cattle rancher Henry McBride closes his eyes, only to open them
and find his life suddenly in shambles, with everything that
means anything lost to him forever. Overwhelmed by grief and
haunted by guilt, Henry drives away from his past as far and as
fast as he can. Jobs, towns, and whiskey come and go. He always
tells himself he’ll stay just long enough to earn the money he
needs to buy his next drink, somewhere else on down the road.
But guest ranch owner Jessie King extends an open and forgiving
hand to the cowboy, and the arrival of a young mustang stallion—
also wounded and alone—ignites a flicker of recognition in Henry.
Like him…broken. With Jessie’s powerful ability to connect with
horses, and her gentle attempts to connect with Henry, time slows
enough on the ranch to heal, just a little. But Jessie, too, has an
imperfect past, and when her former ranch manager returns with
murder in mind, the fragile world she, Henry, and the stallion are
building together threatens to come crashing down.
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CHAPTER 23

Henry woke at his usual time the next morning, but found
he was quite tired from the overall lack of sleep. After his
encounter with Chad during the night, and acting on Jessie’s request, he had gone and found the keys to Chad’s
pickup truck among the belongings Chad had packed and
set at the foot of his bed the previous day. Henry drove the
truck to where Chad still lay unconscious and with Jessie’s
help, flopped him in the bed of the truck. He threw Chad’s
saddle and bridle in next to him, then went to the bunkhouse, retrieved Chad’s belongings and tossed them on top
of the saddle.With Jessie following in her truck, Henry then
drove Chad and his belongings ten miles from the ranch
and parked the vehicle on the side of the road. Jessie gave
Henry a ride back to the ranch, relieved that she was finally
rid of the man who had been a painful thorn in her side for
over a year.
The way Jessie saw it, drunk or not, Chad’s behavior and
actions that night had been completely unacceptable and
were the last straw. She had unconsciously wanted him off
the ranch almost since the season started, and as time went by
that feeling had been creeping ever more into the forefront
of her mind. Admittedly, it had taken a while, but eventually
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she had been able to see through Chad’s elaborate façade.
Nonetheless, on a number of levels she felt more than a little
used by him, and she had been upset with herself for a while
now—not just for keeping him on at the ranch, but also for
falling for him in the first place.
Jessie King was not a vindictive woman by nature, and
she knew a good part of the blame rested on her shoulders for not looking out for herself better. Still, if the truth
were known, more than just a small part of her was actually
happy things ended with Chad the way they did. As far as
she was concerned, he deserved nothing better than to wake
up hungover, battered and bruised on the side of the road
with the hot desert sun beating down on him.
That next morning, Henry had sleepily pulled himself
from his bed just as the sky was getting light, got dressed and
brewed a fresh pot of coffee. The wranglers who’d been out
partying the night before had gotten back to the ranch just
a couple hours earlier and were passed out in their bunks,
three of them still with their clothes on. Henry poured himself a cup, shrugged into his threadbare canvas jacket, slipped
on his hat and stepped outside onto the porch. Steam rose
up to great him as he brought the tin mug to his lips, and a
perfect sun breached the horizon in the east. He stood quietly, watching as the sky slowly turned from dark blue to a
soft yellow-orange, and for the first time in a long time, he
found himself welcoming the beauty of a new morning.
He thought about taking a seat in one of the nearby
rocking chairs, but in the distance he heard the faint sound
of the screen door on Jessie’s house opening and closing.
Rather than sitting down, Henry moved closer to the steps
and leaned on the wooden upright supporting the roof that
hung over the porch. Across the yard he could see Jessie
heading his way dressed in her faded jeans, large brimmed
cowboy hat, denim jacket that was beat up nearly as bad
as his own, and her long light brown hair in a thick braid
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hanging down the middle of her back. He took another sip
from his cup.
“Morning, Henry,” Jessie smiled while still several yards
away. Her smile seemed different somehow—happier, more
open, perhaps, than Henry had seen before. It caught his
attention and held it for several seconds before he straightened himself up and tipped his hat.
“Mornin’, ma’am.”
“The others ever get back from the bar last night?” she
asked.
“Yup,” Henry nodded, stepping down the steps as she
walked up. “Sleepin’ like babies in there. I expect at least a
couple of ‘em will be wakin’ up somewhere between ‘oh
lord’ and ‘my god’ in a few hours.”
“Happens every year,” Jessie smirked. “Last day of the season comes and the first thing everybody does is run down to
Mona’s bar and blow half their last check drinking too much
and spending the rest of the next day wishing they hadn’t.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Henry nodded. “I know what that’s like.
Been more than one mornin’ when I woke up wonderin’ if
I’d found a rope or lost my horse.”
Jessie didn’t comment. Instead she changed the subject.
“I wanted to thank you again for coming to my rescue last
night. I wasn’t entirely sure I was going to get out of that
by myself.”
“Believe me, ma’am, I was happy to do it.”
“I’m sure that’s probably true,” Jessie smiled. “But thank
you just the same.” There was a sincerity in her voice that
Henry wasn’t accustomed to, and as he stood looking at her
in that early morning sun, he felt himself blush.
“Ah,” he stammered. “Can I get you a cup of coffee? I just
made some. I don’t guess it’s much good, but it is warm.”
“No, thank you. I’ve already had mine.” She turned and
looked in the direction of the round pen where the colt,
lariat still around his neck, stood with his side to the sun
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to help warm his body from the chill of the night. “I guess
we should see about getting that rope off that little horse
over there.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Henry said, flinging the few remaining
drops of coffee from the bottom of his cup out on to the
ground. “I’ve been giving that some thought. I’ve seen similar predicaments before, and the best way to fix something
like this is for me to get a-horseback and drop a loop on him.
I’ll get him dallied up, slip a halter on him, then take both
ropes off.” He glanced in his cup to make sure it was empty.
“Once the ropes are off you can leave the halter on so’s he’ll
be easier to catch the next time.”
“I see,” Jessie said. “You feel roping him again is the best
way to go? Even after the panic it put him through last night?”
“No offence, ma’am, but I believe it’s the only way.”
Jessie stood quietly for several seconds as if going over
Henry’s suggestion, then nodded in apparent agreement.
“And you wouldn’t mind doing the roping?”
“Not at all,” Henry shrugged. “It’s what I’m good at. I’ve
done this a hundred times.”
“Well,” Jessie smiled. “I guess if you think it’s the best way,
then you might as well give it a shot.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Henry placed his empty cup on the porch
railing.“Now, do you have one horse on the place that might
work better than another? As far as being a good rope horse,
I mean.”
“Oh yes,” Jessie nodded, then turned and pointed toward
the back pasture. “Out back, there, is a big sorrel gelding.
He’s got a star on his forehead and a sock on his left hind.
He’d be the best bet.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll get right after it then.”
With that, Henry tipped his hat, turned and walked toward
the tack room. Jessie couldn’t keep herself from smiling. She
fully expected Henry to come up with that type of solution
to get the rope from around the colt’s neck. It was method
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typical of a working cowboy whose focus was almost always
to get a job done as quickly and effectively as possible so he
could move to the next task at hand. Jessie also knew the
method Henry proposed was not without merit, and on any
other horse she may have actually allowed him to do it. But
she had something different in mind for the colt, and rather
than trying to take the time to explain what she was going
to do, or perhaps get into some big long, drawn out discussion about it with Henry, she simply sent him out to get one
of the horses she knew would be a little difficult for him to
catch. Between Henry trying to catch the horse, grooming
and saddling, then getting back over to the round pen, she
figured it might just give her enough time to get the rope off
the colt before he got back.
The colt smelled Jessie coming toward his pen before he
saw or heard her. He thought about moving but had come
to understand during the night that every time he moved,
the rope that hung from his neck and stretched out in a line
on the ground next to and behind him, appeared to chase
him. It took him a couple hours during the night to figure
it out, but eventually he realized if he didn’t move, the rope
didn’t chase him. So even though he wanted to move when
he smelled Jessie coming, he decided to stay still instead.
The decision to stay still may have been more difficult
for the colt had the person approaching been anyone other
than Jessie. Unlike most of the humans the colt came in
contact with, Jessie didn’t worry him as much as the others
did. There didn’t seem to be the underlying edginess in her
that most seemed to carry with them, and even though she
was a human, he didn’t feel the need to be as wary of her as
he had with the others. As a result, he stayed alert but quiet
as she unlatched the gate, entered the pen, then closed and
latched the gate behind her. She stood at the gate for a while,
watching the colt and his reaction to her presence, before
slowly making her way to the center of the pen. Once there,
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she put her hands behind her back and looked down at the
ground in front of her, the brim of her hat blocking her eyes
from the colt’s line of sight.
What little worry the colt had when Jessie came into the
pen started to disappear, and in its place curiosity began to
build. He dipped his head slightly to try to get a glimpse of
her eyes, but her hat was just too big. He nodded his head
up and down in an attempt to get a reaction from her, but
none came. Then, as he stood, quietly looking at her, a foggy
picture began to form in the back of his mind. It was hard
to make out at first, and he wasn’t sure where it was coming
from. Then, he realized the longer he looked at Jessie, the
clearer the picture got, and soon the entire image came into
focus. It was a simple picture of Jessie removing the rope
from around his neck…nothing more nothing less. It was a
picture that was not only visually understandable for him, but
there was a feeling to it as well. Along with the picture came
an overwhelming sensation that no harm would come to
him if he allowed her to take the rope from his neck.
It was something Jessie had been doing with horses since
she was a little girl. She never told anybody about it because
she doubted anyone would believe her if she did tell them,
and besides, there were times when she didn’t even believe
it herself, so how could she possibly ask someone else to?
It was a simple thing, really. She would stand quietly in one
spot and develop a very clear picture in her mind as to what
she needed or wanted from the horse. Sometimes—in fact
more times than not—the horse would replicate through
its actions the picture she held in her mind. Other times,
the horse might offer something close to what she had pictured, and still other times the horse wouldn’t do anything
at all. In this case, Jessie pictured herself gently removing
the rope from the colt’s neck in the spirit of helping him,
not hurting or worrying him further. Initially, the picture
would form over and over in her mind, like the individual
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frames of an old hand-cranked silent movie. Then, eventually, the image would begin to hold for longer periods of
time until it would finally become clear and vivid, like a
full-color photograph.
Instinct told the colt to stay where he was, away from
the human, but something deep inside urged him forward.
He began moving toward Jessie, one hesitant step at a time,
keeping one eye on the rope that dragged on the ground
beside him, the other eye trained on Jessie. Jessie continued
to keep her head down and hands behind her, in a passive
posture until the colt was within arm’s reach. At that point,
Jessie let out a long, relaxed breath and began bringing her
head up so he could once again see her eyes. She let out
another breath and lowered her hands to her sides.
“Well, there you are,” she said quietly. “Ready to get that
thing off?”The colt seemed a little surprised when she spoke,
tightening the muscles in his neck and raising his head. Jessie stood quiet for a couple seconds, smiling at the colt and
after a few seconds, he warily lowered his head back down
and let out a nervous breath. “I know,” Jessie whispered.
“You’re okay.”
Out in the pasture, Henry wasn’t having quite as much
luck with the horse he went to catch. He went out feeling better than he had since he arrived at the ranch, mostly
because his day was going to have a purpose other than
scooping manure. But as he got closer to the horse he was
looking for, he began to see things might not work out as
smoothly as he had hoped. First, the big red horse he was
trying to catch was caked with mud from a recent roll on the
bank of the little creek that ran through the draw the gelding, as well as a number of horses, were standing in. Once
Henry reached the draw, he began to build a loop with his
lariat as he moved down into it, only to have all the horses
move away from him. The big sorrel gelding stayed behind,
and at first, Henry thought he was going to have an easy
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time catching him. As Henry got to within twenty feet of
the horse, he slowed his pace and began to talk to him in a
low, relaxed voice. “Easy boy.That’s it; stay right there for me.
I ain’t gonna hurt you.”
Henry was almost up to the gelding when the side of the
tall heel of his boot caught a small rock, causing Henry to
stumble. “Dang it,” he grunted. Henry’s sudden movement
and the change in the tone of his voice startled the horse
and he turned and started walking after the rest of the herd.
“Whoa Red.” Henry stumbled again.“Damn it.” He regained
his balance and continued after the gelding. “Red…Whoa!”
Henry ended up following the gelding, along with the
rest of the herd, for another twenty minutes before they all
stopped to graze on some new spring grass down by the
creek. It was there he was finally able to slide the loop of
his lariat over the gelding’s head and snug it high around
the geldings neck, just behind his ears. He then fashioned it
into a halter by slipping a coil of the rope between the loop
and the horse’s bottom jaw and slipping the coil over the
horse’s nose. With the makeshift halter, Henry then led the
gelding back to the hitch rail by the tack room, tied him up
and groomed him, which took another half hour. After over
an hour since he and Jessie went their separate ways near the
bunkhouse, Henry was finally saddled, mounted and heading toward the round pen. He moved the big, smooth gaited
gelding into a slow jog, while at the same time building a
loop with his lariat, which he planned on using to catch the
colt. Jessie met him half across the yard and Henry pulled to
a stop next to her.
“I see you found him,” she said, petting the gelding on
his shoulder.
“Yes ma’am, I did. But he sure must have found one
heck of a mud hole to roll in. Took me nearly half hour get
him brushed off.” It was only then that Henry noticed the
dirty lariat Jessie was holding in her hand. “Oh, thank you
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ma’am,” Henry nodded. “But I’ll go ahead and use my own
rope for this.”
“Yes, I know,” she smiled kindly. “This is the one he was
wearing.” She nodded her head in the direction of the
round pen.
A little puzzled, Henry bent down in his saddle and
looked through the gaps between the rails to the colt’s pen.
He was able to see the colt standing quietly without the
rope around his neck and eating from a pile of hay Jessie had
placed in with him.
“I guess we didn’t need to rope him after all.” She shrugged
her shoulders knowingly. Henry straightened up in his saddle and looked back at Jessie. “I was just going in to fix some
breakfast,” she smiled. “Would you like some?”
“Yes, ma’am.” There was a hint of confusion in his voice.
“I believe I would. Thank you.”
“Come on up to the house after you put your horse up.”
She turned and headed toward her front porch. “Just come
on in. No need to knock.” Jessie had no sooner walked away
than Henry again leaned forward in his saddle to look at the
mustang. He sat for a second in disbelief, not understanding how a feat like that could have been accomplished, and
then climbed down from his horse. “Damn.” He scratched
his head. “How the hell does she do that?”
Even without Henry moving very quickly, it only took a
fraction of the time to put the big gelding away than it did
to get him out. After turning the horse back in his pasture
and closing up the tack room, Henry made his way over
to Jessie’s house. He was still several yards from her back
door when he caught the pleasing odor of bacon frying as it
drifted toward him on the morning breeze. Walking up the
steps to her back porch Henry had to stop for a second as
the sound and smell of breakfast cooking, and Jessie humming to herself in the kitchen triggered a brief flashback of
Annie and Josh. Unlike the flashbacks he would get back
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when he was drinking—the ones that would last for several
minutes and send him running for the closest bar or bottle—
this one washed over him like the breeze that carried the
aroma of breakfast out across the yard.
He knew Jessie told him he didn’t need to knock, but he
did anyway.
“C’mon in,” Jessie chimed. She was standing at the stove
scrambling eggs in a pan, and the bacon was cooking in
another. As Henry entered, he removed his hat and wiped
his feet on the mat just inside the door. “Have a seat.” Jessie
turned and pointed briefly at the chairs next to the small
wooden kitchen table. “This will be ready in just a minute.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“That’s quite a saddle you have,” she commented without
taking her attention off the eggs she was stirring. “How’d
you run across it?”
Henry had never been in Jessie’s home, and so felt somewhat tentative as he walked over to the table.
“It was my father’s, and his father’s before him,” he said
as he gently pulled a chair from the table and sat down.
He went to flop his hat on the table next to his plate, then
stopped himself and got ready to put it on the chair next to
him. That didn’t seem right either, and as Jessie, still stirring
the eggs in the pan, turned and began to come to the table,
Henry quickly dropped the dirty and battered old thing on
the floor at his feet.
“Well,” she said as she breezed across the floor. “Don’t let
Tom Essex see it.”
“See what, Ma’am?”
Jessie stood next to Henry and scraped half the eggs from
the pan onto his plate. “Your saddle.” She scraped the rest
onto her plate, which sat on the table directly across from
him. “He collects those old ones. I swear he must have two
hundred of them.” She went back to the stove and brought
back the pan with the bacon in it.
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“I doubt he’s got enough money to buy that one.” Henry’s
tone was matter of fact. “I expect I’ll be buried with it.”
She placed several pieces of bacon on his plate. “Well, if
he starts hounding you about it, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Jessie placed the bacon pan on a hot pad in the middle of
the table, and then took her seat. Henry had been patiently
waiting, refusing to take a bite of anything on his plate until
she did first.
“Oh, please, Henry,” she said scooting her chair to the
table. “Go ahead and eat.You don’t have to wait for me.”
Henry smiled but waited for her to take the first bite.
Once she did, he picked up his fork and dug in. It was
about that time it dawned on Henry he was having breakfast with his boss in her kitchen, and he suddenly felt a little
self-conscious. Several uneasy seconds passed before Henry
finally broke the silence. “Ma’am,” he said, swallowing a
bite of bacon. “I just gotta ask. How did you get the rope
off that horse?”
Jessie swallowed, and then placed her fork on the table
next to her plate. “I just tried to show him I wasn’t there to
hurt him,” she said after giving the question a few seconds
thought. “Once he understood that, it was easier for him to
come to me for help.”
The answer made no sense to Henry whatsoever, and
he felt himself looking blankly back at her. “Yes ma’am,” he
finally said. “But how did you get the rope off?”
Jessie sat for a second looking back at him. To her, the
answer she already gave was as clear as could be, but it was
obvious that its clarity had escaped Henry. “I just slipped it
over his head,” she shrugged.
Henry waited for her to say more, but after a few minutes,
and when it became clear there was no more, he went back
to eating his breakfast. He couldn’t understand how she
could have possibly done what she had. It didn’t make sense
to him. How could she go in with a wild horse and touch
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him, much less have the horse come to her and allow her to
take a rope from around his neck? He had seen her in with
the herd and the way they all gathered around her, and now
this. There was something about this woman, something in
the way she was with the horses that intrigued him. He had
been around horses all his life, been riding almost before he
could walk and still he had never seen or heard of anything
like what Jessie was apparently able to do with them.
Henry’s focus for most of his life had always been cattle. They had been his passion and he prided himself in his
knowledge of the animal and the ease at which he could
handle them. Horses, on the other hand had simply been
a means to an end, almost a second thought. He realized,
eating the breakfast of bacon and eggs his boss had made for
him, that for Jessie, horses were much more than a second
thought. They were not only her livelihood, they were also
her life, and she understood them as well or maybe even
better than Henry understood the cattle he worked. Henry
was a top-notch stockman and he appreciated the fact that
he had gotten that way partly by paying attention to other
stockmen better and more knowledgeable than he. It came
to him then sitting at that breakfast table, that if he paid
attention, the small, handsome woman across from him was
going to teach him something about horses.
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