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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   1969
 
   Danny was doing some serious scrubbing in the bathroom when he heard a knock on the front door. He knew it was somebody who didn’t come often or they would know that everybody came to the back door. He had been kneeling in front of the bathtub with his hands and arms wet with scouring scrub suds. He hastily dried his red shriveled hands and went to the front door.
 
   Through the screen door he saw a young woman close to his age. She had long brown hair tied back in a ponytail at her neck. Her hazel eyes framed by long dark lashes smiled at him. She wore a green tee shirt that said ‘This is my LUCKY DAY’ over blue jean shorts. On her feet were some dime store thongs which exposed her pink painted toenails. Her most remarkable feature other than her beautiful hazel eyes was she almost met him eye to eye in height.
 
   She grinned at him and said, “It’s okay if you close your mouth. I’m human.”
 
   Danny shook himself, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stare. Come right in.” He opened the screen door for her to enter. The first thing he looked for was her left hand for the ring. There wasn’t one.
 
   “Danny Ray?” she stated in the form of a question.
 
   “Yes, and you are?”
 
   “You may not remember me. I played on the women’s basketball team when we were in school. My name is Angela Dodd.”
 
   “Now I remember you, you took the Pryor Tigers to state. Of course! You were outstanding.” 
 
   Angela ducked her head shyly, “I don’t know about outstanding, but I loved playing and had a great time.”
 
   He hopped around doing the old cheerleader’s chant, ‘Do-Do-Do-It-Dodd’ that they called when she drove for the basket.
 
   Angela confirmed laughing, “You do remember.”
 
   “What I remember, was that you were a force to be reckoned with,” Danny replied. He looked around the living room wishing he had bought better furniture.
 
   “Forgive my manners,” Danny said hoping to impress her, “Would you like a cola? I was ready for a break.”
 
   “Sure, if you are,” Angela replied following him into the kitchen.
 
   He handed her a bottle of cola from the refrigerator. “I just bought my furniture and appliances. They delivered them this morning. I’ll have the place up to snuff soon.”
 
   They sat at the kitchen table to drink their cola and Angela said, “It looks like I interrupted some serious cleaning,” motioning to his red hands.
 
   He grinned, “It’s my lot in life. Somebody has to clean the bathroom. Glad you came by to give me a break.”
 
   She grinned then took a drink of her cola. “Word got around that you bought the old home place back. Everybody around here is proud of you, Danny. We have followed your career ever since you went to college. I wanted to welcome you home again. We, meaning my family, wanted you to know how proud we are of you.”
 
   Now it was Danny’s turn to drop his head. He blinked a couple of times and said, “Thank you for that.” He swallowed and cleared his throat, “Sometimes I get caught off guard and it still really hurts, but I’m fine.”
 
   Her sympathy touched an unhealed wound in his heart. He looked into her face and smiled, “Tell me about you. What have you done with yourself since high school?” 
 
   “I went to Arkansas University on a basketball scholarship. I played on the college team but when I got on the team with other players who were willing to win at any cost, if you understand what I mean, I wouldn’t go that extra mile to win.”
 
   Danny acknowledged his understanding.
 
   She went on, “I continued to play but fell back to the second string after the first year. I didn’t care. My career choice became botany. I love to work with the plants, feel the sun on my back, and dig my hands in the dirt.” She laughed. “Sort of strange for a girl, but I enjoy seeing the plants grow.”
 
   “So what are your plans with that?”
 
   “My parents moved to the old Owen’s place down the road. My dad and I are building a greenhouse for me.” Angela smiled at his surprise. “Anyway, I want to produce enough flowers and vegetable plants to supply this four state area with nursery plants. I thought a mail order business would work for me.”
 
   “Wow!” Danny exclaimed. “That’s pretty ambitious.”
 
   “It will take me a while to get it up and running but eventually I hope to have a nice business.”
 
   Danny agreed, “I can see the possibilities.”
 
   She finished her cola and stood up to leave, “I won’t take any more of your time. I know you want to get back to your bathroom cleaning.”
 
   Danny stood up and stretched to his full six foot four frame in front of her, she grinned.
 
   “You are one of the only women that I know who is almost as tall as I am,” Danny said in amazement.
 
   “I have three sisters and five brothers, and I’m the taller than any of them,” she replied. “My Dad is the only one who is as tall as I am, six foot two.”
 
   Danny held out his hand for her to shake, “Thank you, Angela. This break is the nicest thing that has happened to me since I moved to the farm.”
 
   “Thank you, Danny, I’ve enjoyed visiting with you,” Angela responded as she walked out the door.
 
   Danny didn’t see a car when he stepped out on the porch.
 
   Suspecting what he thought, Angela said, “I jog every day. I happened to see your car out front and decided to stop by.”
 
   Danny went back to his bathroom cleaning. He finished the tub and started on the toilet. He admonished himself, if he hadn’t been so tongue tied when she was here, he would have asked her what time she usually jogged or invited her back for coffee or something. Maybe he needed to jog by the old Owen’s place. Then a thought occurred to him, she had on thongs. Hmm, she wasn’t out jogging.
 
   After Angela’s visit, the place seemed lonely. He turned on his radio just to fill the void. He needed to drop by the telephone company to see about hooking up his line the next time he went to Pryor. A little communication equipment wouldn’t hurt.
 
   Angela walked home from Danny’s house with mixed emotions. She felt happy for him because he was able to fulfill his dream of buying his farm but she knew the circumstances of obtaining the money had come at a great cost to him personally. She remembered Danny from high school. He always had seemed so determined to succeed in football, and he had. He had received his football scholarship to Oklahoma University at a time when Coach Fairbanks was leading the team to some of OU football’s best years.
 
   The county had just graded the gravel road and Angela’s thongs kept flipping the tiny rocks between her feet and her thongs. A country girl ought to know better than to wear thongs on a gravel road, she chastised herself. That’s when she remembered that she told Danny she was out jogging. She shrugged to herself, and smiled. Oops! I guess he might be wise to me there.
 
   The wild roses bloomed along beside the road giving their wonderful fragrance of spring. The meadows had lost all their winter colors and displayed fresh green grass covering up the grass stalks left from last year. The tiny buds of leaves on the trees had blossomed out into full grown leaves now. The redbud trees that dotted the edge of the road and lined the creek that meandered from the Ray meadows to the Dodd property had given up their red blossoms and formed heart shaped leaves.
 
    Angela breathed in deeply of the fresh smelling spring air. Spring offered such a wonderful time of rebirth. Already their cows had dropped their baby calves. The hens were laying so many eggs that they took the extras to church to distribute to anyone who wanted some.
 
   Danny seemed so serious and grown up today she thought. Back when they were in high school his sense of humor marked him among the other students. Often they heard him break out in a big laugh that vibrated down the halls. She hoped that soon he would be back to normal. She could tell that his injury had really taken a toll on him.
 
   She remembered Danny on the football team as their star running back in high school. He had more running yards than any running back in Pryor High history. With Aaron as their quarterback and Bobby in the defense tackle position, the three best friends made Pryor a formidable team. During the boys’ junior and senior years the Tigers had two of the best winning seasons they had ever had. No wonder the college scouts visited often.
 
   Danny had been so happy when he received the offer of a scholarship to Oklahoma University. He had run up the high school hall waving his paper for everyone to see. Within a few days she followed his example and ran the hall with her scholarship to Arkansas University.
 
   Angela remembered that Danny didn’t date much before he went to college. She secretly had a crush on him but was too bashful to ask him for a date on Sadie Hawkins day, the only day of the year when it was permissive for girls to ask boys out for a date. She always felt so tall and gawkish. She was a head taller than the girls that were her friends. Danny seemed perfect to her. He stood taller than she did, and he was attractive with a good sense of humor. She was star struck but there was no way she had the courage to ask the star of the football team to date her.
 
   Well, she thought he’s still a hunk.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   Danny remembered the day he stood by his car looking at the old farm house where he was born. He felt a deep sorrow, mingled with anticipation, hope and inspiration. He had just bought the old rundown farm place that had been in the Ray family for five generations. When his dad John Ray had been unable to maintain the dairy farm due to a weakened heart, he had sold the dairy farm located five miles west of Pryor, Oklahoma and moved his family into town fearing that he wouldn’t live long. He lasted one and a half years before his heart attack that took his life leaving his wife Laura to finish raising Nora and Danny.
 
   Danny had vowed that when he became a professional football player he would buy back the farm that he should have inherited. In essence, that’s what he did except the circumstances didn’t turn out the way he had planned. 
 
   He hadn’t seen the place since he had left for college five years ago. The house looked about the same except the recent owners had felt some strange inspiration to paint the old clapboards mustard yellow. The back porch was still screened in which Danny decided was a plus for the old house. The back door was mostly used as a front door because the front door was to the side of the house and inconvenient to use. 
 
   When his family lived here, the old cistern supplied the family with water from an old hand cranked pump on the back porch. He wondered if it still did. 
 
   According to the real estate person whom he had bought the place from sight unseen, said that not much had been done to the place.  He could tell by looking at the outside of the place, it was probably true. He had been told that the owners had given up on dairy farming and moved out a year ago. The chicken yard fence had been taken down and the old brooder house were they raised their baby chickens was gone. The fruit trees must have died because they were gone.
 
   He walked out to the dairy barn. It had been turned into a storage room filled with numerous unknown objects which he would have to clean out someday. The room where they used to milk the cows only had five stalls. He peeked into the feed room and into the room where they used to separate the milk amazed at how small the rooms were. As a nine year old child he remembered these rooms being much larger.
 
   Danny decided to bypass the two story smoke house and the hay barn for now and go back to the house. He wondered if he needed a place to sleep at night or could he bunk here. Since the place had been vacant for a while, he didn’t know in what kind of shape it had been left. He didn’t feel too keen about sleeping with rats if they had infested the house.
 
   A padlock held the back door secure. Danny couldn’t ever remember using a key on the door while his family lived there. The padlock looked new so it probably had been placed there when the other family moved out.
 
   He remembered the day when the other family that bought the farm came out to care for the dairy for the first time. About six in the morning a pickup rolled into their driveway. A man and three boys piled out and headed to the barn to milk the cows. What a relief his parents and Nora felt that they didn’t have that responsibility anymore. He watched as his dad went to the barn with the men to walk them through what needed done, but his mom and Nora sat down at the table and smiled as they drank a cup of tea. They claimed they were now ladies of leisure. Soon they moved into a house in town that his dad had bought with the money from the sale of the farm. It was a happy time to have a new house where he could live close to his friends, but a bittersweet time too. His dad had lost the farm that had been in his family for generations and Danny lost his inheritance as well.
 
   Danny opened the kitchen door for the first time in fourteen years. The smell of mouse droppings and cockroaches permeated the air. He swung the door open and stepped back to let some fresh air into the house. He filled his lungs with fresh air and went in holding his breath to open windows in the dining and living room. He also opened the front door to help ventilate the house.
 
   Now that he could breathe, he went back to the kitchen. The cabinets had been replaced but were not good quality. He saw a sink, which had been installed with the cabinets and he turned on the faucet. No water. He stepped into the bathroom and turned on the sink there. No water. Still, he wondered if maybe rural water had reached the farm. From what he could see, it gave him hope. He made a mental note to check on that tomorrow.
 
   There was no furniture in the house. The old wood heater still stood in the living room. At least he could have heat when winter came. Right now he needed four-twenty; four windows open with a twenty mile an hour breeze to cool him off.
 
   When he entered the bedrooms, he was surprised. They looked exactly as they had left them with the same color of paint that he remembered his dad and mom painting them. His dad had built both of the closets, not even the old wooden square door knobs had been changed.
 
   To think that these people had lived here for years and very little had changed except the kitchen cabinets. Probably, Danny surmised, he had changed the most. He left as a nine year old boy and returned as a twenty four year old man.
 
   He lowered the windows so that they would still vent the house and he locked the padlock on the back door. Now that he knew what he needed, he headed to Laura and Art’s house that they bought when they got married. 
 
   Danny stopped by Art’s Garage at Third and Mill Street on his way through town. He saw Fred, Art’s foreman and right hand man.
 
    “Hi, I’m back in town,” Danny called out over the noise of the machinery. He waved to Brian Jackson, Bobby’s dad, who peeked through the door from the back and waved to him. Brian used to be an alcoholic, but due to help from Alcohol Anonymous and friends he finally got his life back together and became the father to Bobby that he needed. Bobby went to school with Danny and Aaron but bullied them after school. Thanks to the football coach, Art, and Harold, Aaron’s dad, the situation was resolved and the boys became good friends. 
 
   Fred broke out in a grin and came over and slapped him on the back, “Good to see you, kid, except you’re not such a kid anymore.”
 
   “No, guess not,” Danny said with a laugh, “Since I’m a head taller than you.” He patted Fred on the head. “Where’s Uncle Art?”
 
   “See those feet sticking out from under that car over there?”  Fred stated as he pointed toward a blue car. “He’s been there most of the day.” He leaned toward Danny with his hand shielding his mouth. “I think he’s sleeping.”
 
   “I’ll check him out,” Danny whispered back conspiratorially. He went over and popped the boots together.
 
   Both Danny and Fred glanced at each other smiling when there was a grunt and yell from under the car. The boots grew legs and a body, as Art scooted out from under the car on a creeper.
 
   As soon as he saw Danny, a big smile broke out on his face. He stood up and enveloped Danny in a hug. “How are you, Son?”
 
   Danny returned the hug and said, “I’m fine. I have news.”
 
   “Great! Did you get married?” Art asked teasing.
 
   “Better than that,” Danny said proudly. “I just bought the old farm.”
 
   Art took a deep breath and said, “Oh, Danny. I’m so happy for you. I know how much that means to you.”
 
   Danny nodded his head without speaking.
 
   Fred patted him on the back again.
 
   “I do have a request,” Danny finally said.
 
   “Sure, Son, what can I do for you?”
 
   “I need to trade in my old car for a used pickup to use on the farm. I know that you could spot a really good one for me.”
 
   “I think I know about one. I’ll check to see if the man still has it for sale,” Art replied.
 
   “Have you been by to see your mom yet?” Art asked.
 
   “I was headed that way when I passed your garage and I figured that you were here. I wanted to stop and say hi.” Danny turned with a smile and a wave and got in his car.
 
   First, he drove by the old house in town where they used to live. His mom’s car was there. He waved when he saw her peek out the window as he stepped out of the car.
 
   He bounded up the steps and she squealed as she met him on the porch with a hug. She pulled his face down so she could peck him on the cheek.
 
   “You’re home, really home now,” Laura said meaningfully.
 
   “Yes, Mom, I’m as home as I’ll ever be,” Danny said with a smile. “I just bought the old dairy farm.”
 
   “Oh!” she placed her hand over her heart.
 
   “Yes, it’s mine. I paid cash,” he said proudly. “I’ve done what I set out to do.” 
 
   “I’m proud of you, Son, but what a price to pay.” 
 
   “It’s okay.” Danny said ready to change the subject. “I want to see what you have done to this old house.”
 
   In the living room she had covered the walls with finished canvasses. She had converted her old bedroom where she and John had slept into an art studio where she could shut the door if a client came to buy her art.
 
   “Come see my latest effort.” She led him into the art studio where mounds of new canvasses were piled into the old closet ready for her artist brush. Many sizes of brushes lay organized on the table where she could comfortably reach them. A canvass stood propped up on the easel where she had just finished her last touches. It was a picture of their old farmhouse as it was when they lived there.
 
   “Do you miss the old place?” Danny asked.
 
   “I had a lot of good memories there, Danny,” Laura said thoughtfully. She raised her head and flipped her hair back. “I have a very happy life now. I don’t want to go back, but I don’t want to forget either.”
 
   He knew the hardships that she and Nora had endured trying to keep the dairy farm running after his dad had been diagnosed with heart failure. It never had been a successful enterprise at any time. They had lived in near poverty from what he could remember, but almost all the farmers in the mid-fifties did. It was a hard backbreaking life. When they sold the farm, in spite of his dad being unable to work, they felt contented and comfortable. That is, until his dad died and the money began running out.
 
   Fortunately his dad wisely put aside money for Nora and Danny to have for college. Nora used her money for a car and Med-School. Danny felt fortunate that he had been able to work enough to save his college fund. By wise investment, thanks to Donald Littlefield, Nora’s father-in-law, the money had tripled in the last fourteen years. He still had that nest egg for his farm.
 
   “I made this picture of the farm for you, I hope you like it.” Laura said bringing his attention back to her.”
 
   “Thank you, Mom,” he commented hoarsely. “I will always treasure it.”
 
   “I was wondering do you still have my old bedroom suit?” he continued.
 
   “Sure,” she said leading him back to his old bedroom.
 
   Everything looked almost the same as it did when he lived here except she had stored useless things that she didn’t want to throw away around on the floor and on the bed. “Would you mind if I took this bedroom suit out to the farm? I have no furniture.”
 
   “It’s yours if you want it,” she said waving her hand. “It’s old. I have more sheets that I can toss in.”
 
   “Good.” Danny put his arm across her shoulders.
 
   He looked down loving at his little mother who had given so much. Her blond hair hung to her shoulders as she always wore it, but he could see some sprigs of gray shining due to the overhead light. She still was a skinny little thing not much more than a hundred pounds and stood about five foot, two inches. He towered over her more than a foot taller. He took after his father, so he was told. He had the build of a football player, suited to his chosen profession that had quickly gone sour.
 
   The twin bed would hold him for a while until he could buy something larger later. Right now he could deal with his feet hanging off the end for a while.
 
     At the new house, Laura started making the preparations for the evening meal, Danny sat at the bar watching her. “How are Aaron and his family?” Danny asked. Aaron was Danny’s best buddy since beginning grade school. Since he left for college they hadn’t seen much of each other except during school breaks. A lot of the time Danny had not come home because he was obligated to work to keep his part time job.
 
   “Aaron is still at college. He’ll soon be ready to start his second year of his Master’s degree to be a CMA. Harold and Mary are basically the same but older,” Laura said thoughtfully. She straightened up and laughed, “Harold and Mary have taken up square dancing. They are trying to get us to join them. You should see them dressed in their country get up.”
 
   “You should do it, Mom. You and Uncle Art would have a lot of fun,” Danny encouraged. “Remember when Uncle Art taught you to dance so you could go to the Cain’s Ballroom with him?”
 
   Laura smiled remembering how hard Art tried to get her to date him, “That was a long time ago. I had a lot of fun.”
 
   “See?” Danny encouraged.
 
   “I’ll think about it. Art still has his Kuk Sool Won karate school at night. He has a lot on his plate between the school and his garage.”
 
   “Funny that Aaron turned out to be an accountant after all the years of football, isn’t it?” Danny commented.
 
   Laura turned and smiled at him with her hand on her hip, “Aaron was really good at football like you were. That’s why he received a scholarship like you did, but he only had the drive because of you. You were so determined to be a professional football player that he wanted it, too.”
 
   Danny thought for a minute, “I never looked at it that way. We practiced every spare minute we had every summer. He always enjoyed it.”
 
   “In the end, he decided to be a CMA like his dad.” Laura replied perceptively, “Most kids pick up a profession similar to their parents because it is something they know about and it feels comfortable. Have you compared that to your life?”
 
   “Wow, I never thought about that. I’ve come full circle, haven’t I?”
 
   Laura smiled in agreement.
 
   “I have a different plan, though than Dad. I studied about this in college.” He stopped to grin at her, “See? Jeremy had some influence, too. I took agricultural courses along with my other macho football courses. I plan to raise Herford’s and eventually breed horses.”
 
   Danny referred to Jeremy, Nora’s husband. His father insisted he go to Harvard to study law but his heart wasn’t in it. On the side he studied biochemistry and horticulture. He excelled in such a way that his father, Donald Littlefield relented and let him follow his own interests. By the time Jeremy had earned his master’s degree, he had become known nationwide for his theory in increasing nutritional value in foods grown by farmers.
 
   “That’s an ambitious plan, are you up to it physically?”
 
   “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, the doctor’s say they have done all they can for me. I feel fit, so I plan to make my living on the farm,” Danny replied determinedly. “I know that it will take time but that’s my plan.”
 
   The next morning Danny got his water and electric turned on. He went by the propane company and procured a tank. Next he went by the local Ward’s store and bought a refrigerator, a gas range, along with a couple of gas wall heaters for the living room and the bedroom. It was time to throw out that old wood heater he decided.  He left there and bought a small kitchen table and living room suit at the second hand store to be delivered that afternoon. Finally, he felt that he could make the farm inhabitable, but only after a trip to the grocery store to buy cleaning supplies and a little food.
 
   He arrived at the farm with parcels in hand hoping the water was on. He placed his cleaning supplies and his sandwiches on the cabinet and reached over to turn on the faucet. Happy to have water, he went to the bathroom to turn on the hot water tank.
 
   By the time the appliances and furniture arrived in the afternoon, he had scrubbed the floor and cabinets. Then he borrowed Art’s pickup and brought out his bed and dresser. Now he could move his clothes in from the car. Finally he felt like he could call it home.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   During the day he worked on repairing the fences. Most of them needed replaced but for now, until he could sell his first round of yearlings, it would have to be good enough. He had four hundred and seventy five acres. It would take him a while to repair all of the perimeter fences even longer to do without a pickup.
 
   Danny spent the next two weeks repairing the remainder of the perimeter fence. Now he could think about buying some calves to put in the hay barn. If he could get good Herford stock, he would sell the steers and keep the rest of them to start his herd. A little at a time is better than nothing he decided.
 
    
 
   Next he put his mind to cleaning out the old dairy barn. He decided to add a lean to shed to the outside of the dairy barn in the old holding pen where the dairy cows stayed before and after they were milked. He would buy some piglets to raise there. 
 
   He had placed an old piece of plywood in the bottom of his trunk to protect the floor of the trunk but the car wasn’t made for this kind of treatment. It was time to find out from Art if the man still had his pickup for sale.
 
   When Danny walked into Art’s Garage, Art sat in the front office filling out some paperwork.  “Hi, Uncle Art, I came to see about that pickup.”
 
   “Sure, Danny, I have it sitting outside. I planned to bring it by after work. I’m glad you came,” he said as he led Danny back out the door, “you just saved me the trip.”
 
   By Art’s pickup sat a 1966 shiny black Ford F100. Someone must have loved this pickup Danny thought. The interior was navy blue with the same color of vinyl seat cover. On each side of the pickup someone had detailed it with a red stripe and the letters FORD on the tail gate also were painted red.
 
   Danny whistled, “That’s a beauty.”
 
   Danny drove the Ford pickup for a test drive then followed Art in his car to the man’s house who owned the pickup. Danny could see a white 1965 Chevy 2 and a Red convertible 1966 Chevelle Super Sport sitting beside the driveway.
 
   When they drove up to his house, a man who looked to be in his late sixties stepped out the door. He quickly popped a ball cap on his bald head causing the tuffs of gray hair above his ears to stand straight out. His overalls showed black stains of previous work and his old blue faded chambray shirt had holes in the elbows. He spit to the side of the sidewalk and nodded a greeting.
 
   Art walked up and shook his hand, and said, “Harry, this is my son, Danny Ray. Danny, this is Harry Reed.” Motioning to the pickup, Art said, “He liked the pickup.”
 
   “Yeah,” Harry nodded at Danny and shook his hand, “It’s a good pickup. I checked it out myself. I wouldn’t sell it if I couldn’t vouch for it.”
 
   Danny sobered his face and frowned slightly and asked, “What do you want for that old work pickup?”
 
   The Harry winked at Art and gave Danny a price.
 
   “I don’t know if I can pay that much, I wonder if you might be willing to make a trade,” Danny countered.
 
   “What do you have?”
 
   “See that car over there?” Danny pointed to his car.
 
   The Harry walked around Danny’s car looking at the paint scratches that Danny got on it while he was mending the fences. He opened the door to see the interior. He started the car, listened to the motor which to Danny’s ear purred like a kitten. He checked the odometer and other gauges and closed the door.
 
   “Well, what do you think?” Danny said hopefully.
 
   When Harry gave a price, it was right in line with what Danny had hoped. Danny sighed in relief and wrote the man a check for the difference. Both the old man and Danny shook hands. The deal was done. He had been worried how he could buy the pickup without trading in his car, but now his plans had worked and he had a snazzy ‘new’ used pickup. By making the trade, Danny didn’t have to pay as much as he thought he would. It turned out to be a win/win deal.
 
   As they were leaving, Art asked Danny, “Are you coming over for supper tonight? You know your mom would be mighty disappointed if you didn’t.”
 
   “Sure, Uncle Art,” he replied opening the door to his new pickup. “I’d rather eat Mom’s cooking any day than mine. I’m living mostly on sandwiches at my house. If I came in town and didn’t stop by to say hi, she’d be on my case.” Besides Danny thought I can show off my new pickup.
 
   Art drove toward the house, with a smile on his face. Danny had become the son he never had. The use of the name Uncle Art stuck. After Laura and he had married, he gave Danny the option of calling him something else but Danny had told him that since he was Aaron’s uncle and he had called him that ever since he had known him. The name seemed to fit. Aaron had grown up as close as two boys could have without being brothers. When Art and Laura planned to marry, the boys had asked if they could be cousins now. Permission was granted so officially Art became his uncle and his step-dad.
 
   Art told him at the time that if he preferred Uncle Art, it was fine with him. He was just happy to be in the boy’s life. He had been married before but his wife had never conceived. They found out later that she had uterine cancer and he lost her soon after. He always wanted children so he moved to Pryor when he completed his twenty year stint in the Navy. He wanted to be near his nephew Aaron and his sister Mary and her husband Harold Roberts. Their son Aaron happened to be Danny’s best friend.
 
   In fact, Aaron was the one who introduced Art to Laura at a Halloween school function. Art remembered how cute Laura looked in her little boy costume. She might have pulled it off if she hadn’t had a blond ponytail hanging out the back of her ball cap. Then of course, with her looks it would be hard to think of her as a boy on second glance.
 
   When Art and Danny pulled into the driveway, Laura already had supper prepared and was placing it on the table. A big bowl of spaghetti rested on the table with thick spaghetti sauce poured over it. Shredded parmesan cheese filled a bowl ready to sprinkle over the plate. A large salad dotted with ripe olives and pepperoncini peppers on the side. A loaf of French bread sliced and liberally spread with warm butter and garlic smelled wonderful as she pulled it out of the warmer.
 
   “Hi, Mom,” Danny called out as he entered the living room door. “How did you know I was coming? I know you made this for me.”
 
   Laura grinned at him, knowing it was one of his favorite meals.
 
   “Let me guess? You have acquired ESP,” Danny teased.
 
   “Wrong. A little birdie told me,” she smiled.
 
   “It was Fred. Wasn’t it?” Art guessed.
 
   Laura agreed. “You’re right. Thank goodness, somebody thought to give me a heads up.”
 
   “Mom, you need to see my new pickup!” Danny exclaimed.
 
   “Too late,” Laura quipped back, “I’ve already seen it.”
 
   “I might let you drive it,” Danny tempted wiggling his eyebrows up and down.
 
   “Later, I’ll take you up on that,” Laura returned laughing.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   Relieved that the fences and the leanto for the pigs were completed, Danny stretched out on the bed for a good night’s rest. In the morning he intended to drive to the sale barn in Vinita to see what they had.
 
   Danny planned to be at the sale barn early but when the phone rang, he glanced at the clock. When he saw a big nine and two zeros, he knew he had messed up. “Oh, Rats!” he muttered.
 
   The phone rang again as he threw his legs over the side of the bed. It rang again. “I’m coming. I’m coming” he yelled at the phone.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Don’t tell me that you are still sleeping,” a familiar voice teased.
 
   “Guilty. I planned to get up early but apparently I over slept.”
 
   “No kidding!” Aaron exclaimed. “I took my last test for the semester yesterday. I’m free!”
 
   Danny laughed. “I know how you feel. I’m glad you’re home. If you’re not too busy, could you go to the sale barn with me today?”
 
   “Funny,” Aaron said. “I just knew that if I called you would have something you needed for me to do.”
 
   “Well, Cousin, I don’t mean to take you away from the family if you need to visit,” Danny stated apologetically.
 
   Aaron chuckled, “I visited with them for hours last night. Whatever you need me to do, Cousin. I’m the man.”
 
   “Alright! I’ll be by to get you in my new pickup in a few minutes.”
 
   “New pickup?” Aaron asked.
 
   “Wait until you see it!”
 
   At the sale barn they went to the top bleachers. The sale had been going on for a while already. Danny had hoped to look at the livestock before the sale started but unfortunately time didn’t work in his favor. He saw some beautiful Hereford go through but he was mainly interested in calves. A lot of Holstein calves went through, but Danny wanted beef stock. Some Limousine went through but they were too expensive for him right now.
 
   Danny sat on the hard bench leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and his hands clasp together anxiously watching every set of cattle that was driven through. 
 
   “Why do you want Hereford’s?” Aaron asked.
 
   Raising up and slapping his cap on his knee, he grinned, “I thought you’d never ask. “Hereford is a breed of cattle that was bred in England in the early eighteenth century. Hereford cattle didn’t catch on in the United States until Henry Clay made the first import of two heifers and a bull in 1817. He didn’t keep his breed pure and soon they had bred so much with the other cattle that the blood line just blended into the rest of the herd. In 1844, T. L. Miller won a metal for the first prize herd at the New York fair. Since that time the Hereford breed has been a sought after brand as one of the United States best meat producers.”
 
   Aaron leaned back and examined his cousin, “So you learned something in that there school, I guess.” He said tongue in cheek. “I didn’t know I asked for a history lesson.”
 
   Danny laughed and slapped at Aaron’s hand, “Cut it out, you silly goose.”
 
   Most of the buyers were moving out. They had filled their demands and mostly just small time farmers like Danny were left. He hoped to buy at least forty head of calves but he suspected he would need to return to buy all he wanted.
 
   He stood up and walked down the aisle to leave. Aaron followed him when they heard the announcer say, “Hey, we’ve got a deal for you today. We have a truck that just arrived due to an accident down the road. He has twenty head of Hereford calves in his truck, if anybody is interested.
 
   Danny immediately raised his hand and walked toward the auctioneer. No one bid against him because the large buyers had already left. He bought them sight unseen, but the announcer said that they were in good shape. The cattle truck wasn’t the one involved in the accident.
 
   When Danny reached the truck and looked his calves over, he felt very pleased. The calves looked exactly the age and size that he had in mind and he made a deal with the driver to deliver them to his farm.
 
   Feeling happy, Danny let out a whoop when he reached his pickup. “Cuz, I am no longer a farmer, I just became a rancher. Whooee!”
 
   On the way home leading the cattle truck, Aaron asked, “What happened to that girl you dated? What’s her name? Lisa or something like that.”
 
   The smile left Danny’s face. Lisa was the last person he wanted to think about. The same dull pain hit his chest. “Lisa and I broke up. She wanted bigger fish to fry, I guess.”
 
   Aaron contritely stated, “I sorry, Danny. I would never mentioned it if I had known.”
 
   Danny shook his head, “You had no way of knowing. At least now it’s out. It’s painful.”
 
   “What about you? Do you have good news with your girl, Carey?”
 
   “I don’t know. We’ve always enjoyed being together. We have a lot of fun. Mostly, I think the nearer we get to graduation, the more it seems that the thing we have in common is our accounting major. We’ve been good study companions. You wouldn’t believe how much we have helped each other.”
 
   “Actually, I think I do. Remember how we used to study algebra, geometry, and Trig together?” Danny asked.
 
   Aaron shrugged with a laugh, “I guess you got me there.”
 
   “Have you heard from Bobby lately?” Danny wondered.
 
   “Last I heard he married some sweet girl from Topeka, Kansas while he was in college. He’s coaching now in the high school where she grew up.” 
 
   “He’s as happy as a Bantum rooster standing by his hen’s nest.” Danny laughed, knowing that the little Bantum rooster always thought he was just as tough as the larger breeds of chickens and tried to out crow them all. “That’s pretty cocky!”
 
   “Yep,” Aaron grinned.
 
   That evening after Danny had taken Aaron home, he went out to the hay barn to check on the calves. He put oats and hay out when they had arrived and now most of them were resting. They had a strenuous day being hauled around in the unfamiliar truck all day. He checked on their water to make sure they had plenty in the watering trough that he had placed in the barn. They would be fine until morning, but he hated to leave them yet. He inhaled the familiar smell of cows that he remembered from his childhood. It felt comforting.
 
   He sat down on a log outside of the barn gate. He wasn’t ready to be alone. Ever since Aaron brought up Lisa today and he hadn’t been able to get away from the pain deep in his chest. He closed his eyes. He could still smell her long, flowing, ebony hair that hung to her waist. Her emerald green eyes looked longing at him. He could feel the touch of her soft porcelain skin so smooth and pure. She was so tiny and delicate. His stomach knotted up. He still wanted to touch her soft cheek and kiss her tender pink lips.
 
   The first time he saw her walking from the library at college, he thought he was seeing a vision. She was so beautiful. She wore a white blouse and white slacks with black boots. Her black hair contrasted so lovely swinging across her back as she walked. He stopped with his mouth open.
 
   She glanced back his way and smiled at his reaction, but continued to walk. Her arms were full of books. She must be on the way to her next class Danny surmised.
 
   Will Appleby, Danny’s buddy, who walked beside him, slapped him on the back, “I see you just got smitten.”
 
   Danny shut his mouth and looked inquisitively toward Will.
 
   “She is easily the most beautiful girl on campus and her father is probably also the richest.” Will informed him. “From what I hear through the grapevine, she came to this campus instead of Yale where her father wanted her to go because she wanted to experience a different culture.”
 
   “Interesting,” Danny commented. He still wanted to get acquainted with her. Maybe he would.
 
   Will and Danny were both at Oklahoma University to play football but Danny studied agriculture because he eventually wanted to get back to his farm. Will studied agriculture as an elective toward a veterinary degree which he planned to get serious about as soon as he could get loose of the football contract. Consequently, often they took the same classes together.
 
   They were getting close to their senior year and the Professional scouts occasionally showed up at their games. Danny kept his fingers crossed hoping one of them would take an interest in him. If he could go professional, he knew he would soon be able to earn enough money to buy back his farm. It felt like a gnawing in his stomach every time he thought about it.
 
   Danny started spending a lot of time at the library. His grades improved even though he didn’t see the lovely Lisa for another week and a half. His heart skipped a beat when he walked to his regular table and there she sat with her books and papers spread out before her. He licked his lips to put moisture back on them and asked, “Do you mind if I sit here and study, too?”
 
   She smiled and said in a self-effacing way, “Go ahead. I only need half of the table.” She reached out her hand, “By the way, my name is Lisa Marvel.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said smiling. He shook her hand and said, “It’s good to meet you Lisa Marvel. My name is Danny Ray. This is my favorite table for some reason.”
 
   “I understand that.” Lisa said, “A person uses the same location a lot and gets comfortable there. Sort of like home, don’t you think?”
 
   “Sure,” Danny agreed. “Home is always good.” He said hoping it didn’t sound too dumb to her.
 
   “So, where is home?” she asked.
 
   “I live in a little town called Pryor, Oklahoma up in the corner of the state not far from Tulsa. It’s about two and a half hours away from here.”
 
   “You are a football player aren’t you? I think I remember seeing your picture along with the other players. You are a running back from what I remember. I’ve watched you play every game so far this year but never had the chance to meet you before,” she commented.
 
   “I don’t get around much outside of school. I work a little on the side at the YMCA to have a little extra spending money. I keep busy.”
 
   Danny tried to focus on his school work but with Lisa sitting at the same table, none of the words made sense. Sometimes he couldn’t even see the words and the page looked white. He ducked his head as he glanced her way again. She was looking at him. “You said your name was Marvel. That’s an interesting name. Where does your family live?” he asked.
 
   “New York,” she said affirmatively pushing her lips together in a smile. “That’s where I come from, the big apple.” She continued, “The next question, why would I come to Oklahoma? I thought I would get a culture shock,” she said answering her own question.
 
   “And did you?”
 
   “Not as much as I expected, the Indians here are not that different than the rest of us,” she shrugged.
 
   “Maybe a little poorer,” Danny said thoughtfully. “Not all, it’s their choice what they want to do. And what about your name, Marvel?”
 
   “My father is Bradford Marvel. You may have heard of Marvel Enterprises.”
 
   Danny shook his head.
 
   “Father is the executive president of Marvel Enterprises, a well-known advertising agency. Maybe it is not as recognized in Oklahoma as it is in New York. Our motto is Marvelous Advertising,” She stopped and smiled waiting for his response.
 
   Danny didn’t disappoint her, “Marvelous Advertising! I like that.”
 
   He looked down at his school work again. When he furtively peeked back at her again she sat staring straight ahead. Well, he thought, she’s not studying, and I can’t study. With his mind made up to take the plunge, he said, “I can be off work on Saturday night, would you like dinner?”
 
   She hesitated for a moment, and then answered, “Yes, I would like that.”
 
   Danny let out his breath and smiled unable to believe his good fortune. “Does eight sound good to you?”
 
   “Perfect.” She gave him instructions where she lived.
 
   Danny’s time was up so he got up to leave and so did she. They walked out of the library companionably and bid each other goodbye at the sidewalk. She went one way and he went the opposite.
 
   He felt like skipping he was so energized. He put his books up and headed out to football practice.
 
   On Saturday night, Danny put on his best suit. The only suit he had brought to school with him only due to his mother’s insistence. He could foresee no reason to need a suit at school. Now he brushed it down hoping there was no lint on it he couldn’t see. The night before he had stayed up late after work and cleaned his car inside and out. It wasn’t a fancy car but it was all he had. It had to be good enough. He bought her a white wrist corsage because he had no idea what color she might wear. He didn’t even know whether he should buy a corsage or not but better be safe than sorry he thought.
 
   He twisted the corsage around and around while he waited for her to answer the door bell. The wait was worthwhile. When she opened the door she smiled radiantly up at him like he was the most wonderful person in the world. Her lovely smile lit up the room. Her perfect teeth glowed white next to her ruby colored lips. Her porcelain skin was touched with perfectly applied makeup and her emerald dress brought out the emerald in her eyes. She looked like a vision to Danny, a beautiful vision of perfection. How could he be so lucky to date her?
 
   He awkwardly handed her the corsage and she placed it on her wrist. She thanked him profusely saying, “It is lovely, Danny.”
 
   She prized his tall athletic stature as he stood looking admiringly down at her from eyes that seemed true blue with no flecks in them. His suit fit him well showing off his masculine physique and his brown dress shoes gleamed in the light from a fresh polish. His light brown hair waved slightly, her instincts were to run her hands through it to see it wave in the breeze. Another time she thought.
 
   He held out his hand and she placed her small hand in his and he escorted her to his car. He had made reservations earlier in the day at a restaurant that Will recommended to him. Danny knew that he couldn’t afford this kind of a date often. His whole last week’s paycheck was tied up in this one date. For once though, he wanted to impress her. 
 
   Danny had never been to a restaurant where they served wine. He felt like a real country bumpkin when he was asked to choose the wine. He looked so blank that she graciously made the order. He followed her lead all throughout the meal choosing the fork that she picked up. They both declined to order dessert but they slowly ate and drank a couple of extra cups of coffee at the end of the meal neither one wanting to leave the ambiance of the restaurant. They talked about college, their families, the jobs they had worked, the cars they had owned, and anything else that popped into their minds. It felt like an idyllic time just sitting across the table from each other, and enjoying the privilege to look at each other uninhibited.
 
   After they left the restaurant they drove around until midnight before he took her home. After opening the door she turned and offered her face up for a kiss. He reverently kissed her tender lips. Then he pulled her into his arms and kissed her again. He went home with his heart singing.
 
   As he sat on the log by the new calves he could still feel the throb of excitement that he felt that night. He got up and walked slowly back to his farm house. He looked up at the stars. They shone as brightly as they did that night after he took her home from their first date.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   The next morning he felt sluggish and unfocused after thinking about Lisa last night. His legs felt heavy as he swung them off the bed. He shook his head hoping to clear the cobwebs from his mind. He couldn’t live like this he decided. He poured himself a fresh cup of coffee that he set to brew in his new percolator the night before. He reached into the cabinet and pulled out a box of cereal. He turned on the radio because it was too quiet in the house.
 
   After taking care of the calves and turning them out into the small fenced barnyard, he went into the house and put on his jogging shoes. It was time to return the call to his neighbor. Hopefully seeing Angela would pull him out of his funky mood.
 
   Just running made him feel better. The familiar thump, thump, thump of his feet hitting the gravel road brought back memories of earlier years when he kept in shape for football. His football career looked so promising then.
 
   He rounded the bend of the road where the old Owen’s place was. He slowed down hoping to see Angela or her greenhouse she was building. Maybe she would be there.
 
   Suddenly two German Shepherd dogs bounded around the side of the house barking their heads off. Danny froze. He heard a man’s voice yell at the dogs to shut up. They stopped and wiggled their tails all the way up to their necks and grinned at him.
 
   Danny let out his breath and relaxed. A man that appeared to be as tall as Danny walked around the house. Danny supposed the man must be Angela’s father.
 
   “Howdy, there,” the man called. He had dark hair speckled with gray. His belly showed a middle aged paunch but he looked to be in good physical shape. He wore old faded jeans with a dark nondescript colored shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He had a kind face and waved as he walked toward the road.
 
   Danny smiled and waved back still afraid to move because of the dogs.
 
   “Those dogs won’t hurt you but they might scare you so that you might hurt yourself. How are doing today?”
 
   “Hi, I’m the neighbor up the road. I’m Danny Ray. I bought the old home place back.”
 
   “Sure, sure,” he tossed his head toward the house, “Angela told us about meeting you.” He held out his hand to shake. “Gregory Dodd, Pleased to meet you.”
 
   Danny relaxed and shook the man’s hand. “I’ve been planning on dropping by for a visit ever since Angela came by. I’ve been pretty busy repairing my fences. I bought twenty Hereford calves yesterday. You ought to come by and see them. It’s not much of a start on a herd but at least I’m started.”
 
   Gregory led Danny to the front door while the dogs sniffed his legs. One of the dogs stuck his nose in his hand so he gingerly rubbed him and patted his head before he stepped into the house. They did seem friendly but at this time he certainly wouldn’t push his luck with them.
 
   “Have a seat. Angela’s here somewhere. Mom,” he called.
 
    A gray haired woman about five foot six, Danny surmised, stepped into the living room from what Danny figured was the kitchen. Her short gray hair stood out like a halo around her head. She had on an old house dress that had seen too many washings and old worn out slippers on her feet. She had a dish towel in her hand, probably just finished washing breakfast dishes.
 
   “Hello, it’s a pleasure to meet you. You must be the young man who bought the farm up the road,” she said.
 
   Danny opened his mouth to say hello but before he could form any words she continued, “You look just like Angela said. My! It’s nice to meet a fellow that Angela has to look up to. Danny Ray’s the name, isn’t it?” 
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” Danny got it out this time. He wanted to say I just bought twenty calves but thought it might sound silly so he just smiled and waited.
 
   “Here I am talking when I need to mind my manners. Would you like a cup of coffee or a glass of iced tea?” she asked.
 
   “No. Thank you, Ma’am, anyway,” Danny crossed his legs wondering what he should do next while she stood looking down at him.
 
   “Oh, I forgot.” She said, “My name’s Aimee Dodd. I named every one of my girls with a name that starts with an A. I wanted them to know they were always first in line. That’s what a girl should think of herself. She’s first and special,” she continued nodding her head in agreement.
 
   “That’s a good idea. I think you’re right,” Danny agreed, too.
 
   “Greg, what do you think about taking Danny, here to the barn? I expect that’s where Angela is,” Aimee Dodd turned expectantly toward her husband who had quietly stood by while she talked.
 
   He dipped his head and motioned for Danny to follow him as he turned to go out the kitchen door in the back of the house. As they walked through the kitchen Danny noticed that the place looked worn but it was spotlessly clean.
 
   Greg smiled at Danny as they walked down a worn path from the kitchen door toward the gate in the fence that surrounded the barn about two hundred feet behind the house. He pointed back toward the house with his thumb, “My wife there can be a talker. I’ve learned just to wait her out. She’s good, though. As good as gold.”
 
   “I can see that,” Danny admitted, then repeated. “As good as gold.”
 
   They found Angela currying an old horse, “That horse there that Angela is talking to we call her Tammy. She’s at least fifteen years old. We bought her when Angela was a teenager wanting to barrel race in the rodeo.”
 
    When Angela stopped to talk to them, Tammy nudged her in the back with her nozzle to get her to continue. Angela rubbed Tammy on the forehead and apologized for stopping. She turned to Danny with a smile, “So you finally got around to returning my visit?”
 
   Danny grinned, “Yes, finally I did, but I repaired my perimeter fences in the meantime.”
 
   “He bought him twenty Hereford calves yesterday,” Gregory Dodd said stealing Danny’s thunder.
 
   Now that his surprise was out, Danny continued, “You should come over and see them.”
 
   She turned her expressive hazel eyes his way and replied, “I’d love to, once I get my greenhouse built.” She cocked her head to one side hoping he realized she was teasing.
 
   He mirrored her expression and cocked his head to the side, too. “How about you jog back to my place with me to see them?” he asked.
 
   She relented with a smile, “I might just do that.”
 
   Greg had enjoyed their banter back and forth and spoke up, “Hey, Sis, since he has those calves, what do you think about sharing a couple of those kittens that are just weaned?”
 
   “Great idea! Come with me, Danny. You can have your pick of the litter. We have six little kittens we need to find a home for.” She gave Tammy a final pat on the rump and closed the door to the stall.
 
   Danny and Greg nodded good bye to each other as Danny followed Angela to the loft where the kittens were. He didn’t know that he was getting into all of this when he came over. Maybe kittens wouldn’t be a bad idea. They can be a lot of fun to play with including being useful to kill mice and rats around the place.
 
   As soon as Angela sat down by them, they crawled all over her legs. He could tell that they were used to her playing with them. “Come on and sit down by them,” Angela invited.
 
   He sat down on the other side of them and two of the little kittens crawled on his lap and rubbed their faces on his arm. Both of them were little boys. That’s a good thing he thought. At least they wouldn’t bless him with a litter of kittens every three months. One of them was solid gray and purred happily on his leg. The other one was gray with white paws and a white bib under his chin. Danny said, “I think I’ll take these two. This one with the bib I’m going to call Kibble and the solid one I’m going to call Bit.”
 
   “That’s cute,” Angela grinned. “Kibble and Bit.”
 
   “That’s right,” Danny said standing up and snuggling them into his arms. “This is Kibble and Bit.”
 
   “Come see my greenhouse,” Angela suggested enthusiastically. “It’s over this way.”
 
   He followed her carrying the kittens in his arms. He could see the structure that they had started. It looked to be about twenty feet wide by forty feet long. They had poured a concrete slab and now had most of the frame up. “What are your plans for the covering on it?” he asked.
 
   “This year I think we will drape it with visqueen but give it a more permanent finish next spring with screen and large windows of some kind to prop open for ventilation. Our plans are still in the preliminary stages.
 
   Danny determined that he would come over and be neighborly enough to help out in the construction when he had a chance. He did know a bit about handling a hammer.
 
   While she oohed and aahed over the calves, Danny took the kittens to the feed room which wasn’t really a feed room but a sectioned end of the hay barn where he had nailed up some boards for a divider to keep the calves out. He had several barrels which he had filled with feed for the calves. Shelves lined the end of the barn where he stored bottles of salve, ointment, etc. for the calves. 
 
   There was a wooden box he found among other clutter in the milk barn that he had brought out to the hay barn for some undesignated use. Now it had a designated use. He tossed in some old rags in the bottom and placed the little kittens in it. They immediately jumped out but he thought maybe they would eventually get the hint that it was their bed. He found a couple of tin bowls that he also brought from the milk barn and filled one of them with water from the hydrant just outside of the barn. When he placed it down on the hay strewn floor of the barn near their bed, both of the kittens lapped the water hungrily. 
 
   By this time Angela came up and watched the kittens. “I didn’t think.” She said remorsefully. “I should have given you enough kitten food to last until you could go get some.”
 
   Danny shook his head, “No. They will be just fine. I can find something in the house for them.”
 
   “On second thought, thinking about food, would you join me for lunch? I have bread and lunch meat and some more cola,” he offered.
 
   “Well,” she said smiling, “How could I turn down an offer like that?”
 
   Together they prepared their sandwiches. Danny placed a bottle of cola for each of them on the table. They had just taken their first bite when a scratching noise came from the front screen door. 
 
   “The kittens,” Angela said.
 
   Danny peeked around the corner of the dining room into the living room. There hanging from the screen with his little claws hung little Bits. “Meow,” he uttered. “Meow,” Kibble echoed from the porch below.
 
   Angela laughed standing behind him, “Did you want barn cats?”
 
   Danny shook his head and said, “I think they’ve bonded.” He opened the door and brought them in. He poured a bowl of milk for them and returned to his sandwich.
 
   They finished their sandwiches and Danny picked up the cola bottles and placed them on the cabinet.
 
   They heard a car horn in the driveway.
 
   Aaron stepped out of his car holding a puppy on his arm. He had felt so badly yesterday because he could feel Danny’s sorrow when he mentioned Lisa that he wanted to do something for him. This morning he remembered that one of their neighbors had some puppies ready to be weaned. He picked out one of them for Danny as a gift. Not only would a puppy be a companion for him but it would help him on the farm, now ranch. He was very surprised to see Danny and an Amazon woman come out of the house together.
 
   As casually as if nothing was different, Danny asked, “What do you have there? Did you get you a puppy?”
 
   “Uh, actually, I got him for you,” Aaron answered never taking his eyes off the woman.
 
   Danny realized that Aaron was staring at Angela, he gave a half laugh and said, “Aaron, I would like you to meet Angela Dodd. She is my next door neighbor.”
 
   Angela said, “Hi, Aaron. Do you remember me from high school?”
 
   “Sure. Gosh, Angela, you’ve turned into a looker.”
 
   Angela smiled her thanks.
 
   “Okay, Aaron pull your chin back up and tell me about this puppy,” Danny said reaching for the puppy. It was a tiny thing he could put in the palm of his hand with golden brown fur. It stuck its tiny tongue out and licked his thumb.
 
   “Did you say that you got this puppy for me?” Danny asked trying to orient Aaron back to him.
 
   “Uh, yes. Our neighbor’s dog had a whole litter of little puppies. Now they are old enough for a new home. I thought you would enjoy having a dog around the place.
 
   Danny sat the dog on the living room floor. The puppy immediately started bouncing around checking out the place.
 
   Angela said, “He sure is a frisky thing.”
 
   “I’ll call him Frisker,” Danny stated.
 
   Angela wanted to give Danny and Aaron some time to visit so she soon left, much to Aaron’s dismay.
 
   The kittens came into the living room where they sat watching the puppy. As soon as the puppy saw them he started going in circles chasing his tail. Danny and Aaron both laughed at him.
 
   Danny said in awe, “Do you know that within twenty four hours, I have acquired twenty calves, two kittens, and a puppy. I’m beginning to feel like the woman who lived in the shoe.”
 
   Aaron countered with, “At least, you won’t be so lonely.”
 
   The sun beat down on Angela’s back as she slowly walked back home. After seeing Danny’s calves and his progress that he was making getting his farm running, Angela thought about her greenhouse that she had been trying to get built for a year since she left college. 
 
   When she returned home after college her parents wanted her to stay home and help them work the farm. She had been willing to help them. She knew that her father and mother both were at retirement age and if the farm continued to support them they did need help. In return her father agreed to build her greenhouse for her. Granted, it was almost complete, but there was a lot still needed in order for her to get her business started.
 
    For one thing, she needed capital. Under present circumstances, she saw no way that this farm could support her needs plus provide for the family. She felt torn between helping provide for her aging parents and meeting her needs for her own business. Procuring a big loan to start her business was chancy. Should, God forbid, her business not succeed, she would have that loan to pay off for years ahead.
 
   She bent over and wiped the sweat from her face with the tail of her tee shirt, one of the perks of living in the country where nobody sees you she thought. She wished she had put on a cap to shade her eyes from the bright sun. As she walked into the yard, she noticed that her mom’s rose bush looked wilted by the hot sun. She made a mental note to water the day lilies that bloomed by the front porch and the bushes in front of the house at sunset. The Rose of Sharon and Crepe Myrtles should start blooming soon.
 
   She walked on back to the greenhouse her dad was building for her. He was getting close to completing the frame. Considering midsummer was upon them, she figured her best option would be to wait until next spring before she should start planting. Once she got some plants she could photograph, she could start making her brochures. Judging by her financial status she reasoned, it could be a few years before she could turn any substantial profit.
 
   She stood in the middle of the concrete slab. In her mind’s eye, she already envisioned rows of tables of healthy potted plants from one end of the greenhouse to the other ready for delivery.  On the far side of the greenhouse she planned to build a large garden for outdoor perennials which would reproduce themselves and give her cuttings year after year.
 
   A decision needed to be made. Unfortunately she suspected she already knew what it should be. Even though her parents were retirement age, she knew they still were in fairly good physical health. She would love to lift their load in caring for the farm, but at what cost to her? 
 
   There were other brothers and sisters, but for some reason her parents seemed to look to her. Her youngest brother Ted still lived at home. He helped with a lot of the pasture work, such as brush hogging, and hay baling. This summer though, he had wanted to get a job to earn money for a car and if possible save a little for college coming up in another year. Therefore, he spent a lot of weekends and evenings trying to keep up his share of the farm chores.
 
   Angela enjoyed caring for the animals and working in the vegetable garden. She had helped her mother all summer canning and freezing the fresh produce from the garden. With the beef, pork, and chickens they put in the freezer when they butchered along with their garden produce, they needed very little from the grocery store during the long months until garden time the next year. With the sale of their yearlings in the fall, they could support themselves. It was a meager living by some standards, but that was the way of most farmers.
 
   Angela wanted more than just a meager living. She needed land but with her greenhouse and her green thumb her parents always told her she had, she felt like the sky was the limit. As her business grew, she could expand. She expected that her ambition would be what drew the line in her profits.
 
   With her decision made to find a job, Angela needed to find her dad and explain her line of reasoning. She felt that he would understand her needs. She didn’t want him to think that she was abandoning her project after him putting so much time and expense of his own in building her greenhouse.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   Danny spent the first part of the summer caring for his calves, and potty training Frisker. He made every effort to acclimate the kittens to live in the barn but their favorite place to sleep was on his bed when they weren’t frolicking around or scratching his furniture. At night he made them go to their own bed in the barn. He explained that it was his turn to use his bed.
 
   Frisker became his constant companion and followed him everywhere he went.
 
   One summer day Danny and Frisker went to buy some supplies at the feed store. Jim Trogdon, a short muscular man in his mid-thirties walked up to Danny and stuck out his hand with a friendly smile on his face. He wore faded blue jeans with a hole in the knees and a used-to-be white tee shirt with the arms torn off displaying his strong bicepts. “Danny Ray, I’m Jim Trogdon. I heard you were back in town. It’s good to have you back.”
 
   Danny shook his hand and replied, “Thank you. It’s good to be home.”
 
   “I heard you had bought the old home place back. I’m glad to hear it. Your Dad always brought his business our way.” Jim announced nodding his head. “We were real sorry to hear about his heart attack. A good man, he was.”
 
   “I appreciate that.” Danny cleared his throat needing to change the subject. “I bought some calves so I’ll be around.”
 
   He selected the products that he needed and as he paid for them he saw an ad on the bulletin board ‘Feeder pigs for sale.’ He asked Jim, “What do you know about the man who put up that ad?”
 
   Jim turned around and looked at the bulletin board to see which ad that Danny meant, “Oh, ol’ Sam Mitchell put that up there this morning. He’s a good man, as good as they get. Yeah, ol’ Sam’s been raising pigs since I was knee high to a grasshopper. They’ll be good pigs. You can count on that.”
 
   With Jim’s recommendation, Danny called the number using Jim’s phone, “I saw your ad about feeder pigs for sale. Do you still have them?”
 
   “I sure do. I just put that ad up this morning. Would you like to come take a look at them?” Sam asked. 
 
   After directions were given, Danny drove to Sam’s place. He lived three miles west, two miles south and a quarter of a mile west again, not that far from Danny’s own farm. Sam met him at the driveway. He wore a short sleeved shirt with some sort of indescribable color too faded to tell. Old overhauls that had seen a lot of washings hung over his rounded belly with the side buttons hanging open. A cap covered his bald head and his congenial smile revealed teeth yellowed with tobacco and a few missing teeth. 
 
   Danny introduced himself and they walked back to the pig lot. He had several sows with small pigs which looked to be about two to three weeks old. A big boar roamed around in a pen by himself off on the other side away from the mother sows. Danny tried to count but finally asked, “How many piglets do you have running around in there?”
 
   Sam grinned and spit over to the side, he pulled up his pants leg and propped his foot up on the fence, and said proudly, “I reckon there are close to sixty little ones. See ol’ Girty over there?” He pointed to the third pen.
 
   Danny nodded slipping his hands in his back pockets and leaned against the corner post.
 
   “She delivers thirteen baby pigs every time.” He grunted and cleared his throat. “Yep, she’s a dandy. I can always count on her. Usually have to put some on another momma pig to feed what she can’t.”
 
   Sam walked around the barn to another pen where twelve little just weaned feeder pigs lined up against the fence curiously looking up at them just in case some treat might be coming their way. Oinking sounds came forth as they vied for position.
 
   Sam grinned at the pigs and said, “These are the ones I had in mind when I put up the ad. I could take them to the sale barn but no more than there are of them I thought maybe some other farmer might take them off my hands without the hassle.”
 
   Danny assessed the size and health of the pigs. He walked around looking at them from different angles. Considering Jim’s recommendation, he made an offer that Sam immediately accepted. Arrangements were made for transportation to Danny’s farm.  
 
   By the end of the day, he proudly owned twelve just weaned little Hampshire pigs. Danny stood outside his pig pen with his hands stuck in his back pockets proudly admiring his pigs. Frisker frolicked around giving little yips causing the little pigs to run to the other side of the pen. 
 
   He wanted to call Angela to tell her about his pigs, but he didn’t want to give her false ideas so he called Aaron instead. Aaron congratulated him but didn’t offer to drive out to see them. Danny shrugged when he set the receiver back on the phone; apparently he wasn’t all that interested in pigs. Aaron was a city dude after all.
 
   Danny thought a minute and remembered hearing someone hammering nails. It sounded like Greg was out working on Angela’s green house. He probably could use some help. He grabbed his hammer and got in the truck.
 
   When he pulled into the Dodd driveway, he became surrounded by five children from the ages of three to eleven from the looks of them. The German shepherd dogs ran loping around the house grinning and wagging their tails giving a woof occasionally just in case somebody else needed to know that someone had arrived.  Aimee Dodd stuck her silver haloed head out the door and yelled over the commotion, “Come on in, that’s just the grandchildren.”
 
   Danny gave a nod and started toward the house after greeting the children. He was almost to the door when Greg stepped around the house. “Howdy, Neighbor. Haven’t seen you for a few days.”
 
   “I bought me some pigs today,” Danny grinned. “I have been keeping busy taking care of all my animals. It seems like I get more every day.”
 
   “Yeah?” Greg asked. “What kind of pigs did you get?”
 
   Danny said, “I bought them from Sam Mitchell this morning.” He told him all about how he got them and what kind they were. 
 
   Greg pulled his cap down to shade his eyes better, “You got a good deal if you bought them from ol’ Sam Mitchel. He’s a good man.”
 
   “Would you like to go in the house?” He offered, “The wife just made a pitcher of tea.”
 
   Actually, I thought I heard you hammering on the greenhouse this morning. I wondered if you could use some help. I brought my hammer.”
 
   Danny looked down at five curious faces looking back up at him. “Who are all these busy little people?”
 
   “Belong to my son, Jerry. All five of them.” He named them off touching each one on the head as he said their names. “Oldest one is Brad. Next is Tim. Here is Sarah, This one’s Janie, and the little one’s Tommy.” 
 
   Danny in turned shook each one of their hands and repeated their name as he did so. As Danny and Greg headed off for the greenhouse, Danny asked, “Is Angela home?”
 
   Greg shook his head and said, “Nope, went and got her a job working with Samantha at the flower shop.”
 
   “That’s good. Samantha can help her make lots of contacts. Did you know that Nora, my sister is married to Samantha’s son Jeremy?” Danny asked.
 
   “Well, now that you mention it. Seems like I did know that, but I forgot.” Greg scratched his two day old beard, “A doctor, right?”
 
   “Yes, that’s right. She is in her last phase, residency specializing in heart surgery,” Danny bragged proudly.
 
   Greg adjusted his cap before climbing the ladder, “An ambitious woman.”
 
   Danny smiled in acknowledgement, “That’s my sister.”
 
   The older two boys had followed them all the way to the green house. Greg winked to Danny and said, “These boys have been a lot of help to me today.” He turned to the boys and put a hand on the back of each of their necks.
 
   The boys grinned acknowledging his praise. “Grandpa, now that you have help, may we please play with Tammy?”
 
   Greg wanted to tell them no, but hated to see the disappointment in their faces.
 
   Recognizing his hesitation, both Brad and Tim begged, “Please, we’ll be real careful. I promise.”
 
   When he relented and gave them permission, the boys took off in a run to the barn. During this time the girls and little Tommy brought the little kittens down out of the loft to play with them. They sat in the shade of the barn to play.
 
   Danny and Greg climbed to the top of the greenhouse to install another rafter.
 
   The older boys brought Tammy out to the pen in front of the barn. They only had a halter on her with a short lead rope but they climbed up on a barrel and hopped on her bareback.
 
   Tammy walked slowly around the pen. The boys were congratulating each other on what good horse riders they were. Brad envisioned himself as an old time cowboy with a lasso ready to toss on the neck of some unsuspecting steer. Tim saw Indians in the distance heading his way. He reached behind him to grab his imaginary gun to ward off the Indians and kicked Tammy with his boots.”
 
   She took off in a run almost toppling the boys off. Brad pulled back on her halter rope that he had in his hand but it only turned her in a circle. She took off in the direction she was headed when he stopped pulling. Brad grabbed her mane and Tim held on to Brad. She ran along the fence line and the boys could see a tree that grew over the fence. They could see that Tammy was headed straight toward the large limb that barely was high enough for Tammy to run under. They ducked as low as they could but she peeled them off her back like the skin off a hot baked potato.
 
   The boys fell on the ground into the leaves piled under the tree next to the fence. They got up and shook themselves and decided that was fun. They saw Tammy down in the pasture standing under the apple tree eating apples off the tree.
 
   “Come on, Tim,” Brad said. “If we climb up the tree, we can jump on her back.”
 
   The boys ran for a ways and then cautiously approached the tree hoping not to spook Tammy. They carefully climbed the tree edging out on a limb close to the horse. When they were almost to her, she moved. They picked an apple and sat down to eat. Finally Tammy moved into position and they managed to get on her back. This time Brad held on really tight to the mane and Tim held on to Brad. The halter lead was hanging to the ground so they waited for Tammy to move. When Tammy finished the apple that she was chewing, she walked under another limb and slid them off her back again.
 
   “That really hurt,” Tim said rubbing his behind.
 
   Brad was twisting around trying to stretch his back. “I’m through riding Tammy today,” Brad firmly stated. He grabbed Tammy’s lead rope and began walking her to the barn.
 
   As they approached the big sliding doors of the barn, the dogs ran around the end of the barn barking and chasing a squirrel that ran up the same tree where the boys fell first.
 
   The noise spooked Tammy and she broke her lead rope loose from Brad’s hand and ran into the barn to her stall, which in turn spooked the baby kittens that Sarah, Janie, and Tommy were holding. The children all got scratch marks on their arms and Tommy cried rubbing his arms. The girls found their kittens and got them calmed down, but Tommy’s kitten climbed a tall oak tree in the backyard.
 
   Three year old Tommy stood crying under the old oak pointing to the kitten high up in the tree. The frightened kitten cried back to him. The five children all stood under the tree now trying to figure how to get the kitten to come down. 
 
   “Here, kitty, kitty,” Sarah called.
 
   “Down here, boy,” Tim called then whistled.
 
   Brad thumped him on the arm and said, “You don’t whistle to a kitten, Silly.”
 
   Tim replied reasonably, “You would have thought it was okay if he had come down.”
 
   “Here, kitty, kitty,” Tommy called motioning with his hands.
 
   The dogs sat panting at the bottom of the tree by this time and also looked up into the tree with their tongues hanging out of their mouths to the side which didn’t encourage the little kitten to come down at all.
 
   The tree was at least twenty-five inches in diameter and the first limb was more than twelve feet from the ground. There was no way they could climb up there. “I think I’ll go find a ladder,” Brad decided.
 
   By this time Danny and Greg had climbed down from on top of the greenhouse and came to see what the commotion was about. After explanations Danny and Greg went back to get the ladder that they used to climb up on the greenhouse. Brad and Tim went in the house to get themselves a drink. Sarah and Janie went back to the barn to play with their kittens.
 
   Tommy stood alone under the tree with tears in his eyes. He squeezed them very tightly and said a prayer.
 
   When the men returned with the ladder, Tommy was sitting under the tree holding his kitten in his arms and rubbing his damp cheeks in the soft fur. Danny and Greg put the ladder down and Greg asked gently, “How did you get the kitten down, Tommy?”
 
   Tommy answered, “I closed my eyes and said a prayer. When I opened them, Kitty had come down. All I had to do was reach over and get him off the tree.”
 
   Greg looked over at Danny and said, “Out of the mouth of babes.” He pulled his sleeve up to look at his watch. “Angela will be home in a little while. Let’s you and me go back up there and finish putting that last rafter in place. By then it will be time to knock off for supper.”
 
   “I shouldn’t stay for supper, I should be getting back home,” Danny said not wanting to be trouble for them. He was lonely and wanted human companionship when he came over.
 
   “No problem. Raised nine fine strapping young’uns. The wife, she doesn’t even notice one more plate. Let’s go see what’s for supper,” Greg urged.
 
   Danny followed him into the back door somewhat embarrassed, thinking he really should go home.
 
   Greg walked in the back door and sang to Aimee, “Hey, good looking, what you got cookin’.” They turned and looked at each other with a grin on their faces from some old joke only the two of them knew, he continued singing a song written by Hank Williams as he sauntered toward her, “how about cookin’ somethin’ up with me?” He looked in the pot she stirred with a long wooden spoon. He took a big whiff and said, “Chicken and noodles. Aah, woman, you make my day.”
 
   She smiled at him and pushed him away, “Go on, Greg. You’ll do well to get your share when all these kids get to the table.”
 
   “Invited Danny to eat supper with us. Been helping me on the greenhouse.” Greg motioned toward Danny.
 
   “Of course, Danny, she invited warmly. “There is plenty. There’s no need for you to go home and eat by yourself. You are always welcome at our table.”
 
   Danny agreed to stay, “Thank you, Mrs. Dodd.” He followed Greg back out to the greenhouse to complete the last rafter and put away the ladder and tools. 
 
   When Danny took his hammer and tossed it in the back of his pickup, he saw Angela drive in with a young man with her. She got out of the car with a big smile on her face, her hair tied in a low ponytail down her back and wearing a yellow and red floral blouse and brown slacks. “Hi, Danny,” she greeted. “It’s good to see you.”
 
   “Hi, yourself,” Danny answered. “I hear that you have a job now.”
 
   “Yes, I needed a little spending money until I can get the greenhouse going. It’s good experience for me and actually I’m learning a lot, too.”
 
   “Good,” Danny turned to the young man and held out his hand. “My name’s Danny Ray. You ought to know your own.”
 
   The young man turned to his sister and said drily, “Is he a comedian or what?”
 
   Danny answered for her, “I’m just a what.”
 
   “I’m Angela’s brother, Theodore. I’m the end of the litter. Please call me Ted so I won’t have to punch your eyes out.”
 
   “Ouch,” Danny quivered in jest. “He’s tough.” Danny jumped into a karate stance and waited to see what Ted would do.
 
   Ted did a backflip toward the front door yelping like a hurt pup.
 
   Danny relaxed and both he and Angela laughed all the way to the door.
 
   Sarah and Janie helped set the table and the food was already placed on the table ready for everyone to sit.
 
   “Grandpa, may Tim and I go fishing tomorrow?” Brad asked.
 
   Greg sat back thinking, “Son, my pond has so many pond weeds in it that you would only lose your hooks in it.”
 
   “Would it be okay if they came over and fished in my pond?” Danny offered. “It’s close to the house and it used to be stocked. I guess it still has fish in it.”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with it.” Greg indicated looking at Aimee to see if she cared. She shrugged her shoulders, so he asked the boys, “Do you want to fish in Danny’s pond?”
 
   The boys literally were bouncing in their chairs in anticipation by this time. “Sure.”
 
   “Good,” Danny said eagerly. “You can see my calves and new pigs.”
 
   “Oh, you have new pigs?” Angela inquired.
 
   “Yes, do you want to come over to see my new Hampshire pigs?” Danny asked her. “I just got them today.” 
 
   “Absolutely,” she said rising from the table since she had completed her meal.
 
   Danny stood and asked, “Ted, would you like to come with us?”
 
   Ted shrugged and said, “Nothing else to do.”
 
   After arriving at Danny’s, they walked around and looked at the calves, then ambled toward the pigs. Frisker followed along as Angela carried the kittens. Danny stood with both hands in his back pockets of his jeans leaning against the corner of the barn as he told them about meeting Sam Mitchell and about buying the pigs. 
 
   Angela laughed and said, “See that pig on the end? Her tail is straight where all the rest of them have a curly tail.”
 
   Ted frowned as he tried to notice all of their tails. “Humph,” he grunted, “Name that pig Diffy.”
 
   “Why?” Danny inquired.
 
   “Because she is different than the rest,” Ted said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Good call,” Angela said.
 
   “Okay,” Danny replied. “From now on she will be called ‘Diffy’.”
 
   Ted frowned and scratched his head, “Danny, where’s your chickens?”
 
   “Maybe someday,” Danny said. “I hadn’t got to that yet. I haven’t built my brooder house yet.”
 
   “What’s wrong with putting them in this room?” Tim suggested pointing to the old separator room. “You could easily build another fence by connecting to that pig pen. Line it with chicken wire and you’d be all set.”
 
   “You know how it is. That’s not what my folks did, so I didn’t think of that room,” Danny said looking around and seeing the possibilities. “That’s a good idea.”
 
   When Danny took them home, Tim recommended, “Danny, there’s a barn dance and karaoke singing out near Justus Hills Saturday night. Would like to come? We’ll be there, Ellie, my girlfriend, Mom and Dad. In fact your mom and Art have started coming. You should see them. They can cut a rug when it comes to square dancing these days.”
 
   Danny thought about it. It was time to get out and have a life. “Sure, I’ll be there.” His mom must have taken his advice and started in the square dancing school.
 
   After Ted went in the house, Danny asked, “Angela, will you be my date Saturday night?”
 
   She smiled, “Yes, I would be pleased. Be ready at six. We take food and make it a night.”
 
   “Sounds like fun.”
 
   Danny kicked off his shoes and lay back on his bed. His muscles ached from climbing around on top of the greenhouse. His left leg especially hurt from climbing up and down the ladder. The doctor told him to keep exercising it. He hoped he hadn’t over done it. He pulled his pants leg up and looked at it. Sure enough, it needed a bag of ice to take the swelling down. He lay back down with the ice pack glad to have a couple of days for it to rest before Saturday night.
 
   He thought about his impulsive request for Angela to be his date. He hadn’t made any conscious plans to date Angela but on the spur of the moment he had asked her. As he drifted off to sleep he consoled himself, after all it’s just a date.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   The team had arrived at Miami Gardens, Florida to play the Orange Bowl game. The OU football team was ranked #5 in the nation by AP Poll. Through hard work and determination the team had persevered to have a ten to one winning season. Coach Chuck Fairbanks had led his team well. They arrived a day early to get a good night’s sleep and acclimate to the stadium and weather. 
 
   The players all met in the locker room to get suited up and hear the coach’s last instructions before the game. They were going up against Tennessee, a team ranked #2 in the AP Poll. The players were in good spirits. Testosterone raged high and they felt confident of a win.  Tennessee was ranked higher than they were but they had defeated higher teams before. 
 
   Danny knew that professional scouts had been watching him all year. So far he had not been offered an invitation to the draft. He had his preferences in which professional team he played, but he felt less choosy all the time. It had been his dream all the time he grew up to play professional football. Playing professional football was Danny’s key to buying back his family’s farm.
 
   The Florida stadium was packed for the Orange Bowl game on this first day of the year in 1968. This was Danny’s the last game as a college football player. Today, he needed to stand out.  Danny had played on the first string ever since he became a college sophomore. He felt happy to be part of the team that led the Sooners in a winning season.
 
   Oklahoma Sooners held Tennessee back until half time. They went back to the locker room during half time feeling really good and on top of their game. They felt energized and slapped each other on the back. After the brief rest and Couch cautioning them to not get overly confident, they were determined to keep up their momentum.
 
   In spite of all they could do, Tennessee came alive in the third quarter. Ignited by a 36-yard interception return for 6 points, they now were on the score board. Later Oklahoma broke the Tennessee momentum with a 25-yard interception return making it 26-17, which was countered with a late one yard run.
 
   With only seven seconds remaining, a 43 yard field goal by Tennessee sailed wide right. Oklahoma rejoiced with a narrow win 26-24.
 
   The Sooners walked triumphantly into the celebration party held after the Orange Bowl win. The high they felt lasted for hours. It wasn’t a big win, but a win was a win. Danny and the rest of the seniors rejoiced that their last season ended on a high note.
 
   Lisa waltzed into the after-game celebration as lovely as ever. She walked up to Danny and jumped into his arms. She kissed him long and hard right in front of all the team creating all kinds of catcalls and comments from the other team members. Danny knew all of the single guys would date her in a second if given the chance. Danny spent the night with her in her hotel. They made love until the early hours of the morning.
 
   On the farm Danny woke up the next morning still feeling the warmth of their love making. He sat up on the side of the bed and rubbed his knee. It didn’t hurt as much as it did last night. Frisker jumped and wiggled in glee when he saw Danny getting up. He stumbled into the bathroom and turned on the shower. He turned it on full blast and let the stinging hot water soothe his still aching muscles and sore leg. He knew that the pain from climbing up and down on the ladder the day before triggered the dream.
 
   After pulling on some old faded jeans and a faded OU tee-shirt, Danny reached for his shoes. That’s when he noticed that the shoe strings had been chewed off.
 
   Danny called Frisker in and pointed to his shoe strings and scolded the young dog. Frisker alternately hung his head and wiggled his tail which included his whole body, not sure whether he should be happy or remorseful.
 
   He went into the kitchen to prepare his breakfast. He shook his head wishing he could shake the dream out of his thoughts. Now that he planned a date with Angela, why did Lisa have to haunt his dreams? Maybe, he had it backwards; the date with Angela triggered the dream.
 
   Danny called the feed store and ordered twenty-five Rhode Island Red baby chicks. Now he had something to put his mind to other than reliving old memories. He headed to the barn to take care of his animals and start on the chicken pen. He needed to buy a walk gate and some chicken wire but he already had the other supplies he needed. He had carried his T-posts and post-hole driver from the hay barn to the milk barn when Frisker barked.
 
   Brad and Tim walked into the yard carrying their fishing poles and tackle box. Then Danny remembered that he had invited them to fish in his pond. He lifted his arm in a wave and called, “Hi, there. I’m at the barn.”
 
   They came to the barn and he showed them his pigs and his calves. He showed them the pen he was building and explained the history of the old milk barn. They played with the kittens and Frisker. After taking them to the house and giving them each a soda, they were finally ready to go fishing.
 
   He led them to the pond and made sure they had everything they needed. “We don’t need any help, do we Tim. We know how to put the bait on the hooks and everything.”
 
   Tim nodded his head in agreement, “Yeah, our dad lets us go fishing at home in the pond.”
 
   Since Danny could see them from where he was working, he went back to his fence building. Danny felt a little fatherly thinking that maybe someday he could have a couple of sons like them. He picked up a T-post and put the driver over it and rammed it several times into the ground. He glanced up and the boys were sitting at the edge of the water watching their bobbers. Frisker sat between them as if he was as interested as they were.
 
   Danny smiled to himself. Too bad he didn’t have his camera with him. He drove several more posts.
 
   The next time Danny glanced their way, he saw Tim walking quickly toward him swinging his arms with an angry look on his face. He stopped to see what had upset Tim. “We used up all our worms that we dug. Every time we threw out our line, your dog jumped in the water and brought the bobber back to us. We can’t catch any fish with him there.”
 
   Before Danny could say anything, Tim continued, “Then we were going to get our liver to use after we ran out of worms, but your dog ate the liver.”
 
   Tim would have cried if he hadn’t been so angry.
 
   “Oh, Tim. I’m so sorry. If you want I’ll lock Frisker in the house so he won’t bother you.”
 
   “No, we’re tired of fishing,” Tim said restoring his usually happy mood. “We just want to play with the kittens and calves for a while.”
 
   “Okay, Tim. You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”
 
   Happy now that he had told on Frisker, Tim turned and skipped back to his brother who had been picking up the fishing equipment. 
 
   Danny had finished driving in the posts and started rolling out the fence wire to attach to the posts when he heard screaming and then laughing from the boys. The sound seemed to be coming from the back of the hay barn. Frisker ran around the hay barn scooting on his behind yelping and the boys followed laughing and pointing at Frisker.
 
   Danny dropped his post driver and ran toward the boys to find out what happened.
 
   Brad and Tim were laughing so hard that they were bending over every few steps. Though Danny was worried about Frisker, he couldn’t help picking up on the contagious laughter of the boys. Frisker did look funny scooting on his behind. “What happened?” Danny asked trying to hold in his mirth.
 
   “There was this hornet’s nest hanging on a limb up behind the barn,” Brad began between breaths.
 
   Tim’s eyes were big and round. “It was a big one,” he stated holding both hands out forming a circle.
 
   Frisker still whimpered when he came up to Danny, so he reached down and picked him up. He comforted the pup in his arms as the boys continued their story.
 
   “We hid behind the pile of old lumber that you have up there so the hornets couldn’t see us and we threw rocks at the nest to knock it down,” Brad stated bending over to demonstrate their strategy.
 
   “We threw only about five rocks before Brad hit the nest,” Tim bragged.
 
   Brad made an explosive sound with his mouth, “The hornets flew everywhere.” He burst out laughing again. He pointed at Frisker, “That’s when Frisker ran and snapped at the hornets.”
 
   “Yeah,” Tim said laughing too. “One bit him on the rear.” Both boys bent over in another fit of laughter.
 
   “Okay, guys. Are you ready to have a sandwich in the house or do you want me to take you home.”
 
   “Grandma said we had to be home for lunch.”
 
   “I’ll take you home then. Let me know the next time you want to go fishing. We’ll do something really fun.” Danny had in mind that the next time they wanted to fish he would have a little more reinforcement, like Uncle Ted or Aunt Angela.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   He woke up Saturday morning to find that during the night Frisker had chewed up one of his tennis shoes. Since it had rained all day on Friday, he had left his muddy shoes on the back porch. Frisker shredded the right shoe and little Bit had crawled in the left shoe sleeping with his little head sticking up and Kibbles lay sprawled on his belly across the toe with his four legs spread eagle sound asleep.
 
   He scolded Frisker and dumped the kittens out of the other shoe. He took the shoes and tossed them in the trash. Frisker might have ruined his shoes but he wasn’t giving them to him for a trophy either. Frisker hung his head all morning every time he saw Danny. 
 
   Danny put on a blue and gray plaid shirt with his new jeans he had bought this afternoon to wear to the dance. Since he had to replace his shoes, he had grabbed a pair of new jeans, too. He combed his hair and patted his freshly shaven face with some after shave Lisa bought him one time and decided that this would have to do.
 
   While he was in town this afternoon, he had washed his pickup at the car wash so it gleamed in the late afternoon sun. It had been a while since he had been on a date, he didn’t know if he was happy about it or not. Angela was a really nice young woman; he didn’t want to give her false hope.
 
   Angela came to the door wearing jeans and a feminine version of an orange plaid Western shirt, or maybe it just looked feminine on her. Whatever it was, he liked it. She picked up a couple of grocery bags to bring with her.
 
   “What do you have?” Danny asked.
 
   “We bring our own food and drinks to the barn dance. People bring their own instruments to play the music and sing whatever they know to sing.,” Angela explained.
 
   “Okay,” he said, wondering what kind of dance this might be, certainly nothing to which Lisa would have gone to.
 
   When they drove up, Danny saw an old barn that had lost its paint years ago sitting about a block back from the paved country road. Several cars and pickups sat along the road and in front of the building. When they stepped inside the barn there were folding tables lining the right side of the dirt dance floor. Folding chairs sat all along the edge of the dance floor on the left side and in the back a roughly build wooden stage had been placed for the musicians on which to play their instruments. Electricity was accessible because electric guitars and amplifiers belted their mournful sounds to accompany the country songs. Also a tambourine, a mandolin, and a fiddle lay available.
 
   They found a place to sit not far from Angela’s parents. Ted brought his date to meet him. She was a pretty girl probably a senior in high school like Ted, Danny figured.
 
   Laura, Danny’s mom, waved from the dance floor where she danced with Art to a slow dance.
 
   Danny wondered if Harold and Mary came to these dances since his mother and Art were here. Sure enough with a little more neck stretching he saw them sitting across the room. He watched the dancers and noticed that the prevalent dance was the two step, other than that anything went. He held out his hand to Angela, “Would you like to dance?” There was nothing here to intimidate him. 
 
   As they stepped out on the dance floor, another slow dance began. Danny brought her close, she fit him perfectly. It felt so nice to dance with someone who wasn’t a foot shorter. Angela leaned the side of her face next to his. He sighed and enjoyed the dance.
 
   After several more dances he managed to introduce Angela to his parents, but they already knew her.
 
   The music started again and people lined up for a line dance. Angela and he got separated and danced with several other partners. After a while Danny managed to cut in on her partner and claim her again. Her eyes sparkled with joy having a good time. The next time they finished one of the fast swinging songs, they both were ready to sit down and catch their breath. 
 
   Angela brought out sandwiches and chips along with two quart jars of ice water. Danny greedily reached for the water. “Thank you. That’s exactly what I need.” She smiled and opened hers, too. They ate their food and returned to the dance floor again. Danny was amazed at Angela’s stamina; this was the first date he ever had when the girl didn’t want to sit on the side lines half of the time.
 
   By midnight, most of the dancers had left. Danny wondered if he should suggest that they leave, until he heard them call out that they were ready to start a square dance. Danny had never danced a square dance before but Angela pulled him out, “It’ll be fun, Danny. You’ll do just fine.”
 
   Reluctantly he lined up where they told him to stand. The music started with a fast tempo and he watched the others and tried to keep up with them. By the time the dance was over, he understood the calls and didn’t make too many miscues. He would never forget ‘swing your partner and do-si-do.’
 
   He and Angela walked off the floor hand in hand laughing. Danny suggested, “Angela, let’s go get some ice cream or something.” The food she brought was good, but it ran out a long time ago.
 
   “Sounds good to me,” she replied as she gathered up her empty bags. The music was still going strong. They were allowed to play music at the barn dance as long as anyone wanted keep playing.
 
   He drove straight to Pat’s Café, thankful that she stayed open twenty four hours a day. They decided to order hamburgers and French fries before the pie and ice cream. After their appetite was appeased, Danny asked, “How did a pretty girl like you never get married yet?”
 
   She winked and said, “I never met a man tall enough?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   She sobered a little and replied, “I dated some in college. Once I thought about getting engaged to a guy. He asked me to marry him but after some serious thought, I decided it was too risky. He wanted different things in life than I did. If I can’t have a happy marriage like my parents, then I’ll find another way to be happy.”
 
   Glancing up at him, Angela asked, “What about you, Danny?”
 
   Danny twirled his glass on the table, watching the water marks spread. Finally he answered, “I guess that’s a fair question since I asked you. I didn’t date much in high school. The only thing I thought about was football.”
 
   Angela nodded in acknowledgement, “I remember. There were lots of girls wanting to date the football hero.”
 
   He smiled and went on, “I dated around a little in college but I met one girl who I wanted to marry, eventually it didn’t work out.”
 
   Intuitively she thought because of the accident, but their relationship was too new for her to ask him. She replied, “Life does throw us curves.” She smiled trying to lighten up the conversation, “It keeps us from being bored.”
 
   They talked about the experiences of her nephews at his house when they went fishing. He told her about Nora going to Medical School and Jeremy and his work in biochemistry.
 
   When they reached her house it was well after two in the morning. Danny and Angela walked to her door hand in hand. Until tonight they were only friends but after tonight it seemed that their relationship had moved into a different level. It felt good to walk holding her hand. Something he wouldn’t have done before. He leaned in to kiss her. To his surprise, the kiss turned into much more than he expected.
 
   He drove back to his house in stunned silence. Whatever happened at Angela’s house with that kiss was beyond him right now. He felt too tired and his knee throbbed from the extra exercise he had tonight. Frisker greeted him enthusiastically. Danny put his new shoes up on a shelf Frisker couldn’t reach.
 
   He went into the bathroom to take a pain pill and stretched out on the bed.
 
   Toward morning he could hear the music playing, but the face of his partner kept switching from Angela to Lisa. He woke up feeling very tired. After taking care of the animals, he took another pain pill and piled up on the couch for a nap. His leg still throbbed from so much activity last night.
 
   Frisker woke Danny by licking him on the face. When Danny could get his eyes open, he saw Frisker walking from him to the front door whining. Danny realized that Frisker wanted him to let him out for his late morning ablutions.
 
   “Sure Frisker. Good boy!” Danny bragged on him as he dragged himself off the couch. Finally Frisker was getting this potty training stuff. He let him out the door. It was hot in the house since Danny’s only source of air conditioning was opening the windows. He felt hungry. Sandwiches were getting really old. Soon he would have to invest time in learning to cook more than fried eggs and bacon.
 
   He reached for his phone and called Laura, “Mom?”
 
   “Yes, Danny,” she answered.
 
   “Do you have something good for dinner? I’m hungry.”
 
   Laura chuckled, “Come on, we’ll have something to eat.”
 
   When Danny walked in the door, he sniffed the air filled with the aroma of pork chops and apple pie. “I think I’m in heaven,” he said savoring the taste in the air.
 
   Laura noticed Danny rubbing his leg occasionally and asked, “Is your leg bothering you?”
 
   Danny looked down at his offending member and acknowledged, “I’ve overdone it a little lately.”
 
   “You did seem to enjoy the dance last night,” Art put in.
 
   “It has been so long since I have socialized with people instead of pigs and calves. Frisker and the cats are a lot of fun, but the conversation is a little lacking.” Danny stretched and stood up after eating all he could hold, “Uncle Art, is there a ball game on TV?”
 
   When Danny turned his back toward Art to walk into the living room, Art winked at Laura and raised his eyebrows expressing his delight, which she acknowledged with a nod and a smile.
 
   Laura watched them walk into the living room chatting about which game they wanted to watch. She felt her heart soften with something similar to joy to hear Danny ask to watch a ball game. Any ball game regardless of whether it was football, baseball, basketball, or any other sport marked a psychological step in Danny’s wellness.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   Laura, Art, Nora, and Jeremy had bought season passes to watch Danny play with the Dallas Cowboys. It cost quite a bit of money to fly to each game but so worth it to watch the games in person. Every week they all met where ever the Cowboys played and had a wonderful get together and shared adjoining rooms. It was such a happy time in their lives.
 
   They were into their eighth game playing the New Orleans Saints when it happened. Laura shuddered to think about it. She went out to her lawn chair on the patio and sat under the shadow of the big oak tree. She put her hands over her face while the tears coursed down her cheeks remembering the terror that she felt when she saw her son crumble with the pain. She and Nora both screamed in helplessness knowing that they could feel only a portion of pain that they knew Danny must be feeling.
 
   The game was in its last quarter when Coach Tom Landry chose to put Danny in to play the last few minutes of the game. Danny had showed so much potential during practices and the game looked like it was in the bag for the Cowboys. The score was 17 to 3. All they needed to do was hold the New Orleans Saints down. The Saints had the ball. All the defensive players put in every effort to keep them back.
 
   The whole stadium full of people were on their feet rooting for their team. Danny ran circling the play. The Cowboy’s defense fully surrounded the Saints’ player trying to run with the ball. As Danny ran by he saw the fumbled ball bounce out among their legs, he easily reached down and scooped up the ball with hardly a pause in his running. 
 
   He carried the ball ten yards before the rest of the players located the fumbled ball in #10’s arm. Danny was running as hard as he could toward his team’s goal line. The roar of the fans was deafening. Laura and Nora were both jumping up and down. Three Saints players merged on Danny at once hitting him with a crushing force from three directions. Danny went down. The ball inconsequently bounced off to the side in its little football dance.
 
   The referees let out shrill earsplitting whistles into an instantly quiet stadium. Art and Jeremy both held Laura and Nora back from running down onto the field. This was a time for the medics to check his injury. After the players backed off to clear the way, they could see clear up on the seats where they sat that Danny’s leg lay at an awkward angle. 
 
   The intercom announced for everyone to stand back while the medical team checked him out. They placed Danny’s leg on a brace and wrapped it, then carried him off on a gurney. The family rushed down through the chaos of people vying for position to see the action on the field. Finally they struggled through and met the EMT’s where they brought Danny off the field. 
 
   They found out that Danny had been unconscious since the time he was hit. That’s all the family could find out at the time. They followed the ambulance to the Ochsner Baptist Medical Center in New Orleans, with white frightened faces. They got there just in time to see them wheel a still unconscious Danny into the back room of the emergency unit. All they could do was wait for the doctor or nurse to come back with more information.
 
   Art comforted Laura by holding her hand and putting his arm around her. There was nothing any of them could say or do to make the wait any easier. Laura’s stomach felt sick and knotted up. Nora, being a doctor was terrified, knowing all the things that could be wrong with Danny but afraid to say much fearing that she would only make it worse for the rest of them, especially her mother. Jeremy sat quietly occasionally kissing Nora’s cheek or hand trying to give his support. He could tell by the expression on her face that she barely could sit still due to the fact that she wanted to go back and conduct her own analysis.
 
   Finally, after sitting in the waiting room for an hour the nurse came out requesting Danny Ray’s family. Laura and Nora immediately stood and she motioned for the two of them to follow her. Jeremy and Art squeezed their hands in a last attempt of comfort wishing they could all go back.
 
   Danny lay there with a white swollen face barely conscious. When Nora walked into the room she immediately glanced around to see if any information was left at the end of the bed. She felt of his pulse which seemed good. Upfront, she explained to the nurse that she was a doctor and would like to know anything that they could tell her.
 
   The nurse smiled and said, “Hi, My name is Shelly and I will be Danny’s nurse while he is here. We already have taken him back for x-rays, but it will be a while until we get the results back.”
 
   “Is that all you can tell us?” Nora inquired.
 
   “At this time, yes, Ma’am,” she smiled and left the room.
 
   Nora walked over and lifted an eyelid. She opened his gown and looked at his chest and found that they had wrapped it. His leg had been rewrapped. He had bruising on his stomach below the chest bandages. She lifted his arm and watched his face closely while she pinched him under his arm. He grimaced which was the response that she wanted.
 
    “Danny,” she spoke softly next to his ear. His eyelids fluttered and he turned his head slightly toward her. Nora smiled to Laura, and spoke to him again, “Danny, this is Nora. Mom and I are right here.” He groaned and she rubbed his arm next to her. She leaned down and kissed his forehead and said, “I love you.” 
 
    She went over to Laura and put her arm around her and said very quietly, “I can’t say for sure because I don’t have their information, but I’m guessing that he has a severe concussion, broken ribs with maybe even some internal injuries. His leg is badly broken; I hope the knee cap is okay.”
 
   Laura began to cry softly. “Mom, don’t panic.”  Nora comforted her by patting her shoulder. “I don’t think he has damaged anything that would be life threatening.” Nora looked out the door. “He’s going to be alright. I want you to talk to him while I find the head nurse.”
 
   Nora walked over to the nurse’s station and asked for the head nurse. A woman with blond hair wearing a nurse’s cap walked out from behind the protective wall emitting confidence carrying a chart. Her badge had the name Sarah White, RN. Nora showed her credentials and stated, “I am Danny Ray’s sister. What can you tell me about his condition?”
 
   Nurse White smiled at Nora and said, “I’ve been expecting you. Danny’s nurse, Shelly told me that you were a doctor, so I knew it was just a matter of time until you hunted me down.”
 
   Nora smiled and replied, “I guess we’re pretty predictable. What have you got for me?”
 
   After giving Nora Danny’s vitals, Nurse White looked around to see if anyone was listening, she stated, “We don’t have the final results from the doctor so don’t take anything I say as gospel, but here’s what we think. His knee cap doesn’t seem to be broken, but he has a really badly fractured femur. He maybe has a couple of broken ribs. His concussion should clear up soon but we will watch that overnight at least.”
 
   “Okay, what about internal damage? I noticed some bruises.”
 
   “At this point, we don’t anticipate anything there. We will keep a close eye on him though.”
 
   “Thank you so much for talking with me.” Nora held out her hand to shake. “I will put in a good word for you.”
 
   “Goodness, thank you,” Nurse White said surprised. “I never expected that.”
 
   “No problem,” Nora responded. “A good nurse deserves to be recognized.”
 
   When Nora returned to Danny’s room, Danny was lying there on the bed looking at Laura. She had the biggest smile on her face while she talked to him.
 
   Nora went to the other side of the bed and talked to him for a moment and then excused herself to go back to Art and Jeremy to explain to them Danny’s condition.
 
   At the end of all the discussion it was decided that although Danny’s condition wasn’t what they would desire, it looked like his chances of recovery were good. Jeremy and Nora needed to leave for their flight back to Tulsa because they left Lauren with a friend and they both had to work tomorrow.
 
    Art decided to call Fred at home to ask if he could manage the garage for a few days if necessary. He called his star pupil Ned Graves at the Kuk Sool Won karate classes to ask him to conduct his classes until he could get back.  Next he called the airlines to transfer his and Laura’s tickets to Thursday. Art talked to the woman at the front desk for a recommendation for a convenient hotel near the hospital. He called and made reservations to stay through Wednesday night. Finally he was freed up to go back to Danny’s room.
 
   In spite of it being Sunday night, specialists were brought in considering that they were dealing with a Dallas Cowboy star. The media already hounded the public relations department of the hospital which had been called in as soon as they knew that Danny was being brought to Ochsner Baptist. After hours of waiting they took Danny to set his leg and place him in a big cast. Surgery had been rejected. 
 
   The next time they saw Danny he was already admitted and in his room. He lay on his back with a huge cast on his leg suspended in traction at a forty five degree angle. His ribs were freshly bandaged. He breathed deeply; they could see that he was heavily sedated.
 
   Art and Laura stayed that night to get the doctors report. Dr. Barnes, the orthopedic doctor who reset his leg explained to them that Danny had suffered a supracondylar femur fracture from the blow caused by the three large football players who ran into him. He explained that these fractures often involve the cartilage surface above the knee joint. That’s why it looked like his leg was broken at the knee and bent in an odd angle, but his knee seemed to be in good shape considering where his femur broke.
 
   When it was well past midnight, the nurses encouraged them to go get some sleep. They went to their hotel and even though they hadn’t eaten anything since lunch, they were too tired to eat. They took long showers crawled into bed exhausted. 
 
   Laura snuggled up to Art and laid her head on his shoulder. Finally she asked the thing that had her stomach in knots ever since the accident. “Do you think he will get well enough to play ball again?”
 
   Art rolled toward her and pulled her close, “That’s what Jeremy and I discussed while you were in the emergency room with him. It’s scary. That was only his eighth game to play professionally.”
 
   “I guess only time will tell,” she responded. Her heart hurt for him. He had worked ever since he was ten years old to earn a place in the professional football league. So quickly it could be taken from him.
 
   During rounds Monday evening when Dr. Barnes came by to check on him, Laura asked, “Dr. Barnes, could you answer some questions for us about Danny’s treatment?”
 
   Dr. Barnes took them out in the hall, “Of course, Mrs. Bailey. What would you like to know?”
 
   “How long will Danny be in traction?” Laura began.
 
   “A few months, until his leg can mend back together. He is a strong young man. He should heal quickly.”
 
   Art frowned and asked, “Danny is used to being very active. Won’t this be extremely difficult for him to lie on his back for a long period of time?”
 
   Dr. Barnes acknowledged with a shake of his head, “It will be difficult but he should pull through and still be a strong man after some physical therapy.”
 
   Art reached over and held Laura’s hand to comfort her. He had seen too many men in similar circumstances when he had to fly them home from Korea during the war. “What are the complications?”
 
   Dr. Barnes knew he needed to be frank with this man before him. He hated to give the bad news but he realized this time he needed to let them know the full facts. “Danny was placed in traction to restore the length and alignment of his leg. The complications can come from prolonged bed rest, which in turn can cause pulmonary complications, deep venous thrombosis, along with generalized muscle atrophy and deconditioning.”
 
   Laura’s head was spinning. It would take a dictionary for her to understand half of what he said. She was too embarrassed to ask and show her ignorance.
 
   Art said, “Okay, thank you doctor.”
 
   After they returned to Danny’s room, she turned to Art since he seemed to understand. “Can you tell me what he said?”
 
   “I’m no expert, but I’ve been around some of this,” he said as he walked around Danny’s bed to detect if he seemed to be awake. “I know that pulmonary means the lungs, so Danny is in danger of developing pneumonia. Venous thrombosis has to do with the veins, which means that he could form a blood clot which could cause a lot of organ damage even a heart attack. Of course, muscle atrophy means losing muscle use.”
 
   “Oh, Art, that doesn’t sound good for Danny,” she said wiping a tear from her left eye.
 
   During that time almost all of the Dallas Cowboys came by to encourage him and give their support. Flowers and cards came every day from fans and old acquaintances of his from college and high school. Laura noticed an especially large, beautiful bouquet of flowers placed in his room during the time they were out of his room. ‘I love you, Lisa’ was written on the card when she peeked. Between naps from pain pills and visiting with all of his buddies, Laura and Art were sure that the impact of what really had happened to his career had not come home to him.
 
   They left Danny at the hospital on Thursday afternoon by himself for the first time. Art didn’t feel comfortable leaving his business in Fred’s hands for any longer. He knew there were bills to take care of that only he could handle. Laura had a few odds and ends also which needed her attention. On Saturday, she traveled back to New Orleans to care for Danny. She planned to transfer him back to her home or to Tulsa where he would be closer to home as soon as possible.
 
   Laura walked into the hospital room on Saturday afternoon to see Danny smiling and holding hands with a beautiful young woman. Her oval face framed by long flowing black hair displayed a creamy perfect complexion. Danny watched Laura as she walked to his bed with an animated expression, “Mom, I would like for you to meet Lisa Marvel. Isn’t she marvelous?”
 
   Laura trying to swallow her surprise, smiled and said, “I’m sure she is,” as she reached to shake her hand. “My name is Laura Bailey. I’m glad to meet you.”
 
   “She brought me another bouquet of flowers, see them over there?” he indicated toward the extra table that the nurses had brought in to hold his excessive amount of bouquets. There in the center stood an urn with a dozen red roses with other assorted flowers included.
 
   “That’s very pretty,” Laura agreed. She didn’t ask him how he felt. Right now she didn’t think he hardly knew his name. She visited a short time and excused herself to get something to drink in order to give them some privacy.
 
   The next time she encountered Dr. Barnes, she asked the question that continually lodged in her throat, “Doctor Barnes, will Danny be able to play football again?” Laura asked fearing she already knew what his answer would be.
 
   “That would be highly unlikely, Mrs. Bailey?” he answered.  “With a break like this, he may have trouble with it for the rest of his life. I hope in his case it heals well. We did the best we could to set it straight. Now, we have to wait and see how well he heals.”
 
   “I apologize for taking your time, Dr. Barnes, but is there a possibility that Danny could be transferred to Tulsa to complete his treatment?”
 
   “Not at this time, Danny shouldn’t be moved. It would be very painful and very expensive. I don’t recommend it.”
 
   Laura watched the nurse’s work with Danny. A physical therapist visited his room every day rubbing his muscles. They made him cough which hurt his broken ribs tremendously. He took a breathing treatment twice a day to help keep his lungs expanded and help promote good pulmonary circulation. Every time they came in Laura had another question for them. Soon she began to understand his treatment and they agreed for her to assist in any way she wanted in addition to what they were doing. Laura hated to just sit there when there was something that she could do to help her son heal.
 
   Danny appreciated her administrations. He told her his back hurt from lying in the bed all the time. Both of his legs hurt, one because of the fracture but also from being in traction and the inability to bend his knee, the right leg hurt from inactivity. She had trouble getting him to eat and knew he was losing a lot of weight. 
 
   A few weeks later, the lowest blow came to Danny when a tall, silver haired man with a serious face wearing a well cut business suit entered the room with another man. He introduced himself to Laura wearing a big smile, “I’m Jerry Jones, the manager of the Cowboys.” He shook hands with Laura and Danny.
 
   “It’s so good to see you again, Danny. I hate it like everything about this accident.”   
 
   Laura stretched out on her recliner under the large oak tree and drifted off to sleep. That’s where Danny and Art found her at the end of their ball game.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
   He received a call that the baby chicks he had ordered were in. When he got home with them, he placed them in the little shelter he prepared for them in the milk room. He turned the red light on over them to keep them warm. He spoke softly to them, “Now little chicks, all you need to do is eat, drink, and grow.” 
 
   Frisker followed him out of the milk room recently converted into brooder house. Danny turned to secure the Dutch doors he placed there so he could leave the top door open and still keep the other door closed. That way he could look in on them without having to go in and they also could have fresh air. 
 
   On the way back to the house he saw a squirrel standing under a tree munching on something in his front paws. Danny squatted by Frisker and pointed toward the squirrel. Frisker raised his ears and came to attention with his tail straight out. He knew he was getting important instructions. Danny said pointing, “Over there. See it? A squirrel. Go get it.”
 
   Frisker took off running fast, but he ran in the wrong direction. Danny stood up and shook his head at him. The squirrel ran up the tree as soon as Frisker took off. Danny walked over to the tree where the squirrel sat looking at him from the limb overhead. After searching all around and smelling of the tree trunks Frisker walked up to Danny and looked up at him like ‘what was it you wanted?’ Danny pointed up the tree, Frisker looked up. He smelled all around the tree but never saw the squirrel.
 
   Danny shook his head at him and said, “You’ll have to do better than that if you become my hunting dog.”
 
   He went around the barn to check on the pigs. They were all stretched out in the shade resting. He walked over to the calves and decided it was time to enlarge their pen. Soon he would need to get started with that project. He headed to the house remembering an old adage, ‘Work is never done on the farm.’ He might be lacking in human companionship, he decided but he never had to worry about nothing to do.
 
   He called Angela in the evening, to ask her to the movies Friday night. It was still hot summertime in late August so they chose to go the Allred Theater so they could sit inside and enjoy the air conditioned atmosphere rather than go to the drive-in theater. When they got there on Friday evening, the theater was packed. They found a seat only about three rows back from the screen and had to walk over a half a dozen people’s feet to get to their seats, not an easy feat carrying two glasses of cola and a large bag of popcorn. They watched Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid starring Paul Newman, Robert Redford, and Katharine Ross.
 
   They leisurely strolled hand in hand in the park after the movies. The park was well lit along the walking trail. The lights around the park sent shafts of shimmer that danced over the water caused by the fountains in the center of the pond. On the tiny island in the center a statue of a boy sat fishing in the water. 
 
   They stopped to sit on the bench to relax and enjoy the scene. A soft breeze blew out of the south which cooled the air causing a pleasant reprieve from the heat of the hot summer day.
 
   Danny commented, “I remember my mom and dad sitting out late in the evening enjoying the coolness of the day just like this. I hadn’t thought about that in a long time.”
 
   Angela asked softly, “Do you miss him much? Your dad, I mean?”
 
   Danny cocked his head to the side while he thought, “I do miss him, but I was just ten years old. I think what I miss the most is that I lost the opportunity to grow up with him being there. He never got to watch me play ball. He never knew that I played in the Orange Bowl, or watched in the stands as I played for the Dallas Cowboys.”
 
   “People tell me that you look like him. I know he’s proud of you. He might see more from where he is than you know,” she consoled him.
 
   He held her slender hand in his big hand and brought it to his cheek. “Thank you for understanding that. I’ve had surrogate dads like Aaron’s dad, Harold Roberts who mentored me. There is Uncle Art who has been through the thick and thin with our family since I was twelve or thirteen. I love them and appreciate all they have done for me, but I still picture my own dad looking down on me from above.”
 
   “Then you bought the home place back. He’s got to be proud of that,” she said softly.
 
   “I hope you don’t think I’m silly when I say this,” Danny admitted, “but I felt his presence so strong that day when I bought the place, then also when I saw it again that first day when I returned home. I could have almost turned around and talked to him.”
 
   Angela nodded in understanding, “I lost my Grandma, my mother’s mom, when I was fourteen. When I’m sad, I can still feel her comforting me.”
 
   Danny stood up and pulled her up with the hand which he had never let go. “Let’s walk. Let’s enjoy a beautiful night like this.”
 
   The next night they went back to the barn dance again. This time he danced in moderation giving his leg and knee resting periods occasionally.
 
   Danny enjoyed how comfortably they got along together. It surprised him how he could talk about anything to her and she understood. It became expected that on Friday and on Saturday nights, they always found something fun to do.   
 
   Summer turned into fall. The school bus traveled by every day, morning and evening. Danny could set the clock by when he saw or heard the bus go by. The chilling winds blew against the old farmhouse so that Danny wondered if he needed to set up the old wood stove to supplement the little gas heaters he had installed. He realized that during the summer he had made it okay by opening windows to catch whatever breeze blew in but the cold penetrated the old house. He began to think about his new house he wanted to build.
 
   Angela complained one day to her mother while they were alone in the kitchen, “Danny and I enjoy being together. We’ve dated for some time now but it seems like our relationship has gone nowhere.”
 
   “Do you feel like you love him?” 
 
   “It’s hard to love someone when you aren’t sure what the other person feels,” Angela replied as she frowned into the pot of potato soup she stirred.
 
   Aimee could feel the pain that her daughter felt and wished she had the answer that would remove the anguish she knew her daughter was feeling. “The best advice I know to give you, and I know that its inadequate right now is, follow your heart.”
 
   Angela nodded her head. The only thing her heart had been telling her lately was that it was in pain. It had felt so right to date Danny. She had a big crush on him in high school, but Danny only had football on his mind at the time. Nobody had measured up to her perception of Danny since then. This had been her second chance; she didn’t want to mess it up. She had been so delighted when he moved into the old farmhouse next door. Her heart thrilled when Danny invited her to be his date to the barn dance that first time. Looking back she remembered that first kiss when she came on a little too strong. She could see that Danny had been surprised by her response and she had kept her feelings a little more reserved since then hoping his affection would grow to match hers. Frankly, she felt a little discouraged at the moment.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   Eve Bancroft, reporter for the Pryor Daily Times, hit the heel of her hand against her forehead chastising herself for her negligence. She had been wracking her brain trying to come up with a human interest story for two days when some little niggling thought that she had put back for later came to surface. They had a celebrity right in their midst that she had let slip from the radar because at the time of Danny’s accident she had felt a rare moment of sympathy. 
 
   She checked her calendar and realized he had been home for five months. She really had let this one slip out from under her limelight way too long. She checked around and got his address and phone number. She had heard when he first came home that he had bought back the old home place.
 
   She licked her lips in anticipation, the information she received gave every indication of a really great story. She contemplated whether to call to ask for an interview or just show up. In the end she decided to just show up, at least he couldn’t tell her not to come.
 
   As he walked back to the house from the barn, Danny was thinking about checking with Jim, the man who ran the feed store. He needed to purchase some hay for his calves, and he would appreciate a recommendation from Jim about where to purchase it. The weather had turned cold in the last few weeks and today the wind drove the chill right through Danny’s jacket.
 
   Frisker started barking and Danny heard tires rolling along on the new gravel he had just spread over his old dirt driveway. A nice clean blue and white Ford Fairlane convertible came into view. He wondered if that car had ever seen unpaved country roads before.
 
   The car door opened and a young woman Danny figured to be about his age stepped out of the car. She showed a big smile that went almost ear to ear exposing perfectly formed teeth framed by bright red lipstick. Her short, curly, dark brown hair complimented her perky smile. She wore a white starched shirt over a short red flared skirt that almost reached to her knees over her slim figure. A matching short red leather jacket complimented her ensemble.
 
   Danny couldn’t help but smile back in response to her infectious greeting. She held out her hand and said, “Hi, Danny. It’s good to see you. I enjoyed watching you play during college and with the Dallas Cowboys.”
 
   Danny almost hesitated wondering if she was a crazy fan who had tracked him down but he saw that she had a local car tag, so he gave in to the impulse to invite her into the house to get out of the chilly wind.
 
   He almost stopped in his tracks when he actually looked at the old farm house wondering what she might think of it. The porch floor sagged. The screens surrounding the frame of the porch had holes in it. The mustard color someone had painted on the old clapboards definitely was a turn off as far as he was concerned. He felt embarrassed but shrugged it off.
 
   For some reason he blurted out as they walked toward the house, “I haven’t spent much time thinking of my house. My first concern has been toward getting my farm up and running. I plan to build a new house later.”
 
   Again she showed her winning smile and said, “That’s perfectly understandable, the house does have a lot of character.”
 
   “Well, I never thought about it that way.”
 
   As soon as they stepped in the house and Danny closed the door against the wind, she said, “This warm house feels wonderful after being outside.”
 
   Danny looked around at the old wood heater that he had dragged into the house to keep warm. He knew that the old heater wouldn’t fit in most circles but it felt awfully good to have its heat. “The old heater gets the job done in a pinch. How can I help you, Miss…?” He dangled out the word hoping she would introduce herself.
 
   She held out her hand, “I am Eve Bancroft, reporter for the Pryor Daily Times.”
 
   Not too happy that he had invited a reporter into his house, “What is it that you want from me? I don’t lead a very exciting life anymore.”
 
   “On the contrary, Danny, there are a lot of people who care about you and what you have done with your life. The fact that you have returned to your roots and bought your family’s old home place is a very good human interest story. You have survived and can tell an inspiring story about how a man can be knocked down and still triumph again by how you have rebuilt your life.”
 
   “I don’t know. I really don’t want to be in the limelight anymore. I lost it all in the accident. Nobody cares about a looser.”
 
   Eve touched his arm understanding his perception of himself. “May we sit down and talk about this?”
 
   Acquiescenting, he motioned her toward the old couch that he hardly ever used. He sat across from her in the matching arm chair. Pryor Daily Times was such a small newspaper; he knew that its publication only reached local people. He couldn’t foresee much damage that it could do. “I don’t think many people will be that inspired from what I’ve done, but you must let me see your completed script before you publish anything,” he insisted.
 
   “Of course, Danny.” She vowed, “I would never put anything out there in which you disapproved.”
 
   She went back to her car and brought in her briefcase. They talked for two hours as she took constant notes. She got a sense of his personality, his history, his perception of his football career, then of his loss. He explained about their family losing their farm, his father’s subsequent death. He told of his drive to play football in order to reclaim the family farm in which Danny became the sixth generation of Rays to own the land.
 
   Eve left the farm with her hopes soaring. She knew she had a story of great interest. This might help escalate her career to a much more prominent newspaper. Secretly she knew of someone who could write a great best-selling biography with Danny’s story. She loved Danny’s humble attitude about his accomplishments. Before all of this was over she intended to finagle a date from this handsome unassuming man. 
 
   She returned to her office and her fingers flew over the keys as she wrote his story with very little assistance from her notes. His story had somehow really touched her.
 
   Danny thought about the vivacious and ambitious reporter. Her engaging smile and her caring attitude struck a note in Danny’s heart. He rubbed his hand over his chin as he thought about her. If her story seemed as good as she claimed it would, maybe he might be interested in continuing their relationship. He thought about Angela but there was something about Eve Bancroft which sparked his interest. He smiled in anticipation; she would call soon for him to go over the story. Just maybe, there might be a chance for him.
 
   He pulled out his graph paper that he bought at the lumberyard to draw his future home. Today was the first time that he had ever felt embarrassed that badly about the appearance of his house. Definitely, a picture of this house would never see print.
 
   He had a general idea of what he wanted in his new house. His first quick sketch left a lot to be desired. He knew he could easily draw the barn he wanted for his horses he wanted to buy next spring so he wadded up the sketch of the house and drew his horse barn.
 
   Angela called on Thursday night to tell him that she had plans to be out of town this weekend, so Danny called to see if Aaron came home for the weekend and what he was up to lately. Danny wanted something to do other than sit at home on a Friday night.
 
   Aaron told him, “Hey, you are way behind on news. I have a new girlfriend.”
 
   Delighted, Danny asked, “Yeah? Anybody I know?”
 
   “Probably not. Her name is Michelle Grigsby. We met on the first day of school this fall.” Aaron stated proudly, “You should meet her. She came home with me this afternoon when we got out of school to meet my parents.”
 
   “Wow,” Danny exclaimed. “Already that serious?”
 
   “I don’t know yet,” Aaron answered thoughtfully. “She is everything I have ever wanted in a girl. I wanted Mom and Dad’s take on her.”
 
   Danny knew that most young men didn’t take that approach. “That’s good, Aaron. There might be more happy families if marriage partners could get along with their in-laws.” He decided he would keep that in mind.
 
   Aaron thought about Danny out there on the farm all by himself and asked, “Hey, Danny. Could you get a date for tonight and come over? We are going to hang out here around the house tonight and play cards or something with Mom and Dad.”
 
   Again Danny regretted that Angela had gone out of town for the weekend, and then he thought of Eve Bancroft. He pulled her card out from under the phone where he had stashed it and called her number. As the phone rang for the fourth time he figured that she was already out with some other lucky guy.
 
   He heard her snatch up the phone and answer, “Hello, this is Eve.”
 
   Almost shyly, Danny said, “Hello, this is Danny. I have a friend who wants me to have a date tonight and I thought of you.”
 
   “Really?” she answered in a question. “That’s so nice of you. Actually I was just putting in a frozen pizza into the oven. Since I had nothing to do tonight, I was going to veg out on pizza and watch movies on the television.”
 
   “My friend Aaron was going to hang out with his girl at his house and thought maybe we could play cards or something. Does that sound like anything you would like to do?”
 
   “Hanging out at a friend’s house sounds great to me. I’ve had a really busy week.” Eve said delighted that he called, “I would enjoy a low stress evening stomping them in a card game.”
 
   Danny laughed, “It sounds like you might be the competitive sort.”
 
   “You bet,” Eve laughed. “I’ll be ready.”
 
   Eve stepped out of her apartment in designer jeans, a knit cardigan with appliqued red roses and green vines across the front of it. She had a light navy jacket tossed back across her right shoulder and gray suede boots on her feet. The most striking feature to Danny was the big self-confident signature smile that marked her personality.
 
   Danny’s heart skipped a beat to see her bouncing down the stairs. He hopped out of his pickup and opened the door. “Wow! Eve!” Danny said admiringly, “You could take a man’s breath away.”
 
   She kissed him on the cheek when she stepped up on the running board of the pickup, “That’s the plan.”
 
   It turned out to be a joyful evening. It had been a while since Danny had been to the Robert’s house. Mary and Harold, Aaron’s parents had always treated Danny as their own son. So they felt like Danny coming over was like their son coming back home.
 
   Aaron came ushering his girl as soon as they entered the door. Michelle wore designer jeans and a blue and black biker’s sweater. She had swept her shoulder length strawberry blonde hair back and then let it fall down in a smooth page boy in the back. Her green eyes and freckles across her nose denoted her Irish ancestry. “Here is Michelle Grigsby. Michelle, please meet my best friend in the whole world and cousin, Danny Ray.”
 
   Danny in turn said, “Please meet Eve Bancroft, reporter from Pryor Daily Times. We met last week when she wanted to interview me for a personal interest item for the paper.”
 
   Michelle and Aaron looked at each other and smiled as if they had a shared secret. Danny appreciated that they understood one another so well. It looked like Aaron had met his match sure enough.
 
   After all introductions were completed, Mary invited them to join them at the dining room table where they had brought out the double twelve set of dominoes. They all began to sit down in pairs when Aaron asked Danny to step into the living room with him.
 
   “Danny,” Aaron whispered, “You have red lipstick on your cheek.”
 
   Danny scrunched his face in embarrassment, “I think Eve wanted to have a little fun with me. I think she might be a force to be reckoned with.”
 
   Aaron laughed, “Sounds like you may have met your match.”
 
   “That’s yet to be seen.” Danny replied. “I think it more likely would be, that I am at her mercy.” 
 
   Aaron and Harold were in their element with the numbers counting and keeping track of the double twelve dominoes. When the first game was completed the rest of them asked for compassion. So they went to chicken feet then on to Mexican train. 
 
   By eleven, Danny and Eve decided to call it a night. Thanking the Roberts for a good time, they drove to Eve’s apartment. Eve asked Danny if he would like to come up. He hesitated and then decided to take her up on it.
 
   She turned on some music, and asked him if he would like to have a drink. Danny as a rule was not a drinker, but tonight he felt like a free spirit. He felt like he was pushing the envelope just going out with her. “I’ll take a beer if you have it.”
 
   She grinned, “Sure, I have a beer. Nothing stronger?”
 
   “No, I have to drive home in a while. I don’t usually drink.”
 
   “Why not? A big football player like you? Surely you haven’t always been a tee totaler with the rest of the ball players drinking,” she chided.
 
    “Yes, I have drunk some. I don’t like to be out of control, I don’t like to be sick the next morning. I figure I can make enough a fool of myself without trying.” He smiled walking with her to the kitchen, “So it’s my personal choice.”
 
   “You are a home town boy, aren’t you?” She grabbed two beers out of the refrigerator and sat them down at the bar.
 
   Danny sat down on a bar stool and took a swallow of the beer. He felt like her calling him a home town boy was intended to be something of a slam but he decided to ignore it.
 
   Eve stood across from him at the bar and leaned over propping herself on the bar on her elbows giving him a view down the vee of her cardigan sweater. She was talking about something Danny forgot to listen trying to keep his eyes and mind off of the scene in front of him. Finally he swiveled to the side and looked toward the living room to keep his sanity.
 
   She came around the bar and sat on the barstool beside him facing him, “Danny,” he heard her say through the fog in his brain. “Have you heard anything I have said?”
 
   His eyes began to focus again and he said, “I’m sorry. What did you say?”
 
   She gave him one of her million dollar smiles and said, “That’s what I thought. I was trying to talk to you about the article I’m writing about you.”
 
   He reached over and put his hands on each side of her waist and pulled her to him. She put her arms around his neck and said, “Forget the article.”
 
   She saw the longing in his eyes and she gave in to his kiss. He ran his hands under her sweater and unfastened her bra. She began kneading the muscles in his shoulders and arms. She kissed the sides of his face and neck. He picked her up and headed toward the only door that he saw that should lead to the bedroom.
 
   Danny woke up the next morning with only three hours of sleep. He knew he should go home and take care of his animals but he didn’t want to be the kind of guy who sneaks out the next morning without saying goodbye. 
 
   Eve lay there only under the sheet on her side facing him. He could feel her gentle breathing across his chest. Her hand lightly lay on his stomach and her leg still wrapped around his good leg. He gently touched her short curly hair that so fit her perky personality. He smiled and rubbed her shoulder with his thumb. He softly spoke to her, “Eve, I need to leave now to take care of my animals.”
 
   Eve woke up with a start. With only three hours of sleep she was having difficulty trying to remember why a man was in her bedroom. When she became awake enough to recognize Danny’s voice, her body warmed with the exotic feelings he aroused in her during the night. She pushed the sheets down exposing her luscious breasts with a groan, “Mmmm.”
 
   He smiled at her, “Eve, I need to go home. I didn’t want to leave without telling you.”
 
   “Oh, God!” She exclaimed startling him. “Don’t tell me you’re honorable, too.”
 
   He chuckled and lightly kissed her lips. “I’m going to leave now. Go back to sleep.”
 
   She rolled over on her back keeping her eyes shut. Again she said, “Mmmm.”
 
   Frisker ran in circles in the driveway then ran to the barn on some unknown errand to demonstrate that he had been taking care of the place in his master’s absence. The kittens meowed impatiently on the porch waiting at the door for him to let them in for their bowl of milk. He could also hear the calves in the feed lot calling for their breakfast.
 
   “Okay, okay, guys. You’ll have to wait your turn,” he called as if they understood.
 
   Danny quickly changed into his work clothes and completed his chores. He grabbed a box of cereal and a gallon of milk out of the refrigerator. He skipped the coffee and sat down at the table. He dropped his head in his hands self-effacingly. He didn’t intend to spend the night making love with Eve. It sort of just happened he told himself. He rubbed his hands over his face. He should have been in full control of his faculties since he only took a few sips of the beer. There was no way he was drunk except maybe on Eve. Why did that woman affect him so? He had seen other women pull that stunt of leaning over the bar before.
 
   Eve was quite a woman with that alluring smile and slim perfect figure. He had been captivated by her all night. He went into his bathroom to take a shower expecting to still see traces of lipstick all over his face and was relieved that he had escaped that humiliation this time. Then he looked down at Frisker who sat on the floor looking at him and said, “You wouldn’t have cared if I had lipstick all over my face, would you?”
 
   Frisker licked his lips and smiled. He rose up and wiggled his tail and sat back down never taking his eyes off his master.
 
   Danny smiled at him and said, “I didn’t think so.”
 
   After his shower, Danny stretched out on his bed with his feet still hanging off and drifted off to sleep.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   Coach Chuck Fairbanks put Danny back in the game after letting him sit out for a couple of minutes to rest. Danny was in his senior year of college in the last game before Christmas, December 2, 1967. So far they had a 9-1 winning season and Danny had every intention of making this a game a win also.
 
   They held down the Oklahoma State Cowboys who were ranked #3 in the Big 8 Conference. Their Bedlam Series, always a hard fought game, played in the Oklahoma Memorial Stadium at Norman, Oklahoma, was attended by 62,038 fans.
 
   Both teams played with every ounce of energy they could muster. The coaches walked the sidelines encouraging their teams. Energy was rampant not only on the field but in the stands. Every time one of the teams scored the fans roared from the stands. The players fed off their fan’s energy spurring them on to play their best.
 
   Danny gave it all he could. The team knew he had his heart set on being a draft pick to play professional football. He had almost enough running yards to match the record of his predecessor so they fed him the ball every chance they could. In his heart he would love to be a Heisman trophy winner. Coach told him that he was being watched.
 
   Laura and Art along with Nora and Jeremy stood in the stands too excited to sit. They would be so happy for him if he won the Heisman trophy. He was already a winner in their sight, but they knew how much Danny wanted it. They cheered him on every time he got the ball. 
 
   When the last buzzer rang the #1 ranking Sooners had won the game 38 to 14, a big win for them. Their next and last game of the season would be the Orange Bowl in Florida on January 1, 1968.
 
   The team went out to celebrate. Booze flowed freely and many of the players went back to their rooms very tipsy. Danny partook some but usually turned down the second glass. He would rather get his highs from the lovely Lisa who would soon join them at their party. Every time he saw her she looked like a vision of perfection. He was totally captivated by her beauty, her black hair and creamy skin. He couldn’t believe someone like her could care for someone like himself. Whatever the reason, he thanked his lucky stars every time she came to him.
 
   Soon she entered the room where the party was in full swing. She walked gingerly in until she saw him, and then a radiant smile broke out. She ran to him as always and branded a kiss on him in front of everyone. As always hoots and catcalls were issued for their benefit.
 
   After a decent interval of time they slipped out and went to his room. Tonight she had worn a cream colored wool pantsuit a gold shell underneath that sparkled in the light. All he wanted to do was pull that expensive wool suit off her and explore the delicacies of her trim body. 
 
   She was such a tiny thing not much over a hundred pounds compared to his tall, broad shouldered frame of two hundred and twenty pounds. He easily lifted her and carried her to his bed. She gave as much as she took, he adored her to distraction.
 
   Danny usually met his family for breakfast the next morning before they headed back home. It was always a fun time but he kept his times with Lisa to himself mostly. His family knew he was seeing someone but for some unknown reason he and Lisa kept their trysts to themselves except with the team. She always hurried to get out of his way so he could spend time with his family. He never thought about it one way or another.
 
   Danny woke up from his nap stiff and tired. The fire had gone out in the big wood stove and the house was getting cold. He quickly stirred the grate and threw in another couple of logs to get it going again. He looked at the clock and realized it was time to check on the animals. He needed to buy a television he reminded himself again.
 
   He sat back on the couch and pulled a blanket around his shoulders waiting for the fire to warm up when he became conscious of the fact once again he had dreamed about Lisa.
 
   Back at Eve’s apartment she pulled Danny’s article again. After reading through it again, she saw where she could reinforce more of his character into the story. The article came together for her in her mind and she revised and edited paragraphs of it again. She reread it again and decided after a few minor adjustments that she was ready to present the article for Danny’s final approval. She determined to let it ride for the day and maybe tomorrow or Monday afternoon she would present it to him. After the night of love making they had last night, she didn’t know about Danny but she needed a little time to get her head on straight again.
 
   Danny found the book of house plans that he bought when he had gone to the lumber yard. He pulled a cola from the refrigerator and sat down at the table and tried to find one that would meet his needs and not cost an arm and a leg. After a while he chose the one that he liked the best and brought out his graph paper again and began to draw it to scale.
 
    
 
   Sunday afternoon Angela leisurely drove south on HWY 69 toward home enjoying the scenery along the way. She stopped at the edge of Missouri at the rest stop to stretch her legs. The blue sky overhead had developed a few cirrus clouds toward the west promising some possibilities of much needed rain. 
 
   She had spent the entire weekend in Kansas City posing for pictures to send to reputable modeling agencies. When she had been in college a friend, Teresa Meyers had suggested she submit her portfolio to some of the modeling agencies that she knew about. Teresa had sent her portfolio in and now she traveled and poised for shots where ever they sent her. Some of the great perks about modeling Teresa explained are the wonderful benefits, such as great clothes, travel, and money.
 
   Angela mulled it around in her mind for months before she called to set for the poses they needed. She knew that it would take her away from home in a crucial time when her greenhouse neared completion. If she should get a job in modeling she no doubt would have to sign a contract for a period of time which would set her business she wanted to start on the back burner for a while. Then again she considered how slow her meager savings were adding up from the job that she had at Samantha’s Flower Shop. At this rate she wouldn’t have the capital to have a business anyway. She had always heard the saying ‘In order to make money, you have to have money.’  Right now she had to admit her pockets were very shallow.
 
   She got back in her car and drove just a few miles where she crossed back into Oklahoma. No matter how far you travel or how long a person has been gone, it always seemed to feel good to know you are getting close to home. At Miami she turned onto the turnpike to drive the rest of the way to Big Cabin where she would get back on HWY 69 until she entered Pryor. Just a short stretch left now.
 
   She passed by Danny’s house and saw his pickup in the driveway so she pulled over and stopped. She wondered if he had missed her and their date night. 
 
   He met her at the door, “Hi, Angela. Come right in.”
 
   “Thanks.” she smiled and asked, “Did you miss me?”
 
   “Well, sure. We have somewhat of a standing date night on Friday nights. You sort of mysteriously left for the weekend, but I made it just fine.”
 
   “Really?” She bantered back wishing he had at least offered to kiss her. “What did you find interesting to occupy your time?”
 
   “Aaron called and asked me to come over and play cards with them. We had a great time.”
 
   “Good,” she commented. Seeing the house plans on his table she asked excitedly, “Did you find a house plan that you like?”
 
   “Sure, come see what I found.”
 
   “Oh, I like that.” She bent over the house plan to study it more closely. “I like the way the master bedroom faces the west. That way the morning sun doesn’t shine on you when you want to sleep in.”
 
   They discussed different aspects of the house for a while, and then she told him, “Goodnight, Danny. I’m headed for home. I’ll see you around.”
 
   “Okay, Angela, goodnight.” He walked her to the door and waved as she left the driveway.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   At the newspaper office on Monday morning Eve set her briefcase on her desk, and pulled out all the papers that she had brought home for the weekend that she had wanted to complete including Danny’s story. She checked all the notes left on her desk which needed her attention, then headed to her boss, Mr. Green’s office.
 
   “What do you have for me?” Mr. Green asked gruffly looking up from his desk. His demeanor of gruffness actually was a result of throat cancer that was caught just in time to save his voice. Eve looked fondly at him ignoring his gruff sounding voice instead seeing his  auburn hair turning gray, each of his eyebrows had at least five long thick white hairs revealing that in the future his eyebrows if not trimmed would eventually define his face. His ruddy cheeks suggested possible high blood pressure probably due to his stressful job of maintaining the newspaper and meeting stringent deadlines continually.
 
   “I have my first draft of Danny’s story ready for him to approve, I wondered if you wanted to read it first before I present it to him.” 
 
   “What do you think of it? Do you think it’s good?” he asked.
 
   She smiled at Mr. Green, “I really like his story. I think someone should do his biography.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll read it and then you can take it to Danny. You have me intrigued.”
 
   Not long after Eve returned to her office, she heard a police dispatch come over their police scanner that there had been a wreck on north HWY 69 at the underpass three miles out. A hay truck piled high with bales of hay had tried to go under and raked off the two boys that were riding on top of the hay. Both boys were suspected dead on the scene.
 
   Eve jumped up and immediately headed out the door. She rushed to her car already hearing fire trucks blasting out their warnings along with the whirly sirens of the police cars. She followed the blue and red flashing lights of the police cars speeding out to the scene.
 
   The first sight she saw was the hay truck sitting sideways in the road under the railroad overpass with the top row of bales lying askew and some had fallen to the asphalt. On the road beside the fallen bales of hay rolled a man broken in grief. He pulled his knees up under him with his hands on his face to the road presenting a kneeling position. He was so wracked in pain and sobs.
 
   Upon closer inspection Eve looked up and saw blood and human skin and hair that had been scraped off someone and attached itself to the concrete of the overpass. The medics carried one young man on a stretcher whose head was almost decapitated. Another gurney held another body of a young man who looked to have a broken neck and scrapes all over his body. Most of their clothes had been jerked off their bodies.
 
   Eve quickly took pictures of the accident and walked back to her car. She took several deep breaths to keep from losing her breakfast. She was thankful that this was a cool day with a slight breeze or she may not have made it. She sat down for a few minutes to settle her stomach before finding out the information crucial to her news story.
 
   Another man arrived and gathered up the driver in his arms to comfort him. There appeared very little the police could do. It obviously had been a gross unintentional accident.
 
   In the late afternoon, Eve finally managed to get back to her desk to write her story. She needed to submit it by five in order for it to be in the next morning’s paper. First she took a few minutes to lay her head across her arms to quiet the pain she felt for the family who lost their sons due to a stupid negligent accident which should have been avoided.
 
   The scene replayed itself over and over in her mind about the father who rolled on the asphalt overcome with grief due to the death of his two sons. Eve balled her fists and wanted to rail at the man for not realizing that his sons were in danger. How could he have not known that there wasn’t enough room?
 
   She raised her head from her desk and placed her finger tips over her eyes to wipe away the tears. Leaning against her elbows on her desk she pitied the man who would live the rest of his years knowing that he drove the truck during the accident which killed his sons. God forbid that his wife hold that against him!
 
   She went to get a cup of coffee. Somehow she had to clear her head enough to write this story.
 
   At five minutes until five Eve walked into Mr. Green’s office to hand him the story of the accident along with the pictures she had taken at the scene. He had intended to brag on her article about Danny but seeing the grief on her face, he simple accepted her accident article and handed her Danny’s article and nodded his approval. Not a word was exchanged; she accepted the papers and left the room. She packed her briefcase and left for home.
 
   She entered her quiet apartment and turned on the record player to some soft music to sooth her soul. She had never missed having someone to come home to before. She thought about calling her mother, but why depress her? She went to her bed and placed a pillow to her stomach and curled up. Soon she drifted off to sleep. 
 
   In an hour she awoke to her stomach reminding her that she never ate lunch today. She walked into her kitchen knowing there was nothing prepared in her refrigerator. Either she would have to cook or go buy something. She acknowledged to herself that although she felt hungry, the foremost thing she wanted was Danny’s arms around her again. She grabbed her briefcase, jacket, and purse and headed out the door.
 
   She arrived at Danny’s door carrying a bucket of KFC along with sides. When he opened the door the aroma of fried chicken assaulted his senses, he pulled Eve into the warm room and collected her into his arms. She stood there with her arms outspread holding a bag in each hand but she savored the embrace to her core.
 
   When he stepped back and looked into her eyes he could see the grief written there and realized her face was not made up as usual. “What has happened?” he asked taking the parcels from her hands and leading her into the kitchen to sit them on the table.
 
   “There was an accident today at the underpass north of town. It was awful.” She had worked lots of accidents but never one so sorrowful. This one had really touched her. 
 
   “You had to work it?” he asked.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” He took her by the hand and led her to the couch where he sat her on his lap and gathered her into his arms again.
 
   She placed her hands on each side of his face and kissed him. After an hour of lovemaking and talking they went into the kitchen to ravenously eat their fill of chicken. She spent the night with Danny on his twin bed. He was a big man but by snuggling close and half on top of him she felt comfortably rested the next morning at six when he awoke to feed his animals. She rolled off the bed and pulled her clothes on. She just had time to rush to her apartment and shower before work. She kissed him lovingly and left quickly.
 
   She walked into Mr. Green’s office feeling refreshed with a smile on her face. She handed him Danny’s article with Danny’s signature of approval on it. “He liked it,” she added.
 
   “Good,” he replied. “I’ll get this submitted for Thursday’s paper.” As she was leaving for her office, just for fun, he added, “By the way, Eve, I’m glad you got some……rest.” He finally added.
 
   Her eyes squinted at him and she shut his door behind her which he preferred it left open. She wasn’t really angry at the nosy old man, but goodness! She thought, does it show that much? She could hear him chuckling behind the door.
 
   When you work as closely together as the two of them, sometimes too much personal information bleeds into the relationship. She knew he only looked at her as a daughter figure. He had mentored and helped her so much it was hard to not appreciate him in that capacity.
 
   Thursday afternoon when Eve left the office for the day she picked up a complimentary copy of the paper and headed out to Danny’s house. She wanted him to see her article about him. His picture prominently displayed above his story reminded all the locals who read the story who the hero was.
 
   After seeing the story in the newspaper, Danny called his mom, Nora, Art still at work, and Aaron’s family. Eve sat back and watched him feeling proud that she made him happy.
 
   “Danny, let’s celebrate.” She encouraged, “You take care of your animals and I’ll go home and change clothes. Would you like to go somewhere nice to eat?”
 
   “Sure, I’m always ready to eat,” he leaned down to kiss her, “especially with you.” He breathed in her fragrance and promised to meet her at her apartment.
 
   As he left the farm in his pickup he passed Angela coming home from work with Ted in the passenger seat. He stuck his arm out his rolled down window and waved at them. They both waved back. Danny felt a little twinge of conscience knowing that he was meeting Eve, but this was just a congratulatory dinner after all. If this kept up he knew that he would have to break it off with Angela. It was something he would have to think about some more. 
 
   In retrospect, he should have told Eve that he was seeing someone but Angela was out of town and the feelings that he felt for Eve sort of swept him up like a storm. That’s not much of an excuse but he needed to examine his feelings and make some decisions. He wasn’t sure whether Eve took their relationship seriously. On the other hand Angela and he had not spoken to each other about a committed relationship either.
 
   By Saturday, Danny felt like he needed to hire a person to answer his phone. It rang incessantly by well-wishers and fans who he never knew he had. To top it off the Tulsa World had a copy of the story and wanted to interview him. Danny was flattered by all the attention in spite of the annoyance of it all.
 
   By the middle of next week Danny met with a reporter for an interview for the Tulsa World.
 
   Mr. Green secretly tipped off a biographer that he knew by sending a copy of Eve’s human interest story to him. A man by the name of Roger Sinclair contacted Danny for exclusive rights to his biography.
 
   Danny’s head was in a spin. He had no idea anyone would be interested in him or his story. A month ago the only thing he had on his mind was to build his new house and get his ranch running before he ran out of money. It was still a big concern but now he had this man offering to pay him an advancement of money for rights to his biography.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   The last week in November the mayor of Pryor, Stewart J. Robertson,         called to tell him that the Pryor council had voted to have a day to honor him. They wanted to make it an all-day affair at the Pryor Banquet Hall. They would sell booths for people to set up crafts, and offer a barbeque dinner provided by the Amish community for people to buy. At four in the afternoon they would have a ceremony in which to give Danny an honorary plaque from the city of Pryor and a key to the city. They set the date to the first Saturday in December. They wanted to combine it with the Christmas parade in the evening at six as a big send off for the Christmas shopping season. What he didn’t tell Danny was that the rest of the program was already set up; they just decided to include him into the celebration.
 
   It rained all night, Pryor had received over an inch of rain according to the tiny gauge that Eve had mounted on the post on her tiny balcony. It was still overcast and drizzly outside but she needed to release some pent up energy. After pulling on some sweats and tennis shoes, she bounced down the stairs leading up to her apartment and began jogging down Elliott Street. She cut across the street onto 17th street to avoid the extra traffic. 
 
   Eve had also been in the limelight because of the article. Now she also was in a quandary. Several large newspapers had recognized her writing and hinted at offers for her to apply at their newspapers. A month ago before she met Danny, this was her dream. All she wanted was for her work to be recognized so she could move to a larger publication. As circumstances stood now, she figured that she could easily take over Mr. Green’s position someday. 
 
   She turned down Vann Street and headed north. Not long ago, it looked very possible until he rallied from his throat cancer. Now maybe he would live to be a ripe old age of eighty and sit in the editor-in-chief’s chair until then.
 
   Eve studied upon the situation. She needed to take the opportunity that presented itself which she had struggled for years to achieve but would Danny be willing to have a long distance relationship. He was the first person in a long time that actually tempted her to consider a long relationship.
 
    She crossed Ninth Street and continued north.  As she thought about it, her relationship with Danny was very new. Maybe it would last and maybe not. Could she afford to miss the opportunity of a lifetime to work for one of these prestigious newspapers? 
 
   It started to sprinkle lightly when she reached Park Street. She turned east toward the park. She didn’t care if she got a little damp from the rain as long as she didn’t get saturated to the bone. She reached the park shelter just in time when she saw the lightening flash and then the big boom from the thunder. Then it started raining heavily. She sat down on the bench by the park table and popped a piece of gum in her mouth.
 
    It was her day off, so she sat back and enjoyed watching the rain come down until she began to shiver. It wasn’t a cold day, but she needed to keep warm. More exercise seemed to be the only answer she could think of in this situation. How many times, she thought had she gotten herself into situations where the only answer had been to rely on her own resources to get herself out?
 
   Was that her answer? She jogged the mile back to her apartment south on Elliott. She had always been self-sufficient. Could she start depending on other people at this time to provide her needs and happiness? Finally, she felt that she had the answer.
 
    
 
   Angela popped open the umbrella outside her parents back door. She walked quickly toward the barn careful to walk on the stepping stone in the path to avoid the mud puddles along the way. Danny hadn’t called since she came back from Kansas City. Before she left they always got together on the weekends for a movie or the dance or whatever else seemed fun at the time. 
 
   She opened the creaky old barn door and closed her umbrella. Tammy neighed from her stall. She kittens gathered around her feet so she picked up the only two remaining kittens from the litter. They purred in her arms and lovingly rubbed their faces against her hand. She brought the kittens up and held them against her cheeks. “I know, I love you, too,” she cooed to them.
 
   They scampered off when she sat them back down. She walked over to Tammy and picked up the curry comb. “How’s my old loveable mare this morning?”
 
   Tammy nudged her with her nose, impatient for her back scratch. Angela laughed and patted her face between her eyes, “You are such a baby.” Tears sprang to her eyes as she curried the old mare. This was one of her favorite chores when she needed to think. Today was no exception.
 
   She knew that Danny was very busy with his new fame, but she puzzled in her mind that if he loved her, surely he would want to share his experience with her. It seemed to her that the only time she saw him anymore was when she made the overture to visit him.
 
   She had received her portfolio of pictures last week but hesitated to send them off. She knew that if she got a job away from home probably her relationship with Danny would be completely over. Maybe, she conjectured, it would only be the difference of a trace of moisture next to something totally dried up.
 
   Leaving home was a big decision; a tear trickled down her cheek. Leaving home meant leaving all the things she loved and starting her life totally in a new direction, at least temporarily. She wondered what she would miss most. Danny? Her parents? The animals? Her dream of her own business?
 
   That night she addressed the brown manila envelopes to be sent off on her way to work the next morning. It was time to try her wings. Maybe it wasn’t meant for her to run her own business; for sure she couldn’t without more capital.
 
   The next morning Angela showed her mother Aimee what she had in her hand. “I think it’s time to try something new. I promise one way or the other I will repay Dad for his expense in building the greenhouse for me.” Angela kissed her mother and hugged her, “If I get a modeling job I promise.”
 
   Aimee nodded her head acknowledging that she understood her daughter’s predicament. She was too choked up to speak, but she also felt that if she were in her Angela’s shoes, she would need to get away, too. She prayed a little prayer for guidance on her daughter’s behalf.
 
   Angela had such mixed feelings as she drove to the post office to drop off the envelopes. She always had felt that she and Danny were meant for each other ever since she knew him from high school. One of the reasons she never could commit to a permanent relationship in college. While they dated during the summer, it seemed that they fit so perfectly together, even Danny commented on that when they danced.
 
   At work every once in a while she heard some little insinuation that Danny was dating the reporter. If that were the case she felt like she had done the right thing by applying for the modeling job.
 
    
 
   All of the families who were friends of Danny and his family met at the Banquet Hall along with half of the citizens of Pryor, who congregated to witness the ceremony for Danny. All the Council men stood behind the Mayor on the temporary platform to hear his speech and watch as Danny was presented with the honorary plaque and key to the city. From now on he declared that December the first would be recognized in Pryor as Danny Ray Day. Cameras from several newspapers in the area including a reporter from the Tulsa World snapped pictures throughout the presentation which of course included one of his biggest fans, Eve. Even Mr. Green was present and he had a friend in tow, Roger Sinclair, the man who wanted to write Danny’s biography.
 
   Danny looked for Eve over the heads of the other people after the ceremony. He couldn’t see her but then she slipped up beside him and told him, “I have to hurry to the newspaper office to write up the story. Mr. Green has held up the print of the paper until late so the events of the day plus coverage of the Santa parade can be included in the Sunday morning issue. Believe you me, he will pay some overtime for this,” she vowed with a nod.
 
   Before Danny could get out of the building Mr. Green edged up to him and introduced himself and Roger Sinclair. They made an appointment for Roger Sinclair to meet at nine on Monday morning at Danny’s house.
 
   For once the night of the parade was warm enough for light jackets. The sky overhead sparkled with stars. The Christmas spirit was palpable in the air. Danny’s family and the Dodd family stood together. Jerry Dodd held Tommy on his shoulders so that he could see over the heads of the others.
 
   Toward the end of the parade a new silver convertible Chevy Corvette with a large banner across the front with large block lettering displayed ‘DANNY RAY DAY’. Danny sitting on top of the back seat smiled and waved at all the people lining the sides of the street.
 
   Lauren and the Dodd children especially whistled and waved jumping up and down cheering proudly for him. Danny waved to Tommy perched on his Dad’s shoulders and to all the family as they excitedly waved to him. 
 
   Toward the end of the parade when Santa rode by on the top of the fire truck little Tommy scrambled down. He along with the other children hurried to catch their share of the candy thrown by Santa and his helpers.  
 
   After watching the parade, Danny went to Art and his mom’s house to visit for a while. Nora, Jeremy, and Lauren had driven home from Tulsa for Danny’s big day so they had quite a celebration. Nine year old Lauren begged her Mom and Dad, “Please, may I visit with my Grandma and Grandpa during the Christmas holidays?”
 
   Laura added her pleas along with her only granddaughter, “I would be very happy if you would let her stay with me.” She put her arms around Lauren and pulled her close to her.
 
   After very little deliberation, her parents agreed to the visit. Upon hearing the answer, Danny requested, “Lauren, will you stay at least one day with me?”
 
   “Of course, Uncle Danny,” Lauren appeased. “I know that you miss me, too.” 
 
   Promptly at nine on Monday morning Roger Sinclair rolled into Danny’s driveway. He stepped out of his car looking all around getting a sense of Danny’s farm. Danny had just returned to his house after attending to his farm animals. He walked out on his back porch to invite the little man into the house. Considering that Danny stood six foot four inches tall in his stocking feet, he towered almost a foot taller than Roger who sheepishly joked with a smile, “You may have to sit down while I stand up in order to talk to you or I’ll get a crick in my neck.”
 
   Danny laughed opening the door, “Come in, we’ll see what we can work out.”
 
   Roger looked to be about forty-five years old with balding brown hair that he combed over the top of his head. The bridge of his larger than usual nose supported horn rimmed glasses. He had a friendly likable smile that instantly put Danny at ease.
 
   After a few pleasantries had come forth, he explained, “Danny, if you decide to let me write your biography, I will spend a lot of time here with you on the farm if that is okay.” He had found when writing biography’s for other people, he had much better success with the subject being much more forthcoming when they were in the relaxed setting of their own home.”
 
   They spent the next few hours walking around the farm and talking, just getting acquainted. Roger met the kittens, Kibble and Bit, who were almost full grown now. Frisker, who kept sniffing Roger’s shoes, followed them every step of the way. Roger knelt down to pet him and let Frisker get used to his smell. Should he continue with the biography it was important to get along with the animals as well, especially the dog.
 
   Danny proudly showed him his calves grazing out in the pasture, his half-grown pigs, and his pullets which should start laying eggs after the first hint of spring in the air. Already he should have sent all but one of his roosters over to Aimee to butcher. He had promised to give them to her not long after he got them. He made a mental note to take care of that.
 
   Frisker started barking at the side of the chicken house. They went around to the side of the barn to see what all the commotion was about. Frisker had found a little grass snake. When they rounded the barn frisker grabbed the snake and shook it. It slipped out of his mouth slinging it in their direction. Roger yelped and jumped back around the side of the barn out of harm’s way.
 
   Knowing that the snake was harmless even if Frisker had left it alone, Danny doubled over with one of his belly laughs that were so frequent in his youth. “I apologize.” Danny said trying to contain his mirth. “That was just funny.”
 
   Roger tried to laugh a little to hide his fright, now that the danger seemed to be over.
 
   “That snake is perfectly harmless. It only eats bugs and such.” Danny placed a comforting hand on the little man’s shoulder. “Frisker feels it’s his duty to protect us.”
 
   By the end of the day, Roger felt that he had a good sense of Danny’s personality. “Goodbye, Danny, I’ll get back with you after the first of the year. We’ll make a decision at that time how to proceed.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   Finally the weather cleared up but was cold with the wind blowing out of the north. Danny had let the calves out of the barn for the day to graze on the stubble left in the pasture. Danny looked up into the sky assessing the clouds that lingered. If the weather kept up at the rate it was going he knew they could expect either ice or snow in the near future. He had already ordered a truck load of hay to be delivered from the farmer that Jim at the feed store had recommended.
 
   Mentally he culled out the steers that he intended to send to market and then he would have twelve heifers left for breeders. These were the beginning of his permanent stock. He would then reinvest the money from the steers in more calves in the spring. Again repeat the process the next year until he reached the optimum amount of cattle for his acreage. After a couple more years his first heifers would be ready to breed, and then he seriously would feel like a real rancher as his herd grew. 
 
   Not the most pretentious beginning but he didn’t want to put every penny he owned into his livestock at the moment. He had other avenues of interest in which he wanted to pursue also before his money ran out. If he could get an income out of his cattle within the first few years, he would be satisfied with that.
 
   Danny observed his pigs eating the corn mixed with other grain he had put in their trough. Out of the twelve little pigs, he should have five good sows out of the lot. He could sell the rest of them to local people who wanted to buy a pig for slaughter. Another two months he figured they would be ready to sell. That should pay for the expense of the feed required of the other hogs until their babies sold next year. He had increased the size of the lean-to that he originally built so they now had a better shelter for the winter than he had originally built. Next year, he knew he could manage his pig operation so that he wouldn’t carry feeder pigs over the winter but this year being his first caused him to get a late start.
 
   The Tulsa World picked up Danny’s story and printed their own article expressing also about the mayor proclaiming a Danny Ray Day. A picture with Danny riding on the Corvette with the banner across the front spanned the top of the article. Bradford Marvel came across the article through the Associated Press. Being the conscientious business man that he was, he recognized the name and picture of Lisa’s former boyfriend. He made a copy and brought it to his daughter.
 
   College took up most of Lisa’s time as she took her school work seriously. Some day she planned to be a competitive participant at the Marvelous Advertising Agency. With her father as the executive president she knew that she would be accused by less aspiring and jealous associates of riding her father’s coat tails. She intended to earn her own place in the firm where there would be no doubt in anybody’s mind that she deserved to be there.  
 
    “I thought you might be interested in this article, Lisa.” He handed her the newspaper clipping. The pain that hit her heart just seeing Danny’s happy face waving at the onlookers tore at her heart. Apparently he had healed well and was going on with his life. It had been months since the last time she saw him in the hospital sitting in his wheelchair with his left leg still in a cast propped up straight ahead of him. That was the sight emblazoned in her memory.
 
   “Thanks, Dad.” She placed a quick kiss on his cheek and went to her room to digest this information further.
 
   Lisa despondently had drifted from one boyfriend to another since she left Danny in the hospital. None of the men she had met since that time intrigued her.
 
   During the last time she visited Danny, it seemed that everywhere she looked she saw people lying in beds in pain or traveling to physical therapy or some other such need. She knew she was being shallow but hospitals were not places she wanted be. Eventually she found excuses where she could be needed doing something else. Anything was better than being among all those sick people. Thinking about it made her shudder. 
 
   Now to look at his photo quickened her pulse. He definitely was as handsome as she remembered him. His masculine physic and engaging smile depicted every promise she always saw in him. It was time for the family’s evening meal so she placed the article on her bedroom table. She certainly would give this some more thought.
 
    
 
   Back in Oklahoma, Danny pulled out his house plans he started drawing earlier. He wondered how changing the location of the house would affect the thought process he used in room placement. He pulled his coat back on and went outside where he could visualize the new location of the house and to ponder the situation. He knew for sure that he wanted the front door of the house to be in the front of the house this time with the back door facing the barn which meant turning the house at least in a ninety degree angle from where it was now which  indicated a new problem. The driveway was in the wrong place.
 
   He looked at Nora’s thinking rock which overlooked the meadow where he kept the calves but that seemed almost sacredly Nora’s. If he moved the driveway another two hundred feet to the right of the existing driveway in the opposite direction of Nora’s rock, he could swing the driveway in a circular pattern to pull into the garage. By bulldozing some trees he could place the new house in front of the existing house, and have a larger backyard when he tore down the old house.
 
   Satisfied with his new idea, he began earnestly making decisions about the interior. He wanted a large porch across the back of the house, which designated that the kitchen should be near the back of the house. He scrapped everything he had drawn before and started over. 
 
   Saturday morning Greg, Ted and Angela came by to collect the roosters to butcher. Danny brought them into the house to show them his new, latest effort in drawing a house plan. “Excuse me a minute while I move this mess.” He raked a whole box full of fan mail off the table back into a box sitting under the table, presumably the same box from which they came. 
 
   “I’ve been trying to answer some of this fan mail. It’s quite a painstaking job,” Danny explained resolutely.
 
   Ted wiped his forehead, “Oh, that we all had such troubles.”
 
   Danny laughed at him, “Trade with ya’.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll bring you my trig homework,” Ted popped off.
 
   “Been there and done that.” Danny replied unrolling his house plan.
 
   Frisker hopped up in one of the chairs and studied the house plan with them.
 
   Danny began by discussing the new location of the road and the placement of the house. He described his plan to remove the old house and make a large backyard.
 
   Greg nodded his approval. “Son, it looks like you’ve put a lot of thought into it. I like it. Any time you need help, you just let me know.”
 
   “Thanks, I’ll surely be calling you for advice before I’m finished with all of this.” He looked at Angela as she studied his house plan, “Well? What do you think of it, Angela?”
 
   Almost surprised that he wanted her opinion, she said, “I like it, Danny. You’ve done a good job.” Then she pointed out a few things she would have done differently.
 
   Eve called in the afternoon, “Danny, are you free for the evening?”
 
   “Eve, I should apologize to you,” Danny said. “I have been so wrapped up in my projects, I have totally ignored you.” He rolled up his house plans again and looked at the clock. “Sure, Eve, what do you have in mind?” His pulse already quickened thinking of holding her in his arms again.
 
   “How about a long leisure evening, dining and relaxing while listening to some slow romantic music in a nightclub in Tulsa?” she asked in a soft luring voice.
 
   “Sounds delightfully delicious, especially you,” Danny replied dreamily. “Are you sure you wouldn’t want to order in a pizza and bed?” He corrected, “I mean Pizza and drinks?”
 
   Eve laughed, “I think you said exactly what you meant the first time.”
 
   “It was a slip of the tongue,” Danny explained.
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Apparently, I can’t win for losing with you,” he laughed.
 
   “I intend to wear my high heels and wow you tonight with my sophistication and elegance in a fancy restaurant, so, farmer, don’t wear your boots with the cow muck on them.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Danny teased. “I might even wash my hands.”
 
   They dined in the classiest restaurant that Danny and Eve had ever graced with their presence. Eve didn’t disappoint him. She wore sexy four inch heels which he knew must hurt her feet, and a long flowing creamy floor length evening dress with onyx necklace and earrings. She had combed her hair up and held it with diamond sparkled combs. 
 
   Danny sat across the table admiring her.
 
   Thanks to his experience with Lisa, Danny felt that he was able to conduct himself in knowledgeable fashion. He ordered a wine that he knew wouldn’t break his bank account and they dined on ‘Mushroom Crusted Rack of Lamb with mint truffle demi-glace.”
 
    As they danced, she told him, “I hope you appreciate my dressing up like this, I only wear something like this a couple of times a year. It just happened to be tonight.”
 
   “You look absolutely stunning. Is there a special occasion you haven’t told me about?” Danny asked as he pulled her close.
 
   She lifted her face to kiss him on the cheek, which she couldn’t have reached if not for her four inch heels. She used the gesture to give her a minute to think. Maybe she would wait another few minutes before telling him her news. Cowardly she said, “I wanted tonight to be special. I hadn’t seen you for a while.”
 
   He smiled and said, “I’m glad I was the one you missed.” 
 
   They danced a couple more of the romantic songs filling the ambiance of the restaurant, and then returned to their table for Crème Brulee for desert. After two more rounds of the delicious wine, they drove out to the river to watch the water sparkle in the moonlight. Danny parked her convertible, which they chose to drive tonight in deference of her long dress and heels, in one of the parking places dotting Riverside Drive along the Arkansas River.
 
   They got out and walked hand in hand a short ways in the crispy air along the walking trail beside the river. Knowing she shouldn’t put off her announcement much longer, she finally said, “I do have something I want to tell you, Danny. I wanted it to be a special night because you are a special person to me.”
 
   An uneasy feeling came over Danny and he turned her to face him, “What are you trying to tell me?”
 
   She raised his hand that was still clasped in hers and kissed him. “I have accepted another job.”
 
   Danny looked over her head sure that this wasn’t good news for their relationship. “So you are trying to tell me that this is not a local job.”
 
   Eve heard the hardness come into his voice. This wasn’t working as well as she had hoped. Biting the bullet so to speak, she continued, “I have accepted a position at the Chicago Tribune. I know it’s a long ways from here but I promise I will fly down to see you every chance I get or you could fly to Chicago to visit me.” In her own ears her plea sounded feeble.
 
   “Let’s start home I need to think about this before I say too much.”
 
   Eve had hoped her romantic date would soften him up to accept her offer to visit back and forth; instead she sat very quietly for the hour that it took to reach Pryor. Her plan for the ideal end of the date had been to lure him up in her apartment for a last romantic interlude before she had to tell him goodbye.
 
   When they reached her driveway and parked the car, Danny turned to her and asked, “When do you plan to leave?”
 
   “I have already turned in my resignation at work,” she admitted and I will leave within a week. “Danny, please don’t think that I take our relationship lightly, I really care about you.”
 
   “This job means a lot to you doesn’t it?”
 
   “This job has been my goal ever since I decided to become a journalist in high school. I have worked so hard to get where I am. When this job opened up, I knew that everything I have ever struggled for had finally paid off.” Eve touched his hand, “I only regret and that I’m leaving you behind.”
 
   Danny shook his head, “I understand, Eve. I also had a goal to become a professional football player.” He ducked his head swallowing the pain and regret that came with losing that dream. “I hope your dream lasts longer for you than my football career did for me. I can’t go with you. My home is here on the farm.”
 
   He went around the car and opened the car door for her. He escorted her up the stairs to help her climb the stairs in her four inch heels. At the door she lifted her tear streaked face. She wanted a last fling in the bed, at least a long deep kiss but instead she said, “Danny, you are a wonderful man. I admire everything about you, even the unwillingness to have a long distance relationship.”
 
   “I’ll never forget you, Eve. If you’re ever back in Pryor, stop by for a visit.” He ran his fingers down her cheek.
 
   She watched him walk down the stairs and get in his pickup. She waved but didn’t think he saw her.
 
   It was well past midnight when Danny drove into his driveway. Frisker saw who it was and ran around the edges of the yard to ascertain that the yard was well protected and he was still on the job. By the time Danny hauled himself out of the pickup and walked up to the back door Frisker had finished his self-appointed task and anxiously waited for Danny to open the door licking his lips and wagging his tail.
 
   He woke up the next morning still tired. He dragged himself out of bed and cared for his animals. When he returned to the house he tossed some chunks of wood into the old wood stove to warm the place up. The temperature hit below freezing before morning and the little gas heaters weren’t keeping the house quite as warm as he needed.
 
   He walked back into the kitchen looking for some coffee to help warm him up. There under the table where he kicked the box yesterday afternoon sat all those letters he needed to answer. The last thing he wanted to do was sort through all that mail, but in all fairness, all of those people took time out of their day to send him a letter of kindness. Grudgingly, he sat down and disciplined himself to answer them.
 
   Writing a little thank you note and addressing envelopes didn’t take much but rote cognitive attention. His thoughts began to drift to the time he spent with Eve last night. She had looked so beautiful in her creamy floor length dress and her onyx jewelry. He liked her curly brown hair which she had pinned up to make herself more elegant. Most of all he loved her smile and her perky friendly personality.
 
   He smiled a bittersweet smile thinking of her wonderful news she told him which almost took his breath away when she told him. He tried to be happy for her but he could feel his heart bleeding within. He knew she wanted him. Nothing would have made her happier than for him to have a roll in the sack and tell her that he would run back and forth to Chicago after her, but he knew how that would end. After a while the cost would become too great and the relationship would drift apart and they might become acrimonious with each other.
 
   No, he thought it’s better to break it off now. He rubbed his hand across his face and got up for another cup of coffee. He leaned against the cabinet. He had gotten more of the fan mail taken care of than he thought. He looked at the bitter cup of coffee in his hand and it reminded of the bitterness wanting to rise up in his soul. First, Lisa and now Eve. What is it with me and women?
 
   Despondently, he looked at the fan mail that he wished would stop coming. He felt uncomfortable even receiving it. He really didn’t deserve it anymore. He no longer was a star, nobody that should be recognized. Couldn’t anybody see that he was ‘a nobody’?
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    The OU Sooners football team returned to their dugout after the Christmas break in high spirits. They just completed a 10 -1 season under Coach Chuck Fairbanks leadership. Then they conquered the Orange Bowl by 26-24 at Miami, Florida on January first. What a way to end the season! What a way to start the New Year! OU Sooners were on top of their game!
 
   The team was still on a high. They high fived each other and hooped and yelled. Coach called them together so they had to quieten down. He told them with a happy face, “I have no definite information but some of you may receive an invitation to the NFL Draft Picks Meeting.”
 
   Immediately a roar of questions came forth but the couch held up his hands, “Those of you who are eligible for the draft will be notified by mail. I do know that some of you were being watched.”
 
   Again a roar of questions bombarded the coach. He held up his hands again, “I am not privileged to information at this time, except that some of you will be chosen by certain teams and then decisions will be made. I am not a fly on their wall to know anything other than that.”
 
   “What about the Heisman Trophy? Do you have any inside information on that?”
 
   “Sorry, that is out of my hands also. There will be a vote and the winner will be announced. I hope and pray that one of you will win, but it’s not up to me.” Coach announced that there would be no practice until next week. Come back on Monday and maybe there will be some information by then.”
 
   The day that the letter came for Danny, he ran all over campus waving his letter. His enthusiasm to share his joy excited everybody he encountered. By the end of the day almost everybody knew that he was chosen for the NFL Draft. After school he hugged his letter to him as he sat on his bed and wept. This is the cherished letter he had worked and sweated to earn for years. After his tears ebbed he called his mother to tell her the news.
 
   Lisa came by and they shared the bottle of Champaign she brought with the other guys in the sorority house in the common area. They didn’t have Champaign glasses so they clicked their coffee mugs together. The celebration was just as grand had they danced the night away in a fancy restaurant. The guys cheered and hooped and patted Danny on the back. Lisa sat on his lap and clicked his glass every time she took a drink. It was very special.
 
   Danny found out that three of the other guys also had received a letter from the draft. On the specified date they traveled together to learn which teams had picked each of them. By the end of the meeting one of them went to Green Bay Packers, another team member went to New York Giants, Oakland Raiders chose one of them, and Danny went to the Dallas Cowboys.
 
   They all went home happy. Danny was ecstatic. He couldn’t have joined a team with whom he could have chosen better. To play with the Dallas Cowboys was a dream to top all dreams. He went around on a cloud of happiness for days. Later he didn’t even remember doing his homework but surely he did. No teacher complained that he didn’t do his homework. His grades maintained the same level. 
 
   Danny found out that the Heisman trophy had been awarded to another player. He shrugged his disappointment off knowing that many other worthy players also had their hearts set upon winning the cherished trophy.
 
   Soon after graduation, Danny headed to Dallas to join the team. The couch and the other players on the team greeted him heartily but gave him no slack. Day after grooling day, he ran, pushed, and exercised until he could barely get his wobbly legs to carry him to bed at night.
 
   He thought that he was in good form while he played with the Oklahoma Sooners but the Cowboys just laughed at him and patted him on the shoulder and said, “You got to toughen up to be in the pros.”
 
   By the time the season started for the Cowboys, Danny could keep up with them without his legs giving out on him and gasping for air.
 
   Lisa went home to New York for the summer but kept in contact with Danny while he went through his training. She enrolled in Princeton for her sophomore year of college. Now that Danny wasn’t there, she told him, she had no incentive to stay in Oklahoma. When their games began she bought season tickets and came to every game that she could get away. They would meet after the game and she would go home the next morning.
 
   He could always count on his family coming and then there was also Lisa. Life had been so good. His bank account grew by leaps and bounds considering he had never had a job that paid much more than minimum wages. He only took out what he needed to get by. That nest egg was growing for him to buy his farm.
 
   The Dallas Cowboy manager had placed him on a two year contract with an amount that caused Danny to swallow a couple of times real quick when he first heard the amount. With that amount he could easily buy back his farm and still build a new house if he was careful how he spent his money in the meantime.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   The wind blew against the car as Angela drove home from the flower shop. She really liked her job. It gave her a chance to continue in the line of work for which she trained in college. At this time there seemed no monetary value in it. She could have moved away from home and worked in some scientific laboratory. She expected she could have carved a life for herself and been relatively happy, but somehow it never appealed to her. She knew that she needed to make some kind of decision before long.
 
   She had worn her long wool coat that almost reached to her ankles and as she stepped out of the car she was thankful that she had the foresight to wear it this morning. It seemed like there was no relief in sight according to the weather man.  She walked over to the mailbox to see if her parents had gotten the mail.
 
   She opened the box and reached in for the letters inside along with three grocery ads and some other pamphlets. It looks like all of these advertisers would run out of stamp money after a while. Everybody she knew threw most of it in the trash anyway. She hurried into the house to get out of the wind which threatened to tear the screen door out of her hand before she could close it. She tossed the entire contents on the kitchen table then spread it out to see if she received an answer to her portfolios. 
 
   There it was! She grabbed the long awaited letter and quickly went to her room to digest the contents. Either they did or they didn’t. She dropped her heavy coat off her shoulders and took a deep breath as she sat on the edge of the bed. Yes, this was the one she most wanted.
 
   The gray envelope with the scrolled embossed gold lettering purported the name, AFFINITY Talent and Model Agency, the same name of the modeling agency for which her friend worked.
 
    Before she slipped her finger in and ripped open the letter she breathed a little prayer. The letter read, ‘Due to your reference from Teresa Meyers, one of our very successful models, you are requested to meet in our office for an interview.’
 
   Angela read no further, she squealed and went in search of her mother, Aimee. If she could come through the interview successfully, she could begin to make enough money to fund the initial costs of her business.
 
   Aimee read through the letter slowly with Angela peering over her shoulder. She needed to be at AFFINITY on the tenth of January at nine in the morning. The agency was located in Los Angeles, California. They used models for acting in television, advertising, trade shows and, of course, fashion.
 
   Angela’s stomach was doing flip-flops. Her friend Teresa Meyers worked in fashion. Angela would like fashion but as a beginner, she would take anything she could get as long as she earned sufficient money. She knew it was very juvenile but she crossed her fingers and kissed them. 
 
   Aimee said, “I’m proud of you Angela, I hope you are very successful.” She reached for a platter of fried chicken, and asked, “Will you take this chicken to Danny? Since he gave us his roosters, I thought that the least I could do was fry up a couple for him.”
 
   Angela’s face fell. The last thing she wanted to do right now was go see Danny after he had so blatantly dropped her and dated another girl without even a word of explanation. Not that they had promised to each other but at least he could have said that he was through dating her or something. In her opinion it was something of a betrayal. For her mom, though, she would suck it up and be nice.
 
   She went back to her bedroom and changed into some jeans and a sweatshirt. She kissed the interview invitation and placed it on her bedside table. In the kitchen she bundled up the chicken and placed it in a sack then headed out the door to her car.
 
   Danny sat at his kitchen table sorting through the mail wishing it didn’t take so much of his time. As soon as spring came he intended to break ground on his new house. Maybe by that time all of these people would forget about him and find somebody else to adore. He shook his hand trying to work out the writer’s cramp. If he worked fast maybe he would be finished with this pile before another bundle of them came in the mail again.
 
   Frisker barked and then a knock sounded at the door. He opened the door and to his surprise Angela stood there smiling holding a bag of something. “Hi, come in out of the cold.”
 
   “Thanks, I will. Mom sent you some fried chicken from the roosters you sent her,” she said holding out the bag.
 
   “Thank goodness. I was afraid that you were bringing me more mail,” Danny laughed wiping his forehead.
 
   “So, you’re still buried under that, huh?” Angela replied.
 
   Danny sat the chicken on the kitchen cabinet and indicated with his hand, “There it is, the endless pile of mail. I thought if I worked really hard I might dig out from under it by bed time.”
 
   Angela offered without stopping to think, “Would you like for me to help you?” She wanted to bite her tongue after she said it.
 
   “I should turn you down due to the fact that I wouldn’t want to wish it off on my neighbor, but since you offered. Well, sure, I would be grateful.”
 
   Angela shook her head at him and rolled her eyes. “With a little organization, it won’t take long. You write the notes and I’ll address envelopes.”
 
   “Okay, boss. Let’s get ‘er done.” Danny popped off.
 
   Within thirty minutes they had over half of them done. “All you need to do when we get them finished is take them to the post office for them to stamp them with their machine and ‘ta-da’ all done.” Angela said dismissing the job with a flippant wave of her hand.
 
   Only a few of them were left when Angela picked one up with a New York address, someone by the name of Lisa Marvel. She cocked her head to the side and remarked teasingly, “Well, look at that. Fan mail all the way from New York.”
 
   Danny reached over and took the previously opened letter, “That’s not fan mail. That’s from an old girlfriend I knew in college.”
 
   Surprised Angela sat dumbfounded as she watched him caress the envelope. From the look on his face she could tell he still had feelings for this person. Then Danny offhandedly, but almost reverently said, “She said she might come out for a visit.”
 
   Angela ducked her head. She felt like a knife had been driven through her heart. Danny still sat there ogling at the letter. Angela stood up and told him, “Danny, I need to get back home now.”
 
   Like he was breaking out of a trance, he stood up startled and walked her to the door, “Oh, Angela, thanks for helping me. You were so much help.”
 
   As an afterthought, he said, “Oh, and thank your mother for the chicken, I didn’t expect her to feel obligated to cook some of it for me.”
 
   “She didn’t feel obligated, she’s just a nice person,” Angela remarked as she went out the door. She wanted to call him a jerk, but he was so clueless he probably wouldn’t know what she was talking about.
 
   While Angela drove home she wondered if Danny ever felt anything for her other than that tall girl that lives next door. Back in the summer it seemed like they had something good going but obviously it was only in her mind. When she got home the family had already eaten supper but she didn’t care. She wasn’t sure that she could get anything to do down right now anyway. Ted wasn’t home so she could talk to her parents without interruption. She went into the bathroom and washed her face with a cool washcloth then went in to discuss her plans with her parents.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   Christmas at Laura and Art’s house turned into a festive affair this year. Since Jeremy, Nora, and Lauren were spending the holidays, Danny helped Art put extra decorations. Lauren always made the holidays extra special with her open enthusiasm of everything Christmas. It was such a joy to watch the excitement on her face at every new ornament or yard display she discovered. She was the grandchild Art always wanted. He doted on the child spoiling her completely except she just took it all in stride and gave as much in return. Her Grandpa Art was a very special person in her life.
 
   This year proved to be no different. Art bought a lighted Santa and reindeer’s display for the roof and made a Manger scene for the front yard to add to all the rest that he put up every year anyway. He was excited for her to come see it. Laura had been planning for days all the dishes she wanted to make for Christmas day. Already she had bowls of homemade candy, fudge, and cookies set aside.
 
   Danny, Art and Laura kept a vigilant watch out the front window on Christmas Eve until finally they arrived. Lauren burst out of the back door of the car as soon as she could to run and hug her Grandma Laura, Grandpa Art, and Uncle Danny.
 
   Lauren grabbed Danny around the waist and hugged as tight as she could. He squatted down and gave her a kiss. “How’s my Cookie?” Danny’s pet name for her, because she always asked for a cookie when she was at their house.
 
   Lauren laughed and said, “I’m just fine, Uncle Danny. How are you?”
 
   He gave his usual answer to her, “Pleased as a peacock.”
 
   She was too excited to be still for long, so she ran to examine the Nativity Scene and ran over to it and touched every item reverently. Her smile made her face seem to glow. Her long blond hair swung across her back as she scampered from one thing to another. It made all the work worthwhile because she took such pleasure in them. She squealed in delight as she pointed to the Santa and reindeers on the roof. “Look, Mom, Santa already knows where we are,” she said jokingly.
 
   Art smiled from ear to ear with a proud Grandpa smile and put his arm around Laura’s shoulder hugging her to him. After finally getting settled, the family gathered in the living room where Art had started a fire in the fireplace for a nice cozy winter’s night. Laura sat some sandwiches and cookies on the coffee table for everyone to munch on while they visited. Lauren sat on the floor eating her sandwich slowly edging toward the Christmas tree with all the gifts under it.
 
   Danny said, “Jeremy, do you remember our first Christmas after you and Nora started dating?”
 
   “I sure do,” Jeremy smiled remembering. “You and I went hunting a Christmas tree.”
 
   “Yes,” Danny continued. “Everybody thought we were going to the woods, in fact, so did I, to cut a tree but you knew all the time that you had a tree at the nursery you planned to bring over.”
 
   Jeremy laughed, “Too bad that limb broke.”
 
   Nora sat up straight and looked at him, “Jeremy Littlefield, are you saying that you broke that limb?”
 
   “Now, if I recall correctly,” Jeremy held up his hand defensively, “I told you that the limb broke in shipment, do you remember that?”
 
   Lauren watched the adults talk from her chosen seat on the floor near the tree. Watching her parents carefully she rose up on her knees and reached over to the coffee table and got a cookie of each kind and sat back to enjoy her treat.
 
   Nora sat back still giving him the eye that she wasn’t fully convinced.
 
   “Well, that’s true,” Jeremy declared trying to keep a straight face but still had a mischievous twinkle in his eye, “It wasn’t broken that badly but it still was broke.”
 
   Nora opened her mouth and pointed at him, “I was right! Mom, did you hear that? Danny did you see him break that limb?”
 
   Laura just held out her hands and shrugged. Danny shook his head and said, “I didn’t see him break the limb.”
 
   “In self-defense, your family was so poor back then. Your Christmas decorations that you had looked so worn and pitiful, I had to do something to help you. In comparison we had so much and you had so little, it broke my heart. If I hadn’t broken that limb your dad would have never accepted that tree.”
 
   They all sat back and nodded, muttering that he was right.
 
   “We had never had Christmas lights outside like that before and all those ornaments your mom sent over were awesome,” Danny acknowledged.
 
   “Danny, do you realize that back then you were about the same age as Lauren is now?” Laura pointed out.
 
   “You’re right,” Danny said thoughtfully, “but I thought I was pretty big.”
 
   They drank wassail and visited while Lauren examined all the gifts under the tree until Danny stood up and announced, “I need to go back to the farm so I can get up early to care for my animals.”
 
   “Yes, so well I remember the duties of a farmer,” Laura said with a smile and hugged him. “I will have a cup of hot cocoa waiting for you when you get here in the morning.”
 
   Two days after Christmas, Frisker alerted Danny that his family had arrived. The four of them brought Lauren out for her to spend her day with Danny. It had been a while since any of them had seen the improvements or his animals. He enjoyed showing them his pigs that were almost ready to butcher and pointed out the ones he wanted to keep.
 
   He purposely had not put his calves out to pasture knowing that Lauren was coming for the day. She quickly found Kibble and Bit and carried them around as they toured the farm. The weather was brisk but the sun was shining and the wind blew at only about ten miles an hour so it felt nice to walk around outside in their warm coats.
 
   Laura and Nora were inundated with so many memories as they went from one place to another. They were pleasantly surprised to find chickens in their room where they used to separate the milk. Danny had already built some nests for them in preparation for them to start laying eggs.
 
   “Does this mean that you don’t intend to milk cows?” Nora joked.
 
   “You got that right, Sis.” They laughed when Danny said pointing his thumb back at himself, “This farmer has no intentions of milking cows.”
 
   He took them into the house to show them his house plans he had drawn. Each one of them had a suggestion or a modification that they thought he should consider. He listened patiently to each one and said, “I’ll think about it.”
 
   Lauren brought the kittens in and Danny poured them their morning bowl of milk and rubbed their backs. She knelt down on the floor beside them and continued to caress and talk to them as they lapped their milk.
 
   Nora pulled Jeremy by the hand walking through their old home and exclaiming about first one thing or another. She wanted to see her old bedroom which sat empty except some miscellaneous items that Danny had thrown in to get out of his way.
 
   Laura pointed out the picture hanging on the wall, “I see you mounted the picture I painted for you.”
 
   “Yes, I think we all should remember our roots. It helps keep us humble.” Then he added, “It’s a treasure to remember and a work of art by my mother which I will always cherish.”
 
   Laura hugged him, “Thank you for putting value on a memory.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. She looked up and they both grinned. “Remember when you were fourteen and I used to tiptoe to kiss your cheek?” 
 
   Art stood back enjoying the banter between mother and son. Danny was the son he always wished he could have fathered, but at least he had a hand in helping raise Danny through his high school years. He could not have been prouder of a son.
 
   “Uncle Art,” Danny said motioning him outside with him, “now that you’ve seen my house plans, I want to know what you think of moving the house to the location in back of where the house is now?”
 
   Laura stayed in the house to look at the old kitchen and wondered how she ever managed with so few cabinets. She would be glad when the old house was torn down. She loved her life now. In spite of Danny saying it was good to remember her roots, she had painted the picture as a tribute to the old house, and then she wanted to eradicate it from her mind. When Danny came home, she knew he might be the only one on the planet who could fully appreciate the picture. She turned her back on the picture and went outside to join Art and Danny.
 
   “Uncle Danny, do you have horses?” Lauren asked after the others left.
 
   “Not yet,” Danny replied. “Next year after I build my house, I plan to build a special barn for horses.”
 
   “Really?” Lauren asked, her face glowing. “May I ride them?”
 
   “Of course, Cookie, you’re always welcome to come.”
 
   Lauren watched while Danny opened the gate to let the calves out into the pasture. The calves hurried vying for position to get out the gate. Frisker stayed close to Lauren, putting his head under her hand often to get her attention and a scratch behind his ears.
 
   Danny looked toward the Dodd farm place thinking about old Tammy which he was sure they would let Lauren ride. He decided to call them and see if this would be a good time.
 
   Lauren was so thrilled to find all five of the Dodd grandchildren there. When Brad and Tim heard that Lauren wanted to ride Tammy, Brad adamantly recommended, “You shouldn’t ride her. She will knock you off.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Lauren indignantly stated.
 
   The brothers started to protest but then looked at each other and grinned. This could be fun to watch Tammy knock a girl off on her butt like she did them.
 
   Danny met Angela with a smile, “Hi, Angela. I want you to meet my niece, Lauren.”
 
   Angela had wished she could avoid Danny until she could leave but neighborly manners dictated that she be nice and show his niece a good time. She smiled at the nine year old Lauren and bent over and greeted her, “Hello, Lauren, my name is Angela. I hear you want to ride my horse Tammy.”
 
   “Hello, Angela,” Lauren smiled liking this tall girl with the pretty smile. “Yes, may I ride your horse?”
 
   “Yes, you may.” Angela took Lauren by the hand and led her to the barn. The boys had already climbed on the fence to await the action. Danny sauntered over to stand beside them and leaned on the fence.
 
   Lauren and Angela found Tammy contentedly munching on some hay placed in her stall. Angela introduced Lauren to Tammy. Lauren spoke softly to Tammy and rubbed her nose. She brushed her forelock away from her eyes and told her what a beautiful horse she was while Angela placed the saddle on her back.
 
   After a few minutes, Angela led Tammy with Lauren perched on the saddle out to the lot in front of the barn. “Oh, Man,” Tim complained, “She has reins and everything.”
 
   Lauren patted Tammy on the neck and spoke soothing words to her. She took command of the reins and guided Tammy in a couple of walks around the lot then nudged her into a trot.
 
   The boys sat with their jaws gaping open. Angela joined them at the fence and commented, “She’s pretty good.”
 
   Danny also impressed agreed, “I’ll give her that. I heard that she had taken a few lessons but I never saw her ride before.”
 
   Brad begrudgingly said, “Tammy knocked us off her back with that limb over there.” He pointed at the tree on the other side of the lot.
 
   Angela lightly punched him with her elbow, “You might want to take lessons from a girl.”
 
   The boys looked at each other and frowned.
 
   Danny asked, “How are you coming with your plans for your greenhouse?”
 
   Angela turned and looked toward the greenhouse. “Those plans are on hold right now.”
 
   “Anything I can do to help?”
 
   “No, Danny.” Angela turned her face away to keep him from seeing the anguished look that came across her face. Her mouth formed a hard line when she spoke again. “I needed to earn some capital before I launch my business.”
 
   Danny realizing that he must have touched upon a sore subject, called to Lauren, “Are you ready to give one of the boys a turn?”
 
   Lauren with a smile and flushed cheeks expertly brought Tammy to the fence where they waited. Angela helped her down and Brad mounted the horse. He clicked the reins and Tammy started walking away. A big smile beamed from his face, “Hey, this is a breeze using a saddle and reins.”
 
   The rest of them laughed. “Amazing how well that works,” Angela retorted.
 
   Sarah and Janie took the opportunity to introduce the cats to Lauren. They went inside the barn to play. Four year old Tommy also had gone into the barn but he went past the girls to find his own amusement.
 
   Brad climbed down from Tammy’s saddle and Tim took a turn. He let Tammy have the lead and she quickly brought him back to them, but he felt a little nervous on Tammy’s back without Brad. Angela helped him down and the boys took off.
 
   Danny went through the gate and walked with them into the barn to help Angela remove the saddle. The girls sat on some bales of hay near the horse stalls. When Lauren saw Angela, she said, “I smell something funny.”
 
   At the same time Tammy neighed and tried to pull away from Angela. That’s when they smelled the smoke.
 
   “There’s smoke,” Danny called out. “You girls go to the house and get your grandpa.”
 
   They grabbed up the cats and hurried to the house. They burst into the back door yelling, “There’s smoke in the barn.”
 
   Greg immediately jumped up from the couch where he was watching a rerun of an old ball game, and rushed out the back door running for the barn. Aimee gathered the children around her praying that it was nothing serious, but she noticed little Tommy wasn’t with the others.
 
   Angela took Tammy back outside with her still trying to jump up and break free. She put her out to the pasture with her saddle still on her. She ran back into the barn about the same time her dad arrived.
 
   By that time Danny had found the culprit and stamped out the fire. Angela rushed over and grabbed Tommy up in her arms. “What happened?”
 
   Danny reached down and picked up a small box of matches and held them out. “He had these with him.”
 
   Greg let out a large sigh of relief that the emergency had already been assuaged.
 
   Angela rebuked, “You are never to play with matches, Tommy. You know better than to play with matches.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I just wanted to see if I could make a fire.”
 
   “Well, now you know,” She admonished. “You could have burned down Grandpa’s barn. Your Daddy’s going to hear about this.”
 
   Tears sprang forth from his eyes. She turned to take him into the house.
 
   Danny followed her into the house, made his goodbyes and collected Lauren. Before Lauren left she begged for Sarah and Janie to come home with them. Danny agreed. With big pleading eyes the girls persuaded the grandparents to allow them to visit with Lauren until supper time.
 
   At Danny’s house Lauren and the girls ran from the pickup to the barn to get Kibble and Bit to bring to the house to play with. Frisker loped along behind them wanting to be included in the action.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   Danny had just entered the house when Frisker ran tearing out of the barn barking. Danny went to the old back porch to see a late model black Lincoln Towncar pulling into his driveway. He stepped off the porch as the car door opened and a black haired woman stood up looking all around. When she turned her face toward Danny a big smile broke out on her face.
 
   Danny sucked in his breath like he had been punched in the gut. There stood Lisa, the woman who had been tormenting his dreams. Her beautiful black flowing hair, her creamy perfect complexion, and emerald eyes surrounded by long black eyelashes still could bind him speechless. She closed the car door and walked up to him smiling and said, “Hi, Danny.”
 
   Frisker sniffed around the car, the ash tree swayed with the breeze that had come up, the pigs made their pig noises that they made when they wanted fed, and the girls were returning to the house carrying the kittens.
 
   Finally, he got his voice back and walked toward her and said, “Hello, Lisa. This is a surprise.”
 
   “Did you get my letter?” Lisa asked and looked at him curiously. “I told you I planned to come.”
 
   “Yes,” he looked out to her car to see if she was alone. He shook his head as if to clear it. “You never mentioned when. I expected you to call first.”
 
   Lisa smiled confidently, “I wanted to see how you live now, Danny. So this is the place that you worked all your life to buy?”
 
   Danny looked around trying to view it in her eyes. He knew that it fell way short of her vision of what a home should be. He nodded, “Yes, it is. This is the home that five generations of Ray’s have owned and now it’s mine, the sixth generation.”
 
   She looked around speculating, “It has some promise.”
 
   Danny relaxed a bit and said, “It was really run down when I bought it. It is a work in progress.” He didn’t want to say that it hadn’t been much better when his family lived here.
 
   By this time the girls approached, “Who are these lovely ladies?” Lisa smiled looking down at the girls.
 
   Placing his hand on Lauren’s shoulder, he said, “This lovely lady is Lauren, my niece.” Lauren smiled up at her while rubbing her face against Bit’s soft fur.
 
   “How do you do?” Lauren replied.
 
   “These other two lovely ladies belong to the neighbor’s next door, Janie and Sarah.” They both responded with a smile.
 
   “Girls, please meet my friend, Lisa Marvel.”
 
   “So pleased to meet you,” Lisa said as she acknowledged the introduction.
 
   “Girls, would you like to go in the house? I have some sodas in the refrigerator. Help yourself.”
 
   Nodding happily they carried the kittens into the house with them.
 
   Danny looked at the old milk barn which housed his chickens with his pigs on the other side. It wasn’t nearly as big and impressive as it looked to him as a child. Then he looked at the old hay barn that his dad had built when he was little. The corrugated tin was showing its age with rust spots marring the silver tin in places. He looked at the mustard colored clapboards and wondered why he hadn’t repainted them white until he could rebuild.
 
   Lisa had been watching Danny’s expression as he looked around. “Danny, what are you thinking?” she asked trying to read his thoughts.
 
   “Lisa, I know that this place isn’t what you expected but I am in process of building a new house as soon as spring comes.”
 
   “It’s okay, Danny.” Lisa touched his arm, “It’s true, I didn’t know what to expect, but it is your home.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” he said feeling a little relieved. Trying for a lighter note he smiled and added, “I would show you the animals but it can get a little smelly out there.”
 
   She smiled and replied gratefully, “I think I’ll pass right now.”
 
   “Would you like to come in and see my mansion?”
 
   She tucked her arm in his and allowed him to lead her into the house. “You understand, this is a bachelor’s pad,” Danny said in way of apologizing for the appearance of his house even though he knew he kept it as clean as most women would have under the circumstances.
 
   In the living room Lisa stopped to study the painting Laura made of the house. “That’s how the old house looked when I was a little boy. My mother painted it.”
 
   “It’s very,” Lisa searched to find the right word, “interesting.”
 
   She knew that he didn’t have the same background as she did, but was surprised, just the same, that he had been as poor as that. Her football hero had come a long ways, but she vowed that if she could, she would take him home with her. She would make him into the man she knew he was meant to be.
 
   She looked at the house plan that Danny showed her but gave it only a thought. It didn’t mean anything to her. 
 
   “Danny, I’m staying at the Ambassador Hotel in Tulsa. Could you come for dinner tonight?”
 
   Danny looked around at the girls playing with the kittens on the couch. He knew that he needed to care for the animals and deliver the girls to their respective places and clean up. He looked back at her and she smiled her inviting smile. “Sure, I have a few things I need to tidy up here.” He looked at his watch again and said, “I’ll meet you at eight.”
 
   “Perfect,” Lisa answered. “I’ll be waiting.” She walked to the door and Danny followed.
 
   All three girls giggled and peeked out the window while Danny and Lisa gave each other a kiss of promise for things to come.
 
   “Come on girls, I need to take you home,” Danny said when he returned to the living room. It would already be time to do the evening chores by the time he got back from taking them home.
 
   After Danny dropped off Sarah and Janie, Lauren said, “Uncle Danny?”
 
   “Yes, Lauren,” he replied looking over at her denoting the seriousness in her voice.
 
   “I like Angela much better than Lisa.”
 
   “Why?” he asked curious what she was thinking.
 
   “She’s much nicer. More like us.”
 
   “Well, okay, Cookie.” Danny smiled at her fondly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   Lauren knew from the way he said it that he wasn’t taking her seriously. She shrugged. Sometimes grownups have to make their own mistakes before they learn she thought.
 
   He wore his best black suit and dress shoes. He combed his hair wishing that he had stopped for that haircut that he decided to postpone for another day. He splashed the aftershave Lisa had given him for his birthday or some other occasion he couldn’t remember which. As he drove up the Will Rogers Turnpike he puzzled about what Lauren said about liking Angela better because she was more like us. He shook his head and thought about what Art Linkletter used to say, ‘Kids say the darnedst things.’
 
   Danny smiled to himself; finally it looked like things might work out between him and Lisa. He pulled into the Ambassador Hotel knowing that Lisa waited for him inside. He could already feel his pulse beating faster.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   Danny walked into the lobby of the Ambassador Hotel at exactly eight o’clock. Lisa rose from a chair in which she waited. She had piled her hair high on her head with one long black curl hanging over her shoulder. She wore a full length navy evening dress with a low vee in the front. In the center of the vee hung a diamond necklace with a teardrop that rested at the beginning of where her breasts came together. He stood spellbound as she slowly walked up to him and greeted him with a quick kiss on the lips.
 
   She put her arm onto his and asked, “Would you like to go to my room?”
 
   He quickly declined, “No, I don’t think that would be a good idea before dinner, do you?”
 
   She smiled knowing the power she had over him. “Okay, then let’s go to dinner.”
 
   Toward the end of dinner, Lisa sprang the question that she returned to Oklahoma to ask him, “Danny, would you go home with me to New York?”
 
   He started shaking his head, when she interrupted him, “I just mean for a few days. I want you to be my date for New Year’s Eve. Then after that you are free to leave when you want.”
 
   “But I have my farm,” he began.
 
   She shook her head and held up her hands, “I’m sure you can find someone who can watch you place for a few days so I can show you New York and our home. Then after New Year’s Eve you can leave when you want.”
 
   Danny thought it curious that she repeated herself. While he wondered who he might get to feed his animals, she said, “Danny, I will pay for your airplane tickets. It will cost you nothing just consider it a holiday vacation on me.”
 
   It looked to Danny that she was throwing out a lifeline for their broken relationship. This might be a way that they could come to terms to mend it. After a short deliberation he knew he could ask Ted or Greg for that matter to watch his farm for a few days.
 
   “Yes, I think I can get away. It’s an awfully short notice but I think my neighbor would help me out for a few days.”
 
   “Good, can you be ready day after tomorrow? My flight leaves at ten fifteen.” Lisa asked earnestly. “That would give us a couple of days to enjoy New York before New Year’s Day.”
 
   “I am so happy, Danny, that you have agreed to come with me.” She smiled excitedly. “I know you will love New York. I will book a flight for you so we can travel together.” She reached over and caressed his hand, “Let’s dance.”
 
   After a few dances, they went to her room for a drink. At five in the morning Danny awoke and rolled out of bed and went into the bathroom. He looked at his disheveled hair and sleepy eyes and splashed water on his face and wet his hair. He didn’t have a comb so he raked his hands through it a few times and hoped it would do.
 
   He went back in the bedroom and pulled his clothes on. Lisa hadn’t moved. She still lay on her stomach with her hair spread out on the pillow behind her head. He wanted to touch her soft skin and rub his hand on her silky hair but his obligations at home were pressing him. If Lisa awoke there’s no telling when he would get away. He left her a note saying ‘I will meet you here at eight tomorrow morning.’
 
   At nine thirty, Lisa awoke slowly with a smile on her face and stretched. She opened her eyes and remembered the source of her happiness. Danny! She turned and reached over to an empty space. She quickly sat up, and then she saw the note.
 
   She couldn’t believe that he mentioned nothing about today. Here she had a whole day in a city to spend by herself when she came all this way to spend time with Danny. She sat back and pondered the situation; did he not want to be with her?
 
   She picked up the phone and ordered breakfast. She scooted back down into the soft sheets and spread out her arms and legs. Aah, she sighed. She still could feel the warmth and soft caresses he gave her last night. She was confident in the fact that he still wanted her.
 
   After breakfast and a shower, Lisa decided to call Danny. When he answered the phone, she said, “Hi, Danny. Can you come back to Tulsa today? I thought we might do some touristy things.”
 
   “Lisa, I thought about this all the way home this morning, and I don’t think I’ll have time to come over,” Danny said raking his hand through his hair in frustration. “I’m really sorry to leave you to yourself today, but I don’t see any way around this. I have to set several things in order to be ready for my absence for a few days.”
 
   “Okay, Danny. We’ll have a really good time when you come in the morning.” She wasn’t going to sweat the small stuff. She had already won the round last night which was the most important. She grabbed up her purse to go shopping.
 
   After the phone call Danny stood looking at the new box of fan mail that replaced the one that Angela had helped him answer. He pushed it under the table. He’d deal with that later. His head was spinning with all the things he had to do. He looked back at the phone puzzled that Lisa had given up so easily about him coming today. He had expected her to protest about that a little. It seemed somewhat out of character for her but he did notice that she didn’t offer to come back to Pryor to visit with him. He shrugged it off. Some things a person doesn’t need to worry about.
 
   Memories kept flooding his mind all day about Lisa coming to his games all the time that he played for the Dallas Cowboys. Although she attended Princeton, in New Jersey, she made time out of her school functions and studies to attend his games. His parents attended every game and Nora and Jeremy came to most of them. He loved and appreciated his family coming, but it was Lisa that set his heart to singing. 
 
   Every night after the game she met him and they spent the night together. It was a happy whirlwind that he loved. The only game Lisa missed was the game on November the third due to an event that her father insisted she attend.
 
    The Dallas Cowboys were playing at the top of their game. Coach Landry intended to be #1 in the nation at the end of the season. They were soaring high reaching their goal.
 
   The Cowboys were on a happy spiraling ladder of success until Danny’s fateful accident. The Cowboys were shaken by the accident but still continued their winning season undaunted much by Danny’s tragedy. Then the day came when the Cowboy’s manager brought a man with him to talk to Danny.
 
   Danny sat in his hospital room in a wheelchair with his leg still in its cast extended straight in front of him waiting to be escorted down to physical therapy. His mother Laura waited with him, she wanted to accompany him to his treatment to learn more about what they expected from him.
 
   Two men wearing business suits, white shirts, narrow ties, and polished shoes walked into his room. The man with the silver hair combed straight back, who Danny recognized to be the Cowboy’s business manager, smiled and shook Danny’s hand. He introduced himself to Laura wearing a big smile, “I’m Jerry Jones, the manager of the Cowboys.” 
 
   He shook hands with Laura and Danny. “It’s so good to see you again, Danny. I hate it like everything about this accident. I’d like you to meet Roy Clifton. He is the Dallas Cowboy’s insurance representative.”
 
   Danny hadn’t thought much about the hospital bill since he knew that all of the players were well insured by the Dallas Cowboy’s organization.
 
   Mr. Clifton held out his hand to shake and said, “Danny, it’s a pleasure to meet you. You have been a dynamic player for the Cowboys.”
 
   Danny acknowledged him with a shake of the head still curious about the visit.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Mr. Clifton asked.
 
   “It still hurts like the dickens, but I can be upright some now. That’s my latest accomplishment.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.” Mr. Clifton went on, “The doctor has told us some encouraging news. He says that you are healing fast and should get use of your leg in a few weeks. That’s good to hear.”
 
   “Yes, the doctor gives me hope but I’ll feel much better when I get this cast off so that I can bend my knee again.” Danny was feeling a little nervous about this visit and a knot was forming in the pit of his stomach. He glanced at his mom, she looked a little apprehensive also.
 
   Jerry Jones spoke up, “Danny, we are very happy that you should get full use of your leg according to the doctor.” He pressed the ends of his fingers together to form a steeple. He hesitantly began again, “Unfortunately, we have to make a decision based upon length of recovery and the doubt that your leg will ever recover well enough to play professional football again.”
 
   Danny looked at Laura who had the beginning of tears welling up in her eyes. Seeing Danny’s reaction, Mr. Jones glanced at Laura also. “I don’t know how to say this more gently, Danny, but the business management team has decided to terminate your contract.”
 
   Laura walked over and put her arm around Danny when he hung his head.
 
   Mr. Jones let out his breath with remorse on his face, and glanced at Mr. Clifton who also hung his head. Mr. Jones doggedly continued, “We are buying out your contract. Since you played most of the season, and due to the injury occurring during a game, we have honored the contract by paying you the full amount of the two years you would have played.”
 
   “All your medical bills will be paid in full,” Mr. Clifton admonished. “Also, a nice insurance settlement will come to you due to loss of future salary.
 
   After further instructions and disclosures, the men walked to the door. Mr. Clifton stopped and started to say how much he enjoyed watching Danny play, but seeing the mother and son consoling each other, he turned and left the room. It would have been like rubbing salt in the wound at this time.
 
   Laura stayed with him a couple of more days. Lisa came on the weekend. She was heartbroken at the news. Seeing Danny so sad, she tried to console him. Together they cried and comforted one another. 
 
   She stayed with him every waking moment and ordered in pizza for them and extra for the staff. Another time she ordered Chinese brought in for all of them. She went to the gift shop and bought a huge teddy bear and brought it back to him and told him that he reminded her of a big loveable teddy bear.
 
   “Danny, look on the bright side,” she suggested. “You always told me that you wanted to earn enough money to buy back your family farm. Do you think you have enough money to buy it now?”
 
   “Yes,” he admitted, rolling his wheelchair out of the room. A bitter gall rose in his throat thinking what a price he’d paid!
 
   Lisa never came back to visit him in the hospital, most of the time of recuperating he spent alone. He had spent six weeks mostly of lying flat of his back while the ribs and the leg healed before they took it off the traction. The purple bruises all over his stomach and ribs went away first. Thank goodness, he thought that nothing internal was injured like they first thought.
 
   Weeks turned into months before Danny completed his physical therapy and walked out of the hospital for the last time. Danny remembered that once he called Lisa to see if she was alright, but he could detect a difference in her voice. He figured that she had moved on, since he wasn’t the man he used to be. Apparently she wasn’t interested anymore.
 
   He wanted to play in the NFL long enough to earn the money to buy back his family farm, but he regretted that he didn’t last long enough to complete a full season with the Cowboys.
 
   In the long run he had completed his objective, so he needed to move on. “No use crying over spilled milk’ the old saying goes. Sometimes ‘do overs’ don’t work in real life, he consoled himself.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
   During the afternoon Danny called Laura to apologize that he would miss the family get together for New Year’s Day. He called Ted and made arrangements for him to watch after his animals while he was in New York. He packed his best black suit. It was the only one he owned that was adequate to fit Lisa’s lifestyle. He knew that should it become necessary, he could buy whatever he needed. He had no qualms that Lisa would outfit him appropriately. 
 
   Lisa waited for him at the lobby of the Ambassador Hotel. She stood wearing designer jeans with a matching jeans jacket, a red shell under it and on her feet she wore navy high heeled boots. She came to him as soon as he entered pulling her suitcases behind her. She greeted him with a kiss and they drove his pickup to the airport where he could put it in long term parking until he returned.
 
   They settled into the first class where the stewardess brought them something to drink and they sat back to enjoy the flight. Danny tried to remember when he had taken off a few days to enjoy himself and came up blank. He forgave himself for leaving his responsibilities to someone else and decided to enjoy the lovely Lisa while he had the chance.
 
   During their first class flight, Lisa brought up their hands that were entwined together and kissed the back of his hand and said wistfully, “I wish you would stay in New York with me.”
 
   Danny smiled and turned their hands so that he could kiss the back of her hand. Not wanting to destroy the mood, he replied, “That would be nice.”
 
   At LaGuardia, the New York airport terminal, a chauffeured Limousine met them at the front sliding glass doors of the airport. “I need to get my luggage,” Danny said.
 
   “No need,” the chauffeur replied, “I already have it in the trunk.”
 
   Lisa smiled one of her award winning smiles and said, “Don’t worry, Christopher our chauffeur, takes care of everything.” Danny still felt greatly relieved when he saw Christopher pull his suitcase out of the trunk when they arrived at Lisa’s home.
 
   Lisa put her arm in his and guided him toward a large Tudor mansion sitting back a good distance from the street with a large front yard which must be a beautiful green expanse in the summer when it wasn’t covered with snow. The circular driveway brought them close to the front door placed exactly in the center of the first floor. As in all Tudor homes everything balanced, the left wing was the mirror opposite of the right wing.
 
   The front porch covered the entire length of the mansion which supported the second and third stories by a series of arched columns covered in red brick. They entered a large foyer where a maid wearing a dainty little white apron greeted Lisa warmly and took their coats. “Sally, this is Danny. He is the one that I told you would be staying with us for a few days.”
 
    Another man that Danny assumed was the butler greeted them and again Lisa introduced them, “James, I want you to meet Danny, my friend.” The butler carried their luggage up the stairs to the right.
 
   “Come along, I’ll show you around the house. First she led him up the right stairway where he saw the butler take their luggage. She opened a door to the right side of the hall and he saw his suitcase next to a large poster bed covered by a sage green duvet with pinched pleats and matching pillow covers. Complimentary small pillows in brown and sage greens also decorated the bed. Brown and green striped curtains with silver threads sewn through them hung over the windows. A massive dresser and bureau which matched the dark mahogany of the bed stood against the far walls.
 
   “Very nice,” he complimented.
 
   She opened up three other bedrooms on her tour of the hall and when she reached the door across from Danny’s room, she proudly said with a smile, “This is my bedroom.”
 
   When she swung the door open, he saw white short shag carpet without a smudge in it. His eyes traveled to the far wall which was covered in six inch horizontal black and white strips. The large black headboard of the bed which looked to be hand carved with many designs that he didn’t take the time to identify, almost reached the ceiling, behind which the wall was painted scarlet red. The red velvet duvet on the bed matched the wall and complimented the white and black walls. After walking into the room, he saw that the wall opposite the bed was painted white with paisley black designs. She had hung words carved out of wood on the walls, LOVE, PEACE, DREAM, SMILE, and YOU.
 
   Then he noticed a framed picture of both of them together after some game. He was wearing his Dallas Cowboy uniform and both of them were laughing with ruddy cheeks from the cold weather. The excitement of winning the game still showed on their faces. He wondered if she had kept that picture on her night stand ever since the day she left him at the hospital but didn’t want to ask.
 
   Leaving her bedroom she led him to the other three bedrooms which were guest rooms. She quickly opened the door of each but didn’t go in or explain anything in detail about any of the rooms.
 
    She explained that her father slept in the left wing and she didn’t take him to the third story either but led him back down the stairs. After the tour of the first floor her father arrived home. 
 
   Bradford Marvel was a medium sized man who looked like he spent some time working out. His hair had been black like Lisa’s but now was graying in the temples and across the top some. Danny liked him immediately; he determined that Lisa was the feminine version of her father but thirty years younger. No mention had been made of her mother and Danny decided to keep his curiosity in check a while longer.
 
   After a short visit getting acquainted, Sally called them to dinner and stayed to serve the excellent dinner of rack of lamb with tiny potatoes and mushrooms in a creamy wine sauce. Fresh sautéed asparagus and onions served on the side accompanied the lamb. Fresh strawberries and blueberries on a mound of custardy sauce completed the meal for dessert. Being the size Danny was he could have eaten twice the amount that he ate, but he ate conservatively in order to not embarrass himself.
 
   At the end of the meal while they finished off their dessert wine, Mr. Marvel asked Danny, “Have you ever thought of moving to New York?”
 
   Surprised by the question, Danny shook his head, “No, I’ve never thought about it.”
 
   Mr. Marvel smiled an indulgent smile, “I know from what my daughter has told me about you that you are an ambitious man. You have recovered over horrendous circumstances of almost losing your leg. You lost your career with the Dallas Cowboys due to no fault of your own.”
 
   “Yes, now I’m investing in my family’s farm that I bought back after returning home.”
 
   “An absolutely admirable thing to do. Absolutely admirable.” Mr. Marvel agreed with himself nodding his head. “I am offering you a position in our advertising firm. I could use a good man like you.”
 
   “Sir,” Danny leaned back in his chair, “I would need to give this considerable thought.” This came on a little too fast, Danny thought. He could hardly get his head wrapped around it right now. He looked over at Lisa who sat there with stars in her eyes nodding with a big grin.
 
   “Sure, Son, I would like for you to think about it. Take all the time you need. You wouldn’t be the man I think you are if you didn’t study on it for a while.”
 
   “Do you have plans for the evening, Lisa?” Mr. Marvel asked his daughter.
 
   “Well, yes, if you don’t have plans for us, I wanted to take him to the TenJune tonight.”
 
   “Sounds like you will have fun! Danny, I hope you have a good time.” Mr. Marvel smiled and went to his library. 
 
   Danny had no idea what the TenJune was but he was hoping that he had proper clothing. He could tell that Lisa was excited. She took his arm and said, “Let’s go get ready.”
 
   “Lisa, what kind of place is TenJune and what should I wear?” He asked holding back a little.
 
   “Oh, just any old thing should do it,” Lisa said with a brush of her hand across his sleeve. “Your suit and a tie is all you need to wear to get in.”
 
   Danny slowly said, “Okay,” thankful that he brought that old thing, his favorite suit.
 
   They met downstairs after showering and changing a while later. Danny watched Lisa elegantly walk down the stairs smiling and watching his reaction. To Danny she looked absolutely beautiful in a pink and black pantsuit that fit her to perfection.
 
   “You are lovelier every time I see you,” he said in awe.
 
   She walked up and kissed him and said teasingly, “I think you just have a short memory span.”
 
   The TenJune was a club located in a basement beneath a luxury steak house. The horseshoe shaped dance floor was surrounded by two tiers of tables. Danny and Lisa were seated by their host on the top level where they could look down and see all the people dancing. An awesome DJ worked from a performance stage. The light effects made the night an experience to remember. As Danny looked around Lisa commented, “This is one of my favorite places to come when I’m in the city.”
 
   “I think it’s the favorite place for a lot of people,” Danny replied, thinking that it appeared to be very popular hangout for the young adult set. The tables were filled and on the dance floor there was standing room only.
 
   A waitress appeared and they put in an order. As soon as Lisa took a couple of sips from her drink she said, “Danny, I want to dance.”
 
   Every time he and Lisa had gone to a night club or out to dinner she had always acted so reserved, but this time Lisa seemed to be in her element. She danced with abandonment. At first he laughed and enjoyed watching her have fun, but after a while he sort of felt like the old man. His leg began to hurt and Lisa danced as if she had no partner anyway and had drifted away from him.
 
   He went back to their table and waited for her to notice that he no longer danced with her. He finished his drink and watched the other dancers. Once in a while he caught a glimpse of Lisa’s black hair that bounced above the crowd of dancers. At least, he thought it could be her hair.
 
   He thought about the offer Mr. Marvel made to him. After losing his dream of being in the NFL, could he leave his dream of owning the family farm and developing it into a profitable business? After seeing the home that Lisa lived in here in New York City, his home must have looked like a slum to her, actually it looked sort of like a slum to him also but he could see what the possibilities in the old farm were. Compared to her home his grand drawings that he so proudly drew must have looked very mediocre to her, now he understood why she only glanced at his house plan. 
 
   Soon Lisa returned to their table and asked, “Why did you quit dancing?”
 
   “My leg started hurting and once I over did it dancing and didn’t like the results, so now I dance in moderation,” he explained hoping she wouldn’t take offence.
 
   “Danny, I’m sorry, I didn’t think. You seem so well that I forgot about your leg,” she apologized.
 
   “No, you don’t have to apologize. I do go dancing at home some, I just do it in moderation as I said,” he smiled. “I do best with slow dances.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” she reached over and touched the back of his neck. “How about we go home and make some of our own music?”
 
   “Anytime,” he replied.
 
   After breakfast the next morning she took him to the family’s country club which turned out to look like a sprawling mansion. The golf course spread out covering almost three hundred acres of New York prime property. The person at the front desk greeted Lisa as an elite established member. 
 
   “This is my friend, Danny. Would you bring him some gym clothes, please?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” the attendant replied.
 
   Within minutes both of them were in the exercise room working out together. After thirty minutes of exercising they went to the tennis courts where Lisa easily beat Danny.
 
   “Danny, I like to finish my exercise with a few laps in the pool, would you like to do that?” she asked putting up the tennis rackets.
 
   “Sure, I haven’t swum laps since I left the hospital back in the spring.”
 
   Lisa glanced at him trying to gauge his expression. She hoped she hadn’t brought bad memories to his mind. He seemed okay with swimming so she requested some swim shorts for him.
 
   He hadn’t let Lisa know but playing tennis was taking a toll on his leg, but he felt right at home in the water. After his dismissal from Ochsner Hospital, he had stayed at the YMCA while he finished his physical therapy. Often he had nothing to do so he spent quite a bit of his idle time in the pool doing laps.
 
   He jumped into the pool and systematically swam from one end of the pool to the other over and over. It was easy to pick up the rhythm one hand over the other, back and forth. After a while he noticed his arms tiring so he pulled up to the edge of the pool. Lisa sat on the edge of the pool with her feet dangling into the water in the next lane. He slung the water from his eyes to get a better look.
 
   She was watching him with a smile on her face. “I’m impressed, you swim like an Olympian.”
 
   “I hardly think so,” he returned, proud that she thought so.
 
   “Let’s go sit in the sauna for a while. That’s my favorite way to finish a good swim in the pool.”
 
   She led him into a small enclosure about ten feet by ten feet covered in cedar including the floor and the ceiling. After being in the cool water it only took a few short minutes until he felt sweat pouring from every exposed cell of his body.
 
   When he felt that he couldn’t breathe anymore and the floor was burning the bottom of his feet, she said, “I think we should go shower now. We have some shopping to do.”
 
   She directed him in the way he should go to reach the men’s shower room. He found it then looked for locker #110 where he had been told his clothes would be. If his clothes were mysteriously stashed in a different locker by mistake, he could visualize himself leaving the country club wearing a pair of swim trunks with a towel wrapped over his shoulders walking to their car in the two feet of New York snow. From what he had seen so far, Lisa could snap her fingers and automatically an attendant would step in front of her with the perfect size of clothing for him to wear with a matching coat to keep him from freezing.
 
   He still stood in front of locker #110 amusing himself with his fantasy of Lisa snapping her fingers in the air. He had just held up his hand to snap his fingers in front of his face to imitate Lisa when out of the corner of his eye he saw a man enter the locker room at his far right.
 
   Instead of following his fantasy of snapping his fingers, he brought his hand to the handle of #110 locker and gave it a turn. Amazingly his clothes were where he was told they would be.
 
   The man approached him and offered to shake Danny’s hand and said, “Hi. I’m Bill. You’re new around here aren’t you?”
 
   Danny shook his hand and said, “I’m just visiting with a friend. My name is Danny Ray.”
 
    He held back a grin when Bill snapped his fingers over his head. “Oh, I remember you. Didn’t you play for the Dallas Cowboys for a while? Wait it’s coming back to me now. Yeah, you were injured and carried off the field.”
 
   Danny started to agree when Bill remarked, “You hurt your knee or broke your leg or something. He looked down at Danny’s legs and saw the scar where his leg had been badly injured.”
 
   Danny glanced down where Bill had squatted to study in his leg and noticed that Bill’s toenails were painted a pale pink color of nail polish. He felt a surge of panic when he realized he was exposing his body to this man squatting down in front of him when he was dressed in nothing but a pair of swimming trunks.
 
   He quickly grabbed his clothes out of the locker and went into the next room for his shower. Thankful that the shower room had individual shower stalls, he slipped in the first one and wondered how he would be able to keep his clothes dry while he showered. Thankful that he was taller than most men he peeked over into the next stall. Nobody was there so he hung his clothes in there until he managed his shower. The legs of his trousers got a bit wet but he felt that it was a small price to pay in order to get dressed in privacy.
 
   It took him ten minutes and several wrong turns to find his way back out into the lobby where he knew that Lisa would be waiting for him. He told her his locker room story when they turned onto the main road leading them back the way they came. She got quite a laugh at his expense, and said, “Danny, you are so adorable.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
   At five in the afternoon they left Lisa’s house headed to one of her favorite restaurants in Manhattan on 10th street. The place looked very unpretentious on the outside but had plenty of glitz and glamour on the inside with twenty feet high ceilings. Danny felt like a stuffed penguin in the tuxedo that she rented for him to wear tonight. In fact she rented two of them so he knew he was in for similar treatment tomorrow night.
 
   They followed their host to a very nice table well in view of the DJ on the rotating stage centered in the room. The tables were covered with fine white linen clothes, matching blue napkins and the reserved table had so many forks and spoons, Danny wondered how many courses of food was required to use that many utensils. Of course, he would never ask such a question.
 
   Lisa sat across from him in her dainty feminine way and smiled her beatific smile and it made him happy to be there. She dressed very elegantly in a soft green floor length evening gown. She wore strands of pearls around her arms and neck with dangling pearl earrings. He wondered if her pearls and dress for this occasion cost as much as his dad used to make in a year, but he quickly swept the thought away. Tonight he intended to enjoy being with her.
 
   Later Christopher, their chauffeur took them to Carnegie Hall to watch the New York Philharmonic orchestra perform. Danny saw on the wall outside that the Carnegie Hall opened May 5, 1891. As he was ushered inside he admired the Italian Renaissance architectural style.
 
   “Absolutely amazing,” he kept uttering as he walked through the lobby. After they had been seated on the first tier balcony, Danny noticed that there were four balconies along with the immense space on the ground floor. Handsome rich red upholstery covered all the seats. The lighting patterns on the ceiling and balconies fascinated him. He was still absorbed in the carvings on the balustrades when the lights dimmed for the performance to begin.
 
   There were lots of times when Danny had heard the New York Philharmonic orchestra perform on television but never had he heard the pureness of the notes and harmonies that he heard that night. He sat back and relaxed and let the music sweep him away. The acoustics of the Hall did something for the music he had never appreciated before. Had he heard this music when he was a child maybe he would have set his heart on being a musician rather than a football player.
 
   Lisa and Danny held hands during the concert. Lisa watched him pleased that he was enjoying himself so much, happy that she had picked a venue that he appreciated.
 
   When Christopher had delivered them home, Lisa took Danny’s hand again and led him to her room. They slowly undressed each other gazing into each other’s eyes. Their lovemaking turned out to be just as romantic and intense as the music at Carnegie Hall.
 
   They awoke the morning of New Year’s Eve and had a leisurely breakfast.  Lisa had set aside the day for sightseeing. Again Christopher, the chauffeur was called upon to take them around the city. The first thing on the list was the Statue of Liberty which they rode the ferry over to the island to look out the top of the Statue.
 
   They drove by Times Square and Madison Square Garden, and the Empire State Building. Next Lisa instructed Christopher to take them to Marvel Enterprises. They stopped at a large stately building of gray stone right on 6thAvenue. On the front of the building, large black letters formed the words ‘MARVEL ENTERPRISES.’ “Several other businesses and professional offices occupy the first three floors, but Marvel Enterprises uses the other floors,” Lisa explained matter-of-factly. 
 
   Before she took him on the tour of her father’s building, they entered Valipelli’s, the classy Italian restaurant on the ground floor for lunch. Danny noticed again that Lisa received VIP treatment. She immediately was taken to a special secluded table by the maitre’d. Danny looked around at the restaurant which obviously catered mostly to the breakfast and lunch crowd after giving their orders. Each table had a tiffany light dangling over it displaying various colors as the light glowed through the shades.
 
   “This is a neat diner for personnel to come for lunch,” Danny commented more for something to say than anything else.
 
   “Yes, it has been very beneficial for our people to have a convenient location to grab a bite of lunch and return to work.” Lisa agreed. “Also they will deliver if they are asked.”
 
   “Nice,” Danny replied.
 
   All through the meal, Lisa gave a glowing report of the building, the people who worked there, and how well the employees are treated. Finally, they left the restaurant and started on the fourth floor, walking through the hallways and looking through the glass windows of the offices on which the curtains hadn’t been drawn.
 
   Soon they reached her father’s office on the top floor of which she owned a key. She explained so many things to Danny that his head felt like it was spinning with information. He just hoped he made the appropriate comments in return.
 
   Lisa’s face glowed with pride as they left, and she asked, “Well, what do you think of Dad’s business?”
 
   Danny knew she wanted him to be impressed, and he was, so he said noncommittally, “That’s impressive. He must be very successful.”
 
   “That he is,” Lisa smiled, “I hope someday to be just as successful.”
 
   Danny put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to him, “I don’t doubt for a moment that you will be just as successful as you set your goals to be.”
 
   “Thanks, Danny,” she pulled him down to kiss his cheek. “I believe you have as much potential as any of us. You have always made me proud.”
 
   “Thanks, that is very kind of you to say,” he said reticently. “I have always done my best at obtaining any goal set before me.”
 
   Christopher returned them to the Marvel mansion as Danny had begun calling the three story Tudor home to himself. They sat out in the atrium just off the dining room on white wicker furniture which Danny sat hesitantly hoping it didn’t crumble under his weight. The soft cushions were covered in a yellow and orange floral pattern complimenting the simulated tropical scene. Lush greenery accented the atmosphere as they looked out upon the two feet of snow which had fallen again upon the patio during the night. The cedar trees in the distance were very pretty piled high with the accumulated show with their still green branches peeking out through the glistening white fluff.
 
   Sally, the maid brought them hot tea and snacks to sustain them until the New Year’s Eve party began in a few hours. Lisa explained that many tables piled bountifully with food awaited them.
 
   At seven, Mr. Marvel and Danny dressed to the Tee in their tuxedos waited in the living room just off the foyer for Lisa to come down the stairs.
 
   “I heard that you and Lisa went to Marvel Enterprises and toured the building today.” Mr. Marvel commented.
 
   “Yes,” Danny agreed, “we did. You have a very impressive business there, Sir.”
 
   “What did you think of it? Did you like what you saw?” he asked.
 
   Danny laughed, “We certainly have nothing like that in Pryor, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Would you be interested in that job offer I made the other day?” he inquired.
 
   Danny shook his head, “Sir, you don’t understand. I know nothing about advertising.” Danny smiled again. “They never taught us that in football.”
 
   Mr. Marvel bobbed his head in agreement, “I understand. You saw how large an operation that we have. We have jobs in a lot of areas you could easily handle. With your background and your drive, the sky’s the limit with you.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. That’s a wonderful compliment coming from a man like you.”
 
   “With some training from my staff and maybe a college course or two, you could be fast tracked up. When Lisa graduates in a couple of years, the two of you would make a formidable team,” Mr. Marvel offered sincerely.
 
   Danny sat there containing his amazement that this powerful man would try to help him this way.
 
    When Lisa arrived at the head of the stairs, she didn’t let them down. Her elegant gown showed off her trim figure beautifully. The three quarter length fitted sleeves hung off her shoulders revealing her soft creamy skin. A belt made of the same fabric had a diamond belt buckle that sparkled against the dark color of the dress fit around her small waist. The skirt tapered all the way to the floor with small delicate pleats that appeared just below the belt buckle. Diamonds sparkled around her neck and dangled from her ears. She had combed her straight black hair back away from her face but left it to hang down her back covering the expanse left from the open back of her dress.
 
   She smiled appreciating the astonished faces of the two men who stood watching her descend the stairs. “You two look like you have never seen a woman before.”
 
   “Never one as lovely as you,” Mr. Marvel exclaimed in awe of his daughter’s beauty. Danny echoed the compliment.
 
   Lisa kissed both of them on the cheek and they went out to get in the Limousine that Christopher had waiting outside the door.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
   Marvel Enterprises had rented a banquet hall in the Tupelo Club House for all of the employees and their companions for the New Year’s Eve celebration. The large hall with a twenty foot tall ceiling sported a five hundred foot long bar, complete with recessed dance floor surrounded by banquettes. A lower level provided a lounge, a VIP lair beneath Chinese-style marble arches and other hidden nooks for guest’s privacy.
 
   Many tables were packed with sumptuous foods designed to indulge every taste bud. Creative drinks and appetizers covered the tables such as champagne cocktails and bite-size roe-covered shrimp dumplings, flavorful crab cakes, and Carpaccio-style Thai beef salad among many others. 
 
   As soon as they entered the building, waiters carrying trays of drinks offered them flutes of Champaign. Lisa caused a stir where ever she went, not only by her beauty but her demeanor of the princess of the business, Danny ascertained. A role she had inherited in the absence of her missing mother, he supposed. His curiosity still hadn’t been satisfied on that matter.
 
   The night progressed with dancing and visiting with many of the VIP staff of the advertising firm. Lisa proudly introduced him to as many as they came across during the night. Every one of the men wore tuxedos and the women exhibited every kind of evening gown imaginable. Danny was amazed that so many women could come together for an occasion and none of them wore the same model of dress.
 
   When Danny expressed as much, Lisa retorted, “If anyone of these women came with the same dress as someone else, you can be sure they would immediately leave and come back wearing another dress.”
 
   The DJ started a slow song and Danny led Lisa out to the middle of the dance floor and he hugged her to him. By the time the music ended, the dance floor was crowded with dance partners. The music began again and they continued. It felt so wonderful to hold her in his arms and dance to the tunes that they danced while they were in college. The old memories bringing back the closeness that they felt back then.
 
   Sooner than it seemed possible, the count down for midnight began. At the stroke of midnight, Lisa and Danny kissed as Auld Lang Syne played and multitudes of balloons fell from the ceiling. Danny had never been to a New Year’s Eve party even remotely as elaborate as this one. He stood amazed that all these people seemed to take it all in stride as their due.
 
   They stayed a few more hours because many still were drinking at the bars and dancing. Danny wondered how Lisa was making out in her four inch heels but she never complained or acted like they bothered her at all. They continued to dance into the wee hours of New Year’s Day. Danny had always heard that what you did on New Year’s Day was what you could expect the rest of the year. He wondered if he would have the beautiful Lisa in his arms for the rest of the year.
 
   “Do you know what the tradition is back home for New Year’s Day?” he asked Lisa as they danced.
 
   “I don’t know,” she responded with a slight furrow in her brow. “I came home for New Year’s when I went to school in Oklahoma.”
 
   “We eat black eyed peas and cornbread for good luck,” he smiled. “The more black eyed peas you eat, the more good luck you’ll have.”
 
   “I like our tradition better, I think,” Lisa laughed. “We stay up all night and sleep all day.”
 
   “Some of the people at home also do that,” Danny admitted.
 
   When they arrive back at Lisa’s house, she took him by the hand and led him to her bedroom again. Even though Danny had been given a bedroom, he had spent every night in her room and tonight was to be no different.
 
   Lisa came out of her bathroom with a sleeveless very shear violet negligee with tiny ruffles around the scoop neckline and hem. She very confidently walked toward him with a teasing smile on her face.
 
   By this time Danny was wearing nothing but his boxers. He lifted her in his arms and deposited her on the bed. Then he ministered to every inch of her skin with tiny feather light kisses.
 
   The next morning they slept late. A breakfast buffet placed on a sideboard in the breakfast room awaited them. They sat at a small table in the middle of a turret designed room with 240 degrees view. Glass windows from floor to ceiling graced four of the walls of the hexagon shaped room. A garden that must be filled with flowers in the summer had statuettes in two of the window views. Holly bushes lined the exterior of the walls. Now most of the view consisted of perfectly unadulterated glistening white snow throughout the area. The sun shined down almost blinding in the brightness, but they sat there in the cozy warm room oblivious to the cold outside.
 
   After they finish eating all they wanted, Lisa led him to her father’s library. The massive mahogany desk sat surrounded by lines of shelves filled with books, no doubt some of them heirlooms, by Danny’s estimation. The walls were painted a rich velvety burnt orange color. Across from the desk a fireplace blazed with a warm fire. A brown leather couch sat in front of the fireplace for cozy reading or visiting. Danny’s eyes took in the large oil painting above the fireplace adorned by a gold ornate frame. 
 
   Mystified, Danny reached up his hand toward the painting, “Who is this?”
 
   Lisa took a deep breath and pulled Danny down beside her, “That’s my mother.”
 
   Not wanting to ask, he opened his hands and shrugged.
 
   Lisa had brought Danny into the study hoping to establish a cozy intimate setting so she could talk to him. She hadn’t thought about her mother’s portrait being in here. She tried not to think about her or look at her picture, but her father had refused to take it down when she had asked one time a few years ago.
 
   “Many years ago when I was not more than ten years old, my mother went for a walk along the road. I was so young I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t let me go with her. One day she didn’t come home. We waited for hours hoping to hear from her. Finally my father called the police, but they wouldn’t do anything because she hadn’t been gone over twenty-four hours yet,” Lisa got up and began pacing the floor.
 
   “You don’t have to tell me, Lisa,” Danny said since she seemed agitated.
 
   “It’s okay, Danny.” Lisa’s eyes filled with tears. “It’s not something I like to think about often.”
 
   She continued, “My father kept waiting for a ransom call but nothing came so he feared the worst. He tried to keep it from me but I knew he was really worried. In the early hours of the morning he called the police station again and they began driving up and down the roads sweeping their lights hoping to find her. By this time my father thought she was lying dead somewhere. Neither one of us could sleep so we waited. Finally I fell asleep in his arms and he let me sleep on the couch that night so I would be nearby. He couldn’t let me out of his sight for fear of losing me also.”
 
   “The next day the police began a full investigation and found out that she had a lover that she met often about a mile down the road during her hiking forays.” Lisa shook her head rapidly, “Finally we found out why she would never take me with her.”
 
   “Lisa, I’m so sorry that I brought this up,” Danny repeated.
 
   Not paying any attention to his apology, she continued, “The police assumed that she had run away with her lover. My father hired a private investigator to find her. He couldn’t find any trace of her even though he tracked down the man in New Jersey. He swore he knew nothing about her disappearance.”
 
   “Did anybody ever find out what happened to her?” Danny asked.
 
   Lisa swallowed very hard and replied, “She was found by accident a year later by a couple of young boys out walking their dogs in a pasture only a short distance from the road where she walked. It had rained a lot and some of her bones washed out of the shallow grave and the dogs smelled them.”
 
   “Did the police determine what happened to her?”
 
   She shook her head no, “The man she was seeing had a legitimate alibi, and there were no leads. She had been hit over the head with a blunt object which cracked her skull. No weapons were found with the body. There was nothing to indicate why or with what, or by whom. It’s still in a cold case file.”
 
   He got up and put his arms around her, “That’s got to be hard to deal with.”
 
   Lisa looked up at him angrily, “If she had not run around on my father, or would have taken me along, none of this would have happened.”
 
   “Lisa, you can’t look at it that way.” Danny soothed rubbing her back. “Count your blessings, if you had been with her you might also be lying in a grave somewhere.”
 
   Lisa pushed away from him, “I’ve heard that before, too. I have a hard time trying to forgive her. In spite of all we have gone through, and the suspicion that came on my father because of her, my father still loves her. He refused to take her picture down. Also the reason he still is single to this day.”
 
   “That’s an admirable love. Maybe all the facts aren’t out yet. Maybe she was innocent. Just because she met someone, she may not have been seeing someone for romantic reasons,” Danny suggested.
 
   Lisa visually pushed the thoughts away by pushing out with her hands in the air. “Now, Danny, we don’t have a lot of time before your flight. We need to think about your decision.”
 
   “My decision?” Danny asked.
 
   “Yes,” she smiled. “First of all, what do you think of my home?”
 
   Danny half laughed at the quick change of subject, “Your home? I think it’s marvelous.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “Would you be interested in living here in New York?”
 
   He thought of his home that he planned to build, of Frisker, and the kittens. He could picture his livestock grazing in the pasture, and his pigs that are almost grown that he wanted to breed.
 
   “I can’t, Lisa. I have so much going on at home.” He shook his head. “I have obligations and my family is there.”
 
   She reminded him, “Remember the offer that my father made to you about a position in the company.” With a sparkle in her eyes, she said enthusiastically, “You could work at Marvel Enterprises?”
 
   “Yes, but I have no training for that kind of job.”
 
   She took his hand excitedly, “He said that he would take a special interest in you to see that you learned everything that you needed to know to succeed. When I get out of college, Danny, we would work together. Some day we would own the company.”
 
   “Are you forgetting that I spent half of my life earning enough money to buy back the family farm? Do you want me to give that up?”
 
   “I understand, Danny, but now you have it. It is back in your family. Now you can move here to New York.”
 
   He thought about what it would be like to work in a fast paced business compared to the life he had mapped out for himself of being a rancher.
 
   “There are all kinds of jobs available in the firm. My father would see to it that you have a job where you are happy. He would accelerate your climb in the firm to where you could quickly earn a decent income. Think of all the perks of living in New York. You could go the opera anytime you want, enjoy all the nice restaurants, or go to Carnegie Hall. You could have your own membership in the country club. Think about it, Danny. It could all be yours in a short time.”
 
   Danny narrowed his eyes and asked, “Is that what this trip was about? Lisa, do you love me?”
 
   “I love you with all my heart, Danny. I have never dated anyone like you.” She reached to kiss him.
 
   Her beauty and earnestness over whelmed him. He kissed her again and again.
 
   She grabbed his hand and rushed him upstairs to her room again. Frantically, they undressed each other and made love again.
 
   Danny noticed the time and he realized that he needed to pack quickly in order to make it to the airport in time. Christopher stood by waiting outside with the limousine ready.
 
   “Please think about what we talked about this morning,” she requested.
 
   “I will,” he promised as he headed up to the terminal for his flight home.
 
   He slept most of the way home. When his airplane pulled into the Tulsa International Airport, he was glad to see Tulsa again. It wasn’t long until he tossed his suitcase into the back of his pickup and headed home down HWY 66. He reached up and patted the dash of his beloved used pickup and said, “You’re mine, Baby. You’re paid for with my own money.”
 
    The closer he got to home the more relaxed he felt and the happier he became. He didn’t have any regrets about visiting the lovely Lisa and the whirlwind trip he had taken.
 
   He could see as he thought about her on his way home, Lisa was definitely in her element in New York City. She was exciting, loving, and intelligent. He knew she had a lot to offer aside from her dad offering him a position with the fast promotions and the promise of a big salary someday.
 
   He could see how Oklahoma would be a little back woodsy and boring to her. She was beautiful. Life with her could be like living in a dream.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
   He entered his gravel driveway shortly after eight in the evening. It had been dark for over two hours now. He glanced over at the old mustard clapboards of the house. He hated that color but he thought it’s mine, paid for with my own money. 
 
   Frisker bounced around the truck making playful yapping sounds. Danny opened the door and Frisker jumped into his arms so happy to see him. Usually he didn’t let Frisker lick his face but this time he let him show his appreciation. He put him back down and said, “Come on, boy. Let’s go see our calves and pigs.”
 
   Danny surveyed all his barns and livestock, and peeked in on the roosting chickens. This is my inheritance he thought. A peace came over him. Frisker still was wriggling all over and licking his lips. He reached down, scratched behind his ears, and petted the pup, “Yeah, ol’ boy, I missed you, too.”
 
   He could tell that Ted had taken good care of everything. Water and feed was readily available for all the animals. When he reached the house, the kittens were hanging on the screen waiting for him. He went in the house and poured them a bowl of milk. Then he called Ted, “Thank you for taking care of everything so well. Anytime you need anything, all you need to do is ask.”
 
   Ted answered, “Okay, Danny. I was happy to help out. Now, about that other thing I need, I’ll sit down and start making a list.”
 
   Danny laughed, knowing that Ted was teasing. He thought about how nice it was to have good neighbors on whom he could depend.
 
   Next he called his mom to let her know that he was safe and sound back on the farm. It took him at least an hour to tell her everything she wanted to know about his trip.
 
   He went back out and retrieved his suitcase from the back of the pickup and set it inside his bedroom. Next, in the kitchen he pulled out a couple of cans of Vienna sausages and wrapped them in the last of his stale loaf of bread. Pulled a cola from the refrigerator and sat at his old used table. My, it was good to be back home. He turned on the radio and shared his sausages with Frisker who gulped them down hardly chewing them. He tossed the bread wrapper and the empty cans in the trash and poured himself a large glass of milk. He reached into the bottom drawer of the refrigerator and got an apple and an orange to finish off his meal. His banana was already black so he tossed it in the trash. 
 
   He told Frisker, “This is good home cookin’.”
 
   Frisker responded with his usual wiggles watching to see if another Vienna sausage would be forthcoming.
 
   Danny lay back on his bed without tossing the kittens out and stretched out on his bed with his feet hanging off the bed. The kittens immediately curled up on the bed by his legs. Frisker curled up on the floor beside the bed and laid his head across Danny’s shoes.
 
   As he drifted off to sleep he remembered that he forgot to put his shoes up on the shelf in the closet, but he was too sleepy to do anything about it. The next thing that hit his brain was that if Lisa loved him as much as she claimed why did she wait so many months to contact him? He was too tired to give that much thought.
 
   When he awoke the next morning he stretched and smiled. How good it was to be back home again! He put the kittens and dog outside and then took care of his own ablutions. 
 
   He went about all morning humming and singing the song, Ain’t It Good To Be Back Home Again. After checking his mail he noticed another sack of fan mail to deal with. He tied into them with renewed vigor and got them out of the way. He went into town to deliver them to the post office and bought more groceries. He remembered that Roger Sinclair the biographer should contact him within the next few days to get started.
 
   Back in New York City when Lisa got back home from the airport, Mr. Marvel asked her, “What’s the status? Did he give you an answer?”
 
   She shook her head, “No, Dad. He only said that he would think about it.” She moped around the house all afternoon. She tried reading in her dad’s library but now it had too memories of Danny. She could still visualize the concern written all over his face as he questioned her about her mother. She thought about the hope he tried to impart to her as he advised her to look on the good side of the situation. Only Danny could find something hopeful in such a tragedy in her life. The only good thing about it that she could find was how close she and her father had become.
 
   She went out to her favorite hangout but she found memories of Danny there, too. She danced with abandonment still not eradicating any memories. After a couple of hours she went back home and went to her room. When she entered the door the first thing she saw was Danny’s t-shirt that he wore the night before laying on her bed where he left it. He intended to put it in his suitcase. Apparently, she thought he never got it done. She picked it up and smelled of his scent on the shirt then kissed it. She looked over at the picture of them so happy that night after a game and burst into tears.
 
   Quickly she took off her own clothes and pulled his t-shirt over her naked breast feeling the material slide down her body. She slipped under her sheets and let the tears slide down her face. She pondered, how could anyone turn down the offer Danny was given? She already missed him so much. She spread herself across the bed where they had made love so many times while he was here.
 
   Tears continued to slide out the corners of her eyes; she wished he was still here. Intuitively she already knew what his decision would be.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
   With mixed feelings Angela drove past Danny’s house noticing his pickup was back in the driveway. She had pondered if she was doing the right thing by going to Los Angeles for her audition for the modeling agency, but when Ted had told her that Danny had asked him to take care of his animals so that he could go to New York with his old girl friend, she knew that she had made the right decision.
 
   How could she live next door to him and still make it from one day to the next? It was better to move on. She could make it as a model. It would be interesting work, she would get to travel, and as a model she would make good money.
 
   She made the decision to drive to Los Angeles because she didn’t want to be stranded with no transportation to get to her appointments. The old car might not be as fancy as what a lot of other people owned but it was hers and paid for to boot. Fortunately, her friend Teresa Meyers had offered to let her stay in her apartment until she could get on her feet. Teresa explained that she was rarely there anyway. Angela pulled all her money out of savings. If she got really desperate and needed to crawl home shamefully embarrassed, she knew her father would bale her out and send her enough money to make it home. 
 
   She pushed aside the thought that her parents needed her to help plant the vegetable garden and tend it. A guilty twinge touched Angela’s heart thinking of all the work that her mother would have to do mostly by herself now that she was leaving home again. Still there were plenty of other brothers and sisters who lived close by to help her if necessary. Ted still lived at home and her dad helped in a pinch. She tried to think of the future and not worry about what was at home.
 
   Three days later Angela pulled into the address that Teresa had given her. She gave her name to doorman. He was a small man with a big mustache that wiggled when he talked. He introduced himself, “My name is Sam Whitely. Teresa said you would be coming. I have a key for you. If there is anything you need, please feel free to ask. I will assist you in any way I can.”
 
   He picked up her luggage and rode with her up the elevator to the apartment on the third floor. He unlocked the door to #312 and carried her luggage inside the door. He handed her the key. She reached in her purse and gave him a tip and thanked him for helping her.
 
   Angela walked through the living room admiring the décor. It appeared to have the latest in modern designs with avocado shag carpet, matching avocado drapes. Avocado tile continued into the kitchen area with harvest gold appliances. Burnt orange splashes of color in the counter and other orange accents in vases and silk flowers displayed in the kitchen and living room area.
 
   She pulled back the drapes lighting the room with brilliant sunshine. The view from the window showed the parking lot below. Not as beautiful as the farm, Angela decided but she did like that she could look down and see her car from her living room window.
 
   Maybe in a short while she could afford her own apartment. She saw a door that opened up on a small balcony from her kitchen. She stepped out and could see rows and rows of other apartment buildings. Well, she thought, she would put some plants out here to soften the view and make a reason why she would want to come out here.
 
   She went in to unpack and found that all the dresser drawers were full of Teresa’s things. In a quandary about what to do, she mentally apologized to Teresa and began moving all of her things into one side of the dresser so that she could have the other side.
 
   In the kitchen she found a few spices in the cabinets along with a can of tomato sauce, some cans of soup, and a box of spaghetti. In the refrigerator she found a box of soda along with some mustard and ketchup. Well, obviously, Teresa doesn’t cook much or she isn’t here often, Angela thought.
 
   She hadn’t eaten since she left the edge of Arizona early that morning, so she consoled herself with the idea that she was due an indulgence. She picked up the phone, thankful that she heard the dial tone and ordered in pizza from the phone book lying nearby. She knew that if she became a model that her days of ordering pizza were at an end.
 
   Her interview was still a few more days away and she promised herself that during that time she would watch what she ate and cream and pamper her skin with all the products that Teresa left for her stacked in the bathroom. She also had given Angela permission to use any of it she wanted.
 
   She felt really tired from three days of traveling by herself, so when the pizza came she stretched out comfortably on the couch, turned on the television and indulged on the wonderful forbidden pizza.
 
   When Angela walked into AFFINITY Talent and Model Agency she felt like a small entity within a large overwhelming mass of people who had come to apply for a job. She wondered how she could ever have a chance among this throng of applicants. Still, she decided, she had pulled all her savings and driven all this way, she wouldn’t leave without at least giving it a fair shot. 
 
   After standing quite a while in line she finally approached the desk and gave her name. She showed the card that she had received offering her an interview. The woman asked her to step into a waiting room #14 down the left hall.
 
   Another thirty minutes went by while she waited among several other applicants who already sat waiting. She appreciated that at least she could sit while she waited. Finally, a tall woman wearing a royal blue suit and whose dyed black hair which had been severely pulled back in a bun on the nap of her neck entered the room called for Angela Dodd.
 
   Angela rose with a smile and held out her hand to the woman who glanced at Angela’s offered hand and whirled and said, “Follow me.”
 
   Angela glanced around at the others waiting, raised her eyebrows and smiled, and then followed the woman already walking down the hall. She took her to a nicely decorated office with live green plants sitting by the only window. A middle aged woman with blond hair that curled softly around her shoulders and wore a soft yellow suit which matched her hair rose from her desk when Angela entered the room and introduced herself, “Hello, I’m Pamela Shelby. I understand you are a friend of Teresa Meyers.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am. We went to college together.”
 
   “Teresa has given me a recommendation for you, but would you tell me about yourself?”
 
   By the end of the day, Angela had been shuffled around to so many people that she hoped she remembered all their names. She was given some scripts and asked to memorize them. On Monday morning she needed to return to audition for the parts. Wow! She thought. She had parts for commercials and soaps. She knew that AFFINITY handled the auditions for these but hadn’t seriously considered herself as a candidate. She thought her strength lay in being tall and slim which worked for her benefit in being a model. 
 
   Angela didn’t intend to be picky. Wherever they placed her, at least she would have a job. Right now, a job was a job. Any paycheck that could cover her expenses would be welcome. Maybe she could be particular later.
 
   Driving back to the apartment she picked up a chicken to bake and more salad greens. She craved a nice lasagna with lots of cheese and French bread slathered in butter and garlic. She could always add a little garlic to the chicken and pretend.
 
   When she walked by Sam, the doorman, she always stopped to visit with him for a minute. Not only was he a nice man but it amused her to watch his mustache wiggle as he talked. She found out that he had a wife and four small children, a huge mortgage and two dachshund dogs.
 
   Monday morning arrived and Angela crawled out of bed early and stepped into the shower. She wanted to fit the part so she went through Teresa’s clothes and picked out what she hoped were the appropriate clothing for each part. The parts had been easy for Angela to learn so she went through several different approaches that she thought might work for them. Before she auditioned for each part she talked to them for a few minutes to get a sense of what she thought they wanted. She easily slid into character and performed her best hoping that she read them right.
 
   At the end of the day, she waited hopefully to hear if she earned the contract but was told to go home and wait for a call. Somewhat discouraged she went home and wished she could curry Tammy and hold her kittens. Instead she called her mother and told her all the news.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
    According to Aimee, a ten inch snow had fallen in Oklahoma during the first week of January. Power outages and frozen water pipes had crippled most of northeastern Oklahoma and parts of Arkansas and Kansas. Fortunately, the rural water in the area survived the blizzard’s assault but the people who lived in mobile homes were hurting unless they had the foresight to surround their homes with a well-insulated skirting.
 
   Aimee reported that the power company had told them that they would be without electricity for possibly two weeks before they could get around to everybody. They had gas heating but were using candles and gas lamps to see at night in the house. At times like this most people tended to go to bed early to keep warm and save the hassle of dealing with the gas lights.
 
   For the first time Angela was glad she wasn’t in Oklahoma. A fleeting thought ran across her mind wondering how Danny was faring alone on his farm, but pushed the thought aside. Danny wasn’t her problem.
 
   Danny was as warm as a bug in a rug. He pulled his twin bed into the living room to sleep next to the big wood heater. He kept his calves in the hay barn for the duration of the snow. He opened up access for his pigs into the milk room of the barn. His hens were safely tucked into their room. He bundled up in his heaviest coat and went out in his high topped leather boots and tended to them twice a day.
 
   In Oklahoma, the snow might be melted in two days or maybe last for a week or two, but the electricity damage could last for however long it took the power company to correct all the problems.
 
   Danny took it all in stride and didn’t worry overly much. Most of the problems didn’t come from the snow anyway; it came from the sleet or the melted snow refreezing over the highways night after night causing black ice. Usually on the first big snow of the year, there were a lot of wrecks from people sliding off in the ditches, but after that Oklahomans usually got the ‘ah-ha’ lesson to slow down and take it more seriously.
 
   After a week of being snowbound Danny went to the Dodd’s house to see how they fared during the snow storm. “Come right in out of the snow before you freeze your toes off,” Greg called out holding the door open.
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I’ll do that. How are all of you doing?” Danny asked pulling off his hat and coat.
 
   “We’re all fine, toasty and warm,” Greg answered taking Danny’s coat.
 
   “I see that. How are you, Aimee?”
 
   “I’m fine.” She laughed, “We’re having a lot of early nights.” She went in the kitchen and brought him a cup of steaming coffee. “Here, this will warm your bones.”
 
   “Ah. Thank you.”
 
   “You know, you don’t have to stay down there in that house alone. You could come over here,” Aimee offered.
 
   “I appreciate that. I may take you up on that offer.” Danny set his coffee cup down and went to the front door to retrieve a roll of paper that he had sat down by the front door. “I brought my house plan over to show you. I want Angela’s opinion; she always thinks of something that I need to adjust.”
 
   Aimee and Greg stopped and regarded each other. A full minute passed while Danny looked from one to the other wondering what he said wrong.
 
   Finally, Greg hesitantly spoke, “Angela’s not here.”
 
   “She went to Los Angeles.” Aimee added.
 
   Danny stood frowning in confusion. “She never told me she was leaving,” he managed to utter.
 
   “Danny,” Aimee slowly said as talking to a child. “You went to New York.”
 
   Finally, the light began to come on in Danny’s eyes. He sat down at the table. “I’m sorry.”  After a couple of minutes he rolled up his house plan and said, “I need to go home.”
 
   “You don’t have to go home on our account,” Gregg spoke up.
 
   “You’ve been better to me than I deserve,” he replied, giving them both a hug. “I need to go home and do some thinking.”
 
   As soon as the snow abated and the electricity was restored, Roger Sinclair, the biographer and Danny spent the next two months getting the book underway.
 
    
 
   Angela called home announcing that she had won the contract to star in two commercials. From her contact in the agency, she had been told that she was being considered for a guest part in a soap. At this point that’s all she had been told.
 
    
 
   By the end of March, bulldozers, backhoes, and chain saws buzzed as they busily cleared the land for the new house and built Danny’s new road. As soon as the pad for the new house had been leveled, a new set of construction workers set in. Concrete finishers, plumbers, air conditioning, and electrician contractors swarmed the place for days. Soon the lumber yard delivered several loads of lumber and the builders got in earnest and the house began to take shape.
 
   Along with shuffling all the contractors, Danny bred his hogs, sold his steers, and bought forty more head of Hereford calves to build his herd. His hens were laying ten eggs every day. He ate more eggs than he ever wanted until he got wise enough to start giving them to everybody else. Frisker had a full time job trying to observe and approve of all the workers that came on the farm. 
 
   Danny stood at the lumber yard sorting through all the colors of paint. He scratched his head wishing Angela was there to tell him which color of paint to buy. Yes, he realized as he scratched his head, he was out of his league, he definitely needed help. Since Angela wasn’t available, it was time to consult his mom.
 
   He went by the feed store and bought a pickup load of feed for his livestock, and then bought a loaf of bread and some more milk for him and the cats. He just got the milk put in the refrigerator when the phone rang. It was Lisa, the phone call he had been dreading ever since he came home from New York.
 
   “Hi, Danny,” she greeted him. “I’ve been waiting for a phone call from you. I finally decided to call myself. How are you?”
 
   “I’m good,” he replied. “I’ve been building my house.”
 
   After a pause, she slowly said, “So you aren’t making plans to move to New York?”
 
   “No, Lisa,” Danny wished he could make this easy for her. “Your father made a wonderful offer but I can’t live like that.”
 
   “I don’t understand, Danny. Everything! All of New York would be at your fingertips. We could be married and have a great life. Don’t you understand? I love you, Danny.”
 
   “Lisa, I have always loved you from the moment that I first saw you. Would you consider moving to Oklahoma and living on my ranch? I am building my new house and I have a good herd started.”
 
   He heard her catch a sob, and could tell she was speaking with a tear filled voice when she said, “I belong in New York. If you had continued to play professional football, I would have followed you anywhere, but, Danny, I could never be happy living on that farm. I’m sorry. I will never be a farmer’s wife.”
 
   “Goodbye, Lisa.”
 
   He shook his head, and rubbed his hands over his face. That call had gone just as badly as he expected it would. He remembered that he thought he had lost Lisa after the accident. She hadn’t called or come around for so long. She didn’t return his calls after he lost his pro football status. He had been surprised and flattered when she had contacted him again just after Christmas.
 
   He mulled it over in his mind. She didn’t love him enough to be a farmer’s wife. He didn’t love her enough to move to New York. The last thing he wanted to do, no matter how sweet the deal, was to become their puppet. He would earn his own way on his own steam, and live with the consequences.
 
   Surprisingly enough, he thought, he and Lisa had loved one another and they had been good together. Their lives were too different and their love wasn’t enough to bridge the gap.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
   Nora, Danny’s older sister and Jeremy, her husband, along with Lauren, Laura and Uncle Art came to see the construction of Danny’s new house after the plea he made to his mom for help. He took them out to see the construction and explained the process of what they were seeing. The shingles had been laid, the windows were in place, and the brick partially lain.
 
   Danny explained why he relocated the house and why he moved the driveway. He took them on a tour of the house and heard their comments. All of them watched out for Lauren, hoping she didn’t step on a nail or something.
 
   Laura commented, “It looks like you have a handle on everything, what could you possible need from us?”
 
   Danny wrinkled his face and confessed, “I need a woman’s touch.” 
 
   All of them laughed at him, “So you finally confess that a woman is important?” Nora teased.
 
   Danny put up his hands and laughed, “Hey, did you ever hear me say that a woman is not important?”
 
   Laura sobered a little and asked, “Who is the woman, Danny? Is it the one from New York?” A question she had wanted to ask for a long time but refused to ask until now.
 
   Danny ducked his head and leaned against a stud. He understood her curiosity and answered, “No, Mom. Lisa is finally out of my life for good.”
 
   After waiting a moment, he added, “Angela is the only woman I am interested in. I plan to finish this house for her.” 
 
   Laura glanced at the others and nodded her head in approval, “A good choice, Son. I’ll pray for your success.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.” He gave her a hug. I’ve always been able to depend on you.”
 
   By this time Nora and Laura were both wiping tears. Lauren put her arms around Danny’s waist and hugged him. “Thanks, Cookie.”
 
   “Okay, now that we got through that,” Danny breathed a deep sigh and smiled regaining his usually happy attitude. “What I need from you,” Danny put his arm across his mother’s shoulder and led her to the kitchen.
 
   Nora spoke up, “Danny, count me in. Would you let me help Mom pick out paint, and help decorate the inside? We took off work for a week, so we’ll be here to help, too. That is, if you want our help.”
 
   “Of course, Sis, Danny said. “All of you, I can use all the help I can get, the more the better.” He was getting excited that most of the interior decisions would not be left up to him.
 
   Art asked, “What about cabinets, Son. Are you building custom cabinets?”
 
   “Do you have any advice?”
 
   Jeremy drifted outside looking at the lay of the land. Soon the bricks would be completed and the yard would be ready to level. He walked around to the back of the house where the old house needed to be removed and thought about building a patio against the wide back porch. With the old house removed he would plant an elm tree for shade and plant flowers and shrubs to enhance the view. A sprinkler system needs to be installed for easy watering.
 
   He walked back in where Art and Danny were still discussing cabinets in the bathrooms and kitchen and asked, “Danny, would you let me landscape your yard for you?” 
 
   “Nothing would suit me better, Jeremy,” Danny agreed. “Thanks.”
 
   They walked outside for Jeremy to explain his landscaping ideas. Finally, Danny glanced at Uncle Art and asked, “I notice you have gotten very quiet. What are you thinking?”
 
   “Well, I hated to bring it up without you mentioning it,” Art said, “but I was thinking about building a barn over there for your thoroughbreds you plan to buy next year.”
 
   “I have drawn up a tentative plan, I’ll bring it over some time and we’ll discuss it.”
 
   “Also, you need a tractor and a plow so you can start growing some of your own feed. You need a hay baler and a brush hog to keep your pasture under control.”
 
   “Okay, okay, Uncle Art,” Danny laughed. “You need to help me figure a plan to make all of this work. Somewhere along the line, I need to start making a profit before I run out of money.”
 
   “Anytime, Son,” Art answered with a grin. “We’ll put all our heads together on this, and we’ll come up with a plan.”
 
   In the kitchen where Laura and Nora had the opportunity to talk without Danny hearing their conversation, Nora mentioned, “I think we need to bring Aimee in on this. Who better knows what Angela would like?”
 
   “You’re right. That’s a good idea. I’ll talk to her,” Laura decided.
 
   “She lives just down the road,” Nora said in anticipation. “Let’s call her and ask her to come over.”
 
   “Okay, I’m excited about this.” Laura agreed. “I’m ready to get started on this right away.”
 
    
 
   In California, Angela had received the word that AFFINITY liked her performances and she had starred in two commercials already and now they had a spot as a guest star in one of the soaps. She jumped up and down with excitement after she hung up the phone with them. She was so tired of waiting and watching television. She wished she had a dog she could walk or a cat, or both. She was so tired of being lonely. There was nobody with whom to celebrate. Sam downstairs was her closest friend, if you could call the doorman your best friend. 
 
   She called her mother, Aimee, “Mom, guess what? I’m going to star in two commercials. Isn’t that great?”
 
   “Angela, I’m so glad you called. I think that’s wonderful news. Wow! Two commercials and now a guest star on a soap.” Aimee rejoiced with her over the phone. “That’s a start!”
 
   “Yeah, they also said today that they have a part as a guest star in one of the weekly sitcoms for me. What do you think of that?”
 
   “I always knew you had it in you. You’ll remember that we prayed about it, too,” Aimee reminded her.
 
   “That’s right! I do remember. I’ll send up another prayer of thanks.”
 
   “Angela, I was fixing to call you, but you beat me to it. I have something I want to get your opinion on.”
 
   “Sure, Mom.”
 
   “If I were to remodel my kitchen, which appliances would you suggest?”
 
   By the time the conversation was over, Aimee knew exactly which appliances to buy and what color. She finagled what color of tile to put on the wall behind the counter, what color and style of tile to buy for the kitchen and bathroom floors. She knew that Angela preferred hardwood floor for the living room. She also knew what color of paint to put on all the walls. 
 
   Aimee called Laura and said laughingly, “I just hit the mother lode. I got Angela to give me all the information we needed to decorate the house. I don’t think she had a clue that I wasn’t talking about my own house.”
 
   Laura laughed and said, “Aimee, I had no idea you could be so devious.”
 
   “Well, a mother has her ways and I’ve had lots of experience,” Aimee admitted.
 
    “Good for you. You just made our job so much easier. Now all we have to do is pick it out.”
 
   “I’ll meet you and Nora at the paint store in the morning and we’ll get started, if that’s okay with you.”
 
   “Yes, we’ll be there,” Laura assured her.
 
    
 
   When Danny heard the news that Angela had done a couple of commercials, he immediately went to Western Auto and bought himself that television he had promised himself months ago. Even though he was very busy everyday with the house construction and his farm duties, Danny turned the television on and let it run all day just in case he could get a glimpse of her.
 
   The completion of construction drew nearer. The dry wall men finished the ceiling texture and the painters were due to start the next day. The tile installers would come as soon as the painters finished their portion. Soon the trim people would make the house have some of those finishing touches that made it look ready to be lived in.
 
   Thanks to the ladies, all the light fixtures waited in an unused bedroom of the old house. The lumber yard had all of his appliances ready for him to say the word for them to be delivered.
 
   Danny was getting excited. It could be that within the next month, he might be able to move into his new house.
 
   He had spent the morning plowing and seeding his back pasture on his new tractor. He came in for some lunch and that’s when he saw her. He was walking through the living room when he heard her voice. He glanced down at the television and there she was. Angela spoke softly to the leading star of the show, “I promise you. I am innocent of all charges against me.”
 
   He looked sternly at her, “How can I know that you had nothing to do with it?”
 
   She grabbed the lapels of his coat and pulled him to her, “Because I love you. I would never do anything to betray you or cause shame to your name.”
 
   He roughly kissed her and said, “You are a vixen and I’m smitten.”
 
   She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him with passion. He returned the kiss with equal passion and a commercial came on.
 
   Danny sat there on the couch in shock with his mouth open. She’s really good, he thought. It’s not every day you see the girl you want to marry kissing another man on television. He sat there on the couch leaning over with his elbows on his knees and hung his head in thought. He had not yet spoken to her about his intentions. She may have found somebody in Los Angeles by now.
 
   Soon the commercials were over and he watched the rest of the show but he never saw Angela again. He went in the kitchen, made a couple of sandwiches, and poured a tall glass of milk. He thought about last summer when she was always there for him, how much fun they had every weekend, and how comfortable they had been with each other. They understood each other.
 
   He finished his sandwiches and thought a minute leaning his chin on his hand. Why did they stop dating? Oh, that’s when the reporter Eve came and caught his attention. He remembered how she captivated him with her perky attitude and engaging smile. He excused himself with the thought that if Angela had not left town that weekend, he would have taken her instead of Eve to Aaron’s house to play cards that night.
 
   He finished his milk and got up for an apple and some cookies to finish off his meal and refilled his glass. Actually he should be ashamed, because he knew in his heart that he had been secretly glad that she was gone so he felt free to call the exciting reporter. After that night he rode on an exhilarating tide of emotions. Maybe their relationship could have gone somewhere if she hadn’t gotten that job in Chicago. He couldn’t begrudge her the opportunity to further her career. In her circumstances, he knew that he would have done the same thing. After Eve left, he felt a little embarrassed to call Angela again.
 
    He had hurt Angela by going to New York, but he didn’t regret going except for hurting her. Lisa, being the beautiful fairy princess of his dreams, tantalized and lured him in his dreams. Now, that the relationship was over, he could look back and see it for what it was. Lisa thrilled him and represented the trophy that every young man desired on his arm. He knew that they both cared deeply for each other, but once it wasn’t convenient, it wasn’t as real as it seemed. He hadn’t dreamed of her since leaving New York and didn’t expect that he ever would again.
 
   He went out to his new house to see how the workers were coming along and wished they were finished so he could go to Los Angeles and bring Angela back with him. If she would come, that is.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
 
     Angela looked back at the accomplishments she had made since she first went came AFFINITY as she drove toward the mountains on her rare day off. Thankfully, she had made a few commercials when she first came to Los Angeles. That kept her going in fast cash for a while, but the role of playing a guest star in the soap became a welcome challenge. She had always been a hard worker but the hours required to fulfill the role of Tari Martin kept her on her toes daily. Somehow, through it all she had accomplished starring in a sitcom as well. 
 
   She definitely wasn’t complaining, nevertheless she wanted to get out of the city and breathe some country air. She opened her windows and let the wind blow her hair and turned the radio up. She smiled and thought, ‘you can take the girl out of the country but you can’t take the country out of the girl.’ She sang along with the songs on the radio as she enjoyed the drive.
 
   The country station started playing Hank Williams tunes and the song, Hey, Good Lookin’ came on and she couldn’t sing for the lump in her throat. That’s the song that her Dad sang to her Mother. 
 
   She sure missed them. She still sometimes had to push down the guilt that they needed her at home. She furrowed her forehead in thought excusing her actions. Her parents were definitely in their sixties, but still in relatively good health. Why did she feel such a burden that they needed her so much when they had other daughters and sons who lived nearby? They could call on one of them anytime they needed some extra help. Then the thought crossed her mind that maybe she needed them more than they needed her. She needed to be needed and maybe she used them as her excuse.
 
   When she had come home from college, she had other opportunities to put in applications for jobs but she followed her desire to move back to Pryor to be near family. If she could get a business going where she could use her skills, she could work anywhere she chose.
 
   Then the song I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry played next. Now the tears really ran down her face. She came to a bridge where a river flowed down from the mountains. Over to right of the bridge, a small beach where a lot of umbrellas with families had come for a small vacation or at least a day to enjoy the water and sun. She slowed down and pulled over onto the access road. Several campers nestled under the trees at the edge of the beach.
 
   Angela parked her car and walked along until she found an unused park table. She sat there and watched the children play. Finally she could resist the temptation no longer. She kicked off her sandals and waded in the water. She wore shorts and a sleeveless blouse so with her long legs she didn’t worry about getting her clothes wet.
 
   Some children the same age as Sarah and Janie back home played catch with a beach ball not far from where she waded. One of the children tossed the ball too hard and it landed on the water near Angela’s knees. She picked up the ball and threw it back to them with a smile.
 
   They giggled and soon the ball landed next to her quite frequently. Once one of them missed the ball and she quickly splashed out into the deeper water to retrieve the ball before the current swept it out too far. She poised into one of her old basketball free throw tosses and it landed splat, right in the middle of their little circle of catch. They squealed as the water splashed all over them. “Okay, guys, I’m all done,” she called out as she laughed walking out of the water.
 
   She walked back toward the table where she left her shoes to sit down and let her legs dry. A couple which looked to be in their early thirties approached her. “Thanks for playing with the children. They really enjoyed watching you catch the ball.”
 
   Angela smiled and said, “It was my pleasure. I have nieces and nephews their age at home. I really miss them.”
 
   “By the way, you threw that ball like a basketball player,” the man indicated with a tilt of his head.
 
   Angela nodded and replied, “I played basketball for Arkansas University a few years.”
 
   The woman sucked in her breath and put her hand over her mouth. “Oh! My God! You’re Tari!” she exclaimed.
 
   Not used to this kind of recognition she felt flattered, “Yes, I play Tari Martin.”
 
   The woman ran up and down the beach telling everyone that they had Tari Martin with them. They begged Angela to stay for a cookout in a couple of hours. Angela had been so lonesome earlier in the day that she agreed to stay.
 
   By the time that the cookout was prepared, the beach became so crowded with fans and family of fans that Angela wished she had at least put on some make-up and styled her hair instead of her usual at home ponytail. Many pictures were taken and she was the center of attention until she excused herself and left as soon as she could after the meal.
 
   On her drive back to Terry’s apartment she reminisced about the unusual impromptu cookout. She smiled and shook her head. It never occurred to her that she might be recognized by strangers. She knew of television stars being the objects of the paparazzi. Thank goodness, they have much more popular stars than me to chase, she thought. 
 
   Angela had expected her appearance on the soap to last only a couple of weeks. That’s all they had indicated when they offered her the opportunity to be on the show. Now the writers continued to include her into the script. It seemed that the directors liked her work. It was very demanding work and a lot of actors didn’t want to put in all of the hours required, but Angela had no other obligations. She appreciated something to keep her busy and her mind off home.
 
   She couldn’t help but wonder about Danny. She refused to inquire about him when she called home and nobody had volunteered any information. Still, she wondered if the biographer ever got his biography done. Did Danny get patched back up with that woman from New York? Has his fan mail slowed down?
 
   She pushed the questions from her mind. During high school she had held a torch for Danny but he never paid her any attention other than a casual conversation once in a while. When she went to college, she dated some but never got a real interest in anyone except Carl Nelson. They went out together for two years. Everyone thought as soon as graduation came, they would tie the knot, in fact so did she for a while. Carl brought up the subject time and time again. He was a handsome man with dark wavy hair and he actually met one of her inflexible standards of being as tall as she. She had no regrets about Carl. In the end it turned out to be just a college romance, neither of them was terribly upset when they split their ways.
 
   She pulled into the parking lot and went up to her apartment. The flashing light on her phone indicated that she had a phone message. She punched the button, “This is AFFINITY. Will you please call the agency in the morning?”
 
   She stood looking at the phone. Well, that could mean one of three things. They either had more contracts to offer her, they wanted to extend the contract on the soap, or she was fired. Deciding not to worry about it, she went into the bathroom and filled Terry’s whirlpool tub with steaming water topped with fragrant lilac bubbles. She grabbed the book she was reading from the bedside table and climbed in.
 
   She soaked and read for over thirty minutes before she heard the doorbell ring. “Oh, Rats,” she muttered as she climbed out of the warm water and wrapped a towel around her and another one around her hair. She walked to the front door leaving a trail of wet footsteps and peered out the hole in the door.
 
   She was so startled when she saw who stood outside the door that she almost dropped the towel. It was so unusual that anyone ever came to her door. She was sure when she reached the door that she would find someone looking for someone else. Without thinking that she needed to put on clothes, she unlocked the door to let him in.
 
   Danny smiled appraising her condition and said, “Hello, Angela.” He entered into the living room.
 
   She still hadn’t gotten her tongue yet. She closed the door and when he opened his arms to her she stepped into them. If he hadn’t held onto her towel for her it would have all fallen to the floor. She put her arms around him while the tears ran down her face.
 
   It felt so wonderful to have somebody from home here with her, especially Danny. They held each other for a while. Danny smelled the lilac scent on the soft skin of her neck and placed there a few feather light kisses, while he promised himself that he would not take advantage of the situation. He knew they needed to talk and he had a few fences to mend here and a few apologies to make.
 
   Finally she stepped back holding up her towel and he placed his hand at the back of her neck and brought her in for a tender kiss on the lips before she left to get dressed. By this time her heart was pounding so hard and birds were singing in her ears. She went back to her bedroom and leaned back on the door after she closed it. She smiled as she thought, I’ve always heard of the birds and the bees but this is the first time I ever heard them.
 
    While Angela dressed Danny walked around the apartment noticing that she had done very little to make the place hers. No pictures or artifacts sitting around that looked like anything she placed there. Then he saw the balcony outside the kitchen door, and he thought this is what Angela put here. The tiny balcony blazed in a profusion of color and greenery, a tiny retreat in an otherwise impersonal habitat.
 
   They ordered in Chinese and she told him about her commercials, her directors,  the other cast members on the soap, her interviews, and auditions. He told her about the animals he had sold and bought. He told her about the hogs that he had and about breeding them.
 
   She wanted to know about his house construction and whether it was completed. He told her about being ready to tear down the old house and that he would be ready to landscape the yard.
 
   Finally, she announced, “Danny, I have to get up early to go to work in the morning. You’re welcome to stay here tonight.”
 
   “I came straight here when I got here. So I don’t have a motel room yet.”
 
   “That’s okay. I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   She brought out a pillow and a couple of blankets for him to sleep on the couch. “I’m sorry. I know that couch is too short for you.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me, Angela. Every bed I’ve slept on since I got out of the hospital has been too short for me,” Danny grinned.
 
   When she turned to leave, he put his arm around her and pulled her into a hug and kissed her. “Angela, it’s so good to see you again.” 
 
   After enjoying the hug and kiss, she said in return, “I have missed you, too.”
 
   Danny lay on the couch propped up on his pillow against the arm of the couch. He tucked both of his hands behind his head and thought about his first night with Angela. It was more like getting reacquainted and catching up with each other’s lives. It seemed like they skirted around every issue that was important as far as their relationship was concerned.
 
   Funny, he thought. Every woman he had been with in the last few months where he spent the night, he was in her bed. Now that he decided he wanted to marry Angela and spend the rest of his life with her, here he was on the couch for the first time. Ted moved into his house to take care of everything until he could come home. He came with both of their parents blessing to bring her home and to stay as long as necessary to obtain that objective.
 
   At six the next morning Angela came out of her bedroom dressed in shorts and tee shirt fresh out of the shower. Since Danny usually got up that early to take care of the animals, he already was dressed with his blankets folded.
 
   “Danny, would you like to go with me to the set?” Angela invited. “They provide breakfast before they plaster my face with make-up. Come with me if you’d like.”
 
   He thought a minute and said, “Well, what else do I have to do? Sure.”
 
   During the day she found time to slip out and call AFFINITY to see what they had in mind when they called her yesterday. The offer they made her was very tempting but her emotions were on such a roller coaster right now with Danny there, she asked them to give her a couple of days to sort out things.
 
   As Danny watched Angela work with the other cast members and the director, he could see that the people with whom she worked liked and respected her. He wondered, why would she want to live on a ranch in northeastern Oklahoma, when she could have all of this action and glamour? By the time she finished for the day, his heart felt pretty low. Was he doing the right thing for Angela by selfishly wanting to take her home with him?
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
 
   When they reached the apartment Angela quickly prepared two potatoes and two chicken breasts to bake. Then she tossed some baby spinach leaves and grape tomatoes with some green pepper slices in a salad bowl. This took her about fifteen minutes. Now she could spend time with Danny until the food in the oven finished baking.
 
   Danny sat at the bar on a stool watching her efficiently prepare the food leaning on his elbows. Angela saw the solemn expression on his face and asked, “What’s the matter, Danny? You seem sad.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ll try to cheer up,” he said producing a smile.
 
   “Come on, out with it. Something is bothering you.”
 
   Danny gave a heavy sigh. “Yes, something is bothering me. Several somethings.”
 
   “Have I done something wrong? I’m sorry if I’ve offended you some way.” Angela sat down beside him in confusion trying to think what she could have done.
 
   He took her by the hand and led her to the couch. “We should sit over here where it’s more comfortable. We have a lot to talk about.”
 
   Suddenly, she panicked thinking of home. “Has something happened at home that you came here to tell me?”
 
   “No, no,” He said soothingly still holding her hand, “everything at home is fine, except me maybe.”
 
   She frowned again, “What’s the matter, Danny?”
 
   “What’s the matter with me is that I miss you,” he confessed looking over into her eyes.
 
   She pulled her hand back and said hotly, “Along with Eve and Lisa?” She put her hand over her mouth as soon as she said it, realizing it was a cheap shot that in ordinary circumstances she would have never said.
 
   His eyes widened in surprise at her outburst, but he knew he deserved anything she dished out at the moment. He held up his hands palms out and said, “I apologize for not explaining.”
 
   By this time she was pacing the living room floor in front of him. “You’re right. You do owe me an apology. I tried to overlook and excuse your little indiscretion with Eve considering that we never verbally committed to one another. It seemed our little relationship over the summer was drying out and I needed to make more money if I ever got my greenhouses up and running. I leave one weekend and you get a hot romance with that firefly at the newspaper office. A common courtesy of, ‘by the way Angela, I’m bored with you’ would have gone a long way. At least I would have known that our relationship was over, but you want to go on and pretend nothing ever happened and never ask me for another date.”  She stopped her pacing to illustrate with a flash of her hands in the air. “Like, ‘Poof,’ nothing ever happened between us.”
 
   Tears sprang to her eyes. Danny hated to hear her tirade but he knew he deserved every word she said. “I sorry that I hurt you,” he answered contritely. “You’re right I should have talked to you.” He hated to know that he was the cause of her tears, but again the tears gave him hope that she still cared that much.
 
   “Are you still seeing her?” Angela asked.
 
   “No,” he answered startled that she asked, but also realizing that she had no way of knowing. “No, Eve took a job in Chicago.”
 
   “You also went to see your old flame in New York,” she accused. “Did you think I should stand by holding my hands while you romanced her?”
 
   Danny stood up and walked over to the window and looked down on the parking lot. He needed to get his words right or he would be leaving without resolving anything between them.
 
   Angela stood across the room watching him look out the window. She knew she was being harsh with him, but at the minute she didn’t care. She felt like her heart had been pierced. This is the first time she had actually verbalized her pain and she needed some answers.
 
   In spite of her pain she admired his tall physique with his wide shoulders and narrow hips. She was proud of him, how he came through so much pain with his leg and losing his pro-status in football. He had developed in to an admirable man and she would like to spend the rest of her life with him, but not under these circumstances.
 
   Danny turned to face her, “Lisa and I were very close during my last year of college and my Dallas Cowboy career. During my time in the hospital she came to see me a few times, and then she stopped coming without an explanation. I suspected that she didn’t want anything to do with me because I wasn’t the man I used to be.”
 
   He walked over and perched on the bar stool again. He continued, “When I received the letter from her, she implied that she wanted to continue our relationship.” He looked at Angela who stood with her head down. He figured the last thing she wanted to hear was him being intimate with another woman, but he had started and intended to try to get her to understand.
 
   “I needed to resolve my feelings for her one way or another. I kept having dreams.” He ran his fingers through his hair.
 
   “Did you?” Angela asked again still not looking at him. She walked over to the window to look out this time.
 
   “Yes,” he said with another heavy sigh. “She only wanted me if I would stay in New York and become a puppet for her and her father in his business.” He shook his head. “That’s not me. I’ll make my own way and earn whatever I have.”
 
   The timer beeped and she went to remove the chicken and potatoes out of the oven. She set them on the top of the stove and removed the salad from the refrigerator and sprinkled it with Italian dressing. They ate mostly in silence, each of them struggling with their own thoughts and emotions.
 
   Angela finished her meal first, sat back and asked him, “What do you want from me? Obviously, you came here for a reason.”
 
   “Angela, want you to be my wife,” he blurted out before he thought.
 
   “And I’m supposed to be flattered that you would leave your other girlfriends to propose to me?” She retorted back at him, in spite of the fact that marrying Danny had always been her dream.
 
   “God! Angela, you are the only one I care about. You are the only one I want to spend the rest of my life with.” He began to wonder if maybe he made a mistake in coming here.
 
   Again tears sprang to her eyes, he looked at her remorsefully. He knelt beside her chair and picked up her hand and kissed it. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea I was causing you so much pain. Until I could get all the old ghosts expunged from my closet, I couldn’t give you my whole heart.”
 
   “Open your eyes, Angela, and look at me.” He ran the tips of his fingers down her cheek. “I love you. There is nobody else in my life.”
 
   She put her arms around his neck and he picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. They made love until they fell asleep.
 
    At six the next morning, Angela’s eyes flew open at the sound of her alarm clock. The first thing that came to mind was the job offer she received yesterday that she forgot all about last night. Next thing she thought of was Danny. She reached over to see if he really was there and when she felt him, she turned her head.
 
   Danny lay on his side facing her with his head on his hand propped up by his elbow smiling at her. “I was waiting for you to wake up.”
 
   “Hmm,” she commented and rolled over toward him. They made love again. She frantically jumped out of bed and ran to the shower to get ready for work. He joined her in the shower and they made love again.
 
   In her rush she glanced at the dirty dishes still on the table as they left the apartment. This was the first time she had ever left the apartment that way. They hurriedly got in the car and as she drove to work she told him, “I got a call from the agency and they want me to sign a contract for the next year to work on the soap opera.” She glanced at Danny wondering what he would think of her offer.
 
   Danny felt like he could be walking a tight rope. Anything he said about that could get him in trouble so he took the easy way out, “What do you want to do?”
 
   “Before last night, I would have accepted in a heartbeat. Now, I have more to consider. I will have to think about it some more.”
 
   “Of course, I have my preference about what you do, but I don’t want to be entirely selfish about this either. I noticed yesterday that you really like working here and you are well respected.”
 
   Angela smiled and nodded her head, “I do enjoy my job. It’s hard work and takes a lot of hours a day, but I like it.”
 
   Danny agreed, “That was my take on it.”
 
   She cocked her head to the side as she pulled into the parking lot and said, “I may not want it as a permanent job, but for this time in my life, it’s good.”
 
   He mulled their discussion in his head as he watched the actors come and go. He got acquainted with a lot of the work crew such as the cameraman, the director, and the men constantly organizing the props. Angela got teased a bit about bringing her boyfriend to work with her.
 
   He didn’t know if she had saved the amount of money necessary for her to set up her greenhouses as she wanted them or to buy her plants and seeds that she needed. She also needed some capital to distribute the plants and write up a sales pamphlet to mail. There were probably numerous expenses such as fertilizer and pesticides, etc.
 
   Somehow he needed to tip the scales in his favor. Angela’s love was an abiding love; he didn’t want to lose her. She would love him through the thick and thin. In fact, she already had. While he watched the camera maneuver into place to catch the perfect shot, he got an idea.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY
 
   At the afternoon break, Danny borrowed the car keys from Angela for a quick errand he told her he needed to take. He didn’t give her any explanation but promised to be back before she needed to leave for the evening.
 
   She had a confused expression on her face but she readily handed him the keys.
 
   At the end of the day she went in her dressing room to put her own clothes back on when Sandra, the woman from wardrobe brought in a beautiful evening gown for her to wear. 
 
   Angela looked at her puzzled, “I thought we were finished for the day.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tari. You know how John, our director is. He decides on the spur of the moment to order one more scene,” Sandra said shaking her head. After helping Angela get zipped up in the dress she snickered as she backed out of the room. She closed the door and muttered to herself, “And they think they are the only ones who can act.”
 
   Another person came in to check her makeup and put more finishing touches on it. “This must be some special scene but nobody has given me a script,” Angela complained.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Teri. You will know the words when it is time.”
 
   Angela hoped they would give her something soon. She was pretty good at memorizing her lines but she needed a few minutes to get some idea how to act the part.
 
   Soon she was led to a dining room scene of an upscale restaurant. She sat down at the table to wait. She could see the camera men placing their cameras in place. Others were adjusting the lighting for the optimum advantage. Still she waited. 
 
   Finally she heard the director order the scene to start but she still hadn’t received a script. Out of the darkness she saw Danny emerge wearing a tuxedo. He smiled at her as he approached; she in turn broke out into a wide smile. To her surprise he knelt down on one knee and he pulled a jewelry box out of his pocket.
 
   “Oh, my goodness!” she exclaimed. She resisted the urge to open her mouth wide or slap her hands over her face. Since she was on camera she had to play this scene right.
 
   A myriad of expressions crossed her face during this much of the exchange.
 
   Danny opened up the jewelry box and produced a white gold ring with a large diamond stone on it. “I love you. Will you be my wife?” He had been instructed to not use her name.
 
   By this time tears were escaping her eyes as she held out her left hand. “Yes, I have always loved you.”
 
   Music started up in the background. Soon violinist walked on stage next to their table and played. Danny reached for her hand and they danced to the words, After I’ve loved you for a million years. They danced looking into each other’s eyes adoringly and then they kissed.
 
   Behind them they heard, “Cut.”
 
   Clapping immediately echoed throughout the set and the lights came on to Angela’s surprise to reveal the entire cast watching. Angela placed her hands on her mouth this time and gasped, “I thought everybody had left.”
 
   John the director stepped up and congratulated them. “We didn’t think we could pull it off as well if you knew you had an audience.”
 
   He clapped Danny on the back, “You did a good job of acting, young man.”
 
   Danny laughed accepting the compliment but said, “You thought I was acting but I meant everything I said.” He put a proprietorial arm around Angela’s shoulder and hugged her to him. “This lovely lady will be mine for the next million years.”
 
   They were surrounded by well-wishers and people congratulating them. After thirty more minutes of sharing champagne that somebody brought in they were able to leave.
 
   “Would you like to eat out tonight to celebrate?” Danny asked on the way back to the apartment.
 
   “I would but I’m really tired.” She glanced over in his direction, “You know I didn’t get much rest last night.”
 
   He put his finger to his chin, “Oh yes, I remember. We could order in again and we might see if we would like to try that bedroom scene again.”
 
   She chuckled, “I really would like that.” She flashed her ring in the late afternoon sun. “I love it.”
 
   The next day Angela told the agency that she would not be signing the contract for next year, but she promised that she would stay long enough for them to write her out of the script. They hired a double for Danny to play out the story line. They used the scene that she and Danny made during their engagement to give her a happy send off in the story.
 
   Danny stayed a few more days with Angela and then went back home to his ranch.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY ONE
 
   The sprinkler system just clicked on to water the flowers and shrubs that Jeremy had planted in the flowerbeds he had created around the patio where Danny rested in the shade of the late afternoon. Frisker got up from his place by Danny’s chair and moved over near the sprinkler where it was cooler. He watched the hummingbirds feed off the flowers as he enjoyed their fragrance. He could see the horse barn from where he sat. It was at least halfway finished he supposed. Soon he could start shopping for his thoroughbreds he wanted to buy.
 
   He felt proud of his progress, he knew he had a lot of work to do to get it where he wanted his ranch to be but he felt pleased. Removing the old house was the first thing he accomplished when he returned from Los Angeles. Then Jeremy leveled and landscaped the yard.
 
   Another thing he did after returning from Los Angeles was have a deed written up. He smiled remembering the delightful time they had.
 
   They were all at Mom’s house for Mother’s day. She had prepared a huge meal against all of their protests that this was her special day and she didn’t have to cook.
 
   “Look, you guys,” Laura protested. “If this is my day I can spend it anywhere I want to and I can cook if I want to.”
 
   Danny and Nora both looked at Uncle Art and shrugged. “She has a point, you know,” Uncle Art replied shrugging, too.
 
   So against their objections they let her cook the meal and then they gave her their gifts. Nora gave her mom a beautiful flowering hibiscus Jeremy had cultivated especially for Mother’s Day. Danny gave her a box of old papers that he had found in the attic of the old house when they tore it down. Apparently it had been there so many years that nobody remembered that it was there. Danny barely looked through the papers. When he saw how old they were he decided that he should let someone else sort through it. What he did determine was that it was a hand written manuscript of a journey that some people had taken in 1725 from Russia through Alaska. The Ray family had lived in the old house for five generations before he became the sixth. Maybe it could have been their ancestors. He would let his mother figure that out.
 
   Next he told Nora, “I have a gift for you.”
 
    She looked at him questioningly, “Me?”
 
   He smiled holding a manila folder which he handed to her. She opened it up, “A deed?”
 
   “Yes, I’m giving you and Jeremy the deed to the five acres where the thinking rock is.” He smiled when she squealed her pleasure.
 
   “Really? Danny. Really?” She bounced up and down and hugged him then hugged Jeremy. Lauren joined in the celebration while the others stood back and enjoyed their rejoicing.
 
   Lauren exclaimed, “You mean we can live next door to you? I can have my own pony?” She ran over and hugged Danny around the waist.
 
   “You sure can, Cookie.”
 
   “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she squealed as she hugged him again.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
 
   Danny still smiled remembering the good time they had on that day. He glanced up as a car drove into the driveway. Frisker jumped up and barked as he hurried to inspect whoever arrived in the car. 
 
   Danny walked around to the front of the house. There stood Angela more beautiful than he remembered her. His heart skipped a beat. He hoped she was here to stay.
 
   Angela smiled at him. “So you got smart enough to put the driveway at the front of the house?” she teased.
 
   He smiled at her and retorted, “It took a little effort on my part but I got it worked out.” He reached out his arms as he hurried toward her, “Come here, You.” He couldn’t wait to hold her in his arms again.
 
   This was the moment he anticipated for so long, he couldn’t wait to take her through the house. “Oh, I wanted that color in my living room,” she commented as she walked into the kitchen. “That’s exactly the tile I wanted and the right color. Look at that floor. And the appliances, that’s the same brand I told Mom I would buy,” she slowly turned toward Danny and squinted her eyes while he stood meekly by and averted his eyes. 
 
   She pointed her finger and said, “Mom, called me and asked me all kinds of questions. I’m feeling suspicious now.” She cocked her head to the side and asked, “Did Mom remodel her kitchen or not?”
 
   Danny laughed. “Angela, this house was built especially for you. And yes, she did call you for advice. But no, she didn’t remodel her kitchen.”
 
   He motioned for her to follow him throughout the rest of the house.
 
   “I notice you still have your old furniture in here,” she remarked.
 
   “That’s right. I wanted you to pick out the furniture so you would have exactly what you want.”
 
   She leaned over and kissed him again, “I think I like you more every time I see you.”
 
   “I would like to hear you say that every day,” he quipped.
 
   She rolled her eyes and remarked, “I see that every suggestion I made, you adjusted and made it exactly like I believed it should be.” She shook her head, “I’m overwhelmed, I think.”
 
   Danny grinned, but before he could make the retort she knew was coming she looked him right in the eye and said, “You may never hear me say that again so don’t take advantage of it.”
 
   “No, Ma’am,” he teased back. He put his arms around her and kissed her. “I’ve missed you so much. I’m so glad you’re home.”
 
   “Me, too,” Angela replied caressing the back of his neck. “For a million years.”
 
   THE END
 
   

 
  cover.jpeg





