably saved my life.  To be honest I'm here to meet her, because we have a date."

There was dead silence for about twenty seconds.  Then I think every one of them tried to speak at once.

"But what about …" "SANDY?  The shy little redhead?" "But I thought you and the 'Ice Cubes' …" "Holy Smokes, she's a nurse?" "Oh man, what about Carissa and …"

I wasn't really paying attention, I had just seen Sandy standing back and to one side, along with two younger girls who were obviously her sisters.

"Excuse me," I held up a hand to those around me.  "I'll answer you guys later, okay?  I think having all of you crowding around is intimidating my date.  I don't want to be rude, but I can't really focus on your questions because I want to talk to her."

To my surprise they moved back, telling me they'd see me later, but I noticed they didn't move all that far away.  The fact that they moved to let Sandy and her sisters come over without bothering them earned them a smile from me though.

"Hi," Sandy whispered, blushing deeply.  "I didn't realise you were so popular."

"Hi, neither did I," I grinned, starting to open my door in order to get out.

"Wait," Sandy said quickly, stepping close so I'd have to push her out of the way to open the door.

She looked like she was almost ready to cry.  To my surprise her two sisters moved up beside her, one on each side.

"Hi, I'm Jean," the one on the left said.

"And I'm Jess," the sister on the right added.

"Daddy is being a goof …"

"He's heard rumours about you …"

"And about the Coulter twins …"

"And he thinks that you're just too …"

They were doing that darn twin seesaw and I frowned as raised my hand again to stop them.

"Whoa, one person at a time," I said firmly.  "Sandy?"

"Oh boy," she whispered.  "Okay, I'll try, but if I start crying …"

"Then I'll wait, and if I can I'll try to help you feel better, but I'd like to know what's wrong," I looked at first one and then the other twin.  "And I'd like to hear Sandy speak please, with no darn twin seesaw in the background."

Sandy grinned for a fleeting instant, then got really sober again.  She took a deep breath, then she spoke quickly.

"Daddy thinks you might be too wild for me to go out with you," she blurted out, as tears showed in her eyes.  "Jean and Jess helped, they talked Daddy into at least letting me get a ride home, but he only agreed if they could ride home too … in the back seat."

I just stared at her for a moment as what she'd said sank in, then I couldn't help breaking into a grin, "So, instead of dating one of his daughters, he's going to insist that I have to date all three?"

Jean and Jess started to giggle at that and it only took a second before Sandy was grinning and giggling too.

"Fuck Daddy," she snorted and to my surprise, she leaned in my window, grabbed my head between her hands and kissed me.

It was a short, hard kiss, but to my astonishment her tongue was trying to crawl down my throat, then she was pulling back and running around the car to the other door.  The twins were suddenly scrambling to get into the back seat and I was surprised to hear a cheer from the bunch of kids who'd been talking to me before.  They'd managed to slip back fairly close to try to hear what was going on.  I was still dazed from Sandy's kiss when she slid inside, slipped all the way across the bench seat of my car and snuggled against me.

"Well?" she whispered.  "Shall we go?"

I glanced over my shoulder at her two sisters who were fighting about where to put my crutches, then I leaned over and brushed my lips across Sandy's before dropping my car into gear and driving away.  Sandy actually blushed as the kids from school hooted and cheered again.

"Daddy said I can't invite you inside, but maybe we can talk in the car for a few minutes," Sandy whispered.

"That depends on if Daddy is home for lunch or not," one of the twins said from the back.

"If he isn't, Mom said one of the two of us could invite you inside," the other twin giggled.

"She said that way we were still sticking to Daddy's rules."

"Because he never said, we couldn't invite you in."

"And anyway, Mom said she wanted to meet you."

"Okay, okay, we get the idea," Sandy giggled, "and thank you."

"Yeah, thanks," I managed to mutter.

"I wish I lived twenty miles away from school instead of just a few blocks," Sandy sighed snuggling even tighter to my side.

I did too, but with the cast on my arm I couldn't really cuddle her and with the twins in the back seat I didn't know if I even dared try.  Besides, if I drove up to the house with my arm around Sandy's shoulder and Sam McAdam was there … I drove slowly, because even if it was a short distance I was enjoying the idea of having Sandy at my side.

Unfortunately as we turned the corner onto the street where they lived, all three girls saw the same thing I did.  Sam McAdam's car was parked in his driveway and he was leaning against the trunk, arms crossed over his belly and his one foot resting on his rear bumper.  Sandy instantly slid across the seat to be near the passenger's door.

At that instant I realised that Sam McAdam not only didn't trust me, he didn't even seem to trust his wife or his daughters.  Something in me snapped.  I was annoyed, but not angry, so instead of just pulling up and parking on the street, I actually turned into his driveway.  Then I opened my door and swung the leg in the cast out of the car, then swivelled to get my other foot on the ground too.

By the time he had recovered from his surprise at my pulling into his driveway and was coming toward me, I was standing up, but leaning the arm with a cast over the door to maintain my balance.  I don't know how, but I even managed to smile at him as he came forward.

"Hi, Mr. McAdam," I hopped away from the car and held out my right arm in it's cast, as if I wanted to shake his hand.  "I figured after your daughter saved my life the other day, the least I could do was give her a ride home and tell you how great I think she is."

"Uh, hello," he managed to mumble and somehow look as if I had just punched him in the belly.  "Uh … well … uh … it is lunch time and sometimes I come home.  You're lucky you caught me today."

"Right and I don't want to impose," I answered, then turned so I could face Sandy who'd gotten out of the car and was staring at her Dad and me.  "Look Sandy, I'd like to say thank you by taking you out to dinner some night if it's okay with your folks," I winked, but making sure it was with the eye that her Dad couldn't see.  "Right now I'll bet your Mom has lunch ready for you guys, so I'll call you sometime, okay?"

"Uh, yeah, I guess.  If it's okay with Daddy," she managed to say, looking at me like I was from Mars and blushing profusely.

"Great," I grinned at her and turned back to Mr. McAdam.  "Would it be okay?  Sometime after school lets out for the summer?  I'm supposed to go work in the city for job training, but I don't know if I can.  After getting busted up this way, I guess I might be recuperating for a little while."

When I turned back to Mr. McAdam he had a strange look on his face, like he had just swallowed a pickle or something.

Before he could say anything, one of the twins, I think it was Jean piped up.  "Daddy, couldn't we invite Chris in for lunch?"

"Yeah Daddy, remember Beth, the girl who stayed here and was talking about her horses?  Chris is her older brother."

"It's one of her darn horses that caused this," I laughed, waving my broken hand.

"I thought it was your horse, that's what Beth said," Sandy interjected.

"It was, but he was under the impression that …" I paused, realising that these were 'town folk' "… well, he thought that he was going to get a chance to …" I paused again.  "… well, he's a guy horse and she's a gal horse and …"

By then my face was bright red and the girls were giggling.  In fact even Mr. McAdam was smiling.  I just threw my hands up into the air and sighed deeply.

"Darn, some things just can't be sugar coated," I grunted.  "One of Beth's mares was coming into season and we didn't realise it.  When I went to ride my stallion, he had other plans.  Since horses can't control their urges like people can … well, he bucked me off.  To put it plainly, I wasn't expecting him to be so uncooperative and I fell badly.  Then when I was in the hospital, the doctor tried to poison me and Sandy caught on.  In a way she's responsible for saving my life."

"He did not try to poison you," Sandy snapped.  "How was he to know you were allergic to Codeine?"

I don't know how long the discussion would have gone on, but Mrs. McAdam had come to the door and interrupted at that point.

"Excuse me, but I have lunch ready and if we don't eat soon everyone will be late," she called.  "Chris, I've set a place for you too."

"But …" I started to protest, looking at Mr. McAdam who looked slightly uneasy, then he smiled slightly while shaking his head.

"Jessica, get the boy's crutches for him would you please?" he said and turned toward the house.

"Way to go, Mr. Smoothy," Jess whispered as she handed me my crutches and hurried after her Dad and Jean.

"Wow," Sandy giggled softly, patiently waiting for me.  "Nice going."

"But I didn't do anything," I protested.

"Oh no, nothing at all," she snickered as we moved up the walk, but going slowly since I was still having a bit of trouble with the crutches.

Her mother was waiting at the door.  Even she smiled and winked at me.

"Hi Chris.  Be prepared to get grilled," she whispered, then stepped back inside, leading the way to their dining room.

Mr. McAdam was sitting at the head of the table and the two twins on one side, Sandy slid into the chair next to her Dad, and motioned to the chair beside her as her mother sat down opposite Mr. McAdam.  Everyone bowed their head for a few seconds and I followed their lead, respecting their actions.  It must have been a silent grace since no one spoke aloud.

Then Mr. McAdam cleared his throat and looked directly at me.  "So Chris, you've cleared up how my daughter met you; would you care to refute the rumours about you and the Coulter twins?"

I just stared at him for a second and then smiled wryly and shook my head.  "I haven't heard the rumours, so I can't do much to refute them, but I can tell you what happened from my point of view."

I paused and took a bite of sandwich, knowing that chewing and swallowing would give me time to get my thoughts together.

"Well?" Mr. McAdam asked as I swallowed.

"Okay, the night of my grad I took my date home early because she had an early curfew, but I didn't want to go back to the dance all by myself.  I was just driving around quietly when I met some guys from my class who had left the dance too," I shrugged.  "They invited me to a party and I went."

"I guess I should explain, I've never really accepted by some of the kids in the class because I'm a couple years younger than them.  I guess I'm a bit different than they are about studying and stuff like that too, so it was a pleasant surprise to be invited to one of their parties.  I thought maybe that they were willing to bury the hatchet sort of thing," I paused.

"I asked the school, dear, and while Chris is two years younger than most of his classmates, he has the highest GPA in his grade," Mrs. McAdam interjected.  "It's really not surprising that some of his classmates were jealous."

"Thank you Ann, so what happened, Chris?"

"I was stupid!" I sighed.  "I went to the party and let them get me drunk.  Well, to be honest, I relaxed and trusted them enough to drink what they gave me, which was just as stupid."

Mr. McAdam snorted.  "I wouldn't call that stupid, other than the fact that you're underage.  I might say it was somewhat gullible however."

"How about childishly naive?" I snorted right back.  "I mean when I think about who was there at the party.  Most of the people there were kids that I suppose felt I'd made them look foolish, even if I really hadn't meant to do that.  They just don't seem to think before they act and …"

"And you do?" Mrs. McAdam smiled.

"I usually try to Ma'am.  Sometimes I don't do so well, but I do try," I sighed.  "Anyway, they got me drunk and they got the Coulter girls drunk, then tried to strip us and after that they took a bunch of pictures of us in bed together."

"Suggestive pictures, from what I heard," Mr. McAdam said shortly.

"Suggestive maybe, but there was no truth to them.  Heck, they didn't even get my shorts off."

"And you were drunk?"

"I guess, but they'd been drinking too.  I suppose I probably fought back to keep my shorts on."

"Weren't they more sober than you and weren't you outnumbered?" It was Mrs. McAdam again.

"Ma'am, I've been fighting with my brothers and cousins since I could walk.  When I get desperate about protecting myself or my friends, I think I just might fight a little, tiny bit dirty."

Mr. McAdam snorted and Mrs. McAdam laughed aloud.

"So then what happened?" one of the twins asked quietly.

"I don't know, but when I woke up and saw where I was I got so embarrassed that I just jumped out of bed, threw my clothes on and went home.  I didn't know anything about the pictures until the Tuesday."

"You must have known something was up," Sandy said firmly.  "I saw all those girls around you on Monday."

"I still don't know exactly what that was about," I sighed.  "I don't really understand girls at all."

"You and me both," Mr. McAdam snorted.  "But what did happen on Tuesday?"

"Well, someone slipped a picture of the Coulter girls and me into my locker and … well, it was suggestive like you said and I didn't know what to do.  I guess I should have called Mom and Dad to tell them I had a problem, and to the Coulter twins to warn them.  Then I suppose I should have gone to the Principal, but it shook me so badly that I was flustered."

"I can understand that, now that I've talked to you," Mr. McAdam stated flatly.  "From what I heard though, the pictures appeared all over the school."

"Only one picture, but many copies of it," I nodded.  "I was there when a little kid gave a couple of envelopes to the Coulter girls and I saw their reaction.  As soon as I saw their faces, I just knew what had been in the envelopes.  I sorta lost my temper then, I mean it was one thing to send me a picture making it look like I was in bed with two girls, but …"

"I believe what you are trying to tell me is that while a young man's reputation isn't badly damaged by him having appeared to have slept around, the young ladies in question couldn't afford to have their reputations tarnished in the same way," Mr. McAdam sounded slightly different somehow.

I looked at him and frowned, taking a few seconds and thinking deeply.

"Not really …" I hesitated "… it's more that I knew that I hadn't done anything wrong, so it didn't matter, but when the picture got spread around it was hurting the girls and …"

"Thank you, Chris," he said as he stood up.  "Now, I have to go back to work.  Could I impose on you to give Jean and Jessica a ride back to school as soon as you've finished your lunch?"

"Huh?  Unh, sure," I said in surprise, not really understanding what was going on.

"Fine," he smiled, then looked over at Sandy.  "Sandra, I understand that you are committed to being at the hospital this evening?"

"Yes Daddy," she answered immediately.

He turned back to me and looked at me sternly.  "Sandra will need to be at the hospital no later than six forty five this evening and she will need a ride home at eleven.  If she is not here in this house by midnight she will be grounded for the next week.  The same goes for tomorrow evening, she will be home by midnight and there will be no dating on Sundays, is that clear?"

"Uh, yes sir."

"Fine," he growled and he walked out, then we heard him get into his car and drive off.

He was hardly gone when Sandy was asking her Mom; "Did he mean we could date, if we want to?"

"It certainly sounded that way to me," Mrs. McAdam smiled at her.

Sandy's squeal of delight was almost ear piercing.  All I could do was grin as I was suddenly being hugged by an enthusiastic young woman while her mother looked on and smiled.




Chapter 5:

Roadway Under Construction - Obey Signs and Signals

I'm not sure if I'll ever understand most people, I certainly didn't understand Sam McAdam's reaction to my story.  I'd sat at his table and while I was eating his food, I had literally told him that I was a stupid fool who had allowed other people to get him drunk.  I'd even admitted that I was a silly chicken who ran out of a house when I'd felt sexual pressure, and a damn idiot who got angry when someone else was slandered.  Yet, he'd had a total about face of opinion and now seemed to want me to date his daughter.  Then to top it off, he seemed to want me to chauffeur his twin daughters around as well.

His wife and daughters were even worse.  Mrs. McAdam and Sandy seemed ecstatic for some reason and the twins, Jean and Jessica, were darn near as bad.  Personally, I was starting to have second thoughts about the whole thing.  I was wondering if I wouldn't have been better off if I had stayed at home and watched the twins clean out the chicken coop.

To my surprise Sandy excused herself and ran off.  As I stared after her, her mother took sympathy on my puzzled look.

"She's just going to change out of her school clothes," Mrs. McAdam smiled then she turned slightly toward the twins.  "Which reminds me, girls, it's Friday and you have a softball game tonight.  So, you'd best go get your gym bags packed and your uniforms all ready to go hadn't you?"

When the twins ran off to grab those, Mrs. McAdam turned back to me with a wide smile.

"Thank you," she said reaching out and touching my hand gently.  "Sam is a bit overprotective of his girls, so this is a huge change for them."

I must have frowned and looked questioning.

"Didn't you realise that?" she asked quietly.

I just shook my head slowly from side to side.  "No, not really."

"Oh, he is very protective of them.  In fact if I hadn't argued him out of it last night he was going to be at the school to pick up Sandra at lunch time.  As it was, I only convinced him to allow you to give her a ride home if the two of you were accompanied by her sisters," she smiled wryly.  "Sam wasn't a perfect gentleman when he was younger and I think he was expecting you to be like he was or like a lot of the other young men he's met.  I think you've disarmed him at the moment and even I'm not positive why."

"I don't know either," I said quietly.  "I'm not really an angel or anything."

"I don't for one minute imagine that you are, but I do hope you're a gentleman," she laughed softly.

"If I wasn't, Dad would whup my butt," I grinned.  "Well, maybe he wouldn't have to.  Mom might beat him to it."

"Oh, I think I could easily learn to like your parents," she laughed aloud, then sobered.  "You do know that part of the reason Sam was so cooperative was because of your father don't you?"

"Pardon me?  What did Dad do?"

"Well, perhaps I shouldn't say anything at all, but a few years ago when Sam had a problem, your father helped him out.  Actually what happened is between the two of them, and I think it should be up to them whether they tell you or not, but I think Sam saw that you were a lot like your father," she said, then turned to watch for the girls.

For some reason I knew she wouldn't even give me a hint about what Dad had done, but that didn't mean I wasn't curious.  Just then the twins came bouncing back into the room and I couldn't have asked a question if I'd wanted to.

"Well, we're all ready …" One of them said.

"and Sandy won't be long …" The other answered.

"but we wanted to talk to you …"

"when she wasn't here to hear us …"

"Whoa," I said, frowning at them.  "I hate that twin whipsaw thing you do when you talk.  It reminds me of the 'Ice Cubes,' and right now I've had about all of that I can take."

"He's right, girls, you know that isn't polite," Mrs. McAdam frowned at them and then smiled at me.  "Now what was so important?"

"Sorry, we don't mean to upset people," one of the twins smiled slightly and I noticed a tiny dimple on her cheek as she spoke.

A quick glance at the other girl showed a matching dimple on the opposite cheek.

"That's alright.  You couldn't know it upset me," I grinned, carefully looking just between them.  "Now Jean, why don't you tell me what's so important?"

"Well, it's just that Sandy is so shy around guys," The twin with the dimple on her left cheek responded.  "We didn't want you to think she was cold or anything if she doesn't talk much."

"That's why I like her, Jean," I chuckled.  "I'm usually very shy myself."

"But … you haven't been shy today!" Right cheek responded.

"No Jess, I forced myself to talk, which doesn't come easily unless I'm with people I know well.  Besides, she and I aren't alone, that makes a big difference."

"Oh … hey, you can tell us apart?"  Jess squeaked.

"Sometimes," I grinned, then I saw a motion at the dining room door.

Sandy was there, but she'd pulled her red hair back into a pony tail and was wearing a pretty blouse that was open at the neck along with shorts that looked like she'd cut off the legs of a pair of old jeans.  She was wearing running shoes and carrying a little back pack.

"Wow," I sighed softly, making both of the twins giggle.  "Sandy, you look wonderful."

"Oh my," she giggled and blushed bright red, looking at the floor.  "I just tried to match what you were wearing, sorta."

"You know your father would have kittens if he saw you wearing that," Mrs. McAdam smiled.

"Daddy isn't here," Sandy said defiantly "And I want to look like a girl, not an old lady in a long dress, with a shawl and …"

"Oh yeah," I hooted with laughter and made Sandy and her sisters giggle.  "Oops sorry Mrs. McAdam.  I was trying to picture Sandy in a yashmak and it just didn't fit."

"A what?"  Jean asked.

"A yashmak is one of the names for the veil that Arabian women wear, but besides that they wear long dresses that hide their ankles.  Moslem women aren't supposed to show very much skin," I grinned.

"Maybe Daddy is a closet Moslem then," Sandy giggled.  "There are times I think he'd like me to dress like that."

"Now Sandra, he's not all that bad," Mrs. McAdam protested.  "And I think you'd best take along a set of jeans just in case, okay?"

"In case I might run into Daddy?"  Sandy grinned.

"No young lady, in case you get chilly," her mom laughed softly.  "And you'd better hurry if you want to get the girls back to school before they're late."

"Okay, but I already have a pair of my jeans in my pack," Sandy grinned and moved to hug her mom.

Both of the twins hugged their mom after that, then I shook her hand and thanked her for lunch before the four of us raced out to my car.  Well, the twins raced out to my car, I hobbled on my crutches and Sandy hovered at my side.  She actually held the door and helped me get into the car, then passed the crutches to one of the twins to put into the back seat before running around and hopping in the other side of the front seat and sliding over next to me.  We all waved to her mom as we backed out onto the street and turned to head back to the school.

"Mmm, this is much nicer than the ride home was," Sandy whispered as she snuggled against my arm.

"Unh huh," I grinned as I glanced at her.

"And what would happen if Daddy saw you snuggling like that?"  One of the twins asked.

"I think maybe he expects it," I answered.  "To be honest, I really don't find him to be half as much of an ogre as you guys make him out to be."

"You don't have to live with him," Sandy said emphatically.

"Right," both twins answered at once.

"He almost wouldn't let us play soccer because the uniforms were too revealing," one added.

"It was only because he loves the game that he did.  He's even our coach now, on the weekends," the other giggled.  "And we aren't whipsawing you either.  This is just conversation."

Both Sandy and I laughed, but I wanted to comment.

"I don't think your Dad is an ogre at all," I said quickly.  "He's just a man with three daughters and he wants to protect you from harm."

"I know," Sandy sighed.  "But, sometimes it feels like he wants to shut us in a vault and throw away the key."

"Aww, he's not that bad," a twin answered.  "But he is tougher on you than on us for some reason."

"That's 'cause she's older," the other answered.  "Almost two years."

That's when it dawned on me that Sandy was actually a year older than I was, yet one grade behind me in school.  It gave me a funny feeling for a minute, but I didn't have a chance to say anything because just then we turned onto the street that lead in front of the school.  We could see the crowd of kids heading back after lunch.

"Oh great, we get to run the gauntlet of comments again," I sighed.

"Yeah," Sandy sighed as well, pulling away a bit.  "You would be the school hero right now, wouldn't you?"

"Hey Sis, if he wasn't a hero, you wouldn't be sitting there."

"Hey, we could give them something to really talk about," the other twin giggled.

"What?"  I snapped, wondering what they could be up to.

"Well, if Sandy shifts a bit, we could both lean over the seat and kiss you on the cheek before we got out," and they both giggled.

Since I was just pulling to a stop at the school and really didn't expect them to actually do anything like that, I wasn't prepared for Sandy to shift further away from me.  Then darn if the twins didn't lean forward, and suddenly two arms snaked out over my shoulders.  One hand pressed on my chest, coming from over my left shoulder and the other hand came from my right and held my chin, then I was being kissed on the cheek from both sides at once.

"See you later, Sexy," one twin giggled as she flipped away and out the door.

"Keep him happy for us, Sis," the other said, loudly enough to get a reaction from the crowd of kids outside as she laughed, sliding out the other door.

The slamming of the back doors left me with a blushing face, while Sandy was giggling loudly.  I didn't wait to see what the follow up reaction of the crowd was, I simply drove away as quickly as I dared.

"They got you to blush," Sandy giggled, sliding over even tighter to my side than before.

"Of course they did" I glanced at her.  "Hey, you're blushing too."

"I do that," she snorted.  "Mom says it's a sympathy blush."

"I see, now where would you like to go?"

"Umm, somewhere that's quiet and where we can be alone?"

"The campsite at the river?  No one will be there right now."

"Oh, that would be perfect," she sighed.

I glanced down at my gas gauge and sighed.  "Uh oh, I'll need to get gas first."

"Well, there's Mr. Dolens' place.  It's on the way and he sells gas."

"That's a great idea; I want to thank him again for this car anyway."

"I heard about that, did you really trade him an old junk heap for this car?"

"It wasn't a junk heap.  It ran great," I laughed.  "And he was the one who suggested the trade."

"Yeah, whatever," she laughed.  "So you traded a great running old junk heap for a newer car."

"Actually we traded two old Model A Fords for a good car, a decent car, and a junk heap car," I grinned.  "Tom and George did so much work on this car though, that I gave them the decent car and permission to use parts from the junker to fix their car too."

"I heard about that, I just can't believe you.  You work your butt off to get things, then give those things away and you do stuff like the other day, when you helped out the Coulter twins.  What are you anyway, a white knight?"

"Hey, Tom and George worked their butts off, both on the Model A and on this car.  They earned the car that I gave them and the deal the Ice Cubes were getting was just wrong!" I was getting tired of justifying myself.  "You heard the story about the twins.  What would you have done if you were me?"

"Me, I think that if I was a guy, I'd have stayed in bed, even if I'm glad you didn't," she giggled.  "But actually, I probably wouldn't have gone to the party in the first place.  I think I'm even more shy than you are and probably more cautious in other ways too."

"You'd have stayed in the bed?"  I looked at her in astonishment.

"Yes, and keep your eyes on the road, huh?  I don't want to be in an accident."

"Sorry, but you astonished me."

"Why?  You mean about admitting that if I was a guy and I was offered something like that, I'd have taken advantage of the situation?"  she said firmly.  "Heck, I know that most guys would have … well, let's just say that the twins wouldn't have been able to brag about being virgins anymore, not with any of the guys I know anyway, other than you."

"Hold that thought, I want to ask you another question later," I said as I turned into Mr. Dolens' service station, which was right beside his used car lot.

"Hi Billy," I greeted the guy at the pumps.  "Fill er up please."

"Hi Chris, is everything okay under the hood?"  he grinned.

"Do you think Tom would let me drive it otherwise?"  I cracked back.  "Is Mr. Dolens in?"

"Yeah, I think he wants to see you too.  He's in the office over at the sales lot."

So I turned and bent over to look in the window.  "Want to hobble over to Mr. Dolens office with me, Sandy?"  I asked.

"Sure," she grinned, sliding out of the car as I pulled the crutches out of the back.

"I see that damn horse of yours finally nailed you huh?"  Billy said.

"Nope, I finally fell off," I grinned.  "Do you want me to leave the keys in the car so you can move it after you're done?"

"Nah, we've got two pumps, you keep the keys.  I'd just get your seats dirty with these coveralls anyway," he laughed

Sandy and I were only about half way over to Mr. Dolens' office when he came hurrying out the door.

"Hold it, Chris, stop right there, no sense in hobbling over here on those crutches when I'm just going to ask you to hobble right back out again," he called.

"Hi, Mr. Dolens, what's up?"

"Well, I have something I want to show you and a favour to ask of you too," he grinned.  "I bought a trailer the other day and it has a piece of junk sitting on it that you might be interested in.  If you are, you and your two friends can have it for nothing.  It's sitting out behind the garage.  By the way, who's your girlfriend?"

"Oh, sorry, This is Sandy McAdam.  Sandy, meet my friend, Mr. Dolens."

"Hi, Mr. Dolens," Sandy smiled.

"Hello, Sandra, are you Sam and Ann's oldest girl?"

"Yes sir," she smiled.

"Well, you tell your Dad 'Hi' from me and tell him that you've got one of the nicest young men in town as a boyfriend, huh?"

"I think he already knows that," Sandy blushed.  "Otherwise, I don't think I'd be here."

"I'll just bet he does," Mr. Dolens laughed as he started to lead us toward the back of the garage.

On the way he turned to me and grinned.  "I hear that you've been rather busy," he chuckled.

"Oh, you mean my crutches?  I sorta fell off my horse."

"Hmmph, I heard that it was because my silly nieces wanted to have a horse ride," he snorted.  "And that was after you saved their spoiled little asses from being humiliated too.  Just wait until I get a chance to talk to those spoiled little bitches."

"Unh, Mr. Dolens?  I don't think they're bitches, actually I kinda like 'em.  Not as much as I like Sandy here, but when they're out of town and away from their school chums, they don't act the same.  Besides, I think after what they've gone through in the last little while; they might be a lot nicer from now on too.  For instance, right now, they're on the farm and they're cleaning out the chicken coop with my sister Beth."

"You're defending them again?  Wait a minute, you said they're at your farm, shovelling chicken shit out of your hen house?"  he asked in surprise.  "How the hell did that happen?"

"Well, after the ruckus at the school the other day, all four of us, I mean Beth, the 'Ice Cubes', and I … Oops, I mean Beth, the Coulter twins, and I …"

"Oh, no need to apologise, I've heard about their reputation with boys and I've heard their nickname.  My son, Billy isn't that much older than you are," he smiled ruefully.  "Just carry on with your story."

"Well, we all got sent home for the rest of the week.  Mom 'n' Dad, and Mr. Coulter decided that it would serve his daughters right if they sort of returned the favour for trying to get me into trouble by helping us out with the chores and stuff around the farm.  So to make a long story short, they've ended up kinda taking my place around the farm since I'm out of commission with a busted hand and leg."

"Oh that's wonderful," he laughed loudly.  "But what does my sister, Wilma, I mean, Mrs. Coulter, think of that?"

"I don't know.  You'd have to ask her yourself," I grinned and Sandy giggled.

"I heard a rumour from Dad," she said.  "But I don't know if it's true or not."

"Well, Sam is a good friend of John Coulter's.  So, what did he say?"  Mr. Dolens smiled at her.

"He said Mr. Coulter was spending the rest of the week sleeping on the couch," she giggled.  "And I know I shouldn't repeat rumours, but Daddy doesn't usually either so …"

"Honey, Wilma is my sister and that sounds just like her.  Besides, I know your dad and John really well.  I imagine I'll hear the story from them," he chuckled.  "Now to change the subject, there's my problem."

He pointed ahead of us to a car sitting on a trailer.  It was a stripped down version of a car like mine, only it was a two-door, not a four-door.  Not only that, but it had been rebuilt as a stock car.

"There it is Chris and the car is yours, if you and the other boys want it.  There's a spare motor and transmission that goes with it and a lot of other parts.  I heard that you gave the other boys your second car, so if you want this one, you can have it for parts," he offered.  "Of course, there is the other option."

I turned and simply stared at him in surprise.

"You're just giving it to us?"  I whispered.  "But why?"

"Because I bought this rig for the trailer, not the car.  The car didn't cost me a red cent and if you can give away a car, I can certainly give away a car," he grinned at me, then he rested a hand on my shoulder.  "I did talk to your Dad about it this morning, and he even came to town and looked at it.  He was with your mother, who was on her way to pick you up at the hospital, so they both know about it."

I just shook my head and snorted.  "Boy, can Mom ever keep secrets."

That made both of them laugh.

"Wait a minute, Mom knows about it?  Really?  And she didn't say no?"

"Well, she did ask me if I thought it was a safe thing to give to a sixteen-year-old kid," he smiled.  "So I grinned at her and asked if a Quarter Horse stud was a safe thing to give to a thirteen-year-old kid.  She said you'd earned that horse and if it was handled right the horse wasn't dangerous.  So I told her I thought you had earned the car and if you handled it right, it wasn't dangerous either."

"You don't mean that you think they'd let me race it?"  I stared at him.

"Perhaps," he said in a noncommital tone.  "Parents will do strange things if you handle them right too."

That made me laugh and Sandy giggled, then I looked at her closely because she sounded a bit different.  She was staring at the car, her face was flushed and her hands were clenched tightly.  I could see that the car fascinated her, then she turned to look at me and her eyes were as big as saucers.

"Please.  Take the car, I want to see you drive it and maybe just one time I can …" she whispered, but her voice trailed off to nothing before she finished the sentence.

"Drive it?" I asked.

"Unh huh, please, just once," she sighed.

I almost said yes, then I had another serious thought and I turned to look at Mr. Dolens.  "But Mr. Dolens don't you have to have a sponsor to have a stock car?  It takes a bunch of money doesn't it and I really don't have any money to waste."

"Oh, you are a sharp kid," he laughed.  "You think of questions that need answers and you can still do it under pressure.  On top of that I've heard about your driving ability from your two buddies.  I think a stock car might be very good advertising for me.  I'd be able to spend enough money on it to get you entered in a few races and to give you tires and such.  But there are no strings attached as far as I'm concerned.  You can have the car for no charge, okay?  If you use it for parts that's fine, or if you race it, I'll back you for at least most of the money it takes to run it for at least a half dozen races."

"Wow, how much will you charge me to haul it out to the farm?"

"If we do it right now, not a penny," he laughed, reaching out to shake my hand.  "You own another car.  Now let's hurry.  I'll do this job myself and I want to get to the farm before my nieces finish shovelling chicken shit.  I want a picture of that to wave in front of my sister's nose."

"You mean the car is Chris's now?"  Sandy squeaked.

"Yes it is," he laughed.  "We can make out the papers later.  I'm going to get my tow truck and my camera, then I'll get you to follow me and show me where you want it unloaded when we get to the farm."

As he walked away, Sandy grabbed my shirt front near the collar and pulled, bringing my head down toward hers.  Her lips crushed mine tightly and ground my lips against my teeth for a minute before she pulled back.

"And don't you dare wipe your lips," she grinned.  "If we're going out to your farm and meeting the 'Ice Cubes,' I want you wearing my lipstick."

"So now they'll know that I'm branded huh?"  I grinned at her.

"Yeah and as slow as you walk right now, we'd better hurry back to the car and pay for that gas, so we can follow Mr. Dolens."

"The gas just goes on the farm account as long as I'm using the car mostly for school and stuff.  This time I think the fill is on Beth and the twins anyway.  Mom and Dad will collect payment for it."

"I guess I was just raised differently than you.  You get your gas for nothing.  You get free cars.  Man, but you've got it soft."

"I work on the farm for what I get," I smiled.  "I think I should get you to ask the Coulter girls if they think Beth and I get much for free."

"I intend to," she grinned at me.  "I promise I won't tear their hair out either.  I'll try to be good, just as long as they keep their claws off of you.  Now hurry up.  Here comes Mr. Dolens with his truck."

So she hurried me over to my car and we hopped into it, then followed Mr. Dolens as he drove out toward the farm with Sandy snuggled closely at my side.  About a mile out of town, I saw a hitch hiker standing on the side of the road.  That really surprised me since we never get hitch hikers out our way and what surprised me even more is that Mr. Dolens flashed his tail lights, but didn't stop for the guy.  As I got closer, I knew why.  It was my brother Wil.  I pulled up beside him and stopped.  Mr. Dolens had stirred up a lot of dust and Wil's eyes were half closed when he threw his suitcase in the back.  Then he looked up, and stared at me in astonishment.

"Chris?"  he asked.  "Is this the car that Mom said you got in trade for that old Model A?"

"Yep, meet my girl, Sandy McAdam.  Sandy, this is my brother Wil."

"Hi Sandy.  Damn it, son, this is a nice car," Wil was staring around the car, then he did a mental double take.  "WHOA there!  Did you say girlfriend?"

"It's okay Sandy, he isn't violent, just a bit slow," I grinned as I lifted my arm in it's cast and slipped it around her shoulders, pulling her tight against me.  "I promise I'll protect you if he does anything strange."

"Jeez, you've got a busted hand.  Cripes, what's going on?"

"Oh, you haven't seen anything yet, brother.  By the way, you're the answer to my prayers, but what are you doing home a week early?"

"Hah, well old son, you are looking at a man who aced his first year at Ag. College.  I did so well on everything that I was passed without having to write one single final.  I'm home for the summer.  Now when did you bust your hand?"

"The same time I busted my foot," I snuck a quick kiss on Sandy's cheek.  "Say, would you like to drive, that way I and my girl could neck."

"You'd let me drive your car?"  he squawked.  "But no, I don't want to drive, I want to know how you broke your hand and your foot too."

"Oh, I fell off a horse, then when I went to the hospital, I met Sandy.  She saved my life, so now her dad says we can date," I was grinning and Sandy was giggling.  "By the way the reason I'm glad you're home is that you can take over training the 'Ice Cubes' to be farmers, so I can spend more time with Sandy."

"Number one; you do not fall off of horses," Wil snapped.  "Number two; people with broken legs don't need to have their lives saved.  Number three; any father who would say you can date his daughter in the condition you are in is nuts.  And number four; the only 'Ice Cubes' I know of are the Coulter twins and they're sheer poison for guys.  So since all of that is BS, just what is going on?"

I turned my head and looked into Sandy's face for a second, winking at her.  "See what I told you Sandy?  Even my own brother won't believe me when I tell him the absolute truth."

"Aww, shit, are you crazy?"  Wil moaned.  "And why are we following old man Dolens and that damn trailer?  The dust is terrible.  Can't we either pass him or pull over and let the dust settle?"

"Sorry Wil, he's hauling my latest and newest car.  I'm following him in case anything goes wrong and I'm also following him because I have to show him where to unload it."

"Another car?  But I heard that you already have three of the damn things."

"I did, but I gave one to Tom and George, so Mr. Dolens gave me another one to take its place."

"Oh Fuck!  Oops, sorry Sandy.  Maybe you can tell me, has he been eating loco weed?"

"No Wil, he's been telling you the truth, it's just that he's skipped a few details," she was laughing so hard I was surprised that she spoke clearly.

"A few?  I think he skipped the whole dictionary, maybe the encyclopaedia," At least Wil was laughing.  "Now, the last time I talked to Mom was a week ago and you were heading off that night to your grad, has all this happened since then?"

"Yup," I grunted.  "And a whole bunch more too."

Then I sighed.  "Look, if you won't drive, at least crawl over into the front seat and sit beside Sandy.  Then I can explain without looking in the mirror."

He did and as we drove along in the dust from the trailer, I explained about the grad, the party after it, what happened when I awoke the next morning, the ruckus at the school when the pictures came out, how Mr. Coulter sent the girls to stay at the farm, and on and on, finally ending up at the time when we saw him at the side of the road.

"Jeez Chris, you must have a horse shoe stuffed so far up your aaaa … Oops, sorry Sandy.  Oh, by the way, what is it you see in him anyway?"

"It's that horse shoe," she giggled.  "I'm hanging around in case it ever falls out.  If it does, then I'm going to pick it up and run like hell."

I was laughing so hard, I almost missed the turn into our own driveway and I almost missed the fun as Mr. Dolens stopped the truck and hopped out with the camera.  One of the twins was just pushing a load of chicken manure up the ramp and onto the pile outside when he called to her.

"Hey Carissa, smile pretty!"

"It's not Carissa.  I'm Corinna," she answered, turning her head with a grin and then in an instant she dropped the handles of the wheelbarrow, trying to hide her face.  "No, Uncle Frank!  Please!  I don't want my picture taken dressed like this."

"Too late, sweety, I already got you, twice," he hooted at her.  "Now, where's your sister?"

Corinna must have decided that if he had her picture, he should have her sister's picture too.

"Hey, Carissa, Beth, come and look at this.  I think Chris has another car," she shouted loud enough to be heard over the fans venting the stench from the chicken coop.

When Carissa and Beth came out of the chicken coop, Mr. Dolens snapped their pictures too.  Then while they were still flustered, I slipped out of the car and Sandy slipped out my side to stand beside me.  All three of the girls simply stared open mouthed as she snuggled at my side.

Then Wil came into their view as he handed me my crutches.  Beth squealed like a stuck pig and she sprinted toward us.  Luckily Wil saw her coming and had time to brace himself, but he couldn't have been prepared as well as he should have been.  She knocked him onto his butt as she leaped up and hit him high, her legs up and around his waist while her arms were thrown around his neck in a killer hug.

All the ruckus drew Mom and Dad out of the house.  There was another slight ruckus as they saw and greeted Wil.  Then I had to introduce Sandy to Mom, because unlike Dad, while Mom had seen Sandy around the hospital, she had never really been introduced to her.

As Mom shook Sandy's hand, she leaned forward between us and whispered.  "Chris, you have lipstick on your lips."

"Yep," I grinned.  "Sandy insisted that I wear her brand until the twins get used to the idea that I'm not available."

Mom stared at me in surprise, then had a second look at Sandy and to my astonishment, she wrapped Sandy and me in a big hug.  I was still blushing from that when I could see the light dawn in Beth's eyes.  As she started to come toward us, I pinched my nose and nodded at Sandy who jabbed me in the ribs.

"It's an honest stink," she said shortly and to my surprise she stepped toward Beth and held out her arms.

"Just cheek to cheek," Beth giggled.  "This stench travels and you'll get it in your clothes."

"Okay, but once you wash I want a real hug," Sandy grinned as they touched cheeks, then pulled back and Beth giggled as she turned toward Wil.

"I've been telling the twin 'C's about you this afternoon," she said archly.  "They thought I was exaggerating when I said you were so strong that you could throw them both over a shoulder at once and carry them across the yard."

Then I heard her stage whisper.  "But you'd better be careful, they've got a protector," she nodded her head toward me.

"I think he's busy.  He's got a new car and a new girl to protect," Wil stage whispered back.

"He's very busy," Sandy said aloud.  "He has to tell Mr. Dolens where to unload his new car and he needs to keep his new girl company while he protects her too."

I guess Mr. Dolens heard his name mentioned because he and the twins had been standing and talking quietly by the tow truck, but now they came walking our way.  I felt Sandy tense and since I was holding her hand, I tightened mine just a touch to let her know it was okay.  That was all it took, she seemed to relax.  To be honest, I think I needed to be holding her hand as much as she needed to hold mine, but Mr. Dolens defused the situation in seconds.

"Chris, Corinna says that she thinks you're a fink for telling me that she and Carissa were cleaning out your chicken coop.  She said if I embarrass her with these pictures that I got that she'll haunt you and I forever."

"Hey, haunting him is my job now," Sandy grinned, then giggled loudly.

Both Carissa and Corinna stared at her for a few seconds, then looked at each other and sighed.

"You win …"

"for now anyway."

Sandy grinned, even wider.  "That doesn't work on me.  Don't you two know my little sisters, the McAdam twins?  They do the whipsaw even better than you do.  By the way, what's wrong with a picture in those clothes, I think you two look great."

"Are you nuts?  The clothes have the style of tents, our hair is messy, we aren't wearing makeup, we're dirty and sweaty and …"

"Huh, both of you look cute as buttons and sexy as heck, although I must admit, your perfume leaves a bit to be desired."

"Hah, come help us in the chicken coop for an hour and see what your perfume smells like."

"If I thought I'd look as good as you when I came out, I might," Sandy grinned.  "But actually, Chris needs company and I am supposed to be on a date.  To be honest, we were going to go somewhere and talk when we got shanghaied by your uncle and he stole my new guy's attention by giving him a car."

"Well young lady, if you'd let Chris tell me where to put the car, I'd gladly let him get back to his date with you," Mr. Dolens spoke up with a grin.

"Oh, just down by the old shed where we keep the other cars I guess.  Tom and George can help me shift things around tonight."

"The boys moved their car over to Tom's last night.  They wanted it there to do some body work or something.  Besides, since it's their car now I think it's only right that they should store it too," Dad spoke up.  "Why don't I go down to the shed with Frank and we can shift this one right in where the boy's car was sitting?"

"Do you want some help Dad?"  Wil asked.  "That way Chris can sit down and get off those blinkin' crutches.  If it drives, I could …"

Suddenly it dawned on Wil to really look at the car and he did a double take.  "It's a bloody race car," he whispered.  "Dad, you aren't going to let Chris … ?"

"It's a stock car Wil," I said firmly, interrupting him.  "And it might only be a parts car for the ones that I and the guys have.  At this point I don't know for sure.  Since it was free I couldn't really turn it down, but I haven't had time to discuss it with Mom and Dad so I can find out what they think I should do.  Okay?"

"Unh, yeah, I guess."

Dad grinned at me and winked, then he, Wil and Mr. Dolens went off to unload the trailer, leaving me surrounded by women.  On top of everything else my foot was hurting a bit and I was extremely thirsty as well, so I wanted to go inside and sit down.

"How are you feeling Chris?"  Mom asked, reminding me that there are times when I think she's psychic.

"My leg hurts a bit," I sighed.  "And I'm thirsty."

"Inside young man," she ordered.  "I wondered if you weren't pushing things a little."

"But I have to make sure that Sandy gets to work on time and …"

"Then we should let you rest now," she said shortly.  "Sandy, would you help me get this stubborn young man inside, please."

"And I guess we'd better get back to the chicken coop, so we can get that job done before chore time," Beth sighed.

"I think you should go inside and clean up for today.  Besides, I'll bet that Carissa and Corinna could talk Wil into helping you finish it tomorrow," Mom said with a grin over her shoulder as she, Sandy, and I moved toward the porch.

Beth and the twins beat us to the door.  When we were inside, Mom got me to sit on the couch in the living room and had Sandy bring over a stool and a cushion for me to rest my foot on.  The funny thing was as soon as my foot was up in the air a bit it stopped hurting so much.

"Of course it does, you silly man," Sandy smiled at me.  "Elevating it reduces the blood pressure.  To start with, your foot is in a restricted space and it's swollen because it's still an aggravated injury.  Then too you've been sitting and standing so much that the blood is … well, I guess you could call it settling in your foot.  That adds even more swelling.  What you need is to sit for an hour or so with your foot up and you need aspirin to reduce the pain and swelling."

"Very good!" Mom smiled at her, having already gone to the kitchen for a glass of water and her ever present bottle of aspirin.  "Here Chris, take two of these and drink the whole glass of water."

Sandy had seated herself at my side and took the empty glass when I was done because Mom had sat down and was looking at us.

"Okay, since everyone else is busy, what's this about boyfriend - girlfriend business between you two?" she asked.  "Don't you think that you're moving just a bit fast?"

"Unh huh," Sandy giggled.  "It's sort of funny in a way.  We got kinda trapped into it in a way."

"You may have gotten trapped," I winked at her.  "I kind of like it, but it's nothing serious Mom.  It'd a bit soon for that, since this really is only our first date."

So I explained about asking Sandy out and about her father's reaction, then about sitting and explaining things over lunch with Sandy's whole family there.  I told her about Sam McAdam's reaction to my story and how he somehow assumed we were going to be dating, so he'd established time limits and curfews.

Then Sandy explained about Mr. Dolens and his assumptions, even telling Mom about how we'd teased Wil after we picked him up on the way home.  She threw in the fact that she liked the idea of one-upping the Coulter girl's and admitted that she knew that it wasn't nice, but she said she was going to explain that to them later.

"I'd hold off on telling them that for a day or two," Mom grinned at her.  "Now, I have an idea of how you two could just sit and talk, but still be nearby in case you want anything.  Why don't you both go sit on the front porch and pull up the old stool for Chris' foot?  That way you'll get at least some time alone and not be disturbed a lot."

She was right that we got to talk alone for a while, but it wasn't for long and she was sure wrong about our not being disturbed.

It was only a short time before Dad and Mr. Dolens came to see me so I could sign the papers that made the car mine.  Of course we had a short talk before Mr. Dolens left and then Dad went inside.

Next Wil came and asked if I was really going to tear the stock car apart or if I was going to race it.  That developed into a heated discussion which was still going on when Beth came out of the house, freshly showered and drying her hair.  Of course she joined in on the discussion.

By then we were making enough noise that both Mom and Dad came out of the house and a family discussion broke out.  Dad and Wil were both in favour of seeing me race the car at least once or twice, but Mom and Beth felt it was silly and unsafe.  I was undecided.  I was surprised that Sandy hadn't said anything, but then I thought I knew how she felt because of the way she'd reacted at the car lot when we first saw the stock car.

We were still talking when the Carissa and Corinna came out on the porch, bringing a big jug of lemonade and a bunch of glasses.  They refused to express an opinion about the stock car and when we asked why, they admitted that their uncle had asked them not to, which surprised everyone.

In fact, we were still discussing that stupid car when we saw the bus pull up at our drive and both Tom and George hopped out.  I thought I knew how they would feel, so I suggested quite strongly that we change topics for the time being.  When everyone stared at me, I had to explain that I had too much on my mind right then and I wanted to think about the situation without Tom and George adding to the pressures I was feeling.

I didn't realise it then, but those comments were a key piece in setting me up for another watershed moment in my life.




Chapter 6:

Caution - Pedestrian Zone

Perhaps I'm making too much of it, but I think my difference in age between me and my classmates during my school years and my resultant shyness had set me slightly apart from others, so I saw people differently than most do.  For instance, that afternoon as I sat on the front porch with my family and close friends, I was observing what was going on around me.  For some reason I was paying attention the groupings of people and for a short time I watched the way the others mingled and how they interacted.

My brother Wil and the Coulter twins were standing in one group, slightly away from anyone else, which wasn't really surprising if you thought about ages.  Wil was almost two and a half years older than I was, while Carissa and Corinna were almost a year younger than he was.  Since the twins had seen me with Sandy and had heard their Uncle call her my girlfriend, they had backed off.  Now however, they seemed to be giving Wil the eye and I had to grin to myself; Wil wasn't shy like I was, so the twins might be in for a surprise.

I was still thinking about the way the twins were acting when I noticed George and Beth talking and I did a double take.  Beth was acting almost the same way toward George as the twins were acting toward Wil.  Actually when I thought about it, it made sense since I knew they liked each other, even though they never made a big deal about it.  For some reason or other though, that afternoon they were showing their feelings more than usual.

Sandy had been sitting beside me and Tom had wandered over to join us.  I suppose since I was acting a little withdrawn, they had struck up a conversation which neither included nor excluded me.  It was as if they acknowledged that I was there, but didn't expect me to react.  Somehow the interaction between the two of them was unlike the others though.  In some ways it was as if they were fencing with each other and yet it was also as if they wanted to be closer, almost as if they were trying to develop a friendship.  At the same time, Sandy seemed to be paying attention to the way Wil and the Coulter girls were acting, while Tom was keeping an eye on Beth and George.

The overall situation had left me quite thoughtful and I suppose it showed on my face, because when Sandy and Tom stood and moved over to chat with Beth and George, Mom came over and sat down at my side.

"That's a rather intense look on your face," Mom smiled.  "Thinking deep thoughts?"

"Yes and no," I had to grin at her perception of my mood.  "I was just people watching."

"You do that a lot, don't you?"

"Oh, to some extent I suppose?  I like to try to understand the people around me."

She studied my face for a moment as if she wanted to say something deep, but seemed to think better of it, then she just smiled softly and patted my arm gently.

"Actually, it's four o'clock so chores are in another half hour, that will give you some time alone with Sandy.  Then it'll be time for supper, but what did you want to do after that?"

"Well, I have to have Sandy at work by a quarter to seven, then I sort of promised her dad to pick her up from work at eleven and give her a ride home.  In between those times I'm not sure what I'm going to do."

"Then I think that we'd best feed you and Sandy earlier," she smiled.

"Oh Mom, I can buy Sandy something to eat in town and …"

"No, I'd like you two to eat here," she smiled at me, but her smile had that 'no nonsense' edge to it that I'd long ago learned not to argue with.  "Besides, I'm trying to think of a way to have everyone sit down to a meal at once.  Let me talk to your father for a moment."

For some reason when she walked away, I dropped into a very thoughtful mood and it wasn't until Sandy bent over in front of me and then kissed me on the tip of my nose that I jerked back to reality.

"Sorry," she giggled.  "I didn't mean to scare you, but I was wondering if you'd mind if I went with everyone else to do chores while you sat here thinking?"

"Oh yeah, fine," I answered, trying to pull myself back into the present.

"Great, we won't be that long and I promise not to let her get all mucked up," Beth said from the porch steps.  "Come on Sandy, I'll show you our horses."

I glanced around and realised that everyone else was gone, then wondered how long I'd been concentrating and inattentive, but just as I frowned over that Mom stepped out onto the porch from inside.

"That was very thoughtful of you.  Besides, it gives me a moment to speak to you alone," she said quietly.

"Oh, was there something wrong?"

"Not really, but I was wondering a bit about you and Sandy, I noticed …" she paused, looking at me strangely as I shook my head and grinned sardonically at her.

"Sorry Mom, maybe I'm being pessimistic, but I think we might be done before we start," I sighed.  "Actually, that's what I was just sitting here thinking about."

Just the look on her face told me I'd have to explain, so I took a deep breath and shifted my leg slightly just to give myself time to think of how to tell her what I felt.

"Look.  Sandy has been kept on a tight string by her dad.  I don't think she's ever really gone out with a guy before.  Suddenly she's here, with all these people around and on top of that there are guys here.  Not just me, but three other guys too and it almost looked to me like she was … well, sort of competing for attention with the twins and Beth."

"For a young fellow who has never had much to do with girls, you seem quite certain of yourself," Mom said very quietly.

"I may not have gone out much Mom, but I've been one of the biggest girl watchers around the school," I snorted.  "I don't understand girls at all, so I watch them to see if anything makes sense."

"Does it?" she smiled.

"Not often, but sometimes," I had to grin.  "In Sandy's case, she reminds me of someone who has just gotten a new toy, or in this case, a new freedom.  In a way, she scares me."

"Why should she scare you?"

"Well …" I paused, not sure how much I could say to my own mother.  I sighed deeply, then continued.  "Okay, maybe I'm just being pessimistic about her actions, but I think she's an awful lot like a bomb that was dropped, but didn't explode, so it could go off at the slightest tremor.  She's been mollycoddled and protected so closely by her dad, that I think she'll change drastically, now that she has the opportunity to be free of his control.  On top of that I think she believes that I'm the chance she's been looking for."

"I take it you mean that you think she wants to … have sex?"

"Yeah," I sighed.  "Exactly!"

"Then I take it since you're talking to me about it that you don't feel the same way about her?"

"No, Mom, I really do like her and while I wouldn't push her, if she led me that direction I'm not sure I could stop myself," I shook my head vigorously.  "The thing is, I think … well, I think she's going to want someone older and more experienced than me, and probably really soon."

"Now, that is pessimistic," Mom laughed, then she paused and looked at me strangely.  "How did you do that?"

"How did I do what?" I frowned, not understanding.

"How did you get me to nearly root for you to have sex with a girl?" she chuckled.  "I should be warning you of the dangers, not be …"

She let the words hang and I think she blushed a bit, then she changed the subject slightly.  "You're acting very grown up for someone your age, young man.  I almost felt like I was talking with a contemporary, not with my son.  Sometimes I'm sure that you think altogether too much."

"I don't think that's possible, Mom," I grinned.  "Most of the time when I'm thinking I have a lot of questions and not many answers."

"So, now you've left me with the questions, is that it?"

"Not really, I have to live my own life.  You and Dad taught me that," I sighed.  "I guess I was just letting my thoughts run, and you happened to tap into the right questions to get me to express them aloud.  I really don't know what I'm going to do.  I know your advice is going to be for me not to get involved, but I don't see how I can do that now, and not cause a problem for either her or me."

"Actually, I was wondering if you realised just how involved you were getting yourself," she smiled.  "I'm not sure that your assessment of Sandy is right either.  Unlike you, I feel that she has really been enjoying herself while she's been here today.  I did notice that her reaction to others changed as she watched Beth and the Coulter twins, but I think that was more of a learning experience than anything else.  I agree that she's been sheltered, and I really do think she's just learning how to tease a man.  I got the idea that she was practising what Beth and the twins were doing at a time and place she felt was safe."

"Oh Mom, you've got to be kidding me."

"No, I think she's even more innocent than you thought she was.  I'm starting to think that the two of you are perfect for each other right now.  Both of you are undereducated about the opposite sex, both of you are quite shy, and while you're a young gentleman, she's equally as much a young lady.  I am going to suggest one thing though."

I waited for a moment and then asked.  "Okay, just what are you going to suggest?"

She reached her hand into her apron pocket and held her closed hand out to me.

"Just in case, carry these in your wallet and if you need one, for gosh sakes use it," she dropped a pair of small foil packages into my hand.

I stared down at them and then up at her face, not knowing what to say or to do.

"I'll make it plain.  I'm not trying to encourage you.  But, I know accidents will happen, and at your age your hormones can take over from your thinking brain.  I just want you to be safe and I don't want you to feel that you have to marry someone, not quite yet," And with that, she turned and went back into the house.

I must have stared at those two foil packages for five minutes, then almost guiltily slipped them both into my wallet and resolved to remember that I had them.  I was still in a bit of a blue funk when Beth and Sandy came running around the corner and up onto the porch.

"That horse that broke your leg is beautiful," Sandy grinned, plopping down at my side.  "He doesn't look mean at all though.  He looks like a pussy cat."

"Oh my," Beth giggled.  "Right now he is, but he can be a real so 'n' so when he wants to be."

"Why would he change?" Sandy asked guilelessly.

"Because he's a male horse," Beth chortled.  "When a mare lets him know that she's ready to breed, he turns from a family pet into a typical male, then he has only one thing on his mind."

"Beth!" I growled.

"Well, it's true," she snapped.

"Not all guys are animals," I argued.

"Damn near," she retorted.  "Just because you can wake up in bed with two nude women and not do anything doesn't mean a damn thing, because you're not typical.  Most guys would have thought that they'd died and gone to heaven, then they'd have taken advantage of the situation."

"I'm not using myself as an example," I growled again, annoyed with her for even bringing that incident to mind again.

"Okay, so I guess what I should have said is that a girl had best watch what signals she gives a guy.  Okay?" Beth sighed in exasperation.  "If a girl goes too far with the wrong guy, she can get into really big trouble, real quick."

Sandy was simply staring at us, her mouth open the slightest bit as if she was in shock that we could talk this freely with each other.

"And you're the ultimate of experience I guess?"

"No, but at least I've necked with a guy and had to fight off his wandering hands.  How far have you gone, Mr. know-it-all?" Beth snapped.

"Far enough that I know it's not always the girl who says enough," I grinned at her.

"Yeah, and how far is that?"

"Well, I suppose being in bed with two nude girls at once," I grinned even wider.  "You saw a photo of that as the evidence."

"I thought we weren't bringing that into this?" Beth snapped again.

Sandy suddenly realised I was teasing Beth and she broke into a giggle.

"Well, if you can throw it at me, I can throw it back at you, besides we started out talking about horses, not people.  They're a bit different."

"Yeah, how does a mare tease a stallion?" Sandy asked, trying to help change the subject back.

"Chemicals," I laughed.

"Chemicals?"

"He means pheromones," Beth snorted.  "When a mare comes into season she gives off a special smell.  At least she doesn't tease like a teenage girl does."

"Girls give off a special smell too," I laughed.

"Oh come on," Beth snapped.  "You're kidding, right."

"Okay, maybe all girls don't," I shrugged my shoulders.  "Maybe it's just you."

"Me?!?"

"Sure, I can be talking to you and I can tell when George walks into the room, even if I don't happen to see or hear him.  I decided last year that it was just the way you act, but it had to be something else too.  Then I thought about the animals and read in a book about pheromones.  That's when I first noticed the smell."

Beth stared at me in astonishment and then she blushed bright red.

"Don't worry.  I've never told him … or anyone else, until now," I smiled.  "But, it might be an idea if you let him known that you like him."

Suddenly Beth leaped to her feet and ran inside.

"Oh shit," I sighed and rolled my eyes.  "I did it, didn't I?"

"Oh I don't know," Sandy smiled at me.  "I think she'll survive.  But, can you really smell when a girl likes a guy?"

"Sometimes.  It depends on the girl and the guy."

"So, do I like you?"

"Enough to scare me," I laughed uneasily.

"Oh, I hope not," she giggled.  "I sure don't want to scare you away."

"The problem is that I'm scared of me," I sighed, deciding to be honest.  "I do like you, but I know that you've never been on a date before and I …"

She held up a hand and stopped me.  "Shh.  Don't say anything more.  We'll talk later.  Okay?"

I nodded and was going to answer when suddenly Beth came running back out the door and stood right in front of me with her hands on her hips.

"Why should I say something?" she demanded.

"Because he's a nice guy and every time you hear that he's going out on a date with someone else you get upset," I said as quietly and as evenly as I could.

"I can't just come out and tell him," she argued.

"So, do you want me to clue him in?  Really gently, so I don't scare him off."

"Maybe?  Unh, no, don't.  But, well … I don't know," Beth sighed softly.

"Well, when you make up your mind, let me know would you?"

To my surprise, she bent forward and hugged me, then went back inside.

"You really are a nice guy, aren't you?" Sandy whispered.  "And you're so full of surprises."

I didn't know what to say, so I just shrugged my shoulders and she giggled, which astounded me.  I was going to ask her what was so funny, but just then Dad, Wil, and the two Coulter twins came around the corner.

"There, the chores are all done, but for the milking, little brother.  Do you think Mom has supper almost ready?" Will grinned at me.

"More than likely, big brother.  Are you starving already?"

"For Mom's cooking?  Of course!" he laughed.

Dad had gone right into the house and he stepped back out.  "Come on everyone, time for the farm help to wash up so we can eat."

I waved everyone ahead of me, I was actually worried about hitting someone accidentally with those bloody crutches.  To my surprise, Sandy insisted that she stay back, then held the screen door from springing against me.  We were the last ones inside, but Mom just waved us straight to the table while everyone else was washing up.

Mom and Beth must have added an extra leaf to the table so everyone would have room to sit down.  Beth was helping put dishes on the table and she looked at me as I came in, then smiled and pulled back a chair for me.

"I've decided I'll say something," she whispered.

"Good," I grinned.  "Then I don't have to worry about saying the wrong thing."

She surprised me by blushing again as she hurried past me to get something else.

"What was that about?" Mom asked.

"You'll have to ask Beth.  It's her business to say anything, not mine," I shrugged my shoulders.

Sandy grinned, along with a wink and a squeeze on my arm.

I just smiled at her, but didn't get a chance to respond because everyone started to come in and sit around the table.  By the time everyone got seated, it was quite a crew.  Beth had put me in the middle seat on one side and she directed Wil to sit opposite me.  He had Carissa on his left and Corinna on his right while I ended up with Sandy on my right and Beth on my left.  Of course Dad sat at the head of the table and Mom sat opposite him.

After bowing his head for a few seconds as a concession to our guest's possible beliefs, Dad looked up at me.

"Chris, you're going to have to stop this practice of bringing back more and more beautiful young women or we won't have a large enough table to all eat together," he teased.

"Don't you dare stop him, Dad?" Will grinned.  "If I'd known he was this good at bringing home pretty gals for company, I'd have taken him along to Ag. school.  The idea of sitting down to eat at a table with someone I don't mind looking at is wonderful."

"Don't mind?" Beth shot back immediately.  "Girls, I think we've been insulted."

"Perhaps not insulted …"

"but certainly not complimented."

"Wil needs to take lessons …"

"from his little brother …"

"who always seems to be a gentleman …"

"except that he brings home …"

"prettier girls than we are."

I laughed and turned to Sandy.  "Poor Wil, he seems to have inherited the stereo sisters."

"You're right," she giggled.  "I always have to threaten my sisters with the suggestion that I'll stuff a sock in one of their mouths if they don't stop that silliness."

That tickled me and I turned to Wil and winked.  "Since I'm wearing a cast on one foot, I have a spare sock if you need one."

"We take back the suggestion …"

"that he's a gentleman …"

"no gentleman would threaten …"

"young ladies like that."

"Young, I can believe, but I have a problem with the other part," Will grinned.  "Now what was it you said about a spare sock, Chris?"

"Alright, I think that's enough threats of socks and things," Mom interrupted with a grin.  "Chris, just how is your foot feeling now?"

"Oh, it's a lot better Mom," I smiled at her.  "I think having it lifted up on a stool did the most good."

"So, what are you going to do while Sandra is working for four hours.  Are you planning on coming home for a rest?"

"That seems like a waste of gas," I sighed.  "The trouble is what do I do in town for four hours on a Friday night?"

"You could always go watch my sisters play baseball for a couple of hours," Sandy suggested.

"Oh sure, and sit beside your Dad and Mom, huh?" I grinned.

"Actually, that's not a bad idea," Mom offered with a smile.  "In fact, it's the sort of thing you would normally do."

"Or you could phone Tom and George and invite them along," Wil offered.  "I could help Dad with the milking, and that would free up all the girls to go along."

"We've got a better idea," Carissa spoke up.  "Why don't we help Wil with the milking and perhaps after we're done, he could borrow the pickup truck and we could meet you at the game?"

"Sure, then Beth could go with the rest of you and it would give everyone a break, even if it's just a little one," Corinna added.

"What do you think Sandy?" I asked.  "It's your date."

"I think it sounds okay, I mean as a date it's kind of screwed up anyway.  I just wish I didn't have to work.  I'd love to go out with all of you guys."

"So should I phone Tom and George?" I suggested.

"Let me," Beth jumped to her feet and ran off.

"Well, I guess that's settled," Dad winked at Mom, grinning like a Cheshire cat.  "We get a night off, Mrs. Wife.  No milking, no kids, whatever will we do?"

"Oh, I'm sure we can think of something," Mom laughed.

We kidded a bit more, then Beth came back from her phone calls.

"So, are they coming along?" I asked.

"Tom can't come, but George said he'd be over in just a few minutes," she smiled, actually she glowed.

I winked at her and she broke into a blush, then excused herself, leaving her meal unfinished.  I knew it was because she wanted to get changed and gussied up for George's benefit.

"Well, what's up with her?" Dad asked quietly.

"Ask me later, Willard," Mom said shortly, cutting him off and getting a surprised look from Dad in return.

Wil glanced at me and raised an eyebrow, I just shrugged my shoulders and asked him something about Ag. school, just to change the subject and we chatted about that for a few minutes.  Mom excused herself and I heard her go upstairs.  I assumed she was going to talk to Beth.

I'd been keeping an eye on the clock because I didn't want Sandy to be late for work, but I didn't want to have to drive faster than I felt was safe either.  George appeared in plenty of time, which was a relief, and Beth came downstairs not long after he got there.  I suggested that we leave then, just to be certain we had Sandy at the hospital in time.

Sandy and I hopped into the front seat of my car and Sandy set my crutches on the far right side of the front seat, sliding over next to me and I think she winked at Beth.  It doesn't matter, she'd made it plain to George that she expected him to ride in the back seat.  To my surprise, Beth actually got him to hold the back door open for her as she slid in.  Of course he slid in right behind her, meaning she had to slide over, which brought a giggle to Sandy's lips.

Of course Mom and Dad told me to drive carefully and to enjoy ourselves, but we expected that.  I did find it funny to look back and see Mom and Dad standing on one side of the porch with Will standing between the twins on the other.  We'd hardly gotten out on the road and Sandy snuggled tightly against me, lifting my right arm to drape it over her shoulder.

"There that's better," she whispered.

I heard murmurs from the back seat and couldn't resist peeking in the mirror.  Beth and George were sitting close, but not snuggling, and I decided my little sister should have a bit more privacy.  I knew I could see traffic just fine with my outside mirrors, so I glanced at Sandy.

"I need my arm for a minute, then you can snuggle again," I told her.

She frowned, but leaned forward a bit.  I reached up to turn the mirror so I couldn't see into the back seat, then I turned the radio up a bit.  I even remember the song.  It was Jerry Lee Lewis singing 'Great Balls of Fire'.

"He's a weird singer," Sandy said as she snuggled back against me.

"He's different," I agreed.

"Do you like him?" she asked.

"I like the fact that he's noisy right now," I whispered, glancing at her and rolling my eyes toward the back seat.

She just giggled and snuggled closer, if that was possible.  All too soon we were driving into the hospital parking lot and I was wondering just what to do.  Should I kiss her then, or should I wait to do that until later, or …

She solved my dilemma.

"Could you walk me in?" she smiled at me and blushed.  "I want to brag that I've got a guy escorting me."

"I could do that, but it's going to cost you," I teased.

"Mmm, I think the effort of hobbling inside on crutches should be worth at least one kiss," she giggled.  "Do you want payment in advance?"

"Do you think we should do it here?  It might give the young kids in the back seat ideas."

"Hah, where do you think I got the idea?" Sandy snorted.

"Hey, no fair peeking," Beth giggled from the back seat.

I glanced back and then grinned at George who was wearing more of Beth's lipstick than she was.  After looking closer, I couldn't help it, I laughed aloud.

"Oh poor George," Sandy said as she turned and giggled loudly.  "When we're inside, we'd better find him some tissues."

"Tissues?  I think he needs a wash from the neck up with something that will take off lipstick," I snorted.  "I hope your lipstick doesn't smear like that."

"I'm not wearing any now, darn it.  Beth, can I borrow your lipstick?" she teased me with a wink.

"I forgot it and I really need some more," Beth giggled as she looked at George's face too.  "Oh wow.  George, I really did get you good."

"You did?" George asked, sounding as if he'd been in a daze and was finally waking up.

"Oh oh, I think George got run over by a semi," I laughed.  "Either that or he got lambasted by my little sister."

George scrambled outside then and bent to look in my side mirror.

"Holy shit!" he said rubbing at his mouth with the back of his hand and smearing his face even worse.  "How come there's so much of it?"

"I guess I used too much," Beth almost whimpered.  "I just wanted to look really good for you."

"Well, at least you shared very generously," I grinned.  "George, you might as well get back in the car.  I'll bring out some tissues and maybe even some soap and water.  That way you can clean up a bit before anyone else sees you."

George got back in the car while Sandy and I got out, then I took a few seconds to get settled on those damn crutches again.  We were almost inside when I paused.

"Hey, you didn't give me my advance payment," I teased Sandy.

"Oh, oh, how much interest will it cost me if I make you wait until just before I go to work?"

"Not much, only a hundred percent," I grinned.  "But I need a little kiss now as a retainer."

"Loan Shark," she giggled, but grabbed my head in both palms and brought her lips to mine right there in plain view of half of the windows of the hospital.

I stared at her in surprise.  I really hadn't expected her to kiss me at all, at least not when others could see us.  Somehow, I thought she'd talk her way out of it, or at least tease me until we were in the shelter of the entrance overhang.

"Hey, wake up before you make me late for work," she teased.  "Or are my kisses that good?"

"Fantastic," I managed to mutter and got my crutches moving in time with my legs again.

Once more she held the door for me and I grinned at her.  "Gee, but you make a good doorman."

"Door MAN?!" she squeaked.  "Are you blind?  I'm a door girl."

We were trying to be quiet and we fought our giggles as we walked across the entrance lobby.  That's when we were met by the Matron.

"Sandy, what are you doing here?  Don't tell me Chris is hurt again?"

"Oh no, I'm here for my regular shift," Sandy said in surprise.

"Didn't your Mom get the message to you?  I phoned her right after lunch to tell her that we had one of our other girls coming in specially tonight.  I'm sorry if you didn't get told."

"Oh boy, I'd better phone home," Sandy said instantly.  "Can I?"

"Certainly, Sandy, you can use the phone in the office.  If you haven't been home, your mother must be worried."

"Yeah, Dad too," Sandy sighed and looked at me.  "Come with me, Chris, please?"

"Sure," I tried to smile, but was worried that we might have a tough time explaining to her dad, if not to her mother.

A moment later, Sandy was holding the phone in one hand and my hand in the other.

"Hi Mom … Yes, I'm at the hospital ready to go to work, but they have someone else taking my place … We were out at Chris' and Beth's parents' farm and they insisted we stay for supper … Well, if we had gone to the river like we planned, you couldn't have phoned me there either … Yes, I know I should have phoned from the farm, but I simply forgot … No, Chris is right here, and his sister is waiting in the car … No one of the guys from one of the farms just down the road from her family's farm is with her.  I think it's their first date too … Well, they were going to go to the baseball game while I was working and then pick me up later … Yes, Chris is still here … Why do you want to talk to him?  … Oh, okay, here he is," she handed me the phone with a strange pleading look on her face.  "Mom wants to talk to you."

I could see she was almost in tears, so I took a deep breath before lifting the phone to my ear.

"Hello, Mrs. McAdam," I said as calmly as I could.

"Hello Chris.  First off, I'm not angry, but I am annoyed.  Sam almost drove down to the river to look for you two, just to tell you that Sandy didn't have to work."

"I am sorry about that," I sighed.  "I think Sandy not calling is partly my fault.  You see my brother Wil was hitch hiking home from school in Olds and we stopped to pick him up.  My family got so excited about him being home early because he did well at school that we just forgot to call."

"Oh I'm not really annoyed about that, although from now on if you two change your plans about where you're going, I'd appreciate knowing about it.  What I'm annoyed about is that Sam has already left with the twins and by the time I walk to the ball park, the game will have started.  Sandy mentioned that you were planning on going and I was wondering if I could catch a ride with you?"

"Oh sure!" I grinned and winked at Sandy as she stared at me in surprise.  "We can be there in about ten minutes."

"You take your time Chris, I want you and my daughter to arrive in one piece so I can show that silly husband of mine that you're a responsible young man.  I'm not about to let you give him an excuse to be tough on either you or my daughter, certainly not on your first date."

"Yes Ma'am!" I almost tried to salute.

"All right, I'll see you in a few minutes," she said and hung up the phone.

Sandy was staring at me and I could see her annoyance rising because I was grinning.

"First off, your Mom isn't mad at you," I grinned and bent to catch her cheeks in my hands and kissed her lightly.  "Second, your dad has already taken your sisters to the ball game.  Your Mom was going to start walking down to the ball park, but since we're in town now, she asked me if we could give her a ride instead.  So I said yes."

I kissed her again.  "She did tell me that if we change where we are planning to go in the future we should phone and let her know though, just so she can tell the search parties where to look for our bodies."

"I don't believe it," she said, shaking her head.  "I thought I was going to be grounded for a year and instead we're only supposed to give Mom a ride to the ball game?"

"Unh huh, but I think we'd better find some washcloths for George and that idiot sister of mine.  I don't think your Mom would want to arrive at the ball park with those two looking like clowns, especially since they'll be getting out of the same car as we do."

"Oh my!" she broke into a giggle.  "Oh, that would never do.  Mom might understand, but Dad would have a fit.  You go pry them apart, while I go thank the Matron for the use of the phone and see if I can get something to help clean their faces."

"Okay, but don't be long.  Remember, your Mom is waiting for us and she warned me not to get in an accident."

"Yes, Mr. Boss," she grinned, then stuck out her tongue as she skipped away.

When I got to the car, I did have to separate Beth and George.

"Hey you two, you have to calm it down.  We have to go pick up Sandy's mom and take her with us to the ball game."

"Oh, noooo!" Beth moaned.  "I've got to clean up before Mrs. McAdam sees me."

"Take it easy, Sandy is getting you something to wipe your face."

"But my hair is all messy and my clothes are all rumpled and …" she stared at me as I grinned at her.  "You're teasing me, right?  Please say you are?"

"Sorry kid, it's the truth.  The hospital didn't need Sandy tonight, so they phoned her mom hours ago.  She's been waiting at home for Sandy to call.  I have to pick her up and give her a ride to the game, or else Sandy and I might be in deep doo doo," I said as straight faced as I could.  "We need her on our side when it comes to Sandy's dad."

"Oh yeah, I can understand that," she nodded, then she paused, looked at George, then broke into a giggle.  "I was just wondering what Mr. McAdam would say if you and Sandy walked into his house with your faces looking like George's and mine."

"I think you'd need to buy a black dress for my funeral," I sighed.

Just then Sandy came running out of the hospital carrying a big can in one hand and a ragged looking cloth in the other.  She hopped in the car, then handed the can back to Beth.

"Here, the cloths in the can have soap and water on them and you can dry off with this old flannel sheet.  You'd better wash each other so you can see where to wash.  Chris needs to get going if we're going to get Mom to the game in time for the first pitch."

So I drove carefully to the McAdam house as Beth and George cleaned each other's face.  Then I lent Beth my comb so she could try to repair her rumpled hairdo.  Sandy passed my crutches back to George and he stowed them in the back seat just as we turned the corner onto the street where Sandy lived, At the same time Sandy was checking and taking an occasional wipe at first Beth's and then George's face.  Mrs. McAdam was standing on the sidewalk, waiting for us when we got to their house.  She slid in beside Sandy, greeting us all with a smile.  I was surprised because she even knew George, then I realised that everyone seemed to know George.

Since I was paying careful attention to my driving, I missed most of the conversation on the way to the ball park and was relieved when we were finally parked.

I should explain, this wasn't a regular baseball game, it was softball and it was girls' softball to boot.  Just a semi-friendly game between two small town teams out in the middle of the prairies, so it was supposed to be relaxed and easy going.  That night there was one small problem, our town's team was short one player.  When we showed up, Sam McAdam as the manager of the home team wanted to draft Sandy to play, but she was older than the other girls who were playing.

The other coach didn't like the idea at all.  I'm sure he thought Sam was bringing in a ringer, so he pointed at Beth and said "How about her?  At least she looks more like she's about the same age as our girls."

I happened to look at the home team dugout and saw Sandy's sisters Jess and Jean.  They were grinning and nodding madly at Beth.  To my surprise, she seemed to think that playing softball was a good idea, but she floored me when she asked George first if he'd mind if she played.  When he said she could play if she wanted to, the other town's coach just nodded his head and walked away smiling.

Maybe someone should have told him that Beth has almost all the athletic skill in our whole family.  She didn't play baseball because she loves to play soccer and field hockey, but as well as that she's on the track team and entered riding competitions on her horses.  She liked baseball, but she simply didn't have enough time for that on top of everything else she did.

Somehow they dug up a team shirt that was about two sizes too big for her and a pair of shorts that were about half a size too small, then she borrowed a baseball glove from someone else and she walked onto the field, ready to play.

I've always thought softball was a boring game and the first inning certainly was.  A few of both teams' players got onto base, but no one got home.  The fist exciting play of the game was almost a home run for the other team in the second inning, but Beth was playing out deep in the field.  She raced under that ball, then caught it way out in the tulies, somewhere past where I think the fence would have been if we had a regular baseball field.  That shook up the other team.

It was in the fourth inning that she knocked the heart right out of them though.  By then the other coach must have decided that she was really good and that he'd accidentally picked a ringer himself.  He had his pitcher throwing the ball with the intention of walking Beth.  One of the pitches was low and outside, maybe Beth thought it was like playing field hockey and she was defending against a shot on goal.  She leaned forward until she reached all the way across home plate, swung the bat as if she was golfing, and smacked that ball into an open space in left field, then she was off like a shot for first base.

The left fielder caught her ball on the first bounce and threw it to first, but his throw was made as Beth rounded first base … so she kept on going.  I swear the softball passed over her head going toward first base when she was about half way to second.  She made it to second base, standing up and ahead of the returning throw from first.  There weren't that many people in the stands, but we made enough noise that you would have thought it was a thousand.  Beth just stood there and grinned.

But she wasn't done yet.  As soon as the pitcher had the ball, Beth took a lead-off toward third.  The pitcher saw it and faked a throw to second, but dropped the ball, and somehow it rolled behind her.  Beth sprinted flat out for third.  The pitcher turned and bent, then grabbed the ball, fired it in the direction of third base … but she wasn't set for the throw, so it sailed about four feet over the third baseman's head.  Beth never even paused.  She raced all the way home.

For almost a minute, the whole ball field was dead silent, then it exploded.  Everyone was yelling and screaming.  About then I wanted to do what the umpire and both coaches were doing - look at the rule book.

Somehow, Beth had turned a low outside pitch into a possible base hit to left field.  The left fielder had made the error of throwing to first base instead of second and that error had changed her hit to a double.  Then the pitcher had made two errors, first by dropping the ball and then by overthrowing third base.  So if I understood the rules correctly, Beth had turned a possible single to left field into a home run.  I'm not sure what the rules are, but I know the argument was about stepping out of the batting box.  However, the umpire said that her feet were still inside the batting box when the bat struck the ball, so he let the run stand.

Of course that play pretty well sank the other team.  They just couldn't seem to get back up to speed after that and agreed to call it quits in the sixth inning.  The score was eight to nothing for the home team by then.  Needless to say, Beth was the heroine of the day.  It took us almost twenty minutes just to get out of the ball park.  Even with that, it was still before nine o'clock.  The strange thing was that when we got to the car Beth was almost crying.

"If I'd have thought at the time, I'd have stopped at second base," she muttered.  "But no, I didn't think, instead I had to show off.  Now, I'm a damn hero for no bloody reason."

"Welcome to the club," I grinned and hugged her gently after I leaned my crutches against the car.  "At least it took the pressure off of me."

"Wanna bet," she snorted.  "People might have started to forgot what you did, but now your stupid sister went and reminded them by showing off.  Now they have another hero in our family to yammer about."

"So, what do you want to do about it?"

"Could we go home, please?" she almost whimpered.

I thought it strange that she was acting that way.  I felt as if she should be on the top of the world, but instead she felt bad about what she'd done.  As I reached inside to unlock the back door I looked at George.  He gave me an odd shoulder shrug as he tossed my crutches into the back, then helped Beth in, following her and pulling her head to his shoulder.  I slipped into my seat and slid over to unlock the other door for Sandy.

"Since Beth wants to go home, should I run you home first, or bring you along for the ride and drop you back home later?" I asked.

"I'd like to go with you," she said and slipped over to sit at my side.

We stopped at the service station to get some soft drinks and then I had to drive directly into the setting sun, so I took my time getting home.  Wil, Carissa, and Corinna were sitting on the front porch with Mom and Dad when we drove up.

"Hey, how was the ball game?" Wil called as I got out of the car.

"Don't ask," I answered hoping to ease things for Beth, but Beth and George had beaten me out of the car.

"I made a silly fool of myself," Beth told Wil, then turned to George.  "Look, this was my fault and I'm sorry I've ruined our evening, but can we do it again sometime?"

"Would tomorrow be too soon?" he asked with a smile and wrapped her in a hug.

Sandy had gotten my crutches and given them to me, so I was on the way to the house when Beth dashed past me and ran inside.  I glanced at George and he shrugged his shoulders again.

"Want to talk?" I asked, but he just shook his head and grabbed his bike to pedal off toward home.

Sandy and Mom went inside to talk to Beth, leaving me to explain to the others what had happened.  I still couldn't understand why Beth was so upset.

Dad sighed and looked off into the distance.  His voice was quiet, almost a whisper, and from where I was sitting all I could see was his dark outline against the brilliant colours of the sunset.

"Beth doesn't like to hurt anything or anyone," he sighed.  "She's probably empathising with the fielder and the pitcher of the other team because she made them look so bad and she's probably blaming herself.  I wouldn't be surprised if it affects her other sports activities as well."

"But Dad, she did it so well.  That's what games are about, they're competitive," I protested.

"Yes, but she feels that she showed off and made it look like she intended to hurt the other teams' feelings, which just not her way of playing a game.  I've noticed it before in other games she's played, she seems to play harder against tougher competition and ease up against less strong teams.  It's almost as if she wants everyone to at least come close to winning.  Let's face it, Chris, you have what they call a 'killer instinct,' so you're extremely competitive and really want to win.  Beth isn't, not at all."

"I don't understand.  She was so good and she did so well," I shook my head in confusion.

"Um hmm," he murmured softly.  "You probably never will understand.  If you had her athletic talent along with your drive, you could probably be a professional athlete.  As it is, you're going to have to find some way to compete, perhaps in that damn race car you had given to you. Either that or you'll go nuts trying to suppress your will to compete."

I just stared at him, wondering what the expression on his face was, but the light from the dying sun shining behind him made it impossible for me to tell.




Chapter 7:

Extreme Danger - Flash Flood Zone

For a few seconds, I simply sat and thought about what Dad had said.  He was probably right; I was competitive.  I wasn't sure that I felt that I was as competitive as he believed, however I did realize that I was more competitive than my sister.  I was still thinking about it when Wil and the twins excused themselves, saying they were going for a walk.

Lifting my sore leg carefully onto the stool in front of me, I turned and looked at Dad in surprise.  "Are you really telling me that you think I should race that car?"

"Well, I think you'd better let that heal first," he pointed at my leg.  "I'm not exactly sure how having a broken leg is going to affect your taking that job in the city either.  I don't think you're going to be able to handle the work they have for you, at least not the way you'd planned.  Meanwhile I can't see why you shouldn't at least clean up that car and prepare it as if you were going to race it.  I think both Tom and George would be quite willing to help you if you did."

"But Dad, I really wasn't planning on racing the car.  It was a gift and I really thought that we'd just take it apart to use for repairs for our other cars."

"Actually I had a close look at that car, Chris, and there isn't very much of it that you can use on the cars that you and the boys are driving now.  The engine has been modified so the lubrication system will still work during a race and as well as that, the carburettor and several things on the motor have been modified.  The transmission and rear end have been changed.  The body of the car is a complete wreck.  The frame has been twisted or bent and modified to turn to the left.  The interior is gone, replaced with a complete roll cage.  All four tires and wheels are different sizes and the suspension is just plain wierd.  All in all, I can't see that there's anything much on there that is really useful on a standard car."

I just stared at him for a moment, then I broke into laughter.

"Looks as if I've trapped myself."I said, shaking my head.  "I sure didn't mean to."

"I could see that and I didn't think you realized what you had done," he chuckled.  "Yet in a way it might be for the best.  You do have that competitive streak and this might just be a good way to harness it, at least for now."

"Am I old enough to drive it though?  After all, I'm only sixteen."

"Well, Wil thinks you are, at least for dirt-track racing.  This isn't like the stock cars that run on the blacktop tracks.  The car you've got is meant to be run on the little quarter mile dirt tracks like the one over at Pine Lake.  I know you have to be eighteen to race on the bigger tracks, but Wil thinks that the drivers on dirt tracks start a lot younger."

"But what would Mom say?"

"That's something you're going to have to handle yourself," he grinned.  "And now that you seem to have added a girlfriend; you might have to convince her as well."

"I think Mom is the problem," I smiled back.  "If you'd seen Sandy's face when Mr. Dolens showed us the car, you'd know what I mean."

"So Sandy is car happy?" Dad asked, with a touch of a smile on his face.

"I think so," I sighed.  "She's surprising me in several ways."

"Women tend to do that, son," he snorted.

"Just what do women do?" I heard Mom say, as she stepped out on the porch.

"See?  There's the perfect illustration, and she does that often," he laughed softly as he reached out a hand to her.  "She's always surprising me."

"This time I wasn't planning on surprising you, Willard," she said, taking his hand.  "I was wondering if you'd go talk to Beth for a moment, she's really quite upset."

"Absolutely."

And with that, he was out of his seat and moving toward the door.  As soon as he was gone, Mom slipped into the seat he'd left.

"Chris, I have to ask you about your trip into town.  Did something happen to scare Beth or anger her?"

I thought a minute before I answered.

"Mom, it's really not for me to say, I mean, its Beth's business.  Didn't she tell you anything about the baseball game?"

"Yes she mentioned that, but Chris, she's upstairs sobbing her heart out and hanging onto Sandy like she was her last friend in the world.  If there's anything you can do or say …"

"I doubt if there's anything I can do," I sighed, shaking my head.

"Well, did something else happen besides the baseball game that could have upset her?  Did George get carried away or something?"

"Oh I don't think so.  They were getting along famously, maybe almost too famously, if you know what I mean."

"I see," Mom said quietly.  "By the way, Sandy called her mother to let her know you'd brought her here and why.  She's a very responsible young woman."

"Unh huh."

Mom just sighed.

"Now what did I do?" I asked.

"Sometimes you're a typical young man and you take things for granted," she shook her head.

"Sorry Mom, but you taught me to look for certain kinds of women in my life," I grinned.  "Did you think I'd date a floozy or something?  I know Sandy is a sweetheart, it's just that I don't know if she's going to be my sweetheart."

Mom looked at me strangely for a moment, then she just shook her head.

"Now what did I do?"

"Oh Chris," she chuckled.  "Just when I'm positive I know what you're doing or going to do; you surprise me by doing making a completely opposite decision and going your own way or saying something that astounds me."

"Well, turn about is fair play," I laughed.  "I was just telling Dad about Sandy doing that when you came outside and he was saying you do it to him too.  Perhaps it's just a gender thing."

"I don't think so," she sighed.  "In your case, I think you've simply grown up and turned into a young man faster than I want to believe."

"Well, I did just graduate from highschool, even if I was the youngest in the class," I grinned at her.

"Oh, yes.  That reminds me, you start tests for your finals next week don't you?  Are you ready for those?"

"Yes, Mom," I grinned.  "You know me and written tests.  I'm always ready."

She just rolled her eyes and shook her head.  I was one of those people who simply had an easy time with written tests.

"I've done a complete review, Mom, and I'll glance through my notes before each test.  Since these are my final exams, I want to be sure that I do well."

She simply sighed deeply, knowing that there was no sense in arguing with me on that point.

I've always refused to cram for tests, and yet I always seemed to do well.  I think I simply have a brain that works well under pressure or perhaps a memory that files things away in a different manner than most.  I won't try to explain it, I just know what helps me and what doesn't.

"So what are you going to do if your leg prevents you from being able to go work in the city for the summer?" Mom changed the subject.

"I really don't know Mom.  I need that experience and I was looking forward to it a lot," I sighed.

"Well, your second passion seems to be cars," she sighed.  "Frank Bolens seems to have taken a shine to you.  I don't suppose you'd think about asking him for a job?"

I hesitated for a moment and then turned to face Mom more directly.  "Dad told you about what he thinks of the car, didn't he?"

"Yes," she sighed softly.  "I'm not sure I agree with him though.  I still think racing is so dangerous.  I don't want you getting hurt."

"With this leg, I couldn't drive for a while anyway," I shrugged my shoulders.  "Besides, I'm not sure that I'm ready to try racing.  I think between the leg and my hand, I'm going to be limited in what I do for a while.  I sure that I wouldn't want to try to race like this anyway."

"I think that's wise," she chuckled, which surprised me because it implied that once the casts were off she might not argue so loudly against me racing.

I had turned to look at her and was almost ready to ask her about that, when Sandy came out of the house.

"Whew," she sighed softly.  "I think Beth has cried herself to sleep and I think she'll be okay now.  Having her Dad there to hug, while she cried on his shoulder helped a lot."

"Oh, Sandy, thank you for staying with her.  I've never seen her that upset before and having you stay with her helped a lot," Mom stood and hugged her.

"It was nothing she wouldn't have done for me," Sandy smiled at me over Mom's shoulder and I gave her a thumbs up sign.  "If I wasn't here, of all places, I'd have called home and told Mom I was going to stay the night at her side."

Mom chuckled.  "That wouldn't be a good idea since Chris's bedroom is just down the hall, would it?  Your father might not like that idea at all."

"Yeah, he'd be on the warpath, since he told Chris I had to be home," Sandy giggled.  "You might not sleep so well either."

I couldn't help but snort at that and Mom pulled back, but left her arms on Sandy's shoulders.

"I might not have slept well, but it would have been Beth I would have worried about, not you," she smiled, then turned to face me.  "I think you two should head back toward town, but you might stop on the way and talk for a while, Cris."

I was flabbergasted.  She was telling me in her own way that I should tell Sandy I didn't want to get carried away and I didn't know how to do that without having Sandy angry with me.  I looked at Sandy and her eyes were huge, so Mom had surprised her as well, but I think she thought there was a different meaning to Mom's words than the one I read into them.

"Unh, okay, I guess," I managed to mutter.

Mom gave Sandy another quick hug and then leaned over to hug me before heading for the door, but pausing before she went inside and turning back to us.

"It's almost eleven now, so if Sandy's folks call, I'll tell them you'll have her home by one.  That gives you two a couple of hours to talk, okay Chris?"

"Yeah, sure Mom, thanks."

"Fine, goodnight then," she said shortly and she went inside before we could say anything more.

Both Sandy and I were left staring after her and at each other, then Sandy wandered over and sat down at my side.

"What was that about?" she asked.

I shrugged my shoulders and sighed.  "To be honest, I think she wants us to talk for a while and get to know more about each other a bit better."

"Oh?" Sandy's face fell.  "Did I do something wrong?"

"Oh no," I reached out and grabbed her hand.  "I think she's worried that we're going to go too far and too fast, because we don't know each other all that well."

She just stared at me and then blushed.  "I guess … well, it could happen, I suppose"

"Whoa, whoa," I grinned, chuckling softly.  "Can I explain?"

She nodded and squeezed my hand lightly, her eyes staring into mine.

"Well, you're the first girl that I've ever taken out and I think this is your first date too, right?"

She nodded and smiled.  "The 'Ice Cubes' don't count, huh?"

"I never took them out," I snorted.  "You already know how that happened."

"So what?  You were in bed with them," she grinned and stuck her tongue out at me.

"Not by my choice," I snorted.  "I told you; I'm shy.  That night scared the dickens out of me.  I think though that Mom feels I should explain my feelings to you and ask you about yours, just so we both know where we stand."

"That's easy," she smiled and lifted our hands.  "I like you and I think you're a nice guy.  I'd really like to spend some time with you and get to know you better.  I do have another year of school to finish and then I guess I need to learn to be a nurse, or a secretary, or something?  But, I don't want to get married yet or anything, so you don't have to worry about that."

When she paused, I was going to speak, but she lifted her hand, silencing me again.

"Look, I know that we've almost been pushed together.  What you probably didn't know is that I've had a bit of a crush on you for a long time.  My sisters told me a lot about you after they came out to see Beth and the horses.  On top of that, I used to hear about how smart you were at school and everything.  Then you defended the 'Ice Cubes' and right afterward, you ended up in the hospital.  That's when I surprised myself by teasing you about that stupid bed pan and everything," she paused as she blushed.

"I really don't know where that came from.  I mean I don't do that sort of thing.  It must have been just because I didn't know what to do, just because it was you," she hid her face for a second and giggled.  "I'm usually not that sort of person at all."

"I didn't think you were normally like that, and to be honest, I wasn't exactly myself either," I smiled.  "Actually, that's part of what's been bothering me.  I mean, either I dreamed it, or I kissed you last night."

"You weren't dreaming," she giggled.  " But I didn't have to lean over you to tuck you in like I did and I could have pulled away, but I didn't do that either."

"You mean you wanted me to kiss you?"

"Well, what do you think?  For gosh sakes, you're good looking, you'd just proved to the whole town that you were a nice guy.  Besides, you looked like you were lonely and wanted someone to be nice to you," she was leaning forward and taking excitedly.  "Of course I wanted you to kiss me, you dummy."

"Oh," I said as I leaned toward her and touched my lips to hers for an instant, then pulled back with a grin.

"Was that supposed to be a kiss?" she spluttered in surprise.

"Nope, just a promissary note for sometime when we aren't sitting on my front porch under a bright light with the possibility that all my family could be peeking around corners and watching us," I whispered, twisting my head and glancing quickly at the bushes and corners of the house as if looking for someone to appear.

She pulled back to stare at me for a second, then broke into loud giggles.  After a second, she stood up and grabbed my crutches, handing them to me.

"Then maybe you should drive me toward town … slowly," she whispered as she leaned close.  "And maybe we can stop somewhere along the way and talk … or something … for a bit."

Just the way she said it, I had to laugh.

"Talking is a good thing," I chuckled as I hobbled to my car and she walked beside me.

"Oh shut up," she giggled, hopping in the passenger's door and reaching across to take my crutches from me.

As we drove out of the yard, we saw Wil and the twins waving wildly at us from far down the yard.  I didn't want to stop because I was positive that they just wanted to come with us for the ride, but I wanted to be alone with Sandy.

"Hey, what if they wanted us for something important?" she asked.

"If they need to go somewhere, Dad's pickup is there and all three of them can drive.  I'm guessing that they just wanted to come along to be with us and I want to be away from them for now."

"Oh, that means I'll be all alone with you," she said in a mockery of a fearful voice.  "Whatever will I do?"

Still, at the same time as she was talking, she was also snuggling over close to my side.

"Maybe we can find somewhere out of the way where I can pay off that promissary note?" I suggested.

"That's the best idea that you've had all night," she giggled and lifted my right arm away from the steering wheel to duck her head under it and pull it behind her shoulders so she could snuggle even closer.  "And I'm not wearing lipstick, so you won't look like George did."

That surprised me and I thought for a moment before I spoke.  "Sandy, I thought you said you were shy?"

Now it was her turn to be quiet for a little while.  "Usually, I am.  You just seem so … so comfortable, I guess.  I don't know?" she sighed heavily.  "I trust you and I want to be around you, because I really like you, a lot."

"I think that's why Mom wanted us to talk," I almost whispered.  "I think she's worried that since you seem to like me so much that I might take advantage of you.  She's worried that I might be tempted to do things that you wouldn't really want to do, but would go along with because you're with me.  I don't think I would, but even I worry about getting carried away."

"You mean stuff like sex?" she did whisper that and I barely caught it.

"Yeah, stuff like sex," I sighed, deciding not to tell her about the condoms that Mom had given me.

"Unh, I don't think I'm quite ready for that yet," she giggled.  "But your Mom is smart, I do like you an awful lot and I seem to be willing to do things with you that even surprise me."

"Yeah, and both of us are new to dating as well as to being trusted to be alone together," I laughed.  "In fact I couldn't believe your Dad gave me permission to date you."

"Umm, I'm not," she murmured and snuggled a bit.  "He's probably heard all about you too, after all it's a small town.  I think he was trying to be realistic about me.  I was about ready to rebel against all his rules anyway and he knew it, so when a nice guy came along he took advantage of it."

Suddenly she broke into a giggle.  "Did you know Daddy dated your Mom before she got married to your Dad?"

"What?  You've gotta be kidding?"

"Unh uh, your Mom told me about it."

I was quiet for a moment and she suddenly sat up straighter and turned to look at me.

"Are we going to stop somewhere for a bit, so you don't have to pay all of your attention to driving the car?" she demanded.

"Yep," I grinned, pointing to the top of the ridge we were approaching.  "I was going to pull off the road up ahead so we could have a view when we parked, but I'll need both hands for a bit."

"Okay, but I want a cuddle with both arms when we get stopped," she giggled and shifted so I could move my right arm back to the steering wheel.

I knew just where I wanted to stop, so when we came to the trail that lead off of the road, just over the crest of the hill, I turned.  Then I drove along it for a short distance before I swung the car so it faced the far off lights of the town.  We were under an old poplar tree and hidden from anyone on the road by a growth of willows, but we had a view of the whole valley and the little town where she lived and where both of us went to school.

"Wow.  I didn't know this place was here," Sandy sounded surprised.

"I don't think many people do," I shrugged.  "If they did, I think it would be a favourite parking spot for people wanting to neck and make out."

"Is that why we're here?" she giggled, again lifting my arm and snuggling closer.

"I thought you wanted to talk," I kidded, whispering in her ear and then kissing it lightly.

"First I want that kiss you promised me," she growled and then she was kissing me.

Wow!  I felt that kiss all the way down to my toes and I reacted.  Suddenly I was kissing her as well and my hands were roaming over her back and her sides.  She twisted, then she moaned into my mouth as I felt the softness of her breast through her shirt and her bra.  She even pressed back against my hand and her mouth opened.  Our tongues twisted and twined around each other.  Everything we did seemed to accelerate our desires.

One way or another, I had my hand inside her shirt, then under her bra and suddenly I was squeezing and caressing her bare breast.  One of her hands was around my neck, the other was roaming wildly over my chest and my stomach, then it was pressing on my erection through my cutoffs.  I was holding her round butt, pulling her tighter against me and she was helping, climbing into my lap.

At least she was trying to crawl into my lap, only she was stopped by the steering wheel.  When she accidentally pressed on the horn button in the center of the steering wheel, we both jumped and pulled apart, then suddenly we both seemed to realise how wound up we were.  Sandy pulled back and I think she stared at me, but with all the car lights turned off, I couldn't really see.

"Oh my!" she sighed softly.  "Your Mom was right.  We need to talk before we go any further."

"Huh?" I grunted.

"We need to calm down a bit," she said firmly and held herself tightly away from me even though I had my arms around her.

I was still under the effect of surging hormones and I really wanted her.  Yet at the same time I was trying to fight off the rampant sexual urges I was feeling.  Slowly I released my hold on her and leaned against the side of the car, actually leaning away from her.  She pulled back as well and when I turned on the dome light in the car she looked almost as surprised as I felt.

"Wow," I sighed softly.  "Maybe Mom had a reason to be worried about us."

"Unh, yeah," she agreed, then giggled.  "I'm glad you stopped, or …"

"I might not have … if you hadn't bumped against the horn."

"Was that me?  I thought it was you," she was laughing now.

"No, it was you and what's so damn funny?" I was slightly upset because of the feelings I was having.

"Well, it is funny.  Both of us are normally so shy.  Then we get together and simply lose control.  I almost went right off the deep end and I think you were right behind me."

"I really don't think it's funny," I sighed.  "I'm not used to reacting like that and it scared me."

"Hey, what's the worst thing that could have happened," she snapped.  "At the worst, we'd have had sex, right?  Even if we did, we'd have been pretty safe; my period is due in only two or three days.  The chances that I'd get pregnant are slim at best."

Those words astounded me.  I didn't know what to think and I certainly didn't know what to say.  It was as if I had been struck dumb.  I think I gasped.

"Well, say something," she almost begged.

"You're surprising me," I managed to mutter.

"Why, because I think you and I could have ended up having sex?"

"No, I'm surprised because you seem to expect it."

"Why should that surprise you?  I'm not a tease like the Coulter twins.  If we're going to be boyfriend and girlfriend, you're going to want more than just a bit of smooching and I am too," she sounded almost bored, like a teacher talking about biology.  "I'm surprised that it's happening so fast, but I was expecting it to happen eventually."

"Holy shit!  If your father gave me the third degree for just giving you a ride home from school.  What would he do if I brought you home from our first date and found out that I'd screwed you?" I demanded loudly.

"He'd be pissed, but he wouldn't do anything unless you got me pregnant, then dropped me.  I mean, he gave his permission that we could date and he's always said that all guys want to get into a girl's pants as soon as they can.  He knows I like you a lot, so it wouldn't be a surprise to him that I let you."

"You mean that you think he gave us permission?"

"I don't just think it, I know it," she snapped.  "He knows that if we date for very long we're going to make love, or have sex, or – or fuck, or whatever you want to call it.  I know that's what I'm going to want.  Don't tell me that isn't what you want, because you sure seemed as if you wanted it a few minutes ago."

I just stared off into the night, feeling like I'd just had my whole world turned upside down.  I didn't know what to say or what to do for a few minutes and she seemed to be getting angry.

"Well, don't you want me just as much?" she demanded after a moment or two.  "I know I'm not ugly and my body isn't that bad, besides, I …"

"Wait a minute Sandy," I barked.  "I think you're mistaken about what your father expects and you're certainly mistaken about what I expect.  Before I have sex with anyone, I want to know that it's someone that I'd be willing to spend the rest of my life with.  Maybe I was raised differently than you were, but I expect to date a girl for a long time and get to know her really well before I even think about taking her to bed."

"Then take me home," she snapped.

"Huh?"

"You heard me, take me home.  Now!" she almost screamed.  You're nothing but a … a … a fucking tease.

All the raw emotions that I'd been feeling all evening boiled over then, but I didn't yell or scream.  Instead, I started the car, turned it around and drove to town – fast.  Very fast, only slowing down after we were off of the country roads.  When I pulled up in Sandy's driveway, she almost evaporated out of the car, she moved so fast.  Neither of us had said a word after her demand to be taken home and we never said a word as she dove out of the car and ran up the steps into the house.

The drive to town had been enough to calm me somewhat and suddenly I heard Sandy's voice coming from inside the house in loud tones.  I was worried about what Mr. and Mrs. McAdam would think of me if I drove away, so I decided I had to defend myself instead of running off.  I was just getting my crutches in place after getting out of the car when Mr. McAdam came out of the house and came striding toward me.

"Just what in hell did you do to my daughter?" he demanded.

"I brought her home before we got each other into trouble," I said, matching his tone and staring him straight in the eye.

For some reason that seemed to calm him down a lot and he sighed deeply, then leaned against the fender of my car.

"She said you were an idiot and maybe a queer," he said quietly.

That struck me as funny and I snorted with laughter which made him stare at me like I was a nut, so I knew I had to explain.

"Look, on the way in from the farm, I pulled off the road and stopped.  Then we started kissing and damn near couldn't stop," I managed to say calmly.  "One or the other of us hit the horn and we both jumped.  Otherwise, I don't know if we'd have stopped before we went all the way, and she says that I'm supposed to be a queer?"

I held up my hand with two fingers a tiny distance apart.

"We came about that close to having raw unprotected sex," I growled.  "And when we were talking about it afterward, she told me that she expected it, even wanted it.  She seems to think that sex is the only reason that people date, and she was saying that you taught her to expect to put out for any guy when she went out with."

He was just staring at me so I carried on, I suppose I was simply letting my anger out then.

"She said that you told her over and over that when she dated, the guys were going to want to get into her pants, so that's what she expects.  She figures if she enjoys herself on a date that she has to pay for it and she plans on enjoying herself while she does it.  She was upset when I told her that I wasn't raised that way, that I want to get to know any girl I date really well before I have sex with her," I paused for a few seconds and realised I'd been letting myself get carried away.  "Mr. McAdam, she's a beautiful young woman and I'd be lying if I said I didn't want to have sex with her tonight, but I just can't do things that way.  I was raised differently than that.  I'm sorry I got angry and just blurted everything out, but that's what happened.  Now I think maybe it would be better if I broke this off before both Sandy and I get hurt."

He didn't say a word.  He just reached out and to my astonishment, he shook my hand before he turned and walked back into the house with his head bowed.  I got into the car and drove home very slowly.  The only thing I could think about was the look of sheer wrath on Sandy's face as she demanded to be taken home and I found I was comparing it to the look of disbelief that I had just seen appear on Mr. McAdam's face as I'd spoken to him.  I found myself pitying him, but at the same time, I didn't know what to think about Sandy.

As I was driving home, my leg was hurting, my hand was aching and I was thoroughly confused.  To my mind it seemed that Sandy had changed, becoming something or someone I really didn't understand.  What she'd said and done simply didn't make any sense to me.  I felt that she must have had damn little self respect if she placed that little value on her virginity and on her own personal feelings.  Perhaps I was wrong, perhaps she felt more strongly about me than I believed she did, but still, I wasn't about to try to live by anyone else's standards.

I was feeling hurt and confused, yet there was a sense of relief on top of everything else and I didn't understand that at all.  Right at the moment I just wanted to go home and sleep, maybe everything would make sense tomorrow.  Unfortunately when I pulled into the yard, the porch light was on and Will and the two Coulter twins were still sitting there.

"Hey, Romeo.  You got back early," Wil teased.

"Yeah," I snarled, hobbling toward the house on my crutches.

"Umm, did something go wrong?" he asked then, suddenly sounding sympathetic.

"You could say that," I sighed, then stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up at the three of them.  "I guess you could say that I'm too slow for Sandy, or at least that's more or less the impression I got, just before she demanded that I take her home."

"Sandy, little mousey Sandy, said you were too slow for her?" Carissa gasped in surprise.

"I don't believe it," Corinna echoed her sister's tone.

"Do you want to talk about it?" Wil asked.  "You don't have to, but maybe if you get it off your chest you'll sleep better, and if you say anything it won't go any further.  We won't gossip, will we girls?"

"Unh uh.  No way."

"We like Chris too much to say anything that might be misunderstood."

"I dunno," I sighed heavily.

I managed to get up the stairs and saw that they were sitting in the seat I'd used before.  Almost instantly Carissa realised it and got up but I waved her back.

"My foot is really bothering me.  I should go to bed," I sighed.

"Can you put it up, on a cushion or something?" she asked, coming over to me.

"Not really," I sighed.  "Is raising my foot so important?"

"It really helps, actually if you sat here and did that now for a while, then when you went to bed it wouldn't be so important," she gestured at the floor.  "Look, you could just lay down there and rest your foot on my lap."

"Beth keeps a blanket and cushions in the entryway.  She told me she uses them when she's laying in the sun," Corinna offered.  "We could easily get them for you."

Carissa didn't wait, she rushed away and was back with them before I could protest, flipping the blanket open on the back section the porch floor and putting one cushion against the wall.

"Come on, try it for a few minutes," she wheedled.  "I'll help when you are getting down and back up."

"I could probably do that myself," I couldn't help smiling at her willingness.  "Right now though, I think I need a pain killer and …"

"Sit, darn it, I'll get you anything you need," Carissa insisted.

It was easier to give in than it was to fight her.  So before long I was sitting on the blanket, leaning on a cushion set against the wall with my cast was resting on another one.  It actually felt quite comfortable and I thanked Carissa.  She smiled and sat down at my side, resting her arm on my shoulders, hugging me gently.

"At times like this, you need a friend," she smiled.

"I've got some of Grampa Bender's best medicine here," Wil offered.

"What's going on?  Have you been drinking?"

"Just a bit" Wil chuckled softly.  "Don't you know alcohol will melt ice?  Since these gals are supposed to be 'Ice Cubes', I decided to give it a try.  Want some?"

He held up a quart jar of Grampa Bender's squeezins that was still more than half full.

"Oh shit man, that's one of Dad's jugs.  What's he going to say when he finds out you raided his stash?"

"He gave it to me and even had a drink with us," Wil chuckled.  "Actually he and Mom sat with us for a while, both of them had a couple of drinks before they went to bed."

"Jeez, what's going on?" I asked

"Oh, have a drink," Carissa reached for the jug, had a sip, then gasped and handed it to me.

"It's no damn wonder we couldn't get you drunk last week," Corinna grinned at me as she leaned over Wil's lap to be able to talk to me.  "What we had is like drinking water after having a taste of this stuff."

"She's been drinking more than me," Carissa leaned close and whispered.  "Just after you left, your Dad called your cousins to help do the chores tomorrow morning.  He told us all that we had the morning off and brought out the jar of home made whiskey."

"Wow, what's up with that?"

"Well, we're having a private welcome home party for Wil.  And as well Corinna and I are celebrating that we finished cleaning out that damn chicken coop," Carissa said aloud

Then she whispered in my ear.  "Mostly though, I think your Dad was trying to compensate, you got hurt, Beth's upset, we've been underfoot, Wil's home, you got given a stock car and found a girl to take out, Beth and George had a date, and so on.  Just too much has happened too fast."

Then she astounded me, by kissing my ear lobe and laying her head on my shoulder.

"You've been drinking too, haven't you."

"Mmm, some," she giggled and snuggled even closer.  "With this stuff, it doesn't take very much to feel really good.  Now come on, drink up, you've got a reason, besides needing a pain killer."

"Yeah," I sighed and looked at the Mason jar.

After a moment, I took a deep breath, lifted the jug to my lips to take a sip, then I swallowed that slug of liquid fire.  As usual, I couldn't get my breath for a few seconds and once more, I wondered why I'd even thought about drinking any of it at all.  A few seconds later the warm feeling hit my gut, then my ability to breathe came back and I sighed deeply.

"Whoo-wee," I sighed and Will chuckled.

"That jug came from a good batch," I croaked.

"Yep, one of Grampa Bender's finest," Wil snorted.  "Pure fire water.  So, you gonna tell us what happened?"

"I'll think about it," I sighed.  "But first, my throat would need to be a lot more lubricated."

I lifted the jug, took another sip of white lightning and went through the gasp and groan routine before handing it back to Carissa.  She sat up and had a drink as well, then handed it back to Wil.  She settled back against me, resting her head on my shoulder as I slipped an arm around her back.  I looked down and her eyes met mine.

"You can talk or not, it doesn't matter.  If you talk, I promise that I'll kick my big sister's butt if she says anything to anyone and she'll probably offer to do the same to me," she said softly, then she looked at Wil.  "And the two of us will help you dump Will in the dirtiest corner of the hog run if he says anything."

"Hey!" Will protested.  "Quit making suggestions like that Corinna, he might take you up on the idea."

"That's the point, he knows I mean it," Carissa said sharply.  "And by the way, I'm not Corinna."

"Oh shit.  I'm sorry Carissa.  I just get you two confused too easily."

"Yeah, we know," Corinna sighed as she sat next to him.  "At least Chris can tell us apart.  Why don't you ask him for help in figuring out how he does it?"

"He hasn't got the nose for it," I decided to kid them all.  "The two of you smell different."

"They do?" Wil stared at me so I just nodded, doing my best to look utterly serious.

"You're kidding us, right?" Carissa whispered.

I grinned and shrugged my shoulders.  "I don't suppose you'll ever know."

"That's not fair," Corinna giggled.  "We're supposed to be identingcal."

"That's identical, dear," Carissa giggled.  "You are drunk and he's right, we're not identical."

"Not drunk, just feeling happy," Corinna argued.  "Besides, he was talking about how we smell."

"So, maybe his nose is better than ours," Carissa argued right back.  "Sometimes you do smell different to me."

"Well, sometimes you do too, but you don't fart all that often," Corinna's voice had an edge to it.

"Hey, no fights," Wil said almost sharply.

"There's a way to settle this," Carissa barked

"We'll be right back," Corinna added

Then the two of them stood up and hurried inside.

"Do they really smell different?" Wil whispered after they were gone.

I just grinned.

"Are you bull shitting me?"

"Just wait, they're going to come outside and demand that I tell you which one is which, probably with my eyes closed or with them wearing masks.  Do you want to bet on whether I can tell the difference or not?"

"No dammit," he chuckled.  "You know I quit betting against you years ago.  I lost too many times."

Just then the screen door opened and both Will and I turned toward it, then we stared.  Except that they were wearing tiny panties, both twins were nude.  They stopped between us, but about five feet from either of us and stood side by side.  Then they each spun to face Wil.

"If you can guess, which one of us is Corinna … " said one of the twins.

"… she's willing to sit on your lap and snuggle with you, dressed this way," said the other.

Then they slowly turned to face me before spinning all the way around to face Wil again.

"What happens if I guess wrong?" Wil whispered.

"Why then we cuddle Chris."

"We know he can tell us apart."

"If either one of us finds a boyfriend, he'd better be smart enough to tell us apart."

"I wouldn't want him to play around with my sister and think it was me."

"Neither would I."

"Now, it's time for you to make a choice."

"And Chris, no hints or clues."

"Okay, no clues," I nodded.  "But, can I give him some advice?"

They glanced at each other and then back to me before they nodded.

"Wil, Corinna really does want you to figure out which one is which and there are several clues.  Take your time, get close to them, think about what you've done together and how they acted, how they looked, things that were special about each one.  Then look in their eyes, you'll be able to tell."

"Just like that?"

"Yep and take your time.  Personally, I think they're definitely worth looking over carefully."

That brought a giggle from both girls and a laugh from Wil.  Then he stood up and approached them.  As I watched I could actually see Corinna react to him and I had to hide a grin so Wil wouldn't catch on.  When Wil's head was turned away from her Carissa turned her head and winked at me.  I had to hide my grin at that too.

A moment later, Wil paused, then he grinned and scooped Corinna into his arms, walking over to the farthest seat at the other end of the porch.

"That was anticlimactic," I said quietly.

"Maybe, but maybe not, don't move," Carissa giggled and danced back to the doorway.

She shut out the porch light.  Now the only light was from the moon and it didn't really reach back onto the porch as far as I was.  There was enough light that I could still make out her figure as she moved back to me though.




Chapter 8:

Detour Ahead - Bridge Out

As Carissa moved across the darkened front porch, coming back toward me, I was reminded of two things, the slinky movements of a cat stalking a mouse and the proud march of a bantam rooster approaching a hen, yet there was nothing threatening about her movements.  Perhaps Grampa Bender's 'squeezins' had dulled my senses and killed some of the pain I'd been feeling over both my foot and my loss of Sandy's company, but right then I was completely enamoured by that sexy shape moving in the dim light.  I was feeling vulnerable, and I knew that I wasn't in control of the situation, yet I trusted that slinking shadow as she approached and slipped down to kneel on the blanket, right at my side.  Somehow she flowed onto my lap without shifting my injured leg.  Then I was being kissed by a gorgeous girl for the second time that night.  As I kissed her back, one hand began to wander over her back, the other crept up her flank, around toward a breast.  Suddenly I had a scary thought -
what if Mom or Dad came out to see why the front door was open?

I broke off the kiss suddenly, holding my hands still.

"What about Mom and Dad?" I asked.

"Good point," she sighed softly.  "Dammit.  I think they've gone to bed and are asleep, but I don't suppose they'd be very forgiving if they found us in this state on your front porch, would they?"

"Could you blame them?" I chuckled.

"No," she giggled.

Then suddenly she was wriggling around in my lap and she bent to one side for a second.  She sat back up and lifted her hand to my shirt pocket, stuffing something inside.  Her panties?

"What are you doing?" I asked.

"Those are a promissary note," she said softly and snuggled against me even tighter.  "One day, when both of us are ready, you can collect on it."

"Unh, this is sort of like what caused Sandy and me to break up," I said quietly.

"I thought so.  Reading between the lines, it sounded like she pushed too hard, too fast, and in the wrong way," she whispered.  "In my case, there's no hurry.  I can wait as long as you want, and even then we both have to know it's right."

She started to slide off of my lap, then paused.

"Of course, you know where I'm sleeping tonight and I think from the sound of things that I'll be all alone in my room," she giggled softly and gestured in the direction of the soft moans coming from the other end of the porch.  "I think those two have a date with destiny."

"Do you think that they're going to …" I paused, not knowing how to ask her what I wanted to know without sounding crass.

"I don't know," Carissa leaned close and whispered softly.  "I do know that Corinna has had a crush on your brother for a very long time and … well, you know how I feel about you.  I know if you asked tonight, I don't think I could say no and it's not because of the alcohol or because you broke up with Sandy."

"But, damn it Carissa, I'm younger than you are and …"

"I'm a little more than eighteen months older, but I suppose to some, that's a lifetime.  In fact just a week ago it would have felt that way for me.  Actually, I guess it was, wasn't it?  I was one of the bitches that was going to teach the little professor a lesson.  Instead, I fucked up, 'cause he taught me and the whole damn town one instead.  In the process the silly little bastard ended up protecting me and taught me that he and his family are about the nicest people I've ever met.  Even after I and my sister proved to be real bitches and managed to screw things up so that he broke his leg, he still treated us nicely.  So now I really don't care about your age and mine, I think I've got a bigger crush on you than Corinna has on Wil."

Then she was kissing me, hard!  But, she didn't kiss me for long.  Instead she pulled away, stood up, then turned to face me.  She slowly moved so her feet were on either side of my legs, then she was moving forward and now I really could smell her, the real scent of her womanhood.  She paused.  I reached out and touched her ankles, then slowly slid my fingers up the back of her legs, trying not to let the cast on my hand touch her.  She moaned softly as I caressed her calves.

"Not behind my knees," she whispered ever so softly.  "I'm really ticklish there."

So I slipped my hands to the outside of her knees, then once I'd moved above them, I gently felt my way up her thighs.

"You're covered in goose bumps," I sighed.

"It's not because I'm cold," she sighed.  "You're touch is driving me crazy."

"Oh."

I slid my hands higher, feeling the crease where her thighs met her butt and then my fingers were spreading over those wonderful tight globes.  I could feel the muscles tense and flex under her skin as she shifted ever so slightly.  I gently pulled her forward, but I was unable to judge just how far away she was in the dim light.  I was guessing that her pelvis was only inches from my face because of the narrow strip of light between her inner thighs.  I paused and stayed completely still and unmoving for a few seconds, then I blew gently, aiming my breath up and then down, hoping it was tickling her skin.

"Oh my God," she moaned softly and I felt her knees quiver.

"Don't you like that?" I murmured.

"Oh yes.  But we have to stop now," she whispered.

I ignored her and blew gently once more.

"Please?  Oh please don't," she sighed as she slowly settled downward, straddling my hips but not pulling away, now her knees were slipping downward on either side of my hips, her body close to mine.

"Are you pulling an 'Ice Cube' trip on me?" I asked, leaning forward to give her a brief kiss.

"Oh no, not with you.  Never ever!" she said when she could speak again.  "But, we can't do it tonight, not after you just broke up with Sandy and not after we've both been drinking.  I'm so sorry.  I know I've been a bitch, teasing again."

Suddenly she was hugging me and crying on my shoulder.  I was aroused and at that moment I was very frustrated, but in my heart I knew she was right.  So, I just held her gently and sighed deeply.

Damn it, why had Mom and Dad raised me to respect other people's decisions?  I was holding a beautiful woman again, and once more I'd been tantalized by the main thing that any guy my age wanted, but I was going to pass it up because she'd asked me to hold back.  I was doing it even though she'd been teasing me, and I wasn't going to try to convince her to break her resolve.  I was certain it wouldn't take much to change her mind, but I wasn't going to try.  Even if I didn't like her decision at the moment, I knew she was probably right, this wasn't the time or the place for us to do anything.

"Oh, I am so sorry," she blubbered through her tears.

"Shh," I hissed, hugging her gently and letting my hands caress her back.  "You're right.  It's not the right time for us to play around."

"Can you stand … to hold me … for a bit?" her voice was a soft plea, broken by tiny sobs.

"Of course," I heard my voice say and fought down the argument my body was presenting to my mind.

There's no way to express how much I wanted that girl right then.  I wanted to do so many things with her.  I wanted to touch her and caress her and … I forced my mind to stop.  I had to, or I was going to get carried away.  I tried to concentrate on just about anything else, but I have to admit, holding a beautiful naked woman in your arms is not an easy thing to ignore.  I might not have been able to ignore her, but I was able to control my continuing urge to convince her to change her mind.  I even managed to hold my hands still instead of allowing them to roam over her smooth skin the way they seemed to want to do.

Finally, after several minutes, Carissa lifted her head and wiped at her cheeks with one hand.

"Do you have a hanky?" she whispered.

"In my hip pocket, but why?" I questioned.

"Because my nose is running, idiot," she snorted as her hand slid around my waist and down toward my bottom.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm getting my boyfriend's hanky, then after I blow my nose, I plan to kiss him goodnight."

"Your boyfriend?"

"Yes, as far as I'm concerned anyway," she sighed and her fingers wriggled on my butt as she found the pocket she wanted.

"But …"

"Yes, it is and I do like yours.  It's a nice tight butt.  Now shut up."

I could tell that she was getting back her attitude, regaining her control and for some reason that pleased me a lot.  As she pulled my hanky out of my pocket, I had a totally off topic question zap into my head; 'Why were farmers, at least the men, the only people I knew who carried hankies?' They were something that came in handy for so many things, from dust masks to emergency bandages, or … or for your girlfriend to wipe her nose, after she'd been crying.

And then I jerked like I'd been shot.

Girlfriend?  Carissa?  What the hell was going on?  Where had that come from?

"Is something wrong?" she whispered as she pressed her cheek to mine.

"I'm not sure you want to know," I managed to mumble.

"Are you thinking dirty thoughts?" I could hear the edge of a giggle in her voice and was pleased that she was getting her sense of humour back again as well.

"Not really, I was thinking about you.  And about me.  And about us."

"And it made you jump?" she asked.

"Yeah," I nodded slowly.  "I'm in shock."

"What?  Why are you in shock about us?"

"Because it took me by surprise," I grinned, deciding suddenly that I really did like the idea.

"Mmm, at least you're smiling about it," she sighed, then suddenly she was kissing me again.

As we were kissing, I finally had the nerve to let my hands roam over her soft body.  She didn't protest and for the second time that night I felt a breast in my hand.  But this time, for the first time ever, it was a woman, not a girl.  There was less than a year difference in their ages, but it felt like there was a lifetime of difference between the attitudes of Carissa and Sandy.

I felt a nipple swell and harden under my fingers and heard her moan softly, felt her tongue suddenly become a demanding weapon as she french kissed me.  Then suddenly, she was pulling back, her hands pressing on my shoulders as she shifted away from me to slowly stand.

"I will not tease you again," she growled.  "We need to take some time before we do this again, because next time …"

And she didn't even say goodnight, but suddenly I was alone.  Well, I was alone except for the soft moans and groans from the other end of the porch.  That was something I didn't need to hear, not in the mood I was in because it would simply frustrate me.  Besides, I wanted to give them some privacy.

I rolled to my knees, pushed the blankets and cushions against the wall and grabbed my crutches.  In a very short time I was slipping into my bed.  I didn't fall asleep soon though, instead I lay there, trying to think about what had happened and trying to decide what I really felt about everything.

The questions that ran across my mind were like flashes, one following another.  Each question seemed to create another question or two.  Either that, or else it was tied to an answer that I didn't have, and to a question that I hadn't yet answered.  There was no way I was going to be able to sleep until I had some sort of resolution to my wild speculations.

Finally I sat up, slipped out of bed and closed my door, then turned on a light and hobbled over to sit down at my desk.  I'd decided that if I made some notes about things, I might be able to clear my head enough to sleep.

Since Sandy and Carissa vied for my attention more than any other subjects, their two names went at the top of two different pages.  I was going to list what I liked and disliked about each of them.

The first dislike I had for Carissa was that she was older than I was, but did that really matter?  We both had the same education, many of the same acquaintances, very similar tastes … maybe her age wasn't such a big thing?  I crossed it off the list.  But what else was there that I didn't like about her?  Okay, I wasn't pleased about some things, like the actions she and her sister had toward guys, but I decided that was in the past.  I'd give her the benefit of the doubt on that one.  I didn't really like the fact that she was a twin, but it seemed to me that Wil was handling that problem.  I looked at the page in front of me with one word written at the top and then a scribbled out word under it.  Then it struck me, I didn't really have one thing about her that I absolutely disliked to the point where I wished it was changed.

Glancing at Sandy's page, I had very different feelings.  I knew there were several things about her that I really didn't feel comfortable with.  I lifted the pen to the top of the page.  I could start with her insecurities and her shyness, then I could … I yawned at tht point and started to feel sleepy.

I glanced at the clock, wow, it was almost three in the morning.  Forget the lists, I decided.  Instead I turned out my light and crawled back into bed.  My last thought before I fell asleep was "I wonder if I'm being shallow, the way I'm reacting to these girls?"

I was having such a nice dream.  I was being almost smothered in the arms of three or four pretty girls and someone kissed my cheek, then nibbled on my ear lobe and whispered softly; "Wake up Sexy.  We need to talk to you."

"Mmm," I moaned, trying to lift my arms and hug the girl who'd talked to me, but it seemed like my arms were tied down, I couldn't seem to move them.

"Chris, wake up.  Wil and Corinna are gone and so is your car."

I thought that sounded like Beth but … surely she wouldn't be in my dream?  Then someone tickled my nose with a feather and I started to really struggle.  I still couldn't seem to move.

"Chris!" Beth's voice was right in my ear and it was loud.

I finally realised I was in bed and I was being woken up.  The reason I couldn't move seemed to be the fact that I was rolled up in my blankets.  Finally I managed to free myself enough to turn and look up.  Beth was there, so was Carissa.  Neither of them looked very happy.

"What's up?" I managed to mumble, my tongue rolling aside the drifts of moss that Grampa Bender's 'squeezins' left on your tongue the next morning.  "Is somethin' wrong?"

"Carissa says Corinna didn't come to bed last night and Wil's bed hasn't been slept in either," Beth snapped, staring down at me with her hands on her hips.  "Your car isn't here, so at first Mom and Dad thought you were the one who was gone."

"Okay, so I'm here.  What am I supposed to do?" I finally decided I'd had enough of her being bossy.  "And who made you Queen of the castle to come marching in here, demanding to know what I was doing when you could obviously see that I was sleeping."

"Oh don't get into such a snit," she answered.  "Who else ever does anything weird around here, but you?  I'll bet it ends up that you're tied up in this some way."

With that comment, she stormed out and slammed the door behind her.  She almost hit Carissa with the door, since she had moved to follow Beth.

"Hey, where are you going so fast, Carissa?" I asked.  "I haven't even had a chance to say good morning."

"You're not angry at being wakened?" Carissa asked in a surprised tone.

"I wasn't annoyed at being woken up.  I was pissed that she automatically seemed to think I knew what was going on.  I think she even ended up blaming me for whatever it is," I sighed.  "I've spent most of my life being blamed for things other people did."

I patted the bed at my side.  "I could use an explanation of what's going on, at least what you know about it."

"After making a fool of myself last night, you expect me to sit there and … "

"Nope," I interrupted.  "After the kiss on the cheek and the whisper in my ear this morning, I do though."

Darn if she didn't blush, then she giggled.

"You were supposed to be asleep."

"I was, but I was having a great dream," I grinned and held out my arms.  "Can't I even have a hug?"

"One quick hug and then we have to get downstairs, your folks want to ask you about last night."

At least it was a nice long hug and I even managed to sneak in a little kiss, then she pulled away and stood near the door.

"Get your butt in gear, loverboy.  Even your folks seem convinced that you must be involved, especially since your car is gone."

As soon as she went out the door, I hopped out of bed and then cursed at my cast.  It was not meant to be thumped on the floor, so now my foot hurt.  I reached for the shorts I'd worn the day before and they weren't on the chair where I'd left them.  I couldn't find them anywhere.  My shirt was gone too.

Oh well, I dug in the dresser and found another pair of shorts and another T-shirt, then I hobbled down the hall to the bathroom.  In only a few minutes I was headed downstairs to face the music.  Maybe Wil had lied to me last night about the jug, maybe something else was going on.  I decided the best defence was attack.

"Who stole the shirt and shorts that I was wearing last night?" I demanded as I limped into the kitchen.

"Ah ha," Dad grunted.  "Did you lock your car doors last night?"

"I think so, yeah, I almost an automatic thing I do.  Why?"

"Hmmph," he grunted again.  "Were your keys in the pocket of your shorts?"

"Yeah, but … Are you saying Wil and Corinna came up to my room and got my keys?  My wallet and a bunch of other things were in the pockets of those shorts too."

"Oh, oh," Carissa squawked.  "I'll bet Corinna has them."

Suddenly it all made sense in a weird way.

"Quick explanation," I barked to catch everyone's attention.  "On the way into town last night, Sandy and I had a disagreement, well, more like a battle.  She wanted something that I didn't want and she demanded I take her home right then.  I took her home and she stormed out of the car and into the house.  I decided I needed to talk to her parents, because I wanted to explain them what had happened and why I felt it wasn't my fault.  I was just getting out of the car when her dad stormed out ready to pound on me, but instead we had a talk.  I think he understands what Sandy did and he's not angry with me."

"My turn," Carissa insisted.  " What you people didn't know is that for years Corinna has had a crush on Wil and last night they got drinking and necking.  Actually, I was feeling like a fifth wheel.  Then when Chris came home and he looked so down in the dumps I felt sorry for him.  Only, I really like him a lot, so I got him to have a drink or two and I joined him."

She paused and I was going to say something but she held up her hand and silenced me.

"I know that Corinna and I should know better, but it seems as if when we drink any alcohol around your boys we end up taking off our clothes.  Chris and I stopped before anything happened, but when I went up to bed, I just scooped up the clothes and ran.  I suppose I must have taken Corinna's clothes too.  Maybe Wil came to get Chris's keys and he grabbed his clothes for Corinna to wear."

Beth and Mom just looked at each other and shook their heads.  Meanwhile Dad was staring at Carissa and I like we each had two heads.

"Are you two telling me that …" Dad started to ask, but the ringing of the telephone interrupted whatever he was going to say.  Dad just lifted one hand to warn everyone to be quiet while he handled whoever was disturbing our family meeting and grabbed the phone with the other.

"Hello," he literally barked, then I could see him calm down.  "Oh, good morning, John."

He suddenly looked surprised and then he shook his head and rolled his eyes as he listened.

"Well, John, what you say to him is your business.  He's over eighteen, so I can't interfere.  I would recommend that they slow down though … Yeah, both of them … I don't think there's a major rush, is there?" Dad listened for several seconds and then laughed softly.  "Now, that sounds like a good idea … Okay, John, I'm looking forward to it … Bye for now."

He hung up the phone and turned to us with a huge grin on his face.  "Do you know what that silly pair of idiots did?"

"Who?" we all demanded.

"Wil and Corinna," Dad chuckled.

"Well, don't just stand there grinning, tell us what's happening," Mom insisted.

"They borrowed Chris's car because they decided they had to rush to town this morning.  They wanted to be sure to catch John Coulter before he went golfing."

"So they're just sitting at home?" Carissa asked unbelievingly.

"Yeah, when he got up this morning, your dad found them sitting at the kitchen table, holding hands."

"Willard.  Shit or git off the pot," Mom barked.  "You're enjoying dragging this out and we're not."

"Okay, Mama," Dad chuckled.  "Wil asked John if it would be okay if he and Corinna got engaged to be married."

From the chorus of gasps, I think all of us were left speechless.

I don't know for sure what anyone else was thinking about, but at that moment, I was staring at Carissa.  Her face was going through a variety of expressions, then she was slowly turning white and I thought she was going to fall down.

"Dad!" I hollered and reached out for her, but my damn crutches were in my way.

To my surprise, it was Beth who got to her first and supported her as Carissa seemed to melt.  Mom wasn't far behind Beth and helped move her to a seat on a kitchen chair, then she turned to Dad and I've never seen her look angrier.

"Willard, that was stupid!  Just what were you thinking?"

"I thought she'd be happy I suppose," Dad's voice was almost a whisper.  "I didn't think that she'd …"

"That's the trouble.  You really didn't think," Mom snapped, then seemed to totally ignore him.

Both Beth and I were giving most of our attention to Carissa, but I think that at the same time both of us were realising that this was the first time we'd ever seen Mom or Dad act openly critical toward the other.  It wasn't that they didn't disagree, but until today neither of them had ever shown this sort of annoyance or criticism, at least not openly in front of us.

Dad stood there quietly for a moment and then he walked slowly outside.  Since there wasn't much I could do with both Mom and Beth fussing around Carissa, I followed him.  I found him standing on the front porch, his hands clutching the top bar of the porch railing in both hands so tightly his knuckles were turning white.

"Damn, I didn't mean to hurt her," he whispered softly.

"I don't think it was anything you did or said that hurt her," I said quietly as I stood next to him.

I felt an almost overpowering urge to give him a hug, but instead of doing something so 'unmanly,' I just reached out and rested my hand on his arm for a minute.

"I think Carissa was shocked that Corinna would do something like that, Dad, at least not without warning her first," I said almost in a whisper.  "I think she'd have been extremely upset, no matter who told her and no matter how they told her."

"What do you mean?" he sighed.  "I just plain fucked up."

"Dad, you didn't make it easy, but it might have been the best way after all," I was thinking of the changing expressions I had seen flash over Carissa's face as Dad had spoken.  "Carissa saw that it made you happy and I think that registered before the idea that Corinna had done something that Carissa didn't suspect was coming.  I think that might have been a good thing."

"I don't see that."

"Well, aren't you happy that Wil and Corinna are thinking of getting married?"

"Of course I am, even if it's too damn soon and they're too damn young.  I like Corinna.  In fact, I like both of those two girls.  They've got spunk and I don't care what anyone says about them, they're both damn intelligent."

"Right, and Carissa saw that on your face," I smiled.  "So did I and I'm glad."

"Huh?" he turned to me with a strange frown on his face.  "Why should it matter to you?"

"Dad, I told you before, last night when I took Sandy home, she did something that made me question her whole outlook on life.  She insisted I take her home and from the way she acted, I don't think I'll be taking her out again.  When I came back here, Wil and the twins were sitting out here on the porch drinking, so since I was feeling in the dumps I had a few drinks along with them.  Carissa and I were almost as bad as Corinna and Wil, but we managed to retain our sanity a bit longer than they did."

Dad just stared at me, totally speechless for a moment and I didn't know what to say or what to do.

"So, you and Carissa …"

"We didn't do anything, well except kiss and cuddle, but I found out I like her a lot more than I thought I did and she told me that she likes me just as much."

"Holy Smoke!" he stared at me.  "Does your mother know?"

"Dad, we stood there and told you guys about it."

"But you didn't make it sound so … so serious before."

"That's probably because I don't know how serious it is myself, at least not yet," I sighed.  "I'm the guy who ran away from the same girl just last week.  Cripes Dad, I'm about as virgin as I could possibly be and still like girls."

"Just a moment Chris, Carissa said she and Corinna took their clothes off, didn't she?"

"All but their panties, Dad," I sighed.

"And you never tried to …"

"No, I didn't, and I'm not sure whether I'm happy about that or not," I frowned.  "I mean I know if I'd tried I think I could have gone further, but for some reason it just didn't seem right to try to … well, force things.  Oh, I don't know if even …"

I just let my last sentence die, sighed deeply and moved over to the seat where I'd been sitting last night.

"You really don't have to explain, Chris," Dad said quietly.  "I think the way you acted is outstanding.  You're more of a gentleman than either your brother or I would have been.  Actually, with Wil in the situation he's in, I think you can understand what I mean."

I'd just started to wonder about his last sentence when Dad suddenly stood up straight and sighed.  "I'd better go apologise to Carissa."

Before I could tell him that I didn't think that was a good idea, he was gone, heading back into the house.  I wasn't about to argue with him anyway and I wasn't exactly in a good mood either.  I had a bit of a hangover from last night's drinking and I hadn't even had a cup of coffee to wake up.

That might explain why when George came around the end of the porch with the milk we'd need for the house and started a conversation by asking me where my car was.

"Wil took it, I guess," I snapped, because right then I wasn't very patient.  "I suppose he thought he needed it."

"Hey man.  I'm sorry I asked," he said setting down the bottles and then looking at me like he was a bit uncomfortable.

"Unh, is Beth feeling better?" he said after a moment of my stony silence.

Oh my, another thing that I'd let slip out of my mind.  I looked at him almost in surprise and I had to hide a grin that wanted to plaster itself on my face.  The term 'love sick pup' popped to mind when I looked at the expression of his face and I knew if I grinned he'd feel 'put down' and probably get pissed.

"I think she'll be fine," I said quietly.  "Right now, she's got her hands full, but I'm sure she's going to want to see you later today."

"She's not mad at me?" he sounded relieved and hopeful.

"No, George, I don't think she was ever upset with you.  I think she was upset with herself."

"But why?  Just because she's so good at baseball?"

"No, George.  She's just too darn kind for her own good.  I think she felt she was showing off and that she hurt other people's feelings.  It's funny, but she gets really down on herself when she does that."

"That's silly," he argued.  "I guess it's a good thing you and Sandy are going out together and she was along with us last night, huh?"

I sighed and then I decided that I had to give him a quick run down of all the things that had happened last night.  As I talked, he just sat there and stared at me, his face showing his total surprise.

"Oh wow," he sighed.  "So, do you think it would be okay for me to take the milk inside?  I sort of thought that Beth might be there and we could talk."

"Maybe you'd better not.  I think that would just complicate things right now.  Look, I'll pass on that you were here and wanted to talk to her, then she can talk to you later," I was trying to think on my feet and not leave any loose ends or make any mistakes.  "I know she's going to want to see you, but there's just so much happening right now …"

"Yeah, I guess I understand," George looked at me suspiciously.  "You're sure you'll tell her that I was asking?"

"I'm sure George," I managed to smile.  "I think you'd probably kick my butt if I didn't."

"You got that right," he snorted and then pulled off a grin that I hadn't expected to see.  "You hang in there, Cowboy.  I've got to go help Tom finish off your chores.  We'll talk to you later."

"Yeah."

"And no more surprises, huh?" he chuckled.

"No promises, George," I said quite loudly as he disappeared around the corner of the porch on his way to help Tom.

Hardly a moment passed before the door popped open and Mom came out carrying a couple of cups of coffee.

"Here Chris, I imagine you need a coffee as much as I do," she said with a deep sigh as she sat down in the chair beside me.

"Thanks Mom.  I could have gone inside and gotten one myself, you know."

"I needed to talk to you anyway," she said firmly.  "Sandy McAdam's mother called earlier."

"Oh boy," I grunted, not knowing what to expect.

"She said that Sam had told her what you said to him and that she'd talked to Sandy."

"Umm, yeah, so what did …"

"Wait a moment," Mom held up a hand, interrupting me.  "Let me finish what I started and then you can talk."

She paused and had a sip of coffee.  Then she looked at me and smiled almost apologetically.

"Your father and I almost made a blunder this morning.  When your father and I got up, we saw that your car wasn't here and we'd last seen you with Sandy late last night, we assumed that the two of you had …"

"Oh Mom," I snorted.

"Chris, be quiet.  Yesterday morning when I talked to you, you expressed anxiety at being around Carissa and Corinna.  Yesterday afternoon when I spoke to you, you seemed to have developed quite a liking toward Sandy, but you didn't know how far it would go.  By last night, it looked to me like both of you were developing quite a crush on each other.  Is it any wonder that your father and I thought that you might have gotten carried away and done something rash?"

"Can I talk now?" I asked.

"Yes Chris, you can talk now," she smiled.

"Okay, to start with Carissa and Corinna, when they're together, they scare hell out of me, but I like being with Carissa when she's by herself.  I don't know why."

"All right, I suppose I can understand that, but what about Sandy?"

"Sandy has some weird ideas," I shook my head.  "Actually, she scared me last night, far more than either Carissa or Corinna has done at any time."

I paused to sip some coffee and try to choose my words.

"When we left here last night, we had lots of time to get her home by her curfew.  I pulled off of the road and stopped so we could talk and I thought I might eventually get up the nerve to kiss her.  However, I'd hardly gotten stopped before she was climbing into my lap and sticking her tongue down my throat.  If the horn button wasn't built into the steering wheel and she hadn't sat on it, I might very well have been out all night."

"As it was, we both reacted in surprise when the horn went off and we broke apart, then we actually talked for a bit.  That's when I got a shock, I think she actually expected me to have sex with her last night and she was certain that her father had literally given us permission to do it.  She thought he expected her to come home and tell him that she'd had sex with me on our first date.  She said he'd told her all her life that all boys would expect her to do those sort of things if she went out on a date.  I couldn't seem to get it through her head that I want to know the girl really well before I have sex with her."

Mom was staring at me as I paused, and her mouth opened as if she was going to say something, but I raised a hand, signalling that I wanted to say something else.  "At that point Sandy started screaming for me to take her home, so I did.  Once I was there though I decided I had to talk to her Dad, not run off and leave things up in the air.  I didn't feel I'd done anything wrong and I thought he should know my side of the story as well as hers."

Mom sat very still for a minute, then she reached out a hand and patted my arm.

"Ann McAdam said this morning that she felt that both Sam and Sandra should apologise to you, but she doubts if it will ever happen.  You must have laid it on the line with Sam and you must have been pretty convincing."

"Actually, I think I was probably a bit too angry to be nice.  I know I sort of chewed him out for teaching Sandy to expect that every guy she went out with would try to get into her pants."

"Oh Chris, you didn't?" she broke into laughter.  "Poor Sam."

She sighed, then continued what she'd been saying.  "You might as well know about something else, before I ever met your father, I dated Sam once.  We went to a country barn dance and when we parked at the hall, Sam got a little too friendly to suit me.  I slapped his face, then ran inside.  Your Aunt Alice and Uncle Tom were there and Alice guessed right away what had happened.  I didn't find out until years later that your father and your uncle talked to Sam.  They explained that Tom and Alice would be giving me a ride home and that Sam should go home and sober up.  I'd always thought that Sam had gotten angry when I wouldn't cooperate and had left me to find my own way home."

"Oh wow.  What happened last night must be like pouring battery acid on a raw wound for Mr. McAdam."

"I'd think it might be quite upsetting for him, except I also thought Sam might have grown up a little in the years since I went out with him."

"From what Sandy said he hasn't changed much," I griped.  "I think any man who would teach his daughters stuff like that needs to be … I don't know what he needs, but he sure needs something."

I was annoyed and Mom could see it, but I don't think she had any better idea than I did about how the situation should be handled.  Finally she sighed softly.

"It's not as if I can do anything, but would you like me to talk to Ann McAdam?"

"Mom, that's up to you.  I like Sandy, but after last night, I just wouldn't feel right taking her out again.  It would be like making a date with a …"

"Chris, don't you dare say that word," Mom snapped.  "The young lady I had in my house last night is a very nice young person, even if she is misguided at the moment.  Your actions have made up my mind though.  I am going to talk to Ann and I'm going to have Willard talk to Sam as well.  I may even have Beth invite her sisters out here to ride horses so she can talk to them."

"Okay, Mom, whatever you say," I knew better than to argue.  Mom was off on what Dad called 'one of her campaigns' that were meant to improve the world, no matter the cost.  Only a fool would get in the way of the steam roller she could become.

Then I thought Mom changed the subject.

"Do you suppose Willard and I can leave you here with Carissa and Beth for a few hours today?"

"Unh, I guess," I was surprised she'd even ask.

"Well, I thought I had better ask since it seems that all three of my children have suddenly become sexually aware.  Inside of a week you've all decided to drive Willard and me around the bend with your activities.  I wouldn't want to come home to an orgy or some other situation that included my two youngest children being involved with their paramours."

"Oh Mom," I snorted.  "Carissa and I are just getting to know each other and after this morning, I doubt very much if she's about to be in any mood to do anything."

"You don't know much about either women or about twins, do you?  Right about now, Carissa is probably thinking that her sister is 'ahead' of her somehow.  I'm sure she's certain that Corinna and Wil got carried away and that's why they want to get married.  She's not exactly thinking straight," Mom looked me right in the eye.  "You're going to have to be the rational one when you two are alone together."

"And why did you mention Beth?  She won't listen to me."

"Oh Chris, she always listens to you.  She listens to you even better than she does to your father or me.  And on top of that, George worships the ground you walk on.  If you tell the two of them to cool it and give them a reason, both of them will listen to you."

"Oh sure Mom, and pigs fly too."

"Chris, how many things have you started around here, then had Tom and George at your beck and call almost instantly?  Don't you realise that they look up to you because you think things through before you start to try to do them?  Why do you suppose that when there is a prank pulled around here your father and I look at you first?  You're the one who thinks ahead and develops schemes, then the others follow your lead."

I just stared at her.  She smiled and glanced down at my cup.

"If you want more coffee, you're going to have to get it yourself.  I'm going to be busy getting your father and myself ready to go talk to Mr. and Mrs. Coulter about the fate of our son and their daughter."

"Isn't Carissa going with you?"

"No and that worries me," Mom frowned.  "That's one of the reasons I'm out here talking to you right now.  I'm sure you can add up the reasons and come to your own conclusion."

I sat there for several minutes thinking about what we'd talked about after she went inside.  When I finally did hobble inside, Beth and Carissa were sitting in the kitchen and talking quietly.

"Hi girls, can I come in an sit down, or is this a woman's only meeting?"

"Oh Chris, don't be an idiot," Beth snapped.  "Carissa is practically our sister now."

"Oh I hope not," Carissa giggled.

Beth stared at her, then at me and I could see the light come on.

"Holy Smoke!  Do Mom and Dad know?"

"Yeah," I said as I poured a second cup of coffee and grabbed a bran muffin.  "Mom just had a talk to me about actinging responsibly while they go straighten out Wil and Corinna.  I'm supposed to prevent you and George from running off and at the same time I'm not to go running into Carissa's hungry arms."

I slid into the seat beside Carissa and she giggled as she leaned over and rested her head on my shoulder for a second.

"Fat chance, I'll get Beth to trip you, then I'll hold you down while she runs off with George," she teased.

"Wow, what happened to you?  You're sure in a better mood," I smiled at her.

"She talked to Corinna on the phone.  Her mom made Corinna call."

"Ah, I see," I nodded, trying to look like I had a clue why that would make Carissa look so perky.

"They didn't do anything stupid," Beth said sharply, realising I was bluffing about understanding.  "They were sitting on the front porch looking at the sunrise while huddling together under a blanket and they decided that they wanted to be able to see a lot of sunrises while holding each other in their arms.  I think it's really romantic."

"You would," I grinned, knowing that she knew I was teasing her.

Carissa giggled and poked me in the ribs.

"Hey, that hurts," I was surprised more than anything.

"Oh, I like her," Beth giggled.  "For once Chris is outnumbered and right now, he can't run worth a darn."

"Well, he'd better still be in one piece when we come home," Mom said as she came in, having changed into a really nice looking dress.

"Wow, looking good Mom," I smiled at her "And thanks, I need all the protection I can get from these two."

"I'm not sure it's protection that you're looking for," she said quickly, obviously noticing how close Carissa was sitting to me.

"Mom, Carissa likes Chris a lot, but they aren't any sillier than Corinna and Wil are.  Besides, I'm here to chaperone them while you're gone."

"And if George happens to come over, who will chaperone you?"

"If she's chaperoning us, then we're sure going to chaperone her," Carissa giggled.  "We won't do anything that we'd be ashamed of, I promise."

"Aww, you're a spoilsport," I said, winking at Mom.

"Chris there are times …" Mom said, but she was smiling.

"Well, what have we here?" Dad said as he came in, but he was dressed well too.

I looked at him and smiled.  "I don't know what you did while Mom was talking to me, Dad, but I certainly like the mood the girls are in now much more than the one they were in before."

"Your father … Chris, you whelp," Mom laughed.  "Come on Willard, before I murder our middle child."

"All right dear, but in his case I think a jury would see it as justifiable homicide," Dad grinned and winked at me.  "You kids be good, huh?  We have to go see if we can put out a fire in the Coulter household."

So they left with our shouted goodbyes echoing in their ears.




Chapter 9:

Beware of Pot Holes

With Mom and Dad gone, I was left alone with Beth and Carrissa, but no one said anything for a moment.  Instead, we all looked at each other in wonder and I'm not sure about the others, but I was feeling somewhat shaken by the morning's happenings.

"Oh, by the way, Beth, George said he'd like to talk to you sometime today," I broke the silence.

"He called," Beth grinned.  "From Tom's house.  He didn't even wait to get home after doing our chores."

"You're not mad at me for telling him not to come in?"

"No, from what he said about his timing, he'd have gotten told off for disturbing me right then," she grinned.  "You did good to warn him off - that time."

"Whew," I mocked wiping my brow.

"But, he said he was going to watch for the pickup truck to go by and then he's going to come over," she grinned.

"Umm, so Carissa and I are chaperoning you two, I guess."

"I guess," Beth winked at Carissa.  "But then he and I can return the favour, in spades."

"So what are we going to do?"

"Well, first Carissa and I are going to cook you and George brunch, after that we'll see what happens," Beth grinned and hopped to her feet.  "Come on, Princess, we need to cook for our princes."

"First things first," Carissa laughed and suddenly she was crawling into my lap.

While we were kissing and cuddling, George came to the door.  When Beth let him in, he wrapped Beth in his arms after calling a good morning to Carissa.  I think perhaps she waved hello, but she certainly didn't speak, we were too busy.  I soon decided that kissing was almost as good an idea as brunch, maybe better.

When I realised in a few minutes just how much my body was enjoying the idea of necking and petting Carissa, I came to my senses somewhat and pulled back.

"Sorry everyone, but I think we'd better take a break," I announced.  "Besides, I'm starving, how about you George?  Could you eat something?"

"Mmmmph," he mumbled first, then managed to break away from my little sister.

"I could eat a horse," he announced.

"George, you couldn't even ride one," I laughed.  "And if you want to eat anything that Beth cooks, you'd better forget about eating her horses."

"He sure had," she snorted.  "What a guy I pick for a fellow, he can't even ride a darn horse."

"That's why they made cars, right Carissa?" he laughed.

"Oh, they both have their good points," Carissa already knew better than to get into that argument.

"So Beth, are you and Carissa cooking, or are Chris and I burning something?" George demanded.

"Oh God, I don't want to die of ptomaine poisoning, that means Chris isn't touching the food," Beth declared, heading for the fridge.

"Is he that bad?" Carissa asked as she slipped off of my lap after giving me one final peck on the lips.

"Worse," Beth declared.  "He can burn water, without the pot ever touching the stove."

Carissa giggled as she moved to join Beth.  About then George nodded his head toward the porch, so I grabbed my crutches and joined him out there.

"Damn it, Chris, what's going on with you and Carissa?  Or is it Corinna?" he asked quietly.

"It's Carissa and without Corinna, she's neat," I smiled.

"But are you and Sandy kaput?  Already?  Or are you …"

"Long story, which I thought I explained earlier," I sighed.  "The short version is that we fought and I don't see us going out any more.  I guess you haven't heard about Corinna and Wil either then?"

"No!  Are they together too?" his eyes were the size of saucers.

"Yeah, that's where Mom and Dad went.  Wil swiped my car this morning without asking me.  It seems that he and Corinna decided they liked watching sunrises together."

"Huh?  What do you mean?"

"They want to get hitched.  So they rushed to town to ask Mr. Coulter if they could get married and they were in a rush, since they wanted to catch him before his Sunday morning golf game," I grinned.

"Holy Shit!  Married?" he gasped.

"Yeah, I came home last night after the fight with Sandy to find Wil and the twins sitting here on the porch.  They'd been drinking Grampa Bender's hooch for a while.  So, since I'd just fought with Sandy, I was in the mood to get a bit drunk and I joined the party.  Corinna and Wil had paired off and Carissa decided that I had to be cheered up after breaking up with Sandy.  After a while, she and I called it off.  Well, at least we stopped before we got too carried away.  The two of us went our separate ways and got some sleep, but Wil and Corinna stayed up all night."

"Oh wow.  So are you and Carissa a couple or what?"

"I don't know," I laughed softly.  "All I can say for sure is that I'm learning to like her more and more."

"Wow.  And you're the guy that we all figured was going to live his life as a bachelor."

"Yeah?  Well, how about you and my little sister?" I grinned.

"Unh, you know she asked me out, don't you?" George asked quietly.

"Yes George," I chuckled.  "I'm not about to kick your butt."

"Even if I tell you that I've wanted to take her out for the past year?"

"Even then, George.  I do trust you enough to believe you wouldn't hurt her intentionally and you do know her quite well, so you know what would hurt her."

"You know I'd never do that," George sighed.  "When she got upset last night she almost had me crying.  I didn't know what to do, not at first anyway."

I didn't know what he meant, so I just waited.

"On the way home, I remembered that I've got an aunt who lives in the town that the other team came from.  I told my folks about what happened and how Beth was so upset, then I asked Dad if he knew any of the people from there.  Dad called my aunt and she had somebody call him back.  I guess they called Beth because when I phoned Beth from Tom's, she said the coach of the other team had called her this morning."

"Oh?"

"Yeah, he asked her if she'd play for their team since she wasn't one of the regulars here," he grinned.  "None of the girls on the other team were badly upset, but they do think our team snuck a ringer in on them and that the game shouldn't count."

"I'll bet Beth would like that," I laughed.

"Unh unh.  Instead, she suggested that the next game they play here, they come with one player short and she'd play one game for them," he chuckled.  "You've gotta admit, she's fair."

"Huh, wait until she plays against you in a game sometime," I snorted.

"Well I …"

"Hey, did you guys want to eat, or do we have to throw this stuff to the pigs?" Beth interrupted as she stuck her head outside.

"We want to eat," George laughed as he ran toward her, but she broke into a giggle and ran inside.

By the time I hobbled to the table, George had two of the waffles that the girls had cooked on his plate and was slathering them with butter and maple syrup.  Carissa was still cooking though and by the time I'd sat down, she'd dropped two fresh ones on my plate in return for a quick kiss.

Those two girls could cook.  Both George and I ate our fill of waffles for once and both Beth and Carissa had as many as they wanted.  There were still a few left on a plate in the warming oven when the door opened and Mom walked in.

Wil was right behind her and he looked like he hadn't slept in a week.  He was carrying my clothes in his hand and he looked sheepish as he held them out toward me.

"Look, Chris, I wasn't thinking too clearly this morning …" his voice trailed off as he saw my face twist into a frown.

My mood had changed instantly.  I really hadn't thought about what I wanted to say to him, but I waited for a moment to see if he was going to say anything more.  I suppose the pause was almost like the one Dad took when he was really going to rake you over the coals.  Instead of speaking loudly, I almost whispered when I finally spoke and I made sure that I looked him right in the eyes.

"I don't mind so much that you took the car, other than that it annoys me that you didn't ask my permission.  But, I am pissed off that you took my clothes without asking me first, particularly since my wallet, with my ID in it, was still in the pocket of my shorts.  On top of that, I'm absolutely furious that you drove my car, or any car for that matter, after you'd been awake all night and had been drinking.  That was just plain stupid."

Then I shut up.  I didn't say another word.  He looked like he wanted to apologise, but I wasn't going to help him.  Everyone in the room was staring at me and I swear Wil looked as if he was about to break into tears.

"But we didn't drink any more after you left," Wil's voice was almost a whimper.  "Really, I wasn't drunk."

I decided that if that was his idea of an apology, he needed to think about things a bit more.  I managed to get to my feet and onto my crutches, then grabbed my clothes from his hand and hobbled away, close to tears myself.  I expected someone to say something, but no one did.  Instead the only sound in the house was the clumping of my crutches as I struggled up the stairs then down the hall to my room.

By the time I got inside my room, I was more angry with myself than I was with Wil.  I slammed the door behind me, tossing the clothes Will had returned to one side and my crutches to another, then flopped down on my bed.  Grabbing a history book, I lay there, trying to study for my final exam, but I found that I wasn't able to concentrate, instead I was in a blue funk.  Too many things had happened to me and my family in too short a time period.  I knew that my emotions were stretched far enough that I'd reached my limit.

At other times when I'd felt like this, I'd simply gotten on a horse that hadn't been ridden in a several days and let my emotions get washed away as I'd fought to stay in the saddle.  Then usually after the horse had worn himself down, I'd gone for a ride and hadn't come back until I felt in control of both the horse and myself.  This time, with a cast on one leg and another on my hand, I wasn't going to be able to take my frustrations out by forcing my will on a horse.

Someone knocked, then opened my door and came in, but I ignored whoever it was, trying to pretend I was reading my book until I felt the weight of someone sitting beside me on the bed.  I just knew it was going to be Mom and I really didn't want to try to explain my outburst to her.

"Chris, Wil is really upset," Dad's voice surprised me, since I was sure it would be Mom who would come to make peace in the family.  "He didn't expect you to be so angry with him and I think it's the first time you've ever walked away from him without letting him explain why he did something."

"Dad, I'm sorry, but I'm just about stressed out and my emotions are going through the roof.  I've had a week or so that's ranged from heaven to hell and so have the rest of you.  Just look at everything that's happened to us," I exploded.  "I got kicked out of school for a week.  I even got all of us saddled with two girls invading our home and that's throwing the family into still more turmoil.  They aren't acting like the same two girls that I've known for years.  Then I fall off a stupid horse and end up in the hospital with a broken leg and a screwed up hand.  I damn near die because I'm allergic to a bloody pain killer.  My life is saved by another girl who turns out to be a nutcase and her father is even worse.  My sister goes bananas over one of my best friends, then turns into a weirdo over a stupid baseball game.  At the same time Wil reappears and adds about a ton more crap on the top of the pile.  How do you expect me to be calm?"

"Oh, I know Chris," he chuckled.  "Your mother and I have had to deal with all of that and more."

"I know dad, but you have years of experience to fall back on," I sighed.  "You two have already dealt with all the crap of growing up and the crud that goes with it.  It's the first time around for me and for the Wil and Beth too."

"Oh, you kids are going through a lot of different things than your mother and I did.  All of you are years ahead in experiences compared to where we were at your age," he said emphatically.  "Look at Wil.  He and Corinna want to get married for cripes sake and they're only eighteen years old."

"Dad, how old were you when you got married the first time?"

"I was twenty-two, but that's different.  First off, I'd already taken over the farm and secondly … well, we pretty well had to get married.  We thought Wil was already on the way."

"Do you want to run that by me again?  I know you and Mama Kate were married for at least a year before Wil as born," I frowned at him.  "How could you think that you had to get married?"

"Well, Kate missed two periods in a row, so we planned a quick wedding and we managed to keep a secret about Kate being late.  The only people who knew were our folks.  We had a small wedding, then drove to Banff that night.  After two nights there, we went on to Jasper for a couple of days and then around by way of Edmonton for our honeymoon.  In all it only took a week, but it was wonderful, except for the last night."

"We were in Edmonton and we were planning to do some shopping the next day.  We'd made love that night, then we'd both fallen asleep.  However, Kate woke me up in the middle of the night.  At two in the morning she sent me out to see if I could find somewhere to get sanitary napkins since her periods had restarted," he smiled sadly.  "You can imagine what I felt like, embarrassed to be asking at a little store for something like that and at the same time feeling upset because I'd really been looking forward to having a kid."

"Were you annoyed that you'd married Kate and then found out she wasn't pregnant?" I asked quietly.

"Oh no, never!" he shook his head emphatically.  "Actually, we thought she had aborted.  In fact we drove straight home from Edmonton so she could go to the doctor the next day.  The doctor felt that she had been so worried about being pregnant that she'd had a false pregnancy.  I told her that her body had collaborated with my desires to make sure she married me.  Of course inside of a few months she was really pregnant and later she had Wil."

He sighed deeply.  "That's when we found out that she should never have gotten pregnant at all.  Her body simply couldn't take the strain."

"But Mom's first pregnancy was a surprise too, wasn't it?" I asked and then wished I'd kept my mouth shut because I remembered what Mom had told me about it.

"Yeah, it sure was," he gave a rueful chuckle and he got a far away look in his eyes.  "I've been a very lucky man.  I've been married to two wonderful women and to this day, I think that Kate arranged for your mother and I to fall in love with each other."

"Mom said something about that," I sighed, then rolled onto my side and looked up at him.  "Did Kate really say something about you and Mom being a family when she was lying in a hospital bed?"

"Not just your mother and me, but Wil too," Dad sighed and I could see the tears in his eyes.  "I don't know how long your mother and I would have fought off our love for each other if Kate hadn't said anything."

I didn't know what to say, so I just waited quietly, wondering if he'd say anything more.  Finally he sighed and grinned at me.

"You're a very rare person, you know."

"What?" I squawked in surprise.

"You're the only person I know of whose parents know exactly what day he was conceived, almost down to the minute," he laughed softly.  "Your mother and I only made love that one time on that one night, then we both pulled back until weeks after Kate died.  We didn't really plan on getting married, not that I didn't consider it, but it turned out that your Mom was carrying you and I wasn't about to let an unmarried woman carry my child and bear that stigma."

"You mean that you didn't want any bastard sons walking around," I said.

Then I realised that what I'd said sounded quite brutal and was almost condemning him.  I opened my mouth to apologise, but he held up a hand to stop me.

"Now that sounds bitter and while I know it's not what you meant, it still hurts," he said very quietly, almost a whisper.  "Your mother and I love each other very much and we did then, but because of what others would have said about our rushing into marriage so soon after Kate's passing, we tried to deny our love for each other."

He paused for a second, then sighed.  "There are people who still condemn us for marrying so soon after Kate died, but most people have forgiven us for that, even if it does tramp all over a lot of society's taboos.  Liz and I have simply ignored the suggestion that she came here and jumped into our bed with Kate and me, but that's what some of them seem to think, even after all these years."

"You know that's not what I think, Dad.  I am sorry for making it sound like I did," I apologised.  "I know you and Mom love each other a lot.  Actually, I hope I can end up with a woman who I can get along with half as well as you get along with Mom and if I do I'll be very happy.  If I can find someone that I love as much as you obviously love Mom, I'll be ecstatic and if I can find one who loves me as much as Mom loves you, I'll be delirious."

"Oh, my, and here I thought George was the politician in your group of friends," Dad looked at me and grinned, then sobered.  "However, this isn't helping any with the problem between you and Wil.  I know you're annoyed with him, but I think you've left him feeling like a complete heel right now and I'm not sure he deserves that."

"I suppose not," I sighed.  "I just wish people would think ahead a little bit.  I get tired of seeing people get themselves into trouble for no real reason."

He chuckled softly.  "That's another difference between the two of you, Wil reacts to situations far too quickly and you may think a bit more than most people, so you seem slow.  Yet put the two of you on horses and while Wil seems to wait and reacts too late to save himself from being bucked off, you seem to anticipate what the horse will do, which is exactly the opposite of what anyone would expect to happen.  It just isn't reasonable.  There are times when it seems to me that the two of you must have swapped some nerve cells somewhere along the line."

I just looked at him and finally managed a weak smile, not sure what either he or I wanted right then.  I think he was in about the same state.

"Do you want to be alone for a while or would you like some company?  I think Carissa would love to spend some time with you.  I think she wants to talk about what's happened and to try to explain why Corinna and Wil thought it was so important to talk to Corinna's father so early in the morning."

"Does she really understand?  I wish I did.  It doesn't make sense to me."

"If anyone does, I'd say she would," Dad smiled at me.  "After all, she and Corinna are twins and they probably react much the same way in any situation.  At least that's what I'd expect."

I sighed, then just nodded my head, thinking that at least I could have someone to listen to instead of having the same thoughts running around and around in my mind.  Dad opened the door, then paused, looking back at me as if he wanted to say something else.  He didn't, instead he sighed, shook his head, and closed the door quietly behind him.

When the door opened again, Carissa slipped inside, but she wasn't alone, both Corinna and Beth followed behind her.  Corinna walked over to me and hung her head as if in shame for what she had done.

"It's really my fault, you know.  Wil wanted to wait, but I insisted," she held out her hand hesitantly.  "I really wanted to tell someone how I felt about Wil and Daddy seemed to me to be the natural person to know first.  I insisted that Daddy had to know right away, but then I've always told Daddy about things first, even before talking to Mom.  I don't know why, but that's the way I am.  And this was so important."

She lifted her head and looked me in the eyes.  "I'm sorry I rushed him so much that we reacted like we did, but at the time I was just so excited.  I don't think that I really thought things through, in fact, I guess I didn't think much at all.  I just reacted and I'm not really proud of what I did."

"Oh, I think Wil might have been a little excited too.  What worried me is the fact that both of you had been drinking and then he drove my car.  On top of that you were carrying my ID with you.  The idea that a bad accident could have happened so easily and then to have Wil's and my ID found on the scene gives me the shivers."

"Oh, I never even thought of that," Corinna whispered.

"That's where Chris and Wil differ," Beth spoke firmly.

Carissa had moved over and sat on the edge of my bed, almost instantly grasping one of my hands in hers, then she looked up at the other two and frowned.  "I thought you two agreed that you were going to let me talk to Chris first?"

Her voice was quiet, but there was an edge to it that sounded almost dangerous.  When I started to open my mouth, she lifted a hand as if telling me to be quiet.

"But we thought …" Beth said quietly.

"Think again," Carissa barked.  "I want to talk to Chris for a few moments.  Alone!"

Corinna stared at her for a second, then grabbed Beth's hand and they went out, closing the door behind them.  Carissa sighed deeply and slowly turned to face me.

"I'm sorry about that," she whispered.  "I really got taken by surprise when they came in with me."

"Oh, I wasn't, not really," I sighed.  "Everyone's emotions are all screwed up."

She looked at me and smiled, shaking her head.  "How do you do that?"

"What did I do now?"

"I'm the one who is supposed to be calming you down," she sighed.

"Oh, I've been calm all along," I shrugged.  "I'm angry at myself for losing my temper and I'm pissed off at my brother for driving when he'd been drinking.  On top of that, he's probably gone without any sleep for who knows how long.  Both things mean his judgement is shot all to hell, but I'm completely calm.  I hate to be judgmental, but what they did was stupid."

I slid over in the bed and patted the pillow beside me.

"Snuggle?" I whispered.  "I need a hug and someone to talk to, please."

Almost instantly she was stretched out at my side and her head was on my shoulder, her eyes scant inches from mine.

"Hmm, I kinda like this," she sighed.  "But, what are you going to do?"

"About Wil?  I don't know, got any ideas?"

"No," she smiled.  "I've never had a brother and your walking away without waiting for him to argue simply blew me away.  I think it blew your whole family away too."

"Mmm, not Dad.  He understood," I sighed.  "I think Wil did too."

"Could you explain to me what went on then?"

"Sure, I lost my cool.  By walking away I let him know that I was thoroughly annoyed.  Taking the car wasn't important, but driving when he'd been drinking was.  By not letting him say anything, I didn't allow him to try to justify himself to me instantly.  If I had stood there, he would have argued, but I didn't let him.  I've made him feel guilty and he's having to think about why he's feeling guilty."

"Isn't that sort of dirty pool?"

"Nope, I don't think so.  The problem is that I'm younger than he is, but at times it almost feels like our ages should be reversed.  That's because I take a few seconds to think before I do anything.  In the same sort of situation, he reacts almost instantly and doesn't think things through until later.  By doing something like this, I suppose I'm making him realize that he was damn foolish and nobody likes to feel like a fool.  The problem is I did it in front of everyone, that's why I feel guilty now."

"Hah!  It's no wonder you did it though.  After all the things that have happened to you in such a short time, how do you manage to stay as calm and cool as you do?" she asked.  "I get all wound up and so does everyone else, but you don't seem to do that."

"Hah!  That's what you think," I sighed.  "I was just thinking about that earlier and I even mentioned it to Dad.  I've had so many things happen around me and to me in the last few days that I wish I had a way to either turn back the clock or work out my frustrations in some other way.  I was thinking about that earlier and if I weren't all busted up right now, I'd probably be out on a horse that was 'feeling his oats' about now.  That would mean I'd have something to do while I fought him to a stand still, at least I'd be letting my body work out my frustrations."

"Well, I can think of a way to do that, busted up or not," she grinned almost wickedly.  "You and I could lock the door and take our frustrations out of each other!  In the mood we're in, it would probably help us both a lot."

"Now, wait a minute," I stared at her.  "I'm not sure either of us is ready for that."

"You may not be, but I sure am," she sighed, then snuggled even closer.  "I don't think you understand either Corinna or me; in a lot of ways we're almost absolutely identical, but in other ways we're so different it's not funny.  I act on things when I realize that they're inevitable, while she'll run to Daddy and let him talk her out of doing things, then weep and moan about it."

"So, if you had hit it off with Will instead of Corinna, the results would have been a lot different, I take it?"

"Unh huh, it sure would have," she snuggled and gave a bit of a chuckle that was almost a giggle.  "The funny thing is that I think your Mom understands, but the strange thing is she's happier with you and me being together then she is about Wil and Corinna.  I don't really understand that."

"I think that goes back to what I said before and has to do with Wil's personality traits compared to mine," I sighed.  "She knows us, so she knows that I think about the consequences of what I do, while Wil simply reacts, then has to deal with the fallout later."

"You mean like the fallout you're dealing with now?" she looked at me sympathetically.

"Yeah, I guess," I sighed even deeper.

"So, what are you going to do?"

"I don't know," I shrugged my shoulders.  "Talk to him, I suppose.  I don't know exactly what to say though.  I mean look at us, we're in almost the same sort of quandary, but we haven't gone off the deep end."

"Yet!" she laughed softly.

"Okay, yet," I grinned at her, then kissed her nose and hugged her tight for a moment before pulling back and sitting up.  "And you just gave me the answer I needed to have.  Now I need to go find Wil and talk to him before he and Corinna get themselves into very deep doo doo."

"Do you think they'd do something stupid at this time of day?"

"What in heck does the time of day have to do with anything?" I snorted as I managed to scoot past her so that I could grab my crutches.

"Well, it's almost noon, they hadn't slept all night, they're probably both in bed and passed out, sleeping like logs."

"Perhaps," I shrugged, getting to my feet.  "Why don't you get Corinna and I'll get Wil and we'll talk to them?"

"The two of us?" she stared at me.  "Like together?"

"Yeah.  Like, the two of us and the two of them, all four of us, together," I grinned.  "We'll compare notes."

While she went off the spare bedroom to see if Corinna was there, I moved to Wil's door and knocked on it.  There was no answer, but I cracked the door and peeked in.  There was a lump under the bedclothes, but it looked wrong somehow.  I hobbled over and reached out to touch it only to find that it was a decoy, a pile of his dirty laundry jammed under the covers.

"Crap!" I growled, spinning on the one crutch and throwing the door open wide as I got to it.

One look at Carissa's face as she came out of the spare bedroom told me that Corinna was gone too.  I went down the stairs as quickly as I could manage, avoiding Mom and Dad as they sat at the kitchen table and heading for the living room to find Beth who was supposedly studying as she lay on the couch.

"All right, where are they?" I demanded.

"Who?" she looked up at me, attempting to look innocent.

"Wil and Corinna."

"How would I know?  They both said they were tired and went to lie down."

"Well, maybe they went to lie down, but it wasn't in bed and it wasn't alone, it was together," I growled softly.  "And you know it.  Where did they go?  Out to the barn?  Or did they take a blanket and go somewhere else?  I think we had better find them before they do something stupid and irrevocable."

Carissa was standing beside me.  Her face looked like a thunder cloud and I suppose I didn't look much better.  Beth must have had second thoughts because she scrambled to her feet and dashed out the back door.

"What's going on?" Dad asked from the doorway.

"I'm not sure, Dad," I sighed.

"Have you spoken to Wil yet?"

"I will in a few minutes.  Something has come up," I answered offhandedly, hobbling away on my crutches, letting Carissa hold the back door open for me.

"Can we do anything?" Dad called.

"Nah.  We'll take care of it," I tried to sound nonchalant as Carissa closed the door behind us.

By the time we'd gotten out the door, Beth was on one of her ponies and pounding off down the pasture toward the creek, her hair flying wildly in the wind of her hurried ride.  If she was heading that direction, I was fairly certain I knew where Wil and Corinna had gone.

"I'll bet they went down to the swimming hole," I said quietly to Carissa.  "Here's the keys to my car, I'll open the gate if you bring the car down and drive through.  You'll have to close it though and I'll have to drive once the car is in the pasture.  I can't close the gate with one hand and I think you might get stuck if you tried to drive through the mud in the lower pasture.  If we hurry, we can catch those silly twits before they do anything stupid."

She never questioned me at all, which both surprised and pleased me.  Instead, she grabbed the keys and ran for my car.  I managed to get the gate open before she got there and I managed to scare the horses off before they came crowding through.  However I knew that I could never close the gate with only one effective hand and one foot, in fact I had to hold it for Carissa as she latched it.  At the car I tossed the crutches into the back seat and warned Carissa.

"Hang on.  This might get a bit rough.  There's a couple of damp spots on the way and I'll have to cross them at fairly high speed," I snapped as I started to drive after Beth's horse's flying hooves.

We passed Beth sometime during the first mile and I actually slowed down for the first wet spot, but I still felt the shock of hydroplaning across it and having to correct as we hit the solid ground on the other side.  To my amazement, Carissa squealed like she was on a Ferris wheel ride and she wore a grin that stretched almost from ear to ear when we hit the second one.

"Yep, I'd have gotten us stuck," she jabbered like a jaybird as we skidded around a bit, but came out the other side in a controlled slide.  "You have to show me how to do that one day."

I just laughed shortly.  "I don't think I can, it's all reflexes, so it's never the same twice."

Seeing her reaction changed my view of her again.

I had to swing off the normal trail because of a clump of willows, but I managed to swing back and cut off Wil and Corinna before they entered the last willow thicket on the way down to the creek.  Wil had a blanket slung over his shoulder and they were walking hand in hand.  They simply stared at us as we skidded to a halt, right across their path.

"Just what the hell do you two plan on doing?" I demanded through the open window of the car.

Carissa wasn't as patient with them.  She dove out of the car almost before I had gotten stopped and was in Wil's face like a mother hen protecting her chick.  When Corinna tried to speak up in their defence, Carissa turned on her.  An instant later Corinna was flat on her butt with Carissa standing over her, demanding to know if she'd lost her mind.

I managed to get my crutches, then managed to get one arm around Carissa and started to calm her down just as Beth came riding up.  She was riding at a full gallop and her horse skidded to a stop in an imitation of what my car had done only moments before.  Then she started screaming at Wil about getting her in trouble, so I had to try to calm her down too.  That's when she started yelling at me about scaring her half to death because she'd seen the car slip and slide when I hit the first on the wet spots.  She said she'd been afraid I was going to roll over.

Of course Carissa had to come to my defence, shouting that she'd been there and that I was in complete control of the car at all times.

"Everyone shut up," I bellowed at the top of my lungs.

To my astonishment, everyone did.  Suddenly you could hear the mud wasps already investigating the fresh mud on the car and the bumble bees who were buzzing around the clover flowers.

"Now," I said loudly.  "Beth, get up on your horse and get out of here, this is between Will and me as well as between Carissa and Corinna.  I'll talk to you when we get home."

"But I …" she protested.

"Beth, go!  Everyone else, be quiet for now," I growled.  "There are things that need to be said that you don't have any business hearing."

Beth pouted as she looked at me, then got on her horse and rode off slowly, but she did ride away without any further protest.

When she'd gotten a decent distance away, I turned to face Wil and sighed heavily.

"Wil, I know you think I came down on you like a ton of bricks this morning.  But, from my point of view, I don't know what the hell is coming at me or even which direction the next problem is coming from in the last little while.  I know you got a great kick out of teasing me about the time the guys and I were putting into my old cars when we were working on the Model A's, but that was nothing compared to the ribbing we got for driving them to school every day."

"Yes, but nobody realized they were worth so much," Carissa protested.

"Not until your uncle came along," I grinned at her.  "So as Carissa pointed out, I got this car as an even trade with a few bits and pieces tossed into the bargain.  Of course I still think Mr. Dolens is soft in the head, but that's beside the point."

"Uncle Frank is anything but soft in the head," Corinna protested.

"That's as it may be," I sighed, carrying on.  "However it came about, those old Model A's are what started all of this crap rolling in on us.  On grad night I was the only guy in our grad class with a car of my own, but I ended up with a date who had to be home early and a bunch of sore-head losers who wanted to get even with me for 'showing them up,' both in and out of school."

"Hey, I think we just got slandered," Corinna protested.

"If the shoe fits, wear it, Sis," Carissa laughed softly.  "That night we were sore-head losers and we deserved everything we got."

"Whatever," I shrugged my shoulders.  "Anyway, just over a week ago a group of kids decided to get me drunk and teach me a lesson."

"Only he simply stayed sober too damn long," Corinna said softly.  "He drinks like a damn fish.  We got drunk instead, and we weren't drinking half as much as he was."

"Well in truth your drinks were spiked as much as mine were," I admitted.  "So since I have a little more experience with alcohol than you did, I had a bit of an advantage.  But, I had no experience at all with waking up in someone else's parents' bed along with two of the local dream girls who happened to be completely nude."

"Yours truly and my dear sister," Carissa grinned.  "Whose first action by the way was to check that she was still a virgin."

"Did not," Corinna flushed bright red.

"Okay, second action," Carissa laughed.  "Whatever."

"Which is neither here nor there as far as I was concerned, because by that time I was long gone," I shrugged.  "Instead of staying there and acting like a normal teenaged guy would have, I bailed out and came home."

"Mmm, that's probably a good thing," Carissa giggled.  "I'm not exactly sure about how my sister feels, but just thinking back on the way I felt that morning, I think if you'd stuck around, none of us would have left that bedroom as virgins.  I know I wouldn't have argued about anything you wanted to do."

"Now you tell me," I tried to tease her.

"The invitation is still open, but there are conditions on it now that weren't there that morning," she teased right back.

"You see what I mean, Wil?  My whole world is upside down to what it was.  I was the laughingstock, the nerd, then suddenly I became some sort of local folk hero for doing what I've been taught all my life was right.  I haven't changed any, but the whole darn world has swapped ends on me."

"Well, until this morning I thought you were taking it pretty darn calmly," Wil finally said something.  "But instead you came down on me like a ton of bricks."

"I came down on you like a ton of bricks?  I wonder why?  Maybe it's because I'm not myself because I've been getting kicked around, up, down and sideways," I snapped as my mood went from trying to be teasing to totally annoyed.  "You've already heard about how I tried to help these two out, got kicked out of school for a week, then got saddled with having them invade my home and having both of them act totally different than I was expecting.  Nothing is normal.  I even fell off a stupid horse and ended up in hospital with a broken leg and a busted up hand.  Which, by the way, might mean that I've lost my summer job."

"Oh, I never thought of that," he almost whispered.

"It just never came up before," I shrugged.  "Anyway, while I was in the hospital, I damn near died from a stupid allergy to a damn painkiller they gave me.  However, I had my life saved by Sandy, who I decided was worth getting to know better.  I found out later that she was supposedly off limits to any guy, but instead her father threw her at me, which threw me for another loop.  So I ended up on a first date with her yesterday afternoon.  Only our date got screwed up by Mr. Dolens giving me a damn race car, then you came home and complicated matters even more.  On top of that, last night Sandy and I got our first date screwed up for a second time by Beth going bananas over George, then a third time by her losing it after something she did while playing a stupid softball game.  After we get Beth home and calmed down, I got pretty much kicked in the balls for not making out with Sandy, who turned into a fruitcake and told me tales about her father which left me
wondering if he's even nuttier than she is.  I came home to find you with these two, all of you drunk and acting stupid.  Then Carissa whipped off her clothes and came onto me like a ton of bricks.  And after all of that, you have the balls to tell me I'm calm?  Cripes man.  I'm a raving lunatic.  No, come to think about it, you're the raving lunatic, but I'm on my way and you aren't helping any by adding more crap to the pile."

"Shit man, I'm sorry," Will almost whispered.  "But really guy, it's our life and today we just wanted to talk things out."

"Oh sure!" I grouched.  "Since you snuck away from the house like a pair of ten-year-old kids, I think you had something other than talk on your mind.  You're both over eighteen and I can't tell you what to do, but don't do it in a way that implicates me and this bloody well does.  I noticed when I got my clothes back that the two condoms I had in my wallet aren't there any more and I see you took the blanket out of the back seat of my car.  Right now you can damn well put the blanket back in my car and since you've told everyone you haven't used them, give me back my condoms.  If the two of you want to make out, go for it, but don't get me involved in any way!  From now on, you can damn well ask before you take my car or anything out of it or anything out of my room.  Just for once, I wish you would remember that you're the older of the two of us and use a bit of judgement."

He looked at me with a shameful glance and then stared at Corinna.  She blushed and dug in her pocket to pull out three condoms, separating two of them and handing them to Carissa who frowned as she reached out a hand to accept them.  Then Carissa grabbed the blanket from Wil and turned to me, raising an eyebrow.  I simply motioned my head toward the car and turned away to get in it myself.

When Wil and Corinna moved toward the car to get in, I shook my head.

"Unh uh, Carissa and I need some time to ourselves as well," I shook my head at them.  "You guys walked out here to 'talk' and be alone.  You can 'talk,' or do whatever you want to do, but since you walked out here, you can damn well walk back.  From now on you know my basic opinion.  As far as I'm concerned I'm washing my hands of your actions.  That is unless you come to me and actually ask for my advice or my help … and please do that before you screw things up."

With that I started the car and drove away from them, swinging it around to head back toward the house.  I kept my eye on them in the rear view mirror and they did start trudging homeward, which made me feel somewhat relieved.  I noticed that Carissa had glanced back as well, then settled back and slid over close to me as we topped the first rise and they were no longer visible.

"You know, I feel a bit at a loss," she sounded upset.  "Corinna is acting really strange again, but then there are times when we aren't as much alike as everyone thinks we are."

"I've noticed the difference between you increase even in the short time she's been involved with Wil and you've been around me," I admitted with a nod of my head then began to build up speed to cross the first of the wet areas, choosing a slightly different path than before.

I noticed her turn her head and frown slightly after we had slithered and skidded our way across, but she didn't say anything.  She didn't even say anything as we topped the rise between the first wet spot and the second one.  Dad and the pickup truck were stopped right in the middle of the ruts I'd cut when I'd crossed before, but I crossed easily, choosing a path that was well away from him, then swung around and pulled to a stop near where he'd hit the mud.  Leaning out the window, I asked if he thought I could help in any way.

"Nope, I'm in pretty deep.  I think the tractor is the only answer, so Beth has gone to get it and I told her to call either Tom or George to help.  I thought that since you'd made it, I could too.  I even tried to follow your tracks, but that didn't help a darn bit," he shook his head.  "I just don't understand how you do things like this and make them look so darn easy."

"First, you have to be going just the right speed, fast enough to hydroplane, but not fast enough to lose control.  Second, never, ever follow fresh ruts if you can avoid them, they just throw you off and give you trouble because the surface of the mud is still disturbed," I grinned.

"Now you tell me," he actually laughed at himself.  "Anyway, did you settle things with Wil?  Beth said you caught up to him."

"I don't know about settling things, Dad.  I tried, but I'm not sure he wants to listen."

"I think perhaps Corinna understood Chris's viewpoint," Carissa broke in.  "At least I hope so.  The last I saw of them they were walking back this direction, but it was pretty slowly."

"Thanks guys," Dad managed a bit of a smile.  "At least you caught them and did make an effort, that's the most you could do, but I wish I'd been there."

"You might not have liked it, Dad.  Wil set me off and I ragged on him about responsibility again," I sighed.  "There are times I'd swear up and down that he acts younger than I do."

"Only about nine times out of ten," Dad laughed.  "Ever since you were little the only times I've seen you relax and act like a kid is around little babies, your best buddies, certain horses and some cars.  Speaking of which, you'd better go rinse that car off before the mud sets, then your Mom wants to talk to you both.  I'll wait here to give Wil and Corinna a ride the rest of the way home after I get pulled out, that way I can talk to them too."

"Okay, Dad.  I'll see you later then," I dropped the car into gear and set off toward the house.

"I wonder what Mom wants?" I asked aloud, but didn't really expect an answer.

Carissa just smiled enigmatically, not saying anything.  I should have realised that while Dad had talked to me earlier, Mom had talked to Carissa, but I never suspected a thing.




Chapter 10:

Caution - Slippery Sections Ahead

We met Beth and George on the tractor just at the gate to the big pasture.  Beth held the gate open for us, waved us through abruptly, then shut the gate and climbed back onto the tractor with George without so much as a smile for us.

"Why is she so p'd off with you" Carissa asked.

"Oh, her nose gets out of joint whenever she isn't included in anything, no matter what it is," I sighed.  "Sometimes she can be a real pain in the butt for the whole family, even though we know her heart is in the right place."

"Oh, I see," Carissa smiled.  "Actually, I suppose that's how I felt this morning.  My nose was out of joint with Corinna.  I wonder if perhaps that's what you're feeling toward Will as well?"

"No, I really don't want to know their business," I sighed again, but deeper this time.  "Actually, I just want them to leave me completely out of the mess they seem to be getting themselves into.  I don't understand their reasoning.  I don't understand what Mom and Dad are doing.  Heck, I'm not even sure I understand my own feelings right now."

"So, what are you feeling right now?" she smiled like a Cheshire cat as I pulled the car up near the house and came to a stop.

"I'm not sure I can put it in words," I admitted, then smiled at her as she reached back into the back seat to grab my crutches.

"Well, why don't you go sit on the front porch, put your foot up and think about that while I use the hose to rinse the mud off the car.  When I'm done, maybe we can talk about how we both feel?"

So I hobbled to the porch and sat there watching her for a moment, then to my surprise I felt a hand on my shoulder which almost made me jump.

"Oop's sorry to surprise you," Mom chuckled as I turned to see her smiling at me.  "I take it you went out and found our two runaway lovers?"

"Yeah," I snorted, then sighed.  "I'm afraid I've washed my hands of that mess though.  I haven't got much patience for stupidity right now."

"Oh, Chris, it's time you learned that others don't always do things that make sense to you," Mom's face had a sad, sweet smile.  "What did Carissa think?"

"She seems to agree with me," I sighed.  "And that bothers me, because I feel like this isn't just between Wil and me right now.  Carissa and Corinna are part of the whole darn mess and I really don't like the idea of them being at odds with each other."

"Chris, you can't prevent that, just like I can't stop you from being annoyed with Wil.  The two of them are bound to take sides and there isn't one thing you can do to prevent it.  My problem is trying to stay somewhat neutral or at least nonjudgmental."

"But, Mom, the two girls are so much alike and yet so different.  It's just … I don't know, all of this is so confusing.  Wil is being an idiot and yet I guess I'm not much better," I sighed heavily.  "I'm just so darn confused, it isn't even funny."

She chuckled softly, then hugged me from over my shoulder and afterward, she stood up and put both of her hands on my shoulders as she stood behind me.

"I think today, you and Wil need space from each other and I think Carissa and Corinna might benefit by it too.  So I have a suggestion, since you have a car, why don't you and Carissa go for a picnic for a while," she suggested.  "I'm not chasing you away, but your Dad and I need to talk to Will and Corinna before her folks show up for dinner this evening.  If you two disappear, I'm sure I can find an errand for Beth to run and George will happily tag along with her, which will make buttonholing the other two much easier."

"Aren't you putting the cat in with the canary that way?" I turned and looked at her with a silly grin on my face.  "Off by ourselves for an afternoon?  You do realise that Carissa and I could get into trouble so easily it's not funny, don't you?"

"Hah, I trust that you two will at least try to be safe," she snorted, slapping my shoulder with one hand, while gently squeezing the other shoulder with her other hand, all the while grinning back at me.  "I'm not so sure about either Wil or Corinna though."

"What do you trust us to be safe about?" Carissa said from close by her side, making both Mom and me jump in surprise.

She must have finished rinsing off the car, taken off her shoes at the back door, then come through the house and out on the front porch, still barefoot.

"Jeez, you're as bad as Mom for making me jump," I said, but had to grin to let her know I wasn't angry.  "Both of you sneak up from behind me, then make me jump half out of my skin."

"Well, if it makes you feel any better, she got me too," Mom still kept a hand on my shoulder, but reached out to Carissa with her other hand.  "I was telling Chris that for some reason I feel you two are in less danger of getting yourselves in trouble than your sister and Wil are."

"Mm, probably," Carissa smiled enigmatically.  "At least Chris seems to have both of his feet still planted solidly on the ground.  I'm sort of floating on cloud number nine."

"Oh, I think you're fairly stable as well," Mom chuckled.  "But, all that aside, I have a favour to ask you two."

"Oh, what's that, Mom?" I asked as Carissa came around the bench and perched her soft bottom on the knee of my good leg.

"Well, no one has been up to see Uncle Toby for a while and he's not answering the calls on his CB either.  Chris is about the only one I dare to send up there, at least in the state everyone is in right now," Mom sighed.  "I think your car could make it up his roads, especially the way you seem to be able to drive through just about anything.  You can make it up to his place, can't you Chris?"

"Whoa, you want us to go up to see Grampa Bender?" I chuckled.  "Today?  I thought you just said that Carissa's folks were coming to dinner?  If we get into any sort of trouble at all, or if Grampa Bender wants to talk for long, we could be late getting back."

"That's why I want you to do it," Mom smiled knowingly.  "I want you to have a darn good excuse to be late."

"You want us to be late?" Carissa questioned, her tone registering her total disbelief.

"Unh huh, I'd like that," Mom smiled again.  "Your Mom is fit to be tied right now and your Dad isn't much better, but at least he's calm enough to be somewhat realistic.  As you said, Corinna and Wil are off somewhere in a world of their own.  Willard and I think we're going to have our hands full just calming things down and making everyone see reality.  So we need some time without any distractions around to see if we can't manage to get everyone to think calmly."

"I don't get it, wouldn't we be able to help you?" Carissa questioned.

Mom just shook her head from side to side very slowly and frowned deeply.

"No, I think you two are simply complications as far as this situation is concerned," she spoke slowly.  "You're both so emotionally close to this that you can't help but react, which stirs up both Corinna and Wil.  Willard and I have a hard enough time staying on an even keel.  You two being involved might just make it impossible."

"What about Beth?" I asked bluntly.  "She's not much better."

"Ah, that's taken care of," Mom smiled.  "I'm going to send her on an errand this afternoon, then George's parents have asked her to eat over there tonight. Then I plan to send John out along with Willard and Wil to do the chores, which will let me have a quiet chat with Corrina and your mom before we sit down to eat."

"So, how late do you want us to be?" Carissa asked.

"Oh, an hour after we normally eat should do, more would be okay though," Mom smiled at her as if she knew that with Carissa on her side of the discussion, I was bound to give in.

"But, with us gone, are you going to be able to convince Carissa's folks that we're away because we have to do this today?" I asked in a last ditch effort to get out of the trip.

"Oh, I'm sure Willard and I can convince everyone else that a trip to see Uncle Toby had been arranged long ago and it was simply circumstance that led to my sending you two on the errand," Mom answered.

She paused for a moment and her eyebrows lifted in an unspoken question.  I looked over at Carissa and her eyes twinkled as if she was delighted with the idea.  I simply spread my hands apart, palms upward and nodded to signify that I was giving in.  I knew enough not to try to fight the two of them, besides I really didn't want to be there to share in the blame of 'corrupting' either one of the two twins.

"Okay, you just sit here," Mom dictated to me as her hand gently squeezed my shoulder in thanks.  "Carissa can help me to pack a picnic lunch as well as some supplies for you to take to Uncle Toby.  We'll get it all in the car and then call you, okay?"

"I guess," I sighed, knowing that I was whipped, but not really certain if I was up to the task.  "I think going up there at this time of year in my car is nuts though.  What if we get stuck in one of the creek crossings or something?  My car isn't a darn Jeep."

"Oh for cripes sake," Mom snapped, then she grinned almost wickedly.  "You aren't going to get stuck, but if you want, we could throw your tent and your sleeping bag in the trunk of your car.  I'm sure Carissa wouldn't mind roughing it for one night."

I stared at her, not knowing what to say about the idea of spending a night alone with Carissa, meanwhile Mom and Carissa both broke into laughter.  Well actually, Carissa giggled and shook her head to signify she wouldn't mind at all, but Mom was laughing, probably at my blushing face.  I just shook my head; there was no way I was going to win against the two of them.  Somehow they had both decided that they were going to tease me and no matter what I did, it wasn't going to help my cause.  Once more I simply gave up and threw my hands in the air.

I really didn't sit there long before Carissa came back and handed me my crutches.

"Come on, Mr. Man.  Time to go, that car is all packed up and ready to go.  Your Mom would rather we got away from here before either Beth and George, or your Dad and the two lovers get back to ask a bunch of questions," she grinned at me.

"Why?" I asked, but I was getting up as I spoke.

"Because, Beth and George might want to go along and Will and Corinna definitely would," she laughed.  "I think your mom has everyone figured out pretty darn well."

"So, has she got you figured out too?" I had to ask, but I was grinning.  I was already certain that she did, but I wanted Carissa to admit it.

"Oh yeah.  She's got me pegged," Carissa giggled.  "Probably better than you do."

"That wouldn't take much," I admitted and smiled at her as I hobbled at her side, or rather as she dithered along at my pace.  "I haven't got you figured out at all."

"Oh, you'll figure me out, I'm not really all that complicated," Carissa grinned at me.

As we came around the house, Mom was just closing the back door of the car and she paused to give me a hug and a kiss, then did the same to Carissa.

"Have a good time and I'll see you two later," she said, then turned to head inside the house, but I thought I caught her winking at Carissa.

"See you, Mom," I said, wondering what the wink could be about.

"Bye for now," Carissa called, grabbing my crutches as I leaned against the car and opened the driver's door.

She slid in and stood the crutches on the passenger's side of the front seat, which placed her right next to me as I slid in behind the wheel.  Mom waved to us from the back door of the kitchen as I started the car and waved back as I set out.  Just as I turned onto the road from our driveway, I glanced back and saw the tractor pulling into the yard.

"Wow, I guess we barely left in time," I commented.

"Unh huh," Carissa snuggled even closer, lifting my arm in it's cast and ducking under it so it was resting on her shoulder.  "You can drive one handed for a while; I want to snuggle."

"I'll need both hands in only a few moments, especially when I get on the rough road," I laughed, gently pulling her body against mine.

"Mm, I know, your Mom warned me what the road would be like," she sighed softly.  "She even told me where she thought I should get you to stop for our picnic."

"You two sure seem to get along well," I said without thinking.

"Oh yeah," Carissa agreed, then chortled softly, if anything snuggling even closer.  "I told you, she's got me pegged."

"What do you mean?"

"Mmm, she knows I'm out to seduce you," she laughed softly and I could feel her twist to look up at me face.  "And she knows that you'll fight it, but that you'll eventually give in."

"Hmmph," I snorted, not wanting to either agree or disagree with her, but I shifted my hand for a few seconds and gave her breast a light caress with my finger tips before lifting my arm and swinging it back on the wheel.

"That's not fair, teasing me like that," she laughed.

"Sorry, but I need both hands now," I gestured ahead.

She could see we were coming up on a 'T' with a dirt road so she shifted away from me slightly.  As I turned onto the old dirt road that I'd need to follow to go up to Grampa Bender's place I happened to glance in the rear view mirror, then did a double take; it seemed to me that there was an awful lot of stuff in the back seat.  Once we were on the dirt road, I actually turned my head and looked back to check what was packed back there and I frowned.

"Wow, is all of that pile just supplies for Grampa Bender?" I wondered aloud.

"A lot of it is," Carissa laughed and snuggled against me again.  "But there's also a picnic lunch for us and some other stuff as well."

"Other stuff?" I questioned.

"Other stuff!" she laughed again.  "Your mom and I looked at both of our test schedules for next week."

"Umm, yeah, so what?"

"Neither one of us has to take a test tomorrow," she chortled.

"Meaning what?" I slowed the car and glanced at her.

"Meaning that if we get stuck in the mud along the way, we have lots of time to get unstuck before your family will worry much," her face was twisted into a wide grin.

"Just what are you saying?" I asked.

"I guess I'm saying that she took you at your word that the road might be bad," she laughed aloud.  "She called your bluff and threw your tent and your sleeping bag in the back seat, along with some of your camping gear."

"You're kidding me?"

"Unh uh," she snorted.  "I'm not kidding.  I told you; your mom has me pegged.  But then, she and I had a talk this morning while your Dad was talking to you."

"Oh?"

"Unh huh," she grunted then shifted close for a second.  "She knows what I want and I think she liked what I told her.  On top of that, I think she likes me just because I was honest with her about how I feel."

"Well, how would you like to be honest with me and tell me what you want then," I almost growled.

"I thought I had, last night, but I might have been a little bit vague I guess," she said quietly.  "Or maybe I didn't say everything, I don't know.  Things are a bit muddled from last night."

"You just handed me your panties and told me they were a promise of more in the future, then you ran off.  Right now you're being vague," I was starting to get really impatient with her for beating around the bush.

"Unh, could you stop for a few moments, please," she said and as I glanced at her, she looked at me strangely.

"Are you telling me that I've been talking to you all day as if you knew about my feelings and I didn't really talk to you about them last night?" she whispered as I pulled the car to the side and parked.

"You never said much," I told her.

"Really?" she sighed.  "Oh my!  You must really think I'm weird then, because I must have dreamed about telling you about everything I want to do."

I couldn't help but laugh because she still wasn't telling me anything.  Instead I leaned over and kissed the tip of her nose, then held her back when she wanted to cuddle.

"Talk first," I growled in a fake sound of anger.  "Then maybe we can cuddle."

She broke into laughter for a second or two, then she took a deep breath.

"Okay, I want you for a boyfriend and a lover, but I also want to become a nurse," she rattled off in a hurry.  "So, we need to be careful when we make love, because I don't want to have to get married right away, okay?  That's everything in a nutshell."

"Damn you are one forward wench," I had to laugh as I hugged her tightly.  "But, why me?"

"Just because I think you're what I want in the long run," she mumbled, her head buried in my shoulder.  "I have to be forward because you're too darn shy and I'm grabbing onto you now before anyone else realizes just what kind of guy you really are."

I didn't move the car for almost half an hour.  We spent that time kissing, cuddling and talking.  Actually I found out that we were a lot more alike than I would have believed possible.  Although I'd always felt like a loner, she had always felt alone as well, even though she was a twin.  She felt that being a twin had set Corinna and her apart from everyone else and while both of them had been alike in so many ways, they'd been very different as well.  For one thing, Corinna wanted a husband and a family right away, but Carissa wanted a career.  She wanted to be a nurse and she wanted a lot of time to grow and change, not an instant family of kids.

When I did start the car again, it felt a lot more comfortable to me to have her snuggled at my side.  That short talk and the cuddling session had really helped and I could understand how she and Mom had gotten along so well.  Unfortunately the rest of the road up to Grampa Benders was so rough that it wasn't long before she had to let me have more space to drive.  Then we came to a little area that had a stand of Poplar trees on a knoll and a seasonal creek running on the far side of the knoll from the road.

"Oh, stop here," she suddenly sat up and put her hand on mine as it rested on the steering wheel.  "I'm sure this is the place your Mom said we should have our picnic or are there any other places like this on the way, with the trees and the creek?"

"This is the only one with Poplar trees and a creek, but it only runs in the early spring," I grinned as I pulled over.  "Do you know the history of this spot?"

"What do you know about it?" she grinned right back at me."Your Mom told me that Beth was conceived under those Poplar trees while you and Wil slept in the back seat of an old car."

"Oh," I laughed.  "It's also where Wil lost his virginity."

"Hmmph, I didn't know that, but it's where your Dad and his first wife, Kate, first made love too.  She told your mom about it and your mom told me," she giggled.  "Maybe we should wait and set up camp here this evening instead of having a picnic here now?"

"What?"

"You heard me," she laughed.  "This seems to be the spot where your family gets lucky and I wouldn't want to spoil the perfect record, but I really don't want to meet your Grampa Bender when I smell as if I've just had sex."

I had shut the car off because I'd thought we were going to get out and have a picnic, but after that statement, I just stared at her in astonishment.  I didn't have a clue what to say or do.  This girl, no, make that this woman had just told me in so many words that she wanted to have sex with me and from the sounds of it, she'd even told my Mother what she planned on doing.  It even seemed that Mom had gone along with the idea to the point of setting me up.

Carissa simply sat there and smiled at me.  It was as if she was waiting patiently for me to catch up to her in some way.  My mind went flashing back through all the years I had known her and I couldn't help but remember the incident involving the two twins and the Valentines.  In all honesty, other than that day, the two of them had only been guilty of ignoring me.  That was the only day that I felt either of them had actually been cruel toward me.

I felt that I had to bring it up because it was something that had bothered me for years.

"Do you remember when we were in grade seven or eight and I gave you and Corinna each a Valentine?  You both crumbled them up and threw them in the garbage pail while I was standing right there watching," I said bluntly.  "I've never felt that I could really trust either of you since then."

"But I didn't throw away that Valentine," Carissa protested, her eyes huge as she stared at me in surprise.  "I remember that one because it was special.  It was the first Valentine that I ever got that cost more than a few pennies, so to me it was really a big deal.  I've still got it; it's mounted in one of my scrap books.  I might have thrown away the envelope that it came in, but I would never have thrown that card away.  I remember it did take us both by surprise.  Then when you never did anything else, like talking to us or anything, I know we were both a little bit ticked off with you for teasing us."

"But you both ignored me, like I didn't exist," I protested.

"Well, you ignored us," she snapped, then she stared at me in surprise.  Suddenly she broke into a grin.  "You ignored us, because we ignored you and we ignored you, because you ignored us, right?"

"It would seem like that's what happened," I managed to smile somewhat weakly.

"So, what are we going to do about it?  It's not as if we can go back and live that period of our lives over.  So how do we get over the hurt we've both felt because we were both damn fools," she laughed aloud, then grew serious.

"Just what's going on in that devious mind of yours?" I asked.

"Well, we could sit over there and have a picnic under the trees, but we could pretend we were back there in time," she smiled.  "This could be like our first date."

"It is sort of our first date," I chuckled.  "And I'm sorry, but one look at you and all pretense about you being like you were then goes right out the window."

"What do you mean, I haven't really changed that much?" she protested.

That made me laugh and I leaned her way, kissing her nose lightly.

"BS on the pump handle, no water for six weeks," I chuckled, repeating one of the sayings I'd heard from Grampa Bender.

"What do you mean by that?" she giggled.  "That doesn't make any sense at all."

"Oh yes it does, if you take the time to think about it," I grinned.  "I suppose you'd have to understand how the saying came into being though."

"So?  Explain it then."

"Well, when Grampa Bender's Dad and Mom first homesteaded down in the States, the only wells they had were hand dug, so they weren't very deep.  They had to be really careful about surface water contaminating them, because if the water got contaminated, they couldn't drink it without boiling it.  So, they fenced all the wells they used for drinking.  If the cattle broke through the fences and crapped near the well, they had to get their water from somewhere else."

"Are you telling me they knew about fecal coliform bacteria even then?"

"Well, I doubt if they knew what caused it, but they did know that if they drank the water, it made them sick," I grinned.  "If you ask him, Grampa Bender will tell you all about dumping quicklime and Epsom salts down the well because the cows got in through the fence, then having to carry drinking water half a mile or more.  But, I'll warn you, if you get him started on telling tales about when he was a kid, he won't shut up for hours.  We'd be stuck there all night just listening to him reminisce about the old days."

She got a far away look in her eyes and smiled at me.

"You know, it might be worth it, but maybe not today.  It sounds to me like there's a lot of local history and a lot of common sense information in his stories," she sighed.  "Say, I've got another question, Why do you call him Grampa Bender and yet your mother was calling him Uncle Toby?"

"Ah, that's easy.  You see, to Tom and Will, probably even to Dad, he is Grampa Bender.  That's because to Dad's first wife and Wil's mother, Mama Kate, Grampa Bender really was her grandfather, but Mom was Mama Kate's cousin, so to Mom he's Uncle Toby," I smiled as I ran a finger through Carissa's hair, gently shifting a long curl from her forehead.  "I suppose I call him Grampa Bender out of habit more than anything."

"I see," she snuggled, then suddenly she sat up straight and turned to stare deep into my eyes.  "Damn, I suddenly understand a whole bunch about your family dynamics that I didn't get before.  Wil is your half brother, but in a way, he's also your cousin.  He's a farmer at heart, so what are you?"

"I don't know," I said honestly.  "Not a flatland farmer though, there's no way I want to be stuck plowing and cultivating a farm for the rest of my life.  Right now I want to move to a city, not a really big one, but somewhere where I can explore the world a bit.  I want to study electronics, but who knows what I'm going to want to do in five years?  I sure don't, not yet anyway."

"That actually makes sense to me," she sighed.  "It's like me, I want to be a nurse, but I want to work with kids if I can.  Corinna just wants to have a husband and raise kids.  I think she and Wil suit each other to a 'T.'"

"So what about you and me?" I asked.

"Umm, we suit each other too, at least for now," she kissed me quickly, then just snuggled back into my arms.  "I think you and I are going to be wonderful lovers, but I'm not sure that I'll ever marry you and have your kids."

"So, what are you saying?  Do you mean lovers with no strings attached?"

"Oh, no, there will be lots of strings, just no ropes, at least not for now," she sighed and almost melted into my chest.  "I promise to be your lover and not to play around on you, but if there comes a day when we decide we want to split up and go our separate ways …"

Her voice drifted off and she fell silent for several seconds.

"… well, if that ever happens, I hope we can still be friends," she sighed again.  "Is that asking too much?"

"Nope, not for now anyway," I smiled, realising that what she was offering suited me perfectly.

I really wasn't ready to be completely committed to any one person, yet I did want more than just friendship.  I shifted and felt her shift her position as well until I could kiss her and she could kiss me back.  For several minutes we simply smooched, then just as my hands began to wander over her lovely body, I felt her pulling back, so I let her move away slightly and watched her face as she grinned at me.

"We have three choices right now," she announced firmly, her face twisted into the broadest grin I'd ever seen on her face.  "Number one is that we carry on like we were a minute ago, which will probably end up with us screwing each other silly.  Number two is to haul out that picnic basket and go eat, but then we'd probably screw each other silly after we'd eaten.  Or, we can carry on and visit Grampa Bender, then leave him early enough to get back here and camp for the night, before we screw each other silly.  The thing is, we need to make up our minds right now."

"Umm, all three of them sound good to me," I growled, attempting to sound like some sort of horny animal.  "Why don't we combine them all?"

"No way," she giggled.  "Remember, I'm a virgin, I want to be able to walk tomorrow.  I've seen what girls walk like after they've had a really wild night with a horny animal like you."

"So, let's be honest, it's your choice," I grinned.  "But then if we were really honest, it's always the woman's choice, isn't it?"

"Okay then, let's go see Grampa Bender," she whispered.  "I think I want to meet him while I still can walk without being bowlegged."

I really didn't want to, but I started the car and we set out again.  As we crested the next knoll, I slowed the car to a crawl and gestured at the bottom of the grade to a creek we had to ford at that point.

"This is where the road starts to get really rough," I explained.  "I hate to ask you to slide over, but right now I need lots of elbow room."

Carissa didn't ask any questions at all, she simply slid over and I eased down the grade, then slowly drove across the creek, hoping that the early spring floods hadn't eroded away the ford.  There were a couple of bumps, and a few holes, but we made it across without any apparent trouble.  After that, we were able to follow the old wagon road that had lead through this part of the foothills and I had to drive quite slowly, so it took a while before we crested the hill that overlooked Grampa Bender's log cabin.  Since I wanted Carissa to see the whole layout of the ranch, I pulled to a stop.

"Oh, my goodness, this is beautiful," Carissa sighed.

"Unh huh," I agreed.  "I've always thought that if I had my druthers, this is where I'd like to live, but I want to get an education first."

"Wow.  I can't blame you for wanting to live here.  Is all of this your Grampa Bender's land?"

"The section of land in the valley below us right now is his.  He and his wife homesteaded it because of that little lake over there.  The part we just drove through is owned by the government.  Grampa Bender and our family holds a lease on it and we sublease it to a rancher friend of ours."

"So, are you guys rich, or what?"

"No, far from it," I smiled as we gazed down the hill.  "We don't make much money on any of this land and what we do make is split up amongst the whole family.  This section is Grampa Bender's and he only makes enough money from leasing it out to keep him happy.  The whole land ownership and leasing arrangement is actually a tangled mess."

"Oh, I guess I sort of understand."

"Hmmph, I'm glad you do, I don't," I laughed softly.  "You see, the lake is Grampa Bender's and it's fed by an artesian well that Grampa Bender dug and that artesian well is what feeds the lake and the creek.  In the long run, Grampa Bender owns the water rights on the lake and because of that, through some government rigamarole or other, he controls the water on all the land we just crossed, as well as the land between here and our farm.  The government owns most of that land, but Grampa Bender owns the water rights.  He's a crotchety old coot who isn't going to give the government a darn thing they don't deserve, so the family ends up being able to control the lease arrangement."

"I think I understand that part, but why doesn't your family keep up the ranch part as well as the farms you live on?" Carissa frowned.  "Wouldn't that make more sense?"

"Hmmph, family politics and capital too, I guess," I snorted.  "You see, Dad and Mama Kate bought out one of Grampa Bender's brothers and Tom's family bought the land they farm from my grandparents.  But, none of us have ever had enough money to expand into taking over the lease.  Meanwhile the rest of the family are all city folks who fight and squabble over stupid things.  Just take it from me; everything about the leased land is a mess."

I'd been looking at the scene below me and something about it suddenly had me worried.  I couldn't put my finger on it, but there was something wrong.  Carissa must have noticed my frowning face.

"What's wrong, Chris?" she asked.  "You look like you just swallowed a lemon."

"Something is wrong down there," I said shortly, then threw the car into gear and started down the steep grade.

Both of us were quiet for that last short drive, but my eyes were dancing from one place to another, trying to see what was wrong.  No matter where I looked, nothing seemed to be that abnormal, but the whole scene just seemed wrong in some way.  There was no smoke from the chimney.  There was no dog in the yard.  All the doors and windows of the house looked to be closed.  Even the barn was closed up tightly and no animals were in the barnyard.  It looked like even the chickens were locked inside the henhouse.

I'd finally added it all together.  The whole place looked like it was abandoned, or at least closed up for the night, which simply wasn't normal, not this late in the day.  Grampa Bender always got up fairly early and 'opened up shop' not much later, so the abandoned look seemed ominous to me.

I wheeled into the yard and slammed on the brakes, forgetting my crutches as I dove out of the car after it had barely come to a stop.  Carissa wasn't about to let me forget those damn crutches though, she was suddenly there in front of me, handing them to me and accompanying the motion with a 'don't argue' look in her eyes.

I don't know how I did it, but I beat Carissa to the steps even though I did use the darn crutches, then I was at the door of Grandpa Bender's little house.  Since he didn't answer my frantic knock, but I heard his old dog bark, so I tried the knob and as usual, the door was unlocked.  We found Grandpa Bender lying flat on his back in bed, and he opened his eyes as soon as I walked in the door of his bedroom.

"Och, yer a sight … fer sore eyes," he slurred painfully.  "I bin hopin' … that sumun'd come see me.  I can't seem … ta git the energy ta git outta bed."

From the twisted look of his face and the fact that his left eye wouldn't open completely, I guessed he'd had a stroke of some sort.  Luckily I had Carissa along and she'd worked in the hospital, but there wasn't really much she could do other than to give him some water and couple of aspirin, then reassure me that she thought he was relatively stable at the moment.

We couldn't get Grampa Bender's darn cheap CB to work no matter what we did though.  So, in the long run we decided that the best thing to do was to load Grandpa Bender into the back seat of my car and rush him to the hospital as quickly as we could.  Since I was in casts, I really didn't feel that I was much help, but by conveniently forgetting my right crutch and perhaps using my left foot a bit more than I should have, Carissa and I somehow got him out to the car.  Once we had him there, we managed to manoeuvre him into the back seat and get him wrapped in a couple of his blankets.

Even then Grampa Bender insisted that I had to let the animals out into the barnyard so they could at least fend for themselves in case he wasn't back for a day or two.  I not only let the animals out into the barnyard, but I took the time to engage the pump on the windmill, that way any passing breeze would pump more water into the big water trough and any extra would just spill over and run away.  Then I threw a couple of bales of hay over the fence, just in case they were outside long enough to eat all the grass that was available.  After that I threw a couple of buckets of feed to Grampa's old sow and tossed in a couple of old turnips, then filled her trough with water.  Next I opened the door of the chicken coop to let them into their run, tossed them a small bucket of feed and filled their waterer to the brim.  After that I went to the car and assured Grampa Bender that his live stock would be fine for a few days but I'd make sure they were looked after even if he was away
longer than that.  Finally I had Carissa sit in the back with him so she could steady the old man as I drove over the rough patches in the road.

Everything we'd done seemed to take far too long, but at last we started out on what I later felt was one of the longest drives of my life.  I didn't dare go too fast because I didn't want to throw Grampa Bender or Carissa around much by hitting any bad bumps, but I didn't want to take too long either.  There were several miles of rough trail, then more miles of dirt road just to get to the gravel road that led to town.  Once I was on that I could either turn right and drive five miles back to our house where we could call an ambulance, or turn the other way and drive the sixteen miles into town.  I chose to head for town and the hospital because I knew that it would be a lot faster than driving home and waiting for the ambulance to come to us.

I think we were about three miles from town and doing about eighty miles an hour when we met Mr. and Mrs. Coulter, Carissa's parents.  I'll be honest, I never even slowed down, but long before I got to them I'd turned on my headlights and started to flash the high beams on and off as a warning signal.  That's when I realised that the cast on my foot had taken a beating.  Okay, so I'd gotten it damp at the farm and had 'forgotten' to use my crutches all the time, but dammit, Grampa Bender's life was more important than any darn cast.  As I was stomping on the dimmer switch with that foot I could feel the cast crumpling every time my foot pressed down and my foot started to hurt, but I chose to ignore it.

It seemed to take forever before I was headed through the lower end of town at about forty miles an hour, blowing my horn loud and long before I got to each intersection or met any car.  At the same time I was still stomping on that dimmer switch as if my life depended on it.  I saw a local RCMP car swing in behind us on the outskirts of town, but I ignored him until we got to the hospital, even ignoring him when he turned on his siren and pulled in right behind me.  As I boiled out of the car, everything happened at once.  The RCMP officer was beside the car in seconds and started to berate me for speeding, Carissa grabbed me to prevent me from running off without my crutches, then screamed at the cop to get a wheelchair and to call an orderly.  Just about that time my foot began to hurt a lot more and I moaned in pain.

I'll swear to this day that Grampa Bender laughed then, but when I turned to look at him, his face showed no sign of a smile.  At least the cop listened to Carissa, which meant that we soon had help and in the long run I was able to go inside with Grampa Bender and Carissa.

As far as I was concerned the next while was total confusion.  I remember phoning home and talking to Mom.  Then I had to fill out the admission papers for Grampa Bender.  While I was standing at the counter trying to remember details about him and his life, someone noticed that I was leaving a trail of plaster from my cast on the clean tile of the hospital's floor.  In only a moment or two I was being seated in a wheelchair myself and being chewed out by one of the nurses for ruining my cast, but at the same time she was wheeling me down the hall to the waiting room.  Then it felt like half the staff at the hospital were asking me questions or chewing me out for something, so it seemed like a very short time before Mom and Dad were there, but so were Beth, Corinna and Wil, along with Mr. and Mrs. Coulter.

It seemed that everyone was asking questions and demanding answers of Carissa and me, but we really weren't that much help since we were almost as much in the dark as everyone else.  Thankfully it wasn't long before an orderly came to get me to have my cast repaired.  Carissa simply tagged along at my side, but I wasn't about to argue with her.  It wasn't long before we were in the room where they made up the casts and the orderly was asking what I'd done to ruin the one I'd had, which was when Carissa first spoke up.  First off she gave him a piece of her mind for giving me a rough time, explaining that I was trying to save someone's life.  Then she got into explaining to him the type of cast she thought I needed.  It was through her insistence that I ended up having a new type of walking cast made for my foot, as well as a new cast made for my hand.

Both of the casts used brand-new techniques as far as the orderly was concerned.  The only reason that Carissa even knew about them was the fact that she'd been on duty as a candy striper when the salesman had convinced the matron to have the material on hand in case it was needed in a special instance.  Of course the matron had to be called in to get permission to try the new types of casts.  Then since I wasn't eighteen yet, I had to get Mom and Dad to give their okay as well, because the new cast cost slightly more than the old ones.  Of course after they talked about it for a moment and realised that one expensive cast that lasted well would cost less than several of the cheaper ones, they agreed to let me try both new types of casts.

Finally, with Carissa helping the orderly, they cut off my old casts, starting with my foot.  Once the old cast was removed, they very gently washed my foot, then they coated my skin with a greasy ointment and after that they slipped on a sleeve or a sock of sorts made of fine gauze.  Over that went a protective layer made of thin plastic sheeting, then they began to use a different kind of gauze that had been dipped in a liquid of some kind.  It went on in layers, then each layer was coated with a thin paste of some sort.  As they worked, the orderly explained that the new cast was actually made of fibreglass.  The first thing I noticed was that it stank to high heaven, then it got hot and it felt darned uncomfortable until it cooled down again.

The cast on my hand was the next operation.  Once more, the old one was cut off, my hand was washed, then the cast itself was made.  That one was moulded from plastic by heating a flat sheet in hot water and then bending it around my hand.  It was extremely hot when it was put against my skin, then it cooled down and became exceptionally hard.

Once they were done, I thought the casts were wonderful.  Both casts were relatively waterproof and both of them were tough enough that I was going to have a lot more freedom of movement.  As far as I was concerned the new cast on my foot was the best thing possible.  I wasn't going to be hampered by crutches now because it was actually a 'walking' cast with a solid base that I could stand on.  On top of that a little bit of tape and a big plastic bag meant that I could have a shower again, all I had to do was to prevent the water from saturating the gauze layer inside the cast.

The cast on my hand was even better since it was completely waterproof.  The orderly took the time to show me how to hold my hand in a particular way so I could slide the plastic cast off to dry my hand if it got wet.  He even explained that I had to gently wash that hand once or twice a day.  He did warn me not to try to do anything when I had the cast removed and not to do anything with that hand that was strenuous even when the cast was in place.

While Carissa and I had been involved with the replacement of my casts, the hospital staff had evaluated Grampa Bender's condition.  He had definitely suffered a stroke and they wanted to keep him in the hospital for observation so they could see what they could do to prevent a recurrence of the problem.  All of us breathed a sigh of relief at that.

Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice had shown up while I was having my casts done and since they found out that Mom and Dad had planned to have the Coulters over at our house for a meal and a discussion, they suggested that Beth could stay with them, then they'd bring her home later.

Instantly Corinna and Wil wanted to ride back to the farm with Carissa and me.  I was surprised when Mom and Dad agreed with them, then I was astounded when Mr. and Mrs. Coulter went along with the idea.  Mom even took me aside and suggested that I drive home slowly, explaining that she wanted a while alone with the Coulters for a while.

I simply I went along with the idea.  Heck, at that point of the day I was wiped out, I didn't want an argument or even a discussion with anyone.  Instead I just wanted to go somewhere and sit down, with no one bothering me and no more problems cropping up.  At the moment I didn't think I could handle any more crap.

Unfortunately life had other ideas concerning what was left of my day.




Chapter 11:

Caution Ahead - Traffic Pattern Modified

I didn't know it, but circumstance was about to destroy any chance of my walking out of the hospital without a confrontation happening.  First the matron wanted to speak to me because she wanted to ask me to keep notes on any problems or any benefits of any kind that I happened to notice with either of the new casts.  Of course Carissa seemed to be glued to my arm about then and since Corinna stayed with her twin, Will was along as well.  All of our parents had left before the matron seemed satisfied that I knew what she wanted and she finally decided that we were free to leave.

That meant all of us were heading for the door as a group.  Carissa and I were holding hands and we were being followed by Corinna and Wil.  Then I felt Carissa tense and her hand clasp mine even tighter than it had been.  That's when I noticed Sandy McAdam coming through the outer door toward us.  I think if looks could have killed, Carissa and I might both have died about then.

I will never understand people in some instances.  This was the young woman that less than twenty-four hours ago had insisted I was some kind of freak, but now she was reacting as if I and Carissa had insulted her in some way.  I fully admit that I was confused, but her reaction floored me.  At first I thought the look on her face was all we were going to have to deal with, but then she stepped into our path and stood there with her hands on her hips as if she was confronting someone who had done something terrible.  I held my tongue and thankfully, so did Will and the twins.  Sandy seemed to be trying to get her breath for a moment and she simply stood there, taking one deep breath after the other.

Then she simply crumpled.  I never moved and neither did Wil, but Carissa and Corinna both did.  I still don't know how it was possible, but they had caught her before she hit the floor and eased her into a chair.  Then Carissa was up and running to get the matron while Corinna held Sandy's hand and supported her to stop her from sliding out of her seat.  I didn't know what to do and I doubt if Wil did either, but the decision was out of our hands.  Corinna simply ordered us to go outside, telling us that she and Carissa would catch up with us in a few minutes.

The idea of getting out of the hospital wasn't something I was going to argue about right then.  I was out that door as fast as I could hobble on my new cast and Wil was on my heels.  Once I was outside, I took a deep breath of the late spring air and without speaking to Wil, I headed for my car.  That's when I found out the world wasn't done throwing shit at me for the day.

Under my windshield wiper, I found a ticket for speeding and another for parking in the emergency zone of the hospital.  I was completely speechless.

Will wasn't speechless though.  He howled with rage, in fact I've never seen him so angry.  I think if the cop had been there Wil would have eaten him alive.  I was just too wiped out to even comment.  I'd been through too much and my emotions were simply unable to keep up to the roller coaster they'd been on.  I simply opened the driver's door of the car, got behind the wheel, put the key in the ignition and drove the twenty or thirty feet to a parking spot.  Then I shut off the car, put my head on my hands as they rested on the steering wheel and broke into silent tears.

I'd had it.  I was an emotional wreck and felt that life was unfair.  I was only sixteen years old, but in the last few weeks I'd dealt with more problems and more triumphs than at any previous time in my life.  In fact, in the last week or so, my life had gone from one extreme to another and I simply didn't feel capable of coping with all the changes that had happened to me and to those around me.  Emotionally, I was totally overloaded and needed some sort of relief.

I'm not sure how long I sat there, quietly crying, but it couldn't have been that long; however, that brief interlude was what I needed.  When I lifted my head and dashed the tears from my face, I found that I was still alone, still sitting in my car, but I'd gained a feeling of resolve that I'd never felt before.  Previously I'd simply reacted to everything around me and while everyone had thought I was planning my life and my actions, I realized that instead I had only been reacting, letting what others did govern how I behaved.

In those few moments, I'd made up my mind to act on things happening around me instead of simply reacting to them and taking the consequences as they came.  Perhaps I grew in some way, I don't know, but I did know that from that moment things were darn well going to change as far as I was concerned.

The first thing I did was to go back inside the hospital.  Wil was standing off to one side talking to Corinna while Carissa and the matron were talking to Sandy, who was still sitting in the same chair and quietly staring at them.  Then Sandy looked over at me and her eyes dropped to the floor, that's when I cleared my throat and everyone else seemed to realise I was standing there.

"Excuse me, but I need to talk to Sandy for a few moments and I'd like to be alone, if everyone doesn't mind," I said insistently.

Carissa must have seen something in my face because she stood and moved toward Corinna and Wil, then they went outside.  The matron was another matter.  She looked like she was about to argue with me.

"I'm sorry, Ma'am, but this is a problem that needs to remain between Sandy and me.  I'd like to talk to her and I really think it should be just between the two of us.  If you want to be nearby, that's fine, but I do want to speak to her privately."

The matron looked at me as if she was still willing to argue, but she didn't say anything.  After a few seconds though, she turned and looked at Sandy who nodded her head as if in agreement with me.

When we were alone, I really wasn't feeling as positive as I had a moment before, but I knew I had to say something and all I could really say was to explain what I felt and what I had noticed about Sandy and her family.  In order to stall for time and prepare what I wanted to say, I took the time to pull over a chair and sit down at Sandy's side.  Then I began by explaining my feelings about the way I viewed women and the world.

In order to do that I found myself explaining about my childhood, my experiences in school, my experiences at home and simply about my life in general, then I found I was asking her about her life and about her family.

Our lives were quite similar in a lot of ways, but very different in others.  While we were both from two parent families, our parents were much different.  My Mom and Dad discussed and decided issues, but in her family her father tried to overrule every decision.  We were both from three child families, but while I was the middle child with an older brother and a younger sister, she was the oldest child with two younger sisters.  The similarities and differences went on and on, but the biggest difference was the fact that in my family we discussed and decided things as a family, while in her family, she'd always been taught that men ruled and women served their wishes.

I did manage to convince her to talk to someone about the way she'd been raised and about her feelings, then I paused to talk to the matron before I left.  All I did with her was to explain that Sandy and I had a difference in our outlook on life and on relationships, leaving it at that.

I'm not sure why, but when I walked back out to the car I felt like I'd left a huge load of rubbish behind me.  Wil and the girls were sitting in the car, talking quietly when I came out.  Of course they were curious about what had happened, but I felt that I'd already said enough to them about the situation.  I just shrugged my shoulders and said that I didn't think there would be any more problems.  Needless to say none of them seemed happy with my decision to remain silent, but I remained adamant in spite of their entreaties to get me to speak.

I picked up the traffic ticket from the seat and tossed it on the dash, then started for home.  I hadn't driven more than a couple of blocks before I noticed that I was being followed by the RCMP car again.  I made certain that I stayed within all the traffic laws, but drove as quickly as I could to the local RCMP detachment, grabbed the ticket in my hand, got out of the car and went to the door.  Since it was Sunday afternoon, I had to wait for someone to open the door to my ring.  I was just entering the door as the cop who'd been following me pulled into the parking lot and parked beside my car.  I ignored him, entering the door and closing it behind me.

"Could I speak to whoever is in charge?" I asked.

"That would be me," the constable who'd opened the door said quietly.

"Fine," I smiled and held up the ticket I'd gotten earlier.  "I found this ticket on the window of my car not long ago and although there are extenuating circumstances behind my actions, what is written here is true.  I will be fighting this in court, but that isn't the reason I'm here.  You see after being in the hospital for nearly two hours, I find that rather strangely the moment I pulled out of the hospital parking lot, I was followed by the same car and the same RCMP officer who had given me ticket."

Almost as if it was scripted, the door opened again, this time it had been unlocked from the outside.

"Ah, here he is now," I turned and smiled.

The look on the young officer's face was worth the time I'd taken to set him up.

"I should explain that I'm normally a very law abiding driver.  I happen to own a dirt track stock car and I like the idea of winning races, but I like my races to be at the stock car track where I can feel safe."

"You were driving down a public street, exceeding the speed limit, then you abandoned your car parked in an emergency zone," the young officer snapped almost as if he was responding with a memorized speech.

"I had found a man who had suffered a heart attack and he was in an area where emergency services were unavailable, so I transported him in my car," I spoke slowly and quietly.  "I admit that I was doing forty miles an hour in a thirty mile an hour zone, but at that time I was flashing my lights and sounding my horn to warn pedestrians and oncoming drivers.  At that time I was driving with a cast on my left foot, which I happened to destroy by hitting my dimmer switch in order to flash my lights.  When I arrived at the hospital, I was not allowed to leave the hospital to move my car until I had a new cast in place."

There was a brief silence.

"Ummph umm," The constable who had opened the door for me cleared his throat.  "Constable Samuels, I wish to speak to you in my office.  Mr. Crawford, I will be speaking to the authorities at the hospital, if I find the circumstances are as you explained them, you'll find that when you go to court a plea of innocence due to extenuating circumstances will not be opposed."

I suppose I should have explained what I was doing before bolting out of the car and hurrying inside the RCMP station, but I hadn't taken the time to do that, so when I went back outside I found Wil arguing with the girls.  He wanted to see what I was up to.  I explained as I started to drive home and I think I surprised everyone.  Just the idea that I might go out of my way to say something like I had seemed to be outrageous to all of them, in fact they expected that I'd be targeted by the young cop in the future.

I shrugged my shoulders, then laughingly said that my family let me drive like a nut on our own property, so I didn't feel that I had to drive like a nut on public roads.  At least Carissa thought it was funny, but the other two seemed more subdued.  When I asked about it, Wil explained that he felt he was going to be tarred by the same brush in the future, in other words he was worried that he'd be targeted by that cop just because he was my brother.

I suppose I wasn't very sympathetic, whatever the reason, most of the drive home passed with almost no conversation.

When we drove in the yard Dad and Mr. Coulter were sitting on the front porch and as I pulled to a stop, Dad got to his feet.

"We were about to send a search party out for you," he said as I slid out of the car.

"Sorry about that," I answered him, then quickly explained about Sandy and about the cop.

Both Dad and Mr. Coulter just shook their heads as I talked about the cop as if they agreed with Wil and Corinna.  Of course the discussion carried over to the dinner table.  To my surprise I found both Mom and Mrs. Coulter agreed with Carissa and me, but I watched and listened to the conversation, Dad slowly changed his mind as well.  Before too long I had the feeling that even Wil knew that any argument he came up with was going to be shot down by someone.

Of course that wasn't the reason for this meal or meeting or whatever it was.

What surprised me was that nothing was being said about the twins having grown to be involved with the Wil and me, yet there was no way that I could think of to bring it out without causing a ruckus of some sort.  Carissa finally opened the can of worms.

"Well Dad, since Beth isn't here to take her share of our thanks, I suppose Corinna and I only have you to thank for setting us up with our two guys do we?" she spoke softly.

The old saying that 'You could have heard a pin drop.' described the silence that followed.  I waited a moment, then winked at her.

"Oh, I don't know about that," I drawled.  "I remember the looks on Mom and Dad's faces when I first brought you two here.  Don't you think they deserve some thanks as well?"

"But they weren't counting on all the things that could change," Corinna grinned at me.  "Like you getting hurt or the idea that we might feel responsible for that and try so hard to take your place and please everyone."

"I don't think they counted on my coming home early either," Wil added.

"Now just a darn minute…" Dad started to say, but he looked at Mom and saw that she had a silly grin on her face, whatever he'd started to say seemed to die right there.

In fact the whole table grew silent for a moment, then to my surprise Mr. Coulter was the first one to laugh.

"Okay you smart alecks, so we're hoisted on our own petards; that doesn't mean we want to see any of you making silly decisions that could end up hurting your futures," Then he looked directly at me.  "By the way, I thought you told me that you were extremely shy?"

"I was, but your daughters beat that out of me in a hurry," I winked at him.

"Chris!" Carissa squawked like she'd been poked with something, then she turned toward her dad.  "Daddy, Chris was never really shy, he's just reserved until he gets to know you, but he won't agree with that.  He believes that he's shy."

"Actually I think Chris has changed a fair amount in the last few weeks," Mom said quietly.  "But then, Carissa, I think you've changed a fair amount in the last few days as well."

I simply smiled at that, because I agreed with Mom.  I wasn't going to say that though, in fact I managed to sit back and let the conversation flow around me for a while.  I was actually marvelling at the way Mom kept managing to turn the conversation whenever it seemed about to drift toward an extremely controversial or more or less taboo subject.

Of course before too long the conversation drifted to Grampa Bender and what we were going to do about his place up in the hills.  I'd been thinking about that myself and I had some ideas I wanted to promote, but I waited for just the right opportunity to bring them up.

I'd always had the dream in the back of my mind that I'd like to live up there on the edge of the foothills and raise horses, however I didn't know if I was really cut out for that kind of life.  What I wanted to suggest was that if Grampa Bender had to remain in the hospital for long, I wanted to stay at his place and look after it until he was well enough to live there on his own again.

That evening though, I knew I was in for an argument before I even started to speak.

I suppose the fright everyone had received about Grampa Bender's heart attack had put everything into a different perspective and also calmed everyone down a lot, at least in respect to Corinna and Wil's actions.  All of us were feeling our mortality and I think Mr. and Mrs. Coulter had been impressed by the prompt action that Carissa and I had taken when we'd found Grampa Bender in such bad shape.  In some way Corinna and Wil may well have gained some 'reflected' respect from our actions as well, at least no one was bearing down on them as hard as I had expected.

Actually I think it helped that Mom and Dad took the time to discuss all the happenings of the last few days, then to answer any questions that Mr. and Mrs. Coulter had about anything that had happened.  In fact I felt they laid it on just a bit thick, but at one point all of Mom and Dad's work almost went down the drain.

"I was very impressed with how Carissa and Corinna pitched in to help around the farm, particularly after Chris was injured," Mom smiled at Mrs. Coulter.  "Actually we owe your two girls a huge thank you for all the work they've done while they've been here."

"Well, we sort of felt responsible for Chris getting hurt, so we were trying to make up for it," Corinna shrugged.

"Yeah, if we hadn't been so eager to ride the horses, he wouldn't have been hurt at all," Carissa added.

"You certainly don't owe us anything, in fact we owe you," Corinna smiled at Mom, then turned her head toward Wil.

I felt Carissa's leg move at my side and suspected that she'd kicked Corinna's leg under the table.  At least Corinna jumped slightly, but also shifted her gaze to Carissa almost instantly.

"We certainly do," Carissa said.  "I've learned a tremendous amount about farming and raising animals.  For instance, I never, ever want to be involved with raising chickens!"

"Oh my, that reminds me, you should see those pictures your uncle took of the two of you," Mr. Coulter chuckled.  "I think they're priceless."

"Oh, Daddy!  You would!" Corinna grumbled.  "Why would anyone want a picture of us with no makeup, grungy clothes, messed up hair and both of us dripping wet from sweat because we'd been working so hard."

"That's the whole point," Carissa said and I could feel her relax, as if the dangerous subject had been bypassed for a moment.  "Daddy likes the pictures because they're proof that we're not the totally spoiled little bitches that some people seem to think we are."

"Oh, I see," Corinna actually smiled at her twin.  "Then I think we owe the whole Crawford family a gigantic thank you for taking a chance on us, don't we?"

"I think everyone should call it even," I chuckled.  "It was another of those deals that Dad calls a fair trade.  Everyone got some benefit out of the process."

"Well seeing that you're the only one who seems to have been injured in any way, I suppose your opinion should be our guide," Mr. Coulter said quietly.  "I must admit that when I heard you were in the hospital I was worried.  Since the rumour I heard made it sound as if the twins had been involved in some way with your injury, I felt somewhat responsible myself."

"Well, I think it was really Beth's idea for them to be stuck here," I suggested.

"Oh no, her idea was to have them come to spend a full day with you, or at least to stay overnight.  I was the one who extended the time limit," he jumped in to correct me.  "Then when you got hurt, it became a different ball game.  I'm afraid I didn't exactly foresee the results that have happened because of my interference."

"Well, John, since you admit it was your idea and since everyone else, but you seems satisfied with what's going on, with some reservations, what are you complaining about?" Mrs. Coulter put in her two cents.  "I'll be honest, when we returned from the hospital and I saw the girls join in with everyone else to do all the chores so quickly, I was rather impressed at the change in our daughters."

Mr. Coulter simply stared at her for a moment as if she had suddenly become a stranger.  "But, you were the one who was so upset this morning?" he protested.

"Not so much upset as unprepared," Mrs. Coulter corrected him.  "I've been accustomed to thinking of our daughters as girls, not as young women.  Between their words and actions, on top of the discussions I've had with Liz, I've had a slight change of heart.  I've come to realise that they are old enough that they have minds of their own and I'm rather proud of them too."

"But …" Mr. Coulter started to protest again, only to have Mrs. Coulter reach out and touch his lower lip with a finger.

"I'm not done speaking, John," she said firmly, then she turned to look at Corinna and Wil.  "The pair of you need to think long and hard about where you are headed and about what you want to do in the long run.  I'm simply not old enough to accept the idea of being a grandmother yet."

"Yes Mom," Corinna whispered.  "Actually, I don't want to be a mommy yet either and Wil has two more years of school to finish, but we do want to be together as much as we can."

"Hmmph, well, since John and I weren't that much older than you are when we started dating each other, I suppose I can understand," Mrs. Coulter sighed.  "However, since I hope you two have a fairly long engagement, I think you and I will be going to see Dr. McGraths as soon as I can get an appointment.  I understand that they have a pill on the market now which can prevent pregnancy."

"Count me in on that appointment," Carissa surprised everyone but me.  "Chris and I aren't getting engaged, but accidents can happen."

Mr. and Mrs. Coulter simply stared at her.

"Well, Daddy, you did set me up," Carissa grinned.  "I mean he threw both Corinna and me at Chris.  I was the lucky one.  Corinna tripped and fell for his older brother."

"Hey!" Corinna yelped, then grinned after a second and grabbed Wil's arm.  "Well, I guess when you think about it, you're right.  I did fall for Wil."

Carissa stuck her tongue out at Corinna, then turned back to her parents.  "Chris and I are just dating, so don't get your shirts all in a knot, but like I said, accidents can happen.  In any event I want to be prepared, just in case."

Both Mr. and Mrs. Coulter looked shocked.  In fact, there was a moment of complete silence, then Dad spoke up and changed the subject completely.

"Well, it's a good thing Will did come home early," Dad sighed deeply.  "With Chris partially laid up, we can use his help.  Now as well, we're going to have to think of a way to work in a trip up to Grampa Bender's place every day or two.  We can't just abandon his animals to the elements."

Now was my chance to speak up and I hoped I had a decent argument ready.

"Well, Dad, I only have a few exams at school, and then as you know I was originally planning to go to the city to work for the summer.  The problem is that with my casts, I don't think I can drive as well as I'd need to in the city, after all the traffic there is darn heavy," I said quickly.  "I was thinking that perhaps I could go look after Grampa Bender's place for him.  There isn't really that much work to do and I can easily handle it."

Carissa surprised me, by jumping in then.

"I can understand what Chris is talking about," she smiled at me and grabbed my hand in hers.  "Grampa Bender has a beautiful place up there in that valley and someone should be there to look after everything, just in case.  The road isn't that bad and if some of the more 'rangutang kids from town hear that there isn't anyone living there, they could go up there and make an awful mess."

"Wait a minute," Mom jumped in.  "Are you suggesting that you stay up there, Chris?"

"Well, yeah, I guess so," I was caught off balance because although I was going to suggest that eventually, I wasn't planning to mention it until I'd made the trip a few times, just to illustrate how much time was wasted in driving back and forth.  Since Carissa had blown my plan away, I had to adapt quickly.  "I was originally going to suggest that I only make the trip each day, but Carissa is right.  It makes sense for someone to live there, especially at night, just in case there are any prowlers who come around after dark."

I think the next few moments were a surprise for Mr. and Mrs. Coulter.  At first none of the rest of my family seemed to be in favour of the idea, then slowly, one at a time, they all seemed to come around to my way of thinking.

The capitulation had started when I'd looked at Dad and made a gesture of tipping a glass to my mouth.  Almost instantly I could see his mind racing as he thought about the idea of anyone finding Grampa Bender's 'home brew' stash, but from that point on I felt I had his support.  Wil caught on next.  In the long run even Mom gave the idea her grudging support, but she had a few reservations.  In fact, she insisted on a couple of security measures to be more assured of my safety.  As well as that, she was insistent about my finishing the school year and writing my final exams.

I think Mom had high hopes that Grampa Bender would be out of the hospital by the time that my exams at school were done, but I'd overheard the doctor who had first seen Grampa Bender when he had been admitted.  The doctor was discussing the case with the head nurse and the two of them had mentioned making sure that they had a long term bed available, which meant that I wasn't as hopeful as Mom was.

In reality, what I was doing was establishing the fact that I cared about Grampa Bender and about what he had done for the family.  I'll admit I wanted to try living away from home, but mostly I wanted to protect Grampa Bender's ranch.

I suppose I should explain that desire.  When his family had moved into this area to homestead, his father and brothers had all set up homesteads on the lowlands.  Instead of taking the easy route and homesteading next door, Grampa Bender had followed the local creek upstream and had found that the creek which provided water to a large part of the local area flowed from a spring fed lake on the edge of the foothills.  He reasoned that if he controlled the water, he could have a say in the way the land was used, so he homesteaded the area around the lake.  Once he'd established his homestead there, he'd file for water rights with the government and had established a lease on the valley from the upper edge of his homestead to the point where the stream flowing out of the lake had joined with another creek.  Since that lower point just happened to be at the edge of the property that his father had homesteaded, and since his brothers had homesteads across the width of the lower end of
the valley, it meant Grampa Bender's family had control of the whole valley.

The whole family had benefited from Grampa Bender's foresight because of those water rights.  While the lease from the government was in his name, he'd allowed some control to slip into the hands of the family as a whole by giving them a sublease.  He kept the upper valley as a ranch and subleased the lower valley to Great-Granddad and Grampa Bender's brothers.  The original lease formed a roughly triangular area which was one mile wide at the top end and three miles wide at the lower end.  However, that area stretched for eighteen miles between the upper and lower edges, so in essence my family had almost a full township of land under our control.  In other words, we farmed, ranched, and subleased an area of approximately 20,000 acres and it was all because of Grampa Bender.

Our family had almost lost some control of that lease at one point though.  When my Great-Granddad had died, the farm which we now lived on had almost been sold out of the family because Great-Granddad had been very ill and very cantankerous for years before his death.  He'd been unable to keep up the farm himself, but at the same time, he'd been unwilling to accept much help from the family.  After his death the farm was badly run down and no one in the family had wanted to tackle bringing it back to shape.  As well as that, the family had changed.  Most of our extended family members had moved to the city since they weren't interested in farming or ranching.  They only seemed interested in the rental money that the sublease brought in, so in my opinion, they were nothing more than leaches.  The whole thing was a complicated mess because the sublease had been written quite badly in the first place, not only giving all members of the family some rights, but also tying
the sublease to the property titles.  In fact after Great-Granddad's death, a magistrate had told the family that whoever controlled his land would also have some rights to the subleased area.  That threw a huge monkey wrench into the idea of selling Great-Granddad's section of land to an outsider.

It was about that time when Dad and Mama Kate entered the picture.  In fact they fell in love with each other, but to complicate matters while Mama Kate was a Bender, Dad was her second cousin.  While legally they could marry, there were several people in the family who opposed the idea.  However since they both felt strongly about living on the farm, Grampa Bender and Uncle Tom backed their decision and even lent them money to get started.  In fact that's how my family ended up living where we did and part of the reason we were at odds with our citified cousins.

As you can see, everything about our family and about the farm was quite involved or rather complicated.  The fact that my Mom came along to help Dad after Mama Kate got ill, then had married Dad after Mama Kate died added another bump in the road.  However, Grampa Bender, Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice supported Mom and Dad once again.  I'm sure you can understand why I and my family had a special bond to Grampa Bender.  In the long run the lease and the sublease were still in the hands of family, even if the people who were directly involved in living on the land had changed.

I had a bit of further insight into the whole legal situation about the lease and the sublease that most people didn't, because of the time that I'd spent going to see Grampa Bender and talking to him over the last few years.

I knew he was upset with the sublease in several ways.  In fact I remember his words about the situation exactly.

"Them city slickers ain't never added a dang thing to the place; they just suck money out'n it.  Us folks that actually live here, gotta change that!" he had said profoundly one day as he looked out over his farm from the front porch of his cabin.  Then he had looked at Tom and me and he had winked.  "You boys has done more dang work in the last couple'a years than that useless bunch of clock punchers has done in their whole lives.  I figure on rattlin' things around a bit real soon, danged if I don't."

On top of remembering that speech, I knew that while the title of the property he lived on was in his name and that he had a ninety-nine-year lease on the valley, the sublease had only been made out for sixty years.  Since both the lease and the sublease had been made out almost sixty years ago, there was only a year or so left on the sublease.  I didn't know what Grampa Bender planned to do and I'd never seen his will, but I felt sure things were going to change in the near future.  If I could make my family's position a little more secure by spending some time looking after his place while he was in the hospital, I intended to do it.  Besides, I still had that dream of raising horses in the back of my mind, and Grampa Bender's ranch in the upper valley was a perfect place for that.

Of course while I'd been daydreaming about Grampa Bender, leases and other family matters, the conversation around the dinner table had carried on.  I was brought back to reality by a poke in the ribs from Carissa.

"Hey, are you still with us?" she asked.

"I'm sorry, I was thinking.  What did I miss?"

"Well, Mom and Dad want to go home, but with all the fuss and bother that has happened here today, Corinna and I aren't packed and ready to leave yet.  We were wondering if you could either run us into town once we're packed up or if we could just catch a ride to town tomorrow morning with you?  After all, we all have to go in for the first of our finals then anyway and neither Corinna nor I really want to rush away."

"Oh, sure, whatever you want," I shrugged my shoulders.

"Well!" Mom said sharply, as if I'd insulted someone.  "You could be a bit more decisive."

"Oops, sorry," I apologized, then looked at Mr. and Mrs. Coulter and couldn't help grinning.  "What would you like me to do with your headstrong daughter and her twin sister?"

The look of surprise on their faces was priceless, but it was the gasp from Carissa that really made my day.

"Headstrong?  Me?" she squawked as if I'd really insulted her.  "Just what do you mean by that?"

"Well, it seems to me that you insist on getting your way, no matter what," I grinned at her, then turned my head and winked at her parents.  "For instance, just over a week ago, weren't you one of the girls who phoned here, almost demanding that I spend some time with you?"

"Well, yeah, but you never called back and then you gave me some wild story about having to study hard to pass your finals and I backed off."

"Oh sure you backed off, but all the time since then you've been plugging away on the periphery of things, making sure you were impressing me or at least making sure you were on my mind in some way or another," I reached over and took her hand in mine and gave it a light squeeze.  "It seems to me that all of your actions illustrate that you're headstrong, or stubborn, or at least single minded, wouldn't you agree?"

"I, unh …" she started to say something, then fell silent and actually blushed.

I don't know why, but right then I glanced around the table at everyone else and I realized that all of them had a smile of some sort on their face, even Mr. and Mrs. Coulter.  In fact, Mr. Coulter winked at me.

"Like mother, like daughter.  When I met Wilma, she did almost the same thing to me, so I know what you mean," he laughed.  "I couldn't seem to turn around, but I was tripping over her."

"Me?" Mrs. Coulter squeaked.  "You were the one who was always showing up wherever I went."

While they were telling us about the way they had met and had grown to like each other, the center of attention had changed and I squeezed Carissa's hand lightly once more, then winked at her.

"What do you really want to do?" I managed to whisper.

"Spend the night here," she whispered back.  "So does Corinna.  I'm sure your folks don't mind."

I just nodded at that.  Since I happened to be watching Mom out of the corner of my eye, I saw her smile and knew it really was okay with her.

We were outside, after saying goodnight to Mr. and Mrs. Coulter, when Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice brought Beth back from town.  They only stayed long enough to tell us that Grampa Bender seemed to be resting comfortably, then my family and the twins turned to go back inside.  I wasn't surprised when Mom came over to Carissa and me, then nodded her head at the seats on the front porch.

"I'd like to talk to you two alone for a moment," she suggested.

"Sure," I answered, then found that Carissa was suddenly holding my hand.

When we were sitting down, Mom seemed to stare off into the sunset for a moment, then sighed deeply.  She turned her head and looked into my eyes, then reached out to touch Carissa's and my joined hands.

"I really don't understand the dynamics of the two of you toward each other, but what I can say for sure is that Wil and Beth seem to look to you in the way of a guide, Chris," she spoke very quietly.  "Whatever you two do, I want you to realise that both of them will be influenced by it, especially Corinna."

"I don't think I understand, Mom," I frowned slightly at her.

"Oh, Chris," Mom sounded a bit peeved.  "Do I have to come right out with it and ask you two not to have sex tonight?"

"What?" I stared at her in surprise.

Carissa had gasped in surprise as well, then she giggled slightly.

"Oh Mrs. Crawford, you even surprised me that time," she said softly.  "I'll be the first one to admit that I'd be willing to sleep with Chris, but tonight isn't right in any way for that sort of thing.  We have talked about sex and I've teased Chris about it, but I think we need to learn a lot more about each other first, at least before we do anything of that sort.  On top of that, today has been about as romantic as a trip to the grocery store, so I'm just not in the mood for sex.  I think instead I need a nice long cuddle and then a warm bed.  I'm not about to sneak around the house and climb into Chris's bed with him, if that's what you're worried about."

"Thank you," Mom actually sounded relieved.  "There have been so many changes in the last few weeks …"

Her voice drifted off and she was quiet for a moment, then she seemed to realize she had been talking to us.

"I'm sorry.  I'm a bit wrought up today after everything that's happened," she apologised.  "I'll leave you two alone to have that cuddle, but before I go, I just wanted to ask if you're both ready for your first exam tomorrow."

"I think I am, Mom, and if I'm not, studying at this late hour will simply confuse me."

"I'm confident that I'll do okay, thanks," Carissa added as she leaned toward me.  "I promise that we won't be too long."

Carissa was wrong though.  We were still there, cuddling and talking until midnight.  It wasn't until I heard the old clock in the hall strike twelve that I realized how late it was.  That's when I insisted that we both needed some sleep if we were going to be able to stay awake and write a history test in the morning.

After one final kiss we slipped inside and quietly sought out our individual beds.  I think I was asleep ten seconds after crawling into mine.




Chapter 12:

Steep Grade - Use Lower Gear

The next morning, I opened my eyes to find that Mom was gently shaking my shoulder.  That astounded me, first, because Dad usually wakened me by knocking on my door, and secondly, because the second I awakened I knew something was strange and different.  I was being cuddled by a warm body, not just any old body either; Carissa was lying at my side.  However, after a brief instant I realised that not only was she fully dressed, but she was also lying on top of the blankets that were covering me.

I stared at Mom's face for a few seconds, just long enough to register in my sleep fogged brain the fact that she was smiling.  Then I tried to turn my head to look at Carissa, but all I could really see was her hair because of the position she was in.  Her head lay on my chest and she was breathing deeply, still sound asleep.

"Holy cow!" I managed to gasp, then Mom chuckled.

"You're not in trouble, if that's what's worrying you," she said quietly.  "But, the two of you had better get yourselves in gear and get moving.  You have a test to write this morning and so does your girlfriend."

"But, Mom, why is Carissa …" I barely whispered.

"I don't think she slept much last night," Mom answered softly, almost laughing.  "I heard you two go to bed about midnight, but when I got up at five, she was sitting in the kitchen.  We talked for a while as I got coffee on the stove and got the rest of the family mobile, then half an hour ago I sent her in here to wake you.  When she didn't come back out, I came looking for the two of you."

"Half an hour?" I stared at Mom in surprise.  "That's quite a while for you to wait isn't it?"

"Well, I thought you two deserved a few minutes alone, but after sixteen years, I've come to know your habits fairly well," Mom chuckled.  "I suspected you were still asleep when I hadn't heard you run to the bathroom.  You're a lot like your Dad in that way and I know he needs a bathroom break right after he wakes up."

"Mmmnn," Carissa moaned softly just then, perhaps disturbed by Mom's voice.

She was laying on the arm that was in a cast, pinning it to the bed.  I could feel her shift slightly, then suddenly she lifted her head and stared at Mom.  I couldn't help but chuckle when she squeaked softly, almost like a mouse.

"Oh, dear," she managed to say legibly, then she was scrambling to sit upright.  "I'm sorry, Mrs. Crawford, I was only going to wake Chris with a kiss on the cheek, but when I laid down beside him, it felt so …"

"It's okay, Carissa," Mom laughed softly.  "I think I understand, but you both need to hurry now or you'll be late."

With that Mom left and closed the door behind her, leaving us alone again.  I was alone with Carissa and a major hard-on, a hard-on that I tried to disguise by sitting up and letting the covers drop down to my lap.  Of course when I sat up, I was suddenly face to face with Carissa and she smiled a thousand watt smile, but even I could see she was still tired.

"Hi," she whispered.  "I thought we were in deep doo-doo for a minute, but your Mom is very understanding."

"Well, maybe she understands, but I'm afraid I don't."

"Well, I couldn't seem to sleep, so I was up most of the night.  Then when I came to wake you up I made the mistake of thinking I'd snuggle close and wake you up by kissing and cuddling you.  Unfortunately I fell asleep and looking at the clock, I guess I actually slept for half an hour or so.  Now we're all going to be late if we don't both get moving."

"Hey, I was just thinking," I interrupted her.  "You said yesterday that we didn't have any tests today.  We both have a history test."

"We've both have such a high average that we could skip the test and get a pass just from our year's average," she laughed at me "But, since we're up and around we should get going and write the darn thing."

Then with a quick hug and a very brief kiss she rolled off the bed and followed Mom out the door.

I was still droopy from lack of sleep, so it seemed to me that it took forever to get ready for school that morning, but my troubles were nothing in comparison to the muss and fuss that the three girls went through.  First of all there were three of them and only two bathrooms in the whole house which really slowed things down.  Secondly, the twins hadn't really come prepared to dress for school, in other words the clothing they had with them wasn't exactly what they wanted to wear.  The surprising thing to me was that not only did Beth get involved with helping the two sisters get ready, but so did Mom.  It wasn't that they were physically involved, but they were busy making suggestions and they even lent the two girls makeup, clothing and things of that sort.

To stay out of their way, I grabbed a couple of pieces of toast and a cup of coffee, then went out on the front porch.  It was a beautiful June morning, the sun was shining, the birds were singing and I could hear the noises from the barnyard as Dad and Wil did the chores.  To be honest the beauty of the day was almost lost on me though, my mind was mulling over all the changes that had happened in my life recently.

At least sitting out there on my own allowed me to calm down and get a handle on my feelings.  It also led me to realise that I wasn't completely in control.  What other people did had as much influence on my life as what I did and I was going to have to learn to live with it.  To put that another way, I made up my mind that I was going to have to try to be patient with others.

It was a good thing I made that resolve because that morning my patience was truly tested.

It seemed to me that it was taking an exceptionally long time for everyone to get ready to leave.  Then of course we had to pack the twins' belongings into the trunk of my car since their 'holiday' on the farm was finished.  After that Corinna and Wil had to say goodbye to each other before we could finally leave and from the way they were acting you would have sworn that they were separating for a few years instead of a few hours.  On top of everything else, not only Beth and the girls were catching a ride with me that day, but so were Tom and George.  It was a royal screw up just getting everyone loaded and ready to go, but I finally managed to get them all into my car.

The car was full.  Everyone and everything we needed to take to school was loaded and we were underway.  In the front seat, I was behind the wheel, Carissa sat at my side, then Tom was sitting at the other window.  In the back seat, Corinna sat behind me, then Beth in the middle, and finally George sat near the far window.  All of us had tests that morning and none of us was really in a great mood, but I think Carissa and Corinna were the most sober about the situation.  At any rate no one was doing a lot of talking.  Actually we all seemed to be in a world of our own.

To be honest I wasn't really paying attention.  I was quite confident about the history test I was going to write, so my mind was more occupied by other things, mainly the road and my driving.  On top of that the situation with Grampa Bender kept coming to mind.  I was quite worried about his health and I'll admit I was wondering and worrying about what could or would happen if he was drastically incapacitated.

Once we were parked in the school parking lot I made arrangements to meet the twins after our exam so I could give them a ride home.  Beth, George and Tom would be at school longer because they had more than one test that day, which meant they'd be catching the bus to get home.  Finally though, everything had been arranged so we all paraded inside.

The moment we stepped in the doors of the school we were met by members of the staff and those of us writing our grade twelve finals were called aside.  It seemed they wanted us separated from the rest of the students.  I suppose it was meant to reduce any form of stress, but to be honest the way the school staff handled the matter only served to make most people more nervous than they had previously been.

As soon as we were separated we were led into one of the grade twelve home rooms, but to our surprise it was totally cleared of desks and everything else.  That's when it was explained that we were going to have to write our exams in the gym, not in our regular classrooms.  We were also warned that for the present test all we were allowed to take into the gym were pencils, pens and erasers, no books, no bags, nothing.  As well we were warned that if we needed a washroom, we'd better take care of the matter right then; once we were in the gym we wouldn't be allowed to return if we left the room for any reason after the test had begun.

There were several other rules, but to me they were all common sense, so I zoned out and simply waited for the time when we were led to the gym as a group.  Once we were there we were seated at individual desks that were evenly spaced about four or five feet from each other.  Finally we were given our individual test papers and after a few further instructions we were given permission to start writing the exam.

Writing the test was easy, at least it seemed easy to me.  The test period was set up for two hours, but I was done in just over an hour so I had oodles of time to review all my answers.  Even then I turned in my paper and left the gym long before the two-hour period ended.  Once I was out of the gym I went to my locker, cleared it out and took all of my personal belongings out to my car.  Then all I had to was wait for Carissa and Corinna.

When Carissa and Corinna came out of the school they talked to a couple of their close friends for a few moments, then I took the girls home.  Although the twins had only been at our house for a few days it was hard to walk away from Carissa.  Before I left her, I wanted her to know that I did care a lot for her.  However it seemed strange to me to be giving Carissa a hug and kiss in the middle of the day, especially when I knew that both her mom and her sister were aware of what we were doing.  In actual fact before I got away from their house I got hugs from all of them, even Mrs. Coulter.

The feeling of strangeness carried on after I left the Coulter house.  It seemed very weird for me to be driving through town in midmorning, but while I was in town I wanted to visit Grampa Bender.  Unfortunately when I went to the hospital he was having a series of tests done and the nurse in charge wouldn't allow me to disturb him during the tests.  She did tell me that he seemed to be progressing well though and I thought that was great news.  However at the same time she warned me to pass on to my family that he was likely going to be involved in an extended convalescence, perhaps as long as one or two months.

That nurse hadn't helped my mood at all.  I still felt weird as I was leaving the hospital, in fact I felt almost completely lost.  I wasn't sure what to do because I had too many things that were changing in my life and I needed some advice.  I decided to go home and talk to my family.

Sitting down to lunch on a weekday with Mom, Dad, and Wil felt strange as well, but at least I had the comfort of being in my own home.  It was finally dawning on me that part of the feeling of strangeness was being brought on by the fact that I was graduating from highschool and was going to be on my own soon.  I was going to be making decisions that were going to affect my life forever and I wasn't certain of myself.  Trying to explain to my family was difficult, but think I got my point across after a few moments.

"Chris, I don't think I've ever seen you act so insecure," Mom smiled and reached out to touch my hand.  "The one thing you need to remember is that we're here to offer advice and support for your decisions."

"And we're here to offer our opinions," Dad chuckled.  "As well as that, your mom is right, we'll try to offer our support in any way we can."

"Just what is bothering you so much?" Wil asked with a frown.  "We're so used to you being so certain of yourself that the way you're acting is completely strange to us, at least it is to me."

So I tried to explain.

"I think there are too many changes happening to me at once," I sighed.  "I have so many options that I really don't know what to do."

Dad smiled and nodded.  "Well, let's hear your take on what you're worried about."

I rolled my eyes and sighed again.  "First off that job offer in the city worries me.  I know it involves a lot of delivery work and on top of that any time I spend in the shop entails a lot of fine work with my hands.  Since I have both one hand and one leg in a cast, I'm not certain I can do the job.  The cast on my leg could screw up my driving and the cast on my hand probably screws up my manual dexterity."

"Actually, I was talking to the owner of the electronics shop about that just this morning," Dad smiled almost apologetically.  "He called to see how you were and I explained about your accident.  He wanted you to know that the job was still there if you wanted it, but that if you felt that you wanted to pass on it for the time being, he could hire a local helper.  He wanted me to tell you that he doesn't want to put you under any pressure either one way or the other."

"Well … I think I might just pass on it for now," I sighed.  "I really want to do it, but at the same time I think I should stay around here."

"Is the way you feel about Carissa affecting your thoughts about moving to the city?" Mom asked.

"Maybe a bit, but to be honest Grampa Bender's health has more to do with the way I feel," I admitted.  "Somehow his place has to be kept up, but I'm afraid he's going to be in the hospital for a while.  For another thing I've talked to him about the sublease on the valley and he was unhappy about the way it was originally written."

"Actually your Uncle Tom and I are a bit uptight about the way that sublease has been handled as well," Dad sighed.  "The way it was written was fine sixty years ago when all the family lived on the farm, but now that so many of the family members have moved away to the city it's not as fair.  Since our two families are the only ones living on the farm and actually working the land it's rather unfair toward us.  What with the profits from working the lease land being divided up amongst the whole family, we feel that we're doing the work and they're getting the gravy."

"Well, Grampa Bender did say he was going to change that," I said flatly.

"So how does that affect you?" Will demanded.

"Right now the sublease doesn't affect anything, not really," I admitted, then I shrugged.  "The thing is, I'm sort of screwed up for the job in the city, but you weren't counting on me being around here.  Yesterday I mentioned the idea of looking after the place for Grampa Bender while he's in the hospital, but no one really said much about the idea.  You and Dad have your hands full here on the farm, so if I did take that extra chore off of your hands it would make life easier for you."

"But could you handle looking after his place?" Dad asked.

"I don't see why not," I shrugged.  "He doesn't have a huge amount of chores to do or anything of that sort, not at this time of the year.  I can still get around fine and this new pair of casts is great.  I can do a lot of the fiddly little things that need to be done without hurting myself, but if I do need help I can easily call you to have someone come and help me."

"I thought you tried to call yesterday and his radio didn't work?" Mom spoke up.

"Well, for one thing the radio here at home wasn't plugged in," I said shortly.  "Carissa and I found that out when we came home from the hospital."

"Oh.  That was probably either Beth's or my fault," she frowned.  "We were cleaning up the table it sits on the other afternoon and we had to move the radio out of the way.  Maybe one of us accidentally unplugged it when we moved things around."

"That doesn't matter," I waved my hand in dismissal.  "If we made sure the radio worked, and agreed on a time to talk every day that would be best anyway."

"So you're planning on staying up there?" Will frowned at me.

"Well, not for the first while, I've got finals every day this week.  I was thinking of spending a fair amount of time up there though.  The whole place is a bit run down and there are a lot of little jobs that need to be done, things that would make Grampa Bender's life a lot easier after he gets out of the hospital."

"That brings up the question of how long he'll be in the hospital," Dad looked at me.  "They haven't said anything officially, but didn't you mention something about overhearing some of the staff talking about that situation yesterday?"

"Yeah, the doctor and one of the nurses were talking about having a long term bed ready for him after all his tests were done," I nodded.  "I asked the chief nurse about it this morning when I was there and she said she expected him to be there for about six weeks or more.  From what she said she seemed to think he needed some sort of long term care, maybe he's run down or something?"

"Well, that's not a surprise," Mom snorted.  "If you consider how he's been living, it's no darn wonder.  I think almost all he ate was either eggs, bacon, and toast or hamburger and potatoes.  The man must have scurvy from lack of vegetables.  On top of that he's always smoked like a chimney and drank like a fish."

"Oh come now, Liz.  He didn't eat that badly," Dad grinned at her.  "Besides, I think he's done darn well, after all he's almost ninety years old."

"He's eighty-seven and as stubborn as a mule," Mom snorted again.  "Alice and I have said for years that he should be living in town and …"

"Grampa Bender simply doesn't want to leave his homestead," Will stated flatly and I nodded in agreement.

"I sure can't blame him, that place is beautiful," I added.  "That's one reason I'd like to make sure it's looked after."

"I can understand how you feel about his little ranch," Dad nodded.  "Actually I think you've done a fair bit of thinking about the situation, which is good and I think your idea has merit.  Before we give you our okay for a trial run though, I'd like to talk it over with your mother, and we should ask both Tom and Alice how they feel about the situation."

Mom frowned, then shrugged and called Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice on the telephone.  They agreed to talk to us, but Uncle Tom suggested that we drive up to Grampa Bender's place and look it over before any decision was made.  Dad and Mom thought that was a great idea, so I suggested we go in my car.

Wil decided he didn't want to go along with us, instead he asked if he could borrow the pickup to go to town.  He wanted to do an errand or two and I was quite certain that he wanted to drop in to see Corinna as well.  I was quite surprised that Mom and Dad agreed to let him use the truck, but I didn't say anything.  It only took a few moments before we drove out of the yard, but Wil had already left.  In fact the dust from his passage had settled before we got to Uncle Tom's place.

When we stopped in their driveway, Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice both climbed into the back seat with Mom while Dad rode shotgun and I drove.  As I turned to go to Grampa Bender's, Dad started to explain my idea to Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice and I wasn't at all surprised at the debate that broke out amongst the four of them.  We were well along the dirt road heading back into the hills and I'd slowed down to turn onto the side trail toward Grampa Bender's before Uncle Tom asked me a direct question about what I was proposing to do.

Since he'd chosen to ask me just before I crossed onto the government-owned lease land and we'd just driven through the cattle gate, I slowed the car and gestured at the land in front of us with my right hand.

"The lease we have with Grampa Bender is really dependent on our two families," I frowned slightly.  "Not only do we farm almost two thousand acres of bottomland, but we do a lot of maintenance on the whole lowland area of the valley.  In fact we've been maintaining the fences and everything on the lower end of the valley for years, just so we can rent it out.  At the same time Grampa Bender has been looking after the upper lease and this upper plateau with a little help from us when he asks for it, but up here we mostly look after the fencing.  The rest of our family in the city doesn't help a bit and that stretches us pretty darn thin at times.  Right now is one of those times."

"So what are you suggesting?" Uncle Tom asked.

"Well, I know that Grampa Bender was thinking about changing the terms of the sublease when it comes due," I sighed.  "I just want to try to make sure that he thinks kindly toward us when he makes any changes."

"In other words you're planning on buttering him up?" Aunt Alice suggested.

"Nope, nothing could be further from the truth.  There are jobs that need to be done while he's in the hospital and I can do them so he doesn't have to lay there and worry about them." I shrugged.  "Besides I love it up here at this end of the lease, especially after a person gets down out of this dry highland and into the upper valley.  I'd actually be happy to live up there."

"What would you do, ranch?  You certainly can't do much farming up here on the top end, not unless you go nuts with a bulldozer and clear a few hundred acres of trees and level the place off," Dad smiled at me.

"Oh, Willard," Mom broke in.  "Uncle Toby has been ranching for years and as far as I can see he's barely managed to stay alive on the little bit he makes.  There certainly wouldn't be enough income to sustain Chris as well, especially not at his age.  Besides, he still needs an education and I expect that in not too many years he's going to be starting a family of his own."

"Well, this is certainly no place to raise kids," Aunt Alice agreed with Mom.  "I mean just look at this road.  How would they ever get to school from way out here?"

Of course just at the time she said that I was driving on the roughest section of the cross country trail, crossing a rough ford in the bottom of one of the deepest gullies on the trail.

"I think it's bit early to worry about kids.  Besides, if I do meet someone and end up having kids, I'd like them to be home schooled anyway.  However, that's far in the future," I blushed, then plowed ahead.  "Right now Grampa Bender is still living here and I'm going to assume that he's just in the hospital for a visit, but the place needs to be looked after while he's away.  With circumstances falling the way they have, I seem to be the person who can step in and do that without screwing up anyone else's life too much.  The rest of my dreams aren't important right now."

"Well, there are just over eight months left on the old sublease," Dad sighed heavily.  "I hate to say it, but one problem we do have to face is the fact that Grampa Bender might not last that long."

"Yes there is that," Uncle Tom admitted.  "We've grown so used to him just being here that I suppose we never made plans for that possibility.  I know I haven't given it much thought."

I suppose we were all somewhat disturbed by the idea that Grampa Bender might pass on.  At least no one spoke about anything for several moments; instead we rode on in silence with each person keeping his thoughts to himself.  I know that I had a tendency to shy away from facing that possibility when I thought about his ranch.  Somehow, no matter what I was daydreaming about, I had always visualized him as being somewhere in the background.  That day though, the very real possibility of his demise seemed to be staring me in the face.

No one had spoken for several minutes as we drove through alternating patches of scrub trees and open patches, not until the car crested the final knoll overlooking Grampa Bender's place.  I slowed the car to a stop and we all gazed down at the pastoral scene for a few moments.  The scene had changed from the day before and I didn't have the same sense of foreboding that I'd had then.

Today several cattle grazed in the small pasture behind the barn, a fat sow rooted in a corner of her pen, chickens scratched and strutted in their fenced yard and on the front porch of the cabin, a black and white Border Collie lifted his head to gaze at us, then rose to his feet as if preparing to either greet friends or repel intruders.  The door to the house was still closed and although no smoke crept out of the old log cabin's chimney, I felt a sense of peace, not one of anxiety.

In actual fact the view right then was almost breathtakingly beautiful.  Spread out below us was an idyllic panorama that would have made a perfect calendar scene.  To our right and off in the distance, was a small lake, its surface scarcely ruffled by a soft breeze and tiny waves reflecting glints of the clear blue sky of late spring.  Nearer to us were the neat and trim buildings of a small ranch that Grampa Bender had built and maintained over the years, admittedly with some help from our family.  Everything above the upper lip of the valley was backed by the varied greens of mixed prairie scrub and boreal woodland and that was in turn backed by the verdant slopes of the foothills ranging into the distance.  Then on the edge of the skyline we could make out the stoney faces and icy peaks of the Rocky Mountains.

Nearer to hand, Grampa Bender's old cabin rested in the center of the extended clearing below us, its silver grey log walls and shake covered roof almost luminescent in the bright sunlight.  Winding down the long slope below us were the tracks of a barely distinguishable dirt road.  Most of its surface was hidden under the growth of years of vegetation except for the two parallel tracks made by the wheels of cars and trucks that had driven that trail, but grass and small plants had almost reclaimed that track.  The one truly clear area was the deck of a creosoted wooden bridge which crossed over a small stream near the foot of the slope.  The bridge was really the only visible sign of the creek from our viewpoint, the water being hidden by the shading leaves and branches of willows and birches that grew along its verge.

Slightly to our left and further away from our viewpoint were the red painted walls and roof of Grampa Bender's hip roofed barn as well as several smaller outbuildings where animals and tools were kept.  Pole fences separated several pens, the only exceptions being the small area he had reserved for his huge old sow or the large chicken run, both of those were enclosed by wire fencing, stretched between peeled posts.

At first glance everything looked clean neat and well maintained, but I knew better.  Grampa Bender was an old man who was starting to find it hard to keep everything in top condition, so I knew that there were a thousand small repairs that needed to be done.  I wanted desperately to be the person to do that job.  I'd already made up my mind that when he returned from the hospital everything would really be as neat and functional as the setup appeared from the distance, at least I wanted to try to make that happen.

For several moments we simply sat on the top of the little hill and looked down at the slope toward Grampa Bender's little ranch.  Then Mom leaned forward from the back seat until her head was almost resting on my shoulder.

"I'll admit that the whole effect is beautiful, Chris, but you can't eat the scenery.  How would you ever manage to make a living if you farmed this?" she asked, her voice right in my ear as she spoke quietly.

"Well, it will probably never be a profitable farm, Mom," I answered calmly.  "It has the possibility of being a great horse ranch though.  Especially when you include all of Grampa's upper lease, the section above the drop off into the lower valley."

"You know, that's not such a bad idea," Dad said after a moment's thought.  "If you included all the land in the upper basin, you'd have almost five-thousand acres of ranch land.  With the land conformation being the way it is, it wouldn't take a lot of fencing to do it either.  Most of the area is surrounded by steep banks and cliffs, all you'd need would be to fence the draws leading up to the heights and perhaps some fencing across the top end of the lower valley."

"Grampa Toby has already done most of that fencing, Willard," Uncle Tom commented from the back seat.  "I remember helping him years ago, when I wasn't much older than Chris.  We fenced all of those side draws then."

"I remember that," Mom said as she sat back on the seat.  "Didn't Uncle Toby do that partly to fence out the wild horses?  I remember coming up here with Kate when we were teenagers to help Aunt Tilly do her canning.  One time we came and she was so mad because the mustangs had come down from the hills and had almost wiped out the peas and corn in her garden.  We were here to help her for the weekend and there wasn't much we could do, so one day we went skinny dipping in the lake and almost froze.  It sees to me that you were here that weekend, Alice.  Do you remember it?"

"Yeah, I remember!  Kate talked me into coming out with her that weekend.  In fact I think that was when I first met Tom.  He snuck down to peek at us when we were swimming," she laughed, then her voice changed until she sounded annoyed.  "But, there aren't many mustangs to keep out now!  The damn wild horse hunters are going after them with planes now and other people are shooting them.  I think the hunters are the ones who should be shot."

"Well, mustangs can do a lot of damage," Dad sighed.  "I don't agree with killing them out in the wild though or catching them and shipping them to a packing plant to grind them up into dog food either.  I think that sort of crap should be stopped."

"That takes government action," Uncle Tom sighed.  "The problem is keeping them out of farms and ranches.  It takes a darn good fence to keep them out.  I know, I helped Grampa Toby build the fences here in the forties, remember.  We had a four-foot high fence on one gully and those darn wildies just jumped over it like it was a two-foot high log.  We had to make all the fences taller, in fact most of the fences are about six feet high."

"You must have done good work.  Most of those fences are still there and still working," I commented.  "But my point is that if the wild horses ranged here, then why wouldn't this be good range for Quarter Horses?"

"Oh it could be," Dad agreed with me, nodding his head.  "The thing is you'd need to have all the fences in top shape, then you'd need corrals and equipment.  On top of that the sublease would have to be modified."

"Where would you get the initial horses for your foundation herd?" Uncle Tom asked.  "I'd think that would be the most expensive part of the setup."

"I don't know," I admitted with a shrug of my shoulders.  "After all it's just a pipe dream for sometime in the future.  Right now I'd just like to be sure that the place is looked after, so when Grampa Bender gets out of the hospital the place is in better shape than it is now."

Everyone fell silent and I decided it was time to drive down the hill for a closer look at everything.  I'm not sure what anyone else was thinking about, but I had put my thoughts about the costs of setting up a horse ranch and ways of working out methods of reducing those costs on a back burner.  Instead I was looking at the general condition of the little old cabin and its outbuildings, making mental notes about repairs and improvements that needed to be done right away, catching the problems before things deteriorated too far.

As I pulled into the yard of the old cabin, Grampa Bender's old dog got to his feet and sauntered over to greet us, barking loudly.

"Alright Duke, settle down now," I laughed at his noise.  "You know me, so what's all the fuss about?"

"He's probably hungry and lonely," Dad snorted.  "On top of that we came in a strange car that he probably doesn't recognise."

"He's probably just lonely, Dad," I said as I got out of the car.  "I filled his bowl yesterday before we left.  Grampa Bender insisted on it."

I paused to pet the dog as I got out of the car, which did settle him down a little.  Then once he'd checked everyone out he seemed a lot calmer, but by then we were all out of the car and walking toward the cabin.  At a glance I could see that almost everything was in nearly the same condition as when I'd left the day before.  Once the fuss over greeting the dog was done, everyone had fallen quiet again as if each of us was looking the place over and assessing the scene for obvious problems.

Since it was a sunny day and the doors of the cabin were closed, it was quite stuffy inside.  In fact the cabin had a distinctive odour that I mentally associated with Grampa Bender, but Mom called a 'lonely bachelor' smell.  I had to grin, because the moment she and Aunt Alice stepped in through the door I could sense their minds going into 'clean and shine' mode.

Uncle Tom, Dad, and I managed to escape by using the excuse of checking out the animals.  Once we were outside we all began to head toward the barnyard.  We all knew that if we didn't find something to do in the yard Mom and Aunt Alice would find some way to put us to work in or around the house.

I paused at the car to slip a cut-down overshoe over the cast on my foot just to protect it from getting covered in barnyard muck.  While I was doing that Dad and Uncle Tom had paused and were looking around at the yard and the buildings, making comments about the somewhat rundown condition of the buildings, corrals, and fences.  I think that they were mostly intent on seeing what needed to be done around the yard in the way of maintenance and improvement.

At the moment I was more interested in being certain that all the animals had enough food and water for the next day or two, so once my cast was protected I went to work.  I didn't realise that both Dad and Uncle Tom were watching as I checked the dry feeders and the semiautomatic waterers for the chickens and the old sow.  It was only as I was opening the gate to walk out into the upper pasture in order to check the cattle that I felt Dad's hand dropped onto my shoulder causing me to turn and look at him and Uncle Tom.

"Why don't Tom and I go look at the cattle for you?" Dad smiled.  "So far you've been the only one doing any work and after we drove all the way up here I'd like to say I did something useful."

"I can do it, Dad," I lifted my fancy fibreglass walking cast, covered in the old overshoe and gestured at it with one hand.  "This thing is better than any shoe for protecting my foot and …"

"And I think you should rest before you stress that foot too much, after all you are supposed to rest it," he interrupted me.  "I was watching and you've started to limp more than you were, so you need to take a short break."

"You need to learn to work a while, then rest a while, at least during the time you're recuperating," Uncle Tom added.  "Besides, if you plan on doing a lot of walking, you might pick up a cane or a walking stick of some kind."

Since Uncle Tom had spent almost a year recuperating from an accident to one of his legs, I knew he was talking from experience.  He'd been badly hurt when he'd gotten tangled in the power takeoff of a tractor a few years ago.  Instead of arguing with either of them, I shrugged my shoulders and told them how many animals they should see in the pasture.  I made certain that I mentioned one cow and calf that I wanted to check in particular, describing them in detail.  I'd noticed that the calf had seemed far smaller than any of the others when I'd let them out the day before.  I wanted to be certain that it was doing okay and wasn't sick or injured.

We all stood there for a moment or two discussing the cattle and the pasture, then I leaned against the fence and watched the two of them traipse off through the thick grass.  While I was standing there watching them walk away, I had a strange feeling of being 'left out' somehow.  At the same time I knew that as far as I was concerned I'd accomplished my main objective by just coming to Grampa Bender's place in order to check that all the animals were okay.  Then it dawned on me that the feeling of being 'left out' came from not being directly involved in what was going on and I realized that I was already assuming some responsibility for caring for the place.  At the same time though I recognized that I was going to have to accept the fact that my family cared just as much about Grampa Bender as I did.

Instead of dwelling on that feeling, I tucked it into a corner of my mind to explore at a later date and decided that I had to find something else to keep myself busy.  Looking around the yard, I was mentally making a list of small things that needed some attention or repair when I heard Mom calling me from the cabin.

When I went to see what I could do to help her, I found that all the doors and windows had been opened as wide as they could go.  At the same time there were several large bundles of clothing on the front porch.

"Oh, there you are, Chris," Mom turned from working at the kitchen sink.  "Could you please take all those bundles on the front porch out to your car and pack them in the trunk?  It doesn't appear that Uncle Toby has been able to do any washing for quite a while.  Alice and I are going to take all the bedding and linens home with us and wash it there.  Just about everything in this house needs a good cleaning."

I knew better than to comment about that.  Instead I headed right back outside and packed the trunk of my car full of clothing and bedding.  That wasn't the last of the little jobs they wanted me to do though, jobs like taking out the garbage and sweeping the front and back porches fell on my shoulders as well.  When Dad and Uncle Tom came back from their walk to check the cattle, they were put to work too.  In fact we all worked like slaves for another hour or more.  Both of the women probably would have been willing to work longer, but Uncle Tom and Dad insisted we had to get back home for evening chores.

The last thing we did before we left was to pack up Grampa Bender's CB radio in order to have Bob Grant, George's dad, check it out and repair it if necessary.

I was surprised that everyone was so quiet as we drove up the hill.  Then somehow as soon as we'd topped the grade and could no longer see the little ranch, everyone seemed to open up.  Dad was the first one to speak.

"I think Chris is right.  Someone will have to spend some time looking after the animals every day or two," he said, his voice had a resigned tone that I felt boded well for my idea.  "On top of that there are a lot of small repairs that need to be taken care of, otherwise things are simply going to deteriorate."

"Well, I agree," Uncle Tom spoke then.  "The problem is that scope of some of the things that need to be done, I wonder if anyone can handle all of them on his own.  What do you think, Chris?"

"Well, jobs like fixing the missing shingles on the barn roof would be impossible for me to do.  I'll be darned if I want to try climbing up there on a ladder with this cast on my leg, so I'd need help with things like that.  Heck, with this cast on my hand I don't even know if I can hold a hammer and a saw, so I'm going to need help to do several jobs," I answered with a snort of laughter.  "I think I'd need to bring my horses up as well, that way I could ride out and do jobs like going out to see the cattle and checking the fences."

"Can you ride with a cast on your leg?" Aunt Alice shot back at me.

"Well, I might need a special stirrup on the left side, but I think your son, Tom, could help me weld one up," I grinned into the rear view mirror at her, feeling that I was convincing everyone that I'd seen a lot of the problems and had planned ways and means of handling problems.

"I'm more worried about you having to cook for yourself," Mom spoke then.  "I know you aren't the worlds best cook."

"He'd soon learn," Dad answered for me.  "I think that for the first while Chris should plan on coming home every day or two anyway.  In fact until he's done with his exams, I think he should be home every night."

That was the point when I realised that they were going to go along with my scheme, up until then I hadn't held out a lot of hope that they'd all agree.  The rest of the drive home seemed to fly by for me as the discussion raged about what had to be done and how much help I was going to need.  My mind was too wrought up to remember many of the details, in fact I was alternating between feeling euphoric that I was going to be trusted to be on my own and worried that I was going to screw up in some way.




Chapter 13:

Beware - Livestock on Roadway

The next two weeks passed so quickly that I felt they must have grown wings and flew away.

It was during that two weeks that I really learned to prioritize the tasks of my life.  Most week days I had to go to school and write at least one final exam, in fact one day I had to write two, but I had three other days when I wrote no tests at all.  Each day I visited Grampa Bender in the hospital, looked after the animals on his farm and still managed to spend some time with Carissa.  On top of that I was able to spend an evening with George's dad repairing that pesky CB radio.  Another evening was spent with Tom making a special stirrup that fit over my cast.  As well, I even spent some time with Mom and Beth getting lessons about cooking simple meals.

In actual fact I'm not sure where the time went during those two weeks.  I'd never been so busy in all my life.

The first weekend during the exams was just as hectic.  Saturday morning I woke early and made breakfast for the whole family as Mom and Beth supervised.  After that we caught my two horses, saddled the Thoroughbred gelding and Beth set off for Grampa Bender's, riding the gelding and leading the Quarter Horse stud.  Once she was on the way I drove into town planning to see Grampa Bender, then picking up Carissa so she could spend the day with me.  Corinna was going to catch a ride back home with us so she could spend time with Wil, but I was planning on driving back home anyway since I wanted to pick up George and Tom, who were going to come up and help me at Grampa Bender's place for the day.

At the hospital I found Grampa Bender in a ward room with several other older men and I was shocked at how old he looked.  However this was the first time that I really had a chance to talk to him since we'd rushed him to the hospital.  When I told him that I was going to be looking after his place until he could go home it seemed as if a weight had lifted from his shoulders.  He'd been worried about his animals and I'd just relieved him of that concern.  I was astounded that he hadn't realized that his place was being cared for before then, since at least one or two of my family had been in to see him each day.  So I spent nearly an hour with him, explaining how I was planning to look after the place and telling him about the things that we'd already done.

When I finally had to leave, I was stopped in the hallway by one of the nurses who had seen us talking.  I was surprised to find that she had noticed how he had perked up as I'd been talking with him and even more surprised when she suggested that my involvement was probably the best medicine that he could have.  She explained to me that the stroke he had suffered was affecting his short term memory.  She also told me that if I or my family kept on reminding him of what was going on each day, eventually he'd accept the fact that we were caring for his farm.  She suggested that I should talk to his doctor, saying that since I was directly involved I should know more of Grampa Bender's prognosis for the future.  Her words and tone left me in a very sober mood, in fact I was somewhat worried when I left the hospital.

Carissa and Corinna managed to restore my mood somewhat when I picked them up, but as soon as I got home I managed to get Mom alone and buttonholed her to see if she knew more about Grampa Bender's condition.

"Well, he is a very old man, Chris," she said with a frown and a deep sigh.  "I don't think the nurse should have dropped that on your shoulders though."

"Unlike you, I think I should know what's going on," I answered firmly.

"Unfortunately we're not certain how long his recovery will take and neither is his doctor," she said firmly.  "It's not something you need to worry about right now."

"But Mom, I want to plan for the future."

"Chris, you're doing far more than we ever expected, all of you kids are, but you're the one who is leading the pack as usual," she put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently.  "Right now even the doctor is uncertain how soon he's going to recover, or how complete his recovery will be.  I promise though if we find out anything for certain, Willard and I will pass it on to you.  For now, we all have to simply hope and pray that things will work out for the best."

With that statement she pulled me into a hug and I had a clue that Grampa Bender was in far worse shape than I had suspected, simply because of the depth of feeling that she was expressing.  I was actually quite shaken by the dawning realization that Grampa Bender might never live in his cabin again.  At the same time I knew that I was going to have to conceal that possibility from some of the members of my family if I could.

Somehow I realized that I'd gone a step further into adulthood than I had planned and I was being given as much responsibility as I could handle.  Mom and Dad were there to support me, but they were also encouraging me to go as far as I could on my own.  That was a rather sobering thought.

I was still in a rather sober mood as Carissa, Tom, and George climbed into my car.  However their moods were all bright and lively, so it wasn't long before my mood lifted.  Because she rode across country while we had to go around by the road, Beth was already at the cabin when we got there.  In fact she had the coffee pot on the stove and as soon as we got there she and Carissa insisted that we eat the lunch that Beth and Mom had fixed for us.

While they were setting it out on the table and I was doing a quick check of the animals, Tom and George brought all the laundry that Mom and Aunt Alice had done inside and emptied the trunk of my car.  Then as we ate lunch I laid out the tasks I wanted to try to do that day.  The next few hours were extremely busy and I was astonished at how much we accomplished.

The two girls had taken over the jobs in the house and had put away all the laundry, then had rehung the curtains and made the bed.  Next they'd restocked the cupboards with groceries that Mom had bought during the week.  After that they joined the guys outside.

Around the farmyard we had repaired some weak points in the fences, replaced the shakes on the bare spots on the barn roof and fixed any obvious leaks that we could see.  Then we cleaned out the stalls in the barn and the worst of the manure in the chicken coop.  As well I'd started the old tractor and spread the load of manure on one of the lower pastures.  After I'd done that, Tom rigged the mower onto the back of the tractor in order to cut some of the long grass near the vegetable garden.  Meanwhile, the rest of us started weeding and cleaning up the weeds in between the rows of vegetables.  Even with the time it took to do all that, we left by four in the afternoon so the guys could be home in time to do chores.

After we'd eaten that evening I was going to go back and spend the night and Wil was going to use the pickup to run the twins back to town.  At least that was the plan until Corinna suggested that she thought Wil should drive her up to Grampa Bender's so she could see the place.  Carissa seemed to think that was a great idea and Wil didn't mind, so Carissa and I drove back in my car while Corinna and Will followed in the pickup.

Because it was near the end of June, the sun didn't set until late that evening, which meant that Corinna had a good chance to see the whole setup with Wil acting as her guide.  I didn't feel like doing much more walking that evening, in fact my leg was a bit sore.  Using my sore leg as an excuse Carissa and I stayed around the cabin.  One benefit of that as far as we were concerned was that we could finally be alone together for a while.  In fact, kissing, hugging, and petting almost got too serious, but we managed to break it off before we got completely carried away.

Instead we made coffee, then sat on the front porch and talked as we drank it.  Carissa wanted to know what I would do if the place were mine, so I shared my pipe dream of raising horses and turning the place into a working ranch.  We were still talking when Wil and Corinna came back from their walk.  Of course they teased us about sitting on the front porch drinking coffee like an old married couple, but a moment later they joined us and we talked until quite late.  Since I wouldn't see Carissa again until Monday at school, we managed to sneak in a nice long goodbye hug and kiss before they left.

I expected to have a hard time going to sleep because I'd never spent a night in the cabin, but I suppose all that I'd done during the day had tired me out.  I fell asleep almost a soon as I'd gotten into bed.

The next morning I was up bright and early.  After frying myself some eggs and bacon and having a couple of cups of coffee, I went outside and looked after the animals then began to putter around the place doing small jobs.  In fact the whole morning and part of the afternoon were spent doing little fixups.  However, by four in the afternoon I was beat and decided I was done for the day.  After one final check around the place, I drove home to have Sunday supper with my family.  I even managed to get in an hour or two of review for the exam I had the next day.

The following week was as hectic as the prior week had been, but at least I only had three exams that week.  One of the high points of the week for me came when I was able to tell Grampa Bender about all the work we'd been doing on the farm, another was when I brought Carissa into the hospital and introduced them to each other.  However, circumstances seemed to conspire to keep Carissa and me apart most of the week.  Because none of our exams coincided and since I was so busy outside of school, we only had a few brief minutes together each day.

My last exam was on Thursday, then I was done.  I was hoping to be able to spend some time with Carissa that evening, but she had a tough exam on Friday so we didn't get a chance to be together for long.  Instead she spent Thursday evening studying and I spent the evening at home with my family.  That weekend Mom, Dad and Beth were going off to a gymkhana.  Beth was going to show her horses and Wil was going to stay home to look after the farm.  I was planning on spending the whole weekend up at Grampa Bender's cabin, with the exception of one quick trip to town.

Friday was an extremely busy day for me.  My day started with helping the family to load Beth's two best horses into the horse trailer, then packing the pickup with the gear my family would need over the weekend.  Once they had gotten away that was followed by hurried trip to town.  After a quick stop at Frank Dolens' service station to pick up some gas and oil for the old tractor, I went directly to the hospital and visited with Grampa Bender for a short while.  Following that I'd planned on visiting the grocery store, then I wanted to be at the school to pick up Carissa after she finished her last exam.

Everything went well until I was finished at the grocery store, that's when I found my car was blocked in by a delivery truck.  Of course that made me late getting to the school and after looking all over the school for her I found out that Carissa had already left.  Expecting that she might be annoyed with me for being late, I drove to her house, but it seemed that there was no one home, at least no one was answering the door.

Then my world fell in around me.  One of the neighbours saw me at the door and came over to tell me that the Coulter's had gone away for the First of July weekend just like my family had.

I was stunned.  Carissa hadn't mentioned that she was going away.  Of course I assumed the worst since I was still something of a neophyte concerning romance.  On top of that I was slightly pessimistic about my luck with women so I jumped to the conclusion that she'd decided to break up with me.

I made a beeline for my car and drove directly out to Grampa Bender's place.  At first I planned on going down to the cellar under the cabin and opening a quart of Grampa Bender's hooch so that I could drink my sorrows away.  However when I got to the cabin I decided to look after the animals first and get drunk later.  Of course one little job seemed to lead right into another and before realised it, I had worked the whole day away.  When I finally stopped looking for small jobs that had to be done, it was late in the evening.  That's when I realized that I hadn't eaten anything since breakfast and I was extremely hungry.

While my meal was cooking, I turned on the CB and called home to let Wil know I was okay.  Since I didn't want to talk long, I used my hunger and the fact that I had food cooking on the stove as an excuse to sign off after only a moment or two.

I've heard it said that after a breakup, people either eat too little or too much.  I suppose I fall into the latter class.  At least that night I certainly put away a huge meal.  Expecting that I was going to have trouble getting to sleep, I made myself a cup of hot chocolate and went out on the porch to sip it as the sun went down.

As I sat there my mind was wheeling and whirling about the tough luck I had with women, but the combination of a hard afternoons work, a heavy meal and the hot chocolate combined to make me quite sleepy.  I decided to go in and go to bed.

I had stripped down to my shorts when the dog started to bark.  I pulled my jeans back on, then rushed outside to see what was the matter.  In the fading daylight an old Jeep was coming across the bridge over the creek and since I didn't recognise it, I wondered if it was some form of trouble that I hadn't anticipated.

One of the things I had worried about was the idea that some of the rougher elements from town might have heard that Grampa Bender was in the hospital and decided that the place might be abandoned.  I'd heard of them going out to various outlying farms that had been unoccupied for a few weeks and trashing those places while having wild parties.  Since this was the last Friday evening of the school year, that possibility seemed quite probable.  So, just in case that was what was happening, I stepped back inside the cabin and grabbed Grampa Bender's old twelve gauge pump shotgun from the pegs it hung on near the door.  I even jacked a shell into the chamber as I stepped back onto the front porch, not that I was planning on shooting anyone, but having that old scattergun in my hands as a deterrent was very reassuring.

Although the light was failing, as the Jeep got closer I could make out the fact that there was only one person in it.  Seeing that, I relaxed enough to pop the shell out of the shotgun and stood it against the wall.  Then the Jeep was coming toward me across the flats and pulled up beside my car.  I stared in astonishment as the driver stepped out.

"Hi, I thought you might get awfully lonely up here by yourself this weekend, so I borrowed Uncle Frank's Jeep and came to visit you," Carissa grinned at me.

I was shocked and totally speechless for several seconds.

"You aren't going to make me drive all the way back home tonight are you?" she asked with a slight quaver in her voice.

"Unh, uh," I managed to grunt and shook my head, still trying to adjust to the implications of her being there, but at the same time very happy that she was.

I'm not certain how long we stood there staring at each other, but at some point I realised that she was probably as uncertain of herself as I was.  I took one hesitant step toward her, then suddenly she was rushing into my arms.

"What about your folks?" I asked, my face buried in her sweet-smelling hair as we hugged tightly.  "Your neighbour told me that your whole family went on a holiday."

"The neighbour is a nosy parker and an idiot.  Mom and Dad took the weekend off," she sighed.  "Corinna is spending it with Wil and I'm here with you.  Now, do I finally get a kiss or not?"

She didn't just get a kiss.  Actually, she almost got eaten alive, but she was as enthusiastic as I was, so it was a fair trade.

I'm not sure if she expected to be scooped into my arms, carried inside the cabin and into the bedroom, but she certainly didn't argue.  In fact she was completely cooperative, or rather she was as impatient as I was.  Only moments later neither of us were virgins.  Neither of us may have had any experience, but we must have made up for that with our sheer enthusiasm, or else we simply had a surplus of natural talent.  Perhaps the days and weeks prior to our finally getting into bed had served as foreplay or else Carissa was extremely easy to get aroused.  Anyway, she certainly disproved the old wives' tale that virgins never climax during their first session of intercourse.  As for me, I was almost euphoric.

I couldn't seem to get close enough to her, and I fell asleep holding her gently in my arms.

When I awakened in the morning and found myself in Grampa Bender's bed, I was literally lost and didn't know where I was for several seconds.  Actually since I had a morning woody which was tucked between the soft, but firm globes of Carissa's bare bottom as I cuddled to her back, I was shocked and somewhat alarmed as well.  It took at least a couple of minutes for the happenings of the previous night to sink into my thick skull.  Until that happened and I realized that she and I had both wanted to make love I was almost afraid to move.  Of course by then the hydraulic pressure in my bladder had reached the danger level and I knew I had to either move or I'd suffer an accident.

Untangling my arms from around her delightful body so that I could manage to get out of bed without awakening Carissa seemed to take forever, but I finally managed to slip out of bed and make a mad dash outside.  It wasn't until I was standing there relieving myself into the bushes off the end of the front porch of the cabin that the true implications of what had happened interrupted my thought processes.

I'd had sex with one of the Coulter twins and of course I remembered the rumour that all guys my age had heard about the twins and about their father.  John Coulter had supposedly threatened to use a rusty tin can lid to nut any guy who took the virginity of one of those twins.  The two of them were the delight of his life and he'd spent eighteen years guarding them from the world.  Now in one rampant moment I had destroyed one of those precious bits of flesh that he'd spent so many years protecting.

It didn't matter that Carissa had been a willing and eager participant in our actions, for some reason I still saw her as an innocent participant that I had drawn into my version of depravity.  I was the guilty guy whose undisciplined actions had disgraced one of the two stars of John Coulter's universe.  I was the damn fool who had picked her up and carried her inside the house, then taken her to bed.  I was going to have to face the music, not only with John Coulter, but with my parents as well.  All I could do was hope that they wouldn't be too hard on me.

With a deep sigh of resignation at my fate, I crossed the front porch in an attitude of surrender to the world.  I was guilty and I knew that I had to face the music.  In my weakness, I had given in to the temptation of having sex and now I knew I had to suffer the consequences for my actions.

On top of that I had to find some way to face Carissa and apologise for being such a weakling.  I resolved that in some way I was going to treat her so wonderfully that it would make up for the disgrace I had brought upon her.  Then as I was preparing the coffee pot for the morning brew and thinking about how to apologise to Carissa, I remembered that she'd driven out here and had been the one to tempt me, not the other way around.  Perhaps an apology wasn't called for?  After all, she was literally as guilty of our actions as I was.  I paused as my mind whirled around and around while I had an argument with myself.

Then my rebellious memory recalled the delight of being involved in the act of sex and my libido clamped down on my reason.  Some twisted and perverse tendril of thought intruded itself into my brain, insistently pointing out that now that Carissa was no longer a virgin, no one would be able to tell if we'd only had sex once or if we had enjoyed the act of making love a dozen times.

The hormones in my body must have been waiting on standby and instantly leaped into action.  Almost instantaneously I had another erection and without any thought of the consequences I was suddenly moving back toward the bedroom.  It didn't help that Carissa was awake and smiling at me as I came through the bedroom doorway; nor did it help that she had thrown off the covers on the bed so that my rebellious libido was further stimulated by the sight of her delightful body.

"Well, look at you," she purred softly and I could almost feel the weight of her gaze as it singled out the swollen flesh that waggled at my groin.  "Is that for me?"

Something suddenly switched in my brain and once more reason intruded.  Abruptly I was again the shy kid who had worshipped this young woman from afar.  I felt the blood rushing to my face and one of my hands attempted to cover the shocking display of swollen flesh at my crotch.

"I'm sorry, I …" my voice failed me as she wriggled provocatively.

"Oh, you're not going to go all shy on me again, are you?"

Her voice was like a siren song, drawing me forward, one reluctant step at a time.

"That's my guy!  Come to Mama," she coached softly, one hand reaching out beseechingly as the other patted the bed at her side.

My feet seemed to be drawn step by step, closer and closer to her influence.  Our hands touched and I knew I was completely seduced, but somehow it felt so good, so right.

"I need a good morning cuddle," she purred and I was drawn to her, enveloped in the raw lust that she seemed to radiate.

I don't recall slipping back into the bed, but somehow she was wrapped in my arms and we were kissing.

Then we were doing more, so much more!

Once more she was soft and wonderful and very, very cooperative.  The delight I felt at being with her simply overwhelmed all the sensations of guilt and fear.  Once more she reacted in a way that drew me to feats of raw lust that I could hardly imagine.  Then once more we were surging together to a plateau of ecstasy that I'd never suspected was possible, not until being with her.

Unfortunately I was like many men, once my body had achieved release it simply insisted on rest, but at least I managed to shift so I wasn't crushing her beneath me before I dozed in relaxation.

It wasn't until I was again wide awake, simply laying beside her and gently stroking the smooth skin of one of her breasts with my fingertips, that another of the consequences of what I had done truly sank into my thick skull.

"Oh shit!" I sat up and stared at her in shock.

"What's wrong?" her voice was filled with concern.

"I forgot to use a damn French safe last night when we made love and I just did the same bloody thing again," I whispered.

"A French safe?"

"A condom, dammit."

"Oh, I knew that.  I very carefully didn't warn you so that it would slip past your memory," she smiled like the cat who had just eaten the canary.

"But what will we do if …" my voice failed me with the question only partially spoken.

"Then we'll deal with it, but there really isn't much chance of anything happening," she laughed softly and sat up to stare me in the eye as her face grew more serious.  "Haven't you ever heard of the pill?"

"What pill?"

"The birth control pill that came onto the market just a few months ago.  A pill a day is supposed to stop any chance of a pregnancy," she was sounding like a teacher who was lecturing a class.  "I started taking it a month before the graduation party, but the doctor warned me that it might not do much until after my first period and wasn't foolproof until after the second one."

I didn't say anything, instead, I was starting to feel upset for some reason.  I suppose it was because I felt let down at being left out of the loop and not knowing what was going on.

"Remember last week, when Will gave Corinna and me a ride to town after we came up here?"

I nodded my head to let her know that I remembered, but almost opened my mouth and told her about my injured feelings.

"Well, the only reason that I didn't take you to bed then was that I was having my period.  That was the second one after I started on my pill."

"Oh," I answered shortly, then saw her face twist into a frown at my annoyed tone so I thought I'd best explain.  "Look, I'm glad you're protected, but I wish you'd let me know.  I was left feeling like a bastard because I didn't respect you enough to protect you.  After all I'm supposed to be just as responsible as you are."

"Oh, you sweetheart," she smiled and suddenly she was pressing me back onto the bed, then with her face scant inches from mine she spoke slowly and deliberately.  "I am sorry for upsetting you and making you feel bad, and I admit that I didn't think of how you might feel.  I was only trying to give you a treat."

"A treat?  What do you mean?" I was still trying to talk as her lips were grazing across my face, teasing me.

"Well, I thought our first time should be skin to skin," Carissa lifted her head and grinned at me.  "I wanted to make sure you were a good bareback rider.  Besides, I know you don't have enough condoms to last for four days, so we'd end up doing it this way in the long run anyway."

"Wait a minute, are you planning on spending all four days here?"

"Unh huh, I'm gonna be here the whole weekend," she giggled.  "By the time our folks get back from their holidays, I imagine that I'll be walking bowlegged and pigeon toed from clamping my legs around your back as you poke that wonderful tool of yours deep inside me."

"Oh damn.  Don't remind me of that," I heaved a huge sigh.  "I'm going to have to face both your dad and my folks about this."

"Don't worry about it," she laughed softly.  "By now I imagine both of our Dads have been told what Corinna and I had planned."

"What?" I stared at her.  "Who would tell them?"

"Our Moms of course," she giggled softly and poked me in the ribs.  "Who do you suppose arranged for Corinna and me to get you and Wil alone while our families were out of town?"

"But, what about …"

She lifted a finger and laid in on my lips to silence me.

"Shh," she whispered.  "You and Wil were set up, but I can explain if you want me to, only you'll have to be patient and not interrupt."

I managed to nod my head and she drew a deep breath.

"First off you need to know that puberty caught up with Corinna and me very early and my folks knew about it right away, because they'd been expecting it."

I must have looked slightly confused because she grinned and chuckled.

"Oh quit looking so surprised," Carissa chortled.  "Remember that Valentine that you gave me, the one that you thought I threw away?"

I nodded my head again, but still kept quiet.

"Well, Mom caught me laying in bed holding that in one hand and playing with myself with the other," she giggled then her face went through a sudden change and she became very serious.  "That was when she talked to Daddy and he laid down the law to us about boys.  You see he and Mom were sort of precocious when it came to sex and they didn't want us to go through the same sort of thing they'd had to put up with when they were young."

"I don't understand," I sighed softly.

Her face was twisted into a frown as she sighed deeply.

"Don't ever tell them that I told you, but Daddy got Mom pregnant when she was only fourteen.  She had a miscarriage and the baby was stillborn or I'd have had either an older brother or sister," she looked like she was almost in tears as she talked about it.

"Oh, I'm sorry," I sighed and hugged her gently as she snuggled against me.

It was a few minutes before she began to speak again and somehow I had the sense to keep quiet and wait for her to continue.

"Anyway, to make a long story short, Mom and Dad didn't want that sort of thing to happen to us, so they laid down the law.  First they told Corinna and me exactly what had happened to them.  Then they made the idea that if we fiddled around with boys sound so scary that we were terrified of getting pregnant.  We were still fascinated by guys, but we wouldn't even let them touch us out of fear.  So we became the 'Ice Cubes', otherwise known as the world's worst cock teases," Carissa snorted then and moved so I could see her face again.

"Then a few weeks ago, just a few days before our eighteenth birthday, Corinna and I heard Mom and Daddy having a loud argument.  Anyway, the next day Mom tried to talk to us about sex, but I guess after so many years of trying to make sex seem so unpalatable to us, she did a terrible job of it.  All she really did get across was the idea that she really thought that sex was wonderful.  Then she told us she was worried because once we were eighteen, she and Daddy couldn't legally stop us from screwing our butts off if we ever found out how great sex really was."

She snorted in reaction to the thought and I was going to say something, but instead she looked at me seriously and sighed softly.  "I think Mom really expected us to go nuts about sex because inside of a few days she took us both down to see Dr. McGraths.  She asked him to give us a talk about the pitfalls of unprotected sex, especially with guys who slept around.  That talk of his was a lot scarier than the sex ed class we had in school, but at the same time he also told us about the birth control pill and that made it worthwhile."

"So this pill stops you from getting pregnant?" I asked in wonder since I'd never heard of it before.

"Unh huh and I'm not surprised you haven't heard of it 'cause it's fairly new," she nodded.  "Of course when Mom heard that both Corinna and I had gotten a prescription for the pill, that almost shut down our chances of having the grad party we had planned on having at our house.  She'd heard the stories about so many of the girls who went to grad parties and about them having sex for the first time that night.  I suppose she was afraid we'd be right in there like pigs in the mud.  Somehow Daddy calmed her down and insisted that we should still have the party," she smiled, then her face changed and she shrugged.

"You know what happened then.  Of course Mom heard about the big bollix after the party, but she also heard how both Corinna and I thought you were the nicest guy around.  That really threw her for a loop.  I think she was afraid that both of us were going to compete with each other to win you over or something."

"But the thing about the pictures didn't happen until the next week," I protested.

"Oh that wasn't the first thing, not for Mom," Carissa snorted.  "First off she and Daddy were supposed to be away until Monday and the party was on Friday night, so we thought we'd have all weekend to clean up.  She came home early and caught us still cleaning up on Sunday morning.  Then to make it worse, both of us were prattling on about how you could have had sex with us, but you'd been such a gentleman and so on and so forth.  She was positive that you were setting us both up for a threesome or something."

"Oh."

"Yeah, 'Oh.' is right.  So we started out the week in crap with Mom, then the shit hit the fan with the pictures.  I mean when we opened that damn envelope, I knew right then that my life was over.  All I could think of was to get out of there and hide somehow or somewhere.  So the next thing I remember, Corinna and I were running down the street toward home, knowing that Mom and Daddy were going to skin us alive.  Then suddenly Daddy's car was pulling in front of us and Daddy was ordering us to get in the back seat.  I guess Beth had phoned your dad and he'd phoned my Dad.  I think he was planning on going to the school to take it apart when he saw us on the street and decided we should be with him," Carissa's attempt at a laugh was closer to a bark.  "Anyway, Daddy was pissed!  I mean he was livid, ranting and raving like a maniac about what he was going to do to whoever had taken those pictures."

"I know.  Remember, I was there when he came in, but he was calm compared to my Dad," I nodded and grinned at her.

"Well, to be honest none of us were exactly calm as cucumbers.' she grinned back at me.  "You did a pretty fair job of imitating a wild man yourself."

"Hah, I wasn't the one who tore out the girls' hair and blackened their eyes."

"That's only because someone held you back," she giggled.  "Anyway, after everything had settled down and we got sent home, you and Beth showed up at our house.  Daddy got the wild idea from Beth about us helping out on the farm for a few days, which is when our real sex education began, from your little sister of all people."

"Well, from what I heard, Mom stuck her oar in the water once in a while too," I grinned at her.

"Yes, she did, but mostly to confirm what Beth had told us beforehand.  Your little sister should be teaching the sex ed class at school instead of those old fogeys they have teaching it now."

I just grinned at her, not wanting her to know that I was wondering if Beth knew more about sex than I did.

"Anyway, after we got that crash course in sex education, along came your brother Wil.  Corinna went bananas over him, then you broke up with Sandy and I let you know about my feelings for you.  Suddenly we each had a guy and we started thinking that we wanted to find a way to practise all the things we'd learned.  So, when you took us back into town on the following Monday, we talked to Mom.  To be honest, we gave her a warning about the way we were feeling and for once she listened to what we said.  She arranged it so that all three of us talked to your Mom.  Since we insisted we were going to seduce you two in some way, come hell or high water, they decided that they might as well try to make it uncomplicated for us.  So here we are.  Corinna has Wil over at your house for three days and four nights, while I have you here for the same time."

She was beaming at me now as she sat up and stretched slowly.  As for me, I was astounded that our Moms would do anything like that.  For several seconds I didn't do or say anything as I thought out the implications of what she had said.

"Unh, Carissa?" I finally found my voice.

"Yes, Lover," she sighed as she wriggled herself closer and leaned down toward me.

I decided suddenly that even if she didn't like what I said, I had to be honest with her.  I tried my best to put my feelings of lust on the back burner while I talked to her seriously.

"Look, I really like you, but I think I'm too young to get too serious about getting involved with anyone, even you.  I want to do so many things in my life and …"

"Oh, I know that," she answered quickly, again silencing me with a fingertip on my lips; her face was suddenly very serious.  "I'm not asking for you to get engaged or anything; I just want to be your girlfriend for now.  I have plans too, you know.  In September I'm going to be moving to Calgary in order to study nursing, in fact I'm already enrolled in the course.  Now that you're so involved with this place, I don't know what you're planning and I sure don't want to screw you up in any way; actually I'd like to help you do what you want instead.  All I'm asking is for us to be together for the next two months.  Okay?"

"Well I think we can do that," I answered her.  "The thing is that I feel sort of lost about this whole thing."

I sighed deeply as I saw her frown and it was my turn to reach out a hand and touch her lips as she opened her mouth to speak.

"Wait please," I sighed again as I saw a strange play of emotions cross her face.  "Don't get upset, but I have to try to explain and right now I'm having a hard time just thinking straight.  Okay?"

"Okay," she smiled slightly, then she sighed softly and shifted uneasily.  "Can I go use the bathroom though?"

I smiled and nodded, realizing that I'd have a moment to collect my thoughts.  She slipped out of bed and rushed out of the room and I had to grin as I watched her round 'bubble butt' disappear.  A second later I was feeling serious again and I knew somehow that I was going to have to get the idea of my confused feelings across to her.

When she came back, I was still thinking deeply, but at least I had a basic idea of what I wanted to say.

"That's an awfully deep frown," she whispered.

"Sorry, but I've been having some deep thoughts and the only thing that I've really decided is that I'm not sure I like the idea of growing up so fast," I sighed as I patted the bed in an invitation for her to sit at my side again.

"What do you mean?" she leaned toward me and kissed me on the forehead as she sat down, then sat back and looked down at me with a slight frown on her face.

"Well, I'm only sixteen and already I'm sort of on my own."

"I don't understand?"

"Okay, I guess I need to explain that," I sighed again.  "This place is Grampa Bender's, but my family has literally given me control of the whole thing.  I'm responsible for anything that happens here and that's scary as heck.  What if I screw up?"

"Oh come on, you might be only sixteen years old, but I've gone out with guys who are in their twenties who aren't half as old as you are, at least not mentally," she snapped.  "Jeez, you think too darn much at times.  Don't worry.  You'll do just great at looking after this place.  Besides, what does that have to do with us?"

"Well, right now I'm laying in bed when I should be out working," I managed a weak smile then waved my hand as she looked like she was about to speak.  "That scares me as well."

"What?  My wanting to make love with you?"

"Unh huh," I nodded.  "I'm a kid compared to you, like I said I'm only sixteen and you …"

"Oh for cripes sake!" she snapped and stood up again.  "I've known you since you were eight or nine years old and you've never acted like a sixteen-year-old.  Actually, you act like a grownup most of the time.  I've never seen you hurt anyone unless they've hurt somebody else first, then you're there to defend the one being hurt.  Look at what you did for Corinna and me."

"Well, that was a bit different.  I knew the truth, so the lies and faked photos would've …"

"They would have hurt us and so you stepped in.  That's my point.  You never go looking for a fight, but holy shit, if you do get forced into having one, you clear the decks and clean the clocks of anyone who is screwing up, yet at the same time you make sure you protect any innocent bystanders," she paused for a second and waved her hand in a gesture that seemed to include both of us as well as everything around us.  "Look at you now, you've got a cast on one hand and another on your leg, but you're up here looking after a whole damn farm on your own because one of your relatives is in the hospital."

"But that's got nothing to do with you and me," I protested.

"Perhaps it doesn't, at least not directly, but it sure as hell impresses me and that's what I'm talking about," she sighed.  "You've always impressed me, right from the first time I met you and I've always thought you were a great guy.  To start with, you've always gotten the best grades of any kid in the darn school and yet you've never acted like you were special.  You've always been willing to help out anyone else that wasn't doing as well as you, but at the same time you were always so darn shy.  Now that you seem to be coming out of that shy stage, I can see even better what a great guy you are and I wanted to spend time with you, which is really why I'm here."

"But we've known each other for years," I frowned at her.  "And what has that got to do with our folks?  I mean, why would our Moms set things up so that we could spend a long weekend together?"

"They didn't, not really.  They simply left the door open for the two of us to get together if we really felt it was what we wanted," she smiled.  "I'm the one who pushed and prodded, well, along with Corinna.  Mom realised that we were serious very quickly, but your mom took some major convincing.  Corinna and I must have argued for about two hours."

"I still don't understand why they cooperated at all."

She sighed deeply.  "They went along with us because we promised to be totally honest with you and with Wil.  Your mom insisted on that.  That's why I'm talking to you right now.  I want you to know that I'm here because I fought to be here.  I want you to find out exactly what I'm like while I discover things about you that I didn't know before.  On top of that, I guess I'm hoping that you and I will really hit it off.  Maybe we can become a couple for the next while, but I'm not going to push you into that in any way.  First I want to see what happens when we work together and live together with no one else around."

"So this is like a trial period or a test of some kind?"

"I suppose so," she laughed disparagingly as she shook her head.  "I'd rather think of it as a bonus of sorts.  Maybe you could call it a trial honeymoon if you'd like?"

"Umm, there is a small problem," I smiled at her.  "I really need to do some work and …"

"So, that's another reason I'm here," she grinned at me.  "Your mom wasn't really happy about either you or Wil being alone on either farm, especially you, since you're all the way up here and already injured.  She knows how easy it is for an accident to happen and she wanted you to have some backup, just in case something did happen.  Besides, I want to work with you and help out that way I can learn even more about you."

"Well, if that's so, I guess we should really get out of bed and do something," I suggested.

"I suppose," she sighed.  "So what's on the agenda for today?"

I couldn't have stopped the grin that came to my face at her reaction, but I did manage to hide it to some extent as I rolled over and stood up to scoop her into my arms for a hug and kiss.




Chapter 14:

Caution - Signal Function Changed

It was evident in the next little while that her mood had changed drastically.  When we'd first awakened, she'd seemed to be totally into sex and all that it involved, but now she seemed to be more interested in long term plans and dreams.  As well she actually wanted to be involved in the work I was doing, she even tried to understand exactly what was going on and why I did anything.

We ate breakfast first, then went to work on the jobs that I'd planned to do.  Grampa Bender even had the first job I wanted to tackle marked on the calendar; we needed to check the battery bank and service the wind turbine.  Once we'd checked out all the animals and cared for them, we hiked up the knoll behind the house to the wind turbine tower and battery shack.

"Why is this so far from the house and why are we hauling water to the top of this hill?" Carissa panted as she helped me pull a wagon filled with jugs of rainwater to the battery shack.

"Well, the wind blows a lot stronger up here," I sighed as I stopped for a short break.  "And, the reason we're hauling the water is to use it to top up the batteries if they happen to be low."

I went on to explain that we used rainwater because it had fewer minerals in it than ground water or spring water, then answered her questions about the reason for using the generator in the first place.

Since Grampa Bender's homestead was twelve miles from the nearest hydroelectric supply line, the cost to have a regular electrical supply line installed would have been astronomical.  Instead, he had installed a wind turbine since his homestead actually sat near the end of a mountain pass and the wind blew through the area quite often and usually quite strongly.  The only problem with that was that it didn't blow continuously.  To solve that problem he'd added a batch of batteries which could be charged by the turbine when the wind was blowing and he wasn't using power, then he'd have those charged as a reserve electrical supply when the wind wasn't blowing.

Unfortunately the wind turbine and the batteries were getting quite old and had to be serviced every few months to keep them in working condition.  Not only were they getting old, but the wind turbine and batteries were all set up to produce thirty-two volts direct current and it was getting hard to get the light bulbs that worked on what had become an odd voltage.  Even worse than that there was a lot of loss in the system because it was direct current, but it was better than nothing.

Of course I had to explain the difference between direct current and alternating current as well as to go into all the problems with the system.  Then she asked about the reason for not having regular hydroelectric power run in, since she could only see the advantages of a regular electric supply.  She didn't understand why we thought it was too costly, but she'd only seen the normal electrical bills that came to a house in town.  Up until I explained the costs, she hadn't realised that each farmer had to pay for the lines and poles that allowed the power company to supply the electricity to each farm.

I was impressed with how quickly she understood the overall situation and was even more impressed that she dug in and helped with everything except climbing up the fifty-foot high tower to help me check over the turbine.  It turned out she was afraid of heights and was just as worried about the idea of me climbing the tower while I still wore my casts.  In fact since the turbine seemed to be working well and still producing full power, she browbeat me until I agreed that I could get Wil or Tom to help me do that part of the job some other day.

While we were on the top of the knoll, I took the time to point out the boundaries of Grampa Bender's original homestead and then explain the complete extent of his lease.  I wanted her to understand some of the reasons that I and my family were so involved with the whole setup and have an idea of why I was so adamant that someone should be living on the place all the time.

First off, I pointed out the steep hills that ran along the northern, eastern and western sides of the valley that were the base for the boundaries of the homestead and explained that the upper extension of the valley to the northwest led to a mountain pass several miles to the west of us.  That was the real reason why the wind almost always seemed to blow from that area and was the reason Grampa Bender had used the wind turbine as a source of power.

While we stood under the wind tower, we could just make out the little spring fed lake that lay at the north western corner of Grampa Bender's original homestead.  Unfortunately from the knoll we were just barely see the lake through the trees and bushes that surrounded it, but I thought she should see how far away from the cabin it was.  As well as that, I pointed out that beyond the lake and along the northern edge of the original section of land there was a relatively steep hill and at its base lay the springs and seeps that filled the lake.  That area was covered in willows, birches and quaking aspens, then there was a small swampy area that was tightly fenced off so that none of the stock would ever get mired in the muck and mud.  That source of water was the real reason that the government had granted the lease that Grampa Bender had applied for so many years before.

Of course I had to pause then and explain the idea of water rights and the relation that had to our leases and grazing rights.  Since Grampa Bender's original homestead enclosed the source of the water that fed the whole valley, he had prior rights to whatever happened with that water.  Without another source of water no one else could farm, ranch or even build anything in the valley below him without his permission.  Once she understood that concept she could see the reason that the lease included the whole valley as it meandered down to the upper edge of Dad and Mom's farm, which was where another creek joined the one that ran along the valley below us.

We took several more minutes gazing off into the distance as I pointed out the landmarks that roughly delimited the area of the homestead as well as others that indicated the extension of the government lease.  It wasn't long before she understood that my family controlled the whole valley and at least part of the reason why I was so enthusiastic about maintaining control of the lease.

It wasn't until I told her of my dream of a horse ranch that she grew really enthused though.  Instantly she wanted to know all about my idea and I decided that the only way she'd really understand was if she saw the area I was talking about with her own eyes.  The only way I could think of to do that was from horseback, so I suggested we take a break for lunch, then we could catch my two horses and go for a ride.

I think she would have willingly skipped lunch and gone for a ride instantly, but I insisted that we needed food and a change of clothes.  In actual fact I was a bit worried about riding far with her because I knew that neither of us had ridden much in the last while.  I was worried that we'd both suffer from saddle sores if we rode for too long.  It was only as we were walking down the hill toward the cabin that I remembered she'd come in a Jeep and realised that we could use that to travel to the boundaries of the area I'd been discussing.

That suggestion brought on an argument which lasted all through lunch and I learned just how adamant Carissa could be.  Of course I was almost as stubborn, but in the long run we managed to hash out a compromise.  We ended up planning to take the Jeep out first and using it to climb up one of the surrounding hills to one of the high ridges.  From there we could see the overall area, then we'd come back and saddle the horses in order to see some of the areas closely and much more thoroughly.

At least that was what we had planned… Unfortunately for us, Mother Nature and circumstance had other plans.

When we had been making our plans for the afternoon, the one thing we hadn't taken into account was the possibility of a change in the weather.  After we'd eaten, and as we walked out of the cabin, toward the Jeep, I glanced at the sky to the west of us, then came to a sudden halt.

"What's the matter?" Carissa asked.

I didn't speak aloud, instead I simply raised a hand and pointed at the roiling black line of clouds coming our way from the direction of the mountains.

"Is that a storm?"

"Unh huh, that's a hum dinger," I nodded.  "I think there will be both wind and rain in those clouds, maybe even some hail, so we'd better forget that drive.  In fact, I think we should batten down the hatches for some weather.  For one thing we'd better try to get the chickens inside the henhouse if we can, we don't want the wind and rain to get the young chicks, that would kill off some of them."

"Oh great we're going to have a storm and the Jeep has no roof," Carissa moaned.  "Uncle Frank will kick my butt if I let the upholstery get all wet."

"Well, you could always park it under the shed roof by the barn, the one with the tractor parked at the other end, that would keep off a lot of the rain," I pointed it out to her.  "If you look around the corner, just inside the barn, you might even find a tarp you can cover it with, but be sure you close the barn door and tie the tarp down.  If the wind does come up really strong, it'll tear the tarp off the Jeep if it's not tied down well and if the barn door is open, it could blow the roof off."

So she went to move the Jeep and I headed for the chicken run.

Thank goodness Grampa Bender only had a couple of dozen chickens because Carissa had time to park the Jeep and tie a tarp over it, then come down and help me get the last few hens inside.  By that time the wind was rising and we had to hurry to the cabin to beat the rain.

Once we were in the shelter of the front porch, we paused to watch the oncoming storm.  One of the things I was watching in particular was the wind turbine; I wanted to see if the self-feathering blades were still working automatically.  Luckily everything seemed to be okay, but I still worried slightly about that.  It was one of the things I'd have checked if Carissa hadn't talked me out of climbing the tower.

Of course I was worried about the other animals.  Luckily there was just enough height from the front porch to see the big corral where I had my horses.  I could see that they'd moved into the shelter of the open fronted shed built into one corner of the corral.  Further down the valley I was able to make out the cattle through the driving rain; they were making a beeline for the shelter of the quaking aspens that lined either side of the upper pasture.  Since the old sow was a coward about high wind, I knew she'd be inside.  Of all the animals, that only left the dog and he was almost under our feet on the porch, so all the animals seemed to be okay, which meant I could breathe a sigh of relief.

As the wind gusts rose and the rain started coming down harder, we were soon getting splattered with raindrops and it wasn't long before we retreated into the cabin.  Then because the temperature was dropping so fast during the storm, I lit a small fire in the wood burning heater in the kitchen.

"Are there often storms like this up here?" Carissa asked, as she watched the storm through a kitchen window.

"Not really, no more than down home," I chuckled as I walked up behind her and slid my arms around her waist.  "It just seems worse here because we're a bit isolated, but we're really only about thirty miles from town.  The weather is about the same here as it is there.  Of course since this place is right at the entrance to the pass, the winds are a bit stronger than they are down on the flatland."

"It feels colder," she snuggled back against me.

"Well, we are a couple of thousand feet higher than your house in town and quite a bit closer to the mountains," I gesture out the window in the direction of the pasture.  "I think Grampa Bender told me that the surveyors had said that the flats out there were about a mile above sea level.  That's why he uses 'MHR' as his brand; it stands for 'Mile High Ranch'.  The place has been registered under that name for years."

"Oh, I thought it was an 'M' and an 'R' with a bar between them," she snickered.  "That's what I get for not asking about things."

"Actually, the letters are just close together and run into each other," I nibbled on her ear

"Umm," she lifted one of my hands to a breast and wriggled her bottom against my growing hard-on.  "I can see you feel like snuggling together too.  Are you having ideas about keeping us warm?"

"Maybe?"

"Well, I'm a bit tender, but …" she turned in my arms.

Suddenly the storm was nowhere near as interesting as it had been.  That afternoon we discovered the joys of making love while listening to a storm roar outside.  Somehow, in some perverse way, it added a sense of danger that increased the enjoyment we shared.

Later that evening, after that the worst of the storm had passed, we sat out on the front porch and watched the drizzling rain.  We'd had time to check for problems and no major damage seemed to have been done, so we were celebrating with a cup of coffee as we snuggled together on the old porch swing.  Suddenly Carissa drew a deep breath, then sighed softly.

"Just smell that," she spoke softly.  "Everything smells so fresh and clean up here."

"Um hmm, wait until the sun comes out again," I nodded.  "That's when the odours really show up and they always seem stronger after it's rained."

"Mmm, I think I'm going to like that, but then I already like this place a lot," she sighed and grabbed one of my hands in hers.

"So do I.  That's why I wanted to be sure everything was okay while Grampa Bender was in the hospital.  I'd hate to have anything happen to this place."

"I can understand that," she drew a deep breath and sat up, then turned to face me, her forehead furrowed by a frown.  "Have you any idea what will happen if he's incapacitated enough that it would be unsafe for him to come back here?"

"Well, I'm hoping that won't happen for a few years," I sighed as I shrugged my shoulders.  "Someone would have to be here to look after the place and I've sort of stepped up to the plate for now.  I'm hoping that this isn't permanent though, because I've got a lot of things I want to do first.  However, I'd love to live here in the long run."

"Besides moving to the city and studying electronics, what else do you want to do?"

"Well, for one thing, I'd like to try racing that old stock car your uncle Frank gave me, but if I'm living up here, I won't even have time to work on it to get it ready," I sighed.

"I thought Uncle Frank said it was ready to go?" she questioned.  "Can't you just jump into it and race it?"

"I wouldn't feel safe, not until Tom and I have a chance to go over it from top to bottom.  There are some things that I just don't trust others to do.  I like to check them myself."

She chuckled and snuggled close.  "I kind of like having you check things out myself."

"I think that's a slightly different kettle of fish," I laughed.  "That's more along the lines of exploration of totally new territory, at least for me."

"For me too, buster, and don't you ever forget it," she poked me in the ribs, but none too gently.

I'd just started to tickle her in retaliation when I heard Grampa Bender's call sign on the CB.

"Oh damn, that'll be Wil checking in to see if we're okay after the storm.  I'd better answer him or he'll worry," I hurriedly disentangled myself from her arms and leaped to my feet.

Inside I grabbed the mic.  and answered the call."Mile High here.  How goes it, Big Brother?  Over."

"Well, we had some hail, but we're okay.  How are you doing?  Over."

"Everything is okay.  Over."

"Everything?  No surprises?  Over," Wil was chuckling.

"One, but it was a pleasant one," I grinned and wrapped an arm around Carissa, who'd come inside to stand beside me.  "Nothing I can talk about on the radio, though.  Over."

"I understand.  Do you need any help or any supplies up there?  Tom's car is insured and he has his learner's permit.  He was talking to me earlier about coming up to see you.  Over."

"Nope, everything is fine, but if you want to visit that'd be fine too.  The roads will be a bit slippery from the storm though and there might be some minor flash floods in the gullies up on the plateau, so it might be a good idea to wait for things to dry a bit.  Over."

"Maybe tomorrow afternoon?  Over."

"Sounds good.  Over."

"Right, see you then," I could hear Corinna say something in the background, but Wil just chuckled and then I could hear Corinna squeal.

"Over and out," he said and his radio shut down.

"It sounds like you aren't the only explorer in your family," Carissa laughed.

"Well, with weather like this, some indoor exploration seems like a great idea," I laughed, reaching for her.

"Unh uh," she danced away.  "I want to explore too and we have clean bed sheets.  Shall we go mess them up?  That way I'll have a decent sized wash tomorrow because I want to try it out that old gas powered washing machine of your Grampa's."

"Only if it's sunny," I laughed.  "Otherwise there's no way to dry things."

"Lets gamble," she laughed as she moved toward the bedroom, delighting me with an impromptu strip tease on the way.

The next day neither of us was moving as quickly as we could have been because we were both a bit tender.  We'd found out the hard way that there are consequences to overdoing certain physical activities that we weren't used to doing.  Of course we did feel slightly better when Corinna and Wil showed up in the early afternoon; they were moving even more slowly and carefully than we were, which gave Carissa and me a small private chuckle.

Tom had decided not to come up after all, but he'd lent his car to Wil, who had used the excuse of bringing us some milk as a reason for visiting.  Since Grampa Bender didn't have any milk cows and only an ice box to keep things from spoiling, we actually did need it.  The milk I had brought up with me would only last that day anyway, mostly because I hadn't counted on having two people to use it.

While Wil and I carried the extra supply of milk to the ice house to store it safely, the twins went inside in order to make everyone some coffee.  We could hear them giggling and Wil looked slightly embarrassed as he glanced at me.

"I'll bet they're comparing notes," he sighed.

"Well, I expect they are," I had to grin.  "First off, they're women, secondly, they're twins.  Are you worried that Corinna might let out a secret or something?"

"No, I guess not," he sighed again.  "It's just that I think some things should be private."

"Maybe, who knows," I had to chuckle.  "I'll be honest, I'm not worried since I'm a complete neophyte at the sort of thing that we've been doing.  Carissa and I are learning about each other as we spend time together."

"Well, I'm not exactly and old hand at this either," he snorted.  "Corinna is really only the second woman I've ever done anything with.  On top of that I never expected this and it took me by surprise when she showed up.  I can't believe Mom went along with the idea."

"I agree," I nodded.  "In fact I think I probably question it more than you do.  Carissa has made it plain that she's not expecting me to make it permanent."

"Wow," he paused and looked at me strangely.  "How do you feel about that?"

I thought for a moment, then sighed.  "Uneasy I guess."

"Oh, why?"

"Well, there are just too many changing factors in my life right now," I sighed even deeper than before.  "Hell, I'm only sixteen and there are just too damn many things going on in my life.  I'm having a hard time with all of the crap that's affecting me."

"I think that's why Carissa said what she did about you two," Wil clapped a hand on my shoulder.  "She's smart enough to know that you're putting yourself under pressure and she's trying not to add to it."

All I could do was stare at him questioningly.

"Look, you've stepped in here like a grown man," he waved his hand as if taking in the whole of Grampa Bender's homestead.  "I know you can handle anything that might happen and deep down I think you know you can handle it, but it's not surprising that you're a bit worried.  You're young and you can't help looking around you at other guys your age, and you know damn well that they'd never do anything like this.  Fuck, I'm not sure I would even try it, but you've always been the guy who grabbed responsibility by the horns and wrestled it to the ground.  Seeing you leap into this wasn't a big surprise to me or to anyone who knows you.  That's always been the way you do things."

"Yeah, but what if I fuck up?"

"You won't, because if you find something you can't handle, you'll call for help.  That's when you'll find that the whole family and all your friends will back you up and help you handle the problem."

There wasn't much I could say to that, all I could do was smile in gratitude.

Actually that visit with Corinna and Wil left me feeling a lot more at ease than I had felt for weeks.  It also convinced me that I had to talk to Carissa about her dreams and desires.  Somehow I knew that if I understood her long term hopes and plans, I'd have a better handle on what she wanted from me.

I was surprised to find out that she wasn't sure what she wanted.  Well no, that's not quite truthful.  She was sure she wanted to be involved with young children, either as a pediatric nurse or a kindergarten teacher and one day she wanted a couple of children of her own.  She paid me a very high compliment then, admitting that she wanted to have a husband who was like me in many ways, but she emphasized that she wasn't in a hurry to get married.

When I asked her why she had worked so hard to arrange for us to have the weekend together, she'd laughed and admitted that for some reason I fascinated her.  To her, it seemed I was something of an enigma, a quiet and shy 'Mr. Nobody' who hung back most of the time and let others take the lead at school, but now she was seeing a guy who seemed to know when to step in and take charge if he was needed.  She also thought I was a true, died in the wool, romantic and that I'd make a great husband for some woman one day, but she thought it might not be her.  Finally she asserted that I was the one guy she felt completely comfortable to be around, so I was a natural to be her first lover.  In a nutshell, those were the main reasons why she was with me.

As a matter of fact, when she'd admitted that she didn't think we'd be together for more than a few months, it was a relief to me.  Up until then I think I was still harbouring thoughts about Corinna and Wil, who seemed to think that they were meant to spend a lifetime with each other.  Somehow, I didn't want to follow that model.  I wasn't excited about being tied down to any one woman right then.  In fact I was positive that I needed more freedom than that, at least until I was older.

That evening we found out that we were really good at something else besides making love; we could talk intelligently with each other, even when we disagreed on many subjects.  As a matter of fact, we spent most of that Saturday evening talking and discussing whatever subject happened to come up.

That night as we lay in bed and I held her in my arms, I felt closer to her than I ever had with any other person.

Sunday morning was gorgeous with the sun shining in a clear blue sky.  So after we'd had breakfast and looked after the animals we took the Jeep for a run up to the heights of the slopes that ringed three sides of the valley.  By choosing the western slope and knowing where a great viewpoint was, I could literally point out all the main features of the whole area.

What we were talking about was a roughly 'L' shaped valley that started at a little lake near the base of a steep slope and ran east and south from there.  The lake was in the northwest corner of Grampa Bender's original homestead and was surrounded on the north, east and west by steep slopes.  Those slopes were too steep to climb easily and any erosion gullies that might have been climbed by cattle or horses had been fenced.  Initially the valley stretched toward the east from the lake, but as it ran off on a slight downgrade it gradually swung southward.  Then after it made the turn to the south the slopes steepened into nearly impassable cliffs that grew further and further apart.  Finally, almost seven miles downhill from the lake it narrowed again until there was only a small gap in the cliffs with a very steep drop off to the lower valley floor.  In fact at that point the creek went over some falls and then into a stretch of rapids as it dropped over an almost vertical
cliff.  That whole upper valley, enclosed by cliffs and slopes, was the upper five thousand acres of Grampa Bender's lease, otherwise known as Mile High Ranch.

As I pointed out the features to Carissa, I could see the comprehension growing in her mind that it could be a wonderful ranch for raising horses.  Before long she was staring off into the distance with a dreamy look in her eyes that I recognised easily.  I'd often had that same look in my eyes as I stood on that hill and gazed out over that section of rangeland.  What we were looking at was a 'natural' ranch, with feed, water, shelter and the majority of the area fenced by natural barriers.  It was big enough to support a family, but small enough to be easily maintained.

"Now I understand why you're so enthusiastic about this place," she sound excited.  "I'm not a farmer or a rancher, but even I can understand what I can see from here."

"Yeah, it's something else, isn't it."

"Why hasn't it ever been developed into a real working ranch?"

"Because Grampa Bender was never that energetic and he didn't have anyone to help him.  He and his last wife only had a daughter and she wasn't interested in ranching.  Besides he's always been satisfied to make just enough to live on, with a little extra to put away for a rainy day," I sighed.

"It's a shame that he never developed it," she sighed softly in a match to my mood.

"Hey, it's his place," I managed a weak chuckle.  "There are over a thousand acres down there that have never been grazed for as long as I can remember.  We come up every August and cut the native grasses for hay, then bale it, truck it out and sell it to the rancher who rents the bottom section of the main lease from the family.  The money from the hay goes to pay the taxes, the lease, and the major portion of Grampa Bender's yearly expenses.  His only other income is from the few cattle he sells once a year, but even at that he seems to make out okay."

"I see, and if you were ranching this, what would you do?"

"Well, a fellow would have to build up gradually, but I think in only a few years you could triple the income from the place and in twenty years, you could be sitting pretty," I shrugged.  "The first few years would be tough slogging, but after that it would be easier."

"I see," she nodded at me, then smiled.  "The problem is that it's not yours."

"You're right," I chuckled.  "In fact there are about twenty relatives who are senior to me as far as any chance of inheriting the place is concerned, so I'm just dreaming.  Besides, I like Grampa Bender too much to want anyone to inherit the place very soon."

"I can understand that," she smiled and grabbed my hand.  "In fact, I think we should go to town and visit him.  After all you haven't seen him for a couple of days and he'd probably enjoy having visitors."

That idea earned her a kiss.

Inside of an hour we were in Grampa Bender's room at the hospital and I was introducing the two of them to each other again.  He didn't remember her, even though she'd been along when we'd found him in trouble and rushed him to the hospital, but then he was having trouble remembering anything that happened only a few days before.

Of course he was happy to see us and to hear about how everything was going on the homestead, so we talked to him for almost an hour.

After the hospital visit I decided to splurge and take Carissa out to lunch at a local restaurant.  We got a surprise as we walked in though, Carissa's uncle, Frank Dolens, and her Aunt Jenny were already there and invited us to join them.

Naturally Frank Dolens was up to date on the latest rumours, so he knew all about Carissa staying with me up at Grampa Bender's and about Corinna staying with Wil.  I don't think his wife approved, but I was quite sure he did, at least he managed to wink and grin at me several times during the meal.

"So how are the arm and leg doing," he asked.

"Oh, okay I guess.  Carissa wanted to have the wind in her hair on the way into town, so she wanted to take your Jeep.  She had to drive it though; I don't trust my leg on the clutch of a standard transmission yet," I shrugged my shoulders.

"I guess that means you won't be driving the stock car for a while then."

"Probably not," I agreed.  "In fact I'm a little tied up at Grampa Bender's place for now.  In fact, I haven't had time to do any work on the stock car at all."

"That's too bad, I was hoping you'd have time to get into a few races this year."

"Well, since the car was a freebie, why don't you bring it back into town and have your sons fix it up and race it?" I offered.

"There is no way my sons are driving a race car," Mrs. Dolens said sharply.

"Actually, I wanted you to drive it and the three of you boys to work on it.  I was really impressed with the way you guys fixed up those Model'A's," Mr. Dolens smiled.

"I guess we'd better all hope Grampa Bender gets better fairly quickly then," I smiled.  "Otherwise my time for that sort of thing will be fairly limited for the foreseeable future."

"I don't suppose you'd let the other boys work on it, then you could drive it in the races on the weekends?" he suggested.

"Well, to be honest, I haven't even mentioned it to the guys yet.  I didn't feel it would be fair for them to work on it without my being able to pull my weight."

"Somehow I doubt if they'd mind," he grinned.

"Maybe, but I wouldn't feel right about it," I shrugged.

"I suppose I shouldn't expect you to feel any differently," he chuckled and shook his head.

I just smiled and the topic drifted off onto other subjects.  However Carissa raised the subject again once we were finished lunch and driving back toward the ranch.

"I really think you should show Tom and George that stock car," she put it bluntly.  "In a way, I don't think it's fair for you to hide something like that away and spring it on them."

"Well, I'm not even sure I want to race the darn thing," I sighed.  "Besides, I've got my hands full right now, what with Grampa Bender's ranch and you."

"So now I'm a chore?" she teased.

"Oh no, but you do take a lot of my time," I laughed.

"Lets take an hour right now and show the boys your stock car, then you can tell them about your concerns about time and let them judge what to do.  We can spend that long can't we?"

I argued and protested, but she talked me into the idea in the long run.  So instead of driving straight back to the homestead, we headed out to the family farm.  We decided that we were going to stop and pick up Tom as we drove past his home and pulled into the yard, hardly getting stopped before Uncle Tom was coming out of the house.

"Hello Chris, Hi Carissa, How are you two?" he called.

"Just great, Uncle Tom.  Is Tom Junior around?  I have something to show him?"

"Hah, on a Sunday, you've got to be kidding," he grinned at me.  "He's over at your Dad's place."

"Oh, has Wil got a problem they're working on?"

"Not that I've heard of," His grin widened.  "Why don't you head home and see what he's up to for yourself?"

Somehow I knew that I wasn't going to get any further information from him, so after going inside for long enough to say 'Hi' to Aunt Alice, we left them to have some time alone.  Only a few minutes later we were driving into the yard at home.  There wasn't anyone around the house or the barn and I didn't see Tom's car either, then it dawned on me; Tom and George must have heard about the stock car somehow and they'd gotten it into their heads to try to get it all tuned up as a surprise for me.  I had Carissa drive down toward the old shed at the back of the farmyard where we'd stashed the darn stock car.

Everyone was there.  Well, at least Tom and George were there, along with Corinna and Wil, and all of them were showing signs of grease and grime.

"What in Hell is going on?" I demanded with a grin on my face as I got out of the Jeep.

"Well, it's about time you showed up," George hollered back, grinning just as widely as I was.

"Yeah, at least you showed up in time to save us the trip to come get you," Tom winked at me, his hands still busy as he continued to work on bolting something to the engine.

"Typical driver," George added.  "All the mechanics slave away for weeks and he shows up just in time to get behind the wheel for a test drive."

"You mean it's ready to drive?" I stared at him.

"Pretty well," Tom laughed at me.  "At least as far as we can tell.  We won't know for sure until you get behind the wheel and tell us if there are any problems."

"Is it safe?" Carissa demanded.

"Yes, dear sister, at least they tell me it's as safe as they can make it," Corinna answered.  "That's been my job, quality control.  It's got new tires all around, new seat belts, new steering parts, all the welds have been checked, everything's been gone over.  This car is as safe as we could make it."

"Yeah, that's the one thing we're positive about," Tom said as he leaned back, wiping his hands on a grimy rag.  "As far as mechanical reliability is concerned, that might be a bit iffy."

"Oh?  What's wrong?"

"That's just it; we don't know," he sighed.  "Everything in here is rebuilt, but everything is used, so who knows how long anything will last."

"The only thing that's new on it is the paint," Wil spoke up for the first time.  "Frank Dolens gave us that."

"But it's green!" I frowned at him.

"Yeah, well, he's Irish and that's the colour of all his cars and trucks, Kelly Green.  Since he's our sponsor and that's what he wants, we went with it.  Is there something wrong with green?" George asked.

"Yeah, race car drivers have a superstition about green cars," I sighed.  "It's considered bad luck."

"Since when are you superstitious?" Wil laughed.  "If the other drivers are leery of it; that's to your advantage because they'll give you room."

"Well, it certainly looks Irish," I sighed.  "In fact with the body in green and the door and roof in white with that darn green shamrock painted in the middle, it looks almost like a cop car."

"That Shamrock is for good luck," George laughed.  "We thought we'd paint the car number inside that nice green blob."

"Oh great, I'm going to be driving a car that might be unreliable, painted to resemble a darn cop car and I've got a bunch of clowns for mechanics.  This is going to be a comedy.  Have you decided on a number yet?"

"Nope.  The only thing we have decided is that we don't want to have a number that looks the same either way up.  You know, like '88' or '00', that's considered really bad luck."

"Well, if we follow Wil's logic about the colour, we could paint the number '69' in that darn green shamrock, that would definitely have everyone giving us lots of room," I laughed.

"NO WAY!" Both Carissa and Corinna screamed in unison.

"Not while I'm going with you, you aren't!" Carissa added vehemently.

Of course all of the guys thought that was a great way to tease them and for the next few minutes we did.  Then Tom grew impatient and decided that we'd wasted enough time.  He suggested that I should try a short drive.

"And where would I drive the darn thing?" I asked.  "The way it's set up, it will want to turn to the left, so the road is out and there isn't enough room here in the yard to do anything."

"Well, I have to cultivate the stubble under on last year's barley field tomorrow.  Why not take it out and run it there?" Will suggested.  "We could take a few empty gas barrels out with the tractor and set up an oval track for you to drive around."

"You mean the car really is ready to go?" I stared at Tom.

"Yep," he nodded.  "It just needs warming up."

"But what about these?" I gestured with my casts.

"Well, the clutch peddle has a plate fastened on it that's a match to that stirrup I made for your saddle and you seem to be using your hand darn well.  Besides, this is just a tryout to see if everything works," he grinned.  "To be honest, I think we all want to see just what you can do with it."

Somehow I let them talk me into going for a drive.  To be honest the idea of actually racing that car was quite a thrill for me, so they really didn't have to try all that hard to get me to slide behind the wheel.

Under no circumstances, would I recommend that anyone with a lower leg and foot in a cast try to climb into a stock car.  Of course in my case it was made even more difficult, because I also had a hand in a cast, but that's neither here nor there.  Since the doors of a stock car are welded shut you have to slip in through the window and it makes sense that your feet go in first.  I tried by myself, but since my mobility was severely limited by my casts, my friends grabbed me bodily, lifted me up, then fed me into the car.  Talk about a somewhat humbling experience, that one had to take the cake since it made me feel so darn helpless.

It didn't help that Carissa suddenly turned into a mother hen either.  For some strange reason she became all worried about the idea of my getting out if I rolled the car.  I actually had to show her that it was far easier to get out of the car than it was to get into it.  Of course that meant the guys had to help me back in once more and it certainly served to try my patience a bit.

Of course once I was in the seat of the car, I had to adjust the seat slightly, then adjust and fasten the five point safety harness.  After that I put on an old motorcycle helmet, then Carissa insisted that I made sure that I could reach the fire extinguisher in case I needed it.  Since everything was done under Tom and Carissa's instructions, shouted through the window, I was getting the impression that they didn't trust me to use my head or worry about safety.  Finally though, they both shut up and Tom gave me a thumbs up sign.

It was a relief when I was finally able to start the car.  I'll be honest, my first impression was that the engine and exhaust noise were far louder than I'd ever expected.  Of course since all the soft materials that might have absorbed any sound had been stripped from the car, the noise shouldn't really have been a surprise.  Because I wanted to be able to hear if anything went wrong, I decided I'd just have to put up with the noise.  Instead I tried to ignore the noise level as I kept my eyes on the heat and oil pressure gauges while the engine warmed.  Tom leaned in through the window at that point, his face contorted into a huge grin.

"Look okay?" he shouted.

"It seems like it," I shouted back, nodding my head firmly.

"Well, what are you waiting for?" he laughed and yanked his head out of the window, giving the roof of the car a hard swat with his hand as he backed away.

Seeing that everyone was clear of the car and well back out of the way, I waved my hand to let them know I was going to move out.  Then I tapped my foot down on the accelerator a couple of times to be sure that the carburettor was responding correctly and pressed the clutch to the floor before I shifted into low gear.

As soon as I released the clutch and gave the engine some gas, it dawned on me that I'd never driven a car with that sort of power to weight ratio.  The instant power hit the rear wheels of that buggy, they began to spin.  The first fifty feet or so that I travelled I was fighting a wild fishtail that took me completely by surprise.  Of course by the end of that fifty feet, I'd eased off the gas and jammed the clutch to the floor, killing all the power to the rear wheels.

An instant later I was laughing uproariously and shifting the transmission into second gear, not low.  I noticed Tom heading toward me at a run, but waved my left hand out the window to warn him away, then I tried to start out again.  Talk about a thrill, this time the wheels didn't spin, but that car took off like a jackrabbit running from a prairie fire.  I estimated later that I was doing more than forty miles an hour when I herded a six-foot wide car through the ten-foot wide gate going from the farmyard out into the field.  At the speed I was going, the two feet on each side of my front fenders looked like an inch.

I was just glad that the gate was open and that I'd been pointed in the right direction, because I was fighting hard to even steer that damn car straight.  At that time it hadn't really sunk into my brain that the whole car was set up to run on a relatively short, oval track with a slight bank to the left.  The tires were mismatched, the suspension was altered and even the frame was slightly twisted, all in the way of making it easier to drive in a counter clockwise direction.  As a result of all those modifications the nose of that beast wanted to go hard left, even with the steering wheel set to go straight ahead.

Now I wouldn't want you to fall prey to the assumption that the motorized monstrosity I was trying to herd into the field only had the minor quirks of excess power and a tendency to wander to the left of center.  Oh no!  Did I mention anything about the suspension yet?  No?  Well let me fill you in a bit more then.  You see the springing on the left side had to be soft in order to give way easily, that way when the brute leaned away from a left-hand turn because of centrifugal force, but the wheels would stay in contact with the track as long as possible.  And the right side of the chassis had to be stiff to keep the car from leaning too far away from the turn in order to maintain stability and some semblance of steering control.

So how did that effect my pleasant little Sunday afternoon drive?  Well, I was trying out the car in a stubble field, one that had a few million small, evenly-spaced ridges left behind after the previous years cultivation and seeding.  Oh, and I should also mention a few thousand minor ruts left from last years swathing and combining operations.  The soil had been just damp enough when we'd harvested the field in the fall to leave a perfect impression of each wheel track.  Of course the clay gumbo soil on the farm had done an excellent job of preserving each rut over the winter.  That car seemed perfectly designed to find each and every one of those small, sharp bumps and to turn each one into the same sensation as driving over a small log.

The soft suspension on the left side of the chassis was hammering down to the lower limit each and every time I hit a ridge.  At the same time, the right side was slamming up and down, amplifying any rise or any dip in the ground as I drove over it.  Even with the engine at an idle, second gear worked out to be about thirty or forty miles an hour.  The ride in that car felt worse than sliding down a very long wooden staircase on your bare butt.

Inside of a very short distance I'd shoved the clutch to the floor and let the motor die to a low idle.  I wasn't worried about being shaken up a little bit, but I was worried that the constant hammering would crack welds and shake loose bolts all over the car.  As Tom and the crew came driving up in his car, I could see them bouncing as well and knew that they all realized what the problem was.  I'd shut off the engine and was climbing out of the car as they got there, only to be met by grins and shaking heads.

"I guess my idea wasn't so great, huh?" Wil said as he climbed out of Tom's back seat.

"Not as rough as this field is," I snorted.  "I think I just lost five pounds in the last fifty feet, just from vibration."

"Couldn't you just follow straight along the ruts?" Corinna asked.

"Unh uh!" George surprised everyone by answering.  "The car's been designed and built to turn left, so Chris has to fight to keep it going straight.  The first time he hit a bump hard enough to bounce, the wheels would probably turn one way or the other while they were in the air.  When it landed the car could flip right over because the wheels would dig in and throw the whole rig around."

"That would be scary," Carissa nodded at him, then looked at me.  "I was wondering, is there anywhere that's level and even, where you could try it out, like one of the pastures or something?"

"How about using Beth's riding ring?" Corinna suggested.

"No way!  Dad would shoot me for ripping up the grass in one of the pastures and Beth's riding ring is too darn small, I'd probably run into the fence or something."

"Well, I have an idea," Wil said quietly.  "Why don't you go drive slowly around an oval area in the stubble to lay out a track you can follow?  I'll go get the tractor with the cultivator and the harrows behind it.  I'll be able to follow the wheel marks the car leaves in the stubble and I'll set the cultivator to just skim an inch or so deep.  It'll knock off the high points and the harrows will drag the loose soil into the hollows.  After a dozen or so passes it'll be relatively flat, but it'll still be a bit loose on top."

"Hey that would work," Tom crowed.  "I could go home and bring over our tractor, with our harrows and packers and follow you.  That would pack the loose dirt into the hollows just enough to make the base relatively stable."

So the three guys took off in Tom's car to get tractors and equipment while I and the two girls laid out a rough track.  The girls each stood about a hundred paces apart and I drove around them, trying to stay about seventy-five feet away from them at each end of the oval.  This time I was smarter.  I started the car in second gear, but once I was moving I dropped it into low and drove the loop at barely more than an idle.  That way the thumping that the beast and I took wasn't quite as drastic.  By the time I'd made three slow circuits, Wil was back.  He'd only made a lap or so when Tom and George showed up with the other tractor and Tom's car.

In a little over an hour we had a temporary track laid out.  Admittedly it wasn't banked, but the darn thing was relatively level, at least I wouldn't be trying to drive on a washboard.




Chapter 15:

Congested Roadway - Beware of distractions

Once I was all strapped in again, I fired up the engine and eased out onto the loop.  This time it felt different, it felt right, as if the old machine knew that this was the place it belonged.  Even on the first slow lap the steering was easier, corners slipped by naturally and the lean of the whole unit felt perfect.  I sped up slightly on the second lap, searching for the car's natural speed in second gear.  I was hunting for that elusive point in any machine's acceleration curve where everything seems to work effortlessly.  I still didn't seem to find it, so on the third lap I eased the accelerator down a bit more.

Then suddenly, the engine simply died.  I shoved home the clutch pedal and tried the starter, but to no avail.  The monster was dead.

By the time that I'd drifted to a stop, Tom was hot footing it toward me, his face twisted into a deep frown.  Before he'd run all the way across the oval, I was out of the car and working to get the hood open.  We'd hardly gotten the hood up and our noses poked into the engine department when Wil drove up in Tom's car with everyone else along.  Suddenly we had six bodies vying for a view of the innards of that bloody beast and guessing what could have happened.

"Probably shook something loose before and it just fell off when you got going faster," George said, trying to sound like he was as good a mechanic as Tom.  "Did it backfire or anything, Chris?"

"Nope, no coughs, snorts, or backfires.  No strange noises of any kind.  It just died," I snapped.

"George, get behind the wheel and try the starter.  Make damn sure it's out of gear," Tom ordered, popping open the trunk of his car and grabbing a couple of wrenches out of his toolbox.  "And don't hit the gas pedal, I'll handle that from up here.  I just want to be sure we've still got both gas and spark."

With Tom, Wil and me working together under the hood, we found the problem in minutes.  The fuel filter was completely plugged with gunk.  There had probably been a lot of debris in the bottom of the old fuel tank and the thumping and banging as I drove across the rough ground had shaken it all free, then put it into suspension in the gas.  With all that crap floating around in the tank, as soon as I'd shoved down on the gas pedal to speed up, it had put an increased draw on the fuel line.  That had plugged the fuel filter with a solid mass of dirt, rust and other junk in a second.

"Shit!" Tom grouched in exasperation.  "That means we need to pull the fuel tank and get it steam cleaned."

"Hey, better to find it now than when we get out on the track," George tried to sooth his temper.

"Well at least the tank is in the trunk and not underneath like a regular car's tank," I sighed.  "What I want to know is how do you get rust and crap inside a custom made, stainless steel tank."

"Whoever was filling it had rocks in their head, that's how," Tom growled.  "The guy that had this car before must have had dorks for his pit crew.  They must have used crappy gas that was contaminated and never filtered it, either that or someone sabotaged their gas supply.  This is the sort of shit that drives a mechanic nuts.  Not only do we need to steam out the tank and blow out the fuel lines, but now I should pull the fuel pump and carburettor as well.  The whole system has to be checked and cleaned or this could happen again."

That ended our trial for the day.  It also made Tom and me extremely suspicious of all of the maintenance that had gone into the car previously.  We towed the car back to the shed and whipped the gas tank out, draining it into an open topped bucket.  We could see the gunge suspended in the gas and Tom swore like a trooper.

"Who's going to town next?" I asked.

"Corinna and I have to go home tomorrow afternoon," Carissa volunteered.  "Why?"

"Well, someone will have to take the gas tank to town.  I think Frank Dolens would be willing to have his guys steam out the tank for us, then we'd at least know it was clean."

"We could do that," she agreed instantly.  "I have to come here to pick up Corinna anyway.  I could throw it in the back of the Jeep then and drop it off at Uncle Frank's on the way home."

"Umm, I may not be going home with you tomorrow," Corinna broke in.  "Wil and I think he should give me a ride back to town later.  We want to talk to Mom and Dad, but only after his folks get home, that way we'd get a chance to talk to them as well."

Carissa just stared at her for several seconds as if Corinna had suddenly grown a second head.  Then she grabbed Corinna by the arm and they walked off a few yards to talk.  I could see Will looking at them and I jabbed him lightly.

"I think they want privacy, at least Carissa does," I spoke as quietly as I could.

"Yes, but this concerns me too," he frowned.

"I know and it concerns me, but in their case it's different," I managed a weak smile.  "Both you and I always have to remember that they're twins, so for years, they've been as close as it's possible for two people to be.  As long as I've known them, they were like two sides of one coin.  Now they're drawing apart because they aren't sharing all the same experiences.  We need to give them some room at times, just to make their lives easier."

His frown deepened and I thought he was going to argue, then he sighed.  "I suppose if they want to talk to either one of us, they only have to call."

"Yep," I nodded.

So, while the twins discussed whatever was bothering Carissa, the guys carried on working around the stock car.  Tom asked a lot of questions about my impressions of the car and I tried my best to fill him in on what I'd noticed.

One of the things Tom asked about was the seat.  He wasn't happy that the seat was adjustable and I really wasn't too thrilled with that either.  I didn't want to have something let go while I was driving, then have the seat slide out from under me.  I climbed into the car again and we fiddled for a few moments until I was truly happy with where the seat was positioned.  Tom nodded, telling me that he'd make sure it was solid at that point, then he asked about the special plate he'd put on the cutch pedal.  I had to admit that I really disliked it.  It sat at the wrong angle for my foot and was awkward to use.  Over and above that it was too big and got in the way of my other foot when I used the brake pedal.  I told him not to waste much time on it, instead I thought he should just put the normal pedal back in place, after all I wasn't going to be in the cast forever.

About that time, the twins wandered back toward us and Carissa dropped the hint that she'd like to leave.  That surprised me in one way, yet after a second's thought I decided that it was probably something I should have expected.  I realised that she was adjusting to the idea that she and Corinna were no longer living perfectly parallel lives.  I thought she probably needed some time to wrap her head around the idea that the two of them might no longer agree on everything.

Only few minutes later we drove off, but I ended up tossing the gas tank from the stock car in the back of the Jeep.  She was silent as we drove, so I kept quiet as well.  When we came to the road that ran off toward Grampa Bender's, I expected her to turn, but instead she carried on driving back toward town.

"Hey, what's up?" I asked in surprise.

"Well, Corinna and I talked," she sighed softly.  "She and Wil are really close and she loves living on the farm.  She wants to stay there with him for a while, so she's going to ask your folks if it's okay with them and then tell Mom and Dad what she wants to do."

"I see, but that doesn't explain why we're driving back to town."

She looked at me and smiled wryly.  "Actually it does, if you think about it."

"It does?"

"Unh huh," she chortled.  "I think I like being with you about as much as she likes being with Wil.  Besides, I have another reason to stick around with you.  Since you're hand and foot are still in casts you need a helper."

I stared at her in surprise, up until then I'd been under the impression that she liked me, but I hadn't realised how much.  I'd been able to see that Corinna and Wil were head over heels in love with each other, but I hadn't realised that Carissa might feel the same way about me.  Suddenly I woke to the possibility that Carissa was emotionally involved with me despite her protestations that our relationship might be temporary.  The only problem was that I wasn't sure I felt the same way about her.  I knew that I liked her a lot, but I wasn't sure if my feelings would ever become any deeper than that.

"Umm, just what are you saying?" I finally managed to mumble.

She frowned, then quickly pulled over to the side of the road and stopped.  After that she paused for a second and took a deep breath before she turned toward me.

"That's a question I can't answer right now, because I'm still puzzling it out myself.  Corinna just floored me.  For the first time in my whole life I don't understand her completely.  I can understand part of what she said, but some of it leaves me completely out in the cold.  It's as if she's become a stranger in some way."

"I had realized that much," I nodded.  "In a way I can understand that too, because until now the two of you lived almost duplicate lives.  Now you each have different things happening in your lives, so you're developing opinions that differ as well."

"That's not really what I mean.  I can understand that part of what's going on and I welcome it in a way.  This is totally different though," she frowned again and shook her head, then paused.

After a second she sighed.  "I can't explain it, other than to say that we used to always be able to almost discuss things without speaking out loud, just by looking at each other.  Now that's disappearing.  It's as if both of us have developed another language in our heads.  I can still feel her there, especially when we're close together, but I can't reach out and … well, sort of, think along with her like I used to do."

Another deep sigh gusted from her mouth.

"I just can't put it in words because I think it's a twin thing," she growled in exasperation.

I could only nod and reach out a hand to touch her.  That seemed to be what she needed because her frown eased into a calm gaze as she looked me in the eyes.

"That's why I need to be with you, even more than Corinna needs Wil," she gestured at my hand with a nod of her head.  "It's unbelievable, but right now you seem to know what I need, even if it's just touching my hand."

"I'm just doing what seems right," I shrugged my shoulders.  "I have no idea what it would be like to have someone so close that I knew what they were thinking.  I was reaching out to touch you just to let you know you had a friend."

"That's the damn point," she snapped vehemently.  "It's as if you have a way of reaching out when I need someone.  I need that right now.  So, that's why we're going to town."

"Umm, I'm sorry, but you've lost me again."

"Okay, I'll explain.  First we're getting rid of that smelly gas tank by taking it to Uncle Frank.  Then, if he's around, I'm going to ask him if I can keep the Jeep for while, because we can certainly use it up at the ranch.  After that we're going to go to my house and I'm going to grab some more of my clothes and things.  While we're there, I'm going leave a note for my folks, explaining that I need to be away for a while and that I'll be with you.  After that, we're going back to Grampa Bender's.  Once we've made sure the place is still all there and had something to eat, I'd like to sit and talk for a while, but for now I need to think about things."

With that she restarted the Jeep and pulled back onto the road.  Although I tried to initiate a conversation again to settle my thoughts about our emotional entanglement, she ignored me.  In fact, she never spoke until we were pulling into Frank Dolens' car lot and saw that he was in his office.

"Good, he's here," she said loudly as she climbed out of the Jeep.  "Could you wait here for a minute or two?  I want to talk to him by myself first."

"Oh.  Sure," I shrugged my shoulders, but my curiosity about her need to talk to him alone kicked into high gear.

I watched from my seat in the Jeep as she went inside, then I could see her walk into his office.  Her hands were gesturing wildly at first and I could see him wave her to a seat, then grin as he glanced out the window toward me and waved a hand.  All I could do was wonder what was going on for several moments as they talked.  Finally they came back outside and walked over to the Jeep.

"Hello, Mr. Dolens," I greeted him and started to get out of the Jeep.

"It's Frank, darn it, and you might as well stay sitting there," he grinned at me.  "I've got a proposition I want you to think about, but it may take a minute to explain and you might as well stay sitting down."

"Another one?" I grinned, thinking of our previous car deals.

"Yes," he laughed.  "Carissa has been telling me about some of the problems you've been faced with during the last while.  She's come up with an idea that might relieve some of the pressure you're under."

"Am I under pressure?" I looked at Carissa and raised an eyebrow.

She nodded and smiled.

"She seems to think you are," he snorted.  "Now, since she likes you and I like her, we've come up with a way that might ease things a bit."

"I'm listening, but you know the deal, I may have to talk to my family and my friends before I can give you an answer," I grinned at him.

"That's understood," he nodded.  "By the way, how do you like the Jeep?"

"Huh?" I wondered why he was changing the subject, but shrugged my shoulders and answered anyway.  "Right now it's great.  Since Carissa's been using it to visit me up at the ranch it's come in handy a time or two for getting around.  But, why are you asking?"

"Well, Carissa seems to feel that I've saddled you with a white elephant when I gave you that stock car.  From the sounds of things that she told me happened today, I'd have to agree with her.  So, I'd like to propose a deal," he smiled.  "I'd like to take back ownership of the stock car in trade for the Jeep, but there are a few provisions along with that.  I'll supply the parts and transport for the stock car, but you and your buddies are responsible for rebuilding it and driving it in the races at Pine Lake.  Of course, I get to paint the car and put my advertisements on it.  As well, I get to have your two buddies come in and help out around here for a few hours each week.  You get to repay me for my investment by driving it in the races."

"But, you already told me you'd give us tires and haul the car to the races.  What's different about this deal?"

"Well, to start with this deal includes other parts as well.  For instance I'd like to suggest we pull the engine out of the car and rebuild it.  Then we need to go over that car from end to end and make sure it's in top shape.  As I said, if I own the car I'll pay for all the parts, but you and your friends will still supply most of the labour.  Since I'd want to make sure that everything was perfect, my mechanic would work with your crew most of the time.  That way I'd be sure it was done right, but the in order to do that, the work needs to be done here in the shop."

"You mean you'd haul the car back here and the guys would have to come in here to work on it?" but when he nodded, I shook my head slightly.  "I'd have to talk that over with them and their parents first.  After all, they're still needed around the farm."

"I took that into account," he nodded.  "Carissa has the Jeep for the week and you can drive it as much as you want to try it out.  That should make getting around on old Toby's ranch a lot easier for you.  Meanwhile you can discuss the deal with Tom and George during the week, then get back to me by next weekend."

"It sounds like completely lopsided deal to me," I shook my head.  "I mean we all get a lot out of it and you get diddley squat that you didn't have before."

"Oh no," he laughed softly.  "I get some good advertisement and I get a pair of young men working for me in the garage for a few hours each week, guys that I'm growing to have great faith in by the way.  On top of that I get the best damn driver around to drive the car, but at the same time I'll be making my favourite niece happy."

"Well, I'll think about it and I'll talk to the guys," I said in a noncommital tone, then pointed to the back of the Jeep."Now we were wondering if we could get the gas tank from the stock car steamed out?"

"No problem, just back the Jeep up to one of the big doors and I'll get one of the boys to do that for you as soon as they're free."

Ten minutes later we were driving away, but to my surprise we didn't drive directly toward the Coulter house.  Instead Carissa drove out of town and pulled onto the street that lead to the fairgrounds.  She pulled to a stop on the top of the little hill that overlooked the area and pointed to one side, toward the horse racing track.

"Do you see that fence?" she asked, pointing to the fence that separated the fair ground from the track.

"Yeah," I nodded.

"Well, our family used to own the track and when we turned it over to the town, we agreed to look after it.  But, we made a deal that we could use the track any time the town didn't have something scheduled.  That's because Daddy and Uncle Frank used to own race horses."

"Yeah," I frowned, then it dawned on me that she was thinking about the stock car and I had to grin.  "So you're saying that if we go along with Frank's deal, we could try the car out there?"

"That's right," she nodded.

"Sorry, but it's not wide enough and it's just like the track we laid out in the field, it's too flat."

"I don't understand."

I sighed deeply.  "Okay, the stock car doesn't go through a corner the way an ordinary car does.  Have you ever driven a car in snow?"

"Well, of course I have," she looked at me strangely as if I was dumb.  "I've had my license for almost two years and I've driven in the winter."

"Okay, then you know how a car can suddenly go into a slide on a corner with the rear end swinging wide?"

"Yeah, so?"

"Well, a stock car running on a dirt track does that on every corner.  In fact as a driver, you intentionally throw the car into a power slide on every corner.  That's why race car tracks are banked, so you can use a power slide to go faster and still stay on the track," I gestured at the track below us.  "That's a horse racing track, it's flat and if I raced that stock car around it with the rear end throwing dirt outward, I'd screw it up something terrible.  Of course if I caught a tire on the turf edge as it came to the outside of the track I might roll the car, probably right through the fence."

"Oh.  Here I thought it was a great idea."

"Sorry, Carissa.  It was a good idea in a way, but it could be extremely dangerous."

"Well, you guys were making a flat track on the farm, I thought this would be the same thing."

"The track we were laying out was a lot wider, the corners were longer and there was no turf ridge on the outside edge to catch a sliding tire," I shook my head.  "Thanks for trying though."

"Now I know why Uncle frank looked at me strangely when I suggested it to him," she laughed weakly.  "Let's go by my house and then head back to the hills, huh?"

I certainly wasn't about to argue with that idea.  I felt the need to be somewhere that I could think about everything because I had more different factors going on in my life than I really knew how to handle at the moment.  I wanted to try to get them all straight in my head.  Grampa Bender's place was perfect for that because it was always so peaceful.  I was sure that the sooner we got back there, the better I'd feel.

While Carissa had been quiet for a long period on the way into town, now she was bright and bubbly, waving at people we saw as we drove by, calling out to friends and talking a blue streak.  It was as if she'd become a completely different person and that took me by surprise.  The only time I had seen her in a similar mood was when she and Corinna had been bubbling over about Beth's horses.  When we came to her house, she whipped into the driveway and almost dove out of the Jeep, then ran up the front steps to unlock the door.

"Come on in," she called to me as I took my time following her.

"What's the rush?" I asked as I finally caught up to her.

"I don't know.  I just want to get going," she grinned and dashed ahead of me as we went inside.

The Coulter house was a split level bungalow and she ran up the stairs, then turned at the top and waited impatiently for me to follow her.

"Come on, hurry up," she giggled.  "I want to grab some of my things and get back to the ranch, but first I want to do something special with you while I've got you here."

"Okay, I'm here.  Now what's so darn important?" I asked as I got to the top step and reached for her hand.

"This way," she grasped my hand tightly in hers, dragging me along the short hallway.  "The last time you were up here we didn't finish what we started, this time we can."

She led me through a door and into her parents' bedroom, then swung an arm around in a wide circle.

"Remember this room?  This time there's no one to bug us and take our pictures.  We're not drunk out of our skulls so we know what we're doing, but I'm not about to let you run off on me again either," Carissa's grin was huge and her eyes were dancing.  "So what do you say, Cowboy?  Do you want to make up for the fun time you missed a few weeks ago?"

All I could do was to stare at her and slowly shake my head.  That brought a frown to her face as she stared back at me in surprise.

"But why?"

"Well, I don't know for sure," I managed to find my tongue.  "It just doesn't feel right in some way, but I'm not positive why.  Maybe it's because my being a nice guy is what brought us together.  On top of that, I'm not sure, but the idea of shagging you on your parent's bed seems rather disrespectful to them."

"Would you do it in my bed?"

"Probably, but not right now," I sighed and sat on the edge of her parents' bed, pulling her onto my lap.

"Is something wrong?" she asked, obviously surprised.  "Did I do something you don't like?"

"No, not really.  It's a combination of things," I shrugged my shoulders.  "I'm feeling that pressure thing again.  It's almost the same sort of pressure I was under before we started finals, you know, when I exploded at Wil.  Only this time it seems more important somehow.  I really don't understand it myself, so I don't think I can explain what I'm feeling."

"Okay, what do you want to do?"

"Well, you said you wanted to pick up some things and write a note to your folks, then I thought we were heading for the ranch?  I'd like that 'cause I'd like to do some thinking and talk things out."

"Is that what you want?  You still want me to be there with you?"

"Well, yeah.  I do like you with me, but I want to talk about it while you're there with me," I looked at her in astonishment.  "You didn't think I was rejecting you, did you?"

"I guess maybe I did," she sighed so softly I could hardly hear her even with her head resting on my shoulder.  "I thought maybe you were upset with me over the idea I had."

"Oh you nut," I responded by hugging her tight.  "If I'm ever upset with you, I'll be sure to let you know about it and I'll explain why I'm upset too."

"Promise?" she lifted her head and looked me in the eye.

"I promise," I smiled, then I kissed her.

Okay, so we didn't leave as quickly as I expected.  After all I had to reassure her that I really was neither angry nor annoyed with her first, and of course that led to other things.  Then her bed was in such a mess when I'd succeeded in reassuring her that she insisted we had to change the sheets before we left.  After we'd finished doing that, it took a while to pack up the things that she wanted to take to the cabin.  Finally she had to write a note to her parents, that little task took the longest time of all.  By the time she was finished, I'd packed everything in the Jeep and was waiting for her, trying my best to remain patient.

When we finally got into the Jeep for the drive out of town, she started the engine and backed out into the street, then she paused.  She looked around, then heaved a great sigh as if what she'd done gave her a huge amount of relief.  I looked at her and wondered if I should ask for an explanation, but hesitated.

"If you were wondering what the sigh was for, I'm just feeling that I've taken my first step of independence, Chris," Carissa said, with a slight smile on her face.

"I don't think I understand."

"Well basically, the note I left told Mom and Dad where I was going to be and why.  I didn't ask permission though.  Instead, I told them what I was going to do.  As far as I can remember, this is the first time I ever did anything like that and it feels great."

I didn't comment, but she must have seen my slight frown and raised eyebrows.  I didn't really understand what she meant.

"You don't get it, do you?" she sighed again as she put the Jeep in gear and began to drive slowly away.

"No, I don't think I do."

"It's simple really.  I've made up my mind that I'm old enough to make my own decisions about what I'm going to do," she gave a nervous laugh.  "I'm trying to be independent and grownup, so I'm telling them what I'm going to do, not asking them for permission.  You probably wouldn't notice as much because your folks seem to let you make decisions all the time, but for me, this is a big deal."

I sat quietly for a few minutes, wondering how I should respond, but she didn't seem to notice my silence.  In fact she was humming quietly to a tune on the radio, then abruptly she looked over at me, then sighed and switched the radio off.

"You're awfully quiet."

"Sorry, Carissa, I was wondering just what you wrote in the note," I admitted.  "I suppose I was being selfish and wondering if anything you wrote was going to affect me."

"Oh, yes it will, but I don't think it will be bad in any way.  Really, I just wrote that I wanted to stay with you for a while because I want to be certain that you'll have someone with you to lend a hand if you need it.  On top of that, I feel I'm just getting to know you and I really like what I'm learning."

"I hope you're right, because I wouldn't want your folks upset with us.  The thing is I really didn't plan on anything like this, so I'm feeling my way as things happen.  Maybe in the future we should talk before we make earth shattering decisions.  After all, this sort of adds to the pressure we're both feeling," I said seriously.

"Well, I did mention it to you earlier and you didn't argue with me or anything," she sounded slightly hurt.

"I guess I was thinking about it, but not talking about it," I sighed.  "You see, like you said, I'm used to making decisions for myself, but I do it after I've talked to people that might be affected by what I plan to do.  This decision of yours sort of snuck up on me and although you'd mentioned it, so many things have happened that I really haven't taken the time to consider all the implications."

We were both quiet for several minutes, then just before the turnoff toward Grampa Bender's ranch, she pulled over to the side of the road.

"Is something wrong?" I asked as I turned to look at her.

"Perhaps," she sniffed as if she was trying to hide tears.  "I thought you'd be happy to have me staying with you."

"Oh, don't get me wrong, I'm very happy to have you with me," I answered quickly.  "We were just talking about having things like this putting pressure on us though and this is a perfect example.  Then I said if I was ever annoyed with you, I'd tell you, right away.  Well, this is like that, only I'm not really annoyed, I'm just looking at the situation for hidden complications, okay?"

"What hidden complications could there be?"

"Well, to start with your folks could decide I was being a bastard and influencing their daughter to do things they felt were wrong.  I sure don't want that.  If they felt that way about me, your mom could go to your uncle Frank and influence him.  Since he's becoming a good friend, I wouldn't like that either.  On top of that your living with me is going to influence my family and my close friends.  I don't know what effect that might have," I sighed slightly.  "I just think we might have taken a little longer to think about this sort of thing before jumping in with both feet."

"Oh, I wasn't thinking of things like that," she whispered.  "I was only considering the two of us."

"Well, it's like you said I guess, I do make decisions, but I try to think of what it might mean to others before I do anything.  Then too, I try to talk it out first before I go ahead with stuff.  I hate it when I surprise people by doing something different than usual, since I never know what to expect them to do then.  Instead I try to plan things so I can at least guess what's around the next corner.  If the two of us make decisions without talking them out, both of us are have surprises coming at us from all sides.  I don't really think that's a good thing for us to go through."

She bit her lip and nodded her head.  "I can see that."

I reached out and took her right hand in my left and smiled at her.  "Look, I'm not suggesting that you don't come to the ranch and stay with me, and I'm not really implying that you've made the wrong decision, because I don't know that.  What I am saying is that if we're going to be a couple, then I think we need to talk things out before either one of us makes a major decision, that way we both have a better idea of what to expect will happen, okay?"

"Okay," she sniffed again, then leaned toward me and I knew she wanted another cuddle.

When we started out toward the ranch again, she asked me to drive.  I was taking my time as we drove along the dirt road toward the ranch when I noticed a dust cloud in my rear view mirror and in only a few moments a car was overtaking us.  Since we weren't in a rush, I pulled over to the side of the road and stopped to let it pass, mostly I wanted to see who would be coming up the road since it was relatively unused.

I was surprise to see that it was Tom.  Actually it was Tom and George.  When he saw it was us, Tom pulled to a stop behind me, then he and George hopped out and came up to the Jeep.  We could see that they had Corinna along with them in the back seat, but Wil wasn't there.

"Hi, guys.  What's going on?" I asked.

"Well, Corinna is with us.  She wanted to talk to Carissa," Tom sounded hesitant.

"I'll go talk to her," Carissa volunteered instantly and I could see Tom and George's tension ease instantly.

I raised my eyebrows as if I was going to ask a question, but Tom lifted a hand as if to silence me, waiting until Carissa was opening the back door to his car and slipping in to sit beside Corinna.

"Corinna and Wil had a big argument," Tom said quietly and George nodded.

"Oh shit!" I sighed deeply.  "It's a bad day today; Carissa and I had a bit of a discussion ourselves."

"Oh, this was more than a discussion," George snorted.  "We were out in the barn, helping with the milking when we first heard them."

"Yeah, it sounded rough.  They were screaming at each other," Tom agreed.

"Oh great, do you know what it was about?"

"Only that Corinna was telling Wil he needs to grow up and develop some balls," Tom shook his head.  "I think it might have been about her staying on the farm with him, but I'm not sure."

"Oh boy!" I shook my head, then snorted.  "In a way that's what Carissa and I discussed too."

Both Tom and George's eyebrows lifted questioningly.

"That's why we're not at the cabin already.  She wanted to get some clothes and things and we had that gas tank to drop off, so we went to town first.  She left a note telling her folks that she wants to stay with me for a while."

"Oh, I see.  By the way, did you see anyone at Mr. Dolens' garage when you dropped off the tank.  Is there any chance it will be done soon?" Tom asked immediately.

"Yeah, Frank was there himself and he said he'd get one of his guys on the tank as soon as he could," I nodded.  "Actually, he made another offer concerning the stock car that I wanted to talk to you guys about."

"Oh?"

"Yeah, you know that before he offered to be a sponsor for the car, providing us tires and things like that, as well as having one of his boys haul the car back and forth to the races, didn't you?"

"Unh huh, that's what Wil told us he'd said," George nodded.

"What did he offer this time?" Tom asked.

"Well, he offered to trade the stock car for this Jeep, That way he'd own the stock car and would cover all the repair costs for parts of any kind, not just tires and things.  The problem is that while I'd still be the driver, he'd keep the car at his shop and he'd want you two to work on it there."

"Oh man!  I don't know how I'd be able to do that," Tom shook his head.  "There's just too much work on the farm to waste time driving into town to work on the car.  It's not bad now, but I think running into town to do any work on the car would eat up way too much time just travelling back and forth."

"Yeah, I know I'd have a hard time with that," George agreed.  "As it is, we can get a few minutes now and then when things are slack, but having to drive into town all the time would be a pain in the butt."

"That's about what I told him, but he didn't want to take no for an answer.  He wanted me to talk to you two first because he's offering to train you guys, probably to become mechanics, I guess.  At least I think that's what he was implying.  To be honest, I'm not exactly sure, but he did say he wanted his mechanic working with you if he owned the car."

"Well, right now it is your car, not ours, but I'd rather work on it if you own it, not him," Tom frowned.  "Besides, if I want to become a mechanic I'd like to take a proper automotive course at a college or technical school."

"Me too," George nodded.  "Screw being a mechanic though.  I don't know what I want to be yet, but I'm darn sure I want something where my hands aren't greasy all the time.  I mean, I like working with you guys and all, but I hate having to spend an hour every night trying to get my hands clean."

"Aww, you poor guy," Tom laughed at him, then grabbed George in a headlock and rubbed a slightly grimy looking hand on George's face.  "There, now your face matches your hands."

Of course that led to a short tussle.  Tom won handily, but George managed to wipe a hand across Tom's face before he gave up because he was collapsing in laughter.  I just sat in the Jeep and chuckled at the two of them until they'd quit fooling around.

"So, do you two want to tell Frank what you think, or should I do that the next time I see him?" I asked.

"Well, he made you the offer," Tom shrugged.  "I don't really think it's our business."

"Hey, I think of that car as ours, not just mine, so it's just as much your business as mine," I argued.

"Unh uh, on paper, it's your car, Buddy," George shook his head.  "By the way, if you got the Jeep from him, you'd have to buy a license and insurance for it.  Did you think of that?"

"Actually I don't think I'd insure it if I took him up on the deal.  I'd leave it up at Grampa Bender's place to use there.  As it is, I'm trying to come up with another trade he might take me up on, because I think it would be handy to have something like this up there."

"You know that's not too bad an idea," Tom nodded.  "That way you could get around the steep grades.  Besides, even if this back road gets torn up and muddy, anyone who was up there would have a way to drive down to the farm if they had to."

"Yeah, the cops don't check this road much to see if the cars that drive up here have a license and insurance," I grinned at him because I knew neither he nor George had their driver's license yet.

"Hey, the car has got a license and insurance, and even if I don't have my full license, I've got a learner's permit.  Since I've got Corinna along and she has her license, I'm legal," Tom grinned right back.

We might have carried on teasing and kidding each other, but Carissa came back to the Jeep just then.

"I'm sorry guys, but do you think I could talk to Chris privately for a bit?" she asked.

"No problem, we'll go keep Corinna company while you do," Tom offered as he and George walked back toward Tom's car.

"Well, what did they fight about?" I asked.  "More important, is their fight serious?"

"I'm not sure that Corinna even knows why the argument got started or what they were arguing about," Carissa sighed.  "I know she must have pissed off Wil by comparing him to you though."

"Oh, friggin' great!  That's just wonderful!  Just what I need right now," I shook my head.  "First I piss Wil off by chewing him out in front of the whole family about his actions with Corinna and my car.  Then she tries to compare the two of us and manages to make him feel upset again.  What's she trying to do, get Wil and me to have a fight?"

"I don't think she meant to do that at all," Carissa sighed.  "I don't know if she has any idea what she was doing or why she was doing it."

"Well, what does she want to do now?"

"What she'd like to do is to come up and spend the night with us."

"Cripes, with of us?  In that tiny cabin?"

"Oh come on, the cabin isn't that small and there is a roll-away foldout bed that she can sleep on."

"Oh man!  All I wanted to do tonight was talk to you, just to try to get my own head screwed on right," I sighed, then smiled sadly at Carissa.  "However, if you think having her there will help her feel better, I guess it'll be okay."

"Well, it's either that, or I take her back to town tonight and stay there with her.  I really don't want to do that, but I don't think she should be alone either," Carissa sighed as well.  "This whole deal is too complicated for words."

"Yeah," I laughed sardonically.  "I thought life couldn't get much more complex right now, but I was wrong."

"I think life can always get more complex," she smiled at me.  "I promise you one thing though, I'll do my best not to add any more complications to your life, at least not without doing my best to warn you before I do anything."

"Thanks," I grabbed her hand and squeezed it lightly.  "If we both do that I think we can help each other reduce the complications in our own lives, it's the outside influences that we might have to worry about."

"Well, I'd have to say that I can't see Corinna as an outside influence.  She's my twin sister, so she's like a part of me."

"Sort of, love you, love your sister, huh?" I squeezed her hand again.

"Unh uh, not in your case, for you it's more like love me, respect my sister," she grinned and squeezed my hand in return.  "She can sleep on the foldout bed, but you get to cuddle me."

"Aww, gee, no threesomes?" I couldn't help grinning at her, more to let her know I was teasing than anything else.

"You wish," she snorted with a smile, then grew serious.  "So, is it okay for her to stay overnight?  I can always run her to town tomorrow.  If I time it right, I can get rid of that note I left for Mom and Dad, then talk to them in person."

"Yeah, I guess she can stay, and I think the idea of talking to your folks in person is a good one," I nodded.  "That's another case of reducing complications."

"I thought you'd feel that way," she leaned over and snuggled for a second, then pulled away again.  "I guess we'd better get my dear sister, huh?"

"Yeah," I nodded.

With that we hopped out of the Jeep to go talk to Tom and Corinna.

Instead of having Corinna ride with us, Tom decided he wanted to come up and look over Grampa Bender's place since he hadn't been there for a while.  He wasn't worried about driving back, the chances of getting stopped by the police and being checked for his drivers license was negligible since this was such a seldom used road.  George insisted that he could talk the cops out of giving Tom a ticket in any case and I suspect he probably could do it too.

In only minutes we were underway again.  Carissa and I were leading the way in the Jeep while the others followed in the guy's car.

We crested the hill overlooking Grampa Bender's valley just as the sun was setting.  That meant once we arrived at the cabin, I had to hurry to shut in the chickens, the pig and the cows with young calves before it got dark.  Then I had to feed everything.  By the time I finished the evening chores, all of Carissa's things from the Jeep and anything Corinna had brought with her in the other car had been moved inside.

When I walked in, I saw Carissa had set the coffee pot on to perk, but she and everyone else were out in the back porch of the cabin.  They were talking about setting up the roll-away folding bed out there because it would give Corinna some privacy.

I should explain that the cabin was 'L' shaped with the kitchen/ livingroom taking up the long leg of the 'L' and the bedroom being the short leg, however, the roof was square.  The overhang of the section of roof next to the bedroom had long ago been turned into a fully screened back porch and was as big as the bedroom.  That back porch gave Grampa Bender a place to store a few days' firewood and his old gasoline powered washing machine, as well as a cool place to sit on a hot summer day.

Then too since the house didn't have an indoor bathroom, it had also been a place to keep a bucket that he used for nighttime 'emergencies.'  At Grampa Bender's age, walking across the yard at night was no picnic, so that bucket got used a lot.  That was one of the first things I'd changed when I had come to stay and look after the place.  The bucket now hung upside down on a fence post in the back yard, but first it had been emptied, then refilled with clean water, and soaked.  Actually that had been done several times before the bucket had been well washed and left to air out.  In my opinion it could hang on that fence post until the day Grampa Bender came home and needed it again.

That evening though, the three of us guys soon had all the firewood and the old washing machine shifted into one corner of the porch, then we swept the floor.  Next I showed Carissa how the windows swung down on hinges from where they hung against the ceiling while Tom and George opened out the folding bed.  After that the twins shooed us out, telling us to go have a coffee out on the front porch while they finished the job of making the bed.

"Gosh, Chris, are you going to be safe with the two of them here tonight?" Tom teased as we plopped on the benches on the front porch of the cabin with our cups of coffee.

I just snorted in response, not bothering to say a thing.

"Man, I would love to see Sid and Ray's faces when they hear about this and realise that you're here, spending a night all alone with the 'Ice Cubes,' and it's mostly because those dumb assholes tried to frame you," George snorted in suppressed laughter.

"Yeah, it won't matter what the truth is, in their minds they'll turn it into an orgy and envy you forever," Tom chuckled.  "It was bad enough before, when they heard that the twins were staying at your house."

"Huh, did you guys say something to them about that?" I frowned at him.

"Oh, not directly," George tried to look innocent.  "We just happened to be talking to each other about you being wracked up by your horse and having the girls in tears.  They just might have overheard us though."

"The funny part was that a couple of days later you were sporting Sandy on your arm at a baseball game and the twins were still out on the farm, living in your house," Tom laughed aloud.  "In the last month or so, that Mr. Innocent reputation you had sure got shot all to blazes."

"Just what are you guys talking about," Carissa said as she came out the door to confront the guys.  "Whatever it is, could you make sure it won't upset Corinna?"

"Oops, sorry," George seemed to shrink.  "I wasn't thinking of that.  We were just kidding Chris about things."

"It's okay, Corinna needed the biff and went out the back way, so I don't think she heard anything, but could you change the topic for now, please?"

"Sure," George nodded.

"Corinna is using the outhouse?  I sure hope Grampa Bender hasn't used all the black and white pages out of the Simpsons Sear catalogue.  Those coloured pages hurt if you get a fold in the wrong place," Tom looked askance.

"She'll be fine," I chuckled.  "I brought along several rolls of the good stuff when I came up here."

"And I brought more today," Carissa giggled.  "I just hope the flies don't bother her too much.  They're vicious in there."

"Oh man, that's what I forgot when I got groceries the other day.  I was going to go to the lumberyard and get some quicklime.  Would you remind me to put that on the list, Carissa?"

"Quicklime?  What does that do?" she asked.

"Well, when you have a … unh, after you take a dump, you should spread a bit down the hole.  It helps hold down the smell and the flies," I think I actually blushed.  "There's a bucket of white powder in the corner and a big wooden spoon that you use.  That powder is quicklime and it can burn if it gets on you, so don't get it on your hands.  Oh, and for gosh sakes if you happen to spill any on the seat, get a bucket of water and wash it away."

"Oh yeah," George nodded.  "Otherwise the next person in there will get an awful hot seat."

"Are you talking from experience, George?" Carissa couldn't help grinning a bit.

"No, I've just heard stories," he shook his head.  "Mom used to tell me about a girl she knew at a country school when she was a kid that got an awful burn from that stuff."

Just then we heard a small noise from inside and Carissa excused herself to go back in.  A moment later, Corinna came out to thank the guys for the ride from the farm, but she was only there for a few seconds, then she was gone again.

Since it was getting dark, the guys left only a few minutes later.  I sat on the front porch petting the old dog and watching the lights of the car climb the hill, then disappear over the crest.

That's when it really sank in that I was alone with the twins in an isolated cabin.  I couldn't help but grin because I was reminded of George's thought that 'Rotten Ray' was actually responsible for the situation in one way or another.  I decided that one day I was going to have to thank him, but perhaps it might be best to wait a while to do that.

After all, life had been throwing me curve balls lately and I really didn't know what to expect next.  With that thought in mind, I got to my feet, gathered up the three coffee cups, then went to the door.  I let out a little sigh as I opened it to go inside, readying myself to face whatever new surprise life and the twins had in store for me.




Chapter 16:

Winding Road - Do Not Pass

As I walked inside, Corinna turned my direction, dropped her hands to her hips and frowned.

"You could warn people that when they need to use the facilities that they need to carry an antiaircraft gun.  Those flies are huge!" she snapped.  "Oh, and your brother was on the CB.  He wants you to call back when you're alone."

"Easy, Sis," Carissa said firmly.  "Don't get all wound up over things again."

"Fuck you too," Corinna swore, then broke into tears and ran past me to go outside, slamming the screen door behind her.

"Oh shit!" Carissa sighed.  "I'd better go out and calm her down - again!  You'd better call your brother while you're alone, but you can tell him from me that his sense of timing stinks.  Oh, and remind him that everyone in the room hears your voice when you're talking on a CB."

Once more I was suddenly alone.  I stared at the screen door for several seconds, then sighed and walked over to the CB.  I wasn't in the mood, but Carissa was right, if there was a time to talk to Wil and get done with it, that moment was it.  I flopped into a chair and grabbed the microphone.

"Crawford Home, this is Mile High.  You wanted me?" I growled.  "Crawford Home, this is Mile High, over."

I'd hardly lifted my thumb from the send switch on the mic.  when Wil came back at me.

"Yes, Chris, is she nearby?  Over."

"If you mean Corinna, no.  She told me you wanted to talk to me and then ran outside bawling.  Carissa went with her.  By the way, Carissa said to tell you that your timing sucks eggs.  Over," I wanted to yell at him, but decided I needed to do that later, when no one else could listen in.

"I didn't know she was there, I just realised she was gone a few minutes ago and called Tom's folks.  They said Corinna had been with Tom in his car and thought they were coming to see you.  Over."

"Well, Tom brought her up.  I don't know what you did, but she seems really upset with you.  Over."

"I didn't do anything, at least nothing to get mad about.  I really don't get what she was so mad about at all.  All I did was comment about her picture.  Over."

"What picture was that?  Over," I sat up and frowned, hoping that he hadn't screwed up royally.

"The one with the two of them in bed along with you.  I was looking for something and happened to see it in her stuff, but I guess she might be touchy about that.  Over."

"OH, WIL!  What in blazes were you thinking?  First off, what in 'H' were you doing looking in her things?  Secondly, how could you be so blasted dumb?  Don't you realise both of them feel darn touchy about those pictures?  Don't you know that they still feel that Sid used them and was putting them down?  If you said something to tease her about that picture, then there's no wonder that she got p'd off.  Over."

"But she looks so cute and sexy in that picture.  All I did was tell her that I wished it had been me and not you who was there.  Maybe I hinted that if I'd been there things would have been different too, but really, it wasn't any big deal.  Over."

"Oh Wil, you dumb cluck!  You couldn't have done anything stupider if you'd tried.  Over."

"But, what was wrong with what I did?  Dammit, all I did was tell her what I felt.  That's when she started comparing me with you and making me sound like a loser.  I guess I got a bit riled at that and we did argue a bit, but it was no big deal!  I mean I was trying not to get too mad.  She just kept pushing my buttons.  Over."

"Will, the CB isn't the place to talk about this," I sighed deeply.  "She's here and safe.  She's physically okay, but she's still mad as a wet hen.  I'll try to calm her down; however, don't expect to have her come running back to you right away.  I'll explain what I think is going on when I talk to you face to face, but when Mom and Dad get home, you might talk to Mom.  She can probably explain even better than I can.  Over."

"Okay, I guess, but tell Corinna that I'm sorry, okay?  Over."

"Oh I will, but having me tell her that won't help at all.  You're the one who needs to tell her things like that," I growled.  "Over and out."

With that I pushed my chair back and walked away from the radio, shaking my head.  The thing that bothered me the most was the fact that with a lot of the girls I knew, what Wil had done wouldn't be a big deal.  However, with Carissa and Corinna, that sort of thing just wouldn't fly.  They simply didn't accept the idea of being teased over some things and one of those things was their 'ladylike' actions.  On top of that I was willing to bet that Wil's comments about the picture had been more graphic than he'd implied to me, that wouldn't have flown well either.

As long as I had known them, they had always tried to act prim and proper.  Both of them had often lost their tempers if their actions had made them seem the least bit uncouth.  I knew they were changing now, after all both of them were openly staying with Wil and me, but the change was coming slowly.  The idea of them having their pictures taken when they were nude and in bed with me, then having those pictures seen by others was a horrible insult to them.  I could certainly understand that for Wil to think it was 'cute' would have upset Corinna, but at the same time, I was sure there was more to the story than what he'd said.

"Now what the hell do I do, get the other side of the story from Corinna?  Or would it be better to just leave it alone and keep my nose out of their business?" I worriedly asked myself as I walked toward the door.

As I stepped outside I was surprised that it was so light, but when I walked down the steps of the front porch and looked up at the sky, I realized that it was bright out because there was a full moon.

"That explains folks acting a bit weird." I couldn't help thinking.

Then I walked over toward the Jeep where the two girls had found seats for themselves.  At least Corinna wasn't bawling her eyes out now and Carissa seemed quite calm as well.

"Hi," I said, wondering if approaching them was the right thing to do.

"Did you talk to him?" Corinna demanded.

"Unh huh," I nodded, trying to sound as noncommital as possible.

"And, what did he say?" Carissa demanded this time.

"He wanted me to say he was sorry."

"Well, duh!" Carissa snapped, then shook her head and grinned sardonically.  "Is that all?"

"No."

"What did he say?" her grin had disappeared.

"That he accidentally saw a picture of us all in bed and that he screwed up by telling Corinna he thought it was cute."

"That's not what happened at all," Corinna snapped.  "He must have snooped to find the picture.  Well, maybe he didn't snoop, but he must have been moving my stuff around a lot though.  He sure didn't say he thought the picture was cute.  What he said was I had a sexy ass and that he wished he'd been there, not you."

"Oh?" I tried to sound noncommital again, hoping to draw her out.

"Yeah, then he put his hand on my ass and said that he was tired of playing second fiddle to his younger brother all the time.  That's when I got mad, because up until then, I certainly hadn't been even thinking about you.  I told him so too."

"Oh great, now I suppose I really am in the middle," I sighed.

"I think you always were, at least as far as Wil is concerned," she sighed.  "He's so fucking jealous of you that it's not funny."

"What?  Why would he be jealous of me?"

"Oh for cripes sake, Chris!  Wake up!" she spat her words out.  "Fuck!  You're so fucking smart about doing things and so fucking dumb about some people.  Jeez, man.  Think about the difference in the way people treat the two of you for a change.  People have a problem, who do they ask for help?  You, of course.  Someone gets in trouble, who rescues them?  You do, and you make it look easy.  Carissa and I pull a dumb stunt that should have pissed you right off, did you get mad?  Fuck no, instead you dug in and hauled our asses out of the fire.  Look at you right now.  You're up here with a fucking broken arm and leg, working your ass off to help your grandfather.  Did you get asked to do it?  Nope, you just volunteered and you're doing a great job of it.  Wil never even sees any of the problems until after you've fixed them and it bugs his ass."

"I don't try to annoy him.  I think I'm just in the wrong place at the wrong time.  There's lots of times I wish it wasn't me in the hot seat, in fact I'd trade places with him if I could."

"That's just it," she threw her hands in the air.  "He knows that you aren't out to be a glory hound or anything and that pisses him off even more."

"So, what can I do about it," I sighed.

"Nothing!" Both of them said at once.

"Don't you dare change," Carissa grinned at me.  "You aren't the one who is jealous for no real reason.  I happen to love the way you just automatically step in and do things to help others.  That happens to be one of the reasons why I'm here right now."

"Unh, thanks, I guess."

"Oh fuck!" Corinna finally managed a grin and shook her head.  "Carissa pays you a huge fucking compliment and you don't even realise it, do you?"

"I don't know, I guess I do.  What should I do?"

"Give her a huge hug and a big kiss maybe?  At least let her know that you accept the compliment."

"But, I said thanks."

Carissa just giggled, then slowly turned to Corinna.

"He's trying to be noble right now and not make you jealous of me like Wil is of him," she said in a stage whisper.  "I'll bet he gives me a proper thank you later, probably after we're snuggling together in bed."

"Just make sure you aren't too loud about it," Corinna giggled back.  "Otherwise I'll hear your squeals and groans, then it'll be me who'll be jealous.  Either that, or I might let my erotic instincts take over and come join in on the fun."

Just the thought of that idea teased my erotic senses enough that I was glad I was wearing a pair of blue jeans and standing where my crotch wasn't easily visible in the bright moonlight.

"Dream on, Sister," Carissa answered after a few seconds of laughter.  "What makes you think I'd share?"

"Oh, I don't know, just the fact that you're my twin and you know just what I'm feeling all the time."

"Just because I know you get hot and wet at the idea of a threesome doesn't mean that I'm going to help you satisfy your prurient curiosity tonight," Carissa giggled.  "Not even if I think it might be fun."

"Oh cripes," I groaned.  "I looked at the moon before and thought that people were acting weird, but you two are taking the cake."

"I wasn't thinking of cake," Corinna giggled.  "What I was thinking of was more of a sister sandwich."

"Be honest now, Sis.  Tell him that you expected to find lots of hot meat in the middle too," Carissa added with a giggle of her own.

All I could do was shake my head at the two of them.  Then it dawned on me that at least Corinna seemed to be in a lot better mood and was no longer mad at the world in general.  I stopped myself from making a smart crack about their conversation just in time and simply sighed instead.

"You know, I think we've stumped him.  He's not leaping into the fray to help us out with our problem," Carissa giggled even louder.

"Perhaps he's wise," Corinna snorted.  "Wise enough to know that two plus one doesn't always add up correctly.  At least it doesn't add up to anything near equal.  One of that number is always going to be left somewhat resentful of that inequality."

"Hah, a lot you know," Carissa shot back, her giggle disappearing.  "Knowing him, he'd wear himself out before he'd let that happen."

"I think the whole idea had best be left as a theory," I broke in before an argument broke out between them.

"Chicken!" Both of them shouted, then broke into laughter again.

"Ya darn tooting," I laughed.  "I want to save some strength for tomorrow, so I can do some fencing while I've got the Jeep here to haul posts and stuff."

"But, you'd have the two of us here to help, wouldn't that make up the difference?" Corinna chuckled.

"Oh, Sis, forget that."

"What do you mean, forget that?"

"Oh, it's just that I know how you and I act when we're short of sleep and worn to a frazzle," Carissa sighed.  "I'll be darned if I want to have all three of us dragging our asses around all day just because you're curious about what you've been missing."

I just threw my hands up and walked away.  Carissa was just making things worse as far as I could tell and I wasn't about to help her.

At that moment Old Duke, the old Collie dog, came over toward me and snuffled my hand.  I thought that was strange until I heard a long howl from somewhere off to the west.  In only a few seconds another howl answered the first one.  I cursed softly under my breath, then realised that I'd shut the young stock in the barn for the night.  The older animals could look after themselves, wolves wouldn't dare bother them much.

"Chris.  Is that coyotes or wolves?" Carissa called.

"Wolves, but don't worry, they're just howling at the moon," I answered.  "Besides, all the animals that they might tackle are already inside tonight."

"Yeah?  Well we aren't inside!  Not yet!" Corinna squawked, then both she and Carissa seemed to levitate out of the open Jeep and race past me to the front porch.

I couldn't help it, I broke into laughter as Corinna whipped open the screen door and dashed inside, slamming it behind her.

"What are you laughing at, you damn fool?" Carissa demanded, as she paused near the door, turning to face me.

"Well, it's early summer, and the wolves won't be all that hungry at this time of the year.  Right now they'd be far more worried about you than you are of them," I chuckled, then grew more serious.  "Now if it was forty below zero and there had been deep snow for weeks, I'd be worried about having any of the stock out in the pasture.  But, at this time of the year and with all the young stuff in the barn?  Nah, no way!  They probably won't come within a mile of the place."

"They sound closer than that right now."

"That's because it's a quiet night and the humidity is still high from the rain the other day.  Sound travels well in conditions like this."

"You aren't bullshitting us, are you?" Corinna asked as she pressed her nose against the screen door.

"Nope, I'm telling you the truth.  Besides, if they came anywhere close, old Duke here would warn me.  Wouldn't you, buddy?" I scratched the dog's ear and he wagged his tail as if agreeing with me.

"You're sure?" Carissa asked quietly.  "I've never heard them before, at least not like that.  They sound so close."

"I'm sure.  If they were close, the dog would be simply bristling, all the hair on his back would be standing up and he'd be acting defensive.  That's about the time I'd be hauling the old 30-30 off the wall and checking that it was loaded."

"You'd shoot the wolves?" Corinna asked.

"Well no, not unless I had to," I sighed.  "Only if they were attacking the animals or getting too close to either them or the cabin, anything like that.  Then I wouldn't hesitate."

"Why only then?"

"Because too many people are hunting them now," I said quite vehemently.  "We'd be in a hell of a fix if all the wolves and coyotes and bears were gone, then the darn rabbit, deer and elk populations would skyrocket.  We'd be up to our ears in them and they'd eat all the grass.  Then where would we raise cows?"

"I thought all farmers and ranchers hated wolves?" Corinna sounded confused.

"No, not all of them," I sighed heavily.  "Some of us can see that killing off the predators in the wild causes problems.  Look what happened in the forties and fifties when there was a big bounty on coyotes and hawks.  A tremendous number of them were killed off around here, then the darn rabbits and mice bred like mad.  Pretty soon there were so many rodents that they cleaned out vegetable gardens in the summer and ate all the bark and low branches off the young trees in the winter, which killed the dang trees.  Then at night there were so many rabbits and mice on the road that cars and trucks were running over them all the time.  It was a bloody mess."

"I remember that," Carissa nodded.

"Yeah, I remember Daddy running over a rabbit on the road and making us both cry," Corinna nodded, finally getting the nerve to come back out on the porch.  "We weren't very old though."

"Old enough to have seen the results of the government being idiotic and passing stupid laws," I sighed.

"Oh come on, Chris.  There are still bounties on some things."

"Yeah, but most people don't try to collect them," I growled.  "Bounties are nonsense.  Wild animals are part of this country and we need to learn to live with them."

"Damn, but you're an idealist," Carissa chided me.

"Yep, that's me," I sighed.  "I actually like the song of the wolves."

"Song?  You call that horrid scary noise a song?  You've got to be kidding?" she stared at me in surprise.

"Nope, that's a song," I smiled, as I walked past her and sat down on one of the benches.  "To me those howls sound like a melody.  These songs tonight sound lonely and haunting, but some nights it sounds more vicious, more like a song of battle."

"It just sounds scary," Corinna shivered.  "I keep remembering that it's a full moon and thinking about werewolves."

"You've got too much imagination and have watched too many Hollybush thrillers," I chuckled.

"Damn, you would make me think of werewolves," Carissa moved closer to me.  "You'd protect us though, if they were werewolves, wouldn't you, Chris?"

"Oh definitely," I grinned.  "Even if I haven't a clue where I'd get a silver bullet."

"That's not funny," Corinna snapped.

"Oh come on, you don't really believe in werewolves?" I snorted loudly.  "Those are just crazy stories written by a bunch of nuts and meant to scare kids."

"Oh, Chris.  Don't tell me you don't like going to a theatre to watch a scary movie?" Carissa said in a teasing tone.

"Not really," I shrugged.  "But then, what most people think is scary, I usually consider to be just plain stupid.  I simply don't see that it's worth wasting the time it takes to watch them.  I'd much rather read a good book, something that lets me use my own imagination."

"You're not very romantic, huh?" Corinna asked.

"What's romantic about being scared of something that some damn fool dreamed up or had a nightmare about?" I asked at the same time as Carissa snorted.

"Sis, he's very romantic, only he's a real time romantic, not an imaginary romantic," she said flatly.  "On top of that, he makes me feel romantic and that's the best part."

"I don't understand."

"Well, I'm not sure I can explain, but he opens doors and thinks of what I like, stuff like that.  It's little things that he does automatically, things to let me know that he feels I'm special."

"Which reminds me, who'd like a cup of hot chocolate?" I asked, trying to change the subject of the conversation.

"I would, but I'll make it," Carissa offered, moving toward the door.

"I'll help, that way I can learn to find my way around this kitchen," Corinna smiled and stepped inside with her.

"Well, Duke, what do you think?" I asked the old dog who had his head resting on my knee.

Duke was wise.  Since he had no opinion, he made no comment, but simply wagged his tail.  I chuckled and scratched him behind the ear, then both of us perked up slightly as we heard the wolves again, sounding off one after the other.

"They're coming closer, old fella," I said scratched gently.  "I wonder what the girls will think of that if they come back outside?"

Duke decided he should move.  He slowly stood and moved to the other end of the porch.  Just then I was surprised to hear the yipping call of a coyote.

"Wow!  That's rare," I said to myself, knowing that when wolves were around the coyotes would usually be quiet.

I knew there was no love lost between the two breeds and I frowned as tried to think of a reason why a coyote would draw attention to itself when it knew there were wolves nearby.  The only reason I could think of was the possibility that the coyote was protecting a bunch of pups by trying to draw the wolves away from them.

It must have worked too.  Only a moment later it sounded as if the wolves had found a scent.  Their song now became a hunting bay.  I was still listening to that when the door opened and Carissa came back outside with two mugs of cocoa.  Even she noticed the difference in the sound.

"What's up with the wolves?  They sound different," she said just as Corinna came out behind her.

"Well, my guess is that there's a coyote who has young close by.  When the wolves moved down off the hills, a coyote started howling.  I think it was trying to draw the wolves away from its den."

"They don't get along with each other?"

"Nope, they're competitors for the same prey and since the wolves are bigger and tougher, it wouldn't be much of a fight between them if it came to one.  I've never heard of this sort of thing before.  If there are wolves around, the coyotes usually hide and keep quiet.  That sound you hear from the wolves is their hunting sound, but you don't often hear that either.  Usually they're darn quiet when they hunt, especially at this time of year.  You only hear them baying like that when they're spread out and the weather is bad or when they have a wounded animal on the run.  This whole thing is weird."

As we listened, the wolves seemed to be moving out of the west, then down the valley and more to the southeast.  Eventually all of the sounds seemed to die off into the distance.

"Well, I'd say they were five or six miles down the valley, past the drop off," I frowned slightly.

"How do you know that?" Corinna whispered.

"Just the sound.  It faded out so fast.  They have to be behind a hill or something to block the sound.  The only hill in that direction is the steep drop down to the lower valley.  They probably followed an erosion gully down the hill, that's why the sound was suddenly muted."

"Gee, but you know a lot about this place, especially about all the wild animals and stuff," she shook her head slightly as she looked at me.

"Well, I've lived around here all my life," I grinned.  "I'd be darn dumb if I didn't notice anything that was going on around me."

"That's not what I mean and you know it," she snorted.  "Lots of people would recognise the different sounds, but not many would know what they meant and be able to explain them."

"He pays attention to things, Corinna," Carissa reached out a hand to touch mine.  "I was talking to Brenda Murphy the other day and she was in the room when we opened the two envelopes with the pictures in them.  She said Chris was running out the door right behind us when we ran for home.  That means he saw what happened and added two plus two to get four.  He had it figured out before anyone else in the school even had a chance to react.  Then he was on his way to catch the bastards that did it."

"Oh," Corinna said in a quiet voice.  "I wasn't thinking about stuff that way."

Just then Duke seemed to jerk and suddenly he was dashing off the porch and around the end of the cabin, headed in the direction of the lake.

"I wonder what the hell has gotten into him?" I frowned.

I got to my feet and ran down the steps so I could move beyond the end of the cabin.  I wanted to see where he had gone, but I still couldn't see him and was going to go further when Carissa called me.

"Chris, what's going on?  Where are you going?"

"I just want to see where that stupid mutt went," I called back.

Then as quickly as I could hobble with my leg in that darn cast, I moved along the side of the cabin.  There were a few trees and bushes toward the lake, but even standing well out in the back yard, I couldn't see any sign of Duke.  He had to be behind something, but I couldn't tell what or where.

"Duke.  Here boy.  Come on home, Duke," I called, but still didn't see hide nor hair of that darn dog.

I tried walking a short distance from the house, calling Duke ever thirty seconds or so, but it didn't seem to do any good.  Finally I decided that no matter what he was doing, I wasn't accomplishing anything except getting my feet damp from the dew on the grass.  I headed back to the cabin.

"Well, what's going on?" Carissa said as I approached the cabin again.

"I haven't the slightest clue," I shook my head.  "For all I know he's chasing a wild goose.  Or maybe that coyote we heard doubled back on its tracks and came close enough to the house for Duke to smell it.  If it did, he's probably out chasing it away again.  Who knows?"

"Oh Chris.  He wouldn't do that, would he?" she asked as she walked next to me and put her arm around my waist.

"Who knows?" I snorted, then laughed.  "No matter what you think, I'm not Dr. Doolittle.  Animals don't talk to me, at least not aloud, but sometimes they make it easy to guess what they're doing.  Duke was being secretive."

She was giggling about that as we came around to the front of the cabin and walked up the steps of the porch.

"What's so funny?" Corinna wanted to know.

"Oh, Chris is pissed off at the dog because Duke wouldn't tell him where he was going?" she snickered.

"Oh Carissa!" Corinna snorted.  "That's silly."

"Hah, you want to watch him around critters, sometimes you'd swear they do talk to him."

"Enough already, my ego is going to get sore if you don't stop massaging it," I growled.  "I was just thinking that it's about bedtime and I was planning on having the dog inside tonight.  Now the dumb old bugger has run off, but you can bet that he'll be back later.  He'll wake us up by scratching on the door or howling at the window, probably around two or three in the morning."

"Umm, before we go to bed, is there a light or something in the outhouse?  I think I should go again, even if I have to fight off the flies," Corinna said tentatively.

"Chris, if you'll light the lantern, I'll go with her," Carissa offered.  "We can take turns fighting the flies."

So I lit the old coal oil lantern while they rinsed out the mugs we'd used for cocoa.  Then, while they went one way toward the outhouse, I went the other.  Instead of waiting for them to finish, I found a handy bush that I felt was far enough from the cabin to be inconspicuous and provided it with a bit more moisture.  A few minutes later we were all back in the cabin and after giving Corinna a quick hug from each of us, Carissa and I headed for the bedroom.

We'd hardly gotten our clothes off when I heard a scratch on the door.  Duke was back.

"Hey, Chris.  The dog's back, just like you said," Corinna sang out.

"I heard him," I called out, tugging my gaunches back into place and grabbing my jeans.

"Oh cripes, you don't need your jeans," Carissa chortled.  "I don't know why you want to hide it anyway, Corinna even said she handled your thing that night the pictures were taken."

"What?" I stared at her.

"Well, ask her," she giggled.

"Like hell," I grunted, yanking up my jeans and heading toward the cabin door as Carissa laughed aloud.

"What's so funny?" Corinna called.

"Nothing," I snorted loudly, but at the same time Carissa laughed even louder.

"He had to hide his weenie," Carissa giggled.

"From me, or from the dog?" Corinna started giggling as well.

"Both, I guess," Carissa roared back, breaking into full-fledged laughter.

I was probably as embarrassed as I've ever been as I flipped on a light, then reached to open the door for the dog while I had to listen to both of them laugh wildly.  Duke wasn't waiting for me, as soon as I had the latch free, he shoved through the door and rushing inside.  Moving past me, he lowered a wriggling black lump onto the old coat he used for a bed when he slept inside.  Then he turned to face the door and stood as if braced for attack, now growling loudly.  I noticed that the hair on his back, near his shoulders and head was standing straight up, so he was being protective.  I closed the door, then I glanced over at his bed.

"Oh shit!" I said loudly, in fact I almost shouted.

"What is it?" Carissa asked, her laughter disappearing instantly.

"I think Duke is a papa," I groaned.  "And, I think Mama was a coyote.  He brought in a pup that has a coyote pup's shape, but has Duke's colouration."

"What?" she hollered.

Suddenly I heard rapid footsteps coming toward me from both the bedroom and the back porch, then both of the girls were standing next to me and looking at the pup on the floor.

"Don't touch it," I said as Carissa reached out a hand.

"But … why not?"

"Well, because I think it's at least half coyote and if we touch it, Mama coyote won't have anything to do with it ever again."

"But if Duke brought it here, won't it already smell like him."

"Yeah, but if he's the daddy, she already knows his smell."

"Cripes, can dogs and coyotes … uh, uh, cross like that?" Corinna whispered.

"Yeah, they can, but the result is a strange mix.  Half wild, half tame and usually a complete pain in the ass," I growled

I was trying to see if the pup was hurt without touching him and hoping he wasn't.

"Why would it be so much trouble?"

"Because it imprints on whoever cares for it, kind of becoming one of that person's pack.  What's bad about that is the fact the imprint lasts for life.  If one of us were to care for that damn pup, it would imprint on whoever it was and they'd be stuck with it's care for its lifetime," I sighed heavily.  "That poor little beast right there is stuck half way between two worlds.  It's not a dog and it's not a coyote, so it will never fit into either world very well.  If it grows up in the wild it will always be something of a misfit and a danger to farm animals because full blooded coyotes will never accept it into their pack, but the same time it wouldn't have a coyotes normal fear of humans, so it wouldn't be afraid of raiding livestock.  If we handled it we'd would only make its plight worse, because we couldn't let it go back to the wild and yet it could never be properly trained, yet one of us would be responsible for it."

"Oh shit," Carissa whispered.

"He already said that," Corinna said with a grin.

"Oh, shut up," Carissa snapped.  "Chris, what do we do?"

"I don't know, but the way Duke is acting is weird, so I'm wondering if there isn't a wolf or two nearer than he'd like it to be."

"Oh shit," Corinna moaned.

"Don't say it," I growled at Carissa as I saw her open her mouth.

"It's not funny," Corinna sighed.  "I'm supposed to sleep in a fucking screen porch.  There's no fucking way I'll be able to sleep.  I'll be too scared."

"Oh hell, the wolves won't stick around long.  Somebody grab the dog by his collar and don't let him loose," I growled, then I grabbed Grampa Bender's old shot gun off the pegs in the logs and opened the door.

In about two steps I was at the edge of the porch.  Lifting the gun to my shoulder and pointing it at the moon, I let off three rapid shots.  I'd just stepped back near the door when Duke went tearing through between my legs, almost knocking me over.

"Duke, you stupid beast, get back here!" I screamed.

"I'm sorry!  When you shot off the gun, I jumped and he got away," Carissa pleaded.  "He was stronger than I thought."

"Oh, it's okay, but this time when he comes back and wants in after we've gone to bed, you'll have to be the one to get up and let him in," I teased her as we moved back inside, closing the door again.

"Well, I think I can do that," she jutted her chin forward as if she was challenging me.

"But what about the little pup?" Corinna asked.

"Well, I don't know, but …" I was interrupted by a soft whine at the door, then a short bark.

When I opened the door, Duke slipped in and headed straight for his bed.  He walked around the pup, then settled down and instantly the little mutt snuggled up to him as if he belonged there.

"I guess that answers that question.  Can we all go to bed now?"

"Well, I don't imagine I'm going to sleep much," Corinna whispered.  "With those darn wolves around I don't feel safe sleeping in the screen porch."

"With the windows pulled down and locked in place you're just as safe as we are.  Besides, with Duke inside, we'll all have lots of warning if they come close.  He'll make lots of noise to warn us," I sighed.

"Oh come on, Chris.  Let her sleep with us.  She's not dangerous or anything and she isn't going to bite," Carissa said firmly.  "I won't let her."

"Oh hell, I'll sleep in the other bed, then you two can sleep together in the bedroom."

"No frigging way," Carissa growled.  " You've slept with both of us before and nothing happened."

"Yeah, but that was before, when I didn't know how to do anything and you two didn't know that you enjoyed sex so much.  Besides, your folks' bed is bigger."

"For cripes sake, I'm not about to rape you," Corinna snapped.

"No, she'd ask first," Carissa snorted.

"That does it, I'm sleeping in the back porch."

"Then I'm sleeping there with you," Carissa shrugged.  "I'm like Corinna, I'll feel a lot safer if you're there with me."

"Dammit, I don't want to sleep alone, but I guess I will if I have to," Corinna was almost in tears as she stomped off toward the back porch.

"That's all I want to do too, just sleep," she said finally.

"Dammit, Chris.  What the hell are you worried about?  She's not a sex fiend or anything," Carissa growled quietly as we moved toward the bedroom.  "Cripes, all she wants to do is sleep with us so she can feel safe."

"Yeah, but she's my brother's girlfriend or at least she was until this afternoon.  Just what would either of our families think if they ever found out that we'd been all sleeping in the same bed?" I sighed, knowing that if I wasn't careful I was going to lose this argument.

"Oh, bloody hell, this is a special circumstance," Carissa had already dropped her robe and was lighting the candle in the sconce on the wall above the bed again.  "Corinna is scared and I can't blame her, so am I."

"I know that, and I don't like the idea either," I shrugged my shoulders as I got ready to slip back into bed.  "But, she wasn't exactly wearing a lot of clothes under that robe, so I imagine she's like you and sleeps nude.  I'd be as worried about what I'd do if she was in bed with me as I am about what she'd do."

"Huh, it's too bad you can tell us apart or I'd swap with her, just to teach you a lesson."

"You wouldn't?"

"Oh, yes I would," she barked a short laugh.  "What's the worst thing that could happen?  So what if you two made love, would it kill any of us?"

"No, but it would be wrong."

"By this society's standards maybe, but not by several others," she rolled over and snuggled close.  "Do you like holding me in your arms and having me cuddle up like this?"

"You know I do," I sighed.  "And yes, I'd probably like the feeling of someone on my other side, but at the same time I'd feel like a two timing S.O.B.  It just wouldn't feel right."

"If I was right here, how would that be two timing me?"

"It's cheating," I growled.

"How is it cheating?  I'd know what was happening, so you wouldn't be doing anything behind my back or anything like that.  It's not like it would wear out either your dick or her pussy."

"Jeez, this is bloody weird," I snorted.  "I'll bet you're the only darn woman in the province who would argue that she wanted her guy to have sex with her sister or with any other woman for that matter."

"I didn't argue that at all, but I'll bet you'd be wrong about other women too," she laughed shortly.  "Lots of other women get into just as weird positions as this one and lots of them are tempted to stray too.  I know several girls at school who swapped dates around, then sat in the bathroom and compared notes with each other about the various guys."

"That's different."

"How is it different?  The only difference is that we're sisters, all that means is that we have a tendency to keep our secrets between us better than others do."

"You mean you've told Corinna about us, about what you and I do in bed?"

"Sure, and she's told me about Wil too.  What harm is there in that?"

"Oh hell, I don't know," I sighed.  "It just seems to me that what we do in bed should be private, strictly between you and me."

"You mean you and Wil have never mentioned what you do in bed with us?"

"Nope, since you and I started sleeping together, I haven't said anything to anyone."

"Wow!" she sat up and turned to stare down into my face.

Her mouth opened to say something more, but she was interrupted.

"AYYYYAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaa!" Corinna screamed from the other room.

Then we could hear footsteps scrambling across the floor and toward the bedroom.  Of course Duke started to bark and I sat up, flipping the covers down as I started to get out of bed.  I didn't even get the chance to move from where I was laying though.

An extremely frightened and an almost nude young woman came racing in through the doorway, then dove from beyond the footboard of the bed, directly at me.  I was flattened on my back, pinned beneath her quivering flesh and knocked breathless by the impact.  For several long seconds I was gasping for air, then when I could breathe again, I was assailed by Corinna's babbling explanation.

"I was just laying there, listening to the murmur of you guys talking and staring off toward the lake, watching for coyotes or wolves.  I was warm, so I'd pushed the covers to one side and starting to feel sort of relaxed when I heard a funny clicking sound.  Then I saw it!  Some kind of black thing was inside the room, coming toward me.  I was paralysed, I couldn't even breathe and it kept coming closer and closer.  Then it was right beside the bed.  It reached out and touched me, right by my pussy and it was horrible, wet and slimy and cold!"

Carissa started to giggle and I'm ashamed to say that I started to laugh.  We knew what had happened.  We'd forgotten to warn Corinna about Duke and he had gotten curious about how this new woman smelled.  He had a nasty habit of sneaking up on you and when you least expected it, stuffing his nose in your crotch to take a big sniff.  It seemed he had struck again.

Corinna didn't find it the least bit funny when we told her why we were laughing.

"I'm going to kill that bloody dog!" she squealed and started to shift to get out of bed and tackle the dog right then,

Of course I grabbed her to hold her long enough so she'd calm down, but I was still chuckling even then.

"It's not funny, you forgetful damn geek," she squawked "He scared me so much that I peed the darn bed, so now it's all wet and so are my panties."

Then she shifted enough to whip off her panties and throw them across the room.  That set Carissa off.  Then both of us were laughing.

"What's so damn funny?" Corinna demanded through gritted teeth.

"When you heard us … and thought we were … talking, we were … really arguing," Carissa gusted through fits of laughter, but she fought it for a few seconds, then began to speak again.  "Chris thought it was wrong … for all of us to sleep in the same bed.  He was worried something might happen.  And since Wil is his brother that made it worse.  So he insisted you sleep in the other bed.  But, now it's wet and no one can sleep there.  And you're here with us anyhow.  So maybe you should thank the dog … not beat on him."

With that she was off laughing again, harder than ever and I realized she was laughing at both Corinna and me.  I couldn't help but chuckle though.  The humour of the situation must have been infectious, soon Corinna was chuckling along with us.

Then Carissa began to tease Corinna about diving the length of the bed to hug me.  She pointed out that I'd have been the natural person to do anything if there had been a real problem, but Corinna had almost knocked me out.  Then she started to tease me about the way I held Corinna and wouldn't let her get up to berate the dog, claiming that I just wanted to hold her nude body tight to mine.  Of course that led to a discussion that carried on for a while because both Corinna and I tried to defend our positions.

When that conversation had petered out, Carissa pointed out to me that Corinna had been lying belly to belly with me for almost half an hour, but that I hadn't been raped yet.  That caused both of us to react.  Carissa rolled to lie at my side instantly.  Of course I got quite embarrassed as the two of them sat, watching my cock grow and stiffen into a full-fledged hard-on.  Since they'd grabbed my hands and were leaning against me to hold me down, I couldn't move to hide it either.

Suddenly Corinna giggled and grinned at me as she licked her lips.  "That looks very tasty, but if I promise to be good and not gobble it down, can I spend the night just sleeping at your side."

"I've thought about that question myself, and since she asked the way she did, you'd better say yes," Carissa smirked as she glanced over at me.  "Otherwise you're going to have to sleep in a damp bed."

So I gave in.  What else could I do?  Actually I was soon relaxed enough to doze off with Carissa lying on one side, with her head on one of my shoulders, while Corinna lay on the other side, using my other shoulder as her pillow.




Chapter 17:

Caution - Heavy Cross Traffic Ahead

I did manage to fall asleep, but I don't think I slept for very long before I was awakened by a sound from old Duke.  As I awoke fully, I heard a sharp yip and then a scratching sound, followed by Duke's claws clicking on the floor as he walked around.

Carissa moaned softly then and shifted, then sat up with a deep sigh.

"Duke, shut up!" she snapped in a stage whisper.

"He wants out," I whispered.  "I'll have to get up and open the door for him."

"Can I do it?"

"I think I should," I sighed deeply, easing Corinna's head off my shoulder, then sitting up myself.  "I think the pup's mama may have come back and wants him with her, not in here."

"You've got to be kidding!"

"No, first that thing with the wolves and coyotes was strange, then to have Duke bring in the pup is completely unreal.  In a way it's so unnatural that it would almost make a strange sort of sense if his mama came back to claim the pup."

"Well, can I come see what's going on?"

"Sure.  Why not?"

We eased out of bed and I yanked on my jeans again while Carissa grabbed her robe.  Then we tiptoed across the room, using the moonlight shining in the windows to guide us.  Duke was already at the front door of the cabin with the little pup between his front legs.  When I cracked the door open, he snatched up the pup, then bolted out and away as if his tail was on fire.  He only went perhaps two hundred yards from the cabin, moving toward a small stand of birch trees near the creek, then it looked like he set the pup on the ground and backed away a few steps.  To my surprise he lay down after that, almost as if he was waiting to be certain something was going to happen.

"What do you think he's doing?" Carissa whispered.

"I haven't a clue.  I've never seen anything like this," I managed a weak chuckle.  "Normally, a Border Collie would kill a coyote pup because they've been raised to consider coyotes a threat.  Right now I'm questioning whether there is a coyote or not."

"I thought you said it was, well half coyote anyway?"

"I could be wrong.  Who knows?  Right now I want to try to see whatever is hiding out there, then maybe I can guess what's going on.  I'm going to stand here as still as I can and as quietly as I'm able, maybe I can see or hear something."

Carissa snuggled over against me and I wrapped an arm around her shoulders as if protecting her, then we waited.  We couldn't really see very well, even in the bright moonlight, but after a moment I did see a slight movement in the shadows under the birches.  After a moment or two I heard the little pup whimper.  I felt Carissa perk up, so I knew she heard it as well.  Almost at once there was one quick bark, almost a yip and the pup moved toward the thin trees.

"Damn," I murmured softly.  "His mama is calling him."

"Him?"

"Unh huh, the pup was a male, about five weeks old or so, I'd say," I whispered.

The stealthy figure under the trees moved again; it was almost at the edge of the shadows from the trees, then it paused.  Old Duke seemed to realise that he might be too close and he tried to slither backward.  His efforts almost made me laugh because he made such rough work of moving backward without standing, but I managed to hold off my chuckles.  Instead I concentrated on that slim shadow although I could barely distinguish it from the dappled darkness under the trees.

Had it moved again?  I couldn't really tell because even in the calm of the night there was a slight breeze.  As the breeze sifted through the birches, it stirred the leaves slightly, constantly changing the dappled shadows that fell on the lower growth near the base of the trees.  Those shifting shadows disguised any motion the partially hidden canine bitch might have made.  Whether it was a coyote or a stray dog gone wild, I couldn't tell, not unless I saw more of it's shape and size.

I found I was holding my breath and realised Carissa was as tense as me; her body pressed tightly against mine and she seemed to quiver in anticipation.

Another short yapping bark and the pup lifted up, toddled forward, his dark shape barely visible in the grass.  He disappeared into the shadow, drawing a sigh from both Carissa and me.  Since there was still movement under the trees, I tightened my arm around Carissa's shoulder, willing her to be quiet and remain still.  A long moment passed, then another, but since Duke hadn't moved, we didn't stir.

A ghostly shadow shifted under the trees and I could see a form, a shape, still indistinct, but not truly the shape of a coyote.  It was shorter and heavier somehow, not lean and lanky like a coyote.  It slowly withdrew into deeper shade, then seemed to disappear.

"Did you see anything?" Carissa whispered.

"Just the shape, but it didn't look like a coyote," I answered just as quietly.  "I think we've seen all there is to see though."

I gestured toward the old dog as he slowly stood and turned back toward us.  Perhaps I was imagining it, but the way he walked it seemed to me that he had a slight prance to his step, almost as if he was proud of what he'd accomplished.  I

"Look at that old bugger," I chortled.  "He seems happy with himself."

"Maybe he just doesn't like babysitting?" Carissa snickered.

"Hmmph, maybe," I snorted, watching as Duke came up the steps, but didn't come to us, instead he circled, then lay on the porch deck."It looks like he wants to stay outside tonight."

"Perhaps he feels that he might be needed again and wants to be available, not locked inside?"

"Yeah, maybe, but I think we should get to bed."

"Umm, I guess, but I was thinking, if Corinna did pee the bed, shouldn't we get the sheets off the mattress and let it air out?  Other wise it will stink to high heaven tomorrow."

"It's a little late for that, isn't it?"

"Well, better late than never," she pulled away from me and walked toward the back porch.

I followed and was with her as she ran her hand between the tousled sheets.  Then she snorted.  "I think Corinna fibbed so she could sleep with us.  If she peed, it sure wasn't while she was in bed."

"Well, she might have just needed company.  After all, she was awfully wound up yesterday," I excused her.

"That's all you have to say about it!  You don't mind?"

"She didn't do any harm, so what's to be upset about?  Lots of folks have a hard time asking for a snuggle."

There was enough light from the moonlight reflecting in the windows that I could make out her head as she shook it slightly, then she moved closer and ran her arms up mine.

"You are something else," she sighed as she pressed against me gently.

"What?" I asked, hugging her gently.

"Oh, you just seem to understand so much about people's emotions."

"Only sometimes," I snorted.

"Oh shut up and kiss me," she lifted her face toward mine.

One kiss led to another, then that led to a bit of petting.  Things escalated from there.  We decided that since Corinna hadn't actually messed up the bed, we didn't need to go back to the other room.  Unfortunately that old roll away folding bed wasn't really made for lovemaking, but we made do, even though it squeaked and complained about our activities.

Afterward I was worn out and didn't want to move.  Carissa complained that the narrow bed was too small though and finally she simply kissed me goodnight, then left me there.

I was shocked awake in the morning by Dad's baritone chuckle and a snicker from another male voice.  As I sat up, I realised that my pants were laying beside the bed and although I couldn't see them from the bed, my gaunches must have been there too.  I was naked under the covers.

"What's up, Dad?" I managed to mumble.  "What are you doing here?"

"Well, to be honest, I'm not sure, not now," he grinned.  "Your mother and I brought the Coulters up here to find their wayward daughters and we expected … well, I'm not sure what we expected.  I know that no one guessed that we'd find the front door wide open and you snoring in the back porch.  Where are the twins?"

"In the big bed in the bedroom, I guess," I was waking up rapidly and reached out to grab my jeans and my gaunches.  "We had a hell of a night, what with wolves and coyotes howling.  Then Duke brought in a darn pup of some sort.  Later he woke me by barking and wanting to take it back outside.  Carissa woke up then, but I think Corinna slept through that.  Personally, I think I was awake half the night."

"I see, well, get your pants on.  You've got company.  You might knock on the girls' door and wake them too," he backed out the door, closing it softly behind him.

"Great," I sighed, swinging my feet to the floor and pulling on my jeans.

Barefoot and shirtless, I walked out into the main room, readying myself to face the music, only to find it empty and the front door closed.  I could just see Dad through the curtains on one window, he was gesturing at something he was pointing out to Mr. and Mrs. Coulter, then I could hear them all laughing.

Knowing I was going to need a cup of coffee to wake up, I threw the teakettle on the coal-oil stove and lit it.  After that I tapped lightly on the bedroom door before slipping inside to grab my shirt and my shoe.  Both of the girls were laying tight together, sound asleep, with their arms around each other.  I shook Carissa's shoulder.

"Hey.  Wake up.  Your folks are here.  So are mine.  They think you two slept in here and I spent the whole night in the other room, okay?"

"You did, most of it anyway, dammit!" Corinna answered while Carissa just grinned at me, then winked broadly.

I just raised my hands as if in surrender and backed out the door, closing it behind me.  Corinna believed I'd snuck away and Carissa knew enough not to say anything, but I was going to have to skirt carefully around the truth as I talked with our parents.  I was certain we'd all be in one kind of trouble or another if they knew I'd spent even ten minutes in bed with both girls, especially since everyone was nude.  As I stepped outside, I postponed the talk with them for a moment or two by calling out a good morning, then running around the cabin toward the outdoor biff.  I could hear Mom and Dad laugh, then the Coulters politely join them.  When I walked back toward the cabin afterward, Dad winked at me and Mom grinned, so I knew I wasn't in deep trouble, at least not yet.

"Hi everyone.  So, what do we owe the honour of this visit?" I decided to dive right into the trouble zone.

"Oh Cris.  Do the math, one teenage guy, two teenage girls, all alone in an isolated cabin, what do you suppose we expected?" Mom said sharply.

"Well, we certainly didn't expect to find him snoring loudly in one room and the girls asleep in the other," Dad laughed loudly, more at her than anything else.  "As well as that we certainly didn't expect to find everyone asleep at ten in the morning, especially not you."

"Ohhh," I groaned.  "I was awake most of the darn night.  Between the girls yammering and talking for hours, then the wolves, coyotes and the dumb dog howling, barking and mucking around with pups, I had an awful night.  That reminds me, I've got to let out the young stock and the chickens.  I locked them all in last night."

"You haven't had your coffee yet, son," Dad rested a hand on my shoulder for a second.  "I'll get John to give me a hand and we'll do that for you."

I protested, but Dad won the discussion, which left me facing Mom and Mrs. Coulter.

"How is Corinna?" Mom asked blankly.

"P'd off with Wil!" I snapped.  "I don't know exactly what he did, but he sure punched all of her buttons."

"You must know something, don't you?"

"Not much that makes sense to me," I sighed.  "Can we go sit down, for some reason my leg's hurting?"

"Could you lean on the Jeep, Chris?  We wanted to find out what you knew before we talked to the girls," Mom suggested.

"I don't really know much, Mom.  Didn't you talk to Wil?"

"He was drunk when we got home last night and wouldn't say anything this morning.  Then he insisted on going out on the tractor with the cultivator.  All we know is he and Corinna had a fight.  Afterward, she walked off in a huff, then had Tom come and get her, but she didn't go home.  Since we knew you and Carissa were here, we thought we'd check with you."

"Well, that's about all I know," I shrugged.  "Oh, Corinna did say something about Wil being jealous of me, but I think that was sort of a side bar to their fight."

"Well, everyone knows he thinks you outshine him, so he may be slightly jealous, but that's neither here nor there.  We'd like to have an idea what they fought over to see if we can help to patch things up between them."

I just threw my hands in the air, deciding that whatever Corinna had said last night was her business.  If she wanted to tell Mrs. Coulter or Mom that was up to her.  I was saved from saying much more though.  Carissa came to the doorway of the cabin, shouting good morning and saying that the coffee was ready.  That was the best news I'd heard all morning.

Ten minutes later, I was sitting on the front porch, sipping a coffee and eating a breakfast of eggs and bacon when Dad and John Coulter came back from letting the animals out.  They went inside to get coffee, then came out to sit with me.

"The place is looking good, Chris," Dad said, sounding proud of me.  "You haven't exactly been fooling around have you?"

"I've had a lot of help."

"That's possible, Chris, but it takes a good organiser to see what needs to be done immediately and then get his help to see things his way," Mr. Coulter smiled.  "I'm impressed.  I've had men in their thirties working for me who couldn't do as well."

"What does age have to do with anything like that?" I frowned.  "So I'm only sixteen, so what?  Look at Tom, he's younger than I am and Mr. Dolens would love to have him come work for him as a mechanic because he's so darn good.  Then there's George.  He could sell darn near anything to darn near anyone.  Heck, Mr. Dolens just made an offer to hire both Tom and George to work around his garage."

"I had heard that offer just might have something to do with the stock car," Dad laughed.

"It does, but that's not important," I shrugged.  "I was illustrating a point about guys who grow up on farms.  We get to be independent pretty darn early in life, and if we're given a chance, we usually jump in and do well."

"Hmm, I suppose," Dad nodded soberly.  "The three of you aren't exactly comparable to most young men though.  Look at Wil; he's nothing like you three."

"Oh come on, Dad.  Don't put Wil down, he does darn well and you know it.  Look at him right now.  He's come home early because he aced his course at Ag.  school.  He stepped right in on the farm, doing a darn good job of pulling his weight, and a little bit more.  He did it without even taking a break, and that's after working his butt off all year at school, too.  Heck, he just had a bust up with his girlfriend, yet he's out in the field, driving a tractor like nothing had happened.  He may have had a few drinks last night, but he's out doing a regular job of work today.  Shucks, he did better than I did today.  I slept in and someone else did my work this morning."

Dad laughed softly and Mr. Coulter smiled.

"Talking about Wil, what do you know about him and Corinna?" Mr. Coulter asked.

"Not a darn thing.  I just know they had a fight and she didn't want to be home alone last night.  Or perhaps she just wanted to be with her twin, I don't know and it's not something I plan to pry into.  If she wants to tell me, she will, but even then it will be between her and me."

I suppose I came across as a bit vehement.  I know both Dad and Mr. Coulter looked surprised, then got strangely quiet for a few moments.  I'd finished my coffee and excused myself to see if there was any more.  As I walked in the door, Mom and Carissa were sitting at the table and talking quietly.  I wasn't sure where Corinna and Mrs. Coulter were and I didn't ask.

"More coffee, Chris?" Carissa asked, getting to her feet.

"I can get it.  I didn't mean to interrupt your conversation."

"Oh, we were just talking about you," Mom winked at me.  "Weren't your ears burning?"

"Hah, if that old wives' tale had any basis in truth, Corinna's ears would be in flames," I snorted.  "I wish everyone would just give the gal a break."

"Whoa," Carissa stepped over to me and gave me a quick hug.  "Everyone just wants the best for her.  They're trying to pour oil on troubled waters."

"Maybe, but you can drown in that kind of crap," I growled.  "It's her business, let's just keep our noses out of it until she wants to talk."

"But, what about Wil?" Mom asked.

"Maybe he should think about what set off her temper, that might be the best thing.  As it is, it sounds to me like he was feeling sorry for himself last night, then got drunk because he knew he'd screwed up.  Of course I could be wrong, who knows?  I haven't talked to him, face to face, and Corinna hasn't said anything to me that she didn't say to Carissa, so I'm as much in the dark about the whole thing as anyone else.  On top of that I don't feel that their fight is any of my damn business, so just leave me out of it."

Both of them were silent as I finished readying my coffee, then went back outside.  At the moment I was grouchy at everyone.  Instead of stopping on the front porch and getting into another discussion with Dad and Mr. Coulter, I walked away from the cabin.  I just wanted to be alone for a while.

For some reason my steps took me out toward the clump of Birch trees where the pup had disappeared last night.  I knew I wasn't a good enough tracker to be able to follow any tracks that might be there, but for some reason the area seemed to draw me toward it.  I was well into the trees before I saw a patch of grass that had been mashed flat by something.  Then I noticed the dark brown streaks of dried blood and I began to worry about the mother of the pup.  Whatever kind of animal she was, whether dog or coyote, I knew from the blood that she was injured.

Hanging the empty coffee mug on the dead branch of a tree so it hung above the bloody patch, I began to move off in the direction I thought I'd seen her go last night.  As I said, I'm not a great tracker, but I'd hunted enough deer to follow a blood trail and she had left a clear one.  As she'd moved through the longer grass, the blood had been oozing from her wound and it had marked her path, that is it did if you knew how to see it.  The brown of dried blood showed clearly against the green leaves, especially in the morning sunlight.

I lost the trail on the outer edge of the patch of trees, but by then I had an idea of the general direction she was headed.  Instead of trying to trail her across the area that Tom had mowed with the tractor, I headed straight for the creek bank.  Only a moment later I found an obvious trail made by some animal and only a few feet from its start there was another bloody mark on the weeds that grew there.  To make a long story short, inside of only a few minutes I saw a hole dug into the bank under the roots of a willow and guessed that she had dug a den there to have her pups.  At the moment there was no sign of either her or the pup, but I made up my mind that I was going to come back and watch for signs of life later, after I had less company to deal with.

By the time I had backtracked and picked up my coffee mug, then had walked back to the cabin, everyone was out at Mr. Coulter's car.  As I walked up, Mom came over to me and gave me a big hug.

"We're going to go home now," she said quietly.  "And I think you're right.  I think this whole thing is between Corinna and Wil.  What happens is up to them."

"Thanks, Mom," I hugged her back.  "Hey, I forgot to ask, how did Beth make out at the show?"

"She got second place in barrel racing and placed in the top eight in everything else that she entered.  She also got an offer from some guy who wants to buy every Appaloosa she has and he's offering top price."

"Wow!" I really was surprised.

"She wants to talk to you about it."

"Why me?  I don't know anything about Appaloosas as a breed.  She knows a lot more than I do."

"Oh, but she's not talking about buying any more Appaloosa stock.  She's thinking about buying Quarter Horse mares and breeding them to your stud."

"Oh boy," I sighed.  "What next?"

"Who knows?  You've even got your dad dreaming about your idea of a horse ranch," she grinned at me.  "Now, just so you're warned, you may be sleeping on that folding bed again tonight."

"Pardon?"

"Well, Carissa told her folks that she feels you need a hand to look after the place for now, so she wants to stay for a bit.  And, Corinna wants to stay with her, at least for a while, until she gets her head screwed on straight over Wil."

"Oh great, so I get plunked in the middle, huh?"

"In the middle of what?"

"In between Wil and Corinna, Mom.  Don't you see, he's going to think it's me that she's run off to be with?"

"Oh, I think after talking to Carissa, I can straighten him out on that," she chuckled.  "The way she feels about you right now, I think she'd much rather the two of you were up here alone.  By the way, do you have enough condoms?"

"Mom!"

"Just asking," she snickered.  "I told you before, I'm far too young to want to be a granny."

"Liz, are you almost ready to go?" Dad called just then.  "John has an appointment in town in an hour or so and we need to hurry."

"Yes Willard," Mom called, then gave me a quick kiss.

"Be good and if you can't be good, be careful," she grinned as she pulled away.

I followed her over to the car and was surprised to have Mr. Coulter shake my hand, then astonished to have Mrs. Coulter wrap her arms around me and hug me tight.

"Please look after my girls," she whispered in my ear.

"I'll do what I can, but don't expect miracles," I whispered back.

"Knowing you, I'm not so sure what to expect," she gave me another little hug, then pulled back and looked at me with a bit of a smile.

There were more goodbyes all around, then in moments, they were driving up the hill and I was alone with the twins.

"Wow.  We got lucky," Carissa said as she moved close to me and wrapped an arm around my waist.  "I wonder what they'd have done if they'd found us all asleep in the same bed?"

"Well, in the first place I think if it hadn't been wide open.  they'd have knocked on the cabin door before coming inside.  I must have left it unlatched last night and Duke must have pushed it open to get inside.  Maybe he got chilly or something.  What surprised me was that the bedroom door was closed.  Why did you close that?"

"I didn't" She grinned.  "Corinna said she did."

"Well, he was snoring so loud he was rattling the windows.  He woke me up."

"Sorry about that," I had to grin because she sounded so annoyed.  "Aren't you glad I didn't stay in the other bed and snore in your ear?"

"Hmmph, I'd have found a way to wake you and stop you from snoring," she tried to sound grumpy, but then she grinned.  "Come to think of it, after hearing you two bouncing around on that squeaky bed, I know I'd have found a way to wake you up, a pleasant way too."

"Hey, it's a good thing you didn't say anything like that while Mom and Dad were here," Carissa chided her.  "Besides, who says I'd have let you get away with anything like that?"

"Well, I'd have offered to share, which is more than you did."

"Since when would I want a share of my guy when I can be greedy and keep him to myself?"

"Hey you two, cut that out," I said soberly.  "Even teasing about stuff like that could get us into trouble if anyone overheard it."

"Who's going to hear us out here in the boondocks where the wolves and the coyotes roam?" Corinna swung her hand in a sweeping motion at the empty horizon.

"Oh, that reminds me, Chris.  I saw you over in the trees where that little pup's mother was last night and you looked like you were following a trail.  Did you figure out where she went?"

"Maybe, but if it's her, it's not good news," I sighed.  "Whatever was there was wounded and bleeding."

"Oh no."

"Yeah.  I did find a hole that might be a den, but I don't know what to do about it.  I was thinking of taking some dog food down there this evening and putting it outside the den in hopes of luring her out into the open.  That way I can see if she's a runaway dog or if she really is a coyote.  To be honest I can't see a coyote setting up a den this close to humans though."

"You guys saw it?" Corinna asked.  "Can't you tell what it is?  What did it look like?"

"All we saw was a dark blob moving in the shadows of the trees," Carissa said patiently.  "Chris thought it was the wrong shape for a coyote, but all I saw was a vague shape that shifted around a bit.  Whatever it was, even Duke didn't get very close.  He just took the pup out and dropped it on the ground, then backed away and waited for it to go to its mama.  After it did, he came back to the porch and lay down.  We came inside then and I was going to pull the wet sheets off your bed, only they weren't wet.  You fibbed."

"Well, maybe I was moving too fast to get the bed wet, but I know I wet myself.  My panties were soaked when I yanked them off and this morning they stank.  You know that!  You were the one who told me to throw them in a bucket of water and soak them."

"Whatever.  Anyway, Chris, are we going to try to catch sight of what's in that hole or are we going to do something else today?" Carissa demanded.

Since I felt that whatever was in that hole would hide out during the bright sunlight hours, especially if it was wounded, I vetoed that idea.  We'd have to be on watch for that late in the evening or early in the morning if we wanted to see any movement at all, probably near sunrise or sunset.

Instead I suggested we go check the fences along both sides of the valley.  Most of the hills and cliffs surrounding the valley were steep enough that cattle and horses couldn't climb them easily.  However, anywhere that a gully caused by water runoff from the heights meant there was a good chance of the stock finding an easy path upward.  All those spots had been fenced in the past, but over time the fences in those areas would give way, so they had to be checked and repaired if we planned on keeping any stock on the ranch.

We didn't head out right away though, we took the time to have a bit of lunch, fill a couple of jugs with cold water and make a thermos of coffee.  I found some gloves for all of us and insisted that the twins needed to change into long-legged jeans and long sleeved shirts so they wouldn't get all scratched up by branches as we worked.  While they were changing, I loaded a chainsaw, a swede saw and a couple of light axes into the back of the Jeep, then I hooked a light trailer behind it.  I threw some more tools in that, a digging shovel, a spade, a pry bar, and a logging chain, along with a posthole auger, and some fencing tools.  Everything we did took time though, so it was almost one in the afternoon before we were finally ready to go fencing.

When the twins came out to join me, Corinna gave me a rough time about all the tools, so I explained that the trail we were going to follow was a bit rough.  We might need all those tools just to drive around the whole trail in the Jeep.  That sobered them up in a hurry and I had to go on and explain further.

Over the years that Grampa Bender had lived in the valley, he'd gradually cleared a trail along the lower edge of the steep hills and cliffs that ringed it in.  Originally the trail had been cut by hand, and was meant to be just wide enough for him to get through with a horse drawn wagon.  However, a few years ago Dad and Uncle Tom had rented a small caterpillar tractor to do some work on the ranch land in the lower valley.  That summer they'd driven it up the escarpment from the lower valley and had roughed out an area about ten feet wide on each side of Grampa Bender's trail.  They'd cleared back the trees and brush, then they'd eased a few of the worst grades along the trail.  That meant Grampa Bender could use a tractor and trailer to get around the trail and he'd retired the old horses and wagon that he had been using.  Since that time, every summer we mowed back the verges to prevent the trees from reclaiming the area.

I was certain that if the tractor and mower could make it around the trail, the Jeep certainly could.  But, since I had a suspicion that Grampa Bender hadn't been out there for a while I wanted to have some tools along just in case Mother Nature had created some problems.  In the past I'd seen trees down, boulders on the trail or washouts interfering with the track so I wanted to be prepared.

Because I wanted to try driving the Jeep, Carissa rode shotgun and Corinna hopped in the back.  We drove almost to the bridge on the road that climbed the hill out of the valley, then turned right, going through a gate and into the upper pasture.  The first half mile or so of the trail ran along parallel to the creek and was paralleled by the barbed wire fence that Grampa Bender had put up to keep the cattle from breaking down the creek banks.  Then the fence swung left and ended against a steep wall.  The creek bed at that point was shallow and had a gravel bottom, so the trail crossed over at that point.  Now instead of heading almost due east, the creek swung south and away from the cliffs for a while, but the trail we wanted to use no longer followed the creek.  Instead it began to follow along near the base of the cliffs.

After perhaps another quarter mile we came to the first section of what I call 'gully' fencing.  It stretched across a steep gorge that marked a turning point and grade change in the surrounding hills.  A pole fence ran from bank to bank of the steep little washout and was the first place I stopped and got out of the Jeep.  A trickle of water ran down the bank at this point and had gradually cut away the soil and rock.  I didn't really expect any problems with this piece of fence since this area was so close to the cabin, but I had to check anyway.  I took time while we were there to explain to the twins what we were looking for in the way of problems as I checked posts and poles, but there weren't any problems so we hopped back into the Jeep and carried on.

The further we drove, the more the cliff face swung toward our right until we were driving almost due south, but we were still travelling parallel with the cliffs.  As we drove, we'd pause at each little gully to check that the fencing was okay.  We'd probably driven well over a mile before we came to the first longer stretch of fence and even that was only about four or five hundred feet long.  Since this fence was as long as it was, it had the first stretch of barbed wire fencing we'd looked at and I had to point out the kind of problems we could find on a fence of that sort.  Actually I found one weak post and a strand of the wire was badly corroded and had been broken.  I didn't stop to make a proper repair right then though, because I hadn't brought along enough wire to replaced the corroded length, instead I used a shorter length of wire to make a temporary repair, but I made a mental note of the problem and we carried on.

As we drove along, Carissa was fascinated with the way the cliffs and hills along the side of the valley seemed to drop in shelves or steps which had relatively flat areas alternating with steeper sections.  So I explained that we thought the whole area had been a lake sometime in the distant past and that the water had eventually broken through the escarpment at the bottom end of the valley.  When it had drained, it had left shelves at each stage of the erosion of the retaining rock and those shelf-like areas had been beaches at those times.

"You mean this whole area was underwater at one time?" Corinna stared around in awe.

"Unh huh, at one point in the past there was probably four or five hundred feet of water right where we're driving," I chuckled.  "The creek still flows through a swampy area over toward the other side of the valley, which was probably the deepest point when this was a lake.  Actually I'd like to fence that area off, then we wouldn't have any problems with the stock getting into trouble in the muck and mud of the swamp."

For some reason the idea that this had once been a lake fascinated the two of them and they peppered me with questions about it until we came to the cliffs that cut off the upper ranch from the lower end of the valley.  As the cliffs that towered above us swung toward the west, they gradually became steeper, then their height began to drop suddenly until they simply ended at the gap where the creek ran.  The change was so sudden it seemed as if they'd been roughly chopped off, leaving a hundred-foot high cliff edge, then the gap where the creek ran.  We were about to drive downhill toward the creek again, but off to our left we had a tremendous view out toward the farms and ranches stretched out below us.  I found a relatively flat area and pulled to a stop to show the two of them why Grampa Bender hadn't bothered to fence this section.

When we walked to the edge of the drop off, we were facing a short, but very steep sided gorge.  This was where the water from the lake had burst through and it had worn away the soil and softer stone that ringed the valley, only stopping at the layer of hard basalt that formed the base under our feet.  Eons ago the little creek that now ran over the cliff must have been much larger because it had worn away an almost half-mile-wide gouge in that upper barrier.  The underlying basalt ended beneath our feet, in fact the whole valley floor dropped rapidly at that point.  We were standing on the edge of a cliff that dropped almost straight down for eighty feet or more.

The drop off seemed to frighten both Carissa and Corinna, but the view was one more fascination to add to their memories of the day.  Both of them stood there and indicated points of interest that they could see down the gap in the valley, including Dad's and Uncle Tom's farm buildings.  However, since they were both obviously uncomfortable about being so near the cliff edge, it wasn't long before they wanted to move on.

Crossing the creek at that end of the valley was fun because of the way it had cut into the rock near the falls.  Since the water ran in a gully that it had cut near the cliff edge, you had to drive upstream along the creek for nearly a quarter-mile.  When the bank levelled out, you entered the creek and drove along the creek bed on solid rock for a short distance before climbing out of the creek on the other side.  Since there was only one small section of fencing back toward the gap on that side of the creek, I didn't plan to look at it that day.  Instead I carried on heading upstream, going north now and back toward the cabin, but on the other side of the valley.

At that point we were driving along the edge of the swampy area that always worried me because either cattle or horses could get into trouble there.  At least it was a warm day and there was a breeze blowing, so the mosquitoes and gnats didn't bother us while we were there.  At the top end of the swampy area there was a small waterfall, perhaps ten feet high and at it's base there was a deep pool.  That pool was about ten feet deep at its deepest, about fifty feet wide and perhaps a hundred feet long.  The whole pool was a gentle 'S' shape and parts of it were shade by trees, with other portions opening onto grassy verges.

I pulled to a halt and gestured at it.  "There's the best swimming hole in the whole valley if the bugs aren't out.  If you ever want to catch a trout though, the best spot is just below the falls."

"Are you suggesting we go for a swim?" Carissa grinned at me.  "It's sure warm enough to try skinny dipping."

"Nope, I can't go swimming with this darn cast on my leg," I sighed.  "That's why I didn't mention it before."

"The two of us could go swimming," she grinned even wider.  "You could be our safety man on the shoreline and keep an eye on us so we don't get into trouble."

"I could go for that," Corinna giggled from the back seat.

"Hmmph, you just want to tease my guy," Carissa turned and stuck her tongue out at Corinna.

"I think you both want to tease me.  I shouldn't have even stopped here.  Besides, you don't have any towels to dry yourselves off and the sun is going to be behind the cliffs soon.  You wouldn't even be able to lie in the sun and dry off."

"You could squeegee our bodies dry with your hands, then we could dry off easily enough," Corinna giggled again.

"Jeez, now you want him to rub down your whole body?  What is this anyway, a blatant attempt to get him in the sack?" Carissa bleated.

"Just offering alternatives," Corinna laughed aloud.  "And teasing my big sister a bit."

"What do you mean, your big sister?  You're fifteen minutes older than I am."

"Ah, but you weigh more."

"Maybe a pound or two, but with all the work we've been doing I might be less than that."

"So, that means you would have built up muscle, which still makes you bigger."

"Okay you two, quit arguing," I laughed and reached for the key to start the Jeep.  "I think stopping here was an altogether bad idea."

That pause changed the mood of our drive though.  All the way back to the cabin they teased me and each other.  When we stopped to look at a fence, I'd find one of them walking so close to me that our hips would bump, or as I reached to test if a pole was solid, I'd find one or the other of them leaning close enough that her breast would brush my arm.  On top of that the banter between them was continuous and both of them seemed to get more raunchy as the time passed.

By the time we got back to the cabin I had a raging hard-on.  I'd even gotten dragged into the randy talk and the sexual innuendos.  As we unhitched the trailer and put the chainsaw and other tools away in one of the outbuildings in the farmyard they were both helping, but bumping and mashing against me whenever they got the chance.

Once the tools were put away and we'd all gone into the cabin, Carissa simply grabbed me, grinding her belly against mine as our lips met.  She'd barely moved away and I'd hardly drawn a breath when Corinna was facing me.

"Oh, Sis.  You call that a kiss?  Watch this," she proclaimed.

Before I could even move, she was climbing my frame and her tongue was doing its best to check my tonsils.  She no sooner pulled away than Carissa was back, then vice versa.  By the time the two of them were done with me the second time, I was weak kneed, short of breath and horny as a seven peckered owl.  It suddenly dawned on me that Carissa was no longer fighting the fact that Corinna wanted sex, in fact it almost seemed as if she was setting me up.  I was gradually being pushed backward and steered closer and closer to the bedroom.  At the same time they seemed to be losing clothes as we moved.  Each time I found a different twin in my arms, I found that there was more bare flesh for me to touch.

Before I realized what was happening we were in the bedroom, my shirt felt like it was coming unbuttoned and my belt was undone.  Then I felt the bed behind my legs, still being pressed backward, I was in danger of losing my balance …

At that moment we all heard a car horn tooting loudly, so loudly that it sounded as if it was just outside the front door.

"Shit!" Corinna swore vehemently.

She was echoed by Carissa's harsh "Damn."

Suddenly we were all scrambling to get our clothes back on and fastened up.  In short order we were dressed again, then we went to the door.  Standing outside were Tom and George, but Beth was along with them and to my astonishment, the McAdam twins, Jean and Jess were there too.

"Hi guys, it's party time," Beth hollered loudly.

All I could do was hope that all of them took the expressions on our three faces to be signs of surprise, not a show of our frustration.




Chapter 18:

Use Extreme Caution - Congested Traffic

For several seconds, Carissa, Corinna and I simply stood there, staring at the group standing by the car in frustrated surprise.

"Party time?  In the middle of the week?" I finally questioned Beth.

"Yeah, party time," Tom hollered loudly.  "My birthday party.  I'm sixteen and I got my driver's license today."

"I thought your birthday was in August?"

"No, Chris, but then you've always mixed my birthday up with Dad's," he laughed.  "I've learned to expect my present from you to be a month late.  Except this year, George and I consider the car our birthday gift from you, so we got our birthday present early."

"You guys are going to have to go easy on Grampa Bender's hard stuff to celebrate though, Tom's got to be sober enough to drive us home," Beth laughed.  "Didn't you warn Chris that we'd be coming Corinna?"

"I forgot," Corinna sighed.  "There were other things that sort of occupied my mind."

"Oh, yeah, I forgot.  Sorry," Beth shrugged that off as if it wasn't important, but I knew that she was doing that intentionally.  "We've been talking about this for days.  That's one of the reasons Jean and Jess are here.  They're staying with me for a while and they like Tom."

"Hey!  Not fair," Jean squealed, blushing a bright pink.

"Everyone likes Tom," Jess added, her face just as flushed as her twin's.

"It's okay, you two," Tom laughed.  "I like you both just as much.  At least I like you when you aren't driving me nuts by tearing a sentence apart and taking turns to speak, but only two words at a time."

"These two used to do that," I laughed.

"They sure did," Beth giggled.  "I have too many friends who are identical twins and they all do that.  I've learned to expect it though, so it doesn't bother me."

"We don't do it any more," Carissa said firmly.  "Chris didn't like it much, so we stopped."

"Hey, don't just blame me," I protested.  "I think it was driving everyone nuts."

"Yeah, you told us that," Corinna snapped as she went down the steps toward the car.

I glanced at Beth who was unloading things out of the back of the car and saw her roll her eyes, then Carissa leaned close to my side.

"Corinna is going to be darn touchy for a while," she whispered.

"I know," I nodded.  "We'll have to work on that, but I guess we'll have to watch what we say too."

So we had a party with all the fixings.  Beth and the McAdam twins had baked a cake and brought a few other goodies.  I think both Beth and I would have been just as happy to have had no alcohol involved and George didn't seem to care, but Tom and both sets of twins seemed set on tasting Grampa Bender's hooch.  Finally, I went down into the cellar under the cabin and brought up a small jug of his latest brew, just large enough so everyone had a decent taste.  I really didn't want to have everyone drunk enough that they'd have to spend the night.

It was shortly after I'd given everyone a small glass of hooch that Beth and I had a chance to talk for a few minutes.  I congratulated her on winning the barrel race, but that wasn't what seemed to be exciting her.  Once I mentioned horses she was off, telling me about the man who wanted to buy her Appaloosa herd and started asking me about Quarter Horses.  Since she wanted to know so much, I suggested that she and Mom have a look in my room for the papers I had for my stallion.  That, along with the other pamphlets and letters I had about Quarter Horses, would give her a good idea of which animals and which breeders she should keep an eye out for, if she was going to buy any of them.  That seemed to make her almost delirious and I got a big hug, which suited me just fine.

Other than Corinna everyone soon appeared to have a lot of fun, but no matter what we did she seemed to be right on the edge of losing her temper during the party.  Actually once the cake was cut the party broke into groups.  Beth and George sat slightly away from everyone else.  Tom was sitting between Jess and Jean while Carissa and I sat on either side of Corinna, trying our best to draw her into a party mood.

Tom seemed to enjoy being pampered by Jess and Jean, but I think they managed to sneak the majority of their share of the 'fixins' into his glass.  However it happened he was feeling quite high when they went to leave a couple of hours later.  Beth and I managed to talk Tom into getting into the back seat of the car between the McAdam twins and George got behind the wheel.  I felt that was the safest option since George had his learner's permit and hadn't had much to drink, but as well as that they were driving on back roads for most of the way home.

It was as their car was driving up the hill and Corinna was pouring me another drink that I realized she was pouring it from a second jar of Grampa Bender's brew.  I only noticed that because there was an empty one sitting against the railing on the edge of the front porch.

"Hey, where did that come from?" I demanded.

"I dunno," Carissa snorted.  "I thought you brought it up."

"I think Tom did," Corinna chuckled.  "He was trying to get Jess and Jean drunk, but they were onto him and it backfired."

"Well George didn't drink much, did he?"

"Nah.  He was just high on being along with Beth.  Neither of them had to drink to start feeling good," Carissa snuggled against my side.  "You've been drinking a fair bit though."

"I've been drinking root beer all evening," I argued.  "I only had a small glass of the hard stuff before Tom cut the cake, then I switched."

"Yeah, but Jess and Jean were serving you and spiking your root beer.  I helped," Corinna giggled, obviously feeling no pain herself.

I was surprised that her mood had changed so much.  I looked at Carissa and she winked at me.

"After what happened yesterday and today I thought we needed to relax, so I didn't say anything either," she said quietly.

"I sure relaxed," Corinna offered, then sat on my lap and wrapped an arm around both Carissa's and my neck.  "Their timing sucked.  We were almost ready to have some fun … before they broke it up."

"Unh, yeah," I sighed.  "Well, I think having them show up right then was probably a good thing."

"Hey, what do you mean?" Corinna sighed.  "We were just going to have some fun."

"That's the problem.  A little bit of fun like that could have long term complications.  What would Wil think?"

"Huh.  Beth and the others didn't tell you about him then?" she sat up and glared at me.

"I didn't really get a chance to talk to her at all.  It was almost like she was avoiding me."

"Maybe she was," Carissa frowned.  "After all, all three of the McAdam girls came out to stay with her today.  I suppose she invited them."

"Oh shit!  It probably wasn't her; it was probably Mom.  She wanted to talk to all of them about guys and things, but do you think Wil and Sandy might get together somehow?"

"Well, they were both there when the others left to come up here and neither of them wanted to come," she answered.  "Besides, Jess told me that Sandy likes Wil a lot and spent as much time as she could with him."

"You know what's going to happen if they're spending time together, don't you?" Corinna sniffed.  "Sandy's pants are on fire and Wil is on the rebound."

"Both of them are on the rebound," Carissa sighed.  "I'd say they were both on a hair trigger and I doubt if Sandy will hesitate if Wil wants to do anything."

"Oh fuck."

"That's probably a good description of just what they're doing right now," Corinna laughed bitterly as she got to her feet.  "I really don't care.  The silly bitch can have him.  They deserve each other."

Carissa and I watched as she flounced down the steps and headed around the cabin, obviously on her way toward the biff.  I started to say something, but Carissa touched my lips with a finger, shaking her head.

"Just let it slide," she whispered.  "I think we should let her get drunk, then let her sleep it off."

"Getting drunk doesn't help," I sighed.  "I know that much."

"Hah, you made out okay when you got drunk," she chortled as she snuggled close again.  "It eventually got you into bed with me."

"Mmm," I murmured softly and grinned at her.  "Then you think that was a good thing?"

"Oh you!" she slapped my shoulder and laughed.  "I don't know about you, but I've sure enjoyed it."

"Okay, I guess it was a good thing," I hugged her tight to my side and brushed my lips over hers in a light kiss.  "But, what do we do about Corinna?"

"Well she seems to want to get drunk, so why don't we let her?  Then we can just put her to bed and let her sleep it off.  We could do like last night, slip away and do our thing, then join her in the big bed afterward," she grinned at me.  "If she was drunk enough she'd never know the difference.  That way when she wakes up tomorrow morning we can just tell her she fell asleep on us.  Hopefully by tomorrow night we might have a better handle on things."

"Do you think that will work?"

"I don't see why not," she shrugged.  "Honestly, I'm rather glad everyone showed up when they did."

"Me too," I sighed.  "I think things are complicated enough as it is."

"Not feeling up to handling two Coulter women?" she grinned at me as she plopped herself in my lap.

"Physically, no, not both at once.  What one man could?" I grinned and hugged her.

"Oh, I think you could do a pretty fair job, but then we might wear you out a bit.  We'd probably have to do all the fencing tomorrow, while you lay in the shade of a tree and told us what to do," she laughed, then brushed her lips across mine in a quick kiss.  "I'm almost sorry in a way that things have come out the way they have."

"Huh," I grunted softly.  "I think the only way I'd have any chance of making the two of you happy would be if I was sober as a judge and both of you were spiflicated."

Carissa was laughing gaily as Corinna came back up the steps.

"What's so funny?" she asked, grabbing up her glass again and having a quick sip.

"Oh, I was just teasing him," Carissa laughed again.  "He's being shy, as usual."

"Well that's why we like him so much, isn't it?" Corinna snorted.  She walked over to us and slapped Carissa's leg.  "He's got two knees you know."

"Oh, did you want to sit down on one?" Carissa grinned up at her.

"Now just a minute, one of those legs is still in a cast," I started to protest, but I shouldn't have bothered.  In seconds I had them both on my lap.

Looking back on that evening I think that was the point where Carissa's and my plan to get Corinna drunk while staying relatively sober ourselves fell off the rails.  I do know that it wasn't long before I needed both arms to hold them from falling off my lap.  Then there was the fact that if either one of them had a drink, they insisted on sharing with me by letting me have a sip from their glass.  As we all absorbed more alcohol all of us lost inhibitions and our hands started to wander.  Then too as the girls drank more their clothes seemed to evaporate again and they seemed to become even more amorous than ever.  It was almost as if the two of them were competing with each other to see who could get the most reaction from me.

At some point things grew fuzzy and I lost track of exactly what happened next.  I do remember helping Carissa to guide her very drunk sister to bed at some point.  And I do remember slipping into bed and feeling the two of them shift over to snuggle against me.  Gosh that felt good.

When I awoke I knew it was very early in the morning because there wasn't a lot of light coming in the window.  I was lying on my back, once again in the big bed.  The two of them were again snuggled on each side of me, almost as if I was a book between two bookends.  Carissa's head lay on my right shoulder; my right hand on her butt and her right leg thrown over mine.  I could feel the soft down of her pussy on my hip and a sticky moist feeling beneath it, giving me a clue to what had happened between us.  Corinna duplicated her position on my left, an almost perfect match in every way, right down to the moist patch on my hip.  That sticky moistness was the part that worried me.

Amazingly I didn't seem to have much of a hangover other than a minor headache.  What surprised me was that I wasn't feeling the immediate need to run to the can.  That was probably a good thing, because the way I was pinned down I couldn't have moved without awakening the twins, but that was a mixed blessing.  Since I couldn't move and because I wasn't hung over I could think, which meant I could worry.

Had I been involved with both of them as deeply as I suspected.  Had I screwed them … both of them?  Or, had I been a real shit and gotten both of them wound up enough that they were extremely wet and ready for sex, then passed out?  Or almost as bad, had I had sex with one while the other lay there in frustration?  No matter where my mind rambled I couldn't think of any way that what had happened last night could possibly have left us on the same basis as we had been.  Somehow I worried that I was now as deeply involved with Corinna as I was with Carissa.

I suppose I worried myself back to sleep again.

This time my sleep was filled with dreams, or were they nightmares?

No they weren't really nightmares since they weren't fearful dreams, instead they were definitely pleasurable.

Perhaps they were memories of the night before, yet if they were memories, what then?

It was dark, so dark I could see nothing.  I was in bed, but I wasn't alone.  With me were two women, almost identical bodies, yet subtly different in many ways.  My hands wandered, theirs reciprocated.  My fingers felt curves, declivities, mounds, clefts and more.  My mouth met lips, cheeks, necks, breasts, nipples.  My tongue tasted each, delved softly, explored thoroughly.  Then I felt their bodies shift.  One lifted herself, then shifted over me, suddenly we were connected.  I was absorbed, imbibed, then buried deeply.  Reason was abandoned, panting with desire, gasping with pleasure, we two achieved release, succumbed to lethargy.  Then somehow, astonishingly, involvement changed, bodies switched, minor differences were noted, then forgotten.  Once more passion surmounted common sense, our bodies duplicated desires, duplicated pleasures, duplicated satisfaction.  I slept once more.

I awakened again, but this time to a gentle touch on my cheek.  I opened my eyes to see Corinna's subdued smile.

"Hi," she whispered.

"Hi," I managed to mumble weakly, unsure what to do or say.

"My head hurts," she moaned.  "And my tummy doesn't feel good either.  My cheeks hurt too.  You need to shave; your face is like sandpaper."

"Sorry."

"Are you okay?"

"Not bad.  Where's Carissa?"

"Gone for a walk," Corinna moaned.  "She says she feels okay."

"Lucky her."

"Yeah, that stuff was wicked.  I've never felt this bad."

"Sorry, Tom did warn you to go easy."

"I think you did too.  I didn't listen."

"I noticed."

"Why didn't you stop me?"

"In the mood you were in, I'd have had a fat chance, wouldn't I?"

"Probably," she moaned softly.  "I didn't even get a chance to do what I wanted so bad either."

"What was that?"

"I was going to bounce your bones," she managed a lopsided grin.  "Then I passed out.  Thank you for putting me to bed and cuddling me though."

"Oh, no problem," I think I managed to sound casual, but inside I was sighing with relief because it had been a dream after all.  "I guess I'd better get up."

"Yeah, go find that crazy sister of mine, would you?  She's been gone a while.  I'm just going to lie here for a bit longer.  Maybe I can sleep off this headache."

I slowly sat up and realised that my headache wasn't that bad.  After finding clean clothes and going out in the kitchen, I found Carissa had made coffee, so I grabbed a cup, then went outside.  At least I hadn't slept in as late as the day before.  It was just after eight in the morning and there was still dew on the grass, so I should have worn my boot for my trip to the john.  Setting the coffee cup on a fence post well away from the 'fly zone' near the biffy, I took care of morning essentials and once more made a mental note to pick up a bag of quicklime the next time I was in town.

Outside once more and with my coffee in hand, I walked slowly past the cabin, wondering where Carissa had gone.  Since I heard the chickens stirring up a ruckus, I walked toward the barnyard.  The door to the coop was open and I could see Carissa gathering eggs.

"Good morning," I called to let her know I was there.

"Oh.  Hi," she answered quietly, sounding dejected.

"What's wrong?"

"We have to talk," she sighed, then came out of the chicken coop carrying a small bucket of eggs.  "Let me take these to the cabin and grab a cup of that coffee, then we need to go somewhere and sit down, okay?"

"Sure, whatever you say," I agreed, wondering what was bothering her.  "I'll go let out the young stock while I'm waiting for you."

Ten minutes later we were sitting on the creek bank, overlooking the clear water of a small pool.  For some reason she was sitting a short distance away from me and I realised that I hadn't even had a hug from her that morning.  Over and above that she'd been practically silent, other than the few words we'd interchanged at the chicken coop.  I was slowly getting an idea that perhaps I hadn't been dreaming last night.  Finally with a deep sigh, she looked at me directly.

"You know I fucked up, don't you?" she sighed.

"No, I don't know for sure what you mean."

"Last night, don't you remember what happened?  Didn't Corinna tell you either?"

"Well, I was pretty drunk myself and really all I'm sure I did was help you and Corinna to bed.  All she said this morning was that she had a hangover and that she was sorry she passed out so we had to carry her to bed.  Well, she did bitch about not getting to seduce me and she was complaining about her headache."

"She doesn't remember what happened and neither do you?"

"I guess she doesn't.  All I remember after we went to bed are some weird dreams."

"Huh.  What sort of dreams?"

"Well, I dreamt that both of you had sex with me."

"That wasn't a dream," she snapped.  "And it was all my fault."

"Oh shit," I sighed.  "But, your fault?  Why?"

"Yeah, I fucked up.  I didn't really want Corinna to sleep with you, but when it started I thought I'd be okay with it because she's my twin and everything," she burst into tears and began to sob.  "But, it isn't okay.  It's not okay at all."

I slid over and wrapped an arm around her, not knowing what to say.  Instead I just held her gently, wondering what I could do or say, then realizing that anything I said could make things worse.  Instead I simply held her gently and tried to think of something that would make her feel better.  After a moment I gave up on the idea of talking and simply held her so she could cry on my shoulder and yet feel safe.

This wasn't something I was ready for.  I think I was having almost as much trouble with what had happened as Carissa was.  I felt like a real shit.  Not only was I feeling that I'd betrayed her, but I'd betrayed Wil as well.  Suddenly I felt that I was the rotten prick who'd screwed my brother's girlfriend.  Oh sure, she'd had a huge fight with him and somehow I felt that they weren't going to get back together, but that still wasn't a good excuse.  Nor was the fact that Carissa said she'd gone along with the idea, perhaps implying that she'd even encouraged the two of us.

The whole episode went against the grain of everything I'd been raised to believe.

As I sat there thinking deeply, I slowly realized that Carissa was now slumping against me, her breathing slow and easy.  A quick check showed me that her eyes were closed and it dawned on me that she'd fallen asleep.  I thought that was probably a good thing because I was certain that she hadn't rested well, especially if she'd been thinking about what had happened all night.  I slowly eased back until instead of sitting on the bank of the creek, we were lying there.  Carissa was still snuggled in my arms, but now I could take the time to really think about things.

Why had I stepped into this trap?  What had changed?  Where had I gone wrong?

The last few weeks of my life had changed a lot from normal, but was that a cause?  Or was this brought on by something deeper, something I hadn't previously realized about myself?

Oh I could slide the blame onto the alcohol, or I could blame the fact that I was young and easy to influence, but neither of those was a good excuse.  Since I liked to understand my reasons for what I did and what I felt I was cudgelling my brain, looking for stronger reasons than the ones I'd already thought about.

Laying there in the bright sunlight an extraneous thought crept into my mind; in the past I'd often put myself to sleep at nights by trying to understand the reasons for other people's actions.  Now I was hunting for changes in my own life that could have brought about this sort of action.

Only a few weeks before I knew I hadn't felt this way, thinking of Sandy as an example.  She'd openly offered me sex, but I'd turned her down.  As I thought about that though, I realized there was little comparison in my mind between Sandy and either Carissa or Corinna.  Mom had even … whoa, wait a minute.  What had Mom said again?

Mom hadn't seemed to like Sandy much.  Actually, Mom had told me about going out with Sandy's father and not liking his pushiness or his somewhat rude attentions.  Perhaps she'd prejudged Sandy on that basis?  But no, she'd been warning me to take my time and get to know Sandy before I got too involved with her.  It was only after I'd broken up with Sandy that she'd mentioned Sandy's father.

Mom had liked Carissa and Corinna though, in fact she'd told me that they were much like she had been when she first met Dad.  Was I tying my actions to that thought?  Was that the reason I liked Carissa so much and why I'd gone along with the girl's actions last night?  Unfortunately there was a lot more to my feelings than that.  After all, I'd known them through most of my school years, although up until recently they'd hardly deigned to admit that I existed.

Now that was another thought!  Up until the episode with the pictures neither of the twins had wanted to be anywhere near me, but now they seemed to feel I was a combination of 'Prince Charming' and 'The White Knight.' They were treating me so much differently it was scarcely believable.  That had to be influencing my thoughts about them as well.  I had to admit to myself that I was still feeling as if they were doing me a favour by just being around me.  After all, they were two years older than I was and on top of that they were beautiful, smart and sexy.  In fact I'd started out feeling really uncomfortable when they'd tried to show me any appreciation for anything I'd done for them, almost as if I didn't deserve their praise.

Was I still letting that kind of feeling affect my thinking?  Perhaps, at least to some extent, but as well as that I had grown to like Carissa so much more.  She was kind.  She was considerate.  She was smart.  And, she was the first woman I'd ever had sex with.  On top of that I'd come to realize that she trusted me and she valued my opinions just because they were mine.  I think that was the first time that I felt certain that I was falling in love with her and I was almost as certain that the feeling was reciprocated.

That was the point where I sighed and relaxed slightly, feeling that we could get past this problem if we faced it head on, then joined forces to prevent this sort of thing from happening again.  Only I knew I had to think about the causes of the immediate problem too, just so I'd know what to watch out for in the future.  Then I'd have to find a way to let Carissa know each time it started to happen and she could help to derail the problem.  I was positive that by working together we could defuse the situation before it overwhelmed us.

Somehow in the last couple of days I'd let the sheer sexuality of the twins get to me and I couldn't let that happen again.  I couldn't even blame that on the alcohol we'd drunk last night because we'd almost ended up in bed before we'd drunk a drop of Grampa Bender's white lightning.  I knew that part of my problem was my own inexperience, combined with the twin's blatant sexual charms.  To make it worse right now I was being affected by both of them at once and it wasn't just sexual.  That was partially because they were so similar in many ways, but it was also because they seemed to allow their emotions to feed off of each other's.  In a way they were so alike that it was as if they had only one brain, but two bodies.  They not only influenced each other, but they influenced the people near them as well.  I probably felt that more than most because I'd grown to feel astoundingly close to Carissa, especially considering the short time we'd actually spent in each others
company.

I knew that I'd let all of those things get to me the day before, but so had Carissa and in a way so did Corinna.  After all she had come to see us when she was angry and frustrated with Wil.  Then too I felt she might be slightly jealous of Carissa - Carissa and I had been getting along so well, while she and Wil had fought.

"Damn, this is complicated!" I thought, then had to chuckle at myself because I knew most relations between people were complex.

Perhaps I shouldn't have chuckled, that awakened Carissa.

"Just what the hell do you find so funny?" she snapped.  "Maybe you should tell me, I could use a damn good joke about now."

"Sorry it wasn't a funny joke, it was a reaction," I sighed.  "I was laughing at myself because I'd been laying here thinking about us and our relationship.  When I added Corinna to the mix it got so complicated that I had to either laugh or cry."

"Maybe you should tell me what you've decided has happened to us?" she sighed as well.

So I did.  It took a while and when I was done I could see tears in her eyes, then she sat up and leaned over me.

"How can a sixteen-year-old, smart ass kid be so fucking smart?" she smiled weakly, then she was kissing me.

There was something different about that kiss.  We'd kissed a lot before, but somehow that kiss was more sensual than any other kiss had ever been.  It wasn't as if it was more passionate, or anything of that sort.  Instead, it was as if both of us yielded and blended with the other in some way.  There is no way to explain it, except to say that it felt like an expression of pure love and care for each other.

Afterward we lay there gently hugging and snuggling.

Then Carissa sighed.  "Okay Mr. Genius, what do we say to Corinna?"

"Why say anything?  She said she didn't remember a thing, so why make her feel guilty?"

"But, we know different."

"You do, I guess.  I only remember having a very pleasant dream, but then having nightmares about what people would do if they found out."

"Oh!  Yeah I never thought of that."

"Well if we don't tell Corinna, then only the two of us know anything and I think the less people who know the better."

"Mmm, I suppose," she snuggled.  "I really wouldn't like Mom and Dad to find out that we've both had sex with you.  They'd be livid."

"Ditto," I snorted.

She bit her lip and sighed then.  "Dammit I have to ask you, since you've screwed both Corinna and me, which one of us was best?"

"Oh no question about it, you were," I managed to snap back almost instantly although I really didn't know, after all I could only remember my dream.  "There's just something about you and the way you care that changes everything about whatever we do together."

That made her cry again, but at least this time they were happy tears.

A short while later, as Carissa and I were making ourselves breakfast and trying to get Corinna up and moving, Mom called on the CB. She wanted to remind me that I had a doctor's appointment with Dr. McGraths at 1:30 in the afternoon.  That, along with the fact that we'd spent part of the morning talking about our situation meant there wasn't much sense in trying to work on the fences that day.

Over and above that Corinna was still feeling pretty darn sick, but Carissa wasn't very sympathetic to her sister's plight.  She felt Corinna was suffering from a self induced problem and the last thing she was going to do was waste time and sympathy on that sort of thing.  I was reminded of Mom's attitude toward Dad if he complained of a hangover, or her reaction if either Wil or I had overindulged in any way.

I got a kick out of that reminder.  I'd read a psychology book and remembered that guys often looked for similarities to their mother in the women they chose to be around, especially those they grew close to or eventually married.  For some reason it delighted me enough that I couldn't keep it to myself and had to share that tidbit with Carissa.  I think it surprised her at first, but as I described the things that were similar between her and Mom she saw what I meant.  So while we ate our breakfast we began to joke about it.

We were finished our breakfast and had gone out on the porch to think about what we wanted to do that day besides going to the doctor's when she turned to me.

"If I remind you of your Mom, who does Corinna remind you of?" she smiled, quizzically.

"Hmm?" I frowned.  "Sort of like Aunt Alice, Tom's mom, but Corinna has an edge to her personality that I can't compare to anyone I know."

"Yeah, I can understand that.  You may not have noticed it, but she's got a mean streak a mile wide," Carissa practically whispered and looked over her shoulder as if checking that Corinna couldn't hear her.  "I don't know where she gets her temper from, but sometimes she gets very angry over trivial things.  And you have to watch out if that happens.  She gets vindictive too."

"I've never really noticed that, well except for her sudden mood swing over Wil and her anger over that."

"It's not Wil that I'm really worried about," Carissa sighed.  "Let's go for a walk to see the horses or something."

"Why not go down to the creek, then I can show you that den in the bank where I think the pup went?"

"Oh yeah!  Please!" she smiled.  "I'd like that."

So we finished our coffee and left the mugs on the edge of the porch, then walked toward the creek, hand in hand.  When we were about a hundred yards from the house, she squeezed my hand, but when I glanced at her she was frowning.

"I'd like to convince Corinna to go back to town if I could, but I'm worried she'll argue against it.  And, when she's in town, I'm wondering if she can hold her temper about Sandy.  Like I said, she's vindictive.  Even if Sandy and Wil didn't do anything, she's going to be convinced they did."

"Even with no proof?"

"Unh huh, sometimes I get the feeling that Corinna and I are perfectly alike," she sighed.  "However at other times, it's almost as if a switch had been thrown and I have a witch for a sister.  I get that feeling about her when she mentions Sandy's name now."

"That sounds weird," I commented, then held up my hand.  "Let's not talk for a bit while we sneak close to the creek.  Maybe we can see something going on at that den I saw."

She smiled and squeezed my hand to agree, and we crept forward, slowly and carefully, moving as quietly as we could.  Getting down on our hands and knees we crawled forward while using the bushes along the banks to hide ourselves.  We were downstream and downwind as well so we were fairly close when I noticed movement and grasped Carissa's hand gently to warn her.

Duke was laying on a trampled down area not far from the den and the little pup was crawling over him and chewing on his ear once in a while.  The old dog seemed to take a lot and not react and I heard Carissa suppress a giggle at the pup's actions.  I squeezed her hand once more because I saw more movement even closer to us, but almost hidden by a clump of weeds.  Shifting over slightly we could see a small tawny female dog who was chewing on the carcass of a dead rabbit.

One glance told me she wasn't a coyote.  Instead, she looked almost like a standard Collie, very much like Lassie.  The most noticeable thing to me was the fact that she was quite small and had very short hair for a Collie.  Size wise, she looked to be about half way between a regular Collie and a Sheltie, but I'd never seen a Collie with hair as short as hers.

I studied her for a moment and although she had an obvious wound on her right rear hip, she was moving easily and wasn't limping.  Since the wound wasn't bleeding now and didn't appear to be bothering her, I felt a surge of relief.  I certainly wouldn't want to have to try to find a way to catch her if she had an infection, but I knew it was too soon to tell since the wound looked so fresh.

Reaching out and touching Carissa's arm, I signalled that we should pull back and move away.  She frowned at me, but did as I asked.

When we were a short distance away, she turned to me.  "Shouldn't we do something about her leg?  Won't that get infected since she's got a huge cut?"

"Well I don't know how we could do anything," I sighed.  "First we'd have to catch her and I think that would be a real pain in the butt, because I think she's gone wild.  Then what could we do, take her into town to the vet?  Being penned up and put in a car for that long trip would be extremely upsetting for her.  In fact she'd probably be in danger of having a heart attack from fear alone.  I think all we can do is keep an eye on her and hope.  Don't forget, it looks like she's gone completely wild, totally feral.  Right now, that is a wild dog and by rights I should probably shoot her.  As it is, she's more danger to the animals on the farm than the wolves or coyotes are."

"What do you mean?"

"Look, wolves run in packs, coyotes usually run in pairs or loose hunting groups of close family members, that way they can team up to hunt.  With her, it's different, she's a dog that ran away from someone and now she's injured and alone.  She has a little pup to feed.  On top of that, she doesn't have as much fear of humans as wolves or coyotes do.  Later on when it gets warmer and game gets more scarce, the chickens are going to be a huge temptation for her, then it won't be long before the sow farrows and has little piglets.  Right now I really don't know what to do, especially since Old Duke seems to be friendly toward her.  I'd hate to have him spoiled by being around her and perhaps start hunting with her because he's always been great old dog."

"Oh," she looked concerned.  "I never thought of the situation in that way."

"You're not a farmer, not yet," I chuckled, then laughed at the surprised look that came over her face.

Then I was really surprised because her face changed again.  Suddenly she looked extremely determined.

"What's up?"

"Well, that comment about being a farmer reminded me why I came here and I just made up my mind about a couple of things," she said flatly.  "Number one; Corinna is leaving.  I just can't see her being much help to us and we don't need her here to add any extra problems or complications to our lives.  So when we go to town today she's coming along and we're dropping her off at home.  Number two; while you're at the doctor's office I'm going to try to find a chance talk to the vet.  Perhaps he has some idea how we can handle the pup's mother.  Number three; we're going to the hospital afterward to talk to Grampa Bender about dogs and horses, perhaps he has some ideas to help us out.  Then if we have time I think we should go talk to both Daddy and Uncle Frank.  At one time both of them were really into buying and selling horses so they know the ropes and might be able to help you establish a herd."

"Umm, what brought this all on?"

"Well, I came out here because I like you and I wanted to get to know you better while helping you look after this place.  Then too I'd like to know where you and I are going with everything, at least a little clearer than I do now, but Corinna is screwing that up.  With her here we're not able to relax because she's influencing both of us.  All the rest is because of the dog and because of you and your dreams.  "Then she smiled at me.  "Besides since I've been here I've found out that I really do like animals, even chickens."

I grinned at that because I remembered how disgusted she had been about chickens and chicken manure after she'd helped to clean out the chicken coop at home.  I teased her about that a little and we did have a short laugh over it, which was probably a good thing because it was the last laugh we had for several hours.

As soon as we were back at the cabin she went in the bedroom to speak to Corinna.  Which is when the argument broke out.  Carissa managed to keep her temper down and her voice low.  Corinna didn't try.  If I had ever felt they were identical before, then the short time during which that argument raged would have disabused me of that idea.  Actually since the bedroom door was closed and I was outside of the cabin on the front porch when it started, I didn't really hear what either one said.  I do know that Carissa's voice was quiet, while Corinna was screaming loudly.  Considering that she had been complaining about a hangover earlier I was astounded that she could stand the volume of her own voice.

Somehow I was reminded of the rare clashes of will between Mom and Beth and I did the same thing as I would have done if they had been arguing.  I headed for somewhere else to give the air a chance to clear.

I was down near the barn, adjusting the length of a latch wire loop on one of the gates, when I heard the horn of the Jeep sound and knew Carissa wanted me back at the cabin.  Even while I was walking back to the house, I saw her making trip after trip out of the cabin to the back of my car.  I knew then that whether Corinna wanted to or not she was going to town, or at least she wasn't going to be staying with us for the next while.  I pitched in and helped Carissa store all of Corinna's boxes and bags in the trunk of my car, then both of us went inside to clean up for our trip to town.

It took a while to load everything and then get ready, but even though I thought we were running a bit late we eventually set off to go to town, Carissa and I were in the front seat and Corinna in the back.  No one spoke much.  I think the two of them were both still seething with anger toward each other and I didn't want to take a chance on saying anything since I was worried that I'd set them off again.  We were a bit late getting to town so I drove directly to the doctor's office.  I gave Carissa a quick kiss, arranged to meet her at the Chinese cafe across the street from the doctor's office, then stepped out of the car.  She slid behind the wheel and drove off without giving me a chance to say 'So long' to Corinna.

I was surprised that after the long wait to get in to see Dr. McGraths I was out so fast.  He really did very little.  He asked me about pain, checked that the casts were standing up to the use I was giving them, warned me not to do too much because I might hurt myself, then told me to make an appointment with his receptionist to come back in three weeks.  That was it.  I was free to go.

As I walked out of his office, I couldn't help feeling that rushing to get there for the appointment had all been a waste of time, but then I glanced around the waiting room.  The room was packed so I decided Dr. McGraths wouldn't waste his time seeing me if he didn't feel it was necessary, he was too busy to do that.  I grinned at the receptionist and told her I needed an appointment in three weeks.

"Hmm, no new meds, no prescriptions for pain, and no need to have your cast replaced?  Are you sure?" she looked up at me with a guestioning glance.  "Aren't you a farm kid?"

"Yeah I live on a farm, but while I'm there I try to follow the doctor's orders," I grinned again.

"Well wonders will never cease.  A farm kid who didn't use his cast as a hammer or some other damn fool stunt," she shook her head and handed me an apointment slip, then smiled.  "Keep that up and you'll be free of that thing soon."

"Thanks," I winked.  "That's better news than the doc gave me."

As I left the doctor's office I knew the appointment hadn't been a waste of time.  Instead Dr. McGraths had been practising a bit of caution and knew how impatient any farmer would feel about the cast.  The condition of my cast and leg had probably taken him by surprise, but then that was probably because I was wearing a fibreglass cast not a plaster one.  Still, I was feeling fairly chipper as I left, knowing that I'd at least astonished the receptionist, if not the doctor.

When I stepped outside the doctor's office there was no sign of Carissa or my car, so I jaywalked over to the cafe.  When I walked in I noticed two of the local RCMP officers sitting quietly in a back booth.  One of them must have remembered me from the incident at the school because he waved a hand.  I just waved back and chose a seat near the front of the cafe so I could look out the window.  Then I ordered a cup of coffee while I waited for Carissa.  I was sitting there quietly, sipping my coffee and thinking about the happenings of the last day or two when I heard someone else come in and speak to the waitress.

I suppose I wasn't really paying attention to whatever was going on because I'd heard male voices and knew it wasn't Carissa.  Seconds later, someone snarled my first name and I looked up to see 'Slimy' Sid and 'Rotten' Ray standing in the aisle next to the booth.  I hadn't seen them approach so they'd taken me by surprise.  Trying to ignore them, I just glanced their way then turned back to look out the window hoping that Carissa would come by soon.

"Oh my, the local cowboy who can't stay on a horse is trying to ignore us, Ray," Sid snarled through a sneer.

"Oh, Mr. White Knight is just in here stocking up on his courage again," Raymond responded snidely.  "What are you ordering, Sir Galahad, a hero sandwich?"

"Actually if he saw you two coming, he probably ordered an antacid.  That way he might be able to stomach your stupidity, but I suppose I should thank you.  After all, I imagine you've been entertaining him with your dumb remarks while he was waiting for me," Carissa said loudly from near the door, completely surprising both the idiots and me.  "However we shouldn't waste a lot of time, Boss.  Are you almost done your coffee?  We've still got supplies to pick up and some fencing to do."

"Boss?  Him, what the hell does he do, tell you how to spread your legs?" Sid laughed raucously.

"Actually no!  Since he has a broken leg he hired me to help him manage the crew on a five-thousand-acre ranch where we're both working this summer," Carissa snapped.

"Hah, who would hire a gimped up geek to look after anything?" Ray sneered.  "I'll bet it's some imaginary job that your daddy got for you and he's paying through the nose to keep the two of you out of trouble."

"Yeah Bitch, just where is this fantastic fucking ranch anyway?  Maybe Ray and I will just drop around one evening and have a little party with you."

"As if I'd tell you anything like that.  That would be pretty darn dumb!  Especially after all the bragging you did a few months ago about trashing someone's house while they were away for the weekend," Carissa fired back, then turned to me.  "Chris, could we please go?  At least we could be working and accomplishing something, not hanging around here while these two idiots take turns flapping the jawbone of an ass."

"Flapping what?" Ray practically screamed as if he guessed that he'd been insulted, but not really understanding how.

"The jawbone of an ass, but I guess you aren't really flapping it are you?  That would be rather hard to do since it's still hanging on your ugly face."

"You fucking whore, I'll …" Ray brought his fist up and took a swing at Carissa.

She ducked that swing easily, but Ray was still going after her so tried to I move to stop him.  Unfortunately Sid was in my way and shoved me back as I tried to get to my feet.  However he did grab Ray's arm before he could swing again and before either Carissa or I could react in any other way.

"Easy Ray, this isn't the time to lose your cool," he coaxed.  "The chinks would be witnesses if you did anything here.  Instead, we'll just follow these two geeks.  When we find out where they're going.  We'll wait for dark, then we can drop in on them and have that party I was talkin' about."

Just then I heard boots scrape at the back of the cafe and when Carissa looked past Sid and Ray, her eyes got huge.

"Uh oh.  I don't think you should have said that, Sid," she said quietly.

Almost at the same time as Carissa spoke, one of the cops bellowed.  "Hold it!  That'll be enough!"

About then, all hell broke out, but all I could do was watch it happen.




Chapter 19:

Caution - Sharp Curves and Switchbacks

The sound of the cop's voice had actually made me jump, but the effect on the two smart ass twerps was a lot more extreme and it was almost instantaneous.  Instantly they tried to get away.  Since Carissa was standing between them and the door, they tried to shove her out of their way and run for it, but as she fell backward onto the seat of another booth, her legs kicked out in front of them.  The dopes tripped over her.  Sid only floundered to his hands and knees, but Ray took quite a fall.  He went up and over Sid's back, grinding him into the floor, then lost his footing, bounced off a booth, and planted himself face first on the tiles.

I heard a dull crack and I thought perhaps Carissa had been hurt, but I couldn't get to her.  Sid had scrambled away, but suddenly I had two cops in my way.  By the time I got to Carissa, each of the cops had taken charge of one of idiots.  Then as one cop kept an eye on the two cretins who stood with their hands against a wall and their feet back and spread, the other cop came back to us.

"Are you okay, Miss Coulter?"

"I think so, Officer," she nodded.  "Maybe a bruise or two, but I think that's all that seems to be wrong."

"I suppose you'd be the best judge if you're injured or not, but I think you might sit here for a while to be sure.  Unfortunately, we're going to have to go over to the doctor's office with this pair.  It looks like young Mr. Smithies may have broken his nose and young Parker was walked on rather rudely by his partner, so who knows what could be wrong with him.  That means we'll be tying up Dr. McGraths for a short while.  It would be a shame to have the victim of an assault forced to stand by while the perp. was treated though."

"Well, we have to go to the hospital to visit someone.  Could I have one of the staff there check me out while I'm there?" Carissa smiled weakly.

"I imagine that would be all right.  Now I have to ask, do you want to file assault charges on these two?  We overheard the conversation and the poorly veiled threat about following you and retaliating for whatever imagined injury you've done them.  We'll be charging them for that, but the assault and battery charge is up to you."

"Assault and battery?" I asked in surprise, probably the first words I'd said since the conversation with Sid and Ray had started.

"Why yes," The cop looked at me in surprise.  "After all they forced her aside as they tried to push past.  Just threatening to touch someone is an assault, let alone shoving anyone around like they did, that's battery.  These two can't act like animals and not expect to be treated accordingly, not when they do it in front of witnesses and, in this case, a pair of police officers."

"Oh," A slow smile appeared on Carissa's face and she turned her head to look at Sid and Raymond.  "I think that's a yes, but I'd better consult with my lawyer and my father prior to laying a charge.  I wouldn't want to do anything that might interfere with the pending civil lawsuit we have against these fools.  Besides, I was involved with a bit of banter prior to the actual attack."

I was left staring at her because she sounded so different than usual.  Heck, right then she sounded like a lawyer and it astonished me.  I don't think I'd ever heard her sound quite that perceptive of the whole situation before.  I was almost stunned by that on top of everything else that had happened.  For the next few minutes I watched everything around me, but didn't feel that I was part of it.  Somehow, everything was almost dreamlike, as if I wasn't part of the action.  I'm not certain why, but for the next hour or so I felt as if I was back to watching my life unfold from somewhere outside of myself, almost as if I was watching a movie of someone else.  I seemed to have no control of any part of the happenings.

The two officers escorted the two punks outside and across the street to the doctor's office and I finally noticed that old Fong, the owner of the cafe, had moved to the cash register while all the ruckus had been going on.  I probably wouldn't have noticed that except that Carissa asked him if she could use the telephone to call her dad before we left for the hospital.  I was astonished when Fong personally led her back to the phone in the kitchen.  As he left I noticed he scooped up a cleaver to put it away.  Damn, he'd really expected trouble and I hadn't even seen him move out of the kitchen.  Even more surprisingly he was letting Carissa use his phone.  That was absolutely astonishing.  For anyone else, he'd have simply shaken his head and pointed to the pay phone.  I heard her voice as she started talking to her father, but just then Mrs. Fong came around and offered me a refill of my coffee.  It was as if she was trying to get things back to normal, but
by then I was no longer in the mood for a coffee or anything else.  In fact I was still feeling out of my depth.

When Carissa came out of the kitchen and wanted to go to the hospital, I simply stood, paid for my coffee by leaving some money on the table, then walked out to the car.  In the car, she explained that after our visit to the hospital her dad wanted us to drop around his office.  At the hospital, Carissa insisted that I should go upstairs to visit Grampa Bender while she went off to find someone to check out her bumps and bruises and see if she was seriously hurt or had any visible marks from the scuffle.

Grampa Bender seemed lethargic and muddled that day, just like I felt.  When I mentioned the Collie bitch and her pup, he nodded and smiled, but had no advice on what to do about her.  Instead he began to talk about a distant neighbour, Leila MacArthur, who had a small ranch further back in the hills.  By the time Carissa came in from being checked over he was falling asleep.

Carissa and I decided that rather than bother him any more we might as well let him rest.  We left then, driving directly to her dad's real estate business from the hospital and were shown right into his office.  It seemed the police had phoned him only minutes after Carissa had.  They were quite insistent that Carissa should lay charges against the dopey duo.  They had even asked him if he thought I could be convinced to lay a charge of assault and batter against them as well.  I'd completely forgotten that Sid had pushed me back when he'd moved to stop Ray from hitting Carissa, but the two cops had noticed what happened.

"But he just shoved me back into the booth," I protested.

"Ah, but why were you trying to get up?" Mr. Coulter smiled at me.

"Well Ray was trying to hit Carissa and …"

"And you were going to try to protect her," he smiled.  "I have to admire your courage, but how were you going to protect her with one broken arm and one broken leg?"

"I'd have done my best.  If my sister could put them out of commission with one kick each, I could do something the same with two casts," I grinned at the stupidity of even trying to tackle the two of them in the shape that I was in.  "I suppose when my adrenaline starts to flow, I just react."

"Oh, sure!  And when have you ever done something without thinking about it," Carissa came back at me.  "By the way, how come you weren't saying anything to those assholes?  Oh!  Did you know the cops were in the back booth?"

"Well I did see the officers when I came in, but I was just being quiet, hoping Sid and Ray would get tired of ranting and raving then leave."

"Oh, yeah, as if they've ever shut up about anything," she snapped.  "But if you knew the cops were there, why didn't you say something to me?  I'd have handled it a lot differently if I knew that."

"With you three yowling at each other like tomcats on a fence, when did I get a chance to say anything?"

"Whoa you two, don't get into a fight over it.  I've already got one daughter who says she needs her Daddy because she broke up with her guy."

"Oh Daddy, Corinna's in one of her moods again," Carissa sighed.  "She managed to get drunk last night and she was a handful.  I'm sorry, but I had to bring her back home.  She's just too much for me to handle when she's like this.  I simply can't take it when she goes off the deep end.  It drives me nuts.  I think after a couple of days of her stupidity, both Chris and I would have been crawling up the walls."

"Is it bad this time?" Mr. Coulter frowned.

Carissa simply nodded.  "I told Mom that it's the worst that I've ever seen her.  Last night she was influencing me and at first I didn't even know it.  It wasn't until she fell asleep that I even realized what had happened.  Then this morning, when I told her I wanted her to come to town to find someone to help her, her temper simply blew.  She was just out of this world.  She let go with both barrels and screamed at me like a banshee.  Luckily, on the way into town she quit yelling.  I don't know how we'd have managed to drive nearly thirty miles while locked in a car with her screaming her head off."

"Damn!" Mr. Coulter growled.  "None of us need her crap right now."

I realised then that Carissa had started to tell me about the trouble Corinna had, but we'd broken off the conversation before she'd finished.  At that time I'd assumed it was a temporary problem, however now that the subject had come up again, I realized it might be chronic condition.  Up until then I hadn't thought about either of the twin's tempers, but now I recalled that even while we'd been going to school I had seen examples of Corinna's occasional irrational behaviour.  I had to wonder if it wasn't a medical problem of some sort, but at the moment I didn't feel I should pry.

Although the topic seemed to be preying on both of their minds, they set it aside and we had a short discussion about whether or not to lay charges against Sid and Ray.  I was willing, but Carissa felt that she shouldn't.  She thought that she might have egged them on by trading insults with the two of them.  In the long run, she decided to take a suggestion that I made, she'd talk to the cops about what had been said and ask their advice.

So Carissa and I drove to the police station next.  When we went inside I spoke to the police first, then made up my mind what charge I wanted Sid to face when he went to court.  I signed a complaint of assault, but not battery.  I felt that Sid had pushed me back to protect me from Ray more than to hurt me.  Even though the police argued for the stiffer charge I felt I was being fair and told them my reasoning.  I thought Ray led Sid into almost any of the problems they had with the law.

Carissa talked to the officers for at least fifteen or twenty minutes longer than I had.  During that time they managed to convince her that before Ray lost his temper, the verbal byplay had been rough, but she'd been far less insulting than either Sid or Ray had been.  In actual fact they complimented us both on maintaining our tempers while we'd been insulted by the two guys.  Of course the matter of the use of vile language in public was brought up.  Both cops had laughed and said Carissa hadn't use one swear word.  I thought she had, but they insisted she hadn't.  That's when one officer told Carissa and me where her misquote about the jawbone of an ass came from.  I think that was the point of their argument that convinced her to sign another complaint but like mine it was just for assault.

Now the cops had a signed complaint of assault against each of the two twits.  On top of that they had written out several other accusations including offering threats in front of a witness, causing a disturbance in a public place, along with three or four other charges.  I thought at that point that we'd be able to leave, but they'd heard something else mentioned that they were interested in, the break-ins of temporarily vacant houses on outlying farms.  Both Carissa and I had to admit that we'd heard both Ray and Sid mention things that implied they had been there and we'd heard lots of rumours about it, but neither of us could give them any proof.  In other words we weren't good witnesses for those crimes.  We were able to suggest other people they might ask about them though.

We finally left the police station at almost four in the afternoon.  After that we still had to visit the grocery store and I wanted to be sure to stop at the lumber yard for some quicklime and some fly spray to use in the outhouse.  It was almost five when we drove out of town and I'd only gone a couple of miles when I almost turned back.  It was only after looking at my wrist watch and seeing that his office would be closed that I gave up on the idea of visiting the veterinarian about that darn stray dog and her wounded leg.  I wasn't about to pay extra charges for a stray dog and after five I would have been charge evening rates.

As a result by the time we got back to the cabin, unloaded the groceries and did a few chores, it was almost seven o'clock.  Of course by then we'd changed our clothes and I'd fed the animals, then shut the chickens and the young stock inside.  Meanwhile Carissa had packed away the groceries and made a quick meal.  We'd cleaned up after supper, made coffee and were sitting out on the front porch before either of us felt like talking about our day and even then we both agreed that we were tired, very tired.

We were sitting on the old bench and I had one arm around her shoulder when I looked at her and grinned.  "Do you have any ear plugs?"

"Ear plugs?" she turned and stared at me with a quizzical look on her face.

"Unh huh.  If I kept you awake with my snoring the other night, tonight might be worse.  Mom always said that when I was extra tired I snored the most.  Wil used to say that I sounded like a chain saw being used by a logger in a fir forest, working on a deadline to cut extra footage."

"Well I'll just poke you in the ribs if you wake me, but if you snore too loudly I can always go sleep in the back porch," she laughed, but her laughter died out quickly.

I looked at her and knew instantly that she was thinking about Corinna.  She confirmed that thought a moment later.

"Damn, I feel responsible for Corinna in a way," she sighed.  "I wish we knew what her problem is."

"Well, I don't know why you feel responsible.  In fact I didn't even know she had a problem, but now I can understand some of the things that I've seen over the years."

"What do you mean?"

"Oh like some of the times at school when she was touchy or the times when she'd get angry.  I used to think it was both of you, but after realising that you're so close, I can see how it would affect you too."

"And you still tried to be our friend for all those years?"

"Yeah.  Well, sort of.  I think I'd really given up, but I suppose giving up was a halfway measure too.  I mean I still hadn't written you off, not the way I did some of those idiots."

"Like Sid and Ray?"

"Oh, those dumb assholes?  I gave up on them ten minutes after I met them.  Do you know that each one of them tried to beat up on me at one time or other?  One time the two of them tackled me at once, but luckily it was at recess and Tom was around."

"What happened?"

"We whupped 'em," I grinned, "Do you know they're the same age as Wil?  He came along just after they'd given up and cried 'uncle.' He laughed at them and teased them about getting their butts kicked by two kids who were almost three years younger than them.  I think his teasing was worse for them to take than being beat up by a pair of younger guys."

"I never knew you had any fights at school," she stared at me.

"I don't think you paid much attention to me," I grinned wryly.  "I think everyone in our class thought I was just a brain and the teacher's pet."

"Oh don't be so sure," she snickered.  "I always thought you were the brain all right, but on top of that I thought you were a little gentleman, almost prissy."

"What?"

"Well I did," she giggled.  "I think if any of the girls knew that you had a habit of beating up on those two idiots you'd have been darn popular.  I know I'd sure have reacted differently."

"Darn," I grinned at her.  "Just think of all the things I missed out on."

"Well, why don't I try to make up for that, right now," she laughed and stood up, grabbing my hand.

I just grinned, and stood up to follow her lead.

Even as tired as we were when we went to bed, she left me thoroughly convinced that I'd missed a lot by being shy, but it didn't really bother me.  Instead, Carissa made me realise that I was extremely satisfied that was she with me at that moment.

We had gone to bed early and for some reason both of us felt the need to be very affectionate, but since we were both tired we weren't exceptionally energetic.  Each time we'd had sex before that there had been an urgency between us almost a driving need.  This time we simply took our time, not needing sex alone, but instead needing the comfort of someone who cared.  For the first time, we truly made love with each other.

It was wonderful!

I think we were both feeling somewhat in need of assurance and we drew that from each other.  After all the day had been hard on both of us, yet we'd handled everything without too much fuss and bother.  It was strange in a way, but I suppose it was really the first time we'd both felt not only tired, but also relaxed since we'd been involved.

I slept like a log, yet I awoke exceptionally early even for me.  Of course we'd gone to bed exceptionally early the night before.  Carissa was cuddled against me as we both lay on our side, facing each other.  The feel of her arm stretching over me and her breast pressed against my chest tantalized me, but at the same time simply felt very satisfying.  I lay there for a moment, looking at her face as she rested her head on my arm, then I sighed softly and carefully slid my arm from under her head.

She looked so relaxed, so beautiful.  Even when I could have moved, I still lay there and fought off the screaming demands of my body to move.  Instead I smiled as I watched that sweet woman sleep.  Somehow my whole world had changed and this delightful person was now central to all of my thoughts.  Before yesterday I had liked her a lot, but now she was everything I wanted in the world.  I didn't understand how that had happened, but it certainly wasn't something I wanted to fight in any way.

Unfortunately, I had to get up.  I really didn't want to, but the habit of years had kicked in.  My bladder was screaming about the pressure that had built up overnight and I needed relief.  Leaving her lying there as I slipped away was difficult.  I wanted to kiss and cuddle her, but at the same time I wanted to let her sleep as long as she could.  Finally, I simply had to go.

I reached for my shorts, then chuckled to myself, who was going to see me if I ran outside nude?  Instead I slipped on my one shoe as well as the cut down overshoe that protected the foot in the cast and slipped from the bedroom, hurrying out to 'check the weather' for a few moments.

It was a beautiful morning.  The sky was endless blue except for a few fluffy clouds over the mountainous horizon, and both the clouds and the mountains were shaded a light pink by the rising sun.  As I relaxed and took care of the business at hand, I was once again struck by the beauty of the surroundings.  I could hear birds, the sound of the animals in the barnyard and somewhere in the distance, I heard the sound of an engine.  That sound alone was unnatural, but even while I listened to try to guess where that noise was coming from it seemed to fade away.

I walked a few feet back toward the cabin and drew a deep breath.  There was the smell of wet grass, a trace of the odour of wood smoke, even a soft infusion of the stink from the pigpen, but the overall blend was marvellous.  It was what I liked to call farmyard perfume.  Then I smelled another trace of odour, a vile stench, there was a skunk lurking somewhere nearby.  I just smiled and hoped it wasn't too near.  That was a smell I didn't care to even think about having around the cabin.  Still, as long as he stayed away from the chicken coop I wasn't going to bother with him, not if I could help it anyway!

Smiling to myself, I walked back to the cabin and stepped inside.  The aroma of fresh perked coffee struck me instantly.  Carissa must have woken and put it on.  Just then she came dancing in through the back door, grinning widely, and not wearing a stitch of clothing.

Damn, she was gorgeous.

"The grass is all wet!" she squeaked in a high voice, grabbing a towel and dancing on one foot as she wiped the other.  "My feet are soaked."

"Well what did you expect?" I broke into laughter and lifted a foot to show her my shoe as I balanced on the foot in the cast.

"Don't do that!  You shouldn't stand on the wrong foot like that," her grin was replaced by a frown for an instant, but at the same time she reached out to turn down the heat on the coffee.

"Hey, it doesn't hurt," I laughed, then stepped toward her and wrapped her in my arms.

"Mmm," she murmured and snuggled for a few seconds.

"Sorry I woke you," I bent and kissed her forehead.

"I didn't mind," she grinned and twisted her face up toward mine.

Her lips were simply too enticing and I was soon kissing them.  For the next moment or two we simply enveloped each other in our arms and sought to express a love that was growing between us, then finally she pulled her head back.  Her eyes were soft and staring deeply into mine, a sweet smile tracing her lips.

"Morning, Lover," she whispered.

"Good morning to you too," I grinned.

"Mmm," she grinned.  "Looking at you along with the feelings I'm having, perhaps I shouldn't have made coffee yet?  Hmm?"

"I've drunk stale coffee before," I grinned back at her.

"No, I really want to talk first," she suddenly looked a lot more serious.  "Last night was so good it was scary."

"What is there to be scared about?" I managed to smile although her words put my mind on alert to possible problems.

"Well, I've got to tell you that I'm getting to feel very darn serious about the two of us and it's worrying me," she looked tentative, almost fearful.  "I hadn't planned on …"

I didn't let her finish, instead I covered her lips with mine as I scooped her up in my arms and tried to carry her toward the bedroom.  For just an instant she stiffened in my arms, then she was kissing me as fiercely as I was kissing her.  After only a second she fought clear of my kiss as I lost balance slightly and bumped against the doorframe to the bedroom.  Now she was laughing as I managed the last couple of steps to the bed, then collapsed onto it with her still in my arms.

An instant later the kiss resumed, then we were fiercely making love.

By the time we made our way back to the kitchen and were checking the coffee pot, it only held a horrid looking thick syrup that I poured down the kitchen sink while Carissa laughed gaily.

"I guess we wasted that, huh?" she giggled, snuggling against my side as I rinsed the pot and refilled the pot.

"No," I laughed as I wrapped an arm around her and put the pot back on the little kerosene stove, turning the heat back up.  "We invested it."

"Invested it?"

"Unh huh," I kissed her lightly, then pulled her into a tight hug.  "I was reassuring my woman that I love her too much to worry about getting closer than either of us had planned."

"But what about our plans for the future?  I still want to train as a nurse and I'm willing to bet you still want more education too.  Besides, we're still awfully young to be a couple," she had both hands on my shoulders, holding herself so she could watch my face and I could see hers.

"Honey, I am not about to try to predict the future.  Right now I want to simply enjoy the present," I smiled and tried to project a feeling of confidence.

"But, I thought we were just going to … well, explore the feeling of being a couple.  I didn't think this was going to get so serious."

"Do you really mind?" I cupped a soft breast in one hand as I held her gently with my other arm.

"Hey, stop that, or we'll end up wasting another pot of coffee," she pushed my hand away from her breast, but at least she was smiling now.  "I really don't mind, but it does complicate everything a lot."

"How does it complicate things?" I grinned and moved my hand so I could grasp hers.  "You want to train as a nurse and I support that idea completely.  No problems at all.  I would like to know more about electronics, but right now this ranch is much more important to me."

I sighed and frowned then, because I was changing the subject a bit.  "I'll be honest, I don't think Grampa Bender will be coming back to live here.  Someone has to look after the place and I've put myself in that position willingly.  I volunteered because I've always loved it up here.  In fact, if it came down to a choice between having a permanent chance to take over this place or getting more education, I'd make the choice of living here."

"You would?" she stared at me in surprise.

"Yep!" I nodded slowly.  "I would."

"But, your grandad has lived here for years and it sure doesn't look to me like he did all that well.  I mean, it's nice, but I can't see that he made a killing or anything," she waved a hand to include the whole place.

"Yeah, but Grampa Bender has shown about as much ambition as old Duke.  As long as his belly was full and the roof didn't leak, he was happy.  I think the only thing he ever devoted much time to was making a little whiskey," I smiled as I explained.  "I'm a bit different; I like to work.  As well as that, I like to plan for the future.  In other words, I'm ambitious.  Grampa Bender never had any real ambitions.  He saw a great opportunity here, grabbed it, and worked just hard enough to make it a reality, then for some reason he lost his drive.  After that he sat on his laurels, watching life go on around him."

"I don't understand?  I thought you loved him," she frowned at me.

"Oh, I do," I had to laugh at her frown.  "However, he's like a twelve-year-old kid.  He's always had lots of dreams and hopes, but he's never been disciplined enough to do anything about them.  The smartest thing he did was to establish the lease on the whole valley from here to Dad's and Uncle Tom's place.  The rent on that, along with the sale of a few cattle each year and the money from the sale of native hay he sold have been enough income for him to continue living here.  All he's ever had to do other than that was to raise enough food to live on.  Everything else came easily without him having to work hard for it, so he didn't do much more."

"Well, do you think you could make enough here to support a family?"

"Yeah, I do, even if I have to pay rent on the property," I smiled.  "It wouldn't be easy, but I could do it.  However, I do know that Grampa Bender's will is bound to treat Tom, Will, Beth and I really well because of the time we've spent with him and helping out over the last few years. Since I seem to be the only one who seems who wants to live up here, I think I might be able to rent this portion of the main lease quite inexpensively"

"Oh, I was wondering if he had a will."

"Oh yeah and I know he had plans to change that and the lease when it needs to be renegotiated, because we talked about it.  He really doesn't like the idea that Dad and Uncle Tom actually end up paying the family members who live in the city part of the income from the lease since they haven't done anything to earn their share for years.  I know he has plans to change that somehow, but I'm not sure just what the changes will be.  Since he's in the hospital now though, I don't know what will happen."

We sat and discussed the future and what each of us really expected to do for a while, but it wasn't long before we decided it was time to do something that was more productive.

After breakfast and doing the morning chores, we decided to work on the fencing again.  I decided to work our way around in the opposite direction that we'd driven when we surveyed the job.  If I had estimated the work we had to do correctly that would put us at the swimming hole by lunch time.  While Carissa made a light lunch to take along, I snuck a couple of towels and a blanket into a cardboard box and put it in the back of the Jeep

In actual fact, we both worked a little harder than I'd expected and we were there early.  By eleven o'clock we were both stripping off our clothes and wading into the lukewarm water.  Carissa argued about my going in while I was wearing the cast, but I ignored her arguments, telling her that even if I couldn't swim I could wade.  It was worth it to me just to see her swimming and enjoying herself as we both really washed ourselves thoroughly for the first time in days.  However as I got out of the pool afterward, I was astounded at the amount of water that poured out of my cast.

"I'll bet you'll be sorry you went in the water like that," she pointed at my cast and frowned.

"I doubt it," I grinned at her as I leaned one arm against a tree for balance and swung the leg in the cast back and forth vigorously.

"What in heck are you doing?" she snickered.  "You can't shake that cast off, you know."

"I'm not trying to shake it off, all I'm doing is using centrifugal force to drive as much water out as I can," I grinned back at her.  "Then I'm going to lie on the bank and let the sun bake it dry, after all, it's just a hunk of fibreglass."

"Eww, you'll get all grubby from laying on the ground."

"No, I won't," I laughed, walking over to the Jeep and pulling out the blanket and towels.

"You smart ass, you had this planned," she squealed, grabbing the biggest towel away from me.

"Unh huh," I laughed again, spreading the blanket on the grass in the full sunlight.  "Now, do you want to have lunch first or do I get to make love to you before we eat."

"Now?  Out here in the open?" her eyes got huge as she paused her wiping and stared at me.

"Why not?" I tried to look offended, but my grin killed that attempt, so did my developing erection.

I'm not sure what I expected her to say, but I certainly didn't expect to get tackled and knocked back onto the blanket by a wild woman.  Seconds later I was on my back and she was straddling my body.  If I'd thought she was enthusiastic about making love before, I soon learned better.  That afternoon she managed to thoroughly wear me out.

By that evening she had to help me to put away the more easily damaged fencing tools, then help me to do the evening chores.  After that she insisted I simply sit while she made something for us to eat.  I didn't even have the energy to argue.  After we'd eaten, she astounded me by pulling a can of dog food out of the bottom cupboard.

"Want to come down to the creek along with me?" she asked.  "I want to see if that female dog needs anything to eat."

"Where did you get that?" I pointed at the can, knowing that Grampa Bender only kept dry dog food around for Duke.

"I bought it," she grinned.  "I went to see the vet while you were at the doctor's office and he suggested I try it.  If I can get her used to the idea of being fed, then if nothing else I can dose her food with antibiotics to stop any infections that she might get from that wound.  Actually he thinks I might even be able to tame her and the pup."

"But what will you do if you do tame her?"

"Well ," she grinned widely, "I've always wanted a dog."

"But …"

"Shh," she set the can down, then came over and slipped into my lap.  "You might as well give up, Buster.  This is one argument you aren't about to win."

So, after a short session of necking with her, we called Duke into the cabin and fed him, then closed the door to keep him inside.  After that I followed along with Carissa as we walked down to the creek again.  She didn't hide this time, even if she did approach the den quietly.  Neither the pup nor the Collie bitch were outside the den, but she put down a brand-new dog dish, emptied the can of dog food into it and sprinkled a bit of antibiotic powder on the top.  Then we slipped away and went back to the cabin.

We stayed there for an hour or more, quietly talking and keeping Duke inside, then we wandered back down and slipped to our hands and knees to peek down the bank.  Carissa gave a tiny squeak as she first looked down and saw that the food dish was now empty.  After checking to be sure that both the pup and the bitch weren't out where she could see them, she slipped down and picked up the food dish to take it back to the cabin with us.

We'd hardly gotten inside when Mom was calling on the CB to see how we were doing.  It took a while to tell her about everything that had happened in the last few days.  She'd already heard that we'd taken Corinna to town.  It seemed Corinna had called there the night before.  She'd also heard about our little run in with Sid and Ray.  The main reason she'd called though was to invite us to come down on Sunday for lunch.  Then she suggested we spend the afternoon and invited us to stay for a fried chicken dinner early in the evening, that way we'd still be able to get back in time to do our chores before too late.  We agreed, then said good night.

After talking to Mom, we went out on the front porch and had our evening coffee.  I was surprised that Carissa wanted to go to bed so early again, but once more after we'd finished our coffees we headed to the bedroom.  That night I was too tired to do much more than cuddle my lover, but even Carissa seemed sated.  Once more we fell asleep early in the evening.

The following two days were very similar.  Each time we woke early, talked for a while, then went to work on the fence.  Each day Carissa had a swim and I cleaned up before we had lunch.  I didn't wade in the water again, instead I stayed on the shore and washed as much as I could while keeping my cast dry.  I'd found that it was really hard to get the cast dried out and the moisture had bothered my foot, so I wasn't about to do it again and make it any worse.

However, both that day and the next, I worked out our time so that we spent most of the afternoon relaxing and making love in the bright sunshine.  Actually Saturday was a very short workday.  We only worked for an hour or so in the morning because we were done with the fence repairs.  Then we took a while discussing what we wanted to do about the other fences I was thinking of building, the one separating the upper ranch from the drop off and the one that would fence off the swampy area.  I actually drove the Jeep out across the open area, pointing out the portion of the flat area that was extremely wet for most of the year.  After that we spent most of our day lazing in the sun, but Carissa had decided not to go swimming, so I'd driven us up onto the top of the hill on the west side of the ranch again.

We were back to the cabin early and we'd even eaten earlier than normal.  On top of that, there was a change in the Collie's actions.  By Saturday evening the bitch trusted Carissa enough that she'd hardly started up the bank after setting the food down before the Collie came out to eat.  Carissa was actually able to stand and watch as she wolfed down the dog food, then licked the bowl clean.  All the time she was eating Carissa was talking softly to her and it didn't seem to bother her a bit.  We hadn't seen the pup again until that evening and even then all we saw was its nose at the edge of the den, but that was enough to let us know it was alive and must have still been doing okay.

That evening we sat on the porch far later than the two previous evenings and to our surprise, Duke didn't leave us.  He still didn't want to stay inside the cabin that night, but we weren't really trying to encourage him to come inside either.  We were much more interested in each other.

Sunday morning we slept in slightly, but since we'd been rather energetic the evening before that wasn't a surprise.  After doing the morning chores, we saddled both horses then went for a short ride just to keep them from getting too restive.  I knew that if a horse wasn't ridden fairly often it would get frisky and with a busted leg I wasn't up to sitting on a bucking bronc.  Actually, my gelding crow-hopped a couple of times when Carissa swung into the saddle, but to my surprise it never fazed her a bit.

"Dammit, woman, we're gonna make a rancher out of you yet," I teased and praised her at the same time.

She just stuck her tongue out at me and grinned.

After that short ride, we cleaned up, changed our clothes and drove down home.

It felt rather strange to drive into the yard at home again.  Dad and Wil were out on the front porch with Tom and George, but we'd hardly gotten out of the car when Mom, Beth and the two McAdam twins came outside as well.  I'd wondered if Sandy would still be there, but it seemed she'd had to go to work after only staying for a day or two.

When we were almost finished eating lunch, Carissa began to talk about the Collie and the pup.  So I thought I'd mention the fact that I'd been telling Grampa Bender about the Collie and how he'd instantly changed the subject to talk about Mrs. MacArthur.

"Oh, but she raises pure bred Collies," Beth said instantly.

"She does?" I questioned.

"Unh huh," Mom agreed.  "Uncle Toby has been acting quite friendly toward her for the last couple of years.  Perhaps it might be one of her dogs?"

"Does she have a telephone?" Carissa asked instantly.

"Oh she must have one," Mom smiled.  "I think her first name is Leila."

"Come on, I'll help you look," Beth suggested to Carissa and they were off with the McAdam twins right behind them.

"Talking about telephones, Jason Dumfries is finally having telephone and Hydro run into his ranch," Dad commented.  "The line will run just along the top edge of Grampa Bender's homestead."

"Oh?" I looked at him in surprise, immediately jumping to the conclusion that it might be possible to run power to the cabin.

"Tom and I talked it over and we're willing to argue with the other leaseholders that running a hydro and telephone line down to the cabin should come out of this year's lease.  Since it doesn't look like Grampa Bender will be able to come home without someone there to look after him, we'll have to have both electicity and telephone there.  With that new line running past the edge of the property, it's now affordable, and the basic cost to get the supply to the cabin will come out of the general improvements budget.  We're sure that we'll be able to talk everyone into covering the cost of materials to wire the house and the barn as well, but we think we'd have to get someone else to do the wiring.  What do you think?"

"Oh, come on, Dad.  Don't be silly.  I'm all for it."

"Good," George grinned at me.  "Dad and I will be up there to do the wiring sometime next week.  The only thing we can't do is hook up the lines from the house and barn to the supply; that will cost you quite a few bucks when hydro does it."

"I'll sure cover that," I offered.

"Oh no, since you're only looking after the place, the farm is still in Toby's name and that's part of the cost of supplying power," Dad shook his head and grinned.  "In fact, if we can get Toby to sign for it, we need to set it up at the bank so even the cost of the power used every month comes out of his account.  If we can't get him to sign for it, Tom and I do have a limited power of attorney and I think in this case we'd need to use it.  No matter what happens, at the very worst all you might have to pay for now is whatever George and his Dad charge for their work."

"Well, I can't say about Dad, but I'm working for nothing," George declared.  "I imagine you'll be helping Dad and me won't you?"

"Okay, but what do I have to do other than that?" I asked as I nodded toward George.

"If you want to, you can lay out a straight line from somewhere in the middle of the yard to the road along the northern boundary of Toby's homestead.  Then you could clear all the trees and brush for twenty-five feet on each side of the line.  That would cut down on the charge from Hydro," Dad grinned again.

"That's easy enough," I grinned.  "The only place I'll really have any trees or brush to cut is on each side of the creek, then up the grade on the far side.  The road is only a hundred yards or so from the top of the hill."

"Ah, but don't forget, Hydro wants all the trees and brush cleared off of the right of way.  You'll have to pile it and either burn it or drag it away somewhere else, but it can't stay underfoot when they come in to raise the poles and string the lines."

"How about crossing the creek, Dad?"

"Chris, I don't know.  I'll tell you what, Tom and I are going into town tomorrow to talk to them, do you want to go along with us?"

"You're on," I grinned.  "What time will I need to be there and where should I meet you?"

"We planned on being at their office at eleven.  Will that suit you?"

"Like I said, you're on.  We need some groceries anyway, so I'll get Carissa to drop me off there before she goes shopping."

After that talk fell into a discussion of exactly how the logistics of Hydro's work could be tied in with the work around the farm in the next little while.  That was because Tom, Wil and George all wanted to help in any way they could.  Dad just looked at me and grinned, then a few minutes later he broke into the conversation.

"Okay everyone, I'm sure the power thing will work out.  I thought by now you two young bucks would have mentioned that other thing you have been working on."

"Oh," Tom grinned at him.  "That's right.  Chris, we've had a surprising development with the stock car and we thought you'd like to see what's happened."

I just frowned and looked at their faces, wondering what the heck was going on.  All of them were grinning, even Dad, so I knew it couldn't be trouble of any sort.

"Okay.  What's going on?"

All of the younger guys just grinned and looked at Dad.

"Well, it looks like they want me to tell you," he sighed as if it was a problem.  "You know I've wanted to build a new equipment shed for years don't you?"

"Yeah, so what does that have to do with the stock car?"

"Well, we got financing from the bank for the new equipment shed and your little shed was right where I'm going to want to build it.  So we had to move your shed this week."

"Oh?  Where is it now?"

"We really didn't have anyplace to put it here on the farm, but Tom and his father had a suggestion," Dad sighed and waved at Tom.  "Tom?"

"Oh?  Umm, you know that alkali spot in the bush down near the corner of our place?"

"The one that floods so much?"

"Not any more it won't," George laughed.  "We kinda drained that."

"What's this got to do with the stock car?"

"George, I think the best thing to do is to show him," Wil chuckled.

Just then Carissa came rushing into the room.  "Chris, that dog belongs to Grampa Bender, but it shouldn't have a pup, it was supposed to be fixed because it was a midget or something.  Mrs. MacArthur is mad at her vet about screwing that up."

Of course that spun the conversation off into another direction for a while.  But, we were only held up for a few minutes before the whole group climbed into cars and trucks to drive over to Tom's dad's place to see just what they had done.  I tried to see the slough they had talked about from the road, but I couldn't see it at all.  In fact we had to drive into the farmyard and then down a dusty trail into the bush to see anything.  When we drove out of the willows and other scrub brush, then onto the flats.

I didn't even notice the old shed at first.  Instead, all I could see was that there was now a dirt track where the old slough had been.  My friends and family had built a practice track, but it was hidden in a swampy area and surrounded by scrub willows, snowberries and other native underbrush.




Chapter 20:

Beware - Extreme Cross Winds

I stared at the track in wonder.  Admittedly it was only a dirt oval, and it was shorter than most dirt track ovals I'd seen, but it was banked.  Besides it looked smooth, just like a real dirt track and it even looked like the surface was hard packed.

"How the dickens did you do this in a week?" I demanded as I turned toward Tom and George.

"Actually my Dad was over visiting your dad to talk about the new machine shed on Monday morning.  They went for a walk and found the track we tried to lay out in the stubble field before Wil got a chance to turn it under.  They started to give us heck, then after a while the two of them put their heads together.  Dad offered us the use of this slough if we'd dig a drain to the ditch along the road," Tom grinned.

"Why?  I don't get it," I looked up at Uncle Tom who had come walking up.

"Oh, it's simple enough," he chuckled.  "This whole corner is low, so it's gotten loaded with alkali because the knoll between here and the road block the drainage.  Even if it is drained now, it'll be still unusable for a while because it'll take years to leach out the alkali, but in a couple of years we'll be able to grow salt tolerant grass here.  In a couple years Tom wants to Calgary to take training as a mechanic, and by the time he's done that, this will probably be usable farm land again."

Dad rested his hand on my shoulder and smiled.  "The point of this was to see how much drainage would help return alkali land to productivity and how fast it would work.  As hard as the boys have worked on that car, we thought we'd give them a week or so and see what they could do.  When they had a chance to build up a track for you to test and practise on, they worked even harder.  In fact, I've never seen them accomplish so much in such a short time."

"How did you do it?" I turned back to Tom and George.

It took them several minutes to show me what they'd done.  Tom had started with our old caterpillar tractor and had used it to dig a trench through the knoll and out to the ditch along the road.  He'd started by peeling off the top few inches of topsoil and pushing it into piles so he could restore it later.  Then he'd simply lowered the rest of the knoll's surface in a long strip from the roadside ditch to the middle of the alkali area after our Dads had decided on the lowest spot of the whole area.

Meanwhile George and his dad, Bob, had taken a truck to see Bob's brother and had borrowed a double sided trenching plow.  It was sitting off to the side and I wandered over to look at it since I'd never seen one like it before.  It was laid out like a 'Y' with a long, relatively flat forward pointing share and an exceptionally shallow angled, mouldboard that curled high to each side.  Instead of throwing the soil off to one side like a normal mouldboard plow would do, this plow threw the soil off on both sides.

"Wow, that must have made the cat grunt if you went down very far," I grinned.

"Actually, I used the subsoil ripper behind the cat first," Tom laughed.  "That gave me a chance to get down under the surface and do something.  Of course even then I could only take a few inches on each pass."

"What's a subsoil ripper?  I don't think I've ever heard of that," Carissa asked.

"It's a tool they use to break up hardpan soil," Beth offered, surprising me by answering at all.  "It's like a single cultivator shank with a chisel point.  It fits on the back of the cat and rips deep down under the surface, that's why it's called a ripper.  Come on, I'll show you."

It seemed that after Tom had dug out the trench, George, Beth, the McAdam twins and even Tom's sister, Jasmine had helped lay drain tiles.  They'd started by laying the line under the area that the track would cross first since Tom was going to be pushing soil into that area as soon as they were done.  Then they'd carried on all the way out to the ditch at the road.  As the tiles were laid, they covered them with a layer of drainage rock to keep the soil they used as backfill from filling the tiles.

Meanwhile Tom had used the dozer blade of the cat to dig a big depression in the middle of the area that was going to be turned into a track.  He'd pushed the soil from that depression out onto the area that was going to become the track, roughly grading into a banked oval.  As soon as George and the girls were finished laying tiles, they had begun to run over the track with two smaller tractors.  One of the tractors was pulling discs and harrows, the other one pulling a set of packers and a flat drag, that way they graded the track at the same time they packed it.  Even while they were grading and packing, Tom had carried on excavating more soil from the hole and adding it to the new track area.  Then George and the girls would grade and pack that as well.  That meant the whole track was packed quite deeply because it had been built up in layers that were each packed solidly.

Since the whole area had been an undrained slough, it was a good thing that it had been a dry spring.  Even then Tom had been shoving soil that was almost mud with the dozer blade toward the last of his excavation.  In fact he'd been forced to give up going any deeper after he got about four feet down or he might have gotten the cat stuck.

When they'd finished, the dip in the area that had been the wettest part of the alkali slough had been replaced by a smaller, but much deeper pool which was surrounded by an oval track.  Of course the pool also had a drain, so it would never become too full of water.  By some miracle when they got the track done and had pushed the topsoil back into place, they'd managed to work out the levels so that the top edge of the banked track was just below the surrounding area.  It looked really good.

While Tom, George and the girls were doing all the work on the track, Wil, Dad and Uncle Tom had put skids under my old shed and had dragged it across the fields, then set it up close by and now it sat off to one side of the track.  After that Wil had helped George's dad, Bob, run power down from the back of Uncle Tom's barn and had connected it to the shed.  That meant we could work there at night if we needed to.  Just this morning Tom had driven the car down from home.  It was parked inside the shed and ready to go.

After seeing all the work that they had done, it didn't take much encouragement to talk me into giving the new track a test run.

The only discouraging point for me was having to be helped into the car by the guys because of my cast, then seeing the frown on Mom's face as she watched.  I saw Carissa standing next to Mom and Aunt Alice.  To my surprise she winked at me, then turned to Mom and said something that brought a smile to Mom's face.

Instead of worrying about what she'd said or what Mom was thinking, I settled myself in my seat and did up my safety gear.  Then I started the engine.  It sounded different somehow and I looked at Tom with a frown that he met with a grin.  As I let the car idle to warm the engine, he leaned in and shouted at me.

"I drove this thing a bit last week.  Too noisy!  Extended the exhaust further," he explained shortly.

"Ah!  Thanks," I gave him a thumbs up, then tapped the throttle a couple of times.

It was still noisy, but nothing like it had been.  Remembering how I'd spun out when I'd started before, I slipped the beast into second gear, let the engine drop in revs and eased out onto the track.  It felt good and I took the car around the track slowly for the first lap, leaving it in second gear.

What a difference a smooth surface and a banked track made on how that car handled!  Even on the first lap, I could feel that the car seemed to want to go faster.  On the second lap, I mashed the throttle to the floor going into the first corner, then eased up somewhat as the rear end of the car swung out on me.  I could feel the rear wheels churning and counter steered to maintain my line.  I was going around that sweeping corner in a full-fledged power slide.

Damn that felt good!

As I came toward 3-4 corner, I was travelling much faster and it took more throttle to break the wheels free, then hold them in a power slide.  I lost the power slide as I eased up too much and frowned to myself.  That wasn't good because I had to steer like mad to even stay on the track.  I quickly decided that I'd have to watch that closely as I hit the short straight section of the track.

By the third lap I was able to hold my power into the curves and judge a little better just how much gas to feed the engine of that monster.  Now I was power sliding on both ends of the oval, throwing up a rooster tail of dust and dirt.  It was on the fourth lap that I started to get a real feeling for the car.

Suddenly I realised that the car wasn't a monster.  It felt more like a race horse, only I was more in control than on any horse I'd ever ridden.  It also seemed as if the car had a personality, a driving, needful personality that I was going to have to tame.  For some reason it suddenly felt female, yet like a wild beast in some way, heady and teasing, but strong and in need of a firm guiding hand to reach her full potential.  This ride would do exactly what I wanted, precisely what I asked of her as long as I stayed inside her potential.  She was becoming an extension of me and I began to grin as I felt her stretch and leap into the corners, clawing for traction and driving for speed.

During the next lap I could sense a level to this car that I'd never felt before.  I accelerated into the corner slightly sooner, eased back just enough to hold the car lower on my slide than I'd gone through the corner before, then blasted out onto the short straight sweeping out wide to the outside of the track as I cruised the length of short straight track in a gradual curve.  It felt as if I was almost instantly into the next corner and I was able to repeat the same course in that corner, use almost the same line to gain speed.  Now though, I could feel the car digging in, working less, yet seemingly racing even harder on the tighter sections of the corners.  Only … it felt as if she was being defeated by the track itself.

In fact the next lap was the one when I truly noticed something different.  That's when I realized that the track wasn't packed hard enough; I was tearing it up quite badly every time I put the car into a power slide.  Either I was using too much power or else I wasn't able to hold to the line because of steering.  It wasn't only the car though; there was a problem with the track itself.  The surface wasn't packed well enough and I was peeling the surface away in layers.

After easing off a bit for eight or ten more laps, I pulled back to the shed and idled the car for a moment or two before I shut it off.  When I got out of the car I was grinning from ear to ear and I wasn't even the happiest person there.  I thought Tom and George were going to go nuts as they ran over to help me out of the car.  Both of them were yammering away at the top of their voices and even Beth and the other girls were bouncing with excitement.  Both Carissa and Mom were grinning at each other and talking quietly with Aunt Alice.  Wil, Dad and Uncle Tom were just grinning and laughing at the bunch of us as if we were all nuts.

Before we parked the car and left to go back home, all of the guys went for a walk around the track and I showed them what I was talking about when I'd told them about tearing up the track.  Tom and George had an answer for me.  They planned on temporarily plugging the drain so the pool would fill a bit, then pumping water out of it so they could wet down the surface of the track.  Once the track was moistened, they planned on running around with the packers and the drag to pack the surface harder than it was now.

"Won't that take a while?" I asked.

"Chris, in a week or two, that alkali water out of the pool and constant packing will have three or four inches of solid hardpan all the way around this little track," Dad chuckled.  "Don't you think so, Tom?"

"Yep," Uncle Tom chuckled.  "It's a good thing that the drainage is as deep as it is, or this idea would still leave me with an alkali flat even after several years."

"Oh, I wouldn't want that to happen, not after all the work that's been poured into it," I frowned.

"Don't worry about it, Chris.  The whole area is a lot drier now than it was before these young bucks started on the drain and that was only a few days ago," Uncle Tom grinned and clapped me on the shoulder.  "Somehow knowing you and seeing the way you drive that car, I think inside of a few weeks you aren't going to need any more practise anyway."

"Besides, if you look at the way Wil and I did the final grading of the topsoil, most of the runoff will head for the drainage line, not the pool," Tom grinned.  "This dip around the pool has to stay here in the future anyway even if we plow up the track, but the pool and the track area around it is only about two or three acres anyway.  We'll still gain about ten or fifteen acres of arable land that will leach out and be useable in the long run."

"Well, I'm glad that it's going to work out for your farm," I grinned.  "You guys did a great job on the track, even if I did tear it all to heck on my first trial."

"Well, it really wasn't quite ready," Wil laughed.  "Besides, I think we let it dry too much between packing trips yesterday."

"And Wil might have set the discs too deep too," Beth teased him.  "I tried to tell him, but he just wouldn't listen."

"Hey, I didn't touch the darn discs," Wil laughed at her.  "That was your job and you were just supposed to skim the surface, not chew it into dust."

"Okay you guys, cut it out," Mom laughed loudly as she and Carissa came up.  "It's time to get home now anyway.  We need to eat, then we should let Chris and Carissa get away so they can get their chores done before dark."

That was it, the mention of food got everyone moving.  As Carissa and I hopped into my car, Wil joined us in the front seat.  Then Beth and the two McAdam twins hopped in the back.  Wil looked back, then glanced at me with a frown.

"I hear you two had quite a run in with Sid and Ray.  Watch those two, huh?  They're mean and they play dirty," he warned.

"Well, the cops seem to have their number," I answered as I pulled out carefully.

"Not really, they're out on bail," he snapped.

"Oh shit!  And, we have to go to town tomorrow," Carissa snarled.

"Yeah well, I'd like to ride along with you two tomorrow, if I can," Wil glanced at me again.  "I want to be there when Dad and Uncle Tom talk to Hydro anyway.  I think Tom wants to go along as well."

"It makes sense for you two to be there at that meeting," I said shortly, still thinking about Sid and Ray, but not really worrying.  "However, I don't think that even those two idiots would be dumb enough to try anything.  Nobody could possibly be that stupid, not with the RCMP obviously on guard and watching their activities."

"Oh I wouldn't count on that," Beth piped up from the back seat.  "Anyone who is foolish enough to tackle you and Carissa right in front of the cops is dense enough to do anything."

That got a laugh, and we were chuckling as we pulled into the yard at home.  Then we had a great meal with my family and for once all of us were relaxed and happy.  That was a real bonus.  I was really surprised at how well the two McAdam girls fit in with everything and yet remained in the background.  Instead of paying much attention to the girls, even if they were visitors, Mom, Dad, Wil and Beth all seemed set to tease Carissa and me during the meal.  Since both of us took it in good spirits and knew it was all in fun, it was a great way to end a thoroughly satisfying Sunday.

When Carissa and I were driving back toward the ranch later that night she was very quiet for a while, then she chuckled.

"They made lemonade from a bunch of lemons," she barked a short laugh.

"Pardon?" I glanced over at her.

"Well, that's what your dad and Tom's dad said they did.  They let the kids make lemonade out of a couple of lemons," she explained.  "Your dad wanted the shed moved.  Tom's dad wanted to get rid of the alkali flats on his land.  Tom and George wanted a practise track for the stock car.  All it cost was a few gallons of fuel, some tiles, a few yards of drain rock and a couple of hundred feet of electric wire to make everyone happy."

"Everyone but Mom and Frank Dolens," I snorted.

"Oh I think your mom was getting into the mood toward the last few laps of your run and the rest of your family sure was, even your dad.  Everyone was fascinated by the way you handled that car.  Uncle Frank won't mind the guys having the car here where you can practise and the guys can work on it, not the way you drive."

"So you think I did okay?"

"Hell yeah!" she laughed.  "Talk about exciting, every time I saw you skidding through one of those corners my heart was in my mouth.  How the heck do you do that?"

"I don't really know," I laughed.  "I just drive the car.  I can't really describe what I'm doing except to say that I can feel the way the car shifts and moves, then use that to drive as fast as it will go, but still feel safe.  Everything changes as you go around the track, so I was constantly adjusting the steering or the throttle, but it's all done by the way the car feels."

"Well, it was fun to watch you do it, but I'm not so sure a race would be the same.  I think I might worry about accidents."

"Well, there are bound to be some bumps and bangs.  That's why they insist on the complete roll cage in the cars, along with all the rest of the safety equipment," I smiled slightly.  "I'm actually looking forward to the idea of competition."

"I suppose you would," she sighed.

Then, for some reason, we both fell silent for the rest of the drive back to the ranch.

That evening, I looked after the farm animals while Carissa went down to the creek in order to look after the Collie and her pup.  Since old Duke was helping me get the young cattle into the barn, Carissa was undisturbed.  It seemed that the Collie was coming to trust Carissa on her own.  She had actually eaten her food while Carissa sat only a few feet away and the pup had come out of the den, but it hadn't approached Carissa.  Even at that, she felt she was making great progress.

We talked for a while over a coffee after we were done our chores, but we went to bed early because we were expecting the next day to be a bit hectic.  After we were in bed, the two of us began to talk about my family as well as the track and the car.  That seemed to bring back the excitement of the racing trial and our love making was quite energetic.  In fact it was energetic enough that we both fell asleep easily, cuddled closely and comfortably.

It wasn't really surprising that we awakened early the next morning, but the weather did surprise us.  It was raining, just a light drizzle, but that was enough to make life a bit miserable when we had to go outside.  After doing the morning chores and having breakfast, we decided to drive down home, agreeing that it was better to be there early rather than late.

The road was a touch slippery in places, but I didn't have any great problem getting through.  We pulled into the yard just after nine in the morning.  Dad met us on the front porch with a huge grin on his face.

"Hi Guys.  It looks like the weather man decided to give us some moisture for our crops since we weren't going to work today," he laughed as Carissa raced up the steps of the front porch.

"Hi Mr. Crawford.  You look like you enjoy this kind of weather," Carissa paused to hug him for a second.

"I love it.  The crops will too," Dad chortled.  "Besides, it's perfect weather to get business done in town."

"Dad hates to have to go to town when the sun is shining," I explained to Carissa.  "He figures that's a waste of time that could be spent working."

"Well, it is," Dad laughed.  "Come on into the kitchen, you two.  I just had Beth put on a pot of coffee.  Both Toms and Wil are already here and we were just talking about what was going to be involved in getting the Hydro and phone lines down to the cabin."

The next hour was spent with us five guys plotting and planning how we could do the job easiest and fastest.  Meanwhile the half dozen women who were there talked about exactly what was needed in the cabin for lights and plugins.  Just after ten in the morning we all hopped into cars and trucks to head to town.

Wil joined Carissa and me.  Dad and Mom took Dad's pickup and Tom took Aunt Alice and Uncle Tom in his car, while Jasmine, Tom's sister, stayed behind with Beth and the McAdam twins.  The rain was slightly heavier, but it didn't really slow us down so we were early for the meeting with the Hydro people.  All the men went inside while the women went off to the grocery store to do their shopping.

The meeting was completely boring.  To the people who worked for Hydro, all of our concerns had been handled hundreds of times before.  They knew just what we wanted to know and were generous with their advice.  I was astounded that they offered to send out a surveyor at no additional cost to us so we could run the line in by a path that would suit us as well as them.  Then I was completely amazed when they said that he was going to be available in three days time.  All the arrangements had been made and the meeting was done in half an hour.

Because Mom and Aunt Alice had taken the pickup and Carissa had taken my car, Tom gave the rest of us a ride downtown to the grocery store.  The women were surprised to see us so soon and we explained that everything had gone extremely well.  Since they still had more shopping to do, we arranged to meet them at the Chinese cafe later.  After that Tom, Wil and I drove down to see Frank Dolens and tell him about the new track.  At the same time, Dad and Uncle Tom went to the telephone office to arrange for the phone line to be run to the cabin at the same time as the hydro was being done.

Even though we didn't hear about it until later, that's when the first complication of the day reared its head.  They were advised that the telephone and Hydro lines weren't allowed to be run on the same poles for any distance.  It seemed that if they were, inductance from the electricity running in the power lines would screw up the phone signal.  That was going to increase our costs for service, but both Dad and Uncle Tom knew it was going to be worth the extra investment.  They made the arrangements, then went off to the bank to set up the payment for everything.

About the same time, Tom and I were talking to Frank Dolens while Wil stood by as Tom's car was filled with gas.  Of course Frank wanted to see the track as well as see me drive the stock car, so we invited him to come out later in the week.  I suggested that the track did need some work, but tentatively arranged to have him come out the next Sunday afternoon.  Just as we were arranging for a time for him to come out, we heard a loud crash from outside.  All of us bolted for the door.

Tom's car was now sitting crammed up against the last of the gas pumps at the service bay.  The first thing I noticed was that Wil was standing near the door of the service bay along with Jerry Dolens, Frank's oldest son.  Then I looked at Tom's car and the big two-ton truck that had clipped it with the overhang of its extra wide grain box.  Behind the wheel of the truck, sat 'Rotten' Ray with a satisfied smirk on his face, but as soon as he saw us, that smirk disappeared.

"Sorry about that, Chris.  I thought I could get past you, but you were parked too far out from the pump and I skidded a bit on the wet ground," he said loudly and tried to look remorseful as he stared at me.

"You stupid ass," Tom screamed loudly.  "That's my fucking car, not Chris's.  If you were any fucking dumber, your mother would still have to wipe your ass after she changes your fucking diaper."

I grabbed Tom right then, otherwise I think he'd have gone for Ray and kicked his ass.  At the same time I realised that Frank was running toward the service bay, but he soon slowed since his son Jerry was dashing inside.  Seconds later Jerry was back with a fire extinguisher in his hands.

"I shut off the pumps, Dad," Jerry hollered.

"Did you call the cops?"

"Unh uh, but I think Wil's doing that."

That's when I glanced over and saw Wil standing just inside the door of the service bay with the phone in his hand.  I was having a hard time holding onto Tom, but suddenly I had assistance.  Billy, Frank's younger son, was there helping me.

"I'm gonna kill that fucker," Tom growled, still struggling to get free of Billy's and my grip.

"Easy Tom," I said firmly.  "Let the cops handle this."

"Ron, I think you did that intentionally.  I saw the whole thing," Jerry shouted loudly.  "And when the cops get here, I'm going to tell them so too.  You could have killed all of us, you stupid bastard.  If you busted off those gas pumps and a spark had flashed, we could have all gone sky high."

"Oh fuck off!  I just misjudged my speed a bit," Ron tried to bluff him, but even I could see it was a weak attempt.

Then it seemed to me that in the next few minutes witnesses and helpers appeared out of nowhere, and it wasn't long before the cops arrived.  That's when things started to get really interesting.  At first they thought that Tom's car was mine, but I explained that it wasn't.  Tom's car was the same year and make as mine, and the paint jobs looked similar, but that was all.

I happened to be watching Ray's face as I talked to the cops and I could see it suddenly dawn on him that he'd really screwed up.  When they asked him for his license and the insurance papers for the truck, they found out that the dumb cluck didn't have his driver's license with him.  On top of that the truck belonged to his uncle and it wasn't even insured.  When they called his uncle they found that Ray had taken it for a drive without asking if he could.  Then both of the cops leaned close to Ray and sniffed his breath.  I knew right then that he was in deep doo doo.  I thought for a minute they were going to charge him of drunk driving until Jerry went over to talk to them.  When he and Billy told the cops that they felt the whole thing was intentional and explained why, I saw handcuffs used for the second time in my life.  In seconds Ray was deposited in the back seat of the cop car and the door was closed.

Once the cops had locked Ray in the car, I borrowed Frank Dolens' phone and called Mr. Coulter's office, since he was Tom's insurance agent.  Then I called Fong's cafe and asked him to tell Mom or Dad to call me back when they came in.  Actually I'd hardly hung up the phone when Carissa came driving in with Mom in the car.  She was followed into the lot by her dad.  Then Uncle Tom and Dad came by a couple of minutes later.  It seemed that the news had already spread downtown and they had all come straight down as soon as they'd heard about it.

In fact the rumour mill must have been working overtime that day.  I've never seen so many people turn the corner and drive by Franks Dolens' service station as there were in the next little while.  Considering how small the town was and how few people lived there, I think in the next half hour we had most of the people in the whole area drive by.  On top of that, a lot of the farmers must have taken the day off since it was raining, almost half of the license plates were farm plates on pickups and one-ton trucks.

After the cops took Ray away, we had the mess to clean up.  Even with all the help we had, separating the two vehicles was difficult because of the angle Ron had hit Tom's car.  The car was tight against the gas pump and the box of the truck was jammed into a rip it had torn in Tom's rear fender.  Wil had the best idea of how to separate them.  He simply climbed into the truck, started the engine and lifted the box a little with the hydraulic dump.  Once it was clear, he backed it away and parked it in the corner of the lot.

After that all we had to do was lift Tom's car and pull it aside on one of the shop's rolling jacks so it was clear of the gas pump.  Finally we were able to check it for damage.  The whole side of the car had been dented and ripped from the left front fender to the left rear fender along a line that intersected both door handles.  Of course the door handles had been ripped right off, but the doors on the driver's side couldn't be opened even from the inside.  The metal was folded and distorted where the doors met the rest of the car, locking them solidly in place.

I think if it had been anyone else but Tom or perhaps me, the car would have been written off.  Instead, Frank Dolens and Mr. Coulter put their heads together and insisted that Frank's crew would repair the damage to the car under the insurance policy.  Since it couldn't be driven safely anyway, Tom had to leave it behind.  However, since he had to go down to talk to the police, Dad and Uncle Tom took him there in Dad's pickup.

Everyone else piled into my car and we drove back uptown in order to go to the cafe for some lunch.  Mom and Aunt Alice were in the back seat while Wil, Carissa and I were in the front.  Just as we drove up to the restaurant, Corinna was coming down the street.  Wil mustn't have seen her walking by since he stepped out of the car just as she walked by.  Both Carissa and I saw what was happening, but we didn't even have time to say a word.  Just as he turned toward her, Corinna wound up and decked him, punching him on the chin.

By the time I got out of the car and around to Wil, he was lying on the sidewalk and Carissa was chasing after Corinna as she ran off down the street.  As Mom got out of the back seat of my car, she stared at Wil, then at me.

"My gosh!  What next?" she sighed.

Wil was out cold.  Carissa was racing down the street after her sister.  Mom was acting as if she was lost.  And, I really didn't know what to do.  I'd barely managed to kneel down by Wil's side when he groaned and opened his eyes.

"Gahch," he slurred, then started to sit up.

"Easy guy, you got cold cocked," I managed a weak grin.

"Jeez, what did she hit me with," he muttered.

"Her fist, she didn't need anything else, but she certainly looked angry," Mom snorted, looking a lot better than she had only seconds ago.  "Are you feeling okay, Wil?"

"No, dammit.  I feel like a fool laying on the wet sidewalk like this," he growled and sat up, pushing me away as I offered to help.  "What the hell got into her?"

"We don't know, yet!  I think Carissa will find out though," I answered.

"Yes, she will," Mom answered immediately.  "If you're feeling okay, I think we should all go find a seat in the cafe for now, rather than standing around on the street and getting wet."

"Mom, you three go ahead, I'm going to go see if I can catch up to Carissa," I frowned.  "With everything else that's happened today, I just don't feel comfortable with her and Corinna running around the streets."

Mom just waved as I hurried to get back into the car.  A moment later I was driving down the street going the same way the girls had gone.  I couldn't see them, but since their folks' house was in that direction, that's where I headed.  I got there before they did and was out of the car in time to intercept Corinna as she came charging down the street, her face streaked with tears.

"Get out of my way or I'll hit you too," she screamed.

"You swing at me, and I'll turn you over my knee right here," I replied.  "Then I'll let your sister paddle your bare bottom right here in front of all your neighbours.  Now what the hell is wrong?"

Carissa came racing up and rested a hand on Corinna's shoulders just then.

"We're not angry," she panted.  "We just want to help, so what's wrong?"

"Oh shit, sis, I was just at the doctors and he thinks I might be pregnant," Corinna whimpered and collapsed into Carissa's arms.

Carissa's face fell and she frowned as she looked at me, then back to Corinna.  "I thought you went on the pill like I did."

"I quit because it upset me and made me sick," Corinna wailed.  "Wil and I always used a condom though."

That's when Carissa's face changed.  She stared at me open mouthed and I suddenly remembered the week before and night of the birthday party.

"Isn't it awfully soon to tell?" I grasped at straws.

"That's what the doctor said … but I'm feeling the same way I did … when I was on the pill … only worse," Corinna sobbed.  "That's all I can think of … that might make me feel … this way."

"Oh damn," Carissa sighed heavily.  "I think we need to get you inside.  The neighbours don't need to hear this."

Once we were inside, Carissa helped Corinna down the hall toward her bedroom and I called Mrs. Coulter, telling her that Corinna needed her, but carefully not telling her why.  Then I simply collapsed onto a chair in the hall and rested my head on my hands.

"Dammit!  What else can go wrong today," I sighed deeply.

A few minutes later Mrs. Coulter came home and just glared at me.  Before I could even say a thing, she raced to the bedrooms.  In only moments Carissa was back at my side and her hand was resting on my shoulder.

"Take it easy Chris," she whispered.  "Even the doctor hasn't made up his mind yet.  This isn't the first time Corinna has gone off the deep end, although it is the first time she's thought she was pregnant."

"Yes, but …" I sighed as I looked up at her.

"No matter what happens, we'll handle it together," she interrupted me quite firmly, then she enveloped me in a hug.

Right then I needed that.

Carissa managed to talk me into moving to the kitchen and having a seat in the breakfast nook.  She put on the coffee pot, then she called the cafe to have Fong let Mom know that we were all at her mom and dad's house.

I'll be honest, I really wasn't paying that much attention to what was going on.  I was off in a world of 'what if' and 'why for,' busily heaping blame on myself for all the things that had gone on around me.  I really knew I wasn't to blame for everything that had gone wrong that day, but still, for some reason I was feeling guilty about it all.  Everything that had happened had a tie back to something I had done.  The more I rolled the facts around in my head, the worse the situation seemed to be.

When I tried to explain why I was feeling so down, Carissa paused what she was doing and came over to stand in front of me with a deep frown on her face.

"Will you get real?!" she almost growled.  "You didn't do anything that was so far out of normal and everyone else around us had a hand in the crap going on.  If you want to blame anyone, blame it on the asshole Ray and his sidekicks."

Then she moved forward, slipped unto my lap and wrapped her arms around me.  Carissa was still cuddling me when Mrs. Coulter came slowly down the stairs.  Instantly Carissa asked about Corinna.

"I called the doctor and asked him if it was okay, then gave her a pill, so she's sleeping.  What's wrong with him?" she demanded.

"Mom, Chris is upset because he thinks he's to blame somehow and you're not helping any," Carissa snapped back.

"Well, I'd love to blame him for something, but I can't.  Although it seems to me that he and his family are at the center of a lot of the turmoil going on in this town right now," Mrs. Coulter sighed.  "I just wish things would go back to dull normal around here."

"Well, if I hadn't come to that party in the first place …" I started to say, only to hear a snort from Mrs. Coulter.

I simply stopped speaking and stared at her as she glared back at me.

"Is he like this all the time?" she snapped as her eyes swung to Carissa, then back to me.  "Wake up, Chris.  You're not the center of the fucking universe and you're not the only person who has free will.  Right about now if I could get my hands on him, I'd kick Ray Smithies' ass so hard he'd have to part his hair to take a crap, but that's neither here nor there."

Then she snorted and her face twisted into a wry grin.  "About now, if I could, I'd probably kick your brother's ass as well, but I know it wouldn't help the situation."

"Umm, Mrs. Coulter, Wil might not be to blame," I sighed, then frowned at Carissa as she started to protest.  "Carissa, she should know the truth."

"Oh, damn you, Chris," Carissa heaved a huge sigh, then she pressed two fingers to my lips.  "At least let me tell the story so it doesn't sound any worse than it is."

She paused for a minute, then drew a deep breath and sat up straight, facing her mom.

"Mom, Chris, Corinna and I got drunk the night of Tom's birthday, then somehow we ended up sleeping in the same bed.  Chris had a dream that both of Corinna and I managed to seduce him, but the more I think about it, the more I doubt it happened that way at all.  Corinna doesn't seem to remember anything about it at all and I'm unsure what happened.  I think he and I tried to get something going between the two of us while Corinna was watching, but even that is sort of blurry.  The thing is we were all drunk and I don't think Chris could have managed to get a real erection even once, let alone twice.  I wouldn't swear to anything because I know I drank far too much to think clearly.  The thing is, even if it did happen, it was less than a week ago, so there's no way Corinna would be reacting like she was pregnant already, would she?"

"Oh migawd," Mrs. Coulter sighed, then sat there staring at us in disbelief.

Neither Carissa nor I said anything, then Mrs. Coulter shook her head and her face twisted into a frown.

"You say Corinna doesn't seem to remember?" she asked at last.

"Well, I don't think so, at least not from the way she was talking the next day," Carissa replied.  "What do you think, Chris?"

"Like I said, it was all a dream to me and it was fuzzy, so I'm not sure of anything."

"But, surely you would know if you had sex or not," Mrs. Coulter whispered.  "I mean, there's evidence when people have gotten aroused and …"

"Mom, I'm young and I get horny easily.  Even after all the crap that's happened to all of us this morning, I'm wet.  Corinna is my twin sister and we both react the same way.  Chris makes both of us react and we slept with him all night and I know he and I did try, so …" Carissa sighed deeply and shrugged her shoulders.

"Oh migawd," her mom reached out and touched Carissa's arm gently.  "I understand what you're saying, but that doesn't make this any easier."

"I know," Carissa sighed.  "It's driving both Chris and me nuts."

"Well, don't let it do that," Mrs. Coulter sighed again, then she stood up straight and walked over to pour out three mugs of coffee.

Once she had the coffees poured, she set them on the table, got out cream, sugar and spoons, then sat down facing me in the little breakfast nook.  Her face was etched in deep frown lines as she added sugar to her coffee and stirred it slowly.  Finally she looked up at both of us, drawing a deep breath.

"In the first place I think Chris should forget about his dream for now.  On top of that, neither of you should mention anything about it to anyone, especially not Corinna," she said slowly.

"But, what about Wil?  If Corinna is pregnant, he's going to blame himself," I protested.

"Well, first we need to see if she is pregnant," Mrs. Coulter sighed once more.  "I'll be honest; I doubt it.  I think the pill has thrown her off her regular schedule and she's overreacting to things again.  At least I hope so."

"But, what about the doctor?" Carissa asked.

"He told her that it's too early to tell," Mrs. Coulter frowned.  "Of course Corinna doesn't want to believe him.  It's almost as if she wants to be pregnant."

"That doesn't make sense," I growled.

"Oh, but it does," Mrs. Coulter smiled wearily.  "Corinna has always had a peculiar attitude in some ways.  It's almost as if she spends half of her time feeling guilty and looking for ways to punish herself.  She's certainly the more temperamental of the twins, so she often overdramatizes whatever happens to her.  I always knew that she was the one we'd have the most problems with when she reached this point in her life, but I wasn't prepared for anything as complex as this."

Both Carissa and I looked at each other because we'd talked quite a bit between ourselves about Corinna's attitudes, but both of us kept silent right then.

"Corinna is always the one who reacts first and the most strongly in any situation.  She's also the first to lay blame, especially if it's something she can blame on herself.  In a way your actions today remind me of her reaction to things."

"Yeah, if she's not blaming herself though, it's often you, or Dad, or me, or one of the neighbours.  Let's face it, Mom, she throws blame around like it was confetti and she was at a wedding," Carissa snapped.  "From what she told me before, this whole thing with Wil is really because of some comment that he made that struck her wrong and she overreacted, like usual."

"Well, don't make Wil out to be an angel either," I sighed.  "He's not, but he's not the incarnation of evil either.  Both of them have some growing up to do.  Heck, so do you and I."

"I don't suppose you could get the two of them together to talk things out, could you?" Mrs. Coulter asked.

"Up until Corinna clocked Wil on the chin today and knocked him out cold, I'd have said it was possible, but now I don't know," I shook my head.  "Do you really think that would solve anything?"

"I don't really know," she sighed heavily.  "A week ago I think it would have, but after hearing and seeing the things I have in the last day or so, I really can't say.  I don't think it would make things any worse though."

"So should we try or not?" I asked.

"I really don't know for sure.  What do you think, Carissa?"

"I think we should let both of them cool down for now.  Corinna is certainly wound up and Wil is probably annoyed with her after what she did today.  At least he's going to be somewhat aggravated for being knocked on his butt in the middle of main street where the whole town could see it happen.  I don't know him well enough to know how he'd react to that sort of thing," she answered.

"Oh, he's been knocked on his butt before," I snorted.  "Actually, I think having Corinna do it might very well have been a good thing.  I don't think he realized how strongly she felt until now, but that might have woken him up a bit."

"Was he okay?"

"Well, once he got back on his feet, he seemed fine.  From what I saw of it I'd say I've hit him harder than Corinna did and I know he's popped me harder than that a few times when we've been having a squabble," I shrugged my shoulders.  "Actually now that I think about it though I should get back downtown.  My folks will be a bit worried about Corinna, so I should talk to them and try to explain things."

"Yeah, we should both go," Carissa agreed, then looked at her mom.  "You'll be okay with Corinna, won't you, Mom?"

"Oh, I think so," she wrapped Carissa in a hug, then turned to me and held out her arms.

Once she and I were hugging, she sighed softly.  "Don't blame yourself for any of this, Chris.  It will all come out in the wash."

I didn't comment.  I just hugged her back, then Carissa and I headed for the door.




Chapter 21:

Steep Grade - Check Brakes

Once Carissa and I were in the car, Carissa sighed deeply.

"It's strange, but I feel better that Mom knows about what happened that night," she said softly.

"Yeah, but the way you told her, you didn't say you'd seen anything, you made it sound like it was just a wild dream of mine."

"Better that than telling her that I knew it happened," she snorted.  "By the way, I don't blame either you or Corinna for that."

"You don't?" I glanced over at her in disbelief.

"No, I don't," she gave a short bark of laughter.  "If I'd protested or if you guys had snuck away to have sex behind my back, I might have had a reason to be pissed off, but that's not what happened.  That night you two both looked at me before you did anything as if you were asking my permission and I don't know why, but right then I thought it was a good idea."

"You've got to be kidding," I pulled over and parked on the side of the street, not daring to drive at the moment in case she shocked me any more.

"I know; it's a weird reaction," she sighed, then grabbed my hand.  "First off, Corinna and I are twins, okay?  We've shared so much and in some ways we're so alike, but at the same time, Corinna always seems to get the shitty end of the stick.  Because of that, I always give in an extra little bit to … well, I guess to make allowance for what always seems to happen to her.  On top of that, I knew you'd make her happy for a while, besides it would mean you would always know in your own mind that you'd had sex with both of us.  In a way, I guess I felt I owed you that much for being such a wonderful guy to both of us.

She paused and then sighed even more deeply.  "I guess I wanted to give you a chance to compare us as lovers too."

"Whoa, whoa, whoa," I held up one hand as if holding off that idea.  "That's not how I see things at all.  I'm nice to you because I like you.  I like Corinna too, but nowhere near as much, because she has that weird streak that actually frightens me a bit.  I'm not being nice to earn any sort of privileges or rewards, and I'm certainly not trying to compare the two of you in any way."

"I know that, but that night I was pretty drunk, remember," she laughed softly then her gaze sobered and she frowned.  "If I'd known she'd quit using the pill, I like to think that I might have reacted differently.  I certainly don't want you to have to be the daddy to her kid.  That's another reason I tried to cover your ass with Mom and told her you couldn't get it up."

"But what if it is mine and not Wil's?"

"Tough," she snapped.  "In a way, Wil and Corinna deserve each other, at least I think they do.  Both of them dive into things without thinking and both of them blame any problem they happen to encounter on others.  Surely you see that?"

"Yeah, I guess, but they're so much alike that they'd be bound to squabble and fight if they were married or even just living together."

"At first, yes, but I think being together would force both of them to grow up."

"Maybe, but I'd feel damn stupid about having my brother raise a kid that might be mine," I managed to say quietly.

"Well heck, he is your brother, how would you ever tell if the baby wasn't his?"

"You forget, he's only my half brother.  His mom and mine aren't the same."

"That doesn't matter, I don't think there's any way they could tell," she shrugged her shoulders."I think they're working on that though, so I guess I could be wrong.  Someday maybe they'll be able to test for something like that I guess."

"How would they do that?"

"Didn't you take biology?  Everyone has chromosomes and the mother and father each pass on half of their chromosomes to their kid.  I think there are labs working on that all over the world, but I guess it's pretty complex."

"Well, whatever you say, I really don't understand that too much.  All I remember is that they said everyone has differences in their chromosomes, even twins."

"Well, I'll be honest, I don't believe she's pregnant, so I'm positive we aren't going to have to worry about it."

Carissa chopped each of her words off short.  I'd been around her long enough to know that meant she was done with the discussion.  With that in mind, I started to put the car in gear again.

"Say, why did you pull over?" she asked then.

"Well, I didn't want to be driving if you said something that surprised me," I chuckled.  "After all I really didn't know what you were going to say on the subject because I didn't know how upset you were about it."

"Hmm, I can see we're going to have to talk about this over a coffee when we're completely alone and out of the car, maybe tonight."

I just glanced at her and kept my mouth shut.  At that moment I was thinking that she might be having a change of heart and I really didn't want to talk about it at all if she was going to get angry.  She didn't say anything more though and it was only a few minutes before we pulled up in front of the cafe again.  Even as we got out of the car I could tell that Dad and Uncle Tom had gotten done all they wanted to do and had no major problems.  You could hear their voices all the way out in the street and could instantly tell that the two of them were in a good mood.

Once we stepped inside everyone grew quiet, then Mom asked how Corinna was doing.  I left it up to Carissa to explain what was going on.

"Oh, the silly fool thinks she's pregnant," Carissa blurted out.

Suddenly there was dead silence and Wil turned bright red.

"Jeez, Carissa!" I snapped.  "Couldn't you be a little more diplomatic?"

"How can you be diplomatic about that?" she wheeled on me.  "Heck, even if she is up the stump, it's way too soon to tell.  The doctor as good as told her that flat out, but she doesn't want to believe him.  Corinna is just being a damn drama queen again.  She knows if she does that, she gets attention."

"I wasn't worried about Corinna right now; I was thinking about Wil," I frowned.

Carissa's face fell and she turned pale.

"Oh God.  I'm so sorry, Wil," she said much more quietly.  "I'm positive that she's not pregnant though.  For a minute I forgot that this affected all of you as much as it does Chris and me and my family.  It's just that we've been covering her butt for years with all the weird things she does and …"

With that she spun in my arms and hugged me tight, crying on my shoulder.  Mom was on her feet and at her side almost instantly with Aunt Alice not far behind.  Somehow they eased her hands from around my neck and moved away to another empty booth at the far end of the cafe.

That left me standing and looking at all the guys in my family.  I walked over to Wil and sat down at his side.

"Sorry, guy.  I think I agree with Carissa and her mom, I think the doctor is right that it's too soon to tell anything.  On top of that, I agree with Carissa on the other thing too, from what I've seen of Corinna she does overreact to things.  I really wouldn't be surprised if she wasn't unconsciously creating enough internal stress to be screwing up her own body, just from anger and jealousy," I snorted softly.  "It got so bad last week that we had to bring her into town before she drove Carissa and me up the wall.  In a way that might have been a bad thing because it left her sitting at home, stewing on her problems and getting worse.  But I don't know what else we could have done."

"Chris, you can't always solve everyone's problems," Dad said quietly

"Yeah, but I like to do my best not to make anyone's problems any worse than they already are," I sighed.

Thankfully, Uncle Tom changed the subject at that point and started talking about the Hydro and telephone line project up at the ranch.  He and Dad explained that two lines of poles were going to have to be run in and that the cut through the bush was going to have to be at least twenty feet wider and preferably even more than that.  On top of that Hydro had mentioned a service road of sorts and that bothered me.

"Wait a minute, do you mean we're going to end up with a road coming in from that end of the ranch?" I asked.

"Well, not a road as much as an access route, probably something that only a four-wheel drive vehicle could manoeuver over.  Even then we can put in a gate at the property line and slap up some no trespassing signs," Dad said thoughtfully.  "We don't have to clear the way for a road down the cliff or build a crossing over the creek either."

"I'm not sure I like the idea of any kind of access road at that end of the property," I sighed.  "But, I suppose you have to take the bad with the good."

"I agree, but at the same time, a person can take a few precautions," Dad grinned at me.  "Now, Tom and I were talking about this project and we were looking at the map of Hydro's planned approach of Jason Dumfries' supply lines.  Did you realize that Hydro is going to swing the line down within a quarter mile of the present road into the valley?"

"Why would they do that?" I frowned.  "Jason Dumfries' road doesn't come anywhere near Grampa Bender's."

"No, but Jason has a switchback road down Double Canyon.  I guess running a hydro line up and down those cliffs would be a real problem, mostly because they'd have an awful job setting poles in the rock of the cliffs at that step angle and they need to have that service road along the line.  They detoured onto crown land so they could miss the canyons completely," he explained.

"So what does that mean?"

"Well, instead of coming in on the top end of the ranch, what would you think of having the line come in near the existing road and across the Grampa Bender's upper lease?  It would mean about another half mile of feeder line, but it would be a lot less work for us.  We'd probably have to clear the alternate route with Hydro and they'd have to approach the provincial government about running across more crown land, but it would certainly simplify things for you.  Most of that upper bluff in that area is only covered in sage and scrub brush.  One or two passes using a cat with a dozer blade on it would clear a useable track," Dad smiled.  "You could borrow our cat if you want and young Tom can haul it up on something like Frank Dolens' flat deck.  I think he'd rent it to us if you asked him."

"Well it sure sounds simpler to me," I shrugged.  "Do you think Hydro would mind the change in plans?"

"Actually I noticed a lightly penciled line drawn on the plan when I was looking at Hydro's map of the area.  It follows that route almost exactly," Uncle Tom grinned.  "I think they've already done an aerial survey, so I expect that when the surveyor comes out on Wednesday, he's going to suggest that route to you.  I'd recommend that you let him argue you into going along with the idea."

"Well, that's fine with me, but we haven't even talked to Grampa Bender about any of this."

"Oh, I wouldn't worry about that.  Your Mom and I plan on dropping around to see him this afternoon, so I'll handle that end of things," Dad waved off my concerns.  "Right now I think it's time we had something to eat, don't you?"

It seemed everyone agreed with him, even Mom, Aunt Alice and Carissa.  Fifteen minutes later, we were eating.  Right after we were done, Carissa and I jumped into the car to go back to the ranch.

As far as I was concerned simply too much had happened in too short a time span and I was still trying to wrap my thoughts around it all.  I think Carissa must have been as deep in thought about everything as I was.  In fact we hardly spoke during the drive back to the cabin.

It rained all the rest of Monday and most of Tuesday as well.  Most of Monday, Carissa and I were very quiet, doing a lot of thinking, but Tuesday we spent most of our time talking, cuddling or quite often, quietly making love.  In some ways it was idyllic, but we really didn't accomplish much.

Mom called us on the CB late Monday evening to let us know that Grampa Bender had not only recognized them when they'd dropped by, but he had even been able to sign some papers that Dad had with him about the Hydro and phone installation.  He'd also insisted that I was to be paid a small salary from the maintenance budget for the ranch for the work I was doing.  On top of that he'd insisted that he wanted to see his lawyer, somehow that surprised everyone.  He literally refused to say what he wanted to talk to the lawyer about, but everyone guessed that it was his will.  Dad called and made the arrangements for him, but I think it frustrated Dad when the lawyer wouldn't tell him anything either.  In a way I knew how he felt, but at the same time it tickled me that Grampa Bender was still so darn independent and such a tease.  I was actually chuckling about it when Mom and I finished our talk on the CB and signed off.

Over those two rainy days, since I wasn't doing any hard work, I'd found that I could spend most of my time with the plastic cast removed from my hand, but I was very careful not to try to do much with it.  Carissa loved that.  She said making love to a guy in casts was getting to be very old, so those two days made her quite happy.  I resolved that I'd try not to wear the cast in bed, but after one sharp bump while we were asleep, I modified that resolution.  Instead I told her that I'd take the cast off while we were making love, then I'd put it back while we slept.  She just grinned and suddenly I was inundated by a loving woman.

I think that two-day break was just what the doctor ordered.  if anything, Carissa and I were even closer than ever by Tuesday night.

Wednesday morning dawned with blue skies and bright sunshine.  Since it was such a nice day and since there was quite a bit of washing that needed to be done, Carissa informed me that she wasn't going to be helping me in any way that day.  I offered to help her, but she turned me down, reminding me that I was going to be involved with the surveyor from Hydro instead.

In fact the surveyor showed up not long after we'd done our chores and had breakfast.  He came wheeling across the bridge in a bright yellow Jeep.  Parking his Jeep beside the one already in the yard, he hopped out with a grin on his face and his hand extended.  His name was Mark Jackson and he impressed me instantly by being friendly and up front with me.  It didn't hurt either that his first comment about the place was how great it looked.  Another thing about Mark that impressed me was his work ethic.  He wanted to get things done quickly, but at the same time he wanted them done well.  Not ten minutes later we were inside the cabin, holding mugs of coffee in our hands as we looked over a mess of maps and plans spread out on the kitchen table.

It turned out Uncle Tom had been right.  Mark, the surveyor, was a slightly pushy individual and he never even gave me a chance to propound the idea of coming in with the service line from the top end of the ranch.  Instead he chose two maps and proceeded to prove to me that it would be to both Hydro's and our advantage to have the service line come in across crown land near our road way.  We were going to end up paying for more wire, but fewer poles, so in the long run it would actually work out cheaper.  It seemed that the cost of running wire was a lot cheaper than the cost of installing poles.

The winning argument for me was the fact that they would be improving the present access road to the ranch as well because they'd need all weather access for maintenance.  They even insisted on bridges and culverts across the streams and gullies that we'd always forded.  Not only that, but Hydro was going to be responsible for clearing the right of way across crown land.  Then I was astounded by the fact that he hauled out an agreement and told me that before they left town on Monday, Dad and Uncle Tom had dropped by the Hydro office again and let them know that I had authority to sign an agreement on routing.

Once I'd looked over that agreement, the surveyor and I climbed into his Jeep and began to actually survey the route.  I showed him the approximate position of the central pole in the yard and we went from there.  Mostly what we did was to set up a theoretical line toward a point that he'd already picked along the edge of the break of the cliff face on the east side of the valley.  That's when he told me that he and a helper had been out the day before and had worked out a survey across the crown land.  When he said that, I knew he'd been certain that I was going to go along with his idea before he even met me.

Inside of an hour we had wandered around, looked over the whole area and even driven his Jeep to the base of the cliff.  Then we'd driven back to the access road and up the grade so he could show me the stakes they'd put in across crown land the day before.  When we were standing next to his last stake from the day before, we were right at the edge of Grampa Bender's property line.  I grinned when he told me that they hadn't wanted to trespass, but wanted to have permission instead.  I liked that attitude.

At that point he glanced at my casts and asked if I was up to hiking down one of the gully's that cut its way down the cliff to the level of the ranch.  I just grinned and set off at my best pace, looking back and laughingly asking him if he was coming or not.  In only a few minutes we'd decided that the gully was no good for either an access road or Hydro poles; it was simply too steep and too crooked for either one.

By noon we'd come to the conclusion that the aerial survey hadn't shown how steep and rugged that section of cliff really was.  He'd almost decided that the best way to gain access to the valley was actually a choice of either having a pole at the top of the cliff and another all the way down at the bottom with a huge span between, or else roughly following a route along the present road down into the valley.  I could tell he wasn't happy about either choice.  Instead of making up his mind that day, he wanted to go back to town and get a helper as well as some more equipment.  He dropped me off at the cabin and disappeared up the hill once more.

I didn't know what to do, so while Carissa and I had lunch, we had a talk.  We decided that the thing to do was to hang her laundry out on the line, then to take the car and head down to talk to Dad and Uncle Tom about the new route of the feeder line.

It was fairly early in the afternoon when we pulled into the yard at home, but there didn't seem to be anyone around.  No one answered our calls at the house or around the barn and I was almost ready to drive over to Uncle Tom's when I heard the sound of a hammer.  We followed that sound and discovered Mom, Dad and Wil laying out stakes in the area where Dad wanted to build the new equipment shed.  When Mom saw us, she came rushing over to hug us both.

As soon as I saw her face, I knew something was wrong.  Then I realised that Dad looked very sober and Will looked almost as if he was on the verge of tears.

"What's the matter?" I asked Mom as she held Carissa in a tight hug.

Mom just shook her head and pointed toward Dad, then turned and guided Carissa away toward the house.

"Dad?  What's going on?" I walked toward him.

He took a deep breath and looked at me with the saddest expression on his face that I can ever remember seeing.

"It seems that Corinna tried to commit suicide last night," he said very quietly.  "She's in the hospital right now."

"But, why didn't you call us on the CB," I stared at him blankly.  "Carissa should be there."

"Her parents didn't want us to tell Carissa, but I don't know why.  In fact I can't comprehend what's going on with them at all," he said, shaking his head and now even he was crying.  "I just don't understand.  They don't want Wil there.  They don't want you there.  They don't want us there.  They don't even want Carissa there.  It just doesn't make sense to me because they're pushing us all away."

At that point I felt weak kneed and I don't know why, but I walked away.  I suppose I was reasoning that if I moved around I wouldn't fall down.  I was walking in a daze, lost to the world around me and not even thinking, just wander around by habit, trying to puzzle out what was going on.  When I came to myself, I was leaning against the gate that lead out to the wheat field, gazing out at the quietly waving, wind blown wheat.

One question kept repeating itself in my brain; 'Just what the hell was going on?'

I was still leaning against the gate, gazing out at the long, slow waves travelling across wheat field when I heard someone approach from behind and cough quietly.  I turned enough to look over my shoulder and saw Wil standing there, then simply cocked my head to signal him to come over.

"If you're planning on taking Carissa to town in order to see Corinna and her folks, I think I should come along," he said as he moved up and leaned on the gate beside me.

"Do you think that's wise?" I asked.

"Hell no, but I think it's probably better to do that than it would be to sit here and mope around, blaming myself and everyone else for things," he spoke quietly.

"Well, before I say either yes or no, I think we need to talk to Carissa," I said unemotionally, looking him in the eye.  "First off, I want to know whether she wants to go in to town despite her family's wishes.  Secondly, I think before you go, we should talk to the folks and see what they think."

"Actually, I ran the idea past Dad already," he sighed.  "He suggested the same thing you did, so we need to talk to Mom and Carissa.  Dad's gone for a walk because he's trying to think of a reason for either of the Coulters insisting that Carissa stay away."

"Did he ever think about the fact that Carissa is a twin and that they might be worried about what seeing Corinna in a screwed up state might be more than Carissa can handle?  That's what worries me, because I'm certain that she's going to want to be there at Corinna's side, no matter what happens."

I'd managed to say the words without breaking down, but I was feeling darn close to tears.  I knew that whatever happened, this screwed up suicide attempt was going to change Corinna in ways I couldn't imagine.  At the same time, I knew it was going to affect Carissa as well.  If I admitted the truth, I was even frightened that it would affect Carissa to the point where it would change the way she felt about me, at the moment that was the most scary worry that hung in my mind.  It left me with the same feeling a hail cloud on the horizon gives a farmer; it was coming my way and there was absolutely nothing I could do to protect Carissa or myself.

"Oh.  I don't think he thought of anything like that," Wil said, rattling me for a few seconds until I realised he was talking about Dad and his worries.

I shrugged it off, deciding that Dad was going to have to figure that one out himself.  At the same time I decided it was time to go find out what I could do for Carissa.  With that thought in mind I spun on my heels and headed for the house.  My sudden decision must have taken Wil completely by surprise because he took a moment before he realised I wasn't still standing at his side and turned to follow me.

In the house, I found Carissa on the phone as Mom stood by her, acting as support.  In fact Mom simply held up her hand as if telling me to stop when I came into the hallway.  I paused, but Carissa had seen me and signalled me over to her side and held out an arm as if she wanted a hug.

"Look, Mom, Chris just came in.  We can be there if fifteen or twenty minutes.  Can you hold the plane for that long or not?" she demanded.

I'd moved to her side, but couldn't hear what her mother said.  Instead I concentrated on holding Carissa and giving her what support a hug would give while she listened.

"Fine, if the plane leaves before we get there, take off, but we're leaving now.  I'll either be there or I'll see you at the hospital in Edmonton later, but I'll be there, no matter what else happens."

With that she slammed the receiver of the phone down and pushed me toward the door.  "Let's go!  NOW!  Corinna has to get to the University Hospital in Edmonton and they talked Charlie Engels into flying her there in his plane.  They're taking her to his place in the ambulance while he gets his plane ready to fly.  I want to go along with them."

It only took seconds before we were climbing back into the car.  I've never driven on public roads the way I did during that trip.  All the way Carissa was trying to talk, but constantly losing her thread of conversation and breaking down in tears.  I did manage to get the gist of what she understood had happened, but some of it didn't make sense to me at the time.  However I was filled in to a certain extent later at the airfield, although even then I was slightly confused about a few things.

According to what I understood.  Mrs. Coulter had given Corinna some form of prescription medication as well as a sleeping pill on Monday when she'd gone upstairs, in hope that when Corinna awoke she'd be calm enough to talk.  That had seemed to work, because that night they'd had a long talk which had seemed to leave Corinna quite calm and relaxed.  In fact, she'd lain back in the bed and had fallen asleep.  The next day she'd seemed much more rational and Mrs. Coulter had thought she was well enough that she could be left alone.  She'd gone to bed and relaxed herself.

When Mrs. Coulter awoke in the morning, she'd gone to see if Corinna had slept well.  Corinna's bed was empty.  A quick search of the house soon had her worrying and she was just heading out the door to get into her car to look for Corinna when she heard sirens wailing.  She'd followed the sirens, fearful of what she'd find.  When she saw where they stopped, she simply pulled over and slammed the car into park, then abandoned it at the side of the road, and for some reason she had run the last hundred feet or so on foot.

The police and ambulance had pulled up at the entrance to the Jesus' Penitent's Evangelical Church which boasted the tallest bell tower of any church in the foothills of Alberta.  The bell tower was built above a wide entrance over a tall covered porch and vestibule, but climbed much further into the air, towering high above the lower roof.

Approaching from the direction she was coming toward the church, Mrs. Coulter could see a jagged hole in the front portion of the lower roof, near the base of the bell tower.  Fluttering from the edge of that hole was a rag, a distinctive coloured rag.  It was a pale blue, the same colour as the nightgown Corinna had worn to bed the night before.

As soon as she noticed that rag she started to run to get closer, but an RCMP officer intercepted her and kept her back.  In fact he escorted her to a squad car and had her sit in it, effectively blocking her view of the church front along with any activity which happened there.  She never saw the stretcher carrying Corinna as it was removed from the church and transferred to the ambulance.  In fact she didn't see Corinna at all right then, even though the RCMP officer drove her directly to the hospital in his car.

In actual fact she never saw Corinna until after the initial operation to save her life had been performed.  By the time that had happened, not only Mr. Coulter, but Frank Dolens and his wife, Jennifer, were there to help her handle the situation.  That was probably a good thing because the operation lasted for hours and all of them were on edge.

According to the doctor, Corinna had suffered amazingly few cuts and abrasions, but her left arm was broken, her left ankle was fractured, and so were several ribs on her left side.  Those however were minor problems.  The reason the surgery had taken so long was the fact that a portion of the wooden roof had splintered and been driven through her abdominal cavity.  Removing that splinter and repairing the damage it had caused had taken several hours.  It was too early to tell if there were any other minor internal injuries, but they suspected that there probably were some.

However, the doctor had found something else that he considered even more worrisome.  There was a slightly depressed area as well as bruising on the left side of her skull and her left ear was definitely injured.  Unfortunately the hospital wasn't capable of handling an operation involving brain surgery and the doctor felt an operation was essential in order to keep Corinna alive.  He was certain that the depressed area was exerting pressure on the brain itself and if that pressure wasn't eased, she could die.

At the moment Corinna was stable, but comatose, in other words she was hanging in the balance.  The doctor was reluctant to try anything further himself for fear he'd do more damage than good, but he suggested that she might be helped if she could be taken by an air ambulance to the University Hospital in Edmonton.

He'd hardly gotten the words out of his mouth when Frank Dolens swung into action.  Inside of moments, Frank had called Charlie Engels who lived less than a mile out of town and had both a plane and an airstrip.  Charlie was willing and able to fly to Edmonton within the hour, carrying Corinna on a stretcher, as well two attendants and their equipment.  He even told Frank that he could take two passengers as well.

The flight was still in the preparation stages when Carissa had called the hospital and spoken to her mom.  In fact Carissa and I had arrived at Charlie's place and driven to the edge of the airstrip before the ambulance arrived, followed by an RCMP car.  Minutes later the plane was taxiing down the runway.  I was left with an empty feeling in my gut as I watched the plane lift off and the feeling was being heightened because my body was burning off the adrenaline from driving at high speed on relatively rough country roads.  I simply flopped back against the fender of my car and sighed.  At that moment I was wondering once more, 'Just what the hell else can happen?'

In fact, Frank Dolens, John Coulter and I probably all felt about the same way about then, at least their faces looked as blankly worried, and as lost as I felt.  I suppose it was the words of the RCMP officer standing there with us that snapped us all out of our doldrums.

"I've been adding up facts and doing some figures in my head," he said quietly.  "And, I'm left with a puzzle that I can't seem to solve."

I just frowned at him, but Frank Dolens bit on the open-ended question.

"What puzzle?" Frank asked.

"Well, I was there when Mrs. Coulter was speaking to her daughter on the telephone.  I understood her daughter to be calling from the Crawford farm at that time and according to my watch, she hung up the phone less than fifteen minutes ago.  That farm is seventeen miles from where we're now standing.  In between here and there, the road is not only gravel surfaced, with several long curves, but it also makes two right angle corners and crosses one intersection that legally requires a full stop," The officer lifted his arm and held his watch near his ear, then smiled crookedly as he looked me in the eye.  "I think I'd best have my watch checked because if I have my figures worked out according to the time it registers, you would have had to travel exceptionally fast to achieve that feat.  I'm quite certain that a law-abiding citizen like you would never do that, would you?"

I was going to say something, but didn't get a chance.  John Coulter lifted his elbow and rested it on my shoulder as he stripped his watch off his wrist, then he shifted his arm to rest it lightly on my shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze.

"Here officer, you can use my watch for the day," he offered, holding out his Bulova.  "I know you'll need one, and after what you've done for us, I'd be honoured if you'd let me take yours into the jewellers to have it cleaned and checked.  No cost to you of course."

"Oh, I couldn't allow you to do that," The officer smiled and winked.  "I think instead I may be less diligent than normal in mentioning time spans in my report.  Now, who is riding back to town with me and who is riding back with young Mr. Crawford?"

I was surprised to find that both Mr. Coulter and Frank Dolens wanted to ride with me.

"Just how fast were you going, Chris?" Frank asked, once we were in the car and the cop couldn't hear anything.

"Unh, I didn't really look at the speedometer," I admitted.  "Carissa was telling me what her mom had said and I tried to listen, but mostly, I was concentrating on the road.  I didn't want to be involved in an accident to add to everyone's grief, so I was doing my best to be careful, but at the same time I was hurrying as fast as I could.  I had an idea how long it was going to take for the ambulance get to Charlie Engel's place so I was just trying to make it in time.  Luckily, I seem to have managed."

"Well, I'm glad you did, Chris," Mr. Coulter sighed.  "Now, are you heading back to the ranch or what?"

"I think I have to," I sighed.  "There isn't much else I can do right now.  We've got hydro and the phone being surveyed in this week, along with other things that need to be done.  I should really be there for that, so although I'd like to be as supportive as I can be for Carissa, I just can't be in two places at once.  This is a real screw up as far as I'm concerned."

"It is for everyone," Frank spoke up from where he was riding in the back seat.  "John has to go to Edmonton and I don't think he should drive.  I don't suppose I could convince you to drive his car and act as his chauffer for the trip while he's needed there, could I?"

"Frank, I'll be fine," Mr. Coulter said firmly.

"You probably would, John, but you've been my friend for too damn long for me to let you risk your life on a long drive when you're this wound up and this worried.  Chris happens to be one of the best drivers around and if I can hire him to see that you're safe, I damn well will."

Somehow Frank's comment about long term friendship struck a raw nerve for me.

"Excuse me, but before the two of you get into a major argument, I think my going anywhere is impossible at the moment," I said shortly, breaking into the discussion.  "I know Carissa would like me to be there and I know you trust me to drive fairly well, Frank, but I simply have too much going on in my life right now to do anything like that.  It may sound slightly selfish and inconsiderate on my part, especially considering how close I and Carissa have become, but I still feel that my commitments to my own family come first.  Grampa Bender is in the hospital too, and he's not doing all that well either, so I really shouldn't be that far away if he takes a turn for the worse.  I'm already committed to looking after the ranch while he's stuck in the hospital.  I simply can't back out of that right now.  Instead of trying to pressure me, why don't you ask your sons, Frank?  I'll bet Jerry or Billy would be happy to do it."

I think my comments and my suggestion surprised both men.  At least they both stopped bickering and became relatively quiet for the rest of the drive back to town.  I didn't know where they wanted to go, but I guessed they had some kind of transportation at the hospital, so that was where I drove.  When I stopped, Frank clapped my shoulder and said thanks as he got out, but Mr. Coulter sat there for a moment longer and looked at me quietly.

"Chris, I have to say that you keep on impressing me more each time I listen to your reasoning through problems and your general ethic about things," he sighed softly then.  "I don't imagine I need to impress on your our wish to keep rumours about what happened with Corinna to a minimum.  I don't mind you telling your family what you know, especially Wil.  I have a feeling Corinna gave him a raw deal."

"Mr. Coulter, I can't very well talk much about this, because I don't really know much," I shrugged my shoulders.  "Carissa wasn't certain about too many things herself, after all she was only talking to your wife on the phone for a few minutes.  As for the thing between Wil and Corinna, I really don't know what happened and it's not my business to ask."

"Well, to start with, I'd like you to call me John, not Mr. Coulter, although I imagine you do that out of respect," His face twisted into a sad smile.  "As for the rest, I'm not exactly sure that I even know everything that happened today, but I think you deserve to know as much as I do."

So for the next few minutes he filled me in on the happenings of the day as he understood them.  I was surprised that so little of it differed from what Carissa had told me.  The only real facts that were added to what I knew already was how the whole thing had come to be reported.

It seemed that one of the old timers from down the street had gone outside to work in his garden and had seen Corinna standing in the bell tower.  He'd run inside to phone the police, thinking that it was someone bent on causing damage.  He had been on the phone to them while watching out his window as Corinna jumped, so the police, volunteer firemen and ambulance were on the way almost before she hit the roof.  The old guy had even phoned the hospital to warn them that a victim of a fall was on the way.

By the time he was finished telling me about it, Mr. Coulter was quite upset.  At that point I agreed with Frank Dolens that he shouldn't drive himself to Edmonton, especially if he left that night.  In fact when he got out of the car, I got out as well, then waved to Frank, calling him over to where we were.

In a way I was glad to know the additional information, but now I was worried about John Coulter's condition.  He just didn't look good.  However Frank Dolens took over and that made me feel better.  He actually insisted that John talk to the doctor or a nurse and we escorted him inside.

Once we were in the hospital, I felt like a fifth wheel so I split away from them.  I paused for a few moments to ask how Grampa Bender was and found that he'd had a decent day, but was now resting quietly.  The nurse on duty didn't think I should disturb him, so I called home.  After I'd explained a bit of what was going on, Mom suggested I should come eat with them before I went back to the ranch, that way we could talk things out in more detail.

After talking to her, I only stayed long enough to catch Frank and explain that I was leaving.  Since John was talking to one of the doctors, I asked him to give John my sympathy and tell him that I would do my best to be there if I was badly needed.  Frank nodded, and gave me thumbs up, then asked me to drop by and talk to him the next time I was in town.

The drive back to the farm felt about ten times as long as it had ever felt before.  Carissa had only been gone for an hour or so, but I was already missing her company.

That evening as we sat down to eat there were only four of us there, Mom, Dad, Wil and I.  Beth was spending a few days in town with the McAdam twins.  I was able to apologise to Wil for running off with Carissa when we heard about the rush to fly Corinna out, but he just waved off my apology, saying that he understood my hurry.  After that they wanted to know what had happened, so we discussed what had happened with Corinna.

I could see that it was hitting Wil fairly hard, so as soon as I could, I swung the conversation around to my discussions earlier in the day with the Hydro surveyor.  When I mentioned that the surveyor seemed to be thinking about running the lines down our access road into the valley both Wil and Dad suddenly frowned.

"What's up with the frowns?" I asked immediately.

"Well, we were talking about something along those lines earlier today," Dad frowned.  "Wil was saying that he didn't see the sense in them running the Hydro lines five miles up the public road, then across to Double canyon.  Then after that coming back down about three miles along its edge, they just turn around to go back north again."

"Yeah," Wil carried on.  "We've got an easement across crown land that angles across that same area and ends up less than a mile from where they'd end up.  Why the blazes don't they come in that way?"

"Well, we weren't talking about running in power to the ranch before.  At the time they planned that route, they were taking the shortest and easiest route they could arrange in order to supply power to Jason Dumfries' ranch," Dad chuckled.  "On top of that, they'd have to come to an agreement with us and with the government about using our easement since it's tied to the lease."

"Well, should I suggest that to the surveyor if he comes around tomorrow?" I asked.

"Actually, I think that's a good idea, but I think I should go in and talk to the folks at the Hydro office as well," Dad sighed.

"Well, I doubt if I'll go along," Mom frowned slightly.  "I think someone should stay in the house for the next few days since Carissa is in Edmonton.  She's quite liable to call with messages for you, Chris."

"Yeah, I was actually hoping she'd call this evening and let me know that they made it okay," I sighed.

"Chris, it's awful soon.  Once she gets there, she's going to be up to her ears in things for quite a while.  I imagine if anyone calls anyone else, it will be Wilma phoning John.  I imagine if there's anything special that Carissa wants passed on to you, he'll call here."

"Well actually, he's planning on driving to Edmonton to be there with them," I told her.  "Frank Dolens even wanted me to drive him to Edmonton, then chauffer him around after we got there.  I explained that I was already tied up at the ranch though.  Oh by the way, when I was at the hospital they told me Grampa Bender had a good day, but that he was sleeping right then.  They didn't think I should disturb him, and now that I think about it I'm wondering why."

"Did you ask, or did the person know?" Mom demanded.

"To be honest, I didn't ask.  I didn't think of anything like that at the time.  Let's face it, I was just back in town after putting Corinna, Carissa and their mom on the plane.  I was a bit wound up with other things."

"That's completely understandable," Mom smiled, then glanced at her wristwatch.  "However, I think I'll phone later and ask just how he's doing."

"I was planning on dropping around the hospital to see him tomorrow," Dad offered.

"That's fine, dear, but I want to know how he is tonight," Mom smiled at him with one of her men-are-so-slow smiles that I knew so well.

"Mom, could you call me on the CB about ten or so?" I asked her.  "That will give me time to get back and do the chores before you call.  I'd like to know what's going on myself, especially since I feel a bit guilty about not asking for more information when I was there."

"Certainly, Chris, and don't worry about what happened.  You were under a lot of stress.  Besides, if there had been anything wrong with Uncle Toby, I'm sure they would have told you.  I may call a bit earlier if Carissa does phone here, but like I said, I doubt it"

"I guess that would be okay, but I may not be inside until ten," I said quickly, then pushed back from the table.  "Which reminds me, I hate to eat and run, but I've got chores to do yet and Carissa left some laundry out on the line.  I'd better get my butt in gear if I want to get everything done before it gets dark."

Dad walked me out to my car.

"I'll let you know what Hydro says," he said just as I was getting into the car.  "If the surveyor shows up tomorrow, you might show him what you mean on a drawing or something.  We may end up being able to save some money for both Jason Dumfries and ourselves.  We'd certainly cut down on the distance Hydro would have to run lines."

"He was talking about improving the road too," I mentioned.  "Something about culverts across the fords and things like that."

"I wouldn't turn that down either," Dad grinned.

"I didn't think so, Dad," I grinned back.  "For now, I'd best get mobile.  Let me know sometime tomorrow how that meeting goes."

"No problem, Chris.  Have a good trip home."

It wasn't until I was out of the yard and on my way down the road toward the ranch that his words really sank in.

"Have a good trip home." Those five words gave me a strange feeling, because they meant that even Dad seemed to think of the ranch as my home now.  In one way, that was eerie, because the ranch was Grampa Bender's, yet with those words it sank into my conscious mind that I definitely saw the place as my home as well.  It wasn't as if Dad had been inferring that I was no longer welcome in the house where I'd been born and where I'd lived all my life either.  Instead it meant that he'd accepted that I had moved away from home and on to a life of my own.  The more chilling side of those words was the idea that he seemed to be admitting to me, and more importantly to himself, that Grampa Bender might never return to live in his cabin.

Yet, I was only sixteen.  Did I have what it took to make it on my own, even with Dad and the rest of my family helping out?  Was I man enough to turn Mile High Ranch into a money making business that would support me and any possible family I might have in the future?

That thought crossed my mind in many different ways on the trip along the dirt roads to the cabin that evening.  It was still plaguing me as I crested the ridge to look down into the valley and once again saw the silvered logs of the cabin and the weathered wood of the old barn.  I stopped the car and got out to have a good long look at the job I had tackled.  I was leaning back against the grill of the car and I could see some of the work Carissa and I had done since we came.  That's when I felt a smile slowly develop.

"Yeah," I said quietly to myself, knowing no one else could hear me and not caring.  "I want to be able to call this place home for the rest of my life and I think I've got what it takes to do it damn well."

With that I slipped back into the car to drive the rest of the way home.




Chapter 22:

Runaway Lane Ahead - Use Left Lane to Avoid

When I drove into the yard, Duke was there to meet me and to my surprise I saw the collie bitch and her pup sneaking around the back of the cabin as I pulled to a stop.  She wasn't limping much at all, but instead seemed to be moving slowly so the pup could keep up with her.

"Oh yeah, good reminder," I chuckled as I climbed out of the car and patted old Duke as he came up to me.  "Mama knows its supper time and Carissa hasn't been down to see her all day.  Maybe this is a good thing, huh?"

The way Duke's tail was wagging, I thought he agreed.  Ten minutes later I was dressed in work clothes and was setting Duke's bowl of dried dog food on the porch for him.  As he dug into his meal, I set out for the creek bank with the collie's bowl of canned food having even remembered to add the medicine she was supposed to have.  Since I saw her in the bushes on the top of the bank, I didn't bother going all the way down to the den area like Carissa had done before.  Instead I set the bowl down near the bushes and walked away a few feet.

To my surprise, when I looked back, the collie was already eating.  The pup was even licking at her muzzle as if he wanted some solid food too.  Of course my immediate thoughts were about trying to get her to come a little closer to the cabin every day until she ate on the porch with Duke.  That would go a long way toward taming her and turning them both into farm dogs.

"I guess we should think of a name for you two, shouldn't we?  I'll have to mention that to Carissa when I get a chance," I spoke quietly, but the collie lifted her head and licked her lips as she looked at me.

"Well, you're pretty darn intelligent, aren't you?" I grinned at her.

Of course now that she'd heard my voice and recognised that I wasn't about to hurt her, she went back to wolfing down her meal.  I just chuckled, then continued to talk to the bitch and her pup while she polished the bowl.  When she lost interest in trying to lick the bowl into oblivion, I moved closer.  She'd let me get about five feet away, then she pulled back, growling slightly, but I think that was more a warning for her pup than anything else.  At least she was looking at him and not me when she did it.

I didn't let it bother me, one way or another.  Instead I still continued moving slowly forward, then picked up the empty bowl and walked back to the house.  I was surprised to see her come out of the brush and toward the house as I took the bowl inside.  When I called Duke to have him help me herd the young cattle into the barn for the night, I was even more surprised that she followed us.  When we went toward the young cattle, she moved along at about the same distance away from me as before, but she did her best to stay outside the fence when she could.  The most encouraging sign was the fact that I could see her acting somewhat impatient, but still staying back as Duke worked the cattle, circling them to bring them into the barn.  It seemed almost as if she wanted to be involved, but she knew I was the boss and she hadn't been called on to work.

The other thing that astounded me was the way she kept control of the pup.  I hadn't thought he was old enough to even be out and around, but not only did he keep up to her, he even wanted badly to be out with his daddy, chasing cattle.  She was having none of that though.  She'd nip at him, knock him rolling, growl at him, even hold him down with a paw.  It seemed to me that she was letting him know in no uncertain terms that if she wasn't involved, he certainly wasn't going to be involved either.

I always kept a few dog chews in my pocket to reward old Duke when he'd finished helping me with the cattle, but that night he had to share them.  I'd toss him one, then I'd toss two over toward the collie and her pup, making sure that the pup got his share.  Duke got three treats, the collie got two and the pup got two.

Old Duke had that evening game down to a science.  He knew that once he'd been given his cookies and I'd told him "Atta Boy," then he was done and he was free to go.  The collie wasn't quite so sure though; she actually appeared to be a real eager beaver.  She hung back about twenty or thirty feet, but followed me as I fed the old sow.  She even stood just outside the fence as I went into the chicken run to feed the hens, collect the eggs and lock them in.  Then she followed me back to the house when I took the eggs inside.

I thought she'd disappear then, but when I came back outside with the laundry basket and went around the back to take in Carissa's laundry, she snuck up even closer than before.  Since I was alone and missing Carissa, I talked to the dog.  I was astounded again, because she seemed to love that.  It was almost as if she wanted attention and loved to hear someone's voice, but she still didn't trust me enough to approach too closely.

When I had all the laundry collected in the basket, I went inside and set it by the table, planning to fold everything, but paused long enough to put on a pot of coffee first.  I'd left the door wide open because the cabin smelled slightly musty from being closed up all day.  Of course to old Duke, that open door was an open invitation to come in and make himself comfortable on his rug.  I ignored him, except to remind myself that I needed to install a dog proof screen door as I lit the little oil stove.  Once the old stove was burning well, I set the coffee pot in place, then moved back to the table and started to fold the laundry.

It wasn't more than a moment later that I heard a small whimper and a scrabbling sound at the door.  I glanced that way, then had to grin at what I saw.  Mama collie was lying with her head just inside the door, watching what I was doing while blocking her pup from coming inside.  The whimper and scrabbling sound had come from the pup as he tried to get past her.  At the moment she had a paw on his back and he was trying to scramble out from under it.  I couldn't help but chuckle

"It's okay, Little Lady.  He can come inside if he wants to.  I sure won't hurt him," I said quietly, still folding the clothes and staying well back in the room.

She didn't seem to believe me though.  Instead she continued blocking the door and made sure that the pup stayed outside.  I had all the clothes folded by the time the coffee had perked, so I poured myself a cup, but decided I wanted to drink it on the front porch.

"Come on Duke, outside with you.  Lets go," I ordered, knowing that it was better for him to approach the collie at the door than it would be if I did.

I was able to follow after him and kept him outside by closing the door again.  It wasn't so much that I disliked Duke being in the cabin, but right now he stank.  When I'd opened the door, I'd wanted to improve the smell inside.  He'd certainly defeated that idea in a hurry.  It wasn't as if his stench wasn't a common problem either.  There were days when he simply reeked, but that's because Duke liked to roll in stinky messes.  Grampa Bender had put up with it for years, but I wasn't as tolerant.  It wasn't as if I was being hard on old Duke either.  After all he had a second rug out on the front porch and the weather certainly wasn't rough enough for him to need to be inside.

As it was he went out and lay on the grass in the yard while I sat on the old bench on the front porch to have my coffee.  I'd only been sitting there a moment when the collie and her pup moved over and settled down near Duke.  Then a couple of moments later I heard Mom calling me on the CB, which meant I had to go back inside.

"Hi, Mom.  I'm here.  Over," I flopped down and had a sip of coffee, preparing for a fairly long chat.

"Hello, Chris.  I called the hospital.  The nurse I spoke to said Grampa Bender is doing as well as can be expected, but he often sleeps in the afternoon.  That's why they suggested that you not visit him right then.  Over."

"Oh, that's good.  I was worried that it might be something more serious.  Over."

"So was I," I could hear Mom sigh.  "Oh!  John Coulter phoned.  He's leaving for Edmonton in the morning, but he's going to make sure he phones Frank Dolens every evening to keep everyone posted on things.  Carissa had phoned him from Edmonton already.  Corinna was rushed right into surgery when they arrived, but when she called they hadn't heard any results as yet.  She did ask him to tell you that she missed you already.  Over."

"Well, I miss her too," I sighed.  "It's a little lonely up here by myself.  Over."

"I'll bet it is," Mom sounded sympathetic.  "John said she was planning on phoning here, but she didn't think you'd be down here tonight, so she decided to hold off until tomorrow evening.  He said she'd try to phone around six or so.  Over."

"Huh, it sounds to me like she's planning on having you feed me so I don't have to cook for myself.  Over," I chuckled.

"Well, you know we don't mind you dropping in for a meal.  Over," Mom laughed openly.

"Thanks, Mom.  So since you know when Carissa is calling and you won't need to hang around waiting on the phone, are you going to town tomorrow with Dad?  Over."

"Yes, I will be, in fact we might just pop up to see you afterward.  Beth has a few questions she wants to ask you about that.  Over."

"Okay, I'll wait while you get her.  Over," I frowned, wondering what Beth wanted.

"Hey Big Bro, are you really lonely?  Over," Beth giggled.

"What?  Are you thinking of coming up to see me?  Over?"

"Yes, I am actually, for a few days anyway," she giggled even more.  "I've managed to find a couple of Quarter Horse mares and it looks to me like one of them is coming into season.  Is your stallion still available for service for my mares and is he in a decent pen?  Over."

"You know he is, but only if the mares are half decent, not some wild broom tail from the foothills or something," I teased.  "Where did you get them?  Over?"

"I got them the same place you got your cars," she laughed.  "And darnitall, Frank Dolens isn't just good with cars, he knows horses too.  Over."

"Today?  Over," I asked in amazement, thinking that Frank was too close to the 'accident' to be thinking about horses.

"What?  Oh, yeah, real early this morning.  I was with him down near the auction yard when we heard the sirens, then he got the phone call about Corinna.  Mr. McAdam was there with the twins too," she sounded a lot more subdued, but she perked up quickly.  "Wil and I are going into town tomorrow with Tom so I can pay Mr. Dolens for them.  Then Mom and Dad are going to be bringing them out with the trailer afterward.  When I noticed one was coming into heat, we thought it would be best to haul them right up there instead of stopping here with them.  Over."

"So did Frank buy them at the auction?  Over"

"Unh huh," I could almost 'hear' her nod her head over the radio.  "He said there were four mares, but he got the best two.  They've got papers and if the papers are right, they have decent breeding.  I'm sure the papers are good because the tattoos in their ears match up.  They look really good, Cris, and they were a bargain.  Over."

"You know how to test for fake tattoos, don't you?  Over."

"Yes, Chris.  We already did the alcohol wipe trick and the other one with the flashlight.  It wasn't dark and we didn't have a blacklight for the third test though.  But heck, at the price I'm paying, they don't have to be perfect, just good.  I'm not that worried about them being purebred.  Over."

"Okay, Beth.  If you're happy with them, I'm sure I will be.  Over," I chuckled.

"Good.  I was starting to think you were worse than Dad," she laughed.  "Now, can I stay there for a few days?  Over."

"I suppose, but you get the back porch and the foldout bed.  Over."

"Great, I'll see you tomorrow," she squealed, then started a sing song.  "I've got a horse to ride.  I've got a horse to ride.  And I've got a place to ride.  Over and out, Big Brother."

I was laughing as I heard her shut off her CB, so I hung up the mic as well.  Then I poured another cup of coffee before going back outside.

I had another chuckle then.  Duke had settled on his rug, but he wasn't alone.  It looked like the collie and her pup were moving in.  Both of them were snuggled up on the rug with him.  I have to say he looked crowded, but proud and happy as well.

I stood outside for a few moments and had a few sips of coffee, but for some reason I wasn't enjoying it at all.  I realized that part of the reason was that I didn't have Carissa to talk with me.  I kept glancing over at the collie and her pup, unable to stop thinking how thrilled Carissa would have been if she'd been there to see the collie becoming so trusting and friendly.  Somehow that small triumph simply didn't seem to mean much without her there to share it.  Especially not since she had been the one who had worked so diligently to achieve it.

Finally I tossed away the last of my coffee and went back inside.  After rinsing my coffee cup and putting away the clean laundry, I decided I'd just go to bed since I had nothing else to do.

I don't think I've ever had a harder time getting to sleep than I did that night.

I thought about Carissa.  I thought about the two of us.  I worried about Corinna.  I worried about Grampa Bender, then about the future of the ranch.  I wondered about the hydro survey.  I thought about Mom and Dad, then about Wil, about Beth, about Tom, and about George.  I wondered about Frank Dolens, John Coulter and about the McAdam family.  I even wondered about 'Rotten' Ray and 'Slimy' Sid.

Finally I suppose I wondered and worried myself to sleep.

Even though I didn't think I slept much, I woke early enough that I'd done my chores, overcooked some eggs and bacon, burnt some toast, then had eaten the mess and was done long before the surveyor from Hydro showed up.  In fact, I was having a cup of coffee out on the front porch when I saw the bright yellow Jeep coming down the grade into the valley.

"Good morning, Mark," I called to him as soon as he pulled to a stop and got out of his Jeep.  "Did you bring your maps with you today?"

"Good morning, Chris.  I have the maps, but I'm still left with a fair sized conundrum.  I've made literally no progress on this problem from the point I was at when I saw you last," he sighed heavily.  "I'm sure you'll be dead set against it, but my bosses were asking about regrading that first gully we started to come down yesterday."

"Well, my family had a look at your problem yesterday afternoon as well," I grinned.  "The difference is that we think we've come up with a solution to your problem that could save you time and distance."

"Well, that's an interesting idea," he looked at me curiously.  "You'll have to show me that.  I need a lift to my spirits this morning."

"Sure.  Just grab your maps and we'll lay them out on the table," I waved him to come inside, then went to pour him a coffee.

Ten minutes later I had shown him Wil and Dad's idea, even going as far as showing him Wil's idea of running along the eastern ridge line of our upper valley.  That allowed them to tie to their original survey almost where we had planned on having them splice in our feeder line.  He stared at it for a moment and then broke into a grin.

"I couldn't see the forest for the trees," he chuckled.  "I wonder if we can redo our original permits with the crown for crossing their land."

"I can't see why not, since we have the lease on the property along the route we're suggesting you follow," I chuckled.  "I'll bet you drove along our road coming out to see me this morning, don't you think it would do for running a hydro line?"

"I certainly do," he grinned.  "It actually solves problems as well as distance and time involved in running the line.  Now all we have to do is negotiate a lease cost."

"Well, Mark, I've got no suggestions on that, but looking at the time, I imagine Dad's gone into town to see your bosses by now.  I think they can iron that out between them, don't you."

He just laughed and agreed, then he drained his coffee mug.  We hopped into his Jeep and drove up to the crest of the ridge, then followed along the whole route, driving slowly from one end to the other.  By shortly before noon we were back at the cabin.  This time he was all smiles and quite excited about the fact that the new route looked much easier than the old one.  By using our trail across crown land as a base, we'd eliminated two huge problems that they would have had to contend with on the other route.  It wasn't flat land, so they did have a few small worries, but they simply weren't in the same scale as the problems on the other route had been.

I made coffee and a sandwich for myself while he grabbed his lunch, then he joined me to eat on the front porch.

"So you think you folks will likely only want the roadway along your trail improved in return for our getting an easement along your lease?"

"Well, actually we have an easement now for a hundred feet on either side of that trail just in case we have to make any changes to our road," I explained.  "It is tied to our lease and I'm no legal beagle, but I think the folks in your office will know well enough what needs to be done.  I can't see any reason you'd have problems getting permission, because having power and phone here on the ranch will increase the assessment on the place and that increases the taxes.  I'd think the government will be in favour of us granting hydro an easement to use our road or dang near any path across our lease."

"Oh, we both know that," he snorted.  "I'm more interested in what you want over and above what it will cost on paper."

"Are you talking a bribe?" I laughed.  "Now I'm not the guy whose signature you need, but as far as I'm personally concerned if you improve that road so I can use it in almost any weather as well as getting the power into this yard, I'll be as happy as a cow in a clover patch.  I know Carissa sure misses having an electric stove, come to think of it, so do I."

"Oh, I was going to ask about that, where is your young lady?"

"Carissa is in Edmonton," I frowned, suddenly, brought back to reality.  "Since you were in town yesterday, you must have heard about the young woman who jumped from the church steeple yesterday morning, didn't you?"

"Well, yes.  I did," he frowned as well.

"That was Carissa's twin sister," I sighed.  "Corinna has a bunch of problems and I guess she felt they had just gotten to be too much to handle.  They flew her to Edmonton for an emergency operation at the University Hospital yesterday afternoon.  Carissa went along."

"Oh, I am sorry," he held out his hand as if in apology.  "Have you heard anything?  Oh shit, that's a stupid question, you don't have a telephone."

"Yes, but I have a CB and Mom called last night.  Corinna survived the flight fine and they rushed her straight into the operating room.  They were still operating when Carissa's dad called Mom last night.  I haven't heard anything yet today."

"Oh my.  It must be tough on you, just sitting here, waiting for word," he shook his head as he frowned.

"Better than if I was sitting around the dang hospital," I snorted, then waved my left arm and lifted my right leg to show him my casts.  "I hate hospitals.  I went to the hospital with a couple of broken bones, but they gave me some medications for pain, only I was allergic to whatever it was and I damn near died."

"Jeez, I seem to have a talent for saying the wrong things," he shook his head again and looked sheepish.

"Aw, don't fret it," I snorted again.  "Life happens.  Sometimes you just have to tough things out."

"Yeah, I guess you're right," he nodded, then began to get up.  "I think I should get back to town and talk to my bosses about completely changing this end of the route.  I and my rodman will have to come out and completely redo it.  However, I'm fairly certain that you've made my life a lot easier, so if I can help out in some small way, just call on me, huh?"

"Well, if you can get the phone people to get their butts in gear as well, that would be a huge help.  I could use it even more than electricity right now," I smiled getting to my feet as well.

"You've got a deal," he smiled and held out his hand.  "I'll do what I can and hopefully, I'll see you in a day or two with the completed survey."

So we shook hands, then he climbed in his Jeep and drove away so I was left alone again.  He had just climbed the grade out of the valley when the collie and her pup reappeared.  I had to smile at that, it seemed she trusted me, but not others.

Now that the surveyor had gone, I was at loose ends for a while, waiting for either Wil and Beth or Mom and Dad to appear.  Instead of sitting around I wandered down to the barnyard and checked to see that the cattle chute and loading ramp were okay because we'd need them to unload Beth's new horses.  They seemed fine, so I caught the Quarter Horse stud and brought him into one of the larger corrals.  That was just in case the mare that Beth had mentioned really was in season.

I was done everything and back near the house, looking for something else to do when I saw Tom's car on the grade.  Dad's pickup, pulling the horse trailer, topped the grade just as Tom pulled to a stop near the house.  In the car with Tom were Aunt Alice, Mom and Beth.

"Hi Chris," Mom said as she got out of the car.  "Before you get involved with the horses, could I talk to you for a minute?"

"Sure, Mom.  What's up?"

"Well, we were talking to Frank Dolens when we paid for the horses.  He had word from Edmonton."

"Oh no," I jumped to the conclusion that things had gone wrong.

"Now wait a minute," Mom held up a hand.  "Corinna came through the first operation quite well, so don't worry about that."

"Oh, thank goodness," I sighed, then frowned.  "Just what do you mean, the first operation?"

"Well, it seems that they're going to have to stabilize her and let her recover for a short while, but they're going to have to operate a second time," Mom was almost whispering and I could see tears in her eyes.  "It seems that there might be a good reason for her having a short temper and being unreasonable at times.  When they opened her skull, they found that she has a growth inside her skull that's putting pressure on her brain.  She wasn't in good enough shape for an extended operation right then, so they'll have boost her condition and wait to operate another time in order to remove that."

"Oh shit," I simply stared at her.  "Is it cancer or what?"

"They don't know yet.  They won't know either, not until they remove it and have it tested," Mom shook her head, then grabbed me in a hug.

"Oh man.  This must be tough on Carissa and her folks," I sighed.

"Yes, I agree," she nodded, then pulled back to look me in the eyes.  "We talked it over amongst ourselves during lunch with Frank and we all think you and Wil should go to Edmonton."

"Both of us?"

"Yes.  Frank thinks Wil should go because of his involvement with Corinna.  Wil is taking this hard.  We all agree you should go to be there for Carissa if she needs you.  You might be able to make Wil feel a bit better about things too."

"But what about all the work that needs to be done, both here and at home?" I protested.  "I mean, there's still a bunch of stuff to do and the hydro and phone are being run in and …"

"We'll help your folks and so will others," Aunt Alice said firmly.  "That isn't a problem.  Anyway, here's your father with Beth's horses.  I think you and Beth should get down to the corrals right now and take care of them."

"We'll make a pot of coffee while you're unloading them and we can talk when you're done," Mom called as Beth, Tom and I went down to help with the unloading.

Since we'd all handled horses before, unloading the two mares went quickly.  I was keeping an eye on my stallion in the corral as we worked.  As soon as the trailer had pulled in, he'd started to act interested in what was coming, so I thought Beth was probably right about her new mare.  In fact as soon as the mare was let into the corral the stallion headed over to greet her, but she wasn't quite ready for him yet.  As he came close to her she'd spin and lay her ears back, baring her teeth.

"Well from the way they're acting, she's either coming into season or she's just come off season," Dad frowned slightly.  "I can't really tell which it might be yet."

"I'd say that she's showing more today than yesterday," Beth said just as quietly.  "I think we got her here in time.  We'll just have to wait and see if he covers her or not."

"She looks darn good, but she's quite small," I commented.  "How old is she supposed to be?"

"According to her papers she's thirty two months," Beth said firmly.  "Definitely old enough to be bred for the first time."

"You're sure it's the first time?"

"Yes, Chris.  I phoned the former owner last night.  He only had four mares and he was going to try to breed them all this spring, but instead he had to sell out."

"Oh, was there something wrong?"

"His health went bad," she sighed.  "I wish I could have seen the other two horses.  Looking at these two, I might have bought them as well.  The former owner said the other two didn't look as nice, but their breeding was just as good."

With that she turned to go back into the trailer and lead out the other horse.

"I think this one is going to be my favourite," she said proudly as she led out a pretty bay mare with a star on her forehead.  "She's a sweetheart."

"Wow," I agreed enthusiastically.  "I agree.  I think she's a prize."

"I have to go along with that.  She's nice looking filly," Dad smiled.  "Where do you want Beth to put this one?"

"Why not put her out in the pasture with the Thoroughbred.  He can keep her company while the stallion and the little mare get better acquainted," I grinned and winked at Beth, making her blush.

Beth and Dad just rolled their eyes, but at least Tom and Wil thought what I'd said was slightly funny.  At least they smiled.  I don't think Dad liked what I'd said for some reason though.  He frowned at me, then at Tom and Wil.  The guys decided that they should 'button up' the trailer and drive the rig back toward the house.

"Let's follow Beth," Dad suggested to me, so we followed along as she led the mare toward the pasture.

"I saw Grampa Bender this morning and he was far more rational than he has been lately," Dad said quietly enough that I knew the guys at the truck couldn't hear.

"Oh yeah?" I looked at him, realizing that he had something he wanted to say to Beth and me when we were alone.

"Umm hmm," Dad nodded, then looked at me rather pointedly.  "By the way, he liked your idea about a horse ranch up here on the top range.  In fact it rather ties in with what he was telling me about his latest will."

"Oh?"

"Yes, with a minor change or two," Dad smiled.  "It concerns both of you.  That's why I was looking for a chance to take you aside."

"Both of us, Dad?" Beth asked.

"Yes, both of you.  He said the two of you were throwbacks to an earlier age," Dad chuckled.  "He also said that Tom's and my family weren't that far behind you."

"He called us throwbacks?  Just what did he mean?" Beth sounded slightly annoyed.

"Oh, to him being a throwback is probably a good thing, so don't get all riled up," Dad teased by not saying much, but keeping her on edge.

I just grinned and winked at Beth.  Even she should realise that Dad was trying to tease her and she was reacting like she usually did by getting wound up.  I could see her catch my wink and take a deep breath or two, then paint a weak smile on her lips and remain quiet, waiting for Dad to drop the other shoe.

"So, what did he tell you about the will?" I asked directly.

"Well, in the first place, when he dies, the lease is passed on to the people who are still tied to the land," Dad dropped his first bombshell.

"Cripes, does that mean that all our uncles and aunts and cousins in the city are going to be cut out of the will?" Beth asked instantly.

"Not quite," Dad snorted.  "Toby is too smart to set it up like that.  If he'd done that, they would all get together and try to contest the will.  Instead he referred to some of the fine print in the wording of the prevous lease agreement with the members of the family, which I never noticed and I don't think anyone else did either.  Basically, it says that anyone who does nothing to support or assist in the maintenance of the property for a period of two years forfeits all rights to any income from the property.  Each of the heads of the families can take a five thousand dollar settlement and walk away, but if they make any attempt to fight the agreement or his will, they lose everything.  There was a similar clause in the last lease and since no one disagreed with it, his lawyer says it's effective now."

"You mean everyone not living here signed away their rights when they signed the last lease?  That was what, almost ten years ago?"

"Yep," Dad nodded and grinned.  "Five thousand dollars was worth a lot more then than it is now, a whole lot more."

"And nobody noticed that and wanted it changed?" Beth looked stunned.

"Nope, not even me," Dad admitted.  "I think there's going to be one hell of a stink in a couple of weeks when the final checks get to the family in the city."

"You mean it's happening now?" I stared at him.

"Yep," Dad nodded.  "Grampa Bender has kept track and it's been more than two years since any of the family from the city even visited and none of them have done anything to help out either.  His accountant is going to send out this year's checks next week and along with the check they'll be getting a notice of final payment.  Along with that notice they will each receive a duplicate of their copy of the previous agreement showing their signatures, but this time the pertinent clause will be highlighted."

"So what does that do to the lease's bank account and to us?"

"Well, if your mother's figures are right, we should have several thousand dollars more to play with than we expected to have," Dad shrugged.  "From what I understand Grampa Bender has paid the city folk's share out of a separate fund, not the general account and that makes a difference because of the way the taxes are paid.  It's quite complicated in some ways and simple in others, but you'd have to have her explain how it all works."

"So, if it's complicated, can we leave the lease payments for now until we figure it all out, please?  What else is in the will and why did he call Chris and me throwbacks?" Beth was easing the rope halter off of her mare because we were inside the pasture and the thoroughbred was heading our way.

"Well, as to calling you throwbacks, he said that was because you both love horses more than cars.  He said you'd both make great ranchers one day."

"Okay, but what about getting back to the lease and the will," I almost demanded, because I was getting impatient too.

"Well, the will is a little more complex," Dad sighed.  "Grampa Bender put a lot of thought into it.  First off, he recognised the difference in the personalities involved, then he did his best to be fair to everyone.  No matter if he lives or not, the administration of the lease is going to be passed to Tom and Alice, your Mom and me, as well as any member of our two families who wants to stay on the farm and on the lease.  I won't go into major detail right now, but if anyone moves away from this area on a permanent basis, they lose out on the income from the land as well as control, in other words it ties us all here as long as we're willing to be tied."

"Isn't that sort of the same thing he did on the lease?" Beth grinned.  "That'd make sense when you know how he felt about people moving away and still sharing in profits."

"Yes, it does," Dad nodded.

"So you still haven't gotten to how it concerns Chris and I, at least not up close and personal," Beth grinned at him and grabbed his hand to walk beside him as we meandered slowly back toward the cabin.

"Well, Grampa Bender wanted to encourage you to raise horses and cattle, so he wants us to encourage Wil, Tom and Jasmine to become farmers and take over the lower portion of the lease," Dad grinned at her, then turned his head and winked at me.

"Ah, I get it," I grinned, winking back.

"What do you get?" Beth demanded, swinging around Dad to stand facing me.

"Well, do you want to be a partner in a horse and cattle ranch, Sis?" I grinned at her.

"You mean here?" she squealed, spinning to look around, then back to stare at me.

"That's just what he means," Dad laughed.  "Of course you know you don't have to?  You could always go off to the city and be a secretary or something."

"Daddeeeee!" Beth squealed again and swatted his arm lightly, then suddenly was wrapping an arm around both of us and hugging us fiercely.

"I think it's Grampa Bender who deserves the hug, Beth," I grinned at Dad, but wrapped one arm around each of them at the same time.

"He's not here.  You are," she giggled.

Beth had calmed down by the time we got back to the house because Dad had asked us both to keep what he'd said between us until he'd had a chance to talk to everyone else involved.  I hadn't expected anything quite as sweeping as the changes that were going to come out of this, but I could see that it was going to be a big change.  In a way, it still felt like a dream though, because I knew it was still in the future, but at least everyone could make definite plans.  Actually, I think Dad was as excited about things as we were.

Of course one look at the tension on Wil's face when we got close to the house calmed both Beth and I even more.  That was when I realized that he was still emotionally tied to Corinna.  Well, come to think of it, he had asked her to marry him before she'd gone off the deep end.

"Come and sit down, everyone.  Chris, you're limping again.  You sit here and put your foot up," Aunt Alice ordered.  "I'll get everyone a coffee."

"So do you want to go to Edmunchuck, Wil?" I asked as soon as I sat down and trying to keep the mood as light as I could.

"Yeah, I do," he answered flatly.

"Well, would you mind if we wait until after I've talked to Carissa tonight?"

"Huh?  No, I guess not," he glanced at his watch.  "It's too late for them to do anything today anyway, I guess.  I just hope she'll make it."

"So do I, Wil, but I'd like to find out what Carissa has to say first.  Maybe they need something that we can bring along or something we can get along the way."

"Yeah, sure.  Whatever you say."

I'd never seen Wil so down and I was positive that the trip to Edmonton with him along was going to be a trip from Hell even before we went.  We all drank our coffee, then after Mom and Beth took our cups inside, we all piled into the cars to head down to the farm.  Beth insisted on riding with me.

Once we were in the car and underway, she sighed deeply, then turned to look at me.

"You know this trip to Edmonton with Wil could get rough, don't you?" she asked, obviously concerned.

"Unh huh," I nodded.  "I'm just going to try my best to stay calm and not rile him."

"I don't think it would matter what you did right now," she answered.  "He's piling so much blame on himself you'd need a backhoe to get through to his skin, let alone get under it.  He's acting like he's half dead."

"No, he's feeling guilty and yet he knows it's not really his fault, but he doesn't know what else to do."

"You aren't going to let him drive tomorrow, are you?"

"No.  I'm not going to let him get within two feet of the driver's seat," I tried to smile, but I doubt if it looked like a smile.  "He wouldn't be safe to have behind the wheel.  Right now his judgement is shot."

"You do know that's why Mom and Dad want you to go along, don't you?  I don't think they feel he'd be safe walking the streets by himself."

"Yeah, I figured that out," I nodded.  "But, I know what to expect, so I'm ready for most things."

"Good, I'd hate to lose a future business partner this early in my life."

"Now that sounds like a better subject, not the idea of losing partners, but the idea of the ranch in general," I grinned.

"Agreed," she grinned back at me.

So for the rest of the drive back to the farm we discussed plans and dreams.  At the farm we both headed for the barn to help with the chores, but there wasn't much I could do.  I did feed the chickens and gather the eggs, then I headed for the house with them.  It was lucky that I did.  The phone rang just as I got inside and when Mom answered it, she waved me over.

"It's Carissa," she said with a frown, glancing at the clock and seeing that it was only five.

"Hi, Love," I said, trying to smile, but still worried that something had gone wrong.

"Hi, Baby," she sighed.  "I was hoping you'd be there early.  I just had to talk to someone."

"Well, that's one thing I can do is listen," I did manage a smile that time.  "By the way, I'm coming to see you tomorrow."

"You are?!  Oh, that's wonderful," she squealed.

"Wil's coming along," I added quietly.

"Umm, do you think that's a good idea?"

"For him, maybe?  I don't know about anything or anyone else."

"Well, they've warned us that it will be at least another day before they can operate unless Corinna really perks up overnight.  She's in an induced coma right now to give her complete rest," Carissa grew very serious.  "If Wil does come, warn him that if he sees her that she looks far worse off than she is.  I mean they've shaved off almost all of her hair and she's all bruised up on the side that hit the roof, besides there are all the bandages, IVs and stuff like that."

"Well, if he goes in to see her at all.  I mean that's up to your folks."

"Oh, I think they'd like that," she sounded quite firm on the idea.  "Daddy really likes both of you guys, you know."

"That's nice," I had to laugh.  "Now, before I forget, is there anything you'd like from down here that we can bring along?"

"Yeah, my nightgown and robe from up at the cabin and a couple of pairs of my blue jeans would come in handy."

"You plan on running around in blue jeans – in the city?" I teased her.  "Miss snappy dresser is going to wear blue jeans?"

"Yes, I'm planning to wear blue jeans in the city," she giggled.  "They're comfortable and when you're sitting around for hours being comfortable helps to make the time go easier."

"Okay, blue jeans and your night shirt, is there anything else?"

"Well, you could bring us that stupid preacher's head on a platter, the idiot from that dumb church.  I think both Mom and Daddy would kiss you for that," she snapped, her mood changing again.  "Did you know that dumb ass intentionally leaves the bell tower open so people can climb up there day or night?  He said it was so people could look out on the wonder of God's creation at any time.  Daddy is fit to be tied about that church and the idiots in it.  I'm pretty pissed off about it myself, talk about stupidity!  That unlocked door thing is asinine and the preacher is a complete dolt!"

It took me several minutes to calm her down again.  What finally made her ease off was telling her about the collie and the pup.  Of course after I mentioned them, she was worried about someone feeding the dogs while I came to Edmonton.  So I told her that Beth was going to be staying at the cabin and would feed the dogs.  I'm not certain if she thought that was a good thing or not.

We talked for a while more, then she had to go because her folks wanted her to go and eat with them.  I got her phone number and the address of the motel where they were staying, then we said our goodbyes.

As I hung up the phone I had very mixed feelings about the upcoming trip to Edmonton and I wandered out to the front porch as I thought about it.  I was positive the drive itself was going to be dull and boring because of the mood Wil was in and I certainly wasn't looking forward to that.  Of course when I actually got to Edmonton I was going to get to see Carissa, and right then I was missing her terribly, so that was going to be great.  However even that was tempered by the fact that we were going to be under her parents watchful eyes and by the fact that I was really going to be there to support them in their pain and worry.  As well, Wil was going to be there, acting like a wet blanket for everyone.

I sighed deeply, realizing that this was not going to be a holiday in any sense of the word.




Chapter 23:

Private Road - No Public Access

I waited until we were all sitting at the table before I told everyone about the talk I'd had with Carissa, repeating most of the conversation.

The only question Wil asked was to find out why the doctors had Corinna in an induced coma, since he wondered why they would do that.  When I explained it was to force her body to rest and recuperate faster, he simply nodded.  During the rest of the meal he hardly spoke.  It was almost as if he wasn't there and I found that rather eerie.  Then, when we'd finished eating, Wil announced that he was tired and was going to his room to pack a few things for tomorrow's trip.  After that, he said he was going to bed, purposely letting everyone know that he didn't want to be disturbed.  He did pause and turn toward me before he left, asking what time I planned on leaving in the morning.

"When I get here, I guess.  I'm afraid I don't know just when that will be, but it should be before noon," I shrugged my shoulders.  "From the sounds of things they aren't going to be operating tomorrow under any circumstance and Corinna will still be in an induced coma.  Carissa said her body has to recover and stabilize before they can do anything more, so I don't feel there's a huge rush for us to be there at any particular time, do you?"

He simply grunted and turned on his heel, leaving us behind as he walked away.  For a moment or two everyone at the table was completely quiet, then Beth broke the silence

"Dammit.  Wil is driving me nuts," she suddenly swore aloud.

"Yeah.  Tell me about it.  If he's like that for the whole drive to Edmonton, I'm going to want to strangle him by the time we get there," I agreed.  "Silence is just not Wil's usual thing."

"No, it isn't.  He's always brooded about things, but normally I can snap him out of it," Mom sighed.  "I wish there was a way to snap him out of it by tomorrow, for your sake if nothing else, but I don't know how to do it this time."

"I don't either.  However, I'd rather not worry about that until then, okay?" I sighed.  "Beth and I still have to go up the hill, then we have some work to do yet tonight."

"No problem," Dad said quietly.  "But, I think that you and I should have a short talk before you go back to the ranch.  Let's go check your car and see what we can do about throwing a few tools in the back, just in case you have any troubles on the trip."

I frowned slightly at that because Dad knew that I always carried an emergency toolkit in the trunk, but decided he just wanted to talk to me alone.

"Well, while you two are out there talking, I'm going upstairs with Beth so she can pack a few clothes to have up at the ranch," Mom announced.  "Beth, just leave the dishes for now.  I'll get those later.  You and Chris should head back soon.  He has to show you all the chores you'll be doing and the things you need to take care of while he's away.  That's liable to take a little while."

As I went outside, I was wondering just what was going on, then I decided that both Mom and Dad were trying to hang on to us and yet let us go easily.  That darn will of Grampa Bender's changed everything.  Outside, Dad walked right past my car and out to the barn, then gestured at some hay bales.

"Have a seat, Chris," he sighed.

"What's up, Dad?"

"Well to be honest, I'm not sure," he smiled.  "Things have changed around here so much and so fast lately that I thought you and I just might need some time with each other.  I was wondering if you had any worries that you'd like to share after being up at the cabin now.  For instance, how are you and Carissa getting along?  It looks very much to us like this relationship between you two could become a permanent thing and we were wondering how you felt about that?"

"Well so far, it feels great from my point of view," I sighed.  "I think Carissa is happy too.  Up until now we've told each other that we're taking it slowly, but it still seems as if each day brings us closer together.  Today, I'm missing her something fierce and from the way she sounded on the phone, she feels the same way about me.  Don't start digging out your Grampa boots yet though, we aren't planning on anything permanent for a while."

"Well, thank goodness for that," he grinned and chuckled softly.  "Both of you are just a bit young to be starting a family, although I'm not sure that you were ever as young as Wil.  For a guy your age, you do things that astound both your mother and me, you always have."

"Dad, I think both Wil and I act the way we do because of circumstance.  Mama Kate died and I came along just when Wil was bonding to Mom.  We grew up together and close to each other, but I think he's always felt that I was closest to Mom.  I think he got into the habit of deferring to me from the time I was born, which seems to have pushed me into playing the bossy brother's role."

"You know in a strange way, that makes sense," Dad nodded.  "It doesn't help any that you even think about things like that.  Talking to you is just not like talking to any other sixteen-year-old kid.  You act far older than you are.  It's almost as if Grampa Bender was right and you're a throwback to two or three generations ago when a sixteen-year-old was considered a man and had a man's responsibilities."

"Well, you've always treated me as a grownup for as long as I can remember," I laughed softly and uneasily.  "I guess being independent is just the way I'm built."

"Yes, I think you're right," he sighed.  "Now it seems like circumstance has pushed you onto an even more independent road."

"You mean the ranch?  Dad.  I'll be honest, to me that's still a dream.  I'm certainly not ready to handle that completely on my own.  Even with Beth as a partner and Carissa helping, it's a big problem with some very heavy responsibilities.  You can count on the fact that we're still going to be running to you for help and advice."

"That's expected," he laughed.  "You should have seen me when I started on this farm.  I was in almost the same boat as you are now, only I was older than you are by several years.  There are going to be changes in your life, a lot of them.  For instance, I think if you really plan on making the ranch a permanent thing, you might want to think about changing the subject of your studies when you go back to school in the fall."

"Actually Dad, I was thinking about that.  I enjoy learning about electronics, but as a rancher it wouldn't be of much use to me.  I think I'd like to take some time to think about where and what I want to study though.  However, I think it's too late to enroll anywhere else for September, after all it is July already.  Maybe I should take a year and work around the ranch?"

"Well, we thought about that and decided we'd rather you carried on with some kind of schooling this fall.  So, your mother and I put out some feelers for you.  One possibility is a four-month long animal husbandry course that's available at the Agriculture College at Olds and begins in midwinter.  Wil is going back to Olds for the full year, so you could probably room with him for a few months."

"Yeah," I sighed.  "Well, we'll have to see about that.  Right now I think a lot depends on what happens in the next while."

"Oh, you're thinking about tomorrow again and the way Wil is acting, aren't you?"

"I can't help it, Dad.  I think there's something weird going on between Wil and Corinna, something that he isn't talking about, but I don't know what it is."

"Oh, didn't anyone explain that to you?  Corinna phoned here and talked to Wil the other night.  She got so abusive on the phone that he hung up on her.  The next morning we heard about her jumping from the church steeple.  So, I think Wil feels that he might have been to blame for her feeling suicidal," Dad simply stared at me.  "I thought sure your mother or Wil would have told you about that call."

I just shook my head.  "No one said a word to me about that."

"Oh, I am sorry.  Someone should have said something."

I just nodded, but at the same time I was thinking about the way Corinna had acted before and how Wil was acting now.  Suddenly I made sense of things that I hadn't understood previously and I felt a lot more sympathetic toward Wil's feelings and actions.

I suppose it seemed to Dad that I drifted off and wasn't paying any attention to him and in a way he was right.  He cleared his throat after a moment and broke into my deep thoughts about Corinna and Wil.

"Going back to a previous subject, there is one thing about my talk with Toby that I don't think came out exactly clearly when I spoke to you and Beth," Dad said slowly.

"Oh, what's that?" I suppose I frowned.

"Well, don't get worried.  It's nothing bad," he smiled as he held his hand up as if to wave off any further comment from me.  "You see, effectively Toby is passing control of the lease into our hands, meaning that Tom and his family as well as the five of us will each have a say in administering and maintaining that end of the business."

"You mean he's giving the lease away?"

"Oh no," Dad chuckled.  "Toby is a little smarter than that, so he's not making a gift of it.  That would let the government slap a huge gift tax against the whole deal.  He's been planning this for a long time and I think he saw a lot of things coming that have happened in the last ten years.  At that last meeting, over eight years ago, when everyone involved in the former lease setup signed, he had Tom and Alice as well as your mother and I sign an extra form.  In effect, that gave all of us the burden of maintenance and repair of the fencing and other details to do with the lease."

"Yeah, I knew that," I frowned, wondering what he was talking about.

"Well, we never thought about payment other than the use we got out of the lease for running a few head of stock on that area or the hay we harvested for our own use.  It seemed to us that we were getting a good deal even at that," Dad grinned.  "Toby and his lawyer used that agreement somewhat differently.  What they did was to give us all a back payment of wages and interest as shares in a limited company.  So in effect they made it look on paper as if we've been earning shares in the company that holds the lower lease.  What he's done now effectively gives us a lump sum payment of the debt that he supposedly owes all of us for work we've done previously."

"Well, we owe income tax on that then, don't we?" I frowned.

"Yeah, we do, but right now, on paper, the limited company isn't worth much.  When you work it out, it's a lot less than the gift tax or inheritance tax for the same sort of control would be," Dad chuckled.  "Besides which, if you think about number of years when we've thought we were in the hole because the farm got hit by hail or drought, we hardly owe anything at all."

"So what you're saying is that Grampa Bender has given the nine of us a share of the lease?"

"Yes, actually he has.  Between the two families, we now have about two thirds of the shares of the limited company that handles the lease, but it still leaves our individual farms completely separate.  The section that the cabin is built on is the actual key to the lease and it's still Toby's.  So, he still retains ownership of a third of the company and the upper valley is still kept separate from the family lease.  Effectively he's split the control of the lower lease and tied it to the three properties that the group owns as three individual families, but that upper lease is separate, at least for now."

"What do you mean, 'for now'?"

"Well, his will makes a gift of that upper ranch and the shares of the company that it controls to Beth and you."

"But what about Wil and Tom and Jasmine, as well as everyone else?  Isn't that unfair to them?"

"Now think about that for a minute," Dad laughed.  "Those of us living down here control over sixty percent of the lease.  What he's done is to literally tie the amount of control to the actual area that the sections of the lease covers.  Between all of us we still control a huge area and even you have to admit that the upper ranch is a lot less usable than the lower one.  In that way it's almost unfair to you and Beth.  Eventually, when my generation retires or dies, you five might want to renegotiate things, but until then it looks to me as if the deal is darn solid and very fair."

Dad and I talked for a while longer, but half of my mind was mulling over all the new facts about the ranch as well as trying to deal with the facts about Wil and Corinna.  I think Dad realized that my attention was divided, because not long after he'd mentioned the will and its conditions, he encouraged me to go home and do my chores.

When we got back to the house, Beth had several bags and boxes packed up to take up to the cabin.  In fact she even had a small dresser that she wanted to take along.  We did manage to get everything into the car, but only by taking out the lower cushion of the back seat.  Of course Dad and I both teased Beth about it as we fought that darn dresser into the back seat of the car, then packed all the bags and boxes around it.  For once our teasing didn't bother her at all.

Of course on top of everything else she wanted to take along her saddle, bridles and halters for her new horses.  Dad and I just shook our heads in the end and let her have her way.  The car was loaded, in fact we ended up with a box on the front seat between us.

As we drove out of the yard Beth was chattering like a chipmunk, but I'd dropped back to thinking about all the changes that were going on around me and how they might affect us.  After we'd gone only a mile or so, Beth stopped talking for a few minutes, then reached across and poked me in the arm.

"Hey, Partner, what's going on that's making you so serious and thoughtful?  Corinna's problems, or what?"

"Oh, partly that," I sighed.  "Corinna and Wil to start with.  Then there's the new deal about the lease and of course there's Grampa Bender's will."

"Can I offer an opinion?"

"Well, of course," I glanced at her in surprise.  "I was hoping you would.  You might see something that I've missed."

"Well, to start with you aren't responsible for anything to do with Wil or Corinna, so you can't do anything other than to offer your support.  There's not one darn thing you can do other than that.  That's all any of us can do," she said vehemently.  "So quit worrying about that right off the bat, okay?"

"Yes, Boss," I had to say just to tease her a bit.  "I'll do my best try to put that worry to rest."

"Good!" she said firmly, then in the edge of my peripheral vision I noticed her turn to look at me.  "I don't really understand much about Grampa Bender's will and about the deal with us up at the ranch, so I can't say much about that yet."

"Well, basically he set up a limited company for the lease and gave two thirds of the shares to all of us who stayed on the farm for the work we've done on it in the past.  Then in the long run, his will leaves the upper ranch to you and me.  Well, the control of that section anyway, that's because we're in line to inherit the section of land that actually governs the lease," I said slowly.  "At least that's the simple explanation."

"Holy crap," she sounded surprised.

"Yeah, that's what we get for being 'throwbacks' who love horses," I grinned at her.

"Ugh, me cave girl and like it," she giggled.

"Oh come now," I laughed.  "Isn't that going a bit far?"

"Who cares?" she was still giggling.

"Of course right now, you and I are just working for Grampa Bender.  He still owns the land the cabin sits on and we're only helping him out while he's in the hospital."

"Yeah, but what improvements we make on the place will be there for our eventual benefit.  That means a lot to me."

"Me too, I guess," Then I sighed.  "Another problem that's bugging me is trying to decide exactly what I want to do in my own life.  If I'm going to be a rancher, there isn't much sense in my being trained as an electronic technician, is there?  Dad was mentioning a course or two at the Ag.  School that deals with animal husbandry.  I was thinking of taking that instead."

"Yeah, well I've been thinking about you doing that too, but what happens if Grampa Bender lives another twenty years?" she snorted.  "Wouldn't it make more sense to have something else to fall back on besides the possibility of being a rancher one day?  If Grampa Bender is still alive when I graduate from high school, I'm certainly going to get some training.  Besides, you've already got a scholarship for that electronics course and you've bought your books for this year and everything.  On top of that, don't you want to be in Calgary this winter?  Carissa is going to be studying there too and you two might even be able to live together."

"Oh, I'm sure our folks would just love Carissa and I living together in Calgary," I snorted.

"What's different about living together there compared to what you've been doing here?" she laughed.  "The two of you have just blown me away.  I would have thought Mom and Dad would have said something about it, but they haven't said anything that I know of.  I guess Corinna and Wil had them so wound up they didn't realize what you two were up to until it was too late to say anything much."

"Well to be honest, Carissa was the one who made the decision to move in with me."

"Oh sure.  I'll bet you put up a huge argument about her hopping into your bed," Beth laughed.

"Well, not exactly," I admitted with a chuckle.  "Still, she didn't really give me much chance to argue."

"No, I'll bet she didn't.  She's got you wrapped around her pinky finger so tight you're starting to look like a mood ring," she giggled, then she paused for a second and seemed to shift gears "When you're in Edmonton, why don't you ask her and her folks what they think about your education this fall?"

"I sort of planned on that," I grinned at her.

"Do it right and her folks just might be the ones to suggest you guys live together in Calgary," she giggled again.  "They might think of it as way to make the two of you come to your senses."

"What?"

"Hey, let's face it, the two of you are both taking crash courses, Carissa for nursing and you for electronics.  That's going to load both of you with lots of outside pressures.  If you can live together through that it'll be a good test for life after school."

"Hmm, you're right you know," I glanced at her and grinned.  "The thing you seem to forget is that we've already spent years of school together.  I think we already know what to expect the other one to be like under pressure."

I might have said more, but just then we crested a knoll in the road and I could see Mark's bright yellow Jeep pulled off the road ahead of us.

"Who's that?" Beth asked.

"I imagine that's Mark, the surveyor for Hydro."

I explained the fact that he'd been out earlier in the week, then I saw him near the road, so I pulled to a stop and leaned out my window to talk to him.

"Hiya, Mark.  I sure didn't expect you back here this soon."

"Hi, Chris," he grinned at me.  "Your Dad cleared the idea with my bosses earlier today and you'd mentioned that you'd like the phone in soon.  Since the phone company tries to stick their lines in close to ours, I'm doing our layout and they'll be up here tomorrow, marking their line for their poles, probably on the other side of the road we'll be building.  In fact I think we'll have a crew roughing in the road in a couple of days and both our crew and the phone crew will be setting poles by next week.  Heck, I and my rodman are even working overtime in order to speed things along."

"Holy crow," I just stared at him.  "What brought on the huge rush?"

"Well, we've had a huge holdup at that darn coulee, just trying to figure out how to get across the blinkin' thing.  Your neighbour, Mr. Dumfries, is getting impatient with us about getting his power in.  So, my boss has it worked out that we can darn near meet the original time estimate if we slap the poles in on this lease instead of up and down that damn coulee.  I think we can do it too, but only if we use two full rigs and work from both ends."

"Well unfortunately, I'm heading for Edmonton tomorrow and I'm not sure how long I'll be gone.  Since I won't be around for a few days, if you need anything special, you'll have to clear it with Dad," I told him.  "This is my sister Beth, she will be at the cabin if you need anything up at this end."

After Mark said 'Hi' to her, his rodman called him, so Beth and I let him go and drove the rest of the way home.

The first thing we did after we got to the cabin was to look after the farm animals, then we fed the dogs.  Of course Beth fell in love with the puppy, even if she couldn't get close to him.  Following that, we unloaded the car and set up the back porch as her bedroom.  Finally, I packed a small bag to take with me, while she made up her bed.  Then we had a cup of tea out on the front porch.  As we sat there talking and drinking our tea, we decided that we were both tuckered out, so we headed off to bed.

That night my mind seemed to oscillate between the subject of Wil's mood and worries about Corinna's operation.  Of course, I also took a few side tracks into worries about my education and the responsibility of operating the ranch.  I know I still didn't get much sleep, but at least I think I got more rest than I had managed to get the night before.

The next morning Beth woke bright and early, but she had to shake me to get me going.  After that it seemed that everything we did took two or three times as long as I had expected it to take.  It wasn't showing Beth around that held me up, it was a series of unusual circumstances that cropped up as we were doing regular chores that slowed us down.

For instance, the sow chose that morning to farrow, so we had to get her some fresh bedding and stand by until she was done, just in case anything went wrong.  Then we found a broody hen in the chicken coop and we both thought that a few more chickens would be a good idea.  That meant we had to set up a special nest for her with a dozen eggs.  Of course the stallion and the mare took it into their heads to make whoopee that morning.  By the time we'd cared for everything, then I'd cleaned up, it was lunch time.  That meant it was after one by the time I got down to the farm to pick up Wil.

Wil chewed me out for being late, then he plopped into the passenger's seat and stared off into space.  Actually, he sat there like a log, totally silent during the three and a half hour trip.  Of course since he was being such a lame duck, I drove straight through, not even stopping for a coffee, gas or anything else.  To top matters off, we hit the start of rush hour traffic as soon as we got to the outskirts of Edmonton.  Thankfully, Mom had found out exactly how to get to the motel that John Coulter had booked for us and I'd written down the route so I was certain what streets to use to drive to the place.

They must have been watching for us to arrive.  I'd barely pulled into the parking lot and was heading back to open the trunk to get out our bags when John Coulter and Carissa suddenly appeared to greet us.  The greeting I got from Carissa almost embarrassed me because she wound herself around me so tightly.  She didn't care who saw her, not even her father.  When I was able to come up for air, John was standing next to Wil, talking to him quietly.  I let out a deep sigh at that sight.

"What was the sigh for?" Carissa whispered as she stared into my eyes.

"Well first, I'm holding you again and second, Wil is talking.  I don't think he's said a dozen words since we left home," I whispered back.

Only a few seconds later John turned to me and smiled as he held out his hand.  "Hello Chris.  I was just telling Wil that I'm glad you both came when you did.  The surgeon just called a few moments ago and told us that we could go down and see Corinna for a few minutes this evening.  We were hoping you'd get here before we left to see her.  Since they're planning on starting the second operation in the morning, they wanted us to be able to see her this evening."

"Daddy, do you think we could all go?" Carissa asked.  "I'm sure Wil would like to see her and I think Chris would too."

"I think that was the general idea, wasn't it?" John smiled.

"It's not so important for me as it is for Wil," I sighed deeply.  "I'll be honest.  I'm so tired that I might just fall asleep on you.  First of all I didn't sleep very well last night, or the night before.  Then there was a series of problems at the ranch this morning, followed by the drive up here and then the rush hour traffic once we hit town, so I feel totally wiped out.  I'd really like to have a snack and a rest.  I don't want to screw things up for anyone else by being a wet blanket, so maybe I should just check in and stay here."

"I'd sure like to see her if I could," Will said firmly.  "I know she's not going to be awake or aware, but…"

"I know, Wil, I know," John clasped Wil's shoulder tightly.

"We've already handled the check in for you," Carissa said as she handed us each a set of keys.  "This is your key, Chris, and this one is yours, Wil.  You're each in different rooms now, but there's no extra charge for being separate."

I stared at her askance and frowned slightly, then suddenly she was hugging me again.

"Okay, okay.  I admit it.  I got them to change the rooms," Carissa whispered as she rested her head on my shoulder.  "I slept rotten last night and I need a cuddle tonight.  Tomorrow might be rough and I need to relax tonight."

What was I going to say to that?  In fact, I didn't get a chance to say anything.  Instead Carissa demanded the car keys, then spun away to grab my bag out of the back of the car.

"Daddy, we'll come down to the hospital once Chris has eaten something and rested a bit," she snapped as she grabbed my hand.  "I'll stay here with him, so I can show him where we have to go."

I never got a chance to see Mrs. Coulter right then.  Instead Carissa took me straight to the room and ordered me into the shower, asking me what I wanted to eat as she did.  By the time I'd showered and changed, she'd ordered soup and a sandwich and was sitting on the bed, waiting for me.

"I need another hug, Chris," she whispered as I came out of the bathroom, still drying my hair.  "These have to be the worst two days I've ever had in my whole life."

"I'm sorry about that," I said as I sat down on the edge of the bed beside her and wrapped her in my arms.

That's when she broke into tears.  She was still crying when there was a knock on the door and room service arrived.  I wanted to carry on holding her, but she shoved me away to go get my meal.  She insisted that I eat then, even if she was still upset and crying.  Of course she also unloaded, talking through her tears and her sniffles as I tried to eat.  All I could do was listen.

She started describing the flight from the time she'd climbed into the plane and went on from there.  As she talked, I realized that neither she nor her mom could have slept at all on the first night they were there.  First they had sat through the operation, then they had sat and waited for the chance to see Corinna.

Even after John had arrived, he'd had to talk them into going to the motel with him before they'd consider leaving.  In fact they wouldn't leave until after the doctor in charge of Corinna's case had ordered them all to get some rest.  He'd given John some pills to help everyone sleep.  But, Carissa had palmed hers, worried that she wouldn't wake up if she went to sleep and fearful that she wouldn't get back to the hospital in time if something happened to go wrong.  By the time she'd finished telling me about the last couple of days, I'd wolfed down my snack and was again cuddling her.

To get her to relax a bit, I started to tell her about the things that had happened around the ranch since she had left.  I hadn't talked for more than two or three minutes before I realized that she'd fallen asleep in my arms.  Somehow I managed to ease her back onto the bed and lay down at her side, still cuddling her.

I admit it.  I fell asleep holding her and I slept soundly for at least an hour or so.  In fact what woke me up was knocking sound and then the door being opened so John could stick his head inside.

"Oops, sorry to wake you, Chris," he smiled when he saw me looking at him.  "We thought we should check just to be sure you hadn't tried to walk to the hospital and had gotten lost.  Unfortunately it's so late now that I doubt if they will let you two in tonight.  Personally I'm happy that you two fell asleep.  I think you both needed it."

"Was there any change or …" I simply let my voice trail off, not knowing what I was really meaning to say.

"Not a lot, not that we could tell anyway," he sighed as he stepped into the room and pulled the door closed behind him.  "Perhaps her colour was a bit better, after all she did lose a lot of blood.  To be honest, they had the room quite dark and we couldn't see much."

"Oh, that's too bad."

"Actually, I'm not upset about that at all," he shrugged his shoulders.  "With all those bandages on her head, she looks terrible to me.  But, they tell me she's going to be okay and that she's responding well.  I just feel so damn helpless right now."

"If there's anything I can do, just ask," I looked him in the eyes, trying my best to sound and look as sincere as possible.

"I think you already are.  I was really worried about Carissa before you came, but you've already helped her, just by being here," he managed a weak smile.  "However, the hospital may be calling us early in the morning, so we should all try to get some sleep.  Do you need a hand to get Carissa undressed and under the covers?  I could get Wilma to come help you, if you'd like."

I stared at him and then grinned sheepishly.  "You've got to be kidding me, right?"

"About what?" he asked, seemingly quite puzzled.

"Well, you're not going to raise a fuss about us sleeping together.  Actually, it sounds as if you even think it's okay for me to undress her and put her to bed?"

He frowned for a second, then shook his head and smiled at me rather sadly.

"Chris, as long as Carissa wants to be with you, neither Wilma nor I are about to stand in the way.  I've had eighteen years to learn that I don't have much say about things that concern the girls.  If Wilma doesn't object, there's nothing that I can manage to do that will change the girls minds about anything they might want to do.  Besides which, since Carissa is over eighteen if she wants to sleep with you tonight or any other night, she's made it quite plain that it's her business, not ours.  Wilma and I have already talked that one out, quite thoroughly, with both girls."

"That seems a little harsh on their part, doesn't it?" I asked.

"Oh, it's not that bad.  They both agreed to listen to our advice, even if they didn't like it or didn't plan to follow it," then he smiled a real smile.  "Besides, we're lucky.  Wilma and I like both you and your whole family.  As far as Carissa is concerned, I think having you at that party was the best darn thing that ever happened to her.  The two of them might have been screwed up then, but Carissa has really straightened out.  And, even though she's going into a terribly risky operation tomorrow, I think Corinna is actually better off for knowing you and Wil as well.  Now before I make a damn fool of myself, did you want me to have Wilma come down to help you with Carissa, or can you manage in your own?"

"I think I can manage, John," I smiled at him.  "And, thanks for the vote of confidence."

He just waved a hand and stepped out the door.  I heard the lock snap into place as he closed it behind him.  I simply sat and stared after him for a moment, not really believing what he'd just said.  Then I decided it was time to try to get Carissa under the covers.

When I turned toward her, I found that she was still out like a light.  I managed to undress her down to her panties and get her under the covers, even though I had to roll her back and forth to do it.  Then I slipped under the covers with her.  It wasn't long before I fell asleep at her side.

I don't think Carissa moved all night, at least she was in exactly the same position the next morning when I was awakened by the telephone ringing, but that didn't last long.  Even if I hadn't been awakened by the loud ring of the phone, I'm sure I would have awakened when Carissa leapt out of bed to grab it.  I glanced at my watch and couldn't believe my eyes, who would be calling us at five in the morning?  Almost instantly I found myself hoping that there wasn't any drastic change in Corinna's condition and I was suddenly all ears, trying to overhear Carissa's side of the conversation.  I didn't get to hear much though, the conversation was exceptionally short.

"Hello … Oh, hi Mom … Yes, Mom.  Thanks for letting us know, we'll be there," she said in only a few seconds, then she hung up the receiver.

"What's going on?" I demanded.

"The doctor's are going to start the operation in about three hours," she answered, then she realised she was chilly because all she was wearing was a pair of thin panties.  "Who undressed me and helped me into bed?"

"I did," I admitted.  "But, back to Corinna, if they're operating in three hours, what are we going to do until then?"

"Well, they're probably prepping Corinna now, so we probably won't be able to get in to see her immediately, but there is a chance that we might be able to see her before the operation.  We thought we'd go down to the hospital just in case."

"Is she conscious?"

"Oh no, I doubt it, but I'd still like to be there," she walked over to a set of drawers and opened it to pull out a bra and panties.

I stared at her.  "Is this your room or mine?"

"It's our room.  Why?" she smiled.

"Well, I just realized that your Dad had a key to the door last night and your clothes are here.  I just thought …" I paused, not sure what I thought.

"Oh, I made sure Mom and Dad had a key, just in case, and I have one for their room.  None of us has been sleeping well, but if we did fall asleep and anything happened, we wanted to be able to get hold of each other.  Does that bother you?"

"No, not really," I shook my head slowly.  "It's just not what I expected, that's all."

"Can we talk about this later?  I want to grab a quick shower before I get dressed.  We may be at the hospital for quite a while."

"Sure, go ahead.  Do I have time for a shower and a shave as well?"

"We'll take the time," she nodded.  "And I think we'll grab a coffee on the way.  I want to have my shower first though, because I'll need to dry my hair, okay?"

"Yeah.  Go ahead," I sighed.  "Can I use the can once you're in the shower, as long as I don't flush?"

"Yes, you dummy," she snorted, already heading for the bathroom.  "You could probably shave then too.  It might save time, although I really don't think you need to shave, do you?"

I didn't bother to argue.  Instead we both rushed to get cleaned up and ready to go.  It seemed that we were to meet Carissa's parents down at their car because they planned on taking only the one car.  I didn't have a campus pass for my car, so I couldn't have parked near the hospital.  Carissa insisted that we had to stop on the way and grab takeout coffee at a convenience store, but other than that we drove straight to the hospital.

Once we were there, we expected to be forced to wait for word of any happenings, but they had held off on preparing Corinna for the operation, expecting that we'd all like to see her first.  So we went in to see her, two at a time.  Mr. and Mrs. Coulter went in first, then Carissa and I, and finally Wil went in.  Since two people were allowed at a time, Mrs. Coulter went in with him.

When Wil came out, he looked positively grey.  I don't think he had realized how much she had been hurt in her fall or how much she would be bandaged.  Actually even though I had seen her as she was put on the plane back home, I felt a bit unsettled.  Now, her whole head was bandaged, in fact you could only see one eye.  Not only that, but she had tubes and wires attached to her in what seemed to be dozens of places.  I found it quite upsetting and since Wil hadn't seen her after the fall, I can imagine how he felt.  I don't think Carissa was in much better shape than either of us.

Because there were still two hours to wait before the operation was to start, a nurse suggested that we should all go for a walk and get some fresh air.  She assured us that Corinna seemed to be in quite good shape considering her injuries and that absolutely nothing was about to go wrong in the next while.  Carissa, Wil and I decided we wanted to take a break, but Mr. and Mrs. Coulter refused to leave.

I think I've mentioned that I hate hospitals.  That morning, even after we were outside in the bright sunshine, with students and staff streaming past us in the rush of getting on with their lives, I still felt that strange 'heavy' feeling that hospitals always give me.  It seems almost as if I can feel some vestige of the pain and anguish left behind by former patients and there are times when it wears on me quite heavily.

That morning, the feeling settled around me like a shroud.




Chapter 24:

Single Lane - No passing

Two minutes of sitting on a hard bench outside the hospital with Carissa and Wil was about all I could take.  I suppose it wasn't really that bad, but sitting there along with them just seemed to be too darn much like being inside the hospital.  There was that same feeling of hopeful worry tinged with fear emanating from anyone I saw, the same feeling I always felt stifling me like a miasma when I was in any hospital.

It was my stomach growling that gave me an excuse to stand and move.  It made me realize that I was hungry, exceptionally hungry, and I decided I needed to eat before much longer.

"Guys, I'm starving," I announced relatively loudly.  "I haven't eaten anything, but a tiny bowl of soup and a little sandwich since lunch yesterday and my belly thinks my throat's been slit."

"Jeez, Chris.  Can you possibly be any more gross and unfeeling?" Wil grouched at me.  "Corinna is up there in the fucking operating room and you're talking about slit throats.  You can be a total asshole at times!"

At that point, he got to his feet and stomped back into the hospital.  All I could do was stare after him.  I knew I'd screwed up a bit, but at the same time I felt he was overreacting.  I wished I could have taken back the words, but since I couldn't, I didn't know what to do.

"Chris, don't get all upset by what Wil said," Carissa said flatly.  "That wasn't the most brilliant statement you've ever made, but there was no real reason for him to get so pissy about it either.  Neither of you like hospitals, but he's gone a bit overboard about Corinna.  I'm not as worried now as I was yesterday."

"Huh, but today Corinna's being operated on.  Yesterday she was being held in a coma until she became more stable."

"Exactly," Carissa got to her feet.  "I've been around hospitals enough to know the way things work.  Yesterday morning they were still worried about her recovering from her suicide attempt.  They obviously aren't worried now or they wouldn't be putting her through an intensive operation.  They wouldn't even start anything of that sort if they didn't believe that there is a darn good chance that she'll make it.  That's not the way surgeons work."

"But, what if something happens?"

"Oh Cris.  Dr. Wolchuck, the surgeon in charge of her operation is probably the best brain surgeon in Canada at this time.  The staff here has a great reputation and the hospital itself is probably the best equipped in western Canada.  I trust the hospital, the surgeon, the nurses, the staff and everything.  I think she's going to be fine," she stood facing me.  "Now, I see people coming out of that building across the way and they're carrying coffee and doughnuts.  I'll bet there's a cafeteria of some sort in there.  I'm a bit hungry myself, so shall we go find out if we can find somewhere to have breakfast?"

I didn't argue.  In fact I was just a bit stunned at her show of faith in the hospital and it's staff, so I was still digesting her statements.  In fact, as we were entering a door into a cafeteria Carissa had to poke me to make me realize that someone was asking me a question.

"Chris, the gentleman was asking about your casts," she said as I looked at her in surprise.

"Oh, I'm sorry," I turned to look at a tall dark skinned guy who was smiling at me.

"It is I who should apologise, kind sir," he bowed his turban encased head in a quick nod.  "I was asking for to know the where of you obtained those delightful casts that you wear about your hand and also about your leg."

"Uh, in the hospital, back home, in Mountview.  Why?"

"Oh.  It is of a certainty that I have seen the usage of a mouldable plastic cast on the hand before in the certain cases.  Also, I have seen the printed matter on the usage of the resin impregnate glass fibre cast as well.  But, never have I seen them in usage upon the same person and never have I applied either one or the other to a brokened limb either," he shook his head and smiled.  "If it seems strange that I have this large interest, it is to be explained in that I am one person who applies casts to those with brokened limbs here at this hospital.  Is there a chance perhaps that you could tell me of why you are wearing them and how you are finding them to be when in use?"

"Well, we're only here at the cafeteria to eat breakfast, then we have to go back to the hospital since Carissa's sister is being operated on this morning.  I'd be willing to talk to you, but I'm afraid that right now isn't a good time," I was able to understand him, but was having trouble with his accent and his strange syntax.

"I am of the understanding of this completely," he nodded enthusiastically.  "If there be a chance to happen when you would be free, I am of working in room 206 of the main hospital.  My name is Rashid and I am to be there each day of this week and to be at the work from seven in the A.M.  until three in the P.M.  I would greatly appreciate to have you tell me of the experience with these sorts of cast types if you do find the time to come by my work and to tell me.  That would give me the reference of what they are good for the usage of them and so forth.  Perhaps too, I can use the materials of which I have some available to me so as to make the two of the casts you wear to look slightly less used than it is apparent that they do at this now time."

He almost bowed again.  "I will be going the now, but I will be hoping that you will be finding the time to come see me at my working place."

Then, before I could say anything more, he was walking away.  I looked at Carissa and I couldn't help smiling and shaking my head.  She looked almost as confused as I felt.

"All that because of your casts?" she stared after Rashid.

"Yeah, I think he takes his business to heart," I was grinning at that point because of his sheer enthusiasm.

"He's right about one thing, you know.  Those casts are getting to look pretty darn ratty looking," she looked quite serious.  "On top of that, once they have started the operation, it would give you and me something to do in order to take a break."

"I thought you'd want to be there, just in case," I edged us over into the lineup toward the serving area.

"Unh uh, not really.  Not for the hours that brain surgery takes," she sighed.  "Being patient and sitting around, doing absolutely nothing but worry is not my cup of tea, and it's certainly not yours."

"No, you're right there," I agreed.

Just then the woman behind the counter turned to me and asked what I wanted to eat.  The service was so quick then that I had to break off talking with Carissa until we were out of the lineup and I'd paid for our breakfasts.  We wandered to the far side of the room and found a small table near a window where we unloaded our trays.  I was surprised to see that both of us were as hungry as we were.  Once all of our food and drinks were on the little table it was relatively full, but that didn't last long.  In fact for the next while we were paying so much attention to our food that we hardly spoke.  It wasn't until we were finished eating and were drinking our coffee that we began to talk again.

We did decide that if all of us were sitting around waiting, and if the two of us started to feel that we were having problems with being overly bored, we'd go see Rashid.  But in all honesty, we felt it might be better if we waited to do that another time or even another day.

I also told Carissa about Grampa Bender's will and the changes he'd made in the lease, asking her opinion on what I should do about my education.  I even told her about Dad and Beth's opinion and about Dad's idea that I should talk to her parents.

I thought at first she'd gone off on a tangent when she asked.  "Does Wil know about both the lease and the will?"

"I guess so, why?"

"Well, I guess I was thinking about his mood and thinking that as the oldest son he might feel slighted in some way.  I mean your Grampa is giving you and Beth the upper ranch and all he's getting is the same shares you both are getting in the lease."

"But he'll end up having the home place after Mom and Dad retire.  He's going to be farming more arable land than we will.  Besides Beth and I have to share the upper area between us and it's the smaller and less productive portion.  The upper ranch is really only good for grazing land for almost all of the acreage.  Actually the most valuable part of it is the water rights and then only for the lower section of the lease.  You know what it's like, you've seen it."

"Oh, I understand what you mean, but I wonder if he sees it the same way?  What do Tom and Jasmine think of all this?"

"I haven't had a chance to ask them.  Actually I brought up the subject when we were driving up here yesterday, but Wil wouldn't talk to me about it at all.  In fact since Corinna got hurt, he's hardly talked to anyone."

"I wonder if he's upset that we didn't take him along when we rushed to Charlie Engels' so I could fly up here with Corinna and Mom?"

"I don't think so.  He seemed to understand that when I talked to him about it afterward.  I think he's more upset about the way he hung up on Corinna the night before she hurt herself.  I think he's blaming himself for the way she acted."

"I didn't hear anything about that.  What happened?"

"Oh, I thought you knew about that, but then come to think of it, I didn't at first.  I heard the story from Dad, but according to him, Corinna called Wil and started to rant and rave about things.  When it got too hot and heavy, Wil lost his cool and hung up the phone.  Then the next day he heard about her jumping from the steeple and trying to kill herself.  I think he blames himself for the whole thing."

"Oh my!  The poor guy is simply overloaded with all this stuff going on.  The guy comes home from school and finds his brother is hurt, then he and his brother get involved with twins, next his grandfather almost dies and if that wasn't enough he and his new girlfriend have a fight, then she tries to kill herself.  Poor Wil must feel like he's in the center of an emotional tornado," she paused for a second, then looked at me and frowned.  "In fact since you're involved in even more crud than he is, I'm wondering how the heck you're managing to stay so calm and cool with all this crap going on in your life."

"Well, I could ask the same of you," I managed a weak smile.  "We've sort of tied our lives together as a couple in the last little while, so what affects me also bothers you and vice versa."

"It's not the same," she shook her head.  "I mean I'm deeply involved in my family's stuff, but not as deeply in your family's stuff as you are, if you know what I mean?  You and Wil have so much other crap going on and then my family is leaning on you for support, even Wil is depending on you for that matter.  Don't forget, I was there at the school when those pictures came out and when we found Grampa Bender.  I know what you did and how you reacted, so I know how you handle things."

"Yeah, I guess," I sighed.  "It's just that I've been leaning on you to help me hang onto my sanity.  You've been my rock that I can hold onto and I've sort of let the tide of happenings flow around me."

"Well, I'm proud and happy that I could help," her eyes seemed to fill with tears.  "But, I really didn't think I was doing that much."

"Believe me, you were," I reached out and took both of her hands in mine and held them gently.  "Thank you."

"Well, I've been leaning on you too," she was trying to laugh and cry at the same time.  "So I guess we're about equal.  Although from my side it's looked to me like you were the rock and I was the one who was holding on."

"Well, whatever.  Anyway, this place is getting busy," I said as I glanced around.  "Maybe we should head back to the hospital?"

"I guess, but let's take our time," she sighed as she stood up.  "I can't see the operation being over until late this afternoon or even early this evening."

So we stood up and cleared our table, returning the serving trays and dirty dishes, then working our way outside.

"I've be considering things and I think you should continue with that electronics course, Chris," Carissa said as she grasped my hand and smiled up at me when we were outside again.  "On top of that, I rather like Beth's idea that we should stay together.  However, I think we might have a tough job convincing my folks of the idea that we should live in the same apartment.  I really believe that might be a very tough sale."

"But, what difference is there in that from what we're doing at the ranch?"

"At the ranch, we're rather isolated," she chuckled.  "In the city everyone could see that we were living in sin."

"Oh, for cripes sake."

"Hey, this is Bible Belt, Alberta, home of Mr. and Mrs. Conservative who go to the local Evangelical Christian Church and consider their interpretation of the Bible to be the one and only truth in the whole world."

"Aww, come on.  Your Mom and Dad aren't conservative."

"No, they certainly aren't, but they run a business in a conservative town," she sighed.  "Now come on, let's get back and see how things are doing in the hospital."

I really wasn't looking forward to spending the whole day in the hospital, so I'll freely admit I was very slow walking back inside.  When we got back to the waiting room, we found Mr. and Mrs. Coulter and Will, all sitting there quietly, but impatiently.  Corinna hadn't even gone into the operating theatre yet, so they were starting to feel that they should have gone to the cafeteria and eaten with us.

On the way back we'd noticed that there was a cafeteria of sorts in the hospital itself, so John asked a nurse how long it would be before the operation would start.  When he found that it was still at least a half hour away, he and Wil went downstairs to see if they could get coffee and something for snacks.  Mrs. Coulter refused to go, so Carissa and I sat with her and waited.  Actually the guys were back and had brought coffee for everyone long before Corinna was wheeled into the operating room.

Just a few minutes before she was taken in, Dr. Wolchuck, the surgeon in charge of the operation, came out to meet all of us.  He was a tall man, very clean cut and quite friendly, but he gave me the impression of someone who could be quite curt and businesslike if he wanted to cut people off.  He spent a few minutes reassuring us, speaking mostly to Mr. and Mrs. Coulter, then he excused himself.

In a way I felt let down for some reason, but I couldn't explain why.  I suppose I had expected the doctor to explain things a bit more than he had.  However, I don't think there was much that he was willing to say at that point.  After all, I had to admit to myself that even he didn't really know much about what he was going to be facing right then, not until he actually had begun surgery.

Once the operation started, I grew bored with all the waiting and so did Carissa and Wil.  I think John and Wilma were bored as well, but they were so worried about the operation, that they refused to do anything, but wait as patiently as possible.

To try to break up the monotony, I told everyone about Grampa Bender's will and about his creation of a limited company to handle the lease.  Then I asked everyone about their opinions on my education.  To my surprise, every one of them felt I should carry on with my electronics training.

I'd been a bit worried about Wil, but it turned out that he hadn't been upset with Grampa Bender or with Beth and me.  In fact he thought it was a good deal all around.  On top of that, after Corinna had gone into the operation, it seemed as if he had resigned himself to putting his faith in the surgeons and to some extent he had come out of the depression he'd been suffering.  At least he began to talk and react a little more normally as he spoke with the rest of us.

Wil's opinion about the animal husbandry course that Olds Ag.  School offered was that it was good, but that I could attend it at any time.  He was strongly in favour of my going to Calgary and enrolling in SAIT to take their electronics course.

John and Wilma agreed with Wil, but they did argue with Carissa about the idea that the two of us should live together in Calgary.  It seemed that they could handle Carissa staying with me on the ranch, but the idea of the two of us living together in the city bothered them.  Their argument was that they felt it would cause us to lose focus on our studies.  Carissa argued right back that because we were staying with each other at the cabin, we were already over the worst of that sort of thing.  I had to laugh at Mrs. Coulter's reaction to that statement.

"Well, I should hope you aren't!" she said loudly.  "My goodness, Carissa, is your sex drive that weak?"

Just the fact that she'd say something like that embarrassed both Carissa and me, but at the same time we had to laugh, even as we were denying the idea.

That was about the only real laugh we had all day.

The operation started just after eight in the morning and lasted until late in the afternoon.  We all tried to keep each other from being bored and we all went for short breaks, but none of us was ever gone from the waiting room for more that a half hour or so.  Finally, at shortly after five, a doctor came to tell us that Corinna was out of the operating room and was being moved to ICU for the night.

At that point he told us that in a few moments Dr. Wolchuck would like to talk about the operation with the immediate family members, but he needed to clean up and change first.  At that point he also said that none of us were to worry, they thought Corinna had pulled through the operation well and that she would definitely recover.

All of us had questions, but the doctor who had come to see us refused to answer them, telling us that Dr. Wolchuck should do that.  In order to see him, we had to wait almost an hour more, so it was after six when the five of us filed into Dr. Wolchuck's office and found seats.  He looked wiped out.

"Good evening," he sighed heavily.  "First off, I should say that Corinna came through this operation with flying colours and barring any unforseen developments, she should recover completely.  However, there may be some minor personality changes."

"Oh," Mrs. Coulter gasped softly and I saw John grasp her hand in support.

"Wait," Dr. Wolchuck held up a hand as if to stop any more protests.  "Considering the amount of pressure that the growth was placing on her brain, she must have suffered from terrible headaches.  That would have made her extremely irritable at times and I can see that by removing that growth, that pressure will be relieved.  The headaches should diminish and so should the irritability."

He paused and looked down at his desk as if he was consulting his notes.

"Now, I think you all know that we suspected a cancerous tumour, but that supposition was incorrect.  In fact, what we just dealt with was not a tumour as such.  The growth we dealt with inside that young lady's skull was something far more rare than that," he looked up at Mr. and Mrs. Coulter.  "I understand your daughter was one of a pair of twins?"

"Yes, Corinna and Carissa are twin sisters," John answered, gesturing at Carissa.  "Does that have something to do with the operation?"

"Yes, it does," The doctor said firmly.  "At one point in their prenatal development, your wife was carrying triplets, not twins."

"What?" Mrs. Coulter sat up very straight and stared at the surgeon in surprise.  "After all this time, how could you know that?"

"Wait, please.  You are going to have to be very patient with me.  This was an extremely rare situation and I am still absorbing all of the implications myself," he sighed.

"Take your time doctor," John said softly.  "We'll do our best to be patient."

"Thank you," Dr. Wolchuck smiled tiredly.  "I'm going to have to do some research into occurrences, but this is truly a case of a multiple birth gone wrong.  What will sometimes happen in a multiple birth is that one of the fetuses will cease developing.  When that happens, one of two things normally will occur.  Either both fetuses die and are aborted, or the second fetus continues to develop and is born normally.  In that case a 'fetus papyraceus' or 'fetus compressus' develops within the womb along with the second fetus.  Just one second and I'll read the description from one of my medical texts."

He picked up an open book that was laying face down on the table and turned it over.  "Here it is, and I quote: 'Fetus papyraceus or fetus compressus is a mummified, compressed fetus occurring in association with a viable twin.  The fetus undergoes flattening, necrosis and atrophy.  It is a rare condition occurring in both monochorionic and dichorionic multiple gestations.' The article goes on to describe more, but that would be of little interest to you since it's almost all in medical terms."

He set the book down and looked up at us again.  "However in this case we had an even rarer situation, the second fetus absorbed the partially developed, but now static fetus and carried on developing, right along with the third fetus in the womb.  But, the reabsorption was incomplete.  The unfortunate thing about this is the fact that the skull formed around the 'fetus papyraceus.' I would have expected that to be totally impossible because of the time frame of the situation and the physical constrictions of that development.  Unfortunately, that is the situation we were faced with when we began the actual operation."

"So, you removed all of it?" Carissa asked.

"Yes, we did.  Luckily, the papyraceus object was external to the actual brain itself, lying right against the skull structure," The surgeon nodded.  "Are you the twin?"

"Yes, I am," Carissa said tentatively

"Well, I have a request of you and your parents as well as of your sister," Dr. Wolchuck smiled at her.  "Since the odds of this happening are so rare, we would like to ask if we could study the papyraceus object that we removed.  As well as that, we would like to have both you and your sister undergo a series of tests and examinations.  The implications of this case might be quite profound."

"I think we need to talk this over amongst the family," John interrupted.  "And I think we need to talk to Corinna about it as well before we give any permissions.  When will we be able to see her?"

"I would imagine you'll all be able to see her tomorrow, but she may be still under sedation at that time.  If you and your wife are willing to be gowned and wear masks, we might be able to arrange for you to see her later this evening.  One or two people would be the absolute limit we could possibly allow in though."

"Well, I think that should be my wife, Wilma, and perhaps you should preserve that papyraceus thing in some way for now," John said firmly.  "Personally, I can't help but think of it as an undeveloped child and I think I need to discuss the matter with my whole family before I give any permissions of any sort."

That statement surprised me and I think it astounded the surgeon.  It didn't seem to change his attitude toward us and he did try to be understanding, but I could tell that he felt differently than John did.  Right then I was still waiting for the other shoe to drop.  Having the doctor tell us that Corinna was going to be okay was fine, but dammit I wasn't satisfied.  Somehow I knew it simply wasn't going to sink in that she was really okay until I saw her myself.  I don't imagine anyone else felt a darn bit different.

Not only that, but the idea that somehow she had carried an 'unfinished' fetus inside her skull for eighteen years simply blew me away.  It was creepy.  It was weird.  Mostly though it felt slightly sickening to me.  I'm not sure why, but the very idea sent shivers down my spine.  For some reason I instantly had thoughts of some stupid horror movie.  Somehow I had thoughts of a second person inside my own skull who suddenly 'came alive' and took over my body.  Talk about the stuff of nightmares; this was it!  Simply for my own sanity, I had to ask about the doctor some questions and get the facts.

I held back slightly as everyone else filed out of the room and looked at the surgeon as respectfully as I could.  When we were alone, he raised his eyebrows and looked at me questioningly.

"Dr. Wolchuck, was that unborn fetus still alive in some way?" I croaked, my voice simply not functioning correctly.

"Oh no," he shook his head.  "The human body would never allow anything of that sort.  What the body does is to try to destroy any foreign body that happens to intrude within itself.  If that proves impossible, it will then attempt to form a shell of sorts around the foreign object; you could say that it surrounds the object with scar tissue, because in reality, that's what it is.  It forms a barrier, which is a simple method of self protection that the body employs.  That, is exactly what happened in this case; the body isolated the object, then it carried on with it's own development.  Something of this sort could exist without a problem in most areas of the soft tissue of the body and cause no problems.  There would simply be a lump of isolated scar tissue resting in place which had no effect on the body itself.  The only difference in this case was the fact that this foreign body was inside the skull and affecting the brain."

"Well then, why did you have to operate on Corinna if she'd had it there with no major trouble for eighteen years?"

"Ahh," he glanced at the door and then back to me.  "In this case the shock of the subject's impact from her fall appears to have caused the foreign body to shift.  Because of that, it created pressures on new portions of the nervous system.  It may well have been causing some problems prior to that time and there might well have been a possibility of far greater problems in the future.  For instance there were several documentations in her files of severe headaches, erratic behaviour and nausea which often struck at inopportune moments, especially during stress.  Now I couldn't say for sure that those were effects caused by the object, but I suspect they might well have been.  Hopefully this operation should relieve much of that."

He paused and I could see the tiredness on his face.

"I'm sorry to hold you up, doctor," I apologised.  "But how would this 'papyraceus' thing cause her to act erratically at times?"

"Oh I understand your question, that might well have been an issue because of its position, it very well might have caused many such things.  The position it was in would have placed pressure on a multitude of neural endings and even minor shifting could have caused behavioural changes," he sighed and glanced at his watch.  "I'll try to explain, but I'm going to have to keep this short because I'm very tired.  There is a lining inside the skull which acts as a cushion to prevent the brain from being injured as we move around.  The cushioning effect is created because that lining is like a sponge which is filled with fluids.  The papyraceus object in this patient's case was partially imbedded in that cushion, so it was never solidly fixed in any constant position.  It might easily have shifted its position slightly at various times.  Even the effects of more or less liquids being absorbed by the patient's body could change the pressures the intruding body exerted. 
The patients moods might well have changed if she drank more or less water during a day, or if she drank any coffee, alcohol, or any other diuretic.  If she drank those, the cushion would be reduced because of dehydration and that would cause a change in the object's pressure on the various neural endings.  In fact it is even possible that strenuous exercise could cause the object to shift and press on a neural cluster causing a drastic change in her mood."

"Just one last question, Doctor; just how big was this thing?"

"Oh, it was a severely flattened semi-spheroid, approximately six centimetres across and little more than two centimetres thick.  We had retained it for further study, simply because of its rarity, however Mr. Coulter appears to have reservations about that for some reason.  Would you happen to have any ideas about that?"

"Not really," I shrugged my shoulders.  "All I can surmise is that somehow he thinks of it as an unborn child."

"Hmm, I suppose that makes sense, but if it had been a single child, it would never have lived.  His wife would have suffered either a spontaneous abortion, or a stillbirth.  I wonder if he understands that?"

"I wouldn't know if he understands that in his heart, Doctor.  I think in his case it may be an emotional reaction and I really don't believe I'm the person to try to explain it to him.  However, thank you for your time and thank you very much for your work."

"Oh, you're welcome and good night," he sighed as I moved toward the door.

"Good night, Doctor."

I found the others, back in the waiting room.

"Where have you been?" Wil demanded instantly, his face screwed into a deep frown.

"I was asking the doctor a few questions," I sighed and flopped into a chair.

"And, what did he say?" Carissa asked sitting down next to me.

So I tried to explain, but first I took the time to tell them that I really wasn't certain that I was getting everything right.  Considering the fact that I'd only spoken to the doctor for a few minutes and really didn't understand all the things I was talking about, I thought I had done a relatively decent job of it.  For me the fact that the object had been dead and had been surrounded by an isolating barrier was all that I wanted to know.  Everything else I had asked about had been unnecessary information, but had simply satisfied minor questions that the doctor's explanation had brought to mind.  Unfortunately everyone had questions that I couldn't answer, so I suggested they might want to ask Dr. Wolchuck anything else themselves.  I did warn them that it might be best to wait until he was much less tired.

After a short discussion about my talk with the doctor, Mr. and Mrs. Coulter set off to talk to the nursing staff, wanting to find out if and when they could see Corinna.  Meanwhile Carissa and I both decided to phone home.  I was going to call Mom and Carissa wanted to call her Uncle Frank.  Both of us thought we should pass on the fact that the operation was complete and that Corinna was recovering.

Mom didn't really have much news for me, other than the fact that everyone was sending their wishes for Corinna to get well soon.  Of course she hinted that everyone missed Wil and me already.  I managed to get him to talk to her for a moment, then just before he hung up, Dad must have asked to talk to him as well.  After a short time, Wil called me back to the phone, explaining that Dad had something to ask me.

It seemed that the hydro and phone companies had both finished their surveys all the way past the ranch and to the previously surveyed section nearer Jason Dumfries' ranch.  As well, George and Bob, George's dad, had gone up to the cabin to measure it and the barn for all the supplies they'd need to run in power.  On top of that Bob had found a used stove and fridge that he felt would do fine for the cabin.  He suggested that we buy them, then he'd service them before taking them up and installing them at the cabin.  I felt that it would be best for Mom to have a look at them and if she felt they were decent, we should get them.

After Dad and I said goodnight, we all went looking for Carissa's parents.

It turned out that the nursing staff weren't nearly as adamant as Dr. Wolchuck about family visitors being in Corinna's room with her.  In fact we all got in to see her for a few moments, even if we had to go in one at a time.  We all had to wear a surgical mask and slip a paper gown over the top of our street clothes.  On top of that, each of us was escorted in by a nurse and each person was only allowed to stay in the room with her for a few moments.

When it was my turn to go in, I was really surprised at how she looked.  Even to my untrained eye she seemed to look better than she had the night before.  Somehow she looked more peaceful, almost relaxed and resting easier.  Perhaps part of the reason for that appearance was the fact that both of her eyes were uncovered now.  Although her nose and both cheeks were bandaged, it seemed she had far fewer bandages around her head.  To be honest, there might have been even more tubes and wires than the night before.  I didn't even notice those.  I was more interested in the relaxed look on her face.

I wasn't sure about the others, but while I was there, I reached out to hold her hand and talked to her quietly for a few seconds.  I didn't know what the nurse who had come into the room with each of us thought of that, but I wanted to do it just in case Corinna could hear me.  If she could hear me, I wanted her to know we were all there and that we all cared about her.

I found out afterward that it was the right thing to do.  After we had all seen Corinna, the nurse explained that there were times when patients grew restless after the trauma of a major surgery.  Even if they were sedated, it sometimes helped to have a friend or a relative at hand to speak to them calmly and quietly.  Of course when she asked if one or more of us would be willing to stand by through the night, we all volunteered.  In fact we made arrangements that one of us would stand by at all times for the next day or two, at least until Corinna regained consciousness.  With that in mind we put our heads together to work out a schedule for that night.

Actually Mrs. Coulter didn't want to leave the hospital at all that night, but John insisted that she needed to get some sleep.  In the long run, Mrs. Coulter took the first shift, until one in the morning, so Mr. Coulter would take us all back to the motel while she stayed behind.  Then he'd come in at one in the morning and stay until four.  Wil would ride in with him and drive Mrs. Coulter back to the motel, then Wil would leave the keys to the car with Carissa and me.  We would come in at four and let Mr. Coulter drive back to the motel to rest.  Both Wil and Mrs. Coulter wanted to take over at nine or ten, but by then we expected everyone would be up and around.  The nurse did warn us that Corinna would be kept sedated for at least forty-eight hours.  She suggested we might arrange for someone to have an afternoon nap, because she would probably ask us to do the same thing the next night.

I think the first day after Corinna's operation, the five of us were almost too willing to be standing by in case we were needed.  Carissa and I had been at the hospital at four in the morning, but by seven, Wil was there, offering to relieve us.  He hadn't been able to sleep, so he'd left a note for Carissa's parents and had walked the two miles to the hospital.

We did let him take over for an hour then and went to have breakfast, meeting Rashid, the man who worked with casts, just as we were walking out the front door of the hospital, We were heading for the same cafeteria we had eaten at the day before while he was just going to work.  He paused long enough to say good morning and to renew his offer of cleaning my casts, then he hurried away.

As we were eating, Carissa and I discussed the idea and decided that as long as at least two other people were to stay with Corinna, I'd go see Rashid sometime that day.  It turned out that when we went back to the waiting room, Mrs. Coulter was there as well as Wil.  She was quite willing to stay there with Carissa while Wil went to have some breakfast and I went down to see Rashid.

I had a bit of difficulty finding the room where Rashid worked, and when I did I was really surprised at the way he acted.  He was suddenly all business and other than asking me questions about what I had done while wearing the casts and how they had felt while I was working, he said very little.  Most of the time I spent with him that day, I was talking and he was cleaning and wiping the casts or making notes about my experiences.  His attitude surprised me, but when I mentioned it later, Mr. Coulter simply smiled and explained that what I'd noticed was the difference between a private chat and a work related discussion.  On top of that he felt that I might have been dealing with a cultural difference, since Rashid was obviously East-Indian.

Each of us took our turns at standing by and talking to Corinna that day, but as well as that, we all took breaks and saw something of the city.  Since we expected to be involved for at least two full days, we knew we each had to take some time away from the boredom of simply sitting around and trying to be upbeat while we were with Corinna.

In actual fact the hospital kept Corinna sedated for almost sixty hours, but somehow, we managed to have someone at the hospital all through the long wait.  All five of us simply pitched in, even if we had other things we would rather have been doing.  In fact Mr. Coulter had to drive back home the second day to take care of some business.  He had asked Wil to go with him so that they could alternate behind the wheel, so Wil had the chance to go out to the farm and see Mom and Dad.  However, they were back late that night and stepped back into the bedside rotation the next day as if they hadn't gone anywhere.

After Corinna was taken off sedation, the only time one of us wasn't allowed in the room with her was when medical procedures that needed privacy prevented it.  In fact due to the mental state Corinna was in when she did awaken, the hospital asked one of us to be available to sit with her at any time.  Somehow it had managed to slip my mind that she had originally been rushed to Edmonton because she'd attempted to commit suicide.  Luckily both Wil and Mrs. Coulter were there in the room with Corinna when she first opened her eyes and found herself in the hospital.  By the time Carissa and I came in to see her, Corinna had calmed down and was acting somewhat closer to normal.  The hospital staff warned us then that she would be on medications for some time and that she would be staying in the hospital for up to a month.  After that, because she had attempted suicide, the law required that she be transferred to a facility where she could undergo a psychiatric evaluation before
she'd be allowed to return home

Once Corinna seemed to be settled into a more stable temperament, we all sat down and had a discussion about who was going to stay in Edmonton to be with her.  Both Mr. and Mrs. Coulter were heavily involved in the business back home.  Wil really felt he wanted to be there, but he also had farming problems on his mind and didn't want to leave everything to Mom and Dad.  I knew I should be back at the ranch because I felt Beth shouldn't be left alone there.  The only person who was really free to stay all the time was Carissa and I knew that although I'd miss her, I had to go along with that fact.

In the long-run Carissa stayed in Edmonton, but moved to a less expensive motel that had a two-bedroom suite with kitchen facilities.  For three days each week and on weekends, Mrs. Coulter stayed in Edmonton.  Mr. Coulter headed home for three days, swapped with his wife for two, and they had weekends to spend together in Edmonton.  When all the arrangements were made Mr. Coulter asked me if I'd mind taking the time to drive Carissa's Jeep up to Edmonton when I drove home in my car.  That meant she'd be able to get to the hospital much easier.  Wil bought an old beater pickup while he was in Edmonton and we headed home, but planned our lives so we could each come to Edmonton for a day or two each week.  The final arrangement meant there were always at least two people, and often three who were available to spend time with Corinna.




Chapter 25:

Reduce Speed - Construction Zone

Needless to say, the next month was a total wipeout for me.  I was so busy, it felt like I needed a twin to help me keep up to the schedule I was trying to maintain.  By the first week of August of that year a tremendous amount of work had been done on the ranch.

We now had electricity in the house, the barn and the chicken coop.  We had a telephone in the house and had built a tiny office in the barn – it even had an extension line for the phone.  Beth and I had done a tremendous amount of work on the fencing further along the creek to keep the cattle from breaking down the creek banks.  We'd also started fencing off the swampy lowland area of the valley from the drier grazing land.  On top of that we had all the buildings and the garden in tip top shape.  Wil, Tom, George, Beth and I had also cut, raked and baled the hay from more than five hundred acres on the dry areas and nearly two hundred acres of the lowland portion of Mile High Ranch.

When it came to animals Beth and I were almost overrun with additions.  The sow had raised eight piglets that we had to wean and feed.  Actually we sold all but two of them as weaners and planned on feeding those two for the summer, then butchering them in the fall.  The broody hen had raised ten chicks from her first batch and Beth had set another hen who raised eight chicks.  Since we were only keeping them for eggs at that time, we decided that was enough for that year.

As well, Beth had bought two more mares and a yearling colt, all of them decent quality Quarter Horse stock.  I traded my Thoroughbred gelding for a Quarter Horse mare who was in foal and I bought a second mare as well.  That meant our horse herd now numbered eight animals and seven of those were mares with at least three of them in foal.

On one trip to the hospital to see Grampa Bender, Dad and I had gotten into a discussion with him about cattle.  Somehow he convinced us that we needed to expand the herd.  We ended up using some of the ranch funds and arranging to buy several head of Polled Shorthorns with the idea of eventually trading off or selling the Herefords that Grampa Bender had been raising previously.  By the time we got those two dozen Shorthorns home, after herding them the twenty miles from the ranch where we'd bought them, Beth had one of her horses as well as the Collie working the cattle like old pros.  Even the young mare I'd ridden did darn well.

Because of the number of trips Wil and I were making to Edmonton, Beth and I had decided to buy the old Jeep we'd borrowed from Frank Dolens.  That meant Wil and I didn't have to be away from home at the same time because he could use my car for the trip; Wil's beater pickup had engine problems and Tom was working on it in his spare time.  Since the Jeep was mostly to be used on the ranch, we used ranch funds to buy it.  Then I taught Beth how to drive a standard transmission vehicle so she could run either the Jeep or the tractor.  She was barely fifteen at the time, but there was no reason she couldn't drive on the trails and rough roads that ran across our private land.

Of course, the stock car was sitting there all this time, needing a driver.  Frank Dolens, Tom and George all gave me a rough time about it every time I saw them, but I refused to drive it in a race while my hand and foot were still in a cast.

We were talking one day and Frank sighed and said; "You know I'm always having someone ask where that stock car I gave you went and I have to go into a long explanation.  It's getting rather tiresome."

"That's like that crazy cop show," George laughed.  "You know the one, 'Car 54, where are you?' You could always tell them the truth, that we're all waiting for Chris's foot to heal."

I looked at Tom and winked.  He grinned at me, then we both turned to Frank.

"Frank, you wanted to put a classy paint job and some ads on the car before we start racing, didn't you?" I asked.  "My casts come off in two weeks, so this might be the time to do it."

"If I'm going to have the car painted, it needs a number.  Have you guys picked one yet, and remember, it has to be a number that isn't in use at Pine Lake?"

"George just did," Tom chuckled.

"He did?"

"Unh huh, he used the number 54," I grinned.  "Put that in big letters on both doors and the roof.  Just in above the number, but in smaller letters, paint in the word 'Car' and below the number paint the word 'Where' and the capital letters 'R' and 'U.'  That ought to make it all clear to folks that we're just there for the fun of it.  Since the car and I have never raced before, we don't know if we can even finish one race, but we plan on trying and having fun while we do it."

He stared at me for a minute, then he broke into a laugh.

"Damn, that's a good one," he chuckled after a minute.  "I'll have one of the boys come out with the trailer and get the car next week."

The week that I got my casts off, Corinna was moved to a private facility for mental evaluation and the family couldn't be with her.  That meant Carissa came home.  It was also the McAdam twins' birthday and Beth had been invited to spend the weekend with them.  Frank's crew had the stock car all painted and ready to go that weekend, but heavy rain was forecast.  Thankfully that meant the race at Pine Lake was cancelled for Sunday.  Everything considered, I thought that was wonderful because it meant Carissa and I were home alone.

I don't think we managed to make up for all the loving that we had missed out on during Corinna's convalescence, but we certainly tried.  Of course I did spend part of the weekend showing Carissa all the work we'd done around the ranch.  But, since it rained all day Saturday and most of the day on Sunday, we did spend a lot of our time inside.  For some unknown reason we found that the bedroom was the most comfortable room in the cabin during the rainstorms.

Okay, I'll admit it.  That weekend we were preoccupied with sex.  We made love before breakfast, before tackling the morning chores, before lunch, before doing the evening chores, after eating our evening meal and before going to sleep at night.  By the time Monday morning came we were both slightly tender, but a lot calmer.

The weather had broken by Monday morning and the day dawned bright and clear.  After we'd done the chores and come back to the cabin, we noticed it had a rather pervasive odour.  In Carissa's words, 'It reeked like a cat house on Sunday morning after a busy Saturday night.' So, since Beth hadn't come back yet, we decided to open the doors and windows to air it out.  While it was airing out, we thought it might be an idea if we cleaned up a bit too.  Since that suggested the idea of going for a swim, we made up our minds that we needed to have a picnic.  Carissa made up a picnic lunch, and I wrote a note to leave on the screen door for Beth, telling her that we were taking a few hours off.

At about eleven in the morning we headed for the swimming hole.  After two days of rain the trails were a mess, but since we were driving the Jeep, we made it to the pond just fine and spread a blanket to eat our lunch.  After that we sat and talked as I drowned a worm for while.  At least that's what Carissa claimed I did, because the fish certainly weren't biting.  After an hour or so we did have a swim, then we lay in the sun for a while to dry off and relax.

It was really strange in a way.  We had a thousand things to talk about, but I think we were just as happy simply lying next to one another.  The previous two days we'd spent as much time as possible having sex, but that day we spent most of our time simply touching each other, as well as hugging and kissing at every opportunity.

It was about three in the afternoon when we packed everything up and headed back to the cabin.  We wanted to get most of the chores done early because Mom and Dad wanted us to drop down home to eat with them.  Beth wasn't at the cabin yet, so we did the earlier chores, then had a quick wash, changed our clothes and drove down home.

As we were driving along Carissa commented on all the improvements that had been made to the access road and I told her about the deal with the hydro and phone companies.  She chuckled and shook her head, telling me that everyone else fought with the phone company to get service and argued with hydro about the slowness of their installations.  It seemed that she'd expected it to take a year or more for us to get electricity and a telephone installed, but we'd managed to get both of them in less than a month.  I just grinned and shrugged, telling her to ask Dad what he had done to get them motivated.

When we got to the home farm, Beth and the McAdam twins were sitting on the front steps.  Mom and Dad were out on the porch too.

"Hi everyone," I called as I hopped out of the car.  "What's up?"

"Where have you two been?" Beth jumped up.  "I've been calling the cabin every half hour since before noon."

"Well the way the weather was for the last two days, we felt like getting out of the cabin, so we went down and had a swim.  Why, what was so important?"

"We were trying to get hold of you to let you know that Frank Dolens wants you to race the car at the Pine Lake track tonight at seven.  Tom and George are coming by to pick us girls up in a little while.  Dad was just wondering about driving up to see if you two were okay."

"Oh," I was rather nonplussed.  "What about supper?"

"It's ready to eat right now," Mom laughed.  "We don't know what the big deal is, but we think Frank may have set up some sort of advertising thing or perhaps a special race of some sort.  I take it that this is a complete surprise to you too, isn't it?"

"Yep, but track is going to be a mess after all the rain we had."

"Actually, Wil rode up with Frank earlier today and he says the track is in good condition.  It's a dirt track, but the soil is quite sandy, so it has good drainage.  Besides, Charlie Wells, the owner of the place, said they didn't get that much rain yesterday.  It was a lot worse the day before," Dad explained.  "By the way, if you are going up to drive the car, your mom and I would like to come along."

"Well, what do you think Carissa?" I asked her.

"Oh, come off it," she laughed at me.  "I can see your blood pumping and your adrenaline rising already.  Do you think I'd stand in your way to really race that old wreck?  Let's eat and get going."

Up until she said that, I had been starving hungry.  As soon as I realised I might actually be racing in that old dirt track car, my appetite simply disappeared.  In fact my stomach tried its best to tie itself into a knot.  And that was a real shame, because Mom had cooked fried chicken, new potatoes, fresh peas and corn on the cob from her garden.  Everything we were eating had been grown on the farm and I could hardly taste any of it.  Suddenly my appetite had gone right out the window and along with it went my bravado about being a good driver.  For the first time in my life I was worried about my judgement and about my skill as a driver.

"What's wrong Chris, you're not eating much?" Mom asked.  "Thinking about the race already?"

"In a way," I nodded, trying to think of an excuse.  "I really don't think I should eat too much before driving.  Because of the rain, the track might get a bit chewed up when we're racing and if I get shaken around too much, I'd hate to get sick to my stomach or something, especially in front of a crowd of people."

"I never thought of that.  Is the car that bad on a rough track?" One of the McAdam twins asked.

"Hah, you should have seen him the first time he tried out the car," Carissa laughed.  "He got jarred around so much he was green when he got out of the car."

"I'll tell you what Chris.  I'll pack a few pieces of chicken, some corn on the cob and a few other things so you can have a snack afterward, how's that?" Mom suggested.

I just nodded, taking a last bite of chicken from a drumstick, then drinking the last of my glass of milk and going outside to sit in the fresh air on the front porch.  I'd hardly sat down when Dad came outside and sat down near me.

"Nerves?" he asked.

"Yeah, it's like getting on a new horse in a horse race, wondering if the horse is going buck, wondering if it's going to be fast, wondering if you're going to fall off, that sort of thing," I managed a weak smile.  "It's times like this that even I worry about thinking too much."

"I don't think you're thinking too much, but you might be thinking about the wrong things," he sighed deeply and paused for a second, as if to get his thoughts together.  "I've seen you do things with a car or a truck that I would have thought were completely impossible.  So in the first place, don't worry about your driving ability.  Then too, I've seen Tom and George pour over that car from end to end.  If there was ever anything wrong with it, they've found it and they've fixed it.  So don't worry about that either.  After mechanical things, the next most important parts on that car are the tires.  Frank just put new tires on it from front to back and he said he's taking along four spare tires, already mounted and ready to slap on if you get a flat.  So don't worry about those.  I'm sure you can handle any kind of problem with the track surface because I've seen some of the roads you've driven on.  So the only worry left is the other drivers. 
They're out to win, but so are you."

"Yeah, I know all that, Dad.  It just isn't helping much right now," I shook my head.  "Let's face it.  I've never driven on a real race track with anyone else trying to race against me.  I've seen others do it, but I've never done it myself.  The only thing that's going to help me feel better is to get into that car and try it.  Until then, I'm going to be wound as tight as a 'G' string on a banjo."

Just then I glanced up and Tom pulled into the yard, parking between the Jeep and my car.  Tom and George's car had always looked a lot like mine, both of them were blue with a white top.  The main difference had been in the chrome strips and the details.  They must have been working on the cars though, because now both of them looked almost identical.  In fact both cars looked so good it looked almost like they had been repainted to look identical.

As the two guys hopped out of the car, they had grins on their faces a mile wide.  As I watched them, they both whipped out what looked like cops' hats and put them on their heads.  On the front of each hat was a label, it read 'Car 54' and it was done in gold on the blue hat.  I couldn't help myself.  I broke into laughter at the idea of them wearing those at the race track.

"You ain't seen nothin' yet," Tom laughed.  "Just wait until you see all the stuff Frank has done.  We know you aren't going to be able to drive well tonight, you're going to be laughing too darn much.  He's gone completely frigging overboard."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, to start with, look at our cars," Tom pointed.  "He started out by matching them up as much as possible and he had the stock car painted the same colours.  It's the same blue with a white top, only it has white doors like a cop car and the number is painted on that.  He's even got a rotating red light that goes on the roof of the car for the practise runs before the race.  He wanted to have it there all the time, but the rules prevent that."

"Jeez, what are the cops going to say about all this crap?" I was still chuckling.

"Hey, where do you think he got the hats and the light and stuff?" George hooted loudly.  "The cops helped him find them and some of the local RCMP guys are going to be there tonight, for cripes sake.  They think it's a hoot."

"You're kidding me?"

"Nope, I was talking to one of them last night and he was saying that he'd love to get all the guys to race on the track instead of on the road.  And you know, I've got to agree with him.  Just look at what Ray did to this car," George frowned at me.

"Well that was a little different.  Ray's an idiot and I still think he did that intentionally."

"Yeah, you're right there," Tom agreed with me.  "Say how long will it be before we can go?  Standing around yammering like this is cutting into your practise and hot lap time."

"The ladies are getting ready, Tom," Dad said shortly.  "Don't get your shirt in a knot."

"Sorry, Uncle Willard.  I'm just a bit excited about getting underway."

"I understand, fellas.  I'll go see if I can get them to hurry," Dad said as he went inside.

Dad had only been inside for a moment before everyone came out and we were able to get into the cars to go.  Once we were in the car and on the way, I realized that the butterflies I'd felt in my stomach before were almost gone.  Perhaps it was just that now we were driving toward the track, or else it was the bit of comic relief that the guys had given me, but whatever it was, my confidence was coming back.

If Frank and the guys wanted to go out and have fun, that was fine, I'd join in.  But, if I was entered in a race, then fun or not, I darn well intended to do my very best to win.

Mom, Dad, and Carissa rode with me on the trip to Pine Lake, and I think they must have agreed before getting into the car that the race was a verboten subject.  They talked about the weather, the ranch, the new electrical installation at the ranch and even about the fact that both Carissa and I would be heading to Calgary in less than a month.  They never mentioned cars or racing, not even once.

Of course Carissa was asking a thousand and one questions about what had been going on while she'd been away, so Mom was giving her most of the answers.  Dad was being very quiet and I wasn't very talkative either.  Actually, I was apprehensive because I wasn't exactly sure what was going on, so I was doing a lot of thinking and a certain amount of speculation about what Frank was up to and why it was happening at such short notice.

We were less than a mile from the race track when Tom, who had been driving in front of us, pulled over to the side of the road and George hopped out of the car.  As I pulled up behind them, he came running over to us.  He told me to follow them into the race track and to park beside Tom's car.  Then he put a blue and white banner on my car's radio antenna.  After that he ran back to Tom's car to put one on his too, before he hopped back in the car and they led away again.

"I wonder what that was about?" Dad asked me.

"More of Frank Dolens' shenanigan's I'll bet," I shook my head slowly.  "The more I think about this, the more I think it all has to be some sort of publicity stunt."

"What do you mean?" Mom asked.

"Well, he's painted all the cars to look similar, he's bought cop style hats and who knows what else.  It looks to me like this is some sort of advertising gimmick, but after all he is sponsoring the car, if he can get some advertising out of it he's going to make it worthwhile."

"Well, he is doing a lot for you," Dad chuckled.

"I know, Dad.  I just wish I knew what was going on."

"Well, Uncle Frank does love to surprise people, but we'll all find out soon.  We're almost there now," Carissa offered.

She was right, we were almost there.  As we turned a last corner and could see past the trees that grew heavily in this area, we could see the gate into the race track.  I was surprised when we got there that we were waved right through and then I remembered the banners that George had slipped onto our radio antennas.  Glancing ahead and focussing on the one waving above the roof of their car I could see their banner.  It was blue with a white circle in the center and inside that was the number 54.  I just shook my head and started to chuckle.

"What's so funny?" Carissa asked me.

"Those banners that George stuck on the car antennas have the number 54 on them," I laughed.  "Frank must have arranged that they were our gate passes.  Normally you have to pay at that gate to get into the track."

"Oh, and the guy at the gate just waved us past."

"Unh huh."

Just then we crested one of the knolls on the way to the track and we could see the general parking area.  I was surprised to see that there were whole bunch of cars there.  We still couldn't see the track area itself, but we could see the area where most of the trucks and trailers that hauled the cars were parked.  Off to one side I could see Frank's tow truck as well as the trailer that was used to haul the car.  Parked nose on to it was our stock car and it looked really good.

When we'd gotten the car it had been obviously put together out of bits and pieces of various junked cars because various parts of the car had been different colours.  Now the body was dark blue while the roof and both front doors were white.  Even from a distance you could read the number 54 done in navy blue on that white background.  Actually it did look almost like a cop car, and as we got closer you could see that there was even a red 'cherry dome' sitting on the roof.

I couldn't help breaking into a grin as I drove up and parked next to Tom and George who nosed in beside car 54.  Just as we got stopped, Frank came up to the car and grinned at me.

"Well, what do you think?  How does it look to you?" he waved at the stock car.

"Pretty darn good," I grinned back.  "What's with the 'cherry dome' on the roof?"

"Oh, that's just there for your practise laps, sort of an attention getter" He laughed and waved over a big guy that was standing nearby.  "I think you know this guy.  Constable Davis suggested we put the light on the top."

I did recognise him.  Actually, considering the number of times that I'd seen the RCMP lately with all the close scrapes I'd had with 'Rotten' Ray, his face was quite familiar.

"Hello, how are you doing?" I offered my hand.

"I'm fine," he smiled as we shook hands.  "This evening should be a lot of fun and I'm happy to take part in it."

"Just what is going on?" I looked at him and then at Frank.

"Well, the owner of the track wanted to run an evening race, so my business and a few others have created a challenge race.  We've put up a little cup and a prize for the top three cars in the final race tonight," Frank grinned.  "Constable Davis is here as a representative of the RCMP.  They're backing your car quite fully."

"Actually we'd like to see more of the young people involved in this sort of thing to encourage them to do their racing on sanctioned tracks instead of the streets," Constable Davis said.

"Sounds good to me, but why focus on us?" I asked.

"Oh, come on," he laughed and slapped me on the shoulder.  "How many race car drivers would be willing to paint their car to look like a cop car and race it, even if it is meant to poke fun at the cops?  This is just too good an opportunity to pass up."

"Didn't Tom and George show you their outfits?" Frank asked.  "Yours is on the seat in car 54."

"Well they showed us a couple of hats," I frowned.  "What's all this about an outfit anyway?"

"Well, my boss in Edmonton decided we should unofficially back you.  That's why I'm wearing civies," Constable Davis grinned.  "Your pit crew is going to be dressed in coveralls that are meant to look somewhat like regular patrol officers, but since you'll be wearing a helmet, your coverall looks almost like a motorcycle patrolman."

"What?  I thought we had to wear fire resistant clothing when we were racing?" I stared at him.

"Oh, you are and they are," he grinned.  "The coveralls are all suitable for racing, we just arranged to get them done in special colours."

"You did all that in a couple of weeks?" I asked in astonishment.

He glanced around and his voice dropped lower.  "Well, I wasn't supposed to say anything, but actually they came from Regina.  The coveralls are flame retardant suits worn by the firefighting unit at the training base.  These are actual firefighter's suits, but they've never had any official badges or crests.  Frank had the crests specially made for the suits you'll wear."

I was going to ask about that, but just then an officious looking guy came up.  He told us it was getting late and if we wanted to do any practise laps in before the races, we'd better get moving.  He took a few minutes to go over the flags and general rules with me, since I'd missed the drivers' meeting, then he was off to talk to someone else.

Frank and Constable Davis rushed me over to the stock car, then grabbed some clothing and a helmet off the seat, handing the bundle to me.  They held up a blanket as I shucked off my jeans and slipped into the coverall, then tried on the new helmet and adjusted it to size.  While I was doing that, Tom and George appeared to fill the car's gas tank and check the tire pressures, then they lifted the hood to check the oil and coolant.

That's when Jerry, Frank's son, hopped into the tow truck and pulled it and the trailer away from in front of us.  Now the people who were sitting in the stands on the other side of the race track could look up toward the small knoll above the track and see us.  What they could see were three similarly painted car's parked in a row and I suppose to them it looked like there were three cops and a few other people milling around the one car.

Up until Jerry had moved the trailer I hadn't really been noticing the noise from the cars that were on the track, but now the sound came to me clearly and I could feel my heartbeat pick up.  I can't explain what seemed to happen to me then.  Looking back on that first race, the only way I can describe my actions is to say that I was in a zone of some sort.

I listened as Frank and the constable explained that I was to go down and run around the track for a few laps to try the car out.  Then I was supposed to pull into the area in the middle of the track and wait for my turn to run a few timed hot laps.  Those hot laps would settle where I was to be at the start of the race.  The better time I got, the better position I got for the start.  Since I'd been at the races before, I knew all that, but the procedure was new to me.

I just nodded as I listened, then in what felt like no time at all, I was slipping into the seat and buckling myself in place.  When I started the engine, the car felt good and I felt a strange tightness in my shoulders that disappeared once the engine was running well.  Once it was, I shifted the car into second gear to pull away.

Somehow as I was easing the car along and threading my way through parked cars, trucks and trailers, I could sense the surface the wheels were going over.  This was to be my first race and I was keyed up, but everything felt right.  It was a strange feeling, a sense of elation, along with some impatience, yet there were also feelings of caution and anxiety.  I wanted to be racing, but I wanted to do it safely.

Once I pulled up to the edge of the track, I had to wait for a flagman to signal me onto the track and he leaned in the window, shouting at me.

"You'd best start out on the outside of the track, but drop to the inside as soon as possible," he hollered.  "There's three of the faster cars out there, so keep to the inner edge of the track until you've got your car up to speed.  And for gosh sake remember, you're not racing yet."

After I gave him a thumbs up to let him know that I understood, he backed away from the car and waited until traffic was clear before waving me out.

The first two laps around the track were made in second gear as I watched my gauges come up to running temperature and pressure.  I drove those laps as if I was on the highway with a normal car, then when I started on the next lap I began to play a bit.  The third lap was made at higher speed and I was able to find my line and feel how much gas to feed so that I could do a four-wheel drift through the corners.  As I went into a corner, I'd give it enough gas to break the tires free, then adjust my counter steer to try to hold a smoothly curved line through the whole one hundred and eighty-degree bend.

That was when I felt like I was really learning a bit about the track.  The first thing I realized was that the banking was slightly greater than what we had on our little test track at home.  As well, I felt the difference in the way the surface seemed to be much harder and smoother under the wheels of the car, which made it much easier to establish my four wheel drifts.  I even noticed that 3-4 corner felt a bit tighter than 1-2 corner and that the back straightaway felt slightly shorter than the straight section of track nearest the stands.  If that was true, it meant that 1-2 corner 'opened out' as you drove its length while 3-4 corner 'tightened in' so you had to limit your speed.

On the fourth lap I felt I controlled the car a lot better and made better speed through the corners.  The strange thing was that I felt there was lots of time.  It was almost as if everything around me was moving slightly slower or else my thinking and reaction time had sped up.  I knew I must be travelling fairly fast, but I had lots of time to adjust the steering and accelerator.  In a way it was almost as if I was seeing the whole world pass in slightly slower motion than normal and that took a bit of getting used to.

Since there were four cars circling the track just then, I dropped in behind the guy I thought was the fastest in order to watch what he did and how he drove the track.  I'm not sure just why I did it, but I closed up behind him until my front bumper was about eight or ten feet away from his rear bumper and I hung there, literally letting him pull me around the track.  Even after the first corner I could see his line was going to be slightly higher than I had been using for mine.  As soon as I saw that, I grinned to myself.  Following him into 3-4 corner confirmed my suspicions as he slowed for that corner more than he had for the other.  That was when I reminded myself that we weren't racing yet and decided to drop away from him as if my car was losing its fight for traction on that curve.

Once I'd seen for certain how the other two cars were running, I slowed and pulled into the infield.  Then I steered over to a space where Tom and George were standing in their fake cop uniforms beside a pickup truck painted the same colours as our car.  I'd hardly gotten stopped when they were both trying to jam their heads in the driver's window.

"What's wrong?" Tom shouted before I'd even had a chance to slip off my helmet and get rid of my ear plugs.

"Nothing, but lift the hood like there is," I winked and grinned.  "Those guys on the track now are supposed to be the fast ones and I didn't want to show off our speed and control."

As I got out of the car, I could just make out the announcer overtop of the roar of the cars out on the track.

"Well folks, it looks like our friendly gendarmes have engine trouble of some sort.  They're opening the hood and staring at the engine, so maybe we've already lost one of our hopefuls.  I hope not.  That would upset Gary Wagner, since he was saying before the laps started that he was looking forward to blowing their doors off.  It seems like he may not get the chance," he said.  "Too bad, we were looking forward to some new blood, even if it is mid season."

I had to fight to keep a grin off of my face as I joined the guys and stared down at the hot engine under the lifted hood.

"Guys, in a way, we goofed," I said, speaking quietly to keep others from hearing.

"What do you mean?" George frowned at me.

"Well, we set this thing up for running on our short practise track at home," I smirked at him and then at Tom.  "I think this beast cuts a tighter corner than the other cars out there do."

"Well, that's an advantage, isn't it?" George was frowning now.

"Of course it is.  Only it's a bit tough to hold to a line on the front and back straights.  I think they've got us for speed there, unless I just power through the steering problems," I shrugged.  "Of course, we'll have to see about that in a race.  I wasn't going flat out by any means."

"Okay, so is there anything we can do about that right now?" George said loudly.  "Oh shit.  Here comes a track official."

I turned away from the car just in time to almost knock away the clipboard in the hands of a tall lanky guy who was close behind me.

"You guys got trouble?" he asked.

"Maybe?  Nothing much we can do here though.  We'd need to have it in the shop," Tom answered, frowning at him.  "The car is still race worthy.  It's just going to be a bit slower on the straights than we expected."

"It looked okay to me," the guy shrugged.

"It didn't feel great, its set a bit tight," I sighed as Tom slammed the hood down.  "Maybe it's just the different track.  We've been practising in a wheat field at home."

"Yeah, every track is different.  I'm Jack, by the way.  I run the listing for hot laps and races," The guy nodded, glancing down at his clipboard.  "Unnh, let's see.  I've got you down as car number 54 and you're the seventh car in the hot laps.  If you want to take a few more warm-up laps, no one would mind.  Not since this is a new track for you."

"Well, I dunno what more laps would do," I shrugged my shoulders.  "Oh, I'm Chris, this is Tom and that's George over there, taking that silly flashing light off the roof."

Each of us held out our hands and shook his.

"It's up to you if you want to take a few more laps or not," he shrugged his shoulders as well, then he grinned.  "I should tell you, that guy you were following?  He's one of our fastest cars on the hot laps quite regularly, so you weren't doing that badly when you tucked in behind him.  You were glued to his bumper most of the way around the track."

"Well, everything under the hood looks good enough for now," Tom sighed heavily.  "I think we'll check out the tire pressures and that.  Maybe if we find enough time we might do some adjustments under the rear end though.  Chris felt that either the sway bars or the front camber might be a bit tight and we sure aren't gonna touch the camber right now."

"Well, you are seventh out on the hot laps and we'll be starting them in … about twelve minutes," Jack said, glancing at his watch.  "You've got a half hour, easy.  I could even shove your car back a spot or two if you want."

"Thanks Jack, but we can't do much in that amount of time," Tom announced, then headed for the back of the pickup truck.  "Since this is our first time here, we don't want to rock the boat, or upset any of the other drivers."

"Okay, but I can tell you that it won't bother anyone," Jack rolled his eyes at me.  "I'll be around to warn you when it's time to get on the track for your hot laps."

I just nodded and turned toward Tom as he pulled down the tailgate of the pickup.

"Where did this truck come from?" I frowned.

"Don't you recognise it?" George laughed.  "Its Wil's.  Frank said we needed a support truck, so he offered Wil a free paint job and a tune up if he'd let us use it."

"Jeez, the next thing he's gonna want to do is paint my horses to match this dang car," I shook my head and laughed.

"Hey, why worry, this is fun and it doesn't cost us a penny," George laughed.

I had to agree with him, but as I'd said, I was in a strange space right then.  Everything around me had a slightly off of normal feel, almost as if time wasn't constant.  For instance right then, time seemed to race ahead.  It seemed to take only seconds to jack up the car, spread a tarp on the ground and slide under the rear end of the car with Tom.  Then just a few seconds later, it seemed I was out and beside the car, putting my helmet on and readying myself to do my hot laps.

However, once I was back on the track, those five laps seemed to take forever.  I did take the first lap relatively slowly, but after that I was trying to make time and it felt like the car was logy.  It seemed to accelerate slowly and then it just didn't feel like it had much speed on the top end.  And the corners?  Oh my goodness!  Once I was up to speed on them I was sure I was going to lose that car a couple of times.  The second time through 1-2 corner of the oval, the rear end of the car wanted to walk around and take the lead.  It started to swing wide during my four-wheel drift so I had to ease off the gas slightly, then counter steer to hold it on the track.  I think the car was almost at a forty-five-degree angle to the direction I was moving all the way through that corner.  That did not feel good in one way, yet it felt great in another.  I knew at that point that I was on a knife edge, just short of losing control.

The only lap that felt half decent to me was the second to last one before I was flagged off the track.  On that lap I was able to hold the car close to the line I wanted to use and it felt like I hit my cornering marks right on the money.  I had the car just barely under control all the way around the track, but I wondered if I had eased off on the gas a bit too much on that tight corner.  Maybe I wasn't going as fast as I needed to place well, but it was certainly easier to handle the car at that pace.

When I pulled back into the infield and over by Wil's pickup, I thought George was having problems.  He was literally bouncing like a kid who was waiting for a treat in a candy store.  Tom was grinning and trying to calm him down, so once I pulled to a stop, I whipped off my helmet and asked him what was wrong.

"Oh, nothing much," Tom drawled slowly, grinning like a Cheshire cat.  "It's too bad this isn't a regular race though.  You just set a track record on your second lap, then busted that by a quarter second on the fourth one."

"You're kidding me!" I couldn't believe him.

"Unh uh, here comes Jack to make it official."

I'd hardly gotten out of the car before the tall lanky guy was back and he had a big grin on his face.

"Well, we already know who's leading out the main today," he held out a hand.  "Congratulations, what the hell did you three do to that car while you were waiting?"

"Nothing much," Tom laughed.  "That was just Chris, doing his best and compensating for the problems we're having.  Now if he can just learn how to pass guys during the race, we'll do okay."

"Hell, at the speed he was travelling he'll be so far ahead of everyone else that he's liable to pass the whole field in the fifty lap main," Jack snorted.  "Oops, gotta go and warn the next guy to get ready to go out on the track for his laps."

We had a few of the other drivers and mechanics wander over and talk to us in the next little while and I started to wonder about what was going on, because no one seemed to want to believe that this was our first race.  All of them seemed to think that we must be seasoned pros or something, but then they'd look at our faces and realize that we were too young to have raced much.  It wasn't long before I got tired of trying to explain and clammed up.  I thought I'd let George try to explain that we had a little test oval that we tried the car out on.  He had a far better gift of gab than either Tom or I did and I really wasn't in the mood to talk anyway.  I was still having a bit of trouble adjusting to the strange feelings about the time discrepancies I was living with at the moment.

I suppose what I was feeling had something to do with the excitement around me, but when I was watching the other cars making their hot laps, they seemed to be going really fast.  On the other hand when I'd been behind the wheel, I had felt I was moving slower than I'd wanted to be able to go.  Right at the moment I was impatient to get the race started, but at the same time I was worried about screwing up.  My stomach was tied in knots again and I was actually glad that I hadn't eaten a big meal before we came.  I might have lost it if I had.

When it was finally time to go out onto the track, I felt very strange.  I'd never done this before, but thankfully, Jack and another guy had come over to talk to me about how to start the field of cars.  I was to take the front inside position and I'd have another car beside me on the outside.  We were supposed to take at least two laps around the track under a white flag over green, but they warned that it might be more laps than that.  Once the white flag was pulled and the green flag dropped, we were okay to race.  The only thing that really worried me was what pace to set during those preliminary laps.

"I'll talk to Clarence.  He'll be in the car on your right," Jack chuckled.  "Just keep him beside you for the first lap or so and he'll show you the pace.  Just remember that when that green flag drops the whole field is going to want to go flat out.  If you don't move fast enough, the guy behind you might tap your bumper."

The funny thing was that once we were on the track, I had trouble holding my speed down slow enough to keep the other car on the outside of my passenger's door.  Then after three laps of trying to go slowly in order to bunch all the cars together, I saw the green flag start to drop.  As soon as I saw the first sign of downward motion, my foot pressed down on the accelerator.

All I can really remember clearly of that race was the first lap.  Clarence, in car number 02, was on my right going into corner 1-2 and he almost passed me going down the back straight.  However as we went into corner 3-4, I dropped well under him and came out of that corner in front of the stands leading the way by more than a full car length.  Since he was behind me, I was able to go slightly higher on the track into corner 1-2 on the second lap and from then on, it was no contest.

All I really remember of the rest of the race was that I passed several cars, all on the inside and all of them on 3-4 corner.  It just seemed that I could take that corner faster and tighter than anyone else.  I think there were several cars there that were faster than Car 54 on the straight, but they just couldn't hang along side of me on the corners.  So although I passed a few cars, none of them passed me.

When the flagman signalled me over to take a flag lap with the checkered flag, I felt somewhat stunned and once I tossed it back to him after the lap, I was literally shaking.  I suppose that was the adrenaline purging itself out of my system, but it was almost scary.  I'd never felt that drained before, not that I could remember.

Once I came to a stop, Tom and George almost dragged me out of the car.  That was probably a good thing, because I'm not sure I could have crawled out on my own.




Chapter 26:

Construction Ends - Resume Speed

So, we had won the first short race we had ever entered and we were feeling pretty darn good.  The way George and Tom were hooting and hollering you would have thought that ten lap heat race was the be all and end all of their lives.  To be honest, it felt good for me too, because I knew I had done well and I hadn't let everyone down.  However, at the same time I felt a bit disappointed that I hadn't been out there longer.  In other words, even though I felt wiped out right then, I felt even more like I wanted to go right back on the track to do it all over.  Instead, all I could do at the moment was to lean back against the front fender of the car and grin at the guys as they bounced around like a pair of ten year old kids.

When Tom calmed down a little, he started shifting things around in the back of Wil's pickup truck and I frowned at him.

"Hey Tom, whatcha doing?" I asked.

"Well, packin' up, of course.  Aren't we done for the night?"

"No, no, no, no," I snorted "That wasn't the race that we came for, that was only the first elimination heat of the evening.  We need to get 54 ready to go out and have some more fun tonight.  By winning that heat, all we did was qualify to race in the 'A' main.  There are two more elimination heats before that though."

"See.  They're getting the other cars ready to go now," I gestured to the next batch of cars pulling onto the track.  "I guess Frank didn't explain this to you, but he did try to tell me how it works.  Since this is a small track, they're limited to racing ten cars at a time.  Tonight, they had twenty-six cars enter for the main race.  So they had to split them up and run three qualifying heat races.  The heat we were in had ten cars and right now there are ten more cars lining up on the track to race another heat.  Tonight there'll be three heats and the top three cars of each heat will advance to the fifty lap main.  However because of the odd number of cars here tonight, instead of automatically losing if one of those cars doesn't get into the top three during one of the first two heats, he has another chance to qualify.  The fastest two cars who are eliminated in each of the first two heats gets dropped to the back of the third heat.  For that last
heat, the top four cars who finish get to start in the fifty-lap main, which is the feature race of the evening."

"Sounds complicated," Tom frowned.  "But I was wondering if there's anything you need to have adjusted on the car before you go racing again?  Otherwise, I guess all we need to do is top up the fuel, as well as check the oil and water, huh?"

"Wait a minute.  Back up to what Chris was saying," George suddenly spoke up.  "There isn't time for all that racing tonight.  The sun is setting already, and we don't have any lights on the cars."

"Oh, I guess Frank didn't tell you guys about that," I grinned.  "See those poles set back from the track?  When I was talking to Frank before I pulled down here, he mentioned that this was the first ever evening race at this track because they've just installed lights.  They just finished setting up those poles and hanging some big lights, so we're the guinea pigs.  We get to be the first guys to ever run a race on this track after dark."

"Jeez, you've never driven this car at night," George protested.

"So what, neither have any of these other guys."

"But, they're used to the track."

"So what?  I just whipped their butts in a heat race, didn't I?" I laughed.  "Who cares if I win the main anyway?  Just getting the best time in the hot laps and then winning the first heat should take the pressure off of us as far as Frank is concerned.  I mean it shows him that you guys did a great job of getting the car ready and I did a decent job of driving.  Just getting into the 'A' main is a bonus.  As far as I'm concerned I'm going to go out there and try to win, but I'm not about to worry about it.  We're just here to have fun tonight."

"So I asked you before, is there anything you want us to do to the car before the race?" Tom asked again.

"Not really.  Just fuel her up, then we can check the oil and water.  After that let's go watch the other heat races."

"You go watch now and we'll get the car ready," Tom said shortly.  "You've got to race against those guys later, so you should watch them to see if they use some trick or other that you need to beware of or one that you can use during a race."

I was ready to argue, but George frowned and pointed toward the track as well.  So I didn't argue, instead I wandered over to the truck and climbed up in the back to gain a bit of height.  I hadn't been there more than a minute or two when I saw the driver that had been beside me in car number 02 heading my way.  I greeted him with a grin.

"Hi there, Clarence isn't it?" I asked, holding out my right hand toward him.

"Yeah, and Jack told me your name is Chris," he smiled as he shook my hand.

"You got it."

"Is that Wayne Dumont's car you're driving?"

"I really don't know who started to build it.  A friend of mine, Frank Dolens, bought it from someone for the trailer it was sitting on, then I got the car from him.  My friends completely rebuilt it, then Frank offered to sponsor us if I'd race it."

"Well, I think it is Wayne's car.  He was building it up last year, then he got in an accident.  I heard that his father sold the car to a used car dealer."

"That's probably it then."

"It was pretty darn fast through the corners in that heat."

"Yep, part of that was because we've got a little practise track at home and we made the mistake of setting the car up for the tighter corners and softer track that we have there."

"I wouldn't say it was a mistake," he chuckled.  "You made my car look darn slow out there."

"Oh, I don't think so."

He just smiled and gestured toward the track.  "Ah, one more lap and then the next heat is under way."

"Yeah, my mechanics sent me up here to watch it for any threats," I looked over at the racers.  "Would you like to stand up here and watch?"

"No, I'd better go back and check over my car too.  I've seen all these guys race before," he started to turn away, then turned back and leaned close, speaking quietly.  "When the 'A' main starts, watch out for number 19, painted dark blue, that's Gary Wagner.  He's got a habit of bumping cars a bit if he can.  He'll tail guys into a corner then tap their rear bumper or inside fender just at the wrong time.  Sometimes they spin out and he can pass them.  He uses the excuse that his brakes faded."

"Thanks for the heads up," I gave him an 'OK' sign with my right hand.

He just nodded, then walked away.

I turned to the track then and paid attention to the heat that was on at the moment.  The lead car at the end of the heat was number 7 and sure enough, it was closely followed by the infamous number 19.  There was a gap of few car lengths, then the next few cars in a jumble, two of them almost abreast and one less than a car length behind them.  In the third heat the guy who had placed fourth in the first heat won it, followed by the guy who had been fifth in the second heat.  The third and fourth places were cars who were on the track for the first time that night.

In order to give the guys who had just raced a chance to ready their cars for the 'A' main, there was a fifteen-lap 'bump to pass' race next.  Tom and George were done with the car by then and were standing with me, watching it.

"Hey, I think I could do that," George laughed.

"The bumping maybe," Tom snorted.  "I'm not so sure if you could managed the passing though."

"Just don't even think about trying it with car 54," I grinned.  "Those cars look like they were rescued from the auto wrecker's yard and hauled here just for this."

"Yep and it looks like that's where most of them will end up, too," George responded.

Just then there was a spin half-way through 1-2 corner and two other cars piled into the one that had spun out before they could stop.

"Now, I think you could handle that part of this race," Tom hooted, slapping George on the back.

Of course that set them off even more, and the two of them were kidding back and forth as the wreck was being cleaned up so that the race could be restarted.

About then the guy who had his car parked next to us and was trying to get ready for the 'A' main started to swear about the jack he was using on his car.  The three of us hopped down from our viewpoint in the back of the pickup and gave him a hand, using our jack to raise his car so he could change a wheel.  That kept us busy until we were called to get our car warmed up to pull out onto the track, so I never did see who won the 'bump to pass' race.

There was a short break after the 'bump to pass' race while the water truck went out and wet the track down a bit.  However, it wasn't long before I was being signalled to pull out onto the track.  I was the second car out of the infield and onto the track.  Clarence was ahead of me and while I knew I was eventually going to be at the front on the inside lane, I wasn't rushing to do that.  Instead of pushing to the lead right at the moment, I hung just back of the lead car's rear bumper, sticking there like glue for a few laps.  For one thing I wanted to know what it felt like to be close behind another car.  Clarence did a few zigs and zags, and I followed him as close as I could.  In other words, we played around a bit as the other eight cars in that race pulled out and lapped the track behind us.

I was hanging on 02's bumper just for fun, but I was also getting a handle on the speed we'd be driving during any laps under a caution flag.  Another thing that I wanted to get used to was the sensation of running under the lights and the way the shadows played amongst the cars.  After about four laps of driving in a close second position, I dropped down and pulled to the front inside position on 1-2 corner.  I wasn't surprised at all that Clarence slowed slightly, then dropped behind me to return the favour of hanging tight to my bumper for a lap or two.  I'm not sure if he was trying to intimidate me or to get used to things, but actually it settled me down, so I grinned and gave him a 'thumbs up' sign as we sped along the back straight.

Finally, as we came around the front of the track, the flagman was holding out both a yellow 'caution' flag and a white 'one more lap' flag, so I knew we were almost ready to start.  During the next lap Clarence pulled out and up beside me.  As soon as I saw the number 02 in my peripheral vision, I felt my whole body tense slightly and the adrenaline start to flow through my veins.  It was strange, but in only a few seconds my world seemed to shrink to my near vicinity and all I really noticed was the track, the cars and the nearby objects.

Instead of one lap under the dual flags, we actually made two, but when I came out of 3-4 corner and I saw only the green flag hanging there, I was ready.  When that green flag dropped, I gave Car 54's engine full throttle down the straight in front of the stands, then stood on the brakes for a second as I hit 1-2 corner.  I was in a full four wheel slide in an instant and as I counter steered, I felt great.  By shoulder checking as I came out onto the back straight, I could see car 02 was back a full car length.  That meant I was clear, so I used the whole track, diving into corner 3-4 faster than I'd gone into it before.  I used the brakes to slow a bit, but also to lock my tires into a skid, then hit the gas to improve my slide.

I was still in a full four wheel drift as I came out onto the front straight, but by breaking the slide with a blip of the gas pedal, I managed to pull the car into my line without hitting the outside wall.  Then it seemed I was instantly lining the car into the next corner.  I knew that anyone behind me didn't have much chance of passing me right then, even if they were fast enough to catch me.  That's because I was using every inch of track available to me.

The first heat race had given me the confidence to open the car out and give her as much gas as she'd needed to go 'like a bat out of hell' and I was using that open track.  The next few laps were just pure fun for me.  I was on a track, in a race, but there was no one near me.  I was able to play with that car, feeling out her potentials and growing accustomed to her little idiosyncrasies.

I'm not sure how many laps went by before I found myself coming up behind a car on 3-4 corner, but I was right on his rear bumper as we came out onto the front straight.  I tucked up close, then on 1-2 corner I managed to hold a slightly tighter line and passed him as we raced into the back straight.  That was the very first time I'd managed to make a pass using 1-2 corner, up until then all my passes had been on the other end of the oval.  Oh man, that felt good.

From that point on I felt that track belonged to car 54.  She had just the right acceleration and lots of power for the straights, but as well as that she held on in the corners like a cat on a shag carpet.  All I had to do was to keep her out of bumps or accidents and I was certain she could win the race.  That night, that car owned the track.  We passed cars in both corners and on both straights.  All of my passes were clean.  I never touched another car as I was passing and I wasn't about to let anyone bump me either.

I did touch another car's bumper once, but that was intentional.  Well into the race I saw that I was coming up behind the dark blue, number 19, the car that Clarence had warned me about.  I caught up to him on 1-2 corner, followed him down the back straight, then eased off just enough to follow through 3-4 corner.  As we were going down the front straight, I slipped up close and just touched the right front corner of my front bumper to his left rear corner, backing off slightly almost at the same instant.  I wasn't about to bump him harder.  I just wanted him to know I was there.  After following him at a few feet distance through 1-2 and down the back straight, I tucked down and passed him on the inside of 3-4.  By letting car 54 have her head as we exited the corner, she blasted out into the straight slightly ahead of him and dove into the next corner.  Once more she made like a cat as she dug in and scratched her way around 1-2 corner, then streaked down the
back straight.

During the race I had passed every car on the track, but number 02.  Clarence was fast and he was crafty.  Somehow he managed to fill that track with his car so that for the last four or five laps I was right on his tail end.  I simply wasn't able to pass him.  As far as race standing was concerned, he was behind me, but on the same lap, so it really didn't bother me that I didn't pass him.  In fact I was learning a lot from him while I rode in his dust, all about keeping a faster car behind by using a car's width and drift to the best advantage.

Clarence definitely deserved second place in that race.  As soon as I was back in the infield after the checkered flag lap of the race, I went looking for him to shake his hand, dragging along Tom and George who were acting like kids again.  When found him, he was leaning against his car, drinking a can of coke and talking to a tall thin drink of water with bright red hair.  I walked up to Clarence and held out my right hand.

"That, sir, was one great ending to a race," I grinned, shaking his hand with a tight grip.  "Thank you for the lessons."

"Lessons, what flippin' lessons?" he stared at me in astonishment.  "You must have wings on that bloody car.  You were flying low out there."

"Ah, blame that on these two," I gestured at Tom and George.  "One extremely fine pair of mechanics.  The closest guy is Tom, and the second guy over there is George."

"Well, it wasn't just the car that drove that race," The tall guy spoke up.  "Clarence just told me that he warned you a little bit about me, but you damn near spooked me out there when you tapped my bumper."

"Aha, so I get to meet the infamous Gary Wagner," I grinned, holding out my hand to him as well.  "Clarence told me that was how you said howdy to folks, so I thought I'd try to be friendly and speak the same language."

"Smart ass," Gary shook his head and grinned at me.  "I wasn't sure what the hell to expect next, so when you wanted by, I just let you go."

"Aww heck, I thought I'd earned that pass," I tried to frown, but was having trouble hiding a grin.  "Now that I find out you just gave up, I want to do it for real next time."

"Oh, you earned it and if that damn car hadn't already passed inspection, I'd accuse you of cheating," he laughed.  "Fuck, you drive like a pro.  Where the hell did you learn to drive like that?"

"I think he learned how to win races while he was riding horses," Tom laughed.  "But, as far as driving is concerned, he's always been a natural.  He learned to drive on a farm tractor and an old Model A Ford, but he can get any horse or car to do things no one else even wants to try."

"Aw heck, his little sister is just as good on a horse, maybe even better," George said loyally.

"You're just saying that because she's got you completely whipped, George," Tom teased as he winked at me.  "She could be good, but she likes things to be fun, not competitive."

"Well, whatever she is, I'm just glad she wasn't out there today too," Clarence laughed at the two of them.  "I had enough trouble staying in the race with one member of the family."

"Oh hell, here come the fans.  It's time to get back to our cars or we'll have kids all over them," Gary growled.  "Last week I had to chase one off the damn hood.  I've still got big bloody dents all over it from his fat feet."

"Jeez, are the fans that bad?" George asked Clarence as Gary hurried away.

"Worse," Clarence sighed.  "With that new paint job you'd better get back to your car too.  Otherwise you might find that some little monster has scratched his name in the paint on your hood, or something just as stupid."

None of us wanted to see that, so the three of us said 'So long,' then rushed back to the car.  Since we really had both our car and Wil's truck to protect, we were lucky that the first people to reach us were Wil and Frank.

As it was, Tom had to warn a kid with a ballpoint pen that if he touched the car with it, he wouldn't be able to sit down for a week.  I calmed the kid down by offering to sign an autograph, but I think his old man was still pissed with Tom.  I really wasn't worried about the situation, but Frank defused things even more by taking the old man aside and explaining that he was quite willing to ask the cops to come down and stand by the car.  Then he told the guy quite loudly that since the cops were partial sponsors of the car and were there at the track, the old man might be wise to warn the kid about the legal penalty for slapping graffiti on private property.

I was surprised that Frank was so loud about it, but at the same time, I knew it was intentional on his part.  Almost instantly the pressure around us seemed to lessen as if everyone took one step back from the car.  Then the rest of our group of family and friends joined us and the pressure really eased off.  For the next half hour or so we were all busy answering questions and trying to sound like we knew more than we really did.  After that other people had started to load their cars out, so Frank and Wil guided me through the crowd as I drove car 54 out of the infield and up to the trailer.

By the time we got the car on the trailer, the adrenaline had burned out of my body and I was simply beat.  All I really wanted to do was sleep, but I thought I was still going to have to drive home.  Thankfully Dad and Mom were along, so when Dad offered to drive I jumped at the idea.  Carissa and I clambered into the back seat of my car and Dad drove back to the farm.

I don't remember the conversations that happened on the drive home.  In fact all I can remember of the trip was that it seemed to take a long time.  I do remember that when we got back to the farm, Carissa insisted on driving back to the cabin.

Surprisingly, the closer we got to the cabin, the more wide awake I felt.  Actually, by the time we pulled into the yard, Carissa and I were having an animated discussion about the race.  We were comparing the differences between her perspective of what went on while she was sitting in the stands, to mine, while I was driving the car.  For her, the most exciting time was when I was racing the last few laps with Clarence.  For me, it was when I had caught up to Gary and tapped his bumper with mine.  Honestly though, I was just happy that she had enjoyed herself.

I was wide awake by the time we got back to the cabin and Carissa was wound up again.  Truthfully, when we got out of the car, she wanted to head for bed, to 'reward' me for winning the race, but I insisted on walking out to see that the animals were all okay.  So, after greeting the dogs, we wandered out and checked to see that things were in good shape.  Then we went back to the house and had a quick snack because by then I was starving.  After that I wandered outside to take care of bodily essentials, then I had a quick wash before I joined Carissa in the bedroom.

While I had been getting ready for bed, she'd been busy as well.  The bedroom was lit by candle light and she was already under the covers when I walked in.  Carissa met my surprised glance with a very promising smile.  I realized what was going on, so I reached back behind me to shut the door, just in case Beth came home that night.

"I think you gave car 54 a helluva work out tonight, so I thought I'd return the favour," she purred, as she flipped the covers to one side of the bed, then slipped to her knees in front of me.

I never even had a chance to comment as she flipped open my belt, slid my zipper down, then yanked my jeans and shorts around my ankles.  All I could do was gasp as her left hand caressed me, then her tongue flipped out and teased gently.  Meanwhile her right hand was undoing the buttons of my shirt, starting at the bottom.  It might have taken her twenty seconds before she had me as hard as a rock.  Then suddenly she was standing up to peel my shirt from my shoulders and throwing it aside, just as quickly, she was spinning me and pushing me backward.  Of course since my jeans were still around my legs, I lost my balance and fell back, but she'd steered me so that the bed was behind me as I fell.  It seemed only an instant before she'd stripped the jeans and shorts from around my ankles, then she was directing me to move so she had room to manoeuver.  Inside of a minute of walking into the bedroom, I was straddled and Carissa was grinning down at me, looking as if she
was starving and I was Thanksgiving dinner.

Once we were in bed and in the position she wanted, I think she relived the time at the track from start to finish as she set out to prove to me that she felt I was a hero of some sort.  I had never before seen her anywhere near as turned on as she was that night.  She was hot, she was wet, and she was excited.  Since she had started out in control, I let her do what she wanted and I'm certain it was a wise decision.  The combination of all the factors produced a result that I don't think I will ever forget.

Once she had straddled me, she leaned forward and began to talk quietly about the heat races.  However, as she bent forward and held both of my hands down on the bed near my shoulders, she rocked back and forth, just slightly.  Her taut nipples grazed my chest, while at the same time her moist heat slid teasingly up and down my hard length.  All during her description of what she had noticed during each heat race, she kept moving against me until I was ready to explode.  Each time that seemed imminent, she'd change the subject to something else she had noticed about the track or the stands, easing her movements until I had calmed slightly.

As she began talking about the 'bump to pass' race, she sat upright, then raised her hips above mine, her fingers invitingly introducing my throbbing length to the moist gap in her warm flesh.  While she described the action on the track, she slowly and gradually worked my length inside her.  Toward the end of that race, she was sitting upright, her body perfectly still, speaking quietly as she described the action.  At the same time though, her internal muscles were clasping and releasing my hard flesh in time with her description of events.  Her actions were just enough to keep me hard and attentive, but not enough to increase my tensions anywhere near the point of release.

Then she started describing the 'A' main and her body began to slide and bounce above me as she would describe something she felt was exciting.  I could soon tell that to her, the sight of my racing around the track at high speed wasn't a big turn on, but watching me passing someone had caused her extreme excitement.  Eight different times she explained her view of my driving as she described the scene she saw as I passed a car and eight different times she had me extremely turned on.  Then she began to describe the time I'd had my fun with Gary.  Somehow she managed to make her body translate the tension she had felt as I stalked him, then managed to get him into position.  At that point she paused, her body completely still as she used her internal muscles to express the shock of that kiss between the two car bumpers.  The instant she described how I had slid under and passed him, she was back to her old rhythm, once more inducing me to an even higher state of
excitement.

However at that time her description and body motion were absolutely calm in comparison to the way she described and acted during the final laps of the race when I had diced with Clarence.  At that point her excitement was a tangible thing and it built as her description continued until I was certain she was labouring to speak because she was in the throes of an orgasm.  In fact, after describing the first corner that I followed him through, she paused for an instant.  Then, her voice slightly higher, she described the second corner and paused once more.  During the description of our actions through each corner, her body would move quicker and wilder while her voice became louder and higher.

Finally she was talking about the last lap and the final checkered flag.  As she spoke about that flag dropping, she simply went wild while her voice shrieked.  At almost the same instant, it felt like my body exploded.  By that time, both of us were so excited that I couldn't possibly describe our actions or even the way my body felt.  All I can say is that it was one of the most memorable moments of my life.

We simply collapsed, both of us completely worn out, but neither of us extremely sleepy.  That was astounding because we'd had quite a long eventful day.  Instead of falling asleep, I held her firmly as she lay on top of me, caressing her gently until our heart beats and breathing returned to something near normal.

"You're quite a story teller," I finally whispered.

"Mmm, thank you," she giggled softly.  "I hope you enjoyed it."

"Oh, you'd better believe I enjoyed it," I chuckled.  "It's always nice to get a different perspective on something like that."

"Well, I don't think it would be an idea to start tonight, but maybe tomorrow night you can describe the races from your perspective?" she giggled even louder.

"Well, that depends on if Beth is back here or not," I laughed softly.  "I wouldn't want to keep her awake with the noise we might make."

"Unh, I'm not sure how else to tell you this, but I'm sure I heard her and the twins come in not long after we did," Carissa sat up and grinned at me.  "That would have been about when I was on my hands and knees.  So, they might have heard a few things."

"Oh shit!" I stared at her.  "Do you really think so?"

"Unh huh," she giggled.  "Does that embarrass you?"

"You know darn well it does, you little bitch," I had to grin as I swatted her bare bottom lightly.

"Ow!" she squawked loudly, then giggled again.  "Now I can tell her that you beat me too."

"I suppose you want me to do penance for that little pat do you?"

"Nah, not tonight," she sighed softly.  "I'm too tired to move.  I just want to stay right here where I am, thank you."

"What about the covers?"

"Well they were thrown off to the side and I don't think I kicked them off the bed.  Could you see if you can reach them?  I really, really don't want to move."

"But I'm laying in a wet spot," I protested.

"It's your turn," she snorted, then kissed my chest lightly.  "Could you try to get the covers without moving too much, pretty please?"

It took a bit of doing, but I did manage to pull the covers over us, then she pulled herself upward and kissed me again, only this time it was on the lips.  After shifting her hips and lower body to the side so she wasn't lying right on top of me, she simply relaxed completely and soon fell asleep.

I wasn't far behind her, but was awakened not long afterward by the sound of the dogs barking loudly then a strange squealing sound.  After that, there was the sound of mens' voices and the dogs seemed to go frantic.  By the time I'd gotten out of bed, Carissa was awake as well since I had to shift her weight off of my chest.

"Whas-rong?" she slurred, sounding half asleep.

"The dogs are raising a ruckus, so I'm going to see what's going on," I said as I found my jeans by the glow of the little nightlight on the wall.

As I moved into the main room of the cabin, I heard Beth in the back room, calming the two McAdam twins.  "Hear that?  Chris is going to find out what's going on with the dogs.  Whatever it is, we'll be just fine."

I checked the yard by looking through the windows, but didn't see anything, so I knew I had to go outside.  Beth and Carissa were standing near the door with me and the twins were watching from further back, so I decided to clue them in on what I wanted to happen.

"Just stay inside for now," I said then, meaning it for everyone.  "I'm going to grab the shotgun and go out the door.  Give me twenty or thirty seconds to get off the porch, then someone can turn on the yard lights, both the main light and the one on the barn, but don't turn on the porch light."

"Okay, Chris.  I'll do that," Beth answered.

"If I need anything else, I'll holler," I added as I reached above the door and took down the twelve gauge shotgun, pumping it once as I made sure it was loaded.

There was only a sliver of moonlight, when I stepped onto the porch, but it was enough to see my way down the front steps and around the corner of the house.  I'd barely paused in the shadow of the cabin when the yard lights came on.

Only seconds later I was laughing as I headed back inside the cabin.  Carissa and Beth met me just inside the door and frowned at my laughter.

"What's so damn funny?" Carissa asked.

"Well, 'Rotten' Ray and 'Slimy' Sid just found out that our animals are tougher than we are," I managed to chortle through my laughter.  "I'm not sure how or why, but they're up on the roof of the hog shed.  The dogs are raising a ruckus on three sides of the building.  The sow is in her pen on the fourth side, chewing on something that they must have lost, and she's snorting and barking, almost like another dog.  It looks like those two idiots are scared to drop off the roof for fear of getting eaten."

"You've got to be kidding," Beth squawked, trying to hold back her own laughter.

I just shook my head as I reached for the phone.

"What are you going to do with the two of them?" Carissa demanded.

"Not one damn thing," I grinned.  "I'm going to leave them right where they are, while I call the cops.  I figure they might get here in an hour or so and by then Ray and Sid might have learned to be quite cooperative."

Beth had gone zipping back into her room as I'd been talking, but in only a minute she was back out in the kitchen completely dressed.

"Can I go give them a rough time?" she asked with a smirk on her face.

"Unh uh.  Just leave them completely alone.  I'm not even going to tell them that I'm calling the cops," I frowned at her.  "Now, I'm not trying to be mean or anything, but I don't trust that pair any further than I can throw them.  For all I know, they might be armed to the teeth, so I'm going to sit here in the house and wait for the cops to come.  They know how to handle crooks and I don't."

I could see her realize that what I said made some sense, but at the same time I knew that she was going to try to make sure those two guys future lives were miserable in some way or another.  The fact that the two of them had chosen to try to sneak around our ranch, probably planning to harm us in some way, was almost too much for her to take.  She was one of those people who got even for any damage done to her, but I could see she'd go along with my decision this time, at least for the time being.  I could also see her toting up an imaginary ledger in her mind about what the two of them owed her, planning to collect it out of their hides sometime down the road.  While she was mulling things over, then moving to the stove to make coffee, I dialled the phone to call the cops.

Now if I had thought the sight of Ray and Sid perched on a roof and surrounded by angry animals was funny, the RCMP officer who took my call thought it was hilarious.  He asked me to stay on the line, then I could hear him laughing as he dispatched a car to come pick up a pair of 'dangerous trespassers' who were trapped by a rancher's dogs and pigs.  After that he came back on the line and asked me if I knew anything about how they had gotten to the ranch or if I had any idea what they were up to.  When I suggested that I could go ask them, he told me to just leave well enough alone and have some patience, advising me that the patrol car would be in our yard before the hour was up.  He was still chuckling as he hung up the phone.

I'd had time to look out the door and check that the dog's prisoners were still perched on the roof twice, as well as time to make and drink a cup of coffee, before the cops got there.  I called off the dogs and gave each of them a few treats, while the cops got Ray and Sid down onto solid ground.  Ray had a small scratch on his left leg that he said was a bite from the pig.  Although it didn't look like a bite to me, I could believe one of her tusks had scratched him, especially since the sow was still worrying a good sized hunk of denim pant leg.  That wound meant the cops had to rush him to the hospital to have it checked out.

The fact that I had to go to bed not knowing what that pair of goons had planned to do annoyed me, but it also worried me quite a bit.  I was extremely dissatisfied about it and even though it was after three in the morning, I had a very hard time getting back to sleep.  I finally managed by trying to decide what I wanted to give the dogs as a reward the next day.  In fact, I fell asleep dreaming about feeding the dogs T-bone steaks, and even giving that the grouchy old sow a couple of sirloin tips.

I never even got to sleep in the next morning.  Okay, maybe I slept in a little bit.  I awoke about seven and did some of the chores while Beth and the twins did the others.  Then, I was inside the cabin, eating breakfast when a police cruiser pulled into the yard just after eight in the morning.  As soon as I saw them drive in, I had to grin to myself.  Just the idea that our dogs had held those two goons up on the roof of the hog shed for most of an hour while we'd waited for the RCMP to arrive last night, tickled me.

My grin widened even more as I saw who was in the police car.  It was my old acquaintance, Constables Davis and he had a young Constable with him that I hadn't met before.

"Good morning, Chris," Davis grinned at me.  "What else did you manage to do yesterday besides winning a couple of races and trapping a couple of crooks?"

"Good morning, Constable," I grinned back.  "Have you got time for a cup of coffee?  Then I'll introduce you to the bunch that actually caught those idiots for you."

"Well, actually we have another officer coming with a trained dog and we were wondering if you could possibly pen your dogs for a while.  From the description that we got of your dogs, that might be a darn good thing."

"Who did you get the description from, 'Rotten' Ray, or his buddy, 'Slimy' Sid?" I laughed aloud then pointed to Beth who was out near the barn playing with the Collie and her pup.  "There are two of our hounds with Beth and the other one is probably sleeping.  He's so old that he only gets moving late at night when he patrols the place."

"You're kidding me, right?  Sid Parker said he thought they were Rottweilers."

"Oh well, he must have been looking at the sow that actually chased them up onto the roof.  After all, it was dark last night.  Of course once they were up there, the dogs wouldn't let them down."

"Do you think that's what happened?"

"Yah, once I got to thinking about it, I figure Ray and Sid were sneaking around, probably planning to do some damage, then the dogs started to chase them.  To get away from the dogs, they must have jumped over the fence into the hog pen.  The old sow probably got rudely awakened and she's got a litter that she's darn protective about.  She probably went after the two of them.  The only way they could get away from the dogs and the pig was up on the roof, then they were stuck up there until your guys got here to rescue them," I chuckled.

"Well, you've probably got it right.  They claim they took a wrong turn and got stuck, so they were coming to you for help.  The only problem is that we can't seem to find a car along the road, stuck or otherwise."

"Huh.  That's weird.  Did they tell you where it was?"

"Yeah, they said it was on the new section of road and they hit a very deep mud puddle."

"Well, there is a completely new road that runs along to top of the cliff," I frowned.  "The Hydro people ran it in to service their line to Jason Dumfries's ranch.  Would they have driven along that?"

"Why in the world would they have gone up there?"

"Who knows what that pair would do?  If it leads to trouble, they can find the trail," I shrugged.  "If you want to check it out, take my Jeep, that shouldn't get stuck unless you drop it into a creek or something."

Just then we heard the police radio and Davis asked me to put the dogs away because the dog handler was on his way.  I called Beth to have her take the two younger dogs into the barn, then I called Duke and took him out there myself.  I hated locking them in the barn, but it was probably safer for them and the police dog if they were kept apart.  The dogs weren't going to be locked up for that long though, so I didn't feel all that bad about it.

Only a few moments after the cop and his dog got out of the car, they found a gas can that I'd never seen before, an alarm clock with a micro switch taped to the winding key and a heavily taped box with wires running out of one end.  The cops figured that was an ignition device of some sort.  When I said I'd never seen the stuff before, they assumed that Ray and Sid had dropped it running from the dogs.  At the instant they showed me those things, I had a hard time holding my temper.  To me, those three items added up to mean that Sid and Ray had planned to torch something, probably one of the buildings.

Constable Davis seemed to agree with me, probably suspecting the same thing, but being a cop, he couldn't admit it out loud.  Once they had those items, they were satisfied that they had something to go on.  In fact they sounded quite certain they'd find finger prints on them.  After they'd locked their evidence in the trunk of one of their cars, they used the dog to backtrack the two goons' path and found the car.  It was hidden behind a patch of willow scrub on the far side of the creek.  It wasn't stuck in the mud, but it was hidden and on top of that it was obviously stolen.  In fact, it still had a small section of one of Frank Dolens' 'For Sale' signs stuck to one window.

All I could do was shake my head in wonder at the sheer stupidity of those two dorks.  I knew they were probably still trying to get back at me for the mess over those darn pictures, but what they were doing made no sense to me.  They had tried to get even several times, but each time they had done something, things had escalated, yet every time it had hurt them more than me.

This time, I felt that they had gone way too far.  This time, I was more than annoyed, I was angry.




Chapter 27:

Slow - Emergency Vehicle Access

Since there were four women and a telephone in the cabin, I should have expected what happened later, but I didn't.  However, in a short time I was looking at a yard full of cars and people, all of them concerned about us in some way.  The RCMP officers had packed up and left, but they must have met the incoming traffic on the road.

Mom, Dad and Wil were the first arrivals, but I'd rather expected them to be there.  When John and Wilma Coulter showed up, I wasn't really surprised.  Even having Frank Dolens and his son, Jerry show up with their tow truck to take the car back to town was reasonable, but having Sam and Ann McAdam show up and bring Sandy along, literally floored me.  Of course, since her sisters had spent the night, I suppose it was something I should have expected.

Somehow, with Sandy, Carissa and Wil all in the same group, I expected that there would be fireworks of some sort, but in actual fact everyone seemed quite calm and even friendly.  I think it was Beth who managed to keep the peace, but perhaps it was Jessica and Jean.  Actually they probably weren't together that long before we broke into groups, the women going one way and the men another.  And, to be honest, I wasn't able to spend enough time with the women to be able to judge if there was any animosity between them.

Actually, since it was the first time Frank and Jerry Dolens or Sam McAdam had ever been at the ranch, I felt that I had to give them the two-bit tour of the place.  John Coulter, Dad and Wil all tagged along.  Of course the first place we had to stop was the hog pen and I had to tell everyone about the sight of Ray and Sid sitting on the peak of the gable roof.

"Did the cops tell you that the nurses at the hospital had to take cedar slivers out of those two idiot's asses?" Sam McAdam laughed as he looked up at the old split cedar shakes on the roof.  "Both of them must have slid around up there on their butts and didn't realise what the slivers would do."

Of course that drew laughter from everyone.  All of us knew that a cedar sliver hurt like blazes and that the poisons in the wood would cause a wound made by a cedar sliver to fester quickly.

"Actually I was wondering more about the wound on Ray's leg," I said when I'd had a chuckle at the idea of the cedar slivers.  "A wound of any sort from a pig's tusk can get infected pretty badly."

"Well, the hospital cleaned it up and gave him a couple of needles for it.  The doctor didn't think it was a bite, more of a scratch.  He gave Ray a tetanus shot in the wound and some sort of antibiotic though, just in case," Sam answered.  "You can ask Sandy about it.  She was on duty last night.  She thought it was funny as hell, until she found out the two little bastards were out here.  I'm not sure what she'd have done if she'd known her sisters were here at the time."

"Oh, did she think they were down at the farm?" Dad frowned.

"Yeah, it wasn't until she got home that she realised they were up here last night.  When her mom told her that, she got all worried and insisted that we take the time off work to come out and see that they were okay," Sam shook his head, then looked at me strangely.  "To be honest, I think she was a little worried about you as well."

"Me?  I thought she was mad at me."

"Not so's you'd notice it," Sam shook his head.  "Oh, I admit, she was pissed at you at one time.  I'm fairly sure she's changed her mind though, but don't ask me what her reasons are.  She's a woman and I don't think their heads work the same way yours or mine do."

There wasn't much I could say to that, all I could do was shrug and try to steer the conversation to safer ground.  At that point I was feeling tired and not thinking too clearly, but that was because I'd only gotten a few hours sleep the night before.  So right then, I didn't want to have to think about anything complicated.  Instead of worrying about anything like that, I did my best to change the subject, but in actual fact, it did worry me.  Even then I had a feeling that Sandy's continued interest in me might cause problems for Carissa and me at some time in the future.

Dad came to my rescue then, asking questions about the new cattle.  That meant I could steer everyone's steps out toward the pasture, detouring past the barn so I could let the dogs out.  For a short time, we wandered around as a group, everyone asking questions and getting filled in on the happenings up there at the ranch.  Then, while we were standing at the gate to the pasture and looking out at the cattle, Mom called me, so I headed back to the cabin to find out what she wanted.  Jerry Dolens and Wil walked along with me part of the way, then went to tow the stolen car out of the bush where it had been hidden.  Meanwhile the older men walked out into the pasture to check on the Polled Shorthorn cattle that Dad had convinced me to buy.

As I approached the cabin, Mom, Wilma Coulter and Ann McAdam came toward me and Mom gestured toward the vegetable garden.

"Ann wants to have a talk with the three of us," Mom said to me with a slight shrug of her shoulders.

I looked at her and frowned.  "What's going on?  Is this serious?"

"It might be," Mrs. Coulter smiled.  "And then again, it might be no problem at all.  This is more about personalities than anything else.  It does involve you, somewhat heavily."

"Don't scare him, Wilma.  Nothing has been decided yet," Ann McAdam frowned at her, then sighed softly.  "Let's sit down over there in the shade and I'll explain things to everyone."

I felt a bit weird about this whole deal, but at that moment I was more curious than anything.  At the same time I had a feeling that there was an almost palpable tension in the air and although it was between the women, they were getting me involved.  For some reason, Mom and Mrs. Coulter seemed to be distancing themselves from Mrs. McAdam, yet something about their attitudes made me feel that I was under a microscope.

As I sat down on an old log, the whole scenario worried me, but I couldn't explain why.  When Mom sat down on my right and Wilma Coulter sat on my left, my tensions increased because I realized that they were probably almost in the dark about what was going on as I was.  Ann McAdam was facing the three of us and she looked slightly uncomfortable as her gaze wandered over our faces.

"First I should explain that this whole thing is Sam and his brother's idea.  It's not mine, but I'm the one they've asked to talk to you about it," she sighed.  "Chris, I understand you are planning to attend the Technical school in Calgary in the fall, is that right?"

"Yeah, that was the plan," I nodded.

"And I understand you don't have a place to stay yet, do you?"

"He might be able to stay with his cousins, but I doubt if he'd be happy there and it means a drive of at least ten or twelve miles to go to class each day," Mom answered.  "We were looking for something closer, but it seems we should have started looking earlier, most of the closer places are either already taken or else far too expensive."

"Carissa has the same problem, and on top of that, I think the two of them really have their hearts set on living close to each other," Wilma Coulter offered.  "What about Sandy?  I thought she was going into nursing as well?"

"That's the whole thing in a nutshell," Mrs. McAdam nodded.  "My brother-in-law is a real estate agent and he owns a duplex that he usually rents out to students from the Tech and the University.  He keeps the place up himself and it's fully furnished, ready for students to move in.  We were thinking of renting one side as a place for Sandy, but we need at least one more tenant for it to be practical.  Actually two or three more students would be even better."

"Whoa," Mom said in astonishment.  "You want Carissa and Chris to move into one side of a duplex with Sandy?"

"I'm surprised, but I think it would work," Wilma Coulter nodded her head, astonishing both Mom and me.  "I certainly don't feel comfortable about the idea, but I can see how it might work out quite well."

"I don't see that," I disagreed.  "First off, I dated Sandy, remember, and we didn't exactly hit it off.  Secondly, I don't think Carissa and Sandy are exactly the best of friends.  The tensions between the three of us are pretty high.  I think throwing us together in one place would lead to a lot of arguments and maybe even fights."

"Hey, wait a minute," Ann McAdam laughed.  "I wasn't suggesting that Chris move in with the girls.  It's a duplex, remember.  My brother-in-law, Bill, usually reserves one side for guys and the other side for girls.  He doesn't often allow mixed couples because he's found that too many of the young couples split up under the pressures of going to University or technical school.  He usually plans to accommodate four people on each side of the duplex, but he doesn't mind if there are fewer, just as long as the rent is paid.  There is one bedroom free on the guys' side and I thought Chris might take that.  Whether he looked for a roommate or not is up to him.  The other side is completely open at the moment, so I thought Sandy and Carissa could take that.  Since they're going into the nursing program, I thought they could each take one of the bedrooms and select a roommate."

"Well, that sounds better," Mom laughed softly.  "However, I'm not even certain if I'm in favour of the idea of them living that close without any family nearby."

"Oh come now, Liz," Wilma Coulter chuckled.  "As far as your son and my daughter are concerned, they're practically a couple as it is.  After all, they've lived together all summer.  Having them live in two separate homes is a lot less open to the gossip brigade."

"My arguments still hold true," I said, holding up my hand to stop Mom and Wilma from arguing.  "I doubt if Carissa and Sandy would be the best roommates for each other."

"Actually, I think it would be best is they were both here and involved in this discussion," Mom suggested with a glance at me.

"Yeah, I'll go get them," I said hopping to my feet and hurrying off before anyone could stop me.

Carissa and Sandy were standing in the kitchen of the cabin when I got there.

Both of them were standing straight and as tall as they could with their shoulders thrown back and their hands at their sides.  Both of their faces wore an expression of determination, but not real anger.  From the looks on their faces and the tension in their bodies, I thought a war was about to break out.  Yet, I'd never seen either one of them look sexier.

"Hey guys," I said, deciding in an instant to try to ease the tension.  "Where are Beth and the others?"

"Gone to see the horses," Carissa snapped.  "But, before you run off, we need to talk to you.  Did Sandy's mom explain the lame brain scheme that Sam and his brother have come up with?"

"About renting the duplex?  That's why I'm here, our mom's want to have us involved in this discussion."

"What discussion?" Sandy snapped.  "You mean she was already talking to your moms about that?  Dammit, she's gone too far this time.  I was supposed to get it settled with you guys first."

She spun on her heel and ran out the door, leaving Carissa and I staring at each other.  Both of us were left with our mouths wide open, then we both started to laugh as we thought about the situation.

"Parents!" Carissa snorted.

"Yeah!" I laughed.  "As if we need this today when neither of us got much sleep last night."

"Well, they did get things part way right," she grinned and hugged me.  "At least we'd be living next door to each other instead of miles apart."

"I'd rather have an apartment where I could live with you, thanks," I grinned.  "But, I doubt if that will happen."

"I don't know," she got a crafty look in her eye.  "I just thought of a way this might work out okay, but the two of us would have to put up with Sandy being around all the time and sleeping in the next bedroom."

"What?" I stared at her.

"Look at it this way, what if we did agree to their plan at first, but when we got to Calgary, we shuffled things around a bit."

"Maybe I'm slow this morning, but I don't understand.  You'll have to explain."

"Okay, there are several ways this could work," she grinned.  "The most likely way would be to move in the way they suggested, then look for roommates.  However, instead of looking for one guy, you just happen to find two and instead of two girls, Sandy and I find only one.  That way you could move in with us and share a bedroom with me, then things would still work out."

"You want me to live in a two-bedroom duplex with you and two other women?  You've got to be kidding!  I'd go nuts in a week," I shook my head.

"Oh, you're tougher than that," she grinned at me.  "Besides, we'd be together and that would balance out a lot of other things."

"Huh, I'd never be able to use the bathroom.  And on top of that, we'd still be living in the same house with Sandy."

"Oh Sandy isn't all that bad," she laughed.  "In fact, I think the two of you still have a bit of a crush on each other, so I'm happy she wasn't more experienced when you guys were together.  If she had been, I doubt if we'd have ended up as a couple."

"So, even though you think we have a crush on each other, you'd be willing to have the three of us live together?" I stared at her in astonishment.

"Well, yes.  I'd rather have that than have you living miles away from me," she smiled.  "I happen to like sleeping in the same bed with you almost every night."

"Yeah, but …"

"Oh, I can't see it happening, not really," she sighed.  "I don't think even Sandy would go along with it, let alone your mom and mine.  I think Sam McAdam has talked his brother Bill into the idea somehow, probably because he likes you so much."

"Sam likes me?" I asked in astonishment.

"Oh yeah!" she laughed.  "He idolizes your dad.  Well actually, I think he idolizes both of your parents for some reason, but mostly your dad, and I'm fairly certain he thinks you're a chip off the old block."

"Yeah, well that's neither here nor there," I sighed, waving a hand in dismissal.  "I'm also the guy who told him that he was raising his daughter in a way that was almost guaranteed to turn her into a slut."

"I think he respects you all the more for that," she giggled.  "Actually, I'd have loved to have been hiding in the bushes so I could have seen that.  You hobbling around in your casts and him charging out to beat you up for bringing his daughter home in tears, then having you chew him out for poor parenting."

"Well, it wasn't exactly fun for me," I snapped.

"Hey, it was needed," she grabbed me and kissed the tip of my nose, then pulled back to stare into my eyes.  "Sandy was just telling me that she wishes she could turn back the clock and have that night all over.  She's changed a lot since she's had some good advice about guys and dating."

"Now that scares me," I sighed.

"Why?"

"Because I think that means she still wants to have sex with me," I answered honestly.

"Oh yeah, I'm almost certain it does.  So, you and I will either have to convince her that she had her chance and blew it or else give in to the inevitable," she sighed, then grinned.  "It might be easier to just find a way to get rid of that cherry she's so worried about losing.  However, I think that means we'd have to find her a boyfriend, since I'd rather you were no longer in the picture."

"Well, whatever you say, but I think we should go talk to our mothers about this duplex thing right now," I frowned at her because of some of the implications of what she'd said.

"I'd like to talk to Sandy first, just the three of us."

"Why?"

"Because if it seemed that all of us went along with the idea, but did it rather begrudgingly, our folks might just go for it," she sighed, frowning at me.  "If we did it right, Sandra's folks would think that she'd be close by and might have a chance to get back together with you.  Meanwhile, our folks would look on her as a chaperone of sorts, someone who would keep us from getting too wildly involved."

"Oh come on," I snorted.  "Your mom just told mine that she already thought of us as a couple."

"That's encouraging," she kissed me lightly.  "By the way, how do you think of us?"

"Most of the time I just accept you as my gal," I admitted, then wrapped my arms around her.  "So in a way, I guess that means I think of us as a couple, but then I think about the idea that you're older than I am and I get a bit worried about us being together."

"Don't worry about that," she grinned, hugging me tightly.  "Most of the time you make me feel like I'm the kid.  You have to be the most grown up sixteen year old there ever was."

"Yeah, but I still make mistakes, big ones," I hugged her back.

"Since when did age make a difference about making mistakes?" she broke into laughter.

"Well, as a person gets more experience …"

"Do you know what Grampa Bender said about experience when I was talking to him the other day?  He said experience is gained by making mistakes and learning from them, nothing else.  Oh, he did add to that though, saying that some people only had experience at making the same mistakes over and over all their lives, but you sure don't fit in that class," she pushed away from me, then grabbing my hand and heading for the door.  "Let's go see if we can get Sandy away from all of our mothers before she completely blows off the idea of renting that duplex."

We hurried outside, but Sandy wasn't with our mothers.

"Where's Sandy?" Carissa asked.

"She's being a little bitch," her mother frowned at us.  "I don't think she wants to live with the two of you being all that close."

"The problem is the fact that we're together," Carissa sighed.  "I think it's really me that she's annoyed with.  We should talk to her I guess."

"She went off toward the creek," her mother waved that direction, then bowed her head.  "Right now she seems angry about everything, but mostly me."

"Okay, I guess we'd better go look for her," I shrugged my shoulders.  "I take it then that the duplex idea is out the window?"

"We're still discussing it, but I think it might be up to the three of you," Mrs. Coulter smiled and managed a bit of a wink at Carissa and me.  "It's too bad that Sandy doesn't have a boyfriend too.  Then the four of you could rent a two-bedroom place together."

"Wilma, what are you thinking?" Ann McAdam lifted her head and stared at her.  "Are you suggesting that my daughter live in sin like …"

Mrs. McAdam paused at that as if she realized what she was about to say and I could feel Carissa tense up to respond, so I grabbed her hand in mine, dragging her away.

"Don't you dare say a thing," I growled in a whisper only Carissa could hear.  "Let our mothers handle that one."

Carissa marched at my side for a moment until we were forced to dodge through the trees on our way toward the creek so that we were out of sight of our mothers.  Then she came to a halt and turned to me.

"Oh man," she sighed deeply.  "I guess I should thank you for pulling me away, but right then I wanted to slap that silly woman's face."

"Why?  She didn't actually say a thing about us," I grinned, trying to calm her down.  "Does what people say about us really bother you that much?"

"Yeah, it does," Carissa sighed deeply.  "I know I'm the one who came to you and started this, but Mom was telling me that the rumours flying around town have been wicked.  Don't they bother you at all?"

"No, not really," I smiled at her.  "I don't mind the rumours that are based strongly on the truth.  Actually, I'm sort of proud about some of those.  Of course I assume the false ones are coming from people who are jealous or just plain vindictive about what we have going for us, so they don't bother me either.  Neither type means a darn thing to me.  In fact, I find some of them quite humorous."

Carissa's face went from anger, to a grin in a few seconds, then she giggled.  "I guess if you look at it that way, it is sort of funny, isn't it?"

"Yep," I grinned.  "Most rumours come from liars and two faced idiots, so I just do my best to ignore them, unless they're outright lies.  Then I stand up and sound off.  Like that time with the pictures.  That was a twisted fact and a lie that would have become a horrible rumour, but in a way it's sort of funny now."

That made her grin and giggle again.

"What's so damn funny?" Sandy said as she stepped out from behind a bush.

"Oh, we were just talking about rumours," I grinned at her.  "It seems the rumour mill in town is chewing on Carissa and me again."

"Not just you."Sandy's eyes showed tears.  "There are a few floating around about me as well."

"Actually, I like Chris's idea about that," Carissa grinned.  "He considers the rumours on merit.  He likes the ones that are close to the truth because it's like people were bragging for us.  He laughs at the others because he thinks they come from people who are jealous of the truth and they're just showing their envy."

"Well, I'm not so sure I like the ones that I've heard about me that come close to the truth," Sandy complained.  "I did some pretty stupid things."

"Like what?" I asked bluntly.

"Huh, I told someone I thought was a friend about that night when I came onto you so strongly and she blabbed the story all over town."

"Ahhh, I wondered where that came from, because I didn't say anything to anyone but family and they'd never talk," I reached out and grabbed her hand.  "All that tells me is the fact that your friend really wasn't a friend at all.  I'm not ashamed of what either one of us did."

"You aren't?" she stared at me.

"No.  We almost got carried away, but we caught ourselves in time."

"You mean I put my big fat ass on the horn and you came to your senses in time to push me away," she managed a weak smile.

"Whoa now, there's nothing either big or fat about that ass," I leaned to one side and made a point of looking at her butt.  "I am glad your nice round bubble butt hit the horn though or I might have gotten carried away, not that it would have been the end of the world.  I just wouldn't have felt very good about it later."

"I'm glad you sat on his car's horn and not the 'horn' he keeps hidden in his pants," Carissa grinned, teasing Sandy a bit, but grabbing her other hand.  "If you'd have sat on that one, Chris and I might not be a couple now."

"You do know that if I got the chance to do that again, I'd aim better," Sandy managed an anaemic grin.

"We figured that out," Carissa laughed aloud, then surprised both Sandy and me by hugging her.

"You aren't pissed off about it?" Sandy stared at me over Carissa's shoulder.

"No, but if you do move in together with us, I may make him wear a chastity belt," Carissa giggled.

Almost instantly both of them were laughing and even I had to grin.  Then I tried my best to make a pouting face as Carissa turned to look at me.

"You don't trust me," I managed to imitate a whimpering whine.

"Hah, she trusts you as much as a woman can trust any man," Sandy snorted.  "It's me that she's worried about."

"So, are you saying I can trust you not to seduce him then?" Carissa was still smiling.

"In all honesty?  No," Sandy giggled.

"Well, maybe we should buy you a chastity belt and let Carissa keep the key?" I laughed.

"I don't think I like that either," Sandy was still giggling, then suddenly she got a serious look on her face.  "Hey, are you guys actually thinking of taking up Uncle Bill's offer?"

"Yeah, but we might do a bit of modifying to our parents' ideas," Carissa grinned and told her about her thoughts on the roommate situation.

"You mean Chris would be the only guy?  I don't think much of that idea," Sandy said shortly.  "That would be awful hard on everyone.  With three women in the house, he'd be walking around with a boner all the time.  I don't know about you, but that would surely tempt me."

"Actually, I might consider that as a bonus," Carissa chuckled.  "The only other way would be to find you a boyfriend in a hurry."

"Huh, fat chance of that," Sandy sighed.  "After having gone out with Chris that time and then seeing what you've got, I've gotten darn fussy."

"Well, although that sounds like quite an ego boost for him, he's not perfect, you know," Carissa grabbed Sandy's hand again.  "One time when he's not around to listen, I'll give you a rundown of his faults.  I'm sure we can find you someone just as good."

"Hey, how about telling me these faults that you're complaining about?" I protested.

"I'll tell you later," she grinned and winked at me.  "For now I think we should go talk to our folks about renting a duplex."

With that she led Sandy away through the trees and bushes, moving so quickly and talking so quietly that it was impossible for me to understand her words.  Suddenly Sandy came to an abrupt stop and stared at Carissa in astonishment.  At that point I was able to get close enough to hear her say a few words.

"You have got to be shitting me.  Aren't you?" Sandy's voice barely registered.

Then Carissa was dragging her away and whispering again.  Suddenly Sandy squealed and started giggling and I could see that Carissa was moving a bit slower, so I tried to catch up again.  I didn't manage to catch them while we were in the brush and trees, but as soon as we were out in the open, I hurried up to them.

"Okay, what secrets are you two hiding from me?" I asked, pressing between them and wrapping an arm around each one's waist.

"Nothing much, just warning our new roommate about what to expect you to act like when we move in together," Carissa leaned against me and slipped her arm under mine, then around my waist as well.

"Yeah, and we decided to insist that there are just the three of us in one side of the duplex," Sandy said insistantly.  "We don't want to share you with anyone else."

"Huh?" I stared at one and then the other in surprise.  "What's this about sharing me?"

"Oh, Carissa is being very nice to me," Sandy giggled.  "With only three of us living in a two-bedroom place, she thinks I might have a bedroom to myself most of the time."

"Most of the time?" I said in surprise.  "Don't you mean all of the time?"

"Nope," Carissa volunteered.  "When I'm having PMS or my periods, I like to sleep in a bed by myself, you know that."

"Oh, sorry," I sighed and frowned.

"Now what's wrong?" Carissa asked.

"Oh, it's just that I find I sleep better when I have company in bed with me so I can cuddle up to a warm body."

"Aww, poor fellow," Sandy giggled.

"Yeah, he's so hard done by," Carissa turned to her and grinned.  "Perhaps I will buy you that chastity belt, Sandy, just so he can have a warm body to cuddle when I'm not sleeping at his side."

"Well, I'm on the pill now, just in case he finds the key," Sandy giggled again.

"If you two tease me like this all the time, maybe I should live in the other side of the duplex," I laughed and briefly tightened my grip around their waists.

"If you do, you may find yourself sleeping alone a lot more than a few nights a month," Carissa laughed.

"Oh, I don't know about that," Sandy rubbed her hands together and grinned impishly.  "That might just give me a chance to cuddle without that darn chastity belt."

"All right you two, that's enough teasing," I growled, then looked over where our moms had been.  "I wonder where everyone went?"

"Well, it's almost lunch and Dad only took half a day off, so they might be getting ready to leave," Sandy shrugged as if it wasn't important.

Then we walked around the cabin and all of us stared out into an empty yard.  The only vehicles left were Carissa's Jeep and my car.

"What the heck goes on?" I asked.  "Did everyone leave?"

"There's a note on the door," Carissa ran up the porch steps and opened the folded sheet, then read it aloud.

Dear Chris, (Carissa and Sandy too);



   Ann, Wilma and I talked it over and decided you three needed to talk things out fairly soon.  We decided the best way was to throw you together for a couple of days.  Beth and the twins are going back to town with the McAdams for a day or two.  The rest of us are all going home.



   Don't forget that you have to go into town and speak to the police in order to sign a complaint against those two young hoodlums inside of a day or two.  When you're ready to do that and have made up your mind what you want to do about the duplex, give us a call.  Then Wil can explain what he did and where he hid the parts so you can fix the cars.



                                                                                                                   Mom.



   PS, Tell Sandy that you need some sleep, Beth told us how little you got last night.

Carissa lifted her eyes from the note and stared at us.  "Do either of you have any idea what this is about?"

"I'll bet this was Mom's idea," Sandy sighed.

"Oh, I don't know about that," I shook my head in disagreement.  "Mom is pretty darn good at putting pressure on people too.  I just don't understand why they'd isolate us like this."

"Who cares whose idea it was or why they did it," Carissa snorted, then broke into laughter.  "All it means is that we get a chance to talk together without being disturbed.  As well as that it gives us a chance to see what we're like around the house and stuff.  I like the idea, in fact I like the idea a lot."

"But, I don't have anything to wear, except what I've got on," Sandy complained.

"Oh, I'm sure that between my clothes and Beth's, we can find you something to wear," Carissa waved off Sandy's concerns.  "Do you have to take a shift at the hospital or anything?"

"No, I don't have to go to work today or tomorrow," she shook her head.

"Good, then let's get something for lunch, then Chris and I need to have a siesta.  We only got a couple of hour's sleep last night," Carissa said firmly and turned to go inside.

Sandy turned to look at me and when I just shrugged my shoulders, she grinned and winked, then ran up the steps to go in the door.  Just then old Duke came around the corner of the cabin looking for some attention.

"Old feller, life is getting to be very interesting," I said softly as I petted the old dog, who wagged his tail as if he agreed with me.

As I stood there with Duke at my side, I had to wonder what would ever have possessed our families to throw the three of us together and isolate us in this way.  At the same time, I knew that I was trying to think intelligently, but was being defeated because my brain was functioning on too little sleep.  I made a conscious decision to try to think of something else for a moment.

With that in mind, I concentrated on those surrounding views, opening my eyes to the sights of the valley around me, looking around at the ranch buildings, then out toward the grassy range.  We were in the late half of August, in other words, it was summertime.  It was a gorgeous day with the sun shining brightly in a classic blue sky marred by only a few fluffy white clouds and of course it was warm, very warm.  From my position near the porch of the cabin, I was able to gaze down the center of the valley for nearly a mile and see most of the grassy areas of both pastures where we kept stock.  Then my eyes swept toward the steep slopes that fenced our valley and I could compare the lush growth on the valley floor to the semi desert appearance of the upper slopes that bordered our valley.

At the same time as looking at the sights of our domain, I was listening to the quiet sounds around me.  There were the clucking and squawking sounds of chickens, the singing of birds, the occasional grunts and squeals of the pigs and even the faint sounds of the cows and calves.  However, as hard as I tried, the only sounds of human activity I could hear came from inside the cabin, where Carissa and Sandy were quietly talking.

That's when I realized once more just how isolated we were.  Almost instantly my eyes were drawn to the car and the Jeep.  If they were disabled, we had no way to drive to get help.  We were truly on our own, dependent on each other.  Suddenly I felt apprehensive.

What if something went wrong?  For a few moments my mind raced as I thought about several rather frightening scenarios that could easily happen to any one of us.  Without a vehicle to use to get away from danger or go to get help, we were in more danger than we needed to be.  On top of that, the scale of our risk rose even higher due to our isolation.

At the same time, I realized that the only fear I had of the situation was due to the fact that we had no easy way to escape from any danger.  At that moment it was clear to me just how dependent we were on our cars.  I had fleeting thoughts about riding away from danger on the horses, then it dawned on me that we had a telephone.  All I had to do was call for help.  Then I thought of the times when I had rung someone on the phone and they hadn't answered right away.  On top of that was the fact that after we did reach someone, it would take time for help to arrive.

As I stood there, I couldn't think of one reason why my own family would consent to placing us in that sort of risk.  Was it some sort of test?  What would that accomplish?  The longer I thought about the situation, the more apprehensive I became.  Then I felt a tinge of fear, but even more than that, I felt a rush of annoyance, verging on anger.

Instantly I turned and headed toward the cabin.  I wanted to get to the bottom of this idiocy and find what had been done to those vehicles.  I wanted to repair them and have them ready for our use, just in case anything did go wrong.

As I stepped inside, Carissa was showing Sandy around the kitchen and I paused, wondering how Sandy would react if she knew I felt we were in any sort of danger.  I didn't know her well enough to know if she would panic or not, but just then, she solved the problem for me; she asked where the bathroom was so she could 'clean up.'

"Sorry gal.  All we have is the kitchen sink for washing up.  If you need the bathroom for other reasons, you'll have to go to the outhouse," Carissa grinned at her.

"Oh yeah, this place is still in the dark ages, isn't it?" Sandy rolled her eyes as she headed toward the door.  "I'll be back in a few minutes."

As soon as I heard her footsteps going down the steps of the porch, I walked over and picked up the phone.

"Who are you calling?" Carissa asked as she walked over to me.

"Home, I want to talk to Mom or Dad."

"What's wrong?"

"I'm upset about the cars being screwed up.  What would happen if we had a problem of some sort?  What if Sandy's run outside was a stomach problem of some sort and she got really sick or what if we had an accident and we couldn't get through on the phone or CB?" I snapped.

Just then Mom picked up the phone.

"Hello.  Crawford Farm."

"Hello Mom," I answered, taking a deep breath, trying not to let my annoyance come through on the phone.

"Chris?  What's the matter?  You don't sound like yourself.  Are you upset about Sandy being there?"

"No, I'm not worried about Sandy.  I probably sound this way because I'm extremely annoyed about the fact that someone was stupid enough to disable the cars and place the three of us in danger."

"Oh come now, Chris.  Other than the fact that you can't run away from each other or go to town, what can happen to you …"

"Well, someone could be injured, or another idiot like Ray could come here.  There are a thousand and one other emergencies that could crop up.  What in hell would we do if a fire broke out or something?" I interrupted, unable to prevent the sound of my anger from creeping into my voice.  "What were you thinking?  You've left us dependent on this damn phone to get help.  As it is, you've taken away the best chance we have of getting out of danger in a hurry."

"Oh, Chris.  I know that, but …"

"Mom, just what was done to the car and the Jeep?  You ought to know by now that of all the things you could do to me, screwing around with my car would piss me off the worst.  I don't know who's stupid idea it was to disable our vehicles, but you'd better tell me how to straighten up the problem."

"Calm down Chris, I think …"

"No, I am not calming down!  Not until I know how to fix this damn mess," I interrupted her again, almost shouting, my anger now blazing through me.  "I am pissed off at this whole screw up.  I want to know what's been done to the cars and I need to know how to repair the damage.  It simply isn't safe for the three of us to be isolated without a means of getting help if we need it."

"But Wil didn't mean to …"

"Oh, this is Wil's stupid fucking idea is it?  I might have known," I interrupted once more.  "I want to talk to Dad."

"But we …"

"I - want - to - talk - to - Dad." I said loudly, spacing my words as if they were sentences.

I could hear the rustling sound of her hand sliding over the receiver of the phone, then a hollow buzzing sound came through the phone for a few seconds.

"Chris, what can I do for you?" Dad came on the phone.

"You can tell your oldest son that if he ever fucks with one of my vehicles again, I'll kick his ass.  Then maybe you can find out from him exactly what in hell that stupid prick has done to screw up my car and the Jeep," I demanded, my voice so emotional that he must have been able to hear my anger.  "After last night I do not feel at all safe being here without some method of leaving quickly in an emergency.  We're far enough away from anyone else that if an emergency happened, someone could be dead before you could get here to help.  That's providing that we were fortunate enough to even get through to you on the phone."

I don't think I'd ever spoken to either Mom or Dad the way I was talking then, but at the moment I didn't care.  Carissa was staring at me as if I was from another planet, so I knew she was astonished by my actions.  At the moment I didn't care about that either.

"What are you talking about, Chris?" I could hear the calming tone in Dad's voice, but I chose to disregard it.

"Wil disabled both the car and the Jeep and Mom left a note telling me that it was done.  I don't know what he did, but I want to find out.  I want to repair it, now, not after we have a possible emergency.  As far as I'm concerned the stupid ass has put us in danger.  I want to fix it as best I can, just as soon as I can."

"Wil, what in hell did you do now?" I heard him bark, then his hand must have covered the phone's receiver again.

I was astonished.  Dad very seldom swore, so for a few seconds I couldn't believe my ears, but then I thought of the circumstances.  I realized that like me, he recognized that our situation was fraught with possible danger.  It really wasn't all that long before Dad was back on the line.

"He just pulled the rotors from the distributors and says he put them in the glove box of the car.  I think I need to have a talk to Wil and your mother, Chris.  Call me back if there is any problem starting either one of them.  Right now though, I think I need to explain a few things around here," he was trying to sound calm, but I could hear the underlying anger in his voice too.

"Thanks Dad, could I talk to Mom for a few moments?  I want to know what the idea of isolating us is all about, especially with Sandy here."

"I don't think that's a good idea right now, Chris.  Why don't you call back after you've had a chance to calm down and everyone else down here has had a chance to realize why you're so upset?"

"Okay," I sighed, feeling the letdown from my anger already.  "Just let them know that I hate being forced into corners and even worse, I hate being put into an unsafe position for no reason."

"Yeah!  I know exactly what you mean," he snorted.  "Now calm down, son.  Oh, I'm sure I don't have to ask, but you aren't going to take your anger out on Carissa and Sandy in any way, are you?"

"No, absolutely not, this isn't their fault" I sighed again.  "Look, I'm going to go fix the cars, then I'll make sure they start and run okay.  If I get them running well, I'm going to try to have a nap after that, because I didn't get much sleep last night.  Hopefully, I won't be calling for help, so you might not hear from me until this evening.  You'd better let Wil know that I don't want to be disturbed by him calling to apologise either, not until I've had a chance to cool off.  I'm just not in the mood to put up with any further bullshit of any kind!"

"I can't say I blame you, Chris.  We'll talk later."

"Yeah, see you, Dad," I hung up the phone.

"Jeez, I've never heard you so angry," Carissa sounded surprised.

"Well, you heard my reasons," I shrugged my shoulders.  "I simply can't stand childish stupidity that puts people like you and Sandy in danger.  Wil was being immature again."

"What's going on?" Sandy asked, coming back from outside as I was speaking.

I sighed deeply, and opened my mouth to explain, but Carissa stepped forward and lifted a finger to my lips.

"You go look after the cars, Chris.  I'll explain to Sandy," she smiled, then slipped her arms under mine and hugged me gently.  "You're not annoyed with either of us, are you?"

"Hell, no.  I'm not annoyed with either one of you two," I managed a weak chuckle as I hugged her back.  "I'm just pissed off at my dumb brother.  He pulls the most childish pranks at times and that always manages to get under my skin."

"Especially when it concerns your car, huh?" Carissa grinned up at me.

"Maybe that's all you've seen, but other things he does get me annoyed as well.  Sometimes he acts like he's about ten years old and has no judgement at all.  He just doesn't bother considering how his actions might affect others."

"Oh, I don't know about that.  I think he's just impulsive at times.  I was really quite impressed with him in Edmonton."

"Yeah, he shows that he cares for people quite openly, but then I think he cares for Corinna quite a lot," I sighed.  "It's just that his practical jokes are so damn stupid and at times they go badly wrong, then they hurt people."

Carissa smiled at that, then pushed away from me and grabbed Sandy in a brief hug.  That astonished me, but looking at the two of them I knew she'd done it to reassure Sandy that I wasn't dangerous when I was angry.

"Go fix the cars while we make some lunch, then I think both you and I need to get some rest," Carissa said as she stepped away from Sandy again.




Chapter 28:

Industrial Zone - Expect Traffic Interruptions

I found the rotors for the distributors and put them back in place, then started both vehicles and made sure they ran well.  After that I went inside to wash off and have some lunch.  The girls had made sandwiches and soup, then as we ate, they were talking about the cabin and the ranch.  I wasn't really paying much attention until both of them broke into laughter about something.  I suppose it was at that point that I managed to come out of the funk I'd been in as Sandy was speaking.

"What?  For gosh sakes, Carissa, how do you let him get away with that.  Haven't you threatened to cut him off until he takes the time to build on a proper bathroom?" Sandy grinned and winked broadly at Carissa.

"She's tried to convince me and I'm willing, but we'd need to put in a septic system to do that.  Until last month, that looked like it was just too expensive for us to tackle.  Previously, that wasn't something Grampa Bender wanted to spend money on," I offered with a weak smile.

"What happened last month?  I know that he's still okay.  I was in to look after him the other day and he seems to be doing as well as can be expected," Sandy looked at me seriously.  "I don't think he'll be coming home for a while though."

"In all honesty, I doubt if he's going to come back at all, except for visits, even if he does get out of the hospital fairly soon," I sighed, finally admitting that to myself.  "He's probably going to need constant care for the rest of his life and that means someone would have to be here looking after him.  The way he talks, I think he's realized that too."

"Well, the nurses sure like caring for him," Sandy smiled.  "When he's feeling up to it, he has a great sense of humour, but I think you're right.  The people I've spoken to think he's going to have to be moved to extended care.  It wouldn't be safe for him to live up here all alone at his age and in his condition."

"Yeah, that's what we expect too," I nodded.  "When he set up his will and changed the terms of the lease agreement, it was obvious to all of us that he wasn't expecting to come back here for any length of time."

"Since he changed things, they've been making a lot of improvements, like bringing in electricity and telephone," Carissa offered.  "This ranch is practically Chris and Beth's now.  That's why they've been buying horses and cows so they can try to make it profitable."

"Hey, we don't own it.  It's still Grampa Bender's," I frowned at her.  "As long as Grampa Bender is alive, this is his place.  We're just caretakers for the time being."

"Well, considering that he's probably not going to be able to live here and care for it himself, I'd say it was yours.  Especially since he's set up the lease agreement the way he has," she smiled at me.  "I know you're not willing to admit that you have control of the place, but I'm sure your family knows you do."

"Jeez, you mean Beth is a half owner in the place and she hasn't raised heck about a bathroom either?" Sandy asked.

"Oh, she's mentioned it, but since neither one of us will be living here during the fall or winter, we decided that we'd postpone that expense for a year or so."

"Well, I know you're going to Calgary, but where is Beth going?"

"Just to highschool in town, but she won't be able to live up here by herself.  The road becomes impassable if there's either a heavy snow storm or a blizzard.  It can be blocked for a week or more at a time and that would screw up her schooling."

"Ah, gotcha," Sandy nodded, then glanced around.  "Looking at this place, I guess it would be a bit hard to make space for a bathroom anyway, wouldn't it."

"Yep, it would mean building onto the place," I grinned at her.  "By the way, do you have a bathroom fetish or something?  You keep steering the conversation around to that all the time."

"No, not really," she giggled.  "It's just that I've always been able to run to the bathroom in the middle of the night if I have to.  While I'm staying up here that midnight run would be a little more involved.  At least it's warm when you have to run outside in the summer months.  What did Mr. Bender do in the wintertime?"

"Oh, he had a pail," Carissa broke into laughter.  "Chris rinsed it out, then hung it out back on a fence post just in case Grampa Bender came back and wanted it."

"A pail?"

"Unh huh, a five-gallon bucket with a lid made from a plastic toilet seat," Carissa chuckled.  "He had it sitting in the back porch where Sandy has her bed set up and where you'll be sleeping."

"You're kidding me, aren't you?" Sandy wrinkled her nose in disgust.

"No, that's what he did," I grinned at the two of them.  "I'd forgotten about the pail.  If you want, I could bring it in and put it right beside your bed for the night."

"Eww, gross," Sandy's face twisted into an expression of disgust.

"Well, I think a bucket is better than a bedpan," I chortled.

Of course Carissa hooted with laughter and Sandy blushed fire engine red as she looked daggers at me.

"Did you tell Carissa all about that?" she squawked.

"Well, secrets between lovers aren't a good thing," I grinned.

"It's okay Sandy," Carissa said with a chuckle.  "Actually I think it was a darn good idea and a lot smarter than the way Corinna and I managed to get to see his wienie."

"Wienie?!?" I griped, making both of them laugh, then I grinned.  "I'll have you know it's at least a sausage."

"Yeah, we both know," Sandy giggled.  "Although I'm still envious of the fact that she knows so much more than I do."

"Oho, so I'm 'she' now am I?" Carissa stuck her tongue out at Sandy.

"Of course you're 'she' - can't you tell that I'm jealous," Sandy grinned.

"I think it's about time to change the subject before you two get all riled and come to blows," I chuckled as I pushed back from the table.  "Should I offer to do the dishes."

"No, you and Carissa go lay down," Sandy hopped to her feet, then began to pick up the empty bowls and plates on the table.  "I slept well last night while you two were getting rid of that damn dual menace to society.  Just for that, I think you two deserve a break, so you guys have a rest while I wash up.  After that, I'll go out and look around outside so I don't bother your sleep.  Oh, and don't worry, I promise I'll be careful, so I don't get into trouble."

Neither Carissa nor I had any real arguments with that idea, and it was only moments before we'd flopped onto the bed.  Since the bedroom was so warm that afternoon, we stripped down to our underwear and lay on top of the bedding, not cuddling, just touching each other gently.

I don't think I'd slept for more than an hour, but when I awakened I found that I was feeling much more relaxed.  Carissa was still sleeping, so I slipped out of bed slowly and quietly, then pulled on my clothes and went out into the kitchen.  I quickly checked the back porch to see is by any chance Sandy was lying down, but she wasn't there.  After sleeping in the heat, I was a bit thirsty and after I'd gotten a drink of water, I stepped out onto the front porch.  Glancing around, I saw Sandy sitting on the railing of the corral watching the horses, so I walked down to see how she was doing.

"Hey, gal.  How ya doin'," I called quietly when I was several yards away, intending to let her know I was up and around.

"Oh, hi," she turned to look at me and blushed.  "You caught me."

"I caught you?"

"Yeah, I was being naughty and watching your horses when they were having fun," she giggled.  "The stud is doing his best to make another colt, but the mare is being a tease."

"Oh, is that all," I laughed.  "Don't worry about my catching you watching that.  It's just part of farm life.  I've been watching that sort of thing since I was a little shaver."

"Yeah, I know," she sighed.  "The thing is town kids like me just never see that sort of thing.  Well, maybe we see a couple of dogs, humping away or stuck together, but even then our parents try to make us look the other way, treating it as if it's dirty or something.  Did you know your sister taught me more about sex than my mother or even the nurses at the hospital did?"

"Oh, I can imagine.  Beth has been a rather astonishing person from the time she was a little kid.  I can just imagine her asking Mom questions about sex when she was five or six years old," I grinned, then tried to speak in a high squeaky voice.  "Mommy, what are those horses doing and what's that big long thing hanging out of the daddy horse's tummy?"

Of course Sandy looked shocked for an instant and then she started laughing so hard that she almost fell off the pole fence of the corral.  She managed to hang on, but I moved closer so I could catch her if she did fall.

"You almost made me fall and I think you did it intentionally," she giggled.

"Now would I do that?" I chuckled.  "It's a good thing Beth wasn't here though, she'd have killed me for trying to imply that she ever sounded like that."

"Well, it wasn't a very good imitation of her voice," Sandy slipped down off the fence, turning toward the house and changing the subject.  "You didn't sleep long, did you?"

"No, all I needed was a nap.  Carissa was still asleep when I got up though."

"Do you think she's going to sleep for long?"

"I don't know, why?"

"Oh, I was just thinking that since you had your Jeep running, you could maybe take us for a drive around the ranch a bit.  I didn't realize it was so big until I was sitting here a while ago and I'd like to see some of it.  If you do though, I think Carissa should be along, so …" she paused and blushed.

"What, are you afraid that I'd hit on you if she wasn't there?" I frowned at her.  "You ought to know by now that I'm not like that."

"Of the two of us, it wasn't you that I was worried about," she laughed uneasily.

"You're worried about yourself?" I turned my head and stared at her as we walked side by side.

"Yeah, in a way," she sighed.  "I know that you and Carissa are heavily involved, but I still have feelings for you."

"Sandy, I'm afraid that the way things have changed, it just wouldn't work between us," I shook my head.  "You see, Carissa and I have gone through a bunch of things together that have drawn us closer to each other.  On top of that, we've lived with each other for the last couple of months and each day has added to our care for the other.  It's almost as if we were in a trial marriage or something.  I don't want to lose that."

"I know that in my head, I'm just not so sure about it in my heart," she sighed as we got to the porch.

"Would you like a coffee?  I think I can be quiet enough to make one without waking Carissa," I suggested as I reached for the screen door.

"I don't think you can," Carissa laughed from inside.  "You woke me when you went outside."

"Oh, sorry," I grinned at her.  "I guess I wasn't as quiet as I thought I was."

"Oh, you were quiet, I was just waking up myself," she smiled at me and held out her arms for a hug.  "I was thinking of rolling over and waking you up, then you left."

"I guess I missed something, did I?" I grinned as I hugged her tightly.

"Not really, I was just going to suggest that we make some coffee and take the Jeep for a drive up to that hill you showed me when I first came to see you.  I think Sandy would love to see the whole ranch spread out below her."

"Hmm, she suggested something like that earlier.  Since it doesn't look like we're going to get much work done today, that might be an idea."

"Well, it's either that or since it's so warm, we could go for a swim," Carissa chuckled.

"Oh, but I don't have a swim suit," Sandy sounded apologetic.

"Well, I was going to warn you about that.  We don't use those things," Carissa giggled.  "I thought you might like to show off that gorgeous bod of yours to this big brute."

"Carissa!" Sandy squawked, blushing bright red.

"Oh come on now, be honest.  Wouldn't you like to tease him a bit?"

"I don't think that's a good idea myself," I sighed softly.

"I do," Carissa answered just as quietly.  "If we do decide to rent that duplex together, you two are almost bound to see each other in various stages of undress anyway.  This would just get it over with sooner."

"Dammit, Carissa," Sandy snapped.  "Don't you realize I've still got a crush on Chris?"

"Yes, I do and Chris probably has a small one for you too, but I'd sooner face any problems head on, rather than hiding from them and having them sneak up on me," Carissa slipped out of my arms and grasped Sandy's shoulders, staring her in the face.  "I also know that I have to be able to trust the two of you to be together without my being nearby, because that's bound to happen if we live in the same house.  I want you to know how I feel about Chris and how he feels about me too.  You also need to know that we aren't skin shy, but at the same time we know that being naked makes us react and we get horny, of course at our age that's perfectly natural."

Carissa pulled back and grinned at Sandy then.  "Actually, I can see that you're reacting just having me talk about it."

"What do you mean?" Sandy's voice was a whisper.

"You have little tents on your blouse," Carissa grinned.  "But, so do I and I'll bet Chris is growing hard right now, unless he's already grown to full size and can't get any harder."

"Dammit Carissa, what are you up to?" I asked as my face grew red.

"I'm facing the biological reality of our situation head on," she said flatly, her humour now gone.  "You're a representative of the male of the species while Sandy and I are both females.  All of us are just entering the prime of our reproductive years.  The hormones in our bodies are attempting to induce us to bear young.  Both Sandy's body and mine have decided that you are the best example of male flesh around.  Since you're male, you're naturally polygamous, being female, Sandy and I would prefer just one mate, but we want the best mate possible to protect and provide for each of us as well as our children.  On top of that, society has ingrained into our psyches that we should be monogamous.  Right now you seem to both of us to be the best potential mate around, in short, since only one of us can have you, Sandy and I are in competition for your genetic material."

With that she walked over and flopped down on a kitchen chair.  "For some stupid reason it seems that our mothers have gotten it into their heads to throw us together and let us fight it out.  The problem is that the fight is mostly between Sandy and me, but I really don't want to fight.  I like Sandy and I love you.  Now, just what the hell are we going to do about it?"

I stared at her in astonishment, not knowing what to say or do.  Somehow I had the idea that even though she said she loved me, at the moment she was angry with me for some reason.  I was still standing there with my mouth open in astonishment when Sandy cleared her throat.

"Well, spit it out.  What do you have to say?" Carissa snapped at her with a glare in her eyes.

"I was just going to suggest that perhaps you were right before.  Maybe we should go swimming," Sandy blushed, then seemed like she was going to start to giggle.  "I think both of you are a lot smarter and stronger than I am, so if it came down to a fight, I'd lose, but before I lose out completely, I'd like to see what I was losing and what I was losing to."

"Huh?" I managed to grunt, wondering just what she meant for a second.

Then to my astonishment, Carissa started to laugh and jumped to her feet, rushing to Sandy and wrapping her in a hug.  All I could do was look on in surprise because I wasn't sure what was happening.  Somehow, this situation seemed as if it was leading up to a repetition of the night when Corinna had climbed into bed with us.

At that moment, the major question in my head revolved around the apprehension of what sort of trouble we were getting ourselves into, but I didn't have any answers.  Instead of coming up with answers though, I was just standing in the kitchen of the cabin, watching two gorgeous teenaged women hug and I was getting a boner.  I admit I was turned on by what was happening, because it seemed that I was about to have an opportunity that I'd never even dreamed of.  It seemed that I was going to go skinny dipping with two women that turned me on.

I'll also admit that I was apprehensive, because I'd already lived through a somewhat similar situation that had turned out badly.  However, being a sixteen-year-old guy and having the normal excess of hormones that went with my age, I certainly wasn't going to turn down the chance to see another nude woman.  The thing that astonished me about that state of affairs was the fact that my girlfriend seemed to be in favour of the idea that we go skinny dipping with another gorgeous gal.

For the life of me, I couldn't understand her reason for being willing to do that.

I think Sandy had been as surprised by Carissa leaping up to hug her as I was, at least at first, because her face showed a flush of embarrassment.  Then Carissa whispered something I couldn't make out and both of them broke into giggles as they shifted and turned to look at me.

"See.  I told you he really likes the idea," Carissa chortled.

Sandy just looked at me and broke into giggles, her face flushing bright red.  To be honest, since both of them could clearly see the swelling in my jeans, I was embarrassed.

"What do you think, big boy?" Carissa was trying to sound like Mae West.  "Do you think you can handle both of us?"

I couldn't help it, I broke into laughter because I thought it was funny, even if it was embarrassing.  I think that took her by surprise.

"Nope," I snorted through my laughter.  "Heck, I don't even feel confident about handling you."

"Hah," Carissa rolled her eyes as she grinned at Sandy.  "I might almost believe him, if I didn't know him as well as I do."

"You mean in the biblical sense?" Sandy giggled, shocking me that she'd say something like that.

I was trying to think of a quick comeback when the phone rang.  That made me jump because I was standing next to the darn thing.  I grabbed it in reaction.

"Hello."

"Chris, it's your Dad.  You might have Sandy give her father a phone call.  He's about ready to go on the warpath."

"Who's he angry with and why is he upset?"

"Well, it seems that leaving Sandy there with you was the women's idea.  Sam thought she was catching a ride back to town with the Coulters, because his car was full since Beth went along with the twins."

"Oh, cripes," I sighed heavily.  "Just what the heck is going on anyway?"

"I'm not sure you'll believe the whole story; it's so weird." Dad sighed heavily.  "The three women decided that in order for you and the girls to really understand what living together would be like, you should be isolated and under pressure of some kind.  They actually asked Wil to take the rotors out of your cars.  For some reason they felt you'd get their point if you were all under stress and unable to avoid each other.  Ann and Wilma talked your mother into going along with it, but now she's upset because you were so angry.  Of course, Sam is worried that Sandy could get hurt in some way."

"Dad, none of this makes sense to me," I sighed.

"It doesn't make much sense to me either." He admitted.  "Right now, Sandy better call her dad before he comes back out there on the warpath and you get hurt."

"Yeah," I sighed again.  "If necessary, we'll take her into town and calm him down."

"Okay, have her call right away though, would you?  I'll talk to you later." Then Dad hung up.

"What's going on?" Carissa asked, a frown on her face.

"Well, from what I can gather, our mothers arranged this little party so that we could feel the pressures of living together in a small place.  They even talked Wil into pulling the rotors from the cars, so that wasn't really his fault.  I'm guessing that they thought we'd end up fighting and not want to live together in Calgary."

"So what's going on now?" Sandy asked, frowning as much as Carissa had.

"Well, you need to call your Dad.  He's all set to call out the marines to rescue you from my clutches.  He thought you were catching a ride back to town with Carissa's folks because his car was full or something.  Now I think he's worried about your safety.  If he's really worried, we can run you into town."

"Oh for cripes sake," Sandy grabbed the phone.  "First, he wants me to grow up, then he's afraid I will.  I've got to live with his crap all the time, and I swear it gets worse every damn day.  He makes me so mad sometimes that I just want to spit."

Sandy looked livid, which surprised Carissa and me.  We were left staring at her in surprise, then Carissa grasped my hand and pulled me toward the door.

"She doesn't need us hanging on every word while she has a fight with her dad," she said as she closed the door behind us.

"And we don't need to make her uncomfortable by listening either," I managed a smile as we stepped out into the baking sun, then both of us hurriedly pulled back into the shade of the porch.  "Damn, it's warm."

"Yeah, that's why I suggested we go for a swim," Carissa sighed, squeezing my hand.

"Was that the only reason?" I turned and grinned at her.  "I thought you were out to embarrass me."

"What have you got to be embarrassed about?" she sighed.  "I'm the homely, fat woman in the bunch.  If anything I …"

"Whoa, right there.  Stop!" I interrupted.  "Where the hell did that come from?  You aren't fat and you certainly aren't homely!  You're gorgeous and you've got a great figure."

I was shocked.  I hadn't realized that Carissa felt uncomfortable about her weight in any way.  In all honesty, I loved the way she looked.

"Oh, come on!" Carissa tried to pull her hand away from mine, but I wasn't letting go.  "Look at Sandy for once.  She could be a model, while I look like a dumpy old schoolmarm."

"Sweetheart, Sandy is a touch skinny and rather angular, but you have beautiful curves."

"Hah, I've got huge tits and a fat ass, as well as a roll of fat on my stomach.  I need to lose fifteen pounds.  Besides, since I've been staying here with you, I've let myself go.  My nails are all broken and my hair is a mess.  I look like a pile of shit."

"Best looking pile of shit that I ever saw," I grinned and scooped her into my arms, hugging her tightly.  "Every time I touch you, I get worked up, so don't you dare change into some darn skinny minnie on me.  I happen to like the soft women that I've been sleeping with for the last while.  I think she's beautiful and sexy as all get out."

"But I've always been fat.  I've been fighting my weight forever."

"Well, you've won the battle," I caressed her bottom.  "Why do you think all the guys wanted to take you and Corinna out all through school?  Everyone knew that their chances of getting anywhere with either one of you was slim to none, but the guys still lined up for the chance, didn't they?"

"Yeah, but that was just because we were fairly well off for a town this size, so we could dress well and we looked good on guy's arms.  Besides, even if we're fat, we still have fairly pretty faces, if we wear enough makeup and the right clothes."

"Umm, how can I tell you this?" I sighed, then suddenly knew what I wanted to say.  "Do you know when I think you're the prettiest?"

"Huh, no.  I don't," she stared at me.

"When you first get up in the morning, before you put on clothes or makeup.  The only other time you look better is after we've had sex."

"Eeeewww," she squawked, then couldn't help, but giggle.  "You like the way I look when I'm all sweaty and tired out or I still have that sleepy look and my hair is all messy?"

"Yep," I lifted her up and kissed her nose, then let her slide back down against the lump that had grown in my shorts.  "Feel that?  That part of me thinks you're the sexiest thing it ever saw."

"Yeah?  Well, I saw that thing saluting Sandy today too," she sighed as she ground herself against me.  "He's fickle."

"Oh, he's polite and stands for any pretty woman," I managed a sheepish grin.  "I think that's automatic, but he's not about to do anything without permission and I keep a tight rein on that sort of thing."

"I'll bet Sandy would give him permission to march into action," Carissa sounded strange, almost as if she was afraid of what I'd say.

"Maybe she would, but I'm still the general and I happen to know Private Popoff has enough problems keeping up with his duties in his home barracks.  If he went marching off to a new bivouwac, I'm positive there would be a rebellion on the home front and I wouldn't like losing a battle there."

"Hmmph," she snorted and opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but just then Sandy came outside, looking like she was almost in tears.

"Oh, oh, what's wrong, Sandy?" Carissa said instantly.

"Oh, I just wish you guys had an extra bedroom," Sandy growled.  "I'd damn well move out here and live with you until I go off to Calgary.  Daddy is being a bloody idiot again."

"Well, you can use Beth's bed for now," I offered and was surprised to see Carissa smile and have her squeeze my hand lightly.

"Really?" she looked at Carissa for permission.

"It's not my house, but you can as far as I'm concerned," Carissa smiled.  "Do you want to talk about it?"

"Oh, it's so stupid," Sandy snapped.  "Daddy is positive that I'm being a Jezebel and trying to break up you guys.  Then he's worried that I'm going to turn into a slut when I go to Calgary.  He's so screwed up it isn't even funny.  He thought my being here was my idea."

"Oh great," Carissa said quietly.  "I guess that kills the idea of us rooming together, huh?"

"No fucking way!" Sandy snapped.  "Not as far as I'm concerned it doesn't.  I don't give a damn what Daddy thinks.  I'm almost eighteen years old and on the second of September I can damn well do what I want."

She plopped down on the steps in the hot sun and then jumped up because the step was so hot on her bottom through her tight jeans.  Her hands had snapped down to rub her tender flesh, then she blushed as she saw us looking at her.  I couldn't help but grin.

"You have to watch where you sit and what you sit on around this place," Carissa giggled.  "I think the sun makes everything hotter up here."

"Well, we're over a thousand feet higher here than in town, so it's hotter in the day and cooler at night," I explained.  "As well, we're in a valley, so if there isn't a breeze, the heat builds up."

"Yeah, I guess I knew that," Sandy sighed.  "I just didn't expect to bake my buns on a wooden step."

"Nice buns though.  I hope you didn't burn the crust," Carissa snapped, much to my surprise.

"Look who's talking about nice buns," Sandy snorted, then grinned.  "Did you know that the guys in grade twelve voted you and Corinna as having the best butts in the whole school?  Oh, I guess that happened during the week you were away, didn't it?"

"What?" Carissa shrieked.

"Yep, they also voted you two as tied for the most untouchable and you guys got the second best score for best tits.  Chris got voted in as Mr. Smooth because they thought he scored with all three of us, as well as Debbie Yarowski, all inside a week or so."

"Oh, shit!" I broke into laughter.

"Hey, those guys don't care about the truth, they figured that you broke in the two shyest girls in the school and added the two most untouchable, just for flavour," she smiled shyly.  "I've had a dozen offers for dates since then, but I never had even one during the school year.  Even Debbie is going out with guys now."

"So, have you been going out?" Carissa asked.

"I went to a ball game with your cousin Billy, but I was just too darn scared to even let him hug me."

"What?  Why were you so shy with him?  He's a nice guy," I stared at her in surprise.

"I know, or I wouldn't have gone out with him at all," she whispered.  "I was scared to hug him though, after what I did to you."

"What do you mean?" Carissa asked.

"I almost raped Chris," Sandy sighed.  "We didn't have any protection or anything and I was ready to screw him.  Didn't he tell you about it?"

"Oh, that.  Sure, he told me about it.  That was no big deal!" Carissa snorted.  "I did even worse than you that night.  I stripped and almost jumped his bones, busted leg and all."

"You screwed him the same night."

"Nope, he wouldn't let me, but I was sure willing.  I caught him on the rebound from you and I've been worried that I'd lose him back to you ever since."

"Hey!  I'm here, listening to this all this BS," I broke in.

"Oh, shut up.  This is between us gals," Carissa swatted my arm lightly and grinned at me, then turned back to Sandy, who broke into giggles.

"Well, if you guys are going to talk about me, I guess we aren't going swimming, so I'm going to go find a shady spot down by the creek and get out of the sun."

"Hey, who said we aren't going swimming?" Carissa moved to stand in front of me before I could leave.  "What do you think Sandy, do you still want to go skinny dipping?"

Sandy didn't speak, but she nodded her head as she bit her bottom lip and blushed.  That nod was enough for Carissa though.  In minutes she'd organized us to grab towels and blankets, drinks and snacks, then had hurried us to load them into the Jeep.

All the time we were driving to my favourite pool, she kept up a constant chatter, teasing me, while letting Sandy know about things that I felt were strictly our business.  I was astounded and unfortunately, I grew aroused at some of the tales she told.  Since she was in the front seat with me, she could see the bulge in my crotch, especially since I'd changed into shorts because I was too hot in jeans.  She just grinned and winked at me, then teased me even more by telling Sandy about things that we had done and said to each other.

Since Sandy was sitting in the back seat of the Jeep, the only time I could see her was if I looked in the rearview mirror.  However, her gasps and giggles were almost as arousing as the few blushes I saw in glances in the mirror.  Of course Carissa's constant teasing chatter about our love life kept me aroused as well.  Several times, Carissa made me blush as she spoke about intimate details of our relationship.

"Dammit, woman, you make me sound as horny as a billy goat," I protested at one point.

"Oh come on, Chris.  I wouldn't want to give billy goats a bad name, now would I?" she laughed at me, turning my words around.  "You're more like a male mink in breeding season."

"Yeah, well then you're like the female mink," I countered.

"Jeez, are you two always this rough on each other?" Sandy managed to say while laughing.

"Naw, not usually.  You're a bad influence," I grinned as I glanced into her eyes in the mirror and winked at her.

"Hey," she squawked, laughing and swatting my shoulder lightly.  "All I've been doing is listening to Carissa brag about your sexual prowess."

"That's all it takes.  She just wants someone to brag to and it's not my prowess she's bragging about either."

"What is it then?" Sandy asked.

"Yeah, I want to hear this," Carissa was laughing as well.

"You're just bragging about all the things you've taught me," I winked at Carissa.  "I was all shy and innocent until you two gals came along.  Sandy set me up, then you swooped in for the kill."

"Hey, are you blaming me too?" Sandy protested.

"Well of course," I laughed.  "You set me up for Carissa to grab on the rebound, or so she claims."

"Oh, you're gonna pay for that one, right Sandy?" Carissa chortled, then turned and looked back.  "You'll help me pay him back, won't you?"

"Oh, you bet," Sandy giggled.

"Oh, oh.  What have I gotten myself into now?" I grinned, trying to act nonchalant.  "Ah.  Here we are.  I'll just pull into the shade.  Then we can leave the Jeep handy, but the seats will stay cool."

"Come on, Sandy.  Last one in is a rotten egg.  We can get towels later," Carissa yelled, then dove out of the Jeep, throwing off clothing as she ran.

I just sat and watched as Sandy scrambled after her.  Heck, how many times does a teenage guy get to watch two beautiful gals throw off their clothes and show their delightful bodies, even if it was from the back?

I loved to watch Carissa move, having long ago decided that her body was perfect.  Even if she thought she was too heavy, I didn't.  I loved the smooth curves, the soft flesh, the small waist with big boobs and wide butt.  Just watching her run was enough to make my stiffy even stiffer.

Then there was Sandy.  She was taller, slightly thinner and a bit more angular.  Her best features were her legs and her tight bubble butt, but at that moment I had to admit to myself that I'd probably passed up a lot when I had turned down her advances that night.

Unfortunately it dawned on me that because I'd sat in the Jeep as they rushed to dive in, both of them were going to be watching me strip off my clothes and walk down to the water.  Oh well, poor old Willy was going to be on display again.  I imagined that he'd rise to the occasion as usual.

"Hey, we're waiting for the show," Carissa hollered as she trod water out in the center of the pool.

"Yeah, want us to hum some stripper music?" Sandy offered, only feet away from her and facing me.

"Actually, I was thinking of having you come and get me," I called back, grinning at them both.  "I'd even let you have the fun of helping me get naked."

"Hah, I've been there and done that," Carissa laughed.  "I know what happens."

"I'll pass," Sandy chuckled.  "You just want to see me with little investment on your part.  Besides I'm in no hurry, we're the ones who are nice and cool.  You're the one sitting there getting all hot and bothered."

"Oh, but I've got shade, a cool breeze, all the snacks and drinks, as well as a nice view of two pretty women swimming naked.  Why should I hurry?" I chortled.

"You bugger, you had this planned," Sandy laughed aloud.  "Carissa, your boyfriend is a smart ass."

"Did you just figure that out?" Carissa grinned at her, then she swam closer and whispered something so I couldn't hear her.

A moment later both of them looked at me, then they dived underwater at the same time.  As soon as they did, I hopped out of the Jeep, grabbing the blankets and towels, then scuttled back behind some bushes.  I sneaked along behind the trees and bushes toward the waterfall at the top end of the pool, moving as quickly and as quietly as I could, planning to take the girls by surprise.  I knew that where the water came over a rock ledge at the waterfall, it had scoured out the pool bottom, so the water was about twenty feet deep and I could dive in.  I was able to get within about ten feet of the waterfall while still hidden from the pool; that was where I paused to strip off my clothes and shoes wrapping them and the towels into a ball, then tucking the bundle under a bush.  As soon as I did that, I ran to the edge of the falls and dove in, hoping that the splash would be masked by the falling water.  By the time I'd swum underwater and out into the middle of the pool where
the girls had been, they were both at the Jeep, looking for me.

"Well, it looks like the perspective has changed," I called out, laughingly.

"You bugger," Sandy squawked.  "How did you do that?"

"But now we're on the shore and have our clothes," Carissa grinned at me.

"Sure, if you want to walk down toward me and pick them up," I grinned as I swam in close to the shore.  "I won't mind that show at all."

"We could use the towels," Sandy giggled, looking at me over the hood of the Jeep.

"No, we can't," Carissa laughed as she looked in the Jeep.  "He's hidden them on us."

I just laughed.

"You bugger," Carissa laughed as well, then she turned toward Sandy, grinned and asked her.  "Want me to hold your hand while we parade down and give him a thrill?"

"No.  I'm a big girl now," Sandy grinned back, then walked around the front of the Jeep and started toward me.

She and Carissa converged, then walked side by side toward me.  I didn't know which one to look at, both of them looked great.  Carissa was fuller figured, Sandy a bit thinner.  Sandy had small, perky breasts, Carissa's were fuller and rounder.  Carissa was a couple of inches shorter, Sandy had longer legs.

As they waded into the water, then dove to swim toward me, I trod water and waited, knowing that some sort of retaliation was coming to me for sneaking around them.  To my surprise, nothing happened right away.  Oh, we fooled around, diving and playing, but they weren't being vindictive about me outsmarting them.  After a while I decided I wanted to get out of the water, so I went and got the towels, blankets and my clothes, Meanwhile the girls walked out of the water and picked up their clothing to take it to the Jeep.

After that we sat on the blankets, each of them with a towel around their wet hair.  We were all commenting occasionally, but mostly I watched them and listened to their talk.  I was actually surprised to feel so comfortable with Sandy there, since we were all nude, but after that first few minutes before getting into the water, I hadn't had an arousal.  I think Carissa caught my slight frown as I thought about that.

"What's wrong, Chris?" she asked.

"Nothing, really," I sighed, knowing if I told her the truth I'd be a walking boner since I knew they'd tease me until I grew aroused.  "I guess I'm surprised about how well we're getting along with each other, especially the two of you."

"Why shouldn't we?" Sandy asked.

"I don't know.  I guess I was being a dope about things and thinking you'd be jealous or something."

"Envious, but not jealous," she smiled at Carissa.  "I don't know why either.  In fact yesterday if you'd have suggested that we'd be sitting here naked while you sat and watched us, I'd have said you were nuts.  But it's funny, I'm comfortable sitting here without clothes on and talking to Carissa about everything.  I know you're watching me, but you're watching Carissa as much or more and you aren't being rude about it."

"I'm not?"

"You know darn well you're not," Carissa snorted and swatted my leg.  "Actually, the only time you get rude is if someone does something dumb."

"Yeah, mostly Wil," I sighed.

"Well, you got quite mad at all of our mothers," she grinned.

"I suppose I was, but I think they planned on us having a big fight," I frowned.

"I think they expected Carissa and me to fight, then you'd have had step in and take sides," Sandy agreed with me, nodding her head.  "Instead, I'm thinking that we could live in the same house without too many problems."

"I wouldn't go that far," I sighed.  "I don't know if I trust myself that much.  You're damn near as attractive as Carissa right now."

"Only damn near?" she kidded me, winking broadly at Carissa.  "What's wrong with me?"

"Not a darn thing," I laughed.  "That's one of the problems.  I think your attitude was my problem with you before and just listening to you today, you seem to have changed your mind on your opinion about dating."

"Well, I got my nose rubbed in my mistakes by a nice guy who got mad at my Dad, not me," she giggled at me.  "Then he sicced his bulldog sister on me to straighten me out about sex, while his mother and father tore into my Mom and Dad about the way my sisters and I were being raised.  You hauled out the heavy guns and sent in a three pronged attack."

"Don't blame me for that," I shook my head.  "It was Mom and Beth's idea."

"Well, I'm glad someone did it," Sandy grinned.  "Here I thought it was you and I was going to ask Carissa if I could give you a thank you hug and kiss."

"You were probably right in the first place.  He probably orchestrated the whole thing by playing on his family's morals anyway," Carissa giggled.  "And, I think that a thank you kiss could be arranged.  After all, you have kissed him before, so it's not like this would be a new experience or anything."

"It would be if I did it the way we are now," Sandy blushed.

"You mean because you're not wearing clothes?  Is that a problem?"

"Carissa, you know damn well it is," I groaned, my body already reacting to the idea.

"Well, from appearances, your mouth is complaining, but your body isn't," she teased.

"Dammit Carissa, we're trying to be good and you're trying to push us at one another at every opportunity," Sandy sighed.  "Just what the hell is going on?"

I don't think Carissa expected that.  She stared at Sandy for a few seconds as if Sandy had struck her, then she leaned back and sighed deeply.

"I guess I'm not very confident and I suppose I'm worried," she whispered.  "You're so damn sexy and Chris did go out with you first."

"I'm sexy?  Good lord, Carissa, you simply ooze sex.  You were sexy before, when we were going to school, but now?  Holy shit, right now you seem to be lit up like a beacon.  You simply glow.  I can't compete with that," Sandy stared right into Carissa's eyes.

"Oh, fuck off," Carissa bit off her words sharply.  "I'm fat.  I look like a cow compared to you."

"Chris, go take a walk, go for a swim, do something, but get out of here," Sandy said sharply, staring at me.  "I need to get brutal with your woman and I don't want you to hear what I'm going to say."

I stared at her for a second, then looked at Carissa.  When she shrugged her shoulders, I grabbed my shoes and shorts, then moved away.  There was dead silence for a moment as I walked down the trail, then all I heard was a murmur of voices.  At least I wasn't hearing any screams or hollers.

I didn't go far away though, just in case a fight broke out, because I knew that if there was I'd have to run back and break it up.




Chapter 29:

Caution Construction Ahead - Signs and Signals Modified

I found myself pacing back and forth along the rough road, but since it was so hot that day I stayed in the shade of the trees.  I was perhaps fifty yards away from the opening where the Jeep was parked, wishing I could see the two women even if I couldn't hear them.  Then, I paused for a moment, wondering why I was so worried.

One thing that I'd taught myself was to examine my motives in order to discover my underlying feelings and desires.  If ever there was a time when I needed to examine my own emotions and consider my desires, that was it, even though I didn't have any influence on the situation.  After all there I was, standing in the nude, waiting for the results of a discussion that I could neither hear nor influence.  To make things seem even weirder, you have to realize that discussion was happening between my present, live-in girlfriend and a girl that I had dated previously, if only for a short while.  The strange thing was that my former date was trying to calm my girlfriend and I wasn't even sure if I wanted to be involved with the discussion they were having.

I'd just reached that point when I heard Sandy call my name.  So I shifted mental gears and trotted back to see what the gals wanted, now I was curious if Sandy had eased Carissa's mind about her body image.  As I approached them, they were both staring at me.  Carissa looked like she had been crying.  Even Sandy looked quite sober.  They'd moved the blanket into the dappled shade of a clump of birch trees and were sitting on it, side by side.  When I was about twenty feet away from them, Sandy held up one hand, palm forward, as if asking me to stop so I did.

"What's going on?"

"We want you to answer some questions," Carissa sniffled.

"Okay.  I'll answer anything I can."

"First, what do you see when you look at us?" Sandy smiled slightly.  "In other words, describe your impression of each of us from your point of view."

"Do you mean a physical description?" I frowned.

"No, not really that so much what we look like, but how you see us as people," she smiled slightly more.  "Could you give us an overall description of your impression of each of us?"

"Wow.  This could take a while," I sighed.  "Besides, I feel a bit like I'm stepping into a minefield.  My descriptions may not be what either one of you wants to hear."

"We don't want details; we just want a general idea," Sandy said again, obviously trying to control the situation.

"Well, I'll have to cover the physical side too.  For instance, you are very pretty, tall, a bit on the thin side, but quite sexy and you use those things to your advantage when you're dealing with people.  You're losing your shyness and becoming more independent than you were when we first met, but you're still very friendly and caring.  Right now, you seem almost afraid of the future, but you're calling on reserves to meet it head on.  Being the oldest child in your family, you've learned to manipulate your Dad to get what you want a lot of the time, but you seem to expect all guys to act like him and we don't all do that."

She stared at me, open mouthed.  "You think I want to manipulate you?" she finally managed to ask quietly.

"Oh come on, I'm a guy.  You're a gal.  All gals manipulate the guys around them, or at least they try to," I caught a bit of a grin on Carissa's face at that comment, so I went on.  "Even Carissa manipulates me, but she's craftier than you.  Unlike you, she may be more familiar with guys younger than her father because of all the dates she's gone on, so she may use tricks you haven't learned yet."

"Hey," Carissa said shortly, looking at me as if she was a bit upset, but I held up my hand.

"Whoa, don't get upset.  I'm not and I'm the guy being manipulated," I grinned and winked, then turned to gaze at Sandy again.  "As an example, think about our discussion about a bathroom this morning.  Carissa didn't enter into it, but I could see the sneaky smile on her face as we were talking.  She wants a bathroom in the cabin even more than you do, but she's already let me know her opinion and she knows all about the discussions my family has had.  She's crafty enough to let you argue with me, knowing that it chips away at my resolve to put that project off for a while."

"Well, you know how I feel about that darn outhouse, so you know I wouldn't argue against her," Carissa shrugged, the frowned slightly.  "Do I really try to manipulate you though?"

"Yeah, but I return the favour," I grinned.  "I just lose more often than you do, but I expect that.  After all, I've watched Mom and Beth run most things at home for years."

"Hmmph.  Besides the fact that I manipulate you, what else do you think about me?" she demanded.

"Well, let's see," I grinned and lifted my hand to my chin as if I was thinking.  "You're just the right height for me to cuddle and when we cuddle, you're very sexy, sort of voluptuous, smooth, soft and just a great armful of woman.  Mmm, you're wonderful in bed too.  Besides, you're great at teaching me how to please you, then wonderful about rewarding me if I do it well.  Mostly though, I like your ability to learn quickly and how you can adapt quite readily to change."

I think what I said pleased Carissa, at least her eyes were shining and she was smiling at me.

"Wow," Sandy sighed.  "You make me feel like a scarecrow in comparison."

"Well, I certainly don't think you're a scarecrow," I chuckled.  "Heck, if you were, I'd have never have dated you in the first place."

"Well, since you described me sexually, what do you think she'd be like in bed?" Carissa asked.

"That's impossible to guess," I laughed and shook my head.  "From what little I know about Sandy from our date, she's a very warm person and like you, she's extremely sensual.  However, I think she's even more impulsive than you are.  She's probably going to be a firecracker in bed, very inventive and expressive.  She'll drive her boyfriends crazy, but they'll love it."

I think Sandy thought what I said was true, but complimentary as well.  At least she was smiling, but blushing at the same time.

"So what would you do if both of us were to end up in bed with you at the same time?" Carissa asked another loaded question.

I thought about it for a minute and decided to treat her question somewhat humourously, so I grinned at her.  "Run like hell, otherwise I'd go nuts and probably offend one or the other of you and I don't want to do that to either one of you."

"Hah.  I want a serious answer."

"Then ask me a serious question."

"I was being serious."

"Actually so was I, at least partially.  I would be afraid of offending one or the other of you.  As well as that I'm certain that I'm not very good at paying the kind of attention needed to more than one woman at once.  My body and mind are only meant to concentrate on one gorgeous woman at a time.  So, since there's only one of me and there are two of you, I'd rather not be put in that position."

"Then you wouldn't be interested in having sex with two women at once?" Sandy asked.

"Interested yes, but realistic enough to know that I'd probably screw up and I'm not tempted to fuck up a wonderful relationship for a possible thrill."

"So what about playing around with two women, but only one at a time?" Carissa asked, but she was smiling.

"I can't see that working either," I sighed.  "Can I be brutally honest for a minute?"

"Yeah, but aren't you being honest now?" she frowned.

"I'm being honest, but not to the point of being brutal about it," I tried to explain.  "What I want to say might be taken wrong, but I think it's the truth.  I'd want to be able to explain my thoughts before either of you got badly offended."

"I can live with that, if you allow us to offer our opinions too," she said, looking at Sandy who nodded in agreement.

"Well okay, but in a way, it's not complimentary," I sighed.  "I might be able to handle a dual relationship, but I doubt if either one of you could, not without getting extremely jealous.  That's not a fault on your part, it's simply the way men's and women's minds work."

"I think I know what you mean, but could you explain yourself?" Sandy asked.

"Okay.  I believe in Darwin's theory of evolution," I smiled at her.

"That's an explanation?"

"Well yeah.  It is, if you really think about it."

"Even I need another explanation on top of that one," Carissa laughed and shook her head.

"Okay according to Darwin, all animal life has a commonality that goes back to the very first protozoa, right?"

"Yeah, so?" Sandy grumped.  "Get on with it."

"Okay I'll use an example that you can see in real life," I grinned.  "If I had a herd of twenty mares and I turned out two stallions amongst them, how many foals could I expect to get from each stud?"

"I suppose you'd get fifty percent from each one," she frowned.

"Unh uh, wrong," I shook my head slowly.  "You see between the mares and the studs, as well as Darwin's theory of natural selection, I'd end up with at least nine tenths of the foals from one stud.  The biggest, strongest and smartest stallion would more than likely service almost all of the mares.  We can see the fighting when stallions get together, but really those fights would be only part of what happens.  While the fighting goes on the mares would be watching and they'd look for the stallion who does best and is most able to dominate the other horse.  By doing that they can pick out the stud whose genes give him the best chance of survival when they chose a mate to sire their offspring.  Women do something the same with guys."

I paused and both Sandy and Carissa leaned forward.  I could see I had them hooked and waiting, but I wanted one of them to express curiosity.

"Well?  Don't leave us hanging," Carissa caught on to what I was doing.

"Okay, women are a hell of a lot more intelligent than dumb old horses.  They also want the biggest, strongest and smartest male to sire their offspring, but they want more than that.  They want someone who is compatible with them, but on top of that they want a man who can provide them with the most care and greatest comfort.  They want what's best for them and their children, but that's not just selfishness on their part either.  In addition, that means that they can give their kids an advantageous start in the world.

"Women look for the best competitor in man's crazy world and set their sights on him, then they do their best to be whatever they feel he wants so they can mate with him.  After they've convinced him to be their mate they know that they can expect that man to care for their children as well as he possibly can.  That means that their competitive mate will give their children a head start in their life as well as providing great genes to carry on afterward.  What I'm saying is that women take advantage of men's competitive nature."

"Are you saying women aren't competitive?" Sandy asked.

"Oh hell no," I laughed.  "Look at you two for instance.  Both of you are actually competing with each constantly even if you don't know it, and because of that I'm gaining the benefit of your competition."

"What?" Sandy squawked.

"We are not!" Carissa said, almost at the same time.

"Oh, but you are, you're just not physically fighting like the females of other species might," I chuckled softly.  "Instead each of you is showing me how alluring she is, as well as how open minded and cooperative she is.  The way I see it, both of you are trying to seem to be as attractive to me as possible, but you're doing it competitively even if you don't want to acknowledge that you are."

"You always were the smart ass who had all the answers," Carissa laughed.

"Hell, I don't have all the answers, I don't even know all the questions," I grinned.  "But, I do know that until I brought attention to myself at school, I never had a real date.  At first I was a laughingstock because I drove an old Model A Ford, but I didn't like that attention much since I was thought to be a joke of some sort.  However, I really showed up on most people's radar when I traded the Model A to Frank Dolens for the car I have now.  Of course after the grad party and that stupid picture fiasco I was suddenly the center of attention.  Suddenly I was someone all the girls thought was worth checking out.  Up until then I was just another face in the crowd to both of you and to almost everyone else."

"Hey, that's a bit cruel," Carissa protested.  "I don't see it that way at all."

"Okay, then tell me what you knew about me before the night of graduation."

"Well, you were always quiet and really smart," she said slowly.  "I always thought you were way too shy to do …  Oh, migawd, you're right!  I really didn't know much about you, but that's as much your fault as mine."

"It probably was partly my fault," I grinned.  "I was shy, but then I was always the youngest in the class and everyone always treated me as if I was a little kid, not a regular student.  I'd been slapped down for trying to have anything to do with my classmates so often that I'd given up trying to make friends with any of them."

"I knew who you were before all that stuff," Sandy explained.  "Mostly though it was second hand, through Beth and the twins.  When I heard about what you did about those pictures, it really wasn't much of a surprise because it fit right in with what they'd already told me about you.  So when you showed up in the hospital after hurting yourself, I felt I had to meet you.  I guess you're right in a way, because you suddenly appeared on my radar then and I wanted to know you better."

"Yeah, you wanted to tease me about bed pans," I laughed.

"Will you get off my case about that damn bed pan thing?" she grouched, but blushed.

"Probably not," I chortled.  "When I mention bedpans, you blush and making you blush is something I find enjoyable."

"Why the dickens do guys like to make girls embarrassed enough to blush, anyway?" Carissa asked.  "It's stupid."

"No, it's not really all that stupid.  I think it's another of those biological tests that come up almost automatically in the mating dance between a guy and gal."

"What?  You have to be kidding me," Sandy protested.  "How is my blush a biological test in this mating dance of yours?"

"Well, first off it's not my mating dance; it's the mating dance of human society.  Secondly, it's a test of the maturity of the female who is being teased.  The guy makes a reference to something that's slightly off-colour to the gal.  If she misses the point and asks for an explanation, he assumes that she's not mature enough or knowledgeable enough to understand.  If she blushes he can presume that she's knowledgeable, but inexperienced.  If it doesn't bother her or she returns the smart crack, he'll probably gauge what she does or says to mean she's mature.  For most guys, it's subconscious of course."

"I don't get the point."

"Well, it lets the guy know more about the physical and mental development of the gal.  Each guy has his own preferences about what sort of lover he wants.  Some guys are cherry pickers, who like to educate an innocent gal.  Other guys like their peaches ripe and ready," I laughed.

"Where do you get all this stuff?" Carissa grinned at me.  "I think I had the same sex ed courses you did, and I don't remember any of this."

"Oh what I've said didn't come from any course," I laughed loudly.  "I've done a lot of reading about sex and biology, but a lot of the ideas I have about sex are my own.  They come from what I've read, what I've seen and what I've inferred from my own experiences."

"So they're just your opinions?"

"Yeah, but they're opinions based on the observation and supposition of known facts."

"Jeez, what are you trying to become, a damn professor of sexology?" Sandy snapped.

"Nope, I'm just trying to find my way through the world in a way that allows me to judge what's going to happen next from what's happened before.  All I'm trying to do is be a good guy who doesn't rock the boat too hard," I sighed.  "Now, time is ticking away on us, and I think we should think about heading back in order to do the chores pretty soon."

I don't think either of them was ready to leave, but neither of them argued with me.  Inside of ten minutes or so, everyone was dressed and we'd loaded the Jeep, ready to leave.

"Say, we've got time to go the long way, don't we?" Carissa asked, looking at her watch.  "If we did that Sandy could get an idea just how big the ranch really is."

"You mean this pool is on the ranch?" Sandy asked.

"Yes, it's only half way down the upper portion, the part that Chris and Beth care for," Carissa looked back at Sandy with a grin, then turned to me.  "Please Chris, can we go the long way?  Then she can look down across the lower valley and see just how much more land there is below the cliff."

I sighed, looked at my watch again, then gave in.  While I was driving along the trail, Carissa was explaining about Grampa Bender's lease.  Then she was telling Sandy about the latest version of our lease agreement with him and about his latest will.  Sandy was fascinated by the idea that Beth and I were literally going to be in control of the whole area we were driving through.

When I drove across the creek at the lower ford, both of them made comments about the small amount of water in the creek.  I had to explain to them that since it was midsummer it was surprising that there was as much as there was.  On summers in the past I'd seen the water in the creek reduced to a trickle at times, but this year the flow was decent.

Sandy was blown away as we stood at the drop off and looked out across the lower section of the lease toward my family's farm.  She couldn't seem to understand that the whole area was under one lease because of the dependence of ranches on water, so I had to explain it to her.  Without open water cattle couldn't range freely over an area and the only year-round source of water in the whole upper valley were the springs on Grampa Bender's homestead.  As a result, when Grampa Bender had filed on his original homestead he was able to control the use of water downstream of his place.  Because of that the government had granted him a ninety-nine-year lease on all the land between it and the next source of water, which happened to be on land that had been homesteaded by other members of my family.  In fact my great grandfather, my grandfather and great uncle had filed on all three of the homesteads that stretched from one side to the other of the lower valley, so the valley walls
defined the extent of our lease.  I pointed out that a second creek ran through George's father's farm and joined 'our' creek near the closest corner of Dad's farm.  Then a third creek came in from the other side of the valley near the far edge of Uncle Tom's farm and joined 'our' creek somewhere across the main road and over on the Davis's farm.  I even mentioned that the third creek running through Uncle Tom's farm was the one running under the bridge at the big gully on the dirt road that we drove along coming up to Mile High Ranch.

Of course she wanted to know where the water in the creek came from in the first place and I repeated that it came from the springs that fed the lake at the top end of Grampa's homestead.  Those springs were fed by underground streams, which came from the mountains off to the west of us.  The only time surface water came down to us from above the lake was during the spring thaw or after extremely heavy rains.

I think it was almost more than Sandy could understand, so she was quite quiet on the drive up the other side of the valley and back to the cabin.  When we pulled into the farm yard and stopped in front of the cabin, Carissa pointed past it and toward cliffs above the lake, telling her that was where the lease started.  Sandy just shook her head as if she couldn't believe the whole explanation.

I'd just carried the picnic stuff and the blankets inside the cabin when the phone rang.

"Hello" I answered it.

"Hello, Chris?  This is Frank Dolens."

"Hi, Frank, what's going on?"

"There's a regular race at Pine Lake on Sunday evening.  Tom and George say they can have the car ready, but only Tom will be able to be at the race.  Will you be willing to drive?"

"Umm, I guess.  I can't think of any reason that I wouldn't be able to go."

"Okay then.  Time trials start at seven, racing at eight.  If you want to drive up early, we have a barbeque planned for five."

"Darn, I've got chores to do sometime that evening," I frowned.

"I talked to your Dad about that.  He said that at this time of the year the chores are easy to handle.  Beth and George are willing to do those for you if you want to go."

"Well, I guess I could then.  Just a second, I'll ask Carissa what she thinks.  Maybe she'll want to come."

"Well I certainly hope so.  Her folks are planning to be there this time," he answered.

I put a hand over the mouthpiece and turned to Carissa.  "Frank wants me to race on Sunday evening, but he's planning a barbeque for late in the afternoon.  He wants to know if we can be there.  Oh, and he said your folks would be there."

"Well, you're his driver," she snorted with a grin.  "If Mom and Dad are there, that gives me two good reasons to go."

"Could I go along too?" Sandy asked quickly.

"You're not working?" I asked.

"Not until Tuesday, then I have a double shift," she smiled, and ducked her head.  "I was hoping that I could stick around with you guys for the weekend because of the fight I had with Dad."

I just stared at her in surprise for a minute, then Carissa frowned at me and pointed at the phone.  "Uncle Frank."

"Oh yeah," I literally jerked as I realised I was still holding the phone.  "Frank?  Carissa says she'll be there and we might have a guest."

"Great, I'll arrange for gate passes for both you two and your guest.  Now I've got to go talk to a customer, but before I go, is there anything you need for Sunday?  The barbeque is on me by the way, you don't need to bring anything in the way of food."

"I can't think of anything I need right now," I answered, my mind still wondering what was going on with Sandy.

"Okay.  So long for now.  See you on Sunday." Frank hung up.

I put down the phone and turned to look at Sandy who moved over to stand beside Carissa, then both of them looked back at me calmly.  Carissa even smiled slightly.

"Okay, what's going on?"

"It'll be Sandy's birthday the first week of September," Carissa's smile changed into a smirk.  "She's turning eighteen."

"Okay, and what does that have to do with her spending time here with us?"

"Well, you heard that she had an argument with her Dad …"

"Daddy said I wasn't grown up enough to leave home and go to Calgary to take the nursing course," Sandy snapped, interrupting Carissa.

"Umm, do you have enough education to do the course?  I thought you had to have grade twelve," I frowned, almost ignoring her talk about the family fight.

"No you don't.  Actually Grade eleven is enough, not unless you want to get a degree and I'm not worried about that.  I have a lot of experience too.  I've been working some very long hours as a candy striper and filling in as a temp when the nursing staff is short handed.  That's not the important part though.  I have all the courses I need from school anyway.  I was taking several grade twelve courses last year and I passed them all with good grades.  Then I challenged the grade twelve English course and passed it.  The only thing I was short of having for graduation was enough credits.  I'm short about five credits to have my diploma."

"So why doesn't your Dad want you to go to Calgary?"

"Because he thinks I'll be vulnerable.  First off, he's a control freak.  Then I think that when I made the mistake with you and we broke up, he decided I was too wild or something.  I don't know, and really I don't care," Sandy spoke sharply.

She was upset, but not crying.  I think she was more angry than anything else.

"Chris, there is one thing she hasn't said that I think is important," Carissa sighed softly.  "She and her mom have already rented the one side of that duplex from her uncle, but they haven't told her Dad yet.  On top of that she's already registered and her course is paid for.  The thing is she's all paid up for now, but unless she gets someone to move in with her, she won't be able to afford to stay for long.  So, I want to move in with her, but I also want to be with you."

"Are you suggesting that we both move in with Sandy?" I managed to ask, even though I was astonished that she even suggested it.

"Yeah, I guess I am," she sighed.  "I don't think you're exactly thrilled with that idea, are you?"

"No, I can imagine just what my folks will say to that idea," I sat down and stared at the two of them.  "Both of you are eighteen, but I'm not.  I'm sixteen.  I'm legally classed as a child and I need my folk's permission to do lots of things."

"You don't look sixteen or act it either.  Besides, your folks back you up on whatever you want to do all the time," she came back instantly.

"But that's because I'm living at home and they can give me guidance any time I need it."

"You are like hell living at home," she snapped.  "For the last two months you've been living here and I've been living with you.  Besides who set this deal up, I mean about Sandy being stuck here with us?  Your mom and mine, that's who.  I'll admit that they went along with Sandy's mom, probably expecting the idea to flop, but they aren't interfering.  They're giving us the chance to see if we can make it work.  I think we can."

"Shit, even if they went along with this, do you know how hard it will be on all of us?  I'd be living with two extremely attractive women and going nuts because I wouldn't dare touch one of them.  If I did, you'd go bananas and I couldn't blame you.  You'd be worried about leaving us alone together for any length of time.  Then too, Sandy would have to try to sleep with the two of us making love in the next room, which would probably drive her nuts.  On top of that everyone is going to think that I'm boffing both of you," I shook my head.  "I just can't see it working out at all."

"Look, I know it could be rough, but that's why I want to try things out for a few days here," Sandy sighed softly.  "This setup wasn't our idea, but it does give us a test.  We've already seen each other nude and nothing happened.  What could be more sexually charged than that?"

"Huh, wait until Carissa starts making noises at night," I snorted.

"Oh come off it.  My bedroom is right next to Mom and Dad's," she laughed sardonically.  "I certainly know what two people having sex sounds like."

"Not unless your Mom is darn loud," Carissa giggled and I had to grin.

"I think that's too much information, besides she's bragging," I chuckled and winked at Sandy.  "Right now I have some chores to do, then I think we should eat.  We can talk about this afterward, but before we go to bed."

"Chris, could you do the chores on your own tonight?  I was thinking that Sandy and I need to talk more while you aren't around.  We could do that while making something to eat."

"I guess," I shrugged.  "It certainly won't kill me to do some work.  Do you want me to feed the dogs when I'm done?"

"No, we'll do that.  You don't need them with you tonight, do you?"

"No, but they might follow along.  You know Duke will tag along and the pup is starting to follow me too."

"Okay, we'll feed them at the same time as we eat then," Carissa smiled.

So I put on my work jeans and boots, then went out to care for the animals.  It really wasn't much of a job now, not since all the cows and horses were out on the range at this time of year.  All I actually had to do was to feed and water the pigs, then shut the chickens inside.  After that I checked on the stallion and the mare that was penned with him.  From the way they were acting, I thought she might have been bred that day, but I decided to leave her in the breeding corral with him for at least another day or two.

We'd built the breeding corral earlier in the year and we were over half done with the high pole fence on the new pasture meant for the stallion.  In fact, that evening I and old Duke walked along beside the section of fence we'd already built.  Beth, Carissa and I had done a darn good job of that fence.  It was more than six feet high and sturdy enough to hold a stallion inside.  When we were finished, we'd have two acres under grass which would be a lot better for a breeding pen than the smaller corral.  When I was at the far end of that little pasture, I turned and looked back at the whole area around the ranch buildings.  It certainly looked better than it had earlier in the year.  In fact, the yard looked much better than it had a month ago.

Just as I was patting myself on the back over the amount of work we had done, Sandy stepped out on the porch and rang the old wrought iron triangle on the porch, letting me know that supper was ready.  I had to chuckle about that, it was something you'd see in a movie, but seldom in real life.  Usually we just called each other to meals.

While I was walking back to the cabin, I thought about that and decided that Sandy was a romantic.  Then I realised that I was going to have to try to find out in the next few days just how romantic she was and if I was still the center of her feelings of romance.  I sighed at that and old Duke snuffled my hand as if he sympathized.

"You're such a lucky old bugger," I looked down at him and rubbed his old muzzle lightly.  "You don't have to worry about morals or anything else.  For you, if a female is in heat, you screw her.  I have to worry about the consequences if I even think about something like that."

He paused long enough for his sloppy old tongue to take a quick swipe at my hand, then he waltzed over to a fence post and lifted his leg.

"Was that a comment, Duke?" I chuckled.  "Are you telling me 'pee on it, just go with the flow,' then see what happens?"

As usual, he didn't even deign to look at me, instead he trotted off toward the cabin, knowing it was time for him to be fed.

"You're no fucking help at all," I sighed.

I realized that I was following along the same path as he was and with the same goal in mind – filling my belly, but he could eat, then just follow his instincts.  Unfortunately I was a human, not a dog.  I had to think about my actions and I knew that I had some major decisions ahead of me.  Somehow though I was afraid that the decisions I made in the next few days were going to be pivotal to the rest of my life.  As well as that those decisions could very well affect several other people and right at the moment I wasn't too confident in my decision making ability because I knew I was being pressured.  I really didn't enjoy that, actually I didn't even like to acknowledge that fact, even if it was the truth.

Both Carissa and Sandy were very quiet while we ate, only discussing the meal, but I was no ball of fire either.  Even though I'd had a short nap during the day, I was still feeling very tired, after all I really hadn't slept much the night before.  Since I was feeling sleep deprived, I was probably not at my best and brightest in any way shape or form.  Carissa noticed how tired I was, and when we'd eaten, she sent me out to the porch so I could relax with my evening cup of coffee.  Of course, I didn't argue, instead I sat on the porch, almost dozing off, while they washed up the dishes and cleaned up the kitchen.

When the two of them were finished in the kitchen, they came out to join me, but even then it seemed to me they were still speaking extremely quietly.  But, perhaps I was somewhat dull witted because I was tired and almost dozing off.  I wasn't paying their conversation much attention, so their discussion didn't really register until my name was mentioned.

"… but Chris was right about the way some women deal with folks who are well off.  When Jess and Jean came home from school and said they'd made friends with a girl whose last name was Crawford, it was a big deal to Mom," Sandy was saying quietly.

"Whoa," I sat up and looked at her.  "Could you go over that again, please?  I guess I lost my concentration for a moment."

"Oh Chris, wake up for a minute or two," Carissa snorted.  "Sandy was just taking a wild stab at guessing the reason why her mom is so much in favour of the three of us living together in Calgary."

"Why do you think that Sandy, because Beth is friends with the twins?" I frowned, still not understanding and trying to tie that idea in with what I'd heard.

"No, you silly ass," Sandy grinned at me.  "It's because you're part of the Bender clan, well, Bender/Crawford Clan now I guess.  Didn't you realise that your family controls more land than anyone else in the whole municipality?"

"So what?" I still didn't understand what she meant.

"You didn't hear anything I said, did you?" she laughed.

"Not really I guess.  I think I zoned out for a while.  I'm sorry."

"That's okay.  I'll start over," she smiled, then sighed.  "Mom really has a thing about owning property and I think the whole thing started because of her childhood.  She was born and raised on a rented quarter section of land and her family went through the depression while they lived there.  You see her family has never owned any of the places where they've lived, not even now.  So Mom never lived in a place she could really call her own, not until she married Dad and even then, not until they bought the house we live in now.  Mom is an absolute nut about owning property."

"Well, I guess that living through tough times like that probably would explain her attitude about property," Carissa reached out and took Sandy's hand in hers, then she frowned.  "Just how old is your mom?"

"Let's see, I think she was born in 1929, because I'm quite sure that she'll be thirty-nine this fall," Sandy paused and her face took on an intense look of concentration, then she nodded.  "Yeah, it would have been 1929, right when the depression started.  Her whole family was very poor all through her childhood, first because of the depression and then because of wartime rationing, so I guess it kind of warped her perspective of things.  She practically worships people who are well off or those who have a lot of land."

"But, I always thought that people on farms lived quite well during the depression?" Carissa frowned.

"Oh no, not really, at least not for some people," Sandy shook her head.  "Mom's family wasn't exceptionally big as far as families went in those days, but there were still five kids and like I said before, they lived on a quarter section of poor land.  Grampa and my uncles used to work for other people to earn enough money and food for them to live on, because the farm simply didn't produce enough to keep them going.  There was an awful drought at that time too.  When she was really young, Mom and her sisters had to herd the cattle along the ditches next to the road to let them eat the grass growing there, because the pastures were over-grazed.  Then the dust storms started and even the grass in the ditches was gone because it was buried under drifts of dust.  That's when times got really rough for them.  Even the bread they ate was completely home made.  Their flour was made from wheat that they ground up in a grain grinder that was meant to grind grain for the
cattle.  They'd just run the wheat through the grinder over and over, then screen it through an old window screen to get all the biggest unground bits out.  Heck, they even made sourdough bread using a sourdough starter, just so they didn't need to buy yeast."

"I know that sort of thing happened to a lot of people," I nodded.  "Even the people who had more land had a hard time of it.  Grampa Bender tells some awful tales about it and Dad does too.  They used to use the dishwater and bathwater on the gardens, and they used to snare rabbits to make rabbit stew, stuff like that."

"Yeah, but people with bigger farms had a better chance," Sandy frowned at me.  "With more land, they just cut back some.  I'm not saying it wasn't tough on everyone, but what I'm trying to say is that it was tougher on the little guys."

"Oh, I agree," I nodded.  "Heck, farming can be tough even now though.  Only a few years ago we had a really bad stretch when the weather didn't cooperate.  We had too much rain come late in the fall one year, that was followed by an early frost, then snow, so that year the crops were wiped out.  The next year we got hailed out, then for a few years we had a bad drought.  It was rough enough that we're still paying the bank for loans we had to take out at that time.  Farming can be darn tough if Mother Nature doesn't cooperate."

"I'm not saying it isn't hard at times, but from Mom's perspective, she could see how much easier life was for people that owned their land, compared to how it was for her family," Sandy shrugged.  "Anyway, she had one friend living on a big farm in the neighbourhood, who used to pass along used clothes and stuff.  So when the twins made friends with Beth, Mom made a big deal about it.  Then you came along and showed an interest in dating me.  At that time Mom was in seventh heaven."

"Umm, am I reading a lot into this or are you going where I suspect?" Carissa looked at Sandy strangely.  "You don't think your Mom raised you to be a man trap for a rich guy, do you?"

"I don't know, but it sure seems suspicious, doesn't it?" Sandy shrugged her shoulders.  "It's not just Mom either.  I mean, just look at the way I was raised.  Dad wouldn't let me date at all, not until a nice guy from a relatively well off family came along and expressed interest in dating me.  Then he almost threw me at Chris, no real restrictions on where we could go or what we could do.  Nothing but having me home by a late curfew and not letting me miss work.  On top of that Mom never talked to me about any kind of birth control, but boy did she ever manage to leave me with the impression that sex was fantastic."

"Well sex is great, at least I think so," Carissa agreed with a wry grin.  "But, I suspect you might have set up to get involved with someone like Chris and since you didn't know dick all about sex, you were almost certain to get pregnant.  That is until Beth and her Mom came along and explained things.  They shot that lack of knowledge all to heck, didn't they?"

"Yeah they did, along with some help from Janet at the hospital when I had wits enough to ask questions," Sandy nodded.  "All of us are on the pill now, even if Jess and Jean aren't really old enough to get the pill without parental permission.  We haven't told Mom or Dad though."

"The twins are taking birth control pills?" I stared at her.

"Well yeah!  I talked them into it and Janet helped us out," Sandy nodded her head.  "I mean I screwed up when I tried dating you and then I didn't get along very well with Wil, so I was sort of out of the game.  When the twins started to show an interest in Tom, Mom seemed to think it was fine and even talked Dad into letting the twins both go out with him, I got suspicious and decided to talk to them.  She hadn't said one darn thing to them about protecting themselves against pregnancy.  On top of that she'd made certain that they overheard her saying things about how good sex felt, just like she had with me."

"You mean you think she's setting all of us up so that Tom or I might get one of her daughters pregnant?" I bleated, hardly able to believe my ears.

"In a word, yes," Sandy nodded.  " When we were down swimming you were talking about women manipulating men.  I got to thinking about that.  I think Mom does that to Dad and he doesn't even realise it.  I think she's been doing the same thing with the three of us girls, so I suppose we've been conditioned to make ourselves available to well off guys, maybe for years."

"Oh migawd!" she paused and looked at me, her eyebrows lifting in surprise, then she turned to face Carissa.  "Gal, you'd better not leave me alone with him for any length of time.  I'm a ticking, time bomb that's ready to go off!"

"Huh?" Carissa stared at Sandy, her face wearing an expression of total incomprehension.

I wasn't in any better shape.  I was staring at Sandy just as hard and probably understood her words just as little.  Sandy stood up and moved away from us, her body held rigid and her face twisted into a deep frown.  She walked over to the porch railing, then spun to press her back against it as she faced us.  After looking at us intently for a second, she spread her arms and grabbed the railing with both hands, clenching them tightly, almost as if she was holding herself in place.

"I think I know what's happened to me and to my sisters and it pisses me off!" she spoke through gritted teeth.

"I don't understand," I frowned, still puzzled by her words and actions.

"Chris for God's sake, don't talk right now," Sandy moaned softly, shaking her head and closing her eyes.  "Just hearing your voice is setting me off and I think I'm going nuts."

"Can I talk?" Carissa asked in a whisper.

"Yeah, I'm not affected by your voice.  Well except that I feel envious, even jealous."

"Jealous?  Of me?  But why?"

"Because you're with Chris and I'm not," Sandy said flatly.  "This isn't about sex so much either.  For some reason it's just that I see how much you two care for each other.  You two are always touching and doing things for each other, almost without thinking about it.  I guess I miss that more than anything, because I can see that you have each other while I'm all alone.  I know part of that envy comes from what I've been taught and it bothers me a lot that my own family could be so shallow, but I still feel the envy and jealousy.  If this is what I have to put up with when we're in Calgary, I don't think we should live together after all."

"Wait a minute, I do care for you," I couldn't help saying.  "If I didn't like you, I wouldn't have gone out with you in the first place.  Part of the reason that you see what you do with Carissa is the fact that we've lived so closely, almost in each other's pockets for a month and a half.  Most of the closeness comes from the way our lives have become entangled in that time.  As for doing things without thinking, we know each other very well now."

I paused, then grabbed Carissa's hand.  "We know we can expect certain things from each other, so we've gotten into the habit of thanking each other for the support in small gestures and actions.  Now I'm not saying that sex isn't part of it, but it's not the largest part.  The sex is a wonderful bonus."

"I think what Chris is trying to say is that no matter what you feel now, over time your feelings toward us will change as you get to know us better than you do now," Carissa smiled at Sandy.

"Yeah, but right now I can see him sitting beside you, holding your hand, and it bites the big one.  I keep thinking that if I hadn't pushed so damn hard and screwed up so badly, that could be me, not you."

"Would it help if I wasn't here right now?" I found myself asking.  "I could go for a walk or something."

Carissa squeezed my hand tightly as she gave a quick negative shake of her head and a mild frown.  "Or would it be better if you sat between us and we both sat close to hold you?" she offered.

"Even after what I said about being conditioned to be a damn man-trap and aimed right at Chris, you'd still trust me that much?" Sandy whispered, staring at Carissa in astonishment.

"Honey, your mama didn't have Chris and I pegged very well.  I don't use the normal play book and Chris is too much of a nice guy to hurt either one of us, at least not intentionally," Charissa chuckled as she shoved over to make room between us.  "Now I think you need a cuddle and we'll talk out your problem.  You can trust us to be nice to you."

At that moment I was a bit apprehensive about Carissa's idea, but I could see that Sandy was really wound up and it worried me.  I was sure she was hurting and I knew myself well enough to know that I had to try to help her out, but I wasn't sure that Carissa's methods were the best way to go about it.  actually, I wasn't sure if I wanted to cuddle Sandy, because I wasn't sure what my reaction was going to be.  Unfortunately I could see that Sandy needed our help and I had no idea how to calm her anger, so I made the snap decision to trust Carissa's judgement, hoping that it wouldn't rise up and kick us all in the butt.

So when Sandy looked directly at me and raised her eyebrows in an unspoken question, I just smiled and nodded, hoping that I was making a wise choice.




Chapter 30:

Switchback Ahead - Approach With Caution

It took a little time to calm Sandy down and convince her to trust herself, but in the long run, we were all sitting on the bench seat with her between Carissa and me.  Each of us had one arm around her, and each of us was holding one of her hands.  Once she had calmed down, she began to talk.

"I've been thinking about what I said before, and I think Mom was probably conditioned herself, not only by her mother and her family, but by one of the people in her neighbourhood too.  You see toward the end of World War II, one of the neighbours had a relative come to live with them who had escaped from Germany.  The neighbours had a little bit of money by then and they hired Mom to help look after the old woman because she needed someone with her all the time.  The old woman was quite ill since she'd been forced to work in one of Hitler's youth camps even though she was Jewish, but since she was Jewish she was treated poorly."

"She was Jewish and she worked with the Nazis?" I stared at her.

"Yeah, but I think it was either work with them or get put in a camp and be treated the same way as the other Jews," Sandy sniffled.  "I think she was a psychiatrist or something like that, but I don't know for sure.  I never met her, in fact she died before I was born.  Her job in the camps was to calm down the young women who were brought there and try to make them happy to have babies fathered by the men that the Nazis chose to impregnate them.  I think the old lady probably exerted a lot of influence on Mom's thinking, but I also think Mom picked up some tricks from her about influencing people."

"What makes you think that?" Carissa whispered.

"Well for one thing, Mom wasn't going out at all before she started working with the old lady, but after she was there for a few weeks she started dating guys," Sandy frowned.  "It wasn't long after the old woman died before Mom met Daddy.  I know Daddy had a reputation for being wild at the time and I think Mom going out with him was something of a scandal.  The scandal got worse when Mom got pregnant with me, but somehow she talked Daddy into marrying her.  I know that nobody in her family expected the marriage to work out, but it did.  I think Mom helped to reshape Daddy's character and got him to calm down a lot.

"After that Daddy got a decent job, then his parents helped furnish and set up a home, even if Mom wasn't all that happy that the house was rented.  When I was born I like to think that I calmed Daddy down a bunch, but I guess that's just happenstance.  I do know he treats me special, but he's just as happy with the twins even if they do make him a little crazy sometimes.  Anyway he went from being a wild single bachelor, who couldn't hold down a job, to being a good reliable worker and a decent father.  Maybe I'm wrong, but it seems to me that Mom was always talking to him at night when he came home, calming him down and soothing his ego.  I think Mom worked as hard or harder to get him to stick out the job as he did.  I don't know for certain, but I think Chris's dad helped Daddy get the job he has now and maybe even helped my parents get the mortgage to buy our house when we moved here.  I do know that Mom thinks Mr. Crawford is a great guy.  I mean she treats
Beth and Chris like they can walk on water."

"Oh come on now," I snorted.

"She does though.  I can even give you an example of what I mean," Sandy protested.  "I've thought back and as long as I can remember, Mom has always sat and talked to us when she tucked us in at night.  While we were getting ready for bed and even after we were in bed Mom used to be there, talking to us and helping us relax.  When we moved into town I was in grade two and the twins were in kindergarten so they were going to bed before I was and she used to tell us stories until we fell asleep."

"Most mom's do that when their kids are young," Carissa frowned, interrupting Sandy.  "Mom used to read to us every night, fairy tales and stuff like that."

"Oh Mom read us stories, but all of them were Cinderella sort of stories.  They were always about the poor girl who married the rich prince and about how they lived happily ever after.  After we moved here her stories changed and she always managed to mention Chris or Tom."

"But we're not rich!" I protested.

"You are compared to us," Sandy snapped, then she looked shocked.  "Sorry, I didn't mean to argue with you, but you are well off and you're a real nice guy too."

"I can't argue with that at all," Carissa laughed softly.  "But even with all that, why do you think you've been conditioned?"

"Well you worked at the hospital with me, did you ever remember me 'coming on' to any of the young guys we treated?" Sandy asked.

"No, you were always shy."

"Unh huh, I sure was, but when Chris came into the hospital I lost my shyness," Sandy looked about ready to cry again.  "Ask him.  He'll tell you I even wanted to help him use the bedpan.  Then I peeked in on him every time I had a chance.  If he was awake, I went in and talked to him.  I even kissed him two or three times when he was asleep and once when he was awake.  Then when I went home and told Mom about the screw up with the medicine that made him so sick, I was so upset that she had to hold me in her arms and rock me to sleep."

"Actually I was quite upset about that myself and I wasn't even there," Carissa smiled.  "Beth and Corinna were darn upset then too."

"Yeah, but you guys all had a reason.  After all Chris is Beth's brother and you were certain that Chris had saved you from being ridiculed by everyone.  To all of you guys he was your hero.  I was just someone who was supposed to be caring for him.  I wasn't supposed to get so involved.  Heck, if he would have let me help him with that stupid bedpan, I'd have given him a blowjob," suddenly she was blushing.

"Right there?" Carissa giggled.  "Even if there was a chance for you to get caught?"

"Unh huh," Sandy giggled, then she sobered.  "The strange thing is that I told Mom how I felt and what I wanted to do, she wasn't even shocked about it.  She asked me if Chris got hard when I told her about the bed pan, then said that I might have had to give him a hand job or a blow job before he could use the bedpan."

"She did?" Carissa just stared at her and so did I, but I was feeling shocked and embarrassed.

"She did more than that too," Sandy giggled again.  "She told me how to do it, even showed me."

"She didn't!" Carissa sounded shocked.

"Oh yes she did," Sandy hid her head in her hands so her voice was muffled, but she went on speaking.  "She took one of my fingers and told me what to do, then she showed me, actually using my finger so I could feel what she was doing with her lips and tongue.  When I asked her where she learned all that, she told me that the old Jewish woman had shown her and that she was passing on knowledge that I could use to get a man."

"Oh migawd!" Carissa squawked, then giggled.  "She didn't, did she?"

"Oh yeah.  She did," Sandy lifted her head and licked her lips, then both of them were giggling and looking at me strangely.

"What?" I wondered, completely embarrassed by the whole thing.

The two of them ignored my question.  Instead, they turned to face each other.  I think there was a silent question in Carissa's eyes, but although I could see that Sandy was grinning, her face turned toward Carissa so I couldn't tell much about her expression.  Neither of them spoke, but suddenly they both got to their feet then turned toward me.

"We're going for a walk," Carissa said, obviously wanting their converstion to be private.

"Go ahead, but I'm not," I answered firmly.  "I'm still feeling too tired after last night.  In fact I might just go lay down, then you two can sit here and talk without me overhearing anything."

"Oh, I know you're tired," Carissa leaned over and kissed me lightly.  "You really didn't get much sleep last night, did you?"

"No, not really.  Actually, I think I might have slept about two hours, then I had that nap today, but even with that, I'm bushed.  I was trying to be polite because we have a visitor, but …"

"So!  Go to bed.  You certainly don't have to be polite and stay up because I'm here," Sandy interrupted.  "Carissa can keep me company.  I certainly don't want you to stay up just be polite, not since you're exhausted."

I looked at her, then at Carissa and made up my mind to take their advice.  I hugged them both, kissing Carissa on the lips and Sandy on the cheek, wished them both goodnight, then went inside.  Ten minutes later I was sacked out.

When I awoke in the morning, I was on the very edge of the bed.  I could feel Carissa spooned tightly against my back as her arm draped over my body, gently caressing my morning erection.  At least, I thought it was Carissa, until I turned my head and saw Sandy's tousled red hair and sleeping face lying next to me.  That's when I flung off the covers and leapt out of bed.  A second glance proved to me that Carissa was in the bed as well, but she was snuggled on the other side of Sandy and not against me as I'd first assumed.

I suppose by diving out of the bed and rather violently throwing the covers off, I shocked them enough to awaken them.  At least they were both sleepily looking up at me in a second or two.

"Hi," Sandy said very tentatively as she blushed.

"G'morning," Carissa slurred.  "Don't blame Sandy.  It was my idea for her to sleep next to you."

"Holy humping hell, what is going on?" I barked, trying to cover my morning wood from Sandy's gaze with both hands.

"Sandy was feeling lonely and wanted to sleep with us," Carissa sat up and stretched.  "And there's no sense in trying to hide that thing, I made certain that Sandy saw what it looked like last night.  The only problem was, you were uncooperative.  You just rolled over and went to sleep, so we were left frustrated and had to sleep with a big snoring lump."

"Why did you do something like that?" I stared at her in astonishment.

"Because Sandy had never seen a guy's cock before and she'd never slept in the same bed with a guy either," Carissa shrugged.  "It's not like she was going to do anything, not with me right here.  What are you so worried about?  Nothing happened and you weren't hurt in any way?"

I just stared at her, unable to express the feeling that somehow I'd been taken advantage of as I slept.  I knew that if I stayed there and discussed it with the two of them right then we'd end up arguing.  I didn't want to start my day like that.  Instead I just shook my head and grabbed my clothes, then I walked out of the bedroom and closed the door behind me.

I threw on my clothes out in the kitchen, then put the kettle on to make coffee.  Leaving it to perk, I walked outside for my habitual short walk, then returned to the front porch, but didn't go back inside right away.  I was still trying to get a handle on what had happened to us in the last twenty-four hours and especially what had happened the night before.

I really didn't understand Carissa's actions.  Right at the moment it seemed to me that Carissa was playing around with Sandy's dreams of romance.  On top of that it seemed to me that they were both using me as a pawn, which was really upsetting.

Mostly though I was remembering that Carissa had done something similar before, only that time it had been with her twin sister.  That whole episode had turned out very badly.  Carissa had told me then that she wasn't the jealous sort, but after something had happened she'd shown feelings that were at odds to her words.  At the same time, I felt that our actions might have been the final straw that triggered Corinna's suicide attempt.  Since I felt that a similar thing could happen in this case, I certainly didn't want to be involved in a another attempted suicide.  The other situation had been too damn painful for everyone involved.

I was still thinking about the situation when Carissa came outside with two mugs of coffee.

"Sorry about last night," she apologised as she handed me one of the mugs.  "I guess you're pretty annoyed aren't you?"

I just shrugged my shoulders, then sighed deeply.  I really didn't know what else to do.

"I did come into the bedroom alone and ask you if Sandy could sleep with us, you know.  You said uh huh, so I took that to mean it was okay.  I sure didn't want you to wake up and be pissed off like this," she insisted.  "I guess I should have made sure that you were awake, huh?"

"Yeah, you should have," I growled, not feeling at all mollified.

"I'm sorry," she grabbed my hand.  "I don't want to lose what we have, but I guess last night might have been a mistake."

"Yeah," I muttered softly.  "We've been through this same sort of thing before.  I didn't like it then and I don't like it now."

"You mean with Corinna?"

"Yeah," I snapped.  "That's exactly what I mean."

"But this was totally different," she frowned as she looked at me.

"I don't see that much difference."

"Well, Corinna expected sex and I was willing to help her get it.  I was very explicit with Sandy and told her that sex was your choice, not mine," Carissa sighed.  "Last night she just needed to feel what it was like to have someone sleeping at her side all night long."

"Carissa, I woke up this morning with her hand feeling me up."

"Well I can't say I blame her," she giggled slightly.  "I mean a guy has this fascinating piece of flesh down there that seems to do the strangest things.  It has a mind of its own too.  Last night it wouldn't cooperate when I tried to make it grow just to show her what it looked like."

"But that's just it, in some ways you treat me like a toy or a possession, something that you can share around with others.  I'm not!  I'm a person.  I need to share in the decisions that we make about each other, especially decisions that involve our bodies and feelings."

"But I did ask," she protested.

"I was asleep," I growled.  "To make a decision like that I need to be wide awake so my brain is functioning.  After that mess with Corinna, I'm surprised that you even asked."

"Why do you keep comparing the two happenings?  They aren't alike at all.  Corinna is my sister and I knew she wanted sex, but we've always shared.  Sandy is a friend and she didn't want sex, she only wanted a cuddle."

"Maybe they aren't alike to you, but they are to me," I shook my head.  "Heck, even last night sex was involved.  You did say that you showed Sandy my dick and tried to get me aroused, didn't you?"

"Umm, yeah, I sorta did do that," she admitted.  "But, it's still not the same thing."

"No, it isn't exactly the same thing, but it's close," I sighed.  "I think what it boils down to is that I was raised to be a one woman guy and you seem to be more like those hippies and the wierd cults in the States who believe in free love."

"Well not really, but just what do you see wrong about the idea of free love?" she asked.

"To start with, people like Corinna and Sandy would get hurt."

"I think you're misjudging both of them.  Corinna was ill and I think Sandy is a lot more resilient than you're giving her credit for."

"Look Carissa, right now all this is doing is confusing me.  I really don't understand why you're so much in favour of bringing extra people into our bed."

"I'm doing it because it's natural, dammit.  Just look at your fucking horses.  How many mares can one stallion service?  Look at your cattle, or your chickens, or your pig, or even the damn dogs; the males dominate the females and one male dominates the rest.  Most of all look at wild animals.  In almost all cases, there's one dominant male who dominates and breeds the whole female herd, or pack, or whatever a group is called.  The animals that don't act that way are exceptions!" she snapped.  "Of all the animals I can think of, you're most like a lead wolf of the pack.  You're a natural leader and you're going to collect followers.  So I'm doing it because I want to be the next in line to the leader of the pack.  If you're the dominant male, then I want to be the dominant female."

"Huh," I grunted, not liking the way her argument was going.

"Face the facts, Chris.  Whether you like it or not, you're a dominant male.  I know it and so does every woman who meets you," she stood up and faced me then.  "I'm a strong woman and it's natural for me to want what's best for my man.  I've picked you as my man and damn it, I plan to make sure you get what's best for you."

"Whoa there, back up.  What do you mean when you say I'm dominant?"

"Oh for cripes sake, Chris.  Look at what happens in your family.  The only one you aren't dominant toward is Grampa Bender and sometimes I'm not sure about him.  For any of the others all you have to do is suggest something and the whole damn family scrambles to make it happen."

"Wait a minute, what about Mom and Dad?"

"You're still dominant, even for them.  Oh you respect them as your parents and relinquish part of your dominance, because of your age and experience, but you still remain the center of the active family decisions," she paused and took a deep breath.  "However like I said, I'm a strong person, even dominant.  That means that I want to be partially in control in our relationship, but I don't mind being subservient to you."

"So what else are you going to tell me?" I snapped, still uncertain about the dominance thing.

"Well, while I'm explaining, there is one other thing that involves me personally and will affect our relationship, but it might shock you," she sighed heavily and frowned deeply.

"Yeah what's that?  I might as well hear all of your opinions."

"Well until I met you, I thought I was a lesbian.  In general terms I like women much more than I do men.  Since you're so dominant, you turned out to be the exception," she flushed bright red as she spoke.  "Even so I want at least one woman involved in any permanent relationship we have."

With that she grabbed the two empty coffee mugs, turned, and went inside the cabin.  I was left staring after her, my whole world turned upside down and set spinning by her words.  Talk about a double whammy!  First she tells me that I dominate everyone around me.  Then she goes on to mention that she likes women as much or more than she does men.

I was stunned.  No, to say I was stunned doesn't express how completely flustered and utterly astonished I felt.  I was virtually disconcerted.  I literally couldn't believe what I'd just heard.  I must have sat in complete disbelief for several minutes before Carissa came back out of the house with the two coffee mugs in her hands.

"I brought you a refill because I thought you'd need it," she said quietly.  "I think perhaps we should talk some more.  Sandy went out the back door for a walk and will leave us alone for a while."

"Unh, yeah.  Thanks for the coffee," I looked at her quizzically.

"I'm still the same person, you know," she said flatly, perhaps she wondered if I was seeing her as changed in some way.  "I haven't changed, just your knowledge about me has changed."

"No, actually I wasn't thinking about that," I shook my head in negation.  "I almost expected you to come out with something else to shock me."

"Oh I don't think I could do that.  I think you're going to have a hard enough time accepting one revelation like that a day."

"Hah, then why did you throw two major slam dunks at me so early in the day?"

"Two?"

"Yeah, first you said I had a dominant personality, then you hit me with the second item about you and other women."

"Well I thought you knew about being dominant," she leaned back against the porch rail and sipped her coffee.

"But I don't feel that I am dominant, not really," I frowned at her.  "I've always felt that I try to think problems through, then present solutions.  I don't try to be overly forceful or anything."

"Oh you aren't.  You just have the ability to convince people to see things your way.  The only time I see you giving way on anything is if you aren't personally committed to an idea," she frowned then.  "I didn't mean to give you the impression that I thought you were physically forceful in a domineering way, because you aren't.  Instead you out-think anyone around you and convince them that your approach to a problem is better than theirs."

"Oh, you gave me a completely different impression when you talked about domination.  In fact I think the word domination carries a different meaning to me than it does to you.  To me domination is forcing people to do things against their will, while I convince people to do things my way."

"Well whatever way you manage to do it, you still get your way.  For instance right now you're almost managing to convince me that you're right and I'm wrong," she smiled wryly and shook her head.  "It's not that I'm saying that you're a bad person in any way either.  I don't think that at all.  I suppose that dominant isn't a good description, I guess very intelligent and extremely charismatic would describe you in a better way."

"Well thank you.  To me those descriptive words have a positive connotation, not a negative one."

"Is that so damn important to you?"

"Yeah in a way it is.  I'm not just sure why, but I suppose it's because I like to think of myself as a nice guy, not a mean pushy bastard."

"But you don't have to be a mean pushy S.O.B. to be dominant.  The terms dominant and domineering aren't synonyms, you know," she protested.  "Someone who is domineering is usually mean, severe and heavy handed.  Someone who is dominant is often intelligent as well as smooth and masterful.  A dominant person doesn't have to be pushy or anything like that.  You dominate by being thoughful and persuasive."

"Okay whatever you say," I sighed, letting her think what she wanted since I didn't want to argue any more.  "Now I'm done my coffee and I need to look after the animals.  Can we talk as I'm doing that?"

"I guess so," she sounded unenthusiastic, but she got to her feet and walked with me.

"Okay, now about that other subject…"

"You mean about me and my sexual desires, don't you?"

"Yeah, I think that's the only other shocker you threw at me, or was I so stunned by that topic that I missed something else you told me?" I snorted as we stopped at the chicken coop to open it for the day.  "I must admit that after thinking about your reputation as one of the 'Ice Cubes,' you completely floored with that one.  Hell, I thought you and your sister blew through every guy your age within fifty miles, so you liking women was a total shock to me."

"Didn't you ever wonder if there wasn't a reason or two for why we 'blew through' so many guys, as you so inelegantly described our dating practices?"

"You mean that both you and Corinna like gals?"

"Well not really.  I think Corinna does, but she won't admit it to herself, let alone to me.  Although we are identical twins and our tastes are very much alike, that's one way we seem to differ.  Then you came along and admittedly you were the first guy who was really a turn on for both of us, which made life really rough between us for a few days," she sighed.  "Then you came out to the farm with Sandy in tow and threw the two of us for a loop.  However you brought Wil along at the same time and he was quite a bit like you, but even more than that Corinna had always had a crush on him.  So we were trying our best to compensate for the loss of the attention we were hoping to get from you by getting drunk and playing with him.  That's when you came back from your one and only date with Sandy, looking like someone had kicked you in the balls.  After which life got really complicated."

"Yeah it did, for all of us," I frowned.  "Just what did happen between Wil and Corinna anyway, or am I asking a question I shouldn't?  I mean I thought they were going to get married and all that, then they had a minor scrap over a picture and suddenly they broke up."

"I'm not certain myself," Carissa sighed heavily.  "I'm hoping that the whole thing was related to that damn growth in Corinna's head, but I don't know.  I do know that Wil still cares deeply for her.  He still goes to see her quite often, even though she's under treatment for suicidal depression now and not always able to have visitors."

"Yeah, I know he's been visiting her.  She doesn't seem to reciprocate his feelings though."

"Oh I'm not sure of that," she snorted.  "I think she's afraid to admit her feelings right now, and on top of that I think her psychiatrist is one of the old school who is pushing her toward Wil, so she might be fighting the idea out of perversity."

"Why would she do that?"

"Because she told the doctor that she was enamoured by his nurse, just to shock the doc when he pissed her off one time," Carissa frowned.  "I think it backfired though.  I'm certain the psychiatrist is an old fuddy-duddy who thinks anyone who's sexual preferences differ from the norm is sick and needs to be cured."

"Well, according to the Bible …"

"Oh to hell with the bible!" Carissa said flatly, almost angrily.  "Why should either Corinna or I live our lives according to the dictates of a two-thousand-year-old fictional account of life at that time?  As far as I'm concerned, that's the first real science fiction book ever written.  If it isn't science fiction, it's fantasy.  It's got burning bushes, pillars of salt, walking on water, guys 'rising from the dead' and all that.  And all of this is really supposed to have happened?  Get real!"

"Whoa there.  The Bible has a lot of decent teachings and …"

"Oh sure.  The basic tenets about life are all common sense, so in that context it's a decent guide.  But let's face it, those laws were meant as guides for the lives of a group of people that lived in a desert, thousands of years ago, in a completely nontechnical society and half way around the world at that," she interrupted again.  "But if you really read that chronicle of supposed facts and revered beliefs closely, it contradicts itself seven ways from Sunday.  Hell, in one section it promotes Solomon as a 'wise man' for having a huge number of wives and in another it speaks of 'cleaving onto' only one.  Then there's the bit about worship, in one place it talks about worshipping by yourself, hidden away in a closet, and in another it literally propounds evangelicalism.  It's like that in so many places.  There are a million ways to interpret what it says, because there's no consistency, and I know that because I've read the damn book from end to end several
times.  In my opinion, if it were written today, a lot of what's in it would be branded as hate literature, and without the backing of rich, religious fanatics no publisher would set it in print.  Between the Bible and the Koran, I don't know which is the more dangerous.  If you consider the two of them, they've been used as bolsters for more wars, more death and more destruction than anything else published in the world."

"Now just a minute," I held up a hand to stop her tirade.  "You know I wasn't raised to go to church every Sunday, but we live in a part of the world where most of the people around us do.  This is 'Bible Belt' Alberta after all.  The morals of the community establish our laws and since the majority of people around here believe in the Bible; we have to honour their standards to some extent."

"I know, but even while I'm being a hypocrite and pretending in public to give credence to society's standards, I still live my life my way as best I can while still being realistic," she sighed.  "I try to live by most of the ten commandments myself, because they make sense, but even then I reserve the right to use my own judgement."

"Okay, let's leave that argument and get back to our original discussion about you and female lovers," I changed the subject.  "Just how much experience do you have?  Or is it your attitude more than actual action?"

"It's not so much what I've done as what I want to do," Carissa sighed deeply.  "You know I was a virgin when we first made love, so that tells you a lot right there.  However Corinna and I first tongue kissed when we were about nine or ten years old, but we never went much further than that.  At summer camp one year, I played around a bit with one of the girls, but not that much.  We were scared of getting caught and getting into trouble.  The desire is there, but if a girl makes a mistake, there are some pretty darn heavy consequences, so I've been really careful about anything I say or do."

"So what you're telling me is that you think you like girls, but you have no real experience in doing anything physical?"

"Well – yeah, but … I do know that some girls turn me on," she blushed.  "Sandy does, almost as much as you do."

"Sandy?"

"Unh huh," she giggled then, still blushing brightly.  "When she and I were talking last night before coming to bed, she was really upset and I hugged her.  When I did, she turned to look at me and teary cheeks, runny nose and all, I kissed her.  It wasn't a French kiss or even a very long kiss, but she did kiss me back.  I really liked that."

"Oh!" I looked at her suspiciously.  "So getting her into bed with the two of us last night accomplished two things for you, huh?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, it gave Sandy a chance to sleep at my side and maybe a chance to seduce me, but it also gave you a chance to see her nude and perhaps play around with her body a bit too."

"Umm – yeah, and I know it's not nice, because you weren't warned about it, but I was hoping for even more than that.  In a way I was hoping a three way would evolve," she sighed.  "If we had convinced you to play I'd have enthusiastically gone along with it, but you didn't seem to want to get involved."

"Well, I think you know, that isn't really something I've even thought about, let alone really wanted," I frowned, then decided to be honest.  "I guess in a way it does turn me on, but at the same time it scares hell out of me."

"Oh I can see it turns you on, but then you're a teenaged guy and almost any gal in a tight pair of jeans can turn you on," she grinned, looking pointedly at my lap.  "I just don't understand why in the world it would scare you?  I thought having two women in bed with him at one time was a dream situation for almost any guy."

"Nope not really," I shrugged my shoulders and rolled my eyes.  "Like I said it isn't something I've spent a lot of time thinking about and after seeing what happened after Corinna was in bed with us, I can see all sorts of possibilities for problems stemming from that sort of thing."

"Corinna's problem wasn't because she had sex with you.  She still doesn't realize that the two of you even had sex.  Her problem was caused by that damn growth in her head, and you know it.  You're just trying to shift the blame because you feel guilty, and I don't understand that because you said you thought you were dreaming.  If I felt guilty about every guy or gal that I had a sexy dream about, I'd go nuts," she snorted loudly.  "Besides, Corinna is my sister.  I might have been slightly jealous, but mostly I think I was upset because I couldn't be involved."

I had to laugh at that, and she frowned at me in surprise.

"What's so damn funny?" she demanded.

"Well, a while ago you compared us to animals and I was thinking that incest is a lot more common amongst animals than any other form of sexual abnormality," I couldn't help grinning.  "There are fewer gay and lesbian animals than there are incestuous ones."

"Oh for cripes sake," she snorted, then had to grin.  "I guess you'd know though, since you spend so much time around animals."

"Yep, you have to keep a close eye on bloodlines when you're breeding animals, that way you don't encourage recessive genes.  In a way, I suppose humans should do something the same, but it will never happen," We were at the stallion's corral and I gestured toward the pair of horses.  "Look at those two, yesterday they didn't care one bit that both of them had blood lines that were well suited to produce a decent foal.  All they knew was that she was ready for him to breed her and he was willing."

"Do you know what that really means to me?"

"Not much, I guess, but maybe you should tell me," I laughed.

"Well if you were governed by instinct and pheromones like those horses are, both Sandy and I would have gotten bred last night, so that was a darn poor comparison," she laughed then.  "Now what else do we need to do this morning?  We've done all the chores."

"First, we'd best eat breakfast.  Then I think Sandy might want to go to town to get some clothes.  That is if she's going to stick around for a few days," I smiled at her.  "If you took the car you could talk while driving without being drowned out by wind noise in the Jeep, it might be the perfect time to talk to her about how you feel about women.  Then when you get back we can all talk."

"Well, we did talk a bit last night, just not much."

"Oh, I was under the impression that you were hoping for things to develop after you got into bed."

"Hey after I kissed her and she kissed me back, don't you think I had enough on the ball to say something?"

"No, because I thought you'd have told me about her reaction."

"Actually, there wasn't much of a reaction.  She wasn't shocked, but she wasn't enthusiastic either.  It was almost as if she expected me to react that way," Carissa frowned then.  "That meant I was the one who was surprised."

"Well I'm not really surprised by her reaction," I smiled as we walked toward the cabin.  "As you said there had to be a reason why you and Corinna dated so much and gave out so little satisfaction.  Perhaps she guessed from that?"

Carissa looked at me in surprise, but we were coming to the front porch and just then, Sandy stepped out the front door.

"Oh I was just about to call you to breakfast," Sandy smiled weakly.

"Good morning.  Sorry I awakened you so rudely," I grinned up at her from the foot of the stairs.

"Oh.  Hi.  Are you talking to me again?" she asked quietly.

"Huh?  Oh sure, why not?"

"Well, I thought you might still be angry.  You sure seemed angry this morning."

"Oh I wasn't angry, annoyed maybe, as well as surprised and shocked," I sighed, having a hard time concentrating because I was still thinking back over Carissa's earlier statements.  "By the way Carissa said you'd never seen a guy's dick before.  Didn't you look at me when we were skinny dipping yesterday?"

"Oh, I told her that I'd never seen one up close and engorged."

"Engorged?" I said in surprise, then chuckled.  "Now that's one term I've never heard used in a conversation."

"I guess that's almost like I was using medical terminology and rather formal, isn't it?" she giggled.  "What would you call it then?"

"Oh, hard, I guess.  Or if I was being more formal I suppose I'd say aroused.  Guys have lots of names for the condition, 'stiffy' is about the mildest and 'boner' would be one of the cruder names.  'Having a hard-on' is probably the commonest term that guys use though."

"All of those are crude, but okay, if you want I'll use a different word.  Which term would you prefer I used?"

"That depends on a lot of things," I teased.

"Well she slept with you and woke up with it in her hand, that should tell you a bit about how she feels toward you … and it," Carissa grinned at both of us, getting into the teasing mood, but trying to tease us both.

"Hey, you encouraged me," Sandy protested, blushing as she shifted her gaze from Carissa to me.

"I heard," I shrugged, then tried to change the subject.  "Now did you say breakfast was ready?"

The ploy of changing the subject only worked until we were all sitting at the kitchen table with food on our plates.  Carissa was far too interested in sleeping arrangements to let the subject of sex lie untouched for long, but even then she seemed to dance around it a bit, which was somewhat of a surprise to me.

"Chris and I had a long talk about things," she said quietly.

"Oh?" Sandy looked at me with a slight smile and I thought I saw a twinkle in her eye.

"Yeah, I was telling him about last night.  In his words, I floored him," Carissa continued.

"Oh!  Well now that I think about it, I don't doubt it," Sandy's smile faded.

Silence descended on the table for a moment or two, then Sandy sighed.  "Chris, you aren't helping us outby being silent."

Somehow I'd known that was coming, but since I'd just taken a large bite of toast I gestured toward my mouth with a finger and chewed exaggeratedly to give myself time to think.  Carissa saw that and giggled.

"Give him a moment, he's thinking," she managed to say, still giggling loudly.

I knew from the way she was acting that she was on edge and I also realized that somehow Sandy seemed to have the upper hand at the moment which surprised me.  The whole dynamic in the room had changed from what it had been the evening before.  I looked at first Sandy, then at Carissa, then took a sip of coffee before speaking.

"Sandy, from what you've said and done since she spoke to you last night you don't appear to be too upset by Carissa's admission.  Would you mind explaining why?"

"Well you know how I feel about you," Sandy blushed.  "But, I guess what you're talking about is the idea of one guy with more than one woman aren't you?"

"Yeah, I am," I nodded.

"Well I told you about Mom and Dad living through the dust bowl in a small community earlier, but I didn't mention where it was.  They were living near Cardston, down near Waterton Lakes Provincial park and the US border."

"And why is that significant?" I asked, but I could see Carissa was just as curious as I was.

"Well from the looks of your faces, I guess I'd best explain," Sandy sighed.  "The town of Cardston was started near the turn of the century by members of the LDS Church, Mormons in other words.  Up until 1947 there were still members of the church in Cardston who practised polygamy, so both Mom and Dad were exposed to them.  I thought perhaps you two were Mormons and I was being invited into your relationship as second wife."

I'm not sure if I was more surprised than Carissa, but both of us must have looked shocked.  Sandy looked from one of us to the other, then broke into laughter.

"I take it that I was mistaken," she managed to say through her laughter.

"Unh, yeah," I managed to grunt, still shocked at the idea.

"Oh," Sandy snickered.  "Well, there was a reason for thinking you were, Chris.  Mom heard about your dad living with both his first and second wife at the same time, and jumped to the conclusion that he was a Mormon fundamentalist.  That's why she was so anxious to set up the apartment in Calgary with all of us in it.  She was positive that if I played my cards right I'd end up in the situation I found myself in last night."

"So when I kissed you last night and invited you into bed with Chris and me …" Carissa's question trailed off.

"Unh huh.  I was positive then," Sandy broke into embarrassed giggles.  "Sorry if I was mistaken."

"There was nothing that formal involved," Carissa broke into laughter.  "I just like you and I think you're sexy."

"But Chris is yours, or at least you're living with him.  What gives with that?"

"Well I've never figured that out," I chuckled.  "I'm not ready for marriage yet and I don't get it at all.  She just decided to move in and … well, I'm sixteen.  I don't know of any sixteen-year-old guy who would throw a beautiful woman out of his bed if she was willing to share it with him."

"Well I'm eighteen, but the same sort of desires run through my head.  Having a regular sex partner who happens to be kind and considerate is wonderful," Carissa grinned at that.  "Oh yeah.  Thanks for saying I'm beautiful, Chris."

"So you two aren't formally engaged or anything?" Sandy asked, looking at Carissa first for some reason.

"Unh uh.  I'm not certain that it's completely informal," Carissa answered softly.  "I think our folks think we're meant for each other, but we're both quite young.  I'm not saying that a long term relationship is out of the question, but neither of us has gone far in that direction.  We're still getting to know one another."

"Actually, that sounds like I do have a chance," Sandy grinned and winked at me.  "That is if Mr. Teenaged Guy is still willing to bed any pretty woman who is willing to jump into his bed."

"Wait a minute," I held up both hands.  "I'm still not certain that I want anything to happen.  Oh and I disagree with you.  You aren't just pretty, in your own way you're just as beautiful as Carissa."

"In her own way?" Carissa grinned, trying to tease me.

"Sure, both of you are different," I sighed.  "I'm still trying to wrap my head around the idea that you're willing to go along with the idea."

"Well you know why.  I told you.  I wouldn't kick Sandy out for eating crackers in bed," she laughed, somewhat embarrassedly.

Sandy just blushed, then giggled.  "Well that idea is better than the FLDS's 'rule of Chastity' and what that implies."

"Whoa, there you go throwing around initials and some sort of rules that I don't understand again," I sighed.  "What does 'FLDS' stand for and what is this 'rule of chastity' thing?"

"Okay, 'FLDS' stands for the 'Fundamentalist Church of the Latter Day Saints,' which is the polygynist branch of the Mormon church.  'The Rule of Chastity' states that a woman may only have sex during the period when she is ovulating or if she's already pregnant, because according to the church, sex is strictly for making babies," Sandy sighed.  "Sorry, I keep forgetting you guys don't know anything about the Mormon church."

"Well, I'm not sure I really want to know much about the church, but you used a word there that I haven't heard before.  You said polygynist, didn't you mean polygamist?"

"No, actually I didn't.  Polygamy implies a multiple marriage, but it doesn't differentiate between sexes.  Polygyny is a specific word, meaning one man and several wives," she took a deep breath, then sighed.  "Just so I don't lose you guys in my conversation, I'll explain a little more about their rules and stuff.  In the FLDS, women are required to serve a man and be submissive to his needs and any woman who disobeys a man will have their souls burn in Hell for eternity.  Since polygamy is illegal in Canada, the church has a thing called 'celestial marriage' for all but the first wife.  She can legally marry her husband, but her husband isn't a polygamist if the other marriages aren't sanctified.  Legally he's an adulterer, but adultery isn't illegal.  A celestial marriage ceremony consists of the woman placing her hand in the man's hand in what is called 'the patriarchal grip' and that's it."

"Holy cripes.  How do you know so much about them?" Carissa asked.

"Mom told me.  She's a lapsed Mormon, but her sister lives in Bountiful."

"Bountiful?  Where's that?" I asked.

"Oh, Bountiful, BC.  It's down near the US border, near Creston.  That's where the FLDS from Cardston moved in 1947 or '48.  I think at that time there were only eight men and the rest of the group were women.  Now there must be hundreds there though, because they breed like rabbits.  I mean the men believe that the more wives they have and the more children they have, the higher level of heaven they attain.  I think the leader, or as they call him, the bishop, and if I remember right he has eight wives with … Oh, who knows how many kids?  A lot, I'm sure!"

"You sure know a lot about the place."

"Well yeah, I've got an aunt and several cousins there.  I think the place is scary though."

"Oh?  Why would you think that?"

"Hey, I'm female, single and my mother was a Mormon.  I worry that some old geezer in his seventies might try to grab me in one of those handshakes," she tried to grin, but it was a rather weak attempt, then she shook her shoulders as if shivering.  "Could we change the subject?"

Yeah, I'd like that and I think this whole setup needs a lot of thought before we do anything rash," I smiled at her and nodded my head.  "Carissa, you may be all for the idea of everyone living together, but I think both Sandy and I need some time to decide, especially since the stakes have changed overnight.

"Okay," Carissa agreed, then turned to Sandy.  "Sandy, Chris suggested that you and I take his car and run to town.  We can drop around your house to get some of your clothes and while we're there, I can get a few groceries."

"I'll go along with that," Sandy smiled.  "Why aren't you coming Chris?"

"Nope not me, not today.  I want to go check the artesian well up by the lake today.  Some sand gets constantly carried in along with the water and about once a year we have to scoop the well out or the flow is badly reduced.  Carissa brought that to mind yesterday when she remarked abut how slow the creek was running, so that's what I thinks needs to be my job of the day."

Of course once they had made up their mind to go to town, they were in a rush to get going.  In fact they ran around the cabin like wild women as they got ready.  Inside of a half hour they were gone and I was able to relax.

I was very glad to be alone, because I wouldn't be disturbed.  I had some thinking to do about the situation that I now found myself in.  As I loaded the tools I'd need to clean out the artesian well, I decided to do the work first, then sit down in the shade of a tree and think about the idea of living with more than one woman.  I felt that what we seemed to be contemplating was a huge step, and I didn't want to leap into it without considering the consequences.

I'll be the first to admit that the idea of having two women in my life scared the hell out of me, but at the same time it was extremely tempting.  Let's be realistic, I was sixteen and the idea of two willing women in my bed seemed like a dream come true, but I had enough common sense to wonder if it might actually be a nightmare in disguise.




Chapter 31:

Flash Floods - No Stopping for 5 Miles

One of the many things that living on a farm had taught me was that no matter what problems I was dealing with in my personal life, the animals on the farm had to have food and water.  Actually water is the primary need because every form of life on earth is dependant on it, so when Carissa had noticed that the flow of water in the creek was reduced I became concerned.

Every drop of water used on the ranch, no matter what it was used for, came from that creek in one way or another.  The major source of water for the creek was the artesian well that Grampa Bender had dug in 1907, which was when he first filed on his homestead at the top end of the upper valley.  In fact the whole lease for both the upper and lower valleys was dependent on water rights and almost all of that water flowed from Grampa Bender's artesian well.  I wasn't sure what the government would do about the lease if that water supply failed and I didn't want to find out, so that morning I needed to check why there was less water flowing than normal.  I had high hopes the flow was being reduced by a buildup of sand in the outlet of the artesian well, since that was something I could fix, otherwise I was unsure how the problem could be solved.

So as soon as the girls had left that morning, I fixed a small thermos of coffee just the way I liked it and loaded some tools I'd need into the Jeep.  Then it wasn't long before I was driving the Jeep along the trail to the upper end of the lake at the top end of the ranch, but as I drove I was thinking of how the place must have looked when Grampa Bender had first seen it.  He'd told me about how much it had changed, and I had a good imagination, so in my mind's eye I was imagining myself back in 1907.  Well actually I was thinking of Grampa Bender and the tales he had told me.

Back in 1907, Grampa Bender, his father, his two brothers, and his brother's wives had moved to Canada from the United States.  They'd been sharecroppers in the US, either renting farmland or working for others, but they came to Canada to homestead on property that they'd be able to call their own.  All they'd brought with them were some horses and a few cattle, other than that their worldly possessions were carried in four heavy duty 'trail' wagons, each pulled by a four horse team.

Great-Grampa Bender and his two older sons had planned on farming, so all but Grampa Bender filed on homesteads which stretched across the southern edge of a long valley and along a road allowance.  The valley floor they'd chosen was relatively level, but well drained and had great potential for mixed farms.  They'd chosen to file there because backing their new homesteads was a stretch of rougher land which was unsuitable for plowing and planting, but had the potential to be good grazing land.  The family had high hopes that they could somehow find a way to obtain the rights to use that land for ranching.  Grampa Bender did more than hope though and since he wanted to be a rancher, not a farmer, he hadn't filed on a homestead when the rest of his family did.

William Tobias Bender wanted a ranch and once his family members were settled on their individual stakes, he saddled his horse and loaded a packhorse with gear.  Then he set out to explore the rougher and drier country stretching up the valley above their homesteads, warning them that he planned on being gone for at least a week or two.

The first thing Grampa Bender did was check out the two creeks that ran along the western edge of his father's new homestead.  Even in early June one of those two creeks was almost dry, so it seemed likely that creek was only fed by spring runoff from the sloping area around and above it.  However the other creek showed promise since it was still running slowly, but steadily, so he followed that creek upstream.  About ten miles upstream from his family's homesteads the valley walls had narrowed to only a few hundred yards wide and Toby found that the waters of the creek cascaded down a steep sided ravine.  That ravine was so steep that it was almost impossible to climb, particularly since he was riding one horse and leading another.  He spent most of one day trying to find a trail that a horse could follow up that cliff.  Although the vertical distance between the upper and lower areas wasn't that great, that drop-off was steep and although the cliff was only made up of
sandstone and slate, it was still solid rock.  He'd had to trace out a long convoluted route on foot before he could lead his horses up that cliff by following steep slopes and ledges that were relatively unsafe.  Even then he had to blindfold each horse, then guide each of them up the trail individually.

When Toby Bender saw that upper valley though, he fell in love with the place.  Naturally fenced by steep cliffs on the sides and relatively flat bottomed, that upper valley was a 'natural' ranch where stock could graze freely, but could still be easily confined to a limited area.  Even though it was early summer the creek was still flowing, so it seemed as if water would always be within easy grazing distance for either cattle or horses.

Toby thought he was in heaven; the place was perfect, well, almost perfect.  Water still might be a problem though, since there was a chance that the creek might not run year around.  He hoped he was wrong, but it seemed that the creek might also be dependent on drainage from spring runoffs off the slopes of the foothills and mountains to the west of the valley.  That lack of a year-round water supply might put an end to his dreams of a ranch since he didn't have the money to build flood control dams which would provide a year round supply of water.

However, as he investigated further, he noticed a small lake surrounded by stands of willows and marshy ground near the farthest cliffs of the upper valley.  Then in amongst the willows he found several spots where ground seepage drained into the little lake.  After some digging with a camp shovel at one promissing spot he found a small spring where water was seeping out of a sandstone layer sandwiched between two layers of shale.  Scratching away at the sandstone with his small shovel, he found he could increase the flow slightly and he had thoughts of opening that gap to try to increase the flow of water.  But, first he wanted to know if that was the only source of water, so he decided to check out the rest of the valley before he tried to do much more.

It had taken him two days to trace the creek back to the lake, but he'd warned his folks he might be gone a week or more, so time wasn't a worry.  He spent two additional days checking for water sources, but by the end of that time he was convinced that the ground seeps, the spring and the tiny lake were the true source of the water in the creek.  As well as that though, the more he saw of the valley, the more he liked it and the more he wanted to live the rest of his life there, however that thought lead to worries about the problem of access.  He had to have a better means of getting anything in or out, something other than that steep path up the cliff at the bottom end of the upper valley.  The obvious place to look for a possible trail in or out of the valley would be one of the water eroded gullies that cut their way down through the surrounding cliffs.  Luckily for him there was a coulee less than a mile from the upper edge of the valley that had a manageable grade. 
Toby was convinced that a trail wide enough for a wagon could easily be cut into one bank of that eroded gully.

Toby led his horses up the grade and across the exceptionally dry plateau above the cliffs in hopes of finding a road that would lead him back to his family.  Soon though he felt as if he'd wandered into a desert because the area was baking in the sun and the ground was parched.  Everything was covered in saw grass, scrub willows or low brush, but it was also cut up by erosion gullies, so it took some time to work his way through the area.  Yet before long he found himself on the edge of what looked like a poorly farmed field, and he realized that someone was trying to homestead that dry barren area.  Following the edge of the field he soon found himself riding along a narrow strip of unplowed ground between two rough fields.  Eventually that unplowed track led him to two poorly built sod homes and in moments he was meeting two French Canadian men and their families.  They had been trying to scratch a living out of that dry ground, but were failing miserably.  They had
lost their plow horses, used up their money, shot the last shells of their only unbroken rifle and they were worried that their well was going dry.  If the two men hadn't been married to native women, everyone might have starved.  As it was the two women and an older daughter were feeding both families on what small animals they could snare and what native plants they could find.

Grampa Bender never told me much more about that family, other than that he shared the supplies he had on his packhorse with them and that he went hunting to get them a deer for meat.  However, homestead regulations of that time stated that single men could only file on 160 acres of land.  Yet I had seen a copy of the original homestead documents that stated "William Tobias Bender and wife" filed on 320 acres of land at the head of our valley.  I've come to assume that the older daughter of that family became Grampa Bender's first wife, Nettie.

Grampa Bender said Nettie was with him when he brought back a pick, a shovel and a few sticks of dynamite and they opened up one of those springs to increase the flow of water.  After that, they filed on the homestead and negotiated a lease with the government for the whole valley - clear down to the homesteads that his family had previously filed.  Needless to say, the respect level he received from his family was a lot higher than it had been.  They were especially appreciative once the level of the creek rose, even though there had been no recent rains.

The original lease agreement that he and the family worked out was a direct result of a large herd of cattle that had been driven into the area from south of the border.  A rancher had driven four hundred cattle in from Montana, but didn't have any range for them yet.  Grampa Bender and his family had the range that could be used to pasture them for a short time, but they had very few cattle.  A deal was soon struck, and while the rancher moved on to find an area to set up as his ranch, his cowboys and Grampa Bender's brothers agreed to pasture the herd in the lower valley for a few weeks.  Part of the charge for pasturage was paid in cash, but another portion was settled with several head of cattle.  Suddenly the Bender clan had a source of income and a small herd of cattle, but both were due to Grampa Bender's foresight.

Knowing that winter was going to be rough, the first thing Grampa Bender did after he had filed on the homestead and lease was to help his father and brothers to build soddys.  He'd had to explain to me that a soddy is made by taking the sods plowed out of the field and stacking them like oversized bricks to make walls.  Built right, they could be warm and cozy.  However, soddys got a bad reputation over the years, because they were often thrown up quickly and as a result they were often drafty and cold.  Then too, since wood was hard to come by on the flat prairie and glass was relatively expensive, it was hard to build windows into a soddy, so they were often dark and dingy inside.  Because of that, more than anything else, Grampa Bender disliked soddys, but he was skilled with woodworking tools and he had no problem finding or felling timber.  Since he couldn't talk his family out of building soddys, he convinced them to at least build a timber framework, then build their
sod walls using that frame so they were able to mount proper doors and windows.

While he'd helped them build the soddys, Grampa Bender had been buying, selling and trading various goods he had hauled north on the trip for the tools and equipment he needed for his ranch.  When he'd come from the US, he'd owned a heavy duty wagon, a four horse team, two well-broken saddle horses and three half-broken broncs.  Since he'd been a skilled trader, the wagon had been almost half-full of various western gear and paraphernalia which he'd collected during his short lifetime.  Because he had different needs now, he traded away most of his cattle-driving gear, a rifle and two revolvers, two saddles and two of the horses.  He even traded off the heavily built 'trail' wagon to a man who ran a cartage business.  However before all three of the soddys were finished, he ended up with a lighter wagon, a plow, a pot bellied stove, a bed and mattress, a mare in foal, six Hereford cattle, a young Shorthorn bull, a pregnant sow, five hens and a rooster.  That list doesn't
mention a small wagon load of hand tools and dried food that he had either owned previously, traded for, or bought in a nearby town.

Once his father and each of his brothers had a place for their families to live, he convinced his two brothers to help him move his menagerie up to his new ranch.  They not only agreed, but insisted that they wanted to give him a hand for a week or two, which meant he could get established before the winter.  Once his family drove the wagon load of goods and the animals down the rough trail through the water eroded gully and into the upper valley, they understood why Grampa Bender wanted to settle there.

Over the next two weeks and with his brothers' help, Grampa Bender built a tiny, one room cabin, a lean-to pole barn, a couple of temporary sheds and several short fences to pen the pig and chickens.  He was used to living alone, but after his brothers left, he and Netty found out just how lonely and isolated their new ranch was.  So they worked from early morning until late night, but they also visit his family every few weeks and they made trips out to the tiny town that had been established just a few miles away.

They also explored the valley, closing off and fencing the cuts that water had worn in the cliffs in order to prevent their stock from wandering away.  Not far up one of the larger coulees Grampa Bender found a small seam of coal, so he and Netty hauled several wagon loads back to the cabin, building another log-walled lean-to in order to store it out of the weather.  However, most of that first summer and fall were spent in making sure they could care for the stock during the winter.

One of the things they had done was to return to the spring that they had opened up, to check how that was doing.  To their surprise, a fair amount of sand had built up around the outlet, in fact, enough had built up that it was actually slowing the flow of water.  They spent most of the next week expanding the hole as much as they could, often working waist deep in the cold water.  Finally Grampa Bender lost his temper when he found that the water was actually forcing its way through a tiny slit between two layers of shale.  He made a trip to town to buy more dynamite.  When he returned and set off the blast, he was astounded at the results.  The water now came out of the hole so forcefully that it welled up a few inches above the pool that formed in the hole they'd dug.  In fact it was flowing so strongly that the flow carried most of the smaller rocks and rubble from his blast right out of the hole.  Now the ranch didn't have a normal spring; it had an artesian
well.  However at least once a year from then on someone had to go clear the sand out of the well, either that or the water flow gradually slowed.

Clearing out that sand and hopfully increasing the water flow from the artesian well was the job I had set myself and I knew the job would take a while.  There is simply no way to scoop fine sand out of flowing water unless you do it slowly and carefully.  If you rush the job you lose more sand than you remove on your scoop because the flowing water washes it away, instead you have to move your scoop at the same speed as the water is moving and that happens to be slowly.

As I dug about a half-ton of wet sand from the pool around the artesian well, I carefully tried to steer my thoughts away from the problem concerning the two young women who seemed to both want to live with me.  Instead I tried to think about the ranch and what needed to be done during the upcoming days, prior to the time when I had to rush off to Calgary and begin my studies.  Of course, trying not to think about the girls made it impossible for me to do anything else.

Resigning myself to the fact that they were the prime worry in my mind, I decided to review my thoughts about each of them.  The first thought that came to mind was the fact that I couldn't see why either of them wanted to have anything to do with me.  I was younger than they were and … wait a moment, they said that our ages didn't matter.  Okay, trying to look at things from their view, what else was a negative for either of their involvement with me?  Over the last few hours, I had just heard them sing my praises, so at the moment my mind was blank toward negative thoughts they had about me.

Instead of thinking along those lines, I began to think about the negative points of their characters.  Carissa could be very pushy and so could Sandy, but I was as stubborn as they were pushy.  Carissa even said I could almost always convince her to see things my way in the long run.  In fact she claimed that I dominated her and most other people, but she seemed to like that particular character quirk.

Actually my mind wandered off at that point, thinking that I was going to have to talk to my folks about that domination thing.  I wondered if they thought I was as forceful as Carissa did.  I knew they often respected my opinions, and I knew that both Will and Beth listened to what I said.  Heck, even Tom and George respected my views.  Maybe Carissa was right, maybe I did have a dominant personality, but if I did I didn't think I took advantage of people.  After a few minutes thought about the subject, I sighed and shook my head.  I'd worry about that later.

Right now I had two young women who were going to be coming back from town soon and they'd be expecting me to have an opinion on whether or not I wanted to be involved with both of them.  Somehow I had to make up my mind what I was going to say to them.

My next thought was spoken aloud, "Dammit, I'm too young to be thinking of things like multiple marriages and crap of that sort."

Looking around somewhat sheepishly at having started talking to myself, I went back to thinking quietly about the problem at hand as I worked.  First off I wasn't ready to settle down and stop looking at other women.  Sure having Carissa live with me for the summer had been wonderful, but did I want to be involved with her for the rest of my life?  Having sex and working with Carissa had been great.  Even our bad times, when we were both blaming ourselves over Corinna's suicide attempt hadn't been that bad because of our support for each other, but was she someone I wanted to be with forever?  Especially now that she'd told me she'd like to have sex with women too?

Was the idea of Carissa having sex with another woman a big thing to me?  In other words, would I regard her having sex with a woman as cheating on me?  What about if I was able to have sex with the other woman too?  Wouldn't we be cheating on each other?

Whoa, I was getting carried away, just asking myself questions, or was I?  Maybe I should think of all the questions I wanted answers to first?

What about Sandy, what did she think about the idea of having sex with Carissa?  Heck, what did she think about having sex with me or with both of us?  In fact what did I really feel about having sex with both Sandy and Carissa?  On top of that what would my family and my other friends think if … no, make that when they found out?  What would the neighbours say if they knew I was living with two women and did I really care?  Carissa had bad mouthed the Bible, but what about religion?  What did I really believe?

About then I realized that I had to stop and take the time to think things through one at a time.  It was time to let the water in the deep pool settle a bit anyway, so I took out the thermos of coffee I'd brought along and leaned back against a tree.  Sipping on a cup of coffee, I thought about what I was faced with and made up my mind that first of all that I should really decide who I was, what I wanted, where I was planning to go and what I was planning to do.

For one thing, I was only sixteen years old and there was no way I was ready to settle down in a marriage.  There were too many things I wanted to do before I settled down to spend my life with anyone and I was definitely too young to start a family.  As I thought about the situation, I realized that Carissa and I hadn't made any pronouncement of being mutually exclusive in any way either.  That should answer my first question about cheating if Carissa had sex with anyone else, but did it?  In actual fact, we'd been living together, almost like a man and wife, so in a way, we'd come to feel we were a couple.  I'd actually enjoyed that very much.  The sex was great, but the mutual support during the day and the cuddles that happened every night when we slept together was even more satisfying.  I felt that both of us had gained a lot from each other and if anything I knew that I owed Carissa a huge debt for her commitment to making my life so comfortable for the last few
months.

Now it seemed Carissa wanted to branch out and expand her horizons.  She wanted to explore her bisexual feelings and she was actually inviting me to play along.  In several ways, that alone was a huge WOW factor for me.  I'd never realized that Carissa had any desires to be with women, but then she admitted that she'd hidden those feelings from everyone.  The fact that she was comfortable enough with our mutual situation that she would trust me with that knowledge was quite a compliment, but I wondered if it changed my feelings toward her?  The fact that she had desires for people of the same sex didn't really bother me, but I didn't know why.  It wasn't that I had any desires toward any guys, but for some strange reason it seemed different for a woman to feel that way, at least it did to me.

I paused and shook my head after wondering why I felt that sex between two women wasn't the same as sex between a woman and another man.  However, I decided that I'd have to think about that idea another time because that wasn't a question which would take a short time to resolve.  I already had enough personal questions on my mind and I needed to focus on the problems that I might be facing in my present situation rather than going off into a philosophical fugue.

As I swallowed another sip of coffee, my mind wandered to Sandy and her statement that she had an aunt who was married to a man with umpteen wives.  That pretty well established where she stood about having sex with me even if I was involved with Carissa.  However, it still begged the question of what she thought about the idea of having sex with Carissa.  That was a question only Sandy could answer.

Of course thinking of Sandy telling us that her mother had been raised as a Mormon brought up the question of religious beliefs.  Exactly what was my personal feeling about the church and its attitude toward adultery, because that's exactly what I was thinking about.  Of course since none of us were married, it really wasn't adultery, not legally.  But even though I wasn't a regular participant in the church and its religious rites, I knew that any sex outside of marriage was considered adultery, at least in the church my family sometimes attended.

That was the thing, we seldom went to church because the church had been so weak in its support of Mom and Dad when they'd first gotten together.  To be honest the preacher at Dad's regular church at the time had refused to marry them, saying that Dad needed to mourn Mama Kate for a decent period first.  After that response you can imagine Dad's reaction.  Right then Dad was worried about a pregnant woman that he'd grown to love, a young son that needed care, and a farm that demanded attention.  He certainly didn't need some pompous little prick telling him that he needed to grieve for Mama Kate either.  I'm surprised that Dad didn't hit the dolt.  Instead of smacking him, Dad quietly turned his back on the preacher, walked out of the church and never entered that building again.

Aunt Alice was nowhere near as nice.  First off, she arranged for a wedding ceremony somewhere else.  However the Sunday following the wedding ceremony, she arranged for all of the Bender family, except Mom and Dad, to attend the services.  During the preacher's sermon, which was nothing more than a rant about adultery, she and the whole family stood up and filed out of the church.  Most of the rest of the congregation followed them.  Since the Bender family had helped build the church, then had paid for over half of the pews, the statement was clear and effective.  When rumours spread about the reason for our family's action, community support followed their lead and the preacher had to leave the town.  Then inside of a year the church went bankrupt and was sold to a more moderate congregation.  Some of our family occasionally attended services there, but they no longer gave the amount of support that they previously had.

With that sort of situation in my family's history, it isn't too surprising that I'd learned early in life to look on organized religion with a somewhat jaundiced eye.  In fact with my background I certainly wasn't strong on churches or preachers.  I certainly didn't feel that I needed an interpreter to read the Bible and tell me what my view on what any single passage in it should be.  That situation was far too prone to personal bias.  I'd seen two different churches, and even two different preachers who belonged to the same church, take diametrically opposite views on a passage from the bible.  As Carissa had pointed out, the bible was filled with ambiguities, so different people read the various passages to mean totally different things.

I suppose I felt that there might be some sort of supreme being, but did I believe in God as an individual entity?  At the moment I wasn't sure.  I believed in ethics.  I believed in the 'golden rule,' but I knew that I wasn't one of those people who could slavishly follow all the bible's precepts.  I wasn't even positive that I believed in following all of the ten commandments.  I mean there were times when I might break one or another of them if I felt it was warranted.  For instance, if I felt someone was out to kill me, I'm not too sure that I wouldn't 'do unto others,' only I'd try my dangdest 'to do unto him' first.  After all, in that situation I'd be defending myself.  So, even though the situation I described was far fetched, it effectively eliminated my concrete belief in the commandment that "Thou shalt not kill."  Unfortunately beliefs are like a bucket of water.  Once you've poked a hole in a bucket, the water will leak out, but the ten
commandments are something similar, find a reason to circumvent one and others could easily follow.  In actual fact that was why I was sitting there thinking in the first place, I was considering breaking another commandment, 'Thou shalt not commit adultery.'

As I thought about that and about my overall beliefs, I remembered the old newspaper clipping that Grampa Bender had framed and hung on the wall in his kitchen.  I'd read it many times, in fact I thought I could probably recite it from memory.  So, shovel in hand and gently lifting each scoop from the roiling water, I tried to see if I could remember the verse.


A NAME IS A NAME © pella



A being with nine billion names, Tibetan monks will say.

They have wheels that they spin, to help them as they pray.

To say these names is their goal.  They strive toward that day.

For when each name is spoken, in every different way,

a better world will come to be, or so these monks all say.

Some people call out to their god, and others say goddess.

The name that each one uses, makes reverence no less.

I have no word that I can use, to this I must confess.

No masculine, no feminine, no name to call to bless.

Perhaps just 'old ma nature', is the term that suits me best.

You see to me, there is no church, that holds me in its sway.

Wherever I may hap to be, that is my church that day.

I need no priest to influence, the way that I may pray.

I need no term of reverence, no special name to say,

for every entity there is, is sacred in some way.



It doesn't matter any way, what term that each may use.

A name's a name whatever, no matter what you chose.



I'm in the world, and of the world, wherever I am bound.

I live the world and love the world, no matter my surround.

Each day to me is special, each sight and every sound.

And yet there is no special thing, to me that is profound,

for every thing that happens, is a new love, that I've found.

Creation or evolution?  Don't ask me which is real.

I've planned no major argument.  To me, it's no big deal.

You too have your opinion, but to me there's no appeal,

for I've no plan on changing, the way that others feel.

I only speak here for myself, and what to me is real.

Thank you all for listening, as I philosophize.

In case I have offended, I hereby apologize,

but this is my way of reverence, I've come to realize.

Divinity surrounds me.  I need not catechize.

I need no word of naming, to call upon its guise.



It doesn't matter any way, what term that each may use.

A name's a name whatever, no matter what you chose.




I chuckled as I recited the last words, maybe Grampa Bender and I were more alike than I had thought?  Actually, I wished I could meet the guy who wrote the verse.  Then I wondered if it had been Grampa Bender or one of his friends who had written it under a pen name.  Maybe I'd ask him one day?

However, I was almost done the job at hand, but I still had some questions to answer, didn't I?  I thought back and decided I did.

Okay, what did I really think about the idea of sleeping with both Carissa and Sandy?  Well, as a horny sixteen year old, I loved the idea, but at the same time I worried about what effect it would have on my relationship with each of them.  Did I want to risk losing what I had with Carissa, just to get my rocks off with another woman?  Would she be jealous?  Hell, would I be jealous if she and Sandy got it on without me being involved?  Even more important, did I want to be involved with Sandy?  She'd already proven to me that she had an extremely volatile temper and I knew that there were bound to be times when either Carissa or I would set her off.  Dammit, this was one of those questions that made me think of more questions than it did answers.  So I took the easy way out, I decided that these were questions that I needed to discuss with both girls.

On top of everything else, what would my family and my other friends think, when they found out?  What would Carissa and Sandy's folks think?  Damn, another question that I couldn't answer instantly.  The only thing that I could think of was the fact that all of our mothers had seen fit to try to isolate us here with each other, so they had to expect something to happen, didn't they?  I really wasn't sure what their reasoning was, but after a moment's thought about each woman, I realized that each of the three mothers probably had a reason of her own for agreeing with the idea.

I think Mom may have felt that Carissa had pressured me into becoming involved and this might have been her way to wake me up to the fact that there were 'more fish in the sea.' As well, it was possible that she was worried about me finding a place to stay in Calgary and she was opening an opportunity for me.  Perhaps she was letting me live through a situation similar to what Dad had lived with for a short time, in order that I'd understand their situation better?  I really didn't understand her reasoning, even though I'd just thought of several plausible excuses.  But then, Mom was a complicated woman, I seldom understood the reasoning behind her actions until after the dust had settled from a situation and it was history.

I think Wilma Coulter may have had a clearer reason than Mom did.  She may have suspected that Carissa had a 'thing' for women.  Since this was such an isolated situation, isolating the three of us here might have been her way of giving Carissa an opportunity to explore those feelings.  In fact as outspoken as Carissa had become since Corinna's dive from the church tower, it was quite possible that she'd told her mom about her feelings.  Perhaps she had, perhaps she hadn't?  I really didn't know and to be honest, I wasn't sure I wanted to know.

The only person whose reasons I was relatively certain about was Ann McAdam.  First off, she'd been raised as a Mormon, so the idea of two women and one man was far from foreign to her eyes.  Secondly, Sandy had told Carissa and me directly that her mom was relatively covetous for her daughters.  She wanted them to marry into families who owned property.  On top of that from what Sandy had said, she was extremely manipulative.  I wouldn't be surprised to find out sometime in the future that she had convinced both Carissa and Mom into trying to isolate the three of us for some other supposed reason.  In the meantime, I think she was hoping that Sandy could inveigle her way into some sort of relationship with me.

Or perhaps the three of them had just been playing a practical joke on the three of us?  Naw, that idea was a little far fetched, even for me.

Of course I'd left all of our fathers out of the equation.  I knew that Dad and John Coulter had a lot of faith in my ability to think my way through problems.  As for Sam McAdam, I was sure he had a lot of faith in my character as well, but I didn't think he was a great judge of character, so I wasn't about to accept his faith in me as a compliment.  After all I'd been the guy who had refused to take his daughter's virginity when it was practically offered to him on a platter, well, at least on a steering wheel.  Really though, I don't think any of them realized exactly what was going on.  Each of them probably had something else on their mind at the time and never even paid any attention to the fact that Sandy had been left with us.

The only other person who had been there, and done anything, was Wil.  I was still angry with him for his little 'joke' of disabling the vehicles, but I knew that since Mom had said she asked him to do it, he was only being an obedient son.  I wasn't happy with Mom on that subject either, in fact I wanted to sit down with both of them in the future and explain my feelings.  The idea of disabling a person's transportation when he was in an isolated situation, almost twenty miles from any help was not a joking matter to me.  However, that was a worry for a later time, right now I was still pondering what to do about having two pretty women who seemed to want me in their bed.  No, let's be correct here, they both wanted to join me in my bed.

The only question left was what would the neighbours say if they knew I was living with two women?  Did I really care what the neighbours thought about me?  The answer was definitely ambivalent.  Yes, I cared, but no, their opinion didn't really matter to me all that much, not unless they got really riled and started to pelt us with rocks or something.  In actual fact, there weren't that many neighbours near the ranch and the closest ones tended to mind their own business anyway.

At that point I heaved a deep sigh.  I had spent the whole morning working on an almost mindless job, but I was finished.  At the same time I had reduced some of the conflicts in my own thoughts.  I still had several unanswered questions, but I needed input from Carissa and Sandy to answer those.  I didn't know exactly what I was going to do, simply because of those unanswered questions, but I was a lot closer to a decision than I had been.

As I worked at levelling and spreading the pile of sand I'd scooped out of the well, my stomach growled, letting me know it was time to start to think about having something to eat.  I quickly packed up my tools and drove back to the ranch buildings.  Once I was there, I saw that Carissa and Sandy weren't back yet, so I decided to put away the tools before I made lunch, maybe we could talk things out as we ate.  I spent close to half an hour putting the tools away and cleaning up the tool storage area, but when I looked out toward the cabin the car was back.

Good, we could have lunch and I could talk to the girls about the situation to find out their opinions on what they felt.  That would help me make up my mind about what to do, so I hurried back to the cabin.

When I opened the door, there were grocery bags on the kitchen table and the counter, but the girls weren't in the main room of the cabin.  Then I saw that the bedroom door was partly closed and I could hear a muffled sounds from inside the bedroom, nothing I could really understand, but things sounded normal.  I decided that they were probably changing from their good clothes into something more suitable for working around the ranch.  I decided that if I looked in and they were changing, I might make Sandy embarrassed, so to give her some privacy, I set out to clean up and make some lunch.  I'd put away the groceries, made three sandwiches and put the coffee pot on before I realized that they'd been in the bedroom for quite a while.  Then I heard sounds that were quite familiar and definitely not quiet conversation.  Curiosity drew me to the bedroom door.

Okay, so they weren't just changing their clothes.

The door had been partly closed, had they wanted privacy?  But by the same token had the door been left partly open as an invitation for me to enter?  I didn't want to embarrass or disturb them by asking, but … shit, what was I supposed to do?

Suddenly I was the one who was embarrassed.  I was even feeling a tinge of jealousy.  Mostly though, I was feeling aroused.  My body was excited and wanted to be involved in the ongoing fun and games.  At the same time my mind was screaming at me that if I walked into that room and did anything at all, there were bound to be serious consequences to that action.  I knew that I hadn't made up my mind yet which way I was going to jump and I certainly hadn't been prepared for the situation I was facing.

I admit it, I watched them for a moment and I dithered.  Part of me wanted to be the rooster in the henhouse, covering any female that arousal had made ready, another part of me wanted to act like a chick and run to be safe, getting myself well away from the action.  I knew that the longer I watched, the more likely it was that I'd step inside the door.

Somehow the thought of possible repercussions sank into my skull and I forced myself to step back, then turn away.  I'll admit that I was fighting with myself, but somehow my reason won out over my desires.  I managed to grab a mug of coffee and a sandwich, then went out onto the front porch to sit and think.  Thought didn't come easily.  The vision of the two tangled female bodies, writhing on the bed, seemed to be burned into my retinas.

My life had just grown a lot more complicated.

As I sat on the front porch with my coffee and sandwich, I couldn't help but see the humour of turning away from the bedroom and leaving the girls alone.  What I found humorous was not the fact that while my body had wanted to join them, but that my thoughts and reservations had won over my physical urges.  For some strange reason I found that fact hilarious.

The more I thought about my own reaction to the situation, the stranger it seemed to me.  Since I'd grown accustomed to making frequent and very energetic love with Carissa, I couldn't believe how calmly I was acting at the moment.  Over and above that I'd just spent the morning considering the situation and had come to no real conclusions, but had decided that I wanted to talk to Carissa and Sandy before making up my mind.  Now I'd found that they must have come to a conclusion of their own, then without consulting me they'd acted on it.  If anything I thought I should have been upset that they had become involved without discussing it with me, but instead I was left looking at a 'fait accompli.' And yet I wasn't really all that upset that they'd gone to bed together without all of us discussing it first.  Okay, I had to admit that perhaps I was somewhat surprised, but I didn't feel even a trace of jealousy.  In some strange way I felt almost as if I wasn't involved. 
Yet, one of those two writhing bodies was a woman that I'd been making love to for months and the other woman was one that I certainly found to be sexually desirable.

At least I had answers to some more of the questions I had asked myself and I chuckled at that realization.  I'd wondered what Sandy would do if Carissa 'came onto' her, so now I had a definite answer.  That did open another question though: where did that leave me?  As I rolled that thought over in my mind, I realized that I still had the same choices, the only difference was that the two women seemed to have made up their minds.  However, they had made a decision that involved the two of them, not me.  Somehow that fact calmed me even more.  I sighed deeply because I still didn't know what I wanted to do.  I wasn't even positive that they'd want me to be involved any more.

While I'd sat there thinking, slowly eating my sandwich and drinking my coffee, I hadn't noticed that the sounds of lovemaking had stopped.  Which meant I was surprised to hear the screen door opening.  I turned my head and couldn't help but grin when I saw Carissa's flushed face and nude body.

"What?" she frowned, then blushed.

"Nothing, I know shouldn't find this situation funny, because it's really none of my business."

"Fuck me, is that all you have to say?" her voice rose in astonishment, tinged with a trace of either anger or worry.

"Okay, let's clarify that.  I really don't know if it's any of my business or not," I sighed.  "I know it should be, but somehow I've convinced myself that what you and Sandy do doesn't really bother me.  After all, you're both old enough to make up your own minds what you want."

"Oh shit!" her head bowed forward as she walked over to lean on the porch railing, facing away from me.  "We were afraid this might happen."

"I'm sorry, but I don't understand."

"Sometimes you think too fucking much," she snapped.  "Just this one time tell me what you feel, for cripes sake.  Give me a clue what the hell is going on inside that fucking head of yours, so I know if we fucked up or not."

"Why would you think you fucked up?  " I asked in surprise.  "You warned me that you were attracted to Sandy.  I was surprised that you didn't tell me that you felt strongly enough to start something this soon, but I can live with that."

"You fucking bastard!" she screamed, then spun on her heel and went inside, slamming the screen door behind her.

"Shit, what did I do?" I asked myself.  "In fact, what do I do now?"

I was barely setting my coffee cup down in order to stand, when Sandy came crashing out through the screen door.  She wasn't wearing a stitch either, but if she'd had an after-sex glow, it had faded, instead she simply appeared to be furious.

"You son of a bitch!" she screamed at me.  "That's it, just like that?  You're simply going to give up on Carissa and walk away?"

"What in hell are you talking about?"

"You told her you didn't care!" she snapped.

"I did not.  I simply told her that you two were individuals who could make up your own minds what you did with each other."

"That's the same thing.  After all, you two have been living as a couple for months."

"Well … yeah, we have been, but even as a couple neither one of us is the boss.  Neither one of us tells the other one what to do or think.  Usually we discuss things, then if we don't agree we come up with a compromise."

"Carissa said she told you how she felt."

"She did, I just thought we'd talk more before either of us made up our minds what we were going to do."

"Wait a minute.  Don't give me that.  She said that she told you she wanted at least one woman involved in your relationship."

"She did?"

"Yes, she said she told you that right away, when she first told you she wanted to have sex with women.  Hell, she even trusted you with her earlier feelings when she thought she might be a lesbian."

"Umm, I suppose maybe she did.  I was probably thrown off by her telling me that she liked women.  She trumped that idea though when she threw in her idea that I'm some sort of domineering character.  With those two statements thrown at me at once, perhaps her thoughts about us having a three-way relationship didn't sink in even if I did hear it."

"Well, we did talk things over rather thoroughly at breakfast," Sandy snapped.

"Yeah, but at that time I thought we had agreed to discuss things further.  At least I know I said I wanted to talk thing over a bit more, before we started acting like mink and getting it on with each other."

"Well, you can blame that on me," Sandy snapped again.  "I got curious, but I have to admit that Carissa didn't argue about getting involved."

I saw the humour in that and I grinned.  "Did you really expect her to fight you off?"

"Well, no," Sandy admitted, and developed a tiny grin herself before she frowned again.  "Unfortunately, when you looked in on us, you didn't come over and join in.  That surprised me, because that's what I really wanted to happen."

"Physically, there's nothing I'd have liked more, but I'm still worried about the complications and repercussions, which affect a lot more people than just us three," I sighed.

"Yeah, I know.  Like Carissa said, you think too fucking much," With that, she spun on her heel and walked back inside.

At least she didn't slam the door when she went inside, but she still left me thinking that she didn't like what I was doing.  All I could do about that was sigh.  It was simply my nature to think things through before I made a decision and I wasn't about to rush my decision just to please Carissa, or Sandy, or anyone else for that matter.




Chapter 32:

Caution - Sharp Curves Ahead

I sighed deeply and looked at my watch.  It was only an hour into the afternoon and I really did have some work that needed to be done.  After all, I had to try to get the ranch ready for winter in the next few weeks.  I really didn't need this sort of thing interrupting my carefully laid plans of how I was going to spend my days.  After all, between those stupid thugs coming out and getting into trouble the other night and now this, I'd lost most of two days.  On top of that, I was going to be racing and partying on Sunday, so any work I'd hoped to do would have to be curtailed that day as well.

"Shit," I said loudly.

I knew I had to go inside and calm both of the women down before I could do anything else, but I really didn't know what I could say or do to make them see my side of the situation.  With another huge sigh, I stood up, grabbed my empty coffee mug to go back inside the cabin and face the music.

Once more, the kitchen was empty, but this time, the bedroom door was wide open.

"We're both in here," Carissa called, and I knew that she'd heard me come inside.

Steeling myself to a confrontation of some sort, I walked over and looked into the bedroom.  Both Carissa and Sandy were on the bed, but now, although they had their arms wrapped about each other, they were only hugging each other gently.

"So, are you going to kick us out?" Sandy asked, looking at me rather coldly.

"Why would I do that?" I frowned at her, then shook my head.  "I'm not upset with you.  I was just surprised."

"You acted upset and you acted like you were going to make some snide comment.  When I came outside, you were smirking at me," Carissa accused him.

"Well, it was supposed to be a grin.  At least I think it was.  I was trying my best to be civil and happy for you.  After all, you'd just tried something you wanted to do for years."

"What you said didn't mean that to me," she snapped.  "We've been together for a while, then suddenly you found me in bed, making love to someone else and you said it wasn't your business.  That sounded like a dismissal to me, like you were washing your hands of the two of us."

"What should I have said?  I really don't know what I want to do yet and I don't know what to say or do to make you see what I mean.  I'm still worried about what will happen if both of us make love to Sandy while you and I are involved.  No, actually, I worry about what will happen afterward," I sighed and sat on the edge of the bed, turned sideways to face them, but trying to stare at their faces instead of lower down.

"Oh, Chris," Sandy shook her head.  "I'm not out to steal your woman, but I'd like to be here with you for now.  For one thing, Carissa is so happy with you that I can't help feeling envious."

"Besides, I don't think I like women as much as I thought.  Sorry Sandy, you were wonderful and I loved it, but somehow I like part of my lover inside me and fingers just don't cut it.  I guess I like men.  Well actually, I like Chris, maybe more than I realized before," Carissa spoke quietly.  "I really did like making love to you, but it just wasn't quite the same."

"I thought for a first time we did okay," Sandy sounded hurt.

"Oh you were wonderful, but I kept wanting more," Carissa sighed as she hugged Sandy tightly.  "I'm sorry if I'm being brutally honest, but I thought both of you should know what I felt."

"It's okay," Sandy sniffed, then giggled slightly.  "You weren't the same as a guy either and that's for sure.  But then, this was an experiment for me, I really didn't know what to expect.  I do know that I enjoyed myself more than I thought I would though."

"Yeah, it was fun wasn't it?" Carissa grinned, then the two of them kissed each other for a few seconds.

I was going to get up and leave them again, but I didn't get the chance because Sandy broke the kiss and reached over Carissa to grab my hand.

"Don't you dare leave yet," she snapped.  "Does our showing affection for each other bother you that much?"

"Not really, I do have conflicting feelings though," I sighed.  "My body wants to strip off my clothes and join you, but my brain is telling me that if I do I could lose you both."

"You aren't about to chase me away that easily, Mister," Carissa almost growled.

"I'm not about to leave either, not yet anyway," Sandy giggled.  "Now that I know what Carissa has to offer, and how she feels about your loving, I want to find out what she sees in you."

"So, with that assurance, are you coming to bed?" Carissa looked up at me hopefully.

"Oh my," I found myself sighing again.  "I just can't, at least not yet.  I know right now you honestly feel that you're secure in your future reactions, but I'm not.  I'm worried about how I'm going to feel as much as anything.  Then I worry about our folks and I worry about other things.  I'm sorry, but until I get everything straight in my head, this whole idea is just too much for me to handle right now."

"Well, is it still okay for me to stay here with the two of you?" Sandy asked plaintively.

"Oh yeah, I'm not going to chase either of you away.  I'm just not sure what's going to happen.  You see, I know that with you here, you and Carissa will still be working on me to try to get me in bed with you, but I think I can live with that," I smiled at her.  "Just don't be surprised if I act quiet, I'm still doing a lot of thinking and I have a lot of work to do before I can leave to go to Calgary."

"Hey, I'm not only going to try to get her to sleep is this bed, I'm going to insist that she sleeps with us," Carissa laughed softly.  "Now, before you start to argue again what did you want to do today?  Since you're not kicking us out we can both help."

"Well, you aren't going to like the job I had in mind," I shrugged.  "I was thinking of stacking all the hay that Tom baled last week.  I want to load it on the wagon and move it to the upper pasture and stack it inside the hayshed at the feed yard, so the bales are behind fences, but still handy for the winter."

"Oh Damn.  You would pick a job like that."

"Well, it has to be done."

"What's wrong with moving hay?" Sandy asked.

"It's bloody hard work and it's dirty," Carissa sighed as she sat upright.  "Your hands get all cut up by sharp bits from the bales.  It's hot.  It's dusty.  You get sweaty and the chaff from the bales sticks in the most inconvenient places.  You itch and … Well, it's a shitty job, okay?"

"Sorry, I don't like the job any more than you do, but it has to be done," I shrugged.  "I'll tell you what, I'll throw all the bales from the ground up to the wagon.  One of you can ride the hayrack and stack the bales a couple high and the other one can drive the tractor.  You can switch back and forth, that way I do all the hard lifting."

"Thanks," Carissa sighed, but at least she smiled a bit.  "Can we use bale hooks?"

"Sure, as long as you don't get careless with them and hurt yourself.  I'll go get the tractor and hayrack ready; meanwhile you guys can get dressed," I stood up and left.

What developed that afternoon started out as a circus, and not a very funny one.  Neither of them had ever used a hand clutch on a tractor before and while it seemed that Carissa wasn't the world's best tractor driver, Sandy was worse.  However, both of them learned quickly and managed to do okay after a short time.

The surprising thing to me was the difference in the way they worked on the hayrack that we used as a bale hauling wagon.  Each of those bales weighed between forty and fifty pounds and they were awkward to handle for any beginner.  When each of them worked on the wagon, it soon was plain to me that Sandy was the surprise package.  Even though she was smaller and looked less muscular, she stacked the bales tighter, moved them more easily, and even managed to stack the bales three high on the wagon before needing help.  Carissa was slower, and tired more easily, but was the better at driving the tractor.

We moved about a quarter of the bales and got them stacked in the hayshed that afternoon before I called a halt, but by then I had two very tired young women on my hands.  When I suggested a short swim before we did the chores and made supper, I was astounded at the energy they displayed.  I was tackled and knocked to the ground, where I ended up underneath two wriggling, squirming female bodies.  After a moment, I broke free and stood to face them.

"Well, if I'd known you had that much energy, I'd have suggested we get another load of bales," I teased.

"Don't … even … think … about … it," Sandy spaced her words as if she was furious, then softened her statement with a grin.  "I really am too tired to do more today."

"Same here," Carissa sighed.  "I knew it was going to be a hard job, but I had no idea I'd be this beat."

"But you've helped move bales before," I reached out a hand to offer her a lift.

"Sure, with Beth to help and either you, Tom or George on the tractor.  Today was hell!" she grabbed my hand and pulled herself up, then into a hug.  "I want a kiss as partial payment for working my butt off."

Let's just say that the kiss was almost enough to set me on fire and leave it at that.  When she was done kissing me and stepped away, Sandy was still lying on the ground and smiled, holding out her hand.

"Me too?" she asked.

Okay, I'll admit I looked at Carissa to check her reaction, but she just grinned and nodded so I went along with the idea.  If the kiss from Carissa had been hot, then Sandy's kiss was almost incendiary.  I think I staggered when we broke off.

"Someone has been giving you lessons," I suggested.

"Nope, that's natural talent," Sandy giggled.  "Besides, as number two I have to try harder."

"Hmm, I dunno about that.  Anyway, let's go get some towels and the Jeep.  I want a swim," I suggested and didn't get any arguments.

The girls both had a different attitude when we went swimming that day.  It was as if they were too tired to play around much, either that or they were setting me up for later.  All we really did was wash off, rinse and dry, then they wanted to head back to the cabin.  We didn't even talk much either on the way down to the swimming hole or on the way back to the cabin.  That evening, Carissa cooked again while Sandy and I did the chores and since we were all tired from the work we'd done, we didn't even sit on the porch long before heading for bed.

I gave in and let Sandy sleep with us.  I suppose I'd given in to Carissa, at least a little, but at the time I thought I was still in control.  Besides, I knew they were quite tired from all the hard work we'd done that afternoon.  Actually, that night I was right.  We flaked out and I was the first one to awaken in the morning.

It was after chores and while I was eating breakfast that I remembered that I still had to go to town to sign a complaint against 'Rotten' Ray and 'Slimy' Sid.  I wasn't happy about that because I wanted to get the bales moved fairly soon just in case the weather broke.  However, since I was going to town, I decided to get some fuel for the tractor, so I loaded a fuel barrel into the back of my Jeep and tied it in place.  Then I was totally surprised that the girls didn't want to go with me, but I didn't argue.  Instead I cleaned up and drove to town by myself.

At the cop shop, I found that the complaint was for trespass and attempted mischief.  I signed that, then talked to the cops for a while, finding out that they expected the 'dastardly duo' to be out on bail by the weekend.  I just sighed when he warned me that they were madder than wet hens about being caught and that he expected they'd still try to stir up trouble for me and mine.  In fact he thought they might go after the rest of my family in some way.

"They are fucking idiots," I snarled.  "Do me a favour and warn them that both Uncle Tom and my brother Wil are a lot less patient than I am.  If those assholes screw around with either of them, they'll end up getting hurt badly, but my family will make sure that anything they do is done in self defence."

"What about you, would you make sure anything you did was made to look like it was done in self defence?" The RCMP officer asked.

"I don't think I need to answer that, in other words, I'm pleading the fifth."

"Unfortunately, Canada doesn't have a fifth amendment," he smiled, almost sardonically.

"Then it's a good thing we're not in court, isn't it?" I said as I got up and walked out.

After leaving the police station, I did a bit of shopping for things we needed at the ranch.  Then, since I was at his service station to get fuel anyway, I stopped by Frank Dolens' office to visit him for a few minutes.  To be honest, I wanted to get an idea what was happening on Sunday, other than the race.

"Just a family barbecue.  I wanted to make sure we had a few people in the stands this weekend and free food is a good draw," he told me with a grin.  "Having a rooting section in the stands is good for advertising."

"Okay, if that's the case, you might want to invite the McAdam family.  We've had Sandy visiting us for a few days."

"I heard," he frowned then.  "It's none of my business, but is she still there because she's your friend, or is it because she's Carissa's friend?"

"What do you mean, I don't get you?  She's there as our friend, both of us like her."

"Well, it's not really my place to say anything, but I always wondered about Carissa.  Jennifer and I have often wondered if she didn't like girls more than guys."

"Well if she did, why the heck would she have moved in with me in the first place?  Besides, it wouldn't be my place to say anything to you or anyone else about something like that.  I've seen what folks in this town do to others who are a bit different, so I wouldn't want to draw trouble to her or anyone else by expounding on rumours or speculation," I frowned.  "Actually, I'm surprised that you'd even ask me something like that."

"Chris, I'm sorry, it's just that we thought you might … that she might be hiding her true feelings from you and that you might get hurt," he really did look sorry.

"Frank, we're young and we care for each other, but as we grow older, we're going to change.  We may do things and say things that alter the way we feel about each other or about other people, but at the moment we've been completely honest with each other.  Right now we want to remain together as a couple," I sighed.  "But we're bound to change.  Whether we're still together in ten days or ten years is something only time will reveal.  In other words, we're taking life one day at a time, okay?"

He looked at me and his face slowly broke into a grin, then he chuckled and shook his head.

"I think I just got told to mind my own business and I deserved it," he snorted.  "But dammit, kid, you are one surprising sixteen-year-old."

"Well, you're partly responsible," I laughed.

"Me?  What did I do?"

"Well, every time you dealt with me, I gained a little more confidence.  You've never treated me like I was a kid."

"You've never acted like one," he laughed.  "So are you sticking around town until lunch time?  If you are, I'll buy you lunch."

"Nope, I've got to go visit Grampa Bender, then I should get home and move some more bales out of the field.  Right now, you're busy, so I'll let you get back to things."

"Okay, we'll see you on Sunday then," he nodded and went back to the paperwork he'd been working on when I'd come in to visit him.

He never even looked up when I said "So long."

Grampa Bender was in a good mood when I went to see him, but he looked like he'd aged.  He looked about a hundred years old, but he wanted to talk.  Of course he wanted to know what I'd been doing and how things were at the ranch.  I thought he'd have a heart attack because he laughed so hard when I told him about the pig and the dogs keeping the two hoodlums on the roof of the pig shed until the cops got there.  I wasn't able to tell him everything that had gone on because the hospital served the patients lunch at shortly after eleven in the morning, so I had to leave.

That did mean that I was home in time for lunch and I found that the girls were all ready to go to work on the bales.  In fact they had the tractor out of the lean-to and hooked up to the hayrack, all it needed was to be fuelled up and we'd be ready to go.  Then I found out that while I was gone they'd dug the last of the potatoes, beets, turnips and carrots out of the garden and had stored them all in boxes of dry sand in the rootcellar.  They'd had to call Mom to find out the proper way to do it though.  To say that I was astonished would have been putting it mildly, because they'd done a good job of it, even if they'd never done anything like that before.

That afternoon, we got several more loads of bales moved, then had another swim and once more we went to bed early.

When we woke up on Friday morning, it looked like it was going to rain.  We all worked our butts off that day, hoping to finish moving the last of the bales we had in the field and late that afternoon we loaded the last load.  Once the last bale was on the hayrack, I took over driving the tractor and when we were at the barnyard, I backed the load under the lean-to next to the barn.

"We can unload these into the barn tomorrow," I sighed as I got down from the tractor.  "Now, it's too damn chilly for a swim, but I want to get cleaned up, so let's call home and see if we can go down there.  That way each of us can at least have a shower."

"Oh, sometimes you're a hard taskmaster, but at other times, you're a sweetheart," Sandy moaned softly as she slipped down from load of bales.

"Yeah, we were just saying that we need a shower installed up here," Carissa dropped down and hugged Sandy, then me.

"Shower, hell, we need a whole bathroom," Sandy laughed softly, moving over and wrapping her arms around both of us.  "This ranching stuff is tough and if you want women in your life, Mr. Man, you had best think about some conveniences.  I don't know how Carissa has made it for damn near two months.  Amongst other things, I hate your outhouse."

"Yeah, but wait until you have to go out there when it's cold," Carissa giggled.  "That's when you know why almost all older farm women have piles."

"Oh BS," Sandy giggled.

"It's the truth," Carissa argued.  "When you sit down on a cold seat, your arsehole puckers up tight so you have to strain to go, and when you fight like that you get piles.  Anyone knows that."

"That's an old wives' tale," Sandy giggled all the more.

"Enough already, you can argue about it later," I grinned at the two of them.  "Let's get the chores done and have something to eat, then call Mom.  In fact, let's call Mom first, maybe we can cadge an invite to eat with them, then neither of you would need to cook."

Both of the girls just grinned and nodded, so I went into the barn and called home.  When I said that we were wondering if we could bum a shower, she said yes.  Then she invited us to eat with them before I could suggest it to her and even suggested that we could eat later, so we'd have time to clean up first.  I doubt if we ever did the chores faster than we did them that night.  It wasn't quite five o'clock when we were pulling into the yard at home, but on the way there we'd had time for a serious talk.  We thought that since it was Friday night, Wil would be going out somewhere and Beth would have a date with George, that would mean we'd be alone with Mom and Dad.  I wanted to ask them for advice and Carissa agreed that Mom and Dad would keep quiet, but we had to convince Sandy that it was a good idea to talk to my folks about our situation.  She went along with us grudgingly, but insisted that if either Beth or Wil stayed home we wouldn't say anything.

When we walked into the house, it was empty, so we headed out to the barn.  That's when we found that Beth was still in town with the McAdam twins and Wil had left earlier to go see Corinna.  That left Mom to help Dad with the chores as well as to make supper.  It didn't take long for the three of us to change that.  I stayed to help Dad and the three women went inside to clean up and cook.

We'd taken care of the milking and were feeding the range cattle and Beth's one horse that she kept at home when Dad looked at me questioningly, but with a smile on his face.

"Well, how do you like having two women around all the time?" he asked, very quietly.

"It's really strange," I sighed.  "Probably stranger than you'd believe."

"Oh, I don't know about that," he chuckled.  "I lived through something similar, you know, but I was probably under a lot more stress than you were."

"Yeah, but Mom and Mama Kate weren't both sleeping in your bed," I sighed.

"Ah, I see," he smiled and shook his head.  "You've been sleeping with both of them."

"Sleeping, yes, but nothing else, at least not so far," I shook my head negatively.  "However, they're not as frustrated by the circumstances as I am."

"Oh my.  Your mother and I wondered about that.  They both want to be involved with you though?"

"Yeah, that's why I need to ask someone some questions.  I'm lost.  I didn't realize that Carissa had a thing for other women and I didn't know that Sandy's mom had been raised in a Mormon family who looked the other way at polygamy."

"Hmm, we had our suspicions on both counts.  That was part of the reason your mother went along with their mothers in this mad scheme.  She felt you should know the truth about both Carissa and Sandy."

"What?" I turned and stared at him in astonishment.

"Well, the idea worked.  You know what's going on now," he grinned.  "Now you can make up your mind whether you remain involved with either one of them."

"Huh, my problem isn't choosing between them, my problem is that they both want to be involved at the same time."

"Well, I have to admit that could get complicated."

"Slightly," I growled.  "It already is.  It's driving me crazy right now.  I haven't been able to think of much else since Sandy showed up and Carissa started acting weird.  They want us to live together in Calgary and they want to stay with me until then."

"They want to make this relatively permanent?"

"Yes, Dad," I snapped.  "To be honest, the idea is driving me nuts.  I'm really tempted, but Carissa and I have already gone through the hell of one attempted suicide this year.  I'm simply scared silly that if it doesn't work out there will be another tragedy."

"And on top of that you're probably thinking about the reaction of others, aren't you."

"Yeah, I am.  You and Mom most of all," I managed a weak grin.

"Oh, your mother and I are fairly tolerant," he laughed.  "After what happened to the two of us, we're not too big on judging others for being different.  And you've got no worries about the rest of the family, Toby has managed to squash any complaints that any of the family might have, just by setting you up the way he did.  His will and the new lease agreement have made it rather obvious that he thinks the you're the person he wants to control the government lease."

"I really don't understand why he did that."

"That's easy enough to explain, he told me you're like he was as a kid, but he thinks you're more ambitious," Dad chuckled.  "Oh, you should know, it seems his lawyer managed to slip a fast one in on the department that handles leasing of crown lands.  When he changed the lease over into your hands, he also adjusted the date of expiry.  You'll have a renewed ninety-nine year lease on everything from your lake quarter to our upper boundary."

"How did he manage that?"

"He slipped it in under something called Naturalized Land Management.  You have to maintain the major acreage in native plants.  That shouldn't be a problem, because there's no way to farm the darn hills, but the whole area will still be great for raising cattle and horses," Dad got a faraway look in his eyes then.  "Will and I have been talking to George and the two Toms about that.  We were wondering what you'd think of us taking over the sublease of the lower ranch."

"You mean the group of you would get into ranching more heavily?"

"Yeah, the sublease is up this fall and since his health has been acting up on him, Byron Williams, the man who has been leasing from us, wants to pack it in and move to Victoria.  We've talked it over and the bunch of us could afford to buy out his stock.  The only hurdle we have left is getting you to agree."

"Well, I don't see a problem with that," I shrugged my shoulders.  "If you can handle it go for it."

"Good, but we still have Beth to consider.  I think she and George are permanent fixtures, which could complicate things a bit."

"I like George.  What's the complication?"

"Well, after talking to George's dad, I know that he'd like George to stay down here and manage their farm.  To be honest, I don't think George would want to live up on your ranch anyway.  From what he's said, he thinks it's too darn isolated.  After spending as much time up there this year as she has, I think Beth has lost her fascination with the place as well.  She must have talked to Toby about that too, since the government lease is set up in your name alone, not in conjunction with hers."

"Oh boy, there goes half of the horse herd," I laughed.

"That's between you and Beth," Dad smiled.

Just then the dinner gong rang, so we headed for the house.

Mom met us at the door.

"I rang the bell a few minutes before the meal was ready, which means Chris will have time to have a shower and you can wash up, Willard.  The two of you have got fifteen minutes, then I'm setting the food on the table," she winked at me then.  "Chris has been working the girls so hard that they haven't even had time to eat right and I refuse to make them starve any longer than that."

"Hey, don't put all the blame on him.  Carissa is a worse slave driver than he is," Sandy snapped from behind Mom as she paused towelling her red hair.

"You whelp," Carissa squawked, snapping her towel at Sandy.

"Ladies, we don't allow towel whipping amongst members of the family in this household," Mom barked instantly.  "Ask Chris about the scar on his butt sometime if you want to know why."

"Members of the family?" My mind leaped on the phrase, staring at Mom first and then the girls; to my astonishment, Carissa grinned slightly, nodding her head.

"Well, don't stand there swallowing flies, Chris.  Go take a shower," Mom ordered.

"Your clean clothes are in your old bedroom," Carissa added very quietly as she walked with me toward the bathroom.  "As you can guess, Sandy and I talked to your mom.  Did you talk to your dad?"

"Sorta," I sighed.  "Did you know that Mom knew about you, even before you and I got involved."

"Yeah.  Your mom said she realized how I felt just from the way I acted around her and Beth, about the time we were cleaning out the chicken coop," she shook her head as if she was slightly dazed.  "She had Sandy and Mrs. McAdam pegged too, that is one smart lady."

"I knew that, and now you do too," I laughed, then went into the bathroom to shower and clean up.

Sitting at the table and eating that night was slightly weird for me.  We talked about everything else but Carissa, Sandy and me, or rather about what I had been wanting to talk about, which was what their advice was and their ideas about what I should do.  I finally realized they were leaving it up to me, but when we were leaving and at the door, Mom wrapped me in a tight hug.

"Honey, enjoy whatever happens, but don't be surprised if this doesn't last until the spring," she whispered in my ear, then kissed my cheek and pressed away from me.

All I could do was stare at her, but she turned and went inside.

We were on the road when Carissa spoke quietly.  "Chris, I'd like to bring my Jeep up to ranch.  Do you think we could go to town now?  I can drive it up to the ranch.  That way Sandy and I won't have to borrow your car if we want to run to town."

"Tonight?"

"Yes, please.  After talking to your mom, I think I should talk to my folks too," she sighed, then grinned sheepishly.  "I guess I wasn't being as cautious or as circumspect as I thought, and I'd feel better if that was out in the open between us."

"You know they're going to ask about us too, don't you?"

"Unh huh, and I'll tell them that you've been dithering and thinking," she grinned.  "Which is also all we told your mom, so the ball is still in your court."

"Yeah, I know.  Did you want to go talk to your folks too, Sandy?"

"Hell no!  I'm still pissed off at Mom," she snapped, but a second later she giggled.  "I think she'd probably have a fit about Carissa and me anyway, so the less time I spend with her for now, the better."

"Is she homophobic?" Carissa asked.

"Oh yeah!" Sandy hooted, then proceeded to regale us with stories from past events to illustrate her belief in her mother's dislike of gays and lesbians.

She was still talking about it when we got to the Coulter house.

"You guys wouldn't mind if I didn't invite you in tonight, would you?  That might make Mom and Dad a bit uncomfortable right now and it would even bother me until I've talked to them about us," Carissa asked before getting out of the car.

"No problem," I shrugged.

She gave both of us a hug and kiss, then hurried off and once we were on the road, Sandy slid over to snuggle against my side as we drove home to the ranch.  It was when we were walking through the door into the cabin that she let the other shoe fall.

"You do realize that Carissa won't be coming back tonight don't you?" she said quietly as she turned and lifted her arms to wrap them around my neck.

I just stared at her in surprise.

"I'm sure Carissa won't be back here tonight," Sandy repeated.

I stood there speechless, simply staring into her eyes and wondering what I was going to do.

"I didn't realize that," I managed to say.  "She picked one hell of a day to play hooky, but I'll wager she still expects us to get together."

"What do you mean?  It's the perfect chance," she was frowning and looked like she was ready to cry.

"No, not really it isn't," I sighed.  "Just for fun, let's review the day.  What time did we get out of bed this morning?"

"You rolled out of bed early, before five.  Then you took one look outside, got us up, then we worked all day and afterward we rushed down to your folks, then into town."

"Right, we rushed through chores, rushed through breakfast and rushed out to the field in order to try to finish picking up the bales.  We had a hurried bite to eat for lunch, then rushed right back out in the field again," I sighed.  "We worked our asses off all day long, then ran down home and helped out Mom and Dad before we really ate a decent meal.  Now we've been rushing around again, taking Carissa to town and getting back home.  What time is it anyway?"

"About eleven," she said quietly.

"Holy crap, that means we've been up for around eighteen hours, and we worked for about fourteen or fifteen of those.  It seems that Carissa has decided to leave me alone with you for the night, but I'm not sure why.  She chose a night when I'm so pooped, I can't pop, or to put it in other words, I'm exhausted," I leaned down and kissed her lips lightly.  "Heck, I don't know if I can even walk to the bedroom and manage to undress before I fall asleep, let alone do a decent job of making love to someone."

"Oh," she whimpered.

"Sandy, you're a gorgeous woman.  On top of that, you're a virgin.  You deserve a wonderful first time and I know that I'm too damn tired tonight to do that sort of thing justice," I hugged her tightly.

"You're not turning me down then?"

"Nope, I'm not," I sighed, then chuckled.  "If you insist on it, I'll be your first, but I'm still worried about the future because of possible complications."

"I worry too, but I'm willing to take things one day at a time," she sighed.  "Let's go to bed and talk there.  I'm really tired myself, but I need a cuddle.  I hope you don't mind doing that."

I bent and kissed her, cupping her soft bottom in my hands, but it was a short kiss.  We moved to the bedroom and undressed for bed.

"Jeez, look at all the scratches on my arms," Sandy held out both hands, rolling them from side to side.

Both of her wrists and lower arms were quite heavily marked by small scratches and she had a few tiny blisters on each hand.

"What happened, and why didn't you say anything?" I frowned.  "You were wearing a long sleeved shirt and gloves; did you take them off for a while or something?"

"No, but nothing I was wearing fit quite right.  Both the shirt and the gloves were awfully big on me" She sighed.  "Your mom did put some ointment on all my scratches, but she didn't want to bandage them.  She said they'd heal faster if they were left open."

"Damn, you should have said something to me before."

"No," she said flatly.  "If I'd said something, you'd have stopped to look after my piddly little scratches and we wouldn't have gotten all the hay in the shed.  Let's just go to bed."

"Kitchen first, we need to treat those hands, especially the blisters."

"But I don't want to go to bed with you when I'm stinking of ointment."

"I don't plan on using a stinky ointment.  Didn't you see that big aloe plant in the kitchen window?  It's there to treat scratches, burns and stuff like that.  Grampa Bender kept it just to treat small wounds.  I don't know why it works, but it does."

It took some argument, but in the long run I won out.  We took the time to cut a leaf from the aloe plant and rub the juice on her scratches and blisters.  By the time I was done, she was a believer in what the plant could do, because the sap was soon giving her relief from the irritation.  Then, as soon as we were done, I herded her to the bedroom and into bed.

We really didn't get a chance to talk much.  She fell asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow, but I wasn't able to stay awake long either.  When I fell asleep she was cuddled tightly in my arms.

I awoke to find Sandy's eyes staring deeply into mine.

"Hi sexy," she grinned at me.  "I'd love to stay here, but we slept in.  I need to run to the outhouse and I'll bet the animals aren't happy about us being late."

"Well, I suppose we needed the sleep," I managed a smile, then kissed her nose before I started to pull away.

"Hey, you missed," she squawked, grabbing me and kissing me on the lips for a second.

"And I want a better kiss later," she laughed as she rolled out of the bed on the other side, grabbing a robe and some shoes before running out the bedroom door.

I heard the back door slam as I got out of bed and pulled on my clothes.  I was in the kitchen, putting the coffee pot on the stove when Sandy came dashing back inside.

"Hey, I'll make breakfast, while you go look after the animals, but wear a coat, it's raining."

"I know, but it's only a drizzle," I grinned at her.  "I had to go as well, so I was already outside for a minute or two."

"Oh, yeah.  I forgot for a second that you had more accessible plumbing," she giggled.  "Anyway, go do your darn chores, I'll get dressed, then have eggs and bacon ready so we can eat when you come back inside."

I was just grabbing a coat when the phone rang.  Since I was nearby, I grabbed it.

"Hello."

"Good morning, lover.  How are you this morning?" Carissa asked.

"Just fine.  Both Sandy and I flopped into bed and slept like logs, in fact we just woke up.  We haven't even done the chores or had breakfast."

"You're kidding me, aren't you?" she squeaked.

"You heard me," I laughed.  "I think you forgot that we both worked our butts off yesterday.  We were both worn out and Sandy's hands were bothering her."

"Oh Hell.  I should have thought of that," she sighed.  "I guess it won't matter though.  Mom and Dad are off to see if we can find your brother today and I'm going along to try to stop Dad from killing Wil when we find them.  I probably won't see you until sometime tomorrow."

"Would you explain that?  What's Wil done now?"

"Sorry, I guess you haven't heard.  Late yesterday afternoon, he dropped by to visit Corinna and they went out for a walk around the grounds at the hospital.  Only they didn't come back last night," Carissa sounded disappointed, not angry.  "I don't think either one of them knew about it, but Mom and Dad were going up there tomorrow to accept Corinna's release into their care.  That was one of the main reasons for the barbecue that Uncle Frank has planned on Sunday, a welcome back for Corinna.  Now we don't know what's going on and Dad is furious.  Mom isn't in much better shape.  For once I think I'm the calmest one in the house."

"That sounds like a change," I snorted.

"Yeah, Mom says you're a good influence on my temper," I could hear the grin in her voice.

"So, what did they think of you staying there and leaving us come home alone?  Or did you tell them that was what you'd done?"

"I think they've decided that I'm a gambler, but they've also decided they won't interfere," she sighed.  "I think they've grown used to me being independent.  The funny thing was that none of what's happened was a surprise to either one of them.  That shocks me because I thought I was so good about hiding my feelings about … things."

"You mean about women?" I couldn't help chuckling softly.

"Yes, dammit," she snorted.  "Anyway, we're leaving soon and I thought I should let you know what was going on."

"Before you hang up, do you need any help?"

"No, we don't want to go bananas over this.  After all, we know Wil isn't a nut or anything.  Mom phoned your parents a few minutes ago to find out if they'd seen Corinna and Wil, but she turned down their offer to help too," she'd suddenly become very serious.  "We'd like you and your folks to have someone stick around the house, just in case they show up there.  We'll call you every once in a while to let you know what we've found and to check if they showed up down here.  I know it's probably a pain in the butt, because you'd like to get some more work done, but …"

"Hey, that's no problem," I interrupted her.  "It's drizzling rain here, so I can't do too much outside work anyway.  There's a phone at the barn too, remember?  So even if I do some work out there, it won't be a problem.  Are you sure there isn't anything else we can do?"

"No, I don't think so," she sighed.  "Before you hang up though, is Sandy up and around?"

"Sure.  Would you like to talk to her?"

"Yes, please, you dough-head.  Why else would I ask?"

"Okay, here she is.  I'll talk to you later then."

"Okay, Chris.  See ya later."

I handed the phone to Sandy who was back and dressed.  "We're going to have to stick around the buildings today.  It seems Wil and Corinna may have run off, but I'll let Carissa explain what's going on."

As she took the phone, I grabbed a coat and went to care for the animals.  When I went outside, it wasn't really raining so much as misty, a heavy mist, the sort drizzle that soaks through almost any coat.  Grampa Bender would have called it a 'Scotch Mist' and he disliked this sort of weather as much as I do.  He used to say that when you had to work out in a 'Scotch Mist', you might as well be nude, because the humidity was so high that your own sweat built up inside your clothing and soaked your clothes from the inside out.  That usually made you almost as wet as the mist would have made you if you took off your clothes, but it added the stench of stale sweat to make you even more uncomfortable.

Needless to say I wanted to do the chores as quickly as possible to get out of the weather.




Chapter 33:

Slow - Playground Zone

After doing the chores, I was standing in the doorway of the barn, looking out at the mist, and feeling glad I'd told Carissa I'd stay near the phone, simply because of the weather.  That's when I thought about the fact that I was literally setting myself up to spend the day in extremely close contact with Sandy for an indefinite period.  I knew where that was going to lead and I also knew that since we'd both slept well, I wasn't going to be able to plead exhaustion again.  I'd also made a promise to her that I would have sex.

I sighed at that, wondering if my fear of being sexually involved with another woman was rational or not.  My main problem was that this was the first time that I'd ever asked my parents for advice when it hadn't been forthcoming.  I felt slightly insecure, probably more insecure than I'd felt about any decision I'd been forced to make in several years and I certainly wasn't enjoying the feeling.

So I took a moment to lean back against the barn door and think about what effect my almost certain dalliance with Sandy would have, not only on me, but on the people I cared about.

I decided that since Carissa was literally forcing me into the situation, she'd be happy for now, but I couldn't predict what her future feelings would be.  I knew without a doubt that having another person involved in our relationship was going to change our attitudes toward each other in some way and at some point of time.  However, I couldn't predict exactly how our relationship was going to change.  I really didn't want to lose the closeness we had developed between each other.  Probably my greatest fear was that having Sandy involved in our relationship would cause a split between us.  I really didn't want that to happen, at least not now.

From the way she was acting, Sandy was completely happy with the situation and wanted to be involved in a three-way love affair.  I had absolutely no frame of reference to use in order to understand her feelings about multiple spouses and polygamous marriages.  Her idea of being a 'second' wife had astounded me when she mentioned it, and it still did.  I could not fathom why a gorgeous woman would take second place to any other woman, not when she could easily find a man of her own.  She'd made it plain that she didn't know if a three-way love affair would last, but she still wanted to try.  For some reason, I was less worried about Sandy, and it wasn't just because of the relative closeness of either of them.  Somehow Sandy just seemed more resilient than Carissa did.

I suppose in order of importance, I placed my family next on my list of worries.  Mom and Dad had literally let me know that the decision was mine, so I knew they'd back me no matter what I did.  Surprisingly, that didn't lessen my worries one iota.  I also knew that Wil and Beth wouldn't turn away from me, but I felt that each of them would simply decide I was being crazier than normal.  The only other family member I worried about was Tom.  I knew he really liked Sandy, but since he was now involved with her younger sisters, I felt that was a non-issue.

From what Carissa had said before, then confirmed on the phone this morning, her parents might not have been in favour of the situation, but they hadn't really been surprised.  It seemed almost as if they were standing back and shaking their heads over the issue, but right now they were more concerned over Corinna and Wil.  I decided that both issues were something that concerned Carissa more than me.  Wil was family, but both his age and the fact that he was really only my half-brother set us apart, and somehow I had managed to isolate my feelings from any hurt caused by Corinna's actions.  I knew it wasn't 'nice' on my part, but her mental instability made me feel uncomfortable, and since I didn't know how to expect her to act I held back from being involved with her in any way.  Considering all the factors, the only person in Carissa's family who concerned me was her uncle, Frank Dolens, since he was my sponsor and friend.  After a moment's thought I wasn't really worried
about him either, because I felt he was a 'live and let live' sort of person.

Sandy's parents simply didn't concern me at all.  I felt that Sam McAdam was a manipulative misogynist and bully.  I really didn't care what he thought.  At the same time I felt her mother was a manipulator, but on top of that, she was a social climber, so I wasn't impressed with her either.  Actually, I felt that Mom and Beth had done more to improve Sandy's life than her own family had, and had done the same thing for Sandy's younger sisters at the same time.

After all that thought, I was left with the same conundrum.  To be honest, I couldn't see any way not to become involved with Sandy without hurting her feelings and annoying Carissa.  That was especially true since Carissa had engineered the present situation.

Shaking my head and laughing somewhat uncomfortably at my own reluctance, I faced the inevitable and set out to walk across the yard to the cabin.  Talk about mixed feelings, wow, did I ever have them!  On one hand I was fearful of the end results, but on the other hand I was actually looking forward the idea of being involved with Sandy.  At the same time I was anxious, perhaps even a bit worried about dealing with her virginity, the idea of causing anyone any sort of pain really bothered me.

All of that dropped out of my mind when I opened the door and stepped into the cabin.  Sandy was standing at the stove, frying eggs and bacon.  All she was wearing was an apron with a high bib to protect herself from grease spatters, leaving her back and butt completely bare.  She had the radio on loud and was swaying in time to the music; I think it was the Monkees, singing 'Daydream Believer,' but that doesn't matter.  Since she was concentrating on the music and the breakfast, she wasn't paying attention to the sounds I made as I was coming inside.

For a moment I just stood there and stared at her, mostly watching that soft round butt as it wriggled so enticingly, then I think I may have groaned.  Whatever happened, she realized I was there and she turned her head to look over her shoulder.

"Easy over, right?" she looked at me and grinned.  "And I mean your eggs, not me."

"Unh yeah," I managed a weak grin.

"Just so you know, I'm a sunny side up woman, at least for now," she giggled, then she waggled her head toward the sink.  "Wash up first, then before you get too wound up we need to talk, but we can do that while we're eating."

"I think talking is a good idea," I finally found my tongue.  "I'm still not convinced that we should all live together when we go to Calgary."

"Hold that for the table, would you?  I want this breakfast to be perfect and I'm not that great a cook."

"You look good to me," I laughed as I washed up.

"That's just hormones talking," she giggled, then shivered slightly.

"Are you cold?"

"No, excited," she giggled again.  "Now shut up and sit down at the table.  I don't want to bust the yolks of these eggs when I'm putting them on the plate."

So, I towelled off and sat down.  In only a moment she was setting the plates of bacon and eggs on the table along with lightly browned toast, and fresh coffee.  She waited until I'd taken a couple of bites and had given her a thumbs up sign while chowing down on the food.  Then she sat down opposite me, but only after taking off the apron.  The sight of her body, and the food in front of me, practically guaranteed I wasn't going to say much for a moment.  I'm not sure what the difference was, because I'd seen her nude before, but that morning she wasn't just nude, she was somehow both naked and available.

"Carissa and I had a nice chat on the phone while you were doing the chores," she grinned at me.  "She suggested how I should dress and thought you'd like it."

"Umm hmm!" I nodded my head and took a deep breath to calm myself.  "Is it alright if I talk now?"

"Oh yes, that's the idea of sitting here and having breakfast together."

"Good, because I've been thinking about the three of us for several days and probably seemed to you to be waffling and indecisive, but I didn't want to make a huge mistake."

"We noticed that you weren't acting like you normally would," she nodded.

"That's not completely true, I do become preoccupied at times, particularly if I have a personal problem to solve.  This could very well be a huge problem and a big mistake, so I've just been thinking about it a lot.  I've even let Carissa pressure me much more than normal, but that's not surprising.  After all my mind has been occupied, so I let her get away with more shenanigans than normal," I sighed.  "To put it plainly, I believe the three of us will be causing problems for ourselves if we all live together.  Society accepts couples and rejects anything else.  Even bachelors get given a rough time, but that's nothing to what polygamists can expect to have happen."

"We realize that and we think we're prepared, but we have each other for support.  Think of it this way, any couple can support each other, but by adding one more person the support doubles."

"That only works if the three people agree on everything.  Even Carissa and I don't agree on everything, so why would the three of us all agree?" I shook my head slowly.  "My biggest worry is the possibility that all of us will get into a huge fight, which will cause problems for everyone.  In other words, we could all end up getting hurt out of this."

"Actually, that's one of the first things that Carissa and I discussed.  Both of us think it's worth the risk," she sighed softly.  "She also said that I was to make sure that you understood that neither one of us is trying to get you to marry us, at least not right now.  We need to get to know each other much better before we even consider that sort of thing.  Don't you agree?"

"I suppose so," I finally managed to say, after thinking for a few seconds.  "But, my biggest worry is still that one or more of us will get badly hurt."

"Hey, I was talking to your Grampa in the hospital one day and he told me told me that 'Life doesn't come with a guarantee.' I liked that idea, but I've added to that saying."

"Oh?"

"Unh huh.  I changed it a bit too.  I think the saying should be: 'The only way that you can guarantee any happiness in your life is if you're willing to take the risk of being unhappy.' That covers a lot more area and makes more sense to me, especially in our situation."

"So you're saying that you're willing to risk being unhappy later for a good time now?"

"Absolutely," she grinned.  "It's raining enough today to make work a pain, so I think it's an ideal time for us to get to know each other … in bed."

"Well, what about the phone?  I did promise Carissa I'd answer it when she called."

"Oh, after you ran off to look after the animals, she said to tell you that she probably wouldn't call until after they'd driven up to Ponoka, then talked to the people at the hospital.  She thought that would be about noon, so we have almost two hours before we need to worry about her calling and disturbing us.  Now, is there anything else that you want to talk about?"

"Well, I think we should develop a smoke screen of sorts, to keep the snoops and rumour mongers out of our hair," I shrugged my shoulders.  "Other than that, I think we're going to have to play it by ear."

"Oh, well the other day, when we went into town, Carissa and I sort of set up an excuse for me to stay here.  Mom was upset with me, because she felt nothing had happened by then.  I don't know, I guess she thought I'd manage to magically seduce you the instant the three of us were alone or something.  That led into a fight about a family matter that she and I have argued about for years.  So when I walked out of the house to meet Carissa, she and I were still screaming at each other.  Carissa got us apart and told me that I could stay with you two for a while.  One of the neighbourhood gossips saw the whole fight, at least the part while we were outside."

"Well, that probably won't stop the rumours, but it might slow them down somewhat, or at least misdirect them."

"That's what we thought.  In fact we sort of set up a plan like that on the drive back from town," she grinned.  "The idea was that when we're in the public eye, you and I would appear to barely tolerate each other, but both of us would still be friendly toward Carissa.  Maybe you didn't notice, but we tried to set that idea up with your folks last night too, at least a little bit."

"You did?"

"Yes, didn't you notice the tone I used when I was talking to you or how Carissa was always close to you, while I backed away a bit?  I didn't sit next to you when we drove away, in fact I didn't even snuggle against you in the car, not until we were leaving town and no one could really see me."

"Sorry, but no, I didn't notice.  Besides by then I'd probably shot your idea down by that time, considering what I told Dad," I rolled my hands out flat and palms up, to show that I was nonplussed.  "Of course at the time, I was concentrating on the problems we could run into.  Even more than that though, I was worried about what Mom and Dad would think, so I suppose I wasn't paying as much attention to you and Carissa as I should have."

"Oh no, it worked out perfectly.  It was your Mom that we were concentrating on, trying to give the impression that everything wasn't as peaceful as it should be between us," she shrugged her shoulders and smiled slightly.  "I'm not sure, but I think she saw what we wanted her to see.  In fact, I think she might even be under the impression that Carissa is leading you by the nose."

"That'll be the day," I snorted.  "She has a habit of deferring to me, or haven't you noticed."

"Yeah, I have, she does it even more than I do," Sandy laughed.  "Actually, it's funny as hell.  You two look like you're consulting with each other, but you almost always get your way.  The only things I've seen her really get her back up about are things concerning me.  It's so strange, because she was always the boss of anything she was involved in at school, but here she's totally different."

"Well, she claims that I'm dominant and that she's only here because of that, but she told me something different when we first got together."

"That's not a surprise," Sandy shrugged her shoulders.  "She was probably worried about exposing her weakness to you until she felt she could trust you more.  I think she got forced into admitting the truth when I showed up.  But to get back to you and me, do you have anything else that's bothering you right now?"

"No, I think you've pretty well covered the worries I had," I grinned.

"Then to hell with washing the breakfast dishes right now," she giggled.  "Come on, I want to get into that bed and see what I've been missing."

With that she leapt to her feet and reached out her hand to me.  In a second she was dragging me toward the bedroom.

I'm not going to say too much about the next two hours, but I must say that Sandy was a surprise in bed.  What little experience she had was multiplied a hundred times by her sheer enthusiasm and pure energy.  In a way, I was relieved when the telephone rang shortly after noon.  Sandy had been almost insatiable.  I suppose I was panting for breath when I answered the phone.

"Hello."

"Chris?  Is that you?  Is something wrong?" Mom asked.

"Unh uh, I just had to run to get the phone.  I thought it was Carissa calling," I was fighting to catch my breath.

"Oh, she might be calling you soon, but everything is okay.  Wil and Corinna went for a long drive yesterday and had problems with the truck.  They were up in the foothills on a back road and miles from anywhere when his truck broke down on them.  He said he broke a tie rod or something?  Anyway, he lost his steering, so they ended up in the ditch and had to walk.  They managed to find an old trapper who lived out in the bush, but he didn't have a phone or headlights on his truck and it was getting dark by then, so they spent the night in his cabin.  Then early this morning they went back with the trapper's truck and managed to pull Wil's pickup back out of the ditch.  After they had it on the road, Wil wired the broken part together well enough to drive if they took it easy.  They managed to creep along at about ten miles an hour until they got to a service station that had the parts he needed to fix the steering."

"Oh man, that could only happen to Wil," I snorted with laughter.  "He's lucky they didn't have a worse accident and he's just as lucky that someone had the parts he needed."

"Oh, he knows that, but the parts he got are used, since he salvaged them off a wreck that was in the service station's back yard.  He said when he gets back here, he's going to replace the steering, then sell the truck." Mom laughed.  "We told him when he bought it that it was a bad deal and that we'd help him get a better one, but you know Wil.  He's even more stubborn than you are.  Now, to change the subject, how are you and Sandy getting along?"

"Well, we're not fighting," I sighed, trying to make it sound like we weren't getting along quite as well as we had been.

"That doesn't sound too much like you two are going to make Ann McAdam too happy then."

"I don't think that worries Sandy and it sure doesn't worry me," I said quietly but emphatically, making Mom break into a chuckle.

"Just don't kill each other," she snickered.  "Now I'd better get off the phone in case Carissa is trying to call you.  I'll talk to you tomorrow at the picnic."

"Okay Mom.  Bye for now."

"So what's going on?" Sandy demanded, still in the bedroom and on the bed.

So I told her what had happened, explaining that if Wil had broken a tie rod any chance he had of steering the pickup was gone instantly.

"But they're okay, aren't they?" she asked.

"Yeah."

"Then why don't you come back to bed?"

"You want more?"

"Well, yeah!  I'm making up for lost time."

"If we do much more, you aren't going to be able to walk very well tomorrow," I warned.

"That's tomorrow.  I'll worry about it when it gets here.  C'mere, Stud," she giggled, then grabbed my hand and yanked me back into the bed with her.

Sandy barely had me off balance and falling toward her when the phone rang again.

"I'll bet that's Carissa and she'll kill me if I don't answer," I said as I bounced off the bed and pulled away.

Sandy just sighed and nodded, then let me go so I could hurry back to the phone.

"Hello."

"Hello Chris.  It's Wil.  I thought I should call you and let you know what happened myself before anyone else called and blew what happened out of proportion."

"Too late, Mom already called and she knows," I kidded him.

"Oh jeez.  I was hoping to have you call home for me, but someone else must have called her.  What did she say happened?"

"Just that you went out for a drive with Corinna, but broke a tie rod and went in the ditch, then had to spend the night with a trapper.  Why, did something else happen?"

"Oh, we were just off the property when we weren't supposed to be.  Then we were almost a whole day late getting Corinna back, that's all," Will grouched.  "Dad told me when I bought that damn truck that I shouldn't touch it and as usual, he was right."

"You mean you didn't have permission to take Corinna for a drive?" I was astonished.

"I never even thought of it.  Corinna wanted to go out for a drive and I didn't know any reason she couldn't.  Hell, she's practically released.  Well, she will be today or tomorrow," he sighed deeply.  "I am in so much shit you must be able to smell it over the phone.  Right now I'm in the local cop shop, but at least I haven't been booked for anything yet."

"You're in the police station?"

"That's what I said, didn't I?" Will snapped.  "I don't know why and I really don't know what to do.  I know it's asking a lot, but you always seem to know how to get out of shit; I thought maybe you could give me some advice."

"Umm, Wil, I usually get out of trouble by not getting into it," I sighed.  "You know me, I think about things first, then if it looks like I could get into trouble, I back off."

"Well, that doesn't help me much," Will complained.  "When Corinna asked me to take her for a long drive yesterday, I was just so happy that she was feeling up to it that I never thought of anything else, but being with her and talking to her.  I really didn't mean to get into trouble.  I simply fucked up."

"Well, I don't know what to do, but I think you should call Mom and Dad.  If worst comes to worst, they'll know how to get hold of the lawyer Grampa Bender used to write up his will and the leases.  His lawyer will probably be able to recommend a defence lawyer who can help you, but make sure Mom and Dad know all the details."

"All the details?  Like what?"

"Yeah, all the details, like where things happened and how they happened.  The lawyer will want to know what Corinna said that convinced you to take her for a drive, where you went, the reason the truck went into the ditch, the trapper's name, the name of the service station where you worked on the truck, all that stuff."

"Oh jeez!  I'm not sure I can remember everything."

"Well, you'll have to do your best.  The more the lawyer knows, the easier his job will be and the quicker he can get something done," I paused to think for a second, then continued.  "If I were you, I'd call Mom and Dad right away.  The sooner they know about this, the faster they can get something going and the faster you can walk away from there."

"Shit, I guess you're right.  Thanks."

Then before I could even wish him luck, he hung up the phone.  I held it for a second, then slowly set it down.  My mind was whirling, but had nothing to work on that offered a solution.  I was turning toward the bedroom when Sandy stepped through the doorway, pulling on a robe.

"That wasn't Carissa, was it?" she asked.

"No, it was Wil.  I don't know why, but the cops arrested him.  He wasn't supposed to take Corinna away from the hospital, so when he got back, I guess the cops took him into custody."

"They probably assumed that he'd kidnapped her," Sandy rolled her eyes.  "Wil is so impulsive and after he's done anything he acts so guilty at being caught that people think he's guilty of more than he really did."

"Well, when it comes to being impulsive, Corinna isn't much better, but then, neither is Carissa," I snorted.

"You know; you're right," she looked thoughtful for a second.  "But, you're on the exact opposite end of the scale.  I try to think first and act later, but you take it to the point where I become impatient and wonder if you're ever going to make up your mind."

"Yeah, I do take a while on some things, but at least I haven't been arrested by the cops," I sighed.  "Now, Wil is going to be calling Mom and Dad, so I can't use the phone to call them and warn them of what's up, but I'd like to at least give them a heads up.  That way …"

"Use the radio," she interrupted me.

"Pardon?"

"Use the CB.  Then you're not tying up their phone."

"Good idea.  I knew you were more than just a pretty face and a sexy bod," I grabbed her in a quick hug and a short kiss before I moved to the CB and called Mom.

I was surprised how quickly Mom answered, but didn't mention it.  I was in too much of a hurry to get the message across that Wil would be calling and that his call was important.  I wanted to make sure the phone wasn't tied up and that Dad was in the house to take the call.  I was very careful what I said over the CB, knowing that anyone else with a CB might be listening in, but I did get the message across.  I'd just finished the call to Mom and stood up, intending to thank Sandy again when the phone rang, so I shrugged my shoulders and rolled my eyes at her grinning face as I grabbed the phone receiver again.

"Hello."

"Hi Chris.  It's Carissa.  Have you talked to your mom?"

"Yeah she told me that you'd called and that Corinna was back."

"Yeah, she's back, but Wil has disappeared.  His truck is parked out front, but we haven't been able to find him anywhere," she snapped.

"He didn't disappear voluntarily.  The cops arrested him and took him to the police station."

"What?  You're kidding me?  We've been hunting all over for him."

"Well, the cops must have been told to arrest him by someone at the hospital, but whoever told them to do it didn't bother telling you.  If you really need him, that's where he is."

"Look; I'll call you back.  I've got to go tell Dad, then try to calm Corinna down.  Fucking cops!  We don't need this kind of bullshit right now.  We need Will here with us to act as support.  Corinna has been put through hell and she needs him.  If I find out who told the cops to arrest Wil, I'll have his nuts.  I'll rip them out, dry them in the oven and use them for a key fob."

With that, she hung up on me.  I just shook my head and put the phone back on the hook.

"Carissa?" Sandy grinned.

"Unh huh, and she's wound up like a two-dollar watch," I rolled my eyes again.  "She's ready to chew out both the cops and the doctors at the hospital."

"That arrest doesn't sound like something the RCMP would do, I'll bet they're town cops out to make a name for themselves.  You know the kind, act fast, then even if you fuck up, at least you have something to justify your paycheck," she snapped quickly, her mood changing instantly.

I just nodded.  Then I crooked a finger in a come hither gesture and patted my knee.

"Since I can't move the phone because it's fastened to the wall and since I want to be nearby to take calls, I'm not going to move from this chair, but that doesn't mean we can't cuddle," I smiled at her.  "Let's both calm down and try to be nonjudgmental about what we hear until we know the whole story, okay?  Maybe the cops are at fault, but maybe someone at the hospital arranged to have Wil arrested.  We don't know yet, so let's not go off half cocked."

That changed her mood again.  She just shrugged her shoulders, but slid into my lap and I cuddled her for a moment.

"Oops, I should call Mom and let her know that Carissa and the Coulters didn't know where Wil was.  There's a good chance that there won't be a reason to get a lawyer involved," I thought aloud.

"Yeah, you'd better, but I want my seat back when you sit down again," Sandy sighed, sliding off my lap with a quick peck on my lips.

Gambling that my folks' phone might be free, I picked up ours and dialed.  Mom answered on the first ring.

"Hello.  Wil, is that you?"

"No Mom.  It's Chris.  I was just talking to Carissa.  They didn't know Wil had been taken away by the cops and the whole Coulter family is pissed off about it."

"Wil was arrested?" she sounded astounded.

"Mom, I don't know if he was arrested or not, but he's at the police station and …"

"Well, now your call on the CB makes more sense," she interrupted me.  "I'm going to call over there right now and find out just what's going on."

And, for the third time that morning, someone hung up the phone on me.  I just stared at the dead receiver for a few seconds, then shook my head and hung it up again.

"Well, that was short and sweet," Sandy giggled at the surprised look on my face.

"Yeah, I'm getting tired of people hanging up on me," I said sharply, then couldn't help but laugh.  "I suppose Mom got a bit excited though.  I wasn't exactly diplomatic, was I?"

"No, after what you said, can you blame her?  She thinks one of her family has been put in danger.  So she's just showing her mother's instincts.  Now about that snuggle," and with that, she slipped back into my lap.

Actually, that was a preview of how Sandy and I spent most of the afternoon, lazing around the cabin, grabbing the phone when it rang, but grabbing cuddles and smooches whenever possible.  The phone probably rang more that day than it had in weeks, so we never did get a chance to relax.  However as time passed, things slowly straightened around.

In the long run, John and Wilma Coulter got Wil out of the cops' hands.  In the process they reamed one of the overly officious doctors at the hospital rather well for arbitrarily arranging to have Wil taken into police custody.  So it turned out that even though Wil had been held in custody for a few hours, there was no official arrest.  In fact, after Corinna was officially released from care, she left the hospital grounds riding with Wil in his truck, but Carissa followed them in her Jeep, just in case Wil had any more trouble with that bloody lemon.

Mr. and Mrs. Coulter remained behind for a while, but I never did find out why.  I suspect that they spent the extra time chewing out people that they felt had screwed up.  I did hear later that one of the high ranking doctors who had been working at the hospital was demoted and then transferred out not long after the incident, but I don't know if the Coulters were responsible for his transfer or not.

Back at the ranch, things had settled down at our end by chore time.  Not only had the phone calls dwindled off, but the rain had petered out and the sky was clearing.  Sandy came out with me to help look after the animals, then I helped her prepare something to eat and even helped to clean up the kitchen afterward.  We didn't sit on the porch for long that evening though.  She wanted to go back to bed, but when we got there and tried to do anything, she soon realized that she was a bit uncomfortable.

"I guess you were right.  Maybe I was a bit too energetic earlier," she complained.

"That's okay.  You can still cuddle," I grinned and hugged her tightly.

"Well, I wanna do more, but it's uncomfy," she sniffed in annoyance.

I just chuckled and hugged her tightly.  We fell asleep cuddled closely and I don't think we moved much all night.

Okay, I should correct that.  I didn't move much during the night, but I woke alone.  Sandy wasn't in bed with me.  When I went looking for her, she was sound asleep on Beth's bed in the back porch.  I assumed right away that she'd found cuddling with me to be uncomfortable and that she'd moved during the night.  Rather than awaken her, I made coffee, then went out to look after the animals.  I'd just walked back in the door after doing the chores when the phone rang.  I rushed to grab it, hoping I could prevent the ring from waking Sandy.

"Hello," I answered.

"Hi Chris, it's Beth.  I was just calling to tell you that you don't have to worry about the chores this evening.  George and I are only going up to the track for the barbecue, then we're coming back home before the races start; that way you don't have to do the chores either too early or too late," Beth prattled, almost non-stop.

"You're sure that's alright?  Doesn't George want to be at the races?"

"Well, yeah, but Jess and Jean are going to go along with Tom and they've never seen the races before.  So George suggested we leave early.  He thinks Tom can handle the pit duties tonight, besides if we do it right, George and I can be alone for a while."

"Oh, are things getting serious?" I teased, then waved at Sandy as she scurried past to grab a robe before running outside to the biff.

"No more serious than they were a month ago, if it's any of your business.  But talking about people and what's going on, J & J want to know how you and Sandy are making out?"

"Well, all I'll say is that I was alone in bed when I woke up and your bed was slept in last night.  I really don't want to talk about it much," I snapped.

"Oh.  Unh, should I say that I'm sorry or …"

"No!  Just leave it alone," I said shortly.

"Oh shit.  Well, whether you like it or not, I am sorry.  I like Sandy."

"Look, just leave it alone would ya?" I tried my best to sound grouchy.

"Okay, whatever you say, but I want to talk to you this afternoon, if I can get you alone."

"Okay, Beth.  I'll see you then," I held a finger to my lips and winked as Sandy came inside again.

Sandy grinned and winked back, sticking her tongue out at me, but not saying a word.

Beth said goodbye and we both hung up, then Sandy was in my arms.  After a kiss and hug, Sandy leaned back and grinned at me.

"You've been fibbing again, haven't you?" she grinned.

"Nope, not one word, I just used a deceptive tone of voice," I grinned.  "Of course I didn't tell her all the truth either, but that's beside the point."

"Smart ass," she laughed.  "Isn't that called dissembling by exclusion?"

"Wow, dissembling by exclusion?  Aren't those awfully big words for a little gal to use on a Sunday morning?  Just what do you think they mean?"

"Oh, I think you could say that they mean lying, by not telling all of the truth.  Besides, I'll have you know that this little gal got an A+ in my English final, so even if you don't think so, I have a pretty fair idea of the meaning of the words I use," she grinned.  "Now I'm curious, who was that on the phone?"

"That was my dear little sister.  She told me that she and George are going to do the chores here tonight while I go race a car, but she also warned me that she likes you and plans to talk at me about you."

"Don't you mean talk to you?" Sandy snickered.

"Nope.  When Beth gets wound up, she talks at you, not to you.  She gives lectures that have a built-in bite."

"Oh, I know those.  I've had one," she laughed, but rather off-key, almost as if she wanted to complain, but knew she shouldn't.

"When did she lecture you?" I frowned.

"About a day after I tried to screw you on the way home after the only real date we ever had.  She talked at me about birth control and about relationships.  I have to admit that in her case, the word 'at' is very descriptive and used accurately," Sandy broke into a grin.  "I'm just waiting for the day when she screws up and I can talk 'at' her and give her advice."

"You'd better be patient then.  She's darn careful and doesn't screw up often," I laughed.  "Now, I'm starved, could we make something to eat.  By the way, I don't have anything planned for today, so I was wondering if you have something you want to do?"

I was surprised that she didn't want to take advantage of the fact that we were still alone.  Instead, she wanted to go for a drive in the Jeep and see more of the ranch.  So after breakfast, we packed some drinks and snacks, then I drove up the trail on the west side of the valley.  We went as far as we could in the Jeep, then climbed to the top of one of the cliffs.  From there we could see the entire ranch all the way down to Mom and Dad's, so she was able to get an idea of just how large the government lease really was.  I'm certain that she'd had no idea before, because she seemed to be stunned by the view.

"Jeez, just how big is the whole place?" she turned to me, eyes wide in astonishment.

"Well, the valley floor is the only part we really count, and that works out to be just under five thousand acres on the upper valley," I smiled.  "But we do control the cliffs on each side since the government survey lines run along the compass lines, north and south or east and west.  I suppose if you counted the cliffs and the upper area, all the way out to the survey lines, we probably have at least another thousand acres we don't use.  The upper ranch is about seven and a half miles long and two and a half miles wide at the widest spot.  The lower ranch is bigger, a lot bigger."

"Jeez, you folks are fucking rich."

"No, not really," I laughed.  "Actually, if we had one or two years of bad weather, my whole family could be land poor.  You see the taxes on the place match it's size, so they're huge as well, then the expenses for upkeep are sizeable, so we have to worry about keeping our income on the positive side of the ledger all the time.  At the moment we have a decent bank balance, but if we had three or four rough years in a row, we'd have to re-mortgage the land we own to pay the expenses on the taxes and upkeep on both our property and the leased land.  As farmers and ranchers, we depend on the weather to be favourable.  The government doesn't care one iota if the weather ruins our crops one year, they still want their taxes.  Then the bankers still want the money we're paying back on loans we took out in the bad years we had not long ago.  So in effect we're gambling on the weather all the time, every season, year in and year out."

"Oh, I didn't look at it that way," she frowned.

"Most people don't, they just see the large acreage and don't think about the ongoing costs that go along with that size."

"Well, if the costs are so great, how do you do as well as you do?"

"Well, we diversify.  Look at Dad's farm.  He has cows, pigs, and chickens, but as well he grows more grain than he can feed, so he sells the extra.  That means he sells milk and eggs, beef, pork, and chickens, as well as grain.  No single weather problem will completely wipe out his financial base.  Because we have the water rights on the creek, he even has one field that he can irrigate if there's a drought.  He usually gets a cash crop of alfalfa on that, which he sells to a dairy farmer near Calgary.  I'm thinking of doing the same thing up here, even if it means plowing under one of the regular hayfields, and clearing back some scrub willow."

"Where would you do that?  Can you point out the area from here?"

"Oh yeah, no problem," I rested my hands on her shoulders and turned her toward the cabin, then slightly to the left.  "There, on the left of the cabin, above the barns and corrals, you see that hayfield that runs almost to the lake?"

"Yeah, I can see that."

"Okay, all of that field with the addition of the area covered by those low bushes would be a perfect area to irrigate.  First of all, it's very flat and won't need any grading work.  Secondly, it's close enough to the house that I could use an electric motor to run the irrigation pump.  Then as a third point, every acre of that area is on the original homestead, which means it doesn't fall under the new rules that we have to follow about native plant protection on the leased area."

"You have to follow rules on what you can do on your property?"

"Oh yeah, on the lease we certainly do.  I think new lease states that we have to retain something like seventy-five or eighty percent of the acreage in natural plants and we can't do major soil modifications or anything like that."

"I didn't realize farming and ranching could be so complex."

"Oh, this is nothing.  You should ask Mom what the latest rules are, because she's the one who keeps track on all the new laws, rules and regulations.  We always ask her to check things for us before we even start a new project, since the government always seems to be in the process of changing things.  I'm not sure how it happened, but after we had a problem or two with legal changes, Mom just assumed the job on and she does it extremely well."

"Mmm, talking about your Mom, I guess we should go get ready and head down there soon, huh?" she leaned back against me and snuggled for a minute.  "So, are we going to keep up the charade of barely getting along in front of your parents, or do we let them in on the secret?"

"Let's see just how long we can keep it up," I laughed.  "Mom and Dad are very good at judging character and they read people's actions as much as their words.  Let's see just how long it takes for them to catch on to our act."

"It's a good test for us then, is it?"

"Um hmm, but it might be tough to fool Mom and Dad for long," I hugged her gently from behind.

She turned and kissed me quickly, then pulled away and bent to pick up what was left of our picnic lunch.  I almost had to run to keep up with her as she skipped down the grade to the Jeep.  Back at the cabin, we cleaned up a bit, then set out for Mom and Dad's in my car.




Chapter 34:

Major Junction Ahead - Merge Left

When we got down to the farm, Mom and Dad were almost ready to leave.  I'm not sure if it was our actions after they saw us, or if they'd talked things over beforehand, but when we got into the car Dad got in front with me and Mom got in the back seat with Sandy.  I do know that all the way to the lake, Dad kept me involved in a conversation, so that Mom and Sandy could talk.  I actually found the situation to be a bit funny, but even though I wanted to, I didn't dare grin about it.  In fact, I tried to act as if Mom and Dad were doing me a favour.

Once we got to the lake and out of the car, things were a lot easier for me to handle.  For one thing, once I'd had a chance to talk to Carissa for a few seconds she could help us with our masquerade.  Then too I was inundated by the attention that I received from Corinna and Wil.  Somehow they had decided that I was solely responsible for straightening out the mess with the cops.  I couldn't seem to make them see the fact that Carissa who had been the mover and shaker who had stirred things up so changes would happen.

Of course I had to talk to John and Wilma Coulter.  After that I spent some time with Frank Dolens and his family, then I spent even more time talking with Sam and Ann McAdam.  That was the hard one.  Ann McAdam had noticed that I and Sandy weren't spending much time together and she spent several minutes letting me know what a wonderful young woman Sandy was going to become.  I was very grateful to Sam for finally leading her away when some of his relatives showed up.  That gave me a chance to finally get to spend time with someone my age.

I moved over to talk to Tom, George and Wil who were over by Car 54.  "Hi guys, what's going on?"

"Not a darn thing," Tom grinned.  "I think the car is ready, but George is going to eat and run on us today."

"Yeah, so I heard.  Thanks for offering to look after the chores for me, George," I nodded.

"I don't mind," he grinned.  "Your chores are nothing, besides Beth is all wound up about seeing her horses again.  If I can do a few chores and make her happy at the same time, I don't mind at all."

I was trying to think of something to say to that when we were inundated by females.  Carissa and Corinna appeared first, then Sandy showed up with Jess and Jean as well as a tall blonde that I'd never seen before.  It turned out that she was Sandy's cousin and her name was Jacqueline, but answered to the nickname, Jackie.

She was stunning, the ultimate blonde bombshell and she knew it.  To make things more interesting, ten seconds after being introduced to the three of us guys, she was on the make.  Unfortunately for her none of us were extremely interested, but to my discomfort she homed in on me.

What bothered me was that Carissa and Sandy thought it was funny.  For some reason they held back and let her play, disregarding the helpless looks I threw their way.  In fact Carissa winked at me, which threw me completely off balance.  Just what was that wink for?  Was she implying that I should go along with Jackie's play and act as if I was interested?  Or did it mean that Jackie wasn't really interested in me and Carissa was letting me know that I was safe?  For a short time I really didn't know what to do.

Meanwhile, Jackie was playing the part of a dumb blonde, pressing close to me, rubbing a very full breast against my arm, batting her eyes and broadcasting the impression that she was available.  But, there was something about her actions that read wrong to me, almost as if there was a red flag waving in my view.  After the third or fourth dumb question about driving a stock car I realized what was wrong.  While her face and her body were broadcasting willingness and even eagerness, her eyes weren't.  There was something in the depth of her eyes that just didn't ring true to her actions.

At the same time something else was happening.  I didn't notice at first, but after a moment it dawned on me that the two of us were being left near the car as all of my friends moved away.  I don't think Jackie noticed either.  I decided that this was a setup of some sort, but at first I didn't know what to do.  However since we were standing fully exposed to anyone who happened to be watching I wasn't worried.  I let Jackie prattle on, answering her dumb questions until no one would be able to hear my voice if I spoke quietly, then I lifted a hand, palm forward.  Her voice stopped and she looked slightly shocked.

"Jackie, I don't know what you're up to, but I know you're acting," I said quietly.  "Underneath that dumb blonde act, you're very intelligent, but scared as hell.  Now, I'm not someone you should be afraid of because I try my best not to hurt people.  In fact, I try to help them if I can, so just what is going on?"

"What do you mean?" she whispered, pulling back a few inches and frowning slightly.

"I mean what I said," I shrugged.  "For one thing you aren't as naive as you've been acting.  In fact, it takes a very intelligent person to come across as someone so untutored in the real world, but even more than that you're forcing yourself to be close to me and I can sense it.  You're afraid of something and I think it's either me or men in general, but I want you to know that I won't hurt you.  At least, I won't hurt you intentionally, but I can't discount the fact that accidents happen."

"So just like that, I'm supposed to trust you?" she snapped, dropping her act.

"No, that will take time, but since you came over here with Sandy and Carissa, I imagine they've already told you the same thing.  I'm not a super critical person and I'm certainly not a person who sets out to hurt others, but since we've just met, you'll have to go on our word for now," I shrugged my shoulders.  "I really can't prove it in a short time."

"Hmm," she mumbled, then tried to smile.  "Okay, but you should know that I've never met one man in my life that hasn't hurt me, so trusting you is damn hard."

"Are you telling me that even the men in your family have hurt you?"

"Hell yes, them most of all and my mother is just as bad."

"Well, if you don't like men, why do you dress and act the way you do?" It was my turn to frown questioningly.

She was quiet for a minute, then turned and looked toward Sandy and Carissa before sighing deeply and turning toward me again.

"I dress this way because my folks insist on it and I act like I do to hide the fact that I'm weird," she stopped speaking and pulled away, her face looking as if she was terrified of saying anything more for fear that I might hurt her.

"I'm going to guess that from what you said, your folks know that you like girls, but think it's wrong," I said and watched her face register shock.

"How did you know?" she whispered, almost silently.

"Well, you're not all that fucking weird," I snapped.  "Didn't Sandy and Carissa talk to you about their feelings?"

"You mean that they .. ," her voice trailed off into nothing.

"No they aren't lesbians, but they like both guys and gals.  You should be talking to them, not me."

"Unh, I don't think so," Jackie seemed to droop.

"Why not?"

"Because that's just as weird and the Bible says it's wrong."

"Well, I'm not about to argue with you about your beliefs, but to my way of thinking you're letting your belief in the Bible torture you, and I don't think that's right," I sighed heavily.  "I really do think you should talk to Carissa about that, and Sandy too for that matter, after all the two of you are related.  Oh by the way, were you raised in the Mormon church like Sandy's mom was?"

"Yes, but what has that to do with anything?"

"Nothing really, but I thought all Mormon women were taught that obedience to the men in their family was paramount?"

"We are, but I can't seem to do that either," she broke into tears.

"Dammit all, please don't do that," I sighed.

"What?  Why can't I cry?" she whimpered.

"Because when I see a woman cry, I want to comfort her and fix what's wrong, but you don't trust me so I can't even wipe away your tears for fear of upsetting you."

She looked at me strangely, then to my surprise she walked off toward Sandy and Carissa.  I just shook my head and gave up, then wandered off to try to find Tom and George, deciding that this was turning into one very weird day.  Thankfully it wasn't long before the steaks were ready and we could eat.

Mom called me aside to talk to me after we'd eaten, which didn't really surprise me.

"We're going to catch a ride home with George and Beth," she smiled.

"Oh, I thought you'd stick around to see the races," I looked at her in surprise.

"Well, to be honest, seeing those cars go so fast and watching you in the midst of them worries me a bit, even if I know in my heart that you're a very good driver.  So, since we have the excuse of being short handed to do the chores, Willard has suggested we go home and let you have your fun.  I'll still worry, but at least I won't have my heart in my mouth all the time."

"But, I'm safer in the car on the track than I am when I'm driving on a regular road," I protested.

"I know that in my head, but it hasn't sunk into my heart yet," Mom smiled.  "Anyway, I didn't come over here to argue about that.  I had a completely different reason in mind.  I wanted to talk to you about Sandy."

"Oh, what about her?" I thought she'd caught on to our charade.

"I think you're being too hard on her," she frowned at me.  "She tries to hide it, but talking to her on the ride up here, I'm quite sure she really cares for you."

That statement took me completely by surprise.

"I think you should consider giving her another chance," she smiled.  "It's not that I don't like Carissa, because I do, but I think Sandy is very nice as well.  Besides I'm sure you know that I think it's far too soon to settle down with anyone, so I'm suggesting that you don't slam the door in Sandy's face, at least not yet."

"Are you saying that because of the fact that Carissa …"

"No, not at all," Mom interrupted, then she grinned mischievously and glanced around as if checking that no one could hear her as her voice dropped to a whisper.  "Actually, I find the idea that if he plays his cards right, my son might be spending a night in bed with more than one young woman rather titillating."

She was blushing then and she lifted her hand in goodbye, then rushed off.  All I could do was stare after her.  Needless to say, I was completely flabbergasted.  So, not knowing what to do or say to anyone right then, I wandered slowly over to the stock car and leaned against the fender.  That's where Frank found me a few minutes later.

"Well, Chris, are you ready to race?"

"Yeah, I think so," I nodded.  "At least on the track I have a good idea of what to expect next."

"Yes, you've had an interesting summer, haven't you?"

"Oh, Frank, that is putting it mildly," I snorted.  "I've been turned every which way, but loose."

"Well, life is like that," he grew serious.  "However, I came over to tell you that today you have some very heavy competition, drivers who've come in from Edmonton and Calgary.  I wanted to let you know that win, lose or draw, I'm not worried.  Just having you in the race is enough, so just go out there and have fun.  Okay?"

"Thanks, I think I will."

"Alright, Chris, it's time to get down to the track.  Wil and Tom have already gone down to find your spot in the pits, so all you have to do it pull on your gear and go.  I'll talk to you after the races."

With that, he rested his hand on my shoulder for a second, then walked away.  I sighed, then reached in through the window of the car and pulled out my racing gear, deciding that today was the day when I intended to find out just how fast the car could go.  By the time I was dressed, I'd succeeded in clearing my head of all thoughts, but those about racing.  I drove slowly down the hill from the area where we'd picnicked, then eased up to the track entrance.  That's when I saw the tall, slim figure of Jack, the track marshal, smiling as he waited for me with his clipboard in his hand.

At that moment I was in the strange mood that took over whenever I raced in any way, completely at ease, yet hyped to do my very best.  No matter what else happened that day, I was confident that I was going to do well.

As Jack walked over to the car, his face broke into a smile.

"Hey, Chris, good to see you," he greeted me, shouting over the sound of the passing cars on the track.  "There's some hotshot drivers here today from the big city, but they're used to running on asphalt, so watch out for them, huh?  They'll be all over the track for a while, and we're trying to give them a bit of extra time for practice laps."

"Oh great," I grinned.  "But then I was a new driver last time I was here too."

"Oh sure," he grinned.  "Aren't you the guy who has his own practice oval and learned to drive with a hand and one foot in casts?"

"Well, sorta," I grinned.  "Someone's been talking too much and probably bragging too."

"Hey, if a new driver can win a race on his first time out, people ask questions.  Most of the guys think that you're the reason these hotshots are here."

"What?  Why do they think that?"

"Well, your sponsor got us a lot of publicity last time you were here and it appears that these guys listen to the news and read the papers.  We're not complaining, mind you.  I mean just look at the crowd we've got in the stands."

"Okay," I sighed.  "So, how soon can I get into the infield and over to the pits."

"Well, if you want to get there in a hurry, I'd suggest you just tuck into an open space and weave through traffic until you can safely head into pit lane.  Of course all the cars on the track right now are the city boys, so you'd be taking your life in your hands to do that."

"I can see that," I frowned at the cars on the track.  "What a mess."

"Yeah," He answered, shaking his head at the cars that were circling the track, barely in control.

We both watched the weaving, sliding cars that were trying to master a dirt track and a power slide, but I simply shook my head in disbelief.  They all seemed to be braking as they went into the corner instead of accelerating, then if they did manage to start a power slide, they were tentative about using the power of the engine to 'work' the slide.

Not only that, but I could see from the way that the cars went into a corner that their springing and tire setup was wrong for running on dirt.  Their setup placed far too much pressure on the right front suspension.  Since that corner of the car took the brunt of the G-force in a power slide, I was worried that one of them would have a right front wheel fold underneath them during a race.  If that happened, there was a good chance that the car would flip and roll.  Since all of them seemed to insist on cutting as tight to the inside of a corner as possible, that wrecked car would roll right in front of any driver trying to pass them on the outside.  That outer line of the corner was where any of the regular drivers would normally be racing and they wouldn't stand a chance of avoiding the wreck.

"Jack, I'm not so sure that I'm going to drive in a race with those cars on the track."

"What?  Why?"

"Because someone could get hurt or even killed out there.  They don't know what they're doing and if nothing else, they're going to cause accidents.  I don't understand why you've even let them on the track."

"We tried to stop them, but we can't.  We don't have a rule on the books of our racing association to prevent new drivers from joining.  In fact, we encourage new drivers and if they're members with a valid driver's license and have a legally set up car, they can race.  Look at you; according to the records, you're a new driver.  All you have on the records is one day of racing and one win.  Some of those guys on the track right now have been racing for ten years.  Their only problem is that all their racing has been on asphalt."

"Oh, I'm not refusing to drive, but 'Car 54' is acting up.  I think I can feel engine troubles coming on.  Can't you hear it?"

"Come on, Chris, you wouldn't do that," Jack protested.

"Oh, I dunno.  If you had a car, would you want to have it wrecked by stupidity?" I asked with a smile.  "Hey, there's a gap in traffic, gotta go."

With that, I accelerated directly across the track and into the entrance to pit lane, leaving Jack staring after me.  I'd gotten within fifty feet of the space in the pits that Tom and Wil had staked out for us to use when the car coughed a few times, then died.  I tried the starter, but had no joy, so when Tom got up to my window I threw my hands in the air and looked at him wonderingly.

"What happened?  What did it sound like to you?" he demanded.

"You heard it.  It just quit," I snapped, glancing around and seeing that all the people nearby were locals.  "Sorry!  Maybe it's a good thing.  Maybe '54' has decided she doesn't want to race these idiot visitors we've got here today."

I heard several sympathetic chuckles and saw a few nods as well as several grins at that.

"Well, we can't leave you here.  Just stay behind the wheel and steer to your pit.  We'll push you by hand," One of the guys outside said loudly.

It only took a moment or two before they'd pushed the car into our space and Tom had the hood open.  However, by the time I managed to clamber out of the driver's seat and get my helmet off there must have been twenty or thirty guys crowding around him and offering suggestions.  I was about to say something, but Wil's patience was already worn short by the previous problems he'd had that weekend.

"Will you guys BACK OFF!" Wil bellowed.  "I know you want to help, but please, if we need help, we'll ask for it.  Now please give us some elbow room so we can work on our problem."

I had to hide a grin as I watched all the 'helpers' suddenly look sheepish and back away.  I reached out and caught one young guy's arm as he scurried past me.

"Hey guy, could you hunt up Clarence Walker for me?  I'd like to ask him a question or two, but I'm up to my ears in problems and can't leave the car," I asked.

"No problem," he answered.  "I'll get him for you."

As soon as he was gone and the 'nosy parkers' had cleared back a few feet, I moved to the front of the car and leaned in over the fender so my head was near Tom's.

"You'll find it isn't getting any fuel," I said quietly.  "I intentionally shorted out the wire to the fuel pump and blew the fuse."

"Oh, I wondered," he frowned at me.  "I take it that you're not happy about the out-of-town cars?"

"You've got it," I nodded, reaching out and pulling off a spark plug wire as if I knew what I was looking for.  "On top of everything else, those cars aren't safe on this track.  You can't see it so much from here because we're on the inside of the track, but their suspension is all wrong.  Because of the way they hit the corners and the way the cars are set up, too much weight is being transferred to the right front suspension.  If they ever get up to racing speed, something is almost certain to snap."

"Oh hell, with them running such a low line in the corner .. ," he glanced up at the track to watch one of the cars as it went into the corner and what happened to the car.

"Yeah, that's a major accident, just waiting to happen," I nodded.  "I've asked to have Clarence come talk to me, maybe there's a rule about the car's suspension that we can use to disqualify them from racing."

"They aren't going to like that."

"So what?" I growled, but started thinking of the problems disqualifying them might cause.

I didn't have long to think about it though because Clarence showed up almost immediately.

"Hi Chris, what can I do to help you?" he asked as he came up and held out his right hand.

"Hi Clarence.  I'd like some advice, so stick your head under the hood with us.  That way we can talk and not have our voices drowned out by the racket those guys on the track are making," I shook his hand as I jerked my head toward the track.

"Okay.  They are loud, aren't they?" he nodded, pressing close beside me as we crowded up to the car.

"Yeah, bigger engines, different exhausts, poor suspension and a bunch of swelled heads," Tom snapped.  "I don't want to even work on the car to get it going again.  Chris could get killed out there with those egotistical jackasses on the track."

"Jeez, do you think it's that bad?" Clarence asked in astonishment.  "Most of us think it's funny and were thinking we'd just run away from them because they're so slow."

"Sure, but this is a short track.  Eventually you're going to have to pass one of them and that's when all hell might break loose.  They simply don't know how to drive on dirt," Wil snapped.

"Not only that, but their suspension is all wrong," I added, going on to explain what I'd noticed about the front end of their cars.

"Well, the safety crew seems to think they should give them a conditional pass for today, but if they want to race here again, they'd have to change that," Clarence explained.

"Okay, That does it!" Tom snapped and with that he shoved the rest of us back, slammed the hood down, then stepped on the bumper so he could turn and sit on the hood.  "I've had enough of this bullshit.  If the safety crew isn't going to enforce the rules, then we withdraw.  We won't race if we can't expect to do it safely."

"But, Tom …" Clarence protested.

"We've worked too fucking hard on this car to race it against cars that aren't safe to have race against us.  I'm not going to be party to someone getting killed just so some big city asshole can have an ego trip," Tom shouted.  "The rules about engine size, maximum horsepower, minimum suspension and a lot more are being overlooked.  I won't stand by and let Chris get killed because of politics or advertising.  You can do what you want, but this car isn't racing while those junk heaps are on the track."

I was surprised at Tom's vehemence, but the drivers and pit crews around us were astonished.  After a few seconds thought though, I decided Tom was right.  I hopped up and sat beside him on the hood of the car, then Will hopped up and sat on the other side.  Clarence was left standing below and staring up at us.  That's about the time the guys who drove and worked on the car on our right talked for a minute, then walked around and sat on their car's hood too.

After that there was a stampede as people walked back to their cars, then followed our example and sat watching the stupidity on the track from front row seats.

In only a few minutes, the only people standing on the ground in the infield were the crews of the visiting cars and our track officials.  Word must have gotten around who had started the 'sit-down strike' because in a few moments, a half dozen track officials and a smattering of other people were headed our way.  Clarence was leading the crowd, but when he got to the front of his car, he hopped up on the hood and sat beside his mechanic.  He wasn't quiet though because he was stopping the gawking snoops from coming close to us.  We could hear him saying that anyone not on the safety committee needed to stay back because this was strictly a local driver's issue about the safety of the track.

When the six track officials came up to the car, Jack was leading them.

"What's this all about, Chris?" he asked.

"It ain't Chris that's pissed off with you chicken shit jackasses, it's me," Tom snarled at him."You make all of us tow the line for safety regulations, so what the hell is this crap today?  Those cars out there on the track right now are as unsafe as hell for this kind of racing."

"We haven't cleared them to race yet, but for your information, all of those cars have brand-new safety certificates from their own tracks," Some dude waved a sheaf of papers at Tom.

"Sure they do, for asphalt tracks," Tom roared.  "How many of those cars have bigger engines than we're allowed?  How many of them have the reinforcements that we need on our suspensions for cornering and drifting?  How many of them have the right size tires?  How many of them have the steering set up correctly to drift the corners, and not plow the front end?  And those are just a few of the problems that I can see as plain as the nose on your face.  You let those guys run with our cars and someone will get killed because they are going to try to keep up and they're set up all wrong for this track.  They can't control those things on this track."

Someone must have flagged down a car that had been hot lapping, because one of the drivers of one of the visiting cars came into the pits and skidded to a halt, then came storming over to us.

"What the hell do you mean, saying my car isn't safe?" he screamed.

"It's probably safe as hell … on your track.  On this track, it's a fucking death trap," Tom snapped and pointed to a car that had heat waves rising from the hood since it had just been running hard.  "Is that it over there?"

"Yeah, what of it?" the guy was actually being held back from getting too close to Tom.

"Well, just looking at it from here I can see that your front end suspension is wrong for handling and safety.  Then I notice that you've got the wrong tires on it for dirt track racing.  On top of that your engine sounded like an OHV V8, and we only allow flatheads or sixes here.  I'll bet you're making what, maybe three hundred horsepower or more?"

"Probably, so what?" the guy was frowning.

"We're skirting the edges of safety with this car at two-thirty to two-forty.  You're at least forty horses over the posted track limit of two-fifty.  That means when you hit the gas in the straights, you're gonna break your tires free.  Even a little wiggle of the steering wheel and you're gonna be in a two-wheel drift, then the ass end of the car will try to pass you.  And that's on the straight stretches.  What the hell you're gonna do on the corners when the right front wheel …"

Just then fate interrupted Tom's argument with a loud crash, the sound of tearing metal, then the sound of an engine that raced to improbable speeds, and suddenly died with a growling snap.

One quick glance to our right sent both Tom and me diving off the hood of the car and racing along the edge of the track toward the wreckage of two of the visiting cars.  On the way past the back of Wil's truck each of us had grabbed a fire extinguisher, but even though we ran as hard as we could, we weren't the first on the scene.  Actually, by the time we got there, the guys had gotten one of the drivers out of his car and were trying to get to the other one.  The cars had T-boned on the corner and the following car had climbed over the top of the lead car, rolling up and onto it.  The upper car had come to a stop with its front wheels past the passenger's door of the overturned car.  That left the driver of the lower car, trapped.  He was pinned upside down, in the middle of the wreckage and if it hadn't been for the roll cage, he'd have been crushed.  He wasn't though, we could all here him screaming at us to get him out.

Tom was just reaching for his walkie-talkie to call Jerry, our tow truck driver, when I poked him in the ribs.

"If that's for Jerry, he's almost here," I told him, pointing to the tow truck, which was just entering the track.  Then I raised my voice and hollered.  "Anyone checked the engine of the top car?  Any danger of fire?"

"We foamed it from underneath, but we need to get up there to really get at it," someone answered just as loudly.

"There's a tow truck on the way," someone else screamed.  "He can separate them."

There were enough guys there to eat the job, so I grabbed Tom's elbow, pulling him back.

"Look at the right front wheel of the car that caused the wreck," he pointed.  "The suspension is folded under, just like we said would happen."

"Yup," I answered, glancing over at one of the safety officials, but he wouldn't meet my eye.

Tom started to say something else, but I yanked him away and managed to quieten him.  "Tom, shut up.  We don't need to say anything.  That accident proved our point.  Now, let the safety crew keep some of their pride.  Let them make the announcement of what they're going to do.  I can't see them letting these guys race.  If they do, we simply stay out of the races."

"But …"

"Tom, calm down.  No one likes to have their noses rubbed in their mistakes.  Now, there are enough guys here to eat this job and too damn many who were only standing around in the way.  Let's thin the crowd.  We can go back and fix the car.  Then if they decide to have a real race, we can be in it."

It took a bit of arguing, but with Wil's help, we eventually got Tom calmed down enough to go back to '54' and go to work, changing that fuse, and fussing under the hood.  Meanwhile Jerry, along with another tow truck driver, got the two smashed cars off the track.  Then the track grader went to work to straighten up the corner that had been plowed up by the wreck.

We had '54' running and Tom was tweaking the carburettor when I looked up to see the visiting driver who'd been arguing with Tom approaching, so I shut off the engine.

"Hey, I was almost done," Tom grouched at me, then saw where I was looking.  "Oh."

"I'm sorry," The other driver held up both hands as if in surrender, grinning sheepishly.  "I looked at Alan's car and asked him about the accident.  You guys were right on the money.  He felt the front suspension give way, then all hell broke loose.  He'll be over to thank you for the tow truck's help when the doc's get done checking him out."

"Apology accepted, but don't thank us, we didn't do nothin'," Tom waved a hand in dismissal.

"Hey, I saw you two take off with fire extinguishers and it was your tow truck that separated the cars so we could get Tommy out of the wreck."

"Like I said, we didn't do nothin'.  Jerry was acting on his own and by the time Chris and I got to the wreck, everything was under control," Tom snorted.  "Now, what do you know about carburettors?"

"Why, have you got troubles?  My name's Frank, by the way."

"Hi Frank, I'm Tom and that's Chris in the zoot suit.  He thinks he can drive.  Wil has gone off to talk to our folks and let 'em know what's goin' on," Tom grinned at me.  "You probably heard, ol' 'Hot Shot' there, had the car die on him just gettin' here from across the track.  We had to push it into the pit."

"Hmm," Frank looked at me as if he was judging my veracity.  "Rather a convenient happening, considering your feelings at the moment."

"Hey, don't tell me things like that," I laughed.  "Tom is already trying to convince me that this old beast has a personality and you're making it sound like she didn't feel safe to race, so she was refusing to run."

"Stranger things have happened," Frank smiled.  "I'll swear that at times my stock car gets stubborn and won't cooperate.  Maybe they do have personalities?"

Over the next while, we found that Frank was actually a nice guy and so was his mechanic.  When the track was opened up for our hot laps, I took a few, then asked Jack if it would be okay to let Frank take the car around for a few laps.  He couldn't see any reason I shouldn't let Frank drive for a bit, but didn't think it would be right to let him race.  I didn't know why and I didn't ask.  However, I did get Frank behind the wheel and he made it around the track a few times without hitting anything, then he came back laughing.

"What's so funny?" Tom demanded, before I could open my mouth.

"It's just that this kind of driving is so different," Frank snorted.  "Those guys were passing me like I was sitting still, but every time I started to speed up, it felt like I was sliding all over the track."

"That's the point," I grinned.  "When things are going good, I'm in a controlled drift as I go three quarters of the way around the track.  If you're doing well, you pass other cars while both of you are in a controlled drift."

"I know, I was watching the guys doing it as they passed me," Frank grinned as he shook his head in bewilderment.  "I suppose if I tried long enough I'd get it, but to be honest I'm just as happy to watch this time."

It wasn't much longer before the preliminary heats started.  I was in the third heat and won it easily, but for overall time, I was in fifth place.  That convinced me that the other cars and drivers had been working on their cars and their driving skills.  At least fifth place did qualify me to be in the first race, even if it was behind Clarence Walker, Gary Wagner and two other drivers that I didn't know.  I wasn't worried.  After all, Frank had even said he didn't care if I won or not that day, so I planned on just going out and having fun.

In the break between the so called 'slow' main and the 'fast' main, I had a passing thought about Carissa and Sandy, wondering what they were up to at the moment.  I quickly put them out of my mind again, resolving to let those worries come back later.  Right then I needed to think about racing.

When we lined up to start the final race of the night, we were two abreast.  I could look ahead into the rear window of Gary Wagner's car and couldn't help having a grin coming to my face.  I wondered just what he was going to do during the race.  I knew he wasn't going to want me to pass him and I had heard that he was a master of all the shady tricks of racing, so I planned to be ready for just about anything.  For a moment, I questioned why I found that amusing, then it dawned on me that I was comparing a race with Gary to real life.  Real life was almost always exciting for me, but it wasn't always fair, neither was a race against Gary.  Then I realized that in some ways I was a lot like him, perhaps in many ways; if I saw an advantage, I was going to use it.  The difference between us was that I didn't load the dice, at least not often.

But today, we were racing and I was out to have fun.  Today, all bets were off.  Today, come hell or high water, I planned on passing car #19 and Mr. Gary Wagner at least once and if possible, twice.  After all, I had fifty laps to meet that goal.

This race was going to be interesting and a lot of fun!

As we approached the green flag, everyone accelerated.  However, Gary didn't just accelerate.  He wigwagged his car and goosed the gas in order to throw up more dirt than normal, trying to cover my windshield with muck.  Luckily, the track was quite dry and sandy, but that set the tone for the race; if he wanted to play, I was willing.  I just grinned to myself and watched for the first opportunity to repay his shenanigans.  It came on the second lap.  As we hit the start of the 1-2 corner, Gary was just a touch wide, I tapped my brake lightly to break my drift, tucked my car's nose inside his left rear fender and stomped the gas to the floor.  My car's right side rode along his left as he fought to hold his car on the track.  Luckily, I was far enough forward when I contacted his car that we didn't spin out, but both of us were in a full drift all the way through the corner.  I hadn't noticed what had happened to the cars that had been on the outside of the
two lead cars in my lane, but as we left 1-2 corner and hit the back straight, Clarence was leading with Gary and me right behind him.  I was being held to the inside of the track by Gary's car, so we were side by side behind Clarence.  Somehow I passed them both on the back straight and held that position through 3-4 corner, so in two laps, I'd gone from fifth place to lead.

That didn't last though.

Clarence, Gary and I diced for the lead lap after lap.  I think I had a grin on my face the whole time.  Clarence won by half a car length, I came in second, but Gary was only inches behind me as we raced by the checkered flag.  In other words, as we ended the race, we were darn near side by side.  Clarence was inches from the inner barrier, I was inches from his car and from Gary, who was inches from the barrier in front of the grandstand seats.

I think we must have really gotten the crowd in the stands excited because I could hear them screaming over the sound of our cars as we roared by.  I guess the folks in the infield had enjoyed the race just as much, considering the reception we got when we pulled into the pits.  The only one who seemed more sober than the rest was Tom.  After he looked closely at the right side of the car where Gary Wagner and I had bumped and ground our way around a couple of turns, he just shook his head and rolled his eyes.

"Jeez, Chris, the paint wasn't even completely cured on the car.  What the hell were you thinking?"

"He was giving as good as he got," A loud voice boomed and I turned to stare into Gary Wagner's face.  "Good driving, kid.  You made a race out of that.  I enjoyed the hell out of it."

I was astonished that he took it so well, but all I could think to do at the moment was to grin and shake his hand.  He'd barely stepped back when Frank, the visiting driver grabbed my hand.

"Damn, I'm glad I wasn't in that race.  You guys play for keeps.  Where the hell did you learn to drive like that?  I've never seen anything like that before in my life.  At least ten or twelve times I was certain one of you was going to wreck the other one.  Hell, I got as much fun out of watching that race as I usually get out of driving," he rattled off several firecracker-like remarks.

"Well, that's the way some dirt track races are," I grinned.  "Not all of them are quite like that one was though.  Hey, here comes Clarence after his victory lap.  Let's go congratulate the winner."

"Better stick with your car instead.  They've opened the corral gates to let the cattle in," Gary pointed to the crowd of spectators coming our way across the track.  "I'll see ya later.  I'm going to go try to keep sticky fingered kids out of my car."

He was right.  The crowd that day was wild.  For one thing, it was the first time in my life that I ever got asked for an autograph.  I thought the first kid was just teasing me, but his mom soon straightened me out on that score.  She not only wanted her kid to have an autograph, but she wanted me to pose with her for a picture as well.  Wil didn't want to have anything to do with signing autographs, but I made certain Tom got involved and I wished George had stuck around.  It wasn't as if we signed that many autographs, but just the idea that we had fans who would want one amazed me.  At least it was late enough in the evening that the crowd of fans didn't stick around long




Chapter 35:

Steep Grade - Slower Traffic Keep Right

Tom and I were relaxing, thinking that the last of the crowd had left when we heard what seemed to be a young girl's voice behind us.

"Hey mister, can we get autographs too?"

When we turned, it was Jess and Jean along with Carissa and Sandy.  Behind them stood Frank and Jennifer Dolens, John and Wilma Coulter, as well as Sam and Ann McAdam and along with them, Sandy's cousin, Jackie.

I didn't mind seeing the rest of them there, but Frank Dolens was the last person I wanted to see right then.  After what I'd done to the new paint on the right-hand side of the car by banging and grinding it against Gary Wagner's car, I was certain he'd be annoyed.  I think he caught my somewhat chagrined look though, because he broke into a grin.

"In case you're wondering, I'm not one bit worried about that paint.  That can be redone," he said right away.  "Actually when the guy in car 19 started to weave around, trying to intimidate you, I was a bit worried, but then you went right after him like a terrier after a rat.  I was rooting for you."

"Rooting for him?  Dear, you were jumping up and down, screaming like a twelve-year-old," Jennifer Dolens laughingly teased him.  "I haven't seen you that excited since we had a race horse that could actually run fast enough to have a chance of winning a race."

"Well, Frank might have liked it, but my heart was in my mouth," Wilma Coulter broke in.  "I'm glad your mother wasn't here.  She'd have had a fit."

"Oh no she wouldn't," Sam McAdam spoke up.  "Liz would have been hollering right along with Frank.  I've known her since she was about Chris's age and I can guarantee that the only time she'd let anyone push her around would be if she wanted to be pushed.  I think she'd have rooted Chris on just like the rest of us did."

I noticed Ann McAdam look at him thoughtfully as he was talking, then saw her glance at me with a slight frown that instantly disappeared.  I knew she'd caught his reference to Mom not letting others push her.  It was a good thing Frank wasn't unhappy because I could let my grin surface.  If all these folks were happy and had enjoyed themselves, I was willing to let them know I was happy too.  I'd let them think I was grinning about the race, but really I was grinning about the fact that Ann McAdam might be having second thoughts about Mom being a pushover for her suggestions.  That's when I caught Wilma Coulter winking at me and I almost broke into laughter because I knew she'd caught the byplay as well.

Luckily for me Jerry Dolens drove up just then with the tow truck and low-deck trailer, so we had to load the car.  Then Wil and Corinna showed up to take his truck.  That left no excuse for the rest of us to stand around the infield, instead we all started back toward the cars.  On the way up the hill, the Dolens, Coulters and McAdams, as well as Tom and the 'J' twins, headed for one parking lot, while Sandy, Carissa, Jackie and I headed for the other.

When I looked questioningly at Jackie, Carissa laughed.  "Jackie doesn't get along very well with her aunt, so I offered her a ride."

"Well, I did wonder a bit about what was going on," I grinned.

"Oh, oh, oh.  Before I forget, Beth said she didn't get a chance to talk to you before she left, so she gave me a note to give to you.  The stinker even sealed it in an envelope, as if I'd want to read your mail," Carissa sniffed exaggeratedly, handing me an envelope.

On the front of the envelope, was my name, but when I flipped it over, I broke into laughter.  From one side to the other, right over the joints of the glued down envelope flap, Beth had written a warning: "This note is for Chris's eyes only, no one else.  This ink isn't waterproof, so it will smudge if the envelope is steamed.  So, S & C, keep your noses clean and your hands off!! Beth."

"I'll walk with these two, so you can read it," Sandy offered, stepping away.

Then she steered Carissa and Jackie away from me before I could even think about protesting.  I wandered over to one of the lights at the edge of the roadway and tore open the envelope.


Hi Chris.

Just a couple of things I thought you should know.

First, George and I had a long talk last night.  We're not engaged, but he has given me a promise ring and I haven't even told Mom, so mum is the word.  On top of that, although I love the ranch, it's just too isolated.  I want to live closer to town and on a decent road, even if it's just down near Mom and Dad.  George feels the same way, so although I may become half owner of the ranch along with you and will support what you do as much as I can, I don't think I want to live up there, at least not for now.

Second, I hope you realize that Carissa is developing a thing for Jackie.  I can see it in her eyes.  I always wondered about her and the way she acted with other girls at school.  When she moved in with you, I thought I might have been wrong, but the way the two of them are acting today leaves me with no doubt.  Sorry to load you down with my suspicions, especially in a letter, but I just couldn't get you alone to talk to you today.

love ya,                 

Beth.                



I just shook my head and sighed.  Beth meant well.  However, there was nothing in that note that I hadn't already guessed.  After talking to Mom and Dad about Beth and George I was expecting the news about her and the ranch.  I could handle that part of the news.  It wasn't a surprise at all.  Then too, I'd seen the way Carissa and Jackie had acted at the barbeque.  The biggest clue had come while talking to Jackie for a few minutes, that's when I'd become certain that she'd be a major temptation for Carissa.  The strange thing was that I wasn't really all that upset about that development either.  Strangely I was more worried about not being upset about the idea that Carissa might leave me for a woman than anything else.

I leaned against the lamppost and thought about it for a moment or two, wondering why I didn't feel more upset than I did.  Perhaps I didn't feel as deeply for Carissa as I'd thought?  Maybe I'd begun to separate myself from her already, perhaps from the time she'd explained her feelings about women.  For a short time I even wondered if I'd been taking advantage of her, but then I remembered that she'd been the one who had chased after me.  I knew I hadn't coerced her.  She'd been quite willing to spend time with me.  That still didn't answer the question of why I was certain I wouldn't be upset if she moved on to become someone else's lover.  Was I that fickle?  Was the idea of being involved with Sandy easing my worries?

With another deep sigh, I decided that standing on the edge of a roadway wasn't going to help me think, so I pushed away from the lamppost and headed for my car.

When I walked out into the parking lot where my car was parked, it was almost empty.  Sandy was leaned against the door of the car while Carissa and Jackie were keeping her company, sitting in Carissa's Jeep.  To my surprise as soon as I got close, they took off, waving and tooting the horn.

"What the hell?" I said as I stared after them.  "I didn't even get a goodnight hug and kiss from Carissa."

"Why should she?  You'll see her later," Sandy laughed.  "The way she drives, she'll probably have a cup of coffee ready and waiting for you when we get home."

"Oh," I unlocked the door and opened it to let her get in.

"Oh, you dummy," she snorted, kissing me on the cheek as she slipped past me and into the car, pulling the door closed behind her.

"So why am I a dummy?" I asked, after walking around the car and getting in.

"I dunno, probably because I think you expect Carissa to throw you over for Jackie," Sandy chuckled.  "Ain't gonna happen, buddy, at least not on this short notice."

"Huh?" I grunted, not understanding why Sandy thought that.

"Carissa isn't about to toss you back over a brief infatuation and that's all Jackie is, at least for now," she answered.  "Strangely, I got the feeling Jackie was envious, not of you or Carissa, but of me.  I think Jackie likes you enough that she's jealous of me and that's really weird."

I didn't answer because I was concentrating on the traffic we'd come up behind.  That was the trouble with leaving the track after the races; everyone else wanted to hurry home then.  After a moment or two at a snail's pace, I sighed resolutely.

"Well, Carissa isn't going to get far ahead of us in this mess," I snorted.

"No, but when she hits a clear stretch of road, she'll make up for lost time.  She drives almost the same way on the road as you do on the track; safely, but as fast as conditions allow."

"I've never noticed that."

"That's because she prefers you to drive when you're along, haven't you noticed?"

"Not really," I frowned as I thought about it.

"Well, she does.  She knows you prefer to drive, so she defers to you.  In fact, she gives way to you in most things, which is rather strange, because at school I always thought she was pushy."

"Well, she says that I have a dominant personality and that I convince people to do things my way all the time."

"Maybe, you do, but I wouldn't notice it if you did," Sandy shrugged her shoulders.  "I really don't argue much about what other people want.  I guess Mom raised me to be agreeable with others, especially men."

Just then the traffic started to move and I couldn't comment, instead I was concentrating on the nuts on the road.  By the time I was clear of the congestion and able to glance over at Sandy, she looked like she was dozing.

"Sandy?" I asked, but she didn't answer.

Instead of awakening her, I spent the rest of the drive home quietly thinking.  Once more I was puzzled about my feelings and about the actions of the people in my life.

As I drove into the yard at the ranch, Sandy awakened and stretched.  When George and Beth had left, they must have switched on the porch light on the cabin, but that was the only light we could see.

"Gee, I thought Carissa would have beaten us here," she frowned.

"I guess not," I answered.  "I thought you were asleep."

"Umm, I dozed, but I woke as we crossed the bridge.  Something about the sound as we drive across it disturbs me, but I can't think of why."

"Huh, that's funny," I frowned.  "It is safe.  We checked all the support timbers earlier this year."

"I don't know what it is," she sighed and stretched as I pulled to a stop.  "I don't think it's important or anything.  I don't really feel unsafe or anything, just kinda eery, if you know what I mean."

"No, if I feel something like that it worries me, I try to find out why I feel that way, then I usually do something about it."

"Like at the track today, huh?" she chuckled as she hopped out of the car.  "It was funny watching from the stands as you pulled across the track and into the pits.  Right away, people started crowding around you and your car.  Carissa was trying to explain what was going on, but she was upset by the way those visiting drivers were hogging the track."

"Well, I was worried about those guys too, but not because they were on the track."

"Hey, Carissa figured that out.  Especially when you and Tom hopped up and sat on the hood of the car.  Then, when everyone else did too, she was crowing about your leadership qualities, going on and on about that.  Then the accident happened.  That scared me and Carissa kept trying to me calm down, telling me that it was an accident and a stupid mistake by the second driver."

"Well, I don't know if I'd say that it was anyone's fault.  Those cars weren't meant to race on dirt track, but the drivers in them were safe enough," I shrugged.  "All that worried me was the fact that the one car was upside down and underneath the other one.  When I see a car accident, I always worry a bit about fire, but today, I got really worried about it.  On top of everything else, that accident should never have happened."

"Mr. Dolens said something about that to Dad.  He said those cars should never have been on the track without changes and modifications being made to make them safer on that track."

We were in the cabin by then and she headed for the sink with the coffee pot.

"You did want a coffee, didn't you?" she asked, holding out the empty pot.  "I'd like one.  After dozing off in the car, I'm not really sleepy, so I want to talk for a while."

"Yeah, I don't think I can sleep yet either.  Driving home doesn't burn off the race fever.  I'm still a bit wound up," I nodded.  "I think I could use a drink of something, but perhaps coffee isn't the best choice.  It doesn't bother me, but doesn't it keep you awake?"

"Oh, don't worry about that," she laughed.  "After watching you smash and bash around that track, sleep isn't what I had in mind to occupy us after we get to bed.  Besides, since Carissa and Jackie aren't here, I've got you all to myself."

"Carissa and Jackie?  What do you mean?  Did you expect Jackie to stay here too?" I frowned at her.

"Well, yeah," she looked surprised.  "Didn't she tell you?  That's why she came out here to see me, that and to meet you and Carissa.  Her dad is my uncle, the one who owns the duplex."

"Oh boy," I sighed.  "Umm, did she talk to you and Carissa about her likes and dislikes."

"Not really, why?"

"Oh shit!" I snorted.  "It's not my place to say anything, but I think she's something like Carissa is, about guys anyway."

"Oh, that!" Sandy broke into laughter.  "She didn't have to say anything about that.  I've known about that for years.  Well, I've known for at least a year or two and I suspected it even before that.  The funny thing is that she's like Carissa more than I thought.  She thinks you're the neatest guy that she's ever met."

"Oh great," I rolled my eyes and tried rather weakly to laugh.  "What the heck am I going to do in a house with three women?"

"Actually, I think she's a great safety valve," Sandy reached for the coffee pot as it gave a last splutter, pouring two mugs.  "I think she and Carissa are going to be spending a lot of time together."

I took the mug she handed to me and headed out onto the porch, my mind again in a whirl.  When she joined me, she sat close beside me on the old bench as we sipped our coffee, talking quietly.

As we talked, I realized that my worries were more about the prejudices of other people than anything else.  For the first time in my life I'd be leaving home and living in a strange city and a new neighbourhood.  To make matters worse, I was going to be the only guy living with three young women in a two-bedroom duplex.  The neighbours were going to make all kinds of assumptions about that.  Then added to everything else they might think that two of the women were lesbians and I didn't think that would go over well with most of the religious people who might be living nearby.  When I said something about that, Sandy frowned at me.

"Chris, you think too fucking much and it makes you worry.  If you're not careful, you're going to give yourself an ulcer," she snapped.

"Well, it's just that I like to be prepared for emergencies before they happen."

"So do I, but worrying so much just isn't worth it," she sighed.  "Actually, I haven't a clue what's going to happen, but we'll figure it all out.  Besides, people are broader minded than you seem to think.  The world is changing and people aren't worried about stuff like that so much.  Everyone has had a few years to get used to the hippies in California and the way they act with all their communes and free love and stuff.  We even have hippies here, or at least wannabe hippies, so people kind of look the other way.  Heck, look at the way our parents have been acting about us."

"Well, my parents have been pretty open all their lives.  After all, what happened to them when they were young made them fairly nonjudgmental."

"Oh, yeah, I heard about your dad having two cousins as lovers at one time."

"That's not exactly right," I shook my head.  "When Wil was born, his mother had problems and Mom came to stay and help out.  Kate was in the hospital and almost dead before anything happened between Mom and Dad, but what did happen was a reaction to the stress they were under more than anything else.  Mom is living proof that a virgin can get pregnant her first time, because they never had sex again for weeks, if not months."

"Gee.  That's not the story Mom passed on to me."

"Yeah, well that's not a surprise," I snorted.  "People who pass on rumours seem to always change things a bit, just to make it a bit juicier or to serve their own purposes.  Whatever the reason, before long the rumour soon bears little or no resemblance to the truth.  If your Mom ever talks about it again, do me a favour, tell her what really happened.  Actually, you might want to ask Mom about it first, then you could repeat the exact truth and not my interpretation of what happened."

"Do you think your Mom would talk to me about something like that?  I thought you wanted to act like we didn't get along and that she was feeling reserved toward me."

"Oh, didn't I tell you about that?" I grinned.  "Mom told me that she thought I should give you another chance, because she didn't think you were as bad as I seemed to be making you out to be.  But then, I'm not too sure if her reasons were all that lily pure."

"I don't understand.  What reason would she have that wouldn't be aboveboard?"

"Well, she astonished me by admitting that she had some rather racy thoughts about her son sleeping with two women at the same time," I chortled.  "I just about fell over, but she broke into a blush and rushed off right away, or I don't know what I'd have said."

Sandy had been looking at me and the surprised look on her face was priceless, then she broke into a giggle.

"Darn, I almost wish Carissa was here, but even if she isn't after thinking about that conversation you had with your mother I want to go to bed.  I think I should follow your mom's advice and give you another chance."

So, we went inside and went to bed.

In bed, she was extremely enthusiastic, but since I was still feeling slightly wound up after the race, I suppose I was a bit spirited myself.  I know it was well after midnight before we went to bed, but I'm not even going to guess how late it was when we finally fell asleep.  I do know that we slept in really late the next day.  In fact I was awakened by the jerky feeling of someone sitting on the bed and the smell of a fresh mug of coffee held near my nose.  It's lucky I didn't spill that cup of coffee all over my bare chest, because when I opened my eyes I saw three naked women sitting on the bed and almost surrounding me.  Not only that, but I was as naked as the day I was born and the covers I'd had the night before were pulled down to my feet.

If I hadn't had a boner as I awakened, I instantly developed one.  I couldn't help my reaction, but had to fight off the urge to try to cover my own nudity, especially since they were all just as nude, yet were acting calmly.  Of course I also couldn't stop my eyes from wandering over their bodies, particularly Jackie's since I'd never seen her nude before.  She wasn't as well rounded as Carissa, but carried more weight than Sandy; of course, being naturally blonde, her skin was a lighter shade than either of theirs.  But, I didn't get to make an undisturbed comparison of their bodies for long.

"Good morning, lover," Carissa grinned.  "For once, I'm the one waking you and I love it."

"Unh, hi," I grunted.  "Just what the heck is going on?"

"Nothing special," Sandy giggled.  "Just making your mom's wish come true about you being in bed with a bunch of nude women."

"That's not true," Jackie laughed embarrassedly as she broke into a blush.  "It's very special for me.  You're the first guy to ever see me completely nude and in daylight.  These two talked me into it."

"Jackie is a little shy, but she's not a virgin like I thought she was," Sandy grinned at me.  "So I was the last cherry you're going to get a chance at, for now anyway."

"What is going on?" I managed to grunt somewhat coherently, but I'll admit my eyes were taking in the sights and distracting my thoughts.

"Well, I should explain," Carissa volunteered.  "We got here an hour or so ago and we were doing the morning chores for you when Sandy woke up, so we had a talk before we woke you.  We've decided that living together in Calgary is a great idea and we really want to convince you to live with us."

"Even you?" I looked at Jackie.

"Unh huh," she nodded, her blush had faded, but when I looked directly at her it came back with a vengeance.

"Why?" I asked flatly, wondering what was going on in her head.

"Lots of reasons," she sighed, then grinned.  "Mostly though because you're the first guy I ever met who didn't pull away from me when I told him I liked to be around other women."

"Well, as you can see, I'm not a woman," I snorted, still wanting to hide myself, but forcing my hands to stay away from my crotch.

"Oh, can I ever!" she broke into a wonderful laugh that seemed to have sexy overtones.  "You're the first grownup guy I've really seen up close and personal."

"You aren't up close and personal," Sandy said, then she leaned forward and kissed me before sitting back again.  " Now that, was up close and personal."

She'd surprised me a bit, but I think she astonished Jackie.  However, Jackie floored all of us by slipping forward, laying out full length and pressing her body against mine as she kissed me.  As if that wasn't enough, she stared at me accusingly after she sat back again.

"You didn't shower after you had sex.  I can still taste a woman on your face," she said vehemently, almost accusingly.

"That would be me," Sandy was the first of us to gain the ability to speak after we all broke into laughter.  "We don't have a shower.  Besides, we were both rather tired last night and it was darn late by the time we finally went to sleep, so we haven't had a chance to wash."

"Enough already," I said firmly, finally sitting upright and taking the coffee from Carissa's hand.  "This is fun, but I need to get up and around.  I've got to do some work today or I won't be ready to move to Calgary in time.  Besides, I need the can."

"Well, if you don't pee on me, we can all help you today," Carissa giggled, scrambling to her feet and moving out of my way.

I was surprised to find that I'd slept until almost ten in the morning, almost as surprised as waking to find three good looking and completely naked women sitting around on my bed.  Perhaps because I'd slept in so late, time seemed to fly that day, but I think the biggest factor in making the hours speed by was Jackie's delight in each and every job that we did.

Jackie explained that she had never spent any time on a farm or a ranch in her life, so everything was new to her.  Still, the hardest thing for me to accept was the sheer delight she had in learning about things.  It didn't matter what it was she found it fascinating, but then, there were a lot of things she'd never seen or done before.

She'd never ridden a horse.  She'd never steered a tractor.  She'd never even driven an open vehicle like my Jeep.  Her reactions to things we did and saw that day were a surprise for all of us.

She squealed in sheer surprise when she saw a hen lay an egg, comparing it to a woman giving birth and marvelling that a small hen could produce something as large as an egg so easily.

"If you think that's something, you should see a cow have a calf," Sandy chided her.

"Sometimes that doesn't go so well," Carissa said shortly, having helped me to pull a calf from a young heifer that had trouble giving birth.

"Well, most of the time they just grunt and groan, then the calf falls out with a plop," Sandy snorted.

"It falls?  Is the cow standing up?  Doesn't the calf get hurt?" Jackie asked me, looking concerned.

"Well, the cow is often standing, but even then it's really not that much of a fall," I sighed.  "If you look at how long a calf's legs and body are, you'll understand that it's more of a slide than a fall.  Usually the front feet come out first, then the head comes out between the calf's knees; after that the body follows, with the hind legs coming last.  By the time the hind legs are free, the front feet are usually almost on the ground."

"Oh!" she stared into my eyes as if I'd just explained a miracle.  "You make it sound so simple."

At first I thought it was an act, as if she was trying to appear to be a dumb blonde to get my attention, but I soon changed my mind.  I wasn't the only one that she asked for explanations.  She did the same thing to both Carissa and Sandy and accepted their answers just as easily as she had mine.

It had tickled the three girls to teach me few of their tricks too, especially since they'd all been born and raised in town and they were teaching a country boy tricks about working.  Okay, I'll admit it, they weren't really teaching me major things, but sometimes they had some hints that did help out in some small way.  I think they knew that, but I tried their tips and made sure that they knew I appreciated that they were sharing their ideas with me.  I realized that it meant we were all learning something and yet everyone was enjoying the work we were doing, that alone was worth any amount of teasing they might heap on me.

All in all as we'd been working that day, my opinion of Jackie had risen steadily.  In fact she'd turned the whole working day into either a classroom or a game, making the time pass much faster.  Neither Jackie nor Sandy was in as good shape for farm work as Carissa and none of them had my stamina, yet we'd managed to achieve more than I'd expected to do even though we'd had a late start.  Since all four of us had worked steadily, we'd done more than twice as much work as two of us would have finished in one day.  Not only had we done many of the little projects that I wanted to polish off before fall, but we hadn't really seemed to work all that hard.  Instead we'd talked a lot, showing each other little tricks and techniques that made our tasks slightly easier.

Having Jackie along as we worked was like having an exceptionally bright five-year-old tagging along and asking questions.  She did ask a lot of questions, but she never repeated the same question and she was able to assimilate the answers instantly.  She was definitely uneducated about farm life, but she certainly wasn't stupid, in fact she was exceptionally bright.  The fact that she seemed to absorb knowledge instantly, then had the ability to adapt and use that knowledge almost as quickly, really impressed me.

A perfect example of her absorbing and using knowledge was when she helped me to dig the last two hills of potatoes in the garden for our evening meal.  I dug the first hill, showing her how to work the digging fork into the ground with one foot on the tines of the fork, then using a rocking motion to loosen the soil, at the same time as pulling the handle back to lift the potatoes to the surface.  She tackled the job of digging up the second hill and afterward, when we were picking up the potatoes, teased me that she had dug up more undamaged spuds than I had.

As soon as the potatoes were dug up and taken inside, Sandy and Carissa shooed us out.  They claimed to need room to move around when they were cooking, so with Jackie along to help, I went to do the evening chores.  She seemed fascinated by each task that I had to do and again wanted an explanation of why I did things the way I did them.  Once more I was reminded of a young child asking incessant questions of a parent, but somehow I knew there was no real comparison.  I was surprised at Jackie's naivety though, and asked her about it as we finished off the chores by feeding the horses a bit of grain at the back of the barn.

"Let's just say that Mom and Dad believe that little girls should be sheltered," she sighed deeply.  "I'm the only girl in my family and I'm the youngest child too, so I've been protected and coddled all my life.  I won't say I was spoiled, but I was home schooled and I was only allowed to play with other girls from the church.  I wouldn't even be here except that Mom and Dad got the idea from Aunt Ann and Uncle Sam that you were a Mormon."

She saw the frown on my face and grinned at me.  "Don't worry, both Sandy and Carissa told me that you weren't, but both of them have suggested that we don't let the truth slip out around either Sandy's folks or mine."

"I thought you said your Mom hated you because you like women?"

"Oh, I don't think she hates me.  She just thinks it's completely wrong of me," her mood changed and she frowned.  "I mean, what else would they expect?  The only guys I saw were either my family or the guys at church for a couple of hours a week, and that's when everyone is being really uptight and religious.  All the rest of my life I've lived with girls, studied with girls and played with girls, that's the only time when we could relax and be ourselves.  My parents probably don't know it, but I'm not the only girl in the group like me either."

"Now wait a minute, I thought Sandy said you weren't a virgin?"

"Oh, that!" she snorted.  "I think I was fourteen at the time.  Anyway, the girl whose mother taught us music one day a week had a slightly older brother, a year or two older than I was.  He'd broken his ankle, so his family kept him home from school for a few days.  None of us girls had ever really talked to any guys except our own family.  So, during the time when we were supposed to be practising our music in the basement of their house, all the older girls in the group slipped away to talk to him, one at a time.  I was the last one to visit him, but I don't think he really knew much either.  What he did sure wasn't much fun and it certainly didn't feel as good as I'd been led to expect.  A few days after it happened the truth slipped out and all of us were in trouble, but mostly the guy.  All of our parents thought that their daughters had been 'ruined' and they blamed him.  Heck, I think some of them wanted to castrate the poor kid.  His folks
finally had to send him away from home for his own safety."

"You mean you don't blame him for taking advantage of you?" I asked in surprise.

"Heck no.  If anything we took advantage of him," she laughed almost guiltily.

"Damn, you are one strange woman," I shook my head and laughed along with her.

"Maybe," she shrugged.  "The strange thing for me was that after that day my folks started to introduce me to lots of guys.  They tried to teach me to act differently and even made me dress differently.  It was as if they wanted to me get out of the house and go off with some guy, but I thought the guys were all strange and some of them were even brutal.  Besides, all of the men they brought around to meet me were much older than I was and all of them were mean and bossy.  That's when Mom and I had a fight, because I told her I liked girls more than I liked guys, especially grouchy old geezers like the ones they had introduced me to."

"So had you fooled around with girls too?" I asked bluntly.

"Unh huh, a bit.  I mean we were together all the time and we did have urges you know," she blushed, then turned to face me and looked rather serious.  "Umm, if we're done, maybe we should get back to the house before Sandy and Carissa start to think you and I are doing the same thing in a haystack or something?"

"You mean playing around a bit?" I teased.

"Yeah, I guess," she answered, her face flushing even more.

"Oh, I think they know I wouldn't force you, but to be honest they might like it if we were to become closer.  After all, didn't Carissa tell you what she wants?"

"Oh yeah.  She and I slept together at her folk's house last night," she admitted and her face turned almost crimson red.  "We talked quite a bit."

"Just talked?" I teased.

"Well, what do you think we did?" she countered, staring at her feet as if trying to hide her blushing face.

"I don't know," I laughed uneasily.  "I really don't care either, but I do like to see you blush."

"Meany," she snapped, suddenly grinning as she lightly swatted my arm.

We'd been walking through the barn and as we came out the front door, I looked toward the cabin, then I stopped and stared.

"What's wrong?" Jackie asked as she stopped and stood at my side.

"Carissa's Jeep is gone.  I wonder what happened?"

"I don't know, maybe there was something wrong.  Maybe someone phoned her and she had to go somewhere in a hurry.  Sandy will know, won't she?"

"I guess so, maybe?  Let's go find out," I sighed, immediately thinking that Corinna might have done something stupid again.

When we got to the cabin, there was a note pinned on the front door.


Jackie and Chris;

Your dinner is cooked and on covered plates in the oven of the electric stove and there are two small salad plates in the fridge.  When you take the dinner out of the oven, shut off the element or it will stay warm all night.

We decided that you two should get to know each other without the two of us interfering, and Beth's bed is too small for the two of us.  So, we're going to town to spend the night.  We'll see you tomorrow sometime, but don't expect us to be as early as today.

We love you both, but we know if you two aren't tossed together and given a push, things probably won't ever change between you.

Enjoy yourselves and don't do anything we wouldn't do.

Sandy                                 

and                           

Carissa                



Both Jackie and I stared at that note.  I even reread it a second time, then we stared at each other some more.

"Now what?" I finally asked her.

"I guess we should eat first, then maybe we can talk about it," she said, biting her lip.

"Okay, but after we've eaten, I can drive you to town if you want me to."

"Don't you want me to stay with you?" she whispered and I could see tears building in her eyes.

"Oh no, that's not what I meant at all," I grabbed her hands so she couldn't turn away from me.  "What I meant to say was what happens is your decision.  If you want to stay here, you're welcome, but if you want to go to town, I can take you.  Or if you don't want to ride with me, I can call someone and have them give you a ride.  Whatever you want, I'll try to arrange to have it happen."

"Oh, okay," she sighed and relaxed, then drew a deep breath and let it out slowly.  "I still think we should eat and talk before we do anything."

The two delinquents had cooked pork chops, mashed potatoes with mushroom gravy as well as carrots and peas.  The salads were lettuce and tomatoes and behind them in the fridge were two small bowls filled with sliced peaches.

Jackie looked at it as we set it on the table, then she giggled.  "Did you know my cousin and your girlfriend are conniving bitches?"

"Yeah," I laughed.  "This is one of my favourite meals."

My laugh seemed to set her off and we kept the light mood going through the meal, but both of us were still tense.  As we were cleaning up and washing the dishes after we'd eaten, I automatically made a small pot of coffee and wondered about her reaction of surprise, but didn't think anything of it.  It was afterward, when I offered her a mug that I found out the reason for that reaction.

"I don't know if I should," she sounded extremely tentative.  "I've never had coffee."

"What?" I stared at her.

"I haven't," she said defensively.  "I've never had tea or coffee.  I've never had any alcoholic beverage either.  Mom and Dad would have a fit if they knew you even offered it to me.  The Word of Wisdom literally prohibits any member of the Church of Latter Day Saints from using any of them."

"Oh," I was astonished, because I hadn't known that.  "Well, is there anything else I can get you?"

"I didn't say I wasn't going to try it," she snorted, taking the mug I'd already poured and having a sip.

"Oh, it's very bitter," she made a face.

"Well, most people add cream and sugar," I grinned.  "Coffee is an acquired taste though."

Ten minutes later, we walked out onto the porch of the cabin and sat side by side.  Her mug was filled with a mixture that must have been half cream and sugar, but she'd insisted on trying coffee at least once.

As we sat there and talked about our lives, I think both of us spent a lot of time verging on disbelief that we could have been raised within such a small distance of each other and yet have had lives that were so different.  While my family had insisted I was given openness and freedom, her life had been totally controlled and she'd been insulated from many things.  While my education had been broad and well rounded, hers had been tightly closed and restrictive.  Suddenly I understood the tremendous thirst for knowledge that she had.  She was like a sponge, trying to absorb everything around her as quickly as possible, sopping up experiences as if the chance might never come again.

We sat and talked until it grew completely dark, then she suddenly jerked as if stung.

"Look at the sky!" she whispered, leaning forward and staring upward.

"What?" I asked in surprise, looking in the same general direction as she was.

"There are so many stars," her voice was so low I could hardly hear it, yet I could detect a reverent tone.

"When the sky is clear, we do see a lot of stars," I answered.  "I know when I'm in town, I can't see as many.  I think the streetlights make too much light for us to see the dimmer ones."

"Oh my goodness," she sighed, as she slowly leaned back against me.  "That sky makes me feel so small and insignificant."

I couldn't think of any answer for her, so I simply wrapped my arm around her shoulder and held her gently.  After a moment, she turned to face me.

"Could we go to bed?  Please?  I want to be held, okay?"

I wasn't about to argue with that idea.  Come on, get real, she was gorgeous and I was a teenaged guy.  Can you think of one teenager who would turn down the chance to climb into bed with a beautiful blonde, one who also happened to have a marvelous figure?




Chapter 36:

View Point Ahead - Entrance on Right

As Jackie and I walked through the bedroom door, she hesitated and her hand clasped mine tightly.

"Chris?" she spoke softly and when I turned to look at her, her blue eyes were brimming with tears.

"Yeah."

"I want to be cuddled, but …" her voice trailed off to nothing.

"But no sex, right?" I smiled at her.  "Why don't I wear my shorts and you can wear something too?"

"Umm, yeah.  I could wear my panties, but you always sleep in the nude, don't you?" she asked then, looking far younger than I thought she was.  "You don't need to …"

"Whoa," I grinned at her.  "Whether you like it or not, you're gorgeous and you have a great body.  We could be wearing snow suits and parkas, but if I'm lying in bed beside you, I'll still know that I'm holding a beautiful woman in my arms.  My body is bound to react.  I won't be able to prevent it."

"So what?  If you promise me not to try anything, I'd feel perfectly safe," she smiled.  "I trust you not to do anything I don't want."

I frowned slightly, visualizing her in the nude and felt my body already reacting.  Somehow I was going to have to try to be calm and not react like a bull moose in rut.  I also had to explain to her what worried me about sleeping nude with her.

"Look, when a guy gets excited, he gets an erection," I tried to keep my voice flat and unemotional.  "If we're sleeping side by side, it's going to bump against you, especially if we cuddle."

"I know that, but I'd still feel it, even if you wear shorts.  I'd rather feel flesh than cloth.  I don't mind if it bumps against me."

"Well, that's not the only problem," I sighed.  "You see if I'm aroused for long, my glands react.  One of the things that happens is … well, my erection dribbles."

"So what?  I can wipe that off in the morning.  Besides, I get wet when I get aroused.  It's natural.  Anything like that isn't going to worry me."

"But …"

"Chris, quit arguing.  I want you to sleep comfortably, so I want you to be nude," she spoke louder and more firmly.

I just sighed deeply, knowing in my heart that she was going to win the argument, but worried that something was going to happen that would upset her.  I was still worried that, no matter what happened, I wasn't going to be able to sleep well.  For one thing I knew I was going to be aroused for a long time and that wasn't going to be comfortable.  On top of that I was now worried about holding her.  After sleeping with Carissa all summer, I was accustomed to letting my hands roam over her body.  I worried that I'd automatically do the same thing with Jackie.  I tried to explain, but she just shook her head and then put both hands over her ears.

"I can't hear you," she actually grinned, then sobered and shifted her hands to my shoulders, staring into my eyes.  "Chris, quit fighting it and get undressed.  I want you to be nude.  I want you to touch me.  I want to see what a man feels like touching me.  I want you to feel my body.  If you start to do something I don't want to happen, I'll let you know."

"Okay," I sighed, wanting to hug her, but not daring to do it right then.

We moved to opposite sides of the bed and both of us began to strip.  I fought to keep my eyes from wandering over to watch her, but I was having a hard time doing it.

"Chris, look at me," she suddenly snapped, quite loudly.

"Huh?" I lifted my eyes and looked directly at her.

"That's better, otherwise it's unfair."

"Pardon?"

"Well, I want to see too," she grinned.  "It isn't fair if I look and you don't."

"You're making this very hard for me, you know," I grouched.

"Well, I can see that I'm making something hard," she giggled.  "Big too."

"I'm not that big," I protested, but her words pleased me a lot.

"Bigger than anyone I've seen," she giggled, then paused and asked.  "What do you think of my body?"

"You're gorgeous," I said instantly, then did a double take as she bent over.  "Hey, I thought you were going to wear your panties."

"I said I could wear my panties and feel perfectly safe.  Besides, I'd rather wash skin than clothes and these are the only panties I brought along," she giggled, diving under the covers, then flipping them fully aside to let me in.  "I decided that if you're going to be nude, I am too, and I want the thrill of not feeling all that safe.  I still trust you to be a gentleman and not do anything I don't want."

If I hadn't been aroused before, those words, plus the sight of a blonde goddess lying in my bed would have done the job.  Heck, the way she looked right then would have made a cigar store Indian sprout a woody.

I was feeling tentative as I shut off the ceiling light, leaving only a small bedside light turned on.  Then I slid into bed, carefully keeping slightly away from her, but she was having none of that.  Instead, she shifted, then snuggled against me tightly and grinned, her eyes twinkling.

"Carissa wasn't as cautious as you are," she whispered.

"Carissa is seldom cautious," I sighed.  "She makes snap judgments and then jumps into things with both feet.  The problem is that at times she drags me into situations that leave me uncomfortable."

"Like now?"

"Actually, right now you're the one that is pushing."

"Not really, at least I'm not pushing you.  Actually, I'm pushing me and if you feel that you're being dragged along, I apologise," she sighed, then grinned.  "If I'd been here last night, it would have been a different story.  Last night I'd have pushed."

"Oh?"

"Unh huh.  Seeing what you did on the race track left all of us excited," Then she sighed deeply.  "Carissa was just as bad."

"Umm, I'm not sure I want to hear this."

"Well, I think you should, but I'll let it go for now and try to change the subject."

Her voice had dropped to a whisper and she'd shifted again, now her nose and mine almost touched.  All I could seem to see in the dim light were those two blue orbs and it felt like they were trying to draw me into her soul as she spoke quietly.

"All my life I've had someone else make my decisions for me, but you're different," I could feel the teasing, tantalising wisps of her breath on my face as she spoke.  "You seem to want me to have the opportunity to think and act for myself.  Today, while Sandy and Carissa were with us I could follow their lead, but right now I'm having a hard time."

"Oh?"

"Yes, I am.  Are you going to make me beg you to touch me?"

"Hey, I don't even know what you want and I'm feeling a bit lost myself.  I'm trying to decide what you want and what you don't want.  I don't want to offend you, but at the same time, I don't want to put myself into a situation that forces me to do something I'll regret later."

"Well, all I really want is to cuddle and talk right now," she whispered.  "I've never ever done that with a guy.  Well, I've never slept in a guy's bed with no clothes on either, but that's beside the point.  During this visit I've done a lot of things that I've never done before."

"Jackie, I'll be honest, I'm afraid to cuddle you like this," I answered.  "We don't have any clothes on and …"

"And you're worried about making me do something I don't want, right?" she said slightly louder.

"Well, yeah.  I guess I am, but I'm just as afraid of having my body do something my head tells me is wrong."

"I don't think I understand," Jackie pulled her head back slightly as if she was studying my face.

"Well, I'm not sure I do either, but I'll try to explain," I sighed and frowned slightly as I thought about my indecision.  "I guess it started at the barbeque when I first met you.  You were trying to act like a seductress, but at the same time, there was a look of fear or maybe even revulsion deep in your eyes.  Then I found that you liked women, but that your parents wanted you to get married.  I really don't like even hearing about that sort of thing and I'm certainly not going to aid them."

"But, I'm not being forced to be in your bed," she was whispering again.

"In a way you were, but not by them," I snorted.  "I think Carissa likes you quite a bit and I'm sure she talked Sandy into this deal.  They cooked for us, then they bailed out leaving you here with me.  I'm darn certain that she expects us to make love.  That way she could draw you into a four-way relationship, so she'd have both you and Sandy as lovers, yet with all of you involved with me."

"Maybe, but I think you've got the scenario a little bit twisted," she grinned.  "I'll bet that Sandy is the one who set up the scheme to leave us alone."

"What?"

"Think about it for a minute.  I won't go into details, but for some reason Sandy has always been jealous of me, ever since we were little.  I think she's trying to use me to get between you and Carissa.  Of course she might have just found that she likes to be with both guys and gals, but I don't think so."

"That doesn't make a lot of sense to me."

"It does to me.  After all, she was the first girl you ever really dated and she knows that you were on the rebound when you got together with Carissa."

"Are you telling me that she's jealous of Carissa too?"

"Oh yeah.  Big time."

"Come on, why would she and Carissa be together now then?"

"Because she's like her mother.  Aunt Ann is a scheming bitch, who will go to any length in order to get her way.  Why do you think I'm here now?  I'll tell you why, because Aunt Ann twisted Uncle Sam's arm to talk my Mom and Dad into sending me, that's why," Jackie said vehemently.

"Of course that wasn't all that hard for Uncle Sam to do.  After all, to Mom and Dad I'm the bad girl who had sex before she was supposed to.  I was supposed to be a virgin who could be shipped off to Utah or to BC in order to become one of the many wives of one of the old fogies in the FLDS.  Since I screwed that up, they have to try some other way to get me married off now and if they can get me into a multiple marriage so much the better.  Remember, they think you're a 'hidden' Mormon."

"Well if you think that way, why are you here and in bed with me?"

"Where else do I have to go?" she snapped.  "I know you offered to take me somewhere else, but I can't go stay with Carissa tonight and Aunt Ann certainly wouldn't welcome me in her home.  To her I'm a fallen woman for some reason, even if she encourages her daughters to trap men with sex.  Besides in the short time I've known you, I've gotten to like you more than any other man that I've ever met in my whole life."

"Shit, now I don't know what to think," I sighed.  "Everything has gotten so damn complicated that I'm not sure what to think about any of you.  Right at the moment I feel lost and I'm having all sorts of second thoughts about this whole setup."

"Huh, you spend too much time thinking about things anyway," she snorted.  "Now damn it, I really do like you and I came to bed wanting a cuddle, but you haven't even touched me since we got here."

"Well actually, because of the way you've been acting I'm a bit leery to touch you," I shrugged.  "I'm a bit worried that I'll get carried away."

"Why?  Aren't I good enough for you or something?"

"No, it's not that and I think you know it.  You're gorgeous and I'm probably nuts for not taking advantage of any opportunity you give me, but we really don't know each other at all."

"So what?  All I'm asking for is a kiss and a cuddle.  You said you would, but now you won't."

"You don't seem to understand.  When I agreed to that, we were both dressed and I didn't plan to get into bed in the nude.  Now somehow you've managed to get us both into bed and …"

"And would it be the end of the world if we did have sex?"

"Maybe not, but it might change our lives, perhaps not in a good way."

"Well, if it makes you feel any better I'm just as scared of that as you are, maybe more.  And really, all I want is a cuddle."

"Really?"

"Yeah, please hold me?" her voice was almost a whimper.

So I relented, wondering if I was being a sucker, but rather than worry about it I slipped my arms around her and pulled her tightly to my chest.  After a kiss and a long snuggle she asked to roll over, but wanted me to hold her just as closely from behind.  Thinking that was slightly safer, I tentatively agreed.  Surprisingly, I felt her breathing change after only a few moments and knew she was asleep.

As for me, I was still wide awake.  Now I was wondering if I was being used or taken advantage of by any or all of the bunch.  Was Carissa using me to draw in other women for her to have as playmates?  Was Sandy taking advantage of Carissa's professed liking for women as a way to get closer to me?  Or was Jackie placing doubts in my mind for her own advantage?

I lay there for a long time, my mind pinballing from one recollection to another, remembering comments and actions, comparing attitudes to reactions.  No matter how much I thought about the situation I knew I was just guessing.  I still couldn't make any sense of it all, but finally I fell asleep.

But I don't think I slept long.  Instead I awakened from a very vivid dream of having sex with a gorgeous woman, only to find that I was physically fulfilling that dream.  Oh Shit!  What in hell was I doing?  In fact I was so deeply involved in the physical act that it was too late to stop.  My body was past the point of no return.  In fact I was ejaculating as I awakened.  Then I realized that what had awakened me had been Jackie's voice, chanting wildly.

"Oh yes!  Do it!  Do it!  Don't stop!  It's so good!  Oh YEEESSSSS!!" I heard Jackie's chant rise into an enthusiastic shout, her body just as involved as my own.

Those words partially eased the shame and revulsion I'd begun to feel, but I was still unhappy with myself and with the situation.  I had put myself into a position that just wasn't like me in any way.  Suddenly I was physically involved with a third woman and I really didn't know her at all.  How much could I know about her?  After all, I'd only met her a little over a day before.

Not sure what to say or what to do, I pulled away from Jackie's back and flopped onto mine.  She was still in the same bed, but at least we weren't touching.  She wasn't as reluctant though, in fact she wanted more attention.  I'd hardly moved when she shifted, draping her still panting form on top of my chest.

"Thank you!" she said enthusiastically, then her lips were on mine, but only for a second before she pulled back.  "What's wrong?"

"I'm sorry," I apologised.  "I was asleep and dreaming and … Well, I think we just made a mistake"

"Well I wasn't asleep," she said instantly, interrupting me.  "I wanted that.  Big time!  I felt your dickie knocking and I opened the door, then guided him in.  You did really good too, even if you say you were asleep."

Then she giggled "If you really were asleep, let's do it again now that you're awake."

"Whether I was asleep or not isn't the point!" I snapped, growing annoyed.  "You don't know me.  I don't know you.  I'm already involved with two other young women.  I'm only sixteen for cripes sake.  I don't want to have to get married at my age.  Hell, I didn't even use a french safe, so I hope you're on the pill or something."

"Oh," her voice was a whisper.  "I never even thought of that."

"Oh shit, I take it that means you aren't on the pill?"

"No," she murmured, so quietly I could barely make out the word, then I heard her sniffle as she started crying softly.

"Oh great," I sighed, then I don't know why, but I hugged her.

Eventually having cried herself out, she fell asleep in my arms.  It was far later before I fell asleep myself and even then my sleep was disturbed.

Once more I slept in and awoke late, but this time I awoke alone.  I rolled out of bed and dressed, then hurried outside as I usually had to do.  When I came back inside, I put on a pot of coffee, then checked on the back room to see if Jackie was sleeping in Beth's bed, but she wasn't.  That's when I started to look for the clothes she'd been wearing the night before.  There was no sign that she'd been there.  Even the small handbag that she'd carried when she'd come with Carissa was gone.

"Oh hell," I sighed, guessing that she'd decided to walk back to town.

Instead of phoning anyone immediately, I grabbed a mug of coffee and raced out to the Jeep, driving quickly down to the bridge.  I could see her footprints crossing it, clearly visible where each step had disturbed the dew that had settled on the bridge deck overnight.  As I drove slowly up the grade, then out onto the more level land above the crest, I kept an eye out to see if she'd tried to take a shortcut on any of the curves in the road, but I didn't see any.

Then as I rounded a small curve around a willow thicket I saw her.  She was sitting on a small stump at the side of the road with one shoe in her hand, rubbing one foot with the other hand.  There were tears running down her face and she looked as if she had just lost her best friend.  When I pulled up next to her she looked up at me.

Then she hid her face in her arms and moaned.  "Go away.  I wasn't trying to trap you into something you didn't want."

"I didn't say you were.  Last night I was angry at myself, not at you," I explained.  "What we did isn't going to cause the end of the world."

That didn't help.  Instead she started to wail like a baby.  Okay, perhaps I was being manipulated again, but at the time I didn't bother thinking about that.  At the time I felt like hell.  She was crying like a baby because of something I had done, and like many guys a crying woman can get me to do or say just about anything in order to get her to stop.

Somehow I talked her into getting into the Jeep and going back to the cabin.  While I did the chores, she cleaned up her face and her feet then lay down again.  That wasn't a surprise though, after all she'd told me that she'd hardly slept all night.  I hadn't had much more sleep than she had, but I didn't want to disturb her.  Besides, I was still on a short schedule to get ready for school and I had things I needed to do so I didn't go back to bed.  Instead I cooked and ate breakfast.

As I was sitting out on the front porch with another mug of coffee, I got to worrying about the fact that my work day was screwed up once more.  That brought on thoughts about the ranch as I tried to decide if there was anything that absolutely had to be done that day.  The only thing I could think of that was close to desperate was the fact that one of the cows I had bought in the spring was going to calve late in the season.  When I'd seen her the day before she'd looked close so I decided that I needed to check her to see if she was having any problem calving.

Since Jackie seemed to be sleeping soundly, I felt I could safely leave her sleep while I rode out to check on the cow.  I'd caught one of the horses and had just saddled it when I saw Carissa's Jeep drive through the gap in the cliff and start down the slope toward the cabin.  I hesitated for a second, then decided that I didn't really feel like talking to anyone right then.  Besides if either Carissa or Sandy were at the cabin then Jackie wasn't alone, which relieved my mind about leaving her sleeping in a place that was still somewhat strange to her.

So I stepped into the stirrup and swung into the saddle.  By the time Carissa had parked in front of the cabin I was riding across the pasture.  I told myself that I really did need to ride out and check the cow, but I knew in my heart that I was using that as an excuse.  Waiting a few moments to talk to Carissa before going to see how that cow was doing wouldn't have mattered.  The problem was … I didn't want to talk to Carissa right then.  I felt that once again she'd trapped me into doing something I wouldn't normally have done and it annoyed me a lot!  Actually, it infuriated me!

While I rode I was thinking that I usually tackled things head on, but I rationalised that I'd usually had the time to think through my choices first.  This time I had no idea where I even stood let alone what I wanted to do.  I knew I was going to have to go back and face the girls, but at the moment I had no idea what I wanted to say to anyone.  Jackie's critique of Sandy, along with Carissa's words and actions had made me question my trust of each and every one of the three.

However as I thought about all that had happened that summer, I decided that I'd been acting irresponsibly toward them as well, at least in some ways.  After all I'd accepted having them live with me without looking deeply into the possible future consequences and complications.  Oh sure I'd thought about things, but probably not as critically as I should have.

Suddenly feeling self-critical, I took a cold hard look at some of the future possibilities.  For one thing I hadn't really worried about the interactions that might develop between them.  For instance what would happen if Jackie had caught last night and she was pregnant?  How would that affect all of us?  Would the other two want kids as well?  Then I wondered how a sixteen-year-old kid could possibly hope to support a woman if she got pregnant, let alone the possibility that all three might want kids.

After all Grampa Bender was still alive and no matter what his will said, the only thing that I owned on the ranch were my clothes, a few horses and the tack for them.  Everything else belonged to Grampa Bender and the family as a whole.  All I was being paid for was my time and my work as a caretaker while Grampa Bender was in the hospital.  The wages I was making certainly wouldn't support a family.  Adding the worries about the cost of a pregnant woman to that string of thoughts left me terrified.

Thankfully I came upon our small herd of cattle just then and that broke through my worries.  I had something else to concentrate on and I reined in the horse, slowly scanning the herd.  It only took a moment for me to see the cow I'd been worried about.  Not only had she calved, but both she and the calf appeared to be fine.  I sighed at that, at least that was one less concern to worry me.

Sitting there in the saddle and watching our small herd graze, I ran over the facts of my life and my plans for the future.

I was sixteen.  I owned a used car, a stock car and a junker.  I owned four horses and a lot of riding equipment.  I had a small bank account and was a member of the family business.  I stood to inherit half of the upper ranch, which meant Beth and I would eventually have control of the water rights and effective control of the lease on the lower ranch.  All of those facts were definitely positive.

However, that summer my actions and circumstance had added several facts that didn't seem as positive.  To begin with I felt that I was involved with too many women.  On top of that I'd effectively committed myself to living with them in Calgary while going to school.  Actually my schooling was another thing that I had begun to question.  If I was going to become a rancher, what use would an electronic technician's papers be to me?  Admittedly electronics was fascinating for me, but what could I do on an isolated ranch that involved electronics?  Wouldn't I be wiser to study agriculture?

I slowly came to the decision that I needed some advice on the things going on in my life in order to plan my future.  Only in order to get the advice I wanted I was going to have to go to town.  I wanted to talk to Grampa Bender and I wanted to talk to him in person, not on the phone.  I also wanted to talk to Mom and Dad, but not until later.

At that point I realized that no matter who I wanted to talk to I needed my car.  With a deep sigh, I turned the horse back toward the barn.  As I rode toward the cabin I was dreading the fact that I was almost certain to run into Carissa, Sandy and Jackie when I got back.

"Well asshole, you got yourself into this and you were just bragging about tackling things head on, so here's your chance," I spoke softly, as if speaking aloud placed more emphasis on my words than just thinking them to myself.

Only when I got back close enough to see the yard I could also see that Carissa's Jeep was gone.  After I'd taken the saddle and bridle off the horse and turned it loose, I headed straight to the cabin.  I wasn't really surprised to find that no one was there.

Carissa's things were still there and so were Sandy's, but it appeared as if Jackie had cleaned out and left.  Of course she hadn't brought much as far as I knew, but suddenly I was left with the feeling that Jackie had bailed out, probably feeling that I blamed her for what happened.  If I was honest she did share the blame, but I should have been savvy enough to realize what was going on.  In other words I felt that most of the blame was mine.  Heck, part of the blame was shared by Carissa and Sandy too.  Carissa had set up Jackie and me by leaving her to spend the night.  As well as that Sandy was at least guilty of complicity, just by going along with what Carissa had done, even if she hadn't done anything else.

Wait a minute, what if Jackie has asked them to leave her behind?  Perhaps Jackie and Carissa had set it up between them and Carissa had managed to gull Sandy onto going along with the scheme?

Or, what if Jackie and Sandy had set it up and …"

"No, stop speculating.  Right now it doesn't matter," I growled, almost surprising myself that I'd spoken aloud and with such vehemence.

I'd made the mistake of sitting down on the edge of the bed to change my shoes before going to the hospital to see Grampa Bender.  The bed felt extremely comfortable and I decided that I'd have a short nap before lunch, then once I wasn't so overtired, I'd feel up to driving to town.

That short nap stretched into a three-hour sleep.  I didn't wake until almost two in the afternoon and I might not have woken then, but the phone rang and disturbed me.

"Hello," I mumbled, meanwhile rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

"Chris?  Is everything alright up there?" Mom asked, sounding concerned.  "We met Carissa in town.  Sandy and that new girl, Jackie, were with her.  They avoided us, but we could see their faces and all of them looked woebegone, almost as if they had just lost their best friend.  Did the bunch of you have an argument or anything?"

"Mom, I'm not even positive what's going on myself.  Nobody had an argument or was hurt or anything, at least not that I know about, but I don't think any of us are feeling great either.  I'll be honest, I'm not comfortable talking about it over the phone," I stifled a yawn.

"You don't sound good, what's wrong with you?"

"Well when you called I was asleep.  I was trying to catch up on the sleep that I lost last night," I heaved a sigh.

"Was being kept awake last night part of the problem?"

"Yeah in a way, it was," I frowned.  "There's a lot more to this than just lack of sleep though."

"Well, go wash your face and have a cup of coffee, that way you'll be fully awake when I get there," she ordered.  "I'll see if your father has the time to drive me up there, but even if he can't come with me, I'll drive up by myself.  I'll see you in a short while."

Before I could comment she'd hung up the phone.  So I followed orders.  I cleaned up, then made a small pot of coffee as well as a sandwich.  Afterward I sat on the front porch to wait for Mom to arrive.

As Mom drove across the bridge and into the yard I could see that Dad wasn't along with her, but I decided that was a probably good thing.  Talking to Mom when she was alone would more than likely be easier than talking to her with Dad at her side.  Since I was having problems with women, who better to ask than Mom?

After a quick hug she sat down, motioning me to sit at her side.

"Well, what happened?" she asked.

By then, I'd decided to make a full admission of what had gone on, starting on the day that Sandy had been left with Carissa and me, then explain things as I went along.  It didn't really take all that long to explain, but just telling her the full truth made me feel better.  When I got to the part about Sandy spending the night with me while Carissa was away, I paused.  Mom was quiet for a moment, then she looked me directly in the eye.

"So the part about you and Sandy not getting along was a fabrication?"

"Yeah.  I got talked into trying to sell that idea to others.  It was Sandy's idea more than anything else.  I think her relationship with her mother is the reason, but I'm not sure."

"Oh, I'm positive of that!" Mom snorted.  "Sam and Ann McAdam may have officially left the Mormon church, but they still have the attitudes that were hammered into them as children.  Sam thinks his word is law and Ann is an extremely manipulative person.  Sandy is at the age where she's rebelling against any sort of strict parental authority.  I've noticed the same thing with the twins, Jess and Jean, but neither of them is as rebellious as Sandy.  What has surprised me in some ways is Carissa's attitude."

"Her attitude has surprised me too," I snorted.  "I guess I'm blind, because even though I went to school with her for years, I didn't realize that she liked women the way she does.  If anyone should have noticed that, I should have."

"Oh Chris," Mom sighed heavily.  "First; you're a guy, all you'd see was the fact that she was attractive.  Second; you were infatuated with her, which adds depth to the blinders you were wearing.  Third; you're young and you weren't all that closely involved with her, at least not before this summer.  Since you weren't looking for something like that, you simply didn't notice."

"I guess," I sighed.

There was a moment's pause then as if both of us were waiting for the other to speak.

"So, tell me about Jackie," she said finally.

"That's complicated," I sighed very deeply.  "First, you have to know that I didn't even have much of a chance to talk to Sandy about her, so I'm just going on Jackie's own explanation, okay?  I'm just going to repeat what she told me and what I saw for myself, but I really don't know a lot about her."

"I understand," Mom nodded.

"Well, she told me that she was raised as a Mormon and has led a very sheltered life.  To start with she was home schooled, but only with other girls, so in a way she's only known any affection from women.  Then a couple of years ago she lost her virginity to the older brother of one of the kids who lived in one of the houses where the girls studied.  From what she said about that episode I think he might have been quite rough with her.  As soon as her parents found out about that incident, their attitude toward her changed.  From what she said they started throwing her at any guy who happened to come along.  Then I think she sealed her fate by telling them that she liked girls more than guys.  I got the impression that she felt that they wanted to her out of their house as quickly as possible, especially after she told them her sexual preferences."

"Oh, I understand a bit more then," Mom said firmly.  "Her father is Sam McAdam's brother, isn't he?"

"Yep," I nodded.  "He's also the guy who owns the duplex that Ann McAdam wants all of us to live in when we go to Calgary.  From what she said last night, Jackie will be the fourth person living there."

"Oh, wow.  So did she come here to spend the night after the race too?"

"No, I think she and Carissa must have spent that night together.  I'm just guessing that, but Jackie told me that she and Ann McAdam don't get along too well.  She didn't say why, but again I'm guessing that Ann heard about her preference for woman.  Since Jackie's mind and Carissa's seem to run on the same track, I'm assuming they spent the night together.  Anyway they showed up here yesterday and we spent most of the day doing small jobs around the ranch.  Then last night Carissa and Sandy offered to make us something to eat while Jackie and I were doing the evening chores.  Only they left before we were done, leaving Jackie here with me, but she didn't really have anywhere she could go.  What I probably should have done was to take her to town and dropped her off at the Coulter's, but I didn't think that was the right thing to do either, so I let her stay."

"Okay, so you seduced Jackie?"

"No Mom, I didn't.  There was no real seduction involved, not on my part anyway.  She and I just talked a lot.  If anything I was taken advantage of while I was asleep.  I woke up from a very vivid dream to find that I wasn't dreaming.  The scary part, and probably the real reason that you and I are sitting here talking, is the fact that what she did upset me.  Well it annoyed me too.  You see I feel I was manipulated and lied to by the whole bunch."

"That's nothing new," Mom huffed.  "Carissa has been doing that all summer and Sandy isn't exactly innocent either."

"Not the same way," I waved a hand dismissively.  "Jackie and I were out here on the porch late last night and for some reason she became scared and wanted a cuddle.  I thought it might be because she's a city kid and didn't feel comfortable with the quiet, I don't know.  Anyway come bed time she didn't want to sleep alone and to make a long story short, I agreed to let her sleep in my bed so she could have a cuddle.  I guess Carissa had told her that I usually sleep nude.  Somehow she talked me into bed with neither one of us was wearing a damn thing.  I got suckered into it because she'd said she liked girls and hadn't liked what the guy she'd had sex with had done to her.  I don't know why I was such a fool.  Anyway we talked a lot after we went to bed, then she fell asleep while I was cuddled against her from behind."

"Oh boy, I can see this one coming," Mom laughed sardonically.  "You grew erect during a dream and somehow the two of you just happened to slip together, right?"

"Oh no, not quite," I shook my head.  "We had sex alright, but afterward she admitted that she was awake when things started to happen and that she'd helped things along.  That upset me, but not as much as finding out that she's not on the pill, so because I was asleep when she started things we didn't use any other form of protection."

"Oh, shit!"

"Those were my exact words, because for me, that was a rude wake up call.  Unfortunately, my words set off Jackie's tears and I don't suppose she felt I was being sympathetic enough or something.  You know me, when I'm worried I start thinking and I block out other things.  I suppose she thought I was being cold or rejecting her in some way.  Anyway this morning she tried to run off while I was still asleep.  When I woke up she was gone, but I caught up with her up on the top of the hill with a ruined shoe and sore feet.  I brought her back here and she fell asleep again, so I decided to leave her rest for a while."

"And what happened after that?"

"Well I'd screwed up when I bought some of the stock this spring and bought one cow that had been bred late.  I noticed yesterday that she was close to calving, so with Jackie asleep I thought I'd have time to ride out and check on her.  As I was riding out, I saw Carissa's Jeep coming down the hill anyway, so I felt relieved that if Jackie did wake up she wouldn't be alone.  Actually I didn't really want to see Carissa right then either.  To be honest I was a bit pissed with her because I felt she'd set me up.  So I said screw it, and rather than riding back to talk to Carissa I rode out to check on the cow.  When I got back here everyone was gone, so I don't have a clue about what's going on with the girls because we didn't talk."

"I see," Mom nodded slowly.  "So you haven't talked with them at all?"

"At the moment I haven't even got a clue of where they are or what's going on," I shrugged.  "Since both Carissa and Sandy have left clothing and other things here I'd imagine they at least plan to come get those, but other than that I'm in the dark."

"Well, are you going to phone them?"

"Nope."

"Chris, you're going to have to talk to them sometime."

"Sometime I suppose, maybe?  I don't know when though," I sighed.  "Look, this isn't the first time I've felt that Carissa has pushed too damn hard and I really do think this was her doing.  I think she deliberately bragged to Jackie about what I was like in bed, then convinced Sandy to leave with her last night so Jackie and I would be alone.  Just a minute, let me see if I can find the note she left."

"Don't bother even looking for it, Chris," Mom rested a hand on my arm as I started to stand up.  "If you're right and if the note might have cast her in a bad light, then Carissa will have found it and destroyed it when she was here earlier."

"I thought you liked Carissa?" I stared at her.

"I do, but I also know that she's very smart and very thorough.  I'm sure that if she did plan something and it went wrong, she'd do everything in her power to cover her butt, just in case there might be any recriminations.  Just what was written in the note, or do you remember?"

"Well, really all she wrote was that our supper was in the oven and salad in the fridge, then there was a line that she and Sandy were leaving us alone because they didn't think we'd get together otherwise."

"Aha, she did two things there.  She made sure the blame was shared with Sandy and she loaded her message to presuppose that you and Jackie would be thinking of sleeping together."

I just stared at Mom in surprise, but I frowned as well.

"Oh come on, Chris.  She didn't do anything a lot of other people wouldn't do in order to get people together.  The only difference might be that she seems to have wanted to share in the prize as it were," Mom grinned at me.  "Try to look at this from her side.  She's lived with you all summer and knows how much she likes you, but now she's met another young woman that she likes just as much.  You'd already stretched the bounds of your relationship to include Sandy, so she thought you might be willing to stretch those bounds a bit further."

"But Sandy and Jackie have completely different personalities, even if they are cousins.  Jackie has been raised in a mental straitjacket all her life while Sandy has at least had some freedom."

"Ah, but think of the similarities between them.  Just the fact that both of them were raised in households where their father's word was law is a good point to start.  Then too both of them are familiar with the idea of multiple marriages and seniority amongst the wives.  Throw in the fact that both of them seem to be amenable to lesbian affairs and you can see why Carissa was drawn to explore the possibilities."

"Gee, you make it sound so cold and calculated.  Do you think Carissa is really that hard nosed and manipulative?"

"Manipulative and calculating, yes, but she's definitely not hard nosed.  She's actually quite soft hearted.  Don't forget I had her living around the house when you got bucked off that stallion of yours and ended up in the hospital.  I had three weepy girls on my hands and each one of them was trying her best to take the most blame for your injuries.  So I know she's not hard hearted," Mom smiled then and stretched.  "Just to change the subject a bit, is this going to change where you plan on living while you're in Calgary at technical school?"

"Probably, but in a way it also points out something else to me.  I was just thinking about the way I get myself into trouble with girls so easily," I sighed deeply.  "I think I need to grow up a bit."

"Meaning what?" she looked at me with a frown.

"Well right at the moment, I'm considering not taking that electronic course this year at all.  If I withdrew now all I'd lose would be my registration fee.  There's so much work that needs to be done here and since I'm only sixteen I've still got lots of time to add to my education."

"Oh Chris!" she sighed, then shook her head.

"Mom, I just don't think I'm ready to be away from all of this right now," I waved my hand in a gesture to take in our surroundings.  "I don't really like being in the city to start with and I'm not going to know anyone there except for the girls and a few cousins that I think are all lazy turds.  All they did for years was to sponge off of the lower ranch and the lease income.  They didn't even show up to see what was going on, let alone do anything to help out.  If I stayed with them I'd be bound to say something about that and that would be the end of my stay because I'd get kicked out."

"But you could make new friends in Calgary."

"Mom, the only friends I made in school were close neighbours from around the farm.  Let's face the facts, I don't make friends easily."

"Well if you don't want to go to Calgary, would you consider going to Olds and taking an agriculture course?"

"That would probably be better, but I think that any courses I'd want to take will be overflowing by this late date."

"When did you decide all of this?  You haven't mentioned it before."

"Actually, I just recognised the facts of my situation a short while ago and came to a tentative conclusion when you asked if I was going to still think about staying in the duplex with the girls," I stood and stretched.  "It just suddenly dawned on me that if I went there I wasn't going to be where I wanted to be and I wasn't going to be doing what I wanted to do."

"That's a big decision, Chris.  I think you should consider what it's going to mean in the future before you make your final choice."

"Oh, it's not definite, and I will give it a lot of thought, I promise."

"Okay.  Knowing you, if you're going into deep thought mode I might as well leave you alone, but either call me later, or come down and talk to your dad and me.  Would you like me to call the school at Olds and ask about the chances of you getting in there?"

"No give me a day or two to think about it, Mom.  Amongst other things I want to talk to Grampa Bender and Wil, as well as you and Dad.  I know it's a big decision and I want to be sure I do exactly what I think is best."

"Okay.  I can't ask for much more than that," she sighed and leaned over to hug me before standing and walking toward the truck.

"Thanks, Mom," I called

"You're welcome.  Call me later tonight, after eight, okay?" she called as she opened the door to Dad's truck

"Sure.  See ya later," I said and waved as she got into the pickup.

As I watched her drive across the bridge and up the hill, I would have bet a hundred dollars that she was headed toward town to see Carissa, Sandy and Jackie.  I just hoped that they'd survive the inquisition they were about to undergo.  At the same time I knew there was nothing I could do to stop Mom or to protect them and I wasn't sure I wanted to.  So I went for a walk instead.




Chapter 37:

Caution - Watch for Wildlife

Only a few minutes after Mom had left, I decided that I had time to run to town and see Grampa Bender.  If I did it soon, I'd still have lots of time to do the chores before it got dark that evening.

When I arrived at the hospital, I went immediately to his room and found him wide awake and attentive.  Not only that, but he wasn't in bed.  Instead he was sitting in a wheelchair and looking out the window.

"Hello, Chris," he smiled, as soon as he saw me.  "How're ya doin' t'day, boy?"

"Just fine, Grampa.  How are you doing?"

"Not bad, but missin' the fresh air 'n' sunshine a lot.  At least I'm out o' that bed most o' the day, but I'm not able to walk much 'n' m'left hand don't work so good no more."

I had to hide a frown at that; no one had warned me that he'd lost either mobility or dexterity since he'd been hospitalized.

"I didn't know about that, but at least you're not in bed all the time.  Is there any way I could wheel you outside?"

"Dunno about goin' outside, I think the nurses might throw a fit at that," he sighed, then smiled weakly.  "Say, why'n't you wheel me down t' the lounge?  At least it's got windows what face west 'n' I'll be able t' see the mountains.  At this time o' day there won't be too many folks there 'n' we kin talk a bit.  O' course we'll have t' tell that busty broad at the desk where we was goin' 'n' get her okay ta do it."

So I wheeled Grampa Bender down to the nurse's station to get permission, then down to the lounge as the end of the hall.  Of course, since there was a 'smoking deck' off the lounge and the draught from it might have cooled off the lounge, the nurse insisted that I take along a blanket to tuck around Grampa Bender, just in case he got chilly.

The lounge was almost empty.  There were only a couple of people there.  I found a clear space near the windows and parked the wheelchair, then pulled up a chair to sit beside the old man.

"Dang, then mountains is purdy today," Grampa Bender sighed, gazing off to the west.  "I miss seein' 'em ever' day."

"I can't blame you there.  The view of them here is darn near better than at the ranch."

"Yeah, I s'pose.  Oh 'n' I s'pose you heard that I'm goin' to be moved, ain't ya?  Mebee I'll get a better view then, right from m' room."

"No, I hadn't heard.  Are you moving to a different ward?"

"Well, no, not exac'ly.  They wanna put me over inta thet extended care wing.  Seems they figure I'm gonna be a while recoverin' the use of ma pins.  At least I'll have some folks close to m'own age ta talk ta over there 'n' I'll get a room ta m'self too," Then he looked at me and grinned.  "They tell me there's nigh onto three women ta ever' man over there.  Maybe I'll do like you 'n' round me up a couple of 'em to keep my bed warm this winter."

"Well actually, my bed might be a lot colder this winter," I sighed, looking around to see who could overhear us.  "It seems that the gals who have been warming mine decided they'd rather do things for each other, more than for me."

"Well, I allus thought ya was dang smart, but I wondered if'n ya hadn't outsmarted yerself with two of 'em 'round all the time.  I had nuf troubles keepin' your Gran happy, 'n' she were all by her lonesome.  I dunno how eny man ud be able to handle two women folks."

"Huh, I guess you were right," I shook my head slowly, then frowned.  "Hey, how did you know about what was going on with me?  Did Mom and Dad say something?"

"No, but Beth did," he chuckled.  "Her'n that boyfriend of her's was in here this mornin' 'n' they was kinda hintin' that ya might just be hittin' some rough weather on t' home front fair ta middlin' soon."

I just shrugged and he leaned forward.  "Don't you worry none, you got lotsa years left to find a good woman, though I kinda liked that little red headed nurse o' yers.  Lotsa fire in that'n 'n' a ton o' common dog too, even if her folks is crazy as bed bugs.  I din't see her fer a few days 'n' thought she'd gone off to school er sumpin.' Sorta made me wonder whut was goin' on, cause I missed her smile.  Then Beth told me she was stayin' with ya out to the ranch," he shook his head.  "Dunno 'bout t'other'n ya was squirin' 'round though, thet twin with the big knockers.  T'other twin that Wil's with seems awful quiet now she's back home, but the one ya ended up with has got herself a wild streak 'bout a mile wide.  Is she t'one as started that woman to woman stuff?"

I shrugged again and he reached out his hand to touch mine.

"Good thinkin' not sayin' much," he winked at me.  "There's times I swear the nurses hear ever'thin' goes on in these here rooms.  But, there aint nobody out on the deck 'n' I don' think as they c'n hear anythin' there.  Whyn't you wheel me out there, so's we c'n talk, private like?  Better wrap me in that dang blanket though, sure as shooting some nurse'll come along 'n' give us hell if'n we don't."

So we moved out onto the open deck and settled down out there.

After a moment, he looked at me quizzically and sighed.  "Okay, do I hafta ask whut's botherin' ya?"

"No, I guess if I should talk to anyone, it should be you," I sighed, then launched into the full tale of what had happened to me during my summer.

He listened attentively, nodding at times and shaking his head at others, but he never said a word while I verbalized my summer's trials and tribulations as well as my triumphs.  The only thing I left out was what Beth had said about not wanting to live on the ranch in the future.  When I finally paused, he reached out his hand and gently squeezed my arm.

"Afore I comment, there's a coupla other things ya should know," he said firmly.  "First off, I don't think I'll be movin' back up ta the ranch, at least not permanent like, 'stead o' that I might visit fer a few days in the summer or such.  Atop o' that Beth 'n' her guy aint all that taken with livin' that fur from town 'n' down a bad road to boot.  Then too, I got ta thinkin' the other day 'bout young Tom 'n' his sister, Jasmine, as well as your half brother, Wil.  Then I got ta thinkin' 'bout the way I'd writ out m' will afore.  Now Wil plans on stayin' on the farm 'n' so does young Tom, but Jasmine don't.  So I bin thinkin' 'bout that dang will ag'in, 'n' decided it weren't too fair to ever'body.  I even had m' lawyer drop by 'n' talked to him 'bout it."

"You're changing your will?" I asked.

"Yup, seems the only thin' I can do 'n' be fair.  Yer the last one of the bunch I'm talkin' to, so now's the time to tell me if'n there's any way your changin your mind 'bout anythin' important."

"You mean about staying on the ranch?"

"That's exac'ly whut I mean," Grampa Bender nodded, frowning slightly.

"Grampa Bender, if you tell me I have to leave, I will, but it will be under protest," I said emphatically.  "I love that ranch!"

"I thought so," he grinned and squeezed my arm again.  "That bein' the case, the lawyer'll have my new will all writ out in a couple o' days 'n' I can sign the changes ta thet by Friday."

"So, are you going to let me in on what you're changing in it?"

"Yer an impatient whelp, ain'tcha?" he laughed thinly, his voice sounding old.  "Yea, I'll tell ya, but keep it quiet from the rest o' ta family fer now, 'cept yer Mom 'n' Dad, least 'til it's signed.  I'm still gonna split up the ownership o' the upper ranch, but I'm changin' the split up a lot.  You'll get more'n fifty percent o' Mile High Ranch, so's ya keep control jes as long as ya make the ranch yer permanent home.  The other youngsters that live 'n work on t' farm 'n t' ranch'll split the rest of the control 'tween em, 'cept fer Jasmine, I guess.  She plans t' move t' the city, but since she's worked on the farm all her life, I had t' take her inta account too.  With that idear in mind, I decided that my personal bank account 'n' other assets might be the answer.  Right now I'm thinkin' she'll get twenty percent o' that, whilst your Mom 'n' your Uncle Tom'll get ten percent each.  The rest o' it'll be split equally 'mongst all the rest o' the family,
includin' you other kids 'n' all the relatives that has already left the farm.  o' course I may change m' mind on thet part later if'n things change."

"Jeez, won''t that open a huge kettle of fish with the folks who've left the farm?" I sighed.  "Heck, this spring I thought there was going to be a riot when they found out about your other will."

"Well, this time the will is a lil bit different.  In case one o' the townees has any idea o' tryin' t' bust the will; there'll be a clause in there that'll cut them out completely as soon as they raise a fuss with a lawyer," Grampa Bender laughed, but his laughter had a bitter tone to it.  "I ain't gonna ever forget all them years when everyone on the farm worked their butts off 'n' we'd only see them folks from the city when they drove out to show off their new cars.  I figure 'bout the same day as I kick the bucket they'll be tryin' t' bust my will.  In fact I 'spect it'll happen afore the will's even read.  I can imagine the scream that's gonna come when one o' them smart alecks do, 'n' finds he's shot hisself in the foot."

I couldn't help grinning about that myself because I knew exactly how he felt.  After all, I remembered when one of my city uncles had driven out just to show off his brand-new Cadillac.  He had found us all at work, trying to carry enough water to the barns to keep the pigs alive because it was extremely hot and the barnyard well had gone dry.  He had offered to help us out though.  In order to save us the work of having to preserve them for the winter, he wanted to buy all of Mom's vegetables.  I remember hearing Dad ask him just what the hell he expected us to eat that winter instead.  My fancy pants city uncle had gotten mad and left then, throwing up a cloud of dust from the spinning back wheels of his new car, but not before telling Dad that he'd tried his best to help and that Dad was an ungrateful fool.

So I knew how Grampa Bender felt and I didn't have one ounce of sympathy for anyone that tried to break his will.

"Kinda the thing that would serve the slimey boogers right, don'tcha think?" Grampa Bender cackled almost viciously.

"Yeah, I guess it is, but I hope that's a long time in the future," I said after we'd shared a rather sardonic laugh.  "I like having you around."

"Well, I'm ain't in no rush to take that last trip t' the graveyard m'self," Grampa Bender sighed.  "How some ever, the sawbones tells me that ma heart aint so good no more 'n' warned me t' get my papers all in order jus' in case.  He said it could be years 'n' years, or it could happen tomorra.  He sez I et a bunch o' the wrong foods 'n' drank too much likker.  So I got something called coal-ester-awl buildin' up fat in m' veins 'n' 'round my heart, makin' it work too hard for years 'n years.  But, don't you go worryin' yerself none, I plan on bein' 'round fer a goodly while yet."

"That's good, if I'm going to be looking after the ranch, I want to be able to talk to you and pick your brain when I have problems," I managed a grin.

"Well, I dunno 'bout that, you been doin' right well this summer from all I heard.  Have you found somebody t' look after the place this fall, when you go off to learn about radios 'n' TVs 'n' such like?"

"I'm not sure I'm going there, Grampa.  If I'm going to be taking over the ranch eventually, I was thinking I'd be better off taking a course about farming and ranching, rather than electronics.  Besides, after this last week and the screw up with the women who are moving into that duplex, I'd have to find another place to stay if I went to Calgary."

"Hmm, there's that, aint there, but I thought ya had a real drive to learn 'bout all thet radio stuff?"

"I did, but then my Grampa got sick, so I offered to look after his place while he was recovering because I'd always loved his place and didn't want it to become run down," I grinned and winked at him.  "Of course just living up there for a couple of months spoiled me.  I learned to love the place even more than I had before.  It snuck up on me and sort of pushed my passion for electronics aside, so now the ranch has top place in my heart."

"Well, I sure cain't blame ya fer that," he looked thoughtful for a moment, then seemed to make up his mind and nod his head slightly.  "I'll tell ya whut, if'n ya promise ta take a farm school course or two 'n' plan on workin' the ranch fer certain sure, ya kin take over control o' the ranch right away.  I'll even get ya ta vote my shares o' stock fer that land leasin' company we formed.  Ya kin still come 'n' get ma opinion, but I'll be givin' ya control o' th' ranch 'n' th' shares too.  That way, yu'll be the guy whut's got th' whole ball o' wax in his hands."

I just stared at him, not knowing what to say.

"Well, whutta you say?" he grinned slyly.  "Did I discombobulate your brain er somethin'?"

"I think you've done a really good job of it, or at least you rattled me some," I said flatly.  "Are you sure this is really what you want?  I mean, heck, I'm only sixteen and …"

"Oh piddle," Grampa Bender snapped and frowned at me.  "Yer so much like I were at sixteen thet I figger yer dang near m' younger double.  Jehosaphat boy, I were only eighteen when I filed on thet dang homestead in the first place.  Heck, by that time I'd been punchin' cows or ridin' herd on a remuda 'n' breakin' broncs fer nigh onta four years.  I know'd you c'n do the job, ya just gotta buckle down 'n' work at it, 'n'en yu'll be fine.  So whutta ya say?  Yes or no?"

"Oh heck yes," I grinned weakly, still worried about the responsibility.

"Good!" he said firmly with a big smile and held out his right hand for me to shake.  "I figgered ya would, so when the lawyer was here afore, I set thet up too.  I'll jes call him 'n have him put it in writin'.  'Course I didn't count on ya not going to your radio school thing, but thet don't make no never mind.  It jus means that ya won't have to pay out wages t' hire somebody ta look after th' place this winter."

"Hmm, I wasn't thinking of that; hiring someone to live up there could get costly," I frowned.

"Oh, you'll be able t' afford it," he chuckled.  "Since yer gonna be doin' both the thinkin' 'n' the doin' at the ranch, yu'll be gettin' a pay raise too, ya know.  On top o' that, ya get a tad more money fer handlin' th' big share o' decisions o' the lease management company too.  Yu'll be doin' okay, money-wise."

I was staring at him again, trying to wrap my thoughts around the things he was saying, when one of the older and gruffer nurses marched into the room.

"So, Mr. Bender, this is where you hide out when you want to avoid me, is it?  It's time for your bath.  You'll have to tell your visitor goodbye or else miss out on your bath today."

"Okay, Cora.  Jus as long as it's you who's helpin' me have a bath, I aint about t' argee with ya," Grampa Bender grinned and winked at her, then turned to me.  "Chris, you take care, 'n' figger ta be here 'bout ten o'clock nex Friday, 'long with ever'body else."

"Okay, Grampa.  I'll see you then," I managed to say, my mind still whirling over the idea that he was literally giving me control of the ranch.

When I left the hospital I wasn't in the mood to run into anyone I knew, knowing that I'd probably have to answer questions about things that I felt were none of anyone else's business.  So instead of stopping anywhere else in town I drove straight home, but even that short trip seemed to take forever.

Once I crested the hill on the road to the ranch, I could see Dad's pickup truck parked beside the old Jeep.  So I wasn't surprised to see Mom and Dad were sitting on the front porch having a cup of coffee as I got closer.  That suited me just fine, since I wanted to talk to them about what Grampa Bender was planning to do and get their opinions.

"Hi Chris, where have you been hiding?" Dad smiled as I got out of my car.

"I went in to talk to Grampa Bender," I answered with a shrug of my shoulders.

"Why doesn't that surprise me?" Mom smiled, wrapping me in a tight hug.  "Do you want a coffee?  I just made it a moment or two before you showed up."

"Sure," I answered, then looked at her closely.  "Your mood has certainly changed in the last while."

"Well as your father said, so has yours," she said quickly, then pulled away and headed inside.

"Have a seat, Chris.  You don't want to go inside right now," Dad warned me.

"I don't?"

"No you don't.  Wilma Coulter and Ann McAdam are in there cleaning out Carissa and Sandy's things.  I can't say that either of them is happy with you, or with their daughters.  So it might be best to let your mother get things from inside."

"But, you and I are sitting right here in their way, so if they carry anything out …"

"Wilma has her car parked near the back of the cabin," Dad interrupted.  "They're using the back door to take things out."

"Oh okay, I guess," I sighed.  "Did Mom go to town and lay down the law?"

"Nope," Dad shook his head.  "She was still at home talking to me when Wilma called.  Wilma and Ann are both a little upset about the happenings of the last week or so."

"Oh boy," I sighed again.  "I guess I should talk to them about things, huh?"

"I really don't think this is a good time," he said quietly.  "From what I heard the girls came home long enough to tell their mother's they were off to Calgary and that you were avoiding them, then disappeared.  So their mothers blame you for upsetting the girls."

"Oh great!"

"Now don't you get to worrying," Dad chuckled.  "Your mother let Wilma have both barrels over the phone, defending you and explaining what she understood really happened.  She was a bit unhappy about the way you'd been treated.  I think your mother's argument really sank in when Corinna grabbed the phone out of Liz's hands and ripped into her mother too.  Corinna is so mad at Carissa right now that she's seeing red."

"That's not good," I shook my head.

"Well from what Corinna said to me after she gave the phone back to Liz, it's happened several times before.  For twins that I thought were so similar when I met them, those two have sure changed a lot in a few months; either that or they weren't that similar to start with."

"Wilma told me that the girls have always had little tiffs," Mom startled us as she spoke.  "Here's your coffee, Chris."

She handed me the coffee, then sat down at my side and rested an arm across my shoulders.

"Just how are you doing?" she asked quite caringly.

"Kinda numb," I sighed.  "It's funny, but I'm not that upset.  The strange thing is that while I'm not happy with what the girls did, I can almost understand why they did it.  Then too it's strange, but I still like each one of them a lot.  Right now I've tucked all that in a corner of my mind though.  I've got other things to worry about."

I paused and sipped my coffee, then sighed once more.  "Has Grampa Bender talked to either of you about changing his will again?"

"Beth mentioned something about that this morning," Dad frowned.  "Did Toby say something to you too?"

"She had a lot more to say than just that," Mom sighed.  "Did you know that Beth and George are very serious about each other?"

"Yeah, she told me about that," I nodded.  "She even told Grampa Bender.  That's one of the reasons why he's changing his will, or at least I suppose it is."

"Well, it very well could be.  Beth and George don't like it up here as much as they thought they did.  They both think it's too isolated.  I can't blame them; even with that new road, you're still living miles away from anyone else," Mom pointed to the road up to the top of the bluff.  "I know from stories that your grandfather told us that there are times in some winters when that cut drifts right over and it's several feet deep.  Anyone living here would be totally isolated if that happened.  That's one of the reasons Beth is having second thoughts about living up here."

"Yeah, I know about that, Mom," I nodded.  "The idea of being isolated doesn't bother me much.  First off, I was thinking of getting a top for the Jeep and building a shed up on the bluff so I could park it inside for the winter.  Then I was thinking of buying one of those little snowmobiles.  If I want to go out then, I'd take the snowmobile up the snowed-in road, then use the Jeep once I was on the top of the bluff.  Besides that, the cabin is easy to keep warm and storing a month or so of food in case I get snowed in is no problem."

"Well, Beth doesn't like the idea," Mom sighed heavily.  "Now, what was this about your grandfather and his will?"

So I explained about Grampa Bender being told by his doctors that he would have to live in the extended care wing of the hospital and about his heart problem.  I wasn't surprised when both of them simply nodded, since I expected that they'd have talked to the doctor.  Then I told them about the general idea of what he'd said to me about taking over the ranch and the changes he wanted to make to his will for the future.  I was surprised when both of them nodded again, as if they expected that to happen too.  When I mentioned the idea Grampa Bender had about adding a clause to stop the extended family from trying to break his will, Dad laughed aloud and Mom snickered.

"I'd support his ideas just for that clause and the changes he's made to give Jasmine a bigger say for now, but still giving her the loophole so she can move on in the future," Mom grinned.  "Sometimes Uncle Toby is crazy like a fox."

"That's for sure," Dad chuckled, then grew serious.  "But what about your course in electronics, Chris?  After all the work you did to get such good grades and everything, are you willing to just give that up?"

"I'll be honest Dad, it doesn't have the fascination for me that it once had, and you know how I've always felt about this place," I sighed.  "I wish I'd come to the conclusion sooner, then I'd have applied at Olds to take their herdsman and equipment maintenance courses this year."

"Actually you're in for a surprise," Mom smiled at that.  "Wil knows one of the girls who works in the office at OSA in the summer.  He called her as soon as he heard me talking about your idea of going there instead of to Calgary.  There was nothing open for this semester, but they had a few openings left in two new courses, one for animal husbandry and the other for farm mechanics.  Those don't start until after the Christmas break.  Once she had explained them to him, he thought they'd be just what you wanted.  Just in case, he asked her to put your name in one of those spaces.  You'll have to go to Olds and make official application if you want to take them though."

"Holy cow!  That was fast."

"Well yes, it is, but it works out well for Wil too.  He's losing his roommate after the winter break.  If you take those courses it means he won't have to hunt for anyone else to share his rent, but as well as that the two of you can travel together and be home most weekends."

"But will two courses be worth my time?" I asked.

"Actually, Wil said the reason they were open was because they're new and they're literally cram courses, so they'll be tough.  Each of them is half a day long for four days of the week, then on alternate weeks, you have a full day of one course or the other.  From what he said, I understood that they cover the same materials as a regular full year course.  You'll have to ask him about more details because he didn't explain everything to me, but I think it might be a trial run of a new format or something.  After he'd hung up the phone he sounded almost envious of you."

"Envious of me, but why?"

"Well, he said those are two of the pivotal courses of the whole curriculum.  In other words you would be cramming into five months what will have taken him two years."

"But, he's taking a lot of other courses as well," I protested.

"Yes, but those are two of the courses that he really wants to do well in," Dad laughed softly.

I was frowning as I wondered about that, but I frowned even harder when I heard a car engine start behind the cabin.  None of us had even risen to our feet before Mrs. Coulter's car zipped past the side of the cabin and the two women drove away without looking back.

"Damn," Mom snapped, causing me to stare at her.

I was staring over the fact that she'd used a swear word more than anything else.  Mom very seldom swore in any way no matter what went wrong.

"What's wrong?" Dad asked before I could.

"They didn't say goodbye or even wave," Mom sighed.  "I'm not sure, but if they're acting this way I don't think either of them believed me.  I wouldn't worry if it was just Ann, but it's Wilma too. Unfortunately I think Corinna is going to be having a rough time with her mother, at least until Carissa gets caught in some way by her lies."

"Well I don't know what else she told her mom, but if it was that I rode away and avoided them, that was the truth.  I just didn't think it would be wise to talk to them right then," I snorted.  "At that moment I felt like I'd been set up, so I was annoyed.  I suppose I was being a bit childish, but I wanted to avoid a confrontation until I was in a better mood."

"That's just it.  You had a reason for your annoyance.  Carissa knew that or she'd have waited for you to come back and would have listened to your side of the issue.  I think she was worried about talking to you and ran away rather than facing the music," Mom snapped.  "Willard, it's time for us to go home and do the chores."

"Mom, don't be angry with me over this.  It's not like I'm protecting Carissa, but if I'd felt like dealing with a confrontation I'd have ridden back and spoken to her.  As things stand I'm just as guilty of walking away as she is.  That doesn't mean that I'm any happier about her previous actions though.  I think those were manipulative and sneaky, and I don't like that a bit more than you do."

Mom had stood up and was walking toward the truck, but she stopped and sighed heavily, then turned to look at me.

"I understand, Chris.  I'm not really angry with you.  I'm angry at the situation and I'm very annoyed with Carissa.  I can understand where you're coming from and I suppose I can even sympathise with Carissa to a point, but I was building a friendship with Wilma.  I'm afraid this whole deal will upset that for a while," she explained quietly, then turned to walk toward Dad's pickup.

Dad just looked at me, shrugged his shoulders and headed toward the truck himself.  Neither of them said anything, but at least they both waved before they left.  As for me, I had chores to do.

I decided that evening that doing the chores by myself, then having to cook something to eat for a single person afterward was a real pain in the butt.  I'd been spoiled, but at the same time I wasn't about to go overboard to try to find another live-in girlfriend.  As I sat down on the porch to have my evening coffee, I vowed that the next woman to live with me was going to be someone that I knew exceptionally well and planned to marry.

Of course that thought put me into a reflective mood and for a while I dwelt on thoughts of what might have been, dreaming of what life could have been like if things had been slightly different.  Of course thoughts of Carissa flooded my mind first, only to be displaced by thoughts of Sandy.  Realizing that I was being melancholy I tried to force them out of my mind, only to find that thoughts of Jackie took their place.

"Fuck!" I swore emphatically, sitting up straight.  "Face it, dummy.  Those three are gone and it wasn't your decision, it was theirs.  Since they're gone, you need to get on with your life."

The dogs had collected around me when I sat down and as I spoke aloud, they perked up.  In fact, Duke shuffled over and rested his head on my knee as if he was being sympathetic, so I patted his back and scratched him behind the ear.  Of course petting Duke was taken as an invitation by both of the other dogs to crowd close and expect some attention too.  That led me to remember the night we had found that Duke had been doing his best to protect the other two, which in turn led me to thoughts about wolves.

I realized then that I'd seen almost no sign of wolves all year and very little sign of coyotes or foxes either.  Since game was plentiful, with oodles of rabbits, gophers and other small game around, predators had been skittish about being seen by humans.  At the same time, a lot of small varmints meant their predators had lots of food, so they would have raised more young than usual.  Since I hadn't seen much of any of them I thought they'd probably been hunting the higher ranges, but if we had a tough winter that large population of predators could be a problem.  I was going to need to be ready just in case.  That meant I'd better check the shotgun and rifles.  As well as that, I'd better get some fresh ammo.

Thinking about that, I realized that if I wasn't going to school in Calgary, but was going to be gone to Olds after New Year's Day, I had several months to make some preparations.  I was still thinking along those lines when I went to bed.

By the time I woke the next morning, I found that my subconscious must have worked overtime as I slept.  Many of my previous questions and problems seemed to have clear solutions.  Since I'd made up my mind on several different subjects, I lay there reviewing my decisions before getting up and tackling my day.  That didn't last long, as usual my internal plumbing dictated that I had to get out of bed.  After a quick trip outside in the semidarkness I went back inside, then made and ate my breakfast, Since I still had a few minutes before full light, I decided to make myself some notes about my decisions before tackling the chores.


It made sense to me not to move to Calgary and not to study Electronics that fall, simply because I'd have no immediate way to use the training I'd get there.  That meant I'd better call them and cancel out.

Instead, I was going to apply to OSA (Olds School of Agriculture) for the new animal husbandry and farm mechanics courses that were starting in January.  That meant another phone call and probably a trip to Olds.

I could use the four months prior to starting at Olds to make improvements around the ranch.  At the same time I had four months to find someone I could trust who would be willing to stay on the ranch and care for my animals while I was away studying.  That might be a tough job.

I was not planning to get involved with another young woman for a while.  When I did, I wanted to be friends first and take my time to know the gal before becoming more deeply involved.

Along those lines I thought I should try to talk to Carissa and Sandy's parents.  I wanted to try to explain at least part of my side of things.  I didn't know if that was wise, but I still felt I had to try.

I wanted to talk to both Grampa Bender and his lawyer about the limits of what I could do and what I could change on the ranch.  I felt I needed to plan improvements and develop a budget so that I had a target to aim for.

Somehow I was going to work toward finding a way to get in and out of the valley more easily in bad weather.  For now the short time before the coming winter meant I'd need to enclose and winterize the Jeep, build a (heated?) shed up on the upper plateau and buy a snowmobile.

Other than those points, I resolved that I was going to ask a lot of people for advice before I took any actions of any kind.



By then it was light enough to go outside, so I did the chores.  However, shortly after eight in the morning I was back inside, cleaned up and ready to tackle the rest of my day.

The first order of business was to set up my education for the year.  I grabbed the phone and called the registrar at the technical school in Calgary to let them know that I wasn't going to be taking the electronics course that year.  That way if they had a waiting list of people who wanted to take the course the next person in line had a chance.  Even withdrawing from the course was a bit of a hassle though.  I had to explain that my circumstances had changed, then was surprised that the woman on the other end of the phone line gave me a short argument about withdrawing, but I stuck to my guns.

Since I didn't have the phone number for the school at Olds, I decided my next step was to go talk to Wil.  Expecting that he and Dad would still be outside doing the morning chores around the farm, I grabbed the quick list I'd written, then hopped into my car to drive down to the farm.

For some reason I stopped at the crest of the road up the hill, got out of the car and looked back at the ranch.  While I stood there, my mind flashed back over the days since I'd first brought Carissa here and had found Grampa Bender collapsed and ill.  Many things had changed since then and as I looked down and across the valley I could see the effects of my summer's work, which was a darn satisfying feeling.  Of course that was balanced by a sense of regret that other things hadn't gone as well, but I certainly wasn't unhappy that I'd spent my summer there.

With a deep sigh I climbed back into the car and drove away.  I arrived at the farm in time to hold the door of the house open in order to let Wil and Dad carry the fresh milk inside.

"Hi, Chris," Corinna smiled at me as I walked into the house.  "Did you come to join us for breakfast?"

"Hi Corinna.  Actually I've had mine, about an hour or more ago," I grinned, noticing that Beth had just added another place at the table.  "Hi, Mom, Hi, Beth."

"Well, hello stranger," Beth grinned, coming over and wrapping me in a quick hug.  "How are you doing?"

"I'm fine.  Although it seems like everyone is abandoning me.  I'm starting to feel like a hermit," I teased.  "Are you ready for school?"

"Well at least Beth told you to your face, not like that crazy sister of mine," Corinna snapped, her mood changing instantly.

"Hey, all of the blame isn't hers," I sighed.  "She can't change her personality any more than pigs can fly and I can't change mine either.  If you want to know the truth I'm guilty by complicity."

"Okay, enough of that," Mom added and tried to change the subject.  "Just what brings you down here this morning, Chris?"

"I just wanted to talk," I smiled at her, then walked over and hugged her.  "Mostly I wanted to talk to Wil about Olds, but I thought the rest of you should know that I've phoned Calgary and withdrawn my application to start that electronics course this year."

"I think that's a wise decision considering the way things are going," Dad joined the conversation.  "You do plan on taking those courses that Will mentioned instead, don't you?"

"Yes that's why I wanted to talk to everyone, especially Will."

"Well it's really quite straight forward," Will piped up as he joined everyone else at the table.  "I talked to Jeannie in the registrar's office and she's added your name to the list, so you're preregistered.  All you have to do is show up with your school transcripts and the cash to pay for the course.  You'll be able to live with me in my apartment since my present roommate is planning to leave just before the winter break.  There's not much else to say about it."

Just then the phone rang and Mom grabbed it.

"Hello," she said crisply

I could see from the frown on her face that she wasn't happy to have breakfast interrupted, but that frown disappeared in an instant.  Then for some reason she stared at Corinna for a few seconds and even glanced over at me.

"Oh my," Mom's voice became quiet and caring, while her face looked concerned.

All of us simply stared at her, wondering what could be wrong.

"Yes she's here and Chris just arrived too.  We were just sitting down to breakfast."

She turned away from us at that point and somehow I knew that she was talking about Carissa.  I also leaped to the conclusion that it wasn't good news.  I glanced at Corinna and from the look on her face, I guessed that she'd made the same leap in logic.  All of us sitting at the table had grown quiet.  When Corinna leaned his way slightly, Will reached out one hand to rest it on hers as his other arm slipped out across her shoulders in a gentle hug.

The phone call didn't last long.

"That was your father Corinna, and I'm sorry, but there's no way to sugar coat this," Mom's voice was tightly controlled.  "Carissa and the other two girls went to Calgary sometime yesterday, but they were involved in an accident early this morning.  They were crossing through an intersection when a large delivery truck ran a red light, hitting the Jeep broadside.  Jackie was thrown out of the Jeep and is in extremely serious condition.  The other two are in the hospital as well.  John didn't know much about Sandy and of course the hospital wouldn't tell him anything since he wasn't a relative."

"And Carissa?" Corinna asked.

"She's in emergency, but the prognosis looks good," Mom said flatly.

"Where are they at, Mom?  Which hospital?" Will asked as Corinna leaned against him heavily, her face now pale.

"Calgary General," Mom answered instantly.  "Carissa is in the emergency room right now, but she's being moved to the operating room soon.  John and Wilma were leaving as soon as he hung up from calling here since they want to be there as quickly as possible.  I imagine the other two girls are at the same hospital as well, but I'm not positive of that.  John didn't know for certain."

"We'd better go too," Will said instantly, abandoning his breakfast and getting to his feet.  "Corinna can pack a few clothes, so will I.  We might have to get a motel room and stay in Calgary for a few days."

"I think I want to be there too, so if you want I can give you a ride down there in my car," I offered.  "Dad, could you talk to Tom and George about doing my chores?  I might be back by tonight, but I don't know that for certain.  If I do get back soon enough I'll stop here first."




Chapter 38:

Caution - Exploratory Blasting

My family has always handled emergencies well.  As Wil and Corinna left to pack a few things, Beth made up sandwiches of Wil and Corinna's toast, scrambled eggs and bacon, then filled a big thermos with coffee.  Dad was on the phone, calling Tom.  Meanwhile Mom waved me out onto the porch to talk to me alone.

"It's a good thing that you're driving them down to Calgary, since Corinna will probably need Wil's care and attention on the drive," she said quietly after the door was closed so no one else could hear.  "John had some other news that's rather upsetting.  When he called Sam McAdam about the accident, Sam simply told him that the whole thing must have been God's will.  Sam told John that he and Ann have disowned Sandy and no longer consider her their daughter.  They don't want anything to do with her in any way because of what they call her 'sins of the flesh,' so Sandy may need someone to lean on rather badly."

"Oh shit.  That means she's totally alone.  She doesn't deserve that!"

"Yes, she'll be totally alone and odds are that when you go to the front desk at the hospital, they won't be willing to tell you anything since you're not a family member."

"Yes they will," I snapped.  "I'll think of a way."

"There is one way," Mom sighed.  "But, it's asking a lot of you."

"What's that?"

"You could tell them that she's your fiancée."

All I could do was stare at her in astonishment.

"But Mom …" I finally said, forcing myself to speak quietly.

"Oh, I know," she gestured impatiently, raising both hands to shoulder height, palms forward as if to stop my protest.  "You don't want the commitment that you're afraid will come with saying that, but don't you remember how she treated you in the hospital?  She saved your life."

"Yeah I do, but that was before we even knew each other so well and everything else happened."

"So?  Now you do know each other, and whether you like it or not, you've been friends and even lovers.  Suddenly she's alone and injured.  After what her parents have done, she's going to be feeling abandoned.  If she doesn't have a few friends to lean on, she's going to fall into a state of deep depression," Mom's hands gently rested on my shoulders and her eyes stared into mine.  "Please Chris, just think about what you'd feel like if you were in her place, won't you?"

"Okay, Mom," I sighed heavily.  "While I'm driving to Calgary I'll think about it, but no promises.  However when this is all straightened out, I'm going to hunt up Sam McAdam and kick his ass from here to Halifax and back."

"You'll be standing in line," she snorted.  "I can just imagine what your father will say when I tell him what her parents have done."

"Hmmph!  It won't be anything compared to what I feel right now," I snapped.  "I'm going to check the oil and stuff in my car before we take off, but I was wondering, do I have any spare clothes left here that would be suitable for wearing in Calgary?  If I don't make it back home tonight, I'd like something clean to wear tomorrow."

"Chris, you're going to Calgary, for crying in the sink!" she laughed.  "There are more stores there than I could shake a stick at.  You've got your credit card in your wallet, haven't you?  Just buy some new clothes."

"But the credit card is for ranch stuff," I protested.

"Young man, I handle the accounts and I can certainly find an excuse to make that fit into the books.  As far as I'm concerned, you've worn out a lot more than two or three changes of clothing while working on that ranch this summer.  Besides, in two days you're taking over the ranch and no one is going to make a fuss about a few dollars spent on something like this.  Besides as far as I'm concerned, what you're going to be doing is ranch business.  You just buy what you need and let me do the book-keeping, okay?"

I heard the phone ring, but Mom must have heard it too, because she spun about and went inside.  I just stared after her; the realization was just sinking in that Grampa Bender was giving me control of all of the bank accounts of the ranch as well as all the duties.  I was still standing there going over that added responsibility and wondering about the ethics of buying some clothes when Beth popped out the door.

"Hey Chris, Jessica and Jean are on the phone.  Can they go along with you to Calgary?  Mom said to tell you that you'll have to get them a room at the motel too.  Jess and Jean heard what their folks did and they're pissed.  They want to be there for Sandy.  Oh, and they've been staying with Jasmine, so it's not out of the way for you to pick them up," she paused for an instant.  "So, is it okay?  Will you take them along?"

"Okay, Beth.  Calm down.  And yes, I'll give them a ride to Calgary."

"Great!  Thanks, Chris," she yelped loudly, then spun on her heel and raced back inside.

I'd checked under the hood, checked my tire pressure and even washed the windshield before anyone came outside again.  This time it was Dad.

"Thanks for offering to do this, Chris," he said quietly.

"Hey, it's not a problem.  Sandy is a friend, but then so is Carissa," I shrugged my shoulders.

"And Jackie?" he smiled a bit and raised his eyebrows.

"I don't know her well enough to really say she's a friend, Dad," I sighed.  "I liked her 'go get 'em' attitude when we were working together, but her late night ambush really bothered me."

"Oh, I wouldn't say that was an ambush, although I question the idea of you being involved with someone that impetuous," Dad sighed.  "However, that wasn't what I was thinking about."

When he didn't say anything for a moment, I frowned and shrugged, trying to indicate that I couldn't read his mind.

"Liz talked to Jess and Jean about their parents and about Jackie's parents.  They think if their own parents were angry, Jackie's folks would have been furious," he leaned against his pickup.  "I'm not sure what you want to do about it, but we feel she'll need as much support as Sandy, or perhaps even more."

"Oh," I just stared at him, then couldn't help but grin.  "I don't think the hospital would go along with the idea that I was both girls' fiancée, Dad."

"No," he managed a weak smile.  "Trust you to think of that though.  However, since Jess and Jean are going to go to the hospital with you, Liz and I were wondering if you should say that Jackie is your fiancée?"

"Dad, I refuse to do that.  That kid is a loose cannon," I shook my head.  "Physically she's old enough to have sex, but her life has been so sheltered and screwed around that she acts like she's a lot younger than any girl I know."

"Chris, she's six months older than you are."

"Yeah?  Well she acts like she's twelve," I snapped.  "But don't worry, I'll figure out some way to get to see her too."

Luckily for me, Corinna and Wil came outside then, followed by Mom and Beth.  A few minutes later we were on our way, but not before we all got hugs and kisses from Mom, Dad and Beth.  Actually, Wil and I got a handshake from Dad, but Corinna got a hug.

I had to open the trunk so Wil and Corinna could toss a couple of small bags inside, but I was surprised when they hopped in the back seat.

"We thought we'd ride back here, then Jess and Jean can ride up front with you," Wil explained.  "We expect that they're going to want to talk to you anyway."

"Oh, okay," I sighed.

Jess and Jean as well as all of Uncle Tom's family were out on the porch when we pulled in, but after another round of hugs and handshakes we were on our way again.  Actually I found it rather strange that everyone was making this much of a fuss about us going, but I didn't say anything.

For once both of the twins were very quiet for a while.  However, as we drove across the river bridge and turned away from town toward the main highway, both of them seemed to sit up straighter and take a deep breath.  I glanced over curiously and Jess smiled weakly.

"I suppose it sounds weird, but we were worried about Mom or Dad seeing us leaving the area and heading for Calgary," she said very quietly.

"Oh?"

"Yeah, they called and I talked to them shortly before we called your Dad's place.  They told us that Sandy had been in an accident, but forbade us to go see her," Jean added, slightly louder and much more firmly.  "I dunno what they'll do when they find out that we're going anyway."

"Probably kick us out too," Jess sighed.  "That wouldn't be the end of the world for us though; Tom and Jasmine's folks said we could stay on the farm, no matter what Mom and Dad did."

"I suppose there are benefits to that," I tried to tease them.

"Maybe there could be, but there aren't," Jess snapped back instantly.

I knew better than to try to make a smart crack about that.

"Sorry.  It's none of my business," I said instead, trying to be conciliatory.

"It's not your fault that Tom treats us like we were his sisters," Jean sighed softly.

"I think if there was just one of us, it would be different," Jess added quietly.

"Oh," I nodded, thinking that I knew just how Tom must feel.

"What do you mean by that tone of voice?" Jean leaned forward to look closely at my face.

"Well, when you have two gorgeous girls in front of you, anything you do with one might be misread by the other," I sighed, thinking of Carissa and Sandy.  "It's intimidating as hell."

"But we're twins," Jess said in a protesting tone.

"That would make it even worse for me," I snorted.

"That's right," Corinna spoke from the back seat.  "You should have seen how Chris treated Carissa and me when we were first around him at the farm.  But once Wil and I decided to be close, he was a lot friendlier toward Carissa."

"That was then and this is now.  Things have changed." I thought to myself.

"So while you were talking to your Mom and Dad, did you happen to find out what injuries Sandy had?" Wil asked quietly, probably trying to change the subject.

"All they said is that they thought she'd live, because all she had were a couple of broken bones as well as cuts and bruises.  I don't think they even asked about anything else," Jess snapped instantly, sounding angry.

"I think Sandy will be okay, but I'm worried about Jackie though," Jean added almost as soon as Jess stopped speaking.  "They said she was thrown out of the Jeep and across the intersection onto the hood of a parked car."

"The thing is, her parents are even stricter than ours are," Jess continued the explanation.  "I think they'd like any excuse to have her out of the family and away from home.  Heck, their boys are all out of the house now, working for the FLDS bunch from Bountiful.  The last I heard they were working out in the bush at Sundre, cutting poles, and out of touch with anyone for weeks on end.  That means her brothers won't even know about Jackie being injured."

"Hah, those dummies wouldn't care anyway," Jean snapped, as she jumped into the conversation again.  "I'll bet not one of her family even shows up to see if she lives or dies.  We were thinking that one of us could pretend to be her sister, then we might be able to at least find out what's going on."

"I don't think we could get away with it," Jess sighed softly, looking ready to cry.  "We look too much alike."

"I could help you to look a little different.  Carissa and I learned how to do that a long time ago," Corinna offered.  "I mean you'd still look quite similar, but people would easily believe that you were cousins, not sisters."

That started a three-way girl-to-girl chatter session that shortly was extremely enthusiastic and loud enough to actually disturbing my concentration on driving.

"Hey, could you gals hold it down a bit?" I asked as the squeals and giggles broke out a bit too loudly.  "Why don't I pull over to the side for a second, then Wil can come up here and you two can hop in the back with Corinna?"

"Oh yeah!" I got an enthusiastic answer.

"Um, could you open the trunk and let me get at my makeup case when we stop?" Corinna asked.

"And we need one of our bags, for some clothes and things as well," Jess added, reaching out to touch my arm.  "Please?"

"Fine, but if you're going to do that, would you like me to pull into a service station with a washroom?  There's one just a few miles ahead."

"Oh yes, please," Jean and Jess said in concert.

There was a small coffee shop as well as a service station at the place we chose to stop.  Corinna suggested that Wil and I have a coffee while we waited for them to do their cosmetic make over because she expected it to take a while.  So Wil and I sat and waited quietly after they disappeared into the washroom.  It seemed to me to be taking forever, but according to the clock on the wall, it was less than twenty minutes before they came out and approached us.

What a change!  Now Jess looked a bit older and a lot like Jackie and Jean looked even older, slightly heavier and even more like Sandy.  I'll admit it; I just stared at them both for a moment as they broke into wide grins.

That brief period of elation disappeared by the time we were back on the road.  For the rest of the trip to the hospital, Wil sat up front with me, but we hardly spoke.  The three girls in the back seat spoke quite quietly and almost constantly, but by the time we arrived at Calgary General they had a plan laid out that they wanted us to follow.  We'd go in as three separate groups, then if the girls managed with their masquerade we'd meet later, either at the car or in the waiting room of the hospital.  At that time we could compare notes and update each other about what was going on with the three injured girls.

Jess was going to go in first and see if she could convince the nurse at the desk that she was Jackie's sister, but Corinna and Wil were going to be just a few steps behind her.  If Jess needed it, they'd be right there to give her support.

That left Jean and me to wait a few moments.  While we waited I explained that I'd decided that I wasn't going to use the fiancée idea except as an absolutely last resort.  I didn't mind the idea of being referred to as Sandy's boyfriend, but the idea of calling myself her fiancée just felt wrong to me.  I was surprised that Jean didn't argue with me at all.  But when we went inside, we were both surprised to find that I needn't have worried.

The woman at the information desk was Lucille Bender, one of my older cousins.

"Hello, Chris.  I haven't seen you in years," she said with what seemed like a forced smile.  "Your brother Wil is here already.  He told me that you and a young woman were coming to see one of our patients."

"Hi, Lucille, how are you doing?  Actually, I've got three patients here that I'd like to find out about and visit if possible.  Jean's sister is one of them," I managed a weak smile as I nodded my head toward Jean.  "They had an accident this morning and I understand that all three were brought here."

"Yes, Wil explained that they were all close friends of yours.  Is this young lady Sandra McAdam's sister?"

"Yes.  I am," Jean nodded her head vigorously.

"Very good," Lucille nodded and made a notation in the book on her desk.  "That means all three of those patients have someone we can contact.  We had contact information previously that appears to have been erroneous."

"If you mean Sam and Ann McAdam, then the contact information wasn't wrong, they're our parents, Sandy's and mine," Jean snapped instantly, her face suddenly as menacing as a thundercloud.  "Unfortunately, they aren't very good at parenting right now."

"I see," Lucille said quietly then waved a hand as if in dismissal.  "We do need some form of contact information though.  We have to try to establish a next of kin and contact information to …"

"Use Jean's name, with Mom and Dad's phone number and address," I said instantly.  "Sandy and I are quite close and either Mom or I always know where to find Jean."

"I thought you were living on Uncle Toby's ranch?" Lucille said, then stopped as if she'd said something wrong.

"I am.  Someone needed to care for the place when he went into the hospital," I managed to keep my voice neutral, but I knew that he hadn't had one visitor from the 'citified' members of our family.  "You can put down the phone number of the ranch too or even Uncle Tom's number.  We all know where to find any of our friends and family in a very short time."

"Oh, I guess that explains why Jackie McAdam's sister gave me Tom's number to contact, does it?"

"Yes, her parents are here in Calgary, but she doesn't get along that well with them either," I was losing my patience.  "Could we handle this in little while?  We're worried about Sandy and the others."

"Oh certainly, I'm sorry," Lucille seemed to snap out of her detective mode and started to explain what we wanted to know.

It turned out that Sandy was the only one of the three who wasn't still in the operating room.  However she was still in intensive care which meant that she was still groggy from the drugs.  It also meant that we'd only be able to go in to see her one at a time.  Lucille suggested that we go to the small waiting room on the second floor, near the emergency room and wait there, because she thought Sandy's 'cousin' was visiting with her at the moment.

"That waiting room is also where anyone having or needing information about the patients would look first for family members," Lucille said as we started to move away.

"We'll be back," I told her, guiding Jean toward an elevator I'd just seen open.

In a moment, Jean and I were alone in the elevator and she looked at me questioningly.

"Who was that woman?  She seemed to know you."

"Yeah, she does," I sighed deeply.  "She's a cousin and one of the city side of the family, but those of us back home don't get along with that bunch most of the time.  It's a long complicated story and I'm only learning part of it myself.  If you want to know about it ask Aunt Alice or Mom when you get home."

"Maybe I will ask sometime, but not right away," Jean snorted and shook her head.  "I've got enough family crap of my own to deal with."

I just nodded my head, then the elevator door opened and we stepped out, looking for the waiting room.  Wil and Corinna were sitting with Mr. and Mrs. Coulter as we entered the room.  I was surprised when John Coulter got to his feet instantly, moving forward and holding out his right hand.

"Thank you for coming and bringing the others, Chris," he grabbed my hand and squeezed quite hard and his other arm swung over my shoulders in a 'man hug.'

"Oh I had to come, Mr. Coulter," I said, growing emotional.  "I don't abandon friends when they need someone."

"Yeah, I know and dammit, call me John, you've earned that many times over," he said quietly as he stepped back a pace and I could see a tear in his eye, but at the same time, he tried to smile.  "However, somehow I have to convince my daughters to quit doing things so we meet like this."

"How is Carissa?  Have you heard anything … John?"

"I'd better let Wilma tell you that," he said, stepping aside so Mrs. Coulter could wrap me in a hug.

"I'm sorry I was angry with you, Chris," she said, then didn't say much more for a moment as she hugged me tightly.

"It's okay.  Things got mixed up and no one really understood what was happening."

"Hmph, that's what you think, but I'll explain later," she was crying now.  "Anyway Carissa is in the operating room.  They're trying to reconstruct her right ankle.  They've also told us that she has a minor head wound and multiple other small injuries.  But she's not in anywhere near as bad shape as Jackie is.  Jackie was thrown out of the Jeep through the rear door and flew across the street, landing on the hood of a parked car and breaking the windshield."

"Through the rear door?"

"Well not the people door, the rear door at the very back of the Jeep, the one that opens upward.  If a Jeep was a car, I'd call it the trunk lid," she frowned.  "I don't know any other way to describe it."

"That's the tailgate," John interrupted.  "Somehow she was thrown up and back, over the top of the back seat.  Or at least that's where they think she was sitting."

"Holy crow!  What hit them, a semi?"

"A five-ton truck, loaded with dairy products to be delivered to some big store," he growled and I could see his hands clenched tightly.  "I spoke to the police and they blame the truck driver for the accident.  He went through a red light and there was no sign that he braked at all.  The witnesses who saw the accident estimate he was doing about fifty miles an hour when he hit Carissa.  They had to use the 'jaws of life' and take off the top, the doors and most of the firewall to get her out of the driver's seat of the Jeep."

"Oh migawd," Jean squeaked, covering her mouth with her hand.  "And Jackie?"

"She was seriously hurt, but they haven't told us much more than that yet," Then he looked at Jean and smiled slightly.  "I want to thank you for being here."

"Well, Sandy is my sister and Jackie is family too.  Blood's thicker than water, you know," she was on the edge of tears.

Mrs. Coulter never hesitated, she wrapped Jean in a hug and pulled her aside, then talked to her quietly.

"Right about now, I'd like to kick their asses," John said quietly to me through clenched teeth.

"If you're talking about the older McAdams, the line forms right behind me and so far it includes my whole family," I growled.

"Oh I can imagine.  Your mother must be livid."

"Well, I'd think that about right now she and Aunt Alice will have their heads together.  They'll already have figured out that Jess and Jean might be kicked out of the house too, so they'll be making contingency plans, just in case."

"Jess and Jean don't have to worry; we've got a big house, but what about you?  What are your plans?  The girls aren't going to be able to go to school right away and that duplex will be a bit too much for you on your own, won't it?"

"Actually I'm in the midst of changing my plans, so I can't really pin them down to anything definite right now," I shrugged my shoulders.  "I'd already dropped out of the course I was planning to take here in Calgary for this year anyway, so I'm not worried about the duplex.  The scholarship I won is good for another couple of years, so I might still take the electronic course next year or the year after.  I don't know if I'll take it at all though, after all what good will it do me on the ranch?"

"Did you sign anything about renting the duplex?  If you did, they might be able to ask for rent money until they can get someone else to lease it."

"Nope, none of my family signed anything.  Heck, we haven't even seen it.  That was all Mr. and Mrs. McAdam's idea, so it's their problem."

"Okay, that's a relief, but what are you going to do this year?"

"Well for now, I plan to do a lot of work on improvements to the ranch this fall; then there are some courses at Olds starting right after the New Year that I'd like to take."

"So you plan on staying on the ranch permanently?"

"Absolutely," I nodded emphatically.

"I'm glad to hear that; I think it suits you," he smiled and clapped me on the shoulder.  "After all this mess is straightened up I want to talk to you about a business deal."

"Umm, what sort of business deal?"

"One that could make both of us a good deal of money, and I'm not going to attach any strings to it as far as Carissa is concerned either.  Her life is her business and your life is your own.  I won't horn in on that."

I hope he didn't see the relief that flooded through me, but he must have known something of how I felt.  His hand was still resting on my shoulder and he squeezed gently, then moved over to where Jean and Mrs. Coulter were talking.

Just then Jess came into the room and hurried over to Jean.  I could see she'd been crying, but she had a smile on her face at the moment.  I moved over to hear what she said to Jean.

"Sandy is going to be fine," Jess's voice sounded sober, but slightly elated too.  "She's got scrapes and bruises, a couple of broken bones in her left hand and a long cut down one thigh, but mostly she's just shaken up.  No one can go in to see her for a while though.  They want to move her out of intensive care, into a recovery room, then they're going to get her settled in there and let her rest for a while before any visitors can go in to see her.  After that, we'll all be able to visit her, but even then she's going to be all drugged up for the pain for a while."

"So I can't see her right now," Jean asked plaintively.

"Maybe you can if you hurry, but I doubt it," Jess answered quickly.  "I only got to see her for a really short time myself."

"I'm gonna try," Jean said and scurried off.

Jess and I hadn't even had time to sit down before she was back.

"I saw her, but that's all.  She was already being moved," she said just before Jess hugged her tightly.

Then to my surprise, it was only a moment or two before both of them came back over to me.

"She's going to be fine, Chris," Jess smiled at me, then her face grew serious.  "I talked to one of the nurses and she told me that the other two are going to be in the operating room for a while though.  Since Sandy is out of it right now, and we won't hear anything for a while we were wondering what we were going to do tonight?  We really don't want to go talk to Jackie's parents about staying there and they're the only people we know in town."

"I'll rent a motel room for you," I said quickly.  "Mom and Dad told me to use the business card for that."

"The closest motels are right up the hill on sixteenth avenue," John offered and smiled at the girls.  "We've rented a two-bedroom unit, one for us and another for Corinna and Wil.  If we'd known you were coming we'd have taken two singles too."

"That's okay, John.  Which motel are you at?"

"It was called 'Cattleman's Rest' and it's made to look like it was built out of logs.  They're all fake logs though," Mrs. Coulter shook her head slowly.  "I thought the lady said they had no single units left for tonight, but I could be wrong.  I could phone them if you like, that's how I rented ours."

"I'd rather go see the rooms anyway," I shook my head and waved a hand as if waving off her offer.  "We'll go find something and be back fairly soon."

When we went back downstairs, I saw a bank of pay phones and called Mom to let her know what was going on, but found that Mrs. Coulter had already called her.  Then we went to the front desk and were directed to admissions to fill out what we knew about Sandy and Jackie's medical information.  When we'd filled out all we could, there were still many more blank spaces than filled ones on those forms, but it was the best we could do.  At least we didn't have to worry about medical coverage; thank goodness for accident insurance and Canada's universal medical coverage.

It must have been thirty or forty minutes before we could think about the motel rental again.  As we were walking out to the car, I thought about our ages, then realized that I might have a bit of difficulty renting a motel room for myself, let alone another room for two teenage girls.

"I might have a problem when we get to the motel," I said abruptly.

"Oh, what sort of a problem?" Jean asked instantly.

"Well I'm going to try to rent two rooms, but we're all quite young, so it might be a bit of a problem."

"Would it be easier if we said we were your sisters?" Jess asked instantly.

"But, do you think you could rent one of those double units too," Jean added.

"Yeah, we really don't like the idea of being in a room that's all by itself."

"Not here in the city, where everyone is a stranger."

"We don't feel safe."

"Dammit, quit that ping-pong, seesaw shit," I snorted, then had to laugh.  "Now I know why you drive Tom nuts though."

"Unh, no you don't," Jean sighed.  "He has another reason, but it's his business and we can't say anything because we promised not to."

I glanced over and frowned at them for a second, then decided it was Tom's and their business not mine.

"Anyway, we would like to have you sleeping in the next room to us.  We'd feel a lot safer," Jess said quietly.

"But, I do think it would be simpler if we implied that we were your sisters, and if we go to the place the Coulters are staying, we could say that 'our older brother' would be coming to sleep at the motel tonight," Jean grinned.  "And please notice that we're not talking in a seesaw fashion either."

I nodded at that, giving them the benefit of the doubt.

"Jean and I could even tell them that our sister was in the hospital and we wanted a place that was close by," Jess suggested quietly.

"Okay, we can see what happens.  I may have to phone home though and have Mom or Dad talk to the motel clerk.  I've never done this before."

"You haven't?" I heard the echoed question from both of them.

"Nope.  When Corinna was in the hospital in Edmonton, Mr. Coulter rented the rooms.  Heck this is the first time that I've used the ranch credit card for anything other than farm supplies or groceries," I snorted.  "Mom gave me orders to buy some clothes too though, so I should do that sometime soon."

"I saw a big mall just down sixteenth avenue when we were coming into town.  We could go there right after going to the motel," Jean suggested.

"Sure, we'd love to help you pick out clothes," Jess grinned and winked.

"I'm not going to buy anything fancy."

"Who cares, it's shopping!" Jean said then pointed.  "There's the motel where the Coulters are staying.  Are we going to try to get a room there?"

"Yeah, we might as well try there first."

I was in for a surprise.  The motel had reserved a double room for us and had put a tentative reserve on a single room as well.  It turned out that Mrs. Coulter had called Mom when they'd rented their rooms and had told her where they were staying.  Mom had talked to Dad, then had phoned the motel and told them we were coming.  I suppose she'd forgotten to mention that to me when I'd called her.

When we went to see the double, I really liked it.  One room had a double bed and a small kitchen/ sitting room area while the other room had two single beds.  There was a full bathroom, TVs in both rooms and the tiny kitchen nook had a two-burner stove, a tiny refrigerator and some cheap pots and pans and dishes.  On top of that, the place was clean and neat.

We took the double and turned down the single, dropping off Jean and Jess's bags in the room with the two single beds.  We even ended up by putting Corinna and Wil's stuff just inside the door of the main room so it could be carried down the hall to their room later.  Both Jess and Jean were tickled pink when the clerk gave each of us a key to the room.

"Well, we've never stayed in a motel before," Jean grinned at me when I mentioned it to them as we got into the car.

"This trip is a first for us in a lot of ways," Jess added, then giggled and I was surprised when Jean joined her.

"What was the giggling about?" I asked as I watched the traffic, ready to turn onto the road.

"Nothing, let's go buy you some clothes now," one of them said.

"Yeah, we want to go shopping," I could hear it was the other twin, but since my head was turned, I didn't know which one has said what.

So we went to the mall.  I should have known better than to go shopping with two teenage girls.  We didn't buy a lot other than some clothes for me, but we certainly wandered around a fair amount.  We were in the mall for almost two hours and only spent about fifteen minutes or so buying my clothes.  The rest of the time we spent at the mall was wasted 'just looking' at things.  Of course they 'window shopped' as well, asking me a thousand and one questions about which clothes I thought they'd look good in as we stood outside one woman's clothing store or another.  I finally had to put my foot down and herded the two of them to the car.

Of course they insisted that we take my clothes back to the motel and when we were there, they wanted me to wear something new when we went back to the hospital.  I didn't want to bother, but they got stubborn and insistent, so I finally changed my shirt and pants, then I decided that we needed to get back to the hospital.  We stopped at the admissions desk again and gave them the room number at the motel so they could reach us in case we weren't at the hospital and we were needed.  Then we went back to the waiting room.

We should have eaten when we were out because it was almost another three hours before we got to see Sandy.  In fact the girls got to see Jackie before we got to see Sandy again.  Jackie was in intensive care by then and Carissa had been moved there while we were out.  Of course only immediate family could get in to see either one right then, so Wil and I waited as patiently as we could.

After Mr. and Mrs. Coulter had seen Carissa for a short while, they slipped out to grab a bite to eat, then Corinna and Wil went to eat after the Coulters came back.  Meanwhile, Jess, Jean and I were still waiting, but I'd wandered around the hospital and found a cafeteria where I could buy some sandwiches and coffee, so we weren't starving.

It's a good thing I did that, because it was after nine before we were allowed to see Sandy.  Jean went to see her first, then Jess, and finally I was allowed in for a few minutes.

Sandy had a huge bruise on her left cheek that started on her chin and stretched almost to her eyebrow.  She was going to have a heavy duty shiner around her left eye.  Both of her arms had bandages and she had a cast on her left hand, but she recognised me.  She even managed a small smile as I took her right hand in mine, not daring to hug her.

"Hi," she whispered.

"Hi, I was wondering; do you need a bedpan?" I asked quietly.

In the blink of an eye her body had levitated from flat on the bed to a sitting position and her arms were hugging me, while the right side of her head tried to meld with my right shoulder.  All I could do was hold her gently as she wept.

"I'm so sorry … so very sorry," she sobbed.  "We all fucked up … but me most of all."

All I could do was pat her on the back and try to calm her, because I didn't know what else to say.  Right then I was far too emotional to think straight and I certainly didn't want to say anything to upset her worse than she was.  I was still holding her when a nurse came in and hustled me out of the room.

I waited in the hall outside the door, hoping to speak to the nurse and hoping I hadn't done anything irreparable.  When the nurse did come out, she saw me and smiled, then gestured for me to follow her.  She stopped a few feet from Sandy's door and turned toward me.

"I don't know what you said, but I think that helped her.  Now perhaps she'll stop fighting the drugs and rest," she smiled.  "Thank you."

"I thought I might have done something wrong."

"I don't think so," she smiled.  "She does need her rest to recuperate and I think you triggered some problem that she was worrying about.  She's cleared that up now and she can relax.  Hopefully, she'll sleep for ten or twelve hours."

"Yeah," I sighed.  "I could use some sleep myself."

"Come back tomorrow," she smiled and reached out to touch my hand.  "I'm sure that you'll both be in better shape after a good night's sleep."

Then she turned on her heel and walked away.

All I could was to sigh deeply and hope she was right.

I wandered slowly back to the waiting room after talking to Sandy and the nurse, but I was surprised to find that Mrs. Coulter was the only one who was still in the hospital.  Everyone else had gone back to the motel for the night and as soon as Mrs. Coulter saw me, she told me that I should go as well.  She and John planned to take turns sitting up during the night, but if anything happened that the rest of us needed to worry about they'd wake us.  Since the doctors had explained that all the girls were relatively stable now she wasn't worried that anything was going to happen overnight.

I agreed with her that I needed sleep, but first I wanted to know how badly the girls had been injured.  In only a few moments, she confirmed my suspicions that Carissa and Jackie were in far worse condition than Sandy was.

Both of Carissa's legs had been pinned under the dash of the Jeep.  Her right leg was broken, the ankle on her left leg was badly twisted and the tendons stretched, while two bones in her foot were cracked.  On top of that, she'd had a minor concussion, and her abdominal area was badly bruised from contact with the steering wheel, which meant that they were keeping an eye on her for internal bleeding.  On top of that, she had minor cuts and bruises all over her body.

Jackie also had a mild concussion, a broken arm and several cracked ribs.  Worse than that though, she had two cracked vertebrae in her neck, so they'd had to immobilise her spine.  Mrs. Coulter said that one doctor suspected that she'd be in a spinal brace for at least three or four months and would be in the hospital the whole time.  As well as that, she'd had two or three major cuts that had bled profusely.  In other words, Jackie was in the worst condition of the three girls.

"That's not good," I sighed, thinking about what I'd heard of her parents.

"No, I agree," Mrs. Coulter sighed.

"What bothers me is what I've heard about Jackie's family.  I don't think there'll be much support forthcoming from that direction."

"Huh, I called Ann McAdam as soon as we found out anything concrete," Mrs. Coulter snarled.  "That silly witch was about as pleasant as a rattlesnake.  She blames you and your family for everything, then included Carissa and our family for good measure.  According to her, she wants to ship Sandy and Jackie off to BC to some Mormon compound as soon as possible, before they are 'totally ruined' by all of us."

"Yeah, that would be a place called Bountiful that some fringe sect of the Mormons have started where they marry teenaged girls to old men.  For some strange reason she wants her girls to be part of a plural marriage setup," I explained.  "Somehow she had the idea that our family were Mormons, that's why she tried to get her girls involved with Tom and me."

"Well whatever she wants, I think she's going to be disappointed.  John is furious," she sighed heavily then.  "Unfortunately, it looks like Carissa and Jackie are becoming a couple and that could be a huge problem for both of them."

"Yeah, this is 'bible belt' Alberta and the religious nuts don't like two women to be together," I nodded.

"You're taking the idea rather calmly, probably better than I am and certainly better than Corinna or John are," she looked at me quizzically.  "I'm very surprised.  I thought you and Carissa were really hitting it off well.  Were we all mistaken about that?"

"No, we care for each other, just not as much as Carissa seems to care about Jackie," I sighed, then shrugged my shoulders.  "I can't explain it, but somehow I think I suspected deep down that Carissa and I were a short term thing.  I was willing to go along with what happened, but in a way it was just a series of coincidences that pushed us together.  In a lot of ways it was just plain wrong, but at the time it felt right."

"Well from what I saw, Carissa was the one who pushed herself on you, didn't she?"

"Umm, I guess," I shrugged again, then grinned.  "I didn't exactly fight her off though."

"At your age that's understandable," she laughed softly.  "At the same time, I think Sandy is completely smitten with you and from what I understand you held her off, at least at first.  Can you explain that?"

"Nope," I snorted.  "I'm not even going to try, other than the fact that she told me her dad expected us to go to have sex on the first date and I rebelled against the idea that I was so predictable.  Actually, the way she spoke that night, it made all guys sound like either predators or opportunists and that upset me."

"Chris, you are a very complex young man and you constantly surprise both John and me," she smiled then.  "Now you look like you're going to need to use toothpicks if you plan to hold your eyes open much longer.  I think you should go find a bed and get some sleep."

"Yeah, I think you're right," I nodded.  "Thanks for the talk though.  I feel better now."

"You're welcome, Chris," she stood and hugged me as I got up.  "Goodnight now."

After telling her goodnight, I walked off feeling a lot better, but very tired.

When I was passing the front desk on my way out of the hospital, my cousin Lucille was just getting off shift and she asked if I'd join her for a coffee.  I couldn't very well say no, so I agreed to meet her in a short while at an all-night restaurant that I'd noticed was near the motel where we were staying.  The main reason I chose that restaurant was that I wanted to warn Jess and Jean that I'd be late.  On top of that though I didn't want to drive the car more than I had to that night, because I was just too darn tired to concentrate on traffic.  At the same time, I thought I should tell Wil where I was going and who I was meeting.

Back at the motel, the two girls were sitting in the bedroom with the two single beds, eating potato chips, drinking cokes and watching TV.  They weren't too interested in the fact that I would be out for a while longer, but still thanked me for thinking of them.  Of course they also talked to me a bit about Sandy, but like me, they were more worried about Jackie.  They agreed with the nurse, deciding that Sandy having hugged me and then cried on my shoulder was a good thing.  Even if I couldn't understand why they felt that it was such a good sign, I accepted their opinion more than the nurse's.

I didn't talk to them long, so it was only a few moments before I was knocking on the door of the Coulter's suite and telling Wil about Lucille.  He offered to come along, but one look at Corinna convinced me that he should stay there and comfort her.

"Just don't take any guff from Lucille," he advised as I left.  "Just remember, her old man was the guy who came out to brag about his brand-new Cadillac the day the farm well quit.  He did fuck all to help, but got in our way and pissed us all off.  Lucille was one of the kids who sat in the car, mocking us and holding her nose about the smell of the pig pens."

"Yeah, I recall," I growled.




Chapter 39:

Beware of Potholes

Wil's little speech about that visit by my uncle and his kids set my mood, so I wasn't smiling as I walked to the coffee shop.  I grabbed a coffee as I walked in, then sat down in a booth across from Lucille.

"Okay, what's up, Lucille?  What was so important about seeing me tonight?" I said flatly, trying not to be too abrupt, but not attempting to be tactful either.

"Well, I won't be working for a couple of days, but I wanted to talk to you.  I was just thinking that we could be friendly with each other.  After all, we are cousins."

"Ah, I see.  Now that I'm wearing clean clothes and here in the city, I'm a cousin and someone that you can talk to," my mood had changed to match Wil's and my temper spiked.  "That's funny, because a few years ago on the farm, I was just a kid in ratty clothes who was working his butt off trying to keep our animals alive.  Then I was someone that made you pinch your nose in disgust at the smell from the pigs.  We were all worried about our animals, but all you and your father could think about was showing off his new car."

"But I was just a kid," she protested.

"Lucille, I'm four years younger than you are and Beth is a year younger than I am.  Yet we were working our butts off in the heat that day, while you sat in the back of that air-conditioned car and laughed at us because we were sweating and working like dogs."

"Jeez, you make a big deal out of nothing."

"Nothing!  Your father insulted my father and my whole family that day.  Come to think of it, so did you in your own way.  Instead of pitching in and helping us out when we were in trouble, your old man tried to take advantage of us.  We were fighting for our livelihood and our animals' lives, but you thought it was a joke.  Don't tell me that's nothing.  You insulted everyone on the farm that day."

"I suppose that's one of the reasons why Grandfather changed his will and literally kicked us out of the agreement about the big lease too, is it?  Did you get his ear and convince him that we were such bad people?" she snapped at me.

I broke into sardonic laughter at that and simply sat there shaking my head at her.  It was a moment before I could even talk and during that time I could see that she was getting angrier.

"Lucille, Grampa Bender kept track of things himself, but the changes to his will were as much a surprise for us as they were for you.  We didn't have to tell him a single thing, but if he had asked me, I'd have told him the truth," I paused then, shaking my head.  "As far as the lease agreement went, that was a completely separate thing.  That was a business deal gone wrong.  You city folks simply didn't keep up your end of the bargain by assisting in the care of the lease.  You did absolutely nothing to earn your share of the money that the lease brought in.  Even after Grampa Bender warned you in writing that he was going to cut it off, not one of you showed up to help work on the lease, which is what your folks had originally agreed to do.  We did all the work, while you people sat on your butts and collected a nice big share out of what we had worked damn hard to earn.  Grampa Bender simply corrected the error in the agreement."

"Oh come on.  There wasn't anything I could do.  I'm a city girl.  What do I know about farming?" she snapped.

"Lucille, that's a cop out," I growled.  "This year alone my family has had six different girls work on the farm and none of them had spent any time on a farm before.  They were all town kids with no experience when they came out to visit us.  Now each and every one of them can drive a tractor, handle bales, feed animals, ride a horse, herd the cows, slop the hogs, collect eggs, preserve vegetables, hoe the garden and a hundred other things.  It doesn't take long to learn how to work on a farm, all it takes is willingness and a lack of sloth."

"Lack of sloth?  Do you know how much work it takes to become a nurse?" she snapped.

"Yep, I think I have a very good idea," I nodded.  "Three of those six girls who worked on the farm were Candy Stripers before; in fact one of them saved my life.  Two of those three are now in your hospital because they came to town to further their studies, but got involved in an accident.  Of course from the looks of things they won't make it to nursing school this year, but I wouldn't count them out.  They're the kind of women who don't quit easily and don't worry about a little hard work even if they might get a little dirty, or if they might have to sweat a bit."

"You seem to be trying to make me sound like a lazy bitch who doesn't care about others," she protested.

"No, I'm not.  You're the one who is making any comparisons between yourself and those girls.  I was just giving you a factual account of how two of those girls in the hospital spent part of their summer.  Hell, even the third one was working on the ranch for a short while.  She came from Calgary less than a week ago and yet in only a few days she was helping out and she worked her butt off.  In fact she impressed me and that's damn tough to do."

"Okay, so city girls can learn, so what?  When did I ever have the opportunity to even try?"

"That's just it.  You and your family never even tried to find time.  That's why the lease agreement fell apart and you folks lost out on the lease payments.  Your father and the rest of the people on your side of the family didn't live up to their end of the agreement.  Now all of them seem to be bitching about losing out.  As Grampa Bender would say: 'You can't have your bread buttered on both sides, not without getting some grease on your hands.'"

"What is that supposed to mean?" she snapped.

"Oh come on.  Surely you know Grampa Bender well enough to know that's one of his favourite sayings," I growled.  "It means that you can't take both sides of an argument and at the same time it means that you have to accept the consequences of your actions.  You're trying to make yourself look like you were totally blameless when you aren't.  I'll bet you haven't even read the lease agreement, at least not the part dealing with the duties involved in earning income from the lease.  You haven't, have you?"

"I have, but I didn't read it until after Grandfather cut us off," she admitted quietly.  "I can understand how Grandfather felt, but Father is really the person who feels that he's been discriminated against.  He's an office worker, not a farmer and he'd put our whole family at risk if he was injured while doing farm work."

"Huh, I think he's actually feeling guilty!  He's the guy who works as an accountant isn't he?"

"Yes, he is a chartered accountant, but why do you ask?"

"Simply because my mother spent years learning to do our farm accounting by reading books and going to night school courses.  To take those courses, she had to drive thirty miles each way, and that was after helping Dad with the farm work all day, as well as looking after us kids.  She had asked your father for help and he laughed at her, telling her that farm accounting was too picayune a job for a man of his status.  He even refused to help her learn accounting, treating it as a joke."

"He didn't?" she looked shocked.

"Oh yes he did, the lazy bastard!  I remember her calling him and asking for help, then hanging up the phone and being upset about being turned down and insulted.  But you know what?  She didn't tell Grampa Bender about it, your father did that himself.  He bragged that he sent her packing because he didn't think she could learn and he wasn't going to try to decipher her messy bookkeeping in order to turn it into a decent set of accounts.  I'm sorry, but I have no sympathy for the man at all.  As far as I'm concerned, he's made his bed and he's lying in it.  Now he's too damn lazy to do anything about the fact that he's uncomfortable, other than bitch about it, but it sounds like he's doing a helluva good job of that!"

"Jeez, you're a hard hearted guy."

"No, I'm not hard hearted, but I am a realist.  I've learned to look beneath the false face that some people present to the world.  Instead I do my best to see what's underneath their facade.  You and your old man were part of my education about recognising false fronts, but even that didn't make me hard hearted.  If someone needs help, I'm right there to help out, but if you hurt me or my family or my friends, don't expect any sympathy from me.  I will do my best to settle the issue, legally, but permanently.  Grampa Bender taught me that."

"You sound as if you're proud of being hard on people."

"No, I'm not proud of settling things, but I do feel satisfied when I've righted a wrong.  Actually, I'm quite soft hearted and I'll jump in on the weaker side of the argument if someone is taking advantage of another.  When those girls who are in the hospital are up to talking to a stranger, take the time to talk to each of them for a half hour or so.  Ask them about what they think of me and about how I and my family have treated them.  From Carissa you'll find that she and her sister snubbed me for years, but when someone tried to sully their reputation, ask her who stepped in to help them.  Ask Sandy what she did at the end of our first date and what I did in return, then ask her if I forgave her later in the summer.  Ask Jackie how we met and what happened between us afterward.  I'm not ashamed of anything I did with any of those women.  You may not get a glowing testimonial from them, but I certainly won't come across as hard hearted."

"So you've been involved with all of them?" she looked surprised.

"Yeah, I have, but it wasn't my idea; it was their idea from the start.  Until they came along, I was shy and reserved," I sighed then.  "I think I'll go back to being quiet and reserved.  It's safer and a lot less stressful to hang back a bit, but I guess I can never go back to being as shy as I was.  Now, I've had a damn hard day and I need to get some sleep.  Besides, I think you should think things over before we talk again."

"You're just going to walk off and leave me like this?" she acted like I was insulting her by leaving.

"Lucille, you don't believe me right now and I'm too damn tired and too damn annoyed to be polite.  Do yourself a favour and as soon as you can, go talk to Grampa Bender.  You'll be the first person from the Calgary branch of the family to talk to him in more than a year.  That gesture alone will impress him, but whether it's a favourable impression or not is up to you."

"Do you really think I should?  What would I tell Father?"

"Oh, for cripes sake.  Aren't you a grown woman?  Why tell that lazy prick anything?  Do you still live at home and have to account for every hour of your time to your parents?" I looked at her disbelievingly.

"Well, no.  I mean I do tell them almost everything, but I don't live at home.  I have my own apartment," she actually blushed then.  "I've even got a boyfriend of sorts, but Father doesn't like him."

"Why doesn't that surprise me?" I snorted and rolled my eyes.  "For some reason it sounds to me like you've spent your whole life trying to be what your daddy wants and not what you want.  Of course I could be wrong, but I've seen it before, and I've learned to notice it, because I was raised to go after what I want out of life."

"Well, I do have the next two days off," Lucille sounded tentative.

"So, don't tell your folks what you're doing, just hop in the car and go see Grampa Bender.  Talk to him and find out for yourself what you think of what he says.  Do something on your own for once, without consulting everyone else or getting permission from your dear daddy.  Anyway, whatever you do, I'm to darn tired to stay up any longer."

"Chris, please.  If you're going to be in town for a couple of days, could we talk again?  This is my phone number and address," she handed me a slip of paper.

"Lucille, I don't know if I'll have the time.  Right now I doubt it, but if I do, I'll call you," I took the paper with a deep sigh as I got to my feet.  "Now, I've got to say goodnight.  I've had a long hard day and I'm simply bushed."

"Goodnight, Chris.  Maybe I will go see Grandfather."

I just waved and left, in no mood to say anything else.  On my way back to the motel, I happened to notice a convenience store that was still open and decided to grab a snack.  While I was there, I remembered that there was a kitchen in the motel unit, so I bought a package of ground coffee, some milk, some cold cereal and some fruit just in case either the girls or I woke early and wanted a bite to eat in the morning.

Back at the motel, I noticed the door to the girls' room was closed when I came in, but as I set the package of coffee, the milk and fruit in the fridge, the door opened and Jess peeked out, only her face showing.

"Oh, I heard a noise and I was worried that someone might have come in by mistake," she said in relief.

"Nope, no burglar, it's just me," I grinned.  "Are you okay?"

"Better now that you're back," she smiled.  "How was your meeting?"

"Don't ask," I snorted.  "Well, okay, you can ask, but I'm not in much of a mood to answer."

"Oh, I thought maybe you'd want to talk about it."

"Not really," I sighed.  "I guess you could say that my cousin and I didn't see eye to eye."

"Something like our parents and us, huh?"

"Well, maybe not quite that bad," I admitted.  "Did you want to talk about things?"

"Yeah, but I'm tired and so are you.  I think both of us had better get some sleep, if we can."

"Goodnight then."

"You too," she said, then disappeared, closing the door behind her.

I went to the bathroom, then stripped to my shorts and climbed into bed.  I'd just gotten settled into the bed and was about to shut out the lights, when the door to their room opened, then Jess and Jean came out dressed in matching flannel pyjamas.

"We decided that maybe we would like to talk a little bit if you don't mind," Jean whispered.  "Is it still okay?"

"I guess," I managed a weak smile.  "What's troubling you?"

"Family stuff," she sighed as she and Jess plopped on the edge of the bed, one on each side of me.  "We're worried about what Mom and Dad will do."

"Well, from what I heard, they've pretty well disowned Sandy, haven't they?"

"Yeah, but what is she going to do?" Jean sighed

"And what are we going to do?" Jess added.

So for the next few minutes I did my best to reassure them that between my family and the Coulters, we'd do our best to make sure they were okay.  After that, we just talked for a while, and I realized in a moment or two that all of us were trying to stay away from any issue that anyone might find contentious.  When they both began to yawn, I chased them off to bed, then rolled over and fell asleep.

I awoke the next morning to the phone ringing right at my bedside.

"Hello?" I answered it groggily.

"Hi, Chris, It's your dad."

"Oh, hi, Dad.  What's up?"

"Are Jessica and Jean staying with you."

"They're in the next room, why?"

"Because their parents are looking for them," he sighed heavily.  "Alice and Liz went into town yesterday and spoke to Ann McAdam.  She called this morning and wants to send the two girls out to Bountiful, BC before they are 'ruined' by some local boy like Sandy and Jackie were."

"What do you mean 'ruined' by some local boy?" I frowned.

Dad paused and then spoke very slowly and quietly.  "I think she meant before they'd had sex with anyone."

"Oh!" I was surprised at what I thought was implied with those words.  "Okay, so what has that to do with me?"

"From the sounds of it, nothing," he sighed.  'To be honest, I was wondering if you knew if they were still …"

"The word is virgin, Dad," I snorted.  "I don't know and just so you know, if they are I am not offering to cure that condition at any time in the near future.  Instead of asking me, shouldn't you be asking them?"

"That was the next step, but I think I'd better put your Mom on the line for that."

"You get Mom.  I'll get the girls on the phone," I offered, setting the receiver down on the pillow as I got to my feet and pulled on my jeans.

I'd just gotten to the door to the girls' room when Jean opened it.

"The phone woke us.  Is it the hospital?  Is something wrong with Sandy or Jackie?" she rattled off quickly.

"No, Mom wants to talk to you and Jess about your mom.  You can use this phone and Jess can use the one in your room.  I'm going to grab some clean shorts and have a shower."

"Maybe you shouldn't do that.  Your mom might want to talk to you too," she said as she hurried over to my bed.

She was right, but I'd made the offer to give them privacy, so I went into the bathroom for a minute to take care of my normal morning functions.  When I came out, I made coffee and tried not to eavesdrop, but Jean waved me over to sit beside her.

"He's right here, Mrs. Crawford, do you want him to listen in too?"

"That might be an idea," I heard as Jean twisted the phone so both of us could hear.

"I'm here, Mom."

"Okay, what's happening is Sam and Ann McAdam want to ship all the girls off to that polygamous marriage place in BC.  The girls tell me they aren't interested, in fact they sound terrified by the idea.  Legally, we can't do anything right now, but morally I can't stand by and watch it happen.  There are several problems that crop up though.  First, we expect that Ann knows the girls will eventually be in Calgary and Sam's brother lives there so he might try to take them from you.  Second, he might try to take Sandy out of the hospital.  Third, you can't try to hide them at the ranch and we can't have them here.  Their parents can legally go to the police and list them as missing after a full day has passed without them making contact.  Fourth, we know that legally the girls can challenge their parents and ask for manumission, but that takes time.  If you have any bright ideas, Chris, I'd like to hear them."

"Can we arrange for them to hide somewhere else while a lawyer works on their manumission?"

"Possibly, but where would you hide them?  It can't be with anyone that the police might check and it can't be just anyone either.  Sandy needs a doctor's care and yet we'd like her to be close by so we'd feel safer about them."

"Oh!  I just had an idea," I winked at Jean.  "Do you remember Grampa Bender's friend, the dog breeder?  She was a fully qualified nurse when she retired and she lives way out in the boondocks, do you think she'd be a good choice."

"I know who you mean, but I don't even know where she lives.  Don't tell me though.  That way I can look the police right in the eye and tell them I don't know where the girls are.  But do you think she'd do it?"

"If she knew the circumstances, yeah I do, because she's a good buddy of Grampa Benders," I grinned.  "The problem is timing.  Look, can I call you back?"

"Sure.  I won't go anywhere."

"Wait, before you go, did you tell Mrs. McAdam that the girls were with me?"

"Umm, I told them they were out at the ranch, trying to talk you into taking them to see Sandy, why?"

"Because, I expect that they'll head straight out there, but you said they have to wait a day before they can get the cops on the girl's trail.  Do you think Tom would be willing to take the big cultivator up to the ranch?"

"He can't get there with that wide thing, Chris.  What are you thinking about?  The bridge at the curve in the big cut is too narrow to … Oh!"

"Yeah, if he was stuck there, they couldn't get past," I laughed.  "But he doesn't have much time to get there, because it's only a few miles from town and Sam McAdam might hurry."

"I'll call Tom right now."

I grinned then because the phone went dead as she hung up.

"What was that all about?" Jean asked the instant I hung up the receiver.

"Well, I'm hoping Tom will block the road up to the ranch, but you two are supposed to be up there visiting me.  Your folks can't go to the police until you've been missing for a full twenty four hours and the idea is to buy us some extra time."

"But what about Sandy?"

"Tell me, what day is today?" I grinned.

"It's Thursday."

"Okay, what date is it today?"

"It's the twenty-ninth of August.

"Right and who was born eighteen years ago on Labour Day, which happens to be four days away?"

"Sandy was," Jean grinned then as she caught on.  "And when she's eighteen, she doesn't have to follow Mom and Dad's orders anymore, but the hospital will probably keep her in their care for at least four days."

"Right, on that day she is legally regarded as an adult," I grinned.  "So we just warn her and tell her to make sure she doesn't get better before then.  That way she won't be released into your parents care."

"But why did you tell your Mom about that dog breeder?"

"Because Mom doesn't fib worth a hoot," I laughed.  "When she tells a little white lie, everyone knows it.  Now we need to pack up because we need to get out of here."

"But why?"

"Because this is where we told the hospital we were and if your uncle checks with them he can find us."

"Oh, okay."

Just then the phone rang again.

"Hello," I answered it, making my voice gruff and signalling to with a finger to my lips that Jean wasn't to make any noise.

"Chris?" Mom asked.

"Oh, yeah, it's me.  I was just thinking that we signed in at the hospital as next of kin yesterday, so if the McAdams check there they'll find that out.  If they ask properly they can get this motel number."

"Oh, that's not good."

"Sure it is," I laughed.  "We won't be here.  We're packing up to leave right now, but I'll have Wil sign out for us later today.  That will give us even more time."

"But where are you going?"

"To see a woman about a dog," I grinned.  "And you already told me that you didn't want to know where she was.  Did you get hold of Tom?"

"Yes, he's on his way, but so is your dad.  He thought it might be an idea if they closed the road by having a fender bender."

"Isn't that a bit drastic?"

"Oh, I don't imagine that they're going to do much damage," she sighed.  "This whole thing is getting too complicated."

"Well, it's going to get more complicated.  I need the name and phone number of Grampa Bender's lawyer."

"I think he'll argue with you that fifteen is too young for the twins to be declared legally adult."

"Ah, but Sandy is another story and he can try to get the twins put in her care."

"But, Chris, how will she support them?"

"If necessary, I'll play the bride-to-be card," I sighed.  "Right now I need that lawyer's name and number.  I know how hard it is for you to fib, so I'm playing this one close to my chest for now."

"I think you're enjoying this," she said after she gave me the name and number of the lawyer.

"Only if you compare it to cleaning out the chicken coop," I sighed again.  "Right now I'm trying to think of a dozen things at once and I know if I miss anything important, Jess and Jean could be the ones who will suffer.  Now the girls are all packed up and I have to go.  I'll call you later."

"Okay, Chris.  Good luck."

"Thanks, Mom.  See you."

Two or three minutes later I was knocking on the door to the Coulters' room and explaining to Wil that I wanted him to sign out our rooms later that day.  I was surprised that John Coulter was there.

"Why would you sign out?  Don't you like this motel?" John asked.

"It's not that.  We're trying to confuse the issue," I sighed.  "Sam and Ann McAdam are planning to send the girls out to that Mormon polygamy place in BC and they don't want to go.  We're trying to slow it down while we get a lawyer and get him working on some form of protection.  I'm signing out because the hospital has this motel as our contact number."

"Well, don't worry about finding a lawyer," he snapped.  "I already have mine working on it and he has a few ideas about getting some form of protection for the girls.  He said it might be tough though."

"Does he know that Sandy will be eighteen in a few days?" I sighed in relief.  "On top of that aren't there laws about the age of permission or consent, something about the difference in ages between the old guy and the younger girl?"

John looked at me in surprise, then grabbed a pad of paper and made some notes, asking me a few questions as he wrote hurriedly.

"I'll get this to my lawyer as quickly as I can.  Now what are you going to do?" he asked.

"I and the twins are going to disappear," I smiled.  "The McAdams think I'm out at the ranch and some folks back home are blocking the only road.  I plan on being there to meet the McAdams in about four or five hours, but by then the twins should be in a safe place."

"You have me completely confused," he said obviously puzzled.

"Good.  Just imagine what the McAdams will think," I managed a weak grin.

"Chris, if they find out what you're doing they could charge you with kidnapping."

"John, I have to risk it.  I'll call you later," then I turned and walked out the door.

In the car with the twins afterward I suddenly felt worried because I knew I was treading on thin ice.

"Now what should we do?" Jean asked as we pulled out of the parking lot.

"We need to find a pay telephone," I smiled.  "But I think we can find one outside that mall we were at yesterday.  I have to find you a safe place to stay for a few days, but I think you still need to have a way to find out how Sandy and Jackie are doing."

"Oh yes, please," Jess sniffled.  "I don't understand why Mom and Dad are being so mean right now."

"That's because it fits," I snapped.  "You're going through major stress and they think that if they use that stress against you, you'll cave in and do whatever they want you to do.  I know that makes them sound even meaner, but I think that's what they plan to happen."

"I don't understand," she whispered.

"Well you've been put in a situation where you're worried about the future and you probably feel the whole world is collapsing around you.  They're using that to their advantage.  If they move you to a place where everyone around you is suddenly acting kind and caring, you're going to accept it more easily.  In a short time you might even think that some old middle-aged man is the nicest guy you've ever met.  Eventually if he asked you to be his bride, you might even think it was a good idea.  You might even be willing to forget that he was old enough to be your grandfather and has a bunch of other wives."

"Do you think they'd do that to us?" Jean asked, wide eyed.

"Unh huh.  I do," I sighed.

When I pulled into the parking lot at the mall, I stopped the car, then turned and told them about Sandy describing why she thought her mother had conditioned her for years.  I literally repeated the tale she'd told Carissa and me, explaining that her mother thought my family were 'closet' Mormons and how she'd made Tom and me seem like perfect matches for the girls.  Then I tried to explain my view that since their mother's plan for us had fallen apart, she was now reverting to another plan that she'd had held in reserve.  I expected them to fall apart and cry uncontrollably, but instead they got angry.

"Why would Mom do a thing like that?" Jean demanded.

"I think it's a religious thing and I refuse to try to understand other people's religions," I shrugged.

"She didn't do that conditioning thing just to Sandy," Jess said through her teeth.  "We got the same crap and it worked too, all three of us went after you and Tom.  The fly in the ointment for Mom's plan is that you and Tom are nice guys."

"Yeah and now your family knows what's going on with her other plan," Jean growled.  "So what are you going to do now?"

"Now we hide you until we see if we can't get the law on your side.  I have to make a phone call though, so do you mind waiting here in the car?" I pointed to series of payphones.  "I'm in a bit of a hurry and I see a payphone right over there.  You'll be safe here in the car with the doors locked, okay?"

When they nodded, I slipped out of the car, locking the door behind me.  Then I heaved a huge sigh as I walked across the parking lot to the phone.  I was trusting that blood really was thicker than water and that a skunk could change its stripes.

At the same time I knew that if I was making a mistake I could end up in jail.  However I was willing to take that risk for the girls' sake.

As I walked toward the telephones, I felt the urge to cross my fingers.  I was hoping that my first call turned out well.  If it did there was a good chance that I could manage to hide the twins for a few days and if John Coulter's lawyer was on the bit, Sandy could become their guardian.  Of course it all depended on the reaction of various people toward the idea of parent-enforced plural marriages for young women.

My hand was steady, but my palms were a bit moist as I dropped the coin in the slot and dialled the phone.  Then I waited.  I had to admit that I was worried.  I needed help, but I wasn't positive of getting it right away.

The phone rang five times before it was picked up.

"Hello?" a sleepy woman's voice answered tentatively.

"Hi, Lucille.  It's Chris, sorry to wake you, but I have a problem and I think you could help."

"Chris?"

"Yes, your cousin, Chris.  We talked last night, remember?"

"Oh.  Oops, sorry." she yawned.  "I didn't sleep much last night.  I was thinking about what you said and I'm surprised that you'd call me for help."

"Well to start with, I apologise for some of what I said last night.  I walked in there with a chip on my shoulder and begged you to knock it off.  Then I took out years of frustration about all of our dealings with what we call the city side of the family on you and you didn't deserve that," I really did feel bad too and I think it must have come across in my voice.  "I'm sorry I chewed you out for things that older members of your personal family did and that wasn't fair to you."

"Wow, are you sure you're the same guy I talked to last night?" she chuckled sleepily.  "But I'm glad you called, even if it is early.  I'd like to talk to you some more.  I've got some questions and I'd like some answers."

"Well, the reason I called is because I'd like to talk to you too.  Could we meet somewhere or something?"

"Umm, I just woke up, but I could talk.  Are you doing anything special right now and where are you?  It'll take me a while to get prepared to go out, but if you can put up with a woman with wild morning hair and in a housecoat, you could drop over here."

"That would be great, but I don't know where 'here' is," I chuckled.  "Don't forget that I'm a country boy, if your apartment isn't on a main drag, I'm going to have trouble finding it."

So she laughed, then told me how to get to her apartment.  I think she must have questioned herself about why I warned her that I was bringing the two girls with me, but she didn't ask over the phone.  Having found that she lived alone, I stopped at a bakery we passed along the way and picked up some freshly baked sticky-buns to take with us.  At least that way everyone could have something to eat for breakfast.

Lucille was still in her pyjamas and a robe when we got to her apartment, but she had the coffee made and was surprisingly friendly.  Actually she astounded me by giving me a hug, then turned to the twins and virtually gaped at them for a few seconds.

"I'm sorry to be rude, but I think I'm seeing double," she said with a slight frown on her face.

"No, you aren't seeing double.  We're twins, but yesterday, just to be certain that someone from our family could be there for Jackie, we dressed differently and each of us wore different makeup," Jess smiled.

"Unh huh, Jess told you she was Jackie's sister, but I told you I was Sandy's," Jean nodded.  "Both Sandy and Jackie have the same sort of family troubles.  Well, we do too, but that's another story."

"I'm completely confused," Lucille looked at me questioningly.  "Since they're with you, did you think I was going to be able to help them in some way?"

"Yeah, I was hoping you could act as our go between at the hospital for information, but let's sit down and have a coffee with a sticky-bun while I explain," I said as I offered her the bag from the bakery.

"Oh, I like these," she smiled as she peeked inside.  "You can bribe me with these any time."

She led us to her living room, but when she moved on to the kitchen to get coffee, Jean went with her, offering to help.  They were back in only a couple of moments with the sticky-buns on plates and a cup of coffee for each of us.  Lucille insisted Jess, Jean and I sat on the couch so we could reach the coffee table easily, meanwhile she pulled an oversized stool close to sit facing us.

As soon as she sat down, she sighed deeply.  "Are you two girls neighbours of Chris and his family, or what?"

"Nope, we live in town.  We started out as Beth's friends, but since we've been staying on the farm and helping out all summer, we've kinda become closer to Jasmine and Tom.  I suppose that's cause Tom is so cute and Jasmine is just as friendly as Beth is," Jean grinned.

"I think we should tell her the whole story," Jess said instantly, then sighed.  "But, we should warn you, Lucille; it's complicated, okay?"

Lucille looked at me strangely as her eyebrows lifted in a question.

"I'd like you to listen to what they have to say," I nodded.

So Jess and Jean spent the next while explaining about their family, their religion and how they had been raised.  When they spoke about their mother believing that my family were closet Mormons, Lucille just smiled and shook her head in astonishment.  However, when Jess was finally explaining about the possibility of being sent to a polygamous Mormon settlement and being forced to marry an old man, she frowned and turned to me.

"Their parents can't legally do that, can they?" she stared at me.

"Unfortunately as dependent children, the girls can be told to live wherever their parents decide.  Then they can be encouraged to marry, but no, they can't be forced into marriage.  However what we fear is that once they're in the conclave, they might be prevented from leaving.  Unfortunately, while they're there, we expect they'll be bombarded with relatively reasonable sounding inducements of why they should marry one of the older men.  I understand the process is almost like being brainwashed," I sighed.  "These two are fifteen and for their whole life they've been taught to obey their elders.  I like them a lot and I think they're quite tough, but after three years of constant pressure, I'm not sure that they could hold out against a whole community of people."

"Oh migawd.  You two don't want to do that do you?" Lucille asked the twins.

"No," both of them said vehemently and shook their heads.

"Then we need to do something," Lucille turned back to me.

"I was hoping you'd see things that way," I smiled at her.  "You see since Jackie and Sandy are in the hospital they'll be safe for a while, because they can't be moved until they're fully recovered.  Sandy turns eighteen on Sunday, so she'll be fine.  At that point she'll be old enough to legally say no to her parents' demands.  However, Jess and Jean's folks are looking for them now and that could be really bad, because they could be sent off to that Mormon colony in a minute.  We've got a lawyer who is trying to get Sandy listed as the custodian for the twins, but that's going to take a while and it won't be effective until after Sandy turns eighteen anyway."

"We wanted to talk to you, because you can keep us posted on how Sandy and Jackie are doing," Jean reached out a hand to Lucille.  "We can phone you and ask, can't we?"

"Oh, sure.  No problem, but what about you?  Are you running away from home?  Do you have somewhere to go?" Lucille grabbed Jean's hand, then a second later grabbed Jess's too.

Suddenly she turned to look at me.  "What are you going to do, Chris?  Can you think of somewhere they could go to hide out while the lawyer is trying to do this legal thing?  Could they stay with you up at Grandfather's ranch?"

"Easy, one question at a time," I held up my hands and grinned.  "You're as bad as Beth for getting excited."

"Sorry.  It's just that I really want to help," she rolled her eyes.  "I think that the idea of making young girls marry old men is sick.  In fact when I think about old men having a bunch of young wives, I get angry."

"Yeah, well I don't feel much better about it," I nodded.  "However hiding them at the ranch is out.  Since Sandy was staying with me for a week or two this summer, their parents have already thought of that and Mom thinks they'll be headed out there this morning.  However if they don't find the girls in twenty-four hours, they can go to the police and list them as missing persons.  I do know of one place that they might be able to go for a while, but it's really too close to home and that could be dangerous.  It would really be better if I could look the cops in the eye and tell them truthfully that I have no idea where they are."

"Well I can help some.  As far as the girls in the hospital, I know the doctor who is in charge of their recovery and I know that neither Jackie nor Sandy will be released from the hospital for several days.  Actually in Jackie's case it might be weeks or even months," Lucille frowned, then smiled.  "I know someone who could help these two as well.  So do you mind if I jump into this with both feet?"

"I was hoping you might be able to help, at least by keeping us updated on the girls' condition, but this is even better than I'd hoped," I smiled at her.  "Thank you."

"No problem," Lucille waved a hand as if waving off my thanks.  "First off I feel I owe you for being a silly bitch for years, but even more than that I want to help.  The very idea of parents doing something like that to their own kids just frosts me."

"Well, it doesn't sit well with me either."

"So what do we do then?" Jess asked.

"Well since Chris doesn't want to know where you two are, do you two trust me?"

"Unh, yeah.  Since you're related to Chris and his family, we do," Jean spoke, but both of them nodded.

"Okay, then the first thing we have to do is get our stories straight," Lucille smiled.  "If anyone asks me, I met you two at the front desk yesterday, but haven't seen you since then.  I talked to Chris then too, but in his case we met again last night in a cafe and had an argument about family matters.  I'll tell everyone the truth about that and explain that he grew annoyed with me and finally stomped off angrily, then I can fib and say I haven't seen him since."

"Okay, then you're going to look after the girls and find them a place to stay for a few days?" I grinned.

"Yeah that's what I said, isn't it?" she frowned slightly.

"Hey, just so I know that they're safe," I sighed.  "I don't really know you all that well and I'm being forced to trust you."

"Well my father keeps telling me that I'm a soft-hearted fool who is going to waste her life caring for the underdog," she sighed.  "The reason I'm living here is because I moved away from home as soon as I could afford my own place.  I got tired of his constant criticism of what I said or did."

"That's about the best recommendation you could give me," I grinned.

"Well I have to admit that Daddy is a hard hearted soul who lives by counting pennies," she sighed.  "But if you and these girls trust me, let's get back to a cover story so that we're all on the same page."

"Then I'll admit that I brought them to Calgary, and talked to you last night, but when I woke up this morning they'd run off.  We'll have to clue Wil and the Coulters in on that idea though, since I already talked to them this morning and left them with a different idea."

"So use my phone and call them," Lucille pointed to it then turned back to the twins.  "While Chris is doing that, do you girls have any clothes with you?"

"Oh, their clothes are in the trunk of my car, but I can get them later," I answered.

"Gimme the keys, I'll help the girls get them.  Meanwhile, you need to phone your brother and your friends.  I think you should have something that you can give to the cops if they ask about the girls running off though, a note or something."

"Unh, let me think about that note for a second, but while I'm thinking about it I'll call Wil and the Coulters," I reached for the phone.

As I dialled the phone, Lucille held out her hand for the keys and when she had them, she ran out of the apartment in her housecoat with Jess and Jean following her.  Mr. Coulter answered the phone at the motel after only one ring.  After I explained what had happened, he agreed that they'd get their story straight about the girls, and that he'd get Wil to sign us out of the motel that morning instead of later in the day.  He agreed with Lucille's idea about a note, which I could tell the cops the twins left behind.  Mr. Coulter thought they might make it sound like they were planning to go see their uncle or that they wanted to go home on the first bus.  That's when he suggested that I drive straight home and talk to the police as soon as I got to town and tell them that the girls had run away.  He thought that by doing that I'd forestall anything the McAdams might do to give me any problems.

As we talked, I realized that like me, he didn't really want to know where Lucille was taking the girls.  However, I did give him Lucille's phone number so he could stay in contact with her.  That way that he could help out if needed and I got his permission to give her his phone number.  After that he told me that he'd already talked to the lawyer, but that while the lawyer had sounded encouraging about Sandy, he hadn't sounded totally positive about a happy outcome for the twins.  That was one thing I wasn't about to pass on to the girls.

By the time I was off the phone, Lucille and the girls were back with their clothes, so I asked them to write a note suggesting the things that John Coulter had suggested.  They preferred using the idea of saying that they were going to catch a bus and go home.  Neither of them liked the idea of writing about going to their uncle's, insisting that everyone knew that they felt their aunt and uncle were creepy.

Then Jean suggested that instead they write that they were going to go look after the duplex for Sandy and Jackie, and I told her that I didn't even know the address of that darn place.

She grinned at that telling me that was perfect, because I could admit that I hadn't had any idea where they had gone.  She wrote a note saying that they were going to the duplex first.  Then they were going to go home once they were certain that the duplex was locked up tight and all of Sandy's possessions were safe.  As Jean explained it, that would give me an excuse to drive home right away, since it would look like I tried to catch them if they left the city on the early bus.

I wasn't feeling completely comfortable about leaving the girls in Lucille's care, especially not without asking them how they felt about the idea.  So when Lucille went to change into street clothes, I got the chance to ask them what they thought of her.

"I like her a lot.  She reminds me of your Mom," Jean smiled.

"Yeah, and I trust her too.  I think she's really nice."

"So, if I leave you with her, you think you'll be okay?"

"Unh huh," they both nodded.  "We'll be fine."

About then I was trying to think of anything else that I might have forgotten and suddenly I snapped my fingers.

"I forgot about money," I grinned at the girls "I need to go to a bank before I leave you to stay anywhere with anyone."

"Unh uh, I heard that," Lucille said as she came back into the room.  "If the cops check on you closely and you've made a big withdrawal, they'll guess what it was for.  They won't know enough to check on my account though and I can afford to help the girls safe for a couple of weeks.  I'll collect from you later, but if this goes on for long, I may need to ask you for some help, okay?"

"Yep," I grinned.  "You're thinking ahead.  Thank you."

Then she astounded me by walking up and giving me another hug before stepping back.

"You girls had better say goodbye, because I'm chasing him out.  He needs to get going and we do too."

Suddenly, I had both Jess and Jean hugging me.  Then Lucille was as good as her word and sent me on my way.




Chapter 40:

Alternate Route Ahead

During my drive back home, I began to wonder just why I'd suddenly decided to trust Lucille with the twins' care.  After a lot of thought, I realized that my trust began to build toward the end of our discussion the night before, when she'd said she still wanted to talk to me at some other time.  It seemed she still wanted to be friendly even after I'd spent all that time putting her and her family down.  On top of that, she'd told me that she left home rather than put up with her father's pushy ways – that had to count for something.

I think part of my trust stemmed from the simple fact that she seemed to have compassion for the less fortunate and had worked hard to become a nurse.  Although I'd met some tough nurses I had yet to meet one who hated young women, or one who wouldn't help someone else who was in trouble.

That's when I sighed deeply, realizing that more that anything, I'd been following a hunch that was based on some fairly weak arguments, but I was hoping Lucille wasn't like her father.

I was a bit worried about leaving the girls with her, but I didn't think I could do much else.  When I'd suggested to Mom that I might take the girls to hide out with Leila MacArthur, the dog breeder, I really hadn't been thinking too well.  I didn't know Miss MacArthur well enough to judge her reaction to a request like that and I certainly didn't know her well enough to trust her to hide the twins.  Having the girls that close to home would have been another problem.  It would have been too easy for someone to make a mistake and accidentaly expose where they were hiding.

More than anything else though, my biggest worry was the fact that what I was doing was actually illegal, even if I was convinced that it was the right thing to do.  I was worried about saying or doing the wrong thing and getting everyone into trouble.  The worst part was going to be walking into the police station and talking to them, but I thought that was essential.  I had to be certain that I told the cops that the girls had been afraid that they were going to be shipped off to become part of some older guy's harem.  As I thought about it, I thought that Mom might even have to tell the police about the call she'd gotten from Mrs. McAdam about sending the girls away before they were 'ruined' in some way.

Just in case, I thought I should call Mom and warn her about that and at the same time I could find out if she'd heard anything more about the McAdams.  With that in mind, I pulled off at the next service station on the highway even though it wasn't that far from our town.  I tried calling Mom and got no answer although I let the phone ring several times.  Then I tried calling Aunt Alice, but got no answer there either.  That didn't sit right with me.  Something had to be wrong when no one answered the phone on either farm.  It worried me.

I hopped into my car and drove toward home as quickly as I could, but decided that I'd make one last call from town before driving out to the farm.  I pulled up to the pumps at Frank Dolens' service station and asked Jerry if I could use their phone to call home.

"Don't even bother trying," he advised me instantly.  "There was an accident out there just a while ago.  The police, the fire truck and the ambulance went out that way not ten minutes ago, and Billy just left with the tow truck, so it's a traffic accident of some sort.  Dad might have a clue what's going on, but since there's no phone service out that way now, I guess someone drove a car into a phone pole or something.  How come you didn't see it on your way into town?"

"Probably because I just drove home from Calgary," I shrugged.  "Your cousin, Carissa, Sandy McAdam and Jackie McAdam, Sandy's cousin, are in the hospital.  They were in Carissa's Jeep and got hit by a truck at an intersection, but it sounds like they'll all be okay."

"Oh, I heard about Carissa, but I didn't know Sandy was in the accident too.  I guess that's where Sam and his wife were headed then.  They came in a bit more than half an hour ago, screaming at me to fill their car with gas in a hurry.  While I was gassing up the car, Sam went rushing in to see Dad, then came back out, jumped in the car and left here like his tail was on fire."

"Oh shit.  I wonder if they might have been the ones who had the accident?" I frowned at Jerry.

"The way he was driving when he left here, they might have, if they went out that way.  Want me to call Billy on the CB and find out?"

"No, he'll be busy at the accident.  Don't disturb him on my account."

"You want a fill up while you're here?" Jerry asked.

"Yeah, I'll leave the keys in the car so you can move it if you need to.  I think I'll go talk to your dad for a minute."

"Oh, I'm sure I'll need to move your car," Jerry snorted almost sarcastically.  "After all it's ten thirty in the morning, so we're due for the midmorning rush any minute now."

I just grinned at him and headed for the sales office.  Frank was at his desk and on the phone when I came in, so I waited patiently for him to finish his call.

"Hello Chris.  Have you heard anything new about Carissa?" he said as he set the receiver down.

"Yeah, I was there late last night.  She was out of the operating room and in recovery.  She's messed up, but they say she'll be okay.  Corinna and her folks are there with her."

"Oh, you went down to Calgary?"

"Yeah."

"I thought maybe you and Carissa were … Well, I heard she'd found a girlfriend," he said quietly, glancing around to be certain no one could hear him.  "How are the other girls doing?"

"Well, Sandy isn't bad condition, minor bones busted as well as cuts and bruises.  Jackie, her cousin, got thrown out of the back of the Jeep and across the road or something.  I think she's has the worst injuries of all three," I told him.  "By the way, what's with the telephones?"

"An accident, out at Graham's curve.  A car went off the road at high speed and took out two telephone poles as well as screwing up all the phone lines.  Billy just called in and said it was the Sam McAdam.  I was just calling their next door neighbour, because no one is answering their phone.  The strange thing is that Sam was just in here asking about you."

"Well, that might be because he thought his twins were with me.  I took them to Calgary, but they took off this morning before I woke up.  They left a note saying that they might be coming home, so I came back in a hurry.  If they're still in Calgary, I don't know how to find them," I dissembled, trying to establish an alibi for both the girls and myself.  "I guess if that was Sam in the accident I'd better take the note to the cops, huh?"

"Probably, either that or else take it to Ann.  She should know what's going on too."

"Umm, from what Jerry said, Ann was in the car with Sam."

"Oh damn.  That might not be good," he looked at me wide eyed.  "Do you know if the twins were in the car too?  They might have been I guess, because the early bus from Calgary came through a while ago.  We'd better ask Jerry."

"Well, from what Jerry said, I think only Sam and his wife were in the car."

"I'll check with Jerry," he said, grabbing the phone.  "But, if the girls weren't with their folks, you'd better go check with the cops.  They're going to want to find those kids."

"Yeah.  See ya later and thanks," I headed for the door, wondering just how much more complicated my life could get.

The next few hours were an absolute nightmare.  I had to play it the way the girls and I had set it up, but it made me feel like a real bastard and I had to think on my feet every second.  The first thing I did was sign for the gas and I even checked with Jerry that the girls weren't with the McAdams when they left.  Then I had to go to the RCMP station and talk to them.  The Constable had me phone the Coulters at the motel so they could keep an eye out for the girls because the accident had definitely been the McAdams.  From the way the officer spoke to me, I knew that the news wasn't good.  Luckily, I got Mr. Coulter on the phone and told him that if he happened to see the girls, to call back and let me know right away because their folks had been in an accident.  I had to hope that he'd read between the lines and he did, asking me to check that Ann McAdam wasn't home, then to wait at his house for a phone call, even telling me where a key to their house was
hidden.  That suited the cops because they'd know where to find me, yet I wouldn't be hanging around at the police station waiting for news.

John Coulter phoned me back inside of half an hour, letting me know that he'd phoned Lucille and that she wanted me to call her.  It seemed she didn't trust him, thinking that he might be either Sam or his brother.  That made me wonder a bit about Lucille, but when I called her, I realized that she'd done the right thing.  She knew my voice, but not John's because he hadn't spoken to her before.  Luckily, the girls were still with her and after we talked, she agreed to drive them over to the motel to stay with the Coulters.  It took an additional hour, but once John had phoned back to tell me the girls were with them.  I was able to phone the RCMP and tell them the girls had been found and that they were still in Calgary, but now they were with the Coulters.

That's when the RCMP officer asked me to come back to the station.  When I got there, Constable Davis looked at me very seriously and sighed deeply.

"Chris, I've got a problem.  You don't happen to know how to contact any of Sam McAdam's family, do you?  By that, I mean anyone other than Sandy and the twins."

"No.  I know Sam has a brother in Calgary, but I don't know how to contact him.  Why are you asking?"

"Well .. ," he hesitated, then sighed and looked at me very seriously.  "We understand from talking to Frank Dolens that you and Sandy were very close.  Is that true?"

"Yeah, she stayed with me at the ranch for a while, but what's going on?" I was now extremely hesitant about answering.

"Oh boy," he sighed again.  "Right now, you are the closest that we have in the way of next of kin to notify about the condition of Sam and Ann McAdam."

I just stared at him as he explained, but no matter how hard I try, I can barely remember what he said for the next few moments.  I know he said that Ann McAdam was killed instantly in the crash and that while Sam had survived, they weren't certain that he'd live long.  I also got the idea that since I and my family had been involved with the McAdam family, they wondered if I would go to Calgary and bring the twins back to the farm, at least for now.  In the meantime, they'd try to find some of the girls' family.

"I know it's a lot to ask of you, Chris, and if you want, we'll have an officer drive you out to your father's and ask him, but we'd rather you decided how to handle it.  However, whether you go, or your parents do, since the twins are still so young, we feel it would be best if it was someone close to them who tells them the news about their parents," Constable Davis said quietly.  "If they were adults, we'd have the local police in Calgary do it, but we've seen how close you are to them, so we thought you might prefer to be the person to tell them.  I wish there was some way we could contact one of their relatives and have them handle the task, but we have no way of contacting anyone at this time.  We have contacted the hospital and they let us know that the McAdam's older daughter refuses to cooperate with our request for any information on relatives.  You're certain that you don't know how to get in contact with anyone?"

"No, I don't," I shook my head.  "I'm not sure I'd tell you if I did.  From what I've heard Sam's brother is a real son of a bitch.  I don't even want to know how to contact him."

"Oh?  Is it something we should know about?"

"Well, maybe, I guess it might be your business.  He's a Mormon and he was trying to arrange to send his daughter off to some Mormon place in BC in order to involve her in some sort of multiple marriage thing.  To be honest, I think he just wanted to get rid of her," I told him as calmly as I could.  "That's probably why Sandy won't tell you anything either.  She's probably afraid that if she does, he'll force her and the twins to go out there.  Then all of the girls will end up being sent away from everything they know and into that mess, then they'd have to marry some middle aged polygamist."

"Legally, that might still happen and there wouldn't be much we could do," he sighed.  "You see what they do isn't legally classed as polygamy."

"Yeah, I know.  Sandy explained it to me," I growled.

"If she explained it to you, you probably know more about it than I do," he frowned.  "I wish there was a way to prevent it from happening, but I don't know how.  Even if a parent or guardian goes against the girls' wishes, there's no way we can interfere, not unless we can prove abuse of some kind."

"Well, Sandy is going to turn eighteen in a few days.  Won't that make a difference?"

"It certainly will," he smiled.  "If she can prove in some way that she can support the girls, then she can assume custody of the twins."

"I'll provide that support, if it becomes necessary," I said flatly.  "While it's not public knowledge yet, tomorrow morning my grandfather is legally turning over control of Mile High Ranch to me.  With that as backing, I can certainly support them."

"Oh, I thought you were just looking after the ranch while Old Tobias was in the hospital."

"I was, but his health is so bad that the doctor doesn't think he'll ever be able to look after the place again.  Since I'm the only one in the family that loves the solitude of the upper ranch, Grampa Bender is putting me in charge.  His only condition is that I have to take some Olds Ag. School courses and I've already registered to start there in January."

"Chris, the first time I saw you, you were standing up and protecting the Coulter twins, then there was that stupidity at the cafe and again at the service station.  After that, I'll never forget you sitting on the porch of your cabin, grinning and sipping a coffee while you let your dogs keep those two juvies on the roof of your pig pen," he shook his head.  "Now you're in here doing your best to protect some more kids.  You have never failed to impress me and from the sounds of it, I'm not alone.  Old Tobias isn't one to do something like that for anyone he didn't trust fully."

"Well, thank you, but all I ever do is to try to do what I think is right."

I was trying not to feel guilty about being deceitful to him before and at the same time I was upset at the idea that Ann was dead and Sam might be dying.  His praise wasn't helping me feel a bit better.

"Well, you keep doing what you think is right, and I'll give you what backing I can.  Now have you decided what to do about those girls in Calgary?  We think they should be home, just in case."

"Yeah, I think I'd better go out to the farm and see if either Mom or Aunt Alice wants to come along to Calgary with me to be there for the girls.  I really don't think I want to tackle that job on my own."

"That sounds like a wise decision, and yet, to have you make a good choice doesn't surprise me at all," he nodded, then smiled.  "Call me to keep me posted on what you and your folks have decided to do about the girls.  Or call me if there's anything I can do to help in any way after things settle out."

When I left the police station, I felt terrible about the way things had gone.  I'd walked into the police station and lied, then Constable Davis had praised me for being such an outstanding citizen.  The combination simply didn't sit well with my sense of honour.  Then as I was driving home, I had to pass the scene of the accident and saw the stubs of the two broken telephone poles, the torn up fence and the deeply marked field where the McAdam's car had to have come to a rest.  There were already two telephone service trucks there and four men were busy trying to reestablish phone service to everyone who lived out in our direction.  I know sitting and waiting for them to clear the road so I could get past the spot where Sam and Ann McAdam had died really upset me, but it wasn't until later that I realised how much.

I can only guess that sitting there gave me too much time to think about the situation.  By the time I got home I was a basket case as I tried to make sense of everything that had happened in the last few days.  I suppose I was blaming myself for most of the problems and perhaps it was simply too much for me to handle.  To be honest, I recall turning into the driveway at the farm, but I have no clear memory of anything further that happened during the rest of that day.  I know I must have told Mom and Dad about everything that had happened, but I don't remember doing it.  I do recall being in the truck with Dad and Beth as he was driving me up to the ranch.  I don't even remember Dad helping me into the cabin.  In fact I don't remember much until I awoke the next morning.

What woke me in the morning was the smell of coffee and the sound of it perking in the kitchen.  As usual, I had to get outside fast, so I grabbed some pants and rushed out, scarcely hearing Beth's 'Good Morning' as I hurried out to the biff.  It was while I was sitting there that bits and pieces of what had happened in the last few days came crowding back into my memory.  Surprisingly, they didn't upset me nearly as much as I'd somehow feared they might.  Instead, I was able to look at what had happen to me and my friends, as well as what I'd done, and was able to decide that I'd done as well as I could at the time.  There were many things I'd change if I could live those last few days over, but at that moment, I didn't feel I'd done all that badly.  I had even held off mourning for what had gone wrong, and what had happened to those I cared for, until I was safely home with my family.

It seemed that as I'd slept, my mind had processed and compartmentalized everything in a way that it could handle the pressure and pain.  By the time I walked back into the cabin, I was ready to face the world again.

"Well, good morning, for the second time," Beth said quietly.  "Are you able to talk now?"

"Yes, Beth," I nodded.  "Thank you for baby sitting."

"Oh you twit," she snorted, then suddenly she was hugging me and crying.

After a few minutes she got her tears under control and looked up at me bleary-eyed.

"Do you know you slept for almost twenty hours?" she said accusingly.  "You must be starved."

"I am," I nodded, then thought about the day before and managed a weak grin.  "Do you know what?  All I had to eat yesterday was a big sticky-bun.  That's it, for the whole day.  No wonder my belly thinks my throat's been slit."

"You ass, you're still a growing boy.  Why didn't you eat?"

"Lack of time and opportunity to start with, then sheer emotional overload later, I guess," I sighed.  "Can I go put some more clothes on?  I'm getting chilly."

"You get dressed.  I'll make breakfast," she snapped, wiping her eyes with her apron as she turned toward the stove.

As we ate breakfast, Beth helped me get caught up on what had happened while I was zonked out.  Mom and Aunt Alice had borrowed my car and gone to Calgary.  Once they were there, they'd gone to the motel and told the twins about their parents.  Then they'd gone to the hospital, and explained things to Sandy.  After that, they'd gotten Sandy released from the hospital in Calgary to the hospital at home and had arranged for an ambulance to take her there.

While they were doing that the Coulters had gotten their lawyer to press for a judgement against Jackie's parents for some of the actions that she had told Carissa about.  It seemed that her father's idea of punishment was tying and blindfolding her, then putting her in a closet for hours at a time.  At other times he would have his wife hold Jackie down while he'd take a strap to her bare bottom.  It seemed that Jackie bore the scars to prove it.  One of the surgeons who had worked on her in the emergency had seen that sort of scarring previously and was willing to testify in court.  The Coulters had told the lawyer to pass on the fact that they would be willing to either foster Jackie, or adopt her, anything to get her out of the control of her parents.

Sometime during the day, Wil and Mr. Coulter had found the time to rent a 'U-haul' trailer.  They'd gone to the duplex with Carissa's keys, loaded everything belonging to the girls into the trailer and parked it at the motel.  Both of them thought the girls' possessions were safer there than in the duplex.

Late yesterday afternoon, Will had driven Mom, Aunt Alice, Jess, Jean and Corinna home.  So, Sandy was in our hometown hospital and being fussed over by the people she'd formerly worked with.  Jess and Jean were back at Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice's.  Wil and Corinna had driven my car back up to the ranch last night and Dad had come to pick them up to take them back home.  Meanwhile, Mr. and Mrs. Coulter were staying in Calgary for a few days.  Mr. Coulter would come home Sunday night pulling the trailer with all the girls' things, but he'd go back to Calgary on Wednesday night so Mrs. Coulter could spend a couple of days at home.

By the time Beth had explained all that, we were sitting out on the porch and enjoying a coffee in the sunshine.  Since we had almost an hour before we had to go to town to officially hear about Grampa Bender's new arrangements for the ranch and the lease, Beth carried on explaining things that had happened the day before.

The reason that the McAdams had been in such a hurry when they had been driving out our way was the fact that Sam had needed to work until nine that morning, yet they wanted to catch me.  Ann hadn't been able to contact Sam when he was on the road, but they wanted to find the girls and they were on their way out to the ranch to take them, by force if necessary.  It appeared that after the accident the RCMP found a loaded hunting rifle and several hanks of stout rope in the back seat of the wrecked car.

From the damage done to the car and the distance it had travelled after leaving the road, the police estimated that they'd been travelling at over seventy miles an hour when they hit the curve and Sam lost control.  Ann had been thrown out of the car as it flipped, then the car had rolled over her.  From what injuries he had and where he'd been found, Sam must have impacted the steering wheel, then had been thrown up and out through the windshield on the passenger's side.  Neither one had survived to reach the hospital.  Ann had been declared dead at the scene and Sam had died in the ambulance.

The Calgary Police had found Sam's brother by checking for the address of the owner of the duplex.  Mr. Coulter had given the police all three sets of keys and told them the circumstances, explaining that the girls wouldn't be needing it.  When the police had told Sam's brother that, he'd screamed that he was going to sue Sam for the rent.  That's when they'd told him that both Sam and Ann were dead.  At that point he'd changed his tune and told them that he wanted nothing to do with Sam's brats, or his slut daughter, but instead of suing Sam, he was going to sue Mr. Coulter.

"Fat chance he's got there," I snorted.

"Yeah, I agree," she nodded, then glanced at her watch.  "Hey, we'd better get going if we're going to be at the hospital by ten."

"Oh shit, I haven't even started the chores," I jumped to my feet.

"Slow down, sleepy head.  I did them all before you even woke," she grinned at me.  "I aint just a pretty face, you know."

"No, I guess you aint," I laughed.  "Thanks for helping out."

So we cleaned up and headed for town.  When we came to Graham's curve, Sid Graham was out in the field with a cultivator running over the area that had been chewed up by the accident.

"I'll bet that's so people won't slow dawn and gawk, which is probably a good idea, since it's right on the curve," Beth nodded her head toward him.

"Yeah, but the insurance agents might have a fit."

"Why, they've got the wrecked car and the police report, plus two dead bodies.  What else could they possibly need?" she sounded bitter.

"Who knows?" I shrugged my shoulders.

Beth spent the rest of the trip to town in silence and I didn't feel like talking either.

At the hospital, we met Mom and Dad in the parking lot, going inside with them.  When we got to Grampa Bender's room, we all stopped and stared.

Sitting in a chair near Grampa Bender's bedside was my cousin, Lucille.

As I stood and stared at the tableau of Lucille sitting beside Grampa Bender's bed, Mom brushed past me, and as Lucille stood, Mom wrapped her in a hug.  Taking a deep breath, I thought about it and realized that they must have met when Mom and Aunt Alice were in Calgary picking up the girls.  For the next few moments, that hospital room was a complete muddle as first Mom and then Aunt Alice made certain that everyone had met Lucille.

Since we were slightly early and the lawyer hadn't arrived yet, Mom steered everyone but me, toward the waiting room.  I hung back because I wanted to talk to Grampa Bender.

"Life gets diff'rent in a hang of a hurry, don't it, Lad," he looked up at me and winked.

"Yeah," I sighed heavily and I managed a weak grin.  "Mine sure does."

"Wal, I gotta say when ya do go out an' meet folks t' bring home, ya pick int'restin' folks.  That gal is a firecracker an' as diff'rent from her ol' man as night 'n day.  She's one reason I'm glad I had the lawyer write up m' will the way tis."

"Sorry, I don't understand?"

"Well, any o' the family as he'ps out, gets rewarded an' I'd say she he'ped out, wouldn'cha agree?"

"Yeah, she sure did," I nodded.

"Not jes when ya was there neither.  She he'ped Liz 'n Alice jus' as much.  Mos'ly though, I like t' fact she he'ped them McAdam kids so much," he nodded and gestured at the wheelchair.  "Ya wanna gimme a hand ta get into thet thing?  While yer doin' it, we kin have a chat afore we go talk t' the lawyer an' t'other folks."

As I helped him slide out of bed and into the chair, I realized that he really had very little strength and had lost a lot of weight, but he still seemed in full control of his mental faculties.  All the time I was helping him to slip out of bed, into a robe and get settled in his wheelchair, he was talking about Lucille and what she'd done.

As soon as I'd left, she'd made sure that the girls were comfortable, then she'd phoned the hospital to get the latest information on the three girls who were there.  After that, she'd sat down with the twins, discussing how they'd been raised and how their parents had treated them.  It was only after she understood how each of the five girls fit into the picture that she'd gotten called by Mr. Coulter, spoke to him and asked him to have me call her. 

Then when I had called back and told her that the twins needed to go back to stay with the Coulters, she'd been the one who had kept them calmed down.  Once Mom and Aunt Alice were there, she'd helped comfort them after they'd been told about their parents' death.  It seemed that she was the one who had instigated the idea of collecting all the girls' belongings before Jackie's father had a chance to throw everything into the trash.  Then afterward, she'd advised everyone to move Sandy out of the Calgary hospital.  She'd even been a big help in arranging for the ambulance and had been the nurse who'd ridden in it with Sandy during the trip from Calgary.

"It sounds like she's been quite a busy little gal," I grinned at him.

"You could say thet," he chuckled at me, and grabbed one of my hands.  "I think ya might best find time t' talk t' her later; mebee after this meetin' thing if'n you can.  From whut I heard ya might'a bin jes a mite tough on her when ya met t'other night."

"Well, I did apologise for that yesterday," I sighed.  "Of course I was looking for some help at the time, so she might have thought I wasn't as sincere as I really felt."

"Oh, I think she believed ya, but I'd like ya t'be nice to her.  I gotta feelin' we'ns is gonna be seein' more o' that lil woman," he cracked one of his twisted grins.  "Now we better git down t' the waitin' room cause I seed the lawyer headin' that way 'bout a minute 'r two ago."

He was right.  In fact we followed the lawyer into the room where we were all meeting just as Lucille came out.

"Ya goin' some'eres, Gal?" Grampa Bender asked her quietly.

"Well, I'm not really part of this branch of the family," she smiled at us.  "Jessica and Jean are down visiting Sandy.  I don't think they should be alone, and while Aunt Alice is with them now, she deserves to be here and I don't, not really.  I'll go down and keep the girls company while you have your meeting, then Chris can tell me about it later."

With that, she turned and left us standing there.  Neither Grampa Bender nor I got a chance to say anything.  Lucille simply turned and swept off like royalty, leaving us gaping after her.  My look of surprise seemed to amuse Grampa Bender though.

"That gal reminds me o' her granny, m'older brother's wife 'n your great, great aunt.  She could work like a dawg or put on the dawg, depending' on the sitchyation.  That'n there aint much like her daddy aye tall.  She's 'nother throback," Grampa Bender cackled with glee as I pushed his wheelchair into the waiting room to join the rest of our family.

Everyone was already there except for Aunt Alice and Wil.  Aunt Alice was staying with Sandy and the twins right then and Wil would have had to drive up from Calgary to be there.  Although we did expect Aunt Alice, we didn't think Wil would make it, so it was a surprise when he came in.  It seemed that Corinna had insisted that he catch the early bus in order to be there on time.  Then only a moment or two later, Aunt Alice was there, so after a few moments of family chatter, the lawyer started his spiel.

Honestly, most of what was said was about Grampa Bender's wishes for the near future.  He was putting me in charge of Mile High Ranch and was laying out the basics for the main lease, leaving that as he'd originally mentioned to me.  The thing that surprised me was that he insisted each of the younger members of the family should get an education beyond high school as well as work on either the ranch or the farm.

Gramps Bender's will was read over quickly too, but that was simply a formality.

Then the lawyer took a third file out of his briefcase and completely floored me as he laid it on the table and quickly explained what it was.

Since I was to have control of the upper ranch, there was a problem with my age.  At sixteen, I would normally be considered a child in the eyes of the law.  That would mean that I would have to go to my parents and have them cosign any legally binding documents, which hadn't suited Grampa Bender's purposes in any way.  Since he had faith in me and was turning over complete control of Mile High Ranch, he wanted me to have complete responsibility, not just for the ranch, but for my own actions too.  I was astonished to find that he and my parents had signed a document that declared me to be a legal adult.  I had just been legally manumitted and declared an adult.

After the way I had fallen apart the day before, I found the fact that they trusted me that much extremely hard to understand.  As soon as the meeting was done, I walked over to Mom and Dad, wanting to talk to them about that and about how I'd reacted before.  They suggested that I come out to the farm later so we could talk comfortably and privately.  From the way they were acting they weren't worried about what had happened.  So, although I didn't understand why they felt that way, I agreed to wait and talk to them later.

"Don't forget we have an appointment at the bank too," Dad said to me.  "We need to arrange for you to be the prime signatory on all the Mile High dealings with them."

"Yeah, I know, but since I'm going to be in Olds for school next semester, I think your names should stay on the books," I frowned, trying to think of all the problems that I was going to have to handle now.

"Chris, I can see you worrying already, but don't.  There will have to be a transition period, since it will take a short time before all of the changes Uncle Toby has made come into effect.  However, even after that, you'll have a safety net.  We're not planning on running off any time soon, so we'll still be here to give you advice," Mom smiled.  "Right now, you have just over an hour until we're due at the bank.  I'd suggest you slip down to Sandy's room and talk to her and her sisters.  Then if you have time, you might want to talk to Lucille too."

"Yeah, thanks, Mom," I started to head for the door, but had to pause on the way to say 'So Long' to Grampa Bender and Mr. Ambrose, the lawyer.

Both of them had several things they wanted to talk about, but suggested that I talk to them later.  They both frowned when I said I'd come back to town next week to do it, but I knew I had a lot to do that day and didn't know how I could fit a long talk with them into my schedule.  After walking away from them, I had to talk to Uncle Tom, Aunt Alice, Tom, and Jasmine for a few minutes.  When I looked for them, Mom, Dad, Beth and Will had already left, but I was finally able to slip down the hall to see Sandy and the twins.

Beth was with them already and so was Lucille.  All of them looked like they'd been crying, even Beth and Lucille, but I was surprised that all of them seemed to brighten up when I came into the room.  I was even more surprised when Lucille and Beth took Jess and Jean out of the room to leave Sandy and me alone.

"Oh, Chris," Sandy said quietly as the door to her room closed behind the others.  "What am I going to do?"

"I don't know, what are your problems?  Maybe I can help?"

"Oh, Chris," Sandy repeated, then she began to cry softly as she spoke.  "I don't even have any idea what I have to do.  I'm feeling completely lost and out of my depth.  The Benders, your uncle and aunt, have said they'll look after Jessica and Jean for now, but I'm the oldest.  I have to make decisions for the twins and I don't know what I should do or say to them.  I have to arrange a funeral and I have to find out if we'll even have a place to live.  I don't know if Mom and Dad had a big mortgage or what the deal is on the house.  I don't know what money we have.  On top of everything else, I'm worried about Uncle Bill and Aunt Bridget.  What if they try to take the girls away from me?"

"Sandy, in the first place, you have any and all of my family to lean on and offer advice.  The Coulters are backing you up too.  Right now, Mr. Coulter's lawyer is working on having you declared Jess and Jean's legal guardian when you turn eighteen on Monday.  Because Jess and Jean were supposed to be staying with Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice at the time your folks were killed, I think he's listing them as temporary guardians.  Since we can all swear truthfully that it was with their parents' permission, I'm certain that he's trying to get that extended to semipermanent status.  That would give you time to straighten out anything else you need to do."

"But what about after that?" she whimpered.  "I need to know what to do about the house and everything else."

"Look, my family lawyer is in the hospital.  I'm not sure if he handled your Mom and Dad as clients, but if he didn't, I'm certain that he'd be able to find out who handled your parents' affairs.  He can probably find out if they had a will or life insurance, so I'm sure we can get that all straightened out.  I can go ask him if he can help if you'd like."

"Please," she said, then nodded and made a pushing motion with her hand.

I headed out the door to find the lawyer and almost knocked him down because he was just about to knock on the door to Sandy's room.

"Oh, Mr. Ambrose.  I was just going to come looking for you.  Sandy McAdam has several questions about her parents and …"

"Yes, of course she does," he smiled.  "Would you be so kind as to introduce me to Miss McAdam?  Then perhaps you could remain close by for a few moments?  She may need someone to converse with when our business is concluded.  I understand from your grandfather that the two of you are relatively close."

"Well, will you be long?  I think my family and I have an appointment at the bank inside of an hour," I asked.

"Actually, I wonder if that appointment could be postponed.  Unfortunately, this could take some time.  I need to see you and your parents as well.  In fact they should be here when we speak with Miss McAdam, but all of you had left the room before I got a chance to speak to anyone about this situation," he said, but he looked as if he was somewhat upset by our plans.

"Well, I can go talk to Mom and Dad.  Perhaps they can call the bank and change the time of our appointment, but I can take you into Sandy's room and introduce you to her first, if you'd like," I offered.

"No, I think I want you along when I am conversing with Miss McAdam," he said, which surprised me and I think he noticed my reaction.  "Your Grandfather has explained to me that the two of you are very good friends and I'd prefer she had someone like you along when I speak to her.  I'm also counting on some of the other character traits that Tobias said you possessed."

I looked at him questioningly, but didn't say anything, not even when he smiled.  Since I hadn't seen him smile before, that in itself surprised me.

"Amongst other things, your grandfather said you knew when to remain silent and that when you had to be you were, and I quote: 'smooth 'nuff t' slide on sandpaper.' In other words he's very proud of your ability to handle yourself with people."

"You make it sound almost as if it was a fault," I sighed.  "And if you think I'm smooth, you ought to meet my friend George."

Before he had a chance to say anything more, I saw Mom and Dad coming down the hallway.

I walked forward to meet them.  "Mom, Mr. Ambrose wants us to be here for Sandy when he explains some things, but we've got that appointment to go to.  Do you think we could call the bank and postpone it for an hour or so?"

"Since I made the appointment, I'll call them.  If they can't change the appointment to later in the day, it won't be the end of the world.  It isn't as if we really need to do things today, after all we can sign those papers next week," Dad nodded.  "Helping Sandy is far more important right now, but I didn't realize that Cyrus handled the McAdams' legal matters as well."

"I'm not sure that he does, Dad, but he did ask if we could be there while he talked to her."

So, while Dad hurried off to call the bank, Mom and I took Mr. Ambrose into Sandy's room and introduced them to each other.  Mom managed to occupy some time hugging Sandy and talking to her.  However it wasn't long before Dad came back and said that we had an extra hour before we had to be at the bank, then he turned to the lawyer.

"So, Cyrus why are Liz and I involved in this discussion?"

"Ah.  That's really very simple," Mr. Ambrose nodded to Dad.  "It seems that when Sam and Ann McAdam purchased their home, you and Mrs. Crawford acted as guarantors on their first mortgage with the bank."

"Yes, but what has that got to do with anything?" Dad frowned.  "I thought that mortgage was life insured?"

"Oh, it was, but at that same time do you remember signing a paper that specifically stated that in case an untoward accident should befall both of the elder McAdams, you would not only care for their home, but for their children as well?"

"I remember that, but I thought that was only a short term thing," Mom answered.

"Oh, that's right.  I do remember that, but it was years ago," Dad said with a frown.  "Don't tell me that it's still in effect?  I mean Sandy is almost eighteen."

"In one way, that agreement is still very much in effect," Mr. Ambrose smiled slightly.  "Since Miss McAdam is still a minor and her two sisters are as well and since her parents have never cancelled this agreement, you are effectively the McAdam children's guardians."

Both Mom and Dad simply stared at him, but Sandy shocked me by screaming loudly, then bursting into tears.  I didn't know what to do, but since she held out her arms in my direction, I moved closer to the bed and leaned over to hug her.  Like Mom and Dad, I was in shock, but then as I thought about the situation, I started to chuckle.

"Chris, what do you possibly find funny about this?" Mom chided me.

"Oh, I was just thinking about how frustrated Sam's brother would be if he knew."

"Oh, but he does," Mr. Ambrose smiled at me then.  "One of my associates in Calgary has advised him of the facts of the case.  John Coulter's lawyer was the person who phoned me and had me check the McAdam file.  It seems that Ann McAdam mentioned the agreement to Wilma Coulter at some time in the past.  Wilma had her lawyer call me."

Mr. Ambrose grinned then as he paused for a second and winked at Sandy.  "However, there is more to this than meets the eye.  Mr. William McAdam recently fostered his only daughter to Sam McAdam because she had supposedly 'fallen out of grace' in some way.  Miss McAdam has stated that he simply wanted her out of his home while he made some other arrangement for her.  Nonetheless, since she was legally a ward of Sam and Ann McAdam at the time of their death, and since that former agreement was still in effect, there is a basis for a legal protest if he attempts to move her out of her present care.  So at the present time, it appears that Miss Jacqueline McAdam is under the legal guardianship of Mr. and Mrs. Willard Crawford.  In order to rescind that guardianship, he would have to obtain the full agreement of both Mr. and Mrs. Willard Crawford, through their legal representative."

Sandy looked up at me and giggled at that announcement, then suddenly Mom was smiling, and a second later she was hugging both Sandy and me.

"Willard, please go tell Jessica and Jean the news," Mom chortled as she stood upright and faced Mr. Ambrose.  "Cyrus, from the way you spoke, I take it that you'd be willing to take this to court if necessary?"

"Yes, Liz, I would, and Willard, could you bring the two younger McAdam sisters with you when you return?" he smiled at Mom and then Dad.  "They might as well be in on the discussion we will need to have about their situation."




Chapter 41:

Use Left Lane for Main Route

I won't go into the detail of what followed, but the mortgage on the McAdam home was life insured, so the girls had a place to live.  On top of that, both Sam and Ann had life insurance policies.  A specific sum wasn't mentioned at the time, but Mr. Ambrose assured the girls that they wouldn't need to find jobs in the near future.  He also told them that if they wanted to get educations, their educational fees could easily be covered as well.

I know it was hard hearted of me, but I felt relieved and actually thought that the girls were a thousand percent better off now than they had been when their parents were alive.  During the discussion, I was holding Sandy's hand and Mom had one arm around each of the twins.  I'm not sure how the twins took things, but Sandy was squeezing my hand so hard it hurt.

While Mr. Ambrose was still there, he asked Sandy if she wanted anyone to be designated as her agent while she was in the hospital.  She indicated that she wanted Mom and me to do that if we would.  I don't know about Mom, but I didn't feel that I could turn her down.

I stayed with Sandy as long as I could, but Mom, Dad and I had to get to the bank.  From the time I left the hospital with them until I came back to see Sandy later that evening, the day passed in a blur.  In that time, we'd gone to the bank and had signed several papers giving me control of Mile High Ranch's operating funds, but I'd had to assume responsibility for its debts as well.  At least the debts weren't overwhelming and I'd known about them beforehand since Mom handled the books for Grampa Bender as well as those of our farm.

Then we'd had a short break for lunch with Uncle Tom, Aunt Alice and Wil.  Afterward we'd gone to the funeral parlour and again met Mr. Ambrose who explained the McAdams' wishes about burial.

After the arrangements for the funeral were done, Dad, Uncle Tom and Wil went with me as we walked around to the various businesses that Grampa Bender had dealt with.  At each one, we talked to the owner or manager, explaining that Grampa Bender had asked me to take over management of Mile High Ranch, so from now on I'd be doing the purchasing and paying the bills.  In some ways that tour of our local business connections was a very heady experience for me, in other regards that circuit of the main businesses in the town was a very sobering one.  It was as we walked from one business to another that my new situation really sank in.  I had control of hundreds of thousands of dollars in capital and assets.  Not only that, but I also realized that if I wasn't careful, I could lose a tremendous amount of money by making poor decisions.

I was almost overwhelmed by the time we took a break, going to the Chinese cafeteria for a cup of coffee and a chat.  In some ways I felt like I'd been run over and abandoned to suffer, but Dad and Uncle Tom were doing their best to make me relax.  Surprisingly, it was Wil that managed to relieve my tensions the most.

"Chris, I know just how you feel," he grinned at me.  "Maybe not quite, because you've got the whole damn ranch and all its assets on your mind, but I was thrown to the wolves the day after I turned eighteen."

"Thrown to the wolves?"

"Yeah, these two took me around to all the same places that day and gave me full signing authority on all the farm accounts for the lower lease.  Mostly, I try to keep a low profile and only buy things that we need, but I got stubborn once."

"Oh, your truck?" I grinned.

"Yep," he nodded his head and laughed uneasily.  "Dad said it was a bad deal and tried to talk me out of it, but I was stubborn.  You know what happened.  The damn thing busted at the worst possible time, so Corinna and I got into hot water.  Of course I made a couple of other bad decisions to put us there, but that's beside the point.  What I was trying to tell you, was that although my choices weren't the best, the whole family backed me up.  Then when I needed it, everyone helped me out of the hole I'd dug for myself.  They'll do exactly the same thing for you."

Somehow what he said sank in far more than either Dad or Uncle Tom's assurances had.  Along with the relief of the tension, I still felt the weight of responsibility, just not as heavily as before.

None of them even mentioned that subject after that, almost as if they were letting me settle down and handle things on my own.  Instead we discussed the McAdam girls and their situation.  No matter what happened, our family was effectively larger by four members and we were uncertain exactly what would play out.  Because of my involvement with Sandy, they kept turning to me for my opinion, but I had to admit that I was as much in the dark as they were.  All I could really tell them was that Sandy and the twins had no love for the Mormon version of polygamy or the lifestyle that went along with it.

Since we were in a public place, no one mentioned the connection between Carissa and Jackie, but I know it was in the back of their minds, and I knew that I was going to get asked about it in the future.  Right then I decided that it wasn't my business and that I planned to answer any questions in as vague a manner as I could manage.  I reasoned that I wasn't positive about anything and I decided not to tell tales or to speculate.  In fact, I felt slightly guilty about what I'd said before to Mom and Dad.

Then Dad completely astounded me.  "You know, Chris, it might be an idea if you considered running in a septic system up at the cabin this year."

"What?" I stared at him.

"Well, the way you seem to attract the girls to the ranch, I think an indoor bathroom up at the cabin might be called for, don't you think?" Dad grinned as he teased me.  "After all, it wouldn't cost that much and it would certainly be easier on anyone looking after the place in the winter.  While we were down at Borden's Equipment, I happened to overhear Charlie Engels saying that he was short of work for his backhoes.  I'll bet we could have him there to dig any trenches that we'd need inside of a week."

"But where would I put a bathroom?"

"In that old back porch, where else?  Of course you'd have to beef up those temporary walls and while you were at it, you could add another bedroom to the back of the cabin."

"But, it's a log cabin, how do you add onto a log cabin?"

"Well, I'd ask an expert," Uncle Tom smiled.  "Jason Dumfries had a huge log cabin built just last year.  We could ask him who he hired to do the job."

"But what would Grampa Bender think of us building onto the cabin?"

"Since the first thing you want to do is put in a bathroom, I think he'd be tickled pink," Dad laughed and reached out to drain his coffee cup.  "Don't you remember that dang bucket Toby had in the back porch, the one he used every winter?"

"But how about the cost?"

"You can certainly afford it this year.  You should ask your mother about how much money you've made on the ranch since you moved up there.  You sold more than three times as much hay as normal and, on top of everything else, since this was a poor year for hay production all over the province, you got high prices for it," Dad shook his head and grinned.  "So far this year you've added almost twice as much money to the general accounts as you've spent and almost all your bills are paid.  That increase in funds even includes deducting the cost of the stock you bought."

All I could do was stare at him in astonishment.

"Chris, why do you think Toby wants you to have control of the ranch?  He was impressed by what you've done with the place and so are we.  Mile High Ranch has never looked better.  You've made money hand over fist in the last two months.  You've handled yourself well in all cases.  You've helped out a lot of people.  You've even taken the time to relax and to race that stockcar of yours.  Your mother and I are proud as punch about what you've done," Dad reached out and grabbed my hand.  "So, are we going to build you a bathroom, or not?"

"Uh, I guess so," I managed to mumble, then I grinned.  "It probably would be nice not to have to run outside in my skivvies every morning."

That statement brought grins and laughter.

In the next few minutes we split up and headed off in different directions.  Wil wanted to talk to the RCMP about what had happened in Calgary since he'd been along with the police when they'd talked to Sam McAdam's brother.  Dad was going to go talk to Charlie Engels about the trenching we'd need for the septic system and the footings for the addition to the cabin.  Uncle Tom was going to try to contact Jason Dumfries.  Meanwhile, I was heading back to the hospital to see Sandy and Lucille.

When I left that café I felt a lot better than I had when I walked in.

When I got back to the hospital, Sandy wasn't in her room, and since I had no idea if Lucille was even in the hospital, instead of looking for them, I decided to visit Grampa Bender for a while.  For one thing, I wanted to talk to him about adding onto the cabin.  Still, when I got to Grampa Bender's room, I wasn't really surprised to find that both girls were visiting him.  Lucille was again in the chair by his bedside and Sandy was sitting in a wheelchair.

"Well, good afternoon everyone," I smiled as I came in the door.

"Hi Chris," Sandy smiled, almost shyly.  "We were just talking about you."

"Oh, oh," I grinned at her, then leaned down to hug her gently.  "Do I get shot and put out of my misery now or are you planning to wait until later?"

"Oh, I think we'll let you live," Lucille piped up.

"I dunno why, but these gals has got a higher opinion of ya then I do," Grampa Bender grinned and winked at me.

"Do you mean I'm not in trouble?" I winked back.

"Not yet, but since ya bin out runnin' 'round town, whatta ya done now?  Rescued anybody else?"

"No, no rescues, just business and a few decisions," I sobered and looked directly into his eyes.  "Grampa Bender, Would you mind if I change the cabin a little?"

"Now, I don't see why not.  I suppose you want to add onto it do ya?"

"Kinda.  Dad and Uncle Tom got talking to Wil and me.  They're like me.  They'd like to have a good reason to throw away that old bucket you kept in the back porch."

"Ya mean my squat can?" he laughed and slapped the covers of the bed with his hand.  "I'da thought Beth or some other gal woulda insisted ya tossed thet thing months ago."

"Oh, it's outside, washed out and hanging on a fence post, but Dad wants to run over that bucket with the tractor and bury it somewhere," I grinned as I perched my butt on the edge of his bed.

Sandy and Grampa Bender both smiled and chortled at that, but Lucille looked puzzled, so I explained what Grampa Bender's 'squat can' was used for.  We all got a chuckle from the expression on her face and the way her nose wrinkled.  After teasing her a bit, we got down to more serious discussion about what we thought we could do to improve the cabin and how we planned on doing it.  Since we knew that the whole useable portion of Mile High Ranch had been a lake at one time, I was slightly worried about having a septic system, but Grampa Bender wasn't.

"Naw, thet whole ranch looks dead level, but it ain't.  There's a degree er two o' slope ta the whole place from one end t' the t'other, so as long as you go acrost the driveway, and run the seepage drains down towards the bottom end of the valley, y'll be fine," he declared as he smiled.  "Being as close to the crick as thet cabin is, ya only got 'bout ten feet o' ground afore ya hit ground water, but that's easy 'nough below frost level in t'winter.  I knew all thet and I been meanin' t' put in a flush toilet fer donkey's years, I jus' never got round to doin' it, an' most o' the year, I like goin' outside anyhow."

"Yeah, but in the wintertime, it's not so pleasant," I nodded.

"That's the pure truth," Gramps Bender nodded.  "I'd suggest thet when ya do add onto the cabin ya build onto the back porch end and maybe build up some too, like 'nother level.  They was days in the winter when yer Granny was still alive that it'da been nice t' have more room so's we coulda been apart more.  Two folks in that lil' place was sorta crowded at times.  Sides, if'n ya had a bedroom on the top floor, yu'd have a nice view n' that'd help make it seem even bigger too."

I must have frowned, because he smiled.

"You ain't been there in the winter yet.  Wait til you're there once t' roads sock in with three or four feet o' snow and you know you aint got no place to go, but th' outhouse er the barn, an e'en then ya gotta use one hand onna snow-rope.  That's when yu'll see what I mean 'bout t' cabin seemin' ta shrink ta t' size o' a post'l stamp.  Besides that I dun seed this year's books on t' place.  Yer certinly able to pay fer a decent sized place, so don't skimp on size when yer buildin' on.  At yer age ya better count on havin' a bunch o' younguns and thet means yer gonna need rooms fer 'em ta sleep in."

That brought a giggle from both girls and a flush to my face, but I decided to just grin and bear Grampa Bender's teasing without making any comments.

Our discussion carried on for a while and I got several ideas about adding onto the cabin, but it wasn't long before Grampa Bender began to show how tired he'd become from his long day.  Sandy and Lucille promised to drop back to see him the next day, while I told him I'd try to get by on Monday, then I followed the girls back to Sandy's room.  They asked me to wait in the hallway for a moment, but just until Sandy got back into bed.  However, I didn't have to wait long before Lucille came to get me.

That's when I learned that Lucille had applied for a transfer to the local hospital.  She'd already taken holidays from her job in Calgary to stay for a few days.  Since she seemed to be getting along well with Sandy, and could even stay in the McAdam house if she needed to, Sandy was all for it.  They'd even talked it over with Mom and Aunt Alice earlier.  In fact Mom, Aunt Alice, Lucille and the McAdam twins had gone over to the McAdam house with the lawyer at the same time as Uncle Tom, Dad, Wil and I had been downtown.

Unfortunately, talking about that visit to her family's house caused Sandy to become extremely emotional.

I wasn't really surprised; after all, she'd just lost her parents and her whole future had changed in the last few days.  I sat on the edge of her bed and cuddled her as she sobbed, but was surprised when Lucille left the room and came back with a nurse, who gave Sandy a shot.  After the injection had calmed her and Sandy had fallen asleep, Lucille and I went for a walk.

"Why did you have Sandy sedated?" I asked rather shortly.  "I thought it was better for someone to cry out their grief."

"Normally it would be, but in the accident she was thrown around violently.  Sandy has bruised ribs and some minor internal injuries.  Normally we wouldn't worry about them much, but the way she was carrying on we wouldn't want her to injure herself by crying too hard or she could defeat the healing that's already taking place," Lucille said firmly.

"Nobody said anything about those injuries before," I said accusingly.

"That's probably because almost all patients who've been in violent accidents have minor injuries that can only be treated by rest," Lucille sighed.  "I'm sorry, but that sort of thing is so common that hospital staff take it for granted.  Sometimes we simply forget to mention it to the friends and family of the victim."

"So if something like that is mentioned the way Carissa's injuries were, then I suppose the injury was quite serious?"

"Yes," she nodded slowly.  "Also you have to remember that Carissa's mother asked the doctor about her.  In Sandy's case, the questions were asked of a nurse and by a very youthful relative.  That would have made a big difference in the type of response that was given."

"Well, thanks for explaining it to me."

"No problem, but it's going to cost you," she smiled.  "I want to see your ranch and since Sandy won't awaken until late tonight or else tomorrow, this might be a good time to do it.  Uncle Toby told me a lot about the place and Sandy filled in even more, but I've never been there.  Besides, don't you have chores to do yet this evening?"

"Well yes, but …"

"Hey, Sandy told me you have a roll-away bed and I can even cook," she laughed at me.  "Besides, your mother asked me to get you alone and talk to you about the pressures you've been under.  I know what you're going through and right now it probably seems that everyone is throwing more problems at you every day, so I might be able to help you handle those feelings."

"What?" I spun and stared at her.

"Chris, I'm a professional nurse, but over and above that I'm trained in trauma recovery.  I'll be honest, I'm not certain I can help, but I'm a neutral party, even if I am still part of your family.  I've been trained to be very good at listening."

I simply sighed and kept walking, but I was thinking deeply as I walked.  After a few moments I stopped and turned toward her.

"Okay, I'll take you out to the ranch for this evening, but I don't want to dump all my concerns onto you, so you can forget that.  We'd best leave word with the nurses that we'll be back to see Sandy tomorrow though."

We'd begun to walk back toward the hospital, but also the parking lot and my car before she spoke again.

"The nursing staff already knows that we were leaving, and they have your phone number.  I assumed I could talk you into letting me at least visit you.  Whether you speak about your troubles to me is a totally different scenario.  I don't want to put you under any kind of pressure to do that," she smiled.  "I've already discovered that just being with you is a pleasure in itself."

"I don't understand."

"Oh," she laughed almost embarrassedly, then sighed.  "Life is a lot different here than it was in Calgary.  When I was at home, Father was constantly harping about making money and making deals.  When I moved out and rented an apartment, he was offended because he felt I was wasting money on rent and more education than he thinks I need.  Father is a chauvinist from the old school and doesn't believe that women should work outside of the home."

"So he wants you to be an old maid?" I grinned as I opened the car door for her.

"Oh no," she laughed.  "He's as bad as Sandy's folks were on that point.  He wants me to marry someone with money and influence.  Since I'm involved in nursing I think he expects me to marry a doctor.  Unfortunately, any of the doctors that I've met aren't good husband material.  They're all either too involved with themselves, or else too involved with their work to make good husbands.  Besides, I'm not all that interested in getting married right now."

By that time we were driving out of town and I could glance over at her, giving her a questioning glance.

"Hey, you know that old saw about not buying a cow when you can get the cream for nothing?" she laughed at my expression.

"Yeah.  What has that got to do with you?"

"It works the other way too," she snorted and then broke into laughter.  "Why get tied to an old bull when there are so many young bulls around with no rings in their noses or on their fingers and no strings attached?"

I broke into laughter at that.

"Well, it's true," she giggled.  "Since I'm on the pill and carry along condoms for guys that I don't know are completely free of disease, I'm enjoying being single.  I find a good romp in bed clears the cobwebs from my brain better than anything else."

"Well, I guess that's okay, but I think I'd miss the hugs and cuddles as well as the camaraderie of a regular partner," I sighed.

"Yeah, a cuddle after good sex is great and I like waking up besides someone special," she admitted, then suddenly she turned toward me and smiled.  "Now I know why the girls all like you.  You're comfortable even though we're talking about sex, so I know you're open minded and don't condemn people easily."

"I wouldn't go that far," I snorted, then I told her about Sid Parker and Raymond Smithies, explaining what had happened and how I felt about them.

As we discussed that situation, she tried to lead our conversation to my relationship with Carissa, then Sandy and finally Jackie.  I did answer some things, but left out a lot and of course that didn't satisfy her, so she pressed for more.  By the time we were back to the ranch, and I stopped at the lookout point at the top of the hill above the cabin, I was slightly annoyed at her for pressing me.  I wanted a break.  Hopping out of the car, I pointed down at the cabin and the barn.

"There it is.  That's Mile High Ranch."

"That's all of it?" she asked, appearing to be disappointed.  "I thought it was a lot bigger."

"Well, there aren't a lot of buildings, but the ranch itself is quite large.  If you look up the valley to the right, that lake set back against the cliff is the start of the land and remember, it includes the whole valley from one side to the other.  Then if you look to the left, all the low land and the slopes of the cliffs that you see are part of the ranch as well.  There's a lot more land in the lease, but the valley floor drops away on the left at what we see as the horizon," I said patiently.  "Standing here, we can't see that portion though.  Uncle Tom, Dad and the rest of our family runs that section of the lease."

"Oh, then the ranch is huge!" she sounded almost surprised as her eyes wandered over the scene.  "And Uncle Toby just gave it to you?"

"No, not really," I shook my head in disbelief at her misunderstanding.  "Right now he's made me responsible for it, but if he wanted to change his will tomorrow, he could leave it to someone else.  I happen to love it up here, so I'm going to do my best to make sure he doesn't change his will, but if I inherit or not, I'm planning to enjoy the place while I can."

"How far are we from your parents' house?"

"It'd be about fourteen or fifteen miles as the crow flies from here and about nineteen if we go by road."

"And how far away is the town?"

"That's about thirty miles away."

"And your closest neighbour?"

"Umm, the closest would be Jason Dumfries, but the fastest place to get to would be Uncle Tom's.  Why?"

"I was just thinking about how far we are from anyone else," Lucille shivered.  "I think the isolation would bother me."

"Oh, you'd get used to it," I shrugged.  "Come on.  Let's get back in the car.  I want to get home."

I was pulling up to the cabin when it struck me that I had nothing in the way of clothing that would fit her and she was dressed in nice clothes.  When I mentioned it, she just smiled and got out of the car.  Then I was astonished when she walked to the back of my car, opened the trunk, and took out a suitcase.

"Hey!  Where did you get a copy of my keys?" I wanted to know.

"Aunt Liz," she answered shortly as she dropped the keys back into her purse.  "She loaned me the keys that you'd given her.  That's when she told me she thought you needed company for a few days."

"Mom said that?"

"Unh huh, she did and after talking to you on the drive out here, I agree.  You need to unload your worries on someone," Lucille paused before lifting her suitcase out of the trunk and smiled.  "So, am I welcome to stick around for a few days, or not?"

"Suit yourself for tonight, but in the morning you're going back to town," I shrugged and walked toward the cabin.

"Chris, are you angry?"

"Shouldn't I be?" I snapped.  "You might not know it, but Mom knows that I hate to have people make stupid decisions about things that concern me.  I'm annoyed with Mom for deciding what I need.  Dammit, I've lived here all summer and I've made more money running this place for two months than Grampa Bender usually makes in a whole year.  Hell, Mom even signed a piece of paper that says I'm legally an adult and Grampa Bender has enough faith in me that he wants me to take over his ranch, but she still treats me as if I'm a little kid."

"Oh," Lucille sounded apologetic.  "I really thought that I could help you."

"You probably can.  In fact, just talking to you on the way out here has helped a lot, but I don't like to be pushed.  Getting pushed like that shoves me right back into the mood I was in before and I'll tell you right now there are things you want to talk about that are none of your damn business.  When you push like you were doing before it does more damage than good, and besides that, it pisses me off!" I snapped, then turned away from her and went inside to change into work clothes.

When I came back outside, she was sitting on the front porch step.

"What do I do now?" she asked quietly.

"I don't give a tinker's dam," I snapped.  "I'm going to do my chores, then you can make up your mind.  You have three choices: I'll drive you down to the farm, or I'll drive you back to town, or you can spend the night.  But, you're not staying here for the whole weekend, and I can tell you right now that this is a bad time to even ask me to consider that idea.  Next time you decide you want to impose on my hospitality or snoop around in my mind, ask me first."

"But I did ask you, when we were walking at the hospital," she protested.

"No, you asked if you could spend the night.  You didn't ask if you could move in and stay for longer than that," I growled, getting even angrier.  "I went through that with Carissa, then again with Sandy and even Jackie.  I refuse to go through anything similar to that again, not with anyone.  From now on anyone staying here will do it if and when I invite them, and only then.  This is not a branch of the SPCA where you can drop off strays at any hour of the day or night."

She just stared at me as if I was a complete stranger.  I knew I'd shocked her, but it was intentional.  I simply wasn't someone's project and what Mom had done really annoyed me.

"Now, I'm going to go do my chores.  I told you I'd show you around, so if you want to come along and watch, you're welcome to tag along."

"Unh, I'd like to, but should I change my clothes?  I don't want to get these all dirty," Lucille whispered.

"Yeah, you can.  In fact, I'll call Mom to let her know I'm annoyed with her while you're changing.  Like I said, you can spend the night, but by tomorrow night you'd better have found somewhere else to stay."

I went back inside while she went to the car to get her clothes.  Mom answered the phone on the first ring.

"Mother, don't ever dump someone on me again, not without asking first!  I'll be dropping Lucille off either tonight or in the morning," I growled, then hung up the phone before she could say anything.

Lucille was coming inside as I went back out and the phone rang right then.

"That'll be Mom," I said shortly.  "I don't feel much like speaking to her right now, so unless you want to hear the phone ring all night, you'd better talk to her.  If I spoke to her, I'd probably say something hurtful, and I don't want to do that.  When you get changed, I'll be down at the barn."

"You can't do that to your mother," Lucille looked at me like I was a monster.

"Yes, I can," I said flatly.  "This morning, Grampa Bender insisted that I have control of this ranch and amongst other family members, my mother signed a piece of paper declaring me to be responsible enough to be considered an adult.  Now she's insulted me by treating me as if I were a child who should go along with her decisions and one of her more stupid decisions was having you ask about my personal life.  I would have been willing to speak to her about my problems, but really, you're barely an acquaintance, so I don't have any faith in your judgement."

"But we're cousins, don't you trust me?"

"I know we're related, but it's not a close relationship in any way.  I haven't known you long enough for you to become a trusted friend.  You aren't a lawyer or a psychiatrist, so even if I paid you, you'd still be free to tell others anything I said.  So I'm afraid the answer is no, I don't fully trust you.  Up until the time that I found out you were trying to snoop into my business and that you were doing it with Mom's connivance, I was growing to like you.  However, since that time I've seen a side of you that I don't like at all.  You push too hard," I sighed deeply then.  "Now, are you going to answer the phone?"

She just stood there staring at me, then moving almost in slow motion, she picked up the receiver.  I just walked out the door.  I really didn't want to hear what she said to Mom.

She remained inside the cabin for several minutes, but she did come down to see the animals as I cared for them.  We didn't talk much though.  I was still angry and judging from the redness around her eyes, I thought she'd been crying.  The chores were done and we were walking back toward the house with the three dogs running around our feet, knowing they were about to be fed, when she reached out and grasped my hand.

"Chris, I'm sorry," she whispered.  "I didn't think that you'd be offended.  That's the last thing I wanted to do."

"Let me feed the dogs.  Then I'll make something to eat.  We can talk afterward while we're having a cup of coffee," I answered almost as quietly.  "I'm still annoyed and I want to calm down even more, but I need time to do that.  It's taking me longer than normal because I've had just too damn much going on this week.  I feel like I've been used for a birdie in a badminton game.  Whenever I'd straighten up to fly right, something else would hit me and I'd have to go off in a different direction."

I fed the dogs, but she insisted on making something to eat.  Considering the fact that she was in a strange kitchen, and using a strange stove, she made a very good omelette.  Afterward, I insisted on making the coffee though.  When we went out on the front porch to have our coffee, I suggested we put on a coat because it got cool in the evenings.

At first we just sat there, then I went back in my memory and told her the highlights of my summer, explaining that every day had seemed more complex than the day before.  Even then I had to be careful of what I said in order to edit out the topics and situations that were extremely personal, either to me or to others.  At the same time I tried to make her understand that I liked to think out my response to every problem.  I tried to make it plain to her that in the last week I'd had no chance to think, instead I'd had to react almost instantaneously to each situation as it had arisen.

I simply wasn't used to making decisions so quickly and I knew that part of my stress was caused by the fact that I didn't get any time to consider the repercussions of my actions.  Often, someone else was forcing me into making essential decisions and it wasn't until later that I realized some of my own decisions hadn't been well planned.  That had been quite an eye opener for me.  On top of that I wasn't over the shock of hearing about the girls' accident and the can of worms that opened.  Of course that was topped by the horror of realizing that the McAdams had died while trying to stop me from influencing their daughters.

"But, you can't feel guilty about the older McAdam's death!" she protested.

"Oh yes I can," I sighed.  "Maybe you don't think I should feel guilty about it, but I do."

"But, what they were doing was so wrong," her hand reached out and grabbed mine, squeezing it tightly.  "You had to try to stop them."

"In our eyes it was wrong, but what right do I have to make decisions for other people about their children?  No one made me both judge and juror for the way others act.  What I did was legally wrong."

"Legally, maybe, but morally, I think you took the high ground.  If it had been me, I'd have done the same thing.  In fact, I did!" she spoke vehemently.  "If that's really what was bothering you, there isn't much I can do to help, because I can't see it from that perspective."

"Then I guess you're no damn help at all," I snorted.  "On top of that though, I'm still reeling from everything else.  One of the reasons I don't want you here this weekend is the fact that I want to take a calm look at all of the things that have happened and organise them into some sensible arrangement.  Unfortunately for you, I do my best thinking when I'm alone and having you here is upsetting my thought process."

"All I need to do is call her and your mom said someone would come get me."

"No, I said you can spend the night," I managed a weak smile.  "It's going to be dark soon and the sky is clear.  You'll be able to really see the stars for once in your life."

"Oh come off it.  I've seen the stars before," her voice was mocking.

"I'll bet you haven't seen them from a mile above sea level and thirty miles from the nearest town," I grinned.

"Oh, is it all that different?"

I just nodded and we waited patiently.  As it grew darker, she was as astonished with the number of stars as I expected her to be.  In fact, when I grew tired and cold enough that I wanted to go to bed, she wanted to stay there and watch some more.  Since she had the dogs for company and I knew the moon would soon rise, wiping out most of the stars with its light, I went inside.  Before going to bed myself, I checked that there was clean bedding on the roll-away bed.

I was sound asleep when she came tearing into the room and dove onto the bed, grabbing me and screaming about wolves right outside the cabin.  Of course they weren't close.  They were up on the cliffs, howling at the moon, but nothing I could say or do seemed to calm her.  Finally I had to let her sleep with me to calm her down at all, but first I insisted on putting on my shorts.  Since she was already wearing a nightgown, I felt we'd be okay.

As far as sex was concerned, nothing happened.  We slept together and even cuddled each other during the night, but that's all.  However, something about our relationship changed because of that.  When I got out of bed in the morning, she arose too, then while I did my morning chores, she went along with me.  Suddenly she seemed interested in everything about the ranch and was willing to help out in any way she could.  I felt deja-vu; it was almost as if I had another Jackie on my hands.

The rest of the morning, until we arrived back in town at the hospital, I felt uneasy about being with Lucille.  The strange thing was that she was treating me far differently as well.  It was as if we'd backed off from each other in some ways, yet grown much closer in others.  That feeling of being closer stayed with both of us, but as we drove to town, it was exceptionally strong.

Of course I may remember it that way because that morning was the last time for several months that I had the time to feel introspective.  Suddenly every moment of my life seemed to be packed full and overflowing with happenings.

As an example, that morning, while I was in town, I visited both Sandy and Grampa Bender at the hospital.  Then I went to see a local tractor dealer who also sold snowmobiles and bought a brand new machine.  Hearing the wolves howling on the cliffs the night before had reminded me that winter was coming.  Just after buying the snowmobile I saw Dad's pickup truck drive by and flagged him down, hoping that he'd deliver my new purchase to the ranch for me.  He was willing, but thought I should consider buying myself a pickup truck and I had to agree with him.

Then he changed the subject to my disagreement with Lucille and Mom.  I didn't want to talk about it in the middle of the street, so I hopped into his truck, then explained my feelings.  However it seemed that Mom was extremely upset and blamed herself now.  Somehow she felt that she was losing me as a son, but at the same time she felt that I needed help.  So I spent the next while explaining to Dad that I was feeling guilty about the McAdams' death.  Of course he argued with me, but that didn't make me feel a darn bit better.  He gave up finally and suggested that it might be a good thing if Mom and I had a talk.  I agreed, so he was going to bring her up to the ranch sometime that weekend, but from that moment on, I felt a change in the way Dad treated me.

At that point we split up, Dad going one way and I went another.  I dropped around the RCMP office and talked to Constable Davis about the McAdams, admitting to him that I felt guilty about what had happened.  He didn't argue with me at all.  Instead, he took me to see the McAdams' next door neighbour, Mrs. Adelaide Johansson, the local gossip and the epitome of nosy neighbours.  She'd overheard a discussion between Sam and Ann McAdam on the morning that they'd died.  It seemed that Sam had thrown the rifle in the back of his car while swearing that he was going to 'shoot that fucking kid if he gets in the way' just before they raced off in the car.

All I could do was stare at her in astonishment.  I couldn't believe that Sam felt that he could get away with something like that, but I hadn't realized that he'd felt that much animosity toward me either.  After talking to her, Constable Davis took me for a short drive and he explained that Sam had been in difficulty before because of his temper.  He wouldn't go into it to any length, but he did make me admit that I'd noticed Sam's mood swings.  Then he asked me outright if I hadn't noticed that Sandy and the twins were somewhat submissive.  When I thought about that, I realized he was right there as well, but I also felt that they were improving.  He laughed at that, telling me that he felt it was our family's influence, which was also the reason Sam was so angry.  I was astounded at that and had to admit the possibility that Sam resented not just me, but our whole family.  I was feeling somewhat better, but very sober and extremely thoughtful when he dropped me
off at my car.

Trying to get out of that sombre mood, I stopped in to see Frank Dolens and asked him to keep an eye out for a decent used pickup truck.  I didn't want a beater, but I didn't want to pay a huge amount for a used pickup either.  All I wanted was a dependable vehicle to haul small loads, but after some thought I added that I'd like the pickup to have four-wheel drive for the winter roads.  He didn't have anything I liked on the lot at the moment, but he said he'd keep his eyes open for one and would call me if he found anything he felt was suitable.

I was just leaving Frank's office when Charlie Engels happened to drop in to get gas at the service station and I remembered that Dad had said he was looking for backhoe work.  When I talked to him, I found that he had talked to Dad and was planning to call me, but wondered if he should call Big Ed Yarowski first.  Since Big Ed was the local expert on septic tanks and sewer systems, I thought having him along would be a great idea.  Charlie said he'd call Big Ed and if he could, would bring him along when he came to see me, then suggested they do it that afternoon.  I agreed and told him that I'd be at the ranch waiting for them.

After leaving Charlie, I rushed to the store, picked up some groceries and went home to make some lunch.  I'd hardly finished eating when Big Ed Yarowski drove into the yard.  His daughter, Debbie, had come along with him, so while Big Ed and I were discussing where it would be best to set up the septic tank and drainage field, she tagged along with us.

Because I hadn't spoken to her since our date for the prom, I was uncomfortable with Debbie being there because I didn't know what to say to her.  It was only after Big Ed pulled a surveyor's transit, tripod and a surveyor's rod out of the back of his pickup that I realized Big Ed had brought her along to hold the level staff for him.  The two of them knew exactly what they were doing and in less than an hour they'd set out a series of stakes that Charlie Engels could follow to trench in the whole system.  They were just packing up to go when both Charlie Engels and my Dad drove down the hill in their pickup trucks.

That was great for me.  Big Ed could explain what was needed to Charlie and Dad could point out where things like the water pipe that supplied the cabin ran.  Once the Yarowskis had left, Dad and Charlie walked around discussing the trenching and I was able to tell Charlie about the proposed extension on the cabin.  Since I wanted to increase the present footprint of the cabin, I wanted Charlie to excavate for the basement and footings while he was on the site with the backhoe.  Charlie thought that was a great idea.  He said he could have the backhoe there in a week's time and that he'd coordinate his work with Big Ed, so we shook on the deal.

Not long after Charlie had left, Dad and I were sitting on the porch having a coffee when the phone rang.  It was Uncle Tom and he'd spoken to Jason Dumfries.  He'd recommended a man from Innisfail who could not only do the building, but could supply a crew of men to do the job.  Perhaps even more importantly, he was able to bring in the cured timber we'd need.

When I told him that sounded great, Uncle Tom had laughed and said that the guy knew me and was giving me a special deal on price as well as putting the job on a rush basis.  I questioned that and he told me that it was Clarence Walker, one of the guys I raced against with Car 54.  Even I found that to be a strange coincidence, but I suddenly had a lot more confidence in Jason Dumfries' recommendation.  After all, I'd seen Clarence drive and I'd seen the way his car was cared for.  I knew that he was just as careful on the track than I was, so I felt he'd do a great job of building the addition.  I wasn't surprised to hear that he wasn't willing to come down to look at the job on Sunday, but was agreeably surprised to find that he'd be there on Tuesday afternoon.

After I'd gotten off the phone then returned to the front porch and told Dad that, he frowned deeply.

"Do you have a plan for this extension in mind?" he asked and gestured toward the cabin.  "Do you even have any idea how you're going to tie the new section into the old one?"

"Actually I do have an idea of what I want to do," I was able to smile confidently.  "I want to make the new section about half again as wide as the old one, but I want to put on a second floor as well.  I have to talk to Clarence before I do any real plans though.  That's because I want to have the two sections tie together and I'm unsure how that can be done.  Once I know how the tie-in is going to be accomplished, I can lay out the stakes for the trenches we'll need for foundations and work out a real floor plan."

"I should have known that you'd be thinking ahead," he nodded and smiled at me.  "Now talking about thinking ahead, when do you want to have a talk with your mother?"

"Anytime, Dad.  I've calmed down and I'll apologise to her."

"Oh, I think she wants to apologise to you even more than you want to apologise to her," he chuckled rather sardonically.  "You have to realize that I agree with you.  In my books, she was shoving her nose into your business and although she meant well, she's the one that screwed up."

"You didn't tell her that did you, not after what I said to her?"

"Yeah, I probably should have kept quiet, but I screwed up and told her my honest opinion, which wasn't exactly what she wanted to hear," he sighed deeply, then drained his coffee cup and stood to leave.  "Yesterday afternoon and evening we all seem to have made a mistake or two.  Anyway, I'll probably see you tomorrow sometime."

And with that, Dad walked over to his truck and left.

I spent the rest of the afternoon measuring the cabin and then drawing sketches of my ideas for the new extension, but I didn't make any permanent decisions.  By chore time I had three different concepts down on paper, but was still no closer to a decision.  I'd also made up my mind that I didn't want to cook that night, so I did the chores, then headed to town.  I had something to eat at the restaurant, then drove to the hospital, hoping to see both Grampa Bender and Sandy.  I was planning to tell them both my ideas and show them my sketches to get their input.

Grampa Bender had already dozed off for the night when I arrived, so I didn't disturb him, but Sandy was certainly glad to see me.  She looked much better than she had the afternoon before or even that morning.  In fact she was out of bed and sitting in a chair when I arrived.  Part of the reason she was happy was that the doctor had checked her over and had decided that she didn't need to be in a wheelchair any longer.  Now she could walk around freely.  Doctor McGraths had warned her that she wasn't to strain her right leg though, because she had seven stitches in that wound and she could tear them loose.  While I was talking to her, I noticed that the bruises I could see were starting to get that greenish yellow colour that develops after a few days, but I knew that was part of the healing process.

When I asked about Lucille, she admitted that she hadn't seen her since that afternoon.  In fact Sandy thought Lucille had said she was heading out to see me.  That worried me a bit because she hadn't shown up at the ranch and I wondered if she might have taken a wrong turn.  Then I remembered she didn't come from Calgary with her car and she'd have had a hard time hiring anyone to drive her out to the ranch, so I put it out of my mind.

Instead of letting Sandy wonder about where Lucille could be, I pulled out the sketches I'd made for the addition to the cabin.  We spent almost an hour going over them and talking about what I wanted to do.  Then a nurse came in and chased me out, telling me that visiting hours were over and that Sandy needed her rest.

As I drove home, I kept an eye open, wondering if Lucille might have borrowed or rented a car from someone and had trouble along the way, but I didn't see any sign of any strange vehicles.  However as I crested the grade above the ranch, I saw that the yard-light was on, there was a pickup truck parked near the cabin and someone was sitting on the porch.  As I drove up the grade from the bridge and into the front yard, I saw that the pickup had dealer plates.

"Aha!" I thought.  "Frank found a pickup and brought it out for me to look at."

Once I was able to see the front porch clearly though, I saw that it wasn't Frank sitting there, waiting for me to get home.

Instead, it was Lucille and she didn't look happy.




Chapter 42:

Use Right Lane for Alternate Route

As soon as I got out of the car, Lucille was on her feet and hurrying toward me.

"I'm so glad you're home.  I was worried," she almost bleated, then threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly.  "Where did you go?  No one seemed to know, and even your folks are worried now, but that's probably because I called them to see if you were down there."

"Whoa, I just went into the hospital to visit with Grampa Bender and Sandy," I patted her back to calm her.  "When did you get here?"

"I don't know, before six, I think, but you'd already left.  I checked and the chores all seemed to be done.  The dogs were just cleaning up the last of their food when I came."

"Well, they eat darn fast, so you must have just missed me," I frowned then.  "Wait a minute, I never saw you as I was driving out.  In fact I never even saw any dust on the road.  How did you get here that fast?"

"Oh," she shrugged as she pulled away, then looked at me in embarrassment.  "I was thinking about something as I drove along the new road, so I missed the turnoff to come here.  Then I guess I got a bit lost.  I must have driven for miles before I came to a T in the road where I could turn that truck around and feel safe doing it."

"Well, actually the first T in the road is only a little more than a mile from the cutoff coming down to the ranch, but it probably felt further," I grinned.  "However, I'm curious, where did you get the truck and why did you drive it out here?"

"Well, I came because I wanted to talk to you, and I got the truck from your friend, Mr. Dolens.  I went to him to try to rent a car, but when I used your name as a reference, he said you were thinking of buying a pickup.  Since he'd just gotten this one in a trade with another dealer, he thought I could drive it out here so you could see if you liked it."

"Okay, I understand," I nodded and glanced at the pickup, then back to her.  "Just what was so important that you were willing to drive all the way out here to see me?"

"Oh, I needed to talk to someone and somehow, you seemed the logical person," she sighed heavily, looking like she was about to cry.  "Could we go inside and maybe have a cup of coffee or something?"

"Sure, is something wrong?"

"Yes, but could we sit down first before I say anything, please?"

So we went inside and she plopped down on a chair at the kitchen table.  I didn't comment while I made coffee.  Then while it was perking, I decided to call home and let everyone know I was okay.  Luckily it was Beth who answered, but since she was waiting for a call from George, I didn't tie the phone up for long.  I just told her that I was home and had gone to town to visit Grampa Bender and Sandy, so she said she'd pass that on.  Because she was waiting for that call, we only spoke for a moment or two before we said goodnight.

However, it wasn't long before the coffee was ready and I set a full mug in front of Lucille.  She had her elbows on the table and her head hidden in her hands, looking like she had the weight of the whole world on her shoulders.

"There's your coffee," I gestured at the cup.  "Now, do you want to tell me what's bothering you?"

"Well, I guess I've been lying to everyone for my whole life," she sniffed, lifting her head so I could see the tears running down her cheeks.  "I always thought I was a Bender, but it turns out that I'm not."

"Huh?" I grunted in surprise, not knowing what to say, but wondering what she meant.

"Well, I first noticed something about a year ago.  Mother was quite ill and needed to have a blood transfusion.  Father registered and donated blood and I donated too, but I was told that they couldn't use my blood for Mom.  We aren't even the same type.  Mother and Father both have type A blood.  I'm type B.  That didn't make sense to me until Father got angry with me today when I called to let him know that I was transferring to the hospital up here," by then she was weeping heavily and tears were streaming down her face.  "That's when he completely lost his cool and screamed at me that I was an idiot and that he was glad that I wasn't his real daughter.  When I asked what he meant by that, he told me that I was adopted as a baby."

"Oh shit!" I muttered, then as she stood as if to walk away, I moved around to pull her into my arms and hug her close to my chest.

I couldn't imagine how anyone could be as cruel as her old man had been.  Even more than that, I couldn't imagine Lucille holding that sort of information to herself while arranging to borrow a vehicle, then driving thirty odd miles, just to share her pain with someone she trusted.  I felt honoured in some ways, but extremely angry in others, however even as those feelings passed through my head, I was relieved in other ways.  Now it made sense to me that she wasn't anything like the uncle that I despised, because she wasn't even one of his descendants.

The more I thought about that idea, the more I thought Lucille should hear my thoughts on the subject.  But, I knew that I had to pick the right moment to say anything and the right way to say it.

Finally, her sobs eased somewhat and I heaved a deep sigh to express my relief.

"Sorry," she said, trying to pull away.

"What are you sorry for?  I wasn't sighing about you being upset.  I'm just damn relieved that you aren't really related to someone I despise," I murmured.  "I was having a hard time reconciling the facts about you and him, but now they all make sense.  I sighed in relief that I wasn't losing my marbles."

"Pardon me?" she pulled her head back and looked into my eyes, her tears slowing and her face wreathed in a frown.  "I don't understand what you mean by that."

"Oh, it's simple really," I smiled slightly.  "I never really liked your old man, not that I ever saw much of him, but he always seemed to be a greedy, selfish son-of-a-bitch.  I was ashamed to be related to him at all.  That's why when I met you I reacted the way I did at first, but you didn't act at all the way I expected.  Instead, my gut reaction was to trust you and that bothered me.  I couldn't understand how a shithead like him could possibly have a saint for a daughter."

"Hey, I'm not a saint," she said with a sniffle, wiping tears from her cheek with one hand.

"Okay, you're not a perfect saint, but you're still young.  You can work on that," I grinned.

"Oh, sure," she snapped, but managed a weak smile, then she frowned again.  "But, what is everyone else going to think?"

"Don't worry, I think Mom and Dad will be happy about it.  I know Dad doesn't like your old man any more than I do.  On top of that you really impressed Mom and Aunt Alice by the way you stepped in and helped all the girls as much as you could.  You certainly impressed Grampa Bender.  He thinks the sun rises and sets on the crack of your butt," I hugged her close.  "To us, you've been a great friend and in your case, that's just as close or even closer than being part of the family by blood.  Besides, although your old man says you're adopted and he's disowning you, he didn't ask us.  I'd rather disown him.  Come to think of it, I suppose Grampa Bender just did that, in his own way."

She sniffed again, then looked up at me and smiled weakly once more.  Then her expression became thoughtful and her weak smile slowly strengthened to become a grin.

"That's better, what brought that on?" I asked, pulling back to look at her face more fully.

"Oh, I was just realizing how right you were about Father being greedy and selfish and .. ," she paused and then grinned even wider.  "Wait a minute.  He never was my father.  You were right there too, he was just my old man and he is a greedy, selfish bastard.  Hey, how did you get so smart for your age?"

"Well, I like to think I learned from the older members of my family, especially the women folks," I grinned.

"Even me?"

"Yes, Lucille, even you," I grinned.  "Now, it's getting late.  Since you might get lost on the roads again and since I don't want to drive all the way to town, then back at this time of night, do you want to stay for the night?"

"Oh, I'm invited tonight, am I?" she asked, teasingly.

"Yes, you're invited."

"And can I sleep with you for a cuddle?"

"Yes, I think that you might need a cuddle or two," I agreed, wondering where this was going.

"Okay.  Just let me wash my face, but I like that idea," she said, leaving me wondering.

I was still puzzling her quiet comment later, when she came into the bedroom and turned out the light before slipping into bed.  Then she rolled over into my arms and I realized that she was nude.

"What's this?" I asked, running my hand down her bare back.

"Well, it turns out we aren't related and I'm probably more impressed with you than you are with me.  Besides, Sandy tells me that she thinks you've lost two of the women in your harem," she chuckled softly.

"What?" I tried to sit up, but she was leaning over me with her face inches from mine.

"Oh shush.  Quit worrying so damn much.  Your honour is still safe.  However, I was really upset when I came out here tonight and you've made me feel much better.  Just be quiet and let me say thanks."

Then she kissed me.

However, we didn't have sex that night.  Instead, we talked.  Mostly, we talked about the family and about the differences between our lives.  She told me about her training and about nursing, while I told her about the farm and the ranch.  In fact, we talked a lot, probably for an hour or perhaps two.  We even discussed the fact that the night before we had been very comfortable just holding and touching each other.  Finally though, we were both too tired to carry on a conversation and we fell asleep in each other's arms.

Lucille was comfortable to sleep with and a joy to wake up beside.  Not only did she wake up wide awake and eager for the day, but she insisted on cooking breakfast while I did the chores.  Then we sat at the kitchen table and talked about the sketches I'd done for the addition.  Later, we were outside, looking over the truck that Frank Dolens had let Lucille bring out to show me, when we noticed Dad's pickup driving down the grade to the ranch.

"Oh, oh.  This could be awkward," I sighed deeply.  "Mom will be with Dad.  In fact Dad warned me that she was coming with him, because she was planning to apologise about saying you could stay with me the other night without asking me first.  Now you've spent a second night here at my invitation and she's going to know that."

"Let me handle it.  I'll distract her by telling her about my old man instead.  From what little I know of your Mom, she'll be fighting mad, but at him, not at you.  If you treat things right, she'll know you forgive her without a word being spoken," Lucille smiled, handing me the keys to the truck.  "You can take your Dad for a test drive while I talk to her.  If we're lucky, she won't even realize that I spent last night in your bed."

So by the time Mom and Dad pulled into the yard, I had the truck running and appeared to be ready to drive away.  Lucille went directly over to Mom's door and began to talk to her, while I invited Dad to come along as I test drove the truck.

"Nice truck," Dad said as he slid in and I started driving back up the hill.  "You aren't trying to avoid talking to your mother are you?"

"Not really, Dad.  Lucille needs to talk to her, because her old man is a real shit, so she wants to talk to Mom about what happened when she called him yesterday.  I thought we'd let them have some space."

"Oh?  What's that asshole done now?"

"Well, it's not really my business to say, but he disowned Lucille and told her that she was adopted.  I guess they'd kept that a secret from her until yesterday."

"That rotten son-of-a-bitch.  Did you know that bastard is adopted as well and that he always was a cheap prick with an ego too damn big for his brain," Dad growled.  "At least Lucille seems to be taking it okay."

"She was pretty busted up last night," I sighed, deciding to tell him almost everything.  "She went to Frank Dolens and tried to rent a car so she could come talk to me.  Instead he lent her this truck and said I was to try it out, then she got lost on the way out here.  When I got home, she was really wound up, but after telling me what her old man had done, I managed to get her calmed down somewhat.  Then we spent most of the night talking."

Dad just nodded at that, then didn't say much for a few minutes.  To my surprise, he changed the subject completely.

"You know, Chris, this isn't a bad truck.  It's got four-wheel drive, doesn't it?"

"Unh huh.  Actually, it's got everything I want and a few extras.  I like the way it handles, and how it looks and runs, but I'd like to have either Frank's mechanic or Tom go over it before I even think of buying it.  Besides, I don't even know how much Frank wants for it yet."

"Well, he's a good man and he's never done me wrong."

I just grinned at that.  Frank had certainly never done me wrong either.  Our talk drifted away from the truck then, going back to the extension on the cabin, and all the work that entailed.  I told Dad about the sketches I'd made, so we decided we should go back to the ranch and look them over while Mom and Lucille were both there.  On the way back to the cabin, I made up my mind that I should think hard about the pickup and perhaps dicker with Frank over it.  As well I was also going to have to talk to Mom about the ranch accounts.  With all the things we were planning to do and needed to buy, I wanted to be prepared if I had to go to the bank for a loan to cover any of the costs.

When we got back to the house, Lucille had spread my sketches on the kitchen table again and she and Mom were talking up a storm about them.  Dad walked over to hug Mom, then grabbed Lucille and hugged her just as tightly.

"Welcome to the Crawford side of the Bender clan, kid.  I hear Chris has adopted you," he said quietly, but with a big grin on his face.  "I think that's great.  You didn't belong with those snooty Calgary Benders anyway."

Lucille smiled and hugged him back, but I could see tears in her eyes.  While Mom was watching them, I took the opportunity to wrap an arm around her shoulders and give a squeeze, smiling at her when she looked at me.  She snuggled back for a minute, then picked up one of my sketches and began to ask questions.  So much for an apology between us, but then, we did understand each other quite well.

We discussed the plans for a while, then Mom and Lucille made lunch while sending Dad and me to roughly stake out the area I'd planned for the new addition.  Since it was a relatively nice day we actually ate outside and carried on talking about what I wanted to do and how to go about it.  Somehow as we talked and walked around where the addition would be built, it grew in size.  I'd planned on increasing the old cabin's size by making the addition half again as wide and having the new section two stories high.  Somehow the addition increased in size as we talked until it would be twice as wide and while it would still be two stories high, the master bedroom and bathroom would now be built above the old cabin.  Mom and Lucille both said that even then it wouldn't be a huge house because the old cabin's footprint was only twenty-four feet square.  However since the new addition was to be twenty-four by forty eight it tripled the main floor area and by adding on a second floor
I felt the place was going to feel immense, but Mom just laughed at me over that idea.

"Chris, knowing the way you attract women, I can't see you remaining a bachelor for long and once you have a wife, you're going to have kids.  After that happens the house will soon feel a lot smaller, no matter how big it seems now," she grinned at me.  "Just ask me, I know how fast a few kids can make a house seem to shrink."

The changes we'd decided on meant I needed new sketches and since Clarence Walker was dropping by the next day, Mom called Beth on the phone.  I drew plans just as well as Beth did, but she was much faster - and probably much neater.  It wasn't long before Wil and Corinna had brought Beth up to the cabin and she was soon sitting at the kitchen table and busily sketching away.

It was mid afternoon before we realized it was Sandy's birthday.  Needless to say, that almost caused a panic, but somehow, inside of an hour, we were all grouped around her bed, singing 'Happy Birthday' to her.  I'm not sure about anyone else, but my gift to her came from the only store in town that was open on a Sunday, the local drug store.

The rest of afternoon flew by and before long, Lucille and I were back at the cabin once more.  We did the chores, then while I went out with the Jeep to check on the cattle further from the cabin, Lucille cooked.  We hadn't discussed it, but somehow we both knew she was going to spend another night cuddling and chatting with me.  She did, but we fell asleep earlier and woke later than before, in fact we'd hardly finished the chores and had breakfast before Clarence arrived.  After showing him the sketches we'd made and giving him a quick tour of the building site, as well as a quick look at the rest of the ranch, we followed him to town.  I drove my car and Lucille followed me in the pickup truck so she could return it to Frank Dolens and I had a talk with him about it.  It was a one owner vehicle and Frank had copies of all the service records on it, so I ended up buying that pickup that day and driving it home that afternoon.

Lucille was quite happy that I'd bought the pickup since it meant I had a spare vehicle she could drive and she definitely made use of that car for the next two weeks.  In fact during that time she was between jobs and getting a final okay for her transfer to the hospital in Mountview from Calgary General so some of her driving was accounted for in straightening out that mess.  And it was a mess, because she was leaving Calgary General on short notice in order to start work in Mountview as soon as possible, since they were short staffed.  Still she spent most of her nights at the ranch, sleeping at my side, then preparing my breakfast each morning.

However those weeks were absolute chaos for me and I was wishing I'd been born twins because it always seemed as if I was needed in at least two places at once most of the time.  First, actual drawings had to be made up by an architect so everyone would know the size, shape and position of every feature of the cabin.  Then, I had to arrange to hire people who would work on each separate trade that would be involved in the job.  After that was done I had to order many of the supplies like windows, doors, tubs, toilets, sinks and so on.  Then due to complications in the way the family agreement was set up, I had to talk to the banker, our lawyer and Grampa Bender at least once or twice every week.  Not only that, but my family couldn't help much since they were in the midst of harvesting grain from the two farms right then, so I was pretty well on my own.

I was also involved in other responsibilies too.  The funeral for Sam and Ann McAdam kept me from doing any work for almost two days.  Then I had to appear in court when Bill McAdam challenged Sam and Ann's will and tried to gain custody of the McAdam twins.  Thankfully he failed.  Not only that, but with Wil and two Calgary Police officers as well as several of Bill McAdam's neighbours testifying in the same courtroom, he and his wife also lost custody of Jackie.  Since the Bill McAdam and his wife had given temporary custody of Jackie to Sam and Ann, and since they in turn had granted custody of their children to my parents if anything happened to them, Mom and Dad suddenly had another dependent.  The legality of that situation was still questionable though.  Bill McAdam had stated openly that he was going to hire another lawyer and take the custody battle to a higher court.  However, each of the events concerning the McAdam family only affected me by taking more
of my time, so while I was interested, I managed to keep my emotional involvement to a minimum.  Okay, I'll admit I darn near broke into cheers when the magistrate told Bill McAdam he no longer had legally custody of Jackie, but that's beside the point.  I was close enough to listen in when a Calgary police officer told Bill McAdam that they were investigating him on the possible charge of child abuse over his methods of disciplining Jackie.  That took the wind out of McAdam's sail for the time being, because the cop told him he'd seen photos of the scarring on Jackie's back and bottom.

Once Carissa and Jackie were stable John and Wilma Coulter worked with Mom and Dad to have the girls transferred to the local hospital.  So, for about a week, I was able to visit Sandy and both Carissa and Jackie, as well as Lucille, all at the same time.  Then Lucille began to work at the local hospital and Sandy was healthy enough to be discharged, so the two of them moved into the McAdam house and were joined by Jess and Jean.  Since Sandy was eighteen that was quasi-legal, but in theory the two younger girls were still in Mom and Dad's custody, so someone could have challenged it.  However, all that really happened was that Mom and Aunt Alice spent a lot of time visiting at Sandy's house, making certain things there went well.  I think part of that was just Mom and Aunt Alice trying ease the girls through the trauma of living in their old house now that their parents were gone.  For me, having them live there was just one more place I had to try to find time to visit each
day and while it meant I regained the use of my car, it also meant I lost my nightly cuddle partner.  Now Lucille was staying in town instead of driving back and forth from the ranch to town each day.  However the night before she left she said something about the fact that she felt we should cool it and she should see other guys for a while.  I think I can honestly say that I saw that coming, just because of the difference in our ages – she was 22 and I was only 16.

On top of all that, I was involved in the construction that was going on at the ranch.  First off the excavation we needed to do was a lot larger and deeper than I'd originally thought because I'd decided I wanted a full basement under the new addition and I wanted to deepen the cellar under the old cabin.  That cellar was a problem on it's own, because originally it had only been six feet deep and had been walled with native slate, but had a dirt floor.  I wanted to have concrete walls and floor, but I didn't want to jack up the whole cabin to replace the stone walls.  Instead I settled for excavating the cellar floor, then pouring concrete sub walls to retain the stonework.  I definitely wanted a concrete floor in the cellar, but I also wanted more head room.  Of course before we could do anything in the way of construction, Dad, Wil and I spent a rainy Saturday clearing out Grampa Bender's still and his stash of white lightning that had been stored in the cellar. 
That was all moved to the loft of the barn and hidden inside a stack of hay bales for the time being.  While we were doing that, Mom, Corrina and Lucille climbed up into the loft of the cabin and packed up all of Grampa Bender's 'salvage,' things like old Christmas decorations, Aunt Tilly's spinning wheel and items of that sort.  They were all shipped off to the barn as well, but they were stored in one of my empty stalls and covered with a tarp, not carried upstairs and hidden.

Once construction actually started, I worked with Charlie Engels first as he did the trenching and excavation.  Even while I was working with Charlie, I had to spend some time working with the Yarowski's as they ran in the sewer lines and surface drains.  Then I was working with Charlie's concrete crew as we ran in forms, poured concrete, then stripped the forms again, but the sewer had been run in and all the concrete was ready for Clarence to begin construction by the middle of September.

While I was busy with all of that, my family and friends were involved with their lives too.  The harvest was going ahead, but Beth, Tom, George and the McAdam twins went back to school.  Even Wil needed to leave in the middle of September to go back to Olds to the Ag. School.  That left Dad, Uncle Tom and Bob Grant short of help.  Of course that made me feel guilty because by then I was up to my ears in construction details and couldn't help them at all.

Then to complicate matters, Jackie's brothers showed up in Mountview.  As it happened, Lucille had been working in the hospital that day and when they had tried to insist that they were there to sign Jackie out of the hospital, she'd called the cops, then the Coulters, then me.  I literally dropped what I was doing, apologised to Charlie Engels for leaving, and headed for town as fast as I dared drive.  As I was driving through town on my way to the hospital, I saw John Coulter's car parked at the RCMP Office though.  Adding two and two, I parked across the street and walked over to see what was going on.

When I walked into the RCMP Detatchment I saw that John Coulter was talking to Constable Davis in his office while four young guys in well worn clothes were sitting on chairs off to one side of the waiting room.  I waved to Constable Davis and John through the glass in the office front, then plopped down on an empty seat near the four young guys.

"Man, just what's going on?  This place is busy as Grand Central Station today," I muttered to the guy next to me.  "Are you guys in trouble with the guy talking to the cop?"

"Maybe.  I dunno?  Why'd you want to know?" The guy answered just as quietly.

"Unh, that's a local big wig.  Crossing him is like tackling a cougar with your bare hands."

"Oh jeez," he sighed.  "Dad's tossed us to the wolves."

"Huh?" I murmured, frowning as I looked at him.

"Unh, we quit our jobs so's we could come get our sister, 'cause Dad said we had to, but now we've been busted by the cops.  We've got almost no money and nobody to back us up," he complained.  "We didn't know we was bustin' the law.  We was just doin' what the old man told us to do.  You know; 'Obey thy father' an' all that stuff."

"So, have the cops charged you with anything yet?"

"No, but that officer there was sayin' somethin' about attempted kidnappin' an' that's serious stuff."

"Oh Boy!" I said slightly louder.  "I'm glad I'm not you."

I paused and looked thoughtful, then grinned at him.  "Hey, I've got an idea.  You said you guys were out of jobs and I know a bunch of folks that are looking for workers, somebody who can run farm equipment and do harvest work.  You guys think you could do that?"

"Sure, we've all done that sorta stuff.  Lately though we been workin' in the bush, cuttin' trees and haulin' logs."

"Well, hey!  I'm building a log cabin.  I might even hire one of you.  You don't mind being split up do you, going to different farms and such?  At least you could make enough money to get you home.  If you'd willing to do that, I might be able to swing something."

"Hey man, you do that and we'll all be happy as a pig in sh… uh, in the mud.  By the way, I'm Matt and these three are Mark, Luke and John, my brothers."

"Religious family, huh?"

"Yeah, I guess we are, why?"

"And you were working in the bush?"

"Yeah," Matt answered tentatively.

"That Mormon outfit, near Sundre by any chance?"

"Unh huh," he grunted and I could see he was expecting me to pull back my offer.

"Well, to each his own, but I wouldn't push it too much around here if I were you.  There have been a few things going on lately that have made folks around here a bit touchy about dealin' with Mormons."

"But you're still goin' to help us out aren't you?" I could see by the pleading look in his eyes that he was feeling desperate.

'Sure, why not.  Your religion is your business just like mine is my own.  You don't push me and I won't shove back, it's almost like Jesus said about Caesar, only in this case it's about churches and religions, not taxes," I smiled.  "If you can go along with that, I'll go see what I can do."

All four of them nodded, so I got up and knocked on the office door, then went inside to see Constable Davis and John Coulter.

"You had quite a chat out there," Constable Davis said as I closed the door to his office behind me.

"Yeah, I did.  Those are some very scared kids you've got on your hands."

"Yes, and they're broke, out of jobs and don't dare call their parents.  We've been trying to think of something we can do with them," The Constable sighed heavily.  "If your cousin, Lucille, swears out a complaint, I have to arrest them and since it appears that they're indigent, they might get jail time.  I don't really like that idea.  They're just misled kids with an idiot for a father."

"Well, if I can talk Lucille into forgetting the complaint and can find each one of them a job, would you let me and my family take them into our custody for a while?" I grinned, but made sure my back was to the window to hide my expression.  "The idea would be for three of them to help out my Dad, Uncle Tom and Bob Grant with the harvest on the three farms and the fourth one to work for me up at the ranch.  That would separate them from each other for a while until they settle down a bit."

"Do you think you can swing that with your family?" Constable Davis asked me in surprise.

"Unh huh.  But I'd need to call Dad."

"There's the phone," he pointed at it, shaking his head and looking at me as if I was nuts.

When I called home, I happened to catch Dad inside and he laughed at my story at first, then got serious and decided it was a darn good idea.  In the long run, Luke, who was the same age as Tom, went to work for Uncle Tom, while Mark went to work for Bob Grant.  John, who was the youngest, went to work for Dad and Matt, who was the oldest brother, spent one night at Dad's, then came to work for me.

Now considering the fuss that had been created when Lucille had the four brothers arrested for attempted kidnapping, I warned them that I wouldn't be taking them to the hospital to meet their sister right away.  However I went back to town that night to talk to everyone that was involved at the hospital.  Lucille thought my idea was brilliant and went along with it, agreeing to forget the idea of filing a formal complaint.  Carissa just shook her head and laughed, calling me 'Svengali' and patting my hand in praise.  The surprise to me was the way Jackie and Grampa Bender reacted.  For some reason both of them broke into tears.  Okay, Grampa Bender only looked a little teary eyed, but Jackie wept openly, while Sandy just rolled her eyes, then hugged me tight.

Matt arrived just in time, because Clarence and his crew arrived two days later, just as Charlie's crew finished pulling the last of forms and backfilling around the newly cured concrete basement.  Now, I'd rented a forty-foot trailer and moved it down to the ranch because I'd need to move out of the cabin while the roof was lifted and the back wall was replaced.  As a result Matt's first job for me was to help move into that darn old trailer and we lived in the trailer for three weeks, then later Matt and Mark stayed in it and later all four boys crammed themselves in there for a while.

The whole deal with the four McAdam brothers worked out very well, at least if you made allowance for the fact that they had no farming experience at all when they arrived in Mountview.  Dad, Uncle Tom and Bob Grant told me afterward that they were willing workers and very good equipment operators, but were almost useless around animals.  Of course since they'd been raised in the city and had no experience with farm animals, that shouldn't have been a surprise.  They hadn't even had a dog when they were living at home and once they were sixteen they'd been sent off to work in the bush, so the disparity in their education was natural.  All of them were willing to learn though, which rated high in my books.  Actually Matt was a great help for me, not only on the ranch, but even more on the cabin.  He was willing to learn anything I could teach him about caring for animals and he knew as much about handling logs as the two guys who were on Clarence Walker's crew.  In fact,
after the harvest down on the lower farm when the other three boys came to work for me as well, they impressed me just as much.  They must have impressed Clarence too, because he hired Mark and Luke to work for him right away, but Matt and John turned down his offer to move on with him once the basic cabin was built.  Those two seemed to prefer the idea of working for me, doing some work on the ranch as well as working on the finish work on the cabin.

Once the log construction was finished, the roof was on and all the windows and doors installed, Mark and Luke left with Clarence's crew.  Matt and John offered to stay to help me with the interior of the addition, then later, they offered to stay even longer to look after the ranch during the winter.  By then, we'd moved back into the cabin because that trailer had become too darn cold to even sleep in.  In fact, we'd taken the trailer back to the place where I'd rented it.  I agreed to them staying because I knew they had other reasons for wanting to stick around.  By that time, Matt had started to date someone locally, but was being secretive about who it was, while John had a crush on my cousin, Jasmine.  It was a weekend in the middle of October before I found out who Matt was dating.  Even then I only found out because of a storm that hit while a lot of my friends were out at the cabin helping work on various inside jobs.

Matt and I were working on finishing the painting of the last of the three bedrooms on the upper floor in the new addition when I noticed the first snow flakes.  John, Sandy, Lucille, Jasmine and the two McAdam twins were cleaning up all the construction crud on the main floor, so I called down to them to look out the window.

"Eew, snow!" Jess squealed in delight.

Before I could say much, most of my helpers had put on clothes to go outside.  The only ones who remained behind were Sandy and Matt.

"Shit, I hope this isn't an early blizzard," I growled.  "With seventeen miles of back roads to travel, it would be too late for anyone to take off now if this is a blizzard and if it comes in fast."

"You mean we could be snowed in?" Sandy asked.

"Yeah, it could happen.  Last year we got snowbound for a week up at the log camp west of Sundre," Matt answered her.  "It started about like this and this place is almost as deep in the foothills."

"Actually we're higher in elevation here and closer to the mountains too," I sighed.  "At least we've got lots of food and plenty of room.  You and I had best go out and look after the stock though, just in case things do get bad."

"But can't you find out how bad it will get?  Can't we call someone?" Sandy asked.

"Well, the weather forecast said that we might have snow and a bit of wind, but they never know for sure," I sighed.  "I suppose I could phone Jason Dumfries, he's almost ten miles closer to the mountains than we are."

"Could you please call him?  The girls need to go to school tomorrow, and Lucille needs to be at work at midnight," Sandy asked me quietly.  "If it's not safe to leave, we'd better warn some people that we're stuck here, but that we'll be okay."

So I called Jason, but the news wasn't good.  He was already having white-out conditions with a visibility of about thirty to forty feet, and he was only ten miles away.  By the time Matt and I got our clothes on and got outside, the others were coming back in.  The temperature had risen slightly, but the wind had risen with it and the snow was coming down heavily.  By the time we'd given the animals extra feed and bedding, then were ready to head back to the cabin, there was more than an inch of snow on the ground and it was already starting to drift.  We weren't having white-out conditions, but it was close.  On the way back to the house, I grabbed the roll of light rope Grampa Bender kept in the barn, then Matt and I strung a guideline from the barn to the pig pen and from there to the porch of the cabin.

"Does it get like this up here very often?" Matt asked as we finished tying that guide line to one of the posts on the porch at shoulder height.

"See that line we just strung?  Grampa Bender used to do that every year, just in case.  The guy who first homesteaded up where Jason Dumfries lives now died in a blizzard.  He'd gone out to the barn to look after his stock and got lost on the way back.  They found his body only fifty feet from his house," I answered flatly.

"Oh shit.  I don't think we should tell any of the girls that story," Matt said soberly as we headed for the door to the cabin.

"Maybe not, but I'll be honest, I'd rather they knew and took care, rather than have someone die because they were careless," I growled.

"Well, I'm glad you're the boss," he said just as we stepped inside.

"Why are you glad he's the boss?" Lucille demanded as we stripped off our coats.

"Because we both think we're in for a bad storm and we may have to be dang cautious or someone could get hurt or killed," I said calmly.  "Let's get everybody in here, so I can lay down a few rules."

"Are you serious?" Sandy asked.

She'd been on the phone, but had covered the mouthpiece to speak to me.

"Yes, I am.  Why do you ask?"

"Because I'm talking to your Mom and she just said that Carissa and Jackie are on their way up here.  Carissa is driving her new Jeep."

"Shit," I swore.  "Ask her how long ago they left?"

She asked, then after a brief pause she looked at me questioningly.  "She said they left only fifteen minutes ago, but she said they were going to stop at Tom's place first.  Then … I think she hung up on me, either that or the phone died."

"Is there a dial tone?"I asked.

When she shook her head, I ran across the room and fired up the CB radio.

As it warmed up, I heard Dad's voice.  "Mile High Ranch.  This is Crawford Farm, Mile High Ranch.  This is Crawford Farm, come in please.  Over."

"Hi Dad, it's Chris.  What's up?  I think the phone is out.  Over."

"Yes, we know your phone is out, that's why I called, but our phone is still okay.  I wanted to let you know that the Carissa and Jackie are okay.  They stopped at Tom's place, but we wondered if you folks are going to be alright?  Over."

"Yeah, I think so, Dad.  We've got lots of food.  We still have electricity, at least for now, and we do have the generator for backup.  The new furnace is keeping us warm and we have the wood stoves for backup.  Thanks to Mom and Aunt Alice going nuts about buying mattresses and bedding, we'll all have somewhere to sleep.  I guess the girls are going to have to get used to wearing guys' clothes, or else doing a lot of washing, but we've got lots of room and we're all safe.  Matt and I were just out to the barn and the animals are all snug and warm with everything under shelter.  On the way back we strung the blizzard line, just in case this thing lasts a while.  Over."

"Well, the storm just hit here a few minutes ago.  I won't keep you on here for long, but how would it be if we set up to be on air at nine and nine?  We can use those for contact times.  At least until we see you again.  Over."

"Sounds good to me, Dad.  One of us will call you at nine tonight.  Over."

"Ten four.  Over and out." And I could hear the snap as his receiver shut off.

I spun around and got to my feet, then saw that everyone was looking at me.  I took a deep breath and thought for a minute, then did my best to smile.

"Well, it looks like we're going to get to know each other a little better.  If the wind here in the valley is an example, then we could be stuck here for a while because it always blows a lot harder up on the plateau, so drifts are usually a lot deeper up there.  We're going to have to have a few rules though.  The first one is that no one goes outside alone.  If possible Matt, and I will be the ones who will go out, because we've got the gear for it and we're the ones who know our way around the farm the best.  I'm not just trying to be bossy about this either.  I've got a damn good reason."

I paused then and took a deep breath.  "About the time I was born a fellow who lived not more than ten miles from here went out to look after his stock in a blizzard that was something like this.  His barn was about two hundred feet from his house, but he never made it back.  Instead, he froze to death less than fifty feet from his front door.  If you look out the front window toward the barn, you'll see a rope strung there; that's so Matt and I can follow it when we need to look after the animals.  You see, I don't want to be a statistic and I don't want any of us to die in this blizzard."

I saw Lucille looking at me and frowning.  "Yes Lucille, did you want to say something?"

"Yeah, I didn't get through to the hospital to let them know that I won't be able to make it in tonight before the phone died.  They need as much warning as I can give them."

"Okay, do you know how to run the CB?" I gestured toward it.

"Not really, but perhaps we should all learn."

"You got that right.  Sandy, you know proper procedure, so would you please show the others how it's done?  You can use the CB and try to get through to Frank Dolens, then he can let the hospital know Lucille is stuck here.  I think the list you and Carissa made up for CB call signs is in that binder sitting by the rig.  You can find Frank's call sign in that, but if you can't get through to him, call my folks and have them pass on the message" I smiled at her, then sighed softly.  "This house is quite dependent on electrical power now and I'd rather be safe than sorry, so Matt and I have another job to do at the moment.  I want a rope leading to the generator shed, just in case hydro goes out and we need to start it."

Matt and I went out the new side door of the house that time.  I'd bought a hundred-foot long hank of three eighths inch nylon rope just to have around the house for emergencies and I thought this was a perfect way to use some of it.  Since the generator was set up next to the pole that had the yardlight mounted on it, I turned the light on, but in the blowing snow I couldn't see it.  So to be safe I had Matt stand on the back porch, feeding the rope to me, then I stepped off the stoop and headed in the direction of the yard light and generator shed.  I knew approximately where I had to head in relation to the house, but even then I'd have missed it if the yardlight hadn't been on.  Since the wind didn't blow steadily in one direction I'd veered slightly, and would have walked right past it except that I happened to see the glow of the yardlight through the swirling snowflakes.

Even though I'd known how easily that could happen, it really bothered me.  Since I'd asked Matt to keep the line taut, I was able to tie it off, then run one hand along it as I went back to the house.  Not only was the snow coming down harder now, but the daylight was failing as well.  When I got back to Matt, he quickly tied off the rope, then we went inside.

Once we were inside, Matt looked at me and frowned.  "Is something wrong, Chris?  You look worried."

"No, nothing's really wrong, but I just got the shit scared out of me," I answered.  "If we hadn't turned that light on before I went out and if I hadn't been able to follow that rope back, I might not have made it.  On the way out I got turned somehow and was headed off in the wrong direction, so if it hadn't been for the glow of the yardlight, I'd have missed the generator shed.  Then coming back I couldn't even see the lights in the house until I got quite close."

"Oh," he looked surprised, then smiled and clapped me on the back.  "That's okay.  We did it right.  You're still here."

For the next three days it snowed and the wind blew that snow around, so we had blizzard conditions for seventy-two hours.  Over supper that first night, I talked to everyone, explaining that the one thing we needed to do was to keep busy.  Then I smiled and told them that we'd manage somehow, but that either work or play could get boring, so we had to work out a decent mix of activities to keep everyone happy.

That first night we had to set things up for the next while.  The first thing we needed to set up was beds, because the only beds that were set up in the house were Grampa Bender's old bed, and the new one in the new master bedroom.  Since we'd gotten rid of the trailer, Matt and John had been sleeping on the old double bed in Grampa Bender's old bedroom.  As soon as the new master bedroom was finished, I'd been sleeping on the king-sized bed that Mom and Aunt Alice had set up in there, but they'd bought springs, mattresses and bedding for the other two bedrooms as well.  So once we set them up we'd have one more double bed and two single beds, as well as the old roll-away cot.  Before we set them up though, we had to decide who slept where and that's when things got interesting.

Amongst other things, I learned who Matt had been dating.  He made it plain that he and Lucille would be sleeping in Grampa Bender's bed and John would have to find somewhere else to sleep.  I didn't think it was my place to comment on that, but Lucille shrugged her shoulders, so I assumed she was okay with Matt's surprising announcement.  Meanwhile Sandy looked at me and raised an eyebrow, and I assumed she was asking me if I was interested in her company at night.  When I winked, she walked to my side and grabbed my hand.

That left our four younger folks, but when John looked over at Jasmine, she quickly shook her head and Matt barked: "No!"

Jess and Jean started to grin, but I just frowned at them and shook my head so they didn't say anything more about it.  Instead, Jess suggested that they take the other double bed, leaving a single bed for Jasmine and the other one for John.

So in short order we set up the double bed and one single bed in the second of the upstairs bedrooms.  Since the third bedroom still smelled of fresh paint, we cleared the worst of the junk and building materials out of the main floor room that was supposed to become my office and set up John's bed in there.  The one bonus from that was the fact that John would be sleeping on the main floor and the girls would be sleeping upstairs.

By that time it was nine and I called Dad on the CB, checking in with him.  Then Matt and I donned our cold weather gear and went out to check the animals once more before calling it a day.  When we came back inside, we were astonished to find that Sandy and Lucille had fired everyone up to clean the worst junk out of the new living room area.  The room was far from finished, but it did have a fireplace that worked and they'd started a fire in it, burning the scraps from our construction work.  By the time Matt and I got back inside, they had Grampa Bender's old chairs set up on an old rug and had spread some cushions on the floor as well.  Best of all they'd made hot chocolate and popcorn, so instead of feeling that we were trapped, it felt almost as if we were having a party.

All of us were affected by the storm though.  The party atmosphere faded away almost as fast as the scraps of lumber burned in the fireplace.  It wasn't long before Sandy asked me if the girls could borrow some of my long sleeved shirts to wear as nighties.  Not much later, we were all in bed.

However, it's a good thing that I'd bought a king sized bed.  Half an hour after Sandy and I climbed into bed, we were joined by her two sisters who needed a cuddle and only minutes later, Jasmine appeared as well.  There was no sex involved.  They just needed reassurance.  I'm not sure how long any of them stayed with us because I fell asleep, but the next morning Sandy and I awoke alone.

The next day didn't seem to go badly at all.  We got a lot of work done inside the house and we played a few games of cards, so we all got along well.  Things were a little boring at times, but we didn't have any arguments or anything.  Once again, Sandy and I only had a few moments to ourselves before we were inundated by young female bodies, but that night they left sooner.  Sandy and I talked about it, wondering what was going on, but we decided it wasn't something to worry about and we went to sleep spooned tightly.

The second day things didn't seem to go quite as well.  Somehow everyone seemed a bit tense and I noticed one or two of the habits of the others that I found a bit annoying.  I think some of the others were having the same sort of problem, but perhaps because we were all so young we noticed things more, or else we had less control of our emotions.  That night we all went to bed early, but Sandy and I hardly had time to get into bed before the three girls joined us.  Jasmine was quite upset because although no one else had noticed it, she said John had been bothering her.

It took a while to calm her down and I decided I had to go talk to John.  Luckily it was still fairly early and he wasn't asleep.  I really didn't know what to say, but I kept my cool and just asked him to give her some space, explaining that she was feeling slightly weird because of his attention.  He seemed to take what I said well, then admitted that he really didn't have much experience with girls and I felt that he didn't know enough to realize when he was pushing a bit hard.  We chatted for a while and he promised to back off and give Jasmine space, so I went back to bed.  The girls were still there, so I told them that I'd talked to John, but that if he started to bother any of them to speak up.  They all slipped away shortly after that.  It must have been an hour later before Sandy and I finished discussing the problem and she fell asleep.  I didn't stay awake much longer though.

The third day, everyone was a bit touchy.  I didn't really know how to handle the situation between John and Jasmine, but decided to simply keep an eye on things, then I'd step in if any action was needed.  I think that was affecting the six of us who knew about the problem though.  All of us seemed tense.  To make matters worse, the hydro went out about noon and we had to power up the generator.

That night Sandy and the three girls all slept in my bed for the whole night.  Before we fell asleep, Sandy decided that she and the twins needed to talk to John the next day.  She felt responsible for him because he was her cousin and nothing I could say about his sheltered upbringing seemed to mean much to her.  Of course I wasn't around John or Jasmine all that much, so she might have noticed things that I didn't see, so she may have had a reason for feeling as strongly as she did.

Luckily for us the storm eased off during the night because everyone needed a break.  I have to say that for eight young folks from several different backgrounds, all stuck in one house, we did pretty darn well.

Unfortunately, when the blizzard stopped and we could go outside, we found that we were snowbound.  Even near the cabin and on the first stretch of road down to the bridge there were two and three-foot deep drifts.  I didn't even want to think about how deep the snow would be packed on some stretches of the road, especially the section that ran up the gully and climbed out of the valley.

At the moment though, I didn't say anything about that.  Instead I let them all play in the snow like kids will, hoping that they'd disperse some of the tensions that had been building up between them.

Then I grinned, realizing that I'd had to act like a grownup and I'd had no problem assuming the responsiblity for everyone's safety.  That still felt strange to me, especially since both Matt and Lucille were several years older than me, yet they had deferred to my authority.  I think that's when I actually started to admit to myself that I could do this job and could become a real rancher.  Maybe Grampa Bender's faith in me wasn't misplaced after all.




Chapter 43:

Detour - Bridge Out

When we woke and found that the blizzard had blown itself out, we all rushed outside, then for several minutes, pandemonium had reigned as snowballs flew and we all expressed our relief.  Eight very young people confined in a house for three days had been a trying situation.

I don't think anyone who hasn't lived through a raging blizzard while being isolated can understand what even a short period of confinement in close quarters can do to people.  Nor would they know the feeling of elation that rushed through us that day when we were again able to go outside in relative safety.  I think the youth and energy of our group was also a factor.  Confining several emotion laden young people in a small space for three days was a near explosive situation.  Thankfully four of us were well on our way toward adulthood and had managed to maintain some control of the situation.

Once everyone was outside and felt the freedom of fresh air, some of the excess emotions and over abundant energy just had to be burned off.  Everyone grew loud and boisterous, then handfuls of snow started to fly as several of us tried to make snowballs using snow that was just too cold to clump into a ball.  Soon we were creating a mini blizzard or our own, but it was mostly done in fun.

At one point though, I noticed that John was being smothered in a very lopsided snowball fight.  It seemed that each of the younger girls was out to let him know that by cooperating they had him at their mercy.  I think he was near panic when I called them off.  At that point they had him on his back in a snow drift and were threatening to fill his britches with snow in order to cool him down.  Up until then I don't think he had actually realized that his previous actions had been bothering anyone much.  From the look on his face though, I could see that it had sunk in when he'd been almost buried in the snowbank.  I kept an eye on him afterward and saw that he was being a lot more thoughtful and considerate to the girls than before, so I put my worries on that score aside for the time being.

After only a short time, being outside and fooling around in the snow seemed to pall for everyone, yet we wanted to do something besides hang around the house.  I didn't get any arguments when I suggested that we eat breakfast, then tackle digging out and finding what we needed to do to re-establish some order in our lives.  For one thing, I wanted to try to get the younger girls back to school and Lucille back to her job just as soon as possible.

I was standing on the porch and Sandy came up the steps to stand at my side as everyone trooped back indoors after beating and brushing themselves clean of snow.

"Did you want something?" I asked her.

"Unh huh.  Just a second," Sandy said very quietly as we waited for Jess and Jean, to follow the others inside.

"You guys coming in or not?" Jean asked.

"In a bit.  You go ahead," Sandy waved at her.

"What's up?" I asked Jean grinned as she waved a hand and closed the door behind her.

"Nothing really.  I just wanted to be with you and away from everyone else for a bit," she sighed.  "I think the cabin is going to be lovely when it's all done, but it needs doors with locks on the bedrooms.  With six other people in the house besides us, it was starting to feel small and crowded."

"Oh," I chuckled.  "Well, I've bought and paid for the doors, but they haven't come in yet.  The lumber yard has them on order though."

"Well, the thought counts for something I guess, but they aren't doing us a darn bit of good wherever they are," she laughed and wrapped an arm around me.

"Should I get a couple of gate hinges and a piece of plywood to put up on the bedroom doorway tonight then?" I kidded her.

"Only if this goes on much longer," she chortled, then stepped away and punched me.  "Let's go out to the barn and see the horses while the others make breakfast."

So I stuck my head inside the door to tell the others we were off to the barn for a few minutes.  Then we waded through the snow to see how the horses and cattle in the main barn had fared overnight.  Sandy really wasn't that interested in them; what she wanted was to snuggle close while no one else was around.

"It's just not the same with so many people around watching our every move," she sighed, wrapped tightly in my arms.  "Don't you feel crowded?"

"Yeah, but I've felt crowded ever since Matt and John moved into the cabin," I grinned at her and kissed her nose.  "If anything, having you gals around has taken some of the pressure off of me."

"How can you possibly say that?"

"Easy, I haven't had to dig everyone up little jobs all the time.  Instead everyone has been working like beavers at anything we did, just so no one would be bored.  We've done a lot of labour intensive crud in the last few days."

"Well, it was either that or kill each other," Sandy laughed.  "The four Js were about driving me nuts."

"The four Jays?  Oh, you mean Jasmine, John and your sisters?  I didn't notice them being all that bad."

"That's because you and Matt would go out at the same time.  That's when they'd raise hell."

"Well, you could have said something to us."

"I was going to … this morning, but the blizzard had eased off, so I'm telling you now."

"Okay," I sighed.  "I guess we'd better go eat, then we can start digging our way out of this mess.  The sooner we get started, the faster you can all go back to town."

"Well, if it was just you and I, I wouldn't mind sticking around, but the girls need to be in school and Lucille has her job."

I just nodded and took her hand to head back to the house.

Digging out was not an easy task.  That first morning, I took my new snowmobile and surveyed the job ahead of us.  The level portions were relatively easy, but some of the areas on the grade climbing out of the valley were drifted full of snow and I knew that they were going to be tough to clear.  The problem wasn't getting at the snow; getting rid of it was the tough part.  The worst problem was that the deepest drifts were in the narrowest sections of the roadway.

Luckily we had brought Dad's little D4 Caterpillar tractor up to the ranch to backfill all the trenches and level the soil around the new construction.  Since it ran on crawler tracks, snow wasn't a problem, and since we'd mounted the front end scoop to handle soil, it was set up fairly well for snow.  The only problem was that after a short time on that old seat, the driver was cold as blazes.  To keep the operator warm we devised a heater with a few pieces of wood bolted to the hood as spacers, then a small canvas tarp, which redirected the warm air from the engine back to the operator's seat.  The wood kept the tarp away from moving parts and the tarp was tied down tightly, so it wouldn't get into anything.

Because that old cat rode so rough and since I also had the old International tractor with a front-end loader on it, we split up.  Matt took over the job of clearing the road, but John was willing to give him a break, so they planned to take turns driving the crawler.  Meanwhile, I got the old International started and began cleaning up around the yard and the corrals.  The girls dug in and helped too, finding shovels and clearing areas I couldn't get at, especially around the cabin and the vehicles.

Both my pickup and my Jeep started easily, but Lucille's car and mine were a different matter.  They seemed to dislike the cold and the battery in her car was low.  I tried boosting the car, but it still didn't want to start, so I told her we'd charge the battery and plug in her block heater as soon as we had hydro.  As for my car, I wasn't too worried.  It could sit for a while.  Besides, there was nowhere to drive anyway because the road up the hill was still blocked by deep drifts.

Even with everyone working on the task, it took most of three days to reach the section of road that the hydroelectric company had plowed in order to be able to repair their downed power line.  We'd known they'd plowed the road even before we got the ranch road completely clear, because our power came on during the second afternoon of the calm spell.  The telephone started to ring not much later.

Once the power was on, I'd plugged in an extension cord to connect Lucille's car's block heater and had also put her battery on charge.  Then in the morning, once we got the engine started, I had John put the chains that I'd bought for my car on Lucille's rear tires.  That way we were almost ready to leave by the time the road was clear, and it wasn't long before we were on our way to town.  I lead the way in the pickup with Sandy and Jasmine riding along, while Lucille followed in her car with the twins, as well as Matt and John as passengers.  Once we were down to the main road, I swung right to take Jasmine home, but instead of following me, Lucille turned left and headed straight for town.  I wasn't worried by that, although there was snow on the road, it wasn't deep and what was there hadn't turned to ice yet from heavy traffic.

We dropped Jasmine off at Uncle Tom's house, then went home and saw my folks for a short while before we followed Lucille toward town.  Once Sandy was dropped off at her house, I picked up the guys and headed downtown.  They wanted some better winter clothing, and I wanted both groceries and fuel for the tractors.  However, we didn't want to waste time because it would be dark soon, so we wanted to be back at the ranch to do the chores.  I was feeling edgy too, probably a bit worried because we were all away and if another storm blew in, there'd be no one there to look after things.

It turned out that I needn't have worried.  We were back in time to do the chores at last light, then I cooked supper, which felt strange since there were no girls around.  That evening, the cabin felt empty with only the three guys there and my bed felt even emptier.

The next day, early in the afternoon, Dad and Mom showed up with all on the interior doors in the back of Dad's pickup and they were followed by Mark Jackson, the surveyor who'd been working for the Hydro Electric Company in the summer.  Dad had hired him to see how much trouble it would be to run in a road between our places on our own land or else find a way to climb the cliffs on a road that wouldn't drift in so badly.  I felt he was throwing money away, but reserved judgement.  Besides, I thought the winter was a stupid time to do any surveying.

I was wrong.

Mark wanted to do the job after a blizzard like the one we'd just had so he could see the drift patterns of the snow.  He didn't plan to spend a lot of time surveying, he was just assessing the job in the winter so his work in the spring would be based on what he'd seen beforehand.  That idea did make sense to me.

So Mark stayed with us for two days and I lent him my snowmobile to get around.  At the end of those two days, he handed me a sketch of the cliff and the hillside above it.  The sketch illustrated that if I planted several hedges of drought tolerant bushes or temporarily put up snow fences along the lines he'd drawn on the map, I'd break up the drift pattern of snow.  He thought the hedges would cut the deposited drifts by as much as seventy-five percent.  Then if I could raise the road surface by cutting a ditch on each side that was at least four feet wide and two feet deep and use the soil from the ditches as fill to raise the road surface I'd be able to reduce that even more.  He threw around figures in the range of seventy to eighty percent less drifting for the majority of the worst areas.

"You've gotta be kidding me," I stared at him in astonishment.

"Nope.  If you go up on the edge of the plateau above the valley, you can see how the trees are shaped by the wind.  It must blow through here from the west or else the northwest most of the time."

I nodded, but didn't say a word.

"Okay, then all you need to do is put up a break to that wind and make it either lift or slow down.  Hedges along those lines will do that and if you put in an application with the District Agriculturist, and show him this drawing, he'll be able to get you a discount to buy 'Caragana' plants from Bowden Nurseries.  You'll have to pick them up and plant them yourself, but they won't cost a lot.  In fact looking at the amount of snow you had to move in the last few days, I think you'd pay for that cost in one winter," Mark grinned.  "I don't know why I'm telling you this.  I think I just talked myself out of a cushy job in the spring."

"Oh, I think Dad still wants you to have a look at the drop off with the idea of running a road down it," I shrugged.  "He seems to think we need a secondary route, just in case."

"Well, to be honest, I looked at that job too.  The grade is really too darn steep.  The terrain must drop more than five hundred feet in less than two or three thousand.  That's darn steep terrain to run any kind of road on.  It could be done, but a lot of soil and rock would have to be moved and that would mean blasting in some areas,  Even then there'd probably need to be a switchback or two in the road to keep the grades down to anything reasonable."

"Don't tell me, tell Dad," I lifted my hands as if to ward him off and grinned.  "He's the one with the bee in his bonnet."

"Yes, I'd best go talk to him now," he laughed as he headed for his pickup.  "Thanks for the use of your snowmobile and the place to stay.  When you get it done, this house is going to be great."

Within the hour of Mark leaving us, a chinook arch appeared on the horizon.  Two hours later the temperature had risen from deep freeze to full melt.  Then an hour after that, Sandy, Jess and Jean drove down the hill in a year old Jeep Wagoneer.  It looked like a station wagon, seemed twice as big as my old CJ5, and although it was only three years newer, it made mine look ancient.

"What do you think of my new car?" Sandy bubbled as she bounced out of driver's door and threw her arms around me in a hug.  "Frank hunted it up for me so I could come visit you every weekend."

"That's great.  And your car looks nice, but darn expensive."

"Oh, it wasn't that bad," she laughed and wriggled against me.  "You're holding a working woman.  I'm Frank's new secretary/receptionist, so I got the Jeep at his cost."

She took a deep breath then and her expression sobered.

"The insurance on Dad's car came through, so the Js and I wanted something that would be comfortable, but had four wheel drive.  Whether you know it or not, we love it out here," Then she changed the subject.  "And what have you been doing for excitement?"

"Well, you'll be happy to know that the bedroom has a door," I grinned.  "On top of that, Mark Jackson, the surveyor, was out here for a few days and he showed me a possible method to control the drifting on the road down the hill."

"Oh, how would you do that?"

So, I took her inside to show her the drawings that Mark had left with me and showed her the other work we'd done around the house.  In the three days she and the girls had been away, we'd not only put doors on the bedrooms, but we had the upper floor of the addition almost finished.  All the painting was done.  The tiles were all installed on the walls of the upstairs bathrooms and we'd even whipped together bed frames for the beds in the spare bedrooms.  They were awkward to move around, but they were functional.  We'd set one bedroom up for John to stay in, because although he'd never had a room of his own before, he found he liked being by himself.  That way we could start to work on the farm office where he had been sleeping.

The next two days were great.  Lucille showed up on Saturday morning and stayed until Sunday night, which made Matt quite happy.  Yet, for some reason I felt that the girls all seemed slightly reserved, almost as if they were waiting impatiently for something to happen.  The only time they relaxed was when Tom showed up and spent the evening with us on Saturday night, but everything quieted down again after he'd left.  When Lucille went back to town, the twins went with her, but Sandy stayed behind for an extra night.  It was after we went to bed that I found out the reason.

"Chris, we've got to talk," she said as she snuggled against me.

For some reason a chill ran down my spine, but I think I managed to hide it.  Instead I hugged her close and kissed her forehead since she was snuggled so tight against me that I couldn't reach much else.

"I'm listening.  Just what do you want to talk about?"

"Well, you know I've been on the pill since early this spring, don't you?"

"Yes."

"And, I've been taking it faithfully every darn day."

"Okay."

"Well, my period is more than three weeks late, so I went to see Dr. McGraths about it on Friday morning.  Neither he, nor the doctors in Calgary warned me, but some of the medications I was on after the accident could have affected the pill.  Now, there isn't anything positive yet, but I could be pregnant.  Dr. McGraths sent off a blood sample and we'll know in a week or two, but he did warn me that all the trauma I've gone through in the last while could cause me to miss a period," she sniffed and seemed to try to snuggle even closer.  "Now you might get annoyed at this, but if I am pregnant, I'm not trying to force you to marry me.  Instead, I want to wait.  I love you, but I don't want you to feel forced to marry me or anyone else."

"Now wait a minute," I growled, getting annoyed despite trying to hold my temper.  "If I got you pregnant and you have a kid, I want to be that kid's father."

"Oh, I'd never try to prevent that," she sniffed.  "I think you'll be a great daddy one day.  A lot better than mine ever was.  I just don't want to have what my Mom and Dad wanted to have happen come to pass.  I refuse to insist that you marry me if I am pregnant."

"And what if I want to marry you anyway?" I chortled, seeing a funny side to all of this.  "Besides, if you are pregnant and I didn't marry you, I'd look like a schmuck.  You need to realize right now that the woman who's in my bed is not the same ditsy teenager that I took out on a date in June.  In the last four months you've changed a tremendous amount."

"I know that," she sniffled, then lifted her head and tried to smile through her tears.  "I also know that you still have a thing for Carissa and she feels the same way about you."

"What?" I stared at her.

"Oh she does, but she has Jackie too."

"Hell, I've hardly seen Carissa since the accident," I snorted.

"Oh, Chris," Sandy sighed heavily.  "Carissa thinks you're the best thing since sliced bread and to be honest, so does Jackie."

Then she broke into a grin.  "You seem to have that effect on women.  Look at poor Lucille."

"Lucille?" I frowned at her.  "Lucille is jumping Matt's bones."

"Not hardly," Sandy laughed aloud.  "They haven't had sex.  They just cuddle."

"You're kidding me, right?"

"Unh uh.  Matt knows she's carrying a torch for you and although he'd love to ask her to marry him, she made it plain that he's got no chance of that.  So, since he's so strongly religious, they aren't doing anything except letting their fingers do the walking.  However, Lucille chose that way to do things rather than sleep with you anymore.  She's still hung up on the incest thing, even though she knows that biologically, she isn't related to you."

All I could do was stare at her.  I really didn't know what to say.

"Now, that's three more reasons why I don't want to force you to marry me," she sighed softly.

"Look, I like all three of them, but I feel a lot more comfortable and a lot closer to you," I sighed then.  "Besides, I'm one of those guys who feels obligated to marry a girl if I got her pregnant."

"Well, if I'm pregnant, you've got a problem then," she broke into giggles.

"What do you mean?"

"Jackie is definitely pregnant and while Carissa loves her to pieces, she's also jealous as hell."

"Oh migawd," I groaned.  "But Jackie and I only …"

"Unh huh, I know.  You were golfing."

"I was golfing?"

"Yep, you got a hole in one," she giggled again.  "At least with me, you took your time and played the whole course."

"Sandy, this is not funny."

"I know, but I've got to laugh or else I'll cry," she kissed me then.  "You know the strange thing is that what Mom wanted is happening, only it's not in BC with old men.  It's here in Alberta with a young stud."

"Jeez, what am I going to tell my folks?  Mom warned me to use condoms."

"You don't even have to tell her.  She knows already."

"What?"

"Unh huh.  Jackie and Carissa told her when they were stuck down there during the blizzard.  Jackie didn't want to tell you, but when I talked to your Mom today in the doctor's office, she suggested that I tell you about both of us."

"Mom knows?"

"Unh huh, and I don't think she's really upset either.  In fact she hugged me so tight I thought I'd burst."

"Oh cripes," I just shook my head.

"Oh by the way, you can't say anything to Jackie yet, okay.  She likes you a lot, but she loves Carissa and the Coulters.  John and Wilma have promised her that they'll treat her baby like it was their grandchild and will support her just as if she was one of their own girls," Then Sandy got very serious.  "The unfortunate thing is going to be the fact that the gossips around town are going to go crazy, especially if I'm pregnant too."

"So Jackie wants to raise the baby by herself and not have it know I'm its father?"

"Oh no!" she shook her head from side to side quite vigorously.  "She likes you a lot, she just doesn't love you as much as she does Carissa.  She's going to want you to be involved too."

"This is crazy," I shook my head slowly.  "What in hell am I going to do?"

"I'm not done yet," Sandy pulled away from me and sat upright, turning to face me.  "Your Mom talked me into going with her to the hospital after we left the doctor's office and you might be annoyed about it, but she told Grampa Bender everything."

"Oh migawd.  Why did she do that?"

"Because you're like he used to be," she snickered and ran a hand across my chest.  "Your great-uncle, Toby, had more than one woman who used to visit him, even after he married Matilda.  None of the women admitted it to others and none of them raised a stink about it with him, but he thinks he was the father of four kids.  However none of those kids were his and Tilly's.  Why do you think he was so supportive of your father and mother when you came along?"

I just stared at her again.  I really didn't know what to say.

"Oh by the way, one of those women that loved your Grampa is still alive and you've talked to her."

"I have?"

"Unh huh, Leila MacArthur, the woman who breeds dogs.  She still comes to see him in the hospital, you know.  I think if Toby really wanted to, she'd love to have him move in and live with her."

"Holy Cripes."

"Unh huh," she grinned and her hand started heading south.  "Now all this talk about you men and your harem of willing women has gotten me going.  Since I'm still on the pill and off of all those medications, sex should be safe, whether I'm pregnant or not.  Could we, please?"

It took a while for her to get me to get into the mood, but she accomplished the task.

After Sandy left the next morning to go to work, and after I knew Beth would have left for school, I drove down home to talk to Mom and Dad.  They'd just finished the chores and were going inside when I got there.  To my astonishment Mom looked at me and grinned, shaking her head slowly.

"Well, I can see that Sandy finally said something to you," she came over to me and hugged me.  "But, what's happened isn't the end of the world you know.  In fact, in some ways we've been expecting it."

"But …"

"Shh," she lifted a finger to my lips.  "Neither one of the girls is unhappy about being pregnant, so get that out of your head to start with.  Actually, if you know anything about Mormons, the girls in families that practise polygyny normally are pregnant at fourteen or fifteen so neither of them are exactly surprised.  The fact that they both managed to get pregnant so quickly was more than they expected, especially Jackie, but it's exactly what they were raised to expect."

"And Chris, we aren't upset," Dad added when Mom paused for a breath.  "Although I did expect that Corinna and Wil would beat you to giving us grandchildren.  I'll be honest, I don't think they'll be far behind you though."

"You should have heard Wilma Coulter when she found out about Jackie though," Mom grinned.  "She's almost as bad as Carissa."

"Huh?"

"Carissa is jealous of Jackie and when she finds out about Sandy, she's going to curse a blue streak," Mom shook her head slowly.  "I simply do not understand that young woman.  She wants to walk both sides of the street."

"Unh huh," I agreed.  "Unfortunately, I found out that she's also bossy and manipulative."

"So you're not interested in her at all," Dad grinned.

"No, I can't say that either," I sighed.  "Right at the moment I don't know what I feel about any one of them."

"Well, of all four of them, the one I like most is the least likely to be with you," Mom nodded pushing me into a seat at the kitchen table and handing me a mug of coffee.  "Lucille is trying to put a brave face on things, but she has a real crush on you and I really like her."

"But we've never …"

"Chris, she loves you.  Period.  End of statement.  Okay?" Mom snapped.  "A woman doesn't need constant sex to make her love someone.  Unfortunately, she still thinks of you as her cousin.  On top of that she knows that Sandy loves you.  She feels too old for you.  She knows that you're the father of Jackie's unborn child.  And she likes all of your girls, even Carissa."

"Oh cripes," I sighed.

"Oh, Chris, quit being a worry wart," Mom leaned over and rested a hand on mine.  "There are a lot of guys in this world who'd envy you.  And, since Uncle Toby has given you control of the ranch, you aren't exactly a homeless vagrant who can't support a few children."

I was left speechless again.

Actually I was in a daze until the end of that week.  I functioned, but not well.  I just couldn't seem to wrap my head around the fact that four gorgeous young women wanted to be involved with me in one way or another.  Somehow I'd handled Carissa and Sandy during the summer and had even grown to like Jackie in the short time I'd known her, but adding, first Lucille and then at least one pregnancy to the mix, threw me out of kilter completely.

On Thursday morning, Dad called and asked me if he could 'borrow' Matt and John for a few days to help him out with rearranging the equipment in his new implement shed.  I lent them my car and they were gone by noon.

I'd hardly had a chance to start feeling lonely because the cabin was so empty, when I heard a car drive up.  When I got to the door, Lucille threw a bag on the floor, then launched herself into my arms.

"Unh, Hi," I managed to say, then I was smothered in a kiss.

A moment or two later she pulled back and grinned.

"Hi, yourself," she giggled then and rubbed her belly vigorously against mine.  "I give up and I'm giving in to my base urges.  Aunt Liz called me at work and let me know that I had you to myself for the night and I use an IUD, so you can't get me pregnant like everyone else."

"Huh?"

"Oh quit playing dumb.  You want to screw me just as much as I want you, so get real.  Let's go up to bed and later on I'll cook your supper in order to give you more energy for later tonight."

"Well, I thought you were …"

"You thought wrong.  Grampa Bender talked some sense into me.  Love and sex don't always mean marriage.  Now, are you going to screw me or not?"

My body took over.  My big head knew that I might be making a mistake, but right then, my little head ruled.  She wasn't that big and I was aroused.  I flipped her body over my shoulder and carried her upstairs in a fireman's carry, then tossed her on my bed.  My clothes went flying and so did hers.  By the time I dove onto the bed to join her, we were both nude.  Then we did what we'd each wanted since the day we'd met.

Afterward, as we both lay side by side, gasping for breath, she broke into giggles.

"Wha's funny," I managed to blurt.

"Shh," she gasped, still giggling softly.  "Talk later."

"'kay" I mumbled and pulled her against me.

I think I dozed off then, but I awakened to find her tracing a finger along my jaw.  When she saw my eyes open, she rested a finger on my lips.

"Aunt Liz has decided that you and I should get married, that way I really will be a member of the Bender clan," she announced with a grin.

"But …"

"Shh.  I told you to be quiet," she grinned, sliding all her fingers over my mouth.  "The first thing you should know is that Sandy isn't pregnant.  Secondly, neither is Jackie.  I argued with Aunt Liz that I was too old for you and she shot me down.  Then I argued about what people would say about my being related to you and she just laughed at me, telling me that everyone that mattered had been told I was an adopted child.  She said no one else mattered.  By the way, Gramps thinks it's a wonderful idea."

"Gramps?"

"Yeah, Grampa Bender to you," she kissed me on the nose.  "And, I give up on trying to keep you quiet.  All you do is ask dumb questions, but I'll listen and answer you if I can."

"What about the girls?" I frowned.

"Well, Gramps thinks all of them are walking time bombs," she giggled.  "But while I agree with him, I'll also admit that they're all really sexy time bombs.  He did warn me that I might not be the only mother to your children though.  He says you're too much like he was when he was your age."

"But … what about the pregnancies?  Sandy sounded so certain."

"Sandy was just late.  Jackie is another matter.  They think there might be some complications from the accident.  She's been booked into the University hospital in Edmonton in a few weeks so she can be checked out," Lucille got a distant look in her eyes.  "In a way, I'm worried about both of those two.  The way their parents raised them, they're not really normal.  Sandy was raised to be a mantrap and her whole life was calculated toward ensnaring you into one form of marriage or another.  On the other hand, Jackie is simply an unenlightened and inexperienced young woman.  Her parents intentionally kept her innocent of the world to the point where she doesn't understand many of the complications of life."

"And what's your opinion of Carissa?"

"Well, she's likeable and darn smart, but at the same time, she's almost dictatorial and quite a devious schemer.  Surprisingly, I like her the best of all three of them, but it's not that I don't like the other two.  It's just that she's got something special about her that appeals to people in some primitive fashion.  There aren't any words for her appeal.  It's visceral."

"So what am I supposed to do about the three of them, if you and I are to be involved?" I asked.

"Well for now, whenever they're in bed with you, I want you to wear a condom," she laughed and rolled on top of me.  "After we're married, you can get all of them pregnant for all I care."

"So, is this your way of proposing marriage?" I grinned at her as she wriggled until my growing hard-on was positioned between her thighs.

"Unh huh, but you could say it's an arranged marriage," she brought her left hand up and showed me a ring on her third finger.  "Grampa Toby gave me Gramma Tilly's engagement ring and said to tell you that he'd hold her wedding ring for you until our wedding day."

I just grinned, then grabbed her waist and pressed her body toward my feet as I heaved my hips upward.

"So," Lucille grunted, then relaxed and managed to smile.  "Is that hard lump poking me in the lower belly a sign that you're going to tell me yes?"

"Nope, it isn't.  That's simply my body's reaction.  After all, I'm a sixteen-year-old guy, and my body is showing its appreciation for a sexy twenty-two-year-old woman who wanted sex and demanded to be taken to bed."

"What do you mean?" she stiffened and pressed her upper body more upright, then supported herself on her elbows.

"Well, in the first place, you're jumping to conclusions on a basis of only part of the facts.  In the second place, you're attempting to make binding decisions for me, but basing them on your point of view, not mine.  In the third place, Mom is interfering in my life once more," I spoke quietly but forcefully.  "I'll tell you right now that I don't like any one of those things, not even a little bit.  I'm getting very tired of women trying to run my life and I'm not about to stand for it any longer.  From now on any decisions that affect my life strongly are going to be made by yours truly and no one else."

"But …"

"Lucille, be quiet for a moment and let me speak," I growled, interrupting her.  "Just because Sandy isn't pregnant doesn't change my feelings about her.  It doesn't change the fact that I have feelings toward the other two young women either.  On top of that, although you and Mom may have wrapped your heads around the fact that you were adopted, I really haven't come to grips with it.  And, before you argue about it, yes, we did just have sex, but part of the thrill of doing that is the basic hint of incest.  Even sleeping in the same bed as you gives me erotic feelings.  It seems as if we're breaking or at least bending the law and that seems slightly obscene in some way or another."

I paused for a moment and she was about to speak, but I looked her in the eye and shook my head.

"Then too, I still don't know you well enough to trust you implicitly," I added quietly.  "I spent years thinking of you as a snotty little bitch, so part of the thrill of having you around is a sense of risk.  I've really only known you for a little more than a month, but I've known Sandy and Carissa for years.  Your father and his cohorts took advantage of us for years and mentally I still have a hard time thinking of you in any other terms than as someone who rode to wealth on our backs.  Whenever you act kindly toward me or my friends, I find myself looking for a reason that you're doing it.  It's almost as if I'm wondering if you're planning to take advantage of our trust or something.  I can't help that; it's the way I am.  I guess I'm simply not an exceptionally trusting person."

"But your Mom and even Uncle Toby have learned to trust me.  I mean, Uncle Toby even gave me Aunt Tilly's ring," she protested, vehemently.

"Ah, yes, the ring," I nodded and sighed.  "Grampa Bender had that ring on a rawhide cord around his neck for years.  I'd be willing to bet when he took it off, he left it on that cord and actually told you to give the whole thing to me, didn't he?"

"Uh, well, yeah.  When he gave it to me it was on a leather cord, but the cord stank and …" her nose curled, then she frowned as her voice slowly lost volume.

"Unh huh.  It probably did.  After all, he'd worn that thing around his neck for years," I managed not to grin at the thought of her holding the cord and smelling the odour of years of Grampa Bender's stale sweat.  "However, he didn't tell you to take that cord off and put the ring on your finger, did he?"

"No," she admitted very quietly.  "He told me to give the whole thing to you.  Then he told me I should take you to bed and prove I was a woman.  He said that if you were smart you'd make the right choice."

"That's what I thought.  I think the point he was making to you was that the choice was mine, and then it was your choice to accept or reject what I decided.  I don't think Grampa Bender would have tried to dictate something like that to either one of us."

"Yeah, I guess I fucked up," she admitted, using her right hand to slip the ring off, then handed it to me.

"Thank you," I surprised myself and managed to say it without smiling, then I reached over and set the ring on the night-stand beside the bed.

"I didn't even throw the cord away.  It's in a plastic bag in my purse."

"The cord isn't important to me."

"It is to me, because it was important to Uncle Toby," she sniffled.  "I'm sorry I screwed up."

Then, she flopped down against my chest and began to quietly cry, so I simply held her and let her cry herself out.  She actually fell asleep lying fully on top of me and at first, I was surprised, then I decided that I liked the idea.  I realized that if she fell asleep in such a vulnerable position, it meant she was comfortable, but it also meant that she trusted me.  I decided that I really liked that.

I slid one hand to the middle of her back and the other hand down to cover one cheek of her butt, then relaxed myself.  I had some thinking to do and it seemed like a very good time to do any thinking I might want to do.

First, I had to decide on a way to get Mom to keep her nose out of my love life.  It seemed to me that she was changing her mind about who was the most suitable woman in my life on almost a weekly basis.  On top of that, she'd decided I was some sort of reincarnation of Grampa Bender, but I knew that wasn't true either.

Second, I had to let everyone around me know that I wasn't in any rush to get married.  After all, even though I'd been declared a legal adult, that didn't mean I was willing to settle down and get married.  I felt I was too young to be saddled with a wife and kids, and I wanted to do a lot of things before I got married, most of which involved education of one kind or another.  Mostly, I wanted to take several courses about farming and ranching, but I still had a niggling urge to know more about electronics.

Third, I decided that it might be an idea to buy a large supply of condoms and remind myself to use them at all times.  I did not want to go through the worry about unwanted pregnancies that I'd suffered earlier in the week, not at any time in the future.  I reasoned that it wasn't up to the women I was involved with to protect themselves, in fact after the two scares I'd had, I wasn't certain I trusted them to do that.  Entrapment by way of pregnancy was too damn easy.

Fourth, I decided I'd been too trusting in many ways.  I seemed to have a blind spot where women were concerned.  I didn't want to become a misogynist, but at the same time, I didn't feel I should give my trust as easily as I had been either.

I sighed deeply at that thought and disturbed Lucille, who woke from her nap.  She surprised me by smiling slightly.

"Umm, I like this, lying in bed with you, I mean," she murmured softly and wriggled slightly.  "Unfortunately I need the bathroom and we didn't pull up the covers, so the cheek of my butt that your hand isn't covering is cold."

"But …" I frowned, wondering at the change in her reactions.

"I've been awake for a few minutes, so I watched your face and I know you've been thinking," she announced.  "I want to know what you've decided, but I really need the can right now.  Just wait, I'll be back and you can tell me about it."

With that, she pushed my hands away and rolled out of bed.  As she ran across the floor to the master bathroom, I got the urge to go as well, but since the cabin now had three bathrooms, that was no problem.  Lucille was back in bed and snuggled under the covers when I returned.  She smiled widely this time and lifted the blankets to invite me back to bed, then snuggled tightly against me.

I stared at her in surprise.  She simply wasn't reacting like I'd expected her too.  I wasn't complaining, but I'd expected her to get angry and I certainly hadn't expected her to be cuddly.

"What is going on with you?  I thought you'd be disappointed or even angry with me," I said quietly.

"No," she sighed.  "I was disappointed at first, but when you were talking it dawned on me that I didn't know you any more than you know me.  I was always taught that your side of the family was silly to stay on the farm, but at the same time I knew how much the money from the farm meant to everyone.  Now that I've been getting to know you, I'm ashamed of my parents and that whole group.  I can understand exactly what you mean about feeling they were acting like leeches and I even sympathize with you not being able to fully trust me yet."

"That quickly?"

"Oh, come on.  It hasn't been all that quickly at all," Lucille snapped as she lifted her head to stare down at me.  "I moved away from home almost two years ago because I didn't want to live with a control freak.  Then when I moved from Calgary and took a job in the local hospital, I literally got disowned by the old prick."

She sighed then and flopped down, but pulled away from me slightly, then I could see tears come to her eyes.  "I think subconsciously, I even tried to use the bastard's own techniques in order to get you to marry me.  When I think about it, I was pushy and overbearing, so it's no wonder you're having a hard time trusting me."

"So, is that why you wanted me back in bed with you, to try to convince me that I was wrong?"

"Nope," she said flatly, then slowly her face twisted into a grin.

"What is it your reason then?"

"Well, I have an ulterior motive.  Cuddling in bed with you is great, but sex with you is wonderful.  And, you're probably right, part of what makes it great is that deliciously naughty feeling that we're family.  Even though I know it really isn't true, it feels like we're committing incest.  It adds a certain spice to the act of screwing each other," she broke into giggles then.  "You can call it weird and twisted if you want, but in some ways I hope that feeling never stops."

"Never?" I grinned at her, reaching out and caressing her gently under the covers.

"Never!" she grinned back.  "Not until both of us are old and helpless.  The only other thing I want from you is a promise that I have a chance to do it for a long, long time."

Then she paused and frowned.  "I think I'm going to make a pact with Sandy and Carissa."

"Oh, what sort of pact?" I was frowning now.

"Just that no matter who you marry, the other women in your life won't be shut out," she smiled slowly.  "I'm like your Mom and Uncle Toby, I think you're a natural born polygynist and I don't think we should fight it."

"I think I'm just young and taking advantage of all the willing women who've been throwing themselves at me," I laughed aloud.

"Well, catch me then," she giggled and rolled toward me.

So I caught her, and tried my best to show my approval of her change in attitude.




Chapter 44:

Beware - Congested Traffic Zone

We did manage to get out of bed to do the evening chores, slopping around in the slushy snow that was being melted by the chinook.  Then we had a quiet evening, but just before we went to bed, Lucille made a big deal out of presenting me with that rawhide thong that had held Gramma Tilly's ring and hung around Grampa Bender's neck for years.

The chinook played out during the night and a sudden cold snap moved into our area.  The slush and water, left behind from the chinook's melt, froze where it lay and we were surrounded by a skating rink.  Even the snowmobile was useless in the mess that was left behind and four-wheel drive vehicles were even worse.  Lucille and I were stuck in a valley, with our only road up to the plateau covered in ice.

The two of us were isolated from anyone else for a full week.  At least there was no service break in either the phone or the electricity, and I'd stocked up on enough food for two months for three guys.  Then too, I'd just had a fuel delivery of heating oil for the cabin, and the new furnace kept the whole place pleasantly warm, so we were in good shape.  Most of our days were spent either looking after the animals or working on the house, but we filled in several spare hours acting deliciously naughty.  Somehow the word 'Cuz' took on a definitely sex-filled overtone.

Actually, conditions for us were a lot better than they were for many others in the municipality.  The hardships that the frigid weather created were quite general.  In fact it affected everything from road conditions to school openings and I heard later that the unseasonable weather pretty well wiped out Halloween celebrations in our local town.  Our local weekly newspaper actually came out with a prediction of a coming ice age, but in actual fact anyone who was prepared for a normal fall and winter lived through it with little problem.

Personally, it let me get to know Lucille much better and surprisingly, one phone call changed Mom's attitude toward me as well.  We weren't able to go to see anyone, but the telephone conversations we had certainly accomplished a lot.  Actually, I found that Lucille used the telephone much more than I did.  She talked to Mom every day and with both Beth and Jasmine at least every two days.  But the surprising thing was the amount of time she spent on the phone to Sandy, Carissa and Jackie.  She must have talked to each of them for at least an hour a day.  The result of all her phone calls was that she heard a lot about my school days and knew much more about me than I did her.  I didn't realize it then, but during those phone calls, she also changed the attitudes of Sandy and Carissa, both toward me and toward herself and all of the changes were positive.

On the Friday following Halloween, a chinook came blowing in and by late Saturday evening, the roads out of the valley were passable.  Early Sunday morning, Lucille left for town and not long afterward, Dad arrived with Matt and John, but John was just there to pack up his clothing.  He wanted to move to Innisfail to be with his other brothers for the winter, and told me he was going to go back to school after Christmas.  However, he wanted to come back the next summer and I did promise him a job.  That's when I found out that Dad had offered him one as well, so when they left John was in a great mood.  He knew he was welcome to come back and he even had his choice of jobs in the spring.

Matt and I were working out at the barn later that afternoon when we saw a strange car come driving into the yard.  Sandy and Carissa had brought Jackie out for a visit because she hadn't spent much time with her brother for months and was going to the hospital in Edmonton in two weeks.  She was scheduled for tests and surgery in mid November, so I offered to pay for a pair of motel rooms for Matt and his brothers during the time she'd be there.  From the way the two of them reacted, you would have thought I'd offered them the moon.

Carissa and Sandy left for town that afternoon, but Jackie stayed behind, supposedly to spend time with Matt, but that night she made it clear that she was sleeping with me.  Even though the doctor had warned her not to be involved in any kind of penetration during sex, she'd have been willing to risk it.  I wasn't though.  Instead for the next few days she cuddled with me at night and spent her days getting to know her oldest brother.

I found the fact that they barely knew each other very weird, but considering the way they had been raised, it shouldn't really have been a surprise.  Even though they'd often lived in the same house, the only times they'd seen each other were during church or at meals.  Even during the meals Jackie hadn't eaten with the boys.  Instead she had served their meals, but had been taught to be silent while the family was eating, then she and her mother had eaten later.  In other words, women in that household were treated as servants and little more.  On top of that, Matt had been away from home for years.  At the age of sixteen, all the boys had been forced to find jobs and support themselves, so he'd been away from home for most of the last six years.  In that time both of them had changed.  So in some ways it was as if they were getting to know strangers.

I'd thought Matt and his brothers were raised in isolation, but as I talked to Jackie, I realized that she had literally been kept away from any way to learn about the real world.  Her main view of what Calgary was like was seen from the perspective of her home and that of the homes of four other families who were involved in similar situations.  A trip to a bargain clothing outlet or a fabric store had been a big deal for her, because that meant she would wear new clothing.  However, she'd often worn hand-me-downs.

Since both Matt and Jackie had been home schooled, there were woefully huge gaps in their education.  Current affairs and recent history were blank pages for both of them because they'd only seen TV or heard the radio on odd occasions.  Matt was in better shape than Jackie was, but not by that much.  Actually Matt was taking grade nine and ten courses by correspondence now and when Jackie saw the books for the course, she almost devoured them.  By the time she left four days later, she had made up her mind to do the same thing as Matt was doing.

However when Carissa came to pick up Jackie, the two of them went into a huddle about schooling.  By the time they came up for air, they'd decided that Jackie would apply to school in town and see if she could repeat her grade nine courses or even try to get into grade ten.  Unfortunately she'd been home schooled and what education she'd been given was somewhat spotty, so some essential courses had been skimmed over very lightly.  I suggested that she bone up on the grade nine courses that she'd already taken, then arrange to take any other essential courses by correspondence during the time before school started in the fall.  That way she'd be able to start in regular high school classes and although she'd be two years older than most of her classmates, she wouldn't be that far out of sync with them.

Since it was less than a week before Jackie had to be in Edmonton for tests and possible surgery, she and Carissa were in a rush to leave that day.  Not only did they have to get ready for that trip, but now they had Jackie's education to consider.  Jackie was extremely emotional when they left, but she promised me that she'd be back once she'd recovered from her surgery and Carissa let me know that she'd be back to see me as soon as she could.

Sandy showed up two days later and she brought enough clothing and paraphernalia with her that I knew she planned on moving in for a while.

"What's up with all this?" I grinned as I looked at all the bags and packages in her car.

"Well, Carissa and Jackie are coming to get Matt tomorrow to go to Edmonton, so I'm here to see that you aren't spending any time alone.  If I'm here with you, you won't get lonely," she grinned at me.  "Besides, both Lucille and Jackie got to spend several days with you on their own.  It's my turn."

"I see," I laughed, wrapping her in a hug and getting a short kiss as well.

"Besides, we didn't tell you, but my family is hoping to spend Christmas with you.  In fact, if Jackie is out of the hospital, Jackie, Matt and the other boys are planning on spending a few days here then.  Oh, Lucille and Carissa will probably spend some time here too, but with them there are other family members that they'll spend time with as well."

"It sounds like you have the next month and a half of my life all planned out," I grinned at her.  "Are you women getting uppity again?"

"Not really," she broke into laughter.  "Actually, I was supposed to ask you if it's alright, but I got carried away.  So now I'm asking, can we impose on your hospitality and join you for Christmas?"

"Well, since we have six weeks to plan for it, I guess that's okay," I tried to keep the grin from my face.

"Well, it's not as if things are set in stone.  I know your family has plans as well and we aren't going to interfere too much with those," she giggled then.  "I think your mom would have our hides if we did."

"Yep, she probably would at that," I chuckled.  "Now do you want all this stuff inside?  If so, I'd better call Matt since there's so much of it."

"Well, it's not all mine," she giggled.  "We talked it over and since people seem to end up being stuck here for days on end, we decided to buy a few emergency supplies to keep here, just in case.  Not many of us gals like the idea of wearing guys' gaunches and things of that sort."

"Well, I'm sorry.  I wasn't planning on having a bunch of women underfoot when the blizzard happened."

"Yes, but it happened twice.  Lucille wasn't any happier than I was about having to borrow your underwear," she giggled as she grabbed a big bundle of clothes.  "We've decided that you have the weatherman in your pocket and you're bribing him to keep us here for extended periods.  However, now that we've got some essentials here, it probably won't happen again."

"I wouldn't count on it.  The weather does what it wants and we have to live with it," I laughed and followed her inside with a couple of boxes.

Unfortunately, Sandy coming with a lot of clothing served to illustrate the fact that there wasn't enough furniture for the rooms in the new addition.  The whole cabin was woefully short of drawer space for all that additional clothing and Sandy got on the phone as soon as we realized how short of storage space the cabin was.  She must have been quite effective with her plea for used furniture.  It was snowing lightly the next morning, but Frank Dolens followed Carissa out with a big truck and it was loaded to the hilt.  He had a whole master bedroom set and two extra dressers from the Coulters, but he'd also decided to donate his family's old living room furniture.  When we unloaded it all, I saw that he had a used snowmobile hidden under everything else.

"Whose snowmobile is that, Frank?"

"That's mine or rather it belongs to my family," Sandy grinned at me.  "I asked Frank to keep an eye out for a good used one.  Jessie, Jean and I want to have some fun, but I thought a second snowmobile was essential up here anyway.  You don't mind it we keep it here, do you?"

"I guess not," I shrugged, but winked at Frank.  "But, I don't know where we'll store it."

"Well, while we're on the subject of space, John and I have been talking about your ranch.  You need more buildings," Frank said quietly.  "I don't know if John has said anything to you about it, but we were thinking that you have an ideal spot here for scenery and protection.  Have you ever considered starting a dude ranch?"

"A what?" I looked at him in astonishment.  "This is a working ranch.  I'm really not into babysitting a bunch of people."

"Well, we looked at what you've done in the past six months or so.  In that time you've taken several young people under your wing and helped straighten them out."

"I didn't do that alone.  My family did more than I did."

"No, you didn't do it on your own and you are quite young, but it's something for you to consider in the future.  You're very good at teaching greenhorns about rural life.  You might want to think about it as a way to add income with a relatively small investment," he said seriously as he untied the snowmobile from the tethers in the truck.  "Now where should we put this thing?"

"Well, for now let's put it with mine, in the lean-to beside the barn.  I guess since Matt is leaving with Carissa, Sandy and I are going to have to shift things around to make space for it."

Frank just laughed at that, and shortly after we'd unloaded the snowmobile, then covered it with a tarp, he left.  After he was gone, I had a chance to go inside again.  Sandy and Carissa were driving poor Matt crazy as they shifted and shuffled the various pieces of furniture around the new living room, trying to find a layout they both could agree on.  I watched the circus for a moment, then I stepped into the fray.

"Enough!" I barked quite loudly.  "As long as I'm the person who owns the house, don't you think I should be consulted?"

Carissa looked ready to argue, but Sandy looked chagrined, meanwhile I wasn't waiting for them to say anything.

"Matt, give me a hand, the couch sits facing the fireplace," I grabbed one end of it and watched him grin slightly as he grabbed the other.

"But how will you watch a TV from there?  Where will you put that, beside the fireplace?" Carissa pleaded.

"Carissa, this place is in a deep valley.  TV signals go in a straight line, and pass about a quarter of a mile over our heads.  You can't get TV reception down here in the valley."

"Oh," she muttered quietly.  "Well, there goes that Christmas gift idea."

"Is that what this was all about?"

"Unh huh," she looked upset.  "I miss having a television.  Are you sure you can't build a bigger antenna or something?"

"There is no way we could build a tower that would be anywhere near tall enough," I chuckled.  "Even if we did build something that tall, the signal wouldn't get from the antenna to the TV because of the resistance of the lead-in wire that would run between them.  You'd have to put in a signal booster of some kind and that would be too darn expensive to even contemplate."

"Oh.  Okay, but why does the couch have to go there of all places.  It's right in the middle of the room and …"

"And from there, if I'm lying down on the couch, I can look out the window and see both the driveway and the barn," I interrupted as I pointed a few feet from one end of the couch.  "However, since I like to sit down and read at times, I eventually want to put a nice chair right about there.  I'll find myself a comfortable chair and set it right where I want it, then I can do the same thing from that seat.  I designed this place to be practical and comfortable, not to be a showcase of style or anything else.  Don't forget, this is a log cabin in the boondocks, not a mansion on an estate just outside of town."

Once I got it through everyone's heads that I wanted things to be practical and comfortable throughout the house, we got the furniture shifted around quickly and easily.  It wasn't long after we finished moving the furniture into place that Matt and Carissa left.

Sandy and I were alone once more and as we watched Carissa's car disappear around the last bend and into the cut that lead up the hill, she broke into giggles.

"What's so funny?" I frowned at her.

"Well, when you did your imitation of a grizzly bear and barked at us, I thought Carissa was going to pee herself," she snickered.  "She gets so wound up with the idea that she's right that she forgets things like the fact that you own the place."

"Yeah, she has a tendency to want her own way and I hadn't realized it until just a while ago, but she had me wrapped around her little finger for most of the summer."

"I can't complain about that," Sandy leaned over and snuggled up to me.  "I don't think I'd be here if she wasn't a bit pushy with both of us."

"Well, it seems to me that all of our families got into the act as well."

"Let's not go there, huh?" she sighed and leaned against me.  "That's really not something I want to be reminded of right now.  There are still some uncomfortable memories tied into that sort of thing."

"Sorry, I didn't think about that."

"Umm, I know.  That sort of thing happens," Then with another sigh, she grabbed my hand and turned us toward the door of the cabin.  "Right now I'm getting chilled from just standing here.  Let's go do something.  Either inside or out, but if we're going to be outside, let's dress for it."

Instead of going outside, for the rest of the day I did my best to make her forget those uncomfortable memories.  I know I succeeded some of the time.

Over the next six weeks, between gifts from friends and purchases that we made, we furnished the new addition quite well.  While we were at it, we bought curtain and drape material, then between Mom and Sandy, we soon had new curtains and drapes.  While they were busy with that, I built some bookshelves and I finished painting the last of the new walls and all of the trim in the house.  We even spruced up the old part of the cabin with new curtains and new paint and extended the kitchen cabinets before turning the rest of the old living room area into an eating area.  I added a large propane kitchen stove and set it up right beside the old electric one, then made Sandy's day by buying and installing a dishwasher next to the new double kitchen sink.  With a bit of paint, some new counter tops and new doors on the cupboards, even the old section of the cabin felt like new.  Then to add to our feeling of security I picked up a big deep freeze to put in the basement so we could
store much more frozen food.

While we were doing that, we found time to go to town to see Grampa Bender at least twice each week and we tried to time our visits so we could see others as well.  Lucille managed to come out and visit us as often as she could, but she had to work her visits around both her duty schedule and the weatherman.  She didn't want to risk being caught in another blizzard or ice storm.  Of course on the weekends, if the weather looked good and there was no risk of a storm, we brought Jess and Jean out to the cabin.  Tom, Jasmine, Beth and George often dropped around on a Saturday or Sunday.  However, we also had visits from Mom and Dad as well as Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice.  In fact we had visits from a lot of other people who came to see us for various reasons.

We did arrange to have Tom and George handle the chores on the first weekend in December.  We left the cabin after doing the chores on Friday morning and drove to Edmonton in my pickup in order to visit Jackie.  We arrived in the afternoon and went to see her, but at that time she was still recovering from the operation.  We hadn't realized that it had been postponed until that morning while the hospital did several tests in order to know what to do once she was in surgery.

We met Carissa and Matt at the hospital, then stayed in the same motel as the Coulters and Jackie's brothers.  In a way it was sort of like being home away from home, but we weren't in the mood to party.  Instead, we were all worried about Jackie's future health, Carissa more than anyone else.  In fact, after all the tests and all the waiting around, Carissa looked worn out.

It seemed that Jackie had developed a cyst and the doctors had removed it, however they were afraid the cyst was cancerous, so it was being tested.  When we arrived they were still waiting for the results of the tests to find out if a further operation was needed.  If the cyst was cancerous, she was going to have to go through the possibility of another operation and even chemotherapy.  Unfortunately the doctors wouldn't know that until Monday morning, but Sandy and I had to be home by Sunday night.

That night Wilma and John took the two late shifts of sitting with Jackie.  When John came back to the motel in the morning, after being replaced by Matt, he and I talked for a while.  He asked if Sandy and I would take Carissa shopping to give her a break.  Since Jackie wouldn't really be recovered from the anaesthetics until later in the day, I felt that was a great idea.

So I went Christmas shopping with two women.  Mostly I acted as a beast of burden, carrying parcels and packages, but I did get away from the two of them for an hour or so and quickly found a jeweller who sold me four identical lockets.  Then I slipped into a woman's wear store and bought each of the gals a cashmere sweater.  After those purchases, my personal bank account was sorely depleted, so from then on my purchases for other people on my list were far less extravagant.  But, for everyone's enjoyment, I bought a few Christmas decorations for the cabin and a several sets of the smallest Christmas lights I could find, but I made sure to have enough strings to light a decent sized tree.

Sandy and Carissa both had credit cards and to my way of thinking, they went crazy.  I teased them that I was glad I had a pickup with a covered box.  Otherwise, we'd never fit everything into the truck to take all their boxes back home.  Then while we were driving from one mall to another, I noticed a restaurant supply store.  I pulled in there and bought a complete service for two dozen people, checking to be sure that it included everything from plates and glasses to silverware.  By the time we'd had lunch, then gotten back to the motel, the back of the truck was almost full and I was tired of both walking and carrying packages from place to place.  Carissa looked in a better mood, but as we separated Carissa's parcels from ours, I think it was dawning on Sandy just how much we had bought.  Now, she was the person who had a frown on her face, but she shrugged it off quickly.

When we got to the hospital, Jackie was looking much better and could recognise each of us.  The hospital had been a little worried because she'd taken so long to recover from the anaesthetics, but they seemed to be quite relaxed when I spoke to anyone.  We wished Jackie the best of luck when we talked to her that afternoon and then again the next morning, but she seemed pessimistic in some way.  The only times she brightened up were when either Carissa or Mrs. Coulter were in the room.

By noon on Sunday, Sandy and I were on our way home.  We'd been watching the weather and it seemed like there might be a storm on the way.  In fact for the last fifty miles, we drove through a light snowfall and almost as soon as we drove into the yard, Tom left to go home.

It was a good thing he did.  By the time we'd unloaded the pickup and finished the chores, the snow was falling heavily.  At least the wind didn't blow hard, but by morning we had to contend with six inches of snow when we went out to do the chores.  Before the storm had petered out in the late afternoon, we had eight inches of snow on the level.  The late afternoon light showed a winter wonderland outside the cabin windows and Sandy went shutter happy with a new camera I'd bought her as a belated birthday gift.

That night Carissa phoned us to let us know that all the tests were back and that Jackie was doing well.  Unfortunately one of the tests had been inconclusive and they wanted to repeat it.  She made that call to us on the second of December, but it wasn't until the nineteenth that she called again to let us know that they'd be home for Christmas and that Jackie definitely didn't have cancer.  When Carissa made that call, she was almost ecstatic and I didn't blame her a bit.  I think we all felt like celebrating.

Actually, right about then we'd needed some good news to lift our spirits a bit because we'd grown to feel a bit boxed in by the weather.  We'd had several more storms over that two-week period, but we had settled into a routine of clearing the snow from the roadway and keeping ourselves safely entertained.  On that Friday, we went to town and stocked up for Christmas.  Since we were expecting a lot of people to spend Christmas day with us, we bought a lot of groceries.  As an example, we bought two turkeys, a huge ham and an extra large roast of beef, then we added all the fixings to go with that.  On top of that I bought the regular amount of supplies for two people for a month.  While I was at the store, I set up a deal that either Matt or Sandy could buy groceries and charge it to the ranch account, just in case weather made my trips home from Olds difficult.

Since high school had let out for the holidays that day, we picked up Jess and Jean on our way back to the ranch.  Early on Saturday morning, the four of us hopped onto the two snowmobiles, then towing a toboggan behind one of them, we set out looking for a perfect Christmas tree.  There was almost a foot of snow on the ground at the ranch and in the winter sunshine, the twins seemed to think that they'd suddenly found themselves in a picture postcard.  They both had cameras and I think they took pictures of anything that didn't hide behind a bush and if something did hide on them, they took a picture of the bush it hid behind.

To be honest, I thought they should have been on the other side of the lens most of the time.  Almost sixteen, and having just gone through a spurt of development, they could have been models.  It seemed to me that the two of them had changed from cute teenagers to beautiful young women overnight.  Of course I hadn't seen much of them for two months, so I was still getting used to the changes that they'd gone through.  Since both of them were teases and I was the only guy around at the moment, the morning had been extremely interesting for me.  But, because I'd grown up with a sister who was the same age as they were, I tried to give as good as I got.

The teasing had actually started the night before, when we'd come back to the cabin and had all stayed up late.  Since we'd bought so much in town, the first thing we had to do after getting back was to move all the food and supplies into the house and store it away.  Then of course, Sandy and I had to show the twins what we had done to fix up the cabin in the last while.  In the evening, after a late supper, we'd settled down in the living room and started a fire in the fireplace.  We'd sat there talking and laughing until late at night as we'd made plans for the upcoming holidays.  At midnight, the ringing of the sonorous tones of Grampa Bender's old mantle clock had made us realize how late it was and we'd decided we needed to go to bed.

Once we were in bed, Sandy and I had discussed the changes in the way the twins were acting.  Of course, we'd also covered the fact that their bodies had changed and developed in the last few months.  She'd teased me about them making me horny and I'd admitted that they did.  Then she'd done her best to cure me of the 'problem' that had developed as we'd talked, so the two of us had taken even longer to get to sleep.

Saturday morning, Sandy and I had slept in, but had been awakened by the sight and sound of two delightful young red haired nymphs dancing into the room and bouncing on our bed.  Unfortunately, after bouncing onto the bed and giving both Sandy and me brisk kisses, they'd decided we weren't getting out of bed fast enough to please them.  Acting in unison, they'd yanked the covers from the bed.  The twins hadn't been wearing much, only thin nighties that didn't hide a lot, but Sandy and I had slept in the nude and when they'd woken us, I'd developed my normal morning's piss hard-on.  Of course, it had been somewhat augmented by the scenery.

I'm sure I blushed.  I know the twins did, but Sandy had broken into laughter as I'd scrambled to use both hands to hide my erection.  Failing miserably, I'd leaped out of bed and dove for the bathroom, dashing away from the sound of the twin's dual squeals and Sandy's seemingly delighted giggles.  In the bathroom as I calmed myself, even I could see the humour of the situation.  When everything was under control and my body had finally calmed enough that essential matters could be taken care of, I decided to give the girls a show.  Since I wasn't really all that skin conscious, I wrapped a towel around my hips, but didn't tie it tightly.  I knew it wouldn't stay on for long, but I really didn't cared if it fell off.  After all, I'd been skinny dipping every summer for years, even Mom and Aunt Alice had seen me nude.  Two more young ladies seeing what equipment I had to live with wouldn't matter all that much.

However, I'd forgotten that Sandy had gone skinny dipping with Carissa and me earlier in the year.  When I opened the door from the ensuite bathroom, I was treated to a sight many men dream of seeing.  Three fire-haired maids were leaned back against the headboard of the king-sized bed and not one of them was wearing one stitch of clothing.  Somehow, Sandy had convinced the twins that since they'd seen me nude, it was only fair that I should have an equal opportunity.  She was flanked on each side by matching nubile bookends who were wearing nothing but grins.

The towel, and the loose tie job I'd done, were not up to the task of hiding the changes that suddenly developed in my body's physical attributes.  As I stood there, I felt it slip and fall, but I didn't allow myself to flinch as the towel dropped away.  Nor did I try to hide my body's natural reaction to the sight in front of me.  Both twins gasped as their eyes grew wide.  However, that didn't detract from their beauty; in fact it may have enhanced it.  The three gorgeous women were a stunning sight that had left me nearly speechless.

"Sandy, where's your camera?" I managed to mumble.

The matching squeals, diving bodies and racing feet of the twins, brought giggles from Sandy and chuckles from me, then the bedroom door slammed behind their fleeing backs.  At that point, Sandy grinned at me, then lifted a hand and made a 'come hither' motion with her index finger.

Needless to say, chores were done later than normal that morning and breakfast followed later still.  Over breakfast, we all tried to ignore the morning's happenings, but I noticed both twins would look at me and blush, then Sandy would giggle.  I tried my best to keep a straight face, but I'll admit, I certainly hadn't been upset by the mornings happenings.  Meanwhile, Sandy was simply glowing.

However, if we were going to be ready for the guests we were expecting to arrive before Christmas, we decided we better get mobile and get a few preparations done.  The first order of the day was getting a tree, which is how we found ourselves roaring over a snow-covered range in the late morning.

I knew exactly where we were headed and even had a specific tree in mind.  I'd seen it earlier in the year and had thought it would make a perfect Christmas tree, so I'd made note of where it grew.  That was why I was driving the first sled and pulling the toboggan.  Jess rode behind me on my snowmobile while Sandy had Jean behind her on the other machine.  On the way, Jess kept tapping my shoulder and pointing at decent trees, but at each one, I'd just glance at the tree and shake my head.  I think she was growing annoyed because I hadn't even slowed down for any of those that she'd pointed out, then she saw the tree I was thinking of using.

It was outstanding.  A native Alberta white spruce, the tree was growing some distance from other trees and was almost perfectly symmetrical.  Since it was about twelve feet high, it would need to be trimmed to fit in the nine-foot height of the living room ceiling, but I thought it was perfect.  From the looks on the gal's faces as I reached out and shook the tree to dislodge the recently fallen snow, I thought they agreed.  After they had walked all the way around it to see the tree from all angles, I became certain of it.

"You knew exactly where this tree was, didn't you?" Sandy smiled at me.

"Unh huh," I nodded, grinning back at her.

"I thought he was being too fussy," Jess clipped my shoulder lightly as she grinned at me.  "I kept pointing out nice trees, but he ignored me."

"Hey, be nice to me, or I won't let you drive back to the cabin," I growled.

"You're going to let me drive?" she squealed, then threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly.

"What about me?" Jean demanded.

"Well, you can't both drive this machine at once, but perhaps Sandy will let you drive the other one," I laughed and winked at Sandy.

"Umm, I suppose," Sandy tried to look unconvinced, then broke into a wide grin.  "Actually, since I really bought the snowmobile as a Christmas present for all of us, I guess she can learn to drive it a few days early."

We all just laughed and I dug out the swede saw, then kicked away a dip in the snow so I could crawl under the lower branches of the tree in order to cut it off.  Moments later we were wrapping the branches as tightly against the trunk as we could, then tying the tree on the toboggan.  Since it was cold and since they had no reason to wait, Jean and Sandy left first, with Jean driving.  Jess hopped onto my snowmobile and looked at me with a grin.

"This time you get to hold onto me," she giggled.

"Like you did me?" I teased, because her arms had been tucked around me high on my chest.

"Just like I did … if you dare," she grinned widely as she winked.

"I think I'll just hold you around the waist," I laughed as I seated myself behind her.

"Just hold on tight then," she giggled as she started the machine.

I really tried to hold onto her waist, but she hit a bump.  I wasn't prepared and my hands slipped upward while she seemed to move down.  Even under winter clothing, I could feel that she'd grown to be quite well endowed.  Instead of pulling away, she pressed back against me and I could hear her moan softly.  After that first time, it seemed to me that she was intentionally looking for bumps to bounce over.  The ride soon grew to be very uncomfortable for me as my britches became too tight for comfort.  Since she was looking for bumps and their effect, I think she was going faster than she'd planned.  We were back at the cabin soon and I was able to get gingerly to my feet as I slid off the machine.  She turned to me and her eyes were shining.

"I'm gonna tell Sandy what happened, but I'll take the blame, 'cause only the first time was an accident," she winked at me.  "Thank you though."

With that, she jumped off the snowmobile and dashed into the cabin.  I was left to untie the tree and manhandle it up to the porch by myself while trying to think of anything else but her soft flesh.  Then I had to put away the snowmobile and the toboggan.  At least by the time I was done all of that, my body had calmed down.  When I walked in the cabin and got greeted by a strong hug and steaming kiss from Sandy, then got warned that Jean was jealous of Jess, I decided that I would never ever be able to understand women.

"Jess told you what happened and you're not upset?" I stared at Sandy in disbelief.

"Nope.  She trusts you, so does Jean and so do I.  We all know that you'd never hurt any of us intentionally.  Besides, it's all in the family," she giggled, kissing me again, then changing the subject as if she'd said all she intended to on the subject.  "Now, we were looking around the living room and checking for electrical outlets to see where we could set up the tree.  Do you have a preference?"

"Unh huh, a tree like this deserves to be displayed in the middle of the room," I answered quickly.  "But, before we bring the tree inside, we need to move the couch and get the tree stand ready.  Otherwise I won't know how much needs to be trimmed off the trunk of the tree."

"But how will you plug in the lights?  People might trip on a cord if it has to be stretched across the floor to the middle of the room."

I just chuckled and led her into the living room.  First I had her help me move the couch a few feet.  Then, taking a penknife with a flat screwdriver blade attachment out of my pocket, I undid a locking screw and opened a small hatch that blended into the flooring.  Standing it on end, then lifting it out and flipping it over, I lowered it back into place.  Now there was a small box standing proud of the flooring, on one end of that box there was a regular plug-in, and on the opposite end was a regular switch.

"There you are," I grinned.  "I had a floor plug specially wired into place so the Christmas tree could sit in the middle of the floor and all the lights could be turned on and off with one switch."

Sandy just looked at me and shook her head.

"How much did that cost you to do?" Jess asked.

"A couple of bucks for parts, I guess.  Building and fitting it just took time," I laughed.  "The hardest part was rigging it up so I could turn it over.  It's wired with the same sort of shielded wire used on an electric stove.  I had to make a support shelf to hang in the floor joists and it had to be long enough that the flex cable would still let the box turn over though."

Now all three of them shook their heads and rolled their eyes.

"All that, just so you could have the tree in the middle of the room?" Sandy asked.

"Yep, I wanted it done right," I laughed.  "I guess it's a guy thing.  I'll be back in a moment, there's more to the setup."

With that I went down the basement and found a Christmas tree stand that I'd had made up by the welder who worked at Frank Dolens' garage.  I'd seen a similar tree stand made out of cheap material and had it copied, but improved on the design a little bit.  Made from a section of five inch stainless steel pipe so it wouldn't rust, and with a solid plate on the bottom, it could hold a decent amount of water to keep the tree green.  The pipe section had three thumb screws near the top and a pointed pin in the bottom to hold the tree steady.  Three, foot-long triangles of flat plate, were equally spaced and welded around the outside of the pipe as braces.  Then thumb screws on the small ends of those braces were meant to mount everything solidly in order to hold the tree steady once it was set up.  Those screws fit into previously measured and threaded holes I'd drilled in the floor and normally kept plugged with blind studs, which had slotted ends for easy removal.

When I'd designed everything earlier, I'd positioned the electric plug-in and the mounting holes so that the tree stand would stand right in the middle of the room.  Since there were thousands of trees on the ranch, I'd been certain that I could find a decent one every year, and I planned to take advantage of that.  The Christmas tree had always been an important part of my family's celebration of the holiday and I intended to continue the tradition.  Since I wanted to do it right, I'd gone to a little trouble to be prepared because I'd felt it would be worthwhile.

Let's face it, to me a decorated tree is a special symbol of what Christmas means, so it was worth the extra time and money to make it the feature of the room.




Chapter 45:

Caution - Possible Traffic Delays

With the stand set in place, putting up the tree was a snap.  I simply made allowance for the height of the star that went on the top of the tree, and cut the tip back to a point where it was stable enough to support the star's weight.  Then I trimmed off the lower branches and the trunk of the tree until everything would clear the nine-foot ceiling.  Once I had the tree mounted in the stand and had filled the pipe at the base with water, I sat down in my chair and grinned at the girls.

"There, now the tree needs to warm up to room temperature before we can do much more.  That means my part is done, and I can leave the decorating up to you."

"No way!" Sandy declared.  "As fussy as you were about setting up the tree, I'd be afraid to put a bulb in the wrong place."

"Nah.  What I've done is strictly for safety and basic aesthetics.  Decoration is something else; it's just for fun.  All you have to remember is that the tree can be seen from all the way around the room, so it's going to take lots of decorations."

"Well, I thought we might get you to help us put the lights on the tree tonight, then on Christmas Eve, when everyone is here, we can do the rest of the decorating," Sandy suggested.

"Yeah, this tree is so tall that we'll need a ladder to do the top part anyway," Jean grinned, then bounced across the floor and plopped on my lap.  "You'll help us put the lights up, won't you?  Pretty please, with smooches all over it."

With that, she planted a kiss on my lips that left me with no room for doubt about her intentions.  I was astonished, but when she broke off the kiss and was snuggling against me, I saw that both Jess and Sandy were grinning.

"Alright, just what is going on?" I asked.  "You and Jess have been acting like little vixens all day and Sandy has been laughing about it."

"I can answer that," Jess walked over in front of me and stood with her hands on her hips.  "You've been treating us like little girls ever since we were young.  We want you to know that we aren't little girls anymore.  We're women, young ones, but we're darn near as old as you."

"It's not like we really want you to take us up to bed or anything," Jean pushed herself away from me and got to her feet, then stood beside her twin.  "Although, reacting to us like you knew that we were almost adults and not little girls wouldn't hurt."

"Wait a minute girls," Sandy interrupted them.  "Just who was it that wanted a camera to take your picture this morning?  And, do you remember the way his body reacted?  I'd say he knows darn well that you're sexy young women, but he's trying to be a gentleman about it.  I can't say that the two of you have been as nice to him though.  I think he's doing fine, but you might need to have some lessons on being a bit less like vixens and a little more like young ladies."

Both Jess and Jean just looked at her in surprise, then they started to colour slightly, but Sandy didn't let them stay uncomfortable for long.

"Why don't the two of you go to the kitchen and make some sandwiches and coffee for lunch?  Chris and I need to put something under the tree to catch any melting ice or snow that will drop off it as it warms up," Sandy said firmly.

Jess and Jean left quietly.

"Thanks, I didn't know what to say," I stood and hugged Sandy after we were alone.

"No problem.  Their trouble is that they need a boyfriend and Tom is being a dink.  If he'd get off his butt and screw the two of them, life would be a lot easier around our house."

"What?" I stared at her, shocked by her frankness.  "You want him to screw them?  Just like that?"

"Just like that, my butt," she giggled and snuggled against me.  "You know what I was like about you.  They're exactly the same way about Tom, but he's being too much of a gentleman."

"Well, I'm not interfering," I snorted.  "Now what should we do about the tree?  Should I get some building plastic or something?  I thought I'd just let the bit of snow left in the branches melt and wipe it up later.  After all, the flooring may be wood, but it is sealed with varnish and coated with wax."

"Let's just throw some of the old towels under there.  The ones that Grampa Bender was using before he went to the hospital aren't much good for anything else," Sandy suggested with a shrug of her shoulders.

So we spread some old ragged towels on the floor and sat there close to the tree, talking quietly.  Jess came in to say that lunch was ready, then after a look at how we were sitting, she decided that she and Jean should bring lunch in a join us.  So we all sat around the living room for hours that afternoon, just talking and enjoying the fresh 'Christmas tree' smell that grew as the tree warmed to room temperature.

Those hours of talking about things had settled everyone down a lot by the time I went out to do the afternoon chores.  Even before I'd finished the chores and come back inside, Lucille had arrived from town.  Her car was loaded with gifts and more decorations and for a while she and the twins were busy ferrying it all inside.  As soon as she saw me though, she hurried over and we drew each other into a hug, then followed that with a long kiss.

"Hi, Cuz, how's my secret lover?" she murmured in my ear as she snuggled close.

"Feeling swamped by women," I sighed deeply.  "Jess and Jean are feeling their oats and they've been a bit touchy today.  I've been walking on hot coals since I woke up this morning."

"I heard about that and I'll see what I can do," she chortled softly.  "Since I have a few days off, I may just talk to my slow poke cousin, Tom, about his love life.  If he'd get off his duff and pop their cherries, I think they'd go a lot easier on you."

"Did you say that you have some time off, at Christmas?" I pulled back and stared at her in surprise.  "How did you manage that?"

"Well, I didn't try to arrange anything because I thought as 'the new kid on the block' with the least seniority, I'd be on a lot of the time, but that's not how the matron works things.  She seems to have a thing about keeping the older nurses busy around the holidays, especially those whose families have grown up and left home.  I think it's her way of preventing an outbreak of 'the empty nest syndrome.' On top of that, she really likes Uncle Toby and I might get a bit of a reflection of that.  I think they set it up between them for me to be off for the next five days, so I could have a real Christmas with the family.  The next shift I work is on the evening of Boxing Day.  Can you believe it?  And the way the shifts work out, I even have New Years Eve and New Years Day off."

"Wow.  The matron must really like you."

"Actually, I think she has the hots for Uncle Toby," Lucille chuckled.  "Now, there's some stuff in my car that I don't want to freeze.  Are you going to help me to get it all inside?"

So I helped move the last of her packages from the car to the kitchen.  Then, once everything was moved inside, we had to shift and shuffle it all out of the kitchen right away since Sandy wanted to cook supper.

That evening was chaotic to say the least.  We put the lights on the tree, all but the star on the very top.  The girls all seemed to agree that the star was the last decoration you put on the tree, and had to be done on Christmas Eve, so that was saved for later.  That's when I found out that the McAdam trio were fussy about the spacing of the lights.  We must have spent an hour just shifting them around from branch to branch, before they were satisfied that all the lights were equally spaced around the tree from any angle.  Then Jess and Jean suggested that it might be best if we put a few decorations near the top of the tree, so we wouldn't have to work around a ladder to decorate the top of the tree Christmas Eve.  Of course what started out to be just a few decorations near the top of the tree soon grew to be quite a few because according to Jess and Jean just a few decorations on the top of the tree made it look unbalanced.  In the long run, we put almost all the
decorations that Lucille had brought on the tree and even added a few of those that I'd bought, 'just to fill in empty spaces' of course.

What I hadn't realized was that there were a lot of decorations that had been stored in the attic of the old cabin for years and when we'd been rebuilding, Mom had shifted them to keep them safe.  Grampa Bender had told Lucille about them and had suggested that we get them out and use whatever we thought was appropriate.  I had to phone Dad and ask where they might have been stored when we were building, and we had to hunt through the house, but we finally found them down in the basement.  From the looks of it, Grampa Bender and Grandma Tilly must have decorated the whole cabin at one time.  There were three of the old style wooden egg crates, the ones that took two stacks of egg flats, so they were each about a foot wide, two feet long and a foot high.  Each box was completely full of old style decorations, all wrapped in tissue paper, but they'd been sitting up in the attic for so long that the 'white' tissue paper was yellow and brittle.

Amidst an almost continuous chorus of 'Wows' and other expressions of delight, we unpacked those three old wooden boxes and unwrapped each ornament.  Some were homemade, some were obviously very delicate hand-blown glass, and some were even meant to hold candles.  I vetoed putting any of those meant to hold candles on the tree, so the girls decided they should be set up on the mantle over the fireplace.  We cleaned up the rest and packed them away until Christmas Eve, but the girls insisted on decorating the mantle that night.

Using some of the lower branches that I'd trimmed from the tree and tacking them to the logs of the cabin wall above the mantle, the girls created a backdrop of greenery.  Then they carefully hung the candle-holding decorations on the front face of the mantle, making sure there wouldn't be any fire hazard.  Once they were all safely mounted, they put a stubby candle in each decoration and lit them.

Late that evening, we sat on cushions spread on the floor in front of the fireplace and roasted popcorn over the fire.  We chatted, while eating popcorn and drinking hot chocolate, with the candles burning on the mantle and the Christmas tree lights turned on as the only lights in the house.  Somehow as the fire in the fireplace waned to embers, I ended up sitting on the couch with Sandy on one side, Lucille on the other and the twins draped across our laps.

Once more we heard the old mantle clock strike twelve.

Lucille joined me in bed that night, but I awakened early and alone.  Since it was still dark and too early to get up for the day, I hit the can, then planned to get a bit more shuteye.  However even moving in the darkened room on my way back to bed, I could see that someone was there from the light of the yardlight.  As I got close, I could tell it was Sandy, so I slipped into bed, pulling her into a hug.  She mumbled sleepily and I fell asleep again, holding her in my arms.

When I awoke, it was late and I could smell fresh coffee and frying bacon.  When Sandy and I got dressed, we found that Lucille and the twins had already done the morning chores and were making breakfast.  After eating, we all hopped into Lucille's Jeep and headed to town to see Grampa Bender, then over to Sandy and the twins' house to pick up some things there.  Later, we went to the farm to have a late lunch with my folks.  Actually, with all the running around we did, it was time for afternoon chores before we got back to the ranch.

That evening the girls had me stringing garlands around the living room as we did even more decorating.  Late that evening we had another fire in the fireplace, but we went to bed earlier than the night before.  Both Sandy and Lucille joined me in the master bedroom that evening, telling me that they'd decided that playing musical beds was silly.

The next day while I used the back-blade on the old International tractor to clear all the driveway and parking area near the cabin, the gals took the snowmobiles out for a run.  They brought back a huge toboggan load of freshly cut pine branches and before nightfall, the doorways and front porch of the cabin were decorated.  They'd even used outdoor Christmas lights that Sandy said her Dad had hung on their house in former years.  I think putting up those lights affected all of us.  We spent a very sober evening that night and when the fire was burning in the fireplace, the twins came over as I was sitting in my big easy chair, then both sat in it with me, wanting a cuddle.

In fact, when it was time for bed, they wanted to sleep with me.

"We don't want sex, just cuddles," Jess said quietly, looking at Sandy and Lucille as if asking permission, but they didn't ask me for my opinion.

I looked at Sandy and Lucille and frowned, not wanting to say anything aloud about how I felt about that idea.  In fact, I went to bed, expecting them to handle it.  I was wrong.  Only a few minutes later Jean joined me, followed a moment later by Jess.  Somehow I just couldn't say no, even though I felt extremely uncomfortable with the idea.  I yanked on my shorts though and even insisted that we leave the bedroom door open.  In all honesty, I didn't trust myself to behave and I thought that the open door would be a good idea to calm us all down, because we'd all feel inhibited since Sandy and Lucille would hear any funny business that went on.

Unfortunately, leaving that door open was a mistake.

I think both Sandy and Lucille suspected that the twins really meant to 'put the moves' on me and, I think for some perverse reason, that idea turned them on.  Only a few moments after Jess and Jean were cuddled on either side of me, it became obvious that not only were the other two women sleeping together, but they were doing much more than that.  The sounds surprised both the twins and me at first, then it had another consequence.  All three of us were young and our bodies were almost afloat in poorly suppressed hormones, so it's no wonder we reacted to the sounds of sapphic passion that came drifting through the open door.

Suddenly, Jess sat upright, then rolled out of bed and ran to close the door, giggling madly and stripping off her nightgown as she dashed back across the floor.  Honestly, I did try to protest what happened then.  Unfortunately, my protests were feeble and ineffective.  On top of that, any protest I made was strictly verbal and my body made a complete liar out of that protest.  Neither Jess nor Jean listened to my rapidly weakening protests.  One very loud squeal of female ecstasy reverberating through the cabin was the last straw.  I was inundated by two extremely passionate young women.  I can't say that I was seduced and I certainly wasn't raped, because I was more than willing, but I was definitely tackled and taken down for the count.  As a tag team, the twins were very effective wrestlers.  Of course once things got started, they came to the inevitable conclusion and not just once, but twice.

When I awoke in the morning, I was alone and feeling somewhat embarrassed, as well as more than a little ashamed of myself.  In fact as the morning progressed all of us seemed to be walking on egg shells and not knowing what to say or what to do.  We all seemed to be avoiding each other, but we also seemed to have forgotten the fact that it was Christmas Eve.

Shortly before lunch, I got tired of everyone avoiding each other and cornered the others, one at a time.  I found out that not only had Sandy and Lucille never slept with each other before, not counting the times they both slept with me, but as well, Lucille had never made love to another woman before.  On top of that, both she and Sandy were upset because they thought their actions had inadvertently pressured the twins and me into making love to each other.  The twins were both upset because they felt that they'd taken advantage of me and were surprised when I told them that I felt the same way about them.

When we sat down to lunch, I told everyone what I'd discovered.  At first everyone seemed embarrassed and looked at each other sheepishly.  Then, since no one had been hurt or forced in any way, we saw the humour in the situation.  It wasn't long before the five of us were teasing each other and actually laughing about what had happen although the laughter may have carried a slight tinge of embarrassment.

Personally, I was happy to be reassured that both Jess and Jean weren't upset in any way.  I was also happy to be told that both of them had been on the pill for months.  I still didn't feel right about the situation, but since I couldn't change the past, I did my best to put the fact that they were Sandy's sisters out of my mind.  I realized that I'd fallen down on another of my former resolutions about my actions with women and was now involved to a greater extent with two more young women.  Surprisingly, I wasn't all that upset about it, except that I felt I'd somehow double crossed Tom.

Just after lunch, Carissa and Jackie showed up in a brand-new Jeep Wagoneer that Carissa had bought using the insurance money from the one destroyed in the accident.  Her father had given her enough money to make up the difference and buy new instead of used.  Of course the Jeep was virtually packed full of gifts and parcels that had to be ferried inside the cabin, but first there was a pause for hugs and kisses all around.

Jackie looked great and I told her so.

"Well, I've had six weeks to recover since the last operation," she declared loudly enough for everyone to hear.  "And all these women you keep around had better not have worn you out either.  Neither Carissa nor I have had sex for six weeks, so be warned."

"Huh?" I managed to grunt as I stared at her. 

This was nothing like the quiet inquisitive young woman who'd visited for a few days last fall.  Carissa broke into laughter at the look on my face.

"Actually, the doctor told her to wait at least another week or two," Carissa snorted.  "And somehow, she's inveigled me into sleeping with her, at least until then.  So since you're off to school in January, I think you're safe for now, Chris."

Suddenly I realized that Matt hadn't come with Carissa and Jackie.

"Hey, where are your brothers?" I asked her bluntly.

"Probably on their way back here from Calgary, since they plan on being here before the evening," Jackie smiled almost angelically.  "They wanted to talk to my folks.  I didn't.  I sent a gift along with them for Mom, but I don't ever want to see the old man again."

She turned away, then she paused and turned to smile at me.  "Oh, and Matt said to tell you to give Carissa and me the room he normally uses, he and the boys will be staying in town with the Coulters tonight.  John Coulter and the boys have grown to be quite good friends."

Carissa and I were outside, getting the last gifts when she reached out a hand and stopped me.

"Chris, you should know that her old man tried to abduct her from the hospital in Edmonton.  Thankfully, both Matt and Dad were there when he and his friends arrived.  However after that episode Dad arranged things with your folks, the courts and the police so her father can no longer approach within a city block of her.  The court also granted Matt custody, so for now she's safe, but who knows what that idiot will try next.  He seems to be fixated on having her shipped off to BC, but so far Matt and Dad have blocked every avenue he's tried to use.  The reason Matt went to Calgary was to talk to Jackie's mother, to try to at least have her call and warn him or Dad if Jackie's father plans to try anything else," she sighed softly.  "For now, we're taking it day by day, but Matt's worried that his old man will try to have someone else do his dirty work for him."

"Cripes, can I help in any way?"

"No, but Jackie is hoping to spend a lot of the winter out here on the ranch, not in town.  Since her old man doesn't seem to know exactly where you live, we think she'll be safer if she's here," Then she grinned.  "Besides, I've seen what your dogs do to trespassers and I know you keep a loaded shotgun right by the door to take care of any skunks that the dogs can't handle."

"Yeah, but I'm more used to dealing with four legged skunks," I snorted.

"Aim at the same height.  A two-legged skunk with his foot blown off can't do much damage, but he can't run away either.  After that all you have to do is let me know where the son-of-a-bitch is laid out.  I'll gladly save the cops a trip out here to take him into custody, only I'll do it by dragging him to the cop shop on the end of a rope," she snapped, then spun away to grab one of the two last parcels and head inside.

Once more Carissa had astonished me.  I hadn't realized just how strongly she felt about the whole situation, but then, I wasn't happy about it either.  Thankfully, for once my immediate family was no longer involved and I could look at it from a more neutral position.  If I was forced to take sides, I knew which side both my head and heart would put me on though.  When I got inside with the last parcel, Sandy was in the kitchen checking a ham that she'd been roasting in the oven and Jess was just taking some loaves of fresh bread out of the other stove.  Meanwhile, Jackie and Jean were mixing and preparing something at the counter.  Lucille walked up to me as soon as I set Carissa's parcel down.

"Isn't that a wonderful domestic scene?" she gestured at the group as she smiled at me.  "Your Mom just called to warn us that your families are all dropping up for a while this evening.  She said to tell you that the Coulters, as well as Matt and the boys, are on their way right now, so Sandy and the twins laid down the law.  I've been warned to keep you out of the kitchen so the rest of the family can make up some sort of a meal to have while we all decorate the tree this evening."

"Well, it's almost time for me to do the chores anyway."

"Good, I'll come along," she grinned.  "If I stick around here, I'm afraid I might get rolled in flour and baked."

"Can I come too?" Carissa asked quietly as she came out of the bedroom Matt had been using.

"Why not?" I nodded.

Once we were out at the barn, it seemed to me that both Carissa and Lucille had to look at every horse and pet every second one.  Normally, I was able to do the afternoon chores in about half an hour since we didn't milk any cows right then, but that afternoon it took far longer.  Matt and John McAdam appeared in the barn before I was done and that slowed us down even more, since we had to pause to greet them.  We were finally finished and just about to go back to the cabin when John Coulter, Uncle Tom and Dad came into the barn.  Of course there were more greetings, then they had to be shown around too.

When we walked out of the barn, the yard was full of vehicles.  That's when I decided something was up and that I'd been kept inside the barn so I wouldn't know whatever it was.

Once we did get back inside, I found out what had been going on.  Not only had the used chesterfield and chairs in the living room been replaced by two love seats and two recliners, but I now had an oak desk and a matching chair in my office.  For a few moments I really didn't know what to say or who to thank.  However, there was a card on the desk from Frank Dolens and his family and there was another card on the biggest of the two recliners, signed by Carissa, Corinna, Wilma and John Coulter.

I was flabbergasted and still didn't know what to say.  I really hadn't expected anything like that.

"But the old chesterfield and chairs are still good," I remember blurting and John Coulter just laughed.

"We'll leave them here for extra seating over the holidays, but after New Years we'll put them in storage above Franks office.  When you build a cabin for your workers next summer, you can put them in there," he grinned.

"Build another cabin?" I stared at him in surprise.

"Yes, somewhere that Matt and his brothers can call home.  I'll finance it.  In fact, I've already talked to your family, including old Toby, and checked out the costs.  You just have to say yes and it will get built," he announced firmly.  "After that last trip to Calgary, the McAdam clan is planning to ask if they can move their home base here.  Bill McAdam has declared them all unwelcome in their old home."

"Oh shit!" I looked at Matt and John in sympathy.

"Don't let it worry you," Matt waved a hand disparagingly.  "Actually, you're the best thing that ever happened to my brothers and me.  If we hadn't run into you that day in the RCMP Station, I don't know where we'd have been, but I know we wouldn't have had the friends and family that we have now.  All of us have jobs that are three or four times as good as before and we're all getting more education and improving ourselves.  If we'd stuck with the old man and that bunch, we'd have been laid off for the winter right now and we'd probably have been working in the bush for minimum wages in the future."

"By the way, a while back, Constable Davis was talking to Matt and me," John Coulter grinned.  "He told Matt exactly what you did in the office that day.  So Matt told us what you'd said to him.  I'm not sure if I like being painted as a man that shouldn't be crossed."

"Just ask my old man about that," Mark hooted in laughter.  "After that session at the hospital in Edmonton, he thinks you have every cop in Alberta in your hip pocket."

Thankfully that got the attention away from me as Matt and Mark had to explain that after Bill McAdam had been escorted out of the hospital by the police, he'd been warned by them to stay clear.  Then the next day the police had delivered a legal document to him warning him that he could no longer approach Jackie.  To make matters even worse, he'd been stopped twice on the way back to Calgary for minor traffic violations.  For some reason he didn't believe that those stops had been circumstantial.  Instead he was positive that John Coulter was behind them and that every policeman in Alberta was working to keep him under surveillance.

Just then Lucille broke up the discussion by announcing that there was a meal already set out on the table in the kitchen and that everyone should serve themselves.  It was quite a spread, but somehow I found myself being served by Jackie without ever going near the line-up.  Instead, she insisted that I sit in my new recliner and she sat on one of the arms of the same chair with her plate on her knee.

I hadn't seen him do it, but Dad must have gone down the cellar under the old cabin, because Tom brought me a glass of Grampa Bender's 'home squeezins' and set it on the table at my side.  Then Jess and Jean walked up to him, handing him a plate of food.  Jess winked at me as she grabbed Tom's arm to steer him toward seats at the other end of the room.

"Hmm, interesting," I said quietly, forgetting that Jackie was at my side.

"Well, from what I've heard I think that between you and Lucille, you've convinced those two that they need to take the upper hand.  I'd say Tom is in for an enjoyable time, at least for the rest of the winter," Jackie said with what verged on a malicious snicker.

I'd been surprised to hear her answer and didn't know what to say, so I just shrugged my shoulders, trying to sluff off the idea that I was responsible in any way.  Actually, I still felt guilty about what had happened with the girls only the night before.

During the rest of the evening, people snacked, talked and added more decorations to the tree.  Then a little after eight o'clock, Lucille and I brought out the boxes of decorations that had been stored in the attic of the old cabin.  Sandy suggested that each person should put at least one of those on the tree, but admonished everyone that some of them were extremely delicate and warned everyone to handle the old decorations with care.  Between the decorations I had bought, the ones that Lucille had bought and the ones that Grampa Bender had stored in the attic, there was hardly an open space on the tree by nine thirty at night.  That's when I suggested that the youngest person there needed to put the star on the top of the tree to finish it off, then handed the star to Jasmine.  Tom and George held the ladder for her and we all cheered when it was in place.

Once that was done, I asked Mom to turn out all the lights in the room and Beth reached under the tree to turn on the Christmas tree lights.  It looked great.  Once more, the only other lights in the room were the candles on the mantlepiece and the light from the fire in the fireplace.  About then Jess and Jean brought in the bowl of punch that they and Sandy had made, while Lucille brought in a big jug of eggnog.  When everyone had something to drink in their hand, we began to sing Christmas carols and songs.  I don't remember all the songs we sang, but I know we started with "Here Comes Santa Claus," and ended with "Silent Night"

Mom and Dad left about ten thirty, taking Beth and George with them, and were followed by Uncle Tom, Aunt Alice and Jasmine shortly afterward.  John and Wilma Coulter left right after that.  Matt and his brothers stayed a lot later.  So did Will and Corinna.  But Tom was the last one to leave and the twins escorted him to his car.  When the girls came back inside, they were both giggling loudly, but they refused to say what they found so funny.

Once everyone else was gone, we hung our individual stockings from the mantle and began to slip presents under the tree.  Before everyone had put all the gifts in place the space under the tree was filled and the presents stretched out from it far enough that turning the lights off was going to be difficult.  However, we didn't turn them off right away.  Instead we turned off all the other lights again and sat quietly for a while, simply relaxing from the noise and excitement of the evening.

Jackie was the first to declare that it was bed time and Carissa went with her, but not until both of them had given everyone else a goodnight hug and quick kiss.  Jess and Jean followed only moments later.  Sandy, Lucille and I sat and talked quietly for a while longer before we decided the bed was calling us.  We went upstairs after blowing out the last candle and turning off the lights on the tree.

Christmas day was hectic.  I awoke early and managed to slip out of bed without waking either Sandy or Lucille, then slipped downstairs and added one more gift to each girl's stocking.  After that I slipped outside as quietly as possible and did the morning chores.  I was almost done when Sandy showed up at the corrals, bawling me out for not waking her to help with the chores, but I just laughed at her, then gave her a hug and wished her Merry Christmas.

Once I was back inside, I rushed to clean up and change into good clothes, then I finally got to have my morning coffee.  While I was drinking my coffee, Jess brought me my stocking and kissed me on the cheek in thanks for 'Santa's' gift in her stocking, a pair of cultured pearl earrings.  Jean, who'd gotten the same, kissed me on the other cheek while handing me a small plate loaded with a couple of slices of cinnamon toast.  Sandy, Lucille, Carissa and Jackie insisted on giving me a kiss and hug in thanks for their matching necklaces and earrings.  I had to admire all of their other small 'stocking' gifts as well, but as I did, I was able to stave off starvation with the cinnamon toast and coffee.  Then they insisted I open my stocking and see what 'Santa' had left me.  Mostly what was in my stocking were gag gifts, but there was a key-chain with a horse's head on it.  The key-chain had a 'Honda' key attached and a little note taped to the key which read "Check in
the lean-to by the barn – the McAdam clan." (When I checked later that afternoon, I found that the key fit a new 'Honda Trail' motorcycle, which was parked behind the tractor and hidden under a tarp.)

Once I had all of the goodies out of my stocking, Jess and Jean started handing out the gifts.  All I'm going to say about gifts is that everyone seemed to make out like bandits.  I know all the girls were extremely pleased with the cashmere sweaters, and once they found that each of them had one, they decided that they just had to wear them that day.  It was almost ten in the morning by the time we'd opened all the gifts and everyone had a chance to see exactly what they'd gotten.  Then we finally were able to eat a light breakfast.  We didn't dare eat a lot because we had our Christmas visits to make yet and we knew there would be either snacks or light meals served at each place we visited.

Sandy and the girls put a huge turkey in the oven and set it to roasting, then we got dressed and drove down home to open more presents and have a bite to eat.  After that we had to go over to Uncle Tom's for more of the same and finally we went to town and visited the Coulters.  Then we had to race home to take the turkey out of the oven and begin cooking and reheating some of the other food.  Lucille and I set up a huge table in the living room using sawhorses and sheets of plywood, since everyone who'd been there the night before was going to be back for Christmas dinner.  As soon as the table was set up and covered with clean bed sheets, we'd hurriedly pulled on a pair of coveralls and done the chores.  We were scarcely back in the cabin and cleaned up, when our guests began to arrive.  It wasn't long before everyone was there.  In fact there were twenty-four people in the livingroom of the cabin when we sat down to eat at five thirty.

On top of everyone who had been there the evening before, Mom and Dad had brought Grampa Bender out for a visit.  In fact, Grampa Bender was the reason that we were having the family's main Christmas dinner at the ranch; normally Mom and Aunt Alice took turns having the family dinner.  Sandy and Carissa came up with the idea of having Grampa Bender there and I had thought it was only fitting.  So did Lucille, who helped to set it up with the hospital.  I don't think Grampa Bender ate much, instead he spent most of his time looking around at all the changes in the old cabin and admiring the new addition, but he certainly enjoyed himself.

The girls had set the table so Grampa Bender's wheelchair was at one end and I was at the other.  That meant I didn't get much chance to talk to him during dinner, but we did have the chance to have a quiet chat later.  To say that he was effusive in his praise of what we'd done to the cabin would be putting it mildly.  After we'd finished dinner and everyone had a short visit with him, he began to look tired, so Lucille and I took him back to town.  We weren't surprised to be met at the door of the hospital by the matron herself.  She wheeled Grampa Bender away, clucking and fussing like an old hen, so when Lucille and I got back in her Jeep we had a good laugh about her antics.  I had to agree with Lucille, it looked like the matron had a 'thing' for Grampa Bender.

By the time Lucille and I got back to the ranch, the yard was almost empty because most of our visitors had left.  Mom and Dad were still there and so was Tom, but of the McAdam boys, only Matt had stayed behind.  The Coulters had taken Mark, Luke and John back to town with them.  Carissa and Jackie were packing some things and were going to join them for a few days.  Everyone else that was leaving had already left, so when I got inside, I headed for my new recliner and flopped on it.  I felt exhausted, but satisfied.

I'd hardly gotten seated when Sandy brought me a cup of coffee.

"You look exhausted and I know what you feel like, but you were up even earlier than I was," she laughed gaily as she rested on my knee for a moment.

"Sandy, you did very well," Dad said with a wide smile.  "Now you and Chris know how we've felt for many years though."

"Yes, next year it's our turn again," Mom chuckled.  "Was Uncle Toby happy to be back at the hospital?"

"Well, I don't know about him being happy to go back to the hospital, but the matron sure made a fuss about him when we took him inside," I laughed.  "Lucille thinks she regards him as a very special patient."

That brought a laugh from everyone.  We talked for a short while, but mostly we just sat around and relaxed.  Then Dad yawned and instantly Mom insisted that they had to go.  Tom left a few minutes after they did, but Carissa and Jackie didn't leave until late in the evening.  As soon as they had left, Matt headed for bed, but told me to sleep in the next day because he'd handle the morning chores.

Only a short while later, I decided I'd had enough Christmas for the year and I headed for bed too.  I think my head might have rested on the pillow for thirty seconds before I was asleep.  I don't think I had more than an hour's sleep before I awakened again though, but I don't know why, there was certainly no noise or anything to disturb me.  Still, for some reason, I felt I had to get out of bed and check to see if there was any problem that I could see.  While I was pulling on my clothes, I was thinking that I might just be reacting to the fact that I didn't have a snuggle partner because I'd awakened alone, but I discounted that.  Then, as I padded quietly into the hallway and down the stairs I could hear a quiet murmur of conversation coming from the living room and I found all four of the gals sitting on the new couch and chairs, just quietly chatting.

"Couldn't you sleep?" Sandy asked, as she glanced up, saw me and broke into a frown.

"Something woke me," I shrugged, looking around the room to see if I could notice anything that might have disturbed me.  "Perhaps I just missed a snuggle partner, but now that I'm up, I'm going to have a glance around."

"I didn't hear any noises or anything.  Did anyone else notice anything?" Lucille frowned.

None of them had, but I still had an uneasy feeling for some reason.  So, I got dressed in my winter clothing and taking a flashlight, I wandered out and checked the farmyard, the barn and the corrals, but didn't find any problems.  When I went inside again, Sandy insisted that I have a cup of hot chocolate, then amended that, and made hot chocolate for everyone.  Ten minutes later I was esconced in my new recliner chair and the twins decided it was big enough that they could both join me, and according to them it was "So I wouldn't feel lonesome."

Which is when things started to get interesting, because both the twins and I were instantly reminded of the previous night.  Since Sandy and Lucille were sitting close together on the new couch, we weren't the only ones whose memories were working overtime.  I never did get a chance to finish that cup of hot chocolate.




Chapter 46:

Caution - Signal Operation Changed

Even though Christmas Day had been so long and hectic for me, I still awoke early on Boxing Day.  In fact I was awake in time to hear Matt get up and go out to do the chores, but I wasn't the only one who awoke then.   The pair of red haired, green eyed nymphs who had rocked me to sleep the night before were awake as well.  I was awakened to grins, giggles and explorations, then almost worn out by their mutual gymnastics.  As we lay there puffing and panting after our morning tussle, I couldn't help worrying that I'd just had two more women added to my growing list of occasional lovers, and I decided that I needed to say something.

"Darn it girls, does this mean that Tom has missed out on a good thing?" I blurted out.

"Unh uh!" Jess giggled.  "You're an available playmate for now …"

"… well, not just a playmate, not really, more of a teacher," Jean chuckled.

"But, you were virgins before and surely he'll notice that."

"Chris, didn't you notice that we didn't bleed the other night?"

"Technically, we were still virgins, but …"

"Our hymens have been gone for years …"

"Tom already knew that …"

"We told him the first time he touched us down there …"

"All you did was stretch us out and open us up a bit …"

"And make us feel wonderful …"

"While showing us how much fun sex could be …"

"So we think you're a marvelous guy …"

"Which means that if Tom doesn't do anything soon …"

"We might visit once in a while …"

"But, don't count on it!"

"We really do want a guy of our own …"

"Or maybe two, if one isn't enough …"

"We can share …"

"But only with each other …"

"Except for you …"

"But then you're special."

Then with a giggle, they both dove out of bed, racing out the door and down the hall to the other upstairs bathroom.

I certainly wasn't that energetic.  I did manage to wander to the bathroom that opened onto the main bedroom and took care of essentials, even having a shower, but I made the mistake of lying down on the bed when I was done and dozed off again.  I did manage to get up, get dressed and wander downstairs to grab a coffee and a bit of breakfast about nine in the morning.

Actually, Boxing Day was much more relaxed than Christmas Day had been.  I spent part of the morning in my new office, trying to set it up the way I wanted it, but Sandy and Lucille wouldn't let me stay there long.  Instead they wanted to go out for a ride on the snowmobiles.  We couldn't stay out long though, because Lucille was on duty at four in the afternoon.  That meant that since she wanted to do some errands before work, she had to leave shortly after lunch.  Just after she left, Matt and the twins took the snowmobiles out for a ride.

Once we were alone, Sandy grabbed my hand and led me to the living room, pushing me back into the recliner and sitting on my lap.

When she was comfortable and had made sure that I was okay, she sighed then spoke quietly.  "You're going to be alone here with the twins for at least two days."

"What?"

"I said that you're going to be alone here with the twins for at least two days," she snorted.  "Matt and I are going to go spend the night with his brothers at our house in town, which is where they'll be staying for a few days."

"I thought the boys were staying with the Coulters."

"They only stayed there on Christmas Eve and last night.  Anyway, for the next couple of nights you and the girls are going to be alone in the house.  I'm guessing that Jess and Jean want to sleep with you."

"Why don't they go along with you?"

"Because the boys are going to sleep in the girls' beds.  The twins refuse to kick them out and make them sleep on the floor," she grinned.  "Is having my sisters stay with you for a couple of days really such a chore?"

"You know damn well it isn't," I had to laugh at the suggestion, but my laugh ended in a frown.  "My problem is that it feels as if I'm being manipulated into being in a situation where Tom might accuse me of having sex with your sisters, which would break them up."

"Well, in a way, I suppose I am expecting that you'd want to have sex with them, especially after last night," she sighed.  "Besides, Tom is being an ass.  Jess and Jean want to get him into bed, but he refuses to be with both of them and won't choose between them."

"And what the hell does this have to do with me?"

"Well, you're the guy that got the twins involved with sex and showed them how good it felt," she snickered and then kissed my cheek.  "And, before you say anything, I know that was at least partly my fault.  I know that if Lucille and I hadn't gotten so involved and so noisy, the twins tell me nothing would have happened.  Then of course last night put the candles on the cake."

I sighed deeply.  "Dammit!  What the hell am I, the local stud?"

"Yes, at least Jess and Jean seem to think so," she giggled and bent her head to nibble my earlobe.

"Hey, what are you doing, trying to get me wound up?"

"Just getting you going.  Then while Matt and I do the chores, the girls can handle the rest.  By bedtime tonight they feel they'll have you wound up enough not to be worried about anything."

"This has to be the worst idea that you've had in a long time," I sighed deeply.  "As it is, I've got too many women around me.  I don't need more.  And, on top of that, if Tom ever finds out that I have fooled around with the twins, he'll drop them like hot potatoes.  Besides, once they get going, the time you'd take doing the chores wouldn't be enough."

"That's why they want you to sleep with one of them tonight," she giggled.  "Since you have sex with your cousin, why would having sex with my sisters be such a chore?"

"You know damn well it wouldn't be a chore, but you also know that Lucille isn't really related to me," I frowned.  "My problem is that sex with your sisters feels wrong, and each time it has happened I've felt that I was tricked into it.  On top of all the other complications, I've felt that I was double crossing both Tom and you, not to mention Lucille, Carissa and Jackie."

"Well, you aren't double crossing me or the others, and although Tom dropped around today, he left in a huff.  He even suggested to them that since you'd already slept with several women, two more wouldn't bother you," she sighed deeply.  "I don't understand him at all."

"What?  When was Tom here?" I frowned at her.

"He was here while we were out on the snowmobiles, but when Jess and Jean suggested that he could spend the next few days here with them, he got angry and left."

"That might be because his family has plans for the next few days that involve him.  When they were here last night, they were talking about the whole family going to visit Tom's Uncle Charlie, Aunt Alice's brother.  Do you think the twins even asked him what he had planned?"

"Oh, I never thought that he might be committed to something else already.  I don't suppose they did either."

"Well, Tom was probably torn between what he wanted to do and what he had to do, which probably means that they misjudged his reaction when they put pressure on him to do what they wanted.  That would mean they got him annoyed and he spoke out without thinking about what he was saying.  Since I believe that's the case, I'm not about to act as a sexual safety valve for their frustrations when they brought them on themselves," I frowned and looked her in the eye.  "It also sounds to me like the twins asked you to approach me, so I think you'd better warn them that I'm not going to be cooperative.  As well as that, I think you should talk to them about discussing things with Tom.  He's not too good at accepting other people telling him what to do, and trying to pressure him, just makes him annoyed.  In fact, he's about twice as independent as I am, so if they want to get along with him, they'd better learn to be cooperative and talk things out before doing things that simply
piss him off."

She looked at me for a moment with a slight frown, then sighed.  Slipping off my lap, she walked over near the tree before turning to face me.

"So, you want me to tell them about Tom?"

"Well, they did come to you first, not me, and you were the one who decided that you were leaving them here with me while you went off to town and spent some time there," I sighed softly.  "I wish you'd spoken to me about that before making up your mind.  At least I'd have had a chance to discuss my view of the situation.  I told you before that I want to be the one who makes decisions about my personal life from now on.  From now on that's especially true of deciding who I'm going to invite to sleep in my bed with me."

"Ouch.  I'm sorry," she said quietly.  "I'll talk to the girls and to Matt."

With that, she walked away and left me, so I went back to the office and fiddled for the a while longer.  However, she must have talked to Jess and Jean, because it wasn't long before I was standing on the porch and waving as Sandy, Matt and both of the twins left for town.  I don't think the twins were extremely happy, but I felt I'd made the right decision.

I went for a short walk after that, just to check the animals, but I was back in the office about an hour later, in time to get a phone call from Lucille.

"Hi.  What's up?"

"I just wanted to tell you thank you," she said quietly.

"Now what did I do?" I laughed.

"I think you know.  You might call Tom and let him know what's going on.  I'll see you on New Years Eve," she said, then she hung up the phone.

"Damn, she would suggest that!" I sighed to myself, then dialled the phone.

Aunt Alice answered and when I asked for Tom, she laughed and told me that he was on his way up to the ranch to talk to me, so I thanked her and went back to work in the office.  It wasn't long before I saw Tom's car cross the bridge and I met him at the front door.

"Hi Tom.  What's up?"

"I came for some advice," he smiled as he got out of the car.  "Jess and Jean are driving me nuts."

"Oh, is that all, that's just a case of 'situation normal, all fucked up' for any women I know and that family in particular.  Come on in, let's have a coffee and we can talk."

I didn't want to give him any advice.  Instead I talked about my summer and about all the different girls that I'd been involved with, but I didn't mention that I'd slept with the twins.  I found it really strange because, only six months before, I knew that he'd been far more experienced with girls than I was.  Now he seemed to feel that I was talking about things as if I was an expert, so I disclaimed that completely.  I even admitted that I'd made many mistakes and that if I had things to do over, I'd try to do many things differently.

"So, what do you think I should do?" he asked quietly.

"I can't tell you that.  It's your life and I'm not about to advise you on how to live it," I said quietly.  "Is it a matter of choosing between them or are you worried about people seeing that you're involved with both of them?"

"Hell!  I don't know.  To be honest, most of the time I can't even tell the two of them apart, so choosing between them would be impossible," he snorted.

"Ah, I can help you there," I laughed.  "Not long after meeting them I noticed that they are mirror images of one another.  Jess has a dimple on one cheek and she's left handed, while Jean has the same sort of dimple, but on the other cheek and she's right handed.  The same goes for their eyebrows, one is higher than the other and if you do see them nude, they each have one breast slightly larger than the other and the larger on is on the opposite side to each girl's dimple."

"Are you telling me that you've seen them nude?" he asked.

"Around this nut house?  Of course I have.  They aren't skin-shy.  In fact they like to show off, especially since their bodies have filled out in the last while," I snorted.  "Actually, they delight in teasing me, and probably you too."

"Yeah, me too," he snorted, then laughed uneasily.  "I still don't know what to do though."

"Well, I'm not going to advise you on that," I snorted.  "I will tell you that things have calmed down for me since I told everyone else to butt out of making decisions that affect my life."

"Yeah, but you live up here and you've been declared an adult."

"Well, what do your parents say?"

"Mom just shakes her head and grins at me.  Dad seems to think that I should have fun and play around.  Mostly, it seems to me that he thinks I'm the one who has to make any decision, just like you.  It's almost as if they've given me free rein, but I don't know what to do."

"Well, you could always ask your folks if you could have the twins spend a few nights with you.  Make sure you specify that you mean having the twins spend time in your bedroom, and watch their reactions," I grinned.  "That would tell you a lot."

"Mom already suggested that, but I'm not sure if she was joking or not.  Besides, I've only got a small bed, so I'd have to choose between them and I don't know which one to ask first."

"Well, I don't think your mom would joke about that.  So, either have the girls flip a coin to decide who joins you, or if you're brave, invite them both and let the chips fall where they may," I laughed aloud.

"Oh, you're a great fucking help!" he snorted.

"Well, as far as I'm concerned, you have to do something.  Otherwise, I'm going to have to fight them off and I have too many females around here now.  Your girlfriends should not be my problem.  If you want to get to know them better, but don't want to do it at home, you can always go along with their idea and all of you can come up here for a few days."

"That's not really a problem," he sighed.  "It's not like I have to go to Uncle Charlie's with the folks.  Dad did suggest that if I stayed home, the twins could visit for several days instead of one or two.  I mean the idea of going for a visit was so that Dad could help Uncle Charlie for a few days.  They wouldn't have to be back until the end of Christmas break.  If I stay home, that would make life easier for your Dad and Wil too, since they wouldn't have to do our chores."

"And are you going to cook for yourself for a week?  Do you want to die of food poisoning?" I kidded.  "Of course you could always invite the twins to cook for you, then what you did at night would be your business."

"You're as bad as Dad, absolutely no help at all," he sighed.

"Well, I think both of your Dad and I agree that you have to make up your own mind and make your own choice.  We can't do it for you."

We talked a while longer, but when he left I noticed that he looked resolute, so I was fairly certain that he'd made up his mind what he wanted to do.

I didn't hear anything further about his situation for three days, not until late on the Sunday night.  That's when Lucille wakened me by slipping into my bed and trying to warm her cold feet on my legs.  Of course I almost leapt out of bed, while she broke into giggles.  Then, once I came fully awake and realized what had happened, I decided to retaliate by tickling her.  That led to a delightful response and predictable results.

Later as we relaxed, she told me that the twins had only spent one night in town.  After that they'd left with Tom, supposedly in order to cook and clean for him while his parents were away on their visit to relatives.  She also let me know that Tom had talked to her and Grampa Bender before contacting the girls, so she knew that Tom had talked to me.  When I wouldn't say anything about what I'd told Tom, she just laughed.

It was the next morning when I awoke that I realised it was New Years Eve and that I was expecting guests that night.  Of course, Lucille was in a bit of a tizzy about food.  She wasn't used to cooking for large groups and really didn't know what to do, but by the time I'd done the morning chores, Sandy had called.  She'd told Lucille what she needed to have taken out of the freezer and that she and Jackie were on the way out to do the cooking.  All Sandy wanted Lucille to do was help by getting things out and defrosting things that were frozen, so Lucille had calmed appreciably by the time I came back inside.

By noon, Sandy, Jackie and Carissa were there and the kitchen soon seemed like a war zone to me as the cousins argued about methods and recipes.  Lucille, Carissa and I escaped the battle by becoming busy with cleaning up, vacuuming, dusting and doing what little laundry there was.  Then an hour or two after lunch, Matt and his brothers arrived on the scene, driving an extended cab pickup truck.

"Well, that looks like quite a rig," I commented as they trooped inside.

"It's just about perfect for us," Mark grinned at me.  "There's room in the cab for five if we squeeze in tight, but that still leaves the box empty for all our tools.  Since we'll be back to building log cabins and corrals next year, we decided to get it from your friend, Frank Dolens.  Another couple of weeks work for him and it'll be paid for too.  Then all we need is a cover for the box and we'll have a great work truck."

"You've been working for Frank?"

"Unh huh, we rebuilt his spray booth," Luke grinned.  "Next week we're gonna start on some changes in the mechanical shop.  He wants an office for his head mechanic in order to keep all the bills and paperwork from getting covered in grease and oil."

"Because of what's happened this last week, we kinda wanted to talk to you about a few things," Matt smiled at me then.  "We were wondering just how much of the property up on the plateau was yours.  You know that cabin John Coulter was suggesting that you have built?  Would there be room to build a big cabin and a decent size storage building up there on the flat land, instead of down here?  We'd like a place that was closer to a decent road."

"Well, once you turn off the municipal road, the road you drive in on is all on my family's lease and it's a mile wide strip, so there's certainly enough room for a cabin.  Then there are both power and telephone lines running right close, so you could tap into them easily enough.  The problem might be getting water though.  You'd probably have to get a well drilled and I don't know what you'd find or how deep it would have to be.  Other than that, I don't see a problem with building a cabin up there," I frowned as I thought about the idea.  "I can't really make that decision on my own though.  We'd have to talk to the whole family, but I can't see why we couldn't lease you a chunk of land, then you could do what you want.  After all, Grampa Bender just leased that land in order to have an access road to the ranch.  What put the bug in your bonnet that you want to live up there?"

"Well, in the first place, it's closer to town and you were mentioning the idea of having a place up on the flatland to store a vehicle in the winter.  But mostly, it's because there's so darn much small construction work around this area," Matt smiled and waved a hand toward town.  "We figure that in the winter we can look after your chores, but still make a bundle doing small renovation jobs for folks.  Since we're all taking correspondence courses, it doesn't even interfere with our schooling.  That way Mark and Luke can still finish their carpentry apprenticeships with Clarence in the summer months, while both John and I can be around here to work for you or your family."

We jawed about the idea for an hour or more and the longer they talked, the more sense the idea made to me.  Then Tom showed up with Jasmine and the McAdam twins, followed by Wil and Corinna, who brought along George and Beth.  So, we drew Tom, Jasmine, Wil and Beth into the discussion.  That led to phone calls to both Mom and Dad, then to Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice.  By the time supper was ready, we'd come to a verbal agreement with the McAdam brothers to lease them ten acres of land on the upper plateau.  All we had left to do was make it legal by having our lawyer draw up a contract.

From the way Matt and his brothers acted, you would have thought we had given them the keys to Fort Knox.  They were celebrating long before midnight and their mood was contagious.  It affected most of us, but I noticed that for some reason Carissa and Jackie were more sober than everyone else.  When I got the chance, I asked them if I could talk to them upstairs and away from the party.

When we got up there, I pulled a chair near the bed and waved a hand at the bed, inviting them to sit down.

"What's making you two so sober tonight?" I asked quietly.  "Is there something I can do to help?"

"Oh, you bugger," Carissa sighed deeply, and slipped over to hug me tightly for a few seconds, before sitting back on the bed and pulling Jackie close to her side.  "We have a problem alright."

"And what's your problem?"

"Well, we love each other," Jackie said flatly.

"So, is that supposed to be news?" I grinned.  "You haven't exactly made a secret of it."

"You don't mind?" Jackie looked astonished.

"Why should I mind?" I laughed aloud.  "It's not as if it's a surprise to me and I'm sure Sandy and Lucille will be happy with the idea that they don't have to share this bed with you."

"She didn't say that, or at least not completely," Carissa snapped.  "Both of us would still like to have an option to come visit you once in a while.  Our real problem is living in the same house with my Mom."

"Your Mom?" I looked at her in astonishment.

"Unh huh.  She's been acting more homophobic every day," Carissa sighed.  "She keeps doing little things like setting the table for dinner, but 'forgetting' to set a place at the table for Jackie and stuff like that.  She hasn't said anything, but after talking to Lucille and Dr. McGraths, we think it's a psychological thing.  It's almost as if she wants to ask Jackie to leave, but can't bring herself say it aloud."

"So, why not offer to move out?  I'll bet your dad or your Uncle Frank would help you to find a place.  They'd probably help you to pay the rent until you can find something to do."

"Chris, there just aren't that many places around town that are vacant and rentable, besides, whether we like it or not, both of us are still recovering from the accident," Jackie sighed very deeply.  "On top of that, I'm about to start school next week, so we can't even ask you if we could come out here to stay for a couple of months."

"Hmm.  Wait here," I told them, then hurried back downstairs to find Sandy and Lucille.

Coming back with Sandy and Lucille, I had Carissa and Jackie explain their problem, then suggested that perhaps, while I was off to Olds, Carissa and Jackie could stay at the ranch and help Matt look after the place.

Sandy frowned for a moment, then shrugged her shoulders.  "What happens on the weekends when you come back home?"

"Then I could pick you and Lucille up in town, that is, if Lucille isn't working.  Otherwise, she can join us later in the day," I shrugged.  "That way you can feel safe that Carissa and Jackie won't attack me without your permission."

In the discussion that followed, my idea got trashed.  I was literally chased out and sent downstairs to spend time with the guys while the gals talked over the problem.  Actually, I'd gotten what I wanted, but I wasn't about to admit it aloud.  Now Sandy and Lucille were involved in the problem and my ideas had been dismissed, which meant I had an excuse to walk away from the discussion.  A few minutes later, I noticed Jasmine head upstairs, then come back down to get Jess, Jean and Beth.  That split the party in half, but at the time, all of the guys were discussing sports so they really didn't notice that anything was going on.

To keep them going, I offered the rather contentious opinion about that year's upcoming NHL playoffs.  I suggested that the Montreal Canadiens would face the St. Louis Blues in the Stanley Cup again that year, but that St. Louis would win this time.  I knew that would get a discussion going.  Let's face it, I've never seen any group of more than three guys in Canada that didn't have at least one rabid Montreal fan and at least one other guy who was just as vehemently opposed to the Habs.  An argument was virtually guaranteed.

Perhaps you could say that I loaded the dice in a way that let the girls discuss ideas for a solution with Carissa and Jackie while the guys' attention was centred on a sports discussion.  Actually, that's almost exactly what happened.  Inside of half an hour, all the gals came trooping down the stairs.  Jackie and Carissa took the four McAdam brothers out to the kitchen for a private discussion, while Lucille and Sandy steered me into my office to talk to me.

The idea that they'd come up with was to build either two cabins or one large house on the lease that the guys had arranged to rent from my family earlier.  That way Jackie and Carissa could live there and do the cooking, answer the phone and even do the books for the guys.  The only difference was that Carissa wanted to have a few horses, so they'd need a barn, corrals and fences.

"Hey, you'll have to ask Matt and the guys.  If you can talk them into it, I don't see what business it is of ours," I shrugged.  "Once that lease is signed, as long as no one is doing anything illegal, I don't care what they do or who they have living with them on that acreage."

"Just like that?" Sandy asked.

"Well, unless they bring out 'Rotten Ray' or someone like him to live there.  I'd stick my nose into their business then," I grinned.  "I'm sure as heck not going to argue if they want their sister to live there, and if Carissa wants to live with her, that's their business, not mine."

Sandy cocked her head off toward one shoulder and grinned a twisted grin at me.  "Lucille, somehow, I get the idea that we've been snowed."

"Pardon me?  What do you mean?" Lucille frowned at her.

"This whole thing just comes out too damn pat.  Matt and the guys get a place to live and enough room to keep tools and construction material, Carissa and Jackie get a place to live and Chris is going to get a place to store a vehicle in the winter.  Not only that, but he's suddenly got new neighbours and a ready work force, all close at hand too," Sandy shook her head.  "I don't know how he did it, but I think Chris had this all planned out before anyone said one damn word."

"Now how would I do that?  Of course, now that you point them all out, the advantages are rather obvious, aren't they?" I said, but with a big grin.  "Now, I think as hosts at this party we should be out there with our guests."

With that I left them still wondering and went back into the livingroom.  From the look on Matt's face, I knew he'd been deputised to talk to me about the changed plan, so I gave him a quiet thumbs-up sign and nodded my head toward Carissa.  A quick look of surprise crossed his face and then he grinned shyly.  I could tell he hadn't wanted the job of asking me and was glad to pass the buck.  On top of that, I'd let a smile show for an instant, giving him a hint of what my answer would be.

Actually that's when the party really got started.

Sandy had started the music, brought in the punch and the twins brought some snacks from the kitchen.  So when Carissa approached me and I told her that I didn't care one way or another if the McAdams built another cabin on their lease, she grabbed me in a hug and didn't seem to want to let go.  I decided that I'd try to get her dancing, so I began to move to the beat of the music.

At first, because they'd been raised as Mormons, none of the 'Calgary' McAdams knew how to dance, so they stood around talking, drinking punch and eating snacks.  Since we took into consideration the McAdams' beliefs and everyone's ages, Sandy and I had agreed that the punch would be non-alcoholic.  However what Sandy and I didn't know was that Wil had slipped down to the cellar portion under the old cabin and brought up a quart of Grampa Bender's 'squeezins' to spike the punch.  Thankfully he hadn't used a lot, but we still ended up with five very 'happy' celebrants on our hands.

In fact, the only relatively sober people in the cabin were Lucille, Tom and I.  Wil, George, Beth, Jasmine, Sandy, Carissa, Corinna, Jess and Jean were all 'very happy' and feeling no pain.  Jackie and her brothers were sozzled.

As soon as Lucille and I realized what had happened, we dumped the punch and started serving coffee.  That annoyed Wil and he threatened to leave with Corinna, but Tom had snuck out and collected the keys out of all the vehicles.  Just in case Wil or Matt had a spare set of keys in their pockets, he made sure their vehicles were blocked in by his car and my old Jeep.  It took a while to get Wil calmed down, but I let Tom handle that.  Actually I was too annoyed with him to do it myself.

In order to calm everyone down, Lucille decided to get each person to tell everyone else about what had happened to them during the last year.  So from about eleven o'clock on, each person was asked to tell about the highlights of their past year.

It wasn't long before I was feeling darned embarrassed.  It seemed that the highlights of everyone's year had centred around something I had said or done.  They all seemed to forget about the times I'd screwed up or had lost my temper, and each one glossed over the sad or unhappy things that had happened to them as well.  Instead, they mentioned the times I'd been there to help or influence what had happened.

Jackie topped everyone though and what she said wasn't about me.

"I sink I'm t' luckies' one o'all," she slurred loudly.  "I got a lover whose gonna like the nex' year, cause ever'time anybody mentions th' date, she's gonna think 'bout sex an' songs, cuz tha's her fave'rit way ta duet."

Everyone in the cabin was laughing as the old mantle clock struck twelve and the new year began.

Sandy was still giggling when we kissed and Lucille was chuckling.  Even Carissa had a grin on her face before she grabbed me and laid a killer kiss on my lips.  Then of course Jackie decided to go into tonsil research, or at least exploration of the nearby territory.  Jess and Jean were quite tame in comparison, their kisses very little more than the 'family type' pecks that I got from Beth and Jasmine.  However of all the girl's hugs, Jess and Jean's had to be the most energetic and Jackie's wasn't far behind them.

For some reason all the guys had to shake my hand then.  for some reason that bothered me, because these were friends and I really couldn't see that there was any reason for handshakes between us, after all, we were just buds.  It wouldn't have been so strange if they'd been shaking each other's hands, but they were only shaking mine.  It just seemed strange to me.

From the very first hour, 1969 turned out to be a strange year for me, and in many ways, it was a year that was to hold many events that I would gladly have forgotten.  However, 1969 was also a year of very memorable events, which made forgetting anything that happened during its passage impossible.  From the first day of the year, life seemed to pick up speed for me.  In fact, there were times when I felt I was riding a runaway amusement park ride with no attendant, no brakes and no governor.  Time simply flew and circumstances shot up to complicate my life at every turn.

Everything started shortly after all the New Year's kisses, hugs and handshakes were over as people began to disappear from the living room, headed for bed, or at least somewhere to sleep.  Many simply fell asleep where they happened to be, so we let them lie where they were, draping spare blankets over their slumbering forms.  Inside of an hour, the only people still up and around were Lucille, Sandy and I, but all we were doing was cleaning up all the dirty dishes and salvaging what food was left out after the party.  We were in the kitchen, putting the last of the dishes in the dishwasher, when Matt staggered out of his bedroom, then rushed outside to be sick as he leaned over the porch railing.

"It looks like Wil's addition to the punch didn't sit well with Matt," Sandy sighed.  "I wonder how many of the others are going to get sick."

"I'd better check that Matt's okay before I go to bed," Lucille sighed.  "Maybe I'll stay up a while to see if anyone else gets sick as well, but right now, I'm not happy with Wil."

"Wil should be the one looking after Matt," I growled.

"Matt will be okay," Lucille sighed.  "I'm the nurse here and I've had more rest that you two guys.  You two look wasted, so go to bed.  I'll take care of Matt and get to bed later.  If I need help, I'll call you."

Since I knew that someone had to get up in the morning to do the chores, I didn't argue with her, but Sandy tried.  She lost the argument though, and shortly after I got to bed, she joined me.  Neither of us was feeling particularly amorous, so after a quick kiss and cuddle we both rolled over, then it wasn't long before I fell asleep.

I was feeling rather lazy and really didn't want to get out of bed the next morning, but I knew I had to get up.  Someone had to get mobile to do the chores and I knew that no one else was going to be in shape to work early that morning.  It was while I was in the bathroom that I realized Lucille hadn't joined us in bed.  I didn't think much of it, other than that she wasn't there.  I thought she'd probably decided not to disturb us, then I wondered how she'd found somewhere to sleep, since we had so many guests.  Every bed, sofa and comfortable chair in the house must have been put to use after the party.  Splashing cold water on my face didn't seem to make me feel any better, so I downed an aspirin to help with my minor headache, then went back to the bedroom to get dressed.

When I walked out of the bathroom, Sandy was awake and smiled weakly in my direction.

"Morning, Chris," she yawned, rolling out of bed and grabbing her bathrobe as she spoke.  "Lucille must have had a rough night.  I wonder how many of the boys got sick."

"I dunno, but if she doesn't kick Wil's butt, I'm gonna," I growled.

"Hmmph, the line for that job forms right behind me," Sandy growled, her pleasant mood snapping instantly.  "Spiking the punch with a bunch of nondrinkers in the crowd was a damn dumb stunt, and I intend to let him know what I think about it too.  I doubt if we'll be the only ones to tell him off either."

"Well, at least Tom had the presence of mind to collect all the car keys, so no one tried to drive and got into trouble that way," I sighed.  "It isn't like we're anywhere that folks could get into fights with the neighbours or anything."

Sandy snorted at that, then disappeared into the bathroom, so I finished dressing and decided that I might as well face the world.  I paused outside the door to the bathroom to tell Sandy I was off to grab a coffee, then do the chores, before I started down the stairs.  As soon as I opened the bedroom door, I smelled the coffee and sighed in relief since I wouldn't have to wait long to jump start my morning.  I had a brief thought then that perhaps the day wasn't going to be so bad after all.

Of course, when I neared the bottom of the stairs and saw several somnolent bodies lying scattered on chairs and sofas around the room, I had second thoughts about that idea.  Having had a hangover from Grampa Bender's hooch before, and knowing what my head had felt like when I awoke, I tiptoed to the kitchen.  As soon as I could see the kitchen table, I realized that Lucille was sitting there, staring out the window with a coffee mug in her hands.

"Morning, Lucille.  Haven't you gone to bed yet?"

"Huh, oh, are you up already?  I couldn't sleep," she mumbled, as she glanced at me.

I was surprised that her face was very sober and her eyes looked bloodshot.  In fact, she looked like she'd been crying.

"Is something wrong?" I asked as I turned to pour a cup of coffee for myself.

"You could say that," she snapped, then to my astonishment, she leapt to her feet and turned away.

As I stared after her, she raced away, then I could hear her run up the stairs.  Hearing a moan from the living room, I knew that the noise of her footsteps had disturbed someone.  Sighing, I sat down at the table to have my coffee.

"I guess I shouldn't have asked that question," I sighed, wondering who had been awakened as Lucille ran upstairs.

That's when I heard a thud, and wondered what was going to go wrong next.  It didn't seem to me that the first day of the year was starting out with a great morning.

"Damn, I hate morning after crap and the minor catastrophes stirred up by party pranks and misunderstandings," I muttered, just as Sandy came into the room.

"Don't worry about the thud," she chuckled.  "That was just Wil, tripping over his own coat when he tried to stand up.  He's okay and it looks like everyone else in the room is still dead to the world."

"Well, if Wil is up, he can help me with chores."

"I don't think he'd be much help to you this morning," she sighed.  "He must have had more of Grampa Bender's fixins.  He's in the can, barking at the white throne."

"You know, there are times that I think he's got an alcohol problem," I grouched as I finished my coffee in one swallow, then stood up.  "I've got animals to care for though.  Will you be okay?  This place may be a bit of a mad house for a while."

"I'll be fine," she slipped to my side and gave me a quick hug.  "Just so I know, what did you say to upset Lucille."

"All I did was ask if she had gone to bed at all last night.  Oh, and then I asked if she was okay.  That's when she ran off," I shrugged my shoulders.  "I don't remember saying anything else."

"I'll talk to her," Sandy sighed.  "Something must have happened after we went upstairs last night."

I just shook my head and shrugged my shoulders.  I had a job to do that couldn't be put off.  I had to look after the animals.  After all, someone had to do it, and it certainly didn't look like anyone else was capable of doing the chores that morning.  So, pulling on my coat and boots, then grabbing my hat and gloves, I went outside to find that we'd had six inches of fresh snow fall overnight.

"Oh great, more problems.  Just what I need," I grouched, stomping off toward the barn.




Chapter 47:

Throughway - No Stopping on Paved Surface

Considering what had happened in the cabin that morning, looking after the stock was a breeze, but then I'd taken care to leave out extra hay and bedding for all the animals the night before.  As soon as all the chores were taken care of, I checked out the tractor and front end loader, planning to have breakfast, then plow the road to the top of the hill.  After making sure that the tractor was topped up with oil and fuel, I fired it up and left it idling, then headed back to the house, expecting to find myself in a war zone.

Instead, I found the kitchen table surrounded by a bunch of zombies.  Will and Matt looked the worst for wear, but Mark, Luke and John didn't look too spry either.  Even Tom and George looked tired and worn.  Jess, Jean, Jasmine, Beth, and Jackie weren't looking much better than the guys.  Only Carissa, Corinna and Sandy looked ready for the day.  Sandy told me that Lucille was sleeping, and that everyone had been warned to let her sleep until a couple of hours before she was due to be at work.

I just grinned at the exodus from the kitchen when I mentioned breakfast.  I knew that there were a few delicate stomachs that morning.  For some reason several of those that looked the worst for wear that morning didn't want to watch me eat fried eggs and bacon.  I winked at Sandy and her sly grin.  She had to hurriedly smother a giggle, then Carissa said something about fried bread.  Matt groaned as he dove for the door to the bathroom.

Surprisingly, when I finished breakfast only half an hour later, Matt was one of the first to offer to help plow the road and shovel snow to enable everyone to leave later in the day.  In truth, there were enough guys there that we had the road cleared, and all the cars and trucks shovelled out by noon.  Our overnight guests started leaving us soon after that.  Actually, Matt and his brothers had hardly finished shovelling snow before they left in their huge pickup.  George, Beth and Jasmine followed them, with Will and Corinna right behind.

Jackie and Carissa planned to stay with Sandy and me for a few days, so they helped clean up any of the mess left from the party.  By early afternoon, the cabin was spotless.  Luckily, no more snow fell before Lucille left to go to the hospital, but since I was out doing the evening chores I never even had a chance to talk to her.  When I got back inside, Jackie and Sandy were already cooking up a storm.

The two of them went all out.  Our New Years Day dinner featured baked ham, sweet potatoes, several different vegetables and a marvellous chocolate-cream pie for dessert.  I was very glad that I had done the chores earlier, since I wasn't sure if I could have walked as far as the barn after that meal.  I was stuffed and it wasn't long before the heavy meal had my eyelids drooping, so I excused myself and went to bed even though it was still early in the evening.

As it turns out, it was early enough that Carissa and Jackie got their heads together with Sandy to make plans for the future.  At first they were discussing the fact that Carissa and Jackie were planning to share a house with Jackie's brothers, but that soon went by the wayside for some reason.  They decided that instead, they wanted a house of their own.  Then Carissa got excited about the idea of having a couple of horses.  That's when they came up with the idea that they should lease a few acres of land from my family for themselves.  Of course the first thing Carissa did was to make a phonecall to her dad.  She got her father's agreement to help her out with a lease, as long as she agreed to try to lease enough land so he could keep a couple of horses there as well.  He even suggested that he'd help out with financing for a cabin and a small barn.

That's when she decided that before she went any further, she had best ask me if I'd agree with the plan.  Carissa had spent enough time with me in the past that she knew my sleep habits, among them, the fact that I sleep in the nude.  I understand that she warned Sandy and Jackie of what she wanted to do, then came upstairs to talk to me.

Now you have to understand, I was sound asleep.  I certainly didn't realize that Carissa was removing her clothing and slipping under the covers, but I since I was used to Sandy coming to bed at odd hours that didn't awaken me.  What did wake me was either her hand gently manipulating a 'gender-specific appendage,' or her voice whispering in my ear in a very sultry tone.

"Chris?  Are you awake?  I want to ask you a question, please."

"Umm, what's up?"

"Jackie and I were thinking that we'd like to lease a few acres from you, somewhere close to where Matt and his brothers are going to be.  We want to be independent, so we can't live on the property that they lease, or they'll try to control us, we're 'only' women you know.  Still, they're my friends and Jackie's family, so we want to be close by in order to be able to help each other out if we need to.  Do you think that might be possible?"

It was only after I'd listened to her request and agreed that I couldn't see a problem with the idea of leasing her a few acres, that she escalated her physical attentions.  Seconds later she managed to elevate my level of physical response, succeeding prior to any reaction from my conscious mind.  Of course certain methods of oral stimulation tend to do that to my body, but it still took a moment for me to awaken fully.  By the time I recognised her full intentions, they'd become fact.  However, I'll admit that once she had managed the initial coupling, I really didn't struggle very hard to try to prevent her very physical method of saying thank you.  In fact, once her wants became clear, desire took control, then I was eagerly cooperative and physically responsive.

Of course, once she squealed loudly as her body went into the spasm of orgasm, I was awake enough to realize that she hadn't fully adapted to a lesbian lifestyle.  At that point I also realized that Sandy would know exactly what had happened, just from the sound Carissa had made.  Unfortunately, at that point, I had about as much chance of stopping my actions as a jackrabbit had of stopping a herd of stampeding buffalo.  Seconds later, both of us collapsed in exhaustion.

Although that session had taken me by surprise, it was energetic enough that it tired me out.  So even though Carissa spent the next few moments kissing, hugging and generally fawning over me, I was tired enough to fall asleep.

When I awoke in the morning and saw Sandy lying beside me, I instantly felt guilty, since I didn't know if she'd been warned of Carissa's intentions.  I slipped out of bed, heading to the bathroom to clean up as well as drain the bilges.  I expected that when she awoke we'd have a confrontation, but worried about what I could say and how I could apologise.  However, when I walked back into the bedroom, she was awake and didn't let me suffer for long.

"Good Morning, Stud," she grinned.  "Carissa said you agreed to lease her and Jackie a few acres of land.  She also made sure that I knew she'd thanked you properly and made a down payment on the rent."

"Umm, yeah," I managed to mumble, wondering what was coming next.

"She even claims that your technique has improved, so she'd like to visit more often," she chuckled.

"You're not P'd off about what happened and what we did?" I stared at her.

"Nope, it's strange, but in a way it turns me on," Sandy mused.  "I don't know about Jackie though.  I couldn't tell if she was turned on or annoyed.  When Carissa came back downstairs, Jackie dragged her off to bed as quickly as she could."

"Jeez, I hope it doesn't cause them problems."

"If it does, it's not your fault.  If anything, I suppose it's mine for agreeing with the idea, but Carissa warned both of us what she wanted to do if you said yes, even before she came upstairs.  Jackie never complained then, so if she bitched afterward she's just being stupid."

"Carissa told you what she was going to do?"

"Yep, weren't you listening?  That's what I just told you."

"Hearing what you said, and believing it are two different things," I sighed.  "I guess I just don't understand you, or even women in general."

"Chris, you know how I was raised.  You've got to realize that it's just not in my nature to complain about that sort of thing.  What I have here with you is a thousand times better than what I was brought up to expect."

"I'm sorry, but I wasn't raised that way.  I always expect you to be jealous."

"I know, and I try to understand, but it's hard for me to see your perspective.  I wish you could see things from my viewpoint," she sighed.  "Mom raised me to expect to only have sex when I was in my most fertile period of the month.  Once I was pregnant, I might not have sex with a man again until after I had the baby.  On top of that any other kind of sex is considered a major sin and if anyone found out, I'd be punished.  You and I have sex all the time instead of only for a short time each month.  Besides that, in an LDS community I'd only see my man once in a while.  Since I'm young that wouldn't be often, because I'd probably be married to an older man who would have a senior wife, or even several senior wives.  Instead, I live in the same house with you and see you all the time."

"Yes, but… "

"No buts," she interrupted.  "Heck, I even had sex with Carissa when she was your girl.  If you could share her with me then, why can't I share her with you now?  Besides I still feel a little guilty about getting you involved with my sisters, so since this wasn't my idea at all, I feel a little better about everything."

"I don't know, but I don't want to argue about it either.  It just seems wrong to me in some way.  This whole thing of having so many women involved with me in so many ways just seems weird," I sighed.

"Well, if it makes you feel any better, I don't know why Carissa acts the way she does, either.  After all, she wasn't raised as if she was going to become a member of the Church of the Latter Day Saints.  I can understand why Jackie, Jess and Jean want you to go to bed with them, but Carissa is a mystery to me."

"I don't understand that either, in fact I don't understand why any of you do what you do, but right now I need a coffee, then I'd better get the chores done.  On top of that, I'd better spend some time today getting clothes and stuff ready to go to Olds on Sunday.  As well, sometime today or tomorrow, I want to go to town and visit Grampa Bender."

I grabbed my clothes and hurried downstairs, but found that Jackie was already in the kitchen and had put the coffee on.

"Hi, Chris," she smiled at me.  "You slept in a bit late this morning."

"Morning, Jackie.  You're up bright and early.  Didn't you sleep well?"

"Oh no, once I got to sleep, I slept like a log.  It just took a while getting to sleep.  I had to put out the fire you started," she giggled.  "By the way, can I come out and help you look after the animals this morning?  If Carissa and I are going to have an acreage, I want to have animals, so I'd better find out a little about looking after them whenever I have a chance."

"Oh, sure, but do you have the clothes to do it.  The barn is a bit mucky."

"Oh, I guess I don't, but maybe I could see if I can borrow something from Sandy," she dashed off and ran upstairs.

I was left shaking my head, thinking that everyone around me had gone nuts ever since Wil had spiked the punch on New Years Eve.  As the day passed things didn't improve either.  Although I had many last minute details I needed to to take care of before I left for Olds, all three girls spent the day teasing me in one way or another.  Then when I went to bed that night, Jackie crawled into bed with me, insisting that she had even more reason to thank me than Carissa did.  It seemed that she felt I was more or less responsible not only for her happiness, but for her brothers' happiness as well.  I was instantly reminded that she was even wilder than Carissa in bed, and while she wasn't as skilled as a lover, she was far more enthusiastic.

In fact, she wore me out so badly and kept me up so late that Sandy and Carissa did the chores before I even wakened the next morning.  So all I had to do was plow a few inches of snow from the road up the hill before we all left for town.

Once we were in town, Sandy and I popped in to see Grampa Bender and talked with him for a while.  I happened to mention that the McAdam boys wanted to lease ten acres of land along the municipal road and that Carissa and Jackie wanted to lease another ten acres.

"Why'd they want to lease that dried out dirt?  Ain't 'nuf rain falls up there ta make a mud pie an' ya needs rain ta grow anythin'," he shook his head.  "Ain't hardly no topsoil neither, just dig down a couple o' inches 'n see fer yerself, all yer gonna get is hardpan clay."

"Well, they want to live a ways outside of town and mostly, they just want to have somewhere they can build homes.  They trust us to treat them decently and they want to be quite near the ranch, but without breathing down my neck.  Matt works for me in the summer and John works for the family, so leasing that land gives those two a place to live that will be close to work.  The other boys will only be there in the winter though, since they work for Clarence in the summer."

"How 'bout Carissa and her gal friend?  Why would they want t' live way out there in the boonies?"

"Well, don't tell anyone, but in that case there's a bit of friction at home, so the girls would like to move out before a fight breaks out.  As far as living out on the plateau, I think Jackie wants to live near her brothers."

"I see," he reached up and scratched his nose.  "Ya do realize that the half section along the road, a mile long stretch on th' road 'n' the half mile hunk back o' it, ain't part of the main lease, doncha?"

"It isn't?"

"That's right, it ain't.  I bought that piece o' dirt years back, off'n th' two guys who went broke tryin' ta farm it.  Wal, actually, they was sick 'n' tired 'n' fed up with those two soddies they'd been livin' in 'n' how bad their crops was.  They wanted out, but didn't have the wherewithal ta go nowhere, so I traded fer that land.  I got it fer a pistol an' a shotgun, two work horses, the harness ta go on 'em 'n' a heavy wagon that I'd got fer trading off a buggy 'n' a Morgan mare.  O' course cause they had two wives 'n' some kids thet was nigh onta starving, I threw in 'bout two week's worth o' groceries, a sack o' flour, some salt 'n' molasses, on top o' a few other things.  That's how I got involved with Wil's great Gramma, Netty.  She were a pistol too, but that's 'nother story," he cackled and slapped the bed with his hand.  "Anyhow, I figure the whole place probably cost me less'n a buck an acre when I got it, but it'd be worth a bit more now, just cause of
the taxes I paid on it over the years, if nuthin' else."

He paused for a moment and frowned, then smiled slightly as if he'd thought something over, then made a decision to fill us in some more.  "Now, the thing about it is, if'n them folks had done any thinkin,' they'd ha knowed they had me over a barrel, cause I needed a decent trail inta my new homestead.  Them two quarter-sections o' dust-dry dirt was the only place along thet road allowance what was flat 'nuf ta cross with a wagon, 'n even then ya had t' swing around a few hills 'n coulees.  Instead o' thinkin' though, them folks jus' wanted a way to git outta there.  Now when I went to get the lease, I askt fer an easement acrost to the valley, but by the time I mapped it out n' showed the gov'ment fellas where I had t' go on, they ended up jus leasin' me all o' the land between the two chunks o' my land on top o' all the land down to thet whut my famly had.  Since then I been payin' taxes on 'bout two thousand acres thet mostly grows scrub willow 'n jackrabbits, 'n not too many
o' them neither.  I sure ain't made no killin' by ownin' some o' it an' leasin' the rest o' it, not thet junk land up top at any road."

Sandy and I just grinned and didn't comment, but it was only a few seconds before Grampa Bender looked at me seriously.

"Now you tell me thet after bein' there fer six months, you've found a way to make money off'n it?  I figure thet's perty dang clever 'n' oughta be rewarded, ya know," Then he broke into a grin.  "Tell ya what, I'll sell ya thet half section of desert fer twenty bucks an acre, which is 'bout what undeveloped prairie land is goin' fer right now.  Thet way ya can lease any part of it ya want, ta whoever ya want, an' the family kin go ta hang, they ain't got no say in it aytall.  On top of thet, ya got control over the easies' way into Mile High Ranch, 'cause thet land is the base fer the easement fer the road ya been usin' all this time."

"Well, that sounds like an awful good deal to me and I can certainly come up with the money, but what about the family?  Shouldn't they have a say in this?"

"Ain't none o' their business.  I kept that chunk o' land an' the far upper lease out o' the main lease and all the sub leases an' agreements I ever had the lawyer fella write.  Thet's cause all the place was ever good fer was a place t' run a trail ta drive across t' the valley.  It's mentioned in ma will and it was willed to ya personal anyhow, cause yer livin in the valley n' ya need a road ta git in n' out o' there.  O' course it would'a cost ya about as much in taxes t' inherit it, as I'm askin' fer it now, but this way, the money goes into ma bank account and that'll git split up when I'm dead.  So, I guess in a way, it's sorta a bit better all aroun' fer ever'body.  You git control of the land now, 'stead o' later, so you can he'p out yer friends, an' the family gets somethin' outta the deal too.  Thet sounds dang good ta me, 'cause I won't hafta pay no more taxes on it neither," he held out his hand.  "So, is it a deal?"

"You're on, Grampa," I reached out to shake his hand.  "Let me go get my cheque book from the truck and I'll give you the money."

"Aw ferget thet fer now.  Ain't no sense in gettin' yer gaunches in a twist.  I'll jus' get the lawyer fella ta write up the papers and transfer the deed.  Next time yer in the bank, ya can transfer the money from yer account ta mine.  Ain't no rush," Then he stared at the ceiling and smiled.  "So yer gonna have neighbours, huh?  Thet means yer young lady here ain't gonna feel so all alone out there, when yer outa the cabin, er off the ranch fer any reason.  Thet usta bother Tilly a lot.  So movin' folks inta thet area, why thet's a good thing, a dang good thing.  Ya done good on thet deal, boy.  Ya done real good and ever'body comes out on top.  I'm proud o' ya."

"Thanks, I guess."

"No guessin' 'bout it.  Dang if I'm not envious o' ya in a way.  I've owned that patch of dust for sixty odd years and all I've ever done with it is pay taxes," he laughed.  "Ya come along and insida a year, ya not only figure a way ta get yerself some friendly neighbours, but on top a that, ya can easily make enuf ta pay those dang taxes off'n what they pay ya fer a lease."

He shook his head and grinned then.  "Sandy, gal, ya picked a good'n here.  He's a real firecracker this boy."

Grampa Bender was in a great mood when we left him, but by then I was deep in thought.  Since I was going to be buying the land from him and then leasing out part of it, I had quite a few things that I'd need to do.  Before long, I had to explain to my family that the half section along the road wasn't in the main lease.  As well, I needed to transfer the money from my personal account into Grampa Bender's account and I had to talk to the lawyer to find out if he could handle both sides of the sale or if I'd have to get another lawyer.  As well I had to contact my friend, the surveyor.  I should warn him that we'd need to have those two ten-acre parcels surveyed as soon as Matt and Carissa decided where they wanted the leases to go.

The idea that the leases could pay the taxes on the property wasn't something I'd thought about before Grampa Bender mentioned it either.  However, I decided that it was a reasonable method of deciding a minimum charge for both leases.  After all, I didn't want to overcharge anyone, but I didn't want to lose money on the deal either.  Still, it wasn't as if that half section of land was making any money before.  It had just been an assured access to the ranch and gave Grampa Bender an excuse for the rest of the upland lease.  That's when I realized that the taxes were certain to be higher on improved land, so when our friends started to build on their places the taxes would go up.  That meant I'd have to make a trip to the municipal office as well.  I'd have to get an idea from the tax assessor about what increases would be made to the taxes on the land when they started building houses and making other improvements.

"You look like you're thinking deeply," Sandy commented suddenly, breaking my train of thought.

"I was, owning that property just complicated a few things a whole lot for me," I laughed.  "I was trying to think of all the various people I need to try to see today.  Since I'm going to be at school in Olds on weekdays for the next few months, getting in to see some people is going to be impossible for a while."

"But, Matt and the guys won't be doing anything on the place for months either.  Won't there be lots of time to get things done?"

"Not really, I have to understand costs and liabilities before I make a deal with anyone," I sighed, then explained all the things I'd thought of.  "I haven't had long to think about this either, so I've probably missed a few things on my to-do list that are going to jump up and bite me in the butt over the long run."

"Well, the municipal office will be closed for lunch soon, and so will the lawyer's office, but they're both within easy walking distance of the cafe.  Why don't we go have lunch, then you can walk to both places, since they're close.  Taking a break for lunch will give you some time to think about what you need to do and I'll be there if you want to talk out your ideas."

So that's what we did.  As I sat down in the cafe, I felt different in some way.  I suppose part of that stemmed from the fact that I was going to become a land owner as an individual, not as part of my family.  Suddenly I was going to own a half-section of land, all of it scrub brush and saw grass, virtually a chunk of near desert, but still that land was going to be mine, all mine.  As far as farm land went, it really wasn't worth much more than I'd be paying for it.  However, I could at least defray the taxes and perhaps turn a small profit from that barren land, just by leasing part of it as hobby farms, even if it was to friends.

However, although I'd driven across that property hundreds of times, I really knew nothing about what was there or anything else about it.  One of the things I was going to have to find out was who had owned it before Grampa Bender bought it, but the municipal hall would have that info.  I'd just ask them for a history of the legal owners while I was in their office asking about taxes.  That's when it dawned on me that I'd need a legal description of the half section for them to find any details for me.  All I knew at the present time was it's position on the municipal road.  Come to think of it, Cyrus Ambrose, the family lawyer would know the legal land description.  I could ask him for that while I was there to discuss the purchase.  I'd talk to Cyrus about the money transfer too.  I hoped that if I handed him a check for the full amount, made out to Grampa Bender's account, he could handle the whole deal.  That way, the title transfer would be completely
legal.  After a few moments of concentrated thought, I was feeling a lot better and was able to talk to Sandy without my mind wandering.

Once Sandy and I had eaten lunch, we walked down the street to the lawyers' office and talked to his secretary/receptionist.  For some reason, I wasn't surprised to find that he'd been called to the hospital to see Grampa Bender just before lunch, but Sandy laughed when she heard that.

"You take after Grampa Bender and think the same way.  If either of you has a job to do, you want to get on with it and get it done so it's out of the way," she snorted.

"You may not realise it, but that's quite a compliment," The receptionist smiled at Sandy.  "Tobias Bender is one of Mr. Ambrose's oldest clients and I've never heard him say one angry word about that man.  To be compared to Mr. Bender is an outstanding honour around this office."

"Well, speaking for my family, all I can do is to say, thank you.  Knowing Grampa Bender, he won't keep Cyrus long, so if you don't mind, we'll wait," I smiled as I sat in one of the chairs in the waiting room.

She offered us a coffee, but we explained that we'd just eaten.  Then we all got talking about the weather and local happenings, so we weren't bored as we waited.  Actually, we'd only been there a short while when Cyrus returned and as soon as he saw me, he grinned.

"Well, hello, Chris.  Why am I not surprised to find you here?"

"Probably because you're bright enough to be our family lawyer," I threw back at him.

"Yep, you're a chip off the old block," he laughed.  "Come into my office and we'll chat."

"You don't mind if Sandy comes along, do you?  I think she'll possibly end up being involved in this deal to a certain extent too, since I'm going to be away during the work week until sometime in June."

"Now why in the world would I turn down having a beautiful young woman in my office?" he laughed, leading the way and holding the door for us.  "I'll be with you in just one second.  I need to ask Claire to get some details from the file on that property before we go too far."

Cyrus Ambrose proceeded to impress me that afternoon.  Since Grampa Bender had told him why he was calling to have him come for a visit, Cyrus had already had the secretary make out a bill of sale for the property.  Grampa Bender had even signed it, so all he needed was my signature and a check from me in order to make it legal.  Cyrus was also willing to handle the transfer of my cheque into Grampa Bender's bank account.  Of course the title still needed to be registered, but the land legally became mine that day.  He saved me a trip to the municipal office as well, having his secretary duplicate the tax and land registry records from the file.  I was able to take the copies so I could study them at my convenience.

We talked about the leasing of the ten acre parcels after that.  He suggested that with some input from me, he could have a form made up that would only need final details filled in about each lease.  Using that information for a base, he could draw up the legal documents I'd need.  He even gave me a copy of a schedule for the probable tax increases that would be levied if various improvements were made.  Within an hour, he had saved me almost four hours of running around and finding out details.  Needless to say, I was impressed.

Having saved a lot of time, Sandy and I were able to shop for some groceries, as well as drop by Frank Dolens place to get gas and talk to Matt and the boys.  We even had time to visit Carissa and Jackie for a few minutes and I used the phone there to call the surveyor, but we didn't get a chance to see Lucille before we had to head home to do chores.

After doing the chores and having a light meal, I went to my office to look over the files and other information that I'd gotten from Cyrus earlier in the day.  Before I started on those though, I called home and talked to Dad about the error we'd made when we'd been talking about leasing a few acres to Matt and his brothers.  He broke into laughter at that, telling me that Mom had found out that the land we had talked about wasn't part of the new sublease.  In fact when she'd looked at a copy the old main lease, she'd found that the whole upper area was classed as a completely separate lease, just for access to Mile High Valley.  Now that I was looking after the management of Mile High Ranch, that lease was under my control.  When I told him that I'd bought the half-section, he was astonished, but I think he felt I was wasting my money, since the family would have eventually inherited it anyway.  I just laughed and suggested that he should ask Grampa Bender about that.

Then I changed the subject to a discussion about the fact that Matt and Sandy would be looking after the ranch until I was back from school.  Of course he told me that he'd be keeping them in mind if the weather got really bad, and insisted that I let them know they should call him if they had any problems or questions of any kind.  Then before he let me go, he asked if Sandy and I would be able to drop down for dinner on Saturday or lunch on Sunday.  I preferred lunch on Sunday.  That way Wil and I could leave for Olds after we'd eaten, so that's where we left it.

After hanging up the phone, I opened the files that I'd gotten from the lawyer's office.  Not only were the files for the half section in it, but there were several that related to Mile High Ranch.  It seemed that two brothers, Francois and Andre LeClerc, had each filed on a standard quarter section homestead in 1899.  Grampa Bender had bought them out in 1907, the year that he'd filed for the homestead we lived on now.  It was no surprise to me that 1907 was also the year that he'd negotiated the lease for the whole valley.

I chuckled at Grampa Bender's brilliance.  Since that half-section of land was the only relatively flat, semi-arable land for several miles along the municipal road, he'd had the control of both access and water rights to a huge area.  All the rest of the land near that portion of the municipal road was marred by steep gullies and rugged slopes.  That half-section wasn't much good for farming, unless the farmer raised sheep or goats, but even then, the land was dry and the grass sparse.  I think the government agents must have felt that Grampa Bender was a fool for wanting it under lease and gladly turned it over to him, at least that way they could collect taxes on it.  In Grampa Bender's case, that land was his buffer against unwanted visitors to his valley.  It was worth the investment of a few dollars paid to the government as taxes on undeveloped land in order to protect his little slice of heaven from outside intrusion.  I was still chuckling about the situation
when Sandy wandered into the office.

"What's so funny?" she asked.

"Oh, I was just reviewing the history of the half-section of land that I bought today and mentally tying that history in with what I knew of the history of the ranch and the main lease.  What Grampa Bender did was brilliant.  First, he studied the access routes to the valley, then the water sources.  It was only after he had control of both of those that he filed on the homestead and applied for the lease.  Of course the government quickly realized that he could keep people off the land and could even refuse them water.  They pretty well had to give him the lease.  He even set the darn thing up so his family could gain from the deal, cutting them in on the benefits, by subleasing all the lower end of the valley to them."

"That was darn smart," she grinned.  "You knew all that before though, didn't you?"

"Not really.  Certainly not all of it," I sighed as the implications of the lease agreement registered.  "I knew he controlled the water rights in the valley.  I never thought about access, but then neither I nor my family really thought about that.  Up until now I thought Grampa Bender only had an easement across crown land to get to the ranch.  We all know the truth now though.  Mom just checked the fine print on the last lease that the family signed.  Until today, I never even realized that the extended family only controlled the floor of the lower valley.  Since I'm managing the main lease and now own that half section, I'm the one who has the right to make the final decisions concerning not only Mile High Ranch, but also all the area up on the plateau too."

"Is that so bad?" Sandy frowned.  "I thought you pretty well did that already, or have I been missing something?"

"Well, I suppose I did, but somehow, now that I can see it on paper, it seems to be more real to me.  On top of that I control a lease that I didn't even realize existed, so I feel as if I have much more responsibility somehow.  I suppose I'm just realizing that if I screw up something important, it can have extremely serious consequences, so the ramifications of that have just set in.  I know I can get advice from Grampa Bender, or Dad, or Mom, or Uncle Tom, or anyone else that I want to ask, but the final decision is now mine.  It's an awesome challenge in some ways, and right at the moment I'm feeling very young and inexperienced."

"I can understand that, but I've got faith in you.  You can handle all that.  Just to change the subject slightly, I was wondering how old Grampa Bender is now?"

"He's eighty-one, almost eighty-two, why?  What does that have to do with how I feel?"

"Oh, I was just doing some math and working out some details to try to make you feel better, so cooperate with me for a minute, okay?"

"Alright, I guess."

"Okay, if Grampa Bender is that old, that means he was born in … 1888, right?"

"Yeah, that makes sense."

"Okay, so the original lease was signed in what year?"

"It was 1907, but it took effect on the first of January, 1908.  Why do you ask?"

"How old was Grampa Bender, when he signed that lease?"

"Umm, let's see, he'd have been … nineteen when it was signed."

"Unh huh, and how old will you be this spring?"

"You know that already, I'll be seventeen."

"Right, so you're a couple of years younger than he was at that time.  You have far more education than he had.  You've got more backing than he ever had, and so much more of everything in the way of buildings, equipment and supplies.  In the last six months, you've made more money on this ranch than it's ever made before.  You've more than quadrupled the size of the house.  You've brought in telephone and electricity.  You've bought horses, cattle, vehicles, and so much more," Sandy shook her head then and smiled slightly.  "I was talking to your mom on Christmas Day, and she was telling me that everything youve got here is paid for, even the taxes for last year.  For the first time in years, this place is solidly in the black.  In fact, the only outstanding debts the whole family has are a few outstanding bills that have yet to arrive, dealing with supplies for this house and the mortgages on the farms.  Even those mortgages are left over from the lean
years and the payments on those are almost completely deferred by the tax savings they earn.  She said it's not worth paying them off early.  She took the time to explain to me that the money it would take to pay them off is the equivalent of a low interest loan, so she's basically used it to pay for next year's lease payment to the government."

"Well, Dad said that we did so well this year because we made a bit more money than usual on the hay crop that we sold.  That wouldn't have happened if we hadn't had a lot of free help along the way."

"The only reason you had free help is because all the people who helped felt that they owed it to you in one way or another.  You always treat people well, but more than that you go out of your way to help others, so when people can, they return the favour."

"Well, I suppose it seems that way, but we can't count on high yields and high prices on the hay crops every year and we certainly can't count on low cost help all the time either.  No two years are the same, so next year will probably be a lot different story."

"Ah, but now you've started to make improvements and build up the assets of the ranch.  Every time you do that, your productivity is going to climb.  Just look at your livestock for instance.  You have more than twice as much stock as Grampa Bender ever kept.  Not only that, but everything you have is better quality and your ranch improvements have made it easier to care for.  I think you've done tremendously, considering that you've only been looking after things for six months."

"I think you're wearing rose tinted glasses," I snorted.  "But, I suppose I'm being pessimistic and waiting for the other shoe to drop.  The last few months have gone so smoothly that I keep expecting another big problem to crop up."

"Huh, considering all the problems you've helped others with since June, I can't see that things could have be much worse, and you persevered through all that," Then she stretched and yawned.  "By the way, are there any records of what all Grampa Bender started out with when he went homesteading?"

"Yeah, there is an old journal somewhere, but it's hand written and in pencil at that, so it's faded pretty badly.  I'm not sure if it's here or not though.  Why did you want it anyway?"

"Oh I was just going to compare it to what's here now," she chuckled.  "I was just thinking about what you've got to start out with and I'd like to compare it to what he had when he tackled this place."

Just then Duke started to bark, so we had to go check and see what was nipping at his tail.  There was a bit of a moon, so rather than turn on the yard-light right away, I had a look around and saw a figure crossing the bridge.  Since it was darn cold out, I grabbed a coat and boots, then ran out to my truck.  Starting it up, I turned around and drove to meet whoever it was.

It was Lucille and she looked angry as a wet hen, but I'd hardly gotten to her before she was grabbing for the door handle.

"Hi," she barked as she jumped in the truck.

"I'm froze and feeling pissed right off," she growled before she even got seated.  "I swerved to miss a damn deer that was standing right in the middle of your bloody road.  I skidded and plowed into the snowbank, just at the top of the hill, so I've had to walk all the way from there.  Take me home and warm me up, would ya.  The rest of me feels okay, but I think my feet are frozen solid."

"If we'd known you were coming, we'd have kept an eye out for you.  Is the car stuck very badly, or can it be pulled out easily?"

"It's not that bad.  I just couldn't quite get enough traction under the wheels to get it moving again."

"Well, is there anything in it that you need tonight?" I asked, as I put the truck into reverse, but before I backed up to turn around.

"Yeah, there is," she sighed.  "There's a surprise for you in the back seat and we'll have to get it tonight or it'll freeze.  If you turn on the heater and run it on my feet, I'll be okay to go get it."

"I think it would be better if I took you to the house to warm up, then got Sandy to give me a hand to get your car."

"Yeah, I guess you're right, but my feet still feel cold, so I don't think they're too bad.  If they were frozen, I wouldn't feel the cold."

"Okay.  Whatever you say, but do me a favour and warm them up slowly.  Chilblains are no fun."

"And just who is the nurse here, cowboy?" she grumped.

"You are, but in this case you're also the patient," I chuckled, pulling up close to the cabin.  "Want me to carry you in?"

"No!" she snapped, slamming the door as she got out.

I followed her inside, then stood waiting as Sandy got a dishpan and filled it with barely warm water.  She made Lucille sit in a kitchen chair with a cup tea while she soaked her feet, then warned her not to move until we were back.  Only after that was done, would Sandy come with me to go get Lucille's car.

The car was actually high-centred, but with Sandy behind the wheel of the car, the truck pulled it back onto the road quite easily.  Then Sandy drove it down to the ranch.  By the time I'd picked up the tow chain, turned around and driven home myself, she was already inside.  The back seat of Lucille's car was empty when I looked in the window, so I was prepared for some sort of surprise when I went inside.  I just wasn't prepared for the surprise which Lucille had brought for me though.




Chapter 48:

Emergency Zone - No Stopping

When I walked inside, I found out that the gift was a little kitten.  Lucille had decided that the house was lacking a cat.  Thankfully the cat was litter-box trained, so Lucille had bought a plastic litter-box and a big bag of litter.  Inside of ten minutes, I knew that cat wasn't for me or for the house.  It was really for Sandy and Lucille.  When they'd played with the kitten for a while, then it had eaten, they put it in a cardboard box with an old cloth and although it had fussed for a short time it finally curled up and fell asleep.

That's when Lucille heaved a heavy sigh and started to cry.  In only a second, Sandy and I were on either side of her, holding her gently and wondering what was wrong.  Once she'd had a short cry, she managed to tell us that she'd had a very rough day, then explained why she felt worn out.

She'd been on duty about five that morning, when the ambulance had brought Ray Smithies and Sid Parker into the emergency room.  They'd both been shot in the butt and thighs by a twelve-gauge shotgun loaded with ground rock salt.  She didn't know who had done it, but the police said that a farmer on the east side of town had seen them sneaking around his barns.  Since he'd been losing stock rather mysteriously for the last while, he'd shot first and asked questions afterward.  What bothered Lucille was the fact that the hospital had to deal with the result.

It had taken the doctor, an intern, and two nurses almost four hours to remove all the pellets of salt they could find, then wash out each wound with saline solution.  However the doctor was going to have to x-ray the pair's butts again in the morning to be sure they got all of the salt and bits of cloth that had been driven into the wounds.  Since Lucille had been on duty as a trauma nurse, she'd been one of the nurses in the operating room working with the intern and staring at Sid Parker's ugly butt for four hours.

Then, only a few minutes after they'd finished and wheeled the Smithies/Parker duo to recovery, one of the women who'd been in the maternity room had gone into labour.  She had a rough delivery that took another three and a half hours, but the doctors and nurses had saved both the mother and the baby.

Lucille should have been off shift and gone by then, but just as she was taking off her scrubs the ambulance came back with another emergency patient.  They had a five-year-old girl who had been scalded badly on the lower half of her body.  There was no burn ward at the local hospital so they needed someone to ride in the ambulance while the little girl was rushed off to another hospital.  Although Lucille wanted to go she was so tired that she was afraid she'd make mistakes.  Since the hospital was short staffed because of the holidays she subbed for the nurse who did go and had put in another six hours, doling out pills and soothing distraught patients.

Needless to say when she finished that second shift she'd booked out and at the matron's insistence she was on a forty-eight-hour break.  When Lucille had gotten home she was met by a friend who was waiting for her, the friend was carrying a kitten that Lucille had talked about wanting to get for the cabin.  She was so tired that she'd called Carissa and asked her to come over and look after it so she'd be able to take a two hour nap.  When she woke from her nap, she had something to eat then had driven out to deliver the cat only to end up in the snow bank.

It was no wonder she was crying.  Sandy and I decided she needed to be pampered, so Sandy ran upstairs to fill the tub and I followed carrying Lucille.  As soon as the tub was full we eased her into a hot bubble bath.  Then Sandy stayed with Lucille to keep her company while I went back to the kitchen and made a cup of hot chocolate.  Once Lucille had been bathed and had drunk the hot chocolate I carried her to the bed, tucking her in the middle.  Sandy and I slid in to cuddle her from either side and she was asleep in minutes.

Sandy and I weren't as lucky.

Just about then the kitten awoke from its nap and decided that since no one was around it was positive that it had been abandoned.  Instantly, it began to complain about the situation.  I'm not sure if there is anything in the world that sounds more pitiful, or has a more plaintive lament than an eight-week-old kitten that feels lonely.  On top of that kittens have been graced with a wail meant to carry for miles, probably in order to alert the kitten's mother of its plight.  In this case the kitten was trying to wake mama cat, a cat that lived in a town which was probably about thirty miles away.

Either Sandy or I had to go find some way to shut down that caterwauling little monster's shrieks of anguish and I drew the short straw.  Okay, I'll be honest, I was dumb enough to volunteer so Sandy could be there in case Lucille needed more comfort.  By now, you may have guessed that I am not really a cat person and if I'd been given a choice, I would have chosen any of several other small animals for a house pet.  However, I'm a softhearted fool when it comes to the wishes of the women in my life, so I drowsily went downstairs to attempt to calm the little intruder.

Now, I've never had much to do with cats.  To me, cats are beasts of prey that you allow to live in the barn in hopes that they will help control mice and other small vermin.  I had no idea what would calm the kitten, but in a short while that skinny bodied, ball of fluff taught me what it wanted.  I soon discovered that it demanded complete attention and nothing but.  It virtually demanded that it had to be cuddled and petted until it fell asleep.  However, if I attempted to put the sleeping kitten back in its bed in order to try to get some sleep myself, it awakened instantly.  Then as the night wore on, I discovered that the kitten hadn't been well cared for previously, so it had several far more serious problems than just being lonesome and homesick.

When Sandy and Lucille came downstairs in the morning they found me dozing in my recliner, with that animated flea trap lying on my lap.  I awakened to hear one of them saying something like "Ohhhh, isn't that cute?  Don't they look just darling like that?"

That was the wrong thing to say since I hadn't really slept all night.  Instead I'd spent most of the night, just caring for and cleaning up after that obnoxious beast.  The shortage of sleep hadn't left me in a good mood either.  I sat up and handed the cat to Lucille with a growl.

"This beast has diarhea and has shit all over the floor in the kitchen.  It managed to get into my office, where it pissed and shit on the rug my mother made me for Christmas.  It suffers from projectile vomiting and has thrown up in my lap and on my shirt.  It's coat is riddled with fleas.  There are worms in its stool that are so big they can damn near carry away an elephant.  In other words, it desperately needs veterinary care.  Needless to say, it's not welcome in this house or anywhere on this ranch.  It wore out that welcome several hours ago.

"You'll notice that I feel strongly about this, but that's because this is a ranch.  On this ranch there are hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of purebred animals that are the whole point of our being here.  Those animals are our chief means of making the money that pays the bills.  Before we bring any animal onto this ranch we always have it thoroughly checked by a veterinarian to be certain that it is healthy.  We have enough problems with wild animals bringing in sickness.  We do not need to import sick animals ourselves.

"I intend to wash very thoroughly and fully change my clothing, perhaps I'll even burn them, just in case that beast is carrying some sickness that could infect the other animals.  Only after I am completely positive that I am clean from head to toe will I dare to go out to the barns.  Otherwise I might inadvertently carry some illness to my costly livestock; illness that may have been brought here on that mewling sack of festering pestilence.  Please dispose of that thing, somewhere off the ranch, but preferably at the veterinarians where it can be disposed of properly.  If it was my choice I'd have it put out of its misery and have the corpse tested for pathogens so I can properly immunize my animals and myself.  Once that beast is gone we will need to clean and disinfect the whole house, or at least every room we have entered since that beast arrived."

Both Sandy and Lucille were staring at me as I marched upstairs to the shower where I scrubbed clean, then changed my clothes from the skin out before going out to do the morning chores.  I didn't talk to them before I went out, nor did I take the time to have a coffee like I normally would have done.  I didn't dare.  I was still furious.

I felt I had a good reason.  When I was about eight or nine years old, Dad had gone to an auction and had brought home a small female weaner pig to add to our small herd.  Inside of a week, all the pigs and chickens we'd had on the farm were sick and we'd had to destroy them.  Since the buildings they'd been housed in were old and couldn't really be disinfected, we'd had to destroy those too.  As a result we lost the value of all the animals we'd had, then we had to pay for new animals as well as new buildings to replace what we'd lost, so that one sickly piglet had cost my family several thousands of dollars.  From that time on my family has always had newly purchased animals checked over by the veterinarian before we brought them home.

While I was doing the chores I made up my mind that if Lucille wouldn't take that kitten to the vet, I would, but before I got back to the house her car was gone.  She'd left, taking the kitten with her.  When I walked into the kitchen, Sandy was scrubbing the floor with a strong mixture of pine scented cleaner and crying softly.  She looked up at me, her face woebegone, then got to her feet and poured me a coffee and set it at the kitchen table before sitting down to face me.

"Lucille didn't know the cat should have been taken to the vet before bringing it here.  I wouldn't have thought of it either though.  Actually, since neither Lucille nor I had ever thought of anything like that we thought you'd overreacted, so I called your mom.  She told me that when you were young, your family had lost all the pigs and chickens on the farm because of one sick animal.  When Lucille heard about that, she grabbed that damn kitten and all the junk she'd bought for it, phoned the vet to see if he was going to be there for a while, then got in her car and left.  All the time she was packing up she was cursing about the woman that gave her the cat.  I think someone is going to get an earful and I wouldn't blame Lucille one bit if she chews the woman's ear right off."

"Oh my.  I guess I should have gone easier on her," I sighed.

"I wouldn't worry about that.  It was a shock for both of us, but we know how you feel about your animals.  So since that cat had something wrong that might have infected them, it needed to go, at least it needs a veterinarian's care.  A contagious disease can spread the same way in people, so I wouldn't worry about having gotten upset about that.  Lucille is a nurse and she understands contagion.  If Lucille hadn't been so tired last night I doubt if that cat would have ever shown up here, at least not in the condition it was in.  Even I should have seen that it was sick and flea ridden."

"Maybe, but I should have had more patience with Lucille this morning," I sighed.

"Chris, you'd just sat up all night with that animal, trying to care for it.  You were probably as tired as Lucille had been the night before so don't feel bad about being curt when you saw us.  If you think you were rough you should try talking to a doctor after he's been operating on a patient for eight hours or more.  When you're tired, I don't know anyone that has much patience with stupidity," Sandy argued.  "Now, talking about tired, if the chores are done, why don't I make you some breakfast.  After that you can go to bed for a few hours?"

I really was extremely tired so that's what I did.

When I awoke several hours later Lucille was sleeping beside me, but she awakened as I got out of bed to go to the bathroom.  After I came back into the bedroom to put on my clothes both of us tried to apologise, but in the long run it was obvious that we'd each blundered and we agreed to try to put it behind us.

Since we were both hungry, we headed downstairs to find that the house was spotless and had obviously been cleaned from top to bottom.

Sandy hadn't done the cleaning all on her own though, Mom and Beth were there too.  It only took a few minutes for Sandy to make lunch and soon we were all sitting at the kitchen table.  Then while Lucille and I ate lunch, the three women who'd been up and around made sure that we were caught up on the local gossip.

The farmer who had shot Sid and Ray was one of the Hungarian immigrants who had come to Canada after the Hungarian revolution in 1956 and was a bit touchy about his property.  He had used a double-barrelled twelve-gauge shotgun to do the deed, and had emptied one barrel at each of the intruders as they were trying to scale an eight-foot fence, but they were climbing over it from the inside.  The police estimated that he was at just the right distance to do the most damage to the two of them, but they were astounded that so much salt had penetrated both their clothing and their skin.  They had to charge the farmer for shooting the pair, but our lawyer, Cyrus Ambrose, had posted bail and was going to defend the guy in court.  Since the dolts were on private property that had been posted with no trespassing signs and surrounded by an eight foot page wire fence with barbed wire on the top, I didn't think he'd have that much work to get the old fellow off the hook.  Since they were on
the inside of the fence they'd already trepassed and were definitely guilty of breaking and entry.

We all felt that Sid and Ray were in a lot worse trouble than the farmer was and if they weren't, they should be.  Since their trial hadn't come to court yet over the time they'd been trapped on the top of my pig sty, I wondered if both charges might be levied at the same time.  If they were it would be a very interesting trial and I definitely wanted to be there.

From talk about the shooting, the gossip drifted to a discussion about the little girl who had been scalded.  It seemed that her mother had been cooking and the little girl had tried to help, but had pulled the pot over and accidentally spilled the boiling water on herself.  Luckily it had only splashed on her legs.  Then her mother had done the right thing by scooping up the girl, stripping off her clothes and running outside to dunk her in a snow bank.  Not only was the little girl going to survive, but she'd probably only have minimal scarring on her legs.

I was having a second cup of coffee and probably looking bored by then.  I really wasn't into sticking my nose in other people's business unless it concerned me, my family or my frieds.  Mom saw the look on my face and obviously recognised it for what it was.  She suggested that she and I should go over the ranch's books since we both had some time on our hands.  I think I surprised her when I jumped on the idea.  Although I liked going over the books almost as much as I looked forward to visiting the dentist, even that was a good excuse to get away from a gossip session.

Besides, I thought I'd been doing a fair job of keeping the books and records for the ranch, but Mom soon disabused that notion.  In the next couple of hours, she pointed out several small problems and discrepancies that a tax audit would find.  Needless to say she decided that I needed a few lessons in accounting and bookkeeping.  She said she had better records of what I'd done than I did, and she called herself the second line of defence for the tax man.  Her main argument was the cardboard box of bills that I called miscellaneous expenses.  She came close to screaming when she saw that pile.

I was actually relieved when Mom had to go home to make supper for Dad and Wil, but then I had to go do chores as well.  However, I spent the whole evening going through the ranch's small miscellaneous bills for the last six months.  At least Sandy, Lucille and I were on good terms by bedtime.

After chores the next morning, I packed up the clothes and personal gear I'd need for the next few weeks, then hit the ranch's books again until lunch.  Just a short time later, Matt arrived with his brothers and I walked around the place, showing him the things that had changed and what he'd have to do to care for the place.

As we were walking back toward the house, I realized that all in all it had been a very strenuous week and I felt I needed a break.  I hoped that going to Olds to study would be a relief from the pressure I'd been under, but I wasn't counting on it.  Actually, since it was a cram course there was very little chance that I'd get anything of a break, in fact I'd probably be under even more pressure.

Sunday, the 5th of January, 1969, began to develop complications on the ride down to the family farm for Wil's and my 'good luck' lunch with the family.  Lucille, Sandy, Matt and I all planned on going, but only Sandy and Matt would be returning to the ranch that afternoon.  I was leaving from the home farm with Wil to enter our respective courses and we were taking his new truck to Olds.  Lucille was going to go head for town right after lunch since she had to work a shift at the hospital.  Both Sandy and Lucille insisted on driving their own vehicles, but since Matt had been brought out by his brothers in their monster truck I felt the road would be open enough to be no problem.  However, I was surprised when Lucille asked me to ride with her, leaving Matt to ride with Sandy.

Once we were underway, I asked if there was a reason for the switcheroo, and was surprised at Lucille's response.

"Yeah, there is," she snapped.  "Matt has a huge crush on me and it can be a pain in the ass.  I'd rather not be alone with him right now.  Not after New Years Eve."

"What happened on New Years, other than Matt getting sick?"

"Well, after helping him clean up when he barfed over the porch rail, I was helping him back to bed.  He pulled me into bed with him and was damn insistent.  I don't know if you've noticed or not, but he's bloody strong and I'm not nearly as big as he is," she sighed.  "If you're wondering, he didn't rape me, but he came damn close.  The problem is that he doesn't want to take no for an answer.  Don't worry though, I don't want you to get involved.  I'll handle it my way."

"I can't do that Lucille, and you know it," I sighed.  "First of all, Sandy is going to be alone with him on the ranch.  They might even be snowed in for weeks at a time.  If he tried to force you, what makes you think he won't do the same thing to Sandy?"

"He has no attraction to Sandy."

"Rape has nothing to do with attraction.  It's about conquest and control," I growled.  "Even I know that much."

"That's why Sandy is safe and I'm not.  Sandy reminds him of his father.  I'm the one who reminds him of his mother."

"What has that got to do with it?"

"It's the way he was raised.  His father insisted on complete control of the family, bossing everyone around.  His mother was subservient and gave in to his old man.  For some reason Matt thinks I'm subservient, while to him, Sandy is strong.  When you guys were walking around the farm this morning, I spoke to Sandy about it and she isn't worried.  She said if he ever forced her in any way, she'd cut off his balls, then feed them to the old sow and force him to watch.  In fact, she asked me to arrange for you to ride with me in order to be alone with him.  She plans to tell him the consequences of him harming either of us in any way."

"Shit, even that worries me.  What happens if he loses his temper while they're driving down to the farm?"

"Don't worry about it.  I've heard how her mother always bossed that family, but let her father think he had control.  A few months alone with Sandy will do Matt a lot of good."

"Hmm, maybe," I grunted.  "It still worries me though.  Just the idea that she's going to be alone with someone that attacked you scares me silly."

"Chris, wake up and smell the roses.  That woman only gives way to you.  Every other man that Sandy meets takes a back seat and if he doesn't, she mentally slaps him around until he behaves.  I just wish I was a bit more like that."

"Well, aside from that, there's the deal about the lease that Matt and his brothers want to have.  Now I'm not sure if I want them living that close to us."

"I'd advise you to wait and see how things fall out over the next few weeks.  You and Wil both intend to be home next weekend or the one after and you can still talk to Sandy before you leave.  Perhaps I shouldn't have said anything, but I didn't want this taking you by surprise either."

"Actually, I wish you'd said something before.  I might have been able to make some other arrangements."

"Well, you might talk to your mother.  I spoke to her the other day in the hospital and from what she said I think she and your dad have something in mind."

"Well, just having her know about it is a relief.  I wasn't looking forward to talking to Mom and Dad about it, but I knew that I'd have to.  Now I can just ask their opinions."

"Yeah, they'll have some," Lucille snorted.  "I like your folks a lot.  I wish mine had been more like them, but if they had been I might not be here."

The conversation drifted to other subjects then, but after we were at the farm, I managed to talk to both Mom and Dad.  They had an idea all right.  Since Wil was heading to Olds at the same time I was, Corinna was going to stay with Sandy and Matt at the ranch for the first while.  Not only that, but the first day she was there, Corinna was going to spin a yarn about being almost date raped when she was younger, and that she now carried a pistol all the time.  Then she was going to take Sandy outside and set up a target to teach Sandy how to shoot well.

I hadn't even known Corinna had a pistol, let alone that she knew how to shoot one.  Mom wised me up about that in a hurry.  It was actually Carissa who had been almost date raped when she was sixteen and it had been her father who had bought both of them pistols and taught them how to shoot with them.  Dad had seen them shoot and he said he was very impressed, but was surprised that I hadn't heard about them having pistols and knowing how to use them.  About then I decided that Sid and Ray had gotten off lucky that they'd tackled a farmer whose shotgun was loaded with rock salt and not one of the twins with a pistol loaded with lead slugs.

All I could do was shake my head.  There were so many things going on around me in other people's lives that I was unaware about that I felt lost.  Then I calmed down, because I realized that there was no reason for me to know every detail of everyone else's life.

The one thing I did know was that I'd have to arrange to cover our butts over owning a pistol and having it on the property, so I asked how to go about that.  Dad explained that he had taken out a 'collectors' permit which covered him for ownership, but theoretically his 'short weapons' could only be fired on a 'registered' gun range.  Canadian law didn't allow people to shoot a pistol or revolver in self defense or in defense of their property.  In other words I could arrange to legally own a weapon, but I could only shoot at targets, so at best owning a pistol was little more than a bluff and if I used it I'd need a darn good lawyer.  That left me with a rather empty feeling in the pit of my gut, but there wasn't much I could do about it so I did my best to put it out of my mind.  After all, the whole point of my question was theoretical at best and in a way I knew we were setting up a bluff to scare off a possible threat, not worrying about an actual situation.

When we sat down at the table for lunch, I noticed that everyone seemed quite relaxed, with the exception of Matt.  He seemed to be watching Lucille surreptitiously, but if he happened to see Sandy looking at him he actually blanched.  I decided then that I had to speak to him before I left for Olds.

I had the opportunity shortly after lunch when the two of us went with Dad to look over the new machine shed.  Even I was surprised to see a small target range set up on the open side, complete with a sandbag and steel backstop.  I knew it was a setup, but I played along.

"Gee Dad, who's taken up serious shooting?  Are you or Wil planning to compete again?"

"No, Corinna didn't want to get too badly out of practise, so we set this up for her and the other gals.  It's funny, after she told your Mom about that date rape thing that almost happened to her, even Liz has been out here once in a while," he shook his head.  "It's strange, all those years we were shooting and she said she wasn't interested, but have Corinna tell her about almost being forced to have sex and she's suddenly an enthusiast.  She even had me buy her a brand-new pistol, but she says she wants new targets as well."

"New targets?  What's wrong with the old targets?"

"She wants full figure targets with the bullseye centred on the crotch," he snorted a laugh.  "She says a rapist should have his balls shot off and she wants to be ready, just in case she ever needs to use her new skill."

I joined in Dad's laugh, but I don't think Matt found the idea funny and when I saw the look on his face, I knew I didn't have to say anything else to him.  I think about then he realized that the whole family knew what had happened between him and Lucille.  Actually, I'd probably been the last person who'd been told about it and other than him, I'd probably been the last to hear about the handgun practise the women were doing too.  Perhaps that was a good thing, after all advertising something like that might not be the best way to impress some folks.  Besides, the only person that might need to know about the threat that the women posed was now aware of the risks any stupid action could precipitate.

With that in mind, I changed the subject, asking Dad if he didn't think the whole building wasn't a bit fancy when you considered what it was used for.  He didn't think so, in fact he told me that he thought it would save the farm money because he could work on all the farm equipment during inclement weather.  As well as that, the building prevented rust and corrosion since everything was stored inside and out of the weather.  I could see his point, and we were discussing it as we went back to the house.  Even Wil got into the discussion with us when we got back inside.  In fact we even talked about it as Wil and I drove to Olds.  By the time we got to the apartment where we were staying I was so convinced by their arguments that I decided we needed an equipment shed up at the ranch.  Only I wanted a separate section on the side that would be set up as a workshop, so I could have a warm place to do small jobs in the winter.

After a couple of quick calls home to let everyone know we were okay, both Wil and I found our beds and soon were sawing logs.  I was extremely glad that I had gotten a decent night's sleep the next day, because it didn't take long for me to find out that the two courses I was taking were going to be darn tough.

Animal husbandry dealt with all forms of care for farm animals, from feeding and cleaning to minor veterinary care and the school had arranged for it to tie in with a course on farm equipment maintenance.  For three days of the week, I'd spend an hour and a half taking lectures and two hours doing actual hands-on care of the animals, then after a half hour break for lunch, I'd move on to work with machinery for the rest of the day.  On the fourth day, I'd still have the lecture, but that day I'd spend six hours looking after the animals.  The fifth day was similar to the fourth, but after the animal husbandry lecture, I'd be working on equipment for the longer period of time.

The lectures weren't a sinecure either.  I had to be prepared to take notes, do research and write reports.  As well, since what we were taking were virtually two cram courses, all of us taking it found that we had virtually no time to spare during class hours.  The actual hands on segment of both courses was far easier for me to handle since I'd been around animals all my life, and I found the mechanical course to be a snap.  I was used to caring for and repairing all kinds of equipment.  On top of that, I'd worked with Tom and George so much that the tools in my hands just seemed to automatically do what I wanted them to do.

In fact by Friday afternoon of the first week, I was already working on mechanical maintenance projects that had been planned for the following week.  Perhaps that's why the instructor just pointed at the door when I told him I'd like to leave a couple of hours early that day.  Since Wil had gotten off early as well, we headed for home around two in the afternoon.

I was wiped out by the time we got home, but I was interested in seeing how things had gone while I was away.  Actually, I was worried about the situation between Matt and the women folk, but it turned out that there had been no problems of any kind.  Well, none except for the fact that Matt might have been somewhat uncomfortable.  He approached me at the first opportunity and asked if it would be okay for him to have his brothers come get him, saying that he'd like to spend some time in town with them that weekend.

Since Wil had driven me all the way to the ranch so he'd be able to pick up Corinna and take her home, it wasn't long before Sandy and I were home alone.  She was quite excited to make sure I knew I was welcome back, so I was very glad that Matt had cared for the animals before he left.  We sat down to eat late that night and I phoned home to talk to Mom and Dad, then Sandy and I lazed the evening away in front of the fire, but we did climb into bed earlier than I expected.

To my surprise, Sandy insisted on doing the chores with me the next morning, but when we were leaving the barn after we were done, I could see why.  Lucille's car was parked in the yard and when we went inside, she was cooking breakfast.  In fact she was just the first to arrive, over the weekend several people showed up for a short visit.  Then almost before I knew it, Sunday afternoon came and it was time for Wil and me to head back to school.

That weekend was typical for most of the winter, at least for those weekends when the weather cooperated and we were able to go home.  Wil and I would rush home on Friday night and try to get caught up on necessary business, then we'd head back late on Sunday. 

Meanwhile, Sandy and Matt stayed on the ranch all winter, but Lucille visited on many of her days off.  When her free time coincided with my weekends home, it was great.  Matt still seemed to need to go to town to help his brothers handle a renovation job every weekend.  He told me privately it was to give us some privacy, but I've always felt he was both embarrassed and envious of the closeness between Sandy, Lucille and me.  I know he carried a torch for Lucille, but he never again showed the pushy side of himself to any of the family and I never heard a whisper of gossip that he was ever pushy to any other woman either.

I think Matt was tremendously relieved when mid-April came along and the land was dry enough to start building on the lease that he and his brothers had negotiated with me.  They built right on the corner of the municipal road and the ranch's access road because that was the simplest access point for the electrical and telephone service.  It was also the first place they drilled a well and the well driller had found water, easily enough water for two houses and a few animals.  Carissa and Jackie decided that rather than drill another well they'd lease the ten acres that sat on the other side of the access road, and have a separate cabin and barn built there.  Anyone driving by on the municipal road would have thought our access road was their mutual driveway, which suited me just fine because it effectively gave the ranch even more privacy than we'd had before.

We surveyed both ten acre leases, which were separated from each other by a fifty foot wide road allowance, and I asked both groups to fence their lots with either page wire or chain link fencing.  Then we put in what Dad called a 'Texas bluff' gate at the end of the roadway between the two leases.  The gate was weighted in such a way that you could spring it open with any vehicle's front bumper, but it automatically closed after you went through.  That gate was designed to work on sound principles of mass and inertia.  The initial push by the vehicle had to be strong enough to give inertia to a rotating mass, which utilized it's own momentum to roll through a full turn.  A series of latching pawls and counterweights were activated by a winching arrangement on the rotating mass and also swung the gate wide open as the weights shifted.  Once full rotation had been achieved, the pawls were triggered to release, and since the counterweights were overbalanced, they returned
everything to the neutral position with the gate closed.  Since the weight would rotate each way, it didn't matter if you were coming or going, all your vehicle had to do was move that weight far enough and fast enough to get past the point of no return and the rest was automatic.  In other words, it wasn't perpetual motion, it just looked like it was; in actual fact the extra energy to operate the Rube Goldberg device came from the car or truck you were driving.

Since Wil and I were studying at Olds every week, we really didn't get to spend much time helping build those two houses.  I think everyone else got their hands dirty though; the buildings certainly went up quickly enough.  Instead of helping out, Wil and I were busy with other duties.  In fact our lives were hectic, and although both of us felt we were under a lot of pressure that year, we managed to pull through.  We both concentrated on our courses as much as we possibly could and both of us managed to finish our studies with high grades.  I'm not sure what Wil was doing when we were home each weekend, but I was almost constantly tied up with ranch business.  By late March I had cows calving, horses foaling and we had to deal with a minor flood early in the spring when all the snow melt came rushing down the valley from the foothills to the west of the ranch.  That flood had been bad enough that at one point we thought we'd lose the bridge over the creek, but we were
lucky, the bridge held and the flood slowed before too much damage was done to it or it's foundations.  We did lose a section of our fence and had one of our fords across the creek wiped out though, so those both had to be repaired.

On top of all that, Sandy and I both felt that we had to establish the windbreak that our friend, the surveyor, had planned out since we'd had to deal with plowing the road through the cut one time too many.  So early in the spring, but well before I was finished school in Olds, Matt and I had driven to Bowden on a Friday evening and we picked up a thousand small caragana plants.  Sandy, Matt, John and I spent two weekends planting them according to the surveyors plan, hoping that they would grow to become a good windbreak.  We laid them out in long hedgerows, parallel to the roadway, both on the hill above the access road to the ranch and in other areas along the road where we'd found that drifting had been bad the winter before.

Inside of a few weeks Sandy noticed that those caragana plants were wilting and drying out.  Needless to say we didn't like the idea of losing those plants after working so dang hard to get them planted where they were.  So I bought an old two-ton Ford truck and a used thousand-gallon tank that were both rusting away in the back of Frank Dolens' car lot.  I had the truck tuned up and repaired, then I had the tank steamed out and loaded in the dump box.  When I got them home, I rigged the tank on a skid that I could mount inside the box of the old Ford and set up a gasoline-powered pump near the bridge across the creek so we could use the pump to fill the tank.  All it took was a couple of valves and a long hose and I was ready to water some bushes, but I knew it was a pain in the butt job.  I didn't count on Sandy though.  During the following week, while I was off studying at Olds, she taught herself to drive the truck, then took over the job of watering those bushes
and she was darn dilligent too.  Every few days, all summer long, Sandy would fill that tank, then she'd drive up the hill and water those bloody caragana bushes.  Although it was a dry summer, she kept almost all of those plants alive and they grew like weeds.

By the time Wil and I came home for the summer, Sandy, Corinna and Carissa had all finished a series of evening courses on small business accounting that they'd started two months earlier.  Meanwhile Tom, George, Beth, Jess and Jean were close to finishing grade eleven while Jackie and Jasmine were finishing grade ten.  Wil and I were only back home for a couple of weeks before they were all finished school for the year.  We held off on a big celebration for two weeks after they were all out of school though, planning to have it in combination with the dual house warmings for both sets of new neighbours.

In fact for the first four weeks after I was home, Matt and John set aside work on their house during the day and spent their time with me since we needed to catch up on some of the early summer work.  We worked like slaves from morning until night for five days every week, but since both of them were going back to work on their house in the evenings and on weekends, I insisted that their days of work for me were only eight hours long.  As well, I insisted that on two days of every week we'd only handle essential jobs.  In fact, between the three of us, we alternated doing the chores on the weekends, so two weekends out of three, each of us had two days completely work free, unless an emergency cropped up.  Of course nature provided us with some of those, just to keep us on our toes.

The two new cabins that our new neighbours were building weren't quite finished, but both of them were livable, so the boys planned on finishing the last trim and details of that sort in the evenings or on the weekends.  Of course once the houses were relatively complete, both groups wanted to have that big house warming party.  It was only after Carissa and Jackie had moved into one house and the McAdam brothers moved into the other that we all agreed to have a party.  Only this time, Lucille and I tried to make sure that no one was going to spike the punch bowl, even going as far as hiding every bottle of Grampa Bender's hooch that we could find.  Not only that, but Lucille warned Corrina that if Will spiked the punch bowl, both of them would feel her wrath.  I think Corrina took her seriously, very seriously!  In fact she told me that Lucille reminded her of Mom right then, so she knew she'd better listen and Will had better behave.

I made note of that idea, thinking it just might be a way to keep Wil from screwing up various other things.




Chapter 49:

Slow - Rough Road Ahead

The day of the housewarming party for the new houses up on the plateau was finally set for the second Sunday evening in July, which happened to be Matt and John's weekend off.  That gave them some extra time to attend to details around their new house, but it didn't place undue pressure on me either.  Sure, I had the chores to do, but other than that I was only planning to do some running around and attending to details to make sure I had all my ducks in a row for the next week or two.  We were going to redo the road that came down the gorge in those two weeks and I was hoping that the good weather we'd had the last two or three weeks would hold.  Actually even a light rain wouldn't hurt, but if we had a lot of subsoil material loosened, but ungraded, then got hit by a gully washing rainstorm things could get darn messy in a hurry.

So I was up early on the day before the party, sitting in the kitchen, having my coffee before doing the chores and I'd turned on the radio to hear the weather forecast.  That mornings weather forecast sounded good, the weatherman was predicting a dry weekend and more fine weather to come during the week.  I suppose I sighed loudly at the relief I felt at that forecast.

"Wow, I haven't heard you sigh like that for a long time," Sandy commented as she came into the kitchen.  "Problems?"

"No, actually that was a sigh of relief," I chuckled.  "The weather forecast for next week sounds pretty good.  If we're lucky, we just might get away with our gamble and get the toughest part of the road in before the weather turns bad on us."

"Oh, gotcha," she came over and collected a hug, then took a sip from my coffee.  "Gaachhh, how do you drink your coffee black and strong like that?  It's so bitter."

"Well, for one thing that means you won't steal much of my coffee," I grinned as I drained the last of the cup.  "Now, I'd better go do the chores.  Oh, if you want to go to town today, I have to go get some fuel, then I'm going to drop around Charlie Engels' place to get some practice and learn some tricks about using his old backhoe.  I'll be renting it for the next couple of weeks,"

"Okay, I'll get your breakfast ready when you come in and I think I will come along to town so I can pick up some groceries," Sandy nodded.  "Hey before you go out, have you any idea what to get for housewarming gifts?"

"Nope, I was hoping you did.  Maybe we can think of something on the way to town."

My morning started out being smooth and easy.  The chores were no problem.  Sandy had breakfast ready by the time I had come inside and cleaned up to go to town.  The trip to town went quickly and we decided to buy a potted rose bush for each housewarming gift, so those were the first things we bought when we got to town.  Then I dropped Sandy off to shop for groceries while I went to Frank's service station to get a few barrels of diesel fuel and gasoline just so we'd have enough for our upcoming road work.  That's when things started to get complicated.  I dropped by to say 'Hi' to Frank and found he wanted me to run Car 54 that weekend.  That's when I reminded him about the housewarming parties and that it was my weekend to stay home to do the chores anyway.

"Oops, I think I've got my weeks mixed up," he sighed, looking at the calendar.  "Clarence Walker will be at the housewarming too, won't he?"

"Unh huh.  Since he and his crew built them, I'd think he'd want to be there if only to show off his hard work as well as support his two best workmen."

"Oh, that's not so bad then.  You do know that the two of you are running neck and neck in driver popularity poles at the track, don't you?" he broke into a big grin at my grimace.

"You know darn well I'm not out there for a popularity contest," I snorted.  "I just race because I like the competition.  Will you be at the party tomorrow night?  Maybe we can talk then, but right now I've got to get some fuel and then I need to be out at Charlie Engels' place in a little while."

"Okay, but why don't you just leave your empty fuel drums with me.  I'll get the refills loaded on a truck and bring them out to you tomorrow, that way you're not hauling a heavy load on your pickup while you do your running around."

That sounded good to me, but I was wondering what his wife would say about driving out to the ranch in his old fuel truck.  I was smart enough not to ask him that though.  Instead I left Frank a note of what fuel I wanted and quickly unloaded the barrels from my pickup, then drove out to Charlie Engels.  I got there just as he drove into his yard.  Charlie actually apologized for not being able to do my road work because he had a prior job underway, but as I told him, he should be happy that he was so busy that he couldn't do the job himself.  Since he was renting the backhoe, he was making even more money than he would if he was just doing the one job and I assured him if I broke something on the machine I'd pay for its repair.  After we filled out the rental agreement, he took me out to his 'backup' backhoe and showed me how to operate it, even letting me dig a couple of holes and then backfill them, just to prove that I knew how to run it.

The rest of my day followed in almost the same pattern.  I ran back to town from Charlie's place, picked up Sandy and her load of groceries, then took her to the Chinese cafeteria for lunch.  After lunch we drove to the hospital to talk to Grampa Bender.  Then we were off to Jason Campbell's, since he lived on our way home and I helped him load his D6 Cat on his lowboy trailer.  I was leasing the D6 for the next month as well, needing it for the roadway work as well as a couple of grading jobs I wanted to do on the trails around the ranch.  Once the Cat was loaded, he followed me home and we unloaded it right at the crest of the grade I'd be working on come Monday.  I started it up, then backed it into the bush to get it out of sight of anyone driving past on the road.  Once that was done, I got back in the pickup and drove down to the cabin, then helped Sandy carry the groceries inside.  We had a quick cup of coffee, but we thought it was time for a ride around the
ranch to check over the cattle to see if they were all okay.  I saddled a pair of horses so Sandy could ride with me, then even though they were scattered all over, we managed to find a full count of cows and calves, but we didn't notice any problems.  That ride took a while though, so after we were back at the corrals and the horses were put away, it was time to do the chores.  Once I was finished the few chores that needed doing I went inside, cleaned up, ate supper, then flopped in my favourite chair with a cup of coffee.  It seemed to me that I hadn't really done much that day, but run around.  Still, I was bushed.  Sandy and I talked for a while, made a few phone calls, then decided we were just too tired to stay up, but after we were in bed it seemed to take a long time to get to sleep.

Sunday morning I was awakened very early by the squawking of chickens and barking of the dogs, so I rolled out of bed, raced downstairs and rushed outside.  I couldn't believe my eyes, there was a cougar lying on the top of the chicken coop roof, calmly chomping away on one of our hens.  The dogs weren't getting close to the chicken coop, but they were barking up a storm.  Meanwhile the chickens were making almost as much racket by flapping and squawking as they dashed around the chicken run.

"Damn!" I swore loudly and turned to go back inside to get my rifle, almost knocking over Sandy, coming the other way.

"Oops, What wrong, Chris?" Sandy asked.

"There's a bloody cougar after the chickens."

"What?  A cougar?  Here?" she squawked in surprise.

"Yeah, a friggin' cougar," I snapped, grabbing my 30-30 off the wall by the kitchen door and loading a round.  "I hate the idea of killing it, but since it's made a kill already, I'll have to shoot the darn cat.  I'm glad all it killed was a chicken though, and not a calf or a colt."

"Do you really have to shoot it?" Sandy frowned at the rifle.

"Yes, I do," I sighed as I stepped outside again.  "You know I try to leave the wild animals alone, but when one starts killing my livestock I have to take care of the problem.  I'm probably going to regret it though, since I'll have to report the damn thing to the game warden."

I had been planning to have a quiet day, but the bloody cougar certainly ruined that pipe dream.  Shooting it was the simplest part of the whole fiasco.  I've hunted a fair amount, so I knew enough to go for a heart and lung shot, hitting the cougar just behind the shoulder, then when it fell off the roof I put another round into it's head.  After that though, I had to keep the dogs from ripping the cat to pieces by locking them in the barn, then I had to call both the RCMP and the District Game Warden.  Luckily, I was smart enough to leave the cougar where it had fallen as it slid off the chicken coop, but I had to wait around for the Game Warden to check it out.  Still, I had oodles of time to do my chores and have breakfast long before anyone arrived.  Sandy and I had been planning to drive down and have lunch with my family, but the RCMP Constable and the Game Warden must have taken their time.  Of course it was Sunday, so I suppose they were either feeling a bit
reluctant to hurry, or else they were overworked, who knows?  Sandy must have called down to my folks and invited them up to the ranch for lunch, because Mom and Dad arrived just before the RCMP Constable and the Game Warden did.  Still, I felt as if I'd wasted half of my day, just waiting for them to arrive and get on with their job.

When the offical inspection came, it only lasted about ten minutes.  Deacon Marshal, the Game Warden rolled the cat over, pointed to the mangled front paw on its left side and swore a blue streak.

"Look at that!  God Damned leghold traps!  They're illegal as hell, but some pissant bastard is still using the fucking things.  If I ever catch the son-of-a-bitch, I'll snap one on his fucking balls," he barked loudly.  "This is a young cougar, but look at the poor little bastard.  He's scrawny, almost starving to death.  He's probably unable to move fast enough to catch his normal prey since he's got that buggered up paw, which is why he went after farm animals.  This is probably the same damn animal that killed a calf up at Jason Dumfries' ranch last week.

"Well, I didn't want to shoot him, but …"

"Yeah, I know, you had to do it," he sighed.  "Actually, it was probably a mercy, since from the swelling I think there's probably an infection in that front leg.  We'll have to take the carcass with us and do some tests for toxins, diseases and other crap.  I can see right now that he's flea infested and mangey, poor little bugger."

They borrowed a couple of garbage bags and some duct tape to wrap the cat so they wouldn't get fleas in the cop car and tossed it in the trunk, then left without saying much more.  In fact the young RCMP Officer, Constable Franks, had hardly said anything the whole time they were at the ranch, but then he was young and new to the area, so he was still getting his feet wet.

Once they were gone, Dad and I let the dogs out again, then went inside to find that Sandy and Mom had our lunch ready.  When I mentioned that we were going to be working on the road the next morning, Dad was off on his favourite hobby horse, his idea of having a trail cut into the cliff that separated the upper and lower ranches.  Now I'm not sure why Dad was so adamant that there should be a trail down that cliff, but for once I was happy about hearing his familiar arguments because it got us off the topic of that dang cougar.

Once we'd eaten, Mom and Dad wanted to discuss all the recent work and improvements that we'd done around the ranch.  Then both of them absolutely had to go for a walk along with me so they could see the proposed new grade we planned to cut into the side of the gully leading up to the upper plateau.  All I could really show them right then were the scale drawings and the layout stakes that the surveyor had left us, but I think Mom approved of the whole idea.  Dad had a hard time accepting the idea that a combination of carragana windbreaks and new grading on the roadway would solve the worst of our drifted snow problems, after all he'd seen how much snow could drift into that gully during a blizzard.  Personally all I could do was hope that the surveyor was right and Dad was wrong, otherwise our upcoming work was going to be a waste of money.  That new roadway wasn't going to be cheap though, not with the rental of a backhoe and a D6 Cat, as well as hiring a blaster, not to
mention the wages for at least four people who'd probably be on that job for nearly two weeks.  Still, I'm not sure why Dad was being so obstinant in his condemnation of the surveyor's plan, but I knew that if we were badly snowed in next winter, I'd certainly get the 'I told you so' treatment in spades.

Mom and Dad had to leave around two-thirty in order to be done the work around their farm before going to the housewarming party, and they must have met Frank Dolens and his wife on the road home.  I'm sure of that, because Frank and Jennifer came driving into the yard only moments after Mom and Dad had left.  The Dolens were riding in a brand new one-ton pickup truck with dual wheels and a hydraulic barrel-lift mounted on the box.  Of course Frank had wanted to show it off to someone before he turned it over to his fuel crew and his wife thought the idea of riding in a fuel truck to go to the housewarming party was hilarious.  Besides that, although Frank had visited the ranch a few times, Jennifer had never been there before.  Of course that was an opportunity for Sandy to show off her garden and the house, so we ended up having coffee and talking until it was time to do the chores.  Frank even walked around with me while I chased the chickens inside, then fed the riding
horses, the pigs and the dogs.  The Dolens even sat on the front porch and waited for Sandy and I as we dressed and got ready to head up the hill to the party.  Actually we followed Frank and Jennifer up the hill in my car, but we got separated before we went into the McAdam's house, which was our first place to visit that evening.

Matt and his brothers had built a log cabin and so had Carissa and Jackie, but the similarity in their houses ended with the log walls.  The guy's house was a sprawling single story affair that took up a huge amount of space and sat about a hundred yards from the municipal road, but almost equally distant from the road to the ranch.  Meanwhile, the gal's house was a two story affair, that looked as if it had been lifted out of a turn of the century novel.  It sat further back from the municipal road, but less distant from our road.  As well as that, while the guys had yet to build any outbuildings, other than the pumphouse for the well, the gals had also built a two car garage and had a horse barn nearing completion.

Actually, the party started about five o'clock on a Sunday afternoon in early July and we planned to spend a few hours at each cabin.  We all met at the guy's huge log house first, because they had built a big patio and barbecue in their backyard so they were going to feed us.  Then after we'd eaten and looked around their place, we all planned to wander over to the girl's house later in the evening.

Luke met us on the front step as we arrived at the guy's house, waving us through with a quiet; "Welcome to our new house.  Just make yourself at home," then he was turning back to meet the next guests to arrive.

Sandy and I entered through an enclosed front porch, passed through the front door, and found we could move into either the galley style kitchen area on our right, or the living room area on our left.  Really the only separation between the two areas, was an island set up as a countertop, with a few stools where the guys could sit for a cup of tea or a quick meal.  Actually, the kitchen looked almost like an afterthought since it took up the least room in the whole space, but it was a complete kitchen, even if it was small and simple.  Of course Sandy wanted to see the kitchen right away, but Matt met us and soon convinced us to look at the rest of the house first, explaining that Mark should be there to give Sandy a tour of 'his' kitchen.  Unfortunately Mark happened to be out at the barbecue, playing chef, so Matt was the one who showed us their new home.

In between the galley kitchen on one end and a fireplace on the other, the guys had a collection of old couches, chairs, a television and a small pool table.  They had set up the pool table so it doubled as their dining room table when they had guests; all they had to do was slide a wooden cover on top of it, then pull up some stacking chairs for seating.  In other words the place was set up as a bachelor pad.

Matt explained that each of his brothers wanted a bedroom of his own, plus there was a fifth bedroom if they ever had visitors, so the bedrooms and bathrooms were laid out around three sides of the living room/kitchen area.  Each of the guy's bedrooms was on one corner of the house and to prevent jealousy each bedroom was the same size as the next and all of the rooms were entered from that central core.  Matt's bedroom was the closest to the front door and the roadway leading to the ranch, lying to the left of the front entrance.  Moving clockwise, Luke's bedroom was on the same side, but at the rear of the house and separated from Matt's bedroom by their shared bathroom and the bedroom closets.  As you moved clockwise around the main room of the house, the next doorway lead to an office, which was on the rear wall of the living room area.  Beside the office was a hallway that lead outside, but on the way there was another bathroom near the back door.  On the other side of
the hallway the guys had installed folding doors, the first set hiding a chest type freezer, and the next set hid their washer and drier.  Back in the living room, but further along the back wall came the doorway into the spare bedroom.  Then on the kitchen end of the living room was a doorway into John's bedroom and another into Mark's, those bedrooms also had shared a bathroom and closets.  That took you around the outer circle of bedrooms and back to the front of the house.

Of course by the time we got to that point, Sandy just had to look over the kitchen, even if it was just a quick glance.  The kitchen sink was on a short counter on the front wall of the house, with a window which faced the municipal road right above it.  For appliances, they had a refigerator, an electric stove, and a dishwasher near the sink, all spaced along the shortest wall of the main room and sharing a wall with Mark's bedroom.  According to Matt they had put it there because Mark enjoyed cooking, so if anyone was in the kitchen, it'd probably be him and he wouldn't disturb anyone else if he was working there early in the morning.

I'll be honest, the kitchen wasn't of much interest to me at first, however they had one appliance which I'd never seen before, something called a 'radar range' or 'microwave oven.' I didn't pay much attention to it at first, not until after we'd eaten and Mark came inside to demonstrate it to Sandy and all the other women.  They all seemed fascinated by how fast that thing would boil water or cook an omlette.  Soon there were so many women clustered near Mark that I wandered away, then George's dad, Bob, bent my ear and explained the technology of microwave ovens to me.

"Chris, I think that microwave oven thing is a great idea, but I'm not sure how reliable it is since it's newly on the market.  I've read about them, but I never saw one before," Bob grinned at me.  "That darn thing cooks food by using radio waves, well actually microwaves.  There's a unit called a magnetron in the oven enclosure which puts out high frequency radio waves.  Those radio waves cause vibrations in the water moleules inside the food, virtually shaking the molecules back and forth so fast that they cause friction, then get hot and boil.  That's what cooks the food, just plain old friction, and it virtually cooks the food from the inside, not the outside, so there's no energy wasted on heating up a pot or the air around it."

"Wait a minute, weren't some of the men who worked on the DEW line made sterile by working while they were in the beam of microwaves from the radar installations?" I frowned at his smile.  "Is that thing safe to have in a house?  I sure as heck wouldn't want to be sterilized by a damn machine.  I still might want to have a kid or two one day."

"Oh, you don't have to worry about that.  What you heard was just an old wives tale," he chuckled.  "The way that machine is built, it won't even turn on until that door is closed and then the microwaves can't get out.  That's why the whole thing is made of metal, except for the window on the front door, and that has a grounded metal screen imbedded inside the glass.  Those microwaves have been tamed, and on top of that they're being kept in a cage to keep people safe from harm."

Even I had to grin at the idea of equating microwaves and zoo animals, but by then I'd made up my mind that after all the women had seen enough entertainment, I was going to have a good look at the machine.  Only I didn't get a chance to even mention that to Bob before Sandy was grabbing my arm to drag me back to the kitchen area and the semicircle of women around Mark.

"Chris, you've got to see this thing.  It's wonderful.  Mark put an ice cube in there on a little plate and you could see it melt, right before your eyes.  Just think of how much time that could save if we had to defrost something for a meal and we were in a hurry.  I think we should have one for down at the ranch.  I know it's expensive, but it would be so handy to be able to do the things it can do," she prattled on, her mouth going a mile a minute as she dragged me over to see Mark's continuing demonstration.

I wasn't surprised when Bob followed along, but I was surprised when he began to ask leading questions of Mark, then I thought about it and felt he had to have a reason for them, so I sat back and listened without comment.

"Excuse me Mark, but what happens if you use a metal pan to cook the food in that thing?" Bob asked, feigning innocence.

"Oh, you don't want to do that," Mark answered instantly.  "This oven is called a 'radar range' for a reason; it uses very short radio waves to cook the food.  If you put a piece of metal in the cooking section, it attracts the radio waves and causes sparks.  It might even cause an overload and burn out parts in the oven.  You shouldn't even use things like aluminum foil or stirring spoons in it, because it will do the same thing."

"Well just what kind of dishes can you cook in?  Are they special in any way?  Say I wanted to heat up a can of soup, what would I need to put it in?  Could I just use an ordinary soup bowl?"

"That depends on the soup bowl," Mark smiled at Bob.  "Some soup bowls and other dishes use a glaze with metal in it.  If you put a dish with a metallic glaze in this oven, the dish will get hot before the soup even warms up, that might explode the dish.  Some china dishes are completely safe and others aren't.  It's the same with plastics, some are perfectly safe, while others will just melt.  If you want to be really safe, you can buy special dishes that are meant just for this sort of thing.  That's what I use."

Since Sandy had released my hand and seemed fascinated by the conversation Mark and Bob were having, I pulled back and stepped away.  What the two of them were doing sounded almost like a midway barker and a shill, and I wanted nothing to do with it.  It wasn't that I suspected either one of them of doing anything like that though.  Instead I was certain that Mark was the proud owner of a new toy, while Bob was someone who had read thoroughly about a new gadget.  I was positive that Bob wanted to be certain that any problems and pitfalls the machine had were mentioned, just to counter all the glowing accolades that Mark was using.

Personally, if I could buy one of those ovens that didn't leak microwaves, I could see that it would be a darn handy item to have on the ranch.  However, I knew enough about radios and TVs that I wouldn't have one of those machines in my house until I had tested it, and I'd want to do that while it was working using a signal strength meter.  I wasn't about to have my balls fried by microwaves since I wanted to remain fertile and active for many more years.

Sandy glanced over at me and I waved one hand toward the rear of the house.  She frowned, but came over to talk to me.

"Okay, I've seen that expression before.  What's wrong with that microwave oven thing?" she asked quietly.

"I'm not sure that there is a problem with it or not, but you have to admit that it's something new.  I'd like to check it out in some way before I get too enamoured with the convenience of using it.  If it's safe and relatively reliable, I'm quite willing to buy one, but I won't get one until I'm sure that it's not a waste of money."

"Well, why not ask Mark right now?" Sandy presisted.

"What if he hasn't checked to find out if it is safe and reliable or not?  I don't want to embarrass him in front of others if he doesn't know.  Since it appears to me to be a great idea, the manufacturers are certainly going to make an all out effort to turn out a reliable product in the long run, but it's new, so I want to be positive, okay?"

"What do you mean safe?  What could be unsafe about it?"

"Sandy, it uses high frequency radio or radar waves to cook things.  A few years ago there were stories that men who worked with high frequency radar beams became sterile.  I think those were just rumours and old wives tales, but I want to know for certain that it isn't going to sterilize me, otherwise it might mean that I wouldn't be able to have kids.  Maybe its perfectly safe, but how would you feel if we found out that the microwaves were leaking into the kitchen and would eventually cause damage to our bodies?" I was trying to be quiet but emphatic.  "On top of that, if we buy something like that, I want to be sure that it's reliable enough that it won't blow up inside of a month or two of use."

"Oh, okay," she nodded and smiled.  "Hey, Carissa and Jackie have gone back to their place, and I want to see their house too.  Do you think Matt and the guys would mind if we wandered over there?"

"I can't see why, since we've been here for two hours," I grinned.  "Besides, this house is strange and doesn't make me feel real comfortable.  It feels kinda cold and impersonal, almost like we were in a motel or something."

"You know, you're right, it does.  It just doesn't feel like a home, does it?" she giggled.  "I think this is the 'McAdam's Motel,' where my kooky cousins live."

We were both still grinning and chuckling as we walked across the road.  Carissa and Jackie's house certainly didn't look like a motel, instead it looked like an older farm house, but one built out of logs.  It was another large house, but since it was two stories high and had full porches on the first floor, both front and back, it looked larger outside than it was inside.  We'd both been inside it as it was being built and knew that there was a farm style kitchen, a living room, a utility room, a half bath and an office on the main floor.  Upstairs there were three bedrooms and two full bathrooms.  None of the main floor rooms were as large as those in the guy's house, but as far as square footage went, the girl's house had slightly more living area.

Even though we walked, it only took a couple of minutes before we were stepping onto the gal's front porch and knocking on the door, then being told to "Come on in!"

The difference in the way we'd been greeted at the door said as much about the two residences as anything else could.  The guys had built themselves a house, a purely functional shelter from the weather where they could eat and sleep in relative comfort.  It was well laid out, and efficient but it felt almost mechanical.  In contrast, while the gal's house was just as functional and just as efficient, it already bore the stamp of the two women's personalities.  That residence wasn't just a house, even though it was new, it was already a home.

I'd spent a few hours working on both houses while they were being built and there really wasn't that much difference between the way they had been constructed, but there was a major difference in the way they felt once they were finished and occupied.  Actually, I can't say that they were really all that similar at any point, because I had noticed differences in the two groups attitudes from the time they had begun planning the two houses.  Both of houses had been custom plans, but the guy's house had been laid out around the idea of efficiency and function, while the gal's had put efficiency and function on the back burner, far behind esthetics and design.  The final difference in the feeling of the two residences was immense.

A perfect example of what I mean could be taken just from the entrances to the two houses.  Each of them had a porch on the front and back of the house.  One the guy's house, it was simply a small add-on that acted as a weather shelter for the doorway to the house.  On the gal's house, the porch ran the full length of the house, with a lean-to roof over a deck, which could be enclosed by screens in the summer or glass in the winter.  That gave the residents a place to relax and enjoy the fresh air, but still remain sheltered from the worst of the weather.

The porches weren't the only differences though.  Just the kitchen alone was so different from the guy's that it was impressive.  It was a true farm kitchen, with all the normal counters and appliances, but it included space for a table and chairs and the chairs were comfortable.  It was the sort of place where friends could drop in, then relax while having a cup of coffee or tea, then have a friendly chat about their lives or the weather.  The key feelings in that kitchen were comfort and friendliness.  In fact I felt that those two feelings carried throughout the whole main floor of the house.  Oh, the office and utility room were more efficient, but they still felt comfortable, not coldly mechanical.  Overall the house felt warm and welcoming from the moment we stepped in the front door.

Of course it didn't hurt to be greeted by two extremely good looking and very sexy women who were bound and determined that both Sandy and I needed hugs and kisses to welcome us to their home.  I think both of us were given dual promissary notes to be made even more welcome when there weren't so many other guests expected.  Actually Carissa reached over and switched off the porch lights and flipped the lock on the door.

"I'm glad you guys came over here so soon.  You two haven't seen our bedrooms yet and you deserve to be the first to have a quick peek," she grinned.  "We'd like to show you around upstairs before the ravening herd gets here."

With that she grabbed my hand and almost dragged me toward the stairs, but I saw at a glance that Jackie was doing the same thing with Sandy, only Jackie was giggling like a school girl.  We had to run to keep up to the two of them and I broke into laughter, while Sandy started to giggle just like Jackie.  At the top of the stairs, Carissa pointed to the left, then hauled me that direction and pelted a few feet to throw open a door and lead me through.

I'd never been on the upper floor from the time the log walls and roof had been installed, so all I could do was gasp at what I saw.  The room took up all of the end of the upper floor from side to side and had windows on all three sides, in other words it was huge.  It had to be huge though, because it held two identical queen sized beds, separated by a folding screen and matching bedside tables.

"See, this side is mine, and that side is Jackie's," Carissa broke into a grin.  "We can sleep alone, or we can share just one bed.  The screen can be used when one of us gets grouchy and wants to be alone, or if we have a special guest or two over."

"Yeah, you two have a standing invitation," Jackie giggled like a school girl again.

I think both Sandy and I were speechless.  I know I was, but only because I didn't know what to say.  At the moment I was still trying to take in the overall effect of the room, and that may have been part of my reluctance to say anything.  The whole effect of our rush up the stairs and then the overall effect of the room was something I really hadn't expected and I'm uncertain what I should say or do.

I can't say the room's decorations were frilly, but they were decidedly feminine.  The word which instantly popped into my mind was boudoir, but even that was wrong, because each side of the room expressed a different personality.  You could literally see that each of them had selected the decorations for their individual areas.  Carissa's taste was 'tamer,' more toned down, while Jackie's side was more on the extravagantly feminine side.  Overall though, the thing which impressed me the most about that bedroom was the odour.  It not only looked feminine, the room even smelled feminine.

I was trying to think of some comment when we all heard a knock on the door downstars.

"Oh darn," Jackie squeaked.  "I'll go."

"Yeah, darn is right," Carissa sighed.  "I'd better run down and greet folks as well.  You two can look around and make yourselves at home.  We can talk later."

With that, she was gone, so Sandy and I were left alone.  Sandy grabbed my hand, looked up at me, then grinned and giggled.

"Can you say seduction central?" she managed to snicker quietly.

"Carissa's carnal cat house?" I chuckled.

"Definitely something like that … but I think you're leaving Jackie out of it … and she might be the more outrageous of the two."

"Probably, and you know that one night they're going to find some way to trap both of us here, don't you?"

"Mmm hmm," she shivered as if she felt a sudden thrill.  "Actually one night might not be bad, but I think I'd get awfully tired of this room, awfully fast."

"Ditto" I laughed.  "Let's go see who else has shown up, shall we?"

With that, we went back downstairs where we found that Mom and Dad had shown up, along with the Coulters and the Dolans, but they were just the first of the crowd that wandered in and out of the house.  In fact it wasn't long before John Coulter buttonholed Dad and I, wanting us to come out to the new barn that was being built to look it over, asking us if we had any suggestions on how to make it any better for keeping horses.  I couldn't really see anything that needed to be changed and I said so, kidding him that he was the one who'd raised more horses than Dad or I ever had.  I knew I was right about that because I'd found that he and Frank had kept a small herd of Thoroughbreds which they'd raced quite often.

"Hell we didn't do much, we had a crew of two or three men who looked after the stable and the horses, and another man who'd been a trainer before he retired, so he just came around for a couple of days a week," John shrugged his shoulders.  "Mostly Frank and I just paid the bills and decided which races we'd enter.  Carissa says if I'm keeping horses here though, I need to be more involved."

"Hmmph, you do know that this area is high desert, don't you," Dad grunted.  "There won't be enough graze on ten acres to support even one animal through the year."

"I don't know if I mentioned it to John, but I certainly explained that to Carissa," I snorted.  "She just insisted that they could feed them year 'round."

"Hmm, is there any way we can improve the grass so there would be better grazing?" John frowned.

"Well, I'd talk to the District Agriculturalist, if I were you.  After all, it's his job to help folks with farm problems and since he's on the government payroll, his advise is free.  I don't know what you can do here though.  First off you've only got a couple of inches of poor quality topsoil, then under that is hardpan clay.  Any rain falling up here on the plateau just runs off, that's why there are so many erosion gullies on the slopes.  I'm sure there's enough rain to grow grass, if you could just hold onto it," Dad offered.

"First off, the soil lacks humus, which is just decayed plant material, but that's what holds the moisture.  I've already hauled a few truckloads of manure up here for Carissa to rototill into the patch she wants to use as a garden.  Since I buy straw from grain farmers to use as bedding, the manure I brought for her to use will all break down into humus.  The thing is it takes a lot of manure to do an acre of ground.  That's not the worst problem though," I sighed.  "That damn clay hardpan is the real problem.  Like Dad said, the water just goes down a couple of inches, then the topsoil layer is saturated and any more rain just puddles on the surface, then runs off."

"I thought clay just turned into muck when it got wet," John questioned.

"Not when it's been packed hard and baked by the sun for hundreds of years, it doesn't," I snorted.  "You don't want to plow the soil and turn it over either, because then you'd lose what little topsoil you have left.  That's what happened here when the first owners homesteaded the place.  They plowed the topsoil under and lost it.  Maybe you could get away with using a cat and a ripper to break up the hardpan.  What do you think, Dad?"

"Perhaps, you might get away with it on this ten acre patch.  After all, it's quite level here.  Further out in the part that was fields before you'd have to follow the contour of the land though.  If you went up and down grade, the water would start to erode away along the rips, and that would do more damage than good."

"Say, Dad, you've got a three blade ripper for your little cat, don't you?" I grinned.  "Maybe you could bring it up and let John try it out?"

"Huh, fat chance of my doing anything with that.  The only cat I know anything about has fur, goes meow and chases mice," John snorted.  " Since I can't make one of those do what I want it to do, I doubt if I could make a dang tractor do any better."

"Well, John, you could always hire someone to do it for you," Dad looked at me and winked.

What John hadn't known was that I'd arranged with Dad to use the cat and the rippers to do some roadwork on the cut down into the valley, and I'd mentioned the problem of the hardpan to Matt and Carissa.  Matt understood the problem, and had already arranged with Dad and I to use the cat and the rippers to do his and Carissa's garden areas on the next couple of weekends.  At that time I'd suggested that they do the whole area, with the exception of the areas where they planned to build anything premanent, such as buildings or roadways, but Matt had thought it would take too long.  So, I was trying to use John as a goad to get Matt to do a lot of the area around the two houses because I thought two days was lots of time to run the soil ripper over about eighteen or nineteen acres.  When I explained what I was trying to get Matt to do, John was all for it.  Then of course he wanted to know why I wasn't going to do the rest of the half-section that I owned.

"It's a matter of time and money, John.  I have too much to do on the ranch to spend either time or money up here on the plateau this year," I sighed then.  "Next year or the year after that, I may get to it, but when I do I want to rip it in late summer so that the fall rains and the snow melt will go down into the broken up clay.  Before I can rip it though, I'd need to put a tractor out there with a brush hog, just to chop down all the crap that has grown back since it was homesteaded.  Then in the early fall, I'd have to either lightly disk or cultivate the area to turn under the weeds and such that I'd chopped down earlier.  After that, if it was still early enough in the fall and there was enough soil moisture, I'd seed a mixture of dryland grass seed and either clover or alfalfa on the whole thing.  If it was too late, I'd have to wait for the spring, but if I could establish some sort of grass that would self-seed and take over from the native grasses I might just end
up with some acreage that I could cut for hay.  Anything would be better than the weeds and scrub brush that you find out there now, but I'm not about to jump into doing it in any hurry.  It's really a long term idea because even if I had the time and the money to do it this year, it would be at least two or maybe three years before I'd get any return out of it, and it might not pan out at all.  In other words, it's a hell of an investment for a very iffy result."

"I thought you had to keep a large percentage of the area in 'natural condition,' or did Carissa get that wrong?" John asked.

"Only on the leased lands, John," Dad smiled.  "Chris bought this half-section of land from Grampa Bender, who bought it from the original homesteaders, so Chris can treat the whole thing as farmland if he wants to waste the time and money on it.  I think he's being very optimistic about any return on the land though.  I think it would be as much as five years before he knew whether he could get a decent hay crop or not, and to be honest, I don't hold out much hope even then."

"Well, Dad, the D.A. said it should work, if the weather cooperates."

"The D.A?" What does the District Attorney have to say about growing grass?" John looked at me with a frown on his face.

"Sorry John, wrong D.A," I chuckled.  "I was talking about the District Agriculturalist.  He's the guy I mentioned who could tell you what kind of grass to plant on any grazing land for your horses.  I've already had him out to the ranch a couple of times this spring, just getting his advise on some little projects I have planned for the future."

"Oh, what sort of projects would that be?"

"Well, to start with on Monday morning we're going to start tearing up the roadway going down the cut, then we'll completely rebuild it.  The D.A. brought out a surveyor to look it over and advise me about grades, the depths we need to make the ditches beside the road, stuff like that.  He's also arranged with the county to drop off an old sheepsfoot packer to use to pack the road and he might even be able to get me some used culverts that they've replaced with bigger ones.  We'll be putting in a spreader dam at the outflow of the ditches on the bottom end of the grade too, that way we won't cause too much damage to the creek from erosion or pollution off the road," I paused and thought about some way to to convince John to talk to the D.A. "I like the D.A. He's been out here several times over the last couple of years and I think he's impressed with a few things I've done.  He really liked the fact that I've protected the creek by fencing the cattle away from the most vulnerable creek
banks so their hooves won't cause major damage.  He's a really nice guy and he knows what he's doing, so he does a darn good job.  Heck, he even arranged for some rainbow trout fry to be stocked in the top lake, so in a couple of years we might be able to catch trout in the lake and even the deeper parts of the creek."

"You keep surprising me with the people you meet and the deals you make," John shook his head slowly, making Dad laugh.

"Surprising you?  John, he's been surprising Liz and me for years," Dad slapped John lightly on the shoulder.  "The real surprise would be if he didn't surprise us for a while."

"I'll work on it, Dad," I grinned.  "Right now I think we should go surprise the ladies by going inside.  Otherwise they're going to think we left for home without them."

The gal's house was a madhouse.  There were people everywhere, all talking and enjoying themselves, but since I expected to have a long hard week, starting the next morning, I went looking for Sandy, but she found me first.

"Chris, I've been looking all over for you," she greeted me with a hug as John, Dad and I walked into the house through the side door into the kitchen.

"Well, you found me.  Now, what can I do for you?" I grinned at her as I paused while John and Dad carried on into the house.

"You can take me home, before we get shanghaied into spending the night up here, which is what Carissa is trying to arrange," she said, speaking quietly.

Since I wanted to get started on the road work early the next day, I thought her idea was a good one.  We left word with Mom that we were leaving, then we slipped away.

Luckily I had parked so I could get the car out easily and we were able to leave without disturbing anyone else at either of the parties.  Once we were underway, Sandy wanted discuss two things to the exclusion of anything else, Mark's 'microwave' oven and the main bedroom in Carissa and Jackie's house.  Those two things kept her talking all the way back to the ranch and even while we were greeted enthusiastically by all three dogs.  After we went inside, she put on the pot to make us a cup of cocoa.

I'm afraid I got bored with her prattle and slipped off to my office to add a few bills to my ledger.  Then, after Sandy brought me a cup of cocoa and accused me of hiding, I joined her out in the living room.

"So, what do you have planned for projects for this summer, Chris?" she asked quietly.

"Well as you know the first project is to improve the road that comes down the gully from up top," I shrugged.  "I've got Charlie Engels old backhoe coming tomorrow and we can use that to dig drainage ditches we need on each side of the roadway.  When Charlie delivers that backhoe, he's also bringing along his son-in-law who does blasting so he can start drilling blast holes in the big shale ledge we need removed.  Matt and I will mostly be running the two cats though.  Matt will probably be using Dad's D4 Cat and the ripping teeth to loosen the base, while I'll be using the D6 Cat to shove the loose soil and rock into some semblance of a road grade.  Once the guys from the county bring us that sheep's-foot packer I've borrowed, John can use the Massey to pack whatever grade we've built."

"Oh, talking about John and the packers, did Tom get that sprayer bar for the water truck made, so I can wet down the grade before John runs over it?" Sandy asked.

"Yeah, and I fitted that on the tail end of the truck yesterday," I nodded. 

"Okay," she said quietly, then she yawned deeply.

That started it and in moments both of us were yawning.  So, even though we'd just gotten home, we traipsed upstairs and snuggled together in the bed, but somehow the subject of my other coming projects got forgotten.

Once we were comfortable Sandy chortled.  "By the way, did you notice Matt's special buddy was following him around tonight?"

"What special buddy?" I asked.  "are you saying that Matt has a 'special' friend that I didn't know about?"

"The little dark haired girl, the one in the blue dress and the white vest," Sandy giggled.  "Your first real date, but she seems to have set her eyes on Matt now."

"My first real date?" I frowned.  "Do you mean Debbie Yarowski?"

"Bingo, the man wins the prize," Sandy teased.  "Carissa introduced the two of them when Debby's dad was doing the layout for their septic systems, she's been going out with Matt ever since."

"Wow, Lucille will owe Carissa big time if that works out," I yawned, but she didn't answer.

I'm afraid that since I'd been up early that morning to deal with the cougar and then had been gabbing with people all day, I felt almost as tired as I had the night before.  I think I'd rather do hard physical work all day, I'm almost positive I feel less tired in the evenings when I do.  I rolled onto my side and quickly fell asleep.




Chapter 50:

Caution - Slow Moving Vehicles on Roadway

When I awoke the next morning I slipped out of bed, dressed and went downstairs, but for once I managed to do it without waking Sandy.  In the kitchen, I made coffee very, very quietly, then as I was drinking a cup, I turned the radio on quite low so I could listen to the news and weather.  Once more they were forecasting good weather, which was good news for our road building project, maybe we could get the worst of it out of the way before we got hit by a summer storm.

When I went outside to do the chores, Princess, the undersized Collie and her son, Little Duke, jumped up to join me on my rounds.  Old Duke never moved a muscle and that simply wasn't normal.  Somehow I knew right away that he'd never move again, so when I touched him I wasn't surprised to find that he was already cold and stiff.  He had seemed fine last night.  He'd eaten with the other dogs when I'd fed them all after finishing the chores the evening before and he'd greeted us when we came home from the housewarming parties.  He must have passed on sometime last night after curling up on his favourite blanket the same way he'd done thousands of times before, but now he was gone.  I was going to miss that dog.

Duke was a purebred Border Collie and I remember Grampa Bender telling me that a friend had given Duke to him about the time of my third birthday, so that would mean he was fourteen years old.  That's pretty darn old for a cattle dog, about the equivalent of a hundred dog years.  He'd still been young enough to sire a pup last year though.  Oh, I didn't have proof of that, but all you had to do was look at Little Duke and you could see that he was a chip off the old block.  If you knew both dogs you'd notice that Little Duke acted the same way and even had many of the same habits.

It had been almost uncanny to watch the two Dukes work cattle together, they almost seemed to read each other's minds.  And no, Princess didn't work the same way, instead she was more excitable and much noisier.  She danced around, barked, yipped and even whined at times as she was working.  Duke and Little Duke moved smoothly, but quietly and their main tactic was intimidation, combined with the occasional nipped heel on any stubborn cow that didn't herd well.  They seldom made any sound louder than a snarl, yet the cattle took those two much more seriously than they ever did Princess.  If Duke or Little Duke barked, they were calling for help to handle something they weren't accustomed to or something dangerous.  Barking was their cry for a human to come tell them what to do or else a plea for a human to handle a problem they couldn't master.

Duke had acted as Grampa Bender's door bell when a car drove into the yard and his intrusion alarm if danger was approaching.  He'd been company through long cold nights, a guide through raging blizzards, a willing worker when needed and a constant friend, always ready with a joyous greeting.  Just over a year ago he had sat beside Grampa Bender's bed for hours when his old buddy had fallen ill and he hadn't left that duty until help had arrived.  Even then he hadn't moved aside until he saw that a family member was there to handle the problem.  It was only after he was certain that his master was being cared for that he'd finally dashed outside to relieve a painfully overextended bladder.  Yet when I had moved up to the cabin to care for the ranch he had accepted me as his new friend and master on the ranch, doing his best to teach me what should be done and when I should do it.  Later, he had been the proud father who had protected his son at a time of danger, then he'd fed
his mate when she was unable to hunt and had shown her by example that I was someone to trust and obey.  Above all he had soldiered on as long as he was able, doing his best for me, just as he had for Grampa Bender.  In many ways Duke had been far more than just a cattle dog.

After fifteen or twenty minute, I realized that I'd been sitting beside that still form for some time, quietly stroking Duke's fur and remembering things about him that I had liked or admired.  The two other dogs had been just as still, quietly watching as I said my goodbyes to the old timer, almost as if they were joining me in mourning his passage. 

With a heavy sigh I got to my feet and went to get a shovel.  Duke wasn't the first dog who had died on this ranch, so I knew just where Grampa Bender would want him to be buried.  On the north side of the kitchen garden, just below the knoll topped by the tower of the old wind generator stood a line of five spruce trees.  Soon there would be an sixth, but first the grave would need to settle, then I'd have to find a suitable sapling that could be transplanted to it's new place of honour.  It really didn't take long to dig the hole or to carry over the cold body, now wrapped in his favourite blanket, but I'll admit to taking my time and shedding several tears as I slowly covered that still form.  I left the soil mounded and unpacked, so others who might want to say their own goodbyes could easily find the spot where an old friend lay at rest.

Then swinging the shovel up and resting the shovel handle on my shoulder, I walked off to begin my daily chores.  I think Duke would have understood that I wasn't being hard hearted; I had paid respect to the dead, but life goes on, even when death pays a visit.  Besides, the work on a farm or ranch never really ends, cows still have calves, chickens still lay eggs, crops still grow and all the animals still need feed and water.

There weren't a lot of barnyard chores to do in the early summer and those that needed doing were easily handled in a short time.  It didn't take long to check the horses, fill the feeders for the pigs and chickens, gather the eggs and finally, milk our one and only dairy cow.  Soon I was turning the Jersey cow out to graze in the small pasture near the barn, then I was heading toward the house, carrying a pail of milk in one hand and a bucket of eggs in the other.  On the porch I paused to set down my burdens for a moment, pausing to pet the two dogs, give them each a few treats and let them know that they'd done well, even if their talents hadn't been called on that morning.

"Good morning.  You must have gotten up early and sneaked away darn quietly," Sandy greeted me as I came inside.

"Yep, morning," I answered, setting the eggs and milk down, then going to the hand sink to clean up a bit.

"Good morning, Chris.  You sound awfully sober.  Is something wrong?" Lucille asked, which surprised me because I hadn't even noticed her car in the yard.

"Morning Lucile.  I suppose I am a bit down," I sighed.  "When I went outside this morning I found old Duke and realized he'd died in his sleep.  I buried him out past the end of the garden where Grampa Bender would have wanted him to be.  I'll have to wait until after the fall rains start to find a Spruce sapling to shade his grave though."

"Oh, that's so sad.  I'll miss that old dog," Sandy sniffed.

"Oh my.  I don't want to be the one to tell Gramps about that," Lucille shook her head.  "He loved that darn old mutt, but then so did you."

"Well, if Duke had been a person, not a dog, he'd have been about a hundred years old, so he hung in there for a long time.  If you've noticed though, he left behind a carbon copy.  Little Duke acts just like Duke always did," I poured myself a coffee and took my normal seat at the kitchen table.

"Yeah," Lucille snapped.  "The moment anyone drives in the yard they have to protect their crotch."

"That's just a dog's version of a handshake," I chuckled, but then I sighed.  "I suppose I should be the one who tells Grampa Bender that Duke is gone, but I really need to be here and working on the new road for the next few days.  So I think I'll have to ask Mom or Dad to tell him the sad news."

"I'd definitely appreciate someone else doing that," Lucille sighed.  "Now I have to ask, why did you say something about a Spruce sapling right after you said you buried Duke where Gramps would have wanted him to be."

"Well, you've seen that row of Spruce trees between the big knoll and the garden, haven't you?  Each of those trees stands over the grave of one of Grampa Bender's favourite dogs that he's had over the years," Sandy said, having heard the story, then she changed the subject.  "Breakfast, Chris?  The guys should be here to work on the road in about half an hour and you should be ready for them."

When I finished breakfast and stepped outside, I glanced up toward the gap in the cliffs where we were going to run in the road and I chuckled.  I was no longer seeing just dirt and rock in the cliffs on each side of the eroded gully, I was seeing an expression of geological history, all because of Mark Jackson.  Over the last few Saturdays he and I had walked up and down that valley several times and he had explained to me how he thought the various layers had been laid down over geological time.

According to Mark at some time in the past the whole area, probably an area much larger that the county had been cover by a huge lake or parhaps even an inland sea.  The sandstone and shale that made up the valley walls had been deposited as sand and mud on the bottom of that lake and over millions of years those had eventually been compressed into sandstone and shale.  Then over the next several million or more years, running water had eroded it's way down through the relatively soft stone, leaving the valley walls almost as they stood now.  However at some point during that time a faultline had developed at the bottom end of the upper valley, either raising the upper valley, or dropping the lower valley, and as a result, isolating the section which was now Mile High Ranch.  He also suggested that at some time in the past a tilt in the underlying layers of basalt and granite had formed, so when the fault had shifted it created a blockage so the whole upper valley had become a
lake.  Eventually that blockage had been eroded away, leaving the ranch high and dry as it was now, but as the water wore through that blockage the lake created beachs at the various levels.  We saw those levels as shelves along the valley walls.

Then when Mark had surveyed the route down from the upper plateau along the erosion gully, he'd had to take several factors into account.  Primarily he set out to establish an easily negotiable grade down the slope and he wanted to try to avoid crossing the main flood path of the water which rushed down the gully on a seasonal basis.  His next objective was to design a roadway that wouldn't become clogged by drifting winter snow and lastly he tried to create a design which relatively unskilled equipment operators could build.  While he sought to meet those objectives, he was also trying to take advantage of the grades, shelves and past erosion levels of the gully walls so we'd be faced with the simplest and easiest job possible.

Once he'd shown me the plan and had walked the staked out route with me, I was positive that he had succeeded in most, if not all of his goals.  The only questionable point in my mind was if his route solved the problem of drifting snow, but we'd have to wait for winter for the proof of his claims on that score.  One positive point as far as I was concerned was that his route no longer followed as closely to the bottom of the gully as it had before, instead it ran part way up the bank of the wash.  At some point in the past the water had taken a slightly different route, so along the far side of much of the gully there was an earlier erosion channel and that was the main portion of the route the new road would follow.  There were two minor negative points to his design, the distance down the grade was going to be longer and a large outcropping of shale had to be blasted away.  The increase in the distance we'd travel to climb the hill was negated by the fact that we'd be climbing
a greatly reduced grade.  The only real negative point would be the investment of time and money involved in removing most of a thick vein of shale, but I might even gain from that if the blasted shale could be handled as sheets or slabs.  That all depended on the material and the blaster, so I was at the top of the hill waiting for him before eight in the morning, which is when Charlie Engels and his son-in-law, Allan 'Boom Boom' Jeffries was supposed to arrive.

While I was waiting, I checked the fuel and oil, then started the D6 Cat that I'd borrowed from my neighbour on Saturday.  After waiting a few moments for the engine to warm, I drove the Cat out of the brush where I'd hidden it and played with it for a short while.  Meanwhile Matt and John had driven over from their new house, then gone down the hill to bring back Dad's D4 Cat with the subsoil rippers and my old Massey Harris tractor with the front end loader.  At that point I was using the blade to shear away scrub brush and peel back the thin topsoil from the approach section to the new grade.  Mark's design for the road called for the approach road to swing left of it's present position so the new road could begin it's descent along the side of a secondary erosion channel until we could cut over to that existing shelf.  By avoiding the main erosion gully in that section of the grade, we could bypass one of the steepest sections of the old road and also eliminate one of the
worst stretches for snow buildup during blizzards.

Charlie was almost a half hour late and very apologetic when he arrived, but that didn't really bother me since I'd been working steadily on the new approach road.  He was late enough that Matt and John were coming up the hill with the D4 and the Massey just as we were unloading the backhoe from Charlie's trailer.  Matt and John were parking the two tractors off to the side of the new road just as Charlie's son-in-law arrived, so it was time for introductions all around.  I noticed that Allan 'Boom Boom' Jeffries made particular mention that he preferred to be called 'Al' when he wasn't playing hockey and I also saw that he'd arrived ready to work.  His pickup truck was loaded with the drills and equipment he'd need and he was towing a huge air compressor on a trailer behind his pickup.

Since Charlie was in a hurry to get to his other job, he left as soon as introductions were made, then I explained to Matt and John what I wanted each of them to do so I could spend some time with Al.  Once Al and I were alone, I explained what I wanted done and suggested we should look at the job, but we hopped in my pickup rather than walk a quarter mile down the road, then have to slog back up the hill afterward.  About a third of the way down the grade I pulled the truck off to the side as far as I could and parked.  We got out and I pointed across the erosion channel, then about sixty feet up the opposite wall of the gully.

"There's my problem.  If you look upstream or downstream from that shale outcrop, you can see traces of an old wash as well as the stakes on both the uphill and downhill side of the new roadway.  Unfortunately we need to cut right through that shale outcrop in order to meet that shelf farther downhill.  I really don't want to have a hump in the road to climb over that shale slab."

"Well, first off, that's not shale, it's slate and I'd advise you to take the whole lot out of there, because if you try to build a road on that sloping sheet, everything could easily slide when it rains," he said quietly.  "Work wise, that's quite a chunk of rock, but I can break it up into a lot smaller chunks quite easily.  It's going to fracture into slabs though, probably in sections from an inch to maybe a foot thick and the biggest hunks might be four to five feet across."

"Wonderful!" I nodded in approval.  "If it's that small I can shove it over the bank, then shift it down where I want it with the front end scoops on the tractors.  Since it's so hard, water doesn't wear it away fast, so I'd like to use a lot of it to line the channel down further, but some of it will become rip-rap to prevent some of the banks of the gully from eroding much more."

"Well, you sound like you know what you're doing," he laughed.  "Either that or someone who knows what they're doing gave you some good advice."

"The latter," I chuckled.  "Mark Jackson did the survey and the plans for the whole thing.  Since he works for Hydro and surveys a lot of the roads they build to maintain their power lines, I thought he'd know what he was doing.  He'll be dropping around once in a while, probably in the evenings or early morning though."

"Sounds good," Al was looking around, then he pointed.  "Do you suppose you could bring one of those Cats down here and shove the top off that little knoll there, beside the road?  If you could do that, I could pull my rig off to the side, string my air hoses across the channel and up to that rock shelf, then start drilling my blast holes this morning."

"Isn't that a little far to haul your hoses and drills.  I was thinking we'd just look at it today, then I'd run in a rough trail up top with the Cat so you could get closer to the job."

"Hell, that isn't far compared to a lot of the jobs I've done.  Besides, if you don't mind I'd just as soon get started on the job today.  The wife has a baby coming and we could use the cash just as soon as we can get it.  Jobs are a bit short this year, in fact this is the first job I've had in three weeks."

"Not a problem then, and if you'd like I can cut you a cheque for your work every night after you finish for the day."

"Oh no need of that.  I figure there's only three, maybe four days of work to break up that ledge, then I'll be looking for another job.  Besides, we're not completely broke, just on the way."

"Do you just do blasting or do you work at other jobs as well?"

"There isn't a lot of blasting work to do in the area, so when I'm done here I'll take anything," he said sharply.

"Well, it may not be at your blasting wages all the time, but if you can run a tractor or a backhoe, I could use another operator for a couple of weeks.  That way, if we do need any more blasting done you'll be here and we'll know you're available."

"You'd hire me on for two weeks, just like that?  I haven't even done anything yet."

"Hey, Charlie recommended you and I trust him, so that's all the reference I need."

"Well, I'm sure willing," he held out his right hand.  "Damn, I'd like to call the wife and let her know I've got at least two week's work."

"No problem, I've got to drive down the hill to turn the pickup around anyway.  It's not that far from the first turn around to the house, so we'll drive all the way.  Then you can use our phone to make your call.  Besides, I need to let the gals know how many guys will be around for lunch," I grinned, shook his hand, then headed for my truck.

Al must not have been paying attention as he drove past the viewpoint into the valley when he'd arrived, but he was quite taken with the view of the ranch buildings as we came out of the gorge.

"Wow, that's quite a setup," he stared ahead.

"Thanks, that's Mile High Ranch, and I suppose you could call me the manager," I chuckled.  "The place belongs to Grampa Bender, but since he's in the hospital with a bad ticker, I'm looking after the place, and since I know I'm mentioned in the will I try to do a good job."

"Unh huh, sure," he snorted.  "Charlie has told me a lot about you and the rest of the Bender Clan, of course I'm not sure my wife believes him.  Em and I were out to the stock car races at Pine Lake early this spring and I think you're the reason she's pregnant.  She got so excited about that darn race that she was wild that night, even worse than she usually gets when I've been in a tussle at a hockey game and that's saying a lot."

"Oops, sorry about that," I chuckled.  "Some women do get a bit wound up at those races."

"Tell me about it," he laughed as I pulled to a stop by the house.

While he was making his phone call I went looking for Sandy since Lucille said she was out at the garden.  I found her planting Nasturtiums on the freshly turned soil over Duke's grave.

She looked up at me and smiled with tears on her cheeks.  "I thought he'd like these, since he always seemed to roll around in the ones I planted by the bridge."

"I think he liked the way they stink," I smiled, giving her a hug.

"Probably," she sighed.  "What are you doing back here so soon."

"Oh, the guy who's doing the blasting wanted to call his wife.  I've hired him to work for the next while.  If he's not blasting rock, he can run a tractor.  Since his wife is pregnant and he was having trouble finding work, he jumped at the chance."

"You old softy," she chortled, hugging me tightly.

"Well, his wife is a shirt-tail cousin, so …"

"A what kind of cousin?"

"A shirt-tail cousin," I chuckled again.  "Emily's Great-Gramma was a naughty girl and got pregnant, then wouldn't marry the guy and her son used her last name."

"Let me guess, she was one of Grampa Bender's girlfriends, right?"

"Yeah, the family thinks she liked to visit, but didn't want to live here and when Grampa Bender wouldn't move to town she got annoyed and went off on her own.  We know Grampa Bender has helped out the Engels, father and son, but other than that …"

"Unh huh, and you're just like your granddaddy, only you're fixing the road so your gal friends can come and go at any time," she jabbed me in the ribs and grinned.

"Hey, I'm not the one who brought all these women around.  That was Carissa and you.  I didn't go chasing any women at all."

"Oh sure, try telling that to everyone.  Maybe you'll get lucky and someone might actually believe it, but you'd better hurry, even Jackie isn't as credulous as she once was," she giggled, then slipped away and scooted back toward the house.

I knew that I was just being teased and that I had gotten involved with several young women, but I also knew I hadn't sought them out intentionally, still I didn't like being teased about it.  Instead of looking for an argument though, I headed back to my truck to wait for Al to finish his phone call.

Only moments later we were on the way back up the hill to get to work for the day.  By ten in the morning I had levelled the top of that knoll he had pointed out, then he'd parked his truck and trailer and was soon stretching his air hoses up to the rock outcropping.  I'd scarcely gotten back to the top of the hill before Leo Burton, the District Agriculturist came driving up, closely followed by a truck from the county road maintenance yard.

At the front end of that truck they'd loaded an old sheep's-foot packer, but the rest of the space on the flat deck was filled with sections of corrugated iron culverts which the driver unloaded at the side of the road.  I was surprised when a second truck drove up with another load of culverts, but Leo just grinned and told me to talk to the driver.  That driver said both loads had been used before and since every piece was damaged, the county couldn't use them again, which meant I could have both loads at scrap metal prices.  I didn't care if the culverts were used or not, and since they were still great for our purposes, I wrote out a cheque to the county and handed it to the driver.  It was a good deal all around.  The county was glad to clean up their work yard while I had more than enough culverts to do the job at hand and had managed to get them very cheaply.  Since Leo and the county drivers left as soon as they'd unloaded the packer beside the 'scrap iron' corrugated
pipe, I was able to get back to the job at hand quite soon.

Now before I go any further with my description of what we were doing, I should explain a bit about the sandstone in the area we were working.  It isn't one of the extremely hard or very dense forms of sandstone, which means that rainfall and snow melt, which both contain minute amounts of nitric and carbonic acid, eventually break the sandstone down into plain, old, garden-variety sand.  Of course that means water running down the gullies is loaded with loose sand during a gully washing rainfall.  It also means that any slope or vertical face of sandstone usually has a sloping pile of loose sand at its base and any surface that nears level will have a covering of loose sand.  Of course nature being what it is, there are plants which thrive in that loose sand which do die and decompose and there is also some clay in the sandstone cliffs, so that loose sand eventually becomes a very sandy topsoil.  Sandy topsoil is not the best material with which to build roads, in fact it's a
very poor material since water and pressure both move it so easily.

However we had a natural method of defeating the sand's tendency to be so easily shifted underfoot.  First off, I should explain that when sand falls off of our sandstone cliffs, it doesn't fall as individual grains of sand, instead it falls as small clumps and nuggets.  Those clumbs and nuggets pack quite well and they lock together if they are tightly packed, but water does tend to break them down into finer grains over time.  Secondly, we needed to prevent a lot of the water from the upper plateau travelling along our road and undercutting it, so we were going to dig drainage ditches in the clay of the plateau.  All of those ditches would either drain away from the new road or into the main gully and the clay we dug out of those ditches would be mixed in with the sand in our roadbed.  That clay would bind even the small grains of sand together almost like cement so our road would be much more stable.  My problem was knowing how much clay to mix into the sand to bind things
solidly.

I'd told the District Agriculturalist about my problem and he took samples of sand, sandy clumps and clay soil to the University of Edmonton and had them run some tests.  The engineering department found a mixture of those materials which packed well and retain it's shape, even in pouring rain.  They recommended that the top three to four inches of our road should have 40% sandy clumps, 40% loose sand and 20% clay.  Those ingredients needed to be mixed together, moistened and then packed well with a sheep's-foot packer before the surface was levelled to a final grade.  They also suggested that the road's surface should be lightly crowned and a mixture of annual rye grass and dryland grass seed should be spread on the verges of the roadway as soon as possible.  The sloping sides of roadside drainage ditches should also be seeded and the uphill ends of all culverts should be protected with rip-rap, preferably rip-rap bedded in loose clay soil.

Matt, John, Al and I worked on that road for eight to ten hours a day and for six days a week over the next two work weeks.  My cousin, Tom spent five days just cutting out damaged sections of culvert and joining good sections together so we could drain our roadside ditches.  Then he spent two more days cutting and rebuilding five sections of four foot diameter culvert into one long pipe which would handle the flood water at the point where our new road crossed the big gully.  Both George and Wil each spent a couple of days helping us with two tractors as they ran double disks and cultivators up and down the roadway to mix the clay with the sandy soil.  Even Dad came up at the last, insisting on riding on the old road grader pulled behind the old Massey tractor, saying that the final grade had to be done correctly so the road would have just enough crown to drain off well.  I even seeded the roadside the last day, walking the full mile and a half up and down, cranking the handle
on the little seed spreader, but before I finished that job I thought my right arm was about to fall off.

We completely finished the road at about three in the afternoon on a Friday and we had a barbeque after chore time that evening.  We invited everyone who had anything to do with building the road, as well as all of our close friends and family.  The yard was packed, but the best part for me was when Mom and Dad drove in with a new car and helped Grampa Bender into a wheelchair so he could be wheeled around the ranch. 

Grampa Bender spent a little over an hour 'back home' and since he hadn't been back since he'd had his stroke, he wanted to see all the changes we'd made.  He had been there for a little while at Christmas, but it had been cold out then and there had been snow on the ground, so we hadn't taken him outside.  So, with Lucille wheeling the chair and acting very much the nurse, we went on a tour.  He had to see the old pig pen and had a laugh about 'Rotten' Ray and 'Slimy' Sid being trapped on the roof by the old sow and the dogs, then he had to shake his head about the cougar I'd had to shoot a few days before.  Of course he had to be wheeled out to the barn and had a long look at the new cattle pens and the breeding pasture we'd built for the Quarter Horse stallion.  He chuckled over our snowmobiles and my motorbike, but he just shook his head at the D4 and D6 Cat tractors as well as the backhoe.  None of those were the kind of machine he was accustomed to using on the
ranch.

Of course he commented about the new road and about the two new houses at the beginning of the ranch road, saying 'Dang kid is t'only fella I kin think o' who could figger howta make money offen thet worthless chunka dead-dry dirt.  Not ony thet, but them folks is happy he dun it.' After that of course he had to praise Sandy for her vegetable garden and for the flowers she'd managed to grow near the house.

Still, I think his biggest reason for coming out had been to sit for a few minutes at Duke's grave.  I wheeled him over to the little grave and he smiled at the flowers Sandy had planted on it, then quietly thanked her for that, but gave me strict instructions on where to find a Spruce sapling and when to transplant it.  Soon though Grampa Bender was slowing down and acting sleepy, so Mom and Dad drove him back to town.  As soon as they drove out of the yard Lucille phoned the Rest Home to let them know he was on the way and that he was fine, but a bit tired.

The party carried on for a few hours and although we had some beer after we'd eaten, no one got carried away or drank too much.  It was just a happy gathering of friends and my way of adding a little extra thank you to those who had helped with the job. 

I did have a chat with Frank Dolens though, since Tom wouldn't take any payment for all the work he'd done on all those culverts.  I suggested he should find a used extended-cab pickup for Tom to use as a mechanics truck, since he'd done so much work on Car 54.  I was willing to either pay for it outright or share the cost with him, but I wanted to dress it up and add one of those full width tool lockers in the box.  He jumped at the idea, but asked about George, so I grinned and said I was giving George a horse, then told him about George's lack of skill at riding.

"So, if he doesn't ride well, why are you giving George a horse?" he asked.

"Well, Beth wants to get back into Appaloosa horses and has sold me her Quarter Horse mares.  She's already picked up two mares and is trying to find an exceptional Appaloosa stallion to have them bred.  Earlier this year I made a deal to buy four Quarter Horse mares and while I was looking them over I noticed an old Appaloosa mare that the rancher's daughter had owned and ridden for years.  She's as gentle as any horse I've ever seen and she's exceptionally well trained, but she had been bred by mistake.  The stallion's pedigree was prime, in fact he'd already been sold and the mare's pedigree is excellent, but she's old.  I bought her anyway, on a gamble that she'd throw a wonderful colt and I was right, that little colt is going to be blue ribbon quality, at least I think so."

"So what has this got to do with George?"

"Well, I have absolutely no use for an old Appaloosa mare and an immature Appaloosa stud.  So I'm going to give George the pair.  Since that little stallion is going to be worth quite a bit of money for stud fees, George is going to have a reason to get involved with horses.  Just add it up, Beth is nuts about horses and George is nuts about Beth, so since she owns the mares and he'll have a great future stud, it should bring them closer together.  Beth is going to go crazy over the little stallion's pedigree and I really think that mare is tame enough for even George to ride.  Now, I've kept both horses hidden away from everyone, but Sandy, Lucille and the veterinarian, so please don't say anything about them for now.  I've been hunting for a decent gift for Tom's birthday and I figure I'll give George his birthday gift the same day."

"You sneaky son of a gun," Frank laughed.  "I know just the truck to get for Tom and I can have it ready in a couple of weeks, if that's soon enough."

"That'll do fine Frank, but mum's the word, okay?"

"Don't you want to know how much the truck's going to cost you?"

"Nah, I figure I owe you quite a bit anyway, and if it's too much I'll have a reason to retire from driving Car 54," I laughed.

"Black mailer!" he accused.  "That old clunker car, with you behind the wheel, has paid for itself ten times over in used car sales.  That happens to be the best advertising deal I ever made, but if you're still driving next year, we're going to have to switch cars.  I've bought almost all the body panels available for that model in all the junkyards in Alberta and I've got dealers looking for fenders and door panels in Saskatchewan."

"Well, I'll drive this year, but I don't know about next year.  It's getting harder and harder to get away from the ranch every time I want to go racing."

"You can do it this summer though, can't you?"

"Yeah, but like I told you this spring, the ranch and my education come first."

"Well, I'll talk to you about it at the track on Sunday."

"Yeah, okay.  If it doesn't rain, but the weather forecast doesn't look good."

Frank's wife Jennifer came over to us then and not much later they left to do something else in the later evening.  In fact their leaving seemed to be a signal and inside of an hour, the yard was empty.  Even Lucille had left since she had to go to work early the next morning, so Sandy and I finished the last of the cleanup, then had a cup of cocoa out on the porch before we gave up and went to bed.

It was John's turn to do the chores the next morning, but I was already up, so I called him and told him I'd do them that morning.  After the chores, a shower and breakfast, Sandy and I decided to go down to Uncle Tom's so she could see her sisters while I worked on Car 54 with Tom and got it ready for the next day out at the track.  There really wasn't much to do on the car, but I did enjoy sitting and jawing with Tom, because although he was still in high school, he had a very adult attitude toward life.  I suppose we wasted an hour or two, just shooting the bull and kidding each other about our lives and our lady friends.  But then, since I was involved with Sandy and Lucille while he was involved with the McAdam twins, we were in a rare minority that most young guys would never understand.  In fact I don't think either of us understood the situation all that well either.

From Uncle Tom's house, Sandy and I drove to town and chatted with Grampa Bender for a while, then we drove out home and had Sunday dinner with Mom, Dad, Will, Corrinna, Beth and George.  George's parents and his Grandmother had driven to Red Deer to see George's aunt and uncle, but Beth hadn't wanted to go, so George had stayed with her.  I got a kick out of Dad changing his tune about the new road, but had enough common sense not to mention that I'd noticed.  I did catch a grin and wink from Mom though, since she'd been there when Dad had told me the layout would never work and we'd never get it done in time because of the amount of work we had to do.

I and Sandy were still chuckling about that when we drove home that night and I really liked the difference in the road as we drove down the hill.  We were only about half way down when I started to notice sprinkles on the windshield though, so although we had been planning to go for a walk that evening we soon squashed that idea.  Instead we raced for the house as soon as we parked.  We even managed to postpone petting the dogs until we were standing on the porch instead of greeting them as we stepped out of the truck the way we normally would.

We were still standing there moment or two later when we saw lightning strike a tree that had grown at the edge of one of the cliffs on the eastern side of the valley.  Only seconds later we heard an exceptionally loud crash of thunder, then the skies seemed to open and a virtual cloudburst pelted down.  In moments we couldn't even see the barn, which was only a hundred and fifty yards from the house.

"Well, this ought to test out our road building ability," I said quietly.

"That's putting it mildly," Sandy broke into laughter.  "Talk about a test and a half, this is something else."

It had been warm all day, but about then the wind came up and we really started to feel the temperature drop, so we went inside.  John had obviously done the chores, because there was a fresh jug of milk in the refrigerator and more eggs in the egg basket.  Since we still had electricity, I started to make a small pot of coffee, while Sandy went to find a sweater because she said she felt a bit chilly.

I had thought the rain would last a while, or perhaps even turn into a hail storm, but it didn't.  Before my pot of coffee was perked, the rain had eased off to a light rain, almost a drizzle and the skies grew noticeably lighter, then darn if the sun didn't peek out as it hit the horizon.  I glanced out a window to the east and there was a brilliant rainbow that seemed to have one end anchored on the visible crest of our new road.

I called Sandy to come look, then broke into laughter when she grabbed a camera and ran out on the porch to snap a shot of that rainbow before it disappeared.

The rain lasted about an hour before it petered out, but it was the sign of what was to come for the next while.  The next day, the races at Pine Lake were rained out, but we never got any real heavy rain, just showers, while up at the track the rain came down in buckets.  Then for the next two weeks it was cloudy a lot of the time and we had some rain every day, but there wasn't really enough rain to do any damage to the new road.  It stood up well to the few heavy showers we had, but what that rain did do was settle any loose soil that we'd left behind and it sprouted the seed that I'd spread along the verges of the road.  Inside of three weeks you could see a light greenish tint to all the areas where I'd spread seed, but the surprise was the road surface itself.  It stood up well to the little bit of traffic we'd had, in fact it seemed to pack even tighter than before.

That rain did one other thing too, it helped our hay fields, so we were going to have a bumper crop of hay that year.  The previous fall I'd spread alfalfa seed on the hayfield near the upper lake, but the plants hadn't seemed to grow much.  In fact the alfalfa didn't show up in the bales of the early hay crop we'd taken off a few weeks before.  After that rainy period though, the alfalfa seemed to take over and our second crop in that field was going to be a humdinger.  The crop from there was going to be about half alfalfa and half fescue, a mix that usually sold extremely well.

That rain hadn't been heavy enough to set back the other work around the ranch either.  Since Al hadn't been able to find another blasting job anywhere near home and didn't want to travel right then, I hired him to work with Matt, John and me.  We repaired some of the trails around the ranch, did some fencing and looked after my growing herd.  We even spent a week slapping up an open faced pole barn to give some extra shelter to the stock, but working with the corrugated metal roofing on that pole barn gave me an idea.  Since it looked as if we were going to do extremely well on our hay sales that year, I gambled and bought the material to put up the shell of a steel framed and steel sheeted machine shed.  I even added the extra material to build a workshop to go next to it.  Until I had more money in the kitty, I planned to leave both buildings as a shell, but even the shell of a building needs to sit on a foundation.  That meant we had some concrete work to do before
that material arrived so we'd have solid footings as a base for the walls and roof of the two buildings.  We staked out the area, cleared the ground with the big Cat, and hauled in the gravel and cement, built the forms for the footings, then spent a whole day mixing and pouring concrete.

The Friday after that concrete had been poured, the materials for the building arrived and two hours into the next morning an army of people arrived to throw the building up.  Dad, Wil, Tom, George, Mark and Luke joined Matt, John, Al and I as we started on the frame about nine in the morning.  Sandy, Corrinna, Mom and Beth helped out by making coffee and lunch.  By four that afternoon the last panel was on the roof of the new equipment shed and the workshop frame was up, with the walls fully sheeted.  At that point there was an exodus of all the extra helpers who needed to do chores at home, so Matt, Al and I carried on with the roofing while John did our chores.  We finished putting up the last roof panel before the guys left for home early that evening.

By that time the hay fields were ripe and ready, so we started on that job the next morning and for the next twenty days we worked ten to twelve hours a day, seven days a week.  I had leased a small tractor, a new mower and a hay conditioner.  We borrowed Dad's baler, and his small tractor and hay wagon, and Wil came to work with us about half of the time.  Tom and George showed up to put in a hand once in a while and even Carissa and Jackie spent some time helping us.  The weather held warm and dry, and we didn't even have much dew on the ground most mornings.  By the time I had to think about going off to school we had more hay cut, baled, staked and under cover or sold than we'd had the year before.  Then I was able to sell all the extra hay I wouldn't need in order to overwinter my herd and the price of hay bales was nearly as high as it had been the previous year.

Since we'd done so well, on the hay crop I decided we could afford to put concrete floors in the equipment shed and the workshop.  We ended up tackling that job shortly before I went off to Olds for the fall session, but like any of our big jobs, everyone in the family decided to get involved.  Not long after we got started, Dad took me aside and pointed out that I'd goofed when I bought the bags of Portland cement.  I had enough to do the floor of the equipment shed at the depth I'd indicated, but I wouldn't have enough for both buildings.  It was definitely an 'Oh Shit!' moment, but I could easily rectify the error.  I borrowed Dad's new one ton and headed for town, but as I got to the house, Sandy waved me down and wanted to get some extra groceries to feed the crew.  No problem.  We could do that.

So we drove to town and I dropped Sandy off at the grocery store, then picked up the cement we'd need and drove back to pick up Sandy.  We were loading the bags of groceries into the truck when I heard a high pitched shrieking voice behind me.

"Well if it isn't that slimy bastard, the cougar killer, here in town along with his little redheaded bitch.  Are you buying more salted meat to lure another cougar down to your ranch, just so you can have matching cougar skin rugs on each side of your bed?"

Sandy was fit to be tied, but I knew who it was, it had to be Marjory Deloitte, the local animal activist.  She was a pain in the butt who had harped about everything from the extinction of the carrier pigeon to the plight of the latest bug that was being sprayed as a pest.  She'd been known to scream so loudly at a local town meeting that she'd destroyed the microphone she was using, in fact the mayor joked that she should be kept on waivers to be used as an air raid siren.

"Forget that thing, Sandy," I advised loudly and winked at her.  "It doesn't realize just how much of a fool it is showing itself to be.  If it ever got one fact correct the world would stop turning and fall into the sun."

Then I helped Sandy into the truck, closed her door and went around to the other door, then drove directly to the RCMP detatchment at the other end of the street.  Sandy followed me when I went inside and I could see she was fuming.

Luckily my friend, Constable Davis was there and I smiled at him.

"Hello, Chris, Sandy, what can I do for you today?" he smiled at us.

"I'm sorry, but in about ten seconds Marjory Deloitte is going to come in your door and will want me arrested for murder, mayhem and various other infractions of the law.  She was screaming at me about shooting that cougar that was after my hens and she insulted Sandy as well.  Since she's probably off her medications, you might want to be ready for anything to happen."

"Oh wonderful.  Are you parked out front?"

"We're parked up the street on the bank side," I grinned.

"Okay, why don't you two go out the side door, Chris.  As soon as you hear her slam the door, go to your truck and leave town.  I'll handle her highness." he heaved a sigh.

Sandy just stared at him and then me, but she didn't argue.  Thank goodness!  We went out the side door and when we heard the front door slam, then heard the woman's voice, we hurried to the truck and took the officer's advise as we left town for the day.  On the way home I did my best to explain.  Marjory Deloitte had only moved to our town a few months before, so it was only by chance that I knew much about her.  She came from a very rich family, so she had money and didn't have to work, but she also had some strange malady that was completly incurable.  She was on medications of some sort that helped most of the time, but once in a while she decided to skip her medications, then she became a real pain in the butt.  Even at the best of times she was somewhat strange, but she wasn't violent, just extremely obnoxious and very, very loud.

"But, she … You …"

"Sandy, I didn't talk to her directly, because she had her dog with her.  While she isn't dangerous, the dog is.  Okay?"

"But you insulted her right back, calling her a 'thing' and 'it.' Wasn't that dangerous?"

"No, that wasn't dangerous because I didn't look at her when I spoke, I didn't use her name, I didn't even use the words 'woman' or 'her' or 'she.'  As a result I probably left her very confused.  For some reason she expects anyone who is speaking about her to acknowledge her in some way, otherwise she doesn't seem to realize you're talking about her at all.  Unless she does something clearly dangerous to me or others, I won't do a thing about anything she says or does.  I went to the police right away because I know she needs help today and they were available."

"Well, if she calls me a redheaded bitch again, and that dog isn't around, I'm not making any promises."

I couldn't help grinning at that, imagining redheaded Sandy climbing up one side of that tall skinny scarecrow and down the other, tearing off and spitting out little pieces and ragged tufts of scraggly hair as she went.  The image was too good to keep to myself so I described my imaginings to Sandy and got her giggling.  By the time we got back to the ranch, Sandy was smiling at things again so I felt I'd smoothed the situation for the time being, but I wasn't making any guarantees for the future.

I'd managed to buy enough Portland cement to finish the job, but the guys had fun ribbing me about running off and leaving the hard work to them, which meant I had to work all that much harder just to feel better about it.  Of course they weren't going to let me forget my mistake, but I knew it was all in good fun.  The main thing was that we got both floors done, then Matt and I were able to trowel them level that evening and we even had time to 'broom' both floors lightly so they wouldn't be too slippery.

That evening I took the time to total up the books for Mile High Ranch and was pleasantly surprised at what I found.  Even after paying for all the material to finish the buildings and adding in all the expected expenses for the next few months, there would still be money in the bank from the sales of that great hay crop.  So overall, things looked great to me that fall.  All of my friends and family were healthy and the ranch was fully in the black on all fronts.  Life seemed to be lookin up and I was relatively optimistic about the future.




Chapter 51:

Beware - Possible Slippery Sections

Now you shouldn't assume that we hadn't spent much time racing Car 54 during the summer of 1969, because we did race and we did very well.  Actually we only missed six races and three of those races were rained out.  Two other races happened while I was busy with fall haying, and since the hay crop happened to be the ranch's major source of income at that time, I think I can be excused for those absences.  The only other race I missed wasn't even my fault, I made it to the race track, but the car didn't.  That day Tom, George and I watched the races from the pits and it was the one and only time we pulled out those signs we'd made long before - the ones that said "Car 54, where are you?"

Jerry Dolens had been towing the trailer with the car to Pine Lake, but the trailer was T-boned at an intersection by a pickup truck whose driver ignored a stop sign.  The pickup truck which hit the trailer was virtually demolished, but the seventeen year old girl who was driving the pickup only suffered a broken leg and a minor concussion.  Jerry, the tow truck, the trailer and Car 54 were hardly damaged at all.  Jerry got a couple of bruises, the trailer had a bent side section and car 54 had a couple of dents.  The RCMP, an ambulance and another tow truck had to be called to separate the vehicles because the pickup had hit the trailer so hard it had pushed everything into the ditch on the far side of the highway.  Jerry and Car 54 finally did make it to the track that day, just as the last race was being run.

There were other times that summer when it was questionable whether we could have Car 54 repaired soon enough to be at the races or not, but we managed.  You see after Gary Wagner found that I was willing to mix it up with him during the races, he developed a habit of trying to make life 'interesting' for me, usually just when I was passing him.  Most of the time I was able to steer clear of his ambushes, but he and I 'accidentally' tangled several times and we got involved in really heavy collisions twice that summer.  In each case Car 54 got badly damaged.

One time we had exited three-four corner, just entering the front straight and I was passing his car on the outside when he decided to slow me down.  Gary managed to squeeze my ride between his car and the concrete wall that ran in front of the stands, but I saw it coming.  When I bounced of the wall, I countered his move by braking hard, then steered away from the wall, expecting to swing behind him.  Unfortunately I'd counted on being slowed more than I was and I was already accelerating when we hit, so my left front fender contacted his car just behind his right rear tire.  That contact spun his car and he suddenly found himself crosswise of the track and in front of Car 54 with his front end pointing toward the inner wall and all the spectators.  Unfortunately, the contact between our cars jarred my foot off the brake peddle and I accidentaly hit the accelerator instead.  By the time I corrected my mistake and got stopped, his car was on its lid with all four wheels in
the air, its nose now facing the stands and my front bumper sitting just outside his window.  He didn't believe me when I explained how it happened and insisted it wasn't intentional.

During the following week, we managed to beat out the panels on all four doors of Car 54 and mounted replacement front fenders, grill and hood.  Mechanically, we had to roughly straighten the frame, redo the steering, then replace the engine and the radiator.  The cast iron block of the engine had shattered when the water pump shaft was driven back into number one cylinder.  Then we had to haul the car into town to have it repainted, but we were back on the track with a good-looking car the next weekend.  Unfortunately, Gary's car didn't make it out to the races that week, but he was there as a spectator and he gave me a rough time after the races, accusing me of being a 'dirtier' driver than he was.

Tom was with me though, and he just shook his head.  "Nope, Gary, you've got that wrong, Chris believes in the golden rule.  You know the 'Do onto others' bit?  But the thing is, Chris is generous to a fault, so he always makes sure he does a little extra for good measure.  I saw what happened out there and I know how Chris' mind works.  He was trying to brake hard, get behind you and then return the favour and bump you into the wall, but you hit the brakes too hard, so he hit your rear fender instead of passing behind you."

Gary looked at Tom and frowned, then shook his head.  "And here I thought it was George that was full of bullshit."

However on Labour Day weekend, which happened to be the last race we planned to run Car 54 that year, Gary was back, but over the week his attitude had deteriorated and he was fuming.  Clarence tried to calm him down and I even tried to talk to him, but he ignored both of us, other than to tell us that he wasn't angry with either of us.  So once the race got started and Gary managed to pass me, I thought I'd just let him go and follow in his dust.  We were about ten laps into the main when things went hairy.  I was probably about forty or fifty feet behind Gary and we were rounding three-four corner, just coming up on the straightaway before the stands once more.  We were passing on the outside of a slower car at that point and I thought I saw Gary's car give a tiny little sideways twitch, then he was on the straightaway and accelerating hard.  He was leaving me behind, so I hit the gas to try to stay with him, but about half a second later all hell broke loose.

Suddenly the rear end of Gary's car was lifting up in the air and his car did its best to stop dead in its tracks.  I snapped my foot off the gas and hit the brakes as hard as I could, but that didn't do one bit of good.  Nose down and in an uncontrollable four wheel slide, Car 54 was headed right underneath Gary's car, but as it did, I could see what had happened.  Somehow his drive shaft had broken free at the forward end, dropped down and dug into the dirt track.  The rear end of his car had tried to pole-vault, using that solid section of steel tubing as the pole.  I had no time to think or do anything – all I could do was hang on.  I was almost underneath that dang car when the guy following the one that we'd been passing hit my right rear fender and spun me.  I saw Gary's left rear wheel still spinning above my hood as the nose of Car 54 went under his rear wheels, then hit that drive shaft, kicking it loose.  At the same time the clout on the outside
rear of the car spun me away toward the inside edge of the track.  Suddenly my car was spinning sideways, but moving down the track at the same time.  In fact, I felt the left wheels dig in, and the right wheels lift, almost as if the car was going to roll onto the driver's side, but somehow it stayed right side up and spun further.  Then I was skidding backwards, but facing Clarence, who had tried to miss the accident on the inside of the track.  Somehow I had the presence of mind to keep the clutch pressed down and my foot off the brakes.  I wasn't fast enough though, because Clarence's car still struck mine, nose to nose.  Our cars collided, head on, and I got shunted down the track like a billiard ball, going backward at multi-miles an hour.  As soon as I saw that Clarence was slowing to a stop, I had enough presence of mind to slam on the brakes, skidding to a halt.

I was facing back up the track toward three-four corner, staring at the biggest mess I've ever seen on a racetrack.  The whole track was blocked completely from one side to the other.  The car that hit my rear end had also struck the rear end of Gary's car.  That blow had kicked Gary's car up and around until it ended up sitting, tail end high, with one rear wheel on the roof of Clarence's car and the other wheel on his trunk lid.  Meanwhile Gary's front end was tight against the car that he'd been passing, jamming it tight against the concrete wall.  As well, two more cars hadn't been able to stop in time, so they piled into the resultant wreck.  One of them was sitting against the outside wall and against the car that had hit me, then Gary.  Meanwhile the other car had hit Clarence from the rear and had spun crosswise, completely blocking the inner edge of the track.

I'd barely gotten stopped, when I saw smoke coming from the front end of Gary's car and realized it might be on fire.  It felt as if it took forever to grab my fire extinguisher, get out my window, then run to the wreck, yet somehow I was the first one there.  The hood was sprung, so I grabbed the edge, lifted it up and held it with one hand as I triggered the fire extinguisher with the other, pointing it at the source of the smoke.

I suppose I emptied the fire extinguisher, but I don't remember for sure.  Things were simply too hectic right then to recall details.  The next thing I do remember is seeing that there were people all over the wreckage and feeling myself being led away.  It was Tom who led me back to Car 54 and I heard the engine still running.  I hadn't even paused long enough to shut it off before I baled out to help.  At least I'd been thinking clearly enough to take it out of gear.

"After all that, the damn thing still runs," Tom sounded astonished.  "In fact, it even looks like it could still race."

"Not with me driving, at least not today!" I said as unemotionally as I could, then reached in through the window to shut off the engine.

I suppose that wreck was the reason I lost my drive and ambition to try as hard to win stock car races.  Somehow the vision of Gary's bumper coming right at me, then lifting above eye level stayed with me for years.  Between that and the imprint of his tire tread on the hood of my car, along with a black tire scuff on the roof edge just above the steering wheel, made me a lot more cautious as a driver.  On top of that, Car 54 had been heavily damaged and since it was the last race we planned to be in that year we didn't hurry to get around to repairing it either.

It was a shame in a way, because Tom had only gotten to use his new pickup truck at a couple of races, but then I don't suppose he really minded all that much.  You see Frank had picked up a four year old truck at auction and had turned his mechanics and body men loose, so when Tom got it, it looked brand new.  In the back was a nice new full-width tool box, which was all Frank would let me pay for, saying that the truck was his gift to Tom.  I didn't bother to argue with him because I knew I'd lose, instead I contacted the local 'Snap On' tool guy and we filled the tool box with 'basic essential' tools for any farm mechanic.  The look on Tom's face when he saw the truck and then again when he opened the tool box was priceless.

Of course the look on George's face, when I handed him the papers and pedigrees for the Appaloosa mare and colt, then led him to the corral to see his gift was just as worthy of mention.  I think in George's case his look was pure mortification though, with a bit of terror blended in for good measure.  Then Beth took the papers from his hand, glanced at them, and virtually shrieked as she began to bounce up and down like a ten year old kid on a trampoline.  I think George thought she had gone a bit 'round the bend,' but since he was holding the lead to the mare's halter and she wasn't reacting to Beth's exhibit, he looked at me and raised his eyebrows.

"Calm, isn't it," he said quietly.

"Not it, George, it's she and she happens to be the calmest, easiest riding mare I've ever seen, so if you can sit in a rocking chair, you can ride that horse," I grinned.  "The colt is the reason Beth is so happy though.  Both his sire and dam have very good pedigrees, show winner types.  I bought the mare for you, because she was a great horse and a real easy ride, but a bit too old for buyers to show much interest.  I knew she had been bred to a great stud though and although she happened to drop her foal before I picked her up, that foal is going to be a crackerjack.  All you have to do is make sure that foal grows up healthy and he'll be a top ranking stud horse in about three years, one of the best around."

"Hmm, I see," he murmured and I could see him calculating, then he looked at me and grinned.  "Beth is gonna want to raise the colt, then use him as a stud for her mares, right?"

"Yep, from the way she reacted to his pedigree I'd bet on it."

"Thanks, I guess I need to learn how to raise a horse and read a pedigree," he chuckled and winked at me.  "I wouldn't want to have Beth breed him to a dud.  I mean it's my reputation as an owner of a top quality stud that's at stake here."

I just laughed, winked and nodded.

Actually those two gifts were just two more incidents of a great year for me and being something of a pessimist, I was waiting for the other shoe to drop, but life just carried on getting better and better.  In fact the whole year had gone so smoothly that I mentioned my pessimistic fears to Mom and had her laugh at me, then she got serious and said something that helped me a lot in the long run.

"Chris, life isn't vindictive, so you'll have some good years, some that are mediocre and some that are horrible, but in the long run all you can do is enjoy the good times when they happen and handle the rotten times to the best of your ability," she smiled at me. "I expect that the way you plan things out ahead of time and the way you treat others will make your life a lot easier than most.  In all honesty, you treat people fairly and you think ahead, but that's all you can do.  Eventually you're going to have some form of tragedy fall in your life, but don't go looking for it, and remember that you've always got friends and family to lean on when it does."

Somehow her words really sank in and in a way they made life a lot easier because what she'd said made a lot of sense.  Whenever shit happened I'd recall the words 'Life isn't vindictive' and I'd carry on and do what I could to solve the immediate problem as well as improve my life and the lives of others.  However I suppose I'll always be something of a pessimist, so I'm always thinking 'what if something happens' and planning what to do in case a problem crops up.  That fall I really learned to adopt the Boy Scout motto of 'Be Prepared' and adopted it as my own even though I'd never been a Boy Scout.  Meanwhile life carried on.

By the fall of 1969 Matt and John had both decided they wanted to be farm or ranch workers and perhaps own a farm of their own one day, so John enrolled in the full course at Olds.  Matt planned to take the same two accelerated courses that I'd taken the year before, Basic Animal Husbandry and Farm Equipment Maintenance, both of which started after Christmas break.  At the same time I was going back to Olds in the fall and taking two more intensive courses, Management of Range Land and Modern Ranching Methods, both of which ended by the winter break.  By arranging our schedules so they didn't conflict, the essential work on the ranch could continue, yet we were all able to improve our educations.  On top of that Sandy and I both planned to take a business management course by correspondence after the New Year and if I could, I wanted to sneak in an accounting course as well.

That fall, John and I arranged to room together while we were at Olds and came home as often as we could on the weekends.  Early on in the fall I bought the wire, switches, plugins and light fixtures for the new machine shed and workshop as well as the materials to finish the inside walls on the workshop.  I laid out my idea of how I wanted the switches, plugins and lights with Bob and George Grant one Sunday and by the next weekend the wiring was finished, all but for final details like switch and plug-in covers.  The next weekend I started by insulating the walls and ceiling, but I left Matt with the job of sheathing the walls and ceiling with wallboard, then painting the whole interior with washable white latex paint.  The next weekend I installed an oil fired heater to keep the shop warm when I wanted to work there during our long winter months which was when I'd have a lot of time on my hands.

Of course life being what it was, although John and I tried to be home each weekend, there were times when it was impossible.  The two courses I was taking were heavy on theory, but light on practical application, so I was pounding the books pretty hard, so there were a few weekends I stayed in Olds to study.  At the same time John was working hard, but he'd also met a young woman who was taking some of the same courses and they were dancing around each other in some semblance of involvement.  Both of them were doing a lot of studying, but somehow their romance slopped over into the weekends and a few times I drove home alone.  There were two other times when the weather made it impossible for me to get home, but even when I couldn't make it back to the ranch the phones still worked, so I was able to get frequent updates.

Naturally I was particularly interested in Sandy's phone calls about the snowfalls and blizzards and what effect she'd noticed on the new road, only there weren't any.  Oh, there was snow, just not much, and in the months I was studying at Olds, there were only a few minor snowstorms and no real blizzards.  Her constant comment was 'The road is great and the wind seems to be sweeping most of it clean.' Of course I kept waiting for the time she'd call about a big blizzard, but that call didn't come before I was finished my two courses and had moved back home.

Christmas that year was a lot different than the year before.  We had a Christmas Eve party at the ranch, but Christmas day was mostly split between Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice's in the morning and Mom and Dad's in the afternoon.  Sandy, Lucille and I made sure that Grampa Bender came out to Mom and Dad's for an hour or so, but he was feeling a bit rough that day so we took him back to the care home quite soon.  The Bender clan wasn't the only family we knew who were celebrating Christmas though and during the day people all over the area were visiting or phoning each other to pass on their best wishes.  For instance as well as visiting my family, Sandy, Lucille and I called on the Grants, the Dolens, the Coulters and the Engels, just to spend a few minutes with each family.  To be honest there were so many people involved in our extended group that I doubt if anyone knew where everyone else happened to be at any time.  Somehow though, in the midst of all our visits we managed
to get home to do the afternoon chores and we did them on time too.  In the evening all the younger members of the extended family ended up at Carissa and Jackie's place for a while.  The place was a madhouse and by ten o'clock that evening Sandy and I were all visited out, besides it was snowing and the wind had started to blow, so we headed for the ranch to relax.

"Next year I'm going to phone everyone to wish them Merry Christmas, but I'm going to stay home," I grumbled as we went inside the house.

"Oh sure, that'll be the day!" Sandy laughed.  "Would you like a coffee or tea?  I don't feel sleepy, just worn out, so I'm going to make myself some coffee."

I nodded and agreed that a coffee would taste good, then decided I'd start a fire in the fireplace.  Once it was going good and the coffee was perked we snuggled together in front of the fire, drinking coffee and talking about the day.  Then later we sat there for even longer, popping corn over the dying coals, using an old fashioned corn popper I'd found at an auction.  So it was quite late when I happened to glance out the window and noticed two sets of lights coming down the hill, then the dogs barked to let us know we had visitors coming.  In a few seconds we found that it was Lucille followed by George and Beth, Jasmine, Jess, Jean and Tom.  All of them were a bit irate.

"Okay, who spiked the punch this year?" I asked.

"Nobody," Beth snapped.  "Don't you keep an eye on the weather?  It's a bloody blizzard up on top."

"What are you talking about?  There isn't that much wind and it isn't snowing that much either," I got up and turned on the yard light.

"The wind's blowing from the northeast, Chris.  For some reason it's not blowing down here at all and your road isn't drifting in either, but the municipal road in front of Carissa's is buried under four foot drifts.  Corrinna and Wil are staying with Carissa and Jackie, but Tom and George felt we'd be better off down here if we got stuck for a few days," Lucille explained.  "Oh, by the way, the phones are out, but George got through to his dad on Matt's CB, so they know what's going on."

"I should call Dad on the CB and let him know we made it here and we're all just fine," George added.

"Go ahead, George.  The CB is in my office now," I nodded at him and pointed the way.

"Just wait until Dad hears that your road is almost totally clear all the way across the upper plateau while the county road is drifted in and plugged solid," Beth chortled.

"I'm surprised you didn't call me on the CB if the weather was so bad up there," I commented.  "What would you have done if you'd gotten stuck in a snow drift on the way here?"

"Well, Lucille and I both have four-wheel drive, so I wasn't really worried, besides I have a secret weapon in my pickup.  Mom and Dad gave me a new snowmobile for Christmas and hid it under my pop-top on the box.  If we had gotten stuck, I'd have unloaded that and come to you for help," Tom grinned and winked at me.

I heard George on the CB, so I joined him to listen in.  According to George's dad, all the east-west roads were drifting in, but so were a lot of the north-south roads, because the wind was coming from an odd direction.  That meant most of the county's snow fences had been put up in the wrong places to stop drifting from the direction the wind was blowing.  He didn't think they'd get around to plowing our county road anytime soon.  In return I told him I wasn't going to try plowing the road clear until the wind eased off, not unless we had an emergency.  He said he understood and would pass on the news to everyone who needed to know, then we signed off.

Just in case the wind swung more to the northwest Tom and I strung the snow ropes to the barns and the generator shed, meanwhile George plugged in the block heaters of all the cars and brought in more wood for the fireplace.  By the time we got inside, Lucille, Beth and Jasmine had made everyone a snack as well as perking more coffee and heating a pot of cocoa.  At the same time Sandy, Jess and Jean had made sure all the beds had clean sheets, blankets and pillows.  Then we all gravitated to the living room and relaxed.

Once more there was a blizzard and we were snowed in with a house full of young people.  One famous Yogi Berra quotation suits perfectly; "It's like d諠 vu all over again." The main difference from the previous year was in the personalities who were stuck at the ranch and the fact that everyone was a year older and hopefully, more responsible.  During the time they were there, I very carefully did not ask where anyone else slept, but I do know that Sandy and I slept alone, so I thought Lucille was on another of her guilt trips.

Boxing Day morning I found out that her reasons were really something slightly different.  That was when Lucille announced that she was going back to school in Calgary for the rest of the winter in order to upgrade her nurse's training.  She was leaving on Sunday, the 4th of January and would be away for six months, but she planned to visit during a one week break she'd have at Easter.

Outside the weather had changed a little overnight.  The wind was blowing more or less from a northerly direction and there was slightly more snow falling, but it was nowhere near whiteout conditions.  The chores that morning were more of a welcome interruption than an onerous task since it was a chance for Tom and George to look at the recent changes around the ranch as they came along with me. 

The barn was warm, so milking went quickly, then feeding the milk cow, the calves and the horses I kept inside was simple.  It took a few minutes to clean their stalls and pens, and give them fresh bedding, but with three of us there even that job was quickly done.  Both the cattle and horses who ran loose outside were all hiding away in the lean-to shelters I'd built for them, not even bothering to eat from their feeders.  So all we did there was give them some fresh bedding and check the automatic waterers to make sure the heaters were working and the water bowls weren't iced over.  When we checked the pigs, they did get up out of their mounds of bedding to gobble feed, but even they were happy to nose their way back under their straw and go back to snoozing.  The only animals that were really up and around were the chickens and since I'd had a larger building built for them and had heat lamps installed, they didn't even realize that there was a storm outside.  We really
weren't out of the house for long, but I think it took longer for the three of us to do the job than I'd have taken on my own because we did more talking than working.

I'd grown used to being inside in bad weather, but Tom and George seemed to want to be out doing something, so after we had a coffee we headed out to my workshop and implement shed.  The workshop itself was still relatively bare, I hadn't bought many of the tools I wanted to have in there yet, but only a week after I'd started class in Olds, I'd attended a farm machinery auction.  I'd gone a touch overboard, buying machinery I knew I was going to need, then storing it in the equipment shed and since they were there, Tom and George wanted to look it all over. 

Now you have to understand one thing, Grampa Bender had been a 'make do, rent or borrow' type, when it came to machinery and equipment.  So when I took over Mile High Ranch there was very little machinery there and what there was seemed to me to be antique, some of it was meant to be horse drawn.  Oh there were two old tractors, a Massey-Harris, Model 44 and an old International Harvester with a front end loader.  In fact the only other motorized item on the ranch had been an old '48 Ford pickup truck that had sat behind the barn since Grampa Bender had rolled it on the way down the hill.  That was a shame too, because it'd had a brand new motor and clutch installed only a few weeks before it was rolled.  The truck was a wreck and both of the tractors were old and worn, so I knew I needed something a little newer to look after the jobs around the ranch.  Somehow I convinced my instructors that I needed a day away from class, so I took in a farm machinery auction and
went with my cheque book in hand.  To my surprise, the instructor I'd had in a former course, Farm Equipment Maintenance, offered to go with me as an advisor and I gladly accepted his help and advice.

We got to the auction grounds early and since I had a list of equipment I wanted, we wandered around and looked over what was for sale.  Some of the items we saw were just plain junk, but other items were both on my list and looked worth bidding on.  I think my former instructor questioned my judgement and thought I was jumping the gun when I saw a man I knew who owned a truck and flatbed trailer, then arranged that he'd haul anything I might buy that day.  I even told him I'd get Wil to guide him to the ranch and help him unload.  The instructor asked if I was that certain I'd find something worth buying or that I wouldn't be outbid.  I just grinned and pointed out that the weather was horrid so I didn't expect that the auction would be very busy, besides that I'd already seen several things I wanted to buy.

For once I was optimistic about my chances and my optimism paid off that day.  First I bought a five year old John Deere 1020 tractor with a three point hitch, which looked to be very well cared for, and if that had been all I bought, I'd have been happy.  I paid less than a third of what it would have cost when it was new and effectively paid nothing for the front end loader attachment or the manure bucket which were mounted on it.  I suppose the tractor went quite cheaply since it was late fall.  Besides, it was cloudy and raining a bit, so no one was thinking about haying season, which might explain the extremely low prices I paid for several other items.  I bought a sickle bar mower, a side deliver rake, a ten foot wide grading blade, a two bottom plow and a set of mounted harrows which all worked on the three point hitch and I got them for next to nothing.  Later I bid a ridiculously low sum for a rusty tandem disc, an old manure spreader, an older baler and a ratty
looking, sixteen-foot-long, four wheeled stock trailer, but was astounded to win each and every bid with little competition.  Last of all I made an initial bid of a hundred bucks for an extremely rusty looking D4 Caterpillar tractor with badly worn crawler tracks, but complete with a dozer blade.  Only a guy who was buying scrap steel bid against me on that and I finally ended up buying it for under a thousand bucks, about half of what it was worth as parts.  It took my friendly truck driver two trips to deliver all that equipment to the ranch, but all of it was soon stored in the equipment shed.

When Tom looked everything over, he just shook his head in astonishment.  "Almost everything here shows signs of recent wear, as if it was used just before you bought it.  The only things that look like they've sat around and not been used recently are the old Cat tractor and the tandem disc.  What did you pay for it all, if you don't mind my asking?"

"All together I paid less than a similar tractor to the John Deere 1020 would cost to buy new," I grinned.  "The auction was on a cold wet day, so there weren't a lot of people there and I got lucky."

"Damn, did you ever," George shook his head.  "You going to work on all this stuff over the winter?"

"That's the plan, but I'm hoping this weather straightens up before a week from Saturday.  There's a farm auction out at Airdrie and word is that the old guy had a well equipped workshop.  Since my workshop is pretty empty right now, I thought I'd try my luck again."

"Want some company?  " Tom asked.  "We can take my truck and all three of us can go."

"That's an idea, but I was going to talk to Wil and see if he'd like to go.  I figured with my pickup and his new one ton truck, we could probably haul anything back we might happen to buy,"

"So?  Invite him along too," Tom grinned.  "With the sort of luck you have, we might fill both trucks."

Just for something to do we decided to shift the little John Deere into the workshop and I turned up the heater, then we started doing a regular maintenance on it.  Since it was cold and since the tractor ran on diesel, it was a bit hard to start at first, but we plugged in the block heater while we went in to have lunch and after an hour the tractor started easily.  I'd owned the tractor long enough to know approximately what I needed beforehand, so I had oil and filters available and of course we checked for iron filings in the old oil.  The oil was clean though, well, it was black from use, but it didn't show any metal shavings or signs of wear and tear in the engine.  All the hydraulic, fuel and air filters looked quite clean, but we changed them anyway.  We even cleaned out the screens on the radiator.  The tires showed some signs of wear, but not enough for me to worry about.  The only things we found that didn't look new were the paint, the cover on the seat and
some small rust spots that were scattered all over.  Oh, and Tom found a tiny crack on the front-end loader arm at one of the joints, so that would need to be welded.  Since I didn't have an arc welder and since the crack was tiny, we weren't about to worry about that right then.  At least working on that tractor kept us out of the house and the women's hair for one day.

Now as for Sandy and all the women folk, she'd gotten them interested in her new hobby.  You see earlier in the winter when she'd spent a lot of time on her own she'd discovered Gramma Tilly's spinning wheel and loom down in the basement and she'd asked Mom about it.  Mom and Aunt Alice had gone to town and bought some raw wool, then had come up and shown Sandy how to card the wool, spin it and then either weave or knit the yarn she had made.  When Tom, George and I came in from working on the tractor, then doing the evening chores, we found the whole gang of women busy, carding, spinning, weaving or knitting like mad.

Since we were really only snowbound for three nights and two days we never even had a chance to get cabin happy.  In fact after we plowed out the road and everyone could go home, all them came back for most of each day during the length of their Christmas break.  Sandy and Lucille made a trip to town for groceries, but while they were there they also picked up some more raw wool and more knitting needles.  Tom and his dad dug around in the back of their shop and found an old arc welder that they'd retired, then they went over to Dad's and talked him out of an old air compressor and a bench mount drill press that he'd replaced.  On top of that they dug up several other shop tools that I didn't have, then brought them all up to the ranch and helped me set them up.  My workshop went from almost empty to decently equipped farm shop in just one day.  As Dad and Wil said though, everything was quite badly worn and since it was on loan, I should plan to replace everything as soon as
I could.  At that time I mentioned the auction I'd heard about, so then and there we decided that all six of us would try to go, and we planned on taking three trucks, just in case.

Anyway for the next week the place was crawling with people.  Matt, Mark, Luke and John even got involved for a day or two, and as well Carissa and Jackie decided they wanted to learn how to knit and weave, but they didn't show much patience.  The whole clan and all our friends showed up on December 31st though and they stayed right through until after midnight on New Years Eve.  So although we hadn't planned it, we had a semblance of a New Years Eve party.  Then on New Years day, we had a decent sized dinner party with both a big ham and a huge roast beef, both home grown.  Not only the meat came from the ranch though, all the vegetables that were served, down to the pickles, came from Sandy's garden, so it was as much a 'Mile High' supplied meal as we could make it.

Then, on the Saturday before she left for her course in Calgary, we had another small 'Good Luck' party for Lucille, but only members of our family were there.  Grampa Bender didn't make it out for either of those parties, but Mom, Dad and Lucille did take a plate in to the care home for him in time for his evening meal, then came back to the party.  Lucille grinned and told me that Grampa Bender sent me a message that; " T'ain't the first meal I et whut was growed off'n thet place an I hope it ain't the last un neither, but tell thet boy he done good, real good, an' thanks fer thinkin' o' me."

I sighed heavily when Lucille drove away on Sunday morning, I was going to miss her for the next while, but I wished her well and thought I'd finally be able to relax that day.

I was wrong – as usual.  I should never, ever plan to have a completely quiet day, because all hell is sure to break loose shortly after I get comfortable.

I'd just sat down in my favourite chair with a good book when Mom phoned.  She and Dad had been awakened early that morning by the barking of their dogs.  When Wil and Dad checked the feed yard, they'd noticed a dead and partially eaten calf out in the lower pasture.  They assumed that a pack of wolves must have found one of the calves that had become separated from the herd, so they'd gotten out the snowmobiles and went chasing the pack.  She said Dad had just called and the wolves seemed as if they were heading for the gap that led to the lower end of the ranch, in other words the they were heading my direction.  That was not good news, so Sunday morning or not, I rushed to dress warmly, grabbed my rifle and a walkie-talkie, then raced to get on my snowmobile and head for the gap.

Before I left the house though, I did manage to holler for Sandy to stick around to answer the phone, because wolves had killed some of Dad's cattle and we were going after them.

Now don't get me wrong about wolves, I don't hate them, but if a pack starts to attack farm animals, they decide they've found easy prey and they'll keep coming back until they wipe out the herd.  If I possibly could, I wanted to kill the leader of the pack and perhaps another wolf or two, which would make them leery of coming back and might stop them from hunting any other farm animals too.

I had no idea how close the wolves would be, so all I could do was drive that snowmobile as quickly as I felt was safe.  When I got to the gap leading to the lower ranch I saw many wolf tracks in the snow, but they all led downhill, so I felt certain the wolves hadn't come up from below yet.  I pulled back a short distance and tried to call Dad on the walkie-talkie.  I had no idea where Dad and Wil would be if I shot and missed, then the slug ricocheted, so if nothing else I wanted to warn him what I was about to do.

"Dad, are you there?  I'd like to know where you and the wolves are?

"Hey Chris, the pack is getting close to the gap, so they'll be coming up towards you soon.  We've been herding them along the steep side of the valley, so we're off to the west, okay?"

"Gotcha Dad.  The best side up here for them to get to cover is on the west too.  I'm set up between the gap and the cover though, so I'll be shooting southeast.  You might want to use some of the boulders over your way for cover in case of ricochets."

"Okay, we'll dust them from this end and send them your way.  Oh, and they aren't wolves, it's a damn pack of dogs.  So don't shoot to wound them.  Put the bastards down for good.  Wil, go ahead now, do your best to kill those fucking mutts.  Chris is ready to finish any that get away from us."

"Gotcha Dad," I answered.  "It's dogs and I'm not going to show any mercy," I could hear shots from below, then one or two yowls of pain that quickly died out after more shots.

"Right Chris, get ready.  They're climbing now."

The few times I'd done it, it took me hours to climb that damn slope, but those dogs were up it in minutes.  Then I think they either smelled or saw me when they got to the crest, because they all paused.  There were three of them, and I was able to shoot two before the third turned and raced up another steep slope, but I knew that led to a sheer cliff that was easily visible from below.  So I grabbed the walkie-talkie again.

"Dad, there were three, I got two, but one is going up toward the steep cliff on the west.  I can't see him now, but you should be able to get him in your sights."

"I see him.  Will, there's one getting away, up and to your left.  Way up!"

I heard one shot, then another.  Then silence.

"That's it," Dad called on the walkie-talkie.  "Did you say you got two of the fucking bastards?"

"Yeah, Dad.  One looks like a Rottweiler and the other one looks like a German Shepard cross breed of some sort."

"That's the one that was acting as the leader.  That means we got them all."

"So do we leave them here and wait for the cops?"

"Hell NO!  I'm going to haul all of them and the dead calf to the vets, then after he's seen the mess, I'll call the cops and the game warden.  Wil and I have our toboggans too, so we can take these three back with us and we'll come get those two you got before we go to town."

"I can get these two back to the house fairly easily and if you want I can bring them down to you."

"Oh no, you've done enough by just stopping the bastards.  If anyone is going to get in shit for this, it's going to be me, but in turn if I can find out who owns any of these dogs, I'll collect the price of that calf too, out of their hide if necessary.  We'll see you at your house in a half hour or so."

It took some doing, but I managed to tie both of the dogs bodies onto the buddy seat of my snowmobile and do it in a way that meant no legs or tails were going to get tangled in the drive belt.  Only as I loaded the dogs I found that one had a collar and even an owner's name, so no matter what Dad said, I wanted in on this deal.  I drove back to the ranch buildings much more slowly than my trip out had been though, but I knew I had lots of time, Dad and Wil had a lot further to go than I did.  Once back at the yard I offloaded the bodies into the back of my pickup and covered them with two sheets of plywood to keep our dogs away from them. 

As soon as I stepped inside Sandy told me Mom had called and wanted me to let her know what had happened, so I did.

"Hi Mom.  For your information those weren't wolves, it was a pack of dogs.  Other than that, I think you should wait for Dad to tell you about it."

"Is he very angry?"

"Ummm, I'd say he was far past angry.  What word would you use that's far, far stronger than furious?  Whatever that word is, that's about half way there.  To put it plainly in terms you can understand, he was swearing.  How often does he do that?"

"Oh, my!  I'd better have fresh coffee ready when he gets back."

"Mom, he may not want to spend time drinking a coffee.  He may not even pause at the house.  He's dead set on taking the dead dogs and that dead calf into town and raising some hell.  If you do see him, tell him I'm on my way down there with the two dogs I shot.  Oh, and let him know that they were covered in blood when I first saw them and I imagine it's calf's blood.  I'm calling my lawyer to meet us at the vets and then I'll be on my way."

"Oh, okay, Chris.  If you think we need a lawyer, you'd better hurry, please." Mom plead, then hung up.

As soon as the line was clear, I dialled Cyrus Ambrose's home number.

"Hello, Cyrus Ambrose here.  How may I help you?"

"Hello, Mr. Ambrose, it's Chris Crawford and I may have a legal problem for you in one way or another.  I'm leaving home now and should be in town at the veterinarian's office in about forty-five minutes.  If you are available could you meet us there?"

"Okay, Chris, I think I can make that, but could you give me an idea what the problem might be?"

"Well, a pack of semi-wild dogs attacked and killed one or more of my father's cattle and the leader of the pack was a German Shepard cross breed.  He was wearing a collar and the tag on his collar said his name is 'Mr. Barker' and under that name are the words 'companion to Marjory Deloitte – animal activist.' If my father doesn't sue the woman for the value of the damage done, I'll want to do so, since it was part of my family's herd."

"Oh, Chris, you certainly know how to start my year off with a bang.  I'll see you at the veterinarian's office.  By the way, have you called Don Taylor to be certain he is available?"

"Not yet, I imagine Dad may have though."

"I'll double check that, and I'll explain that it is very important that he be available for a consultation."

As soon as I hung up I was heading for the door, but Sandy was getting dressed to go along.

"There is no way you're going to get to take a chaw out of that bitch's hide without me along to see that you chomp deep enough," she growled as she stomped on a set of snow boots.  "I'll never forget the way she screamed at us in front of the whole town, but this time it's MY turn."

"Please, Sandy, don't be bitter about an incident in the past that should be forgotten, because there's no comparison to the present situation.  Remember, I'm the one who shot the woman's dog, even if I did have a very good reason for doing it.  She probably cared for that dog just as much as you care for Princess.  Then too, she's going to have to accept the fact that her dog went rogue and was leading a pack of strays who were running wild and killing stock.  She's not going to have an easy time accepting that.  We have to take into account the fact that she has mental problems, so let's not dump on her until we see which direction she leaps, okay?"

"Dammit, why do you always see the other side of any argument and make me feel like a spoiled bitch?" she sighed deeply.  "In fact you've got me worried, do you think she going to be alright?"

"I don't know about her at all," I sighed.  "I just hope we can cool Dad's temper as easily as yours."

"Good luck."

"Yeah."

We hopped into the pickup and headed up the hill, then down to the crossroad.  Dad was waiting there in his new one-ton and I could see Wil beside him, but as soon as Dad saw me he took off for town, so I followed behind.  When we got to the vet's office, our lawyer and our veterinarian weren't the only ones there.  Constable Davis of the RCMP was there too and as we got out of our trucks everyone greeted everyone else, then the Constable took over. 

"Just where is the body of the animal you suspect to be Miss Deloitte's dog and before anyone makes any comments, I want Dr. Taylor to look over the animal."

"Her dog is in the back of my truck," I frowned, wondering what was going on as I shifted the plywood sheets aside.

Don Taylor leaned over the side of the truck box, grasped the dogs jaws, opened it's mouth, then nodded.  "I'll need to take a cast to be certain, but I'm fairly certain this is the animal you want, Officer Davis.  Who shot it by the way?"

"That would be me," I said flatly, beating Dad to the punch.  "Is there a problem?"

"You just rid the county of a very dangerous dog.  Thank You," Don Taylor said gratefully.

"Dr. Taylor, before you go any further I'd like to explain matters to the Crawfords," Constable Davis interrupted.  "Chris you haven't been to town lately, so you may not know all the facts, but since you last saw her, Miss Deloitte's condition went badly downhill.  In fact it became so bad that her doctor took to phoning her each and every morning, just to remind her to take her pills.  Unfortunately, on the day before Christmas, she did not answer the phone when he called.  After several attempts to reach her, the doctor called her brother who lives in Calgary.  In turn he called the local detachment to ask if someone would check on her.

"At that point the RCMP became involved, so Constable Franks drove to her house and knocked on her front door, but got no answer.  He made the decision to check further, despite the fact that he knew she had a guard dog which was normally kept in the backyard.  However the gate to the back yard was wide open and he saw no sign of the dog.  Upon entering the yard, he observed Miss Deloitte lying crumpled on her back steps.  She had obviously been there for some time since there was a light covering of unmelted snow covering her body.  Upon further investigation he discovered that her throat had been torn out, and we believe her attacker must have been a dog.  As Dr. Taylor has mentioned, we suspect it to be the dog you were forced to destroy."

"Holy Shit!" Wil leaned back against the fender of Dad's truck.  "I kicked that damn dog to keep it from attacking another calf and it lunged at me, but Dad hollered at it and scared it off."

"You are a very lucky young man, Wil," Cyrus finally said something.  "Chris, I have been in contact with Miss Deloitte's brother.  If you or your father will provide me with an itemized list of the expenses for the injured and destroyed animals, he is completely willing to reimburse your family.  You should also include an estimated cost for the time wasted in hunting down and destroying that rogue beast along with that list and I will contact him in your stead."

"Talk to Dad, it was his calf, so it should be his money.  Besides, Dad and Wil did all the work and chased the mutt into my sights.  I just pulled the trigger on the rifle, and that doesn't take much effort."

In fact about then I was wishing I wasn't involved or that I'd just let Dad take the dog's body into town and had stayed home.  Either Marjory Deloitte was more of a nutcase than I had been led to believe or else there was something fishy about the whole situation.  I was positive there was more to the story than we were being told right then, but at the same time I knew better than to ask questions with Officer Davis standing there.




Chapter 52:

Caution - Morning Frosts / Black Ice

I was left in a strange frame of mind once we'd unloaded the dead animals and left them with the vet, I suppose I had been keyed up for a battle and instead we had heard about a tragedy.  That left me relieved, but let down at the same time and for some reason I was still annoyed, but that was probably because I didn't feel I knew exactly what had happened or was happening.  Somehow the situation wasn't fully resolved and it felt unfinished.  I wanted some answers, but didn't think I was going to get them for some time.  Since Constable Davis was in the midst of an investigation, and I knew better than to ask him any questions about an ongoing investigation, but Cyrus might know more than he'd said.  So I invited him to have a coffee at the local Chinese caf矡nd to my surprise he agreed, then suggested Sandy, Dad and Wil should come with us.

Once we were all seated in the caf矉 suggested I'd buy lunch and after we'd all ordered, I looked at Cyrus.  "Okay, Cyrus, since you probably guessed we had questions, but were still willing to come here and even suggested Sandy, Dad and Wil come along with us, I take it you have something more to say, right?"

He nodded slightly, then drew a deep breath.  "In the last while I've spoken to Miss Deloitte's brother quite extensively and discovered that she was quite a problem for her family.  I had another short conversation with Mr. Deloitte this morning and he gave me permission to pass on a few details.  Miss Deloitte has never been what most of us would call fully stable and amongst other things, he felt she had a love-hate relationship with her dog.  She was dependant on the dog for protection, but at the same time she distrusted the animal and Mr. Deloitte stated that he knew from personal experience that on occasion she had a mean side.  Unfortunately he thought she teased the dog at times and may have even beaten it on occasion.  His thought is that she might well have caused the dog extreme pain and it retaliated in the only way it knew how, then since it was no longer under her control, it reverted to a feral existance."

"Oh shit, that'd explain it," Wil murmured.

"At the moment, Mr. Deloitte is quite remorseful and exceptionally angry.  As he said, he will assume responsibility for the dog's deprivations since it was probably his sister's treatment of the animal which initially caused the problem.  At the same time though, he feels her doctor failed Miss Deloitte and that she should not have been living in the situation which she was forced to confront.  Mr. Deloitte now believes that she should have been institutionalized, but he was not made aware that her mental state had deteriorated to the extent it had.  For some reason he had not been able to have contact with Miss Deloitte for two years, possibly at her insistence.  In truth, his only contact with her seems to have been through the doctor, whom he now believes was remiss in her treatment, as well as in reporting her deteriorating condition."

"I don't understand why he didn't contact his sister," Sandy frowned.  "Was it something like us and Uncle Bill, so he couldn't legally contact her?"

"I'm uncertain of the exact legal situation and I refuse to speculate on it at this time," Cyrus shook his head slowly.  "Actually, other than passing on Mr. Deloitte's sincere apologies for the trouble you have been caused by the situation, there is little more that he has authorized me to say at this time."

"Well, thanks for clearing up a few points for us," I smiled, trying to ease the mood.  "Have you any news of our other involvement with the law enforcement folks, in particular I'm thinking of the delinquents, Ray Smithies and Sid Parker?"

"Ah, those two," he shook his head and had a sip of coffee.  "I am afraid those two young men will be some time longer before they achieve their freedom.  It seems that while they were awaiting trial during the summer, they committed another robbery or two, one in Innisfail and another in Red Deer.  It took some time for the proof of their involvement to be established, but they will be coming to trial on those charges even prior to being released from their present sentences."

As far as I was concerned that was all I needed to know about local problems, so I was glad to have Dad ask a question about one of the local bylaws.  That managed to completely change the subject and we were on safe ground again as far as I was concerned.  I was still slightly curious about the Marjory Deloitte situation, but I felt I knew enough to walk away from the subject and let the details filter through later.

After we'd eaten lunch, Sandy and I dropped up to see Grampa Bender for a few moments, but didn't spend long at the care home.  He'd recently developed the habit of taking a nap shortly after lunch and since he was resting we didn't want to disturb him.  After that we headed home, and we finally managed to have a chance to relax for a while.

The next few days were rather forgettable.  Both Sandy and I spent some time working on that new correspondence course about business management, but as well as that I did some work out at the workshop.  To be honest I was quite dissatisfied with several of the tools that I had been loaned since they were quite old and quite badly worn.  So by Friday night I was feeling somewhat hopeful that I'd find much better tools at the auction we were heading for the next day.

I was up early on Saturday and Sandy came with me when I drove down to Uncle Tom's.  She was going to spend the day with Mom and Aunt Alice while all the men around the place went to the auction.  We didn't arrive at the auction for the majority of the sale of heavy tractors and trucks, but we did arrive in time for me to see an old 2 ton truck that really interested me.  It was the next item for sale, a 1949 Ford F135 truck with a grain box and removable stock racks, but it also had a big sign on the grill – 'Parts only, motor dying.' Tom and I looked at one another, then I raced off to register as a bidder in the auction, but I got back in time to hear the auctioneer start into his spiel about the old truck.

"Here we go folks, this was a good old truck in its day and it's got fair rubber, but just look at the prime condition of the body and the box, even the stock racks are in great shape.  Who will give me 500 to start?"

"Make it five bucks," Tom hollered, while standing twenty feet away from me.  "We'd probably have to tow it home."

"Does the motor even run?" George hollered from the other side.

"Fifty bucks," I bid, just as I came up behind Dad.

"Seventy Five," I heard from behind me, but off to one side.

"We have 75, who'll give me 100, I'm bid 75 and …

I pulled out my wallet and made a show of checking it as the auctioneer began his rapid patter, but just as he'd announced the word 'Going' for the second time I held up my card.

"Eighty bucks."

In the long run I didn't get the truck for eighty bucks, I paid two hundred and fifty, but the killer of any more bids was the auctioneer's fault.  Some heckler asked if the engine even ran, so the auctioneer had a helper start the engine to prove it did.  Then he had take a moment and walk away from the truck through a cloud of smoke from the engine's exhaust while he coughed and spluttered.

Right after winning the bid for the truck I went looking for Tom and George.  I warned them that if they got caught farting around with the bidding process we could all be kicked out of the auction.  They started to argue that my bidding was just as bad, but calmed down after Dad and Uncle Tom came over and gave them the warning that they'd send the two of them home if they screwed up again.

The only other item they sold right then that held my interest were the fuel tanks and the lubrication supplies.  I'd twigged on the idea of having bulk diesel fuel and gasoline available on the ranch.  So I entered the bidding on the two smallest fuel tanks and stands since they were empty and easily moveable.  In short order I'd bought those, then I also got a case of 40 weight oil, thinking I might need oil for the truck on the drive home.

The actual farming equipment and other machinery came up right after the tractors, trucks and fuel tanks, but I felt I had almost everything I needed in that line.  The only other equipment I might want were a newer baler and a hay conditioner, but both of them would be a lot more expensive than I wanted to pay right then.  Besides, this auction was an estate sale of a retired grain farmer and he had no haying equipment, but Dad, Uncle Tom and Will were interested in grain farming equipment.  I left them following the machinery auctioneer and headed for the farmer's workshop, followed by Tom and George who were being very quiet then.

The rumours had been true.  The farmer who had lived on that place must have been a mechanic and perhaps would have rated as a craftsman.  His workshop was divided into three sections and it showed his skills.  The first section had two lathes, a milling machine, a mill/drill and things of that sort.  The second section had equipment for his welding and repair work, so it was much bigger and had almost all his hand tools and wrenches.  The third section was meant for woodworking and had a table saw, cut-off saw and several smaller power tools.  Then out behind the main workshop was a brick building with a forge and a big anvil, as well as dozens of sledges, hammers and farrier tools.

That whole setup seemed like seventh heaven for me.  I was wandering around in a semi-dazed state when a different auctioneer and a large section of the crowd came in.  In moments the auctioneer started what was billed as the tool auction.  I don't recall much of the auction itself, the only thing I clearly remember is looking down often and checking the numbers on a pad of paper where I'd written two sums before leaving home.  Every time I made a purchase, I added that amount to my total, then I checked the two numbers I'd written previously.  At the end of the day I hadn't spent the maximum I'd felt I could afford, in fact I hadn't spent as much as I expected, but those were the two numbers I had been checking all day long.

I was almost wasted, but I knew there was a further section to the sale and I wanted to check it out as well.  There was one more building that we had to look at, but the crowd was thinning rapidly and the auctioneer decided to sell items in batches.  Just then Dad and Uncle Tom came up to me and warned me they were heading home, but told me they'd loaded the two empty fuel tanks and stands on the old truck, and had put the case of heavy oil in the cab, so I just nodded and thanked them.  I did ask Dad if he'd tell Sandy I wouldn't be too late, so I'd do the chores when I got home.  Wil, Tom and George were staying behind to load all my other purchases, then they'd follow me home while I drove the old truck.  I wished Dad and Uncle Tom a good trip home, then turned my attention back to the auction, intent on buying a few more items that I thought would be useful.

I still have the final detailed bill which lists everything I bought that day and those items have paid for themselves many times over.  In fact I've used virtually every item I purchased, most of them at least once a month and some of them almost every day.  I'll admit that some of the items, like the farrier tools only get used on the odd occasion, such as when a horse needs shoeing and since we don't ride any horse all that much, that isn't often.  Others like the incubator sit idle most of the time, but even that is used by Sandy every spring as she culls out the older hens, then sets eggs for the next year's crop of chicks.

          Farm Auction, Jan 1970

1-1949 Ford F135 Truck w/Hyd Dump, Grain Box & Stock Racks

2-300gal Fuel Tanks & Stands w/Hoses & Nozzles

1-Case of 40W Oil

1-Old Metal Lathe w/48" bed, 8" swing

1 box - Lathe Tools & Accessories

1-Pedestal Milling Machine/Cross Drill

1-Pedestal Drill Press

1-2hp Bench Grinder & Floor Stand

1-Power Hack Saw

2-Acetylene Torches, Gauges, & Cart

1-220V 40/225Amp Electric Welder

3-Welding Helmets

1 box-Welding Supplies

1-Welding Apron & Gauntlets - Leather

2-Bench Vise

3 boxes - 3/8", 1/2" & 3/4" Drive - Metric & Imperial Socket Sets

2 boxes - Lg Quantity of Wrenches (Open and Box End)

1-6 Drawer Toolbox w/Rolling Cabinet

2 boxes - Tap & Die Sets - Metric & Imperial

1-20Gal.  Air Compressor w/2hp Motor, Fittings & Hoses 6-Air Chisels

1-Air Rachet Wrench & Socket Set

1-Air Impact Wrench

1-Air Hose Reel & Hose

2-Bolt Cutters

4-Jack Stands

2-Shop Lights & Stand

1-Jointer Planer

1-Table Saw

1-Radial Arm Saw

1-Carpenter's Toolbox & Chest c/w Tools

3-Saw Horses

1-3 tray Shop Trolley

1-Forge & Tools

1 box - Farrier Tools

1-Large Anvil

3-Great West Stock Saddles

1-Assort. of Bridles, Halters, Pads

1-Electric Fencer & wire

1-Electric Egg Incubator

1-Transit & Surveyor's Rule

1-Lg Quantity & Assortment of Ham Radio Equipment & Parts


I don't feel I went 'auction crazy' like Tom implied, but some of the things I bought made other people scratch their heads.  Most farm workshops at that time didn't have things like metal lathes and milling machines, but I knew I needed to fix the track rollers on my old D4 Cat.  With an electric welder and a lathe I could 'hard surface' weld them, then machine them to fit and my cost would be about a quarter of the price of new rollers.  I'd save the amount I'd paid for that lathe and perhaps even the welder just on the job of repairing that old crawler.  Everything else I'd bought would pay for itself in one way or another as well.  The only possible exception of that might be the ham radio gear, but those old radios were one way in which I might be able to indulge my passion for electronics while living on the ranch.

After I had written a check for the full sum of my 'auction binge' and had a bill of sale, it was time to pack up and leave.  Somehow the four of us guys managed to wedge everything I had purchased that day into the old grain truck I'd bought and the two pickups we'd come in.  Unfortunately most of the things I'd bought couldn't be exposed to the weather, so besides the fuel tanks and stands there wasn't a lot we could load on the old grain truck.   Thankfully Wil's truck had a canopy which was fairly high, and it was loaded with the lathe, milling machine, electric welder and pedestal drill before anything else was added.  As well, he'd thought ahead and had brought along several old horse blankets which we could use as packing.  So his truck was loaded first and it was packed.  Next we loaded Tom's pickup and filled the box to the brim so we could hardly close the pop-top cover.  All we had left to pack was the ham radio equipment, so it went into the jump seat areas
of the two extended cab pickups.  However, before we left we wandered around the site and double checked that we'd loaded everything I'd bought.

Finally though everything was loaded and it was time to leave so I headed for the old truck, but I warned the guys I wouldn't be speeding.  I was surprised to find that the gas tank of the truck was full, the engine oil was topped up and it even had antifreeze in the radiator.  I started the engine to warm it up and then headed for home, but noticed after a few minutes of steady running that it smoked much less.  Once I was on the road I realised that the engine had very little power, so even as lightly loaded as the truck was it had a hard time on any grade.  About half way home I pulled over and shut off the engine for a few minutes while I went back and talked to the guys, then I checked the oil level.  It was only down about half a quart, so the engine was in nowhere near as bad shape as I had expected.  When I told Tom that, but mentioned that it was gutless, he just broke into laughter.

"It probably only needs rings and maybe a valve job," he snorted.  "You've virtually been given another vehicle for next to nothing.  I mean, who buys a working two-ton truck for two-hundred bucks?"

I wasn't in the mood to discuss it, so I just threw up my hands and headed back to the truck, then drove the rest of the way home.  When I got to the ranch, Sandy was already there and so was my pickup.  She'd helped both Mom and Aunt Alice to do most of the chores on both of the lower farms, then had come home and done ours.  She was happy that our cow was dry right then and that Mom and Aunt Alice left the milk cows for the men, so she hadn't had to do any milking.  As it was, she told me she'd call Mom and Aunt Alice to let them know the guys were home, then she'd make something for us to eat while we unloaded the trucks, so we followed her orders.  I even had the guys load a lot of the borrowed tools into their trucks, tools which I'd been loaned just weeks ago, only now I needed the space for my own things.

As far as that auction went, I thought I had done extremely well and so did all the men in my family, but I'm certain all the women thought I'd gone nuts.  I'll admit I hadn't gotten everything as cheaply as the items I'd bought in Olds at the farm equipment auction.  However if you looked at the combination of the puchases at both auctions I'd almost completely equipped the ranch for most of the work I'd be doing.  Not only that, but I'd equipped my workshop so that I could repair most items which might break during normal use.  On top of that I had used less funds to acquire two tractors, a truck, tools and equipment than I would have expected to have to pay for the one used tractor and its equipment if it was bought through a dealer.

I know Sandy and Mom caught on to that one day when Dad handed Sandy a copy of one of the local papers with an advert for an almost identical tractor being sold by a local dealer.

"Liz, you checked our accounting figures, how much did Chris spend at those two auctions?" Sandy asked.

"Why, what's wrong?"

"Look at this?  It's identical to his little tractor, but look at the price."

"Well, he did tell us what everything was worth, perhaps next time we should listen?"

"Huh, that'll be the day," I laughed, then had to duck a wet dish rag Sandy had thrown at me.

Still, from that day on, Sandy and Mom both checked the local papers for auctions of any sort.

During the rest of January I spent a few hours in my workshop, but mostly I devoted my time to working on that small business course that Sandy and I were taking by correspondence.  I finished the darn thing, and sent in all of my work, but I was thoroughly dissatisfied with the content of the course and the fact that it had been recommended as what I needed.  The whole point of the course had been geared toward providing a rank amateur in the business world with just enough knowledge to open a small retail store in a town or city.  Not only that, but many of the methods which were taught were far from the best business practises and some were just plain wrong.

I waited until my results from the course were returned and I had written the final test, so my resulting high marks were published and available.  Then I wrote a scathing letter to the school, with a carbon copy to the newspaper, stating that the course had been misrepresented and that I felt it was useless for any person who was involved with agriculture in any way.  In my letter I pointed out how weakly most points had been covered and several obvious points which had been sloughed over or completely missed in the course material, then pointed out examples of the errors.  I even pointed out several issues regarding the filing of business taxes which the course taught incorrectly.  Then I expressed the opinion that almost any child raised on a farm was taught better business practises by the time they were twelve and that the course was a complete waste of time and money.  Before I mailed the letter though, I had Cyrus Ambrose, my lawyer, read it over.

"Oh my!  Can you prove the various points you make in this letter?" Cyrus frowned.

"I still have the basic course material, so I only used the examples they gave, then compared them to common business practises which I do know work," I handed him the course material.  "You're welcome to check it if you wish.  All I want you to do is check to be certain that those cheating bastards can't sue me.  I've already wasted money on their crap and don't intend to line their pockets any further."

"Oh, I don't think they can sue you, but you might well be able to sue them and not just for the cost of the course either.  It also took you countless hours to read and complete their course and I see from your final grade that you did extremely well on their test – 96% is not exactly a median score.  Could I ask what you got incorrect?"

"That's easy, I answered one question with the legal way to handle a tax issue, and they marked it wrong."

"Oh ho," he chortled, flipping through the final exam, which had been returned along with my marks.  "Oh my, I'm no tax accountant, but even I know that you were right and they were wrong, which draws a completely different conclusion to this situation.  Since you brought this to me, I would like to handle your complaint, or at least part of your complaint.  Unfortunately they are teaching a form of tax evasion and that is definitely against the law.  That is a separate issue, and between them and the federal tax department, so all I can do is report that they are teaching illegal methods of filing business taxes."

"Cyrus, if you want to handle it, go for it.  I've already wasted time and money on the dang thing, but I really feel someone should speak up about how bad that course really is.  That's why I wrote the letter in the first place."

"Oh, I fully intend to mail your letters for you," he chuckled.  "Then hopefully when the letter appears in several newspapers, the correspondence school in question might sue in an attempt to save face.  If they do, we shall countersue, and I will recommend that you sue for defamation of character.  I will ask Frank Dolens to take the witness stand as a personal reference for you and also as an expert witness on business practices.  Next I will place John Coulter on the stand as another personal reference and an expert witness on accounting practises.  Then I believe I'd call on Constable Davis, or perhaps young Matt McAdam as character witnesses.  Last of all I'll have you get on the stand and will ask you about your last year and a half of revitalizing a nearly defunct cattle ranch.  This may be a small town, but you have made some very influential friends in a very short time.  If you are sued, I'm fully positive that we will win!"

"Hey wait a minute, Cyrus," I held up a hand.  "I really don't want to be involved in a lawsuit and I'm not out to put the company out of business.  I just think that if they are offering a course to people, it should be worth the time people invest in studying the bloody thing.  I'd be completely happy if they changed the damn course to something which was worth the time and effort it takes to finish it.  Sandy and I paid those buggers what I think of as large amount of money for a decent course, but they delivered crap and as far as I'm concerned all we really received was some very bad advice.  I hate to see anyone pay good money for a waste of bloody time and a mess of useless misinformation, but it pisses me off when it happens to me."

"Well, at that rate, I think we might handle the situation in a slightly different manner," he looked thoughtful.  "I could include a letter along with yours and initially only send the copy which is to go to the school.  I could express your feelings about wanting them to improve, but coming from me, it might carry a little extra weight.  The most obvious result would be that they might ignore the letter, or they might respond with a note that tries to belittle your claims and comments.  If they react in either manner, I'd recommend that you publish a copy of the letter in several newspapers and again, I would include a covering letter.  However, I can almost guarantee that they would react to that with a lawsuit."

"Look, if they are aboveboard, I want them to have a chance to improve, but if they try to sue me over that letter, you can call out the army, the navy, the air force and even the local wolf packs for all I care.  I just want to see people getting their money's worth out of courses of that kind.  I don't like to be ripped off and I don't think others should be ripped off either!"

In the long run I allowed Cyrus to send off my original letter, but to include a note from him along with it, and then wait until something developed or not.  I'll be honest, I left his office that day feeling as if I'd just opened a can of worms and I didn't like the feeling, but then I thought about the fact that I'd paid for more than I'd received and knew that annoyed me as well.  Right then I was feeling that I'd gotten involved in a situation I couldn't win.  On top of that it felt like I couldn't walk ten feet without someone greeting me and I wasn't really in the mood to stand around and BS the day away.

Instead of harping on it though, I dropped into the local hardware store and picked up a few supplies, then drove down to Frank Dolens' car dealership, to talk to him, his mechanic and his painter.  I wanted to know how hard it would be to get rings and other parts for a '49 Ford, flathead V8 motor.  Then while I was there I wanted to know where I could buy a decent spray gun so I could paint the machinery I was planning to repair in my workshop.  I couldn't see the sense in fixing things, then letting them rust.

I found that Tom had already told Frank about my old '49 Ford two-ton, so he had a full set of rings and a full set of gaskets sitting behind his parts counter, waiting for me to pick them up.  I had to chuckle at the idea that Frank was one step ahead of me again.

"Frank, I have another question.  Five years ago Grampa Bender had you rebuild a 48 Ford flathead, but he rolled the truck not long afterward.  As far as I know that engine was undamaged.  Can I just lift it out of the wreck and drop it in my two-ton?"

"The short answer is yes and no," he sighed.  "You see when we did that job for Toby, we had an almost new '65 Ford F150 out back which had been in a wreck.  Toby had been having starter and generator problems on that old '48, so Billy and Jerry stripped the wiring from the '65 and changed that old '48 from 6 volt to 12 volt.  That included the regulator, alternator, lights and virtually everything electric, so nothing will work on a '49's old 6 volt system, not even the oil and water temperature senders will work.  Besides, if that engine has been sitting for five years, it'll probably be seized up solid."

"Oh, I knew about the 12 volt system, because that's part of what I want to change on the two-ton, since I plan to stick a CB radio in it.  As for the old engine just sitting for five years, it hasn't.  There's still antifreeze in the engine block, because Grampa Bender connected the inlet and outlet hoses and there's still oil in the pan.  Then there's always been a tin can slipped over the carburetor inlet and another one over the exhaust, so no bugs or mice are hiding inside," I grinned then.  "Mostly though, it hasn't been sitting for five years.  Just after he parked that old wreck, Grampa Bender ran the starter cable out where it was easy to get at and every three or four months from then on, either he drove his old International tractor down there or I did.  We'd hook up the battery cables and use the starter to crank that old engine over for several minutes."

"You have got to be kidding me?" Frank said in a disbelieving tone.

"Nope, I'm telling you the cold hard truth," I laughed.  "Grampa Bender always planned to get another old truck and have the engines swapped, but he never got around to buying one.  He's the guy who taught me that you should run an engine at least twice a year or it will be ruined because the crankshaft and bearings will get deformed by sitting in one spot too long."

Franks started to laugh then, but after a moment he called in his mechanic for the back shop and told him the story.  "What do you think, Ted, will that old engine still work?"

"Well, turning it over as often as that would probably stop the bearings from deforming because it was sitting …" Ted paused, then he grinned.  "You know, I think it would work and it just goes to prove that the old man is one smart old cookie.  I'd want to replace the rotor, the distributer cap, the gauges, the alternator, the regulator, the fuse block and the various parts like that, because they'd be corroded by now.  You'd have to run in a complete new wiring harness and new lights on the new truck, all that stuff wouldn't need to be changed to run on 12 volt though.  Why not run a dual system with a 12 volt alternator and two 6 volt batteries, then you'd have both voltages and you could leave most of the wiring and lights as they are?"

"Well, actually, I was planning on running the engine that's in the truck for now, at least for a while longer, but I'll do a compression test on it before I use it much.  It really isn't burning as much oil as we originally thought, because it burned less than a quart in over a hundred miles, but when you first start it up it smokes quite bad, so I think it has badly worn rings.  I will take the parts though, and in the mean time I'm going to lift the engine out of the old '48.  I'll take it up to my shop and check it over completely inside and out, so I guess I'll need at least a set of new gaskets for that too, won't I?" I reached out and picked up the box of parts.  "Say, I just bought a compression tester to do that engine job, so while I'm here I guess I should ask what the compression on the cylinders of those engines should be."

"I can quote that one off the top of my head; a hundred and ten psi," Ted grinned at me.  "My older brother restored a '49 Ford Club Coupe that he's owned from the time he was sixteen and any time he had troubles, I worked on the engine for him."

"Ahha, a flathead engine expert who can answer all my dumb questions," I grinned.

"Yeah, in your case answers are cheap, but work still costs money, and I've got a potload of it to do today.  I'll see ya later," Ted grinned and waved his hand as he head back to his shop.

"Thanks, Ted, See ya," I called, then turned back to Frank.  "Now, I've got a couple of other questions for you, Frank.  I went over my figures the other day and I use quite a bit of fuel.  When I was at the auction I bought two tanks that each hold three-hundred gallons, so I'll use one for diesel and one for gas.  Now, I'll need fuel in those in a couple of months, hopefully after it's warm enough for me to get the tank stands set on a concrete base, but you'll be able to handle another bulk delivery, won't you?"

"Since you've got that nice new road run in, that won't be a problem at all," Frank grinned.  "Only I won't have an excuse to come out in order to deliver drums of fuel in the new truck anymore, will I?"

"Naw, you'll just have to come out for a visit instead.  Now I've got one more job while I'm here, but I'd better ask, do you mind if I go talk to your painter?  I'm going to need a sprayer that works on compressed air and I'll need to find out where to buy implement paint to stop rust from forming on the welds and repairs I'm doing to my machinery."

"Go ahead and talk to Art about that while I'll get back to my accounts, but stop in to see me again before you leave, would you?"

"No problem."

I headed back to the spray booth and found Art Dumfries, the painter, who was hand sanding a car's front fender.

"Hey, Chris, what's up?" he smiled.

"Hi, Art.  I came to pick your brains," I grinned.  "I'm doing some equipment repair and I need to find out where to buy John Deere paint and a paint sprayer, but I could probably use some instructions on how to do a decent spray job too."

"Well, first off, I've got a couple of sprayers that I've retired because I'm using a lot of new paints.  The old sprayers will do fine for acrylics or enamels though, which is what I'd expect you to be using.  I can let you have one of them for just about nothing, say a couple of cases of beer?"

"How about twenty bucks, then you can pick your own brand?" I hauled out my wallet and handed him a bill.

"Damn, I like doing business with you," he grinned.  "Now you're going to need an air drier and an oil filter on your compressor, but we ripped one out last fall, because I needed more air flow with the new paints.  The old one would work for a small rig though.  The box is under the bench over there and I'll bet if you talk nicely to the boss, he'd give it to you just to get rid of it,"

"Okay, I'll tackle him in a bit," I nodded.  "Now where do I get paint?  I need John Deere colours for now, just green and yellow."

"Oh my, do you have a lot to learn about painting.  First off, brand name colours are very specific mixtures, so you can't use just any old green or yellow," he laughed.  "I can probably mix the paint for you, but I'll get the colour numbers for the ingredients from a John Deere dealer first.  Then I think you should come in here for a few lessons.  Come to think of it, I heard you've got a dang good road down the hill now and that you're building up a helluva shop out there.  Why don't I come out to see you on Saturday and we'll see if we can get you set up."

"That suits me, just as long as the weather is good.  I wouldn't want you to get snowed in."

"No problem, I'll call and check with you anyway, but if I'm coming out to see you, why don't you leave that sprayer with me, and I'll tune it up to make sure it'll still work.  You can take the air drier out and talk to the boss about that though.  That thing belongs to the shop, not to me."

So I walked back out to the front carrying the box.  "Hey Frank, Art tells me you guys don't use this old air drier any more and I need one in my shop.  Would you sell it to me for fifty bucks?"

"No, but I'll pay you ten bucks to throw it in the back of your truck and get it out of my sight," he laughed.

"Since we're bargaining, how about we split the difference and I give you thirty?"

"Quit farting around and forget it, that's junk!" he stood up and took my elbow in his hand, then picked up my Ford parts in his other hand.  "Let's go put all this stuff in your truck, but before you go, I want you to see something out back."

So we walked around to his car lot.  There was a neat little Ford pickup sitting there, painted nearly the same colours as Car 54.  The whole truck looked in quite good shape and the box even had varnished wooden stock racks.

"Beth just turned sixteen, then went right out and got her driver's license, didn't she?  I think she should have a truck of her own, one that she could use to haul a horse or pull a small horse trailer.  When I saw this pickup in the car auction in Calgary the colour attracted my attention, but when I looked it over I thought of Beth, so I gambled and picked it up.  Mechanically it's sound as a dollar and it's not that old.  The interior and the upholstery are in great shape, if you strip off those ugly seat covers.  The exterior paint could use a cutwax job to bring it back and make it bright and shiny, but there doesn't seem to be any visible rust.  The only problem we can find with it is the tires.  I bought it for eighteen hundred and I can let you have it, tuned up, polished up and with new tires, for twenty-four."

"Let's go write out the papers," I grinned and nodded.  "I'll let you deliver it.  Just say it's a gift, and don't say who it's from.  Oh, and make sure this doesn't show up on any of my accounts either, she might see that on the farm accounts.  I'll even make a quick trip to the bank for the money, then you can write out the bill of sale for cash and list Beth as the new owner.  Since it's going to be a farm truck, John can even license and insure it on the farm's blanket policy with no fuss.  That way she'll have fun trying to find out who did buy it,"

"Your little sister must think you're just plain mean if you tease her like that," he laughed, slapping me on the shoulder.

I left Frank's office feeling much better than I had been when I arrived there.

As soon as I went home that day I ran that compression test on the two-ton's engine and its compression was definitely down, more on two cylinders than the others.  Then I threw on the vacuum guage and almost wept.  If I was reading it right it had weak valve springs and a couple of burnt valves.  So I called up Tom and the next evening he was there and ran the same tests.

"It isn't real bad," he sighed.  "It seems to be all on the top end, but who knows what we'll find when we pull it and open the pan.  What do you think?"

"I think we'll pick a good day and pull Grampa Bender's engine out of the wreck instead.  In the meantime I'll be real careful if I do use this beast, but I won't use it unless I have to," I matched his sigh.  "Really though, I can't see needing this truck for several months, so I have some time to work on it."

"Make that we and not just you, fella," he slapped my shoulder and grinned.  "You don't think you're going to get away with doing a neat job like that without me being involved, do you?  After all, I'm the guy with the reputation for being a mechanic, not you."

Art Dumfries did come out from town and teach me how to use a paint sprayer.  Of course part of that day was spent just showing him around the barnyard and the shop, then we spent an hour or so, mounting that air drier on my compressor.  He liked the setup in my workshop and he liked my compressor, but he told me the air tank was too small and warned me to get a bigger tank if I wanted to do any large jobs.  He did get me to spray two or three little jobs.  That lesson included how to thin the paint when necessary, how to use the sprayer on the job and how to clean up my sprayer afterward.  By the time he was ready to leave I felt I owed him a favour for all his help.

Art just laughed and pointed in the direction of the road.  "My family and I owe you a ton more than this.  Not only did you save Jason thousands of bucks on the electric service to the ranch, but you arranged to run in an emergency road that eliminates all the big hills.  On top of that you've brought in other people on the county road, so the county does some maintenance on it now.  I can actually drive out there to see him and his family with a normal car and they can get into town easily.  So you can count this as a small part of the backlog of favours we owe you, okay?"

"I was just looking after number one," I laughed.  "If you got some benefit out of it, it was accidental."

"Yeah, maybe that's so, but then you killed off that crazy woman's damn dog that ran wild.  Do you know my landlady was terrified to walk from the house to the car for the week after that woman was killed.  The whole damn town was worried as hell.  I'll bet in the week before you killed it, the hardware store sold more rifles and ammunition than they sell during the week before the opening of hunting season," he shook his head then and chuckled.  "It's funny now, but I was even looking every which way and wondering if that damn dog was going to show up around the next corner.  When Don Taylor and Constable Davis started spreading the word that you'd killed it, the whole town breathed a sigh of relief."

"Hey, I hadn't even heard about Marjory Deloitte being killed by her dog.  I was just protecting my family's animals and happened to be in the right place at the right time.  My Dad and my brother are the ones who did the real work."

"Yeah, well right now any member of your family could rob the bank in front of the whole town, and I'll bet you couldn't find one person willing to be a witness in court," he laughed as he opened the door to his pickup, then waved and hollered over his shoulder.  "See ya, Buddy."

The next weekend we had a lot of visitors, probably because the weather was good and there was no forecast of snow.  In fact we had a mild chinook, which seems to entice people into visiting and my new shop tools seemed to be as good an excuse as anyone needed to drop on by.  Sandy kept track and we had over forty visitors between Saturday morning and Sunday evening, which had to be a record of some sort. 

It was on Sunday morning while my family were having coffee with us that I mentioned what Art Dumfries had told me about the town having been terrified of the dog. 

"You haven't spent much time in town and seen what it's like, have you?" Mom asked.  "I'll swear I can't walk down the street without someone coming up and thanking me for that dog being dead.  For some reason they all seem to think the whole family went out and hunted it down, just for them."

"It was crazy at school the next day," Beth shook her head.  "Just ask Tom or George what they went through."

"Hey, it wouldn't have been so much of a circus, but I guess the kids had been worried about walking to school, so the Principal called an assembly on the Monday morning.  He stood up there and announced that the Crawford family and the Bender clan had formed a posse to hunt down the dog pack that was ravaging their herds.  Supposedly Will had been viciously attacked and Chris, being his brother, had vowed revenge, so everyone had jumped on their snowmobiles and chased the dogs into a blind canyon that had only one exit.  Chris had taken a stand there and even though he was under attack, he had shot the most wily dogs, including the one which had murder Miss Deloitte," George just shook his head.  "I was pissed off with the Principal and told him afterward that he'd stretched the truth so far it almost snapped.  The stupid ass!"

"Of course no matter what any of us say, the kids just think we're being coy or something," Beth snorted.  "They simply refuse to believe that we weren't even there."

"Well, there isn't much we can do about it.  You know how folks are with rumours, they'd rather believe a fancy lie than the plain truth, at least this one is quite complimentary and it does have some basis in fact," Dad chuckled.  "This just gives the old biddies around town another short chapter to add to the Bender family legend."

We all had a chuckle about that.

The next couple of months were extremely busy for me, even though it was winter and ranchers are reputed to be bored most of the winter.  By buying all that farm equipment and then those tools, I had lots to do.  I often spent eight or ten hours each day, just tearing something apart, cleaning and checking every part for wear and damage, then doing any repairs that were necessary.  After that came the fun part, which was putting it all back together again.  Of course at some point between the time I'd fixed the machine, then parked it back in the equipment shed, I'd paint it so it looked almost like new.

I didn't always work alone either.  Tom and George often dropped by on the weekends, but so did Dad and Wil, only they usually dropped by during the week.  Matt and John came by once or twice when they were home from Olds and they spent one whole day with me, helping to build a wall around one corner of the main shop, so we could protect the lathe and milling machine from the worst dust and dirt. Then Tom and George came by another weekend when the weather was trying to cooperate, so we dug Grampa Bender's old wreck out of the snow, found some tires to fit it, then dragged it up near the workshop.  It wasn't warm enough to take off our gloves and work bare handed, so we didn't pull the engine, but at least we were able to shift things around in the equipment shed and store the old wreck inside.  Tom and I whipped off the hood, then pulled the carburetor and alternator so we could take them into the workshop and fiddle with them.  That was more of a symbolic gesture than anything
though, we really didn't get a lot of work done on them that day.

I'll be honest, by that time I was starting to enjoy the company of friends and relatives a lot more because they broke up the tedium of daily existence.  Both Sandy and I were both looking forward to nicer weather by the time February rolled around.




Chapter 53:

Winter Conditions - Chains Mandatory

About the second week in February I received a long distance phone call that really surprised me.  It was from a big wig at the correspondence school that I'd complained about and the man was extremely apologetic.  According to him the person who had handled Sandy's and my request to take the course on small business management had been quite inexperienced.  The person in question had not realized that the material sent to us had been withdrawn from use and should have been destroyed since it was no longer applicable.  He advised me that there was a refund cheque in the mail to us and as well the school was sending us the proper materials for the course at no expense.  The man even thanked me for my accurate critique of the course material I'd seen previously and for calling their attention to the fact that the wrong study material was in use.  The man was so apologetic and so effusive that I had a hard time getting a word in edgewise, but finally I managed to get off the
phone.

I thought I'd best call my lawyer right away, just in case this was a snow job, but Cyrus soon eased my worries on that account.

"Actually, Chris, the man refers to himself as the school Principal and he asked me to approach you to assess the new course for a rather generous payment," Cyrus laughed softly.  "It seems he reviewed a copy of your test results as was extremely impressed with what you had written, then with the critical letter in which you pointed out the faults of the old course."

"Well, I talked to him and I hope he got the idea I wasn't interested in any further courses from his school.  They had their chance and wasted a month of my time and I can't afford to screw around with any more of their mickey duck courses.  I've got far too much work to do as it is.  If they're offering to pay someone to go over the new course they're sending out, why not have him ask Mom and Dad to look it over?  After all, they're the people who taught me what little I know."

"But the man has apologized for their mistake and offered restitution?"

"Cyrus, apologies are cheap and the cost of the course is really just peanuts.  The man is sending me a cheque for the cost of the course and a copy of a duplicate course, which he isn't even certain is corrected.  That is all he mentioned to me, and your mention of his offer is a second hand conversation, which sounds to me like a shyster's trick.  To me the man and his school are nothing more than a waste of time, but I have a ranch to run and time to me is money.  You don't seem to understand that I feel that crook wasted almost a month of Sandy's and my time and we cannot get that time back.  In that time I could probably have repaired a few thousand dollars worth of equipment, but now I may have to repair broken equipment at a time when I can ill afford it or else I'll have to rent equipment from someone else.  His waste of my time in January is going to cost me money next July or August.  If he calls you again, pass that on to him and you might mention that he
should think about reimbursing all the people who have taken that crappy course for both their time and their money."

"Chris, I think you're being slightly unreasonable."

"Cyrus, you don't seem to understand just how busy I am.  Do me a favour and review the file you have on me and on the Bender clan as a whole, then have a look at our influence on the community.  We have that influence because of our reputation and that reputation is based on two facts; one that we treat people honestly, and two that we work like beavers to beat any deadline we promise to meet.  Grampa Bender had the faith to ask me to care for the property and the people of this extended family and I've done my best to follow in his footsteps.  I take the task he passed to me quite seriously and I've extended that attitude to include a large number of friends and neighbours.  You were mentioning the other day how much people seem to trust me to make good decisions, but you aren't listening to me right now.  With that in mind, and before I say something both of us might regret, I'm getting off this phone.  I'll talk to you when I've cooled down and you've had time to
think."

I had just hung up the phone and was taking a deep breath when Sandy set a cup of coffee on my desk.

"What was all that about?" she asked quietly.

"I just can't seem to get Cyrus to understand how much I hate the time we wasted on that stupid correspondence course we did in January," I held up a finger and thumb almost touching each other.  "He had me so angry that I was about that close to telling him I wanted a new lawyer."

"But he's a very good lawyer, isn't he?"

"He's an excellent lawyer, but he seems to think that all I do is sit on the front porch and twiddle my thumbs, watching the snow fall or the grass grow," I grumbled.  "I don't think he has any idea how hard we work most of the time."

"You should invite him out to work on the haying next summer," she smiled wickedly.

"No, he'd die of exhaustion and we'd be held to blame for his death," I had to grin.

Just then the phone rang.  It was Dad.

"Our lawyer just called.  He hardly had a chance to explain why he was calling before your mother lost her temper, chewed his ear off by telling him he had no fucking idea how the real world worked, then hung up on him and told me to call you.  So, do you know what's going on?"

"Oh, it all goes back to that correspondence course Sandy and I took last month, which turned out to be a waste of our time.  I made the mistake of getting Cyrus involved by asking him to check a letter I'd written to the correspondence school when I complained that the course was worse than useless.  The guy who runs the school contacted me and they're refunding our money and sending out a replacement course which they want me to critique.  Cyrus can't seem to understand that I don't have the time to waste on it and to be honest, he pissed me off by being so damn obtuse.  He seems to think we have time to burn."

"I have noticed that he doesn't think we work very hard," Dad commented.  "Do we need to look for a new lawyer."

"No, but I certainly thought about it," I had to laugh that Dad knew me so well.  "It annoys me that most folks seem to think we laze around and do nothing all winter long."

"Well, there are times when we don't do much more than the chores, but there are other times when we work our buns off for sixteen or eighteen hours a day for weeks on end.  Town folks never seem to notice those times."

"That's because during the times when we're busy we don't go to town, not unless we absolutely have too. Then if we do go to town when we're busy, we rush in and out so fast no one sees much of us."

"I think I'll go to town today," Dad frowned deeply.  "I'll take along a copy of the time sheet that Corrinna made out for the month of August since it lists what she and Wil did during the month.  I'll just happen to mention that Corrina and Wil are only two of the six people who work on this farm and that right now you and Sandy are alone on the ranch."

"But that's August, not now, and they were working on a farm, not a ranch."

"Just how many tons of hay did you two and the two McAdam boys take off the fields in August last year?" he snorted.  "Then what if I mention that road you guys built, or the equipment shed and workshop you put up?  Besides, how many horses and cows are you feeding right now and how many machines have you rebuilt in the last while?  I have a very good idea of how much work you do, but does Cyrus?"

"Okay, okay.  Maybe you can convince him that I stay busy and that I earn my money, but I don't want to know anything about your discussion with him right now.  Why don't you tell him that I'm having thoughts about finding a new lawyer and ask him what effect he thought my yanking our business out of his hands would have on his business in Mountview?  Tell him I still have a copy of that letter I wrote about that correspondence school and I could easily add his recent advise to that, then send it off to the newspapers.  Ask him how that would look to people.  Or don't do any of that, right now I really don't care one way or the other.  I don't want to talk to him or even think about him until I'm in a better frame of mind."

"Fine, I'll talk to you in a day or two then," Dad said and hung up.

Since I was in a bit of a grumpy mood I went out to the shop and found a job that required me to do some hard physical labour.  I straightened out the bent and twisted metal plates of the old manure scoop which fit the front end loader.  It was actually rather satisfying to heat a section of bent metal, then hammer it back into shape and swinging a sledge hammer let me work out my frustrations.

I was certainly in a better mood by the time I was done evening chores and sitting down to listen to the news and weather, but that was hardly finished when the phone rang.  Sandy answered it, but handed it to me.

"It's Beth, she wants to talk to you," she looked at me with slightly raised eyebrows.

"Hi, Beth.  What's up?"

"It was you, wasn't it?"

"I don't know, what am I supposed to have done now?"

"You bought me a truck, didn't you?"

"What?"

"A pickup, a real neat little pickup truck, with new tires and stock racks and everything."

"What pickup truck?"

"One that looks like your car, the same colour and the same make, just a different year and style."

"I'm sorry, you're losing me somehow.  Just where did this pickup come from?"

"It was at school, at lunch and Mr. Dolens came into home room with a set of keys and said someone had given him the instructions to give me a pickup truck, but he wouldn't say who.  He even gave me the ownership papers and all, right there in class in front of everyone I know.  The bill of sale says it was paid for in cash, so that's no darn help."

"Well, then I'd say whoever gave it to you wants to be anonymous," I chuckled softly.  "I do wonder why you'd think it was me though?  I do think it's a neat stunt, so if you find out who it was tell me, huh?"

"I was sure it was you because it's the kind of thing you'd do and you're the guy who seems to be in the middle of all the neat stuff," she squawked in frustration.  "Nobody seems to know who did it though and it's driving me buggy.  Mr. Dolens is no help either, he just laughs when I ask him anything about it."

"Well, I can't seem to help you much, so what are you going to do?"

"Right now?  I guess I'll drive over to George's and show his parents.  I don't know."

"Well, I wouldn't come up here tonight if I were you.  The wind seems to be coming up, there's some snow in the air and the weather people are forecasting an incoming storm front."

"Oh great, I've been given a nice truck that'll be fun to drive and a blizzard blows in.  Thanks for nothing, Big Brother, that's no help at all.  Now it looks like I'll be parking the truck somewhere out of the weather for the night."

"Well, why don't you take it down to the big equipment shed and polish it up or something?"

"There's no point," she giggled.  "It's already polished within an inch of it's life.  It looks brand new.  Anyway, I'm gonna run.  I'll talk to you later."

"Bye Beth," I grinned as I hung up.

"So what was that about?" Sandy asked.

"It seems Frank Dolens handed Beth the keys to a pickup truck today and wouldn't tell her who paid for it.  She was certain it had to be me."

"So was it?  Do I have to hide a big cheque from showing up in this month's accounts?"

"Sandy, the last cheque I wrote was at the hardware store for about eighty six bucks.  The cheque before that was the big one at the auction.  And for your information, the only thing I've added to my monthly account at Frank Dolens' in the last while is some parts for the engine of the big Ford truck and some paint that Art delivered.  I'll be honest after those two auctions, I don't think the checking account could cover the cost of a road worthy bicycle, let alone a fancy truck," I sighed then, thinking that this darn white lie was getting too darn complicated.  "And, before you ask, I didn't trade Frank either a cow or a horse for a truck and I didn't offer to do a favour for him, or anything of that sort either.  Okay?"

"Okay, please don't get annoyed about my questions," Sandy grinned.  "It's just that Beth called me before you came in.  She thought it might have been Jess, Jean and I, but when I denied it, she decided it had to be you.  She said she'd call you and ask, but thought you might trick her, so she asked me to double check for her.  I told her I thought it might be something Carissa and Corrinna dreamed up."

"Oh, I don't think so.  Carissa likes to be in the limelight too much for that.  She wouldn't hide any gift, instead she'd broadcast it to the world."

Then the phone rang again and I picked it up.

"Hello."

"Hi, Chris, it's Carissa.  Is Sandy somewhere close?"

"Gee, were your ears burning, we were just talking about you," I chuckled.  "Here's Sandy."

So I handed the phone to Sandy and thought I'd do a last check around outside.  It was blowing hard and gusting at times, so I turned on the yard lights and went out to check that the snow ropes were all still in place and while I was out I checked the animals again.  When it came to winter blizzards I believed in the old adage; 'Better safe than sorry.' Everything was okay, so I was back inside in a very short time.

That blizzard set in and we ended up being stuck for three days as it blew and snowed, but the day the blizzard broke we got hit by a chinook for a few hours.  While it was warm I managed to plow out most of snow in the yard and even cleared the few drifts that had formed on the way up the hill.  Unfortunately I didn't have time to plow the section from the top of the hill out to the municipal road.  That night the temperature dropped, so the wet snow drifts soon developed a solid crust, then temperature remained well below freezing for a week.  Then just to make things interesting we had a mini- blizzard blow through, dropping six inches of fresh snow on top of the ice.  That really put a kink into everyone's travel plans, because fresh snow on top of an icey crust can even make walking dangerous if you aren't exceptionally careful where and how you place your feet.

I just love Alberta weather, it's never boring.  Yes, I am being somewhat sarcastic, because at times like that one, the weather makes life rather inconvenient.

The wheeled tractors that I had at the ranch weren't really up to handling the crust on the heavy drifts and Dad's D4 Cat had ended up down at the home farm, but my D4 wasn't repaired yet.  That meant we were stuck at home, which wasn't really a problem, after all we had plenty of supplies, but if we wanted to go anywhere we had to use snowmobiles.  Neither Sandy nor I were really ready to fight Mother Nature though and we both had ample work to do, so we could stay busy.  Which meant that after doing my normal chores, I worked in my workshop, while Sandy found things to do in the house.  Now I don't mean to imply that she was a total 'house mouse' because she wasn't.  If I needed a hand doing anything outside, she was ready and willing to help, but she just didn't like cold weather, so if she had a choice she stayed inside.  Not only that, but Sandy loved our new forced-air furnace that kept the cabin at a toasty 72 degrees fahrenheit even on the coldest days of the
winter.

While we were somewhat isolated by nature's version of a skating rink, we certainly weren't cut off from anyone.  The phone still worked, so did the CB radio and, as I've mentioned before we each had snowmobiles.  In fact as far as snowmobiles were concerned, I think every farmer or rancher in the area had one or more of them, and each person seemed to have his own favourite brand.  Which meant that while we didn't get out much, other people did drop by to see us and at times our front yard looked like a used snowmobile parking lot.  One Saturday morning I happened to notice all the different brands parked in our yard.  There were three machines made by 'Ski-Doo,' an 'Aloulette,' two by 'OMC,' a 'Snowcruiser,' a 'Starcraft,' and even a 'John Deere' sitting there that day.  That didn't include Sandy's machine or mine either, they were parked in the carport next to the house.

There were about ten visitors in the house that day and all of them were quite young, so it was a madhouse.  That was also the day Beth came up to me and gave me a huge hug, then grinned as she beamed up at me.

"I know it was you," she declared.  "I even figured out how you did it.  You paid cash, you bugger, and you took it out of your old personal bank account, the one that you've had since you were a kid, so it wouldn't show up on the regular ranch accounts.  But, now I have a favour to ask of you."

"Well, I'm glad you think you've figured out some mystery or the other and I don't mind being made to sound generous, but I'm not sure what you're talking about," I laughed.  "Now just what have I supposedly done and what is this favour you're asking me?"

"I'm talking about my pickup truck and you know it!" she giggled.  "But, I'd like to repaint my old horse trailer that I left parked here last year, only it needs some work done to it first.  I want it to be just as clean and neat as the truck.  I can do most of the work, but I might need some help.  I'd like to do it here since you've got the best workshop around and I know I'm going the need help doing some of the work, especially with the painting."

"Yeah, I'll help you do that, but you'll have to do most of the work and buy both the parts and paint you need.  I'll just show you how to do the work and help if you get stuck, okay?"

"Oh yeah, that's just what I want.  I'm going to fix it up nice and paint it so it matches my truck so when I take a horse or two to a show everyone will notice," then she ran off, almost bouncing as she raced away.

I just shook my head and grabbed a cup of coffee, then went to sit down.  I'd hardly gotten comfortable and had a sip of coffee before Wil came in and sat down near me and smiled rather tentatively.

"Hi, Chris, are you in a good mood?" he asked.

"Well yeah, I think so, why?  What's wrong now?"

"Well, Dad and I were wondering if you've done much work on your D4 yet?"

"Nope, and I'm not sure that was the best deal in the world right now.  I was hoping to get a lot more work done on D4 this winter so I could use it in the spring, but everything else is taking up my time.  Why, do you want to buy it from me for parts to use on yours?  Considering that your D4 is in a lot better shape, that'd be a bit silly, wouldn't it?"

"Actually right now, that's exactly what we'd like to do.  You see we had a little accident late yesterday afternoon," he sighed deeply.  "Before this storm blew in Dad and I were working on our old chisel cultivator, changing the chisel blades.  To make the job easy we'd flipped it over, upside down and we'd just finished when the storm caught us, so we didn't get a chance to flip it back right side up.  Then yesterday I was running the D4, taking the heavy drifts and Dad was running the front end loader, cleaning up the lighter stuff.  I was clearing out the front of the equipment shed since the drifts were deep there, and Dad was working on the west side when he accidentally hooked the loader bucket under the edge of the cultivator.  Something distracted him as he lifted the bucket, so he wasn't watching what was going on as closely as he should have.  I happened to be plowing past just he lifted that damn cultivator from one side, then it caught an edge and flipped
over, landing right side up and pointed side down.  But, all those chisel points dropped right on the front end of the D4."

Wil took another deep breath and shook his head.  "Another five feet and I'd have been there when all those spike teeth came down and those damn things made a helluva mess of the old cat, but what they'd have done to me isn't something I want to think about.  Needless to say that cultivator screwed the D4 up but good.  First off, the points tore up the hood something fierce, but they dropped further than that.  They did a hell of a pile of damage to various engine parts, not the block, but other things.  Right off the bat I saw they had busted the water pump and a rad hose, so I knew we had troubles.  The D4's engine was still running though, so we hooked a chain on the cultivator frame and Dad lifted it with the loader while I backed away and got clear.  I was able to drive the D4 inside the equipment shed before it overheated, but it left a trail of antifreeze on the snow and we had to clean that up right away, so it wouldn't kill any of our dogs or cats.  I'm not
sure that I was all that much help about then though, I was shaking too much."

"Holy cow, I'll just bet you were pretty darn upset about then," I chuckled.

"Oh, I was," Will managed a wry grin.  "I think I accused Dad of trying to kill me, amongst other things, but he was just white as a ghost so I knew it was an accident.  Anyway, we got the D4 inside, then started to look it over.  What a mess!  The hood and the engine covers are destroyed, but that's nothing compared to the other crap that happened.  One of the spikes wiped out the cast iron clutch bracket on the pup engine and even left a dent in the steel casing that covers the flywheel ring gear.  Another spike cracked the air intake manifold and a third broke the water pump.  Of course that shifted and tore one of the rad hoses, then knocked the fan into the rad, which wiped out a circular pattern in the rad core," he paused and looked at me somewhat hopefully.  "To make a long story short, instead of going on a wild hunt for parts, we thought perhaps you'd sell us the old D4 you bought and we could use what we want, then part out anything we don't need. 
We'd be quite willing to pay you what you paid for it and we'll split any profit we make on selling spare parts.  Besides that we'd even commit to doing some extra work with one of us to run the cat, if and when you need any cat-skinning done next spring."

"That sounds reasonable to me, but you're going to have a job getting it down home right now, aren't you?  Between all this ice and drifted snow you're going to have a hard time getting a flat deck truck up here at this time of the year.  There are three and four foot drifts up around Matt and Carissa's places, and that fancy gate we put in is almost buried, then who knows what's happened on the county road coming up the long hill."

"Well, actually we got through to Charlie Engels on the phone and he's going to be coming out this way to work on the Hydro's access road for them anyway.  Jason Dumfries hasn't had electricity for a week and Hydro gave Charlie the job of clearing the road to the break in the hydro lines, which is up on one of the hills northwest of here.  Somehow a pole got wiped out and they have to get in there with a pole truck, so Charlie's cat will be going right past here on the way.  Then while the cat is clearing the road out to Jason's place, Charlie can have his truck driver come here, load out your D4 and deliver it right to our yard."

"Hmm, so when is Charlie's crew going to be starting the job?"

"Charlie's cat operator will be starting on the county road on Tuesday.  He'll probably be at the top of the hill by sometime Wednesday, so I'd say Charlie or his driver should be here sometime about the middle of the week, depending on other commitments of course."

"Oh man, and I was hoping to get at some other work this week," I sighed.  "Oh well, getting rid of that beast is probably a good thing, but I'm going to insist that you take the whole rig.  I want it completely out of here, dozer blade and all, because I'm not going to start keeping things that aren't useful to my operation, not unless they have sentimental value in some way."

"Yeah, Dad and I were saying the same thing just the other day, so we're going to clean up down home too.  Now if you'd like, I'm not doing much for the rest of the day, maybe we can draft some of these bodies to help and get the D4 ready to move out next week."

"Heck, it's parked in the unheated equipment shed.  It's going to take a day or two to even heat the block enough to start the engine, just so I can load the darn thing," I snorted.  "Then I'm going to have to hope I don't throw a track as we're driving it onto the trailer."

"You mean the engine runs?"

"Oh yeah, I drove it onto the trailer in Olds and into the equipment shed when I got home, but I was praying that I wouldn't throw a track as I moved it because the track rollers are worn so badly.  The engine runs well enough, but I don't know how badly worn it is.  The rest of the machine is in rough shape too.  The track is sloppy and the track rollers are badly worn, which is why I went out and bought the lathe and the welder.  I was planning to pull all the rollers, build up the surface with hard metal rod, then machine them to spec.  That alone is probably a two or three week job, which is what I had originally counted on doing this winter, but I suppose instead I can start to swap out the engine in the two-ton, because that should be done as well.

"Actually, I was counting on using that cat and doing a lot of work up on the half section up near the road next spring.  At one point that whole half section was plowed and planted, back when the Frenchmen owned it, but that was before Grampa Bender bought it.  They used to have their sod shacks right where Matt and Carissa built their new houses, which is how I knew there was drinkable water available if they drilled a well.  First I was going to use the brush hog and chop down all the scrub brush and weeds in that area, then I was going to run over it with the Cat and rip through it with a subsoiler.  I figure if a guy breaks through the hardpan, maybe that'll stop the rain and snow melt from running off so quickly and it'll absorb into the soil.  Then I perhaps can grow hay up there and make the land worth something."

"But what about the new lease agreement with the government, doesn't it say you can't do that sort of thing to large areas?  Isn't there some big percentage that needs to remain just as it is, so the land is almost completely natural on the whole lease," Wil frowned.

"On the lease, yeah," I grinned.  "But you see Grampa Bender bought that half-section of land from the original homesteaders when they moved out, and I bought that land from him last year.  So I own that half-section free and clear, not just the part where the McAdam boys and Carissa each have their leases.  I can farm that land in whatever way I want, as long as I don't cause problems on the leased land, and don't disturb any of my neighbours."

"What neighbours?" he laughed.  "There's a road on the east side and your lease on the west and south, then there's a hill and a big coulee to the north, but that's all on government land."

"Well, I'm working with the district agriculturist and the hydroelectric company on the project, just to be certain I don't tread on any toes.  For instance, I think this winter is already proof of what those caragana hedges can do in place of snow fences.  Everything else is drifting in badly, but our section of road is relatively clear, so I want to plant more caragana hedges along the road, probably about fifty or a hundred yards back from each side.  I'd like to run that hedge from the top of the hill all the way to Matt and Carissa's leases, and if I work it right I might get some government or even hydro funds to help cover the cost of the plants I'll need to do it.  On top of that I may end up getting government help with the cost of the grass seed I want to plant on the half section.  According to the district agriculturist there's a good chance they'll go for it, especially if I use native grass seed, which is mostly fescues and grasses of that sort and those are good
enough for a hay crop.  If that works out, I might even scatter some alfalfa and clover seed on the area in a few years, but we'll see about that."

"Man, you are working every possible angle, aren't you?" Wil chuckled.

"Hey, why not use any goverment freebie or service you can get?" I grinned.  "Let's be honest, we pay a lot of taxes, so we might as well take advantage of whatever services the government provides.  If I can milk a little bonus out of them, it's better than seeing it go into some pork barrel project proposed by some crooked politician."

We chatted a while more, then Wil and I, followed by Tom, George and Matt, wandered out to the equipment shed and checked over the old D4.  Wil wanted to be certain they could use the parts before they went to all the work of moving it, and I didn't want to fool around with it if it wasn't a workable idea either.  It was tucked in a dark corner though, so the guys set out to shift the old manure spreader and the discs that were blocking it in, because Wil thought we could drag the D4 back into better light.  It was fairly warm inside the equipment shed that day though, so I thought it might be possible to run the engine and move it on it's own, but first I checked over the oil and antifreeze levels, then made certain it had fuel.

Author's note:

You can skip this section if you don't want to learn how to start an old diesel engine.



Starting an older diesel engine isn't easy, you don't just push a button and wait for the engine to spin over and start to purr like you do on the newer engines.  Instead there is a very strict and somewhat complex procedure that must be followed, all because older diesel engines can be a rank bearcat to start, especially in cold weather.  Since they burned diesel fuel, they were an early compression engine, but they were a massive beast and had really low compression compared to modern engines.  Along with those engine's sheer mass and low compression ratio, part of the reason they're hard to start is their method of fuel combustion, because a diesel has no auxilliary ignition, so no spark plugs and the older ones didn't have preheaters.  Instead the pistons moving in the cylinders raise the compression level of the diesel and air mixture until it becomes so hot it explodes.  Actually, that's what makes any diesel engine run, even modern ones.



On modern diesel cars, trucks and tractors you have an electric starter, which is nothing more than an electric motor that spins the engine fast enough to raise cylinder compression to the point of ignition and the starting process is quite simple.  However, the older diesel engines, like the D4, didn't have an electric starter and the process was complex.  Instead older diesels had something called a 'pup' or 'pony' engine, which ran on gasoline and was used to start the diesel engine spinning over.  That's similar to how a modern electric starter does the job, only you had to start the pup first, and it was usually started by hand, but then all the other starting operations were hands-on as well.



Actually the first step in the procedure of starting that old D4 was to make certain the main engine controls were set correctly.  First, you made sure the machine wasn't in gear and the main clutch was released, then you checked that the throttle of the diesel engine was in the off position and locked in place.  Some guys automatically assume that to be the case since a diesel engine is shut down by shutting off the fuel, but that throttle off position should always be checked before you try to start a cold engine.  If you don't and happen to have the throttle open, unburned diesel fuel can wash the lubrication from the cylinder walls of the engine, which can damage the cylinders quite quickly.  After you've made sure the main engine is ready, you can move on to start the 'pup' and since it should have been stopped by shutting off the gas, you're first step is to turn the gas feed on.  Next you pick up the starter cord, usually just a hank of cord with a knot on one end and a stick
or handle of some kind on the other.  Projecting through the dashboard of the cat, you'll see the circular starter pulley for the pup, which has a set of slots made to hold the knot of your starter cord.  Slide the knot in one slot and wrap the cord around the pup's starter pulley a few times, then pull the cord by the handle.  If you're lucky that little motor starts the first time, if not you repeat those steps as long as necessary, but once the pup engine is running smoothly you can move on with starting the D4.  The main throttle is still turned off, but once the pup is running well, you move to the left side of the main engine at the rear, and you'll find the compression relief lever for the diesel engine's cylinders.  I almost always start by relieving the compression on an older diesel engine when I first spin it over, especially if the weather is cold.



Now comes the big test – it's time to engage the pup.  To do that you operate the pup's engine clutch brake, which stops the pup engine's pinion, then you can use a separate lever to engage the pup's pinion with the diesel engine's ring gear.  Once the pinion is solidly engaged, you can release the pup engine clutch brake and hopefully the pup will spin the main engine.  After the main engine has spun for a while, you can try to close the compression release valves, but if you do it too soon the pup engine may not have enough power to keep the main engine spinning over.  Be warned, it may take some time to warm a cold engine enough for it to run freely, but to pass the time you can watch for the oil pressure in the engine to slowly rise.  Then after several minutes time, once the engine is spinning freely, even after the compression relief valves are closed, you can start the diesel engine by simply opening the throttle.  If you've done the warmup properly the cat's engine
will begin to rattle, clatter and growl like any normal diesel.  Once the diesel is running well, you can return the pup's clutch lever to its original position and shut off the gas to the carburetor, then let the little engine run freely until it drains the carb and leaves everything ready for the next time.  The pup has done its work for the day, you hope!


Since it was cold, starting the cat was a long process that day, eventually though the D4's engine did cooperate, it just took a while before it was started and warmed up enough so I could back the cat out into the daylight.  At least the hydraulics still worked, so the dozer blade lifted, and luckily I didn't throw a track when I moved it out into the open.  Then the guys helped me as we shoved the other old machinery into the back section of the shed where the cat had been sitting.  Meanwhile Wil checked out the engine in the daylight and made sure the pieces on my old D4 looked similar to what they'd had on theirs before the accident wiped things out.  He must have decided the pieces from my machine could be made to work though since he wrote me out a check for the old D4 Cat right then and there.  Then he went hustling inside to phone Dad and tell him it was a done deal, but that I was insisting they take the dozer blade and any extra parts that I happened to have to fit the
D4.  Once he'd rushed off, I slowly swung the old cat around and backed it into the equipment shed so it would be ready to load out when Charlie Engels' truck driver came for it.

At that moment I was of two minds about selling that old D4, in one way I still wanted to prove that I could do the work, but at the same time I was glad to see it go because of the time I'd gain.  However I knew that if I had to work around Wil and Dad's schedule in the spring, there was no guarantee that I'd be doing the jobs I wanted to do at the time I wanted to do them.  Somehow I felt I was losing on one hand while gaining on the other, but I'd made the decision, so I was going to have to live with it.  I reached out and shut down the throttle on the old girl, then climbed down and put it out of my mind for the time being.

The guys made it easy for me to do that though since they all wanted to see what I'd been doing in the workshop.  I didn't have a lot to show them, because I was in between jobs at the moment.  I did have the fun of seeing Tom's eyes when he saw the engine from Grampa Bender's old truck mounted on the engine stand I'd built.  That perked up my mood because he was all for tearing into the engine then and there, until I reminded him that Jess and Jean would probably throttle him if he got his clean clothes messed up with grease and grime.  Of course that didn't stop him from checking out my engine stand and commenting on how handy it looked, which pleased me since I'd spent a few hours designing and building that stand.

For one thing, it was adaptable and could use both the original motor mounts and the bell housing mounting bolts to hold several different engines just by changing a few brackets.  To make it convenient I'd built solid 'A' frame brackets on each end, with a bearing and clamp arrangement that could be adjusted to various angles.  That way an engine could be worked on right side up, or spun on it's axis to any angle, including inverted.  And, it was solid, the base was actually built on a rectangular frame of angle iron, but was ballasted by a thick cast concrete weight which added stability.  The rollers were retractable, so with the rollers down, you could shift the engine stand to any position in the shop, but with the rollers retracted the stand would be stable and steady.  When the ballast weight was resting solidly on the floor the whole unit was stabilized, even though the engine was mounted at bench height.

First Tom tried to rock the whole stand, next he checked out how to adjust the angle of the engine.  Then he looked over the brackets that bolted to the engine mounts and those that held the bell housing.  Lastly he operated the two levers that lowered the rollers and raised the base, shifted the engine stand a short distance across the floor, then moved it back and set it down where it had been sitting.

"Damn, I want one just like this," he grinned.  "What will you charge me to build one?"

"Unh uh," I laughed as I shook my head.  "You want one, you build it.  You're welcome to take measurements if you want, but I won't build another one.  Besides, I wouldn't have a clue what to charge you for one since I built this one out of scrap metal and a few bits and pieces I bought, so I have no idea of material costs.  Right now my time is tied up anyway and I'm not about to tackle a project for someone else."

"Yeah, I suppose," Tom shook his head.  "When do you plan to get to work on this engine?"

"I'm not in a rush on it.  I've got several other things that I'll need to finish sooner," I sighed.  "Actually since the D4 is gone, I might get at it in March, depending on what jobs I get done before that and some of those things I have to do depend on the weather."

That led to a discussion about my plans for the spring and summer, so we carried on talking as we walked back to the house, deciding it was time for another coffee and perhaps a bite to eat.  Sandy and the girls made everyone a snack, then not much later all our guests were climbing on their snowmobiles to head for home.  Sandy and I stood on the porch and watched as the line of machines crossed the bridge and roared up the hill.

"I was surprised that you sold your old caterpillar tractor so easily," Sandy commented.

"It shouldn't be, if you really think about it," I smiled.  "When I bought it, I knew the D4 was a bargain, but that was then and this is now.  Since that time I've made other purchases and circumstances here on the ranch have changed, so Wil spoke to me today, the D4 was a better bargain for him than it was for me.  By selling it to Wil, I've accomplished several things at one time.  First off they can repair Dad's D4, then as well as that, Will has a greater investment in the machine, but at the same time I reduce the amount of pressure I'm working under.  So, at no cost to me, I've helped out my family in at least two ways and I've gained time to work on other projects that I need to finish by spring.  I'll admit I would have liked to do the repairs on the old D4, just to be able to say that I had done it, but realistically that old machine was going to cost me more than it was worth."

"When you explain it that way, it sounds simple," Sandy chuckled.  "When I was thinking about the situation, I was remembering how pleased you were when you bought it.  So I was thinking Wil was going to have to put up a real solid argument to talk you out of it, but instead you gave him a bargain price."

"Oh no, he paid me exactly what I paid for it as well as what I paid to have it hauled here.  I didn't gain anything on it, but I didn't lose on it either."

"Oh, but Corrinna said your dad had been phoning around, looking for parts, and they were going to come to two or three times as much as you asked for the whole machine."

"Sandy, a good deal is one in which both the buyer and seller think they got the best of the bargain.  Dad taught me that, and I try to use it in my business dealings.  Besides, Corinna left out the cost of disposing of the junk that will be left after they salvage what they want from that machine."

"Well, Mr. Good Dealer, I have supper cooking in the oven and it's a relatively nice afternoon, why don't I come help you with the chores, then by the time we get finished it will be time to eat," she offered.

I wasn't foolish enough to turn down a deal that sounded that good, even if it sounded as if I'd be the main benefactor.  Let's just say that I had a very pleasant evening and I awoke in a very good mood the next day.

In fact the next two or three weeks went very well for me, and for the ranch as a whole.  The weather stayed clear and relatively warm, but not warm enough for the snow to melt.  I got a quite a bit of work done in the workshop, but I made certain I was available when Charlie Engels driver was expected to arrive to load the D4.  He arrived early on Wednesday afternoon, but he'd phoned first to let me know he was on the way so I had the D4 running when he arrived.  He was a good driver who knew just what he was doing and parked the truck so I'd have an easy time driving the cat up onto the flat deck trailer.

"It should still be fairly easy to start after the trip down to your dad's, won't it?" he asked as he was chaining it down.

"Yeah, I've had it running long enough to build up heat in the engine block.  It'll still be quite easy to start for at least an hour or more, besides both Wil and Dad know the procedure to start these things."

"These old cats a pain in the ass," The driver snorted.  "I don't know why you guys don't buy that old John Deere crawler that the boss has for sale.  It's small, but it burns gas so it starts easy and it would sure handle the snow and stuff you get up here."

"I didn't even know Charlie had any small tracked machines, let alone that he had any for sale.  Just what has he got?"

"Well, he uses the Internationals now, but he's selling the old John Deere 420 since it's depreciated off the books and isn't used much.  It was made in about '56 and he's had it since it was new, so it sure doesn't owe him anything.  Considering that it comes with a dozer blade and a three point hitch, it'd be perfect for a place like this that just needs a cat for small jobs."

"Do you know what he's asking for it?"

"No, I'm not sure, but you could give him a call.  He's doing his books today for his taxes and he'd probably like to take a break."

"Well, I know how that feels," I laughed.  "I'll give him a call after we make sure you get up the hill in one piece."

"Hah, your section of road is top notch, better than either the county road or the hydro easement.  You did a good job on that road and now I'm ready to go.  So I'll say so long."

"Thanks and have a good trip,"

Since I'd had no trouble loading the D4 and the driver made it up the hill easily, I decided that was two signs of good fortune, and thought I'd go for three.  I walked to the house, made a cup of coffee, then called Charlie about the John Deere crawler.  I told him that the driver had mentioned he had a small crawler for sale and Charlie suggested I come over and have a look at it, so I asked Sandy if she wanted to come along for the ride. 

She thought that was a great idea since we'd been stuck around the ranch for a few days, but suggested that we might stop in town to pick up some groceries as well.  Just in case we were late getting back I went out to check all the animals, and while I was out Sandy phoned in an order for the store to fill. They told her that wasn't a problem and that they'd have it ready when we arrived.  The extended cab in my pickup came in handy for grocery runs in the winter, because the groceries wouldn't freeze as we drove home, besides, it had four wheel drive and a snowplow blade.  Even if it snowed before we came home we'd still be fairly certain of making it back the same day.

When we arrives at his place, Charlie seemed happy to take a break to show me the little cat, but since his daughter, Em was there helping with his books, Sandy stayed inside.  Charlie led me to one of his equipment sheds and opened a rolling door so we could go inside, then went into his spiel about the little dozer.

That little crawler tractor was a John Deere 420, built in 1956 and it had a roll cage, a dozer blade, a 3 point hitch, a rad protector, a pto driven winch and headlights.  Besides that it ran on gasoline and it not only had an electric starter, it even had an electric block heater.  That meant it could be plugged in during the winter, so even in freezing weather it would start in seconds.  I definitely wanted that machine since it was just what I needed - if I could afford it, but now it was time to put on my bargaining hat.

"It looks in darn good shape for it's age, Charlie," I commented.  "When I heard how old it was, I was expecting something pretty worn and beatup.  Has it been rebuilt or something?"

"Nope, it hasn't even had much in the way of repairs, but then it hasn't been used much either," he shrugged his shoulders.  "Actually it had sat on a dealer's lot for over a year before I bought it, so I got it cheaper than new price.  It get's used around here once in a while, but not often, mostly for plowing snow.  In fact the engine is just nicely broken in, since it hasn't even got a thousand hours on the clock.  At the time I bought it, I figured it would be useful, but it's just too damn small for our needs.  It'd be the cat's ass for you though, because you'll mostly be using it to push a few snow drifts or plow a few fields."

"Oh, I'm interested, but I'll be honest, I can't afford to sink too much into it right now."

"Well, I have an idea or two about that," he smiled.  "How about we go inside, then we'll grab a coffee and we'll see what sort of deal we can cook up?"

So Charlie and I set about dickering and it wasn't long before we came to an agreement on a deal we could both live with.  I'd make one cash payment of slightly more than I'd just gotten from the sale of the D4, but I took on a job for Charlie as well.  I agreed that I'd plow the hydro easement from the county road to my cutoff if the road drifted in, but only for the next four blizzards, or for two winters, whichever came first.  Since he'd just negotiated an agreement with hydro to plow the roads so hydro could maintain the lines to Jason Dumfries, he could pocket the money for the section of road that I'd be plowing as pure profit.  He also had a few welding jobs he wanted me to tackle, because each job called for some machining with either a lathe or milling machine after the welds were complete.  Those welding jobs were more of a separate deal though, so I'd be paid for them, although probably not at full machine shop prices.  Charlie said he'd have his driver deliver
the 420 when he went to pick up the cat that was plowing the road to Jason Dumfries place, probably late on Thursday or early Friday.

When we left, Sandy hardly waited until we were in the pickup before she broke into a laugh, "You'd be plowing that darn road anyway, wouldn't you?"

"Probably, but this way Charlie knows for certain it will be done, so he's making money, but has no overhead on the job, while I'm getting a small crawler for very little cash.  If you want to put a name on it, you could say that we're scratching each others back."

"Is it legal to do something like that?"

"I'd say it's legal or at least quasi-legal since you could say I was making deferred payments in the form of labour.  Effectively though he is saving wages and equipment costs, so it's almost as if he's increased his work force at no expense, but what pushes it into the quasi-legal state is taxes.  You see there's no way I can declare it as income, because it really isn't, since I'd be doing that as part of my normal work on the ranch.  To me, it's just a maintenance job and part of my normal work load."

"I still can't see that Charlie gets any benefit from it.  I know he gets paid for it, but he'd get paid for it anyway," Sandy shook her head and frowned.

"Ah, but this way I'm committed to doing it, so he has a guarantee that the job will be done.  Not only that, but Charlie gets paid at a rate that would normally include taxes and benefits for the men he'd hire to do the job, so he pockets the difference.  On top of that though, I'll bet he'll want to hire me to clear the rest of the road to Jason's ranch, which means his men can work in other areas.  However he's left me an out, so I'll be able to turn him down if I get tied up with another job or have a conflicting problem."

I'm not sure why Sandy had such a rough time understanding the deal, but it did give us something to talk about during our trip to town to pick up groceries.  While we were in town, we dropped by to fill up with gas and talk to Frank Dolens, then we stopped in to talk to Grampa Bender for a while.  The weather wasn't agreeing with Grampa Bender, since it made his arthritis kick up, but his mind was clear and he enjoyed hearing about all the things that had happened out at the ranch.  He got a real laugh out of the combination of my deals with Wil and Charlie Engels, saying; 'Ya dun traded off a balkin' horse fer a willin' mule, an' got a bargain doin' it.'  That statement made Sandy giggle and me grin since it seemed like a very apt description.

Then he surprised me.  "Just so's ya know, I dun had a talk with the lawyer fella 'bout that mail-in school thing.  I think havin' me tellin' him thet he were actin' like a pole-axed steer, an' 'en sayin' he shud ask others 'bout how thet school treated other folks mighta got thru his dizzy skull an set him ta thinkin' a bit.  We'll see whut he sez in a while, cuz I got him ta askin' 'round 'mongst other folk 'bout how they wuz treated an' whut they larned.  I tol him ta ask folks if'n they thought thet schoolin' were worth th' money, or if it were a waste a' their time.  Not on'y thet, but I chawed on his ear 'bout how hard th' both'n ya waz werkin' too, so he left here lookin' as if he waz wearin' his thinkin' cap.  Keep an eye on thet sucker an' see if'n it dun eny good tho, wouldja?  I think it may ha' fin'ly dawned on him thet we is payin' him ta work fer us, not t'other way 'round."

I was surprised that Grampa Bender had heard about my discussion with Cyrus Ambrose and that he'd gotten involved, but I'm glad he understood my worries about the correspondence courses.  We talked for a while after that and had such a good visit with him that I hated to leave, but we had to get home just in case it started to snow heavily or a blizzard blew in.  We were lucky though and the trip home was uneventful.

Late Friday afternoon Charlie's truck driver arrived with the John Deere 420 and I unloaded it, then drove it into the equipment shed, only it wasn't the only thing on back of the truck.

"What's all this other stuff?" I asked the driver.

"Oh, Charlie said this all came with the crawler.  There's a plow cum ditch cutting thing-a-ma-bob, a three point ripper, and an old fashioned subsoiling rig that all fit on the three point hitch.  We ain't never had nothing else with a three point hitch, so he says they belong to you now.  That other thing that looks like a trailer with a wierd wide blade on it is called a 'Noble blade plough' and it cuts off a weed's roots underground, but leaves them standing so ya don't get much erosion.  He said you might want to try it on that rough ground you told him you were trying to turn into grass land.  I think he took it in on trade for something else, but we ain't got no use for it neither and he's doing a dung out of his sheds."

"I won't turn down his gift," I grinned.  "Let me get the front end loader and we'll unload them right away, so you can get back to work."

I didn't even try to put the three point hitch equipment in the shed though.  Instead I moved them right into my workshop, because I knew I'd be working on them right away.  That 'Noble blade plough' looked darn near new, but when I thought about it, it just might be what the doctor ordered for the up on the plateau, at least it would be worth a try.  Charlie might not know it, but he'd just saved me a bunch of time and money and suddenly my deal with him for the 420 was a completely different kettle of fish.  Suddenly I felt that I'd made out like a bandit.

The weather stayed mild for the next while, and I was so involved in the jobs I wanted to finish before spring that time flew.  It was strange though, I didn't feel the least bit pressured in any way, so it was actually a very enjoyable period for me.




Chapter 54:

Caution Farming Area - Intermittent Farm Traffic

By the middle of March, I had managed to repair and refurbish almost all the machines and tools I'd bought at auction the year before.  As well as that I'd even worked on several of the old machines that had been on the ranch when I had taken over managing the place.  The only thing I might need that I hadn't finished working on was the swap of the engine out of Grampa Bender's old pickup with the old one in my two-ton Ford truck.  I felt I still had time to do that, and started work on the engine around the middle of March and in a few days I was making very good progress.

Then, on morning of Tuesday, the 24th of March Grampa Bender suffered a major heart attack and the matron of the hospital called Mom to let the family know that he was in trouble.  As soon as we heard that most of the family dropped whatever they were doing and headed for the hospital, even though all we could do was pace around the waiting room.

Sandy and I had seen Grampa Bender only a few days before, once again dropping in to talk to him after buying our groceries on Friday afternoon.  He'd seemed to be in a good mood then, laughing and talking, even giving Sandy and I a rough time about turning Mile High Ranch into a goat farm.  Over the years it had been Grampa Bender's policy to go out with a mower every once and a while to clear back the scrub brush that tried to invade the grazing areas of the ranch.  With the new rules on the lease about modifying leased land I wasn't sure I could do that now and the idea that we'd gradually lose grazing land worried Grampa Bender.  Sandy had smiled at him and mentioned that she was planning to buy a half dozen young does and a buck from a farm in Montana.  They were called Spanish Cashmere Goats and had a very good reputation for clearing scrub brush from grazing land, while being very easy to care for.  For some reason those goats seemed to prefer the taste of broad leafed
weeds and small bushes to grass, so they not only trimmed back the brush but they'd be turning it into fertilizer for the native grasses as well.  That way Sandy would be able to have cashmere wool to card and sell, and at the same time the goats would be clearing back the scrub brush.  Grampa Bender seemed to think the idea was hilarious.

"Dang it, yer doin' it agin," he laughed.  "I spent donkey's years mowin' an' cleanin' up that brush as it grewed up, jes wishin' fer a better way ta do it, an' you two has come up with a way thet takes hardly no time nor work aytall.  I gotta say, thet's a purty dang impressive way ta use yer noggins.  Yer gonna buy four legged mowers that turn the dang scrub brush into fertilizer and spread it around, all in one go."

"Well, thank you, Gramps.  I've been doing a lot of spinning and knitting, so when I happened to hear about those goats, it sounded like a good idea to get a few and try them out.  I passed it on and Chris thought it was worth a try.  I'm glad you like the idea too, so when we get them in July or August, we'll have to bring you out to see them," Sandy leaned over and gave him a hug.  "Making you happy is a good part of what we're doing, because I think we love the ranch as much as you do and we want it to do well."

I was glad we'd had that pleasant chat then, especially while I was sitting in the hospital waiting room and holding Sandy's hand while we both worried about him.  At the moment though I was just hoping he'd be around to see those goats when they arrived, but from what the one nurse had said, it didn't seem likely.  She had been trying to sound optimistic, but she'd had a hint of fatalism in her voice that really worried me, so I found the long hours of waiting and worrying very hard to take.

We never did get to talk to Grampa Bender again, because although the doctors and nurses in the hospital had done their best, they were unable to save him.  Dr. McGraths told us that Grampa Bender had suffered a massive heart attack and there was simply no way he could be kept alive.

The following announcement appeared in the local newspaper later in the week;


William Tobias Bender passed away of natural causes at 2:45 PM, on Tuesday, March the 24th, 1970.  Born on January 16th, 1888, on a small farm in Tennessee, Toby Bender moved to the Mountview area in 1907, accompanying his father, two brothers and their families.  At that time Toby and his first wife, Antoinette, established Mile High Ranch.  He resided there for sixty-one years, until poor health brought about his move to the local hospital and extended care facility.  His family has requested a private burial, but a short memorial service will be held at Cenotaph Park on Saturday, March 28th at 1:00 PM.  and a memorial lunch will follow at Mountview Community Hall.  All friends and family are invited to attend.



Our family lawyer had the unpleasant job of sending out an official notice of Grampa Bender's death, but Mom and I were able to provide him with names, addresses and phone numbers.  We had something of a problem with that announcement for two reasons.  The first reason concerned Lucille, who was taking a nursing course in Calgary at the time.  Since she would be in the midst of midterm exams, we didn't want to add any additional pressures to her life.  Besides, we knew that she'd be done her tests by that Thursday night and that she was planning on coming home for a week long break.  Our second problem concerned our citified relatives, since we expected them to instigate a legal challenge to Grampa Bender's will the moment they received word of his death.

"I don't see either situation as a major problem," Cyrus stated flatly.  "If you have the number for the hospital where Miss Bender is studying, I can contact them to learn the earliest date and time when contacting her will have the least effect on her studies.  As for the more recalcitrant and uncooperative members of your family, Tobias and I had a long and involved discussion on that situation when we were adding the pertinent clauses to his will.  My duty is exceedingly simple; I shall only announce his passing and the date of his burial, but nothing more.  If they ask questions concerning the reading of the will, I shall tell the inquisitive person that the date has yet to be fixed, but that they will be advised of that date once it is known.  The one thing Tobias insisted I was not to do was to warn them that if they challenged the will in any way they would be eliminated from any benefits.  He felt certain they would automatically challenge the will as soon
as they heard of his death and he wished the result of their actions to remain a surprise.  I must say that in that respect Tobias seemed somewhat resentful of their past actions."

"I can't say I blame him for being resentful," I snorted.  "Lucille's father is a perfect example, and in my mind he doesn't deserve to inherit a damn thing.  He's an accountant, but when Mom asked him for help over the farm accounts, he turned her down, even though he'd signed an agreement to help with farm problems.  Of course what really pissed me off is that afterward, he bragged about turning her down.  For some reason he seemed to think he was better than those of us on the farm and he did his best to make sure we knew it too, but he was the first one to have his hand out to grab his share of any family income."

Cyrus just nodded his head, so I knew he'd heard the story before, probably from Grampa Bender.

So, we had tried to ease Lucille's pain and sorrow concerning Grampa Bender's passing, but we didn't succeed.  While our family and our lawyer had attempted to protect her from having her studies interfered with by his death, her adoptive father had been far less considerate.  When he first heard the news on Wednesday morning, he'd tried to have Lucille paged while she was taking an important test.  Then later he'd called back to rant and rave at the hospital administration, demanding that she return his call instantly, if not sooner.  Since Lucille was writing an important exam, she wasn't even told of his call until several hours later.  Then instead of calling 'dear old uncle' William, she called Cyrus.  In turn Cyrus suggested that she call either Mom or me, so in the long run I was the person who had to break the news to her about Grampa Bender's heart attack.  I didn't expect her reaction to the news to be what it was though.

"Do you mean that my former father tried to have me called out of an important exam to tell me that?  Surely to God he'd know that would upset me and make me lose concentration?  The only reason I can think of for the bastard doing that is that he wants me to fail this course," she screamed in anger.  "I'm going to phone him and tell him that I'm going to ace this course and that when I'm finished it, I plan to completely sever my relationship with him in any way."

"Whoa, gal, calm down.  Don't call your old man right now, call Cyrus instead.  One of the things Cyrus will tell you is not to mention the clause in Grampa Bender's will which states that if anyone sues over the will, they get completely cut out of any benefits.  That will is probably the reason your old man phoned you, not just to rile you.  He's probably already trying to get the will overturned so he can get a larger share than he deserves and I imagine he wants everyone who lives away from home to join his lawsuit.  From what little I've had to do with the greedy bugger, that's what I'd expect him to do."

"You know, you could be right about that," she snorted then, almost a laugh.  "It would suit me just fine if he stabs himself in the ass over the will, but I'm still going to find out from Cyrus if I can officially divorce him or unadopt myself, or whatever it might be called."

Actually she sounded very angry right then, but at least she said goodbye before she hung up, and I was quite sure she was in a hurry to call a lawyer, probably Cyrus.  When Sandy and Mom heard about the situation, they were both fuming about how Lucille had been treated and were almost ready to go to Calgary to kick some butt.  Dad just grinned and told them both to wait, he was certain that whatever Lucille did, it would hurt William a lot more than any kick in his fat hind end ever would.  I had to agree with Dad, but I felt I might just put some thought into revenge myself, then realized that Uncle Willie just might hurt himself more than I ever could.  I'd wait to find out more about the situation before putting my oar in the water.

When Lucille finished the last test before her midterm break on Thursday, she drove straight to the ranch and virtually leaped into Sandy's and my arms.  The combination of hearing of Grampa Bender's death, followed by her old man's insistent demands had really upset her.  On top of that she seemed to feel guilty that she wasn't working in the hospital at the time of Grampa Bender's heart attack, even though she knew there was nothing she could have done.  That night and the next day she craved love and affection, so much so that Sandy and I were close to being worn out both mentally and physically.  I'm not certain if the physical act of making love is a anodyne for grief at the passing of a loved one, but it seemed that was her preferred treatment and who was I to argue with a practising nurse?

We buried Grampa Bender in the family plot on the 28th of March, choosing a Saturday so any of the family who worked during the week could still attend the service.  The funeral itself was very simple since Grampa Bender had never been a strongly religious person and to be honest, neither were the rest of the Bender clan.  The ceremony started at eleven in the morning, and we were leaving the grave site less than half an hour later.  It was rather telling that the only member of the Bender clan from Calgary to attend the simple funeral was Lucille.  Yet later in the day at the memorial service there were close to a thousand people who came to say goodbye and pay their respects to that old man.  That show of respect illustrated the way people in our area felt about Toby Bender.  Even though he'd lived most of his life in relative isolation, he'd still had a reputation for fairness and honesty in all his dealings with others and that was deeply
appreciated.

I was having a very hard time controlling my emotions that day.  I was feeling grief, but as people talked about Grampa Bender I also felt pride in the way he had lived and I drew comfort from my family and friends.  In many ways though I was upset that I was being treated as the 'heir apparent' for the 'Bender fortune' by several of the local social climbers and their fawning attitudes annoyed me quite a bit.  In fact it reached the point where I just wanted the whole thing to be over and done with, so I could leave and be alone with people that understood the real situation.

I wasn't the only person having a rough time that day though, if anything Lucille was in worse shape.  What with all the fuss and bother of the day, first with the funeral, then the memorial service and finally the lunch, Lucille almost fell apart.  She took Grampa Bender's death the hardest of all of us since she felt she should have been at his bedside to help, but unfortunately there wasn't much my family could do for her.  She seemed to be growing quite morose until Jerry Dolens took her aside to talk with her.  I don't know what he said, but he managed to calm her enough that she was able to handle the remainder of the memorial lunch.

For the rest of the week that she was home, Lucille spent most of her time very close to various members of the family, especially with Sandy and me.  She did spend some time in town, visiting with her coworkers at the hospital and a few friends she'd made around town, but she was always back at the ranch every night.  During those evenings with Sandy and I, she was quite intimate and a very energetic lover, claiming that she was 'stocking up for the drought' she'd have to live through until July.  On the last day of her ten-day break, after she was in her car, with the engine running, she rolled down the car window and looked up at Sandy and me with tears in her eyes.

"I want to thank you for the last week, but I need to tell you that I feel as if I've been very naughty," she murmured quietly.  "You see I know in my heart I was adopted and although you've accepted me as part of your family, I still feel that I shouldn't be here.  Besides, I want something more, so I thought you should know; I think I've met someone and it could get serious."

Then, before Sandy or I could say anything, she rolled up the window and drove away.

Although he might have been able to do it sooner, Cyrus arranged to have the reading of Grampa Bender's will on the 25th of April, another Saturday.  In this case it was so Lucille could be there, since that was a day when she had no classes and no practical case studies happening.  It was certainly not done for the convenience of other out-of-town 'guests' or 'casually' involved people.  In fact, if a person happened to be an accountant, it was one of the busiest weeks of the year, so while having it fall on a Saturday in late April made little difference to the rest of us … When I leaned over and mentioned that to Lucille, who was sitting beside me, she broke into a giggle, then bit her lip as Cyrus frowned at her.  The giggle was back a moment later though as her father rushed into the room, but the smile on her face disappeared as the next man entered the room.

"Shit, that's B. J. Pratt, Father's lawyer," she whispered.  "It looks as if 'dear Daddy' came prepared for a fight."

"Well now, we know something he doesn't, don't we?" I whispered back ,then looked at 'Uncle' William, shook my head and rolled my eyes, which drew a heavy scowl from him.

I think he was actually going to approach Lucille and me to say something, but just then Cyrus cleared his throat, then began to speak.

"Ladies and gentlemen.  I've called you together to read the will of William Tobias Bender and normally I would begin with his first words and carry through from there, however I see that we have visitors from out of town who might appreciate my acknowledgement of their presence.  One is a very high priced accountant, and the other is a high priced lawyer, but to my knowledge there is no possible reason why they would both need to be here today.  Gentlemen, could you please explain your presence?"

"Well Cyrus, as you know my name is B. J. Pratt and, I represent sixteen members of the Bender family who are challenging the will of William Tobias Bender.  It is our contention that he was coerced into placing far more of his lands and investments into the hands of an underage child than he would have done had he been privy to the actual value of those lands and investments."

"Oh, wonderful!" Cyrus crowed, which seemed to absolutely astound the nattily dressed visiting lawyer.  "May I see your legal writ please?  It may save some time and will certainly simplify matters greatly if I have all the names of those involved in this protest prior to going forward with these proceedings."

Pratt was scowling as he marched up to Cyrus' desk and slapped a sheaf of papers in front of him.

Cyrus paged through them rapidly, then grinned as he shook his head and raised his eyes to meet mine.  "Chris, you and your Grandfather were correct.  Every living Bender relative who does not reside in this area signed these, but for three people, Miss Lucille Bender and Mrs. Elizabeth Crawford's parents, John and Martha Bender.  It would seem that I owe you two dollars."

"Just what does this falderal about assinine wagers have to do with the reading of the Bender will?  This is becoming a farce and I do not find it to be amusing in any way, shape or form," Pratt barked loudly.  "Are you going to commence with the reading of the will or not?  I may well have to modify those writs to …"

"Oh, no!" Cyrus snorted as he tried to hide a laugh.  "There won't be any need for you to modify these writs in any way.  The people listed there have already done what Toby expected them to do and since these writs have been presented to me in front of all these witnesses, you will soon be made aware of the result of that action.  You see Toby knew the character of his adopted grandson, William, quite well and he made provisions for just such an action.  Approximately eighteen-months ago he asked me to write a boiler proof clause into his will because of his suspicions about the avaricious nature of the man in question.  That clause provides that if any party attempted to overturn the will, they were automatically eliminated from any and all benefits or bequests which had been mentioned in any previous will.  Since I had ample time to research that provision, I called upon some of the greatest legal minds in Canada to make absolutely certain
that the clause covered each and every loophole which might possibly be used to overturn the final document.  I even consulted with four members of the Supreme Court of Canada to make absolutely certain that it was utterly untouchable in any way."

Cyrus broke into open a chuckle as he paged though the will to the appropriate passages and placed the sheaf of papers so Pratt could read the words which were written there.  Pratt leaned forward then, obviously reading from the will and I could see his shoulders slump.  Then he turned and walked out of the room, not even pausing to look at Uncle William, who he leaped to his feet and followed Pratt outside.  A few seconds later you could hear loud, angry voices, but even though the two men were speaking quite loudly, the actual words were muffled, so although I tried to listen closely, I couldn't make out exactly what was being said.

The entertainment was finished at that point however, and it was time for Cyrus to get down to business, so he set about reading Grampa Bender's last will and testament.  For me, the first major surprise in the will came when the shares of Mile High Ranch and the water rights were stated.  Grampa Bender had been extremely crafty, because at some time in the past he'd divided the area he owned in Mile High Valley in half.  One quarter section contained the house and all the ranch buildings and I inherited that outright.  The other quarter section was the site of the artesian well which was the source of the water rights for the extended valley and was to be divided into shares held by members of my generation.  I was given majority control with 52% of the shares, but Wil, Beth, Tom and Jasmine each received 10%, while George and Lucille were each bequeathed 4%, providing they lived locally and became a supporting members of the ranch in some way.  I looked over at Beth and she
winked, so I knew she'd been aware of the change in her shares and Lucille's portion.  Since Beth and George had gotten engaged at Christmas and were both members of the sublease agreement on the lower section of the main lease now, the changes made complete sense.  Obviously Grampa Bender had wanted to give Lucille a pat on the back for 'rejoining' the family and Beth had seconded the motion.  Lucille seemed to be astonished and turned to look at me in surprise, but all I could do was shrug my shoulders, letting her know that the decision was a surprise for me as well.  When I thought about it, Grampa Bender had passed control of the water rights to the younger generation, but allowed all the former leases to stand as they were with no changes.

I was somewhat surprised by the fact that George now had a share of the water rights, but it dawned on me that his family brought more land as well as the water rights to another creek into the situation.  That crafty old man had acknowledged that fact and had effectively brought the Grant family into the overall picture so that everyone could legally benefit.

Another surprise for me was that Grampa Bender acknowledged that Charlie Engels was part of the family and included him in the dispersal of Grampa Bender's savings, stocks, bonds and other funds.  The will gave Charlie an equal share of 'fluid' assets as that of any of Grampa Bender's other grandchildren, but it didn't involve him in either the ranch or the lease agreement.  Truthfully those 'fluid' assets weren't a large fortune or anything, but it was the thought which counted in my books.

There was one further surprise for me in the will as well though.  It seemed that Grampa Bender had bought a house in town recently, and not just any house either.  He had purchased the house that Marjory Deloitte had owned.  She was the animal activist who had been killed by her dog and after her death her brother had put her house on the market, but no one had come forward to buy it for some reason.  Since the woman had died on the back steps, some wag had decided it was now 'haunted' and had started a rumour about seeing her ghost wandering the back yard of the house.  Somehow Grampa Bender had arranged to buy the place, probably at a very low price, but that house was now mine.  Even in his will, Grampa Bender had teased me, saying that since I could turn "a chunk of dead dry dirt' from a money pit into a money maker, maybe I could do the same with a 'haunted' house."  I think everyone in the room had a laugh at that comment, but I'll be honest, while the comment
made me chuckle, it also brought tears to my eyes.

After the reading of the will, and after we had all signed our names to several documents, we all headed up to the Chinese caf矦or a coffee and a snack.  Lucille didn't plan to stay long, she only wanted to stop at Frank Dolens to get gas for her car and then was going to head back to Calgary.  However since I'd been given the keys to the Deloitte house, I suggested we all go have a look at the place, and Lucille was curious, so she decided she'd join the rest of the family to see what it was like.

What we found in that house was a surprise.  The Deloitte family had left behind the majority of the furniture, only removing Miss Deloitte's personal belongings and cleaning up any sign that she had lived in the place.  Since the heat, light and water were still working, it looked to me as if I could rent that house at a moment's notice as a fully furnished residence.  Lucille astonished me because after looking the place over, she took me aside and asked if she could rent the place.

"Chris, I'm not superstitious and I don't believe in ghosts, so if you don't manage to sell this house right away and it isn't rented by the time I finish my course on July first, I'll rent it from you.  However since I'm not really into ranching, if you want to trade for my shares in the water lease, I'll buy it from you right now."

"Lucille, I'm quite sure your water lease shares are worth a lot more than this house is," I answered almost instantly.  "If you want to rent it though, I'll hold off and rent it to you in July, but there are three months between then and now, so do you see any improvements you'd like to have made before you move in?"

"Just like that?" she looked at me in surprise, then she was hugging me tightly.

When we let my family know that Lucille was going to be renting the place, but that we'd be fixing it up a bit between now and July, the whole family jumped on the band wagon.  In seconds they were offering to help with the repairs and improvements needed to fix it up for her, which brought her to tears.  Needless to say she postponed her return to Calgary for an hour or two and she got together with Mom and Aunt Alice to decide exactly what she wanted done to the place.  What they decided on really wasn't that extensive, just paint throughout the house, new flooring in the kitchen and a few minor improvements in the main bedroom and bathroom.  However, when I suggested she might like new cupboards and appliances in the kitchen, I was thronged with ideas from Mom and Aunt Alice.  Lucille was strangely silent and thoughtful, then she took me aside again.

"Chris, I don't want you to go to a lot of extra expense over this," she frowned.

"Lucille, you're a member of the family.  You are the antithesis of what we have come to expect from one of the 'city' Benders and my family wants to make you welcome to the clan.  To us a brand new kitchen is peanuts, nothing more than a thank you for all the care and comfort you gave to Grampa Bender while he was in the hospital."

"But, I told you, I think I've found someone else," she sniffed, on the edge of tears, admitting what she'd mentioned a few weeks earlier.

"Wonderful," I grinned and teased a little.  "Then you can go back to being my kissing cousin and I might get some sleep at night."

"That's going to cost you a new kitchen, mister," she snapped, then giggled through her tears and hugged me once more.

In the long run, the cost of the kitchen wasn't that bad.  She wanted a new stove and refrigerator, and she wanted to have a dishwasher installed.  The cupboards all got new doors and we installed new counter tops, a new sink and new flooring, but that was it.  Oh, the whole house got painted, both inside and out, then we replaced the water heater and had a new tub installed in the bathroom, one that included a shower, but other than that the house was virtually unchanged.

From what Lucille had said after the funeral, I wasn't really surprised when the rumour reached me several weeks later that Jerry Dolens was spending most of his spare time in Calgary.

I hadn't been sitting still while the world had been going around either.  I'd finished repairing Grampa Bender's old engine and had installed it in the two-ton truck before the weather broke and spring arrived.  Then it was time for cows to calve and the mares to foal.  It was also time for Sandy's first batch of incubated eggs to hatch and for the old sow to have another batch of piglets.  For about a month there were new arrivals happening all over the ranch and I was busy as a one armed paper hanger in a high wind.

Our cattle herd increased by over a third in the next four weeks.  On April first we had 35 purebred polled Shorthorn cows, 28 yearling heifers and one bull.  By the first of May we had an additional 36 calves, because one cow had twin calves.  I realized that with those calves as well as 35 cows and 28 heifers I was going to have to think about buying another bull and splitting the herd before too late in the year.  Either that or I was going to have to sell some stock, which was actually the route I had originally planned to take, but any decision on that subject was going to take some consideration.

Not long after the last of the Shorthorns calved, the Jersey cow had her calf, so now I had to start milking her each morning and every night.  I only let the calf feed from her mother for five days, then it became a pail-bunter and we started having fresh cream in our coffee.  Between the calf and the nine piglets, they could easily use all the skim milk that we'd have left after we used what we wanted in the house.  Then Sandy decided she was going to make her own butter so Mom loaned her an old churn, but that job was up to Sandy, not me.  Luckily I'd gone to an early spring auction and found an electric powered milk separator that was in working condition, so Sandy or I wouldn't have to borrow Mom's old hand cranked separator either.

The twelve Quarter Horse mares did quite well that spring too.  Between them, they had a eleven foals, but one of them was injured the day after he was born and although I took him to the vet, we ended up putting him down.  That hurt, because he'd been an excellent colt from very good stock.  I can only guess that he was either kicked or stepped on by another horse, since he had a broken hind leg and was also injured internally.

Sandy did well for her first try at using an electric incubator too.  On her first hatch she managed to get 92 chicks out of eight dozen eggs and they were all healthy, so she set another four dozen eggs for Carissa.  I just chuckled about that.  I found it slightly humourous that Carissa would want to raise chickens, since her initial introduction to live chickens had been while helping Beth and Corrina muck out Mom's chicken coop.

Just about the time that the stock had finally finished calving, foaling, hatching and whatever, I got a call from the Mountview County office.  It seemed they hadn't forgotten my discussion with them about using caragana hedging plants in place of snow fences.  Unbeknownst to me, they had come out to the ranch to see how our hedging experiment had worked during the previous winter and had been very impressed with what they'd seen.  So, with the help of the District Agriculturist, they had gotten a grant to try hedging parts of a two mile stretch of our section of the county road.  Most of it was on property I either owned or leased, so they needed my permission to do the planting, but as well as that they wondered if I wanted to add to their order for hedging plants.  Their price was about a quarter of what mine would have been, so I jumped on the bandwagon and ordered enough to do the worst areas along the upper road and next to the hydro lines.  However they told me that
the hedging for that section of roadway was being ordered and planted by hydro.  So I backtracked and only ordered enough to provide hedging around the two ten acre leases and the section near them that neither hydro nor the county were planning to plant.

When those plants came from the nursery I had them delivered on a Friday, then called up several friends and arranged for help on Saturday.  Friday afternoon I used the flail mower to cut a double wide strip through the grass and weeds where I wanted the hedge to go.  Then on the Saturday morning I used the tractor and a single blade plow to cut two furrows along the areas I wanted to plant with the caraganas.  That way I and my helpers only had to alternate the placement of the plants in the two furrows, then shovel the freshly plowed soil back around them and give them a dose of water to settle them in.  With the four McAdam brothers helping me as planters, we had all the plants in the ground by late Saturday afternoon and they were all watered then too.  Sandy used the old truck we'd rigged up the year before to haul the water, but she'd coerced Carissa and Jackie into helping, so they'd used two hoses to water the plants and they almost kept up to the planters.

Sandy and I happened to be up there, scattering some fertilizer around the plants when the hydro crew showed up on Monday morning to plant their section.  They couldn't believe how much we'd done over the weekend until I explained our methods.  Almost immediately their crew chief went to Carissa and Jackie's to borrow the phone, then came back and hired me to mow and plow the planting furrows for his crew.  While he was at it, he tried to hire Sandy to water the plants, but she turned him down.  She just laughed and told them that Carissa and Jackie had arranged to borrow the old truck and water tank to look after the hedge we'd planted around the two leases and they'd be using it all summer.  So the crew chief offered the deal to Carissa and she jumped on the idea, then she negotiated a deal to water the hedge plants at least once a week, all summer long.

By that fall there was a scraggly three foot high hedge surrounding both of those small leases and stretching all the way along the county road to the top of the big gully at the lower edge of the upper plateau.  That hedge wasn't very thick or very effective the first year and it wasn't continuous, because we never hedged the areas which were protected by clumps of trees and bushes, but even that immature hedge helped.  We had far fewer snow drifts on the road than normal that winter and in three years time the drifts that did reach the road were minimal.  In fact most of the time I was able to clear the snowdrifts from those sections with the small plow I had mounted on the front of my Jeep.  Unfortunately because the sections that the county had planted on the other side of the road or on other people's property weren't continuous and because the county hadn't arranged for summertime watering in those areas, their other trials were far less successful.  Where the hedge had
grown in well, it was quite effective, but in the areas with stunted hedge plants or the open areas between their hedge sections the wind funnelled the snow into even worse drifts than before.  It took four years for them to act on those problems, but eventually we had a continuous hedge on both sides of our access road and our winter drifting problems were dramatically reduced.

However, once the hedging plants were in the ground that initial spring, I spent as much time as I could before haying season on the half section of land I owned on the upper plateau.  I referred to that chunk of property as the 'Frenchman's' half section and it was a mess when I started.  Most of it had been plowed and planted to grain more than fifty years before, but since that time it had been left untouched so it had grown over with patches of scrub brush and occasional clumps of native grass.  That original plowing had turned the thin layer of topsoil under and exposed clay subsoil to the surface, but that clay didn't allow water to penetrate to any depth so erosion was a problem.  I had high hopes of turning over two-hundred acres of the relatively level areas of scrub brush into a hay field, but I knew that was going to be a long term project.

That spring I managed to use the brush hog behind the old International tractor to mow most of the brush down to only a few inches high on the workable area of the southern quarter section.  I scraped together most of the twigs, branches and rocks that the flail mower had left behind using a rock rake.  Then I scooped up the resultant piles using the front end loader, then dumping that rubbish into several of the smaller erosion gullies.  By doing that I was creating small dams that would trap the runoff and hopefully refill some of those gullies with the silt from the runoff.  After that I used my little John Deere crawler pulling a sub-soiler, which was little more than a vertical blade.  It was meant to break up the clay hardpan about eighteen inches down and by staying to the more level areas, but keeping parallel to ground contours, the loosened soil should absorb any surface water and keep it from flowing away from the area where it fell.  I wanted the natural moisture
from falling rain and melting snow to sink into the subsoil instead of feeding those erosion gullies and causing them to grow.

I didn't even try using the Noble Blade at that point since the hardpan was almost at the surface of the soil, and there was no way I could have pulled a wide blade through that.  In the first place I didn't have a machine with enough power to do the job and secondly I felt it would only sink down deep enough to disturb the surface soil and do more damage than good right then.

By the time Matt and John were home from school I was so tired it wasn't even funny, but then I'd been working six and sometimes seven days a week from dawn 'til dusk for about six weeks solid.  Once they were there to help I took a few days off, but asked Matt to mow the first cut of alfalfa and had John finish the last of the subsoil ripping on the south section of the 'Frenchman's' half section. It isn't that I wasn't working at all, but I only had to do the normal chores around the ranch, which took about four or five hours a day, still it felt almost like I was on holiday for a few days.  Then we had to put up the alfalfa hay, but we weren't even finished baling the field when a dairy farmer drove into the yard and bought over half of the bales right where they sat.  His crew would pick up the bales where they fell and haul them away, so all we had to handle was the other half of the crop and we needed those for winter feed anyway.

We used the time we saved to advantage though.  Sandy and I hopped into the two-ton and loaded two yearling bull calves, then delivered them to farmers who wanted to improve their stock by breeding to good bloodlines.  While we were in their area we happened to notice there was an auction close by, so we stopped in to have a look around.  While we were at the auction I bought a trailer loaded with three-inch aluminum irrigation pipes, complete with sprinklers, as well as a huge pump with enough capacity to provide the water for the sprinklers.  Sandy got into the auction mood too, buying a nearly new John Deere garden tractor with an underslung mower deck and a removable rototiller attachment.  Then she bought a small garden trailer and a snow blower that also fit the little tractor.  Even after deducting for our purchases though, we made more money on those two young bulls than we spent at the auction.  Not only that, but now Sandy had a tractor she could use for her
garden and yard work, meanwhile I could irrigate that alfalfa field, which meant we'd get even more hay on the second cut of the year.

Life wasn't standing still for our friends and families either.  Tom and George had both graduated from grade twelve, meanwhile Beth, Jackie, Jean and Jess had all finished grade eleven.  At the same time Lucille graduated her nursing course, came home and moved into her house.  The first weekend after she was home though, she came out to the ranch for a visit, but she was hanging on Jerry Dolens' arm and sporting an engagement ring, which didn't really surprise me.  They had set the date for the wedding to be on the 8th of August, and Lucille was planning to ask Dad to walk her down the aisle, then give her away.  I think everyone, including Sandy, expected me to take that announcement harder than I did.  To be honest, I'd seen a friendship developing between them ever since Jerry had talked his father into letting Lucille drive out to the ranch with the pickup Frank wanted to sell me.  Then at Grampa Bender's funeral no one seemed to be able to
console Lucille until Jerry Dolens appeared out of nowhere and took her aside to speak to her.  As a result I was neither surprised nor upset by their engagement.  In fact having Lucille marry Jerry Dolens simplified my life and left me with a situation that felt much more reasonable.  I was actually the first family member Lucille and Jerry told and I think I surprised Lucille when I broke into a grin, then offered them my sincere congratulations.  What did astonish me was to learn from Sandy that Lucille was three months pregnant, the dates didn't quite add up since she hadn't started to see much of Jerry until after Grampa Bender's funeral.  When I considered the timing I had to wonder just who had fathered that unborn child, was it Jerry or was it me?

Right then I didn't have much time to worry about it though.  That same day we'd gotten word about those goats Sandy wanted to buy and heard that there was a problem on the seller's end of the deal.  Senor Nunez had been evicted and had to be off the property where he'd been keeping the goats inside of two weeks.  He was being forced to sell all his goats and although he'd managed to sell his older does, he'd kept the five youngest does and the buck we'd planned to buy, but he also had six yearling kids to sell, all of them does.  Sandy wanted to take them all and although this was short notice, we decided we could work with it.  However, while we could easily drive down to Montana and pick them up, we had jump through several legal hoops to bring them home because we were importing them across the border.

First a US veterinarian had to check the animals within 30 days of our importing them so he could certify that they hadn't come in contact with any animal that had been carrying a communicable disease within 60 days.  On top of that the females had to be certified as originating from 'A Negligible Risk Premises,' and that certificate had half a dozen or more clauses that had to be met, mostly meant to prevent the importation of animals carrying a disease.  The one they seemed to worry about most was called Scrapies.  Even after we got them home, we had to keep them in an isolated area and away from our livestock for a few weeks, but within 72 hours of arrival they had to be tested for Brucellosis & Tuberculosis by our local veterinarian.

We worked with the District Agriculturalist again and he must have pulled some strings, because a few days later Sandy and I were on our way to Montana.  I was taking the pickup and a horse trailer that was big enough for two horses, and I'd washed that as clean as I could get it, then even rinsed it with bleach so there wouldn't be any problems with it at the border.  I was certain I could get a dozen small goats into that trailer, but I wasn't taking any chances, so just in case we needed more space, I threw the stock racks on the pickup and washed the truck box down as well.

We headed south early on a Tuesday morning and crossed the border at Carway with narry a problem.  The first town we were looking for was only a few miles from the border, then we turned west, heading up toward the mountains.  It's a good thing we had exact directions to where we were headed though, otherwise we would never have found Juan Nunez and his goats.  I'll be honest, I suspect that Juan's 'homestead' was actually inside the boundaries of Glacier National Park and that might be why he had to get rid of his goats.  They had certainly cleaned up all the underbrush around his cabin and I didn't think the US park service would like the risk of those goats getting free and running wild in the park.  However since Senor Nunez had all the necessary paperwork, and since it was signed by the veterinarian that our District Agriculturalist had told me would check the animals, I didn't ask embarrassing questions.

Before we could load the goats though, Senor Nunez had to tell us why they were so special.  In a rambling tale that mixed an occasional Spanish word into his heavily accented English, he assured us that these were not ordinary Spanish goats.  Instead they were something new which he had been breeding and developing for twelve years.  He had moved to this area years before with a small herd of normal Spanish goats which he had brought there from Texas.  Then twelve years ago he had managed to buy a Himalayan buck, imported to America from Tibet.  It was a Zhongwei goat which had long curly hair with an undercoat of very fine wool, so it could survive in extremely cold weather.  He explained that in the spring the Tibetans had combed the undercoat out of the longer overcoat of Zhongwei goats to sell to the Chinese, who resold the wool as Cashmere.  All of the does we were buying were descendants of that first Zhongwei buck crossed with Spanish goats.  The present
buck was a descendant of a Chinese Xinjiang buck crossed with a doe which had come from San Clemente Island, off the coast of California.  He said when we felt we needed another buck we might have to buy another Spanish goat, because he didn't know of anyone else who had a either a Xinjiang or a Zhongwei goat.

All the time he had been talking Sandy had been making notes, meanwhile I'd been wondering and worrying about loading the goats.  I needn't have worried though, the older goats were tame enough that Juan Nunez simply slipped a loop of thin rope over both of each older goats horns, then led it up the ramp into my horse trailer and tied it there.  With the small kids, he just scooped them up in his arms and carried them to the back of the truck.  I even helped with the little ones.  Since the stock racks weren't really high enough to prevent the kids from trying to get out, we fastened a tarp over the top and sides of the stock racks to stop them from trying, but it would also reduce the wind blowing on them.  There was no fuss, no muss and no bother about loading them, so I paid Juan for all his goats in cash, even using American bills which I'd picked up from our local bank the day before.  He looked so woebegone then that Sandy took sympathy on him.  She drew a map of
how to find the Mile High Ranch and told him he could come visit the goats any time he wanted.  Then we hopped into the pickup, then drove off down the twisting trail from his 'homestead' and headed back home.

We arrived back at the border about four hours after we'd come through in the other direction and we were questioned about our short trip.  After I explained why we'd made the rushed trip and showed the papers for our goats, we were allowed to cross the border with no problem at all.

Once we were home, we unloaded the goats in a five acre patch of scrub brush on the far northwestern corner of the 'Frenchmen's' half section, where we'd temporarily strung a six foot high, four strand fence connected to a battery powered electric fencer.  The buck immediately checked out the fence, touching it with his nose, and made an astonishing backward leap of about ten feet when he got jolted.  It was so funny I couldn't help laughing and the buck seemed to glare at my amusement, but ten minutes later he came over and rubbed against me as if he wanted to be scratched.  Meanwhile the does were busy giving the scrub brush a taste test and what they found seemed to suit their palates.  Sandy and I wandered over to check the water tank we'd set up for them, making sure it didn't leak, then looked at the little temporary shelter Matt and John had built.  Darn if all the goats didn't follow us around, snacking on the occasional weed or bush as they tagged along.  They didn't
seem to like it when we went out through the gate and left them behind though.

We drove home and I called the vet, arranging for him to come out to do his tests the next day.  That was fun and games.  We had no trouble catching the older goats to do the tests, but the kids were another story.  They had five acres of snowberry and scrub willow bushes to play hide and seek in and they made the most of it.  Just in case you're wondering, five acres is over two-hundred-thousand square feet and I think those six young goats led us back and forth over most of it, but we finally cornered the last of them.  One or two of them tried out the electric fence, but they didn't appreciate it any more than the buck had and their leaps were almost explosive when they did get jolted.  I was surprised that the vet was still in a good mood when he finally finished his examination, but he had samples of blood from each goat when he left.  Of course once he had driven away, Sandy began to worry about the results.

Since the temporary electric fence was being run on batteries and since we had to check their water, but wanted to keep a check on the goats anyway, Sandy got into the habit of going up to see them every day.  Meanwhile Matt, John and I did our best to make all the ranch fences goat-proof and we only had a few weeks to do the job.  We redid many of the fence posts or added new ones and we had to make certain all the fences were at least six feet high.  Not only that, but those fences had to be strung with page wire to keep in the goats, as well as barbed wire to hold back cattle.  For the first time ever the ranch had a fence which stretched all the way across the valley floor, separating the barn, the corrals and pastures from the house, the garden, the equipment sheds and the alfalfa field.  We even improved the fences on all the erosion gullies that came down the cliffs, adding fences to some smaller gullies and several other places that we'd never fenced before.

Three weeks later, when we were given a clean bill of health on the goats, the four of us hopped on horses to herd them home.  Actually, when Sandy opened the gate to their temporary pen they followed her out, so she rode off leading them and the rest of us just trailed along for the ride.  When we crossed the bridge over the creek, John rode ahead and opened to gate into the barnyard.  Sandy led them right through the barnyard and out into the first pasture.  I'm not sure what they thought of all the open space or what they made of all the horses and cattle they saw, but once Sandy managed to get away from them, they were soon wandering off in a tight little bunch as they checked things out.

The strange thing was that when Princess saw Sandy was involved with the goats, she immediately assumed that they had been brought there just for her to herd.  She was in seventh heaven and while Duke thought the goats were interesting, he had never seen any sheep or goats before, so although he tagged along with Princess for a few moments he soon lost interest, then wandered back to be with his master.  Since I wasn't involved in herding the goats, he wasn't interested either and when I went off to do other things, he followed along.

A few evenings later we were just heading into the house to eat when the phone rang.  It was Carissa.

"Chris, there's a really old man, a little bitty woman and a young kid here.  The old geezer says he wants to talk to you about your goats," she rattled off excitedly.  "He's driving a really beat up old truck and hauling a ratty looking old trailer that he left parked in front of my driveway, so it's blocking my way in or out.  The old guy talks funny and he has a very strange accent.  I can hardly understand him, but then I think he might be Spanish or Mexican."

"Ask him if his name is Juan Nunez," I chuckled, remembering Sandy telling the old guy he could come visit.

After a short break she was back on the phone.  "Yeah, he says that's who he is.  Do you know him?"

"Yeah, just show him the road to the ranch, but you might have to show him how to open the swing gate too.  I'll tell Sandy we have guests coming for a visit so she can add some water to the soup.  Oh, and thanks for calling."

After hanging up, I warned Sandy about our visitors, then went out on the front porch to greet them when they arrived.




Chapter 55:

Warning - Merging Traffic

I picked up the binoculars we kept by the front door as I went outside, then watched as a very rusty old truck and an even older looking trailer came down the grade into the valley and shook my head in wonder.  I couldn't believe that such a tired, worn out appearing pickup had ever pulled that beat up trailer up the big hill on the county road.  When they hit the level stretch about two-thirds of the way down the grade, I saw the truck stop and three figures get out to look down at the ranch.  I grinned at that, many people stopped at that spot and I could visualize what they were seeing from the viewpoint we'd built there.  If you had good eyesight you could see most of the ranch from that spot and I felt quite proud of what you could see.  The yard of the ranch was well cared for and the area was relatively neat, but from that viewpoint you could also see all of the pastures, so you could see our cattle, horses, and now goats.  I would have bet they were looking for the
goats though and when I saw the old man lift his arm and point part way down the valley, I was certain he'd spotted them.

Then one of those three figures must have seen me standing on the front porch because they all got back into the old pickup and slowly continued down the hill.  Just then Sandy came outside and glanced in the same direction I was looking.

"I think we may have visitors here for a while," I said quietly.  "At least they brought their own living accomodations with them."

"Didn't you say Carissa told you that it was old Juan, but why would he be coming here and why would they be staying here for very long?"

"Yes, she did say that it was Juan and I'm only guessing, but I think he's here because he missed his goats, so he probably wants to be sure that we're treating them well," I chuckled.  "The reason I think they'll be here for a while is because they brought their trailer with them so they're moving somewhere, but they're trying to pull it with that beat-up old truck.  If you look at the amount of smoke coming out of the exhaust and listen to the noise that engine is making, I doubt if that truck could ever pull that trailer back up our hill.  In fact the way that engine sounds, it wouldn't even pull the empty truck back up the hill, let alone a load of any kind."

"Oh boy, what do we do now?"

"Well, you invited Juan to come visit to check on the goats, so we make them welcome, at least for now," I grinned.  "They've obviously got problems though, so I think we may need to help them out a bit before they'll be able to leave.  Maybe we can hire them to help for a while or something?  Unfortunately, since they're from the States we may have trouble with the government unless they have work visas, but let's not borrow trouble quite yet.  We'll see what happens, okay?"

"Well since I was making a big pot of chicken and dumplings, we can at least start off by feeding them supper." Sandy smiled.  "I was making enough that I could put some in the freezer for the winter, but I can always make more another day."

We didn't have time to say much more because the old truck came grumbling and clanking into the yard then pulled off to the far side of the driveway.  When Juan turned the engine off, it died almost instantly and with a very final sounding clunk that drew a brief grimace to my face, but as Juan got out of the truck I managed a big smile.

"Hello Juan.  Did you come to see your goats?" I grinned walking toward him and holding out my hand to shake his.

"Si, si, I am wanting to see las cabras, the goats, but I did, from your hill, Senor Crawford," he looked around and his eyes grew wide, then he threw his arms apart as if trying to embrace the scene "Su rancho es tan grande y tan hermoso!"

"Yeah the ranch is big, but I don't speak Spanish, Juan.  Just what does 'tan hermoso' mean in English?"

"Papa said your ranch is very large and very pretty," a young girl's voice answered me.  "Sometime when Papa is tired or worried he loses his English."

"That's okay.  When I'm tired and worried, I sometimes lose my English too, but in my case that's the only language I speak, so then I'm really lost," I looked at her face framed in the pickup window and winked.

She broke into a giggle and blushed as she and an older woman stepped out of the old beater pickup.

"Oh, oh, I am have the bad manners," Juan spoke then.  "Senor Crawford, this is my lil' girl, Maria and mi esposa es Conseula and I am sorry, I now have the trouble with the cami?i>, unh, the truck.  On la gran colina, umm, the beeg hill, she have hard time to pull the caravana."

"Easy Juan, I heard the truck and I knew you were having trouble.  I'm sure one way or the other we can help you with it, but I don't think you can go anywhere with it tonight, but this isn't a good spot to leave the trailer parked overnight.  So why don't we take the truck out of gear and unhitch the trailer, then we'll push the truck ahead and I can use my pickup to move the trailer to a better place for it to sit.  If you'd like, I can move it over beside my workshop, then we can hook up the electricity and water.  In fact there's a bathroom right next door that you can use if we park it there.  It's got hot water and a shower, as well as a flush toilet."

"You are very kind, Senor Crawford," Maria grinned and winked at me.  "I think Maman and Papa would like the truck nearby too.  We have many things in the back of the truck that they want to keep safe."

"Well then, why don't I go get a tractor and a chain, then we'll pull both the truck and the trailer over to the workshop.  If your Papa wants, we can even put the truck inside the equipment shed and close the doors so no animals can get at it, but there won't be anyone else here overnight, just us."

"But what about wild animals?" she demanded.

"Ah, we have dogs that keep those away, but right now at least one of them is herding the goats.  Just a second," I whistled then and Duke came tearing across the yard and skidded to a halt at my feet.  "This is my dog, Duke.  His job is to keep the coyotes and wolves away from my calves, but now he does that for Sandy's goats too."

"Well, before you move the trailer, why don't you all come in and wash up, then we can eat," Sandy called from the porch.  "You can move the trailer and get it set up after we've all eaten."

"You wish us to eat with you, Senora Crawford?" Juan's wife, Conseula finally spoke.

"Well, of course.  You're our visitors and we often invite our visitors to eat with us," Sandy had come down off the porch and walked over to the truck.  "I've never met you before, Mrs. Nunez.  I'm Sandy, by the way, not Senora, please."

In about two minutes she had convinced Conseula and Maria that they were completely welcome.  So we went inside, washed up and sat down to a farm meal, salad, chicken and dumplings, carrots and peas, all of it from the ranch.  Of course the topic of goats came up over coffee when we'd eaten, but then Sandy had to show off a little bit.  She'd managed to comb a few ounces of Cashmere from the goats, so she'd washed it, carded it and spun it into a little ball of wool.  That got the women talking about knitting and weaving, so I grinned in Juan's direction and gave a jerk of my head to suggest we go outside.

While the women were chatting about wool and all the processes involved with that, Juan and I moved the trailer and even levelled it.  Juan kept telling me that I didn't have to do all the things I was doing to make their stay comfortable for them, but I didn't listen well, in fact I pretended to misunderstand him intentionally once or twice.  We had the trailer all set up and the truck moved into the equipment shed before the women came outside, so I suggested it was time to walk out into the pasture and see the goats.

As all five of us walked across the barnyard, my stud horse stuck his head over the rail fence and nickered at me, so I had to wander over and scratch his forehead.

"Oh, what a pretty horse," Maria raved as she came up close to my side.  "I'd love to ride him."

"Well, that wouldn't be a good idea," I laughed softly.  "He hasn't been ridden in a long time and one time, when I tried to ride him after a long break, he managed to put me in the hospital.  If you want to ride a horse, we have other horses that are much better for riding.  I'll warn you now though what we have are Quarter Horses and if you happen to give them the idea that you want to cut a cow out of a herd they can turn on a dime, so you've got to be ready for a very quick turn or two."

"Un muy buen semental! - He is very nice stallion," Juan said just as quietly.  "Un caballo muy bueno pour - Unh, you have very good horse there for make more colts."

"Yeah, I lucked out on him, and he's sired a lot of good colts, but if you look over in the next breeding pen, we have an even better animal, only he's still a bit young."

"You raise the Quarter Horse purebreds?"

"Yep, Purebred Quarter Horse, Purebred Polled Shorthorns and I guess we raise mixed breed Spanish Goats now," I grinned and started to walk further.

"I'll bet in a few years we'll be saying we raise Spanish-Cashmere Goats," Sandy snapped.  "Whether they'll be called purebreds is something else, but I'm not really worried about that.  Oh look, there's Princess and the goats.  She must have decided we wanted to see them and she's herding them back here for us."

"I'll bet she's just hungry and wants to bring the goats back so she can eat," I grinned to tease Sandy.

"You know darn well I fed both dogs while you were feeding the pigs the left over skim milk," Sandy snapped.  "Princess is just being a good herd dog."

"She is very good, but las cabras, the goats, they are not hard to herd.  They like people and they even like dogs, but best they like los burritos, little donkeys," Juan said with a smile.

"Little donkeys?  What kind of little donkeys?" I asked.

"I think Papa means the miniature donkeys that come from the Mediterranean.  One of our friends has some of them," Maria giggled.  "They have goats too, but funny ones, much bigger goats with big bumps on their noses.  The donkeys stay with the goats and boss them around like your dog does."

"The little donkeys are very brave and they keep away the coyotes and the wolves," Juan stated flatly.  "They are good as a dog, maybe better because they eat the same things what las cabras do."

I noticed one of the two year old Quarter Horse fillies had gotten caught up with the goats in Princess' herd and I turned to watch Maria as they came closer.  She wasn't looking at the goats, instead her eyes were on the horse, so I whistled at Duke and had him help Princess bring the goats and horse toward us, then spoke to Maria.

"Would you like to pet a horse?"

"That one?  The one with the goats?"

"Unh huh, that's 'Little Dancer.' She's a two year old filly, and we'll be having her carry a rider soon."

"You break your own horses?" Juan asked, surprising me because Maria and I had walked slightly away from Sandy and Conseula.

"No, we don't 'break' a horse like some other ranches do.  We gentle them and teach them very carefully with a lot of kindness and patience.  The idea is to make the horse want to carry people and not feel that its being forced to do things it doesn't want to do."

"Oh, I like that," he was nodding his head enthusiastically as he ran his hand along the filly's neck.  "Very nice lil' horse, this one - bonita yegua."

Since 'Little Dancer' wasn't skittish and had already been worked with for over a year, she was trusting and gentle.  She was also a suck for attention, so having both Juan and Maria petting and scratching her itches was her idea of heaven.  I backed off, trusting her and them.

"Is that safe," Conseula asked nodding her head toward the horse as I moved toward her and Sandy, who were surrounded by all the goats.

"Um hmm," I nodded, with a smile.  "The horse is very gentle and very quiet.  The only horses we have that are skittish are ones that I've bought from others, older mares that weren't treated as well as we treat our horses, but even they're coming around."

"Mr. Crawford, how do you do it?  How do just two people look after so much, such a big rancho?"

"We have two men who help us most of the time and we have friends and family who just seem to show up when we need extra help," Sandy offered, but turned her head and winked at me.

"Oh, I thought perhaps Juan and Maria, perhaps even me … Well, I thought maybe we might help for a while, perhaps to earn enough to have our truck fixed?" she spoke quietly and hesitantly.  "The money we got from selling the goats was needed to pay debts, then we thought we'd come back to Canada to see if we could find work, but now …"

I was listening closely and she had an accent, but it wasn't Mexican like Juan's.  Instead she sounded like she might be French, or perhaps French Canadian and she'd said 'come back to Canada,' so …

"Aren't you American?" Sandy asked, since she must have noticed the same words.

"What?  Oh, no, we're all Canadians, but we lived in the States for the last few years.  I was born in Montreal, and Maria was born in the Okanagan when we lived there.  Juan was born in Mexico, but he became a Canadian citizen many years ago.  I have a sister who lives in Manitoba, outside of Winnipeg and we thought we'd try to go there for work, if we didn't find anything sooner."

The fact that there wouldn't be a legal battle over citizenship put a different light on things, but when Sandy looked at me with 'cow eyes,' I rolled mine as if I was being unduly influenced.

"Can we think about it overnight?" I smiled at Conseula.  "I can tell you right now, we can't legally hire Maria since she's so young.  In fact she'll have to go to school if we do hire you and Juan."

"Oh, she would love to go to a regular school, but can't she help around the ranch too?  She's very good with animals, just like Juan who is very good with horses, donkeys and goats. I like to grow things and look after young animals, so I can help with that.  I can milk a cow and even drive a tractor though."

"For the next few days, why don't you just relax and we'll think about it," I smiled, trying to sound as noncommital as possible.  "One thing you need to know is that in the winter this place can be very isolated."

"You saw where we lived before and that is more isolated than here," she laughed.  "We were there for four years and we loved it.  This ranch is far from town, but we don't like to be around towns or big cities anyway so …"

"Okay.  We'll think about it," I said firmly.

So later that evening I talked to Sandy and I called Dad to asked him what he thought, then in the morning I talked it over with Matt and John.  Now I knew that the two guys weren't the ideal long term workers for the ranch, but they were loyal and I did owe them for that.  Both of them enjoyed working with machinery and they liked building things, but since they'd never had any experience with animals, I'd had to teach them how to care for the stock on the ranch.  Neither of them really had the patience necessary to train the horses either and on top of that they admitted they didn't like working on the ranch in the winter months, which made me chuckle.  I mean, who could possibly enjoy slogging through deep snow and putting up with freezing weather for months at a time, but for me the other seven or eight months of the year made living on the ranch worth the effort.

In the long run I hired Juan, and Sandy talked me into hiring Conseula to help her around the house and yard.  Before the month of July was done I had called Charlie Engels, Big Ed Yarowski and Clarence Walker, then arranged to have a basic, single-story, three bedroom log cabin built for Juan and his family.  In fact Clarence saved us some money by talking me into buying a 'log home kit' from an outfit in BC and having it trucked in.  Everything had been prebuilt and each part was labelled, then it was taken apart and shipped to us, so all Clarence and his crew had to do was assemble it and finish the interior.  We had to keep it on the homestead, not the lease, but we wanted it a little distant from the main house so both families could have some privacy.  After a lot of discussion we chose a spot on the other side of the creek from the main ranch buildings and built them an access road joining our entrance road just short of the bridge across the creek.  In the end it
still ended up being a very costly cabin, since it meant we had to install an extension to our electrical service, a new well and a new septic tank, along with a new disposal field.  We even built a foot bridge for a short-cut across the creek, but when we were done I felt certain it was one of the best investments we could have made toward the success of the ranch.  Both Juan and Maria were wonderful with any of our animals and they noticed things that even I might have missed.  At the same time I think Conseula had more than just a green thumb, I'm sure she had completely green hands because she seemed to be able to make anything grow.  Clarence and his crew did almost all the work on their house and they finished it very well, but also very quickly.  Juan, Conseula and Maria moved into their new house before the last week of August.

Since they now had a house, Juan approached me and asked if I could see if anyone would trade their old trailer for a used pickup truck which would give them some transportation and independence.  Truthfully I didn't think the trailer was worth much, but Matt did, so he and John hauled it off one weekend and came back with an old Dodge pickup that looked a bit rough, but seemed to be mechanically sound.  John admitted later that they'd taken the trailer out to Sundre and had made the trade there so the 'boys in the bush' would have a better place to sleep.  If nothing else that told me a lot about the condition those poor young buggers out there faced, because that old trailer was in rough shape.  I wasn't really happy about that deal though, because if the former owners were that broke, I didn't trust the truck.

So I gave the Nunez family a long weekend off, then loaned them my pickup, arranged for a motel for three nights and gave them tickets to see a horse show in Calgary.  While they were gone I arranged for Tom and George to give me a hand to give that pickup a quick going over.  The power train actually was in decent shape, but we did some work on the steering and brakes, replacing tie-rod ends and brake pads, then I insisted on buying Juan a new set of tires because those on the truck were shot.  Of course George got into the act, first finding a new bench seat, because the one in Juan's truck was split and ruined, then he found a set of front fenders to replace the bent and rusty ones on the front of the old Dodge.  Once we were satisfied with the mechanical condition of that old pickup, we took it into the shop, sanded down the body and painted it.  When Juan, Consuela and Maria came back and found it parked in their driveway, you'd have thought we'd given them a brand new truck
and they wouldn't believe us when we said the good fairy must have done it.  As a result of having that truck available to them at any time, Juan and Conseula did get out and about more often, which was the point of the whole enterprise.

Of course the Nunez family also gave both Sandy and I more time to do other jobs and even indulge ourselves in a few hobbies.  Naturally one of my hobbies was still Car 54, so the last weekend of July I was able to try driving the rebuilt version of the old stock car for the first time.  Tom, George and Frank Dolens' crew had virtually built a complete car from the frame up over the winter, but had based the new car on a two year newer version of the same make and model as the old car.  Frank had been on my case about taking it out to the track all spring and summer and I couldn't really blame him, since it had been ready to race for months.  Since that weekend would be our first time to race it though, we arranged to get to the track several hours before the races in case we needed to make an adjustment or two.  Unfortunately when I got into the drivers seat of the new version of Car 54, it simply didn't feel the same to me as the old car had.  Once I had it warmed up I'd do
a few fast laps, then Tom and George would make an adjustment and I'd do another lap or two, but nothing they did seemed to help.  I just didn't have the same control that I'd felt with the other car, I even felt uncomfortable making moves which I thought were second nature to me.  Just establishing a controlled slide in the corners was an adventure and I almost put the car into the wall several times.  Finally, after wasting several hours as we tried various adjustments in a vain attempt to tame that beast, Tom, George and I had grown extremely frustrated with the car.  So, when I saw Frank Dolens drive in, I marched over to talk to him.

"This new car scares hell out of me, Frank," I told him candidly.  "It feels too big and too heavy.  I don't know exactly what it is, but it's just not set up right.  Then too, it feels as if this frame is weaker than the old one and in a corner the car seems to twist itself out of alignment, then the front end wants to go one way and the rear end skates off in another direction.  Although Tom understands what I'm feeling out there and can even see it happen, he can't think of any way to correct the problem, but then neither can I.  I just don't feel safe driving the damn beast and I'm not about to race it in the shape it's in now.  I think that damn thing is an accident looking for a place to happen and I don't want to hurt anyone, but I just might if I can't control the bloody thing at speed."

Frank noticed that Clarence had just pulled back into the pits after doing a few fast laps and since he'd been racing the same model of car all year, Frank and I went over to talk to him.  He didn't have any ideas that might help, but he suggested we swap and try each others car for a few laps.  When I got behind the wheel of Clarence's car I felt fine and could control his car quite well, but darn if he didn't keep up to me.

Afterward he shook his head and sighed.  "It's strange, and I could feel it acting dodgey, but I don't know what causes the problem.  It feels as if this frame isn't strong enough or something, perhaps that changes the wheel alignment as you go into a corner, but who knows?  I seem to be able to compensate for what happens, but I'd have to say that it isn't going to be an easy car to race because that car almost seems to have a mind of its own.  To be honest I wouldn't want to race it either, because I'd be paying too much attention to my car and not enough attention on the other drivers in the race."

He bit his lip and frowned.  "Look, Chris, if you really don't like the car and don't feel safe driving it, what would you think of selling it?  I mean it is ready to race and there are several guys who'd jump at the idea of buying Car 54, even if they had to fight it around the track every lap.  You guys have virtually created a legend with this car and guys will pay a lot just for the name and number."

I looked at Frank and he shrugged his shoulders, "If you don't feel comfortable in it, you won't enjoy racing and that's half of why we're here.  Besides, it does take a lot of time for both of us and I think there are other things we could both be doing."

"Yeah, it is getting harder to get here each year, but I don't feel comfortable selling it either, because I'm not the only one involved." I frowned.  "You've invested more in it than I have, so what do you think we should do?"

"Well, why not sell it, then turn it into something worthwhile, maybe a donation of some kind?" he suggested.

So he and I talked to Tom and George, then we went and talked to the track officials.  In the long run we held an auction after the hot laps, but before the start of the elimination races.  Clarence and I put on a bit of a display with our two cars during the hot laps though, each in the other's car, since he handled the new 54 better than I did.  It wasn't really a surprise that the bidding for Car 54 was hot and heavy, but to many people's surprise Gary Wagner was the highest bidder and final buyer.  We received a huge round of applause from the crowd when we donated the money from Car 54's sale to the track, asking that it was used to buy safety equipment, or perhaps be used to help cover the cost of the EMT's who attended each race.

To my astonishment Gary Wagner won the fifty lap main later in the day, and he did it while driving the new version of Car 54.

The whole rigamarole had left me feeling a bit uncomfortable though.  Now you have to understand, not only had Frank given me the original car and gotten me into racing, but besides that he'd approached me only a week before, trying to buy the house I'd inherited, fixed up and rented to Lucille.  He wanted to give the house to the new couple as a wedding gift.

"Sorry Frank, that's impossible," I'd shaken my head and grinned.  "That house is going to be a wedding gift alright, but from the Crawford side of the Bender clan.  Dad and Will approached me over that when Jerry and Lucille first announced their wedding day and Lucille asked Dad to walk her down the aisle."

"But your family just spent a bundle fixing that house, and on top of that it will be the biggest present they'll get from anyone," he frowned.  "Jennifer and I can't beat that, so we'd really like to be in on the deal."

"Well, Dad and Will split the cost of the repairs, but as far as I'm concerned the house was a freebie and to me, I've already satisfied my commitment on it.  Grampa Bender's will said I had to get someone to move into the house and make a profit on it.  Lucille's rent for the first month legally did that, because if you look at the actual facts, I never paid one red cent for the house and her rent easily paid for the inheritance taxes.  So, if you can argue Dad and Wil into sharing the cost of the repairs with you, I'll go along with the idea," I grinned.  "It will cost you a huge favour to earn a split of my share though."

"What sort of favour is worth half the price of a house?" he looked at me with slightly leery frown.

"Well, you may have heard that I hired a new herdsman, only the truck he was driving died just as he made it to my driveway.  He wants to fix the truck, probably for some sentimental reason or other, but I'm having a problem finding parts.  I don't mind paying for everything, but you have better contacts than I have, so I'm asking for your help to find things.  He owns a 1946 Chevrolet pickup and we need a repairable engine, clutch and transmission, as well as a set of rear fenders and a few other small parts.  Juan has worked out so well that I'd like to restore that old wreck so it looks like new, and before you offer to rebuild it for him, he and I want to do the work ourselves during the winter."

"Okay, you need another old truck for parts and you need an engine, probably just a short-block, but how about anything else.  What about the tires and rims, how are they?"

"I already ordered the tires from you last week, and while the rims aren't perfect, they're serviceable, so we could use them if necessary," I laughed.

Frank went hunting during the next week and found a complete 1946 Chevy pickup truck, then personally delivered it.  All the fenders and box were in great shape, but the cab had been shot so full of bullet holes that it was pretty well useless.  The engine in the parts truck looked pretty rough too, but in the pickup's box were two crates containing a rebuilt short-block engine and a transmission.  Stacked beside the two crates were four new tires already mounted on brand new rims.  I had a hard time accepting that Frank had found so many of the parts we needed and done it so quickly, but Juan and Conseula simply couldn't believe their eyes.  Not only that, but Frank had only charged me dealer cost on everything he'd found for us.

But that deal with the truck had happened the week before we went to the stock car race, so after the race, as I was standing next to Frank I felt a bit as if I'd taken advantage of him over the last while.

"Sorry I feel uncomfortable trying to drive that car, Frank.  I know you were counting on me racing in it this year," I said apologetically.

"Whatever are you worried about?" he snorted.  "Car 54 has been a great advertisement gimmick for me.  I've made ten times more from it than I spent and I've had a lot of fun out of being involved with it at the same time.  Besides, it's been enjoyable to watch three young boys mature into confident young men that I'm proud to call my friends.  Now before we start to sound as if this is the last time we'll ever haggle or deal with each other, let's go down and congratulate Gary.  Perhaps with your help I can convince him to keep my dealership name on the car in exchange for a few tires and an occasional paint job?"

Lucille and Jerry's wedding happened on the 8th of August, but it was a relatively small wedding, just friends and family members.  All the women looked gorgeous in their new dresses and all the guys looked uncomfortable in their new suits, in other words a perfectly normal wedding.  Come to think of it, perhaps that wedding wasn't all that normal for the town of Mountview.  After all there were no major faux pas to feed the rumour mill.  There were no big fights.  No one got overly drunk, then drove into a ditch or smacked into a tree on the way home.  In other words it was an extremely tame party considering what normally happened during wedding celebrations in our town.  It only rated a couple of lines in the local newspaper, so I suppose the rumour mongers around town felt it must have been a boring wedding.  I really don't know, since it was the first wedding I ever remember going to, so I have nothing to compare it with.

Dad and Frank created quite a stir when they presented Lucille and Gerry with a set of symbolic keys and the title to their house at the reception.  Then during the dance after the reception Lucille accused me of giving her the house and simply adding everyone else's name to the card, but I had my answer ready for her.

"Hey, I did what Grampa Bender said I had to do.  I made a profit on that house and still managed to save back enough of a share that I didn't feel bad about signing the card," I grinned and kissed her cheek.  "Of course owning property here makes it official, you know.  There's no way you can deny being part of the Mountview portion of the Bender clan, so you're not a Calgary Bender any more.  I think that would please Grampa Bender even more."

"Asshole!" she snickered and slapped me on the shoulder.  "I'm sure you're going to send my ex-old man a copy of the town's tax records next year, aren't you?"

"Nope," I laughed.  "Even I'm not quite that mean."

"Darn, I'll have to do it, but now I'll have to learn how to forge your name," she smirked, almost maliciously.

That made me smile too, but mostly because she could joke about what had to be have been a very painful memory.

The ride home from the wedding was interesting to say the least since Sandy raved about the way people were dressed and how they acted.  Then she went on and on about how radiant Lucille looked and how handsome Jerry was in his new suit.  In fact she talked about the wedding all the way home and was even bringing up little details late that night after we'd gone to bed.

So I took the hint and the next day I left Juan in charge of chores, then drove to Calgary with Sandy.  I hadn't told her where we were going, so when we walked into 'Birks' jewellery store, the look on her face was priceless.  I remember the conversation we had after I'd steered her toward the counter where engagement rings were sold.

She turned and stared at me.  "Are you asking me to wear your ring?"

"Yeah, I was thinking I should make the offer," I grinned.  "After all, you've been suggesting this for a couple of years or more."

"Why now?  Is this just because Lucille got married?  I thought you were going to wait until you were twenty-one."

"Well, I was, but all my girl friends have been disappearing into the sunset in the last while.  I thought if I offered you an engagement ring you might stick around.  Besides, I think you've earned it and I always pay my debts."

"Asshole!" she snapped loudly, astounding the salesman that had come to the counter, then I got swarmed as Sandy decided I need a kiss, and when I could see again, the salesman's look of surprise had become a smile.

After I received that kiss, which definitely said yes, she astounded me by insisting that all she wanted was a plain silver band, but I wanted her to have a diamond of some sort.  In the long run we compromised, but she still insisted on a silver band with the tiniest diamond possible.  (I think the jeweller even called it a 'chip.')

Most people didn't even notice the ring though and Sandy insisted on keeping it quiet, not allowing me to make any announcement other than telling Mom and Dad.  I found out later that she felt if we did say anything it would take away some of the lustre of Lucille's marriage which I found to be a bit strange.  Besides, she insisted that a wedding ceremony wasn't essential for us, that she already felt married.

Then she proved it by getting pregnant a few months later.

Okay, let's be honest.  She didn't get pregnant intentionally; after all, she insists that she was taking her birth control pills quite faithfully each and every day.  However, she'd been helping me to rebuild the old pig sty on a rainy day, but as we were working she'd slipped in the mud and accidentally scratched her leg on a rusty nail.  We'd taken her to the doctor and he'd insisted on giving both of us tetanus shots.  Then a few days later he'd had to put Sandy on a course of antibiotics because an infection had shown up in the wound on her leg.  Her wound cleared up fine, but later on we heard rumours that some antibiotics counteract the effects of the birth control pill.  So because of one rusty nail, Sandy and I were going to become parents.  (The doc insisted that neither antibiotics or a skipped pill could cause a failure of protection, but something darn well did and Sandy blamed that tetanus shot and the antibiotics, so I was wise enough not to argue.)

We decided that wasn't really a bad thing, but tried to keep the news of our upcoming family addition to those people we felt closest to, insisting that it be kept quiet.  I continued to try to convince her to marry me though, until Mom took me aside one day and told me to lay off on the pressure.  She felt if I pushed too hard, Sandy would rebel and Mom worried that it might hurt our relationship.  So I took her advise to heart and backed off.

Since school was coming up about that time, Sandy insisted that she wanted to take Conseula and Maria to Calgary for a two day shopping trip and I convinced Juan to go along.  Then at the last moment, Jackie wanted to go shopping too, but Carissa didn't feel like it.  I never thought much about that until I headed toward the house after finishing the evening chores and saw Carissa's Jeep sitting in the driveway.

"Hi, Farmer Brown," she grinned and wrapped me in a hug when I walked inside.  "Sandy and I talked it over and decided you shouldn't be lonely while she was away.  Besides, I know you sleep much better when you have someone to cuddle."

I'll admit I'd missed Carissa's company and I knew that Sandy wouldn't mind that she was there, so I didn't fight the inevitable.  We ate and talked for quite a while, then she joined me in bed.  Matt and John gave me a rough time the next morning when they arrived to help with the last of the haying, but they seemed to consider Carissa to be one of my women anyway.  Sandy managed to extend her shopping trip for a third day, and even then came home after chores were done and we'd eaten, but Carissa was at the door to greet the others when everyone arrived home.

Since Sandy hadn't seem surprised to see Carissa there, I just shook my head, realising that I'd been set up, but I didn't worry that much about it.  Instead I shrugged it off as one more attempt by Sandy to work another woman into my life, but right then I was happy that Carissa seemed quite satisfied to spend the majority of her time in her house, not mine.  Heck, I'd heard talk that she and Jackie had even been going out on dates with various guys from town.  As a result I had high hopes that one day they'd both marry some nice guy and life would become more normal for me and everyone else - after all Lucille had married someone else, hadn't she?

Right then though there were a lot of other things going on that held my attention since Juan and I were really the only workers around the ranch by the second week of September.  Matt and John had gone back to Olds to take more courses, while Mark and Luke were again working around town on small construction projects and only helping on the ranch on rare occasions.  Tom and George were both off to Calgary, studying at SAIT, the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology.  Tom was taking diesel mechanics and George was taking a crash course on residential wiring and farm electrification.  Beth, Jackie, Jean and Jess were all taking grade twelve and Maria was going to school in town too.  She'd been taking correspondence school before and although she was only fourteen, the school gave her a series of tests, then placed her in grade ten, which was two years ahead of her age group.

Mom and Dad talked to Maria and her parents, offering to let her stay with them once the weather started to look like it might snow.  Then Jackie, Jess and Jean decided to stay in town in the McAdam's old house, so Maria decided she'd like to stay there with them.  That raised some eyebrows, but since the McAdam house was just down the street from John and Wilma Coulter's and because they offered to keep an eye on the girls, Juan and Conseula agreed to the idea.  Actually Maria lived in town during the week, but was home on most weekends, catching a ride home with Jackie on Friday evening and going back to school with her on Monday morning.

All of August and the first week of September were really busy times for us on the ranch.  We had to mow, rake, bale and stack all the 'wild' hay from the portion of the ranch we weren't grazing and we had the second crop of alfalfa to take care of as well.  Luckily we sold most of the alfalfa bales and about a third of our 'regular' hay bales in the field, so we had a lot less hay than usual to haul and stack in the hay sheds.  We still had ample supplies for our winter needs, but that year we didn't have to store or protect any of the hay we planned to sell, instead it was hauled away almost as soon as it dropped out of the baler.

Then right after haying season, it was show time for our horses.  At the fall Quarter Horse show and sale in Calgary, Mile High Ranch took home a first prize ribbon for 'Mile High Missy,' a yearling filly and a second place ribbon for 'Little Dancer,' one of our two year old fillys.  I had to turn down several very good offers for both horses since I wanted to keep them as a future brood mares, but it was a good omen for the future.  Actually I think what made people pay such close attention to our horses was our showman - who just happened to be a fourteen year old girl named Maria.  That show must have drawn attention to Mile High Ranch though, because that fall we sold four of our young Quarter Horses, nine of our Polled Shorthorn heifers and one young Polled Shorthorn bull.  That added several thousand dollars to the kitty and put Mile High Ranch's finances well into the black for the year.

Between the fact that we had again hit a peak price for our hay, combined with the high prices we got for what stock we sold, we did exceptionally well that year.  In fact considering how new the name 'Mile High Ranch' was in purebred stock circles, our animals were selling for almost unbelievable prices.  On top of that our share of income from the lower lease was higher than ever before.  Part of that extra income was due to changes Grampa Bender had made to the lease agreement, but mostly it was a reflection on my family's management of the lower range.  The Bender clan, which now included the Bender, Crawford and Grant families, sold almost a hundred range fed steers and nearly fifty tons of hay, all from the leased land.  That didn't include any of the income from their individual farms, which also did extremely well that year.

September was the fall auction season as well and I had the idea of getting some things I wanted to use to improve life around the ranch.  On top of that, Sandy had grown to love auction sales as much as I did.  At the first auction sale we went to that fall I bought a nearly new 50KW generator to replace the older 24KW generator we already had.  We needed that increase in size because we had an additional house and more barns now, but I knew I could sell the older generator to Matt or Carissa.  At the same auction I bought a whole pallet of unfinished storm windows, just the panes of glass, with a thin aluminum frame around each pane.  Sandy questioned my sanity for buying them, but I just grinned at her since I had plans for that glass.  I also bought two kits to build a pair of stock sheds, just the steel frames, the sheet metal roofing and sheets of plywood for the walls.  I explained to Sandy that one shed was for our weaned calves and the other for her goats, she
chuckled at the idea at first, then changed her mind and decided that I'd made a wonderful deal.  Meanwhile Sandy bought a weather vane to put on the old barn roof, and it was my turn to chuckle.  Where we lived, the only winds we noticed almost always blew down the valley from the north-northwest, and we seldom felt any winds that blew from other directions.  Then she surprised me when she bought another small John Deere garden tractor, but this one had a new mower deck and a pull-behind grass sweeper attachment which meant she and Consuela would be able to care for the lawns much easier.  In fact we bought several other items as well, so since we'd come in my pickup I had to come back with Juan the next day and use the two-ton truck to haul our bigger purchases home.

When Carissa heard about the deals we'd made at the auction, she wanted to come with us the next time and since the next auction was a mixed farm sale which included some livestock, I asked Juan to come along.  In the long run Juan and I drove there in the two-ton truck with the stock racks on the box, so Sandy, Conseula and Carissa followed along in my pickup, pulling a horse trailer.

At that sale I bought a second Jersey cow that had just freshened, then bought her young heifer calf when it came on the auction block.  A pair of little donkeys came up for sale next, both jennies and Juan got quite excited, then insisted that I buy them, telling me they'd be good at keeping the goats safe from coyotes.  Since they were scarcely waist high I thought that idea was just wishful thinking, but we had lots of room on the ranch and if Juan wanted a couple of little donkeys around I'd humour him, so I bid and got them quite cheaply.  Soon after that Carissa bought a mixed breed gelding and a Thoroughbred mare, but she was also interested in the farmer's chickens.  In fact between Carissa and Sandy, they bought four dozen Plymouth Rock hens and a couple of roosters.  Sandy insisted they were good additions to the ranch and a match for her flock of Rhode Island Reds which she'd virtually 'inherited' from Grampa Bender and had been slow to abandon.  All I knew for
sure was that she was going to insist on keeping the two breeds separate, which meant we'd have to build another chicken coop and fence another chicken run.

We bought several other things at that sale too, in fact Carissa and I were the only bidders on all the old tack from the farmer's tack room.  We ended up with saddles, bridles, halters, harness and who knows what else.  While we were doing that Juan was at the household auction, buying an almost new washer and drier for Conseula.  Even Conseula bought two things, a walk behind rototiller and a small lawnmower to use around her little house.  In the long run we left for home with both trucks and the trailer fully loaded.  On the way home, Juan convinced me he wanted to pay for a fancy saddle and bridle that I'd thought to give to Maria for her birthday.  I agreed, after I had convinced him it was okay for Sandy and I to give her a Quarter Horse, but he only went along with that because he knew the gelding I meant to give her was a very quiet, well trained horse.

Then as we were driving further Juan seemed to grow very quiet, but he looked as if he had something he wanted to mention, so I asked him outright what it was.  It turned out he had heard there was to be another auction sale the next Tuesday and he understood there were more little donkeys as well as more Spanish goats for sale there.  The only thing was the goats probably weren't the same as those we had bought from him, in other words they probably weren't the Cashmere cross goats.  So we talked it over a bit, but I thought we should talk to Sandy about the idea of buying more goats and he nodded, then grinned.

"I tell Sandy that billy goat we have is Chinese Xinjiang cross, if he breeds with Spanish nanny, we get lil Cashmere cross goat," Juan nodded his head.  "Sandy get more wool, goats eat more brush, you have more pasture for horse and cow.  Everybody win something."

I just rolled my eyes at that, because I knew we'd be off to another auction on Tuesday.

Actually we only bought one male donkey and three goats at that next auction, but all three of those goats were females and all of them had been bred.  Meanwhile Sandy bought a hand cranked wool carder and I bought an almost new cement mixer, then got carried away and bid on an old Fordson Major tractor with a small backhoe attachment that was sitting on a rather beat-up, goose-neck trailer.  I wanted the trailer more than the tractor, but got the whole set-up for peanuts.  Then I cursed that darn trailer all the way back home because the darn thing didn't want to tow straight if I drove any faster than thirty miles an hour.  I discovered later that the axle wasn't lined up square with the frame so it wanted to 'dog track,' but that was easy enough to fix and in the long run I ended up with a great little trailer.  Even that old tractor and it's mini-backhoe came in darn handy several times and soon paid for itself.  In fact the next summer we removed the backhoe setup and
used the three point hitch unit on the Fordson to operate various haying attachments.

Aside from our weekly grocery runs to town or the occasional trip to an auction, we kept quite busy on the ranch during the last two weeks of September and the first two weeks of October.  That was especially true because Juan and I had two jobs we wanted to be certain to finish before we had our first major frost of the fall.  To start with we wanted to get those two shelters I'd bought at auction built and fenced in for the winter so both the young stock and the goats would be safely housed when it began to snow heavily.  Mostly though I wanted to turn all those window panes I'd bought into something both useful and enjoyable for Sandy and Conseula.

Juan and I built the two shelters and their fences in a hurry, but then we set out to build our women folk a greenhouse, and not just any old greenhouse either.  We wanted something that would be easy to heat in the winter and easy to cool in the summer, so we started by excavating into the side of the knoll that rose just off the far corner of Sandy's garden.  That's when that little backhoe came in real handy and I considered it paid for in the first eight hours because it excavated the opening we needed in no time flat.  We ran in drain tiles, backfilled with gravel, poured foundations and a floor, then concrete walls and eventually a reinforced concrete roof, even adding a separate room for the entrance at one end.  The glass front sloped upward from a concrete stub wall in the front, all the way to the roof and we had enough glass to make that glass wall double paned.  Once we'd backfilled soil against the concrete walls and had two feet of soil over the roof, the greenhouse
was relatively well insulated and could easily be kept at a constant temperature.  We even trenched in a water pipe for a faucet and a plastic conduit for an electric feed, then had Bob Grant come up to install lights and a ventilation unit that had a small heater for the winter along with a variable velocity exhaust fan for the summer.  Both Sandy and Conseula went nuts over that greenhouse and in no time at all they were growing plants in every possible inch of space they could find or have Juan and I build for them.

Even though we spent several hours each day for two weeks building that greenhouse, Juan and I were still busy with the animals and with the other small jobs that we needed to finish before winter set in.  That fall though, we were in very good shape.  We had shelters and corrals built for all the stock and we had our hay sheds stacked full.  I'd gone down to Dad's and bought several tons of baled straw for bedding and we had already started to use that to bed the animals down at night.  On top of that, for the first time ever we had run plastic pipe underground to each and every corral or animal shed and had installed electric lines along the pipes and on the waterers so all of them could be kept from freezing.  Then, although all the animals were looking good, we still had Don Taylor, the local veterinarian come out and check them over.  He gave them a clean bill of health and congratulated us on our stock setup, saying it looked planned, not built helter-skelter the way
most farms were.

Not only the buildings and shelters for the animals were ready that fall though, we'd also readied all the tractors, trucks, and other vehicles for winter.  Everything had antifreeze and lighter oil or whatever else was needed for it to work the way it should in the coming cold temperatures.  Both the John Deere tractor and the small John Deere crawler were rigged for snow and cold weather.  The tractor had a blade rigged on the back and a bucket mounted on the front end loader, while the crawler had it's dozer blade mounted and cleaned, almost polished.  We'd even rigged canvas down the sides of the engine compartments of both tractors to direct heat back to the drivers seat.  Once the tractors were ready, the snowmobiles had to be checked over and tuned up.  Then we'd had time to install snow tires on all four wheels of the Jeep, then rig the canvas top and mount its snow blade, so when the first skiff of snow fell in mid-October it was almost a relief.  But then the
weather seemed to fall into a holding pattern, cold, but clear, with occasional light snow flurries.

Cold weather and light snowfalls didn't keep visitors from dropping around to the ranch, in fact a couple of inches of snow on the ground seemed to draw visitors.  Some of them came to see that we were all ready for winter, some came just to visit, some came to see the scenery and there were a few who came to try out their snowmobiles, since we usually got a little more snow than other places.  That year though we had less snowfall in the valley than we did up on the upper plateau, which cut down on the number of snowmobilers we saw.

We still had a multitude of visitors come and go during the early winter.  Mom and Dad probably came the most often, but Carissa and Jackie dropped around at least once a week, with Jess and Jean coming by almost as often.  Then of course the McAdam brothers dropped by once in a while.  Tom came by a few times, usually when he was home for a weekend and wanted to see what we were doing, but if he was there, Jess and Jean were usually along.  Of course if Tom was home for the weekend, George was usually home as well and if he was home, he and Beth almost always visited us.  Even Lucille and Jerry dropped by once or twice.

It got to the point that if Sandy and I made trips to town or did any grocery shopping we went during the week, so we could be sure to be home in case we had visitors on the weekend.  Juan and Conseula thought it was amusing that so many people would drive so far out of their way to come see us, especially considering that I'd warned them we might be cut off during the winter.  They did follow our advise though, and stocked up on groceries and supplies, just in case the weather got really bad.

For almost three weeks that fall or early winter, the weather alternated between light snowfalls and bright sunshine, so our parade of visitors continued, but I had a feeling that was going to change soon.




Chapter 56:

Avalanche Zone - Beware of Falling Rock

Some of the visits we had were a lot more eventful than others, for instance one night in late October, Carissa and Jackie dropped around for a surprise visit.  It was late evening, so we were having coffee as we sat watching the fire in the fireplace, when it suddenly became clear that this was no normal visit.

Carissa came over and sat on my knee, leaned over and kissed my cheek, then whispered in my ear, "I went to the doctor today, and it's official, I'm going to be a mommy."

Almost instantly I concluded that she was telling me she'd gotten pregnant on the weekend that Sandy, Jackie and the Nunez family had gone shopping in Calgary.  She sat back and must have guessed my suspicion that the whole thing was planned by the look on my face.

"This wasn't planned and the baby probably isn't yours, at least I strongly doubt it.  My pregnancy isn't my fault either.  Well, in a way it was my fault, but even then it was an accident," she said quietly.  "Sometimes I lose track of whether I've taken my pill in the morning or not and a couple months ago so many things happened to us that I probably missed a day or two, maybe several."

"So, what do you plan to do?" I asked, not knowing what else to say.

"Well, I'm not having an abortion and I'm not giving the baby up for adoption, but at the same time I'm not expecting to marry the guy who knocked me up or have him support me and the baby either.  He's just not the type of guy I'd choose to be a father figure for my kid," she said vehemently.  "Jackie and I can easily raise a baby and we're making enough money working for Mom's accounting business to support ourselves.  Still, if you want to act like the kid's daddy or just his favourite uncle I'd welcome that because I think a kid needs a father figure of some sort."

"Jeez, I've gotta think about this, but if you can keep it quiet from the gossip mongers for a while it might make it easier on you.  It doesn't matter what happens or what you say, they'll spread the tale that I got you pregnant," I frowned slightly.  "They know Sandy is pregnant now and I've heard that they're spreading rumours that I'm the guy who got Lucille pregnant.  I mean, it's going to look to the gossips like I'm out to impregnate the world."

"But, I'll just say you didn't do it and pretty well everyone in town has a good idea who did," Carissa frowned at him.  "Do you remember Tex, the tall, rangy guy who was working for Clarence when they built Juan and Conseula's house? His number came up at the draft board in the States, so he had to go back to join the army, then go to Vietnam.  He was all upset about that when he came out to our place one Saturday night, carrying a bottle of whisky and looking for sympathy.  Jackie and her brothers didn't want anything to do with the whisky, but I thought he needed a sympathetic shoulder to cry on, so the two of us got drunk and we passed out on the living room floor.  I don't remember it happening, but the next morning I knew we'd had sex.  That's why I made sure you wore a condom every time we had sex when I was here that week, because I didn't know then if he had a disease or anything."

"Yeah, but if you remember we had two of those old condoms of yours break on us," I snorted.

"Which is why I was glad that I'd gone to the doctor and had myself tested for any sort of sexually transmitted disease and the tests came back clean.  Only when I went back to get the results I hadn't had a period so I asked about that and he gave me another test, which is when I found out I was pregnant."

"Well, since you didn't pick up a disease I guess that's a relief, but what are you going to do about this guy, Tex?"

"Well, besides telling Daddy that I was pregnant when I was in town today, I asked him if he knew of any way to get hold of Tex, so Daddy guessed that he's the guy who knocked me up," Carissa said quietly.  "Not only that, but other than my folks, the only people who need to know that I'm pregnant are the four of us in this room."

"As if you could hide it," Sandy snorted.  "Jess already heard about it from a gossip who works in your dad's office.  She called me earlier and asked if it was really someone else who had done the deed and not Chris."

"Oh, frigging great!" I snorted.  "Now there will be rumours about that and I'll be involved, just like when Lucille admitted she was pregnant."

"Nah, don't worry, Chris, your women have got your butt covered for anyone who pries into any of the pregnancies," Jackie snorted.  "Lucille just laughs at the gossips and points to Jerry with his puffed up chest, then tells the gossip, 'You tell Daddy Jer that and see what he says.' Besides there were earlier rumours about Lucille and Jerry that circulated after old Mr.  Bender's funeral, mostly about Jerry being the one who calmed her down and comforted her.  Most of the town was there and saw that happen, then he started to make trips to Calgary to see her and only a few months later the two of them announced they were getting married.  Besides, they know you and Lucille are related and how close your family all are.  I mean your father walked her down the aisle at her wedding, for goodness sakes.  Then you guys gave her a house for a wedding present.  So forget the rumours about you and Lucille, because nobody with a grain of common sense believes them."

"Well, that's a relief," Sandy sighed.  "So Carissa, do you think your dad will say anything about Tex?"

"Daddy sure wasn't hiding his feelings when we left him," Carissa laughed sardonically.  "I think anyone inside of a block of his office must have heard him blaming Tex for knocking me up, so there's no way we'll hear any rumours about Chris being guilty of this pregnancy either."

"That bugger deserves to be blamed too, just to get back for all the rumours he started," Jackie grouched vehemently.  "After that night the bastard went into town and bragged about spending the night at our place.  Only according to him, he kept us both up all night and screwed the two of us silly.  That's probably why we ended up with so many guys wanting to take us out over the past while and you can imagine the rumours that are going around the school about me.  If I could get my hands on him, I'd nut the S-O-B!"

"Yeah, like I said, he's not the sort I'd go looking to have as the father of my kid," Carissa sighed.  "In that respect I wish it was Chris."

"Well, I don't know what to say," I sighed.  "I do know that if I'm going to help raise him, then when the kid is old enough to understand, I'd rather he knew the truth about his father.  Heck,if the kid spends a fair amount of time with me while he's growing up he could even call me his foster dad.  Only … I just don't like the idea of any child being raised to live with a lie, if you know what I mean."

""As if that would be a problem.  I don't know anyone I'd rather have be the father to my kid!" Carissa grinned.  "In fact if you want, I'll make it legal and write out a living will.  That way if anything ever happens to Jackie and I, there wouldn't be any legal problem for you and Sandy to have custody of the baby."

""Hah! Since I'm involved just by living with you, and since my biological father is still trying to get legal custody of me, that's probably a darn wise decision anyway," Jackie snapped.  "I mean, it's stupid how far he's going.  I'm over eighteen and legally he can't do anything, but now he's trying to get me declared mentally incompetent and trying to get a legal hold over me that way.  Of course I know that all he wants to do is to ship me off to that enclave at Bountiful.  Sometimes I think he must have been promised thousands of dollars for delivering my body to that outfit, but he's gone completely crazy about losing all his influence over his kids, especially me.  He absolutely hates you, Chris, and he blames you for all his problems."

"Well, he lives in Calgary and I'm living out here, so right at the moment he's not one of my major worries," I sighed and looked at Sandy.  "What do you think gal, are you willing to take on the possibility of having an extra kid around the house?"

"Sure! We could easily do that," she grinned.

"Well, I was talking about it with Daddy and there might be a little problem with that," Carissa winked at me, but with her head turned so Sandy couldn't see.

"What problem?" Sandy demanded.

"Just that you and Chris should be married to make any chance of a custody battle extremely difficult for anyone else," Carissa said flatly.

"That's not fair!" Sandy snapped loudly, then she paused and she seemed to be thinking and I saw a calculating expression cross her face.  "There might be a way I'd give in to your coercion though."

"So, what do you want? We're listening," Carissa frowned impatiently.

"Well, I think I told you guys about the secret marriages of the FLDS, didn't I?" Sandy smiled.  "That's sort of what I want.  I'll marry Chris openly, if you marry him secretly, but it would only be fair if Jackie is included too."

"Are you telling me that you haven't married him because you're still holding onto that stupid multiple marriage thing with one guy and a bunch of women," Carissa sat up straight and glared at Sandy.

"Hey, wait a minute, Lover," Jackie tried to calm her down.  "There are some advantages to that idea for both of us and we certainly don't have to stick to the FLDS rules.  Besides, what she's suggesting isn't all that different to what we have now, except we might be spending more time down here at the ranch."

"You're going to have to explain to me how there are any advantages to the idea, because I don't get it," Carissa snapped.

"Well, first off, your kid would be Chris's step-child, so he or she would grow up calling Chris daddy.  Then if you got a package in the mail, and opened it to find a letter and a ring enclosed, it could look like your 'secret' lover was asking you to marry him.  Now being engaged isn't quite as bulletproof as being married, but since your father is raising all kinds of crap about Tex, it gives that rumour a stronger basis."

"And what if Tex comes back to town for some strange reason?" Carissa asked.

"Oh, I doubt that!  I'll bet by now your father has already composed a nasty letter to him about 'ruining his daughter' and I'll bet Tex would read it and count his blessings that he's in the Yankee army about now.  Of course you could guarantee that he'd never come back with a carefully worded letter of your own," Jackie giggled.

"And how would either Daddy or I write to him?  We don't even have his address."

"Ah, but I'll bet Clarence does, since Tex worked for him for long enough to be on the books and there are taxes and benefits that Clarence has to take into account," Jackie responded instantly.

"Shit, knowing that address might get Daddy off my back.  He's been on my case about not knowing how to contact Tex or his parents," Carissa laughed, sounding slightly relieved.  "But you said the idea was advantageous to both of us, and I don't understand how it could be any advantage for you?"

"Oh, that's easy.  I'll just get word to Mom that I'm Chris's third wife and let Daddy jump to the same conclusion that Sandy's folks did," Jackie laughed aloud, then frowned slightly.  "It might even ease his anger with Chris, especially if Daddy wasn't promised some sort of reward for sending me out to BC."

"Let me get this straight, you want me to get into some kind of secret marriage with all three of you?" I stared at each one of them in turn.  "That's nuts! What in hell would I tell my family?"

"You don't have to tell anyone anything, except that you and I are getting married," Sandy said quietly.  "Carissa, Jackie and you are going to have a secret marriage, not an open one, and your family already knows that the three of us are involved.  Since there won't be any big changes that will be obvious for others to see, I think everyone will just accept that nothing much has changed.  The only thing anyone might notice would be that we'd all be wearing a ring, but we don't have to tell them it's your ring."

"I think we should all have different rings, but rather plain ones," Carissa nodded, then she smiled.  "I'm actually growing to like the idea."

Both Sandy and Jackie beamed at that, then the three of them set out to convince me.  In the long run I went along with the idea even if I considered it to be crazy, but only after talking to Mom and Dad and telling them what was going on.  Mom was actually the one who convinced me that it was probably the only way I'd ever get Sandy to marry me.  Dad just rolled his eyes and said it was my life, but he admitted that he did understand how I had become involved with all three women.

"The Crawfords and Benders have always had relationships with women that bent the normal lines of society a bit," he smiled and I knew he was thinking of Mama Kate and Mom.  "Toby would have understood what you're going through, since he was involved with multiple women and in a way, so do I.  After all, there was a period when I was in love with two women at once, so I can understand how it can happen."

So, Sandy and I had a very simple marriage ceremony in front of a magistrate, then went on a holiday to Las Vegas, but not to gamble, we went there to visit a few horse ranches.  It was the first time either of us had flown and we both enjoyed ourselves.  While we were down in the States we took a smaller plane and made time for a side trip to Dallas, where we bought two rings and mailed one of them back home to Carissa.  That ring, coming in a package mailed from Texas, gave some form of credence to the rumours about her Texan lover and her pregnancy.  It also got her father off the warpath, hopefully before he did something irrevocable.

I do have to comment about a few things I noticed while we were down in the southern states.  The first thing I noticed was the barren lanscape and decided that I shouldn't complain as much about how hard it was to grow things on the 'Frenchmen's' half section, not after seeing those desert areas.  The second thing I noticed were the racial inequalities and how the people with Mexican backgrounds were treated much differently, maybe not quite so much in Texas, but definitely in Nevada.

We did see some nice horses while we were down there, but I'll be honest, I thought our stock was just as good, if not better.  One strange happening was having Sandy spot a batch of goats that looked almost like a match to ours, except they didn't have the heavy coats.  Actually in the baking sun and dry heat I think they'd have roasted if they had the coats our goats did.  We stopped and tried to talk to the young fellow who was herding them along the edge of the road, but his English was terrible and our Spanish wasn't great, even though we had been trying to learn.  While we were talking to him though, we did discover that there were goats roaming wild in the hills, but that his family owned the ones he was herding.  When Sandy told him we were from Canada and we used goats like his to clear back the underbrush on our ranch, he just stared at her in disbelief.  I doubt if his interest in his family's goats went little further than the stew pot.

While we were visiting a big ranch in Texas I noticed a very nice Appaloosa stallion that was on sale for a relatively cheap price and wished he was on a ranch much closer to home.  After we were back in Alberta, I showed Beth a picture of the horse and she was all set to find some way to buy it, but when she called the rancher, the horse had already been sold.  So other than buying the rings and having a good holiday, all we really accomplished in Nevada and Texas was to make a few contacts in horse breeding circles.

We came home after ten days of T-shirt weather down south and got to the ranch just in time to be snowed in for a week.  We had company for that week though and I certainly wasn't bored.  It was late Friday afternoon when we drove up the county road and Jackie was just coming home with Maria, so she stopped at her home while we drove Maria the rest of the way to the ranch.

Half an hour later Carissa and Jackie arrived at our house, each one carrying an overnight case, then only a few hours after that the blizzard blew in.  The two of them were there for the whole week and after a little private ceremony in front of the fireplace that evening, they declared that the four of us were on another honeymoon.  I'm not going to say much about that week, except that each night I slept with only one woman and that it was never the same woman two nights in a row.  Okay, I lied and I will make a few comments.

During the day things were much calmer, because both Conseula and Maria were often there.  Often they were helping out around the house, teaching Sandy and me Spanish or just visiting, but even Juan came over once or twice a day.  The gals did try to tame things down a bit more when any of the Nunez family was in the house, but were slightly more open if only Marie and Conseula were there with us.  However if Maria was there alone, Carissa seemed to delight in making bolder statements and teasing her even more.  If she could tease both Maria and me at the same time she seemed to enjoy that the most though.  The problem was Maria had a slight crush on me, and I felt I should protect her in some way, but at the same time I didn't want to get Carissa annoyed, because she had developed a fiery temper at times.

Actually Maria seemed to just grin and take Carissa's teasing, then to my surprise she started to tease Carissa back and by the time the week was out she had found ways to stop Carissa's teasing.  Her method involved doing her best to ignore Carissa while playing up to me in some way or another, almost as if she was warning Carissa that the teasing was driving her to flirt with me.  Somehow the idea of a fourteen year old teasing and flirting with me just didn't sit well in my books though, so it was a darn uncomfortable time for me.

Thankfully the winds slowed and the snows eased off after about six days, so I was soon involved in digging us out and opening the roads.  I just about froze for three days after that storm, because I was out on the John Deere crawler plowing out the road to the Dumfries' ranch.  Our section of road wasn't bad at all, but from the corner where our ranch road met with the hydro company's extension and all the way to Jason Dumfries' yard, it was socked in solid.  That proved those caragana hedges we'd planted worked well, at least on the portion of the road where they'd been established and even after only one summer of growth.  I was quite happy about what had happened, because it proved our theory about the hedges, but also because that job reduced my outside debt.  The work I did on those three days virtually wiped out my debt to Charlie Engels for the cost of the little John Deere crawler; he had the contract to clear the road, but I did the plowing and booked the time against
my debt.

Once the roads were clear, Jackie and Maria headed back to town so they could go to school and Carissa went home to check that the McAdam boys had looked after her chickens and horses.  As for me, I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Having three or four women in the house at once is just a bit too much," I told Sandy as I hugged her tightly.

"Yep, I agree," Sandy chortled.  "There were a few times when I wanted to belt Carissa for the way she was acting.  When she got to teasing Maria it was almost too much, but it did accomplish one thing, Maria is more open with you than she was.  Besides, both she and Conseula have figured out that you have three women, so we don't have to be so secretive while the bunch of us are here on the ranch."

"You think that's a good thing?"

"Sure!" she broke into her 'little girl' giggle.  "Only unless things change a lot in four years, I think when Maria turns eighteen she's going to want to join the marriage."

"Hell, I can't handle three of you," I growled.  "If Carissa keeps on the way she was acting most of the time I think I'll throttle her though, which might clear up part of the problem."

"I'll have a talk to her," Sandy said firmly, then quietly changed the subject.

I never thought much of that conversation until later, but I did notice that Carissa seemed to have calmed down a lot with her teasing and she seemed to defer to Sandy more.  It was some time later that I realized a definite pecking order had been established between the three women and Sandy definitely ruled the roost.

The rest of that winter was a rough one as far as weather was concerned.

About four days before Christmas we had an freezing rain which did more damage than any other storm we'd had in a long time.  We lost a yearling heifer and two calves from the previous spring when one of the fences had fallen because of the weight of ice that formed on it.  We can only guess, but we think some of our younger cattle had been spooked by the noise of the fence coming down, then had wandered out of their shelter.  All we really know is that the three animals that died had wandered away from the ranch buildings and we didn't find them until the next morning, but by then it was too late.  All we could do was put them out of their misery, then pile wood on the three bodies and burn them, but since the ice storm had knocked down whole trees we had lots of wood to do the job.  I was upset by the whole episode, but Juan took the whole thing very hard and I had an extremely difficult time convincing him that it wasn't his fault.

Christmas was going to be a quiet one, since the roads were too iced up to drive anywhere.  The power was off, so we were running on our generator and I was glad that I'd bought the new generator unit because it easily handled the demand.  The old one just hadn't been powerful enough, so I'd sold it to Carissa and I was hoping she was happy she had it about now.  The phone was out and our only contact with friends and family was by way of the CB radio, but since that had always been limited by the valley walls, we could only call down the valley.  That meant all our outside contacts were through my folks, Uncle Tom's family and George's folks.

Unfortunately no one had heard from Carissa or any of the folks who lived up on the upper plateau.  So, on the day before Christmas I decided to run the John Deere crawler up the hill to Carissa's and Matt's places to check on them.  I only managed to get there because the crawler had relatively new steel cleats on the tracks, but even then I slid around a good bit.  The group were all fine and had all the supplies they needed, but the ice storm had damaged the antenna lead to Matt's big CB antenna, which was the reason they hadn't contacted anyone.  Both their hydro and phone lines were down as well though, so everyone was staying at Carissa and Jackie's house because Carissa had the generator.  Matt and the boys had managed to string an extension cord across the road to keep their oil furnace running, which meant they could sleep at home.  They didn't have enough power for much else though, and as a result the guys spent most of their days with Carissa and Jackie.  I
didn't stay there long, just long enough to make sure everyone was okay, then I headed back home.  Even with the steel cleats on the little cat's tracks, my trip home was somewhat of an adventure, especially on the downhill sections of the road.  Once I was home I let Dad know that the folks who had leases on the 'Frenchmen's' half section were okay, so he could pass the message on to the people in town.

Of course we expected that Christmas Day would be extremely quiet since the only people on the ranch were Conseula, Juan, Maria, Sandy and me.  Then shortly before we were planning to sit down to Christmas dinner we heard a strange, loud noise and we all rushed outside to see a huge military helicopter come in for a landing in the nearest pasture.  It seemed the military was checking the isolated ranches to see if anyone needed help.  Since we happened to be the last ranch on their list and there were only five crew members on the chopper, Sandy and I invited them to join us for Christmas dinner.

They had to radio in to get permission to take a break though and I was surprised that they could make contact with someone in Calgary while their chopper was on the ground.  That's when I realized that I should do some work on all that old shortwave radio gear I'd bought at an auctions the year before.  When I mentioned that to one of the airmen, I got immediate agreement that it would be a good idea.  So when the young woman who was using the radio was free again, she and I had a short chat about getting involved with shortwave.  She explained what I would need for equipment, how much I could expect improvements to my equipment and antenna's to cost and an idea of what I'd have to learn to get a ham operator's license.

Then it was time to eat.  I don't know how they did it, but Sandy, Conseula and Maria managed to stretch a meal that had originally been prepared to feed five people and made it serve ten.  There were even lots of leftovers.  I'm positive that some of that meal had to have come out of the freezer, and that Sandy's microwave oven must have worked overtime.  I know some of the military people who came in on the chopper were astonished when Sandy casually mentioned that almost all of the meal came from the ranch.

"Oh, come on! You served fresh lettuce and cherry tomatoes, and I'm certain you didn't grow those here at this time of year," the pilot of the chopper scoffed.

"Oh yes, they did," Maria giggled.  "Chris and Daddy built Sandy and Mom a big greenhouse, so we have fresh vegetables all the time now.  Mom already had the tomatoes seeds started before they built the greenhouse though.  She was going to try to grow them in the window of our house this winter, but she moved them to the greenhouse once it was finished."

"Well, Maria and Conseula helped grow the corn and peas we had, but those were frozen during the summer, then stored in the freezer.  They helped grow the carrots, parsnips and potatoes too, but we store those in a cool room in the basement.  The pickles are all from home grown vegetables and we canned them ourselves," Sandy grinned.  "I have an incubator down in the basement and I use it, so the turkey was one I raised from the time it was an egg.  The ham is from one of our pigs, which we had one of our neighbours butcher and he smoked the meat for us.  He cured the bacon and made the sausage used in the turkey stuffing as well, but even that was done using pork and beef we raised on the ranch.  The bread is home-made, but from flour and yeast that I bought.  The milk you're drinking and the cream in your coffee is from our cows, and I churned the butter you spread on your bread.  The desserts are a different story though, the only things used in those that we
provided from the ranch are the pumpkin and strawberries in the pies and the whipped cream, the spices and everything else were purchased.  So as you can see, we're fairly independent and relatively self-sufficient."

"Wow!" the radio operator laughed then.  "You guys might be isolated, but you're definitely able to take care of yourselves.  I've been meaning to ask, just how big is this place?"

"Including all of the leases?" I asked, with a grin.

"Well, yeah, whatever you farm or ranch."

"Well, we have about five thousand acres here on Mile High Ranch, but on top of that we sub-lease the lower two thirds of our main lease to our extended family.  Then we have a separate lease on the upper plateau to the east of us, and we own another half section up there as well, but we've let some of our extended family hold a pair of leases on twenty acres of that," I shrugged my shoulders.  "I guess altogether the whole setup is probably close to twenty thousand acres, maybe a bit more and maybe a bit less.  I know my lawyer mention that it's well on the way to being a full township."

"Holy crow!" her eyes grew huge.  "This has to be the biggest ranch around here then."

"Nope! Not really, but only because of the way it's split up.  The two families here look after this ranch and most of the upper area, but there are those two mini farms on the upper plateau, so that's four families.  Then the lower lease is under the control of another three family groups.  So altogether you could say it was a half dozen farming and ranching businesses of various sizes.  Let's just say that the whole setup is complicated, but in one way or another it's all one big family arrangement.  And except for the Nunez family we're all related in one way or another, but we've sort of adopted them as well."

"Yeah, and Chris probably wouldn't say anything, but because of his grandfather's will, he's the biggest shareholder in this ranch, which controls the water rights on all the rest of the property," Sandy bragged with a smile.

"The way the leases are set up, that doesn't mean much," I laughed.  "I'm just happy to live here.  That way I can raise horses and cattle, but I can let everyone else do their thing.  For instance Sandy raises goats, heritage chickens, and turkeys, but she has a lot of help from Juan, Conseula and Maria.  As for our miniature donkeys, I'd have to say those are Juan's babies and his addition to our zoo."

Of course once I had mentioned the animals, all the servicemen wanted to see them before they left.  Perhaps it was to assure themselves that our livestock were alright, or perhaps it was so they could make a report when they got back to their headquarters, I didn't care which.  So Juan and I took them out to show them around the barns and shelters.  I think they were duly impressed.  I know the gal who worked as a radio operator really liked the look of our horses and got a great kick out of our little donkeys.  All good things must come to an end though, so very soon it was time for them to leave and for us to finish our afternoon chores.

Two days before New Years we had another blizzard, but until several inches of snow fell there wasn't much drifting, because all the snow was sealed under a skin of ice.  However the result once the snow did start to drift was a real pain in the butt.  Even the John Deere crawler was nearly useless with the loose snow sitting on top of the ice.  For once I couldn't make it up our hill to the upper plateau and we were stuck for over a week.

We heard later that Lucille started to have labour pains at six in the evening on New Years Eve and Jennifer Elizabeth Dolens was born at 12:16 AM, January 1st, 1971, weighing in at 7lbs-7oz.

We couldn't get to town to see her for almost two weeks, but when we did, I looked down at a face that I recognised, only I'd dredged up that image from a memory of an old picture in Mom's family albums.  Jenny looked exactly like a much younger version of my sister, Beth.  However I was smart enough not to say anything and to congratulate both Papa Jerry and Grampa Frank when they each handed me a cigar.  Lucille never said a thing to me, but I did notice that when I happened to be holding Jenny she'd get a strange smile on her face.  So I was fairly certain who Jenny's daddy really was, but there was no way I was about to rock that boat and I was positive she wouldn't either.

Meanwhile, back on the ranch, things were progressing normally.  Both Sandy and Carissa's bellies were swelling and both of them had been lucky, neither one had suffered from morning sickness.  After that session when the helicopter had dropped in on us, I'd dug out the shortwave radio gear.  Then with the help and advice of Bob Grant, I'd checked over all the bits and pieces and found that I could set up a complete shortwave station, so I was learning morse code in order to get a shortwave license.  I was already planning how I would set up the necessary equipment in my office and where I would set up a tower for the antenna I'd need, but that would have to wait for the summer and warmer weather.

I didn't get a lot of time to spend on it until about February though.  You see Sandy happened to overhear Maria and her mother talking about a family celebration that was happening in late January, bemoaning the fact that they couldn't be there.  After all they had done for us since they had arrived on the ranch, I just snorted and called a travel agent in Calgary, booking three round trip tickets to Winnipeg and back for them.  So Juan, Consuela and Maria took two weeks holiday in late January and they flew to Winnipeg to take in a big family celebration of some sort.  I'm not sure what it was, but I heard Conseula use the word Quinceanera, and although I was curious, I never did get around to asking what the word meant.

It was after they had left that I came to the rude awakening that the winter workload on the ranch had almost doubled since the year before.  Sandy had never like the cold anyway, and being pregnant that winter she didn't want risk a fall, so she couldn't help me.  Meanwhile I was facing much more work than any previous winter, but since I was so busy, time actually seemed to fly by.  Okay, so I was on my own, but I didn't begrudge the Nunez family their holiday, because they had been so much help that I felt they deserved the break.  Besides, they hadn't seen their family for almost five years and that's just too long for anyone to be out of contact with their relatives.

I was sure happy to see them when they came back though.  Not only was Juan back to work within hours, but as well as that, he and I began work on his old truck for two or three evenings of every week, but rebuilding it took all winter long.  First we stripped his old truck down and removed everything we found that showed any sign of damage.  Then we slowly rebuilt it, using the best parts we had on hand from the two trucks and repairing or replacing anything that was damaged.  Before anything was put back into place it was painted, or at least undercoated so it was ready for the final paint coat.  The new engine, clutch and transmission were assembled while the engine was mounted on my engine stand and then the whole assembly was tested before it was installed in the truck.  The most annoying task we had was finding and replacing the old rubber seals around the doors and windows, but Frank came to the rescue again.  Somehow he managed to find a set of those seals for
us.

When we had everything ready, Art Dumfries came out to do the final finish sanding and apply the cream and brown colours that Conseula and Juan had chosen for the body.  If you judged by the looks on Juan and Conseula's faces the first time they drove it to town, you would have thought they were driving a Rolls Royce.  It certainly drew a lot of attention when they picked up Maria from school that afternoon.

It was about then that I got a call from Clarence, which surprised me to no end.

"Hi Chris.  Look, I don't know either John Coulter or his daughter, Carissa very well, but I just got some disturbing news from Tex's parents and I thought perhaps you might be the one to tell them.  Tex was training for the paratroops, but during one practise jump his chute didn't open.  As far as I know, his folks didn't know anything about Carissa, and I'm sure she wasn't registered in his will, so there won't be any survivor benefits or anything."

"Oh boy," I sighed, thinking that lies always come back to bite you.  "Did they know that Carissa is pregnant?"

"No, and I didn't tell them either, since I didn't want to add to their grief or cause any complications.  From the way John Coulter was talking, I'm not sure that would have been wise anyway.  I think it's best just to let it lie, don't you?"

"Yeah, I know exactly what you mean," I sighed deeply.  "Look, I'll handle it, no problem.  Since Carissa lives so close by I can look in on her and help out if necessary."

"Thanks, buddy.  I owe ya."

"Like hell, not for this you don't.  Carissa is a long time friend of mine."

So I passed that bit of info on to Carissa.  What she told her dad was between her and John.  Carissa and Jackie had created the story, so I felt it was up to them to handle the results.  Inside of a week though, Carissa was getting sympathy cards in the mail and the rumours were flying that she was heartbroken.  I know that wasn't the truth though, in fact she was relieved.

Eventually spring came rolling in and the snow melted, but along with the warmer weather came the usual flood of young animals.  We had cows calving, mares foaling and we had goats dropping kids.  Then Juan's first pair of donkeys surprised all of us, his favourite jenny had a jennette, then inside of two weeks the second two jennys added to his herd.  As well Sandy's incubator began turning out chicks for both her and Carissa until both of them had a few dozen new chicks of each of the two breeds they were raising.  She knew it would have been easier to order the chicks from a hatchery, but no hatchery could provide either Rhode Island Red or Plymouth Rock chicks.  Finally she set a half dozen turkey eggs again, just so we could have turkey for Thanksgiving and Christmas, but then she added a half dozen goose eggs and a dozen duck eggs to the mix.  I'm not sure if she wanted to have a zoo, or just a menagerie.

Spring was also the time when the goats had to be combed to recover the inner coat of cashmere they had grown for warmth over the fall and winter.  Juan was reluctant to sheer the goats, but if he had to, he wanted to wait until later in the year even though the goats would begin shedding their inner coat soon.  Sandy knew that if the cashmere was combed out of the longer hair, the process could be started earlier, that way less cashmere would be lost and there was much less sorting and cleaning required.  Although Sandy was heavily pregnant and couldn't work at the combing for long periods, Conseula could and did spend hours at the task.  So with Maria helping her on the weekends, Conseula did the most of the combing of the goats.  On top of that first combing though, the goats would have to be combed every week or two until early summer, because all the cashmere wasn't shed at once.  Sandy was very appreciative of all their work, but did say that sheep would be much easier
and she wished there was such a thing as a cashmere sheep, because she'd prefer to just sheer the darn things and be done with it.

I just shook my head and told her she had an 'Old MacDonald's Farm' complex, wanting all the animals mentioned in the song.  Then I warned her that if she wanted sheep's wool, we could buy it, but any sheep that appeared on the ranch would be shot, stuffed and hung on a pole as a warning to all other sheep.  I simply wouldn't allow sheep of any kind on Mile High Ranch, because they did too much damage to range grass unless they were constantly herded from place to place and we didn't have time for that sort of nonsense.

Along with everything else that had been going on at the ranch, I hardly had time to notice the land we'd worked over on the 'Frenchmen's' half section the year before.  Then one day as I was driving Sandy in for another prenatal appointment with her obstetrician, I happened to glance over in that direction as we drove along the hydro easement road.

"Holy cripes!" I slowed the pickup and pulled to a stop, staring past Sandy and out the passenger's window.

"What are you looking at? What's wrong?" Sandy stared around in surprise, probably looking for something dangerous.

"Look at the growth out there on the right where we did all that work last year, then look over to the left of the road at the untouched section," I grinned.

"Oh, I see.  The part you worked over is coming in almost solid green all over, but the other side is just a few clumps of grass and brush.  A lot of that on the right is just short scrub brush growing back though isn't it?"

"Maybe, I'll have to get out there with the flail mower and chop it all off in a few weeks.  That'll stunt the bushes a lot more than it will the grass.  I don't mind doing that at all though, in fact I'm quite happy to do it," I grinned then.  " Sandy, we're going to have another hayfield, which means we can raise even more animals than I originally counted on when I first moved to the ranch, either that or we can sell more hay."

I was grinning from ear to ear the rest of the way into town because one of my so called 'weird' ideas looked like it was going to pay off.  My upbeat mood didn't last very long though.  Unfortunately the doctor decided Sandy had been doing too much and since she was due in something like three weeks anyway, he wanted her to stay in town rather than live out at the ranch.  Lucille must have phoned Jennifer Dolens, because she met us outside the doctor's office.  Jennifer insisted that Sandy should stay with her and Frank, that way someone would always be in the house, just in case.  Sandy was originally planning to stay at her parents' old house with her sisters, but since I knew she wasn't really comfortable in that house since her parents had died, I agreed with Jennifer.

We made a quick trip home to get some clothing, books and knitting supplies for Sandy, then I delivered her to the Dolens' house.  After that I drove over to Frank's service station and car lot to warn him that he had a house guest.  Of course he knew about it already, since Lucille had phoned him too.  I did emphasize that the doctor had said she had to take it easy.  Of course he'd already heard the same thing from Lucille, it seemed that she'd been briefed by the doctors assistant, which was why she'd called in Jennifer.  I told Frank I just might have to give his daughter-in-law a hug and he just laughed, then said I'd have to stand in line and that I'd probably be behind half of the town.  Then he passed on a message that I should call Clarence, who hadn't been able to get through on my phone for some reason.  I realized it was getting late then and that it wasn't fair to Juan to leave him with all the chores at that time of year.

On the way home I was thinking about several small details that I wanted to do around the house before Sandy and the baby came home.  Only by the time I got home I found Conseula was already a mile ahead of me, then Mom, Beth and Maria got into the act.  Over the next few days that house was cleaned and polished from top to bottom.  Any cloth object was washed, dried, ironed, folded and put in its place.  If there was a scratch in any painted surface, I was handed a paint brush and told to touch it up.  Then for a few weeks I tiptoed around that house for fear of messing something up and I swear either Conseula or Mom followed behind me, mopping up any dust I might have dropped.

I was actually relieved when Lucille called me to warn me that Sandy's labour pains had started and she'd been taken to the hospital.  We'd just eaten after evening chores, so I hollered to Conseula telling her what was happening as I ran out the door, then hopped into my pickup and rushed to town.  Sandy delivered an 8lb-1oz baby boy at 9:01 PM on Friday, May 21st.  Arthur Tobias Crawford was named after his great-grandfather and his great-great-uncle, but little Toby was the first Crawford to be born with red hair.

Then life took another weird twist.  Carissa was with the group in the waiting room and she became quite excited when Sandy's and my son was born, perhaps too excited.  At 1:12 AM on May 22nd, she was admitted to the hospital in heavy labour and Kristina Ann Coulter was born that morning at 5:25 AM weighing it at 6lbs-15oz.

I was standing at the viewing window into the newborn's room later that morning and thinking heavy thoughts when I felt someone's hand rest on my shoulder.  I turned to face John Coulter, who had a smile on his face.

"Are you looking at your son, or your namesake?" he asked quietly.

"Hmm, I'm sure Carissa must know that my name starts with a letter 'C' and I'm sure the name Christina is usually spelled the same way." I frowned slightly, wondering where this conversation was heading.

"Carissa never did learn how to spell very well, but her heart is in the right place and I think she thought the different spelling was wise." he sighed, then bit his lip.  "She's asked me to do her a favour though.  She told me she knows I'll be a wonderful grandfather, but she says little girls need a father figure too.  I'm supposed to sound you out to see if you'd be willing to be that figure."

"Well, there is a complication or two," I grinned in relief.  "If I do that, my father is going to want to get into the act as another grandfather, and that will bring in the rest of my family.  Do you think both you and Carissa will be willing to accept that sort of complication?"

"Huh, since Corrinna and Wil are already involved, that won't be any problem at all, but it might make some future genealogist scratch his head," he grinned, then held out his hand to shake mine.  "Thanks, I owe you."

"Not for that, you don't.  Oh, and I guess I should say 'Welcome to the Bender clan' and warn you that withdrawing is a hell of a lot harder than gaining entry, just ask Lucille."

We both had a quiet chuckle over that, and I breathed a silent sigh of relief that things had worked out the way they had.  There were times when luck was far better than planning, but to be honest I think there was a lot of both involved that day.

We worked it out later and as far as we can figure, Toby was born a couple of weeks late and Kristina was born a week or two early, but luckily both of them were healthy and fully developed.  After only a few days Toby was sleeping for five or six hours each night, but Kristina never settled into sleeping for more than three hours at a time for over a month.  Then suddenly both of them were sleeping all night long.  The only reason I know about their sleeping habits is because inside of days, both kids were living with us in the house at the ranch.

You see, Sandy took to motherhood like a duck to water and instead of suffering from postpartum depression, I think she enjoyed postpartum elation - if there is such a thing.  Meanwhile Carissa was having a rough time of it and couldn't seem to get a handle on all the essentials of life as a mother.  Since Jackie was in her final month of grade twelve and needed to devote herself to her studies, she wasn't much help either.  As a result Carissa was home alone during the day and she seemed to be floundering, so we moved her and the baby down to the ranch after only a few days.

Thank goodness Mom and Conseula were often available and willing to help out, because Matt had taken on the job of running a backhoe for Charlie Engels, so Juan, John and I were extra busy with ranching duties.  The animals all had to be cared for and jobs like tattooing, earmarking, inoculating and other treatments that young foals, calves, piglets and goat kids needed took up most of our time.  All the older animals had to be checked as well and special details like hoof trimming had to be looked after.  Then we had to do chores like cleaning out and spreading the winter's accumulation of manure from barns, shelters and corrals as well and I complicated matters by insisting all of that years manure was spread on the 'Frenchmen's' south quarter.  The fences all needed to be checked, and any breaks in them had to be repaired.  Washouts and other damages to our trails around the ranch had to be repaired.  Then Matt ran into a bind and Charlie needed an extra operator for a
bulldozer, so John went off to help him out.  And of course it wasn't long before the big alfalfa field had to be mowed, raked, and baled, then we had to shift the bales off the field in order to begin irrigation since we wanted to grow a decent second cutting later in the year.  That was on top of the normal hours we spent milking cows, feeding pigs, chickens and calves, shifting animals to accommodate breeding and weaning, or other regular day to day chores.  I was often working for fourteen to sixteen hours a day for most of the summer, so it seemed as if the only times I saw the two babies they were either sleeping, being fed or having their diapers changed.

Maria and Jackie joined in with the care giving group once school was finished for the summer, so Mom could spend more time at home after the first of July.  Of course once Beth was home from school, she and Corinna came up to see the babies and Mom often came with them.  Then too Lucille and Jenny would come out for a visit and when she came she often brought along Wilma Coulter and Jennifer Dolens.  Of course the 'grandfathers' and 'uncles' got into the act as well, coming for a visit on the days they weren't too busy.  In other words those two babies were spoiled silly even if I couldn't help much.

Thankfully by late August, Carissa seemed to be getting her act together.  She wasn't exactly happy right then though, because Jackie was planning to head off to Edmonton to take training as a nurse.  Schooling in Calgary would have been closer, but Jackie felt uncomfortable about studying there since she was still afraid of her father and terrified of what he might do if they ever met.  I really didn't blame her, even I had minor trepidations about the man.  I thought he was unstable, but Jackie did have a court order for 'no contact of any kind' against him.  In fact he wasn't supposed to call her on the phone, write her a letter or come within a quarter mile of her at any time.

Of course the last time I'd heard all that much about Bill McAdam he'd been trying to kidnap Jackie from the hospital in Edmonton, but had failed.  At that time he'd told his sons that he felt John Coulter was paying several of the Edmonton police officers and a few of the RCMP officers who worked highway patrol between Calgary and Edmonton were on my payroll.  So if he was convinced of that, I thought Jackie would be relatively safe going to school in Edmonton.




Chapter 57:

Caution - Emergency Vehicle Access

Although I had minor trepidations about Jackie heading off to school in Edmonton in a few weeks, I certainly wasn't worried about her and Carissa taking Kristina to town for her three month medical checkup.  In fact I was out raking the native hay crop when Maria came riding her horse across the field at a full gallop and skidded to halt next to my tractor.

"You're needed in town, right now," she screamed at me.  "Carissa and Jackie are both badly hurt! Someone hit them with a truck as they were crossing the street."

"Both of them? What about the baby?"

"Kristina is okay.  She's with her grandmother at Lucille's house now, but Mrs. Coulter is really upset, so Sandy wants you to drive her to town right away.  That way you can both be there in case you're needed."

I didn't bother unhooking the tractor from the side-delivery rake I was pulling, I just lifted it, then turned the tractor toward the ranch buildings.  Then I cut directly across all the swaths in my way, not caring about the mess I'd make, I could straighten that up another day.  Sandy was already tossing a few bags into my old car, because I'd installed seat belts in it and she could use those to fasten Toby's car-seat in place.

"Wash up, and change your clothes, FAST!" she ordered after seeing how dusty and dirty I'd gotten in the field.

I think I had the fastest shower and change of clothes ever, then I raced out to the car to find Sandy and Toby all ready to leave.  As we drove up the hill on the way into town, Sandy updated me on what she'd heard about what had happened.  Carissa and Jackie had been crossing main street when they'd been struck by a hit-and-run driver who was driving a pickup truck with a full 'bush guard' front bumper.  Jackie had been knocked down and might have been run over, while Carissa had been thrown several feet from the point of impact.  Both were badly injured and had been rushed to the hospital, but that was all Sandy had heard about their condition.  Wilma Coulter had been approaching the same intersection while pushing Kristina in her baby buggy, so she had seen the whole incident take place.  Mrs. Coulter was insistent that she'd seen the driver of the truck and swore that it had been Jackie's father.  That had upset her so badly that she was in the hospital as well,
being treated for shock and emotional trauma.  Lucille was looking after Kristina for the time being, but Sandy said that when Lucille had called she'd sounded close to the breaking point.

None of that was news I wanted to hear.

We had just turned onto the county road at the end of our access road when I heard the roar of a loud motor through my open window and happened to glance in the rear view mirror.  Accelerating towards us from further up the county road was a full sized pickup truck with a huge brush guard front bumper.  Since we were in my car, that pickup truck with its big pipe bumper looked HUGE and in no time he was so close that I could see he resembled Sandy's father, but more than that he looked stark, raving mad!  I was accelerating, but he was within a few feet of my car and I could see from the way he was driving that he was planning to run us off the road.  I suppose he'd recognised us by the car, since it was painted the same colours as Car 54 had been and my name had certainly been associated with those colours.  I knew that we were in trouble, but I wasn't about to give up.

"Sandy, fasten your seat belt and hang on.  I'm sure that's Jackie's father behind us and it looks like he wants to run us down," I barked.

Instead of reaching for her seat belt immediately, she leaned over, reached across me, grabbed my seat belt and clicked it into place even before she grabbed hers and locked it down.

"Toby is strapped into his seat and it's strapped down tight," she said quickly.  "And, I looked back at the truck, that's definitely my uncle Bill.  He must want to kill us all."

I heard her words, but she seemed to be speaking slowly and her words sounded distant.  That meant my time compression phenomenon was back and everything seemed to slow, the same effect which had often hit me while I was on the track or at other times of danger.  Only I wasn't in a stock car race, competing for some silly little trophy this time, instead I was racing for a far bigger prize - my family's lives.

"I know," I managed to answer Sandy, then I blocked out all distractions.

I was concentrating on racing a madman who might try anything, so I couldn't afford to let my attention wander.  If I could gain some distance on his truck he'd be partially blinded by dust kicked up by my tires as we raced down the dirt road, so stirring up dust became my primary goal.  I was doing my best to aim for the softest, driest parts of the road, attempting to throw up as much dust as I could, but still drive as fast as possible.  I couldn't go any faster though.  I was already going as fast as I dared, far faster than I'd ever travelled down that narrow road before.  No matter how I tried however, I couldn't seem to gain any distance on the truck on that section of dirt road.  Soon we'd have to navigate the portion of road we called the big bend though, a wicked S-bend at the bottom of a long, steep grade where the road crossed a huge erosion gully.  Those sharp curves with the narrow bridge in the middle of the S-bend was the one place on this road where I
might have a chance to gain some distance.  I knew that pickup trucks didn't corner well at high speed, which meant he'd need to slow more than I would.  On top of that I was certain he'd never intentionally thrown his truck into a four-wheel slide and I planned to show him I could do it with a normal car.  If he wasn't an exceptionally skilled driver in a highly modified truck I'd gain distance on those curves, which was bound to be some advantage further down the road.  If I could just hold him off until we reached the better maintained road that ran past my family's farm there would be no way in hell he'd ever catch me before I got to town and I knew I'd have help there.

I'd grown accustomed to how my car handled through years of driving it and although it wasn't set up for racing, I knew just what to expect from that run-of-the-mill Ford sedan.  The only non-stock items on that car were the tires, shocks, suspension and seat belts, which I'd beefed up because of my experience on the track, but that was all I'd done to modify it.  Since the rest of the car was virtually stock, I'd certainly be driving that S-bend much slower than I would have done in Car 54.  Still, I knew I'd be going faster than most people could and definitely faster than any pickup I'd ever seen.  I glanced in the rearview mirror just before entering the first curve of the S-bend and saw that he'd already slowed slightly, that meant I'd already gained distance on him.  That was all I needed to know.  It meant I had a few seconds to brake, then swing a foot or two wide on the straight leading into the curve, that way I'd be in a better position to cut the corner as tight
as possible.  Once I was in the turn though I'd have to shave the inside of the corner extremely close in order to still have enough distance to regain control of the car before we crossed the bridge.

Just as I entered the first curve I cut the front wheels and tapped the brakes, just enough to throw the car into a flat skid.  The instant I felt the wheels break free, I poured on the power.  For a brief instant all four wheels were skidding, then I was in a powered slide and that was something I knew I could control.  Even with the beefed up suspension the car leaned more than I felt comfortable with and it wanted to slide wide, but somehow I held her in place on the road's dirt surface.  However we must have been doing about forty miles an hour and still recovering from that slide as we hit the deck of that narrow bridge, but I had to concentrate on swinging to the other side of the roadway to set up for the next curve.  I was off the bridge and just about to accelerate so I could throw the car into another four wheel slide for the next curve when I heard Sandy gasp.

"Ohmigod!" she shouted, then an instant later.  "He's going over!"

As suddenly as she spoke, she fell silent, then she gulped as if swallowing hard just as I powered into the curve, but I'd caught her words and wasn't forcing the car into a slide.

"You can ease up, Chris, Uncle Bill didn't make it," she continued after a second.  "Don't you dare stop though.  His truck is wrecked and down in the ravine, but he could still be dangerous.  He always carries a rifle in his truck and he's the kind of guy who would lay there waiting for you to come help him, then shoot you, even if he was taking his last breath."

"But - what if he really is dying?" I asked as I slowed the car and glanced over my shoulder to see the dust rising from the accident.

"Don't be a damn fool!" she shouted.  "He just tried to kill us, so to hell with him.  Let the cops check the wreck to see if he's alive.  It's not your job.  Let's go to Uncle Tom's house and use the phone to call them.  After what Lucille said he did in town I'll bet the cops are already looking for him though."

I didn't like the idea of leaving an accident, but I didn't feel safe about going back either.  As well as that I didn't want to have an argument with Sandy, so I started to accelerate again, but planned to stop and call for help as soon as we could.  We didn't get as far as Uncle Tom's though.  We'd just come over a knoll on the lower end of the county road when we saw an RCMP car coming the other way.  Immediately I pulled over to the side of the road to stop, then stepped out to flag down the cop car.

"Chris, have you heard anything about the problems in town?" Officer Davis asked as he pulled up and rolled down the window of the squad car.  "We tried to call your house, but first the line was busy, then no one answered.  We think Bill McAdam might be coming this way to try to …"

"I've heard about Carissa and Jackie, but if you're looking for Bill McAdam, he's in a wreck about a half-mile up the road," I said sharply, interrupting him.  "He came up behind us and tried to run us off the road, but he tried to go too fast around the curve.  When the truck skidded, it flipped over and into the ravine on the S-bend right by the bridge.  Sandy says he's a nutcase who always carries a rifle in his pickup though, so I didn't dare go back to find out if he's okay or not."

"Can you turn around and show me where the accident happened?"

"Accident hell, the bastard intentionally tried to kill us, but he might have killed himself instead.  I can turn around, but I'm not going close to the son-of-a-bitch, not unless I know he's dead, or else in your handcuffs and stripped naked as a jay-bird.  If you want I'll point out where his truck is from the top of the hill above the ravine, but that's it.  I'm not going any closer until I know it's safe."

"That's all I want, Chris.  Constable McDougall and I will handle the situation from there."

So I hopped back in the car and did a police turn, backing up rapidly, then turning the wheel so the rear end swung to the left.  As the front end of the car whipped around to the right, I spun the steering wheel to use car's momentum to complete the turn and slapped the gearshift into drive, then hit the accelerator.  The car spun to face the opposite direction and in only seconds we were moving down the road again, but now facing back the way we'd come only moments before.

"Dammit, why did you do that fancy turn crap?" Sandy complained.  "Did you have to show off?"

"Sorry!  I was in a hurry and that's the fastest way to turn around.  Besides, I guess I'm still annoyed that anyone could do what that S-O-B did," I growled.  "Actually, I hope the bastard is dead."

"Huh, so do I, even though he's my uncle.  Don't you dare repeat that to anyone outside the family though, not what you said and not what I said."

"Oh come on now, I know that much," I grumbled quietly, my anger slowly defusing as I crested the hill overlooking the S-bend and the ravine, then pulled over and skidded to a stop.

The pickup was completely upside down and jammed crosswise in the ravine, but I could only say that because we could just barely see all four tires and the underbody of the truck.  I wasn't about to go close enough to see anything more, not until I knew that bastard was no danger to me or anyone else.

The RCMP car pulled up beside us and the constable on our side of the car rolled down her window.

"Chris, did you say you thought he was armed?" Officer Davis asked, calling across his partner.

"Yes Officer Davis," Sandy called back.  "He always has a rifle behind the seat in his truck.  He's been in trouble for that before, but that doesn't stop him.  He thinks the laws are for other people, not him."

"Thank you, Sandy.  I'll take that as a warning," he nodded to her, then looked directly into my eyes.  "Chris, I'd appreciate it if you'd back up as soon as possible, at least until you're out of rifle range.  We'll take it from here and I'll catch up with you to get your statement later.  Actually right now, you're both needed in town more than here, so get your butt in gear, but please drive safely!"

"Thanks Don," I nodded, then restarted the car and quickly backed up the hill before I turned and headed for town again.

"Oh my, I feel like I was run over by a steam roller," Sandy said a moment later as she slumped in her seat.

"That's because you're going through an adrenaline dump, but I'm going through it too," I snorted.  "I was worried until I saw how he was driving, then I just became angry.  I was still extremely alarmed though, so I'm feeling the same effects your are."

"I was scared back there, but I'm very thankful that you used to drive a stock car.  I couldn't have driven like that," she sighed.  "I don't get it though, Toby slept through the whole thing.  I expected him to start crying when he was being thrown from side to side, but he never even seemed to notice."

"Maybe he just likes riding in a car," I mumbled.

Both of us fell silent then and we drove the rest of the way to town without speaking.  We went straight to Lucille and Jerry's, where Lucille met us at the door, holding Kristina in one arm and Jenny in the other.  Both of the babies were crying and Lucille looked as if she'd been crying too.  Since Sandy was holding Toby, I reached out and took Kristina, who opened her eyes and saw who it was, then snuggled close and stopped crying in seconds.  Almost instantly Jenny settled down as well.

"Thank God!" Lucille whispered emphatically.  "Kristina hasn't stopped crying since she was brought here and I think Jenny was crying in sympathy."

"Umm, I should go to the hospital, shouldn't I?" I frowned, knowing I couldn't take Kristina with me.

"Don't bother, Chris.  Neither of the girls made it," Lucille broke into tears again.  "Not only that, but Corinna and Mrs. Coulter were almost inconsolable, so they've both been sedated.  Aunt Liz, Aunt Alice and Jennifer Dolens are there, so if anything is needed they can take care of it.  If you really feel you have to go somewhere and do something, then go down to Frank's garage.  He's been trying to organize people to hunt for Bill McAdam and his sons.  You could probably help with that if you have to get involved."

"Frank can call off the search for old man McAdam," I stated flatly.  "By now that jackass is either in police custody, or in a body bag.  I imagine Franks knows that though, because I think the police are going to need the tow truck to find out if McAdam is alive or not."

"What do you mean?"

"Uncle Bill tried to run us off the road.  He missed us and ended up in that big gully at the bottom of the big hill, the one on the county road going up to the ranch, where the road zig-zags," Sandy reached out and touched my arm with one hand.  "Chris drove through the curve just like he was on the track and in Car 54.  Uncle Bill was chasing us, but was going too fast to keep his truck on the road.  He didn't make the corner so he skidded off the road, then his truck flipped over and landed upside down.  I think he was probably crushed, because the cab of the truck was flattened when it hit the bottom of the wash."

"That's enough, Sandy," I growled.  "We should give Officer Davis a full report before we say anything more to anyone.  He might not want us to tell other people everything."

"He was trying to catch you - following your car - in a pickup truck - and on a dirt road?  The man had to be crazy as a friggin' loon to even try that!" Lucille stared at me, then shook her head.  "Sorry, I guess we knew that already, especially after all the other crap he's done."

"Are you implying he did more than we've heard about?"

"Well, his wife was killed in Calgary, shot at point blank range and they think he did it.  Their next door neighbours called the police because the dog was constantly howling for a couple days.  They found Mrs. McAdam when they entered the house and they think she must have been dead for at least two or three days.  On top of that Mark and Luke were attacked sometime yesterday afternoon.  Clarence found them early this morning when he went out to the job site.  He managed to get them into his truck and rushed them to the hospital in Innisfail.  Charlie Engels is looking for Matt and John too, but they don't seem to be on the job.  The backhoe and the cat are there, shot all to hell, but the last I'd heard he hadn't found the guys."

"Holy cow!" Sandy stared at Lucille.  "That's almost the whole family.  Are Jess and Jean okay?  Has anyone talked to them?"

"They're fine," Lucille grasped Sandy's hand.  "They've been camping out with young Tom, working on the fences somewhere out on the lease land.  Uncle Willard called them on the CB and they're headed back to the farm now.  Actually by this time they may be on the way here."

"Oh, thank goodness!" Sandy sighed at that, but then so did I.

We remained at Lucille's so Don Davis could find us to take our statements, but we soon learned that there wouldn't be any problem for me over the incident on our road.  According to the RCMP investigation, Bill McAdam's truck had definitely been behind our car when we entered the curve and Officer Davis had photographic evidence of the tire tracks to prove it.  McAdam had simply lost control and skidded across the road into the ravine.  The truck had entered the ravine nose first, but that big front bumper had dug in part way down the bank, then the truck had flipped end for end, landing upside down.  When the bumper dug in it had instantly stopped the truck's forward motion, then since McAdam wasn't wearing a seat belt, he was thrown into the steering wheel.  We learned later that the coroner at his inquest said his head smashed into the windshield and the steering wheel post smashed through his sternum, rupturing his heart.  Both injuries caused massive trauma and either
one would probably have killed him almost instantly.  I didn't feel the least bit of sympathy for the bastard, in fact I felt he got off easily.  Maybe I'm a vindictive S-O-B, but I almost wish he'd have lasted longer, especially if you considered all the pain and trauma he had caused others.

Sandy and I were still at Lucille's when word came through that Matt and John had been found and that they were badly injured, but alive.  They'd both been shot, Matt in the chest and John in the abdomen, then they'd been rolled into one of the trenches on the site where they'd been working.  The wounds were so serious that Charlie and one of the local doctors had loaded them into Charlie's plane to fly them to the University Hospital in Edmonton.  An hour later we were told that the other two boys were being flown to Edmonton as well, so although we didn't know any specifics, we knew they were all in extremely serious condition.

That left us with a major conundrum since we felt that a family representative should be with them.  The only surviving members of the whole McAdam family were Sandy, Jess and Jean.  Only Sandy was nursing Toby and now had Kristina to care for as well, while Jess and Jean were not yet eighteen so they couldn't make any legal decisions.  That meant the job fell on my shoulders simply because I was legally married into the family.  However, I still had a ranch to run and a staggering amount of work to do at that time of year.  I called a meeting of the Crawford-Bender family at that point, which was easy because all of us were in town.  We decided that as soon as he was back in town, I'd hire Charlie Engels and fly to Edmonton, along with Mom, Jess and Jean, while Beth would look after the house for Mom.  Meanwhile Tom would go to Mile High Ranch to help Juan, Conseula and Maria.  That really stretched our workforce thin, especially since Wil was spending a lot of
time supporting Corinna, but it would work for a few days.

Mom, Jess, Jean and I flew out early the next morning and rented a car at the airport to drive to the hospital.  Of course the red tape had to be satisfied before we could get any information about the McAdams.  When we arrived at the hospital's registration desk, I actually had to show the nurse my marriage license before we were told anything.  At that time both Mark and John were conscious and in recovery, but still in a drug induced stupor, but Matt and Luke were in the operating room for a second time.  I was the only one allowed to speak to a doctor at that time, I don't know why and I didn't ask, but at least I was given the information we all wanted to know.  Then I had to convince the hospital that Mom, Jess and Jean were related to the boys, but Mom had to prove she had been Jackie's 'foster mother' before they were allowed to see the boys.

Mark had been struck in the chest and lower abdomen by two bullets, so he'd already had an operation to repair internal damages, but the operation included a peritoneal lavage, and some minor reconstructive surgery on his right hip joint.  He'd have to undergo further reconstructive surgery, however at the moment he was considered to be stable, but under mild anaesthesia.

John had also been hit by two bullets and grazed by a third, but all of his wounds were in the fatty or muscular tissue of the lower abdomen.  The slugs had all passed through soft tissue, but didn't seem to have entered or affected the peritoneum, however he was being closely monitored just in case.  At the moment he was considered stable and would probably be able to speak to us within hours.  Even then only one of us would be allowed in his room at any time and then only for a short period.

Matt had only been shot once, but the bullet had passed within a millimetre of his heart, then had shattered a vertebrae in his spine.  While he seemed to be in relatively stable condition, he would likely have major complications because of the spinal injury.  However, since he was in surgery at the moment the doctor was unwilling to give me any further information at that time.

Luke had been shot in the right shoulder and in the upper left cheek, just in front of his ear.  The shoulder wound had only been a puncture, passing through nothing but soft tissue, so it was minor.  The second bullet had done far more damage, passing into his cheek, through his inner ear, then out through the skull again, but removing a small piece of his skull above and behind his left ear.  His injuries were consider to be the most serious of the four brothers at that time because his inner ear had been damaged and there might be brain damage.  Since it involved brain surgery, his present operation was extremely complex, so I was told that all we could do was wait, hope and pray for the best.

Since we couldn't get in to see any of the guys for a while, we had some lunch, and rented a room at the closest motel, a suite for Mom and the girls, and a single room right across the hall for me.  After that I returned to the hospital while Mom took the girls out to do some shopping, but all I could do was sit and wait.  After about three hours of sitting on my butt, worrying about what was going to happen to everyone, I was finally able to get in to see Mark and John.

John seemed fully conscious, while Mark seemed only semi-aware of the situation, Actually John was furious about what his father had done and ranted about that until I told him that Bill McAdam had died in an accident while trying to run Sandy and me off the road.  Unfortunately neither of them had known that Jackie and Carissa had been killed, but they'd suspected that had been their old man's intention.  In fact he had stood over John and Matt after they'd both been shot and rolled into a ditch, raving that he was going to kill their whole family and all of my family as well.  Both John and Mark were relieved that he hadn't survived the rollover, but both of them seemed to feel guilty that they'd brought trouble to my family.  I had a hard time convincing them that they had no reason to feel any blame, instead all of the blame should rest squarely on the shoulders of their father.

I was only able to spend one night in Edmonton, then I had to hurry back home, because Tom had been injured when he was squeezed against a fence by one of my bulls.  For some reason that bull had been overly friendly even as a yearling and had often rubbed up against anyone who cared for him.  He was a little rougher with Tom though, actually bruising him badly, so Tom had to be taken in to see the doctor for a checkup to be certain that he didn't have cracked ribs.  Unfortunately that was going to leave our family in an even tougher situation, because it meant Tom was unable to do any heavy work for a week or two.

I didn't fly home though, instead I drove back in a year old station wagon that had never left the sales lot, probably because it was an extremely ugly colour.  Actually it was something I called 'shit-brindle' brown - which is slightly uglier than 'baby diaper' brown.  And I'll admit I used that colour as a club to drive the price of that car down so low I'm not sure the dealer made a buck on the ugly looking thing.  I was honest though, I told him, the first chance I had I was going to have it repainted and that was going to cost me money - money which I was deducting from the amount I was willing to pay him.  However, I had decided that Sandy needed a new car since she was going to be looking after two kids now and when I called him, even Frank Dolens told me I should buy the car at the price I'd negotiated.  When I got behind the wheel to drive home, that car had only had forty-two kilometres on the odometer and I'd probably put on twenty of those while I was testing it
out.  I will admit that thing cruised down the highway like a limousine and I could pass almost anything on the road except a gas station, but I visited a couple of those on the trip back to the ranch.

I arrived home to find a madhouse in the town of Mountview.  Unfortunately the news vultures from all over western Canada had decided that four deaths and four shootings in one fell swoop was big news.  as a result it was only a few hours before our little town was inundated by those scavengers.  Any members of our family were accosted the moment they tried to walk down the street, but John Coulter, Sandy and I were the main targets of their attempts to pry into the tragedy.  I grew extremely tired of having a news camera shoved in my face whenever I went to town, but I tried to ignore those prying scandalmongers.  However, when one of the morons tried to force his way into Lucille's house and drove Sandy to tears, I bowled the asshole back out through the door while Lucille called the cops.  By the time the RCMP arrived Jerry and I were standing on Lucille and Jerry's front lawn surrounded by five of the damned idiots.  Two of the imbecilic cameramen and a reporter were
arrested right then and there.  I was so angry that I went to see Cyrus, who filed a lawsuit against the three reporters and two cameramen, as well as the news agencies they worked for, suing them all for breaking and entry, invasion of privacy and common assault.  It was no surprise that the five blockheads were rushed out of town or that the news agencies quickly offered us an out-of-court cash settlement.  Cyrus accepted on our behalf, but we insisted that the money was to be anonymously donated to the local hospital, which defeated the news agencies' attempt to use that donation as a way to get 'a toe in the door' and get an interview.

However after word of what had happened to us was spread around by the local rumour mill, the people of the town of Mountview decided enough was enough and got into the act.  Cameramen were 'accidentally' bumped or jostled and if they 'happened' to drop their cameras, the cameras were 'unfortunately' stepped on, kicked flying or tripped over.  One cameraman was 'accidentally' knocked down, then his huge camera just happened to get bumped and skidded out into traffic - right in front of the wheels of a passing truck.  Any parked cars with a logo from a news agency on the door or a press pass in the window seemed to 'spontaneously' develop flat tires and their windshields were often mysteriously covered in mud or plastered with rotten eggs.  Surprisingly no one seemed to witness those acts of vandalism.  One obnoxious individual left his car door open when he chased John Coulter into the hospital, but he was blocked at the entrance by the hospital matron.  When he returned to
his car he discovered that an irate skunk had somehow found its way inside and had taken possession of the front seat.  Of course the skunk took offence to his attempts to evict it - with predictable results.  Several 'luckier' members of the press found themselves surrounded by crowds of people, all waving notepads in one hand and pencils in the other, with each person asking a variety of inane questions.  Thankfully even multiple deaths are only newsworthy for a few days, so within a week our little town was back to relative normality.

With all of the McAdam brothers in the hospital, it fell on Sandy's and my shoulders to arrange a funeral for Jackie, but then John and Wilma Coulter approached us.  They thought we should have a very small private service for each of the two girls, then a few days later we'd have a public memorial service for them both.  So that's what we planned and eventually what we did.  There were only about twenty-five people at the funeral, but there were over a thousand at the memorial, which was held at the race track that Carissa's father and uncle had donated to the town.

Because he knew that the McAdam brothers would have attended if they could, Frank Dolens arranged to have one of Jackie's classmates from high school record both services with his home movie camera.  Once the home movie was developed, John Coulter took it to Edmonton to show to the McAdams so they could grieve for Jackie and Carissa.  All of us felt very sympathetic toward the guys, but unfortunately there was little we could do to help them right then.

Matt's spinal cord had been severed, so he was paralysed from the chest down by the damage the bullet had done, and the doctors had told him that he'd never be able to walk again.  Mark was eventually able to walk with the help of a cane, but he was lucky to have survived the peritonitis that had developed from being gut shot.  Luke developed a skewed sense of balance from a fragment of metal that had destroyed his inner ear, then lodged deep in his brain and was inoperable.  Initially the McAdam boys were all listed as extremely critical, but were expected to survive, then John developed complications, suffered cardiac arrest and passed away in the hospital.  At least Matt, Mark and Luke all survived being shot by their father, but their lives would never be the same.

So eventually there were five deaths from that episode of insanity.  Mrs. McAdam had been shot and killed in her home in Calgary.  Neither Carissa nor Jackie had survived to reach the hospital.  Bill McAdam had died in the accident, with his forehead smashed in and his chest pierced by the steering column of his truck.  Then John had died in the hospital in Edmonton the same week his sister was buried.

The night John died, Luke called me to let me know about it, then asked me to perform what I first thought to be a relatively simple request, but it rapidly deteriorated into something else.  He wanted me to arrange to have both his mother and John buried in a very simple service, the simplest, most economical service possible.  He also asked me to be certain that their service was totally devoid of any overt religious overtones.  Then he went on to request that I have his father's body cremated and have his ashes placed in a very cheap clay urn.

I remember his exact words; "We want the bastard cremated and if he died with his boots on, we want you to take them off so the son-of-a-bitch leaves this world in his bare feet.  In fact have his body stripped naked and dumped into a cardboard box to be cremated.  Afterward we'd like to have his ashes put into the cheapest clay urn you can get your hands on.  Then please bring the urn, his clothing, his briefcase and those fucking boots to the hospital for Matt, Mark and me to dispose of.  Oh and no prayers, no ceremony, no spectators, nothing, just burn him, then maybe he'll have an idea of what hell is like before he even gets there."

After that he asked me if I would see if I could bring any possessions his father had in the truck with him on the day he died as well.  Of course I was certain that I'd have to jump through hoops to get possession that old idiot's property, but I told Luke I'd do my best.  First I checked with Cyrus to see how I could do that legally, then I approached Officer Davis to see if he would release Bill McAdam's possessions that had been in his pickup truck.  Luckily as far as Don was concerned the whole lot was property he would gladly have me take away since he trusted me to return it to the rightful owners.  I was given an old, blued-tin suitcase, a small briefcase filled with real-estate papers and newspaper clippings as well as a ratty looking wallet, but wasn't surprised that everything looked as if it had been checked over by someone.  I wasn't given Bill McAdam's rifle, the hunting knife he'd had on his belt or the two sticks of dynamite he'd had in a box under the seat of his
truck.  Of course I didn't think the guys wanted any of the weaponry anyway.  At the mortuary where I'd had him cremated I was given a plastic bag that held a ratty looking pair of cowboy boots and all his carefully folded clothing as well as a cheap clay urn containing the dirty bastard's ashes.  I'd never even met the man, but just touching any of his crap gave me the willies.

Before I left for Edmonton with all Bill McAdam's belongings, I had a conversation with Sandy about him and learned more than I really wanted to know.  I knew previously that he had been a real-estate agent, but I didn't know he'd also been a real-estate speculator.  As well as that, Sandy told me her uncle was suspicious, irritable, depressed, obstinate, jealous, selfish, antisocial and bitter, but on top of that he didn't have a great hold on reality.  I was convinced that he'd been paranoid and had trusted no one.  Actually he might have been a paranoid schizophrenic, but I'm not a psychologist, so I can't say one way or another.

As if to assure me that he was strange, she added that when he was trying to sell a house or convincing someone to agree with him, he became very slick and smooth, even courteous.  She said it happened in the blink of an eye, as if he threw a switch and became a different person - from that point on it seemed he could sell almost any object or concept to almost anyone.  In her opinion, Bill McAdam could have been an extremely rich man, had it not been for his less pleasant personality quirks.

To be honest the more I had to do with anything concerning the man, the more I wanted to be finished with the whole episode.  I was convinced that the guy was a total nutcase and at the moment I wasn't too certain of his three sons' sanity either.  I was even more convinced that they were all as loopy as bed bugs the next day when I delivered Bill McAdam's possessions and ashes to them at the hospital.

When I gave the guys the suitcase, briefcase, boots and urn, they opened the briefcase and glanced through the papers, then opened the suitcase and pulled out all the clothing, throwing it in a pile on the floor.  The briefcase, boots and urn were put in the suitcase, then the clothing was glanced through before being stuffed into a plastic garbage bag, but once they'd done that it was all set aside.  The only thing they saved out of the clothing I'd gotten from the mortuary was a second wallet they found in a hidden pocket inside his shirt, but it wasn't opened, it was just casually thrown in the suitcase with everything else they'd saved.

Then it seemed as if they wanted to pretend that nothing had happened and their father's possessions simply didn't exist.  They asked questions about Sandy and the babies.  They asked about what we were doing at the ranch.  They asked about Charlie Engels and about Clarence Walker.  They asked about Mom and Dad, Wil and Corinna, Beth and George, then Tom, Jess and Jean.  They didn't ask about their house, the town, the funerals or anything else that might have brought up any tender subjects.  It was almost as if they were trying to ignore the whole tragedy.

As a result I didn't make a big deal out of the fact that I'd had problems following their wishes concerning the funeral and burial of their mother.  In actual fact when I went to arrange to have Mrs. McAdam's body shipped to Mountview, so she and John could be buried near Sam and Ann McAdam, I was blocked at every turn, at least until I got the police and my lawyer involved.  Eventually I had to have Cyrus provide legal proof that I was a relative of the deceased in order to get her body out of the mortuary in Calgary where Bill McAdam's compatriots had stashed her.  Then since the crew of wierdos had mounted a guard at the mortuary, we actually had to spirit the body out of the place, using a restored hearse that was owned by a friend of Frank Dolens.  We drove into the mortuary as if we were delivering a corpse to be readied for burial, but we really had a blowup doll under the cloth cover we'd draped over an old ambulance gurney that we wheeled inside.  Then while members of
the wierd vigilante group had gone back to watching for intruders at front entrance of the mortuary, we rolled the coffin out on the same gurney, slid it into the ambulance and quietly drove away.

We followed Matt and his brothers wishes for the burial, so Sandy, Jess, Jean and I had been the only people who were there to see Mrs. McAdam and John buried and there were no religious overtones in the simple ceremony.

However two days later there were cars with Calgary license plates driving all over town and asking where they could find any members of the McAdam family.  Needless to say after what had gone on during the paparazzi blitz, people in Mountview had taken enough crap from outsiders and were somewhat less than cooperative.  Some of them just called the RCMP and registered complaints when they grew annoyed with the new batch of intruders, but others took things into their own hands.  A local roofer, who'd been repairing a tar and gravel roof, 'accidentally' dropped a bucket of hot tar onto one visitor's car from about fifteen feet up, virtually destroying the roof and interior of a year old Buick convertible.  When the RCMP investigated the owners claim that the damage was intentional, they pointed out the car was was illegally parked in a construction zone and said it was an industrial accident.  Then John Coulter was called in as the local insurance agent and voided the car owners
claim because of the same reason.  In another incident a little old lady, working out in her garden, chased two men off her property by waving an electric hedge trimmer in their faces.  Her neighbour called the RCMP because poor old Mabel Erskine was being attacked by ruffians in her own garden.  Mabel had them charged with trespass and the neighbour was a willing witness who said they'd grabbed Mabel's shoulder, so the police added on a charge of assault and battery as they arrested the pair.  Young Jeremy Deevers gave another pair confusing directions that led them down a road which dead ended in a swamp.  Then the driver got so badly mired in the mud when he tried to turn back that it took one of Charlie Engels' bulldozers to pull the car out of the mire.

It wasn't long before the RCMP discovered that all of the men were members of the same church as Bill McAdam and what they were after was Bill McAdam's body, but even more than that they wanted his possessions.  When an RCMP Officer told them that his body had been turned over to his family so that he could be cremated, the RCMP almost had a riot on their hands.  It seems cremation was against their church's basic doctrine, which is probably why Matt and the boys were so adamant that their father's body had to be disposed of in that manner.  Then when Officer Davis advised them that all of Bill McAdam's possessions had been turned over to the family as well, a second ruckus had broken out.  That's when Davis learned that Bill McAdam had been the treasurer of their church and they suspected that he'd had important financial papers belonging to their church in his possession at the time of his death.  Davis just laughed at that, because he'd gone through all of the dead man's
possessions and had seen nothing of that sort.  I never looked through those papers closely, but I'd only noticed a few real-estate listings, some newspaper clippings and things of that sort, so I had a no idea why any of those papers could have been important.  Besides, by that time the briefcase and those papers had been turned over to the McAdams, which I felt was the legal and moral thing to do.

Eventually the McAdam brothers told me they had flushed their father's ashes down the hospital toilet, then smashed the urn into tiny pieces and threw the pieces into the rubbish bin, right along with all of their old man's shredded clothing.  I never did find out what they did with that old briefcase, but then I never found out why they wanted their dad's worn-out cowboy boots so badly either, and for some reason I didn't really want to know.  After all, you can't be incriminated for your guesses, wishes, day-dreams or suspicions, and I intended to leave things that way.  For some reason I had a hunch that ignoring my wild speculations was safer for everyone involved. 

The McAdams weren't the only people who suffered from Bill McAdam's killing spree however.  The complications of those attacks and all those deaths and injuries were long lasting and wide reaching, affecting the whole local community, not just individuals.  The most powerful effects were on the McAdam and Coulter families, but my family was greatly affected as well since all of us had been very close.  If anything it drew most of us closer, but it also drove some of us apart.

Wilma Coulter suffered from emotional problems for years after seeing Carissa and Jackie run down and she was never quite the same spirited person as before.  Corinna came within a hair of having a miscarriage from the shock, but if anything, Carissa's death brought her and Wil closer together.  Sandy and I had to deal with the loss of several friends, and that was complicated by the fact that we suddenly had another child in our home.

Kristina wasn't a happy kid right then either, because even though she was only three months old, Kristina missed her mother.  While Sandy was an acceptable substitute to care for her for a short period of time, or to tuck her in for a short nap during the day, I was the only person who could get her to settle down for a night's sleep.  Sandy wasn't the only person Kristina rejected as a bed-time cuddler though.  At various times Mom tried tucking her in, Beth tried, Wilma tried, Maria tried, Conseula tried, even Corinna tried, but Kristina wanted me to tuck her in every night.  If I wasn't there to tuck her in, she'd lay there and fuss, but if I didn't show up to tuck her in fairly soon she'd make louder noises, then even louder sounds, until eventually she was screaming at the top of her lungs.  Yet I'd lean over her crib, pick her up and give her a hug and a kiss on the cheek, then tuck her in, she'd mumble a bit then, but a moment or two later she'd be sound asleep.  The
strange thing was that I had never tucked her into bed before Carissa died.

John and Wilma Coulter both knew about Carissa's wishes and about her will, so they didn't even raise an eyebrow about Sandy and I having custody of Kristina.  In fact a few months after Carissa's death they astonished us when they suggested we adopt her, so we did, but in actual fact the Coulters seem to have adopted us.  They treated Sandy almost like she was their daughter, and surprisingly that had the effect of drawing Corinna far closer to Sandy than she had been before.  Actually I think that tragedy drew most of our family and friends closer together, but it was a heavy price to pay for that small gain in harmony.

The major exception to that harmony appeared in the relationship between Tom and Sandy's sisters, Jean and Jess.  Somehow the twins seemed to withdraw from everyone within months of the tragedy and immersed themselves in their studies, essentially splitting from Tom and the whole family.  I never did uncover the cause for the breakup, but I do know that Tom could be quite stubborn and so could the twins.  Since all three of them were involved in studies in Calgary at the time, we didn't hear much about their lives, only what they chose to tell us.  The information we gained from those discussions was exceptionally sparse though.  The three of them actively avoided each other for months, but in the long run the twins completed their training and became nurses.  Then, only a few years after they'd finished their training, both twins got married.  Jean married a dentist who had a practise in Red Deer and Jess married a doctor who worked in the hospital in Innisfail.

Even Sandy's relationship with her sisters deteriorated after they married.  Of course Sandy was extremely busy with our kids, while Jess and Jean seemed to be totally absorbed in their studies, then with their jobs and their marriages.  They did talk on the phone, but if the twins took time off from their jobs, they headed off to have holidays in distant places.  I'm uncertain if the fact that the twins never had any children has any bearing on the subject, but it may well have had something to do with their reaction to our growing family.  The few times the twins and their hubbies came to Mountview or we went to visit them were uncomfortable and stilted, so visits between us slowly diminished.  Before long we didn't have much interaction with Jess and Jean or their husbands except for best wishes and small gifts on birthdays and holidays.

Tom finished his diesel mechanics course, but as far as I know he didn't date anyone for a year or two after he broke up with the twins.  Since he was an exceptionally good diesel mechanic, Charlie Engels and Alan Jeffries hired him to work on their heavy equipment in the winter months when he had less to do on the farm.  Eventually Tom married Janis Barker after a very short engagement, and considering the Mountview rumour mill, their engagement and marriage came as astonishing news.  That marriage certainly took our family by surprise, because for a time he'd acted as though he had completely sworn off all women.  We hadn't even heard any rumours that Tom was dating Janis, but Janice was Emily Jeffries' cousin, so he probably met her while working for Charlie and Allan.

Talking about rumours, I certainly never expected the rumours that surfaced concerning 'Devil' Bill McAdam's death.  At least one of those rumours had me using my stock car driving experience to force that asshole off the road and into the ravine.  It didn't seem to matter to the rumour mongers that our vehicles had never made contact with each other, or that my car didn't have a scratch on it.  I will admit that driving Car 54 taught me to negotiate curves well enough to avoid and escape his attack, but I had nothing more to do with his death.  Strangely, people weren't upset about their belief that I'd caused his death though, instead they seemed to be bragging about me, implying in some way that I was some sort of heroic vigilante or something.  According to their tales I had avenged the deaths of Jackie and Carissa, as well as the attacks on the McAdam boys.

I couldn't get it across to those people that I was only speeding to get away from him in order to save my family's lives or that Bill McAdam had died because he had reacted with his emotions and ignored common sense.  He had tried to do the impossible and physics had bitten him in the butt.  He'd ignored the fact that his pickup was more unstable when cornering at high speeds than my car was, so it was physically impossible for his truck to round that curve as fast as my car could.  In my opinion Bill McAdam had virtually committed suicide and the RCMP investigation agreed with me.  Officer Davis just laughed at the rumours and offered to show the accident investigation pictures to anyone who wanted to see them.  Those pictures clearly showed that my car's tire marks had been overlayed by Bill McAdam's tire marks, so he had to be following my car.  In other words there was no possible way I could have run him off the road.  It didn't seem to matter what those pictures
showed though, the facts were ignored and the rumours persisted.

One other complication that I hadn't counted on was the fact that I ended up with two unoccupied ten acre leases on my land, complete with mini-farms.  In Carissa and Jackie's case, I was deeded their buildings in their wills, and by then I had offered to cancel both leases and buy out the McAdam brother's investment in buildings and improvements if and when they decided to move away.  Still I was surprised at the number of people who approached me about either buying or renting those two mini-farms once people realized that they were now untenanted.  However, I told any of those who approached me that I was going to think long and hard about whoever moved in there.  I wanted people living there who could afford to lease the properties and at the same time would keep them in good shape.  With that in mind, my primary criteria was that they had to have decent funding as well as some farming or ranching experience, but actually I had other requirements in mind as well.  More
than anything else though I felt I needed people I could trust living on those two hobby farms.  However until the McAdam brothers decided what they were going to do with their lease and John Coulter made up his mind what he was going to do with the stock on the other lease, there wasn't much I could do.

By that time I'd made a good start on turning most of the 'Frenchmen's' half into two large hay fields and I'd planted hedges to stop drifting snow along our access road.  At the same time the county had planted two rows of caragana hedging with a four foot spacing between the rows and positioned about fifty yards back from the road in order to create a living snow fence.  Once those hedges had a few years to thickened up, no one would be able to drive through them easily, so the only easy way into Mile High Ranch would be by way of the gate on our access road.  In effect the people living in those two houses would become my gatekeepers and could warn me if anyone dangerous was coming my way.  Perhaps I was being paranoid about the idea of being threatened, but after being under attack by both of Sam and Bill McAdam, I was a bit concerned what their associates might do.

I wasn't about to lose any sleep over it or anything, but it was one of those niggling little thoughts that crept into my mind at odd times.  However I couldn't afford to waste a lot of time on that sort of thing, so I'd consciously set it aside.  I felt I had too many other things to worry about to waste time on that sort of speculation, after all what could those men gain by attacking us?  On that score, I was an optimist and doubted that Bill McAdam had all that much influence on the other members of the strange creed they followed.




Chapter 58:

Caution - Industrial Zone - Heavy Traffic

Actually I didn't have that much time to worry about those idiots that fall anyway.  I had been lucky enough to have the last of the hay cut before Bill McAdam's murderous attack.  Juan and Tom had managed to find time to get it baled before it was damaged by the weather, but after Tom was injured I'd had to hire labourers to help Juan get it off the field and stored for the winter.  While they'd been doing that, I'd been involved with funerals and other crap, so it's a good thing we'd managed to get many of our fall preparations done early.   In the long run I was literally 'missing from action' for almost three weeks.  It was also a good thing that we'd done so much planning and preparation around the farm the previous year, because in many ways we were able to get by on the work we'd done over previous years.

Thankfully Maria was there as well, since she was staying on the ranch and taking grade eleven by correspondence, so she could help if an emergency cropped up.  She'd decided that she'd rather do that than stay in town with any of Sandy's or my friends because she'd seldom be able to come home on weekends.  When Jackie had been killed, she lost her ride home each weekend and since Jess and Jean were studying nursing in Calgary by then, she no longer had any close friends to live with in town.  So Maria was already filling in as Conseula and Sandy's second set of hands, besides being my primary rider who exercised the mares and geldings.

I wouldn't let her work with the stud horses though - I drew the line there.  Instead, since we had relatively few stallions that we were raising for sale at that time, I did my best to ride at least one of them each day, but I tried to sell our studs as young as I could, before riding age if possible.  As for the herd studs - well let's be honest, I usually let them save their energy for the mares.  I had far too many responsibilities by that time to take the risk of being injured by a fall from a bucking horse.  In other words while any horse on the farm was trained to allow us to handle them by the time they were six months old, our herd studs weren't often ridden.  In fact I avoided that job if possible, but I did feed and groom them each day.  So while Juan and Maria were both excellent at gentling horses, they had little to do with our studs, but that was mainly because I preferred to handle the stallions myself.

We didn't attend the fall show and sale in Calgary that year, but we did advertise and we sold a fair amount of stock, so I suppose the Mile High Ranch name didn't suffer that badly.  Actually all things considered we did relatively well that fall, but it was all because of previous good management.  There was no way I felt prepared for the first storm when it did come, but with Juan and Maria's help, we muddled through.  In fact by late November we were in decent shape and we were fully prepared for the next storm, but luckily neither of the first two storms was all that bad.  By mid December we were fully stocked up for a long siege of bad weather if necessary and we had all of our Christmas shopping done.  That was a darn good thing because we had a snowfall a few days later that dumped more than a foot of snow on the ranch and even more on the upper plateau, then the winds came up.  Even our caragana hedges didn't stop the drifts from forming on many stretches of the road
across the upper plateau since the hedges there hadn't grown a lot, so they were virtually buried.  That meant we weren't going anywhere and no one was going to be visiting us, but luckily the phone and the power didn't die, so I didn't even bother to try to plow out the roads.  I left that job to Charlie Engels and his crew, but I did wonder if I should have tried.

Sandy put in her two cents worth though and told me, "Don't be an ass!  You damn near froze the last time you did that, and the snow is worse this time, so don't bother starting on the roads.  If you absolutely have to go out and plow something, I'm sure there are drifts around the buildings you can work on."

Once the initial winds died down I did use Sandy's little garden tractor and snow blower to clear a path over to Juan and Conseula's house.  Then I used the front end loader to clear out access to all the buildings and stock pens, but that was just to make it easier for Juan and I to do the chores and look after everything without having to fight our way through chest-deep drifts.

Needless to say we anticipated having a quiet Christmas that year.  We had only put up a small tree and we didn't go crazy on the decorations because we didn't expect that we were going to have a lot of guests.  Juan and Conseula didn't even bother with a tree that year since we'd invited them to have Christmas with us, but I brought in our tree just after lunch on Christmas Eve.  The snow was still melting off the branches when Sandy brought down Toby and Kristina fresh from their afternoon nap and our two kids simply stared at the tree that had suddenly grown in the middle of our living room floor.  The look on their faces was simply marvellous and I caught it with a quick photo, then Sandy carried them over near the tree, so I got one of her holding them close enough that they were reaching out to touch the branches.  After that Maria took the camera and she got one of Sandy holding Toby and me holding Kristina with the tree in the background.  That was about the limit of
our duo's patience though because they got fussy, so I think they'd had enough flashing lights from the camera.  Besides, they'd seen trees before and the new tree in our house wasn't doing anything, so they lost interest in it rather quickly, and after all, it was afternoon snack time.  In fact by the time they were put to bed that night the tree was old hat and they virtually ignored it.

It was a different story the next morning though, because Santa Claus had come, so the tree was covered in bright lights and fancy decorations.  Not only that but there were presents under the tree, many of them unwrapped so they could see their new teddy bears, dolls and toy cars.  Then they had their pictures taken many more times as the gifts were unwrapped, but then so did everyone else.  Both of the kids even managed to open one or two presents themselves, but like all kids everywhere, the wrapping paper and boxes that the toys came in were much more fun than the toys were.

The grownups got toys and other gifts as well, but for Sandy and me, the most important gift that year happened when Toby started to crawl on Christmas morning.  Then we got a second gift late on Christmas afternoon because Kristina took after her mother (Nobody is going to one-up me, dammit!) so she started crawling too.  Within a month they could both crawl as fast or faster than I could walk.  Two month after that they were toddling and in six weeks they were running, so we had to put up baby gates to keep them off the stairs and out of my office.

Our road wasn't plowed out until the middle of January and it was a good thing it happened as soon as it did, because by then everyone was just a bit cabin happy.  Juan and I agreed that it wasn't a good thing for both of us to be off the ranch at one time, but Sandy needed to take Toby and Kristina in for a checkup at the doctors, so we went to town first.  Just so I could be sure Sandy could make it home again if the wind came up and the snow stated to drift again, I led the way out with my truck and she followed in her car.  Then the next morning I handed Juan the keys to my truck and he took his family to town.  Both Sandy and Conseula loaded up on groceries when they were in town, then wouldn't you know it, we had a two day chinook, so on the third morning the roads were relatively bare.

I was darn happy about that because it was Maria's birthday and she'd turned sixteen.  Since she'd been so much help to us around the ranch I'd bought her a birthday present, a five year old two-door Ford that Frank had taken as a trade in from an old lady, so it was in great shape.  Unfortunately she never had much chance to drive it right then because two days later another storm blew in and piled drifts even higher than the previous storm had managed.  Once again Charlie Engels' crew had barely cleared the road before we were hit by another chinook.

Actually those first two major storms were a good example of how the next few months went, because the rest of the winter, the whole spring and most of the summer became one weird weather happening after another.  We'd have cold wet weather for two weeks, then a week or two of decent weather, but we did our best to work around it.  Between the weather and the fact that I wasn't able to hire any decent workers over the summer, I was almost going nuts.  Oh, we worked around the weather, but the ranch wasn't anywhere as productive as usual.  Our hay crops were slow to grow at first, then grew like weeds and we'd barely gotten the first crop of alfalfa baled and off the field before we had a week of rain and a flood in the creek that once more threatened to take out the bridge.

Not only that, but the workers we had that year were just plain strange - okay they weren't all strange, but if they were decent workers, then their situations were wierd.  We had a fellow who knew what he was doing and worked for about a week, then his brother fell off a roof and he had to leave to help his family.  The next guy we had working for us lasted three days and then quit because we were too far from town and he missed his girlfriend.  A third fellow started work on a Monday morning, but had twisted his leg and cracked a bone in his foot by early afternoon.  The fellow after him developed a crush on Maria and began to waste his time trying to 'court' her instead of working, then I had to ask him to leave because he got pushy with her, but she wasn't interested.  He's the only worker I've ever told not to come back to the ranch under any circumstances.  Actually I phoned the RCMP after he left to let them know that I didn't think he was mentally stable and warned
them he was heading their way.

But, just when I didn't think my year could get any stranger, I started getting calls about renting, selling or leasing the two places up on the 'Frenchmen's' half section again.  However the McAdam brothers still didn't know what they wanted to do and legally I had still had a tenant leasing Carissa's old place, since John Coulter insisted on maintaining the lease payments.  By that time no one had lived in those two houses for a year, but since I didn't know what was going on myself, I told anyone who called that both places were in legal limbo at the moment.

Besides right then Juan and I were up to our eyebrows in work, trying to get the second crop of alfalfa mowed raked and baled, so I really didn't have time to even think about that.  Once more the two of us were literally working from sunup to sunset and my patience with people was not exactly equitable.  If we had been able to hire one decent worker who had stayed all summer long, life would have been so much better.

Then one Sunday in the late summer or early fall, John and Wilma, along with Frank and Jennifer Dolens, came out to the ranch for a visit to discuss those dang leases.  I was surprised that they brought Art Dumfries and Debbie Yarowski along with them, but Frank and John explained that Art and Debbie were getting married and were going to need a place to live.  Debbie was a nut about Thoroughbred horses, and she knew that both Frank and John had previous experience at buying and racing horses.  She wanted to keep and breed two of the mares that Carissa had bought, then raise the colts, and both John and Frank were willing to back her financially if she wanted to expand her herd.  Of course Art was drawn to the area because it meant he'd live much closer to his brother's ranch in the foothills.  They weren't worried about being snowed in either, since Art was working on a contract basis at Frank Dolens' shop.  He only worked for Frank when there was a car that needed body work
or painting, so it wasn't going to be a major problem if he was snowed in for a few days during the winter.

Sandy and I both got along well with both Art and Debbie as well as Frank and John, but there was another complication.  The group wanted to lease another twenty acres of land as pasture for their horses, which meant reducing the acreage where I'd planned to grow hay.

"Oh, don't be silly!" Sandy snapped when I mentioned my reluctance.  "You haven't even taken a decent crop of hay off that land yet, so you don't know how much you'd make if you did grow a crop there.  Besides, the amount of hay you might get wouldn't be worth anywhere near as much as the lease will bring in and the rent from the lease isn't dependent on the weather the way a hay crop would be.  All you need to do is have them sign a long term lease and while you shouldn't overcharge for it, you should make sure you tie in any possible tax increases and other costs of that sort.  That way if they build another barn or add fences and improvements you've covered your butt concerning any possible increase in your expenses just like you did on the original leases.  As well as that if they raise very many horses you're going to have a ready customer for any extra hay you do grow."

"Yeah, I guess you're right," I nodded, then couldn't help grinning.

"Okay, what's so funny now?" she snapped.

"I was just thinking what Grampa Bender would have said about my reluctance to lease out more of his 'dry dirt.' Then I was remembering that he paid taxes on that acreage for years just so he could have a road across it."

"Yeah, but just think how proud he'd be that you're making money on the place," she smiled as she hugged me, but I could see a tear in her eye and I knew she was thinking of Grampa Bender.

A few seconds later she developed a calculating look in her eye and she grinned, "Besides, if Art is living there, you could have him come down here in his spare time and repaint that ugly coloured car you bought for me."

I just nodded and left it at that for the time being, but I'll admit that comment lightened my mood.

So I called up Mark Jackson, my friendly surveyor, and talked to him along with John and Frank, then had him lay out an additional twenty acres to add to the lease.  Art was so pleased about the fact that I'd leased the place to him and Debbie that he repainted Sandy's car for the price of the supplies.  Then he even gave Juan and me a hand around the ranch for a few days, but I insisted on paying him for his help.  Art and Debbie were married on October 2nd and moved into the house on the 16th.  In other words they moved in the day before we got hit by our first major blizzard of the winter - at least being snowed in gave them lots of time to unpack their possessions and arrange the furniture they'd brought with them.

When Mark had come out and asked me to help him with the survey, it was just one more reminder of the reasons I missed having the McAdam brothers living close by though.  I was not only missing those guys as friends and neighbours, but I had really missed John and Matt's help on the ranch that fall.  They had been my extra labour when I'd needed them previous years and during main haying season that year I'd felt almost lost without them.  Oh, we'd managed to get through the winter and had even made it through that summer by hiring temporary help, but I've already mentioned the problems we'd had.  Besides the men I'd been able to hire weren't accustomed to using our equipment or familiar with our methods, which meant they'd had to be trained and taking the time to train people slowed us down.  It seemed to me that the haying season was almost finished before we'd trained our last helper to be a decent worker.  It was quite plain that I needed to find more reliable help and I
needed to find it soon.  So I spread the word that I was looking for reliable, year-round workers, but let's face it, it was coming on toward fall and every reliable farm or ranch worker in the area already had a job.

Now don't get me wrong, I wasn't unhappy with Juan in any way.  My problem was that fact that the work on the ranch had increased exponentially and I was missing the reliable workers that Matt and John had become before they were shot.  Those two brothers were the people I needed to replace, not Juan, not since he had become so much more than just a helper around the ranch.  He was a good friend and an energetic helper, as well as a dependable observer who noticed problems before they grew too large to handle, so there was no way I was going to replace him.  He had become an exceptional ranch hand and an excellent workman who helped out with almost all the jobs on the ranch, but he was much more than that to me because he loved the job.  Both Juan and I were involved with the cattle and horses, but I think our horse herd was Juan's second love at best.  While he had become absolutely marvellous at gentling a young horse and working with the mares, his first love was obviously
split between Sandy's goats and his donkeys.  Once Sandy and I became involved with raising Toby and Kristina, he took over the care and breeding of the goats, but he still made time to lavish care and attention on his donkeys and my horses.

While Juan had virtually taken over raising the goats, Conseula and Maria had taken charge of combing, cleaning, carding and selling the Cashmere wool from them each year.  Sandy did work at the job part of the time, but she just had too many other duties now with Toby and Kristina still needing constant care and attention.  As well as the Cashmere business, Conseula looked after her family, helped out with our family and still found time to work in Sandy's garden and greenhouse, but after all that she still spent hours in her own garden.  Meanwhile Maria seemed to be involved with everything on the ranch, but she loved being around horses and liked driving a tractor in the fields, so she'd been involved with one or the other almost every day that fall.

Actually one of luckiest things to happen to Sandy and me since we'd lived at Mile High Ranch had been having Juan's old truck die in our driveway.  But then, I suppose we were good luck for Juan and his family as well.  He had lived much of his life as a 'bracero,' but he became my 'capataz' and he regarded me as his 'jefe' or even his 'patrón' - in English that sentence means he'd been a migrant worker, but now he grew to be my foreman and I became his boss.  (At least I think that's the approximate translation, but even after several years I'm still not comfortable with my attempts to use Spanish.)

Still our herds of cattle and horses had grown so our work load had increased, then we'd lost the help of the McAdam brothers, and I knew we had to find some decent permanent workers.  By mid September of the second year he was there, Juan was working with me for fourteen to sixteen hours a day just to get ready for winter.  As a result we'd head to our houses at night so tired that we'd almost fall asleep at the supper table.  Consuela, Maria and Sandy weren't in much better shape though, because they were working just as long and probably almost as hard as Juan and I were.  Tom, Wil, George and Beth were just as busy with work or school, so they couldn't help out, but something had to be done about finding and hiring more help and everyone on the farm knew it, not just me.

When Conseula casually mentioned that her brother and his family were going to lose their jobs in Manitoba at the end of the month and that they were looking for work, my ears perked up instantly.  In fact since I assumed that her brother and his sons were good workers, I just handed her the phone and told her to call her brother to tell him that I was offering them jobs and I'd build them a house in the spring.  I'd even pay their moving costs from Manitoba, in advance if necessary.  Her reaction was priceless, because she gasped, then hugged me so hard it hurt.  Seconds later she was releasing me, then grabbing the phone and dialling her brother's phone number.

While she was talking to her brother, I was considering ways to convince the McAdam brothers to rent or sell their house so I'd have a place for her brother's family to live that winter.  It turned out I didn't need to do that though, because her brother and his family lived in a mobile home and they planned to bring it along when they came.  We headed to town that afternoon and I bought a traveller's cheque for fifteen-hundred bucks and had Conseula mail it to her brother.  Then I kiddingly told her to write a note to send along with the cheque that if they could find Juan and Sandy a Cashmere billy goat to buy it and bring it along - I'd pay them a bonus for that.

Marco and Antoinette Chavez, with their sons, Édouard and Emmanuel, as well as their daughter, Gabrielle, arrived on Mile High Ranch in mid October, just in time to be snowed in by a three day blizzard.  (Actually it was the very same blizzard that greeted Art and Debbie Dumfries when they moved onto the lease.) The Chavez family had driven all the way from eastern Manitoba in two old trucks and an even older four-door sedan.  The first truck was a pickup with a canopy on the back which was loaded with a large portion of their belongings.  The second truck was a two ton with a fully enclosed box on the back and was loaded with their furniture and more belongings, but that second truck was also towing a thirty-six foot long house-trailer.

Not only that, but there was a horse trailer being towed behind the old car and it was full of Cashmere goats and miniature donkeys for Juan and Sandy.  I'd only been teasing Conseula when I'd suggested to write that note, but it seemed the joke was on me!  I still found it funny though, even if we had to herd five goats and two miniature donkeys in high winds and blowing snow to get them into a pen in the barn for the night.  Juan didn't mind that job at all though, not since Marco had found five Cashmere goats, four Xinjiang does and a Zhongwei buck.  As far as Juan was concerned the two pregnant female donkeys were icing on the cake.

Needless to say moving the goats and donkeys was the easy job, because it was no fun getting that trailer moved over near my machine shop during a blizzard, then hooking it up to power and water, but we managed.  I got out the little front end loader and cleared a path first.  Then while Juan and Marco shifted the two trucks into the machine shed to protect their contents from the weather, the boys and I hooked the tractor to the trailer and moved it near my shop.  Then we had to level the dang thing in freezing weather and laying on ice and snow to set up blocking was no picnic.  Only once we had it set up, we discovered that the pipes in the trailer hadn't been properly drained, so they had frozen solid during the trip, then on top of that the propane heater in the trailer wasn't working at all.  The Chavez family obviously weren't going to be sleeping in their trailer that night or any night in the near future, at least not until we could thaw out and repair those pipes, not to
mention getting the heater to work.

But what the heck, Sandy and I had a big house with several spare rooms, so we'd make do for the time being.  However, by the time we'd moved and set up that house-trailer, it was time to do the evening chores.  Marco, Édouard and Emmanuel joined Juan and me as we set out to look after the animals and we left it to our women folk to decide who was sleeping where.  In only a few minutes the new men were digging in and helping with our evening chores as if they'd worked on the ranch all their lives.  Marco went nuts over our cattle and the boys were completely enamoured with the horses, but all three of them were experienced farm workers, willing to tackle any job that came to hand.  Inside of the first hour they were on the ranch I was extremely impressed with those three men - all I had to do was mention a job and they were working on it.  I didn't have to explain the job, I didn't have to explain how the equipment worked and I didn't have to check that the work was
finished properly when they said it was done.

Meanwhile in the house, Sandy was getting to know Antoinette, who fell in love with Toby and Kristina the moment she met them.  It turned out that Antoinette had been working as a teacher when she met Marco and she had home-schooled their three from the time they were old enough to read.  In just minutes she had our two lying in front of her on the carpet before the fireplace, listening attentively as she read them a story.  Now eighteen months old, those two kids were extremely active, so having them stay in one place and remain relatively quiet for any amount of time was a miracle.  Besides, Sandy was pregnant again, but this time she was having minor bouts of morning sickness so her patience with Toby and Kristina suffered to some extent.  Needless to say Sandy was overjoyed at the way our two little monkeys reacted to Antoinette, so Sandy happily left the kids in her care while she and Conseula set out to prepare a big meal for everyone.

By the time I and the other men came into the house to eat, the women had a meal ready and waiting on our fully extended kitchen table.  They'd also made up their minds who was sleeping where and Sandy had decided that we'd call our new workers by their family nicknames.  In other words using a mixture of French, Spanish and English, we men were soon given our household orders by the women in our lives.  Antoinette was being called Netty, Édouard and Emmanuel became Eddy and Manny and Gabrielle was being teased and called Gabby, but she didn't seem to mind at all.  The one confusing issue for me concerning their names was that Netty and Marco often called Conseula by the nickname; Connie.  Both Sandy and I refused to call her that though since both of us liked the sound of her full name.

Since Juan and Conseula hadn't seen Marco and Netty for almost two years, Marco and Netty were going to be sleeping over at Juan and Conseula's house.  Only since Juan and Conseula didn't have a bed in the spare bedroom, they'd be staying in Maria's room.  That meant Maria and Gabby were going to be sleeping in one of our upstairs bedrooms, the one with two single beds, which also happened to be the furthest from the master bedroom.  Eddy and Manny were going to be sleeping on the main floor in Grampa Bender's old bedroom.  Surprisingly, that arrangement worked out relatively well and for the next few months the four kids lived with us.  Of course being teenagers there was some fuss and bother, but we handled it.  In the first place Grampa Bender's old bedroom only had a double bed and the two boys weren't accustomed to sleeping in the same bed, so they complained about it.  Sandy and I handled that quickly by having them carry that bed upstairs and swap it with the two
single beds the girls had been using.  Of course the girls weren't happy about sleeping in one bed either, so Sandy split them up and put each of them into a bedroom of their own.

Actually the Chavez family settled in and worked out so well it was nearly unbelievable.  In the first place all three men knew Canadian farming practices and since they'd lived in Manitoba they knew how to manage their jobs in cold weather.  Then too they accepted Juan as my 'capataz' or foreman, so there was no conflict on that front.  If I wasn't handy to show them my methods of handling a job, Juan was able to guide them, which meant I had much more time to plan essential work and manage finicky details while they handled the day to day labour.  Even more important to me was the fact that all three men were mechanically inclined and could help Juan or me to repair damaged or worn equipment over winter.  For once I had the time to be fully prepared for tax day and was able to account for almost ever dollar of the former year's expenses.  By early December I already knew that while we would still be in the black, that year was not going to be anywhere near as
profitable as the previous two years had been.

Meanwhile Netty and Gabby fell into the routine around the house as if they belonged there, but I will admit that our meals sometimes took me by surprise as they grew to have a distinct Mexican flavour.  With the added help around the house, Sandy had both the time and inclination to pull her loom and spinning wheel out of storage and soon she even had Maria and Gabby knitting and weaving up a storm.  Of course that took second place to their schooling, because both of the girls were taking their grade twelve courses by correspondence.  Maria had easily finished grade eleven by correspondence the year before and she couldn't see why grade twelve would be all that much more difficult.  For Gabby, her mother had made the arrangements for the correspondence courses while they were still living in Manitoba, so Gabby's books and course work were waiting for her when she'd arrived.  The only times either of them would be attending school in town was to take a few tests and their final
exams.  Neither of those girls were slouches either because Sandy and I kept track - they each averaged only about four hours a day on their studies and yet they'd aced any tests they had taken.  That blew me away, considering how much time I had spent taking virtually the same courses in high school.

Before long both Sandy and I had decided that hiring the Chavez family had worked out extremely well for everyone involved.  By the end of the first major snowstorm of the year, Marco, Netty, Eddy, Manny and Gabby had adapted to our lifestyle so well that it almost seemed as if they'd been with us for years.  They never did move back into that trailer because of all the damage it had suffered when the pipes froze, instead they sold it the next spring.  That's because shortly after they came to the ranch, actually in the first week of November, I'd called up Clarence and told him to order another log house kit so the Chavez family would have a permanent home.

For them the fact that we were willing to build them a brand new house seemed to blow their minds and I'm not sure if they believed me.  Then when Clarence sent us some information and a catalogue for the homes that were available and I had them choose their new home from the kits displayed in the catalogue, the truth of the situation became real.  From the way they treated Sandy and me for the next few weeks, you'd have thought we were royalty.  I had to call them all together and explain that since we lived in an isolated area, I was responsible for their housing.  Then I mentioned that it would probably cost almost half as much to repair their trailer as it would to build a new house, which was untrue, but made a good argument.  What that also did was remind them how much nicer it would be to live in a new house rather than an old trailer.  Quite soon they realised that they weren't going to talk me out of building that house, so either they would live in it, or it would
sit empty.  Right at that moment I think they accepted that they were arguing against the boss and the boss was going to win - period!  From then on for some reason though, all the members of both the Nunez and Chavez families started to call me 'Patrón.' At the time I felt if that made them happy to call me 'the Big Boss' I wasn't about to argue, not as long as that dang arguing stopped, because that was getting annoying.  (Of course at the time I didn't understand some of the implications and complications which they felt came along with that title.)

That complication arose simply because we had the girls sleeping on the same floor as Sandy and me.  At the time Sandy was still quite protective with Toby and Kristina, so their cribs were still in our bedroom.  Now that might not have been a major complication under most circumstances, but somehow both of the kids had the sniffles and became fussy.  As a result they weren't sleeping well and if one woke up at night, they both awoke, then they both wanted attention.  Even that shouldn't have been a problem except that neither Sandy or I wore any clothing to bed, but we now had two keen-eared, teenage girls sleeping just down the hall.  It seemed to me that Sandy and I would scarcely get out of bed to pick up the two kids when two scantily clad teenagers would come dashing in, offering to help.  Now you'd think I would have been immune to the charms of nubile females by that time, but my body didn't agree, so I was often caught in a somewhat embarrassing situation.  Of
course at sixteen years old, those two gals had bodies that could have earned them a fortune posing for photos that could have been used in men's magazines and they knew it.  Not only that, but they delighted in teasing men in general, but especially me.

I was sorely tempted by those two little minxes and they soon saw the physical evidence of that fact.  As well as that when Maria and her folks had first come to the ranch I'd been involved with three women, so she knew Sandy wasn't adverse to me having a lover or two.  In fact she certainly realized exactly how Sandy felt about having multiple women in a marriage and she had probably explained her understanding of Sandy's opinion to Gabby.  Actually Sandy was delighted with the situation and she'd reached the point in her pregnancy where sex wasn't a major need in her life, but she felt it was something I needed, so she probably encouraged the girls.  Not only that, but for some reason that I'll never understand, Consuela didn't seem all that upset by the idea either.  The real conundrum though was why Netty or Marco weren't upset about what the girls were doing.

I simply couldn't understand their attitudes and felt I had to talk to someone about the problem, only we were having a bad winter and were snowed in again.  That storm took down the phone lines again and I certainly wasn't going to discuss my problem on the radio or CB, so the only people I could talk to were those on the ranch.  I knew talking to the Juan or Marco wouldn't get me anywhere because I couldn't seem to break them of their habit of treating my word as law.  Even the two boys weren't much better, and besides that I knew better than to bring up a touchy subject during an extended blizzard, because tempers get touchy then.  Finally though the weather broke and the sky cleared, so I got up the nerve to talk to Conseula and Netty and called them into my office so we could talk, yet be undisturbed.  To my surprise it was Netty who explained things so I could understand their feelings on the subject.

"What you may not understand is that we are not just Hispanics, but we are followers of an older form of belief which has blended some old native mexicano customs with the creed of Catholismo, the beliefs of the Catholic Church.  Because of our beliefs, we follow some customs which are much different than those that you and Senora Crawford follow.  Conseula has explained your family tradition, how you, your father and even your grandfather have all followed the crencia Mormónico fundamentalista, the creed of the Mormon Fundamentalists, which has the matrimonio múltiple, where one man has many wives.  We are aware that in fact Kristina is the child of your second wife who was killed by a madman, who was the father of a third wife," she smiled knowingly.  "The major complication comes then because of the blending of your beliefs with those beliefs and customs which we follow.  According to our family custom, both girls have had their
fifteenth birthday, their Quinceanera, which is when they become adults.  Since they feel they are adult and we accept them as adults, we have little to say about their actions in this situation.

"You are a kind man, Patrón and you and the Senora give us so much." Conseula sighed softly.  "I have the house, the garden and so much more.  Juan still has his goats to care for and you have the kindness to buy more, even though they are of little importance to you.  You pay us well and yet there are always the extra gifts that you and Senora Sandy give, gifts of love and kindness that show you care.  Is it any wonder that Maria sees you as a hidalgo and dreams of you being her lover?"

"In truth I would prefer Gabrielle to find a man of her own and not join you and Senora Crawford in a multiple marriage.  Indeed I would prefer that she remain a virgin until her marriage, but if she has chosen you as her first man to introduce her to the art of making love I can understand.  After all, Patrón, you and the Senora have treated us as family, welcomed us into your home and are even arranging to have a home built for us.  To have her ask you to practise what the French call 'droit de seigneur' is really not such a strange thing either, for it is little different to what the Spanish conquistadors did with our ancestors.  In fact that is partly why we use the name Patrón as we do, for here as owner of this ranch you are virtually lord of the valley, a hidalgo, just as the feudal lords of the Europe were the nobles who held their lands.  To all of us your word is literally regarded as the law while we live here on the
ranch.  If Gabrielle were to bear your child it would be an honour, for since we have come you have treated us far better than any other man we have ever worked for.  You are a true hidalgo, a nobleman in all ways.

All I could do was stare at those two women in amazement, because I couldn't believe my ears.  Somehow the people I had considered friends, as well as employees, followed a code of conduct that I thought had died out centuries before.  They even thought I was a Mormon fundamentalist, a creed I disliked intensely.  To say that her words had shaken me was putting things mildly and I sat there in stunned silence, scarcely able to comprehend the reasoning behind the words I had heard.

I don't recall what I finally said, but I tried to be polite as I excused myself, because just then I wanted to be alone to get my thoughts in order.  I went outside, got on a snowmobile and drove to the lookout on the heights of western edge of the valley so I could see the whole ranch.  Once I was there, I sat and stared down at what our hard work had built up in the last few years.  It was cold that day, but the sky was clear and the sun was shining, so the ranch looked like a picture postcard lying there in the valley below me.  Yet I knew that all the effort to build up that ranch could be for nothing if I didn't put a stop to the nonsense I was facing.  If I did act on the girls' desires, then anyone at all heard about it, I could be criminally charged with statutory rape simply over the difference in ages between them and me.  Just one wrong word, said at the wrong time, to the wrong person and I could not only lose everything I had worked to build, but I could lose my
family as well.  I simply wasn't going to allow that to happen.

Having made up my mind what I had to do I went back down the hill and since the roads had been cleared, I paused at the house and told Sandy I was heading into town, then I went to see Cyrus Ambrose, our lawyer.  Once I was in his office, I managed to explain the situation to Cyrus without directly implicating anyone, but I knew he could read between the lines.  So when I asked him if he could get me a copy of the pertinent law, but one worded so normal people could understand it, he just smiled, then reached for a file folder he had on a table near his desk.  Just by coincidence he and several other lawyers were working on a book that would explain most Canadian laws, only simplifying the wording so ordinary people could use the book as a guide.

"What my compatriots and I are trying to do is to create a condensed version of Canadian Law, which will be written in common English where possible," he smiled rather ruefully and gestured to the table where all many file folders were stacked.  "Those folders on that table represent a tiny section of the work others have done, but I asked to review these because of the recent happenings hereabouts when Miss Coulter and the members of the McAdam family were attacked.  I suspect that there will be legal ramifications in the near future due to that unresolved situation and I am not at all surprised to have you ask me about it.  Might I ask why you are approaching it from that particular reference point?"

"Hell, that's easy to answer, but give me a second to arrange my thoughts," I paused and frowned as I got my lies straight, then shrugged my shoulders. "When I first got to know the local McAdam family, the girls were all under the age of eighteen and even then they mentioned that they suspected they were being groomed to have secret marriages to older men.  Then when Jackie arrived here, I learned even more, but once her brothers were working for me, I learned far more.  Now I can't see a way to stop those idiots from having their secret marriages, but there has to be a way to stop old men from preying on innocent children.  I doubt if there is anything I can do about it, but I still worry about Sandy or her sisters being attacked, even though they are all over eighteen.  If those bastards did come out here, I have two families working on my ranch who have daughters under the age of eighteen and I know it's stretching things, but I worry about them too.  Now when the McAdam boys
came to town and tried to kidnap their sister from the hospital, Don Davis gave me pretty good understanding of the laws concerning abduction and kidnapping, but I want to know a bit more about this underage crap.  I know there's probably nothing I can do, but I want to understand what the law says, just in case it crops up."

"You know, you just might have something there, that might well be their 'Achilles heel.' Only like you said, I doubt if any of this will concern you any further.  However I know there is a section covering just what you asked for and I am certainly willing to provide you with a copy.  Well, first I'll have to find the pertinent passage, so why don't I do that while you go have a coffee.  I'll meet you at the Chinese café in a short while.

"Okay, but bill me for the time it takes," I told him as I stood to leave, but he just waved a hand as if brushing off my suggestion.

Since there was a huge stack of file folders on that desk and each folder was an inch or two thick, I wasn't surprised when he suggested I go have a coffee while he found the passages I wanted copied.  So I nodded and headed for the Chinese café.  He met me there before I was finished my first cup of coffee and handed me a file folder of my own, which held were six copies of the law I had asked about, all neatly typed out and with several pertinent sections underlined in red.

"Six copies?" I questioned.

"Umm hmm," he mumbled, having to swallow a sip of coffee.  "I know you, and you're thorough.  You'll want a copy for you and Sandy, another for each of your hired hand's families, one for your father, one for your uncle and one for Bob Grant.  After all, you're all involved.  I will also be reviewing the laws concerning abduction, kidnapping and any other laws I might find pertinent to the situation.  I would also suggest that you keep your eyes open for the book and buy a copy once it is available, but that might take a year or two."

"I'll definitely keep an eye open for it, because that would be handy to have." I nodded, then changed the subject.

We talked for a while as he had a coffee, then he went back to his office and I drove down to talk to Frank and picked up some parts to repair one of my trucks.  While I was there I asked him to come out and top up my diesel tank, since we'd been running the generator quite a bit that winter, which led to a discussion of my fuel needs for the next year.  Then we just sat and chatted, which took a while since we spent some time catching up on each others lives.  Of course he tried to talk me into trading in my pickup on a newer model, but I just chuckled and turned that down for the time being.  I wasn't about to tell him that almost all my profits for the previous year were already earmarked for the expenses I'd have the next spring.  Not only was I going to need money for normal springtime operations, but I'd ordered another house and that wasn't going to come cheap.

After leaving Frank's sales office and while I was still thinking of financial matters, I headed back uptown to the bank and had a short talk with my bank manager.  As I told him, I was planning for my expected expenses that would crop up during the next six months and explained that I'd need to increase my line of credit, just in case.  When he questioned that, I described my previous year's labour problems and told him of hiring the Chavez family, then explained their need for a decent home.  He just nodded and told me that with the collateral I had in property and stock I could easily borrow a million if I needed it, which virtually floored me.  He seemed to find that amusing, but for me it was a sobering thought.  In under five years I had gone from being a pennyless high-school graduate to a successful rancher and landowner who had enough collateral to obtain a loan of a million bucks just on my reputation.  That conversation was definitely an eye-opener for me and along
with the other discussions aand events of the day, I slipped into a rather introspective mood.

During the drive back to the ranch I was having some very deep thoughts about the situation and was trying my best to wrap my head around all the day's disclosures.  The people who worked for me saw me as some sort of noble.  Cyrus, my lawyer, and Frank, a respected businessman, both treated me as a friend.  My banker had virtually told me that I was wealthy.  I suppose you could say I was going through an epiphany of sorts as the realities of my life caught up to me.  I was no longer a snotty-nosed kid just out of high-school, but for some reason that was the mental vision I'd been falling back on.  Only that day I'd had a kick in the pants and had been awakened to the fact that I was now a respected member of the community, a successful rancher with a family and had the responsibilities that came with that fact.  I didn't go through any form of physical change that day, but my mental image of myself was certainly modified.

When I got home I gave a copy of the simplified law to Sandy, Maria and Gabby, then laid down the law about the girls racing into our bedroom late at night while skimpily dressed.

"Because of the difference in our ages and the possible results of someone outside of this valley hearing of your actions, your nighttime shenanigans have got to stop.  All it would take would be an innocent comment in the wrong ear, then one complaint by someone who was jealous of what Sandy and I have here and we could all kiss this place goodbye," I said quietly.  "Grampa Bender would roll over in his grave if that happened and the rest of my family would be extremely irate, so it ain't gonna happen.  That means you two girls will no longer be charging into our bedroom wearing little or no clothing.  If Sandy and I do need your help, we'll call you.  Oh, by the way Sandy, no more attempts to seduce me into another multiple woman relationship, because that ain't gonna happen neither, I have one wife, period!  I refuse to play any of those games from now on, because I refuse to take the chance that someone will destroy what I and several others have worked so hard
to build."

Things got very quiet around the house for a few days after that, but luckily Christmas was coming and it wasn't long before everyone was involved in preparations for that celebration.  This year I had two trees to bring back, a large one for our house and a small one for Consuela and Netty, so once more I went out with two young girls on two snowmobiles, but this time I rode alone.  Once more the girls were calling out and pointing at various trees, but once more I was ignoring them until we came to the little Christmas tree orchard that I had begun by transplanting small white spruce trees into a special area.  Then both of them simply stared at my miniature forest of future Christmas trees and had a hard time deciding which trees we should take.  I'd already chosen the one I wanted, but I insisted that Maria should choose the one for her mother, then I advised her to pick one that was larger than what they needed so we could trim it to size.  Eventually she took my advice and
chose a tree that had some scraggly branches on the bottom, but was almost nine feet tall, but we could easily trim it to four or five feet.  Meanwhile I'd chosen one that was almost fifteen feet from base to tip, knowing I'd be clipping a foot or so from the top and five feet or more from the bottom.  Then on the way back to the house I stopped at a stand of lodgepole pins and cut several branches, since Sandy would use those as trim around the house for added greenery and for the smell they gave off.

When we got back home Sandy was ready for us, so the middle of the living room floor was clear.  Other than that, setting up the tree was my problem, but after several years practise I had the routine down pat.  Half an hour later the tree was gradually thawing and dripping on old towels.

I won't bore you with a repeat of all the rigamarole that went on with the decorating of the tree and the house itself.  Instead I'll just say that it was as overdone as our first Christmas had been in the 'new' log house and leave it at that.  That morning when the kids came into the room and saw all the decorations they were astonished and delighted by the glittering decorations and bright lights, but they were soon ignoring those and concentrating on the presents.  Then later on Christmas day we had a party that was even bigger than the one we'd had the first time we'd had Christmas dinner up at the ranch.  My family were all there, including the local Crawfords, Benders and Grants, but so were the Dolens, including Lucille and Jerry with Jenny, who was already walking - okay, she was running most of the time, just like our two.  Corrina, Wil and young Willy were late arriving, but came with the Coulters who had stopped off to see Art and Debbie at their place before coming
down to the ranch.  Of course the Nunez and Chavez families were there as well, so we had a very full house.  In fact there were so many people there that we couldn't arrange for a large enough table to fit everyone, instead Sandy, Consuela and Netty served dinner buffet style, with people eating wherever they could find a seat.

As far as presents were concerned the kids made out like bandits, but then everyone else did too.  There were two special presents that I will mention though, my folks, the Coulters and the Dolens had paid to have two paintings done and gave them to Sandy and me.  I hadn't known that Debbie Dumfreys was an artist, but working from a pair of old photos, she'd painted two oil paintings for us.  One is a portrait of Grampa Bender, which now smiles down from above the fireplace mantle and a second is of Grampa Bender and old Duke standing on the porch of the old cabin, that one hangs in my office.

From January second until the first week of March the following year, the weather went nuts.  It alternated between blizzards and chinooks, so you never knew just what you were going to face when you awoke in the morning.  The weather was rough on all of our stock, but it was just as hard or harder on me and my crew.  Not only that, but we had a brief visit from a pack of wolves, but the Nunez boys had run into that problem in Manitoba and they were crack shots.  Four wolves died in that early morning session, but Marco caught a cold afterward and was confined to bed for several days.  We got through the winter with all of our stock though and two weeks after coming down sick, Marco was back at work.

Meanwhile Sandy's belly was much larger than it had been with Toby and by mid February even her doctor was convinced that she was going to have twins.  He suggested rather strongly that she should stay in town from then on, but she was stubborn and insisted on going back to the ranch to care for Toby and Kristina.  Finally in early March Mrs. Coulter and Lucille insisted that Sandy absolutely had to move to Mountview for safety if nothing else.  So with my complete approval, Sandy and Maria, along with Toby and Kristina, were moved into town to stay with the Coulters.  I knew I'd be lonely, but it was far safer for Sandy and the babies she was carrying in town rather than out on the ranch in case she went into labour during a blizzard or something.

What I didn't expect and didn't really approve of was Sandy and Lucille's idea that I wouldn't be able to care for myself and the house with both her and Maria away.  Between the two of them, they decided Lucille and little Jenny would come out and look after the house while Sandy and the kids were away.  Needless to say that led to further complications, because although Lucille and Jerry had been trying for almost three year's, she hadn't become pregnant.  Another thing I hadn't known was that Jerry had guessed that I was Jenny's father, but he was there the day his wife and daughter moved in with me 'to help out while Sandy was staying in town.'  While Jerry was there that day he told me that he'd had mumps as a teenager, but he didn't specifically say I should screw his wife - he left that up to Lucille.  She and I had a very, heavy-duty argument that evening, but she brought out the heavy artillery, she broke into tears.  Not only that, but over the years Sandy had
discovered I had several 'hot buttons' that turned on my libido and thanks to Sandy's coaching, Lucille knew them all.  On top of that on the first night of her visit, she played the 'Cuz' routine on me, waiting until I was in bed and nearly asleep, then slipping under the covers and cuddling her nude body against mine.  I could argue all I wanted, but my body had other ideas and let's face it, Lucille was a very sexy woman.

Now, I'm not at all proud of the fact that I gave in to their tactics and I'm somewhat disgusted with myself that I slept with another man's wife, but the fact is I doubt if many men would have resisted.  Besides that, Lucille must have really wanted more kids since I was rocked to sleep almost every night, but at least I awoke alone and relatively well rested each morning.  In fact I'm fairly certain that Lucille managed to preserve the fiction to both the Nunez and Chavez families that she was staying with her favourite cousin to help out during an 'emergency.'  Of course knowing the women of those two families they might have had other ideas, but even then I doubt if they'd ever repeat their suspicions to anyone from outside the valley.

At three o'clock in the morning on the seventh of April, I was awakened by a telephone call from Wilma Coulter and rushed to the hospital.  Sandy was in full labour by four in the morning and by seven I was told I had twin sons.  Considering that they were twins, they were huge - each weighing in at just over six pounds, so they only spent a little over a week in the hospital natal care unit.  All of my family, including the twins - Josh and John, came home on the sixteenth of April, but Lucille and Jenny moved back to town the same day.  With four kids under two years old, our house began to feel like Grand Central Station and I was demoted to nothing more than a superfluous figure who got in the way.  Okay, that's not true, because Toby and Kristina seemed to feel that they were left out and were somewhat jealous of their two new brothers at that stage, so Papa became their special buddy.  I have to admit that right then I extremely thankful to the Nunez and Chavez
families, because they stepped up and helped us out in every way possible.  Mom, Beth and Corinna, along with Lucille, Jennifer Dolens and Wilma Coulter were all frequent visitors to the ranch as well, so my family's lives weren't totally chaotic, but we were all exceptionally busy.

Then to complicate matters Clarence and his crew arrived on the eighth of May and started building a four bedroom house on the other side of the creek for the Nunez family.  He and his crew worked like beavers though, so they had that house finished by mid June.  The Nunez house sits about two hundred yards upstream of Juan and Conseula's house with room between their houses for two decent sized vegetable gardens.  That spring Sandy, Conseula, Netty and the girls went to work and soon had all three houses, as well as the yards near the houses looking like showplaces.  That seemed to stir up Juan, Marco and the boys, who must have decided they wanted to make the whole ranch look neat and tidy, so by the time haying season came along the whole ranch looked almost picture perfect.

Early that spring I heard that we'd had some strangers from the city in town once more, and once again they were looking for Sandy or her sisters.  I suspected that Bill McAdam's church buddies were trying to find any and all of the remaining McAdam family.  That wasn't good news for me or for Art and Debbie Dumfries because they weren't really the sort to tangle with any thugs who might be out to make trouble.  On top of that Debbie was pregnant.

The McAdam boys were still in rehabilitation at that time, but they were almost at the point where they'd be released.  In fact Matt was in the worst shape and might have been released, but for the fact that he was wheelchair bound and was having trouble adapting to his new limitations,so the three of them thought it would be better if they all moved back as a group.  Since the lease was quite far from town and doctors or hospitals, they didn't want to live out there though.  So I talked it over with Sandy, Jess and Jean and they decided they wanted to auction off all the furniture in their old house, then they'd rent it to the McAdam boys.  Only the guys asked them to reconsider the idea of the auction for now, saying that they didn't plan on staying in Mountview that long, instead they suggested that the girl's furniture would do for them for the short while they'd be there.  The girls didn't mind that, they'd long since moved their personal possessions out of the house and in
one afternoon they cleaned up anything else they might want to store away or save.  After that Matt and the guys moved in their personal possessions and arranged to have a moving company store the furniture that had been in their house on the acreage.  That way they'd have it available when they decided where they finally wanted to live.

The McAdam boys only lived in Sandy's parents' old house for a few weeks, and they certainly weren't happy to be there, not even for that short time.  In all honesty they weren't in any condition to handle all the rumours that had arisen after their father's crazy killing spree, so as soon as they could arrange it, they moved away from Mountview.  By then I had cancelled their lease on the ten acres, then paid them for the house they'd built and the improvements they'd made to the place.  I even helped the movers load the McAdam's personal possessions and waved goodbye as they drove away.

From a few bits and pieces of information that John, Frank and Clarence let slip over the next while I understand the three brothers lived in Calgary for a short time after leaving Mountview.  All I really learned was that they were there long enough to form a holding company and arrange to have their parents' home and their father's rental buildings sold, then had the money deposited into their holding company's coffers.  After the last of their father's property was sold, they fired everyone in his real-estate office and closed it down.  It was almost two years after that before any of us heard a word from them, not until we received a letter in the mail just before Christmas one year.  There was a card enclosed wishing us a Merry Christmas and signed by the three of them as well as a short letter asking us to tell everyone Hi and to wish them all well.  There was a phone number included, so on Christmas Eve Sandy and I called them and talked for a while  Since their
reaction seemed rather distant, almost as if they were disturbed by our call, we felt it wasn't smart to call them too often.  As a result we didn't call often after that, not unless we had important family news that we felt they needed to know.

The last time I did talk to them, they were living in Creston, BC and fighting a losing battle in an attempt to have the FLDS enclave at Bountiful declared illegal.  I think they'd convinced themselves to blame that group for all of their family's troubles.  But then after what their father and uncle had done in and around Mountview, I'm not sure if they were right or wrong.

At that point I still suspected we'd end up having to tangle with those assholes, at least the ones from Calgary, but if we did, I made up my mind to make it the last time.  I wasn't certain that anything drastic would happen, but if it did I planned to play hard ball and put an end to all their stupidity.




Chapter 59:

Private Road - Limited Access

Once the McAdam brothers had moved out and I had bought back their lease, I decided to actively seek out a family, or at least a couple, who could act as 'gatekeepers' for Mile High Ranch.  Let's face the truth here, I was suspicious that Sandy and I might still be targets for retaliation by that radical church group from Calgary.  I wanted to find a family who were willing to live on the former McAdam brother's lease and act as watchmen at the gate, not to stop anyone, but just to warn us if those nuts ever did come hunting Sandy or me.  So with that idea in mind, I approached my friends and family over the problem, explaining that I wanted a to rent the house and acreage to a couple who wouldn't be easily intimidated by loud obnoxious idiots.  Naturally the first people I approached were Art and Debbie Dumfries, since they would be the new couple's closest neighbours, then I approached several of the members of my family.  Within hours I'd had four different people suggest the
name of the same young couple - Al and Em Jeffries.

Sandy and I both liked that idea a lot and we knew the pair quite well, which made the idea even better.  Al had worked for me the year we had put in the new access road from the plateau, he'd started out working for me as a blaster and had continued to work for me on the ranch most of that summer.  Not only that, but Em was Charlie Engels daughter and Charlie was a 'shirt tail' relative, the grandchild of one of Grampa Bender's 'girlfriends,' Maggie Engels.  The story I heard was that Maggie had spent one winter on the ranch and refused to live there any longer, but Grampa Bender wouldn't move to town, so they parted company.

An added bonus, as far as I was concerned was that Al and his wife, Em had a young son, but were living in a small single bedroom house so they wanted to move.  I was smart though, I called Charlie Engels, since Al was working for him and asked if it would screw up his crews if Al lived in our area and got a very direct answer.

"Hell no!  It would be doing me a favour.  I could use him out on that side of town almost all summer and definitely all bloody winter.  What are you thinking of doing, renting him the McAdam house?"

"Yep, I need someone there who has both brains and good judgement.  I want somebody who can keep an eye on my gate and warn me if I have any intruders coming down to the ranch.  I don't want anyone to get into fights or anything, I just need a human alarm to call down to the ranch if someone does show up, but Art and Debbie aren't home a lot of the time."

"Huh, after what 'Devil Bill" McAdam and those damn church freaks did to you and your family, I don't blame you.  Just call Al and Em and tell them just what you told me, well, maybe you should show them that house and the yard first," Charlie advised, then chuckled.  "Right now neither one of them is too happy with where they're living."

So as a result, Sandy and I arranged to meet Al and Em at the acreage the next day.  I did warn them of my suspicions about those religious nuts, but Allan 'Boom Boom' Jeffries had been a semi-pro hockey player.  He not only understood intimidation and retaliation, but he wasn't the type to be frightened off easily.  Em wasn't that much different, besides she'd been raised in the country and felt stifled living in a tiny house in town.  Both of them liked the McAdam place, but for different reasons.  While Em was enthusiastic about the size of the house and all the appliances which had been left behind, Al was delighted by the fact that they were living on ten acres of land for a decent rental cost.  They jumped on the chance of renting the place and acting as our 'distant early warning' system.

As a precaution, when Al and Em moved in he put up new chain-link fencing around the acreage, then brought in a pair of German Shepard-Rottweiler crossbred dogs and posted the property with 'Beware, Guard Dogs' signs.  Once Al, Em, their son, Charlie and their two dogs were settled in, they held an open house and made sure the dogs were introduced to all of our friends and frequent visitors.  As they explained it to me, if a 'Rotty cross' knew your friends it wouldn't bother anyone unless it was ordered to.  Well, not unless you were dumb enough to attack either the dog or its master, so having everyone know the dogs was an excellent idea.  Of course with the dogs inside a fence and a 'bump to pass' gate on the road to the ranch, all those two dogs really functioned as was a vocal alarm system, but with Em being at home every day that's all we needed.  If a strange vehicle drove past, the dogs would bark and she could give us a call to warn us, which was all I really wanted.

I think Sandy was just a bit leery of the dogs when we first arrived at the party, at least until I set Toby on the floor beside the big male dog.  Toby took one look at the dog and decided he was just a bigger version of Duke and since Duke was his buddy, this dog must be a buddy too.  Ten seconds later Toby was using the dog as a handhold and holding the dog's shoulder as a brace while he patted the dog's head.  I'll swear to this day that the dog had a grin on his face as he swung his head around to look at me, then he swung his head even further and licked Toby's face.  Of course Toby squealed and I laughed, which drew both Sandy and Kristina's attention.  Talk about opposite reactions - Sandy looked terrified while Kristina looked jealous because she thought Toby was having fun and she wasn't involved.  Kristina wanted down, and she wanted down now!  Luckily Em saw what was going on and came over to reassure Sandy that both dogs loved kids, which saved me from being
shouted at right then.  Sandy even let Kristina down to play after a minute or two.  Of course the female dog decided that she wanted in on the fun about then and in short order both kids were patting and mauling the two dogs the same way they patted and crawled around Duke and Princess.  Then Em went over to Al and took their son from his arms and set little Charlie on the floor as well.  It turned out he was a friendly little tyke, so in seconds there was a muddle of three kids and two dogs in one corner of the room.  What I found neat was the fact that the two dogs wouldn't let the kids squabble, if any two of those three kids got pushy, one of the dogs would stick a huge head between them and break it up.

"Some guard dogs those two are," George scoffed.

"Yeah, well don't get too cocky," I warned him.  "If you were to take a swing at Al or Em, or acted like you planned to hurt one of those three kids, the dogs would probably tear you a new bunghole."

"Actually the dogs are both trained to watch Em's and my reaction to others," Al grinned, as he walked over and dropped an arm on Sandy's and my shoulders.  "For instance they know we're friends with both Sandy and Chris, so they would be almost as protective of them and their family as they are toward us.  Besides, they're trained not to bite unless they have to, instead they knock people down to put any threat out of action, then raise an alarm so we can check out the situation.  Just think of them the same way you would a defenceman in a hockey game.  If you're on their team, they won't interfere with you, but if you're playing on the other team, watch your butt.  Okay?"

Thankfully, everyone who came to the party took Al's and my words to heart and as far as I know there were never any incidents with Al and Em's dogs.

There was one surprising development out of that party and our two kids reactions to those big dogs, but it didn't happen until a few months later.  That's when Al and Em showed up at our door late one evening, but both of them were carrying a small pup in their hands.

"Hi, we came bearing gifts," Em smiled tentatively at Sandy and me.  "These two pups are the runts of Majesty's first litter so we won't sell them, but we really don't want to have them put down either.  They were so small that we haven't even advertised them, but you've got two kids that love dogs and we think they should each have a dog of their own.  The pups are weaned, as well as fully house trained and they've had all their shots.  The vet says they're perfectly healthy, just a little smaller than normal, but he says that sometimes happens on a first litter.  We even brought them over late at night so the chance of the kids being up and around was slim, just in case you decide that you can't keep them.  So what do you think, do you want a pair of free puppies or not?"

I really didn't know what to say, but one look at Sandy's face and I knew that Toby and Kristina were each going to have a dog, so I rolled my eyes as I looked directly at her. "You're choice dear, only remember, they may be runts, but they'll still grow to be bigger than Duke.  Knowing that, I think if do we keep them they should be 'outside' dogs that can shelter in the barns in the winter, just like Duke and Princess do."

"Well, are they fixed?" Sandy demanded.

"Oh they're still much too young for that, but they are both females and as young as they are neither of your dogs will hurt them, in fact they'll protect them," Em smiled, because she knew she'd made a puppy sale, even if the pups were a gift.  "I know Duke is a fully functional male, so you should have these girls neutered after they're about six or eight months old, but talk to the vet.  He knows their age and can keep track of that for you, just in case you forget."

By that time both Duke and Princess were underfoot, whining and rubbing against both Sandy and me, wanting to meet the pups.

So Sandy reached out for the pup that Em was holding.  Al winked as he handed me the other one, and it was a done deal - we'd added a pair of German Shepard-Rottweiler pups to our menagerie.  Not surprisingly we were able to put the pups down with Duke and Princess in a very short time.  They soon herded the pups over to the old blanket they slept on during the summer and in no time flat the four of them were settled in for the night.

Once we saw that the pups were settled with the two older dogs we invited Al and Em inside to chat and have a coffee.

The next morning when our kids went out on the front porch and saw those two pups I was soon wishing I had a movie camera.  Both the kids and the pups were soon having a wonderful time and I quickly realised that our two little monsters weren't monsters at all, at least not when it came to handling the pups.  Even at two years old they knew enough about young animals to pick up the pups so their backs were supported, instead of the way a normal two year old kid would grab a puppy or a kitten with a choke hold around its neck or belly.  I think they must have absorbed our careful methods from watching all the grownups as we handled kids, calves, foals and piglets.

I'd only been watching for a moment or two before Toby came toddling over to me with one of the pups in his arms, giggling at his squirming burden as it tried to lick his face.

"What's 'is name, Papa?" he demanded with another giggle.

"I don't know, I don't think she has a name yet, but both pups are little girl dogs, so I guess they need girl names."

"Can Tina an' me call 'em what we want?" he asked hopefully, still having trouble pronouncing Kristina's name.

"I suppose so, but maybe you should ask Mommy that question?"

"'kay, Papa, I will," he grinned and carefully put the pup down, then scooted inside to find his mom.

Of course the pup tried to follow him, but didn't get to the doorway before the screen door had closed, so it scratched at the door and whined pitifully.  Instead of letting it get bowled over when Toby came charging back outside, I scooped it up and sat down near Kristina and the other pup.  I got a brief smile, but the pup squirming in her lap was the center of Kristina's attention, so for once she was being very quiet.  As a result we were still sitting there when Toby and Sandy came back outside, then we had a talk about dog names, but didn't make any decision right then.

Eventually those two little pups became 'Uno' and 'Dos' - in other words numbers One and Two, in Spanish.  In the same vein, Kristina adopted the nickname of Tina, which was pronounced 'Teena' and for some reason Sandy and I had become 'Mama' and 'Papa' - not Mom and Dad.  But then, as I told Sandy, "Kids will be kids and our kids have minds of their own!"

The next time I saw Al was later that year, sometime in December, and he was with his father-in-law, Charlie Engels.  They had come to see me about securing an long-term lease on the property where Al and Em lived, because they had only been renting up to that point.  I'd already heard that they were considering the idea of making a few changes to their operation and I understood that those changes included building a large equipment shed on the lease in order to store some of Charlie's equipment there.  As a result of the rumours I'd heard, I was somewhat prepared for their requests even before the meeting began and I'd done a little checking into how their requests might affect all of us.  In fact the more I thought about it, the better I liked the idea, but there were a few small details that needed to be ironed out.

As usual Charlie was quick to start explaining why he and Al were there to see me.  "There's a helluva lot of road work and construction being started in this area.  Only it's a pain in the ass having to truck our equipment forty-odd miles from my place just to do a small job, then having to haul it all the way home again afterward.  I can't afford to let those small jobs go though, or some other operator will move into this area and that would mean we'd have an even bigger pain in the rump." Charlie stated openly.  "We'd like to lease that acreage and use it as our western base of operations with Allan in charge.  We'd build a second access off the county road, about a hundred yards north of your main entrance, which means we wouldn't disturb your access in any way.  Then we'd build a pair of equipment sheds, and bring in a semi and a lo-boy trailer, a couple of cats, a dump truck and a backhoe, that way we'd have a core of basic equipment in the area.  Besides, as
things are now Tom has to drive thirty-five miles to work on my equipment in the winter, but he'd be a lot closer to his work if we had a repair shop out here."

"On top of that, Em says the layout of the house is very strange right now and she'd love it if we made some changes to the interior, but we can't really do that if we're just renting on a month to month basis," Al jumped into the conversation then.  "If we go ahead with this new base of operations, some of the equipment operators might be staying in the spare bedrooms during the work week.  That means Em would be cooking for them as well, but right now the kitchen is just too small for that, so she'd like to expand it and make it handier."

"We'd want at least a ten year lease on the place though and twenty would be better.  You'd gain by having some permanent neighbours, and on top of that you wouldn't need to plow the roads in the winter.  We'd do that for you, right to your front yard if you want," Charlie added, then he looked a bit guilty.  "I do have one additional question about the lease though.  I know you've been working on improving those big fields up near the lease and I was wondering if you're going to be running animals on the grass you're growing there now?"

"No, I hadn't really planned on using that as grazing land because of the lack of water.  I'm hoping to be able to get a decent crop of hay from that area in the next year or two though, but why do you ask?"

"Well, I'd like to lease more acreage from you so I could put in a landing strip and a hanger.  The problem with that is the prevailing winds which seem to come from west-northwest.  That would mean our airstrip would cut across your hayfield on an angle.  It wouldn't be very wide, but it'd be quite long and the perfect spot for it starts just north of the present lease, so it almost cuts your field in half.  It'd just be a grass surface, not pavement or anything, but the land has to be levelled a bit, then seeded to tough grass and mowed regularly.  It wouldn't be raised much or ditched heavily, so your farming equipment could run right over it with no problem.  We'd have to level some of the little knolls and bevel back the edges, but I promise we wouldn't dam up any low spots to make wet areas for you.  It's really a simple project and dirt moving is what we do for a living, so this would be treated as a regular job by our guys and they know what they're doing."

"What's he's trying to tell you is Em has her pilot's license and she recently bought a small plane.  She wants to be able to have it here so she can fly it more often and her Daddy is spoiling her again," Al grinned and winked.  "More than that though, I think her daddy would like to be able to fly over to visit us if he gets the urge."

Since Al and Em were very good workers and I was certain they'd be good tenants, I went along with their basic ideas, but I did suggest we modify some of their proposals.  In the first place I advised them that it would be cheaper for the company to take out a second lease of four or five acres for their new buildings, because the county would tax whatever area was leased to the company as commercial property.  Secondly I offered to sell Al and Em all the buildings on the ten-acre lease, provided they kept that lease as a mini-farm, that way they could do what they wanted to the house or the sheds the McAdams had built.  Third, I could see several advantages to having a landing strip close to the ranch, so I gave that my tentative approval, but with some minor modifications.  I suggested they build the airplane hanger on the inside corner of the present lease, then have the airstrip start just outside that corner so the hanger was as far as possible from the county road and my access
road.  Finally I would rent them the area to put in their little landing strip, asking a reduced rent, but with the provision that I could ask for an occasional ride for me or my family.  Of course I insisted they had to do all the grading, levelling, seeding and maintenance along the verges of the strip to my exact specifications.  However, since I didn't know anything about seeding or caring for landing strips, what they did on the strip itself was up to them.  I warned them that I was going to hold them to the concept that I had to be able to move my haying equipment across the airstrip without any problems and I insisted that they had to build the strip without creating any erosion or flooding problems.

I was surprised that they agreed to all of my combined offers and suggestions.  It worked out darn well in most cases too.  Charlie got his western base of operations, which was actually a large increase in potential for his business.  Al got a boost in wages for running the western portion of Charlie's company.  Em got a new kitchen and some other changes to the house, but she was keen to start a mini-farm operation of her own.  Sandy had already given her some chickens, but we had a young Jersey heifer that was in calf and Em bought her from us, so her mini-farm was well under way in short order.  Even Tom soon had a decent repair shop that was fully fitted out to do work on heavy machinery.  The only project that seemed to become a lasting problem was the airstrip for Em's plane.

That airstrip must have cost Charlie a bundle in the long run.  It started out to be one strip running west-northwest from the inner corner of their initial ten acre lease.  Then Em found that at certain times of the year the wind shifted and came quite steadily from the west-southwest.  That meant they needed a cross strip, so they came to see me about building a somewhat squashed X-shaped landing field.  That took up additional space and cut down the amount of acreage I had for growing grass, and I felt I had to ask for some additional compensation.  Charlie didn't mind the increase in his rental payments, but he was soon quite upset with his attempts to grow a decent cover of grass on the surface he'd levelled and prepared so well.  He must have sunk a ton of money into that thing and the grass simply wouldn't grow in smoothly or thickly.  In fact his grass didn't look as good as the rougher native grasses that I had growing well on most areas of the 'Frenchmen's'
half-section.  The difference was that I had worked with nature, whereas he had fought it.

The initial problem was the fact that I didn't want to lose all the work and effort we'd invested in establishing what grass we did have growing in that area.  So I demanded to be there when Charlie had Mark Jackson come out to survey the proposed strip.  By doing that I'd be able to see what problems I might have to face when Charlie made changes to the grades of my hayfield.  Now that field was nowhere near perfectly level to start with, in fact it sloped gradually away from the county road and back toward 'Mile High' valley.  Then to complicate matters there were several small swales and minor erosion gullies that Charlie's air-strip would cross as it ran from one side of the field to the other.  Charlie's suggestion was to strip off the extra soil from the swales and small knolls, then use that soil to backfill the small erosion gullies he crossed.  I agreed to that on one condition, that he had to have all that done before the last week of August so I could have any of
those areas reseeded before the fall rains started.  He argued with that time frame, but I was adamant, pointing out that once those rains started, so would erosion, but if I could get the seed down soon enough, the seedlings would prevent the damage from getting too bad.  He finally went along with the idea, but had either Art or one of his other workers earn extra wages by working on that whenever they had a few hours free.  I could work with that though.  As Art finished grading one of those areas I'd have either Eddy or Manny take a load of manure from our stock pens and spread it on the surface, then disk it in.  As a result we were able to seed all of those leveled areas by early September and we had a decent cover crop protecting the bare soil by the time the first snow fell.

Meanwhile Charlie had been working on the airstrip in his spare time, but he wasn't finished in time to seed it that fall.  He'd started out by rough levelling the strip and bevelling the edges so I could drive right over it from almost any direction with my haying equipment.  Once he had that done, he began to improve the soil on the strip by hauling in truckloads of sawdust and horse manure, spreading those in the areas where he wanted to plant his 'tough' grass.  He cultivated those soil amendments into the ground, then in late spring he seeded the area and rolled the whole thing to pack it.  The grass sprouted, grew an inch or so tall, then died in the summer heat.  Even I knew that was from lack of moisture, since the roots hadn't developed enough or reached deeply enough to support the plants in hot weather.  By mid July that 'X' was nearly all bare soil and the wind was stirring it into dust, which was not good news for me because that could bring on erosion and once
erosion gets started, it spreads.  I was already fighting erosion on that quarter section of land and I didn't need Charlie's mess to make my life more difficult.  So I called up both Charlie and the District Agriculturalist, then had them meet me on the field one afternoon in late July of the second year.

Leo Burton, the DA, took one look at the mess and frowned, then turned to me and asked, "What the hell are you trying to do now, Chris?  You sure screwed it up, whatever it was."

"It wasn't Chris that screwed up, this is my fault," Charlie admitted.  "I rented this land from him to put in an airstrip so my daughter could land her airplane here, but it seems I did it all wrong.  The bloody grass seed I bought just won't grow like it should because the rain isn't cooperating this summer and I can't think of any way to water it the way you would if it was a lawn.  Meanwhile the cheap-shit grass Chris threw down last fall is growing like gang busters and making me look like a damn fool."

"You own this quarter section of land outright, don't you, Chris, so it won't have any effect on your lease if he plants cultivated grasses here will it?" Leo asked.

"That's right, I own this quarter." I nodded, as I leaned back against my pickup truck's fender.  "The problem is Charlie went by the book, but when I seeded my areas I did it my way, because I've done this crap before.  I already know better than to try to fight Mother Nature."

Leo looked at me and winked, using the eye Charlie couldn't see, then confronted Charlie with a frown on his face.  After that I listened in as Charlie was educated about planting cover-crops and seeding grass at the right time of the year.  Next he was tutored about seeding with annual rye grass and creeping clover, mixed with the bent grasses and fescues that are normally recommended for landing strips.  He was also told to plant the seed in the early fall, not the late spring, that way the annual rye would provide a cover crop and allow the other grasses and clover to germinate in a protected environment.

"That's fine for next year, but this fucking mess is starting to erode from the wind and rain now," I stuck my two cents in when Leo paused, and I deliberately used strong language to get my point across.  "Have you any bright ideas how to stop that shit, because the wind is already blowing the soil around and I'll be damned if I want to see the damage rains will cause in the fall.  I sure as hell don't want to have any new gullies get started here in the middle of my hay field."

"Actually your hay field is what can provide the answer," Leo looked at me and winked again.  "I know you're busy, but perhaps you could rent some haying equipment to Charlie, then he can hire some high-school students to cut part of your hay fields up here.  They could spread the freshly cut grass on the bare ground and if they chose to cut the hay from areas where there are patches of scrub brush intruding into the hay fields, the twigs will help hold the grass in place.  Then in mid-September Charlie can spread his seed on top of whatever grass hasn't rotted or blown away, then disk it in lightly, barely cutting the soil and afterward he can roll it to compact the whole lot.  If anything compacting it will add protection and increase the odds of germination for the fresh seed.  You just want to cut through the rotted grasses and skim the soil, in fact if the grass you put on top is fully rotted, just harrow the strip or else just roll the seed in.  For gosh sakes do NOT
disk the seed in deeply or it won't germinate, instead it will just rot."

I had Manny cut a small patch of hay with the flail mower each morning, then I rented Charlie an old dump rake and the old Massey tractor, along with my old Fordson Major and a manure spreader.  He hired three kids to run the equipment and they spent two weeks raking the hay Manny mowed, then loading it into the manure spreader before spreading each load on the future landing strip.  By the first week in August they had the whole strip covered in a layer of matted hay, which slowed the erosion that had been happening.

As far as I was concerned I felt the whole thing had been a waste of time and effort because Charlie went at it 'bass ackwards' in the first place.  He tried to fight nature and any farmer or rancher knows that's a losing proposition from the start.

Em eventually got her landing strip, but by the time it was usable she was five months pregnant and she wasn't interested in flying right then.  So in the long run, it was almost three years from the time Al and Em moved onto the lease before she landed her plane there and taxied it to her little hanger for the first time.  Actually we had a celebration for the arrival of her plane and she took several of us up for a quick flight over the ranch.  It wasn't until I saw Mile High Ranch from the air that I realised how big our place really was, or how much the whole ranch had changed in the last few years.

I'm almost certain that anyone who had seen the place in Grampa Bender's day would have had a hard time recognising Mile High Ranch by then.  Not only were there two additional houses on the ranch, but we'd added two new barns, one for the mares who were close to foaling and one for the stallions that we were raising for sale.  The dairy cattle and 'pet' horses were still kept in the old barn, but by that time we'd decided to stop increasing the size of our beef herd.  Instead we'd keep the herd down to small numbers, while keeping the pedigree of our animals very strong.  As a result the herd was small enough to shelter outdoors in the winter under a lean-to roof in a corral.  Let's face it, cattle and horses just don't like to graze in the same area, but I'm a horse breeder at heart, so the horses won out and had the run of the most open pasture areas.  I love to see prime Quarter Horses running free on an expanse of grass, but they were making us money too, in fact our
Quarter Horses had probably become our prime cash crop in a few years.  Our secondary income had to be the hay we grew and sold, but on top of that we usually managed to sell a few purebred cattle, a couple of little donkeys, a few goats, and a few dozen of Sandy's two breeds of 'Heritage' chickens each year.

Other improvements had been made as well.  We'd built a new pigsty and two new chicken coops and all of them were wired for electricity.  All three of them were insulated too, so they had both light and heat and we could keep the animals comfortable in the cold weather.  The pigsty was small, just big enough for two or three hogs.  I'd buy weaner pigs at a local auction each spring, then have them butchered in the fall instead of bothering to keep a sow year around, so we actually didn't need to heat the pigsty in the winter.  Sandy still used her incubator to hatch chicks and was a member of a society that encourages people to keep the older breeds, but the two hen houses and chicken runs were only big enough for fifty to seventy-five hens.  That meant we ate a lot of chicken when she culled out the cockerels each summer or culled out the older hens in the fall.  I wasn't about to argue about that though, I like either roasted or fried chicken in the summer and chicken
soup or chicken and dumplings in the winter.

We'd improve the storage for our farm machinery as well.  We'd put up an additional lean-to shed with an open front to shelter any of the older equipment that we seldom used, but still wanted to preserve.  As well as that, the original equipment shed had been expanded to handle every piece of equipment we used on a regular basis.  We'd all developed the habit of washing down any farm machine when we'd finish using it and we'd make note of any problems or deficiencies on any machine before storing it. That meant repairs could be done as soon as possible and we seldom had broken equipment to contend with when we needed to use it.  The fences were all kept in good shape and so were the buildings, in fact the whole place looked like a million bucks.  We've often had customers come to look at our horses or cattle, then spend half of their time taking pictures of the ranch because it looked so neat and well cared for.

Sandy's and my lifestyle had changed quite a lot during the last few years, but I suppose raising children will do that to any couple.  Toby and Tina had been joined by twin boys inside of two years, but the older two didn't seem to have any problems accepting Josh and John into the family.  Of course Sandy had her hands full with four kids under three years old, but Conseula, Maria, Netty and Gabby were almost constantly around the house, so she did have plenty of help.  In fact since grandmothers, grandfathers, aunts and uncles often dropped by as well, the kids certainly didn't lack for care and attention.

Our kids soon had lots of cousins and neighbourhood buddies too.  Wil and Corinna's son, Johnathon Willard was born about eight months after they were married.  Art and Debbie Dumfries had a baby boy they called Billy about a month later.  Then Tom and Janis had a baby girl they called Arlene about a month before our twins were born.  Al and Em Jeffries had their second child within days of our twins - a little girl they named Ellen.  Jerry and Lucille had a baby boy, Gerald Franklin in born in mid-December of the year the twins were born.  Six months after that Beth and George's first son, Robert Christopher joined the bunch.  In other words, there was a population explosion in our neighbourhood.

I don't think Toby and Tina were much more than three years old before Juan and Maria had them riding on the little donkeys and of course they taught them to ride bareback.  Six months after that Frank Dolens and John Coulter appeared one morning with a pair of Welsh Ponies, completely outfitted with pony-sized saddles, bridles and halters.  Since the two ponies were both mares, and were both in foal, by the next spring the kids had four Welsh ponies.  Then Dad showed up the next spring with a little Welsh Pony stud and another mare, with the result that Mile High Ranch was suddenly involved in the Welsh Pony business.  I had mediocre feelings about Welsh Ponies and felt that since Maria seemed to love the ponies, she'd do a far better job of caring for them.  So I talked it over with Sandy, Juan and Conseula, then called her in and offered her a job.

"Maria, it looks as if their Grandad has given Toby, Tina and the boys the chance to be Welsh Pony breeders, but the kids need someone a little more adult as a helper and advisor.  I know you're only eighteen and you'll be off to your studies this fall, but you've been around animals all your life, so Sandy and I would like to offer you the job.  Now, it's up to you, but I imagine Gabby would like to be involved as well, only I'd like you to be the person who leads the way.  Of course we'll be here to advise you and you can always ask for a little help from your folks, but you'd be in charge of teaching the kids about the horse's care and breeding.  What do you think?"

"I think I'd like to try it, but you're right, I would like Gabby to be involved too.  Only what about after we go off to Ontario?" she asked.  "Gabby will be finished her OSA courses in a couple of months, just like me, and we're both planning to go to Guelph this fall."

"Your dad and I can teach the kids and help out when you're not here, but we want you to get them started," I smiled.  "First things first though, if you agree to treat this as a business, we'll set up a separate pony barn, riding ring and pasture for them.  We'll even have to set up a breeding pasture for you, so we don't get any cross bred ponies showing up by accident.  We want to keep the Welsh mares separate from our Quarter Horse studs and we want to keep the Welsh stud away from our mares.  I don't know how long the kids will be interested in raising Welsh Ponies, but we'd like to have it done properly from the start to teach them all the ins and outs of breeding, raising and selling animals.  You'll be in charge, with Gabby as a helper, but we want the four kids to do as much of the care and feeding as they can so they learn to take on responsibility and develop good herd skills.  I'll be honest though, I think you're worst job will be teaching the four of them to ask
for help, because they seem to want to tackle jobs they just aren't physically capable of doing."

Maria and Gabby jumped on the idea and ran with it, but were very good about asking for advise when they had any problems or difficulties.  In other words they did an excellent job, but then they were following their families' tradition of excellence.  Actually both girls had their futures quite well planned by that time.  Once Maria and Gabby graduated from high school they had enrolled in several ranch management and animal husbandry courses at Olds and both of them did well there.  As well as that they had arranged to enroll in the University of Guelph in preliminary veterinary courses and Maria had already asked me if she would be able to set up her future veterinary practise on our land.  She eventually wants to lease ten acres of the 'Frenchmen's' half section, down the county road from Debby and Art's lease, which would give the western community a local veterinarian.  Meanwhile Gabby was considering the idea of becoming either a veterinarian or a veterinary
researcher, but she definitely wants to be involved with animal care in some way.  At the time this was written neither of them have completed their educations, but they're both well under way.  Of course Sandy and I have provided financial support to both of them, but then they've long since earned that.

Actually we'll be following a tradition that we started with the McAdam brothers, then continued with Gabby's brothers.  The winter following their family's arrival on Mile High Ranch, we supported both Eddy and Manny when they wanted to enroll in OSA by paying for their room and board as well as their tuition.  In return we've gained tremendously.  Marco and Netty are dedicated workers here on the ranch and since both Eddy and Manny have graduated from OSA, they've been absorbed into the local ranching scene too.  Eddy moved down to the lower lease and works for Dad, Wil and George.  Meanwhile Manny has remained on Mile High Ranch and is now in charge of the mares and helps with the breeding program for our Quarter Horses.  As well as that he often works with me doing the mechanical maintenance of our equipment.

Life outside of our little valley has improved for our family and friends as well.  As I mentioned we have friends living on both of the upper leases and both of the families do an excellent job of looking after their mini-farms.  You can tell they're doing quite well just by looking at the houses and yards, but I think they're a bit competitive.  They've both trimmed and maintained the caragana hedges all along the outer edges of their acreages and both of them have brought in shade trees, ornamental bushes and flowering plants to plant near their homes.  In fact both properties look almost as if they've been there forever.

About a year after Al and Em moved in, the county of Mountview improved the main access road to the upper plateau as well, eliminating the long S-curve, replacing the narrow bridge and gravelling the road.  Once all that was done they included it in their regular maintenance list, but even then Al Jeffries or one of his men often do the snow plowing in the winter, but the job is a lot simpler and easier than before.  As a result we're seldom snowed in for more than a day or two even in the worst storms of the winter.

Even without the improved county road we wouldn't be stuck at home for long because Al, Wil and I used our bulldozers and Al's backhoe to create a useable trail that links Mile High Ranch to the lower farm.  We didn't tackle Dad's idea of blasting out a trail down the big cliff below Mile High Ranch though.  Instead our trail starts on the upper plateau just past the junction of the hydro road leading to the Dumfries Ranch and the roadway leading down to Mile High Ranch.  From there it leads across the upper plateau, then near the south-western corner of the 'Frenchman's' half section it turns and runs down one side of the largest erosion gully leading to the lower lease.  We made sure that our path followed the side of the erosion gully which was farthest from the prevailing wind, that way it doesn't drift in very badly during a blizzard.  That new trail isn't meant for normal cars and trucks though, just for high-clearance four-wheel drives, tractors and motorcycles in the
summer, or snowmobiles, skis and snowshoes in the winter.  Still it does give us an alternate route to get from one lease to the other.  The main advantage of the new trail is that it allows us to move supplies, equipment and livestock between Mile High Ranch and the lower lease much easier than before.  We no longer have to worry about holding up traffic on the county road when we move heavy loads, livestock or equipment from one ranch to the other.

The ranch land on the lower lease is operated by the 'B-C-G Cattle Company' - in other words the Bender, Crawford and Grant families - who are often the buyers of any extra hay produced by Mile High Ranch now.  They also buy any steers or feeder cattle that we cull from our purebred herd, but in return we buy almost all of our bedding straw and most of our feed grain from them.  Actually, the two ranches work so closely together and have such a balanced trade that very little money actually changes hands between the two businesses, except on paper.  Our largest land tax and government lease payments are shared between the two ranches because of the way the lease is set up and we've managed to keep our businesses free of any major debt.  Of course like any farming or ranching business it hasn't always been easy and quite often our purchases are rather expensive, so we usually have to budget for them.

We still have a propensity to purchase used machines and equipment at auction or during the off season, then we rebuild worn equipment to like new condition in the family shops during the winter.  However on occasion you simply have to buy replacement equipment and that's when having a large family who work closely with each other can be a major benefit.  The reason for that is simple, large groups often have capital in one form or other.  Usually that capital is in the form of either cash or negotiable goods, but it can also be a very good credit rating.  Luckily for my family, the last time we had to make any large purchases we had all three forms of capital available to us and we used that to our advantage.

Recently we were all struggling with several pieces of equipment that had reached the point where they were quite badly worn just at the time when weather and ambition conspired against a local equipment dealer.  In late July all the farms in our area had appeared to have a bumper crop underway, so the local equipment dealer considered the situation and had seen many people using badly worn equipment.  He decided to gamble and increased his standing inventory in anticipation of fall sales after local farmers had harvested bumper crops.  Then in late August, just before people were about to start harvesting their crops, a series of high winds, heavy rains and vicious hailstorms hit the area.  Since we specialize in hay production for much of our cash crop, we had already harvested the basis of our yearly income and what grain fields Dad, Uncle Tom and Bob Grant grew hadn't been hit very hard by the passing storms.  As a result, between the sale of both feed and animals from our two
ranches, as well as our other business ventures, the family made out extremely well that year and the family had capital to burn.  That meant we either needed to spend some money to replace some of our older equipment, or we'd be dishing it out to the government in taxes.

That fall Dad and Will needed a new mid-sized tractor, the two Toms needed a similar tractor, while I needed a slightly smaller tractor, and we could all use a round baler and a hay conditioner, so we thought we'd try dealing for the lot as a group.  Then when we heard about the dealer's overstock problem, so we thought we might just drop around for a visit and see what sort of prices he'd quote us on a 'fleet' sale.  We actually made a deal that ended up saving a bundle when we purchased two lightly used mid-sized tractors, a somewhat smaller used tractor, a used mower/conditioner and a new round baler.  It took us two days of negotiations and a special trip to the bank, but I'm sure we upset the finance company who normally handled the dealer's sales because they made no money on our purchase.  We paid him the full amount for all five pieces of equipment with one large certified cheque, probably the largest denomination cheque I'd ever signed.  I don't think that dealer had ever
been happier to receive a large cheque, because while we were waiting for two flat deck trucks to arrive to take our equipment home, he rushed off to the bank.

In fact the dealer was back from depositing the cheque before we had both of Charlie Engels' trucks loaded, but now he was all smiles.  That's when he told us that our purchase had made all the difference between going bankrupt and being able to remain in operation for another year or two and perhaps more.

"Well, please don't spread around the fact that we paid in cash," Dad smiled.  "Admittedly we had a good year, but still we don't want to be up to our eyeballs in salesmen who've had a bad year, with them wanting to sell us something we don't really need."

"Oh no, I'd never do that.  Your payment is privileged information.  You know about it, I know about it and the bank knows about it.  Other than that, it's no one else's business," the dealer smiled back at Dad.

And we believed him - until a few days later when Dad and I happened to be sitting in the Chinese café having a coffee with Cyrus Ambrose, our lawyer.  It was raining that day and we'd been lucky to get a seat because it looked as if half the farmers in the county had developed the urge to have a coffee at the same time, so we were all there having a gab fest.  Our coffee time discussion was interrupted for a short time when Don Davis came in with his wife, but for once he was out of uniform.  Don and his wife sat behind us at the only empty booth left in the café, but first we all greeted him and since we'd never met her, he introduced his wife to Dad and me.  That was only a short break though, then we resumed our discussion about some new federal taxes which we all felt were unfair to farmers and ranchers alike.

Not more than two minutes later we had to break off our discussion once more, but the second interruption was nowhere near as pleasant.

Instead a fat slug of a man walked in and I recognised him.  He was a guy I'd seen before when the group of religious nuts had been hunting for Sandy and her sisters, but at that time he'd been in the company of several thugs.  This time it seemed he was with B. J. Pratt, the skinny lawyer who'd made a fool of himself by trying to contest the reading of Grampa Bender's will.  That slimy lawyer had a smirk on his face, but the self-satisfied look on the fat slob's face was almost enough to make me puke.  Somehow I knew we were in for trouble though because they were walking toward Dad and I with greedy looking smirks on their faces.

"Oh no," I sighed deeply. "Here come Mutt 'n Jeff and I'll bet they're gonna make trouble."

Cyrus turned to look up the aisle, then snorted.  "Why hello there, Councillor Pratt? Have you come back to our little town to avail yourself of another lesson in jurisprudence?"

"No, I'm not here to take part in more of your shenanigans, Ambrose.  I'm here to confront young Mr. Crawford.  It is the contention of Bishop Samuels that young Crawford has somehow managed to abscond with the funds formerly held by William McAdam.  Unfortunately those funds actually belong to the Church of the 'United Brethren of Apostolical Unity' and Bishop Samuels is their leader."

"What in Hell are you yammering about, you …" I started to say, then tried to rise to my feet.  Only a hand reached out from behind me and pressed me back into my seat, so I glanced over and saw Don Davis just pulling back his hand and shaking his head.

"Chris! Let me handle this blowhard," Cyrus barked, interrupting me at the same time as Don pushed me down, then turned to the skinny shyster.  "Pratt, you had better have undeniable proof of that accusation because there must be thirty people in this room that just heard you accuse one of the most honest men I have ever met of being a thief.  If you don't have proof, then you've slandered him and I will do my best to convince my client to sue you for everything you have, including every loney you have hidden from public knowledge."

"I have the proof right here," Pratt reached in his pocket and waved around a piece of paper.  "This is a copy of a certified cheque the silly fool wrote yesterday for over two hundred thousand dollars worth of farming equipment.  He had to be using the money Bill McAdam stole, which young Crawford then stole from McAdam, because everyone knows that all the crops in this area were wiped out by hail this fall.  I'm going to have him investigated, then we'll trace back how he and his family managed to pilfer those church funds and laundered them to make it look as if they had earned them."

"You stupid ass!" Jason Dumfries hollered from a nearby booth.  "Chris sold over eighty thousand dollars worth of hay from his ranch this year as well as selling about forty or fifty purebred animals, each one worth several grand.  On top of that, he holds the lease on another twenty thousand acres that his father and the rest of his family ranch.  They had a great hay crop too, so between all of them, they cut the hay on a whole bloody township of land, you stupid dolt!  That hay crop was cut, bailed, sold and hauled off to storage long before the rain and hail even started.  Not only that, but the worst of that damn storm missed them completely, so there's no damn way they'd have to steal any stupid church's money.  Besides, I've seen that asshole you're with when he was in town last spring.  Only then he was menacing little old ladies and scaring young kids by threatening them with his damn thugs.  I've half a mind to call the cops and have them arrest both of
you for stupidity.

"No need to call cops.  I do myaself alleady," Fong broke in loudly, coming from the kitchen and waving his cleaver as he marched toward Pratt and his bishop buddy.  "I lememba dese two, come in heeya befo, eat big suppa.  They leave, no pay fo nutin' - I tell dem den to neva come back - if they do I have lock up.  Hey!  Aleady you risten, you heah siren, poreese come now.  Take cheap-skate t'iefs away! Put behine bars, prees.  I chawge for run way, no pay."

"Easy, Fong.  I'll handle this," Don Davis said in a quiet voice that still seemed to carry, then he stood and turned toward Pratt and Samuels, and held up his hand.  "In case you are wondering, gentlemen, and I use that word legally, not literally, I happen to be an off duty RCMP officer, but today I am also a witness to your slander.  The constables who are coming up behind you as I speak will escort you to our cell block where you will be held until I return there as the Chief Constable of the local RCMP detachment.  It will then be my pleasure to oversee my constables while they deal with your case.  Hopefully the constables will take sworn depositions of your libellous statements from each and every person in this room, including myself.  Since you have caused trouble in this community at previous times, I have hopes that our local lawyer, Cyrus Ambrose will convince Mr. Crawford to charge you with slander and whatever additional indictments he feels applicable.

"Oh yes, Mr. Pratt, before I forget.  Would you please pass that sheet of paper you were waving around previously to the constable at your elbow? I happened to notice that it looked very much like it was a copy of a certified cheque.  If I find that in truth it is such an item, it will be needed as evidence and is the primary reason I am involved in seeing that you are taken into custody.  It is my duty as a federal officer of the law to charge you for possession of a federally protected financial document and you will be charged under the federal banking act.

"Officers, please arrest these men on suspicion of misuse of a certified financial document with the intent of coercion, intimidation and blackmail.  Please place them in separate cells so they cannot communicate with each other.  As well have each of them searched thoroughly for any other illicit documents as well as any dangerous or suspicious objects which might be used as weapons.  Also, if they have any vehicles in this town, please confiscate those vehicles and have them searched thoroughly for any other illegal items.  I have a suspicion that we have two very large fish on our hands, so I want them hooked, netted and landed."

I didn't know exactly what to expect after that, but only a moment later as Pratt and Samuels were escorted out in handcuffs there was a loud cheer from the crowd in the café, loud enough to rattle the plates in Fong's kitchen.  Then everyone started talking at once and it seemed everyone in the room was advising me to sue both men.  Cyrus was the most vocal on that score, but I knew he disliked Pratt.  In fact I was certain of that even before the reading of Grampa Bender's will, just from the way he had greeted his fellow lawyer then.  So, feeling curious, I asked about it as soon as I had the opportunity.

"B. J. Pratt had very well to do parents, in fact his father was a politician, but the son isn't anywhere near as intelligent or as skilled with words as his father was.  Instead he's a hedonist and a wastrel, who I've unfortunately known since we were both in law school.  He was a year behind me, but even then he threw money around like it was confetti and he was at a wedding.  With his money, a fancy car and his father's influence, he was able to get the attention of the best looking women on campus.  In fact he made a name for himself as a womanizer who wooed beautiful women, then once he'd had his way with them, he'd drop them and moved on to a new conquest.

"After Pratt had articled in the law, his father drew him into a few shady political manoeuvres and several poor investments, then the stock market fell into a recession.  Pratt and his father no longer had as much influence and the younger Pratt was virtually broke.  He became something of an ambulance chaser for a while and unfortunately, he's never really recovered from the sleazy shylock mindset he developed then.  It's not that he isn't a good lawyer in certain fields, but he's lazy and he takes shortcuts which usually end up being used against him when his cases come to court.  But then just look at his choice of clients at the present time, first your uncle William, then this sleazy third grade preacher from some wild, no-name church!"

"Actually that church is an offshoot of the Mormons," I snorted.  "The preacher who was here is from a branch which started out as a polygamist offshoot of the Church of the Latter Day Saints.  At first they were members of a branch of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints or just the FLDS, which still believes in polygyny.  These guys split from that, so who knows what they really are or what they believe now, but although I'd have a hard time proving it, I know they still believe that they each have the right to have several wives."

"How do you know all about that?" Cyrus questioned.

"Easy, Jackie and her brothers told me all about it, since that's the group they were running from when they first came here.  Well actually the boys were sort of chased out, because they were becoming men.  If they'd had sex with a young woman that would cut down on number of the young women available to the church elders, who are poorly hidden polygynists.  Jackie sabotaged their chances to snare her, because she had sex with a young guy when she was only fourteen, which meant she was 'spoiled goods' to those bastards in their sick church.  Bill McAdam sent her to live with Sam and Ann to see if they couldn't marry her off.  Then when Jackie was hurt in that first accident and Sam killed himself in the second one, Bill sent his sons to kidnap her, planning to ship her off to Bountiful, the FLDS enclave in BC.  Between Lucille having the guys arrested and my family hiring them, then paying them a living wage, we put the kibosh to that nonsense though.  Unfortunately
Bill had a long memory and was a vindictive bastard, so he came out here to wipe the slate clean and in the process had the accident that killed him.  I suspect he was a crook though and was siphoning off their funds, then I guess the church couldn't find where he'd hidden their money after he died, so the bishop is pissed off."

"Now I understand," Cyrus nodded slowly.  "I also understand why that fake Bishop is so riled with you, your wife, her sisters and the McAdam brothers.  You are probably his primary enemy because you have changed the minds of several of the youth of his church, meanwhile your wife and her sisters represent his loss to you.  In his mind you are effectively stealing his power.  Over and above that though, I'd be willing to wager that he had an arrangement with Bill McAdam to turn the churches funds into real estate, possibly as a form of money laundering.  You were even involved with Bill McAdam's death, ergo he's become certain that you stole the money, or at least that might be how he twists the facts to develop an excuse to harass you."

"So how do we get him and his thugs off my butt?"

"Sue him, then sue the lawyer, the church and whoever was responsible for them getting their hands on that copy of your cheque," Cyrus snarled, reminding me of a mad dog.  "I'll take the case for five percent of the court settlement as a fee, but I wager I'll still have enough money to retire from that small percentage."

"Fine, I'll sue them just to shut them up, but I don't want their money.  I consider it dirty money, because I view the way they treat their wives and children as a form of slavery."

"Then make it impossible for them to continue treating their families in that manner.  Bankrupt them and use the money to create a foundation that gives out scholarships to the needy, or give it to some other charity.  You don't have to gain any personal benefit from the lawsuit, but I think you need to strip them of their resources and hidden funds so they will be forced to leave you alone."

"Dad, what do you think?"

"I agree with Cyrus.  You have to stop them from ruining more people's lives.  Look what a single member of that twisted church did to your friends.  He killed three of those friends and destroyed the lives of three more.  On top of that you and Sandy live in fear, and don't try to tell me otherwise, I've seen you eyeball each and every car that comes down the hill to your ranch.  I also know that there is a rifle and a shotgun right by the front door of your house and that Al Jeffries gets cheap rent because you've hired him to watch the road and warn you if trouble is on the way.  You, my daughter-in-law, my grand-children and my friends who live and work at your ranch shouldn't have to live like that," he spoke quietly.  "I think you should sue the sons-a-bitches for every dollar you can get and then some, but it would be even better if you could put them all in jail."

"I believe Officer Don Davis will see to the latter," Cyrus smiled his shark smile again.  "You see he has the evidence and testimony of several people that those two broke federal banking rules and regulations.  If you bankrupt them in civil court over defamation of character, harassment and any other charges I can think of, then they go to criminal court over breaking the banking laws, they will be literally emasculated.  For the time being, just go over to the RCMP detachment and charge them with defamation of character and harassment, but tell the officer there that more charges might well be forthcoming."

"Just like that?" I asked.

"Just like that," he nodded.

So I did.

Then I drove home and late that night, after the kids were in bed and asleep, I told Sandy all about what had happened.  She listened patiently and agreed with me that we didn't want their money, but she thought Cyrus might be right about starting a fund for a charitable cause or a foundation to assist students get an education.  Then she frowned deeply.

"If Uncle Bill had so much of the church's money, where do you think it went? How did it all disappear?"

"Well, I don't know for sure, but I think Matt, Mark and Luke have it, but that's a secret between you and me," I grinned.  "Remember all the fuss I went through just after they were awake and functioning in the hospital, right after they were shot? They asked me to get all of their Dad's clothes and everything from the police, but when I gave it to them, they tossed away the lot, except for his suitcase, his briefcase, his boots and his wallet.  I heard later that they even flushed his ashes down the toilet and smashed the urn the ashes came in, so I'm positive they didn't want any of his possessions for sentimental reasons.  I think those guys are a lot smarter than anyone gave them credit for.  I'm almost positive that the items they did keep gave them a way to gain access to the money and I think they knew just what to look for, then worked out a way to slip away with it.  To be honest though, I'd much rather they had the money than that slimy bishop.  I think they earned
every penny just to pay them back for the pain and problems they've gone through."

"Yeah, I think I agree with you, but I'd like to know for sure that they did get it.  We could always call them, you know.  I have their phone number and address in Creston."

"Oh they're not there any longer," I snorted.  "Just as soon as I got home today I went into my office and called their number, planning to tell them about what had happened in town.  The operator came on the line and told me that number was disconnected.  Then I called their neighbour's number, the one that the guys gave as an alternate emergency number, the woman there told me that they'd sold everything and moved away months ago.  They didn't leave a forwarding address or a contact number either, so I called Clarence, just in case, but he hasn't heard from them either.  In fact I think their move to Creston may have been another red herring because I can't see how they could have done much to hurt the enclave out in BC.  It's far too deeply intrenched for anyone to do much to them without government assistance."

"Those sneaky buggers," she snickered.  "I agree with you though.  I hope they got the money and I hope it gives them some sort of satisfaction.  After all they've been through, they certainly deserve that much."

"Well, I have to think they did and I think perhaps I know how, but if I tell you my thoughts, I don't want you to pass them on to anyone, alright?"

"Oh, that's guaranteed, but what makes you think you're smarter than the RCMP were, I'll bet Don Davis went over Uncle Bill's possessions with a fine tooth comb?"

"Actually when I picked up his ashes I discovered two things that I don't think Don even looked at.  Somehow he didn't find that old bastard's second wallet, which was in a pocket inside his shirt and I doubt if he looked at Bill McAdam's boots, but I think those two items were all that the guys needed." I raised a hand to stop the protest Sandy seemed ready to make.  "I recall reading a book that feature a spy who had hidden a code to gain access to his safety deposit box in his wallet, by using a message written on his 'lucky' dollar bill and he kept a key to the safety deposit box in the heel of his shoe.  Now I'm not positive that your uncle read the same story that I did, but if he did …"

"Oh God!  Of course, Uncle Bill's bloody boots!" Sandy interrupted me.  "He wore those same damn boots whenever he was involved in a big business deal because he said they were his good luck charm, but Matt, Mark, Luke and John would have known that.  But you know what?  There's no way we'll ever know for sure.  Still, I think I'm going to sleep better tonight, because I think you're right, so thank you for telling me."

Now I don't really know if I was right or not and I don't suppose I ever will, but if explaining my reasoning to Sandy gave her any peace of mind, then I was satisfied.  Not only that, but I felt they deserved any of Bill McAdam's ill gotten gains they had found and after considering the way they had been treated by their father and his 'church,' I hoped it was millions.




Chapter 60:

Dead End - No Through Road

It took almost a year before our civil lawsuit against Pratt and Samuels came to trial.  In fact by the time the civil trial started, both of them were already serving time on several federal charges, including bank fraud and income tax evasion.  I think that time period worked to Cyrus's advantage though.  At least he seemed to have found every asset that had been squirrelled away by B. J. Pratt.  He'd also run down any funds or properties held by 'Bishop' Dwayne Samuels and the other seven men who were members of his cult and who had been involved in hiring Pratt.  He even listed several assets that had been hidden from a casual observer, but then he had also worked with the RCMP investigation team during the criminal trial.  As a result he had all of the evidence dug up by the RCMP detectives and forensic accountants and even more that was openly available to the general public.

Besides all that evidence, Cyrus had much more because John Coulter, Dad and I had hired a private investigator, given him the name of that screwball church and told him what we thought they were doing.  After that Cyrus and I took the detective over to the RCMP detachment in Mountview and introduced him to Don Davis.  Then I asked Don if there was any way he could disclose any information he had on the men who had raised so much trouble in town after Bill McAdam had gone on his rampage.  By then trials had been held over all the incidents, so Don was able to provide us with names, addresses and even the license numbers on the cars driven by five of the men who had been there.  Before we left he asked us to pass on the information if we discovered anything which might be incriminating.

Wow, did that detective ever do a job!

The first discover he made was that B.J.Pratt's nephew had been the bank clerk who had provide Pratt with the copy of our certified cheque, which is what had started the process that led to the first trial.  Not only that, but he was also one of the people who had 'helped' his uncle to hide money in various 'secret' accounts, but actually the charges against him wouldn't be levied at the trial I was involved with.  As the detective told me, "That's a freebee for your cop buddy for all the help he gave me that first day.  He deserves that too, because he made my job easy with the rest."

Amongst other things the detective had discovered was that B. J. Pratt was a member of the 'Church of the United Brethren of Apostolical Unity' and had at least two 'secret' wives, one of whom was only fifteen years old.  Since Pratt was over sixty, he was definitely going to be charged with statutory rape.  When the detective told Don and Cyrus that, they both stared at him in disbelief.  Pratt wasn't the only one who had a 'secret' wife under the age of majority though, so did 'Bishop' Samuels and so did another man in the group.

The six other men the detective had set out to investigate were all legally married to one wife, but also had a total of sixteen secret wives.  Each and every one of the eight men on trial were not only legally married, but they each had a least one 'secret wife,' and some of them had several.  One guy lived in a five floor apartment block that had been owned by Bill McAdam.  The man in question worked in the apartment block as the caretaker and lived there with his wife, but he also had a 'secret' wife on each of the other floors of the building.

Then there was the mess that the detective discovered concerning the businesses those men owned.  Most of that had already been exposed by the RCMP detectives and forensic accountants, but the detective discovered one business that seemed to be a financial 'black hole.'  In other words money was funnelled into the company, yet it produced nothing saleable while constantly verging on bankruptcy - someone was sucking it dry, but our detective couldn't find out who or how.  That was one that was turned over to the RCMP's forensic accountants and I don't know what happened afterward, but I know something did, because the business died just before the trial I had instigated went to court.

As for the trial itself, it was a romp for Cyrus.  He called a total of thirty-six witnesses including Dad, Uncle Tom, Wil and me to prove harassment, attempted blackmail and several other charges.

Then I was asked to give a 'victim's impact statement' so once more I stood at the front the courtroom.  I started by decribing how I met Sandy in the hospital, mentioned meeting her parents and what happened that first night.  After that I mentioned meeting Jackie at the racetrack and described my first impression of her at that time.  Next I mentioned her thirst for knowledge when she had visited the ranch.  Instead of detailing the breakup I'd had with the three girls, I skimmed forward to the accident in Calgary and made sure I mentioned how Bill McAdam had disowned Jackie at that time.  After that I described meeting and hiring the McAdam brothers and told of the way they reacted to kind treatment and how poorly educated they were at the time I met them.  Then I gave a detailed account of Bill McAdams attack on the road and went on from there, describing every detail of what I had witnessed from that point to the moment the McAdam brothers left town.  The only thing
I fluffed over was the description of turning over Bill McAdam's possessions to his sons, but as far as I was concerned that was a private matter anyway.

Then I went into how everything had affected me and my family.

"Bill McAdam tried to kill my wife, my first son and myself by running us off the road.  Fortunately, I had raced dirt-track stock cars for a few years, starting when I was sixteen years old, and I happened to be driving a street legal version of my stock car when he made his attempt on our lives.  It was not my fault that he died.  He was stupid and killed himself by trying to use a pickup truck with a high center of gravity to overtake and ram a car with beefed up suspension as we both negotiated a tight curve.  Physics and angular momentum caused the less stable truck to skid off the road and into a ravine, where the resultant wreck caused McAdam's death.  I feel no grief for the man, because before he died he had killed his wife and three of my friends, two of whom were his own children, but he also maimed three more of his sons so badly that they are now permanently disabled.

"That's right, the man had already killed or maimed every member of his personal family before he sought to kill me and mine.  I found that fact to be almost unbelievable, but then I considered what I knew of him and realised that he was not a typical member of our society.  First of all he was the treasurer of a group that calls itself the 'Church of the United Brethren of Apostolical Unity.'  Only from what I have learned of that group I think they should be called the 'Cult of Unruly Bastards committing Avaricious Usury.'

However, it might be best if I explain my contention that my label is more accurate that theirs.  I have seen physical proof that all of the accused men have multiple 'secret' wives who are totally subservient to their husbands.  I believe those men have virtually enslaved their 'secret' wives and 'hidden' children, forcing them to follow a strange creed that keeps them penniless and ignorant of the real world.  The children of those wives are schooled at home and taught to be totally subservient while being raised in conditions of virtual poverty.  When the teenaged boys reach an age where they become interested in women, they are thrown out of the family. Since those young men were raised to be ignorant of the real world, they have a hard time finding a job or earning a living and often become little more than unskilled labourers or even vagrants.  Meanwhile the girls are kept even more isolated and uninformed for they are expected to become
'secret' wives to the other men of the group.  Those 'secret' wives and 'hidden' children do exist though and they are even known to our government agencies, because each of those 'secret' wives receives a monthly welfare cheque as a single mother.  Each of those 'hidden' children is also listed with the welfare office as dependents of those supposedly single mothers and every one of those women receives aid from welfare to care for those children.  I don't believe the funds from those cheques is theirs to use as the women wish though.  Instead I suspect the men in the family use those ill gotten dollars for their own avaricious purposes.

"My family and I have already spoken of how Bill McAdam's family came into contact with my friends and family and how we helped them to become productive members of society.  However, Bill McAdam found it intolerable that his children should be so rebellious that they would actually go to regular schools, have well paying jobs and become independent citizens.  He decided that his wife, his children, and all those who had aided his children to become productive members of society had to die.  He killed his wife and two of his children, as well as one of our other friends, destroyed the lives of his three remaining children, attempted to kill me and my family and left a whole town shocked and dismayed at the horror he left behind.

Do you know what the gossips and rumour mongers in Mountview call that man now? They refer to him as 'Devil' Bill and although he is dead, they say his ghost haunts the corner where he died.  They also use his name to try to scare naughty little boys, but I'm not a naughty little boy, so those scare tactics don't work on me.  'Devil' Bill annoyed me when he disowned his daughter, worried me when he tried to have his sons kidnap that same daughter and angered me when he killed or maimed my friends.  Then he infuriated me when he tried tried to kill my family by running us off the road with his pickup, but 'Devil' Bill never scared me.  However, he and his minions have made me cautious, so I and my personal family have had to take precautions to protect ourselves.

"My wife and I have four children and we live in a hidden valley which is many miles from Mountview, the town where most of the harassment and other forms of attack have taken place.  Mountview is not where we live, but it is the closest town to our ranch, so we do shop there and we have a post-office box there.  The fact that we use that post-office box as our mailing address is the probably reason why those who wish to harass and attack us come there and act like predators in search of prey.  In fact we live so far out of town that the ranch where we live didn't even have telephone service or hydro electric power until fairly recently.  We do have a CB and a shortwave radio though, so even if the phone line is disabled, we always have communication with the people we have hired to watch the gate to our ranch.  Those people receive a reduced rent just to keep an eye on our road and let us know if any strangers happen to wander through that gateway and drive down our private
road.  Since our roadway between the gate and the ranch is quite long and is a meandering dirt and clay trail, we will have plenty of time to prepare a suitable reception for our visitors, depending on whether they're friendly or not.

"Now I should mention that we have many friendly visitors, but we have also had unfriendly visitors, both human and animal.  We had one pair of young thugs who managed to sneak onto the ranch one dark night with a bomb of sorts.  What they had was an incendiary device which the RCMP advised me at the time was probably meant to destroy our home while we slept.  Those two young men didn't count on meeting our dogs though, and when our dogs decided the two interlopers were up to no good, they gave chase and herded the invaders away from our home.  The bombers thought that a fenced building would be a good place to hide, but didn't realise it was the home of an old sow who'd recently had a litter of piglets and was quite protective of them.  She proved to be even more fierce than the dogs though and as a result they had to climb on the roof of the hog barn to find safety.  Only they were surrounded then, with the old sow on one side and the dogs on the other three.  That was
the situation which confronted me when I was awakened by the ruckus and went outside to investigate, so I called the police who found the circumstances somewhat amusing.  They advised me to let the dogs keep the visitors on that roof until a pair of constables could come take them into custody.  In fact I had to call off the dogs when the RCMP came, just so those two young fellows could climb down to be arrested and taken into custody.

"The next set of unfriendly visitors was a pack of feral dogs that made the mistake of attacking my father's cattle and killing one of his calves.  My father and my brother chased the pack across their ranch and toward mine.  Then when the dogs were slowed by the steep terrain between our ranches, but exposed to our view, we shot them, then took their corpses to town and turned them over to the local authorities.  That's when we first discovered that the leader of the pack had killed a woman before running wild and terrorizing the town.

"Of course since we live on ranch in a relatively untamed area we are accustomed to natural predators.  Our stock has been attacked by cougars, packs of wolves and other predators of that sort, so we keep weapons handy to deal with them, but we aren't often bothered by wild animals.  In most cases we are able to frighten them off, but at times we have to destroy the predators to save our animals and ourselves.  To put it plainly, the ranch is surrounded by untamed foothills, a home surrounded by wilderness, so when we are attacked by predators our existance can quickly become a life or death situation.  Which leads us to the reason we are in court today, because recently we have been attacked by a group of human predators, but Canadian law takes a dim view of using weapons as protection against other humans, even rogues such as the ones who have been attempting to victimize us.  So since we can't legally use our normal methods of protection against the rogue humans who have
attacked us and have blatantly broken the laws of our society, we are forced to ask the help of this court in an attempt at stopping their predation.

"And don't let them fool you, because through the actions I have personally witnessed, I regard B. J. Pratt, 'Bishop' Samuels and his compatriots of the 'Church of the United Brethren of Apostolical Unity' as predators, first by preying on their wives and children, but also by attacking my friends, my family and me.  They made the incredible error of entrusting a portion of their funds to 'Devil' Bill McAdam, who made those funds vanish, then died in an accident while attempting to kill me and my family.  By some insanely convoluted reasoning, they managed to convince themselves that I had gained control of those funds and they made the erroneous decision to attack me.

"As you can probably tell, I am not easily intimidated and I have proven that I can protect my wife and family.  Since I knew that my family was protected, the slander, the harassment, the attempted black mail and all the other annoyances that the accused had thrown at me up until that time had little effect.  All they had succeeded in doing was to aggravate and annoy me, but with a last act of supreme asininity they finally managed to anger me, which is the reason for this lawsuit.  They hired B. J. Pratt to lead that attack, but as a lawyer he should have known better than to take their case.  They broke the law and using a certified cheque which they had stolen and copied.  Using that stolen information as a flimsy basis for their mistaken beliefs, they accused me of theft and misappropriation of funds, but in an act of supreme asininity they made those accusations in front of dozens of witnesses.  Not only that, but one of those witnesses was an RCMP officer.  He
realized they were breaking Federal banking laws by misusing a legally protected document in an attempt to harrass, intimidate and blackmail me, so he immediately had them taken into custody and charged.

"That was the last straw.  As a result of that action I instigated this lawsuit.  I wish to bankrupt these individuals so they will no longer be able to afford to hire the thugs they have been sending to harass the citizens of the town of Mountview, my family and myself.

"You should know that if we win this lawsuit I will not touch the funds we will be awarded.  Personally I don't want any of those funds because that money is tainted by the men who stole from the hungry mouths and threadbare backs of their wives and children.  Instead that money will be placed in a fund which will be used to aid and educate less fortunate individuals, especially those who have been victimized by men of the same sort as 'Devil' Bill and those of his ilk who are on trial here.  In fact some of that money may well be used to assist the 'hidden' children and 'secret' wives of the nine men who sit before this court as the accused.  You see, in my opinion they are all just as guilty of evil as 'Devil' Bill ever was, but perhaps you feel that I am wrong.  All I can do is hope that this court will find them guilty as charged, because I am not allowed to do any more than what I have done and still have my actions remain within legal boundaries.

"Thank you for permission to speak your honour and I wish to thank the court for listening."

Then I nodded to the judge and when he released me from the witness stand I rejoined Sandy and listened to the concluding arguments of the lawyers.  Then when the jury was sequestered we stepped out of the coutroom to take a break.  However, within two hours we were called back to hear the results and learned that the nine defendents had been found guilty of all charges.

I won't mention the final amount we settled for, but I will say that it was a considerable sum, well into seven figures.  Knowing that, I doubt if any of those men left court with enough assets to buy a pot to pee in or a window to throw it out of, which suited me just fine.  I'm fairly certain that if we didn't get the last of their ill gotten gains, then either their lawyers or the government did.  The important fact of the matter is that my family and I haven't heard or seen any sign of the group since the day the trial ended.  I imagine part of the reason for that is the fact that all nine of those men were arrested for other crimes before they ever left the courtroom.  I don't know why they were arrested, nor do I know what charges they faced, but I don't much care either!  In my opinion those men deserved to be thrown in jail to rot because they had preyed on others and as a rancher, I have enough problems with natural predators.

Since the money was turned over to a well known non-profit society by the courts, it didn't have any effect on our income, therefore our costs for that trial was negligible.  The only thing Sandy and I had to do was to arrange for the society to set up two funds to help two different foundations.  The first fund provides money to the Jacqueline McAdam Foundation, which provides university or other educational scholarships to deserving young women.  The only requirements are that the applicant plans on going into some form of health care, has good grades, but is having trouble finding funding to continue her education.  The second fund administers the John McAdam Foundation and it is set up to aid and educate those women and children who want to or have escaped the clutches of such groups as the 'Church of the United Brethren of Apostolical Unity,'  I like to think Jackie and John would have approved of our use of their names for those two foundations.



There was an additional, but quite wonderful result following that trial though.  The trial had been in Calgary and rather than go home or to a motel after the final verdict had been rendered in our favour, Sandy and I decided to celebrate.  I'd always wanted to stay at the Palliser Hotel on 9th avenue, so that's where we got a room, then we went next door and watched the sunset from the revolving restaurant at the top of the Calgary Tower.  I should mention that the elevator up and down that tower did more to upset my stomach than any bucking bronc has ever done, but the view as the sun set behind the Rockies, followed by the view of the twinkling city lights was worth it.  Sandy seemed to think the elevator ride was very thrilling though.  Well, she might have felt the meal and the view as the sun set behind the mountains was exceptionally romantic - or perhaps she enjoyed staying in the Palliser hotel - or maybe she was celebrating the end of the trial and our success at
winning.  For whatever reason, she became decidedly amorous that night.  I'm fairly certain that our last child was conceived in room on the fifth floor of the Palliser Hotel, a room facing onto 9th avenue in downtown Calgary, Alberta.

Jacqueline Carissa Crawford was born exactly two hundred and eighty days later, to the day - if not the hour!

She's red haired, feisty and fearless.  Even though Jackie is three years younger than Josh and John and five years younger than Toby and Tina, she still tries her best to rule the roost, but she doesn't argue with the others.  Instead she's a natural born politician, who can talk her siblings into almost anything - her Granny Crawford says she's a chip off the old block, meaning me I guess, but who knows, maybe she means Sandy, or even Grampa Bender? I can't say Jackie is the apple of my eye, because all my kids vie for that position, but as far as she's concerned she's certainly Papa's little girl.  Jackie's view of a perfect day seems to be tagging along as I carry on with my daily work and no matter how smelly or boring those jobs happen to be, she just loves to help her Papa.  So I'm fairly certain we'll have at least one child willing to take over the ranch when I retire in thirty-five or forty years.

Right at the moment our five children have developed into typical ranch kids, they're enjoying life and having fun, but they are also willing and able to step in and help at a moment's notice.  During the summer they ride horses, go skinny dipping at the swimming hole and race around on small motor cycles or in the winter they might hop on skis or skidoo's or else they'll clear a patch of ice and put on skates to play hockey, but they'll drop everything if there's work to do.  In fact the two eldest have even graduated to driving tractors, but then Toby and Tina will be teenagers next spring.  Josh and John are more like Tom was when he was younger, so if they could, they'd spend their whole day taking apart and rebuilding anything they can get their hands on.  Then of course Jackie manages to involve herself in just about anything that anyone is doing, most often whatever I'm doing though.  Actually Juan and Marco tease her and call her 'la sombra del jefe' or the 'boss's
shadow,' but she just shrugs her shoulders, grins and carrys on 'helping' Papa.  Of course that depends on whether or not what I'm doing interests her, but since she's only seven, she does have a limited attenion span.

In case you're wondering about their education, Netty approached Sandy and me about that when Toby and Tina were four years old.  As a result of our talk, she updated her teacher's certificate to Alberta's standards, then we built her a one room school house.  Netty isn't teaching only our five though, she also teaches Al and Em's three kids and Art and Debbie's two, so in the winter that little school house is full.  She can teach the kids all their elementary classes, but they're going to have to either take correspondence courses for high school or transfer to town school when they hit grade nine or ten.  My personal feeling is that they should spend at least two or three years in regular high school, but we'll see what happens when the time comes.  Whatever happens should be interesting, but that's something to think about in the future, at the present time they're all doing well.



Time rolls on, tastes change and economics dictate reality, but fate still plays a role and Car 54 was fated to play one final role in my life.  As the years passed, dirt track racing had fallen out of favour as a form of entertainment, because although it was exciting, it was also dirty, it was noisy and there was a charge at the gate.  Besides anyone with a television could watch Nascar racing - it was covered in the cost of basic cable and could be watched from the comfort of their living room couch.  As a result many former fans simply stopped attending the races and the racetrack lost money hand over fist as even the die-hard fans grew fewer with each race.  Then a developer decided that the dying raceway at Pine Lake would be a perfect setting for a campground and he convinced the owner to sell him the property.  Charlie Wells, the owner of the track, decided to have one final race as a gesture of goodwill before the ownership changed hands.  He contacted all former car
owners, mechanics, car drivers and sponsors, sending everyone an invitation to come and say goodbye to the track and each other.

Now I felt that when I'd sold Car 54, I'd wiped my hands of the dirt and grime from the track and walked away from racing.  Besides, that final race was going to be held during haying season and I decided I couldn't afford to take the time to go.  I was surprised that Sandy disagreed with me, and was astonished to hear that Tom, George and most of my family agreed with her.  Even Frank insisted that I should drive and Clarence called to encourage me as well, but the deciding vote was cast by Gary Wagner when he played his trump card.  I hadn't heard about it, but he'd been in an accident at work and had broken his back, so he was confined to a wheelchair.  Even though he couldn't drive Car 54 himself, he felt that it should be in that final race and it should be driven by someone he trusted so he asked me to drive it for him.  I argued and bitched about it, but quite simply I couldn't turn him down.

It took some doing because that old car had sat on blocks for several years, but after Clarence brought it down and dropped it off at my shop, Tom, George and half a dozen other friends spent every evening for a week getting that car ready to race.  Frank donated one last set of new tires and Art Dumfries touched up the paint one last time, then we loaded it onto the trailer and Jerry hauled it to the track one last time.  Once more Tom followed in his truck, then I brought up the rear in my car, but Sandy decided that our kids were all old enough to see Papa race, so they tagged along in her car.  Somehow we picked up a train of other cars as we drove toward the track, and I had to chuckle at that.  If nothing else I knew we'd have a rooting section in the stands.

That morning it had taken more time to get ready than I'd expected, so we were running a bit late and I knew we were going to be cramped for time.  As a result by the time we got to the track I was feeling just as many butterflies in my gut as the first day I'd driven in a race.  I wasn't the same person as before, the track didn't look anywhere near as well maintained as it had when I'd last seen it and even the car was totally different, but I had the same feeling of wonder and worry as I watched a half-dozen guys rush to unload that old junker.  While the safety crew went over the car to check that we hadn't added any modifications that were blatantly illegal, I pulled out my old track suit, started to put it on and broke into laughter.  As a kid that suit had been loose and floppy on me, but now I could hardly get into it.  Even stripped down to nothing but my gaunches, I had a fight to get it on and by the time I managed to squirm into it, that dang thing felt like a second
skin.  The only part of my gear that fit well was my helmet, so at least I didn't have a swelled head and I decided that was a good thing, because I wasn't feeling very confident about anything right at that moment.

Finally I was as ready as I would ever be, so I squeezed my body into that old car seat, adjusted my seat belt and started the engine to warm it up, then finally pulled onto the track to do a few warm-up laps.  Actually I dawdled along for the first lap or two, being passed by everything out there, then a car came up behind me that was painted the same colour as Bill McAdam's pickup.  Something clicked then and the other cars on the track seemed to slow down right before my eyes, but the guy behind me was still catching up.  What followed wasn't a conscious decision, but my right foot jammed the accelerator down hard and for the next few laps I flew around that dang track, passing everything I could see.  On the second or third lap at that speed I realised that oddly painted car was no longer following me and I gradually eased my foot off the throttle, then it dawned on me that Car 54 was running quite well and was relatively easy to handle.  I was surprised, because the last time
I'd driven that car it had been a bear to herd around the track.  This time the car felt good and it seemed to be running well, so I decided it was time to pull into the infield and find my place in the pits.

"Hey, Chris, good to see ya and thanks for helpin' get the old beast out here.  You don't seem to have forgotten much!" Gary Wagner greeted me from the seat of his electric wheelchair as I pulled to a stop next to Tom's truck.  "Ain't you glad we all twisted your arm to get you here today?"

"Well, the car sure took some getting used to and even when I finally found a grove where I could control the car, I seemed to be going slower than I used to," I sighed and shook my head.  "I just hope I don't disappoint everyone too badly today."

I was surprised when Gary just looked at me, shook his head and rolled away toward Clarence's pits.

"What's with him?" I asked George, who was leaning against the front fender of the car and grinning like a fool.

"Oh, nothing much, but you should know that he timed your last couple of laps and you came within a few seconds of the record lap speed on this track, and just guess who holds that record?"

"Gary?" I asked quietly.

"Nope, some guy named Chris Crawford, a fellow who used to race here several years ago," Tom laughed as he popped the hood.  "Or didn't you know that?"

"You've gotta be kidding me!" I frowned as I was squeezing out of the car.  "I'm surprised no one told me.  By the way, does everything look okay in there?"

"The engine looks fine and for the other, I guess we should have gone to the winter banquets, because that's where all the years records were announced.  You, George and I have our names on several cups and such, so do Frank and Jerry, which means the Car 54 crew did a lot more than have fun for the two years we were here."

"Yeah, but I'll bet those banquets happened during the week and in the winter when we were in school.  Besides, I don't know about you, but past prizes don't mean much to me, so I ain't gonna worry much about 'em."

"Well, I understand they'll be presenting a few today, so we may end up taking a few home tonight," George grinned at me.

I just shrugged my shoulders at that, but before I could say anything, the track marshal came up and warned me that it was almost time for me to take my hot laps.  So I got back in the car and drove over to the track entrance, then pulled out when I got the green flag.  I told myself I was only there to 'show the flag' as it were, and didn't think I needed to win anything, so I found my line and I 'cruised' the track, but didn't push hard at first.  I did manage one or two faster laps, just to find a 'racing groove' I could run at speed, but I found it hard to run fast without anyone else on the track, so I suppose my 'competitive' gene was acting up.  At the time I didn't think it mattered much, the car was there and it was ready to race, so where I place in the heats didn't really matter much.  What I should have remembered is that Car 54 was set up to run fast in the first place and that Gary Wagner had spent years modifying that car to make it run even faster than
before.  I discovered later that he'd even made a deal to get Car 54's old frame from Frank and had spent most of the first winter he owned the car busily swapping the 'new' power train and body onto that old frame.  That was probably why I had no trouble handling Car 54 that day and his hard work setting up the car was probably why my lap times were as good as they were.  Although I hadn't tried very hard I'd placed surprisingly well and would definitely be running in the first heat.

As a result when it came time to run the first heat it was like old home week for me, in fact it was almost like reliving the start of my first race.  Clarence and I were racing side by side and at the head of the pack, the only difference was that he was on the inside, having taken top lap time by a few seconds, so he got choice of starting position.  The race was different though, because that wily old bugger got the jump on me when the green flag dropped and beat me through 1-2 corner, then try as I might I couldn't pass him, so he lead the race from green flag to chequer.  However, the two of us managed to lap every other car there and as a result we were both qualified to run in the fourth and final race of the night.

In between races Clarence, Gary and I got together and 'shot the shit,' catching up on recent events in each others lives and had a lot of fun remembering past races.  Other drivers joined us as well though, so at times there must have been twenty or thirty of the old racers joining in, but I can't even remember most of their names now.  I do know we all had a good time and that I was somewhat reluctant to get ready for the final race of the day.  At that point I knew that I'd be saying a final goodbye to an important part of my life.

Then during the first lap of the final race of the day I glanced in my mirror and that strange memory of Bill McAdam bearing down on my rear bumper invaded my mind once again.  I do not recall the majority of that race, but I do know that after it was finished I made the decision that I'd never be involved with another stock car race in any way.

Sandy described that race to me after the kids were in bed that evening and it seemed to me that she was telling me a story about someone else who lapped every car on the track and won first prize for the day.  I don't remember any of it and I really don't want to try, because each time I do, what I remember is the feeling of racing away from Bill McAdam.  Unfortunately that memory reawakens feelings that I have sought to bury and forget since they virtually horrify me.

I wasn't afraid when Bill McAdam was chasing us down that road, if anything I was angry that anyone would dare to try to kill my wife and son.  It was hours after the incident, when I went to move my car from where it had been hastily parked at Lucille's house, that I realized how close I had come to killing my family.  That's when I noticed that the car's left-side rear-view mirror was damaged and folded back out of position.  That mirror was mounted on the frame of the driver's door and extended about five or six inches past my fender, but it had been undamaged when I backed out of my parking spot at the ranch.  I realized that the only place it could have been damaged was when we raced onto that rickety, old, wooden bridge in a four wheel drift.  I knew then that if I'd been even a few inches further to the left when my wheels hit the bridge deck there might well have been two wrecked vehicles laying in that ravine that day.  That's when I felt the terror of knowing that
my driving might have cost my wife and son their lives.

Now some people may wonder how I could still drive the actual car that raced away from that lunatic without being affected, since it was the street version of Car 54, but I can't answer that question.  Actually within six months of that encounter with Bill McAdam I had traded off my old Ford car.  In return I got another old Jeep, but it had a full roof, actual doors, windows and a heater, which meant plowing light snow off the ranch's roads and trails would be a lot more comfortable.  Besides, I hardly ever used that old car by then, if we went out with the kids we used Sandy''s station wagon and if I went anywhere on my own I used my pickup.  Then the kid who had made the trade with me totalled that old Ford car by trying to take a corner way too fast.  So that was that, my old car ended up being crushed and shipped off as scrap metal.

Other than that all I can say is that I suspect that time compression sensation had to do with the mindset I'd slip into when I sat at the wheel of a stock car.  However that curious slow-motion effect does still happen, just not very often.  Now it only seems to affect me when I'm in danger of being injured.  Since that's usually when I'm on the back of a horse that's trying to buck me off, I don't mind that at all because it's something useful to me and my business.

However for a few years there was still one reminder around of my days as a stock car driver.  After that last race Frank Dolens bought Car 54 from Gary Wagner, had his guys strip it down to frame and body, then repainted it and mounted it on a pedestal right at the entrance to his used car lot.  So for a few years if you were driving around the foothills of Alberta on one of the secondary highways you might have noticed an old stock car that seemed to be parked on a concrete block a short distance off the road.  Since the name of everyone involved and what we had done when the car was raced had been painted on the driver's door, you would have known you had found our home town.  It might have still been sitting there today, but after a few years the folks in town got tired of answering questions about that old junker and asked Frank to get rid of it.  By that time I don't think it was much use as an advertising gimmick anyway and I'll be honest, I was glad to see it gone.



Now, before I ramble on too much longer about my friends and family or about our trials and triumphs, I've read over what I've written and I feel I've achieved my original goals.  The story has covered how Car 54 came to be and the results of ownership of that hunk of metal and rubber.  I've told of the friends that car brought me and even of the adversaries I met along the road, mentioned joint triumphs and personal tragedies, even boasted of friendships I made, loves I found and mourned the lives of family members and friends I've lost.  Then, I wandered far afield, telling peripheral details and happenings that were brought on by decisions made because I'd had that old car in my life.  Since this started out to be a yarn about a shy teenage kid with an old car, and before it becomes a tale of a middle-aged rancher and his family, I've decided to put away my pen and declare this story complete.

              So, it's time to wave THE CHEQUERED FLAG.  Car 54's race is done!



