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Chapter One
Sid Rosen slumped his six-foot-three-inch frame down a bit further in his chair and ran his thick, gnarled fingers through his chin-length red hair. Glancing down at his watch, he saw that it was only five minutes later than the last time he’d looked—3:30PM. He unbuttoned his worn brown barn jacket completely and removed it. His green eyes scanned the lobby. The waiting area of the bank was full of farmers hoping to negotiate their past-due notes, even on this snowy day. His banker, Miles, hadn’t come back yet. He’d gone to speak with the loan manager.
It’d been a terrible year for the region. The summer heat had scorched every field for a hundred miles around. What the summer had wrought in heat, the winter had matched in precipitation. It was only early February and already there had been a major ice storm, which had knocked out power for over a week. Then there was the blizzard that shut the town down even further.
Sid cleared his throat and uncrossed his legs. He glanced at his boots; they were finally free of the snow he’d brought in with him. A small puddle had gathered on the Berber carpeting just beneath them. He smiled wistfully and sighed as he traced the paisley pattern in the leather; he remembered receiving the boots on his twenty-fourth birthday. The heels were worn down now and the tabs were long-since gone. Sid felt as old and worn-out as his boots. Although he was only thirty-four, he felt much older, especially lately. Suddenly, a voice broke into his train of thought.
“Sorry about that, Sid. Didn’t mean to keep you waiting so long,” the man interjected suddenly.
The farmer turned his attention to the flustered banker as he hurried to his desk. His red tie askew, the rail-thin financier took a seat and set down the large file in front of them, knocking his nameplate over. He adjusted the placard engraved “Miles Lunsford, Lead Mortgage Associate” to sit squarely at the center of his desk as it had before.
Sid sat up quickly and leaned forward in his chair. “So, what’s the verdict? What’d he say?”
Miles adjusted his black-rimmed glasses and opened the two-inch thick folder. He avoided Sid’s gaze and rifled through the papers for what seemed to be at least two full minutes. Finally, he looked back up, and folded his hands.
“I’m sorry, Sid. I tried every argument I could think of. To put it bluntly, it looks like you’re going to lose the farm if something isn’t done very soon.”
Sid’s scowled. “What do you mean I’ll lose the farm? That’s my grandfather’s ranch! I was born and raised there. Sure, things have been bad, but—"
“Too bad, apparently.” Miles interrupted. “You haven’t had a good crop there in three years, the economy’s in the toilet, and the real estate market’s so bad you couldn’t sell it even if you tried.”
Sid clenched his fists and leaned onto Miles’ desk. He looked him square in the eye. “What am I supposed to do? I am one man! I ain’t got no kids or a wife, and my family’s gone! How can I be a single farmer with two hundred acres?”
Miles swallowed hard and pushed back in his chair. He fidgeted with the pen in his hand and fumbled through the papers on his desk. “Sid, I’m sorry, but I don’t know. I’ve never been a farmer. Look, have you tried the credit union?”
“Yeah, I tried them too. Look, how long does the place have left on the mortgage?”
Miles opened up the file to the first page. “Uh, let’s see. It has five more years left. Now here’s a thought, Sid—if you can show a profit in the next six months and make payments again, my boss agreed to talk.”
Sid slumped back in his chair and put his hands to his face. “Is this my only option?”
Miles pursed his lips and leaned forward. “Sid, I’m your friend. I want things to go well for you. Listen, what about taking in another boarder? You had that helper, what was his name? Victor? That was over a year ago and things were going—”
“No!” Sid blasted back. He sat up so quickly that it nearly knocked the chair over. “That was a complete mistake. I don’t want to do that again, not ever! He was a huge mistake!”
Miles frowned but softened his tone. “Sid, if you don’t do something, you’ll lose the farm. I’m sorry. That’s the simple truth of things, my friend.”
The redhead sat back in silence for a few moments. He rolled his eyes skyward and muttered under his breath. “Dammit, Dad! God rest his soul.” He looked back at Miles. “Sorry about that. I get so damn frustrated. Why did that old kook sign that damn mortgage! He just loved to hit that damn casino. Put us in so much debt.”
Miles wagged his head. “I’m sorry, I truly am. But you know the consequences; either hire some hands and turn a profit soon or lose the farm and find another line of work entirely.”
Sid nodded and rose from the chair quickly. He threw his coat on, over his broad shoulders. “I guess we’ll see then, won’t we? I don’t really have a choice. I have to save that farm. Later, Miles.”
He strode through the crowded lobby and walked out the door. The icy air hit him like a slap in the face. He pulled the collar up and briskly walked to his vehicle. Scrambling into the cab of his rusted out 1962 Chevy truck, he drove home.
After much soul-searching, Sid decided he had no other recourse. He wrote out a simple ad for a boarder and looked it over. He climbed back into his truck the following morning and drove towards town once again. It was his only choice. A half-hour later, he slogged his way through the deep snow to post his homemade flyer at the local marketplace. He looked over his shoulder at the ad, sighed aloud, and walked back out to his truck to head for home.
Chapter Two
Over the next few days he received a slew of phone calls regarding his ad. There were a few people interested at first, but once they realized there would be no pay, they quickly changed their minds. Sid kept track of everyone who called and had compiled a list of nine people so far. All of those had been crossed out. It was now three days into the search and he was no closer to finding someone than he was before.
Luckily, the next day brought renewed hope. About 10 AM the phone rang. It was another interested party. Sid rattled off his memorized speech of needing help, the living conditions, etc. He reluctantly tossed in the last part of no pay at the very end. Silence fell over the phone line. Sid ran his fingers through his hair. He tapped his foot on the plank wood floor.
“Well? What do you think?” he finally asked, just to break the deafening silence.
“Sounds good to me. I’m desperate too. What time can we meet?”
Sid smiled for the first time in what seemed like months. “Uh, how about 10 AM tomorrow? You need directions?”
“No thanks. I’m good with maps. Oh, I have a dog too, is that alright?”
“That’s fine. Dogs are good for catching rabbits. See ya tomorrow.” He hung up the phone and set down his pencil. Caesar, his collie companion of the last six years, sat down at his feet. “Finally, maybe I’ll get this damn farm in order. Right, boy?”
The dog barked in reply. He bent over and pet the dog. “You’ll get a playmate too. Don’t be too rough on her or him.” Sid stood up and looked around. “Well, guess I’ll get some supper on. Just you and me, boy, for a little while longer.”
The following day brought the meeting of this person who’d work for no pay. Sid muttered to himself while he waited just inside the front door. “Gotta be crazy or something. Why else would he do this? Aw hell, everyone’s desperate I guess. Better be a damn good worker.”
A 1994 red Ford F150 truck pulled up into the snowy driveway. Sid tried to catch a glimpse of the man, but he was difficult to see through the dirty windshield. The man hopped out of the truck and adjusted his barn jacket. It was quite similar to Sid’s. He looked the man over. He had a mane of shoulder-length curly black hair, and a very full beard which encompassed most of his very pale white face. Sir couldn’t see the eyes very well, but he wanted to. The eyes were always the dead giveaway to a person’s character.
The wind blew several strands of the raven hair into the newcomer’s face. He walked up and stood at about jaw level to Sid. Maybe five foot nine, Sid thought.
The man held out his hand. “Sid?”
The redhead nodded. “Yeah. Sid Rosen. What’s your name again?”
“Roger. Roger Laramie. Nice to meet you.”
Sid held onto the hand a bit longer than usual for him. He had a hard time tearing his own away. “Damn good-lookin’ guy this one is.” He finally let go. “Well, guess I’ll show ya around. Want you to get a good luck at what you’ll be facing.”
“Lead the way,” Roger replied cheerfully.
The two took an extensive walk around the property, being careful not to slip on snowy patches of ground. Dead crops were still on the ground, withered by decomposition and snow. There was acre after acre of nothing but dead crops, fallow land, and desolation.
Roger rubbed his beard. “Any animals?”
Sid shook his head. “Nope. Had to sell ‘em all or they would’ve starved to death. Had a sick cow anyway. I might get some later after I sell a few crops.”
The sun broke through the overcast sky and Sid could finally discern the hue of the man’s eyes. They were a mesmerizing light gray. He found himself being pulled into the beautiful eyes, but turned his head at just the right moment. Roger had noticed anyway and smiled to himself.
“Well, what do ya think?” Sid asked.
“Well, I think with a lot of hard work and the right crops, we could do it. I can see why you’re not paying anything. Do you think you will later on, though?”
Sid scowled. “You have a problem with it for now?” he growled.
Roger’s eyes widened and he took a step back. “No, I just wondered is all.”
“Ain’t you from around these parts? We had a plum terrible drought last summer ‘cause of the hellfire heat.”
Roger took a breath. “No sir, I’m not from around here, at least not originally. I just moved here in fact from a few towns away. This seemed like a nicer area to me. I missed the entire summer.” His innocent look calmed Sid.
“Oh,” Sid said quietly. “Well, it was awful. We’ve got our work cut out for us.”
Roger surveyed the land and nodded. “Indeed.” They began walking back towards the ranch house. “Well, when can I move in?”
Sid halted his steps and looked back at the man. “You sure about this? I mean you look able enough. How old are ya?”
“Twenty-six.”
“Any health problems?”
Roger shook his head. “Nope. Healthy as a horse.”
Sid furrowed his brow. “We’ll see how you feel after working on this farm all day.”
Roger held his head up confidently. “I’ll be fine. Now, when can I get my gear and my dog?”
After a tense moment and another long look at the man, Sid scratched his head and grinned. “Okay. You’ve got it. Move in by the end of the week. We need to get going right away.”
“Understood. I’ll see ya Friday morning. Later, Sid.” They shook hands and parted ways for the moment.
Chapter Three
Friday was cool and crisp as Roger pulled up in his truck along with his dog. He hopped out and let her out of her carrier. Caesar ran out and they engaged in a “sniff-fest.” Both men found it quite comical. They stood back, watched, and laughed as the much-larger Caesar sniffed every inch of the smaller dog.
“What’s your dog’s name?” Sid asked.
“Sheila. Named her after my mom. She’s a Yorkie. What’s yours?”
“Caesar. Named him after, ya know, Julius.”
Roger laughed. “I like that name. I think they’ll get along just fine.”
Sheila seemed to be holding her own against the larger collie. She had a bi-color coat of black and gold. Roger called over his companion and picked her up and kissed her on the snout.
“Don’t worry, she’s well-behaved and housebroken.”
Sid grinned. “I dunno that it’d matter much anyway.” He looked up with disgust at the rotting wood on the eaves of the gabled front porch and loose deck boards. Even the front door had chunks of wood missing. “It’s a ratty place, but it’s the only one I’ve got. I know it looks a hundred years old, but it’s only fifty.”
Roger reached for his arm. “Hey, it’s alright. I don’t mind. As long as I have a roof over my head and a place to bunk, I’m good.”
Sid smiled thinly. He liked the man already. “It ain’t much more than that, that’s for sure. You have any gear?”
“Yep, but it isn’t much.” He looked down at his dog for a moment. “Hang on, baby girl.” He put Sheila down and retrieved two large duffle bags from the truck’s cab. “Just these two. Don’t really own too much. Not anymore.”
Sid raised a brow. “Oh? Why not?”
Roger nodded. “Long story. I left my last place kinda suddenly, and I couldn’t get one of those storage lockers or anything. Didn’t have the money for one.”
Sid nodded and waved him ahead. “Come on. You’ll be bunking in the house with me.” He swung the door open and cringed when it creaked loudly. “Dammit. Gotta fix that too.”
Roger smiled and slung his bags over his shoulders. He followed closely, walking right behind his host. “Hey, I-I just wanna thank you again for this chance. I was pretty hopeless there for a while. You’re a lifesaver!”
Sid grunted, but it was a nicer grunt than usual. “You’re welcome. I really could use both the help and the company. It’s not easy at all, livin’ on a farm, but I think you’ll do just fine.”
Roger thought to himself, Hmm. Wonder how long a hot guy like this has been alone. Glad I’m here. He shot his new host a confident smile. “I can do it. I promise.”
“I’m sure you can, Roger. Come on, let’s get our butts inside and start a fire. Here, Caesar!”
Roger turned to his dog. “Come on Sheila! Come on girl!” They all walked inside and shut the door tightly. Within ten minutes, a roaring fire warmed the new residents.
Roger took a look around the house. It was barely large enough for two people. It was akin to a log cabin in style and design, but on a smaller scale. It was Sid’s childhood home. The master bedroom was barely three strides across, and the smaller bedroom was two. There’d been an addition for the one small bathroom shortly after the house was finished. Sid also added on a small alcove just off the main bedroom a few years back which he’d converted into a tiny office.
The house had basically stayed the same for over forty years. It was in deteriorating condition, had only one fireplace for heat, no air conditioning, and all the original wood flooring, some of which had rotted away. The only amenities were indoor plumbing and the water didn’t have to be drawn from the well anymore. Sid always preferred the open kitchen the most, which was situated on the back wall. It had space enough for only two counters, a sink, and the stove. He remembered his mother making fresh bread every morning in the same kitchen. For this reason, he refused to change much of the layout or even the appliances—unless one broke. He still longed for the smell of fresh-baked bread again. He shoved the memory aside and steered Roger towards his old childhood room.
“This is where you’ll be sleepin’. Mind ya; it gets really cold in here. You’ll want to pile on the blankets.”
The boarder walked inside the small bedroom. It contained only a twin bed and a small nightstand. There was a tiny closet on the far end of the room for clothing. A bowl and pitcher sat atop the nightstand. They looked quite old, almost antique. A small pink rose pattern was painted along the top of the pitcher. He set his bags down on the bed and looked at the items closely.
“Oh, cool! Is this pitcher really old? Sure looks like it.”
Sid nodded. “Careful with it! My grandma used it and so did my mom. I figured it’s survived all these years, why not keep using it.”
Roger nodded. “That’ll be just fine. You have running water now, so I’ll keep this in case I get thirsty in the middle of the night.” He turned to his host. “Hey, you mentioned your mom. Have your parents been gone long?”
Sid shifted his feet a bit. “Not real long. Miss ‘em a lot. You?”
“I’m blessed that they’re still around, still kicking. My mom is a nurse, she won’t give it up.”
“How about your dad?”
“Retired ex-military and a real pistol he is.” He sat down on the bed and tested it for comfort. The windows were clean but the room was cold. He saw three blankets stacked up on the edge of the bed. “This is a nice room. Thank you.”
Sid nodded. “Sure thing. Oh, the dogs sleep outside in the warm weather. During the winter it’s alright if Sheila’s in here with you.”
“Speaking of which—” Roger interjected. The diminutive dog trotted inside to the bedroom with her master. He picked her up for a moment and kissed her. “You’re a silly doggie, yes you are!” He looked up and saw that Sid actually smiled. He relaxed his shoulders and kissed the animal again. “She loves baby talk.”
Sid was amused at the man’s antics with his dog. He did the same thing with Caesar; though he’d never admit it. “Oh, just so you know, there’s a door cutout so you can let her out. Caesar uses it. She should fit just fine, little thing she is.”
Roger kissed her snout again. “She’s small, but mighty.”
Sid glanced back at the kitchen. “You hungry at all?”
Roger looked up. “Yeah, actually. I didn’t sleep too well last night. Movin’ into a stranger’s house and all. It’s exciting, yet nerve-wracking.”
Sid nodded. “Yeah. I know. Well, you’ve seen the property and the house. Guess you’ll need to unpack. I’ll leave you to it then while I make us something. Sandwiches alright?”
Roger grinned. “Sounds good to me. I’ll be done in a few minutes.”
“Good.” Sid turned on his heel and began to walk away, but he paused for a moment. “Oh, Roger?”
“Yeah?”
“Supper is at six.”
Roger grinned. “You a good cook?”
Sid shrugged. “Fair, I guess. I’ve lived long enough on my own cookin’, but I’m open to anything you wanna try.”
Roger grinned. “I’ll cook us up some great stuff.” He looked at the man nervously and tried not to stare at the tall, handsome redhead. “Well, thanks again. Guess I’ll get unpacked.”
“I’ll leave ya to it then,” Sid stated as he walked out the door. He walked to the kitchen and started making lunch.
Roger unzipped his duffle bags. Sheila jumped up on the bed and sat down. He stroked her hair and spoke to her.
“Our new home, baby! Maybe this’ll be way better than that last one, eh? Anything would be paradise over what we just went through.”
Chapter Four
Over the next few weeks, they got the tractor ready for spring plowing. It had sat dormant for some time, but Sid looked forward to it roaring to life once again. Roger settled into his role as helper quite well. He handed the tools to Sid, watching the other man as he rebuilt half of the transmission himself. Roger eyed his boss and tried valiantly not to be discovered in the process. The same went for Sid.
Winter held onto its grip across the land. Some days were bitterly cold and work was cancelled, sentencing the two to the indoors, huddled around the fireplace. Roger used the time to play with Sheila and write letters to his parents. Sid hid in his office, sometimes for hours on end.
By suppertime the daylight was gone and the fireplace was the only source for both heat and light, since Sid could not pay for more propane. He rationed what he could for cooking, but that was all.
It was on a night like this that Roger sat in front of the fire and tried to engage Sid in conversation. Roger sat in the rocking chair by the stone fireplace, while Sid was situated at the dining table, reading the newspaper. Roger eventually stopped trying to talk and took in his surroundings. He’d long since noticed the large, rough-hewn wood mantle and the two photos perched atop it. One was of Sid as a boy of ten and the other was of his parents. The boyhood photo was quite cute. Sid was dressed in overalls; he held a pitchfork. His hair was crew cut length and his pale skin sported freckles all across the bridge of his nose. Roger smiled at the photo.
“Is that you? How old were you here?”
Sid didn’t look up. “Yep, that’s me. I was about ten.”
Roger studied the picture closer. “You sure had a lot of freckles. I guess they disappeared as you got older?”
Sid looked over at the man. “They’re all gone. I guess with being out in the sun a lot more, they went away. I dunno, never really thought about it.”
Roger looked over at the photo of Sid’s parents. They were a spitting image of the “American Gothic” portrait. He was rail thin; she was portlier and had a very solemn look. “When was this taken?”
Sid stood up and walked over to the fireplace. “That was about ten years ago. They hated having their picture taken. Mom insisted, so we’d have some evidence of them.”
“It’s a nice picture,” Roger offered.
“Thanks. They were good people, but they had their vices,” Sid noted. He walked to the stove and poured himself more coffee.
Roger nodded. “I know what you mean.” He replaced the photo on the mantel and looked above his head. There hung a large shotgun.
“Coffee?” Sid asked.
Roger shook his head. “No, thanks. Keeps me up. Hey, can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“That your gun?”
Sid turned around and laughed. “’Course it’s mine, now. You ever seen a farm without a gun on it to protect it? That gun was my dad’s. Bought it in 1940. It’s a Winchester.”
Roger ran his finger along the barrel. “Does it work?”
“Yeah, it works. Extra shells are next to the logs. I keep it cleaned and loaded, and the safety on.”
Roger glanced back at the weapon one last time and finally faced his boss. “Sid, can I ask you something else?”
Sid groaned, grunting under his breath. “Do you ever run out of questions? What?”
“Sorry, just curious is all. How long have you lived here?”
Sid gulped back a large swig of coffee. “All my life.”
Roger sat back down in the rocking chair and draped the afghan that hung from it over his shoulders. “Very cool. Hey, can I ask how old you are?”
Sid stiffened. “How old do I look?”
Roger shrugged. “I dunno. I’m never good at guessing people’s ages. Why not just tell me?”
Sid sighed and sat back down at the table. “Fine. I’m thirty-four. You’re twenty-six, right?”
“Yup, but only until May 23rd. Taurus,” Roger finished with a playful tone in his voice.
Sid looked over at his boarder with a curious look. “What?”
“I’m a Taurus. When’s your birthday?”
“February 27th.”
Roger nodded. “Ah. A Pisces. That makes sense,” Roger said with an air of amusement. He rolled his eyes.
Sid scowled at the man. “What makes sense? What the hell does that mean?”
Roger tried to smile and laugh it off. “Nothing bad. I-I just mean, you fit the profile of a Pisces,” he finished nervously.
Sid growled. He stood up suddenly and shoved the chair in. “Eh. I don’t follow that astrology crap. You going to bed?”
Roger looked away. “No, I thought I’d stay up a while longer, read the paper.”
“Hmpf. Whatever. Just don’t sleep in too damn long. The weather’s supposed to be warmer tomorrow. We need to shovel the drive.”
Roger looked up and tried to smile at the redhead. “Don’t worry, I won’t sleep too long.”
“Good. Well, night.” Sid blew past him to go to his bedroom and slammed the door shut.
Roger let out a breath. “Just what the hell do you follow Sid Rosen? What lurks under that gruff exterior, I wonder?” he whispered to himself.
He looked toward his dog and made kissing noises. Sheila sat up, trotted over, and jumped up onto his lap. They fell asleep in the chair together.
The following day, after shoveling the driveway, Roger had been thinking about the fallow fields. He was a bit skeptical of the soil conditions and decided to address his concerns to his boss. They stood in the barn together, putting their tools away.
“Hey, Sid?”
“Yeah?”
“Um, just wondering. Did you check the pH level of the soil?”
Sid looked over at the man and scowled. “Of course I did. You think I’m that stupid?”
Roger recoiled a bit. “No, just wanna make sure we use the right fertilizer. That hot spell might’ve cooked things a bit. There’d be less nitrogen in the soil.”
Sid pointed a gloved finger at him. “Look, I decide how things happen on this farm, not some young kid who just got here.”
Roger put his hands on his hips and stared at his boss. “Hey, I thought I was here to help! Now, if you want my help and my advice, then I’m here. If you want dead plants and unworkable land, go right ahead and do what you’ve been doing. Just be sure you don’t forget herbicides and pesticides too. I read in the Farmer’s Almanac that there will be a nasty outbreak of Japanese beetles this year! Isn’t that kinda how you got into this situation to begin with?”
Sid walked right up to Roger’s face. The man didn’t recoil. Sid noted this and was secretly impressed. “You questioning me, boy?”
Roger bristled. “Yes. I guess I am. If you didn’t want my help, you shouldn’t have advertised for it in the first place!” Roger walked out of the barn and back to the house.
Sid kicked a bale of hay and yelled a few profanities. “Damn kid! Why am I even still here? I hate this farm!” He stared at the barren field for a long moment before he walked over to the workbench. He saw the unused pH test kit in the corner. He glared at it and finally picked it up and opened it. “Fine, we’ll just go see what your precious reading is, junior.”
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