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Phillip Harnden photos
Tom Witten (left) kneels next to his bride, Willa Green, as they are married in their living room surrounded by Willa’s family, 
including daughter Devlyn Green (top center) and son Brandon Green (right).

By SANDRA MUDD
sandra@douglas-budget.com

Eclipse event planners in Converse County say 
they are feverishly working with businesses, civic 
clubs and individuals to prepare for the infl ux of 
tourists next August.

The fi rst question they are asking is this: Is your 
business ready for an event of this magnitude? The 
Wyoming Eclipse Festival team (which already 
includes Casper, Glenrock, Douglas and Ester-
brook and is sure to include more communities) 
is working to get the ball rolling and to make sure 
the answer is “yes.”   

Their fi rst planning meeting, called “Success 
On The Center Line,” was held earlier this month 
in Casper. Participants talked about all the things 
businesses can do to make sure they are initiating 
best practices and offering ideas on how to prepare 
for and accommodate the infl ux of people. They 
said they are also offering ideas about making 

Preparations 
for 2017 Solar 

Eclipse are 
underway

Douglas woman 
charged with 
aggravated 

assault
By SANDRA MUDD

sandra@douglas-budget.com

A Douglas woman will stand trial for 
aggravated assault after she allegedly threat-
ened to cut the throat of a 
man she lives with and bit 
him during an argument 
that turned physical. 

Offi cers responded to 
a call in early Septem-
ber about a female who 
had been assaulted. Upon 
questioning, it was de-
termined the two parties 
were arguing when Pa-
mela S. Iverson, 51,  al-
legedly threatened to cut 
the man’s throat, according to records fi led 
in Converse County Circuit Court.  She then 
pulled out a knife and began to approach 
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IVERSON

By JEN KOCHER
jen@douglas-budgeet.com

A month ago, this wedding would never 
have happened. Tom had been clear 
on that. At age 56 with fi ve failed 
marriages under his belt, there was 
no way he was ever going to put a 

ring on his fi nger again.
He used to say that wives needed to be traded in 

every fi ve years like cars. He rubs his bare elbow and 
smiles shyly at his own joke.

From underneath a thin fuzzy pink blanket, 
Willa’s hand attempts a limp-wristed swat at Tom’s 
arm, a swat that falls inches from the spot where he 
sits on the corner of her mattress, his body wedged 
between a handrail near the foot of her bed.

He inches closer to grab her hand, smiling sol-
emnly in return.

A month ago this joke might have been funnier.  
Back then time was still cooperating, acting as the 
utilitarian ticker of seconds leading up to a new day. 
In the last two months, time’s become pretty stingy, 
now only allotting Willa a set number of days.

The doctors say she’ll be lucky to live three more 
months. Her cancer has progressed to the stage where 
the tentacles have spiderwebbed around her diseased 

liver. The upside to this tragedy is that Tom Witten 
enthusiastically agreed to marry her, fulfi lling the 
sole item on her bucket list. 

Willa Green’s dying wish was to marry the man 
she loved.

That this wish came true is a twisted fairy tale 
ending that 59-year-old Willa is struggling to digest. 

Her dream came true last Saturday afternoon as 
she and Tom stood before a crowd of more than a 

A dying wish
Couple makes most of final moments, memories together

Tom Witten swore he would never wear a wedding ring again. That is, until his dy-
ing girlfriend Willa asked him for one final favor.
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By SANDRA MUDD
sandra@douglas-budget.com

After years of planning and revising 
designs, the owners of Douglas Care Center 
have fi nally met the requirements of a con-
ditional use permit to build an assisted living 

facility located at 1110 Birch Street next to 
the care center. 

On Monday, the Douglas Planning & 
Zoning Commission unanimously approved 
the plan, which now be on the Douglas City 
Council’s agenda Oct. 24 for consideration. 
The council has the fi nal say whether to ap-

proved the permit and construction.
The Douglas Care Center and the new 

assisted living facility will be separate but 
owned by the same parent, company Presi-
dent Joe Rude said. The long-term care center 
has been at its current location for dozens 
of years, operating under a conditional use 

permit because it is in a residential neigh-
borhood.

In 2014, Rude applied for a permit to be 

City P&Z gives fi rst nod to new assisted living facility 
Neighbor: ‘Douglas 
needs to roll ahead 

and get these types 
of facilities in place’
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Make Sure You’ve Got Blue

That’s you!
Discover a brand new you  
at 65. Do more things and go  
more places than ever before.  
But don’t forget your Blue! We 
have a Medicare Supplement  
plan that’s right for you.

UPDATE! 
THE DMS PARENT/TEACHER

CONFERENCE FORMAT HAS CHANGED!
Conferences will be held in the individual classrooms of the teach-
ers (NOT THE GYM). There will be two types of conferences. One, 
you will be able to meet individually with the teacher by drop-
in (no appointment necessary). Two, you can call the school and 
schedule a time to meet with all of the teachers at once. Please 
contact Angie or Karmin at 358-9771 to schedule this type of con-
ference. If you do not call and schedule an appointment, please 
make sure you attend during the drop-in sessions.

You may contact your child’s teacher anytime to set up a time to 
meet or keep tabs on your child’s progress through POWERSCHOOL. 
If you have forgotten your log-in credentials, please contact the 
Douglas Middle School at 358-9771.

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 25 - 4:30 - 7:30 p.m.
4:30 - 6:00 p.m. ..........................................................Individual Drop-in
6:00 - 7:30 p.m. ..... Scheduled Conferences (15 minute blocks)
THURSDAY, OCTOBER 27 - 1:00 - 7:00 p.m.
1:30 - 4:00 p.m. ......................................................... Individual Drop-in
4:00 - 7:00 p.m. ..... Scheduled Conferences (15 minute blocks)

ALL PARENTS AND STUDENTS ARE WELCOME!

We process
• BEEF
• HOGS
• LAMBS
      Since 1997

Country Style Meat Processing
Zwetzig Owned & Operated

106 North 4th, Glenrock    •    307-436-5439

Call for an 
appointment:
307-436-5439

Wish
from the front page

dozen friends and family members in her 
sister Debbi’s packed trailer house and 
publicly declared their love before God in 
a whirlwind ceremony that Tom had thrown 
together in less than a day. 

It wasn’t a legal ceremony with the nec-
essary documents signed, but it was done 
before the eyes of God, which is more than 
enough for the Wittens, who at this point, 
didn’t have the energy or wherewithal to 
hassle with the complicated logistics of 
merging their assets and having offi cial 
documents signed.

It was never about anyone else. For 
Willa and Tom, it was spiritual.

“We’re like those common law people 
who’ve been together for decades,” Tom 
says, in his trademark silkly Kentucky 
drawl. “We just moved it up a few years.”

In light of her diagnosis, Tom is deter-
mined to give Willa everything she wants. 
Heck, he even squeezes his 6’ plus  body 
into the tiny wedge of mattress beside her to 
hold her in his arms so she can fall asleep. 
He gestures at the disparity between his 
stout body and the tiny sliver of bed. 

“That’s true love,” he laughs, smiling 
down at her. She fi ghts to hold back a yawn. 
Tom’s smile transforms into worry. “You 
getting tired, babe?”

She shakes her head.  Tom gives her a 
squinty stare. 

“She was a real brat yesterday,” he says, 
explaining how she had refused to take her 
medication. She tends to stifl e the pain be-
cause she doesn’t want to complain. She’s 
tough like that, he brags.

She smiles. It was a big weekend, and 
all the excitement is fi nally catching up 
with her.

She’s lived with this pain for several 
months. Back in February when she was 
having a hard time keeping anything down, 
she went to see her doctor who suggested 
she try to get her diabetes under control. 
But a few months later when the symptoms 
started to get worse, Tom took her to Urgent 
Care, where the attending doctor suspected 
appendicitis and ordered tests.

The diagnosis was a pretty big shock, 
particularly because she’s not a drinker. 
Yes, she’ll have the occasional drink from 
time to time, she admits, but typically she 
prefers to stick to her blue dolphins, which, 
outside of a bar, is simply called ice water.

In fact, she was drinking a blue dolphin 
at North Gate Tavern in Douglas two years 
ago on the night she met Tom. Neither re-
members much about their meeting other 
than Tom recalls Willa “looking real nice.” 
Willa, who had been divorced for eight 
months after a 32-year marriage, is shy to 
elaborate. 

She recalls their friends left the two of 
them at the bar. They spent the next few 
hours dancing, which is unheard of for 
Willa. She hates to dance. 

“She was just looking for an excuse to 
hold me close,” Tom laughs. 

Willa shrugs. Probably.
Tom said they instantly were a pair. 

When Tom’s job ended here, Willa, a 
Douglas native, followed him to South 
Dakota.  Since then,  the duo has packed 
in 10 years worth of adventures, including 
a four-month 1,500 mile cross-country trek 
by horseback from Kentucky to Colorado, 
which ended abruptly in early June when 
Willa learned she had cancer.

The two are still shaking their head over 

that one. Tom is the drinker. He should be 
the one with liver cancer, he says.

He grew up on moonshine, after all, 
and spent 30 years distilling his own. A 
self-described mountain man from the back 
woods of rural Kentucky, Tom had started 
“running sugar up into the hills” at age 15. 
He’s owned several moonshine stills over 
the years, including one near his trailer in 
Esterbrook, where he lived in a cabin and 
had a job with the Forest Service cutting 
down trees. He’d never been busted in his 
home state of Kentucky, where moonshin-
ing in a dry county nets a pretty hefty fi ne, 
possibly up to 10 years in the state pen. 
Ironically, he was busted in one of the more 
laid back, less populated states.

He still has a hard time believing that a 
passing hunter in search of elk sheds found 
his cabin out in the middle of nowhere and 
turned him because they thought he was 
cooking meth.

The cops didn’t know what to make of 
the still, Tom laughs, so they didn’t get it 
right, going so far as to misidentify one of 
the key facets of Moonshining 101.

“They actually accused me of using 
lead pipes,” he shakes his head in disgust, 
noting the misprint in the article he’d read 
in the newspaper.  “No self-respecting 
moonshiner would ever use an iron pipe. 
Hell, I’ve never once poisoned a person 
with my moonshine in my entire life.”  

On top of that, Wyoming law is equally 
murky. Prior to getting busted it wasn’t 
even on the books as a crime, he claims. 
The judge turned out to be “super nice,” he 
concedes, and had even tried to fi nd a way 
to help Tom  get a license to make moon-
shine legally. In the end, he was cited for 
possession of marijuana after one of the of-
fi cers had found his cousin’s discarded pipe.

Anyone who knows him, he says, would 
know that he’d never get near any drug. He 
hates them with all of his heart.

Back in Kentucky, meth is a big prob-
lem. Many, including his three sons, do 
some type of drug. One is in the pen fi nish-
ing out a drug sentence; another just got out. 

His youngest boy, Jack, escaped the drug 
trap and moved three years ago to Wyoming 
to live with Tom.

“I told him as soon as he kicked that 
stuff he could come live with me and I’d 
get him a job,” he says. He was doing real 
well, too, up until the day he died. After just 
three weeks in Wyoming, Jack was killed 
in an ATV accident near Friendship Park in 
Esterbrook at age 29. 

Willa’s 7-year-old grandson Connor had 
been riding on the ATV with Jack. Despite 
a fractured eye socket, a severe concussion 
and blood spots on his brain on top of a  
punctured lung, little Connor managed to 
walk a half mile back to their camp, carry-
ing one of his shoes. 

Jack’s death hit Tom hard and was the 
fi rst in a series of fi ve family deaths that 
pretty much wiped out one side of his 
family. Willa, too, lost a handful of family 
members during that same time. Within 
their fi rst year together, the two had already 
weathered a few storms.

After Jack’s death, Tom decided to fol-
low through on he and his grandfather’s 
dream of riding a horse from Kentucky to 
Colorado. The goal was to raise awareness 
for returning veterans, people suffering 
from leukemia, and in honor of Jack. Willa 
drove the truck fi ve miles ahead of him to 
set up camp and have food and hay for 
the horse ready for him at the end of the 
day’s ride. They didn’t carry any signs an-
nouncing any of their causes, but the pair  
garnered a lot of attention

There are too many good memories for 
him to recall but he documented a lot of it 
in YouTube videos that Willa fi lmed under 
the title “All About the Ride.”

The trek was just the tip of the iceberg 
for Tom, whose life in general reads a 
lot like a wild west adventure story. He’s 
done a little bit of everything, from break-
ing horses, cutting down trees, managing 
ranches, building cabins and driving semis. 
Following his story at very least requires an 
atlas and a keen memory, but suffi ce it to 

say that he’s a drifter who enjoys living on 
the edge. He’s survived two massive heart 
attacks and has broken 27 bones. For a 
short stint, he was an Elvis impersonator in 
Las Vegas, a far stretch from the guy today 
in Wranglers with the arms cut off at the 
shoulders of his green and blue plaid shirt.

He’s done a lot, he says, but running into 
Willa was by far one of the best.

She smiles up at him with her body 
curled and tucked beneath the covers of 
her bed. She tugs at the clear oxygen tube 
in her nose. Her eyelids are heavy as if 
straining to hold up the faint purple pouches 
beneath her eyes.

“He’s my mountain man,” Willa smiles, 
reaching over to grab his hand. “I wasn’t 
about to let him get away.”

He gives her a worried look and won-
ders if she’s feeling any pain, not that she 
would ever admit it.

She’s okay, she says, giving him a 
demure smile. He’s by her side. For now 
that’s all that matters.

“Truthfully, it’s all happened so fast,” 
she says, and she doesn’t think it’s really 
hit her quite yet.  “This whole thing was 
thrown right in my face and I don’t even 
know how to react yet.” Her eyes search 
for Tom’s. 

Out on the sun porch one room away, 
Willa’s sister Debbi Hollenbeck and mother 
Carrie Prell are enjoying the faint fl ickers 
of light through their windows before the 
sun disappears behind a bruised-colored 
wall of clouds. The temperature wavers 
between gusts of warm or cool wind, which 
rip the leaves from the trees like handfuls 
of strewn confetti. 

Debbi is working on thank you cards, as 
she rifl es through the stack of bright blue 
notes, reminding her mother about all the 
wedding photos they still need to download. 
A guest book lays open on a folding coffee 
table, turned to today’s date. They plan to 
document everything in the time that’s left. 

Tom opens the door and pokes his head 
out to tell the women that he’s on his way 
to give Willa another dose of morphine. 
He winces at a blast of warm air from the 
heater. If it were up to him it would always 
be winter and he’d been standing in the 
center of it, braving the storm – like not 
coincidentally he’s doing now. He glances 
out a side window to check on his buffalo 
hide drying in the grass in the yard. 

“That’s going to be a new pair of boots,” 
he tells them as he disappears through the 
door.

“He’s taken her on one heck of a ride,” 
Debbi says.  

It’s a true love story, they agree, star-
ing down at Debbi’s stack of unaddressed 
cards. The only thing to do is be happy that 
she’s fi nally found Tom.

They rub their hands and inch their 
knees closer to the heater. 

Tom returns to his spot on the corner of 
Willa’s hospital bed.

“She’s been my right leg,” he says of 
Willa, “and I depend on her just as much 
as  I do my horse.”

No matter what happens, he’s going to 
stick by her. 

“I wasn’t always so easy to get along 
with,” he says, “but she didn’t give up.”

“We made it,” she says, quietly. “We 
always do.”

He grins. “It’s all about the ride, isn’t 
baby?”

Tom Witten and Willa Green embrace (top) after an emotional  wed-
ding ceremony in front of family. Ronda Prell (left  above) and Debbi 
Hollenbeck tear up as their sister’s dream of getting married to Tom 
comes true.



A-8 Douglas Budget, Douglas, Wyoming Wednesday, October 19, 2016

Learn more at  
WyomingSeniorBlue.com

Learn more at 
WyomingSeniorBlue.com

Call our Medicare Supplement experts at 

800-303-0088

or visit your local office

Make Sure You’ve Got Blue

That’s you!
Discover a brand new you  
at 65. Do more things and go  
more places than ever before.  
But don’t forget your Blue! We 
have a Medicare Supplement  
plan that’s right for you.

UPDATE! 
THE DMS PARENT/TEACHER

CONFERENCE FORMAT HAS CHANGED!
Conferences will be held in the individual classrooms of the teach-
ers (NOT THE GYM). There will be two types of conferences. One, 
you will be able to meet individually with the teacher by drop-
in (no appointment necessary). Two, you can call the school and 
schedule a time to meet with all of the teachers at once. Please 
contact Angie or Karmin at 358-9771 to schedule this type of con-
ference. If you do not call and schedule an appointment, please 
make sure you attend during the drop-in sessions.

You may contact your child’s teacher anytime to set up a time to 
meet or keep tabs on your child’s progress through POWERSCHOOL. 
If you have forgotten your log-in credentials, please contact the 
Douglas Middle School at 358-9771.

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 25 - 4:30 - 7:30 p.m.
4:30 - 6:00 p.m. ..........................................................Individual Drop-in
6:00 - 7:30 p.m. ..... Scheduled Conferences (15 minute blocks)
THURSDAY, OCTOBER 27 - 1:00 - 7:00 p.m.
1:30 - 4:00 p.m. ......................................................... Individual Drop-in
4:00 - 7:00 p.m. ..... Scheduled Conferences (15 minute blocks)

ALL PARENTS AND STUDENTS ARE WELCOME!

We process
• BEEF
• HOGS
• LAMBS
      Since 1997

Country Style Meat Processing
Zwetzig Owned & Operated

106 North 4th, Glenrock    •    307-436-5439

Call for an 
appointment:
307-436-5439

Wish
from the front page

dozen friends and family members in her 
sister Debbi’s packed trailer house and 
publicly declared their love before God in 
a whirlwind ceremony that Tom had thrown 
together in less than a day. 

It wasn’t a legal ceremony with the nec-
essary documents signed, but it was done 
before the eyes of God, which is more than 
enough for the Wittens, who at this point, 
didn’t have the energy or wherewithal to 
hassle with the complicated logistics of 
merging their assets and having offi cial 
documents signed.

It was never about anyone else. For 
Willa and Tom, it was spiritual.

“We’re like those common law people 
who’ve been together for decades,” Tom 
says, in his trademark silkly Kentucky 
drawl. “We just moved it up a few years.”

In light of her diagnosis, Tom is deter-
mined to give Willa everything she wants. 
Heck, he even squeezes his 6’ plus  body 
into the tiny wedge of mattress beside her to 
hold her in his arms so she can fall asleep. 
He gestures at the disparity between his 
stout body and the tiny sliver of bed. 

“That’s true love,” he laughs, smiling 
down at her. She fi ghts to hold back a yawn. 
Tom’s smile transforms into worry. “You 
getting tired, babe?”

She shakes her head.  Tom gives her a 
squinty stare. 

“She was a real brat yesterday,” he says, 
explaining how she had refused to take her 
medication. She tends to stifl e the pain be-
cause she doesn’t want to complain. She’s 
tough like that, he brags.

She smiles. It was a big weekend, and 
all the excitement is fi nally catching up 
with her.

She’s lived with this pain for several 
months. Back in February when she was 
having a hard time keeping anything down, 
she went to see her doctor who suggested 
she try to get her diabetes under control. 
But a few months later when the symptoms 
started to get worse, Tom took her to Urgent 
Care, where the attending doctor suspected 
appendicitis and ordered tests.

The diagnosis was a pretty big shock, 
particularly because she’s not a drinker. 
Yes, she’ll have the occasional drink from 
time to time, she admits, but typically she 
prefers to stick to her blue dolphins, which, 
outside of a bar, is simply called ice water.

In fact, she was drinking a blue dolphin 
at North Gate Tavern in Douglas two years 
ago on the night she met Tom. Neither re-
members much about their meeting other 
than Tom recalls Willa “looking real nice.” 
Willa, who had been divorced for eight 
months after a 32-year marriage, is shy to 
elaborate. 

She recalls their friends left the two of 
them at the bar. They spent the next few 
hours dancing, which is unheard of for 
Willa. She hates to dance. 

“She was just looking for an excuse to 
hold me close,” Tom laughs. 

Willa shrugs. Probably.
Tom said they instantly were a pair. 

When Tom’s job ended here, Willa, a 
Douglas native, followed him to South 
Dakota.  Since then,  the duo has packed 
in 10 years worth of adventures, including 
a four-month 1,500 mile cross-country trek 
by horseback from Kentucky to Colorado, 
which ended abruptly in early June when 
Willa learned she had cancer.

The two are still shaking their head over 

that one. Tom is the drinker. He should be 
the one with liver cancer, he says.

He grew up on moonshine, after all, 
and spent 30 years distilling his own. A 
self-described mountain man from the back 
woods of rural Kentucky, Tom had started 
“running sugar up into the hills” at age 15. 
He’s owned several moonshine stills over 
the years, including one near his trailer in 
Esterbrook, where he lived in a cabin and 
had a job with the Forest Service cutting 
down trees. He’d never been busted in his 
home state of Kentucky, where moonshin-
ing in a dry county nets a pretty hefty fi ne, 
possibly up to 10 years in the state pen. 
Ironically, he was busted in one of the more 
laid back, less populated states.

He still has a hard time believing that a 
passing hunter in search of elk sheds found 
his cabin out in the middle of nowhere and 
turned him because they thought he was 
cooking meth.

The cops didn’t know what to make of 
the still, Tom laughs, so they didn’t get it 
right, going so far as to misidentify one of 
the key facets of Moonshining 101.

“They actually accused me of using 
lead pipes,” he shakes his head in disgust, 
noting the misprint in the article he’d read 
in the newspaper.  “No self-respecting 
moonshiner would ever use an iron pipe. 
Hell, I’ve never once poisoned a person 
with my moonshine in my entire life.”  

On top of that, Wyoming law is equally 
murky. Prior to getting busted it wasn’t 
even on the books as a crime, he claims. 
The judge turned out to be “super nice,” he 
concedes, and had even tried to fi nd a way 
to help Tom  get a license to make moon-
shine legally. In the end, he was cited for 
possession of marijuana after one of the of-
fi cers had found his cousin’s discarded pipe.

Anyone who knows him, he says, would 
know that he’d never get near any drug. He 
hates them with all of his heart.

Back in Kentucky, meth is a big prob-
lem. Many, including his three sons, do 
some type of drug. One is in the pen fi nish-
ing out a drug sentence; another just got out. 

His youngest boy, Jack, escaped the drug 
trap and moved three years ago to Wyoming 
to live with Tom.

“I told him as soon as he kicked that 
stuff he could come live with me and I’d 
get him a job,” he says. He was doing real 
well, too, up until the day he died. After just 
three weeks in Wyoming, Jack was killed 
in an ATV accident near Friendship Park in 
Esterbrook at age 29. 

Willa’s 7-year-old grandson Connor had 
been riding on the ATV with Jack. Despite 
a fractured eye socket, a severe concussion 
and blood spots on his brain on top of a  
punctured lung, little Connor managed to 
walk a half mile back to their camp, carry-
ing one of his shoes. 

Jack’s death hit Tom hard and was the 
fi rst in a series of fi ve family deaths that 
pretty much wiped out one side of his 
family. Willa, too, lost a handful of family 
members during that same time. Within 
their fi rst year together, the two had already 
weathered a few storms.

After Jack’s death, Tom decided to fol-
low through on he and his grandfather’s 
dream of riding a horse from Kentucky to 
Colorado. The goal was to raise awareness 
for returning veterans, people suffering 
from leukemia, and in honor of Jack. Willa 
drove the truck fi ve miles ahead of him to 
set up camp and have food and hay for 
the horse ready for him at the end of the 
day’s ride. They didn’t carry any signs an-
nouncing any of their causes, but the pair  
garnered a lot of attention

There are too many good memories for 
him to recall but he documented a lot of it 
in YouTube videos that Willa fi lmed under 
the title “All About the Ride.”

The trek was just the tip of the iceberg 
for Tom, whose life in general reads a 
lot like a wild west adventure story. He’s 
done a little bit of everything, from break-
ing horses, cutting down trees, managing 
ranches, building cabins and driving semis. 
Following his story at very least requires an 
atlas and a keen memory, but suffi ce it to 

say that he’s a drifter who enjoys living on 
the edge. He’s survived two massive heart 
attacks and has broken 27 bones. For a 
short stint, he was an Elvis impersonator in 
Las Vegas, a far stretch from the guy today 
in Wranglers with the arms cut off at the 
shoulders of his green and blue plaid shirt.

He’s done a lot, he says, but running into 
Willa was by far one of the best.

She smiles up at him with her body 
curled and tucked beneath the covers of 
her bed. She tugs at the clear oxygen tube 
in her nose. Her eyelids are heavy as if 
straining to hold up the faint purple pouches 
beneath her eyes.

“He’s my mountain man,” Willa smiles, 
reaching over to grab his hand. “I wasn’t 
about to let him get away.”

He gives her a worried look and won-
ders if she’s feeling any pain, not that she 
would ever admit it.

She’s okay, she says, giving him a 
demure smile. He’s by her side. For now 
that’s all that matters.

“Truthfully, it’s all happened so fast,” 
she says, and she doesn’t think it’s really 
hit her quite yet.  “This whole thing was 
thrown right in my face and I don’t even 
know how to react yet.” Her eyes search 
for Tom’s. 

Out on the sun porch one room away, 
Willa’s sister Debbi Hollenbeck and mother 
Carrie Prell are enjoying the faint fl ickers 
of light through their windows before the 
sun disappears behind a bruised-colored 
wall of clouds. The temperature wavers 
between gusts of warm or cool wind, which 
rip the leaves from the trees like handfuls 
of strewn confetti. 

Debbi is working on thank you cards, as 
she rifl es through the stack of bright blue 
notes, reminding her mother about all the 
wedding photos they still need to download. 
A guest book lays open on a folding coffee 
table, turned to today’s date. They plan to 
document everything in the time that’s left. 

Tom opens the door and pokes his head 
out to tell the women that he’s on his way 
to give Willa another dose of morphine. 
He winces at a blast of warm air from the 
heater. If it were up to him it would always 
be winter and he’d been standing in the 
center of it, braving the storm – like not 
coincidentally he’s doing now. He glances 
out a side window to check on his buffalo 
hide drying in the grass in the yard. 

“That’s going to be a new pair of boots,” 
he tells them as he disappears through the 
door.

“He’s taken her on one heck of a ride,” 
Debbi says.  

It’s a true love story, they agree, star-
ing down at Debbi’s stack of unaddressed 
cards. The only thing to do is be happy that 
she’s fi nally found Tom.

They rub their hands and inch their 
knees closer to the heater. 

Tom returns to his spot on the corner of 
Willa’s hospital bed.

“She’s been my right leg,” he says of 
Willa, “and I depend on her just as much 
as  I do my horse.”

No matter what happens, he’s going to 
stick by her. 

“I wasn’t always so easy to get along 
with,” he says, “but she didn’t give up.”

“We made it,” she says, quietly. “We 
always do.”

He grins. “It’s all about the ride, isn’t 
baby?”

Tom Witten and Willa Green embrace (top) after an emotional  wed-
ding ceremony in front of family. Ronda Prell (left  above) and Debbi 
Hollenbeck tear up as their sister’s dream of getting married to Tom 
comes true.
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