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  Praise for Dead Man’s Walk by Larry McMurtry


  “In Dead Man’s Walk, McMurtry uses a simple, wry, immensely accessible storyteller’s voice to ponder the same questions that Melville and Conrad did. This is a great book.... Larry McMurtry, at his best here, is one of the finest American novelists, ever. We are lucky he’s around.”


  —John Milius, Los Angeles Times


  “Succeeds marvelously... resurrecting two brilliantly conceived characters and delivering a rousing tale of the Wild West.”


  —Michael Berry, San Francisco Chronicle


  “Gee-haw! Larry McMurtry is back in the yarn-slinging business—with a vengeance.... Readers will gobble up Dead Man’s Walk—a wild and wooly read—from cover to cover.”


  —The Denver Post


  “McMurtry spins some scary, bloodthirsty tall tales and peoples them with remarkably vivid characters.”


  —New York Daily News


  “McMurtry remains a good storyteller, and he remains a master of dialogue, doing a sort of frontier version of Oscar Wilde.”


  —The Washington Post Book World


  “Dead Man’s Walk is a very good read.... [It] will keep you reading [and] make you miss meals.”


  —The Seattle Times


  “McMurtry does great characters. Call and McCrae are real, lifelike, believable, and lovable.... McMurtry’s stories are brimming with passion and page-turning excitement.... It’s good, good stuff.”


  —The Kansas City Star


  Praise for Comanche Moon by Larry McMurtry


  “McMurtry’s revisionist vision of frontier life is always compelling.”


  —Jay Freeman, Booklist


  “The [frontier] myth is intact, if a tad tattered by McMurtry’s darkly comedic touch and sly debunking of chivalric conventions. But at its core are McMurtry’s respect and gift for exaggerated and fanciful pageantry and heroic form.”


  —Bill Bell, New York Daily News


  “A sprawling, picaresque novel.”


  —Andy Solomon, The New York Times Book Review


  “[A] fine tableau of western life, full of imaginative exploits, convincing historical background, and characters who are alive.”


  —Kirkus Reviews


  “A monumental work that has few equals in current literature.”


  —Thomas L. Kilkpatrick, Library Journal


  “Comanche Moon has its considerable pleasures... a singular treat.”


  —Michael Berry, San Francisco Examiner & Chronicle Book Review


  “McMurtry is one of our finest storytellers, and he’s at his best here.”


  —Kyle Smith, People


  “Consistently entertaining.”


  —Gene Lyons, Entertainment Weekly


  “Almost impossible to put down... McMurtry knows how to deploy his most suspenseful episodes for maximum effect. He treats his large cast of characters with humor and respect.”


  —Judith Wynn, Boston Herald


  Praise for Larry McMurtry’s Lonesome Dove


  “It has been a long time since I have been annoyed at a writer as I was with McMurtry for bringing his story to a close after a mere 843 pages. He could have doubled it without any diminishment of power and pleasure. It is, yes, just that good. It is, absolutely, that much fun to read.... Superb.”


  —Chicago Tribune


  “A marvelous novel... moves with joyous energy... amply imagined and crisply, lovingly written. I haven’t enjoyed a book more this year... a joyous epic.”


  —Newsweek


  “If you read only one Western novel in your life, read Lonesome Dove.”


  —USA Today


  “Anything but predictable... skillfully drawn characters crop up at nearly every turn... splendid.”


  —The Wall Street Journal


  “Larry McMurtry’s loftiest novel, a wondrous work, drowned in love, melancholy, and yet, ultimately, exultant... celebrates a world abundant with calamity and a human spirit wistful but prevailing.... A compelling and memorable epic... masterful.”


  —Los Angeles Times Book Review


  “Magnificent... should be ranked as a classic... provides a showcase for the author’s astonishing narrative skills.”


  —The San Diego Union


  “Larry McMurtry tops them all... nothing less than a masterful odyssey, and an enduring addition to the lore of Western Americana.”


  —Los Angeles Daily News


  “McMurtry’s masterwork. There’s but one word for this vast novel: wonderful.”


  —John Jakes


  Praise for Streets of Laredo by Larry McMurtry


  “One of McMurtry’s most powerful and moving achievements.”


  —Los Angeles Times


  “Larry McMurtry is a wonderful storyteller, and with... Streets of Laredo... he has written a novel that is even better than the original—and that was one hell of a tale.”


  —The Boston Globe


  “Larry McMurtry remains a genius at dialogue. The scene where the seven whores start reminiscing about the first men in their lives is wonderful.”


  —The New York Times Book Review


  “Streets of Laredo is a splendid addition to the literary portrait of McMurtry’s native Texas and the West that he has been creating for three decades. It’s also one of his most affectingly melancholy books.... The characters are as finely etched as any McMurtry has ever minted.”


  —Newsweek


  “A marvelous novel in its own right and in every way a worthy successor to Lonesome Dove.”


  —Chicago Tribune


  “Gorgeous... violent, funny, achingly sad, filled with heroism and regret.... If you can put Streets of Laredo down, I’ll eat my ten-gallon hat.”


  —Cosmopolitan
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  1.


  MATILDA JANE ROBERTS WAS naked as the air. Known throughout south Texas as the Great Western, she came walking up from the muddy Rio Grande holding a big snapping turtle by the tail. Matilda was almost as large as the skinny little Mexican mustang Gus McCrae and Woodrow Call were trying to saddle-break. Call had the mare by the ears, waiting for Gus to pitch the saddle on her narrow back, but the pitch was slow in coming. When Call glanced toward the river and saw the Great Western in all her plump nakedness, he knew why: young Gus McCrae was by nature distractable; the sight of a naked, two-hundred-pound whore carrying a full-grown snapping turtle had captured his complete attention, and that of the rest of the Ranger troop as well.


  “Look at that, Woodrow,” Gus said. “Matty’s carrying that old turtle as if it was a basket of peaches.”


  “I can’t look,” Call said. “I’ll lose my grip and get kicked—and I’ve done been kicked.” The mare, small though she was, had already displayed a willingness to kick and bite. Call knew that if he loosened his grip on her ears even slightly, he could count on getting kicked, or bitten, or both.


  Long Bill Coleman, lounging against his saddle only a few yards from where the two young Rangers were struggling with the little mustang, watched Matilda approach, with a certain trepidation. Although it was only an hour past breakfast, he was already drunk. It seemed to Long Bill, in his tipsy state, that the Great Western was walking directly toward him with her angry catch. It might be that she meant to use the turtle as some kind of weapon—or so Long Bill surmised. Matilda Roberts despised debt, and carried grudges freely and at length. Bill knew himself to be considerably in arrears, the result of a persistent lust coupled with a vexing string of losses at cards. At the moment, he didn’t have a red cent and knew that he was unlikely to have one for days, or even weeks to come. If Matilda, who was whimsical, chose to call his debt, his only recourse might be to run; but Long Bill was in no shape to run, and in any case, there was no place to run to that offered the least prospect of refuge. The Rangers were camped on the Rio Grande, west of the alkaline Pecos. They were almost three hundred miles from the nearest civilized habitation, and the country between them and a town was not inviting.


  “When’s the next payday, Major?” Long Bill inquired, glancing at his leader, Major Randall Chevallie.


  “That woman acts like she might set that turtle on me,” he added, hoping that Major Chevallie would want to issue an order or something. Bill knew that there were military men who refused to allow whores within a hundred feet of their camp—even whores not armed with snapping turtles.


  Major Chevallie had only spent three weeks at West Point—he left because he found the classes boring and the discipline vexing. He nonetheless awarded himself the rank of major after a violent scrape in Baltimore convinced him that civilian life hemmed a man in with such a passel of legalities that it was no longer worth pursuing. Randall Chevallie hid on a ship, and the ship took him to Galveston; upon disembarking at that moist, sandy port, he declared himself a major and had been a major ever since.


  Now, except for the two young Rangers who were attempting to saddle the Mexican mare, his whole troop was drunk, the result of an incautious foray into Mexican territory the day before. They had crossed the Rio Grande out of boredom, and promptly captured a donkey cart containing a few bushels of hard corn and two large jugs of mescal, a liquor of such potency that it immediately unmanned several of the Rangers. They had been without spirits for more than a month—they drank the mescal like water. In fact, it tasted a good deal better than any water they had tasted since crossing the Pecos.


  The mescal wasn’t water, though; two men went blind for awhile, and several others were troubled by visions of torture and dismemberment. Such visions, at the time, were not hard to conjure up, even without mescal, thanks to the folly of the unfortunate Mexican whose donkey cart they had captured. Though the Rangers meant the man no harm—or at least not much harm—he fled at the sight of gringos and was not even out of earshot before he fell into the hands of Comanches or Apaches: it was impossible to tell from his screams which tribe was torturing him. All that was known was that only three warriors took part in the torturing. Bigfoot Wallace, the renowned scout, returned from a lengthy look around and reported seeing the tracks of three warriors, no more. The tracks were heading toward the river.


  Many Rangers thought Bigfoot’s point somewhat picayune, since the Mexican could not have screamed louder if he had been being tortured by fifty men—the screams made sleep difficult, not to mention short. The Great Western didn’t earn a cent all night. Only young Gus McCrae, whose appetite for fornication admitted no checks, approached Matilda, but of course young McCrae was penniless, and Matilda in no mood to offer credit.


  “You better turn that mare loose for awhile,” Gus advised. “Matty’s coming with that big turtle—I don’t know what she means to do with it.”


  “Can’t turn loose,” Call said, but then he did release the mare, jumping sideways just in time to avoid her flailing front hooves. It was clear to him that Gus had no intention of trying to saddle the mare, not anytime soon. When there was a naked whore to watch, Gus was unlikely to want to do much of anything, except watch the whore.


  “Major, what about payday?” Long Bill inquired again.


  Major Chevallie cocked an eyebrow at Long Bill Coleman, a man noted for his thorough laziness.


  “Why, Bill, the mail’s undependable, out here beyond the Pecos,” the Major said. “We haven’t seen a mail coach since we left San Antonio.”


  “That whore with the dern turtle wants to be paid now,” one-eyed Johnny Carthage speculated.


  “I’ve never seen a whore bold enough to snatch an old turtle right out of the Rio Grande River,” Bob Bascom said. In his opinion, it had been quite unmilitary for the Major to allow Matilda Roberts to accompany them on their expedition; though how he would have stopped her, short of gunplay, was not easy to say. Matilda had simply fallen in with them when they left the settlements. She rode a large gray horse named Tom, who lost flesh rapidly once they were beyond the fertile valleys. Matilda had no fear of Indians, or of anything else, not so far as Bob Bascom was aware. She helped herself liberally to the Rangers’ grub, and conducted business on a pallet she spread in the bushes, when there were bushes. Bob had to admit that having a whore along was a convenience, but he still considered it unmilitary, though he was not so incautious as to give voice to his opinion.


  Major Randall Chevallie was of uncertain temper at best. Rumor had it that he had, on occasions, conducted summary executions, acting as his own firing squad. His pistol was often in his hand, and though his leadership was erratic, his aim wasn’t. He had twice brought down running antelope with his pistol—most of the Rangers couldn’t have hit a running antelope with a rifle, or even a Gatling gun.


  “That whore didn’t snatch that turtle out of the river,” Long Bill commented. “I seen that turtle sleeping on a rock, when I went to wash the puke off myself. She just snuck up on it and picked it off that rock. Look at it snap at her. Now she’s got it mad!”


  The snapper swung its neck this way and that, working its jaws; but Matilda Roberts was holding it at arm’s length, and its jaws merely snapped the air.


  “What next?” Gus said, to Call.


  “I don’t know what next,” Call said, a little irritated at his friend. Sooner or later they would have to have another try at saddling the mare—a chancy undertaking.


  “Maybe she means to cook it,” Call added.


  “I have heard of slaves eating turtle,” Gus said. “I believe they eat them in Mississippi.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t eat one,” Call informed him. “I’d still like to get a saddle on this mare, if you ain’t too busy to help.”


  The mare was snubbed to a low mesquite tree—she wound herself tighter and tighter, as she kicked and struggled.


  “Let’s see what Matilda’s up to first,” Gus said. “We got all day to break horses.”


  “All right, but you’ll have to take the ears, this time,” Call said. “I’ll do the saddling.”


  Matilda swung her arm a time or two and heaved the big turtle in the general direction of a bunch of Rangers—the boys were cleaning their guns and musing on their headaches. They scattered like quail when they saw the turtle sailing through the air. It turned over twice and landed on its back, not three feet from the campfire.


  Bigfoot Wallace squatted by the fire—he had just finished pouring himself a cup of coffee. It was chickory coffee, but at least it was black. Bigfoot paid the turtle no attention at all—Matty Roberts had always been somewhat eccentric, in his view. If she wanted to throw snapping turtles around, that was her business. He himself was occupied with more urgent concerns, one of them being the identity of the three warriors who had tortured the Mexican to death. A few hours after coming across their tracks he had dozed off and dreamed a disturbing dream about Indians. In his dream Buffalo Hump was riding a spotted horse, while Gomez walked beside him. Buffalo Hump was the meanest Comanche anyone had ever heard of, and Gomez the meanest Apache. The fact that a Comanche killer and an Apache killer were traveling together, in his dream, was highly unpleasant. Never before, that he could remember, had he had a dream in which something so unlikely happened. He almost felt he should report the dream to Major Chevallie, but the Major, at the moment, was distracted by Matilda Roberts and her turtle.


  “Good morning, Miss Roberts, is that your new pet?” the Major inquired, when Matilda walked up.


  “Nope, that’s breakfast—turtle beats bacon,” Matilda said. “Has anybody got a shirt I can borrow? I left mine out by the pallet.”


  She had strolled down to the river naked because she felt like having a wash in the cold water. It wasn’t deep enough to swim in, but she gave herself a good splashing. The old snapper just happened to be lazing on a rock nearby, so she grabbed it. Half the Rangers were scared of Matilda anyway, some so scared they would scarcely look at her, naked or clothed. The Major wasn’t scared of her, nor was Bigfoot or young Gus; the rest of the men, in her view, were incompetents, the kind of men who were likely to run up debts and get killed before they could pay them. She sailed the snapper in their direction to let them know she expected honest behavior. Going naked didn’t hurt, either. She was big, and liked it; she could punch most men out, if she had to, and sometimes she had to; her dream was to get to California and own a fine bordello, which was why she fell in with the first Ranger troop going west. It was a scraggly little troop, composed mostly of drunks and shiftless ramblers, but she took it and was making the best of it. The alternative was to wait in Texas, get old, and never own a bordello in California.


  At her request several Rangers immediately began to take off their shirts, but Bigfoot Wallace made no move to remove his, and his was the only shirt large enough to cover much of Matty Roberts.


  “I guess you won’t be sashaying around naked much longer, Matty,” he observed, sipping his chickory.


  “Why not? I ain’t stingy about offering my customers a look,” Matilda said, rejecting several of the proffered shirts.


  Bigfoot nodded toward the north, where a dark tone on the horizon contrasted with the bright sunlight.


  “One of our fine blue northers is about to whistle in,” he informed her. “You’ll have icicles hanging off your twat, in another hour, if you don’t cover it up.”


  “I wouldn’t need to cover it up if anyone around here was prosperous enough to warm it up,” Matilda said, but she did note that the northern horizon had turned a dark blue. Several Rangers observed the same fact, and began to pull on long johns or other garments that might be of use against a norther. Bigfoot Wallace was known to have an excellent eye for weather. Even Matilda respected it—she strolled over to her pallet and pulled on a pair of blacksmith’s overalls that she had taken in payment for a brief engagement in Fredericksburg. She had a tattered capote, acquired some years earlier in Pennsylvania, and she put that on too. A blue norther could quickly suck the warmth out of the air, even on a nice sunny day.


  “Well, we’ve conquered a turtle, I guess,” Major Chevallie said, standing up. “I suppose that Mexican died—I don’t hear much noise from across the river.”


  “If he’s lucky, he died,” Bigfoot said. “It was just three Indians—Comanches, I’d figure. I doubt three Comanches would pause more than one night to cut up a Mexican.”


  About that time Josh Corn and Ezekiel Moody came walking back to camp from the sandhill where they had been standing guard. Josh Corn was a little man, only about half the size of his tall friend. Both were surprised to see a sizable snapping turtle kicking its legs in the air, not much more than arm’s length from the coffeepot.


  “Why’s everybody dressing up, is there going to be a parade?” Josh asked, noting that several Rangers were in the process of pulling on clothes.


  “That Mexican didn’t have no way to kill himself,” Bob Bascom remarked. “He didn’t have no gun.”


  “No, but he had a knife,” Bigfoot reminded him. “A knife’s adequate, if you know where to cut.”


  “Where would you cut—I’ve wondered,” Gus asked, abruptly leaving Call to contemplate the Mexican mustang alone. He was a Ranger on the wild frontier now and needed to imbibe as much technical information as possible about methods of suicide, when in danger of capture by hostiles with a penchant for torture.


  “No Comanche’s going to be quick enough to sew up your jugular vein, if you whack it through in two or three places,” Bigfoot said. Aware that several of the Rangers were inexpert in such matters, he stretched his long neck and put his finger on the spot where the whacking should be done.


  “It’s right here,” he said. “You could even poke into it with a big mesquite thorn, or whack at it with a broken bottle, if you’re left without no knife.”


  Long Bill Coleman felt a little queasy, partly because of the mescal and partly from the thought of having to stick a thorn in his neck in order to avoid Comanche torture.


  “Me, I’ll shoot myself in the head if I’ve got time,” Long Bill said.


  “Well, but that can go wrong,” Bigfoot informed him. Once set in an instructional direction, he didn’t like to turn until he had given a thorough lecture. Bigfoot considered himself to be practical to a fault—if a man had to kill himself in a hurry, it was best to know exactly how to proceed.


  “Don’t go sticking no gun in your mouth, unless it’s a shotgun,” he advised, noting that Long Bill looked a little green. Probably the alkaline water didn’t agree with him.


  “Why not, it’s hard to miss your head if you’ve got a gun in your mouth,” Ezekiel Moody commented.


  “No, it ain’t,” Bigfoot said. “The bullet could glance off a bone and come out your ear. You’d still be healthy enough that they could torture you for a week. Shove the barrel of the gun up against an eyeball and pull—that’s sure. Your brains will get blown out the back of your head—then if some squaw comes along and chews off your balls and your pecker, you won’t know the difference.”


  “My, this is a cheery conversation,” Major Chevallie said. “I wish Matilda would come back and remove this turtle.”


  “I’d like to go back and have another look at them tracks,” Bigfoot said. “It was about dark when I seen them. Another look couldn’t hurt.”


  “It could hurt if the Comanches that got that Mexican caught you,” Josh Corn remarked.


  “Why, those boys are halfway to the Brazos by now,” Bigfoot said, just as Matilda returned to the campfire. She squatted down by the turtle and watched it wiggle, a happy expression on her broad face. She had a hatchet in one hand and a small bowie knife in the other.


  “Them turtles don’t turn loose of you till it thunders, once they got aholt of you,” Ezekiel said. Matilda Roberts ignored this hackneyed opinion. She caught the turtle right by the head, held its jaws shut, and slashed at its neck with the little bowie knife. The whole company watched, even Call. Several of the men had traveled the Western frontier all their lives. They considered themselves to be experienced men, but none of them had ever seen a whore decapitate a snapping turtle before.


  Blackie Slidell watched Matilda slash at the turtle’s neck with a glazed expression. The mescal had caused him to lose his vision entirely, for several hours—in fact, it was still somewhat wobbly. Blackie had an unusual birthmark—his right ear was coal black, thus his name. Although he couldn’t see very well, Blackie was not a little disturbed by Bigfoot’s chance remark about the chewing propensities of Comanche squaws. He had long heard of such things, of course, but had considered them to be unfounded rumor. Bigfoot Wallace, though, was the authority on Indian customs. His comment could not be ignored, even if everybody else was watching Matilda cut the head off her turtle.


  “Hell, if we see Indians, let’s kill all the squaws,” Blackie said, indignantly. “They got no call to be behaving like that.”


  “Oh, there’s worse than that happens,” Bigfoot remarked casually, noting that the turtle’s blood seemed to be green—if it had blood. A kind of green ooze dripped out of the wound Matilda had made. She herself was finding the turtle’s neck a difficult cut. She gave the turtle’s head two or three twists, hoping it would snap off like a chicken’s would have, but the turtle’s neck merely kinked, like a thick black rope.


  “What’s worse than having your pecker chewed off?” Blackie inquired.


  “Oh, having them pull out the end of your gut and tie it to a dog,” Bigfoot said, pouring himself more chickory. “Then they chase the dog around camp for awhile, until about fifty feet of your gut is strung out in front of you, for brats to eat.”


  “To eat?” Long Bill asked.


  “Why yes,” Bigfoot said. “Comanche brats eat gut like ours eat candy.”


  “Whew, I’m glad I wasn’t especially hungry this morning,” Major Chevallie commented. “Talk like this would unsettle a delicate stomach.”


  “Or they might run a stick up your fundament and set it on fire—that way your guts would done be cooked when they pull them out,” Bigfoot explained.


  “What’s a fundament?” Call asked. He had had only one year of schooling, and had not encountered the word in his speller. He kept the speller with him in his saddlebag, and referred to it now and then when in doubt about a letter or a word.


  Bob Bascom snorted, amused by the youngster’s ignorance.


  “It’s a hole in your body and it ain’t your nose or your mouth or your goddamn ear,” Bob said. “I’d have that little mare broke by now, if it was me doing it.”


  Call smarted at the rebuke—he knew they had been lax with the mare, who had now effectively snubbed herself to the little tree. She was trembling, but she couldn’t move far, so he quickly swung the saddle in place and held it there while she crow-hopped a time or two.


  Matilda Roberts sweated over her task, but she didn’t give up. The first gusts of the norther scattered the ashes of the campfire. Major Chevallie had just squatted to refill his cup—his coffee soon had a goodly sprinkling of sand. When the turtle’s head finally came off, Matilda casually pitched it in the direction of Long Bill, who jumped up as if she’d thrown him a live rattler.


  The turtle’s angry eyes were still open, and its jaws continued to snap with a sharp click.


  “It ain’t even dead with its head off,” Long Bill said, annoyed.


  Shadrach, the oldest Ranger, a tall, grizzled specimen with a cloudy past, walked over to the turtle’s head and squatted down to study it. Shadrach rarely spoke, but he was by far the most accurate rifle shot in the troop. He owned a fine Kentucky rifle, with a cherry-wood stock, and was contemptuous of the bulky carbines most of the troop had adopted.


  Shadrach found a little mesquite stick and held it in front of the turtle’s head. The turtle’s beak immediately snapped onto the stick, but the stick didn’t break. Shadrach picked up the little stick with the turtle’s head attached to it and dropped it in the pocket of his old black coat.


  Josh Corn was astonished.


  “Why would you keep a thing like that?” he asked Shadrach, but the old man took no interest in the question.


  “Why would he keep a smelly old turtle’s head?” Josh asked Bigfoot Wallace.


  “Why would Gomez raid with Buffalo Hump?” Bigfoot asked. “That’s a better question.”


  Matilda, by this time, had hacked through the turtle shell with her hatchet and was cutting the turtle meat into strips. Watching her slice the green meat caused Long Bill Coleman to get the queasy feeling again. Young Call, though nicked by a rear hoof, had succeeded in cinching the saddle onto the Mexican mare.


  Major Chevallie was sipping his ashy coffee. Already the new wind from the north had begun to cut. He hadn’t been paying much attention to the half-drunken campfire palaver, but between one sip of coffee and the next, Bigfoot’s question brought him out of his reverie.


  “What did you say about Buffalo Hump?” he asked. “I wouldn’t suppose that scoundrel is anywhere around.”


  “Well, he might be,” Bigfoot said.


  “But what was that you said, just now?” the Major asked. “It’s hard to concentrate, with Matilda cutting up this ugly turtle.”


  “I had a dern dream,” Bigfoot admitted. “In my dream Gomez was raiding with Buffalo Hump.”


  “Nonsense, Gomez is Apache,” the Major said.


  Bigfoot didn’t answer. He knew that Gomez was Apache, and that Apache didn’t ride with Comanche—that was not the normal order of things. Still, he had dreamt what he dreamt. If Major Chevallie didn’t enjoy hearing about it, he could sip his coffee and keep quiet.


  The whole troop fell silent for a moment. Just hearing the names of the two terrible warriors was enough to make the Rangers reflect on the uncertainties of their calling, which were considerable.


  “I don’t like that part about the guts,” Long Bill said. “I aim to keep my own guts inside me, if nobody minds.”


  Shadrach was saddling his horse—he felt free to leave the troop at will, and his absences were apt to last a day or two.


  “Shad, are you leaving?” Bigfoot asked.


  “We’re all leaving,” Shadrach said. “There’s Indians to the north. I smell ’em.”


  “I thought I still gave the orders around here,” Major Chevallie said. “I don’t know why you would have such a dream, Wallace. Why would those two devils raid together?”


  “I’ve dreamt prophecy before,” Bigfoot said. “Shad’s right about the Indians. I smell ’em too.”


  “What’s this—where are they?” Major Chevallie asked, just as the norther hit with its full force. There was a general scramble for guns and cover. Long Bill Coleman found the anxiety too much for his overburdened stomach. He grabbed his rifle, but then had to bend and puke before he could seek cover.


  The cold wind swirled white dust through the camp. Most of the Rangers had taken cover behind little hummocks of sand, or chaparral bushes. Only Matilda was unaffected; she continued to lay strips of greenish turtle meat onto the campfire. The first cuts were already dripping and crackling.


  Old Shadrach mounted and went galloping north, his long rifle across his saddle. Bigfoot Wallace grabbed a rifle and vanished into the sage.


  “What do we do with this mare, Gus?” Call asked. He had only been a Ranger six weeks—his one problem with the work was that it was almost impossible to get precise instructions in a time of crisis. Now he finally had the Mexican mare saddled, but everyone in camp was lying behind sandhills with their rifles ready. Even Gus had grabbed his old gun and taken cover.


  Major Chevallie was attempting to unhobble his horse, but he had no dexterity and was making a slow job of it.


  “You boys, come help me!” he yelled—from the precipitate behavior of Shadrach and Bigfoot, the most experienced men in the troop, he assumed that the camp was in danger of being overrun.


  Gus and Call ran to the Major’s aid. The wind was so cold that Gus even thought it prudent to button the top button of his flannel shirt.


  “Goddamn this wind!” the Major said. During breakfast he had been rereading a letter from his dear wife, Jane. He had read the letter at least twenty times, but it was the only letter he had with him and he did love his winsome Jane. When the business about Gomez and Buffalo Hump came up he had casually stuffed the letter in his coat pocket, but he didn’t get it in securely, and now the whistling wind had snatched it. It was a long letter—his dear Jane was lavish with detail of circumstances back in Virginia—and now several pages of it were blowing away, in the general direction of Mexico.


  “Here, boys, fetch my letter!” the Major said. “I can’t afford to lose my letter. I’ll finish saddling this horse.”


  Call and Gus left the Major to finish cinching his saddle on his big sorrel and began to chase the letter, some of which had sailed quite a distance downwind. Both of them kept looking over their shoulders, expecting to see the Indians charging.


  Call had not had time to fetch his rifle—his only weapon was a pistol.


  Thanks to his efforts with the mare, the talk of torture and suicide had been hard to follow. Call liked to do things correctly, but was in doubt as to the correct way to dispatch himself, should he suddenly be surrounded by Comanches.


  “What was it Bigfoot said about shooting out your brains?” he asked Gus, his lanky pal.


  Gus had run down four pages of the Major’s lengthy letter. Call had three pages. Gus didn’t seem to be particularly concerned about the prospect of Comanche capture—his nonchalant approach to life could be irksome in times of conflict.


  “I’d go help Matty clean her turtle if I thought she’d give me a poke,” Gus said.


  “Gus, there’s Indians coming,” Call said. “Just tell me what Bigfoot said about shooting out your brains.


  “That whore don’t need no help with that turtle,” he added.


  “Oh, you’re supposed to shoot through the eyeball,” Gus said. “I’ll be damned if I would, though. I need both eyes to look at whores.”


  “I should have kept my rifle handier,” Call said, annoyed with himself for having neglected sound procedure. “Do you see any Indians yet?”


  “No, but I see Josh Corn taking a shit,” Gus said, pointing at their friend Josh. He was squatting behind a sage bush, rifle at the ready, while he did his business.


  “I guess he must think it’s his last chance before he gets scalped,” Gus added.


  Major Chevallie jumped on his sorrel and started to race after Shadrach, but had scarcely cleared the camp before he reined in his horse. Call could just see him, in the swirling dust—the plain to the north of the camp had become a wall of sand.


  “I wonder how we can get some money—I sure do need a poke,” Gus said. He had turned his back to the wind and was casually reading the Major’s letter, an action that shocked Call.


  “That’s the Major’s letter,” he pointed out. “You got no business reading it.”


  “Well, it don’t say much anyway,” Gus said, handing the pages to Call. “I thought it might be racy, but it ain’t.”


  “If I ever write a letter, I don’t want to catch you reading it,” Call said. “I think Shad’s coming back.” His eyes were stinging, from staring into the dust.


  There seemed to be figures approaching camp from the north. Call couldn’t make them out clearly, and Gus didn’t seem to be particularly interested. Once he began to think about whores he had a hard time pulling his mind off the subject.


  “If we could catch a Mexican we could steal his money—he might have enough that we could buy quite a few pokes,” Gus said, as they strolled back to camp.


  Major Chevallie waited on his sorrel, watching. Two figures seemed to be walking. Then Bigfoot fell in with them. Shadrach appeared on his horse, a few steps behind the figures.


  All around the camp Rangers began to stand up and dust the sand off their clothes. Matilda, unaffected by the crisis, was still cooking her turtle. The bloody shell lay by the campfire. Call smelled the sizzling meat and realized he was hungry.


  “Why, it’s just an old woman and a boy,” he said when he finally got a clear view of the two figures trudging through the sandstorm, flanked on one side by Shadrach and on the other by Bigfoot Wallace.


  “Shoot, I doubt either one of them has got a cent on them,” Gus said. “I think we ought to sneak off across the river and catch a Mexican while it’s still early.”


  “Just wait,” Call said. He was anxious to see the captives, if they were captives.


  “I swear,” Long Bill said. “I think that old woman’s blind. That boy’s leading her.”


  Long Bill was right. A boy of about ten, who looked more Mexican than Indian, walked slowly toward the campfire, leading an old white-haired Indian woman—Call had never seen anyone who looked as old as the old woman.


  When they came close enough to the fire to smell the sizzling meat, the boy began to make a strange sound. It wasn’t speech, exactly—it was more like a moan.


  “What’s he wanting?” Matilda asked—she was unnerved by the sound.


  “Why, a slice or two of your turtle meat, I expect,” Bigfoot said. “More than likely he’s hungry.”


  “Then why don’t he ask?” Matilda said.


  “He can’t ask, Matilda,” Bigfoot said.


  “Why not, ain’t he got a tongue?” Matilda asked.


  “Nope—no tongue,” Bigfoot said. “Somebody cut it out.”


  2.


  THE NORTH WIND BLEW harder, hurling the sands and soils of the great plain of Texas toward Mexico. It soon obliterated vision. Shadrach and Major Chevallie, mounted, could not see the ground. Men could not see across the campfire. Call found his rifle, but when he tried to sight, discovered that he could not see to the end of the barrel. The sand peppered them like fine shot, and it rode a cold wind. The horses could only turn their backs to it; so did the men. Most put their saddles over their heads, and their saddle blankets too. Matilda’s bloody turtle shell soon filled with sand. The campfire was almost smothered. Men formed a human wall to the north of it, to keep it from guttering out. Bigfoot and Shadrach tied bandanas around their faces—Long Bill had a bandana but it blew away and was never found. Matilda gave up cooking and sat with her back to the wind, her head bent between her knees. The boy with no tongue reached into the guttering campfire and took two slices of the sizzling turtle meat. One he gave to the old blind woman—although the meat was tough and scalding, he gulped his portion in only three bites.


  Kirker and Glanton, the scalp hunters, sat together with their backs to the wind. They stared through the fog of sand, appraising the boy and the old woman. Kirker took out his scalping knife and a small whetstone. He tried to spit on the whetstone, but the wind took the spit away; Kirker began to sharpen the knife anyway. The old woman turned her sightless eyes toward the sound—she spoke to the boy, in a language Call had never heard. But the boy had no tongue, and couldn’t answer.


  Even through the howling of the wind, Call could hear the grinding sound, as Kirker whetted his scalping knife. Gus heard it too, but his mind had not moved very far from his favorite subject, whores.


  “Be hard to poke in a wind like this,” he surmised. “Your whore would fill up with sand—unless you went careful, you’d scrape yourself raw.”


  Call ignored this comment, thinking it foolish.


  “Kirker and Glanton ain’t Rangers—I don’t know why the Major lets ’em ride with the troop,” he said.


  “It’s a free country, how could he stop them?” Gus asked, though he had to admit that the scalp hunters were unsavory company. Their gear smelled of blood, and they never washed. Gus agreed with Matilda that it was good to keep clean. He splashed himself regularly, if there was water available.


  “He could shoot ’em—I’d shoot ’em, if I was in command,” Call said. “They’re low killers, in my opinion.”


  Only the day before there had nearly been a ruckus with Kirker and Glanton. The two came riding in from the south, having taken eight scalps. The scalps hung from Kirker’s saddle. A buzzing cloud of flies surrounded them, although the blood on the scalps had dried. Most of the Rangers gave Kirker a wide berth; he was a thin man with three gappy teeth, which gave his smile a cruel twist. Glanton was larger and lazier—he slept more than anyone else in the troop and would even fall asleep and start snoring while mounted on his horse. Shadrach had no fear of either man, and neither did Bigfoot Wallace. When Kirker dismounted, Shadrach and Bigfoot walked over to examine his trophies. Shadrach fingered one of the scalps and looked at Bigfoot, who swatted the cloud of flies away briefly and sniffed a time or two at the hair.


  “Comanche—who said you could smell ’em?” Kirker asked. He was chewing on some antelope jerky that Black Sam, the cook, had provided. The sight of the old mountain man and the big scout handling his new trophies annoyed him.


  “We picked all eight of them off, at a waterhole,” Glanton said. “I shot four and so did John.”


  “That’s a pure lie,” Bigfoot said. “Eight Comanches could string you and Kirker out from here to Santa Fe. If you was ever unlucky enough to run into that many at once, we wouldn’t be having to smell your damn stink anymore.”


  He waved at Major Chevallie, who strolled over, looking uncomfortable. He drew his pistol, a precaution the Major always took when he sensed controversy. With his pistol drawn, decisive judgment could be reached and reached quickly.


  “These low dogs have been killing Mexicans, Major,” Bigfoot said. “They probably took supper with some little family and then shot ’em all and took their hair.”


  “That would be unneighborly behavior, if true,” Major Chevallie said. He looked at the scalps, but didn’t touch them.


  “This ain’t Indian hair,” Shadrach said. “Indian hair smells Indian, but this don’t. This hair is Mexican.”


  “It’s Comanche hair and you can both go to hell,” Kirker said. “If you need a ticket I can provide it.”


  The gap-toothed Kirker carried three pistols and a knife, and usually kept his rifle in the crook of his arm, where it was now.


  “Sit down, Kirker, I’ll not have you roughhousing with my scouts,” the Major said.


  “Roughhousing, hell,” Kirker said. He flushed red when he was angry, and a blue vein popped out alongside his nose.


  “I’ll finish them right here, if they don’t leave my scalps alone,” he added. Glanton had his eyes only half open, but his hand was on his pistol, a fact both Bigfoot and Shadrach ignored.


  “There’s no grease, Major,” Bigfoot said. “Indians grease their hair—take a Comanche scalp and you’ll have grease up to your elbow. Kirker ain’t even sly. He could have greased this hair if he wanted to fool us, but he didn’t. I expect he was too lazy.”


  “Get away from them scalps—they’re government property now,” Kirker said. “I took ’em and I intend to collect my bounty.”


  Shadrach looked at the Major—he didn’t believe the Major was firm, although it was undeniable that he was an accurate shot.


  “If a Mexican posse shows up, let ’em have these two,” he advised. “This ain’t Indian hair, and what’s more, it ain’t grown-up hair. These two went over to Mexico and killed a passel of children.”


  Kirker merely sneered.


  “Hair’s hair,” he said. “This is government property now, and you’re welcome to keep your goddamn hands off it.”


  Call and Gus waited, expecting the Major to shoot Kirker, and possibly Glanton too, but the Major didn’t shoot. Bigfoot and Shadrach walked away, disgusted. Shadrach mounted, crossed the river, and was gone for several hours. Kirker kept on chewing his antelope jerky, and Glanton went sound asleep, leaning against his horse.


  Major Chevallie did look at Kirker hard. He knew he ought to shoot the two men and leave them to the flies. Shadrach’s opinion was no doubt accurate: the men had been killing Mexican children; Mexican children were a lot easier to hunt than Comanches.


  But the Major didn’t shoot. His troop was in an uncertain position, vulnerable to attack at any minute, and Kirker and Glanton made two more fighting men, adding two guns to the company’s meager strength. If there was a serious scrape, one or both of them might be killed anyway. If not, they could always be executed at a later date.


  “Stay this side of the river from now on,” the Major said—he still had his pistol in his hand. “If either of you cross it again, I’ll hunt you down like dogs.”


  Kirker didn’t flinch.


  “We ain’t dogs, though—we’re wolves—at least I am. You won’t be catching me, if I go. As for Glanton, you can have him. I’m tired of listening to his goddamn snores.”


  Gus soon forgot the incident, but Call didn’t. He listened to Kirker sharpen his knife and wished he had the authority to kill the man himself. In his view Kirker was a snake, and worse than a snake. If you discovered a snake in your bedclothes, the sensible thing would be to kill it.


  Major Chevallie had looked right at the snake, but hadn’t killed it.


  The sandstorm blew for another hour, until the camp and everything in it was covered with sand. When it finally blew out, men discovered that they couldn’t find utensils they had carelessly laid down before the storm began. The sky overhead was a cold blue. The plain in all directions was level with sand; only the tops of sage bushes and chaparral broke the surface. The Rio Grande was murky and brown. The little mare, still snubbed to the tree, was in sand up to her knees. All the men stripped naked in order to shake as much sand as possible out of their clothes; but more sand filtered in, out of their hair and off their collars. Gus brushed the branch of a mesquite tree and a shower of sand rained down on him.


  Only the old Indian woman and the boy with no tongue made no attempt to rid themselves of sand. The fire had finally been smothered, but the old woman and the boy still sat by it, sand banked against their backs. To Call they hardly seemed human. They were like part of the ground.


  Gus, in high spirits, decided to be a bronc rider after all. He took it into his head to ride the Mexican mare.


  “I expect that storm’s got her cowed,” he said to Call.


  “Gus, she ain’t cowed,” Call replied. He had the mare by the ears again, and detected no change in her attitude.


  Sure enough, the mare threw Gus on the second jump. Several of the naked Rangers laughed, and went on shaking out their clothes.


  3.


  IN THE EARLY AFTERNOON, still carrying more sand in his clothes than he would have liked, Major Chevallie attempted to question the old woman and the boy. He gave them coffee and fed them a little hardtack first, hoping it would make them talkative—but the feast, such as it was, failed in its purpose, mainly because no one in the troop spoke any Comanche.


  The Major had supposed Bigfoot Wallace to be adept in the tongue, but Bigfoot firmly denied any knowledge of it.


  “Why no, Major,” Bigfoot said. “I’ve made it a practice to stay as far from the Comanche as I can get,” Bigfoot said. “What few I ever met face-on I shot. Some others have shot at me, but we never stopped to palaver.”


  The old woman wore a single bear tooth on a rawhide cord around her neck. The tooth was the size of a small pocketknife. Several of the men looked at it with envy; most of them would have been happy to own a bear tooth that large.


  “She must have been a chief’s woman,” Long Bill speculated. “Otherwise why would a squaw get to keep a fine grizzly tooth like that?”


  Matilda Roberts knew five or six words of Comanche and tried them all on the old woman, without result. The old woman sat where she had settled when she walked into the camp, backed by a hummock of sand. Her rheumy eyes were focused on the campfire, or on what had been the campfire.


  The tongueless boy, still hungry, dug most of the sandy turtle meat out of the ashes of the campfire and ate it. No one contested him, although Matilda dusted the sand off a piece or two and gnawed at the meat herself. The boy perked up considerably, once he had eaten the better part of Matilda’s snapping turtle. He did his best to talk, but all that came out were moans and gurgles. Several of the men tried to talk to him in sign, but got nowhere.


  “Goddamn Shadrach, where did he go?” the Major asked. “We’ve got a Comanche captive here, and the only man we have who speaks Comanche leaves.”


  As the day wore on, Gus and Call took turns getting pitched off the mare. Call once managed to stay on her five hops, which was the best either of them achieved. The Rangers soon lost interest in watching the boys get pitched around. A few got up a card game. Several others took a little target practice, using cactus apples as targets. Bigfoot Wallace pared his toenails, several of which had turned coal black as the result of his having worn footgear too small for his feet—it was that or go barefooted, and in the thorny country they were in, bare feet would have been a handicap.


  Toward sundown Call and Gus were assigned first watch. They took their position behind a good clump of chaparral, a quarter of a mile north of the camp. Major Chevallie had been making another attempt to converse with the old Comanche woman, as they were leaving camp. He tried sign, but the old woman looked at him, absent, indifferent.


  “Shadrach just rode off and he ain’t rode back,” Call said. “I feel better when Shadrach’s around.”


  “I’d feel better if there were more whores,” Gus commented. In the afternoon he had made another approach to Matilda Roberts, only to be rebuffed.


  “I should have stayed on the riverboats,” he added. “I never lacked for whores, on the riverboats.”


  Call was watching the north. He wondered if it was really true that Shadrach and Bigfoot could smell Indians. Of course if you got close to an Indian, or to anybody, you could smell them. There were times on sweaty days when he could easily smell Gus, or any other Ranger who happened to be close by. Black Sam, the cook, had a fairly strong smell, and so did Ezekiel—the latter had not bothered to wash the whole time Call had known him.


  But dirt and sweat weren’t what Bigfoot and Shadrach had been talking about, when they said they smelled Indians. The old woman and the boy had been nearly a mile away, when they claimed to smell them. Surely not even the best scout could smell a person that far away.


  “There could have been more Indians out there, when Shad said he smelled them,” Call speculated. “There could be a passel out there, just waiting.”


  Gus McCrae took guard duty a good deal more lightly than his companion, Woodrow Call. He looked at his time on guard as a welcome escape from the chores that cropped up around camp—gathering firewood, for example, or chopping it, or saddle-soaping the Major’s saddle. Since he and Woodrow were the youngest Rangers in the troop, they were naturally expected to do most of the chores. Several times they had even been required to shoe horses, although Black Sam, the cook, was also a more than adequate blacksmith.


  Gus found such tasks irksome—he believed he had been put on earth to enjoy himself, and there was no enjoyment to be derived from shoeing horses. Horses were heavy animals—most of the ones he shoed had a tendency to lean on him, once he picked up a foot.


  Drinking mescal was far more to his liking—in fact he had a few swallows left, in a small jug he had managed to appropriate. He had kept the jug buried in the sand all day, lest some thirsty Ranger discover it and drain the mescal. He owned a woolen serape, purchased in a stall in San Antonio, and had managed to sneak the jug out of camp under the serape.


  When he brought it out and took a swig, Call looked annoyed.


  “If the Major caught you drinking on guard he’d shoot you,” Call said. It was true, too. The Major tolerated many foibles in his troop, but he did demand sobriety of the men assigned to keep guard. They were camped not far from the great Comanche war trail—the merciless raiders from the north could appear at any moment. Even momentary inattention on the part of the guards could imperil the whole troop.


  “Well, but how could he catch me?” Gus asked. “He’s trying to talk to that old woman—he’d have to sneak up on us to catch me, and I’d have to be drunker than this not to notice a fat man sneaking up.”


  It was certainly true that Major Chevallie was fat. He outweighed Matilda by a good fifty pounds, and Matilda was not small. The Major was short, too, which made his girth all the more noticeable. Still, he was the Major. Just because he hadn’t shot the scalp hunters didn’t mean he wouldn’t shoot Gus.


  “I don’t believe you was ever on a riverboat—why would they hire you?” Call asked. At times of irritation he began to remember all the lies Gus had told him. Gus McCrae had no more regard for truth than he did for the rules of rangering.


  “Why, of course I was,” Gus said. “I was a top pilot for a dern year—I’m a Tennessee boy. I can run one of them riverboats as well as the next man. I only run aground once, in all the time I worked.”


  The truth of that was that he had once sneaked aboard a riverboat for two days; when he was discovered, he was put off on a mud bar, near Dubuque. A young whore had hidden him for the two days—the captain had roundly chastised her when Gus was discovered. Shortly after he was put off, the riverboat ran aground—that was the one true fact in the story. The tale sounded grand to his green friend, though. Woodrow Call had got no farther in the world than his uncle’s scratchy farm near Navasota. Woodrow’s parents had been taken by the smallpox, which is why he was raised by the uncle, a tyrant who stropped him so hard that when Woodrow got old enough to follow the road to San Antonio, he ran off. It was in San Antonio that the two of them had met—or rather, that Call had found Gus asleep against the wall of a saloon, near the river. Call worked for a Mexican blacksmith at the time, stirring the forge and helping the old smith with the horseshoeing that went on from dawn till dark. The Mexican, Jesus, a kindly old man who hummed sad harmonies all day as he worked, allowed Call to sleep on a pallet of nail sacks in a small shed behind the forge. Blacksmithing was dirty work. Call had been on his way to the river to wash off some of the smudge from his work when he noticed a lanky youth, sound asleep against the wall of the little adobe saloon. At first he thought the stranger might be dead, so profound were his slumbers. Killings were not uncommon in the streets of San Antonio—Call thought he ought to stop and check, since if the boy was dead it would have to be reported.


  It turned out, though, that Gus was merely so fatigued that he was beyond caring whether he was counted among the living or among the dead. He had traveled in a tight stagecoach for ten days and nine nights, making the trip from Baton Rouge through the pines of east Texas to San Antonio. Upon arrival, his fellow passengers decided that Gus had been with them long enough; he was in such a stupor of fatigue that he offered no resistance when they rolled him out. He could not remember how long he had been sleeping against the saloon; it was his impression that he had slept about a week. That night Call let Gus share his pallet of nail sacks, and the two had been friends ever since. It was Gus who decided they should apply for the Texas Rangers—Call would never have thought himself worthy of such a position. It was Gus, too, who boldly approached the Major when word got out that a troop was being formed whose purpose—other than hanging whatever horsethieves or killers turned up—was to explore a stage route to El Paso. Fortunately, Major Chevallie had not been hard to convince—he took one look at the two healthy-looking boys and hired them at the princely sum of three dollars a month. They would be furnished with mounts, blankets, and a rifle apiece. Departure was immediate; saddles proved to be the main problem. Neither Gus nor Call had a saddle, or a pistol either. Finally the Major intervened on their behalf with an old German who owned a hardware store and saddle shop, the back of which was piled with single-tree saddles in bad repair and guns of every description, most of which didn’t work. Finally two pistols were extracted that looked as if they might shoot if primed a little; and also two single-tree rigs with tattered leather that the German agreed to part with for a dollar apiece, pistols thrown in.


  Major Chevallie advanced the two dollars, and the next morning at dawn, he, Call, Gus, Shadrach, Bob Bascom, Long Bill Coleman, Ezekiel Moody, Josh Corn, one-eyed Johnny Carthage, Blackie Slidell, Rip Green, and Black Sam, leading his kitchen mule, trotted out of San Antonio. Call had never been so happy in his life—overnight he had become a Texas Ranger, the grandest thing anyone could possibly be.


  Gus, though, was irritated at the lack of ceremony attending their departure. A scabby dog barked a few times, but no inhabitants lined the streets to cheer them on. Gus thought there should at least have been a bugler.


  “I’d blow a bugle myself, if one was available,” he said.


  Call thought the remark wrongheaded. Even if they had a bugle, and if Gus could blow it, who would listen to it, except a few Mexicans and a donkey or two? It was enough that they were Rangers—two days before they had simply been homeless boys.


  Bigfoot Wallace, the scout, didn’t catch up until the next day—at the time of their departure he had been in jail. Apparently he had thrown a deputy sheriff out the second-floor window of the community’s grandest whorehouse. The deputy suffered a broken collarbone, an annoyance sufficient to cause the sheriff to jail Bigfoot for a week.


  Gus McCrae, a newcomer to Texas, had never heard of Bigfoot Wallace and saw no reason to be awed. Throwing a deputy sheriff out a window did not seem to him to be a particularly impressive feat.


  “Now, if he’d thrown the governor out, that would have been a fine thing,” Gus said.


  Call thought his friend’s comment absurd. Why would the governor be in a whorehouse, anyway? Bigfoot Wallace was the most respected scout on the Texas frontier; even in Navasota, far to the east, Bigfoot’s name was known and his exploits talked about.


  “They say he’s been all the way to China,” Call explained. “He knows every creek in Texas, and whether it’s boggy or not, and he’s a first-rate Indian killer besides.”


  “Myself, I’d rather know every whore,” Gus said. “You can have a lot more fun with whores than you can with governors.”


  Call had seen several whores on the street, but had never visited one. Although he had the inclination, he had never had the money. Gus McCrae, though, seemed to have spent his life in the company of whores—though he had once mentioned that he had a mother and three sisters back in Tennessee, he preferred to talk mainly about whores, often to the point of tedium.


  Call, though, had the greatest respect for Bigfoot Wallace; he intended to study the man and learn as many of his wilderness skills as possible. Though most of the older Rangers were well versed in woodcraft, Bigfoot and Shadrach were clearly the two masters. If the company came to a fork in a creek or river while the scouts were ranging ahead, the company waited until one of them showed up and told it which fork to take. Major Chevallie had never been west of San Antonio—once they left the settlements behind and started toward the Pecos, he allowed his accomplished scouts to choose a route.


  It was Shadrach who took them south, into the lonely country of sage and sand, where the two boys were now crouched behind their chaparral bush. In San Antonio there had been talk that war with Mexico was brewing—early on, the Major had instructed the troop to fire on any Mexican who seemed hostile.


  “Better to be safe than sorry,” he said, and many heads nodded.


  In fact, though, the only Mexican they had seen was the unfortunate driver of the donkey cart. In the western reaches, no one was quite certain where Mexico stopped and Texas began. The Rio Grande made a handy border, but neither Major Chevallie nor anyone else considered it to be particularly official.


  Mexicans, hostile or otherwise, didn’t occupy much of the troop’s attention, almost all of which was reserved for the Comanches. Call had yet to see a Comanche Indian, though throughout the trek, Long Bill, Rip Green, and other Rangers had assured him that the Comanches were sure to show up in the next hour or two, bent on scalping and torture.


  “I wonder how big Comanches are?” he asked Gus, as they peered north into the silent darkness.


  “About the size of Matilda, I’ve heard,” Gus said.


  “That old woman ain’t the size of Matilda,” Call pointed out. “She’s no taller than Rip.”


  Rip Green was the smallest Ranger, standing scarcely five feet high. He also lacked a thumb on his right hand, having shot it off himself while cleaning a pistol he had neglected to unload.


  “Yes, but she’s old, Woodrow,” Gus said. “I expect she’s shriveled up.”


  He had just consumed the last of his mescal, and was feeling gloomy at the thought of a long watch with no liquor. At least he had a serape, though. Call had no coat—he intended to purchase one with his first wages. He owned two shirts, and wore them both on frosty mornings, when the thorns of the chaparral bushes were rimmed with white.


  Just then a wolf howled far to the north, where they were looking. Another wolf joined the first one. Then, nearer by, there was the yip of a coyote.


  “They say an Indian can imitate any sound,” Gus remarked. “They can fool you into thinking they’re a wolf or a coyote or an owl or a cricket.”


  “I doubt a Comanche would pretend to be a cricket,” Call said.


  “Well, a locust then,” Gus said. “Locusts buzz. You get a bunch of them buzzing and it’s hard to hear.”


  Again they heard the wolf, and again, the coyote.


  “It’s Indians talking,” Gus said. “They’re talking in animal.”


  “We don’t know, though,” Call said. “I seen a wolf just yesterday. There’s plenty of coyotes, too. It could just be animals.”


  “No, it ain’t, it’s Comanches,” Gus said, standing up. “Let’s go shoot one. I expect if we killed three or four the Major would raise our wages.”


  Call thought it was bold thinking. They were already a good distance from camp—the campfire was only a faint flicker behind them. Clouds had begun to come in, hiding the stars. Suppose they went farther and got caught? All the tortures Bigfoot had described might be visited on them. Besides, their orders were to stand watch, not to go Indian hunting.


  “I ain’t going,” Call said. “That ain’t what we were supposed to do.”


  “I doubt that fat fool is a real major, anyway,” Gus said. He was restless. Sitting half the night by a bush did not appeal to him much. It was undoubtedly a long way to a whorehouse from where they sat, but at least there might be Indians to fight. Better a fight than nothing; with no more mescal to drink, his prospects were meager.


  Call, though, had not responded to the call of adventure. He was still squatting by the chaparral bush.


  “Why, Gus, he is too a major,” Call said. “You saw how the soldiers saluted him, back in San Antonio.


  “Even if he ain’t a major, he gave us a job,” he reminded his friend. “We’re earning three dollars a month. Long Bill says we’ll get all the Indian fighting we want before we get back to the settlements.”


  “Bye, I’m going exploring,” Gus said. “I’ve heard there’s gold mines out in this part of the country.”


  “Gold mines,” Call said. “How would you notice a gold mine in the middle of the night, and what would you do with one if you did notice it? You ain’t even got a spade.”


  “No, but think of all the whores I could buy if I had a gold mine,” Gus said. “I could even buy a whorehouse. I’d have twenty girls and they’d all be pretty. If I didn’t feel like letting in no customers, I’d do the work myself.”


  With that, he walked off a few steps.


  “Ain’t you coming?” he asked, when he heard no footsteps behind him.


  “No, I was told to stand guard, not to go prospecting,” Call said. “I aim to stand guard till it’s my turn to sleep.


  “If you go off and get captured, the Major won’t like it one bit, either,” Call reminded him. “Neither will you. Remember how that Mexican screamed.”


  Gus left. Woodrow Call was stubborn—why waste a night arguing with a stubborn man? Gus walked rapidly through the cold night, toward where the wolf had howled. It irked him that his friend was so disposed to obey orders. The way he looked at it, being a Ranger meant you could range, which was what he intended to do.


  He thought best to cock his gun, though, in case he was taken by surprise. He had heard men scream while dentists were working on them, but in his experience no one undergoing dentistry had screamed half as loud as the captured Mexican.


  After strolling nearly twenty minutes through the sandy country, Gus decided to stop and take his bearings. He looked back to see if he could spot the campfire, but the long plain was dark. Thunder had begun to rumble, and in the west, there was a flicker of lightning.


  While he was stopped he thought he heard something behind him and whirled in time to spot a badger, not three feet away. The badger was bumbling along, not watching where it was going. Gus didn’t shoot it, but he did kick at it. He was irritated at the animal for startling him so. It was the kind of thing that could affect a man’s nerves, and it affected his. Because of the badger’s intrusion Gus felt a strong urge to get back to his guard post. Walking around at night didn’t accomplish much. It was annoying that Woodrow Call had been too dull to accompany him.


  On the walk back Gus tried to think of some adventure he could describe that would make his friend envious. The campfire had not yet come in sight. Probably the Rangers had been too lazy to gather sufficient firewood, and had let the fire burn down. Gus began to wonder if he was holding a true course. It was hard to see landmarks on a starless night, and there were precious few landmarks in that part of the country, anyway. Of course the river was in the direction he was walking, but the river twisted and curved; if he just depended on the river he might end up several miles from camp. He might even miss breakfast, or what passed for breakfast.


  While he was walking, the wolf howled again. Gus decided it was probably just a wolf after all. The boredom of guard duty had caused him to imagine it was a Comanche. He felt some irritation. The wolf had distracted him with its howling, and now he was beginning to get the feeling that he was lost. He had always believed that he had a perfect sense of direction. Even when he was put off on a mud bar in the middle of the Mississippi River, he didn’t get lost. He walked straight on to Dubuque. Of course, it was not hard to find Dubuque—it was there in plain sight, on its bluff. But there were willow thickets and some heavy underbrush between the river and the town. If he had been drunk he might well have gotten lost and ended up pointed toward St. Louis or somewhere. Instead he had strolled straight into Dubuque and had persuaded a bartender to draw him a mug of beer—it had been a thirsty trip, on the old boat. That Iowa beer had tasted good.


  Now, though, there was no Mississippi, and no bluff. He could walk for a month in any direction and not find a town the size of Dubuque, or a bartender willing to draw him a mug of beer just because he showed up and asked. He had only owned his weapons for three weeks and so far had not been able to hit anything he shot at, although he believed he might have winged a wild turkey, back along the Colorado River. He might walk around Texas until he starved, due to his inability to hit the kind of game they had in Texas. It was skittery game, for the most part—back in Tennessee the deer were almost as docile as cows, and almost as fat. He had killed two or three from the back porch of the old home place, whereas here in Texas, deer hardly let you get within a mile of them.


  Gus stopped and listened for a bit. Sometimes the Rangers sang at night—there had been plenty of whooping and dancing the night they drank the mescal. He felt if he listened he might hear Josh Corn’s harmonica or some other music. Black Sam sometimes let loose with his darky hymns, when he was in low spirits; Sam had a full voice and could be heard a long way, even when he was singing low.


  But when Gus stopped to listen, the plain around him was absolutely silent—so silent that the silence itself rang in his ears; the night was as dark as it was silent, too. Gus could see nothing at all, except intermittently, when the lightning flickered. It was because of the lightning that he had spotted the offensive badger that had managed to affect his nerves.


  He took a few steps, and stopped. After all, it wouldn’t be night forever, and he had not gone that far from camp. The simplest thing to do would be to wrap up good in his San Antonio serape and sleep for a few hours. With dawn at his back he could be in camp in a few minutes. If he kept walking he might veer off into the great emptiness and never find his way back. The sensible thing to do was wait. He could yell and hope Woodrow Call responded, but Woodrow had been too dull to move off his guard post; he might be too dull to yell back.


  The lightning was coming closer, which offered a sort of solution. He could be patient, mark his course, and move from flash to flash. A few sprinkles of rain wet his face. He could tell from the way the sage smelled that a shower was coming—he could even hear the patter of rain not far to the west. For a moment he squatted, tucking his serape around him—if it was going to turn wet, he was ready. Then a bold streak of lightning split the sky. For a moment it lit the prairie, bright as day. And yet Gus saw nothing familiar—no river, no campfire, no chaparral bush, no Call.


  No sooner had he wrapped his serape around him and got ready for the rain squall than he was up and walking fast through the sage. He had meant to wait—it was sensible to wait, and yet a feeling had come over him that told him to move. The feeling told him to run, in fact—he was already moving at a rapid trot, though he stopped for a moment to lower the hammer of his pistol. He didn’t intend to shoot off his thumb like young Rip Green. Then he trotted on, just short of a run.


  As he trotted, Gus began to realize that he was scared. The feeling that came over him, that brought him to his feet and started him trotting, was fear. It was such an unexpected and unfamiliar feeling that he had not been able to put a name to it, at first. Rarely since early childhood had he been afraid. Creaking boards in the old family barn made him think of ghosts, and he had avoided the barn, even to the point of being stropped for a failure to do the chores, when he was small. Since then, though, he had rarely seen anything that he feared. Once in Arkansas he had come across a bear eating a dead horse and had worried a bit; he was unarmed at the time, and was sensible enough to know that he was no match for a bear. But since he had got his growth, he had not encountered much that put real fear in him—just that Arkansas bear.


  What had him breathing short and stumbling now was a sense that somebody was near—somebody he couldn’t see. When he suggested that the wolf might be an Indian, he had just been joshing Call. He had felt restless, and wanted to take a stroll. If he turned up a gold mine, so much the better. He didn’t seriously expect to kill an Indian, though. He had no desire to stumble onto a Comanche Indian, or any other Indian, just at that time. It had merely been something to twit Call about. He had never seen a Comanche Indian and could not work up enough of a picture of one to know what to expect, but he didn’t suppose that a Comanche could be as large as that bear, or as fierce, either.


  Now, though, he was driven to trot through the darkness by an overpowering sense that somebody was near, and who could it be but a Comanche Indian? It wasn’t Call—being near Call wouldn’t scare him. Yet he was near somebody—somebody he didn’t want to be near—somebody who meant him harm. Shadrach and Bigfoot claimed to be able to smell Indians, and smell them from a considerable distance, but he didn’t have that ability. All he could smell was the wet sage and the damp desert. It wasn’t because he could smell that he knew somebody was near. It was a feeling, and a feeling that came from a part of him he didn’t even know he had. What that part told him was run, move, get away, even though the night had now divided itself into two parts, the pitch-black part and the brilliantly lit part. The brilliantly lit part, of course, was the lightning flashes, which came more frequently and turned the plain so bright that Gus had to blink his eyes. Even then the light stayed, like a line inside his eye, when the plain turned black again, so black that in his running he stumbled into chaparral and almost fell once when he struck a patch of deep sand.


  It was just after the sand that the lightning began to strike so close and so constantly that Gus developed a new fear, which was that his gun barrel would draw the lightning and he would be cooked on the spot. There had been some close lightning three days back, and the Rangers, Bigfoot particularly, had told several stories of men who had been cooked by lightning. Sometimes, according to Bigfoot, the lightning even cooked the horse underneath the man.


  Gus would have been willing now to risk getting himself and his horse both cooked, if he could only have a horse underneath him, in order to move faster. Just as he was thinking that thought, a great lightning bolt struck not fifty yards away, and in that moment of white brightness Gus saw the somebody he had been fearing: the Indian with a great hump of muscle or gristle between his shoulders, a hump so heavy that the man’s head bent slightly forward as he sat, like a buffalo’s.


  Buffalo Hump sat alone, on a robe of some kind—he looked at Gus, with his heavy head bent and his great hump wet from the rain, as if he had been expecting his arrival. He was not more than ten feet away, no farther than the badger had been, and his eyes were like stone.


  Buffalo Hump looked at Gus, and then the plain went black. In the blackness Gus ran as he had never run before, right past where the Indian sat. Lightning streaked again but Gus didn’t turn for a second look: he ran. Something tore at his leg as he brushed a thornbush, but he didn’t slow his speed. In the line inside his eyes where the lightning stayed, there was the Comanche now, the great humpbacked Indian, the most feared man on the frontier. Gus had been so close that he could almost have jumped over the man. For all he knew, Buffalo Hump was following, bent on taking his hair. His only hope was speed. With such a hump to carry, the man might not be fast.


  Gus forgot everything but running. He wanted to get away from the man with the hump—if he could just run all night maybe the Rangers would wake up and come to his aid. He didn’t know whether he was running toward the river or away from it. He didn’t know if Buffalo Hump was following, or how close he might be. He just ran, afraid to stop, afraid to yell. He thought of throwing away his gun in order to get a little more speed, but he didn’t—he wanted something to shoot with, if he were cornered or brought down.


  At the guard post behind the chaparral bush, Call alternated between being irritated and being worried. He was convinced his friend, who had no business leaving in the first place, was out on the plain somewhere, hopelessly lost. There was little hope of finding him before daylight, and then it was sure to be a humiliating business. Shadrach was an excellent tracker and could no doubt follow Gus’s trail, but it would cost the troop delay and aggravation.


  Major Chevallie might fire Gus—even fire Call, too, for having allowed Gus to wander off. Major Chevallie expected orders to be obeyed, and Call didn’t blame him. He might tolerate some wandering on the part of the scouts—that was their job—but he wouldn’t necessarily tolerate it on the part of a private.


  When the rain came there was not much Call could do but hunch over and get wet. The bush was too thorny to crawl under, and he had no coat. The lightning was bright and the thunder loud, but Call didn’t feel fearful, especially. The bright flashes at least allowed him to look around. In one of them he thought he saw a movement; he decided it was the wolf they had heard howling.


  It was in another brilliant flash that he saw Gus running. The plain went black again, so black that Call wasn’t sure whether he had seen Gus or imagined him. Gus had been tearing along, running dead out. All Call could do was wait for the next flash—when it came he saw Gus again, closer, and in that flash Call saw something else: the Comanche.


  The light died so quickly that Call thought he might have imagined the Indian, too. In the light he had seen the great hump, a mass half as large as the weight of most men; and yet the man was running fast after Gus, and had a lance in his hand. Call fired wildly, in the general direction of the Indian—it was dark again before his gun sounded. He thought the shot might at least distract the man with the hump. In the next flash, though, Buffalo Hump had stopped and thrown the lance—Call just saw it, splitting the rain, as it flew toward Gus, who was still running flat out—running for his life. Call fired again, with his pistol this time. Maybe Gus would hear it and take heart—although that was a faint hope. The thunderclaps were so continuous that he scarcely heard the shot himself.


  Call raised his rifle, determined to be ready when the next flash came and lit the prairie. But when the flash did come, the plain was empty. Buffalo Hump was gone. The hairs stood up on Call’s neck when he failed to see the humpbacked chief. The man had just vanished on an open plain. If he moved that fast he could be anywhere. Call backed into the chaparral, mindless of the thorns, and waited. No man, not even a Comanche, could get through a clump of chaparral and attack him from the rear—certainly no man who had such a hump to carry.


  Then he remembered the lance in the air, splitting the rain. He didn’t know if it had hit home. If it had, his friend Gus McCrae might be dead. Buffalo Hump might even have run up on him and scalped him, or dragged him off for torture.


  The last was such an awful thought that Call couldn’t stay crouched in the thornbush. He waited until the next flash—a fair wait, for the storm was passing on to the east, and the lightning was diminishing—and then headed for where he had last seen Gus. Once the thunder quieted a little more, he meant to fire his pistol. Maybe the Rangers would hear it, if Gus couldn’t. Maybe they would come to his aid in time to stop the humpbacked Comanche from killing Gus, or dragging him off.


  Yet as he waited, Call had the feeling that help, if it came, would come too late. Probably Gus was already dead. Call had seen the lance in the air—Buffalo Hump didn’t look like a man who would let fly with a lance just to miss.


  When the flash came, not as bright as before, Call saw that the plain was still empty. He began to walk toward the area where he had seen Gus—it was the direction of camp, anyway. He yelled Gus’s name twice, but there was no answer. Again the hair stood up on his neck. Buffalo Hump could be anywhere. He might be crouched behind any sage bush, any clump of chaparral, waiting in the dark for the next unwary Ranger to walk by.


  Call didn’t intend to be an unwary Ranger—he meant to take every precaution, but what precaution could you take on an empty plain at night with a dangerous Indian somewhere close? He wished that he could have got more instruction from Shadrach or Bigfoot about the best procedure to follow in such situations. They had fought Indians for years—they would know. But so far neither of them had said more than two words to him, and those were mostly comments about horseshoeing or some other chore.


  The lightning dimmed and dimmed, as the storm moved east. Call could see no trace of Gus, but of course, between the lightning flashes the plain was pitch dark. Gus could be dead and scalped behind any of the sage bushes or clumps of chaparral.


  Call walked back and forth for awhile, hoping Gus would hear him and call out. He decided shooting was unwise—if he shot anymore, Major Chevallie might chide him for wasting the ammunition.


  Heartsick, sure that his friend was dead, Call began to trudge back to camp. He felt it was mainly his fault that the tragedy had occurred. He should have fought Gus, if necessary, to keep him at his post. But he hadn’t; Gus had walked off, and now all was lost.


  It seemed to Call, as he walked back in dejection, that Gus should just have left him in the blacksmith’s shop. He didn’t know enough to be a Ranger—neither had his friend, and now ignorance had got Gus killed. Call was certain he was dead, too. Gus had a loud voice, louder even than Black Sam’s. If he wasn’t dead, he would be making noise.


  Then, just as he was at the lowest ebb of dejection, Call heard the very voice he had supposed he would never hear again: Gus McCrae’s voice, yelling from the camp. Call ran as hard as he could toward the sound—he came running into camp so fast that Long Bill Coleman nearly shot him for a hostile.


  Sure enough, though, there was Gus McCrae, alive and with his pants down. A Comanche lance protruded from his hip. The reason he was yelling was because Bigfoot and Shadrach were trying to pull it out.


  4.


  THE LANCE WAS STUCK so deep in Gus’s hip that Bigfoot and Shadrach together couldn’t pull it out. It was a long, heavy lance—how Gus had managed to run all that way with it dangling from his hip Call couldn’t imagine. Gus kept yelling, as the two men tugged at it. Rip Green tried to steady Gus as the two older men attempted to work the lance out. Rip alone wasn’t strong enough—Bob Bascom had to come and help hold Gus in place.


  Shadrach soon grew annoyed with Gus’s yelling, which was loud.


  “Shut off your goddamn bellowing,” Shadrach said. “You’re yelling loud enough to call every Indian between here and the Cimarron River.”


  “There wasn’t but one Indian,” Call informed them. “He had a big hump on his back. I seen him.”


  At that news, the whole camp came to attention. Bigfoot and Shadrach ceased their efforts to extract the lance. Major Chevallie had been peering into the darkness, but his head snapped around when Call mentioned the hump.


  “You saw Buffalo Hump?” he said.


  “He was the man who threw that lance,” Call said. “I saw him in the lightning flash. That was when he threw the lance. I thought he missed.”


  “Nope, he didn’t miss,” Bigfoot said. “This is his buffalo lance. I’m surprised he wasted it on a boy.”


  “I wish he hadn’t,” Gus said, his voice shaking. “I guess it’s stuck in my hipbone.”


  “No, it’s nowhere near your damn hipbone,” Shadrach said. He squatted to take a better look at the lance head—then he waved Bigfoot away, twisted the lance a little, and with a hard yank, pulled it out. Gus fainted—Rip and Bob had loosened their hold for a moment; before they could recover, Gus fell forward on his face. Bob Bascom had looked aside, in order to spit tobacco. He kept so much tobacco in his mouth that he was prone to choking fits in time of action. Rip Green had just glanced at his bedroll; he was suspicious by nature and was always glancing at his bedroll to make sure no one was stealing anything from it. Both Rip and Bob were startled when Gus fell on his face—Call was, too. He had not supposed Gus McCrae would be the type to faint.


  But blood was pouring out of Gus’s hip, and there seemed to be blood farther down his leg.


  “Here, Sam,” Major Chevallie said, motioning to his cook. “You’re the doctor—tend to this man before he bleeds to death.”


  “Need to get him closer to the fire so I can sew him up,” Sam said. He was a small man, about the size of Rip Green; his curly hair was white. Call was uncomfortable with him—he had had little experience of darkies, but he had to admit that the man cooked excellent grub and seemed to be expert in treating boils and other small ailments.


  Sam quickly scooped some ash out of the campfire and used it to staunch the flow of blood. He patted ash into the wound until the bleeding stopped; while waiting for it to stop, he threaded a big darning needle.


  Matilda walked up about that time, dragging her pallet. Gus’s yells had awakened her, and her mood was shaky. She kicked sand at Long Bill Coleman for no reason at all. The Mexican boy was asleep, but the old woman still sat by the fire, silent and unmoving.


  “Sew that boy up before he gets conscious and starts bellowing again,” Shadrach said. “If there’s Indians around, they know where we are. This pup makes too much noise.”


  “Why, they can mark our position by the fire—they wouldn’t need the yelling,” Bigfoot said. Gus soon proved to be awake enough to be sensitive to the darning needle. It took Matilda and Bigfoot and Bob Bascom to hold him steady enough that Sam could sew up his long wound.


  “Why’d you kick that sand on me?” Long Bill asked Matilda while the sewing was in progress. He was a little hurt by Matilda’s evident scorn.


  “Because I felt like kicking sand on a son of a bitch,” Matilda said. “You were the closest.”


  “This boy’s lucky,” Sam said. “The lance missed the bone.”


  “He might be lucky, but we ain’t,” Major Chevallie said. He was pacing around nervously.


  “What I can’t figure out is why Buffalo Hump would be sitting out there by himself,” he added.


  “He was sitting on a blanket,” Gus said. Sam had finally quit poking him with the big needle—that and the fact that he was alive made him feel a little better. Besides that, he was back in camp. He felt sure he was going to survive, and wanted to be helpful if he could.


  “I ran right past him, that’s why he took after me,” Gus said. “He had a terrible big hump.”


  Gus felt that he might want to relax and snooze, but that plan was interrupted by the old Comanche woman, who suddenly began to wail. The sound of her high wailing gave everybody a start.


  “What’s wrong with her—now she’s howling,” Long Bill asked.


  Shadrach went over to the old woman and spoke with her in Comanche, but she continued to wail. Shadrach waited patiently until she stopped.


  “She’s a vision woman,” Shadrach said. “My grandma was a vision woman too. She would let out wails when she had some bad vision, just like this poor old soul.”


  Call wanted the old woman to quiet down—her wailing had a bad effect on the whole camp. Her wails were as sad as the sound of the wind as it sighed over the empty flats. He didn’t want to hear such disturbing sounds, and none of the other Rangers did, either.


  Shadrach still squatted by the old woman, talking to her in her own tongue. The wind blew swirls of fine sand around them.


  “Well, what now? What’s she saying?” Major Chevallie asked.


  “She says Buffalo Hump is going to cut off her nose,” Shadrach said. “She was one of his father’s wives—I guess she didn’t behave none too well. Her people put her out to die, and Buffalo Hump heard about it. Now he wants to find her and cut off her nose.”


  “I’d think he had better things to do,” the Major said. “She’s old, she’ll die. Why bother with her nose?”


  “Because she behaved bad to his father,” Shadrach said, a little impatiently. Major Chevallie’s ignorance of Indian habits often annoyed him.


  “I don’t like it that he’s out there,” Long Bill said. “Once he cuts this old woman’s nose off he might keep cutting. He might cut a piece or two off all of us, before he stops.”


  “Why, if you’re worried, just go kill him, Bill,” Bigfoot said.


  “He’s a swift runner, even with that hump,” Gus informed them. “He almost caught me, and I’m fleet.”


  Major Chevallie kept pacing back and forth, his pistol cocked.


  “Let’s mount up and go,” he said abruptly. “We’re not in a secure position here—I believe it would be best to ride.”


  “Now, hold still,” Shadrach insisted. “This is a vision woman talking. Let’s see what else she has to say.”


  He went to the fire, poured some coffee in a tin cup, and handed it to the old woman. The Major didn’t like it that Shadrach had ignored his order—but he took it. He sat down by Matilda, who was still in a heavy mood.


  “I still don’t see why he would go to so much trouble just to cut off an old woman’s nose,” he muttered, mainly to himself. Bigfoot Wallace heard him, though.


  “You ain’t a Comanche,” Bigfoot said. “Comanches expect their wives to stay in the right tent.”


  Major Chevallie thought of his own dear wife, Jane. If it had not been for the scrape in Baltimore, he could be home with her right then; they might be nestled together, in a nice feather bed. How long would it be before he could return to their snug stone house in Loudon County? Would he ever return to it, or to his ardent Jane? He felt low, very low. It was too dusty in Texas. Every bite of food he had attempted to eat, all day, had been covered with grit. The large whore beside him was rough; she would never smell as good as his Jane. But Matilda was there, and Jane wasn’t. Matilda was likable, despite being rough; the Major was feeling desperate. The Comanche war chief was within earshot of his camp. A minute’s relief with Matilda would be helpful, but of course it was not a time to suggest to the troop that he was unmilitary. It was clear already that Bigfoot and Shadrach had a low opinion of his leadership. Chevallie was an old name, much respected in the Tidewater, but it meant nothing west of the Pecos. Ability was all that counted, in the West, in such a country, among such men—out West the ability to waltz gracefully did not help a man keep his scalp.


  The fact was, he himself had no great opinion of his own military skills. His three weeks at the Point had involved little study, and none that touched on the fine points of warfare with Comanche Indians.


  Call went over and sat down by Gus—his friend seemed relaxed, if a little gaunt.


  “I seen you in the lightning,” Call said. “I seen he was after you. I shot, but I doubt I hit him. He was after you hard.”


  “Yes, and he nearly got me,” Gus said.


  “I told you to stay put,” Call reminded him, but in a low voice. He didn’t want the Major to know that Gus had wandered off from his post, although if he hadn’t they might never have known that Buffalo Hump was nearby.


  “I didn’t find no gold mine, just a badger and that big Indian,” Gus admitted. “He was just sitting there on a blanket. What was he doing just sitting there with all that lightning striking?”


  When Shadrach finished talking to the old Comanche woman, he seemed a little agitated.


  “What’s the news, Shad?” Bigfoot asked. He could tell there was some news. Shadrach had his rifle in his hand and he was looking north.


  “Bad news,” Shadrach said. “We need to watch our hair for the next few days. If we don’t, we won’t be wearing it.”


  “Why, Shad, I always watch my hair,” Bob Bascom said. Ezekiel whooped when he said it, and Josh Corn smiled. The reason for their merriment was that Bob Bascom had almost no hair to watch. He was bald, except for a few sprigs above his ears. Blackie Slidell was almost as bald—he had been heard to remark that any Indian scalping him would be mainly wasting his time.


  “Old Buffalo Hump would need a magnifying glass if he was to attempt to scalp either one of us, Bob,” Blackie observed dryly.


  “That old woman says a war’s coming,” Shadrach said.


  “Well, maybe she is a vision woman,” the Major said. “General Scott has been talking about taking Mexico, I hear.”


  “No, not that war,” Shadrach said. “She ain’t talking about no white war. She says the Comanches mean to attack someplace down in Mexico—I guess that would be Chihuahua City.”


  “Chihuahua City? Indians?” the Major exclaimed. “It would take a good number of braves to attack a city that size.”


  “It might not take that many,” Bigfoot said.


  “Why not?” the Major asked.


  “Comanches are scary,” Bigfoot said. “One Comanche brave on a lean horse can scare all the white people out of several counties. Fifty Comanches could probably take Mexico City, if they made a good run at it.”


  “That old woman ain’t talking about fifty, neither,” Shadrach said. “She’s talking about a passel—hundreds, I reckon.”


  “Hundreds?” the Major said, startled. Nobody, as far as he knew, had ever faced a force of hundreds of Comanches. Looking around at his troop—twelve men and one whore—he saw that most of the men were white knuckled with fear as they gripped their rifles. The thought of hundreds of Comanches riding as one force was nothing any commander would care to contemplate.


  “That humpbacked man was there alone,” Call said. He rarely spoke unless asked, but this time he thought he ought to remind the Major of what he had seen.


  “It felt like fifty or a hundred, though, while he was after me,” Gus said, sitting up.


  “You said he was just sitting on a blanket?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Yes, just sitting,” Gus said. “He was on a little hill—I guess it was mostly just a hump of sand.”


  “Maybe he was waiting for Gomez,” Bigfoot said. “That would explain my dream.”


  “No, that’s wild,” Shadrach said. “If he’s got hundreds of warriors coming he wouldn’t need to wait for no Apache.”


  “I’ve dreamt prophecy before,” Bigfoot insisted. “I think he was waiting for Gomez. I expect they mean to take Chihuahua City together and divide up the captives.”


  “My Lord, if there’s hundreds of them coming, they’ll hunt us up and hack us all down,” Long Bill said. He had been nursing a sense of grievance. After all, he had ridden off from San Antonio to help find a good road west, not to be hacked to pieces by Comanche Indians.


  “There wouldn’t need to be hundreds to take us,” Bigfoot corrected. “Twenty-five would be plenty, and ten or fifteen could probably do the job.”


  “Now, that’s a useless comment,” Bob Bascom said, hurt by Bigfoot’s low estimation of the troop’s fighting ability.


  “I expect we could handle fifteen,” he added.


  “Not unless lightning struck half of them,” Bigfoot said. “I was watching you youngsters take target practice yesterday. Half of you couldn’t hit your foot if your gun barrel was resting on it.”


  Shadrach conversed a little more with the old woman. When he finished, she began to wail again. The sound was so irritating that Call felt like putting cotton in his ears, but he had no cotton.


  “She don’t know nothing about Gomez,” Shadrach said. “I think your dern dream was off.”


  “We’ll see,” Bigfoot said. He didn’t press the issue, not with Shadrach, a man who trusted no opinions except his own.


  Gus McCrae got to his feet. He wanted to test his leg, in case he had to run again. He walked slowly over and picked up his rifle. His hip didn’t hurt much, but he felt uneasy in his stomach. When the lance stuck in his hip he saw it rather than felt it. He was even able to hold the shaft of the lance off the ground as he ran. Now, even in the midst of his fellow Rangers, the fear he felt then wouldn’t leave him. He had the urge to hide someplace. Gus had never supposed he would run from any man, yet he felt as if he should still be running. He needed to get farther from Buffalo Hump than he was, and as fast as he could. He just didn’t know where to run.


  Matilda thought the tall Tennessee boy looked a little green around the gills. Though she was stiff with Gus when he importuned her, she liked the boy, and winced when the lance was being pulled out. He was a lively boy, brash but not really bad. Once or twice she had even extended him credit—he seemed to need it so, and a minute or less did for him, usually. She could occasionally spare a minute for a brash boy with a line of gab.


  “Sit down, Gussie,” she said. “You oughtn’t to be exercising too much just yet.”


  “Let him exercise, it might keep that leg from stiffening up,” the Major said. “It’s a good thing that wound bled like it did.”


  “Yes, good,” Sam said. “Otherwise he be dying soon.”


  “Comanches dip their lances in dog shit,” Bigfoot informed them. “You don’t want to get that much dog inside you, if you can help it. Better to bleed it out.”


  “Sit down, Gussie,” Matilda said again. “Sit down by me, unless you don’t like me anymore.”


  Gus hobbled over and sat down by Matilda. He was a little surprised that she had been so inviting. It wasn’t that he didn’t like her anymore, it was that he liked her too much; for a moment he had an urge to throw himself into Matilda’s lap and cry. Of course, such an action would be the ruin of him, among the hardened Rangers. Rather than cry, he scooted as close to Matilda’s comforting bulk as he could get without actually sitting in her lap. He gulped a time or two, but managed not to break down and sob. He saw old Shadrach mount his horse and ride off into the darkness. Shadrach said not a word, and no one tried to stop him or ask him where he was going.


  “Doesn’t he know that big Comanche with the hump is still out there?” Gus asked. He thought the old man must be completely daft, to ride into the darkness with such an Indian near.


  Call, too, was shocked by Shadrach’s departure. Buffalo Hump was out there, and even Shadrach would be no match for him. No one Call knew would be a match for him—not alone; Call felt sure of that, although he had only seen the man for a second, in the flash of a lightning strike.


  But Shadrach left, with no one offering him a word of caution. Bigfoot didn’t seem to give Shadrach’s departure a second thought, and Major Chevallie merely frowned a little when he saw the mountain man ride away.


  “What now, Major?” Ezekiel Moody asked. It was a question everyone would have liked an answer to, but Major Chevallie ignored the question. He said nothing.


  Ezekiel looked at Josh Corn, and Josh Corn looked at Rip Green. Long Bill looked at Bob Bascom, who looked at one-eyed Johnny Carthage.


  “Now where would Shad be going, this time of night?” Johnny asked. “It’s no time to be exercising your mount—not if it means leaving the troop, not if you ask me.”


  “I didn’t hear Shad ask you, Johnny,” Bigfoot said.


  “That’s twice today he’s left, though,” the Major said. “It’s vexing.”


  Bigfoot walked over to the edge of the camp, lay flat down, and pressed his ear to the ground.


  “Is he listening for worms—does he mean to fish?” Gus asked Call, perplexed by Bigfoot’s behavior.


  “No, he’s listening for horses—Comanche horses,” Matilda said. “Shut up and let him listen.”


  Bigfoot soon stood up and came back to the fire.


  “Nobody’s coming right this minute,” he said. “If there were hundreds of horses on the move, I’d hear them.”


  “That don’t mean they won’t show up tomorrow, though,” he added.


  “Why tomorrow?” several men asked at once. Tomorrow was only an hour or two away.


  “Full moon,” Bigfoot said. “It’s what they call the Comanche moon. They like to raid into Mexico, down this old war trail, when the moon is full. They like that old Comanche moon.”


  Major Chevallie knew he had only about an hour in which to decide on a course of action. Of course the old woman might be daft; there might be no plan to raid Chihuahua City and no great war party, hundreds of warriors strong, headed down from the Llano Estacado to terrorize the settlements in Mexico and Texas. It might all simply be the ravings of an old woman who was afraid of having her nose cut off.


  But if what the old woman said was true, then the settlements needed to be warned. That many warriors moving south would threaten the whole frontier. All the farms west of the Austin–San Antonio line would be vulnerable—even half a dozen warriors split off from the main bunch could burn homesteads, steal children, and generally wreak havoc.


  The devil of it was that they were just at the midpoint of their exploration, as far from the settlements to the east as they were from the Pass of the North. Striking on west to El Paso might be the safest option for his troop—the war trail ran well east of El Paso. On the other hand, Buffalo Hump already knew they were there, and knew he was only up against a few men. If he had a large force at his disposal, he might pursue them simply for his pleasure. He no doubt knew that the two scalp hunters were with them. Scalping a scalp hunter was a pursuit that would interest any Indian, Comanche or Apache.


  Turning east would mean the end of their mission—and they were only a week or two from completing it—and would also take them directly across the path of the raiders, if there were raiders. They would have to depend on speed and luck, if they turned east.


  What was certain was that a decision had to be made, and made soon. He had no shackles on his men—Rangers mostly served because they wanted to; if they stopped wanting to, they might all do what Shadrach had just done. They might just ride off. The youngsters, Call and McCrae, would stay, of course. They were too green to strike out for themselves. But the more experienced men were unlikely to sit around and wait for his decision much past sunup. The sight of the buffalo lance sticking out of Augustus McCrae’s hip was vivid in their minds. They wouldn’t be inclined to play cards, or solicit Matilda, or shoot at cactus pods, not with a big war party swooping down the plains toward them.


  The Major sighed. Going to jail in Baltimore was beginning to look like it might have some advantages. He walked over to Bigfoot—the tall scout was idly chewing on a chaparral twig.


  “That old woman’s blind,” the Major said. “Do you think she was right about the raiding party? Maybe Shadrach misunderstood her about the figures. Maybe she was talking about some raid that took place thirty years ago.”


  Bigfoot spat out the twig. “Maybe,” he said. “But maybe not.”


  Bigfoot was thinking about how lucky the two young Rangers were—young Gus particularly. To walk right up on Buffalo Hump and live to tell about it was luck not many men could claim. Even to have seen the humpbacked chief was more than many experienced men could claim. He himself had glimpsed Buffalo Hump once, in a sleet storm near the Clear Fork of the Brazos, several years earlier. He had stepped out of a little post-oak thicket and looked up to see the humpbacked chief aiming an arrow at him. Just as Buffalo Hump loosed the arrow, Bigfoot stepped on an ice-glazed root and lost his footing. The arrow glanced off the bowie knife stuck in his belt. He rolled and brought his rifle up, but by the time he did, the Comanche was gone. That night, afraid to make a fire for fear Buffalo Hump would find him, he almost froze. The large feet that produced his nickname turned as numb as stone.


  Now the Major was stumping about, trying to convince himself that Shadrach and the old Comanche woman were wrong about the raiding party. The men were scared, and with good reason; the Major had still not been able to think of an order to give.


  “Damn it, I hate to double back,” the Major said. “I was aiming to wet my whistle in El Paso.”


  He mounted and walked his sorrel slowly around the camp for a few minutes—the horse was likely to crow-hop on nippy mornings. Shadrach came back while he was riding slowly around. Settling his horse gave the Major time to think, and time, also, to ease his head a little. He was prone to violent headaches, and had suffered one most of the night. But the sun was just rising. It looked to be a fine morning; his spirits improved and he decided to go on west. Turning back didn’t jibe with his ambitions. If he found a clear route to El Paso, he might be made a colonel, or a general even.


  “Let’s go, boys—it’s west,” he said, riding back to the campfire. “We were sent to find a road, so let’s go find it.”


  The Rangers had survived a terrifying night. As soon as they mounted, warmed by the sun, many of them got sleepy and nodded in their saddles. Gus’s wounded hip was paining him. Walking wasn’t easy, but riding was hard, too. His black nag had a stiff trot. He kept glancing across the sage flats, expecting to see Buffalo Hump rise up from behind a sage bush.


  The scalp hunters, Kirker and Glanton, rode half a mile with the troop, and then turned their horses.


  “Ain’t you coming, boys?” Long Bill asked.


  The scalp hunters didn’t answer. Once the pack mules passed, they rode toward Mexico.


  5.


  “THERE AIN’T MANY SOLDIERS that know what they’re doing, are there, Shad?” Bigfoot asked. “This major sure don’t.”


  “I doubt he’s a major, or even a soldier,” Shadrach said. “I expect he just stole a uniform.”


  They were riding west through an area so dry that even the sage had almost played out.


  Bigfoot suspected Shadrach was right. Probably Major Chevallie had just stolen a uniform. Texas was the sort of place where people could simply name themselves something and then start being whatever they happened to name. Then they could start acquiring the skills of their new profession—or not acquiring them, as the case might be.


  “Well, I ain’t a soldier boy, neither,” Shadrach said.


  “Was you ever a soldier?” Bigfoot asked. He was looking up at a crag, or a little hump of mountain, a few miles to the north. In the clear, dry air, he thought he saw a spot of white on the mountain, which was puzzling. What could be white on a mountain far west of the Pecos?


  Shadrach ignored Bigfoot’s question—he didn’t answer questions about his past.


  “See that white speck, up on that hill?” Bigfoot asked.


  Shadrach looked, but saw nothing. Bigfoot was singular for the force of his vision, which was one reason he was sought after as a scout. He was not careful or meticulous—not by Shadrach’s standards—but there was no denying that he could see a long way.


  “I swear, I think it’s mountain goat,” Bigfoot said. “I never heard of mountain goat in Texas, but there it is, and it’s white.”


  He immediately forgot his vexation with the Major in his excitement at spotting what he was now sure must be a mountain goat—a creature he had heard of but never previously seen.


  After a little more looking he thought he spotted a second goat, not far from the first one.


  “Look, boys, it’s mountain goats,” he informed the startled Rangers, most of whom were straggling along, half asleep.


  At Bigfoot’s cry, excitement instantly flashed through the troop. Rangers with weak vision, such as one-eyed Johnny Carthage or little Rip Green, could barely see the mountain, much less the goats, but that didn’t weaken their excitement. Within a minute the whole troop was racing toward the humpy mountain, where the two goats, invisible to everyone but Bigfoot, were thought to be grazing. Only Matilda and Black Sam resisted the impulse to race wildly off. They continued at a steady pace. The old Comanche woman and the tongueless boy followed on a pack mule.


  Gus and Call were racing along with the rest of the troop, their horses running flat out through the thin sage. Gus forgot the throb of his wounded hip in the excitement of the race.


  “What do they think they’re going to do, Sam, fly up that mountain?” Matilda asked. From the level plain the sides of the mountain where the goats were seemed far too steep for horses to climb.


  Sam was wishing Texas wasn’t so big and open—you could look and look, as far as you could see, and there would be nothing to give you encouragement. He had been in jail for dropping a watermelon, when Bigfoot happened to get locked up. He had picked a watermelon off a stall and thumped it, to see if it was ripe; but then he dropped it and it burst on the cobblestones. The merchant demanded ten cents for his burst melon, but Sam had only three cents. He offered to work off the difference, but the merchant had him arrested instead. The cook in the San Antonio jail got so drunk that he let a wagon run over his foot and crush it, making him too sick to cook. Sam was offered his job and took it—he had known how to cook since he was six. Bigfoot liked the grub so much that he suggested Sam to Major Chevallie, who promptly paid the debt of seven cents and took Sam with him.


  Now here he was, in the biggest country he had ever seen, with a horizon so distant that his eyes didn’t want to seek it, and a sun so bright that he could only tolerate it by pulling the brim of his old cap down over his eyes; he was riding along with a whore after a bunch of irritable white men who had decided to chase goats. At least the whore was friendly, even if she did eat snapping turtle for breakfast.


  The Rangers, young Gus in the lead, had raced to the foot of the mountain, only to discover at close range what Matilda had discerned at a distance: the little mountain was much too steep for horses, and perhaps even too steep for men. Now that they were directly underneath the crag they couldn’t see the goats, either; they were hidden by rocks and boulders, somewhere above them. Also, their horses were winded from the chase; the mountain that in the clear air had looked so close had actually been several miles away. Many of the horses—skinny nags, mostly—were stumbling and shaking by the time the Rangers dismounted.


  Call had never seen a mountain before, although of course he was familiar with hills. This mountain went straight up—if you could get on top of it, you wouldn’t be very far from the sky. But they weren’t at the top of it; they were at the bottom, near several good-sized boulders that had toppled off at some point and rolled out onto the plain.


  Major Chevallie, like most of his men, had enjoyed the wild race immensely. After all the worry and indecision it was a relief just to race a horse at top speed over the plain. Besides, if they could bring down a mountain goat or two there would be meat for the pot. He had often hunted in Virginia—deer mostly, bear occasionally, and of course turkeys and geese—but he had never been in sight of a Western mountain goat and was anxious to get in a shot before someone beat him to the game. Several of the men had already grabbed their rifles and were ready to shoot.


  Josh Corn got off his horse and vomited, to the general amusement. Josh had a delicate constitution; he could never ride fast for any length of time without losing his breakfast—it was an impediment to what he hoped would be a fine career in the Rangers.


  “Boys, let’s climb,” Bigfoot said. “These goats ain’t likely to fall off the hill.”


  Long Bill Coleman was the pessimist in the crowd. He was too nearsighted to have seen the goats—in fact, he could not see far up the mountain at all. His horse was in better shape than most because of his lack of confidence in the hunt. He had held the pony to a lope while the others were running flat out. Unlike the rest of the command, Long Bill had not forgotten that there were Comanches in the area. He was more interested in seeing that he had a mount fresh enough to carry him away from Comanches than he was in shooting goats. The latter, in his experience, were hard to chew anyway—worse than hard, if the goat happened to be an old billy.


  Matilda and Black Sam came trotting up to the base of the cliff, where the hunting party was assembling itself. The only one to venture up the cliff was young McCrae, who had climbed some thirty yards up when his wounded leg gave out suddenly.


  “Look out, he’s falling,” Bob Bascom said.


  Call felt embarrassed, for indeed his friend was falling, or rather rolling, down the steep slope he had just climbed up. Gus tried to grab for a little bush to check his descent, but he missed and rolled all the way down, ending up beneath Major Chevallie’s horse, which abruptly began to pitch. The Major had dropped his reins in order to adjust the sights on his rifle. To his intense annoyance, the horse suddenly bolted and went dashing across the plain to the west.


  “Now look, you young fool, who told you to climb?” the Major exploded. “Now you’ve run off my horse!”


  Gus McCrae was so embarrassed he couldn’t speak. One minute he had been climbing fine, the next minute he was rolling. Call was just as embarrassed. The Major was red in the face with anger. In all likelihood he was about to fire Gus on the spot.


  There was a funny side to the spectacle, though—the sight of Gus rolling over and over set many of the Rangers to slapping their thighs and laughing. Matilda was cackling, and even Sam chuckled. Call was on the point of laughing too, but restrained himself out of consideration for his friend. Matilda laughed so loudly that Tom, her horse, usually a stolid animal, began to hop around and act as if he might throw her.


  “Dern,” Gus said, so stricken with embarrassment that he could not think of another word to say. Though he had rolled all the way down the hill, his rifle had only rolled partway. It was lodged against a rock, twenty yards above them.


  “Get mounted, you damn scamp, and go bring my horse back, before he runs himself out of sight,” the Major commanded. “You can get that rifle when you come back.”


  Several Rangers, Ezekiel Moody among them, were watching the horse run off—all of them were in a high state of hilarity. Rip Green was laughing so hard he could scarcely stand up. Everyone except the Major and Gus were enjoying the little moment of comic relief when, suddenly, they saw the Major’s horse go down.


  “Prairie-dog hole. I hope his leg’s not broken,” Johnny Carthage said. Before he could even finish saying it the sound of a shot echoed off the mountain behind them.


  “No prairie-dog hole, that horse was shot,” Bigfoot said.


  Shadrach immediately led his horse behind one of the larger boulders.


  “My God, now what?” the Major said. All he had taken off his saddle was the rifle itself—his ammunition and all his kit were with the fallen horse.


  No one said a word. The plain before them looked as empty as it had when they had all come racing across it. There was no sign of anyone. Two hawks circled in the sky. The fallen horse did not rise again.


  The Rangers, all of them ready to pop off a few shots at some mountain goats, were caught in disarray. Young Josh Corn, having just emptied his stomach, found that he needed to empty his bowels too, and walked down the slope some thirty yards to a little bunch of sage bushes; most of the Rangers had no qualms about answering calls of nature in full view of a crowd, but Josh liked a little privacy. He had just undone his britches when Gus rolled down the hill. But his call was urgent; he was squatting down amid the sage bushes when the Major’s horse bolted. He heard the shot that killed the horse, but supposed it was only some Ranger, popping off a long shot at one of the goats. For a moment his cramping bowels occupied all his attention. Ever since gulping a bellyful of Pecos water he had been afflicted with cramps of such severity that from time to time he was forced to dismount and pour out fluids so alkaline that they turned white in the sun.


  Josh kept squatting, emptying himself of more Pecos salts. He was in no rush to get back to the crowd—the cramps were still bad, so bad that he could only have walked bending over, which would have made him an object of derision to his fellows. Besides, he could tell from looking at the cliff that he was too weak to make it up very far. Unless he was lucky, someone else would have to shoot the goats.


  Josh had just reached over to strip a few sage leaves to wipe himself with when he saw a movement in the sage some fifteen yards away. All he could see was the back of an animal; he thought it must be a pig, moving through the thickest part of the little patch of sage and chaparral. Josh reached for his pistol. The pig would come in sight in just a moment, and he meant to empty his pistol into it. The other Rangers could go scampering up the mountain to shoot at goats if they wanted to—he would be the one bringing home meat: pig meat. They had feasted on several javelinas on the trip from San Antonio. Some had been tough, others succulent. When there was time Sam liked to bury the whole pig, head, hide, and all, overnight, with coals heaped on it. By morning the pig would be plenty tender; Sam would dig it up and the Rangers would enjoy a fine meal.


  Buffalo Hump had been watching the boy. When the young Ranger started to reach for his pistol, Buffalo Hump rose to his knees and fired an arrow just above the tops of the sage: Josh Corn saw him only for a split second before the arrow cut through his throat and severed his windpipe. Josh dropped his pistol and managed to get a hand on the arrow, but he fell sideways as he grasped it and didn’t feel the knife that finished cutting his throat. Buffalo Hump dragged the quivering body behind him as he retreated through the sage. Kicking Wolf had just shot the Major’s horse; all the Rangers were looking across the plain. They had forgotten the boy who was emptying his bowels amid the sage.


  Buffalo Hump had his horse staked in a shallow gully. As soon as he got the dead boy into the gully he stripped him, cut off his privates, and threw him on the back of his horse. A curtain of blood from the cut throat covered the boy’s torso. Buffalo Hump mounted, but kept low. He held the streaming corpse across the horse’s rump with one hand. He waited, looking to see if the Rangers were inclined to mount and go investigate the sudden death of the Major’s horse. He had watched the Rangers closely the day of the sandstorm and felt he knew what the capability of the little force was. The only man he had to watch was old Shadrach, known to the Comanches as Tail-of-the-Bear. The long rifle of Tail-of-the-Bear had to be respected. The old man seldom missed. Bigfoot Wallace was quick and strong, but no shot; Buffalo Hump regretted not having killed him the day of the great ice storm on the Clear Fork of the Brazos. The fat Major was a good shot with a pistol, but seldom used the rifle.


  Buffalo Hump waited, while the blood from Josh Corn’s corpse ran down his horse’s rear legs and soaked his flanks. In their haste to kill mountain goats—in fact, two Comanche boys with goat skins over their shoulders—the Rangers had foolishly run their horses down. In their eagerness the Rangers had also outrun the old woman and the tongueless boy. He himself had already caught the old woman and notched her nose, to pay back the insult she had given his father. The tongueless boy he had given to Kicking Wolf, who would sell him as a slave. There had been much ammunition on the pack mule, too—the Rangers would soon be out of bullets, if they started shooting. He had slipped into the gully merely to watch the white men at close range, but then the careless young Ranger walked into the sage to empty his bowels. Taking him had been easier than snaring a prairie dog, or killing a turkey.


  Once he was satisfied that the whites were not going as a troop to find the killer of the Major’s horse, Buffalo Hump burst out of the gully. He yelled his war cry as loudly as he could and raced directly in front of the whites, still holding the bloody corpse across the rump of his horse. He saw a bullet kick the dust, well short of where he rode. Old Tail-of-the-Bear was shooting low. Even so, Buffalo Hump slid to the off side of his mount, one hand gripping the mane, one leg hooked over the horse. The old man would keep shooting and he might not always shoot low.


  Then, in plain sight of the Rangers, Buffalo Hump regained his seat, took the corpse of Josh Corn by one foot, and flung it high in the air. Then he whirled to face the whites for a few seconds, screaming his defiance. When he saw bullets kicking dust at his horse’s feet, he turned and rode slowly out of range.


  At the base of the steep mountain, the Rangers were stunned, and in disarray.


  “Where’s that old woman?” the Major asked. He remembered suddenly that in their haste to get to the mountain they had run off and left the pack mule that was carrying the old woman and the boy; he remembered, too, that most of their ammunition was on that mule.


  The Major looked around and saw that no one had even heard his question. All the Rangers had scrambled to take cover behind the few boulders or the scarce bushes. Gus and Call were huddled behind a rock, but it wasn’t really a boulder and didn’t hide them very well. Both of them looked around for a bigger rock, but all the bigger rocks had Rangers huddled behind them.


  The Major himself got behind the other pack mule, the only cover available.


  The cry that Buffalo Hump yelled as he raced across the desert was far worse, in Call’s view, than the wailing of the old Comanche woman. Buffalo Hump’s war cry throbbed with hatred, terrible hatred. When the Comanche whirled to face them and flung a naked white body streaked with blood up in the air, both boys were shocked.


  “Why, he’s kilt somebody,” Gus said in a shaking tone.


  Call was more shocked by how bloody the corpse was. Whoever it was—and he could see that it was a white man—had poured out a terrible lot of blood.


  “Where’s young Josh?” Bigfoot asked—he had a bad feeling, suddenly. “I don’t see young Josh anywhere.”


  Ezekiel Moody gave a start—he and Josh Corn were best friends. They had joined up with the Rangers on a whim. Zeke looked around at the various Rangers, crouched behind such cover as they could get. He saw no sign of his friend.


  “Why, he was right here,” Zeke said, standing up. “I think he just walked off to take a shit—he’s been having the runs.”


  “Foolish,” the Major said. He couldn’t spot the boy, either, and got a weak feeling suddenly in his gut.


  “He’s been poorly in his belly since he drank that alky water,” Zeke protested. He was sure Josh wasn’t doing anything wrong.


  “I wasn’t talking about Josh when I said it was foolish,” the Major said. He had been talking about himself. One glimpse of a mountain goat—Bigfoot’s glimpse at that—had encouraged them to make a wild charge and exhaust their horses. The thought of a hunt had been something to break the monotony of plodding on west. Well, there was no monotony now: the Comanches had really broken it.


  Now they were backed against a cliff, his horse was dead, and possibly a boy, too.


  “I think that was Josh he pitched up in the air,” Bigfoot said. “I think that sneaking devil caught him.”


  “No, it can’t be Josh!” Zeke said, suddenly very distraught. “Josh just went over in them bushes to take a shit.”


  “I think he caught him, Zeke,” Bigfoot said, in a kindly tone. He knew the boys were friends.


  “Oh no, all that blood,” Zeke said. Before anyone could stop him he jumped on his horse and went riding off toward the spot where Buffalo Hump had thrown the body.


  “Hell, where’s that pup going?” Shadrach said. He came walking up, disgusted with himself for having been tricked into such a situation. He hadn’t expected to hit Buffalo Hump when he shot, unless he was lucky, and he didn’t intend to waste any more bullets in the hope of being lucky. He might need every bullet—likely would.


  Just as he was walking up to the group, he thought he saw movement—the movement had been an arrow, which thudded into Bigfoot’s horse. The horse squealed and reared. The arrow had come from above—from the mountain.


  “They’re above us!” Shadrach yelled. “Get them horses out of range!”


  “Oh, damn it, it wasn’t goats, it was Comanches!” Bigfoot said, mortified that he had been so easily taken in. He began to drag his wounded horse farther from the hill. Arrows began to fly off the mountain, though no one could spot the Indians who were shooting them. Several Rangers shot at the mountain, to no effect. Three horses were hit, and one-eyed Johnny Carthage got an arrow in his upper leg. Call had an arrow just glance off his elbow—he knew he was lucky. The horses were in a panic—he had no time to think about anything except hanging on to his mount.


  The Rangers all retreated toward the patch of sage bush where Josh Corn had been taken. It was Call, dragging his rearing horse by the bridle, who spotted the bloody patch of ground where Josh had been killed. Call knew it must be Josh’s blood because the shit on the ground was white—his own had mostly been white, since crossing the Pecos.


  “Look,” he said to Gus, who was just behind him.


  At the sight of all the fresh blood, the strength suddenly drained out of Gus. He dropped to his knees and began to vomit, letting go of his horse’s reins in the process. The horse had an arrow sticking out of its haunch and was jumpy; Call just managed to catch a rein and keep the horse from bolting. Long Bill and Rip Green were shooting at the Comanches on the hill, although they couldn’t see their targets.


  “Hold off shooting, you idiots,” Bigfoot yelled. “You ain’t going to hit an Indian a thousand feet up a mountain!”


  Bigfoot felt very chagrined. He knew he ought to have been able to tell a goatskin with a Comanche boy under it from a living goat, and he could have if he had just had the patience to ride a little closer and observe the goats as they grazed. His lack of patience had led the Rangers into a trap. Of course, he hadn’t expected the pell-mell rush to shoot goats, but he should have expected it: most Rangers would ride half a day to shoot any game, much less unusual game such as mountain goats.


  Now one man was dead, several horses were hurt, a Ranger had an arrow in his leg, Zeke Moody had just foolishly ridden off, and no one had any idea how many Indians they faced. There were several on the mountain and at least two on the plain, one of them Buffalo Hump, no mean opponent. But there could be forty, or even more than forty. In his hurry to get to the mountain he had paid no attention to signs. At least Matilda and Sam had not been cut off. The fact that they had survived probably meant they weren’t dealing with a large party. The loss of the ammunition that was on the other pack mule was a grievous loss, though.


  The next worry was Ezekiel Moody, who was still loping off to locate the body of his friend. Bigfoot knew that Zeke would soon be dead or captured, unless he was very lucky.


  “Damn that boy, they’ll take him for sure,” the Major said. All the Rangers, plus Matilda and Sam, were huddled in the little patch of sage. Shadrach saw the gully where Buffalo Hump had tethered his horse and found the bloody trail he had made when he dragged Josh Corn’s body. Gus McCrae had the dry heaves. He could not stop retching. The sight of the Indian with the great hump reminded him of his own terrified flight; the smell of Josh Corn’s blood caused his stomach to turn over and over, like a churn. Gus knew that Buffalo Hump had almost caught him—the sight of Josh’s blood-streaked body showed him clearly what his fate would have been had the lance that struck his hip been thrown a little more accurately. A yard or so difference in the footrace, and he would have been as dead as Josh.


  Gus finally got to his feet and stumbled a little distance from the blood; he needed to steady himself so he could shoot if the Comanches launched an attack.


  Major Chevallie felt that he had decided foolishly—he should have followed his first instinct and headed east. More and more he regretted not taking his chances with the Baltimore judge.


  Now he was caught in an exposed place, with only a shallow gully for cover and an unknown number of savages in opposition. Their best hope lay in the skills of the two scouts. Shadrach was calm, if annoyed, and Bigfoot was flustered, no doubt because he knew he was responsible for getting them into such a fix. His superior eyesight had not been superior enough to detect the trick and prevent the race.


  The chaos involved in fighting such Indians bothered Randall Chevallie more than anything. In Virginia or even Pennsylvania, if quarrels arose, a man usually knew who he was fighting and how to proceed. But in the West, with a few puny men caught between vast horizons, it was different. The Indians always knew the country better than the white men; they knew how to use it, to hide in it, to survive in it in places where a white man would have no chance. No man in Virginia would ride around with a naked, bloody corpse bouncing around on the rump of his horse. No one in Virginia or Pennsylvania would yell as Buffalo Hump had yelled.


  There was another shot from the hidden rifleman on the plain, and Zeke Moody’s horse went down.


  “I feared it, they’ll get him now, the young fool,” Bigfoot said.


  Zeke was not hurt—he had heard no shot, and supposed his horse had merely stumbled. But the horse didn’t get up—in a moment Zeke realized that the horse was dead. At once he turned, and began to run toward the mountain and the Rangers. But Zeke had scarcely run ten yards before Buffalo Hump loomed behind him, riding a horse whose sides were bloody with Josh Corn’s blood.


  “We better go help him,” Call said, but old Shadrach grabbed his arm before he could move.


  “All this damn helping’s got to stop,” Shadrach said. “We don’t know how many of them are out there. If we don’t stay together there won’t be a man of us left.”


  “There’s no chance for that boy anyway,” the Major said grimly. “I should have shot his horse myself, before he got out of range. That way we could have saved the boy.”


  All the Rangers watched the desperate race helplessly. They saw that what the Major said was true. Ezekiel Moody had no chance. Old Shadrach raised his long rifle in case Buffalo Hump strayed in range, but he didn’t expect it, and he didn’t fire.


  “I hope he remembers what I told him about killing himself,” Bigfoot said. “He’d be better off to stop running and kill himself. It’d be the easiest thing.”


  Ezekiel Moody had the same thought. He was running as fast as his legs could carry him, but when he looked back, he saw that the Indian with the great hump was closing fast. Ezekiel’s heart was beating so hard with fear that he was afraid it might burst. He had just come upon Josh Corn’s body when his horse went down. He had seen the great red cap of blood where Josh’s scalp had been. He had also seen the bloody arrow protruding from Josh’s throat.


  Yet he was afraid to stop running and try to kill himself. He was afraid the Comanche would be on him before he could even get his pistol out. Also, he was getting close enough to the Rangers that one of them might make a lucky shot and hit Buffalo Hump, or turn him. Old Shadrach had been known to make some remarkable shots—maybe if he just kept running one of the Rangers would get off a good long shot.


  Then abruptly Zeke changed his mind and gave up. He stopped and tried to yank out his pistol and shove it against his eyeball, as Bigfoot had instructed. He knew the Indian on the bloody horse was almost on him—he knew he had to be quick.


  But when he got his pistol out, he turned to glance at the charging Indian, and the pistol dropped out of his sweaty hand. Before he could stoop for it the horse and the Indian were there: he had failed; he was caught.


  Buffalo Hump reached down and grabbed the terrified boy by his long black hair. He yanked his horse to a stop, lifted Zeke Moody off his feet, and slashed at his head with a knife, just above the boy’s ears. Then he whirled and raced across the front of the huddled Rangers, dragging Zeke by the hair. As the horse increased its speed, the scalp tore loose and Zeke fell free. Buffalo Hump had whirled again, and held aloft the bloody scalp. Then he turned and rode away slowly, at a walk, to show his contempt for the marksmanship of the Rangers. The bloody scalp he still held high.


  Ezekiel Moody stumbled through the sage and cactus, screaming from the pain of his ripped scalp. So much blood streamed over his eyes that he couldn’t see. He wanted to go back and find his pistol, so he could finish killing himself, but Buffalo Hump had dragged him far from where he had dropped the pistol. He could scarcely see, for blood. Zeke was in too much pain to retrace his steps. All he could do was stumble along, screaming in pain at almost every step.


  Shadrach sighted on the Comanche with the big hump, as Buffalo Hump rode away. Then he raised his barrel a bit before he fired. It was an old buffalo hunter’s trick, but it didn’t work. Buffalo Hump was out of range, and Zeke Moody was scalped and screaming from pain.


  “Ain’t nobody going to go get Zeke?” Matilda asked. The boy’s screams affected her—she had begun to cry. In peaceful times, back in San Antonio, Zeke had sometimes sat and played the harmonica to her.


  “Somebody needs to help that boy, he’s bad hurt,” she said.


  “Matilda, he’ll find his way here—once he gets a little closer we’ll go carry him in,” the Major said. “He oughtn’t to have left the troop—if young Corn hadn’t, he might be alive.”


  The Major was a good deal annoyed by the predicament he found himself in. The scalp hunters had defected, the two captives were lost, one young Ranger was dead, and another disabled; Johnny Carthage had an arrow in his leg that so far nobody had been able to pull out; besides that they had lost two horses, one pack mule, and most of their ammunition. It seemed to him a dismal turn of events. He still had no idea how large a force he faced—the only Indian to show himself was the chief, Buffalo Hump, who had spent the morning having bloody sport at their expense.


  “Well, this is merry,” Bigfoot said. “We’ve been running around like chickens, and Buffalo Hump has been cutting our heads off.”


  “Now, he didn’t cut Zeke’s head off, just his hair,” Bob Bascom corrected. He was of a practical bent and did not approve of inaccurate statements, however amusing they might be.


  “Zeke will have to keep his hat on this winter, I expect,” Bigfoot said. “He’s gonna scare the women, now that he’s been scalped.”


  “He don’t scare me, he’s just a boy,” Matilda said. She was disgusted with the inaction of the men—so disgusted that she started walking out to help Zeke herself.


  “Hold up, Matty, we don’t need you getting killed too,” the Major said.


  Matilda ignored him. She had never liked fat officers, and this one was so fat he had difficulty getting his prod out from under his belly when he visited her. In any case, she had never allowed soldiers, fat or otherwise, to give her orders.


  Call and Gus knelt together, keeping a tight hold on the bridle reins of their two horses. Both of them could see Zeke, whose whole face and body were red.


  “I expect he’ll die from that scalping,” Call said.


  “I didn’t know people had that much blood in them,” Gus said. “I thought we was mostly bone inside.”


  Call didn’t admit it, but he had the same belief; but from what he had seen that morning, it seemed that people were really just sacks of blood with legs and arms stuck on them.


  “Keep close to me,” Gus said. “There might be some more of them sneaking devils around here close.”


  “I am close to you,” Call said, still thinking about the blood. Now and again, working for the old blacksmith, he had cut himself, sometimes deeply, on a saw blade or a knife. But what he had seen in the last few minutes was different. The ground where Josh had been killed was soaked, as if from a red rain. It reminded him of the area behind the butcher stall in San Antonio, where beeves and goats were killed and hung up to drain.


  Now there was Zeke, a healthy man only a few minutes ago, staggering around with his scalp torn off. Call knew that if Buffalo Hump had been a few steps faster when he was chasing Gus, Gus would look like Josh or Zeke.


  In San Antonio every man on the street, whether they were famous Indian fighters like Bigfoot, or just farmers in for supplies, told stories of Indian brutalities—Call had long known in his head that Indian fighting on the raw frontier between the Brazos and the Pecos was bloody and violent. But hearing about it and seeing it were different things. Rangering was supposed to be adventure, but this was not just adventure. This was struggle and death, both violent. Hearing about it and seeing it happen were different things.


  “We’ll have to be watching every minute now,” Gus said. “We can’t just lope off anymore, looking for pigs to shoot. We have to be watching. These Indians are too good at hiding.”


  Call knew it was true. He had glanced over at Josh Corn just as Josh was taking his pants down to shit, and had seen nothing at all that looked worrisome—just a few sage bushes. And yet the same humpbacked Indian who had chased Gus and nearly caught him had been hiding there. Not only that, he had managed to kill Josh and mutilate him without making a sound, with all the Rangers and Matilda just a few yards away.


  Until that morning Call had never really felt himself to be in danger—not even when he had sat around the campfire and listened to the tortured Mexican scream. The Mexican had been a lone man, whereas they were a Ranger troop. Nobody was going to come into camp and bother them.


  Now it had happened, though—an Indian had come within rock-throwing distance and killed Josh Corn. The same Indian had caught Zeke and scalped him, as quick as Sam, the cook, could wring a chicken’s neck.


  Gus McCrae wished that his churning stomach would just settle. He wasn’t confident of his shooting, anyway—not beyond a certain distance—and he felt he was in a situation that might require him to shoot well, something that would not be easy, not with his stomach heaving and jerking. He wanted to be steady, but he wasn’t.


  Another thing that had begun to weigh on Gus’s mind was that so far he had actually only been able to spot one Indian: Buffalo Hump. When he looked up on the mountain, he couldn’t see the Indians who had shot the arrows down on them, and when he looked across the plain he couldn’t see the Indian or Indians who had shot the Major’s horse, and then Ezekiel’s, too.


  For no reason, just as Gus was feeling as if he might have to dry heave a little bit more, he remembered the conversation Shadrach had had with the Major about the hundreds of Indians that might be coming down to attack Mexico. The thought of hundreds of Comanches, now that he had seen firsthand what one or two could do, was hard to get comfortable with. Their little troop was already down to ten men, assuming that Zeke died of the scalping. It wouldn’t take hundreds of Indians to wipe them out completely. It would only take three or four Indians—maybe less. Buffalo Hump might accomplish it by himself, if he kept at it.


  “How many of them do you think are out there?” he asked Call, who was squeezing the barrel of his rifle so tightly it seemed as if he might be going to squeeze the barrel shut.


  Call was having the same thoughts as his friend. If there were many Comanches out there, they would be lucky if any of the Rangers survived.


  “I ain’t seen but one—him,” Call said. “There must be more, though. Somebody shot those horses.”


  “That ain’t hard shooting,” Gus said. “Anybody can hit a horse.”


  “They shot them while they were running and killed both of them dead,” Call said. “Who says that’s easy? Neither of them horses ever moved.”


  “I expect there’s a passel of killers up on that mountain,” Gus said. “They shot a lot of arrows down on us. You’d think they’d have shot at Matilda. She’s the biggest target.”


  To Call’s mind the remark was an example of his friend’s impractical thinking. Matilda Roberts wasn’t even armed. A sensible fighter would try to disable the armed men first, and then worry about the whores.


  “The ones they ought to try for are Shadrach and Bigfoot,” Call said. “They’re the best fighters.”


  “I aim to give them a good fight, if I can ever spot them,” Gus said, wondering if he could make true on his remark. His stomach was still pretty unsteady.


  “I doubt there’s more than five or six of them out there,” he added, mostly in order to be talking. When he stopped talking he soon fell prey to unpleasant thoughts, such as how it would feel to be scalped, like Zeke was.


  “How would you know there’s only five or six?” Call asked. “There could be a bunch of them down in some gully, and we’d never see them.”


  “If there was a big bunch I expect they’d just come on and kill us,” Gus said.


  “Matilda’s about got Zeke,” Call said.


  When Matilda finally reached the injured boy, he had dropped to his knees and was scrabbling around in the dust, trying to locate his dropped pistol.


  “Here, Zeke—I’m here,” Matilda said. “I’ve come to take you back to camp.”


  “No, I have to find my gun,” Zeke said—he was startled that Matilda had come for him.


  “I got to find it because that big one might come back,” he added. “I’ve got to do what Bigfoot said—poke the gun in my eyeball and shoot, before he comes back.”


  “He won’t come back, Zeke,” Matilda said, trying to lift the wounded boy to his feet. “He’d have taken you with him, if he wanted you.” The sight of the boy’s head made her gag for a moment. She had seen several men shot or knifed in fights, but she had never had to look at a wound as bad as Zeke Moody’s head. His face seemed to have dropped, too—his scalp must have been what held it up.


  “Come on, let’s go,” Matilda said, trying again to lift him up.


  “Let me be, just help me find my pistol,” Zeke said. “I oughtn’t to have run. I ought to have just killed myself, like Bigfoot said. I ought to have just stopped and done it.”


  Matilda caught Zeke under the arms and pulled him up. Once she had him on his feet, he walked fairly well.


  “There ain’t no pistol, Zeke,” she said. “We’ll just get back with the boys. You ain’t dying, either. You just got your head skinned.”


  “No, I can’t stand it, Matty,” Zeke said. “It’s like my head’s on fire. Just shoot me, Matty. Just shoot me.”


  Matilda ignored the boy’s whimperings and pleadings and half walked, half dragged him back toward the troop. When they were about fifty yards from camp young Call came out to help her. He was a willing worker, who had several times helped her with small chores. When he saw Ezekiel Moody’s head, he went white. Gus McCrae came up to assist, and just as he arrived, Zeke passed out, from pain and shock. Bringing him in went easier once they didn’t have to listen to his moans and sobs. All three of them were soon covered with his blood, but they got him into camp and laid him down near Sam, who would have to do whatever doctoring could be done.


  “God amighty!” Long Bill said, when he saw the red smear of Ezekiel’s head.


  Johnny Carthage began to puke, while Bob Bascom walked away on shaky legs. Major Chevallie took one look at the boy’s head and turned away.


  Bigfoot and Shadrach exchanged looks. They both wished the boy had gone on and killed himself. If any of them were to survive, they would need to move fast and move quietly, hard things to manage if you were packing a scalped man.


  Sam squatted down by the boy and swabbed a little of the blood away with a piece of sacking. They had no water to spare—it would take a bucketful to wash such a wound effectively, and they didn’t have a bucketful to spare.


  “We need to give him a hat,” Sam said. “Otherwise the flies will be gettin’ on this wound.”


  “How long will it take him to scab over?” the Major asked.


  Sam looked at the wound again and swabbed off a little more blood.


  “Four or five days—he may die first,” Sam said.


  Shadrach looked across the desert, trying to get some sense of where the Comanches were, and how many they faced. He thought there were three on the mountain, and probably at least three somewhere on the plain. He didn’t think the same warrior killed both horses. He knew there could well be more Indians, though. A little spur of the mountain jutted out to the south, high enough to conceal a considerable party. If they were lucky, there were no more than seven or eight warriors—about the normal size for a Comanche raiding party. If there were many more than that, the Comanches would probably have overrun them when they were strung out in their race to the mountain. At that point they could have been easily divided and picked off.


  “I doubt there’s more than ten,” Bigfoot said. “If there was a big bunch of them our horses would smell their horses—they’d be kicking up dust and snorting.”


  “They don’t need more than ten,” Shadrach said. “That humpback’s with ’em.”


  Bigfoot didn’t answer. He felt he could survive in the wilds as well as the next man, and there was no man he feared; but there were quite a few he respected enough to be cautious of, and Buffalo Hump was certainly one of those. He considered himself a superior plainsman; there wasn’t much country between the Sabine and the Pecos that he didn’t know well, and he had roved north as far as the Arkansas. He thought he knew the country well, and yet he hadn’t spotted the gully where Buffalo Hump hid his horse, before he killed Josh Corn. Nor had he ever seen, or expected to see, a man scalped while he was still alive, though he had heard of one or two incidents of men who had been scalped and lived to tell the tale. In the wilds there were always surprises, always things to learn that you didn’t know.


  Major Chevallie was nervously watching the scouts. He himself had a pounding headache, and a fever to boot. The army life disagreed with his constitution, and being harassed by Comanche Indians disagreed with it even more. Half his troop were either puking or walking unsteady on their feet, whether from fear or bad water he didn’t know. While he was pondering his next move he saw Matilda walking back out into the sage bushes, as unconcerned as if she were walking a street in San Antonio.


  “Here, Matilda, you can’t just wander off—we’re not on a boulevard,” he said.


  “I’m going to get Josh,” Matilda said. “I don’t intend to just leave him there, for the varmints to eat. If somebody will dig a grave while I’m gone I’ll bring Josh back and put him in it.”


  Before she had gone twenty yards the Indians appeared from behind the jutting spur of mountain. There were nine in all, and Buffalo Hump was in the lead.


  Major Chevallie wished for his binoculars, but his binoculars were on the horse that had been killed.


  Several of the Rangers raised their rifles when the Indians came in sight, but Bigfoot yelled at them to hold their fire.


  “You couldn’t hit the dern hill at that distance, much less the Indians,” he said. “Besides, they’re leaving.”


  Sure enough the little group of Indians, led by Buffalo Hump, walked their horses slowly past the front of the Rangers’ position. They were going east, but they were in no hurry. They rode slowly, in the direction of the Pecos. Matilda was more than one hundred yards from camp by that time, looking for Josh Corn’s body, but she didn’t look at the Indians and they didn’t look at her.


  Call and Gus stood together, watching. They had never before seen a party of Indians on the move. Of course, in San Antonio there were a few town Indians, drunk most of the time. Now and then they saw an Indian of a different type, one who looked capable of wild behavior.


  But even those unruly ones were nothing like what Call and Gus were watching now: a party of fighting Comanches, riding at ease through the country that was theirs. These Comanches were different from any men either of the young Rangers had ever seen. They were wild men, and yet skilled. Buffalo Hump had held a corpse on the back of his racing pony with one hand. He had scalped Zeke Moody without even getting off his horse. They were wild Indians, and it was their land they were riding through. Their rules were not white rules, and their thinking was not white thinking. Just watching them ride away affected young Gus and young Call powerfully. Neither of them spoke until the Comanches were almost out of sight.


  “I’m glad there was just a few of them,” Gus said, finally. “I doubt we could whip ’em if there were many more.”


  “We can’t whip ’em,” Call said.


  Just as he said it, Buffalo Hump stopped, raised the two scalps high once again, and yelled his war cry, which echoed off the hill behind the Rangers.


  Gus, Call, and most of the Rangers raised their guns, and some fired, although the Comanche chief was far out of range.


  “If we was in a fight and it was live or die, I expect we could whip ’em,” Gus said. “If it was live or die I wouldn’t be for dying.”


  “If it was live or die, we’d die,” Call said. What he had seen that morning had stripped him of any confidence he had once had in the Rangers as a fighting force. Perhaps their troop could fight well enough against Mexicans or against white men. But what he had seen of Comanche warfare—and all he had seen, other than the scalping of Zeke Moody, was a brief, lightning-lit glimpse of Buffalo Hump throwing his lance—convinced him not merely in his head but in his gut and even in his bones that they would not have survived a real attack. Bigfoot and Shadrach might have been plainsmen enough to escape, but the rest of them would have died.


  “Any three of them could finish us,” Call said. “That one with the hump could probably do it all by himself, if he had taken a notion to.”


  Gus McCrae didn’t answer. He was scared, and didn’t like the fact one bit. It wasn’t just that he was scared at the moment, it was that he didn’t know that he would ever be anything but scared again. He felt the need to move his bowels—he had been feeling the need for some time—but he was afraid to go. He didn’t want to move more than two or three steps from Call. Josh Corn had just gone a few steps—very few—and now Buffalo Hump was waving his scalp in the air. He was waving Ezekiel’s too, and all Zeke had done was ride a short distance out of camp. Gus was standing almost where Josh had been taken, too. Looking around, he couldn’t see how even a lizard could hide, much less an Indian, and yet Buffalo Hump had hidden there.


  Gus suddenly realized, to his embarrassment, that his knees were knocking. He heard an unusual sound and took a moment or two to figure out that it was the sound of his own knees knocking together. His knees had never done that in his life—they had never even come close. He looked around, hoping no one had noticed, and no one had. The men were all still watching the Comanches. The men were all scared: he could see it. Maybe old Shadrach wasn’t, and maybe Bigfoot wasn’t, but the rest of them were mostly as shaky as he was. Matilda wasn’t, either—she was walking back, the body of Josh Corn in her arms.


  Gus looked at Call, a man his own age. Call should be shaking, just as he was, but Call was just watching the Indians. He may not have been happy with the situation, but he wasn’t shaking. He was looking at the Comanches steadily. He had his gun ready, but mainly he just seemed to be studying the Indians.


  “I don’t like ’em,” Gus said, vehemently. He didn’t like it that there were men who could scare him so badly that he was even afraid to take a shit.


  “I wish we had a cannon,” he said. “I guess they’d leave us alone if we was better armed.”


  “We are better armed than they are,” Call said. “He killed Josh with an arrow and scalped Zeke with a knife. They shot arrows down on us from that hill. If they’d shot rifles I guess they would have killed most of us.”


  “They have at least one gun, though,” Gus then pointed out. “They shot them horses.”


  “It wouldn’t matter if we had ten cannons,” Call said. “We couldn’t even see ’em—how could we hit them? I doubt they’d just stand there watching while we loaded up a cannon and shot at them. They could be halfway to Mexico while we were doing that.”


  The Comanches were just specks in the distance by then.


  “I have never seen no people like them,” Call said. “I didn’t know what wild Indians were like.


  “Those are Comanches,” he added.


  Gus didn’t know what his friend meant. Of course they were Comanches. He didn’t know what answer to make, so he said nothing.


  Once Buffalo Hump and his men were out of sight, the troop relaxed a little—just as they did, a gun went off.


  “Oh God, he done for himself!” Rip Green said.


  Zeke Moody had managed to slip Rip’s pistol out of its holster—then he shot himself. The shot splattered Rip’s pants leg with blood.


  “Oh God, now look,” Rip said. He stooped and tried to wipe the blood off his pants leg with a handful of sand.


  Major Chevallie felt relieved. Travel with the scalped boy would have been slow, and in all likelihood he would have died of infection anyway. Johnny Carthage would be lucky to escape infection himself—Sam had had to cut clean to the bone to get the arrow out. Johnny had yelped loudly while Sam was doing the cutting, but Sam bound the wound well and now Johnny was helping Long Bill scoop out a shallow grave for young Josh.


  “Now you’ll have to dig another,” the Major informed them.


  “Why, they were friends—let ’em bunk together in the hereafter,” Bigfoot said. “It’s too rocky out here to be digging many graves.”


  “It’s not many—just two,” the Major said, and he stuck to his point. The least a fallen warrior deserved, in his view, was a grave to himself.


  When Matilda saw what Zeke had done, she cried. She almost dropped Josh’s body, her big shoulders shook so.


  “Matty’s stout,” Shadrach said, in admiration. “She carried that body nearly five hundred yards.”


  Matilda sobbed throughout the burying and the little ceremony, which consisted of the Major reciting the Lord’s Prayer. Both boys had visited her several times—she remembered them kindly, for there was a sweetness in boys that didn’t last long, once they became men. Both of them, in her view, deserved better than a shallow grave by a hill beyond the Pecos, a grave that the varmints would not long respect.


  “Do you think Buffalo Hump left?” the Major asked Bigfoot. “Or is he just toying with us?”


  “They’re gone for now,” Bigfoot said. “I don’t expect they’ll interfere with us again, not unless we’re foolish.”


  “Maybe the scalp hunters will kill them,” Long Bill suggested. “Killing Indians is scalp hunters’ work. Kirker and Glanton ought to get busy and do it.”


  “I expect we’d best turn back,” the Major said. “We’ve lost two men, two horses, and that mule.”


  “And the ammunition,” Shadrach reminded him.


  “Yes, I ought to have transferred it,” the Major admitted.


  He sighed, looking west. “I guess we’ll have to mark this road another time,” he said, in a tone of regret.


  The scouts did not comment.


  “Hurrah, we’re going back,” Gus said to Call once the news was announced.


  “If they let us, we are,” Call said. He was looking across the plain where the Comanches had gone, thinking about Buffalo Hump.


  The land before him, which looked so empty, wasn’t. A people were there who knew the emptiness better than he did; they knew it even better than Bigfoot or Shadrach. They knew it and they claimed it. They were the people of the emptiness.


  “I’m glad I seen them,” Call said.


  “I ain’t,” Gus said. “Zeke and Josh are dead, and I nearly was.”


  “I’m still glad I seen them,” Call said.


  That day at dusk, as the troop was making a wary passage eastward, they found the old Comanche woman, wandering in the sage. A notch had been cut in her right nostril.


  Of the tongueless boy there was no sign. When they asked the old woman what became of him she wailed and pointed north, toward the llano. Black Sam helped her up behind him on his mule, and they rode on, slowly, toward the Pecos.


  Part II
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  1.


  “WHERE IS SANTA FE?” Call asked, when he first heard that an expedition was being got up to capture it. Gus McCrae had just heard the news, and had come running as fast as he could to inform Call so the two of them could be among the first to join.


  “They say Caleb Cobb’s leading the troop,” Gus said.


  Call was as vague about the name as he had been about the place. Several times, it seemed to him, he had heard people mention a place called Santa Fe, but so far as he could recall, he had not until that moment heard the name Caleb Cobb.


  Gus, who had been painting a saloon when the news reached him, was highly excited, but short on particulars.


  “Why, everybody’s heard of Caleb Cobb,” he said, though in fact the name was new to him as well.


  “No, everybody ain’t, because I ain’t,” Call informed him. “Is he a soldier, or what? I ain’t joining up if I have to work for a soldier again.”


  “I think Caleb Cobb was the man who captured old Santa Anna,” Gus said. “I guess sometimes he soldiers and sometimes he don’t. I’ve heard that he fought Indians with Sam Houston himself.”


  The last assertion was a pure lie, but it was a lie with a serious purpose, and the purpose was to overcome Woodrow Call’s stubborn skepticism and get him in the mood to join the expedition that would soon set out to capture Santa Fe.


  Call had four mules yet to shoe and was not eager for a long palaver. There had been no rangering since the little troop had returned to San Antonio, though he and Gus were still drawing their pay.


  Idleness didn’t suit him; from time to time he still lent old Jesus a hand with the horseshoeing. Gus McCrae rarely did anything except solicit whores; in all likelihood it was a pimp named Redmond Dale, owner of San Antonio’s newest saloon, who had talked Gus into doing the painting—no doubt he had offered free services as an inducement. What time Gus didn’t spend in the whorehouses he usually spent in jail. With no work to do he had developed a tendency to drink liquor, and drinking liquor made him argumentative. The day seldom passed without Gus getting into a fight, the usual result being that he would whip three or four sober citizens and be hauled off to jail. Even when he didn’t actually fight, he yelled or shot off his pistol or generally disturbed the peace.


  “Anyway, we need to join up as soon as we can,” Gus said. “I think we have to go up to Austin to enlist. I sure don’t want to miss this expedition. Would you take them damn horseshoe nails out of your mouth and talk to me?”


  Call had four horseshoe nails in his mouth at the time. To humor his friend he took them out and eased the mule’s hoof back on the ground for a minute.


  “I still don’t know where Santa Fe is,” Call said. “I don’t want to join an expedition unless I know where it’s going.”


  “I don’t see why not,” Gus said, irked by his friend’s habit of asking too many questions.


  “All the Rangers are going,” Gus added. “Long Bill has already left to sign up, and Bob Bascom’s about to leave. Johnny Carthage wants to go bad, but he’s gimpy now—I doubt they’ll take him.”


  The wound from the Comanche arrow had not healed well. One-eyed Johnny could still walk, but he was not speedy and would be at a severe disadvantage if he had to run.


  “I think Santa Fe’s out where we were the first time, only farther,” Call remarked.


  “Well, it could be out that way,” Gus allowed. He was embarrassed to admit that he didn’t know much about the place the great expedition was being got up to capture.


  “Gus, if it’s farther than we went the first time, we’ll never get there,” Call said. “Even if we do get there, what makes you think we can take it?”


  “Why, of course we can take it!” Gus said. “Why are you so damn doubtful?”


  Call shrugged, and picked up the horse’s hoof again.


  “It’s a Mexican town—it’s just defended by Mexicans,” Gus insisted. “Of course we’ll take it, and take it quick. Caleb Cobb wouldn’t let a bunch of Mexicans whip him, I don’t guess!”


  “I might go if I thought there would be somebody with us who could find the place,” Call said. “Is Bigfoot going?”


  “I expect he is—of course he’ll go,” Gus said, though someone had told him that Bigfoot Wallace was off bear hunting.


  “I don’t think you know anything,” Call informed him. “You just heard some talk and now you want to go fight. Santa Fe could be two thousand miles away, for all you know. I ain’t even got a horse that could travel that far.”


  “Oh, they’ll furnish the mounts,” Gus said. “They say there’s silver and gold piled everywhere in Santa Fe. I expect we can pick up enough just walking around to buy ourselves fifty horses.”


  “You’d believe anything,” Call said. “What about Buffalo Hump? If Santa Fe’s in his direction, he’ll find us and kill us all.”


  “I don’t expect he’d care if we took Santa Fe,” Gus said, though he knew it was a weak comment. The thought of Buffalo Hump cast a chill on his enthusiasm. Capturing Santa Fe and picking up gold and silver off the ground were fine prospects, but if it involved crossing the Comancheria, as probably it did, then the whole matter had a side to it that was a good deal less pleasant. Since returning with the troop, he and Call had not been more than a few miles out of town—once or twice they had gone a little distance into the hills to hunt pigs or turkeys, but they did not camp out. The week scarcely passed without the Indians picking off some traveler, often almost in the outskirts of town. When they went out to hunt, they went in a group and took care to be heavily armed. Gus wore two pistols now, unless he was just engaged in light work such as painting saloons. He had not forgotten what happened west of the Pecos—time and time again, in his dreams, he had seen Buffalo Hump. He remembered that Zeke Moody had dropped his pistol and been scalped alive, as a result. He carried two so that if he got nervous and dropped one, he would still have a spare.


  One of his friend Woodrow’s most annoying traits was that he kept producing information you didn’t want.


  “I’ve heard that some of the army’s coming on this expedition,” he said. “I doubt the Indians would want to interfere with us if we’ve got the army along.”


  “Buffalo Hump has an army, too,” Call reminded his excitable friend. “If he can find ten warriors to ride with him, then he’s got an army.


  “Besides, he lives there,” he added. “He’s got his whole people. I expect he’ll interfere with us plenty, if we try to cross his country.”


  “Damn it, ain’t you coming?” Gus asked, exasperated by his friend’s contrariness. “Wouldn’t you rather be riding out on an expedition than staying around here shoeing mules?”


  “I might go if we have enough of a troop,” Call said. “I’d like to know more about this man you named—what was he called?”


  “Caleb Cobb—he’s the man who captured Santa Anna,” Gus said. He didn’t know that Caleb Cobb had done anything of the sort, but he wanted to pile on as many heroics as he could. Maybe it would get Woodrow Call in the mood to travel.


  “They say there’s enough gold lying around in Santa Fe to fill two churches,” Gus said, piling it on a little more.


  “Why would the Mexicans just give us two churches full of gold? It don’t sound like any Mexicans I’ve met,” Call said.


  Though not unwilling to consider an adventure—shoeing mules was a long way from being his favorite occupation; it was mainly something he did to help old Jesus, who had been kind to him when he first came to San Antonio—the one Gus McCrae was describing seemed pretty unlikely. He would be trying to reach a town he had never heard of, led by a man he had never heard of, either. Who would command the Rangers, if the Rangers went as a troop, he didn’t know, but it wouldn’t be Major Randall Chevallie, because Major Chevallie had died of a fever not three weeks after returning from the failed expedition to El Paso. They had got into some wet weather on their return—also, they had traveled hard. Major Chevallie took to his bed for a day or two, got worse, died, and was buried before anyone had time to think much about it.


  “You’re too damn contrary,” Gus said. “I’ve never known a person more apt to take the opposite view than you—you’re too damn gripy.”


  “I expect I’ve spent too much time with mules,” Call said. “When would we be to leave, if we go?”


  “What’s wrong with now?” Gus asked. “The expedition’s leaving any day—I sure don’t want to get left. We’d be rich for life if we could pick up a little of that gold and silver.”


  “I hope we can whip the Mexicans, if we get there,” Call said.


  “Why wouldn’t we, you fool?” Gus asked.


  “We didn’t whip ’em at the Alamo,” Call reminded him. “We might get out there on the plains somewhere and starve—that’s another thing to think about. We could barely find grub for twelve men when we were out on the Pecos. How will we feed an army?


  “There ain’t much water out that way, neither,” Call added, before Gus could break in with a few more lies about the gold to be picked up in Santa Fe.


  “Why, we’ll be going across the plains—it’s plenty wet up that way,” Gus said.


  “You could shoe one of these mules if you don’t have anything else to do,” Call suggested. “Once we get these mules shoed I might be more interested in capturing Santa Fe.”


  Gus at once rejected the suggestion that he help shoe the mules. He saw that Call was weakening in his opposition to the trip, and his own spirits began to rise at the thought of the great adventure that lay ahead of them.


  “I say leave the mules—I want to get started for Austin,” Gus said. “Redmond Dale can find someone else to paint his saloon. Of course we might have time for a visit to the whorehouse, if you ever get tired of working.”


  “I can’t afford the whorehouse—I’m saving up for a better gun,” Call said. “If we’re going out there into the Indian country, I need to have a better gun.”


  He had visited the whorehouse, though, with Gus, several times—he didn’t scorn it as a pastime. Matilda Roberts was employed there while waiting for passage to the west. She had taken a liking to young Call. Gus too had his likable side, but he was overpersistent, and also a blabber. There were times when Matilda could put up with persistence easier than she could with blab.


  Young Call, though, seldom said two words. He just handed over the coins. Matilda saw something sad in the boy’s eyes—it touched her. She saw after a few visits that her great bulk frightened him, and put him with a young Mexican girl named Rosa, who soon came to like him.


  Call often thought of Rosa—she taught him many Spanish words: how to count, words for food. She was a slim girl who seldom smiled, though once in awhile she smiled at him. Call thought of her most afternoons when he was working in the hot lots behind the blacksmith’s shop. He also thought of her at night when he was sleeping on his blanket, near the stable. He would have liked to see Rosa oftener—Gus had not been wrong to recommend whores, but Gus was reckless with his money and Call wasn’t. Gus would borrow, or cheat at cards, or make promises he couldn’t keep, just to have money for whores.


  Call, though, could not bring himself to be so spendthrift. He knew that he wanted to be a Ranger once the troop went out again, which meant that sooner or later he would be fighting Indians. This time, when the fight came, he wanted to be as well equipped as his resources would permit. Neither of the cheap guns he owned was reliable. If he ever had to face the Comanche with the great hump again, he wanted a weapon that wouldn’t fail him. Much as he was apt to think of Rosa, he knew that if he wanted to survive as a professional Ranger, he had to put guns first.


  Once he felt assured that his friend was going to come with him on the new expedition, Gus relaxed, located a spot of shade under a wagon, stretched out full length, put his hat over his face, and took a long, serene nap while Call labored on with the mules. The last little mule was a biter—Call cuffed him several times, but the mule bared his teeth and demonstrated that he had every intention of using them on Call’s flesh if he could. Call was finally forced to rope the mule’s jaws shut before he could finish his work. Gus had a snore like a rasp—Call could hear the snore plainly when he wasn’t hammering in a horseshoe nail.


  Just as the last shoe was nailed in place, there was a clatter in the street. Call looked up to see Long Bill Coleman, Rip Green, gimpy Johnny Carthage, and Matilda Roberts come loping up. Matilda was mounted on Tom, her large gray gelding.


  “Saddle up, Woodrow—it’s Santa Fe or bust,” Long Bill sang out. He was wearing a fur cap he had found in a closet in the whorehouse.


  “Dern, Bill, I thought you’d left town,” Call said. “Ain’t it a little warm for that hat?”


  He himself was drenched in sweat from shoeing the four mules.


  “That cap’s to fool the grizzlies, if we meet any,” Long Bill said. “I’m scared of grizzlies, and other kinds of bears as well. I figure if I wear this fur bonnet they’ll think I’m one of the family and let me alone.”


  “That cap belonged to Joe Slaw; they hung the son of a bitch,” Matilda said. “I guess he considered himself a mountain man.”


  Gus McCrae, hearing voices, suddenly rose up, forgetting that he was under a wagon. He whonked his head so loudly that everyone in the group laughed.


  “Shut up, I think my skull’s broke open,” Gus said, annoyed at the levity—he had only made a simple mistake. His head had taken a solid crack, though. He wobbled over to the water tank and stuck his head under—the cool water felt good.


  While the group was watching Gus dip his head in the water, Blackie Slidell came racing up—he had been with a whore when the others left the saloon. The reason for his rush was that he feared being left, which would mean having to cross the prairies in the direction of Austin all by himself.


  “So, are you with us, Woodrow?” Rip Green asked. Although Call was a younger man than himself, Rip considered him dependable and was anxious to have him with the group.


  “I thought you was already gone, Bill,” Call said.


  “Why no, we’ve been collecting Rangers, but we can’t find Bigfoot, and Shadrach prefers to travel alone, mostly,” Bill said. “He’s already gone up to Austin. I guess we’ll have to leave Bigfoot. I expect he’ll catch up.”


  With so many of his companions mounted and ready, Call hesitated no longer. His complaints and criticism had mainly been designed to annoy Gus, anyway. The urge to be adventuring was too strong to be resisted.


  “So, who’s leading the Rangers?” he asked when he untied the jaw rope and released the biting mule.


  “Why, we’ll lead ourselves, unless somebody shows up who wants to captain,” Long Bill said.


  “Whoa—I ain’t rangering for Bob Bascom,” Gus said. “I don’t like his surly tongue—I expect I’ll have to whip him before the trip is over.”


  Long Bill looked skeptical at this prediction.


  “Take a good club when you go to whip him,” he said. “Bob’s stout.”


  “Take two clubs,” Blackie said. “Bob’s a scrapper.”


  “I didn’t expect you’d want to go fight Mexicans, Matty,” Call said, surprised to see Matilda with the Rangers.


  “I’m needing to get west before I get old,” Matilda said. “I’ve heard there’s roads to the west from up around Santa Fe.”


  Call’s possessions were few, though he did now have a coat to go with his two shirts. Gus McCrae, because of his urgent expenditures, had only the clothes on his back and his two pistols. When old Jesus saw that Call was leaving, he sighed. The thought of having to shoe all the horses and mules by himself made him feel a weariness. He had done hard work all his life and was ready to stop, but he couldn’t stop. All his children had left home except one little girl, and his little girl could not shoe mules. Yet he could not blame Call for going—he himself had roved, when he was young. He had left Saltillo and come to the land of the Texans, but now he was weary and his only helper was leaving. There was something about the boy that he liked, too—and he didn’t like many of the Texas boys.


  “Adiós,” he said, as Call was tying his blanket and his extra shirt onto his saddle.


  “Adiós, Jesus,” Call said—he liked the old man. They had not exchanged a cross word in all the time Call had worked for him.


  “Let’s ride, boys,” Long Bill said. “Austin’s a far piece up the road.”


  “We’ll ride, but I ain’t a boy,” Matilda said, as they rode out of San Antonio. Gus McCrae had a headache, from rising up too quickly after his nap.


  2.


  “BOYS, IT’S CLOUDING UP,” Long Bill said late in their first day out of San Antonio. “I expect we’re in for a drenching.”


  “I’d rather ride all night than sleep wet,” Rip Green observed.


  “Not me,” Gus said. “If I have to be wet I’d just as soon be snoozing.”


  “There’s plenty of farms up this way,” Matilda said. “German families, mostly. If we could find a farm they might let us sleep on the floor. Or if they have some kind of shed for the stock, maybe we could crawl under it.”


  As the sun was dipping, Call noticed that the whole southwestern quadrant of the sky had turned coal black. In the distance there was a rumbling of thunder. At the horizon the blackness was cut through with streaks of golden light from the setting sun, but the light at the bottom only made the blackness of the upper sky seem blacker. A wind rose—it whirled Call’s straw hat off his head and sailed it a good thirty feet, which annoyed him. He hated above all to lose control of his headgear.


  Long Bill cackled at the sight.


  “You ought to have a good fur cap, like I do,” he said.


  They crested a ridge and spotted just what Matilda had been hoping for—a little farm. There was only one building in the little clearing, but it was a sizable log building.


  “It’ll hold us all, snug, if the family is friendly,” Blackie Slidell observed.


  “I hope they’re cooking pork, if they’re cooking,” Gus said. “I’d enjoy a good supper of pork.”


  Call retrieved his hat, but the wind had risen so that he saw no point in sticking it back on his head. All the men were holding their hats on by this time. They were a mile or two from the little cabin, and the darkness in the sky was swelling, pushing toward them. It abruptly extinguished the sunset, but the force of the sun left an eerie light over the long prairie ahead.


  The rumblings of the thunder were deeper. Call had seen many storms, and paid them little mind, but this one caught his attention. It had been a sultry day—the wind coming out of the cloud wasn’t cool. It was a sultry wind, and it blew fitfully, at first. Some gusts were so strong they caused his horse to break stride—of course, his horse was just a skinny nag that had been underfed for the last few weeks. It wouldn’t take much of a wind to blow him off course.


  “Why, look at that,” Gus said. “That dern cloud is behaving like a snake.”


  Call looked, and saw that it was true. A portion of the cloud had formed itself into a column, or funnel, and was twisting through the lower sky in a snakelike motion.


  “You damn young fools, that’s a cyclone,” Matilda said. “We better race for that cabin.”


  The snake cloud was dipping closer and ever closer to the ground, sucking up dust and weeds as it twisted. A hawk that had been skimming the ground looking for mice or quail rose, and sped away; Call saw two deer bolt from a little thicket and flash their white tails as they raced off, away from the twisting cloud. The cloud was roaring so loudly by then that the horses began to rear and pitch. They wanted to run away, like the deer.


  “We won’t make that cabin, we need to lay flat,” Long Bill advised. “That’s what you do when a cyclone hits. We best find a ditch or a gully or something, or we’re done for.”


  “There’s a buffalo wallow,” Blackie said. “That’s all I see.”


  “It ain’t deep,” Gus said. He had been feeling good, enjoying the thought of adventure, and now a dangerous cloud had come out of nowhere and spoiled his feeling. They were scarcely a mile from the cabin, but the spinning, roaring, sucking cloud was coming too fast. All day Gus had tensed himself and strained his eyes, looking for Indians. He didn’t want to see the humpbacked Comanche charge out of a thicket with his lance raised. If Buffalo Hump showed up, or any hostile red man, he was prepared to run and shoot. The last thing he had expected was deadly weather, but now deadly weather was two hundred yards away. A bobcat burst from a thicket and began to run in the same direction as the deer.


  The Rangers reached the little wallow and jumped off their mounts.


  “What about the horses?” Call yelled, as the roar increased.


  “The devil with the horses—get flat!” Long Bill advised. “Get flat and don’t look up.”


  Call did as he was told. He released his rearing mount and flattened himself under the edge of the shallow wallow. The other Rangers did the same.


  Gus was fearful of Matilda’s chances—she was so big she couldn’t really hide in anything as shallow as a buffalo wallow. But there was no time to dig—she would just have to hope for the best.


  Then the roaring became so loud that none of them could think. Call’s loose shirt billowed up—he thought the wind inside it was going to lift him off the ground. There was a kind of seething noise, like a snake’s hiss, only louder—it was the sound of the sand being sucked up from the shallow wallow. It was pitch black by then—as black as a moonless midnight.


  Gus was wishing he’d never come to Texas—what was it but one danger after another? He had been thinking about the cabin ahead, and the pork chop he hoped to eat, and now he had his face in the dirt, being pulled at by a cloud that was like a giant snake. In Tennessee clouds didn’t behave like that. Besides, their horses were lost, though they had scarcely traveled half a day. Both his pistols were on his saddle, too—if he survived the storm and Buffalo Hump showed up, he would be helpless.


  The sound of the cyclone was so loud, and the dust swirling up beneath them so thick, that some of the Rangers felt they were being deafened and suffocated at the same time. Blackie Slidell, who was limber, managed to bend his neck and get his nose inside his shirt, so he could breathe a little better.


  But the whirling and roaring slowly diminished—when the Rangers felt it safe to lift their heads, they saw sunlight beneath the black edge of cloud, far to the west. The eerie light still hung over the prairie, a light that seemed hellish to Rip Green.


  “I expect this is the kind of light you get once you’re dead,” he commented.


  Matilda sat up, relieved. She had heard that cyclones took people up in the air and blew them as much as forty miles away. People who survived such removals were never again right in the head, so she had heard. Of course, being heavy, she herself was less likely than some to blow away, but then wagons sometimes blew away, and she was no heavier than a wagon.


  “Are we all alive?” she asked. The gray light was so strange it made them all look different—most of them had been so scared while they were pressing themselves into the wallow that their voices sounded strange when they tried to talk.


  “We’re alive but we’re afoot,” Call said. Though unnerved, he hadn’t really had time to be very frightened—the cyclone was a thing beyond him or any man. An Indian he could fight, but who could fight a roaring snake of air? His hat was gone—all the hats were gone, except Long Bill Coleman’s fur cap, which he had stuffed beneath him as he clutched the sand.


  “We ought to have tied them horses, somehow,” Call added. “I expect they’ve run halfway back to San Antonio by now.”


  “I’d rather lose my horse than blow away,” Gus said. “Them was just thirty-dollar horses anyway.”


  “I could spare the nag, but they took everything we own with them,” Blackie said. “We’ll have to hobble into Austin and hope they allow us credit.”


  “You boys are green—them horses ain’t run far,” Long Bill said. “They’ll show up in the morning, or else we’ll track ’em.”


  Now that he had survived the cyclone, Gus began to feel lively. The storm had scared his headache away, but not his appetite.


  “I’m still in the mood for a pork chop,” he said. “Let’s go on to that cabin. They might just be sitting down to supper.”


  Having no other prospect to hand, the Rangers adopted the suggestion, only to find that the cyclone had obliterated the cabin where they had hoped to bunk. When they got to the ridge where it had been, there were only a few logs in place, and six unhappy people were stumbling around weeping and looking dazed—four children and a man and a woman. The man and the woman had lanterns and were shining them in the rubble, hoping to locate a few possessions to pile up. The four children had been scared into silence. One little girl was chewing on the hem of her dress.


  Her father, a stout young man with a full beard, was inquiring about his roof in the bewildered tone that a man might use to complain about a mislaid hammer.


  “Where’s my roof, dammit?” the young man said. “It was here and now it’s gone. I worked a week on my roof—now I guess it’s blown plumb over into the woods.”


  “Well, we lost our horses,” Gus said—a little callously, Call felt. The stout man with the beard had a family to house. Losing a thirty-dollar horse with a cheap saddle and blanket on it was not a loss on the same scale as the man’s roof.


  The area where the cabin had been was a wild litter. It was almost dark, but the Rangers could see that clothes and utensils and tools and animals were as jumbled as if they had all been hastily shoveled out of a wagon. A black rooster stood on one of the fallen logs, complaining loudly. Two shoats were grunting and rooting amid the mess, and several hens squawked.


  No one paid much attention when Matilda and the six Rangers came walking up in the last of the light. The only person who seemed reasonably calm was the young woman of the house, and she was quietly picking up utensils and clothes and putting them in neat piles.


  “Dern the luck—it’s a pain to lose that roof,” the stout man said. He didn’t address the remark either to his wife or to the Rangers—he seemed to be talking to himself.


  “That’s enough cussing, Roy,” the young woman said. “We got visitors, and the children don’t need to hear you cussing just because the cabin got blown away. We can build another cabin.”


  “I can, you mean, Melly,” the man said. “You ain’t strong enough to hoist no logs.”


  “I said we got visitors, Roy—why don’t you be polite and ask them to sit, at least?” the young woman said, with a flash of temper.


  “You have to take weather as it comes,” she added. “Cussing don’t change it.”


  “Here, maybe we can help you pick up,” Gus offered. He liked the looks of the young woman, Melly. Even in the dim light he could tell she was pretty. The husband seemed a rude sort—Gus felt it was a pity he hadn’t been blown away. A young woman that pretty might entice him to give up rangering, if she took a notion.


  “Well, men, I hope you ain’t thieves, because our worldly possessions are spread out here for the picking of any damn thieves who happen to walk up,” Roy said. He was still agitated by the loss of his roof.


  The Rangers did what they could by lantern light to help the little family reassemble its scattered possessions. There were no pork chops, but the young woman did have some bacon and a little cornmeal. Long Bill Coleman was a master fire builder; he soon had a good blaze going in the ruins of the little chimney. They all ate bacon and corn cakes and talked about how curious it was to see an ordinary thundercloud turn into a cyclone.


  “It sucked the dern bark off that tree over there,” Roy said, pointing in the darkness to a tree nobody could see. “What kind of wind would suck the bark off an elm tree?”


  “We’re all alive, though, thank the Lord,” Melly observed gratefully. She was sitting by Matilda Roberts. Though too polite to inquire, she was wondering what kind of woman would be traipsing across the prairies with six Texas Rangers. Of course on the frontier, things were less regular than they had been in eastern Missouri, where she was from.


  Matilda, for her part, indulged in a little daydream in which she was married to a farmer with a beard, and had four tykes, some chickens, and a couple of shoats. In those circumstances she would have no need to accept whatever smelly ruffian came along with a dollar or two and a stiffness in his pants.


  The little children, none of them yet five according to their mother, were curled up like little possums, asleep on a quilt that had escaped wetting. Long Bill Coleman brought out his harmonica—he never trusted it to his saddlebags but kept it about his person, and played a tune called “Barbara Allen.” Call liked to listen to Long Bill play the harmonica. The old tune, clear and plaintive, made a sadness come in him. He didn’t know why the music made him sad—or even what the sadness was for. After all, as the young woman said, they were all still alive, and not much worse off than they had been before the cyclone struck. The loss of the horses was a nuisance, of course, but it wasn’t because of the horses that he felt sad. He felt sad for all of them: the Rangers, Matilda, the little family that had lost its roof. They were small, and the world was large and violent. They were alive and, for the moment, well enough fed; but the very next day another storm might come, or an Indian party, and then they wouldn’t be.


  “Well, I can’t dance to that old song,” Gus informed Long Bill. “I prefer tunes that I can dance to.”


  “Why then, here’s ‘Buffalo Gals,’” Long Bill said—he was soon playing a livelier melody. Gus got up and jigged around, hoping to impress Melly with his dancing. Rip Green joined him for a bit, but the others refused to dance.


  “I’ll be damned if I’ll dance on the night my roof blew off,” Roy said.


  A little later Roy took his lantern and rummaged around until he found his whiskey jug, which he passed around freely. Long Bill Coleman soon put away his harmonica in order to drink, which annoyed Gus a little, because he wasn’t through dancing. He was even more convinced that he would make a good husband for Melly—certainly a better husband than the surly Roy.


  When dawn came, Roy found most of his roof at the edge of a little live-oak thicket, over a hundred yards from where the cabin stood. Long Bill was right about the horses—they were all found within half a mile of the buffalo wallow. There was no more bacon, but Melly made them a breakfast of corn cakes and chickory coffee.


  Roy, realizing that he had an excellent labor force at hand, tried to persuade the Rangers to stay and help him rebuild his cabin. Gus McCrae wouldn’t have minded. Melly had a peaches-and-cream complexion. She looked even prettier in the morning than she had in the dim dusk. But the other Rangers pleaded urgent business in Austin—they were soon mounted and ready to go.


  “We’re off to take Santa Fe,” Blackie Slidell informed the homesteaders, “Caleb Cobb’s our leader.”


  “Santa Fe?” Roy asked. “You mean Santa Fe, out in New Mexico?”


  “That’s the town—what of it?” Rip Green said, noticing that Roy wore a somewhat skeptical expression.


  “Why, it’s over a thousand miles from here,” Roy said. “You could get there quicker if you started from St. Louis. There’s a good trail from St. Louis. My pa was a trader on the Santa Fe trail, until he got murdered by a damn quick Mexican.”


  “Why’d he get murdered?” Johnny Carthage asked.


  “No reason, much—the quick Mexican got the drop on him and shot him dead,” Roy said. “I went to Santa Fe three times when I was growing up.”


  “Oh now, tell us about it,” Gus said. “I hear there’s gold and silver laying around for the taking.”


  “You heard an idiot, then,” Roy said. “There’s no gold, and you have to bargain hard for what silver you get. My pa did better with furs. The mountain men show up pretty regular with furs, or they used to. I got married to Melly and quit the trading life.”


  “Furs?” Gus said. “You mean like Long Bill’s cap?”


  “Oh, that’s just a rabbit skin—I wouldn’t call that a fur,” Roy said. “I mean beaver, mainly. There’s no beaver down here—you wouldn’t know what I was talking about.”


  “Anyway, once we get there, we mean to annex New Mexico, I believe,” Blackie Slidell said. “I expect the populace will be mighty glad to see us.”


  “The hell they will; they hate Texans—don’t any of you boys have any experience at all?” Roy asked.


  “Well, we ain’t been to Santa Fe, if that’s what you mean,” Long Bill admitted. “I guess Caleb Cobb wouldn’t be leading an expedition all the way to Santa Fe unless he had his facts down.”


  Roy looked at his wife in amusement. The little girl who had been frightened by the cyclone was still chewing on the hem of her dress. Two of the little boys were throwing rocks at one of the shoats, and the black rooster was still complaining.


  “These men have been deceived,” Roy said to Melly. “They think the Mexicans are just going to walk up and start piling gold and silver in their wagons, once they get to Santa Fe—if they get to Santa Fe. Caleb Cobb is a reckless rum-running scoundrel. What he’ll do is get you all killed or captured, I expect.


  “Of course, I doubt he can even find Santa Fe—maybe all that will happen is that you’ll get lost,” Roy went on. “Look for the Arkansas River, if you get lost up on the prairies. Once you find the Arkansas, you’ll be all right.”


  The Rangers rode off, leaving the little family to sort through their soaked possessions. The troop’s mood was somewhat dampened by Roy’s pessimism.


  “I expect it was a lie,” Gus said. “The man’s a farmer. He probably never set foot in Santa Fe.”


  “He sounded like he knew what he was talking about to me,” Call said.


  “No, you can’t trust people from Missouri,” Rip Green said.


  “Why can’t you? I’m from Missouri,” Johnny Carthage said. “Missouri’s as honest as the next place.”


  “Why would the man lie?” Call asked. “He’s never seen us before.”


  Matilda Roberts let out a hoot. “Gus wouldn’t think that’s a reason not to lie,” she said. “Gus lies all the time to people he’s never seen before—gals, mostly.”


  The remark caused Gus to blush—he had been thinking the same thing himself, though of course he would never have said it. One of the main troubles with women was that they were always saying things that ought not to be said. Of course he lied freely to impress the girls, but what business was that of Matilda’s?


  “Look yonder, ain’t that Bigfoot’s horse?” Blackie Slidell said. “That’s his big sorrel, I believe.”


  The mood of the whole troop lifted at the thought of joining up again with Bigfoot Wallace. Shadrach was a commendable scout, more experienced than Bigfoot in the ways of the wilderness, but Shadrach was ill tempered, with a tendency to growl and snarl if approached when he wasn’t in the mood for conversation. He didn’t like to talk and had no interest in sharing his information with men who lacked his experience. He might help, if the mood struck him, or he might just ride away.


  Bigfoot Wallace, on the other hand, loved to talk. He was a gifted explainer—once when a little drunk he had spent an hour lecturing Call and Gus on three sets of horse tracks they had come across. He told them everything he knew about the tracks—why he knew they were Mexican horses, how heavy the riders were, when the tracks had been made, and what, in his judgment, the condition of the animals was who had made the tracks. The two of them had gone off and located another set of tracks; they tried to apply a few of the things Bigfoot had taught them, but with poor success. About all they knew about their set of tracks was that they were horse tracks—as to the weight or nationality or general health of the men riding their horses, they could only speculate. In fact, they were so green when it came to tracking, that they couldn’t even be sure anyone was riding the horses. They might merely have been horses grazing along. Of course, they both did know that the horses were unshod, but that was as far as their training took them.


  “Maybe he’s killed a wild pig,” Gus said. “We could eat it.” Bigfoot’s horse was still quite a distance away—there was as yet no sign of the tall man himself.


  “I’d rather he killed a fat doe, myself,” Rip Green said. “I’d a bunch rather eat some tender venison than that old tough pig meat.”


  “Them corn cakes don’t stick to the ribs,” Gus said. “Melly’s pretty, though.”


  “Yes, you were ready to run off with her, I noticed,” Matilda said. Even though it had been dark, Gus’s response to the young woman had not escaped her attention.


  “Maybe that cyclone caught Bigfoot,” Long Bill said. “That may just be his nag. He may have got blown away.”


  “Not likely,” Gus said. “I imagine he got down in a buffalo wallow, like we did.”


  “There might not have been no buffalo wallow handy,” Johnny Carthage said. “That twister might have caught Bigfoot out on the flat.”


  The relief everybody in the troop had felt at the thought that they would soon have a reliable guide to lead them over the prairies to Austin went away, to be replaced by dread. The experience beyond the Pecos had left its mark on all of them—even in the comparatively settled country between San Antonio and Austin, the Comanche and Kiowa lurked, running off horses and occasionally even beeves. The plain ahead of them, where they saw Bigfoot’s horse, was wide and empty—the last thicket that might provide cover was behind them, back near the smashed cabin. The sight of Bigfoot Wallace would have made every man feel a good deal more confident of reaching Austin alive.


  “Dern, it’s just his horse,” Rip Green said. “I bet that storm spooked his sorrel, like it did our nags. Bigfoot’s probably on foot, looking for his horse right now.”


  They loped on across the wide prairie, which wasn’t as flat as it looked. It rolled a little, and dipped. When they were a hundred yards from the sorrel horse they looked down into a little dip and saw the man they had been talking about: Bigfoot Wallace. He was kneeling by two blackened wagons, digging in the dirt with a large bowie knife.


  “Now what’s he doing digging, out on the prairie?” Long Bill asked. “Do you think he’s digging for onions, or spuds of some kind?”


  Bigfoot stopped digging when he saw the group approaching. They all waved, even though they were a hundred yards away. Bigfoot didn’t wave. He watched a minute, and then returned to his digging.


  Call was a little ahead of the troop—there was a smell in the air that Call had never smelled before, a burned smell with a sweetness in it like cooked meat sometimes had when the meat was fresh. When old Jesus roasted a baby lamb in its skin it sometimes smelled like what they were smelling then.


  Then, abruptly, Call saw what Bigfoot was doing—he stopped his horse, causing Gus, who was just behind him, to ride into him.


  “Whoa, what is it?” Gus asked, confused for a moment.


  “Bigfoot ain’t digging onions,” Call said.


  “What is he digging, then?” Long Bill asked—he was too nearsighted to see clearly what young Call saw.


  “He’s digging a grave,” Call said.


  3.


  THE RANGER TROOP APPROACHED, but too slowly to suit Bigfoot Wallace. He had already cut the blackened corpses of the two mule skinners loose from the wagon wheels where they had been tied. Though he had smelled burned human flesh before, he didn’t like to smell it, and he was anxious to get the burying over with in case the Indians who had burned the two men chose to come back and try him.


  “Are you men praying? If you ain’t, get down and help me,” he said impatiently.


  “Oh Lord, look!” Rip Green said. He barely was off his horse before he began to puke. Gus didn’t dare look, really—he threw the briefest glance at the two blackened corpses and turned his eyes away. Even so, his stomach rose—he rode off a few steps, hoping to get the smell out of his nostrils before he had to dismount and puke like Rip.


  Call got down and immediately began to help Bigfoot. He tried not to look at the two corpses but could not help seeing that their teeth were bared in the agony in which they died. There were ashes in front of the wagon wheels they had been tied to. A twist of smoke still rose in front of the fires.


  Call did have a good knife. Old Jesus had forged it for him, sharpened it carefully, and bound the handle with tight rawhide. Call dug hard—it was the only way he could keep his mind off what had happened to the two men. One of the burned wagons was still smoldering. It was only then, when he glanced up, that he noticed that the prairie around the wagon was white: the two mule skinners had been hauling flour, and the Indians had ripped up the sacks and scattered the flour on the grass.


  “Lordy, these boys weren’t lucky,” Long Bill observed philosophically, walking around the scene of the torture.


  “Nope, and they weren’t prepared, either,” Bigfoot said. “I guess that old shotgun was the only weapon they had with them.” He nodded toward the shotgun, which had been broken in two on a large rock that stuck up from the ground.


  “I wouldn’t set off with a load of flour and nothing to defend myself with except a fowling piece—not in this country,” Blackie Slidell remarked.


  “There’s empty sacks in that other wagon that ain’t too burned,” Bigfoot said. “Go get a few, Gus, and roll these men in them. We need to move out. I make it about nine Indians that cooked these men, and one of them was Buffalo Hump.”


  “Did you see him?” Johnny Carthage asked, turning white. All the Rangers touched their weapons, to make sure they were still there.


  “No, but he’s still riding that painted pony he rode that day he killed Josh and Zeke,” Bigfoot said. “I studied his track, in case I ever had to fight him again, and his track is all around these wagons.”


  “Oh, Lord—I was afraid it was him,” Rip Green said. He was white and shaky.


  Johnny Carthage knew a little cobbling. He had been offered a job making shoes in San Antonio. Looking at the two burned wagoneers, their bodies blackened and swollen, their teeth bared in terrible grimaces, he wondered why he hadn’t had the good sense to take the job. Cobbling down by the San Antonio River had a lot to recommend it. It wasn’t exciting, but neither would it expose you to the risk of being caught on the open prairie, roped to a wagon wheel, and burned to death. Of course, he could go back and take the job—the old cobbler liked him—but he was already a long ride out of San Antonio, and would run the very risk he wanted to avoid if he tried to go back alone.


  “I wish there was more timber on this road,” Blackie Slidell said. “I don’t know if we could whip nine of those rascals if they came charging and we had nothing to hide behind.”


  “Nine’s about the right size for a raiding party,” Bigfoot observed. He had about finished his digging. The grave wasn’t deep enough, but it would have to do.


  “Why?” Call asked.


  “Why what?” Bigfoot replied. The youngster was a good digger, and besides, he was steady. Of all the troop, he was the least affected by the sight of charred bodies. Of course, Long Bill wasn’t shaking or puking, but Long Bill was notorious for his bad eyesight. He probably hadn’t come close enough to take a good look.


  “Why is nine a good size?” Call asked, as Gus handed him an armful of sacks. He spread one layer of sacking over each man, and then rolled the bodies over and tucked another layer of sacking over their backsides. It was curious how stiff bodies got—the dead men’s limbs were as stiff as wood.


  “Nine’s about right,” Bigfoot said, impressed that young Call was eager to learn, even while performing an unpleasant task. “Nine men who know the country can slip between the settlements without being noticed. They can watch the settlers and figure out which farms to attack. If there’s a family with four or five big strapping boys who look like they can shoot, they’ll leave it and go on to one where there’s mostly womenfolk.”


  Matilda Roberts stood looking at the corpses as Call and Gus finished covering them with sacking. She recognized one of the men; his name was Eli, and he had come to her more than once.


  “That nearest one is Eli Baker,” she said. “He worked in the flour mill. I know him by his ear.”


  “What about his ear?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Look at it, before you rake the dirt over him,” Matilda said. “He got half his ear cut off when he was a boy—the bottom half. That’s Eli Baker for sure. We ought to try to get word to his family. I believe he had several young ’uns.”


  “And a wife?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Well, he didn’t have the young ’uns himself,” Matilda said. “I ain’t seen him in a year or two, but I know he’s Eli Baker.”


  When the corpses were covered, everyone stood around awkwardly for a minute. The wide prairie was empty, though the tall grass sang from the breeze. The sun shone brilliantly. Bigfoot took the stock of the broken shotgun and tamped the dirt solidly over the grave of the two wagoneers.


  “If anybody knows a good scripture, let them say it,” Bigfoot said. “We need to skedaddle. I’d rather not have to race no Comanches today—my horse is lame.”


  “There’s that scripture about the green pastures,” Long Bill recalled. “It’s about the Lord being a shepherd.”


  “So say it then, Bill,” Bigfoot said. He caught his horse and waited impatiently to mount.


  Long Bill was silent.


  “Well, there’s the green pastures,” he said. “That’s all I can recall. It’s been awhile since I had any dealings with scriptures.”


  “Can anyone say it?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Leadeth me beside the still waters,” Matilda said. “I think that’s the one Bill’s talking about.”


  “Well, this is a green pasture, at least,” Bigfoot said. “It’ll be greener, if it keeps raining.”


  “I wonder why people want to say scriptures when they’ve buried somebody?” Call reflected to Gus as they were trotting on toward Austin. “They’re dead—they can’t hear no holy talk.”


  Gus had the scared feeling inside again. The Indian who had nearly brought him down with a lance was somewhere around. He might be tracking them, or watching them, even then. He might be anywhere, with his warriors. They were approaching a little copse of live-oak trees thick enough to conceal a party of Comanches. What if Buffalo Hump and his warriors suddenly burst out, yelling their terrible war cries? Would he be able to shoot straight? Would he have the guts to fire a bullet through his eyeball if the battle went against them? Would he end up burned, swollen, and stiff, like the two men they had just buried? Those were the important questions, when you were out on the prairie where the wild men lived. Why people said scriptures over the dead was not an issue he could concentrate his mind on, not when he had the scared feeling in his stomach. Even if he could have had the pork chop his mouth had been watering for the night before, he had no confidence that he could have kept it down.


  “It’s the custom,” he said, finally. “People get to thinking of heaven, when people die.”


  Call didn’t answer. He was wondering what the mule skinners were thinking and feeling when the Comanches tied them to the wagon wheels and began to build fires under them. Were they thinking of angels, or just wishing they could be dead?


  “As soon as we get to Austin, I want to buy a better gun,” he said. “I mean to practice, too. If we’re going on this expedition, we need to learn to shoot.”


  Toward evening, the sky darkened again toward the southwest. Once again the sky turned coal black, with only a thin line of light at the horizon. The rolls of thunder were so loud that the Rangers had to give up conversation.


  “It might be another cyclone,” Blackie yelled. “We need to look for a gully or a ditch.”


  This time, though, no twisting snake cloud formed, though a violent thunderstorm slashed at them for some fifteen minutes, drenching them all. They expected a wet, cold night but by good fortune came upon a big live-oak tree that lightning had just struck. The tree had been split right in two. Part of the tree was still blazing, when the rain began to diminish. It made a good hot fire and enabled everybody to strip off and dry their clothes. Matilda, far from shy, stripped off first—Call was reluctant to take all his clothes off in her presence, but Gus wasn’t. He didn’t have a cent, but hoped the sight of him would incline Matilda to be friendly, or a little more than friendly, later in the evening—a hope that was disappointed. Bigfoot had Buffalo Hump on his mind: there was a time for sport, and a time to keep a close watch. None of the Rangers slept much—but the blazing fire was some comfort. By midnight, when it was Call’s turn to watch, the sky was cloudless and the stars shone bright.


  4.


  CALEB COBB AND HIS sour captain, Billy Falconer, enlisted the six Rangers for the expedition against New Mexico immediately. The Rangers simply walked up to the hotel where the enlistments were being handled, and the matter was done.


  Billy Falconer was a dark little snipe of a man, with quick eyes, but Caleb Cobb was large; to Call he appeared slow. He stood a good six foot five inches, and had long, flowing blond hair. On the table in front of him, when he cast his lazy gaze over the men who hoped to go with him on the expedition, were two Walker Colt pistols, the latest thing in weaponry. Call would have liked one of the Walkers—at least he would have liked to hold one and heft it, though of course he knew that such fine guns were far beyond his means.


  “There’s no wages, this is volunteer soldiering,” Caleb Cobb pointed out at once. “All we furnish is ammunition and grub.”


  “When possible, we expect you to rustle your own grub, at that,” Captain Falconer said.


  Caleb Cobb had a deep voice—he kept a deck of cards in his hand, and shuffled them endlessly.


  “This is a freeman’s army—only we won’t call it an army,” Caleb said.


  “I wouldn’t call it an army anyway, if these fellows outside the hotel are specimens of the soldiers,” Bigfoot said.


  Caleb Cobb smiled, or half smiled. Billy Falconer’s eyes darted everywhere, whereas Caleb scarcely opened his. He leaned back in a big chair and watched the proceedings as if half asleep.


  “Mainly we’re a trading expedition, Mr. Wallace,” Caleb Cobb said after a moment. “St. Louis has had the Santa Fe business long enough. Some of us down here in the Texas Republic think we ought to go up there and capture a bunch of it for ourselves.”


  “That crowd outside is mostly bankers and barbers,” Bigfoot said. “If they want to trade, that’s fine, but what are we going to do for fighting men if the Mexicans decide they don’t like our looks?”


  “That ain’t your worry, that’s ours,” Captain Falconer snapped.


  “It’s mine if I’m taking my scalp over in that direction,” Bigfoot said.


  “Why, we’ll gather up some fighters, here and there,” Caleb said. “Captain Billy Falconer’s such a firebrand I expect he could handle the Mexican army all by himself.”


  “If he’s such a scrapper then let him go handle Buffalo Hump,” Bigfoot suggested. “He and his boys cooked two mule skinners yesterday, not thirty miles from this hotel.”


  “Why, the ugly rascal,” Falconer said, grabbing one of the Walker Colts. “I’ll get up a party and go after him right now. You boys can come if you’re game.”


  “Whoa, now, Billy,” Caleb Cobb said. “You can go chase violent Comanches if you want to, but you ain’t taking one of my new pistols. That humpback man might get the best of you, and then I’d be out a gun.”


  “Oh—I thought one of these was mine,” Falconer said. He put the gun back on the table with a sheepish look.


  “It ain’t,” Cobb said, sitting up a little straighter. Then he looked at Bigfoot again, and let his sleepy eyes drift over the troop. Call didn’t like the man’s manner—he considered it insolent. But he was conscious that he and Gus were the youngest men in the troop—it was not his place to speak.


  “When are we leaving, then?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Day after tomorrow, if General Lloyd gets here,” Caleb said. “The roads down Houston way are said to be muddy—they’re generally muddy. I guess the General may be stuck.”


  “General Lloyd?” Bigfoot asked, a little surprised. “I scouted for the man a few years back. Why are we taking a general, if this is a trading expedition?”


  “It never hurts to have a general in tow, especially if you’re dealing with Mexicans,” Cobb said. “They like to deal with the jefe, in my experience. If they get runctious we can hang a few medals on Phil Lloyd and send him in to parley with the governor of Santa Fe—it might spare us some hostilities.”


  “I’d rather avoid hostilities, if we can,” Caleb added, shuffling his cards.


  “I’d rather avoid them myself—we’ll be outnumbered fifty to one,” Bigfoot commented. “The reason General Lloyd ain’t here is because he got drunk and got lost. The man was dead drunk the whole time I scouted for him, and he got lost every time he stepped out of his tent to piss. He couldn’t find Mexico if you pointed him south and gave him a year, and what’s more, he can’t ride.”


  Caleb Cobb chuckled. “Well, he can ride in a wagon, and if he can’t we’ll tie him in,” he said.


  “Our mounts are a little on the feeble side,” Long Bill put in. “What do we do about horses?”


  “You look like seasoned men,” Caleb said. “The Republic of Texas will furnish you a horse apiece—Billy, sign them some chits. Half the men in Austin are horse traders—I expect you can find good mounts.”


  “What about guns? Mine’s a poor weapon,” Call asked. “I would like to replace it if possible, before we leave.”


  “Guns are your lookout,” Captain Falconer snapped. “If you’re Rangers I guess you’re drawing Rangers’ pay. You can buy your own guns.”


  “No, I think some new guns would be a sound investment, Billy,” Caleb said. “I expect the Mexicans will welcome us with open arms and probably cook a few goats and lay us out a feast. But folks are unpredictable. If the Mexicans get fractious it would be good if we’re well armed, so we can shoot the damn bastards. Tell the quartermaster to help these gentlemen arm themselves proper.”


  “So what’s our route, Colonel?” Bigfoot inquired.


  “You’re too full of questions—we ain’t figured out the route,” Falconer snapped. “We ain’t got all day to stand around talking, either.”


  Caleb Cobb merely smiled.


  Captain Falconer briskly wrote them out some chits for horses—good with any trader in Austin, he claimed—and then marched them over to a man named Brognoli, who was in charge of stores and armaments. Brognoli was in the process of buying livestock when they found him. Twenty beeves had been driven in—they were ambling around the town square, which, at that time, was a maelstrom of activity. A wagon master was hammering together a new wagon, several saddle makers were making repairs on saddles the volunteers had brought in, and a dentist was pulling a man’s tooth right in the middle of it all. The man yowled, but the dentist persisted and brought out a tooth with a long red root.


  “I’ll be damned if I’d let a man stick pliers in my mouth and pull out my teeth,” Gus said, as they walked through the crowd. Horses, mules, sheep, pigs, and chickens crowded the square. Call had never been in the midst of so much activity before—he felt a little hemmed in. There was so much to see that it was more than a little confusing. So engrossed was the quartermaster Brognoli in purchasing livestock that it was half an hour before he could attend to their request for guns. When he did get time for them, he proved to be a friendly man.


  “Muskets are what we’ve got—I’ve not been issued pistols,” he said. “The muskets will do for buffalo, or Indians, either.”


  He took them into a storeroom behind a large general store—cases of muskets were stacked on top of one another. While Call and the others were hefting various rifles and looking at ammunition pouches, Gus happened to peek into the store itself—there was a girl standing there by a counter who was so lovely that Gus immediately forgot all about cap-and-ball muskets, ammunition pouches, and everything else. The girl seemed to work in the store—she was helping an old lady try on a sunbonnet. The girl was slim; she had the liveliest expression—also, she was alert. Gus had merely glanced at her, supposing that she was too busy to notice, but she caught his glance and looked at him so directly that it unnerved him. He would have retreated back to the muskets had she not immediately smiled at him in a quick, friendly way.


  Emboldened by that smile, Gus abandoned his comrades and walked into the store. It was a big, high-ceilinged store filled with every kind of goods, from hammers and nails to fine headwear—he couldn’t resist trying on a new gray hat with a sweeping brim, though he knew he couldn’t afford it. He could hear the old lady chattering on—she was in no hurry to choose her sunbonnet. Twice Gus decided the young woman was so busy with the old harpy that he could risk another glance or two, but both times he risked it, the girl caught the glance, as if it were a ball he had tossed her. She didn’t allow his glances to distract her from her work, but she didn’t fail to notice them, either.


  Gus proceeded to examine a case full of knives; he had always had a strong fondness for knives. Some of the ones in the case would have excited him a lot on any other day—they had gleaming blades, with handles of ivory or horn; but compared to the pretty girl selling sunbonnets, knives were of little interest.


  When the old lady finally chose her sunbonnet and paid for it, Gus was trying to work up his nerve to say good morning to the girl, but before he had it worked up there was another interruption: a brusque little man in a black frock coat bustled in, and went straight to the cigars.


  “Morning, Miss Forsythe,” the fellow said. “I’m here for my cigar.”


  “Here it is, Dr. Morris,” the girl said. “We’ve already got it wrapped up. My father tended to it personally.”


  “Yes, but he attended to it too well,” the little doctor said, quickly tearing the wrapping off the little package the girl handed him. He extracted a long cigar and pulled it slowly under his nose.


  “Never buy a cigar without smelling it,” he advised the girl—then he tipped his hat and walked out, the cigar jutting out of his mouth.


  “I guess that was good advice,” the young woman said, strolling over to Gus. “But I won’t take it.”


  “Well, why wouldn’t you?” Gus asked, amazed that the young woman had simply walked over and addressed him.


  “Because I don’t fancy cigars,” the girl said, with a smile.


  Then she thrust the wadded-up paper from the doctor’s package into his hand.


  “Here, dispose of this, sir,” she said, with a fetching smile.


  “Do what?” Gus asked, paralyzed with anxiety lest he do something wrong and scare the girl away—though, he had to admit, she didn’t look easily scared.


  “Dispose of this paper—I can see that you’re tall, but I don’t know if you’re useful,” the girl said. “I’m Clara. Who are you?”


  “Augustus McCrae,” Gus said. Though he rarely used his full name, he felt that on this occasion it would be proper.


  “Augustus—did you hear that? He’s a Roman like you, Mr. Brognoli,” Clara said, addressing the quartermaster, who had stepped into the store for the moment to give her chits for the muskets.


  “I don’t think so, Miss Forsythe,” Brognoli said, tipping his cap to the girl. “I think he’s just a young rascal from Tennessee.


  “You better get your musket—you’ll need it where you’re going,” he added, looking at Gus. “What’s that in your hand? You ain’t been stealing from Miss Forsythe, have you?”


  “Oh no—it’s just some wrapping I asked him to dispose of,” Clara said. “I like to find out quick if a man’s useful or not. So far he ain’t disposed of it. I guess that means he’s a laggard.”


  “Oh, this—I aim to keep it forever,” Gus said, flushed with embarrassment. Brognoli had already turned and disappeared—he was alone with Clara Forsythe, who was watching him out of two keen eyes.


  “Keep it forever, that scrap!” Clara said. “Why would you do such a foolish thing as that, Mr. McCrae? You have important soldiering to do—I expect you’ll need both hands.”


  “I’ll keep it because you gave it to me,” Gus said.


  Clara stopped smiling and looked at him calmly. The speech didn’t seem to surprise her, though it greatly surprised Gus. He had not meant to say anything of the sort. But such a feeling had risen in him, because of Clara Forsythe, that he couldn’t move his limbs or control his speech.


  “Here, don’t you want to pick a gun?” Call asked, sticking his head in the store for a moment. He saw Gus standing by a girl and supposed he was trying to buy something he couldn’t afford and didn’t need—whereas he did need a gun.


  “You pick one for me—I expect it will do,” Gus said, determined not to leave Miss Forsythe’s presence until he absolutely had to.


  “We’re going to buy horses—don’t you want to pick your own mount?” Call asked, a little puzzled by his friend’s behavior.


  He looked again at the young shop girl and saw that she was unusually pretty—perhaps that explained it. Still, they were about to set off on a long, dangerous expedition—choosing the right gun and the right mount could mean life or death, once they were out on the prairies. If he was that taken with the shop girl, he could come back later and chatter—though, for once, Gus wasn’t chattering. He was just standing there, as if planted to the floor, holding some scraps of paper in his hand. It was unusual behavior. Call stepped into the store, thinking his friend might be sick. He tipped his straw hat to the pretty shop girl as he approached.


  “Hello, are you a Roman too, sir?” Clara asked, with a smile.


  Call was stumped—he didn’t understand the question. The young woman’s look was so direct that it startled him. What did it mean, to be a Roman, and why had she asked?


  “No, this is Woodrow Call, he’s a plain Texan,” Gus said. “I don’t know how that fellow knew I was from Tennessee.”


  In fact, Brognoli’s comment had irked him—what right had a quartermaster to be speculating with Miss Forsythe about where he was from?


  “Why, Mr. Brognoli’s a traveled man,” Clara said. “He’s been telling me about Europe. I mean to go there someday, and see the sights.”


  “If it’s farther off than Santa Fe I doubt I’ll have time to go,” Call said. He found that he didn’t feel awkward talking to the shop girl—she was so friendly that talking was easy, even though he had no idea where Europe was or what sights might be there for a young lady to see.


  Call was impatient, though—they had to outfit themselves for a great expedition, and they only had a day to do it. He glanced around the big store and saw that it contained goods of every description, many of which would probably be useful on their expedition—but their chits only covered guns and horses. It was pointless to waste time looking around a big store, when they had no money to spend at all. Yet Gus seemed reluctant to move.


  “I’ll be along, Woodrow—I’ll be along,” Gus said. “Just grab me a musket as you leave.”


  “Why, I believe I’ve smitten Mr. McCrae,” Clara said, with a laugh. “I doubt I could smite you, though, Mr. Call—not unless I had a club.”


  With no more said, she turned and began to unpack a large box of dry goods.


  Call turned and left, a little puzzled by the shop girl’s remark. Why would she want to smite him with a club? She seemed a friendly girl, though the meaning of her remark was hard to puzzle out.


  Clara whistled a tune as she unpacked the big box of dry goods. She glanced up after a bit and saw that Augustus McCrae, the young Tennessean, was still standing exactly where he had been when she last addressed him.


  “Hey you, go along,” she said. “Your friend Mr. Call is waiting.”


  “No, he ain’t waiting,” Gus said. “He left with the boys.”


  “Are you really a Texas Ranger?” Clara asked. “I’ve not met too many Texas Rangers. My father says they’re rascals, mostly. Are you a rascal, Mr. McCrae?”


  Gus hardly knew how to respond to such a barrage of questions.


  “I may have done a rascally thing or two,” Gus said. Since Clara was so frank, he decided honesty might be the best policy. She was smiling when she looked at him, which was puzzling.


  “Here, since you’re still around, put this cotton over on that bench,” she said. “It’s got mussed up, somewhere along the way. I expect we’ll have to wash it before we can sell it. Folks around here won’t pay money for cotton goods that look mussed.”


  Gus took the swatch of cotton cloth and put it where she had told him to. An old man in a brown coat came in while he was doing it. The old man had on a gray hat and had a patch over one eye. He looked a little surprised to see a stranger carrying his dry goods around.


  “Hi, Pa, this is Mr. Augustus McCrae of Tennessee,” Clara said merrily. “He’s a Texas Ranger but he seems to have time to spare, so I put him right to work.”


  “I see,” Mr. Forsythe said. He shook Gus’s hand and looked at Clara, his daughter, with great fondness.


  “She’s brash, ain’t she?” he said to Gus. “You don’t need to wait for an opinion, if Clara’s around. She’ll get you an opinion before you can catch your breath.”


  Clara was still unpacking goods, whistling as she worked. She had her sleeves rolled up, exposing her pretty wrists.


  “Well, I must go look at them horses,” Gus said. “Many thanks for the visit.”


  “Was it a visit?” Clara said, giving him one of her direct glances.


  “Seemed like one,” Gus said. He felt the remark was inadequate, but couldn’t think of another.


  “That door ain’t locked. You can come back and pitch in with the unpacking, Mr. McCrae, if you have time,” Clara said.


  Old man Forsythe chuckled.


  “If he doesn’t have it, he’ll make it,” he said, putting his arm around his daughter’s shoulder for a moment.


  Gus tipped his hat to both of them and walked out the front door, the scraps of wrapping paper still in his hand. Once out of Clara’s sight he carefully folded the brown paper and put it in his breast pocket.


  Although he had left the general store and was back amid the throng of peddlers and merchants, all hoping to profit from the coming expedition, in his mind Gus still stood by the big box of dry goods, waiting for Clara Forsythe to hand him another swatch of cloth. Call, who was standing with Long Bill and Blackie Slidell not twenty yards away, had to yell at him three times to get his attention.


  “Here, I hope you’re pleased with this musket,” Call said, when Gus finally strolled over. “It’s new and it’s got a good heft. I don’t know what we’ll do about pistols. Mr. Brognoli says they’re costly.”


  “I don’t want to go,” Gus said flatly. “I wonder if that girl’s pa would hire me to work in that store?”


  “What?” Call said, shocked. “You don’t want to go on the expedition?”


  “No, I’d rather marry that girl,” Gus said.


  Long Bill and Blackie Slidell thought it was the funniest joke of the year. They laughed so hard that the dentist, who was about to pull another tooth out of another customer, stopped his work for a moment in amazement.


  Call, however, was embarrassed for his friend. The expedition to Santa Fe was a serious matter. They were Rangers—they had to defend the Republic. Yet Gus had just walked into a store to select a musket, spotted a girl with a frank manner, and now wanted to quit rangering.


  “Marry her—you ain’t got a cent,” Call said. “Anyway, why would she have you? You ain’t known her ten minutes.”


  “Ten minutes is enough,” Gus said. “I want to marry her, and I aim to.”


  “He’s a cutter, ain’t he?” Long Bill commented. “Meets a girl and the next thing you know, he’s off to hunt a preacher.”


  “Well, you heard me,” Gus said. “I aim to marry her, and that’s that.”


  “No, now you can’t, that’s desertion,” Blackie pointed out. “You signed your mark this morning, right in front of Caleb Cobb. I expect he’d hang you on the spot if you tried to quit.”


  The remark had a sobering effect. Gus had totally forgotten signing his mark and putting himself under military command. He had forgotten most of his life prior to meeting Clara. The fact that he could be executed for changing his mind had never occurred to him.


  “Why, that marking don’t amount to much,” Gus said. He didn’t want to be hanged, but he also didn’t want to leave Austin, now that he had found the woman he intended to marry.


  “You need to visit the whorehouse, it will clear your head,” Long Bill said. “My head’s cloudy, too. I say we all go, once we’ve picked our horses.”


  “I don’t want no whore,” Call said—but in fact, once they picked their horses and bought a slicker apiece, they all went down by the river, where several whores were working out of a shanty. There were six stalls, with blankets hung between them. Gus chose a Mexican girl, and did his business quickly—once he was done, even as he was buckling his pants, he still thought of Clara Forsythe and her pretty wrists.


  Call chose a young white woman named Maggie, who took his coins and accepted him in silence. She had gray eyes—she seemed to be sad. The look in her eye, as he was pulling his pants up, made him a little uneasy—it was a sorrowful look. He felt he ought to say something, perhaps try to talk to the girl a little, but he didn’t know how to talk to her, or even why he felt he should.


  “Thank you, goodbye,” he said, finally.


  Maggie didn’t smile. She stood at the back of the stall, by the quilt she slept on and worked on, waiting for the next Ranger to come in.


  Johnny Carthage was waiting when Call came out. He had a policy of not buying Mexican women, the reason being that a Mexican whore had stabbed out his eye while trying to rob him.


  “Well, what’s your opinion? Is she lively?” Johnny asked, as Call came out.


  “I have no opinion,” Call said, still troubled by the sorrow in Maggie’s eyes.


  5.


  GUS MCCRAE MOPED ALL afternoon, and would do no work. Call, who had become an expert farrier, took it upon himself to shoe the Rangers’ new horses. He didn’t want one of them coming up lame, not on such a long, risky trip. Shadrach showed up while he was working—he was dusty and grizzled. When asked where he had been, Shadrach said he had been west, hunting cougars.


  “Dern, when I hunt I want something that’s better eating than a cougar,” Bigfoot informed him.


  “I just take the liver,” Shadrach said.


  “Cougar liver?” Bigfoot asked in amazement. “I’ve heard the Comanches eat the liver out of cougars, but Comanches eat polecats, too. I ain’t yet et a polecat, and I hope I never have to eat the liver out of a mountain cat.”


  “It’s medicine,” Shadrach said. “Good medicine. I’m likely to see some cougars, going across the plains.”


  “Oh—I guess you’ve started thinking like an Indian, Shad,” Bigfoot said.


  “The better to fight ’em,” Shadrach said. He went over and dipped his head in a big water trough to get some of the dust out of his long, shaggy hair.


  Gus finally agreed to help a little with the horseshoeing, but his mind wasn’t on his work. If Call asked for a rasp, Gus would likely hand him an awl, or even a nail. Twice he wandered off to visit the general store, but Clara was off on errands. Mr. Forsythe was pleasant to him, but vague about when his daughter might return.


  “I can’t predict her,” he said. “She’s like the wind. Sometimes she’s quiet, and sometimes she’s not.”


  Annoyed at the girl—why couldn’t she stay where he could find her?—Gus took the best alternative left to him, which was to get drunk. He bought a jug of liquor from a Mexican peddler and sat under a shed and drank it, while Call finished the horseshoeing. While he was working, a buggy drove by—an old man wearing a military coat was asleep in it. The old man had a red face, and was snoring so loudly they could hear him even after the buggy had passed.


  “Well, that’s Phil Lloyd, the damned sot,” Bigfoot said. “He’s a general, but he ain’t a good one. I doubt we could get enough barrels of whiskey in a wagon to keep Phil Lloyd happy all the way to Santa Fe, unless we lope along quick.”


  Call decided the military was peculiar—why make a general out of an old man who couldn’t even find his way around? He tried to interest Gus in the question, but Gus could not be bothered by such business.


  “She wasn’t there,” he said several times, referring to Clara. “I went back twice to visit—she said I might—but she wasn’t there either time.”


  “I expect she’ll be there in the morning,” Call said. “You can trot by and say adiós. They say we’re leaving tomorrow.”


  “You may be leaving, I ain’t,” Gus replied. “I ain’t leaving tomorrow, or any other time.”


  Call knew his friend was too drunk to make sense—he didn’t press him.


  “Let’s walk down by the river, I feel restless,” Gus said a little later. “That store’s closed by now—there’s no chance to visit until tomorrow.”


  Call was happy to walk with him. It was a starry night, and the Rangers had just made a good meal off some tamales Blackie Slidell had purchased from a Mexican woman. A little walk would be pleasant. He took his new musket, in case they encountered trouble. The Comanches had been known to come right into Austin and take children, or even young women. It wouldn’t hurt to be armed.


  They walked a good distance on the bluffs over above the Colorado River—they could see a light out in the water. Somebody was out in a boat.


  “Fishing, I expect,” Call said.


  Gus was still fairly drunk.


  “What kind of fool would fish at night? The fish wouldn’t be able to see the bait,” Gus said. Then, between one step and the next, he suddenly plunged into space. He was so drunk he wasn’t frightened; sometimes when very drunk he passed out—it felt a little like falling. He assumed, for a moment, that he must be in the process of passing out. The lantern light on the water was spinning, which went with being drunk, too.


  He felt himself turn over, which was also a feeling he got when he was drunk; then he saw the river again, but it seemed to him that it was above him. He began to realize that he was falling, through a night so dark that he couldn’t see anything. He couldn’t even remember what he had been doing before he fell.


  “A fish don’t need to see, it can smell,” Call said, just before noting, to his shock, that he was talking to nobody. Gus McCrae, at his elbow only the moment before, had disappeared. Call’s first thought was that an Indian had snatched Gus, though he didn’t see how, since he and Gus had only been a step apart. But Buffalo Hump had taken Josh Corn, and he hadn’t been far away, either.


  Call whirled around, almost going off the bluff himself. He couldn’t see the edge, but he could see the river in the starlight. The river was a good distance down—he realized then that Gus must have fallen. He didn’t know what to do—probably it was too late to do anything. Gus might already be dead or dying. Call knew he had to get down to him, but he didn’t know how to go about it without falling himself. He had no rope, and it was so dark he feared to try and climb down.


  Then he remembered that during the day he had seen an old man with a fishing pole making his way down a kind of trail. There was a way down, but he would need a light of some kind if he was going to find it.


  Call began to run back toward town, staying well clear of the bluff; he was hoping to encounter someone with a light. But it was as if suddenly he were back on the long plain beyond the Pecos: he saw not a soul until he had run all the way back to where the Rangers were camped. When he got there he discovered that the only Ranger who wasn’t dead drunk was gimpy Johnny Carthage, the slowest man in camp. Blackie Slidell and Rip Green were so drunk they couldn’t even remember who Gus McCrae was. Johnny Carthage was willing, at least; he and Call found a lantern, and made their way back to the river. In time, they found a place where they could scramble down the cliff.


  The problem then was that Call could not tell how far down the bluff they had walked before Gus fell. With the help of the lantern, though, he could see that the bluff wasn’t high enough for a fall to be fatal, unless Gus had been unlucky and broken his neck or his back.


  Johnny Carthage was fairly stalwart while they were on the bluff. But once down by the river, with help far away, his fear of Indians grew to such proportions that he flinched at every shadow.


  “Indians can swim,” he announced, looking out at the dark water.


  “Who can?” Call asked. He wanted to call out to Gus, but of course if there were Indians near, the calling would give them away. He was afraid Johnny might panic, if the risks increased much.


  “Indians,” Johnny said. “That big one with the hump could be right out there in the water.”


  “Why would he be out there, this time of night?” Call asked. Mainly he was trying to distract Johnny from his fear by asking sensible questions.


  “Well, he might,” Johnny said. He had a great urge to shoot his gun, although he couldn’t see a thing to shoot at. He just had the feeling that if he shot his gun, he might feel a little less scared.


  To Call’s shock and surprise, Johnny suddenly shot his gun. Call assumed it meant he had seen Indians—perhaps Buffalo Hump was in the river. Johnny Carthage was ten years older than he was, and more experienced—he might have spotted an Indian in the water somehow.


  “Did you hit him?” Call asked.


  “Hit who?” Johnny said.


  “The Indian you shot at,” Call said.


  Johnny was so scared he had already forgotten his own shot. He remembered wanting to shoot—he felt it would make him less nervous—but he had no memory of actually firing the gun.


  Gus McCrae couldn’t get the stars above him to come into focus. He was lying on his back, a terrible pain in his left ankle, wondering if he was drunk or dead. Surely if he was dead, his ankle wouldn’t hurt so badly. But then, he wasn’t sure—perhaps the dead could still feel. He couldn’t be sure of anything, except that his left ankle hurt. He could hear the lap of water against the shore, which probably meant that he was still alive. He wasn’t wet, either—that was good. One of the things he disliked most about rangering was that it very often left him unprotected from the elements. On the first march to the Pecos, he had been drenched several times—once, crossing some insignificant little creek, his boots had filled with water. When he took them off to empty them, he noticed several of the older Rangers laughing, but it wasn’t until he tried to put his boots back on that he realized what they were laughing at. He couldn’t get his boots back on—his feet, which had just come out of those very boots, wouldn’t go back in. They didn’t go back in for almost two days, until the boots had thoroughly dried. Gus remembered the incident mainly because his ankle hurt so—he knew he could never force his foot into a boot, not with his ankle hurting so badly. He would just have to go bootless on that foot for awhile, until his ankle mended.


  While he was thinking about the difficulties that arose when you got wet, a gun went off nearby. Gus’s thought was that it was an Indian—he tried to roll under a bush, but there were no bushes on the river shore. Even though he disliked being wet, he didn’t dislike it as much as he disliked the thought of being taken by an Indian. He started to roll into the water, thinking that he could swim out far enough that the Indians couldn’t find him, when he heard nearby the voices of Johnny Carthage and Woodrow Call, talking about the very subject he had just been thinking about: Indians.


  “Here, boys—it’s me!” he cried out. “Come fast—I’m right by the bluff.”


  A moment later Call and Johnny found him, to his great relief.


  “I was afraid it was that big one,” he said, when they came with the lantern. “He could poke that big lance right through me, if he came upon me laying down.”


  Though glad to have found Gus alive, Call was still not sure exactly what the situation was. Neither was Johnny. The fact that the latter had fired his gun confused them both. Though not quite dead drunk, Johnny was actually less sober than Call had supposed him to be back at the camp. He had seemed sober in comparison with Blackie and Rip, but now whatever he had drunk seemed to have suddenly caught up with him. He couldn’t remember whether he had fired his gun because he had seen an Indian, or whether he had just shot to be shooting—it could even be that the gun had gone off entirely by accident.


  Call was exasperated. He had never known a man to be so vague about his own behavior.


  “You shot the gun,” he reminded Johnny, for the third time. “What did you shoot it at—an Indian?”


  “Matilda et that big turtle,” Johnny said—he was growing rapidly less in command of his faculties. All he could remember of his earlier life was that Matilda Roberts had cooked a snapping turtle in a Ranger camp on the Rio Grande.


  “That wasn’t tonight, Johnny,” Call insisted. “That was a long time back, and I don’t know what it’s got to do with tonight. You didn’t shoot at a snapping turtle, did you?”


  Johnny Carthage was silent, perplexed. Call couldn’t help but be annoyed. They were in a life-or-death situation—why couldn’t the man remember what he shot at?


  “What did you shoot at tonight?” he asked again.


  Gus was feeling more and more convinced that he was alive and well—except, of course, for a damaged ankle.


  “I hope my ankle ain’t broke—it hurts,” he said. “You might as well let up on Johnny, though. He ain’t got no idea why he shot his gun.”


  “I’d have to be hungry to eat a dern turtle,” Johnny Carthage said. It was his final comment of the evening. To Call’s intense annoyance he lapsed into a stupor, and was soon as prostrate as Gus.


  “Now I’ve got two of you down,” Call said. “This is a damn nuisance.”


  Gus was too relieved to be alive to worry very much about his friend’s distemper.


  “I wonder if that girl will be in the store tomorrow?” he asked, out loud. “I sure would like to see that girl again, although my ankle’s bad.”


  “Go see her, then,” Call said brusquely. “Maybe she’ll sell you a crutch.”


  6.


  WHEN CALL HELPED GUS hobble back to camp—Johnny Carthage was no help, having passed out drunk near where Gus had fallen—Bigfoot happened to be there, drinking with Long Bill and Rip Green. After a certain amount of poking and prodding, during which Gus let out a yelp or two, Bigfoot pronounced his ankle sprained but not broken. Gus’s mood sank—he was afraid it meant that he would not be allowed to go on the expedition.


  “But you wasn’t going anyway, you were aiming to stay and marry that girl,” Call reminded him.


  “No—I aim to go,” Gus said. “If I could collect a little of that silver we could live rich, if I do marry her.”


  In fact he was torn. He had a powerful desire to marry Clara; but at the same time, the thought of watching his companions ride off on their great adventure made him moody and sad.


  “You reckon Colonel Cobb would leave me, because of this ankle?” he asked.


  “Why no, there’s plenty of wagons you could ride in—a sprain’s usually better in a week,” Bigfoot said. “I guess they could put you in that buggy with old Phil Lloyd, unless they mean to transport him in a cart.”


  “Ride with a general?” Gus asked. “I wouldn’t know what to say to a general.”


  “You won’t have to say a word to Phil Lloyd, he’ll be too drunk to talk,” Bigfoot assured him.


  The next morning, the sprained ankle was so swollen Gus couldn’t put even a fraction of his weight on it. The matter chagrined him deeply—he had hoped to be at the general store at opening time, in order to help Miss Forsythe with her unpacking. Yet even standing up was painful—needles of pain shot through his ankle.


  “I expect they have liniment in that store,” Call told him. “I guess I could walk up there and buy you some liniment.”


  “Oh, you would!” Gus said, agitated at the thought that Call would get to see Clara before he did. “I suppose you’ll want to help her unpack dry goods, too.”


  “What?” Call said, puzzled by Gus’s annoyance. “Why would I want to help her unpack? I don’t work in that store.”


  “Bear grease is best for sprains,” Long Bill informed him.


  “Well, do we have any?” Gus asked, eager to head off Call’s trip to the general store.


  “Why no—I don’t keep any,” Long Bill said. “Maybe we can scrape a little up, next time we kill a bear.”


  “I seen a bear once, eating a horse,” Gus remembered. “I didn’t kill him, though.”


  Call grew tired of the aimless conversation and walked on up to the store. The girl was there, quick as ever. She wasn’t unpacking dry goods, though. She was stacking pennies on a counter, whistling while she did it.


  “Be quiet, don’t interrupt me,” she said, throwing Call a merry glance. “I’ll have to do this all over if I lose my count.”


  Call waited patiently until she had finished tallying up the pennies—she wrote the total on a little slip of paper.


  “So it’s you and not Mr. McCrae,” she said when she was finished. “I rather expected Mr. McCrae. I guess he ain’t as smitten as I thought.”


  “Oh, he’s mighty smitten,” Call assured her. “He meant to be here early, but he fell and hurt his ankle.”


  “Just like a man—is it broke?” Clara asked. “I expect he done it dancing with a señorita. He looks to me like he’s the kind of Texas Ranger who visits the señoritas.”


  “No, he fell off a bluff,” Call said. “I was with him at the time. He’s got a bad sprain and thought some liniment might help.”


  “It might if I rubbed it on myself,” Clara said.


  Call was plain embarrassed. He had never heard of a woman rubbing liniment on a man’s foot. It seemed improper to him, although he recognized that standards might be different in Austin.


  “If I could buy some and take it to him, I expect he could just rub it on himself,” Call said.


  “I see you know nothing of medicine, sir,” Clara said, thinking she had never met such a pompous young fool as Mr. Woodrow Call.


  “Well, can I buy some?” Call asked. He found it tiring to do so much talking, particularly since the girl’s manner was so brash and her attitude so confusing.


  “Yes, here—we have the best liniment of any establishment in town,” Clara said. “My father uses this one—I believe it’s made from roots.”


  She handed Call a big jar of liniment, charging him twenty cents. Call was dismayed at the price—he hadn’t supposed liniment would cost more than a dime.


  “Tell Mr. McCrae I consider it very careless of him, to go falling off a bluff without my permission,” Clara said, as she was wrapping the jar of liniment in brown paper. “He might have been useful to me today, if he hadn’t been so careless.”


  “He had no notion that he was so close to the edge, Miss,” Call said, thinking that he ought to try and defend his friend.


  “No excuses, tell him I’m very put out,” Clara demanded. “Once I smite a man, I expect more cautious behavior.”


  When Call reported the conversation to Gus, Gus blamed it all on him.


  “I suppose you informed her that I was drunk—you aim to marry her yourself, I expect,” Gus said, in a temper.


  Call was astonished by his friend’s irrationality.


  “I don’t even know the woman’s name,” he told his friend.


  “Pshaw, it don’t take long to learn a name,” Gus said. “You mean to marry her, don’t you?”


  “You must have broke your brain, when you took that fall,” Call said. “I don’t intend to marry nobody. I’m off to Santa Fe.”


  “Well, I am too—I wish I’d never let you go up to that store,” Gus said. He was tormented by the thought that Clara Forsythe might have taken a liking to Call. She might have decided she preferred his friend, a thought so tormenting that he got up and tried to hobble to the store. But he could put no weight on the wounded ankle at all—it meant hopping on one leg, and he soon realized that he couldn’t hop that far. Even if he had, what would Clara think of a man who came hopping in on one leg?


  He was forced to lie in camp all day, sulking, while the other Rangers went about their business. Long Bill Coleman grew careless with the jug of whiskey he had procured the night before. While he was trying to repair a cracked stirrup, Gus crawled over to Bill’s little stack of bedding, uncorked the jug, and drank a good portion of it. Then he crawled back to his own spot, drunk.


  Brognoli, the quartermaster, showed up about that time, looking for men to load the ammunition wagons. Call and Rip Green were recruited. Gus was fearful Brognoli would remove him from the troop once he found out about the ankle, but Brognoli scarcely gave him a glance.


  “You’ll be running buffalo in a few days, Mr. McCrae,” Brognoli said. “I’ll warn you though: be careful of your parts, once we’re traveling. Colonel Cobb won’t tolerate stragglers. If you can’t make the pull, he’ll leave you, and you’ll have to come back as best you can.”


  Gus managed to sneak several more pulls on Long Bill’s jug, and was deeply drunk when he woke from a light snooze to see a girl coming toward the camp. To his horror, he realized it was Clara Forsythe. It was a calamity—not only was he drunk and too crippled to attend himself, he was also filthy from having accidentally rolled into a mud puddle during the night.


  He looked about to see if there was a wagon he could hide under, but there was no wagon. Johnny Carthage was snoring, his head on his saddle, and no one else was in camp at all.


  “There you are—I had hoped you would show up early and help me unpack those heavy dry goods,” Clara said. “I see you’re unreliable—I might have suspected it.”


  She was smiling as she chided him, but Gus was so sensitive to the fact that he was drunk and filthy that he hardly knew what to do.


  “Let’s see your foot,” Clara said, kneeling down beside him.


  Gus was startled. Although Call had informed him that Clara intended to rub liniment on his foot herself, Gus had given the report no credit. It was some lie Call had thought up, to make him feel worse than he felt. No fine girl of the class of Miss Forsythe would be likely to want to rub liniment on his filthy ankle.


  “What?” he asked—he was so drunk that he could hardly stammer. He wished now that he had not been such a fool as to drain Long Bill’s jug—but then, how could he possibly have expected a visit from Miss Forsythe? Only whores prowled around in the rough Ranger camps, and Clara was clearly not a whore.


  “I said, let’s see your foot,” Clara said. “Did the fall deafen you, too?”


  “No, I can hear,” Gus said. “What would you want with my foot?” he asked.


  “I need to know if I think you’re going to recover, Mr. McCrae,” Clara said, with a challenging smile. “If you do recover, I might have plans for you, but if you’re a goner, then I won’t waste my time.”


  “What kind of plans?” Gus asked.


  “Well, there’s a lot of unpacking that needs to get done around the store,” Clara said. “You could be my assistant, if you behave.”


  Gus surrendered the wounded foot, which was bare, and none too clean. Clara touched it gently, cupping Gus’s heel in one hand.


  “The thing is, I’m a Ranger,” Gus reminded her. “I signed up for the expedition to Santa Fe. If I try to back out now, the Colonel might call it desertion and have me hung.”


  “Fiddle,” Clara said, feeling the swollen ankle. She lowered his foot to the ground, noticed the jar of liniment sitting on a rock nearby, and removed the top.


  “Well, they can hang you for desertion, if they take a notion to,” Gus said.


  “I know that, shut up,” Clara said, scooping a bit of liniment into her hand. She began to massage it into the swollen ankle, a dab at a time.


  “My pa thinks this expedition is all foolery,” Clara went on. “He says you’ll all starve, once you get out on the plains. He says you’ll be back in a month. I guess I can wait a month.”


  “I hope so,” Gus said. “I wouldn’t want no one else to get the job.”


  Clara looked at him, but said nothing. She continued to dab liniment on his ankle and gently rub it in.


  “That liniment stinks,” Gus informed her. “It smells like sheep-dip.”


  “I thought I told you to shut up,” Clara reminded him. “If you weren’t crippled we could have a picnic, couldn’t we?”


  Gus decided to ignore the comment—he was crippled, and wasn’t quite sure what a picnic was, anyway. He thought it was something that had to do with churchgoing, but he wasn’t a churchgoer and didn’t want to embarrass himself by revealing his ignorance.


  “What if we’re out two months?” he asked. “You wouldn’t give that job to nobody else, would you?”


  Clara considered for a moment—she was smiling, but not at him, exactly. She seemed to be smiling mostly to herself.


  “Well, there are other applicants,” she admitted.


  “Yes, that damn Woodrow Call, I imagine,” Gus said. “I never told him to go up there and buy this liniment. He just did it himself.”


  “Oh no, not Corporal Call,” Clara said at once. “I don’t think I fancy Corporal Call as an unpacker. He’s a little too solemn for my taste. I expect he would be too slow to make a fool of himself.”


  “That’s right, he ain’t foolish,” Gus said. He thought it was rather a peculiar standard Clara was suggesting, but he was not about to argue with her.


  “I like men who are apt to make fools of themselves immediately,” Clara said. “Like yourself, Mr. McCrae. Why, you don’t hesitate a second when it comes to making a fool of yourself.”


  Gus decided not to comment. He had never encountered anyone as puzzling as the young woman kneeling in front of him, with his foot almost on her lap. She didn’t seem to give a fig for the fact that his foot was dirty, and he himself none too clean.


  “Are you drunk, sir?” she asked bluntly. “I think I smell whiskey on your breath.”


  “Well, Long Bill had a little whiskey,” Gus admitted. “I took it for medicine.”


  Clara didn’t dignify that lie with a look, or a retort.


  “What were you thinking of when you walked off that cliff, Mr. McCrae?” Clara asked. “Do you remember?”


  In fact, Gus didn’t remember. The main thing he remembered about the whole previous day was standing near Clara in the general store, watching her unpack dry goods. He remembered her graceful wrists, and how dust motes stirred in a shaft of sunlight from the big front window. He remembered thinking that Clara was the most beautiful woman he had ever encountered, and that he wanted to be with her—beyond being with her, he could conceive of no plans; he had no memory of falling off the cliff at all, and no notion of what he and Woodrow Call might have been discussing. He remembered a gunshot and Call and Johnny finding him at the base of the bluff. But what had gone on before, or been said up on the path, he couldn’t recall.


  “I guess I was worrying about Indians,” he said, since Clara was still looking at him in a manner that suggested she wanted an answer.


  “Shucks, I thought you might have been thinking of me,” Clara said. “I had the notion I’d smitten you, but I guess I was wrong. I haven’t smitten Corporal Call, that’s for sure.”


  “He ain’t a corporal, he’s just a Ranger,” Gus said, annoyed that she was still talking about Call. He didn’t trust the man, not where Clara was concerned, at least.


  “Why, that’s better, perhaps I have smitten you.”


  She closed the jar of liniment, eased his foot to the ground, and stood up.


  “It does smell a little like sheep-dip—that’s accurate,” she said. “What do you gentlemen use to wash with around this camp?”


  “Nothing, nobody washes,” Gus admitted. “Sometimes we wash in a creek, if we’re traveling, but otherwise we just stay dirty.”


  Clara picked up a shirt someone had thrown down, and carefully wiped her fingers on it.


  “I hope the owner won’t mind a little sheep-dip on his shirt,” she said.


  “That’s Call’s extra shirt, he won’t mind,” Gus assured her.


  “Oh, Corporal Call—where is he, by the way?” Clara asked.


  “He ain’t a corporal, I told you that,” Gus said. He found her use of the term very irritating; that she felt the need to refer to Call at all was more than a little annoying.


  “Nonetheless I intend to call him Corporal Call, and it’s not one bit of your business what I call him,” Clara said pertly. “I’m free to choose names for my admirers, I suppose.”


  Gus was so annoyed that he didn’t know what to say. He sulked for a bit, thinking that if Call were there, he’d give him a punching, sore ankle or no sore ankle.


  “Well, goodbye, Mr. McCrae,” Clara said. “I hope your ankle improves. If you’re still in camp tomorrow, I’ll come back and give it another treatment. I don’t want a crippled assistant, not with all the unpacking there is to do.”


  To his surprise, she reached down and gave him a handshake—her fingers smelled of the liniment she had just rubbed on him.


  “We’re supposed to pull out tomorrow—I hope we don’t, though,” Gus said.


  “You know where the store is,” Clara said. “I certainly expect a visit, before you depart.”


  She started to leave, and then turned and looked at him again.


  “Give my respects to Corporal Call,” she said. “It’s a pity he’s not more of a fool.”


  “If he’s a corporal, I ought to be a corporal too,” Gus said, bitterly annoyed by the girl’s manner.


  “Corporal McCrae—no, that don’t sound right,” Clara said. “Corporal Call—somehow that has a solid ring.”


  Then, with a wave, she walked off.


  When Call came back to camp in the evening, sweaty from having loaded ammunition all day, he found Gus drunk and boiling. He was so mad his face turned red, and a big vein popped out on his nose.


  “She calls you a corporal, you rascal!” Gus said in a furious voice. “I told you to stay clear of that store—if you don’t, when I get well, I’ll give you a whipping you’ll never forget.”


  Call was taken completely by surprise, and Long Bill, Rip Green, and a new recruit named Jimmy Tweed, a tall boy from Arkansas, were all startled by Gus’s belligerence. Jimmy Tweed had not yet met Gus, and was shocked to find him so quarrelsome.


  Call didn’t know what reply to make, and so said nothing. He had known that sometimes people took fevers and went out of their heads; he supposed that was what was the matter with Gus. He walked closer, to see if his friend was delirious, and was rewarded for his concern with a hard kick in the shin. Gus, though in a prone position, had still managed to get off the kick.


  “Why, he’s unruly, ain’t he?” Jimmy Tweed said. “I expect if he wasn’t crippled we’d have to chain him down.”


  “I don’t know you, stay out of it!” Gus warned. “I’d do worse than kick him, if I could.”


  “I expect it’s fever,” Call said, at a loss to explain Gus’s behavior any other way.


  Before the dispute could proceed any further, Bigfoot came loping up on a big gray horse he had just procured.


  “Buffalo Hump struck a farm off toward Bastrop,” he said. “An old man got away and spread the news. We’re getting up a troop, to go after the Indians. You’re all invited, except Gus and Johnny. Hurry up. We need to ride while the trail’s fresh.”


  “Why ain’t I invited?” Johnny Carthage asked. He had just limped into camp.


  “Because you got to do the packing,” Bigfoot said. “The expedition’s leaving early. I doubt we’ll be back. You got to get all this gear together and pack Gus into a cart or a wagon or something. We’ll meet you on the trail—if we survive.”


  “This is a passel of stuff for one fellow to pack,” Johnny observed bleakly. “Gus won’t be no help, either—he’s poorly.”


  “Not poorly enough—he just kicked my leg half off,” Call said. The more he thought about the incident, the more aggrieved he felt. All he had done all day was load ammunition—why did he have to be kicked because of some joke a girl made?


  Shadrach came trotting up, his long rifle across his saddle. He didn’t say anything, but it was clear that he was impatient.


  “Let’s go, boys—Buffalo Hump will be halfway to the Brazos by now,” Bigfoot said.


  Call had been assigned a new mount that day. As yet he had barely touched him, but in a minute he was in the saddle. The little horse, a bay, jumped straight up, nearly throwing him; after that one jump, he didn’t buck again. Call only had time to grab his rifle and ammunition pouch. Shadrach had already left. Long Bill, Rip Green, and Jimmy Tweed were scrambling to get mounted. Bigfoot was the only calm man in camp. He reached down without dismounting and grabbed a piece of bacon someone had brought in, stuffing it quickly into his saddlebag.


  “It’s a passel of stuff to pack up,” Johnny Carthage said again, looking at the litter of blankets, cook pots, and miscellaneous gear scattered around him.


  “Oh, hush your yapping,” Bigfoot said.


  Blackie Slidell came racing up—he had had his shirt off, helping to load a wagon, and was so fearful of being left that he had put it back on, wrong side out, as he rode.


  Call looked down at Gus—he was still prone, but not so angry.


  “I have no idea what you’re riled about,” he said. “I guess I’ll see you up the trail.”


  “Goodbye,” Gus said, suddenly sorry for his angry behavior. Before he could say more, Bigfoot wheeled his horse and loped off after Shadrach; the Rangers, still assembling themselves, followed as closely as they could.


  Gus felt a sudden longing to be with them, though he knew it was impossible. Tears came to his eyes, as he watched his companions lope away. It would be lonely with no one but the cranky Johnny Carthage to talk to all night.


  In a minute or two, though, he felt better. His ankle still felt full of needles, but Clara Forsythe had said she would come and rub more liniment on his sore ankle, if the expedition didn’t depart too early. All he had to do was get through the night, and he would see her again.


  What made him feel even better was that this time he would have Clara all to himself. Call was gone. The thought cheered him so that within ten minutes he was pestering Johnny to go buy them a fresh jug of whiskey from the Mexican peddler.


  “I can’t be getting too drunk, I got all this packing to do,” Johnny protested, but Gus shrugged his protest off.


  “You just buy the whiskey,” he instructed. “I’ll do the getting drunk.”


  7.


  A STORM BLEW UP during the night, with slashing rain and wind and thunder. Shadrach and Bigfoot paid the weather no attention—they set a fast pace, and didn’t stop. In the dark, Call grew fearful of falling behind and being lost. They cut through several clumps of live oak and scrub—he was afraid he and his little bay would fight themselves out of a thicket, only to find themselves alone. He stayed as close to the rump of the horse in front of him as he could. He didn’t want to get lost on his first Indian chase. The party consisted of fifteen men, many of whom he didn’t know. Call would have thought it would be easy to keep fifteen riders in sight, but he hadn’t counted on the difficulties posed by rain and darkness. At times, he couldn’t see his own horse’s head—he had to proceed on sense, like a night-hunting animal.


  It was a relief, when the smoky, foggy dawn came, to see that he was still with the troop. All the men were soaked, streams of water running from their hats or their hair. There was no stopping for breakfast. Shadrach peeled off, and ranged to the north of the troop. He was lost to sight for an hour or more, but when they came to the burned-out farm he was there, examining tracks.


  At first, Call saw no victims—he supposed the family had escaped. The cabin had been burned; though a few of the logs still smoldered. The area around the cabin was a litter, most of it muddy now. There were clothes and kitchen goods, broken chairs, a muddy Bible, a few bottles. The corn-shuck mattresses had been ripped open, and the corn shucks scattered in the mud.


  Bigfoot dismounted, and stepped inside the shell of the cabin for a moment—then he stepped out.


  “Where are they?” he asked Shadrach, who looked up briefly and pointed to the nearby cornfield.


  “Call, gather up them wet sheets,” Bigfoot said. Several muddy sheets were amid the litter.


  “Why?” Call asked, puzzled.


  “To wrap them in—why else?” Bigfoot said, swinging back on his horse.


  The woman lay between two corn rows, six arrows in her chest, her belly ripped up. The man had been hacked down near a little rock fence—when they ripped his scalp off, a long tear of skin had come loose with the scalp, running down the man’s back. A boy of about ten had three arrows in him, and had had his head smashed in with a large rock. A younger boy, six or seven maybe, had a big wound in his back.


  “Lanced him,” Bigfoot said. “I thought there was a young girl here.”


  “They took her,” Shadrach informed him. “They took the mule, too. I expect that’s what she’s riding.”


  Call felt trembly, but he didn’t throw up. He noticed Bigfoot and Shadrach watching him, from the edge of the cornfield. Though they had all expected carnage, most of them had not been prepared for the swollen, ripped-open bodies—the smashed head, the torn stomach.


  “Roll them in the sheets, best you can,” Bigfoot told him. “When you get to the woman, just break them arrows off. They’re in too deep to pull out.”


  Shadrach walked over and squatted by the dead woman for a moment—he seemed to be studying the arrows. Then he tugged gently at an arrow in the center of the woman’s breastbone.


  “This one’s gone clean through, into the ground,” he said. “This is Buffalo Hump’s arrow.”


  “How do you know that?” Call asked.


  Shadrach showed him the feathers at the end of the arrow.


  “Them’s from a prairie chicken,” he said. “He always feathers his arrows with prairie chicken. He stood over her and shot that arrow clean through her breastbone.”


  Bigfoot came over and looked at the arrow, too. The woman’s body didn’t budge. It was as if it were nailed to the ground. It was a small, skinny arrow, the shaft a little bent. Call tried to imagine the force it would take to send a thin piece of wood through a woman’s body and into the dirt. Several of the new men came over and stood in silence near the body of the woman. One or two of them glanced at the body briefly, then walked away. Several of them gripped their weapons so hard their knuckles were white. Call remembered that it had been that way beyond the Pecos—men squeezing their guns so hard their knuckles turned white. They were scared: they had ridden out of Austin into a world where the rules were not white rules, where torture and mutilation awaited the weak and the unwary, the slow, the young.


  Bigfoot rode off with Shadrach to study the trail, leaving Call to wrap the four bodies in the muddy sheets. From the center of the cornfield the little cabin, now just a shell, its logs still smoldering, seemed small and sad to Call. The little family had built it, with much labor, in the clearing, sheltered in it, worked and planted their crops. Then, in an hour or less, it was all destroyed: four of them dead, one girl captured, the cabin burnt. Even the milk cow was dead, shot full of arrows. The cow was bloated now, its legs sticking up in the air.


  Call did his best with the bodies, but when it came to the woman, he had to ask Blackie Slidell for help. Blackie had to take her feet and Call her arms before they could pull her free, so deep was Buffalo Hump’s arrow in the ground. Call had butchered several goats and a sheep or two, when he worked for Jesus—the woman he was trying to wrap in a wet, moldy sheet had been butchered, just like a sheep.


  “Lord, I hope we can whip ’em if we catch up to them,” Blackie said, in a shaky voice. “I don’t want one of them devils catching me.”


  Long Bill came over and helped Call with the graves. “I’ll help—I’d rather be working than thinking,” he said.


  They scooped out four shallow graves, rolled the bodies in them, and covered them with rocks from the little rock fence the family had been building.


  “They won’t need no fence now,” Rip Green observed. “All that work, and now they’re dead.”


  Before they had quite finished the burying, Bigfoot and Shadrach came loping back. Bigfoot had the body of a dead girl across his horse.


  “Here’s the last one—bury her,” Bigfoot said, easing the body down to Call. “The mule went lame a few miles from here. I guess they didn’t have no horse to spare for this girl. They brained her and shot the mule.”


  A little later, as the troop was riding north, they passed the dead mule. A big piece had been cut out of its haunch.


  “Shadrach done that,” Bigfoot said. “He says the game’s poorly this year, and it was a fat mule.”


  They rode north all day, into a broken country of limestone hills. It rained intermittently, the clouds low. In the distance, some of the clouds rested on the low hills, like caps. Now and again Shadrach or Bigfoot rode off in one direction or another, but never for long. In the afternoon, they stopped and cooked the mule meat. Shadrach cut the haunch into little strips and gave each man one, to cook as preferred. Call stuck his on a stick and held it over the fire until it was black. He had never planned to eat mule and didn’t expect to like the taste, but to his surprise the meat was succulent—it tasted fine.


  “When will we catch ’em?” he asked Bigfoot at one point. They had not seen a trace of the Comanches—yet for all he knew, they were close, in one of the rocky valleys between the hills. Several times, as they rode north, he kept his eyes to the ground, trying to make out the track that the troop was following. But all he saw was the ground. He would have liked to know what clues the two scouts picked up to guide the chase, but no one offered to inform him. He was reluctant to ask—it made him seem too ignorant. But in fact he was ignorant, and not happy about it. At least Shadrach had taught him how to identify Buffalo Hump’s arrow—he thought he could recognize the feathers again, if he saw them. That was the only piece of instruction to come his way, though.


  When he asked Bigfoot when he thought they would catch up with the Comanches, Bigfoot looked thoughtful for a moment.


  “We won’t catch them,” he said.


  Call was puzzled. If the Rangers weren’t going to catch the enemy, why were they pursuing them at all?


  Bigfoot’s manner did not invite more questions. He had been eager, back on the Rio Grande, to talk about the finer points of suicide, but when it came to their pursuit of the Comanche raiding party, he was not forthcoming. Call rode on in silence for a few miles, and then tried again.


  “If we ain’t going to catch them, why are we chasing them?” he asked.


  “Oh, I just meant we can’t outrun them,” Bigfoot said. “They can travel faster than we can. But we might catch ’em anyway.”


  “How?” Call asked, confused.


  “There’s only one way to catch an Indian, which is to wait for him to stop,” Bigfoot said. “Once they get across the Brazos they’ll feel a little safer. They might stop.”


  “And then we’ll kill them?” Call said—he thought he understood now.


  “Then we’ll try,” Bigfoot said.


  8.


  TO GUS’S DISMAY, THE order to move out of Austin came at three in the morning. Captain Falconer rode through the camps on a snorting, prancing horse, telling the men to get their gear.


  “Colonel Cobb’s ready,” he informed them. “No lingering. We’ll be leaving town at dawn.”


  “Dern, it’s the middle of the night,” Johnny Carthage said. Though he had been provided with two mules and a heavy cart, he had as yet totally neglected his instructions in regard to packing. Instead, he and Gus had got drunk. Nothing was packed, and it was raining and pitch dark.


  Gus’s preparations for the grand expedition to Santa Fe consisted in dragging himself, his guns, and a blanket into the heavy cart. Then he huddled in the cart, so drunk that he was not much bothered by the fact that Johnny Carthage was pitching every object he could get his hands on in on top of him. The cooking pots, the extra saddlery, blankets and guns, ropes and boxes of medicines, were all heaped in the cart, with little care taken as to placement.


  “Why do we have to leave in the middle of the night?” Gus asked, several times—but Johnny Carthage was muttering and coughing; he made no reply. He had an old lantern, and was searching all around the large area of the camp, well aware that he would be blamed if he left anything behind. But with only one eye and a gimpy leg, and with Gus too crippled and too drunk to help, gathering up the belongings of the whole troop on a dark, rainy night was chancy work.


  At some point well before dawn, Quartermaster Brognoli made a tour of the area, to see that the fifteen or twenty different groups of free-ranging adventurers, many of them merchants or would-be merchants, were making adequate progress toward departure. Gus stuck his head out from under a dripping blanket long enough to talk to him a minute.


  “Why leave when it’s dark?” he asked. “Why not wait for sunup?”


  Brognoli had taken a liking to the tall boy from Tennessee. He was green but friendly, and he moved quick. Years of trying to get soldiers on the move had given Brognoli a distaste for slow people.


  “Colonel Cobb don’t care for light nor dark,” he informed Gus. “He don’t care for the time of day or the month or the year. When he decides to go, we go.”


  “But three in the morning’s an odd time to start an expedition,” Gus pointed out.


  “No, it’s regular enough,” Brognoli said. “If we start pushing out about three the stragglers will clear Austin by six or seven. Colonel Cobb left an hour ago. We’re going to stop at Bushy Creek for breakfast, so we better get moving. If we ain’t there when the Colonel expects us, there won’t be no breakfast.”


  The mules were hitched, and the cart with all the Rangers’ possessions in it was moving through the center of Austin when Gus McCrae suddenly remembered Clara Forsythe. More than thirty wagons, small herds of sheep and beef cattle, and over a hundred horsemen of all ages and degrees of ability were jostling for position in the crowded streets. Some of the mule skinners had lanterns, but most didn’t. There were several collisions and much cursing. Once or twice, guns were fired. Occasional lightning lit the western sky—the faint gray of a cloudy dawn was just visible to the east.


  The reason Gus remembered Clara was that the little cart, driven by a wet, tired, apprehensive Johnny Carthage, happened to pass right in front of the general store. Gus suddenly recalled that the pretty young woman he had such a desire to marry had been meaning to come and rub liniment on his wounded ankle sometime during the day that was just dawning. He had been drinking for quite a few hours—most of the hours since he fell off the bluff, in fact—and had reached such a depth of drunkness that he had temporarily forgotten the most important fact of all: Clara, his future wife.


  “Stop, I got to see her!” he told Johnny, who was urging the mules through a sizable patch of mud, while at the same time trying to avoid colliding with the wagon containing the comatose General Lloyd. He knew it was General Lloyd’s wagon because a kind of small tent had been erected in it so the General could be protected from the elements while he drank and snoozed.


  “What?” Johnny Carthage asked.


  “Stop, goddamn you—stop!” Gus demanded. “I’ve got business in the general store.”


  “But it ain’t open,” Johnny protested. “If I stop now we’ll never get out of this mud.”


  “Stop or I’ll strangle you, damn you!” Gus said. It was not a threat he had ever made before, but he was so desperate to see Clara that he felt he could carry it out. Johnny Carthage didn’t hear it, though—one of the mules began to bray, just at that moment, and a rooster that had managed to get in General Lloyd’s wagon was crowing loudly, too.


  The mud was thick—the cart was barely inching forward anyway, so Gus decided to just flop out of it. In his eagerness to get to Clara he forgot about his sore ankle, though only until the foot attached to it hit the ground. The pain that surged through him was so intense that he tried to flop forward, back into the cart, but the cart lurched ahead just as he did it, and he went facedown into the slick mud. The patch of mud was deep, too—Gus was up to his elbows in it, trying to struggle up onto his one good foot, when he thought he heard a peal of girlish laughter somewhere above him.


  “Look, Pa, it’s Mr. McCrae—come to propose to me, I expect,” Clara said.


  Gus looked up to see a white figure, standing at a window above the street. Although he knew he was muddy, his heart lifted at the thought that at least he had not missed Clara. It was her. She was laughing at him, but what did that matter? He looked up, wishing the sun would come out so he could see her better. But he knew it was her, from the sound of her voice and the fact that she was at a window above the store. The thought of her father seeing him in such a state was embarrassing—but in fact, there was no sign of the old man. Perhaps she was just joshing him—she did seem to love to josh.


  “Ain’t you coming down?” he asked. “I’ve still got this sore foot.”


  “Shucks, what kind of a Romeo would fall off a bluff and hurt his foot just when it’s time to propose to Juliet?” Clara asked. “You’re supposed to sing me a song or two and then climb up here and beg me to marry you.”


  “What?” Gus asked. He had no idea what the woman was talking about. Why would he try to climb up the side of the general store when all she would have to do was come down the stairs? He had seen the stairs himself, when he was in the store helping her unpack.


  “What, you ain’t read Shakespeare—what was wrong with your schooling?” Clara asked.


  Gus’s head had cleared a little. He had been so drunk that his vision swam when he got to his feet—or foot. He still held his sore ankle just above the mud. Now that he was upright he remembered that his sisters had been great admirers of the writer Shakespeare, though exactly what had occurred between Romeo and Juliet he could not remember.


  “I can’t climb—won’t you come down?” he said. Why would Clara think a man standing on one foot in a mud puddle could climb a wall, and why was she going on about Shakespeare when he was about to leave on a long expedition? He felt very nearly exasperated—besides that, he couldn’t stand on one foot forever.


  “Well, I guess I might come down, though it is early,” Clara said. “We generally don’t welcome customers this early.”


  “I ain’t a customer—I want to marry you, but I’ve got to leave,” he said. “Won’t you come? Johnny won’t wait much longer.”


  In fact, Johnny was having a hard time waiting at all. The expedition was flowing in full force through the streets of Austin; there was the creak of harness, and the swish of wagon wheels. Johnny had tried to edge to the side, but there wasn’t much space—a fat mule skinner cursed him for the delay he had caused already.


  “Won’t you come?—I have to go,” Gus said. “We’re hurrying to meet Colonel Cobb—he don’t like to wait.”


  Clara didn’t answer, but she disappeared from the window, and a moment later, opened the door of the general store. She had wrapped a robe around her and came right down the steps of the store, barefoot, into the muck of the street.


  “Goodness, you’ll get muddy,” Gus said—he had not supposed she would be so reckless as to walk barefoot into the mud.


  Clara ignored the remark—young Mr. McCrae was muddy to the elbows and to the knees. She could tell that he was drunk—but he had not forgotten to call on her. Men were not perfect, she knew; even her father, kindly as he was, flew into a temper at least once a month, usually while doing the accounts.


  “I don’t see Corporal Call—what’s become of him?” she asked.


  “Oh now... you would ask,” Gus complained. “He’s off chasing Indians. He ain’t no corporal, either—I’ve told you that.”


  “Well, in my fancy he is,” Clara retorted. “Don’t you be brash with me.”


  “I don’t want him anywhere in your damn fancy!” Gus said. “For all we know he’s dead and scalped, by now.”


  Then he realized that he didn’t want that, either. Annoying as Call was, he was still a Ranger and a friend. Clara’s quick tongue had provoked him—she would mention Call, even in the street at dawn, with the expedition leaving.


  “Now, don’t be uncharitable to your friend,” Clara chided. “As I told you before, he would never do for me—too solemn! You ain’t solemn, at least—you might do, once you’ve acquired a little polish and can remember who Romeo is and what he’s supposed to do.”


  “I ain’t got the time—will you marry me once I get back?” he asked.


  “Why, I don’t know,” Clara said. “How should I know who’ll walk into my store, while you’re out wandering on the plains? I might meet a gentleman who could recite Shakespeare to me for hours—or even Milton.”


  “That ain’t the point—I love you,” Gus said. “I won’t be happy a minute, unless I know you’ll marry me once I get back.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t say for sure, not right this minute,” Clara said. “But I will kiss you—would that help?”


  Gus was so startled he couldn’t answer. Before he could move she came closer, put her hands on his muddy arms, reached up her face, and kissed him. He wanted to hug her tight, but didn’t—he felt he was all mud. But Gus kissed back, for all he was worth. It was only for a second. Then Clara, smiling, scampered back to the porch of the general store, her feet and ankles black with mud.


  “Goodbye, Mr. McCrae, don’t get scalped if you can help it,” she said. “I’ll struggle on with my unpacking as best I can, while you travel the prairies.”


  Gus was too choked with feeling to answer. He merely looked at her. Johnny Carthage was yelling at him, threatening to leave him. Gus began to hobble toward the cart, still looking at Clara. The sun had peeked through the clouds. Clara waved, smiling. In waving back, Gus almost slipped. He would have gone down again in the mud, had not a strong hand caught his arm. Matilda Jane Roberts, the Great Western, plodding by on Tom, her large gray, saw his plight just in time and caught his arm.


  “Here, hold the saddle strings—just hold them and hop, I’ll get you to Johnny,” she said.


  Gus did as he was told. He looked back, anxiously, wondering what the young woman who had just kissed him would think, seeing a whore help him out, so soon after their kiss.


  But the porch of the general store was empty—Clara Forsythe had gone inside.


  9.


  WHEN THE TROOP OF Rangers reached the Brazos River, the wide brown stream was in flood. The churning water came streaming down from the north, through the cut in the low hills where the Rangers struck the river.


  The hills across the river were thick with post oak and elm. Call remembered how completely the Comanches had managed to hide themselves on the open plain. Finding them in thickets such as those across the river would be impossible.


  Long Bill looked apprehensive, when he saw that the Brazos was in flood.


  “If half of us don’t get drowned going over, we’ll get drowned coming back,” he observed. “I can’t swim no long distance. About ten yards is my limit.”


  “Hang on to your horse, then,” Bigfoot advised. “Slide off and grab his tail. Don’t lose your holt of it, either. A horse will paw you down if he can see you in the water.”


  Call’s little bay was trembling at the sight of the water. Shadrach had ridden straight into the river and was already halfway across. He clung to his saddle strings with one hand, and kept the long rifle above the flood with the other. Bigfoot took the water next; his big bay swam easily. The rest of the Rangers lingered, apprehension in their eyes.


  “This is a mighty wide river,” Blackie Slidell said. “Damn the Comanches! They would beat us across.”


  Call thumped the little gray’s sides with his rifle, trying to get him to jump in. It was time to go—he wanted to go. The horse made a great leap into the water and went under briefly, Call with him. But once in, the little horse swam strongly. Call managed to catch his tail—holding the rifle up was tiring. When, now and then, he caught a glimpse of the far shore, it seemed so far away that he didn’t know if a horse could swim that far. Curls of reddish water kept breaking over his head. In only a minute or two, he lost sight of all the other Rangers. He might have been in the river alone, for all he could tell. But he was in it: there was nothing to do but cling to the horse’s tail and try to keep from drowning.


  When Call was halfway across, he caught a glimpse of something coming toward him, on the reddish, foaming flood. It seemed to be a horse, floating on its side. Just at that time he went under—when his head broke the surface again he saw that it was actually a dead mule, all bloated up, floating right down at him. The little bay horse was swimming as hard as he could—it looked, for a moment, as if the dead mule was going to surge right into them. Call thought his best bet might be to poke the mule aside with his rifle barrel; and he twisted a little and brought the rifle into position, meaning to shove the mule away. Just as he twisted he saw two eyes that weren’t dead and weren’t mule’s eyes, staring at him from between the stiff legs of the dead mule. The mule and the Indian boy floating down with him were only five feet away when Call fired. The boy had just raised his hand, with a knife in it, when the bullet took him in the throat. Then the mule and the body of the dying boy crashed into Call, carrying him under and loosening his grip on the bay gelding’s tail. Call went under, entangled with the corpse of the Comanche boy he had just killed. The red current rolled them over and over—all Call knew was that he mustn’t lose his musket. He clung to the gun even though he knew he might be drowning. He was so confused for a moment that he didn’t know the difference between up and down. It seemed to him he was getting deeper into the water; it was all just a red murk, with sticks and bits of bushes floating in it, but then he felt himself being lifted and was able to draw his breath.


  The clouds had broken, while Call was struggling under water—the sunlight when he broke the surface, bright sunlight on the foam-flecked water, with the deep blue sky above, was the most welcome sight he had ever seen.


  “Don’t try to swim, just let me drag you,” a voice said. “I believe I can get you to the shallows if you’ll just keep still, but if you struggle we’ll likely both go under.”


  Call was able to determine that his rescuer was the tall boy from Arkansas, Jimmy Tweed. Unlike the rest of the Rangers, Jimmy had declined to dismount and cross the river holding on to his horse’s tail. He was still in the saddle, which was mostly submerged. But his horse was a stout black mare, and she kept swimming, even though not much more than her nose and her ears were above the stream.


  Jimmy Tweed had reached into the river and grabbed Call’s shirt collar, which he gripped tightly. Call managed to get a hand into the black mare’s mane, after which he felt a little more secure.


  “Watch out for dead mules—there’s apt to be Comanches with ’em,” Call informed him. Jimmy Tweed seemed as calm as if he were sitting in church.


  “I seen you shoot that one,” Jimmy said. “Hit him in the neck. I’d say it was a fine shot, being as you was in the water and about to drown.”


  Just then something hit the water, not far from Call’s shoulder, with a sound like spitting. They were not far from the east bank, then—Call looked and saw puffs of smoke from a stand of trees just above the river.


  “They’re shooting!” he said—another bullet had sliced the water nearby. “You oughtn’t to be sitting up so tall in the saddle—you make too good a target.”


  “I guess I’d rather be shot than drownt,” Jimmy Tweed said. “If there’s one thing I’ve never liked it’s getting water up my nose.”


  In another moment, Call felt his feet touch bottom. The water was still up to his chin, but he felt a little more confident and told Jimmy that he could let go his grip. Just as Jimmy let go, Call saw a Ranger fall. One of the new men had just made it to shore and was wading through the mud when a bullet knocked him backwards.


  “Why, that be Bert,” Jimmy Tweed said, in mild surprise. “He sure didn’t pick much of a place to land.”


  “We can’t land here, they’ll shoot us like squirrels,” Call said. “Slide off now, and turn the horse.”


  “I expect Bert is dead,” Jimmy said calmly—the fact was confirmed a moment later when two Comanches ran down the muddy riverbank and quickly took his scalp.


  Call managed to point the black horse downstream—he was able to feel his way behind him, clinging to saddle strings and then to the horse’s tail, until he had the black horse between him and the riverbank. With only a bit of his head showing, he didn’t figure a Comanche marksman would be very likely to hit him. Jimmy Tweed, though, flatly refused to slide off into the water.


  “Nope, I prefer to risk it in the saddle,” he said, though he did consent to lean low over the black horse’s neck.


  They heard fire from the near bank and saw that Shadrach, Bigfoot, and Blackie Slidell had made it across and taken cover behind a jumble of driftwood. Call looked up and saw what looked like a muskrat in the water, not far from where the Rangers were forting up. On closer inspection the muskrat turned out to be the fur cap procured by Long Bill Coleman before he left San Antonio. Long Bill was underneath the cap. He was walking slowly out of the river, though the water was still up to his Adam’s apple. There was no sign of the horse he had tried to cross the Brazos River on.


  By the time Call and Jimmy Tweed struggled out of the water and took cover behind the driftwood, the firing had stopped. Bigfoot had walked downstream a few yards, in order to pull a body out of the water. Call supposed a Ranger had been shot but was surprised to see that the body Bigfoot pulled out of the Brazos was the Comanche boy he himself had shot. Several more Rangers began to struggle out of the flood, some of them clinging to the bridle reins or tails of their mounts. Others were without horses, having lost hold of their mounts during the swim.


  “Well, you got him,” Bigfoot said, looking at Call. “I forgot to tell you to look out for dead animals—Comanches will use them for floats.”


  Call was surprised at how young the boy looked. He could have been no more than twelve.


  “You’re lucky your gun fired,” Shadrach said. “Them old muskets will usually just snap on you, once they get wet.”


  Call didn’t say anything. He knew he had been lucky—another second and the dead boy would have had a knife in him. He could remember the boy’s eyes, staring at him from between the legs of the dead mule.


  He didn’t want to look at the corpse, though—he turned to walk away and noticed that both Shadrach and Bigfoot were looking at him curiously. Call stopped, puzzled—their looks suggested that he had neglected something.


  “Ain’t you going to scalp him?” Bigfoot asked. “You killed him. It’s your scalp.”


  Call was startled. It had never occurred to him to scalp the Comanche boy. He was a young boy. Although he was glad that he had escaped death himself, he felt no pride in the act he had just committed—the boy had been daring, in his view, to float down a swollen river, armed only with a knife, clinging to a dead mule in hopes of surprising and killing an armed Ranger. The reward for his bravery had been a bullet wound that nearly tore his head off. He would never ride the prairies again, or raid farms. Although he had had to kill him, Call thought the boy’s bravery deserved better than what it had got him. There would be no time to bury the boy, anyway—the thought of cutting his hair off did not appeal.


  “No, I don’t want to scalp him,” Call said.


  “He would have scalped you, if he could have,” Bigfoot said.


  “I don’t doubt it,” Call said. “Scalping’s the Indian way. It ain’t my way.”


  “It’ll be your way when you’re a year or two older, boy—if you survive,” Shadrach said. Then he casually knelt by the Comanche boy and took his scalp. When he finished, he pulled the boy well back into the current and let him float away.


  “I should have buried him—I killed him,” Call said.


  “No, you don’t bury Indians,” Bigfoot informed him. “They gather up their own dead, when they can. I guess Shad wants to make them work at it, this time.”


  Shadrach had just turned and started back toward the shore, when they heard a scream from far down the river.


  “Oh Lord, it’s Rip—he went downstream too far,” Long Bill said. “I believe he’s bogged.”


  “Puny horse,” Bigfoot commented, raising his rifle. Rip’s horse seemed to be bogged, some twenty yards out into the stream. Five Comanches, screaming their wild cries, raced out of the scrub oak toward the river. Bigfoot shot and so did Shadrach, but the range was long and both missed. Just then a rain squall passed over them, making it hard to see well enough to shoot accurately at such distances. Rip screamed again and flailed at his horse, but his horse was too weak from his long swim to pull out of the thick river mud. The first Comanche had already splashed into the edge of the river. Call had reloaded his musket—he took careful aim and thought he hit the first Comanche, but the hit was not solid enough to slow the man. They saw Rip raise his rifle and fire point-blank at the first Comanche, but the gun misfired and in a second the Indians swarmed over him. His final scream was cut short. Before Call could get off another shot, Rip Green was hacked to death and scalped. His body was soon floating down the same river as that of the Indian boy.


  Several Rangers shot at the Indians who killed Rip, but none of the shots had any effect. Bigfoot and Shadrach, concluding that the range was hopeless, didn’t shoot.


  “It don’t pay to be a poor judge of horseflesh, not in this country,” Bigfoot observed. “He ought never to have tried the river on that nag, not with the river running this high.”


  “What could he do? He couldn’t just sit over there and watch,” Call said. Rip Green had gone into the water just as he did—it was just Rip’s bad luck to float downstream, out of the range of help.


  “Well, he could have let the horse go and swum out, like me,” Long Bill said. “I reckon I’m a better swimmer than I thought I was. My pony gave out when we was right in the middle, but here I am.”


  “If you don’t hunker down you won’t need to swim no more rivers—you’ll be floating down this one, dead,” Bigfoot said. Bullets began to hit the water all around them—the Rangers were forced to huddle together in the shelter of a small patch of driftwood. No men were hit, though—probably the driving rain threw off the Comanche marksmen. Call watched the trees above them as closely as he could, but he was unable to glimpse a single Indian—just puffs of smoke from their guns. The shots were coming from a semicircle of woods above them.


  “There’s too many of them, Shad,” Bigfoot concluded. “They had a party waiting, I expect.”


  Call tried to get a sense of how many Indians they faced by counting the shots—but he knew the method wasn’t accurate. After all, the Indians were hidden. They could move around at will, shooting from one part of the woods and then another.


  When the Rangers counted heads they discovered that they were down to eleven men, four less than they had started across the river with. Rip was dead, and so was the man named Bert—the whereabouts of the other two could not be ascertained.


  “Probably drowned—I nearly did,” Long Bill said.


  “No, probably deserted,” Shadrach said. “One is that fellow from Cincinnati. I don’t think he had much stomach.”


  All that could be remembered about the other missing man was that he had ridden a roan horse. No roan horses were visible among the horses, though Long Bill’s horse and two others were also unaccounted for.


  Call supposed the Comanches would charge any minute. He kept his gun as dry as he could and got ready to shoot accurately, when the charge came. Once again he found himself questioning the competence of the Rangers—here they were, huddled behind a few trees, four men and three horses short of what they had started out with, facing a Comanche force that had so far been invisible, commanding the woods above them. Behind them was the churning, flooding Brazos River. Their retreat would be watery, if they had to make one. Only those whose horses were good swimmers would have much of a chance.


  But the day passed with no charge. From time to time the skies cleared and the sun shone; then clouds would pour over the western hills, and squalls would wet them once again, just when they had begun to hope of being dry. Shadrach and Bigfoot had long since decided that a retreat back across the river was their best chance—Shadrach thought there might be as many as thirty warriors opposing them, more than they could reasonably hope to whip.


  A retreat in daylight, though, would be suicidal. The minute the Comanches saw them turn into the river, they would swarm down the shore like hornets and pick them off.


  “We’ll wait,” Bigfoot said. “That’s the hard part of Indian fighting. Waiting. You never know what those red boys are doing. They may be up there cooking a coon or a possum, or they may be sneaking up. Try not to let your eyes get tired. It’s when your eyes get tired that your scalp’s in the worst danger.”


  Call didn’t know how you were supposed to avoid the danger of tired eyes, when the Comanches were so clever at hiding. Who would think to look for an Indian boy between the legs of a floating mule?


  The day passed very slowly. Though several Rangers speculated that the river would soon begin to fall, it didn’t. Clouds continued to roll through—Call thought the muddy flood looked higher, not lower. He was dreading the crossing—it had been bad in daylight, and would be even worse in darkness. He was not the only one worrying, either. Long Bill, despite his successful swim that morning, was once again doubtful that he could survive in the water if he had to navigate more than ten yards.


  While the dusk gathered and the tops of the hills darkened, the Rangers debated whether it was better to hold the horse’s mane or the horse’s tail, the saddle strings, a stirrup, or even a saddle horn. Call didn’t enter the debate—his concern was to keep his musket in firing order—but he thought that if he clung to a stirrup he might be better able to keep his gun across the saddle, where it ought to stay fairly dry.


  In the midst of the talk, with Shadrach and Bigfoot squatting at the edge of the driftwood, watching the woods, a man standing just beside Call—he was one of the new men—suddenly jerked, lurched forward, and fell facedown in the water, an arrow right between his shoulders. Call brought his gun up and whirled to face the darkening water. He saw a floating log, and just above it, for a second, the curve of a great wet hump; it might have been a huge fish diving, but Call knew it was Buffalo Hump behind the log. He fired immediately, and a chip of wood flew off the log; then several of the Rangers fired, but to no avail. The current swept the log downstream into the deep dusk, and there was no more sign of the Comanche chief.


  Longen, the man who had fallen, was not yet dead—he was jerking and flapping in the water, like a fish that had been speared but not killed.


  Bigfoot, annoyed to have been slipped up on so easily, waded several steps into the river, as if he meant to swim after the log and engage the Comanche, but Shadrach yelled at him to come back.


  “Come back here,” he said. “Don’t be trying no ignorant fighting.”


  Bigfoot hesitated a minute—he wanted to go—but the floating log was barely visible, in the dusk. If he tried to swim for it, Buffalo Hump might slip into the shallows and fill him with arrows while he swam. He knew it was folly to try it, but his fighting blood was up—it was all he could do to check himself; but he did check himself. Crouching low, he waded back to the little group of Rangers by the stand of driftwood.


  “Dern, I hate to let him come at us like that,” he said. “The goddamn devil! He took Josh and took Zeke and now he’s taken this tall fellow here.”


  All the Rangers stood around uneasily as the tall man named Longen continued to jerk and flop. They pulled him up on the muddy, darkening shore, but no one had any remedy for the fact that the man had an arrow lodged in his backbone. He flopped and jerked, but made no sound at all. Shadrach made one attempt to pull the arrow out, but couldn’t budge it.


  “I guess we could tie him on a horse,” Bigfoot speculated. “Maybe if we can get him across the river he’ll live till we can get him to a doc.”


  “No, let him die,” Shadrach said. “His lights are nearly out.”


  A moment later the man named Longen—no one could remember his first name—ceased to flop. Shadrach felt his neck, and pronounced him dead.


  “Get his possibles, boys,” Shadrach said, addressing Call.


  Call had no idea what the old mountain man was talking about. What were possibles?


  “He means empty his pockets—take his gun and his ammunition,” Bigfoot informed him. “Don’t leave a thing on him that might help the red boys. They don’t need no help—they got five of us with no assistance, it looks like.”


  The last light faded soon after that. Now and again the clouds would break, bringing a glimpse of faint stars, or a thin moon. Call got every item of use off the dead man: his guns, his bullets, tobacco, a knife, a few coins. The knife was a good one—Call meant to keep it for Gus, who had no knife, and had long envied him the one old Jesus had made him.


  “It’s dark enough—I expect it’s time to swim,” Bigfoot said.


  “Dern it, I hope there ain’t no red boys out there, floating around on logs or dead mules,” Long Bill said. “My eyesight’s poorly, in this kind of weather.”


  Call wedged Longen’s gun beneath his girth, and led the little bay back into the river. The horse had more confidence crossing back. He took the water easily and swam well. Bigfoot and Shadrach were ahead. Jimmy Tweed, true to his convictions, refused to leave the saddle. Long Bill and Blackie Slidell were right behind Call. Blackie Slidell’s horse proved to be a frantic swimmer. He swam past Call, so close that Call’s bay was pushed off course and floundered for a moment. Call was irritated, but it was so dark he couldn’t even see Blackie. When he opened his mouth to say something he got water in it and nearly choked. He tried to keep an eye out for floating logs or floating mules, but it was so dark he couldn’t see upriver at all. He concentrated on keeping his musket securely across his saddle. When his feet finally touched bottom and he and the little bay struggled out of the water, a lucky feeling came over him. The river hadn’t killed him, and neither had the Comanches. He was tired, and supposed they would be stopping, but he was wrong. Shadrach and Bigfoot led them through the hills all night, toward the big encampment on Bushy Creek.


  10.


  AN HOUR AFTER HE arrived in the big camp, to his surprise and embarrassment, Woodrow Call was made a corporal in the Texas Rangers. The Ranger troop rode in, five men short, and Bigfoot made a hasty report to Colonel Cobb, who sat outside his tent, smoking a big cigar and scratching the head of a large Irish dog who accompanied him everywhere. The dog was old. His long tongue lolled out, and he panted loudly.


  “Yep, this youngster killed his first Comanche,” Bigfoot said. “The Comanche was floating down the Brazos holding on to a dead mule. Young Call shot him point-blank.”


  Caleb Cobb let his sleepy eyes shift to Call for a moment; then he looked back at the Irish dog.


  “That’s alert behavior, Mr. Call,” he said. “I’ll make you a corporal on the spot—we ain’t got many corporals in this troop, and I expect we’ll need a few.”


  “I say it’s hasty, it could have been luck,” Captain Falconer said, annoyed. He thought young Call far too green for such distinction.


  The Captain was wearing a black coat, and his mood seemed as dark as his garment. He was sharpening a knife on a large whetstone.


  Caleb Cobb smiled.


  “Now, Billy,” he said, “let me decide on the promotions. If a Comanche was to swim up on you, in the middle of a big river, underneath a dead mule, you might be scalped before you noticed the mule.”


  “I have always been wary of dead animals when I cross rivers,” Captain Falconer said, stiffly. It was clear that he did not appreciate the Colonel’s remark.


  “Would you go grind that knife out of my hearing?” Caleb asked. “It’s hard to think with you grinding that knife, and I need to think.”


  Without a word, Falconer got up and walked away from the tent.


  “Billy’s too well educated,” Caleb Cobb remarked. “He thinks he knows something. How many Comanches did the rest of you kill?”


  “None,” Bigfoot admitted. “We might have winged one or two, but I doubt it. They was in good cover.”


  The Colonel did not change expression, but the tone of his voice got lower.


  “You lost five men and this cub’s the only one of you who was able to kill an Indian?” he asked.


  “The weather was goddamn dim,” Bigfoot reminded him.


  “It was just as dim for Buffalo Hump and his warriors,” Caleb said. “I won’t be sending out any more punishment squads, if this is the best we can do. I can’t afford to lose five men to get one Indian. From now on we’ll let them come to us. Maybe if we bunch up and look like an army we can get across the plains and still have a few men left to fight the Mexicans with, if we have to fight them.”


  “Colonel, we didn’t have good horses,” Bigfoot said. “A few of us did, but the rest were poorly mounted. It cost three men their lives.”


  “What happened to the other two—I thought you lost five,” Caleb asked. The big Irish dog had yellow eyes—Call had heard it said that the dog could run down deer, hamstring them, and rip out their throats. Certainly the dog was big enough—he was waist high to Bigfoot, and Bigfoot was not short.


  “The other two weren’t lucky,” Bigfoot said. “I don’t know for sure that one of them is dead—but there’s no sign of him, so I suspect it.”


  “If poor horseflesh is the reason you lost a third of your troop, go complain to the quartermaster,” the Colonel said. “I ain’t the wrangler. I will admit there’s a lot of puny horses in this part of Texas.”


  “Thank you for the promotion,” Call said, though he didn’t know what it meant, to be a corporal. Probably there were increased duties—he meant to ask Brognoli, when he saw him next. But curiosity got the better of him, and he asked Bigfoot first.


  “It just means you make a dollar more a month,” Bigfoot said. “Life’s just as dangerous, whether you’re a corporal or a private.”


  “With a whole extra dollar you can buy more liquor and more whores,” Bigfoot added. “At least you can if you don’t let Gus McCrae cheat you out of your money.”


  The company, in all its muddle and variety, was unlimbering itself for the day’s advance. Wagons and oxcarts were snaking through the rocky hills and bumping through the little scrubby valleys. Several of the more indolent merchants were already showing the effects of prairie travel—the dentist who had decided to immigrate to Santa Fe in hopes of doing a lucrative business with the Mexican grandees had tripped over his own baggage and fallen headfirst into a prickly-pear patch. A sandy-haired fellow with a pair of blacksmith’s pinchers was pulling prickly-pear thorns out of the dentist’s face and neck when Call strode by. The dentist groaned, but the groans, on the whole, were milder than the howls of his patients.


  When Call located Gus McCrae and Johnny Carthage he was happy to see that Gus was his feisty self again, his ankle much improved. He was just hobbling back from visiting a young whore named Ginny—Caleb Cobb had permitted a few inexpensive women to travel with the company as far as the Brazos, after which, they had been informed, they would have to return to Austin, the expectation being that enough of the merchants would have given up by that point that the whores would have ample transport. Whether the Great Western would be an exception to this rule was a subject of much debate among the men, many of whom were reluctant to commit themselves to long-distance journeying without the availability of at least one accomplished whore.


  “I wouldn’t call Matilda accomplished,” Johnny Carthage argued. “Half the time she ain’t even friendly. A woman that catches snapping turtles for breakfast is a woman to avoid, if you ask me.”


  He was uncomfortably aware that he had only been partially successful at avoiding Matilda himself—in general, though, he preferred younger and smaller women, Mexican if possible.


  Gus had picked up a spade somewhere and was using it intermittently as a crutch. His injured ankle would bear his weight for short distances, but occasionally, he was forced to give it a rest.


  Gus had taken to wearing both his pistols in his belt, as if he expected attack at any moment.


  “Howdy, did you get wet?” he asked, very glad to see Woodrow Call. Although Woodrow was contrary, he was the best friend Gus had. The thought that he might be killed, and not reappear at all, had given Gus two uneasy nights. Buffalo Hump had risen in his dreams, holding bloody scalps.


  “I came near to drowning in the Brazos River, but I didn’t lose my gun,” Call said. He was especially proud of the fact that he hadn’t lost his gun, though no one else seemed to consider it much of an accomplishment.


  “The river was up,” he added. “Most of the Comanches got away.”


  “Did you see that big one?” Gus asked.


  “I seen his hump,” Call said. “He floated down behind a log and put an arrow in a man standing right by me—split his backbone.”


  The sun had broken through the last of the clouds—bright sunlight gleamed on the wet grass in the valleys and on the hills.


  “I wish I could have gone—we would have killed several if we’d worked together,” Gus said.


  Long Bill Coleman walked up about that time, in a joshing mood.


  “Have you saluted him yet?” he asked Gus, to Call’s deep embarrassment.


  “Why would I salute him, he’s my pard,” Gus said.


  “He may be your pard but he’s a corporal now—he killed a red boy and the Colonel promoted him,” Long Bill said.


  Gus could not have been more taken aback if Call had come back scalpless. The very thing that Clara teased him about had actually happened. Woodrow was Corporal Call now. No doubt Clara would hurry to court him, once they all got back.


  “So that’s the news, is it?” Gus said, feeling slightly weak all of a sudden. He had not forgotten Clara and her kiss. Young Ginny had been pleasant, but Clara’s kiss was of another realm.


  “Yes, he done it just now,” Call admitted, well aware that his friend would be at least a little discommoded by the news.


  “You kilt one—what was it like?” Gus asked, trying to act normal and not reveal his acute discomfort at the fact of his friend’s sudden success.


  “He was almost on me—I shot just in time,” Call said. “As soon as your ankle heals proper I expect we’ll have another engagement. Once you kill a Comanche the Colonel will promote you, too, and we can be corporals together.”


  He wanted to do what he could to lighten the blow to his friend.


  “If I don’t, then one will kill me and that will be the end of things,” Gus said, still feeling weak. “I just hope I don’t get scalped while I’m alive, like Ezekiel done.”


  “Why, you won’t get killed,” Call said, alarmed at his friend’s sudden despondency. Gus possessed plenty of fight, but somehow that willful girl in the general store had deprived him of it. All he could think about was that girl—it was not good. You couldn’t be thinking about girls in general stores, when you were out in Indian country and needed to be alert.


  With Call’s help, Gus at least managed to get saddled and mounted on the shorter of the two horses that had been assigned him. The two young Rangers rode side by side all day, at a lazy pace, while the wagons and oxcarts toiled up the low hills and across the valleys. Call told the story of the chase, and the fight by the river, but he couldn’t tell that his friend was particularly interested.


  He held his tongue, though. At least Gus was in the saddle. Once they got across the Brazos, farther from the girl, he might eventually forget her and enjoy the rangering more.


  In the afternoon of the third day they glimpsed a fold of the Brazos, curving between two hills, to the west. The falling sun brightened the brown water. To the east they couldn’t see the river at all, but gradually the Rangers at the head of the expedition, who included Gus and Call, heard a sound they couldn’t identify. It was akin to the sound a cow might make, splashing through a river, only multiplied thousands of times, as if someone were churning the river with a giant churn.


  Captain Falconer was at the very front of the troop, on his pacing black. When he heard the sound like water churning, he drew rein. Just as he did the Colonel’s big Irish dog shot past him, braying. His ears were laid back—in a second he was out of sight in the scrubby valley, but not out of earshot.


  “It’s buf,” Shadrach said, pulling his rifle from its long sheath.


  Just then, two riders came racing from the east. One of the rider’s horses almost jumped the Irish dog, which was racing in sight again. Then it raced away, braying loudly.


  “Bes-Das has seen ’em,” Shadrach said.


  Bes-Das was a Pawnee scout—he ranged so far ahead that many of the Rangers had scarcely seen him. The other rider was Alchise, a Mexican who was thought to be half Apache. Both were highly excited by what they had seen behind the eastern hills. Colonel Cobb came galloping up to meet the two scouts; soon the three wheeled their horses and went flying after the dog. The horses threw up their heads and snorted. The excitement that had taken the troop when they thought they were racing to kill mountain goats seized them again—soon forty riders were flying after the Colonel, the Irish dog, and the two scouts.


  As the horses fled down the hill, Gus clung tightly to his saddle horn. He could put a little weight on his wounded ankle, but not enough to secure a stirrup when racing downhill over such rocky terrain at such a pace. He knew that if he fell and injured himself further he would be sent home to Austin—all hope of securing promotion and matching his friend Call would be lost.


  The sight they saw when they topped the next hill and drew rein with the troop was one neither Call nor Gus would ever forget. Neither of them, until that moment, had ever seen a buffalo, though on the march to the Pecos they had seen the bones of several, and the skulls of one or two. There below them, where the Brazos cut a wide valley, was a column of buffalo that seemed to Gus and Call to be at least a mile wide. To the south, approaching the river, there seemed to be an endless herd of buffalo moving through the hills and valleys. Thousands had already crossed the river and were plodding on to the north, through a little pass in the hills. So thick were the buffalo bunched, as they crossed the river, that it would have been possible to use them as a bridge.


  “Look at them!” Gus said. “Look at them buffalo! How many are there, do you reckon?”


  “I could never reckon no number that high,” Call admitted. “It’s more than I could count if I counted for a year.”


  “This is the southern herd,” Captain Falconer commented—even he was too awed by the sight of the thousands of buffalo, browner than the brown water, to condescend to the young Rangers. “I expect it’s at least a million. They say it takes two days to ride past the herd, even if you trot.”


  Bes-Das came trotting back to where Captain Falconer sat. He said something Call couldn’t hear, and pointed, not at the buffalo, but at a ridge across the valley some two miles away.


  “It’s him!” Gus said with a gasp, grabbing his pistol. “It’s Buffalo Hump. He’s got three scalps on his lance.”


  Call looked and saw a party of Indians on the far ridge, eight in all. He could see Buffalo Hump’s spotted pony and tell that the man was large, but he could not see scalps on his lance. He felt a little envious of his friend’s eyesight, which was clearly keener than his.


  “Are those the bucks that whipped you?” Caleb Cobb asked, loping up to Bigfoot.


  Bes-Das, a short man with greasy hair and crooked teeth, began to talk to the Colonel in Pawnee. Cobb listened and shook his head.


  “No, we’d have to ford this damn buffalo herd to go after them,” he said. “I doubt many of these boys could resist shooting buffalo instead of Comanches. By the time we got to the Indians we’d be out of ammunition and we’d probably get slaughtered. Anyway, I doubt they’d sit there and wait for us to arrive, slow as we are.”


  “Can’t we shoot some buffalo, Colonel?” Falconer asked. “We’d have meat for awhile.”


  “No, wait till we cross this river,” Caleb said. “Half these wagons will probably sink, anyway—if we load them with buffalo roasts we’ll just end up feeding buffalo roasts to the turtles.”


  Call was surprised at the Indians. Why did they just sit there, with a force more than one hundred strong advancing toward them? The scalps on the lance were probably those of Rip Green, Longen, and the man called Bert. Did the red men think so little of the whites’ fighting ability that they didn’t feel they had to retreat, even when outnumbered by a huge margin?


  Slowly, more and more of the riders and wagoneers came up to the ridge and sat watching the buffalo herd. A few of the young men wanted to charge down and start killing buffalo, but Colonel Cobb issued a sharp command and they all stayed where they were.


  Shadrach and Bigfoot stood apart, talking to the scouts Bes-Das and Alchise. They were watching the Comanches, who sat on the opposite hill as the great brown herd surged across the Brazos. Below them the Irish dog was barking and leaping at the buffalo, but the buffalo paid him no attention. Now and then he could see the dog nip at the heels of a straggling cow, but the cow would merely kick at him or make a short feint before trotting on with the herd.


  “It’s way too many buffalo for old Jeb,” Caleb said, smiling at the sight of his dog’s frustration. “One at a time he can get their attention, but right now they don’t think no more of him than a gnat.”


  Then he pulled a spyglass out of his saddlebag and put it to his eye. He studied the Comanches for awhile, and something that he saw gave him a start.


  “Kicking Wolf is there,” he said, turning to Falconer as if he were delivering an important piece of news. Call remembered that he had heard the name before—someone, Bigfoot maybe, had suspected that it was Kicking Wolf who had shot the Major’s runaway horse, on the first march west.


  “Sorry, I ain’t heard the name,” Captain Falconer said. Though watchful of the Indians, he was more interested in the buffalo, a species of game he had never killed, though hunting was his passion. Now as many as a million animals were right in front of him, but the Colonel had ordered him to hold off until they crossed the river. In his baggage he had a fine sporting rifle, made by Holland and Holland in London—it was all he could do to keep from racing back to his baggage wagon to get it.


  “Buffalo Hump is the killer, Kicking Wolf is the thief,” the Colonel said. “He’s the best horsethief on the plains. He’ll have every horse and mule we’ve got before we cross the Red River, unless we watch close.”


  He paused and extracted a cigar from his shirt pocket, as he studied the situation.


  “If I had to choose who I’d have to harass me I might pick Buffalo Hump,” the Colonel said. “If I couldn’t whip him, he’d just kill me. It might be bloody, but it would be final. If I went up against Kicking Wolf, the first time I took a nap I’d be afoot.


  “There’s places off north of here where I’d rather be dead than be afoot,” he added. “Ever drunk horse piss?”


  He looked at Call and Gus, when he asked the question.


  “No sir,” Gus said. “I never have and I don’t plan to, either.”


  “I drunk it once—I was traveling with Zeb Pike,” the Colonel said. “We kept a horse alive just so we could drink its piss. I was so goddamn thirsty it tasted like peach nectar. When we finally came to water we ate the horse.”


  To Call’s embarrassment his horse stretched itself and began to piss, just as the Colonel spoke. The yellow stream that splashed on the ground didn’t smell much like peach nectar, though.


  “What will we do about our red neighbors, Billy?” Caleb asked. “Here we are and there they are, with a lot of goddamn buffalo in between.”


  “Why sir, I expect they’ll leave,” Falconer said. “I can pursue them, if you prefer.”


  “No, I don’t want you to pursue them,” the Colonel said. “My thinking was different. It’s almost time to make camp and prepare the grub. Maybe we ought to trot over and invite them to dinner.”


  “Sir?” Captain Falconer said, not sure that he had heard the Colonel correctly.


  “Invite them to dinner—I’d enjoy it,” the Colonel said. “A little parley might not hurt.”


  “Well, but who would ask them?” Captain Falconer asked.


  “How about Corporal Call and his compañero?” the Colonel said. “It would give the Corporal a chance to live up to his promotion. Just tear up a sheet and wrap it around a rifle barrel. Comanches respect the white flag, I guess. Send Bes-Das with them, to make the introductions. I expect they know Bes-Das.”


  Gus felt his legs begin to quiver, as they had that day near the western mountains, when he stood near the patch of ground soaked with Josh Corn’s blood. The Colonel had looked right at him, when he gave the duty of Call and his compañero.


  Captain Falconer had gone back to the wagons to find a sheet. The Indians were still sitting on the opposite hill. The long ridge where the Rangers sat soon filled up with men—the whole expedition arranged itself along the ridge to watch the great spectacle below. There was no end to the column of buffalo, either north or south. They moved toward the river and curled out of it like the body of a great snake whose head and tail were hidden. Among the crowd of Rangers, merchants, blacksmiths, whores, and adventurers Call suddenly noticed John Kirker, the scalp hunter who had left them on the Rio Grande. His large colleague, Glanton, was not with him. Kirker had a rifle across the cantle of his saddle—while everyone else watched the buffalo, he watched the Indians.


  “You mean we’re supposed to just ride over and talk to them?” Gus asked. It was a shock to him to realize that he had been ordered to approach the Comanches. He felt that he had been foolish to hop out of the sick wagon so soon. He should have nursed his sore ankle another week at least, but some of the Rangers had been chiding him for malingering and he had started traveling horseback sooner than he should have.


  “That’s what Colonel Cobb said,” Call answered. “I don’t know how we’re going to get through them buffalo, though. They’re thick.”


  “I don’t want to go through them,” Gus said. “I don’t want to go. Buffalo Hump stuck a lance in me once, he might poke it clear through me this time.”


  “No, we’ll be under a flag of truce,” Call reminded him. “He won’t bother you.”


  “He ain’t holding up no white sheet,” Gus said. “Why would a white sheet matter to a Comanche?”


  “If you’re scared you should just go on back and marry that girl,” Call said. “Unpack dry goods all your life. I aim to stay with rangering and be a captain myself, someday.”


  “I aim to be a captain too, unless it means drinking horse piss,” Gus said. “I don’t intend to get caught in no place so dry that I’d need to drink horse piss.”


  “Well, you might—the Colonel did,” Call said. “That damn Kirker is here—did you notice?”


  “He slipped in while you were off on the chase,” Gus said. “I understand he’s a friend of Colonel Cobb.”


  “I deplore traveling with a man who hunts scalps,” Call said. “I don’t know why the Colonel would be his pard.”


  “Comanche Indians hunt scalps,” Gus pointed out.


  “No, they take them in war,” Call said. “Kirker hunts them for money. I think Bes-Das is ready. Let’s go.”
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  WATCHED BY THE WHOLE expedition, Call and Gus followed Bes-Das down the ridge toward the buffalo herd. Bigfoot came behind. No one had ordered Bigfoot to come, or not to come—he joined the parley because he wanted a closer look at the Comanches than he had been able to get during the rainy day on the Brazos. Bes-Das held his rifle high, the white sheet fluttering in the wind.


  Across the valley, the eight Comanches waited. They had become as still as statues. The only movement was the fluttering of the three scalps on Buffalo Hump’s lance.


  As the four horses approached the great moving mass of buffalo, they began to show some anxiety. Their nostrils flared and they tried to turn back—it was with difficulty that Call kept his little bay in check. Gus was having trouble too, made worse by the fact of his sore ankle. Bes-Das, the crooked-toothed Pawnee, whacked his mount with a rifle twice and the horse settled down. Bigfoot kept a tight rein on his gray mount—the smell of the thousands of animals affected men and horses alike; the dust they raised was as thick as any sandstorm.


  “We’ll never get through them—they’re too thick,” Gus said. “They’ll trample us for sure.”


  “Go quick,” Bes-Das said, turning his horse parallel to the herd. “Go with the buffalo.”


  As Call and Gus kept close, the Pawnee slipped into the buffalo herd, moving in only a few feet and letting the horse turn in the same direction as the herd was going. Moving steadily over, giving ground and turning toward the river if there was no room between animals, Bes-Das was soon halfway across the herd.


  “That’s the way, just keep a strong rein and ease on through,” Bigfoot said. Soon he was in the thick of the herd—Bes-Das was almost to the other side.


  “Go on, you’re next,” Call said to Gus.


  “I ain’t next, you go,” Gus said. “I’ll be right behind you.”


  “Nope,” Call said. “I’m the corporal and I’m telling you to go. If I leave you behind you might claim your ankle’s hurt and get shot for desertion.”


  “Why, hell... you don’t trust your own partner,” Gus said, so irritated that he immediately kicked his horse and slipped into the buffalo. In fact he had thought of finding an excuse to wait; he didn’t want to ride into the herd, and even more, he didn’t want to ride up to Buffalo Hump’s war party. But he was not going to let Woodrow Call slight his courage, either. He had always supposed he had as much guts as the next man; but his nerves had been somewhat affected by the bloody events of the first march, and were still not under perfect control. He felt sure, though, that he could match Woodrow Call ability for ability, and beat him at most contests. He could see farther, for one thing, though being in the middle of a buffalo herd didn’t give him much opportunity to test his vision. All he could see was the brown animals all around him. None of them seemed too interested in him or his horse, and he soon found that he could use the Bes-Das technique as well as Bigfoot or the Pawnee scout. Once he let his horse step too close to the horns of a young bull, but the horse turned just in time. In ten minutes he was almost across the herd—Bes-Das and Bigfoot were there waiting. He didn’t know where Woodrow Call was—slipping through the buffalo required all his attention. He was only twenty yards from being free of the herd when suddenly buffalo all around him began to swerve and jump. Gus’s horse jumped too, almost unseating him. All the buffalo on the far side of the herd were lowering their heads and acting as if they wanted to butt. Gus was thrown over the saddle horn, onto the horse’s neck, but just managed to hang on and regain his seat. He saw Bes-Das and Bigfoot laughing and felt rather annoyed—what was so funny about his nearly getting thrown and trampled?


  He spurred through the last few animals and turned to see what had caused the commotion—all he could see was a large badger, snapping at a buffalo cow. The badger was so angry he had foam on his mouth—the buffalo were giving ground, too. Woodrow Call’s horse was pitching with him, agitated by the snorting buffalo cow that was faced off with the badger. Woodrow hung on and made it through.


  “Why would anything as big as a buffalo shy at a badger?” Gus asked, when he rode up to Bigfoot. “A buffalo could kick a badger halfway to China.”


  “That badger bluffed ’em,” Bigfoot said. “He’s so mad he’s got ’em convinced he’s as big as they are, and twice as mean.”


  “I wonder if they’re mad?” Call said, looking at the Comanches, who sat without moving on the hill above them.


  “If they are we’d be easy pickings,” Bigfoot said. “We’d never get back through them buffalo quick enough to get away, and the troop couldn’t get through quick enough to save us, either.”


  Call looked up at the Indians and back across the valley, at the body of the expedition. He wished Bigfoot had not made the last comment. The buffalo herd they had just slipped through was like a moving wall, separating them from the safety of the troop. All the Comanches would have to do would be to trot down the hill and kill them with lances or arrows. The thought made him feel wavy, and without strength.


  Neither Bigfoot nor Bes-Das seemed concerned, though. They walked their horses slowly toward the hill, Bes-Das holding up the rifle with the white sheet on it. Call and Gus fell in behind.


  “What if they don’t pay no attention to the sheet?” Call asked. He wanted to know what the procedure would be, if they had to fight.


  “If they come for us put as many bullets into the big one as you can,” Bigfoot said. “Always kill the biggest bull first—then kill the littlest.”


  “Why the littlest?” Gus asked.


  “Because the littlest is apt to be the meanest, like the badger,” Bigfoot said. “That one standing off to the right is Kicking Wolf—he’s the littlest and the meanest. You don’t want to let your horse graze off nowhere, with Kicking Wolf around. He’s so slick he can steal a horse with a man sitting on it.”


  “He’s stumpy, ain’t he?” Gus said.


  “Kicking Wolf always rides to the outside,” Bigfoot said. “Buffalo Hump is the hammer, but Kicking Wolf is the nail. He don’t like to be in a crowd. He’s the best shot with a rifle in the whole Comanche nation. If they go out and they’ve only got one rifle between them, they give it to him. Buffalo Hump’s old-fashioned. He still prefers the bow.”


  With the Pawnee scout, Bes-Das, slightly in the lead, the party moved slowly up the hill toward the waiting Indians. Call glanced at the short, stumpy Indian on the right edge of the group and saw that he was the only Indian armed with a rifle. All the rest carried bows or lances. When they were halfway up the hill Buffalo Hump touched his mount with his heels and came down to meet them. When he was still some fifty yards away Call looked at Gus, to see if he was firm. To his surprise Gus looked nonchalant, as if he were merely riding out for a little sport with his pals.


  “Here he comes, I hope he’s friendly,” Gus said. “I never expected to have to go and palaver with him, not after he stuck me with that lance.”


  “Shut up—Bes-Das will do the palavering,” Bigfoot instructed. “You young boys keep your damn traps shut. It don’t take much to rub a Comanche the wrong way.”


  As Buffalo Hump approached, holding his spotted pony to a slow walk, Call felt the air change. The Comanche’s body shone with grease; a necklace made of claws hung on his bare chest. Call looked at Gus, to see if he felt the change, and Gus nodded. They had entered the air of the wild men—even the smell of the Indian horses was different.


  Bes-Das stopped, waiting. Buffalo Hump came on until the nose of his spotted pony was only a few feet from the nose of the Pawnee’s black mare. Then Buffalo Hump lifted his lance and pointed first at Gus, and then at Call. Though he sat erect on his horse, the great hump was visible, rising from between his shoulders behind his neck. When he spoke his voice was so wild and angry that it was all Call could do to keep from grabbing his gun. Call met the man’s eyes for a moment—the Comanche’s eyes were like stone. Buffalo Hump lowered his lance, glanced at Bigfoot dismissively for a second, and then waited for Bes-Das to speak. Bigfoot seemed not to interest him. Bigfoot returned the favor by looking pointedly up the hill, at Kicking Wolf.


  Bes-Das spoke briefly, in Comanche. Buffalo Hump raised his arm and the other Comanches trotted down the hill, to join him. He turned and spoke to his warriors for several minutes. Kicking Wolf grunted something and rode away, back to his position at the side.


  “I hope he ain’t getting ready to shoot,” Gus said.


  “I told you to keep your goddamn mouth shut,” Bigfoot said. “We’ll get out of this with our hair if you’ll just keep quiet.”


  Bes-Das listened to Buffalo Hump, who made a long speech in his thick, angry voice. Call decided then that he would do what he could to learn the Comanche language. It seemed foolish to parley with wild red men if you did not know what was being said in the discussion. He could be talking of ways to kill them, for all he knew.


  When Buffalo Hump finished, Bes-Das said a few words and immediately turned his horse and began to walk him back toward the buffalo herd. Bigfoot waited a moment, as if absent-mindedly, and then turned his horse, too. Call and Gus fell in behind. Call felt so much danger in the air that it took all his self-control not to look back. A lance like the one that had pierced Gus’s hip could be singing toward them. He glanced at Gus and saw that his friend seemed perfectly firm—something had happened to toughen his attitude since they left the camp and slipped through the buffalo herd.


  The recrossing of the herd went quickly—they had learned the edging technique on the first crossing and were soon almost through. Once the buffalo herd was between them and the Indians, Call felt free to look back. The air had changed again—they were in the air of safety, not the air where the quick death was.


  “I guess you grew your backbone again,” Call said, noting that Gus looked so cheerful that he was almost whistling.


  “Yes, I ain’t scared of him now,” Gus said. “Clara wouldn’t want no coward. I kept my mind on her. We’ll be married once we get back to Austin.”


  Indeed, he felt cheered by the encounter. He had looked Buffalo Hump in the eye and lived—it made him feel lucky again. He was curious, though, about one aspect of the parley.


  “I wonder why he pointed that lance at us, when he first rode up?” Gus asked.


  Bes-Das turned briefly, and laughed his crooked-toothed laugh.


  “He said you both belong to him,” he told them. “He says he will take you when he is ready—but not today. He is coming to eat supper with the Colonel, and he will bring his wives.”


  “Why do we belong to him and not you and Bigfoot?” Gus asked.


  “You cheated his lance,” Bes-Das told him. “He says his lance is hungry for your liver.”


  “It can just stay hungry,” Gus said boldly, though the threat did make his stomach feel wavy for a moment.


  “Why me, then?” Call asked. “I didn’t cheat his damn lance.”


  Bes-Das laughed again.


  “No, with you it’s different,” he said, smiling at Call.


  “Why would it be different?” Call asked, wishing he could have understood the Indian’s talk.


  “Different because you killed his son,” the Pawnee said.
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  CALL WAS MORE SOBERED than Gus by the news Bes-Das had delivered. He had killed the war chief’s son. Buffalo Hump might forget that he had missed Gus with his lance, but he would not forget the loss of a son. As long as the humpbacked Comanche was alive, Call knew he would have an enemy. Anytime he traveled in Comanche country, his life would depend on keeping alert.


  He was silent as they rode back to camp, thinking of all the years of vigilance ahead.


  Gus McCrae, though, was in high spirits. Now that he had survived, he was glad he had gone to the parley. Not only had he threaded his way through the great buffalo herd, he had faced the Comanche killer at close range and ridden away unharmed. Now he was safely back with the big troop. Buffalo Hump could threaten all he wanted to—his lance would have to go hungry. Once Clara Forsythe heard what he had done she would know she had kissed a brave man, a Ranger on whom her affections would not be wasted.


  It wouldn’t be long before the news reached her, either—several of the merchants and most of the whores would soon be going back. In a town as small as Austin the news that he had been selected for a dangerous mission would soon reach the young lady in the general store.


  There was a crowd around Caleb Cobb when they rode up to report. The big Irish dog was back—it sat panting at Caleb’s feet, its long tongue hanging out. John Kirker was there, sitting on a stump, his big scalping knife at his belt. Shadrach stood to one side, looking disgruntled. He had not liked the order forbidding him to shoot buffalo until they were across the Brazos. When he looked at Caleb Cobb, he glowered his displeasure.


  Matilda Roberts stood with him. Lately, the old mountain man and the large whore seemed to have formed an attachment. Often, when Shadrach was out scouting, the two would be seen riding together. At night they sometimes sat together, around a little campfire of their own. No one had heard them exchange a word, and yet they were together, united in their silence. Some of the younger men had become afraid to approach Matilda—they didn’t want to risk stirring the old mountain man’s wrath. He was said to be terrible in his angers, though no one there could actually remember an occasion when Shadrach had lost his temper.


  “Well, are we to have guests for supper?” Caleb Cobb asked. “Does the chief prefer to eat with a fork or with a scalping knife?”


  “He will come in one hour,” Bes-Das said. “He wants to eat quick. He will leave the camp at sundown. He will bring three wives with him but no braves.”


  “Well, that’s rare,” Caleb said. “Does he have any other requests, this chief?”


  “Yes,” Bes-Das said. “He wants you to give him a rifle.”


  Caleb chuckled. “A rifle to kill us with,” he said. “I sure hope he likes the cooking, when he tastes it—if he don’t find it tasty he might scalp Sam.”


  Black Sam had become Caleb Cobb’s personal cook. The Colonel was so partial to rabbit that Sam had stuffed a cage of fat rabbits into one of the supply wagons. The Colonel didn’t like large game—Sam trapped quail for him, and kept him fed with small, succulent bunnies.


  “Well, if he’s coming so soon, the chef will have to hurry,” Caleb said. “Falconer, you like to shoot. Lope down and kill a couple of buffalo calves. Take the liver and sweetmeats and leave the rest. Call and McCrae will escort you—their horses are already used to the bufs.”


  Falconer started for the wagon, to get his fine gun, but the Colonel stopped him with an impatient wave.


  “You don’t need that damn English gun just to shoot two calves,” he said. “Shoot ’em with your pistol, or let Corporal Call do it.”


  Call was disconcerted, as they rode down to the herd, to see John Kirker following, only a few yards to the rear. Call rode on for a bit and then decided he couldn’t tolerate the man’s presence. He nodded at Gus, and the two of them turned to face the scalp hunter.


  “You weren’t told to come,” Call informed Kirker. “I’d prefer it if you’d go back.”


  “I don’t work for no army and I won’t be told what to do by no one,” Kirker said. “Caleb Cobb can pretend he’s a colonel if he wants to. He don’t tell me what to do and neither do you, you damn pups.”


  “You weren’t told to come,” Call repeated. He was trying to be calm, though he felt his anger rising.


  “There’s Indians around buffalo,” Kirker said. “They crawl in with them and shoot from under their bellies. I got business to tend to—I don’t care if that murdering humpback is coming to eat. Get out of my way.”


  “Tell him, Captain,” Call said, turning to Falconer, but Falconer ignored the request.


  “Last time you rode with us you scalped some Mexicans,” Gus remarked.


  Kirker brought the rifle up and looked at them coolly, his thin lip twisted in a kind of sneer.


  “I despise young fools,” he said. “If you don’t like my trade have at me and do it now. I might get a scalp before sundown if I’m active.”


  Kirker spoke with the same insolence with which he had confronted Bigfoot and Shadrach, back on the Rio Grande.


  Gus found the man’s insolence intolerable. To Call’s surprise, he yanked one of the big pistols out of his belt and whacked Kirker right across the forehead with it. The lick made a dull sound—a mule kicking a post made such a sound. Kirker was knocked backward, off his horse. He lay still for a moment, curled on the ground, but his eyes were open.


  Call leapt down and took Kirker’s pistol, as the man struggled to his feet. Kirker reached for his big knife, but before he could pull it Call clubbed his arm with his musket—then he clubbed him twice more.


  “Whoa, Woodrow,” Gus said, alarmed by the look in Call’s eye and the savage force of his clubbing. He himself had been angry enough to knock Kirker off his horse with a pistol, but the one hard lick satisfied him. The man’s forehead was split open—he was streaming blood. It was enough, at least, to teach him respect. But Woodrow Call had no interest in respect. He was swinging to kill.


  “He’s a friend of the Colonel’s—we don’t need to kill him,” Gus said, leaping down, as did Black Sam, who had come along to select the cuts. Call swung a third time, at the man’s Adam’s apple—only the fact that Sam grabbed at the barrel and partially broke the force of the swing saved Kirker—even so the man went down again, rolling and clawing at his throat, trying to get air through his windpipe. Gus and Sam together managed to hold Call and keep him from smashing the man’s head with the musket.


  Falconer, who didn’t like the scalp hunter either, turned for a moment, to look at the fallen man.


  “Disarm him,” he said. “He’s got guns in his boots. If we leave him anything to shoot he’ll try to kill us all, once he gets his wind.”


  Call was remembering the filthy, fly-bitten scalps, hanging from the man’s saddle; he also remembered Bigfoot’s contention that some of them were the scalps of Mexican children.


  “Don’t be beating nobody to death—not here,” Sam said. “Colonel Cobb, he’ll hang you. He hangs folks all the time.”


  With difficulty, Call made himself mount and ride on to the herd. When they left, Kirker was on his knees, spitting blood.


  “You yanked that pistol quick,” Falconer said, to Gus. “I think I’ll make you my corporal. You could make a fine pistolero.”


  “Thank you, the fellow was rude,” Gus said. “Do you think the Colonel will let me be a corporal?”


  Though he didn’t much like Falconer, the man’s words filled him with relief. He felt he had caught up with Call again, in terms of rank. He also felt that he was staunch again, and could fight when a fight was required. The weak feeling that had troubled him since his first glimpse of Buffalo Hump wasn’t there anymore—or at least, not there steadily. He might die, but at least he could fight first, and not simply pass his days shaking at the expectation of slaughter.


  They rode on to the herd, quickly shot two fat calves, and took their livers and sweetmeats, as instructed. Sam was deft at the cutting. He had brought a sack to put the meat on, and knotted it deftly once he was finished.


  “I’ll kill some big meat tomorrow,” Falconer said, as they rode back toward camp. “Once we get across the river the Colonel won’t mind.”


  “These buffalo be gone tomorrow,” Sam said.


  “Gone—what do you mean—there’s thousands of them,” Falconer said, in surprise.


  “They be gone tomorrow,” Sam said—he did not elaborate.


  When they passed the spot where the fight with Kirker had occurred there was no trace of the man, though the grass was spotted with blood from his broken forehead.


  “I hope I broke his damn arm, at least,” Call said.


  Nobody else said anything for a bit. They rode up to the troop in silence, Sam carefully holding his sack of meat.


  “Sam knows where to cut into a buffalo calf,” Gus remarked. “You might give us lessons, next time we have an opportunity. I could slide around on one for an hour and not know when I had come to the liver.”


  “Just watch me, next time,” Sam said. “Buffalo liver tastes mighty good.”
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  GENERAL PHIL LLOYD, IN his youth one of the heroes of the Battle of New Orleans, was so impressed by the news that Buffalo Hump was coming to supper that he made his manservant, Peedee, scratch around amid his gear until he found a clean coat. It was wrinkled, true, but it wasn’t spotted and stained with tobacco juice, or beef juice, or any of the other substances General Lloyd was apt to dribble on himself in the course of a day’s libations.


  “I might be getting dressed up for nothing,” he informed Caleb Cobb. “There’s a hundred men, at least, right here in this camp, who would like to shoot that rascal’s lights out. Why would he come?”


  “Oh, he’ll come, Phil,” Caleb Cobb said. “He wants to show off his wives.”


  Looking around the camp, Call decided that he agreed with the General. Most of the Rangers, and not a few of the merchants and common travelers, had lost friends or family members to the Comanches; some of the lost ones had died by Buffalo Hump’s own hand. There were mutterings and curses as the time for his arrival approached. Several of the more radical characters were for hanging Caleb Cobb—he ought never to have issued the invitation, many Rangers felt. Sam had to hurry his cooking, but when the smell of the sizzling liver wafted through the camp it added to the general discontent. Why should a killer get to dine on such delicacies, while most of them were making do with tough beef?


  “He’ll come,” Gus said. “It would take more than this crowd to scare him away.”


  Like Call, he had begun to doubt the competence of the military leadership. General Lloyd, who had been drunk the whole trip and unconscious for most of it, had his servant pin more than a dozen medals on the front of his blue coat.


  “He must have won them medals for drinking, he don’t do nothing else,” Gus observed.


  While the liver was sizzling and the sweetbreads simmering in a small pot with some onions and a little wild barley Sam had managed to locate, Caleb Cobb, noting the mood of surliness among the men, told Falconer to round up the malcontents and assemble them. Falconer liked nothing better than ordering men to do things they didn’t want to do—he had a little black quirt that he popped against his leg; he circled the camp, popping the quirt against his leg and forcing the men to stroll over to Caleb Cobb’s tent.


  Cobb was large; he enjoyed imposing himself. When the men were assembled, he stretched himself and pointed toward the hill to the east. Four horses were moving across the ridge—Buffalo Hump was coming with his wives.


  “Here he comes, right on time,” Caleb said. “I’ll make a short speech. He’s a murdering devil but I invited him to supper and I won’t have no guest of mine interfered with.”


  “Does that mean we ain’t to spit while he’s in camp?” Shadrach asked. He had no great respect for Caleb Cobb, who, in his view, was just a pirate who had decided to come ashore. Cobb had caught several Mexican ships, so it was said, and had made off with the gold and silver, and the women. That was the rumor in the Galveston waters, anyway. Shadrach suspected that the main reason for the Texas-Santa Fe expedition was that Cobb wanted to get the gold and silver at its source. None of that gave Cobb license to instruct him in behavior, and Shadrach wanted him to know it.


  “You can spit, but not in his direction,” Caleb said. He was well aware that the mountain man didn’t like him.


  “Why are you having him, Colonel, if he’s such a killer?” the dentist, Elihu Carson, asked. He had heard that the Comanches sometimes removed the jawbones of their captives with the teeth intact; as a professional he would have liked to question Buffalo Hump about the technique involved, but he knew that at such an important parley he was unlikely to get the chance.


  “Curiosity,” Caleb replied. “I’ve never met him, and I’d like to. If you want to know the mettle of your opponent, it don’t hurt to look him in the eye. Besides, he knows the country—he might loan us a scout.”


  “He won’t loan you no scout, he’ll kill the ones we got,” Bigfoot said.


  “Mr. Wallace, it won’t hurt to try,” Caleb said. “I brought you all here to make a simple point: Buffalo Hump’s my guest at dinner. I will promptly hang any ill-tempered son of a bitch who interferes with him.”


  The men stared back at him, unawed and unpersuaded.


  “If we kill him, the Comanche and the Kiowa will rise up and wipe out every damn farm between the Brazos and the Nueces,” Caleb said. “We have to cross his country to reach Santa Fe, and we don’t know much about it. If it turns out that we have to fight him, we’ll fight him, but right now I’d like to see some manners in this camp.”


  The men were silent, watching the horses approach. They gave ground a few steps, so that the Comanches could ride up to Caleb’s tent, but their mood was dark. While not eager to be hanged, they all knew that hanging was gentle compared to what would happen to them if Buffalo Hump caught them. Those who had lost sons in the Comanche wars, or had daughters stolen, thought that a hanging would be a cheap price to pay for the opportunity to put a bullet in the big war chief. Yet they held back—bound, if uneasily, by the rules their commander had laid down.


  Buffalo Hump still had the three scalps tied to his lance when he rode into camp. He had on leggins but no shirt—he had coated his face and body with red clay and had painted yellow lines across his cheeks and forehead. The three women riding behind him were all young and plump. If frightened at riding into the white man’s camp, they didn’t show it. They rode a short distance behind Buffalo Hump, and kept their eyes on the ground.


  Call thought it remarkably bold of the war chief to ride into such a camp alone. Gus agreed. He tried to imagine himself riding into a Comanche camp with no one beside him but a whore or two, but remembering the tortures Bigfoot had described, he thought he would decline the invitation, if one ever came.


  “He ain’t afraid of us—and every man in camp wants to kill him,” Call said. “He don’t think much of Rangers, I guess.”


  When Buffalo Hump dismounted, his wives did, too—they quickly spread a robe for him outside the Colonel’s tent. Caleb Cobb offered tobacco. One of the wives took it and gave it to Buffalo Hump, who smelled it briefly and gave it back. Call knew the man had to be powerful just to carry his own hump, a mass of gristle as broad as his back—it rose as high as his ears.


  Yet, Buffalo Hump wasn’t stooped. He didn’t so much as glance at the massed Rangers, but he did take note of Caleb Cobb’s Irish dog, who was watching him alertly. The dog wasn’t growling, but his hair bristled.


  “Tell him he’s welcome and put in some guff about what a great chief he is,” Caleb instructed Bes-Das.


  Bes-Das turned to Buffalo Hump and spoke five or six words. Buffalo Hump was watching the dog; he didn’t answer.


  “That was too short a compliment,” Caleb said. “Tell him he’s stronger than the buffalo and wiser than the bear. Tell him his name is enough to freeze Mexican blood. We need some wind here—they expect it.”


  Bes-Das tried again, but Buffalo Hump didn’t appear to pay his words the slightest attention. He gestured toward the food, which Sam had waiting, but he made no gesture at all toward Caleb Cobb. Two of the plump young women took wooden bowls and went over to Sam, who ladled up his sweetbreads and filled the other bowl with large slices of liver. Gus thought the red clay and the yellow paint made the Comanche look even more terrible. Call watched closely, wondering why the air itself seemed to change when a wild Indian came around. He decided it was because no one but the Indian knew the rules that determined actions—if there were rules.


  For a moment it seemed that Buffalo Hump was simply going to eat his food standing up, ignoring Caleb Cobb. Caleb himself was worried—with all his men watching, it would only do to let himself be insulted up to a point. But after he had sniffed the dishes, Buffalo Hump gestured again to the young women, who took two more bowls and filled them; these they brought to Caleb.


  Buffalo Hump looked at Caleb for the first time, lifting the bowls. Then he took a place on the robe and handed the bowls to his young wives, who then began to take turns feeding him with their fingers.


  “If I could find a woman to hand-feed me sweetbreads, I expect I’d get married too,” Caleb said. “Tell that to the rascal.”


  At the word “rascal,” Buffalo Hump lifted his head slightly. It occurred to Caleb too late that perhaps the Comanche had picked up a few words of English—after all, he had taken many captives who spoke it.


  Bes-Das spoke at length, in Comanche, but if his words made any impression on the chief, Buffalo Hump didn’t show it. His young wives continued to feed him buffalo liver and sweetbread stew. The camp had become completely silent. The men who had been cursing Buffalo Hump merely stood looking at him. Several who had proposed to risk hanging by attempting to kill him offered no threat. Call and Gus stood stock-still, watching, while Buffalo Hump ate. Caleb Cobb took a bite or two of liver himself, but seemed to have lost his usual vigorous appetite.


  Buffalo Hump paid little attention to the company, at least until he noticed Matilda Roberts, standing with Shadrach. Once he noticed, he gave Matilda a long look; then he turned to Bes-Das and spoke what seemed like a long speech. Bes-Das glanced at Matilda and shook his head, but Buffalo Hump repeated what he had said.


  “Taken a fancy to Matty, has he?” Caleb asked.


  “Yes, he wants her for a wife,” Bes-Das said. “He has seen her before. He calls her Turtle Catching Woman.”


  “First he wants a rifle and now he wants a wife,” Caleb said. “What is it they call Shadrach, in Comanche?”


  “They call him Tail-of-the-Bear,” Bes-Das said.


  “Tell the great chief that Matilda is the wife of Tail-of-the-Bear,” Caleb said. “She ain’t available for marriage unless she gets divorced.”


  Bes-Das spoke to Buffalo Hump, who seemed amused by what was said. He replied at length, in a tone of derision; the reply made Bes-Das rather uncomfortable, Call thought.


  “Well, what’s the report?” Caleb asked, impatiently.


  “He says Tail-of-the-Bear is too old for such a large woman,” Bes-Das said. “He says he will give him a young horse, in exchange.”


  Neither Matilda nor Shadrach moved, or changed expression.


  “Tell him we can’t accept—it is not our custom to trade people for horses,” Caleb said. “Falconer, go get your fancy rifle.”


  Captain Falconer was startled.


  “What for?” he asked.


  Ignoring this exchange, Buffalo Hump suddenly spoke again. This time he spoke at more length, looking at Shadrach as he talked. When he stopped he reached for the pot that had the sweetbread stew in it, and drained it.


  “What was that last?” Caleb said. “It had a hostile kind of sound.”


  “He says he will take the scalp of Tail-of-the-Bear if he crosses the Canadian River,” Bes-Das said. “Then he will take the woman and keep the horse.”


  “Go get the rifle, Billy—supper’s about over,” Caleb said, though in a mild tone.


  “Why, it’s my rifle?” Captain Falconer said.


  “Go get it, Billy—we need a good present and it’s the only gun in camp fine enough to offer the chief,” Caleb said. “Hurry. I’ll buy you one just as good as soon as we get to Santa Fe.”


  Captain Falconer balked. The Holland and Holland sporting rifle was the finest thing he owned. He had ordered it special, from London, and had waited two years for it to come. The case he kept it in was made of cherry wood. One of his reasons for signing on with the expedition was an eagerness to try his rifle on the game of the prairies—buffalo, elk, antelope, maybe even a grizzly bear. The rifle had cost him six months’ wages—he intended to treasure it throughout his life. The thought of having to hand it over to a murdering savage with yellow paint on his face was more than he could tolerate, and he said so.


  “I won’t give it up,” he said bluntly. “Give the man a musket. It’s more than he deserves.”


  “I’ll decide what he deserves, Captain,” Caleb Cobb said. He had been sitting, but he rose; when he did, Buffalo Hump rose, too.


  “I won’t do it, Colonel—I’ll resign first,” Captain Falconer said.


  In a motion no one saw clearly, Caleb Cobb drew his pistol and fired point-blank at Captain Falconer. The bullet took him in the forehead, directly above his nose.


  “You’re resigned, Captain,” Caleb said. He walked over to the baggage wagon containing the officer’s baggage and came back with the cherry-wood case containing the dead man’s Holland and Holland rifle. The body of Billy Falconer lay not two feet from the edge of Buffalo Hump’s robe. Neither the war chief nor his women gave any sign that they had noticed the killing.


  Caleb Cobb opened the gun case and handed it to Buffalo Hump. The rifle was disassembled, its barrel in one velvet groove, the stock and trigger in another. Caleb set the case down, lifted the two parts out, and quickly fitted them together. Then he handed the gun to Buffalo Hump, who hefted it once and then, without another word, took the rifle and walked over to his horse. He mounted and gestured to his wives to bring the blanket and the cherry-wood case. He didn’t thank Caleb, but he looked once more at Matilda, and bent a moment, to speak to Shadrach.


  “If I don’t take yours first,” Shadrach said, quietly.


  Then Buffalo Hump rode off, followed by his wives. The sun was just setting.


  The strange silence that had seized the troop continued, even though the Comanches were soon well out of hearing.


  Captain Falconer’s wound scarcely bled—only a thin line of blood curled down his ear.


  “Bury this skunk, I won’t have mutiny,” Caleb said. He glanced at the troop, to see if anyone was disposed to challenge his action. The men all stood around like statues, all except Sam. He was expected to do the burying, as well as the cooking. He picked up a spade.


  “You can have that pacing black—I intend to make you a scout,” Caleb said, to Call.


  “Sir, Captain Falconer made me a corporal,” Gus McCrae said. He knew it was bold to speak, so soon after a captain of the Rangers had been executed for mutiny, but the fact was, he had been awarded the rank and he meant to have it. He had been made a corporal legally, he believed, and he wanted Clara Forsythe to know that Woodrow Call was not the only one to earn a quick promotion.


  Caleb Cobb was a little surprised, but more amused. The young Tennessee boy had gumption, at least, to insist on his promotion at such a time.


  “Well, let’s have your report—what did you do to earn this honor?” Caleb asked.


  “I whacked John Kirker on the head with my pistol,” Gus said. “He followed us when he wasn’t told to, and he wouldn’t go back when we asked.”


  “You whacked Johnny?” Caleb asked, in surprise. “How hard did you whack him?”


  “He knocked him off his horse and split his forehead open,” Bigfoot said. “I seen it. Kirker was mean spoken—I had a notion to whack him myself.”


  “Scalp hunters are apt to be a little short on manners,” Caleb said. “John Kirker’s the sort of fellow who will kill you for picking your teeth, if you happen to do it at a time when he ain’t in the mood to see no teeth picked. If you laid him out, then Falconer was wrong just to make you a corporal—he ought to have made you a general.”


  He paused, and smiled.


  “However, since I didn’t witness the action and don’t know all the circumstances, I’ll just let the rank of corporal stand. What became of Kirker after you whacked him?”


  “We don’t know,” Call said. “He left.”


  Caleb nodded. “If I were you I’d watch my flank for a few days, Corporal McCrae,” he said. “John Kirker ain’t one to forget a whacking.”


  Then he turned, and went into his tent.


  Soon the company found its legs and drifted back to normal pursuits: cooking, drinking, standing guard, making fires. Call and Gus, feeling a kinship with Sam because they were all from San Antonio, took shovels and picks and helped him dig Falconer’s grave.


  General Phil Lloyd stood by Caleb Cobb’s tent, feeling forgotten. Falconer, too, was well on his way to being forgotten, though he had only been dead ten minutes. The difference was that Falconer was actually dead, whereas General Lloyd merely felt he might as well be. He had put on his cleanest blue coat, in preparation for Buffalo Hump’s visit. He had even had Peedee, his man, hang all his twelve medals on it. Once he had had as many as eighteen medals—he was pretty sure the correct figure was eighteen—but six of them had been lost, in various drunken outings, in various muddy towns.


  Still, twelve medals was no small number of medals; it was an even dozen, in fact. An even dozen medals was a solid number, yet out on the Brazos, with the sky getting cloudy and a gloomy dusk coming on, a dozen medals seemed to count for nothing. Buffalo Hump hadn’t even glanced at him, or his medals, though in his experience, red Indians were usually attracted to military decorations.


  Not only that: Caleb Cobb had not bothered to introduce him; nor had he asked him to sit. The buffalo liver had smelled mighty appetizing, but Caleb Cobb hadn’t offered him any.


  The two young Rangers, Corporal Call and Corporal McCrae, came over and rolled Captain Falconer’s body onto a wagon sheet. General Lloyd walked over and watched them tie the body into its rough shroud. He had once been the hero of the Battle of New Orleans—Andrew Jackson had made a speech about him. It seemed to him that the two youngsters, just getting their start in military life, might appreciate his history. They might want to hear how it had been, fighting the British—far different, certainly, from fighting savages such as Buffalo Hump. They might want to look at his medals and ask him what this one was for, or what exploit that one celebrated.


  “It will be fine to be in Santa Fe—that high air is too good for your lungs,” he said, to put the young men at ease.


  “Yes sir,” Gus said. He was wondering whether a salute was necessary, with darkness nearly on them.


  Before Call could speak—he had only been planning to say something simple, as Gus had—General Lloyd decided he didn’t want to be around a corpse wrapped in a wagon sheet. He couldn’t get a bad notion out of his head, the notion being that he was really the one who was dead and wrapped in a wagon sheet.


  The notion disturbed General Lloyd so much that he turned and stumbled away, to look for his wagon, his servant Peedee, and his bottle. He thought he might send Peedee after a whore.


  In New Orleans, in the old days, there had been winsome and willing Creole girls—his hope was that there might be something of the sort in Santa Fe. Santa Fe was high, he knew that much; high air was thought to be good for women’s complexions. In Santa Fe he might find a young beauty to marry him; if he could, then it wouldn’t matter so much about lost medals, or the fact no one took much notice of him at parleys.


  At present, though, they had only advanced to the Brazos and the only women around were rough camp whores. He thought he might send Peedee to look for one, though. It might help him sleep.


  Gus and Call were trying to keep their minds off Falconer’s abrupt execution. Neither of them had supposed that the military life involved such extreme risks. They were so disturbed by what they had seen that they were having an awkward time getting Falconer’s body wrapped in its rough shroud; neither of them had had much training at burials. When Gus saw General Lloyd stumble away, he grew apprehensive. If the penalty for failing to give a fine rifle to an Indian was instant death, what might the penalty be for failing to salute a general?


  “We didn’t salute him. What if he has us hung?” Gus asked. He was troubled by the thought that he might have made a serious breach of military etiquette only a few minutes after having been promoted to corporal.


  Call was still trying to puzzle out the logic of Falconer’s execution. Caleb Cobb had brooked almost no argument. Without warning, he had merely yanked out his pistol and shot the Captain dead. Of course, Falconer had balked at an order, but he was a captain. He could hardly have suspected that his refusal to hand over his prized rifle would mean instant execution. If Caleb had put it to him that he viewed the matter as serious—that it meant life or death—no doubt Captain Falconer would have given up the gun. But Caleb hadn’t given a chance to argue. Call would have thought there would have to be some kind of trial, before a captain in the Rangers could be executed. He meant to ask Bigfoot about the matter the next time he saw him.


  “I think we could have saluted,” Gus said again. With darkness coming, and a dead man to bury, the omission of the salute loomed large in his mind.


  “Hush about it,” Call said. “I don’t even know how to salute. Help me tie this end of the wagon sheet. He’s going to slip out if you don’t.”


  14.


  RAIN BEGAN AT MIDNIGHT and continued until dawn and then on through the day. Call and Gus crawled under one of the wagons, hoping for a little sleep, but the water soon puddled around them and they slept little. Gus kept remembering the puzzled look on Falconer’s face, when Caleb Cobb raised his gun to kill him. He mentioned it to Call so often that Call finally told him to shut up about it.


  “I guess he was puzzled,” he said. “We were all puzzled. You don’t expect to see a man shot down like that, just to please an Indian.”


  “I doubt Bigfoot was puzzled,” Gus said. “It takes a lot to puzzle Bigfoot.”


  Call was glad when it became their turn to stand guard. Standing guard beat trying to sleep in a puddle.


  By midmorning the Brazos was impassable—the rains fell for three days, and then the river only fell enough for a general crossing to be feasible after three more days, by which time morale in the expeditionary party had sunk very low.


  In the wake of Falconer’s death, men began to remember other tales they had heard, or thought they had heard, about Caleb Cobb’s violent behavior as a commander. Long Bill Coleman recalled that someone had told him Caleb had once hanged six men at sea, in his pirating days. The men’s crime, as Long Bill remembered it, was to get into the grog and turn up drunk.


  “I heard it was four,” Blackie Slidell said.


  “Well, that’s still a passel of men to hang because they were drunk,” Long Bill argued.


  During the day, hunting parties scoured the south bank of the Brazos, sure that some of the thousands of buffalo they had seen must still be on the south side of the river; their hopes were disappointed. Not a single buffalo could be located, nor were deer or wild pigs easy to find. Caleb ordered the killing of three beeves—but the meat was stringy, and the men’s discontent increased.


  “We could have been eating buffalo liver every night,” Johnny Carthage complained. “I’ve heard the hump is good, too.”


  “No, the hump is fatty,” Bigfoot said. “I generally take the liver and the tongue.”


  That was the first Gus McCrae had heard about people eating tongue.


  “Tongue?” he said. “I won’t be eating no tongues—I don’t care if they do come from a buffalo.”


  “I’ll take yours, then,” Bigfoot said. “Buffalo tongue beats polecat by a long shot, although polecat ain’t bad if you salt it heavy.”


  “What happens in an army if the colonel goes crazy?” Call asked. It seemed to him that Caleb Cobb might be insane. His own promotion, for doing nothing more than defending himself from sure death, had been a whimsy on Caleb’s part—as much a whimsy as Falconer’s execution. During the long rainy nights, huddled around campfires, their pants soaked, the men speculated and speculated about Caleb Cobb’s surprising action.


  “He had to make a show for Buffalo Hump,” Bigfoot contended. “He wanted him to know he had sand. Once an Indian thinks you don’t have sand, he don’t show no mercy.”


  “That one don’t show no mercy, sand or not,” Long Bill said. “Zeke Moody had plenty of sand, and so did Josh.”


  “Maybe Falconer tried to steal his girl, or beat him at cards or something,” Blackie suggested. “Caleb might have had a grudge.”


  Call couldn’t see that it mattered why—not now. In his view, the killing had not been done properly, but he was young and he didn’t voice his opinion. Captain Falconer had been an officer. If there were charges against him he should have been informed of them, at least. But the only message he got was the bullet that killed him. Probably Caleb Cobb would have been just as quick to kill any man who happened to be standing there at that time. Probably Bigfoot was right: Caleb had just wanted to show Buffalo Hump that a colonel in the Rangers could be as cruel as any war chief, dealing out death as he chose.


  Call resolved to do his duties as best he could, but he meant to avoid Caleb Cobb whenever possible. He thought the man was insane, though Gus disagreed.


  “Killing somebody don’t mean you’re insane,” he argued.


  “I think he’s insane, you can think what you like,” Call told him. “It was Falconer made you a corporal, remember. The Colonel might decide he don’t like you, for no better reason than that.”


  Gus thought the matter over, and decided there could be some truth in it. Yet, unlike Call, he was drawn to Caleb Cobb. It interested him that a pirate had got to be commander of an army. Whenever he happened to be around the Colonel, he listened carefully.


  On the sixth day, the Colonel decided to cross the river, though it was still dangerously high. Every night his forces diminished—men slipped off, back toward Austin. They decided they had no stomach for prairie travel, and they left. Caleb didn’t have them pursued—half the troop had no idea why they were bound for Santa Fe, anyway; most of them would have been useless in a fight and a burden, had supplies run low, as they were likely to do, on the high plains. Yet, by the sixth day, discontent was so rife that he decided to ford the river despite the risk. Another day or two of waiting and the whole Texas–Santa Fe expedition might simply melt into the Brazos mud. In retrospect, he regretted not letting the men chase the buffalo—it would have given them some sporting exploits to talk about around the campfires. His reasoning in holding them back had been sound, but the weather confounded his reason, as it was apt to.


  Both Bes-Das and Alchise were against the crossing. The Brazos was still too high. Shadrach was against it, and Bigfoot too, although Bigfoot agreed with the Colonel that if they didn’t cross soon the expedition would quietly disband. All the scouts remembered the fate of Captain Falconer, though. They offered little advice, knowing that the wrong piece of advice might get them shot.


  Gus had not been along for the earlier river crossing, but he had crossed the Mississippi and had no fear of the Brazos.


  “Why, this is just a creek,” he said. “I could swim it on my back.”


  “I couldn’t,” Call told him. “I swum it twice and it was all I could do, even with a horse pulling me.”


  There was no agreement as to the swimming capacity of sheep, so the twenty sheep were tied and tossed in the sturdiest of the wagons. Then, for no reason that anyone could determine, the wagon with the sheep in it capsized in midstream, drowning the driver—he got a foot tangled in the harness—two of the horses, and all twenty sheep. Three of the beeves wandered into quicksand on the south bank—they were mired so deep that Caleb ordered them shot. Sam waded in mud to his thighs, with his butcher knife, to take what meat he could from the three muddy carcasses. Six merchants and four whores decided the Brazos was their limit, and turned back for the settlements. Brognoli was the only man to swim the river without a horse. It was rumored that Brognoli could swim five miles or more, though there was no body of water large enough to allow the claim to be tested. Caleb Cobb crossed in a canoe he had brought along in one of the wagons for that purpose. The wagon they had been hauling the canoe in was hit by some heavy driftwood; it broke up just shy of the north bank. Only four wagons survived the crossing, but they were the ones containing the ammunition and supplies. The expeditionary force, though a little leaner, was still mostly intact. The four wagons had all they could haul as it was, but Caleb Cobb proceeded to hoist his canoe on top of the largest wagon, despite his scouts’ insistence that he wouldn’t need it.


  “Colonel, most of the rivers between here and the Arkansas is just creeks,” Bigfoot said. “That canoe’s wider than some of them. You could turn it upside down and use it as a bridge.”


  “Fine, that’s better than traveling wet,” Caleb said. “I despise traveling wet.”


  The fourth day north of the Brazos the post oak and elm petered out, and the troop began to move across an open, rolling prairie. There were still plenty of trees along the many creeks, so the troop didn’t lack for firewood, but the traveling was easier, and the men’s mood improved. Little seeping springs dotted the prairie, producing water that was clearer and more tasteful than that of the muddy Brazos. Deer were plentiful though small, but the men could scarcely raise an interest in venison. They expected to come on the great buffalo herd any day. They had all smelled the buffalo liver Sam had cooked for the Comanches, and were determined to try it for themselves.


  Call and Gus had been made scouts, assigned to range ahead with Bes-Das and Alchise. Bigfoot the Colonel kept close at hand—though he valued Bigfoot’s advice, he mainly wanted him handy because he was amused by his conversation. Shadrach had taken a cough, and roamed little. He rode beside Matilda Roberts, his long rifle always across his saddle.


  They crossed the Trinity River on a sunny day with no loss of life other than one brown dog, a mongrel who had hung around the camp since the troop’s departure. Sam liked the little dog and fed him scraps. The dog was swimming by a big bay gelding, when the horse panicked and pawed the dog down. Sam was gloomy that night, so gloomy that he failed to salt the beans.


  The stars were very bright over the prairie, so bright that Call had trouble sleeping. The only Indians they had seen were a small, destitute band of Kickapoos, who seemed to be living off roots and prairie dogs. When asked if the buffalo herd were near, they shook their heads and looked blank.


  “No buffalo,” one old man said.


  None of the men could figure out what had become of the buffalo—hundreds of thousands of them had crossed the Brazos less than a week before, and yet they had not seen one buffalo, or even a track. Call asked Bigfoot about it, and Bigfoot shrugged.


  “When we got across the river, we turned west,” he said. “I reckon them buffalo turned east.”


  Even so, the men rode out every day, expecting to see the herd. At night they talked of buffalo, anticipating how good the meat would taste when they finally made their kills. In Austin, they had talked of women, or of notable card games they had been in; on the prairie, they talked of meat. Sam promised to instruct them all in buffalo anatomy—show them where the liver was, and how best to extract the tongue. After weeks in the trees, the breadth and silence of the prairie unnerved some of the men.


  “Dern, I can’t get cozy out here,” Johnny Carthage observed. “There’s nothing to stop the damm wind.”


  “Why would you want to stop it—just let it blow,” Gus said. “It’s just air that’s on the move.”


  “It rings in my ears, though,” Johnny said. “I’d rather bunk up behind a bush.”


  “I wonder how far it is, across this prairie?” Jimmy Tweed asked.


  “Well, it’s far,” Blackie Slidell said. “They say you can walk all the way to Canada on it.”


  “I have no interest in hearing about Canada,” Jimmy Tweed said. “I’d rather locate Santa Fe and get me a shave.”


  There was a whole group of men just come from Missouri, especially to join the expedition. They were a sour lot, in Gus’s view, seldom exchanging more than a word or two with the Texans, and not many among themselves. They camped a little apart, and were led by a short, red-bearded man named Dakluskie. Gus tried to make friends with one or two of the Missourians, meaning to draw them into a card game, but they rebuffed him. The only one he developed a liking for was a boy named Tommy Spencer, no more than fourteen years old. Dakluskie was his uncle and had brought him along to do camp chores. Tommy Spencer thought Texas Rangers were all fine fellows. When he could, he sneaked over to sit at the campfire with them, listening to them yarn. He had a martial spirit, and carried an old pistol that was his pride.


  “I wish I was from Texas,” he told Gus. “There ain’t no fighting much left, back in Missouri.”


  The second day north of the Trinity, Gus and Call had ridden out with Bes-Das to scout for easy fords across the many creeks, when they came over a ridge and saw a running buffalo coming right toward them. The buffalo was a cow, and had been running awhile—her tongue hung out, and her gait was unsteady. Some thirty yards behind her an Indian was in pursuit, with a second Indian still farther back. The buffalo and her two pursuers appeared so suddenly that no one thought to shoot either the beast or the Comanches. The first Indian had a lance in his hand, the second one a bow. They rode right by Call, not thirty yards away, but seemed not to notice him at all, so focused were they on the buffalo they wanted to kill.


  Bes-Das looked amused—he flashed a crooked-toothed smile, and turned his mount to lope back and watch the chase. Gus and Call turned, too—the encampment was only one or two miles back: the Comanches were chasing the exhausted buffalo right toward a hundred Texans and a few Missourians.


  It was a warm, pretty morning. Most of the men were feeling lazy, hoping the Colonel would content himself with a short march for the day. They were lying on their saddles or saddle blankets, playing cards, discoursing about this and that, when suddenly the buffalo and the two Comanches ran right into camp, with Bes-Das, Call, and Gus loping along slightly to the rear. The spectacle was so strange and so unexpected that several of the men decided they must be dreaming. They lay or stood where they were, amazed. Caleb Cobb had just stepped out of his tent and stood dumbfounded, as a buffalo and two Comanches ran right in front of him, scarcely twenty feet away. The Irish dog had gone hunting, and missed the scene. Neither of the Comanches seemed to notice that they were right in the middle of a Ranger encampment, so intent were they on not letting their tired prey escape. They had passed almost through camp, from north to south, when a shot rang out and the buffalo cow fell dead, turning a somersault as she fell. Old Shadrach, shooting across his saddle, had fired the shot.


  When the buffalo fell, the two Comanches stopped and simply sat on their horses, both of which were quivering with fatigue. The skinny warriors had a glazed look; they were too exhausted to get down and cut up the meat they had wanted so badly. Around the encampment, Rangers began to stand up and look to their guns. The Comanches came to with a start and flailed their horses before anyone could fire.


  “Hell, shoot ’em—shoot ’em!” Shadrach yelled. His ammunition was over by Matilda’s saddle—he could not get it and reload in time to shoot the Comanches himself.


  The Rangers got off a few shots, but by then, the Comanches had made it into a little copse of post oak; the bullets only clipped leaves.


  “Well, this is a record, I guess,” Caleb said. “Two red Indians rode all the way through camp, chasing a tired buffalo, and nobody shot ’em.”


  “It’s worse than that,” Call said. “We rode along with them for two miles, and didn’t shoot ’em.”


  “They were after the buffalo,” Gus said. “They didn’t even notice us.”


  “No, they were too hungry, I expect,” Bigfoot said. He had witnessed the event with solemn amazement. It seemed to him the Indians must have been taking some kind of powders, to miss the fact that they were riding through a Ranger camp.


  “Yes, I expect so,” Caleb said. “They wanted that buffalo bad.”


  “Should we go get them, sir?” Long Bill asked. “Their horses are about worn out.”


  “No, let them go, maybe they’ll starve,” Caleb said. “If I send a troop after them, they’ll just kill half of it and steal themselves fresh horses.”


  Shadrach was annoyed all day because no one had shot the Comanches.


  “Bes-Das should have shot them, he seen them first,” he said. “Bigfoot must have been drunk, else he would have shot ’em.”


  Shadrach had begun to repeat himself—it worried Matilda Roberts.


  “You say the same things, over and over, Shad,” she told him, but Shadrach went right on repeating himself. Over and over he told her the story of how he saved himself in a terrible blizzard on the Platte: he killed a large buffalo cow, cut her open, and crawled inside; the cow’s body stayed warm long enough to keep him alive.


  Matilda didn’t want to think of Shadrach inside a buffalo cow. Sam butchered the one the two Comanches had chased into camp; he made blood sausage of the buffalo blood, but Matilda didn’t eat any. Shad’s story was too much on her mind.


  That night, lying with the old man as he smoked his long pipe, Matilda held his rough hand. The plains scared her—she wanted to be close to Shadrach. Since crossing the Brazos, she had begun to realize that she was tired of being a whore. She was tired of having to walk off in the bushes with her quilt because some Ranger had a momentary lust. Besides, there were no bushes anymore. Whoring on the prairies meant going over a hill or a ridge, and there could always be a Comanche over the hill or the ridge.


  Besides, she had come to have such a fondness for Shadrach that she had no interest in going with other men, and in fact didn’t like it. Shad’s joints ached at times, from too many blizzards on the Platte and too many nights sleeping wet. He groaned and moaned in his sleep. Matilda knew he needed her warmth, to ease his joints.


  Shadrach had become so stiff that he could not reach down to pull his boots on and pull them off. Matilda faithfully pulled them off for him. No woman had been so kind before, and it touched him. He had begun to get surly when a Ranger with an interest in being a customer approached Matilda now.


  “Would you ever get hitched, Shad?” Matilda asked, the night after the buffalo ran through camp.


  “It would depend on the gal,” Shadrach said.


  “What if I was the gal?” Matilda asked. It was a bold question, but she needed to know.


  Shadrach smiled. He knew of Matilda’s fondness for him, and was flattered by it. After all, he was old and woolly, and the camp was full of young scamps, some of them barely old enough to have hair on their balls.


  “You—what would you want with me?” he asked, to tease her. “I’m an old berry. My pod’s about dry.”


  “I’d get hitched with you anyway, Shad,” Matilda said.


  Shadrach had been married once, to a Cree beauty on the Red River of the north. She had been killed in a raid by the Sioux, some forty years back. All he remembered about her was that she made the tastiest pemmican on the Northern plains.


  “Why, Matty, I thought you had the notion to go to California,” Shadrach said. “I’ve not got that much traveling in me, I don’t expect. I’ve done been west to the Gila and that’s far enough west for me.”


  “They’ll have a train to California someday,” Matilda said. “I’ll wait, and we’ll take the train. Until then I guess New Mexico will do, if it ain’t too sandy.”


  “I’d get hitched with you—sure,” Shadrach said. “Maybe we’ll run into a preacher, somewhere up the trail.”


  “If we don’t, we could ask the Colonel to hitch us,” Matilda said.


  A little later, when the old man was sleeping, Matilda got up and sneaked two extra blankets out of the baggage wagon. The dews had been exceptionally heavy at night. She didn’t want her husband-to-be getting wet on the dewy ground.


  Black Sam saw her take the blankets. He used a chunk of firewood for a pillow, himself. Sometimes, when the fire burned low, he would turn over and burn his pillow.


  “I need those blankets, Sam—don’t tell,” Matilda said. She was fond of Sam too, though in a different way.


  “I won’t, Miss Matty,” Sam said.


  15.


  IN TWO WEEKS THE beeves were gone, and the troop was living on mush. The expedition had pointed to the northwest, and came to a long stretch of rough, bald country that led upward to a long escarpment. Though the escarpment was still fifty miles away, they could see it.


  “What’s up there?” Gus asked Bigfoot.


  “Comanches,” Bigfoot said. “Them and the Kiowa.”


  The tall boy, Jimmy Tweed, had begun to bunk with Call and Gus. Jimmy and Gus were soon joshing each other and trying to outdo each other in pranks or card tricks. They would have tried to beat each other at whoring, but all the whores except Matilda had turned back at the Brazos, and Matilda had retired. So desperate was the situation that a youth from Navasota named John Baca was caught having congress with his mare. The troop laughed about it for days; Johnny Baca blushed every time anyone looked at him. But many of the men, in the privacy of their thoughts, wondered if Johnny Baca had not made a sensible move. Brognoli, the quartermaster, merely shrugged tolerantly at the notion of a boy having congress with a mare.


  “Why not?” he asked. “The mare don’t care.”


  “She may not care, but I’ll be damned if I’ll go with a horse,” Gus said.


  “Besides, I don’t own a mare,” he added, a little later.


  The complete disappearance of the great buffalo herd continued to puzzle everyone. Call, Gus, and Bes-Das scouted as much as thirty miles ahead, and yet not an animal could be found.


  “No wonder them Comanches run that one cow right into camp,” Gus said on the third evening, when they sat down to a supper of mush. “It was that or starve, I guess.”


  “It’s a big prairie,” Bigfoot reminded him. “Those buffalo could be three or four hundred miles north, by now.”


  Not long before they spotted the escarpment they came upon a stream that Bes-Das thought was the Red, the river they counted on to take them west to New Mexico. Bes-Das was the scout who was supposed to be most familiar with the Comanche country—everyone felt relieved when they struck the river. It seemed they were practically to New Mexico. The water was bad, though—not as bad as the Pecos, in Call’s view, but bad enough that most of the troop was soon bothered with cramps and retchings. The area proved to be unusually snaky, too. The low, shaley hills were so flush with snakes that Call could sometimes hear three or four rattling at the same time.


  Before they had been on the river half a day, Elihu Carson, the dentist, walked off to squat awhile, in the grip of a series of cramps, and had the bad luck to get bitten in the ass by a rattlesnake. Several men testified that they had heard the snake rattle, but Elihu Carson was a little deaf—he didn’t hear the warning.


  “I think you’re cursed, Carson,” the Colonel said, when informed of the accident. “First you trip on your suitcase and get stickers in your face, and now you have fangs in your ass.”


  “Sir, everything is sharp in this part of the country,” the dentist said.


  Most of the men expected Carson to die of snakebite, and those he had extracted teeth from hoped that he would. But Elihu Carson confounded them. He showed only brief ill effects—four hours after the bite, he was pulling one of young Tommy Spencer’s teeth. The boy from Missouri had let a horse kick him right in the face, and had two broken front teeth to show for his carelessness.


  Later that day, the mules pulling the main supply wagon spooked at a cougar that bounded out of a little clump of bushes right in front of them. Gus and several others blazed away at the cougar, but the cat got clean away. The mules fled down a gully, pulling the heavy wagon: it struck a rock, turned completely over in the air, and burst apart. One of the wheels came off its axle and rolled on down the gully out of sight. Caleb Cobb’s canoe, which had been on top of the load, smashed to bits. One mule broke its leg and had to be shot.


  While Brognoli and several other Rangers were standing around the wreck, debating whether there was any hope of repairing the big wagon, Alchise, the half-breed scout, pointed to the north. All Call saw was an advancing cloud of dust—the troop took cover and prepared for battle, but the source of the dust turned out to be a herd of horses, about twenty in number, being driven by two white men and a Negro. One of the white men, a bulky fellow with a thick brown beard, was leading another horse, with two little girls on it. The little girls were about five or six; both were blond. They were a good deal scratched up, and looked scared. Neither of them spoke at all, though Sam and Brognoli tried to coax them down, and offered them biscuits. The three men looked as if they had been dipped in dust. They had clearly ridden fast and hard.


  “Howdy, I’m Charlie Goodnight,” the large man said. “This is Bill and this is Bose.”


  “Get down and take some coffee,” Caleb offered. “We’ve just had a wreck. My canoe is ruined and I don’t know what else.”


  “No, we can’t pause,” Charles Goodnight said. “These girls were stolen two weeks ago, from down by Weatherford. Their parents will have no peace of mind until I return them.”


  “They also ran off these horses,” the man said. “We had to race to catch up with the rascals.”


  “At least you succeeded,” Caleb said. “Comanches took ’em?”


  “Yes, Kicking Wolf, he’s a clever thief,” Goodnight said. “What are you doing taking wagons across the baldies?”


  “Why, ain’t you heard of us, Mr. Goodnight?” Caleb asked. By this time the whole troop had gathered around the travelers. “I’m Colonel Cobb. We’re the Texas–Santa Fe expedition, heading out toward New Mexico.”


  “Why?” Goodnight asked bluntly. Call thought the man’s manner short to the point of rudeness. He wasn’t insolent, though—just blunt.


  “Well, we mean to annex it,” Caleb said. “We may have to hang a few Mexicans in the process, but I expect we’ll soon whip ’em back.”


  “No, they’ll hang you—if you get there,” Goodnight said.


  “Why wouldn’t we get there, sir?” Caleb asked, a little stung by the man’s brusque attitude.


  “I doubt you know the way—that’s one reason,” Goodnight said. “There ain’t water enough between here and Santa Fe to keep this many horses alive. That’s two reasons.”


  He rose in his saddle and pointed toward the escarpment, a thin line in the distance, with white clouds floating over it.


  “That’s the caprock,” he said. “Once you’re on top of it there’s nothing.”


  “Well, there has to be something,” Caleb said. “There’s grass, at least.”


  “Yes sir, lots of grass,” Goodnight said. “I’ve rarely met the man who can live on grass, though, and I’ve rarely seen the horse that could travel five hundred miles without water.”


  Caleb Cobb was stunned by the comment.


  “Five hundred miles—are you sure?” he asked. “We thought it would be another hundred, at most.”


  “That’s what I said to begin with,” Goodnight said. “You don’t know where you’re going.”


  He turned and glanced at the three remaining wagons. The mules were exhausted from pulling the heavy wagons in and out of gullies—and Call could see that there seemed to be no end of gullies stretching west. Goodnight shook his head, and glanced back at the little girls, to see that they were all right.


  “We would appreciate some biscuits,” he said. “These children ain’t eaten nothing but a few bites of rabbit, in the last day.”


  “Give them what they need,” Caleb said. “Give them the biscuits and some bacon too.”


  He looked back at the escarpment, clearly disturbed by Goodnight’s news.


  “I guess you don’t think much of our wagons, do you?” he asked.


  “Them wagons would do fine to go to market in,” Goodnight said. “But you ain’t going to market. You’ll never get ’em up the hill. You’ll have to take what you can carry and hope you find game.”


  “Why, dammit, I was told there was a passage along the Red River,” Caleb said. “I was hoping we’d come to it tomorrow.”


  Goodnight looked at him oddly, as if he were listening to a child.


  “If you suppose you’re on the Red, then you’re worse lost than I thought,” Goodnight said. “This ain’t the Red, it’s the Big Wichita. The Red is a far piece ahead yet—I took back these horses just shy of the Red. You might make the Prairie Dog Fork of the Brazos, if you don’t jump no more cougars and lose no more mules.”


  “You’re a wonder, sir—how did you know about the cougar?” Caleb asked.


  “Tracks,” Goodnight said. “I ain’t blind. I’ve never met the mule yet that could tolerate cougars.”


  Then he noticed Shadrach, standing by Matilda—Bigfoot was nearby.


  “Why, Shad—are you a hundred yet?” he asked. “Hello, Miss Roberts.”


  He tipped his hat, as did the cowboy named Bill and the Negro named Bose.


  “I’m crowding it, Charlie,” Shadrach said.


  “Hello, Wallace—why would you want to walk all the way to New Mexico to get hung?” Goodnight asked Bigfoot. “Ain’t there enough hang ropes in Texas for you?”


  “I ain’t planning on no hanging, Charlie,” Bigfoot said. “I expect to fill my pockets with gold and silver and go back to Texas and buy a ranch.”


  Goodnight nodded. “Oh, that’s it, is it?” he said. “You’re all out for booty, I guess. You’ve heard there are big chunks of gold and silver lying in the streets, I expect.”


  “Well, we’ve heard minerals were plentiful,” Caleb said. Less and less did he like this blunt fellow, Charlie Goodnight—yet the man’s news, unwelcome as it was, was valuable, considering their situation. It was mortifying to be the leader of an expedition and discover that you were not even on the right river.


  “There are minerals aplenty—in the governor’s vault,” Goodnight said. “He might open it for you and ask you to help yourselves, but I doubt it. That ain’t the way of governors—not the ones I’ve met.”


  There was silence throughout the troop. Goodnight was not particularly likable, but few of the men could doubt that he knew what he was talking about. If he said they were putting themselves in danger of starvation only to run the risk of being hanged upon arrival, it well might be true.


  “It’s a marvel that you rode off and got your horses back, Mr. Goodnight,” Caleb said. “We’ve not had much luck pursuing the red boys. If there’s a special method you use I’d appreciate it if you’d tell us what it is—it could be that we’ll lose stock, and we can’t afford to.”


  “No, you can’t, you’ll have to eat most of these horses, I expect,” Goodnight said.


  He looked at the solemn group of men, some of them with hopes still high for adventure and booty in New Mexico. Not for the first time, he was impressed by the folly of men.


  “How’d you get ’em back, sir?” Caleb asked again.


  “Well, they were my horses,” Goodnight said. “I’ll be damned if I’ll give up twenty horses to Kicking Wolf, not without a chase.


  “Pardon me for cussing, Miss Roberts,” he said, again tipping his hat.


  “The only way to get horses back from Indians is to outrun them—it’s why I try to stay well mounted,” he went on. “We caught them near the Red. There were four warriors and these children. We killed two warriors, but Kicking Wolf and his brother got away.”


  Sam handed him a little packet of biscuits, and some meat.


  “Thank you,” Goodnight said. “These young ladies have been too scared to eat. But they ain’t hurt—I expect they’ll get hungry one of these days.”


  “They’re pretty girls—I hope they eat,” Sam said. “I have a little jelly saved—plum jelly. Maybe it will tempt them.”


  He handed Goodnight a small jar of jelly—Goodnight looked at it and put it in his saddlebag.


  “If it don’t tempt the young ladies it will sure tempt me,” he said. Then he looked again at Caleb Cobb.


  “If you make the Red and any of them wagons still have the wheels on them, stick to the river and follow it west. There’s a place called the Narrows, where you might get through.”


  “Angosturas,” Alchise said, nodding.


  “Yes, that’s what the Mexicans call it,” Goodnight said. “I call it the Narrows.”


  Then he tipped his hat to Matilda a third time.


  “Let’s go, Bose,” he said.


  Soon the cloud of dust from the twenty horses was floating over the gullies to the south.


  “Charlie Goodnight’s salty,” Bigfoot observed.


  “I agree,” Caleb said.


  16.


  CALEB COBB RODE ALONE most of that day, accompanied only by his Irish dog. If he was disturbed to discover that he was not on the river he thought he was on, he didn’t express it. Nonetheless, the troop was uneasy. There was little talk. Each man rode along, alone with his thoughts. Gus tried once or twice to discuss the situation with Call, but Call didn’t answer. He was trying to push down the feeling that the whole expedition was foolish. They didn’t even know which river they were on, and their commander’s estimation of the distance they had to travel was off by hundreds of miles. They had already lost several men and most of their wagons; they had killed and eaten the last of their beeves. If there was any game in the area, no one could spot it.


  “I despise poor planning,” he said.


  Gus, though, was feeling frisky. He could not stay in low spirits long, not when the day was fine and the country glorious.


  “Why, you can see a hundred miles, if you stand up in your stirrups,” he said. “I prefer it to the trees, myself.


  “For one thing, Indians can hide in the trees,” he added.


  “They hid pretty well out beyond the Pecos, and there wasn’t no trees out there,” Call reminded him. “There could be a hundred of them watching us right now and you’ll never see them.”


  “Oh, shut up, you always think the worst,” Gus said, annoyed by his friend’s pessimistic nature. All he wanted to do was enjoy a fine afternoon on the prairies. He did not want to have to consider that there might be a hundred Indians in hiding in the next gully, or any gully. All he wanted was to enjoy the gallop out to New Mexico—it took the pleasure out of adventure to always be worrying, as his friend did.


  Call was not the only one in the company who was worried, though. That night Bes-Das and Alchise disappeared, taking six horses.


  “I guess they didn’t want to be shot down like Falconer was,” Bigfoot said. “Caleb’s too quick to flare. It ain’t good leading to be shooting down people we might need.”


  “I don’t guess we’re any worse off than we were,” Long Bill pointed out. “Those two were lost anyway. That fellow Goodnight is about the only man who knows his way around, out in these parts.”


  Two more wagons were lost between the Prairie Dog Fork of the Brazos and the wide pans of the Red River. Caleb put all the ammunition in the one wagon and told the men to keep only such gear as they could carry on their horses. That night they ate catfish—the river was low and some of the fish were trapped in shallow ponds. The men sharpened willow sticks into crude spears. More than fifty sizable fish were taken, cooked, and devoured, and yet the men went to bed unsatisfied.


  “Eating fish is like eating air,” Jimmy Tweed observed. “It goes in but it don’t fill you up.”


  Once they passed through the Narrows the great plain spread west before them. Though they had been on the prairie for weeks, none of them were prepared for the way the sky and the earth seemed to widen, once they rose onto the Llano Estacado. After a day or two on the llano the meaning of distance seemed changed. The great plain, silent and endless, became the world. In relation to the plain, they felt like ants. The smaller world of towns and creeks and clumps of forest seemed difficult to remember. At night on the llano, with the sky a star-strewn plain of darkness overhead, Gus tried to keep Clara in mind, but the thought that he had fallen in love with a girl, in a dusty little general store in Austin, had come to seem far away and insubstantial, like the dust motes that had floated down the sunbeams in the store. The girl and the store had been for the day—the great plain was forever.


  The whole troop was dismayed by the stretch of empty land ahead. If the Indians fell upon them when they were on the llano, what chance could they have?


  Bigfoot had been made chief of scouts. He took Gus and Call with him when he rode out every day. Gus he took mainly for his eyesight. It was generally acknowledged that Gus could see farther and more accurately than anyone in the troop. Call he took for his steadiness; Call didn’t flinch from trouble.


  On their third day on the plain, they saw that there was a difference in the horizon ahead. None of them, though, could puzzle the difference out. The clouds seemed closer to the surface of the ground. Gus was the first to note something strange: not far ahead, a hawk had dived at a rabbit or a quail, and yet the hawk didn’t swoop on its prey and lift it. The hawk kept going, as if it had dived into a hole.


  Ten minutes later they came to the lip of the Palo Duro Canyon, and the mystery was explained. The hawk hadn’t dived into a hole; it had dived into the canyon, which looked to be several miles across, and so many miles long that they couldn’t see the western end of it. Hundreds of feet below them buffalo were feeding in long grass.


  “Hurrah, we found the bufs,” Gus said. “Let’s climb down and shoot some—maybe the Colonel will promote us.”


  “He won’t, because you’ll break your neck going down, and even if you don’t you’ll never get back up, not carrying no buffalo meat,” Bigfoot said.


  “I’ve heard about this canyon,” he said, a little later. “I just had no idea we were close by.”


  He sent Call racing back to inform the company—he and Gus stayed, to explore the canyon wall and see if there was a way down. The sight of the grazing buffalo reminded him that he was hungry for meat—mush and Red River catfish didn’t fill you like buffalo ribs.


  While loping southeast toward the camp they had just left not long before, Call’s horse suddenly jumped sideways, so violently that Call lost his seat and was thrown high and hard. He managed to hang on to his bridle rein, but he landed on his head and shoulders so hard that his vision blurred for a moment. As it cleared he saw something white, nearby. In a moment, he realized that the white thing that had spooked his horse was the body of a man. At first he thought it might be one of the Rangers, out for a ride or a hunt. The man had been shot, scalped, stripped, and mutilated. Someone had hacked into his chest cavity and taken out his vitals. Call looked closely at the face, which was the face of a stranger. He didn’t think it belonged to anyone in the troop. The man had not a stitch of clothes on. There was no way to identify him. Call felt his neck, which was cold.


  Even so, his killer or killers might be close by. Call drew his pistol, just in case, and mounted cautiously. Just as he did he saw movement out of the corner of his eye: three Comanches and their horses seemed to rise up, out of the bare earth, only a hundred yards away. Call spurred his horse, and bent low as she raced. He knew his only chance was to run. To his relief, Buffalo Hump was not one of his pursuers. The troop was probably not more than five miles back, and he was on Betsy, a fleet sorrel mare. Betsy was one of the fastest horses in camp, and her wind was excellent. Yet before he had been running a minute, Call realized that the Comanches were gaining. Their horses were no faster than Betsy, but they knew the land better—it was the same thing he had felt west of the Pecos. They took advantage of every roll and dip. The lead warrior had a bow and arrow, and he was closing. To his left Call spotted something he had seen on the way up: a large prairie-dog town. Without hesitation he pointed Betsy toward it. It was a risk—the mare might step in one of the holes, in which case it would all be over, but it was a risk for the Comanches, too. Maybe they would slow down—he himself had no intention of slowing. If luck was with him he might race through the town and gain a few yards. He had to try it.


  At the approach of the racing mare, prairie dogs throughout the town whistled and darted into their holes. Betsy kicked up dust from the edge of more than one hole, but she wove through the town without slowing. Even so, Call didn’t gain much. The Comanches, too, avoided the holes. Just as he cleared the prairie-dog town, Call felt something nudge his arm and looked down to see an arrow sticking in his left arm, just above the elbow. He had not felt the arrow go in, and had no time to pay attention to it. He spurred Betsy, urging her to even more speed, and seemed, for the space of a mile, to gain a little on the Indians. No more arrows flew. Yet when he dared glance back, he saw that he wasn’t gaining. The Comanches were racing abreast, and they were still almost within arrow range.


  Call turned and fired his pistol at them once, but the shot had no effect. Now he was racing along the edge of a little bluff some fifteen feet high—ahead, the bluff gradually sloped off, but Call couldn’t wait for the slope. He put Betsy over the edge; she just managed to keep her feet when she hit, and he just managed to keep his seat. At once he heard a buzzing. Betsy began to jump and dance. Call looked around, and saw rattlesnakes everywhere. He had jumped to the edge of a den. It seemed to him that at least a hundred snakes surrounded him—they had been sunning themselves on the rocky slope: the abrupt arrival of a horse and rider startled them. Now they were buzzing in chorus. A shot came from above, but it zinged off a rock. Call put spurs to Betsy again—he couldn’t worry about the snakes—he would be dead anyway, if he didn’t run.


  Seeing the snakes, the Comanches chose to lose ground and not risk the jump. But they were racing along a short decline and would soon be trying to overtake him. When he ran over the next ridge Call saw the troop—there they were, but they still seemed miles away, and the Comanches had returned to the pursuit. They were a hundred yards back, but he knew they would close with him before he could make the troop, unless he was very lucky. They had fanned out now. Two were trying to flank him on his right, while the third was directly behind him. Betsy was running flat out: so far her wind had held. Call debated the wisdom of shooting off his pistol, in the hope that someone in the troop would hear it and rush to his aid. It was a point of tactics he had not thought out in advance. If he fired, he would soon have an empty pistol.


  He kept the pistol ready, but didn’t fire. He thought he could kill one Indian, anyway, if there was a close fight. Perhaps he would wound another. If the third man got him, at least he would have made a strong struggle.


  Then he heard rifle shots from just ahead of him, where two or three trees bordered a little stream. A doe came bounding through the trees, so close that Betsy almost collided with it. Call skirted the spring and saw Long Bill Coleman ahead—he had been chasing the doe. He had shot once and was just reloading. He was startled to see Call, but even more startled to see the Comanches. Although the odds had altered, the Comanches were still coming.


  “Oh, boy, where’s that damn Blackie when we need him?” Long Bill said, wheeling his horse. “He rode out with me but he thought the doe was too puny to bother about.”


  An arrow dropped between them, and then two gunshots came from behind, one of which nicked Call’s hat brim. They raced on, hoping someone in the troop would hear the shooting and respond—it was awhile before they realized the Comanches were no longer chasing them. When they pulled up and looked back, they saw that the three Comanches, having missed the scalps, had taken the small doe instead. One of them had just slung the carcass onto his horse.


  “Oh boy, I’m winded,” Long Bill said. “I was just trying to kill a little meat. I sure wasn’t looking for no Indian fight.”


  Call remembered that Gus and Bigfoot were alone, at the lip of the great canyon. The three men who chased them might have been part of a larger party. With so many buffalo grazing in the canyon, it was likely more Indians were about.


  Caleb Cobb was enjoying a long cigar when Call raced up: he seemed more interested in Betsy than in the news.


  “I come close to choosing that little mare for myself,” he said. “I expect it’s lucky for you that I didn’t. I think Mr. Bigfoot Wallace made a good point when he said it’s horseflesh that usually makes the difference in Indian fighting.”


  “Colonel, there’s hundreds of buffalo down in that canyon,” Call said. “There might be more Indians, too.”


  “All right, we’re off to the rescue,” Caleb said. “We’ll take about ten men. Me and Jeb will come too. It’s a fine morning for a fracas.”


  Call had forgotten to mention the dead man. He had had only a moment to look at him, before the Comanches attacked. When he told the Colonel about it, the Colonel shrugged.


  “Likely just a traveler who took the long route,” he said. “Traveling alone in this part of the country is generally foolhardy.”


  “I wouldn’t do it for seventy dollars,” Long Bill observed.


  Shadrach had been napping when Call arrived. The change in the old mountain man surprised everyone: from being independent, stern, and a little frightening, even when he was in a good temper, he had become aged. Though Call had always known that Shadrach was old, he had not thought of him that way until they crossed the Brazos; now, though, it was impossible to think of him any other way. He had once wandered off alone for days; now, when he left camp to hunt, he was always back in a few hours. He sometimes dozed, even when on horseback. Unless directly addressed, he spoke only to Matilda.


  The news that they were near the Palo Duro Canyon seemed to take years off Shadrach, though—at once he was mounted, his long rifle out of its scabbard.


  “I’ve heard of it all my life, now I aim to see it,” Shadrach said.


  Then he turned to Matilda.


  “If it’s safe, then I’ll come and get you, Matty,” he said, before loping off.


  Sam took a hasty look at Call’s arrow wound, broke off the arrow shaft and cut the arrow free. Call was impatient—he didn’t regard the wound as serious: he wanted to be off. But Sam made him wait while he dressed the wound correctly, and the Colonel, though mounted, waited with no show of impatience.


  “I want Corporal Call to be well doctored,” he said. “We can’t afford to have him sick.”


  Call led them to the dead man, whom Shadrach recognized.


  “It’s Roy Char—he was a mining man,” Shadrach said.


  “I don’t know what there could be to mine, out in this country,” Caleb said.


  “Roy was after that old gold,” Shadrach said.


  “What old gold?” Caleb asked. “If there’s a bunch of old gold around here we ought to find it and forget about New Mexico.”


  “Some big Spaniard came marching through here in the old times,” Shadrach said. “They say he found a town that was made of gold. I guess Roy figured some of it might still be around here, somewhere.”


  “Oh, Señor Coronado, you mean,” Caleb said. “He didn’t find no city of gold—all he found was a lot of poor Indians. Your friend Mr. Char lost his life for nothing. The gold ain’t here.”


  The canyon was there, though. They buried Roy Char hastily, and rode along the rim of the canyon until they found Gus and Bigfoot, hiding in a small declivity behind some thorny bushes. Both had their rifles at the ready.


  “What took you all day?” Gus asked—he was badly annoyed by the fact that he had had to cower behind a bush for an hour, while he waited for Call to bring up the troop.


  “I got an arrow in my arm, but it wasn’t as bad as what happened to a man we just buried,” Call said.


  “You could be burying us—and you would have if we hadn’t been quick to hide,” Bigfoot told them. “There’s fifty or sixty Indians down below us—I wish you’d brought the whole troop.”


  “Well, we can fetch the troop,” Caleb said. “I doubt those Indians can ride up this cliff and scalp us all.”


  “No, but it’s their canyon,” Bigfoot reminded him. “They might know a trail.”


  Caleb walked out on a little promontory, and looked down. He saw a good number of Indians, butchering buffalo. Six buffalo were down, at least.


  “If they know a trail I hope they show it to us,” Caleb said, coming back. “We’d ride down and harvest a few of them buffalo ourselves.”


  “There could be a thousand Indians around here,” Bigfoot said. “I ain’t putting myself in no place where I have to climb to get away from Indians. They might be better climbers than I am.”


  “You’re right, but I hate to pass up the meat,” Caleb said.


  Nonetheless, they did pass it up. The troop was brought forward and proceeded west, along the edge of the canyon. They were never out of sight of buffalo—or Indians. Quartermaster Brognoli, who believed in numbers—so many boots, so many rifles, so many sacks of flour—counted over three hundred tribesmen in the canyon, most of them engaged in cutting up buffalo. Call and Gus both kept looking into the canyon—the distance was so vast that it drew the eye. Both strained their eyes to see if they could spot Buffalo Hump, but they didn’t see him.


  “He’s there, though,” Gus said. “I feel him.”


  “You can’t feel an Indian who’s miles away,” Call said.


  “I can,” Gus affirmed, without explanation.


  “He could be five hundred miles from here—there are thousands of Indians,” Call reminded him.


  “I can feel him,” Gus insisted. “I get hot under the ribs when he’s around. Don’t you ever get hot under the ribs?”


  “Not unless I’ve eaten putrid beef,” Call said. Twice on the trip he had eaten putrid beef, and his system had revolted.


  The night was moonless, which worried Caleb Cobb somewhat and worried Bigfoot more. The horses were kept within a corral of ropes, and guard was changed every hour. Caleb called the men together in the evening, and made a little speech.


  “We’ve come too far to go back,” he said. “We’re bound for Santa Fe. But the Indians know we’re here, and they’re clever horsethieves. We have to watch close. We won’t get across this long prairie if we lose our horses—the red boys will tag after us and pick us off like chickens.”


  Despite the speech and the intensified guard, the remuda was twenty horses short when dawn came. None of the guards had nodded or closed an eye, either. Caleb Cobb was fit to be tied.


  “How could they get off with twenty horses and not one of us hear them?” he asked. Brognoli kept walking around the horse herd, counting and recounting. For awhile he was sure the count was wrong—it wasn’t easy to count horses when they were bunched together. He counted and recounted until Caleb lost his temper and ordered him to stop.


  “The damn horses are gone!” he said. “They’re forty miles away by now, most likely. You can’t count them because they’re gone!”


  “I expect it was Kicking Wolf,” Bigfoot said. “He could steal horses out of a store.”


  “If I could catch the rascal I’d tie him to a horse’s tail and let the horse kick him to death,” Caleb said. “Since his name is Kicking Wolf it would be appropriate if the son of a bitch got kicked to death.”


  With the night’s theft, the horse situation became critical. Three men were totally without mounts, and no man had more than one horse. To make matters worse, Tom, Matilda’s big gray, was one of the horses that had been stolen. She was now afoot. Matilda cried all morning. She had a fondness for Tom. The sight of Matilda crying unnerved the whole camp. Since taking up with Shadrach Matilda had raged less—everyone noted her mildness. But watching such a large woman cry was a trial to the spirit. It fretted Shadrach so that he grew restless and rode out of camp, over Matilda’s protests.


  “Now he’ll go off and get killed,” Matilda said.


  “Well, if you hush up that crying, maybe he’ll come back,” Long Bill said. He was one of the men who was afoot, and as a result, was in a sour mood. The prospect of walking to Santa Fe, across such a huge plain, did not appeal to him—but the thought of walking back to Austin didn’t appeal to him, either. He had seen what had just happened to the mining man, Roy Char. He was determined to stay with the troop, even if it meant blisters on his feet.


  Call and Gus had both been on guard, in the darkest part of the night. Call felt shamed by the thought that he had not been keen enough to prevent the theft.


  “Why, I wasn’t sleepy a bit,” Gus said. “It couldn’t have happened on our watch. I can hear a rat move, when I’m that wide awake.”


  “You might could hear a rat, but you didn’t hear the Indians and you didn’t hear the horses leaving, either,” Call told him.


  That night Call, Bigfoot, and a number of other guards periodically put their ear to the ground to listen. All they heard was the tramp of their own horses in the rope corral. In addition to the rope, most of the horses had been hobbled, so they couldn’t bolt. Call and Gus had the watch just before sunrise. They moved in circles around the herd, meeting every five minutes. Call was certain no Indians were there. It was only when dawn came that he had a moment of uncertainty. He saw the beginnings of the sunrise—the light was yellow as flame. But the yellow light was in the west, and dawn didn’t come from the west.


  A second later Bigfoot saw it too, and yelled loud enough to wake the whole camp.


  “That ain’t the sunrise, boys!” he yelled.


  Just as he said it, Call saw movement to the north. Two Indians had sneaked in and slipped the hobbles on several horses. Call threw off a shot, but it was still very dark—he could no longer see anything to the north.


  “Damn it all, they got away again,” he said. “I don’t know how many horses they got away with, this time.”


  “Don’t matter now, we’ve got to head back to that last creek,” Bigfoot said.


  “Why?” Call asked, startled.


  Bigfoot merely pointed west, where the whole horizon was yellow.


  “That ain’t sunrise,” he said, in a jerky voice. “That’s fire.”


  17.


  THE TROOP HAD NO sooner turned to head back south toward the little creek Bigfoot mentioned when they saw the same yellow glow on the prairie south of them. The flames to the west were already noticeably closer. Bigfoot wheeled his mount, and rode up to Caleb.


  “They set it,” he said. “The Comanches. They waited till the wind was right. Now we have the canyon at our backs and prairie fires on two sides.”


  “Three,” Caleb said, pointing west, where there was another fierce glow.


  The whole troop immediately discerned the nature of their peril. Call looked at Gus, who tried to appear nonchalant.


  “We’ll have to burn or we’ll have to jump,” Call said. “I hate the thought of burning most, I guess.”


  Gus looked into the depths of the canyon—he was only twenty feet from its edge. The prairie now was a great ring of burning grass. Though he sat calmly on his horse, waiting for Bigfoot and the Colonel to decide what to do, inside he felt the same deep churning that he had felt beyond the Pecos. The Indians were superior to them in their planning. They would always lay some clever trap.


  “Ride, boys,” Bigfoot said. “Let’s try the west—it’s our best chance.”


  Soon the whole troop was fleeing, more than twenty of the men mounted double for lack of horses. Shadrach took Matilda on behind him—he rode right along the canyon edge, looking for a way down.


  “I believe we could climb down afoot,” he told Caleb. “If we can get a little ways down, we won’t burn. There’s nothing to burn, on those cliffs.”


  Caleb stopped a minute, to appraise the fire. The ring had now been closed. With every surge of wind the fire seemed to leap toward them, fifty yards at a leap. The prairie grass was tall—flames shot twenty and thirty feet in the air.


  “The damn fiends,” Caleb said. “Maybe we can start a backfire, and get it stopped. I’ve heard that can be done.”


  “No time, and the wind’s wrong,” Bigfoot said. “I think Shad’s right. We’re going to have to climb a ways down.”


  Caleb hesitated. It might be the only good strategy, but it meant abandoning their mounts. There was no trail a horse could go down. They might survive the fire, but then what? They would be on the bald prairie—no horses, no supplies, no water. How long would it take the Comanches to pick them off?


  The troop huddled around Bigfoot and their commander. All eyes were turned toward the fire, and all eyes were anxious. The flames were advancing almost at loping speed. They were only three hundred yards away. The men could hear the dry grass crackle as it took flame. When the wind surged there was a roar, as the flames were sucked into the sky.


  Call felt bitter that their commander had had no more forethought than to bring them to such an exposed place. Nothing about the expedition had been well planned. Of course, no one would have imagined that the Indians could steal horses at will, from such a tight guard. But now they were caught: he imagined Buffalo Hump, somewhere on the other side of the flames, his lance in his hand, waiting to come in and take some scalps.


  Caleb Cobb waited until the flames were one hundred yards away to make his decision. He waited, hoping to spot a break in the flames, something they might race through. But there was no break in the flames—the Indians who set the fire had done an expert job. The ring of flames grew tighter every minute. General Lloyd, drunk as usual, was shivering and shaking, although the heat from the great fire was already close enough to be felt.


  “We’re done for now—we’ll cook,” he said.


  “No, but we will have to climb down this damn cliff,” Caleb said, turning his horse toward the canyon’s edge. No sooner had he turned than he heard a gunshot—General Phil Lloyd had taken out his revolver and shot himself in the head. His body hung halfway off his horse, one foot caught in a stirrup.


  The horses were beginning to be hard to restrain, jumping and pitching, their nostrils flaring. Two or three men were thrown—one horse raced straight into the flames.


  “Let’s go, boys—keep your guns and get over the edge, as best you can,” Caleb yelled.


  To Gus’s relief the canyon walls were not as sheer as they had first looked. There were drop-offs of a hundred feet and more, but there were also humps and ledges, and inclines not too steep to negotiate. The Irish dog went down at a run, his tail straight in the air. Before the men had scrambled thirty feet down there was another tragedy: the horses were in panic now—some raced into the flames, but others raced straight off into the canyon. Some hit ledges, but most rolled once or twice and fell into the void. One of the leaping horses fell straight down now on Dakluskie, the leader of the Missourians. Several of the Rangers saw the horse falling, but Dakluskie didn’t. He was crushed before he could look up. The horse kept rolling, taking Dakluskie with it. General Lloyd’s horse made the longest leap of all—he flew over the group and fell out of sight, General Lloyd’s body still dangling from the stirrup.


  “Oh God, look there!” Gus said, pointing across the canyon. “Look at them—where are they going?”


  Not all of the men could afford to look—some of them clung to small bushes, or balanced on narrow ledges in terror. Over them the fire roared right to the edge of the canyon; the heat made all of them sweat, although they were cold with fear.


  Call looked, though, and so did Caleb Cobb. At first Call thought it was goats, creeping along the face of the cliff across the canyon. Just as he looked, a ledge crumbled under Black Sam—Call saw a startled look on Sam’s face, as he fell. He did not cry out.


  “My God, look at them!” Caleb said.


  Across the canyon, on a trail so narrow that they had to proceed single file, a party of fifty Comanches were moving west. It seemed from across the great distance that the Comanches were walking on air.


  In the lead was Buffalo Hump, with the lance Gus had imagined in his fear.


  “Look at them!” Bigfoot said. “Are they flying?”


  “No, it’s a trail,” Shadrach told him. He was on a tiny ledge of rock, with Matilda. He shushed her like a child, hoping to keep her from making a foolish movement.


  “What if the fire don’t stop?” Matilda asked, looking upward. She had always been scared of fire; now she could not stop trembling. She expected flames to curl over the edge of the canyon and come down and burn her shirt. She had such a horror of her clothes being on fire that she began to take her shirt off.


  “What... stop that!” Shadrach said, one eye on Matilda and the other eye on the Comanches.


  “No, I have to get this shirt off, I don’t want to burn up in it,” Matilda said, and she half undressed on the small ledge.


  Call could look up and see flames at the canyon’s edge, but he knew Matilda’s fear was unfounded. Ash from the burning prairie floated down on them, but the fire was not going to curl over. He kept watching the Indians across the Palo Duro. It did seem that their horses were walking delicately, on the air itself.


  “Can you see a trail—you’ve got those keen eyes?” Call asked Gus.


  Gus himself had to squint—smoke was floating over the canyon now, from the fire. But when he looked close he could see that the Indians weren’t flying. Buffalo Hump was picking his way slowly, a step at a time, along a small trail.


  “He ain’t flying, there’s a trail,” he said. “But if any man could fly I expect it would be that rascal. It felt like he was flying that night he chased me.”


  “I don’t care if they’re flying or walking,” Caleb said—he was clinging to a small bush. “I’d be happier if they were going in the other direction—it looks like they’re flanking us.”


  Just then the dentist, Elihu Carson, lost his balance and began to roll downward.


  “Grab his foot!” Call yelled to Long Bill, who was nearest the falling man. Long Bill grabbed but missed by an inch or less. His own situation was so precarious that he did not dare lean farther. The dentist bounced off a boulder and flew out of sight, screeching loudly as he vanished.


  “We’ll have to take care, now, and not get no toothaches,” Bigfoot said, his eyes still on the file of Indians across the canyon, who seemed to be walking on air.
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  WHEN THE RANGERS CRAWLED back out of the canyon, the prairie was black and smoldering, as far as anyone could see. Here and there a little bush, a cactus or a pack rat’s den still showed a trace of flame. Several dead horses were in sight; the gear the men had dumped smoldered like the rats’ dens. Young Tommy Spencer was sobbing loudly. Dakluskie had been his only relative. Black Sam was gone, and the dentist—Brognoli had been kicked in the neck by a falling horse, and sat glassy eyed. His head was set at an odd angle; from time to time his head seemed to jerk, backward and forward, quickly. He couldn’t speak, though whether from fear or injury no one yet knew.


  Much of the extra ammunition had exploded. This surprised everyone, because no one could remember having heard an explosion. By hasty count more than twenty men were missing, fallen unobserved. In view of the fact that at least fifty Indians were to the west of them, not to mention the armies of Santa Fe, the loss of the ammunition was a grave problem. Various of the men commented apprehensively on this fact, but Bigfoot Wallace merely smiled.


  “I ain’t worried about bullets, yet,” he said. “We’re afoot, and there ain’t many water holes. We’ll probably starve before we can find anybody to shoot.”


  Caleb Cobb’s Irish dog, Jeb, had gone so far down the cliff that he could not get back up. He was crouched more than a hundred feet below on a small ledge, in danger of falling off down a sheer cliff at any moment.


  “I’ve either got to shoot him or rescue him,” Caleb said. “Any volunteers for a dog rescue?”


  The troop was silent—the thought of going over the edge again, just to rescue a dog that no one but Caleb liked, did not appeal.


  “I’ll make the man a sergeant who’ll rescue my damn dog,” Caleb said.


  “I’ll do it,” Gus said, at once. He was thinking of Clara Forsythe when he said it. The dog’s dilemma had presented him with a golden opportunity to get ahead of Call. Once ahead, in the race for rank, he meant to stay ahead. Clara would probably hurry to kiss him, if he came back from the trip a sergeant. Corporal Call wouldn’t loom so large—not then.


  Call was startled by his friend’s foolish offer. There was no footing around the dog at all—just a tiny ledge. There was not a bush or a tree within twenty feet of the dog—there was nothing to hold on to. Besides that, the dog was big.


  “Gus, don’t do it,” Call said. “You’ll go on over, like the dentist.”


  But Gus was in a reckless mood, emboldened by the thought of how proud Clara would be of him, when he returned a sergeant. It was a steep stretch between him and the dog, but he had been over the edge of the canyon once and had survived. No doubt he could survive again.


  “Somebody tie a rope to me,” he said. “That’ll be safe enough—unless all the ropes burnt up.”


  Call and Long Bill quickly poked through the smoldering baggage, using their rifle barrels to turn the hot rags and smoking blankets. They found three horsehide ropes that, though charred, were not burnt through. Call inspected them carefully, inch by inch, to see if there were any weak spots in the rawhide. He found none.


  “I still think it’s foolish,” he said, as he carefully tied the ropes together. Even with all three ropes knotted into one, it still looked short to him. Every time he looked over the edge of the canyon the dog seemed farther away. The dog had brayed himself out. He lay flat on the ledge now, his head on his paws. His tail stuck over the chasm.


  Six Rangers, Call at the front, held the end of the rope and lowered Gus slowly over the canyon rim. In places there were bushes he could hold on to. Caleb Cobb stood at the edge of the canyon, supervising the operation.


  “The point about heights is that you don’t want to look down, Corporal,” he said. “Just look at the dirt in front of you.”


  Gus took the advice. He studiously kept his eyes on the cliff wall, reaching down carefully, a foot at a time. Though he didn’t look down, he did look up, and immediately felt a serious flutter in his stomach. The rim above him seemed halfway to the sky. He could not even see the men who were holding the rope. He knew they were trustworthy men, but it would have reassured him to see them.


  Suddenly he remembered the Comanches, the ones who had seemed to walk on air. What if they crossed the canyon and attacked? The men would drop him for sure—they’d have to.


  “Lower me faster,” he said. “I’m anxious to get back.”


  When Gus was within fifteen yards of the dog, the dog began to whine and scratch. He knew Gus was coming to rescue him—but the rope didn’t quite reach, and the stretch between the dog and Gus was stony and steep. Gus began to feel fear rising. If the men lost their hold, or if he slipped trying to grab the dog, he would fall hundreds of feet and be dead. He wanted the promotion, and he wanted Clara’s love—yet his fear rose and swallowed the feelings that had caused him to volunteer.


  A moment later, he came to the last foothold and saw that he was beaten: the rope was just too short.


  “Colonel, can’t you call him?” Gus yelled—“I can’t go no lower—maybe he can come up a ways.”


  Caleb Cobb gave a holler, and the dog began to scramble up.


  “Ho, Jeb! Ho, Jeb!” Caleb yelled.


  The dog made a frantic effort to scramble back up the cliff. He lunged upward just enough that Gus could grab its thick collar. But the weight of the dog was an immediate shock—the dog weighed as much as a small man. When Gus tried to lift the dog by its collar, Call was almost dragged over the edge—Bigfoot caught his belt, or he might have slipped off.


  The weight of the dog cost Gus his narrow foothold. He swung free, into space, holding the dog’s collar with one hand. Then, to his horror, he began to swivel. The rope was tied to his belt—the weight of the dog caused him to turn in the air. In a moment his head was pointed down and his legs were waving above him.


  “Pull, pull!” he yelled. When he opened his eyes, the world swirled. One moment he would be facing the cliff, the next he would be looking into space. Once, when he twisted, two buzzards flew right by him, so close he felt the beat of their wings in the air.


  Then, in a moment, the dog dropped, gone so quickly that he didn’t even bark. Gus still had the collar in his hand—the dog’s skinny head had slipped out. Gus twisted and twisted, as the men pulled him up. He lost consciousness; when he came to he was flat on his back, looking up at the great sky. Call and Bigfoot and Long Bill stood over him—the dog’s collar was still tightly gripped in his hand. He reached up and handed it to Caleb Cobb, who took it, scowling.


  “No promotion, Corporal,” Caleb said. “I wanted the dog, not the collar.”


  Then he walked away.


  “Just be glad you’re back on solid earth,” Bigfoot said.


  “I’m glad, all right—real glad,” Gus said.
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  THE BURNED PRAIRIE RINGED the canyon for five miles—the Rangers had to huddle where they were all day, lest the burnt grass damage their boots.


  “Some of our horses might have made it out,” Gus said. “I doubt they all burnt.”


  “Buffalo Hump will have taken the ones that lived,” Bigfoot said. “We’ve got to depend on our own feet now. I’m lucky I got big ones.”


  “I ain’t got big ones,” Johnny Carthage said, apprehensively. “I ain’t even got but one leg that’s like it ought to be. How far is it we got to walk before we find the Mexicans?”


  No one answered his question, because no one knew.


  “I expect it’s a far piece yet,” Long Bill said. “Long enough that we’ll get dern thirsty unless we find a creek.”


  Most of the men squatted or sat, looking at the blackened plain. In the space of a morning they had been put in serious peril. The thought of water was on every man’s mind. Even with horses it had sometimes been hard to find water holes. On foot they might stumble for days, or until they dropped, looking for water. Caleb Cobb was still very angry over the loss of his dog. He sat on the edge of the canyon, his legs dangling, saying nothing to nobody. The men were afraid to approach him, and yet they all knew that a decision had to be made soon. They couldn’t just sit where they were, with no food and almost no water—some of the men had canteens, but many didn’t. Many had relied on leather pouches, which had burnt or burst in the fire.


  Finally, after three hours, Caleb stood up.


  “Well, we’re no worse off than old Coronado,” he said, and started walking west. The men followed slowly, afraid of scorching themselves. The plain was dotted with wands of smoke, drifting upward from smoldering plants. Call was not far behind Caleb—he saw Caleb reach down and pick up a charred jackrabbit that had been crisped coming out of its hole. Caleb pulled a patch of burned skin off the rabbit and ate a few bites of rabbit meat, as he walked.


  Looking back, he noticed that Call was startled.


  “We’re going to have to eat anything we can scratch up now, Corporal,” he said. “You better be looking for a rabbit yourself.”


  Not ten minutes later, Call saw another dead rabbit. He picked it up by its leg and carried it with him—he did not feel hungry enough to eat a scorched rabbit; not yet. Gus, still weak from his scare, saw him pick it up.


  “What’s the jackrabbit for?” he asked.


  “It’s to eat,” Call said. “The Colonel ate one. He says we have to eat anything we can find, now. It’s a long way to where we can get grub.”


  “I mean to find something better than a damn rabbit,” Gus said. “I might find a deer or an antelope, if I look hard.”


  “You better take what you can get!” Bigfoot advised. “I’m looking for a burnt polecat, myself. Polecat meat is tastier than rabbit.”


  A little later he came upon five dead horses; evidently they had run into a wall of fire and died together. Call’s little bay was one of them—remembering how the horse had towed him across the Brazos made him sad; even sadder was the fact that the charred ground ended only a hundred yards from where the horses lay. A little more speed, or a shift in the wind, and they might have made it through.


  “Why are we walking off from this meat?” Shadrach asked. He wore moccasins—the passage through the hot plains had been an ordeal for him. Matilda Roberts half carried him, as it was. But Shadrach had kept his head—most of the men were so shocked by the loss of the horses and the terrible peril of the fire that they merely trudged along, heads down, unable to think ahead.


  Caleb Cobb wheeled, and pulled out his big knife.


  “You’re right,” he said. “We got horse meat, and it’s already cooked. That’s good, since we lost our cook.”


  He looked at the weary troop and smiled.


  “It’s every man for himself now, boys,” he said. “Carve off what you can carry, and let’s proceed.”


  Call carved off a sizable chunk of haunch—not from his bay, but from another horse. Gus whittled a little on a gelding’s rump, but it was clear his heart was not in the enterprise.


  “You better do what the Colonel said,” Call said. “You’ll be begging for mine, in a day or two.”


  “I don’t expect I will,” Gus said. “I’ve still got my mind on a deer.”


  “What makes you think you could hit a deer, if you saw one?” Call asked. “It’s open out here. A deer could see you before you got anywhere near gunshot range.”


  “You worry too much,” Gus said. At the moment, meat was not what was on his mind. Caleb Cobb’s treachery in denying him the promotion was what was on his mind. He had gone over the edge of the canyon and taken the risk. Suppose his belt had slipped off, like the dog’s collar? He would be dead, and all for a dog’s sake. It was poor commanding, in Gus’s view. He had been the only man who volunteered—he ought to have been promoted on that score alone. He had been proud to be a corporal, for awhile, but now it seemed a petty title, considering the hardship that was involved.


  While he was thinking of the hardship, an awful thought occurred to him. They were now on the open plain, walking through waist-high grass. The canyon was already several miles behind them.


  But where the Comanches were, no one knew. The Indians could be drawing a circle around them, even as they walked. If they fired the grass again, there would be no canyon to hide them. They had no horses, and even horses had not been able to outrun the fire.


  “What if they set another fire, Woodrow?” Gus asked. “We’d be fried like that jackrabbit you’re carrying.”


  Call walked on. What Gus had just said was obviously true. If the Indians fired the grass again they would all be killed. That was such a plain fact that he didn’t see any need to talk about it. Gus would do better to be thinking about grub, or water holes, it seemed to him.


  “Don’t it even worry you?” Gus asked.


  “You think too much,” Call said. “You think about the wrong things, too. I thought you wanted to be a Ranger, until you met that girl. Now I guess you’d rather be in the dry goods business.”


  Gus was irritated by his friend’s curious way of thinking.


  “I wasn’t thinking about no girl,” he informed Call. “I was thinking about being burned up.”


  “Rangering means you can die any day,” Call pointed out. “If you don’t want to risk it, you ought to quit.”


  Just as he said it an antelope bounded up out of the tall grass, right in front of them. Gus had been carrying his rifle over one shoulder, barrel forward, stock back. By the time he got his gun to his shoulder, the antelope was an astonishing distance away. Gus shot, but the antelope kept running. Call raised his gun, only to find that Gus was right between him and the fleeing animal. By the time he stepped to the side and took aim the antelope was so far away that he didn’t shoot. Shadrach, who had seen the whole thing, was annoyed.


  “You didn’t need to shoot it, you could have hit it over the head with your gun,” he said.


  “Well, it moved quick,” Gus said, lamely. Who would expect an antelope to move slow? The whole troop was looking at him, as if it was entirely his fault that a tasty beast had escaped.


  The incident brought Bigfoot to life, though—and Shadrach, too. The old man had entrusted his rifle to Matilda, but he got it back.


  “That little buck was just half grown,” Bigfoot said. “I doubt it will run more than a mile. Maybe if we ease along we can kill it yet.”


  “Maybe,” Shadrach said. “Let’s go.”


  The two scouts left together—Caleb Cobb had been walking so far ahead that he was unaware of the incident until he decided it was time to make a dry camp for the night. He had heard the shot and supposed someone had surprised some game. When he got back and discovered that both his scouts were gone in pursuit of an antelope, he was not pleased.


  “Both of them went, after one little buck?” he asked. “Now, that was foolish, particularly when we got all this good horse meat to nibble on.”


  Night fell and deepened, the sunset dying slowly along the wide western horizon. Matilda Roberts was pacing nervously. She blamed herself for not having tried harder to discourage Shadrach from going after the antelope. Bigfoot was younger—he could have tracked the antelope alone.


  By midnight the whole camp had given up on the scouts. Matilda could not stop sobbing. Memory of Indians was on everybody’s mind. The two men could be enduring fierce tortures even then. Gus thought of the missed shot, time after time. If he only hadn’t had his rifle over his shoulder, he could have hit the antelope. But all his remembering didn’t help. The antelope was gone, and so were the scouts.


  “Maybe they just camped and went to sleep,” Long Bill suggested. “It’s hard enough to find your way on this dern plain in the daylight. How could anyone do it at night?”


  “Shadrach ain’t never been lost, night or day,” Matilda said. “He can find his way anywhere. He’d be here, if he wasn’t dead.”


  Then she broke down again.


  “He’s dead—he’s dead, I know it,” she said. “That goddamn hump man got him.”


  “If he wasn’t dead, I’d shoot him, or Wallace one,” Caleb said. “I lost my dog and both my scouts in the same day. Why it would take two scouts to track one antelope buck is a conundrum.”


  “Say that again—a what?” Long Bill asked. Brognoli sat beside him, his head still jerking, his look still glassy eyed. In the moments when his head stopped jerking, it was twisted at an odd angle on his neck.


  “A conundrum,” Caleb repeated. “I visited Harvard College once and happened to learn the word.”


  “What does it mean, sir?” Call asked.


  “I believe it’s Latin,” Gus said. One of his sisters had given him a Latin lesson, in the afternoon once, and he was anxious to impress Caleb Cobb with his mental powers—perhaps he’d make sergeant yet.


  “Oh, are you a scholar, Mr. McCrae?” Caleb asked.


  “No, but I still believe it’s Latin—I’ve had lessons,” Gus said. The lessons part was a lie. After one lesson of thirty minutes duration he had given up the Latin language forever.


  “Well, I heard it in Boston, and Boston ain’t very Latin,” Caleb said. “Conundrum is a thing you can’t figure out. What I can’t figure out is why two scouts would go after one antelope.”


  “Two’s better than one, out here,” Long Bill said. “I wouldn’t want to go walking off without somebody with me who knew the way back.”


  “If Shad ain’t dead, he’s left,” Matilda said. “He was talking about leaving anyway.”


  “Left to do what?” Caleb asked. “We’re on the Staked Plains. All there is to do is wander.”


  “Left, just left,” Matilda said. “I guess he didn’t want to take me with him.”


  Then Matilda broke down. She sobbed deeply for awhile, and then her sobs turned to howls. Her whole body shook and she howled and howled, as if she were trying to howl up her guts. In the emptiness of the prairies the howls seemed to hover in the air. They made the men uneasy—it was as if a great she-wolf were howling, only the she-wolf was in their midst. No one could understand it. Shadrach had gone off to kill an antelope buck, and Matilda was howling—a woman abandoned.


  Many of the men shifted a little, wishing the woman would just be quiet. She was a whore. No one had asked her to form an attachment to old Shadrach anyway. He was a mountain man—mountain men were born to wander.


  Several men had been hoping Matilda would become a whore again—they had a long walk ahead, and a little coupling would at least be a diversion. But hearing her howl, the same men, Long Bill among them, began to have second thoughts. The woman was howling like a beast, and a frightening beast at that. Coupling with her would be risky. Besides, old Shadrach might not be gone. He might return at an inconvenient time and take offense.


  Caleb Cobb was unaffected by Matilda’s howling. He was eating a piece of horse meat—he glanced at Matilda from time to time. It amused him that the troop had become so uneasy, just because a woman was crying. Love, with all its mystery, had arrived in their midst, and they didn’t like it. A whore had fallen in love with an old man of the mountains. It wasn’t supposed to happen, but it had. The men were unnerved by it—such a thing was unnecessary, even unnatural. Even the Comanches, in a way, worried them less. Comanches did what they were expected to, which was kill whites. It might mean war to the death, but at least there was no uncertainty about what to expect. But here was a woman howling like a she-wolf—what sense did that make?


  “Love’s a terrible price to pay for company, ain’t it, Matty?” Caleb said. “I won’t pay it, myself. I’d rather do without the company.”


  One by one, the exhausted men fell asleep. Gus wanted to play cards; there was rarely a night when the urge for cardplaying didn’t come over him. But the men ignored him. They didn’t want to play cards when they had nothing to play for, and were thirsty anyway. It was pointless to play cards when Buffalo Hump and his warriors might be about to hurl down on them, and Johnny Carthage said as much.


  “Well, they ain’t here now, why can’t we play a few hands?” Gus asked, annoyed that his friends were such sleepyheads.


  The men didn’t even answer. They just ignored him. For awhile, once Matty’s howls subsided, the only sound in camp was the sound of shuffling cards—Gus shuffled and shuffled the deck, to keep his hands busy.


  Call took the guard—he went away from camp a little ways to stand it. He preferred to be apart at night, to think over the day’s action—if there was action. It might be that he would command a troop someday. He wanted to learn; and yet he had no teachers. He was on his second expedition as a Ranger and nothing on either expedition had been well planned. In all their encounters with the Indians, the Indians had outplanned them and outfought them, by such a margin that it was partly luck that any of them survived.


  Call couldn’t understand it. Caleb Cobb had spoken of Harvard College, and Major Chevallie had been at West Point—Call knew little about Harvard College, but he did know that West Point was where generals and colonels were trained. If these men had such good schooling, why didn’t they plan better? It was worrisome. Now they were out in the middle of a big plain, and no one seemed to know much about where they were going or how to survive until they got there. No one knew how to find water reliably, or what plants they could eat, if they had to eat plants. It was fine to rely on game, if there was game, but what if there wasn’t? Even old Jesus, the Mexican blacksmith in San Antonio, knew more about plants than any one of the Rangers—though maybe not more than Sam had known.


  It was obviously wrong to allow only one or two men in a troop to be keepers of all the knowledge that the troop needed for survival. Sam had known how to doctor, but he had fallen over a cliff and no one had bothered to get instructions from him about how to treat various wounds. Call had been made a little uneasy by Matilda’s howling, but he was not as affected by it as most of the other men. Probably she would stop crying when she wore out; probably she would get up and be herself again, the next day. Call liked Matilda: she had been helpful to him on more than one occasion. The fact that she had fastened on Shadrach to love was a matter beyond his scope. People could love whom they pleased, he supposed. That was excusable—what wasn’t excusable, in his view, was setting off on a long, dangerous expedition without adequate preparation. He resolved that if he ever got to lead Rangers, he would see that each man under his command received clear training and sound instruction, so they would have a chance to survive, if the commander was lost.


  Call enjoyed his guard time. Now that there were no horses to steal, the Indians would not need to come around, unless it was to murder them. He could see no reason for them to risk a direct attack. The Rangers had no water and little food. It was hundreds of miles to where they were going, and no one knew the way. The Comanches didn’t need to put themselves at risk, just to destroy the Rangers; the country would do the job for them.


  He liked sitting apart from the camp, listening to the night sounds from the prairie. Coyotes howled, and other coyotes answered them. Occasionally, he would hear the scratchings of small animals. Hunting birds, hawks or owls, passed overhead. Sometimes Call wished that he could be an Indian for a few days, or at least find a friendly Indian who could train him in their skills. The Comanches, on two nights, had stolen thirty horses from a well-guarded place. He would have liked to go along with the horsethieves on such a raid, to see how they did it. He wanted to know how they could creep into a horse herd without disturbing it. He wanted to know how they could take the horses out without being seen, or heard.


  He knew, though, that no Indian was likely to come along and offer to instruct him; he would just have to watch and learn. It annoyed him that Gus McCrae had so little interest in the skills needed for rangering. All Gus thought of was whores, cards, and the girl in the general store in Austin. If Gus had been carrying his rifle correctly, he could have killed the buck antelope and the troop would not have lost its scouts.


  Just before dawn, with the night peaceful, Call relaxed and dozed for a minute. Though it seemed only minutes that he dozed, his awakening was rude. Someone yanked his head back by the hair, and drew a finger across his throat.


  “They say you don’t feel the knife that cuts your throat,” Bigfoot said. “If I had been a Comanche, you’d be dead.”


  Call was badly embarrassed. He had been caught asleep. It was only just beginning to be light. He saw Shadrach, a little distance behind Bigfoot. The old man was leading three horses.


  “Yep, we found three nags,” Bigfoot said. “I guess they were lucky and found a thin patch of fire.”


  “We thought you were dead,” Call told them. “Matty was upset about Shad.”


  “Shad’s fine—he wants to go look for more horses,” Bigfoot said. “Three nags won’t carry this troop to New Mexico.”


  Caleb Cobb gave the returning scouts a stony welcome. A rattlesnake had crawled across him during the night and disturbed his sleep. His temper was foul, and he didn’t bother to conceal the fact.


  “Nobody told you to go chasing antelope,” he said. “But since you went, where’s the meat? If I still had chains I’d put them on you.”


  The carcass of the little antelope was slung across one of the recaptured horses. Shadrach pulled it off, and pitched it at Caleb’s feet. He was angry, but Bigfoot Wallace was angrier. Few of the men had seen Bigfoot’s temper rise, but those who had knew to lean far back from it. His face had grown red and his eyes menacing, as he stood before Caleb Cobb.


  “You wouldn’t put no damn chains on me, I guess,” he said. “I won’t be chained—not by you and not by any man.


  “You ain’t no colonel!” he added. “You’re nothing but a land pirate. They run you off the seas, so now you’re out here trying to pirate Santa Fe. I’ve took my last orders from you, Mr. Cobb, and Shadrach feels the same.”


  Caleb calmly stood up and drew his big knife. “Let’s fight,” he said. “We’ll see how hard you are to chain once I cut your goddamn throat.”


  In an instant, Bigfoot’s knife was out; he was ready to start slashing at Caleb Cobb, but before the fight started old Shadrach slipped between them. He grabbed two pistols from Gus, and pointed one at each combatant.


  “No cutting,” he said. The pistols were pointed at each man’s chest. Shadrach’s action was so unexpected that it chilled the fury in Caleb and Bigfoot.


  “You goddamn fools!” Shadrach said. “We need every man we can get—I’ll do the killing, if there’s killing to be done.”


  Caleb and Bigfoot lowered their knives—both looked a little sheepish, but the menace was not entirely gone.


  “We best save up to fight the Comanches,” Shadrach said, handing Gus back his guns.


  “All right,” Caleb said. “But I don’t tolerate mutiny. I still give the orders, Wallace.”


  “Give better ones, then,” Bigfoot said. “I wouldn’t waste a fart on your damn orders.”


  Most of the Rangers were black to the waist, from tramping through five miles of sooty grass. They had used up all the water in their canteens and were already feeling thirsty, although it was early morning and still cool. Bigfoot and Shadrach had seen no water while tracking the antelope. Old Shadrach’s beard had red smudges on it. He had cut the little antelope’s throat and drunk some of its blood.


  “I wonder who gets to ride the horses?” Gus asked. “I guess we ought to let Johnny ride one—he’s so gimpy he can’t keep up.”


  Indeed, the walk across the hot grass had been an ordeal for Johnny Carthage. In the course of the march he had fallen almost an hour behind the troop. He knew that he would have been easy prey for a Comanche. He struggled so, to keep up, that he exhausted himself and simply lay down and went sound asleep once he finally struggled to the outskirts of camp. Call had heard his wheezy snores as he stood guard.


  “There’s probably more horses that didn’t get scorched,” Gus said.


  Call didn’t answer. One or two more horses would not solve their problems. The sun had come up, lighting the plain far to the west and north. On the farthest edge little white clouds lined the horizon. The plain was absolutely empty. Call saw no animals, no birds, no trees, no river courses, no Indians—nothing.


  “Who do you think would have won, if Caleb and Bigfoot had fought?” Gus asked.


  “Shadrach would have won,” Call said. “He would have killed them both.”


  “That wasn’t what I meant,” Gus said, but Call had turned away. Long Bill was cooking the antelope, and the meat smelled good. He wanted a slice, before the meat was all gone. One little antelope wouldn’t go far, not with so many hungry men.


  “Carry your gun right today,” Call told Gus, when the march started. “We might see another antelope, and we can’t afford another miss.”


  “I won’t miss, next time,” Gus said.
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  THE NEXT DAY THEY found four more horses. Two had serious burns, but two were healthy. Caleb killed the two burned horses, and dried their meat. In the afternoon they found a tiny, muddy depression on the plain, with a little scummy water in it. The depression was full of frogs and tadpoles—though the water was greenish, the Rangers drank it anyway. Some of the men immediately vomited it back up. They were thirsty, and yet could not keep the water down.


  The next morning, Caleb decided to divide the troop.


  “Corporal Call and Corporal McCrae can go with you, Wallace,” Caleb said. “Take three horses and try to reach the settlements. Ride night and day, but rest your mounts every three hours. Look for a village called Anton Chico. You ought to strike it first.”


  “Who gets the other horses?” Long Bill asked.


  “I’ll take one, and Shadrach can take the other,” Caleb said. “We’ll travel parallel to one another, as best we can. Some of us ought to strike water.”


  “What if we don’t?” Johnny asked.


  “I guess we can pray,” Caleb replied. “God might send a rainstorm.”


  Neither Call nor Gus had expected to be separated from the troop. Both had become good friends with Jimmy Tweed, who had managed to keep a lively attitude, despite all that had happened. When Long Bill and Blackie Slidell sang at night, Jimmy would always join in. Tommy Spencer, the youngster from Missouri, sat and listened. Johnny Carthage bemoaned the fact that he had no way to get drunk. He suffered from fearsome nightmares, and liked to dull himself with liquor before they began. The boys were a group within the larger group, and it was hard to leave them. Gus was wishing Matilda would come with their party—sometimes she mothered him, when he was feeling sorry for himself. He didn’t see why old Shadrach should get all the mothering.


  “If you’re captured by the Mexicans, keep quiet,” Caleb said, as they were leaving.


  “Keep quiet about what?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Don’t tell them our numbers,” Caleb said. “Let them think there’s a thousand of us out here.”


  Bigfoot looked around at the blackened, exhausted men, many of them already so thirsty that their tongues were thick in their mouths.


  “I ain’t gonna be bragging about no mighty army,” Bigfoot said. “Half of you may be dead before we find anybody to report to.”


  He rode a few steps west, and then turned his horse.


  “Getting captured may be the only way any of you will stay alive,” he said. “If I could get you captured, I’d do it right now.”


  Then he turned, and loped off to the northwest. Gus and Call waved at Long Bill and the others, and loped after him. As they rode, the space ahead of them seemed to get wider and emptier. Gus looked back after a few minutes of riding for one last look at the troop, and found that it had vanished. The big plain had engulfed them. Though it looked level, there were many shallow dips and gentle rolls. Gus made sure he kept up. He didn’t want to lag and get lost. The sky was so deep and so vast that it took away his sense of direction. Even when he was looking directly at the sun, he had no confidence that he really knew which way he was going.


  They rode six hours without seeing a moving object, other than the waving grass, and one or two jackrabbits. Call had a sense of trespass, as he rode. He felt that he was in a country that wasn’t his. He didn’t know where Texas stopped and New Mexico began, but it wasn’t the Texans or the New Mexicans whose country he was riding through: it was the Comanches he trespassed on. Watching them move across the face of the canyon, on a trail so narrow that he couldn’t see it, had shown him again that the Comanches were the masters of their country to a degree no Ranger could ever be. Not one horse or one Comanche had fallen, or even stumbled, as they walked across the cliff face—the Rangers had been on foot and had plenty of handholds when they went over the edge, and yet several had fallen to their deaths. The Indians could do things white men couldn’t do.


  He mentioned as much to Bigfoot, who shrugged.


  “We’ll be beyond them, pretty soon,” he said. “We’ll be moving into the Apache country—we may be in it already. They ain’t no better, but they don’t have so many horses, so they’re slower. Most Apaches are foot Indians.”


  “Oh well, I expect I could outrun them, then,” Gus said. “I could if I see them before they stab me or something. I’ve always been fleet.”


  “You won’t see them before they stab you, though,” Bigfoot said. “The Apaches hide better than the Comanches—and that’s saying something. An Apache could hide under a cow turd, if that’s all there was.”


  A minute or two later, they saw a dot on the horizon. The dot didn’t seem to be moving. Bigfoot thought it might be a wagon. Call couldn’t see it at all, and grew annoyed with his own eyes. Why wouldn’t they look as far as other men’s eyes?


  Gus, whose eyesight was the pride of the troop, ruled out the possibility that the dot was a wagon. When he looked hard, the dot seemed to dance in his vision. At times it became two or three dots, but it never became a wagon.


  “No, if it was a wagon there’d be mules or horses,” Gus said. “Or there’d be people. But there ain’t no mules or horses, and I don’t see the people.”


  “It could just be a lump of dirt,” Bigfoot said. “I’ve heard that out in New Mexico you’ll find piles of dirt sticking up. I expect that’s one of them.”


  But when they were a mile or two closer, Gus saw the dot move. A lump of dirt might stick up, but it shouldn’t move. He galloped ahead, anxious to be the one to identify whatever they were seeing, and he did identify it: it was a solitary buffalo bull.


  “Well, there’s meat, let’s kill it,” Bigfoot said, pulling his rifle.


  Almost as he said it, the buffalo saw them coming and began a lumbering retreat. It seemed to be moving so slowly that Call was confident they would come up on it in a minute or two, but again appearances deceived him. The buffalo looked slow, but the horses they were riding were no faster. They had had thin grazing, and were gaunt and tired. Even at a dead run, they scarcely gained on the buffalo. They had to run the animal almost three miles to close within rifle range, and then it was a long rifle range. At thirty yards they all began to fire, and to reload and fire again, and yet again. But the buffalo didn’t fall, stop, or even stagger. It just kept running at the same lumbering pace, on and on over the empty plain.


  Three times the Rangers closed with the buffalo, whipping their tired horses to within twenty feet of it. They emptied their rifles at almost point-blank range several times, and they didn’t miss. Gus could see the tufts of brown hair fly off when the heavy bullets hit. Yet the buffalo didn’t fall, or even flinch. It just kept running, at the same steady pace.


  “Boys, we better stop,” Bigfoot said, after the third charge. “We’re running our horses to death for nothing. That buffalo’s got fifteen bullets in him, and he ain’t even slowed down.”


  “Why won’t the goddamn animal fall?” Gus said, highly upset. He was angered by the perversity of the lone buffalo. By every law of the hunt, it should have fallen. Fifteen bullets ought to be enough to kill anything—even an elephant, even a whale. The buffalo wasn’t very large. It ought to fall, and yet, perversely, it wouldn’t. It seemed to him that everything in Texas was that way. Indians popped out of bare ground, or from the sides of hills, disguised as mountain goats. Snakes crawled in people’s bedrolls, and thorns in the brush country were as poisonous as snakebites, once they got in you. It was all an aggravation, in his view. Back in Tennessee, beast and man were much better behaved.


  But they weren’t in Tennessee. They were on an empty plain, chasing a slow brown animal that should long since have been dead. Determined to kill it once and for all, Gus spurred his tired horse into a frantic burst of speed, and ran right up beside the buffalo. He fired, with his rifle barrel no more than a foot from the buffalo’s heaving ribs, and yet the animal ran on. Gus drew rein—his horse was staggering—and fired again; the buffalo kept running.


  “Whoa, now, whoa!” Bigfoot cautioned. “We better give up—else we’ll kill all our horses.”


  Call tried a long shot, and thought he hit the buffalo right where its heart should be, but the buffalo merely lost a step or two and then resumed its heavy run.


  “I expect it’s a witch buf,” Bigfoot said, dismounting to rest his tired horse.


  “A what?” Gus asked. He had never heard of a witch buf.


  “I expect the hump man put a spell on it,” Bigfoot said. “It’s got twenty-five bullets in it now—maybe thirty. If it wasn’t a witch buf, we’d be eating its liver already.


  “Indians can make spells,” he added. “They’re a lot better at it than white folks. Buffalo Hump is a war chief, but he’s got some powerful medicine men in the tribe. I expect he sent this buffalo out here to make us use up all our ammunition.”


  “Why, how would he do that?” Gus asked, startled by the concept.


  “Praying and dancing,” Bigfoot said. “That’s how they do it.”


  “I don’t believe it,” Call said. “We just ain’t hit it good.”


  “Hit it good, we shot it thirty times,” Gus said.


  “That don’t mean we hit it good,” Call said.


  Just as he said it, Gus’s horse collapsed. He sank to the ground and rolled his eyes, his limbs trembling.


  “Get him up! Get him up!” Bigfoot instructed. “Get him up! If we don’t, he’ll die.”


  Gus began to jerk on the bridle rein, but the horse merely let him pull its head up.


  Call grabbed its tail, and Bigfoot began to kick it and yell at it, but it did no good. The horse made no effort to regain its feet, and the three of them together could not lift it. When they tried, expending all their strength, the horse’s legs splayed out beneath it—the moment they loosened their hold, the horse fell heavily.


  “Let it go, it ain’t gonna live,” Bigfoot said. “We should have reined up sooner. We’ll be lucky if we all three don’t die.”


  The buffalo had run on for another five hundred yards or so, and stopped. It had not fallen, but at least it had stopped. Gus felt a fury building; now, thanks to the aggravating buffalo, his horse was dying. He would have to walk to Santa Fe.


  “I’ll kill it if I have to beat it to death,” he said, grabbing his rifle and his bullet pouch.


  “If it’s a witch buf, you won’t kill it—it will kill you,” Bigfoot said. “Best thing to do with a witch buffalo is leave it alone.”


  “He don’t listen when he’s mad,” Call said. He unstrapped Gus’s bedroll from the dying horse, and brought it with him. Gus was striding on ahead, determined to walk straight up to the wounded buffalo and blow its brains out. He didn’t believe an Indian could pray and dance and keep a buffalo from dying. Bigfoot could believe such foolery if he wanted to.


  Yet, when he approached the buffalo, the animal turned and snorted. It lowered its head and pawed the ground. There was a bloody froth running out of its nose, but otherwise there was no evidence that the thirty bullets had weakened it seriously. It not only wasn’t dead, it was showing fight.


  Gus knelt and carefully put a bullet right where he thought the buffalo’s heart would be. He was only twenty yards away. He couldn’t miss from such a distance. He fired again, a little higher, but with the same lack of result.


  “Leave it be—we’ve wasted enough ammunition,” Bigfoot said. “We need to save some of it for the Mexicans.”


  “At this rate we’ll never see a Mexican,” Call remarked.


  He was losing his belief in their ability to find their way across the plain. It was too vast, and they had no map. Bigfoot admitted that he really didn’t know where the New Mexican settlements were, or how far ahead they might be.


  Before Call could say more, Gus threw his rifle down and pulled his knife.


  “It’s a weak gun—the bullets must not be going in far enough,” Gus said. “I’ll kill the goddamn thing with this knife, if that’s all that will do it.”


  When he rushed the buffalo and began to stab it in the side, the beast made no attempt to run or fight. It merely stood there, its head down, blowing the bloody froth out of its nostrils.


  “By God, he’s going to finish it, let’s help him,” Bigfoot said, drawing his own knife. Soon he had joined Gus, and was stabbing at the buffalo’s throat. Call thought their behavior was crazy. There were only three of them; they couldn’t eat that much of the buffalo even if they killed it. But for Bigfoot and Gus, the animal had become a kind of test. The two men could think of nothing but killing the one animal. Unless they could kill it, they wouldn’t be able to go on. The settlements would never be reached unless they could kill the buffalo.


  Call drew his knife and approached the animal from the other side. It had a short, thick neck, but he knew the big vein had to be somewhere in it; if he could cut the big vein the buffalo would eventually die, no matter how much praying and dancing the Comanches had done over it.


  He stabbed and drew blood and so did Gus and Bigfoot—they stabbed until their arms were tired of lifting their knives, until they were all three covered with blood. Finally, red and panting from their efforts, they all three gave up. They stood a foot from the buffalo, completely exhausted, unable to kill it.


  As a last effort, Call drew his pistol, stuck it against the buffalo’s head just below the ear, and fired. The buffalo took one step forward and sank to its knees. All three men stepped back, thinking the animal would roll over, but it didn’t. Its head sank and it died, still on its knees.


  “If only there was a creek—I’d like to wash,” Gus said. He had never liked the smell of blood and was shocked to find himself covered with it, in a place where there was no possibility of washing.


  They all sank down on the prairie grass and rested, too tired to cut up their trophy.


  “How do Indians ever kill them?” Call asked, looking at the buffalo. It seemed to be merely resting, its head on its knees.


  “Why, with arrows—how else?” Bigfoot asked.


  Call said nothing, but once again he felt a sense of trespass. It had taken three men, with rifles, pistols, and knives, an hour to kill one beast; yet, Indians did it with arrows alone—he had watched them kill several on the floor of the Palo Duro Canyon.


  “All buffalo ain’t this hard,” Bigfoot assured them. “I’ve never seen one this hard.”


  “Dern, I wish I could wash,” Gus said.


  21.


  BIGFOOT WALLACE TOOK ONLY the buffalo’s tongue and liver. The tongue he put in his saddlebag, after sprinkling it with salt; the liver he sliced and ate raw, first dripping a drop or two of fluid from the buffalo’s gallbladder on the slices of meat.


  “A little gall makes it tasty,” he said, offering the meat to Call and Gus.


  Call ate three or four bites, Gus only one, which he soon quickly spat out.


  “Can’t we cook it?” he asked. “I’m hungry, but not hungry enough to digest raw meat.”


  “You’ll be that hungry tomorrow, unless we’re lucky,” Bigfoot said.


  “I’d just rather cook it,” Gus said, again—it was clear from Bigfoot’s manner that he regarded the request as absurdly fastidious.


  “I guess if you want to burn your clothes you might get fire enough to singe a slice or two,” Bigfoot said—he gestured toward the empty plain around them. Nowhere within the reach of their eyes was there a plant, a bush, a tree that would yield even a stick of firewood. The plain was not entirely level, but it was entirely bare.


  “What a goddamn place this is,” Gus said. “A man has to tote his own firewood, or else make do with raw meat.”


  “No, there’s buffalo chips, if you want to hunt for them,” Bigfoot said. “I’ve cooked many a liver over buffalo chips, but there ain’t many buffalo out this way. I don’t feel like walking ten miles to gather enough chips to keep you happy.”


  As they rode away from the dead buffalo, they saw two wolves trotting toward it. The wolves were a long way away, but the fact that there were two living creatures in sight on the plain was reassuring, particularly to Gus. He had been more comfortable in a troop of Rangers than he was with only Call and Bigfoot for company. They were just three human dots on the encircling plain.


  Bigfoot watched the wolves with interest. Wolves had to have water, just as did men and women. The wolves didn’t look lank, either—there must be water within a few miles, if only they knew which way to ride.


  “Wolves and coyotes ain’t far from being dogs,” he observed. “You’ll always get coyotes hanging around a camp—they like people—or at least they like to eat our leavings. The Colonel ought to catch him a coyote pup or two and raise them to hunt for him. It’d take the place of that big dog you dropped.”


  Call thought they were all likely to die of starvation. It was gallant of Bigfoot to speculate about the Colonel and his pets when they were in such a desperate situation. The Colonel was in the same situation, only worse—he had the whole troop to think of; he ought to be worrying about keeping the men from starving, not on replacing his big Irish dog.


  They rode all night; they had no water at all. They didn’t ride fast, but they rode steadily. When dawn flamed up, along the great horizon to the east, they stopped to rest. Bigfoot offered the two of them slices of buffalo tongue. Call ate several bites, but Gus declined, in favor of horse meat.


  “I can’t reconcile myself to eating a tongue,” he said. “My ma would not approve. She raised me to be careful about what foods I stuff in my mouth.”


  Call wondered briefly what his own mother had been like—he had only one cloudy memory of her, sitting on the seat of a wagon; in fact, he was not even sure that the woman he remembered had been his mother. The woman might have been his aunt—in any case, his mother had given him no instruction in the matter of food.


  During the day’s long, slow ride, the pangs of hunger were soon rendered insignificant beside the pangs of thirst. They had had no water for a day and a half. Bigfoot told them that if they found no water by the next morning, they would have to kill a horse and drink what was in its bladder. He instructed them to cut small strips of leather from their saddle strings and chew on them, to produce saliva flow. It was a stratagem that worked for awhile. As they chewed the leather, they felt less thirsty. But the trick had a limit. By evening, their saliva had long since dried up. Their tongues were so swollen it had become hard to close their lips. One of the worst elements of the agony of thirst was the thought of all the water they had wasted during the days of rain and times of plenty.


  “I’d give three months wages to be crossing the Brazos right now,” Gus said. “I expect I could drink about half of it.”


  “Would you give up the gal in the general store for a drink?” Bigfoot asked. “Now that’s the test.”


  He winked at Call when he said it.


  “I could drink half a river,” Gus repeated. He thought the question about Clara impertinent under the circumstances, and did not intend to answer it. If he starved to death he intended, at least, to spend his last thoughts on Clara.


  The next morning, the sorrel horse that Gus and Call had both been riding refused to move. The sorrel’s eyes were wide and strange, and he did not respond either to blows or to commands.


  “No use to kick him or yell at him, he’s done for,” Bigfoot said, walking up to the horse. Before Gus or Call could so much as blink, he drew his pistol and shot the horse. The sorrel dropped, and before he had stopped twitching Bigfoot had his knife out, working to remove the bladder. He worked carefully, so as not to nick it, and soon lifted it out, a pale sac with a little liquid in it.


  “I won’t drink that,” Gus said, at once. The mere sight of the pale, slimy bladder caused his stomach to feel uneasy.


  “It’s the only liquid we got,” Bigfoot reminded him. “We’ll all die if we don’t drink it.”


  He lifted up the bladder carefully, and drank from it as he would from a wineskin. Call took it next, hesitating a moment before putting it to his mouth. He knew he wouldn’t survive another waterless day. His swollen tongue was raw, from scraping against his teeth. Quickly he shut his eyes, and swallowed a few mouthfuls. The urine had more smell than taste. Once he judged he had had his share, he handed the bladder to Gus.


  Gus took it, but, after a moment, shook his head.


  “You have to drink it,” Call told him. “Just drink three swallows—that might be enough to save you. If you die I can’t bury you—I’m too weak.”


  Gus shook his head again. Then, abruptly, his need for moisture overcame his revulsion, and he drank three swallows. He did not want to be left unburied on such a prairie. The coyotes and buzzards would be along, not to mention badgers and other varmints. Thinking about it proved worse than doing it. Soon they went on, Bigfoot astride the one remaining horse.


  That afternoon they came to a tiny water hole, so small that Bigfoot could have stepped across it, or could have had there not been a dead mule in the puddle. They all recognized the mule, too. Black Sam had had an affection for it—in the early days of the expedition, he had sometimes fed it carrots. It had been stolen by the Comanches, the night of the first raid.


  “Why, that’s John,” Gus said. “Wasn’t that what Black Sam called him?”


  John had two arrows in him—both were feathered with prairie-chicken feathers, the arrows of Buffalo Hump.


  “He led it here and killed it,” Bigfoot said. “He didn’t want us to drink this muddy water.”


  “He didn’t want us to drink at all,” Call said, looking at the arrows.


  “I’ll drink this water anyway,” Gus said, but Bigfoot held him back.


  “Don’t,” he said. “That horse piss was clean, compared to this water. Let’s go.”


  That night, they had no appetite—even a bite was more than any of them could choke down. Gus pulled out some rancid horse meat, looked at it, and threw it away, an action Bigfoot was quick to criticize.


  “Go pick it up,” he said. “It might rain tonight—I’ve been smelling moisture and my smeller don’t often fail me. If we could get a little liquid in us, that horse meat might taste mighty good.”


  About midnight they heard thunder, and began to see flashes of lightning, far to the west. Gus was immediately joyful—he saw the drought had broken. Call was more careful. It wasn’t raining, and the thunder was miles away. It might rain somewhere on the plain—but would it rain where they were? And would any water pool up, so they could drink it?


  “Boys, we’re saved,” Bigfoot said, watching the distant lightning.


  “I may be saved, but I’m still thirsty,” Gus said. “I can’t drink rain that’s raining miles away.”


  “It’s coming our direction, boys,” Bigfoot said—he was wildly excited. Privately, he had given the three of them up for lost, though he hadn’t said as much to the young Rangers.


  “If the rain don’t come to us, I’ll go to the rain,” Call said.


  Soon they could smell the rain. It began to cool the hot air. They were so thirsty it was all they could do to keep from racing to meet the storm, although they had nothing to race on except one tired horse and their feet.


  Bigfoot had been right: the rain came. The only thing they had to catch it in was their hats—the hats weren’t fully watertight, but they caught enough rainwater to allow the starving men to quench their thirst.


  “Just wet your lips, don’t gulp it—you’ll get sick if you do,” Bigfoot said.


  The lightning began to come closer. Soon it was striking within a hundred yards of where they were huddled; then fifty yards. Call had never been much afraid of lightning, but as bolt after bolt split the sky he began to wonder if he was too exposed.


  “Let’s get under the saddle,” Gus said. Lightning spooked him. He had heard that a lightning bolt had split a man in two and cooked both parts before the body even fell to the ground. He did not want to get split in two, or cooked either. But he was not sure how to avoid it, out on the bare plain. He sat very still, hoping the lightning would move on and not scorch anybody.


  Then a bolt seemed to hit almost right on Bigfoot. He wasn’t hit, but he screamed anyway—screamed, and clasped his hands over his eyes.


  “Oh, Lord,” he yelled, into the darkness. “I looked at it from too close. It burnt my eyes, and now I’m blind.


  “Oh Lord, blind, my eyes are scorched,” Bigfoot screamed. Call and Gus waited for another lightning bolt to show them Bigfoot. When it came, they just glimpsed it—he was wandering on the prairie, holding both hands over his eyes. Again, as darkness came back, he screamed like an animal.


  “Keep your eyes shut—don’t look at the lightning,” Call said. “Bigfoot’s blind—that’s trouble enough.”


  “Maybe he won’t be blind too long,” Gus said. With their scout blinded, what chance did they have of finding their way to someplace in New Mexico where there were people? He thoroughly regretted his impulsive decision to leave with the expedition. Why hadn’t he just stayed with Clara Forsythe and worked in the general store?


  Bigfoot screamed again—he was getting farther and farther away. Dark as it was, once the storm passed, they would have no way to follow him, except by his screams. Call thought of yelling at him, to tell him to sit down and wait for them, but if the man’s eyes were scorched, he wouldn’t listen.


  “At least it’s washing this dern blood off me,” Gus said. Having to wear clothes encrusted with buffalo blood had been a heavy ordeal.


  For a few minutes, the lightning seemed to grow even more intense. Call and Gus sat still, with their eyes tight shut, waiting for the storm to diminish. Some flashes were so strong and so close that the brightness shone through their clamped eyelids, like a lantern through a thin cloth.


  Even after the storm moved east and the lightning and thunder diminished, Call and Gus didn’t move for awhile. The sound had been as heavy as the lightning had been bright. Call felt stunned—he knew he ought to be looking for Bigfoot, but he wasn’t quick to move.


  “I wonder where the horse went?” Gus asked. “He was right here when all this started, but now I don’t see him.”


  “Of course you don’t see him; it’s dark,” Call reminded him. “I expect we can locate him in the morning. We’ll need him for Bigfoot, if he’s still blind.”


  Call yelled three or four times, hoping to get a sense of Bigfoot’s position, but the scout didn’t answer.


  “You try, you’ve got a louder voice,” Call said. Gus’s ability to make himself heard over any din was well known among the Rangers.


  But Gus’s loudest yell brought the same result: silence.


  “Can you die from getting your eyes scorched?” Gus asked.


  The same thought had occurred to Call. The lightning storm had been beyond anything in his experience. The shocks of thunder and lightning had seemed to shake the earth. Once or twice, he thought his heart might stop, just from the shock of the storm. What if it had happened to Bigfoot? He might be lying dead, somewhere on the plain.


  “I hope he ain’t dead,” Gus said. “If he’s dead, we’re in a pickle.”


  “He could have just kept walking,” Call said. “We know the settlements are north and west. If we keep going, we’re bound to find the Mexicans sometime.”


  “They’ll probably just shoot us,” Gus said.


  “Why would they, if it’s just the two of us?” Call asked. “We ain’t an army. We’re nearly out of bullets anyway.”


  “They shot a bunch of Texans during the war,” Gus recalled. “Just lined them up and shot them. I heard they made them dig their own graves.


  “I wish we could just go back to Austin,” he added. “Why can’t we? The Colonel don’t even know where we are. He’s probably given up and gone back himself, by now.”


  “We’ve only got one horse and a few bullets,” Call reminded him. “We’d never make it back across this plain.”


  Gus realized that what Call said was true. He wished Bigfoot was there—not much fazed Bigfoot. He missed the big scout.


  “Maybe Bigfoot ain’t dead,” he said.


  “I hope he ain’t,” Call said.


  22.


  BIGFOOT WASN’T DEAD. As the storm was playing out, he lay down and pressed his face into the grass, to protect his eyes. The grass was wet—its coolness on his eyelids was some relief. While cooling his eyelids, he went to sleep. In the night he rolled over—the first sunlight on his eyelids brought a searing pain.


  Gus and Call were sleeping when they heard loud moans. Bigfoot had wandered about a half a mile from them before lying down.


  When they approached him he had his head down, his eyes pressed against his arms.


  “It’s like snow blindness, only worse,” he told them. “I been snow blind—it’ll go away, in time. Maybe this will, too.”


  “I expect it will,” Call said. Bigfoot was so sensitive to light that he had to keep his eyes completely covered.


  “You need to make me blinders,” Bigfoot said. “Blinders—and the thicker the better. Then put me on the horse.”


  Until that moment Call and Gus had both forgotten the horse, which was nowhere in sight.


  “I don’t see that horse,” Gus said. “We might have lost him.”


  “One of you go find him,” Bigfoot said. “Otherwise you’ll have to lead me.”


  “You go find him,” Call said, to Gus. “I’ll stay with Bigfoot.”


  “What if I find the horse and can’t find you two?” Gus asked. The plain was featureless. He knew it to be full of dips and rolls, but once he got a certain distance away, one dip and roll was much like another. He might not be able to find his way back to Call and Bigfoot.


  “I’ll go, then,” Call said. “You stay.”


  “He won’t be far,” Bigfoot said. “He was too tired to run far.”


  That assessment proved correct. Call found the horse only about a mile away, grazing. Call had been painstakingly trying to keep his directions—he didn’t want to lose his companions—and was relieved when he saw the horse so close.


  By the time he got back, Gus had made Bigfoot a blindfold out of an old shirt. It took some adjusting—the slightest ray of light on his eyelids made Bigfoot moan. They ate the last of their horse meat, and drank often during the day’s march from the puddles here and there on the prairie. Toward the end of the day, Call shot a goose, floating alone in one such small puddle.


  “A goose that’s by itself is probably sick,” Bigfoot said, but they ate the goose anyway. They came to a creek with a few bushes and some small trees around it and were able to make a fire. The smell of the cooking goose made them all so hungry they could not sit still—they wanted to rip the goose off its spit before it was ready, and yet they also had a great desire to eat cooked food. Bigfoot, who couldn’t see but could certainly smell, asked Gus and Call several times if the bird was almost ready. It was still half raw when they ate it, and yet, to all of them, it tasted better than any bird they had ever eaten. Bigfoot even cracked the bones, to get at the marrow.


  “It’s mountain man’s butter,” he said. “Once you get a taste for it you don’t see why people bother to churn. It’s better just to crack a bone.”


  “Yeah, but you might not have a bone,” Gus said. “The bone might still be in the animal.”


  Bigfoot kept his eyes tightly bandaged, but he no longer moaned so much.


  “What will you do if you’re blind from now on, Big?” Gus asked. Call felt curious about the same thing, but did not feel it was appropriate to ask. Bigfoot Wallace had roamed the wilderness all his life; his survival had often depended on keenness of eye. A blind man would not last long, in the wilderness. Bigfoot could scout no more—he would have to leave off scouting the troops. It would be a sad change, if it happened.


  “Oh, I expect I’ll get over being scorched,” Bigfoot said.


  Gus said no more, but the question still hung in the air.


  Bigfoot reflected for several minutes, before commenting further.


  “If I’m blind, it will be goodbye to the prairies,” he said. “I expect I’d have to move to town and run a whorehouse.”


  “Why a whorehouse?” Gus asked.


  “Well, I couldn’t see the merchandise, but I could feel it,” Bigfoot said. “Feel it and smell it and poke it.”


  “I been in whorehouses when I was too drunk to see much, anyway,” he added. “You don’t have to look to enjoy whores.”


  “Speaking of whores, I wonder what they’re like in Santa Fe?” Gus asked. Eating the goose had raised his spirits considerably. He felt sure that the worst was over. He had even argued to Call that the reason the goose had been so easy to shoot was that it was a tame goose that had run off from a nearby farm.


  “No, it was a sick goose,” Call insisted. “There wouldn’t be a farm around here. It’s too dry.”


  Despite his friend’s skepticism, Gus had begun to look forward to the delights of Santa Fe, one of which would undoubtedly be whores.


  “You can’t afford no whore, even if we get there alive,” Bigfoot reminded him.


  “I guess I could get a job, until the Colonel shows up,” Gus said. “Then we can rob the Mexicans and have plenty of money.”


  “I don’t know if the Colonel will make it,” Bigfoot said. “I expect he’ll starve, or else turn back.”


  That night, their horse was stolen. They were such a pitiful trio that no one had thought to stand guard. Eating the goose had put them all in a relaxed mood. The horse, in any case, was a poor one. It had never recovered fully from the wild chase after the buffalo. Its wind was broken; it plodded slowly along, carrying Bigfoot. Still, it had been their only mount—their only resource in more ways than one. They all knew that they might need to eat it, if they didn’t make the settlements soon now. The goose had been a stroke of luck—there might not be another.


  Call had hobbled the horse, to make sure it didn’t graze so far that he would have to risk getting lost by going to look for it in the morning. They called the horse Moonlight, because of his light coat. Before Call slept he heard Moonlight grazing, not far away. It was a reassuring sound; but then he slept. When he woke, the hobbles had been cut and there was no sign of Moonlight. The three of them were alone on the prairie.


  “We’ll track ’em, they probably ain’t far,” Bigfoot said, before he remembered that he was blind. His eyes were paining him less, but he still didn’t dare remove his blinders.


  “If he was close enough to steal Moonlight, he could have killed me,” Call said. The stealth Indians possessed continued to surprise him. He was a light sleeper; the least thing woke him. But the horsethief had repeatedly come within a few steps of him, yet he had had no inkling that anyone was near.


  “Dern, it’s a pity you boys don’t know how to track,” Bigfoot said. “I expect it was Kicking Wolf. That old hump man wouldn’t follow us this far, not for one horse. Kicking Wolf is more persistent.”


  “Too damn persistent,” Gus said. He was affronted. Time and again, the red man had bested them.


  “All they’ve done is beat us,” he added. “It’s time we beat them at something.”


  “Well, we can beat them at starving to death,” Bigfoot said. “I don’t know much else we can beat them at.”


  “Why didn’t they kill us?” Call asked.


  “I doubt there was more than one of them—I expect it was just Kicking Wolf,” Bigfoot said. “Stealing horses is quiet work, but killing men ain’t. He might have woke one of us up and one of us might have got him.”


  “It’s a long way to come for one damn horse,” Gus commented. He still stung, from the embarrassment of being so easily robbed.


  “Kicking Wolf is horse crazy, like you’re whore crazy. You’d go anywhere for a whore, and he’d go anywhere for a horse.”


  “I don’t know if I’d go halfway across a damn desert, for a whore,” Gus said. “I sure wouldn’t for a worn-out horse like Moonlight. Kicking Wolf is crazier than me.”


  Bigfoot looked amused. “There’s no law saying an Indian can’t be crazier than a white man,” he said.


  All that day, and for the next two, Call and Gus took turns leading Bigfoot. It was tiring work. Bigfoot had a long stride, longer even than Gus’s—the two of them had almost to trot, to keep ahead of him. Then, too, the prairie was full of cracks and little gullies. They had to be alert to keep him on level ground—it annoyed him to stumble. It stormed again the second night, though with less lightning. Water puddled here and there; they were not thirsty, but once they finished the last few bites of horse meat, they had no food. Call was afraid to roam too far to hunt, for fear of losing Gus and Bigfoot. In any case they saw no game, except a solitary antelope. The antelope was in sight for several hours—Gus thought it was only about three miles away, but Call thought it might be farther. In the thin air, distances were hard to judge.


  Bigfoot considered it peculiar that the antelope stayed in sight so long. Not to be able to use his own eyes was frustrating.


  “If I could just have one look, I could give an opinion,” he said. “It might not even be an antelope—remember them mountain goats that turned into Comanches?”


  Reminded, Gus and Call gave the distant animal their best scrutiny. Gus was of the opinion that the animal might be a Comanche, but Call was convinced it was just a plain antelope.


  “Go stalk it, then,” Bigfoot said. “We’ll sit down and wait. A little antelope rump would be mighty tasty.”


  “Let Gus stalk it,” Call said. “He’s got better eyes. I’ll wait with you.”


  Gus didn’t relish the assignment. If the antelope turned out to be a Comanche, he would be in trouble. He was hungry, though, and so were the others.


  “Don’t shoot until you’ve got a close shot,” Bigfoot said. “If you can’t hit the heart, shoot for the shoulder. That’ll slow him down enough that we can catch him.”


  Gus stalked the antelope for three hours. The last three hundred yards, he edged on his belly. The antelope lifted its head from time to time, but mostly kept grazing. Gus got closer and closer—he remembered that he had missed the first antelope, at almost point-blank range. He wanted to get very close—it would do his pride good to bring home some meat, and his belly would appreciate it, too.


  He got to within two hundred yards, but decided to edge a little closer. He thought he might hit it at one hundred and fifty yards. He kept his head down, so as not to show the animal his face. Bigfoot had informed him that prairie animals were particularly alarmed by white faces. Indians could get close enough to kill them because their faces weren’t white. He kept his hat low, and his face low, too. When he judged he was within about the right distance, he risked a peek and to his dismay saw no antelope. He looked—then stood up and looked—but the antelope was gone. Gus ran toward where it had been standing, thinking the animal would have lain down—then he glimpsed it running, far to the north, farther than it had been when they first noticed it. Following it would be pointless; for a moment, stumbling around after the antelope, he felt a panic take him. He could not be sure which direction he had come from. He might not even be able to find Bigfoot and Call. Then he remembered a rock that stuck up a little from the ground. He had passed it in his crawl. He walked in a half circle until he saw the rock and was soon back on the right course.


  Even so, he was disgusted when he got back to his companions.


  “I wasted all that time,” he said. “He took off and ran. Let’s just hurry up and get to New Mexico.”


  “Oh, we’re in New Mexico,” Bigfoot said. “We just ain’t in the right part of it, yet. My eyes are improving, at least. Pretty soon I won’t have to be led.”


  Bigfoot’s eyes did improve, even as their bellies grew emptier. On the third day after the storm, he was able to take his blinders off in the late afternoon. Soon afterward, he found a small patch of wild onions and dug out enough for them to have a few each to nibble. It wasn’t much, but it was something.


  The next morning, waking early, Gus saw the mountains. At first, he thought the shapes far to the north might be clouds—storm clouds. Once the sun was well up, he saw that the shapes were mountains. Call saw them, too. Bigfoot still had to be careful of his eyes in full light—he wanted to look, but had to give up.


  “If it’s the mountains, then we’re saved, boys,” he said. “There’s got to be people between here and the hills.”


  They walked all day, though, without food—the mountains seemed none the less distant.


  “What if we ain’t saved?” Gus whispered to Call. “I’m hungry enough to eat tongue, or bugs, or anything I can catch. Them mountains could be fifty miles away, for all we know. I ain’t gonna last no fifty miles—not unless I get food.”


  “I guess you’ll last if you have to,” Call told him. “Bigfoot says we’ll come to villages before we get to the hills. Maybe it will only be twenty miles—or thirty.”


  “I could eat my belt,” Gus said. He actually cut a small slice off his belt and ate it, or at least chewed it and swallowed it. The result didn’t please him, though. The little slice of leather did nothing to relieve his hunger pangs.


  They walked steadily all day, toward the high mountains. They ignored their stomachs as best they could—but there were moments when Call thought Gus might be right. They might starve before they reached the villages. Bigfoot had taken a fever somehow—most of the day he stumbled along, delirious; he seemed to think he was talking to James Bowie, the gallant fighter who had died at the Alamo.


  “We ain’t him, we’re just us,” Gus told him several times, but Bigfoot kept on talking to James Bowie.


  Toward the evening of that day, as the shadows from the mountains stretched across the plain, Gus thought he saw something encouraging—a thin column of smoke, rising into the shadows. He looked again, and again he saw smoke.


  “It’s from a chimney,” he said. “There’s a house with a chimney up there somewhere.”


  Gus saw the smoke, too, and Bigfoot claimed he smelled it.


  “That’s wood smoke, all right,” he said. “I reckon it’s piñon. They use piñon for fires, out here in New Mexico.”


  They hurried for three miles and still weren’t to the village. Just as they were about to get discouraged again, they came over a little rise in the ground and saw forty or fifty sheep, grazing on the plain ahead. A dog began to bark—two sheepherders, just making their campfire, looked up and saw them. The sheepherders were unarmed and took fright at the sight of the three Rangers.


  “I expect they think we’re devils,” Bigfoot said, as the two sheepherders hurried off toward a village, a mile or two away. The sheep they left in care of the two large dogs, both of whom were barking and snarling at the Texans.


  “They didn’t need to run—I’m just glad to be here,” Gus said. In fact, he was so moved by the sight of the distant houses that he felt he might weep. Crossing the prairie he had often wondered if he would ever see a house again, or sleep in one, or ever be among people again at all. The empty spaces had given him a longing for normal things—women cooking, children chasing one another, blacksmiths shoeing horses, men drinking in bars. Several times on the journey, he had thought such things were lost forever—that he would never get across the plain to sit at a woman’s table again. But now he had.


  Call was glad to come to the village, too. He had been hearing about New Mexico for months, and yet, until they spotted the sheepherders, had not seen a single Mexican. He had begun to doubt that there were towns in New Mexico at all.


  “I wouldn’t mind stopping and cooking one of them sheep right now,” Bigfoot said. “I guess that wouldn’t be friendly, though. Maybe they’ll cook one for us, once they see we ain’t devils.”


  “They may think we’re devils, even if we’re friendly,” Gus said. “I could use a barbering, and so could the rest of you.”


  Call knew he was right. They were filthy and shaggy. They had only their guns and the clothes they had on. And they were afoot. Who but devils would emerge from the great plain afoot?


  They gave the sheep a wide berth—the big dogs acted as if they might charge at the slightest provocation; none of them felt in the mood for a dogfight.


  “I have always wondered why people keep dogs,” Bigfoot said. “Now, the Indians, they eat puppies, and a puppy might be tasty. But a big dog is only a step from being a wolf, and it’s foolish to get too close to wolves.”


  The village consisted of about twenty houses, all of them made of brown adobe. Long before the three of them arrived, the whole village had gathered to watch their approach. The men, the women, and the children stood in one group, clearly apprehensive. One or two of the men had old guns.


  “By God, I guess Caleb could conquer this state, if he gets here,” Bigfoot said. “They don’t even have a gun apiece, and I doubt they know how to shoot, anyway.”


  “Don’t be talking of conquering them,” Gus said. The mention of mutton had made him realize how hungry he was. He didn’t want to lose his chance for a good meal because of any foolish talk about military matters. Let the conquering wait until they had eaten their fill.


  “Wave at them, let them know we’re friendly,” Bigfoot said. “They don’t look hostile, but there might be a show-off who wants to impress a gal. That’s usually what starts a fight, in situations like this.”


  They walked into the village slowly, giving evident signs that their intentions were friendly. Some of the little children hid their faces in their mothers’ skirts. Most of the women kept their faces down—only a few bold little girls stared at the strangers. The men stood still as statues.


  “This is when I wish I was better at the Spanish lingo,” Bigfoot said. “I know some words, but I can’t seem to get my tongue around them right.”


  “Just name off some grub,” Gus advised. “Frijoles or tortillas or cabrito or something. I’m mostly interested in getting a meal and getting it soon.”


  They walked on, smiling at the assembled people, until they were at the center of the little village, near the common well. A bucket of water had just been brought up—Bigfoot looked around and smiled, before asking if they might drink.


  “Agua?” he asked. He addressed the question to an old man standing near the well. The old man looked embarrassed—he didn’t raise his eyes.


  “Certainly—you may drink your fill—it’s a very long walk from Texas,” a forceful voice said, from behind them.


  They turned to see ten muskets pointed at them. A little group of militia had been hiding behind one of the adobe houses. The man who spoke stood somewhat to the side. He wore a military cap, and had a thin mustache.


  “What’s this? We just want a drink,” Bigfoot said. He looked chagrined. Once again, they had been easily ambushed.


  “You can have the drink, but I must ask you to lay down your arms, first,” the large man said, firmly.


  “Who are you?” Bigfoot asked. “We just walked in. We’re friendly. Why point a bunch of guns at us?”


  “I am Captain Salazar,” the man said. “Lay down your weapons, and you will come to no harm.”


  Bigfoot hesitated a moment—so did Gus and Call. Although ten rifles were pointed at them, at a distance of no more than thirty feet, they didn’t want to lay down their arms.


  There was dead silence in the village for several moments, while the Rangers considered the order. Captain Salazar waited—he was smiling, but it was not a friendly smile. The soldiers had their rifles ready to fire.


  “Now, this is a fine welcome,” Bigfoot said, hoping to get the man into a conversation. If they talked a minute, he might ease off.


  “Señor, it is not a welcome,” Captain Salazar said. “It is an arrest. Please lay down your arms.”


  Bigfoot saw it was hopeless.


  “If that’s your opinion, I guess it wins the day,” he said. He laid down his guns.


  After a moment, Call and Gus did the same. A soldier ran over and took the weapons.


  “Help yourselves to the water,” Captain Salazar said.


  23.


  “IF THAT’S THE SHOW, we might as well drink, at least,” Bigfoot said. There were two stone dippers in the water bucket. He filled one, and offered the other to Gus. Call waited until they drank. The ten soldiers had not lowered their muskets. Though he was thirsty, he found it unpleasant to drink with guns pointed at him. While Gus and Bigfoot drank, he inspected the Mexican militia. They were a mixed lot—several were boys not older than twelve or thirteen, but two were old men who looked to be seventy, at least. None of them had the appearance of being formidable fighters—any three Rangers could have scattered them easily, had it not been for the awkward fact that they had the drop. Also, Captain Salazar knew his job and his men. Call knew they would have fired together, had he given the order.


  “I am surprised you chose to make such a long walk, Señores,” Captain Salazar said. “Very few people have walked across the llano. You may be the first, in which case you deserve congratulations.”


  He gestured to a blacksmith, who stood in front of one of the little shacks. The blacksmith had an anvil and a pile of chains.


  “Put the leg irons on them,” he said.


  “Leg irons,” Gus said. “I thought you said we deserve congratulations. Leg irons ain’t my notion of congratulations.”


  “Which of us gets what he deserves in life?” Salazar said, smiling his unfriendly smile again. “I deserve to be a general but am only a captain, sent to this wretched village to catch invaders.


  “Shoot them if they resist,” he added, turning to the militia.


  Call looked at Bigfoot, who was standing calmly by the well. He had mastered his anger and looked as calm as if he had been listening to a sermon.


  “Do we have to do it?” Call asked. “I hate like hell to be chained.”


  “No, you don’t have to do it,” Bigfoot said. “But it’s be chained or be shot. I’ll be chained myself. I’ve been chained before. It ain’t a permanent condition, like being dead.”


  “Your commander is wise,” Salazar said. “I would rather feed you than shoot you, but I will shoot you if you don’t obey.”


  “I’ll go first, I’ve had more experience with chaining,” Bigfoot said. He walked over, smiled at the blacksmith, and put one of his big feet on the anvil.


  “Hammer careful,” he said. “I’d hate it if you smashed my toes.”


  The blacksmith was a young man. He was very, very careful in his work and soon had leg irons on Bigfoot.


  Captain Salazar came over and gave the irons a close inspection. It was obvious to Call that the man had made himself feared in the village. Though Bigfoot was calm during the chaining, the young blacksmith wasn’t.


  “These are important prisoners,” Salazar said. “You must do your work well. If one of them escapes while they are in this village, I will hang you.”


  Call felt a rage building in him, as the young blacksmith tightened the iron around his ankle. He regretted laying down his gun. He felt it would have been better to die fighting than to submit to the indignity of chains.


  None of the people in the village so much as moved during the whole procedure. The sheepherders did not go back to their sheep. Two old men with hoes stood where they were. The women of the village, many of whom were plump, kept their eyes downcast—yet once or twice, Call thought he saw looks of sympathy in the eyes of the women. One girl not more than twelve looked at him several times. She didn’t dare smile, but she looked. She was a pretty thing, but the sight of a pretty girl could not distract him from the fact that the young blacksmith had just hammered an iron band around his leg.


  “I guess this town ain’t got no jail,” Gus said, to Captain Salazar. “If it had one, I guess you’d just stick us in it.”


  “No, it is a poor village,” Salazar said. “If it had a jail I would put you in it for tonight. But the leg irons are for your march.”


  “What march? We’re just about marched out.”


  “Don’t worry—we don’t start until tomorrow,” Captain Salazar said. “The women will give you lots of posole and you will have all night to rest.”


  “Oh, then we’re off to Santa Fe?” Bigfoot asked. “At least we’ll get to see the town.”


  “No, you are off to El Paso,” Salazar said. “El Paso is in the south. You will never see Santa Fe, I am afraid.”


  “Well, that’s a pity—I’ve heard it’s a fine town,” Bigfoot said. He was being very friendly—too friendly, Call thought. He didn’t intend to be at all friendly to the man—it was clear to him that Salazar would kill them all in an instant if it suited his whim.


  Gus amused himself, during his chaining, by looking over the women of the village. Several seemed disposed to be sympathetic, though none would raise their eyes for more than a second. Two or three of them resumed their cooking, which they did outdoors in round ovens. They were cooking corn tortillas. The smell was a torment to one as hungry as he was, but he tried not to show it.


  Salazar turned to the militia, and pointed to a small adobe house.


  “Put them in there,” he said. “Lock the door and four of you stand watch—these are dangerous men. If you let them get away, I will tie your hang ropes with my own hand.”


  The little house they were shoved into had a door so low that Gus and Bigfoot had to bend almost to their knees to get through it. It was a single room with a mud floor and a small window with bars in it. There was nothing in the room—no pitcher, no bed, nothing. Neither Gus nor Bigfoot could stand erect. Call could, but when he did his hat touched the ceiling.


  “They’re a small people, ain’t they?” Bigfoot said, settling himself in a corner. “I expect we could whip a passel of them, if we hadn’t walked into a dern ambush.”


  “Salazar ain’t timid,” Call remarked. “He’s got all these people scared.”


  “Well, all he talks about is hanging people,” Gus said. He settled in another corner. They had been allowed a jug of well water; Gus remembered that posole had been mentioned, but two hours passed and no people arrived. The four guards were standing right outside the little window. They had lowered their muskets and were talking to three girls from the village. One of the girls was the pretty one Call had noticed while he was being chained. Though she chatted with the soldiers, the girl kept looking toward the hut where they were being held.


  Gus, too starved to worry about being shot or hanged, finally lost his temper and yelled at the guards.


  “We’re Texas Rangers, we need to be fed!” he yelled. “Your own captain said to give us posole, so go get it.”


  “They don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bigfoot pointed out. “They don’t know the English language.”


  “They know what posole is,” Gus declared. “That’s not English, that’s Mexican.”


  One of the soldiers went to a house not far away, and said something to an old woman. Soon, the old woman and another came and handed in three hot bowls of posole. When the Rangers emptied them, which they quickly did, the old women brought second helpings.


  “See, it don’t hurt to ask, even if you’re in jail,” Gus said. “They ain’t allowed to just let prisoners starve.”


  “How do you know their rules—you ain’t Mexican,” Call said.


  24.


  THOUGH GUS AND BIGFOOT had been in jail often, Call had never been locked up before—much less locked up and shackled. He found both experiences humiliating. More and more, he regretted laying down his arms. None of the Mexicans looked like good shots. The range was close, of course, but the more he thought over their surrender, the more he wished he had fought.


  “I expect we’d have got at least half of them,” he said.


  “It don’t matter if you got nine out of ten, if the tenth one killed you,” Gus pointed out. “That was good posole. This ain’t the worst jail I’ve ever been in. They don’t feed you nothing half that good in the San Antonio jail.”


  “It’ll take more than them ten Mexicans to round up Caleb Cobb,” Bigfoot said. “I expect he’ll show Captain Salazar a trick or two, if the boys ain’t too starved to fight when the fight starts.”


  “This is just a mud building,” Call said. “I imagine we could dig out, if we tried.”


  “Dig out and go where?” Gus asked. “We nearly starved getting this far. Besides, we’re chained.”


  “I know enough blacksmithing to get these chains off in two minutes,” Call reminded him. “I think we ought to try and escape. Somebody needs to warn the boys.”


  “I ain’t going—let Caleb fight his own fights,” Bigfoot said. “Those old women seem friendly. I’m tired from that long walk. I say we lay around here and eat soup for a day or two before we do anything frisky.”


  “There’s a pretty girl or two in this village,” Gus said. “Some of them might take pity on us and let us out.”


  “No, Salazar’s got ’em buffaloed,” Bigfoot said. A minute later, he fell asleep and snored loudly.


  Call still smarted from the humiliation of being caught so easily. They had escaped some very skillful Indians, only to be captured by a motley crew of Mexicans with rusty muskets. He was annoyed with himself, because he had been resolved to practice careful planning and avoid traps, yet he had let the fatigue of their journey wear him down. Anyone ought to have known there might be soldiers in the town—yet, once again, he had failed in alertness.


  “So far we’ve been a disgrace in every encounter,” he told Gus, but Gus was not in the mood for gloomy military critiques.


  “Well, but we ain’t dead,” Gus said. “We still have time to learn. I guess this ain’t the part of New Mexico that’s filled with gold and silver.”


  “I told you not to expect gold and silver,” Call said.


  Soon Gus, too, fell asleep, but Call couldn’t. He stood by the little window most of the night, looking out. There was a high moon over the prairies. Now and then, the sheepdogs barked when a coyote came too close to the flock. The soldiers who were guarding them, all of them just boys, were playing cards by the light of a little oil lantern. They didn’t look capable of killing anyone, unless by accident.


  Toward morning the old woman came back, bringing them coffee. Call saw the pretty girl come out of a little hut with her water jar and go toward the well. Although he was in no position to say much to her, he had the urge to exchange a good morning, at least. He regretted that he didn’t know more Spanish, though, of course, working for old Jesus, he had picked up a phrase or two. As the sun rose, he could see how small the village was—just a few low houses on the edge of the great wide plain.


  Bigfoot woke and drank his coffee, but Gus McCrae slept on, stretched comfortably across half the length of the floor.


  “I guess he’d sleep like that if they were about to hang him,” Call said.


  “Well, if they were about to hang him, he might as well snooze,” Bigfoot said. “He could go from one nap right into the old nap you don’t wake up from.”


  When the sun was well up the old woman came back, bringing them hot tortillas. The smell woke Gus; he sat up, looking half asleep, but he ate as if he were wide awake.


  A little later, Captain Salazar rode along the one street, mounted on a fine black horse. His militia seemed to have increased during the night—some twenty-five soldiers stood at attention, awaiting his order.


  Salazar rode over to their little window, and bent in the saddle to look in.


  “Good morning, Señores,” he said. “I hope you are all refreshed. We have a long way to travel.”


  “Well, we’re getting a late start,” Bigfoot said. “The sun’s been up an hour. What’s the delay?”


  “You will see—I had to conduct a trial,” Salazar said. “They’re bringing the scoundrel now—as soon as we shoot him we’ll be on our way.”


  “I ain’t in the mood to see nobody shot. I think I’ll just snooze some more,” Gus said when Salazar passed on up the street. “I wonder what the fellow did.”


  Before Gus could stretch out, six soldiers came; one unlocked the door to their little prison. Again, Gus and Bigfoot had to bend nearly double to get out. Once in the street, Call saw that the whole town had turned out for the event that was about to take place. Salazar had ridden up to a little church and was waiting impatiently, now and then popping his quirt against his leg. The church was not much larger than some of the houses, but it had a little bell on top and its walls had been whitewashed. Four soldiers came out, dragging a blindfolded man.


  “Why, it’s Bes—I wonder how they caught him?” Bigfoot said, recognizing the Pawnee scout.


  Indeed, it was Bes-Das: barefoot, blindfolded, and with blood on his shirt.


  “The skunks, they’ve been beating on him,” Gus said.


  “He’s a skunk himself—he deserted us,” Call reminded them—and yet he, too, felt sorry for the man. The whole village fell silent as he was hustled across the little plaza and placed in front of the white wall of the church. Bes-Das limped as he walked to the wall.


  Salazar rode over to his militia and pointed six times, at six of the young soldiers. An old priest, barefoot like the prisoner, came out of the little church and watched—he did not approach the prisoner. The six soldiers lined up in front of Bes-Das and leveled their muskets. Gus felt his stomach quiver—he did not want to see Bes-Das shot down, but he could not seem to turn his face away. Salazar motioned to the firing squad, and all the soldiers fired—one shot came a moment later than the others. Bes-Das slammed back against the church, and then fell forward on his face. Salazar rode over, drew his pistol, and handed it to one of the young soldiers, who quickly stepped across the body and fired one shot into Bes-Das’s head.


  “I think that was a wasted bullet,” Bigfoot said. “I think old Bes was dead.”


  Salazar reached down for his pistol, looking over at Bigfoot as he took it.


  “Men have survived six bullets before,” he remarked. “The pistol was to make sure.”


  “What did he do?” Call asked, looking at the body of the scout. Some of the young soldiers on the firing squad had not liked their task—one or two were trembling.


  “He was a thief,” Salazar said. “All Indians are thieves. This one stole a ring from the governor’s wife.”


  He reached into the pocket of his blue tunic and pulled out a large silver ring.


  “This ring,” he said.


  The ring he had was large, with a green stone of some kind set in it. Salazar rode over to where the Texans stood and showed them the ring, one by one.


  “The finest silver,” he said. “Silver from our own mines, the ones you Texans hope to steal from us. This is why you made your long walk, isn’t it—to steal our silver and gold?”


  “Captain, we ain’t miners,” Bigfoot said. “We come for the scenery, mostly—and for the adventure.”


  “Oh,” Salazar said. “Of course the scenery is free. We have no objection to your looking at it, if you do it with respect. As for the adventure...”


  He stopped, and looked over his shoulder at the body of the man he had just executed. Two old men were digging a grave behind the church.


  “As you see, some adventures end badly,” he went on. “This man paid his debt. Now we must hurry to meet your friends.”


  The little militia assembled itself and followed Salazar southwest, onto the plain but in the direction of the line of mountains. The three Texans marched at the rear, guarded by two soldiers on mules. Three soldiers flanked them on either side.


  As they passed out of town the two old men were carrying Bes-Das, the crooked-toothed Pawnee, toward the little grave behind the whitewashed church.


  “He got killed for a ring,” Call observed.


  “It looked like pure silver, to me,” Gus said. “I guess he just thought he’d grab it and go.”


  “He didn’t go fast enough, then,” Bigfoot said. “I wonder what happened to that Apache boy he left with. If he’s loose around here somewhere I’d like to know. Apaches are slick when it comes to escapes.”


  “They don’t mean for us to escape,” Call said, looking at the three armed soldiers who were marching one on each side of them. Salazar, riding at the head of the little column, frequently turned his horse and sometimes rode all the way back and walked his mount behind the prisoners for a few steps, to remind them of his vigilance.


  “They don’t mean for us to, but they could get fooled,” Bigfoot said.


  “That ring was pure silver,” Gus said. “I told you there was silver out here.”


  “You didn’t mention the firing squad, though,” Call said.


  25.


  BEFORE THE RANGERS HAD walked a mile they had learned to their vexation the difficulties of walking while chained. The irons soon chafed their ankles raw—they were forced to tear off pieces of their shirts to wrap their ankles with, as some protection from the rough iron.


  “Dern, I’ll be scraped to the bone before we get ten miles,” Gus said. “They ought to unchain us during the march—they could always hammer the chains back on at night.”


  The scraping, though, was only a part of the vexation. The chains dragged on the ground and caught on small protuberances—rocks, cactus, small bushes. Call, though the shortest man, had been given the longest chain. He found that he could hitch his chain to his belt and proceed at a normal stride, but that was not the case with Gus McCrae or Bigfoot Wallace, both of whom had to adjust their long strides to the length of the chains. Both men soon grew so annoyed at having to hobble mile after mile that they conceived a murderous hatred for Captain Salazar and for all Mexicans.


  “Let’s throttle these two boys back here and grab the mules and go for it,” Gus suggested, more than once. The plain stretched before them, empty for fifty miles at least.


  “There’s two mules and three of us,” Call pointed out. “They’re small mules, too. Before we could get out of rifle range, they’d shoot us fifty times.”


  Bigfoot was as annoyed with the irons as Gus, but when he looked the situation over, he decided Call was right.


  “Maybe that Apache boy will show up some night and help us slip off,” he said.


  Call thought that Gus’s hope that Alchise would show up and free them a far-fetched one, at best. Alchise had never been particularly friendly. That very night, though, he fell into a shivery sleep and dreamed that one-eyed Johnny Carthage, the slowest member of the troop, slipped into camp and helped him ride off on Salazar’s black horse. The dream was so powerful that he awoke at four in the morning with his teeth chattering and could not at first convince himself that he was where he was, instead of on the black horse, speeding away. They had been given no posole that evening, just a few scraps of tortillas and a handful of hard corn. They had no blankets either; a frost crept down from the mountains and edged out onto the plain. Many of the Mexican soldiers were as tired and cold as the three prisoners. They huddled around small campfires, some dozing, some simply trying to keep warm. Several were barefooted, and few had any footgear except sandals. By morning, there were groans throughout the camp as men tried to hobble around on their cold feet. The Texans found to their surprise that they were better off than all but a few of their captors. Though their clothes were frayed and ragged, they were still warmer than what the Mexicans wore.


  “Why, we won’t have to whip this army,” Bigfoot said. “Half of them will freeze before the fight starts, and the other half will be too sleepy to load their guns.”


  Captain Salazar was the only member of the company to have a portable shelter with him. He owned a fine tent, made of canvas. A large mule carried it for him from camp to camp, and two soldiers were assigned to set it up at the end of each day. Besides the tent, there were a cot and several brightly colored blankets, to keep the Captain warm. In the morning Salazar came out, wrapped in one of the blankets, and sat before a substantial fire that one of his soldiers tended. Salazar also had a personal cook, an old man named Manuel, who brewed his coffee and brought it to him in a large tin cup. Two nanny goats trailed the troop, in order to provide milk for the Captain’s coffee.


  “He could offer us some of that coffee,” Gus said. “If I could get a few drops of something warm inside me, I might not be so cold.”


  Bigfoot Wallace appeared not to be affected by the chill.


  “You boys have lived too south a life,” he said. “Your blood gets thin, when you’re living south. This ain’t cold. If we’re still in these parts in a month or two you’ll see some weather that makes this seem like summer.”


  Gus McCrae received that information with a grim expression. The morning had been so cold that he had found himself almost unable to urinate, a difficulty he had not experienced before.


  “Hell, it’s so cold it took me ten minutes to piss,” he said. “I won’t be here two months from now, if you think it’ll be colder than this, not unless I have a buffalo hide to wrap up in or a big whore to sleep with.”


  Mention of a big whore reminded them all of Matilda—it set them all to wondering about the fate of their companions, somewhere out on the long plain to the south.


  “I wonder if they’re all still alive?” Gus said. “What if the hump man came after them with two hundred warriors? Every one of them might be dead, for all we know—these Mexicans can march us to China and we won’t find them, if that’s the case.”


  “He wouldn’t have needed two hundred warriors,” Call said.


  “Oh, they’re there somewhere,” Bigfoot said. “The Mexicans have had reports, I expect. They wouldn’t march these barefoot boys around the prairie unless they thought there was somebody to fight, somewhere.”


  Captain Salazar waited until midmorning before setting the company in motion. Many of the men were so tired from the cold night that they merely stumbled along. Captain Salazar rode ahead, on his fine black gelding.


  In the middle of the afternoon, a curl of dark clouds appeared over the mountains to the north. An hour before darkness, snow began to fall, blown on a cold north wind. Call had never seen snow to any extent—just a dusting now and then, in midwinter. Though it was not yet the end of October, snow was soon falling heavily, the white flakes swirling silently out of the dark sky. In half an hour, the whole plain was white.


  “It’ll be a bad night for these barefoot boys,” Bigfoot said. “They ain’t dressed for such weather.”


  “We ain’t, either,” Gus said. He was appalled at the uncomfortable state he found himself in. The irons were like ice bands around his ankles—soon he was having to drag his chains through the slushy snow.


  Captain Salazar had formed the habit of dropping back every hour or so, to exchange a few words with his captives. He had enveloped himself in a warm poncho, and seemed to enjoy the sudden storm.


  “This snow will refresh us for battle,” he said.


  “I guess it might refresh the soldiers it don’t freeze,” Bigfoot said.


  “My men are hardy, Señor,” Salazar said. “They won’t freeze.”


  That night, at least, there was coffee for all the men, including the prisoners. Gus kept his hands cupped around his coffee cup as long as he could, for the warmth—he had always had trouble keeping his hands warm in chilly weather. The meal, again, was tortillas and hard corn. The snow swirled thickly in the dusk. Call and Gus and Bigfoot were sitting close together around a little fire when they suddenly heard a high terrified squealing from Captain Salazar’s horse. The nanny goats, tethered nearby, began to bleat frantically. The mules began to bray—they were tame mules and had not been hobbled. Soon they were racing away into the darkness. Captain Salazar began to fire his pistol at something Call couldn’t see. Then, a moment later, he saw a great shape lope into the center of the camp. Men were grabbing muskets and firing, but the great shape came on.


  “Is it a buffalo?” Gus asked—then he saw the shape rear on its hind legs, something no buffalo would be likely to do.


  “That ain’t no buf, that’s a grizzly,” Bigfoot said, springing to his feet. “Here’s our chance, boys—let’s go, while he’s got ’em scattered.”


  The great brown bear was angry—Call could see the flash of his teeth in the light of the many campfires. The bear came right into the center of the camp, roaring. Mexican soldiers fled in every direction; they left their food and their guns, their only thought escape. The bear roared again, and turned toward Captain Salazar’s tent—old Manuel had just served him a nice rib of venison in the snug tent. Salazar fired several times, but the bear seemed not to notice. Salazar fled, his gun empty. Old Manuel stepped out of the tent right into the path of the charging bear, who swiped the old man aside with a big paw and went right into the tent.


  “Grab a gun and see if you can find a hammer, so we can knock these irons off,” Bigfoot said. “Hurry, we need to move while the bear’s eating the Captain’s supper.”


  Call and Gus found guns aplenty—each took two muskets and grabbed some bullet pouches. While Call was looking for a hammer, the bear came ripping through the side of Salazar’s tent. The black horse was twisting wildly at the end of the rawhide rope it had been tethered with. As the Texans watched, the bear swiped at the horse, as it had at Manuel. The black gelding fell as if shot, the grizzly on top of it.


  “Let’s go, while it eats that horse,” Bigfoot said. He had a pistol and a rifle.


  “I didn’t know a bear could knock down a horse,” Gus said. “I’m glad to be leaving, myself.”


  “A bear can knock down anything,” Bigfoot said. “It could knock down an elephant if it met one—it et the Captain’s supper and now it’s carrying off his horse.”


  As they watched, the great bear sank its teeth into the neck of the dead gelding, lifted it, and moved with it into the darkness. It dragged the horse over the top of the old cook, Manuel, as it moved away from the camp that was no longer a camp, just a few sputtering campfires with gear piled around them. Not a single Mexican was visible as the Texans left.


  “That bear done us a fine turn,” Bigfoot said. “They’d have marched us till our feet came off, if he hadn’t come along and scared this little army away.”


  Call was remembering how easily the bear had lifted the horse and moved away with it. The black gelding had been heavy, too, yet the bear had made off with it as easily as a coyote would make off with a kitten.


  The snow continued to fall—once they got behind the circle of firelight, it was very dark.


  “The bear went toward the hills,” Bigfoot said. “Let’s leave the hills—maybe we can catch one or two of them mules, in the morning.”


  Gus reached down to adjust his leg iron, and for a second had the fear that he had lost his companions.


  “Hold on, boys, don’t leave me,” he said.


  “By God, this is a thick night if I ever saw one,” Bigfoot said. “We’d better hold on to one another’s belts, or we’ll all be traveling single, pretty soon.”


  They huddled together, took their belts off, and strung them out—Bigfoot in the lead; Call at the rear.


  “We don’t even know which way we’re walking,” Call said. “We could be walking right back to Santa Fe. They’ll just catch us again, if we’re not careful.”


  “I know which way I’m walking,” Bigfoot said. “I’m walking dead away from a mad grizzly bear.”


  “He won’t be so bad, once he eats that horse,” Gus said.


  “It’s just one horse—he might not be satisfied,” Bigfoot said. “He might want a Tennessean or two, for dessert. I say we keep plodding—we can worry about the Mexicans tomorrow.”


  “That suits me,” Call said.


  26.


  THE THREE RANGERS WALKED through the snow all night, clinging to one another’s belts. All of them thought of the bear. It had killed a large horse with one swipe of its paw. Call remembered the flash of its teeth as it whirled toward Salazar’s tent. Gus remembered seeing several men shoot at the bear—he didn’t suppose they had missed, at such short range, and yet the bear had given not the slightest indication that it felt the bullets.


  “I hope we’re going away from it,” Gus said, several times. “I hope we ain’t going toward it.”


  “It won’t matter which way we’re going, if it wants us,” Bigfoot informed him. “Bears can track you by smell. If it wanted us it could be ten feet behind us, right now. They move quiet, unless they’re mad, like that one was. I had a friend got killed by a bear out by Fort Worth—I found his remains myself, although I didn’t find the bear.”


  Having delivered himself of that piece of information, Bigfoot said no more.


  “Well, what about it?” Gus asked, exasperated. “If you found him, what’s the story?”


  “Oh, you’re talking about Willy, my friend that got kilt by the bear?” Bigfoot said. “It was on the Trinity River—I figured it out from the tracks. Willy was sitting there fishing, and the bear walked up behind him so quiet Willy never even had a notion a bear was anywhere around—that’s how quiet they are, when they’re stalking you.”


  “So... tell us... was he torn up bad?” Call asked. He too was annoyed with Bigfoot’s habit of starting stories and failing to finish them.


  “Yes, he was mostly et—the bear even et his belt buckle,” Bigfoot said. “He had a double eagle made into a belt buckle. I always admired that belt buckle and was planning to take it, since Willy was dead anyway and didn’t have no kinfolks that I knew of. But the dern bear ate it, along with most of Willy.”


  “Maybe he fancied the taste of the belt,” Gus suggested. The notion that a bear could be ten feet behind him, stalking them, was a notion he couldn’t manage to get comfortable with. He turned around to look so many times, as they walked, that by morning his neck was sore from all the twisting. The night was so dark he couldn’t have seen the bear even if it had been close enough to bite him—but he couldn’t get Bigfoot’s story off his mind, and couldn’t keep himself from looking around.


  The dawn was soupy and cold—the snow turned to a heavy drizzle, and the plains were foggy. They had nothing to eat and had had no luck pounding their chains off with the few rocks they could find. The rocks broke, but the chains held. Exasperated beyond restraint, Bigfoot Wallace tried to shoot his chain off, only to have the musket ball ricochet off the chain and pass through the lower part of his leg.


  “Missed the bone, or I’d be done for,” Bigfoot remarked grimly, examining the wound he had foolishly given himself.


  Gus had been about to try and shoot his chain in two, but changed his mind when he saw what happened to Bigfoot.


  “We ought to stop and wait for clearer weather—we could be headed for Canada, I guess,” Bigfoot said. “There’s bad Indians up in Canada—the Sioux, they call themselves. I don’t want to go marching in that direction.”


  Nonetheless, they didn’t stop. Memory of captivity was fresh, and kept them moving. The need to stay warm was also a factor—they had nothing to eat, and no fire to sit by. Waiting would only have meant getting colder.


  The fog gradually thinned—by noon, they could see the tops of the mountains again. In midafternoon the sky cleared and the Rangers saw to their relief that they had been moving south, as they had hoped. They were far out on the plain, not a tree or shrub in sight.


  “I hope that bear don’t spot us,” Gus said.


  Though the fog and drizzle had been depressing, at least they had given them a little sense of protection; now they felt exposed—Indians on the one side, a grizzly bear on the other.


  “I see somebody,” Bigfoot said, pointing to two dots on the prairie, west, toward the mountains. “Maybe it’s trappers. If it is, we’re in luck.


  “Trappers always have grub,” he added.


  The two dots, however, turned out to be two of the Mexican soldiers—two young boys, not more than fifteen, who had happened to flee the bear in the same directions the Texans had taken—they were cold, hungry, and lost. Neither of them were armed. When they saw the Texans marching up, well armed, they both held up their hands, expecting to be killed on the spot.


  “What do we do, boys?” Bigfoot asked. “Shoot ’em or take ’em with us?”


  “We don’t need to shoot them,” Call said. “They can’t hurt us. I expect they should just go home.”


  The two boys were named Juan and José. One of them, Call remembered, had tended the nanny goats that supplied Captain Salazar his milk.


  “You’re going in the wrong direction, boys,” Bigfoot told them. He pointed north, toward the village they had started from.


  “Vamoose,” he said. “We ain’t got time for conversation.”


  The two boys, though, refused to leave them. When the Rangers started south, they followed, though at a respectful distance.


  “I expect they’re afraid of that bear,” Bigfoot said. “I don’t blame ’em much. The bear’s in that direction.”


  Call didn’t think the bear was following them—after all, it had a horse to eat, and an old man as well—but he admitted that it was hard to get the bear off his mind. He had supposed there could be nothing more fearsome in the West than the Comanches, but the great grizzly was a force even more formidable than Buffalo Hump. Even Buffalo Hump couldn’t kill a horse just by hitting it. He remembered how many times they had shot and stabbed the stubborn buffalo, before they got it to die. Yet, the grizzly was far stronger than the buffalo. What kind of gun would it take to kill a grizzly? He knew that men had killed bears, even grizzly bears, but having seen the bear scatter the militia, and reduce even Salazar to terror, he wondered what it would take to bring the beast down.


  In any case, it was another reason to stay alert. If a bear could sneak up on a man, as it had on Bigfoot’s friend Willy, it behooved them to be watchful.


  Walking near dusk, they surprised six prairie chickens and managed to run them down. The heavy birds could only fly a little distance. The Rangers, with the help of the starving Mexican boys, managed to catch all of them. They crossed a little creek, just at dark, with a few trees around it, enough to enable them to have a good fire. They let Juan and José eat with them, and sleep near the fire—the boys just had thin clothes.


  “That was luck,” Bigfoot said, as they finished the last of the birds. “Caleb can’t be too far, unless they’ve all been massacred. If we walk hard enough we ought to locate them tomorrow.”


  Call thought that was probably only hopeful thinking. So far, nothing Bigfoot or any of the others had predicted had happened the way it was supposed to. The plain was a vast ocean of grass—Caleb could be anywhere on it. Even a troop of men could be easily lost in such a space.


  This time, though, the scout’s prediction was accurate. All day they walked steadily south on the sunlit plain. Toward evening, they saw smoke in the distance, rising into the deepening blue of the sky. Like the smoke from the chimneys of the village where they had been captured, the smoke was farther away than it looked. It grew full dark as they walked toward it—now and then, from a roll of the prairie, they could see the flicker of the campfires.


  “But they might not be our campfires,” Call pointed out. “They could be Mexican campfires.”


  They stumbled on, the Mexican boys following apprehensively. Another hour passed before the fires were really close. No horses neighed, as they approached the fires. Gus began to feel fearful. He decided Call was right—it was probably Mexicans sitting around the fires, not Texans.


  “We could just squat and wait for morning,” he whispered. “Then we can see who it is—if it’s Indians, we’d still have a chance to get away.”


  “Shut up, they can hear you,” Call said.


  “I was whispering,” Gus told him.


  “Well, you whisper loud enough to wake the dead,” Call said.


  “Hold on—who’s there?” a voice said, and at once relief swept over the Rangers, for the voice that challenged them was none other than Long Bill Coleman’s.


  “Billy, it’s us—don’t shoot!” Bigfoot called.


  There was silence for a moment, as Long Bill absorbed what he had heard.


  “Boys, is that you?” he asked.


  “It’s us, Bill,” Gus said, so relieved he couldn’t wait to speak.


  “Why, that sounds like Gus McCrae,” Bill Coleman said.


  “It’s us, Bill—it’s us,” Gus said, again.


  Long Bill Coleman peered into the darkness as hard as he could, but he couldn’t see a thing. Despite the fact that the voices had sounded as if they were the voices of Bigfoot Wallace and Gus McCrae, he remained apprehensive. It was an odd time of night for folks to be showing up. He had heard somewhere that Indians could do perfect imitations of white men’s voices, much as they could imitate birdcalls and coyote howls.


  He wanted to believe that the voices he was hearing were the voices of his friends—it was just that all the stories of Comanches imitating white men’s voices weighed in his mind.


  “If it’s you, who’s with you, then?” he called out, wondering if he was inviting a scalping. He cocked his gun, just to be on the safe side.


  “Gus and Call and two prisoners,” Bigfoot said. “Don’t you know us?”


  Just at that moment Long Bill caught a glimpse of Bigfoot, and realized he had been too suspicious.


  “Nerves, I’m jumpy,” Long Bill said. “Come on in, boys.”


  “It’s just us, Bill,” Gus said, to reassure the man that no ambush was imminent. “It’s just us. We’re back.”


  27.


  THE ARRIVAL OF THE three Rangers, in leg irons, trailed by two shivering Mexican boys, aroused the whole camp. The blacksmith soon had the chains knocked off. There were some who favored chaining José and Juan, but Bigfoot wouldn’t hear of it. The sight of so many Texans, all armed to the teeth, set both boys to quaking as if their last hour had come, and it would have come had some of the harsher spirits had their way. None were quite thirsty enough for Mexican blood to buck Bigfoot, though.


  “Those boys don’t want to fight,” Bigfoot said. “They’re too starved to fight, and so are we. What’s to eat?”


  Caleb Cobb looked rueful.


  “I’d like to lay out a banquet for you and the corporals, Mr. Wallace,” Caleb said. “I’m sure you deserve one, for making your way back to us under hazardous conditions.”


  “Hazardous is right, a damn bear nearly killed us all,” Gus piped up.


  “If one of you had had the foresight to shoot the bear, then we could lay out a banquet,” Caleb said. “As it is, we can’t. We ran out of food yesterday. We don’t have a goddamn thing to eat.”


  “Nothing?” Gus asked, surprised.


  “Not unless you can eat firewood,” Long Bill said. “We’re all hungry.”


  Quartermaster Brognoli sat by one of the fires. His condition had not improved. He still looked glassy eyed, and his head still shook.


  “Hell, we would have done better to stay prisoners,” Bigfoot said. “At least the Mexicans fed us corn. We even had soup when we were still in that little town.”


  “We’re close to the mountains—there’ll be deer, I expect,” Caleb said. “With a little luck we’ll all have meat tomorrow.”


  Call noticed at once that the company didn’t seem as large as it had been when they left it, less than a week earlier. He missed a number of faces, though, in many cases, the faces were not those to which he could put a name. There just didn’t seem to be as many men as there had been when they left. Jimmy Tweed was still there, tall and gangly, and Johnny Carthage, and Shadrach and Matilda, huddled around a fire to themselves. But the troop seemed diminished, and Bigfoot said as much to Caleb Cobb.


  “Yes, several fools headed off on their own,” Caleb admitted. “I expect they’re all dead by now, from one cause or another. I didn’t have enough ammunition to shoot them all, so I let them go. We’re down to forty men.”


  “Forty-three, now that you men are back,” he added, a moment later.


  “Forty-three, that’s all?” Bigfoot asked. “You had nearly two hundred when we left Austin.”


  “The damn Missouri boys left first—I expect they’ll all starve,” Long Bill Coleman said. “Then a bunch went back to try and strike a river. I wouldn’t be surprised if they starve, too.”


  “I don’t care who starves and who don’t,” Bigfoot said. “The Mexicans are bringing a thousand men against us. Salazar told me that. Even if they’re mostly boys, like Juan and José, we’ll have to shoot mighty good to whip a thousand men.”


  Caleb Cobb looked undisturbed.


  “I expect the figure’s high,” he said. “I’ll worry about a thousand Mexicans when I see them.”


  “The man who took us prisoner said a general was coming,” Call said—Salazar had dropped the remark while they were on the march.


  “Well, there’s generals and generals,” Caleb said. “Maybe their general will be a drunk, like old Phil Lloyd.”


  “Caleb, there’s too many of them,” Bigfoot said. “They’re raising the whole country against us. If you don’t have enough bullets to shoot a few deserters, how are we going to whip a thousand men?”


  “You damn scouts are too pessimistic,” Caleb said. “Let’s go to sleep. Maybe we can wipe out a battalion and steal their ammunition.”


  He walked off and settled himself by his own campfire, leaving the men apprehensive. Seeing the leg irons on the three Rangers had put the camp in a dour mood.


  “We ought to turn back,” Johnny Carthage said. “I can barely walk as it is. If they catch me and put me in leg irons I’ll be lucky to keep up.”


  “This is like it was the first time we went out,” Call said. “Nobody knows what to do. We’re worse off than we were with Major Chevallie. We’ve got no food and no bullets, either. We can’t whip the Mexicans and we can’t get home, either. We’ll starve if we turn back, and they’ll catch us all, if we don’t.”


  Gus had no rejoinder. The fact that there was no food in camp had left him in soggy spirits. All during the long, cold walk, through the snow and drizzle, he consoled himself with the prospect of hardy eating once they got back to their companions. Maybe someone would have killed a buffalo—he had visions of fat buffalo ribs, dripping over a fire.


  But there were no buffalo ribs—there was not even corn mush. He had eaten nothing since the prairie chickens—he felt he might become too weak to move, if he didn’t get food soon.


  “At least the Mexicans fed us,” he said, echoing Bigfoot’s remark. “I’d rather be taken prisoner than starve to death.”


  Caleb Cobb’s indifference to their plight annoyed Call. The man had led them so far out on the plain that they couldn’t get back—and yet the company was so weakened and so badly supplied that they couldn’t expect to defeat a Mexican army, either. He wondered if he would live long enough to serve under a military leader who really knew what he was doing. So far, he had not found one who could survive the country itself, much less one who could beat the country and the enemy. Buffalo Hump, with only nine men, had nearly destroyed Major Chevallie’s command, and now Caleb Cobb’s force of two hundred men had dwindled to forty-three before it even got to its destination.


  There was nothing to do but keep the campfires going and wait for morning. They made a fire not far from where Shadrach lay with Matilda. The old man was coughing constantly. Matilda came over briefly, to welcome them back. She looked dispirited, though.


  “This bad weather’s bad for Shad,” she said. “I’m afraid if it don’t dry up he’ll die. I do my best to keep him warm, but he’s getting worse, despite me.”


  Indeed, the old mountain man coughed all night—long, heaving coughs. Gus finally got warm enough to stretch out and sleep, but Call was awake all night. He didn’t leave the fire and walk, as he often did, but he didn’t sleep, either. Both the Mexican boys came and sat with him. They were fearful of all Texans, except the three they knew.


  Finally, just as gray light was edging across the long plain, Call slept a little, but the sleep produced a nightmare in which the great bear and Buffalo Hump both attacked the troop. Men were falling and running, and he had become separated from his weapons and could not defend himself. He saw arrows going into Long Bill Coleman; the great bear had knocked Gus down and was snarling over him. Call wanted to attack the bear, but he had nothing but his hands. Then he saw Buffalo Hump catch Bigfoot and slash at his head with a knife. Bigfoot’s head came off, and the huge Comanche held it up and cried a terrible war cry.


  “Wake up... Woodrow... you’ve skeert the camp!” Matilda said, shaking him out of his dream. Juan and José were staring at him as if he had gone mad. Gus still slept, but men from the other campfires were rousing themselves and looking at Call, who felt deeply embarrassed by the scrutiny.


  “I didn’t mean to scare folks,” he said, his hands shaking. “I was just dreaming about that bear.”


  28.


  THE TROOP, HUNGRY, COLD, and discouraged, had marched only five miles when they topped a rise and saw the Mexican army camped on the plain before them. The encampment seemed to cover the whole plain; it stretched far back toward the mountains.


  Bigfoot saw the camp first and motioned for the troop to hold up, but the signal came too late. Two Indian scouts on fast horses were already speeding back toward the Mexican camp.


  Caleb Cobb was the only man on horseback. He rode to the crest of the ridge and surveyed the encampment, silently.


  “I told you they’d raise the whole country,” Bigfoot said.


  “Shut up, I’m counting,” Caleb said. He had his spyglass out and was looking the Mexicans over—if he was alarmed he didn’t show it.


  Bigfoot, though, immediately saw something he didn’t like.


  “Colonel, they have cavalry,” he said. “I’d make it at least a hundred horses.”


  “More than a hundred,” Caleb said, without removing his spyglass from his eye. “That’s what I’m counting. I make it a hundred and fifty horses.”


  Then he took the spyglass out of his eye and looked around at the men. He was astride the only horse.


  “That beats us by one hundred and forty-nine horses, I guess,” he said.


  “Hell, they’ve even got a cannon,” Bigfoot said. “They drug a cannon all this way, thinking we was an army.”


  “We are an army, Mr. Wallace,” Caleb said. “We’re just a small army. It looks like we’re up against superior numbers.”


  “Not all armies can fight,” Shadrach said. “Maybe they’re an army of boys, like these two here. We’re an army of men.”


  Call and Gus stood looking at the assembled Mexicans, wondering what would happen.


  “I guess we need a herd of bears,” Call said. “Ten or twelve big bears could probably scatter them like that one bear scattered that first bunch.”


  Long Bill Coleman began to look around for cover—only there was no cover, only rolling prairie. Shadrach was still coughing, but he had his long rifle in his hand and seemed invigorated by the prospect of battle. Matilda had even acquired a rifle from someone—she planted herself by Shadrach.


  The troop stood together, and watched the two scouts race toward the Mexican camp.


  “Them scouts were Mescalero Apache,” Bigfoot said. “Those hills are their country. The Mexicans must have paid them big, because Apaches don’t usually work for Mexicans.”


  The arrival of the Texans, in plain view on the ridge, put the whole Mexican encampment into a ferment of activity. The cavalrymen raced to saddle their mounts, many of which were skittish and resistant. Everywhere men were loading guns and making ready for war. In the center of the encampment was a huge white tent.


  “I expect that’s where the general sleeps,” Caleb said. “I regret losing my canoe.”


  “Why?” Bigfoot asked. “We’re on dry land.”


  “I know, but if I had my canoe I’d hurry back with it to the nearest river, and I’d paddle down whatever stream it was until I came to the Arkansas, and then I’d paddle down the Arkansas until I came to the Mississippi, and then I’d paddle right on down Old Miss until I struck New Orleans.”


  He stopped and smiled at Brognoli, who stared back, glassy eyed.


  “Once I got to New Orleans I’d stop and buy me a whore,” Caleb went on. “Once I had my fill of whores I’d go back to the pirate life, on the good old gulf, and rob all the ships leaving Mexico. That would be the easy way to get the Spanish silver. They ship most of it to Spain, anyway. It would sure beat traipsing across these goddamn plains.”


  “I think we should count the ammunition, Colonel,” Bigfoot said. “We don’t have any to waste.”


  Caleb ignored this sensible suggestion.


  He sat on his horse, watching the flurry of preparations in the Mexican camp.


  “The truth is, I ain’t felt the same about this enterprise since Corporal McCrae let my dog, Jeb, fall to his death,” Caleb said. “I think I’ll just ride over and have a parley with this army. Do we still have the flag?”


  They had brought along the flag of the Republic of Texas, but no one had seen it in awhile.


  “Why would you need a flag?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Well, we brought the damn rag, why not use it?” Caleb said. “It might impress that general, if there is a general.”


  The flag was finally located, in Johnny Carthage’s kit. At some point he had become the keeper of the flag, but life had been so strenuous that he had forgotten the fact.


  Caleb tied the flag to his rifle barrel, and prepared to leave. The troop was apprehensive, not sure what his intentions were. Half of the men were disposed to run, though running across the prairies on foot, with their stomachs empty, offered a poor prospect, considering that the Mexicans, by Caleb’s count, had one hundred and fifty cavalrymen.


  At the last minute, Caleb looked at Call and nodded.


  “Come with me, Corporal—I need attendants,” he said. “You too, McCrae. Let’s march over there and test this general’s manners. If he’s got any, he’ll ask us to breakfast.”


  “If he does, snatch us some bacon,” Long Bill Coleman said. “I sure would like to have a nice bite of bacon.”


  “Can we take our guns?” Gus asked. He did not want to go among so many Mexicans without his guns.


  “You’re my escort—take your guns,” Caleb said. “An escort’s supposed to march in front. I wish we had a drummer, but we don’t. Let’s get going.”


  Gus and Call started marching straight for the Mexican camp. Caleb paused long enough to light a cigar—he had carefully preserved and rationed his cigars—before coming along behind them.


  “Good Lord, look at them,” Gus said, pointing toward the Mexican camp. “We ought to have brought the whole troop as an escort.”


  “I don’t think they’ll shoot us—this is a parley,” Call said, though he wasn’t fully confident on that score. Across the plain the whole Mexican army stood in battle readiness, waiting for them. The one hundred and fifty cavalrymen were mounted—the infantry, hundreds strong, had been assembled in lines by several captains and lieutenants, who rode back and forth yelling instructions. There were men standing by the cannon. An imposing man in a white uniform stood outside the tent, surrounded by aides.


  For once, the law of distance that seemed to govern their travels on the prairies was reversed. Instead of the Mexican army being farther away than it seemed—half a day away would have been fine with Gus—it proved to be closer than it seemed. In no time, Call and Gus were looking right down into the barrel of the cannon—or so it seemed. The first line of soldiers was only a hundred yards away.


  “They won’t kill us,” Call said. “It wouldn’t be worth their while. There’s only three of us, and look at them. They’d be behaving like cowards if they took advantage of us.”


  “But maybe they are cowards,” Gus suggested. “If they shoot off that cannon it will blow us to bits.”


  Now and then they looked back at their commander, Caleb Cobb—he seemed undisturbed, keeping his horse to a walk and smoking his long cigar.


  “Just ignore the army,” he told them. “Head right for that tent. The only person we need to talk to is the jefe.”


  The young Rangers did as instructed, passing between the lines of infantry and the massed cavalry. Both of them looked straight ahead, trying to ignore the fact that hundreds of men around them were all primed to kill them.


  On the ridge behind them, Matilda Roberts gave way to a fit of crying.


  “They’re lost—they’re just boys,” she said. “They’re lost—they’ll kill them for sure.”


  “Now, Matty—it’s just a parley,” Bigfoot said, but Matilda would not be comforted. Her worries overcame her. She put her face in her hands and sobbed.


  Gus was disconcerted, as they approached the General’s tent, to see Captain Salazar standing amid the Mexican officers.


  “I was hoping the bear got him,” Gus said.


  “Well, the bear didn’t,” Call said.


  Seven officers stood around the General, a heavy man with much gold braid on his uniform. He had a curling mustache and held a silver flask in his hand, from which he drank occasionally. Several of the officers surrounding him had sabres strapped to their legs—they looked at the young Rangers sternly, as they continued toward the tent. The only one, in fact, who seemed well disposed toward them was Captain Salazar himself. He stepped forward to greet them, and actually saluted.


  “Congratulations, gentlemen,” he said. “You escaped the bear. Ordinarily, of course, I would shoot you for escaping, but no one could be blamed for running from a grizzly bear. That bear killed my horse and my cook. I have another horse, but I miss the cook.”


  “I guess you soldiers are acquainted,” Caleb said. He dismounted and handed his reins to a Mexican orderly, who took them with a look of surprise.


  “Yes, we traveled together, Colonel,” Captain Salazar said. “Unfortunately our travels were interrupted, as you may have heard.”


  “Oh, the bear, yes,” Caleb said. “You’re Captain Salazar?”


  “At your service,” the Captain said, saluting again. “Allow me to introduce you to General Dimasio.”


  The large General did not salute—he nodded casually, and gestured toward his tent.


  “We hope you will join us for coffee,” Salazar said, to Caleb. “It is fortunate that we found one another so quickly. General Dimasio does not like to travel on the llano. The fact that you came to greet us will save him much trouble.”


  “Why, that’s lucky, then,” Caleb said. Without a word to Gus or Call, he bent and went into the tent.


  As soon as Caleb Cobb disappeared into the General’s tent, the two Mexican soldiers closed the flaps and stood in front of it, muskets held across their chests. Call and Gus were alone amid hundreds of enemy soldiers, most of whom clearly registered hostility. No guns were pointed at them, and no sabres drawn, but the moment was awkward. Across the plain, on the neighboring ridge, the little knot of Rangers stood watching. To Call’s mind, they looked forlorn. The Mexicans mostly wore clean uniforms; cooking pots simmered on many campfires. The army they were in the midst of was well equipped and well trained, a far cry from the frightened village militia they had encountered in Anton Chico.


  “Well, here we are,” Gus said. He found the silence uncomfortable.


  “Yes, for now,” Captain Salazar said. He was the only Mexican whose manner was friendly.


  “Would you like breakfast?” he asked. “As you can see, we have plenty to eat. We even have eggs.”


  Gus was about to accept, happily—he felt he could eat thirty or forty eggs, if he were offered that many—but Call immediately rejected Salazar’s offer.


  “No sir, much obliged,” Call said. “We’ve et.”


  “In that case, at least let me offer you coffee,” Salazar said.


  “I’ll have some coffee, thanks,” Gus said at once, fearing that his friend would decline even that.


  Salazar motioned to an orderly, who soon brought each of them coffee in small cups.


  “Why did you say we et?—you know we ain’t et since we killed those prairie chickens,” Gus said. “You could have let them feed us—they’ve got plenty.”


  “Our men ain’t got plenty,” Call reminded him, glancing toward the little group on the distant ridge. “I won’t sit down and stuff myself with these enemies when our men are about ready to eat their belts.”


  “It ain’t our fault they didn’t get to be escorts,” Gus said. “Escorting’s hard work—here we are with a thousand men ready to kill us. Maybe they will kill us. If I have to die I’d just as soon do it with something in my stomach.”


  “No,” Call said. “Just shut up and wait. Maybe Colonel Cobb will buy food for the troop and then we can all eat.”


  Caleb Cobb was in the General’s tent for over an hour. Not a sound came through the canvas. Gus and Call had nothing to do but wait. Captain Salazar soon went off to attend to some duty, leaving the two of them standing there amid their foes. The cups of coffee had been tiny; no one else offered them anything.


  While they stood and waited, though, the Mexican cavalry divided itself into two groups, and moved out. One wing went south of the group of Rangers; the other wing flanked the Rangers to the north.


  Then the massed infantry began the same maneuver. Several hundred men marched north of the Rangers—another several hundred marched south. The Rangers stood as they were, watching these developments helplessly.


  “I wish our boys would take cover—only where’s the cover to take?” Gus asked. “Pretty soon they’ll be surrounded.”


  “You’re right about the cover,” Call said. “There ain’t none to take.”


  “I wish the Colonel would come out—I’d like to know he’s still alive,” Gus said. The fact that no sound had come from the General’s tent had begun to worry him.


  “I expect he’s alive—we’d have heard it if they shot him,” Call said.


  “Well, they might have cut his throat,” Gus said. “Mexicans are handy with knives.”


  He had scarcely said it before the flaps of the tent opened and Caleb Cobb stepped out, wearing the same pleasant expression he had worn when he went in.


  “Corporal McCrae, did they feed you?” he asked.


  “They offered,” Gus said. “Corporal Call declined.”


  “Oh, why’s that? I had an excellent breakfast myself. The eggs were real tasty.”


  “I won’t eat with skunks when my friends are starving,” Call said.


  “I see—that’s the noble point of view,” Caleb said. “I’m better at the selfish point of view, myself. You’ll seldom see me neglect my own belly. My friends’ bellies are their lookout.”


  “I’d just as soon leave,” Call said. “I’ve been stared at long enough by people I’d just as soon shoot.”


  “That’s brash, under the circumstances,” Caleb said. “You can’t go, though.”


  “Why not?” Call asked.


  “Because I just surrendered,” Caleb said. “I’ve a promise that if we lay down our arms not a man will be killed. I’ve done laid down mine—handed them to the General’s orderly.”


  Gus was startled, Call angry. It was infuriating to have their own leader simply walk into a fancy tent with a fat general and surrender, without giving any of his men a chance to have their say.


  “I expect to keep my weapons, unless I’m killed,” Call said, in a tight voice.


  “You can’t keep them, Corporal—you have to give them up,” Caleb said, with a menacing glance. “When I give an order I expect to have it obeyed. You’re a young man. I won’t have you dying over this foolishness.”


  “I’d rather die right now, fighting, than to be put in irons again,” Call said. “I won’t be put in irons.”


  “Why, no—there’ll be no fetters this time,” Caleb said. “This is a peaceable surrender the General and I have worked out. Nobody on either side needs to get hurt. As soon as the boys over there on the ridge have given up their weapons, we can all sit down and have breakfast like friends.”


  “You mean we can just go home, as long as we ain’t armed?” Gus asked.


  “No, not home—not right away,” Caleb said. “You’ll all be visiting Mexico, for a spell.”


  “We’ll be prisoners, you mean?” Call asked. “You mean we’ve marched all this way just to be prisoners?”


  Caleb Cobb turned to one of the Mexican officers, and said a few words in Spanish. The officer, a young skinny fellow, looked startled, but he immediately took his sidearm and handed it to Caleb, who leveled it at Call.


  “Corporal, if you’re determined to be dead I’ll oblige you myself,” he said. “I shot Captain Falconer for disobedience and I’ll shoot you for the same reason.”


  He cocked the pistol.


  “Woodrow, give up your guns,” Gus said, putting a hand on Call’s arm. He could see that his friend was tight as a spring. He had never intervened in Woodrow Call’s conflicts before, but he felt that if he didn’t try this time, his only true friend would be shot before his eyes. Caleb Cobb was not a man to make idle threats.


  Call shook off Gus’s hand. He was ready to leap at Caleb, even if it meant his death.


  Gus quickly stepped between the two men, handing over his pistol and rifle as he did. The nearest Mexican officer took them.


  “Give it up, Woodrow,” he repeated.


  “Corporal McCrae, you’re more sensible than your pal,” Caleb said. “Corporal Call ain’t sensible, but if he’ll take your advice and hand over them weapons, we’ll all get out of this without loss of life.”


  Call saw, with bitter anger, that his situation was hopeless. Even if he sprang at Caleb and knocked the pistol aside, a hundred Mexicans would shoot him before he could flee.


  “I despise you for a coward,” he said to Caleb; but he handed over his guns.


  Caleb shrugged, and turned to Captain Salazar, who had come out of the tent in time to witness the little standoff.


  “Captain, would you oblige me and put this man under heavy guard until he cools off?” Caleb asked. “He’s too brash for his own damn good.”


  “Certainly, Colonel,” Salazar said. “I’ll assign six men.”


  Caleb looked at Call again—the young Ranger was quivering, and the look in his eyes was a look of hatred.


  “Assign ten, Captain,” Caleb said. “Six men could handle him, if he decides to break out. But this is the man who shot Buffalo Hump’s son—he’ll fight, if he sees any room.”


  “I don’t care if you do call yourself colonel,” Call said. “You had no right to surrender us.”


  Caleb Cobb ignored him—he gave the skinny young officer the sidearm he had just borrowed.


  “Gracias,” he said. “Corporal McCrae, I want you to walk back over to that ridge where the troop is and tell them to give up their guns. Tell them they won’t be hurt, and tell them they’ll be fed as soon as they surrender.”


  “I’ll go, Colonel, but they may not like the news,” Gus said.


  Caleb gestured toward the Mexican army, which had quickly surrounded the little group on the ridge. The infantry had formed a tight ring, with the cavalry massed in two lines outside it.


  “We’re not having an Alamo or a Goliad, not here,” Caleb said. “Colonel Travis was a fool, though a brave fool. At least he had a church to fight in—we don’t even have a tree to hide behind. This little war is over.”


  “Go along—tell them that,” he added. “The sooner you go, the sooner they’ll get breakfast.”


  “Woodrow, hold steady,” Gus said, before leaving. “It won’t help nobody for you to get killed.”


  Caleb Cobb went back into the General’s tent. Nearby, three soldiers were hitching a team of sorrel mares to a fine buggy with a canvas canopy over it.


  Gus gave Call’s arm a squeeze, and started walking back toward the ridge where the troop waited. He had assumed a few Mexicans would go along to keep an eye on him, but none did. He walked out of the Mexican camp alone, through the blowing grass.


  A group of ten soldiers, led by Captain Salazar, surrounded Call and marched him about a hundred yards from the General’s tent.


  “Sit, Corporal—rest yourself,” Salazar said. “You have a very long walk ahead. Perhaps now that this foolish invasion is over, you would care to eat.”


  Call shook his head—he was still very angry.


  “I’ll eat when my friends can eat,” he said. “What’s this about a long walk? Colonel Cobb just said we’d be going to Mexico—ain’t we in Mexico?”


  “New Mexico, yes,” Salazar said. “But there is another Mexico, and that is where you are going—to the City of Mexico, in fact.


  “That’s where the trial will be held,” he went on. “Or it will be, if any of you survive the long march.”


  “How far is the City of Mexico?” Call asked.


  “I don’t know, Señor,” Salazar admitted. “I have never had the pleasure of going there.”


  “Well, is it a hundred miles?” Call asked. “That’s a long enough walk if we’re just going to be shot at the end of it.”


  Salazar looked at him in surprise.


  “I see you know little geography,” he said. “The City of Mexico is more than a thousand miles away. It may be two thousand—as I said, I have never been there. But it is a long walk.”


  “Hell, that’s too far,” Call said. “I don’t care to walk my feet off, just to get someplace where I’ll be put up against a wall and shot. I’ve done walked a far piece, getting here from Texas. I don’t care to walk another thousand miles, and the boys won’t care to, either.”


  “You may not care to, but you will go,” Salazar said. “You will go, and you will be tried properly. We are not barbarians—we do not condemn men without a fair trial.”


  Call accepted another cup of coffee, but he didn’t eat, nor did he encourage any more conversations with Captain Salazar, or anyone. Across the plain, he could see Gus walking—he had not even reached the company yet, to inform them of Caleb’s treachery. Call wished he could be walking with him, so he could encourage the Rangers to fight, even if to the death. It would be better to die than to submit to captivity again. But Gus was gone, and he was guarded too closely to attempt to follow. He was being watched, not only by the ten soldiers who had been assigned to him but by most of the soldiers still in camp. In the darkness he would have tried it, but the clouds were thinning; it was bright daylight. Patches of sunlight struck the prairie through the thinning clouds. Gus was walking in a patch of light, toward the ridge.


  As Call sat surrounded, trying to control his bitter anger, General Dimasio came out of the white tent, with Caleb Cobb just behind him. The two men, accompanied by the General’s orderlies, walked to the fancy buggy and got in. Call had supposed the General was about to leave—why else hitch the buggy?—but he was shocked when Caleb got in the buggy with the General. The General was drinking liquor, not from a flask but from a heavy glass jar, as they waited for the soldier who was to drive the buggy. Caleb had no jar, but as Call watched, he extracted another cigar from his shirt pocket and carefully readied it for lighting. The soldier who was to drive the team hopped up in his seat, and the buggy swung around to the west. Eight cavalrymen fell in behind it.


  As the General and his guest started out of camp, the General stopped the buggy for a moment, in order to say something to Captain Salazar. Call was sitting only a few yards from where the buggy stopped. The sight of Caleb, his own commander, sitting at ease with the Mexican general, caused his anger to rise even higher. Call got to his feet, watching. Captain Salazar sent a soldier running back to the tent—the General had forgotten his fur lap robe. In a moment the soldier came out of the tent with it, being careful to keep the end of the robe from dragging on the wet ground. The robe was almost as heavy as the soldier who was carrying it.


  Before anyone could stop him, Call stepped closer to the buggy.


  “Where are you running to?” he asked Caleb.


  There was such anger in his voice that the ten soldiers who were guarding him all flinched. Caleb Cobb himself looked surprised and annoyed—he had already consigned Call to the past, and did not appreciate being approached so boldly.


  “Why, to Santa Fe, Corporal,” Caleb said. “General Dimasio says the governor wants to meet me. I think he plans to give me a little banquet.”


  Call decided it would be worth dying just to strike the coward once—at least his body decided it. In a second, he was charging through the startled soldiers—he even managed to snatch a musket as he ran past, but he didn’t get a good grip on it and the musket fell to the ground. He kept running. His wild charge spooked the high-strung buggy horses, both of whom leaped into the air, jerking the driver off the buggy, right under the horse’s feet. It was a light buggy, and Call hit it while it was slightly tipped from the team’s leap. Caleb and the General lurched forward on the buggy seat. Call leapt for Caleb and hit him once. Then, as the buggy was tipping, he grabbed the heavy glass jar the General had been drinking from and smashed Caleb with it, flattening his nose and also his fresh cigar. The jar broke in Caleb’s face—blood and whiskey poured down his chest. Soon four men were squirming in the overturned buggy, which the frantic horses were dragging slowly forward on its side. The driver was caught under one of the wheels and groaned loudly every time the horses moved.


  For a second, the whole Mexican camp was paralyzed. They all stood stunned while one Texan caused their General’s buggy to tip over. General Dimasio was near the bottom of the pile, and Call was still pounding at Caleb with his bloody fist. After the first shock, though, the Mexicans regained their power of motion—soon fifty rifles were leveled at Call.


  “Don’t shoot!” Captain Salazar yelled, in Spanish. “You’ll hit the General. Use your bayonets—stick this man, stick him!”


  The nearest soldier did manage to bayonet Call in the calf, but before anyone else could stab him, General Dimasio struggled to his feet and ordered them to stop.


  “El Fiero!” he said, looking at Call, whose hands were bleeding as badly as Caleb Cobb’s face.


  Several soldiers, all with their bayonets raised to deal the Texan a fatal wound, were startled by the General’s order, but all obeyed it. The first blow with the whiskey bottle had rendered Caleb unconscious, but Call was still trying to strike him.


  “I think Colonel Cobb’s jaw is broken,” Salazar said; though the man’s face was very bloody, it seemed to him that his jaw had dropped at an odd angle.


  Call wanted to kill Caleb Cobb, but he had no weapon—the few shards of glass around him were all too small to stab with, and before he could get a grip on Caleb’s bloody neck to strangle him, the Mexicans began to drag him off. It was not easy—Call was bent on killing the man, and he flailed so that the soldiers kept losing their grip. Finally, one looped a horsehide rope over one of Call’s legs and they pulled him off. A dozen men piled on him and finally held him steady enough that they could truss him hand and foot. Just before they pulled him off, Call pounded Caleb’s head against the edge of the wagon-wheel seat, opening a split in his forehead. He failed in his purpose, though. Caleb Cobb was damaged, but he was not injured fatally.


  Through the legs of the men standing over him, many of them panting from the struggle, Call saw several Mexicans help Caleb Cobb to his feet. Caleb’s face and forehead were dripping blood, but once he cleared his head, he hobbled through the soldiers and broke into the circle where Call lay tied. Without a word he grabbed a musket from the nearest soldier and raised it high, to bayonet Call where he lay, but Captain Salazar was quicker. Before Caleb struck, he stepped in front of him and leveled a pistol at him.


  “No, Colonel, put down the gun,” Salazar said. “I must remind you that this man is our prisoner, not yours.”


  Call looked at Caleb calmly. He had done his best to kill the man, and was prepared to take the consequences. He knew that Caleb wanted his death—he could see the murderous urge in the man’s eyes.


  With difficulty, Caleb mastered himself. He turned the musket over, as if he meant to hand it back to the soldier he had borrowed it from. But then, in a whipping motion too quick for anyone to stop, he struck with the stock of the musket across both of Call’s bound feet. The blow was so sudden and painful that Call cried out. Caleb immediately handed the musket back to the soldier he had borrowed it from, and hobbled back toward the buggy.


  Call twisted in pain—through the legs of his captors he could see the buggy being righted. The horses, still jumpy, were being held by three men each. General Dimasio stood by the buggy, talking to Captain Salazar. Now and then, the General gestured toward Call. The company barber had been hastily summoned, to pick the glass out of Caleb’s face and neck. The barber wiped the blood away with a rag as best he could, but several cuts were still bleeding freely—he took the rag from the barber and dabbed at the cuts himself.


  General Dimasio climbed back into the buggy, and Caleb after him. The canopy was sitting a little crookedly. The driver had survived; he turned the buggy, and the eight cavalrymen fell in behind it again, as it left the camp.


  The buggy went at a good clip—soon the General and Caleb Cobb were nearly to the mountains.


  Captain Salazar strolled over and stood looking down at Call, who was still surrounded by soldiers ready to bayonet him if he gave them an excuse.


  “You are a brave young man, but foolish,” Salazar said. “Your Colonel had no choice but to surrender. His men had no food and no ammunition. If he hadn’t surrendered, we would have killed you all.”


  “I despise him,” Call said. “At least he won’t look so pretty at his damn banquet.”


  “You’re right about that,” Salazar said. “But the governor’s wife will enjoy him anyway. She likes adventurers.”


  “I despise him,” Call said, again.


  “I’m afraid you will not look so good either, once we have whipped you,” Salazar said. “The General admired your mettle so much that he ordered one hundred lashes for you—a great honor.”


  Call looked at Captain Salazar, but said nothing. His feet still pained him badly. He had supposed there would be more punishment coming, too. After all, he had knocked the fat General out of his fancy buggy, turned the buggy over, caused the driver to get partly crushed by a wagon wheel, and bent the canopy of the buggy out of shape.


  “Fifty lashes is usually enough to kill a man, Corporal,” Captain Salazar went on. “You will have to eat heartily before this punishment, if you hope to live.”


  “Why would I need to eat, especially?” Call asked.


  “Because you won’t have any flesh left on your ribs,” the Captain said. “The whip will take it off.”


  Then he smiled at Call again, and turned away.


  29.


  GUS WAS WALKING UP the little slope toward the Ranger troop when suddenly a cheer went up. He looked up to see that the men were all waving their guns and hooting. At first he thought they were merely welcoming him back—but when he looked more closely, he saw that they were looking beyond him, toward the Mexican camp.


  He turned to see what the commotion was about and saw that the General’s buggy had been overturned, somehow—at first he supposed it was merely some accident with the horses. Good buggy horses were often too high strung to be reliable.


  When he saw there was a melee, and that Call was in the middle of it, his stomach turned over. Call was in the overturned buggy, pounding at Caleb Cobb. Then he saw a soldier bayonet Call in the leg—several more soldiers had their bayonets up, ready to stab Call when they could. Gus didn’t want to watch, but was unable to turn away. He knew his friend would be dead in a few seconds.


  But then, to Gus’s surprise, Salazar stepped in and stopped the stabbing. He saw Caleb come over and strike at Call with the musket stock. Why he struck his feet, rather than his head, Gus couldn’t figure. He began to walk backward, up the ridge, so he could continue to watch the drama in the Mexican camp. Salazar came back and seemed to be having a talk with Call, while Call lay on the ground. Gus didn’t know what any of it meant. All he could be sure of was that Caleb Cobb then left the camp with General Dimasio. Call was tied up—no doubt he was in plenty of trouble for attacking the General’s buggy.


  He soon gave up walking backward—the ground was too rough. The boys were close by, anyway—some were coming down the ridge to meet him. The Mexican infantry stood in a ring around them, just out of rifle range.


  “So what’s the orders, why did Caleb leave?” Bigfoot asked, when Gus walked up to the troop.


  “The orders are to surrender our weapons,” Gus said. “Call didn’t like them—I guess that’s why he knocked over that buggy.”


  “Well, he was bold,” Bigfoot said. “I expect they’ll put him up against the wall of a church, like they did Bes.”


  “They would have already, only there’s no church available,” Blackie Slidell said.


  “Where did Caleb bounce off to, with that fat general?” Bigfoot asked.


  Gus didn’t know the answer to that question, or to most of the questions he was asked. He couldn’t get his mind off the fact that Woodrow Call was probably going to be executed, and very soon. He had never had a friend as good as Woodrow Call—it was in his mind that he should have stayed and fought with him, and been killed too, side by side with his friend.


  “Caleb is a damn skunk,” Long Bill Coleman said. “He had no right to surrender for us—what if we’d rather fight?”


  “What happens if we do surrender?” Jimmy Tweed asked. “Will they put all of us up against a church?”


  “Oh, they’d need two churches, at least, for all of us,” Bigfoot said. “That church where they shot Bes was no bigger than a hut. They’d have to shoot us in shifts, if they used a church that small.”


  “Shut up about the churches, they ain’t going to shoot us,” Gus said. He was annoyed by Bigfoot’s habit of holding lengthy discussions of ways they might have to die. If he had to be dead, he wanted it to occur with less conversation from Bigfoot Wallace.


  “We can have breakfast, as soon as we give up our guns,” he added.


  To the hungry men, cold, wet, and discouraged, the notion of breakfast was a considerable inducement to compromise.


  “I wonder if they’ve got bacon?” Jimmy Tweed asked. “I might surrender to the rascals if I could spend the morning eating bacon.”


  “There’s no pigs over there,” Matilda observed. “I guess they could have brought bacon with them, though.”


  “What do you think, Shad?” Bigfoot asked.


  Shadrach had picked up a little, at the prospect of battle. There was a keen light in his eyes that had been missing since he got his cough and had begun to repeat himself in his conversations. He was walking back and forth in front of the troop, his long rifle in his hand. The fact that they were completely surrounded by Mexican infantry, with a substantial body of cavalry backing them up, was not lost on him, though. He kept looking across the plain and then to the mountains beyond. The plain offered no hope. It was entirely open; they would be cut down like rabbits. But the mountains were timbered. If they could make it to cover, they might survive.


  The problem with that strategy was that the Mexican camp lay directly between them and the hills. They would have to fight their way through the infantry, then through the cavalry, then through the camp. Several men were sickly, and the ammunition was low. Much as he wanted to sight his long rifle time after time at Mexican breasts, he knew it would be a form of suicide. They were too few, with too little.


  “We could run for them hills—shoot our way through,” he said. “I doubt more than five or six of us would make it. We’d give them a scrap, at least, if we done that.”


  “Not a one of us would make it,” Bigfoot said. “Of course they might spare Matilda.”


  “I don’t want to be spared, if Shad ain’t,” Matilda said.


  “You’re a big target, Matty,” Bigfoot observed, in a kindly tone. “They might shoot you full of lead before they even realized you were female.”


  “Why do we have to fight?” Gus asked. “They have us surrounded and we’re outnumbered ten to one—more than that, I guess. We can’t whip that many of them, even if they are Mexicans. If we surrender we won’t be hurt—Caleb said that himself. We’ll just be prisoners for awhile. And we can have breakfast.”


  “I am damn hungry,” Blackie Slidell said. “A few tortillas wouldn’t hurt.”


  “All right, boys—they’re too many,” Bigfoot said. “Let’s lay our guns down. Maybe they’ll just march us over to Santa Fe and introduce us to some pretty señoritas.”


  “I think they’ll line us up and shoot us,” Johnny Carthage said. “I’m for the breakfast, though—I hope there’s a good cook.”


  The Rangers carefully laid down their weapons, in full view of a captain of the infantry. They piled the guns in a heap, and raised their hands.


  The captain who received their surrender was very young—about Gus’s age. Relief was in his face when he saw that the Rangers had decided not to fight.


  “Gracias, Señores,” he said. “Now come with us and eat.”


  “There’s one good thing about surrendering,” Gus said to Jimmy Tweed, as they were marching.


  “What?” Jimmy asked. “Señoritas?”


  “No, weapons—lots of guns, and they’ve got that cannon,” Gus said. “It ought to be enough to keep off the bears.”


  “Oh, bears,” Jimmy said, casually.


  “You ain’t even seen one,” Gus said. “You wouldn’t be so reckless if you had.”


  30.


  “THE WHIP WAS MADE in Germany,” Captain Salazar said, as Call was being tied to the wheel of one of the supply wagons.


  “I have never been in Germany,” he added. “But it seems they make the best whips.”


  The whole Mexican force had been assembled, to watch Call’s punishment. The Texans were lined up just behind him. Many of them were in a very foul temper, since the promised breakfast had turned out to consist of flavorless tortillas and very weak coffee.


  None of them had had a chance to talk to Call, who was under heavy guard. He was marched by armed men with bayonets fixed to the wagon, where he was tied. His shirt was removed, too. One of the muleteers was to do the whipping—a heavyset man with only one or two teeth in his mouth. The whip had several thongs, each with a knot or two in them. The thongs were tipped with metal.


  “I guess I won’t be going to Germany, if they’re that fond of whips,” Long Bill said. “I wouldn’t want to be Woodrow. A hundred times is a lot of times to be hit with a whip like that.”


  Matilda Roberts stood with the men, a look of baleful hatred in her eyes.


  “If Call don’t live I’ll kill that snaggle-toothed bastard that’s doing the whipping,” she said.


  Bigfoot Wallace was silent. He had seen men whipped before—black men, mostly—and it was a spectacle he didn’t enjoy. He didn’t like to see helpless men hurt—of course, young Call had knocked over the General’s buggy. Dignity required that he be punished, to some extent, but a hundred lashes with a metal-thonged whip was a considerable punishment. Men had died of less, as Captain Salazar was fond of reminding them.


  “If you’d like to say a word to your friend Corporal McCrae, I’ll permit it,” Salazar said.


  “No, I’ll talk to him later,” Call said. He didn’t like the tone of familiarity Salazar adopted with him. He did not intend to be friends with the man, and didn’t want to enter into conversation with him.


  “Corporal, there may be no later,” Salazar said. “You may not survive this whipping. As I told you earlier, fifty lashes kills most men.”


  “I expect to live,” Call said.


  Mainly what he remembered of the whipping was the warmth of blood on his back, and the fact that the camp became very silent. The grunt of the muleteer who was whipping him was the only sound. After the first ten blows, he didn’t hear the whip strike.


  Gus heard it, though. He watched his friend’s back become a red sheet. Soon Call’s pants, too, were blood soaked. The muleteer wore out on the sixtieth stroke and had to yield the bloody whip to a smaller man. Call was unconscious by then. All the Rangers assumed he was dead. Matilda was restrained, with difficulty, from attacking the whipper. Call hung by his bound wrists, presenting a low target. The second whipper had to bend low in order to hit his back.


  When they untied Call and let him slide down beside the wagon wheel they thought they were untying a corpse, but Call turned over, groaning.


  “By God, he’s alive,” Bigfoot said.


  “For now,” Salazar said. “It is remarkable. Few men survive a hundred lashes.”


  “He’ll live to bury you,” Matilda said, giving Salazar a look of hatred.


  “If I thought that were true, I would bury him right here and right now, alive or dead,” Salazar said.


  “Now be fair, Captain,” Bigfoot said. “He’s had his punishment. Don’t go burying him yet.”


  No one could stand to look at Call’s back except Matilda, who sat beside him that first night and kept the flies away. She had nothing to cover the wounds with—if too many of them festered, she knew the boy would die.


  Gus McCrae had not been able to watch the whipping, beyond the first few strokes. He sat with his back to the whipping ground, his head between his hands, grinding his teeth in agony. None of the Texans were tied, but a brigade of riflemen were stationed just beside them, with muskets ready. Their orders were to shoot any man who tried to interfere with the punishment. None did, but Gus fought with himself all through the whipping; he wanted to dash at the whipper. His friend was being whipped to death, and he could do nothing about it. He had not even been able to exchange a word with Call, before the whipping began. It was a terrible hour, during which he vowed over and over again to kill every Mexican soldier he could, to avenge his friend.


  Now, though, with Call alive but still in mortal peril, he came and went. Every ten minutes he would walk over to Matilda and ask if Call was still breathing. Once Matilda told him Call was alive, he would go back to where the Texans sat, plop down for a minute, and then get up and walk around restlessly, until it was time to go check on Call again.


  There was a small creek near the encampment. Matilda persuaded an old Mexican who tended the fires and helped with the cooking to loan her a bucket, so she could walk over to the creek and get water with which to wash Call’s wounds. He was already delirious with fever—the cold water was the only thing she had to treat him with, or clean his wounds. When she went to the creek, three soldiers went with her, a fact that annoyed her considerably. She didn’t complain, though. They were captives—Call’s life, as well as others, depended on caution now.


  Shadrach had spread his blanket near where Matilda sat with Call. He and Bigfoot were the only Rangers who had watched the whipping through. Before it was over most of the men, like Gus, had turned their backs. “Oh, Lord... oh, Lord,” Long Bill said many times, as he heard the blows strike.


  “Was it me, I’d rather be put up against the wall,” Blackie Slidell said. “That way’s quick.”


  Captain Salazar had been right in his assessment of the damage the whip could cause. In several places, the flesh had been torn off Call’s ribs. None of the Texans could stand to look at his back, except Bigfoot, who considered himself something of a student of wounds. He came over once or twice, to squat by Call and examine his injuries. Shadrach took no interest. He thought the boy might live—Call was a tough one. What vexed him most was that the Mexicans had taken his long rifle. He had carried the gun for twenty years—rare had been the night when his hand wasn’t on it. For most of that time, the gun had not been out of his sight. He felt incomplete without it. The Texans’ guns had all been piled in a wagon, a vehicle Shadrach kept his eye on. He meant to have his gun again. If that meant dying, then at least he would die with his gun in his hand.


  Shadrach slept cold that night—Matilda stayed with Call, warming him with her body. He went from fever to chill, chill to fever. The old Mexican helped Matilda build a little fire. The old man seemed not to sleep. From time to time in the night, he came to tend the fire. Gus didn’t sleep. He was back and forth all night—Matilda got tired of his restless visits.


  “You just as well sleep,” she said. “You can’t do nothing for him.”


  “Can’t sleep,” Gus said. He couldn’t get the whipping out of his mind. Call’s pants legs were stiff with blood.


  When dawn came Call was still alive, though in great pain. Captain Salazar came walking over, and examined the prisoner.


  “Remarkable,” he said. “We’ll put him in the wagon. If he lives three days, I think he will survive and walk to the City of Mexico with us.”


  “You don’t listen,” Matilda said, the hatred still in her eyes. “I told you yesterday that he’d bury you.”


  Salazar walked off without replying. Call was lifted into one of the supply wagons—Matilda was allowed to ride with him. The Texans all walked behind the wagon, under heavy guard. Johnny Carthage gave up his blanket, so that Call could be covered from the chill.


  At midmorning the troop divided. Most of the cavalry went north, and most of the infantry, too. Twenty-five horsemen and about one hundred infantrymen stayed with the prisoners. Bigfoot watched this development with interest. The odds had dropped, and in their favor—though not enough. Captain Salazar stayed with the prisoners.


  “I am to deliver you to El Paso,” he said. “Now we have to cross these mountains.”


  All the Texans were suffering from hunger. The food had been scanty—just the same tortillas and weak coffee they had had for supper.


  “I thought we were supposed to get fed, if we surrendered,” Bigfoot said, to Salazar.


  All day the troop climbed upward, toward a pass in the thin range of mountains. The Texans had been used to walking on a level plain. Walking uphill didn’t suit them. There was much complaining, and much of it directed at Caleb Cobb, who had led them on a hard trip only to deliver them to the enemy in the end. There were Mexicans on every side, though—all they could do was walk uphill, upward, into the cloud that covered the tops of the mountains.


  “The bears live up here,” Bigfoot mentioned, lest anyone be tempted to slip off while they were climbing into the cloud.


  When Call first came back to consciousness, he thought he was dead. Matilda had left the wagon to answer a call of nature—they were in the thick of the cloud. All Call could see was white mist. The march had been halted for awhile and the men were silent, resting. Call saw nothing except the white mist, and he heard nothing, either. He could not even see his own hand—only the pain of his lacerated back reminded him that he still had a body. If he was dead, as for a moment he assumed, it was vexing to have to feel the pains he would feel if he were alive. If he was in heaven, then it was a disappointment, because the white mist was cold and uncomfortable.


  Soon, though, he saw a form in the mist—a large form. He thought perhaps it was the bear, though he had not heard that there were bears in heaven; of course, he might not be in heaven. The fact that he felt the pain might mean that he was in hell. He had supposed hell would be hot, but that might just be a mistake the preachers made. Hell might be cold, and it might have bears in it, too.


  The large form was not a bear, though—it was Matilda Roberts. Call’s vision was blurry. At first he could only see Matilda’s face, hovering near him in the mist. It was very confusing; in his hours of fever he had had many visions in which people’s faces floated in and out of his dreams. Gus was in many of his dreams, but so was Buffalo Hump, and Buffalo Hump certainly did not belong in heaven.


  “Could you eat?” Matilda asked.


  Call knew then that he was alive, and that the pain he felt was not hellfire, but the pain from his whipping. He knew he had been whipped one hundred times, but he could not recall the whipping clearly. He had been too angry to feel the first few licks; then he had become numb and finally unconscious. The pain he felt lying in the wagon, in the cold mist, was far worse than what he had felt while the whipping was going on.


  “Could you eat?” Matilda asked again. “Old Francisco gave me a little soup.”


  “Not hungry,” Call said. “Where’s Gus?”


  “I don’t know, it’s foggy, Woodrow,” Matilda said. “Shad’s coughing—he can’t take much fog.”


  “But Gus is alive, ain’t he?” Call asked, for in one of his hallucinations Buffalo Hump had killed Gus and hanged him upside down from a post-oak tree.


  “I guess he’s alive, he’s been asking about you every five minutes,” Matilda said. “He’s been worried—we all have.”


  “I don’t remember the whipping—I guess I passed out,” Call said.


  “Yes, up around sixty licks,” Matilda said. “Salazar thought you’d die, but I knew better.”


  “I’ll kill him someday,” Call said. “I despise the man. I’ll kill that mule skinner that whipped me, too.”


  “Oh, he left,” Matilda said. “Most of the army went home.”


  “Well, if I can find him I’ll kill him,” Call said. “That is, if they don’t execute me while I’m sick.”


  “No, we’re to march to El Paso,” Matilda said.


  “We didn’t make it when we tried to march to it from the other side,” Call reminded her. Then a kind of red darkness swept over him, and he stopped talking. Again, the wild dreams swirled, dreams of Indians and bears.


  When Call awoke the second time, they were farther down the slope. The sun was shining, and Gus was there. But Call was very tired. Opening his eyes and keeping them open seemed like a day’s work. He wanted to talk to Gus, but he was so tired he couldn’t make his lips move.


  “Don’t talk, Woodrow,” Gus said. “Just rest. Matilda’s got some soup for you.”


  Call took a little soup, but passed out while he was eating. For three days he was in and out of consciousness. Salazar came by regularly, checking to see if he was dead. Each time Matilda insulted him, but Salazar merely smiled.


  On the fourth day after the whipping, Salazar insisted that Call walk. They were on the plain west of the mountains, and it had turned bitter cold. Call’s fever was still high—even with Johnny Carthage’s blanket, he was racked with a deep chill. For a whole night he could not keep still—he rolled one way, and then the other. Matilda’s loyalties were torn. She didn’t want Call to freeze to death, or Shadrach either. The old man’s cough had gone deeper. It seemed to be coming from his bowels. Matilda was afraid, deeply afraid. She thought Shad was going, that any morning she would wake up and see his eyes wide, in the stare of death. Finally she lifted Call out of the wagon and took him to where Shadrach lay. She put herself between the two men and warmed them as best she could. It was a clear night. Their breath made a cloud above them. They had moved into desert country. There was little wood, and what there was the Mexicans used for their own fires. The Texans were forced to sleep cold.


  The next morning, finding Call out of the wagon, Salazar decreed that he should walk. Call was semiconscious; he didn’t even hear the command, but Matilda heard it and was outraged.


  “This boy can’t walk—I carried him out of the wagon and put him here to keep him warm,” she said. “This old man don’t need to be walking, either.”


  She gestured at Shadrach, who was coughing.


  Salazar had come to like Matilda—she was the only one of the Texans he did like. But he immediately rejected her plea.


  “If we were a hospital we would put the sick men in beds,” he said. “But we are not a hospital. Every man must walk now.”


  “Why today?” Matilda asked. “Just let the boy ride one more day—with one more day’s rest, he might live.”


  “To bury me?” Salazar asked. “Is that why you want him to live?” He was trying to make a small jest.


  “I just want him to live,” Matilda said, ignoring the joke. “He’s suffered enough.”


  “We have all suffered enough, but we are about to suffer more,” Salazar said. “It is not just you Texans who will suffer, either. For the next five days we will all suffer. Some of us may not live.”


  “Why?” Gus asked. He walked up and stood listening to the conversation. “I don’t feel like dying, myself.”


  Salazar gestured to the south. They were in a sparse desert as it was. They had seen no animals all the day before, and their water was low.


  “There is the Jornada del Muerto,” he said. “The dead man’s walk.”


  “What’s he talking about?” Johnny Carthage asked. Seeing that a parley was in progress, several of the Texans had wandered over, including Bigfoot Wallace.


  “Oh, so this is where it is,” Bigfoot said. “The dead man’s walk. I’ve heard of it for years.”


  “Now you will do more than hear of it, Señor Wallace,” Salazar said. “You will walk it. There is a village we must find, today or tomorrow. Perhaps they will give us some melons and some corn. After that, we will have no food and no water until we have walked the dead man’s walk.”


  “How far across?” Long Bill asked. “I’m a slow walker, but if it’s that hard I’ll try not to lag.”


  “Two hundred miles,” Salazar said. “Perhaps more. We will have to burn this wagon soon—maybe tonight. There is no wood in the place we are going.”


  The voices had filtered through the red darkness in which Call lived. He opened his eyes, and saw all the Texans around him.


  “What is it, boys?” he asked. “It’s frosty, ain’t it?”


  “Woodrow, they want you to walk,” Gus said. “Do you think you can do it?”


  “I’ll walk,” Call said. “I don’t like Mexican wagons anyway.”


  “We’ll help you, Corporal,” Bigfoot said. “We can take turns toting you, if we have to.”


  “It might warm my feet, to walk a ways,” Call said. “I can’t feel my toes.”


  Cold feet was a common complaint among the Texans. At night the men wrapped their feet in anything they could find, but the fact was they couldn’t find much. Few of them slept more than an hour or two. It was better to sit talking over their adventures than to sleep cold. The exception was Bigfoot Wallace, who seemed unaffected by cold. He slept well, cold or hot.


  “At least we’ve got the horses,” he remarked. “We can eat the horses, like we done before.”


  “I expect the Mexicans will eat the horses,” Gus said. “They ain’t our horses.”


  Call found hobbling on his frozen feet very difficult, yet he preferred it to lying in the wagon, where all he had to think about was the fire across his back. He could not keep up, though. Matilda and Gus offered to be his crutches, but even that was difficult. His wounds had scabbed and his muscles were tight—he groaned in deep pain when he tried to lift his arms across Gus’s shoulders.


  “It’s no good, I’ll just hobble,” he said. “I expect I’ll get quicker once I warm up.”


  Gus was nervous about bears—he kept looking behind the troop. He didn’t see any bears, but he did catch a glimpse of a cougar—just a glimpse, as the large brown cat slipped across a small gully.


  Just then there was a shout from the column ahead. A cavalryman, one of the advance guard, was racing back toward the troop at top speed, his horse’s hooves kicking up little clouds of dust from the sandy ground.


  “Now, what’s his big hurry?” Bigfoot asked. “You reckon he spotted a grizzly?”


  “I hope not,” Gus said. “I’m in no mood for bears.”


  Matilda and Shadrach were walking with the old Mexican, Francisco. They were well ahead of the other Texans. All the soldiers clustered around the rider, who held something in his hand.


  “What’s he got there, Matty?” Bigfoot asked, hurrying up.


  “The General’s hat,” Matilda said.


  “That’s mighty odd,” Bigfoot said. “I’ve never knowed a general to lose his hat.”


  31.


  TWO MILES FARTHER ON they discovered that General Dimasio had lost more than his hat—he had lost his buggy, his driver, his cavalrymen, and his life. Four of the cavalrymen had been tied and piled in the buggy before the buggy was set on fire. The buggy had been reduced almost to ash—the corpses of the four cavalrymen were badly charred. The other cavalrymen had been mutilated but not scalped. General Dimasio had suffered the worst fate, a fate so terrible that everyone who looked at his corpse bent over and gagged. The General’s chest cavity had been opened and hot coals had been scooped into it. All round lay the garments and effects of the dead men. Both the fine buggy horses had been killed and butchered.


  “Whoever done this got off with some tasty horse meat,” Bigfoot said.


  Except for the burned cavalrymen, all the dead had several arrows in them.


  “No scalps taken,” Bigfoot observed.


  “Apaches don’t scalp—ain’t interested,” Shadrach said. “They got better ways to kill you.”


  “He is right,” Salazar said. “This is the work of Gomez. For awhile he was in Mexico, but now he is here. He has killed twenty travelers in the last month—now he has killed a great general.”


  “He wasn’t great enough, I guess,” Bigfoot said. “I thought he rode off with a skimpy guard—I guess I was right.”


  “Only Gomez would treat a general like this,” Salazar said. “Most Apaches would sell a general, if they caught one. But Gomez likes only to kill. He knows no law.”


  Bigfoot considered that sloppy thinking.


  “Well, he may know plenty of law,” he said. “But it ain’t his law and he don’t mind breaking it.”


  Salazar received this comment irritably.


  “You will wish he knew more law, if he catches you,” he said. “We are all in danger now.”


  “I doubt he’d attack a party this big,” Bigfoot said. “Your general just had eleven men, counting himself.”


  Salazar snapped his fingers; he had just noticed something.


  “Speaking of counting,” he said. “Where is your Colonel? I don’t see his corpse.”


  “By God, I don’t neither,” Bigfoot said. “Where is Caleb?”


  “The coward, I expect he escaped,” Call said.


  “More than that,” Gus said. “He probably made a deal with Gomez.”


  “No,” Salazar said. “Gomez is Apache—he is not like us. He only kills.”


  “He might have taken Caleb home with him, to play with,” Long Bill suggested. “I feel sorry for him if that’s so, even though he is a skunk.”


  “I doubt Caleb Cobb would be taken alive,” Bigfoot said. “He ain’t the sort that likes to have coals shoveled into his belly.”


  Before the burials were finished, one of the infantrymen found Caleb Cobb, naked, blind, and crippled, hobbling through the sandy desert, about a mile from where the Apaches had caught the Mexicans. Caleb’s legs and feet were filled with thorns—in his blindness he had wandered into prickly pear and other cactus.


  “Oh, boys, you found me,” Caleb said hoarsely, as he was helped into camp. “They blinded me with thorns, the Apache devils.”


  “They hamstrung him, too,” Bigfoot whispered. “I guess they figured he’d starve or freeze.”


  “I expect that bear would have got him,” Gus said.


  Even Call, beaten nearly to death himself, was moved to pity by the sight of Caleb Cobb, a man he thoroughly despised. To be blind, naked, and crippled in such a thorny wilderness, and in the cold, was a harder fate than even cowards deserved.


  “How many were they, Colonel?” Salazar asked.


  “Not many,” Caleb said, in his hoarse voice. “Maybe fifteen. But they were quick. They came at us at dawn, when we had the sun in our eyes. One of them clubbed me with a rifle stock before I even knew we were under attack.”


  For a moment he lost his voice, and his ability to stand. He sagged in the arms of the two infantrymen who were supporting him. The leg that had been cut was twisted in an odd way.


  “Fifteen ain’t many,” Gus said. He didn’t like seeing men who had been tortured, whether they were alive or dead. He couldn’t keep his mind off how it would feel to have the tortures happen to him. The sight of Caleb, with his leg jerking, his eyes ruined, and his body blue with cold, made him want to look away or go away—but of course he couldn’t go away without putting himself in peril of the Apaches and the bears.


  “Fifteen was enough,” Bigfoot said. “I’ve heard they come at you at dawn.”


  Captain Salazar was thinking of the journey they had to make. He kept looking south, toward the dead man’s walk. The quivering, ruined man on the ground before him was a handicap he knew he could not afford.


  “Colonel, we have a hard march ahead,” the Captain said. “I’m afraid you are in no condition to make this march. The country ahead is terrible. Even healthy men may not survive it. I am afraid you have no chance.”


  “Stick me in a wagon,” Caleb said. “If I can have a blanket, I’ll live.”


  “Colonel, we cannot take the wagons across these sands,” Salazar said. “We will have to burn them for firewood, probably tonight. They have blinded you and crippled you.”


  “I won’t be left,” Caleb said, interrupting the Captain. “All I need is a good doctor—he can fix this leg.”


  “No, Colonel,” Salazar said. “No one can fix your leg, or your eyes. We can’t take you across the sands—we have to look to ourselves.”


  “Then send me back,” Caleb said. “If I can be put on a horse, I reckon I can ride it to Santa Fe.”


  There was anger in his voice. While they all watched, he managed to get to his feet. Even crippled he was taller than Salazar—and he was determined not to die. Call was surprised by the man’s determination.


  “If he’d been that determined to fight, we wouldn’t be prisoners,” he whispered to Gus.


  “He ain’t determined for us... he’s determined for himself,” Gus pointed out.


  Salazar, though, was out of patience.


  “I cannot take you, Colonel,” he said, “and I cannot send you back, either. If I sent you with a few men, Gomez would find you again, and this time he would do worse.”


  “I’ll take that chance,” Caleb said.


  “But I won’t take it, Colonel,” Salazar said, drawing his pistol. “You are a brave officer—it is time to finish yourself.”


  The troops grew silent, when Salazar drew his pistol. Caleb Cobb was balanced on one leg; the other foot scarcely touched the ground. Call saw the anger rise in his face; for a second he expected Caleb to go for Salazar. But after a second, Caleb controlled himself.


  “All right,” he said. “I never expected to die in a goddamn desert. I’m a seaman. I ought to be on my boat.”


  “I know you were a great pirate,” Salazar said, relieved that the man was taking matters calmly. “You stole much treasure from the King of Spain.”


  “I did, and lost it all at cards,” Caleb said. “I know you need to travel, Captain. Give me your pistol and I’ll finish it, and you can be on your way.”


  “Would you like privacy?” Salazar asked—he still held the pistol.


  “Why, no—not specially,” Caleb said, in a normal voice. “These wild Texas boys are all mad at me for surrendering. They’ll hang me, if they get the chance. It will amuse me to cheat ’em, by shooting myself.”


  “All right,” Salazar said.


  “How was that you said I ought to do it, Wallace?” Caleb asked. “Are you here, Wallace? I know you think there’s a sure way—I want to take the sure way.”


  “Through the eyeball,” Bigfoot said.


  “It’ll have to be through the eye hole,” Caleb said. “I’m all out of eyeballs.”


  “Well, that will do just as well, Colonel,” Bigfoot said.


  “I’ll take the pistol now, if you please,” Caleb said, in a pleasant, normal voice.


  “Adiós, Colonel,” Salazar said, handing Caleb the pistol.


  Caleb immediately turned the pistol on Salazar and shot him—the Captain fell backward, clutching his throat.


  “Rush ’em, boys—get their guns,” Caleb said. “I’ll take down a few.”


  But in his blindness, Caleb Cobb fired toward the Texans, not the Mexicans. Two shots went wild, while the Texans ducked.


  “Hell, he’s turned around, he’s shooting at us!” Long Bill said, as he ducked.


  Before Caleb could fire a fourth time, the Mexican soldiers recovered from their shock and cut him down. As he fell, he fired a last shot—Shadrach, who had been standing calmly by Matilda, fell backwards, stiffly. He was dead before he had time to be surprised.


  “Oh no! no! not my Shad,” Matilda cried, squatting down by Shadrach.


  The Mexican soldiers continued to pour bullets into Caleb Cobb—the corpse had more than forty bullets in it, when it was buried. But the Texans had lost interest in Caleb—Bigfoot ripped open Shadrach’s shirt, hoping the old man was stunned but not dead. But the bullet had taken Shadrach exactly in the heart.


  “What a pity,” Captain Salazar said. He was bleeding profusely from the wound in his throat—the wound, though, was only a crease.


  “Shad, Shad!” Matilda said, trying to get the old man to answer—but Shadrach’s lips didn’t quiver.


  “This man had walked the dead man’s walk,” Salazar said. “He might have guided us. Your Colonel was already dead when he shot him—I suppose his finger twitched. We are having no luck today.”


  “Why, you’re having plenty of luck, Captain,” Bigfoot said. “If that bullet had hit your neck a fraction to the left, you’d be as dead as Shad.”


  “True,” Salazar said. “I was very foolish to give Colonel Cobb my gun. He was a man like Gomez—he knew no law.”


  When Matilda Roberts saw that Shadrach was dead, she began to wail. She wailed as loudly as her big voice would let her. Her cries echoed off a nearby butte—many men felt their hair stand up when the echo brought back the sound of a woman wailing in the desert. Many of the Mexican soldiers crossed themselves.


  “Now, Matty,” Bigfoot said, kneeling beside and putting his big arm around her. “Now, Matty, he’s gone and that’s the sad fact.”


  “I can’t bear it, he was all I had,” Matilda said, her big bosom, wet already with tears, heaving and heaving.


  “It’s sad, but it might be providential,” Bigfoot said. “Shadrach wasn’t well, and we have to cross the Big Dry. I doubt Shad would have made it. He’d have died hard, like some of us will.”


  “Don’t tell me that, I want him alive—I just want him alive,” Matilda said.


  She cried on through the morning, as graves were dug. There were a dozen men to bury, and the ground was hard. Captain Salazar sat with his back to a wagon wheel as the men dug the graves. He was weak from loss of blood. He had reloaded his pistol, and kept it in his hand all day, afraid the brief commotion might encourage the Texans to rebel.


  His caution was justified. Stirred by the shooting, several of the boys talked of making a fight. Blackie Slidell was for it, and also Jimmy Tweed—both men had had enough of Mexican rule.


  Gus listened, but didn’t encourage the rebellion. His friend Call had collapsed, from being made to walk when he wasn’t able. He was weaker than Salazar, and more badly injured. Escape would mean leaving him behind—and Gus had no intention of leaving him behind. Besides, Matilda was incoherent with grief—four men had to pull her loose from Shadrach’s body, before it could be buried. The Mexican soldiers might mostly be boys, but they had had the presence of mind to kill Caleb Cobb—since they had all the guns, rebellion or escape seemed a long chance.


  They had planned to shelter for the night in a village called San Saba, but the burials and the weakness of Captain Salazar kept them in place until it was too late to travel more than a few miles.


  That night a bitter wind came from the north, so cold that the men, Mexicans and Texans alike, couldn’t think of anything but warmth. The Texans even agreed to be tied, if they could only share the campfires. No one slept. The wind keened through the camp. Matilda, having no Shadrach to care for, covered Call with her body. Before dawn, they had burned both wagons.


  “How far’s that village, Captain?” Bigfoot asked—dawn was gray, and the wind had not abated.


  “Too far—twenty miles,” Captain Salazar said.


  “We have to make it tomorrow, we’ve got nothing else to burn,” Bigfoot said.


  “Call will die if he has to sleep in the open without no fire,” Matilda said.


  “Let’s lope along, then, boys,” Bigfoot said.


  “I’ll help you with Woodrow, Matty,” Gus said. “He looks poorly to me.”


  “Not as poorly as my Shad,” Matilda said.


  Between them, they got Call to his feet.
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  ALL DAY CALL STRUGGLED through the barren country. The freezing wind seemed to slide through the slices in his back and sides; it seemed to blow right into him. He couldn’t feel his feet, they were so cold. Gus supported him some; Matilda supported him some; even Long Bill Coleman helped out.


  “How’d it get so damn cold?” Jimmy Tweed muttered, several times. “I never been no place where it was this cold. Even that snow wasn’t this cold.”


  “You ought to leave me,” Call said. “I’m slowing you down.” It grated on him, that he had to be helped along.


  “Maybe there’ll be a bunch of goats in this village,” Gus said. He was very hungry. The wind in his belly made the wind from the north harder to bear. He had always had a fondness for goat meat—in his imagination, the village they were approaching was a wealthy center of goat husbandry, with herds in the hundreds of fat, tasty goats grazing in the desert scrub. He imagined a feast in which the goats they were about to eat were spitted over a good fire, dripping their juices into the flame. Yet, as he struggled on, it became harder to trust in his own imaginings, because there was no desert scrub. There was nothing but the rough earth, with only here and there a cactus or low thornbush. Even if there were goats, there would be no firewood, no fire to cook them over.


  Captain Salazar rode in silence, in pain from his neck wound. Now and then the soldiers walking beside him would rub their hands against his horse, pressing their hands into the horsehair to gain a momentary warmth.


  Except when she was helping Call, Matilda walked alone. She cried, and the tears froze on her cheeks and on her shirt. She wanted to go back and stay with Shadrach—she could sit by his grave until the wind froze her, or until the Indians came, or a bear. She wanted to be where he had died—and yet she could not abandon the boy, Woodrow Call, whose wounds were far from healed. He still might take a deep infection; even if he didn’t, he might freeze if she was not there to warm him.


  The cold had had a bad effect on Johnny Carthage’s sore leg. He struggled mightily to keep up, and yet as the day went on he fell farther and farther behind. Most of the Mexican soldiers were freezing, too. They had no interest in the lame Texan, who dropped back into their ranks, and then behind their ranks.


  “I’ll catch you, I’ll catch you,” Johnny said, over and over, though the Mexicans weren’t listening.


  By midafternoon some of the other Texans had begun to lag, and many of the Mexican infantrymen as well. The marchers were strung out over a mile—then, over two. Bigfoot went ahead, hoping for a glimpse of the village they were seeking—but he saw nothing, just the level desert plain. Behind them there was a low bank of dark clouds—perhaps it meant more snow. He felt confident that he himself could weather the night, even without fire, but he knew that many of the men wouldn’t—they would freeze, unless they reached shelter.


  “I wonder if we even know where we’re going—we might be missing that town,” Bigfoot said, to Gus. “If we miss it we’re in for frosty sleeping.”


  “I don’t want to miss it—I hope they have goats,” Gus said. He was half carrying Call at the time.


  Bigfoot dropped back to speak with Salazar—the Captain was plodding on, but he was glassy eyed from pain and fatigue.


  “Captain, I’m fearful,” Bigfoot said. “Have you been to this place—what’s it called?”


  “San Saba,” Salazar said. “No, I have not been to it.”


  “I hope it’s there,” Bigfoot said. “We’ve got some folks that won’t make it through the night unless we find shelter. Some of them are my boys, but quite a few of them are yours.”


  “I know that, but I am not a magician,” Salazar said. “I cannot make houses where there are no houses, or trees where there are no trees.”


  “Why don’t you let us go, Captain?” Bigfoot asked. “We ain’t all going to survive this. Why risk your boys just to take us south? Caleb Cobb was the man who thought up this expedition, and he’s dead.”


  Captain Salazar rode on, still glassy eyed, for some time before answering. When he did speak, his voice was cracked and hoarse.


  “I cannot let you go, Mr. Wallace,” he said. “I’m a military man, and I have my orders.”


  “Dumb orders, I’d say,” Bigfoot said. “We ain’t worth freezing to death for. We haven’t killed a single one of your people. All we’ve done is march fifteen hundred miles to make fools of ourselves, and now we’re in a situation where half of us won’t live even if you do let us go. What’s the point?”


  Salazar managed a smile, though the effort made his face twist in pain.


  “I didn’t say my orders were intelligent, merely that they were mine,” he said. “I’ve been a military man for twenty years, and most of my orders have been foolish. I could have been killed many times, because of foolish orders. Now I have been given an order so foolish that I would laugh and cry if I weren’t so cold and in such pain.”


  Bigfoot said nothing. He just watched Salazar.


  “Of course, you are right,” Salazar went on. “You marched a long way to make fools of yourselves and you have done no harm to my people. If you had, by the way, you would have been shot—then all of us would have been spared this wind. But my orders are still mine. I have to take you to El Paso, or die trying.”


  “It might be the latter, Captain,” Bigfoot said. “I don’t like that cloud.”


  Soon, a driving sleet peppered the men’s backs. As dusk fell, it became harder to see—the sleet coated the ground and made each step agony for those with cold feet.


  “I fear we’ve lost Johnny,” Bigfoot said. “He’s back there somewhere, but I can’t see him. He might be a mile back—or he might be froze already.”


  “I’ll go back and get him,” Long Bill said.


  “I wouldn’t,” Bigfoot said. “You need all you’ve got, to make it yourself.”


  “No, Johnny’s my compañero,” Long Bill said. “I reckon I’ll go back. If we die tonight, I expect I should be with Johnny.”


  It took Gus and Matilda both to keep Call going. The sleet thickened on the ground, until it became too slippery for him to manage. Finally, the two of them carried him, his arms over their shoulders, his body warmed between their bodies.


  As the darkness came on and the sleet blew down the wind like bird shot, doom was in the mind of every man. All of them, even Bigfoot Wallace, veteran of many storms, felt that it was likely that they would die during the night. Long Bill had gone loyally back into the teeth of the storm, to find his compañero, Johnny Carthage. Captain Salazar was slumped over the neck of his horse, unconscious. His neck wound had continued to bleed until he grew faint and passed out. The Mexican soldiers walked in a cluster, except for those who lagged. They had only one lantern; the light illumined only a few feet of the frigid darkness. As the darkness deepened, the cold increased, and the men began to give up. Texan and Mexican alike came to a moment of resignation—they ceased to be able to pick their feet up and inch forward over the slippery ground. They thought but to rest a moment, until their energies were restored; but the rest lengthened, and they did not get up. The sleet coated their clothes. At first they sat, their backs to the wind and the sleet. Then the will to struggle left them, and they lay down and let the sleet cover them.


  It was Gus McCrae, with his keen vision, who first saw a tiny flicker of light, far ahead.


  “Why, it’s a fire,” he said. “If it ain’t a fire, it’s some kind of light.”


  “Where?” Matilda asked. “I can’t see nothing but sleet.”


  “No, there’s a fire, I seen it,” Gus said. “I expect it’s that town.”


  One of the Mexican soldiers heard him, and prodded his captain awake.


  Salazar, too, felt that he would not survive the night. The wound Caleb Cobb had given him was worse than he had thought—he had bled all day, the blood freezing on his coat. Now a soldier had awakened him with some rumor of a light, although the sleet was blowing and he himself could not see past his horse’s head. There was no light, no town. The blood had dripped down to his pants, which were frozen to the saddle. Instead of delivering the invading Texans to El Paso and being promoted, at least to major for his valor in capturing them, his lot would be to die in a sleet storm on the frozen plain. He thought of shooting himself, but his hands were so cold he feared he would merely drop his pistol, if he tried to pull it out. The pistol, too, was coated in bloody ice—it might not even shoot.


  Then Gus saw the light again, and yelled out, hoping somebody ahead would hear him.


  “There’s the light—there it is, we’re close,” he said.


  This time, Bigfoot saw it, too.


  “By God, he’s right,” he said. “We’re coming to someplace with a fire.”


  Then he heard something that sounded like the bleating of sheep—the men who heard it all perked up. If there were sheep, they might not starve. Captain Salazar suddenly felt better.


  “I remember the stories,” he said. “There is a spring—an underground river. They raise sheep here—this must be San Saba. I thought it was just a lie—a traveler’s lie, about the sheep and the spring. Most travelers lie, and few sheep cross this desert. But maybe it is true.”


  One by one, hopeful for the first time in days, the men plodded on toward the light. Now and then they lost it in the sleet, and their hopes sank, but Gus McCrae had taken a bead on the light, and, leaving Matilda to support Woodrow Call, led the troop into the little village of San Saba. There were not many adobe huts, but there were many, many sheep. The ones they heard bleating were in a little rail corral behind the jefe’s hut, and the jefe himself, an old man with a large belly, was helping a young ewe bring forth her first kid. The light they had seen was his light. At first, he was surprised and alarmed by the spectral appearance of the Texans, all of them white with the sleet that covered their clothes. The old man had no weapon—he could do nothing but stare; also, the ewe was at her crisis and he could not afford to worry about the men who appeared out of the night, until he had delivered the kid. Although he had many sheep, he also lost many—to the cold, to wolves and coyotes and cougars. He wanted to see that the kid was correctly delivered before he had to face the wild men who had come in on a stormy night into the village. He thought they might be ghosts—if they were ghosts, perhaps the wind would blow them on, out of the village, leaving him to attend to his flock.


  Captain Salazar, cheered by the knowledge that his troop was saved, became a captain again and soon had reassured the jefe that they were not ghosts, but a detachment of the Mexican army, on an important mission involving dangerous captives.


  It was not hard to convince the jefe that the Texans were dangerous men—they looked as wild as Apaches, to the old man. Once the kid was delivered, the jefe immediately sprang to work and soon had the whole village up, building fires and preparing food for the starving men. Several sheep were slaughtered, while the women set about making coffee and tortillas.


  Because it was Gus who had seen the light and saved the troop, Captain Salazar decreed that the Texans would not be bound. He was aware that he himself would have missed the light and probably the village, in which case all his men would have died. There would have been no medals, and no promotion. The Texans were put in a shed where the sheep were sheared, with a couple of good fires to warm them. Gus, sitting with Call, soon got to hear the very sound he had dreamt of: the sound of fat sizzling, as it dripped into a fire.


  Some of the men were too tired even to wait for food. They took a little hot coffee, grew drowsy, and tipped over. The floor of the shed was covered with a coat of sheep’s wool, mixed with dirt. The wool made some of the men sneeze, but that was a minor irritation.


  “I guess we lost Long Bill,” Bigfoot said.


  “If we lost him, we lost Johnny too,” Gus said. “He should have waited until we found this town. Maybe one of the Mexicans would have gone back with us and we could have found Johnny.”


  Matilda was silent by the fire. All she could think about was that Shadrach was dead. He had wanted to take her west, to California. He had promised her; but now that prospect was lost.


  Long after most of the Texans had eaten a good hunk of mutton and gone to sleep, there was a shout from the Mexicans. Long Bill Coleman, his clothes a suit of ice, came walking slowly into the circle of fires, carrying Johnny Carthage in his arms. Johnny, too, seemed to be sheathed in ice—at first, no one could say whether Johnny Carthage was alive or dead.


  He laid his friend down by the warmest campfire and himself stood practically in the flames, shaking and trembling from cold and from exertion. He held out his hands to the fire; he was so close that ice began to melt off his clothes.


  “If that’s mutton, I’ll have some,” he said. “I swear, it’s been a cold walk.”
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  FOR THREE DAYS THE Texans, under guard again, never left their sheep shed, except to answer calls of nature. Captain Salazar’s escort had been reduced by more than twenty men, lost and presumed frozen back along the sleety trail—six Texans failed to make the village. The weather stayed so cold that most of the men were glad of the confinement. They were allowed ample firewood, and plenty to eat. Blackie Slidell had to have two frostbitten toes removed—Bigfoot Wallace performed the operation with a sharp bowie knife—but no one else required amputations.


  Once the people of the village realized that the Texans were not specters, they were friendly. The old jefe, still much occupied with his lambing in the terrible weather, saw that they had ample food. The men could drink coffee all day—poor coffee, but warming. Noticing that Call was injured, one old woman asked to look at his back; when she saw the blackened scabs, she drew in her breath and hurried away.


  A few minutes later the woman returned, another woman at her side. The other woman was so short she scarcely came to Bigfoot’s waist. She had with her a little pot—she went quickly to Call, but instead of lifting his shirt as the first woman had, she put her thin face close to his back and sniffed.


  “Hell, she’s smelling you,” Bigfoot said. “I wonder if you smell like venison.”


  Bigfoot’s remarks were sometimes so foolish that Call was irritated by them. Why would he smell like venison? And why was the wizened little Mexican woman smelling him, anyway? He was passive, though—he didn’t answer Bigfoot, and he didn’t move away from the woman. The village women had been unexpectedly kind—the food they brought was warm and tasty; one woman had even given him an old serape to cover himself with. It had holes in it, but it was thickly woven and kept out the chill. He thought perhaps the tiny woman who was sniffing him was some kind of healer; he knew he was in no position to reject help. He was still very weak, often feverish, and always in pain. He could survive while in the warmth of the sheep shed, but if he were forced to march and was caught in another sleet storm, he might not live. He could not ask Gus or Matilda to carry him again, as they had the first time.


  The little woman sniffed him thoroughly, as a dog might, and then set her pot in the edge of the nearest campfire. She squatted by it, muttering words no one could understand. When she judged the medicine to be ready, she gestured for Call to remove his shirt; she then spent more than two hours rubbing the hot ointment into his back. She carefully kneaded his muscles and spread the ointment gently along the line of every scar. At first the ointment burned so badly that Call thought he would not be able to stand the pain. The burning was far worse than what he could remember of the whipping itself. For several minutes, Gus and Matilda had to talk to him, in an effort to distract him from the burning; at one point, they thought they might have to restrain him, but Call gritted his teeth and let the little woman do her work. In time a warmth spread through his body and he slept soundlessly, without moaning, for the first time since the whipping.


  The next day, through a crack in the wall, Gus saw the same woman applying ointment to Captain Salazar’s neck. The Captain looked weak. He had taken a fever, which soared so high that he was sometimes incoherent; the jefe took him into his house and the little woman tended him until the fever dropped. Even so, the Captain was at first too weak to walk in a straight line. He wanted to stay and rest in San Saba, but when the weather warmed a little, he decided he had better take advantage of it and press on. He came to the Texans’ shed, to inform them of his decision.


  “Enjoy a warm night,” he told them. “We leave tomorrow.”


  “How many days before we get across this dead man’s walk?” Long Bill asked.


  “Señor, we have not yet come to the Jornada,” Salazar said. “The land here is fertile because of the underground water. Once we get beyond where the sheep are, we will start the dead man’s walk.”


  The Texans were silent. They had all convinced themselves that the day of the sleet would be their worst day. They had forgotten that Salazar said the dead man’s walk was two hundred miles across. They had grown used to the coziness of the shed, and the warmth of the campfires. Each of them could remember the bitter cold, the pain of marching on frozen feet, the sleet, and the hopeless sense that they would die if they didn’t find warmth.


  They had found warmth; but Salazar had just reminded them that the hardest part of the journey had not even begun. Some of the men hunched closer to the campfires, holding out their hands to the warmth—they wanted to hug the warmth, keep it as long as they could. Few of them slept—they wanted to sit close to the fires and enjoy every bit of warmth left to them. They wanted the warmth to last forever, or at least until summertime. Johnny Carthage, terrified that he would fall so far behind that Long Bill Coleman couldn’t find him and rescue him, asked over and over again, through the night, how long it would be until morning.


  Informed by the old jefe that there was neither food nor water enough for many horses in the barren region that awaited them, Salazar kept only one horse—his own—and traded several for two donkeys and as much provender as the donkeys could carry. On the morning of departure, abruptly, he decided to reduce the force to twenty-five men. He reasoned that twenty-five could probably hold off the Apaches, if they attacked—more than twenty-five would be impossible to provision on such a journey. The Texans alone would account for most of the provisions the donkeys could carry.


  What that meant was that the Texans would slightly outnumber his own force; and the Texans, man for man, were stronger than his troops.


  “Señores, you will have to be tied,” he informed the Texans, when they were led out into the cold air. “I regret it, but it is necessary. I can afford no risks on this journey—crossing the dead man’s walk is risk enough.”


  Bigfoot swelled up at this news—Gus thought he was going to make a fight. But he held on to his temper and let his wrists be bound with rawhide thongs, when his turn came. The other men did the same. Even Call was tied, though Matilda lodged a strong protest.


  “This boy’s hurt—he can’t do nothing—why tie him?” she asked.


  “Because he has fury in him,” Captain Salazar said. “I saw it myself. He almost killed Colonel Cobb while he was riding in our General’s buggy. If I had to choose only one of you to tie, I would tie Corporal Call.”


  “I suppose that’s a compliment, ain’t it?” Gus said.


  “I don’t care what it is,” Call said. Since the old woman had treated him with her ointment he could at least stretch his muscles without groaning in pain. He glared at the young Mexican who tied him, although he knew the boy was simply doing his job.


  Many of the women of San Saba broke into tears when they saw the Texans being tied. Some of them had formed motherly attachments to one prisoner or another. Some pressed additional food, tortillas or pieces of jerky into the men’s hands as they were marched through the street, out of the village.


  The fertile country lasted only three miles. By the fourth mile, only the smallest scrub grew. Soon even that disappeared—before them, as far ahead as they could see, was a land where nothing grew.


  “This is the dead man’s walk,” Captain Salazar said. “Now we will see who wants to live and who wants to die.”


  “I intend to live,” Gus said, at once.


  Call said nothing.


  “Even the Apaches won’t cross it,” Salazar said.


  One-eyed Johnny Carthage looked at the emptiness before them, and was filled with dread.


  “What’s the matter, Johnny?” Long Bill said, noting his friend’s haggard look. “It’s warmer now, and we got food. We’ll get across this like we got across the plains.”


  Johnny Carthage heard what Long Bill said, but didn’t believe him. He looked at the great space before them and shivered—not from cold, but from fear.


  He felt that he was looking at his death.


  Part III


  [image: Images]


  1.


  ON THE FOURTH NIGHT out from San Saba, a warm night that left the men encouraged, Captain Salazar’s horse and both donkeys disappeared. Some of their provisions were still on the donkeys—they had traveled late and had only unpacked what they needed for the evening meal, corn mostly, with a little dried mutton.


  Captain Salazar had tethered his horse so close to his pallet that the lead rope was in reach of his hand as he slept. He had only to turn over to reassure himself that his horse was there. But when he did turn over, in the gray dawn, all he had left was the end of the lead rope, which had been cut. The horse was gone.


  “I thought you said Indians didn’t come here,” Bigfoot said, annoyed. He had wondered at the laxness of the Mexicans, in setting no guard. The foot soldiers had simply lain down and slept where they stopped, with no thought of anything but rest. The Texans did the same, but the Texans were tied—guard duty was not their responsibility.


  Captain Salazar was silent, shocked by what had happened and what it meant. He stared for a long time across the dry plain, as if hoping to see his horse and the donkeys, grazing peacefully. But all he saw was the barren earth, with an edge of sun poking above it to the east.


  Bigfoot had to repeat his statement.


  “I guess those Indians that don’t come here took your horse,” he said.


  “Gomez took my horse,” Salazar said. “Gomez is not like the rest. He has no fear of this country. No one else would be so bold.”


  “That rope he cut was about three feet from your throat,” Bigfoot remarked. “He could have cut your throat if he’d wanted to.”


  Captain Salazar was looking at the cut end of the lead rope. A scalpel could not have cut it more cleanly. Bigfoot was right: Gomez could easily have cut his throat.


  “He could have, but there would have been little sport,” he said. “We must walk.”


  By midmorning all the men felt the air, which had been warm, turn chill. The north wind picked up.


  “Oh God, I don’t want it to get cold,” Johnny Carthage said. “I wouldn’t mind to die if I could just do it warm.” The great dread had not left him.


  “Shut up your complaining, it’s just a breeze so far,” Long Bill said. “I carried you once and I’ll carry you again, if it comes to that.”


  “No you won’t, Bill—you can’t carry me no hundred miles,” Johnny said, but the wind was already howling at their backs, and no one heard him.


  Call walked between Matilda and Gus—he was still unsteady on his feet and was swept, at times, by waves of fever that made his vision swirl. Matilda was the only one of the Texans who had not been tied. Captain Salazar had come to like her—from time to time, she consented to play cards with him. He would not fraternize to that extent with the prisoners, and his own men were mostly too young to be good cardplayers. An old bear hunter had taught him rummy—it was mostly rummy that he played with Matilda Jane.


  As they were stumbling along, pushed by the cold north wind, Gus happened to look back, a habit he got into after his encounter with the grizzly bear. He could not get Bigfoot’s story about the man who had been stalked while fishing out of his mind. It was worrisome that bears could be so stealthy.


  When he glanced over his shoulder he got a bad start, for something large and brown was hurtling down toward them. Whatever it was was still far away—he could only see a shape, but it was a brown shape, the very color of a bear.


  “Captain, get the rifles!” he yelled, in consternation. “There’s a bear after us.”


  For a moment, the whole troop believed him—no one could clearly determine what was moving toward them, but something was, and fast. Salazar lined his men up and had them ready, their guns primed.


  “I wish you’d let me shoot, Captain,” Bigfoot said. “Your boys are so scared I expect half of them will miss.”


  “I expect it, too,” Salazar said. He walked over to the nearest soldier and took his musket. He walked over to Bigfoot, untied his hands, and handed him the musket.


  “The last time I handed a Texan a gun, he shot me,” Salazar reminded him. “Please be honorable, Mr. Wallace. Shoot the bear. If we kill it we will have meat enough to make it across the dead man’s walk.”


  Just then, Gus saw something that was even more unnerving: the bear leapt high in the air. It seemed to fly for several yards, before coming back to earth.


  “Good Lord, it’s flying,” he said.


  As he said it, the shape flew again—the whole troop was transfixed, even Bigfoot. He had heard many bear stories, but no one had ever told him that grizzly bears could fly. He squatted and leveled his musket, though the bear—if it was a bear—was still far away.


  Some of the young Mexican soldiers became so nervous that they began firing when the hurtling brown object was still two hundred yards away. Salazar was irritated. The wind whirled dust from the plain high, so that it was hard to see anything clearly.


  “Don’t fire until I say fire,” he said. “If you all fire now you will be out of bullets when the bear gets here, and he will eat us all.”


  “I’m saving my bullet,” Bigfoot said. “I intend to shoot him right between the eyes—that’s the only sure way to stop a bear.”


  Just then, the hurtling brown object collided with a hump of rocks and flew high in the air, above the dust. For the first time Bigfoot saw it clearly and he immediately lowered his rifle.


  “Boys, old Gomez has got us rattled,” he said. “That ain’t a bear—that’s a tumbleweed.”


  Salazar looked disgusted.


  “Seven of you shot, and the tumbleweed is still coming,” he said.


  “Why, it’s the size of a house,” Gus said. He had never imagined a weed could grow so big. It hurtled by the company, rolling over and over, as fast as a man could run. From time to time it hit a bump or a small rock and sailed into the air. Soon it was a hundred yards to the south, and then it vanished, obscured by the blowing dust.


  “Let us have no more talk of bears,” Salazar said, looking at Gus.


  They marched late into the night, with only a few bites of food. In San Saba the men had been given gourds, to use as water carriers—some of them had already drunk the last of their water, while others still had a little. The temperature had dropped and all the men longed for a fire, but there was nothing to burn, except the branches of a few thin bushes. The Texans gathered enough sticks to make a small blaze and were about to light it when Salazar stopped them.


  “No fires tonight,” he said.


  “Why not?” Gus asked. “I’d like to warm my toes.”


  “Gomez will see it if he is still following us,” Salazar said.


  “Why would he follow us—he’s done got our donkeys and most of our food,” Bigfoot asked.


  “He might follow us to kill us,” Salazar replied.


  “He could have killed you last night and he didn’t,” Bigfoot said. “Why would he walk another day just to do what he could already have done?”


  “Because he is an Apache, Señor,” Salazar said. “He is not like us. He may have gone home—I don’t know. But I want no fires tonight.”


  By midnight, the cold had become so intense that the men were forced to huddle together for warmth. Even huddled, they were so cold that several of them ceased to be able to feel their feet. Johnny Carthage could not overcome his dread. He tried to think of the sunlight of south Texas, but all he could think of was the terrible white sleet that had nearly taken his life a few days before. He was squeezed up against Long Bill—he could feel his friend shivering. Long Bill shivered violently, but slept, his mouth open, his breath a cloud of white in the cold night. Johnny began to wish that Bill would wake up. Bill had been his pard—his compañero. Bill had risked his life to locate him and bring him out of the terrible sleet storm. Now the dread of the cold was overwhelming him—he wanted Long Bill to sense it and wake up, to talk him out of what he meant to do with the small knife he had just taken out of his pocket. He wanted his oldest and best friend to help him through the night. Johnny Carthage began to tremble even more violently than the man he was huddled against. He trembled so that he could scarcely hold the knife, or raise the blade. He didn’t want to drop the knife. If he did, he might not have the strength to find it in the freezing night. He didn’t want to wake his friend, so tired from the long day’s march; yet, he needed his help and began to cry quietly, in despair. He didn’t want to live, his hope was broken; no more did he want to die, without his friend to help him. There was no sound on all the plain except the breathing of the exhausted men around him. The darkness was spotted with little clouds—the white breath of his compañeros. Johnny’s gimpy leg was aching terribly from the cold; his foot twitched, twitched, twitched; though he could not feel his foot he felt the twitching, regular as the ticking of a clock.


  “Dern this leg,” he whispered. “Dern this leg.”


  Then he opened the knife, and put the blade against his throat—but the blade was so cold that he withdrew it. He began to sob, at the knowledge that he hadn’t the strength to push the cold knife blade into his throat and cut. It meant he would freeze, but he could not do it amid the Rangers, because they would insist on making him go on. They would not accept the fact that he didn’t want to live anymore.


  Johnny put the knife to his throat again, but again he withdrew it. The tip made a tiny cut in his neck and the cold seared the cut, like a brand. Johnny quietly moved an inch away from Long Bill, and then another. Slowly, waking no one, he eased out from the midst of the Rangers, a foot at a time. Even when he had slipped beyond the sound of their breathing, he merely scooted over the cold ground, a foot at a time.


  Of all the Texans, only Matilda Roberts was awake. At night she had taken to sleeping between the two boys, making Call turn his torn back to her so she could warm it. Gus slept on the other side, squeezed up against her as close as he could get. Both boys slept, but Matilda didn’t. She saw Johnny Carthage—he crawled right by her. As he was about to go into the night he felt her gaze, and turned to look at her for a moment. He could only see her outline, not her face; nor could she see him clearly, yet she knew who he was and where he was going. Johnny paused in his crawl. The two of them looked at one another, through the darkness. Matilda opened her mouth, but closed it again, without speaking. Johnny Carthage was beyond her words—but she did reach out and squeeze his arm. She heard him sob; he touched her arm for a moment, before he crawled away. “Oh, Johnny,” she whispered, but she didn’t try to stop him. Since Shadrach’s death she had used her strength for the boys, Gus and Call—one was hurt, and the other was foolish. It would take all her strength, and perhaps more than her strength, to get them across the desert. She could not save them and Johnny Carthage, too—nor could Long Bill save his friend without losing his own chance to live. If the cold didn’t take Johnny, the stony ground would grind at him until it broke him. If he wanted to make his own end, she felt it was wrong to stop him. His chances were slight at best; there was no point in his suffering beyond his strength.


  Even so, it was hard to listen to the scraping of his poor leg, as he dragged himself over the hard ground, into the icy night. But the scraping grew faint, and then very faint. Soon she could hear nothing but the breathing of the two boys who slept beside her. Since the day when Caleb Cobb had struck his foot with the rifle barrel, Call had limped almost as badly as Johnny. Probably there were broken bones, somewhere in his foot—but he was young. The broken bones would heal.


  Johnny Carthage crawled on until he figured he was almost two hundred yards from camp. He had worn one of his pants legs through and scraped one of his knees on the icy ground. Bigfoot had once told him that freezing men felt a warmth come over them, near the end; when he judged that he was far enough from camp not to be found, even if Long Bill should wake and miss him and come looking, he stopped and sat, shivering violently. He waited for the warmth in which he could sleep and die—he had been cold long enough; he was ready for the warmth, but the warmth didn’t come—only a deeper cold, a cold that seeped inside him and chilled his lungs, his liver, even his heart.


  Desperate for the warmth, he opened his little knife again and clutched it tightly, meaning to plunge it into his neck, where the great vein was. But before he could grasp the knife tightly enough in his shivering hands, he looked up and saw a shadow between himself and the starlight. Someone was there, a presence he felt but could not see. Before he could think more about it, Gomez struck. Johnny Carthage finally felt the longed-for warmth—a warm flood, flowing down his chest and onto his freezing hands. For a moment, he was grateful: whoever was there, between him and the cold stars, had taken a hard task off his hands. Then he slipped down and the shadow was astride him, opening his pants. Before Gomez struck again, one-eyed Johnny Carthage had ceased to mind the cold, or to feel the pain of the knife that had severed his privates. Oh, Bill, he thought—then all thoughts ceased.


  Gomez wiped his knife on Johnny Carthage’s pants leg, and moved quietly toward the Mexican camp. Long before he got there, he heard the snores of several sleeping men. He had planned to kill the shivering Mexican sentries and take their guns, but when he realized that the large woman was awake, he changed his mind. He did not want the large woman to know he was there. The night before, in the little cave where he rested, he had seen a snake, though it was much too cold for snakes to be moving about; worse, late in the night, he had heard the call of an owl, though he was far out on the malpais, where no owls flew. He knew it must be the large woman who summoned the snake and the old owl to places where they should never be. He knew the large woman must be a witch, for only a witch would be traveling through the malpais with so many men.


  Gomez knew that the large woman had been the woman of Tail-of-the-Bear, and Tail-of-the-Bear had been a great man, perhaps a shaman. Gomez turned away from the camp at once; he did not want the witch to find out that he was near. If she knew, she might summon the owl again—the buu—and to hear the call of the buu twice meant death.


  Gomez skirted the camp and walked several miles, to where he had left his two sons. One of them had found a wolf den that day—they had made a little fire and were cooking the wolf pups they had caught. Gomez wanted to eat one of the young wolves—it would give him cunning, and protect him from the buu and the witch, the large woman who had traveled with Tail-of-the-Bear.


  2.


  LONG BILL COLEMAN WAS frantic, when he discovered that Johnny Carthage had left him in the night. He felt guilty for not having watched his friend more closely.


  “I expect he just went for a walk, to keep warm,” he said. “I ought to have kept him warmer, but it was hard, without no fire.”


  Bigfoot did not suppose that Johnny Carthage had merely walked into the night to keep his feet warm; nor did Captain Salazar believe it. A few hundred yards to the east, they saw four buzzards circling.


  “Bill, he went off to die—got tired of this shivering,” Matilda said, before Gus or anyone could comment on the buzzards. It was colder that day than it had been the day before. The whole troop was shivering.


  Salazar allowed the Texans to burn their few pitiful sticks, but the blaze was not even sufficient to boil coffee. It died, and the only warmth they had was the warmth of their own breath—they all stood around blowing on their hands. When Long Bill saw the buzzards and realized what they meant, he had to be restrained from running to bury his friend.


  “Bill, the buzzards have been at him,” Bigfoot said. “Anyway, we got nothing to bury him with. Gus and me will go and take a look, just to be sure it wasn’t some varmint that froze to death.”


  “Yes, go look,” Salazar said. “But hurry. We can’t wait.”


  When Gus saw the torn, white body of Johnny Carthage he immediately turned his back. Bigfoot, though, shooed the buzzards away and took a closer look. What he saw didn’t please him. Johnny’s throat had been slashed, and his privates cut off. The buzzards hadn’t cut his throat, nor had they castrated him. Bigfoot circled the body, hoping to see a man track—something that would allow him to gauge the strength of their opponents. If several Apaches had been there, that would be one thing. It would mean that none of them could sleep safe until they moved beyond the Apache country. But if Gomez was so confident that he would come to the camp alone, take a horse, kill a man—or several men—then they were up against someone as formidable as Buffalo Hump—someone they probably could not beat.


  As Gus stood with his back turned, trying to keep his heaving stomach under control, Bigfoot remembered the dream he had had back on the Pecos, the dream in which Buffalo Hump and Gomez were riding together, to make war on anyone in their path, Mexican or white. Now, in a way, that dream had come true, even though the two Indians might be hundreds of miles apart, and might have never met. Buffalo Hump had almost killed them on the prairie, and now Gomez was cutting them down in the New Mexican desert. If the two men, Comanche and Apache, ever did join forces, the little troop standing around in the cold would have no chance. Texans and Mexicans alike would be drained of blood like poor one-eyed Johnny Carthage, their throats cut, and their balls thrown to the varmints.


  He looked across the long, barren plain, hoping to see some sign—a wolf, a bird, a fleeing antelope, anything at all that would tell him where the Apaches were. But the plain was completely empty—only the gray clouds moved at all. Gus McCrae had dropped to his knees—despite himself, his stomach turned over; he retched and retched and retched. Bigfoot waited for him to finish, and then led him back to camp. He didn’t tell Gus what he knew, or what he feared. The troop was close to panic anyway—panic and despair, from the cold and hunger and the knowledge that they were on a journey that many of them would not live to finish.


  “Did he freeze?” Long Bill asked, grief stricken, when Bigfoot came back.


  “Well, he’s froze now, yes,” Bigfoot said. “We should get to walking.”


  Call’s hurt feet were paining him even more than they had been. He had wobbled the day before, coming over a ridge; he hit his foot on a rock, and since then, had had a sharp pain in his right foot, as if a bone thin as a needle was poking him every time he put his foot down.


  All that day he struggled to keep up, helped by Matilda and Gus. He noticed that Bigfoot kept looking back, turning every few minutes to survey the desert behind them. It became so noticeable that Call finally asked Gus about it.


  “Did Johnny just freeze?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Gus said. “All I seen was his body,” Gus said. “The buzzards had been at him.”


  “I know the buzzards had been at him, but were the buzzards all that had been at him?” Call asked.


  “He means did an Indian kill him,” Matilda asked. She too had noticed Bigfoot’s nervousness.


  Gus had not even thought about Indians—he supposed that Johnny had just gone off to walk himself warm, but had failed at it and frozen. He had only glimpsed the body from a distance—it was blood splotched, like the body of Josh Corn had been, but he had supposed the buzzards had accounted for the blood. Now, though, once he tried to recall what he had seen, he wasn’t sure. The thought that an Indian had found Johnny and killed him was too disturbing to consider.


  “I expect he just died,” Gus said.


  The answer didn’t satisfy Call—Johnny Carthage had survived several bitter nights. Why would he suddenly die, on a night that was no colder than the others? But Call saw that Gus was going to be of no help. Gus didn’t like to look at dead bodies. He could not be relied on to report accurately.


  Bigfoot was tempted to tell Captain Salazar what had happened to Johnny Carthage. He had a hard time keeping secrets. The day was bitter cold. The Texans were still bound at the wrists, and their hands began to freeze, from lack of circulation. As dusk came, Bigfoot felt his anger rising. Very likely, they were going to die on the dead man’s walk—he reflected ruefully that the sandy stretch of country was accurately named. Why tie the hands of men who were all but dead anyway? His anger rose, and he strode up to Salazar and fell in beside him.


  “Captain, Johnny Carthage didn’t freeze to death,” he said. “He was kilt.”


  Salazar was almost at the end of his strength—the pace he set was not a military pace, but the pace of a man unused to walking. His family had a small hacienda—all his life he had ridden. Without his horse, he felt weak. Also, he liked to eat—the cold, the wound on his neck, and the lack of food had weakened him. Now, just as they faced another day with little food and another night without fire, the big Texan came to him with unwelcome news.


  “How was he killed?” he asked.


  “Throat cut,” Bigfoot said. “He was castrated, too, but I expect he was past feeling, when that happened.”


  “Why did you wait so long to tell me this, Señor Wallace?” Salazar asked. He kept walking, slowly; he had not looked at Bigfoot.


  “Because this whole bunch is about to give up,” Bigfoot said. “They’ll panic and start deserting. Whoever killed Johnny will pick them off, one by one.”


  “Gomez,” Captain Salazar said. “He’s toying with us.”


  “Untie us, Captain,” Bigfoot said. “Our hands will freeze this way. We’ll fight with you, against the Apache—but we can’t fight if our hands are frozen off. I couldn’t hold a rifle steady now. My hands are too cold.”


  Salazar looked back at the stumbling Texans. They were weak and cold, but they still looked stronger than his own men. He knew that Bigfoot Wallace was right. His men wouldn’t go much farther, unless they found food. They would flee toward the mountains, or else simply sit down and die. Gomez was the wolf who would finish them, in his own way.


  He knew that if he freed the Texans, and they saw a chance, they would overpower his men, kill them, or else take their guns and leave them to their fate. To free them was to accept a large risk. Yet, at least if it came to battle, the Texans would shoot—they wouldn’t cut and run.


  “No white man has ever seen Gomez,” he told Bigfoot. “No Mexican, either. We caught his wife and killed her. We have killed two of his sons. But Gomez we have never seen. He cut my rope, not a yard from my head. And yet I have never seen him.”


  “I don’t want to see the fellow,” Bigfoot said. “If I can just avoid him, I’ll be better off.”


  “Any Apache can be Gomez,” Salazar said. “He might be dead. His sons might be killing for him now—we only killed two, and he has many. It is hard to fight a man you never see.”


  “I’ve seen him,” Bigfoot said.


  Salazar was startled. “You’ve seen him?” he asked.


  “I dreamed him,” Bigfoot said. “We was on the Rio Grande, trying to lay out the road to El Paso. I was with Major Chevallie—he’s dead now. In my dream I seen Gomez and Buffalo Hump riding together. They were going to attack Chihuahua City and make all your people slaves—the ones they didn’t kill.”


  Salazar kept walking.


  “I’m glad it was only in Chihuahua City,” he said.


  “Why?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Because I don’t live in Chihuahua City,” Salazar said. “If they had tried to take Santa Fe they would have done better than you Texans did.”


  “I expect so,” Bigfoot said. “Will you untie us, Captain? We won’t fight you. We might help save you.”


  “Why is this land without wood?” Salazar asked. “If we had wood and could make fires and be warm, we might survive.”


  “Just untie us, Captain,” Bigfoot said. “We wouldn’t be killing these boys of yours. Most of them ain’t but half grown. We don’t kill pups.”


  Salazar walked back through the Texans; he saw that they were suffering much, from their bound hands.


  “Untie them,” he told his men. “But be watchful. I want the best marksmen to stand guard at night and to flank these men during the day. Shoot them if they try to flee.”


  That night, again, there was no fire. All day they had looked for wood, without seeing even a stick. Six riflemen guarded the Texans, with their muskets ready. Late in the night, while Texans and Mexicans alike shivered in their sleep, two of the guards walked off a little ways, to piss.


  In the morning their bodies, cut as Johnny Carthage’s had been cut, were found less than fifty yards from camp.


  This time there was no hiding the truth, from Gus McCrae or anyone.


  “He’s stalking us,” Bigfoot said. “Ain’t that right, Captain?”


  “It is time to march,” Salazar said.


  3.


  FOR THREE DAYS CALL could not put his right foot to the ground. Matilda and Gus took turns supporting him, alternating throughout the day. On the second day the whole company, Mexicans and Texans alike, were so weak they were barely able to stumble along. They made less than ten miles.


  “If we can’t make no better time than this, we might as well sit down and die,” Bigfoot said. He himself could have made better time than that, but he did not want to desert his companions—not yet—not until he had to save himself.


  In the afternoon of the second day, Jimmy Tweed, the gangly boy, gave up. He had turned his ankle the day before, crossing a shallow gully; now the ankle was so swollen that he could scarcely put his foot to the ground.


  Salazar saw Jimmy Tweed sink down, and went over to him at once. He knew that the whole troop was ready to do what Jimmy Tweed had just done—sit down and wait to die. It was an option he could not allow his men, or the Texans, who, though no longer tied, were his captives. If the Texans began to give up, his own men might follow suit, and soon the whole party would be lost.


  “Get up, Señor,” Salazar said. “We will make camp soon. You can rest your ankle then.”


  “Nope, I’m staying, Captain,” Jimmy Tweed said. “I’d just as soon stop here as a mile or two from here.”


  “Señor, I cannot permit it,” Salazar said. “We would all like to stop—but you are a prisoner under guard, and I make the decisions about where we stop.”


  Jimmy Tweed just smiled. His lips were blue from the cold. He stared through Salazar, as if the man were not there.


  Salazar saw that all his soldiers were watching him. Jimmy Tweed made no effort to stand up and walk. Most of the Texans were some ways ahead; they were not paying attention; each man had his own problems—none had noticed that Jimmy Tweed had stopped.


  Wearily, Salazar drew his pistol and cocked it.


  “Señor, I will ask you courteously to get up and walk a little farther,” he said. “I would rather not shoot you—but I will shoot you if you do not obey me.”


  Jimmy Tweed looked at him—for a moment, he seemed to consider obeying the order. He put his hands on the ground, as if he meant to push himself up. But after a moment, he ceased all effort.


  “Too tired, Captain,” he said. “I reckon I’m just too tired.”


  “I see,” Salazar said. He walked around behind Jimmy and shot him in the head.


  At the shot, all the Texans turned. Jimmy Tweed had pitched forward on his face, dead.


  Salazar walked quickly back to where the group waited, staring at the dead body of their comrade, Jimmy Tweed.


  “His sufferings are over, Señores,” Salazar said, the pistol still in his hand. “Let’s march.”


  The Mexican soldiers made a show of raising their guns, in case the Texans chose to revolt—but in fact, none revolted. Bigfoot colored, as if he were about to be seized with one of his great fits of rage, but he held himself in check. Several of the other Texans looked back at the body, sprawled on the dull sand, but in the main they were too numb to care. Several, whose feet were frozen stumps, felt a moment of envy, mixed with sadness. It was hard to dispute Captain Salazar’s words. Jimmy’s sufferings were over; theirs were not.


  “That’s two of us that ain’t been buried proper,” Blackie Slidell said. “I have always supposed I’d be buried proper, but maybe I won’t. There’s no time for funerals, out here on the baldies.”


  “Proper—they weren’t buried at all,” Bigfoot said. “Johnny and Jimmy both got left to the varmints.”


  Gus had the conviction that they were all going to die. As far as he could see—ahead, behind, or to the side—there was nothing. Just sky and sand. The dead man’s walk was a hell of emptiness. His lips were blue from the cold, and his tongue swollen from thirst. Woodrow Call groaned whenever his broken foot touched the ground—even Matilda Roberts, the strongest spirit in the troop, except for Bigfoot, merely trudged along silently. She had not spoken all day.


  Matilda had not looked back, when Jimmy Tweed was shot. She didn’t want to think about Jimmy Tweed, a boy who had been sweet to her on more than one occasion, bringing her coffee from the campfire, helping her saddle Tom, when she still had Tom. Once he had asked her for her favors, but she had bound herself to Shadrach by then, and had turned him down. He pouted like a little boy at being refused, but got over it in an hour and continued to do her little favors. Now she regretted rebuffing him—Shadrach had been asleep and would never have known. Sweet boys rarely knew how little time they had; now Jimmy’s had run out. Matilda put one foot in front of the other, helped Call as much as she could, and trudged on.


  That night, Blackie Slidell and six of his chums disappeared. Blackie was of the opinion that there were villages to the west—often he pointed to columns of smoke that no one else could see.


  “It’s chimney smoke,” Blackie said, several times; he was hoping to get the company to swing west.


  “It ain’t chimney smoke—it ain’t smoke at all—it’s just you hoping,” Bigfoot said. “Gus McCrae has better eyesight than you, and he can’t see no smoke over in that direction.”


  “It might be a piece of a cloud,” Gus said. He liked Blackie and didn’t want to flatly contradict him, if he could help it.


  Blackie saw that he wasn’t going to be able to convince Bigfoot or Salazar that there were villages to the west. But he had become friendly with six boys from Arkansas, and he had better luck with them.


  “Hell, I’d like to live to eat one more catfish from the old Arkansas River,” one of them, a thin youth named Cotton Lovett, said.


  “Or maybe one more possum,” Blackie said. He had been down the Arkansas on occasion and remembered that the possums there were fat and easy to catch. The meat of the Arkansas possums was a trifle greasy—several of the Arkansas boys agreed to that—but they were all so hungry that the prospect of grease only made the venture more attractive.


  That night, worried about Gomez, Salazar put all his men in a tight circle, facing out, their guns ready. They had crossed a flat lake that afternoon, mainly dry but with just enough smelly puddles to allow the men enough water to boil coffee. Several of the men were already cramping from the effects of the bad water. The Texans had drunk too, and were suffering. Blackie Slidell tried to interest several other men in escaping. He was sure the villages were there. But he found no takers and slipped off about midnight, with the six boys. Call and Gus watched them go—for a moment, Gus felt inclined to go with them, but Call talked him out of it.


  “We don’t know much about this country, but we do know the Apaches are that way,” Call reminded him. “That’s one good reason to stay with the troop.”


  “I would strike out with the boys, but I’m too cold,” Gus said. “Anyway, I have to get you home. Clara will think poorly of me, if I don’t.”


  Call didn’t answer, but he was surprised—not by his friend’s loyalty, but that cold, hungry, lost, and a prisoner, he was still hoping to gain the good opinion of a girl in a general store in Austin. He started to point out what seemed obvious: that the girl had probably forgotten them both, by this time. For all they knew, she could have married. Gus’s hopes of winning her were as far-fetched as Blackie Slidell’s hopes of finding a friendly village somewhere to the west.


  He didn’t say that, though; recent experience had shown him that men had to use what hope they could muster, to stay alive.


  They sat together through the night, one on either side of Matilda Roberts. For several days the weather had been overcast, but when the dawn came, it was clear. Just seeing the bright sunlight made them feel better, although it was still cold and the prospects still bleak.


  Captain Salazar had taken a little of the bad water the day before; he arose so tired and weak that he could scarcely walk to the campfire. When a cramp took him he had to bend almost double to endure the pain.


  Bad as he was, his troop was worse. Several of his soldiers were too weak to rise. The fact that seven prisoners had escaped the night before didn’t interest them—nor did it interest Salazar.


  “Their freedom will be temporary,” he told Bigfoot.


  “How about our freedom, Captain?” Bigfoot asked. “Half your men are dying and half of ours too. What’s the point of keeping us prisoners when we’re all dying? Why can’t you just turn us loose and let it be every man for himself? Maybe one or two of us will make it home, if we do it that way.”


  Call and Gus were there—and Long Bill. Captain Salazar could barely stand on his feet. Even a march of one mile might be beyond him, and they had far more than a mile to go. Bigfoot’s request seemed reasonable, to them. If they were let go they might wander off in twos and threes and find food of some sort and live, whereas if the whole troop had to stay together they would probably all starve.


  Salazar looked at his troops, many of them unable to rise. He still had at most eight soldiers who could be considered able-bodied men. The Texans had more, but not many more. The end of the dead man’s walk was not in sight—it might be three days away, or four, or even five. He thought for a moment before answering Bigfoot’s request.


  He took his pistol out of its holster, checked to see that it was fully loaded, and handed it butt first to Bigfoot Wallace.


  “If you want to be free, kill me,” he said.


  Bigfoot looked at the sick, exhausted man in astonishment.


  “Captain, I must have misheard,” he said.


  “No, you heard correctly,” Salazar said. “I have decided that you can be free, if freedom is what you want most. But I am a Mexican officer, under orders to take you to El Paso. There is no one here to countermand my orders, and the General who gave them to me is dead. You saw what the Apaches did to him.”


  “Well, Captain, I know that,” Bigfoot said. “But if the General was here and saw how weak we all are, he might change his mind.”


  “He might, but we cannot summon him up from hell and ask him,” Salazar said. “My orders are still my orders. I cannot free you. But I will allow you the opportunity to free yourselves. All you have to do is shoot me.”


  Bigfoot held the gun awkwardly, not sure what to make of the Captain’s odd decision. He looked at Call, at Gus, at Long Bill Coleman, and at Matilda Roberts. Now and then, throughout their time as prisoners, any one of them would have been happy to have the opportunity to kill Captain Salazar. When Call was being whipped, when they were chained, when Jimmy Tweed was shot—at such moments any of them might have killed him. But Salazar was no longer the cold Captain who chained them or tied them at his whim. He had suffered the same cold and the same hunger as they had, drunk the same bad water and been weakened by the same cramps. He was a weakened man, so weakened that he had calmly ordered his own death.


  “Captain, I don’t want to shoot you,” Bigfoot said. “At times I could have done it easy, I expect, but now you’re worse off than we are. I’ve got no stomach for shooting you now.”


  Salazar stood his ground. He looked the Texans over.


  “If not you, then another,” he offered. “Perhaps Corporal Call would shoot me. He endured the lash, and life has not been easy for him since. Surely he would like revenge. His feet are giving him pain, and yet I have kept him walking. Give him the gun.”


  “Caleb Cobb broke my feet,” Call said. “You didn’t. I’d shoot you if this was a fight, but I ain’t gonna just take your damn gun and shoot you down.”


  “Corporal McCrae?” Salazar said. “Surely you hate me enough to shoot me,” Salazar said, with a small smile.


  “I used to, Captain, but I’m too cold and too tired to worry about shooting anybody,” Gus said. “I’d just like to go home and get married quick.”


  Call was annoyed that once again the subject of marriage had come up, and at a time when a man’s life was in the balance. They had no prospect of even getting home—why was he so convinced the girl would marry him, even if they did?


  Salazar took his pistol back, and walked over to Matilda Roberts. He held the gun out to her.


  “Kill me, Señorita,” he said. “Then you will all be free.”


  “Free to what?” Matilda asked. “It ain’t you I need to be freed of—I ain’t a prisoner, anyway. What I’d like to be free of is this damn desert, and shooting you won’t accomplish that.”


  “Then shoot me just for vengeance,” Salazar said. “Shoot me to avenge your dead.”


  “I won’t—they all died from foolishness,” Matilda said. “All except my Shad—my Shad died from being in the wrong spot at the wrong time. Shooting you won’t bring him back, or make me miss him no less.”


  Captain Salazar took the pistol, and put it back in its holster.


  “Caleb Cobb would have shot you, if he was here,” Bigfoot said, almost apologetically. He thought it bold of Salazar to take the risk he had just taken—any Texan, in the right mood, might have shot him. Of course, the Captain was as tired and hungry as the rest of them; his neck wound had never healed properly—there was pus on his collar. Perhaps he felt his end was coming, and wanted to hasten it. Still, it was bold. A man could perhaps and perhaps all day, and not find his way to the truth.


  “Yes—no doubt—he did shoot me,” Salazar said. “But in that, too, he failed.”


  Then he gingerly felt his neck—he looked, with a grimace, at the stain on his hand.


  “Perhaps I am wrong,” he said. “Perhaps he didn’t fail. Perhaps he merely wanted me to walk two hundred hard miles before I died.”


  “He was blind at the time, Captain,” Bigfoot said. “He just made a lucky shot—I expect he would have been happy to kill you where you stood.”


  Captain Salazar sighed—he looked for a moment at his weary troops.


  “All right,” he said. “Unfortunately you did not accept my terms, so you are still my prisoners. If you had killed me, I would have been a martyr—now I will only be disgraced.”


  “Not in my eyes—not if you’re talking about military work,” Bigfoot said. “You done your best and you’re still doing it. You took on a hard job. I doubt Caleb Cobb would have even got us this far.”


  “I agree with that,” Salazar said. “I have done my best, and Colonel Cobb would not have got you this far. He would have left, to banquet with the generals and perhaps seduce their wives.”


  He gestured for his soldiers to get up. Two or three merely stared at him, but most of them began to struggle to their feet.


  “Unfortunately, you are not a Mexican officer, Señor Wallace,” Salazar said. “You are not one of the men who will judge me. I lost most of my men and many of my prisoners. That is what the generals will notice, when I deliver you to El Paso. Where are the rest, they will ask.”


  “Captain, I’ve got some advice,” Bigfoot said. “Let’s get to El Paso and then worry about the generals.”


  Salazar smiled.


  “It’s time to march,” he said.


  4.


  TOWARD NOON THAT DAY, as the company—strung out for almost two miles—struggled south, they came upon three dead cows, starved within a mile of one another. The buzzards were on the carcasses, but they hadn’t been on them long; all the carcasses were stiff from the night’s frost. Although all three cows were mostly just skin and bones, to the weary troop, at the point of starvation itself, their discovery seemed like a miracle. The men who lagged caught up—all the men were soon tearing at the thin carcasses with their knives, trying to scrape a few bites of meat off the cold bones.


  Captain Salazar, with difficulty, restored order. He fired his pistol twice, to get the hungry men to back off. While they were making a fire and preparing to roast the bones and what little flesh remained, Bigfoot saw several specks rise into the air, from far to the south.


  “I think them was ducks,” he said. “If there’s ducks there must be water. We can have us a fine soup, if that’s the case.”


  “Well, we got the soup bones, at least,” Gus said. He ran south with Bigfoot and sure enough found a creek, mostly dry but with several small scattered pools of water.


  The troop camped for two days, until every bone of the three animals had been boiled for soup. Most of the bones were then split for their marrow. The food was welcome, and also the rest. Through the two days and night, the prairie scavengers, who had been deprived of their chances at the carcasses, prowled around the camp. Coyotes and wolves stood watching during the day. Two ventured too close, a coyote and a wolf. Bigfoot shot them both, and added their meat to the soup.


  “I don’t know about eating wolf,” Gus said. “A wolf will eat anything. This one might have poison in its belly, you don’t know.”


  “Don’t eat it then, if you’re scared,” Bigfoot said. “There’ll be more for the rest of us.”


  Call ate the wolf and coyote soup without protest. His bad foot, though still painful, was better for the rest. Near the little creek there were some dead trees—Matilda chopped off a limb with a fork in it, and made Call a rude crutch. She knew how much he hated having to be helped along by her and by Gus. He accepted it, because his only other option was death; but he accepted it stiffly. The look in his eyes was the look of a man whose pride was wounded.


  “I thank you,” he said, in a formal tone, when she presented him with the rude crutch. But the look in his eyes was not formal—it was a look of gratitude. Gus saw how fond Matty had become of Call, despite his rudeness—he felt very jealous. He himself had been cheerful and friendly, and had courted Matty as much as she would allow, and yet—since the death of Shadrach—she had fastened her attentions on his surly friend. It annoyed him so much that he mentioned it to Bigfoot. Call and Matty were sitting together, eating soup.


  Neither Call nor Matilda was saying anything, but still, they sat together, sipping wolf soup that a young Mexican soldier had just dished out of the pot.


  “Now what’s the point of spending all that time with Call?” Gus asked. “Call don’t care for women. It’s rare that I could get him to go with a whore.”


  Bigfoot studied the couple for a minute, the large woman and the short youth.


  “Matty’s got her motherly side,” he said. “Most cows will take a calf, if one comes up that needs her.”


  “Why, I need her, I guess,” Gus said—now that his belly didn’t growl quite so loudly, his envy had returned.


  “I’m as much a calf as he is—we’re the same age,” Gus said.


  “Yeah, but you’re easy to get along with, and Woodrow ain’t,” Bigfoot said.


  “Well, then, she ought to be sitting with me, not with that hardheaded fool,” Gus said. “He ain’t saying a word to her—I can outtalk him any day.”


  “Maybe it ain’t talk she’s after,” Bigfoot suggested.


  Long Bill Coleman had been stretched out on the ground, resting on his elbow, as he listened to the little debate.


  “Why are you griping, Gussie?” he asked. “She ain’t sitting with me, either, but you don’t hear me complaining.”


  “Shut up, Bill—what do you know about women?” Gus asked, testily.


  “Well, I know they don’t always cotton to the easy fellows,” Long Bill said. “If they did, I’d have been married long ago. But I ain’t married, and it’s going to be another cold night.”


  “Why, he’s right,” Bigfoot said. “Matty likes Woodrow because he’s hardheaded.”


  “Oh, I suppose you two know everything,” Gus said. He went over to where the two sat, and plopped himself down on the other side of Matilda.


  “Matty and her boys,” Bigfoot said, smiling at Long Bill. “I doubt she expected to be the mother of two pups when she headed west with this outfit.”


  Long Bill wished the subject of mothers had never come up. His own had died of a fever when he was ten—he had missed her ever since.


  “If Ma was alive, I expect I would have stayed with farming,” he said, with a mournful look. “She cooked cobbler for us, when she was well. I ain’t et cobbler since that was half as good.”


  “I hope this starving is over,” Bigfoot said. “I don’t want to think about cobbler or taters until we get back to where folks eat regular.”


  The carcasses had been consumed completely—when the troop left, on the morning of the third day, they had no food at all. They were cheerful, though. The fact that they had seen ducks convinced many of the men that they were almost out of the desert. The Texans began to talk of catfish and venison, pig meat and chickens, as if they would be sitting down to lavish meals within the next few days.


  Salazar listened to the talk with a grim expression.


  “Señores, this is still the dead man’s walk,” he said. “We have far to go before we come to Las Cruces. Once we make it there, no one will starve.”


  They marched three days without seeing a single animal; they had water, but no food. On the second evening, they used the last of their coffee. The brew was so thin it was almost colorless.


  “I could read a newspaper through this coffee, if I had a newspaper,” Long Bill said, squinting into his cup.


  “I didn’t know you could read, Bill,” Bigfoot said.


  Long Bill looked embarrassed; the fact was, he couldn’t read. Usually, if he were lucky enough to come by a newspaper, he had a whore read it to him.


  Call was as hungry as the rest of the troop, but because of his crutch, he was in better spirits, even though the crutch was rough and soon rubbed his underarm raw. He had nothing to pad the crutch with, though. Matilda offered to tear off a piece of her shirt and pad the crutch for him, but he refused her. By the end of the third day, his shoulder was paining him almost as much as his foot had. Matilda, tired of his stubbornness, ripped off a piece of her shirt and padded the crutch anyway, while Call slept.


  Even so, Call lagged behind the rest of the Texans. He was not quite at the rear of the column, though; three of the weakest of the young Mexican soldiers lagged far behind him. Though Call could not speak their language, he had ceased to regard the young soldiers as enemies. They had starved and frozen, just like the Texans; he didn’t think they would shoot him, even if he hobbled right past them and tried to escape.


  From time to time he glanced back, to see that the boys were still following him. He was afraid they might collapse and die, and he knew that if the company was too far in advance of them when they collapsed, Salazar would not go back for them. The Apaches had not bothered them for four nights; the assumption around the campfire was that they had given up, or decided the pursuit of such a miserable band wasn’t worth it. There were no horses to take, only a few weapons.


  Captain Salazar was not convinced. He didn’t share the Texans’ optimism, in regard to Gomez.


  “If he stopped, it is because he has other business,” he told Bigfoot. “If he has no other business, he will follow us and try to kill us all. I don’t think he will attack—he will wait and take us, one by one.”


  He posted as strong a guard as he could muster, knowing, even so, that half his soldiers would fall asleep on duty. But four nights passed, and no corpses were found in the morning.


  “He wouldn’t wait four nights, if he was still after us,” Bigfoot said.


  “He would wait forty nights,” Salazar told him. “He is Gomez.”


  The wrapping on Call’s crutch had come loose—he stopped to rewrap it and, when he did, glanced back at the young Mexicans. It was then that he saw the Apache, a short, stumpy-legged man, with a bow in his hand, about to release an arrow. Before he could move, the arrow hit him in the right side. Call had no weapon—all he could do was yell, but he yelled loudly and the troop turned. Call gripped his crutch, prepared to defend himself if the Apache came closer, but the Apache had vanished, and so had the three Mexican soldiers who had been trailing behind. The plain to the north was completely empty.


  Bigfoot came running up, and looked at the arrow in Call’s right side.


  “Why, he nearly missed you,” he said. “The arrow’s barely hanging in you.”


  Before Call could even look down, Bigfoot had ripped the arrow out—it had only creased his ribs. Blood flowed down his leg, but he didn’t feel it. The shock of seeing the Apache, only fifty yards behind him, left him dizzy for a minute.


  Captain Salazar came running back to Call.


  “Where did he go?” he asked.


  Call, still dizzy, couldn’t tell him. He pointed to the spot where the short Indian had been, but when Bigfoot and Salazar and a few of the Mexican troops ran in that direction, they found no Indians. The three Mexican soldiers who had trailed Call were dead, each with two arrows in them. They lay face down, fully clothed.


  “At least they didn’t get cut,” Long Bill said.


  “No, he was in a hurry,” Salazar said. “He wanted Corporal Call—and he almost had him. You are a very lucky man, Corporal. I think it was Gomez, and Gomez rarely misses.”


  “I saw him,” Call said. “He would have been on me in another few steps, if I hadn’t turned. I expect he would have put an arrow right through me.”


  “If it was Gomez and you saw him, then you are the first white to see him and live,” Salazar said.


  “He won’t like that,” Bigfoot said. “We’d best watch you close.”


  “You don’t have to—I’ll watch myself,” Call said.


  “Don’t be feisty, Woodrow,” Bigfoot said. “That old Apache might come back and try to finish the job.”


  “I hate New Mexico,” Gus said. “If it ain’t bears, it’s Indians.”


  That night Call was placed in the center of the company, for his own safety; even so, he slept badly, and was troubled by dreams in which Gomez was carrying Buffalo Hump’s great hump. One moment the Apache chief would be aiming an arrow at him, so real and so close that he would awaken. Then, the minute he dozed off again, it would be the Comanche chief that was aiming the arrow.


  In the gray morning, cold but glad to be alive, Call remembered that a long time back Bigfoot had had a dream in which Buffalo Hump and Gomez rode together into Mexico, to take captives.


  “Didn’t you dream about Buffalo Hump and Gomez fighting together?” he asked.


  “Yes, I hope it don’t never come true,” Bigfoot said. “One of them at a time’s plenty to have to whip.”


  “We ain’t whipping them,” Call pointed out. “We ain’t killed but two of them, and they’ve accounted for most of our troop.”


  “I admit they’re wild,” Bigfoot said. “But they’re just men. If you put a bullet in them in the right place, they’ll die, just like you or me. Their skins ain’t the same color as ours, but their blood’s just as red.”


  Call knew that what Bigfoot said was true. The Indians were men; bullets could kill them. He himself had fired a bullet into Buffalo Hump’s son and the son had died, just as dead as the three Mexican boys who had fallen to Apache arrows.


  “It’s hitting them that’s hard,” he said. “They’re too smart about the country.”


  So far the Indians had won every encounter, and not because bullets couldn’t hurt them: they won because they were too quick, and too skilled. They moved fast, and silently. Both Kicking Wolf and Gomez had taken horses, night after night—horses that were within feet of the best guards they could post.


  “The Corporal is right,” Salazar said. “We are strangers in this country, compared to them. We know a little about the animals, that’s all. The Apaches know which weeds to eat—they can smell out roots and dig them up and eat them. They can survive in this country, because they know it. When we learn how to smell out roots, and which weeds to eat, maybe we can fight them on even terms.”


  “I doubt I’ll ever be in the mood to study up on weeds,” Gus said.


  “This is gloomy talk, I guess I’ll walk by myself awhile, unless Matty wants to walk with me,” Bigfoot said. He didn’t like to hear Indians overpraised, just because the Rangers found them hard to kill. There were exceptional Indians, of course, but there were also plenty who were unexceptional, and no harder to kill than anyone else. He himself would have welcomed an encounter with Gomez, whom Call described as short and bowlegged.


  “I expect I can outfight most bowlegged men,” he remarked to Long Bill Coleman, who found the remark eccentric.


  “I wish I still had my harmonica,” Long Bill said. “It’s dreary at night, without no tunes.”


  5.


  THE NEXT DAY THEY saw a distant outline to the west—the outline of mountains. Captain Salazar’s spirits improved at once.


  “Those are the Caballo Mountains,” he said. “Once we cross them we will soon arrive at a place where there is food. Las Cruces is not far.”


  “Not far?” Gus said. Even with his eyesight the distant mountains made only the faintest outline, and his stomach was growling from hunger.


  “What does he think far is?” he asked Call. “We might walk another week before we come to them hills.”


  Call’s shoulder had become so sensitive from the rough crutch that he had to grit his teeth every time he put his weight on it. His foot was better—he could put a little weight on it, if he moved cautiously—but he was afraid to discard the crutch entirely. The mountains might be another seventy-five miles away, and even then, they would have to be crossed.


  That day, despite Captain Salazar’s optimism, the Mexican troops began to desert. They were hungry and weak. At noon the Captain called a rest, and when it was time to resume the march, six of the Mexican soldiers simply didn’t get up. Their eyes were dull, from too much suffering.


  “You fools, you are in sight of safety,” Salazar said. “If you don’t keep walking, Gomez will come. He will kill you all, and you may not be so lucky as the three he killed with arrows. He may make sport of you—and Apache sport is not nice.”


  None of the men changed expression, as he talked. After a glance, they did not look up.


  “They’re finished,” Bigfoot said. “We’ve all got a finishing point. These boys have just come to theirs. The Captain can rant and rave all he wants to—they’re done.”


  Captain Salazar quickly came to the same conclusion. He looked at the six men sternly, but gave up his efforts at persuasion. He took three of their muskets and turned away.


  “I am leaving you your ammunition,” he said. “Three of you have rifles. Shoot at the Apaches with the rifles. If you do not win, drive them back, then use the pistols on yourselves. Adiós.”


  Leaving the six men was hard—harder than any of the Texans had expected it to be. In the time of their captivity, they had come to know most of the Mexicans by their first names—they had exchanged bits of language, sitting around the fires. Bigfoot learned to say his own name, in Spanish. Several of the Mexican boys had started calling him “Beegfeet,” in English. Gus had taught two of the boys to play mumblety-peg. Matilda and Long Bill had taught them simple card games. On some of the coldest nights they had all huddled together, moving cards around with their cold hands. As the weary miles passed, they had stopped feeling hostile to one another—they were all in the same desperate position. One of the Mexicans, who had some skill with woodwork, had, the very night before, smoothed the crack in Woodrow Call’s crutch, so that it would not rub his underarm quite so badly.


  Now they were leaving them—Salazar and the other Mexicans were already a hundred yards away, plodding on toward the far distant mountains.


  “I’m much obliged,” Call said, to the boy who had smoothed his crutch.


  Several of the Texans mumbled brief goodbyes, but Matilda didn’t—she felt she couldn’t stand it: boys dying, day after day, one by one. She turned her back and walked away, crying.


  “Oh Lord, I wish we’d get somewhere,” Long Bill said. “All this walking on an empty belly’s wore me just about out.”


  That afternoon the company—what was left of it—stumbled on a patch of gourds. There were dozens of gourds, their vines curling over the sand.


  “Can we eat these, Captain?” Bigfoot asked.


  “They’re gourds,” Salazar said. “You can eat them if you want to eat gourds.”


  “Captain, there’s nothing else,” Bigfoot pointed out. “Them mountains don’t look no closer. We better gather up a few and try them.”


  “Do as you like,” Salazar said. “I will have to be hungrier than this before I eat gourds.”


  That night, though, he was hungrier than he had been in the afternoon, and he ate a gourd. They made a little fire and put the gourds in it, as if they were potatoes. The gourds shriveled up, and the men nibbled at their ashy skins.


  “Mine just tastes like ashes,” Gus said, in disappointment.


  “It might taste better if it were served on a plate,” Long Bill said, a remark that amused Bigfoot considerably. Though he had strongly recommended gathering the gourds—after all, there was nothing else to gather—he had not yet got around to tasting one.


  Several of the men were so hungry they ate the scorched gourds without hesitation.


  “Tastes bitter as sin,” Gus observed, after chewing a bite.


  “I wouldn’t know what you mean,” Bigfoot said. “I’m a stranger to sin.”


  Matilda stuck a knife into her gourd, and a puff of hot air came out. She sniffed at the gourd, and immediately started sneezing. Annoyed, she flipped the gourd away.


  “If it makes me sneeze, it’s bad,” she said.


  Later, though, she found the gourd and ate it.


  One of the Mexican soldiers had gathered up the gourd vines, as well as the gourds. He scorched a vine and ate it; others soon followed suit. Even Salazar nibbled at a vine.


  “When will we hit the mountains, Captain?” Bigfoot asked. “There might be game, up there where it’s high.”


  Salazar sighed—his mood had darkened as the day wore on. He had scarcely any of his company left, and only a few of his prisoners. It would not sit well with his superiors.


  “The Apaches may not let us cross,” he said. “There are many Apaches here. If there are too many, none of us will get through.”


  “Now, Captain, don’t be worrying,” Bigfoot said. “We’ve walked too far to be stopped now.”


  “You’ll be stopped if enough arrows hit you,” Salazar said.


  The night was clear, with very bright stars. Salazar could not see the distant mountains, but he knew they were there, the last barrier they would have to cross before they reached the Rio Grande and safety. He knew he had done a hard thing—he had crossed the Jornada del Muerto with his prisoners. He had lost many soldiers and many prisoners, but he was across. In two days they could be eating goat, and corn, and perhaps the sweet melons that grew along the Rio Grande. None of his superiors could have done what he did, and yet he knew he would not be greeted as a hero, or even as a professional. He would be greeted as a failure. For that reason, he thought of Gomez—it would be worth dying, with what men he had left, if he could only kill the great Apache. Then, at least, he would die heroically, as befitted a soldier.


  “I think the Captain’s lost his spunk,” Gus said, observing how silent and melancholy the man had been around the campfire. Even the amusing sight of his whole company attempting to eat the bitter gourds had not caused him to smile.


  “It ain’t that,” Bigfoot said—then he fell silent. He had been around defeated officers before, in his years of scouting for the military. Some had met defeat unfairly, through caprice or bad luck; others had been beaten by such overwhelming numbers that survival itself would have brought them glory. And yet to military men, circumstances didn’t seem to matter—if they didn’t win, they lost, and no amount of reflection could take away the sting.


  “It ain’t that,” he said, again. The young Rangers waited for him to explain, but Bigfoot didn’t explain. He drew circles in the ashes of the campfire with a stick.


  The next morning the mountains looked closer, though not by much. The men were weak—some of them looked at the mountains and quailed. The thought that there was food on the other side of the mountains brought them no energy. They didn’t think they could cross such hills, even if the whole plain on the other side was covered with food. They marched on, dully and slowly, not thinking, just walking.


  When the mountains were closer, no more than a few miles away, Call saw something white on the prairie ahead. At first he thought it was just another patch of sand—but then he looked closer, and saw that it was an antelope. He grabbed Gus’s arm and pointed.


  “Tell the Captain,” he said. “Maybe Bigfoot can shoot it.”


  When the antelope was pointed out to Captain Salazar, he immediately gave Bigfoot his rifle. Bigfoot was watching the antelope closely. He cautioned the troop to be quiet and still.


  “That buck’s nervous,” he said. “We better just sit real still, for awhile. Maybe he’ll mistake us for a sage bush.”


  All the men could see that the antelope was nervous, and a minute later they saw why: a brown form came streaking out of a patch of sage bush and leapt on the antelope’s neck, knocking it down.


  “What’s that?” Gus said, startled. He had never seen an animal run so fast. All he could see was a ball of brown fur, curled over the antelope’s neck.


  “That’s a lion,” Bigfoot said, standing up. “We’re in luck, boys. I doubt I could have got close enough to that buck to put a bullet in him. The cougar done my work for me.”


  He started walking toward the spot where the cougar was finishing his kill. The rest of the troop didn’t move.


  “He’s bold, ain’t he—that lion might get him next,” Gus said.


  Before Bigfoot had gone more than a few yards, the cougar looked up and saw him. For a second the animal froze; then he bounded away. Bigfoot raised his rifle, as if to shoot, but then he lowered it. Soon they saw the spot of brown moving up the shoulder of the nearest mountain.


  “Why didn’t you shoot it?” Call asked, when he came up to Bigfoot. He would have liked a closer look at the cougar.


  “Because I might need the bullet for an Apache,” Bigfoot said. “We got a dead antelope—that’s better eating than a lion. When there’s food waiting to be et it’s foolish to be wasting bullets on cats you can’t hit anyway.”


  They skinned the antelope, and soon had a fire going and meat cooking. The smell of the meat soon revived the men who had been ready to die. Next day, they jerkied the meat they hadn’t eaten, lingering in camp between the mountain and the plain. The more they ate the better their spirits rose; only Captain Salazar remained despondent. He ate only a little of the antelope meat, silent. Bigfoot, confident that what remained of the troop would now survive, tried to draw Salazar out about the future, but the Captain answered him only briefly.


  “El Paso is not far,” Salazar said. “We are all about to end our journey.”


  He said no more.


  Bigfoot was allowed to leave and seek the best route through the mountains—in four hours he was back, having located an excellent low pass, not ten miles to the south. The troop marched all afternoon and camped in the deep shadow of the mountains, just at the lip of the pass.


  That night, everybody felt restless. Long Bill Coleman, unable to abide the lack of tunes, cupped his hands and pretended he was playing the harmonica. Gus kept looking at the mountains—their looming presence made him a little apprehensive.


  “Don’t bears live in mountains—I’ve heard they sleep in caves.”


  “Why, bears live wherever they want to,” Bigfoot told him. “They go where they please.”


  “I think most of them live in mountains,” Gus said. “I’d hate to be eaten by a damn bear when we’re so close to all them watermelons.”


  No one slept much that night. Matilda rubbed Call’s sore foot with a little antelope fat she had saved. Call was walking better—his stride was almost normal again. He hadn’t abandoned the crutch, but mainly carried it in his hand, like a rifle.


  A blue cloud, with a rainbow arched across it, was over them when the troop started through the pass. It snowed for an hour, when they were near the top, but the light flakes didn’t stick. Ahead, as they approached the crest, they could see brilliant sunlight, to the west beneath the clouds.


  By noon the cloud was gone, and the bright sunlight shone on the mountains. The troop walked through a winding canyon for three hours and began to descend the west side of the mountains. Below them, they saw trees, on both sides of the river. To the south, Gus once again saw smoke, and this time he was not merely wishing. There was a village beside the river—they saw a little cornfield, and some goats.


  “Hurrah, boys—we’re safe,” Bigfoot said.


  Everyone stopped, to survey the fertile valley below them. Some of the Mexican soldiers wept. There was even a little church in the village.


  “Well, we made it, Matty,” Bigfoot said. “Maybe we’ll see a stagecoach, heading for California. Maybe you’ll get there yet.”


  He had continued to carry Captain Salazar’s rifle, in case he encountered game. When they started down the hill, toward the Rio Grande, Captain Salazar quietly took it from him.


  “Why, that’s right, Captain—it’s yours,” Bigfoot said.


  The Captain didn’t speak. He looked back once, toward the Jornada del Muerto, and walked on down the hill.


  6.


  WHEN THE TIRED TROOP made its way into the village of Las Palomas, the doves for which the village was named were whirling over the drying corn, its shuck now brittle from the frost. An old man milking a goat at the edge of the village jumped up when he saw the strangers coming. A priest came out of the little church, and immediately went back in. In a moment, a bell began to ring, not from the church, but from the center of the village, near the well. Some families came out of the little houses; men and women stopped what they were doing to watch the dirty, weary strangers walk into their village. To the village people they looked like ghosts—men so strange and haggard that at first no one dared approach them. The Mexicans’ uniforms were so dirty and torn that they scarcely seemed like uniforms.


  Captain Salazar walked up to the old man who had been milking the goats, and bowed to him politely.


  “I am Captain Salazar,” he said. “Are you the jefe here?”


  The old man shook his head—he looked around the village, to see if anyone would help him with the stranger. In all his years he had never left the village of Las Palomas, and he did not know how to speak properly to people who came from other places.


  “We have no jefe,” he said, after awhile. “The Apaches came while he was in the cornfield.”


  “Our jefe is dead,” one of the older women repeated.


  The old man looked at her with mild reproach.


  “We don’t know that he is dead,” he said. “We only know that the Apaches took him.”


  “Well, if they took him, he’d be luckier to be dead,” Bigfoot said. “I wonder if it was Gomez?”


  “It was Apaches,” the old man repeated. “We only found his hoe.”


  “I see,” the Captain said. “You’re lucky they didn’t take the whole village.”


  “They only take the young, Captain,” the bold old woman said. “They take the young to make them slaves and sell them.”


  “That is why we are all old,” the old man with the goat said. “There are no young people in our village. When they are old enough to be slaves, the Apaches take them and sell them.”


  “But there are soldiers in El Paso,” Salazar said. “You could go to the soldiers—they would fight the Apaches for you. That is their job.”


  The old man shook his head.


  “No soldiers ever come here,” he said. “Once when our jefe was alive he went to El Paso to see the soldiers and asked them to come, but they only laughed at him. They said they could not bother to come so far for such a poor village. They said we should learn to shoot guns so we could fight the Apache ourselves.”


  “If the soldiers won’t help you, then I think you had better do what they suggested,” Captain Salazar said. “But we can talk of this later. We are tired and hungry. Have your women make us food.”


  “We have many goats—we will make you food,” the old man said. “And you can stay in my house, if you like. It is small, but I have a warm fire.”


  “Call the priest,” Salazar said. “These men are Texans—they are prisoners. I want the priest to lock them in the church tonight. They look tired, but they fight like savages when they fight.”


  “Are we to give them food?” the old man asked.


  “Yes, feed them,” Salazar said. “Do you have men who can shoot?”


  “I can shoot,” the old man said. “Thomas can shoot. Who do you want us to shoot, Captain?”


  “Anyone who tries to leave the village,” Salazar said.


  Then he turned, and went into the little house the old man had offered him.


  Despite Salazar’s warning, the people of Las Palomas had little fear of the Texans. They looked too tired and hungry to be the savage fighters the Captain claimed they were. Even as they were walking to the church, the women of the village began to press food on them—tortillas, mostly. The little church was cold, but not as cold as the great plain they had crossed. Several old men with muskets stood outside, as guards. When the night grew chill, they built a fire and stood around it, talking. Long Bill walked out to warm his hands, and the old men made way for him. Bigfoot joined him, and then a few others. Gus went out a few times, but Call did not. The women brought food—posole and goat meat, and a little corn. Call ate with the rest, but he didn’t mix with the crowd around the fire. He sat with Matilda, looking out of one of the small windows at the high stars.


  “Why won’t you go get warm?” Matilda asked. He was a tense boy, Woodrow Call. All that was easy for Gus McCrae was hard for him. He didn’t mix well with people—any people. Though he had come to depend on her help, he was wary, even with her.


  “I’m warm enough,” Call said.


  “You ain’t, Woodrow—you’re shivering,” Matilda said. “What’s the harm in sitting by a fire on a cold night?”


  “You ain’t sitting by it,” Call pointed out.


  “Well, but I’m fleshy,” Matilda said. “I can warm myself. You’re just a skinny stick. Answer my question.”


  “I don’t like being a prisoner,” Call said, finally. “I might have to fight those old men. I might have to kill some of them. I’d just as soon not get friendly.”


  “Woodrow, those men ain’t bad,” Matilda said. “They sent their women to feed us—we ain’t been fed as well since we left the last village. Why would you want to kill them?”


  “I might have to escape,” Call said. “I ain’t going to be a prisoner much longer. If I can’t be free I don’t mind being dead.”


  “What about Salazar?” Matilda said. “He’s the one keeping you prisoner. We walked all this way with him. He ain’t so bad, if you ask me. I’ve met plenty of worse Mexicans—and worse whites, too.”


  Call didn’t answer. He didn’t welcome the kind of questions Matilda asked. Thinking about such things was foolish. He could think about them all through the night, and be no less a prisoner when the sun came up. It was true that the old men of Las Palomas had been kindly, and that the women were generous with food. He didn’t wish them ill—but he didn’t intend to remain a prisoner much longer, either. If he saw a chance to escape, he meant to take it, and he didn’t mean to fail. Anyone who stood in his way would have to take the consequences; he didn’t want to feel friendly toward people he might have to fight.


  Later, when the chill deepened, the women brought blankets to the church. Call wrapped up in his as tightly as he could. But he didn’t sleep. Out the church door he could see Gus McCrae, yarning with Long Bill Coleman and Bigfoot Wallace. No doubt, now that he was warm and full, Gus had gone back to telling lies about his adventures on the riverboat; or else he was telling them how he was going to marry the Forsythe girl, as soon as he got back to Austin. Matilda had gone to sleep, with her head bent forward on her chest. Call felt that he had been rude, a little, in not being able to answer her questions any better than he had. He didn’t understand why women had such a need to question. He himself preferred just to let life happen, and act when opportunity arose.


  Finally, though, as Matilda slept, he did get up and go out of the church, not so much to warm himself—the old men kept the fire blazing—as to hear what lies Gus McCrae was telling. Long Bill was pretending his hands were a harmonica again; he was whistling through them. Bigfoot Wallace had gone to sleep, his back against the wall of the church. Several of the old men were watching Gus, as if he were a new kind of human, a kind their experience had not prepared them for. A few of the village women, wrapped in heavy shawls, stood back a little from the fire.


  “Hello, Woodrow—did you freeze out, or did you want to listen to Long Bill whistle on his fingers?” Gus asked.


  “I came out to whip you, if you don’t shut up,” Call said. “You’re talking so loud it’s keeping this whole town awake.”


  “Why, stop your ears, if you think I’m loud,” Gus said. But he made way for his friend, and Call sat down. The blaze felt good on his sore feet. Soon he bent forward, and napped a little. Gus McCrae was still talking, and the yarn had something to do with a riverboat.
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  IN THE MORNING, WITH frost on the cornfields and on the needles of the chaparral, Salazar provisioned his few troops for the march south. There were no horses in the village, but there were two mules, one of which Salazar requisitioned to carry their provisions. The Texans emerged from the church blinking in the strong sunlight. They had been given coffee, and a little cheese made from goat’s milk, and were ready to march.


  “I’m in a hurry to see El Paso,” Bigfoot said. “We couldn’t get to it coming the other way, but maybe we’ll make it coming from the north.”


  “Yes, you will make it,” Salazar said. “Then, I expect, they will send you on to the City of Mexico. There is a lake with many islands, and all the fruit is sweet—that is what I have been told.”


  The people of Las Palomas were anxious to see that none of the troop—Texans or Mexicans—went hungry on the march south to El Paso. Though they knew that the party would be following the river, where there were several villages that could supply them, they piled so many provisions on the mule that the animal was scarcely visible, under the many sacks and bags. Several of the Texans even had blankets pressed on them, as protection against the chill nights.


  Captain Salazar was just turning to lead the party out of the village, when they heard the sound of horses—the sound came from the south.


  “Reckon it’s Indians?” Gus asked. Even though he was feeling more confident of his survival, thanks to a good meal and a night beside a warm fire, he knew that they were not yet beyond the Apache country. What the villagers had had to say about their stolen children was fresh in his mind.


  Captain Salazar listened for a moment.


  “No, it is not Indians,” he said. “It’s cavalry.”


  “Lots of cavalry,” Bigfoot said. “Maybe it’s the American army, coming to rescue us.”


  “I’m afraid not, Señor,” Salazar said. “It’s the Mexican army, coming to march you to El Paso.”


  All the villagers were apprehensive—they were not used to being visited by soldiers, twice in two days. Some of the women crept back inside their little houses. The men, most of them elderly, stood where they were.


  In a few minutes, the horses they had been hearing clipped into town, forty in all. The soldiers riding them were wearing clean uniforms; and all were armed with sabres, as well as rifles and pistols. At their head rode a small man in a smart uniform, with many ribbons on his breast.


  The sun glinted on the forty sabres in their sheaths.


  Beside the cavalry were several men on foot, so dark that Call couldn’t tell whether they were Mexican or Indian. They trotted beside the horses—none of them looked tired.


  The Mexican soldiers who stood with Salazar looked embarrassed. Their own uniforms were torn and dirty—some had no coats at all, only the blankets that had been given them by the people of Las Palomas. Some of them remembered that when they had started out from Santa Fe to catch the Texans they had been as smartly dressed as the approaching cavalry. Now, in comparison to the soldiers from the south, they looked like beggars, and they knew it.


  The small man with the ribbons rode right up to Captain Salazar and stopped. He had a thin mustache that curled at the ends to a fine point.


  “You are Captain Salazar?” he asked.


  “Yes, Major,” the Captain said.


  “I am Major Laroche,” the small man said. “Why are these men not tied?”


  The Major looked at the Texans with cold contempt—the tone of his voice alone made Call bristle.


  The thing that surprised Gus was that the Major was white. He did not look Mexican at all.


  Captain Salazar looked discouraged.


  “I have walked a long way with these men, Major,” he said. “Together we walked the dead man’s walk. The reason they are not tied is because they know I will shoot them if they try to escape.”


  Major Laroche did not change expression.


  “Perhaps you would shoot at them, but would you hit them?” he asked. “I think it would be easier to hit them if they were tied—but that is not my point.”


  Captain Salazar looked up, waiting for the Major’s point. He did not have to wait very long.


  “They are prisoners,” the Major said. “Prisoners should be tied. Then they should be put up against a wall and shot. That is what we would do with such men in France, if we caught them.”


  The Major looked at the dark men who trotted beside the horses. He said something to them—one of the dark men immediately went to the pack mule and came back with a handful of rawhide thongs.


  “Tie him first,” the Major said, pointing at Bigfoot. “Then tie the one who turned over the General’s buggy. Which is he?”


  Salazar gestured toward Call. In a moment, two of the dark men were beside him with the thongs.


  Bigfoot had already held out his hands so that the men could tie them, but Call had not. He tensed, ready to fight the dark men, but before his rage broke Bigfoot and Salazar both spoke to him.


  “Let it be, Woodrow,” Bigfoot said. “The Major here’s ready to shoot you, and it’s too nice a morning to get shot.”


  “He is right,” Salazar said.


  Call mastered himself with difficulty. He held out his hands, and one of the dark men bound him tightly at the wrists with the rawhide thongs. In a few minutes, all the Texans were similarly bound.


  “Perhaps you should chain them, too,” Salazar said, with a touch of sarcasm. “As you know, Texans are very wild.”


  Major Laroche ignored the remark.


  “Where is the rest of your troop, Captain?” he asked.


  “Dead,” Salazar said. “The Apaches followed us into the Jornada del Muerto. They killed some. A bear killed two. Six starved to death.”


  “But you had horses, when you left Santa Fe,” the Major said. “Where are your horses?”


  “Some are dead and some were stolen,” Salazar admitted. He spoke in a dull tone, not looking at the Major, who sat ramrod stiff on his horse.


  When all the prisoners were bound, the Major turned his horse. He looked down once more at Captain Salazar.


  “I suggest you go home, Captain,” he said. “Your commanding officer will want to know why you lost half your men and all your horses. I am told that you were well provisioned. No one should have starved.”


  “Gomez killed General Dimasio, Major,” Salazar said. “He killed Colonel Cobb, the man who led these Texans. He is the reason I lost the men and the horses.”


  Major Laroche curled the ends of his mustache once more.


  “No officer in the Mexican army should be beaten by a savage,” he said. “One day perhaps they will let me go after this Gomez. When I catch him I will put a hook through his neck and hang him in the plaza in Santa Fe.”


  “You won’t catch him,” Call said.


  Major Laroche looked briefly at Call.


  “Is there a blacksmith in this village?” he asked.


  No one spoke. The men of the village had all lowered their eyes.


  “Very well,” the Major said. “If there were a blacksmith I would chain this man now. But we cannot wait. I assure you when we reach Las Cruces I will see that you are fitted with some very proper irons.”


  Salazar had not moved.


  “Major, I have no horses,” he said. “Am I to walk to Santa Fe? I am a captain in the army.”


  “A disgraced captain,” Major Laroche said. “You walked here. Walk back.”


  “Alone?” Salazar asked.


  “No, you can take your soldiers,” Major Laroche said. “I don’t want them—they stink. If I were you I would take them to the river and bathe them before you leave.”


  “We have little ammunition,” Salazar said. “If we leave here without horses or bullets, Gomez will kill us all.”


  The priest had come out of the little church. He stood with his hands folded into his habit, watching.


  “Ask that priest to say a prayer for you,” Major Laroche said. “If he is a good priest his prayers might be better than bullets or horses.”


  “Perhaps, but I would rather have bullets and horses,” Salazar said.


  Major Laroche didn’t answer. He had already turned his horse.


  The Texans were placed in the center of the column of cavalry—the cavalrymen behind them drew their sabres and held them ready, across their saddles. Captain Salazar and his ragged troop stood in the street and watched the party depart.


  “Goodbye, Captain—if I was you I’d travel at night,” Bigfoot said. “If you stick to the river and travel at night you might make it.”


  The Texans looked once more at the Captain who had captured them, and the few men they had traveled so far with. There was no time for farewells. The cavalrymen with drawn sabres pressed close behind them.


  Matilda Roberts had not been tied. She passed close to Captain Salazar as she walked out of the village of Las Palomas.


  “Adiós, Captain,” she said. “You ain’t a bad fellow. I hope you get home alive.”


  Salazar nodded, but didn’t answer. He and his men stood watching as the Texans were marched south, out of the village of Las Palomas.


  8.


  MAJOR LAROCHE MADE NO allowance for weariness. By noon, the Texans were having a hard time keeping up with the pace he set. The pause for rest was only ten minutes; the meal just a handful of corn. The mule that the villagers had so carefully provisioned had become the property of the Major’s cavalry. The Texans hardly had time to sit, before the march was resumed. While they ate their hard corn, they watched the Mexican cavalrymen eat the cheese the women of Las Palomas had provided for them.


  Gus was puzzled by the fact that a Frenchman was leading a company of Mexican cavalry.


  “Why would a Frenchie fight with the Mexicans?” he asked. “I know there’s lots of Frenchies down in New Orleans, but I never knew they went as far as Mexico.”


  “Money, I expect,” Bigfoot said. “I never made much money fighting—I’ve mostly done it for the sport, but plenty do it for the pay.”


  “I wouldn’t,” Call said. “I’d take the pay, but I’ve got other reasons for fighting.”


  “What other reasons?” Gus asked.


  Call didn’t answer. He had not meant to provoke a question from his companion, and was sorry he had spoken at all.


  “Can’t you hear? I asked you what other reasons?” Gus said.


  “Woodrow don’t know why he likes to fight,” Matilda said. “He don’t know why he turned that buggy over and got himself whipped raw. My Shad didn’t know why he wandered—he was just a wandering man. Woodrow, he’s a fighter.”


  “It’s all right to fight,” Bigfoot said. “But there’s a time to fight, and a time to let be. Right now we’re hog-tied, and we ain’t got no guns. This ain’t the time to fight.”


  They marched all afternoon and deep into the night, which was cold. Call kept up, though his foot was throbbing again. Major Laroche sent the dark men ahead to scout. He himself never looked back at the prisoners. From time to time they could see him raise his hand, to curl his mustache.


  In the morning, there was thin ice on the little puddles by the river. The men were given coffee; while they were drinking it Major Laroche lined his men up at rigid attention, and rode down their ranks, inspecting them. Now and then, he pointed at something that displeased him—a girth strap not correctly secured, or a uniform not fully buttoned, or a sabre sheath not shined. The men who had been careless were made to fall out immediately; the Major watched while they corrected the problem.


  When he was finished with his own troops, the Major rode over and inspected the Texans. They knew they were ragged and filthy, but when the Frenchman looked down at them with pitiless eyes they felt even dirtier and more ragged. The Major saw Long Bill Coleman scratching himself—most of the men had long been troubled by lice.


  “Gentlemen, you need a bath,” he said. “We have a fine ceremony planned for you, in El Paso. We will be there in four days. I am going to untie you now, so that you can bathe. We have a fine river here—why waste it? Perhaps if you bathe in it every day until we reach our destination, you will be presentable when we hold the ceremony.”


  “What kind of ceremony would that be, Major?” Bigfoot asked.


  “I will let that be a surprise,” Major Laroche said, not smiling.


  Gus had taken a strong dislike to Major Laroche’s manner of speaking—his talk was too crisp, to Gus’s ear. He didn’t see why a Frenchman, or anyone, needed to be that sharp in speech. Talk that was slower and not so crisp would be a lot easier to tolerate, particularly on a cold morning when he had enough to do just keeping warm.


  “I’m going to release you now, for your bath,” the Major said. “I want you to take off those filthy clothes—we’re going to burn them.”


  “Burn ’em?” Bigfoot said. “Major, we’ve got no other clothes to put on. I admit these are dirty and smelly, but if you burn them we won’t have a rag to put on.”


  “You have blankets,” the Major pointed out. “You can wrap those around you, today. Tomorrow we will reach Las Cruces—when we get there we will dress you properly, so that you won’t disgrace yourselves when we hold the ceremony.”


  He nodded to the dark men, who began to cut the rawhide thongs that bound the Texans.


  With the cavalry behind them, the Texans were marched to the Rio Grande. They were all apprehensive—none of them trusted the French Major. Besides that, they were cold, and the green river looked colder. The frost had not yet melted from the thorn bushes.


  “Strip, gentlemen—your bath awaits,” Major Laroche said.


  The Texans hesitated—no one wanted to start undressing. But Major Laroche was looking at them impatiently, and the cavalry was lined up behind him.


  “I guess you boys think you’re gents,” Matilda said. “I’m tired of stinking, so I’ll be first, if nobody cares.”


  There was a titter from the cavalry, when Matilda began to shed her clothes, but Major Laroche whirled on his men angrily and the titter died. Then he turned back, and watched Matilda walk into the water.


  “Hurry, gentlemen,” the Major said. “The lady has set you an example. Hurry—we have a march to make.”


  Reluctantly, the Texans began to strip, while the Mexican cavalry watched Matilda Roberts splash in the Rio Grande.


  “I reckon it won’t hurt us to get clean,” Bigfoot said. “I’d prefer a big brass tub, but I guess this old river will do.”


  He undressed; so, finally, did the rest of the men. They were encouraged slightly by the fact that Matilda, skinnier than she had been when she lifted the snapping turtle out of the Rio Grande, but still a large woman, splashed herself over and over, rubbing her arms and breasts with sand scooped from the shallows where she stood.


  “It might hurt us if we freeze,” Gus said.


  “Oh, now, it’s just water,” Long Bill said. “If it ain’t froze Matty, I guess I can tolerate it.”


  The water, when Call stepped in, was so cold he felt as if he had been burned. It sent a pain so deep into his sore foot that he thought for a moment the foot might have died. Gradually, though, wading up to his knees, he came to tolerate the water a little better, and began to follow Matilda’s example, scooping sand from the shallow riverbed and rubbing himself. He was surprised at how white the bodies of the men were—their faces were dark from the sun, but their bodies were white as fish bellies.


  While the Texans splashed, Major Laroche decided to drill his troops a little. He put them through a sabre drill, and then had them present muskets and advance as if into battle.


  Wesley Buttons, the youngest and most excitable of the three Buttons brothers, happened to glance ashore just as the cavalry was advancing with their muskets ready. Seeing the advancing Mexicans convinced Wesley that massacre was imminent. They had been expecting death for weeks—from Indians, from bears, from Mexicans, from the weather—and now here it came.


  “Run, boys, they mean to shoot us all!” he yelled, grabbing his two brothers, Jackie and Charlie, by the arms.


  Within a second, panic spread among the Texans, though Bigfoot Wallace at once saw that the Mexicans were merely drilling. He yelled out as loudly as he could, but his cry was lost—half the Texans were already splashing deeper into the river, desperate suddenly to get across.


  The Mexican cavalry, and even Major Laroche, were startled by the sudden panic which had seized the naked men. For a moment the Major hesitated, and in that moment Bigfoot ran toward the shore, meaning to run to where the Major sat on his horse and explain that the men had merely taken a fright.


  Call, Gus, and Matilda were downriver slightly, near the bank where the Mexicans were assembled. Gus had cut his foot on a mussel shell. Call and Matilda were helping him out of the water when the panic started. Long Bill Coleman had already had enough of the freezing water. He had walked back toward the pile of clothes, hoping to find a clean shirt or pants leg to dry himself with.


  “Boys, come back—come back!” Bigfoot yelled, turning to look as he splashed ashore; but only the five or six men nearest him understood the command. One of the dark men had been attempting to burn the Texans’ clothes—he was holding a stick of firewood to a shirt, hoping the filthy garment would ignite.


  At that moment Major Laroche saw Bigfoot coming, and realized the Texans were merely scared.


  He motioned his cavalry forward, disgusted at the delay this foolish act of ignorance would cause him—then, a second later, the cavalry, primed to shoot, and excited by the fact that half the prisoners seemed to be escaping, rushed past the Major before he could stop them, firing at the fleeing men.


  “No! no! you stupids! Don’t kill them—don’t kill them!” he yelled.


  But his words were lost in the rush of hooves, and the blast of muskets. He sat, helpless and in a cold fury, as his men spurred their horses into the river, some trying to reload their muskets, others slashing at the fleeing Texans with their sabres.


  Bigfoot, Call, Matilda, Gus, Long Bill and a few others struggled back to where the Major sat, hoping he could call off his troops. The dark men at once covered them with their guns. None of them—Texans, the Major, the dark men—could do anything but watch. Both Bigfoot and the Major were yelling, trying to call off the cavalry before all the fleeing Texans were shot or cut down.


  Bigfoot, holding up his hands to show that he meant no harm, walked as close to Major Laroche as the dark men would let him get.


  “Major, ain’t there no way to stop this?” he asked. “Don’t you have a bugler, at least?”


  Major Laroche had taken out a spyglass, and put it to his eye. Some of the naked men had made it across the narrow river, but many of the cavalrymen had crossed it, too, and were pursuing the running Texans through the cactus and scrub, slashing and shooting.


  Major Laroche lowered the spyglass, and shook his head.


  “I have no bugler, Monsieur,” he said. “I had one, but he became familiar with the alcalde’s wife, and the alcalde shot him. It was a great annoyance, of course.”


  When Gus looked back toward the river, all he could see were horses splashing and men trying to wade or swim, trying to escape the Mexican cavalry anyway they could. But there was no way. As he watched, Jackie Buttons tried to dive under the belly of a horse—but the river was too shallow. Jackie came up, his face covered with mud, only to have a cavalryman shoot him down at point-blank range.


  “Oh God, they’re killing the boys—they’re killing them all!” Matilda yelled.


  Quartermaster Brognoli stood beside her, uncomprehending, his head jerking slightly, as it had jerked the whole of the long trek from the Palo Duro. Sometimes Matilda led him, but mostly Brognoli walked alone—now, naked, he watched the destruction of the troop without seeming to understand it.


  Call watched too, silent. The men had been fools to run, when the cavalry had only been practicing; but it was a folly that could not be corrected now. Charlie Buttons crawled out on the opposite shore, and was at once hacked down by two soldiers. He fell back in the river and the river carried him downstream, spilling blood into the water like a speared fish.


  “Major, can’t you stop them?” Bigfoot yelled again. “There won’t be a man of them left.”


  “I am afraid you are right,” Major Laroche said. “It will mean a much smaller ceremony, when we reach El Paso. I expect the alcalde will be disappointed, and General Medino too.”


  “Ceremony! ceremony! Those men weren’t nothing but scared,” Bigfoot said. There were floating bodies and swirls of blood all over the surface of the green water. John Green, a short Ranger from Missouri, managed to wrest a sabre from one of the cavalrymen, but when he tried to stab the soldier he missed, and stabbed the horse in the belly. The horse reared and fell, smashing John Green and the soldier he had tried to stab; the horse continued to flounder, but neither John nor the soldier rose again.


  “Monsieur, I have no bugler, as I said,” Major Laroche remarked, watching them coolly. “My men are soldiers and they smell blood. It would take a cannon shot to stop them now, and I was not provided with a cannon.”


  Across the river, Call and Gus could see men running. Some of them had managed to get a hundred yards or more from the river, but there were several cavalrymen for every Texan and none escaped. Guns fired, and sabres flashed in the bright sunlight. The few Texans on the east bank of the river watched the final stages of the massacre silently. Gus felt weak in the stomach—Call felt numb. Matilda Roberts had gone blank. She stared across the river, but her gaze was fixed on nothing. Long Bill Coleman stopped looking. He sat down and heaped sand on his naked legs, as a child might. Major Laroche smoked.


  Finally, when all the Texans were dead, the Mexican troops began to return. Some had gone almost a mile west of the river, in their pursuit of the Texans. Some were still in the water, stabbing or shooting at any white body that seemed to have life in it. Major Laroche looked at the sun, and finally rode his horse down to the river. He didn’t yell or gesture; he merely sat there, but one by one, his men noticed him. Slowly, they came to themselves. One or two looked embarrassed. They looked to the east bank, and saw that only a few Texans were left alive. A young soldier had just thrust his sabre into one of the floating bodies—Call knew the man only as Bob. The sabre stuck in Bob’s breastbone, and the young cavalryman was unable to pull it out. He yanked harder and harder, lifting Bob’s body completely out of the water at one point. But the sabre was stuck—he could not pull it free, and he was aware that the Major was watching him critically as he smoked.


  “Poor Bob, he’s gone, and that boy can’t get him off his sword,” Bigfoot said. He walked down to the water, and motioned for the soldier to pull the body to shore. Nervously, the young cavalryman did as Bigfoot asked. The body trailed a ribbon of blood, which was quickly carried downstream.


  When the soldier drew the body to shore, Bigfoot took it and carried it a few yards up the bank. He motioned for Call and Gus to come help him, and they did. The young Rangers held the cold body of the dead man steady—Bigfoot carefully put his foot on the dead man’s chest and, with a great heave, pulled the sabre out.


  “Why, that wasn’t near as hard as getting that Comanche lance out of your hip,” Bigfoot observed. He handed the sabre to the young soldier, who took it with a hangdog look.


  Major Laroche slowly rode his horse across the river, looking upstream and down, as he counted the corpses. Then he rode up on the west bank and began to bring back his soldiers. As they rode back across the river, they swished their bloody sabres in the water before shoving them back in their scabbards. While they were crossing, the horse with the sabre stuck in its belly floundered out of the river and stumbled past Call and Gus. Call made a lucky grab, and pulled the sabre free. For a moment, looking at the bodies of his friends dead on the far bank or in the river, he felt a rage building. Four Mexican soldiers were in the river, coming right toward him; Call looked at them, the sabre in his hand. The soldiers saw the look and were startled. One of them raised his musket.


  “Don’t, Woodrow,” Gus said, as another of the soldiers lifted his gun. “They won’t just whip you this time. They’ll kill you.”


  “Not before I kill a few of them,” Call said.


  But he knew his friend was right. The Mexican cavalry, led by the stern Major, was coming back across the Rio Grande. He could not fight a whole cavalry without giving up his life. The rage was in him, but he did not want to give up his life. When the Major rode up, Call held the sabre out to him; the Major took it without comment.


  Gus was looking across the river. The Mexicans had made no effort to bring back the bodies of the dead Texans—some of those killed in the river had floated downstream, almost out of sight. Jackie Buttons’s body was stuck on a snag, near the far bank. Jackie floated on his back, the green water washing over his face.


  “I’ll miss Jackie,” Gus said, to Matilda. “He was slow at cards—maybe that’s why I liked him so.”


  Matilda was still naked, mud on her legs. “I wish I’d never looked, when the killing started,” she said. “I don’t like to look at killings, not when it’s boys I know.”


  “Matty, I don’t either,” Gus said. He was wishing that the body of Jackie Buttons would come loose from its snag and float on down the river. He had often cheated Jackie at cards—not for much cash, but steadily, over the months of their travels—now, he regretted it. He knew Jackie Buttons was a little slow minded—it would have been better just to deal the cards fairly. Perhaps, now and again, Jackie would have won a hand or two.


  But he had not dealt the cards fairly, and in all their playing, Jackie Buttons had not won a single hand. Now he never would, because he was floating on his back in a river, water coursing over his dead eyes and through his open mouth.


  “Oh, dern,” he said, and began to cry. He cried so hard he knelt down, covering his face with his arm. He was hoping that when he looked up again the body of the comrade he had cheated would be gone.


  Matilda came out of her trance, and put her hand on Gus’s shoulder.


  “Are you crying for one of them, or for all of them?” she asked.


  “Just for Jackie,” Gus said, when he was calmer. “I cheated him at cards. He wasn’t no cardplayer, but every single time I played him I cheated.”


  “Well, Jackie won’t mind now,” Matilda said. “But you ought to stop dealing them cards so sly, Augustus. Someday you’ll meet somebody who’ll be as quick with a gun as you are with an ace.”


  “No, I won’t,” Gus said. “I’m always slyer than anybody, when it comes to cards.”


  Matilda looked over at Call—he had given up his sabre, but not his rage. He looked as he had looked the day he turned the General’s buggy over, in order to get at Caleb Cobb.


  “I’ll be glad to get you boys home,” she said. “Woodrow’s a fighter and you’re a cheat. If I can just get you home, I don’t want to hear of you joining no expeditions.”


  Gus sat down by the water’s edge—he suddenly felt very tired.


  “All right, Matty,” he said.


  “Get up, let’s go—the Major’s waiting,” Matilda said. The Mexican cavalry passed so close that water from the horses’ legs splashed on them.


  Gus didn’t think he could get up; his legs had simply given out. But Matilda Roberts offered her strong hand—Gus took it, and got to his feet. Call was still standing as if frozen, looking at the corpses in the river.


  “I don’t expect there’ll be no burying,” Bigfoot said, as Gus and Matilda came up.


  His guess was right—there was no burying.


  Woodrow Call stood where he was, looking at the blood-streaked river, until the dark men came to tie his wrists and lead him away.
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  MAJOR LAROCHE WAS A believer in cold-water bathing. He himself bathed every morning at dawn, in the Rio Grande. Three cavalrymen were required to shield him with a ring of sheets, while he sat in the icy river, breathing deeply. When he finished he insisted that each horse be led into the river, where they could be brushed until their coats shone. Often, while the horses were being brushed, the Major would mount and practice with his own fine sabre, slashing at cactus apples while racing at full speed.


  The Texans were allowed blankets and a good fire, but they still had no clothes. Though Call despised Major Laroche, he could not help being impressed by the Major’s skill with the sabre. Sometimes he would have his men throw gourds in the air, for him to slash as he raced. His horsemanship was also a thing of skill—the Major could turn his mount in midstride, if one of the gourds was thrown too far to the right or the left. His saddle was polished to a high gleam—he seemed to enjoy this morning practice more than the rest of his duties. All day he rode at the head of his column of cavalry, seldom looking back.


  Once, as they were nearing Las Cruces, a jackrabbit sped beneath the Major’s horse—in a second the Major was after the rabbit. He overtook the jack within fifty yards, and with one stroke severed its head. Then he handed the sabre to his orderly to clean, and resumed his ride at the head of the column.


  “I don’t like them dandified little saddles,” Gus remarked.


  “Why not?” Call asked. “That Frenchie sits his like he was glued to it.”


  “He won’t be glued to it if Buffalo Hump gets after him,” Gus said. He knew that they were close to El Paso—beyond it was the wilderness where Buffalo Hump had killed Josh Corn and Zeke Moody. Lately, the thought of the big Comanche had been often in his mind.


  Call didn’t answer—he had not been listening very closely. He thought himself to be an adequate rider, but he knew he could not control a horse as well as the little French Major—nor as well as the humpbacked Comanche, who had raced across the desert holding a human body across his horse while he rode bareback. The Frenchman, running at full speed, had sliced the jackrabbit’s head off as neatly as if he were sitting at a table, cutting an onion. The Comanche had scalped Ezekiel Moody, while racing just as fast.


  No Ranger that Call had yet seen could ride as well as either the Comanche or the Frenchman. Gus McCrae was a better rider than he was, but Gus would be no match for either the Major or Buffalo Hump, in a fight. Call resolved that if he survived, he would learn as much as he could about correct horsemanship.


  “The Major’s better mounted,” Call said. The Major rode a bay thoroughbred, deep chested and fast.


  “Buffalo Hump would get him with that lance,” Gus said. “He nearly got me with that lance, remember?”


  “I didn’t say he couldn’t,” Call said.


  But the next day, he watched the Major as he put his horse through his morning paces. Gus was annoyed that Call would bother watching such a man exercise his horse.


  “I don’t like the way he curls his damn mustache,” Gus said. “If I had a mustache I’d just let it grow wild.”


  “Let it grow anyway you want,” Call said. “I got no opinion.”


  At the village of Mesilla, just south of Las Cruces, the surviving Texans—there were only ten, not counting Matilda—were finally given clothes: shirts that fell to their knees, and pants that were baggy and rough.


  Then, as Major Laroche watched, an old blacksmith put the ten Texans in leg irons. The leg irons were heavier than the ones they had worn in Anton Chico, and the chains were too short for any of the men to take a full stride.


  “Major, I could crawl to El Paso faster than I can walk in these dern ankle bracelets,” Bigfoot said.


  “You won’t have to walk, Monsieur,” the Major said. “We have a fine wagon for you to ride in. We want you to be rested for our little ceremony.”


  The fine wagon turned out to be an oxcart, drawn by an old black ox. The ten men fit in the wagon, but Matilda didn’t. Gus offered to give her his place, but Matilda shook her head.


  “I’ve walked this far,” she said. “I reckon I can walk on into town.”


  Ahead, northeast of the river, they could see a gray mountain looming. Although the men were chained, and the oxcart bumped along at a slow pace, the cavalrymen kept pace around it with their sabres drawn. After two hours of bumping along, Gus’s bladder began to trouble him—but when he started to slide out of the wagon to take a piss, the soldiers leveled their sabres at him.


  “All right then, if that’s the rule, I’ll just piss over the side,” Gus said, standing up. “I don’t want to wet my new pants.”


  He stood up and peed off the end of the oxcart, watched by the soldiers with the sabres. In time, several of the Texans did the same.


  It was dusk when the cart bumped into the outskirts of El Paso. A strong wind was blowing, whirling dust into their faces. They could not see the mountain ahead or the river to the west. As night came, the wind rose higher and the dust obscured everything. Now and then, they passed little huts—dogs barked, and a few people came out to look at the soldiers. Matilda kept her hand on the side of the oxcart; the dust was blowing so thickly that she was afraid she might lose her way and be without her companions.


  In the cart, the men hid their heads and waited for the journey to be over. Now and then, Call looked out for a minute. He saw a few more buildings.


  “I guess they call it the Pass of the North because all this dern wind out of New Mexico blows through it,” Bigfoot said. “If it gets much stronger, it’ll be blowing pigs at us.”


  As he said it, they heard over the keening wind a faint sound that they could not identify.


  “What’s that?” Bigfoot asked.


  Call, whose hearing was as keen as Gus McCrae’s sight, was the first to identify the sound.


  “It’s a bugle,” he said. “I guess they’re sending the army now.”


  Ahead, through the dust, they saw what seemed to be moving lights; soon a line of infantrymen with lanterns, led by a captain and a bugler, met the cavalrymen. The bugler continued to blow his horn, although the wind snatched the sound away almost before the notes were sounded. The soldiers with the lanterns formed a line beside the oxcart as it bumped along toward the town. One soldier, startled by the sudden appearance of a large woman at his side, dropped his lantern, which smashed on a rock. The infantry captain yelled at the soldier; then he in turn was startled as Matilda Roberts appeared, almost at his elbow. Then they heard shouts and the sound of snarling dogs—there was a shot, and several of the cavalrymen galloped ahead. The snarling got louder, there were more shots, and then a squeal from one of the dogs. A minute later Major Laroche, his sabre drawn, rode close to the oxcart and peered in at the Texans.


  “The dogs here are hungry,” he said. “Stay in your wagon, and you will be safe.”


  Then Matilda yelled.


  “There’s a dog got me—there’s dogs all in with these horses,” she cried.


  Major Laroche turned, and disappeared. Bigfoot, Gus, and Long Bill Coleman managed to pull Matilda into the wagon.


  “One of them dogs bit my leg,” Matilda said, gasping. “I’m bloody.”


  Just as she said it the black ox turned, and the cart almost tipped. Three wild dogs jumped in it, snarling and biting.


  “Why, this is dog town, I guess,” Bigfoot said—he managed to heave one of the dogs out of the cart. The other two, after snarling and snapping at the men, leaped out themselves.


  Matilda Roberts sobbed and clung to Gus—the dogs had rushed out at her so quickly that it unnerved her.


  Through it all, the bugler continued to play, although the snatches of sound came from farther away.


  “I think that bugler’s lost,” Gus said. “He’ll be lucky if them dogs don’t get him.”


  The wind rose higher—lanterns only a few feet from the wagons were hard to see. Now and then, a horse neighed. So much sand had blown into the oxcart that the men were sitting in it. Sand had sifted down the men’s loose clothes—it coated their hair.


  Then, abruptly, the wind stopped—the cart had turned a corner near a high wall. The sand still swirled above the wall, but for a moment the men were protected. When they lifted their heads, sand from their hair and their collars fell inside their shirts.


  Through the dusty air they saw a nimbus of light approaching—it was Major Laroche, with a soldier beside him carrying a large lantern. The Major was wrapped in a great gray cloak, with a hood that came over his head. His mustache was still neatly curled—he seemed not at all affected by the storm.


  “Welcome to the Pass of the North, Messieurs,” he said. “I have brought you to the Convent of San Lazaro. In the morning the alcalde of El Paso will be here, with his staff, to watch the little ceremony we have planned. We have a warm room waiting for you, and you will be well fed.”


  “When do we get to know what this ceremony is all about?” Bigfoot asked. “It might be one of those things I’d rather sleep through.”


  “You will not sleep through this one, Monsieur Wallace,” the Major said. “This is what you have walked across Texas and New Mexico for. I assure you—you would not want to miss it.”


  Then the Major was gone, and the light with him. A gate creaked open—several figures stood beside it in the darkness, but the sand swirled through as the cart passed inside the walls. Call couldn’t see well enough to tell whether the figures were men or women.


  The cart they had been traveling in was so cramped that several of the Texans had to stretch their legs slowly before they could walk. When they were all mobile they were marched across a dusty, windy courtyard by the shadowy figures who had opened the gate. A few of the cavalrymen, with their lanterns, came into the courtyard with the Texans, but they stayed close to the men and avoided the dim figures who led them. All the people inside the walls were wrapped in heavy cloaks; they led the Texans across the courtyard silently. All of the figures had the cloaks wrapped closely around their faces.


  Bigfoot Wallace had so much sand in his boots that he found it difficult to walk. Big as his feet were, he considered them to be appendages to be cared for correctly; they had taken him across Texas and New Mexico successfully, and now they yet might have to take him farther, to Mexico City, it was rumored. Sand often contained sand-burrs; he had once got a badly infected toe because he had neglected the prick of a sand-burr. The others marched into the room they were shown to, but Bigfoot calmly sat down and emptied his boots, one by one. He wanted to do it outside, rather than risk emptying burrs into the quarters they were being shown into. Some of the boys were nearly barefoot, as it was—he didn’t want to bring burrs inside, where one of them could get stepped on and infect someone else.


  As he sat, one of the dim figures, with a very small light, a candle whose flame flicked in the wind, came and stood beside him. Bigfoot was grateful for the light, small though it was. Sand-burrs were small, and not easy to see. He didn’t want to miss any. He wiped off the soles of his feet carefully and prepared to pull his boots back on when he happened to glance toward the small, flickering light of the candle. Whoever was holding the candle cupped a hand around it, to shield the flame from the puffs of wind. That, too, was considerate, but what caught Bigfoot’s eye was the hand itself—the hand was the hand of a skeleton, just bone, with a few pieces of loose, blackened flesh hanging from one of the fingers.


  In all his years on the frontier, Bigfoot Wallace had never had such a shock. He had seen many startling sights, but never a skeleton holding a candle. He was so shocked that he dropped the boot he had been about to put on. His hands, steady through many fierce battles, began to shake and tremble—he could not even locate the boot he had just dropped.


  The presence holding the candle—Bigfoot was not sure he could call it a person—bent, in an effort to be helpful, and held the candle closer to the ground, so that Bigfoot could pick up his boot. When he fumbled, the presence bent even closer with the candle; Bigfoot looked up, hoping to see a human face, and received an even greater shock, for the person holding the candle had no nose—just a dark hole. Where he had expected to see eyes, he could see nothing. A hand that was mostly bone held the candle, and the form the hand belonged to had no nose. Then the wind rose higher, and the candle flickered.


  Bigfoot was so shaken that he forgot the sand-burrs—he even forgot his boots. He stood up and walked barefoot straight through the doorway, into the room where his companions were. He almost ran through the door, running into Matilda Roberts and knocking her into Gus. There was no light at all in the room. The wind whooshed past the door, and the sand blew in—then someone outside closed the door, and a key grated in the lock.


  When Matty knocked Gus down, Gus fell into Long Bill—no one knew what was happening, in the pitch-dark room.


  “Woodrow, where are you?” Gus cried—“Someone knocked Matty down.”


  “It was nobody but me,” Bigfoot said.


  He realized at that moment that he had forgotten his boots and he turned to go back for them, only to find the door locked. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or frightened that he was inside. It was so dark he could see no one—he had only known he shoved Matilda Roberts because none of the Rangers were that large.


  “Oh Lord, Matty,” he said. “Oh Lord. I seen something bad.”


  “What?” Matty asked. “I didn’t see nothing but folks wrapped in serapes.”


  “It was so bad I don’t want to tell it,” Bigfoot said.


  “Well, tell it,” Matilda insisted.


  “I seen a skeleton holding a candle,” Bigfoot said. “I guess they’ve put us in here with the dead.”
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  ALL NIGHT THE RANGERS huddled in pitch darkness, not knowing what to expect. Bigfoot, when questioned, would only say that he had seen a skeleton holding a candle, and that when he looked up he had seen a face with no nose.


  “But how would you breathe, with no nose?” Long Bill said.


  “You wouldn’t need to breathe,” Gus said. “If it was just a big hole there, the air would go right into your head.”


  “You don’t need it in your head, Gus—you need it in your lungs.”


  “What about eyes?” Long Bill asked.


  “That’s right, didn’t it have eyes?” Don Shane asked. The mere sound of Don Shane’s deep voice startled everyone almost as much as Bigfoot’s troubling report. Don Shane, a thin man with a black beard, was the most silent man in the Ranger troop. He had walked all the way across Texas and Mexico, enduring hunger and cold, without saying more than six words. But the thought of a person with no nose brought him out of his silence. He felt he would like to know about the eyes. After all, Comanches sometimes cut the noses off their women. A barber in Shreveport had once slashed Don’s own nose badly. The barber had been drunk. But a person without eyes would be harder to tolerate, at least in Don Shane’s view.


  “I didn’t see eyes,” Bigfoot said. “But it had a sheet wrapped over its head. There could have been eyes, under that sheet.”


  “If there weren’t no eyes, that’s bad,” Long Bill said.


  “It’s bad anyway,” Gus said. “Why would a skeleton be wanting to hold a candle?”


  No one had an answer to that question. Call was in a corner—he took no part in the discussion. He thought Bigfoot was probably just imagining things. Gus’s question was a good one. A skeleton would have no reason to light their way to their prison cell. Perhaps Bigfoot had gone to sleep in the oxcart, and had a dream he hadn’t quite waked out of—skeletons were more likely in dreams than in Mexican prisons. It was true that the Mexican soldiers had seemed a little nervous when they brought them into the prison, but that could well have been because the wild dogs had attacked them. Wild dogs ran in packs; they were known to be worse killers than wolves. They sometimes killed cattle, and even horses. The fact was they were locked in until morning and wouldn’t find out the truth about the skeleton until the sun came up.


  There was no window in the room they had been put in. When the sun did come up, they only knew it because of a thin line of light under the door.


  When the door opened Major Laroche stood there, in a fancier uniform than he had worn during the journey from Las Palomas. His mustache was curled at the ends, and he wore a different sabre, one with a gold handle, in a scabbard plated with gold.


  Through the door they could see a line of chairs, and five men with towels and razors waiting behind the chairs. In front of the chairs were small tables with washbasins on them.


  “Good morning, Messieurs,” the Major said. “You all look weary. Perhaps it would refresh you to have a nice shave. We want you to look your best for our little ceremony.”


  The Rangers came out, blinking, into the bright sunlight. The wind had died in the night; the day was clear, and no dust blew. Bigfoot stepped out cautiously. He had almost convinced himself that the skeleton with the candle had been a dream. When he sat down to get the sand-burrs out of his boots he might have nodded for a moment, and dreamed the skeletal hand.


  “I guess a shave would be enjoyable,” he said, but before the words were out of his mouth a shrouded figure walked up and held out the boots he had left in the courtyard last night.


  This time the whole company, Matilda included, saw what he had seen in the courtyard. The hand that held the boots was almost skeletal, with just a little loose flesh hanging from one or two fingers. Such flesh as there was, was black. The figure turned quickly and the hood was wrapped closely around it—no one could see whether it had eyes or a nose, but all had seen the bony hand, and it was enough to stop them in their tracks. They looked, and around the edge of the large courtyard, back under the balconies, there were more figures, all of them wrapped in white sheets or white cloaks.


  The Texans looked at the barbers standing behind the five chairs, with their towels and razors. They looked like normal men, but the white figures under the balconies made the Texans feel uneasy. Long Bill did a hasty count of people in sheets, and came up with twenty-six.


  “Go on, gentlemen—you’ll feel better once you’ve been shaved and barbered,” the Major said.


  “I guess I wouldn’t mind a shave,” Bigfoot said. “What worries me is these skeletons—one of them just brought me my boots.”


  Major Laroche curled the ends of his mustache. For the first time that any of the Texans could remember, he looked amused.


  “They aren’t skeletons, Monsieur Wallace,” he said. “They are lepers. This is San Lazaro—the leper colony.”


  “Oh Lord,” Long Bill said. “So that’s it. I seen a leper once—it was in New Orleans. The one I seen didn’t have no hands at all.”


  “What about eyes?” Gus asked. “Can they see?”


  Major Laroche had already walked off, leaving Long Bill to deal with the technical questions about lepers.


  “It was awhile ago—I think it could see,” Long Bill said.


  “These can see,” Bigfoot said. “It seen my boots and brought them to me.”


  “Yeah, but what if the leprosy is in your boots now?” Bill asked. “If you put them boots on, your foot might rot off.”


  Bigfoot had just started to pull on his right boot—he immediately abandoned that effort, and the boots, too.


  “I’ll just stay barefoot for awhile,” he said. “I’d rather get a few sand-burrs in my feet than to turn into a dern skeleton.”


  Gus was more disturbed than the rest of the troop by the white figures standing around the courtyard. They had a ghostly appearance, to him.


  “Well, but what are lepers, Bill?” Gus asked. “Are they dead or alive?”


  “The one I seen looked kind of in-between,” Long Bill said. “It was moving, so I guess it wasn’t full dead. But it didn’t have no hands—it was like part of it had died and part of it hadn’t.”


  Major Laroche had been giving his troops a brief inspection. He turned back impatiently, and gestured for the Texans to hurry on out to the row of barbers.


  “Come, your shaves,” he said. “The alcalde will not like it if he comes here and finds you looking like shaggy beasts.”


  “Major, we’re a little nervous about them lepers,” Bigfoot admitted. “Bill here’s the only one of us who has ever seen one.”


  “The lepers are patients here,” the Major said. “They will not hurt you. Those of you who stay here will soon get used to them.”


  “I hope I ain’t staying here, if it means living around people without no skin on their bones,” Gus said.


  The Major looked at him with amusement.


  “Who stays will depend on the beans,” the Major said. Then, without explaining, he walked away.


  Call studied the lepers as best he could. In the night the notion of dead people walking had been fearful, but in the daylight the lepers, seen at a distance, were not so frightening. One leper noticed that Call was looking at him, or her, and seemed to shrink back deeper into the shadows under the balconies. Some were very short—perhaps they were the ones without feet.


  Half the Texans sat down in the barber chairs to be shaved, while the others stood watching. The warm sun felt good—so, in time, did the warm water the barbers used. While Call, who was in the first group, was being wiped clean, he happened to look up, to the walkway that ran around the second story of the convent. There he saw several figures, draped in white, grouped around a smaller figure: the smaller figure was dressed entirely in black. The black figure was not draped, as the others were. She was veiled and gloved. Call saw gloved hands gripping the railing of the walkway. They were small hands—he supposed the black figure must be a woman, but as he was getting up from the barber chair, the great gates to San Lazaro swung open and a large, fancy carriage swept in, preceded and followed by cavalrymen on freshly brushed horses.


  Major Laroche rushed over and spoke rapidly to the barbers, instructing them to hurry with the second group of Texans. Matilda had been given a washbasin and warm water; she washed her face and arms while the Texans were being shaved.


  In the carriage was a fat man in the most elaborate uniform they had yet seen, and four women. Cavalrymen with drawn sabres flanked the carriage, and Major Laroche motioned an orderly to help the alcalde out.


  Several comfortable chairs were placed in the courtyard—the alcalde and his women sat in them, and infantrymen opened large parasols and held them over the alcalde and his ladies, to protect them from the sun.


  The barbers, made nervous by the presence of the alcalde and under orders to hurry, did hastier work with the second group of Texans. Both Bigfoot and Long Bill suffered small nicks as the result of this haste; but it was not the hasty barbering that worried the Texans—it was what was going to happen to them next. The ceremony that Major Laroche had mentioned to them several times was about to happen. The fat alcalde and four women, all dressed in gay clothes, had come to watch it; and yet, the Texans had no idea what the ceremony might consist of.


  Call noticed, though, that ten Mexican soldiers with muskets had lined up in front of a wall, in one corner of the courtyard. They stood there in the sun, holding their muskets. Near them stood a priest in a brown habit.


  “They’re gonna shoot us,” Call said. “There’s the firing squad. We should have run with the boys, when they charged up the river.”


  Bigfoot looked at the soldiers, and drew the same conclusion.


  “If we wasn’t chained up at the ankles we might jump the wall—one or two of us might make it out, but I figure they’d run us down in a day or two. Or them dogs would eat us.”


  “Me, I’d just as soon be shot as to be eaten by a damn bunch of curs,” Long Bill said.


  “Oh, they ain’t going to shoot us—we’re supposed to be marched to Mexico City,” Gus said. “This here’s just a show of some kind, for that big Mexican.”


  Call was skeptical.


  “They don’t need a priest and a firing squad if it’s just a show,” he said.


  When the last Texan was barbered, they were lined up behind the tables where the basins sat. Then the stools were removed, and all but one of the tables.


  Major Laroche stepped crisply toward them, carrying an earthen jar. He sat the jar on the table. It had a cloth over it, which he did not at first remove.


  “At last we come to the moment of our ceremony,” he said. “You are all guilty of attempting to overthrow the lawful government of New Mexico. By the normal laws of war you would all be shot. But the authorities have decided to be merciful.”


  “Merciful how?” Bigfoot asked.


  “Some will live and some will die,” the Major said. “There are ten of you, not counting the woman. The woman we will spare. But the ten of you are soldiers and must take the consequences of your actions.”


  “Most of us already have,” Call said. They were going to shoot them all—he was sure of that. He saw no reason to stand there and listen to a French soldier make fancy speeches at them, for the benefit of a fat Mexican.


  The Major paused, and looked at him.


  “We started from Texas with nearly two hundred men,” Call said. “Now we’re down to ten. I’d call that punishment—I don’t know what you’d call it.”


  “That is but the fortunes of war, Monsieur,” Major Laroche said. “Here is how our ceremony will work. In the jar I have placed before you are ten beans. Five of them are white, and five are black. Each of you will be blindfolded. You will come to the bowl and draw a bean. The five who draw white beans will live. The five who draw black beans will die. We have a priest, as you can see. And we have a firing squad. So, gentlemen, who would like to be the first to draw a bean?”


  There was a pause—Gus and Long Bill glanced at Bigfoot Wallace, but Bigfoot had his eyes fixed on the nearest soldier with a musket. He was not thinking about white beans or black—not yet.


  He was thinking that he might try to grab a musket, shoot the Major or the fat alcalde, and try to get over the wall with a few of the boys. The leg irons were the deuce to cope with, but if a few of them could get over the wall with a musket or two, at least they would have a chance to die fighting. He didn’t trust the Mexicans, in the matter of the beans. It might be that all the beans in the bowl were black—it was probably just a ruse to give them hope, when there was no hope.


  Call didn’t trust the beans either, but he didn’t intend to stay like a coward and wait for someone to move—so he stepped forward, in front of the table that held the bowl. A soldier with a black bandana in his hand stood near the table.


  “Ah, good—our first volunteer,” the Major said.


  He looked for a moment at the soldier with the bandana.


  “Be sure that you blindfold him well,” the Major said.


  The bowl with the beans in it had a white cloth over it. The soldier came up behind Call and put the bandana over his eyes; he pulled it tight and knotted it quickly in place. The soldier knew his job—Call couldn’t see a thing. The bandana let through no light at all.


  The blindfold alone did not satisfy Major Laroche. He picked up the jar of beans, took the cloth off it, and walked around behind Call.


  “A blindfold can slip,” he said. “I am going to hold the jar behind you, just below your left hand. When you are ready, reach in and pick your bean.”


  Call felt his hand bump the side of the jar. He didn’t know what to expect, but he put his hand in the bowl anyway. It occurred to him that it was just a trick of some kind. There could be spiders or scorpions in the bowl—even a small snake. Bigfoot had pointed out to him that the smallest rattlesnakes were often the deadliest. Perhaps the firing squad was just for show.


  Immediately, though, he realized that his suspicions were foolish. In the bottom of the bowl were a few beans. There was no way to choose between them so he took one, and pulled his hand out of the bowl. The soldier immediately began to untie the blindfold.


  “You were brave enough to start, Monsieur, and your courage has been rewarded,” Major Laroche said.


  Call looked in his palm, and saw that the bean was white.


  “You will live,” the Major said. “Step to the side, please. We need another volunteer.”


  Bigfoot Wallace immediately stepped forward. Call’s luck had persuaded him that there really were beans in the brown jar. He abandoned his plan to try and steal a musket and leap the wall. Mostly, through the years, in situations that were life and death, his luck had held. Call had drawn a white bean; he might also. There was no point in flinching from the gamble.


  Bigfoot had a head to match his more famous appendages. The blindfold, which had been easy to knot around Call’s head, would barely go around Bigfoot’s. By pulling hard, the soldier assigned to do the blindfolding could just get the ends of the bandana to meet, but he could not pull it tight enough to knot it.


  “We should have cut your hair, Monsieur Wallace,” the Major said. “The blindfold won’t fit you.”


  “I can just squinch up my eyes,” Bigfoot said. “The beans are behind me, anyway. I can’t see behind myself.”


  “Maybe not, but rules are rules,” the Major said. “You must be blindfolded.”


  He motioned to another soldier, who held the other end of the bandana—the two soldiers pressed the blindfold tightly against Bigfoot’s eyes.


  “I couldn’t see a bolt of lightning if one was to strike right in front of me,” Bigfoot said.


  “The bowl is below your left hand,” Major Laroche said. “Please draw your bean.”


  Bigfoot took out a bean, and held it in his palm. Even before the soldier dropped his blindfold he heard a cry from one of the ladies who sat with the alcalde. When he looked in his palm, he saw that the bean was black.


  “The count is one and one,” Major Laroche said.


  One of the ladies sitting with the alcalde had fainted at the sight of the black bean. Two of the other women were fanning her. The alcalde paid no attention to the women. He did not seem very interested in the Texans, or in the drama of life and death that was unfolding in front of him. A boil on his hand seemed to interest him more. He picked at it with a tiny knife, and then wiped it with a fine white handkerchief.


  Bigfoot looked at the bean in his hand, and then put it in his pocket. Two soldiers moved him a short distance, in the direction of the wall where the firing squad waited. Bigfoot glanced back at his comrades, the Texans still waiting to draw.


  “Goodbye, boys—I guess I’ll be the first to be shot,” he said.


  As he waited, he pulled the black bean out of his pocket several times and looked at it. In his years on the frontier he had been in threat of his life many times, from bullets, tomahawks, arrows, lances, knives, horses, bears, Comanche, Apache, Kiowa, Sioux, Pawnee—yet his life had finally been lost to an unlucky choice of beans, in the courtyard of a leper colony in El Paso.


  The Rangers still waiting were stunned. Bigfoot, more than any other man, had led them to safety across the prairies. He had outlasted their commanders, and taught them the tricks of survival. He had helped them find food, and had located rivers and water holes for them. Yet now he was doomed.


  “Bye, Matty,” Bigfoot said, waving to Matilda. Then he had a thought.


  “Will you sing over me, Matty?” he asked. He remembered that his aunts had sung beautifully, back in old Kentucky, long ago.


  “I’ll sing a song for you—I’ll try to remember one,” Matilda said. “I’ll do it—you were a true friend to my Shad.”


  Don Shane stepped up next, and drew a black bean. Silent as usual, Don didn’t speak or change expression. Quartermaster Brognoli, who was still glassy eyed and whose head still jerked, stood at attention while being blindfolded; he drew a white bean. Joe Turner, a stocky fellow from Houston who spoke with a slow stutter, came next and drew a black bean. He and Don were marched over to stand with Bigfoot. Brognoli moved over and stood with Call.


  Gus stood by Long Bill Coleman. Wesley Buttons stood with two cousins named Pete and Roy—no one could remember their last names. Neither Wesley, nor Pete, nor Roy, seemed inclined to advance to the table where the jar waited. Long Bill turned, and looked at Gus.


  “Well, do you want to go and draw?” he asked. He himself was not anxious to step forward and be blindfolded, but the Texans’ ranks were thinning. A turn could not be avoided much longer.


  Gus knew he ought to take a bold approach to the gamble ahead—the sort of approach he had always taken at cards or dice. But this was not cards or dice—this was life or death, and he did not feel bold. He looked at Matty, who was crying. He looked at Major Laroche, and at the fat alcalde, who was still picking at his boil.


  “Woodrow went first, maybe I’ll be the last,” Gus said.


  “I expect you’re hoping somebody will use up all them black beans before you get there,” Long Bill said. “The way I count it there’s two of them damn black ones left.”


  Gus didn’t answer. He felt very frightened, and a good deal annoyed with Woodrow Call, for being so quick to volunteer. If he himself had been given a moment to steady his nerves, he might have gone first and drawn the same white bean that Woodrow drew. Woodrow Call was too impatient—everyone agreed with that.


  Wesley Buttons went next, while Long Bill was thinking about it; he drew a white bean—Gus and Long Bill were both chagrined that they had not stepped forward more quickly. Now Wesley was safe, but they weren’t.


  Long Bill felt a terrible anxiety growing in him; he could not stand the worrying any longer. He bolted forward so quickly that he almost overturned the table where the jar with the beans sat.


  “Calm, Monsieur, calm,” the Major said. “There is no need to bump our table.”


  “Well, but I’m mighty ready now,” Long Bill said. “I want to take my turn.”


  “Of course, you shall take your turn,” the Major said.


  The blindfold was tied in place, and the bowl moved below Long Bill’s left hand. He quickly thrust his hand into the bowl and felt the beans. Before he could choose one, though, an anxiety seized him—it gripped him so suddenly and so strongly that he could not make his fingers pick out a bean. He froze for several seconds, his hand deep in the jar. He wondered if black beans felt rougher than white beans—or whether it might be the other way around.


  Major Laroche waited a bit, then cleared his throat.


  “Monsieur, you must choose,” he said. “Come. Be brave, like your comrades. Choose a bean.”


  Desperately, Long Bill did as he was told—he forced his trembling fingers to clutch a bean, but no sooner had he lifted it free of the pot than he dropped it. The soldier with the bandana bent to pick it up. Then he took the blindfold off, and handed the bean to Long Bill—the bean was white.


  Pete went next; he turned his blindfolded face up to the sky as if seeking instruction, before he drew. He didn’t seem to be praying, but he held his face up for a moment, to the warm sun. Then he drew a black bean.


  That left two men: Gus, and the skinny fellow named Roy.


  At the thought that he might be the last to draw, which would condemn him for sure if Roy was lucky enough to draw a white bean, Gus jumped forward almost as quickly as Long Bill had. When he put his hand in the jar he realized that the Mexicans had not been lying about the number of beans. There were only two beans left—one for him, and one for Roy. One had to be white, the other black. He pushed first one bean and then the other with his finger, remembering all the times he had thrown the dice. He always threw quickly—it didn’t help his luck to cling to the dice.


  He took a bean and pulled his hand out, but when the soldier removed the blindfold, he could not immediately bring himself to open his eyes. He held out his hand, with the bean in his palm—everyone saw that it was white before he did.


  Roy went pale, when he saw the white bean in Gus’s palm.


  “I guess that does it for me,” he said quietly, as if speaking to himself. But he went through the blindfolding calmly, and drew the last black bean; then he walked with a steady step over to join the men who were to die.


  Gus stepped the other direction, and stood by Call.


  “You shouldn’t have waited so long,” Call told him.


  “Well, you went first, and nobody told you to,” Gus said, still annoyed. “There were five black beans in there, when you went, and there wasn’t but one when I went. I figure I helped my chances.”


  “If I had had a weapon I wouldn’t have stood for it,” Call said—their five comrades were even then being marched toward the wall where the firing squad waited.


  As he watched, the same soldier who had blindfolded them as they drew the beans went over with five bandanas and soon had the unlucky Texans blindfolded—all, that is, except Bigfoot Wallace, whose head, once again, was too large for the blindfold that had been provided.


  Major Laroche, annoyed by the irregularity, yelled at one of the soldiers behind the alcalde, who hurried into the building, followed by one of the shrouded figures. A moment later the soldier came back with part of a sheet, which had been cut up to make a blindfold.


  “Monsieur Wallace, I am sorry,” the Major said. “A man doesn’t like to wait, at such a time.”


  “Why, Major, it’s not much of a thing to worry about,” Bigfoot said. “I’ve seen many a man die with his eyes wide open. I guess I could manage it too, if I had to.”


  The men who were to live were marched over and offered the chance to exchange last words with those who were to die—but in fact, few words were exchanged. Bigfoot handed Brognoli a little tobacco, which he had accepted from one of the men in the oxcart. Joe Turner was shaky—he gripped Call’s hand hard, when Call reached out to exchange a last shake.


  “Matty, have you picked a song?” Bigfoot asked. “I expect a hymn would be the thing—I don’t know none myself, but my ma and her sisters knew plenty.”


  Matilda was too choked up—she couldn’t reply. Now five of the ten boys were to be shot—soon there would be no one left at all, of all the gallant boys she had set out from Austin with.


  Gus, likewise, was tongue-tied. He looked at Roy, at Joe, at Don Shane, at Pete, and couldn’t manage a word. He shook their hands—since they were in leg irons already, Major Laroche had decided that their hands did not need to be tied. The five who were to live waited a moment in front of the five who were condemned, thinking they might want to send messages to their loved ones, or exchange a few last words, but the five blindfolded men merely stood there, silent. Pete turned his face to the sky, as he had just before drawing the black bean.


  “So long, boys,” Bigfoot said. “Don’t waste your water on the trip home—it’s dry country out there.”


  The five who had drawn white beans were then moved back. The fat alcalde got out of his chair and made a speech. It was a long speech, in Spanish—none of the Texans could follow it. None even tried. Their friends stood with their backs against the wall, blindfolded. When the alcalde finished his speech, Major Laroche spoke to the firing squad—their muskets were raised.


  Major Laroche nodded: the soldiers fired. The bodies of the Texans slid down the wall. Bigfoot Wallace stayed erect the longest, but he, too, soon slid down, tilting as he did. He lay with his head—the head that had been too big for the blindfold—across stuttering Joe Turner’s leg.


  Call felt black hatred for the Mexicans, who had marched many of his friends to death, and now had shot five of them down right in front of them. Gus felt relieved—if he hadn’t marched forward and drawn the bean when he did, he was sure he would now be with the dead. Brognoli, his head still jerking, chewed a little of Bigfoot’s tobacco. When he saw the men fall he felt a jerking inside him, like the movement of his head. He had no voice; he could not comment on the death of men, which, after all, was an everyday thing.


  The Mexicans brought the same oxcart, with the same black ox, into the courtyard and were about to begin loading the Texans’ bodies in it when, to everyone’s surprise, a voice was raised in song, from the balcony above the courtyard. It was a high voice, sweet and clear, yet not weak—it carried well beyond the courtyard, strong enough to be heard all the way to the Rio Grande, Gus thought.


  Everyone in the courtyard was stilled by the singing. The alcalde had been about to get in his carriage, but he stopped. Major Laroche looked up, as did the other soldiers. There were no words with the sound, merely notes, high and vibrant. Matilda stopped crying—she had been trying to think of a song to sing for Bigfoot Wallace, but a woman was already singing, for Bigfoot and the others—a woman with a voice far richer than her own. The sound came from the balcony, where the woman in black stood. It was she who sang for the dead men; she sang and sang, with such authority and such passion that even the alcalde dared not move until she finished. The sound rose and swooped, like a flying bird; some of the tones brought a sadness to the listeners, a sadness so deep that Call cried freely and even Major Laroche had to wipe away tears.


  Gus was transfixed; he liked singing, himself, and could bawl out a tune with the best of them when he was drunk; but what he heard that day, as the bodies of his comrades were waiting to be loaded into an oxcart, was like no singing he had ever heard, like none he would ever hear again. The lady in black gripped the railing of the balcony as she sang. As she was finishing her song, the notes dipped down low—they carried a sadness that was more than a sadness at the death of men; rather it was a sadness at the lives of men, and of women. It reminded those who heard the rising, dipping notes, of notes of hopes that had been born, and, yet, died; of promise, and the failure of promise. Gus began to cry; he didn’t know why, but he couldn’t stop, not while the song continued.


  Then, after one long, low tone that seemed to hang soft as the daylight, the lady in black ended her requiem. She stood for a moment, gripping the railing of the balcony; then she turned, and disappeared.


  The alcalde, as if released from a trance, got into his carriage with his ladies; the carriage slowly turned, and went out the gate.


  “My Lord, did you hear that?” Gus asked Call.


  “I heard it,” Call said.


  The soldiers, too, had come to life. They had begun to load the bodies in the oxcart. Matilda came over to where the five survivors stood.


  “We ought to go with them, boys,” she said. “They’re our people. I want to see that they’re laid out proper, in their graves.”


  “Go ask the Major if we can help with the burying,” Call said, to Gus. “I expect if you ask him he’ll let us. He likes you.”


  “Come with me, Matty,” Gus said. “We’ll both ask.”


  The alcalde had stopped a moment, to have a word with Major Laroche, who stood by the gate. Through the gate Gus could see the long, dusty plain to the north. The Major saluted the alcalde and bowed to his women—the carriage passed out. The oxcart, with the bodies of the Texans in it, was creaking across the courtyard, toward the same gate.


  “We’d like to help with the burying, Major,” Gus said. “They was our friends. We can’t do much for them now, but we’d like to be there.”


  “If you like, Monsieur,” the Major said. “The graveyard is just outside the wall. Follow the cart and return when the work is finished.”


  Gus was a little startled that the Major meant to send no guard.


  “I suggest you hurry back,” the Major said, with a look of amusement. “The dogs here are very bad—I don’t think you can outrun them, with those chains. You saw a few of them last night, but there are many more. If you try to escape you will soon meet with the dogs.”


  Matilda could not get the singing out of her mind. She wished Bigfoot could know what wonderful singing there had been, after his death and the deaths of the others. She had tried to get a good look at the woman in black, but the veils were too thick and the distance too great.


  “I never heard singing like that, Major,” Matilda said. “Who is that woman?”


  “That is Lady Carey,” the Major said. “She is English. You will meet her soon.”


  “What’s an English lady doing in a place like this?” Gus asked. “She’s farther off from home than we are.”


  Major Laroche turned, as if tired of the conversation, and motioned for one of the soldiers to bring his horse.


  “Yes, and so am I,” Major Laroche said, as he prepared to mount. “But I am a soldier and this is where I was sent. Lady Carey is here because she is a prisoner of war, like yourselves. I will tell my men to let you help with the burial. I suggest you pile on many, many rocks. As I said, the dogs here are very bad, and they don’t have much to eat.”


  Gus motioned to the others—they all filed out, behind the oxcart. As soon as they were out the gate, Major Laroche and his ten cavalrymen galloped out and were soon enveloped in the dust their horses’ hooves threw up.


  “I asked about that woman who done the singing,” Gus told Call. “The Major says she’s a prisoner of war, like us.”


  Call didn’t answer—he was looking at the bodies of his dead comrades. Blood leaked out the bottom of the crude oxcart, leaving a red line that was quickly covered by blowing sand.


  “Lord, it’s windy here, ain’t it?” Wesley Buttons said.


  11.


  THE MEXICAN SOLDIERS WERE glad to allow the Texans to bury their comrades. One of the soldiers had a bottle of white liquor, which he handed around among his friends. Soon the Mexicans were so drunk that all but one of them passed out in the oxcart. None of them had weapons, so it made little sense to think of overpowering them and attempting to escape, though Woodrow Call considered it.


  Gus saw what direction his friend’s thoughts were taking, and quickly pointed out what the Major had said about the dogs.


  “He said they’ll eat us, if we try to run with these chains on,” Gus said.


  “I don’t expect to be eaten by no cur,” Call said—but he knew the Major was probably right. Packs of wild dogs could bring down any animal less fierce than a grizzly bear.


  Matilda Roberts had saved a broken piece of tortoiseshell comb through the long journey—she was attempting to comb the dead men’s hair, while the Mexican soldiers finished the bottle of liquor.


  The Texans were laid in one grave, by the walls of San Lazaro.


  A dust storm had blown up. When they began the burial they could see the river, but the river was soon lost from view. Once the graves were covered the Texans stumbled around, gathering rocks. Several dogs had already gathered—Gus and Wesley threw rocks at them, but the dogs only retreated a few yards, snarling.


  While they worked, another smaller cart, drawn by an old mule, made its way around the wall. It, too, was a vehicle of burial—on it were the bodies of two lepers, wrapped tightly in white shrouds. The cart passed close to where the Texans were working; the person driving the cart was also shrouded.


  “Look, it’s that one without no meat on his fingers,” Gus said—all that was visible of the driver was the same two bony hands that had given Bigfoot his boots, only a few hours earlier. The leper did not look their way; nor did he make any pretenses. He merely tipped them out of the cart, and turned the cart back toward the gate. Soon the dogs were tearing at the shrouds. The sight saddened Matilda even more. She didn’t imagine that they could find enough rocks to make the bodies of Bigfoot and the others safe for very long.


  Call led the ox back into San Lazaro. Most of the Mexican soldiers were sleeping in the oxcart; one would have thought them as dead as the Texans, but for the snores. The two soldiers who could still walk kept close to the Texans, for fear of the dogs.


  Once inside the gates the Texans, though still chained, were allowed the freedom of the courtyard. They were served a simple meal of beans and posole, on the table where the jar they had drawn from had been set.


  An old man and an old woman served them—both were lepers, yet neither was shrouded, and the dark spots on their cheeks and arms looked no worse to the Texans than bad bruises. Both seemed to be kindly people; they smiled at the Texans, and brought them more food when they emptied their dishes. The only soldiers left in San Lazaro were the drunks in the oxcart. In midafternoon, they began to awake. When they did, they picked up their weapons and drove the oxcart out of the walls. All of them looked frightened.


  “They’re scared of them dogs,” Gus said. “Why don’t the Major get up a dog hunt and kill the damn curs?”


  “There’d just be more,” Call said. “You can’t kill all the dogs.”


  He watched the lepers, as they came and went at their tasks. All of them kept themselves covered, but now and then a wind would riffle a cloak, or blow a shawl, so that he could glimpse the people under the wraps. Some were bad: no chins, cheeks that were black, noses half eaten away. Some limped, from deformities of their feet. One old man used a crutch—he had only one foot. There were a few children playing in the courtyard; all of them seemed normal to Call. There was even a little blond boy, about ten, who showed no sign of the disease. Some of the adults appeared to be not much worse than the old man and the old woman who served them. Some had dark spots on their cheeks and foreheads, or on their hands.


  Once the soldiers were gone, San Lazaro did not seem a bad place. Many of the lepers looked at the Texans in a friendly way. Some smiled. Others, whose mouths were affected, covered themselves, but nodded when they passed.


  Overhead, the dust swirled so high they could barely see the mountain that loomed over the convent.


  Gus felt such relief at being alive, that his appetite for gambling began to return. He had ceased to mind the lepers much—at night they might be scary, but in the daylight the place they were in looked not much worse than any hospital. He began to wish he had a pack of cards, or at least some dice, though of course he had not one cent to gamble with.


  “I wonder how long the Mexicans mean to leave us here?” he asked.


  Brognoli’s head was going back and forth, like the pendulum of a clock, as it had ever since his fright in the canyon. He watched the lepers with dispassion, and the little blond boy with curiosity. Once, he looked up at the balcony where the lady in black had been and saw a short stout woman standing there. She spoke, and the little blond boy reluctantly left his play and ran upstairs.


  Call was thinking about a way to rid them of the leg irons. If he had a hammer and a chisel of some sort, he felt certain he could break the chains himself. The Major had said nothing about coming back, and the last of the soldiers had gone. They were alone with the lepers—the only impediments to their escape were the chains and the dog packs. If he could get the chains off, there would be a way to brave the dogs.


  Wesley Buttons, though he had held up bravely during the long march and the drawing of the beans, was feeling keenly the loss of his two brothers, and of the rest of the troop.


  “I remember when we left—I got to drive the wagon with old General Lloyd in it,” he said. “We had an army. There was enough of us to hold off the Indians and whip the Mexicans. Now look—there’s just us, and we’re way out here in the desert, locked in with these sick ’uns.”


  “It’s a long way home, I reckon,” he added. “Ma’s going to be sad, when she hears about the boys.”


  Brognoli’s head swung back and forth, back and forth.


  “I barely know which way is home,” Long Bill said. “It’s so dusty it’s all I can do to keep my directions. I guess I could go downriver, but it would be a pretty long walk.”


  Gus remembered that it was the same river they had camped on when Matilda caught the big green snapping turtle.


  “Why, if it’s the Rio Grande, we could just stroll along it easy,” he said. “Matty could catch us turtles, when we get hungry.”


  Matilda shook her head—she didn’t welcome the prospect of another long walk.


  “It’s just the six of us got across New Mexico,” she pointed out. “If we have to walk the rest of the way, I doubt any of us will make it. That big Indian knows that river—he might get us yet.”


  “We’d have to have weapons,” Call said. “None of us would make it, without weapons.”


  “I don’t see what the hurry is,” Gus said. “We’ve had a long hike, as it is. I’d like to laze around here and rest up, myself. These lepers ain’t bothering us. All you got to do is not look at them too close.”


  He had been inclined to try escape, until Matilda had mentioned Buffalo Hump. Memory of the fierce Comanche put a different slant on such a trip. Better to stay inside the walls of San Lazaro and rest with the lepers, than to expose themselves to Buffalo Hump again—especially since they only had five men.


  “I want to leave, if we can get these chains off,” Call said. “What if the Major comes back and has us draw some more beans?”


  He was tired, though, and didn’t urge escape immediately. When the wind was high, his back still sometimes throbbed, and his sore foot pained him. A day or two’s rest wouldn’t hurt—at least it wouldn’t if the Mexicans didn’t decide to eliminate them all.


  As the evening wore on, the Texans rested and napped—they had been assigned the little room where they had spent the night before, but no one really wanted to go into such a dark hole. The courtyard was sunny; those who didn’t want sun could rest under the long barricades.


  Gus was determined to gamble—he had asked several of the Mexicans who worked in the convent if they had any cards; one woman with only three teeth took a shine to him and managed to find an incomplete deck. It was missing about twenty cards, but Gus and Long Bill soon devised a game. They broke a few straws off a broom to use for money.


  While they were making up rules for a card game involving only thirty-three cards, a black woman taller than Gus came across the courtyard. She didn’t seem to be a leper—her face and hands were normal. She approached them in such a dignified manner that the men straightened up a little. Gus hid the cards.


  “Gentlemen, I have an invitation for you,” the Negress said, in English better than their own. “Lady Carey would like to ask you to tea.”


  “Ask us to what?” Gus asked. He was taken by surprise. Although he had just shaved the day before, the dignity and elegance of the black woman made him feel scruffy.


  “Tea, gentlemen,” the Negress said. “Lady Carey is English, and in England they have tea. It’s like a little meal. Lady Carey’s son, the Viscount Mountstuart, will be taking it with us. I’m sure you’ve seen him playing with the Mexican children. He’s the one who’s blond.”


  Call, too, was startled by the black woman’s courtesy and poise. He had never seen a Negress so tall, much less one so well spoken. Few black women in Texas would dare to speak to a group of white men so boldly, and yet the woman had not been rude in any way. She had an invitation to deliver, and she had delivered it. Like Gus, he felt that the few Rangers left were a rugged lot, hardly fit to take food with an English lady.


  While he and Gus and Wesley and Long Bill were looking at one another, a little uncertain as to how to respond, the black woman turned to Matilda Roberts and smiled.


  “Miss Roberts, Lady Carey knows you’ve traveled a long way across a dusty land,” the Negress said. “She was thinking you might appreciate a bath and a change of clothes.”


  Matilda was surprised by the woman’s serenity.


  “I would... I would... mainly I’ve just had a wash in the river, when we were by the river,” Matilda said.


  “That river comes out of the mountains,” the woman said. “I expect it’s cold.”


  “Ice cold,” Matilda confirmed.


  “Then come along with me,” the Negress said. “Lady Carey has a tub, and the water is hot. These gentlemen can wait a few minutes—tea will be served in about half an hour.”


  Matilda looked a little uncertain, but she followed the black woman across the courtyard and up the stairs.


  “I wonder what kind of meal it will be,” Wesley Buttons said. “I hope it’s beefsteak. I ain’t had no beefsteak in a good long while.”


  “For it to be beefsteak there’d have to be cattle,” Gus remarked. “I ain’t seen no cattle around here, and I don’t know how a cow would live if there was one. It would have to eat sand, or else cactus, and if it wasn’t quick the dern dogs would get it.”


  A problem they considered as they waited for it to be time to go to Lady Carey’s was that Brognoli’s condition seemed to be getting worse. He turned his head more and more rapidly, back and forth, back and forth, and he had begun to drool; now and then he emitted a low, thin sound, a sound such as a rabbit might make as it was dying.


  A little later, the black woman appeared on the balcony above them and motioned for them to come. Gus had doubts about taking Brognoli, but it seemed unfair to leave him, since food was being offered. It was true that the Mexicans who ran San Lazaro had been generous with soup and tortillas, but Wesley Buttons had put the notion of beefsteak in their minds. It seemed wrong to exclude Brognoli from what might be a feast.


  “Come on, Brog,” Gus said. “That lady that did that singing over Bigfoot and the boys is up there waiting to give us grub.”


  Brognoli got up and came with them, walking slowly and still swinging his head.


  None of them knew what to expect, as they went up the stairs and along the narrow balcony that led to Lady Carey’s quarters. Gus kept brushing at his hair with his hands—he had meant to ask Matty for her broken comb, but forgot it. Of course, he had not expected Matilda to be led away by a tall black woman who spoke better English than any of them.


  Suddenly, the little blond boy jumped out of the shadows, pointing a hammerless old horse pistol at them.


  “Are you Texans? I am a Scot,” the boy said.


  “Why, I’m a Scot myself,” Gus said. “That’s what my ma claimed. You’re as far away from home as I am.”


  “But that’s why my mother wants to see you,” the boy said. “She wants you to take us home. She told me we could leave tomorrow, if you would like to take us.”


  Call and Gus exchanged looks. The little boy was handsome and frank. Perhaps he was merely fibbing, as children will, but there was also the chance that his mother, Lady Carey, had told him some such thing. Call didn’t mean to stay a prisoner of the Mexicans long, but neither had he expected to leave in a day.


  “If we were to take you home, what would we ride?” he asked. “Our horses got stolen a long time back.”


  “Oh, my mother has horses,” the boy said. “There’s a stable in the back of the leprosarium.”


  “In the back of the what?” Gus asked.


  “The leprosarium—aren’t you lepers?” the little boy asked. “My mother’s a leper, that’s why I never get to see her face. But her hands are not affected yet—she can still play the violin quite well, and she’s teaching me.


  “When we get home I shall have the finest teacher in Europe,” he added. “Someday I may play before the Queen. My mother knows the Queen, but I haven’t met her yet. I’m still too young to be presented at court.”


  “Well, I’m not as young as you—I’d like to meet a queen,” Gus said. “Especially if she was a pretty queen.”


  “No, the Queen is fat,” the little boy said. “My mother was beautiful, though, until she became a leper. She was even painted by Mr. Gainsborough, and he’s a very famous painter.”


  Just then a door opened, and the tall Negress stepped out.


  “Now, Willy, I hope you haven’t been pointing that gun at these gentlemen,” the woman said. “It’s very impolite to point guns at people—particularly people who might become your friends.”


  “Well, I did point it, but it was just in fun,” the boy said. “I couldn’t really shoot them because I have no bullets.”


  “That doesn’t make it less impolite,” the woman said.


  Then she looked at the group.


  “Of course I’ve been impolite, too,” she said. “I failed to introduce myself. I’m Emerald.”


  “She’s from Africa and her father was a king,” the boy said. “She’s been with us ever so long, though. She’s been with us even longer than Mrs. Chubb.”


  “Now, Willy, don’t bore the gentlemen,” Emerald said. “Tea is almost ready. You may want to come in and wash your hands.”


  “We washed once, when they barbered us,” Gus pointed out. “It’s been quite a few months since we washed twice in one day.”


  “Yes, but you are now under the protection of Lady Carey,” Emerald said. “You may wash as often as you want.”


  “Ma’am, if there’s grub, I’m for eating first and washing later,” Wesley Buttons said. “I’ve not had a beefsteak for awhile—I feel like I could eat most of a cow.”


  “Goodness, you don’t serve beefsteak at tea,” Emerald said. “Beefsteak belongs with dinner, never with tea. Lady Carey is quite unconventional, but not that unconventional, I’m afraid.”


  The Texans were led into a room where there were five washbasins; the water in the basins was so hot that five columns of steam rose into the room. There were also five towels, and more extraordinary still, five hairbrushes and five combs. The brushes were edged in silver, and the combs seemed to be ivory. At a slight remove was another table, with another washbasin, a towel, and another silver-edged brush and ivory comb.


  “That’s the hottest water I’ve seen since we left San Antonio,” Gus remarked. “We’ll all scald ourselves, if we ain’t careful.”


  The sixth washbasin was for Willy, the young viscount. The Texans were left to scrub themselves after their own inclinations, but while they were watching the water steam in the washbasins, a short, fat woman in gray clothes burst through a door and grabbed Willy before he could elude her.


  “No, no, Mrs. Chubb,” Willy said, trying to squirm out of her grip; but his squirming was in vain. In a second, Mrs. Chubb had Willy bent over his own washbasin; she gave his face a vigorous scrubbing, ignoring his protests about the scalding water.


  “Now, Willy, try not to howl, you’ll upset our guests,” Mrs. Chubb said. She didn’t take her eye, or her hands, off her young charge until she considered him sufficiently washed; once her task was done to her satisfaction, the young boy’s face was red from scrubbing and his hair shining from a skillful application of comb and brush. Then the plump woman surveyed the Texans with a lively blue eye.


  “Here, gentlemen, your water’s cooling—plunge in,” she said. “Lady Carey has a glorious appetite, and your Miss Roberts is eating as if she’s been starved for a month.”


  “Two months,” Long Bill said. “Matty ain’t had a good meal since we crossed the Brazos.”


  “Well, she’s having a splendid high tea, right now,” Mrs. Chubb said. “If you gentlemen want anything to eat between now and dinner, I suggest you wash up quickly. Otherwise there won’t be a scone left, or a sandwich, either.”


  Willy rushed through the door Mrs. Chubb had just emerged from.


  “Mamma, I must have a scone,” he said. “Do wait—I’m coming.”


  The Texans, under the urging of Mrs. Chubb, hastily splashed themselves with the hot water and rubbed themselves with the towels. Though they had shaved and washed just that morning, the towels were brown with dust when they finished their rubbing. Gus took a swipe or two at his hair with the silver brush—the rest of the Texans felt awkward even picking up such unfamiliar instruments, and left themselves uncombed.


  Mrs. Chubb, unfazed, shooed them toward the door, much as a hen might shoo her chickens.


  When the Texans entered Lady Carey’s room they were shocked to see Matilda Roberts, pink-faced, and with wet hair, in a clean white smock, sitting on a stool eating biscuits.


  Beside her, in a chair, was the lady in black, the one who had sung so movingly over their fallen friends. Gus had hoped to get a glimpse of her face, but he was disappointed: Lady Carey was triply veiled, and the veils were black. Nothing showed at all, not her hair, not her face, not her feet, which were in sharp-toed black boots. Call supposed the woman’s face must be badly eaten up, else why would she cover herself so completely? He could get no hint even of the color of her eyes. Yet she was eating when they came in, eating a small thing that seemed to be mostly bread. When Lady Carey wanted to eat, she tilted her head forward slightly, and slipped the little bite of bread under the three veils—just for a second he saw a flash of white teeth, and a bit of chin, which seemed unblemished.


  “Excuse me, gentlemen,” Lady Carey said, in a low, friendly voice. “When I’m hungry I have no manners—and I always seem to be hungry, in San Lazaro. I expect it’s the wind. When I’m eating, I don’t mind it quite so much.”


  “It blows, don’t it?” Long Bill said—he was surprised that he had been able to utter a word, to such a great lady. They were in a large room whose walls had been hung with patterned cloth. The two windows were tightly shuttered. In one corner was a large, four-poster bed with a little dog sitting on it; beside it was a smaller bed where Willy slept.


  “Certainly does—it blows,” Lady Carey said. “Eat, gentlemen. Don’t be shy. I expect it’s been awhile since you’ve sat down to a tea such as this.”


  Lady Carey’s hands, too, were gloved in black—she reached down with two gloved fingers, took another small piece of the bread, and popped it under the veils and into her mouth.


  Gus felt that it was his turn to speak—he had been about to address Lady Carey when Long Bill rudely jumped in ahead of him, and only to make a pointless comment about the wind. Before them on the table was an array of food, and all of it was rather small food, it seemed to him: there were little pieces of bread, cut quite square, with what seemed like slices of cucumber stuck between the squares of bread. Then there were biscuits and muffins, and larger, harder muffins with raisins stuck in them: he thought those might be the things called scones that Willy had referred to. Besides the various muffins and biscuits there were little ears of corn, with a saucer of butter and salt to dip them in; there were tomatoes and apricots and figs, and a plate of tiny fish that proved very salty to the taste. Gus had every intention of saying something complimentary about the food, but something about Lady Carey intimidated him, preventing him from getting even a word out of his mouth. He looked at her and opened his mouth, but then instead of speaking, put a bit of biscuit in his mouth and ate it.


  The Texans were shy in the beginning—most of the foods they were being offered were foods they had never tasted. They stuck, at first, to what was safest, which were the biscuits—but, in part because they stuck to them so strictly, the biscuits were soon gone. Then the muffins went, then the scones, then the corn, and, finally, the various fruits. All the Texans, though, avoided the cucumber sandwiches, even preferring the salty fish. All the while, Mrs. Chubb supplied them with large cups of hot, sweet tea; the tea was sweet because Mrs. Chubb dropped square lumps of sugar into it with a pair of silver tongs.


  “Lord, that’s sweet,” Gus said. None of the Texans had ever tasted pure sugar before. They were amazed by the sweetness it imparted to the tea.


  “Oh well... that’s the nature of sugar,” Lady Carey said. She, too, was having tea, but instead of drinking it from a cup, she was sipping it through a hollow reed of some kind, which she delicately inserted under her veils.


  “This was refined by my chemist, the learned Doctor Gilley,” Lady Carey said. “It came from sugarcane grown on my plantation, in the islands. I do think it’s very good sugar.”


  “That’s where Mamma caught leprosy,” Willy said. “On our plantation. I didn’t catch it and neither did Emerald and neither did Mrs. Chubb.”


  “Poor luck, I was the only one afflicted,” Lady Carey said.


  “Well, Papa might have had it, but we don’t know, because the Mexicans shot him first,” Willy said. “That’s when we were made prisoners of war—when they shot Papa.”


  “Now, Willy—these gentlemen have traveled a long way and lost many friends themselves,” Lady Carey said. “We needn’t burden them with our misfortunes.”


  “I lost my Shad,” Matilda said. “It was a stray bullet, too. If he’d been sitting anywhere else I expect he’d still be alive.”


  “Well, Matty, that’s not for sure,” Gus said. “We walked a far piece, after that, through all that cold weather.”


  “Cold wouldn’t have kilt my Shad,” Matilda said. “I would have hugged him and kept him warm.”


  “It is cold in our castle,” Willy said. “There aren’t many fires. But we have cannons and someday I will shoot them. When will we go back to our castle, Mamma?”


  “That depends on these gentlemen,” Lady Carey said. “We’ll discuss it as soon as they’ve finished their tea. It’s very impolite to discuss business while one’s guests are enjoying their food.”


  “We can talk now, I guess,” Call said. “If you’ve a plan for leaving here, I’m for talking now.”


  “Fine, there’s nothing left but the cucumber sandwiches anyway,” Lady Carey said. “I suppose cucumbers are not much valued in Texas, but we Scots have a fine appetite for them. Come help me, Willy, and you too, Mrs. Chubb. Let’s finish off the sandwiches and plan our expedition.”


  Call was enjoying the breads and muffins and fruit. Everything he put in his mouth was tasty, particularly the small, buttery ears of corn. After the cold, dry trip they had made, across the prairies and the desert, it seemed a miracle that they had come through safe and were eating such food in the company of an English lady, her servants, and her little boy. He was startled, though, when she mentioned an expedition. The country around El Paso was as harsh as any he had seen. Five Rangers, four women, and a boy wouldn’t stand much chance, not unless the Mexican army was planning to go with them.


  “First, we need proper introductions,” Lady Carey said. “I’m Lucinda Carey, this is Mrs. Chubb, this is Emerald, and this is Willy. You know our names, but we don’t know yours. Could you tell us your names, please?”


  Gus immediately told the lady that his name was Augustus McCrae. He was determined that Long Bill Coleman not be the first to speak to the fine lady who had fed them such delicious food.


  “Why, Willy, he’s Scot, like us,” Lady Carey said. “I expect we’re cousins, twenty times removed, Mr. McCrae.”


  The news perked Gus up immediately. The other Rangers introduced themselves—Woodrow Call was last. Long Bill took it upon himself to introduce Brognoli, whose head was still swinging back and forth, regular as the ticking of the clock. None of them knew how to behave to a lady—Long Bill attempted a little bow, but Lady Carey didn’t appear to notice. She divided the cucumber sandwiches between herself, Mrs. Chubb, and Willy, who ate them avidly.


  All the while Emerald, the tall Negress, stood watching, near the bed. The little dog had gone to sleep and was snoring loudly.


  “Throw a pillow at him, Willy—why must we hear those snores?” Lady Carey said, when the last cucumber sandwich was gone. Willy immediately grabbed three pillows off a red settee and threw them at the sleeping dog, which whuffed, woke up, shook itself, and ran off the bed into Lady Carey’s arms.


  “This is George—he’s a smelly beast,” Lady Carey said. The little dog was frantically attempting to lick her, but the best he could do was lick her black gloves.


  Call was watching the tall Negress, Emerald. She stood by the four-poster bed, keeping her eye on the company. She wasn’t unfriendly, but she wasn’t familiar, either. She was wrapped in a long, blue cloak. Call wondered if she had a gun under the cloak, or at least a knife. He could see that she was protective of Lady Carey and the little boy; he would not have wanted to be the one who attacked them, not with Emerald there.


  While he was sipping the last of his tea, he happened to look up and see the head of a large snake, raised over the canopy of the four-poster bed. In a second the snake’s long body followed—it was far and away the largest snake Call had ever seen. He looked around the table, hoping to see a knife he could kill it with, but there was no knife, except the little one they had used to spread butter. He grabbed one of the little stools and was about to run over and try to smash the big snake with it when the Negress calmly stretched out a long black arm and let the big snake slide along it. All the Rangers gave a start, when they saw the snake slide onto Emerald’s arm. Soon it was draped over her shoulders, its head stretching out toward the table where the tea had been.


  “No cause for alarm, gentlemen,” Lady Carey said. “That’s Elphinstone—he’s Willy’s boa.”


  “Only he’s too big for me,” Willy said. “Mamma and Emerald play with him now. Mrs. Chubb doesn’t care for snakes. She hides her eyes when Elphinstone eats his rats.”


  Emerald walked over and handed the boa to Lady Carey, who let it slither over her lap and off under the table.


  “I think he wants George,” Lady Carey said. “Cake crumbs don’t satisfy a boa, but I expect a smelly little beast such as George would be a treat.”


  “But Mamma, he can’t have George!” Willy insisted. “He finds quite a lot of rats—I shouldn’t think he’d need to eat our dog.”


  “Who knows what a boa needs, Willy?” Lady Carey said. “I’m afraid we’ve let all these beasts distract us. Willy and I want to go home, gentlemen, and the Mexican government has agreed to release us. What they won’t do is provide us with an escort, and we’re rather a long way from a seaport.”


  “I’ll say,” Long Bill said. “It’s so far I wouldn’t even know which one to head for.”


  “Galveston is the most feasible, I believe,” Lady Carey said. “I’d rather try for Galveston than Veracruz. If we travel through Mexico the greedy generals might decide they want more ransom—my father has already paid them a handsome sum. He didn’t pay it for me, of course—father wouldn’t waste a shilling on a leprous daughter. He paid it for the young viscount here. Willy’s the one he needs—Willy’s the heir.”


  The Rangers listened silently to what Lady Carey said. Call looked at Gus, who looked at Long Bill. Brognoli continued to swing his head, and Wesley Buttons, who was a slow eater, was still consuming the last crumbs of one of the big scones with raisins in it. The others had accepted that the big snake was a pet, but Wesley didn’t trust snakes, particularly not snakes that were longer than he was tall. This one had slithered off somewhere, but it could always slither back and take a bite out of him. He was careful to keep both feet on the rungs of his stool, and did not pay much attention to the talk of ransoms and seaports. He would go where the boys went—he was happy to let them decide.


  “Ma’am, we’ll be pleased to take you to Galveston,” Call said. “If we can find the way. It’s a far piece, though, and we’ve got no mounts and no gear. Our horses got stolen, and the Mexicans took our guns.”


  “Fortunately, we aren’t poor yet, we Careys,” Lady Carey said. “I didn’t expect you to walk across Texas barefoot, in leg irons. We have our own mounts, and we’ll soon find some for you. You look like honest men—I’ll send you to town with enough gold to equip us properly. Don’t skimp, either. Buy yourselves reliable weapons and warm clothes and trustworthy mounts. We have a tent large enough for ourselves and Miss Roberts—but I’m afraid you men will have to sleep out, if it’s not too inconvenient.”


  “We don’t know how to sleep no way but out,” Gus said. “If we can get some slickers and some blankets we’ll be cozy, I guess.”


  Just then, the snake emerged and began to glide up one of the bedposts. Soon it disappeared, back onto the canopy over the big bed. Wesley Buttons cautiously put his feet back on the ground.


  “I expect it’s a little too late to send you to town today,” Lady Carey said. “Emerald, tell Manuel to get the irons off these men. I want them to get into town early tomorrow. I want to leave San Lazaro quickly—these greedy Mexicans might change their minds.”


  “Come,” Emerald said. “We’ve fixed a room for you. The mattresses are just corn shuck, but it will be more comfortable than the place the Mexicans put you.”


  When they left the room, Willy had seated himself next to his mother and was helping her select from a bunch of storybooks, piled beside the low settee where Lady Carey sat. She raised her head to them, as they left the room, but all they could see were her veils.


  “I wonder how bad she is, with the leprosy?” Gus asked, as the Texans were following Emerald along the balcony to their quarters. “Wouldn’t it be awful if she didn’t have no nose?”


  “Yes, it would be awful, but I like her anyway,” Call said. “She’s going to get us out of here. I never supposed we’d be this lucky.”


  Gus thought of the long miles they had to travel, over the dry, windy country, to get even as far back as the settlements around Austin. It was a long way, even to the mountains where Josh Corn and Zeke Moody had been killed. And if they got that far, they would be in the land of Buffalo Hump.


  “We don’t know yet if we’re lucky,” he said. “We got to go right across where that Comanche is.”


  “It still beats being a prisoner and wearing these damn chains,” Call said.


  Part IV
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  BUFFALO HUMP CAUGHT KIRKER, the scalp hunter, in a rocky gully just east of the Rio Pecos. Kirker had forty scalps with him at the time. Buffalo Hump judged the scalps to be mostly Mexican scalps, but he tortured Kirker to death anyway. The man had not been easy to take. He had managed to get in amid some rocks and delayed them a whole day, an annoying thing to the war chief. The Comanche moon was full—he wanted to follow the old trail, down into Mexico, and bring back captives, children they could use as slaves, or sell to the half-breed traders, in the trading place called the Sorrows, near the dripping springs where travelers on the llano stopped to rest and water their animals.


  Buffalo Hump did not like having to slow his raid to catch one scalp hunter, a man so weak that he only killed Mexicans and rarely even attempted to take an Apache scalp, or a Comanche. At first he considered leaving three men, to hide and wait. When Kirker thought he was safe and came out of his hiding place in the rocks, the men could kill him and then follow the raiding party south. Kicking Wolf, though, protested so vigorously that Buffalo Hump gave in. Kirker had killed two of Kicking Wolf’s wives, and one of his sons; he had taken their scalps and sold them. Kicking Wolf was not a man who forgave or forgot; he wanted to take part in Kirker’s death. The Comanche moon had only just turned full—they could easily sweep on into Mexico and take their captives. Kicking Wolf even had an idea that would help drive Kirker out of his hole in the rocks, and he put it into practice at night, just before moonrise. He had his young warriors catch several snakes and tie their tails together so tightly that they couldn’t rattle well. Of course the rattlers’ heads had to be held down with a stick—they grew angry at the mistreatment they received. There were seven snakes in all. Once the seven were bound together by their tails, a young brave named Fast Boy climbed up on the rocks above Kirker and threw the bundle of snakes down on top of him. Kirker screamed when the first snake bit him—when he screamed, revealing his position, Buffalo Hump himself jumped down on him and knocked his gun away before he could kill himself. Fortunately, the snake had only bitten Kirker in the leg; the wound would not kill him, or weaken him enough to spoil the torture. Even before they got Kirker back to camp, Kicking Wolf, who could not be restrained when he was angry, poked a sharp stick in Kirker’s ear, destroying his eardrum and causing much blood to run out of his head. Kirker snarled and howled, like a tied wolf. He spat at the Comanches so many times that Buffalo Hump took a needle and a thread and sewed his lips together; after that he could not scream loudly, though he rolled and writhed and made gurgling sounds as he was being burnt and cut by Kicking Wolf, who insisted on doing most of the torturing himself. Some of the braves were in favor of saving Kirker; they wanted to send him back to the main camp, so the squaws could torture him. One squaw named Three Seed was better at torture than any man. She could bite off a man’s fingers or toes as neatly as if she were merely biting a willow twig.


  Buffalo Hump, though, was impatient. It was true that Kirker was a bad man who deserved to be tortured by the squaws, but the squaws were four days’ ride to the north, and the raiders’ business lay to the south. Kicking Wolf might not be as expert at torture as Three Seed, but he was good enough to make Kirker writhe and gurgle through a whole afternoon. He had been burned and cut and blinded when they took him to a small tree near the Pecos and tied him upside down. They built a small fire beneath his dangling head, and prepared to ride off; the greasewood would burn all night. Long before the sun rose, Kirker’s head would be cooked.


  Even so, when Buffalo Hump mounted and indicated that it was time to take advantage of the Comanche moon and get on with the serious business of the raid, Kicking Wolf refused to leave. He was determined to enjoy Kirker’s torture to the end. He jabbed a thorny stick into Kirker’s other ear, and let blood from his head drip into the fire.


  Buffalo Hump was irritated, but Kicking Wolf, as a warrior, could do as he pleased, up to a point. The man knew the way to Mexico as well as anyone. It was not likely that Kirker would last until the morning—Kicking Wolf would follow and catch up the next day.


  Still, before he left, Buffalo Hump made sure Kicking Wolf knew he was expected in Mexico soon. Kicking Wolf was the best horsethief in the tribe, and also the best stealer of children. He moved without making any sound at all. Once or twice he had reached through a window and taken a child while its parents were right in the room, eating or quarreling. Buffalo Hump did not want Kicking Wolf lingering too long, just to torture one scalp hunter. The man was already too weak to respond strongly to torture, anyway. He only jerked a little, and made a weak sound behind his sewn lips when the flames touched his head.


  Kicking Wolf paid little attention to Buffalo Hump and the other warriors, as they rode off to the south. He was glad the war chief was gone—Buffalo Hump was a great fighter, but he was too impatient for the slow business of torture. For the same reason, Buffalo Hump was not an especially good hunter—he often jumped too soon. Torture took patience, and Buffalo Hump didn’t have it. Before the warriors were even out of sight, Kicking Wolf took a stick or two off the fire and touched them to Kirker here and there, causing the man to jerk like a speared fish. The jerking made Kicking Wolf happy. It was good to be rid of the impatient war chief, good to be alone to hurt the man who had scalped his wives and his little son. In a little while, he cut the bloody threads that Buffalo Hump had used to sew Kirker’s lips together. Then he stoked the fire a little and grabbed Kirker by the hair, so he could hold the man’s face right over the flames. He wanted to hear the man scream.


  After the first screams were over, Kicking Wolf scattered the fire a little and let Kirker’s head hang down again. He got up and walked a short distance to a pile of rocks, carrying one of the burning sticks, to give him a little light. He wanted to find some little scorpions and put them on the white man. The scorpions would hurt him but would not kill him, and the torture could go on.


  2.


  CALL WAS SURPRISED BY Lady Carey’s riding. She rode sidesaddle, of course, but handled her black gelding as expertly as any man. She could even make the horse jump, putting him over little gullies and small bushes while at a gallop. Call thought that was foolish, but he had to admit it was skillful, and pretty to watch. Willy tried to get his pony to jump like his mother’s gelding, but of course the pony wouldn’t. Mrs. Chubb rode a donkey, and protested constantly about its behavior, though Gus pointed out to her that her donkey behaved no worse than most donkeys.


  “In England they behave better, sir,” Mrs. Chubb insisted. “This one tried to bite my toe.”


  Emerald, the tall Negress, rode a large white mule; she astonished Gus when she told him that the mule had sailed over from Ireland, along with Willy’s pony and Lady Carey’s black gelding.


  “I doubt I could get fond enough of a mule to bring one on a ship,” Gus said. He himself was riding a lively bay, procured in El Paso. In fact, thanks to Lady Carey’s largesse, they were all better mounted than they had been at any time during their journeying. Each man had two horses, and there were four pack mules. One carried Lady Carey’s canvas tent; the others carried provisions, including plenty of ammunition. They all had first-rate weapons, too—brand-new rifles and pistols, and a pretty shotgun for shooting fowl. Gus was eager to try the shotgun on prairie chickens—he had acquired a taste for the birds, but traveling east out of El Paso, they saw no prairie chickens, only desert. Gus did manage to bring down a lean jackrabbit with the shotgun, but upon inspecting the rabbit, Emerald declined to cook it.


  “Lady Carey doesn’t care for hares, unless they’re jugged,” she said. Lady Carey had raced far ahead. She was still completely veiled, so veiled that Call didn’t know how she could see prairie-dog holes and other dangers of the trail. But she rode fast, her veils flying, and the black gelding rarely stumbled.


  At four, to the Rangers’ astonishment, the party stopped so that tea could be served. A small table was set up, covered with a white damask cloth. A fire was made; while Emerald sliced a small ham and made little sandwiches, Mrs. Chubb brewed the tea. The sugar bowl was brought out and sugar tonged into the cups. All the Rangers liked the tea and drank several cups; they decided they approved of English customs. Call, though he enjoyed the tea, thought it was foolish to waste an hour of daylight sitting around a table in the desert. The boys could drink all the tea they wanted at night—why waste the daylight? But he had to admit that otherwise Lady Carey’s arrangements had been excellent. The saddles were the best that could be located in El Paso; also, mindful that winter was approaching, Lady Carey had insisted that they buy slickers, warm coats, and plenty of blankets. If Caleb Cobb’s expedition had been half so well equipped, it might have succeeded, at least in Call’s view. With proper equipment, it would have had a chance.


  At night, with Long Bill’s help and Gus’s, Emerald set up Lady Carey’s tent. While the tent was being anchored, Lady Carey sat by the campfire and read Willy stories from one of the storybooks they had with them. Some of the Rangers, unused to having a lady handy who would read, listened to the stories and enjoyed them as much as Willy. Matilda Roberts, for her part, enjoyed them more than Willy—the young viscount, after all, had had the stories read to him many times. But Matilda had never heard of Little Red Riding Hood, or Jack and the Beanstalk. She sat entranced, letting her tea grow cold, as Lady Carey read.


  Even more entrancing than the stories was Lady Carey’s singing. Mostly she sang light tunes, “Annie Laurie,” “Barbara Allen,” and the like—the light tunes suited the men best. But now and then, as if bored with the sentimental tunes, Lady Carey would suddenly let her voice grow and grow, until it seemed to fill the vastness of the desert. She sang in a tongue none of them knew—none, that is, except Quartermaster Brognoli, who suddenly stood up and attempted to sing with her. He had not emitted an intelligible sound in so long that his voice was hoarse and raspy, but he was trying to sing and there was life in his eyes again. A vein stood out on his forehead as he attempted to sing with Lady Carey.


  “Why, he’s Italian and he knows his operas,” Lady Carey said. “Now that he’s found his voice again, I expect he’ll be singing arias in a day or two.”


  That prediction proved wrong, for Quartermaster Brognoli died that night. Call looked at him in the morning, and saw at once that he was dead. His head was twisted far around on his back and neck.


  “I guess that jerking finally killed him,” Gus said, when the sad news was reported.


  “No, it was the opera,” Lady Carey said. “Or perhaps it was just hearing his native tongue.”


  Quartermaster Brognoli was buried in the hard ground—the four remaining Rangers took turns digging. Lady Carey sang the same piece she had sung when the Mexican firing squad cut down Bigfoot and the others. All the men cried, although Wesley Buttons had never been fond of Brognoli. Still, they had traveled a long way together, and now the man was dead. In the vastness of the desert, each reduction of the group made them realize how small they were, how puny, in relation to the space they were traveling through.


  “We’re back where it’s wild again,” Call said.


  Lady Carey happened to overhear the remark—she drew rein for a moment, looking toward a faint outline of mountains in the east.


  “Yes, it’s wild, isn’t it,” she said. “It’s like a smell. I smelled it in Africa and now I smell it here.”


  “It means we have to be careful,” Call said.


  Lady Carey looked again at the distant mountains.


  “Quite the contrary, Corporal Call,” she said. “It means we have to be wild, like the wild men.”


  She turned her head toward him, and sat watching him for a moment. Call couldn’t see her eyes, through the several dark veils, but he knew she was watching him. One of her shirtsleeves had ridden up a bit—he could see just a bit of her wrist, between the shirtsleeve and her black gloves. He and Gus had speculated a little, about how affected Lady Carey was by the leprosy. She had no trouble handling her horse, and she was dexterous with her hands, when it came to pouring tea, or buttering muffins. The wrist he saw was a creamy white—much whiter than Matilda’s. Matty was brown from the sun.


  Although she had been always polite, Call felt nervous, knowing that her hidden eyes were fixed on him.


  “Are you wild enough, Corporal Call?” Lady Carey asked. “I have a feeling you are.”


  “I guess we’ll see,” Call said.


  3.


  THE COMANCHES STRUCK DEEP into Mexico, under the bright moon. In Chihuahua Buffalo Hump struck a ranch, killed the rancher and his wife and all the vaqueros, and took three children and seventy horses. He ordered three young braves, led by Fast Boy, back up the war trail with the horses. He wanted the horses safely back in the main camp, in the Palo Duro Canyon, before the worst of the winter ice storms came. They could eat the horses, if buffalo proved scarce.


  Then, with the shivering, terrified children tied on one horse, he struck east, taking only those children that were old enough to be useful slaves. The others he killed, along with their parents. At one hacienda he tied the whole family, threw them on their own haystack, and burned them. The Comanches rode on, striking hard and fast. Once they saw a little militia in the distance, perhaps twenty men. The young braves wanted to attack, but Buffalo Hump wouldn’t let them. He told them they could come back and fight Mexican soldiers anytime. Now they were on a raid, and needed to concern themselves with captives and horses.


  They soon had ten children—four boys and six girls—none of them older than eight or nine years. They also had twenty more horses, which they drove with them as they turned north. Buffalo Hump was satisfied. They had taken almost a hundred horses, and ten children who were strong enough not to die on the hard journey. Kicking Wolf had failed to appear. Some of the braves speculated that he had caught another white to torture.


  More than thirty Mexicans had been killed on the raid. Now the wind was growing colder—Buffalo Hump wanted to go to the trading place, the Sorrows, to trade his captives for tobacco and blankets and ammunition. He himself had the fine gun the Texans had given him, but he didn’t use it to kill Mexicans. The fine gun he kept for buffalo hunting. The Mexicans he merely struck with his lance, or put an arrow through. He wanted guns, though—not for himself but for his braves. There were more Texans than ever, moving west on the creeks and rivers, cutting trees and making little farms. They were easy to kill, the Texans, but there were many of them, and most of his warriors still only had bows and arrows. All the Texans had guns—some of them could shoot well. It would be better if his young men learned to use the gun. Otherwise, the Texans might come all the way into the Comancheria and start killing the buffalo.


  A day south of the Rio Grande, Buffalo Hump took a girl, a pretty Mexican girl who was caught while washing clothes on a rock in a little creek. There was a village not too far distant, but Buffalo Hump was on the girl so quickly that she did not have time to scream. He drew his knife to kill her, but in the brief struggle her young breasts spilled out of her tunic and he decided to keep her. He had had Mexican women before, but none so appealing as the slim girl he had just caught. He gagged her with a piece of rawhide, and put her over his horse.


  Later, when they were many miles north and not far from the river, one of the braves came and informed him that a foolish young warrior named Crow was missing. Buffalo Hump didn’t wait. Probably Crow had gone into the outskirts of the village and attempted to steal a girl for himself—Crow had always been jealous of Buffalo Hump. Though only sixteen, he wanted everything the war chief had. The young braves became restive. They didn’t want to leave Crow; he was known to be foolish. An old witch woman had told Crow that he would not die, and Crow believed her. Yet, he was brave in battle, and the young warriors didn’t want to leave him. Buffalo Hump finally sent two of them to find their friend. They arrived back late at night with long faces and bad news. Crow had attacked the Mexican village single-handedly, convinced that he could scare away all the cowardly Mexicans and take what he wanted from the town. The braves who went back caught a boy and made him tell them what had happened, for they had not met Crow along the trail. The boy said Crow had ridden around the village, drinking and shooting off an old gun he had found. He did scare the Mexicans away for awhile, but he enjoyed frightening the village people so much that he grew careless. A vaquero roped him from a rooftop. While he was spinning in the air, the village men came back and hacked him to death with their machetes.


  Buffalo Hump took the Mexican girl, though she struggled violently. He decided to take her for a wife. It might be that when they got to the trading place one of the traders would offer him a very high price for the girl; unless it was very high he resolved to keep her, although he would have to be careful when he took her back to the tribe. His old wives were jealous and would beat the girl severely, with firewood or sticks, unless he made it clear to them that they would suffer from his hand if the girl was too much damaged.


  Crow’s loss he did not lament. It was true that Crow had been brave, but he was not respectful. Several times already, Buffalo Hump had been tempted to put a lance through him, in response to an insolent look.


  The girl, Rosa, whimpered from cold and fright. Buffalo Hump went to her, and took her again. Then he stuffed the rawhide gag back in her mouth; he didn’t like the sounds frightened women made.


  The next day, one warrior short, the Comanches crossed the Rio Grande. That day they caught two whites, an old man and an old woman, traveling west in a little wagon. They were people of God—they prayed loudly to their Jesus, but Buffalo Hump burned them anyway, in their own wagon. They screamed more loudly than they prayed. As the Comanches were riding off, a cougar jumped out of a little spur of rocks and raced away. Several of the young braves gave chase—it would be a great thing, if one of them could kill a cougar. But Buffalo Hump let them go—he had once longed to kill a cougar or a bear himself, and finally had killed a bear, near the headwaters of the Cimarron. But it had only been an old she-bear with a wounded paw; he could not claim much credit for having killed it. Once he had put his lance in a male grizzly, but the grizzly had treated the lance like a burr, and had chased Buffalo Hump for a mile. If he had not been on his best horse that day, the bear would have killed him.


  Of course, the young braves did not manage to catch the cougar. Their horses were a little tired, from the swift raid. The cougar outran them easily.


  Later that day, Kicking Wolf appeared. Buffalo Hump was angry with him, for missing the raid, but they had taken so many horses and so many captives that he didn’t bother complaining. Kicking Wolf was a very contrary man—he did as he pleased. He told Buffalo Hump he had decided to wait for them on the trail, because he was enjoying the feeling he had after torturing Kirker to death.


  It was a feeling of great power and calm, Kicking Wolf said. He didn’t want to lose it just to catch a few Mexican children and run off a few horses. He explained that he had tortured Kirker for another day, after they hung him over the fire. After Kirker died, Kicking Wolf cut off all of his fingers—he meant to take them to the main camp and make them into a necklace. The fingers of the scalp hunter should not be wasted.


  When Kicking Wolf saw Rosa, the Mexican girl, he became immediately jealous. He began to wish he had taken time to go on part of the raid. His only wife was old and smelly—Buffalo Hump had three young wives already, too many, in Kicking Wolf’s view. He was a lustful man and could only watch enviously when Buffalo Hump went to the girl and took her. He ought to have gone to Mexico and taken a girl himself—it was only that he had been patiently torturing Kirker and didn’t want to lose the feeling of great peace that came to him when the scalp hunter died.


  4.


  “IT’S A LURCHY WAY to travel, if you ask me,” Call said. “It’s still a long way to Galveston and we ain’t near through the Comanche country, yet. Why is she stopping, just to paint a hill?”


  “You can’t rush a lady like her, Woodrow,” Gus said. He, too, thought it was eccentric of Lady Carey to stop the trip for a whole day, just so she could paint the colors of a desert sunset as they appeared on the line of bluffs to the north. They had happened to be traveling below a kind of rimrock the day before, and had camped just at sunset. Lady Carey had not been able to get her easel and her paintbrushes out in time to capture the colors of rose and gold that the sun threw on the cliffs.


  “Why, there’s nothing like it in the world,” she said. “I must paint—Willy, you might try, too. We’ll wait until tomorrow and both have a go at it.”


  “That’s a good plan—I’m tired of my pony,” Willy said.


  Gus had managed to shoot an antelope that afternoon; he was immensely proud of himself. Emerald, the Negress, walked out and butchered the animal, very precisely and in half the time it would have taken Gus. Before they could even set Lady Carey’s tent up properly, Emerald returned with the best cuts of antelope. That night she cooked what she referred to as the saddle, with some corn and a few chilies they had brought from El Paso. Gus thought it was the best meal he had ever eaten; Call had to admit it was mighty tasty. Emerald had struck up a friendship with Matilda Roberts—she showed Matilda some of the finer points of cooking game. Lady Carey had a little chest containing nothing but salts and peppers, spices, and herbs. While Emerald cooked, Lady Carey sang, plucking her mandolin. That evening the great boa, Elphinstone, was let out of its basket. It curled around Lady Carey’s shoulders, as she sang.


  Call thought Lady Carey fearless to the point of folly. She ordered no guard, but he and Gus and Long Bill stood one anyway, taking turns through the chilly nights. Wesley Buttons was exempt from guard duty—it was well known that he could not stay awake even ten minutes, unless someone was talking to him, and Wesley’s conversation was so dull that no one wanted to attempt to talk to him through the night. He was put in charge of the saddling and packing instead; Call and Gus usually helped him take down Lady Carey’s tent.


  During the day of rest, while they waited for the sunset colors to come, Lady Carey amused herself by sketching the Rangers. She drew quickly, and made such good likenesses of the men that it startled all of them. None of them felt that his own sketch was quite accurate, but contended that Lady Carey had captured the other men perfectly.


  Toward evening, as the sun sank, the cliffs to the north reddened. Lady Carey prepared her colors and began to paint. Willy, the young viscount, had a small easel; his attempts at capturing the sunset were done in watercolor. Matilda stood beside Lady Carey, watching. Seeing the red cliffs form on the canvas fascinated her, much as the stories had. She had never known anyone who could do such things.


  Lady Carey painted until nightfall, but Willy tired of art and walked off with Gus, in search of game. He had a small fowling piece, and would pop away at anything that moved; this evening, though, nothing moved. Willy wanted to keep looking, but as the shadows lengthened, Gus grew apprehensive and insisted that they return to camp. They had seen nothing to provoke unease, but Gus knew how quickly that could change, in such a wild place.


  “There could be an Indian not fifty feet from us,” he told Willy.


  “But if there’s an Indian I want to see him,” Willy said. “Why can’t you find him and show him to me?”


  “If I found an Indian I wouldn’t have to show him to you,” Gus told him. “He’d be shooting arrows at us quicker than you can think. If I didn’t kill the Indian, he’d kill us.”


  “Of course, you would kill him, I’m sure,” Willy said, moving a little closer to Gus as they walked toward camp.


  Call was prepared for an early start, and was up before sunrise—but to his surprise, Lady Carey had risen ahead of him. She was standing beside her easel, waiting for the first light from the east.


  “I know you’re restless, Corporal Call,” she said. “I painted the sunset—now I want to paint the dawn. Go and ask Emerald to cook the bacon.”


  It was almost midday before Lady Carey was content to pack up her easel and her oils and mount the black gelding.


  For three days more they moved eastward, past the line of the rimrock but not beyond the desert or the mountains. On the afternoon of the third day, Call, Gus, and Long Bill all began to feel uneasy. There was no reason for their unease, yet they had it. Call debated scouting ahead, to see if he could detect any sign of Indians; in the end he decided against it. There were only the four of them to fight, in case of attack, and Wesley Buttons was a notably unreliable shot, at that. It was probably better to stay together, in case of trouble.


  Toward evening, they passed a solitary mountain—a lump of rock, mainly. Lady Carey rode off toward the mountain, to have a closer look. Despite many warnings about the Indians, she still darted off at will, now ahead and now behind. She took a keen interest in the desert plants and would sometimes dismount, with her sketch pad, and draw a cactus or a sage bush. Once or twice, she had galloped so far away that Call had ridden out, protectively, to be in a position to help if he needed to help. Lady Carey, though, made it clear that she did not welcome even the best-intentioned supervision.


  “I’m not a chicken, Corporal Call,” she said to him once. “You needn’t act like a hen.”


  Gus felt a deep disquiet, not about Lady Carey but about the place. Looking at the high, rocky hump he suddenly realized that he had looked at it before—only before, he had been racing toward it from the east, in the hope of killing mountain sheep. Now they were coming toward it from the west—the sloping ridge the Comanches had hidden themselves behind was just ahead of them.


  Call had the same recognition, at the same time. They had gone east from El Paso, and come back to the bluff where Josh Corn and Zeke Moody had been killed.


  “I hope there ain’t no mountain sheep up there,” Gus said. “If there are, we’ll know they’re Comanches and that big one is somewhere around.”


  “Maybe he’s still north,” Call said, remembering the day when the Comanches had walked their horses along the face of the Palo Duro Canyon.


  “No, he ain’t north—I feel him,” Gus said.


  “Now, that’s mush,” Call said. “You didn’t feel him the first time, and he was closer to us than I am to Willy.”


  “I don’t say he’s close, but he’s somewhere around,” Gus said. “I feel funny in my stomach.”


  “At least Major Chevallie would be proud of us if he could see us now,” Call said.


  “Why would he?” Gus asked. “He never even made us corporals.”


  “No, but now we’ve found the road to El Paso,” Call said. “It’s south of them high bluffs. If he was alive, he could start up a stagecoach line.”


  Gus was still thinking about Buffalo Hump—how quickly he could strike. Lady Carey was almost out of sight, at the base of the mountain. If Buffalo Hump was close, even the fast gelding wouldn’t save her.


  “Look at her,” Gus said, to Call. “If he was here, he’d get her.”


  “Not just her,” Call said. “He’d get us all, if he was here.”


  5.


  WHEN BUFFALO HUMP RODE into the trading place, the valley called the Sorrows, with his captives and the last group of Mexican horses, the old slaver, Joe Nibbs, was there waiting, with Sam Douglas and two wagons full of goods. A band of Kiowa had been there the day before, but they had only raided one settlement: the only captives they had to offer were a nine-year-old girl, and a little Negro boy. Joe Nibbs wouldn’t take the girl—she had a sickly look; very likely she would be dead within the month. Joe Nibbs had come west with the first trappers to leave St. Louis—he was too experienced a slaver to be wasting trade goods on a sickly girl.


  Joe had been coming to the Sorrows for ten years; he had seen mothers kill themselves because he sold their children away; more than one husband had tried to kill him, because he had sold a wife. But Joe was a decisive man—he kept a hammer stuck in his belt and used it to dispatch troublesome captives quickly, silently, and cheaply. He knew where the human skull was weakest—he rarely had to strike twice, when he pulled his hammer. Bullets he normally saved for buffalo, or other game too big and too swift to be dispatched with a hammer. When the Kiowa arrived, with one sickly girl, Joe Nibbs upbraided them for laziness. The Texas settlements were creeping westward, up the Brazos and the Trinity. If the Kiowa didn’t want to make the long ride into Mexico for captives, they could at least be a little more active around the new settlements. Most of them weren’t really settlements anyway, just groups of scattered farms, always poorly defended. They ought to yield more than a sick girl and a small Negro boy.


  In the wagons were blankets and beads, knives, mirrors, a few guns, and some harmless potions and powders that Joe passed off as medicine. He did not trade liquor. Life was risky enough on the Comancheria without pouring liquor into wild men skilled at every form of killing.


  He traveled in the Indian lands with Sam Douglas, a youth of twenty-two, reedy but strong. He kept the wagons repaired and the captives secured. Sam had come from a whaling family, back in Massachusetts—he was so skilled with knots that in the three years he had been helping Joe Nibbs, not a single captive, male or female, had escaped. Sometimes, if the Comanche seemed restive, Sam would entertain them by tying intricate knots. Kicking Wolf was particularly fascinated by this skill—he would sit by Sam and encourage him to run through his whole repertory of knots; then he would want Sam to untie all his knots and tie them again, over and over.


  Sam Douglas had grown up by the sea; he was used to cool, moist air. He had hated the West, with its sand and its dust, and had no fondness at all for Joe Nibbs, a greedy, profane, violent old man with black teeth, and a blacker heart. More than twenty times Sam had seen Joe Nibbs fly into a rage, yank out his hammer, and crack the skull of some man or woman who could perfectly well have been sold for a fine profit, if only Joe had been able to hold his temper. But Sam stayed with the old slaver because he was handicapped by a clubfoot and a harelip, both impediments to the satisfying of his considerable lust. In the settlements women shied from him, but traveling with a slaver solved that problem; there were always budding girls amid the captives, and sometimes grown women, too. Since it was Sam’s job to tie the women and to guard them, he had access to many females he could not have approached or succeeded with, had he met them in Massachusetts. Many of them writhed and squirmed, or begged and wept, or cursed and spat, while Sam was enjoying his access; but he paid no attention. They were slaves, and he was their slaver; they had to submit and most did, without him having to whack them or whip them or tie their legs to opposite sides of the wagon bed. Even if he had to beat the women a little, he was still kinder to them than Joe Nibbs. Joe was apt to whip them for no reason, or torment them with the handle of his hammer, or to tie them over a wagon wheel and rut at them from behind, like the rough old billy that he was.


  The moment Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf rode into the Sorrows with their bunch of Mexican children, Sam noticed the girl, Rosa. Joe Nibbs noticed her, too. She had a beauty not often seen in captives.


  “Why, he’s caught a pretty one,” Joe Nibbs said. “Them lazy Kiowas could ride for a year and not catch a girl that rare.”


  “Let’s buy her, Joe,” Sam Douglas said. “Maybe the Apaches would buy her. They’d give us silver for her. They take lots of silver off them Mexicans they kill.”


  What Sam was really thinking was that they would get to keep the girl for awhile. Old Joe could go first and rut at her from the back, if he wanted to. Then it would be Sam’s turn, and he might take it two or three times a night, under the pretense of seeing that the girl was properly bound.


  “Ssh... hush about the ’Paches,” Joe instructed. “Buffalo Hump hates everybody but his own tribe, and he don’t like too many of them. We don’t need to let on what we aim to do with this gal.”


  They watched closely as the Comanche raiders rode down into the shallow valley—just a cleft between two ridges, really. In the distance, they could see a curve of the Rio Rojo. The wind was blowing hard from the north; spumes of sand curled over the lip of the ridge to the north and blew into the eyes of the Mexican captives. The Mexican children appeared to be well fed, Sam noted. Some of them were as plump as the little Negro boy who was tied in the first wagon. Several of the Mexican girls looked to be eight or nine years old—they could be used, if there was no one better, but Sam Douglas didn’t figure on having to drop that low, not if the wily Joe Nibbs could talk Buffalo Hump out of the young woman. Joe had bought captives from most of the major chiefs, north of the Santa Fe trail and south. He knew a route through the Carlsbad Mountains that allowed him to slip back and forth between Comanche and Apache, desert and plain. He was the oldest slaver on the plains, good at figuring out what a given Indian would take for a prize captive. The girl who rode behind Buffalo Hump, her wrists tied with a rawhide thong, was the prettiest woman to come up the Comanche war trail since Sam had been driving a wagon for Joe.


  Joe Nibbs was rarely nervous, when among the red men. He cheated white men freely, but he didn’t cheat Comanches or Apaches, or Kiowa or Pawnee or Sioux. A trader who cheated Indians might survive a year, or even two—but Joe Nibbs had survived almost twenty, by saving his tricks for the whites. Even an Indian who didn’t speak a word of the white man’s tongue would know when he was being cheated—it was a practice that didn’t pay.


  Buffalo Hump, though, was one Indian who made Joe Nibbs nervous. He dealt with the humpback because Buffalo Hump raided deepest into Mexico and brought back the most captives. But with Buffalo Hump, Joe was always careful, always aware that he was doing something not quite safe, not quite within the normal range of hazards that went with the slaving trade on the wild Texas prairies. Joe Nibbs was always aware that the day might come when Buffalo Hump would rather kill than trade. In his dealing with the humpback, he had only once looked the war chief in the eye. What an eye! What he saw then unnerved him so that he immediately gave the war chief a brand-new rifle and several fine blankets. As soon as the Comanches had gone, he warned Sam Douglas to keep his eyes to himself, when dealing with the big Comanche. No wise man met the eye of a mad dog or a wolf, a bear or a panther. The animal might come out, and blood be spilled, over nothing more than a glance.


  “Hell, I won’t look at him at all,” Sam said. “That damn hump is an ugly thing, anyway.”


  Buffalo Hump saw immediately that the slavers wanted Rosa, the Mexican girl. He had once come upon the slavers while the old one was tormenting a dead missionary’s wife. He had watched from a distance as Joe Nibbs beat the woman with the handle of his hammer—beat her and did more. That night the woman died from the beating and abuse—she had not been young.


  What he mainly wanted from the slaver was knives and needles. It would soon be time for the fall hunt—they needed to kill many buffalo before the winter came. Often ice storms came, coating the plain for several days at a time, making hunting difficult. The white men made good knives, far better than the stone knives his people had had to use when he was a boy. After the hunt, there would be much cutting—the women would need knives, and also needles, for sewing leggins from deerskin, and stitching buffalo robes. The white man’s blankets Buffalo Hump mostly scorned—buffalo robes were warmer. But he liked the yellow cloth that shed the rain and allowed his braves to hunt on wet days and yet be dry like ducks. The rifles he was offered were cheap, and his young braves were rough with guns: soon half would be broken, and the ammunition used up. It was not worth giving up good captives for weapons that would be broken in a month. He himself had the fine gun the white chief Caleb Cobb had given him. He was careful with the gun—no one in the tribe was allowed to touch it. Kicking Wolf was bitterly jealous that Buffalo Hump had such a gun, but he knew better than to disobey the edict. Buffalo Hump only rarely shot the gun; he had not even taken it with him on the raid, preferring to depend on his bow and his lance. But once he had shot it at an antelope, a very great distance away, and the antelope fell.


  But if the old trader, Joe Nibbs, thought he could trade a few cheap weapons for the Mexican girl, he would have to think again. Buffalo Hump was willing to give him several of the Mexican children for a box full of good, sharp knives. The girl he meant to keep. It might be a cold winter—a fresh young wife to lie with would be good to have on days when the ice covered the plains.


  “Now, don’t be mentioning that girl—don’t even look at her,” Joe Nibbs warned Sam Douglas. “I’ll trade for the brats first. And remember what I said. Don’t look him in the eye.”


  “Why would I want to—he’s a goddamn stinking Indian,” Sam said.


  Kicking Wolf at once wanted the Negro boy. When the boy was brought out of the wagon, naked, and saw Buffalo Hump, he was so frightened that he tried to run away, speeding on his little legs toward the ridge the sand spumed over. The Comanche braves followed, curious; Kicking Wolf and the others had seen few blacks. They thought the boy might be some kind of small black animal—perhaps he could be trained to gather firewood, or just be kept as a pet, like a bear cub. Just as the little black boy was about to get to the ridge, Kicking Wolf picked him up, screaming, and brought him back to the wagons.


  “That’s my brat, give him back,” Joe Nibbs said. Kicking Wolf, too, was a man to be wary of—everyone on the plains knew what a good thief he was. Joe and Sam had two extra donkeys with them, besides the horses that pulled the wagons. He meant to see that the donkeys were close hobbled that night, else Kicking Wolf would come back and take them.


  Kicking Wolf motioned toward two of the captives, indicating that he would trade them for the black boy. Before Joe Nibbs could even walk over and inspect the children, to be sure that they were healthy, Buffalo Hump lowered his lance and put it in front of the children. Kicking Wolf had not set foot in Mexico. Who was he to be offering the captives in trade? While they had been raiding he had lingered near the Pecos, torturing one scalp hunter to death. Of course, Kicking Wolf had made many raids and taken many children—he would have to be allowed some booty. But he could not simply trade away children that were not his. Fast Boy had taken the two children in question—if anyone had the right to dispose of them, it should be he.


  Kicking Wolf was very annoyed by Buffalo Hump’s intervention. He himself, not Buffalo Hump, was the great child thief. He had taken more than fifty children from their homes, and brought them north. It was because of his skill as a child thief that the tribe had had plenty of knives the last few winters. Who was Buffalo Hump to deny him two children, when all he wanted in exchange was the small black animal?


  “Even swap—even swap,” Joe Nibbs said, pointing at a Mexican boy who was about the same size as the little Negro. He didn’t like trading blacks, not on the plains. He had only given a packet of needles and a small blanket for the black boy. In the south it was profitable to trade little blacks, but not on the plains, and even less so west of the Carlsbad Mountains. The Apaches had superstitions about blacks—they usually killed them.


  Buffalo Hump allowed the trade—one Mexican child for the black cub Kicking Wolf held. He had merely lowered his lance to remind Kicking Wolf that he was not the war chief. Of course, Kicking Wolf was an unusually good raider; the need to torture Kirker had distracted him; but his pride had to be considered. He could have the black cub.


  Joe Nibbs produced tobacco, and the trading went quickly. Buffalo Hump kept four captives, including the girl, Rosa. The other three were Mexican boys old enough to be useful slaves. The others he traded for three boxes of knives, many needles, some mirrors, a box of fishhooks, and four rifles. Several of his younger braves considered themselves to be great marksmen. It was well enough to take a few guns for them to break.


  “He don’t like guns much,” Sam said, to Joe. “He only took four. How are we going to get this girl if he won’t take guns?”


  Rosa, still tied, sat by a little bush near Buffalo Hump’s horse. She had seen the two traders looking at her—she felt no hope. Either the white men or the Comanches would use her and kill her. She watched the sand spuming over the ridge as the wind gusted. She wished she could simply lie down and be covered with sand; be dead; be at peace. She watched the sand come, and tried not to think.


  Joe Nibbs was wondering the same thing as Sam—what could he offer Buffalo Hump that might make him part with the girl?


  “I’ve got that old Gypsy glass,” he said. Some months before he had found a wagon and a dead man, an old Gypsy, on the Kansas plain near Fort Lawrence. Probably the old man had been killed by Pawnees, who had ripped up his body and his wagons, taken his whiskey, and left. Joe had happened to notice something shining through a crack in the wagon bed, and had discovered a ball of glass, or crystal, hidden so well that the Pawnees had not noticed it.


  “He might want that glass,” he said, going to his wagon and taking the glass from a blanket he had wrapped it in. It was the size of a small melon. When you looked into it, it made your face elongated.


  “It’s Gypsy glass—take it to your medicine man, he can use it for prophesying,” Joe said, offering the ball of glass to Buffalo Hump.


  All the warriors crowded around, exclaiming at the way the glass made their faces long. Buffalo Hump thought the glass a very odd thing—he turned it over and over, and let his young braves handle it. It was clearly a thing of power, but he was not convinced that it could be used for prophesying.


  “Yes, it’s a prophecy glass, that’s what it is,” Joe insisted. “Take it to your medicine man. It’ll tell him where the buffalo are, and when’s the best time to hunt. It’ll tell you when to go to war, and when to stay home.”


  Buffalo Hump was not convinced, but as the afternoon waned, he began to want the glass. He wanted to take it home to his main camp and study it. Perhaps he would come to understand its power. His mother was old, and knew much. Perhaps she would understand why the glass made faces long.


  He decided, though, to kill the traders, the old one and the young one, too. He meant to take all the knives; there were several more boxes in the wagons. With so many knives they would not need the traders for several winters; he did not want Joe Nibbs coming into his country with such a thing as the glass. If it was a prophecy glass, then it could do much evil. Some of his people grew sick and died, just from meeting with the whites. With such a glass the old trader might cause many deaths. The glass might be a trick, to spread death among the Comanches, to get their robes and their horses and their hunting lands. The whites were always coming, up the rivers and creeks, always north and west, toward the Comancheria. Buffalo Hump thought the glass was a bad sign. He would take it to the main camp and let the old ones see it—perhaps one of them would know what to do.


  Buffalo Hump left them the Mexican girl and took his braves over the ridge, where the sand spumed. Then he told his braves that he had decided to kill the traders, take back the captives, and get all the knives. Kicking Wolf wanted to go back with him and catch the white men and torture them, but Buffalo Hump wouldn’t let him. Instead, he gave him the glass that might be evil, and rode back alone. When he crossed the ridge of blowing sand, the old white man had already tied the girl to a wagon wheel and was abusing her. The young white man sat on the tailgate of the wagon and waited his turn. Buffalo Hump walked quietly, over the soft sand. He had his lance, and a knife.


  Sam Douglas sat on the wagon, trying to decide whether to take one of the nine-year-old Mexican girls, or wait for night, when old Joe would be sleeping. Then he could do what he pleased with Rosa. He had meant to leave the nine-year-olds alone, but after all, why should he? They were slaves. They were there. Old Joe was tiresome, when he had a new slave to abuse. He might keep Rosa tied to the wagon wheel for hours.


  Then, before he knew it, Sam Douglas found himself doing the one thing he had vowed not to do: he looked straight into Buffalo Hump’s eyes.


  It was a mistake: he knew it. He had thought the big Indian was gone. But there he was: the animal, the panther, the bear.


  The next second, Buffalo Hump drove his knife straight down through Sam Douglas’s skull. One of the Mexican captives screamed. The old trader, Joe Nibbs, had his hammer in his hand. When he turned, Buffalo Hump threw the lance—the distance was short. Half the lance came out the other side of Joe Nibbs’s body and stuck in the ground, so that his torso was tilted slightly back. He was still alive; he dropped his hammer. Buffalo Hump picked it up and hit him at the base of the neck. Joe Nibbs’s head flopped back, like a chicken’s.


  Then the warriors came back; they took the captives, the knives, the donkeys. They decided to burn the wagons and camp for the night; they could eat all the white men’s food.


  Buffalo Hump could not get his knife out of Sam Douglas’s skull. It was stuck so deep that not even his strength was enough to pull it out. The braves laughed. Their own war chief had stuck a perfectly good knife into a white man’s skull so deeply that he could not get it out. Finally, Buffalo Hump smashed the skull with the old slaver’s hammer and freed his knife.


  Rosa, the young captive, could not stop weeping. She hurt from what the man with the hammer had done to her. She wanted to be with her mother, her brother, and little sister; but she knew she could not go home. She had been with the Comanche; the people of her village would consider her disgraced, if she went home. She wept, and listened to the sand; she wished that she could sleep beneath the sand, breathe it into her, and die. But she could not; she could only weep, and be cold, and wait for the big Comanche who sat nearby, holding the rawhide string that bound her wrists.


  Later, not long before dawn, one of the donkeys began to whinny. The wind had shifted; now it blew from the west, and the donkey had smelled something. The horses pointed their ears to the west, but did not whinny. The braves around the campfire thought it was an animal. Donkeys were cowards—they would whinny at a coyote, or even a badger. Fast Boy, who slept little, decided that the animal was probably a cougar. Perhaps the cougar they had seen earlier was following them, hoping to eat a donkey. The other braves laughed at Fast Boy, and laughed even more when he mounted his horse and loped off to look for the cougar. They thought it was ridiculous for Fast Boy to suppose he could find a cougar in the darkness.


  When Fast Boy returned, running his horse, the sun was just rising. The wind was high; the sun was ringed with a haze of sand. Buffalo Hump was annoyed, when Fast Boy raced into camp. He did not approve of such behavior. They were cooking horse meat from one of the old slaver’s horses. Fast Boy’s horse kicked dust on the meat, which was gritty enough, anyway.


  But Buffalo Hump forgot his irritation when Fast Boy told him that a party of whites was camped only three miles to the west. It was a small party, mostly women, Fast Boy said. There were only four men and a boy, besides the women. But the news that made Buffalo Hump forgive the reckless riding and the gritty meat was that one of the men was Gun-in-the-Water, the young Ranger who had killed his son. When Buffalo Hump heard that, he began to put on his war paint—most of the other warriors put on their war paint, too. Kicking Wolf declined to bother—he did not like to paint himself. He made the point to Buffalo Hump that he himself could sneak over the hill and kill Gun-in-the-Water and all the whites in less time than it would take for Buffalo Hump and the other braves to paint themselves. Buffalo Hump ignored Kicking Wolf. Kicking Wolf had always thought his way of doing things was best. Buffalo Hump didn’t care what Kicking Wolf thought. He intended to paint himself properly. Then he would ride to where the whites were and do to Gun-in-the-Water what he had done to the old slaver: throw his lance so hard that it would go through him without killing him at once. Then, before he died, Buffalo Hump intended to scalp him and cut him. The scalp he would take home to his son’s mother, so she would know the boy had been correctly avenged.


  When Buffalo Hump mounted, he made a speech in which he warned all the braves to leave Gun-in-the-Water alone. He himself would kill Gun-in-the-Water.


  Kicking Wolf didn’t like the speech much. He rode off in the middle of it, in a hurry to have a look at the women. Perhaps one of them would be as pretty as the Mexican girl, or even prettier. He wanted to be the first to see the women, so he would get the best. Maybe he would find one who smelled better than his wife.


  6.


  THE HORSES SMELLED THE Indians first. Call was about to throw the sidesaddle on Lady Carey’s black gelding, when the gelding began to nicker and jump around. Gus’s bay did the same, and even the mules acted nervous. Lady Carey’s tent had been folded and packed—they were all about ready to start the day’s ride. Emerald was brushing her white mule; she brushed the mule faithfully, every morning.


  Call scanned the horizon to the east, but saw nothing unusual—just the bright edge of the rising sun. Lady Carey still had a teacup in her hand. Willy was eating bacon. Mrs. Chubb was trying to wash his ears, pouring water out of a little canteen onto a sponge that she kept with her, just for the purpose of washing Willy. Wesley Buttons had his boots off—he was prone to cramps in his feet, and liked to rub his toes for awhile in the morning, before he put his boots on. If he took a bad cramp with the boot on, he would have to hop around in pain until the cramp eased.


  Matilda Roberts walked her mare around in circles. The mare was skittish in the mornings, with a tendency to crow-hop. Matilda was no bronc rider; she liked to walk off as much of the mare’s nervousness as she could. Twice already, the mare had thrown her; once she had narrowly missed landing on a barrel cactus, which was all the more reason to walk the mare for awhile.


  Gus McCrae and Long Bill had walked off from camp a little ways, meaning to relieve themselves. Long Bill was much troubled by constipation, whereas Gus’s bowels tended to run too freely. They had formed the habit of answering nature’s call together—they could converse about various things, while they were at it. One of the things Gus had on his mind was whores; now that he was eating better and not having to walk until he dropped, his sap had risen. A subject of intense speculation between himself and Long Bill was whether Matilda Roberts intended to take up her old profession, now that they were back in Texas—and if so, when? Gus was hoping she would resume it sooner, rather than later. He was of the opinion that anytime would be a good time for Matilda to start being a whore again, even if he and Long Bill were her only customers.


  “Well, but Lady Carey might not approve,” Long Bill speculated, as he squatted. “Matty might want to wait until we’re shut of all these English folks.”


  “But that won’t be till Galveston,” Gus said. “Galveston’s a far piece yet. I would like a whore a lot sooner than Galveston.”


  Long Bill had no comment—he noticed, as he squatted, that there was commotion back at the camp. Woodrow Call and Lady Carey were standing together, looking to the east. Long Bill could see that Call had his rifle. Matty had come back to stand near the others. Long Bill felt a strong nervousness take him—the nervousness clamped his troubled bowels even tighter.


  “Something’s happening,” he said, abruptly pulling his pants up. “This ain’t no time for us to be taking a long squat.”


  The two hurried back to camp, guns in their hands. It seemed a peaceful morning, but maybe it wasn’t going to be as peaceful as it looked.


  “Here’s Gus, he’s got the best eyes,” Call said.


  Lady Carey went to her saddlebag, and pulled out a small brass spyglass.


  “Help me look, Corporal McCrae,” she said. “Corporal Call thinks there’s trouble ahead, and so does my horse.”


  Lady Carey looked through her telescope, and Gus did his best to scan the horizons carefully with his eyes, but all he saw was a solitary coyote, trotting south through the thin sage. He, too, had begun to feel nervous—he didn’t fully trust his own eyes. He remembered, again, how completely the Comanches had concealed themselves the day they killed Josh and Zeke.


  Emerald walked over, leading her white mule.


  “The wild men are here, my lady,” she said, calmly.


  “Yes, I believe they are,” Lady Carey said. “I believe I smell them. Only they’re so wild I can’t see them.”


  Then they all heard a sound—a high sound of singing. Buffalo Hump, in no hurry, walking his horse, appeared on the distant ridge, the sun just risen above him. He was singing his war song. As the little group watched, the whole raiding party slowly came into view. All the braves were singing their war songs, high pitched and repetitive. Gus counted twenty warriors—then he saw the twenty-first, Kicking Wolf, somewhat to the side. Kicking Wolf was on foot, and he was not singing. His silence seemed more menacing than the war songs of the other braves.


  Call looked around for a gully or a ridge that might provide them some cover, but there was nothing—only the few sage bushes. They had camped on the open plain. The Comanches held the high ground, and had the sun behind them, to boot. They were four fighting men against twenty-one, and Wesley Buttons couldn’t shoot. Even if he had been a reliable shot, the Comanches could in any case easily overrun them, if they chose to charge. Four men, four women, and a boy would not look like much opposition to a raiding party, singing for death and torture. Call wondered if the English party knew what Comanches did to captives; he wondered if he ought to tell Lady Carey, and Emerald, and Mrs. Chubb how to shoot themselves fatally, if worse came to worst. Bigfoot’s instructions about putting the pistol to the eyeball came back to him as he watched the Comanches. No doubt Bigfoot had known exactly what he was talking about, but would the English lady, the nanny, and the Negress be capable of performing such an act? Would Matilda Roberts, for that matter?


  Lady Carey stood watching the Indians calmly. As always, she was dressed only in black, and wore her three veils. She did not seem frightened, or even disturbed.


  “What do you think, Corporal Call?” she asked. “Can we whip them?”


  “Likely not, ma’am,” Call said. “They beat us when we had nearly two hundred men. I don’t know why they wouldn’t beat us now that we’ve only got four.”


  “It’s interesting singing, isn’t it?” Lady Carey said. “Not so fine as opera, but interesting, nonetheless. I wonder what it means, that singing?”


  “It means death to the whites,” Gus said. “It means they want our hair.”


  “Well, they may want it, but they can’t have it,” young Willy said. “I need my hair, don’t I, Mamma?”


  “Of course you do, Willy,” Lady Carey said. “And you shall keep it, too—Mamma will see to that. Corporal Call, will you saddle my horse?”


  “I will, but I don’t think we can outrun them, ma’am,” Call said.


  “No, we won’t be running,” Lady Carey said. “I think the best thing would be for me to try my singing. I will be leading us through these Comanches, gentlemen. I’ll be mounted, but I want the rest of you to walk and lead your mounts. Saddle my horse, Corporal Call—and don’t look at me. None of you must look at me now, until I say you may.”


  “Well, but why not, ma’am?” Gus asked—he was puzzled by the whole proceedings.


  “Because I intend to disrobe,” Lady Carey said. “I shall disrobe, and I shall sing my best arias—besides that, I shall need my fine snake, Elphinstone. Emerald, could you bring him?”


  Calmly, not hurrying, Lady Carey began to sing scales, as she undressed. She let her voice rise higher and higher, moving up an octave and then another, until her high notes were higher than any that came from the Comanches. Emerald took the boa from its basket on the mule, and let it drape about her shoulders as Lady Carey undressed.


  “I think, Willy, you should mount your pony,” Lady Carey said. “The rest of you walk. Matilda, would you take my clothes and carry them for me? I shall want them, of course, once we have dispersed these savages. You haven’t saddled my horse yet, Corporal Call. Please cinch him carefully, so he won’t jump—I’ve got to be a regular Lady Godiva this morning, and I don’t want any trouble from this black beast.”


  Call saddled the horse and handed the reins to Matilda, along with his pistol. He had no belief that anything they could do would get them through the Comanches. Lady Carey could undress if she wanted—Buffalo Hump would kill them anyway.


  He kept his eyes down, as Lady Carey undressed—so did Long Bill, and Wesley Buttons. They had come to like Lady Carey—to revere her, almost—and were determined not to offend her modesty, though they were much confused by the undressing.


  Gus, though, could not resist a peep. So normal did she seem that he had almost forgotten that she was a leper, until he caught the first glimpse of black, eroded flesh as she turned to hand a garment to Matilda. Her neck and breasts were black; bags of yellowing skin hung from her shoulders. Gus was so startled that he almost lost his breakfast. He didn’t look at Lady Carey again, though he did notice that her legs, which were very white, did not seem to be affected by the disease, except for a single dark spot on one calf.


  “Oh Lord,” he said—but no one else was looking, and no one heard him.


  Lady Carey kept on her hat, and the three veils that hid her face. She also kept on her fine black boots. Matilda looked at Lady Carey’s body, and felt bad—the English lady had been nicer to her even than her own mother. To see her young body blackened and yellowish from disease made Matilda feel helpless. Yet, she took the garments, one by one, as Lady Carey handed them to her, and folded them carefully. Mrs. Chubb was calm, as was Emerald—neither of them had seen what Comanches could do, Matilda reflected.


  When Lady Carey had disrobed she mounted the black gelding, settled herself firmly in the sidesaddle, and reached for her snake.


  “All right now, keep in line,” she said. “You too, Willy—keep in line. I want you Texans in the middle, right behind Willy. Matilda, Mrs. Chubb, and Emerald will bring up the rear. Emerald, if you don’t mind, I think you might want to carry my husband’s sword. Unsheath it, and hold the blade high—remember, it’s sharp. Don’t cut yourself.”


  The Negress smiled, at the thought that she might cut herself. Call had often noticed a fine sword in the baggage, but had not known that it was Lady Carey’s husband’s. Emerald took it and unsheathed it. She went to the rear, and waited.


  “All right now, front march,” Lady Carey said. “I am going to sing very loudly—after all, I’m one voice against twenty. Willy, you might want to stop your ears.”


  “Oh no, Mamma,” Willy said. “You can sing loud—I won’t mind.”


  Lady Carey, on the fine black gelding, started up the long ridge toward the Comanches, the boa draped over her shoulders. She was still singing her scales, but before she had gone more than a few feet she stopped the scales and began to sing, high and loud, in the Italian tongue—the tongue that had caused Quartermaster Brognoli to rouse himself briefly, and then die.


  The line of Comanches was still some two hundred yards away. Lucinda Carey, watching from behind her three veils, rode toward them slowly, singing her aria. When she had closed the distance to within one hundred yards, she stretched her arms wide; Elphinstone liked to twine himself along them. She felt in good voice. The aria she was singing came from Signor Verdi’s new opera Nabucco—he had taught her the aria himself, two years ago in Milan, not long before she and her husband, Lord Carey, sailed together for Mexico.


  Ahead, the line of Comanches waited. Lady Carey glanced back. Her son, the four Rangers, and the three women all walked obediently behind her. Emerald, the tall Negress, at the end of the line, had undraped one breast—she held aloft Lord Carey’s fine sword—the keen blade flashed in the early sunlight. Emerald paused, on impulse, and shrugged off her white cloak. Soon she, too, was walking naked toward the line of warriors.


  As she came nearer, close enough to see the Comanche war chief’s great hump and the ochre lines of paint on his face and chest, Lucinda, Lady Carey, opened her throat and sang her aria with the full power of her lungs—she let her voice rise high, and then higher still. She pretended for a moment that she was at La Scala, where she had had the honor of meeting Signor Verdi. She filled her lungs, breathing as Signor Verdi had taught her in the few lessons she had begged of him—her high, ripe notes rang clearly in the dry Texas air.


  Ahead, the war chief waited, his long lance in his right hand.


  7.


  KICKING WOLF GREW TIRED of listening to the war songs. He ran ahead, meaning to make the first kill. He would leave Buffalo Hump the Texan called Gun-in-the-Water, since Gun-in-the-Water had killed his son; it would not do to cheat the war chief of his vengeance. The man Kicking Wolf meant to kill was the tall one who always walked beside Gun-in-the-Water. Kicking Wolf was short; he would kill the tall one; Buffalo Hump, who was tall, could kill the short one.


  So Kicking Wolf ran ahead, and squatted beside a small clump of chaparral—he had an arrow in his bow, ready to shoot. He heard a death song coming from the Texans, but because he wanted to surprise them, he did not look up once he was in his ambush place behind the chaparral. Of course, it was appropriate for the whites to sing a death song—they would all be dead very soon, unless one or two could be caught for torture. But it was a little surprising; Kicking Wolf could not remember any instances in which whites sang death songs. Once in awhile, when there was cavalry, a man might blow a short horn, to make the soldiers fight; he had actually killed such a person once, near the San Saba, and had taken the horn home with him. But it was not a good horn; when he tried to play it, it only made a squawking sound, like a buffalo farting. He eventually threw it away.


  Then Kicking Wolf realized that he was hearing no ordinary death song—the voice that he heard lifted higher toward the sky than any Comanche voice could go. The notes rose so high and were so loud that, as the singer came near him, the song seemed to fill the whole air, and even to turn off the far cliffs and come back. Astonished at the power of the death song, Kicking Wolf stood up, ready to kill the person who was singing it.


  His arrow was in his bow; he could tell from the power of the song that the person was near—but what Kicking Wolf saw when he rose from his ambush place chilled his heart, and filled him with terror: there, on a black horse, was a woman with a hidden face, black breasts, and shoulders that were only yellowing flesh and white bone. Worse, this woman who poured a song from beneath the cloth that hid her face had twined around her naked arms a great snake—a snake far larger than any Kicking Wolf had ever seen. The head of the snake was extended along the horse’s neck. Its tongue flickered out, and it seemed to be looking right at Kicking Wolf.


  So frightened was Kicking Wolf, that he would have immediately sung his own death song had his throat not been frozen with fear. The woman on the black horse was Death Woman, come with her black flesh and her great serpent, to kill him and his people.


  Kicking Wolf let the arrow fall from his bow—then he dropped the bow itself, and turned and ran as fast as his short legs could carry him, toward the war chief. Behind him he heard the high, ringing voice of Death Woman, and could imagine the head of the great serpent coming closer and ever closer to him. In his panic, he stepped on a bad cactus; thorns went through his foot, but he did not stop running. He knew that if he slowed the slightest bit, the great snake of Death Woman would get him.


  When the Comanches sitting with Buffalo Hump saw Kicking Wolf running toward them they thought it was just some clever plan the stumpy little man had thought up, to lure the whites closer to their arrows and their lances. But the strange, high song seemed to come with Kicking Wolf, to ring in the air like an old witch woman’s curse. Some of the Comanches began to be a little apprehensive—they looked to their war chief, who sat as he was. It was only when Kicking Wolf ran up and Buffalo Hump saw the terror in his face, that he knew it was not a ruse. Kicking Wolf was fearless in battle—he would attack anyone, and had once killed six Pawnees in a single battle. Yet, now he was so frightened that he had cactus thorns sticking through his foot and blood on his moccasins, and he was still running. He ran right past Buffalo Hump without stopping—also, Buffalo Hump saw that Kicking Wolf had even dropped his bow; not since Kicking Wolf was a boy had he seen him without his bow in his hand.


  Buffalo Hump had been listening to the death song with admiration—he had never heard one so loud before. The song came back off the distant hills, as if the singer’s ghost were already there, calling for the singer to come. But something was wrong—Kicking Wolf was terrified, and the ringing, echoing death song was causing panic among his warriors. Then Buffalo Hump saw Death Woman, with her rotting black body; he saw the great snake, twisting its head above her horse’s neck. He was so startled that he lifted his lance, but didn’t throw it. Behind Death Woman, at the far back, was a naked black woman with a lifted sword; the black woman led a white mule.


  At the sight of Death Woman, with her great serpent, the Comanche warriors broke, but Buffalo Hump held his ground. Worse even than the snake twisted around the shoulders of Death Woman was the white mule that followed the tall black woman with the sword. Long ago his old grandmother, who was a spirit woman, had told him to flee from a woman with a white mule; for the coming of the white mule would mean catastrophe for the Comanche people. The great snake he didn’t fear; he could kill any snake. But there before him was the white mule of his grandmother’s spirit prophecy: he could not kill a prophecy.


  It was doom, he knew. His warriors were fleeing; Kicking Wolf had fled. Buffalo Hump lowered his lance, but he did not flee. He could not kill the Texans, not even Gun-in-the-Water, not then; they were under the protection of Death Woman. But they would not escape him; he would kill them later, when Death Woman was sleeping and when the white mule was gone.


  He rode a little higher on the hill and waited. If Death Woman tried to come at him, he would fight, and if he could keep his face toward her he might win, for there was a prophecy, too, that he could only be killed by a lance that pierced him through his hump. He must not let the woman with the white mule and the flashing sword get behind him. As long as his hump was protected, even Death Woman could not kill him.


  “Don’t look at him,” Call said, as he and Gus walked slowly past. “She’s spooked most of them, but she ain’t spooked him. Just don’t look at him. If he comes at us, the rest of them might come back, and we ain’t no match for twenty Comanches, even if they’re scared.”


  Slowly, not looking up, the Texans and the women passed the ridge where Buffalo Hump sat. Lady Carey sang even louder as they passed almost beneath the great humpbacked Comanche. Her voice rose so high, it was as if she were trying to cast it into the clouds. She draped her reins over her horse’s neck, and spread her arms as she sang.


  Buffalo Hump sat above them, immobile, the desert wind blowing the feathers he had tied to his lance. Call did not look up, but he felt the war chief’s hatred, as he passed below him. He tensed himself, in case the lance came flying as it had at Gus, on a stormy night not far to the south.


  When they had passed the ridge and deemed it safe to stop, Lady Carey dismounted. Matilda brought her clothes. The men dropped their eyes, while she dressed. The boa, Elphinstone, was returned to its basket on the donkey. Emerald put her cloak back on, and returned Lord Carey’s sword to its fine sheath. During the excitement the donkey had managed to pull Mrs. Chubb’s straw bonnet out of the baggage pack, and had eaten half of it.


  “There, who says opera isn’t useful?” Lady Carey asked, when she remounted. “I shall have to write Signor Verdi and tell him his arias were not appreciated by the wild Comanche.”


  When they resumed their journey they saw a strange thing: Buffalo Hump was backing his horse, step by step, across the desert toward the north. His warriors were nowhere in sight, but he had not turned his horse to go and find them. His face was still toward the Texans—step by step, he backed his horse.


  “We didn’t kill him,” Call said. “We should have.”


  “That’s right,” Gus said. “We should have. He’s still out there—I reckon he’ll be back.”


  “If he does come back, he won’t find me,” Long Bill said. “If I ever get to a town, I aim to take up carpentry and sleep someplace where I can lock my doors. I’ve had enough of this sleeping outside.”


  “I wonder why he’s backing his horse?” Call said. “We got no gun that could shoot that far. We couldn’t hit him if we tried.”


  “Go ask him, Woodrow, if you’re that curious,” Gus said.


  8.


  WHEN THEY RODE IN at dusk to San Antonio, two barefoot friars were bringing a little herd of goats within the walls of the old mission by the river. Somewhere within the walls, another priest was singing.


  “Why, it’s vespers,” Lady Carey said. “Isn’t it lovely, Mrs. Chubb? It rather reminds me of Rome.”


  “A plain English hymn will do for me,” Mrs. Chubb said.


  “A plain English hymn and no donkeys,” she added, a bit later. “I’m afraid I will never be reconciled to donkeys.”


  Ten days later, on a pier in Galveston, Mrs. Chubb was still complaining of donkeys, to any sailor who would listen.


  “Not only did it bite my toe, it ate my best bonnet,” she said, but no one listened.


  Lady Carey paid the Texans one hundred dollars each, a sum so large that none of the four could quite grasp that they had it. She gave Matilda two hundred dollars, a sum that made Gus jealous—after all, what had Matilda done that he hadn’t? Then, as Call and Gus, Matilda, Wesley, and Long Bill stood on the pier in the warm salty breeze, the English party boarded a boat whose mast was taller than most trees. Young Willy waved, and Lady Carey, still triply veiled, waved her hand. Mrs. Chubb was gone, still complaining, and Emerald, the tall Negress, looked at the shore but did not wave.


  The Texans stood watching as the boat pulled away and began its journey across the great gray plain of the sea. Gus was talking of whores again, as the boat pulled away, but Call was silenced by the immense sweep of the water. He had not expected the sea to be so large: soon the boat containing Lady Carey and her party began to disappear, as a wagon might as it made its way across a sea of grass.


  Woodrow Call could be subdued by the ocean if he wanted to—Gus McCrae, for his part, had never felt happier: he was rich, he was safe, and the port of Galveston virtually teemed with whores. He had already visited five.


  “I guess this is where I quit the rangering, boys,” Long Bill said, with a sigh. “It’s rare sport, but it ain’t quite safe.”


  Woodrow Call said nothing; the little ship had vanished. He was watching the sea.


  Wesley Buttons knew that he could no longer avoid going home and telling his mother that his two brothers were dead, killed by Mexican soldiers in New Mexico.


  Matilda Roberts was thinking that she was farther from California than ever—but at least she had money in her pocket.


  “Now, Woodrow, come on,” Gus said, taking his friend’s arm. “Let’s whore a little, and then lope up to Austin.”


  “Austin—why?” Call asked.


  “So I can see if that girl in the general store still wants to marry me,” Gus said.
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  She’s rangered long...


  She’s rangered far...
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  1.


  CAPTAIN INISH SCULL liked to boast that he had never been thwarted in pursuit—as he liked to put it—of a felonious foe, whether Spanish, savage, or white.


  “Nor do I expect to have to make an exception in the present instance,” he told his twelve rangers. “If you’ve got any sacking with you, tie it around your horses’ heads. I’ve known cold sleet like this to freeze a horse’s eyelids, and that’s not good. These horses will need smooth use of their eyelids tomorrow, when the sun comes out and we run these thieving Comanches to ground.”


  Captain Scull was a short man, but forceful. Some of the men called him Old Nails, due to his habit of casually picking his teeth with a horseshoe nail—sometimes, if his ire rose suddenly he would actually spit the nail at whoever he was talking to.


  “This’ll be good,” Augustus said, to his friend Woodrow Call. The cold was intense and the sleet constant, cutting their faces as they drove on north. All the rangers’ beards were iced hard; some complained that they were without sensation, either in hands or feet or both. But, on the llano, it wasn’t yet full dark; in the night it would undoubtedly get colder, with what consequences for men and morale no one could say. A normal commander would have made camp and ordered up a roaring campfire, but Inish Scull was not a normal commander. “I’m a Texas Ranger and by God I range,” he said often. “I despise a red thief like the devil despises virtue. If I have to range night and day to check their thieving iniquity, then I’ll range night and day.


  “Bible and sword,” he usually added. “Bible and sword.”


  At the moment no red thieves were in sight; nothing was in sight except the sleet that sliced across the formless plain. Woodrow Call, Augustus McCrae, and the troop of cold, tired, dejected rangers were uncomfortably aware, though, that they were only a few yards from the western edge of the Palo Duro Canyon. It was Call’s belief that Kicking Wolf, the Comanche horsethief they were pursuing, had most likely slipped down into the canyon on some old trail. Inish Scull might be pursuing Indians that were below and behind him, in which case the rangers might ride all night into the freezing sleet for nothing.


  “What’ll be good, Gus?” Woodrow Call inquired of his friend Augustus. The two rode close together as they had through their years as rangers.


  Augustus McCrae didn’t fear the cold night ahead, but he did dread it, as any man with a liking for normal comforts would. The cold wind had been searing their faces for two days, singing down at them from the northern prairies. Gus would have liked a little rest, but he knew Captain Scull too well to expect to get any while their felonious foe was still ahead of them.


  “What’ll be good?” Call asked again. Gus McCrae was always making puzzling comments and then forgetting to provide any explanation.


  “Kicking Wolf’s never been caught, and the Captain’s never been run off from,” Gus said. “That’s going to change, for one of them. Who would you bet on, Woodrow, if we were to wager—Old Nails, or Kicking Wolf?”


  “I wouldn’t bet against the Captain, even if I thought he was wrong,” Call said. “He’s the Captain.”


  “I know, but the man’s got no sense about weather,” Augustus remarked. “Look at him. His damn beard’s nothing but a sheet of brown ice, but the fool keeps spitting tobacco juice right into this wind.”


  Woodrow Call made no response to the remark. Gus was overtalkative, and always had been. Unless in violent combat, he was rarely silent for more than two minutes at a stretch, besides which, he felt free to criticize everything from the Captain’s way with tobacco to Call’s haircuts.


  It was true, though, that Captain Scull was in the habit of spitting his tobacco juice directly in front of him, regardless of wind speed or direction, the result being that his garments were often stained with tobacco juice to an extent that shocked most ladies and even offended some men. In fact, the wife of Governor E. M. Pease had recently caused something of a scandal by turning Captain Scull back at her door, just before a banquet, on account of his poor appearance.


  “Inish, you’ll drip on my lace tablecloth. Go clean yourself up,” Mrs. Pease told the Captain—it was considered a bold thing to say to the man who was generally regarded as the most competent Texas Ranger ever to take the field.


  “Ma’am, I’m a poor ruffian, I fear I’m a stranger to lacy gear,” Inish Scull had replied, an untruth certainly, for it was well known that he had left a life of wealth and ease in Boston to ranger on the Western frontier. It was even said that he was a graduate of Harvard College; Woodrow Call, for one, believed it, for the Captain was very particular in his speech and invariably read books around the campfire, on the nights when he was disposed to allow a campfire. His wife, Inez, a Birmingham belle, was so beautiful at forty that no man in the troop, or, for that matter, in Austin, could resist stealing glances at her.


  It was now full dusk. Call could barely see Augustus, and Augustus was only a yard or two away. He could not see Captain Scull at all, though he had been attempting to follow directly behind him. Fortunately, though, he could hear Captain Scull’s great warhorse, Hector, an animal that stood a full eighteen hands high and weighed more than any two of the other horses in the troop. Hector was just ahead, crunching steadily through the sleet. In the winter Hector’s coat grew so long and shaggy that the Indians called him the Buffalo Horse, both because of his shagginess and because of his great strength. So far as Call knew, Hector was the most powerful animal in Texas, a match in strength for bull, bear, or buffalo. Weather meant nothing to him: often on freezing mornings they would see Captain Scull rubbing his hands together in front of Hector’s nose, warming them on his hot breath. Hector was slow and heavy, of course—many a horse could run off and leave him. Even mules could outrun him—but then, sooner or later, the mule or the pony would tire and Hector would keep coming, his big feet crunching grass, or splashing through mud, or churning up clouds of snow. On some long pursuits the men would change mounts two or three times, but Hector was the Captain’s only horse. Twice he had been hit by arrows and once shot in the flank by Ahumado, a felonious foe more hated by Captain Scull than either Kicking Wolf or Buffalo Hump. Ahumado, known as the Black Vaquero, was a master of ambush; he had shot down at the Captain from a tiny pocket of a cave, in a sheer cliff in Mexico. Though Ahumado had hit the Captain in the shoulder, causing him to bleed profusely, Captain Scull had insisted that Hector be looked at first. Once recovered, Inish Scull’s ire was such that he had tried to persuade Governor Pease to redeclare war on Mexico; or, failing that, to let him drag a brace of cannon over a thousand miles of desert to blast Ahumado out of his stronghold in the Yellow Cliffs.


  “Cannons—you want to take cannons across half of Mexico?” the astonished governor asked. “After one bandit? Why, that would be a damnable expense. The legislature would never stand for it, sir.”


  “Then I resign, and damn the goddamn legislature!” Inish Scull had said. “I won’t be denied my vengeance on the black villain who shot my horse!”


  The Governor stood firm, however. After a week of heavy tippling, the Captain—to everyone’s relief—had quietly resumed his command. It was the opinion of everyone in Texas that the whole frontier would have been lost had Captain Inish Scull chosen to stay resigned.


  Now Call could just see, as the sleet thinned a little, the white clouds of Hector’s breath.


  “Crowd close now,” he said, turning to the weary rangers. “Gus and me will keep up with Hector, but you’ll have to keep up with us. Don’t veer to the right, whatever you do. The canyon’s to the right, and the drop is sheer.”


  “Sheer—that means straight down to doom,” Augustus said to the men. He remembered the first time he and Woodrow had skirted the Palo Duro, after foolishly signing up for an ill-planned expedition whose aim had been to capture Santa Fe and annex Nuevo Mexico. That time the whole troop, more than one hundred men, had to scramble over the edge of the canyon to escape a blazing ring of grass, set afire by Buffalo Hump’s Comanches. Many of the men and most of the horses had fallen to their deaths. But, on that occasion at least, they had made their scramble in daylight and had run for the cliffs over firm prairie. Now it was dusk on a winter’s night, with no cover, poor visibility, and ground so slick that it was hard even to travel at a steady clip. A slip on the edge of the canyon would send a man straight into space.


  “You didn’t loan me that sacking—don’t you have any?” Augustus asked.


  “I have mine—where’s yours?” Call asked. “I don’t know if mine will stretch for two horses.”


  Augustus did not reply. In fact, he had been in a whore’s tent near Fort Belknap when the news came that Kicking Wolf had run off twenty horses from a ranch near Albany. Gus had barely had time to pull his pants on before the rangers were in the saddle and on the move. It had been a warmish day, and he was sweaty from his exertions with the whore—the notion that four days later he would be in a sleet storm at dusk on the Palo Duro, a storm so bad that his horse’s eyelids were in danger of freezing, had never crossed his mind. Most pursuits of Comanche or Kiowa lasted a day or two at most—usually the Indians would stop to feast on stolen horseflesh, laying themselves open to attack.


  Kicking Wolf, of course, had always been superior when it came to making off with Texas horses. On the errant Santa Fe expedition, when Call and Augustus had been green rangers, not yet twenty years old, Kicking Wolf had stolen a sizable number of horses from them, just before the Comanches set the grass fire that had trapped the whole troop and forced them into the very canyon they were skirting now.


  “I plumb forgot my sacking,” Gus admitted—he didn’t mention the whore.


  “You can have my sacking,” Call said. “I don’t intend to ride a blind horse, sleet or no sleet.” Horses were apt to slip or step in holes even when they could see where they were going. To be riding a blind horse over slippery footing on the edge of a canyon seemed to him to be asking for worse trouble than frozen eyelids.


  While Augustus was adjusting Call’s piece of rough sacking over his horse’s eyes, Long Bill Coleman came trotting up beside them. Long Bill had been with them on the Santa Fe expedition, after which, due to the rigors he had endured on their march as captives across the Jornada del Muerto, he had given up rangering in favor of carpentry, a change of profession that only lasted a few months, thanks to Bill Coleman’s inability to drive a nail straight or saw a plank evenly. After six months of bent nails and crookedly sawn planks, Long Bill gave up on town trades forever and rejoined the ranger troop.


  “It’s night, ain’t we stopping, Gus?” Long Bill asked.


  “Do we look like we’re stopped?” Gus replied, a little testily. Long Bill had the boresome habit of asking questions to which the answers were obvious.


  “If we were stopping there’d be a campfire,” Gus added, growing more and more annoyed with Long Bill for his thoughtless habits. “Do you see a campfire, sir?”


  “No, and don’t you be sirring me, you dern yapper,” Long Bill said. “All I was asking is how long it will be before we have a chance to get warm.”


  “Shush,” Call said. “You two can argue some other time. I hear something.”


  He drew rein, as did Gus. The rangers behind crowded close. Soon they all heard what Call heard: a wild, echoing war cry from somewhere in the dark, sleety canyon below. The war cry was repeated, and then repeated again. There was one voice at first, but then other voices joined in—Call, who liked to be precise in such matters, thought he counted at least seven voices echoing up from the canyon. He could not be sure, though—the canyon ran with echoes, and the gusts of north wind snatched the war cries, muffling some and bringing others closer.


  “They’re mocking us,” Call said. “They know we can’t chase ’em down a cliff in the dark—not in this weather. They’re mocking us, boys.”


  “It’s nothing but extremes around this damn Palo Duro Canyon,” Long Bill remarked. “Last time we was here we nearly got cooked, and this time we’re half froze.”


  “I guess your mouth ain’t froze, you’re still asking them dumb questions,” Gus observed.


  “I wonder if the Captain heard that?” Call said. “The Captain’s a little deaf.”


  “Not that deaf, he ain’t,” Gus said. “When he wants to hear something, he hears it. When he don’t want to hear it, you might as well save your breath.”


  “What’d you ever say to the Captain that he didn’t want to hear?” Call asked, dismounting. He intended to make careful approach to the canyon edge and see if he could spot any campfires down below them. If there was evidence of a sizable camp of Comanches, perhaps Captain Scull could be persuaded to make camp and wait for a chance to attack.


  “I asked him for a five-dollar advance on my wages, one time,” Augustus said. “He could have said no, but he didn’t say anything. He just acted as if I wasn’t there.”


  “You shouldn’t have asked in the first place,” Call said. “Wages are supposed to last till payday.”


  “I had expenses,” Gus said, knowing well that it was pointless to discuss financial problems with his frugal friend. Woodrow Call rarely even spent up his wages in the course of a month, whereas Gus never failed to spend his to the last penny, or perhaps even a few dollars beyond the last penny. Something always tempted him: if it wasn’t just a pretty whore it might be a new six-shooter, a fine vest, or even just a better grade of whiskey, which, in most of the places he bought whiskey, just meant a liquor mild enough that it wouldn’t immediately take the hide off a skunk.


  Before they could discuss the matter further, they heard sleet crunching just ahead, and suddenly the great horse Hector, his shaggy coat steaming, loomed over them. Captain Inish Scull hadn’t stopped, but at least he had turned.


  “Why are we halted, Mr. Call?” he asked. “I didn’t request a halt.”


  “No sir, but we heard a passel of whooping, down in the canyon,” Call said. “I thought I’d look and see if I could spot the Comanche camp.”


  “Of course there’s a camp, Mr. Call, but they’re the wrong Comanches,” Captain Scull said. “That’s Buffalo Hump down there—we’re after Kicking Wolf, if you’ll remember. He’s our horsethief.”


  As usual, Captain Scull spoke with complete assurance. They had only been on the edge of the Palo Duro a few minutes, and it was too dark to see much, even if the sleet would have let them. Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf, though rivals, often raided together: how did the Captain know that one was camped in the canyon and the other ranging somewhere ahead?


  They had a gifted scout, to be sure, a Kickapoo named Famous Shoes, but Famous Shoes had been gone for two days and had made no report.


  “That’s Buffalo Hump’s main camp down there, Mr. Call,” Inish Scull said. “We’re no match for him—we’re only thirteen men, and anyway it’s Kicking Wolf I want. I expect to overtake him on the Canadian River about sunup day after tomorrow, if there is a sunup day after tomorrow.”


  “Why, sir, there’s always sunup,” Long Bill Coleman said—he was a little jolted by the Captain’s remark, and the reason he was jolted was that his large wife, Pearl—the one town trade he hadn’t abandoned—was convinced on religious grounds that the world would end in the near future. Pearl’s view was that the Almighty would soon pour hot lava over the world, as a response to human wickedness. Now they were beside the Palo Duro Canyon, a big, mysterious hole in the ground—what if it suddenly filled up with hot lava and overflowed onto the world? Cold as he was, the prospect of the world ending in a flood of hot lava did not appeal to Long Bill at all. The fact that Captain Scull had questioned whether there would be a sunup had the effect of making him nervous. He had never met a man as learned as Captain Scull—if the Captain had some reason to doubt the likelihood of future sunrises, then there might be something to Pearl’s apprehension, after all.


  “Oh, I’m confident the sun will do its duty, and the planets as well,” Captain Scull said. “The sun will be there, where it should be. Whether we will see it is another matter, Mr. Coleman.”


  Gus McCrae found the remark curious. If the sun was where it should be, of course they would see it.


  “Captain, if the sun’s there, why wouldn’t we see it?” he asked.


  “Well, it could be cloudy weather—I expect it will be,” Captain Scull said. “That’s one reason we might not see sunup. Another reason is that we all might be dead. Beware the pale horse, the Bible says.”


  Inish Scull let that remark soak in—it amused him to say such things to his untutored and uncomprehending men. Then he turned his horse.


  “Don’t be peeking into canyons unless I tell you to, Mr. Call,” he said. “It’s icy footing, and too dark for accurate observation anyway.”


  Call was irked by the Captain’s tone. Of course he knew it was icy footing. But he said nothing—by then Inish Scull had turned his great horse and gone clomping away, into the night. There was no one to say anything to, except Augustus and Long Bill. After one more glance into the darkening canyon, he got back on his horse and followed his captain north.


  2.


  “GUN-IN-THE-WATER is with them,” Blue Duck said. “Gun-in-the-Water and the other one—Silver Hair McCrae.”


  Buffalo Hump sat on a deerskin near his campfire. He was under an overhanging rock, which held the heat of the campfire while protecting him from the driving sleet. He was splitting the leg bone of a buffalo. When splitting a bone he was particular and careful—he did not want to lose any of the buttery marrow. Most men were impatient, young men especially. When they attempted the old tasks, they took little care. Blue Duck, his son, rarely split a bone, and when he did, he lost half the marrow. Buffalo Hump had fathered the boy on a Mexican captive named Rosa, a beautiful but troublesome woman who persisted in trying to escape. Buffalo Hump caught her three times and beat her; then his wives beat her even more harshly, but Rosa was stubborn and kept escaping. The winter after the boy was born she escaped again, taking the young baby with her. Buffalo Hump was gone on a raid at the time—when he got back he went after Rosa himself, but a great wind came, blowing snow over the prairie in clouds so thick that even the buffalo turned their backs to it. When he finally found Rosa, under a cutbank on the Washita, she was frozen, but the boy, Blue Duck, was alive, still pulling on her cold teat.


  It was a good sign, Buffalo Hump thought then, that the boy was strong enough to survive such cold; but the boy grew up to be even more troublesome than his mother. Blue Duck stole, killed, and fought bravely, but all without judgment. He had no interest in the old weapons; he coveted only the white man’s guns. His temper was terrible—he had no friends. He would kill a Comanche or a friendly Kiowa as quickly as he would kill a Texan. The elders of the tribe finally came and talked to Buffalo Hump about the boy. They reminded him that the boy was half Mexican. They thought maybe the Mexicans had put a witch inside Blue Duck when his mother died. After all, the boy had suckled a dead woman’s teat; death might have come into him then. The old men wanted to kill Blue Duck, or else expel him from the tribe.


  “I will kill him, when he needs to be killed,” Buffalo Hump told them. He didn’t like Blue Duck much, but he didn’t kill him, or send him away. He delayed, hoping the boy would change with age. Two of his wives were barren and his only other son had been killed years before on the Brazos, by the white ranger Call, whom the Comanche called Gun-in-the-Water.” Blue Duck had no good in him, that he could see, but he had no other living son and did not want to kill him if he could avoid it. Perhaps Blue Duck did have evil in him, an evil that prompted his sudden killings; but the evil might be there for a purpose. Blue Duck might be so bad that he would be the leader who drove back the whites, who were squirming like maggots up the rivers and onto the comanchería. Buffalo Hump was undecided. He knew he might have to kill Blue Duck to keep harmony in the tribe. But, for the moment, he waited.


  He did not look up at his tall son until he had split the heavy bone expertly, exposing the rich marrow, which he sucked until the last drop was gone. As Buffalo Hump grew older, his appetites had changed. When they took buffalo now, he only ate the liver and, sometimes, the hump. But he insisted on first pick of the bones, so he could find the marrow. He knocked down prairie chickens whenever he could, and had developed a taste for possums, ground squirrels, prairie dogs, and armadillo. When one of his wives wanted to please him she would catch him a plump prairie hen or perhaps a young possum. The elders of the tribe thought it odd that their great chief no longer hungered for horsemeat or buffalo. Buffalo Hump didn’t care what the elders thought, not in this instance. He had heard much prophecy, from many elders, and little of it had come true; worse, the only prophecies that had come true were the bad ones. The whites were more numerous than ever, and better armed. Even a simple raid on a small farm—just a couple and their children—could seldom be accomplished without a warrior or two falling to the white man’s guns. Even the Mexicans in poor villages were better armed now. Once, the mere appearance of a single Comanche warrior could cause such panic in the villages of Mexico that the men could ride in and take captives almost at will; but now even the smallest, poorest villages were apt to put up stiff resistance.


  Also, now, the Texans came with bluecoat soldiers, and with agents who talked to the elders of the People about the advantages of reservation life. Some of the chiefs and elders, tired of running and fighting, had begun to listen to these agents of the Texans. So far the Comanches were still a free people, but Buffalo Hump knew, and the elders knew as well, that they could not simply scare the whites away by tortures and killings, or by taking a few captives now and then. There were too many Texans—too many. The very thought of them made him weary and sad.


  Finally, when he had finished with his marrow bone, he tossed it aside and looked up at Blue Duck. The boy was tall and strong, but also rude, impatient, disrespectful.


  “If you saw Gun-in-the-Water, why didn’t you kill him for me?” he asked his son. “You should have brought me his hair.”


  Blue Duck was annoyed—he had brought his father a report on the Texans and had not expected criticism.


  “He was with Big Horse Scull,” he said. “He had men with him.”


  He stopped, uncertain. Surely his father did not expect him to kill a whole troop of rangers, on a day when the sleet was so bad a horse could not run without slipping.


  Buffalo Hump merely looked at Blue Duck. He was gaunt now; his great hump was a weight he had grown tired of carrying. Once it had scarcely slowed him, but now he had to manage carefully if he was to avoid embarrassment.


  “You can kill him. I give him to you,” he said to Blue Duck. “Do you think you can kill him tomorrow?”


  “I told you he was with Big Horse,” Blue Duck said. The old man annoyed him. He knew that his father had been the greatest Comanche leader ever to ride the plains—from the age of ten, Blue Duck had been allowed to ride with him on raids and had seen how terrible his anger was against the Mexicans and the whites. No one in the tribe could throw a lance as far and as accurately as Buffalo Hump—and only Kicking Wolf was as quick and deadly with the bow. Though nowadays his father raided less, he was still a man to be feared. But he was older; he no longer had the strength of the bear, and the ugly hump, though it might scare the Texans, was just an ugly mound of gristle on the old man’s back. It had white hairs sticking out of it. Soon his father would just be an old chief, worn out, no longer able to raid; the young warriors would soon cease to follow him. He would just be an old man, sitting on his deer hides sucking at greasy bones.


  “If you can’t kill Gun-in-the-Water, kill the other one—kill McCrae,” Buffalo Hump suggested. “Or if you are too lazy to kill a strong fighting man, then kill the Buffalo Horse.”


  “Kill the Buffalo Horse?” Blue Duck asked. He knew he was being insulted, but he tried to hold his temper. Buffalo Hump had his lance at his side, and he was still quick with it. The ranger they called “Big Horse”—Scull, the great captain—rode the Buffalo Horse. Why ask him to kill the horse—why not ask him to kill Scull?


  “I will kill Scull,” Blue Duck said. “Later we can kill the Buffalo Horse—he is so big it will take all winter to eat him.”


  Buffalo Hump regretted that his son was boastful. Blue Duck thought he could kill anybody. He hadn’t learned that some men were harder to kill than even the great grizzly bears. Once the great bears had lived in the Palo Duro, and along the broken ledge that the whites called the caprock. In his youth, Buffalo Hump had killed three of the great bears. It had not been easy. One of his legs bore a scar from the claws of the last of these bears—when he went into battle he wore a necklace made from that bear’s teeth and claws.


  Now there were none of the great bears in the Palo Duro or along the caprock. They had all gone north, to the high mountains, to escape the guns of the Texans. Now his boastful son stood before him, a boy with none of the wisdom of the great bears. Blue Duck thought he could kill Scull, but Buffalo Hump knew better. Big Horse Scull was a short man, but a great fighter—even without a weapon he would win against Blue Duck. He would tear open Blue Duck’s throat with his teeth, if he had to. Scull might suffer injuries, but he would win.


  “You can’t kill Big Horse,” Buffalo Hump told the boy, bluntly. Blue Duck was tall and strong, but he was awkward. He had not yet learned how to run smoothly. He was too lazy to learn to use the old weapons—he could not throw a lance accurately, or hit an animal with an arrow. He wore a great knife that he had taken off a dead soldier, but he did not know how to fight with a knife. Without his gun he was helpless, and he was too foolish even to realize that he might lose his gun, or that it might misfire. Buffalo Hump liked weapons that he had made himself, and could depend on. He chose the wood for his own arrows; he scraped and honed the shafts and set the points himself. He chose the wood for his bow and saw that the bowstrings were of tough sinew. Every night, before turning to his women, he looked at his weapons, felt them, tested them; he made sure his lance head was securely set. If he had to fight in the night, he wanted to be ready. He did not want to jump into a fight and discover that he had mislaid his weapons or that they were not in good working order.


  All Blue Duck knew of weapons was how to push bullets into a pistol or a rifle. He was a boy, too ill prepared to give battle to a warrior as fierce as Big Horse Scull. Unless he was lucky he would not even be able to kill Gun-in-the-Water, who had been too quick for his other, better son, in the encounter on the Brazos years before.


  “I did not give you Big Horse, I gave you Gun-in-the-Water,” Buffalo Hump said. “Go take him if you can.”


  “There are only twelve Texans, and Big Horse,” Blue Duck said. “We have many warriors. We could kill them all.”


  “Why have they come?” Buffalo Hump asked. “I have done no raiding. I have been killing buffalo.”


  “They are chasing Kicking Wolf,” Blue Duck said. “He stole many horses.”


  Buffalo Hump was annoyed—Kicking Wolf had gone raiding without even asking him if he cared to go, too. Besides, he did not feel well. In bitter weather an ache made his bones hurt—the ache seemed to start in his hump. It made his bones throb as if someone were pounding them with a club. The cold and sleet were of little moment—he had lived with plains weather all his life. But in recent years the ache in his bones had come, forcing him to pay more attention to the cold weather. He had to be sure, now, that his lodges were warm.


  “Why are you talking to me about killing these Texans?” he asked Blue Duck. “If it is Kicking Wolf who has brought them, let him kill them.”


  Blue Duck was disgusted with the old man’s attitude. The whites were only a few miles away. With only half the warriors in their camp they could kill the whites easily. Maybe they could even capture Gun-in-the-Water and torture him. It was easy to cripple a man when the footing was so bad. His father would at last have his vengeance and they could all boast that they had finished Big Horse Scull, a ranger who had been killing Comanches almost as long as Buffalo Hump, his father, had been killing whites.


  Yet Buffalo Hump just sat there, tilted sideways a little from the weight of the ugly hump, sucking marrow from buffalo bones. Blue Duck knew his father didn’t like Kicking Wolf. The two had quarreled often: over women, over horses, over the best routes into Mexico, over what villages to raid, over captives. Why let Kicking Wolf have the glory of killing Big Horse and his rangers?


  It was on Blue Duck’s tongue to call the old man a coward, to tell him it was time he stayed with the old men, time he let the young warriors decide when to fight and who to attack.


  But, just as Blue Duck was about to speak, Buffalo Hump looked up at him. The older man had been fiddling with the knife he used to split the buffalo leg bone—suddenly his eyes were as cold as the snake’s. Blue Duck could never avoid a moment of fear, when his father’s eyes became the eyes of a snake. He choked off his insult—he knew that if he spoke, he might, in an instant, find himself fighting Buffalo Hump. He had seen it happen before, with other warriors. Someone would say one word too many, would fail to see the snake in his father’s eyes, and the next moment Buffalo Hump would be pulling his long bloody knife from between the other warrior’s ribs.


  Blue Duck waited. He knew that it was not a day to fight his father.


  “Why are you standing there?” Buffalo Hump asked. “I want to think. I gave you Gun-in-the-Water. If you want to fight in the sleet, go fight.”


  “Can I take some warriors?” Blue Duck asked. “Maybe we could take him and bring him back alive.”


  “No,” Buffalo Hump said. “Kill him if you are able, but I won’t give you the warriors.”


  Angered, Blue Duck turned. He thought the old man was trying to provoke him—perhaps his father was seeking a fight. But Buffalo Hump was not even looking at him, and had just put his knife back in its sheath.


  “Wait,” Buffalo Hump said, as Blue Duck was about to walk away. “You may see Kicking Wolf while you are traveling.”


  “I may,” Blue Duck said.


  “He owes me six horses,” Buffalo Hump said. “If he has stolen a lot of horses from the Texans, it is time he gave me my six. Tell him to bring them soon.”


  “He won’t bring them—he is too greedy for horses,” Blue Duck said.


  Buffalo Hump didn’t answer. A gust of wind blew shards of sleet into the little warm place under the rock. Buffalo Hump knocked the sleet off his blanket and looked into the fire.


  3.


  BY MORNING Augustus McCrae was so tired that he had lost the ability to tell up from down. The dawn was sleet gray, the plain sleet gray as well. There was not a feature to stop the eye on the long plain: no tree, ridge, rise, hill, dip, animal, or bird. Augustus could see nothing at all, and he was well known to have the best vision in the troop. The plain was so wide it seemed you could see to the rim of forever, and yet, in all that distance, there was nothing. Augustus, like the other rangers, had been in the saddle thirty-six hours. Before the chase started he had been up all night, whoring and drinking; now he was so tired he thought he might be losing his mind. There were those among his comrades who thought that it was excessive whoring and drinking that had caused Gus’s hair to turn white, almost overnight; but his own view was that too many long patrols had fatigued his hair so that it had lost its color.


  Now, when he looked up, the horizon seemed to roll. It was as if the plain was turning over, like a plate. Augustus’s stomach, which had little in it, began to turn, too. For a moment, he had the sensation that the sky was below him, the earth above. He needed to see something definite—an antelope, a tree, anything—to rid himself of the queasy sensation he got when the land seemed to tip. It grew so bad, the rolling, that at one point he felt his own horse was above him, its feet attached to the sky.


  The more Gus thought about it, the angrier he became at Captain Scull.


  “If he don’t stop for breakfast I’m just going to dismount right here and die,” Gus said. “I’m so tired I’m confusing up with down.”


  “I guess he’ll stop when he hits the Canadian,” Call said. “I doubt it’s much further.”


  “No, and I doubt the North Pole is much further, either,” Gus said. “Why has he brought us here? There’s nothing here.”


  Call was weary, too. All the men were weary. Some slept in their saddles, despite the cold. Under the circumstances, Call just wanted to concentrate on seeing that no one fell behind, or straggled off and got lost. Though the plain looked entirely flat, it wasn’t. There were dips so shallow they didn’t look like dips, and rises so gradual they didn’t seem to be rises. A ranger might ride off a little distance from the troop, to answer a call of nature, only to find, once the call was answered, that he had traversed a dip or crossed a rise and become completely lost. The troop would have vanished, in only a few minutes. A man lost on the llano would wander until he starved—or until the Comanches got him.


  Call wanted to devote what energies he had to seeing that no one got lost. It was vexing to have to turn his attention from that important task to answer Gus’s questions—particularly since they were questions that Gus himself ought to know the answer to.


  “He brought us here to catch Kicking Wolf and get those horses back,” Call said. “Did you think he was leading us all this way just to exercise our horses?”


  Ahead they could see Inish Scull, his coat white with sleet, moving at the same steady pace he had maintained the whole way. Hector’s shaggy coat steamed from melting sleet. It crossed Call’s mind to wonder just how far Hector could travel without rest. Would it be one hundred miles, or two hundred? The Captain was well ahead of the troop. Seen from a distance he seemed very small, in relation to his huge mount. Seen up close, though, that changed. No one thought of Inish Scull as small when his eyes were boring into them, as he delivered commands or criticisms. Then all anyone remembered was that he was a captain in the Texas Rangers—size didn’t enter into it.


  Augustus’s head was still swimming. The horizon still rocked, but talking to Woodrow helped a little. Woodrow Call was too hard-headed to grow confused about up and down; he was never likely to get sky and land mixed up.


  “He’s not going to catch Kicking Wolf,” Gus said. “I expect the reason he’s rarely run off from is because he’s careful who he chases. If you ask me, he usually just chases the ones he knows he can catch.”


  Call had been thinking the same thing, though he had no intention of saying it in front of the men. He didn’t like to be doubting his captain, but it did seem to him that Captain Scull had met his match in the game of chase and pursuit. Kicking Wolf had had nearly a day’s start, and the shifting weather made tracking difficult. Inish Scull didn’t like to turn his troop, any more than he liked to turn his own head when spitting tobacco juice. He seemed to think he could keep an enemy ahead of him by sheer force of will, until he wore him down. But Kicking Wolf had lured the Captain onto the llano, which was his place. He wasn’t subject to anybody’s will—not even Buffalo Hump’s, if reports were true.


  Then Augustus spotted something moving in the sky, the first sign he had seen that there was life anywhere around.


  “Look, Woodrow—I think that’s a goose,” Gus said, pointing at the dark in the gray sky. “If it comes in range I mean to try and shoot it. A fat goose would make a fine breakfast.”


  “Geese fly in flocks,” Call reminded him. “Why would one goose be flying around out here?”


  “Well, maybe it got lost,” Gus suggested.


  “No, birds don’t get lost,” Call said.


  “A bird dumb enough to fly over this place could well get lost,” Gus said. “This place is so empty an elephant could get lost in it.”


  The bird, when it came in sight, proved to be a great blue heron. It flew right over the troop; several of the men looked up at it and felt some relief. All of them were oppressed by the gray emptiness they were traveling in. The sight of a living thing, even a bird, stirred their hopes a little.


  “I see something else,” Gus said, pointing to the west. He saw a moving spot, very faint, but moving in their direction, he felt sure.


  Call looked and could see nothing, which vexed him. Time and again he had to accept the fact that Augustus McCrae had him beaten, when it came to vision. Gus’s sight just reached out farther than Call’s—that was the plain fact.


  “I expect it’s Famous Shoes,” Gus said. “It’s about time that rascal got back.”


  “He ain’t a rascal, he’s our scout,” Call said. “What’s rascally about him?”


  “Well, he’s independent,” Augustus commented. “What’s the use of a scout who goes off and don’t bring back a report but every two or three days? And besides that, he beat me at cards.”


  “An Indian who can beat a white man at cards is a rascal for sure,” Long Bill volunteered.


  “I expect it just took him this long to find Kicking Wolf’s track,” Call said.


  A few minutes later they sighted the Canadian River, a narrow watercourse cutting through a shallow valley. There was not a tree along it.


  “Now, that’s a disappointment,” Augustus said. “Here we are at the river, and there’s not any dern wood. We’ll have to burn our stirrups if we want to make a fire.”


  Then Call saw Famous Shoes—Inish Scull had stopped to receive his report. What amazed Call was that Famous Shoes had arrived so swiftly. Only moments before, it seemed, the scout had been so far away that Call hadn’t even been able to see him; but now he was there.


  “I’m about to quit rangering, if it means coming to a place where I can’t tell up from down,” Augustus said, annoyed that there seemed no likelihood of a good roaring fire beside the Canadian.


  Call had heard that threat from Augustus before—had heard it, in fact, whenever Gus was vexed—and he didn’t take it seriously.


  “You don’t know how to do anything besides ride horses and shoot guns,” Call told him. “If you was to quit rangering you’d starve.”


  “No, the fact is I know how to gather up women,” Augustus said. “I’ll find me a rich fat woman and I’ll marry her and live in ease for the rest of my days.”


  “Now you’re talking bosh,” Call said. “If you’re so good at marrying, why ain’t you married Clara?”


  “It’s far too cold to be talking about such as that,” Augustus said, vexed that his friend would bring up Clara Forsythe, a woman far too independent for her own good, or anybody else’s good either—his in particular. He had proposed to Clara the day he met her, in her father’s store in Austin, years before, but she had hesitated then and was still hesitating, despite the fact that he had courted her fast and furiously, all that time. Clara would admit that she loved him—she was not the standoffish sort—but she would not agree to marry him, a fact that pained him deeply; despite all he had done, and all he could do, Clara still considered herself free to entertain other suitors. What if she married one? What could he do then but be broken-hearted all his life?


  It was not a circumstance he wanted to be reminded of, on a morning so cold that he couldn’t tell up from down—and he particularly resented being reminded of it by Woodrow Call, a man inept with women to such a degree that he had entangled himself with a whore. Maggie Tilton, the whore in question, was plenty pretty enough to marry, though so far, Woodrow had shown no sign of a willingness to marry her.


  “You’re no man to talk, shut up before I give you a licking,” Gus said. It was an intolerable impertinence on the part of Woodrow Call to even mention Clara’s name, especially at a time when they were having to struggle hard just to avoid freezing.


  Call ignored the threat. Any mention of Clara Forsythe would provoke Augustus into a display of fisticuffs; it always had. Call himself avoided Clara when possible. He only went into the Forsythe store when he needed to buy cartridges or some other necessity. Though certainly pretty well beyond the norm, Clara Forsythe was so forward in speech that a man of good sense would plan his day with a view to avoiding her. Even when she was only selling Call a box of cartridges or a tool of some sort, Clara would always find a way to direct a few words to him, though—in his view—no words were called for, other than a thank you. Instead of just handing him his change and wrapping up his purchase, Clara would always come out with some statement, seemingly mild, that would nonetheless manage to leave him with the impression that there was something not quite right about his behavior. He could never figure out quite what he did to annoy Clara, but her tone with him always carried a hint of annoyance; a strong enough hint, in fact, that he tried to time his visits to the afternoons, when her father usually tended the store.


  Maggie Tilton, the whore he liked to see, never gave him the sense that there was anything wrong with his behavior—if anything, Maggie swung too far in the other direction. She could see no wrong in him at all, which made him feel almost as uncomfortable as Clara’s needlegrass criticisms. Maybe the fact that one was a whore and the other respectable had something to do with it—in any case Augustus McCrae was the last person whose opinion he felt he needed to listen to. Gus’s mood bobbed up and down like a cork, depending on whether Clara had been sweet to him or sour, soft or sharp, friendly or aloof. In Call’s view no man, and particularly not a Texas Ranger, ought to allow himself to be blown back and forth by a woman’s opinion. It wasn’t right, and that was that.


  Long Bill was close enough to hear Gus threaten to give Call a licking, a threat he had heard uttered before.


  “What’s got him riled?” Long Bill inquired.


  “None of your business. Get gone, you fool!” Gus said.


  “You must have swallowed a badger, Gus—I swear you’re surly,” Long Bill said. “I wonder if Famous Shoes has seen any wood we could make into a nice fire, while we’re wandering.”


  Before anyone could answer, Inish Scull, their captain, gave a loud yell of rage, wheeled Hector, and spurred him into a great lumbering run toward the west. The sleet spumed up in clouds behind him. Inish Scull didn’t wave for the troop to follow him, or give any indication that he cared whether the twelve rangers came with him or not. He just charged away, leaving Famous Shoes standing alone by a large, steaming pile of horse turds which Hector had just deposited on the prairie.


  “Well, there goes Captain Scull—I expect he’s sighted his prey,” Long Bill said, pulling his rifle from its scabbard. “We best whip up or we’ll lose him.”


  The troop, with Gus at its head, immediately clattered off after Captain Scull, but Call didn’t follow, not at once. He didn’t fear losing contact with the Captain while he was riding Hector—an elephant could not leave a much plainer track. He wanted to know what Famous Shoes had said to provoke the charge.


  “Is it Kicking Wolf?” he asked the Kickapoo. “Is it going to be a fight?”


  Famous Shoes was a slight man with a deceptive gait. He never seemed to hurry, yet he had no trouble keeping up with a troop of horsemen. Even if the horsemen charged off, as Inish Scull and the whole troop had just done, Famous Shoes would usually manage to catch up with them by the time a campfire was made and coffee boiling. He moved fast, and yet no one ever saw him moving fast, a thing Call marveled at. Sometimes he responded to questions and sometimes he didn’t—but even if he chose to answer a given question, the answer would usually lay a little sideways to the question as it had been phrased.


  At the moment he was looking closely at the smoky green pile of Hector’s droppings.


  “The Buffalo Horse has been eating prickly pear,” he said. “I guess he don’t like this icy grass.”


  “Kicking Wolf,” Call repeated. “Is it Kicking Wolf they went off after?”


  Famous Shoes looked at Call with mild surprise, his usual look when responding to direct questions. The look left Call with the feeling that he had missed something—what, he didn’t know.


  “No, Kicking Wolf is over by the Rio Pecos,” Famous Shoes said. “The Captain will have to ride a faster horse if he wants to catch Kicking Wolf. The Buffalo Horse is too slow.”


  That was Call’s opinion too, but he didn’t say it.


  Then Famous Shoes turned away from the dung pile and gestured toward the west.


  “Kicking Wolf didn’t really want those horses—not the geldings,” he said. “He only wanted the three studhorses, to breed to his young mares. Those are good young studhorses. They will make him some fine colts.”


  “If he only kept three, what’d he do with the others?” Call asked.


  “He butchered them,” Famous Shoes said. “His tribe took the meat, but the women didn’t do a very good job of butchering all those horses. There is plenty of meat left. We can take it if we want to.”


  “If we ain’t going to catch Kicking Wolf today, maybe the Captain will let Deets cook up some of the meat,” Call said. “We’re all hungry.”


  Deets was a young black man, making his second trip with the troop. He had been found sleeping in the stables one morning, covered with dust and hay. He had escaped from a large group of stolen slaves who were being driven into Mexico by the famous chief Wildcat, a Lipan who had perfected the practice of selling stolen slaves to rich Mexican ranchers. Call had been about to chase the boy off, for trespassing on ranger property, but Inish Scull liked Deets’s looks and kept him to do the stable work. He was made a cook one day when the Captain happened to taste a stew he had cooked up for some black families who were at work building homes for the legislators.


  Famous Shoes didn’t reply, when Call mentioned eating. He seemed to live on coffee, rarely taking food with the rangers, though he was known to have a fondness for potatoes. Often he would slip two or three raw spuds in his pouch, before setting off on a scout. Raw potatoes and a little jerky seemed to be what he lived on.


  Call knew that he ought to be hurrying after the troop, but he could not resist lingering for a moment with Famous Shoes, in hopes of learning a little bit about tracking and scouting. Famous Shoes didn’t look smart, yet he made his way across the llano as easily as Call would cross a street. Captain Scull was particular about scouts, as he was about everything. He didn’t trust anybody—not even his wife, by some reports—yet he allowed Famous Shoes to wander for days at a stretch, even when they were in hostile territory. Call himself knew little about the Kickapoo tribe—they were supposed to be enemies of the Comanches, but what if they weren’t? What if, instead of helping them find the Indians, Famous Shoes was really helping the Indians find them?


  Call thought he would try one more query, just to see if Famous Shoes could be persuaded to answer the question he was asked.


  “I thought there was plentiful antelope, up here on the plains,” he said. “I’ve et antelope and it’s a sight tastier than horsemeat. But we ain’t seen an antelope this whole trip. Where’d they all go?”


  “You had better just fill your belly with that fresh horsemeat,” Famous Shoes said, with an amused look. “The antelope are over by the Purgatory River right now. There is good sweet grass along the Purgatory River this year.”


  “I don’t know why this grass wouldn’t be sweet enough for them,” Call said. “I know it’s icy right now, but this ice will melt in a day or two.”


  Famous Shoes was amused by the young ranger’s insistence. It was not the young man’s place to question the antelope. Antelope were free to seek the grass they preferred—they did not have to live by the Palo Duro, where the grass was known to be bitter, just because some Texans liked antelope meat better than horsemeat. It was typical of the whites, though. Seventeen horses were dead and there was plenty of tasty meat left on their carcasses. Those horses would never eat grass again, sweet or bitter; only the three stallions Kicking Wolf had kept would know the flavor of grass again. Yet, here was this young man, Call, expecting to find antelope standing around waiting to be shot. Only buffalo were peculiar enough to stand around waiting to be shot by the white men, which was why the numbers of buffalo were declining. There were plenty of antelope, though—they lived wherever the grass was sweetest, along the Purgatory or the Canadian or the Washita or the Rio Pecos.


  “I don’t think we will see any antelope today,” Famous Shoes said—and then he left. The rangers had galloped away to the west, but Famous Shoes turned north. It vexed Call a little. The man was their scout, yet he never seemed to travel in the same direction as the troop.


  “I’d be curious to know where you’re heading,” he asked, trotting after the scout, in a polite tone. After all, the man hadn’t really done anything wrong—he just did things that seemed peculiar.


  Famous Shoes had been moving in a light trot when Call followed him and asked him the question. He looked up at Call, but he didn’t slow his motion.


  “I’m going to see my grandmother,” he said. “She lives up on the Washita with one of my sisters. I guess they are still there, if they haven’t moved.”


  “I see,” Call said. He felt foolish for having asked.


  “My grandmother is old,” Famous Shoes said. “She may want to tell me a few more stories before she dies.”


  “Well, then, that’s fine,” Call said, but Famous Shoes didn’t hear him. He had begun to sing a little song, as he trotted north. Famous Shoes’ voice was soft, and the wind still keened. Call heard only a snatch or two of the song, before Famous Shoes was so far away that the song was lost in the wind.


  A little perplexed, feeling that he might somehow have been out of order, Call turned his horse and began to lope west, after the troop. The tracks of Hector, the Buffalo Horse, were as easy to follow as a road. He wondered, as he loped over the cold plains, what made Indians so much like women. The way Famous Shoes made him feel, when he asked a question, was not unlike how Clara Forsythe made him feel, when he ventured into her store. With both the Indian and the women he was always left with the feeling that, without meaning to, he had made some kind of mistake.


  Before he could worry the matter much more he saw a horseman approaching, back along the trail Hector had made. For a moment, he was fearful enough to heft his rifle—out on the plains, a Comanche could pop out at you at any time. Maybe one had got between him and the troop and was planning to cut him off.


  Then, a moment later, he saw that it was only Gus, coming hell for leather back along the sleety trail.


  “Why’d you lag, Woodrow? We thought you’d been ambushed,” Gus said, a little out of breath from his rapid ride.


  “Why no, I was just talking to Famous Shoes,” Call said. “You didn’t need to lather your horse.”


  “We heard that whooping last night—you could have been ambushed,” Augustus reminded him.


  “I ain’t ambushed, let’s go,” Call said. “The boys will eat all the breakfast if we don’t hurry.”


  Augustus was annoyed. His friend could at least have thanked him—after all, he had put his own life at risk, coming back alone to look for him.


  But then, the fact was, Woodrow Call just wasn’t the thanking kind.


  4.


  THE MORNING Inez Scull first called Jake Spoon into her bedroom, she was sitting on a blue velvet stool. The bedroom was in the Sculls’ fine brick mansion on Shoal Creek, the first brick house in Austin, the rangers had been told. Jake had only been with the rangers three months at the time, working mainly as a kind of orderly for Captain Scull. His chief task was to groom Hector, and get him saddled when the Captain required him. Now and again Captain Scull would dispatch Jake to run an errand for Madame Scull—“Madame Scull” was how she preferred to be addressed. Usually the errand would consist of picking up packages for her at one of the more prominent stores. Jake had come to Texas with a group of ragged settlers from Kansas; he had never seen such buying as the Sculls routinely indulged in. The Captain was always ordering new guns, or saddlery, or hats or gloves or spyglasses. The big dining room table in the Scull mansion was always littered with catalogues of all descriptions—catalogues of combs or dresses or other frippery for Madame Scull, or knives or fine shotguns or microscopes or other gadgets for the Captain. The house even boasted a barometer, a thing Jake had never heard of, and also a brass ship’s clock at the head of the stairs, a clock that sounded bells every hour and half hour.


  Jake had never been, or expected to be, in a fine lady’s bedroom when the kitchen girl, Felice, a young high yellow girl he had taken a bit of a fancy to, came outside and told him that the lady of the house wanted to see him upstairs. Jake was a little nervous, as he went up the stairs. Madame Scull and the Captain were often out of temper with one another, and were not quiet in their expressions of rage or discontent. More than once, according to Felice, the Captain had taken a bullwhip to his lady, and, more than once, she had taken the same bullwhip to him—not to mention quirts, buggy whips, or anything else that lay to hand. At other times, they screamed wild curses at one another and fought with their fists, like two men. Some of the Mexican servants were so alarmed by the goings-on that they thought the devil lived in the house—a few of them fled in the night and didn’t stop until they were across the Rio Grande, more than two hundred and fifty miles away.


  Still, both the Captain and Madame Scull had been very nice to Jake. Madame Scull had even, one day, complimented him on his curly hair.


  “Why, Jake, those curls will soon be winning you many female hearts,” she said to him one morning, when he was carrying out a package she wanted sent off.


  The men, Augustus McCrae particularly, scoffed at Jake for accepting soft work at the Captain’s house, when he should have been out riding on Indian patrols. But Jake had no fondness for horses, and, besides, had a mighty fear of scalping. He was but seventeen, and considered that he had time enough to learn about Indian fighting. If, as some predicted, the Indians were whipped forever, before he got to fight them, it would not be a loss that grieved him much. There would always be Mexican bandits to engage the rangers—Jake supposed he could get all the fighting he wanted along the border, and soon enough.


  When Madame Scull called him upstairs he supposed it was just to carry out another package; the worst it was likely to entail was hanging a drape—Madame Scull was always getting rid of drapes and replacing them with other drapes. She was always shifting the furniture too, much to Captain Scull’s vexation. Once he had come home from a dusty scout and started to plop down in his favorite chair, with one of the scientific books he loved to pore over, only to discover that his favorite chair was no longer in its spot.


  “Goddamnit, Inez, where’s my armchair?” he asked. Jake, flirting with Felice, had happened to be in earshot when the outburst came.


  “That smelly thing, I gave it to the nigras,” Mrs. Scull remarked coolly.


  “Why, you hairy slut, go get it back right now!” the Captain yelled—the comment startled Jake considerably and put Felice in such a fright that she lost all interest in courting.


  “I’ve never liked that chair, and I’ll decide what furniture stays in my house, I reckon,” Madame Scull said. “If you like that chair so much, go live with the nigras—I, for one, shan’t miss your damn tobacco stains.”


  “I want my chair and I’ll have it!” the Captain declaimed; but at that point Jake ran out of the kitchen and hunted up a task to do in the stables. He had never expected to hear a captain in the Texas Rangers call his wife a slut, much less a hairy slut. Behind him, as he hurried off the porch, he heard the argument raging, and a crash of china. He feared the Sculls might be approaching the bullwhip stage, and didn’t want to be anywhere around.


  The morning he got called into the bedroom he had to make the same dash again, only faster. When he came into the bedroom, Mrs. Scull beckoned him over to the blue velvet stool where she sat. She was red in the face.


  “Ma’am, is it the drapes again?” Jake asked, thinking she might have got a little too much sun through the long windows beside her bed.


  “It ain’t the drapes, thank you, Jake,” Inez Scull said.


  “My sweet boy,” she added. “I do so fancy dimpled boys with curly hair.”


  “Mine’s always been curly, I guess,” Jake said, at a loss how to respond to the remark. Madame Scull still had the same, sun-flushed look on her face.


  “Stand a little bit closer, so I can see your dimples better,” Inez Scull said.


  Jake obediently placed himself within arm’s length of the stool, only to get, in the next moment, the shock of his life, when Madame Scull confidently reached out and began to unbutton his pants.


  “Let’s see your young pizzle, Jakie,” she said.


  “What, ma’am?” Jake said, too startled to move.


  “Your pizzle—let’s have a look,” Madame Scull repeated. “I expect it’s a fine one.”


  “What, ma’am?” Jake said again. Then a sense of peril came over him, and he turned and dashed out of the room. He didn’t quit dashing until he had reached the ranger stables. Once there, he squeezed into a horse stall and got his pants rebuttoned properly.


  He spent the rest of the day and most of the next few days as far from the Scull mansion as he could get and still do his work. Jake didn’t know what to think about the incident—at times, he tried to persuade himself that he dreamed it. He desperately wanted to find someone to confide in, but the only person in the troop that he could trust with such dangerous information was Pea Eye Parker, a gangly, half-starved youth from the Arkansas flats who was not much older than himself. Pea Eye had come to Texas with his father to farm, only to have his father, a brother, and three sisters die within a year. Woodrow Call had happened to notice Pea Eye in an abandoned cornfield one day—the farmer had been burned out and his wife killed by Comanches. Pea Eye was sitting by a fence, eating the dried-out corn right off the cob.


  “Ain’t that corn too dry to chew?” Call asked him. The young fellow looked to be seventeen or eighteen—he didn’t even have drinking water to wash the dry kernels down with.


  “Mister, I’m too hungry to be picky,” Pea Eye said. He looked hollow in the eyes, from starvation and fatigue. Woodrow Call had seen something in the boy that he liked—he had let Pea Eye ride behind him, into Austin. Pea Eye soon proved to be adept at horse-shoeing, a task most rangers shunned. Augustus McCrae particularly shunned it, as he would shun cholera or indigestion. Pea Eye had wanted to ride out with the troop, of course, but Captain Scull had left him in town at first, considering him a little too green for the field. But when the time came to visit Fort Belknap, the Captain decided to leave Jake and take Pea Eye. It was the day before they were to leave that Madame Scull put her hand in Jake’s pants. Jake could not, with the troop’s departure at hand, bring himself to say anything about the incident to Pea Eye, fearing that, in his excitement, he might blab.


  On the morning the troop was to leave, Jake half expected Captain Scull to walk up and kill him, but the Captain was as pleasant to him as ever. As the troop was preparing to mount, the Captain turned to him and informed him calmly that Madame Scull wanted him to be her equerry, while the troop was gone.


  “Her what?” Jake asked—he had not heard the term before.


  “Equerry, equus, equestrian, equestrienne,” Captain Scull said. “In other words, Inez wants you to be her horse.”


  “What, sir?” Jake asked. Since he began to deal with the Sculls, he had come to question both his eyesight and his hearing: for the Sculls frequently said and did things he couldn’t understand or believe, even though he heard them said and saw them happen. In his old home in Kansas, nobody said or did such things—of that, Jake was sure.


  “She’ll have her way, too, boy!” the Captain said, his temper mounting at the thought of his wife’s behavior. “She’ll ride you to a lather before I’m halfway to the Brazos, the wild hussy!”


  “What, sir?” Jake asked, for the third time. He had no idea what the Captain was talking about, or why he supposed that Mrs. Scull wanted to ride him.


  “Boy, are you a stutterer, or have you just got a brick for a brain?” the Captain asked, coming close and giving Jake a hard look.


  “Inez wants to mount you, boy—ain’t that clear to you yet?” he went on. “Her father’s the richest man in the South. They’ve three hundred thousand acres of prime plantation land in Alabama, and a hundred thousand more in Cuba. ‘Inez’ ain’t her name, either—she just took that name because it matches mine. In Birmingham she’s just plain Dolly, but she was raised in Cuba and thinks she has a right to the passions of the tropics.”


  He paused, and glared at the big brick house on the slope above the creek. Around him, the men were mounting their horses for the long ride to Fort Belknap. Inish Scull glared at his mansion, as if the house itself were responsible for the fact that his wife would not desist from unseemly passions.


  “Lust is the doom of man—I’ve often forsworn it myself, but my resolve won’t hold,” the Captain said, stepping close to Jake. “You’re a young man, take my advice. Beware the hairy prospect. Do that and improve your vocabulary and you’ll yet make a fine citizen. Old Tom Rowlandson, now there was a man who understood lust. He knew about the hairy prospect, Tom Rowlandson did. I’ve a book of his pictures right up in my house. Take a peek in it, boy. It might help you escape Inez. Once you start tupping with slavering sluts like her, there’s no recovery: just look at me! I ought to be secretary of war, if not president, but I’m doing nothing better than chasing heathen red men on this goddamn dusty frontier, and all because of a lustful rich slut from Birmingham! Bible and sword!”


  A few minutes later the troop rode away, planning to be gone for a month, at least. Jake felt regretful for a few hours—if he had tried harder to persuade the Captain to take him along, the Captain might have relented. After all, he had taken Pea Eye. If there was a fight, it might have meant a chance for glory. But he hadn’t pressed to go, and the Captain had left him with the problem of Madame Scull. With the Captain gone and the threat of immediate execution removed, Jake found that his mind came to dwell more and more on what Madame Scull had done. There was no denying that she was a beautiful woman: tall, heavy bosomed, with a quick stride and lustrous black hair.


  It seemed to Jake that the Captain, for whatever reason, had simply handed him over to Madame Scull. He was supposed to be her equerry—that was now his job. If he didn’t do his equerrying well, the Captain might even dismiss him from the rangers when the troop returned.


  By the time the troop had been gone half a day, Jake Spoon had persuaded himself that it was his duty to present himself at the Scull mansion. He had taken to going to the mansion regularly in order to intercept Felice at the well, where she was frequently sent. Madame Scull was reckless in her use of water—trips to fetch it took Felice back and forth to the well for much of the day.


  This time, though, when Felice came out the back door with her bucket, she was limping. Felice was a quick girl, who normally walked with a springy step. Jake hurried over, anxious to see why she was lame, and was surprised to see that she had a black eye and a big bruise on one cheek.


  “Why, what done that? Did the Captain strike you?” Jake asked.


  “No, not the Captain... the Missus,” Felice said. “She beat me with the handle of that black bullwhip. I got marks all over, from where that woman beat me.”


  “Well, but why?” he asked. “Did you sass her, or drop a plate?”


  Felice shook her head. “Didn’t sass her and didn’t drop no plate,” she said.


  “But you must have done something to bring on a licking,” Jake said. Felice’s dress had slipped off one shoulder as she struggled with the heavy water bucket—Jake saw a swollen black bruise there, too.


  Felice shook her head. Jake didn’t understand. She had come from Cuba with Madame Scull, had been a servant to her since she was a girl of six. When she was younger the Missus might slap her once in a while, for some slip, but it was only later, once Felice had begun to fill out as a woman, that the Missus had begun to beat her hard. Lately, the beatings had become more and more frequent. If Captain Scull even glanced at Felice as she was serving breakfast, or requested a biscuit or a second cup of coffee, the Missus would often corner her later in the day and quirt her severely. Sometimes she punched her, or grabbed Felice’s hair and tried to yank it out.


  There was no knowing when the Missus might beat her, but yesterday had been the worst. The Missus caught her in the hall and beat her with the handle of the bullwhip—beat her till her arm got tired of beating. One of Felice’s teeth was loose—the Missus had even hit her in the mouth.


  Jake understood that Felice was a slave, and that the Sculls could do whatever they wanted to with her; still, he was shocked at the bruises on Felice’s face. In Kansas, few people still owned slaves; his own family had been much too poor to afford one.


  Jake offered to carry the water bucket, which was heavy. As they were nearing the house he happened to glance up and see Madame Scull, watching them from a little balcony off her bedroom. Jake immediately lowered his eyes, because Madame Scull had no clothes on. She just stood on the balcony, her heavy bosom exposed, brushing her long, black hair.


  Jake glanced over at Felice and was surprised to see tears in her eyes.


  “Why, Felice, what is it?” he asked. “Are you hurt that bad?”


  Felice didn’t answer. She didn’t want to try and put words to her sorrow. She had come to like Jake. He was polite and let her know that he liked her; besides, he was young and his breath was sweet when he tried to kiss her—not foul with tobacco smells like the Captain, who lost no opportunity to be familiar with her. Felice had been thinking of meeting Jake behind the smokehouse, one night—he had been pleading with her to do just that. Felice wanted to slip out with Jake—but she knew now that she couldn’t, not unless she wanted to be beaten within an inch of her life. The Missus wanted Jake, that was plain. There she stood on the balcony, showing Jake her titties. The Missus would take him, too. Felice knew that she would have to give up on him and do it immediately, or else risk bad trouble. The Captain was gone—despite his stinking breath the Captain would sometimes take up for Felice, just to be contrary. But she belonged to the Missus, not the Captain. If the Missus got too jealous, she might even sell her. Several old ugly men had cast glances at her when they came to visit the Sculls. They looked like rich men, too—one of them might buy her and use her harder than the Missus did. In Cuba, she had seen bad things happen to slaves: brandings and horsewhippings and even hangings. The Missus had never done anything that bad to her, but if she got sold to some old ugly man, he might chain her and hurt her bad. Jake wasn’t worth such a risk—nothing was worth such a risk. But it still made her fill with sorrow, that the Missus would take the one person who was sweet to her.


  Once they got inside the house Jake didn’t know what to do, other than set the water bucket on the stove. Felice had gone silent; she wouldn’t speak at all. She wiped away her tears on her apron and went about her tasks, looking down. She wouldn’t turn to him again—not a word, and not a look. It was a big disappointment. He thought he had about persuaded her to slip out some night and meet him behind the smokehouse—then they could kiss all they wanted.


  But that plan seemed to be spoiled, and he didn’t know why.


  He was about to leave in dejection and go back to the ranger stables, when old Ben Mickelson, the skinny, splotchy butler, came in, shaking from drink. Ben wore a shiny old black coat and took snuff, sniffing so loudly that it caused Jake to flinch if he happened to be nearby.


  “Madame would like to see you upstairs,” old Ben told him, in his dry voice. “You’re late as it is—I wouldn’t be later.”


  Old Ben had an ugly way of pushing out his lips, when he was spoken to by anyone but the Master or the Mistress. He pushed them out at Jake until Jake wanted to give him a hard punch.


  “What am I late for? I ain’t been told,” he said. The thought of going upstairs made him more and more nervous.


  “I ain’t the Madame—if she says you’re late, I guess you are,” old Ben said.


  In fact, Ben Mickelson hated young men indiscriminately, for no better reason than that they were young and he wasn’t. Sometimes he hated young men so hard that he got violent notions about them, notions that affected him like a fever. Right at the moment, he was having a violent imagining in which young Jake was being chewed on by seven or eight thin hungry pigs. There were plenty of thin hungry pigs running loose within the town of Austin, too. It was against the ordinances, but the skinny half-wild pigs didn’t know there was an ordinance against them. They kept running loose, a menace to the populace. If six or seven of the wild pigs cornered Jake, they would soon whittle him down to size. Then the Madame wouldn’t be so anxious to get him between her legs, not if he was well chewed by some hungry pigs.


  Old Ben was violently jealous of the Madame and her lusts. Once, years before, in a moment of anxious weakness, Inez Scull had pulled Ben’s pants down in a closet and coupled with him then and there. “You’re an ugly old thing, Ben,” she told him, after the brief act was over. “I don’t fancy men with liver spots, and you’ve got ’em.” Ben Mickelson was a little crestfallen. Their embrace, though brief, had been passionate enough to dislodge almost every garment hanging in the closet. He thought he might expect a compliment, but all he got was a comment about his liver spots.


  “I expect it’s the climate, Madame,” he said, as Inez Scull was fastening her bodice. “I never got spots when we lived in Boston.”


  “It’s not the climate, it’s all that whiskey you drink,” Madame Scull said, whereupon she left and never touched Ben Mickelson again. For days and weeks he lingered by the closet, hoping Madame Scull would come by in a lustful state again—so lustful that she would be inclined to overlook liver spots. But what had occurred in that closet, amid ladies’ shoes and fallen dresses, was never repeated. Years passed, and Ben Mickelson got bitter. Jake Spoon, not yet eighteen, with his dimples and curls, baby fat still in his cheeks, would not likely be liver-spotted, and that fact alone was enough to make Ben Mickelson hate him.


  Jake looked at Felice, as he stood at the foot of the stairs, but Felice would not meet his eye. He thought he saw tears on her cheeks, though—he supposed she still ached from the beating.


  Felice turned and took up her broom, so old Ben wouldn’t see her tears. Old Ben had to be watched and avoided. He was always poking at her with his skinny fingers. But the threat of his fingers didn’t cause her tears. She cried because she knew she would have to hold herself in, not let herself start feeling warm about any of the boys that came to the house. The Missus wanted all the boys for herself. Jake had been kind to her, helping her carry water and doing little errands for her when he could. She had begun to want to see him behind the smokehouse—but that was lost. When Jake came back down the stairs, he would be different. He would have the Missus’s smell on him. He wouldn’t be sweet to her anymore, or help her carry water or feed the chickens.


  As Felice swept she felt old Ben following her, getting closer, hoping for a pinch or a grab. It filled her with fury, suddenly; she wasn’t going to have it, not this morning, when her new feeling for Jake had just been crushed.


  “You scat, you old possum!” Felice said, whirling on the butler. The anger in her face startled old Ben so that he turned on his heel and went to polish the doorknobs. It was a hard life, he felt, when a butler wasn’t even allowed to touch a saucy yellow girl.


  When Jake approached Madame Scull’s bedroom he felt a deep apprehension, a fear so deep that it made his legs shaky. At the same time he felt a high excitement, higher than what he felt when he managed to snatch a kiss from Felice. It was a little like what he felt when he visited one of the whore tents down by the river with Gus McCrae, a treat he had only been allowed twice.


  But this excitement was higher. Madame Scull wasn’t a whore, she was a great lady. The Scull mansion was finer by far than the Governor’s house. Jake was conscious that his pants were ragged, and his shirt frayed. To his horror he saw, looking down, that he had forgotten to wipe his feet: he had muddied the carpet at the head of the stairs. Now there was mud on Madame Scull’s fine carpet.


  Then he noticed Inez Scull, watching him from the bedroom door. She had the same sun-flushed look on her face that she had had when she put her hand in his pants.


  “Ma’am, I’m sorry, I tracked in mud,” he said. “I’ll get the broom and clean it up for you.”


  “No, hang the mud—don’t you be running off from me again,” Madame Scull said.


  Then she smiled at him. She had put on a gown of some kind, but it had slipped off one shoulder.


  “‘Come to my parlor,’ said the spider to the fly,” Inez said, thinking how glad she was that Inish had had to leave to chase red Indians. The Comanche might be an inconvenience to the ragged settlers, but they were a boon to her, the fact being that her husband’s embraces had long since grown stale. Austin was a dull, dusty town, with no society and little entertainment, but there was no denying that Texas produced an abundance of fine, sturdy young men. They were hardly refined, these boys of the frontier, but then she wasn’t seeking refinement. What she wanted was fine sturdy boys, with curls and stout calves, like the one who stood before her at the moment. She walked over to Jake—he had tracked rather a lot of mud up her stairs—and took up where she had left off, quickly opening his pants, confident that in a week or less she could cure him of embarrassment where fleshly matters were concerned.


  “Let’s see that little pricklen again,” she said. “You scarcely let me touch it the other day.”


  Jake was so shocked he could not find a word to say.


  “‘Pricklen,’ that’s what my good German boy called it,” Inez said. “My Jurgen was proud of his pricklen, and yours is nothing to be ashamed of, Jakie.”


  She began to lead Jake down the long hall, looking with interest at what had popped out of his pants. His pants had slipped down around his legs, which meant that he couldn’t take very long steps. Madame Scull led him by the hand.


  “I expect I’d have my Jurgen and his pricklen yet if Inish hadn’t hanged him,” Madame Scull said casually.


  At that point, hoping he hadn’t heard right, Jake stopped. All he could see was the hang noose, and himself on the gallows, with the boys standing far below, to watch him swing.


  “Oh dear, I’ve given you a fright,” Inez said, with a quick laugh. “Inish didn’t hang my Jurgen for this! He wouldn’t hang a fine German boy just because he and I had enjoyed a little sport.”


  “What’d he hang him for, then?” Jake asked, unconvinced.


  “Why, the foolish boy stole a horse,” Madame Scull said. “I don’t know what he needed with a horse—he was rather a horse, in some respects. I was quite crushed at the time. It seemed my Jurgen would rather have a horse than me. But of course Inish caught him, and took him straight to the nearest tree and hung him.”


  Jake didn’t want to hang, but he didn’t want to leave Madame Scull, either. Anyway, with his pants around his ankles, he could hardly walk, much less run.


  They were near a big hall closet, where coats and boots were kept. Jake noticed that Madame Scull was freckled on her shoulders and her bosom, but he didn’t have time to notice much more, because she suddenly yanked him into the closet. Her move was so sudden that he lost his balance and fell, in the deep closet. He was on his back, amid shoes and boots, with the bottoms of coats hanging just above him. Jake thought he must be crazy, to be in such a situation. Madame Scull was breathing in loud snorts, like a winded horse. She squatted right over him, but Jake couldn’t see her clearly, because her head was amid the hanging coats. There was the smell of mothballs in the closet, and the smell of saddle soap, but, even stronger, there was the smell of Inez Scull, who was not cautious in her behavior with him—not cautious at all. She flung coats off their hangers and kicked shoes and boots out into the hall, in order to situate herself above him, exactly where she wanted to be.


  To Jake’s amazement, Madame Scull began to do exactly what the Captain had told him she would do: make him her horse. She sank down astride him and rode him, hot and hard, rode him until he was lathered, just as the Captain had said she would, though the Captain himself was probably not even halfway to the Brazos River yet. He wondered, as she rode him, what the servants would think if one of them happened to come upstairs and notice all the shoes Madame Scull had kicked out into the hall.


  5.


  KICKING WOLF had killed the seventeen geldings in a barren gully. The butchering had been hasty; though the best meat had been taken, much was left. The rocks in the gully were pink with frozen blood. The carcasses all had ice on their hides—Augustus saw one horse who had ice covering its eyes, a sight that made his stomach rise. Guts had been pulled out and chopped up; those left had frozen into icy coils. Buzzards wheeled in the cold sky.


  “I thought I was hungry a minute ago,” Augustus said. “But now that I’ve seen this I couldn’t eat for a dollar.”


  Many of the men were dead asleep, slumped wherever they had stopped. Captain Scull sat on a hummock of dirt, staring toward the west. Now and then, he spat tobacco juice on the sleety ground.


  “I can eat,” Call said. “It won’t cost nobody a dollar, either. I’ve seen the day when you didn’t turn up your nose at horsemeat, I recall.”


  “That was a warmer day,” Gus commented. “It’s too early to be looking at this many butchered horses.”


  “Be glad it ain’t butchered men,” Call said.


  Deets, the black cook, seemed to be the only man in the outfit who could muster a cheerful look. He had a stew pot bubbling already, and was slicing potatoes into it when they rode up.


  “If Deets can make that horsemeat tasty, I might sample a little,” Augustus said. At the sight of the bubbling pot, he felt his appetite returning.


  Long Bill Coleman had his feet practically in the fire, his favorite posture when camped on a cold patrol. He had fallen asleep and was snoring loudly, oblivious to the fact that the soles of his boots were beginning to smoke.


  “Pull him back, Deets, his feet are about to catch fire,” Augustus said. “The fool will sleep with his feet amid the coals.”


  Deets pulled Long Bill a yard or two back from the fire, then offered them coffee, which they took gratefully.


  “Why’d you let all these boys nod off, Deets?” Gus said. “Old Buffalo Hump might come down on us at any minute—they best be watching their hair.”


  “Let ’em nap—they ridden for two days,” Call said. “They’ll wake up quick enough if there’s fighting.”


  Deets took a big tin cup full of coffee over to Captain Scull, who accepted it without looking around. The Captain’s mouth was moving, but whatever he was saying got lost on the wind.


  “Old Nails is talking to himself again,” Augustus observed. “Probably cussing that feisty wife of his for spending money. They say she spends twenty-five dollars ever day of the week.”


  Call didn’t think the Captain was cussing his wife, not on a bald knob of the prairie, icy with sleet. If he was cussing anybody, it was probably Kicking Wolf, who had escaped to the Rio Pecos with three fine stallions.


  “What was he saying, Deets?” he asked, when the black man came back and began to stir the stew.


  Deets did not much like reporting on the Captain. He might get the talk wrong, and cause trouble. But Mr. Call had been good to him, giving him an old ragged quilt, which was all he had to cover with on the cold journey. Mr. Call didn’t grab food, like some of the others, or cuss him if the biscuits didn’t rise quick enough to suit him.


  “He’s talking about that one who shot him—down Mexico,” Deets said.


  “What? He’s talking about Ahumado?” Call asked, surprised.


  “Talking about him some,” Deets admitted.


  “I consider that peculiar information,” Augustus said. “We’re half a way to Canada, chasing Comanches. What’s Ahumado got to do with it?”


  “He don’t like it that Ahumado shot his horse,” Call said, noting that some of the men around the campfire were so sound asleep they looked as if they were dead. Most of them were sprawled out with their mouths open, oblivous to the wind and the icy ground. They didn’t look as if they would be capable of putting up much resistance, but Call knew they would fight hard if attacked.


  The only man he was anxious about on that score was young Pea Eye Parker, a gangly boy who had only been allotted an old musket. Call didn’t trust the gun and hoped to see that the boy got a repeating rifle before their next expedition. Pea Eye sat so far back from the campfire that he got little succor from it. He was poorly dressed and shivering, yet he had kept up through the long night, and had not complained.


  “If you pulled in a little closer to the campfire you’d be warmer,” Call suggested.


  “It’s my first trip—I don’t guess I ought to take up too much of the fire,” Pea Eye said.


  Then he swiveled his long neck around and surveyed their prospects.


  “I was raised amid trees and brush,” he said. “I never expected to be no place where it was this empty.”


  “It ain’t empty—there’s plenty of Comanches down in that big canyon,” Augustus informed him. “Buffalo Hump’s down there—once we finally whip him, there won’t be nothing but a few chigger Indians to fight.”


  “How do you know we’ll whip him?” Call said. “It’s bad luck to talk like that. We’ve been fighting him for years and we ain’t come close to licking him yet.”


  Before Augustus could respond, Captain Scull abruptly left the hummock where he had been sitting and stomped back into camp.


  “Is that stew ready? This is a damn long halt,” he said. Then he glanced at Call, and got a surprised look on his face.


  “I thought Famous Shoes was with you, Mr. Call,” Scull said. “I had no reason to suspect that he wasn’t with you, but I’ll be damned if I can spot him. It might be the glare off the sleet.”


  “No sir, he’s not with me,” Call said.


  “Damn it why not?” Captain Scull asked. “If he’s not with you, you’ll just have to go fetch him. We’ll save you some of the stew.”


  “Sir, I don’t know if I can fetch him,” Call said. “He went to visit his grandmother. I believe she lives on the Washita, but he didn’t say where, exactly.”


  “Of course you can fetch him—why shouldn’t you?” Scull asked, with an annoyed look on his face. “You’re mounted and he’s afoot.”


  “Yes, but he’s a swift walker and I’m a poor tracker,” Call admitted. “I might be able to track him, but it would be chancy.”


  “What a damned nuisance—the man’s gone off just when we need him most,” Inish Scull said. He tugged at his peppery gray beard in a vexed fashion. When a fit of anger took him he grew red above his whiskers; and, as all of the men knew, he was apt to grow angry if offered the slightest delay.


  Call didn’t say it, but he found the Captain’s comment peculiar. After all, Famous Shoes had been off, ever since they crossed the Prairie Dog Fork of the Brazos. The scout wandered at will, returning only occasionally to parley a bit with the Captain, as he just had that morning. Based on past behavior, Captain Scull had no reason to expect to hear from Famous Shoes for a day or two more, by which time the scout could have visited his grandmother and returned.


  It was impatient and unreasonable behavior, in Call’s view: but then, that seemed to be the way of captains, at least the ones he had served. They were impatient to a fault—if they didn’t get a fight one place, they would turn and seek a fight somewhere else, no matter what the men felt about it, or what condition they were in. They had missed Kicking Wolf, so now, if Deets was right, the Captain’s thoughts had fixed on Ahumado, a Mexican bandit hundreds of miles to the south, and a marauder every bit as capable as Kicking Wolf or Buffalo Hump.


  Still, Call had never disobeyed an order, or complained about one, either—it was Gus McCrae who grumbled about orders, though usually he was circumspect about who he grumbled to. Call knew that if the Captain really wanted him to go after Famous Shoes, he would at least have to try. Call felt lank—he thought he had better quickly gulp down a plate of stew before he went off on a pursuit that might take days.


  Captain Scull, though, did not immediately press the order. He stood with his back to the fire, swishing the remains of his coffee around in his cup. He looked at the sky, he looked at the horses, he looked south. Call held his peace—the muttering about Ahumado might only have been a momentary fancy that the Captain, once he had assessed the situation, would reject.


  The Captain sighed, gulped down the rest of his coffee, held out the cup for Deets to refill, and looked at Call again.


  “I got short shrift from my grandmothers,” he remarked. “One of them had ten children and the other accounted for fourteen—they were tired of brats by the time I came along. How long do you think Famous Shoes planned to visit?”


  “Sir, I have no idea,” Call admitted. “He wasn’t even sure his grandmother still lived on the Washita. If he don’t locate her I expect he’ll be back tomorrow.”


  “Unless he thinks of somebody else to visit,” Augustus said.


  Call hastily got himself a plate of stew. He felt he had been a little derelict in hesitating to set off immediately in pursuit of Famous Shoes. After all, the man could scarcely be more than five miles away. With reasonable luck, he ought to be able to overtake him. It was only the featurelessness of the plains that worried him: he might ride within a mile of Famous Shoes and still miss him, because of the dips and slantings of the prairie.


  Now he felt like he ought to be ready to leave, if that was what the Captain wanted.


  “Taters ain’t cooked yet,” Deets informed him, as he dished up the stew. “That meat mostly raw, too.”


  “I don’t care, it’ll fill me,” Call said. “If you’d like me to go look for him, Captain, I will.”


  Inish Scull didn’t respond—indeed, he gave no indication that he had even heard Woodrow Call. Captain Scull was often casual, if not indifferent in that way, a fact which vexed Augustus McCrae terribly. Here Woodrow, who was as cold and hungry as the rest of them, was offering to go off and run the risk of getting scalped, and the Captain didn’t even have the good manners to answer him! It made Gus burn with indignation, though it also annoyed him that Call would be so quick to offer himself for what was clearly a foolish duty. Famous Shoes would turn up in a day or two, whether anybody looked for him or not.


  “I was thinking of Mexico, Mr. Call,” Captain Scull said finally. “I see no point in pursuing Kicking Wolf for the sake of three horses. We’ll corner the man sooner or later, or if we don’t get him the smallpox will.”


  “What? The smallpox?” Augustus said; he had a big nervousness about diseases, the various poxes particularly.


  “Yes, it’s traveling this way,” Inish Scull said impatiently, his mind being now on Mexico.


  “The theory is that the Forty-niners spread it among the red men, as they were running out to California to look for gold,” he added. “Very damn few of them will find any of the precious ore. But they’ve brought the pox to the prairies, I guess. The Indians along the Santa Fe Trail have it bad, and I hear that those along the Oregon Trail are dying by the hundreds. It’ll be among the Comanches soon, if it ain’t already. Once the pox gets among them they’ll die off so quick we’ll probably have to disband the rangers. There’ll be no healthy Indians left to fight.”


  Captain Scull finished his speech and lifted his coffee cup, but before he could sip, a peppering of gunfire swept the camp.


  “It’s Buffalo Hump, I knowed it!” Augustus said.


  Call had only gulped down a few bites of stew when the shooting started. He ran back to his horse and pulled out his rifle, expecting the Indians to be upon them, but when he turned the prairie looked empty. Most of the rangers had taken cover behind their horses, there being no other cover to take.


  Captain Scull had drawn his big pistol, but had not moved from his spot by the coffeepot. He had his head tilted slightly to one side, watchful and curious.


  “We just lost Watson,” he said, examining the camp. “Either that, or he’s enjoying a mighty heavy nap.”


  Augustus ran over and knelt by Jimmy Watson, a man a year or two older than himself and Call. At first he saw no wound and thought the Captain might be right about the heavy nap, but when he turned Jimmy Watson slightly he saw that a bullet had got him right under his armpit. He must have been lifting his gun and the bullet passed just beneath it and killed him.


  “Nope, Jim’s dead,” Gus said. “I wish the damn Comanches would stand up, so we could see them.”


  “Wish for Christmas and roast pig, while you’re wishing,” Call said. “They ain’t going to stand up.”


  Then, a moment later, five young warriors appeared on horseback, a considerable distance from the camp. They were yelling and whooping, but they weren’t attacking. The lead horseman was a tall youth whose hair streamed out behind him as he raced his pony.


  Several of the rangers lifted their rifles, but no one fired a shot. The Comanches had gauged the distance nicely—they were already just out of rifle range.


  Call watched Captain Scull, waiting for him to give the order to mount and pursue—the Captain had taken out his binoculars and was studying the racing horsemen.


  “I was looking for brands on the horses,” he said. “I was hoping our Abilene ponies might be there. But no luck—they’re just Comanche ponies.”


  All the rangers stood by their horses, waiting for the order to pursue the Comanches, but Captain Scull merely stood watching the five young warriors race away, as casual as if he had been watching a Sunday horse race.


  “Captain, ain’t we gonna chase ’em? They kilt Jimmy Watson,” Augustus asked, puzzled by the Captain’s casual attitude.


  “No, we’ll not chase them—not on tired horses,” the Captain said. “Those are just the pups. The old he-wolf is down there somewhere, waiting. I doubt those youngsters expected to hit anybody, when they shot—they were just trying to lure us down into some box canyon, where the he-wolf can cut us off and tear out our throats.”


  He turned and put his binoculars back in their leather case.


  “I’d prefer to wait for that stew to mature and then take breakfast,” he said. “If the old he-wolf wants us bad enough, let him come. We’ll oblige him with a damn good scrap, and when it’s over I’ll take his hide back to Austin and nail it to the Governor’s door.”


  “Sir, what’ll we do with Jimmy?” Long Bill asked. “This ground’s froze hard. It’ll take a good strong pick to hack out a grave in ground like this, and we ain’t got a pick.”


  Captain Scull came over and looked at the dead man—he knelt, rolled the man over, and inspected the fatal wound.


  “There’s no remedy for bad luck, is there?” he said, addressing the question to no one in particular. “If Watson hadn’t raised his arm just when he did, the worst he would have gotten out of this episode would have been a broken arm. But he lifted his gun and the bullet had a clear path to his vitals. I’ll miss the man. He was someone to talk wives with.”


  “What, sir?” Augustus asked. The remark startled him.


  “Wives, Mr. McCrae,” Inish Scull said. “You’re a bachelor. I doubt you can appreciate the fascination of the subject—but James Watson appreciated it. He was on his third wife when he had the misfortune to catch his dying. He and I could talk wives for hours.”


  “Well, but what happened to his wives?” Long Bill inquired. “I’m a married man. I’d like to know.”


  “One died, one survives him, and the one in the middle ran off with an acrobat,” the Captain said. “That’s about average for wives, I expect. You’ll find that out soon enough, Mr. McCrae, if you take it into your head to marry.”


  Augustus was thoroughly sorry that the subject of marriage had come up. It seemed to him that he had been trying to get married for half his life—he had just happened, unluckily, to fall in love with the one woman who wouldn’t have him.


  “Sir, even if one of his wives did run off with an acrobat, we’ve still got to bury him, someway,” Long Bill said. Once Long Bill got his mind on something he rarely allowed it to be deflected until the question at hand was closed. Now the question at hand was how to bury a man when the ground was too frozen to yield them a grave. When Jimmy Watson had been alive he needed wives, apparently, and it was a need Long Bill understood and sympathized with. But now he was dead: what he needed was a grave.


  “Well, I suppose we do need to bury James Watson—that’s the Christian way,” the Captain said. “It was not the way taken by my cousin Willy, though. Cousin Willy was a biologist. He studied with Professor Agassiz, at Harvard. Willy was particularly fond of beetles—excessively fond, some might say. He fancied tropical beetles, in particular. Professor Agassiz took him to Brazil, where there are some wonderful beetles—more beetles than any place in the world except Madagascar, Willy claimed. They’ve even got an undertaker beetle, down there in Brazil.”


  “What kind?” Augustus asked. He had vaguely heard of Brazil, but he had never heard of an undertaker beetle.


  “An undertaker beetle, sir,” Captain Scull went on. “Willy wanted to go back into the food chain the fastest way possible, and the fastest way to have himself laid out naked in a tidy spot where these undertaker beetles were plentiful.


  “So that’s what they did with Will,” the Captain continued. “They had no choice—Willy had fixed it all in his will. They laid him out naked in a pretty spot and the beetles immediately got to work. Pretty soon Willy was buried, and by the next day he was part of the food chain again, just as he wished. If we left James Watson to the coyotes and the buzzards, we’d be accomplishing the same thing.”


  Long Bill Coleman was horrified by such talk. He was unfamiliar with Brazil, and the thought of being buried by beetles gave him the shudders. Not only was the Captain forgetting about Jimmy Watson’s widow, whose feelings about the burial had to be considered, he was even forgetting about heaven.


  “Now then, that’s strange talk,” he said. “How would a man get up to heaven, with no one to say any scriptures over him, and with just a dern bunch of beetles for undertakers? Of course, out here in the baldies we can’t expect undertakers, but I guess I’ll try to bury my pards myself—I wouldn’t trust the job to a bunch of dern bugs.”


  “My cousin Willy was of an agnostical bent, Mr. Coleman,” the Captain said. “I don’t think he believed in heaven, but he did believe in bugs. They’re not to be underrated, sir—not according to my cousin Willy. There are more than a million species of insects, Mr. Coleman, and they’re a sight more adaptable than us. I expect there will be bugs aplenty when we humans are all gone.”


  Young Pea Eye Parker was so hungry, he found it hard to pay attention to the conversation. For one thing, he couldn’t figure out what a food chain could be, unless the Captain was talking about link sausage. How a beetle in a country he had never heard of could turn a dead man into link sausage was beyond his ken. Deets’s stew pot was bubbling furiously; now and then, a good odor drifted his way. His only opinion was that he himself did not intend to be buried naked. It would be a hard shock to his ma if he came walking into heaven without a stitch.


  Deets, stirring the stew, did not like to be discussing dead folks so boldly—for all they knew, the dead could still hear. Just because the lungs stopped working didn’t mean the hearing stopped, too. The dead person could still be in there, listening, and if a dead person was to hear bad things said about him, he might witch you. Deets had no desire to be witched—when it became necessary to make some comment about a dead person, he made sure his comment was respectful.


  Call was vexed. He was prepared to go fight the Comanches who had just killed Jimmy Watson—if the rangers had pressed the pursuit at once, they might have got close enough to bring down a Comanche or two. He didn’t think Buffalo Hump was waiting to ambush them; to him it just looked like a party of five young braves, hoping to count coup on the white men—and they had counted coup. How could the Captain stand around talking about beetles when one of their men had been killed?


  Augustus knew what his friend was feeling—he himself felt exactly the same thing. The Comanches had killed a Texas Ranger and got away clean. Behavior such as that would soon make the rangers the laughingstock of the prairies. And yet Captain Scull’s reputation as a deadly and determined fighter was well earned. He and Call had often seen the Captain deal out slaughter. What was wrong with him this morning?


  Captain Scull suddenly looked at the two young rangers, a trace of a smile on his lips—his look, as was often the case, made both men feel that he could read their minds.


  “Why, do I smell discontent? I believe I catch a whiff of it,” the Captain said. “What’s the matter, Mr. Call? Afraid I’ve lost my vinegar?”


  “Why, no sir,” Call said, truthfully. Despite his pique, he had not supposed that Captain Scull had lost his fight. What he felt was that the Captain, as a commander, was changeable in ways he didn’t understand.


  “I would have liked to punish those braves, while we still had a chance to catch them,” Call added.


  “That was my thought, too,” Augustus said. “They killed Jimmy Watson, and he was a mighty fine fellow.”


  “That he was, Mr. McCrae—that he was,” Captain Scull said. “Normally I would have given chase myself, but this morning I’m not in the mood for it—not right this minute, at least.”


  Inish Scull went to his saddlebags and took out the huge brown plug of tobacco he cut his chaws from. He had a special little knife with a mother-of-pearl handle, just for cutting his tobacco. He was so fearful of losing his little knife that he kept it attached to his belt by a thin silver chain, such as he might use on a pocket watch.


  The Captain took out his knife, found a place not far from the fire, and began to cut himself a day’s worth of chaws, working carefully—he liked to make each chaw as close to square as possible. Often, once the Captain had cut off a chaw, he would hold it up for inspection, and trim it a little more, removing a sliver here and a sliver there, to make it a little closer to square.


  “I believe our stew’s about ready, Deets,” he said, once he had restored the big brownish plug to his saddlebag. “Let’s eat. I might recover my chasing mood once I’ve sampled the grub.


  “Ever work in an office, Mr. Call?” he then inquired, as the men lined up with their tin plates to get their stew. Call was startled. Why would the Captain suppose he had ever worked in an office, when the records plainly showed that he had been employed as a Texas Ranger from the age of nineteen?


  “No sir, I’ve worked outside my whole life,” Call said.


  “Well, I have worked in an office, sir,” the Captain said. “It was the Customs House in Brooklyn, and I was sent to work there by my pa, in the hope of breaking me of certain bad habits. I worked there for a year and did the same thing, in the same way, every day. I arrived at the same time, left at the same time, took my sip of wine and bite of bread at the same time. I even pissed and shat at the same time—I was a regular automaton while I held that office job, and I was bored, sir—bored! Intolerably bored!”


  Inish Scull’s face reddened suddenly, at the memory of his own boredom in the office in Brooklyn. He neatly stacked up his ten squares of cut tobacco and looked at Call.


  “The tragedy of man is not death or epidemic or lust or rage or fitful jealousy,” he said loudly—his voice tended to rise while declaiming unpleasant facts.


  “No sir, the tragedy of man is boredom, sir—boredom!” the Captain said. “A man can only do a given thing so many times with freshness and spirit—then, no matter what it is, it becomes like an office task. I enjoy cards and whoring, but even cards and whoring can grow boresome. You tup your wife a thousand times and that becomes an office task, too.”


  Scull paused, to see if the hard truths he was expounding were having any effect on his listeners, and found that they were. All the men were listening, with the exception of an old fellow named Ikey Ripple, who had gulped a little stew and fallen back to sleep.


  “You see?” the Captain said. “Mr. Ike Ripple is bored even now, even though Buffalo Hump could show up any minute and lift his hair.


  “Now... that’s my point, sir!” he said, looking directly at Call. “I will break the resistance of the goddamn red Comanches on these plains, given the time and the resources, but I’ll be damned if I’ll jump up and chase every Indian brat that fires a gun off at me. Do that and it becomes office work—do you get my point, Mr. Call?”


  Call thought he got the point, but he wasn’t sure he agreed with it. Fighting Indians meant risking your life—how many men in offices had to risk their lives?


  “Why, yes, Captain, I believe I do,” Call said mildly. After all, the Captain was older—he had survived more Indian fights than any man on the frontier. Perhaps they had grown boresome to him.


  “Uh, Captain, you never said how your cousin died—that one that got buried by the beetles,” Long Bill remarked. The details of the unorthodox burial had been preying on his mind; he was curious as to what sort of death had led up to it.


  “Oh, cousin Willy—why, snakebite,” the Captain said. “Willy was bitten by a fer-de-lance, one of the deadliest snakes in the world.”


  He had begun to stuff the square-cut plugs of tobacco into his coat pocket, for use during the day.


  “He was a scientist to the end, our William,” he went on. “He timed his own death, you know—timed it with a stopwatch.”


  “Timed it? But why, sir?” Gus asked. “If I was dying of snakebite I doubt I’d get out my watch.”


  “Oh—then what would you do, Mr. McCrae?” the Captain asked, in a pleasant tone.


  Augustus thought of Clara Forsythe, so fetching with her curls and her frank smile.


  “I believe I’d just scrawl off a letter to my girl,” Gus said. “I’d be wanting to bid her goodbye, I expect.”


  “Why, that’s fine—that’s the human instinct,” Captain Scull said. “You’re a romantic fellow, I see. So was our Willy, in his way—only he was romantic about science. Professor Agassiz taught him to never waste an experience, and he didn’t. The average time of death from the bite of a fer-de-lance is twenty minutes. I expect Willy hoped to improve on the average, but he didn’t. He died in seventeen minutes, thirty-four seconds, give or take a second or two.”


  Captain Scull stood up and looked across the gray plain.


  “Willy was alone when he was bitten,” the Captain said. “His stopwatch was in his hand when they found him. Seventeen minutes and thirty-four seconds, he lived. Now that’s bravery, I’d say.”


  “I’d say so too, Captain,” Call said, thinking about it.


  6.


  “DO YOU BELIEVE that tale about the beetles and the stopwatch?” Augustus asked. Call sat with his back to a large rock, looking off the edge of the canyon; the wind had died, the sleet had stopped blowing, but it was still bitter cold. In the clear night they could see Comanche campfires, far below them and halfway across the Palo Duro Canyon.


  “There’s forty campfires down there,” Call commented. “There’s enough Indians in this canyon to wipe us out six times.”


  “Well, but maybe they ain’t interested—the Captain wasn’t,” Gus replied. “Why don’t you just answer the question I asked you?”


  “I’m on guard duty, that’s why,” Call said. “We need to be listening, not talking.”


  Augustus found the remark insulting, but he tried not to get riled. Woodrow was so practical minded that he was often rude without intending rudeness.


  “I’m your oldest friend, I guess I can at least ask you a question,” Augustus said. “If I can’t, then I’ve a notion just to roll you off this bluff.”


  “Well, I do believe the Captain’s story—why wouldn’t I?” Call said.


  “Myself, I think it was just a tale,” Gus said. “He wasn’t in the mood for an Indian fight, so he told us a tale. You’re so gullible you’d believe anything, Woodrow. I’ve never met anybody who behaves like the people the Captain talks about.”


  “You don’t know educated people, that’s why,” Call said. “Besides, his cousin was in Brazil. You’ve never been to Brazil—you don’t know how people behave down there.”


  “No, and if they’ve got snakes that can kill you in seventeen minutes, I ain’t never going, either,” Augustus said.


  Call watched the wink of campfires in the darkness far below.


  “Oh Lord, I hope the Captain don’t drag us off to Mexico,” Gus said. “I’d like to see my Clara before the month’s out.”


  Call was silent—if he didn’t respond, maybe the subject of Clara Forsythe would die away. Usually it didn’t die quickly, though. For ten years, at guard posts all over the Texas frontier, he had listened to Augustus talk about Clara Forsythe. It wasn’t even that the subject was boresome, particularly—it was just that it was pointless. Clara had set her mind against marrying Gus, and that was that.


  “Buffalo Hump’s down there,” he remarked, hoping Gus would accept a change of subject. Under the circumstances it would be a prudent change. Buffalo Hump might be older now, but he was still the most feared war chief on the southern plains. If he woke up in the mood to do battle, Gus would have more to worry about than Clara’s refusal.


  “I miss Clara,” Augustus said, ignoring his friend’s feint. “It helps to talk about her, Woodrow. Don’t be so stingy with me.”


  Of course, Augustus knew that Woodrow Call hated talking about romance, or marriage, or anything having to do with women. He wouldn’t even discuss poking, one of Augustus’s favorite topics of discussion, as well as being a highly favored activity. Many a night he had sat with Woodrow Call on guard duty and engaged in the same tussle, when it came to conversation. Call always wanted to talk about guns, or saddles, or military matters, and Gus himself would try to steer the conversation onto love or marriage or women or whores—something more interesting than the same old boots-and-saddles stuff.


  “I expect you’re a lucky man, Woodrow,” he said. “You’ll probably be married long before I am.”


  “That wouldn’t be hard,” Call admitted. “You’ll never be married, unless you give up on Clara. She don’t mean to marry you and that’s that.”


  “Hush that talk,” Gus said. “If you knew anything about women you’d know that women change their minds every day. The only reason you don’t want to hear no talk of marriage is because you know you ought to marry Maggie, but you don’t want to. You’d have made a good Indian, Woodrow. You’ve got no use for the settled life.”


  Call didn’t argue; what Augustus said was true, in the main. Maggie Tilton was a kind woman who would undoubtedly make some man a good wife—but he would not be that man. The truth was he’d rather be right where he was, sitting on a canyon’s rim, looking down on the campfires of the last wild, dangerous Indians in Texas, eating horsemeat stew and breasting weather that would freeze you one night and burn your skin off the next day, than to live in a town, be married, and buy vittles out of a store. Maggie was pretty and sweet; she might yet find a man who would protect her. He himself had no time to protect anybody, except himself and his comrades. That was the way it was, and that was the way it would stay, at least until the Indians camped below them had been whipped and scattered, so that they could no longer raid, burn farms, take white children captive, and scare back settlement on the southern edge of the plains.


  Augustus was bored, and when he was bored he liked to devil his friend as much as possible. It annoyed Call that he wouldn’t just shut up. It was a fine, still night. Now and then he could hear the Comanches’ horses nickering, from the floor of the canyon.


  “I know one thing,” he said. “If I was a Comanche I would have had your scalp long before this. You’re so dern careless it’s lucky you’ve even survived.”


  “Now that’s brash talk,” Augustus said. “You could spend a lifetime trying to take my scalp, and not disturb a hair.”


  “That’s bragging,” Call replied. “You’ve always had a troop of rangers with you—that’s why you have your hair.”


  “If I’m going to take risks I prefer to take them with women,” Gus said. “Any fool can wander off and get scalped.”


  “Go back to camp—it ain’t your turn to stand guard anyway,” Call told him. “I’d rather listen to owl hoots than to listen to you yap.”


  Augustus was mildly insulted, but he made no move to leave.


  “I wonder what Jimmy Watson and the Captain had to say to one another about wives,” he said. “I would have liked to listen in on a few of those conversations.”


  “Why, it would be none of your business,” Call told him.


  “That wife of the Captain’s is fancy,” Augustus said. “A woman who can spend twenty-five dollars every day of the week is too dern expensive for me.”


  “He’s rich and so is she—I don’t suppose it matters,” Call said.


  Augustus gave up on getting his friend to talk about women—he scooted a little closer to the edge of the deep canyon.


  “Look down there, Woodrow,” he said. “That’s probably all that’s left of the fighting Comanche.”


  “No it ain’t,” Call said. “There’s several bands off to the west—they call them the Antelopes. However many there are, it’s enough to scare most of the white people out of the country north of the Brazos. They just picked off one of us, this very day.”


  “Woodrow, you’re the most arguesome person I’ve ever met,” Augustus said. “Here I’ve been trying to talk sense to you all night and you ain’t agreed with a single thing I’ve said. Why am I even talking to you?”


  “I don’t know, but if you’ll stop we can stand guard in peace,” Call said.


  Augustus made no answer. He scooted a little closer to where Call sat and pulled his long coat up around his ears, as protection from the deep cold of the night.


  7.


  BUFFALO HUMP had taught Blue Duck that the safest time to attack a white man, and a Texas Ranger particularly, was while the man was squatting to do his morning business. The whites were foolish in their choice of clothes; they wore tight trousers that slowed their movements when they squatted to shit. Blue Duck, like most braves, only wore leggins—even those he discarded unless it was bitter cold. The leggins didn’t interfere with his movements, if he had to rise quickly. But a squatting white man was like a hobbled horse: you could put an arrow in him or even jump on him and cut his throat before he could get his pants up and run.


  Blue Duck knew they had killed a ranger the morning before. He had seen the other men hacking out a shallow grave with their bowie knives. They even spent a long time gathering rocks and piling them on the grave, to protect the corpse; a foolish labor. Then they sang a death song of some kind over the rocks, and rode off.


  As soon as the rangers were out of sight Blue Duck quickly scattered the rocks and pulled out the corpse—of course it was stiff as wood. He tied the corpse on his pony and followed the whites all day. He was alone. The other braves had spotted three antelope and had gone off to run them down. He doubted that they would catch up with the antelope, but he didn’t try to stop them from leaving. There was more bravery in following the Texans alone. Perhaps he would be able to kill Gun-in-the-Water, or even Big Horse Scull. After all, even Big Horse would have to shit sometime. Perhaps he could get him with an arrow, while he squatted.


  That night, when the rangers camped, Blue Duck made a big circle around them, carrying the corpse. He wanted to put the dead ranger where the others would find him in the morning. First, though, he untied the corpse and began to hack it up. He scraped the icy scalp away from the skull. Then he cut off the man’s privates and sliced open his body cavity. He pulled out the frozen organs and smashed the man’s ribs with a big rock. He had with him a little axe that he had found in a burned-out farmhouse near the Brazos. With the little axe he cut the man’s feet off and threw them into the canyon, to assure that the ranger would be a cripple in the spirit world. Finally, with a single blow of the axe, he split open the man’s skull. Then he shot three arrows into the man’s legs—his arrows. He wanted the whites to know that he was Blue Duck, a warrior equal to his father, Buffalo Hump.


  In the darkness he brought the hacked-up corpse as close to the ranger camp as he dared come. He didn’t want them to ride away and miss it, so he put it near the horses. It was only an hour before dawn. Soon the rangers would be stumbling off to do their shitting. He would wait, a little distance away. Perhaps Big Horse would walk out, hoping to shit in private. If he came Blue Duck meant to wait until his pants were tight against his legs, before trying to kill him.


  While it was still dark he walked over toward the canyon, to make sure his horse was still there. Once while sneaking up on some Kiowa he had failed to secure his horse, a skittish pony. The horse ran off, causing him to miss the battle. He had to walk all the way back to the Comanche camp, a humiliation he had not forgotten.


  It was while returning to his horse that he saw Gun-in-the-Water. The other one, Silver Hair McCrae, was walking back toward the camp, his shoulders hunched. It was cold and misty; the clouds of McCrae’s breath were whiter than the mist. Blue Duck thought McCrae would surely see him, but McCrae was taken by a fit of coughing as he stumbled on toward the camp.


  He was almost to his horse when he saw Gun-in-the-Water walking along, a pretty rifle in his hands. Blue Duck immediately decided to kill him. Gun-in-the-Water went into a little shallow gully near the edge of the camp and began to take down his pants.


  It was then that Blue Duck made his mistake. He had a gun and a bow as well—he preferred the gun and was out of practice with the bow; it was a failing his father had often chided him about. His father still practiced every day, shooting arrows at prickly pear, or jackrabbits, or anything he thought might sharpen his aim.


  Blue Duck knew that he could easily kill Gun-in-the-Water with his gun; but he had not yet checked on his horse. If he fired a gun and his horse was not still there, the rangers could run him down and kill him. He thought he had better attempt to kill Gun-in-the-Water with an arrow, which meant creeping a little closer. He crept a little closer and was just raising up to draw the bow when Gun-in-the-Water, still squatting, brought up his rifle and shot him. Blue Duck shot his arrow just as the bullet struck him; the arrow missed completely, sailing over Gun-in-the-Water’s head.


  The bullet had gone into his side, spilling blood down his leg, but Blue Duck could not pause to think about how badly he might be hurt. He had to run for his life. Gun-in-the-Water fired again and hit him again, this time only in the arm. Blue Duck ran as fast as he could. He could hear the rangers yelling. Soon the great Buffalo Horse would be thundering after him. His horse was still there, and in a moment he was on him, clutching his rifle and his bow. He flailed at the horse and the horse ran well, but before he had gone many yards there was a shot and his horse fell. Blue Duck was up at once—he saw that it was McCrae who had shot his horse. McCrae, mounted, was already in pursuit, and, just behind him, Blue Duck saw Scull, on his great steed. Big Horse Scull was waving a big sword—it was known that he liked to kill with the sword, when circumstances allowed it.


  Blue Duck ran for his life, embarrassed by his own carelessness. He knew that the whites would tell that his arrow had flown over Gun-in-the-Water’s head; Buffalo Hump would be dark in his displeasure. He raced along the edge of the canyon, looking for a place that he could go down but that a horse could not. The Buffalo Horse had already outrun McCrae, whose mount had come up lame. It was Big Horse Scull and the Buffalo Horse who were pounding down upon him.


  Then, desperate, Blue Duck jumped—he had come to a place where the drop was not sheer. He jumped fifteen feet and rolled and rolled—the slope was slick with frost. He could not stop rolling but he held on to his weapons. Bullets were hitting all around him, zinging off the frozen ground. But the depths of the canyon were still in darkness—the farther he rolled, the more the night protected him. A hard little rock gouged his ribs and then he slammed into a large boulder, stopping his roll. The shots had stopped. The rangers could no longer see him and had decided not to waste any more bullets. Blue Duck crawled behind the boulder, panting. He knew that Big Horse Scull had almost caught him. He wasn’t scared—he knew that even the Buffalo Horse could not follow him down the steep sides of the canyon—but he was out of breath and confused. When he could breathe a little better he stood up and satisfied himself that his wounds would not kill him. He heard the beat of wings and looked up to see a red hawk, flapping just above him, climbing into the air, higher and higher, toward the rim of the canyon. He wished he could become a hawk—then he could glide down into the canyon on hawk wings and drop right into the camp.


  But he was not a hawk. The slope was icy and the drop steep but Blue Duck limped along. He knew it was not wise to wait. Gun-in-the-Water and McCrae might be bold enough to climb down into the canyon after him. As he made his way down, slipping now and then on patches of ice, he took care to keep his weapons tight in his hands. His father might approve of his bold attack on the rangers, but only if he came back with his weapons in good order. Buffalo Hump was always scornful of warriors who lost weapons in battle. A bow to him was a special thing—it should always be in the hands of the warrior it belonged to, not in the hands of his enemy. If the enemy had his bow, a witch doctor might be able to witch it in such a way that it would never shoot arrows accurately again. Rifles, to Buffalo Hump, were of lesser importance; they came from the whites and were not made with skills the Comanche had learned. The gun Buffalo Hump allowed Blue Duck to have was old and not very reliable, but it was a gun, and it would be foolish to let any gun fall into the hands of an enemy.


  When Blue Duck stopped a minute he listened for the sound of horses. Surely the shooting had been heard in camp. Some warriors ought to be on their way to investigate. Now, to the east, the canyon rim was orange with light. If the rangers were following him they would soon be able to shoot at him from a long distance. He hurried as much as he could, trying to get well down into the canyon before light came, but he had to be careful. He did not want to lose his footing on a patch of ice and start rolling again.


  Perhaps his father would come, Blue Duck hoped. Sometimes Buffalo Hump rode out just before dawn, on a short hunt. He was better than anyone in camp at surprising young deer at their morning feeding. Often he would arrive back in camp with a doe or a big yearling fawn slung over his horse. Buffalo Hump’s young wife, Lark, was good at working deerskins. She had made a soft cloak that Buffalo Hump could throw over his great hump. Lark was comely and plump—Blue Duck thought that Lark was one of the reasons his father had little interest in fighting. He preferred to stay with Lark, letting her feed him, and enjoying the warmth of her young body. Lark had come from the band led by old Slow Tree, who was so afraid of Buffalo Hump that he had let him take the girl for only a few horses, a thing that made Kicking Wolf angry. He himself had bought two wives from old Slow Tree and had even tried to buy Lark before Buffalo Hump saw her. But Slow Tree had never given Kicking Wolf any bargains, when it came to purchasing wives; the contrary old chief had refused absolutely to let Kicking Wolf buy Lark only a month before he let her become the wife of Buffalo Hump.


  Blue Duck limped on down and finally reached the floor of the canyon. When he looked up he saw to his astonishment that the Buffalo Horse was still at the canyon rim, high above him. Big Horse Scull was not on him—the horse was just standing there. It was a worrisome thing: the Buffalo Horse might be some kind of witch animal that would cause his death if he were not careful.


  Blue Duck hurried as fast as he could, worried about the witch horse high above him. Probably it was the witch horse that had alerted Gun-in-the-Water, enabling him to put a bullet into Blue Duck without even aiming his gun. The more Blue Duck thought about it, the angrier it made him—the next time he had an opportunity to kill Gun-in-the-Water he meant to come on him while he slept and cut his throat—he vowed never again to embarrass himself by sending an arrow over an enemy’s head. There was no question of missing when you drew a knife across a man’s throat.


  Blue Duck knew he had better get home and explain that a witch had been involved, before his father heard the story from someone else. Buffalo Hump had a way of knowing what had happened to one of his people before anyone else in the tribe. Old women told him things that they had heard from crows or hawks—things that had happened far from camp, so far that no warrior would have time to return and report. Some old woman might already have heard about the wild arrow from a bird, and told his father, which would not be a good thing, particularly not on a day when he had lost a horse—it was a loss his father would be sure to resent. The whites had a lot of horsemeat already; perhaps they would not even bother to butcher his horse, in which case he could go back later and get the meat and bring it to Lark, who was the only one who could cook for his father now. His other two wives were angry because of Lark and rarely lifted a hand to cook for Buffalo Hump now. Since he liked the plump young woman so much his older wives saw to it that she did all the work. One of the wives, old Heavy Leg, even made Lark go around the outside of the camp and collect the turds that people dropped in their shitting. Heavy Leg told Lark that they might need the turds for fuel, but that was absurd. The Comanches did not burn human turds for fuel, not in a wooded canyon where there were many buffalo chips to be gathered. When Lark protested, the two old wives, Heavy Leg and Hair-on-the-Lip, beat her with an axe handle they had found in a white man’s wagon. Hair-on-the-Lip got her name because she had a mustache, like a white man. Even so, Hair-on-the-Lip had been Buffalo Hump’s favorite wife for many years. Even now he sometimes made Lark leave the lodge so he could joke around with Hair-on-the-Lip.


  Blue Duck walked halfway across the canyon—he was angry that no one had responded to the shooting and come to see if he was in trouble. Then he saw Slipping Weasel and Last Horse riding toward him. They were just trotting their horses, not in any hurry; even after they came close enough to see that he was limping they only put their horses into an easy lope. Buffalo Hump was not with them, nor were any of the other warriors. Though he was now in sight of the camp, no one was paying much attention. The sun had touched the bottom of the canyon now—people were just standing around looking at it, enjoying the warmth after so many cold days.


  “You have a lot of blood on your leg,” Slipping Weasel said, when Blue Duck came limping up to them.


  “Where did you get all that blood?” Last Horse inquired.


  “Are you stupid? It’s my blood,” Blue Duck told them. “It’s my blood and it came from inside me.”


  He regarded Slipping Weasel as one of the most ignorant members of the band. Why was it necessary to ask where he got the blood on him when it was obvious that he was wounded? Slipping Weasel was so dumb that Blue Duck tried to avoid going on raids with him. He made too many mistakes, and was forgetful as well. Once he had even forgotten a captive and the captive had drowned in a flooded creek, trying to run away.


  “You have many wounds today—you have been busy,” Last Horse said, as if being wounded was a pleasant thing.


  The two warriors were not trying to help him, particularly; they had just ridden over out of curiosity, to see what might have occurred. Even when they realized he was wounded they did not become any more helpful. Neither of them offered him a horse to ride to camp, a discourtesy that made him want to pull out his knife and stick it in both of them.


  He wanted to, but he held back, afraid of what would happen if he killed them both. Slipping Weasel had already told him that the old men had talked to Buffalo Hump about sending him out of the tribe. It was because of his Mexican blood, Blue Duck felt sure. Several young men in the tribe had been born of white captives, or brown captives, and the old men didn’t like it. The half-breeds were sometimes driven out. The old men might tell his father that it was because of his behavior, his fighting, that he should be sent away, but Blue Duck didn’t believe it. They wanted to be rid of him because he carried his mother’s blood. He often thought of leaving the tribe himself, but hadn’t, because he was not ready and not equipped. He had only a poor gun, and now he had no horse. When he was ready he meant to leave of his own accord—one morning his father would just discover that he was gone. He would shame the old ones, though, by killing more whites than any of the young men who were pure blood, of the tribe.


  “Get off your horse, I need it,” Blue Duck said, walking over to Slipping Weasel.


  Slipping Weasel was shocked that Blue Duck would be so rude. There was a polite way to inquire about borrowing horses, but Blue Duck had not bothered about the polite way—more and more he did not bother with the polite way, which is why many of the younger warriors did not want to go with him when he wanted to hunt or raid. He was not a great chief, like his father. He could not simply order people to give him horses. It was true that he was wounded and would probably like to ride a horse to camp, but the camp was not far away. Why would he need a horse now, when he had to walk only a little distance farther?


  Besides, Slipping Weasel and Last Horse had been thinking of going on a deer hunt. If Blue Duck had been badly hurt they would have helped him without question—but he wasn’t badly hurt. There was no reason they should waste time when the deer were farther down the canyon, waiting to be killed. Last Horse had seen them just at dusk—they would not have grazed far in one night, especially since they would have to paw at the sleety grass with their hooves before they could eat it.


  “I see the Buffalo Horse up there,” Last Horse remarked. The whole rim of the canyon was bright now, with the sunny dawn.


  “If he had stepped on you, you would not need to borrow anybody’s horse, because you would be dead,” he added. “That horse has big feet.”


  “I see him standing up there,” Slipping Weasel said, looking up at the Buffalo Horse. He would have liked a closer look at the great horse—all the Comanches would have liked a closer look. But there was no way to get one without having to fight Big Horse Scull.


  “I have heard that the Buffalo Horse can fly,” Last Horse said. “They say his wings are larger than the wings of many buzzards put together. If he flies down here while we are talking I am going to run away.”


  “If he flies down here I will shoot him,” Slipping Weasel said. He too had heard the rumor that the Buffalo Horse could fly. He watched the horse closely; he too meant to run if the Buffalo Horse suddenly spread his wings and flew down at them.


  Blue Duck didn’t bother replying to such foolishness. If the Buffalo Horse could fly, Scull would long ago have flown above the Comanche people and killed them all. His father had once told him that there were vision women who could teach a man to fly, but no one had introduced him to such a vision woman. Buffalo Hump admitted that he himself might not be able to fly, because of the weight of his hump, but he thought that other men might be able to, if they could find the right old woman to teach them.


  Blue Duck walked on away from the two men—he decided not to bother with their horses. The two vexed him so, that he might forget and kill them if he stayed around them; then he would be driven from the camp before he was ready to go.


  When Blue Duck walked away, Slipping Weasel saw that most of his back was covered with fresh blood. The sight made him feel a little guilty. Blue Duck might have a worse wound than he and Last Horse supposed. What if he were to die before he reached camp? Men could die very suddenly, once they lost too much blood. One minute they might be walking and the next minute they might be dead.


  Part Mexican or not, Blue Duck was the son of Buffalo Hump, and Buffalo Hump was their great chief. Though he didn’t seem to be particularly fond of Blue Duck, there was no telling what Buffalo Hump might do if his own son dropped dead from a wound received fighting the white men. It would come out, of course, that he and Last Horse had failed to lend him a horse, although he was bleeding a lot. It would not please Buffalo Hump; there was no telling what he might do.


  With that in mind Slipping Weasel trotted after Blue Duck—the deer down the valley could wait a few minutes, before they were killed.


  “You had better take my horse,” he said. “You have too much blood coming out of you—I don’t think you should be walking.”


  Blue Duck ignored him. He was close to the camp now. Why should he take a horse when he had already done the walking?


  Besides, now that he was close to camp and no longer had to fear that Gun-in-the-Water or Silver Hair McCrae would slide down the canyon wall and ambush him, he was in no great hurry to get home. He would soon have to admit to his father that he had lost a horse, and his father would not be pleased.


  8.


  “YOUR MONGOL HUN cooked his meat by horse heat,” Inish Scull observed. He was comfortably seated on a large rock at the edge of the Palo Duro, studying the distant Comanche camp through his binoculars. Gus and Call had both wanted to scamper down the slope after the fleeing warrior, but Inish Scull waved them back.


  “Nope, it’s too shadowy yet,” he said. “We’ll not be skating down a cliff this morning after one red killer. He might have a few friends, scattered among those rocks.”


  “I don’t think so, Captain,” Call said. “He was alone when he came at me.”


  “That doesn’t contradict my point,” the Captain said, a little sharply. Woodrow Call, though a more than competent fighting man, had a disputatious nature—not a welcome thing, in Inish Scull’s command.


  “If his friends were hiding in the rocks, then they couldn’t have been with him when he shot the arrow at you, now could they?” Scull said. “Human beings are rarely in two places at once, Mr. Call.”


  Call didn’t reply. Of course human beings couldn’t be in two places at once; but the fleeing boy was well past the rocks in question, and no one had appeared to join him.


  Augustus was puzzled by the remark about horse heat, a form of heat he had never heard of; nor was he exactly clear about the Mongol Huns. The Captain was always talking about faraway places and peoples he had never heard of, Gurkhas and Zulus and Zouaves and the like, frequently launching into a lecture just as Augustus was possessed of a powerful urge to sleep. What he wanted to do at the moment was stretch out on a big rock and let the warm sun bake the chill out of him.


  It was Woodrow Call who liked to hear the Captain discourse on the wars of history, or weaponry, or fighting tactics of any kind. The Captain had even given Call a ragged old book about Napoleon; though the book had one cover off, Call carried it in his saddlebags and read in it a page or two at a time, at night by the campfire.


  “What is horse heat, Captain?” Augustus asked—he did not want to seem indifferent to Inish Scull’s instruction. Indifference might result in Woodrow getting promoted over him, a thing he would find intolerable.


  “Horse heat?” Inish said. “Why, your Mongol would slice off his steak in the morning and stick it under his saddle blanket. Then he’d gallop along all day, with the steak between him and the horse. Your Mongol might ride for fourteen hours at a stretch. By the time he made camp the steak would be cooked enough to suit him—a little horse heat and a lot of friction would do the job.”


  “Fourteen hours under a saddle blanket?” Augustus said. “Why, it would just be horsehairs mostly, by then. I doubt I could stomach horsemeat if it had been under a saddle blanket all day.”


  The Captain raised his binoculars—he had been looking down the canyon, where the sizable Comanche horse herd grazed.


  “Buffalo Hump and his boys are hardly shy of horseflesh, at the moment,” he said. “There must be nearly a thousand horses in that herd. I wonder what would happen if we tried to spook his ponies.”


  “We’d need to find a good trail down off this rim,” Call said, but Captain Scull seemed hardly to hear him. He was imagining a grand charge.


  “These red men are in their winter camp,” he said. “I expect they’re lazy and well fed. There’s buffalo meat drying everywhere. We could come down like the wolf on the fold. It would be a chase you’d never forget.”


  Augustus was annoyed. Just when he wanted to stretch out and enjoy the sunlight, the Captain wanted to run off the Comanche horse herd, a mission that was sure to be perilous.


  “I expect they’d stop feeling lazy pretty quick, if we was to run off their horses,” he said.


  Inish Scull, binoculars to his eyes, suddenly stiffened. He had his glasses fixed on a certain lodge in the Comanche camp.


  “That’s him, gentlemen—I told you. That’s Buffalo Hump. Bible and sword,” the Captain said in an excited tone.


  Call strained his eyes, but could barely see the lodges, across the canyon. Augustus, whose vision was the talk of the rangers, saw people, but they were the size of ants. He had once owned a good brass spyglass, but had lost it in a card game several months before. He had meant to get another, but so far had been prevented by poverty from acquiring that useful tool.


  Inish Scull had not moved—his binoculars were still trained on the same spot.


  “That young brave you chased is talking to Buffalo Hump—I expect it’s his son. The young wolf’s bold, like the old wolf. We put some bullets in him, though. He’s leaking considerable blood.”


  “Not enough bullets, I guess,” Call said. “He made it back to camp.”


  “Yes, and the rascal had a good look at the troop,” Scull said. “He knows our numbers—in fact, he reduced our numbers, the damned scamp. He has a Mexican look—the son of a captive, I expect. Here, gentlemen, I’ll share my glass. It’s not every day you get to watch Buffalo Hump at breakfast.”


  It’s not every day I’d want to, Call thought, but he eagerly took the binoculars. It took him a moment to focus them, but when he did he saw the great hump man, Buffalo Hump, a figure of nightmare across the southern plains for longer than he and Augustus had been rangers. Call’s last good look at the man had come twelve years earlier, during an encounter in the trans-Pecos. Now, there he stood. A young wife had spread a buffalo robe for him, but Buffalo Hump declined to sit. He was looking around, scanning the rims of the canyon. As Call watched, Buffalo Hump looked right at him—or at least at the large rock where they all sat.


  “He’s looking for us, Captain,” Call said. “He just looked right at me.”


  “Let me look,” Augustus said. “He almost got me once, the devil. Let me look.”


  Call handed Gus the binoculars—when Augustus trained them on Buffalo Hump, the man was still standing, his head raised, looking in their direction.


  “He’s older, but he ain’t dead, Woodrow,” Gus said.


  When he handed the binoculars back to Captain Scull he felt his stomach quivering—an old fear unsteadied his mind, and even his hand. His first glimpse of Buffalo Hump, which had occurred in a lightning flash many years before, was the most frightening moment in all his time as a fighting man on the Texas frontier. He had only escaped the hump man that night because of darkness, and because he had run as he had never run, before or since, in his life. Even so, he bore a long scar on one hip, from where Buffalo Hump’s lance had struck him.


  “Did you see, Woodrow?” he said. “He still carries a big lance, like the one he stuck in me.”


  “Why, you’re right, sir,” Inish Scull said, studying Buffalo Hump through his binoculars again. “He does have a lance in his hand. He’s devoted to the old weapons, I suppose.”


  “Why not?” Call said. “He come near to wiping out our whole troop the first time we fought him, and he didn’t have nothing but a bow and a knife and that lance.”


  “It’s practice, you see,” Scull said. “The man’s probably practiced with those weapons every day of his life since the age of four.”


  Call had fought the Comanches as hard as any ranger, and yet, when he had looked down at them through Captain Scull’s glass, saw the women scraping hides and the young men racing their ponies, he felt the same contradictory itch of admiration he had felt the first time he fought against Buffalo Hump. They were deadly, merciless killers, but they were also the last free Indians on the southern plains. When the last of them had been killed, or their freedom taken from them, their power broken, the plains around him would be a different place. It would be a safer place, of course, but a flavor would have been taken out of it—the flavor of wildness. Of course, it would be a blessing for the settlers, but the settlers weren’t the whole story—not quite.


  Inish Scull had lowered his binoculars—he had stopped watching the Indians and was staring into space.


  “It’s the quality of the opponent that makes soldiering a thing worth doing,” he said. “It ain’t the cause you fight for—the cause is only a cause. Those torturing fiends down there are the best opponents I’ve ever faced. I mean to kill them to the last man, if I can—but once it’s done I’ll miss ’em.”


  He sighed, and stood up.


  “When we finish this fight I expect it will be time to go whip the damn Southern renegades—there’ll be some mettle tested in that conflict, let me assure you.”


  “Renegades, sir,” Call said, a good deal puzzled by the remark. “I thought the Comanches were about the last renegades.”


  Inish Scull smiled and waved a hand.


  “I don’t mean these poor savages,” he said. “I mean the Southern fops who are even now threatening to secede from the Union. There’ll be blood spilled from Baltimore to Galveston before that conflict’s settled, I’ll wager. It’s the Southern boys I called ‘renegades’—and they are renegades, by God. I’d like to ride south on my good horse, Hector, and kill every rebel fop between Charleston and Mobile.”


  Captain Scull cased his binoculars and looked at the two of them with a mean grin. “Of course, all rebels ain’t fops, gentlemen. There’s mettle on both sides, plenty of it. That’s why it will be a terrible war, when it comes.”


  “Maybe it won’t come, Captain,” Augustus said, with a glance at Call. He was uneasily aware that the Captain was a Yankee, whereas he and Call were Southern. If such a war did come, the Captain and the two of them might find themselves on different sides.


  “It will come within five years,” Inish Scull said confidently. He stood up, walked to the very edge of the cliff, and spat a great arc of tobacco juice into the canyon.


  “It’ll be brother against brother, and father against son, when that war comes, gentlemen,” he said. He turned and was about to walk to his horse when Augustus saw a movement, at the far south end of the canyon. It was just some moving dots, but there had been no dots there a few minutes earlier, when they had been looking at the Comanche horse herd.


  “Captain, look,” he said. “I think there’s more Indians coming.”


  Inish Scull took out his binoculars and scanned the southern distance with some impatience.


  “Damn it, every time I make a sensible plan, something happens to thwart me,” he said. “There are more Indians coming. If we tried to spook the horse herd now, we’d be heading right into them.”


  Call looked where the others were looking but could only see a faint, wavy motion.


  “Mr. Call, go rouse the men—we better skedaddle,” Scull said. “It’s old Slow Tree and he’s got his whole band with him. We’re but twelve men, and Buffalo Hump knows it. Even if he’s not in much of a fighting mood, some of the young men are bound to be excited by an advantage like that.”


  Call knew that was true. It was well enough to look forward to the day when the Comanche would be a broken people, no longer dangerous—but that day was not in sight, and speculation along those lines was premature, in his view. There were now four or five hundred Comanche warriors right below them, a force strong enough to overrun any army the U.S. government could put in the field. Call could now see a line of Indians, moving up from the south. They were still the size of ants, but he knew they would sting a lot worse than ants, if it came to a fight.


  “Go, Mr. Call—go,” Captain Scull said. “Wake up the nappers and get everyone mounted. We’re a tempting morsel, sitting up here on the top of this hole. At least we better make ourselves a morsel in motion.”


  When Augustus looked to the south again he saw that the lead warriors had scared up a little pocket of buffalo that had been grazing in a small side canyon. There were only four buffalo, running for their lives, with a wave of warriors in pursuit.


  “Those buffalo would have done better to stay hid,” he remarked. “They’ll soon be harvested now.”


  Inish Scull seemed uninterested in the buffalo.


  “I met old Slow Tree once, at a big parley on the Trinity,” he said, his binoculars still pointed south. “Quite the diplomat, he is. He’ll talk and promise peace, but it’s just diplomacy, Mr. McCrae. It won’t help the next settler he encounters, out on the baldies somewhere.”


  He paused and spat.


  “I’ll take Buffalo Hump over your diplomatic Indians,” he said. “Buffalo Hump don’t parley—don’t believe in it. He knows the white man’s promises are worth no more than Slow Tree’s. They’re worth nothing, and he knows it. He scorns our parleying and peace-piping and the lot. I admire him for it, though I’d kill him in a second if I could get him in range.”


  Augustus was watching the buffalo chase. Only once, long ago, had he had the opportunity to watch Indians run buffalo. That time it had been two tired Indians and one tired buffalo—in their desperation to bring down the meat they had chased the buffalo right through a ranger encampment, to the astonishment of the rangers, who roused themselves from cards and singsongs just in time to shoot the animal. The tired Comanches, badly disappointed, made it into the brush before the disorganized rangers could think to shoot them.


  This time there were four buffalo and at least twenty young Indians in pursuit. Soon the buffalo fanned out, each with four or five Comanches at tail and side. None of the Comanches had guns. Augustus saw one buffalo absorb six arrows without slackening its pace. Another was lanced and almost managed to turn under the horse of the young brave who lanced it, but the brave avoided the charge and returned to strike the buffalo twice more.


  Soon, prickling with arrows, the buffalo began to stumble. Two fell, but two ran on.


  Inish Scull, by now, was as absorbed in the chase as Augustus.


  “What grand sport!” Inish Scull exclaimed. “I wish Hector and I were down there. Big Horse Scull and the Buffalo Horse could show them what for, I reckon!”


  Augustus didn’t say anything, but he agreed. He and Woodrow had run buffalo a few times; even Woodrow got caught up in the sport of it. Even though they might need the meat, there was always a letdown when the buffalo fell and the skinning and butchering had to begin.


  The third buffalo, prickly with arrows, finally fell, but the fourth ran on, although the whole force of Comanches was now after it, the braves crowding one another in order to aim their arrows.


  “Look at it—why, you’d think the beast was immortal,” Inish Scull said. “There must be thirty arrows in it.”


  The buffalo, though, was not immortal. Finally it stopped, swung its head at its pursuers, and dropped to its knees. It bellowed a frothy bellow that echoed off the canyon walls. Then it rolled on its side and lay still—the young Comanches milled around it, excited from the chase.


  Augustus watched for a moment. The Indian women were already skinning the first of the buffalo to fall.


  “That’s that—let’s be off, sir—else they’ll be skinning us next,” Captain Scull said.


  Augustus mounted, but turned his horse to watch the scene for another moment. He hadn’t done the chasing or made the kill, but, for some reason, he felt the same letdown as if he had. The Comanche braves had stopped milling. They simply sat on their horses, looking down at the fallen beast. Though he could barely see the fallen animal—it was just a dot on the canyon floor—in his mind’s eye he saw it clearly. He was reminded of an old bull buffalo he and Call and Bigfoot Wallace, the famous scout, had struggled to kill years before on the Mexican plain. They had shot the beast more than twenty times, chased it until one of their horses died, and had finally had to dispatch it with their bowie knives, a process that bloodied Augustus from shoulder to calf.


  The Comanche boy who had dealt the fourth buffalo the final lance hit was probably just as bloody—that buffalo, too, must have poured blood from a number of wounds before it rolled its eyes up in death.


  Looking down on the scene from high above, Augustus, though he couldn’t say why, felt a mood of sadness take him. He knew he ought to be going, but he could not stop looking at the scene far below. A line of Indian women were moving out from the camp, ready to help cut up the meat.


  Inish Scull paused a moment. He saw that his young ranger had been affected by the chase they had just observed, and its inevitable ending.


  “Post coitum omne animal triste,” he said, leaning over to put a hand, for a moment, on the young man’s shoulder. “That’s Aristotle.”


  “What, sir?” Augustus asked. “I expect that’s Latin, but what does it mean?”


  “‘After copulation every animal is sad,’” the Captain said. “It’s true, too—though who can say why? The seed flies, and the seeder feels blue.”


  “Why is it?” Augustus asked. He knew, from his own memories, that the Captain had stated a truth. Much as he liked poking, there was that moment, afterward, when something made his spirits dip, for a time.


  “I don’t know why and I guess Aristotle didn’t either, because he didn’t say,” Scull observed. “But it’s not only rutting that can bring on that little gloom. Killing can do it too—especially if you’re killing something sizable, like a buffalo, or a man. Something that has a solid claim to life.”


  He was silent for a moment, a little square cut chaw of tobacco in his hand.


  “I grant that it’s a curious thing,” he said. “The acts ain’t much alike, and yet the gloom’s alike. First excitement, then sadness. Those red boys killed their game, and they needed to kill it, too. A buffalo is to them what a store would be to us. They have to kill the buffalo to live. And they have killed it. But now they’re sad, and they don’t know why.”


  Well, I don’t know why neither, Augustus thought. I wish that old man who talked about it to begin with had said why.


  In a moment they turned back toward camp. Augustus fell in behind the big horse. When they came over the first little rise they saw the camp boys, rushing around like ants, packing up.


  9.


  “WHERE IS HIS SCALP? I don’t see it,” Buffalo Hump said, when Blue Duck walked up to him, dripping blood. “I thought you were going to bring me the scalp of Gun-in-the-Water?”


  “He is quick,” Blue Duck admitted. “He shot me while he was shitting. I didn’t know anyone could shoot straight while they were shitting.”


  Buffalo Hump looked the boy over. He saw no wounds that looked serious.


  “I had another son once,” Buffalo Hump said. “Gun-in-the-Water shot him too—shot him dead. He was almost drowned in the Brazos River but he was still quick enough to kill my son. You’re lucky he didn’t kill you too. Where is your horse?”


  The boy stood before him wearing a sullen look. No doubt he had run across the canyon, hoping to be praised because he had gone alone against the whites and been wounded. It was a brave thing: Buffalo Hump didn’t doubt the boy’s courage. Blue Duck always led the charge, and could not sleep for days, from excitement, when a raid was planned.


  Bravery was important in war, of course, but that did not mean that a warrior could afford to neglect the practicalities of war. The boy seemed to have rolled much of the way down the canyon and kept his weapons undamaged, which was good. On the other hand, he had lost a horse, which was not good. Also, he had attacked a proven warrior, Gun-in-the-Water, without being sure of his kill. Courage would not keep a warrior alive for long if courage was not backed up by judgment.


  “My horse is dead,” Blue Duck admitted. “Silver Hair McCrae shot him—I was running for my life. Big Horse Scull almost cut me with the long knife.”


  Buffalo Hump motioned to Hair-on-the-Lip, indicating that she was to tend to the boy’s wounds. Slow Tree was approaching, at the head of his band, and would have to be greeted with the proper ceremony. Though Buffalo Hump would have liked to lecture the boy some more, he could not do it with Slow Tree and his warriors only half a mile from camp. He looked sternly at his young wife, Lark—he did not want her tending Blue Duck’s wounds. The women made much of Blue Duck, old women and young women too. He did not want Lark to be doctoring his handsome son. He had seen many unfortunate things happen, in his years as a chief. Sometimes young women, married to old men, could not resist coupling with the old men’s sons, a thing that made bitter blood. If Lark was reckless with Blue Duck he would beat her so that she could not move for three days, and then he would drive Blue Duck out of camp, or else kill him.


  “Why is Slow Tree coming?” Blue Duck asked, as Hair-on-the-Lip began to poke at the wound in his side.


  Buffalo Hump walked away without answering. It was none of Blue Duck’s business why Slow Tree had chosen to visit. Slow Tree could come and go as he pleased, as did all the Comanche. He himself was not particularly pleased to see the old man coming, though. Slow Tree was very pompous; he insisted on making long speeches that were boring to listen to. Buffalo Hump had long since heard all that Slow Tree had to say, and did not look forward to listening to him anymore. Because he was old and lazy, Slow Tree had even begun to argue that the Comanche should live in peace with the Texans. He thought they ought to go onto reservations and learn to grow corn. He pointed out that the buffalo were no longer plentiful; soon the Comanche would have to find something else to eat. There were not enough deer and antelope to feed the tribe, nor enough wild roots and berries. The People would starve unless they made peace with the whites and learned their agriculture.


  Buffalo Hump knew that on some points Slow Tree was right. He himself had ridden all the way north to the Republican River to find enough buffalo, in the fall just passed. The whites were killing more and more buffalo each year, and the People would, someday, have to find something else to eat. Such facts were plain; he did not need a long speech from Slow Tree to explain what was obvious.


  What Buffalo Hump disagreed with was Slow Tree’s solution. He himself did not like corn, and did not plan to grow it. Instead, since the white men were there in his land, his country, he meant to live off their animals: their horses, their pigs, and particularly their cattle. The land along the Nueces boiled with cattle. They were as plentiful as buffalo had once been. He himself preferred horsemeat to the meat of the cow, but the meat of the cow would suffice, if it proved impossible to kill enough buffalo or steal enough horses to get the band through the winter.


  Some of the cattle were as wild as any buffalo, but because they were small animals the Texans seemed to think they owned them. The cattle were so numerous that the Comanches, once they practiced a little, could easily steal or kill enough of them to survive.


  Buffalo Hump considered himself as wild as the buffalo or the antelope or the bear; he would not be owned by the whites and he would not tear up the grass and grow corn. But Slow Tree, evidently, was no longer too wild to be owned, so now he talked of peace with the whites, though that was not the reason for his visit. The old man knew that Buffalo Hump’s band had buffalo—what he had come for was to eat.


  Slow Tree was a great Comanche chief, and Buffalo Hump meant to welcome him with proper ceremony. But that did not mean that he trusted the old man. Slow Tree had been a great killer, when he was younger, and an unscrupulous killer too. Slow Tree was old; he had heard things from the old women of the tribe that the younger Comanches did not know. Long ago Buffalo Hump had been told by his grandmother that he could only die if his great hump was pierced. Old Slow Tree knew of this prophecy. Several times, over the years, in camp here and there, usually after feasting and dancing, Buffalo Hump would get an uneasy feeling. Three times he had turned and found that Slow Tree was behind him. Once Slow Tree had had a lance in his hand; another time he held a rifle, and he had had a cold look in his eye—the look of the killer. Slow Tree had long been jealous of Buffalo Hump’s prowess as a raider. Once, on a raid all the way to the Great Water, Buffalo Hump had run off three thousand horses—it was a raid all the young warriors sang about and dreamed of equaling. Slow Tree, though fierce in battle, had never made such a raid. He didn’t like it when the young men sang of Buffalo Hump.


  But, always, because of the uneasy feeling he got, Buffalo Hump had turned before Slow Tree could strike with the lance or fire the gun. He had saved himself, but he had never trusted Slow Tree and still didn’t. The fact that the man was old did not mean he was harmless.


  Buffalo Hump turned to look at his young wife, Lark; her eyes were cast down in modesty. Heavy Leg and Hair-on-the-Lip, his other wives, had stripped the boy, Blue Duck, in order to tend his wounds. He stood naked not far from Lark, but Lark kept her eyes cast down. She was the wife of Buffalo Hump—she looked at her husband, when she wanted to look at a man.


  Blue Duck became impatient with the women, who were smearing grease on his wounds.


  “There are only a few whites up there,” he said to his father—he pointed toward the top of the canyon. “I killed one of them last night—there are only a few left. We could kill them all if we hurry.”


  “I imagine you scared them so badly that they are running away by now,” Buffalo Hump said casually. “We would have to chase them to the Brazos to kill them, and I don’t want to chase them. I have to wait for Slow Tree and listen to him tell me I should be growing corn.”


  Blue Duck was sorry he had spoken. His father had only mocked him, when he said the whites were afraid of him. Big Horse Scull was not afraid of him, nor Gun-in-the-Water, nor McCrae. He wanted to go back and kill the Texans, but Buffalo Hump had already turned and was walking away. Slow Tree had entered the camp and had to be shown the proper respect. Blue Duck wasn’t interested in the old chief himself, but he had heard that Slow Tree had several pretty wives. He was impatient with the women who were dressing his wounds—he wanted to go over and have a look at Slow Tree’s wives.


  “Hurry up,” he said, to Hair-on-the-Lip. “I have to go stand with my father. Slow Tree is here.”


  Hair-on-the-Lip didn’t like the rude boy, whelp of a Mexican woman. Rosa, the boy’s mother, had once been Buffalo Hump’s favorite, but she had run away and frozen to death on the Washita River. Now Lark was his favorite—Lark was young and plump—but he still kept Hair-on-the-Lip with him many nights, because she had the gift of stories. She told him many stories about the animal people, but not just the animal people. She knew some old Comanche women who were lustful and full of wickedness. The old women hid in the bushes, looking for young men. Buffalo Hump had had only a few wives, unlike Slow Tree and some of the other chiefs. He told Hair-on-the-Lip that it would be too much trouble to have more wives. He wanted to save his strength for hunting, and for fighting the whites. He liked to hear about women, though, particularly the old lustful women who were always in the bushes, trying to get young boys to couple with them. Many nights Hair-on-the-Lip had lain with Buffalo Hump, while the cold wind blew around the lodges. Hair-on-the-Lip was not pretty and she was not young—the young women of the tribe wondered why such a great chief would stay with her, when he could have the youngest and prettiest wives.


  Those younger women didn’t know how much he liked the stories.


  10.


  CLARA WAS UNPACKING some new crockery for the store when she happened to glance up and see Maggie Tilton crossing the street—Maggie, too anxious to stop herself, was coming to inquire about Woodrow Call. Every few days Maggie came on the same errand, thinking Clara might have some news of the rangers. Clara didn’t—but she could well understand Maggie’s anxiety—she herself grew worried when several weeks passed without news of Gus McCrae. Except for the anxiety, though, their positions in regard to the men in question were opposite: Maggie’s one hope was that Woodrow Call would someday unbend enough to marry her, while Clara was doing everything she could to check her foolish passion for Gus McCrae. Clara was doing her best not to marry Gus, while Maggie pinned all her hopes on finally marrying Woodrow. Maggie and Clara talked little—their respective stations didn’t permit it. What little conversation they had was usually just about the small purchases Maggie made. Yet they had become, if not friends, at least women who were sympathetic to one another because of their common problem: what to do about the menfolk.


  The dishes and cups Clara was unwrapping and setting on the counter were nice, serviceable brown stoneware from Pennsylvania. Only the day before she had had a bit of a tiff with her father, over the stoneware. Usually George Forsythe let Clara have her way, when it came to ordering dishware, but, in this case, he happened to look at the bill and had what for him was a fit. He took off his coat, put it back on, told Clara she was bankrupting him with her impulsive ordering, and walked out of the store, not to return for three hours. Clara was more amused than offended by her father’s little fit. George Forsythe considered that he and he alone knew what was best for the solid frontier citizens who frequented their store. Whenever Clara ordered something that appealed to her, even if it was as simple as a pewter pitcher, her father invariably concluded that it was too fancy; soon the store would fill up with things Clara liked that the customers either didn’t want or couldn’t afford; and ruin would follow.


  “I’ve had a store on this street since it started being a street,” he informed his daughter—sometimes, when he was particularly exercised, he even wagged his finger at her—“and I know one thing: the people of Austin won’t shell out for your fancy Eastern goods.”


  “Now, that’s not true, Pa,” Clara protested. “Mrs. Scull shells out for them. Besides, nearly all our goods are Eastern goods. That’s about the only place they make goods, seems like.”


  “As for that woman, I consider her little better than a harlot,” her father said. Most of the citizens of Austin looked up to George Forsythe; they had voted him mayor twice; but Inez Scull looked down on him, as she would on any tradesman, and she was quick to let him know it.


  “Just hold off on the Philadelphia plates,” her father told her, at the height of his fit, just before he walked out. “Plain plates and plain cutlery will serve around here just fine.”


  The point of the brown stoneware, as Clara meant to tell him once he cooled down, was that it was plain; and yet it was satisfying to look at and solid besides. Clara loved the look and feel of it; she believed her father to be wrong, in this instance. After all, she had been working with him in the store for a decade; she felt she ought to have a right to order a little nice crockery now and then, if she took the notion. If Inez Scull happened to like it she would buy all of it anyway; Inez Scull always bought all of anything she liked, whether it was a swatch of pretty cloth or two new sidesaddles that happened to appeal to her. George Forsythe, seeing her shaky old butler loaded down with two new sidesaddles, could not resist asking why she needed two.


  “Why, one for Sunday, of course,” Inez said, with a flounce. “I can’t be seen in the same old saddle seven days a week.”


  “But those two are just alike,” George pointed out.


  “Nonetheless, one is for Sunday—I doubt you’d understand, sir,” Inez said, as she swept out of the store.


  Clara loved the look and feel of the new stoneware and felt sure her father was wrong in assuming that it wouldn’t appeal to local tastes. After all, Austin was no longer just a frontier outpost, as it had been when her father and mother opened the store. There were respectable women in Austin now, even educated women, and they weren’t all as high-handed as Inez Scull. Clara herself didn’t care for either Scull—the famous Captain had twice taken advantage of her father’s absence to attempt to be familiar with her, once even trying to look down her bodice on a hot day when she had worn a loose dress. On that occasion Clara slapped him smartly—she considered that she had tolerated quite enough, famous man or not—but the Captain had merely bowed to her and bought himself a speckled cravat. But, like it or not, the Sculls were too wealthy to throw out entirely—had it not been for their profligate spending, her father might, at times when drought dried up the farms and sapped the resources of the local livestock men, have had to worry seriously about the bankruptcy he accused Clara of bringing upon him.


  His fits, though, Clara knew, weren’t really about the store, or the ordering, or the Eastern crockery; they were about the fact that she was unmarried, and getting no younger. Suitor after suitor had failed to measure up; her twenties were flying past, and yet, there she was, still on her father’s hands. She ought, in his view, to have long since become a well-established wife, with a hardworking husband to support her.


  Many hardworking men, solid citizens, well able to support a wife, had sat in the Forsythe parlor and made their proposals. All were refused. Some licked their wounds for a few years and came back with new proposals, only to have those rejected too. After two tries and two failures most of the local men gave up and took wives who were less exacting; only Augustus McCrae, and a man named Bob Allen, a rancher who wished to venture up to Nebraska and trade in horses, persisted year after year. In his own mind and everyone else’s, Gus McCrae, the proud Texas Ranger, seemed to have the inside track; yet in Clara’s mind, though she dearly loved Gus McCrae, the issues were not so clear, nor the resolution so simple.


  Still, her father could not be blamed too much for worrying that she might never find—or at least might never accept—a decent mate. Her mother, so sickly that she rarely ventured downstairs, worried too, but said little. The thing they all knew was that there was hardly another respectable young woman in Austin who, at Clara’s age, was still unmarried.


  In fact, one of the few women Clara’s age who was still single was Maggie Tilton, the young woman who was walking slowly and a little forlornly across the dusty street toward the store. Maggie, though, could not be included in the Forsythes’ reckoning, because she was not one of the respectable young women of Austin. Inez Scull might behave like a harlot, while enjoying the prestige and position of being the Captain’s wife, but Maggie Tilton was a harlot. She had survived some rough years in the tents and shacks of Austin, moved to San Antonio for a bit, and then came back to Austin. She had tried to rise but failed and had come back to be where Woodrow Call was—or at least where he was quartered when the rangers were not in the field.


  Clara watched, with interest, as Maggie came up the steps and hesitated a moment, as she looked at herself in the glass window; it was as if she had to reassure herself that she looked respectable enough to enter a regular store—Maggie always stopped and looked at herself before she would venture in to buy a ribbon, or a powder for headaches, or any little article of adornment.


  In Clara’s view Maggie looked plenty respectable. Her clothes were simple but clean, and she was always neat to a fault, as well as being modestly dressed. Madame Scull, for one, could scarcely be bothered to conceal her ample bosom—even Clara’s own father, George Forsythe, the former mayor, had trouble keeping his eyes off Inez Scull’s bosom, when it was rolling like the tide practically under his nose.


  Maggie, though, was always proper to a fault; there was nothing flashy about her appearance. And yet she did what she did with men, with only the sadness in her eyes to tell of it, though that sadness told of it eloquently, at least to Clara. Sometimes Clara wished she could talk to Maggie—she longed to shake her good and tell her to forget about that hardheaded Woodrow Call. In her view Maggie ought to marry some decent farmer, many of whom would have been only too pleased to have her, despite her past.


  Sometimes, lying alone at night in her room above the hardware store, a room that had been hers since birth, to which, so far, she had been reluctant to admit any man—though Gus McCrae had impulsively crowded into it once or twice—Clara thought of Maggie Tilton, in her poor room down the hill. She tried, once or twice, in her restlessness, to imagine that she and Maggie had traded places; that she was what Maggie was, a whore, available to any man who paid the money. But Clara would never make the imagining work, not quite. She could picture herself down the hill, in a shack or a tent, but when it came to the business with men she was not able to picture it, not really. Though fervent in her kissing with Gus McCrae—fervent and even bold, riding alone with him into the country, to swim at a particular spring—she still stopped short, well short, of what Maggie Tilton did regularly, for money, in order to survive.


  Clara stopped far shorter with Bob Allen, the large, silent horse trader; despite two years of courtship, Mr. Allen had not yet touched her hand. Augustus, who considered Mr. Allen an ignorant fool, would never have put up with such restraints. Gus had to touch her and kiss her, to dance with her and swim with her, and was sulky and sometimes rude when she refused him more. “It’s your fault I’m a drunkard and a whorer,” Gus told her, more than once. “If you’d just marry me I’d be sober forever, and I’d stay home besides.”


  Clara didn’t believe the part about staying home; Gus McCrae was by nature much too restless for her taste. The rangering was just an excuse, she felt. If there were no Indians to chase, and no bandits, Gus would still find reasons to roam. He was not a settled man, nor did she feel she could settle him. He would always be off with Woodrow Call, beyond the settlements somewhere, adventuring.


  Still, she felt a little guilty, where Gus was concerned—she knew there was some justice in his complaint. Though she suffered when he was in the whore tents, somehow she could not resign herself, or commit herself, to begin the great business of married life with him. Though Gus moved her in ways no other man ever had or, she feared, ever would, something in her still refused.


  Clara tried to look at life honestly, though, and when she thought closely about herself and Gus, and Maggie and Call, she could not feel that her refusals gained her any honor or moral credit. Was she any better than Maggie Tilton, who at least gave an honest service for money paid, and met an honest need?


  Clara didn’t think she was better, and she knew she was as hard on Gus McCrae—whom she dearly loved—as Woodrow Call was on Maggie Tilton.


  Clara didn’t like—indeed, couldn’t abide—Woodrow Call. His appearance, even on the mildest errand, brought out a streak of malice in her which she could not restrain. She seldom let him leave her company without cutting him with some small criticisms. Yet Woodrow Call was a much respected ranger, courageous and even in judgment, the last being a quality that Augustus McCrae could not yet lay claim to, though he was as courageous as any man. Perhaps Call even loved Maggie, in his way; he sometimes bought her small trinkets, once even a bonnet, and had twice come to fetch medicines for her, when she was poorly. There must be good in the man, else why would Maggie pine so, when he was away? She surely didn’t pine for every man who paid her money and used her body.


  Still, the one thing Maggie needed most was marriage; it might be the one thing Gus McCrae needed most, as well. But Call couldn’t or wouldn’t give it to Maggie, and she couldn’t give it to Gus. It was a linkage that irked her, but that she could neither ignore nor deny.


  When Maggie stepped in the door, after giving herself a thorough inspection, Clara smiled at her, and Maggie, surprised as she always was by Clara’s friendliness, shyly smiled back.


  “Why, it’s you. How I wish we were sisters,” Clara said, surprising herself and startling Maggie so deeply that she blushed. But the store was empty; what harm could the remark do? Besides, it was what she felt—it had always chaffed Clara that she was expected to live by rules she hadn’t made; all the rules were made by men, and what dull rules they were! How much pleasanter life would be if she could treat Maggie as she would treat a sister, or, at least, as she would treat a friend.


  “Oh, Miss Forsythe, thank you,” Maggie said. She knew she had received a great compliment, one so unexpected that it left her abashed and silenced; for years she was to remember Clara’s impulsive statement and felt happiness at the memory. She also felt a little puzzlement. Clara Forsythe was the most respected and sought-after young woman in Austin. Many of her own customers, the young ones particularly, worshiped Clara; several had even proposed to her. Maggie could not imagine why a woman in Clara’s position would even want her friendship, much less want her for a sister.


  Clara realized she had embarrassed her customer and tried to put her at ease by directing her attention to the stoneware.


  “We just got these cups and plates from Pennsylvania,” she said. “My pa thinks they’re too fancy, but I think they’re the very thing.”


  Maggie agreed, but she only let her eyes linger on the nice brown crockery for a moment. She had to be cautious when shopping, so as not to start yearning for fine things she could never afford. She did like pretty things too much; once her fancy seized on a particular ring or dress or trinket, she could scarcely think of anything else, for days. She especially wanted to impress on Woodrow that she was a good manager. She didn’t owe a cent to anyone, and had never asked Woodrow—or any man—for a cent more than she was due. She had long since stopped wanting Woodrow Call to pay her, when he came to her—but he insisted, leaving the money under a plate or a pillow if she refused to take it.


  Maggie, just for a moment, wished she could be Clara Forsythe’s friend. If they could talk freely she felt sure Clara would understand why she no longer wanted Woodrow’s money. Clara’s smile was frank and friendly, but before Maggie could even enjoy her little fancy an old man with a stringy beard came in and stomped right between them.


  “Horseshoe nails?” he asked Clara.


  “Yes sir, in the back—it’s the bin on the right,” Clara said.


  With a customer in the store Maggie didn’t feel she ought to be talking to Miss Forsythe about crockery—much less about anything else. Besides, the man was a customer of hers as well. His name was Cully Barnstone—he had visited her frequently in the last year. His presence, as he sacked up horseshoe nails, drove home a point that Maggie knew she should not, even momentarily, have forgotten. She and Clara Forsythe weren’t sisters, and couldn’t be friends. Clara had never been offered money for the service of love, and never would be. She might have her own difficulties with Augustus McCrae, but she would never experience the shame of being given money by the one man in the world she wanted to give herself to.


  Clara was annoyed with old Cully Barnstone, for coming in just when she might have had a word of conversation with Maggie; but there was nothing she could do about it. The store was open; anyone who wanted to buy something was free to come in. When Mr. Barnstone came to the counter to pay for his nails, Maggie turned away. She wandered listlessly around for a bit, keeping well to herself; she picked up a bonnet and a little hat but put both back without trying them on. In the end she merely bought a packet of darning needles and some red thread.


  “Thank you,” she said, when Clara gave her her change.


  “There’s no news from those wild ranger boys,” Clara said. “I suppose they’re still up on the plains, freezing their ears.”


  “Yes, it’s been sharp weather—I expect they’re cold,” Maggie said, as she went out the door.


  11.


  WHEN PEA EYE set out north with the rangers on his first expedition, he was as proud as he had ever been in his life. Mr. Call, who found him in a cornfield, fed him, and persuaded Captain Scull to give him a tryout as a ranger, had emphasized to him that it was just a tryout.


  “We need men and I think you’ll do,” Call told him, rather sternly. “But you watch close and follow orders. I told the Captain I’d vouch for you—don’t you disgrace me now and make me regret speaking up for you.”


  “I won’t, sir, I’ll watch close,” Pea Eye said, not entirely sure what he would have to be watching.


  “If you get scalped, don’t sit around yowling, either,” Gus McCrae said. “People survive scalpings fine if they don’t yowl.”


  He said it to josh the boy a little, but Pea Eye’s big solemn eyes opened a little wider.


  “What’s the procedure, then?” he asked. Long Bill Coleman, an experienced man, had told him there were procedures for every eventuality, in rangering.


  Pea Eye meant to do all he could to avoid a scalping, but in the event that one occurred he wanted to know what steps he should take—or not take.


  “Just sit there calmly and bite a stick,” Gus told him, doing his best to keep a straight face. “Somebody will come and sew up your head as soon as there’s a lull in the killing.”


  “Why’d you tell him that?” Call asked later, when he and Augustus were cleaning their weapons. “Of course he’ll yowl if he gets scalped.”


  “No he won’t, because I instructed him not to,” Augustus said. “But if I get scalped you’ll hear some fine yowling, I bet.”


  On the trek north Pea Eye’s job was to inspect the horses’ feet every night, to see that no horses had picked up thorns or small rocks that might cause lameness. In the event of a chase a lame horse would put its rider in serious jeopardy; Pea Eye inspected every hoof at night and made sure that the horses were well secured.


  Then the sleet came and he had a hard time looking close. In the worst of the storm he could barely see his horse; at night he had to deal with the horses’ feet mostly by feel. His hands got so cold when he worked that he was afraid he might have missed something in one hoof or another; but none of the horses went lame.


  Deets, the black man, seeing Pea Eye try to inspect the hooves in the dark, brought him a light and stayed with him while he went down the line of horses, picking up their hooves one by one. It was a kind thing, which Pea Eye never forgot. Most of the men stayed as close to the fire as they could get, but Deets left the warmth and came to help him make sure that the horses’ feet were sound.


  On the fourth day of cold, Pea Eye began to wish Mr. Call had just left him in the cornfield. Proud as he was to be a ranger, he didn’t know if he could survive the cold. He got so cold at night and in the bitter mornings that he even forgot to be afraid of scalping Indians, or even death. All he could think of was how nice it would be to be in a cabin with a big fireplace and a roaring fire. It was so cold his teeth ached—he began to try to sneak food into his mouth in small quick bites, so the cold wouldn’t get in and freeze his teeth worse than they already were.


  Augustus McCrae, who seemed able to ignore the cold, noticed Pea sneaking in the tiny bites and decided a little more joshing wouldn’t hurt.


  “You ought to duck your chin down into your shirt, if you’re going to try and eat in this breeze,” he said. “If you ain’t careful your tongue will freeze and snap off like you’d snap a stick.”


  “Snap off?” Pea Eye asked, horrified. “How could it snap off?”


  “Why, from talking,” Gus said, with a grin. “All you have to do is ask for a cup of coffee and your tongue’s liable to fall right into the cup.”


  Later Pea Eye told Deets what Mr. McCrae had said and they debated the matter quietly. Pea was so cautious about opening his mouth that he could barely make himself heard.


  “Your tongue’s inside your head,” Deets pointed out. “It’s got protection. Ain’t like your finger. Now a finger might snap off, I expect, or a toe.”


  Pea Eye’s fingers were so cold he almost wished they would snap off, to relieve the pain, but they didn’t snap off. He had been blowing on his fingers, blowing and blowing, hoping to get a little warmth into them, when the Indians attacked and killed Ranger Watson. Pea Eye had been about to step right past the man, in order to take cover behind some saddles, when he heard Jimmy Watson give a small grunt—just a small quick grunt, and in that instant his life departed. If Pea Eye had not moved just when he did, making for the saddles, the bullet might have hit him—it passed just behind his leg and went only another yard or more before striking Jim Watson dead.


  No one in the troop was as glad to see the sun shine, the morning they finally headed south, as Pea Eye Parker.


  “The dern old sun, it’s finally come out again,” he said, to Long Bill Coleman.


  To Pea Eye’s surprise, he almost cried, so happy was he to see the familiar sun. He had always despised cloudy weather, but he had never despised it as much as he had during the recent days of cold.


  Fortunately Long Bill Coleman took no interest in Pea Eye’s remark and didn’t see him dash away a tear. Long Bill was attempting to shave, using a bowl of water so cold that it had a fine skim of ice on it; he considered the whole trip an intolerable waste of time—in that it was no different from most expeditions against the Comanches, only, in this instance, colder.


  “Me, I’ll take Mexico over these dern windy plains,” he told Augustus McCrae, when the troop was on the move south.


  “Me too, Billy—there’s plenty of whores in Mexico, and pretty ones, too,” Gus remarked.


  “Now, Gus, I’m married, don’t be reminding me of the temptations of the flesh,” Long Bill admonished. “I got enough flesh right there at home—there’s no shortage of flesh on Pearl.”


  Augustus thought the comment dull, if not foolish.


  “I know you’ve got a fat wife, Billy,” he said. “What’s your point about Mexico? I thought that was what we were talking about.”


  “Why, the point is, it’s convenient,” Long Bill said. “In Mexico there’s Mexicans.”


  The remark seemed even duller to Augustus than the one before it. Since marriage to Pearl, Long Bill had lost much of his liveliness, in Gus’s opinion. He had grown dull, cautious, and even pious. His wife, Pearl, was a large woman of little attraction, a bully and a nag. Had he himself been married to Pearl he would have endeavored to spend as much time as possible in the nearest bordello.


  “In Mexico there’s usually someone to ask where the bandits are,” Long Bill went on. “And there’s trees to hang them from, once we corner them. Out here on the plains there’s no one to ask directions from, and if we do see an Indian he’s apt to be way down in the canyon, where you’d have to scramble to get at him.”


  Augustus didn’t answer. The fact was, he missed Clara. No amount of easily located bandits, or hanging trees, made up for that one fact. A good two-week jaunt on the prairies always lifted his spirits, but then, inevitably, there’d come a night by the campfire or a groggy morning when he’d remember his old, sweet love and wonder if he’d been foolish to let his long courtship lapse, just for the sake of adventure. Despite her standoffish ways, Augustus felt, most of the time, that there was little likelihood that Clara would actually marry anyone but himself; at other times, though, the demon of doubt seized him and he was not so sure.


  Pea Eye found Mr. McCrae puzzling—Mr. Call he was more comfortable with, because Mr. Call only spoke to him of practical matters. Mr. McCrae sounded convincing, when he talked, but a good deal of what he said was meant in jest, like the business about his tongue snapping off.


  The hardest part of Pea Eye’s job, as the company farrier, was to see that the Captain’s big horse, Hector, did not get anything wrong with his feet. Pea Eye had never seen an elephant, but he doubted that even an elephant had feet as heavy and hard to work with as Hector. The Captain had to have special horseshoes forged, to fit the big horse’s feet. When Pea Eye did manage to lift one of Hector’s hooves the big horse would immediately let his weight sag onto Pea Eye—he could just support the weight, but it left him no strength with which to clean out the hoof. Several times Deets, seeing his plight, had come over and helped him support the big horse long enough that his feet could be properly cleaned.


  “Much obliged,” Pea Eye always said, when Deets helped him.


  “Welcome, sir,” Deets would reply.


  It unnerved Pea Eye to be addressed as “sir,” though he knew that was how black people normally addressed white people. He didn’t know if it would be correct just to ask Deets to call him by his name; he intended to discuss the point with Mr. Call when the time was right.


  Then, to his dismay, though they traveled south through a day of sunlight, the cold struck again. On the third day of their ride south the sky turned slate black and an icy wind was soon slicing at their backs and making their hands sting.


  That night Hector leaned particularly heavily on Pea Eye, and Deets was too busy preparing a meal to help him. Pressing up against the big horse caused Pea Eye to break a sweat; when he finished, the sweat froze on his shirt before he could even walk back to the fire. The sun had just gone down; Pea Eye did not know how he was going to make it through the long winter night. He had only a thin coat and one blanket; few of the men had more. Deets didn’t have a coat at all, just an old quilt he kept wrapped around himself as he worked.


  It was Deets who showed Pea a way to survive, as the cold deepened. Deets took a little spade and dug out one side of a small hummock of dirt; he dug it so that it formed a sort of bank. Then he made a small fire up against the bank of dirt. He brought a few coals over in a small pan, and, from the coals, made a fire near enough to the bank that the bank caught the heat and reflected it back.


  “Here, sit close,” Deets said, to Pea Eye. “It ain’t much, but it will warm us.”


  He was right. Pea Eye could never get close enough to the big campfire to derive more than a few moments of warmth from it. But the little fire reflected off the bank of dirt, warmed his hands and his feet. His back still froze and his ears pained him badly, but he knew he would survive. Even with the good fire it was difficult to sleep, though; he would nod for a few minutes and then an icy curl of wind would slip under his collar and chill his very backbone.


  Once, in a few minutes of sleep, Pea Eye had a terrible dream. He saw himself freeze as he was walking; he stopped and became immobile on the white plain, like a tree of ice. Pea Eye tried to call out to the rangers, but his voice could not penetrate the sheath of ice. The rangers rode on and he was alone.


  When he woke from the dream there was a red line on the eastern horizon; the sun glowed for a moment and then passed above the slatelike clouds, which reddened for a little while but did not allow the sunlight through.


  “Much obliged for keeping this fire going,” Pea Eye said—all night Deets had fed the fire little sticks.


  “You welcome, sir,” Deets said.


  Pea Eye, cold but glad to be alive, could not contain himself about the “sir” any longer.


  “You don’t need to be sirring me, Deets,” he said. “I ain’t a sir, and I doubt I ever will be one.”


  Deets was startled by the remark. He had never heard such an opinion from a white man, never once in his life. In Texas a black man who didn’t call a white man “sir” could get in trouble quick.


  Of course Pea Eye wasn’t really a grown man yet—he was just a tall boy. Deets supposed his youth might account for the remark.


  “What’ll I say?” he asked, with a puzzled look. “I got to call you something.”


  “Why, just ‘Pea Eye’ will do,” Pea Eye said. “I’m just plain ‘Pea Eye’ so far.”


  Deets didn’t think it would do, not in the hearing of the other rangers at least. He turned away and went to gather a few more sticks—the fire was burning well but he needed a little time in which to think about what Mr. Pea had just said.


  Then, while he was pulling up a half-buried twist of sagebrush, it occurred to him that his mind had found a solution. He thought of the tall white boy as “Mr. Pea”—he would call him “Mr. Pea.”


  When he came back with the wood the young ranger was still holding his hands to the little fire.


  “I guess I just call you ‘Mr. Pea,’ if it suits you,” Deets said.


  “Why, yes—that’ll do fine,” Pea Eye said. “I guess I’m a mister—I guess everybody’s a mister.”


  No, I ain’t, black people ain’t, Deets thought—but he didn’t say it.


  12.


  FAMOUS SHOES was eating a good fat mallard duck when the Comanche boys found him. He had noticed some ducks on the south Canadian and had crept down to the water and made a clever snare, during the night. His trip to the Washita had been a disappointment. He did not find his grandmother, who had gone to live on the sweet-grass hills near the Arkansas River, but he did find his Aunt Neeta, a quarrelsome old woman who was living with some mixed-blood trapping people in a filthy little camp. The trapping people mostly trapped skunks and muskrats—there were hides everywhere, some of them pretty smelly. The minute he arrived his aunt began to upbraid him about a knife she had lent him years before which he had broken accidentally. At the time he had been trying to remove a good length of chain from an old wagon that had fallen apart on the prairies. He thought the chain might come in handy, but all the chain did was break the tip off his aunt’s knife. Only the tip was broken, most of the knife would still cut, but his Aunt Neeta considered that the knife was now useless and had never forgiven Famous Shoes for his carelessness. Famous Shoes only stayed on the Washita long enough to be courteous, before making his way back to the south Canadian, where he discovered the little flock of fat ducks.


  Then the five Comanche boys showed up and began to talk about killing him. One of the boys wanted to kill him immediately, just because he was a Kickapoo, and another because he had scouted for Big Horse Scull. The rudest boy, though, was Blue Duck, who wanted to kill him just because he was there. Famous Shoes did not think the boys would do him much harm. In any case he was hungry—he went on eating the duck while the boys walked around him, saying ugly things. They were just boys, it was normal that they would strut around and make rude remarks. The boys had been chasing a deer when they found him, but they had lost its track. Famous Shoes had seen the deer only that morning, running east. The Comanche boys were so impatient that they had overlooked a plain track and let the deer get away. The deer had looked exhausted, too—the boys would have had it if only they had kept their minds on their business.


  “That deer you were chasing got away,” he told them. “There are plenty of fat ducks on this river, though.”


  “We want to kill Big Horse today, where is he?” Blue Duck asked. “He tried to cut me with the long knife but I was too quick. A vision woman taught me how to fly, so I flew down into the canyon and got away.”


  “You are lucky you found that vision woman,” Famous Shoes said. He didn’t believe that Blue Duck could fly, but the boy had such a bad reputation for killing people that he thought the best thing to do was be polite, keep eating his duck, and hope to get through the morning without being shot. Blue Duck had an old rifle and kept pointing it at him as he ate, a very rude thing.


  “You come to our camp—my father might want to torture you,” Blue Duck said. “He is angry because you brought Big Horse here.”


  “Big Horse is chasing Kicking Wolf,” Famous Shoes informed them. “He has given up and is on his way south by now. He is not going to bother your father.”


  Nevertheless he was forced to humor the boys. Instead of settling down they began to threaten him with arrows. Famous Shoes decided he had better go with them—they were young boys; they might want to take a scalp just for practice. He trotted along in front of them as they made their way to the canyon. He was not worried that Buffalo Hump would torture him. Buffalo Hump owed him a debt and would never offer him violence, even though he scouted for the Texans.


  The debt had come about because of Buffalo Hump’s grandmother, a famous prophet woman. One winter years before, when there were few buffalo on the prairies where the Comanche hunted, the tribe had had to move north, beyond the Arkansas. The old woman’s death was at hand; she was too weak to make the cold journey to the north. So, in the way of such things, she was left with a good fire and enough food to last her until her passing. Everyone said goodbye and the band went north to seek game.


  But the old woman’s time was slow in coming. When Famous Shoes chanced upon her, in her little dying place on the Quitaque, she was weak but still alive. Her fire was out and her food was gone but she was restless with visions and could not die. Famous Shoes had been in Mexico and had come back to seek advice from his grandfather; but, instead of finding his grandfather, he found Buffalo Hump’s old grandmother, and struck up a friendship with her in her last days. He stayed with her for a week, keeping her fire going through the cold nights.


  Famous Shoes knew that it was a delicate thing he was doing. What if the old woman got so healthy that she decided to stay alive? Then he would have an old Comanche woman on his hands, which would anger his grandfather, if he ever found him. His grandfather hated two things, rainy weather and Comanches. Besides, for a Kickapoo to attend a Comanche at such a time was not entirely proper—once an old one was left to die, and the farewells were said, it was their duty to go on and die. He was beginning to worry that he had gotten himself into a difficulty when the old woman closed her eyes and ceased to breathe. Famous Shoes saw to it that her remains were treated correctly, a thing that was the duty of any traveler; then he went on his way.


  When Buffalo Hump found out that Famous Shoes had been helpful to his grandmother in her dying he told his warriors that the Kickapoo was to be left alone, and even made welcome at their campfires if he cared to visit. Famous Shoes was glad Buffalo Hump had given such an order; it had probably saved his life several times. Even so, he did not seek out Buffalo Hump, or visit Comanche campfires. He did not think it wise. Buffalo Hump might follow the rules of courtesy, but being near him was too much like being near a bear. It was possible to come close to a bear, even a grizzly, and talk to it; the bear might allow it. But the bear was still a bear, and might stop allowing the courteous talk at any time. If the bear changed his mind about how he felt, the person trying to exchange courtesies with him might be dead. Besides, for all Famous Shoes knew, Buffalo Hump might not have liked his grandmother very much. She might have been quarrelsome, like his Aunt Neeta. Buffalo Hump’s respect might have its limits.


  When Famous Shoes walked into the Comanche camp Blue Duck rode right beside him, making his horse prance and jump. The boy wanted everyone to think he had brought in an important captive. Some of the young warriors rode up to Famous Shoes a few times, to taunt him, but he ignored their taunts and went on calmly through the camp.


  To his surprise he saw old Slow Tree, sitting on a robe with Buffalo Hump. Slow Tree was talking, which was no surprise—Slow Tree was always talking. Buffalo Hump looked angry—no doubt the old chief had been making boring speeches to him for a long time. Slow Tree might have been bragging to Buffalo Hump about how many times he had been with his wives; he wanted everyone to believe that he was always at his women, bringing them great pleasure. Slow Tree had always been boastful, but he had once been a terrible fighter and had to be treated respectfully, even though he was old and boring.


  “What are you doing here?” Buffalo Hump asked, when Famous Shoes walked up. “Your white friends were here but now they have gone south. The Buffalo Horse was here three days ago but I don’t see him today.”


  “Your son made me come,” Famous Shoes replied. “He came with these other boys and made me come. I was on the Canadian, eating a duck. I would not have bothered you if these boys had let me alone. They said you might want to torture me awhile.”


  Buffalo Hump was amused. The Kickapoo was an eccentric person who was apt to turn up anywhere on the llano on some outlandish errand that no other Indian would bother about. The man would walk a thousand miles to listen to a certain bird whose call he might want to mimic. Most people thought Famous Shoes was crazy, but Buffalo Hump didn’t. Though a Kickapoo, the man had respect for the old ways. He behaved like the old ones behaved; the old ones, too, would go to any lengths to learn some useful fact about the animals or the birds. They would figure that someone might need to know those facts; they themselves might not need to, but their children might, or their grandchildren might.


  Very few Comanches would go to the trouble Famous Shoes went to, when it came to seeking useful information. It made Buffalo Hump annoyed with his own people, that this was so. The Kickapoos were a lowly people who had never been good at war. The Comanches wiped them out wherever they found them, and did this easily. Even young boys no more skilled than his son could easily slaughter Kickapoos wherever he found them. Yet it was Famous Shoes, a Kickapoo, who sought the knowledge that few Comanches were now even interested in.


  Besides, the man was funny. He would just walk into an enemy camp and offer himself up for torture as if torture were a joke.


  Then Slow Tree, who was rarely polite, pointed a pipe he was smoking at Famous Shoes and made an ugly speech.


  “If you came into my camp I would hang you upside down and put a scorpion in your nose,” he said. “When the scorpion stung you it would kill your brain. Then you could wander around eating weeds, for all I care. I don’t like Kickapoos.”


  Famous Shoes ignored the old man, though he decided on the spot to avoid the country where Slow Tree hunted until the old chief was finally dead. He had never heard that a scorpion bite could kill a brain, but it might be true, especially if the scorpion stung you inside your nose. The nose was not far from the brain—the poison of the scorpion would not have far to travel.


  “I was on the Washita looking for my grandmother,” Famous Shoes said, thinking it would be wise to change the subject. “There are many deer in the Washita country. If you are wanting deer, that is where I would go.”


  Blue Duck stood nearby, strutting and playing with a hatchet he wore in his belt. He wanted the band to know that he was responsible for bringing in the Kickapoo. If his father didn’t appreciate it, maybe Slow Tree would. It was clear that the great chief Slow Tree had no fondness for Kickapoos.


  Buffalo Hump was engaged in the delicate task of being polite to Slow Tree, a man he neither liked nor trusted. He didn’t need an irritating boy standing nearby, playing with a hatchet. Blue Duck wanted people to think he had captured someone important, but Famous Shoes wasn’t important. He was just an eccentric Kickapoo.


  “Why did you bring this man here?” he asked, looking at his son coldly. “You should have left him to eat his duck. If you see him again, leave him alone.”


  He did not want to mention the fact that Famous Shoes had helped tend his grandmother while she died. The business with his grandmother was between himself and Famous Shoes; it was not a matter he wanted to discuss with everyone.


  Blue Duck was shocked that his father would speak to him so, in front of Slow Tree and the worthless Kickapoo. He turned away at once and caught his horse. Then he gathered up his weapons, and a robe to protect him from the cold, and left the camp.


  Buffalo Hump made no comment. Soon they saw the angry boy winding up the trail out of the canyon.


  “If he was my son I would let him hang you upside down and put the scorpion in your nose,” Slow Tree said to Famous Shoes.


  Famous Shoes didn’t answer—why respond to such a stupid comment? Blue Duck was not Slow Tree’s son. He thought he would probably go up the other side of the canyon when he left, though. It would be good to have the great Palo Duro Canyon between himself and the rude, angry boy.


  There was silence, for a time. Slow Tree was annoyed because Buffalo Hump was ignoring everything he said. Buffalo Hump listened in a polite manner, but he made no move to take Slow Tree’s advice. He wasn’t even interested in torturing a Kickapoo, which most Comanches would do immediately, without waiting for a chief’s permission.


  “My wives will feed you and then you can go,” Buffalo Hump said, to Famous Shoes.


  “I had that fat duck, I don’t need to eat,” Famous Shoes said. “I had better go look for Big Horse Scull before he gets lost.”


  “Kicking Wolf is following him now too,” Buffalo Hump remarked casually. “He wants to steal the Buffalo Horse.”


  “I better go,” Famous Shoes said. The news he had just heard shocked him badly. Big Horse Scull had been following Kicking Wolf, but now it was the other way around. Of course Kicking Wolf was already a famous horsethief, but stealing the Buffalo Horse would be a powerful act. If Kicking Wolf could steal the Buffalo Horse his people would sing about him for many years.


  Famous Shoes changed his mind about eating, though. One fat duck wouldn’t last him forever, and Buffalo Hump’s wives had made a stew with a good smell to it. He squatted and ate a big bowl full, while Buffalo Hump sat patiently on his robe, listening to old Slow Tree brag about how happy he made his wives.


  13.


  JAKE CAME IN the door, avoided Felice’s eye, turned into the hall, and started up the stairs, only to find old Ben Mickelson planted squarely in his way. Jake despised old Ben, for being a disgusting, profane, purple-lipped old drunkard, but he was the Sculls’ butler and it was necessary to be polite to him.


  It was necessary but it wasn’t easy: old Ben was looking at Jake with a mean gleam in his watery blue eyes.


  “Not today, you don’t, you damned lout!” Ben Mickelson said.


  Jake thought he must have misheard. Every day for three weeks he had hurried up to the Scull living quarters and been welcomed ardently by the lady of the house. Yesterday she had been particularly ardent—Inez Scull straddled him on the chaise longue and bounced so vigorously that the chaise broke. Then she dragged Jake onto the couch and continued no less vigorously. By the time Madame Scull quieted down, every piece of furniture that had a flat surface had been made use of in their sport.


  So why was old Ben Mickelson barring his access to the stairs?


  “Mind your words, Ben, if you don’t want a licking,” Jake said—it occurred to him, for a moment, that the Captain might be back, but if the Captain was back the boys would be back too, and he hadn’t seen them.


  “Not today, you ain’t going up, and not tomorrow and not the next day and not the next week and not the next month and not ever!” old Ben said, the words bursting out of his mouth like gobbets of bile.


  “But what’s wrong?” Jake asked, confused.


  “Nothing’s wrong—you just be gone now. We don’t need to be seeing the likes of you around the big house again.”


  Jake wanted to grab the old man by his scrawny neck and shake him good, but he didn’t quite dare. Something was wrong, he just didn’t know what. Yesterday Madame Scull had called him “Jakie,” and could hardly wait to get out his little pricklen, as she called it. But today Ben Mickelson stood on the stairs looking at him in a gloating way.


  “Be gone,” Ben said, again. “I’ll be calling the sheriff on you if you don’t. The sheriff will know what to do with a lout like you, I guess.”


  Jake was confused and disappointed. He knew the old butler hadn’t just decided to dismiss him on his own authority, because he had no authority. He might curse the kitchen girls and pinch them under the stairs, but he was only a butler. Jake knew that if he wasn’t allowed up it was because Madame Scull didn’t want him up—but why? He had tried to be cooperative, no matter what wild game Inez Scull suggested; and some of her games went far beyond the bounds of anything he had ever supposed he would be doing in his life. But he had done them, and Madame Scull had yelled and kicked with pleasure. So why was the old butler now planted in his way?


  “All right, Ben,” Jake said, feeling deflated. He wandered back into the kitchen, where Felice was churning butter. She didn’t look up, when he came in—Felice was careful never to raise her eyes to him, anymore. But now he felt lonely—he had been turned out. He would have liked a smile from Felice; he had a sense that she felt he had treated her bad, though he had only done what he had been told to do by the Captain’s wife. Felice had no cause to turn her head every time he entered the room.


  “Well, I guess the Missus ain’t up,” he said, idling for a moment. “I’d sure like a glass of buttermilk before I go to work.”


  Felice got up without a word and poured him a tumbler full of buttermilk from the big crock where they kept it. Captain Scull too liked buttermilk—he had been known to drink off a quart, on days when he came in with a thirst for buttermilk.


  Jake thanked Felice, thinking it might melt her reserve, but Felice went back to her churning without even a nod.


  Jake was sitting on the back step, drinking buttermilk and wondering what he could find to do all day, when Inez Scull strode out of the house. She had on her riding habit and was pulling on a glove. When she saw Jake sitting on the step with the tumbler of buttermilk she did not look pleased.


  “Who told you to sit on my stoop and guzzle my buttermilk?” she asked, her black eyes snapping. Jake was taken aback by her look, which was icy, and her tone, which was hot. He jumped to his feet in embarrassment.


  “I suppose you got the buttermilk from that yellow bitch,” she said. “I’ll quirt her soundly when I get back.”


  “Why, the crock was full, I thought I could drink one glass,” Jake said, very nervous.


  “That’s the Captain’s buttermilk, it’s not for common use,” Inez said. “I instructed the butler to inform you that we didn’t need you around here anymore. I suppose I’ll have to whack that old sot a time or two, if he forgot to tell you.”


  “He told me, I was just resting a minute,” Jake said, confused by the coldness in Madame Scull’s tone. Only yesterday she had pressed hot affections on him—today she acted as if she scarcely knew him.


  “Get off my step, I told you,” Inez said. “I don’t want you around here—and stay away from that yellow bitch, too. I don’t want you indulging in any irregularities with the servants.”


  Madame Scull poked him, not gently, with the toe of her riding boot. Jake jumped up and hurried down the steps. Then he remembered that he still had the tumbler in his hand.


  “I thought you liked me!” he blurted out.


  Madame Scull’s lip curled. “Like you? A common thing such as yourself? I’ve stooped to many follies but I doubt I’d allow myself to like a common farm boy,” she said.


  Jake sat the tumbler on the step, where Felice would find it and take it in.


  He was walking slowly and sadly back down the main street of Austin, trying to puzzle out why he had been welcome one day and shunned the next, when he heard a horse galloping close behind him. Madame Scull was coming, on her fine thoroughbred, Lord Nelson. The horse was worth as much as a house, some of the rangers claimed. Two men stood guard over Lord Nelson, all night, at the Scull stables, lest Indians try to sneak in and steal him. Madame Scull raced Lord Nelson over the prairies at full speed, usually alone.


  As Inez Scull came abreast of Jake she drew rein and ran her quirt lightly through his hair, which she herself had just cut, the day before, with her scissors, after their sweaty sport.


  “It was the curls, Jakie,” Inez said, the ice still in her voice. She flicked her quirt again through his short hair.


  “The curls,” she said. “I suppose I found them briefly appealing. But then I cut them off. So that’s all done now, ain’t it?”


  Then she put the spurs to Lord Nelson and went galloping straight out of town.


  14.


  KICKING WOLF could move without sound. When he decided to steal the Buffalo Horse he only took Three Birds with him—except for himself, Three Birds was the quietest warrior in the band. Fast Boy and Red Badger were brave fighters, but clumsy. They could not approach a horse herd in the soundless way that was required if a tricky theft was being contemplated. Kicking Wolf prayed every night that he could keep his grace with animals—few Comanches could go into a horse herd at night without alarming the horses. Buffalo Hump could not do such delicate work, not at all. He was a great raider, Kicking Wolf acknowledged. Buffalo Hump could run off many horses, and kill whatever white men or Mexicans got in his way. But he could not go into a horse herd at night and steal a mare or a stallion—he was too impatient, and he did not bother to disguise his smell. Mainly, he was a fighter, not a thief.


  Kicking Wolf, though, was very careful about his smell, and he had instructed Three Birds how to eliminate his odor before going into a horse herd. Kicking Wolf would eat little, for a day or two before a raid. He wanted his body to empty out its smells. Then he gathered herbs and rubbed them on himself, on his armpits, on his privates, on his feet. He chewed sweet roots to make his breath inoffensive. He prepared carefully, but mainly it was his grace, his ability to move without sound, that enabled him to go into a herd of strange horses at night and not alarm them. He wanted to be able to move close to the horses and stroke them—he wanted the stroking to begin before the horse was even aware that a man was there. Once he had the horse’s trust he could move through the herd seeing that all the horses stayed calm. It was important to start with a horse that had calmness in him—often Kicking Wolf would study a horse herd for a few days, until he had selected the horse that he would approach first—it had to be a horse with calmness in it, a horse unlikely to panic.


  Once Kicking Wolf had chosen the first horse, he would pray in the morning that his grace would not desert him; then he could move into the herd with confidence and stroke the lead horse. He liked a night that was cloudy but not entirely moonless, when he went to steal horses. He wanted to be able to see where the ground was—and so would the horses. In complete darkness a horse might brush up against a thornbush and panic if it rattled. A whole herd might break into a run in an instant, if they heard a strange sound.


  Kicking Wolf was proud of being the best of the Comanche horsethieves—he had honed his skills for many years. Simply stealing many horses had never been enough for him; he only wanted to steal the best horses—the horses that would run the fastest, or make the best studs. He wanted to steal the horses that the Texans would miss most. Plow horses he never touched. Invariably, when he got back to camp with the horses he had stolen, the other warriors would be jealous. Even Buffalo Hump was a little jealous, although he pretended not to notice Kicking Wolf and his horses.


  The other warriors always offered to trade Kicking Wolf for his horses—they would offer him guns, or their ugly old wives, or even, occasionally, a young pretty wife; but Kicking Wolf never traded—he kept his horses and because of them was envied by every warrior in the tribe.


  From the moment Kicking Wolf first saw the Buffalo Horse he wanted to steal it. The Buffalo Horse was the most famous horse in Texas. If he could steal such an animal it would make the Texans look puny. It would shame their greatest warrior, Big Horse Scull. It would bring glory back to the Comanche people—the women and the young men would all make songs about Kicking Wolf. The medicine men could take piss from the Buffalo Horse and use it in potions that would make the young men brave and the women amorous. Buffalo Hump would sulk, for he would know that Kicking Wolf had done a great thing, a thing he himself could never have done.


  When he saw that the Texans were not going to go chase him to the Rio Pecos he rested for three days in a little cave he had found. He built a warm fire and feasted on the tender meat of one of the young mares he had killed. Then he heard from Red Badger that Blue Duck had attacked the Texans with a few young warriors and killed one ranger. Red Badger was so fond of one of the young women who had come to the camp with Slow Tree that he could not stay in one place. He was in love with the young woman, who was the wife of old Skinny Hand. Though old, Skinny Hand was a violent fighter; Red Badger had to be careful, for Skinny Hand would certainly shoot him if he caught him slipping out with his young wife. Red Badger said that Buffalo Hump was bored with Slow Tree but was trying to be polite.


  Kicking Wolf soon got almost as bored with Red Badger as Buffalo Hump was with Slow Tree. Red Badger was a foolish person who was so crazy about women that he could not accomplish much as a warrior. He talked about women so much that everyone who had to listen to him was bored. Fast Boy was so bored that he wanted to tie Red Badger up and cut out his tongue. Everyone was almost that bored, but of course they could not simply cut out a warrior’s tongue.


  The fact that it was so cold made Kicking Wolf decide that it might be a good time to steal the Buffalo Horse. The Texans did not like cold. They did not know how to shelter themselves and keep themselves warm, as he was doing in his little cave. When it was cold the Texans all huddled around fires and went to sleep. New snowflakes were falling outside his little cave—it was not going to be warm for many days. Even if the Texans went on south across the llano, the cold and sleet would follow them. With the weather so cold the Texans would not be very watchful of the horses.


  At night Scull hobbled the Buffalo Horse, but did not keep it on a grazing rope. Once Kicking Wolf had called the Buffalo Horse by whistling at him—he whistled twice and the big horse came trotting right to him.


  Kicking Wolf also noticed that the Buffalo Horse was very alert. If a wolf crossed the prairie, or even a coyote, the Buffalo Horse would be the first to raise its head and look. It did not whinny, though, like some of the younger horses, who might be frightened by the smell of a wolf. The Buffalo Horse had no reason to fear wolves, or anything else on the llano.


  When the morning dawned, gray as sleet, Kicking Wolf walked a mile from his cave and sat on a low hill to pray. When he had prayed some hours he went back to camp and told the few warriors there that he had decided to steal the Buffalo Horse. It was a plan he had never mentioned to anyone. The warriors were so surprised that they could not think of any words to say—it was such a bold idea that everyone was a little scared, even Fast Boy. Kicking Wolf was a great horse stealer, they all knew that. But the Buffalo Horse was a special horse; he was the horse of Scull, the terrible captain with the long knife. What would Scull do if he woke up to find his great horse missing?


  “We will all go with you,” Red Badger said, after a few minutes’ thought.


  “Three Birds will go with me,” Kicking Wolf said. “No one else.”


  Red Badger wanted to go—stealing the Buffalo Horse was a great and audacious thing; any warrior would want to help do such a great thing. But the firm way Kicking Wolf had spoken caused Red Badger to swallow his protests. Kicking Wolf had spoken in a way that did not invite disagreement.


  Fast Boy had meant to say something, also, but Kicking Wolf had such a cold look in his eye that Fast Boy did not speak.


  “Where will you take the Buffalo Horse when you steal him?” Red Badger asked. The more he thought about what Kicking Wolf planned, the more his breath came short. It was a big thing, to steal such an animal. Many of the Comanches thought the Buffalo Horse was a witch horse—some even thought it could fly. Some of the old women claimed they had heard the whinny of a great horse, coming from high up in the sky, on dark nights when there was no moon.


  “I will take him to Mexico,” Kicking Wolf said. “To the Sierra Perdida.”


  “Ah, the Sierra Perdida,” Red Badger said. “I don’t know if the Texans will follow you that far.”


  “If they try to follow us past the Brazos you can shoot them,” Kicking Wolf added. It was a little joke. Red Badger had a repeating rifle of which he was very proud; he cleaned it and rubbed it every night. But Red Badger had weak eyesight; he couldn’t hit anything with his rifle. Once he had even missed a buffalo that had been lying down. Red Badger’s poor vision made the buffalo seem as if it were standing up, so he kept shooting over it. In battle he shot wildly, hitting no one. Some of the warriors were even afraid Red Badger might accidentally shoot one of them. He would not be the one to protect them from the Texans, if they followed past the Brazos.


  Fast Boy was taken aback by Kicking Wolf’s statement about the Sierra Perdida. Those mountains were the stronghold of Ahumado, the dark-skinned bandit whom the whites called the Black Vaquero, because he was so cruel and also because he was so good at stealing cattle from the big ranches of the Texans, down below the Nueces River. Ahumado hated the Texans and killed them in many cruel ways; but what made Kicking Wolf’s statement startling was that he also hated Comanches—when he caught Comanches he killed them with tortures just as bad as those he visited on the Texans.


  “The Black Vaquero lives in the Sierra Perdida,” Fast Boy reminded Kicking Wolf. “He is a bad old man.”


  “That is where I am going—the Sierra Perdida,” Kicking Wolf repeated, and then he was silent.


  Fast Boy didn’t say more, mainly because he knew that it was easy to put Kicking Wolf in a bad mood by questioning his decisions. He was far worse than Buffalo Hump in that regard. Buffalo Hump didn’t mind questions from his warriors—he wanted the men he fought with to understand what they were supposed to do. And he gave careful orders. Problems with Buffalo Hump would come only if the orders were not carried out properly. If some warrior failed to do his part in a raid, then Buffalo Hump’s anger would be terrible.


  With Kicking Wolf, though, it was unwise to rush in with questions, even though what he wanted to do seemed crazy. Stealing the Buffalo Horse was a little crazy, but then Kicking Wolf was a great stealer of horses and could probably manage it; but the really crazy part of his plan was taking the horse to Ahumado’s country, a thing that made no sense at all. Even Buffalo Hump was careful to avoid the Sierra Perdida when he raided into Mexico. It was not from fear—Buffalo Hump feared nothing—but from practicality. In the Sierra Perdida or the villages near it there were no captives to take, because Ahumado had already taken all the children from the villages there—if he did not keep the captives as slaves, he traded them north, to the Apaches. Some people even speculated that Ahumado himself was Apache, but Famous Shoes, the Kickapoo, who went everywhere, said no, Ahumado was not an Apache.


  “Ahumado is from the south,” Famous Shoes said.


  When questioned about the statement Famous Shoes could not be more specific. He did not know what tribe Ahumado belonged to, only that it was from the south.


  “From the south, where the jungle is,” he said.


  None of the Comanches knew the word, so Famous Shoes explained that the jungle was a forest, where it rained often and where Jaguar, the great cat, hunted. That was all Famous Shoes knew.


  Fast Boy did not ask any more questions, but he thought he ought to make his views clear about the foolish thing Kicking Wolf wanted to do. Fast Boy was a warrior, a veteran of many battles with the whites and with the Mexicans. He had a right to speak his mind.


  “If we go into the Sierra Perdida, Ahumado will kill us all,” he said.


  Kicking Wolf merely looked at him coldly.


  “If you are afraid of him you don’t have to go,” Kicking Wolf said.


  “I am not afraid of him and I know I don’t have to go,” Fast Boy said. “I don’t have to go anywhere, except to look for something to eat. I wanted you to know what I think.”


  Red Badger was of the same opinion as Fast Boy but he didn’t want to state his views quite so plainly.


  “Once I was in Mexico and a bad thorn stuck in my knee,” he said. “It was a green thorn. It went in behind my knee and almost ate my leg off. That thorn was more poisonous than a snake.”


  He paused. No one said anything.


  “Ever since then I have not liked going to Mexico,” Red Badger added.


  “You don’t have to go, either,” Kicking Wolf said. “Once Three Birds and I have the Buffalo Horse we will go alone to Mexico.”


  Three Birds looked at the sky. He had heard some geese and looked up to see if he could spot them. He was very fond of geese and thought that if the geese were planning to stop somewhere close by, he might go and try to snare one.


  The geese were there, all right, many geese, but they would not be stopping anywhere nearby. They were very high, almost as high as the clouds. No one else had even noticed them, but Three Birds had good hearing and could always hear geese when they were passing over, even if they were high, near the clouds.


  He made no comment about the business of Mexico. It seemed risky, to him, but if Kicking Wolf wanted to go, that was enough for Three Birds. When there was discussion he rarely spoke his thoughts. He liked to keep his own thoughts inside him, and not mix them up promiscuously with the thoughts of other warriors, or of women, or of anyone. His thoughts were his; he didn’t want them out in the air. Because of the firm way he stuck to his preference and kept his thoughts inside himself, some Comanches thought he was a mute. They thought he was too dumb to talk and were puzzled that Kicking Wolf put so much stock in his ability.


  Sometimes even Kicking Wolf himself was annoyed by Three Birds’ silence, his unwillingness to give an opinion.


  “What is wrong with you?” he asked Three Birds one time. “You never speak. Where are your words? Are you so ignorant that you have forgotten all your words?”


  Three Birds had been a little offended by Kicking Wolf’s rude speech. When Kicking Wolf asked him that question Three Birds got up and left the camp for a week. He saw no reason to stay around if Kicking Wolf was going to be rude to him. He had not forgotten his words and would speak them when he felt like it. He did not feel he had to speak idle words just because Kicking Wolf had decided that he was in a mood to hear him speak.


  What Three Birds saw, when he looked in the sky, besides the geese that were not stopping, was that it was going to get even colder than it had been; it was going to stay very cold for a while yet. There would be more snow and more sleet.


  “When will you steal the Buffalo Horse?” Red Badger asked. Red Badger was the opposite of Three Birds. He could not hold in his questions, or stay quiet for long. Red Badger often talked even when he had nothing to say that anyone at all would want to hear.


  Kicking Wolf didn’t answer the loquacious young warrior. He was thinking of the south, and of how angry Big Horse Scull would be when he woke up and discovered that his great warhorse was gone.


  15.


  MAGGIE COULD TELL by the footsteps that the man outside her door was drunk. The footsteps were unsteady and the man had just lurched into the wall, though it was early morning. A man so drunk at that hour of the morning that he could not walk steadily might have been drinking all night. The thought made her very apprehensive, so apprehensive that she considered not opening her door. A man that drunk might well be violent—he might beat her or tear her clothes. Maybe he would be quick and pass out—that sometimes happened with men who were very drunk—but that was about the best that she could expect, if she opened her door to a drunk. Some drunks merely wallowed on her, unable to finish; or the exertion might agitate the man’s stomach—more than once men had thrown up on her or fouled her bed with vomit.


  For Maggie, it had never been easy, opening her door to a man. Once the door was open she was caught; if a bad man or a cruel man was standing there, then she was in for a bad time. Sometimes, of course, the customer outside her door would just be some unhappy man whose wife had passed away. Those men, who were just looking for a little pleasure or comfort, were not a problem. The men she feared were the men who wanted to punish women—that was the chief peril of her profession; Maggie had endured many sweaty, desperate times, dealing with such men.


  She always opened the door, though; not opening it could cause consequences just as grave. The man outside might grow angry enough to break down the door, in which case the landlord might throw her out. At the very least, she would have to pay for the door. Besides that, the customer might go to the sheriff and complain; he might claim that she had stolen money—that or some other accusation. The word of any man, however dishonest, was worth more with a sheriff than the word of a whore. Or the aggrieved customer might complain to his friends and stir them up; several times gangs of men had caught her, egged on by some dissatisfied customer. Those times had been bad. Much as it might frighten her to open her door, Maggie never let herself forget that she was a whore and had to live by certain rules, one being that you opened the door to the customer before the customer got mad enough to break it down.


  Still, it was her room—she felt she could at least take her time buttoning her dress. It was important to her that her dress be buttoned modestly before she let a man into her room. She knew it might seem contradictory, since the man outside was coming in to pay her to unbutton the same dress; but Maggie still buttoned up. She felt that if she ever started opening the door with her dress unbuttoned she would lose all hope for herself. There was time enough to do what she had to do when the man had paid his money.


  She opened the door cautiously and received a grim shock: the person who had just lurched down the hall was the young ranger Jake Spoon, who had only been in the troop a few weeks. He was so drunk that he had dropped to his knees and was holding his stomach—but when he saw Maggie he mastered his gut and put out a hand, so she could help him up.


  “Why, Mr. Spoon,” Maggie said. “Are you sickly?”


  Instead of answering Jake Spoon crawled past her, into her room. Once inside he got to his feet and walked unsteadily across the room to her bed—then he sat down on the bed and began to pull off his boots and unbutton his shirt. Jake Spoon looked up at her mutely—he seemed to be puzzled by the fact that she was still standing in the doorway.


  “I got money,” he said. “I ain’t a cheat.”


  Then he pulled his shirt off, dropped it on the floor, and stood up, holding on to a bedpost to steady himself. Without even looking at her again he opened his pants.


  Maggie felt her heart sink. Jake was a Texas Ranger, although just come to the troop. In the years that Maggie had been seeing Woodrow Call it had become known to the rangers that she and Woodrow had an attachment. It was not yet the sort of attachment that Maggie yearned for; if it had been she would not have been renting a cheap room, and opening her door to drunken strangers.


  But it was an attachment; she wanted it and Woodrow wanted it, though he might have been slow to admit it. Sensing the attachment, the other rangers who knew Woodrow well had gradually begun to leave Maggie alone. They soon realized that it was distasteful to her, to be selling herself to Woodrow’s friends. Though Call never said anything directly, the rangers could tell that he didn’t like it if one of them went with Maggie. Augustus McCrae, an indiscriminate whorer, would never think of approaching Maggie, although he had long admired her looks and her deportment. Indeed, Gus had often urged Woodrow to marry Maggie, and end her chancy life as a whore, a life that so often led to sickness or death at an early age.


  Woodrow had so far declined to marry her, but lately he had been more helpful, and more generous with money. Now he sometimes gave her money to buy things for her room, small conveniences that she couldn’t afford. It was her deepest hope and fondest dream that Woodrow would someday forbid her to whore; maybe what they had wouldn’t go as far as marriage, but at least it might remove her from the rough traffic that had been her life.


  Woodrow’s argument, the few times they had approached the subject, was that he was often gone for months on hazardous patrols, any one of which could result in his death. He felt Maggie ought to take care of herself and continue to earn what she could in case he was cut down in battle. Of course, Maggie knew that rangering was dangerous and that Woodrow might be killed, in which case her dream of a life with him would never be realized.


  She never spoke of her life as a whore, when she was with Woodrow; in her own mind her real life was their life. The rest of it she tried to pretend was happening to someone else. But the pretense was only a lie she told herself to help her get through the days. In fact it was her who opened her door to the men, who took their money, who inspected them to see that they were not diseased, who accepted them into her body. She had been a desperate girl, with both parents dead, when she was led into whoring in San Antonio; now she was no longer a girl, but the desperation was still with her. She felt it even then, as Jake Spoon stood there in her room, drunk almost to the point of nausea, with his pants open, pointing himself at her and waiting sullenly.


  Woodrow didn’t know about her desperation—Maggie had never told him how much she hated what she did. He might have sensed it at times, but he didn’t know how hard it was, on a morning when all she wanted to do was sit quietly and sew, to have to deal with a man so drunk that he had to crawl into her room. Worse than that, he was a ranger, the same as Woodrow; he ought to have known to seek another whore.


  “Why are you standing over there? I’m ready,” Jake said. His pants had slipped down to his ankles; he had to bend to pull them up, so he could dig into his pocket and come out with the coins.


  “But you’re sickly, Mr. Spoon—you can barely stand up,” Maggie said, trying to think of some stratagem that would cause him to get dressed again and go away.


  “Don’t need to stand up and I ain’t sick,” Jake said, though, to his dismay, the act of speaking almost caused his stomach to come up. He swayed for a moment but fought the nausea down. It was the whore’s fault, he decided—she hadn’t come over to help him with his clothes, as a whore should.


  He fumbled again for the coins and finally got them out of his pocket.


  Looking at the whore, who had closed the door behind her but still stood across the room, staring at him, Jake felt his anger rising. Her name was Maggie, he knew; the boys all said she was sweet on Woodrow Call, but Woodrow Call was far up the plains and the warning meant little to Jake. All whores were sweet on somebody.


  “Come here—I got the money!” he demanded. In his mind, which swirled from drink, was the recent memory of the wild games he had played with Inez Scull—acts so raw that even whores might not do them. He didn’t like it that the whore he had chosen was so standoffish. What of it if she was sweet on Woodrow Call?


  Maggie saw there was no way out of it, without risking the sheriff, or a worse calamity. In another minute the young ranger would start yelling, or else do her violence. She didn’t want the yelling or the violence, which might lead to her having to move from the room she had tried to make into a pleasant place for Woodrow to visit when he was home.


  She didn’t want to get thrown out, so she went across the room and accepted Jake Spoon’s money. She didn’t look Jake in the eye; she tried to make herself small. Maybe, if she was lucky, the boy would just do it and go.


  Maggie wasn’t lucky, though. The minute she took Jake’s money he drew back his hand and slapped her hard in the face.


  Jake slapped the whore because he was angry with her for being so standoffish and lingering so long, but he also gave her the slap because that was how Madame Scull had started things with him. The minute he walked up stairs she would come out of the bedroom and slap his face. The next thing he knew they would be on the floor, tussling fiercely. Then they would do the raw things.


  He wanted, again, what he had had with Inez Scull. He didn’t understand why she had cut his hair and thrown him out. Her coldness upset him so that he stole a bottle of whiskey from a shed behind the saloon and drank the whole bottle down. The whiskey burned at first, and then numbed him a little, but it didn’t cool the fever he felt at the memory of his hot tusslings with Inez Scull. Only a woman could cool that fever, and the handiest woman happened to be Woodrow Call’s whore.


  She had very white skin, the whore—when he slapped her, her cheek became immediately red. But the slap didn’t set things off, as it had when Madame Scull slapped him. Maggie, Call’s whore, didn’t utter a sound. She didn’t slap him back, or grab him, or do anything wild or raw. She just put the money away, took off her dress, and lay back on the bed, waiting. She wouldn’t even so much as look at him, although, in an effort to make her a little more lively, he pulled her hair. But neither the slap nor the hair pulling worked at all. Except for flexing herself a little when he crawled on top of her, the whore didn’t move a muscle, or speak or cry out or yell or bite or even sigh. She didn’t scream and kick and jerk, as Madame Scull did every time they were together.


  As soon as the young ranger finished—it took considerably longer than she had hoped—Maggie got off the bed and went behind a little screen, to clean herself. She meant to stay behind the screen, hiding, until Jake Spoon left. She knew she would have a bad bruise on her cheek, from the slap. She didn’t want to see the young man again, if she could help it.


  Again, though, Maggie was not lucky. While she was cleaning herself she heard Jake retching and went out to find him on his hands and knees again. At least he was vomiting in a basin; he had not ruined the new carpet she had saved up to buy.


  Jake Spoon heaved and heaved. Maggie saw how young he was and took a little pity. When he finished being sick she cleaned him up a little and helped him out the door.


  16.


  “NOW BOYS, LOOK THERE!” Inish Scull said, pointing westward at a small red butte. “See that? Pretend it’s your Alps.”


  “Our what, Captain?” Long Bill inquired. It was breakfast time—Deets had just fried up some tasty bacon, and the breeze, though chilly, could be tolerated, particularly while he was sitting at the campfire holding a tin mug of scalding coffee that in texture was almost as thick as mud. All the rangers were hunched over their cups, letting the steam from the scalding coffee warm their cold faces. The exception was Woodrow Call, already saddled up and ready to ride—though even he had no notion of where they were headed, or why. They had traveled due south for a few days, but then the Captain suddenly bent to the west, toward a long empty space where, so far as any of the rangers knew, there was nothing to see or do.


  The low, flat-topped hill was red in the morning sunlight.


  “The Alps, Mr. Coleman!” the Captain repeated. “If you find yourself in Switzerland or France you have to cross them before you can get to Italy and eat the tasty noodle. That was Hannibal’s challenge. He had all those elephants, but the Alpine passes were deep in snow. What was he to do?”


  Captain Scull was drinking brandy, his morning drink and his evening drink, too, when he could have it. One well-padded brace of saddlebags contained nothing but brandy. A tipple or swallow or two in the morning cleared his head wonderfully, when he was campaigning, and also rarely failed to put him in a pedagogical mood. History, military history in particular, was his passion. Harvard wanted him to teach it, but he saw no reason to be teaching military history when he could go out in the field and make it, so he packed up the ardent Dolly Johnson, his Birmingham bride, and went to Texas to fight in the Mexican War, where he promptly captured three substantial towns and a number of sad villages. The air of the raw frontier so invigorated him that he gave little thought to going back to Boston, to the library and the ivied hall. Because of his long string of victories in Mexico he was soon offered the command of the disheveled but staunch band of irregulars known as the Texas Rangers.


  Inish Scull was convinced, from what he knew of politics, that a great civil conflict was looming in America, but that conflict was yet some years away. When it came, Inish Scull meant to have a generalship—and what better way to capture the attention of the War Department than to whip the Comanche, the Kiowa, the Apache, the Pawnee, or any other tribe that attempted to resist the advance of Anglo-Saxon settlement?


  Scull might not have broken the wild tribes yet, but he had harried them vigorously for almost ten years, while, little by little, settlement crept up the rivers and into the fertile valleys. Farms and ranches were established, burned out by the red men, and built again. Small poor townships were formed; wagon roads rutted the prairie; and the government slowly placed its line of forts along the northern and western line of settlement. All the while, Scull and his rangers ranged and ranged, hanging cattle thieves in the south and challenging the fighting Indians to the north.


  Still, now and then, with a prickle of brandy in his nostrils, and a cold wind worthy of New England cooling his neck, Scull found that the professor was likely to revive in him, a little. At moments he missed the learned talk of Cambridge; at times he grew depressed when he considered the gap in knowledge between himself and the poor dull fellows he commanded—they were brave beyond reason, but, alas, untutored. Young Call, it was true, was eager to learn, and Augustus McCrae sometimes mimicked a few lines of Latin picked up in some Tennessee school. But, the truth was, the men were ignorant, which is why, from time to time, with no immediate enemy to confront, he had started giving little impromptu lectures on the great battles of history. It was true that the little butte to the west did not look much like an Alp, but it was the only hill in sight, and would have to serve.


  “No, you see, Hannibal and his elephants were on the wrong side of the hills—or at least he wanted his enemies to think so,” Scull said, pacing back and forth, his brandy glass in his hand. He hated to drink brandy out of anything but glass. On every patrol he carefully wrapped and packed six brandy glasses, but, despite his caution, he would usually be reduced to taking his brandy out of a tin cup before the scout was finished.


  “What was he doing with elephants if he was out there in the snows?” Augustus asked. He hated it when the Captain got in one of his lecturing moods—though, since as far as he could tell they were just wandering aimlessly now, it probably didn’t much matter whether they were riding or getting a history lesson. Now there the Captain was, drunk on brandy, pointing at some dull little hill and prattling on about Hannibal and elephants and snow and Alps and Romans. Gus could not remember ever having heard of Hannibal, and he did not expect to enjoy any lecture he might receive, mainly because one of his socks had wrinkled up inside his boot somehow and left him a painful blister on the bottom of his foot. He wanted to be back in Austin. If he limped into the Forsythe store looking pitiful enough Clara might tend to his blister and permit him a kiss besides. Instead, all he had in the way of comfort was a mug of coffee and a piece of sandy bacon, and even that comfort was ending. Deets had just confided in him that they only had bacon for one more day.


  “Why, Hannibal was African,” Scull said. “He was a man of Carthage, and not the only great commander to use war elephants, either. Alexander the Great used them in India and Hannibal took his on over the Alps, snow or no snow, and fell on the Romans when they least expected it. Brilliant fighting, I call it.”


  Call tried to imagine the scene the Captain was describing—the great beasts winding up and up, into the snowy passes—but he had never seen an elephant, just a few pictures of them in books. Though he knew most of the rangers found it boresome when the Captain started in lecturing, he himself enjoyed hearing about the battles Captain Scull described. His reading ability was slowly improving, enough so that he hoped, in time, to read about some of the battles himself.


  Just as the Captain was warming to his subject, Famous Shoes suddenly appeared, almost at the Captain’s elbow. As usual, all the boys gave a start; none of them had seen the tracker approach. Even Captain Scull found Famous Shoes’ suddenly appearances a little unnerving.


  “I was in the camp of Buffalo Hump, he has a new wife,” Famous Shoes said. “His son took me prisoner for a while—he was the one who killed Mr. Watson. They call him ‘Blue Duck.’ His mother was a Mexican woman who froze to death trying to get away from Buffalo Hump.”


  Inish Scull smiled.


  “You’d make a fine professor, sir,” he said. “You’ve managed to tell us more about this scamp Blue Duck than I’ve been able to get across about Hannibal and his elephants. What else should I know? Has Kicking Wolf crossed the Alps with those stallions yet?”


  His witticism was lost on Famous Shoes, who did not particularly appreciate interruptions while trying to deliver his reports.


  “Slow Tree came into camp with many warriors and many women,” Famous Shoes went on. “Slow Tree wanted to kill me but Buffalo Hump will not let anybody kill me.”


  “Whoa, that’s news—why not?” Scull asked.


  “I helped his grandmother die,” Famous Shoes said. “I do not have to worry about Buffalo Hump.”


  “Is that all?” Scull asked.


  “You do not have to worry about Buffalo Hump either,” Famous Shoes said. “He is still with Slow Tree. But Kicking Wolf is following you now.”


  “Kicking Wolf—why, the rascal!” Scull exclaimed. “A few days ago I was following him. Why would the man we were chasing want to follow us?”


  “He probably wants to steal more horses,” Call said. “Stealing horses is what he’s good at.”


  “It could be that, or he might mean to cut our throats,” Inish Scull commented. He looked at the scout, but Famous Shoes seemed to have no opinion as to Kicking Wolf’s plans.


  “I didn’t see him,” he said. “I only saw his tracks. He has Three Birds with him.”


  “Well, that doesn’t tell me much,” Scull said. “I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Three Birds. What kind of fellow is he?”


  “Three Birds is quiet—he does not speak his thoughts,” Famous Shoes said. “The two of them are alone. The rest of the warriors are at the feast Buffalo Hump is giving for Slow Tree.”


  “If it’s just two of them, I say let ’em come,” Augustus said. “I expect we can handle two Indians, even if one of them is Kicking Wolf.”


  Call thought the opposite. Two Indians would be harder to detect than fifteen. It struck him as peculiar that Kicking Wolf chose to follow them just then; after all, he had just escaped with three fine stallions. They were probably better horses than any the ranger troop could boast—with the exception of Hector, of course.


  Scull strode up and down for a while, looking across the plain as if he expected to see Kicking Wolf heave into sight at any moment. But, except for two hawks soaring, there was nothing to see in any direction but grass.


  “I have known Three Birds for a long time,” Famous Shoes said. “He does not hate Kickapoos. Once I helped him track a cougar he had shot. I think that cougar might have got away if I hadn’t tracked it with him.”


  Augustus was sometimes irked by Famous Shoes’ pompous way of talking.


  “I expect he’s forgot about that cougar by now,” he said. “He might step up and cut your throat before he could call it to mind.”


  Famous Shoes considered the remark too absurd to reply to. Three Birds would never forget that he had helped him track the cougar, any more than Buffalo Hump would forget that he had been kind to his dying grandmother.


  “Want me to see if I can surprise them, Captain?” Call asked—he was impatient with the inactivity. Talk was fine at night, but it was daytime and his horse was saddled and eager.


  “You can’t catch them,” Famous Shoes said. “They are following you, but they are not close, and they have better horses than you do. If you chase them they will lead you so far away that you will starve before you can get back.”


  Call ignored the scout and looked at the Captain—he saw no reason to tolerate a hostile pursuit.


  Captain Scull looked at the young man with amusement—he obviously wanted to go chase Indians, despite the scout’s plain warning.


  “I’ve been out there before and I didn’t starve,” Call informed him.


  Scull pursed his lips but said nothing. He walked over to his saddlebags and rummaged in them until he came out with a small book. Then he walked back to the campfire, settled himself comfortably on a sack of potatoes, and held up the book, which was well used.


  “Xenophon,” he said. “The March of the Ten Thousand. Of course, we’re only twelve men, but when I read Xenophon I can imagine that we’re ten thousand.”


  Augustus had quietly saddled up—if there was a pursuit, he wanted to be part of it. Several other rangers began to stir themselves, pulling on their boots and looking to their guns.


  “Here, stop that!” Captain Scull said suddenly, looking up from his book. “I won’t send you off to chase a phantom, in country this spare. Just because Mr. Call didn’t starve in it on his last visit doesn’t mean he couldn’t starve tomorrow—and the rest of you too.


  “There’s always a first time, they say,” he added. “I expect it was some smart Greek said that, or else our own Papa Franklin.”


  Then he paused and smiled benignly at his confused and ragged men.


  “Ever hear Greek read, boys?” he asked. “It’s a fine old language—the language of Homer and Thucydides, not to mention Xenophon, who’s our author today. I’ve a fair amount of Greek still in my head. I’ll read to you, if you like, about the ten thousand men who marched home in defeat.”


  Nobody said yes, and nobody said no. The men just stood where they were, or sat if they had not yet risen. Deets put a few more sticks on the fire.


  “That’s fine, the ayes have it,” Captain Scull said.


  He looked around with a grin, and then, sitting on the sack of potatoes, and squinting in order to see the small print of his pocket Xenophon, he read to the troop in Greek.


  “That was worse than listening to a bunch of Comanches gobble at one another,” Long Bill said, once the reading was over and the troop once again on the move.


  “I’d rather listen to pigs squeal than to hear goings-on like that,” Ikey Ripple added.


  Augustus had disliked the reading as much as anyone, but the fact that Long Bill had spoken out against it rubbed him the wrong way.


  “That was Greek,” he reminded them haughtily. “Everybody ought to hear Greek now and then, and Latin too. I could listen all day to someone read Latin.”


  Call knew that Augustus claimed some knowledge of Latin, but he had never been convinced by the claim.


  “I doubt you know a word of either language,” Call said. “You didn’t understand that reading and neither did anybody else.”


  Unlike the rangers, Famous Shoes had been mightily impressed by the Captain’s reading. He himself could speak several dialects and follow the track of any living animal; but Captain Scull had followed an even harder and more elusive track: the tiny, intricate track that ran across the pages of the book. That Big Horse Scull could follow a little track through page after page of a book and turn what he saw into sound was a feat that never ceased to amaze the Kickapoo.


  “That might be the way a god talks,” he commented.


  “Nope, it was just some old Greek fellow who lost a war and had to tramp back home with his ten thousand men,” Augustus said.


  “That’s a lot of men,” Call said. “I wonder how many fought on the side that won.”


  “Why would you care, Woodrow? You didn’t even like hearing Greek,” Augustus pointed out.


  “No,” Call said, “but I can still wonder about that war.”


  17.


  KICKING WOLF was amused by the carelessness of Big Horse Scull, who put three men at a time to guard the rangers’ horses and the two pack mules, but did not bother with guards for the Buffalo Horse. The men on guard were rotated at short intervals, too—yet Scull did not seem to think the Buffalo Horse needed watching.


  “He does not think anyone would try to steal the Buffalo Horse,” Kicking Wolf told Three Birds, after they had watched the rangers and their horses for three nights.


  “Scull is careless,” he added.


  Three Birds, for once, had a thought he didn’t want to keep inside himself.


  “Big Horse is right,” Three Birds said. He pointed upward to the heavens, which were filled with bright stars.


  “There are as many men as there are stars,” Three Birds said. “They are not all here, but somewhere in the world there are that many men.”


  “What are you talking about?” Kicking Wolf said.


  Three Birds pointed to the North Star, a star much brighter than the little sprinkle of stars around it.


  “Only one star shines to show where the north is,” Three Birds said. “Only one star, of all the stars, shines for the north.”


  Kicking Wolf was thinking it was pleasanter when Three Birds didn’t try to speak his thoughts, but he tried to listen politely to Three Birds’ harmless words about the stars.


  “You are like the North Star,” Three Birds said. “Only you of all the men in the world could steal the Buffalo Horse. That horse might be a witch—some say that it can fly. It might turn and eat you, when you go up to it. Yet you are such a thief that you are going to steal it anyway.


  “Big Horse doesn’t know that the North Star has come to take his horse,” he added. “If he knew, he would be more careful.”


  On the fourth night, after studying the situation well, Kicking Wolf decided it was time to approach the Buffalo Horse. The weather conditions were good: there was a three-quarter moon, and the brightness of the stars was dimmed just enough by scudding, fast-moving clouds. Kicking Wolf could see all he needed to see. He had carefully prepared himself by fasting, his bowels were empty, and he had rubbed sage all over his body. Scull even left a halter on the Buffalo Horse. Once Kicking Wolf had reassured the big horse with his touch and his stroking, all he would have to do would be to take the halter and quietly lead the Buffalo Horse away.


  As he was easing along the ground on his belly, so that the lazy guards wouldn’t see him, Kicking Wolf got a big shock: suddenly the Buffalo Horse raised its ear, turned its head, and looked right at him. Kicking Wolf was close enough then that he could see the horse’s breath making little white clouds in the cold night.


  When he realized that the Buffalo Horse knew he was there, Kicking Wolf remembered Three Birds’ warning that the horse might be a witch. For an instant, Kicking Wolf felt fear—big fear. In a second or two the big horse could be on him, trampling him or biting him before he could crawl away.


  Immediately Kicking Wolf rose to a crouch, and got out of sight of the Buffalo Horse as fast as he could. He was very frightened, and he had not been frightened during the theft of a horse in many years. The Buffalo Horse had smelled him even though he had no smell, and heard him even though he made no sound.


  “I think he heard my breath,” he said, when he was safely back with Three Birds. “A man cannot stop his breath.”


  “The other horses didn’t know you were there,” Three Birds told him. “Only the Buffalo Horse noticed you.”


  Though he was not ready to admit it, Kicking Wolf had begun to believe that Three Birds might be right. The Buffalo Horse might be a witch horse, a horse that could not be stolen.


  “We could shoot it and see if it dies,” Three Birds suggested. “If it dies it is not a witch horse.”


  “Be quiet,” Kicking Wolf said. “I don’t want to shoot it. I want to steal it.”


  “Why?” Three Birds asked. He could not quite fathom why Kicking Wolf had taken it into his head to steal the Buffalo Horse. Certainly it was a big stout horse whose theft would embarrass the Texans. But Three Birds took a practical view. If it was a witch horse, as he believed, then it could not be stolen, and if it wasn’t a witch horse, then it was only another animal—an animal that would die someday, like all animals. He did not understand why Kicking Wolf wanted it so badly.


  “It is the great horse of the Texans—it is the best horse in the world,” Kicking Wolf said, when he saw Three Birds looking at him quizzically.


  Once he calmed down he decided he had been too hasty in his judgment. Probably the Buffalo Horse wasn’t a witch horse at all—probably it just had an exceptionally keen nose. He decided to follow the rangers another day or two, so he could watch the horse a little more closely.


  It was aggravating to him that Famous Shoes, the Kickapoo tracker, was with the Texans. Famous Shoes was bad luck, Kicking Wolf thought. He was a cranky man who was apt to turn up anywhere, usually just when you didn’t want to see him. He enjoyed the protection of Buffalo Hump, though: otherwise some Comanche would have killed him long ago.


  The old men said that Famous Shoes could talk to animals—they believed that there had been a time when all people had been able to talk freely with animals, to exchange bits of information that might be helpful, one to another. There were even a few people who supposed that Kicking Wolf himself could talk to horses—otherwise how could he persuade them to follow him quietly out of herds that were well guarded by the whites?


  Kicking Wolf knew that was silly. He could not talk to horses, and he wasn’t sure that anyone could talk to animals, anymore. But the old people insisted that some few humans still retained the power to talk with birds and beasts, and they thought Famous Shoes might be such a person.


  Kicking Wolf doubted it, but then some of the old ones were very wise; they might know more about the matter than he did. If the Kickapoo tracker could really talk to animals, then he might have spoken to the Buffalo Horse and told him Kicking Wolf meant to steal him. Whether he could talk to animals or not, Famous Shoes was an exceptional tracker. He would certainly be aware that he and Three Birds were following the Texans. But he was a curious man. He might not have taken the trouble to mention this fact to the Texans—he might only have told the Buffalo Horse, feeling that was all that was necessary.


  It was while watching the Buffalo Horse make water one evening that Kicking Wolf remembered old Queta, the grandfather of Heavy Leg, Buffalo Hump’s oldest wife. Queta, too, had been a great horsethief; he was not very free with his secrets, but once, while drunk, he had mentioned to Kicking Wolf that the way to steal difficult horses was to approach them while they were pissing. When a horse made water it had to stretch out—it could not move quickly, once its flow started. Kicking Wolf had already noticed that the Buffalo Horse made water for an exceptionally long time. The big horse would stretch out, his legs spread and his belly close to the ground, and would pour out a hot yellow stream for several minutes. If Big Horse Scull was mounted when this happened he sometimes took a book out of his saddlebags and read it. On one occasion, while the Buffalo Horse was pissing, Scull did something very strange, something that went with the view that the Buffalo Horse was a witch horse. Scull slipped backward onto the big horse’s rump, put his head on the saddle, and raised his legs. He stood on his head in the saddle while the Buffalo Horse pissed. Of course it was not unusual for men who were good riders to do feats of horsemanship—Comanche riders, particularly young riders, did them all the time. But neither Kicking Wolf nor Three Birds had ever seen a rider stand on his head while a horse was pissing.


  “I think Big Horse is crazy,” Three Birds said, when he saw that. Those were his last words on the subject and his only words on any subject for several days. Three Birds decided he had been talking too much; he went back to his old habit of keeping his thoughts inside himself.


  Kicking Wolf decided he should wait until the Buffalo Horse was pissing before he approached him again. It would require patience, because horses did not always make water at night; they were more apt to wait and relieve themselves in the early morning.


  When he mentioned his intention to Three Birds, Three Birds merely made a gesture indicating that he was not in the mood to speak.


  Then, that very night, opportunity came. The men who were around the campfire were all singing; the Texans sang almost every night, even if it was cold. Kicking Wolf was not far from the Buffalo Horse when the big horse began to stretch out. As soon as the stream of piss was flowing from the horse’s belly, Kicking Wolf moved, and this time the big horse did not look around. In a minute, Kicking Wolf was close to him and grasped the halter—the Buffalo Horse gave a little snort of surprise, but that was all. All the time the Buffalo Horse was pissing Kicking Wolf stroked him, as he had stroked the many horses he had stolen. When the yellow water ceased to flow Kicking Wolf pulled on the halter, and, to his relief, the big horse followed him. The great horse moved as quietly as he did, a fact that, for a moment, frightened Kicking Wolf. Maybe he was not the one playing the trick—maybe the Buffalo Horse was a witch horse, in which case the horse might be following so quietly only in order to get him off somewhere and eat him.


  Soon, though, they were almost a mile from the ranger camp, and the Buffalo Horse had not eaten him or given him any trouble at all. It was following as meekly as a donkey—or more meekly; few donkeys were meek—then Kicking Wolf felt a great surge of pride. He had done what no other Comanche warrior could have done: he had stolen the Buffalo Horse, the greatest horse that he had ever taken, the greatest horse the Texans owned.


  He walked another mile, and then mounted the Buffalo Horse and rode slowly to where he had left Three Birds. He did not want to gallop, not yet. None of the rangers were alert enough to pick up a horse’s gallop at that distance, but Famous Shoes was there, and he might put his ear to the ground and hear the gallop.


  Three Birds was in some kind of trance when Kicking Wolf rode up to him. Three Birds had their horses ready, but he himself was sitting on a blanket, praying. The man often prayed at inconvenient times. When he looked up from his prayer and saw Kicking Wolf coming on the Buffalo Horse all he said was, “Ho!”


  “I have stolen the Buffalo Horse,” Kicking Wolf said. “You shouldn’t be sitting on that dirty blanket praying. You should be making a good song about what I have done tonight. I went to the Buffalo Horse while he was making water, and I stole him. When Big Horse Scull gets up in the morning he will be so angry he will want to make a great war on us.”


  Three Birds thought that what Kicking Wolf said was probably true. Scull would make a great war, because his horse had been stolen. He immediately stopped praying and caught his horse.


  “Let’s go a long way now,” he said. “All those Texans will be chasing us, when it gets light.”


  “We will go a long way, but don’t forget to make the song,” Kicking Wolf said.


  18.


  “GENIUS! IT’S ABSOLUTE GENIUS!” Inish Scull said, when told that his great warhorse, Hector, had been stolen. “The man took Hector right out from under my nose. The other horses, now that took skill. But stealing Hector? That’s genius!”


  It was hardly the reaction the rangers had expected. The four men on guard at the time—Long Bill Coleman, Pea Eye Parker, Neely Dickens, and Finch Seeger—were lined up with hangdog looks on their faces. All of them expected the firing squad; after all, they had let the most important horse in Texas get stolen.


  None of them had seen or heard a thing, either. The big horse had been grazing peacefully the last time they had looked. They had been expecting Kicking Wolf to try for the other horses. It hadn’t occurred to any of them that he might steal the big horse.


  “You should have expected it!” Call told them sternly, when the theft was discovered. “He might be big, but he was still a horse, and horses are what Kicking Wolf steals.”


  Augustus McCrae, like Captain Scull, could not suppress a sneaking admiration for Kicking Wolf’s daring. It was a feat so bold it had to be credited, and he told Woodrow as much.


  “I don’t credit it,” Call said. “It’s still just a thief stealing a horse. We ought to be chasing him, instead of standing around talking about it.”


  “We’ve been chasing him off and on for ten years and we ain’t caught him,” Gus pointed out. “The man’s too fleet for us. I’d like to see you go into Buffalo Hump’s camp and steal one of his horses sometime.”


  “I don’t claim to be a horsethief,” Call said. “The reason we don’t catch him is because we stop to sleep and he don’t.”


  Call felt a deep irritation at what had happened. The irritation was familiar; he had felt it almost every time they had gone after the Comanches. In a direct conflict they might win, if the conflict went on long enough for their superior weaponry to prevail. But few engagements with the Comanche involved direct conflict. It was chase and wait, thrust and parry—and, always, the Comanches concentrated on what they were doing while the rangers usually piddled. Their own preparations were seldom thorough, or their tactics precise—the Comanches were supposed to be primitive, yet they fought with more intelligence than the rangers were usually able to muster. It irked Call, and had always irked him. He resolved that if he ever got to be a captain he would plan better and press the enemy harder, once a battle was joined.


  Of course the force they had to deploy was not large. Captain Scull, like Buffalo Hump, preferred to mount a small, quick, mobile troop. Yet in Call’s view there was always something ragtag about the ranger forces he went out with. Some of the men would always be drunk, or in love with a whore, or deep into a gambling frenzy when the time came to leave; they would be left behind while men who were barely skilled enough to manage town life would join up, wanting a grand adventure. Also, the state of Texas allotted little money for the ranger force—now that the Comanches had stopped snatching children from the outskirts of Austin and San Antonio, the legislature saw no need to be generous with the rangers.


  “They don’t need us anymore, the damn politicians,” Augustus said. He had become increasingly resentful of all forms of law and restraint. The result of the legislature’s parsimonious attitude toward frontier defense meant that the rangers often had to set out on a pursuit indifferently mounted and poorly provisioned. Often, like the Indians they were pursuing, they had to depend on hunting—or even fishing—in order to survive until they could get back.


  Now, though, Kicking Wolf had stolen the big horse, and all Captain Scull could think of to do was call him a genius.


  “What is a genius, anyway?” Augustus asked, addressing the question to the company at large.


  “I guess the Captain’s a genius, you ought to ask him,” Call said.


  The Captain, at the moment, was walking around with Famous Shoes, attempting to discover how the theft had been accomplished.


  “A genius is somebody with six toes or more on one foot,” Long Bill declared. “That’s what I was told at home.”


  Neely Dickens, a small, reedy man prone to quick darting motions that reminded Gus of minnows, took a different view.


  “Geniuses don’t have no warts,” he claimed.


  “In that case I’m a genius because I am rarely troubled with warts,” Augustus said.


  “I’ve heard that geniuses are desperate smart,” Teddy Beatty said. “I met one once up in St. Louis and he could spell words backwards and even say numbers backwards too.”


  “Now, what would be the point of spelling backwards?” Augustus asked. “If you spell backwards you wouldn’t have much of a word. I expect you was drunk when you met that fellow.”


  Finch Seeger, the largest and slowest man in the company when it came to movement, was also the slowest when it came to thinking. Often Finch would devote a whole day to one thought—the thought that he wanted to go to a whorehouse, for example. He did not take much interest in the question of geniuses, but he had no trouble keeping an interest in food. Deets had informed the company that there was only a little bacon left, and yet they were a long way from home. The prospect of baconless travel bored into Finch’s mind like a screwworm, so painfully that he was moved to make a comment.


  “Pig,” he said, to everyone’s surprise. “I wish we had us a good fat pig.”


  “Now Finch, keep quiet,” Augustus said, though the comment was the only word Finch Seeger had uttered in several days.


  “No one was discussing swine,” Gus added.


  “No one was discussing anything,” Call remarked. “Finch has as much right to talk as you have.”


  Finch ignored the controversy his remark had ignited. He looked across the empty prairie and his mind made a picture of a fat pig. The pig was nosing around behind a chaparral bush, trying to root out a mouse, or perhaps a snake. He meant to be watchful during the day, so that if they came upon the pig he saw in his mind they could kill it promptly and replenish their bacon supply.


  “Well, that’s one less horse,” Long Bill commented. “I guess one of us will have to ride a pack mule, unless the Captain intends to walk.”


  “I doubt he intends to walk, we’re a far piece out,” Call said, only to be confounded a few minutes later by the Captain’s announcement that he intended to do just that.


  “Kicking Wolf stole Hector while Hector was pissing—it was the only time he could have approached him,” Scull announced to the men. “Famous Shoes figured it out. Took him while he was pissing. Famous Shoes thinks he might have whispered a spell into his ear, but I doubt that.”


  While the rangers watched he began to rake around in his saddlebags, from which he extracted his big plug of tobacco, a small book, and a box of matches wrapped in oilskin. He had a great gray coat rolled up behind his saddle, but, after a moment’s thought, he left it rolled up.


  “Too heavy,” he said. “I’ll be needing to travel light. I’ll just dig a hole at night, bury a few coals in it, and sleep on them if it gets nippy.”


  Scull stuffed a coat pocket full of bullets, pulled his rifle out of its scabbard, and scanned the plain with a cheerful, excited look on his face, actions which puzzled Call and Gus in the extreme. Captain Scull seemed to be making preparations to strike out on foot, although they were far out on the llano and in the winter too. The Comanches knew where they were, Buffalo Hump and Slow Tree as well. What would induce the Captain to be making preparations for foot travel?


  And what was the troop to do, while he walked?


  But Scull had a cheerful grin on his bearded face.


  “Opportunity, men—it knocks but once,” he said. “I think it was Papa Franklin who said that—it’s in Poor Richard, I believe. Now, adversity and opportunity are kissing cousins, I say. My horse is missing but he’s no dainty animal. He leaves a big track. I’ve always meant to study tracking—it’s a skill I lack. Famous Shoes here is a great authority. He claims he can even track bugs. So we’ll be leaving you now, gentlemen. Famous Shoes is going to teach me tracking, while he follows my horse.”


  “But Captain, what about us?” Long Bill asked, unable to suppress the question.


  “Why, go home, boys, just go home,” Captain Scull said. “Just go home—no need for you to trail along while I’m having my instruction. Mr. Call and Mr. McCrae, I’ll make you co-commanders. Take these fine men back to Austin and see that they are paid when you get there.”


  The rangers looked at one another, mightily taken aback by this development. Famous Shoes had not returned to camp. He was waiting on the plain, near where the big horse had been taken. Captain Scull rummaged a little more in his saddlebags but found nothing more that he needed.


  “I’ve got to pare down to essentials, men,” he said, still with his excited grin. “A knife, some tobacco, my firearms, matches—a man ought to be able to walk from Cape Cod to California with no more than that. And if he can’t he deserves to die where he drops, I say.”


  Call thought the man was mad. He was so impatient to be striking out alone, into the middle of nowhere, that he didn’t even want to stop and give proper orders—he just wanted to leave.


  So—suddenly and unexpectedly—he and Augustus had been thrown into a situation they had often discussed. They were in charge of a troop of rangers, if only for the course of a homeward journey. It was what they had long desired, and yet it had arrived too suddenly. It didn’t seem right.


  “So, we are just to go home?” Call said, to be sure he had it right.


  “Yes, home,” Captain Scull said. “If you encounter any rank bandits along the way, hang them. Otherwise, get on home and wait until you hear from me.”


  We won’t hear from you, you fool, Augustus thought. But he didn’t say it.


  “What will we tell Mrs. Scull?” he inquired.


  “Why, nothing,” Scull said. “Inez ain’t your concern, she’s mine. If I were you I’d just try to avoid her.”


  “Sir, she may be worried,” Call said.


  The Captain stopped rummaging in his saddlebags for a moment and turned his head, as if the notion that his wife might be worried about him was a novelty he had never before considered.


  “Why, no, Mr. Call,” he said. “Inez won’t be worried. She’ll just be angry.”


  He grinned once more at the troop, waved his hand, picked up his rifle, and strode off toward Famous Shoes, who fell in with him without a word. The two men, both short, walked away into the empty distance.


  “Well, there they go, Woodrow,” Gus said. “We’re captains now, I reckon.”


  “I reckon,” Call said.


  19.


  THE DEPARTURE of their captain was so sudden, so unexpected, and so incomprehensible to the rangers, one and all, that for a time they all stood where they were, staring at the two departing figures, who were very soon swallowed up by a dip in the prairies.


  “If I wasn’t awake I’d think I was asleep,” Long Bill said. “I’d think I was having a dream.”


  “Don’t you be bossing me yet, Gus,” he added, a moment later. “This might just be a dream.”


  “No, it’s no dream,” Call said. “The Captain left, and he left on foot.”


  “Well, the fool ought to have taken a horse, or a mule, at least,” Augustus said. His thoughts were confused, from the suddenness of it. Captain Scull was gone and now he was a captain himself, or half of one, at least.


  “That’s my view,” Neely Dickens said. “If he didn’t like none of the spare horses he could have taken the mule, at least. Then he’d have something to eat if there wasn’t no game to be found.”


  “He’s with Famous Shoes,” Call reminded them. “Famous Shoes travels all over this country and he don’t starve.”


  “He might find that pig before we do,” Finch Seeger remarked apprehensively. The pig he had seen in his mind, rooting behind a chaparral bush, had quickly become a reality to him. He was annoyed by the thought that Captain Scull might beat him to the pig—in his mind the pig belonged to the troop—Deets could cook it up in a tasty way.


  The country did not look like pig country, to Deets. “I be happy with a few prairie dogs,” he whispered to Pea Eye.


  Pea Eye was wishing ever more powerfully that he had not chosen to become a Texas Ranger so early in his life. His understanding of the business was that captains always stayed with their troops, yet their captain had just walked off. It was confusing behavior; and it was still windy, too. He thought he might like rangering a little better if the wind would just die.


  It did not take Augustus McCrae more than three minutes to adjust to his promotion to captain. He had been feeling rather gloomy, thanks to low grub and uncertain prospects, and now all of a sudden he was a captain, a thing that made him feel better almost immediately. He decided that his first act as captain would be to press for a quick return to Austin, so he could tell the news to Clara. Now that he was a captain she would have no excuse to refuse him. He meant to point that out to her plainly, as soon as they arrived.


  “Now, don’t you be bossing me too hard today, Gus,” Long Bill said. “I’ve got to have a day or two to adjust to this notion that you’re a captain.”


  “That’s twice you’ve said that. I order you to shut up about it,” Gus said. “You oughtn’t to be picking on me anyway. Woodrow’s a captain too and he’ll be a harder boss than me once he gets the hang of the job.”


  “Hang of it? Surviving’s the hang of it,” Call said. “I scarcely even know where we are, and I doubt you do either.”


  “Well, we’re west, I know that,” Augustus said. “Dern the Captain, why’d he take our scout?”


  “Scout up my fat pig, if you don’t mind,” Finch Seeger said. “He’s behind a bush, rooting up a snake, I expect.”


  All the rangers felt a little embarrassed by Finch’s fixation on an imaginary pig. Finch Seeger was a ranger mainly because of his strength. If a log was in the way of a wagon, Finch could dismount and remove it without assistance; but of course that skill was useless on the llano, where there were few obstructions to free travel. With no logs to clear away, Finch’s usefulness as a ranger was much diminished. The fact was, Finch was not entirely right in the head. Once he formed a notion that pleased him, he wrapped his mind around it like a chain.


  “Now hush about that hog, Finch,” Neely Dickens said. He was a little embarrassed for his friend. Anybody could see they weren’t likely to encounter a pig.


  “We’re in dry country,” Call said. “We better decide which river to make for.”


  “I vote for the good old Brazos,” Long Bill said. “The Brazos ain’t far from my home and my Pearl.”


  Call walked off a little distance, hoping Augustus would follow. He considered Captain Scull derelict, for simply walking off from his command. The fact that he had split the command between himself and Augustus didn’t seem very sensible, either. Though he and Augustus were good friends, they had a way of disagreeing about almost everything. As soon as he said they ought to make for the Brazos, Gus would argue that they were closer to the Pecos. Fear of disagreement had prompted him to walk off. He didn’t want to start off his captaincy by quarreling in front of the boys.


  Augustus, though, once he came and joined Call, proved hesitant. Though he was pleased for a few minutes to be a captain, the responsibility of it quickly came to seem overwhelming. What if he gave an order and it proved to be the wrong order? All the men might die. Woodrow’s first remark had been correct: surviving was what they had to think of. They had only one day’s food, and little water. The very emptiness of the plain was daunting. One direction might be no better than another.


  “Which way do you think we ought to go?” Woodrow asked—Augustus opened his mouth to answer and then realized he didn’t know what to say. The weight of command had suddenly become very heavy. He had no idea which way they ought to go.


  “Aren’t you going to say something?” Woodrow asked. “You’ve been talking ever since I’ve known you, why’d you suddenly dry up?”


  “Because I don’t know how to be a captain—at least I’m man enough to admit it,” Augustus said. “What do you think we ought to do, if you know so much?”


  “I don’t know so much,” Call said. “I’ve taken orders the whole time I’ve been a ranger. Why would I know any more than you do?”


  “Because you’re a studier, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “You’ve been reading in that book about Napoleon for years. Me, I’m mainly just a whorer.”


  He took one more look at the landscape, and then turned to his friend.


  “All right,” he said. “I’ll try to captain if you’ll help. I favor trying to strike the Red River. I expect the Pecos is closer but there’s little game on the Pecos. If we go that way we’d probably have to eat the horses. We’ve got those extra mules. I say we eat the mules, if we have to, and make for the Red. There’s plentiful deer along the Red.”


  To Gus’s relief, Woodrow Call smiled, a rare thing in general, Woodrow being mainly solemn, but especially rare considering the hard circumstances they faced.


  “The Red was my thinking too,” Call said.


  “Is it?” Augustus said, relieved. Usually Woodrow took the opposite view, just because it was opposite, as far as he could tell.


  Both of them turned for a moment and looked at the camp, fifty yards away. All the rangers were looking at them, waiting to see if they would quarrel.


  “The boys depend on us now,” Call said. “It’s up to us to get them home.”


  “I just hope we don’t run into a big bunch of Comanches,” Augustus said. “A big bunch of Comanches could probably finish us.”


  “One of us will have to scout, and the other stay with the troop,” Call said.


  “I agree,” Gus said.


  “It’s a big thing we’re taking on,” Call said. “We need to keep our heads and do it right.”


  “We’ll get these boys home,” Augustus said, proud but a little nervous. He looked once more at Woodrow, to be sure they were still agreed on the directions.


  “So the Red River it is?” he said.


  “Yes, and let’s get started,” Call said. “The Red River it is.”


  20.


  FAMOUS SHOES was surprised to see that Big Horse Scull could walk so well. Usually he could easily walk off and leave any white man, but he did not walk off and leave Scull. When they camped the first night the man did not seem tired, nor did he insist on the large wasteful fires that the whites usually made when the nights were cold. Their fire was only a few sticks, with just enough flame to singe the prairie chicken Scull had hit with a rock. The clouds blew away and the stars above them were very clear, as they divided the skinny bird, which was old and tough.


  Famous Shoes had begun to realize that Scull was a very unusual man. They had walked all day at a fast clip, yet Scull did not seem tired and did not appear to want sleep. Famous Shoes yawned and grew sleepy but Scull merely kept chewing his tobacco and spitting out the juice. Famous Shoes thought Scull might be some form of witch or possessed person. He was not a comfortable man to be with. There was something in him like the lightning, a small lightning but still apt to flash at any moment. Famous Shoes did not enjoy being with a man who flashed like lightning, causing unquiet feelings, but there was not much he could do about it.


  “Do you know this Ahumado?” Scull asked.


  “No,” Famous Shoes said, very startled by the question. They were pursuing Kicking Wolf, not Ahumado.


  “No one knows Ahumado,” he added. “I only know where he lives.”


  “Somebody must know him,” Scull said. He had begun to think of walking to Mexico, to kill Ahumado, the man who had shot him and also Hector. The thought of a lone strike had only occurred to him that day. Once he had wanted to take cannons to Mexico, to blast Ahumado out of the Yellow Cliffs. But now that he was alone on the prairie, with only the tracker for company, Inish Scull felt that it was time for a turning. Commanding men was a tiresome chore, one he had done long enough. He might do it again, once the great civil conflict came, but now he had the desire to cast off all that had gone before and go into Mexico alone. The remote parts of the world haunted him: Africa, the Arctic, the great peaks of Asia. He didn’t want merely to go back to Austin, to Inez, to the rangers. He wanted an adventure, and one he could pursue alone.


  “A military unit is a fine thing when it works,” he said. “But it usually don’t work. A solitary feat of arms is better, if the foe is worthy. This Kicking Wolf ain’t much of a foe, though I grant that he’s a brilliant thief. But I doubt that he’s much of a killer—the two skills don’t go together.”


  Famous Shoes didn’t know what to make of that comment. There were plenty of dead Texans and Mexicans and Indians who were dead because of Kicking Wolf—their families considered him killer enough. If Scull wanted to fight someone who killed better than Kicking Wolf, he should not have passed up Buffalo Hump, a man who could kill plenty well.


  He didn’t comment. It was night, a good time for napping. If they wanted to catch Kicking Wolf and get the Buffalo Horse back, they would need to be up walking plenty early.


  “This fellow Ahumado’s been a notable bandit for a long time,” Scull said. “Somebody must have some information about him.”


  Famous Shoes kept quiet. Ahumado was a bad, cruel man; even to talk of him was bad luck. Ahumado worked very bad tortures on the people he caught. In Famous Shoes’ view it was unwise even to think of a man that bad. The old people of Mexico thought Ahumado could pick up thoughts out of the air. If Scull kept talking about him, or even thinking about him, Ahumado might pick the thoughts out of the air and come north looking for them.


  Scull fell silent for a while. Famous Shoes was hoping he would nod, and sleep. It was better to sleep a little and then apply themselves to the pursuit of Kicking Wolf than to be talking around a campfire about Ahumado. The smoke of the fire might drift south into Mexico, carrying their thoughts with it. Perhaps Ahumado was so wise that he could find out what people were saying about him just from little whiffs of drifting smoke. It was a new thought—Famous Shoes didn’t know if it was true. But it might be true, which was a good reason to stop talking about Ahumado.


  “He might be a man to match me,” Scull said. “Very damn few can match me. I have to seek them out, otherwise the salt might lose its savor.”


  “We have to track Kicking Wolf first, and that will take a lot of time,” Famous Shoes said.


  Scull had taken his little book out of his pocket, but he didn’t look into it. He merely held it in his hand, as he stared into the fire.


  On the plain to the south, two wolves began to howl. One howled and then another answered, which was very disturbing to Famous Shoes. Many coyotes often spoke to one another, but it was rare for two wolves to howl. Famous Shoes didn’t know what it meant, but he didn’t like it. The two wolves should not be speaking to one another, not so early in the night. When he got home he meant to ask the old ones what it meant when two wolves howled early. He would have to seek the old ones—they would surely know.


  21.


  WHEN CALL FOUND THE DEAD BOY, and the tracks of twenty horses going north, he knew there would not be a simple trek back to Austin. The Indians were not far—piles of horse turds were still warm, and the blood from the boy’s crushed skull had only just coagulated. Call was less than a mile ahead of the troop, scouting. The boy was no more than six years old, skinny and pale, and the raiders who killed him had only just passed. Probably he had been too sickly to travel; they had hit him in the head with a rifle butt and left him, dead or dying.


  Call pulled his rifle out of its scabbard and got down to examine the tracks. It was annoying that Scull had taken Famous Shoes—the Kickapoo could have read the tracks easily, told them what band the raiders belonged to, and, probably, how many captives they were carrying into captivity. Call was not so skilled, nor was anyone else in the troop.


  He knelt by the dead boy and felt again the weariness that the sight of such quick, casual death raised in him. The boy was barefoot, and so skinny that it seemed he had never had a filling meal in his life; probably he hadn’t. The likelihood was that he had been snatched off some poor farm off one of the several branches of the Brazos, the river that tempted settlement most, due to the fertility of its long, lightly wooded valleys.


  When the troop came in sight and saw that Call was dismounted, the rangers spurred up and sped to him, only to stop and stare in silence at the dead boy, the thin line of blood from his broken skull streaking the gray grass.


  “Lord, he was just a young ’un,” Long Bill said.


  “I just missed the raiding party,” Call said. “I doubt they’re five miles ahead.”


  Augustus, whose keen vision was his pride, looked far north and saw the raiding party—they were so far away that they were dots—too far away for him to make a count.


  “I expect it was a hundred Indians at least, from all these tracks,” Neely Dickens said, unnerved by the thought that there might be a massive army of Indians nearby.


  “I can see them, you fool—there’s not more than twenty,” Augustus said. “And some of them are probably captives.”


  “I ain’t a fool and don’t you be cussing me just because you got made a captain,” Neely replied. His pride was easily wounded; when insulted he was apt to respond with a flurry of fisticuffs.


  To Augustus’s annoyance Neely looked as if he might be about to flare into the fistfight mode, even though they were in a chancy situation, with major decisions to be made.


  “Well, you gave a high count, I’m sorry I bruised your feelings,” Gus said. He realized that he had to watch his comments, now that he had risen in rank. In the old days a man who didn’t appreciate his remarks could take a swing at him—several had—but now that he was a captain, a man who tried to give him a licking might have to be court-martialed, or even hung. Though Neely’s fistfights were ridiculous—Neely was small and had never whipped anybody—Augustus thought it behooved him to be tolerant in the present situation; there were larger issues to be decided than whether Neely Dickens was a fool.


  Call was glad Gus had made amends to Neely—it wouldn’t do to have a big silly dispute, with Indians in sight.


  “What do we do, Woodrow?” Long Bill asked. “Do we chase the rascals or do we let ’em go?”


  The minute he spoke Long Bill wondered if he had done wrong to call Woodrow by his first name. He had known Call for years and always called him merely by his name, but now Woodrow was a captain and Gus too. Was he expected to address both of them as “Captain”? He felt so uncertain that merely speaking to either one of them made him nervous.


  “I doubt this boy was the only captive,” Call said. “It’s a large party. They might have his sisters and brothers, if he had any, or even his mother.”


  “They probably stole a few horses, too,” Augustus said. “I say we go after them.”


  Call saw that Deets already had the dead boy’s grave half dug. Deets had been given a sidearm, but no rifle, when they left Austin. An old pistol with a chipped sight was all he had to defend himself with—it was something Call meant to remedy, once they got home.


  “Should we take all the boys, or just the best fighters?” he asked Augustus. That was the most worrisome question, in his view.


  “I guess take ’em all,” Gus said. He was well aware that the men’s fighting abilities varied greatly; still, it was a large party of Indians: the rangers ought to attack with a respectable force.


  Call wasn’t so sure. Half the men, at least, would just be in the way, in a running battle. But the complexities of being a captain had begun to present themselves to him forcefully. If they just took the good fighters, who would take care of those who were left? As a group the less able men would be lucky to stay alive, even without Indians. They’d get lost, or hunt badly; they might starve. But if he took them and they got killed or captured, their lives would be on his conscience, and Augustus’s.


  Another practical side of captaining was just beginning to worry him, and that was horses. It had been poor grazing lately, and they had had many hard days. None of the horses were in good flesh. The skinniest had suffered as much as the men from the cold, sleety weather. Famous Shoes could have looked at the tracks and told them exactly what kind of condition the Indian horses were in, but he couldn’t do that. However well or poorly the men fought, it would be the quality of their horseflesh that determined the outcome, if there was a long chase. It might be that their horses weren’t a match for the Indian horses, in which case a chase would prove futile.


  “What if we can’t catch them? Our horses might be too poorly,” Call asked.


  “I don’t know—but we’ve got to try,” Augustus said. “That’s a dead boy we’re burying. We can’t just go home and tell them we found a dead boy and didn’t try to punish the killers, especially since they’re in sight.”


  “In your sight—I can’t see them,” Call said, but of course he agreed with the point. The boy was dead. It was the second time in his career that he had stumbled on a dead body, on the prairie—the first, long ago, had been a prospector of some kind. The chance of his finding the two bodies, on the wide plain, struck him—if his route had varied by even fifty yards he might never have seen either body.


  The boy, particularly, would have been hard to see, curled up like a young goat in some low grass. Yet Call had found him. It was curious—but there it was.


  Neely Dickens, besides being quick to flare up, was also prone to attacks of severe pessimism if an undertaking of a dangerous nature was anticipated. When it became clear that they would all be required to go in pursuit of the raiding party, Neely immediately fell prey to dark forebodings.


  “North—I thought we was through going north,” he said. “I despise having to travel back toward the dern north, where it’s so windy.”


  “Then why’d you get in the rangers, anyway?” Teddy Beatty asked. “Rangers just go whichever direction they need to. You’re in the wrong profession if you’re picky about directions.”


  “Couldn’t get no other job,” Neely admitted. “If I’d known I was going to have to go north I’d have tried to make it to Galveston instead.”


  Augustus found the remark puzzling. Why would a fear of the north convince anybody that they ought to go to Galveston?


  “Why Galveston, then, Neely?” he asked. The boy’s grave had been hastily covered and the troop was ready to move in the direction Neely despised.


  “Ships,” Neely said. “If I was in Galveston I might could hide in a ship.”


  “That don’t make no sense,” Long Bill observed. “Ships go north too.”


  Neely Dickens was sorry he had ever brought the matter up. All the rangers were looking at him as if he were daft, which he wasn’t. All his life he had heard stories about Comanche tortures. Several of the older rangers had described the practices to him. Comanches slit people open and poured hot coals into them while they were still alive.


  “I won’t have no Comanche cutting a hole in my belly and pouring in hot coals,” he said, by way of explanation of his dislike of the northerly direction.


  “Shut up that talk—let’s go,” Call said. The men had been blue and apprehensive since Captain Scull left anyway—dwelling on the prospect of torture would only make matters worse. He knew from experience that when morale began to slip among a group of tired, ill-fed, nervous men, a whole troop could soon be put at risk, and he didn’t intend to let that happen, not on his first try at being a captain. He turned his horse and stopped the troop for a moment.


  “You need to think about your horses first and foremost,” he said. “Be sure their feet are sound. A lame horse will get you scalped quicker than anything in this country.”


  “And be sure to sight your rifles every morning, too,” Augustus added. “Bouncing around all day in a saddle scabbard can throw a gun off sight. If a red warrior forty feet away is about to put an arrow in you, you don’t want to have to stop and fix your sight.”


  Teddy Beatty resented such instruction, particularly since the two captains were both younger than he was.


  “I can’t think about horses and guns all the time,” he said, in a tone of complaint. “There’s too much time for thinking out here on the plains.”


  “Think about whores, then,” Augustus said. “Pretend you won enough money in a card game to buy fifty whores.”


  “Buy fifty whores and do what with them?” Long Bill asked. “That’s too many whores to worry with even if I wasn’t a married man—and I am a married man.”


  “It’s just something to think about that’s more cheerful than torture,” Augustus explained.


  “Survival’s more cheerful than torture,” Call said. “Watch your weapons and your horses and stay close to the group. That way you won’t suffer nothing worse than hearing Gus McCrae talk about whores seven days out of the week.”


  Neely Dickens heard the words, but the words didn’t change his opinion. In his view it was hot coals in the belly for sure, if a man lingered too long in the north, in which direction, led by their young captains, they were even then tending. Neely still thought the best plan would be to make for Galveston and hide out in a ship.


  22.


  MAUDY CLARK only wanted to die—die and have no more freezing, no more outrage, no more having to worry about what Tana, the cruelest of her captors, would do to her at night, when they camped. Tana led the horse she was tied to himself; sometimes, even as they rode, he would drop back to pull her hair or beat her with a mesquite switch. Those torments were minor compared to what Tana and the other three Comanches did to her in camp. She had never expected to have to bear such abuse from men, and yet she still had two living children, Bessie and Dan, and could not allow herself to think too much about the luxury of death.


  William, her husband, had been away, driving some stock to Victoria, when the four Comanches burst into her cabin and took her. The babe at her breast, little Sal, they had killed immediately by dashing her head against a log. Eddie, her oldest boy, hurt his leg in the first scuffle—the pain was such that he couldn’t stop whimpering at night. Maudy would hear him crying even as she endured her torments. On the sixth day the Comanches lost patience with his crying and smashed his head in with a gun butt. Eddie was still breathing when they rode on—Maudy prayed someone would find Eddie and save him, but she knew it was an empty prayer. Eddie’s head had been broken; no one could save him even if they found him, and who would find a small dying boy in such emptiness?


  But Bessie and Dan, three and five, were still alive. They were hungry and cold, but they had not been hurt, apart from scratches received as the horses crashed through the south Texas brush. Several times, during periods of outrage, Maudy had thought of grabbing a knife and slashing her own throat, but she could not surrender her life while her children needed her. Bessie and Dan had stopped watching what the men did to their mother. They sat with their eyes down, silent, trying to get a little warmth from the campfire. When the men let her tend them, Maudy fed them a few scraps of the deer meat she was allowed. She meant to keep them alive, if she could, until rescue came.


  “Pa will be coming—he’ll take us home,” she told them, over and over.


  Maudy knew that part was a lie. William wouldn’t be the one to find them, if they were found and saved. William barely had the competence to raise a small crop and gather a few livestock; he would never be able to follow their trail from the brush country to the empty plains. Besides, he had left home to be gone two weeks or more; he might not yet even realize that his cabin was burned, his baby dead, his pigs scattered, and his family stolen. Once he did discover it, there would be little he could do.


  Yet Maudy held on to hope, for Bessie and Dan if not herself. She didn’t know why the young Comanche Tana hated her so, but in his eyes she saw her death. She had seen children brought back from Comanche captivity before, and most recovered. Bessie and Dan were sturdy children; they would recover too. But for herself she had no hope. She and William had discussed the prospect of capture many times; everyone who farmed on the frontier knew women who had been taken. In those discussions William had always firmly instructed Maudy to kill herself rather than submit to savage outrage. There was always a loaded pistol in the cabin, just for that purpose. William hated Indians. His parents and both his brothers had been killed in Indian raids on the Sabine River. More important to William even than the lives of his children was the knowledge that his wife, Maudy, would not be sullied by the embraces of red Comanches.


  Maudy knew William was not alone in that feeling. Many men on the frontier made clear to their wives that they would not be accepted back, if they were taken and allowed themselves to survive. Of course, some men wavered and took their wives back anyway; but William Clark had nothing but scorn for such men. A woman who had lain with a Comanche, or any Indian, could not again hope to be a respectable wife.


  So Maudy knew she was lost—she had been nursing little Sal when the braves burst in. It was a moment of deep peace, her last. She was caught before she could reach the pistol. That night, when Tana began his outraging, Maudy knew that her life with William Clark was lost and gone. William would not think her worth recovery. Even the children, if they were not brought back quickly, he might disown. But Maudy couldn’t think about that; she had to concentrate on keeping her children alive. She had to see that they got warmth, and food, and that they did not provoke their captors by lagging or crying.


  At first, as they rose onto the plains and the weather grew sharp, clothes were the first worry. Their farm was in the south; the three of them were lightly clad. All that remained of the cotton dress she had been wearing was a few scraps tied around her loins. When the cold deepened, the Indians let her cover the children with a bit of old blanket at night. She herself had nothing. She had not yet recovered from the birth of little Sal, a fact lost on her captors. She awoke in the morning from her few minutes of restless sleep with blood frozen on her legs. She feared, for a time, that she might bleed to death, but she didn’t, though at times she was so weak that her vision swam.


  Fortunately an older man, whose name was Quick Antelope, was not so cruel as Tana. He joined in her torment, but without enthusiasm, and was kindly toward the children. When she could not interest them in taking food, Quick Antelope made a soup which tempted them. Once when Tana began to beat her with a heavy stick, murder in his eyes, Quick Antelope took the stick from him and made him calm down.


  It was not until later that she learned the older warrior’s name. At first the only name she knew was Tana, the young man with the deep burn of hatred in his eyes, the man who beat her hardest and devised the most intricate torments for her. It was Tana who hit her with hot sticks from the fire, who outraged her longest, and spat on her if she tried to resist.


  The night after they left Eddie, Maudy began to sob and could not stop. She thought of her boy, lying in the thin grass with his broken head, dying alone, and the wall around her feelings broke. She began to sob so loudly that all the warriors grew angry. Bessie and Dan were fearful; they tried to shush her, but Maudy could not be shushed. Eddie was dead, little Sal was dead; tears flooded out and she could not stop them, even though Tana dragged her through the fire by one ankle and hit her so hard he knocked out one of her front teeth. But, in her bereavement, Maudy scarcely felt the beating or the burns. She cried until she had no strength left to cry. The Comanches, disgusted and fearful, finally left her alone. Snow began to fall, drifting out of the cold sky onto the dark plains.


  Finally Maudy got up and pulled the scrap of blanket over Bessie and Dan; they watched the big snowflakes flutter into the campfire, causing it to make a spitting sound. Across the campfire Tana was still looking at her, but Maudy sat close to her children and avoided his eyes.


  23.


  TANA WANTED QUICK ANTELOPE, Satay, and Big Neck to go on to the main camp with the captive white children and the fourteen horses they had stolen. The horses were not the skinny horses Kicking Wolf was always stealing from the poor farmers along the Brazos. These horses were used to eating good grass. They were strong fat horses, of the sort Buffalo Hump liked. Tana thought Buffalo Hump would be impressed with the horses—he wanted the other warriors to hurry and take the horses and the two children to Buffalo Hump’s camp. The two children were sturdy; they had borne the trip well and could be traded, or else put to work in the camp.


  What Tana wanted was to stay behind with the white woman and torture her to death, as vengeance against the whites who had killed his father. Long before, when Tana had been younger than the captive children, his father, Black Hand, had gone with many other chiefs to a big parley with the whites in a place of council. The whites had promised the chiefs safe passage—when they went into the tent to parley, the white chief had asked all the Comanche and Kiowa leaders to leave their weapons outside. Many of the chiefs, including Black Hand, had been reluctant to do this, but the whites made them strong promises and some chiefs agreed, though they were wary. They had no reason to trust the whites, and they didn’t trust them. Some of the chiefs concealed at least a knife, when they went into the tent.


  They were right to be wary, for the whites immediately tried to place all the chiefs under arrest, claiming that the chiefs had not returned all the white captives they were supposed to return. Tana’s father, Black Hand, protested that he had never agreed to return any captives, but the whites were arrogant and told the chiefs they would all be put in chains. The chiefs with knives immediately drew them and stabbed a few of the whites. Then they cut their way out of the tent, but the tent had been surrounded by riflemen and all but four of the chiefs were immediately cut down, or captured. Black Hand was shot in the hip and taken prisoner. That night the white soldiers tormented him with hot bayonets and in the morning they hung him, not with a rope but with a fine chain, so that he was a long time dying. Then, because Black Hand had been the most important chief to attend the parley, the whites cut off his head and kept it in a sack. They said they would return the head only when all the remaining white captives had been returned to Austin.


  But it was too late to return any captives. The four chiefs who escaped told all the tribes about the dishonesty and treachery of the whites. The few captives held by the tribes at that time were immediately tortured to death.


  Tana’s own mother went to Austin to beg for the head of her husband. She wanted to put it with his body, so his spirit would be at rest. But the whites merely laughed at her and chased her out of town. One white man cut her legs with a whip—cut them so deeply that she still bore the scars.


  Tana was young, but he had waited all his life to capture a white person, someone he could torture to avenge his father, whose head the whites had never returned. They had even lost the sack it was kept in; no one knew where the head of Black Hand was.


  Though he had abused and beaten the white woman, what he had done was nothing compared to what he intended to do, once Quick Antelope and the others took the horses and left. Because of the whites and their treachery he had had no father to instruct him as he was growing up. He had yearned bitterly for his father; the torture of the skinny white woman would not make up for his loss, but it would help.


  Quick Antelope, though, would not agree to go.


  “We have to take all the captives to Buffalo Hump,” he insisted. “Then if he says you can have the woman, you can have her. The women will help you with what you want to do.”


  “I do not need any women to help me,” Tana said. “I want to do it here and I want to do it now. Take the horses and go.”


  Big Neck, though he had known Black Hand and understood the reasons why Tana wanted to torture the woman himself, agreed with Quick Antelope. Tana was only one raider, and a young one. The woman did not belong to him alone.


  Satay did not take part in the argument with Tana. He made it his business to see that the stolen horses did not stray. Satay thought the white woman would die anyway, soon. Her breasts were swollen with the milk she had been feeding the infant they killed. Her breasts dripped milk all day and her legs were bloody. She had made a big fuss in the night, crying for dead children, who could not come back. Though Quick Antelope and Big Neck were right to point out to Tana that the woman did not belong to him alone, Satay would have let him have her. She would only last a few hours at most. Even if she did survive until they reached the big camp, the women would make short work of her. They made short work of white women stronger than this one.


  Satay thought it was foolish to argue so much about one woman. The sun had been up for some time. They needed to be on the move. But Tana was a stubborn young warrior; he would not stop arguing. Quick Antelope and Big Neck were firm with him, though. He could prance up and down and make threats, but they were not going to let him have the woman.


  Tana was very angry at the two men who opposed him. He felt like fighting them both. Quick Antelope had never been much of a fighter, but Big Neck was different. Though he looked old he moved quickly and was almost as strong as Buffalo Hump. The only way to beat him would be to kill him with an arrow, or shoot him, and Tana, though very angry, knew he would not be welcomed in the tribe if he killed Big Neck over a white woman.


  “Put her on the horse,” Quick Antelope said. “You can beat her some more tonight.”


  But Tana’s rage was too great. He would not do as he was told. If he could not be left to torture the woman, at least he could kill her. It was what his father would want. He watched her, as she cowered under the little blanket with her children—he wanted her death and he wanted her to know it was coming.


  “You can put the children on the horse,” he told Big Neck. “I am going to kill the woman.”


  Tana took out his knife and began to sing a death cry. He looked at the woman and waved the knife at her. He wanted her to know he would step across the fire soon, and cut her throat.


  Satay began to feel uneasy, and it was not because Tana was so determined to kill the woman. He looked around. Big Neck and Quick Antelope felt the uneasiness too. They picked up their weapons and looked around. Though no one could see any danger, they all felt that something was not right—all except Tana, who was advancing on the terrified white woman, waving his knife and singing a loud death cry.


  Tana jumped across the campfire and grabbed the white woman by her long hair. He pulled her up, away from her children, so she would know a lot of fear before he put the knife to her throat. He dragged her though the fire again and lifted her up so that he could cut her throat, but Quick Antelope suddenly ran past him, bumping him a little.


  The bullet hit Tana and knocked him clear of the woman before he saw the horsemen, racing toward them. He rolled over and saw that Quick Antelope had fallen too. Several horsemen were coming and coming fast. Big Neck was among the horses. Tana wanted to reach his gun, but his gun was several yards away. The horsemen were racing down a little slope toward the camp. Tana saw Big Neck leap on a horse and turn to flee, but before he was even out of camp a bullet knocked him off his horse. Tana was almost to his gun when another bullet hit him. It caused him to roll over. The ground where he fell was sandy—he wanted to reach for his gun, but he could not see. It was as if the sand was pouring over his eyelids, so heavy that he could not open his eyes. He heard the horsemen, racing closer, but the sand was so heavy on his eyes that he let it bury him—he had ceased to worry about the horsemen, he only wanted to sleep.


  24.


  THE PLAN, hastily established, was for eight rangers to charge the four Comanche braves, mainly to distract them. Deets was to watch the spare horses. Call and Augustus dismounted and crawled to within one hundred yards of the camp while the Comanches argued about the woman. When the young brave raised his knife to the woman, Augustus shot him; when the boy got up, he shot him a second time. Call shot the two braves standing by the weapons; one he had to shoot three times. By this time the racing rangers were almost in the camp, led by Teddy Beatty. Several of them shot at the large warrior who mounted and was about to escape, but it was a snap shot from Gus McCrae that killed him.


  Call hurried down into the camp and made sure that all four Comanches were dead. Most of the men, Augustus included, were stunned to find that the battle was over so quickly.


  “They’re dead, Woodrow—they’re dead,” Augustus assured him.


  All of them were surprised that the victory had been so easy.


  “I guess we’ll be promoted when we get home,” Gus said, reloading his rifle.


  “There ain’t nothing to promote us to, we’re already captains,” Call reminded him. “If that ain’t high enough for you, then I guess you’ll just have to run for governor.”


  “He’d never get elected, he’s done too much whoring,” Long Bill said.


  Gus knelt by the young Indian boy, to see where he had hit him. Deets came up, leading the extra horses, and went to help the two children. Call pulled a slicker off his saddle and gave it to the woman, who was almost naked. She took the slicker but didn’t say thank you and didn’t look at them. She was staring away.


  Of course, he realized, she had been only a moment from death—perhaps she couldn’t yet comprehend that she was saved. Perhaps in her blind stare she still saw the knife poised above her.


  “You’re saved, ma’am—we got here just in time,” Call said, before backing away. He didn’t think it wise to say more, or to try and rush the woman back from the place she had gone in her mind. It was a place she had had to go to survive, as much as she had survived, he felt sure. If she was let alone she might come back, although he realized there was a chance she wouldn’t come back. What was sure was that the men who would have killed her were dead.


  “You made a fine shot to keep that young one from killing her—he was ready,” Call said to Gus. “They’re all four dead and we got the woman and the children back, and some horses besides. We’ve been fair captains, so far.”


  Augustus was thinking how quick it had been—a few seconds of action and four men dead. Deets was talking to the two children, while the other rangers milled. Neely Dickens was becoming more and more exhilarated by the knowledge that he was alive. Long Bill busied himself counting the horses they had recovered, fourteen in all.


  “I guess we won’t starve now, boys, even if we get plumb lost,” he said. “We got horsemeat now—horsemeat on the hoof.”


  Pea Eye had charged down on the Indians with the rest of the men, but had not fired his gun—he thought he would be unlikely to hit anybody, while running at such a speed. Pea Eye had heard so many tales about how devilishly accurate Indians were with tomahawks and clubs that he had kept as low on his horse’s neck as possible, as he raced, hoping to avoid the tomahawks and maybe the arrows too. But then it turned out they were charging only four men, all of whom were dead by the time he reached the camp. Only one of the men had a tomahawk, and the rifles they were equipped with looked older and less reliable even than his own. Pea Eye went over to hold the horses, while Deets tended to the frightened children. He felt weak, so weak that he thought he might have to sit down. Even so he did better than Neely Dickens, who passed through his phase of exhilaration, grew weak suddenly, and fainted. Neely flopped down as if dead, but, since none of the Comanches had so much as fired a gun, no one supposed Neely to be dead. Teddy Beatty fanned him with a hat a few times and then paid him no more attention.


  “He ain’t hurt, the little rascal,” Teddy said. “Let him nap, I say.”


  Call noticed that the woman had a lot of blood on her legs—the traveling must have been rough.


  “We need to go,” he said to Augustus. “These four are dead, but there could be forty more not far away.”


  “Or four hundred more—how would that be?” Augustus said. The fight had left him feeling a little distanced from himself; all the men seemed to feel that way, even Call. But it wasn’t a condition they could afford to indulge, not with Buffalo Hump’s camp just to the north.


  “Do we bury them, Woodrow?” he asked, nodding toward the dead warriors.


  It was a question Call had not had to consider before. There were four dead Comanches. Did they bury them, or leave them as they had fallen?


  “I’m told the Comanches bury their own,” he said, uncertain as to what was right in a such a case.


  “I expect they would if they were here,” Gus said. “But these men are dead—they can’t bury themselves, and I expect they’ll be bad torn up by the time a Comanche finds them.”


  “I’m worried about that woman,” Call said. “I think she’s about lost her mind.”


  Deets boiled a little coffee over the Comanche campfire and fed the children a little bacon; the woman would take none. The men dug a grave and put the four dead warriors in it. While they were filling it in the woman began to shriek.


  “He won’t want me! I can’t go home!” she shrieked. Then she ran away, out onto the prairie, shrieking as she ran.


  “I was afraid of this,” Call said. The children were crying, though Deets tried to shush them. The men all stood, numb and confused, listening to the woman scream. Augustus mounted his horse.


  “I’ll get her,” he said. He touched his horse with the spur and went loping after the woman.


  “I was afraid of this,” Call said again, looking at the stunned men.


  25.


  MAUDY CLARK ran away several times a day, every day, of the two weeks it took the rangers to reach Austin. Another sleet storm delayed them, and then heavy rains, which made the rivers high and treacherous. Three horses bogged in the swollen Red River and drowned.


  Still, whatever the weather, Maudy Clark ran away. Once caught, she was docile—she seemed to mind Deets less than the other men, so Deets was assigned the task of seeing that she didn’t escape or hurt herself. It was Deets, too, who cared for her children; she seemed not to recognize them as her children now.


  “Something’s broke in her, Woodrow,” Gus said. “She won’t even help her own young ’uns, anymore.”


  All the men were careful not to let Mrs. Clark snatch a knife or a gun; Call instructed them to be especially watchful. He did not want the woman to grab a weapon and kill herself.


  “Bodies can heal—I expect minds can too,” he said.


  At night they had taken to tying Maudy’s ankles with a soft cotton rope, hobbling her like a horse.


  “If I were to break my whiskey jug I expect I could glue it so it would look like a fine jug,” Augustus replied. “But it would still be leaky and let the whiskey run out. That’s the way it is with her, Woodrow. They might get her back in church and sing hymns at her till she stops screaming them screams. But she’ll always be leaky. She won’t never be right.”


  “I can’t judge it,” Call said. “It’s our job to bring her home. Then the doctors can judge it.”


  Finally they breasted all the rivers and came to the limestone country west of Austin.


  “We’re coming back with a passel of extra horses,” Long Bill pointed out. “I expect we’ll be heroes to the crowd.”


  Just then, Maudy Clark started screaming. She ran right through the campfire. Neely Dickens made a grab for her, but missed. Deets, who had been cooking, got up without a word and followed her into the darkness.


  “Hurry up, Deets, there’s bluffs out here she might fall off of,” Augustus said.


  “I don’t know how anybody could feel like a hero with that poor woman running around out of her mind,” Call said.


  “Well, but she might have been dead,” Long Bill said. “That brave had a knife at her throat.”


  “She might prefer to be dead,” Call replied. “I expect she would prefer it.”


  Just then Deets came back, leading Maudy, talking to her softly; all the men became silent. The woman’s despair dampened all their moods. They had not even had a lively card game on the trip south.


  “I’m longing to see my Clara,” Augustus said—they were in country that was familiar, where they had patrolled often; the familiar hills and streams made him think of his many picnics with Clara, the laughter and the kissing he had enjoyed throughout his long courtship. Surely, now that he had been promoted to captain, Clara wouldn’t make him wait any longer. Surely she would marry him now.


  “I hope we can find this woman’s husband,” Call said.


  “You better hope he’ll take her back, while you’re hoping,” Gus said.


  “That’s right, Woodrow,” Long Bill said. “Some men won’t have their wives back, once they’ve been with the Comanches.”


  “That’s wrong,” Call said. “It wasn’t her fault she got taken. He oughtn’t to have gone off and left her unguarded.”


  “Sing to us, Deets,” Augustus said. “It’s too boresome at night, without no singing.”


  Deets had been singing to the two little children at night, to quiet them and put them to sleep. Without his singing they grew restless and fearful; their mother rarely came near them now. Deets had a low soothing voice, and knew many melodies, hymns mostly, and a few songs of the field; it was not only the children that were soothed by his singing. Long Bill was able to accompany Deets on his harmonica, most of the time.


  Though the men were calmed by the singing, Call wasn’t. Usually, after listening a few minutes, he took his rifle and went off to stand guard. What rested him, after a day of contending with the circumstances of travel—the girth on the pack mule might break, or they might strike a creek that looked dangerous to cross—was to be by himself, a hundred yards or so from camp. Whereas guard duty seemed to make most of the rangers sleepy—there being nothing to do but sit and stare—it made Call feel at his most alert. He had a keen ear for night sounds—the rustling of varmints, the cries of owls and bullbats, deer nibbling leaves, the death squeak of a rabbit when a coyote or bobcat caught it. He listened for variations in the regular sounds, variations that could mean Indians were near; or, if not Indians, then some rarely encountered animal, like a bear. Often he would sit all night at his guard post, refusing to change guards even when it was time.


  From time to time in the night, Maudy Clark shrieked—just two or three shrieks, sounds that seemed to be jerked out of her. Call wondered if it might be dreams that called up the shrieks. He doubted the poor woman would live long enough for the violent memories to fade.


  When he came back to camp, a little before dawn, only Deets and Maudy were awake. The woman was fiddling with the buttons of an old shirt Long Bill had given her. She looked wild in her eyes, as if she might be getting ready to make one of her dashes out of camp. There was gray mist rising, making it hard to see more than a few feet. If the woman got away, with it so foggy, there might be a long delay while they located her.


  Deets anticipated the very thing that Call feared.


  “Don’t you be running now, ma’am,” he said. “You’ll get thorns in your feet if you do. Prickly pear all over the ground. You’ll be picking them little fine stickers out all day, if you go running off now.”


  She had untied the cotton rope that he bound her ankles with. Gently, Deets retied it, and Maudy Clark made no protest.


  “Just till breakfast,” Deets assured her. “Then I’ll let you go.”


  26.


  THEY BROUGHT THE HORSES and the rescued captives into Austin on a fine sunny morning. Nothing prompted a crowd like the rangers’ return, whether they had been patrolling north or south. Folks that had been dawdling in stores came into the street to ask questions. The blacksmith neglected his tasks until he heard the report. The barber left customers half shaven. The dentist ceased pulling teeth. Somebody ran to alert the Governor and the legislators, though most of the latter were drunk or in bordellos and thus not easily rounded up.


  The first thing everybody noticed was that no short man on a big horse was leading the troop back home: where was the great Captain Scull?


  “Tracking a horsethief, that’s where,” Augustus said, a little annoyed that most of the questions were about the captain who had cavalierly deserted them while they were doing brave work. Gus saw Jake Spoon lurking over by the blacksmith’s and waved at him to come help with the horses. He was anxious to get on to a barroom and sample some whiskey, quick.


  “Don’t get too drunk,” Call said, when he saw where Gus was heading. “The Governor will be wanting a report.”


  “Well, you report,” Augustus said. “If the both of us go we’ll just confuse the old fool.”


  “We’re both captains, we both should go,” Call insisted.


  “I despise governors, and besides, I need to see my girl before I get into business like that,” Gus said. One of the reasons he was feeling a little grim was that there was, as yet, no sign of Clara. Usually, when he rode in with the boys, she came running out of the store to give him a big kiss—it was something he would begin to look forward to while still fifty miles away.


  But today, though the street was thronged, there was no Clara.


  Call spotted Maggie, watching their return from a discreet spot in the shade of a building; he nodded and tipped his hat to her, an act that didn’t escape the attention of Augustus McCrae. The other rangers had just penned the horses; Long Bill Coleman immediately headed for a saloon, to fortify himself a little before heading home to Pearl, his large, enthusiastic wife.


  “This is a damn disgrace,” Augustus muttered. “Your girl’s here to smile at you and Billy has Pearl to go home to, but Clara’s lagging, if she’s home.”


  “I expect she’s just running errands,” Call said. “It’s a passel of work, running a store that size.”


  Augustus, though, was growing steadily more annoyed, and also more agitated. In his mind Clara’s absence could mean only one of two things: she had died, or else she’d married. What if the big horse trader Bob Allen had showed up while he was away; what if Clara had lost her head and married the man? The thought disturbed him so that he turned his horse and went full tilt back up the street toward the Forsythe store, almost colliding with a buggy as he raced. He jumped off his horse, not even bothering to hitch him, and plunged into the store, only to see old Mr. Forsythe, Clara’s father, unpacking a box of women’s shoes.


  “Hello, Clara ain’t sick, is she?” he asked at once.


  Mr. Forsythe was startled by Augustus’s sudden appearance.


  “Who, Clara?—I’m trying to count these shoes and see that they’re properly paired up,” the old man said, a little nervously, it seemed to Gus. Normally George Forsythe was loquacious to a fault; he would pat Gus’s shoulder and talk his arm off about any number of topics that held no interest for him, but this morning he seemed annoyed by Gus’s question.


  “Sorry to disturb you, I just wondered if Clara was sick—I had the fear that she might have taken ill while we were gone,” Gus said.


  “Oh no, Clara’s healthy as a horse,” Mr. Forsythe said. “Clara’s never been sick a day in her life.”


  Where is she, then, you old fool? Gus thought, but he held his tongue.


  “Is she out? I’d like to greet her,” he said. “We traveled nearly to the North Pole and back since I was here.”


  “No, she’s not here,” Mr. Forsythe said, glancing at the back of the store, as if he feared Clara might pop out from behind a pile of dry goods. Then he went back to counting shoes.


  Augustus was taken aback—Mr. Forsythe had always been friendly to him, and had seemed to encourage his suit. Why was he so standoffish suddenly?


  “I expect she’s just making deliveries,” Gus said. “I hope you’ll tell her I stopped in.”


  “Yes sir, I’ll tell her,” Mr. Forsythe said.


  Augustus turned toward the door, feeling close to panic. What could have happened to make George Forsythe so closemouthed with him?


  Then, just as Gus was about to go out the door, Mr. Forsythe put down a pair of shoes and turned to him with a question.


  “Lose any men, this trip?” he asked.


  “Just Jimmy Watson,” Gus said. “Jimmy had fatal bad luck. We brought back three captives, though. One of them’s a woman who’s out of her mind.”


  Jake Spoon was waiting in the street, eager to tag along with him like a puppy dog, but Augustus was in no mood to be tagged—not then.


  “Hello, Mr. McCrae, did you kill any Indians?” Jake asked, an eager look on his young face.


  “Two. Now don’t tag me, Jake, I have to report to the Governor,” Gus said. “Neely will tell you all about the Indian fighting.”


  “Oh,” Jake said, his face falling. Mr. McCrae had always been friendly with him; never before had he been so brusque.


  Augustus felt guilty for being short with young Jake, but the fact was he could think of nothing but Clara—not at the moment. They had been gone for weeks: perhaps she had married. The thought stirred his mind to such a frenzy that the last thing he needed was to have to be gabbing about rangering with a green boy.


  “Woodrow Call and me got made captains,” he said, trying to soothe the boy’s feelings a little. “Being a captain is just one duty after another, which is why I have to go see the Governor right now. He wants a report.”


  “Yes, we all want one,” Jake said.


  “You may want it, but he’s the Governor and you ain’t,” Gus said, as he prepared to mount. His mind was in such an agitated state that—as young Jake watched in astonishment—he put the wrong foot in the stirrup and mounted the horse facing backward.


  It was only when Gus leaned forward to pick up his bridle reins and saw that in fact he was looking at his horse’s rump that he realized what he had done. To make matters worse, most of the rangers, having stabled their horses, were walking toward the saloon, to join Long Bill, and saw him do it. They immediately started laughing and pointing, assuming Gus was so happy to be home that he had decided to ride his horse backward, as some sort of prank.


  Augustus was so stunned by what he had done that for a moment he was paralyzed. “Well, I swear,” he said, unable to believe that he had accidentally done such an absurd thing. He was about to swing down and try to pretend it only had been a prank when he happened to look up the road that led into Austin, down a long slope.


  There was a buggy coming, a buggy with two people in it—it seemed to him that the two people were holding hands, though he couldn’t be sure. The woman in the buggy was Clara Forsythe, and the man looked from a distance like Bob Allen, the Nebraska horse trader.


  One look was all it took to propel Gus off the horse. He didn’t intend to be sitting in front of the Forsythe store, looking backward off a horse, when Clara arrived with big dumb Bob.


  He swung to the ground so quickly that he almost kicked young Jake Spoon in the face with his boot.


  “Go put this horse in the stable,” he said, handing Jake the reins. “If Captain Call needs me, tell him I’ll be in the saloon. And if he wants me to visit that Governor, he better come quick.”


  “Why, are you leaving again?” Jake asked, surprised.


  “That’s right, leaving—I’ll be departing from my right mind,” Augustus told him. Then he hurried across the street and strode into the saloon so fast that he almost knocked over a customer who stood a little too close to the swinging door.


  “Why, hello, Captain,” Long Bill said, when Gus burst in and strode to the bar. Without a word to anyone, including the bartender, Augustus reached for a full bottle of whiskey and immediately yanked out the cork. Then he threw his hat at the hat rack, but missed. His hat landed behind the bar.


  “Don’t call me ‘Captain,’ I’m plain Gus McCrae,” he said. He raised the whiskey bottle to his mouth and—to the astonishment of the patrons—drank nearly a third of it straight off.


  Long Bill, perceiving that his old compañero, now his captain, was a little disturbed, said nothing. In times of disturbance, silence seemed to him the best policy. The other rangers began to file into the saloon just then, all of them eager to wet their whistles.


  “You better grab your liquor if you want any, boys,” Long Bill said. “Gus means to drink the place dry and he’s off to a fine start.”


  Augustus ignored the tedious palaver that ensued. All he could think about was Clara—he had by then convinced himself that she had unquestionably been holding hands with dull Bob. Instead of getting the homecoming kiss he had yearned for for several days, what did he see but the love of his life holding hands with another man! No disappointment had ever been as keen. It was worse than disappointment, it was agony, and all he could do was dull it a little with the whiskey. He took another long draw, scarcely feeling the fire of the liquor in his belly.


  Quietly the rangers took their seats; quietly they ordered their own drinks.


  “Gus, why did you get on your horse backward?” Neely Dickens asked. “Did you just happen to put your off foot in the stirrup, or what?”


  Augustus ignored the question. He decided to refuse all discussion, of the horse incident or anything. The boys, Neely especially, would have to make of it what they could.


  “It’s bad table manners to drink out of the bottle,” Neely observed. “The polite thing is to drink out of a glass.”


  Long Bill could scarcely believe his ears. Why would Neely Dickens care what Gus drank out of, and, even if he did care, why bring it up when Gus was clearly more than drunk?


  “Now, Neely, I’ve seen men drink liquor out of saucers—there ain’t just one right way,” he said, nervous about what Augustus might do.


  “I would not be caught dead drinking no whiskey out of a saucer,” Neely said firmly. “Coffee I might drink out of a saucer, if it was too hot to sip from a cup.”


  Augustus got up, went behind the bar, took the largest glass he could find back to his table, filled the glass, and drank it.


  “Does that suit you?” he asked, looking at Neely.


  “Yes, but you never told me why you got on your horse backward,” Neely said. “I don’t sleep good when people won’t answer my questions.”


  Just then Call stepped into the saloon. He saw that the whiskey bottle in front of him was half empty.


  “Let’s go before you get any drunker,” he said. “The Governor sent his buggy for us.”


  “I see,” Augustus said. “Did the buggy just come by itself, or is somebody driving it?”


  “His man Bingham is driving it,” Call said. “Bingham always drives it. Hurry up.”


  “I wish you’d just let me be, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I ain’t in the mood for a governor today, even if he did send Bingham to fetch us.”


  Bingham was a very large black man who rarely spoke—he saw to it that the Governor came to no bodily harm.


  “Your mood don’t matter,” Call said. “We’re captains now, and we’re due at the Governor’s.”


  “Captaining’s the wrong business for me, I expect,” Augustus said. “I think I’ll resign right now.”


  “What?” Call said. “You’ve been talking about being a captain for years. Why would you resign now?”


  Without a word Augustus corked the whiskey bottle, retrieved his hat, and went outside.


  “I may resign and I may not,” he said. The buggy he had seen Clara riding in was parked by the Forsythe store, with no one in it, and the Governor’s buggy, with Bingham in it, stood beside it.


  “Dern, Bingham, you’re nearly as wide as this buggy,” Augustus observed. “The man who rides behind you won’t have much of a view.”


  “No sir,” Bingham said. “Mostly get a view of me.”


  “I’m surprised you’d drink like that before you say hello to Clara,” Call said.


  “Why would I say hello to her?” Gus asked. “I saw her taking a buggy ride with that dumb horse trader.”


  “No she wasn’t, that was her uncle,” Call told him. “Her ma’s poorly and he’s come for a visit.”


  Augustus, who had just climbed in the buggy, was so startled he nearly fell out. It had not occurred to him that Clara could be with a relative, when he saw her come down the hill.


  “Oh Lord—you mean she’s in the store?” he asked.


  “Why, yes, I suppose so,” Call said. “Were you so drunk you got on your horse backward? That’s what the boys are saying.”


  Augustus ignored the inquiry.


  “Hold this buggy, Bingham!” he demanded. “I’ve got to pay a short visit—then I’ll report to the Governor until he’s sick of listening.”


  “But the Governor’s waiting,” Call protested.


  “It don’t take long to kiss a girl,” Gus said, jumping out of the buggy and running into the store.


  Clara had her back to him when he rushed in—he had her in his arms before she even got a good look at him. But the color came up in her cheeks and the happy light into her eyes.


  “Why, it’s my ranger,” she said, and gave him the kiss he had been yearning for.


  “Yep, I’m a captain now, Clara—Woodrow’s one too. We’re off to see the Governor on urgent business.”


  “The Governor? My goodness,” Clara said.


  “Yes, and I’ll have to hurry or Bingham might lose his job,” Gus said. “The Governor expects us to report.”


  Clara didn’t try to stop him but she followed him out the door and watched him as he vaulted into the Governor’s buggy and straightened his hat.


  Clara felt an old confusion, the feelings that had so often filled her when Gus came: relief that he was safe, excitement when he kissed her, joy that he still rushed in to see her first, disappointment that he left before she could even take a good look at him.


  Just a kiss and then he’s gone—that’s my ranger, she thought. Just a kiss and then he’s gone.


  27.


  GOVERNOR E. M. PEASE, whose campaign slogan had been “Pease and Prosperity,” did not like surprises. With surprises came disorder, and he hated disorder. His firm belief was that good administration, like human happiness itself, depended on planning that was careful, intelligent, and firm. Of course, as an experienced man, he had long since been forced to recognize that life, like the state of Texas, was never going to be perfectly manageable, despite the most thorough planning. People dropped dead, fires broke out, storms flooded the land, foolish marriages were made, and the criminal element would never be entirely subdued or eliminated. Nonetheless the duty of honest men and competent state officials was to plan and plan seriously, so as to keep the element of surprise to a workable minimum.


  Now two dusty young rangers stood in his office with news that he found to be nearly incredible: Inish Scull, the brilliant hero of the Mexican War, the most experienced military man in the state, had left his command and walked away on foot, merely to reclaim a stolen horse.


  The Governor had a map of the western regions spread out on his desk and was attempting to get the young rangers to pinpoint the area where Captain Scull had left the troop, but it was fast becoming apparent to him that they couldn’t.


  “We were east of the Pecos and some ways north of the Red River,” Call said.


  “Way north of the Red,” Augustus said. “We were several days getting down to the Red.”


  The Governor, whose spectacles had been unaccountably mislaid, had to squint to make out many details; but when he did squint he discovered what he already suspected, which was that there was no way of deducing where Inish Scull might be.


  “Why, there’s nothing there, not even a creek,” the Governor said. “Inish has lost himself, and over a goddamn horse.”


  “Well, it was his warhorse, Governor,” Gus remarked. “He held that horse in high regard.”


  “Yes, and what about his duty to the state of Texas?” Governor Pease said. “Did he hold that in high regard, sir?”


  Call and Gus had no idea what to say. They had never met a governor before. Call thought they ought to talk as little as possible, but Augustus, as usual, found it hard to keep quiet.


  “He made us both captains, before he went,” he said. “I guess he thought we could get the boys home safe, and we done it, and recovered those captives too.”


  “Yes, though I doubt the woman will recover—they rarely do,” the Governor said. “I’ll endorse your promotions—the state can use a pair of competent young captains like yourselves. What stumps me is Inish. How did he expect to catch up with Kicking Wolf on foot when he had already failed to catch him horseback?”


  The Governor went to the window and looked out. Far to the west huge white thunderheads floated like warships across a blue sky.


  “Inish Scull is a rich man,” he said. “He’s always been a rich man. He could buy and sell me ten times over, and I’m no pauper. He don’t need the job. He was only rangering because it interested him, and now it’s stopped interesting him, I guess.


  “So away he went,” he added, turning back to the young men. “Away he went. He might be off to California to prospect for gold, for all we know. Meanwhile we’ve still got several thousand hostile Indians to contend with, and a whole nation to the south that don’t like us one bit. It’s a poor performance, I say.”


  “At least he was with Famous Shoes,” Gus pointed out. “I expect Famous Shoes will guide him home.”


  Governor Pease was staring out the window at the Scull mansion, its strange turrets just visible above the trees along Shoal Creek.


  “I’m the governor, but the rich Yankee son-of-a-bitch has never answered to me, that I recall,” the Governor said. “Every time I call him in for a report, that Yankee nose of his goes up—but that ain’t the worst of it. The worst is that he’s left us Inez. I expect we can hold our own with the Comanches and I believe we can whip back the Mexicans, but the heavens are going to ring when Inez Scull finds out that her husband didn’t care to come home.”


  Neither Call nor Augustus knew what to say about that.


  “She’s richer than Inish, you know,” Governor Pease said. “They’re quite a couple, the Sculls. A Yankee snob and a Southern slut. They’re hell to manage, both of them.”


  The Governor stared glumly out the window for a while. The fact that the two young rangers were still in his office seemed to slip his mind. Below him he could see Bingham sitting in the buggy, waiting to take someone somewhere; but it was not until his reverie ended and he saw the two dusty young rangers standing by his desk that he realized Bingham was waiting for them.


  “Why, gentlemen, excuse me—you’ll think I’m daft,” Governor Pease said. “Inish Scull used good judgment in making you captains, and I’ll second it. You’ve both got a bright future, if you can keep your hair.”


  He had given the young rangers a careful looking over. They were polite in deportment, unlike their commander, the wild millionaire soldier who had just marched off into the wilderness for reasons of his own. Governor Pease was suddenly moved to emotion, at the sight of such sturdy, upright young fellows.


  “You’re the future of Texas, fine young men like yourselves,” he said. “Why, either of you could wind up governor, before you’re done, if you apply yourselves diligently and keep to the straight and narrow.”


  He patted them both on the shoulder and gave them a warm handshake before sending them away—Augustus claimed the man had even had tears in his eyes.


  “I didn’t see any tears,” Call said, when they were in the buggy again, heading back down the hill toward the ranger corrals. “Why would he cry if he likes us so much?”


  “I don’t know and it don’t matter—we’re captains now, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “You heard the Governor. He said we’re the future of Texas.”


  “I heard him,” Call said. “I just don’t know what he meant.”


  “Why, it means we’re fine fellows,” Augustus said.


  “How would he know that?” Call asked. “He’s never even seen us before today.”


  “Now, Woodrow—don’t be contrary,” Gus said. “He’s the governor, and a governor can figure things out quicker than other folks. If he says we’re the future of Texas, then I expect it’s so.”


  “I ain’t being contrary,” Call said. “But I still don’t know what he meant.”


  28.


  WHEN SLIPPING WEASEL came racing into camp with the news that Kicking Wolf had stolen the Buffalo Horse, there was an uproar at what a big joke it was on the Texans. Old Slow Tree was still there, talking to anyone who would listen about how the time for war with the Texans was over, how it was time for the People to grow corn, how the buffalo would soon disappear, so that the People would starve if they did not soon learn the ways of the whites and plant and reap.


  Buffalo Hump had started avoiding the old chief whenever he could do so without giving offense. When Slipping Weasel came into camp Buffalo Hump was boiling a buffalo skull in a big pot he had taken from a white farm on the Trinity River.


  Boiling the skull was taking a long time—Buffalo Hump had to send Lark off several times to gather more firewood. He was boiling the skull because he wanted to make himself a new shield and he needed the thickest part of the bone for the center of his shield. Very few warriors bothered to make bone shields anymore; it was slow work. And yet only the thickest part of the buffalo skull would turn back a rifle bullet. He had been fortunate enough to kill a bull buffalo with an exceptionally large head. The buffalo had been watering in the Blue River when Buffalo Hump saw him. He had driven the bull into deep water and killed him with an arrow; then he took the head and carried it all the way back to Texas, despite the flies and the smell, so he could boil it properly and make his shield. The skull was the thickest Buffalo Hump had seen in a long life of hunting—it was so thick that it would turn away any bullet, even one fired at point-blank range. It was important to him that he make the shield correctly. It would not be a very large shield, but it would protect him during the years he had left to raid.


  All over camp the warriors were whooping and dancing because of the news Slipping Weasel had brought. It had been poor hunting lately, mainly because old Slow Tree was too lazy to go back to his own hunting ground—the game in the big canyon was exhausted. Naturally the news about Kicking Wolf’s audacious theft cheered the young men up. Many of them wondered why it had not occurred to them to steal the Buffalo Horse. If they ate him they would not have to hunt so hard for a while.


  Buffalo Hump thought it was a good joke too, but he did not allow the news to distract him from the task at hand, which was to fashion the best possible shield from the great head he had taken on the Blue River; far north of his usual hunting range.


  When Slipping Weasel came over to sit with Buffalo Hump for a while Buffalo Hump was skimming the broth from the boiling pot and drinking it. In the broth as in the shield was the strength of the buffalo people. He gave Slipping Weasel a cup of the broth, but Slipping Weasel, a poor hunter and indifferent fighter, did not like it much.


  “It has too many hairs in it,” he told Buffalo Hump, who thought the comment ridiculous. It was the skull of a buffalo; of course the broth had hairs in it.


  “Where is he taking the Buffalo Horse?” Buffalo Hump asked. “Why didn’t he bring him here, so we could eat him?”


  Slipping Weasel was silent for a while, mainly because he didn’t know what to answer. He had met a Kiowa medicine man on his ride back, and the Kiowa told him that the news was that Kicking Wolf meant to take the big horse to Mexico and sell him to the Black Vaquero. Slipping Weasel did not really believe such a tale, since the Black Vaquero hated all Indians, as Kicking Wolf well knew. Buffalo Hump might not believe the story either, but it was the only explanation Slipping Weasel had to offer.


  “They say he is taking the horse to Mexico—he wants to sell him to the Black Vaquero,” he said finally.


  Buffalo Hump didn’t take that information very seriously.


  “If he gets there Ahumado will boil him like I am boiling this skull,” he said.


  Then Slipping Weasel remembered an even more surprising thing he had heard from Straight Elbow, the old Kiowa. Straight Elbow got his name because he had never been able to bend his right arm, as a consequence of which he could not hunt well. Straight Elbow had to live on roots and acorns, like a squirrel—he searched constantly for herbs or medicines that might allow him to straighten his arm, but he never found the right medicine.


  “Old Straight Elbow told me something else,” Slipping Weasel admitted. “He said Big Horse Scull is following Kicking Wolf. Famous Shoes is with him, and they are both walking.”


  Buffalo Hump agreed that that was out of the ordinary. Once there had been whites who walked everywhere, but most of the old walking whites were dead. Now the soldiers and rangers were always mounted. He went on boiling his skull. What he heard seemed like a crazy business—Kicking Wolf and Scull were both doing crazy things. Of course, old Straight Elbow was crazy himself; there might be no truth in what he said.


  Buffalo Hump, though, made no comment. He had reached the age where time was beginning to seem short. He wanted to devote all his thought to his own plans, and plans he thought he should make for his people. A few years before, when the shitting sickness struck the People—the cholera—the Comanches had died so fast that he thought the end of the People had come. Then the smallpox came and killed more people, sometimes half the people in a given band. These plagues came from the air; none of the medicine men were wise enough to cure them. He himself had gone on several vigils, but his vigils had had no effect on the plague.


  Still, though many died, some lived. The Comanches were not as powerful a tribe as they had been, but there was still no one on the plains who could oppose them. They could still beat the whites back, slipping between the forts to attack farms and ranches. The white soldiers were not yet bold enough to attack them on the llano, where they lived.


  Slow Tree, though boring, was not foolish; he saw what any man of sense could see: that it was the whites, not the People, who were growing more numerous. It would take many years for the young women to bear enough babies to bring the strength of the People back to what it had been before the coming of the plagues.


  But the whites had not suffered much from the plagues. For every white that died, three arrived to take his place. The whites came from far places, from lands no Comanche had ever seen. Like ants they worked their way up the rivers, into the Comanche lands. Soon there would be so many that no chief could hope to kill them all in war, or drive them away.


  Slow Tree was right about the buffalo, too. Every year there were fewer of them. Each fall the hunters had to range farther, and, even so, they came back with less.


  Now there were signs that the bluecoat soldiers meant to come into the field against them. Soon an army might come, not just the few rangers who followed them and tried to take back captives or stolen horses. The rangers were too few to attack them in their camps; but the soldiers were not too few. For now the soldiers were only parading, but someday they would come.


  Buffalo Hump saw what Slow Tree saw, but he did not intend to let the whites control him. He had never broken the earth to raise anything, and he did not intend to. It was fine for Kicking Wolf to steal the Buffalo Horse, but that was only a joke, though a bold joke.


  What Buffalo Hump wanted was a great raid—a great raid, such as there had been in the past, when warriors went into even the largest towns and stole captives, or burned buildings, or ran off all the horses and livestock that they wanted. Once he himself had raided all the way to the Great Water, coming back with so many horses that they filled the plains like buffalo.


  The great raids had scared the Texans so badly that they were eager for councils and treaties—they made the Comanches many promises and gave them small gifts, in hopes that they would not raid all the towns and scare the new white people away.


  Buffalo Hump wanted to launch a great raid again; a raid with hundreds of warriors, into Austin and San Antonio. They would kill many Texans, take many captives, and take what booty they wanted. Such a raid would show the Texans that the Comanches were still a people to be feared. Again, they would call for councils and treaties. He himself did not believe in councils or treaties, but old Slow Tree could go. He loved to parley with the whites; he would sit under a tent for weeks, boring the whites with his long speeches.


  Meanwhile, on the plains, the young women would be having babies, bringing a new generation of warriors, to replace the ones lost to the plagues.


  A great raid would remind the Texans that the Comanches were a people still; they could not be turned into farmers just because the whites wanted their land.


  Buffalo Hump wanted to launch such a great raid, and he wanted to do it soon, with all the warriors he could persuade to accompany him, from his band and Slow Tree’s and the others. He wanted to make the raid soon, while the north wind was still sharp as a knife—while the snows fell and the sleet cut down. Never before had the Comanches made a raid in the coldest month of the winter. Whites and Mexicans both—but particularly Mexicans—had come to fear the fall, when the great yellow harvest moon shone. Along the old war trail the moon of the fall was called the “Comanche moon”; for longer than anyone could remember it had been under the generous light of the fall moon that the Comanches had struck deep into Mexico, to kill and loot and bring back captives.


  For most of his life Buffalo Hump had kept to the traditional ways—like his father and grandfather before him he had followed the great Comanche war trail into Mexico in the fall. When he first raided to the Great Water his ferocity had driven whole villages to throw themselves into the sea—those who could not drown themselves were pulled out like fishes for rape or torture. The captives he had taken would fill a town, and, for every captive taken, two or three Mexicans lay dead in their villages or fields.


  But, since the plagues struck, Buffalo Hump had not raided much. With the game so thin it was hard work just to keep food in the cook pots. He had not had time to follow the great yellow moon into Mexico.


  Now the Mexicans were better armed than they had ever been; often they fought back, and it was pointless to go into the territory of Ahumado; he was indio too and could not be cowed. Besides, he had drained the villages of their wealth and himself had taken all the captives worth having.


  Often now at night Buffalo Hump climbed up high, onto a spur of rock near the edge of the great canyon, to sing and pray and seek instruction from the spirits. With his heavy hump it was hard to climb the spur, but Buffalo Hump did it, night after night, for the matters he prayed about were serious. He felt it was time to raid. The high cold moon that sailed over the canyon in February was as much a Comanche moon as the fat moon of the fall. He knew that most warriors, and many chiefs too, would want to wait until fall to start the great raid, but Buffalo Hump felt strongly that the raid ought to be pressed now, as soon as stores could be got ready. South of them, in the forts along the rivers, bluecoat soldiers were training. There were many of them near the Phantom Hill. In the spring the soldiers might do what they had not yet done: come north and attack them in their camps. If the soldiers fought well and killed too many warriors, the Comanches’ pride might be broken forever. Instead of following the way of free Comanches, the way of the arrow and the lance, they might begin to accept the counsel of Slow Tree, which was the counsel of defeat.


  Buffalo Hump wanted to strike before any of that happened—he did not want to wait, in the hope that the white soldiers would leave them alone for another season. The People had never waited to be led into war by the whites—always they had taken war to the whites, and they would do so again.


  So, night after night, Buffalo Hump climbed to the high rock and prayed for instruction. He was not a fool. He knew that the whites were stronger now; they were more numerous than the Comanche, and better armed. That was why he wanted to strike in winter. The soldiers were inside their forts, trying to keep warm. So were the farmers, and the people of the towns. They would not expect hundreds of warriors to slash down on them like sleet.


  Yet he knew that, even so, the whites might win. Every time he went into the Brazos country he was shocked to see the whites filling it in such numbers. Always, too, their guns improved. They had rifles now that could spit many bullets and strike warriors fatally at ranges well beyond that of any arrow. Armed with their new guns, the whites might win; he and all the chiefs might fall in battle, in which case the day of the Comanche people would be over. If the great raid failed and the strongest chiefs were killed, then there would be no recovery for the People, and the wisdom of Slow Tree would be the wisdom that would have to prevail.


  Sitting on the rock every night, in wind or sleet or snow, Buffalo Hump did not see defeat in his visions. Instead he saw the houses of the white men burning, their women killed, their children taken from them. He saw himself as he had been when young, leading his warriors into towns and villages, bursting into farmhouses and killing the whites where they stood. He saw his warriors coming back north with a great herd of livestock, enough to cover the plains where the buffalo had been.


  He had not yet called a council of the braves, because, every night, his vision grew stronger. In his vision he saw a thousand warriors riding together, in war paint, wearing all the finery they could assemble, sweeping down on the white towns, singing their war songs, killing whites, and burning settlements all the way to the Great Water.


  Slipping Weasel was disappointed by Buffalo Hump’s casual response to his news. The whole camp was excited about it, but Buffalo Hump was barely moved to comment. Of course, Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf were old rivals, and often quarreled. Maybe Buffalo Hump was glad that Kicking Wolf had left.


  “You could go catch Scull,” Slipping Weasel suggested. “He is walking not far from the Pecos. You could catch him in a few days.”


  “Am I a rabbit hunter?” Buffalo Hump said. “Scull is just a rabbit. Let him hop down to Mexico. The Black Vaquero will catch him and make a tree grow through him.”


  He was referring to a strange torture that the Black Vaquero sometimes inflicted on his enemies, if he caught them alive. He would trim the leaves and limbs off a small, slim tree and then sharpen the boll to a fine point. Then he would strip his enemy and lift him up and lower him onto the sharp point of the skinned tree. The man’s weight would carry him downward, so that the tree went higher and higher into his body. Ahumado was an expert at the torture. He would spend an hour or more sitting a man on the sharp tree, so that as the tree passed through his body it would not pierce any vital organs and allow the man to die too easily. Sometimes the slim trees would pass all the way through the captive’s body and poke out behind his body, and yet he would still be living and suffering. Once Slipping Weasel and Buffalo Hump and a few warriors had come upon a little forest of such trees, with men stuck on them like rotting fruit. There were more than ten in all, and two of the men were still alive, panting hoarsely and crying for water. It had been a startling sight, the little forest of trees with men hanging on them like fruit. The Comanches had lingered by the forest of tree-stuck men for half a day, studying the dead men and the living. The living men were in such agony that even the slightest touch made them scream with pain. Buffalo Hump and the other Comanches were surprised by the sight. They did not often see tortures that were worse than their own—all the way back to the plains they talked about the torture of the little trees. On the way home they surprised a few Texans driving a horse herd west. They wanted to catch one of the Texans and stick him on a little tree, to learn the technique, but the Texans fought so fiercely that they had to kill them all and did not get to practice the little-tree torture. Those who had seen the forest of dead and dying men did not forget it, though—none of them, after that, were eager to go into Ahumado’s country.


  Slipping Weasel finally got up and left Buffalo Hump alone, since the chief seemed to be in a bad mood and had little to say. More and more Buffalo Hump spent his days with his young wife, Lark. Once when they were engaged with one another they forgot themselves to such an extent that they rolled out from under their tent and coupled for a brief time in full view of some old women who were scraping a buffalo hide, the old women were agitated by the sight; they tittered about it for days. Buffalo Hump’s other wives did not appreciate the tittering. A day or two later they found an excuse to beat Lark, and they beat her soundly.


  Slipping Weasel thought he could find a few warriors who would want to go catch Big Horse Scull; but when he tried to talk some warriors into going they all made excuses and put him off. The reason was Buffalo Hump. Everyone knew that the chief was planning something. They saw him leave the camp night after night, to climb a rock far up the canyon, where he prayed and sang. Except for Lark he paid little attention to anyone—he only wanted to copulate with Lark or sit on his rock praying—everyone knew that he was seeking visions. Old Slow Tree had finally left the camp in annoyance because Buffalo Hump was so uninterested in his notions of how to get along with the whites.


  What the warriors thought was that Buffalo Hump would soon find his vision and call them all to war. Earlier, they would have been glad to track down Big Horse Scull and take revenge on him, but now they were afraid to leave, for fear that they would not be there when Buffalo Hump called them to the war trail. Old Slow Tree’s warriors did not much want to go away with him; they didn’t share his peaceful views and were eager to fight the whites again.


  Though it annoyed him, Slipping Weasel had to abandon his plan for catching Big Horse Scull. He waited, as the others waited, doing a little hunting, but mainly looking to his weapons. He and the other warriors spent many days making arrows, sharpening their points, smoothing their stems. They rewrapped the heads of their lances and made sure their buffalo-skin shields were taut.


  Then one day Buffalo Hump finished boiling the great skull he had brought back from the Blue River. All day he worked to make the hard part into a small heavy shield, much heavier than the skin shields the other warriors carried. At dusk, when he finished the shield, he went out to the horse herd and brought back the strong white gelding he rode when he went raiding. That night he kept the horse tethered behind his tent. It was late in the night when he came out of his tent and walked back up the canyon to the high rock. He wore nothing that night but a loincloth, and he carried his bow and his new shield.


  All night they heard Buffalo Hump praying. Once the sun edged into the sky, and light came to the canyon, Buffalo Hump was still sitting on the high rock, with his bow and his thick shield. When he walked back into camp, with the sun well up, there was a hush in the camp. The women didn’t talk of copulating as they worked at the cooking pots, as was common in the morning. The hush silenced the children; they didn’t run and play. The dogs ceased barking. Everyone knew that Buffalo Hump had found his vision. When he sat down in front of his tent and began to paint himself for war there was joy throughout the camp. Within a few minutes he sent runners to call the warriors from the other bands. Solemnly but gladly all the warriors began to do as their chief was doing. They began to put on war paint. No one asked Buffalo Hump what he was planning; no one needed to. There would be a great raid on the whites—Comanche warriors would be proud men again. The endless talk about whether to grow corn was over. Their greatest chief had found a vision, and it was not a vision of peace.


  By afternoon, warriors from the nearby bands began to ride in, painted and ready. There was much selecting of horses and packing of stores. The women worked hard, but their voices were hushed. They did not want to be joking when their men were going on a raid that might mean glory or might mean death.


  Finally one old warrior, old Crooked Hock, known for his great curiosity but not for his good judgment, had the temerity to ask Buffalo Hump how far he planned to raid.


  Buffalo Hump did not look at the old man. He wanted to concentrate on his vision of burning houses. Anyway, he did not know how far he planned to raid—he would raid until it was time to quit. But, as he was about to answer the old man brusquely, he saw in his mind another vision, this one of the sea. The Great Water rolled toward the land and spat from its depths the bodies of whites. The vision of the sea with the white bodies bobbing in it was so powerful that Buffalo Hump realized he ought to be grateful to Crooked Hock for asking the question that had enabled him to see the final part of his vision—the vision of rolling waves spitting white bodies onto beaches of sand. The vision was so strong that Buffalo Hump stood up and yelled at the warriors loudly, his voice echoing off the canyon.


  “The Great Water!” he yelled. “We are going to the Great Water, and we are going now!”


  Six hundred braves rode out of the canyon behind him, the sun glinting on their lances. When sound came back to the camp it was the sound women make, talking to one another as they cooked and did chores. A few babies cried, a few dogs barked, the old men smoked. By the time the moon rose Buffalo Hump and his warriors were already miles to the south.


  29.


  “HECTOR LEAVES a damn large track,” Scull said to Famous Shoes, after they had been walking for four days. “If we had some form of torch I believe I could track him at night.”


  “We don’t have a torch,” Famous Shoes pointed out. They were in country where there was little wood. When they made little fires to cook the game they killed, jackrabbits mostly, they had to use the branches of creosote bushes or chaparral.


  “Hector will probably be slimmed down a little when I catch him,” Scull said. “There’s not much fodder out here.”


  “They may have to eat him soon,” Famous Shoes warned.


  “I doubt that,” Scull said. “I don’t think Kicking Wolf stole him to eat. I expect he stole him mainly to embarrass me. I’m for walking all night if you think we can stay with the track.”


  Famous Shoes thought Scull was crazy. The man wanted to walk forever, without sleep. Kicking Wolf, the man they were following, was crazy too. He was taking the horse straight to Mexico, which made no sense—Kicking Wolf’s people did not live in Mexico. They lived in the other direction.


  He himself was growing tired of being a scout for the whites. One crazy man was chasing another crazy man, with his help. Famous Shoes decided it must be the tobacco Scull chewed all day that made him able to walk so far. He did not want to sleep long at night, and grew restless when there were clouds over the moon, so Famous Shoes could not track. On those nights Scull sat by the fire and talked for hours. He said there were forests to the south so thick that little beasts called monkeys could live their whole lives in the trees, never touching the ground. Famous Shoes didn’t believe the story—he had never seen trees that thick. He had begun to think of walking away some night, leaving Scull while he napped. After all, he had not yet got to visit his grandmother in her new home on the Arkansas. He could understand Scull’s anger at Kicking Wolf for stealing his horse, but the decision to follow on foot was more evidence of Scull’s insanity. Kicking Wolf traveled hard. They were not going to catch him on foot, not unless he got sick and had to stop for a few days. The evidence of the tracks was plain. Kicking Wolf and Three Birds would soon be in Mexico. Though he and Scull were walking exceptionally fast, they only had two legs, whereas the horses they were following had four.


  Famous Shoes told Scull as much, but Scull would not give up, not even when they reached the desolate country where the Pecos angled toward the Rio Grande. In that country the water was so bitter from the white soil that one’s turds came out white—a very bad thing. White turds meant that they were in the wrong place, that was how Famous Shoes felt. He was thinking more about walking off, but Scull had quickly mastered tracking and might follow him and shoot him if he left. He did not want to get shot by Scull’s big rifle. He had begun to hope they would run into some bandits or some Indians, anything that might distract Scull long enough that he could slip away. But even if there was a fight, escape would still be risky. Who knew what a crazy man such as Big Horse Scull might do?


  When they were only a day away from the Rio Grande, Famous Shoes noticed a curious thing about the tracks they were following. He did not mention it at first, but he might as well have mentioned it because Scull was such a good tracker now that he noticed it too. Scull stopped and squatted down, so as to study the tracks better. When he spat tobacco juice he spat it carefully to the side, so as not to blur the message of the tracks.


  “By God, he knows we’re following him,” Scull said. “He’s sent Mr. Three Birds back, to spy on us—now Three Birds has marked us and gone back to report. Am I right, Professor?”


  That was exactly correct, so correct that Famous Shoes did not feel the need to reply. Three Birds had come back and spied on them.


  “He marked us and he’s gone,” Scull said. “I expect he’s reported to his boss by now.”


  “Kicking Wolf is not his boss,” Famous Shoes corrected. “Three Birds travels where he pleases.”


  Scull got up and walked around for a few minutes, thinking.


  “I wonder if there’s a big camp of Indians down there somewhere that he’s taking my horse to,” he said.


  “No, there is no camp,” Famous Shoes assured him. “Comanches won’t camp where their shit is white.”


  “I don’t care for this country much myself,” Scull said. “Let’s get out of it.”


  The next day, at a winter sunset, they came to the Rio Grande. Scull stopped for a minute, to look north toward a long curve of the river. The water was gold with the thin sunset. There was no sign of Hector or the two Indians, but to his surprise he saw an old man, walking slowly along the riverbank, going south. A large dog walked beside him.


  “Now there’s somebody—who would it be, walking this river alone this time of year?” he asked.


  When Famous Shoes saw the old man coming he gave a start; though he had never seen the old man before he knew who he was.


  “He is the Old-One-Who-Walks-by-the-River,” Famous Shoes said. “He lives in a cave where the river is born. The river is his child. Every year he walks with it down to its home in the Great Water. Then he goes back to his cave, where the river is born, high in the Sierra. His wolf walks with him and kills his food.”


  “His wolf?” Scull said, looking more closely. “I took it for a dog.”


  “He has been here forever,” Famous Shoes said. “The Apaches believe that if you see him you will die.”


  “Well, I’ve seen him and I ain’t dead,” Scull commented. “I just hope that wolf don’t bite.”


  “If I had known I would see the Old One I would not have come with you,” Famous Shoes said. “I need to see my grandmother, but now I don’t know if I will be living long enough to find her.”


  Scull had to admit that the sight of the lone figure coming along the river at dusk was a little eerie. Certainly it was not an ordinary thing.


  They went on to the river and waited for the old man to come. When he appeared the wolf had vanished. The old man came slowly. His white hair hung to his waist and he wore buckskin clothing.


  “I think he has stopped speaking because he is so old,” Famous Shoes said.


  “I’ll try him with a little Yankee English—he might want to stop and sup with us,” Scull said. Earlier in the day he had shot a small owl—his plan for dinner was to have owl soup.


  “Hello, sir, this is a welcome surprise,” Inish said, when the old man came to where they waited. “My name is Inish Scull—I’m a Bostoner—and this is Famous Shoes, the great professor of tracking. If you’d care to join us in a meal, we’re having owl soup.”


  The old man fixed Scull with a lively blue eye.


  “You’ve spit tobaccy juice up and down the front of yourself,” the old man said, in a voice far from weak. “I’ll have a chaw of tobaccy if you’ve any left after all your wasteful spitting.”


  Scull reached in his pocket and pulled out his plug, by then so diminished that he simply handed it to the old man, who had spoken as matter-of-factly as if they had met on Boston Common.


  “It’s true I’m reckless with my spittles,” Scull said. “You’re welcome to this tobacco—how about the owl soup?”


  “I’ll pass—can’t digest owls,” the old man said. He carried a long rifle, the stock of which he set against the ground; then he leaned comfortably on his own weapon.


  “I fear it’s a weak offering but we have nothing else,” Scull admitted.


  “Don’t need it—my wolf will bring me a varmint,” the old man said. He lifted one leg and rested it against the other thigh.


  “I’m Inish Scull and I’m in pursuit of a horsethief,” Scull said. “It’s my warhorse that was taken, and I want him back. Who might you be, if I may ask?”


  “I’m Ephaniah, the Lord of the Last Day,” the old man said. From down the river there was the howl of a wolf.


  “Excuse me, you’re what?” Scull asked.


  “I’m the Lord of the Last Day,” the old man said. “That’s my wolf, howling to let me know he’s caught a tasty varmint.”


  He put down his other foot and without another word or gesture began moving on down the river.


  Famous Shoes gestured—on a rise still lit by the last of the afterglow, the wolf waited. The old man was soon lost in the deepening dusk.


  “Now that’s curious,” Scull said. “I’m out my tobacco, and I don’t know a thing more than I did. Why would he call himself the ‘Lord of the Last Day’? What does it mean?”


  “The Apaches may be right,” Famous Shoes said. “When you see the Old One your last day may be close.”


  “If mine’s close I’d like to have a good feed first,” Scull commented. “But I won’t, not unless the hunting improves.”


  “We don’t have to eat the owl—I hear ducks,” Famous Shoes said.


  Scull heard them too and looked around in time to see a large flock of teal curve over the river and come back to settle on the water.


  “When it’s dark I will go down and catch some,” Famous Shoes said.


  “Help yourself, but I plan to scorch this owl anyway,” Scull said. “I won’t have provender going to waste.”


  30.


  WHEN THREE BIRDS caught up with Kicking Wolf he was walking out of a gully dragging a small antelope he had just killed. The antelope was only a fawn but Three Birds was excited anyway. They had had little meat since stealing the Buffalo Horse. The sight of the dead fawn made Three Birds so hungry he forgot his news.


  “Let’s cook it now,” he said. “Why didn’t you shoot its mother?”


  “Why didn’t you kill her?” Kicking Wolf asked. “Where have you been?”


  “I had to go a long way to find Scull,” Three Birds said. “He is following us but he is walking.”


  At first Kicking Wolf did not believe it. Three Birds often lived in his own dream time for days at a stretch. Often he would ride around so long, dreaming, that he would forget what errand he had been sent on. When someone reminded him that he had been supposed to secure a particular piece of information he would often just make up whatever came into his head, which is what he was probably doing when he claimed that Scull was following them on foot. Kicking Wolf had expected pursuit and kept up a fast pace to elude it. How could Scull expect to catch him if he was on foot? He sent Three Birds back to investigate, thinking that perhaps Buffalo Hump or some other warriors had fallen on Scull and killed him.


  Now, though, Three Birds had come back with a far-fetched tale that no sensible person could believe. Three Birds was just trying to explain why he had been gone four days. Now all he could think about was eating the little antelope.


  “I don’t believe you—Scull had several horses,” Kicking Wolf said. “Why would he follow us on foot?”


  Three Birds was offended. He had ridden for days, with little food, into the country of the enemy, to find out what Kicking Wolf wanted to know. He had found it out, and now Kicking Wolf didn’t believe him.


  “He is following us on foot and the Kickapoo is with him,” he said. “Scull is four days behind but he walks fast and does not sleep much. If we wait we can kill him, and the Kickapoo too.”


  Kicking Wolf gave the matter a little more thought, as he skinned the young antelope. Three Birds usually abandoned his lies if questioned closely, but he was not abandoning this lie, which might mean that it wasn’t a lie. Big Horse Scull was known to do strange things. Often he would skin little birds that were much too small to eat; then he would throw the birds away and pack their skins with salt. When he traveled he would sometimes pick up beetles and other bugs and put them in small jars. Once he even sacked up some bats that flew out of a cave—what such activities added up to was some kind of witchery, that was plain. That he had chosen to follow them on foot was just more evidence that he was some kind of a witch man. Lots of Indians were out on the plains hunting—if they had seen Scull they would have killed him, yet he was still alive, which suggested more witchery.


  “Famous Shoes would like to sleep but Scull wakes him up and makes him walk,” Three Birds said. “When there is no moon they burn sticks to help them find the tracks.”


  Kicking Wolf decided Three Birds was being truthful. He gave him the best parts of the fawn, for traveling fast to bring him the information.


  “We will soon be in the Sierra,” Kicking Wolf said. “Ahumado will find us. I don’t know what he will do. I think he will like the Buffalo Horse, but I don’t know. Maybe he won’t like it that we have come.”


  Three Birds was eating so fast that he could not figure out what Kicking Wolf was getting at. Of course no one knew what Ahumado would like, or what he would do. He was the Black Vaquero. He had killed so many people that everyone had lost count. Sometimes he killed whole villages, throwing all the people in a well and letting them drown—or he might make the villagers dig a pit and then bury them alive. He had an old man who was skilled at flaying; sometimes he would have the old man take all the skin off a man or a woman who had done something he disliked. He stuck people on sharpened trees and let the tree poke up through them. It was pointless to talk about what such a man might like or not like.


  “If he doesn’t like us he might stick us on a tree,” Kicking Wolf said.


  Three Birds grew more puzzled. Why was Kicking Wolf telling him all these things that he already knew? Ahumado only did bad things. Sometimes he hung people in cages and let them starve—or he might throw them into a pit full of scorpions and snakes. But all this was common knowledge among the Comanches, many of whom had died at the hands of the Black Vaquero. Did Kicking Wolf think such talk would scare him? Was he trying to suggest that he run away, like a coward?


  “I don’t know why you are taking the Buffalo Horse to this man, but if that is what you want to do, then I am going too,” Three Birds said.


  “It is your choice,” Kicking Wolf said. He was a little ashamed of himself, for trying to scare Three Birds away. Three Birds was a brave warrior, even though he didn’t fight very well and was often wandering in the dream time when he should be paying more attention to things.


  When he stole the Buffalo Horse he thought he would take him to Ahumado alone. There would be much power flow from such an act. He would take a great horse from the most powerful Texan and sell him to the terrible bandit of the south. No one else had done such a thing. It was a thing that would be sung forever. Even if Ahumado killed him his feat would live in the songs.


  He had not meant to share it with anybody. He had thought when they reached the river he would send Three Birds back and go into the Sierra Perdida alone, riding the Buffalo Horse. He would go to the stronghold of the Black Vaquero and offer him the great horse, in exchange for women. If he took the horse in and lived he would have the power of a great chief. Buffalo Hump and Slow Tree would have to include him in their councils. There would be great singing, because of what he had done.


  But Three Birds had come with him and he could not insult him because he was a little prone to wandering in the dream time. Going to the stronghold of Ahumado would be a great test. He could not tell his friend not to come.


  “I thought you might want to go home and see your family,” Kicking Wolf said. “But if you don’t then we had better eat this little antelope and ride through the night.”


  “I don’t need to see anyone at home,” Three Birds said simply. “I want to go with you. If we ride all night Scull will not catch up.”


  “That’s right,” Kicking Wolf said, as he cracked off a couple of the little antelope’s ribs. “Big Horse Scull will not catch up.”


  31.


  AUGUSTUS FELT STUNNED—for a moment he was unable to speak. Once, while he was reluctantly trying his hand at blacksmithing, a horse that he was shoeing caught him with a powerful kick that struck him full in the diaphragm. For ten minutes he could only gasp for breath; he could not have spoken a word had his life depended on it.


  That was how he felt now, standing in the sunny Austin street with Clara Forsythe, the girl he had raced in to kiss only an hour before, holding his hand. The words Clara had just spoken were the words he had long feared to hear, and their effect on him was as paralyzing as the kick of the horse.


  “I know it’s hard news,” Clara said. “But I’ve made up my mind and it’s not fair to hold it back.”


  After leaving Governor Pease, Augustus had gone straight to a barber, meaning to get shaved and barbered properly before hurrying back to Clara to collect more kisses. She had consented to one more, but then had led him out the back door of the store, so that neither her father nor a casual customer would interrupt them while she was telling Gus the truth she owed him, which was that she had decided to marry Robert F. Allen, the horse trader from Nebraska.


  Augustus went white with the news; he was still white. Clara stood close to him and held his hand, letting him take his time, while he absorbed the blow. She knew it was a terrible blow, too. Augustus had courted her ardently from the day he met her, when she had been barely sixteen. She knew that, though much given to whoring, he loved only her and would marry her in an instant if she would consent. Several times she had been tempted to give in, allow him what he wanted, and attempt to make a marriage with him. Yet some cool part of her, some tendency to think and consider when she was most tempted just to stop thinking and open her arms, had kept her from saying yes. What stopped her was the feeling that had come over her when he rushed off to see Governor Pease: one kiss and then you’re gone. Augustus was a Texas Ranger: at the end of the kissing or what followed it, there’d be an hour when he would be gone; she would have to carry, for days or weeks, a heavy sense of his absence; she would have to cope with all the sad feelings that assailed her when Gus was away. Clara was active: she wanted to live the full life of her emotions every day—she didn’t like the feeling that full life would have to wait for the day Augustus returned, if he did return.


  Almost every time the ranger troop left Austin there would be a man among them who did not come back. It was a fact Clara couldn’t forget; no woman could. And she had seen the anguish and the struggle that was the lot of frontier widows.


  “If this is a joke it’s a poor one,” Augustus said, when he could find breath for speech.


  But Clara was looking at him calmly, her honest eyes fixed on his. Of course she loved to tease him, and he would have liked to persuade himself that she was teasing him this time. But her eyes danced when she teased him, and her eyes were not dancing—not now.


  “It ain’t a joke, Gus,” she said. “It’s a fact. We’re going to be married on Sunday.”


  “But... you kissed me,” Augustus said. “When I came running in you called me your ranger, just like you always do.”


  “Why, you are my ranger... you always will be,” Clara said. “Of course I kissed you... I’ll always kiss you, when you come to see me. I suppose I have the right to kiss my friends, and I’ll never be so married that I won’t be a friend.”


  “But I’m a captain now,” Gus said. “A captain in the Texas Rangers. Couldn’t you have at least waited till I got home with the news?”


  “Nope,” Clara said firmly. “I’ve spent enough of my life waiting for you to get home from some jaunt. I don’t like waiting much. I don’t like going weeks not even knowing if you’re alive. I don’t like wondering if you’ve found another woman, in some town I’ve never been to.”


  At the memory of all her anxious waiting, a tear started in her eye.


  “I wasn’t meant for waiting and wondering, Gus,” she said. “It was making me an old woman before my time. Bob Allen’s no cavalier. He’ll never have your dash—I know that. But I’ll always know where he is—I won’t have to be wondering.”


  “Hell, I’ll quit the rangers if a stay-at-home is what you’re looking for,” Gus said, very annoyed. “I’ll quit ’em today!”


  He knew, even as he said the words, that it was a thing he had often offered to do, over the years, when Clara taxed him with his absences. But he never quite got around to quitting. Now he would, though, captain or no captain. What was being a captain, compared to being married to Clara?


  To his dismay, Clara shook her head.


  “No,” she said. “It’s too late, Gus. I gave Bob Allen my promise. Besides, being a captain in the rangers is what you’ve always wanted. You’ve talked of it many times.”


  “Well, I was a fool,” Gus said. “Being a captain just means making a lot of decisions I ain’t smart enough to make. Woodrow, he’s always studying—let him make ’em!


  “I’m quitting, I mean it!” he said, feeling desperate. He felt he had just as soon die, if he couldn’t change Clara’s decision.


  “Hush that—it’s nonsense,” Clara said. “I’m promised now—do you think I’m so light a girl that I’d break my promise just because you quit a job?”


  Augustus felt a terrible flash of anger. “No, if you promised, I expect you’ll go through with it even if it ruins both our lives and his too!” he said.


  “You shut up, Gus!” Clara said, with a flash to match his. “I’ve been telling you what I needed for ten years—if you’d wanted me enough to quit the rangers you would have quit long ago. But you didn’t—you just kept riding off time after time with Woodrow Call. You could have had me, but you chose him!”


  “Why, that’s foolish—he’s just my pard,” Gus said.


  “It may be foolish but it’s how I felt and how I feel,” Clara said.


  She calmed herself with an effort. She had not called him into the street to fight over the disappointments of a decade—though it had not all been disappointment by any means.


  Augustus didn’t know what to do. Though it appeared to be a hopeless thing, he didn’t know how to simply give up. The hope of someday marrying Clara had been the deepest hope of his life. What would his life be, with that hope lost? He could not even formulate a guess, though he knew it would be bleak and black.


  “When will you be leaving?” he asked finally, in a flat voice.


  “Why, Sunday,” Clara said. “We’re going to New Orleans and take the steamer up the Mississippi and the Missouri. It’ll be chilly traveling, I expect—at least the last part of it will.”


  Gus felt such a weight inside him that he didn’t know how he was even going to walk away.


  “Then it’s goodbye, I guess,” he said.


  “For a while, yes,” Clara said. “My hope is that you’ll visit, in about ten years.”


  “Visit you once you’re married—now why would you want that?” Augustus asked, startled by the remark.


  “Because I’d want you to know my children,” Clara said. “I’d want them to have your friendship.”


  Augustus was silent for a bit. Clara was looking at him with something in her eyes that he couldn’t define. Though she had just broken his heart, she still seemed to want something of him—what, he was not sure.


  “You’re just saying that now, Clara,” he said, though he thought his throat might close up with sadness and leave him unable to speak.


  “Bob, he won’t be wanting me there, and you won’t either, once you’ve been married awhile,” he said finally.


  Clara shook her head and put her arms around him.


  “I can’t claim to know too much about marriage yet, but there is one thing I know for sure—I’ll never be so married that I won’t need your friendship—don’t you forget that,” she said.


  Then tears started in her eyes again—she turned abruptly and walked quickly back into her store.


  Augustus stayed where he was for a bit, looking at the store. Whether staying or returning, looking at that store had long filled him with hope. The sight of the Forsythe store—just a plain frame building—affected him more powerfully than any sight on earth; for the store contained Clara. There he had met her; there, for years, they had kissed, quarreled, joked, teased; often they had made plans for a future together, a future they would now never have.


  When he walked into the little room in the rough bunkhouse that he shared with Woodrow Call, what he felt in his heart must have showed in his face. Woodrow was just about to go out, but the sight of Gus stopped him. He had never seen Gus with quite such a strange look on his face.


  “Are you sick?” Call asked.


  Gus made no reply. He sat down on his cot and took off his hat.


  “I have to pay a call, but I’ll be back soon,” Call said. “The Governor wants to see us again.”


  “Why? We done saw him, the fool,” Gus asked.


  “We’re captains now,” Call reminded him. “Did you think we were just going to see him that one time?”


  “Yes, I had hoped I wouldn’t have to look at the jackass again,” Gus said.


  “I don’t know what’s the matter,” Call said, “but I hope it wears off quick. You needn’t be sulky just because the Governor wants to see us.”


  Augustus suddenly drew back his fist and punched the center of the cot he sat on, as hard as he could. The cot, a spindly-legged thing, immediately collapsed.


  “Dern it, now you broke your bed,” Call said in surprise.


  “Don’t matter, I won’t be sleeping in it anyway,” Augustus said. “I wish that damn governor would send us off again today, because I’m ready to go. If I ain’t rangering I mean to be out drinking all night, or else reside in a whorehouse.”


  Call had no idea what had come over his friend—before he could investigate, Augustus suddenly got up and walked past him out the door.


  “I’ll be down at the saloon, in case you lose my track,” he said.


  “I doubt I’ll lose your track,” Call said, still puzzled. By then Augustus was in the street, and he didn’t turn.


  32.


  CALL, ABOUT TO LEAVE Maggie’s, was in a hurry, aware that he was almost late for his appointment with the Governor, and he still had to find Gus and drag him out of whatever saloon he was in. He didn’t at first understand what Maggie had just said to him. She had said something about a child, but his mind was on his meeting with the Governor and he hadn’t quite taken her comment in.


  “What? I guess I need to clean out my ears,” he said.


  Maggie didn’t want to repeat it—she didn’t want it to be true, and yet it was true.


  “I said I’m going to have a baby,” she said.


  Call looked at Maggie again and saw that she was about to cry. She had just made him coffee and fed him a tasty beefsteak, the best food he had had in a month. She had a plate in her hand, but the hand that held the plate was not steady. Of course, she usually got upset when he had to leave, even if was just going to the bunkhouse. Maggie wanted him to live with her, a thing he could not agree to do. The part about the baby hardly registered with him until he saw the look in her eyes. The look in her eyes was desperate.


  “The baby’s yours, Woodrow,” she said. “I’m hoping you’ll help me bring it up.”


  Call took his hand off the doorknob.


  “It’s mine?” he asked, puzzled.


  “Well, it’s ours, I mean,” Maggie said, watching his face as she said it, to see if there was any hope at all. For three weeks, ever since she was sure that she was pregnant, she had anguished over how to tell Woodrow. Over and over she practiced how she would tell him. Her best hope, her nicest dream, was that Woodrow would want the baby to be his and also, maybe, want to marry her and care for her as his wife.


  Sometimes Maggie could imagine such a thing happening, when she thought about Woodrow and the baby, but mostly she had the opposite conviction. He might hate the notion—in fact he probably would hate it. He might walk out the door and never see her again. After all, he was a Texas Ranger captain now, and she was just a whore. He was not obligated to come back to see her, much less to marry her or help her with the child. Every time she thought of telling him, Maggie felt despair—she didn’t know what it would mean for their future.


  But she was pregnant, a truth that would soon be apparent.


  Now the words were out—Woodrow just seemed puzzled. He had not flinched or looked at her cruelly.


  “Well, Maggie,” he said, and stopped. He seemed mainly distracted. Maggie had put on her robe but hadn’t tied it yet; he was looking at her belly as if he expected to see what she was talking about.


  “This is surprising news,” he said, rather stiffly, but with no anger in his voice.


  The fact was, Call had set his mind on the next task, which was locating Gus and getting on to the Governor’s office. He had never been good at getting his mind to consider two facts at once, much less two big facts. Maggie was slim and lovely, no different than she had been the day he had ridden off to Fort Belknap. It occurred to him that she might just be having a fancy of some kind—Gus had told him that Clara often had fancies about babies. Maybe she had just got it into her head that she was having a baby. It might be something like Gus McCrae’s conviction that he was going to stumble onto a gold mine, every time they went out on patrol. Gus was always poking into holes and caves, looking for his gold mine. But there wasn’t a gold mine in any of the caves and there might not be a baby in Maggie, either.


  What he didn’t want to do was upset her, just when it was necessary to leave. She had been sweet to him on his return and had fixed him a tasty meal at her expense.


  Maggie was a little encouraged by the fact that Woodrow didn’t seem angry. He had an appointment with the Governor and was clearly eager to get out the door, which was normal. If he went on with his task, perhaps he would think about the baby and come to like the notion.


  “You go on, I know you’re in a hurry,” she said.


  “Why, yes, we can discuss this later,” Call said, relieved that no further delay was required.


  He tipped his hat to her before going out the door.


  The minute he left, Maggie hurried over to the window so she could watch him as he walked down the street. She had always liked the way he walked. He was not a graceful man, particularly. Even when he was relaxed he moved a little stiffly—but his very awkwardness touched her. He needed someone to take care of him, Woodrow did, and Maggie wanted to be the one to do it. She knew she could take care of him fine, without ever letting him suspect that he needed to be taken care of. She knew, too, that he liked to feel independent.


  Maggie just wanted her chance.


  Despite herself, watching him walk away, her heart swelled with hope. He hadn’t said anything bad, when she told him about the baby. He had not even looked annoyed, and he often looked annoyed if she asked him any question at all, or detained him even for a minute, when he was in a hurry to leave. An appointment with the Governor was important, and yet he had stopped and listened to her.


  Maybe, after all, the whoring was over, she thought. Maybe Woodrow Call, the only man she had ever loved, would think about it all and decide to marry her. Maybe he was going to make her dream come true.


  33.


  INEZ SCULL, dressed entirely in black, was sitting in Governor Pease’s office when Call and Augustus were ushered in. Bingham had come to fetch them and had not said a word on the buggy ride. What was more surprising to Call was that Gus had not said a word either. In the whole stretch of their friendship Call could not remember an occasion when Gus had been silent for so long—and the buggy ride only took ten minutes, not a long silence by normal standards.


  “Are you sick, or are you so drunk you can’t even talk?” Call asked, near the end of the ride.


  Augustus continued to stare off into the distance. He did not speak a word. In his mind’s eye he saw the woman he loved—the woman he would always love—steaming up a broad brown river with Bob Allen, horse trader of Nebraska. His rival had won; that was the bleak fact. He saw no reason to chatter just to please Woodrow Call.


  Though Madame Scull was silent, she was a presence they could not ignore. When they stepped in, the Governor was busy with a secretary, so they stood where they were, hats in hand, just inside the door of the broad room. To their embarrassment Madame Scull got up and came and gave them a silent inspection, looking them over from head to foot. She was bold in her looking too, so bold that both men were made distinctly uncomfortable under her silent gaze.


  “Here they are, Inez—our two young captains,” the Governor said, when the secretary left. “They brought the troop home safe and rescued three captives besides.”


  “I’d say it’s beginners’ luck,” Madame Scull said, in a tone that stung Gus McCrae to the quick.


  “Excuse me, ma’am, but we ain’t beginners,” he said. “Woodrow and me have been Texas Rangers a good ten years already.”


  “Ten years!” Madame Scull said. “Then why haven’t you learned to stand at attention properly? Your posture is a disgrace. It’s a slouch, not a stance, and it doesn’t bode well.”


  “And the other one needs barbering,” she added, turning to the Governor. “I’m afraid I must decline to be impressed.”


  “But we ain’t soldiers, we’re rangers,” Gus said, unable to restrain himself in the face of such insults.


  “Now, McCrae, you hush,” the Governor said. He knew that Inez Scull was capable of high, even cyclonic furies, and he did not want a cyclone to strike his office just then.


  “This is Mrs. Scull,” he added hastily. “She’s upset that the Captain didn’t come home with the troop.”


  “Shut up, Ed,” Mrs. Scull said, to the young rangers’ great shock. It couldn’t be proper for a woman to tell a governor to shut up, even if she was the Captain’s wife.


  But the Governor immediately shut up.


  “I am not so ill bred as to be upset,” Inez said. “I’m angry. Do either of you have a notion as to where my husband is?”


  “Somewhere along the Pecos River, I reckon, ma’am,” Call said.


  “I hope he drowns in it, then, the stumpy little mongrel,” Madame Scull said, turning to the Governor—Governor Pease had retreated a step or two, and looked very out of sorts.


  “He is rather a mongrel, you know, Ed,” she said to the Governor.


  “I don’t follow you, Inez—he’s a Scull and I believe they’re a fine family,” Governor Pease replied.


  “Yes, but rather bred down, if you want the truth,” Madame Scull said. “Inish is the only one left with any fight, and most of that comes from his mother—she was a Polish servant, I believe. Inish’s father was Evanswood Scull. He rose rather high in Mr. Madison’s government, but he would have the Polish maid. So Inish is a mongrel and that’s that.”


  “Fight’s worth more than breeding when you’re policing a frontier,” the Governor remarked.


  “Perhaps, but I did not agree to police any frontiers,” Inez replied. “I need my operas and my lapdogs and my fine shops. Given my shops and a little Italian singing I can get by rather well without that black mongrel of a husband.”


  Augustus wanted to look at Woodrow, to see how he was digesting all this, but Madame Scull stood right in front of them; he didn’t dare turn his eyes.


  “Did the ugly little brute give you any warning, or did he just sniff the air and walk off?” she asked. “Inish usually leaves at a moment of maximum inconvenience for everyone but himself. Did you wake up expecting him to leave, the morning he took himself away?”


  “No, ma’am,” both said at once.


  “He just decided to go try to get his horse back,” Call added.


  “Bosh... the horse is just an excuse,” Inez said. “Inish doesn’t care about horses. Not even Hector. He’d just as soon eat one as ride one.”


  “But Inez, what other reason would he have to walk off like that?” the puzzled Governor asked, still nervous about the possible cyclone.


  “I don’t know and neither do these slouchy boys,” Madame Scull said.


  “We tried to talk him out of walking but he wouldn’t listen,” Call informed her.


  “He was the captain—there wasn’t much we could do,” Augustus said.


  “No, he’s a damn restless mongrel—he wanted to walk off and he did walk off, leaving everybody, including me,” Madame Scull said. “It’s abominable behavior, I say.”


  “Ma’am, he left with Famous Shoes, who’s a fine tracker,” Call pointed out. “Famous Shoes knows the country. I expect he’ll bring the Captain out.”


  “You don’t know the man,” Inez snapped. “He won’t show up unless he’s fetched. I expect he’ll find his way to the sea, and the next thing I know there’ll be a telegram from India, or somewhere, expecting me to pack up and follow. I won’t have it, not this time!”


  There was silence in the room. Madame Scull’s last statement left everyone in doubt. Did she intend to go after the Captain herself? Her black eyes were so filled with anger that when she looked at Augustus he felt like stepping back a step or two, yet she was so forceful that he was afraid to move a muscle, and Woodrow was just as paralyzed. Governor Pease stared out the window, uncomfortable and silent.


  “Will you fetch him for me, gentlemen?” she asked, softening her voice even as she raked them with her eyes. “If we can’t catch him soon I might have to wait a year for news, and I won’t tolerate it!”


  “Of course you have my permission,” the Governor quickly added. “I’d recommend taking a small force, perhaps four men besides yourselves.”


  “The sooner you get started, the better,” Inez said.


  In Gus’s mind was the coming torment of Clara’s wedding—he saw Madame Scull’s request as a God-sent hope of escape.


  “I’m ready, I can leave in an hour,” Augustus said. “Or less, if it’s required.”


  Call was very startled by his friend’s wild statement. They had scarcely been back a day from a long expedition. The men were tired and the horses gaunt. Were they to set off without rest to find a man who might refuse to come back even if they found him, which was by no means a certain thing?


  Before he could speak Mrs. Scull suddenly smiled at Augustus.


  “Why, Mr. McCrae, such impetuosity,” she said. “I wouldn’t think of having you depart quite that soon. No doubt you have arrangements to make—a sweetheart to say goodbye to, perhaps?”


  “I ain’t got a sweetheart and I’m ready to leave as soon as possible I can clean my guns and catch my horse,” Gus said. He didn’t think he could endure being in Austin much more than another hour—not with the triumphant Bob Allen taking up all Clara’s time, as he would for the rest of her life. If the boys couldn’t leave at once, then he meant to leave anyway and camp somewhere along the route, with a bottle of whiskey to keep him company.


  Call was astonished, but Gus’s peculiar desire to depart at once wasn’t the only thing that concerned him.


  “What if we find him and he won’t come back?” he asked.


  “Oh, I’m sure if you tell him Inez is anxious he’ll be happy to come back with you,” the Governor said. His own main desire was get Inez Scull out of his office before she broke into a fit.


  “Inish hates to be checked, particularly when he’s running away from his duties,” Inez said. “They may have to arrest him.”


  “Just find him and ask him politely to come back,” Governor Pease said, remembering that Inish Scull himself was no slouch when it came to throwing fits. Besides, he was a popular hero, and not loath to act the part. Putting such a popular man under arrest might lead to political catastrophe—he might even lose the governorship, if Inish stood against him. It was too much to risk.


  “Ask him politely—what good will that do?” Mrs. Madame Scull said. “Inish ain’t polite.”


  “What’ll we do then, ma’am, if we find him and he won’t come back?” Call inquired.


  “How should I know? I ain’t a great Texas Ranger, I’m just a wife,” she said. “But don’t come back without him—I won’t have it! Come along, Mr. McCrae.”


  She started for the door. Augustus wasn’t sure he had heard correctly.


  “Do what, ma’am?” he asked.


  “Come along—are you deaf?” Madame Scull said, turning briefly. “I’d like you to walk me home, if you ain’t too busy saying goodbye to your sweethearts.”


  “Ma’am, I just told you, I got no sweethearts to say goodbye to,” Gus repeated.


  “Capital!” Madame Scull said. “In that case I may ask you to stay for tea. Being abandoned by one’s husband does make one so lonely.”


  Then she looked over at Call, with a little smile.


  “I would ask you too, Captain Call,” she said, “but I expect you’re more of a ladies’ man than Captain McCrae. I imagine you do have sweethearts who will expect you soon.”


  “Oh no, ma’am—Captain McCrae’s the ladies’ man,” Call said, though Gus glared at him. “I guess I better go see which of the boys is in the mood to ride out again on short notice.”


  “I think I’d locate a barber first, sir, and let him clean you up a little,” Mrs. Scull said. “I believe you’d be rather handsome if you were barbered properly.”


  “Thank you,” Call said. “I intended to get barbered before I came to see the Governor.”


  “Then why didn’t you, sir?” Inez asked. “You’d have made a far better impression if you’d gone to that little bit of trouble.”


  No wonder the Captain walked off, Call thought. He was not about to tell Madame Scull what he’d done instead of getting barbered and he resented that she had been so impertinent as to ask.


  “Where do you think he went, Ed?” Madame Scull asked the Governor, her eyes fixed on Call, even though Augustus had gone to the door and was holding it open.


  “Went? I don’t know where he went,” the Governor said impatiently. “I’ve just met Captain Call and am not familiar with his habits.”


  “I expect he went to a whore,” Inez said, with a little laugh. “He looks like the kind of man who would put whoring before barbering. Don’t you agree, Governor?”


  Governor Pease had had enough—the woman would stay forever, it seemed; and he was the governor.


  “Any man would put whoring before barbering, Inez,” he replied. “It would be the normal thing.”


  “That’s it! I knew you had starch, Ed Pease,” Madame Scull said. “I expect I ought to ask you to my tea party instead of this green ear of corn here, but then you’re the governor. You’ve got duties.”


  “I’ve got duties,” Governor Pease agreed, as Madame Scull swept out the door.


  Call glanced at Augustus, puzzled as to why he would twice say he had no sweetheart to say goodbye to, when Call himself had just seen him holding hands with Clara, outside the general store.


  Gus, though, avoided his eye.


  “I’ll see you at the stables, Woodrow,” he said, as he followed Inez Scull out the door.


  “It’s like eating green persimmons,” the Governor remarked darkly, once the door was safely closed.


  “What, sir?” Call asked.


  “Uncharitable talk, Captain,” Governor Pease said, with a sign and a smile. “Every time I talk to Inez I come away feeling like I’ve eaten a green persimmon—you know how they make your mouth shrink up?”


  “I wouldn’t know, I avoid green fruit!” Call said.


  “I’ve got to send you out, Captain—I gave Inez my promise,” the Governor said. “But it’s up to you what to say to Inish, if you catch up with him.”


  “I might just tell him to keep on walking,” Call said.


  “That’s right—let him wander,” Governor Pease replied. “Why come back just to be et alive by your wife? If you’ve got to be et alive, let some cannibal Indian do it.”


  The more the Governor thought about Inez Scull, the more worked up he became.


  “Damn rich women anyway,” he said. “Particularly rich women from Birmingham, Alabama.”


  He looked out the window for a bit, gloomily.


  “Inez Scull would try the patience of a saint, Captain,” he said—and then he paced the room for a few minutes, evidently unable to leave the subject of Inez Scull alone.


  “Not just a saint. Job!” he exclaimed. “Inez would even try the patience of Job!”


  “I don’t know Job, but she sure tried mine,” Call said.


  34.


  AS THEY WALKED up the steps of the Scull mansion Augustus began to feel timid and uneasy. Madame Scull had marched along, nearly half a mile, from the Governor’s office to the slope where the castle stood, without saying a word to him. She had talked constantly while at the Governor’s, but now she was mute as a jug.


  Earlier in the day, in his vexation over Clara, Gus had kicked a large rock and broken his boot heel. He had been meaning to get it repaired when Woodrow showed up and stuck him in the Governor’s buggy.


  Now, as he was trying to keep up with the fast-striding Madame Scull, the wobbly boot heel broke off, which caused him to have to walk a little lopsided. His awkward, tilted stride seemed to amuse Madame Scull.


  “I believe I embarrassed your friend by accusing him of being a whorer—would you say I did?” she asked.


  “Yes, but it don’t take much to embarrass Woodrow Call,” he said. “He’s still stiff as a poker when it comes to women.”


  “Stiff as a poker—do you mean that anatomically, sir?” Madame Scull asked, with a little laugh.


  An old man with a rag was polishing the big brass knocker on the mansion’s front door. The old man looked drunk, but he straightened up promptly when he saw Madame Scull.


  “Hello, Ben, this is Captain McCrae, he’s going to find Captain Scull and fetch him home,” she said. “We’ll be having tea in an hour—tell Felice we might appreciate a biscuit as well.”


  Augustus thought that was odd. Why would it take an hour to make tea? Once in the door, though, he forgot about it; he had never supposed he would be in such a grand establishment—everything in the house excited his curiosity. Just inside the door was a great hollowed-out foot of some kind that held umbrellas and parasols and canes and walking sticks.


  “I sure wouldn’t want to get stomped by a foot this big,” he said.


  “No, you wouldn’t... it’s an elephant’s foot,” Madame Scull said. “That tusk over the mantel came from the same beast.”


  Sure enough, a gleaming ivory tusk, a little yellowish and taller than a man, was mounted over the mantel. The whole house was full of curious objects and gadgets that he would have liked to look at, but Madame Scull gave him only a moment. In the next room a lovely yellow girl was polishing a long dining table with a cloth. He smiled at the girl but she didn’t acknowledge his smile.


  “Don’t bring the tea into the bedroom, Felice, just leave it outside my door,” Inez said. “And don’t rush us, please. Captain McCrae and I have some serious matters to discuss. Do you take jam with your biscuits, Mr. McCrae?”


  “Why, yes, I’d approve a little jam, if it’s no trouble,” he said.


  “Why would it be trouble?” Madame Scull said. “Let us have a few dollops of jam, Felice.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the girl said.


  Augustus wondered what it would be like to work with a blunt woman such as Madame Scull, but he was allowed no time to do more than nod at the girl. Madame Scull was ascending the long staircase and she seemed to expect him to follow.


  On the second floor there was a long hall with high windows at both ends. A yellow bench stood against one wall. Gus was doing his best to hobble down the hall in his awkward boots when Madame Scull pointed at the bench and ordered him to sit.


  “I’ve had enough of your hobbling, Captain, or may I call you Gus?” she asked.


  “‘Gus’ will do, ma’am,” he said, taking the seat she pointed to.


  “Let’s get those boots off—I can’t stand a hobbler,” Madame Scull said.


  “I can take ’em off, ma’am, but it won’t be quick,” he said, a little surprised. “They’re tight as gloves.”


  “I’ll help you, Gus... stick out your leg,” the lady said.


  “What, ma’am?” he asked, confused.


  “Stick out your leg, sir,” Inez demanded; when he obeyed she turned her back to him, straddled his leg, and took his boot in both hands.


  “Now push,” she demanded. “Push with your other foot.”


  Augustus did nothing of the sort; he was intensely embarrassed. Of course the rangers often helped one another off with recalcitrant boots by using that method—with a little pushing on the helpful ranger’s backside, the boot would usually come off.


  But Madame Scull wasn’t a helpful ranger—she was the wife of Captain Scull. Besides, she was a female and a lady: he couldn’t stick up a dusty boot and push on her backside.


  “Ma’am, I can’t, I’d be embarrassed,” he said.


  Inez Scull showed no inclination to relinquish the foot she held between her legs. Her black skirt was bunched up around Gus’s ankle. Gus was so embarrassed he was blushing, but Inez Scull had her back to him and didn’t see the blush.


  “Push with your other foot and push now!” she demanded. “I’m damned if I’ll tolerate any guff from you, Gus. I’ve helped Inish off with his boots a thousand times in this way. He says I’m better than a bootjack and I expect I am—so push!”


  Gus wiped his foot a few times on the floor and gingerly set it against Madame Scull’s backside. He pushed as commanded, but not very hard, as Madame Scull tugged.


  “You’re right, they’re a close fit, push harder,” Inez said.


  Gus pushed harder, and Madame Scull tugged. To his relief the boot finally came off. She dropped his foot and he immediately withdrew his leg.


  “The other one don’t fit as close—I can get it off myself,” he said.


  Madame Scull was looking at him boldly—he had never had a woman look at him with quite such boldness.


  “Give me the other foot and shut up!” she demanded. “Stick your leg out—let’s have it!”


  Again, she straddled his leg. Since he had only a sock on his other foot now, Augustus was not quite so reluctant to push—he thought the best thing to do was finish the business of the boot removal and hope it would soon be time for tea.


  He pushed, and Madame Scull quickly got the second boot off and dropped it beside its mate. She didn’t release his foot or his leg, though—not this time. Instead she held his foot tightly and began to rub herself against the leg that was now between hers. Augustus couldn’t see her face, but, again, he was deeply embarrassed. Why would the woman forget herself in that way?


  He didn’t say a word. He preferred to pretend that his officer’s wife wasn’t astraddle him, rubbing his bony leg against herself. It was a predicament so unexpected that he could not think clearly.


  Madame Scull continued with her activity for what seemed like several minutes. Gus began to hope, desperately, that a servant would wander upstairs on some chore, in which case surely she would stop her rubbing.


  Just when he thought Madame Scull might be ready to stop she suddenly peeled off his sock. Once she had it off she stroked his bare foot for a minute and then threw the sock across the room.


  “That sock’s too filthy to wash,” she said. “I’ll give you a pair of Inish’s, when you leave.”


  “Well, I guess I ought to get along and help Woodrow, pretty soon, ma’am,” Gus said. He was beginning to be actively fearful, his suspicion being that Madame Scull was a madwoman—no doubt that was why Captain Scull had decided to leave.


  Inez Scull didn’t reply. Instead, to his horror, she pulled his bare foot up under her skirt and began to rub it against herself. Then she reached back, grasped his other foot, peeled the sock off, and stuck that foot under her too. She began to sway from side to side, rubbing herself with first one foot and then the other. Gus couldn’t see her face, but he could hear her breathing, which was hoarse and raw.


  Then Madame Scull dropped his feet and whirled on him. He had been pulled half off the bench by her exertions already. Before he could scoot back Madame Scull grabbed his belt and began to yank at it. She was breathing hoarsely and there was sweat on her forehead and cheeks.


  “You said your friend Captain Call was stiff as a poker with the ladies—now let’s see about you,” she said.


  Augustus suddenly realized what Inez Scull had been talking about when she made that remark in the yard. He felt feverish with embarrassment as Madame Scull proceeded to unbutton his pants. What would Clara think, if she knew?


  But then, as Madame Scull opened his pants and began to probe in his long johns, Augustus remembered that Clara was getting married. In only two days she would be Clara Allen. What he did with Madame Scull or any woman would not be something she would want to know. The thought filled him with hopelessness, but, hopeless or not, Madame Scull was still there, hoarse and insistent. When he slipped down to the floor he thought, for a moment, that she might smother him with her skirts. But Clara was gone—gone forever. He had no reason to resist—in any case it was too late. Madame Scull managed to scoot them over onto a big green rug in front of a closet of some kind.


  “This will be better, Gussie,” she said. “We won’t be bumping our knees on this hardwood floor.”


  “What about...?” Gus said—he was still nervous about the servants; but he never got farther with his question. Madame Scull overrode it.


  “Hush up, Gussie, let’s trot!” she said. “Just be my ranger boy, and let’s trot!”


  35.


  CALL WAS AT A LOSS to know what could be detaining Augustus. He had got himself well barbered, haircut and shave, and had a dentist look at a back tooth that had been bothering him from time to time. The dentist wanted to pull the tooth immediately, but Call decided to take his chances and keep it. He waited in Gus’s favorite saloon for two hours, hoping Gus would appear and they could decide what men to take on their search for Captain Scull.


  Mrs. Scull had said she might require Augustus to have tea with her—but why would it be taking so long to sip tea? He inquired of the old Dutch bartender, Liuprand, how long tea took to make, thinking there might be some ceremony involved, one he didn’t understand.


  “Tea... why, five minutes, if it’s a big pot,” Liuprand said. He was a small man with no skill at fisticuffs—in the course of trying to subdue unruly customers his nose had been broken so many times that it now bore some resemblance to the fat end of a squash.


  Call had already decided that he wanted to take the black man, Deets, who had been the most useful member of the company on the recent trip north. Deets could cook and sew and even doctor a little, and had shown himself able to work whatever the weather.


  He knew he could not linger over his choosing too much longer. The sun was setting; the men chosen would be expected to leave when it rose at daybreak. He wanted to ask Long Bill Coleman to go with them—there was no steadier man available than Long Bill Coleman—but he had just been reunited with his wife, Pearl, and might not feel like leaving her again, so abruptly. Even if Long Bill wanted to go, Pearl might not be willing to relinquish him again, so soon.


  No more, for that matter, would Maggie want to see him leave again, so quickly. He dreaded having to go inform her of the order. She had brought up the subject of a baby, a problem he would hardly have time to consider, given all he had to do before leaving. In fact, he would have liked to linger with Maggie a few days and let her indulge him and feed him beefsteak. His dread at having to tell her the Governor was sending them off again was so strong that he had three whiskeys, an unusual thing for him. It was not something he would have done had Gus McCrae come promptly.


  Call’s suspicion was that Augustus was somewhere in the Forsythe store, spooning with Clara. It was a strong enough suspicion that he went outside and sent Pea Eye Parker across the street to check. Pea Eye had few friends; he was merely sitting in front of the barbershop when Call sent him on the errand. Call liked the tall lanky boy; he thought he might take him with them if Gus had no objection.


  Pea Eye was back in the saloon before Call had had much time to even lift his glass.


  “Nope, he ain’t in the store—I asked the lady,” Pea Eye said. “She ain’t seen him since the two of you left for the Governor’s, that’s what she said to tell you.”


  “Now, this is a dern nuisance,” Call said. “I need to pick the men and get them together. How can I make decisions with Captain McCrae if he’s disappeared?”


  Jake Spoon wandered into the saloon about then and heard the discussion.


  “Maybe he got kidnapped,” he said, mainly in jest.


  “He just went to take tea with Madame Scull, I can’t imagine what’s detaining him.”


  “Oh,” Jake said. He got a kind of funny look on his face.


  “What’s wrong, Jake? You look like you et a bug,” Pea Eye said.


  Jake was thinking that he knew exactly what Captain McCrae was doing, if he was with Madame Scull. He remembered his own hot actions with her, in the closet, all too well—the memories of their active lust were a torment to him at night.


  “I ain’t et no bug—I ain’t that green,” Jake replied. “I just swallowed wrong.”


  “But you ain’t eating nothing,” Pea Eye persisted. “What did you swallow, anyway?”


  “Because I had air in my mouth, you fool,” Jake said, irritated by Pea Eye’s questioning.


  “Captain, if you’re going off again, can I go?” Jake asked, boldly. “There ain’t much to do in town, with the boys gone.”


  The question took Call unprepared. In fact, the new assignment took him unprepared. The Governor, mainly to placate Madame Scull, had given them a task that seemed more ridiculous the longer he thought about it. There were thousands of miles to search, and the man they were looking for had the tracker with him. Captain Scull’s departure had been wild folly to begin with, and now he and Augustus were being asked to compound the folly.


  “I’ll discuss it with Captain McCrae, Jake,” Call said.


  “I’m anxious to go if there’s a place,” Jake said. He thought it unjust that Pea Eye had got to go on the last expedition, while he had had to stay and run errands for Stove Jones and Lee Hitch, two rangers who had both suffered broken limbs from trying to ride half-broken horses. Though unable to travel, the two men were easily able to come up with twenty or thirty errands a day that they demanded Jake run. Mainly, they themselves stayed in their bunks and drank whiskey. On occasion they even tried to get him to fetch them whores.


  Now there was another expedition forming, and Jake was determined to go; life in Austin had become so boresome that he’d even put his scalp at risk rather than stay. If the captains wouldn’t take him, he meant to quit the rangers and try to get on as a cowboy on one of the big ranches down south of San Antonio.


  Call grew more and more vexed. He was also a little drunk, thanks to Gus’s lagging, and needed to get on with their decision making. He got up and left the barroom, meaning to walk up to Long Bill Coleman’s house—or rather, Pearl’s. Long Bill never had a cent to his name, but Pearl had been left a good frame house by her father, a merchant who had been ambushed and killed by the Comanches while on a routine trip to San Antonio. Call was on his way to see whether Long Bill had the appetite for more travel when he happened to spot Augustus, coming down the street in the deep dusk. Augustus usually strolled along at a brisk pace, but now he was walking slowly, as if exhausted. Call wondered if his friend had fallen ill suddenly—in the Governor’s office he had been somber, but not sick.


  “Where have you been? We need to be choosing our men and getting them ready,” Call said, three hours of frustration bursting out of him.


  “You choose, Woodrow, all I want is a bottle and a pallet,” Augustus said.


  “A pallet? Are you sick?” Call asked. “It’s not even good dark.”


  “Yes, sick of Austin,” Gus said. “I wish we were leaving right this minute.”


  Call was puzzled by the change in his old friend. All energy and spirit seemed to have drained out of him—and Gus McCrae was a man who could always be counted on for energy and spirit.


  “You didn’t say where you’d been,” Call said.


  Augustus turned and pointed up the hill, toward the Scull castle, its turrets just visible in the darkening sky.


  “Up there—that’s where I’ve been,” Augustus said.


  “Gus, it’s been three hours—you must have drunk a fine lot of tea,” Call remarked.


  “Nope, we never got around to the tea,” Augustus said. “Not the tea and not the biscuits, either. And while we’re on the subject I don’t think we ought to bring the Captain back.”


  “Why not?” Call asked. “That’s the only reason we’re going, to bring him back. Of course, we’ve got to find him first.”


  “You don’t know Madame Scull, Woodrow,” Gus said. “I’d say running off might be the Captain’s only chance.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Call said. “I’ve no doubt they squabble, but they’ve been married nearly twenty-five years—the Captain told me that himself.”


  “He’s a better man than me, then,” Augustus said. “I wouldn’t last no twenty-five years. Twenty-five days would put me under.”


  Then, without more comment, he walked off toward the bunkhouse, leaving Woodrow Call more puzzled than he had been before.


  36.


  WHEN CALL CAME IN with his saddlebags over his shoulder, Maggie’s spirits sank. She was too disappointed to speak. Woodrow only brought his saddlebag into her rooms when he was leaving early—he was meticulous about checking his gear and would spend an hour or more at his task whenever he had to leave.


  “You’ve only been here a day,” she said sadly. “We haven’t even talked about the baby.”


  “Well, you ain’t having it tomorrow, and this may be a short trip,” he said, not unkindly. “I expect we can discuss it when I come back.”


  What if you don’t come back? she thought, but she didn’t say it. If she spoke it would only anger him and she would risk losing the little sweet time they might have. Austin was full of widows whose husbands had ridden off one morning, like Pearl Coleman’s father, and never come back. What Maggie felt was the fear any woman felt when her man had to venture beyond the settled frontier; and even the settled frontier was far from being really safe. Every year, still, settlers were killed and women and children stolen from their cabins, almost within sight of Austin. There was not much safety in town, but there was no safety where Woodrow had to go.


  Worry about him sank deep in Maggie’s gut, where it mixed with another grave worry: the question of what she would do if Woodrow refused to marry her, or accept her child as his. A woman with a child born out of wedlock had no hope of rising, not in Austin. If she wanted to raise the child properly she would have to move to another town and try to pass herself off as a widow. It would be hard, so hard that Maggie feared to think about it. Unless Woodrow helped her she would be as good as lost, and the child as well.


  But Maggie swallowed her questions and her doubts, as she had many times before. After all, Woodrow was there; he had come to her on his return and now again, on the eve of his departure.


  He was there, not somewhere else; she did her best to push aside her worries and make the best of their time. The depth of her love for Woodrow Call gave him a power over her that was too great—and he didn’t even know he had it.


  “All right, I’ll make you a meal—there’s still two beefsteaks, if you want Gus to come,” she said. It made Maggie happy if Woodrow brought Augustus home to eat with them: it was as if he were bringing his best friend home to eat his wife’s cooking. She wasn’t really his wife yet, but they were jolly on those occasions. Sometimes she and Gus could even tempt Woodrow into playing cards, or joining them in a singsong. He was a poor cardplayer and not much of a singer, but such times were still jolly.


  “Gus went off to Madame Scull’s and stayed three hours—that’s why I’m late,” Call said. “He just went to drink tea with her—I don’t know why it took three hours. Now he’s too tired to eat. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Gus too tired to eat before.”


  Maggie smiled—everyone knew that Madame Scull took young men as lovers, the younger the better. She had taken Jake Spoon for a while; everyone knew that too. Lately Jake had come mooning around, wanting to make up to Maggie for his bad behavior. He had offered to carry her groceries twice, and had generally tried to make himself useful; but Maggie remained cool. She knew his kind all too well. Jake would be nice until he had what he wanted, and then, if she denied him a favor, he would pull her hair or slap her again. There was no changing men—not much, anyway; mainly men stayed the way they were, no matter what women did. Woodrow Call was not all she wanted him to be, but he had never raised a hand to her and would not think of pulling her hair. Jake could offer to carry her groceries if he wanted, but she would not forget what he did.


  Call noticed her smile, when he mentioned Gus’s fatigue.


  “What’s that grin for? What do you know?” he asked.


  “It’s just a smile, Woodrow—I’m happy because you’re here,” Maggie said.


  “No, it was something else—something about Gus,” he said. “If you’ve a notion of why he stayed at Madame Scull’s so long I’d like to know it.”


  Maggie knew she was treading on dangerous ground. Woodrow had strict notions of what was right and what was wrong. But she was a little riled, too: riled because he was going away so soon, riled because he wouldn’t talk about the baby, riled because she had to keep swallowing down the way she felt and the things she needed to say. If he wouldn’t think about her baby, at least she could get his goat a little about their friend.


  “I know why he’s tired, that’s all,” she said, pounding the beefsteak.


  “Why, then, tell me,” Call asked.


  “Because Madame Scull took his pants down—if you’d gone she would have tried to take yours down too,” Maggie said.


  Call flinched as if he had been slapped, or jabbed with a pin.


  “Now, that’s wrong!” he said loudly, but without much confidence in his own conclusion. “How could you know that?”


  “Because that’s what she does with any man who goes home with her, when the Captain’s away,” Maggie said. “It’s the talk of all the barrooms and not just the barrooms—she don’t care who knows.”


  “Well, she ought to care,” Call said. “I expect the Captain would take the hide off her if he knew she was stirring up talk like that.”


  “Woodrow, it’s not just talk,” Maggie said. “I seen her kissing a boy myself, over behind some horses. One of the horses moved and I saw it.”


  “What boy?” Call said. “Maybe they were cousins.”


  “No, it was Jurgen, that German boy the Captain hung for stealing horses,” Maggie insisted. “He couldn’t even speak English.”


  “They could still have been cousins,” Call said—but then he gave up arguing. No wonder Gus had come down the hill looking as he sometimes looked when he had spent a day in a whorehouse.


  “If it’s true I just hope the Captain don’t find out,” Call said.


  “Don’t you think he knows?” Maggie asked. Sometimes Woodrow seemed so young to her, not young outside but young inside, that it made her fearful for him; it made her even more determined to marry him and take care of him. If she didn’t, some woman like Madame Scull would figure out how young he was and do him bad harm.


  “How could he know if she only does it when he’s gone?” Call asked.


  “You don’t have to be with somebody every minute to know things about them,” Maggie told him. “I’m not with you every minute, but I know you’re a good man. If you was a bad man I wouldn’t have to be with you every minute to know that, either.”


  Her voice quavered a little, when she said she knew he was a good man. It made Call feel a touch of guilt. He was always leaving Maggie just when she had her hopes up that he’d stay. Of course he left because it was his duty, but he recognized that that didn’t really make things any easier for Maggie.


  “Now you’re risking your life because she wants somebody to go look for her husband, and she ain’t even true to him,” Maggie said bitterly.


  When she thought of Madame Scull’s dreadful behavior—kissing and fondling young men right in the street—she got incensed. No decent whore would behave as badly as Madame Scull, and yet she enjoyed high position and went to all the fanciest balls. More than that, she could send men into danger at her whim, as she was doing with Woodrow and the boys.


  “I guess if it’s true and Clara finds out about it, it’ll be the end of her and Gus,” Call said. “I expect she’ll take an axe handle to him and run him out of town.”


  Maggie was silent. She knew something else that Woodrow didn’t know—she had happened to be in the Forsythe store one day when Clara was trying on some of her wedding clothes, just the gloves and the shoes. But Clara had made no attempt to conceal the fact that she was marrying the tall man from Nebraska. The wedding was going to be in the church at the end of the street. Now that Augustus was back, surely Clara had told him; but evidently he hadn’t got around to informing Woodrow. Perhaps Gus wasn’t able. Perhaps talking about it made him too sad.


  Maggie knew it wasn’t her business to tell Woodrow this, and yet concealing things from him made her deeply uncomfortable. She knew he trusted her to tell him everything that might be important to the rangers, and the fact that Gus had lost Clara seemed pretty important to her.


  “Woodrow, Gus ain’t none of Clara’s business anymore,” she said nervously.


  “Why isn’t he?” Call asked, surprised. “He’s been her business as long as I’ve knowed him, and that’s years.”


  “She’s marrying that horse trader,” Maggie said. “The wedding’s on Sunday.”


  Woodrow Call was stunned. The news about Madame Scull’s faithless behavior was shocking and repulsive, but the news about Clara Forsythe hit him so hard that he almost lost his appetite for the juicy beefsteak Maggie had cooked him. He knew now why Augustus wanted to leave town so quickly: he wanted to be out of town when the wedding took place.


  “I never expected her to marry anybody but Gus,” he said. “This is a bad surprise. I doubt Gus expected her to marry anybody but him, either. I think he hoped his promotion would win her over.”


  To Maggie, his stunned comment was just more evidence that Woodrow was young inside. He wouldn’t realize that Clara Forsythe wouldn’t care a fig for Gus’s promotion; nor did he realize that it didn’t take a woman ten years to say yes to a man she meant to marry. She herself would have said yes to Woodrow in a matter of days, had he asked her. The fact that Clara had kept Gus waiting so long just meant that she didn’t trust him. To Maggie it seemed that simple, and she knew that Clara was right. Gus McCrae could be plenty of fun, but trusting him would be the wrong thing to do.


  Instead of saying those things to Woodrow she fed him some apple tarts she had saved up to buy from the bakery. They were such delicious apple tarts that he ate four of them, and, after a time, went to sleep. Maggie held him in her arms a long time. She knew there was much she could say to him, and perhaps should say to him, about the ways of women; but she only had one night and decided she had just rather hold him in her arms.


  37.


  THE TROOP did not make an auspicious appearance when they gathered in the lots at dawn and began to saddle their horses and tie on their gear. Call had decided to take the two boys, Pea Eye and Jake Spoon, plus Deets to do the cooking, Long Bill in case there was a desperate fight, and of course himself and Augustus—the latter had not appeared.


  Long Bill was there, at least, dark circles under his eyes and a haggard look on his face.


  “Didn’t you sleep, Bill?” Call asked.


  “No, Pearl cried all night—she ain’t up to being consoled,” Long Bill said.


  “Women will just cry when the menfolk leave,” Call said. His own shirt was wet from Maggie’s tears.


  “Did you hear about Clara? It’s got me upset,” Long Bill said. “I was looking forward to eating her cooking, once Gus married her, but I guess that prospect’s gone.”


  “Have you seen him?” Call asked.


  “No, but I heard he fought two Germans in a whorehouse last night,” Long Bill said. “I don’t know what the fight was about.”


  The two youngsters, Pea Eye and Jake, were nervous, Call saw. They kept walking around and around their horses, checking and rechecking their gear.


  “Gus is late,” Call observed. “Maybe he didn’t win the fight.”


  “I imagine he won it,” Long Bill said. “I suppose Gus could handle two Germans, even if he was heartbroken.”


  Call kept expecting to see Augustus ride up at any minute, but he didn’t. They were all saddled up and ready. It was vexing to wait.


  “His horse ain’t here, Captain,” Long Bill said. “Maybe he left without us.”


  “I can’t get used to you calling me ‘Captain,’ Bill,” Call said. It was an honest dilemma. He and Long Bill had been equal as rangers for years, and, in not a few instances, Long Bill, who was five years older than Call, had shown himself to be more than equal in judgment and skill. He was better with skittish horses than Call was, to name only one skill at which he excelled. Yet, through the whim of Captain Scull, he and Gus had been elevated, while Long Bill was still a common ranger. It was a troubling consideration that wouldn’t leave his mind.


  Long Bill, though he appreciated the comment, had no trouble with the shift in status. He was a humble man and considered himself happy in the love of his wife and the friendship of his comrades in arms.


  “No, that’s the way it ought to be,” he said. “You’re in this for the long haul, Woodrow, and with me it’s just temporary.”


  “Temporary? You’ve been at it as long as I have, Bill,” Call said.


  “Yes, but Pearl and me are having a baby,” Long Bill confided. “I expect that’s one reason she was so upset. She made me promise this would be my last trip with you and the boys—that’s a promise I have to keep. Rangering is mostly for bachelors. Married fellows oughtn’t to be taking these risks.”


  “Bill, I didn’t know,” Call said, startled by the similarity of their circumstances. Long Bill had fathered a child and now Maggie was claiming he had done the same.


  “You’re welcome to stay if you feel you need to,” he told Long Bill. “You’ve done your share of rangering. You did it long ago.”


  “Why, no, Captain. I’m here and I’ll go,” Long Bill said. “I mean to have one last jaunt before I settle down.”


  Just then they saw Augustus McCrae come around the corner by the saloon. Gus was walking slowly, leading his horse. Call saw that he was heading across the street toward the Forsythe store, which was not yet open, it being barely dawn. Call wondered if the matter of Clara’s marriage was really as settled a thing as everyone seemed to think.


  “There he is, headed for Clara’s,” Long Bill said. “Shall we wait for him?”


  Call saw Gus turn his face toward where they sat, already mounted. Gus didn’t wave, but he did see them. Though anxious to get started, Call hated to ride out without his friend.


  “I guess he’ll catch up with us—he knows which way we’re headed,” Jake Spoon said. He was anxious to get started before he grew any more apprehensive.


  “If he lives he might,” Long Bill said, looking at the man walking slowly across the street, leading his horse.


  “Well, why wouldn’t he live?” Jake asked.


  Long Bill did not reply. What he knew was that Gus McCrae was mighty fond of Clara Forsythe, and now she was gone for good. He was not stepping high or jaunty, and Gus was usually a high-stepper, in the mornings. Of course Bill didn’t feel like explaining it to a green boy such as Jake.


  Call too saw the dejection in Gus’s walk.


  “I expect he’s just going to say goodbye,” Call said. “We better wait. He might appreciate the company.”


  38.


  AUGUSTUS FELT QUEASY in his stomach and achy in his head from a long night of drinking, but he wanted one last word with Clara, even though he didn’t expect it to improve his spirits much. But, since the day he had met her, every time he rode out of Austin on patrol he had stopped by to say goodbye to Clara. She wasn’t quite a married woman yet—one more goodbye wouldn’t be improper.


  Clara was expecting him. When she saw him come round to the back of the store she went out barefoot to meet him. A wind whistled through the street, ruffling the feathers of some chickens that were pecking away on the little slope behind the store.


  “It’s cold, you’ll get goose bumps,” Gus said, when he saw that she was barefoot.


  Clara shrugged. She saw that one of his eyes was puffy.


  “Who’d you fight?” she asked.


  “Didn’t get their names,” Gus said. “But they were rude. I won’t tolerate rude behavior.”


  To his surprise he saw tears shining on Clara’s cheeks.


  “Why, now, what’s the matter?” he asked, concerned. “I ain’t hurt. It wasn’t much of a fight.”


  “I’m not crying about the fight,” Clara said.


  “Then why are you crying?” he asked. He hitched his horse and sat down by her for a moment on the step. He cautiously put his arm around her, not knowing if that was still proper—Clara not only accepted it, she moved closer and clasped his hand, tight.


  “It’s hard to say goodbye to old boyfriends—especially you,” she said. “That’s why.”


  “If it’s so dern hard, then why are you?” Gus asked her. “Where’s the sense?”


  Clara shrugged again, as she had when he told her she had goose bumps.


  Then she put her head in her arms and cried harder, for a minute or two. Gus didn’t know what to think, or what to say.


  When Clara finished crying she wiped her eyes on her skirt and turned to him once more.


  “Give me a kiss, now, Gus,” she said.


  “Well, that’s always been easy to manage,” he said. When they kissed he felt a salty wetness, from the tears on her cheeks.


  As soon as the kiss was over, Clara stood up.


  “Go along now,” she said. “I hope to see you in Nebraska in about ten years.”


  “You will see me,” Gus said. He looked up at her again. He had never seen her look lovelier. He had never loved her more. Unable to manage his feelings, he jumped on his horse, waved once, and trotted away. He looked back but didn’t wave.


  Clara stood up and dried her cheeks—despite herself, tears kept spilling out. Her father and mother would be up soon, she knew, but she didn’t feel like facing them, just yet. She walked slowly around the store to the street in front of it. The six departing rangers were just passing. Call and Gus, both silent, were in the lead. Clara stood back in the shadows—she didn’t want them to see her, and they didn’t.


  Along the street, also hidden in the shadow of buildings, two other women watched the rangers leave: Maggie Tilton and Pearl Coleman. Maggie, like Clara, had tears on her cheeks; but Pearl Coleman was entirely convulsed with grief. Before the rangers were even well out of town she began to wail aloud.


  Maggie and Clara both heard Pearl’s loud wailing and knew what caused it. Maggie knew Pearl from the old days, when she had been married to a bartender named Dan Leary, the victim of a random gunshot that killed him stone dead one night when he stepped outside to empty an overflowing spittoon. Some cowboys had been shooting off guns outside a bordello—one of the bullets evidently fell from the sky and killed Dan Leary instantly.


  Clara too knew Pearl—she was a frequent customer at the store. She started up the street, meaning to try and comfort her, and was almost there when Maggie came out of the alley, bent on the same errand.


  “Why, hello,” Clara said. “I guess Pearl’s mighty sad, because Bill’s run off again, so soon.”


  “I expect so,” Maggie said. She started to stop and leave the comforting to Clara, but Clara motioned for her to come along.


  ”Don’t you be hanging back,” Clara said. “This job is big enough for both of us.”


  Maggie, ever aware of her position, glanced down the street but saw only one man, an old farmer who was urinating beside a small wagon.


  When they reached Pearl she was so upset she couldn’t talk. She was a large woman wearing an old blue nightdress; her back shook, as she cried, and her ample bosom heaved.


  “He’s gone and he won’t be back,” Pearl said. “He’s gone and this baby inside me will never have a father—I know it!”


  “Now you shush, Pearl, that ain’t true,” Maggie said. “This trip they’re taking is just a short trip. They’ll all be back.”


  She said it, but in her own mind were fears for her own child, whose father also might never return.


  Clara put her arm around Pearl Coleman, but didn’t speak. People were always leaving, men mostly. The cold wind burned her wet cheeks. Soon she herself would be leaving with Bob Allen, her chosen husband, to start the great adventure of marriage. She was excited by the thought. She expected to be happy. Soon she would be living away from her parents, and Gus McCrae would not be riding in, dusty, every few weeks, to kiss her. A part of her life was gone. And there stood Maggie, crying for Call, and Pearl Coleman, wailing, bereft at the departure of her Bill.


  For a moment Clara wondered whether life was a happier affair with men, or without them.


  Pearl, who had calmed a little, was walking back and forth, looking down the road where the rangers had gone. Her face was the shape of a moon and now looked like a moon that had been rained on.


  “My baby’s a boy, I know it,” she said. “He’s going to need a pa.” In a few more minutes the sun came up and the women parted. Pearl, somewhat relieved, went back to her house. Two or three wagons were in the street now—Maggie Tilton discreetly went home through an alley, and Clara Forsythe, soon to be Clara Allen, walked slowly back to her parents’ store, wondering if, before the summer came, a child would be growing in her too.


  Book II


  [image: Images]


  1.


  FOR THREE DAYS Buffalo Hump and his warriors rode south in a mass, singing and chanting during the day and dancing at night around their campfires. They were excited to be going to war behind their leader. Worm, the medicine man, made spells at night, spells that would bring destruction and death to the Texans. They flushed abundant game and ate venison and antelope when they rested. At night, when the half-moon shone, the warriors talked of killing, raiding, burning, taking captives, stealing horses. They were still well north of the line of settlements and forts—they were lords of the land they rode on and confident in their power. The young warriors, some of whom had never been in battle, did not sleep at night, from excitement. They knew their chance for glory lay at hand.


  On the fourth morning Buffalo Hump stayed long at the campfire, watching some of the young men practice with their weapons. He was not pleased by what he saw. Many of the young warriors, his own son included, were not good with the bow. After he had watched for a while he called all the warriors together and issued an order that took everyone by surprise, even Worm, who knew what Buffalo Hump felt about the proper modes of warfare.


  “Those of you who have guns, throw them down,” Buffalo Hump said. “Put them here in a pile, in front of me.”


  More than two hundred warriors had firearms of some sort—old pistols or muskets, in most cases, but, in some instances, good, well-functioning repeating rifles. They prized their firearms and were reluctant to give them up. There were a few moments of silence and hesitation, but Buffalo Hump had planted himself before them and he did not look to be in a mood to compromise. Even Blue Duck, who far preferred the rifle to the bow, did not say anything. He did not want to risk being chastised by his father in front of so many warriors.


  Buffalo Hump had not expected all the warriors to be happy with his order. He was prepared to have it challenged. Many of the warriors were from bands who scarcely knew him, over whom he held no authority—except the authority of his presence. But he had thought much about the great raid they had embarked on. He knew it might be his last chance to beat back the white man, to cleanse the land of them and make it possible for the Comanche people to live as they had always lived, masters of the llano and all the prairies where they had always hunted. He wanted the warriors who rode with him to fight as Comanches had always fought, with the bow and the lance—and there were reasons for his decision other than his devotion to the old weapons.


  After he had faced the warriors for a time, Buffalo Hump explained himself.


  “We do not need these guns,” he said. “They make too much noise. They scare away game that we might need to eat. Their sound carries so far the bluecoat soldiers might hear it. There are bluecoat soldiers in all the forts but we do not want to fight them yet. We will spread out soon. We will slip between the forts and kill the settlers before the soldiers know we are there. We must slip down on the settlers and go among them as quietly as the fog. We want to kill them before they can run and get the bluecoats. Kill them with your arrows. Kill them with your lances and your knives. Kill them quietly and we can ride on south and kill many more. We will go all the way to the Great Water, killing Texans.”


  He stopped, so the warriors could think over what he had said. He had spoken slowly, trying to bring all his power into the words. His fear was that some of the young warriors would defy him and split off. They might make their own raid, shouting and raping, in the way of young warriors. But if such a thing occurred there could be no great raid into the large towns of the whites. There were many forts now, all along the Brazos and the Trinity. Unless they could get below the forts, into the country where white settlers were thick as sage, the soldiers would pour out of the forts and come after them. Then the Comanches would have to defend themselves, rather than bringing war to the settlements. It was not what he wanted, not what he had prayed for.


  The half-moon was still visible in the morning sky. Buffalo Hump pointed to it.


  “Tomorrow we will break into small parties,” he said. “We will fan out, as far as the headwaters of the Brazos. Go quietly between the forts and kill all the settlers you find. When the moon is full we will come back through the hills to the Colorado and strike Austin, and then San Antonio. When we have killed as many Texans as we can, we will go on to the Great Water. If the bluecoats come after us we can go into Mexico.”


  The warriors listened silently. There was no sound in the camp except the stamping and snorting of horses. No one, though, had stepped forward to lay down his gun. Buffalo Hump feared, for a moment, that he was not going to be obeyed. The warriors were too greedy and too lazy to surrender a gun, even a poor gun. With guns they didn’t have to hunt so hard and carefully. Too many of them had ceased to depend on their bows, or to practice with them. He decided he had better keep speaking to them.


  “Now is the time to fight as the old ones fought,” he said. “The old ones had no trouble killing Texans with our own weapons. It was only when we first tried to use guns that we lost battles to the Texans. The old ones believed in the power of their weapons. They fought so hard that they made the Texans run back down the rivers. We took their women and made their children captives. The Mexicans feared us worse than they feared their own deaths. Leave your guns here and let us make war like the old ones made it.”


  At that point old Yellow Foot pushed through the crowd and put his musket on the ground. The musket looked even older than Yellow Foot, one of the oldest warriors to come on the raid. He had wrapped buffalo sinew around the gun so that the barrel would not jump off the stock when he shot at something. It was such a bad gun that no one wanted to stand near Yellow Foot when he shot it, for fear that it might do more damage to them than to whatever Yellow Foot was shooting at.


  Nevertheless, Yellow Foot was very proud of his gun and wasted many bullets shooting at game that was too far away to hit. Twice he had killed young horses because his vision was poor and he mistook them for deer. Buffalo Hump was pleased when he saw the old warrior come forward. Though a little crazy, Yellow Foot was much respected in the tribe because he had had over a dozen wives in his life and was known to be an expert on how to give women such extreme pleasure that they would remain jolly for weeks and not complain as other women did.


  “I am leaving my gun,” Yellow Foot said. “I don’t want to smell all that gun grease anymore.”


  All the older warriors soon followed Yellow Foot’s example and put their guns in a pile. Buffalo Hump said no more, but he did not move or look away, either. He looked from warrior to warrior, making them face and accept his command or else reject it in front of everybody. In the end only one warrior, a small, irritable man named Red Cat, refused to put his weapon on what had become a great pile. Though Blue Duck was almost the last man to lay his gun on the pile, he did finally put it there. Red Cat, who was indifferent to what any chief thought, kept his rifle.


  Buffalo Hump did not want to make too big an issue of one gun.


  “If you are going to keep that smelly gun, then raid far to the west, where the Brazos starts,” he asked. “If there are any Texans out that way, you can shoot them. I don’t think there are any bluecoats out there to hear you.”


  Red Cat made no answer, but he thought it was stupid of old Buffalo Hump to leave behind so many guns. He meant, when he had time, to slip back to where the guns were and pick out a new rifle for himself.


  2.


  WHEN FAMOUS SHOES saw that the tracks of the Buffalo Horse were going straight into the Sierra Perdida, he sat down on a rock to think about it. Scull was studying a small cactus, for reasons Famous Shoes could not fathom. Very often Scull would notice a plant he was not familiar with and would stop and study it for many minutes, sometimes even sketching it in a small notebook he carried. Sometimes he would ask Famous Shoes about the plant, but often it would be a plant Famous Shoes had no use for and knew little about. Some plants were useful and many were very useful, yielding up medicines or food or, as in the case of some cactus buds, yielding up important visions. But, as with people, some plants were completely useless. When Scull stopped for a long stretch to examine some fossil in the rocks or some useless plant, Famous Shoes grew impatient.


  Now he was very impatient. The little cactus Scull was studying was of no interest at all—all anyone needed to know about it was that its thorns were painful if they stuck you. Now the situation they faced was apt to be far more painful than the thorns of any cactus. They were near the country of Ahumado, the Black Vaquero, a man who had wounded Scull once and who would do worse than wound him if he took him prisoner. Scull needed to recognize that their situation was perilous. Under such circumstances, studying a cactus was not the proper behaviour for a captain.


  When Scull finally came over to where he sat, Famous Shoes pointed at the mountains.


  “Kicking Wolf has taken your horse into the Sierra,” he said. “Three Birds is still with him, but Three Birds does not want to go into the Sierra very much.”


  “I doubt that he does, but how can you tell that from a track?” Scull asked.


  “I can’t tell it from the tracks,” Famous Shoes said. “I can tell it because I know Three Birds and he is not crazy. Only a crazy man would ride into the country of Ahumado.”


  “That qualifies me for the asylum, then, I guess,” Scull said. “I went there once and got shot for my trouble and now I’m going again.”


  “Some of the mexicanos think Ahumado has lived forever,” Famous Shoes said.


  “Well, they’re a superstitious people,” Scull said. “I expect they have too many gods to worry about. The good thing about the Christian religion, if you subscribe to it, is that you only have to worry about the wrath of one God.”


  Famous Shoes didn’t respond. Often he could only understand a small fraction of what Scull was talking about, and that fraction was of little interest. What he had just said made him seem a fool. No intelligent man would walk the earth long without realizing that there were many gods to fear. There was a god in the sun and in the floor, a god in the ice and in the lightning, not to mention the many gods who took their nature from animals: the bear god, the lizard god, and so on. The old ones believed that when eagles screamed they were calling out the name of the eagle god.


  He thought that Scull would do well not to criticize Ahumado’s gods, either—even if the Black Vaquero hadn’t lived forever, he had certainly lived a long time. Men did not live to a great age in dangerous country without cleverness in placating the various gods they had to deal with.


  “We are in Ahumado’s country now,” Famous Shoes said. “He may show up tomorrow. I don’t know.”


  “Well, Kicking Wolf’s ahead of us with my horse,” Scull said. “If he does show up he’ll have to take care of Kicking Wolf first.”


  “Ahumado is always behind you,” Famous Shoes said. “That is his way. These mountains are his home. He knows trails that even the rabbit and the cougar have forgotten. If we go into his country he will be behind us.”


  Inish Scull thought the matter over for a moment. The mountains were blue in the distance, dotted with shadows. The way into them was narrow and craggy, he remembered that from his first assault. He picked up a small stick and began to draw figures in the dirt, geometric figures. He drew squares and rectangles, with now and then a triangle.


  Famous Shoes watched him draw the figures. He wondered if they were symbols having to do with the angry Christian God. In Austin Scull sometimes preached sermons—he preached from the platform of the gallows that stood behind the jail. Many people gathered to hear Scull preach—white people, Indians, mexicanos. Many of them could not understand Scull’s words, but they listened anyway. Scull would roar and stomp when he preached; he behaved like a powerful medicine man. The listeners were afraid to leave while he was preaching, for fear he would put a bad spell on them.


  “I think you ought to find this man Three Birds and take him home,” Scull said, when he had finished drawing the little shapes in the dirt. “He ain’t crazy and you ain’t either. What’s left to do had best be done by crazy folks, which means myself and Mr. Kicking Wolf.


  “If I was perfectly sane I’d be on a cotton plantation in Alabama, letting my wife’s ugly relatives support me in high style,” he added.


  Famous Shoes thought he knew why Kicking Wolf was taking the Buffalo Horse to Ahumado, but it was a subtle thing, and he did not want to discuss it with the white man. It was not wise to talk to white men about certain things, and one of them was power: the power a warrior needed to gain respect for himself. He himself, as a young man, had been sickly; it was only since he had begun to walk all the time that his health had been good. Earlier in his life he had done many foolish things in order to convince himself that he was not worthless. Once in the Sierra Madre, in Chihuahua, he had even crawled into the den of a grizzly bear. The bear had not yet awakened from its winter sleep, but spring was coming and the bear was restless. At any time the bear might have awakened and killed Famous Shoes. But he had stayed in the den of the restless bear for three days, and when he came out the power of the bear was with him as he walked. Without risk there was no power, not for a grown man.


  That was why Kicking Wolf was taking the Buffalo Horse to Ahumado—if he went into Ahumado’s stronghold and survived he could sing his power all the way home; he could sing it to Buffalo Hump and sit with him as an equal—for he would have challenged the Black Vaquero and lived, something no Comanche had ever done.


  There was nothing crazy in such behavior. There was only courage in it, the courage of a great warrior who goes where his pride leads him. When he was younger Buffalo Hump had often done such things, going alone into the country of his worst enemies and killing their best warriors. From such daring actions he gained power—great power. Now Kicking Wolf wanted great power too.


  “You brought me where I asked you to bring me and you taught me to track,” Scull said. “If I were you I’d turn back now. Kicking Wolf and me, we’re involved in a test, but it’s our test. You don’t need to come with me. If you meet my rangers on your way home, just give them the news.”


  Famous Shoes did not quite understand the last remark.


  “What is the news?” he asked.


  “The news is that I’m off to the Sierra Perdida, if anyone cares to know,” Scull said.


  Then he walked away, following the tracks of his big horse, toward the blue mountains ahead.


  3.


  THEY HAD REMOVED the young caballero’s clothes and were tying him to the skinning post outside the big cave when Tudwal came loping into camp with news he thought Ahumado would want to hear. Ahumado sat on a blanket outside the cave, watching old Goyeto sharpening his skinning knives. The blades of the old man’s knives were thin as razors. He only used them when Ahumado wanted him to take the skin off a man. The young caballero had let a cougar slip into the horses and kill a foal. Though Ahumado never rode, himself—he preferred to walk—he was annoyed with the young man for letting a fine colt get eaten by the cougar.


  Ahumado also preferred sun to shade. Even on the hottest days he seldom went into the big cave, or any of the caves that dotted the Yellow Cliffs. He put his blanket where the sun would shine on it all day, and, all day, he sat on it. He never covered himself from the sun—he let it make him blacker and blacker.


  Tudwal dismounted well back from the skinning post and waited respectfully for Ahumado to summon him and hear his news. Sometimes Ahumado summoned him quickly, but at other times the wait was long. When the old man was meting out punishment, as he was about to do, it was unwise to interrupt him, no matter how urgent the news. Ahumado was deliberate about everything, but he was particularly deliberate about punishment. He didn’t punish casually; he made a ceremony of it, and he expected everyone in camp to stop whatever they were doing and attend to what was being done to the one receiving the punishment.


  When the young caballero, stripped and trembling with fear, had been securely tied to the skinning post, Ahumado motioned for old Goyeto to come with him. The two men were about the same age and about the same height, but of different complexions. Goyeto was a milky brown, Ahumado like an old black rock. Goyeto had seven knives, which he wore on a narrow belt, each in a soft deerskin sheath. He was bent almost double with age, and only had one eye, but he had been skinning men for Ahumado for many years and was a master with the knives. He carried with him a little pot of blue dye to mark the places that Ahumado wanted skinned. The last man whose skin he had removed entirely was a German who had tried to make away with some rocks he had taken from one of Ahumado’s caves. Ahumado did not like his caves disturbed, not by a German or anybody.


  It was rare, though, for him to order a whole man skinned—often Goyeto would only skin an arm or a leg or a backside, or even an intimate part. Tudwal didn’t expect him to be that hard on the young vaquero, who had only made a small, understandable mistake.


  It soon developed that he was right. Ahumado took the little pot of dye and drew a line from the nape of the caballero’s neck straight down to his heel. The line was not even an inch wide. Ahumado lifted the boy’s foot, drew the line across the sole of his foot, and stepped around him to the other side. Then he carefully continued the line all the way up to the boy’s chin.


  Ahumado pulled the boy’s face around so he could look right in his eye.


  “I do not raise horses for cougars to eat,” he said. “I am going to have Goyeto take an inch of your skin. Goyeto is so good with the knives that you may not feel it. But if you do feel it please don’t yell too much. If you disturb me with too much yelling I may have him skin your cojones or maybe one of your eyeballs.”


  Then he walked back to his blanket and sat down. He could see that Tudwal was anxious to tell him something. Usually, while a torture was being performed, he made his couriers wait—it was hard to take in the news accurately when a man was screaming only a few feet away. But Tudwal had been sent north, toward the border, and it was never wise to ignore news from the border country.


  He motioned to Tudwal, who came hurrying over. Just as he got there old Goyeto made a few cuts and began to peel the little strip of skin down the nape of the young caballero’s neck. The boy, not understanding that he was being given only a light punishment, began to scream as loudly as he could. As Goyeto pulled and cut, pulling the strip below the boy’s shoulder blades, the boy screamed so loudly that it was impossible to hear Tudwal’s news. Before the strip of skin was pulled away past his hips the boy fainted, and Goyeto stopped and squatted on his heels. Ahumado did not approve of him skinning unconscious men.


  “Two Comanches are coming,” Tudwal said quickly. “They are almost to the Yellow Canyon now.”


  Ahumado was disappointed by the quality of news from the north. Two Comanches were worthless. He had been hoping that Tudwal might have spotted a party of rich travelers, or perhaps a small troop of federales. The rich people might have money and jewels with them; the soldiers they could torture.


  He motioned for Goyeto to get on with things, so Goyeto pricked the caballero’s cojones with the knives until he woke up. Soon he was screaming again, though not so loudly.


  Of course Tudwal had known that Ahumado would not be excited to hear about the two Comanches; he decided to spring the news that he had been holding back.


  “One of the Comanches is riding the Buffalo Horse,” he said. “Scull’s horse.”


  Ahumado had been watching the practiced way Goyeto twisted the boy’s foot up and held it between his knees as he continued to peel the strip of skin across the sole. Goyeto’s expert knife work was a pleasure to watch. It took a moment for Tudwal’s information to register with him. The boy was screaming more loudly again.


  “Scull’s horse?” Ahumado asked.


  “Scull’s horse,” Tudwal said. “I have more news too.”


  “You are a braggart,” Ahumado informed him. “You are no better than a crow.”


  The old man’s face was thin. His eyes were as flint when he was displeased, and he was often displeased.


  “But I am the Crow-Who-Sees,” Tudwal said. “I have seen the two Comanches and I have seen Scull. He is following the Comanches on foot, and he is alone.”


  “Scull wants to kill me,” Ahumado mentioned. “If he is alone, why didn’t you catch him?”


  “I am only a crow,” Tudwal said. “How can I be expected to catch such a fierce man?”


  “I think Scull wants his horse back,” Ahumado said. “There is no other horse like the Buffalo Horse.”


  “Maybe he wants his horse back, I don’t know,” Tudwal said. “Maybe he just wants to visit you.”


  Ahumado watched as Goyeto worked the strip of skin up the boy’s leg. He worked with such delicacy that the wound hardly bled. Nonetheless, when the peel reached his hip, the young caballero fouled himself. Then, for the second time, he fainted.


  “I am going to sell this boy as a slave, when he wakes up,” Ahumado said. “He is too cowardly to work for me. If the federales caught him and squeezed his cojones he might betray me.”


  Tudwal agreed. Only a little skinning had reduced the young caballero to a sorry state.


  “What do you think those Comanches want?” Ahumado asked. “I am asking you because you are the Crow-Who-Sees.”


  Tudwal knew he had better be careful. When Ahumado was disappointed in one of his men, his disappointment could turn into fury, but a cold fury. The old man kept his eyes hidden and spoke in soft tones, so that the man he was angry with could not see, until it was too late, that his eyes were like those of a striking snake. Someone would be struck, usually to the death, when Ahumado began to question things.


  “One of the Comanches is a man called Kicking Wolf,” Tudwal ventured. “He took the Buffalo Horse. Maybe he means to sell him to you.”


  The old man, the Black Vaquero, said nothing. Tudwal was scared, and when he was scared he spoke nonsense. Ahumado did not buy horses from the Comanches, or do anything else with them except kill them. The best any Comanche could expect from him was a quick death. The Comanche who was bringing him the Buffalo Horse was doing a foolish thing, or else he was playing a trick. The man could well be a trickster of some sort, allied with a witch. If he was just a plain man with horse trading on his mind, he was making a foolish mistake.


  “Go eat,” he told Tudwal. “Goyeto has to finish his work.”


  Relieved, Tudwal left at once. Goyeto peeled the strip of skin up the unconscious caballero’s chest and up his neck to his chin. Then he cut it off and walked away with the thin, light strip. He meant to peg it out, salt it a little, and hang it in the big cave, with all the other human skins he had taken for Ahumado. On little pegs in the cave were more than fifty skins, a collection any skinner could be proud of. From time to time Ahumado would come into the big cave for a few minutes, take down the skins one by one, and admire them. He and old Goyeto would reminisce about the behavior of this captive or that. Some men, like the German who had tried to steal the rocks, behaved very bravely, but others, weak like the young caballero, were disappointing to work on. They broke down, fouled themselves, and bawled like babies.


  Outside on his blanket, with the winter sun reflecting off the yellow walls of the canyon, Ahumado sat, thinking about the three men who were coming from the north—Big Horse Scull and the two Comanches. The notion that they had come for a visit was amusing. No one visited him in the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs.


  When the time came for a visit, he would visit them.


  4.


  “WHAT WILL YOU SAY to the Black Vaquero when he catches us?” Three Birds asked.


  They were camped in a long canyon with high walls, a place Three Birds didn’t like. He had lived his life on the open prairie and didn’t like sleeping beneath a cliff of rocks. Someone with the power to shake the earth could make one of the cliffs fall on them and bury them, a thing that could never happen on the plains. In his dream he had seen a great cliff falling and had awakened in a sweat.


  Kicking Wolf had killed a small pig with spiky hair, a javelina, and was too busy roasting its bones to respond to Three Birds.


  Then Three Birds remembered another bad story he had heard about the Black Vaquero, this one having to do with snakes. It was said that the old man had such power that he had persuaded the rattlesnake people to give up their rattles. It was said that Ahumado had many snakes with no rattles, who could crawl among his enemies and bite them without making a sound. Though Three Birds normally didn’t fear the snake people, he didn’t like the thought of rattlesnakes that made no sound. The pig they were eating was tasty, but not tasty enough to make him forget that the Black Vaquero had a number of evil ways.


  “Have you heard about the snakes without rattles?” Three Birds asked. “There might be a few of them living in this canyon right here.”


  “If you are going to talk all night I wish you would go home,” Kicking Wolf said. “I don’t want to sleep tonight—I want to stay up and sing. If you want to sleep you had better go somewhere else.”


  “No, I will sing too,” Three Birds said, and he did sing, far into the night. He had the feeling that they would be dead very soon and he wanted to sing as much as possible before death closed his throat.


  The two Comanches sang all night and in the morning took pains to paint themselves correctly. They wanted to look like proud Comanche warriors when they rode into the camp amid the Yellow Cliffs, the camp of the hundred caves, where Ahumado had his stronghold.


  Kicking Wolf was just about to mount the Buffalo Horse when he felt a change come. The sun had not yet struck the cliffs to the south; they were still filled with blue light. Three Birds had just finished painting himself when he felt the change. Sometimes, hours before a storm, the air would begin to change, though there was no sign of anything to fear.


  That was how the air changed in the long canyon.


  “I think he is here,” Kicking Wolf said, coming over to Three Birds.


  Just then Three Birds saw a rattlesnake without rattles going under a rock near where they had their blankets. He knew then that Ahumado must be near. He wondered if Ahumado’s powers were such that he could turn himself into a snake and come near to spy on them. It might even have been Ahumado who crawled under the rock near where the blankets were. He didn’t mention his suspicion to Kicking Wolf, though—Kicking Wolf didn’t believe that people could turn themselves into animals, or vice versa, though he admitted that such things might have been possible in the old days, when the spirits of people had been more friendly with those of animals.


  Then the Buffalo Horse snorted, and swung his head. He looked around the canyon, but didn’t move.


  “I don’t want to camp in any more canyons,” Three Birds observed—he was about to outline his objections when he turned and saw an old man sitting on a high rock a little distance behind them. The rock and the man were in shadow still; it was hard to see them clearly. He sat cross-legged on the rock, a rifle across his lap. When the light improved a little they saw that he was as dark as an old plum.


  Kicking Wolf knew that he was in great danger, but he also felt great pride. The old man on the rock was Ahumado, the Black Vaquero. Whatever his own fate might be, he had completed his quest. He had stolen the Buffalo Horse and brought him to the great bandit of the south; he had done it merely for the daring of doing it. If a hundred pistoleros rose up in the rocks and killed him, he would die happy in his courage and pride.


  “I have brought you the Buffalo Horse,” Kicking Wolf said, walking closer to the rock where the old man sat.


  “I see him,” Ahumado said. “Is he a gift?”


  “Yes, a gift,” Kicking Wolf said.


  “He is a big horse,” Ahumado said. “I shot him once but the bullet only scratched him. Why did you bring him to me?”


  Kicking Wolf made no answer—there was no answer that could easily be put into words. He knew that at home, around the campfires, the young men would sing for years about his theft of the Buffalo Horse and his inexplicable decision to take him to Ahumado. Few would understand it—perhaps none would understand it. It was a thing he had done for no reason, and for all reasons and for no reason. He stood on his dignity as a Comanche warrior. He would not try to explain himself to an old bandit who was black as a plum.


  “I will take this horse and the other one too,” Ahumado said. “You can go home but you will have to walk until you get to Texas. Then you can steal another horse.”


  Kicking Wolf picked up his weapons. He and Three Birds started to walk out of the canyon past where Ahumado sat. But when Three Birds moved Ahumado made a motion with his rifle, pointing it directly at Three Birds.


  “Not you,” he said. “Your friend can go but you must stay and be my guest.”


  Three Birds didn’t argue. What had happened was exactly what he had expected would happen. He had come to Mexico expecting to die, and now he was going to die. He was not upset; it was a moment he had been waiting for since the shitting sickness killed his wife and his three children. He had wanted to die then, with his family, but his stubborn body had not wanted to go. But some of his spirit had gone with his wife and his little ones and he had not been able to attend much to the things of the world, since then. Now he had had a good journey with his friend Kicking Wolf—they had traveled together to Mexico. He did not want the evil old man to do bad things to him, but, as to his death, that he was at ease with. He immediately stretched up his arms and began to sing his death song.


  Though Three Birds wasn’t upset, Kicking Wolf was. He did not like the disrespectful tone the old man had used when he addressed Three Birds. Even less did he like it that Ahumado meant to keep Three Birds a captive.


  “This man helped me to bring you the Buffalo Horse,” he said. “He has come a long way to bring you this gift.”


  Ahumado kept his rifle pointed at Three Birds. It was clear that he had no interest in what Kicking Wolf had just said.


  Kicking Wolf was very angry. He had half expected to die when he had decided to bring the Buffalo Horse to Mexico. He knew that Ahumado was a very dangerous man who killed on whim, that death might be waiting for him in the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs. Besides, Three Birds had talked of little else on the trip except his conviction that Ahumado would kill them.


  What he had not expected was that he would be spared and Three Birds taken. It angered him so that he had a notion to put an arrow through the old bandit immediately. Did he think a Comanche warrior would simply surrender his friend to torture and death? By that one stroke Ahumado made him seem a fool, the very thing Three Birds had been telling him he was, all the way south.


  To make matters worse, Three Birds accepted the decision. He was already singing his death song and his eyes were looking far away.


  As Kicking Wolf was about to draw his bow he saw three pistoleros to his left—they rose out of the rocks with their rifles pointed at him. Three more rose behind Ahumado.


  “In my country rocks grow men,” Ahumado said.


  Kicking Wolf dropped his weapons and made a gesture of surrender. He could not simply walk out of the canyon and leave Three Birds to his death. If it was to be death for one, it would be death for both. But Ahumado made a gesture with his hand and several horsemen rode out of the rocks swinging horsehide ropes. Kicking Wolf tried to run but before he could escape three lassos caught him. The horsemen began to drag him over the rough ground, out of the canyon. He could not see Three Birds for the dust his own body raised as the men spurred their horses and pulled him faster. They pulled him through a field of big rocks. Then his head hit one of the big rocks, which sent him into a black sleep. But, even as he sank into the darkness he thought he heard someone singing a death song.


  5.


  WHEN BUFFALO HUMP came into the big store in Austin, some of the warriors had found an old woman upstairs and had pulled her and had thrown her down the steps. Now they were dragging her through some white flour. They had killed the old man who owned the store with one of his own axes and had used the axe to chop open a couple of barrels of white flour. Some of the young warriors had never seen white flour and took delight in throwing it in the air and covering themselves with it. They also liked dragging the old woman through it while she shrieked. Two of the young warriors outraged her while Buffalo Hump picked out a few hatchets and put them in a sack. Then he came over and waited for the warrior who was outraging the old woman to finish. The woman’s husband was lying dead only a few feet away, while, outside, his warriors were setting buildings afire and killing people as they tried to escape the flames. Some warriors rode their horses into white people’s houses and looted everything they could carry. Six Texans were shot down in the street and scalped where they fell. The people of Austin ran like chickens and the Comanches pursued them like wolves, killing them as they ran with lances, or arrows, or tomahawks.


  The raid had begun just at dawn but now the sun was well up. Buffalo Hump knew it was time to leave. The young men would have to throw away much of the loot they carried; they would not be able to carry it if there was a fast pursuit. They had killed four rangers in one little house but had seen no soldiers.


  When the warrior got off the old, flour-splotched woman Buffalo Hump stood over her and shot three arrows into her chest. He shot them with all the force of his bow, so that the arrows went through the woman and nailed her to the floor. The woman died immediately, but Buffalo Hump didn’t scalp her. She was just an old woman whose thin hair was worthless.


  He let his men take what baubles they wanted from the store, but told them to hurry. When he came outside he saw that some of his warriors had caught a blacksmith and were burning him to death on his own forge. One of them pumped the bellows and made the flames leap while the blacksmith screamed. The high flames set the man’s hair on fire.


  In the street a young man with no trousers was running, pursued by three warriors. They had stolen ropes from the big store and were trying to rope him, as a vaquero would rope a cow. But they were warriors, not ropers, and they kept missing. Finally, unable to rope the young man, the warriors began to whip him with their ropes.


  Then Red Cat joined the fun. He had stolen an axe with a long handle from the store. While the young man was fleeing, Red Cat swung the axe and tried to cut the young man’s head off. The blow killed him but his head was still on his neck. The warriors dragged him around for a while, to make sure he was dead. Then Red Cat finished cutting his head off and they threw his body in a wagon, along with some other bodies.


  Buffalo Hump saw an old man rolling around in the street—he was dying but not quite dead. He rode over and did what he had done with the old woman with flour on her: he shot three arrows into the old man so hard that they went through him and pinned him to the ground.


  Buffalo Hump meant to do the same thing again, as they went south. At every farm or ranch he would put arrows through some Texan. He would leave them nailed to the floor, or to the ground.


  It would be a thing the Texans would notice—a thing they would remember him by.


  6.


  WHEN MAGGIE WAS AWAKENED in the first gray light by the high, wild cries of the Comanche warriors, racing into Austin, she didn’t even wait to look out the window. Their war cries had been in her nightmares for years. She grabbed a little pistol Woodrow had left her for her own defense and raced barefoot down the stairs. The house she boarded in was on the main street—she knew they would catch her if she stayed in it but she thought she might be able to squeeze under the smokehouse behind it. An old sow had rooted under the smokehouse so persistently that she had dug out a shallow wallow under the back corner of the shack. Maggie raced down the steps and, moments later, was squeezing herself under the smokehouse. There was room, too: the black sow was larger than she was. She clutched the pistol and cocked it to be ready. Woodrow had long ago taught her where to shoot herself, to spare herself torture and outrage.


  Once Maggie had squeezed herself as far back under the house as she could get, she heard, from behind her somewhere, the buzz of a rattlesnake, at which point she stopped and remained motionless. The snake didn’t seem close, but she didn’t want to do anything to irritate it further.


  She didn’t want to kill herself, either. It would mean the end not only for herself but for the child inside her too. She knew what happened to women the Comanches took, though. Only yesterday she had seen poor Maudy Clark, sitting on a chair behind the church, looking blank. The preacher was letting her sleep in a little room in the church until they located a sister in Georgia who might take her in. Her husband, William, had come one day in a wagon, taken the children, and left without speaking a word to Maudy. He had simply ridden away, as if his wife had ceased to exist: and his attitude was what most men’s would be. Once fouled by a Comanche or a Kiowa or any Indian, a woman might as well be dead, for she would be considered so by respectable society.


  Maggie didn’t know that she could be befouled much worse by an Indian than she had been by some of the rough men who had used her; but, then, there were the tortures: she didn’t think she could stand them. She clutched her pistol but otherwise didn’t move. The snake’s rattling slowly quieted—probably the rattler had crawled off into a corner. Slowly, very deliberately, Maggie squeezed herself a few more inches back. Then she put her face down; Woodrow had told her Comanches were quick to spot even the smallest flash of white skin.


  Outside, the war cries came closer. She heard horses go right by the smokehouse. Three Indians went into the smokehouse, just above her—she heard them knocking over crocks and carrying off some of the meat that hung there. Something that smelled like vinegar dripped onto her through a fine crack in the floor.


  But the Comanches didn’t find her. Two braves stood not far from the hog wallow for a moment, but then mounted and loped off, probably to seek more victims. They didn’t fire the smokehouse but they fired the rooming house. She could smell the smoke and hear the crackle of flames. She was afraid the rooming house might fall onto the smokehouse and set it on fire, but didn’t dare come out. The Comanches were still there—she could hear their victims screaming. Horses dashed by and several more Comanches came into the smokehouse. Maggie kept her face down and waited; she was determined to hide all day if need be.


  Then she heard a scream she recognized: it was Pearl Coleman screaming. Pearl screamed and screamed. The sound made Maggie want to stop her ears, and turn off her mind. She didn’t want to think about what might be happening to Pearl, out in the street. At least Clara Forsythe was safe—married and gone to Galveston only five days before.


  Maggie concentrated on keeping her head down; and she waited. Woodrow had warned her specifically not to be too quick to come out, in the event of a raid. Some of the Comanches would hold back after the main party left, hoping to snatch women or children who were brought out of hiding.


  Maggie waited. One more Indian did come into the smokehouse, perhaps to snatch a ham or something, but he was there only moments. Maggie peeked briefly and saw the warrior’s horse spill out turds, right in front of her.


  The warrior left and Maggie waited for a long time. When she finally began to inch out, she thought it must be noon, at least. When she finally did come out, so did the snake that had buzzed at her earlier. The snake glided through a crack in the lower board and was soon under a bush.


  Many of the buildings along the main street were burning; the saloon had burned to the ground. Maggie inched around the building, but soon decided there were no Indians still in the town. Several men lay dead in the street, scalped, castrated, split open. She heard sobbing from up the street and saw Pearl Coleman, completely naked and with four arrows sticking out of her, walking around in circles, sobbing.


  Maggie hurried to her and tried to get her to stop weaving around, but Pearl was beyond listening. Her large body was streaked with blood from the four arrows.


  “Oh, Mag,” Pearl said. “They got me down before I could run. They got me down. My Bill, he won’t want me now... if he gets back alive he’ll be ashamed of me and put me out.”


  “No, Pearl, that ain’t true,” Maggie said. “Bill won’t put you out.”


  She said it to cheer Pearl up a little, but in fact there was no predicting what Long Bill would do when he heard of his wife’s defilement. She liked Long Bill Coleman but there was no knowing how a man would react to such news.


  At that moment, through the drifting smoke, they saw three men with rifles coming cautiously up the street. The sight of them brought home to Pearl the fact that she was unclothed.


  “Oh Lord, I’m naked, Maggie... what’ll I do?” Pearl asked, trying to cover herself with her bloody hands. It it was only when she saw the blood on her own hands that she noticed an arrow in her hip. She put her hand on the arrow, which was only hanging by its tip, and, to her surprise, it came out.


  “You got three more in your back, Pearl,” Maggie said. “I’ll get them out once I get you inside.”


  “Why, I’m stuck like a pincushion,” Pearl said, trying to cover herself with her hands.


  “Just turn around... those men don’t see us yet,” Maggie said. “I’ll run in the Forsythe store and borrow a blanket for you to cover with.”


  Pearl turned around and hunched over, trying to make herself as small as possible.


  Maggie ran across the street but slowed a little as she came up the steps to the Forsythe store. The windows had all been smashed—a barrel of nails had been heaved through one of them. The barrel had burst when it hit, scattering nails everywhere. Maggie, barefoot, had to pick her way carefully through the nails.


  As soon as she stepped into the store she felt something sticky on one foot and assumed she must have cut herself on a nail; but when she looked down she saw that the blood on her foot was not hers. There was a large puddle of it just inside the door of the store. The display cases had all been smashed and flour was everywhere. Horse blankets, harness, ladies’ hats, men’s shoes had been thrown everywhere. The brown Pennsylvania crockery that Clara had been so proud of had been smashed to shards.


  Maggie knew she had stepped in a puddle of blood, but it was dim in the store. She didn’t know whose blood it was until she picked her way through the smashed crockery and scattered merchandise and then suddenly saw Mr. Forsythe, dead on the floor, his head split open as if it had been a cantaloupe.


  Beyond him a few steps lay Mrs. Forsythe, naked and half covered with the white flour that had spilled out of the barrels. Three arrows had been driven into her chest, so hard that they had gone through her, pinning her to the floor.


  Maggie felt such a shock at the sight that she grew weak. She had to steady herself against the counter. For a moment she thought her stomach might come up. Seeing the naked, spraddled woman with the arrows in her chest made her realize how lucky she was; and how lucky Pearl was, and Clara herself, and all the women who were still alive.


  She herself wasn’t even injured—she had to help those who were. It was no time to be weak.


  Maggie picked her way back to where the blankets were—instead of taking one blanket she took three. One she carefully put over Mrs. Forsythe—the three arrows stuck up, but there was nothing she could do about that. The blanket didn’t cover her well—it left the poor old woman’s thin legs exposed, which seemed wrong. She went back, took another blanket, and used it to cover Mrs. Forsythe’s legs. The men would have to deal with the arrows when they came to remove the bodies.


  Then she put a nice blanket over Mr. Forsythe’s split head and went outside to help her friend. One of the men with rifles was standing on the porch when she came out.


  “How about the Forsythes?” he asked, peering in one of the smashed windows.


  “They’re both dead,” Maggie told him. “She’s got three arrows shot clear through her.”


  Then she opened the other blanket, picked her way through the nails, and wrapped the blanket around Pearl, who was still hunched down in the street. The three arrows were still in her back, but at least she was covered decently as Maggie walked her home.


  7.


  AS SOON AS INISH SCULL saw the horse in the distance he hid under a little shelf of rock and waited. The horse, still a long way off, seemed to be alone. Scull took out his binoculars and waited for the horse to come round a little closer, for the animal did not seem to be moving or grazing naturally. It moved slowly, and looked back over its shoulder frequently, odd behavior for a lone horse in empty country.


  More than an hour passed before the horse was close enough for Scull to see that it was dragging a man behind it, an unconscious man and an Indian, securely tied at wrists and ankles and attached to the horse by a rawhide rope.


  There was nothing to see on the vast spare desert except the one horse, walking slowly, dragging the man. Somebody had obviously wanted the horse to drag the man to death; that somebody, in Scull’s view, was probably Ahumado. Famous Shoes had talked much about Ahumado’s cruelty to captives. Being dragged to death by a horse was about as mild a punishment as Ahumado allowed anyone, if Famous Shoes was to be believed.


  When the horse was only one hundred yards away, Scull crept down to take a closer look. As he came near he saw that the tied man’s body was just a mass of scrapes, with very little skin left on it.


  Scull watched the southern horizon closely, to be sure there were no clouds of dust in the air, such as riders would make; he also watched the bound man closely, to see if he was merely feigning unconsciousness. It seemed unlikely that a man so skinned and torn could be capable of threatening him; but many a fallen Indian fighter had been fatally lulled by just such reasonable considerations.


  Once satisfied that it was safe to approach, Scull stopped the horse—he soon saw that the bound man was breathing. There were no bullet holes in him that Scull could see. On his back was a small quiver, with no arrows in it. There was a deep gash in his forehead. The beadwork on the little quiver was Comanche, Scull thought. The thongs at his wrists and ankles had been pulled so tight that his flesh had swollen around the cords.


  From a swift examination of the horse tracks Scull determined that the horse was one he had just been following for hundreds of miles. It was Three Birds’ horse, but Scull didn’t think it was Three Birds who was tied to it. Three Birds was skinny, Famous Shoes had told him, but the bound man was short and stocky.


  “Kicking Wolf,” Scull said aloud. He thought the sound of his name might wake the man up, but of course Kicking Wolf was only his English name; what his Comanche name was, Scull did not know. Scull would have dearly liked to know what had happened to Three Birds, and whether Ahumado was in the vicinity, but he could not expect to get such information from an unconscious man whose language he didn’t speak.


  Now that he was in the country of the Black Vaquero, Scull had taken to traveling mostly by night, letting the stars be his map. He knew that the canyon where Ahumado had his stronghold was crevassed and cut with many small caves, some of them no more than pockmarks in the rock but some deep enough to shelter a man nicely. Undoubtedly Ahumado would post guards, but Scull had been a commander too long to believe that any arrangement that required men to stay awake long hours in the night was foolproof. If he could sneak in at night and tuck himself into one of the hundred caves, he might, with patience, get a clean shot at Ahumado. Famous Shoes had told him that the old man did not like shade. He spent his days on a blanket and slept outside, by a small campfire, at night. The trick would be to get in a cave within rifle range. Of course, if he shot Ahumado, the pistoleros might swarm into his cave like hornets and kill him, but maybe not. Ahumado was said to be as cruel and unyielding to his men as he was to captives. Most of the pistoleros might only be staying with him out of fear. With the old man dead they might just leave.


  It was a gamble, but Scull didn’t mind—indeed, he had walked into Mexico in order to take just such a gamble. But first he had to get into the Yellow Canyon and find a well-situated cave. Famous Shoes had warned him particularly about a man named Tudwal, a scout whose job it was to roam the perimeters of Ahumado’s country and warn him of intruders.


  “Tudwal will know you are there before you know it yourself,” Famous Shoes assured him.


  “No, that’s too cryptic, what do you mean?” Scull asked, but Famous Shoes would not say more. He had given Scull a warning, but would not elaborate, other than to say that Tudwal rode a paint horse and carried two rifles. Scull put the man’s reticence down to professional jealousy. Famous Shoes missed no track, and, evidently, Tudwal didn’t either.


  Meanwhile, dusk was turning into night and Scull had a horse and an unconscious man to decide what to do about. The Comanche very likely was the man Kicking Wolf, the thief who had stolen Hector. In other circumstances Kicking Wolf was a man he would immediately kill, or try to kill. But now the man was unconscious, bound, helpless. With or without Scull he might not live. With one swipe of his knife Scull knew that he could cut the man’s throat and rid the frontier of a notable scourge, but when he did take out his knife it was merely to sever the rawhide rope that attached the man to the horse.


  Then he quickly walked on toward the mountains, leaving the unconscious man tied but not dead.


  “Tit for tat... Bible and sword,” he said aloud, as he walked. Kicking Wolf’s daring theft had freed him of a command he was tired of, presenting him with a fine opportunity for pure adventure—solitary adventure, the kind he liked best. He could match his skill against an unforgiving country and an even more unforgiving foe. That was why he had come west in the first place: adventure. The task of harassing the last savages until they were exterminated was adventure diluted with policy and duty.


  The man who had been tied to the horse was a mystery, and Scull preferred to leave him a mystery. He didn’t want to nurse him, nor did he want to kill him. He might be Kicking Wolf or just some wandering Indian old Ahumado had caught. By cutting the rope Scull had secured the man a chance. If he came to he could chew his way free and try to make it to water.


  But Inish Scull didn’t intend to waste any of the night worrying the issue. The man could go if he was able. He himself had ten hours of fast walking to do and he wanted to be at it. The thought of what was ahead stirred his blood and quickened his stride. He had only himself to consider, only himself to depend on, which was exactly how he liked things to be. By morning, if he kept moving, he should be in the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs. Then he could lie under a rock and wait for the sun to complete its short winter arc. Perhaps when night fell again, if he made good progress, he could crawl through Ahumado’s guard and work his way into the cliffs, where he might find a cave deep enough to shelter him for a day. If he could find a suitable cave he would then need to be sure that his rifle was in good order—he had walked a long distance with the rifle over his shoulder. The sights might well need adjusting. Ahumado was said to be quick, despite his age. Certainly he had been quick the first time Scull went after him. It was not likely that the old man would linger long in plain view, once Scull started shooting at him. He needed to cripple him, at least, with the first shot—killing him outright would be better still.


  A brisk, nipping north wind rose during the night, but Scull scarcely noticed it. He walked rapidly, rarely slowing for longer than it took him to make water, for ten hours. Twice he startled small herds of javelina and once almost stumbled over a sleeping mule deer. Normally he would have shot the deer or one of the pigs for meat, but this time he refrained, remembering Tudwal, the scout who would know he was there even before he knew it himself. It would not do to go shooting off guns with such a man on patrol.


  Toward dawn, Scull stopped. The closer he got to danger, the keener he felt. For a moment, pissing, he remembered his wife, Inez—the woman thought she could hold him with her hot lusts, but she had failed. He was alone in Mexico, in the vicinity of a merciless enemy, and yet he found it possible to doubt that there was a happier man alive.


  8.


  AT THE ENTRANCE to the camp in the Yellow Cliffs was a pile of human heads. Three Birds would have liked to stop and look through the heads for a while to see if any friends of his were represented in the pile. Ahumado had killed many Comanches, some of them his friends. Probably a few of their heads were in the pile. Many of the heads still had the hair on them, from what he could see. Three Birds was curious. He had never seen a pile of heads before and would have liked to know how many heads were in the pile, but it didn’t seem a polite thing to ask.


  “Those are just some heads he has cut off people,” Tudwal said, in a friendly voice.


  Three Birds didn’t comment. His view was that Tudwal wasn’t really as friendly as he sounded. He might be the man who skinned people. Three Birds didn’t want to banter idly about cut-off heads with a man who might skin him.


  “He won’t take your head though,” Tudwal said. “For you it will be the pit or else the cliff.”


  Three Birds soon observed that the camp they were coming to was poor. Two men had just killed a brown dog and were skinning it so that it could be put in the cook pot. A few women who looked very tired were grinding corn. An old man with several knives strung around his belt came out of a cave and looked at him.


  “Is he the one who skins people?” Three Birds asked.


  “We all skin people,” Tudwal said. “But Goyeto is old, like Ahumado. Goyeto has had the most practice.”


  Three Birds thought it all seemed very odd. Ahumado was supposed to have stolen much treasure, in his robberies, but he didn’t seem rich. He just seemed like an old, dark man who was cruel to people. It was all puzzling. Three Birds broke into his death song while puzzling about it. He wondered if Kicking Wolf would die from being pulled behind the horse they had tied him to.


  Three Birds was soon taken off the horse and allowed to sit by one of the campfires, but nobody offered him food. Around him were the Yellow Cliffs, pocked with caves. Eagles soared high above the cliffs, eagles and buzzards as well. Three Birds was startled to see so many great birds, high above the cliffs. On the plains where he lived he seldom saw many eagles.


  He had expected to be tortured as soon as he was brought into the camp, but no one seemed in any hurry to torture him. Tudwal went into a cave with a young woman and was gone for a long time. The great force of pistoleros that Ahumado was said to command were nowhere in evidence. There were only five or six men there. Ahumado walked over and sat on a blanket. Three Birds stopped singing his death song. It seemed foolish to sing it when no one was paying any attention to him at all. Two old women were making tortillas, which gave off a good smell. In the Comanche camp prisoners were always fed, even if they were to be promptly killed or tortured, but that did not seem to be the custom in the camp of Ahumado. No one brought him tortillas, or anything else.


  When the day was almost passed Tudwal came and sat with him. A peculiar thing about the man, who was white but very dirty, was that his left eye blinked all the time, a trait that Three Birds found disconcerting.


  “I have been with six woman today,” Tudwal said. “The women are Ahumado’s but he lets me have them. He is too old for women himself. His only pleasure is killing.”


  Three Birds kept quiet. It was in his mind that they might start his torture at any time. If that happened he would need all his courage. He did not want to weaken his courage by chatting with a braggart like Tudwal. He wondered how Kicking Wolf was faring. If the horse was still dragging him he was probably thoroughly skinned up.


  Finally Ahumado stood up and motioned for Tudwal to bring the prisoner. Tudwal cut the throngs that bound Three Birds’ ankles and helped him to his feet. Ahumado led them to the base of one of the high cliffs, where there was a big pit. Tudwal led Three Birds to the edge of the pit and pointed down. In the bottom Three Birds could see several rattlesnakes and also a rat or two.


  “You can’t see the scorpions and spiders but there are many down there,” Tudwal said. “Every day the women go out and turn over rocks, to find more scorpions and spiders for the pit.”


  Without a word Ahumado turned toward the cliff and began to climb up a narrow trail of steps cut into the rock. The trail led higher and higher, toward the top of the cliff. Ahumado climbed the trail quite easily, but Three Birds, because his hands were bound, had some trouble. He could not use the handholds Ahumado used, and Tudwal. Because of his difficulty with the steps Tudwal began to insult him.


  “You are not much of a climber,” he said. “Ahumado is old but he is already almost to the top of the cliff.”


  That was true. Ahumado had already disappeared above them. Three Birds tried to ignore Tudwal. He concentrated on making his feet go up the trail. He had never been so high before. In his country, the beautiful country of the plains, even birds did not fly as high as he was being asked to climb. It seemed to him he was as high as the clouds—only it was a clear evening, with no clouds. Behind him Tudwal grew impatient with Three Birds’ slow climbing. He began to poke him with a knife. Three Birds tried to ignore the knife, though soon both his legs were bloody. Finally he reached the top of the cliff. The Black Vaquero was standing there, waiting. The climb had taken so long that the sky was red with sunset. When Three Birds reached the top he found that his lungs were hurting. There didn’t seem to be much air atop the old man’s Yellow Cliffs.


  Around him there was distance, though—a great distance, with the peaks of the Sierra Perdida, reddened by sunset, stretching as far away as he could see. Three Birds was so high he wasn’t quite sure he was still on the earth. It seemed to him he had climbed into the country of the birds—the birds for which he was named. He was in the country of the eagles—it was no wonder he could hardly find air to breathe.


  Near the edge of the cliff, not far away, there were four posts stuck in the ground, with ropes going from the posts over the edge of the cliff. Nearby four men, as dark as Ahumado, were squatting by a little fire. Ahumado made a motion and the dark men went to the first post and began to pull on the rope. Suddenly, as the dark men pulled, Three Birds heard a loud beating of wings and several great vultures swirled up over the edge of the cliff, almost into their faces. One of the vultures, with a red strip of meat in its mouth, flapped so close to Three Birds that he could have touched it.


  Three Birds was wondering why the strange old man and his skinny pistolero had brought him so high on the cliff, but he did not have to wonder long, for the dark men pulled a cage made of mesquite branches tightly lashed together onto the top of the cliff. It was not a large cage. The dead man in it had not much room, while he was alive, but the vultures could easily get their heads through and eat the dead man, little by little. The man’s bones were still together but a lot of him was eaten. There was not much left of the man, who had been small, like the dark men who raised the cage. As soon as the cage was on solid ground the dark men opened it and quickly pitched what was left of the stinking corpse over the cliff.


  Now Three Birds knew why they had brought him to the top of the cliff. They were going to put him in a cage and hang him off the cliff. He walked to the edge of the cliff and looked down. There were three more cages, dangling below him.


  “There is a vaquero down there who is still alive,” Tudwal said. “We only put him in two weeks ago. A strong man, if he is quick, can stay alive a month, in the cages.”


  “Why does he need to be quick, if he is in a cage?” Three Birds asked.


  “Quick, or he don’t eat,” Tudwal said. “Pigeons light on the cages. If the man inside is quick he can catch birds to eat. We had a card sharp once who lasted nearly two months—he was quick with his hands.”


  Old Ahumado walked over then. He did not smile.


  “The cage or the pit?” he asked. “The snakes or the birds?”


  “If I were you I would take the pit,” Tudwal said. “It’s warmer down there. There’s some big rats you could eat, if they don’t eat you first. Or you could eat a snake.”


  Three Birds was watching the dusk fill up the canyons to the south. He felt he was in the sky, where the spirits lived. Perhaps the spirits of his wife and children were not far away, or the spirits of his parents and grandparents, all dead from the shitting sickness. They were all in the high air somewhere, where he was. It might even be that Kicking Wolf was dead, in which case his spirit would be near.


  “Choose,” Ahumado said. “It is almost dark. It is a long way back down to the pit, if you want the pit.”


  “Don’t you have a better cage to put me in?” Three Birds asked. “This is a filthy cage. It has parts of that dead man sticking to it. I don’t think I will be comfortable in such a filthy cage.”


  Tudwal was astonished. He gave a nervous laugh.


  “It is the only cage we have,” he said. “Maybe it will rain and wash away some of that blood.”


  “It isn’t the only cage you have,” Three Birds pointed out, in a calm, reasonable voice. “There are three more cages down there. You showed them to me.”


  “They are full,” Tudwal said. “There’s that vaquero who’s still alive, and two dead men.”


  “You could throw the dead men out,” Three Birds pointed out. “Maybe one of those cages would be cleaner.”


  There was silence on the cliff. Tudwal was disconcerted. What did this Comanche think he was doing? It was crazy to bargain with Ahumado—it would only cause him to think up something worse to do to the prisoner.


  “He doesn’t like our cage,” Ahumado said. “Take him back down. We’ll let Goyeto skin him.”


  Before Tudwal could reach him Three Birds took two quick steps, to the very edge of the cliff. In only a second he could put himself beyond the reach of the old torturer and his blinking henchman. He only had to step backward and he would be gone forever, into the fine air where the spirits lived. For a while he would fly, like the birds he was named after; then he would be where the spirits were, without having wasted any time in the dirty pit or the filthy cage. Three Birds had always been a clean man; he was glad they had brought him to a high place, where the air was clean. In a moment he would go backward, into his final home in the air, but he wanted to speak to Ahumado and his henchman before he left them.


  “You are stupid men,” he said. “A child could fool you. Now Big Horse Scull is coming, and he is not a child. I imagine he will kill you both, and then you will not be skinning people and putting them in cages.”


  Three Birds saw, out of the corner of his eye, one of the dark men sneaking toward him along the cliff edge. The man was short, so short he must have thought no one could see him. But Three Birds saw him and decided he had lectured the two bandits long enough—somewhere behind him in the air, the spirits hovered, like doves. He began to cry out his death song and stepped backward off the cliff.
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  WHEN KICKING WOLF came to he was almost too weak to move. The tight bonds made his limbs numb and his eyes were strange. Not far away he saw a horse that appeared to be two horses and a cactus bush that seemed to be two cactus bushes. The horse was Three Birds’ horse, the one he had been tied to. It was only one horse, and yet, when Kicking Wolf looked at it, it became two, and the one bush became two. Some witch had distorted his vision so that he saw two things when there was only one. It must have been Ahumado or someone who worked for him.


  Then he saw that the rope that had bound him to the horse had been cut. To his surprise, near his head, he saw Scull’s footprint, a footprint he had often seen while he was following the rangers, before he stole the Buffalo Horse. Scull must have been the one who cut him loose, another puzzling thing.


  Kicking Wolf’s tongue was thick with thirst. When he sat up the world turned around. Three Birds’ horse was still two horses, but the two horses were not far away. Kicking Wolf knew that if he could free himself he could catch the horse and ride it to water. There must be water nearby, else the horse would not have stayed.


  Because of his thick tongue it took him a long time to chew through the bonds on his wrists. It was dark when the rawhide finally parted.


  The vaqueros who had roped him had not taken his quiver—there were no arrows in it, so they had left it. But in the bottom of the quiver was a small flint arrowhead that had broken off one of his arrows. With the arrowhead he was able to cut quickly through the rawhide that bound his ankles. Flies were stinging him all over his body, where the skin had been taken off in the dragging. All he could do about the flies was throw sand on himself to cover the skinned areas. He found he could not hold his head up straight, either. Something had made his neck so sore that he had to keep his head tipped to one side or else a violent pain shot through him.


  When it became dark Kicking Wolf felt a little less confused. In the dark he could not see two of everything. He made his way slowly to where the two horses that were one horse had been grazing and when he got there one of the horses melted into the other. As soon as he mounted, the horse went trotting north. Kicking Wolf found that the riding made him sick—it also made violent pains shoot through his head, but he did not stop and attempt to recover a little. He was still in the country of the Black Vaquero—in his weakness he would be easy to catch if Ahumado sent his men back after him. He remembered Three Birds, who had gallantly come with him to Mexico, although he had no business there. Probably Three Birds was being tortured, but Kicking Wolf knew there was nothing he could do about it. The pains shooting through his own head were as violent as torture. He had to slow the horse to a walk or he would have passed out. In such condition he could not go back to the Yellow Canyon and try to save his friend. Perhaps, later, he could go back with many warriors and avenge him—even Buffalo Hump might join such a war party. He would not like it that the old man had tortured Three Birds to death. He might want to ride to the Yellow Cliffs and do some torturing himself.


  Near morning the horse found water, a little trickling spring high in some rocks. The pool was only a few feet across but it was good water. Kicking Wolf let the horse drink and then tethered him securely. Then he lay down in the water and let it wash his wounds. It stung but it cleaned him. He drank a little, and then drank more, until his tongue became the right size again. He wanted to sleep by the little pool, but was afraid to. Ahumado’s men would know of the water hole. They might catch him there. He rested an hour, let the horse drink, and then rode on through the day. It was sunny; he began, again, to see two things that were one. He saw a deer running and the deer became two deer. Kicking Wolf knew a bad witch must have made his eyes untrustworthy. The pain in his neck and head was still violent, but he kept riding. He wanted to get back across the Rio Grande. Besides the pain in his head there was also a sadness in his heart. He had had too much pride and because of it Three Birds was lost. Everyone had told him that his plan was folly; even a foolish man such as Slipping Weasel, who did stupid things every day, had been wise enough to warn him against taking the Buffalo Horse to Mexico. But he had done it, for his pride—but his pride had cost his friend’s life and he would have to go home humbled and shamed. Ahumado had taken the Buffalo Horse, the great horse of the Texans, as if he had been given a donkey. He had not acknowledged Kicking Wolf’s courage, or anything else. Even courage, the courage of a great warrior, didn’t matter to the Black Vaquero.


  It occurred to Kicking Wolf, as he rode north, that the problem with his eyes might not be the work of a bad witch; it might be the work of his own medicine man, Worm. The old spirits might have spoken to Worm and told him that Kicking Wolf had shamed the tribe by his insistence on taking the Buffalo Horse to Ahumado. The old spirits would know what happened to Three Birds—the old spirits knew such things. They might have come to Worm in a vision and insisted that he work a spell to punish this haughty man, Kicking Wolf. Because he had had too much pride, Worm might have made a spell to change his eyes so that they could never see accurately again. Always he might see two where there was one.


  Kicking Wolf didn’t know. His head hurt, his friend was lost, and he had many days of riding before he got home. When he got home—if he did—no one would sing for him, either.


  Even so, Kicking Wolf wanted to be home. He wanted to see Worm. Maybe he was wrong about the old spirits. Maybe it was one of Ahumado’s witches who had made the trouble in his eyes. Maybe Worm could cure him so that, once again, he would only see what was there.
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  WHEN SCULL AWOKE Hickling Prescott was on his mind and the smell of cooking meat was in his nostrils. His mother, a Ticknor, had been a childhood friend of the great historian, whose house stood only a block down the hill from the great Georgian town house where Inish Scull had grown up. The world knew the man as William Hickling Prescott, of course, but Scull’s mother had always called him “Hickling.” As Inish Scull was leaving for the Mexican War he had gone by to pay his respects to the old man, then blind and mostly deaf. It was well to know your history when going off to battle, Scull believed, and certainly his mother’s friend, Hickling Prescott, knew as much about the history of Mexico as anyone in Boston—or in America, for that matter. To Hickling Prescott, of course, Boston was America—as much of it, at least, as he cared to acknowledge.


  Twice before, during the few weeks he had spent in Boston, Scull had made the mistake of taking Inez along when visiting the old man. But Hickling Prescott didn’t approve of Inez. Although he couldn’t see or hear and wasn’t expected to feel, somehow Inez’s determined carnality had impressed itself on the historian, who was not charmed. He didn’t believe the sons of Boston should marry women from the South—and yet, to his annoyance, not a few sons of Boston did just that.


  “Why, the South’s just that riffraff John Smith brought over, Mr. Scull,” the old man said. “Your wife smells like a Spanish harlot. I sat next to her at dinner at Quincy Adams’s and I smelled her. Our Boston women don’t smell—at least they smell very rarely. The Oglethorpes were low bred, you know, quite low bred.”


  “Well, sir, Inez is not an Oglethorpe, but I admit she can produce an odor once in a while,” Inish said.


  “There are several appealing misses right here in Boston,” Hickling Prescott informed him crisply. “I hardly think you needed to root around in that Oglethorpe bunch just to find a wife.”


  He sighed. “But it’s done, I suppose,” he said.


  “It’s done, Mr. Prescott,” Inish admitted. “And now I’m off to Mexico, to the fight.”


  “Have you read my book?” the old man asked.


  “Every word,” Inish assured him. “I intend to reread it on the boat.”


  “The Oglethorpes produced many fine whores,” old Prescott said. “But, as I said, it’s done. Now I’m working on Peru, and that isn’t done.”


  “I’m sure it will be masterly, when it comes,” Inish said.


  “‘Magisterial,’ I would have said,” old Prescott corrected, sipping a little cold tea. “I don’t expect we’ll have to fight Peru, at least not in my time, and I have no advice to offer if we do.”


  “It’s Mexico we’re fighting, sir,” Inish reminded him.


  There was a silence in the great dim room, whose windows were hung with black drapes. Inish realized he had misspoken. William Hickling Prescott no doubt knew who the nation was about to go to war with.


  “It was reading your great book that made me want to join this war,” Inish told him, anxious to make up for his slip. “If I might say so, your narrative stirs great chords in a man. Heroism—strife—the city of Mexico. Victory despite great odds. The few against the many. Death, glory, sacrifice.”


  The historian was silent for a moment.


  “Yes, there was that,” he said dryly. “But this one won’t be that way, Mr. Scull. All you’ll find is dust and beans. I do wish you hadn’t married that Southern woman. What was her name, now?”


  “Dolly,” Inish reminded him. “And I believe her people came over with Mr. Penn.”


  “Oh, that hypocrite,” the historian said. “It must have been a great sorrow to your mother—your marriage, that is. I miss your mother. She was my childhood friend, though the Ticknors in general are rather a distressing lot. Your ma got all the shine in that family, Mr. Scull.”


  “That she did,” Inish agreed.


  There were no black drapes in the stony canyon where Scull had awakened, thinking of Hickling Prescott. The walls of the canyon were pale yellow, like the winter sunlight. Scull had slept without a fire and awoke stiff and shivering. On such a morning a little of Inez’s unapologetic carnality would not have been unwelcome.


  Of course, he was in Mexico, whose conquest Hickling Prescott had chronicled so vividly. Cortés and his few men had captured a country and broken a civilization. When Scull had gone to the old man’s house on the eve of his departure for the war, he had meant to probe a little, to get the old man’s thoughts on events which he probably understood as well as any living man, but the old man had been indifferent, opaque; what he knew was in his book and he did not see the point in repeating it to the young man.


  “I ain’t a professor, they’ve got some of them at Harvard,” he had said.


  “Whip ’em and get home, sir,” he advised, showing Inish to the door. That he had actually risen from his chair and walked Inish to the door was, Inish knew, a great compliment—there was, after all, a butler to show visitors in and out. The compliment, no doubt, was inspired by the historian’s fond memories of his mother.


  “I’d leave that Oglethorpe girl down in Georgia, if I were you,” the old man said, as he stood in the door, looking out on the Boston he could not see. “She won’t do much harm if she’s in Georgia—the Oglethorpe smell don’t carry that far.”


  But it was a meaty smell, not the memory of the old, crabbed historian, that had awakened Inish Scull from his chilly sleep in the Yellow Canyon. What he smelled was meat cooking. He didn’t take in the smell with every breath, but, intermittently, every few minutes, when there would be a certain shift in the wind, then came the smell.


  Scull cautiously looked around. The land was broken and humpy. Perhaps someone else was camped behind one of the humps, cooking a deer or a pig. And yet, a fire would have meant smoke, and he saw no smoke.


  It’s dream meat, he told himself. I’m dreaming of venison and pork because I’m rumbling hungry. I’m so hungry I’m dreaming smells.


  His only food the day before had been three doves—he had crept up on them in the early morning dimness and knocked them off their roost with a stick. He had seared the fat birds over a small fire and had eaten them before full daylight came. He knew he was in the domain of the old killer, Ahumado, and didn’t want to be shooting his gun, not for a few days. Nor, ordinarily, did Inish Scull mind fasting. He had seen men killed in battle because fear and dread caused them to lose control of their stomachs or their bowels. In the time of battle a fighting man needed to stay empty, in his view; there would be time enough for feasting once the battle had been fought.


  Still, he was human, and could not be fully immune to the smell of cooking meat. Then he saw movement to the west. In a moment a coyote came in sight, its ears pricked up, going toward the ridges to the south. The coyote was moving purposely; perhaps it smelled the cooking meat too. Perhaps, after all, it was a not a dream smell that had brought him awake in the Yellow Canyon.


  Scull decided he might as well follow the coyote—it had a better nose than he did and would lead him to the meat, if there was meat.


  He walked for two hours, keeping the coyote just in sight. For long stretches he lost the meat smell entirely, but then, faintly, if the wind shifted to the south, he would smell it again. Between one gray ridge and the next he lost the coyote completely. The country rose slightly; he was crossing a mesa, or tableland, almost bare of vegetation.


  From being intermittent, the smell became constant, so constant that Scull could say with conviction that it was not a deer or a pig that was being cooked: it was a horse. He had eaten horse often in his trekking in the West and didn’t think he could be mistaken. Somewhere nearby horsemeat was cooking—but why would the smell carry nearly a dozen miles, to the canyon where he had slept?


  Then Scull began to notice tracks, many tracks. He was crossing the route of a considerable migration—there were a few horse tracks, but most of the migrating people were on foot. Some were barefoot, some wore moccasins. There were even dog tracks—it was as if a village had decided to move itself across the empty tableland.


  Then Scull saw the smoke, which seemed to be rising out of the ground, a mile more ahead. The smoke rose as if from a hidden fire. He didn’t know what to make of it, but he did know that he had begun to feel exposed. He was in plain sight on a bare mesa where a hundred people or more had just passed. Scull looked around quickly, hoping for a ridge, a hump of dirt, or patch of sage—anything that could conceal him, even a hole he could hide in until darkness fell, but there was nothing. Besides, he was marching in stout boots and his tread would stand out like a road sign to anyone with an eye for tracks.


  Scull turned and hurried back toward the last cover, doing his best to erase or at least blur his track as he went. Suddenly he felt more exposed than he ever had, in all his years of soldiering; a kind of panic seized him, an overwhelming need to hide until dark came. Then he could come back and unravel the mystery of the smoke and the smell of cooking meat.


  Scull hurried back, scrubbing out his tracks as best he could, as he walked—the last ridge had been rocky; he felt sure he could dig under one of them and stay safely hid until dark.


  Then he saw the old man, coming toward him along his own track. The minute he saw him he remembered something Famous Shoes had said.


  “Ahumado is always behind you,” Famous Shoes had told him. “Don’t look for him in front. When he wants you he will appear, and he will be behind you.”


  The memory came too late. The Black Vaquero was following the plain track left by his boots. The old man seemed to be alone, but Scull knew his men had to be somewhere nearby. The old man had not lived to a great age by being a fool.


  Scull decided he would just keep walking, with his head down, pretending he hadn’t seen Ahumado, until he was in rifle range. He shot best from a prone position. When the distance was narrowed sufficiently he would just drop to the ground and fire. With one well-placed shot he could eliminate the Black Vaquero, the old bandit who had harassed the settlers of the border as ferociously as Buffalo Hump had the settlers along the northern rivers.


  Of course, the pistoleros would probably run him down and kill him, but then it was not the Scull way to die at home. His brother had been yanked off a whaling ship in the Hebrides and drowned. His Uncle Fortescue had drunk poisoned kvass in Circassia, and his father had been attempting to ice-skate on the frozen Minnesota River when he was overwhelmed by a band of Cree Indians. The Sculls died vividly, but never at home.


  Scull had only a hundred yards to walk before he was in rifle range of Ahumado. He didn’t mean to risk a long shot, either. The one hundred yards might take him three minutes; then he would have to decide between certain martyrdom and very uncertain diplomacy. If he chose to risk the diplomacy he would have to live until Ahumado chose to let him die, which might be after days of torture. It was a choice his forebears had not had to make. His brother hadn’t meant to get jerked out of the whaleboat, his Uncle Fortescue had no idea the kvass was poisoned, and his father had merely been skating when the Cree hacked him down.


  Scull walked on; Ahumado came in range; Scull didn’t shoot.


  Too curious about that smoke, he told himself. Maybe he’ll consider me such a fine catch that he’ll ask me to dinner.


  Then he saw, to Ahumado’s right, four small dark men. To his left a tall man on a paint horse had appeared. The Black Vaquero, indeed, had not been alone.


  For a moment, Scull wavered. Only six men opposed him. Ahumado carried no weapon—the only gunman was the skinny man on the paint horse; he could shoot him, grab the horse, and run. His fighting spirit rose. He was about to level his rifle when he glanced over his shoulder and saw, to his amazement, that four more of the dark men were just behind him, within thirty yards. They had risen as if from the earth and they carried bolos, the short rawhide thongs with rocks at each end that Mexicans threw at the legs of cattle or deer, to entwine them and bring them down.


  Scull did not level his rifle; he knew he had waited too long. Now it would have to be diplomacy. The fact that the dark men had simply appeared was disturbing. He had looked the terrain over carefully and seen no one; but there they were and the die was cast.


  Ahumado came to within ten feet of Scull before he stopped.


  “Well, hello from Harvard,” Scull said. “I’m Captain Scull.”


  “You have come just in time, Captain,” the old man said.


  The man on the paint horse rode up behind him. He had a blinking eye. The dark men stood back, silent as rocks.


  “Just in time for what, sir?” Scull asked.


  “To help us eat your horse,” Ahumado informed him. “That’s what we are cooking, over there in our pit.”


  “Hector?” Scull said. “Bible and sword, you must have a big pit.”


  “Yes, we have a big pit,” Ahumado said. “We have been cooking him for three days. I think he is about cooked. If you will hand this man your rifle we can go eat him.”


  The tall pistolero rode close. Scull handed him the rifle. With the dark men walking behind him, Inish Scull followed Ahumado toward the rising smoke.
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  SCULL STOOD ON THE EDGE of the crater, astonished first by the crater itself and then by what he saw in it. From rim to rim the crater must be a mile across, he judged. Below him, at the bottom of it, were the hundred or more people whose tracks he had seen—men and women, young and old. There were all waiting. The smoke rose from a pit in the center of the crater. Hector, whose head was missing, had been cooked standing up, in his skin.


  The old man, Ahumado, had scarcely looked at Scull since his surrender. His eyelids drooped so low that it was hard to see his eyes. Men had shoveled away the bed of coals that had covered the pit for three days. The coals were scattered in heaps around the pit—many of them still glowed red.


  “We have never cooked a horse this big,” Ahumado remarked.


  “He appears to be thoroughly charred,” Scull observed. “You might as well let the feast begin.”


  He felt chagrined. The old man treated his arrival as casually as if he had received a letter announcing the date and arrival time. He had walked into Mexico, convinced that he was proceeding with extreme stealth, and yet Ahumado had read his approach so precisely that he had finished cooking Hector in time for Scull to say grace, if he wanted to.


  Now the need he had always had to be as far as he could get from Boston—not just Boston the place but Boston as a way of being—had landed him in a crater in Mexico, where a hundred dark people were waiting to eat his horse.


  Ahumado made a gesture and the squatting, waiting people rose like a swarm and crowded into the pit around the smoking horse. Knives flashed, many knives. Strips of skin were ripped off, exposing the dark flesh, which soon dripped blood from a hundred cuts. Some who had no knives tore at the meat with their fingers.


  “They are hungry but your horse will fill them up,” Ahumado said. “We will go down now. I have saved the best part for you, Captain Scull.”


  “This is a big crater,” Scull said, as they were walking down. “I wonder what made it?”


  “A great rock—Jaguar threw it from the sky,” Ahumado said. “He threw it long ago, before there were people.”


  “I expect we’d call it a meteor, up at Harvard College,” Scull said.


  Then he saw four men shoveling coals out of another, smaller pit. This pit was modest, only a few scoops of coals in it. When the coals were scattered the men lifted something out of it on two long sticks, something that steamed and smoked, although wrapped in heavy sacking. They carried their burden over to a large flat rock and sat it down. Ahumado took out a knife, walked over, and began to cut the sacking away.


  “Now this is a treat, Captain,” Tudwal said. “You’d do best to eat hearty before we put you in the cage.”


  “I will, sir, I’ve never lacked appetite,” Scull assured him. “I ate my own pig, as a boy, and now I expect I’ll eat my horse.”


  He did not inquire about the cage he was going to be put in.


  Ahumado cut away the last of the sacking: Hector’s steaming head stared at him from the flat rock. Smoke came from his eyes. The top of his skull had been neatly removed, so that his brains would cook.


  “Now there’s a noble head, if I ever saw one,” Scull said, as he approached. “Hector and I harried many a foe. I had expected to ride him back north, when the great war comes, but it’s not to be. You were his Achilles, Señor Ahumado.”


  Now the dark men carried machetes. Ahumado gestured for them to move back a few steps.


  Scull glanced back at the larger pit. Hector was rapidly being consumed. The dark people in the pit looked as if they had been in a rain of blood.


  So it must have been when the cavemen ate the mastodons, Scull thought.


  Then he turned back, pulled out his knife, and began to cut bites of meat from the cheeks of his great horse.


  12.


  ONCE INISH SCULL was securely shut in the cage of mesquite branches, Tudwal reached in and offered to cut the thongs that bound his hands and feet. Scull had been stripped naked too. Both the binding and the stripping were indignities he didn’t appreciate, though he maintained a cheerful demeanor throughout.


  “Stick your feet over near the bars and I’ll cut you loose,” Tudwal offered. “Then I’ll do your hands. You won’t be able to catch no pigeons with your hands tied like that. You’d starve in ten days, which ain’t what he has in mind. When he hangs a man in a cage he expects him to last awhile.”


  “I have never cared much for squab,” Scull said. “I suppose I can learn to like it, if there’s nothing else.”


  “A Mexican we hung off this cliff caught an eagle once,” Tudwal said. “But the eagle got the best of him—pecked out one of his eyes.”


  “I notice you blink, sir—what happened?” Scull said. “A sparrow get you?”


  “Nothing. I was just born ablinking,” Tudwal said.


  The insult, as Scull had feared, didn’t register.


  “But you weren’t born in Mexico,” Scull said. “You sound to me like a man who was probably born in Cincinnati or thereabouts.”


  Tudwal was startled. How did the man know that? He had, in fact, been born on the Kentucky River, not far from Cincinnati.


  “You’re right, Captain—but how’d you know that?” Tudwal asked.


  “I suppose it’s your mellow tone,” Scull said. He smiled at the man, hoping to lull him into a moment of inattention. The cliff they were about to lower him over seemed to fall away for a mile. Once they lowered him his fate would be sealed. He would hang there in space, with half of Mexico to look at, until he froze or starved. He didn’t relish hanging there for days or weeks, surviving on the occasional bird he could yank through the bars. Ahumado, an old Mayan come north to prey on ignorant people, white and brown, had not proved susceptible to Harvard charm; but Tudwal, the blinking man, did not seem overly intelligent. If he kept talking he might yet fool him into making a mistake. He had obediently held his feet near the bars and Tudwal had freed his ankles. His wrists came next, and there lay the opportunity.


  Tudwal looked puzzled when Scull mentioned the mellow tone. Actually, the man had a nasal voice with little mellowness in it.


  “Yes sir, I’ve been sung to often by Ohio maidens—some of them may not quite have been maidens at the time. The whores in the fine town of Cincinnati have lullabied me to sleep many times. Have you heard this old tune, sir?”


  He struck up the old ballad of Barbara Allen:


  In London town where I was born


  There was a fair maid dwelling...


  Tudwal nodded. Someone far back in his life had once sung that song, a grandmother or an aunt, he was not sure. He forgot, for a moment, that Captain Scull was about to be dangled to his death. The song took him away, into memory, into thoughts of his mother and his sister, when he had led a gentler life.


  As Scull sang he held his hands close to the bars so that Tudwal could cut the rawhide thongs. He sang softly, so that Tudwal would lean forward as he cut. The moment the bonds parted Scull grabbed Tudwal’s wrist and whacked it so hard against the mesquite bars that he broke it. The knife fell into the cage: he had one weapon. Then he caught Tudwal by the throat and pulled him close enough to the cage that he could reach with the other hand and yank the man’s Colt pistol out of its holster. Now he had two weapons. He would have preferred to conserve bullets by strangling Tudwal, but the man was too strong. Before Scull could get his other hand on Tudwal’s throat he twisted away, forcing Scull to shoot him dead, the sound echoing through the Yellow Canyon.


  The four dark men who had been waiting to lower the cage immediately took their machetes and trotted away. Ahumado was still back at the crater, where the feast was being held, waiting on his blanket; he would have heard the shot.


  “There, you Cincinnati fool, I warbled you to death,” Scull said.


  His situation had improved dramatically. He had a knife and a gun, and five bullets. On the other hand he was in a flimsy cage, on top of a five-hundred-foot cliff, and he was naked.


  The bindings that held the mesquite cage together were hardened rawhide. Scull began to hack at them but the knife was dull and the rawhide hard as iron. Tudwal’s horse stood near. If he could cut himself free he might have a chance, but the rawhide was so resistant and the knife so dull that it might take an hour to free himself—and he didn’t have an hour.


  “You goddamned fool, why didn’t you sharpen your knife?” Scull said. “Not only did you have a Cincinnati voice, you had a goddamned weak Kentucky brain.”


  It annoyed him. He had worked a miracle, killed his captor, and yet he wasn’t free. Then, with a moment to breathe, he remembered another of Papa Franklin’s fine sayings: “Haste makes waste.” He looked more closely at the jointure of the wrappings. He didn’t need to hack the cage apart—if he could just break the wrappings at one corner of the cage he could squeeze out and run. He still had five bullets; it seemed good policy to sacrifice one or two of them to free himself. He immediately tested the decision and was well pleased with the result: two bullets and the wrappings blew apart, and he squeezed through and stood up.


  His fighting spirit rose; by God, he was out! He squatted briefly over the body of Tudwal, but found only two more bullets, in a pocket of the man’s dirty tunic. But the man at least wore clothes; Scull hastily stripped him and pulled on his filthy pants and tunic. They were too large, but they were clothes!


  The paint horse stood not thirty feet away. Its ears were up—it looked at Scull nervously. Steady the yardarm, light on the throttle, Scull told himself. Haste makes waste. He had to approach calmly and slowly; he could not afford to spook the skittish animal. Without the horse the dark men would soon run him to earth.


  The fact that he wore Tudwal’s clothes was an advantage. The man’s smell lingered in the filthy garments; he could plainly smell it, and no doubt the horse could too.


  “Bible and sword, that’s good of you, boy,” he said, walking slowly toward the horse. “Be a good nag now, be a good nag. You’re an ugly nag but I’ll overlook that if you’ll just carry me to Texas.”


  The horse pawed the ground once, but did not retreat. Scull came on, steadily, and soon had the bridle rein in his hand. In another moment he had Tudwal’s rifle out of its scabbard and was in the saddle. Then, to his intense annoyance, the horse began to crow-hop. Scull had no skill with broncos, as the Texans called bucking horses. He had to grab the horse’s mane, to keep from being thrown, and in the process, to his intense vexation, dropped the rifle. Finally the crow-hopping stopped but by then Scull was not sure where the rifle was—he saw a line of men on the horizon and knew that he had no time to search for the gun. He sawed the reins until he had the paint pointed north, and then urged him into a dead run. I’m gone, he thought—I’m gone. But then he heard the whirl of bolas as the dark men rose up from behind a low ridge. The running horse went down hard—Scull flew a good distance and lit on his shoulder. As he rose, more bolas were flying at him. One wrapped around his legs. He quickly shot two of the dark men but a third dashed in and hit him on the head with the flat side of a machete. The sky swirled above him as it might if he were on a fast carousel.


  This time Ahumado supervised the caging.


  The three other cages were pulled up and the pecked-at corpses in them flung over the cliff. Scull was put in the strongest cage. He was dazed from the blow to his head and made no resistance. Ahumado let him keep the clothes he had taken from Tudwal.


  “I have no one to put in these cages,” the old man said. “You will be alone on the cliff.”


  “It’s a fine honor, I’m sure,” Scull said. His head rang so that it was a chore to talk.


  “It is no honor—but it means that many birds will come to you. If you are quick you can catch these birds. You might live a long time.”


  “I’ll be quick but you ain’t smart, señor,” Scull said. “If you were smart you’d ransom me. I’m a big jefe. The Texans might give you a thousand cattle if you’d send me back.


  “Your people could live a good spell on a thousand cattle,” he added.


  Ahumado stepped close to the cage and looked at him with a look of such contempt that it startled Inish Scull. The look was like the slice of a machete.


  “Those are not my people, they are my slaves,” Ahumado said. “Those cattle in Texas are mine already. They wandered there from Jaguar’s land, and Parrot’s. When I want cattle I go to Texas and get them.”


  He stopped, and stepped back. The force of his contempt was so great that Scull could not look away.


  “You had better try to catch those fat pigeons when they come to roost,” the old man said. Then he gestured to the dark men, and turned away.


  The dark men put their shoulders against the cage and nudged it outward, over the lip of the great cliff. Slowly the men who stood at the post began to lower it into the Yellow Canyon. The cage twisted a little, as it was lowered; it twisted and swayed. Inish Scull held tightly to the mesquite bars. The height made him dizzy. He wondered if the rope would hold.


  Far below him, great black vultures soared and sank. One or two rose toward him, as the cage was lowered, but most of them pecked at the remains of the corpses that had just been thrown off the cliff.


  13.


  AUGUSTUS MCCRAE, brokenhearted because of Clara’s marriage, resorted much to the bottle or jug as the six rangers proceeded west in search of Captain Inish Scull. It was vexing to Call—damn vexing. He was convinced they were on a wild goose chase anyway, trying to find one man in an area as large as west Texas, and a man, besides, who might not appreciate being found even if they did find him.


  “It’s two men, Woodrow,” Augustus reminded him. “Famous Shoes is with him.”


  “Was with him—that was a while ago,” Call said. “Are you too drunk to notice that time’s passing?”


  They were riding through the sparsely grassed country near the Double Mountain Fork of the Brazos, well beyond the rim of settlement. They had not even come upon a farm for over a week. All they saw ahead of them was deep sky and brown land.


  “I ain’t drunk at all, though I would be if there was whiskey to be had in this country,” Gus said. “I doubt if there’s a jug of whiskey within two hundred miles of here.”


  “That’s fine,” Call said. “You were drunk enough to last you while it was available.”


  “No, Woodrow—it didn’t last,” Gus said. “Maybe Clara didn’t really marry. She likes to joke, you know. She might have just been joking, to see what I’d do.”


  Call didn’t answer. The conjecture was too foolish to dignify. Augustus had lost his girl, and that was that.


  The other rangers were jolly, though—all except Long Bill, who had not expected to leave his Pearl so soon. Imagining domestic delights that he was not at home to experience put Long Bill in a low mood.


  Young Jake Spoon, though, was so jolly that he was apt to be irritating. The mere fact that he had survived two weeks in the wilderness without being scalped or tortured convinced him that rangering was easy and himself immortal. He was apt to babble on endlessly about the most normal occurrence, such as killing an antelope or a cougar.


  The weather had been warm, which particularly pleased Pea Eye; he did most of the camp chores with will and skill, whereas young Jake had adequate will but little skill. The third morning out he girthed Gus’s young horse too tightly. Gus was too hung over to notice; he mounted and was promptly bucked off, a circumstance that didn’t please him. He cussed young Jake thoroughly, plunging the young man into a state of deep embarrassment.


  Deets, the black man, was the happiest and least troublesome member of the troop. Deets liked being a scout far better than he liked being in town, the reason being, Call suspected, was because in town there were always men who might abuse him because of his color.


  “Why are you so dern hard to convince, Woodrow?” Gus asked. “I’ve known you forever and I’ve never been able to convince you of a single thing.”


  “No, you’ve convinced me of one thing for sure,” Call said, “and that’s that you’re foolish about women.


  “I expect Clara turned you down because she knew you were too fond of whores,” he added.


  “Not a bit of it!” Gus retorted. “She knew I’d give up whores in a minute if she’d marry me.”


  Nonetheless, the thought that what Call said might be true made Augustus so unhappy that he wanted to get down and beat his head against a rock. They had only been in Austin two days: what happened with Clara happened so fast that, when he thought back on it, it was more like a visit in a dream than something real. He wanted to believe that when they returned to Austin again, things would be as they had always been, with Clara in her father’s store, unmarried, waiting for him to rush in and kiss her.


  Long Bill Coleman rode up to the two captains in hopes of getting some things clarified. He had quickly come to regret his gallantry in allowing himself to be conscripted for the new expedition. Adjusting to the racket of domestic life was hard for him, after a long trip; it might have been a little quieter had Pearl not insisted on keeping her chickens in the kitchen, but Pearl couldn’t stand to be parted from her chickens; so there was the racket to contend with, on top of which Pearl was a fervent woman who liked to make up his absences by lots of fervor—an overwhelming amount of fervor at times, in fact. Thus Long Bill was subjected to conflicting feelings: part of him wanted Pearl and her fervor, while another part longed for the peace of the prairies.


  For the moment he seemed to have the peace of the prairies, though there was no guarantee that the peace would hold. Several times, moving west along the rivers and creeks, they had struck Indian sign—enough Indian sign to make Long Bill nervous. His opinion of the matter, now that he was too far west to do much about it, was that he ought to have stayed with his wife. The chickens, after all, could be tolerated; better chickens than Comanches.


  “Shut up, Bill—I don’t know where we are and neither does Woodrow,” Gus said, when he saw Long Bill riding up, an interrogative look on his face.


  “I never asked a question,” Long Bill pointed out.


  “No, but you were about to—I seen it in the way you was holding your mouth,” Gus said.


  “I just wanted to know when we give up on finding the Captain,” Long Bill said. “I got chores to do at home.”


  “You’re a ranger and that comes first,” Gus said tartly. “Your wife’s big and stout. She can do the confounded chores.”


  “Well, but she’s got a baby in her—that will slow some women down,” Long Bill said.


  “Rather than arguing, we need to be paying attention to the trail,” Call said. With Augustus in such an uncertain temper he wanted to cool things before the argument became a fistfight.


  “What trail?” Gus said. “There’s no trail. We’re just following our noses and our noses are pointed west.”


  “That’s what it looks like to me,” Long Bill said. “Captain Scull’s got clean away. When do we go back?”


  “I guess we’ll go back when we’ve gone far enough,” Call said, aware that it was no answer.


  “Well, but what’s far enough?” Jake Spoon asked, thrusting himself into the conversation—and not for the first time, either. Pea Eye Parker would never have intruded when his elders were talking. Pea Eye offered an opinion only when asked for one, which was seldom. He tried to determine correct procedure by watching his elders. Jake Spoon didn’t think in terms of elders or superiors. It never occurred to him that there were times when the two captains might not want to be bothered with a youngster. Jake just barged in and asked his question.


  “We’re not to the Pecos yet,” Call said. “If we don’t strike his trail between here and the Pecos, I expect we ought to go back.”


  “I think we ought to look in Mexico, myself,” Augustus said.


  “Why?” Call said. “We had no orders to look in Mexico.”


  “No, but there’s whores and tequila in Mexico,” Gus said. “Bill and me, we could drown our sorrows.”


  “I ain’t going all the way to Mexico just so you two can drown your sorrows,” Call said.


  “Woodrow always changes the subject when the talk turns to women,” Augustus said.


  “I didn’t know the talk was even about women,” Call said. “I thought we were talking about when to give up on the Captain and go back home.”


  Long Bill Coleman, to his own surprise and Call’s, suddenly burst out with an opinion that he had been holding in for months.


  “A man ought to marry, Captain,” Long Bill said. “It’s a lonely life not having no woman to hold on to when you bunk down at night.”


  Call was so startled by the remark that he hardly knew what to say.


  “I’m usually working at night, Bill—I don’t spend much time in a bunk,” he replied, finally.


  Long Bill’s Adam’s apple was quivering and his face was red. Call had seen him fight several fierce engagements with the Comanches and exhibit less emotion.


  “I don’t know that little Maggie Tilton too well, but I do know she wasn’t meant to be no whore,” Long Bill said. “She was meant to be a wife and she’d make a fine one.”


  Then, embarrassed by what he had said, he abruptly shut up and rode away.


  “Amen,” Gus said. “Now you see, Woodrow—the sooner you marry Maggie, the happier the rest of us will be.”


  Call was amazed—here they were in the middle of the wilderness, on a dangerous assignment, and Long Bill Coleman, the solidest man in the troop, had seen fit to deliver a public lecture, urging him to get married! Surely the decision to marry was a private matter that need only be discussed between the couple who were thinking of marrying.


  Worrying about it while patrolling the Double Mountain Fork of the Brazos struck him as highly inappropriate. It would only distract them from the business at hand, which was rangering. While on patrol he liked to give his full attention to the landscape, the men, the horses, tracks, sign, the behavior of the birds and animals they spotted, anything that might help keep a troop of men alive in a country where a Comanche raiding party could swoop down on them at any moment. It was no time to be clouding the mind with issues of marriage or lustful thoughts—and the mention of slim Maggie Tilton did lead to lustful thoughts. Many a night, on guard, he had been distracted by the thought of Maggie. It was just good luck that he hadn’t come under sudden attack at such a moment.


  Long Bill, embarrassed by his own impertinence, avoided Call for the rest of the day. Augustus, as surprised by Long Bill’s statement as Call had been, thought it best to avoid the subject of marriage for the rest of the day.


  That evening, as soon as he’d had coffee and his bite, Call walked away from the campfire and sat by himself all night.


  “I doubt he’ll marry her, Gus,” Long Bill whispered to Gus McCrae.


  “I doubt it too,” Gus said. “He ought to, though. You’re right about that, Bill.”


  14.


  IN THE MIDDLE of the next afternoon they heard the crack of gunshots from some low, rocky hills to the north. Then a dog bayed, a hound of some kind. They had just watered their horses at a thin trickle of creek, with a few wild plum bushes scattered along it. While the horses were taking in water and the men relieving themselves of it, Deets hurried up and down the little creek, looking at the plum bushes. Of course it was too early in the year for plums yet, but he liked to make note of such things in case they passed that way in June, when the sweet plums would be mature.


  When the shots rang out, Deets came hurrying back. There were two shots and then silence, except for the hound.


  Since the party was so small, Call and Augustus decided they had best stay together. They could not afford to send one man to scout—he might be surrounded and cut down.


  “That ain’t a real hound,” Augustus ventured. “It’s a damn Comanche, imitating a hound. They can imitate anything, you know—Indians can.”


  All during his years as a ranger, Augustus had been prone to anxiety because of the Indians’ well-known ability to perfectly mimic birdsongs and animal sounds. He had never actually caught an Indian imitating a bird, but he knew they could.


  Long Bill Coleman shared this particular anxiety.


  “That’s Indians for sure, Captain,” he said. “They’re trying to make us think there’s a hound over in those rocks.”


  Call didn’t share the anxiety. Deets himself could mimic several animals and most birds—he could perfectly imitate the snuff an armadillo makes when startled, and Deets wasn’t an Indian. Besides, there was an abundance of wildlife, birds and animals, that did an excellent job of making their own sounds.


  The ridge of shaley rock where the shots had come from looked uninviting, though. The ridge wrinkled the prairie for miles and could easily shelter an ambushing war party.


  “They’re there, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “They’re just waiting till we get closer. Look to your weapons, boys.”


  Young Jake Spoon was so terrified that he felt frozen. He put his hand on his pistol but was too scared to pull it out. If an Indian did come running at him Jake felt the fright alone would kill him. He realized he had been wrong not to stay in town. He felt as good as dead and just hoped the termination would be as quick and painless as possible.


  “Well, if that’s a Comanche, he not only sounds like a dog, he looks like a dog,” Call said—a large gray hound had just appeared, trotting back and forth amid the rocks.


  Long Bill felt immediate relief.


  “Why, I know that dog,” he said. “That’s old Howler, Ben Lily’s dog. Ben probably shot a bear. That’s all he does, shoot bears.”


  “I doubt there’s many bears out in this country,” Gus said.


  “There’s one less now—Ben Lily, he’s deadly on bears.”


  The sight of the large gray dog dispelled the general apprehension. As they drew closer to the rocky ridge the hound started howling again, a dismal sound, Pea Eye thought. He had never been overly fond of the canine breeds.


  Sure enough, when they clattered over the rocks that covered the ridge, they came upon a large, stooped man in buckskin clothes, skinning a young brown bear. The man’s thick hair and long beard were evidently strangers to the comb or the brush. He favored them with a quick glance and then went on with his work.


  “Howdy, Mr. Lily,” Long Bill said. “What are you doing out here on the baldies?”


  He had intended the remark to be jocular, but Ben Lily took it literally.


  “Skinning a bear,” he said.


  “That bear’s not much bigger than a cub,” Augustus said. “If his ma’s around here I expect she’ll be wanting to eat us.”


  “Shot her yesterday,” Ben Lily said. “Took us a day to catch up with the cub. Howler and me, that’s us.”


  Call thought the man looked daft. What use was a dead bear, in a place so remote? Of course he could eat some of the meat, but why take the skin, which was heavy and awkward to transport? Where would he take it, anyway? Yet the man seemed content at his task. He even began to whistle as he skinned, and he clearly had no interest in the rangers.


  “Well, if you shot his ma, where’s her skin?” Augustus asked. He too was puzzled by the skinning. How many bearskins could a man use?


  “Buried,” Ben Lily said, a little testily. “I bury skins. Then if I get caught in a blizzard I can dig up one of my skins and wrap up.”


  “You best be worrying about Indians, not blizzards, Mr. Lily,” Long Bill said. “If Buffalo Hump was to catch you I expect he’d throw you on a campfire and cook you.”


  Ben Lily disregarded that remark completely. He finished with his skinning and sat down on a rock. He plunged his hunting knife into the ground to cleanse it, then took out a whetstone and began to sharpen the knife. The fact that his task was concluded seemed to put him in a sociable mood.


  “You can have this bear meat,” he informed them. “I don’t eat much bear.”


  Deets had been hoping for such an offer. He immediately got down and began to inspect the carcass, meaning to secure the tenderest cuts. But what was tender, on a bear?


  “We’ve been sent to look for Captain Inish Scull,” Call said. “He was last seen going south with one scout. Have you seen or heard of him?”


  The name “Scull” seemed to excite the man—he looked at the group with interest for the first time.


  “I know Scull,” Ben Lily said. “Took on a hunt once, over east. He wanted to shoot bear and we shot ’em. One bear got into the canebrakes and Scull crawled in after him and shot him. He was a small fellow. He went right into that cane and shot that quick little bear.”


  “That’s him, he’s a hunter,” Augustus said. “We need to find him if we can.”


  Ben Lily was carefully folding the bloody bearskin.


  “Ain’t seen Scull since that hunt over east,” he said. “I’d know him if I seen him, but I ain’t seen him. I expect they took him in the big raid.”


  All the rangers were startled by the remark.


  “Big raid? What big raid?” Gus asked.


  Ben Lily looked at them with genuine astonishment.


  “The big raid,” he repeated. “Ain’t you seen any dead? I buried six dead just yesterday, back up this creek. Six dead—trying to farm where they oughtn’t to farm. Took me all morning to bury them. I’d have caught this cub sooner if I hadn’t had to do that burying.”


  “We’ve been on the trail for two weeks,” Call said. “We don’t know anything about a raid. Was it Comanches?”


  “It was Buffalo Hump,” Ben Lily said. “He came down off the plains with a passel of warriors—a thousand or more.”


  “A thousand braves—I doubt it,” Call said. “People always think there’s more Indians than there are, when the Comanches attack.”


  Ben Lily hoisted his bearskin onto one shoulder, and picked up his gun. Then he whistled for his dog.


  “Go east,” he told them. “See how many dead you find. There’s dead along ever creek. I don’t know how many men he came with but he struck Austin and nearly burned it down. This wasn’t just a few scalp snatchers. Buffalo Hump came for war, and he made it.”


  All the rangers were stunned by his last statement.


  “Struck Austin, are you sure?” Long Bill said.


  “Struck it and burned most of it,” Ben Lily repeated. “Kilt everybody he saw—that’s what I heard.”


  Then, without waiting for further comment or discussion, he took his gun and his bearskin and walked away. He took no more interest in the troop of rangers.


  “Do you believe him, Woodrow?” Long Bill asked. “My wife’s in Austin—my Pearl.”


  “I don’t know why he’d lie to us,” Call said.


  “Clara,” Gus said. “My Lord. I wonder if she was gone when they struck.”


  I wonder if Maggie hid where I told her to, Call thought.


  “Woodrow, we have to go back,” Augustus said. “If they burned Austin, Clara might be dead.”


  Long Bill remembered the captive they had rescued, Maudy Clark, now demented. What if the Comanches caught Pearl and left her in the same state?


  “Captain, let’s go back,” he said.


  Augustus looked across the emptiness they had just crossed—now they would have to recross it, riding for days and days in great anxiety.


  “Lord, I wish I was a bird,” Gus said. “I wish I could just fly home.”


  “You ain’t a bird, Gus,” Call said. All the rangers, even Deets, seemed stunned by Ben Lily’s news. An Indian force large enough to strike Austin and burn most of it was a calamity greater than they could immediately comprehend. Call felt stunned, too. The first time he and Augustus had gone into the Pecos country, with a small surveying troop, nine Comanches led by Buffalo Hump had attacked them, killed three men, and captured their ammunition. None of the nine Comanches had been so much as grazed by a ranger bullet. If a thousand warriors had indeed come into the settlements, there might be little to defend, by the time they reached Austin.


  “You ain’t a bird,” he said, again, to Gus. “We can’t fly it—we’ll have to ride it, and we don’t want to wear out these horses, because horses won’t be easy to find, on the way back. Buffalo Hump’s probably run off most of the horses from the ranches out this way.”


  “I don’t care about the dern horses, I just hope he ain’t took my wife,” Long Bill said. “Took her or kilt her. I don’t think I can do without my Pearl. I should never have left her, not to come on no silly chase like this.”


  Augustus, though heartsick himself, saw the anguish on Long Bill’s face and thought if he joshed him a little it might help.


  “Now, Billy, don’t worry,” he said. “Pearl’s too bossy to steal. She’d argue those Comanches to a frazzle. I expect she’ll be there ready to boss you, when we get back.”


  The witticism had no effect. Long Bill looked no less anguished. The rangers sat in silence while Deets finished taking what he hoped was tender cuts of the bear meat.


  “I guess Captain Scull will have to find his own way back,” Call said, looking south.


  Then he turned his horse and the little troop began the long ride home, every man wondering what they would find when they got there.


  15.


  BUFFALO HUMP took only one man with him when he went on to the Great Water. He took Worm, the medicine man. The glory of the great raid was over; the Comanches had harassed and murdered the Texans in town after town, and had even defeated a company of bluecoat soldiers who charged at them foolishly, not realizing how many warriors they faced. By then the Comanches were driving more than a thousand stolen horses; the bluecoats managed to separate off a few of the horses but then they had to leave them and flee for their lives. One soldier whose horse went lame fell behind—when his gun misfired Blue Duck killed him with a lance, a thing that would have made Buffalo Hump proud had Blue Duck not spoiled his coup by bragging about it excessively around the campfire that night. It was no great feat to kill a white soldier whose horse was lame and whose gun wouldn’t shoot. Blue Duck also bragged excessively about his rapes.


  Buffalo Hump had meant to take Blue Duck and a few warriors on to the Great Water, but after listening to Blue Duck brag he decided to leave the boy—let him fight his way back to the plains. He did not want such a braggart with him. Many of the warriors were still crazy for blood; they did not want to stop killing just to see water.


  The morning after the chase with the bluecoat soldiers Buffalo Hump decided to leave the war party and go, alone with Worm, to the Great Water. The raid had been a fine triumph—all the Texans knew again that the Comanche power was still great. The Texans were scattered and frightened. They had their dead to bury, their wounded to heal. The bluecoat soldiers would come, in time, to the llano but it would not be soon.


  Buffalo Hump spoke to some of the chiefs who had joined the raid with their warriors. He advised them to break into parties of forty or fifty and filter back up to the plains along the old trails. The whites, if they pursued at all—which he doubted—would wear themselves out trying to decide which party to chase.


  When Blue Duck saw his father preparing to leave, with only old Worm for a companion, he loped over and watched his father filling his quiver with arrows; Buffalo Hump had worked on the arrows most of the night, making sure that the arrowheads were tightly set.


  “I will come with you,” Blue Duck said. “You might need me.”


  “No, you go with the horses,” Buffalo Hump instructed. “Keep them together and travel fast. Take them to the canyon and don’t lose any. I will come in a few days, with Worm.”


  Blue Duck was annoyed. He was a warrior now—he had killed a bluecoat—and yet his father treated him like a horse herder.


  “What if the Texans trap you?” he asked. “You will not get much help from that old man.”


  “I will not need much help,” Buffalo Hump said. It wearied him to have to be always arguing with his son. The boy never accepted any command simply, as an obedient son should. He always had words of his own to say about every request. Because Blue Duck was so rude, Buffalo Hump had to keep reminding himself that he was also brave—he was one of the bravest young men in the tribe.


  He too had been brave and daring, when he was young, yet he had not been disrespectful. His own father was named Two Arrows—he had once killed the largest grizzly bear anyone had ever seen with only two arrows. Buffalo Hump would never have dared question anything Two Arrows told him to do. He seldom spoke to his father, unless Two Arrows asked him something. He would not have dared be rude, as Blue Duck was rude.


  Blue Duck did not like being sent home with the horses. He sulked and pouted, and insulted two young warriors, hoping to provoke a fight. Buffalo Hump saw it all, but he ignored it. He gathered his things, motioned to Worm, and left the camp. It was a relief to go. He had taken pride in being able, once more, to gather so many warriors that the whites could not stand before them; but now he felt the need to be alone, to move quietly across the land and just take care of himself, without having to mediate disputes and make decisions for so many warriors.


  Worm was old; he was a man of silence. He could speak prophecy and make spells, but mostly he was quiet and alert, a pleasure to travel with. For two days they traveled through the thick brush country, a country where there were many armadillos. Worm was particularly fond of armadillo meat—also, the little scaly animals seemed to amuse him. Sometimes he would catch an armadillo that was half in its hold and would have to tickle its testicles to make it come out. When he cooked an armadillo he carefully preserved the scaly case that had been the beast’s defense; soon he had several armadillo shells dangling from his pack.


  “Why do you like that meat so much?” Buffalo Hump asked him one night—they were only one camp from the Great Water. He himself had killed a javelina that afternoon and was eating it. In his view pig was tastier by far than armadillo.


  Worm rarely answered a direct question directly.


  “The armadillo people are from a time before the Comanche,” Worm said. “They were here when we were not. They are so old that they have learned to grow shells, and yet they are not slow, like turtles.”


  Worm paused. He was studying the paw of one of the armadillos he had killed.


  “If we could learn to grow shells we would be safe in battle,” he said. “If I eat enough of these armadillos maybe I will grow a shell.”


  “You have eaten several and I don’t see any shell on you,” Buffalo Hump commented.


  Worm was silent. He preferred to think his own thoughts about the armadillo people.


  The next day they came to a country where the trees were low and inward bent, from the constant push of the sea wind. The air was so salty Buffalo Hump could lick salt off his lips. The land became swampy, with tall reeds higher than a horse growing in dense thickets; there were inlets of water here and there, with cranes and great storks standing in them. As they grew nearer the sea both the land and the air were alive with birds: geese and ducks in great numbers floated on the inlets or waddled through the grass. There were white gulls that rose and dipped. But the most interesting to Buffalo Hump were the great cranes—they came from far in the north and did not stop in the Comanche country. Once, in Nebraska on the Platte River, he had seen a few of the great cranes, but in the swamps and inlets near the Great Water there were thousands of them.


  Worm seemed in awe of the birds. His old eyes widened when the storks flapped into the air, or when the herons sailed down to the water on their wide wings. He turned his head from side to side and listened when the sea gulls spoke; it was as if he were trying to learn their language. Worm had only half an upper lip—the other half had been cut off years before, in battle. When he was excited, he licked his half lip; it was a thing he did, too, when his interest in a woman was high. The women of the tribe joked about it. They could always tell when old Worm needed a woman because he licked his lip. All his wives had died of one illness or another. There was a story about him from the old days that the old women told the young women, to inform them about the vengefulness of men. Worm had once had a wife who would not open her legs when he wanted her; to teach her obedience Worm had made a great black cactus grow out of her womb, a cactus with thorns so sharp that the woman could never close her legs again, but had to walk with them widespread even when she was only doing chores.


  Buffalo Hump had heard the story from Hair-on-the-Lip and did not believe it.


  “I have been with this tribe since I was born,” he said. “I have never seen a woman waddling around with a cactus sticking out of her.”


  “Oh no, a bear took that woman—you were just a child then,” Hair-on-the-Lip assured him.


  Buffalo Hump still did not believe her, but he did like most of the stories Hair-on-the-Lip told. Many of her stories were about things that happened to humans while they were coupling—such stories seldom failed to amuse him.


  After wading through several inlets, frightening many birds off the water, Buffalo Hump and Worm at last came to the long strip of sand that bordered the Great Water. They rode along the edge of the Great Water for many miles. Buffalo Hump liked to ride on the wet sand, so close to the sea that the waves foamed over the hooves of his horse, as the waves died.


  Worm, though, would not come near the Great Water. He kept his horse far back at the edge of the sand, where sand gave way to grass. He tried repeatedly to point out to Buffalo Hump that the Great Water was unsafe to approach, but Buffalo Hump ignored him. He rode where he wanted to ride.


  “There are great fish in the water, and snakes as long as the tallest pine tree,” Worm insisted. “One of those snakes might wrap its tongue around you and pull you under.”


  Buffalo Hump paid no attention to Worm and his talk. Despite Worm’s protest he camped that night on the sandy beach. The air at night was warm and salty. He built a small fire of driftwood and sang as the fire died. Worm finally came and sat with him; they shared a little of the javelina meat. Worm still worried that the water might somehow engulf them.


  “That water is never still,” he told Buffalo Hump suspiciously. “It is always moving.”


  Buffalo Hump shrugged. He liked it that the water moved, that the waves came in and went out. He liked the sound it made, a sound that came from depths he could not see.


  “I like the land—it doesn’t move,” Worm said. “This water sighs like a woman who is sad.”


  There was some truth in that comment, Buffalo Hump thought. The ocean did sigh like a woman, as she sighed in sorrow, or at the slowing of her passion.


  “There are great fish in that water with mouths so wide they can swallow buffalo,” Worm worried. Buffalo Hump sang over Worm’s droning, his complaints. He sang much of the night, in the warm salt air.


  In the gray mist before the dawn Buffalo Hump got on his horse and sat waiting for the sun. On impulse he forced the horse into the water and made him swim until the small waves broke over them. Then he swam back to land. Worm was beside himself when he saw Buffalo Hump in the water. He was worried about the snake as long as a pine tree, but Buffalo Hump had no such worry. He merely wanted to watch the sun rise out of the water. All his life he had watched the sun rise upward out of the prairie; now he wanted to see it come out of the water. When it came, at first it was only a faint glow in the grayness of water and sky.


  “We had better move back there in those trees,” Worm said, when Buffalo Hump came out.


  “Why?” Buffalo Hump asked.


  “They say the sun rides all night on the back of a great fish,” Worm said. “When it is time for morning the great fish brings it back so it can shine on the people of the land and make them warm.”


  In the mist it was hard to see the sun clearly. Buffalo Hump wondered if there was a great fish so large that it could carry the sun. He watched the surface of the water and saw no great fish, though that didn’t mean that the story was untrue. The sun was now well up. Maybe the great fish that carried it had gone back to its home in the deep water. Maybe the fish slept all day, while the people of the land enjoyed the sun. He didn’t know.


  What Buffalo Hump did know was that the ocean was a great mystery. In his country the stars and the moon were the great mysteries; he had been studying them all his life, and yet he knew nothing of the stars and the moon. The ocean was such a mystery, too. He could live his life on the sand, as the Indians of the seaside did, and yet never know the secrets of the ocean—why its waves moved in and out, why it sighed like a woman. Perhaps the ocean was even more powerful than the moon and stars. After all, it had called him to it, across hundreds of miles of land. Although the fighting had been good, he had finally grown restive with it; he did not want to delay any longer his trip to the Great Water.


  When the sun was high Buffalo Hump rode back to Worm, who was crouched nervously over the little campfire. Often Worm could be irritating, a cranky man with half an upper lip and many fears and complaints. But Worm, for all his complaining, was a powerful prophet, and sometimes his clearest prophecies were called forth by his fears.


  Buffalo Hump wanted a prophecy—all through the fighting he had wanted one, for his feelings were not good. Although he had felt again the excitement of war and the thrill of running down and killing his enemies, there had been a sadness in him through it all. At night as the young men sang and bragged of their killing, he had felt apart and could not make the sadness leave. In his life he had had many victories; the young men bragging and singing were as he had been in his youth, brave and unthinking. They expected that they would live their life as warriors and have many victories over the whites and the Mexicans. In their dreams and in their songs they saw themselves as Comanche warriors always, men of the bow and of the horse.


  Buffalo Hump knew, though, that for most of them, it would not be that way. A warrior skilled with the lance and the bow might, if he were bold, prevail over a man with a gun; but a thousand men with guns, whether they were skilled or not, would win in a battle against even the bravest warriors with bows. His son, Blue Duck, though foolish and rude, would have to fight with the gun if he were to live. Buffalo Hump knew that the bluecoat soldiers would come in thousands someday. Their defeat would sting; they would try to reverse the Comanche victory. They would not come this year, but they would come; there were as many of them as there had once been buffalo. It was a bitter truth, but a truth. The young warriors who were even then stringing white scalps on their lances would either die in battle or end their days as old Slow Tree had predicted, growing corn on little patches of land the white men let them keep.


  Buffalo Hump wanted to see the ocean because the ocean would always be as it was. Few things could stay forever in the way they were when the spirits made them. Even the great plains of grass, the home of the People, would not be always as it had been. The whites would bring their plows and scar the earth; they would put their cattle on it and the cattle would bring the ugly mesquite trees. The grass that had been high forever would be trampled and torn. The llano would not be always as it had been. The ocean and the stars were eternal, things whose power and mystery were greater than the powers of men.


  Long before, when Buffalo Hump was a boy, his own grandmother had predicted the end of the Comanche people. She thought it would come through sickness and plague; and, indeed, sickness and plague had carried off almost half the People. Now, looking at the Great Water, Buffalo Hump wanted to know if Worm had a prophecy that would tell him how the next years would be.


  He got off his horse and sat for a few minutes with the old man, Worm. It was Worm who had said that the pox and the shitting sickness were caused by gold. He had a vision in which he saw a river of gold flowing out of a mountain to the west. The whites ran through their country like ants, seeking the gold, and left their sicknesses behind them.


  “I will take you away from this water you dislike so much if you will tell me a prophecy,” Buffalo Hump said. “I won’t let a great fish get you, either, or a snake as long as a pine tree.”


  “I have the vision now,” Worm said. “Last night I could not sleep because I heard too many horses squealing in my head.”


  “I heard no horses squeal,” Buffalo Hump said. Then he realized he had made a foolish comment. Worm was not talking about their horses, but about the horses in his vision.


  “It was not these horses with us,” Worm said. “It was the horses we have taken in the raid, and the others, the horses at home.”


  “Why did they squeal—was there a cougar near?” Buffalo Hump asked.


  “They were squealing because they were dying,” Worm said. “The white men were killing them all, and the sky was black but it was not a storm. The sky was black because all the buzzards in the world had come to eat our horses. There were so many buzzards flying over that I could not see the sun. All I could see were black wings.”


  “It that the whole prophecy?” Buffalo Hump asked.


  Worm merely nodded. He seemed tired and sad.


  “That is a terrible prophecy—we need our horses,” Buffalo Hump said. “Eat a little of this meat. Then we will go.”


  “We will have to slip along at night,” Worm said. “All the whites will be looking for us now.”


  “Eat your meat,” Buffalo Hump said. “Don’t worry about the whites. I am going to take you up the Rio Grande. Once we are far enough up it we can go home along the old war trail we used to ride, when we went into Mexico and caught all those Mexicans. I don’t think we will see many whites out that way—if we do see whites I will kill them.”


  Worm was relieved. They had traveled far on the great raid, all the way from the llano to the sea. He did not care for the sea, he was tired, and he had no more armadillo meat to eat. But Buffalo Hump gave him a little of his pig meat and he ate it.


  When Worm had eaten, Buffalo Hump mounted and led him inland, back through the twisted trees, toward Mexico.


  16.


  “IT’S SUCH A FAR WAY BACK, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I swear I wish we hadn’t gone so far from town.”


  He said it at night, as they were burying two men whose scalped and cut-open bodies they found just at dusk, at the foot of a small hill. The two men had been traveling in a little wagon, with nothing much in it except axes. The Indians hadn’t destroyed the wagon, but they had used the axes to hack the two men open.


  “It’s far yet, and we can’t make no time for burying folks,” Long Bill observed. The three older rangers watched as Pea Eye, Deets, and Jake Spoon dug the grave.


  The day before, they had found a family slaughtered by a poor little tent. Evidently they had intended to start a farm. There were two women among the six dead. Seeing the women, whom they wrapped in blankets and buried properly, put Gus in mind of Clara, Long Bill in mind of his Pearl, and Call in mind of Maggie. It would be many days before they knew whether their womenfolk had suffered the fate of the two young women just buried, and the anxiety was tiring them all. For three days they had pushed the horses to their limits, and yet they were still ten days from home. At night none of the older men could sleep. Images rose up in their minds, images that kept them tense. Call usually went off with his rifle and sat in the darkness. Long Bill and Gus stayed by the fire, talking about anything they could think to talk about. Pea Eye, Jake, and Deets, with no one at home to worry about, said little. Jake had thrown up at the sight of the mutilated bodies.


  “I never seen how a person looks inside themselves before,” he said to Pea Eye, who didn’t reply.


  Pea Eye was afraid to talk about the deaths for fear that he would cry and embarrass himself before the older men. The sight of dead people made so much sadness come in him that he feared he couldn’t contain it. In death people looked so small—the dead adults looked like sad children, and the dead children looked like dolls. The fury that found them was so great that it reduced them as they died.


  “Why will people come out here, Captain?” Jake asked, as they were burying the two men who were traveling in the small wagon. “This ain’t farm country... what could you grow, out here?”


  Call had often wondered the same thing himself. Over and over, rangering, he and Augustus had come upon little families, far out beyond the settlements, attempting to farm country that had never felt the plow. Often such pioneers didn’t even have a plow. They might have a churn, a spindle, a spade, and a few axes, an almanac, and a primer for the children. Mainly what they had, as far as Call could tell, was their energies and their hopes. At least they had what most of them had never had before: land they could call their own.


  “You can’t stop people from coming out here,” Call said. “It’s open country now.”


  Later, Call and Augustus walked off from the group a little distance to discuss the problem of Long Bill, who was so distraught at the thought that his Pearl might have been killed or kidnapped that he seemed to be losing his mind.


  “Bill’s always been steady,” Call said. “I wouldn’t have expected him to get this bad.”


  “He’s bad, Woodrow,” Gus said. “I guess he’s as crazy about Pearl as I am about Clara.”


  The fact was, Call himself had had a number of disquieting thoughts about Maggie since hearing about the raid. Maggie had tried three times to talk about the baby she was carrying, a baby she claimed was his, but in his haste to round up his troop and get them started he had put her off, a rudeness he regretted. Now Maggie might be dead, and the child too, if there really was a child.


  “I mean to leave Texas forever, if Clara’s dead,” Augustus told him. “I wouldn’t want to live here without my Clara. The memories would be too hard.”


  Call refrained from commenting that the woman Gus was talking about wasn’t his anymore. If Clara had left Austin before the big raid it was because she had married Bob Allen.


  “Let’s get off the damn Brazos tomorrow,” Gus suggested.


  “Why?” Call asked. “There’s always abundant water in the Brazos.”


  “I know it—that’s why,” Augustus said. “Where there’s water, there’s farmers—or people who were trying to be farmers. It means more people to bury. Me, I’d like to get on home.”


  “It’s wrong to leave Christian folk unburied,” Call told him.


  “It ain’t if we don’t even see ’em,” Gus said. “If we get away from all this watered country we won’t happen on so many.”


  It was a still, windless night, and very dark. The three young grave diggers had to bring burning sticks from the campfire, in order to determine if they had the grave deep enough. The spades they were digging with had belonged to the two men who were murdered.


  “We could start a hardware store with all the spades and axes scattered around out here,” Gus remarked.


  Long Bill had not come out with them to the grave site. They could see his tall form, pacing back and forth in front of the campfire, making wavy shadows.


  “Oh, Saint Peter!” they heard him exclaim. “Oh, Saint Paul!”


  “I wish Billy would hear of some new saints to pray to,” Gus said. “I’m tired of hearing him pray to Peter and Paul.”


  “He can’t read—I guess he’s forgot the other saints,” Call said. The grave diggers had paused for a moment—they were all exhausted, from hard travel and from fear.


  Call felt sorry for Long Bill Coleman. Seldom had he seen a man so broken by grief, though Pearl, the woman he grieved for, might well be alive and well. Pearl, though large, did not seem to him exceptional in any way. She had none of Clara’s wit or spirit, nor Maggie’s beauty of face.


  “Pearl must be a mighty good cook, for him to take on about her so before he even knows if she’s dead.”


  “No, she ain’t,” Augustus said. “I’ve et Pearl’s cooking and it was only fair. I expect it’s the poking.”


  “The what?” Call asked, surprised.


  “The poking, Woodrow,” Gus said. “Pearl was large and large women are usually a pleasure to poke.”


  “Well, you would think that,” Call said.


  17.


  IN THE AFTERMATH of the great raid, much to her distress, Maggie’s business increased. No one knew exactly where the Comanches were, but rumors of widespread carnage swept the town. Some said that Buffalo Hump had killed three hundred people in San Antonio, and one hundred more in Houston. Then a counterrumor reversed those numbers; others thought he had burnt Victoria, while someone had heard that he was already in Mexico. There was a general fear that he might come back through Austin and finish what he had begun. Men went about heavily armed, draped with all the weapons they could carry. At night the streets were empty, though the saloons still did a good business. Men were so scared that they drank, and, having drunk, discovered that they were still too nervous to sleep.


  So they came to Maggie—a stream of men, knocking on her door at all hours of the day or night. She couldn’t protest, but she was not welcoming, either. She had been sickly of a morning lately, and was often nauseous or queasy during the day. Her belly had begun to swell visibly, yet none of the men seemed to notice. They were so scared that only what she sold them could bring them a little peace. Maggie understood it. She was scared herself. Some nights she even went down and hid in the crawl space under the smokehouse. It brought her a little relief, both from fear and from the men.


  Maggie longed for Woodrow to show up, with the boys. Once Woodrow was there, the men would leave her be. Although they were only two men, they were respected; the townspeople took much comfort from their presence, just as she did.


  Every morning at first light Maggie looked out her window, toward the corrals where the rangers kept their horses. She was hoping to see Woodrow’s buckskin, Johnny. If she could just spot Johnny she would know that he was back.


  But, morning after morning, there was no sign of the rangers. Maggie found Call’s absence almost too much to bear, at such a time, with the baby in her. Just as she was hoping to give up whoring forever, all the men wanted her to do was whore, and she was afraid to refuse. The dark thought struck her that Woodrow might be dead. He had left with only five men, and the Comanches numbered more than five hundred, some said. The rangers might all be dead, and likely were.


  Even to think it made Maggie feel hopeless. If Woodrow was dead she would have no father for her baby. Then the whoring wouldn’t stop: the men at the door, the men on top of her, the men who counted out money and waited for her to lay back and pull up her skirt. She would go on laying there, lifting her skirt to men who were none too clean, who stank and vomited, who had violence in their eyes, until she got sick, or was too old to be worth the money they counted out.


  She thought she could have borne all the worry and all the doubt a little better if Woodrow had just had time to talk to her about the baby, to give her some hope that he would marry her, or at least help her with the child. He hadn’t seemed to be angry about it; just a few words would have been enough. But he had been in a hurry, usually was. Maggie could not find it in her to tax Woodrow too hard for his failure to speak; she rarely taxed Woodrow too hard about any of the things that bothered her. He was a captain now and had many responsibilities. Her hope was that he would come round to liking the idea of a child, or at least to not minding it much. When Woodrow Call did get angry with her a coldness showed in him that made her question whether happiness would ever be hers. He could be so cold, when angered, that Maggie wondered how she had ever come to care for him anyway. He had only been a customer, after all, a young man with quick needs, like many another. The older whores had all warned her not to get attached to customers. One named Florie, who had taught her something of the business, had been emphatic on that score.


  “I’ve known whores to marry, but it’s a seldom thing,” Florie said. “It’s one of those things that if you look for them you won’t find them.”


  “Well, I ain’t looking,” Maggie declared—she had been much younger then. It wasn’t entirely true: she had already met Woodrow Call and already knew she liked him.


  “I looked once, but not no more,” Florie said. “I just take their money and give ’em a few jerks. It don’t take much longer than it takes to wring out a mop, not if you set your hips right.”


  The next year Florie stumbled coming down her own steps and broke her neck. She had a big basket of laundry in her arms—it was the laundry that caused her to misstep. She was lying dead at the bottom of the steps with her eyes wide open when they found her. A goat had wandered over and was eating her laundry basket, which was made of coarse straw.


  Maggie, despite Florie’s advice, had gone on and got attached to Woodrow Call, so attached that she would sometimes put her hand on her belly and imagine that there was a little boy inside, who would look just like him.


  One morning when she had gone out early to draw a bucket of water, she was surprised to see the sheriff limping up her stairs. The sheriff was named Gawsworth Gibbons; he was a large man and, in the main, kindly. Several times he had taken Maggie’s side in disputes with drunken customers, a rare thing for a sheriff to do.


  Despite Gaw Gibbons’s kindly attitude, Maggie was always a little disturbed to see a sheriff coming up her stairs—it could mean she was going to be asked to move, or some such thing.


  The sheriff had a bad limp, the result of a wound sustained in the Mexican War. It took him some time to mount the stairs—all Maggie could do was stand and wait, wondering what she could have done to prompt a visit from the sheriff.


  “Why, what is it, Gaw?” she asked. She had known Gawsworth Gibbons long before he became a sheriff; before the Mexican War he had made his living shoeing horses.


  “Has somebody complained?” she asked.


  Gawsworth Gibbons smiled his large, kindly smile and followed Maggie into her room before answering.


  “No complaints, Mag,” he told her. “All that’s wrong is just what’s apt to be wrong with any feller.”


  To her shock, Maggie saw that he had money in his hand—he was coming to her as a customer, something that had never happened in the years she had known him. It took her a moment to adjust to the notion.


  The sheriff, out of consideration, turned his back as he lowered his pants. Even from the back, though, Maggie saw that the skin on his legs was twisted in a strange way. The skin had black specks in it, as if Gaw Gibbons had been peppered.


  Then she recalled that what she had heard about his war wound was that he had been severely burned—a keg of gunpowder had blown up while he stood near it, blowing gunpowder and bits of the barrel into his legs.


  “My wife, she’s about give up on me, Mag,” the sheriff said. “I expect she just can’t tolerate these burned legs no more.”


  “Oh, Gaw,” Maggie said.


  The fact that he spoke so sorrowfully when he mentioned his wife made the business at hand a little less hard.


  18.


  INISH SCULL quickly discovered that Ahumado didn’t want him to starve too soon or too easily. Every second day one of the dark men whose duty it was to watch the cages lowered him a small jug of water. Though dizzied at first by the height and the space and the constant swaying of the cage—the lightest wind seemed to move it—Inish Scull gradually persuaded himself that the old man wanted him to live. Why else the water? Perhaps upon consideration the notion of a large ransom became more appealing; though, in view of Ahumado’s searing contempt, to think thus was probably to think too optimistically.


  Far from wanting him to live, Ahumado may only have wanted him to starve more slowly—thus the fresh, cool water. The first jug tasted as good as a meal.


  In thinking about his situation—hung off a cliff, a two-hundred-foot drop below him, and an infinite space before him—Scull soon concluded that, whatever the Black Vaquero might want, he wanted to live. He was in good health, had sustained no wounds, was of sound mind. Thinking about the matter soberly, he realized that he had often felt more hopeless in his wife’s arms than he did in Ahumado’s cage. He was of the mental temperament to relish extreme situations—in fact, had spent much of his career seeking them out. Now he had found himself in as extreme a situation as any man could well want. Few of his Harvard brethren had sought the extreme quite so successfully; it would make a good story to tell in the Yard, next time he was there.


  Of course, in order to have the pleasure of telling, he first had to meet the challenge of surviving. In practical terms that meant securing the food most likely to be available, which meant birds. The only possible alternative was worms. His experience as a naturalist taught him that earthworms were to be found almost everywhere—he might be able to scratch a few out of Ahumado’s cliff, but probably too few.


  Of birds there was no scarcity. The cage attracted them, not merely eagles and vultures but others. On the first morning he caught a pigeon and two mourning doves. The pants he wore, once Tudwal’s, were ragged things. Scull unraveled one leg a bit and hung the three birds with threads from the pants leg; in the Scull family game was always hung before it was consumed, the customary period of hanging being three days. There was no reason to abandon the family’s standards, that he saw.


  Far below, he could see the people of the village; few of them looked up. They had, no doubt, seen many people hang and die in the cages.


  Every day Ahumado sat on his blanket, and he did look up, not with his naked eye, though. Scull saw the glint of sun on glass and realized Ahumado was watching him through binoculars, no doubt taken from some murdered officer or traveler. This knowledge perked him up. Contempt or no contempt, at least he had caught the old man’s interest. Scull had a spectator now; he meant to give the man on the ground a good show.


  When Scull searched the pockets of Tudwal’s filthy garments he found a small tool that he had missed when searching the clothes for bullets. The tool was a file of the sort used to improve the sights on a rifle or cut the head off a nail. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Although the cage he swung in had a solid bottom, there were cracks in it. Scull took great care not to drop his file—as long as he had it there were ways he could employ his mind. He could keep a calendar by scratching lines on the rock of the cliff, and he immediately began to do so.


  Scull knew a bit of geology. He had heard Mr. Lyell lecture on his first visit to America and had even sat with the great man at a luncheon in Washington. It occurred to him there might be fossils or other geological vestiges in the stony cliff behind him—vestiges he could investigate. To make sure that he didn’t drop the file he unthreaded another cord from his pants leg and used it to secure the little tool, tying one end of the thread to the file and the other end to a bar of the cage.


  Fortunately he was small enough to get his legs through the bars of the cage—wiggling them vigorously was the best he could do by way of exercise. It amused him to consider what Ahumado must think, watching him wiggle his legs. He had caught a curious prisoner this time, one a little more resourceful than the miscreant peasants he had been wont to cage.


  If his diet was limited, Scull told himself, at least his view was magnificent. In the morning he could see the mist lift off the distant peak as the red sun rose. The nights, though chilly, produced a fine starlight. Scull had not made much progress in astronomy, but he did know his constellations, and they were there to be viewed, in sharp and peaceful clarity, every night.


  The fourth day was cloudy—it sprinkled in the morning, which was welcome; it allowed Scull to wash himself. But a mist ensued so thick that he could not see the ground, a fact which dampened his spirits considerably. He liked to look down, observe the life of the camp, and watch Ahumado watch him. It was a competition they were in, the Bostonian and the Mayan, as he saw it. He needed to observe his opponent every day. Now and then, through the mist, he would see one of the great vultures sail by. One vulture flew so close that he saw the bird turn its head and look at him—the bird’s old eye reminded him in that instance of Ahumado’s. The resemblance was so sharp that it spooked Scull, for a moment. It was as if the old Mayan had turned himself into a bird and flown by to taunt him.


  Scull felt sour all day, sour and discouraged. For all his skill at catching birds, his calender keeping, his feet wiggling, he was still hung in a cage off a cliff, with no way down. The contest wasn’t for a day or a week; it was for as long as he could convince himself it was worth it to hang in a cage and eat raw birds, at the whim of an old man who sat on a blanket, far below.


  The next day, though, was one of brilliant sunlight and Scull’s spirits improved. He spent much of the morning in close inspection of the cliff above him. They had lowered him some seventy feet, he judged, and the rope that held the cage seemed sound. But the ascent, if he decided to try one, was sheer. He could saw the bindings of the cage with his precious file and break out; but if he chose the climb he knew he had better do it quickly, while he still had his strength. In a week or two poor diet and cramped quarters would weaken him to such an extent that he could never make the climb, or escape the dark men and their machetes if he did.


  For most of the day Scull weighed his chances. He studied the cliff face; he looked down at Ahumado. In the afternoon he saw some young women filing out of camp with laundry on their heads, making for a little stream not far from camp. Some vaqueros were there, watering their horses. The young women took the laundry far upstream from the men and the horses. Now and then Scull would hear a rill of laughter as the young women pounded the clothes on the wet rocks. The vaqueros mounted and rode away. As soon as they were gone the women began to sing as they worked. Scull could only faintly catch the melody, but the sight of the young women cheered him, nonetheless. It was a fine joke, that his adventuring had finally got him hung off a cliff in Mexico, but it didn’t stop the laughter of women, or their flirtations with men.


  As the day waned Scull fingered his file, wondering how long it would take him to file through the bindings of the cage, if he chose to try the climb. While he was looking up and down, considering, he saw a brilliant flash of color coming toward the cage; the brilliancy turned out to be the red-and-green plumage of a large parrot, which flew past his cage and turned its head, for a moment, to look at him. Again, Scull was startled—the parrot’s eye reminded him of Ahumado’s. The impression was so strong that he dropped his file, but fortunately the string he had attached it to saved it.


  Later, when the sun was down and the canyon lit by strong starlight, Scull decided he must be having altitude visions. He knew from his experiences in the Alps that high air could make a man giddy, and prone to false conclusions. The parrot and the vulture were just birds. No dove and no pigeon had lighted on his cage that day—Scull put it down to his jumpiness, his indecision, his nerves. He knew he had better get his thoughts under control and regain some calm or the fowl of the air would avoid him and he would starve.


  The next morning he fixed his mind on a task, which was to remember his Homer. He took his file and began to scratch a Greek word on the surface of the rock behind him. By noon he had completed a hexameter. All day he worked on, scratching Greek into the rock. The giddiness left his head, and the nervousness his limbs.


  “Hard and clear,” he told himself. “Hard and clear.”


  The rock was not easy to work. Scull had to press the file hard to give the Greek letters the graceful shape they deserved. His fingers cramped, from gripping the file so hard; now and then he had to stop and flex them.


  Below, old Ahumado was watching him through the binoculars. In the stream the girls were spreading wet clothes again. Scull’s nerves no longer put off the birds. In the afternoon he caught two pigeons and a dove.


  “That takes care of the larder,” he told himself, but he did not pause long enough to hang the birds or pluck them.


  By evening the great words were there, each letter as distinct as Scull could make it, words hard and clear, to remind him that brave men had battled before:


  OI ΔE MEΓA ΦΠONEONTEΣ EΠI ΠTOΛEMOIO ΓEΦΨΠAΣ


  EIATO ΠANNΨΞIOI, ΠΨΠA ΔE ΣΦIΣI KAIETO ΠOΛΛA.


  ΩΣ Δ OT EN OΨΠANΩI AΣTΠA ΦAEINHN AMΦI ΣEΛHNHN


  ΦAINET AΠIΠEΠEA, OTE T EΠΛETO NHNEMOΣ AIΘHΠ.


  EK T EΦANEN ΠAΣAI ΣKOΠIAI KAI ΠONEAKΠOI


  KAI NAΠAI. OΨΠANOΘEN Δ AΠ ΨΠEΠΠAΓH AΣΠETOΣ AIΘHΠ,


  ΠANTA ΔE EIΔETAI AΣTΠA, ΓEΓHΘE ΔE TE ΦΠENA ΠOIMHN.


  TOΣΣA MEΣHΓΨ NEΩN HΔE ΞANΘOIO ΠOAΩN


  TΠΩΩN KAIONTΩN ΠΨΠA ΦAINETO IΛIOΘI ΠΠO.


  ΞIΛI AΠ EN ΠEΔIΩI ΠΨΠA KAIETO, ΠAΠ ΔE EKAΣTΩI


  EIATO ΠENTHKONTA ΣEΛAI ΠΨΠOΣ AIΘOMENOIO.


  IΠΠOI ΔE KΠI ΛEΨKON EΠETOMENOI KAI OΛΨΠAΣ,


  EΣTAOTEΣ ΠAΠ OΞEΣΦIN, EΨΘΠONON HΩ MIMNON.


  It was Homer enough for one day, Scull felt. He had put the words of a Greek on the face of a cliff in Mexico. It was a victory, of sorts, over the high air and the old dark man. The words had calmed him—the fowl of the air had come back to perch on his cage. Another night or two, maybe he would file through the rawhide bindings and climb the rope. This night, though, he curled up against the chill and slept, while, far below, the Mexican campfires glittered, bright as the campfires of old Troy.


  19.


  EASTWARD, AS THE RANGERS hurried home along the valley of the Brazos, they came upon scene after scene of devastation. Six times they stopped to bury families, some of them so decomposed as to be hardly worth burying. They saw not a single Comanche, though several times a day they crossed the tracks of the retreating war parties. Most of the raiders were driving horses before them—sometimes sizable herds of horses.


  “They must have stolen half the horses in south Texas,” Augustus said.


  “Kilt half the people, too,” Long Bill said, in a low tone. Convinced by all the corpses that his wife could not possibly have survived, Long Bill had sunk into a state of dull resignation. He scarcely ate and seldom spoke.


  Call grew more and more vexed as the Indian sign multiplied.


  “Our main job is to fight Indians and here we rode off and missed the biggest Indian fight in history.”


  “We didn’t ride off. We was sent off, Woodrow—sent by the Governor,” Augustus reminded him.


  “He might have tried to recall us, but if he did, the Comanches probably got the messengers,” Call said, grimly.


  As they rode into Austin they passed near the cemetery—they could see from the number of crosses that there were many fresh graves. Tears began to stream down Long Bill’s face, at the thought of having his conviction about Pearl confirmed. In all there were nearly thirty fresh graves—Long Bill stumbled from cross to cross, but none had “Pearl Coleman” written on them.


  “It may mean they took her,” Long Bill said, still anxious.


  Augustus found two crosses with the name “Forsythe” on them—the sight made him tremble; tears came and he sank to his knees.


  “Oh God, I knowed it,” he said. “I went away and she’s dead.”


  It was Call, looking more closely, who saw that it was her parents, not Clara, who lay buried in the cemetery.


  “No, Gus, she ain’t dead—it’s her father and mother,” Call said.


  “Well, I swear... I wonder if she knows,” Augustus said, bending closer so he could see the two names more clearly. Though he knew it was a terrible blow to Clara—both her parents dead and her a new bride—he felt a relief so powerful that for a time it made him weak. He stayed on his knees in the cemetery, fingering a clod or two of the fresh dirt, while the others tried to make out who was buried in all the fresh graves.


  “They got the blacksmith,” Call said. “Here’s the preacher and his wife—got them both.”


  He walked on, stopping over every new grave.


  “Oh Lord, boys,” Call said. “Here’s Neely and Finch and Teddy—I guess Ikey must be alive.”


  “My God, Neely,” Gus said, coming over to look.


  As they rode on into town, past a grove of live oak or two, they saw house after house that showed evidence of burning; and yet most of the houses still stood. Only the church and one saloon seemed to have been burned to the ground.


  “They didn’t kill Governor Pease—there he stands,” Augustus said, as they turned into the main street. “I expect he’ll be glad to see us back.”


  “We didn’t do what we was sent to do—he may fire us,” Call said.


  “I doubt that,” Gus said. “He won’t have nobody who can fight at all, if he fires us.”


  The Governor stood in shirtsleeves and black suspenders on the steps of what had been the Forsythe store. He was loading a shotgun when they rode up, and he looked grim.


  “Hello, Governor,” Call said. “Are the Indians still around?”


  “No, but the coons are,” the Governor said. “The coyotes got most of my hens, after the raid. The coons don’t bother the hens but they’re ruining me in the egg department.”


  He sighed, and cast a quick glance at the little troop.


  “Lose any men?” he asked.


  “No sir, but we didn’t find the Captain,” Call said. “When we heard about the raid we thought we better just get home.”


  The Governor’s buggy stood in the street, but Bingham, who usually drove him, wasn’t in it.


  “I just came down to get some shotgun shells,” the Governor said. “I need to do something about those coons.”


  Governor Pease was usually clean shaven, but now had a white stubble on his cheeks; he looked tired.


  “Where’s Bingham, Governor?” Augustus asked.


  “Dead... they killed most of our niggers,” Governor Pease said. “They stole that yellow girl who worked for Inez Scull—she was down by the springhouse and they took her.”


  Just then Long Bill gave a yell. They all turned and saw why. Pearl, the wife he had given up for dead, was in plain view far up the street, hanging out washing.


  “It’s my Pearl, she ain’t dead!” Long Bill said. The cares of the last weeks fell away from him in an instant—he wheeled his horse and was off in a run.


  “That’s one happy ending, I guess,” Augustus said.


  The Governor did not smile. “She’s alive but she was outraged,” he said, before going to his buggy. He drove off holding his shotgun, his eggs on his mind.


  Call saw that the house where Maggie lived was partially burned but still standing, which was a relief. He thought he glimpsed someone at her window but could not be quite positive. Maggie was ever discreet. She would never lean out her window and look down at him—she didn’t feel it was right. He quickly crossed the street and saw her coming down the steps behind the house. She looked so glad to see him that he had to dismount and hug her; when he did she cried so hard that she wet the front of his shirt, just as she had when he was leaving.


  “Now hush, I’m back,” he said.


  He had never before touched her outside her room. After a moment he got nervous, and Maggie did too.


  “They didn’t get you... that’s good... and they didn’t get Pearl, either... Bill’s been about worried to death,” he said.


  Maggie’s face clouded, for a moment. “They shot four arrows into her, and that ain’t all,” she said. “But they didn’t touch me—I hid where you told me, Woodrow.”


  “I’m glad you hid,” Call said. Maggie didn’t say more. She still had tears in her eyes.


  Call went back to the rangers, who were still in the street, where he had left them. Gus had dismounted and was sitting on the steps in front of the Forsythe store, a dejected look on his face.


  “We ought to get the boys settled and see to the horses,” Call said. Jake Spoon and Pea Eye Parker both looked as if they might go to sleep in their saddles. Even Deets, who seldom flagged, looked very weary.


  “You do it, Woodrow,” Gus said. He stood up and handed his bridle reins to Deets as he went by him. Call turned and followed Gus a step or two, curious as to what was the matter.


  “I guess you’re going drinking,” he said.


  “By God, you’re a genius, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I ain’t even close to a saloon, but you figured it out.”


  Call knew it was Clara, or the fact that she was absent, that caused Gus to look so low. It was usually Clara at the bottom of Gus’s dark moods.


  “She’s alive, at least,” he said. “You ought to be glad she’s alive.”


  “Oh, I am glad she’s alive,” Gus said. “I’m mighty glad. But the point is, she ain’t here. Your girl is here, Billy’s wife is alive, but my girl’s married and gone to Nebraska.”


  Call didn’t argue—there would be no point. He turned back to the rangers, and Augustus McCrae went on across the street.


  20.


  AHUMADO HAD NEVER had a captive who behaved like the small americano, Captain Scull. Most captives despaired once they realized they were in a place they could never get out of, except by death. In his experience, Americans made poor captives. He had had old Goyeto try to skin several Americans—traders, miners, travelers who happened to travel the wrong road—but they all died before Goyeto had got very far with the skinning. Even if he only skinned an arm or a leg the Americans usually died. They were weak captives, the whites. Once he had had a small Tarahumara Indian from the north who had stood at the skinning post without making a sound while Goyeto took his whole skin off—that Tarahumara had been an exceptional man. Ahumado decided to shelter him and feed him well—he thought it was possible that the man might grow a new skin; but the man took no food and didn’t profit much from the shade he was given. He died after three days, without having grown any new skin.


  Once or twice Ahumado had tried sticking Americans on the sharpened trees, but there again they had turned out to be disappointing captives, dying after much screaming before the sharpened tree had penetrated very far into their bowels. The Comanches and Apaches he captured on the whole did much better, although it was not unknown for one of them to disgrace himself. Once, though, he put an Apache who had stolen a woman on the sharpened tree and the Apache lived for two days even after the sharp point of the tree had come out behind his shoulder blade. No Comanche and so far no whites had done so well.


  It was clear, though, that the white man Scull, the ranger, was an americano of a different order. Scull had mettle, so much mettle that Ahumado was surprised; and surprise was a thing he rarely experienced.


  As for men in the cage, the best survivor had been an old Yaqui man who had been both exceptionally tough and exceptionally lucky. It had rained often while the old man was in the cage, so the man had moisture. Also, since he was a Yaqui of the hot desert, he wasn’t used to eating much. In his days in the cage he cleverly peeled all the bark off the bars of his cage and ate it—the old Yaqui seemed to like the taste of dry bark better than the taste of raw bird meat. Later the blind woman Hema, the curandera, told Ahumado that the bark kept the old man from feeling hunger.


  Even this Yaqui, skilled at going without food, was not as adept at living in the cage as the white man Scull. No one before Scull had ever put his legs through the cage and wiggled them. Ahumado spent a good deal of time watching Scull through some binoculars he had taken off a dead federale. Once he even let old Goyeto look through the binoculars and Goyeto was so astonished at what he saw that he did not want to give the binoculars back to Ahumado. He called them the Two-Eyes-That-Made-Things-Large—their ability to make things large left Goyeto speechless, and he was a man who usually chattered a lot. Even when Goyeto was skinning a person and the person was screaming, Goyeto would often be running on, talking about things of little interest or importance. Goyeto had always lived in the mountains, close to the Yellow Canyon. Though he was an old man he had only seen Jaguar once. Sometimes it amused Ahumado to startle Goyeto with trinkets he had stolen from the whites. Some whites carried watches that made sounds, and these sounds never failed to impress Goyeto, who thought they were magical.


  Goyeto did not understand mechanical things; even guns were too complicated for him. He understood only knives—with knives he was better than anyone Ahumado had ever known.


  Once Ahumado had even had Goyeto skin a great rattlesnake alive—a snake that was more than eight feet long. The reason for skinning the snake alive was that it had bitten Ahumado’s favorite mare, a fleet gray filly that could outrun the Comanche horses. The snake had bitten the filly right in the nose; when the nose swelled up her air could not get through. She struggled so hard to breathe that her heart gave way. Ahumado saw the old snake lying insolently only a few yards from where he had killed the mare. Because the old snake was insolent Ahumado caught him with a crooked stick and nailed him to the ground. Then he instructed Goyeto to skin him, and Goyeto did, turning the snake carefully until it was naked of skin. Then, once it was skinned, Ahumado threw it into a pit of hot coals and cooked it. He did not want to turn it loose because snakes were better than humans at growing new skins. If he let the snake go it might grow a new skin and kill another filly. Some of the pistoleros were made nervous by this treatment of the snake. Many of them feared the vengeance of the snake people, and, indeed, the very next day, a pistolero was bitten when he rolled on a rattlesnake in his sleep. But Ahumado was indifferent to such worries. Any man should be able to watch out for snakes. He had the skin of the big snake made into a fine quirt.


  After Scull had been in the cage three days Ahumado noticed that he had acquired a small tool of some kind. By watching closely with the glasses he saw that it was a small file that Tudwal had once used to sharpen things. It did not surprise Ahumado that Scull had managed to kill Tudwal, who was not a smart man; but he was curious as to what Scull meant to do with the file now that he had it. Of course he could use the file to saw through the bindings of the cage, but where would that leave him? He would either fall to his death or have to climb the rope to the top of the cliff. Ahumado suspected that climbing was what Scull had in mind—he immediately sent word to the dark men to watch the rope carefully, day and night. If Scull did make it to the top of the cliff the dark men were instructed to chop off his feet with their machetes. A lack of feet would quickly put an end to his travels.


  Ahumado noticed, though, that Scull did not seem to be interested in filing through the bindings, at least not in daylight. One day Scull spent the whole day scratching at the rock face with his file. It was the most puzzling thing he had done since his capture—Ahumado watched closely but could not make out the purpose of the scratching. Scull was so absorbed by his scratching that he did not even try to catch several fat pigeons that lit on the cage while he was working. Most men, once in the cage, made desperate efforts to catch any bird that came near, fearing that they would starve if they didn’t. But Scull seemed confident that he could catch birds when he needed them. Hunger didn’t seem to worry him.


  It occurred to Ahumado one day that Scull might be a witch. He had had that suspicion from the beginning, but the suspicion increased when Parrot appeared one day from the south and soared close to Scull’s cage. Ahumado was not one who thought much about witches. He didn’t believe there were very many witches—most vision people, in his view, were just charlatans, full of foolish talk.


  That did not mean, though, that there were no witches at all. Ahumado believed there were only a few witches, but those few possessed powers that enabled them to do very unusual things. It was possible that the small ranger, Scull, was just such a rare thing: a witch.


  Fortunately the old blind curandera, Hema, knew something about witches. Hema was a woman of the desert who knew more than anyone else about plants that could heal. Ahumado went to her and asked her what she thought Scull might be doing, scratching on the rock with Tudwal’s file. Hema of course could not see Scull but she had an acquaintance with witches. Her own sister had been a famous witch who had been taken by the Apache Gomez many years before. Hema was not a witch herself, but she was skilled with herbs and plants. She could help barren women, and old men who could no longer couple pleasantly with their wives. One woman, barren for years, had come to Hema and borne four babies, one of which was carried off by a she-wolf. She was able to brew concoctions that made the organs of aging men stiffen again when they went to their wives.


  Sometimes Ahumado talked to Hema when he needed to know about things which were beyond sight. Scull, of course, was not really beyond sight; Ahumado could see him clearly, through the binoculars he had secured by killing the federale. But the fact that Scull was scratching on the rock with a file was worrisome. Why did he scratch on the mountain? Ahumado knew that whites could find things in the earth that others couldn’t see. Sometimes they would dig into a mountain at a certain place and come out with gold. Some Indians believed that whites could make the earth shake; they might even be able to make whole mountains fall. In the war with the americanos Ahumado himself had seen the little cannons of the whites knock down a great church and several smaller buildings. When the cannonballs hit the earth they tore it up terribly. Ahumado was a child of the earth; he didn’t like the way the guns of the whites could scar it and disturb it.


  Now the fact that Captain Scull chose to scratch on the mountain annoyed Ahumado. The more he watched it and wondered about it, the more it annoyed him. What if the white man knew how to open a hole or tunnel into the mountain? Then he could simply file through the bindings on the cage and escape. He knew that the whites opened great holes in the mountains when they mined; then they walked into the earth, through the holes. A white man such as Scull might even be able to make the whole cliff fall all at once, like the church that had been knocked down during the war.


  Ahumado soon developed such a strong curiosity about what Scull was doing on the cliff that he considered having himself lowered down beside him in one of the other cages, in order to watch Scull closely. He himself had no fear of heights and would not have minded being in a cage. But he soon rejected the notion of having himself lowered in a cage because of the dark men. Though they were obedient if he ordered them to chop off someone’s feet, the truth was that they hated him. Once they got him in a cage they might simply cut the rope and let him fall; or they might just leave him in the cage to starve and go home to their villages in the south. Though very curious about what Scull was up to, Ahumado was not so foolish as to put himself at the mercy of the dark men.


  One day he went to the hut where blind Hema sat, and told her his fears about the white man Scull opening a hole in the mountain. He wanted her to go up to the top and be lowered to the place where Scull was, in hopes that she could determine what he was doing. Though blind, Hema had hearing so sharp that she could tell what sort of bird was flying just by listening to its wing beats. Ahumado wanted her to listen to the rock and see if the rock was all right. If she thought the earth might be about to move he would have to shift his campsite. Ahumado had become convinced that Scull was not a normal man. He did not put men in cages so that they could enjoy themselves, and yet Scull seemed to be enjoying himself. While Scull scratched on the rock he sang and whistled so loudly that everyone looked up at him. That in itself was highly unusual. Most of the men put in the cages quickly lost their spirit; they did not sing and whistle. They might yell down pleas, and beg for a day or two, but after that they usually sat quietly and waited for their deaths.


  Blind Hema listened closely to what Ahumado said. Then she got up and moved slowly to the base of the cliff. She moved along the cliff for an hour or more, putting her ear close to the rock and listening. The longer she moved along, listening to the cliff, the more agitated she became. When she came back to where Ahumado waited, she was trembling—in a moment her teeth began to chatter and froth came out of her mouth. Ahumado had known the old blind woman for many years and had never seen her so upset that froth came out of her mouth.


  “He is calling the Serpent,” old Hema said. “That is what he is doing when he scratches on the rock. He is sending signals to the great snake that lives in the earth. He wants the Serpent to shake the mountain down on us.”


  Then the old blind woman stumbled around the camp until she found someone who would give her tequila. Soon she became drunk—very drunk, so drunk, finally, that she fell on her face in the dust. She could not stand up, for drunkenness, but had to crawl around the camp on all fours. Seeing her on her hands and knees, some of the pistoleros began to tease her. They pulled up her skirts and pretended that they wanted to couple with her in the manner of dogs—of course it was only a joke. Hema was an old woman, too old for a man to be interested in.


  Ahumado paid no attention to the teasing, and not much attention to what old Hema said about the Serpent. There were many people who believed that there was a great serpent in the center of the earth whose coilings and uncoilings caused the earth to move. These were not beliefs Ahumado shared. He had seen many large snakes in his youth, in the jungles of the south, but no snakes large enough to move the earth, and he did not believe that there was a serpent god who lived within the earth. Even if there was such a serpent in the earth there would be no reason for it to respond to the scratchings of a small americano.


  The gods Ahumado believed in were Jaguar and Parrot; the thing that worried him most about Scull was that Parrot had flown by his cage and looked at him. None of the spirits were as intelligent as Parrot, in his view. In his youth in the jungles he had often seen parrots who could speak the words of men. Though men could imitate the calls of many birds, no man could speak to a bird unless the bird was Parrot. Parrot was to be feared for his brain, Jaguar for his power. Jaguar was not interested in the human beings; he might eat one but he would not talk to one. In his youth Ahumado had been like Parrot; he talked to many men—now that he was old he had become like Jaguar. Rather than talk to men he merely had Goyeto skin them, or else thrust them onto the sharpened trees.


  In the morning old Hema stumbled back to her hut. She had forgotten her words about the Serpent. She had forgotten that her teeth chattered and that froth came out of her mouth. Still, Ahumado kept a close watch on Scull, up in his cage. Scull was still scratching on the rock with the little file that had been Tudwal’s, but Ahumado no longer cared about that very much. He only wanted to know if Parrot would come again.


  21.


  WHEN KICKING WOLF was halfway home he began to encounter signs of the great raid. He crossed the tracks of many bands of warriors, all of them going north. The bands traveled in a leisurely way—they drove many horses ahead of them and they were not being pursued. At first he thought that only a few bands had been raiding, but then, as he saw more and more tracks, all flowing north, he began to realize that a great raid had been launched against the whites. Twice he came upon the bodies of white children who had died in travel. Several times he saw pieces of garments that had been torn off captive women, either by thorny brush or by warriors who had outraged the women and left their clothes.


  By good luck he even came upon three stray horses and was able to catch one of them. The sorrel horse of Three Birds had traveled a long way in rocky country. Its hooves were in poor condition. Kicking Wolf had been about to abandon him and go home on foot; it was a boon to find the three horses.


  The night after he caught the fresh horses Kicking Wolf heard the faint sound of singing from a camp that was not too distant. Even though at first he could scarcely hear the singing he recognized the voice of one of the singers, a brave named Red Hand, from his own band. He had often raided with Red Hand and did not think he could mistake his voice, which was deep, like the bellow of a bull buffalo. Red Hand was the fattest man in the tribe, and the biggest eater. When there was meat Red Hand ate until he fell back in sleep; when he woke up he ate some more. He was something of a braggart, who, when he was not eating, sang of his own exploits. Though fat, Red Hand was quick, and deadly with the bow. He had three wives who complained that he didn’t lie with them enough. When Red Hand was at home he devoted himself to eating, and to the making of arrows.


  Kicking Wolf was tired, but he was also hungry. Ahumado had left him no weapons and he had had a hard time getting anything to eat on his trip north. He survived on roots and wild onions and several fish he speared with a crude spear when he was crossing the Rio Grande. He had been so hungry that he had been almost ready to kill Three Birds’ horse and eat him.


  Though he had been about to sleep he decided it was better to go on to the camp where Red Hand was singing. There would probably be food in the camp, unless Red Hand had eaten it all.


  The camp was farther away than he thought, but Red Hand and a few others were still singing when Kicking Wolf appeared on his new horse. There were almost twenty warriors in the party; they had two captive girls. The warriors were so confident that they hadn’t even posted guards. When Kicking Wolf appeared they all stopped singing and stared at him, as if he were someone they didn’t know. Red Hand had been eating venison but he stopped when he saw Kicking Wolf.


  “If you are a ghost please go somewhere else,” Red Hand said politely.


  Several of the warriors looked at Kicking Wolf as if they thought he might have come from the spirit world, the place of ghosts.


  “I am not a ghost,” Kicking Wolf assured them. “I hope you don’t mind if I eat some of this deer meat. I have been on a long trip and I am very hungry.”


  He could tell that some of the warriors still thought he might be a ghost, but after they watched him eat for a while they got over their suspicions. Then they all wanted to brag about the great raid they had been on. Several warriors talked so fast that Kicking Wolf had to delay his eating in order to listen politely. They were men of his own band, and yet he felt like a guest. The warriors had been off fighting together, whereas he had been on a quest of a different kind. His own vision was still damaged; he still saw two where there was one. The men talked to him about all the whites they had killed and all the captives they had taken.


  “I don’t see so many captives,” Kicking Wolf said. “There are only two girls and one of them looks as if she might die tonight.”


  Then he looked at Red Hand.


  “I found you because you were singing so loudly,” he said. “If the bluecoat soldiers were after you they could find you too. You didn’t even put out a guard. The bluecoats could sneak up and shoot you all down with rifles. Buffalo Hump would not be so careless if he were here.”


  “Oh, he went to the Great Water, with Worm,” Red Hand said. “We don’t have to worry about the bluecoat soldiers. They tried to fight us and we chased them away.”


  Red Hand had an arrogant side that was apt to come out when he was questioned or criticized. Once Buffalo Hump had hit him in the head with a club when he was talking arrogantly. The blow would have killed most warriors but it only made a lump on Red Hand’s head.


  “I am only telling you what any warrior should know,” Kicking Wolf said. “You ought to post a guard. Though I have traveled a long way and am tired I will be your guard tonight if no one else wants to.”


  Before anyone could speak or offer to stand guard Red Hand started talking about the rapes he committed while on the raid. While Kicking Wolf was listening he happened to glance across the fire and when he did he got a shock: he thought he saw Three Birds sitting there—the sight was so startling that Kicking Wolf began to shake. He thought perhaps the men had been right at first to consider him a ghost. Perhaps he was a ghost. He was becoming more and more disturbed when the warrior who seemed to be Three Birds stood up and went to make sure that the captive girls were tied well. At that point Kicking Wolf saw that the warrior was not Three Birds, but his brother, Little Wind. The two brothers looked so much alike that it was confusing. But the warrior seeing to the girls’ bonds was Little Wind. He had been away on a hunt when the Buffalo Horse was stolen—he might not even know that his brother, Three Birds, had helped Kicking Wolf take him.


  “Your brother, Three Birds, did a brave thing,” he told Little Wind, when the man came back and sat down.


  Little Wind received this news modestly, without comment. Like Three Birds he seldom spoke, preferring to keep his sentiments to himself.


  “He helped me steal the Buffalo Horse from Big Horse Scull,” Kicking Wolf informed him.


  “Yes, everybody knows that,” Red Hand said rudely. “The two of you went away with the Buffalo Horse and missed the great raid.


  “None of us had time to go look for you,” Red Hand added, in such a rude tone that Kicking Wolf would have hit him with a war club if one had been handy.


  “You be quiet! I have to tell Little Wind that his brother is dead,” he said, a statement that caused Red Hand to shut up immediately. The death of a warrior was serious business.


  “I hope he died bravely,” Little Wind said. “Can you tell me about it?”


  “I did not see him die,” Kicking Wolf said. “He may even be alive but I don’t think so. He went with me to Mexico, to the Yellow Cliffs where the Black Vaquero has his camp.”


  The warriors who had been moving around, doing small chores, stopped at this moment. The camp became silent. There were no more rude comments from Red Hand. All the warriors knew that to go willingly to the country of Ahumado required great courage. It was a foolish act, of course, for any warrior who wanted to continue with his life; but it was the valor of the act, not its wisdom, that stilled the warriors now. They stood or sat where they were, quiet, in awe. For two warriors to go alone into Mexico and put themselves at the mercy of the Black Vaquero was a thing of such manliness that the warriors wanted to be quiet for a time and think about it.


  Kicking Wolf waited a bit, in silence, for the news of what he was saying to be absorbed.


  “I stole the Buffalo Horse and took him to Mexico,” he said. “I took him to Ahumado—I wanted to do it.”


  He saw that the warriors understood him. Many warriors would leave the band for a few weeks, to go on a quest, or see someplace they wanted to see. Such journeys became a part of the strength of a warrior.


  “Ahumado caught us,” he said. “He tied me to a horse and made the horse run away. He wanted to kill me but Big Horse Scull found me while I was in the blackness and cut me loose.”


  “Ah’s!” came then from several warriors—exclamations and looks of puzzlement. Why would Big Horse Scull do such a thing?


  “I did not see him,” Kicking Wolf said. “I only saw his track. But now I see two things where there is one.”


  Little Wind waited patiently for Kicking Wolf to tell him more about his brother.


  “Three Birds decided to go with me to the Yellow Canyon,” Kicking Wolf said. “Even though I told him I would seek Ahumado, he decided to come. When we found Ahumado he was behind us. He tied me to a horse and made the horse run. That is the last time I saw Three Birds. Ahumado kept him.”


  The warriors continued to be silent. All of them had heard what Ahumado did to Comanches when he caught them. They knew about the cages, the pit, and the sharpened trees. Little Wind felt proud of his brother, for doing such a brave thing. In his life with the tribe Three Birds had never been considered especially brave. He did not lead the hunt when buffalo were running in a great stampede. He had never gone off alone to kill a bear or a cougar, though such a thing was common enough. Several of the warriors at the campfire had done such acts of bravery. Three Birds was seldom in the front of a charge, when there was an attack. His main skill as a warrior had been his ability to move quietly—that was why Kicking Wolf had chosen him to help steal the Buffalo Horse.


  Since his wives and children had all died of the sickness Three Birds had been sad—Little Wind knew. He still had his quietness of movement, but he did not join in things. Little Wind thought his brother’s sadness might explain why he had decided to do such a brave thing.


  When Kicking Wolf finished talking he stood up to go sit on guard, as he had offered to do when he arrived and found that the camp was unguarded. But, when he stood up, Red Hand quickly gestured for him to sit again. Red Hand had always liked Kicking Wolf and was ashamed that he had been rude to him, earlier. Kicking Wolf had done a great thing, a thing that would be sung about for many years. He should not have to listen to rudeness. It was just that his sudden appearance had startled everyone a lot. Some had taken him for a ghost. Red Hand had sought to challenge the ghost with his rudeness. But, now that he had heard Kicking Wolf’s story, he was eager to make amends.


  “I see that you are hungry,” Red Hand said. “You should eat some of this deer meat. I will stand guard tonight.”


  Kicking Wolf politely accepted Red Hand’s offer. He stayed where he was, but did not eat much of the deer meat. Now that he was back with the warriors of his own band, a great tiredness came over him. He lay down in the warm ashes of the fire and was soon asleep.


  22.


  PEARL COLEMAN pushed down her sadness every morning and tried to make her husband a sizable and tasty breakfast. She sat Long Bill down to a good plate of biscuits and four tasty pork chops. Then she told him, as she had every morning since his return, that she wanted him to quit the rangers and quit them now.


  “I can’t stand you going off in the wilds no more, Bill,” she said, beginning to weep at the memory of her recent ordeal. “I can’t stand it. I get so scared my toes cramp up when I get in bed. I can’t get to sleep with my toes cramping up like that.”


  Though he appreciated the biscuits and the pork chops, Long Bill let his wife’s remarks pass without comment—he also let her tears flow without trying to staunch them. Tears and entreaties for him to quit the rangers had become as predictable a part of the morning as the sunrise itself.


  “There’s worse things than cramped toes, Pearl,” he answered, a biscuit in one hand and an unhappy look on his face.


  He said no more than that, but Pearl Coleman felt exasperation growing. For the first time in her marriage she felt herself in opposition to her husband, and not casual opposition either. About the need for him to quit the rangers immediately she was right and he was wrong, and if she couldn’t get Bill to accept her view then she didn’t know what to think about their future as husband and wife.


  “I’d be the one to know what’s bad better than you,” she told him. “I was here. I had four arrows shot into me, and I lost our baby from being so scared. I got so scared our baby died inside me.”


  Long Bill’s own view was that the raping Pearl had endured had probably killed the baby, but he didn’t say so; he ate another biscuit and held his peace. The overwhelming relief he felt when he saw that Pearl was alive had subsided, drained away by the new problem of adjusting to what had happened to her.


  One thing Long Bill had to face immediately was that Pearl had been raped by several Comanches. On his anguished long, nervous ride home he had half expected to have to cope with the knowledge of rape; but once he got home and discovered that Pearl actually had been raped he was so shocked that, so far, he had not even attempted the conjugal act that in normal circumstances he looked forward to so much.


  Not only that, Pearl didn’t want him to attempt it.


  “They done it and you wasn’t here to help me,” she told him, weeping, the first night he was back. “I can’t be a wife to you no more, Bill.”


  All that night, and every night since, Pearl lay beside her husband, her legs squeezed together, so desperately unhappy that she wished one of the Comanche arrows had killed her.


  Long Bill, beside her, was no less unhappy. He and the rangers had buried thirteen people on the ride back to Austin. Now, lying beside his unhappy wife, he thought of all the battles he had been in and reflected that a single well-placed bullet could have spared him such a painful dilemna.


  “How many done you?” he asked Pearl, finally.


  “Seven,” Pearl admitted. “It was over quick.”


  Long Bill said no more, then or ever, but if seven Comanches had violated his wife then it didn’t seem to him that it could have been over very quick.


  Since his return, day by day, life had gotten harder. Pearl cooked him lavish, delicious meals, but, in bed, lay beside him with her legs squeezed shut, and he himself had no desire to persuade her to open them.


  Through the long, anxious nights on the trail he had wanted nothing more than to be home and in bed with his wife. Now, though, he left the house the minute supper was over, to sit late in the saloon every night, drinking with Augustus McCrae. Gus drank to ease his broken heart, Long Bill to blur his own vivid and uneasy thoughts. Sometimes they were even joined by Woodrow Call, who had his own worries but wouldn’t voice them—the most he would do was take a whiskey or two. By this time everybody in Austin knew that Maggie Tilton was pregnant, and many people assumed the baby was Woodrow Call’s, a fact not of much importance to anyone except the young couple themselves.


  Austin had the great raid to recover from. Most of the townspeople had homes or businesses to repair; they also had griefs to grieve. The fact that a young Texas Ranger had got a whore pregnant was in the normal order of things, and no one thought the worse of Woodrow or of Maggie, because of it. Few had the leisure to give the matter more than an occasional thought.


  Night after night the three of them, Long Bill, Gus, and Call, sat at a table in the back of the saloon, all three troubled in mind because of difficulties with women. Augustus had lost the love of his life, Long Bill’s wife had been shamed by the red Comanches, and Woodrow’s girl was carrying a child she insisted was his, a child he could not find it in him to want, or even to acknowledge.


  “How would a whore know if a child is one man’s or another’s?” he asked one night. Long Bill was nodding, so the question was mainly directed at Gus, but Long Bill snapped to attention and answered.


  “Oh, women know,” he said. “They got ways.”


  To Call’s annoyance, Augustus casually agreed, though he was so drunk at the time that he could scarcely lift his glass.


  “If she says it’s yours, it’s yours,” Gus said. “Now don’t you be fidgeting about it.”


  Call had asked Gus because Gus had made a study of women, more or less, while he himself had devoted more attention to the practicalities of ranger life on the frontier. Since Maggie had immediately claimed the baby was his, and had remained firm in her opinion, he thought there might be some medical or scientific basis for her conviction, and if there was he was prepared to do his duty. But he wanted to know the science of it, not merely be told that women knew about such things.


  “Maggie’s honest, that’s the point, Woodrow,” Gus reminded him. Though drunk, he meant to see that Woodrow Call did not evade the responsibilities of fatherhood.


  “I know she’s honest,” Call replied. “That don’t mean she’s right about everything. Honest people make mistakes too.


  “I’m honest, and I’ve made plenty,” he added.


  “I even make mistakes,” Long Bill admitted, ruefully. “And I’m as honest as the day is long.”


  “Pshaw, you ain’t!” Gus said. “I expect you told Pearl you was standing guard at night, so you lied within the hour. Ain’t that true?”


  “It’s not so much a lie as that Pearl don’t need to know everything,” Long Bill replied. It was true that he lied to Pearl about his evenings in the saloon, but he didn’t think Pearl minded. In fact she might even prefer to have him out of the house until it was time for them to sleep. Otherwise, they would have nothing to do but sit in their chairs or lay in their bed and brood about the fact that they were no longer husband and wife as they had been.


  “The point is, Maggie ain’t a mistake,” Gus told Call. “She’s a blessing and you’re dumb not to see it.”


  “I am right fond of Maggie,” Call said. “But that don’t mean the child is mine. I’d just like to know if there’s a way she can be sure about the father.”


  Gus, in a poor mood anyway, was annoyed by the very tone of Woodrow Call’s voice.


  “If I say it’s yours and Bill says it’s yours and Maggie says it’s yours, then that ought to be enough for you,” he said hotly. “Do you need the dern Governor to say it’s yours?”


  “No,” Call said, making an earnest effort to stay calm about the matter. “I just want to know for sure. I expect any man would want to know for sure. But you can’t tell me for sure and Bill can’t either. I don’t know what the Governor has to do with it.”


  Silence followed. Augustus saw no point in pursuing the matter further. He had been in many arguments with Woodrow Call but had never, so far as he could recall, succeeded in changing his mind. Long Bill must have felt the same. He stared at his whiskey glass and said nothing.


  Call got up and left. He had taken to walking by the river for an hour or more at night, but, on this occasion, had left his rifle in the bunkhouse and strolled back to get it. Since the raid no one ventured out of town, day or night, without a rifle.


  “Woodrow’s hard to convince, ain’t he?” Long Bill said, once Call left.


  Augustus didn’t reply. Instead he reached in his pocket and took out a letter he had received the day before, from Clara. He had already memorized the letter but could not resist looking at it again:


  Dear Gus,


  I write in haste from St. Louis—tomorrow a boat will take us up the Missouri River. I trust that you are safe. If you are in Austin when you get this letter you will have heard that Ma and Pa were killed in the big raid.


  I only got the news two days ago. Of course it’s hard, knowing that I will never see Ma and Pa again.


  As you are my oldest and best friend I would like you to do this for me: go and see that they are well buried in the cemetery, there by Grandma Forsythe. I would appreciate it if you would hire someone to care for their graves. It is not likely, now that I am a married woman, that I will return that way for many years, but it would be a comfort for me to know that their graves are being cared for. Perhaps a few flowers, bluebonnets maybe, could be planted above them in the spring. My Ma was always taken with bluebonnets.


  I hope you will do this for me, Gus, and not be bitter about Bob. Once we are settled in Nebraska I’ll send money for the caretaker.


  It’s hard to write you, Gus—we’ve always just talked, haven’t we? But I mean to practice until I get the hang of it. And you need to write me too, so that I’ll know you’re safe and well.


  Your friend,


  Clara


  She don’t know, Augustus thought, as he carefully folded the letter and put it back in its envelope. Merely seeing her writing caused such yearning to swell up in him that he didn’t think he could stand it. Despite himself tears welled in his eyes.


  “I reckon we can tell about that baby of Maggie’s once it’s born,” Long Bill said. He spoke mainly to cover his friend’s embarrassment—merely getting a letter from Clara had brought tears to his eyes.


  Gus, though, didn’t seem to be listening. He put the letter back in his pocket, scattered some money on the table, and left.


  Long Bill sat alone for a while, drinking, though he knew it was about time he went home to Pearl. No doubt she’d be in bed with her Bible, trying to pray away troubles that just weren’t willing to leave. Gus’s girl had married someone else, as women would. Maggie Tilton had become pregnant, as women would. But his wife had been shamed by seven Comanche warriors, causing her to lose a baby that had been legally and pleasurably conceived.


  Now he wasn’t sure that there would be any more such pleasure for himself and Pearl. Her ample flesh, which had once drawn him to her night after night, now repelled him. He didn’t mind that Pearl kept her legs squeezed together. Every night now he scooted farther and farther from her, in the bed. Even her sweat smelled different to him now.


  He didn’t know what to do, but one thing he did not intend to do was resign from the rangers, which was the very thing Pearl wanted most. That very morning, before starting in about it, Pearl had run out in the yard and grabbed up a fat hen that he wasn’t even too sure was their hen; she had wrung its neck before he could even raise the question of whose hen it might be, and then started talking about the rangers.


  “Pearl, I wish you’d stop talking about me quitting the rangers,” he told her bluntly. He didn’t think he could survive his sorrows without the companionship of the boys in the troop; besides that, he had to make a living and had few marketable skills. How did the woman expect him to feed her if he quit the job he was best at? They’d have to poach some neighbor’s chicken every day if he did that.


  “But Bill, I need you to quit, I can’t help it!” Pearl said.


  “Don’t be complaining at me today, Pearl,” he said. “I’ve got to help Pea Eye shoe the horses, and that’s tiring work.” He had just come down the stairs in time to see the chicken die. Pearl was already gutting it—she flung a handful of guts toward the woodpile where several hungry cats soon descended on them.


  Pearl knew Long Bill was tired of her trying to get him to quit the rangers, but she couldn’t stop herself. Sometimes at the thought of him going away again she felt such distress that she felt her head might burst, or her heart. She and Long Bill had been so happy before the raid; they hardly ever fussed, except over the crease in his pants, which she could never seem to iron well enough to suit him. They had been happy people, but a single hour of horror and torment had changed that. Pearl didn’t know how to get their happiness back but she knew it would never be possible unless Bill moved her to a place where she felt there were no Indians to threaten her. If he wouldn’t move to a safer town, then the least he could do was stay home and protect her. The thought of Bill leaving made her so scared that, twice recently, just walking down the street, she had grown so nervous that she wet herself, to her great shame. She had no confidence now, and knew she had none. The Comanches had come once and done as they pleased with her. There was no reason to think they wouldn’t come again.


  Long Bill paid for his whiskey and walked home under a thin March moon. There had been a spurt of snow the day before, and a little of it lingered in the shaded places near the buildings. It crunched under his feet as he approached the house where he and Pearl lived.


  It was late, past midnight. Long Bill had hoped to find his wife asleep, but when he tiptoed in he saw that the lamp by the bed was still lit. There lay Pearl, propped up on a pillow with the lamp lit and a Bible in her lap.


  “Pearl, if you’ve been praying, that’s enough of it, let’s blow out the lamp and get to sleep,” he said.


  Pearl didn’t want to. For hours, while Bill drank in the saloon to avoid coming home to her—Pearl knew that was what he was doing and knew that the rapes were what had driven him out—she had been praying to the Lord to show her a way to get their happiness back; finally, only a few minutes before Bill stepped in the door, a vision had come to her of what that way was—a vision so bright that it could only have come from the Lord.


  “Billy, it’s come to me!” she said, jumping out of bed in her excitement.


  “Well, what has, Pearl?” Long Bill asked, a little taken aback by his wife’s sudden fervor. He had been hoping to slip into bed and sleep off the liquor he had just drunk, but that clearly was not going to be easy.


  “I know what you can do once you quit the rangers,” Pearl said. “It came to me while I was praying. It’s a vision from the Lord!”


  “Pearl, I’ve learnt rangering and I don’t know how to do anything else,” Long Bill said. “What’s your notion? Tell me and let’s get to bed.”


  Pearl was a little hurt by her husband’s tone, which was brusque. Also, he was swaying on his feet, indicating a level of drunkenness that she could not approve. But she hadn’t lost hope for her God-sent vision—not quite.


  “Billy, you could preach to the multitudes!” she said. “Our preacher got killed in the raid and his wife too. There’s a church open right here in town. I know you’d make a fine preacher, once you got the hang of it.”


  Long Bill was so stunned by Pearl’s statement that he dropped, a little too hard, into their one chair, causing a loose rung to pop out, as it often did. In his annoyance he threw the rung out the open window.


  “We need a better chair than this,” he said. “I’m tired of that damn rung popping out ever time I sit down.”


  “I know Bill, but the Forsythes are dead and the store ain’t open,” Pearl said, horribly disappointed in Bill’s response to her suggestion. She had convinced herself that he would be delighted to become a preacher, but he clearly wasn’t delighted at all. He just looked annoyed, which is how he had looked most of the time since his return.


  “Didn’t you hear me?” she asked. “Handsome as you are, I know you’d make a fine preacher. The town needs one, too. One of the deacons has been holding church, but he can’t talk plain and he’s boresome to have to listen to.”


  Long Bill felt a good deal of exasperation. In the first place, Pearl had no business being up so late; now she had caused him to break their chair, and all because of a notion so foolish that if he had been in a better mood he would have laughed.


  “Pearl, I can’t read,” he pointed out. “I’ve heard some of the Bible read out, but that was a long time ago. The only verse I can recall is that one about the green pastures, and even that one’s a little cloudy in my mind.”


  Long Bill paused, noticing that his wife was on the verge of tears; Pearl did not cry thimblefuls, either. Once she got started crying it was wise to have a bucket handy, or at least a good-sized rag.


  “I do not know how you got such a notion, honey,” he said, in the gentlest tone he could manage. “If I was to put myself up to be a preacher, I expect the boys would laugh me out of town.”


  Pearl Coleman wasn’t ready to give up her God-sent vision, though. Faith was supposed to move mountains—it was just a question of convincing Bill that faith and his handsome looks was all he would need to start out on a preaching career.


  “I can read, Billy,” she said. “I can read just fine. I could read you the text in the morning before church and then you could preach on it.”


  Long Bill just shook his head. He felt a weariness so deep he thought he might go to sleep right in the chair.


  “Would you help me off with my boots, Pearl?” he asked, stretching out a leg. “I’m tired to the bone.”


  Pearl helped her husband off with his boots. Later, in bed, as silently as possible, she had her cry. Then she got up, went out into the street, and managed to locate the chair rung Long Bill had flung out the window. There was no telling how long it would be before the store opened again, and, meanwhile, they had to have their chair.


  23.


  OLD BEN MICKELSON had been so badly frightened during the great Comanche raid that, as soon as it was clear that he had survived it, he attempted to give notice and leave.


  “Leave and go where?” Inez Scull asked him, a moment or two before she took the long black bullwhip to him.


  In the Scull mansion, of course, there was little room to employ a bullwhip properly, and old Ben, when it became a question of his hide, proved surprisingly nimble, darting through the halls and managing to keep the heavy furniture between himself and his enraged mistress. The best Inez managed was to strike the old butler a few times across the shoulders with the coiled whip before driving him outside, where she cornered him on the high porch.


  “Leave and go where, you scabby old fool?” Inez said, waving the whip back and forth.


  “Why, back to Brooklyn, madame,” Ben Mickelson said; he was calculating the risk of jumping off the porch—it wasn’t that high but neither was it that low, and he had no desire to break an ankle or any other limb.


  “There’s no red Indians in Brooklyn,” he added. “A man needn’t fear mutiliation, not in honest Brooklyn.”


  “You’ll get worse than mutiliation if you think you can give notice on me,” Inez hissed at him. “Where do you suppose I can get another butler, in these wilds? If you leave, who do you suppose will serve the brandy and the port?”


  She swung the whip, but clumsily—mostly she employed the bullwhip more as a club than a whip, in her fights with Inish. Old Ben Mickelson deflected the blow and leapt off the porch. He failed to make a clean landing, though; one ankle twisted beneath him so painfully that when Inez Scull followed him and attempted to apply a sound lashing Ben Mickelson was forced to crawl away.


  That was the sight that greeted Augustus McCrae as he came trotting up from the town. Old Ben Mickelson was crawling down the long slope toward the springhouse, while Inez Scull followed, attempting to whack him with the bullwhip. Nothing that happened at the Scull mansion surprised Augustus very much; the one thing that was obvious in the present encounter was that Madame Scull could have done the old butler more damage if she’d used a quirt and not a bullwhip. He arrived just in time to hear her deliver a final comment.


  “If you attempt to leave me again, Ben, I’ll put it out that you stole my emeralds,” she said. “You won’t have to worry about red Indians if I do that, because the sheriff will haul you off and hang you.”


  “All right! Let me be! I’ll stay and serve your damned port,” old Ben said, standing up but favoring his ankle.


  Inez promptly whacked him again.


  “Damned port, indeed,” she said. “Don’t you presume to swear at your mistress!”


  Augustus watched with amusement. Lately he and Ben Mickleson had become allies in crime. Before going upstairs to engage in what Inez Scull described as a good trot, he and old Ben would often sneak in and raid the cabinet where Captain Scull kept his fine whiskeys and brandies. At first he had underestimated the potency of the brandy to such an extent that he represented himself poorly, once he got to the boudoir, a fact which never failed to draw a stinging reproach from Madame Scull.


  “It looks as if you’ve crippled Ben,” he said to the lady, watching the old butler limp away.


  “The scabby old beast attempted to quit, just because a few Comanches chased through town,” she said. “I won’t have desertion—you should bear that in mind yourself, Captain McCrae.”


  Her face was fiery red and she flung him a look of contempt.


  “I detest contrary servants,” she said. “Ben Mickelson has too much damned gall to think he could just walk in and quit.”


  Augustus got off his horse, a nervous filly. He thought it best to walk along with Madame Scull until she calmed down. Sometimes a jumpy horse would start bucking even if it only heard a voice it didn’t like. Woodrow Call had some skill with bucking horses, but he himself had none. Three jumps and he usually went flying; better to dismount and walk when Inez Scull was waving her bullwhip around.


  “Your husband’s in Mexico—that’s the news,” he told her. “Or at least that’s the rumor.”


  “Not interested in rumors and not especially interested in where Inish is,” Inez said. “Anyway, I doubt he’s that close. Inish usually goes farther afield when he strays—I expected him to be in Egypt, at least. Who says he’s in Mexico?”


  “It’s a thirdhand rumor,” Augustus said. “A miner heard it from a Mexican, and the Governor heard it from the miner.”


  “Does the news disturb you, Gussie?” she asked, smiling at him suddenly and taking his arm as they walked. Then she lifted his hand and gave his finger a hard bite; she set her teeth into it and looked at him as she bit.


  “I suppose we’ll have to leave off trotting if Inish shows up,” she said. “He’s a very jealous man. I have no doubt he’d find a reason to hang you if he knew we’d been doing all this fine trotting.”


  “Well, but who would tell him?” Augustus asked. He had never known quite such a devilish woman. Clara Forsythe could be extremely vexing, but her contrariness was done mostly in play, whereas Inez Scull’s devilment had anger in it, and defiance, and even lust; it wasn’t a thing done in play, as Clara’s was. Inez had just bitten his finger so hard there was blood on her front teeth. He wiped his finger on his pants leg and walked on with her toward the big house.


  “I might tell him myself if you displease me,” Inez said. “I do rather like to be the center of attention when I choose a man, and I can’t say you’re lavish with your attention. My Jakie was much more attentive, while he lasted.”


  “Jake Spoon, that pup!” Gus said. “Why, he is barely dry behind the ears.”


  “I wasn’t interested in his ears, Captain,” Mrs. Scull said. “I’ve a notion that you’re not sorry that Inish is returning.”


  “Ma’am, I didn’t say he was returning,” Gus said. “I just said he’s in Mexico—you didn’t let me finish my report.”


  “Why wouldn’t he return, if he’s in Mexico?” Inez asked. “I hardly think those brown whores would interest him for long.”


  “We heard he was a captive,” Gus told her. “We think the Black Vaquero caught him.”


  “Oh well, no one keeps Inish a captive long, he’s too troublesome,” Inez said. “You don’t really like me, do you, Gussie?”


  “Ma’am, I’m walking along with you—ain’t that a sign that I like you?” Augustus asked. He wanted to curse her, though, for being so bold as to ask such a question. The fact was, he didn’t like her; it was just that he had an emptiness in him, an emptiness that hadn’t been there until Clara left. It was the emptiness that brought him up the hill to Madame Scull. Being with her invariably left a bad taste in his mouth, yet he kept coming.


  “You coward, why can’t you say it? You despise me!” Inez said, with bitter scorn. “You’d be happy to see Inish back. Then you could just drink whiskey all day and moon about that Forsythe girl. I’m jealous of that girl, I can tell you that. I’ve more to offer than any girl who works in a store, and yet you’ve had her on your mind the whole time I’ve known you.”


  Gus didn’t answer. He wondered how women so easily found out what men were feeling. He had never so much as mentioned Clara’s name to Inez Scull—how did she know it was Clara on his mind? Women could smell feelings as a dog could smell a fox. He had just told Madame Scull that her husband was a prisoner of the cruelest man in Mexico, and yet she hadn’t turned a hair. She was far more disturbed by the fact that he loved Clara Forsythe and not her. Even in their passion, though he seemed to be there, he wasn’t, and Mrs. Scull knew it.


  “Well, I better just go,” he said. “I mainly came up to give you the news.”


  “Liar,” Inez said, slapping him. “You’re a liar and a coward—if I hadn’t dropped my bullwhip I’d cut you to ribbons. You didn’t come up to tell me about Inish. You came here because I know more about certain things than any whore you can afford on your puny little salary.”


  She was red in the face again—Gus’s nervous young horse was backing away.


  “You and your village maiden, I despise you both!” Inez said. “You and your calf love. You come to me, though, with your mangy grin—and Inish will come for the same reason, when he’s through wandering.”


  “What’s the reason?” Augustus asked, annoyed by the woman’s violent tone—a tone that even scared his horse.


  “Lust, sir... free lust!” Inez said. “Do you hear me? Lust!”


  She yelled the last so loudly that anyone within half a mile could have heard her. It made him nervous. Lust was one thing—telling the whole town about it was something else. He decided he could leave, but when he stepped toward his horse Madame Scull struck at him with the coiled bullwhip.


  “There, go along, you coward,” she said. “In your whole life you’ll never find a woman who will make herself so free—and yet you’re too callow to appreciate it.”


  With that she turned and stalked off toward her mansion, while Gus stroked and soothed his agitated mount. He thought of following Madame Scull into the house, but, in the end, mounted and rode back down the hill toward town.


  The first person he saw when he reached the lots was young Jake Spoon, idle as usual, though there was plenty of work available. Deets, Pea Eye, and Long Bill Coleman were struggling to subdue a stout young gelding, so they could shoe him. Jake, though, sat on an empty nail keg playing a game of solitaire, using an overturned wheelbarrow for a table. It evidently didn’t bother Jake to play while others worked, a fact that annoyed Gus so that he walked over and kicked the nail keg out from under—it sent him sprawling. Then, not satisfied, he bent over, grabbed Jake by his curly hair, and knocked his head against the ground a time or two.


  Jake saw from Gus’s face that he was very angry—he had no idea why Gus had chosen to take it out on him, but he knew better than to resist. Gus McCrae was fully capable of doing worse.


  “There, you better play possum or I’ll have your damn gizzard,” Gus said.


  The three men struggling with the mustang noticed the little altercation. They stopped what they were doing, to watch, but there was nothing more to see. A little wind swirled through the lots, blowing several of Jake Spoon’s cards off the wheelbarrow. Gus left Jake on his back in the dust and walked over to the horseshoeing crew.


  “Jake’s a lazy one, ain’t he?” Long Bill said. “The whores like him, though. They fancy that curly hair.”


  “Jakie,” Mrs. Scull called him, Gus remembered. Probably she too had fancied his curly hair. The thought brought the bad taste back to his mouth.


  Jake Spoon picked himself up, but cautiously. He left the wind-blown cards to lie in the dust. Gus McCrae looked as if he were in the mood to give someone a thorough licking. The men resumed working with the horse, but they kept one eye on Gus, who stood with his back to them. It was clear that it wouldn’t take much to set him off.


  But when Gus turned it was to motion for Deets to come with him.


  “You, there,” he said to Jake, “leave them cards alone and help the boys shoe that horse.”


  Long Bill started to protest the order. Deets was handy with a hasp and a horseshoe nail, and there was nothing in the way of labor that Jake was handy with. But he saw that Gus was upset, and held his tongue.


  Augustus walked Deets out of town to where the cemetery lay, in a curve of a stream. They could hear the water rushing before they reached the stream. Once amid the live oaks that bordered the river Gus felt a little relief from his sour mood, a mood mostly caused by Inez Scull. He didn’t like the woman, but she exuded a strong nectar, too strong to easily ignore.


  Deets followed Gus quietly, glad to be relieved of the horseshoeing. When they came to the cemetery he took off his hat, an old felt Captain Call had given him only the day before. It had belonged to one of the rangers killed in the raid. Deets was mighty proud of his hat, but he took it off quickly when they came to the graveyard. It wouldn’t do to be disrespectful of the dead.


  Augustus walked him carefully through the fresh graves until he came to those of Clara’s mother and father. He knew Deets couldn’t read the names on the wooden crosses, so he wanted him to take care to note exactly where the two graves were.


  “These are the Forsythes,” he told Deets. “They were parents of a good friend of mine. I aim to put up good stone headstones when I get time—she’d want me to, I expect.”


  The thought of Clara entrusting him with the care of her parents’ graves left him briefly overcome. He knelt down and didn’t try to speak.


  “Deets, can you garden?” he asked, when the mood passed and he had better control of his voice.


  “I can garden,” Deets assured him. “Kept a big one, back home. Lord, we grew the string beans.”


  Augustus realized he knew almost nothing about the young black man. Deets had just shown up one day, as people did—black people, particularly. Their owners died and they were set to wandering.


  “Where was back home, Deets?” Gus asked.


  “Louisee, I believe,” Deets said, after a moment. “It was in Louisee, somewhere on the river.”


  “Oh, Louisiana, I guess you mean,” Gus said. “I want you to tend these graves like you would a garden. Only you don’t need to grow no string beans, just flowers. My friend’s mother was partial to bluebonnets, particularly. I’d like you to get some flowers growing on these graves, come spring.”


  It was clear to Deets that Mr. Gus had a powerful affection for the friend he mentioned. When he mentioned her his voice shook. As for flowers, that was easy.


  “The flowers be coming soon,” he said. “I’ll get some of the bluebonnets and put them on these graves.”


  “I’ll see you get a wage for it—a fair wage,” Augustus said. “I want you to keep tending these two graves as long you’re in these parts. Just these two, now. You don’t have time to be flowering up other people’s graves.”


  “No sir,” Deets said. “I see which two. I’ll make ’em pretty.”


  “You tend them, come what may,” Gus said. “That’s how my friend wants it.”


  He paused—he seemed to have difficulty with his voice. Deets waited.


  “You’ll need to be keeping them pretty, year after year,” Gus said, with a glance at the young black man who knelt, hat in hand, a few feet away.


  “You’ll need to do it whatever happens to me,” Gus said, looking down at the clods of brown earth on the fresh grave.


  These last words startled Deets. It was clear that Mr. Gus was mighty concerned about the upkeep of the two graves. Deets could not but feel proud that he had been selected, from all the company, to be the one to see that the burial places were well maintained.


  But now Mr. Gus was concerning him a little. What did he mean, whatever happened to him? It sounded as if he might be intending to leave, which was startling and upsetting. Of all the rangers only Pea Eye, a young man like himself, had been as kind to him as Mr. Gus.


  “I expect you be seeing for yourself what a good job I do, Captain,” Deets said. He tried to pick his words carefully, for the matter clearly meant a lot to Mr. Gus.


  “But if I ain’t here to see it for myself, you tend these graves anyway,” Gus said, with force in his voice suddenly. “You make ’em pretty anyway, Deets, even if I’m dead and in a grave myself.”


  It had suddenly come to Augustus that he might die without ever seeing Clara again—or, even worse, Clara herself might die before they could ever have another moment together with one another. It was a terrible thought to think, and yet men and women died every day on the frontier; and Nebraska, where Clara had gone, was no less a frontier than Texas. Thirty people, all of them alive when he and Call left Austin, lay buried under the freshly turned earth just before him.


  “I ain’t guaranteed tomorrow—you ain’t either,” he told Deets. “If I should fall I wouldn’t want my friend to have to be... worrying about these graves not being tended.”


  Deets had never heard Mr. Gus speak so. He realized he had been given a solemn responsibility.


  “I’ll be seeing to the graves, Captain,” he said.


  Mr. Gus nodded. He was looking away; it was as if he were thinking of a far place, a place well distant from the little graveyard outside of Austin. He nodded, but he didn’t speak. Deets thought it might be best just to leave him alone, to do his looking away. He walked out of the graveyard, put his hat back on, and began to inspect some of the first spring flowers, to see if any of them might do for prettying up the two graves.


  24.


  MAGGIE NOW seldom went out. The baby was growing inside her, its kicks stronger every day. Even with her coat on it was obvious to everyone who saw her that she was with child. Fortunately her room was light, with a good south breeze blowing through it most of the time. Woodrow had started taking most of his meals with her, which meant that she did have to go out and shop a little in the market. Since the raid beef had become scarce and pricey. There were plenty of cattle but few hunters bold enough to go into the brush country to slaughter them, for fear of encountering Comanches. Fortunately, Woodrow liked goat, which was available and cheap. Sometimes Gus McCrae would come up and eat with him—he was always tipsy, it seemed.


  “I fear my partner will end up a drunkard,” Woodrow said, one night after Gus had left. They stood by the window and watched him make straight for a saloon.


  “That’s because of Clara,” Maggie said. “He had his heart set on her.”


  “Yes, but she’s gone,” Call said. “He needs to let it go and find himself another girl.”


  “He can’t,” Maggie said. “Some folks can’t just bend their feelings that way.”


  “Well, he ought to try,” Woodrow said. “There’s plenty of girls that would make him a decent wife if he’d just give them a chance.”


  Then he picked up his rifle and left to walk the river, as he did most every night. He scarcely lingered with Maggie ten minutes now, after taking his meal; when he returned it would be nearly dawn. He would merely sleep an hour or two with her, before going down to the rangers.


  Each night’s departure left Maggie feeling empty and sad. She wanted to say to him what he had just said about the girls Gus might marry: I could make you a decent wife, if you’d just give me the chance. Already, she tried to treat Woodrow as she would treat a beloved husband, yet all it seemed to get her was the hastiest attentions. The thing that seemed to please him most was that she kept his clothes clean and nicely pressed. As the weather grew warmer, Maggie sometimes felt faint, ironing in the heat, and yet she kept on because Woodrow liked to dress neatly and his pleasure in wearing well-placed clothes was a kind of bond they had, a stronger one than their pleasure even. Anyway the pleasure had become hasty and more and more intermittent. Woodrow seemed to feel that much indulgence in the carnal appetites would be medically inadvisable; or perhaps he was merely put off by her swelling body. He withdrew and walked the river; Maggie felt sad, but continued to do her best.


  The baby that was so visibly there inside her she had given up mentioning at all. That she was pregnant was a fact of their existence, yet a fact they both ignored. Maggie longed for a good chance to talk to Woodrow about the baby; but he was careful in his speech and never gave her one.


  Best wait, she thought—best wait until it’s here. Her hope was that once the child was born Woodrow would see it and take to it. In her daydreams she imagined him pleased by the little child, so pleased that he would want everybody to know he was its father. And yet, at night, alone, with Woodrow gone, she couldn’t keep herself from wondering if it would really be that way. One day she would be hopeful, the next day despairing. She could well understand why Gus McCrae had turned to drink, from missing Clara Forsythe, now Clara Allen. Maggie missed her too. Although circumstance had not permitted much conversation to pass between them, Maggie felt that Clara liked her. Sometimes, sweeping the boardwalk in front of the store, Clara would look up at Maggie’s window and smile and wave. When some small need took Maggie into the store, Clara was invariably friendly and welcoming. Knowing that Maggie had a yearning for fine goods, gloves or shoes often well beyond her purse, Clara would sometimes mark a little off an item, so that Maggie could have at least a few things that pleased her.


  Having Clara there broke the loneliness; now there was no one with such a fine spirit who might break it. Maggie had once talked to Pearl Coleman now and then, but since the raid Pearl herself had become too despondent to chatter in the light way she once had. Maggie saw her almost every day, in the market, but Pearl barely responded to her hello. From being an aggressive customer, willing to haggle tirelessly and loudly over the price of a pepper or a squash, Pearl had become indifferent, merely raking a few foodstuffs into her basket and paying the price without dispute.


  Seeing Pearl Coleman, a woman who had always been cheerful and well able to take care of herself, so despondent made Maggie reflect on how precarious life was, in such a place. Thirty people had lost their lives, and several women had had their marriages destroyed by the rapes they endured; most of the children had stopped going to school for fear that the Indians would come back and take them, and the men were nervous about venturing much beyond the outskirts of Austin. Maggie herself felt like going to a safer place—San Antonio, perhaps, or one of the towns on the coast. But she knew that if she moved she would lose all hope of marriage to Woodrow Call. The rangers were quartered in Austin and he had been promoted to captain. He would not be likely to leave.


  One good thing about the promotion was that Woodrow had started giving her six dollars a month toward her housekeeping expenses.


  “Woodrow, what’s this for?” Maggie asked, very startled, the first time he gave her the money.


  “Take it—it will be easier for you to make ends meet,” Call said. The fact was, he lived frugally and seldom spent all his salary; a factor in his modest prosperity was that Maggie fed him several meals a week and looked after his laundry. Nobody gave her the food she served him, and she could scarcely do much whoring with her belly so swollen. He felt that he was an expense Maggie could ill afford. Mainly he would just put the money on the table, or by the cupboard; often he would leave it at night, before he left to walk the river.


  When Maggie saw the six dollars on her table something stirred in her, something mixed. She realized it was as close as Woodrow could come to admitting that he lived with her. On the other hand, she had always cared for herself. She might long for a man who might marry her and want to support her—and yet she could not convince herself that Woodrow really did want to support her. He just felt he ought to; it was his conscience, not his heart, which moved him to put the six dollars on her table every month.


  Sometimes Maggie left the money on the table a day or two before she picked it up. The sight of it made her feel both better and worse; it made her feel that she was being kept by a man who, though he might care for her, had no true desire to keep her, much less marry her and claim their child.


  Still, Woodrow Call, with his nightly absences and the six dollars a month which he punctually left, was still the best that life offered, or was likely to offer, in the place where Maggie was. Sometimes she felt so defeated that she wondered if she ought to give up on the idea of respectability altogether. She might as well just whore and whore and whore, until she got too old. Even if she only saw a few customers, now and then, she could still make a lot more than six dollars a month.


  25.


  THEY HAD TRAVELED up the Rio Grande almost to the crossings on the great war trail when they saw the Old One. Worm at once became upset and began to shake and to speak incoherently, although the Old One was merely squatting by a little fire, carefully removing the quills from a large porcupine he had shot.


  The Old One, whose long white hair touched the ground when he squatted, was devoting careful attention to the dead porcupine. He did not want to break any of the porcupine quills—one by one he took them out and laid them on a little strip of buckskin he had unfurled and placed on a rock by his campfire. The big wolf that traveled with the Old One gave one howl when he smelled Buffalo Hump and Worm, and loped away into the bed of the river.


  Buffalo Hump stopped, respectfully, a good distance away. The Old One turned his head briefly and looked at them; then he went back to the careful extraction of the porcupine quills.


  “We must not stay here,” Worm said, in a shaky voice. “The wolf can hide in a dream. In the dream it will be a bird, or a woman you want to couple with. But when you do, the wolf will come out of the dream and open your throat.”


  “Be quiet,” Buffalo Hump said. “I am not afraid of any wolf. If we are respectful, the Old One might give us some of those nice quills.”


  “No, we cannot take the quills,” Worm protested. “The Old One might witch them. They might turn into scorpions while you carry them. Nothing about the Old One is as it seems.”


  Buffalo Hump was beginning to wish he had sent Worm home after the great raid. Worm had become too nervous to make good company. Everything he had seen on their ride up the river seemed malign to him. At the mouth of the river, where the water was salt, they had caught a young alligator that had got into the wrong waters somehow. Worm made a big fuss over the alligator. Later they came upon a dead eagle and Worm made a big fuss about that too. Now they had stumbled on the Old One and Worm was terrified. Once Worm had been a competent medicine man but now everything seemed to scare him or upset him.


  “The Old One is just an old man,” Buffalo Hump said. “I have seen him several times and he has never witched me. He probably found that wolf when it was a pup and raised it as we would a dog.


  “The Old One is not a fighting man now,” he added, but Worm was still not reassured.


  “He is too old,” Worm contended. “He belongs to death and he brings death with him. His breath is the breath of death.”


  Buffalo Hump decided just to ignore Worm. If Worm didn’t want to visit with the Old One, then Worm could take himself home.


  “The Old One isn’t dead,” he pointed out. “He belongs to the river, and he has killed a fine porcupine. It is hard to find a porcupine on the llano now. I want some of those quills for my wives—they always like porcupine quills.”


  He rode slowly on down to where the Old One was working—Worm hung back, but he did not leave for home. Buffalo Hump knew all the stories about Ephaniah, the Old One, the man who walked with a wolf. It was said that he had come to the West with the first whites, the ones who took the beaver. One story was that he had bathed in a stream where the river was born, in a place no one else had ever found, and that the water in that place had made him unable to die. It was said that he would only die when the world died. That was why he called himself the Lord of the Last Day. Because the sacred waters of the spring of life had bathed him he had been able to escape the dangers that had long ago finished all the other white men who took the beaver. Once, it was said, the fastest warriors the Blackfeet could muster got after the Old One for taking their beaver; they ran him hard for a hundred miles. Though the warriors were young and fleet, Ephaniah was faster. He ran on and on and could not be overtaken. It was said, too, that he had made a pact with the beaver people, so that they would let him hide in their houses when he was in danger. Worm believed that the Old One could breathe in water, like a fish. He bathed in the icy water of the high streams and did not seem to be affected. Some thought his power was in his hair, and that if he could be scalped he would die like other men. But no one yet had been able to take his hair, though he had more hair than any woman. Others thought that he could speak the language of animals and birds and even fish. Some had seen him put his head under water; they believed that he could call the fish and make them come to him when he was hungry. He was often seen eating fish when others could find no fish.


  It was certain that the Old One knew the languages of many tribes; it might be that he knew the language of fish and birds as well, or the language of wolves. Buffalo Hump neither believed the stories nor disbelieved them. He was not a man who felt that he always knew the truth of things. He liked to watch and listen. A man such as the Old One must know things that other people had forgotten. It might be that the Old One had stumbled on the spring of life and could not die, but was that good? In life was much pain; what man would want to bear it forever? Besides, any man who was curious would want at last to enter the mystery, to walk the plains of the spirit land. Buffalo Hump was in no hurry to have his own life end, and yet the knowledge that it would end someday and that he would go to where the spirits were brought a kind of peace, after struggles and warfare and wounds and the quarrels of women.


  And yet, what he had noticed the few times he had come across the Old One was that he seemed to be a cheerful man, and practical. His first request was always for tobacco, and so it was now.


  “Those are fine quills you are taking from that porcupine,” Buffalo Hump said, once he had dismounted at the Old One’s camp.


  “Leave off the talk, I’m counting and don’t want to lose my count,” Ephaniah said, which amused Buffalo Hump no end. Worm was a long distance back, quivering and trying to make a protective spell of some kind, while the Old One with the long white hair was merely counting the quills of his porcupine.


  Buffalo Hump accepted his rebuke and sat quietly by the campfire as the old man plucked out each quill carefully and laid it on the buckskin. He worked with ease and skill; not once, while Buffalo Hump watched, did he break a single quill. Now and then Buffalo Hump turned and gestured for Worm to come to the camp, but Worm was too fearful. Soon the dusk hid him. When darkness filled the sky, with only the small speckle of firelight to interrupt it, the old man put the porcupine aside. He had not been able to finish his work before dark and evidently did not want to jeopardize it by working when the light was poor.


  “That’s a thousand and one, so far,” Ephaniah said. “I’m stopping till daylight. Got any tobaccy?”


  Buffalo Hump had none but Worm had plenty. He had filled several pouches with it during the great raid; once back with the tribe he meant to trade it for a young woman who belonged to old Spotted Bull, a warrior with a great taste for tobacco who was much too decrepit to need the young woman.


  “Worm will give you some when he comes to the camp,” Buffalo Hump said. “Right now he is scared you will witch him so he is staying back.”


  The Old One, Ephaniah, seemed to be amused by this comment. He cupped his hands around his mouth and produced the howl of a wolf. It was such a good howl that Buffalo Hump himself was startled for a moment—then, from the darkness, there came an answering howl, from the wolf that had trotted away when the two Comanches appeared.


  It was only a few minutes later that Worm came into the camp. He did not enjoy being alone by the river with wolves howling all around. He did not want to fall asleep in a place where a wolf might come out of his dream and rip his throat.


  Once he discovered that the Old One wanted some of his tobacco, Worm forgot about being witched; since the Old One was their host he had to give him some tobacco, or else be thought a bad guest, but he only offered him the smallest of the many plugs of tobacco he had looted from the Texans. The Old One accepted the plug without comment, but Buffalo Hump frowned.


  “If you would be a little more generous the Old One might give us some of these nice porcupine quills,” he said. “My wives would be pleased if they had such nice quills.”


  “You know Spotted Bull,” Worm said. “He won’t give me that woman unless he gets a lot of tobacco.”


  “You have enough tobacco to buy five or six women,” Buffalo Hump told him. “If you can’t talk Spotted Bull out of that woman, buy someone else. What you are doing is impolite. If you can’t be a better guest than this, you deserve to have the dream wolf come and eat you.”


  Worm did not enjoy being spoken to so sternly. Buffalo Hump was a man whose moods were uncertain, and they were still a long way from home. Worm was torn; he very much wanted the young wife of Spotted Bull, yet he did not want to make an enemy of Buffalo Hump, not while they had such a way to travel. In the end he gave the Old One three more plugs of tobacco. The old man took them without comment.


  In the morning, though, in the clear sunlight, he continued to remove quills from the hide of the porcupine.


  Buffalo Hump sat in silence, watching. The great wolf who traveled with the Old One stood on a little bluff to the east. Worm would have liked to ask the Old One a few questions; he wanted particularly to know if the Old One could speak to fish. But Buffalo Hump discouraged him. He did not want the old man to be bothered while he was extracting the porcupine quills.


  When the last quill had been coaxed from the porcupine’s hide and laid on the little piece of buckskin, the Old One quickly separated about a quarter of the quills and offered them to Buffalo Hump, who nodded in thanks. The Old One then carefully folded the rest of the quills into the buckskin, put them in a little pouch he carried, and then went down to the cold river to wash his face.


  While the two Comanches watched he put his head under the water. When he stood up he shook water off his long hair, as a dog might.


  “I think he was just talking to the fish people,” Worm said.


  “What did he say to them?” Buffalo Hump asked. “He is an old white man. I think he just likes to wash himself.”


  Worm was stumped by the question. He had no idea what the Old One might have said to the fish. But he was convinced there was witching involved—witching of some kind. He was also wishing he had not given away so much tobacco. It would tell against him when he began his trade with Spotted Bull.


  26.


  THE SECOND TIME the young Comanches caught him, Famous Shoes thought it was probably going to be his time to die. He had found his grandmother at a poor little camp near the Arkansas but did not have a very good visit. His grandmother had immediately set in complaining about his grandfather and had kept up her complaining for two days. Every time Famous Shoes tried to get her to consider more important things, such as how the Kickapoo people had come to be, his grandmother grew irritated and brushed aside his question. Everybody knew of course that the Kickapoo people had come out of a hole in the earth at the time when there were only buffalo in the world. The Kickapoo had been chosen by the buffalo to be the first human beings; Father Buffalo himself had pawed open the hole and allowed the Kickapoo to come up from their deep caves. Everybody knew about the hole and Father Buffalo and that the Kickapoo had become human beings at a time before rain clouds, when all creatures received their moisture from the dew; they knew that rain had only begun to fall out of the sky once the Kickapoo people had made a prayer that caused the sky to let down its waters.


  But what no one knew, or, at least, what his grandmother could not be bothered to tell him, was where the hole was that the Kickapoo had come out of.


  The reason Famous Shoes wanted to find the hole so much was because he was convinced there were still underground people who lived somewhere in the earth. At night, when he slept with his ears close to the ground, the underground people spoke to him in dreams. Over the years he had come to want badly to go visit the underground people and learn the important things they knew. After all, they were the oldest people. His interest in tracks had only made him more interested in the underground people. Over the years he had become convinced that the underground people were watching the tracks that were made on the earth; sometimes, out of mischief, they altered the tracks of animals and made the tracks vanish. Quite a few animals that he tracked had simply ceased to make visible tracks; they vanished. These odd vanishings had happened so often that it occurred to him that perhaps the underground people had a way of opening the earth, so that animals being pursued could come down with them for a time, and rest.


  Famous Shoes had no proof that the underground people could open the earth and take animals into it. He didn’t know. He just knew that tracks sometimes stopped—it was one of the mysteries of his work. He thought that if he could find the hole the Kickapoo people had come out of he might be able to go down into the earth for a few days and see if there was someone there who could explain these matters to him.


  When, on the third day, his grandmother finally grew tired of complaining about his grandfather’s habit of wandering off and leaving her just when she needed him most, she listened to him explain his theory of the underground people and told him it was nonsense.


  “There are no underground people,” she informed him brusquely. “All the Kickapoo people came out of the hole except one old woman who was our mother, and she died and let her spirit go into the rocks. She is Old Rock Woman. Those dream people you hear when you sleep on the ground are witch people, and the reason you think those animals vanish is because you have been witched. The witch people take away the power of your eyes. The tracks are still there but you can’t see them.”


  Then she cut up a polecat she had caught and started making polecat stew. While the stew was cooking his grandmother made clear to him that she thought it was time he was on his way.


  “You can’t eat polecat stew,” she informed him. “The skunk people are your enemies. If you eat polecat stew you will shit too much and your eyes will grow even weaker.”


  Famous Shoes took the hint and left. He didn’t believe his eyes were weak—it was just that his grandmother was stingy with her polecat stew.


  It was while he was headed for a place on the caprock where there were many snake dens that the young Comanches caught him. Famous Shoes knew there were Comanches about because he saw the tracks of their horses, but he wanted to go to the snake-den place anyway and look for the hole that led into the earth. He didn’t believe his grandmother’s story about Old Rock Woman—it was just a way of getting rid of him. He thought his own theory made better sense and he wanted to spend a few days in the place of snake dens, looking for the hole that the Kickapoo people had come out of.


  Of course he knew of Buffalo Hump’s great raid long before Blue Duck and the other Comanche boys caught him. Six buffalo hunters were the first to tell him about it. They were well armed, but they were hurrying to get north of the Comanche country, out of fear. The Comanches were strong in their pride again—they were apt to kill any whites they encountered.


  When Blue Duck and his haughty young friends spotted Famous Shoes they were on their way to try and trade a captive to old Slow Tree. The captive was a white boy who looked as if he had only a few more days of life in him. The young braves ran over and immediately pointed guns at Famous Shoes. They thought he would be better trading material than a white boy who was sick and near death.


  “Slow Tree wanted to torture you before, so I will give you to him,” Blue Duck told Famous Shoes. Blue Duck was arrogant and boastful; even as his friends were tying Famous Shoes’ wrists Blue Duck was trying to impress him with stories of his rapings on the raid. He poked Famous Shoes three or four times with his lance, not deep, but deep enough to draw blood. Famous Shoes didn’t bother pointing out to the young man that his father, Buffalo Hump, had told him in front of many warriors that Famous Shoes was to be left alone. Such a reminder might only inflame Blue Duck—he was of an age to be defiant of his father.


  “You should just leave this white boy and let him die,” he told Blue Duck, but no one paid any attention. Once they had Famous Shoes securely tied they fell to quarreling about what to do with him—several of the braves wanted to torture him right there. One, a stout boy named Fat Knee, the grandson of old Spotted Bull, thought the best course would be to bury Famous Shoes in the ground, with only his head sticking out, and then ride off and leave him. Fat Knee was afraid of what Buffalo Hump might do when he found out they had delivered the man to Slow Tree—after all, Buffalo Hump had explicitly said he was to be let alone. Fat Knee had seen Buffalo Hump kill men over small disputes—he did not want to be killed over Famous Shoes. His argument was that if they just buried him and rode off, some animal would kill him; Buffalo Hump might never know about it.


  “If we bury him good and poke out his eyes he won’t last long,” Fat Knee said.


  Blue Duck was contemptuous of the suggestion—he was determined to have his way about the disposal of the prisoner.


  “We are going to the camp of Slow Tree,” he insisted pompously.


  So Famous Shoes was put on a horse behind Fat Knee, and the braves hurried on to the camp of the old chief, a camp that lay below the caprock thirty or more miles to the south. Famous Shoes would have preferred to walk; he had never liked the pace of horses very much. It seemed to him that a man who bounced around on the back of horses risked injury to his testicles—indeed, he had known men whose testicles were injured when their horses suddenly jumped a stream or did something else injurious to the testicles.


  But he was a prisoner of several hotheaded Comanche boys. Under the circumstances it would have been foolish to complain. Such boys were apt to change their minds at the slightest provocation. If he argued with them they might do what Fat Knee suggested, in which case he would be blind and unable to follow tracks that interested him. It was better to keep quiet and hope that Fat Knee didn’t jump his sorrel horse over too many creeks.


  27.


  IT WAS ON THE DAYS when Ahumado paid him no attention, never once raising his binoculars to the Yellow Cliffs, that Scull came closest to despair. As long as Ahumado watched, Scull could feel that he was in a fair contest of wills. When Ahumado watched, Scull immediately responded. Though he had given up scratching Greek hexameters, or anything else, on the rock wall, he grabbed his file and pretended to be scratching something. If that didn’t hold the old man’s interest then Scull tried singing. He roared out the “Battle Hymn” at the top of his lungs—then, hoping to puzzle Ahumado, he warbled a few snatches of Italian opera, an aria or two that he knew imperfectly but that might fool the old dark man who sat on the blanket far below him. It was all a bluff, but it was his only chance. He had to keep Ahumado interested in order to stay interested himself; otherwise he was just a man hanging in a cage, eating raw birds and waiting to die. One book might have saved him; a tablet to write on might have saved him. He tried recalling his Shakespeare, his Pope, his Milton, his Virgil, his Burns—he even tried composing couplets in his head; he had always been partial to the well-rhymed couplet. But his memory, stretch as it might, would only get him through two or three hours of the day. His memory wasn’t weak, he could snatch back much of the poetry that he had read, and not just poetry either. Lines came to him from Clarendon’s History, from Gibbon, even from the Bible. His memory was vigorous and Scull enjoyed exercising it; but he wasn’t at war with it and war was what he needed: someone or something to fight. For days he studied the cliff above and below him, thinking he might fight it. But the thought of the dark men, waiting with their machetes, made him hesitate about the climb.


  Most of all, what he needed was Ahumado’s attention. The Black Vaquero was a man worth fighting—Scull warbled and howled, sometimes yelling out curses, anything to let Ahumado know that he was still an opponent, a challenger, a captain. Ahumado heard him, too—often he would train the binoculars on the cage. Sometimes he would study Scull for many minutes—but Ahumado was sly. Often he would do his studying while Scull was napping, or distracted by the effort to catch some bird that was nervous and would not quite settle on the cage. Ahumado wanted to watch but not be watched in turn; it was another way of being behind, in a position to surprise his opponent. He was subtle with his attention; perhaps he knew that Scull drew his energy from it.


  What Scull wanted was some way to trigger Ahumado’s anger, as he had triggered it when he suggested a ransom. Ahumado’s hatred would give him something to challenge and resist: not just the endless swinging over an abyss. Confinement induced torpor, and from torpor he could easily slip to passivity, resignation, death. He needed a fight to keep his blood up. He had been three weeks in the cage, long enough to grow sick of the sight and taste of raw fowl—yet long enough, too, that news of his plight might have reached Texas—such news would travel quickly, across even the most seemingly deserted country. A peon would mention something to a traveler and that single comment would radiate outward, like sunlight. Soldiers in the northern forts would soon hear of things happening below the border—of course the information might be distorted, but that was to be expected. Even well-informed journalists, writing for respectable papers, were not free of the risk of distortion.


  Even now, for all Scull knew, the Governor of Texas might have got wind of his peril; with luck a rescue party might already be on the way.


  While rescue was still a possibility, it was all the more imperative that he keep his blood up, which he could do best by reminding the old man on the blanket that he, Inish Scull, was still alive and kicking, still a fighter to be reckoned with.


  Hardest were the days when Ahumado failed to lift the binoculars, when he seemed indifferent to the white man hanging in the cage. On those days, the days when Ahumado did not look, the birds seemed to know that Scull was losing. The great vultures roosted in a line on the cliff above him, waiting. Pigeons and doves, the staple of Scull’s diet, rested in numbers on the cage itself; he could, with a little stealth, have caught a week’s supply, and yet he didn’t.


  On such days it was often only the evening light that brought Scull out of despair. The space before him would grow golden at sunset, leaving the distant mountains in haze until the glow faded and they became blue and then indigo. Staring into the distance, Scull would slowly relax and forget, for a time, the struggle he had to wage.


  It was on such an evening that he began to file away the bindings on the side of the cage that faced outward, away from the cliff. If the vast echoing space was to be his balm and his ally, he didn’t want bars interfering with his relation to it. The bars were ugly anyway, and stained with bird droppings. He didn’t want them between himself and the light of morning or evening.


  Once, long before, as a youth, walking in Cambridge, he had seen a man of the East, a Buddhist monk who sat cross-legged in bright orange robes by the Charles River; the man was merely sitting, with his robe covering his legs and his hands folded in his lap, watching the morning sunlight scatter gold over the gray water.


  The memory came back to Scull as he cut through the bindings at the front of his cage. The Buddhist had been an old man, with a shaven head and a long drooping wisp of beard; he had attentive eyes and he seemed to be thoughtfully studying the air as it brightened amid the buildings of Cambridge.


  Scull, high on his cliff, thought he might emulate the old Buddhist man he had seen only that once, on a Cambridge morning, by the Charles River. When it came to air, he had, before him, a grander prospect for study than the old man had by the Charles. Before him, indeed, was a very lexicon of air, a dictionary or cyclopedia that would be hard to exhaust. He could study the gray air of morning, the white air of the bright noon, the golden air of evening. He wanted no bars to interfere with his contemplation, his study of the airy element—and to that end he sawed and sawed, with his little file, well into the deep Mexican night.


  28.


  AHUMADO HAD JUST walked out of the cave when Scull gave a great yell. At first Ahumado didn’t look up. He knew well that the white man, Scull, craved his attention—the stronger prisoners always craved his attention, or, at least, the attention of the people in the camp. They didn’t want to be forgotten by the people who were alive—they wanted to remind everyone that they were still of the living.


  But then one of the vaqueros shouted and Ahumado looked up in time to see Scull heave the front of the cage as far as he could pitch it. The people sitting with coffee or tobacco jumped up when they saw what was happening—they got out of the way of the piece of cage that was falling. The only thing that didn’t get out of the way was a red hen; the falling piece of cage hit the hen and caused her to flop around for a minute of two—then she died.


  Ahumado picked up the binoculars and looked up at the man in the cage—for a moment he was annoyed because he supposed Scull had decided to commit suicide, as the sly Comanche had. With the front of the cage gone Scull could jump to his death at any time, which was a thing not to be tolerated. Ahumado did not put prisoners in the cage in order to provide them with a choice in the matter of their own deaths.


  Yet, when Ahumado looked, he saw that Scull did not seem to be getting ready to jump. He was sitting comfortably in the cage, singing one of the songs he was always singing. This penchant for song was another annoying thing about the man. It made the villagers restive. Many of them considered Scull to be a powerful witch. There were a few, probably, who thought that Scull might prove to be more powerful than Ahumado. Why was he singing? Why wouldn’t he just die? The most logical answer was that Scull was a witch. Ahumado had carefully considered that possibility when Scull began scratching on the rock, and he was still a little uneasy about it. The notion that Scull might make the mountain fall had come to him in a dream, and dreams of that sort were not to be lightly disregarded. Although time passed and the mountain didn’t fall, Ahumado did not forget his dream and continued to be suspicious of Scull. Witches were often known to bide their time. An old witch from the south, who had a grudge against his father, had caused a tumor to grow in his father’s stomach. Though they caught the old witch and cut her throat, the tumor continued to grow in his father’s stomach until it killed him. It was a thing Ahumado had never forgotten. He knew better than to underestimate the patience of a powerful witch.


  Now Scull had cut open his cage—he could leap out if he wanted to. The old woman Hema, the one who had foamed at the mouth when she was listening to the mountain, came hobbling over, carrying the red hen that the fallen cage had killed.


  “We should cut open this hen and look inside her,” Hema said. “He might have put a message in her.”


  “No,” Ahumado said, “if we look inside her we will only find chicken guts.”


  In his view vision people who tried to see the future by looking at the entrails of animals were frauds. The future might be visible in the smoke that rose from a campfire, if only one knew how to look into the smoke, but he didn’t believe that the spirits who made the future would bother leaving messages in the guts of goats or hens.


  He gave old Hema the hen, to get rid of her, but before she left she came out with another prophecy, one that was a little more plausible.


  “A great bird is going to come and get the white man soon,” old Hema said. “The great bird lives on a rock at the top of the world. The reason the white man cut away the front of his cage is because the great bird will soon be coming to fly him back to Texas.”


  “Go away and eat your hen,” Ahumado said. She was a long-winded old woman and he did not want to waste his mornings listening to her. Still, his mind was not entirely easy where Scull was concerned. Once or twice, when he looked up and saw the white man sitting there in the open cage, he considered taking his Winchester and shooting the man right where he hung. That would end his worry about the mountain falling down. The mention of the great bird was worrisome too; there were many stories about a great bird that lived at the top of the world. Perhaps the white man’s strange singing was in the language of the birds. Perhaps he was telling the eagles that flew around the cage to go to the top of the world and bring the great bird. The language that Scull sang in was not the language of the Texans; perhaps it was the language of the birds.


  To make matters even more uncertain, that very afternoon the largest vulture that anyone had ever seen came soaring over the cliff and flew down past the cage. The vulture was so large that for a moment Ahumado thought it might be the great bird. Though it proved to be only an exceptionally large vulture, its appearance annoyed him. Big Horse Scull was proving to be the most troublesome prisoner he had ever captured; Scull did so many things that were witchlike that it might be better just to kill him.


  That evening, by the campfire, he discussed the matter with old Goyeto, the skinner. Usually old Goyeto had only one response when asked about a prisoner; he wanted to skin the prisoner at once. This time, though, to Ahumado’s surprise, Goyeto took a different tack.


  “You could sell him to the Texans,” Goyeto said. “They might give you many cattle—nobody around here has very many cattle.”


  Ahumado remembered that Scull had mentioned a ransom. He had never bargained with the Texans—he had only taken from them, in the way of a bandit. But the old simpleminded skinner, Goyeto, had made a good point. Perhaps the Texans would want Big Horse Scull so badly that they would bring them a lot of cattle. Scull had said so himself—because he had said it, Ahumado had scorned the idea. He did not like suggestions from prisoners.


  Besides, he had supposed that Scull would soon lose heart, like other men in the cage. But Scull was not like other men, and he had not lost heart. He had boldly cut away the front of his cage, he scratched on the face of the mountain, he sang loudly, and he ate raw birds as if he liked them. All this was annoying behavior, so annoying that Ahumado was still tempted just to shoot the man—then if the great bird came to free him he would only find a corpse.


  There had not been much to eat lately, in the camp. The thought of cattle made Goyeto’s mouth water, but, of course, he still wanted to use his sharp skinning knives on Big Horse Scull. It would be vexing to send him home without skinning even a little part of him. Goyeto knew that would vex Ahumado too.


  It was then that Goyeto remembered the small federale, Major Alonso, a strong fighter they had been lucky to catch alive. Major Alonso had killed six of their pistoleros before one of the dark men caught him with a bola. When they tied Major Alonso to the skinning post, Goyeto had had one of his most brilliant ideas. Without even telling Ahumado what he had in mind he had delicately removed the Major’s eyelids. Tied to the skinning post, with no eyelids or any means of shielding his eyes, the Major had to bear the full light of the August sun for a whole day, and by the end of it he was insane. It was as if the sun had burned away his brain. Major Alonso gibbered and made the sounds of a madman.


  Ahumado was so pleased by Goyeto’s inventiveness with Major Alonso that he did not bother to torture the man more. Why torture a man whose brain had been burned up? They merely took away the Major’s clothes and chased him out into the desert. He stumbled around with no eyelids until he died. A vaquero found his body only a few miles from camp.


  “I could take his eyelids and we could leave him in the sun until the Texans come with the cattle,” Goyeto suggested, to Ahumado. “I guess he would be crazy, like that federale.”


  “Ah,” Ahumado said.


  It was rare that the Black Vaquero exclaimed. It usually meant that he was impressed. Goyeto was pleased with himself, for having had such a timely idea. That very afternoon Ahumado dispatched a caballero that he trusted, Carlos Diaz, to Texas to tell the Texans that they could have Scull if they brought a thousand cattle to a grassy place below the river, where Ahumado’s vaqueros would take them.


  Ahumado then wasted no time hauling Scull up the cliff. The dark men swarmed over him before he could run, although he did stab one of them fatally with the small file he had concealed—he shoved the file straight into the dark man’s jugular vein, causing him to lose so much blood that he died. Scull was taken down the cliff and pinioned securely to the skinning post—Goyeto finally got to use his knives. He took away Big Horse Scull’s eyelids with even more delicacy than he had managed with the federale, Major Alonso. Scull fought his bonds and cried out curses but there was so little pain involved in the operation that he didn’t moan or groan. Ahumado seemed pleased by the skill with which Goyeto worked.


  But then, before the sun could begin to bring its searing heat into Big Horse Scull’s brain, clouds, heavy and dark, begin to roll in from the west. Thunder shook the cliffs and hard rain fell. Before the little stream of blood from the cuts died on Scull’s cheeks the rain washed the blood away. The thunder was so loud that some of the people started to run away. They were more than ever convinced that Scull might bring the mountain down on them because of what had been done to his eyes. Goyeto thought so too, for a time. He began to regret that he had even had such a crazy idea. Why had he ignored all the signs that Scull was a witch? If the mountain fell on them he would be dead, and even if it didn’t, Ahumado might kill him for exercising such bad judgment in regard to Big Horse Scull.


  The mountain didn’t fall, though the sun was not seen for three days, during which time nothing bad at all happened to Captain Scull’s brain. Ahumado, though, exhibited no doubt—he had another cage made for Scull and put it right in the center of the village, not far from where he sat on his blanket. He wanted all the people to see the man without eyelids. Scull did not curse anymore. The women were instructed to feed him, and he ate. He was silent, watching Ahumado out of eyes he could not close.


  On the fourth day the sun came back and Scull was immediately tied to the skinning post, so he could not shield his eyes. Even so, Goyeto worried. It was only May. The sun was not strong, as it had been in August, when he had removed Major Alonso’s eyelids.


  “I don’t know,” Goyeto said. “This is not a very strong sun.”


  Ahumado was getting tired of the old skinner and his endless anxieties. He wished Goyeto had a wife to distract him, but unfortunately Goyeto’s wife had grown a tumor almost as large as the one that had killed his own father. Not many women were willing even to couple with Goyeto, because he smelled always of blood. Probably some of the women were afraid he might skin them, if he got angry.


  “This is the only sun there is,” Ahumado pointed out. “Do you think you can find another?”


  “I can’t find another,” Goyeto said meekly. “There is only this sun. What if it doesn’t make him crazy before the Texans come with all those cattle?”


  “Then I may let you skin the rest of him,” Ahumado said.


  Then he gave Goyeto a hard look, the kind of look he gave people when he wanted them to go away and do so promptly.


  Goyeto knew what that look meant. He had talked too much. Immediately he got up and went away.


  29.


  WHEN SLOW TREE saw Famous Shoes bounced into camp on the back of Fat Knee’s sorrel horse, he looked severely displeased, but Blue Duck, not Famous Shoes, was the object of his displeasure. Instead of yanking the Kickapoo off the horse and marching him straight to the torture post, as Blue Duck had supposed he would do, Slow Tree took a knife and cut Famous Shoes’ bonds himself.


  Then the old chief did worse. To Blue Duck’s intense annoyance, Slow Tree apologized to Famous Shoes.


  “I am sorry you were disturbed,” Slow Tree said. “I hope you were not taken too far from where you wanted to be.”


  At this point, Blue Duck, a rude and impatient boy, interrupted.


  “He was only looking in snake holes,” he said. “I caught him and brought him here so you could torture him. He is a Kickapoo and should be tortured to death.”


  Slow Tree paid no attention to the rude young man.


  “Were you catching snakes?” he asked Famous Shoes, in mild tones.


  “Oh no,” Famous Shoes said. “I was looking for the hole the People came out of. I thought some snakes might have found the hole and started living in it.”


  “Oh, that hole is far to the north,” Slow Tree said, in a pompous tone, as if he knew perfectly well which of the many holes in the earth the People had come out of.


  “I thought it might be around the caprock somewhere,” Famous Shoes replied, in a mild tone. He wanted to be as polite with Slow Tree as Slow Tree was being with him. As he was not of the Comanche tribe, certain courtesies had to be respected, but, once these courtesies had been observed, Slow Tree might turn back into a cruel old killer and torture him after all. The chief didn’t appear to be in a torturing mood, but he was a crafty old man and his mood could always change.


  Blue Duck, though, continued to behave with poor manners. He looked scornfully at Slow Tree, who was, after all, one of the most respected of the chiefs of the Comanche people. He spoke scornfully, also. So far he had not even bothered to dismount, a serious discourtesy in itself. All the other Comanche boys had immediately dismounted. But Blue Duck still sat on his prancing horse.


  “When you saw this Kickapoo in my father’s camp you wanted to torture him,” Blue Duck said. “You wanted to put scorpions in his nose. We caught him and brought him to you, though it was out of our way. We were going after antelope when we saw this man. I would not have brought him to you if I had known you would only turn him loose. I would have killed him myself.”


  Blue Duck’s tone was so rude that even his own companions looked unhappy. Fat Knee walked away—he did not want to be associated with such rude behavior.


  Slow Tree looked up at Blue Duck casually, with no expression on his face. It was as if he had just noticed the loud-spoken boy who had not had the manners to dismount. He looked Blue Duck up and down and his eyes became the color of sleet. He still had a knife in his hand, the one he had used to set Famous Shoes free.


  “You are not a Comanche, you are a mexicano,” Slow Tree said. “Get out of my camp.”


  Blue Duck was shocked—it was as if the old man had slapped him. No one had ever offered him such an insult before. He wanted to kill old Slow Tree, but the chief was backed by more than thirty warriors, and his own friends had dismounted and quickly walked away from him. They were all being so polite it disgusted him; it made him think they were cowards. He was sorry he had ever ridden with them.


  “Go on, leave,” Slow Tree said. “If your father has any sense he will listen to the elders and make you leave his camp too. You are rude like the mexicanos—you don’t belong with the Comanche.”


  “I am a Comanche!” Blue Duck insisted, in a loud voice. “I went on the great raid! I killed many whites and raped their women. You should give me food at least.”


  Slow Tree, not amused, stood his ground.


  “You will get no food in my camp,” he said.


  “Then I will take my prisoner!” Blue Duck said, riding toward Famous Shoes, who stood just where he had been standing when Slow Tree released him.


  “You have no prisoner,” Slow Tree said. “Your father granted this man protection. I heard him say so myself, with my two ears. You were there. You heard the same words I heard, and they were your father’s words. Your father said not to interfere with this man, and you should have obeyed.”


  “You are afraid of my father,” Blue Duck said. “You are old.”


  Slow Tree didn’t answer, but several of his warriors scowled. They did not like hearing their chief insulted.


  Slow Tree just stood, looking.


  “You have no prisoner,” he repeated. “You had better be gone.”


  Blue Duck saw that the situation was against him. His own friends had walked away. He could not reclaim his prisoner without fighting the whole camp. Fat Knee had been right to begin with. They should have tortured the Kickapoo themselves. He himself had insisted that they take him to Slow Tree, never supposing that Slow Tree would consider that he was bound by Buffalo Hump’s instructions regarding the Kickapoo tracker. He thought Slow Tree might be so happy to get the Kickapoo to torture that he would reward him with a fine horse, or, at least, a woman. Now he had lost his prisoner and had been insulted in front of the whole camp. He was angry at his father, at Slow Tree, and at Famous Shoes, all three. He had expected to gain much respect, from bringing Slow Tree such a desirable prisoner; but Slow Tree was more interested in remaining at peace with Buffalo Hump. Instead of gaining respect, and perhaps a horse and a woman, he had been humiliated by an old fat chief.


  Without another word he turned his horse and rode out of Slow Tree’s camp. He didn’t look back, or wait for his companions to join him. He didn’t even know if they would join him. Probably they, too, were only interested in staying in good with his father, Buffalo Hump.


  When Blue Duck rode away, only Fat Knee chose to follow him. The other boys made themselves at home in Slow Tree’s camp.


  Famous Shoes watched the two young Comanches ride away—he did his best to maintain a calm demeanor. He figured the only reason he was alive was because Slow Tree, who still had sleet in his eyes, did not want trouble with Buffalo Hump, not when Buffalo Hump had just led the great raid that all the warriors were talking about—and all the travelers too. Famous Shoes was still a Kickapoo, in the camp of Comanches—and some of the young warriors were undoubtedly more reckless than Slow Tree. They didn’t have a chief’s responsibilities, and most of them probably didn’t care what Buffalo Hump thought. They were free Comanches and would feel that they had every right to kill a Kickapoo if they could catch one.


  “I think I will go now,” Famous Shoes said. “I want to keep looking for that hole where the People came out.”


  Slow Tree no longer looked at him so politely. Though he felt obliged to respect Buffalo Hump’s wishes in this matter, he did not look happy about it. The braves who stood behind him didn’t look friendly, either.


  “That hole is to the north, where the great bears live,” Slow Tree said. “If you are not careful one of those bears might eat you.”


  Famous Shoes knew that Slow Tree himself was the bear most likely to eat him—or at least to do something bad to him. It was not a place to linger, not with the old chief so moody. He got his knife and his pouch back from the Comanche boy who had taken them, and trotted out of the camp.
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  CALL FOUND GUS MCCRAE asleep by the river, under a bluff that looked familiar. Long before, when the two of them were young rangers, Augustus had stumbled off that very bluff one night and twisted his ankle badly when he hit. Then, because of Clara Forsythe, Gus had been too agitated to watch where he was going; now, an hour after sunup, he was snoring away and probably hung over because he pined for the same woman. In a boat, turning slowly in the middle of the river, an old man was fishing. An old man had been fishing the night Gus hurt his ankle—for all Call knew, it might even be the same old man, in the same boat. Years had worn off the calendar, but what had changed? The river still flowed, the old man still fished, and Augustus McCrae still pined for Clara.


  “Get up, the Governor wants to see us,” Call said, when he got back to where his friend was sleeping. Gus had stopped snoring; he was nestled comfortably against the riverbank with his hat over his eyes.


  “It’s too early to be worrying with a governor,” Gus said, without removing his hat.


  “It ain’t early, the sun’s up,” Call said. “Everybody in town is up, except you. The barber is waiting to give you a good shave.”


  Gus sat up and reached for an empty whiskey bottle by his side. He heaved the bottle out into the river and drew his pistol.


  “Here, don’t shoot,” Call said. “There’s an old man fishing, right in front of you.”


  “Yell at him to move, then, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I’m in the mood for target practice.”


  He immediately fired three shots at the bottle, to no effect. The bottle floated on, and the old fisherman continued to fish, unperturbed.


  “That fisherman must be deaf,” Call said. “He didn’t realize he was nearly shot.”


  Gus stood up, shot twice more, and then heaved his pistol at the bottle, scoring a solid hit. The bottle broke and sank, and the pistol sank with it.


  “Now, that was foolishness,” Call said.


  Gus waded into the river and soon fished out his gun.


  “Which barber did you hire to shave me?” he inquired.


  “The small one, he’s cheaper,” Call said, as they walked back toward town.


  “I don’t like that short barber, he farts,” Gus said. “The tall one’s slow but he don’t fart as often.”


  They were almost to the barbershop when a shriek rent the calm of the morning. The shriek came from the direction of the Colemans’ house—one shriek followed by another and another.


  “That’s Pearl,” Gus said. “Nobody else in town can bellow that loud.”


  The shrieks caused a panic in the streets. Everyone assumed that the Comanches had come back. Men in wagons hastily grabbed their weapons.


  “It might not be Indians—it might just be a cougar or a bear that’s strayed into town,” Gus said, as he and Call, keeping to what cover there was, ran toward the Colemans’ house.


  “Whatever it is you best load your gun,” Call said. “You shot at that bottle, remember?”


  Gus immediately loaded his pistol, which still dripped.


  Call happened to glance around, toward the house where Maggie boarded. Maggie Tilton stood on her landing in plain view, looking at whatever caused Pearl Coleman to shriek. Maggie had her hands clasped to her mouth and stood as if stunned.


  “It ain’t Indians, Gus,” Call said. “There’s Maggie. She ain’t such a fool as to be standing in plain sight if there’s Indians around.”


  Yet the shrieks continued to rake the skies, one after another.


  “Could she be snakebit?” Gus asked. “I recall she was always worried about snakes.”


  “If she’s snakebit, where’s Bill?” Call said. “I know he’s a sound sleeper, but he couldn’t sleep through this.”


  Two more women were in sight, two laundresses who had been making their way back from the well with loads of laundry. Like Maggie they were looking at something. Like her, they had clasped their hands over their mouths in horror. They had dropped their laundry baskets so abruptly that the baskets tipped over, spilling clean laundry into the dirt.


  “It might just be a big bear,” Call said. On occasion bears still wandered into the outskirts of town.


  The shrieks were coming from behind the Coleman house. There was a big live oak tree a little ways back from the house—in happier days Gus and Long Bill had spent many careless hours in its shade, gossiping about women and cards, cards and women.


  As the two men approached the corner of the Coleman house, pistols drawn, they slowed, out of caution. Pearl Coleman shrieked as loudly as ever. Gus suddenly stopped altogether, filled with dread, such a dread as he had not felt in years. He didn’t want to look around the corner of the Coleman house.


  Woodrow Call didn’t want to look, either, but of course they had to. In the streets behind them, men were crouched behind wagons, their rifles ready. Whatever it was had to be faced.


  “Somebody’s dead or she wouldn’t be shrieking like that,” Gus said. “I fear something’s happened to Bill. I fear it, Woodrow.”


  Both of them remembered Long Bill’s doleful face, as it had been for the last few weeks; no longer was he the stoical man who had once walked the Jornada del Muerto and eaten gourd soup.


  Call stepped around the corner, his pistol cocked, not knowing what he expected, but he did not expect what he saw, which was Long Bill Coleman, dead at the end of a hang rope, dangling from a stout limb of the live oak tree, a kicked-over milking stool not far from his feet.


  Pearl Coleman stood a few yards away, shrieking, unable to move.


  The pistol in Call’s hand became heavy as an anvil, suddenly. With difficulty he managed to uncock it and poke it back in its holster.


  Gus stepped around the corner too.


  “Oh, my God...” he said. “Oh, Billy...”


  “After all we went through,” Call said. The shock was too much. He could not finish his thought.


  The townspeople, seeing that there was no battle, rose up behind wagons and barrels. They edged out of stores, women and men. The barbers came out in their aprons; their customers, some half shaven, followed them. The butcher came, cleaver in hand, carrying half a lamb. The two laundresses, their work wasted, had not moved—the clean clothes were still strewn in the dirt.


  Above them, Maggie Tilton, clearly pregnant and too shocked to trust herself to walk down her own steps, stood sobbing.


  Augustus holstered his gun and came a few steps closer to the swaying body. Long Bill’s toes were only an inch off the ground; his face was purple-black.


  “Billy could have done this easier if he’d just taken a gun,” he said, in a weak voice. “Remember how Bigfoot Wallace showed us where to put the gun barrel, back there years ago?”


  “A gun’s noisy,” Call said. “I expect he done it this way so as not to wake up Pearl.”


  “Well, she’s awake now,” Gus said.


  The silent crowd stood watching as the two of them went to the tree and cut their old friend down.
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  TOGETHER CALL and Augustus cut Long Bill down, pulled the noose from his neck, and then, feeling weak, left him to the womenfolk. One of the laundresses covered him with a sheet that had spilled out when her basket overturned. Maggie came down the steps and went to Pearl, but Pearl was beyond comforting. She sobbed deep guttural sobs, as hoarse as a cow’s bellow. Maggie got her to sit down on an overturned milk bucket. The two laundresses helped Maggie as best they could.


  “I don’t want him going to heaven with his face so black,” Pearl said suddenly. “They’ll take him for a nigger.”


  Maggie didn’t answer. The undertaker had been killed in the raid—funerals since then had been hasty and plain.


  Call and Gus caught their horses and rode on to the Governor’s. Though the distance was not great, both felt too weak to walk that far.


  “What are we going to say to the Governor, now that this has happened?” Augustus asked.


  “He’s the Governor, I guess he can do the talking,” Call said, as they rode up the street.


  When informed of the tragedy, Governor Pease shook his head and stared out the window for several minutes. A military man was with him when the two captains came in, a Major Nettleson of the U.S. Cavalry.


  “That’s three suicides since the raid,” Governor Pease said. “Raids on that scale have a very poor effect on the nerves of the populace. Happens even in the army, don’t it, Major?”


  “Why, yes, we sometimes have a suicide or two, after a violent scrap,” the Major said. He looked at the rangers impatiently, either because they were late or because they were interrupting his own interview with the Governor.


  “Bill Coleman had been with us through it all, Governor,” Call said. “We never expected to lose him that way.”


  Governor Pease turned from the window and sighed. Call noticed that the Governor’s old brown coat was stained; since the raid he had often been seen in an untidy state. He had grown careless with his tobacco juice, too. Judging from the carpet, he missed his spittoon about as often as he hit it.


  “It’s one more murder we can charge to Buffalo Hump,” the Governor said. “A people can only tolerate so much scalping and raping. They get nervous and start losing sleep. The lack of sound sleep soon breaks them down. The next thing you know they start killing themselves rather than worry about when the Comanches will show up again.”


  Just then Inez Scull came striding into the room. Major Nettleson, who had been sitting, hefted himself up—he was a beefy man. Madame Scull merely glanced at him, but her glance caused the Major to flush. Augustus, who was merely waiting dully for the interview to be over, noted the flush.


  “Why, there you are, Johnny Nettleson,” Inez said. “Why’d you leave so early? I rather prefer for my house guests to stay around for breakfast, though I suppose that’s asking too much of a military man.”


  “It’s my fault, Inez,” the Governor said quickly. “I wanted a word with the Major—since he’s leaving, I thought we’d best meet early.”


  “No, Johnny ain’t leaving, not today,” Madame Scull said. “I’ve planned a picnic and I won’t allow anything to spoil it. It’s rare that I get a major to picnic with.”


  Then she looked at Governor Pease defiantly. The Governor, surprised, stared back at her, while Major Nettleson, far too embarrassed to speak, stared solemnly at his own two feet.


  Augustus suspected that it was stout Major Nettleson that Madame Scull was trotting with now; the picnic she was anxious not to have spoiled might not be of the conventional kind. But this suspicion only registered with him dully. His mind was on the night before, most of which, as usual, he had spent drinking with Long Bill Coleman. It was a close night, and the saloon an immoderately smelly place. During the raid a bartender had been stabbed and scalped in a rear corner of the barroom; the bartender had been murdered, and so had the janitor, which meant that the bloody corner had been only perfunctorily cleaned. On close nights the smells made pleasant drinking difficult, so difficult that Gus had left a little early, feeling that he needed a breath of river air.


  “Come along, Billy, it’s late,” he said to Long Bill.


  “Nope, I prefer to drink indoors, Gus,” Long Bill replied. “I’m less tempted to seek whores when I drink inside.”


  Augustus took the comment for a joke and went on out into the clean air, to nestle comfortably by the riverbank all night. But now the remark about whores, the last words he would ever hear from Long Bill Coleman, came back to mind. Had Bill, so deeply attached to Pearl, really been seeking whores; or was it, as he had supposed, a joke?


  He didn’t know, but he did know that he hated being in the Governor’s office, listening to Inez Scull banter with her new conquest, Major Nettleson. Long Bill’s death was as much a shock as Clara’s marriage. It left him indifferent to everything. Why was he there? What did he care about rangering now? He’d never stroll the streets of Austin again, either with the woman or the friend; at the thought, such a hopeless sadness took him that he turned and walked out the door, passing directly in front of the Governor, the Major, and Madame Scull as he went.


  “I’ll say, now where’s McCrae going?” the Governor said in surprise. “The two of you have just got here. I haven’t even had a moment to bring up the business at hand.”


  “I expect he’s sad about our pard—he’d ridden with the man for many years,” Call said.


  “Well, but he was your friend too, and you ain’t walked out,” Governor Pease said.


  “No,” Call said, though he wished the Governor would get down to business. He thought he knew how Gus felt, when he walked out.


  The Governor seemed momentarily thrown off by Gus’s departure—he bent right over the spittoon but still managed to miss it with a stream of tobacco juice. Madame Scull had relaxed, but Major Nettleson hadn’t.


  “Was there something in particular, Governor?” Call asked finally. “Long Bill will be needing a funeral and a burial soon. I’d like to arrange it nice, since he was our friend.”


  “Of course, excuse me,” Governor Pease said, coming back to himself. “Arrange it nice and arrange it soon. There’s work waiting, for you and McCrae and whatever troop you can round up.”


  “What’s the work?” Call asked.


  “Ahumado has Captain Scull,” the Governor said. “He’s offered to exchange him for a thousand cattle, delivered in Mexico. I’ve consulted the legislature and they think we better comply, though we know it’s a gamble.”


  “The U.S. Army cannot be involved—not involved!” Major Nettleson said, suddenly and loudly. “I’ve made that plain to Governor Pease and I’ll make it plain to you. I’m trying to train three regiments of cavalry to move against the Comanche and finish them. I’ve no men to spare for Mexico and even if I did have men, I wouldn’t send them below the border—now that there is a border, more or less. Not a man of mine will set foot across the Rio Grande—not a man. I must firmly decline to be involved, though of course I’d be happy to see Captain Scull again if he’s alive.”


  Both the Governor and Call were nonplussed by this stream of talk. Madame Scull, however, was merely amused.


  “Oh, shut up, Johnny, and stop telling lies,” she said, with a flirtatious toss of her head.


  “What lies? I’m merely pointing out that the U.S. Army can’t put itself out every time a bandit demands a ransom.”


  “No, the lie was that you’d be happy to see Inish again,” Madame Scull said. “You weren’t happy to see him when he was your commanding officer, I seem to recall.”


  “Not happy... I fail to understand... really, Madame,” Major Nettleson protested, turning cherry red from embarrassment.


  “Inish always thought you were a fat-gutted fool,” Madame Scull said. “He said as much many times. The only man in the whole army Inish thought had any sense was Bob Lee, and Bob Lee’s a little too stiff-necked for my taste.”


  Then she looked at Governor Pease, who was staring at her as if she was insane.


  “Close your mouth, Ed, before a bug flies down your gullet,” she said. “I’m taking Johnny off to our picnic now. I’ve managed to find virtues in him that Inish never suspected.”


  As Madame Scull was about to leave she paused a moment and looked at Call.


  “A thousand cattle is a good deal more than Inish is worth,” she said. “I wouldn’t give three cats for him myself, unless the cats were mangy. If you see that yellow gal of mine while you’re looking for Inish, bring her back too. I have yet to find a match for that yellow gal. She had the Cuba touch.”


  “I doubt we’ll spot her, ma’am,” Call said. “The Comanches went north and we’re going south.”


  “And you think life is that simple, do you, Captain?” Inez Scull said, with more than a little mockery in her tone. “You think it’s just a matter of plain north or south, do you?”


  Call was perplexed. He could not clear his mind of the image of Long Bill Coleman, hanging dead by his own hand from a live oak limb. More than ten years of his life had been bound up with Long Bill Coleman—now he was dead. He found it hard to attend to the mocking woman in front of him—his mind wanted to drift backward down the long river of the past, to the beginning of his rangering days. He wished Madame Scull would just go away and not be teasing him with questions.


  “I hope you’ll come to tea with me before you leave, Captain,” Madame Scull said. “I might be able to teach you that there’s more to life than north and south.”


  With that she turned on her heels and left.


  “Can’t interfere with Mexico, not the U.S. Cavalry,” Major Nettleson said. Then he left, putting on his military hat as he went through the door.


  Governor Pease spat once more, inaccurately, at the brass spittoon.


  “If I had a wife like that I’d run farther than Mexico,” the Governor said, quietly. His own wife had only raised her voice to him once in twenty years of marriage, and that was because the baby was about to knock the soup pot off the table.


  Call didn’t know what to say. He thought he had best stick to simple, practical considerations and not let himself be sidetracked by what Madame Scull felt, or didn’t feel, about her husband.


  “You mentioned a thousand head of cattle, Governor,” Call said.


  “Yes, that’s the demand,” Governor Pease said, in a slow, weary voice. “A thousand head—we have a month to make the delivery.”


  “What if the Captain’s already dead?” Call asked.


  “Why, that’s the gamble,” the Governor said. “The man might take our cattle and send us Inish’s head in a sack.”


  “Or he might just take the cattle and vanish,” Call said.


  “Yes, he might—but I have to send you,” the Governor said. “At least I have to ask you if you’ll go—I’m not forgetting that I just sent you off on a wild-goose chase just when we needed you here the most. But Ahumado has Inish and he’s set a price on him. Inish is still a hero. They’ll impeach me if I don’t try to get him back.”


  “Where will we get the cattle?” Call asked.


  “Why, the legislature will vote the money for the cattle, I’m sure,” the Governor said.


  Call started to ask a practical question, only to have his mind stall. He saw Long Bill’s black face again and couldn’t seem to think beyond it. The Governor talked and the Governor talked, but Call was simply unable to take in what he was saying, a fact Governor Pease finally noticed.


  “Wrong time—you’ve got your friend to bury,” he said. “We can talk of these arrangements tomorrow, when your sad duty has been done.”


  “Thanks,” Call said. He turned and was about to leave, but Governor Pease caught his arm.


  “Just one more thing, Captain Call,” he said. “Inez mentioned having you to tea—don’t go. The state of Texas needs you more than she does, in this troubled hour.”


  “Yes sir, I expect it does,” Call said.
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  WHEN CALL GOT BACK to the ranger corrals he heard the sound of hammering from behind the barn. Ikey Ripple, the oldest ranger left alive, was making Long Bill a coffin—or, at least, he was supervising. Ikey had never advanced much in the ranks of the rangers due to his taste for supervising, as opposed to actually working. He and Long Bill had been sincere friends, though, which is why he stood beside Deets to supervise the sawing of every plank and the driving of every nail.


  “Billy was particular and he’d want to be laid out proper,” Ikey said, when Call joined the group, which consisted of the entire ranger troop, such as it then was.


  Augustus sat on one end of the wagon that was to haul Long Bill to his grave: he was silent, somber, and drunk. Deets put the coffin together meticulously, well aware that he was being watched by the whole troop. Lee Hitch and Stove Jones had spent a night of insobriety in a Mexican cantina; they were so hung over as to be incapable of carpentry. Stove Jones was bald and Lee Hitch shaggy—they spent their evenings in the cantina because they had ceased to be able to secure adequate credit in the saloons of Austin. Call noticed that neither man was wearing a sidearm.


  “Where’s your guns?” he asked them.


  Lee Hitch looked at his hip and saw no pistol, which seemed to surprise him as much as if his whole leg were missing.


  “Well, where is it, damn it?” he asked himself.


  “I don’t require you to swear,” Call said. “We’ve a mission to go on soon and you’ll need your weapons. Where’s yours, Stove?”


  Stove Jones took refuge in deep, silent solemnity when asked questions he didn’t want to answer. He stared back at Call solemnly, but Call was not to be bluffed by such tactics, forcing Stove to rack his brain for a suitable answer.


  “I expect it’s under my saddle,” he said finally.


  “They pawned their guns, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I say just let them fight the Comanches with their pocketknives. A man who would sink so low as to pawn his own pistol deserves a good scalping, anyway.”


  “It’s not the Comanches,” Call told him. “It’s Ahumado. He’s got Captain Scull and he’s offered to ransom him for a thousand cattle.”


  “That lets me out—I ain’t got a thousand cattle,” Gus said.


  “The state will buy the cattle. We have to deliver them and bring back the Captain,” Call told him.


  “Well, that still lets me out because I ain’t a cowboy,” Gus said. “I have no interest in gathering cattle for some old bandit. Let him just come and steal them. He can leave off the Captain if he wants to.”


  Call noted that the coffin was almost finished. He saw no reason to pursue an argument with Gus at such a time. In his present mood Gus would easily find a reason to disagree with anything he might say. The men were all stunned by Long Bill’s suicide. The best procedure would probably be to go on and hold the funeral, if the women were up to it. With no undertaker and no preacher, funerals were rude affairs, but they were still funerals. The womenfolk could sing, and the ceremony would draw the men away from the saloons for a few minutes. Once their old compañero was laid to rest there would be time to consider the matter of Ahumado and the thousand cattle.


  “We don’t have to worry about the mission right this minute,” Call said. “We’ve got a month to deliver the cattle. Let’s go see how the womenfolk are doing, while Deets finishes the coffin.”


  “Nearly done,” Deets said, wondering if he was expected to go to the funeral—or if he would even be allowed to. He worked carefully on the coffin; one of the laundresses had brought over an old quilt to line it with. Deets took special care to see that the lining was laid in smoothly. He knew that the spirits of suicides were restless; they were more likely than other people to float out of their graves and become spooks, harassing those who had offended them in life. He was not aware that he had offended Long Bill—he had helped him with quite a few chores, but all that might be forgotten if he then built him an uncomfortable coffin, a coffin his spirit could not be at rest in. Mr. Bill, as Deets had always called him, had rangered far in his life; it would be too bad if his spirit had to keep rangering, for want of a comfortable resting place.


  “We ought to caulk this coffin, I expect,” Ikey Ripple said, rendering his first judgment on the matter. The coffin was sitting on two sawhorses. He bent over and peered underneath it, an action that aggravated his rheumatism. It was a coffin that could profit from a good caulking, in his view.


  “I doubt we have anything to caulk it with,” Call said.


  “It won’t hold out the worms or the maggots no time, if we don’t give it a caulking,” Ikey insisted.


  “Well, the store’s closed, I don’t know where we could get any caulking,” Call said. With the Forsythe store still out of operation, everyone in town was constantly discovering that they needed some small necessity which there was no way to procure.


  “Billy Coleman was a fine fellow,” Ikey went on. “He deserves better than to be bloated up with screwworms before he’s hardly in his grave. The dern state of Texas ought to have some caulking, somewhere.”


  Mention of screwworms at a moment of such solemnity made everyone queasy, even Call, for they had all seen the dreadful putrefaction that resulted when screwworms infested a deer or a cow. The thought that such might happen to Long Bill Coleman, a comrade who had been walking among them only yesterday, made everyone unhappy.


  “Shut up talking about worms and maggots, Ikey,” Augustus said. “Long Bill’s just as apt to be up in heaven playing a harp as he is to be having screwworms infect him.”


  Ikey Ripple considered the remark obtuse—and, besides that, it was made in an unfriendly tone, a tone particularly unwelcome for having come from a raw youth such as Gus McCrae. Ikey had passed his seventieth year and considered anyone under fifty to be callow, at best.


  “I don’t know what happens in heaven but I do know what happens when you stick a coffin in the ground that ain’t caulked,” Ikey said. “Worms and maggots, that’s what.”


  Deets had just finished the coffin lid, which fitted snugly.


  “Ikey, stop your griping,” Gus said. “Plenty of our fine rangers have been buried without no coffin at all.”


  “Them boards are thin—I expect the worms will get in pretty soon even if you do caulk it,” Stove Jones observed.


  “Worms and varmints—a hungry varmint will dig up a coffin unless it’s buried deep,” Lee Hitch added.


  “You are all too goddamn gloomy,” Augustus said. “I say let’s bury Billy Coleman and go get soundly drunk in his memory.”


  He got off the wagon and began to walk toward the Coleman house.


  “I expect we’ll just have to do without the caulking,” Call said. “Just load the coffin in the wagon and bring it to the house. I believe it would be best to get this burying done.”


  Then he followed Gus, who was walking slowly. Ahead, a knot of women stood around the back porch of the Coleman house. Call looked for Maggie but didn’t see her at first. When he did spot her she was not with the women on the porch—they were respectable women, of course. Maggie sat alone on the steps going up to her rooms. She had her face in her hands and her shoulders were shaking.


  “Mag’s upset,” Gus said. “I expect one of these old church biddies ran her off from the mourning.”


  “I expect,” Call said. “Maggie’s close to Pearl. She took the arrows out of her after the raid, she said. The doctor was busy with the serious wounds.”


  When Call walked over and asked Maggie if one of the ladies had been rude to her, Maggie shook her head. She looked up at him, her face wet with tears.


  “It’s just so hard, Woodrow,” she said. “It’s just so hard.”


  “Well, but there’s easy times, too,” Call said awkwardly; he immediately felt he had said something wrong. He could never come up with the right words, when Maggie cried. His remark was true enough—there were easy times—but the day of Long Bill’s death was not one of them.


  Not for me, Maggie wanted to say, when he mentioned easy times. She wanted to go be with Pearl Coleman, but she couldn’t, because of her position. It was hard, not easy, but there was no point in trying to make Woodrow understand how hard it was for her.


  “It’s sunny, at least,” Call said. “Bill hung himself on a mighty pretty day.”


  That didn’t sound right either, although it was true: the day was brilliant.


  To his dismay, Maggie began to cry all the harder. He didn’t know whether it was the standoffish women, or Long Bill’s death, or his ill-chosen remarks. He had thought to comfort her, but he didn’t know how. He stood awkwardly by the steps, feeling that he would have been wiser just to go along with Gus and see that Bill was wrapped up proper and ready for the coffin.


  “Hush, Woodrow, you don’t have to talk,” Maggie said, grateful that he had come to stand beside her. It was the first time he had done such a thing, when there were people watching.


  Just then the rangers came around the corner with the coffin in the wagon. Old Ikey Ripple, who had once pestered Maggie endlessly, drove the wagon. The other rangers rode behind the wagon. All of them saw Call standing by Maggie at the bottom of the steps.


  “I best go—will you be coming?” Call asked.


  “Yes, I’ll follow along,” Maggie said, surprised that he asked.
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  THERE WAS GREEN spring grass in the little graveyard when they buried Long Bill Coleman. Trees were leafing out, green on the distant slopes; fine clear sunlight shone on the mourners; mocking-birds sang on after the hymn singing stopped and the mound of red dirt was shoveled back in the grave. Maggie, fearing censure, hadn’t followed very close. Pearl Coleman, bereft, heaved her deep cow sobs throughout the brief service.


  “I’m a poor talker, you talk over him,” Call whispered to Augustus, when the time had come for someone to speak a few words over the departed.


  Augustus McCrae stood so long in thought that Call was afraid he wouldn’t find it in him to speak. But Gus, hat in hand, finally looked up at the little crowd.


  “It’s too pretty a day to be dying, but Long Bill’s dead and that’s that,” he said. “I recall that he liked that scripture about the green pastures—it’s spring weather and there’ll be green grass growing over him soon.”


  He paused a minute, fumbling with his hat. When he spoke again he had some trouble controlling his voice.


  “Billy, he was a fine pard, let’s go home,” he said finally.


  Pearl Coleman had a brother, Joel, who was stout like her. Joel helped his sobbing sister back down the path toward town. The ladies who liked Pearl and had come to support her in her hour of grief followed the brother and sister away. The other townspeople trickled away in twos and threes but the rangers were reluctant to leave. In the heat of battle they had surrendered many comrades to death, often having no opportunity to bury them or take note of their passing at all. But this death had not occurred in battle; it occurred because Long Bill, a man who had been stouthearted through much violent strife, wanted it.


  “I wish we’d had time to caulk the coffin,” Ikey Ripple said. “I expect it’ll be worms and maggots for Billy, pretty soon.”


  The others cast hard glances at him, causing Ikey to conclude that his views were not appreciated. He decided to seek a saloon, and was joined in his search by Lee Hitch and Stove Jones, men disposed to overlook his views of worms and maggots.


  “Reckon Bill would change his mind, if he had a chance to?” Gus asked Call. They were the last to leave, although Pea Eye was not far from them on the path.


  Call had been asking himself the same question all day. The last conversation he had had with Long Bill Coleman had been a casual one about the relative merits of mares and geldings, as saddle horses. Long Bill argued for geldings, as being more stable; Call argued for mares, for their alertness. Long Bill talked fondly of a horse he had favored in earlier years, a sorrel gelding named Sugar who had carried him safely on many patrols. Call reminded Bill of a time when Sugar had shied at a badger and run away with him. They had a chuckle, remembering the runaway.


  It had been an easy conversation about horses, of the sort he had often had with Long Bill over the years. Sugar grew old and had to be put out to pasture, but Long Bill, from time to time, would have another gelding whose virtues he would brag about, just as Call, from time to time, would acquire an exceptional mare. They would often talk about horses, he and Bill—whatever troubles might be elsewhere in their lives never dampened their interest in the pleasure to be had with good horses.


  “He can’t change his mind, Gus—it’s foolish to even think that way,” Call said. “Gone is gone.”


  “I know it,” Gus said—yet he could not stop wondering about Long Bill. In the saloon the night before Long Bill had seemed somber, but not more somber than he had been on many a night. Augustus couldn’t get the business of hanging out of his mind. Hanging wasn’t simple, like shooting oneself. Shooting he could imagine. A momentary hopelessness, such as he himself had felt several times since Clara’s marriage, could cause a man to grab a pistol and send a bullet into his brain. A few seconds, rushing by so fast they gave one no time for second thoughts, would allow a man to end the matter.


  But hanging was different. A rope had to be found, and a stool to climb on. Long Bill had watched the hanging of quite a few thieves and miscreants in his years of rangering; he knew the result was often imperfect, if the knot was set wrong. The hanged man might dangle and kick for several minutes before his air supply was finally cut off. Care had to be taken, when a hanging was contemplated. A good limb had to be chosen, for one thing. Limbs that looked stout to the eye would often sag so far in practice that the hanged man’s feet would touch the ground. Long Bill had never been skilled with his hands, thus his quick failure as a carpenter. It taxed him to tie a simple halter knot. The more Gus thought about the physical complications involved in hanging, the more perplexed he felt that his friend had been able to manage his final action successfully. And why? Had there been a sharp quarrel? Had a nightmare afflicted him so powerfully that he lost his bearings? It seemed that Long Bill was so determined to be free of earthly sorrow that he had gone about the preparations for his death with more competence than he had been capable of when only the chores of life were involved. He had even done it all in the dark, perhaps fearing that if he saw the bright sunrise he might weaken in his resolve and not do it.


  “I just wonder what Bill was thinking, there at the end,” Gus said.


  “You can wonder all you want to,” Call said. “We’ll never know that. It’s just as well not to think about it.”


  “I can’t help thinking about it, Woodrow—can you?” Gus asked. “I was the last man to drink with him. I expect I’ll think about it for years.”


  They had walked back almost to the steps that led to Maggie’s rooms.


  “I think about it,” Call admitted. “But I ought to stop. He’s dead. We buried him.”


  Call felt, though, that the comment had been inadequate. After all, he too had been friends with Long Bill for many years. He had known several men who had lost limbs in battle; the men all claimed that they still felt things in the place where the limb had been. It was natural enough, then, that with Bill suddenly gone he and Gus would continue to have some of the feelings that went with friendship, even though the friend was gone.


  “I can’t be thinking about him so much that I can’t get the chores done, that’s what I meant,” Call added.


  Augustus looked at him curiously, a look that was sort of aslant.


  “Well, that’s you, Woodrow—you’ll always get the chores done,” Augustus said. “I ain’t that much of a worker, myself. I can skip a chore now and then, if it’s a sunny day.”


  “I don’t know what sunny has to do with chores—they need to be done whether it’s sunny or not,” Call said.


  Augustus was silent. He was still thinking about Long Bill, wondering what despair had infested his mind while he was looking for the rope and setting the milking stool in place.


  “It’s funny,” he said.


  “What is?” Call asked.


  “Billy was the worst roper in the outfit,” Augustus said. “If you put him in the lots with a tame goat, the goat would die of old age before Billy could manage to get a loop on it. Remember?”


  “Why, yes, that’s true,” Call said. “He was never much of a roper.”


  “It might take him six or seven tries just to catch his own horse,” Augustus said. “If we was in a hurry I’d usually catch his horse for him, just to save time.”


  Call started to go up the stairs to see Maggie, but paused a moment.


  “You’re right,” he said. “The only thing the man ever roped on the first try was himself. That’s a curiosity, ain’t it?”


  “Why yes,” Augustus said. “That’s a curiosity.”


  Call still had his hat in his hand; he put it on and went up the steps to Maggie.


  Woodrow’s lucky and he don’t know it, Augustus thought. He’s got a girl to go to. I wish I had a girl to go to. Whore or no whore, I wouldn’t care.


  34.


  WITH NO WAY to shade his pupils, Scull began to pray for rain—or, if not rain, at least a cloud, anything that might bring his eyes relief. Even on cool days the white light of the sun at noon brought intense headaches. The light was like a hot needle, stabbing and stabbing into his head. Rolling his eyes downward brought a few moments of relief, but not enough—day after day the white light ate at his optic nerve. Even though he heard the caballero Carlos Diaz tell Ahumado that the Texans had agreed to send the cattle for his ransom, Scull felt little hope. He might be blind or insane before the cattle arrived; besides, there was no certainty that Ahumado would honor the ransom anyway. He might take the cattle and kill the Texans—if he respected the bargain it would be mere whim.


  From the noon hour each day until the sun edged behind the western cliffs, Scull felt himself not far from madness, from the pain in his eyes. The only thing that saved him, in his view, was that the season was young and the days still fairly short; also, Ahumado had pitched his camp in a canyon, a deep slot in the earth. In the canyon the sun rose late and set early; it only burned at his eyes for some six hours a day, and often spring thunderheads drifted over the canyon and brought him some minutes of relief.


  As soon as the sun went behind the canyon wall Ahumado took him from the skinning post and put him back in the cage. Scull then covered his head with his arms, to make a cave of darkness for his throbbing eyes. Sometimes, instead of drinking the water they brought him, he poured a little in his palms and wet his throbbing temples. He could hear the rippling of the little stream that ran not far away; at night he dreamed of thrusting his head in the cool water and letting it soothe his eyes.


  He no longer sang or cursed, and when, now and then, he tried to remember a line of verse, or a fragment of history, he couldn’t. It was as if the white light itself had burned away his memory, so that it would no longer give back what was in it. The old bandit was clever, more clever than Scull had supposed. He might take the Texans’ cattle and send them back their captain—only the captain he sent back would be blind and insane.


  The one weapon Scull had left to him was his hatred—always, throughout his life, hatred had come easier to him than love. The Christian view that one should love his brethren struck him as absurd. His brethren were conniving, brutish, dishonest, greedy, and cruel—and that judgment included, particularly, his own brothers and most of the men he had grown up with. From the time he first hefted a rifle and swung a sword he had loved combat. He sought war and liked it red. His marriage to Inez was a kind of war in itself, which was one reason he stayed in it. Several times he had come close to choking her to death, and once he even managed to heave her out a window, unfortunately only a first-floor window, or he would have been rid of the black bitch, as he sometimes called her. He had no trouble hating any opponent, any prey: red Indians, bandits, horsethieves, card cheats, pimps, bankers, lawyers, governors, senators. He had once pistol-whipped a man in the foyer of the Massachussetts statehouse because the man spat on his foot.


  All his earlier hatreds, though, seemed casual and minor when compared to the hatred he felt for Ahumado, the Black Vaquero. There was nothing of chivalry in Scull’s hatred—no respect for a worthy opponent, none of the civilities that went with formal warfare. Scull dreamed of getting Ahumado by the throat and squeezing until his old eyes popped out. He wanted to saw off the top of the man’s head and scoop out his brains, as they had scooped out the steaming brains of Hector, his great horse. He wanted to open his belly and strew his old guts on the rocks for carrion birds to peck at.


  Ahumado had outsmarted him at every turn, had caught him easily, stripped him, hung him in a cage, taken his eyelids; and he had done it all with light contempt, as if it were an easy, everyday matter to outsmart Inish Scull. The old man didn’t appear to want his death, particularly; he could have had that at any time. What he wanted was his pride, and taking the eyelids was a smart way to whittle it down. When the sun shone full in his face, Scull’s pupils seemed as wide as a tunnel, a tunnel that let searing light into his brain. At times he felt as if his own brains were being cooked, as Hector’s had been.


  The hatred between Scull and Ahumado was a silent thing now. For most of the day the two men were no more than fifty feet apart. Ahumado sat on his blanket; Scull was either in his cage or tied to the skinning post. But no words passed between them—only hatred.


  Scull tried, as best he could, to keep track of days. He lined up straws in the corner of his cage. Keeping a crude calendar was a way of holding out. He needed to keep his hatred high, to calculate when he might expect the Texans. Once the season advanced, once spring gave way to summer, the sun would burn even hatred out of him. He knew it. The old dark man sitting a few feet away would become meaningless. The sun would cook away even hatred—and when hatred was gone there would be nothing left.


  While he could, though, he lined up straws in the corner of his cage and imagined revenge. One morning it rained, a blessed rain that continued to fall for eight hours or more. They did not bother tying him to the skinning post that day—there was no sun to afflict him. Scull scraped at the puddles in his cage and made a paste of mud, which he plastered over his sore eyes. The relief was so great that he wept, beneath his mud poultices. All day he kept on, putting the mud poultices over his eyes. No one came near him. Ahumado, who hated rain, stayed in his cave. Later, when the rain had subsided to a cool drizzle, Scull heard two vaqueros talking. The vaqueros wanted to kill him—they were convinced he was a witch. What he did with the mud was a thing a witch would do. The vaqueros had long believed that Scull was a witch and were annoyed at Ahumado for allowing a witch to live in their midst; he might cause someone to be struck by lightning; he might even cause the cliff to fall and bury them all alive. They wanted to take out their guns and shoot many bullets into Scull, the witch in the cage. But they could not because Scull belonged to Ahumado, and only Ahumado could order his death.


  When Scull overheard the conversation, he felt his strength revive a little. Because of the rain and the mud, he was saved for a little time. Perhaps he was a witch—at least, perhaps, he could play on the vaqueros’ superstition. At once, in his croak of a voice, he began to sing in Gaelic, a sea ditty a sailor had once taught him in Boston. He couldn’t sing loud and had forgotten most of the Gaelic song, but he sang anyway, with mud plastered over his eyes.


  When he took the plasters off Scull saw that the vaqueros and everyone else in the camp had moved as far away from him as they could get. He had witched them back, and if the mud puddles would just last a few days he might keep witching them until the Texans came with the cattle—at least it was something to try.


  Ahumado even came out of his cave for a moment, although he disliked rain. He wanted to watch the strange white man who put mud on his eyes.


  35


  WHEN BUFFALO HUMP and Worm were only two days from the canyon, they met up with Fat Knee and two other boys. One of the boys, White Crow, was so good with snares that he had caught several wild turkeys. Of course they were glad to share the turkey meat with their chief. Buffalo Hump ate the turkey happily but Worm refused it, believing that turkey meat might affect his brain; turkeys were easily confused, and so might be the people who ate them, Worm reasoned. Buffalo Hump thought the notion was ridiculous and tried to joke Worm out of his silly belief.


  “You are confused,” he told Worm, “but if I ate you I would still be smart.”


  Fat Knee had always been afraid of Buffalo Hump—the sight of the great hump made him fearful. While Buffalo Hump was eating a wild turkey hen, Fat Knee blurted out the business about Blue Duck and Famous Shoes. He was afraid that if he waited Blue Duck might try to put the blame for the whole episode on him. Blue Duck was a good liar; he was always managing to get other people blamed for his mistakes. Also, of course, he was Buffalo Hump’s son. Fat Knee assumed that Buffalo Hump would more likely believe his own son than an insignificant young warrior named Fat Knee.


  But when he blurted out the admission that he and Blue Duck had tried to trade Famous Shoes to Slow Tree, Buffalo Hump didn’t seem particularly interested.


  “You should change your name,” the chief suggested. “Your parents gave you that name because when you were young a snake bit you on the knee and made your knee fat. Now you are grown and your knee isn’t fat. If I were you I would change my name.”


  Fat Knee was relieved that Buffalo Hump wasn’t angry about the business with Famous Shoes. He had been worrying about Buffalo Hump’s reaction to that business for many days. In fact, though, Buffalo Hump seemed more annoyed with Worm for his reluctance to eat turkey meat than he was about the matter of Famous Shoes and Slow Tree.


  As they were riding north, Buffalo Hump brought up the matter of his name again.


  “People who are named for parts of the body can only be jokesters and clowns,” Buffalo Hump told him. “Look at Straight Elbow—his name ruined him. If you were named for your scrotum it would be the same. No matter how hard you fought in battle, people would get tickled when they said your name. Soon you would forget about being brave. It would be enough that you were funny. You would only be a clown.”


  Fat Knee recognized that what Buffalo Hump said might be true, but he had no idea what he should change his name to. His father had named him Fat Knee, and his father, Elk Shoulders, was an irascible man. If he went to his father and announced that he wanted to change his name, his father might hit him so hard with a club that his brains would spill out like clotted milk.


  Still, Buffalo Hump was the chief. It would not do to ignore his suggestion completely. Buffalo Hump was known to hold grudges, too. He had been known to kill people over incidents or embarrassments that had occurred so long ago that most people had forgotten them. Often the warrior who suddenly found himself being killed would be dispatched so quickly that he could not even remember what he had done to deserve the knife or the lance.


  As they were riding north Fat Knee rode up beside Buffalo Hump and put a question to him.


  “If I change my name from Fat Knee, what will I change it to?” he asked.


  Buffalo Hump gave the matter only a moment’s thought.


  “Change it to Many Dreams,” Buffalo Hump suggested. “The name will make you dream more. If you can learn to dream enough we might make you into a medicine man.”


  While Fat Knee was thinking about the name “Many Dreams,” which pleased him, they saw an Indian sitting on the edge of a low butte not far to the west. The butte was not high—it was no more, really, than a pile of rocks. Buffalo Hump immediately recognized the warrior’s horse, a small gray gelding.


  “That is Red Hand’s horse,” he said. “Why is Red Hand sitting on that pile of rocks?”


  No one had any idea—Red Hand was a gregarious man who usually stayed in camp so that he could couple frequently with his wives. He liked to lie on soft elk skins and have his wives rub his body with buffalo tallow. He also liked to wrestle but was hard to throw because his wives had made him slippery with the tallow. He had never been known to sit on a pile of rocks far from camp.


  When they came to where the gray horse stood, Red Hand was staring up into the sky. His body was shaking. He did not look at them. He kept his face turned up to the sky.


  “He is praying—we had better just leave him to his prayers,” Worm said. Worm wanted very much to be back in camp; too many things that he had seen on this trip did not seem right to him. The sight of the Old One had unnerved him badly. Now they were almost home and Buffalo Hump was slowing them down again, just because of Red Hand.


  The delay was one thing too many for Worm, who did not hide his impatience, forgetting that Buffalo Hump could be impatient too. Before Worm realized the danger he had pushed too hard. Buffalo Hump whirled on him—he did not raise his lance or draw his bow, but the death he could deal with them was there, in his eyes.


  “I want you to wait until Red Hand has finished his prayer,” he said. “He might need to talk to you. He would not come so far to pray unless it was important. Once he has finished and we have all talked to him, then we will go home.”


  Worm restrained himself with difficulty. He did not like to be corrected. Red Hand was a man of no judgment; probably he was just sitting on a rock pile praying because his wife had refused him, although it was true that Red Hand was shaking as if his life were about to end.


  Worm composed himself and waited. Fat Knee caught a mouse and he and the other boys amused themselves with it for a while, catching it under a cup and then releasing it, only to catch it again before it could get to a hole.


  Finally Red Hand stopped shaking so much. His eyes had been turned up to the sky—he had been seeing only what was inside his prayer. When he lowered his head and saw several people waiting for him he looked very surprised.


  “I came here to pray,” he said. Then he could not seem to think of more words. He got to his feet, moving like an old man, and mounted his gray horse.


  “This is a new place you have found to pray,” Buffalo Hump pointed out. “Many people find good places to pray in the canyon.”


  He was trying to be patient. After all, a man’s prayers were serious. He himself had chosen a difficult place on a high rock when he had prayed for the success of the great raid. Red Hand had every right to pray on a rock pile if he wanted to. Buffalo Hump was merely curious as to why he had chosen this particular rock pile as his praying place.


  What Red Hand wanted to do was change the subject. What had driven him to the rock pile to pray was the fact that one of his wives had got her blood on him—they had been coupling when her impure time came. When he pulled away from his wife and saw that he was red with blood he was so upset that he jumped on his horse and left the village. Red Hand was no longer a youth; he had four wives and he coupled with them as frequently as possible, but never before had he coupled with one of his wives when she was impure. The wife it happened with was known as High Rabbit because she stepped so high in the dance—also her legs were thin like a jackrabbit’s. High Rabbit was not an immodest woman; in fact she was the most circumspect of his wives. She insisted on a great deal of privacy before she would let Red Hand couple with her. High Rabbit was also horrified by what had happened. She ran quickly to her mother to find out what her fate would be. Sometimes women were driven out of the tribe or even killed for allowing men to come near them when they were impure.


  Red Hand didn’t know what High Rabbit’s mother might have told her, because he had left the village immediately and had not been back. As soon as he came to a stream he washed himself many times, though he knew the washings would do little good. The impurity would strike him inside, where he couldn’t wash it away. His assumption was that he would die soon; he wanted to pray as much as possible before his end came, and the rock pile seemed as good a place as any. In his mind contact with impure blood meant death and he wanted to hurry to a praying place and start praying. Some rattlesnakes had been around the rock pile when he arrived, but they soon went away. Probably even the rattlesnakes knew of his impurity and hurried to their dens to dissociate themselves from it.


  To Red Hand’s surprise, he didn’t die; now Buffalo Hump, leader of the great raid, had come upon him and seemed to find it amusing that he had chosen to pray on a rock pile. Of course Buffalo Hump didn’t know about the dire thing that had occurred in Red Hand’s lodge.


  Red Hand would have liked a few words with Worm about the matter of impure blood, but Worm had never liked him very much. Probably he would just tell him to go away and die if he knew about the blood.


  Under the circumstances Red Hand thought it best to talk about something beside his choice of places to pray. Buffalo Hump was not a great chief for nothing. He might find out that Red Hand had come to the rock pile because he was stained.


  “Kicking Wolf is back,” Red Hand said. “He was very weak when he found us and he sees two deer where there is one.”


  Buffalo Hump was not concerned with Kicking Wolf’s vision problems.


  “Where is the Buffalo Horse?” he asked.


  “I don’t know about that, but the worst thing is that Three Birds did not return,” Red Hand said. “The Black Vaquero got him.”


  “If he got Three Birds, how did Kicking Wolf get away?” Buffalo Hump asked.


  Then Red Hand realized that he did know what had happened to the Buffalo Horse—he returned in his mind to an earlier part of the story; he was so upset about his impurity that he could not remember events in a straightforward way. Now he suddenly remembered about the Buffalo Horse—an Apache had told Slipping Weasel about him. The Apache had heard the story from a man who was wandering.


  “Wait, I was in my prayer, I forgot this,” Red Hand said. “They cooked the Buffalo Horse in a great pit, but they took away his head and cooked it somewhere else. It took a whole village to eat him. I think Ahumado ate his head. They also caught Big Horse Scull and hung him in a cage.”


  “I was wanting to know about Kicking Wolf,” Buffalo Hump said, without impatience. He could tell that Red Hand’s mind was in a disordered state. He was talking rapidly, although there was no need to hurry their talk.


  “Ahumado did catch Kicking Wolf,” Red Hand said. “He tied him to a horse and the horse almost dragged him to death. But Big Horse Scull cut him loose.”


  “What did Ahumado do with Three Birds?” Worm asked.


  “There are some stories about Three Birds but I don’t know if they are true,” Red Hand said. “An Apache said that Three Birds flew off the Yellow Cliff. He did not want to go in the cage where they put Scull.”


  “I don’t think Three Birds could fly,” Buffalo Hump said. “I will ask Kicking Wolf about it myself. He may know more than that Apache.”


  “He may, but since the horse pulled him he sees two deer where there is one,” Red Hand told him.


  On the ride home Buffalo Hump asked Worm about the things Red Hand had said, but Worm was not very informative. He was annoyed that Kicking Wolf had taken the Buffalo Horse to Mexico, to be eaten by a village.


  “We could have cooked it in a pit ourselves,” Worm said. “We could have eaten it as quickly as that village.”


  Later, in camp, Buffalo Hump mentioned Worm’s complaint to Kicking Wolf. The latter was having his hair greased by one of his wives, at the time.


  “Worm thinks you should have let us eat the Buffalo Horse,” Buffalo Hump said.


  “If Worm had stolen it he could have eaten it, but I stole it and I wanted to take it to Mexico,” Kicking Wolf said. “Anyway, Apaches are liars. The Buffalo Horse may still be alive.”


  Buffalo Hump saw that Kicking Wolf was in a quarrelsome mood. He had been about to tease Kicking Wolf a little—after all, the man had missed the great raid—but he decided to let it be, mainly because he was anxious to see Lark and his other wives. Fat Knee had ridden ahead to let them know he was coming, so they would probably have cooked him something good. He wanted to eat. Kicking Wolf he could tease anytime.


  “How about Three Birds?” he asked, before going on to his tent. “Do you think he is still alive too?”


  At that Kicking Wolf merely shook his head. He didn’t think Three Birds was alive, and it was a sorrow to him.


  “I didn’t want him to go to Mexico,” he told Buffalo Hump. “I was going to take the horse myself. I wanted Three Birds to go home, but he came to Mexico anyway. He wanted to be brave.”


  Though Buffalo Hump had always considered Three Birds a fool, there was no doubt that what he had done had been very brave.


  “He got his wish,” Buffalo Hump said. “He was brave. When your eyes are better we will sing for him, some time.”


  36.


  WHEN THE WILD BLACK COW came popping out of a thicket of mesquite and chaparral, she was on them and had gored Deets’s horse badly in the flank before the rangers even knew what kind of beast they were dealing with. The horse squealed and fell over, throwing Deets almost under the cow, whose horn tips were red with the horse’s blood. The cow lowered her head when Call and Gus shot her, firing almost at the same time. The bullets knocked the cow to her knees but didn’t kill her. Even on her knees she tried to go for Deets—it took a bullet to the head to kill her.


  Deets was shaking, as much from surprise as from fright. His horse gushed blood from its torn flank.


  “My horse dying,” Deets said, stunned.


  “Well, where’d she come from?” Pea Eye asked. All he could remember was that a black streak with short shiny horns came popping out of the brush—he had had no time to make precise observations.


  “She came out of that!” Augustus said, pointing to what seemed to be an impenetrable thorny brush. The mesquite and chaparral grew out above a solid floor of green prickly pear.


  “Maybe she had hydrophobie,” Stove Jones volunteered. “I’ve lived with cows and such all my life, but I’ve never seen a cow charge a bunch of men like that.”


  “Just be glad it wasn’t one of them tough little black bulls,” Lee Hitch said. “One of them little black bulls would have done for about half of us.


  “You can’t kill a bull with no pistol bullet,” he added. “Not even with ten pistol bullets.”


  A mile or two farther—Deets was now riding double with Jake Spoon, who had the stoutest horse—they came upon three of the small black bulls Lee Hitch had described. Everyone in the troop drew their rifles, expecting to have to defend themselves, but the bulls were content to paw the earth and snort.


  Then, just as they were about to stop for coffee and a bit of bacon, a second cow came shooting out of the brush behind them. This time the rangers were primed, but even so it took three rifle shots to bring the cow down.


  In midafternoon it happened a third time. A red cow came charging directly at them, breathing froth and bellowing. All the rangers shot this time and the cow went down.


  Call, though profoundly startled by the violent behavior of the wild south Texas cows, held his counsel, meaning to talk the development over with Augustus privately, when they camped.


  Gus McCrae couldn’t wait for a private parley. They were scarcely south of San Antonio and had just been attacked three times, with the loss of one horse. They had seen no ranches or ranchmen who might advise them on the bovine behavior they were encountering. The rangers were jumpier now than they would have been if they had been crossing the comanchería—in the space of an afternoon they had come to fear cattle more than they feared Indians. And it was the cattle of the country, hundreds of them, that they were supposed to round up and deliver to Mexico.


  “This is pointless traveling,” Gus said. “How are we going to deliver a thousand cattle to that old bandit if we have to shoot ever damn cow we see?”


  Call accepted the point. It was obvious they had been presented with a difficult mission.


  “There must be tamer cattle down here somewhere,” he said. “There’s ranches down this way—big ranches. They ship cattle to New Orleans regular, I hear. The boats come to Matagorda Bay. They don’t shoot ever cow. There’s got to be cowboys down here who know how to handle this stock.”


  The rangers listened in silence, but his words made little impression compared to their fresh memories of the mad, frothing cows.


  “Livestock ain’t supposed to be this hostile,” Stove Jones commented.


  “We’re Indian fighters, Woodrow,” Augustus pointed out. “Indian fighters and bandit chasers. We ain’t vaqueros. If I tried to go into one of them thickets after a cow I’d be lucky not to get scratched to death. We’d just as well try to deliver a thousand deer. At least deer don’t come charging at you.


  “That damn governor’s betrayed us again,” he added in disgust.


  Call couldn’t really disagree. Governor Pease had given them a flowery letter to show to the ranchers in south Texas. The letter bound the state of Texas to compensate the ranchers for cattle sufficient to make a herd of one thousand head. There was no mention, however, of a price per head. When Call pointed this out to Governor Pease, the Governor had merely shrugged.


  “Our south Texans are patriotic men,” he said. “They’ll be glad to let you take a few head of stock if it will get our hero back.


  “Speak to Captain King,” he added—two harried clerks were following him around at the time, hoping to get his attention. “Captain Richard King. He’ll help you. I expect that goddamn old black bandit has stolen at least that many cattle from him already.”


  “Where do we find Captain King?” Augustus asked. “I’ve never met the man.”


  “Why, just ask, Captain McCrae—just ask,” Governor Pease said. “Captain King is well known along the coast.”


  The Governor’s office was bustling that day—besides the clerks and an army man or two, there were three benches packed with legislators, all of them evidently hoping for an audience with the Governor. As a lot they looked dusty and drunken.


  “Look at them ramshackly senators,” Augustus said, as they left the office. “Maybe we ought to change jobs, Woodrow. We could make laws instead of enforcing them.”


  “I can barely read,” Call reminded him. “I’d be a poor hand at making laws.”


  “Why, you wouldn’t need to read,” Gus said. “We could hire a clerk to do the scribbling. All it takes to make laws is good sense. I could probably make better laws than that whole bunch sitting in there half drunk.”


  “Maybe,” Call said. “Maybe not.”


  Governor Pease handed them the letter and sent them away. As they left, several of the legislators were attempting to crowd in his door.


  Now, faced with the fact that they were barely out of sight of the Alamo and had already had to shoot three cows, Call remembered the Governor’s advice.


  “I expect we better try and find Captain King,” Call said. “Maybe he’ll want to lend the state of Texas some vaqueros for a week or two.”


  “I don’t know, Woodrow,” Gus said. “When I’m given a job that’s downright impossible, my practice is to find a whorehouse and stay in it until my funds run out.”


  “We don’t need to find a whorehouse, we need to find a ranch house,” Call said. “This is Captain Scull we’re trying to rescue. Captain Scull led us for quite a few years and got us out of plenty of hard spots. Now he’s in a hard spot and we’ve got to do the best we can to bring him back.”


  “Well, the fool would walk off to Mexico,” Augustus said. He reloaded his rifle and kept a wary eye on the thickets, as they passed them.


  The next day they did find a ranch house, but there was no one there except three womenfolk, some babies and small children, and two old Mexican men who had been left to do the chores.


  A lanky woman with a baby at her breast and two toddlers clinging to her skirts just looked unhappy when asked where the menfolk were.


  “They’re off branding cattle,” she said. “I expect they’re south. They’ve been gone three weeks—I’ve been looking for them back but they ain’t here.”


  “South’s a big place,” Augustus remarked.


  The woman just smiled a tired smile. “It’s a brushy place too—you’ll find that out once you leave here,” she said. “I got goat and I got frijoles—you won’t get much except goat and frijoles, not in this part of the country.”


  The men ate outside, at a long table shaded by a great mesquite tree whose limbs seemed to spread over an acre. The woman who greeted them was named Hannah Fogg—she had a pretty younger sister who helped with the serving. Though the younger sister was shy as a deer, Gus did get her to reveal that her name was Peggy. Gus stole several glances at her during the meal and lingered over his coffee so he could steal several more.


  As the men ate, Augustus began to notice children, peering out shy as mice, one under the porch, another behind a bush, two more who had managed to climb the big tree. Two, at least, were under the wagon.


  “Why, there’s a passel of children here,” he said to Peggy—it was an excuse to speak to her. “Are all these little tykes Mrs. Fogg’s?”


  But Peggy ducked her head and wouldn’t say.


  Hannah Fogg was not lying about the difficulties of the country south of her ranch house. For a day and a half more the rangers zigged and zagged in a southerly direction, proceeding from little clearing to little clearing. They were seldom long out of sight of cattle, but no more cows charged—these cattle fled like deer the moment they saw the riders.


  In the afternoon of the second day they heard the sound of men working and came upon the rancher Denton Fogg and his branding crew, which numbered more than twenty vaqueros. The cattle were held in a large clearing. Ropers slid into the herd and soon came out, dragging the animal to be branded. Denton Fogg himself, drenched in sweat and lugubrious in appearance, applied the iron himself; he was not happy to be interrupted in his hot work by a party of Texas Rangers with a letter from the Governor asking for a donation of cattle to be driven into Mexico in return for Inish Scull.


  He did read the letter, though, holding it carefully so his sweat wouldn’t drip on it.


  “This is a piece of worthless foolery, sir,” he declared, handing the letter back to Call. “The Mexicans steal half our cattle anyway and Ed Pease does nothing about it. Now he wants us to give them a thousand more? No thank you, sir—not my cattle.”


  Call didn’t like the man’s tone.


  “He’s not asking you to give anything,” he pointed out. “The state will pay you for your cattle.”


  “If the state intended to pay for the cattle it should have provided you with cash money,” the rancher said. “Have you got cash money, sir?”


  Augustus didn’t care for the man’s tone either.


  “We’re in a hurry to rescue our captain,” he said. “We couldn’t wait for a bunch of money to be gathered up. Don’t you even trust the state of Texas?”


  “Nope, not the state and not Ed Pease, either,” Denton Fogg replied. “I wouldn’t give either one of them a cow. But I will sell cattle for cash on the barrelhead. Come back with the money and I can have a thousand head ready for delivery within the week.”


  With that he walked off and picked a hot iron out of the branding fire.


  “The fool, I feel like shooting him,” Augustus said.


  “We can’t shoot a man just because he doesn’t want to give away his cattle,” Call said—he was not without skepticism about the state’s willingness to pay for the cattle.


  “Well, he’s out here branding ever cow he can catch,” Augustus pointed out, “Who said he could take these cattle?”


  “I guess that’s just how you build up a ranch,” Call said. “The cattle belong to the man who gets to them first.”


  “Hell, we could be ranchers ourselves then,” Gus said. “We could hire a few ropers and buy some branding irons and get to work. Pretty soon we’d be big livestock men too.”


  “Where’d we put the cattle once we branded them?” Call asked. “We don’t own any land. We don’t even own the horses we’re riding. All we own are our guns and our clothes.


  “And the saddles,” he added. “We do own our saddles.”


  The comment depressed Augustus to an unusual degree. He liked to think of himself as prosperous, or at least prospectively prosperous—but the fact was he was just short of being a pauper. All he owned was three guns, a fairly well made saddle, and some clothes. He had no house, no land, no wife, no livestock. He had ridden all day in the blazing sun, through thorny country, threatened by dangerous bovines and possibly even wild Indians, and for what? A paltry salary that would scarcely see him through a month of whoring and imbibing.


  “I say we quit the rangers,” he said abruptly. “There’s a fortune in cattle down here in this brush and we’re letting fools like that one beat us to it.”


  “If you want to get rich ranching you’ll have to work as hard as that fellow Fogg—I doubt myself that you’d enjoy working that hard,” Call said.


  He rode over to where Denton Fogg was working—smoke rose from a brand he had just slapped on a large yearling.


  “Do you know a man named Richard King? Captain King?” Call asked.


  “I know him,” Fogg said, but did not continue—he moved on to the next yearling while the iron was still hot enough to impress a brand.


  “Well, would you know where we could find him?” Call asked. “The Governor thought he might advance us the cattle we need.”


  At that Denton Fogg stopped dead. He looked at Call for a moment and smiled—he even slapped his leg, in amusement.


  “Dick King, give up a thousand cattle?” he said. “Dick King didn’t get what he’s got by giving away cattle.”


  “He wouldn’t be giving them, sir,” Call said, trying his best to curb his impatience. “The state will pay him. I’d appreciate it if you would just tell me where I can find him.”


  “I don’t keep up with Dick King,” Denton Fogg said, still amused. “There’s a fellow in Lonesome Dove that knows him. You might ask him.”


  Before he had quite worked through his amusement, he was off to the nearest branding fire, to select a fresh iron.


  “Is Lonesome Dove a place?” Call asked. “I confess I’m not familiar with it.”


  “You don’t seem to be familiar with anything, Captain,” Denton Fogg told him. “This is branding season—every cattleman who’s got any sense is off branding every animal he can get his rope on. Dick King’s branding, like the rest of us. I wish I had as many cattle as he does, but I don’t, and I never will if I have to stand here all day giving directions to Texas Rangers. Just go due south to the Rio Grande and turn left. You’ll eventually come to Lonesome Dove. There’s a man there named Wanz who might know where Dick King and his men are branding.”


  “Let’s go,” Call said to the troop. “That man’s too busy branding cattle to bother with us.”


  “The fool, I’d arrest him if there was a jail nearby,” Augustus said.


  “No, he’s not a criminal, let’s go,” Call said. For a moment he keenly missed Long Bill Coleman. Though not a professional tracker, such as Famous Shoes, Long Bill had a good instinct for routes, and what they needed just then was to hold a true route south, to the Rio Grande.


  But it was more than Bill’s usefulness that Call missed—the man had been reassuring company, and a frontiersman whose opinion was always useful to have. The thought that he would never have it again made Call low spirited, for a time. If they were lucky enough to strike another ranch house he meant to try and hire an old vaquero to guide them through the brush.


  “I’ve a notion to go back and marry that fellow’s sister-in-law,” Augustus said. “Being married to her would be better than having this goddamn brush scratch your eyes out.”


  “It’s odd to be traveling without Billy Coleman, ain’t it?” Call said. “It’s the first time since we took up rangering that Billy ain’t been along.”


  Augustus started to agree, but before he could speak memory rose in him so powerfully that he choked on his words. There was no more Long Bill to ride with. Memories of the missions they had been on together passed through his mind in a vivid parade; but then, to his dismay, the parade was interrupted by images of Clara. One second he would be remembering the tall, lanky man, white with dust, on their march as captives across the Jornada del Muerto—but then it would be Clara smiling, waiting for him on the back porch of the Forsythe store in her pretty gingham dress; Clara laughing, teasing, kissing. She had grown a little fuller in the bosom over the years, but otherwise she had been the same girl, from the moment in the muddy street when he had kissed her for the first time until he had bidden her goodbye, in the morning mist, behind the same store, only a few weeks ago. Clara hadn’t gone where Bill was. It had already occurred to him that, life being the dangerous business that it was, she might be a widow someday; but, by then, his own life might have ended, or he might be in jail or in a war somewhere; anyway, even if Clara were once more to be free, she might turn him down again, as she just had.


  “Why would the man hang himself, Woodrow?” Augustus asked, trying to force his mind back to the original topic.


  “I know it’s best not to think about it, but I can’t stop thinking about it,” he went on. “There are times at night when I’d give a year’s wages just to ask Billy one question.”


  “Well, but he’s gone where wages don’t help you,” Call said. “The best thing is just to try and do the job we have to do.”


  “I doubt we can do this job—where are we going now?” Gus asked.


  “To the Rio Grande,” Call replied.


  “To the Rio Grande and then what—is Captain King a fish?” Gus asked.


  “No, but there’s a town there where we might be able to find him,” Call said. “At least I guess it’s at a town.”


  “Well, if it’s a town, is it on a map—does it have a name?” Gus asked, impatiently. “Is it on this side of the river, or is it an island or what?”


  “It’s probably a town,” Call said. “There’s a saloon there owned by a man named Wanz—I think he’s a Frenchman.”


  “Oh, if it’s got a saloon, let’s go,” Augustus said. “In fact, let’s hurry. We’ll give the saloon a thorough inspection—then we’ll worry about Captain King. What’s the name of this place?”


  “Lonesome Dove—that’s its name,” Call said.


  37.


  THE CAPTIVES, three men and a woman, were brought in a little after sunrise, in an oxcart. Muñoz, the bandit Ahumado had assigned to do the job Tudwal once did, ambushed them in their fine coach three days to the east. All their finery, rings, watches, and the like he put in a little sack, for Ahumado to inspect. The first thing the old man did, before he so much as glanced at the captives, was take the sack from Muñoz and carry it to his blanket. He emptied the sack and carefully inspected every item before he turned his attention to the prisoners, all of whom were large and fleshy, as hidalgos and their women tend to be, and all of whom, with good reason, were terrified.


  Scull watched the proceedings from his cage, shielding his eyes with his hands. On days when they tied him to the skinning post his vision became a blur—he could distinguish motion and outlines but not much else. The rains had stopped and the sun was blinding, but Ahumado only now and then tied him to the skinning post. Often he would be left for three or four days in his cage—when free to shade his eyes, his vision gradually cleared.


  Also, to his puzzlement, Ahumado instructed the women to feed him well. Every day he was given tortillas, frijoles, and goat meat. Ahumado himself ate no better. Scull suspected that the old man wanted to build him up for some more refined torture later, but that was just a guess and not one that impeded his appetite. Live while you’re alive, Bible and sword, he told himself. He observed that from time to time the Black Vaquero was racked with coughing, now and then bringing up a green pus. It was enough to remind Scull that the old bandit was mortal too. He might yet die first.


  That was not a thought likely to bring comfort to the fat new captives. As soon as Ahumado had inspected the booty he had the four prisoners lined up in the center of the camp. He did not speak to them or question them; he just made them stand there, through the hot hours of a long day. The people of the village stared at them, as they went about their work. Vaqueros or pistoleros who rode in from time to time stared at them.


  Scull judged the captives to be gentry of some sort—their dusty garments had once been expensive. Provincial gentry, perhaps, but still from a far higher sphere than the peasants who peopled the camp. The prisoners were used to being pampered; they spent their lives sitting, eating, growing fatter. They were unaccustomed, not merely to being prisoners, but to being required to stand up at all. They were too scared to move, and yet they longed to move. They were offered neither food nor drink. Muñoz, a thin man with a pocked face, was clearly proud of his catch. He stood close to them, waiting for Ahumado’s order. The standing was a torture in itself, Scull observed. In the afternoon the woman, desperate, squatted and made water; she was well concealed behind heavy skirts but still Muñoz laughed and made a crude joke. Later the three men made water where they stood, in their pants.


  Scull watched Ahumado—he wanted to know what the old man would do with his prize catches. The old skinner, Goyeto, sat beside him, clicking his finely sharpened knives, one of them the knife that had taken off Scull’s eyelids.


  A little before sundown, trembling with fatigue, the woman passed out. She simply fell facedown—in a faint, Scull supposed. Ahumado did not react. Muñoz had just filled his plate with food; he went on eating.


  A few minutes later the three men were prodded at knifepoint to the edge of the pit of snakes and scorpions and pushed in. The bottom of the pit was in darkness by this time. The captives had no idea how deep the pit was. They were merely led to the edge of a hole and pushed off the edge. All of them screamed as they fell, and two of them continued screaming throughout the night. One of the men screamed that his leg was broken. He pleaded and pleaded but no one listened. The peasants in the camp made tortillas and sang their own songs. Scull decided that the third captive must have broken his neck in the fall—there were only two voices crying out for help.


  In the morning, when Ahumado and Goyeto went to look in the pit, Scull heard the old skinner complaining.


  “I thought you were going to let me skin one of them,” he said.


  Ahumado ignored the complaint—he usually ignored Goyeto, who complained often. He stood on the edge of the pit, looking down at the captives and listening to them beg him and plead with him; then he returned to his blanket.


  When an old woman brought Scull a little coffee and two tortillas, he asked her about the men in the pit. He had noticed several of the women peeking in.


  “Is one of the men dead?” he asked.


  “Sí, dead,” the old woman said.


  The woman who fainted lay through the night in the place she had fallen. It had grown cold; Scull noticed that someone had brought her a blanket during the night. She was not tied. After the sun had been up awhile the woman rose and hobbled hesitantly over to one of the little campfires. The poor women of the camp made a place for her and gave her food. She thanked them in a low voice. The women did not respond, but they allowed her to sit by the fire. Ahumado took no further interest in her. A week later, when all three of the men in the pit were dead, the woman was still there, unmolested, eating with the women of the camp.


  38.


  WHEN BLUE DUCK saw that his father was angry, he thought it might be because of the captive woman. The woman, who was young and frail, had been found dead that morning; but in fact she had been sickly when they took her. There had been some beating and raping but not enough to kill her. She had been sick all along, spitting blood night after night on the trail—now she had died of her sickness, which was not his doing or his fault.


  As a chief, Buffalo Hump had always been touchy about the matter of captives; he expected to control the disposal of all captives. He might order them tortured or killed, he might sell them into slavery with another tribe, or he might let them live and even on occasion treat them well. The fate of a captive brought to Buffalo Hump’s camp depended on reasoning Blue Duck did not understand. Even though he felt blameless in the matter of the dead woman, he was also scared. Everyone feared Buffalo Hump’s angers, and with good reason.


  The words his father said, though, shocked him. They were not what he had expected, not at all.


  “You should have left Famous Shoes alone, as I ordered,” Buffalo Hump said. “Now you have to leave the tribe. You can take five horses but you cannot come back to my camp again. If you do I will kill you myself.”


  At first Blue Duck could not believe his father meant what he was saying. Was he going to banish him from the tribe because of a little foolery with a Kickapoo tracker? The Kickapoo had not even been harmed. Blue Duck had fought bravely on the great raid, killing several Texans in close combat. No young warrior had done better on the great raid, or fought more bravely.


  He said as much, but Buffalo Hump merely stood and looked at him, a chill in his eye.


  “We didn’t hurt the Kickapoo,” Blue Duck said. “We merely teased him a little. I thought Slow Tree might want him but he didn’t so we let him go.”


  Buffalo Hump didn’t change expression. He was not interested in arguments or explanations. He had his big lance in his hand.


  “Slow Tree heard me tell you to leave the Kickapoo alone,” Buffalo Hump said. “He did not want to assist you in your disobedience. Now I am telling you to go. You have never been obedient and I have no time to argue with you or to correct your ways. If you stay I will kill you soon, because of what is in you that will not obey. You have courage but you are rude. Take the five horses and go away now. Any warrior who sees you near this camp after today has a duty to kill you.”


  Blue Duck had not expected such a terrible judgment to fall on him so quickly. Yet it had fallen. Though he didn’t really like many people in their band, it was the camp where he had always lived. He had always been where the tribe was; his roaming had seldom lasted more than a week. When he could not kill game there would be food in the camp. He felt a terrible anger at the Kickapoo, for having brought such a judgment on him. The next time he saw Famous Shoes he would kill him, and he would also like to kill Slow Tree, the fat chief who had been unwilling to torture Famous Shoes merely because Buffalo Hump had forbidden it.


  But he could not think much about such things, not then, when his father still stood before him. He had his rifle in his hand; perhaps he should shoot his father right there. But he didn’t shoot, or do anything at all. As always, when confronting his father, he felt a weakness in his legs and his belly. The weakness paralyzed him. He knew that if he tried to raise his gun and shoot, Buffalo Hump would be quicker. His father would shove the big lance into him. Blue Duck thought of murder but did nothing.


  Buffalo Hump watched his son for a minute and then turned away. A little later he saw the boy ride out to the horse herd, to select his five horses. He looked dejected, but Buffalo Hump did not relent. He had returned home tired, only to have to listen half the night to stories of Blue Duck’s bad behavior. The boy had beaten Hair-on-the-Lip severely, though he had no right to. Hair-on-the-Lip was still sore and could not move well. Also, Blue Duck had followed Lark when she went into the bushes to make water, and had spoken to her rudely. Also he had raced a fine young horse that belonged to Last Horse’s father. In the race he put the horse off a cutbank and it broke both its front legs. Of course it had to be killed and eaten; the old man was indignant and wanted a high price for the horse that had been lost.


  Buffalo Hump had never been able to like his son and now he wanted to see him gone. He had never been obedient to the Comanche way, and never would. The bluecoat soldiers would be coming onto the llano to fight them soon, in a year or two; Buffalo Hump didn’t want anyone in the camp who was only disposed to make trouble, as Blue Duck had.


  Soon word of the banishment spread around the camp. Buffalo Hump was with Lark for a long time; when he came out he discovered that the men and women who came to visit him were more cheerful. All of them approved of what he had done. A few brought him new stories of Blue Duck’s bad behavior, mostly with women. Buffalo Hump was not especially disturbed by these stories. Many young warriors strutted too much with women and were not careful about marriage customs—he himself had almost been banished in his youth because of his lusts.


  Later that day Fat Knee came hesitantly up to Buffalo Hump—it seemed that Blue Duck wanted Fat Knee to accompany him into exile. Blue Duck planned to go north and east, into a territory where renegades and exiles from many tribes gathered. There were slavers there, and bandits. They watched the Arkansas River and picked off people who traveled in boats, or freighters who hauled goods in wagons. Blue Duck told Fat Knee they would soon be rich if they joined the renegades, but Fat Knee was hesitant.


  “Isn’t he gone yet?” Buffalo Hump asked.


  “No,” Fat Knee said. “He is still looking at the horses. He wants to take the best five.”


  A wind had come up. Sand was blowing through the camp. It had been warm for several days but a cold wind was bringing the sand.


  “You stay in camp,” Buffalo Hump said. “I will go drive him away.”


  He found the whole business vexing. The fact that Blue Duck was still prowling around the horse herd was annoying, so annoying that Buffalo Hump caught his own horse, took his lance, and immediately rode out to the horse herd. Blue Duck’s delay was merely one more example of his disobedience. Buffalo Hump thought it might be wiser just to kill the boy—talking to him that morning, his arm had tensed twice, as it did when he was ready to throw his lance. But he had held off—exile should be enough—but now the boy had angered him by not leaving.


  When he reached the horse herd the only person who was there was Last Horse—one of his mares had just foaled and he was watching for a bit, to see that no coyote slipped in and killed the foal.


  “I thought Blue Duck was here,” Buffalo Hump said.


  Last Horse merely pointed upward to the rim of the canyon. A rider with five horses in front of him had climbed out of the canyon and was following the horses along the rim.


  Buffalo Hump could barely see the rider through the blowing sand, but he knew it was Blue Duck, leaving.


  39.


  “WHOA, NOW... STOP, BOYS!” Augustus said.


  Far down the river, in the shallows, he saw something he didn’t like; something blue. The creature was a good distance away, but it was rolling in the shallow water; Gus judged it to be an aquatic beast of some sort. Few land animals worried him, but he had long been afflicted with an unreasoning fear of aquatic beasts—and now one had appeared in the muddy Rio Grande, where, up to then, they had seen nothing more threatening than the occasional snapping turtle.


  The rangers immediately stopped and yanked out their rifles. Thanks to the hostility, as well as the volatility, of the south Texas cattle, they had become well accustomed to yanking out their rifles several times a day. Gus McCrae was known to have exceptional eyesight; if he saw something worth calling a halt for, then it was best to look to their weapons.


  “What is it?” Call asked. All he saw ahead of them was the brown Rio Grande. An old Mexican with three goats whom they came upon half an hour earlier assured them that they were nearly to the town of Lonesome Dove—Call was anxious to hurry on, in hopes that Captain King would be there. But Augustus apparently saw something that made him nervous, something Call could not yet see.


  “It’s blue and it’s in the edge of the water, Woodrow,” Gus said. “I expect it might be a shark.”


  “Oh Lord, a shark,” Stove Jones said, wishing suddenly that he had never left the cozy cantinas of Austin.


  “It was a shark that swallowed Jonah, wasn’t it?” Lee Hitch inquired.


  “Shut up, you fool—that was a whale, and this river’s too small for a whale to be in.”


  Augustus kept his eyes on the blue object thrashing in the shallow water. It was an aquatic beast of some kind, that was for sure—now and then he thought he glimpsed the limb of a body; it might be that the shark was eating somebody, right before their eyes, or before his eyes at least. None of the other rangers could see anything, other than the river, but they had grown accustomed to accepting Gus’s judgment when it came to the analysis of distant events.


  “If it’s a shark, why are we stopped?” Call said. “It’s in the water and we ain’t. Sharks don’t walk on land, that I recall.”


  “It might jump, though,” Augustus said.


  “If it jumped out of the water then it would die,” Call pointed out. “Let’s go.”


  Call was about to ride past him when they suddenly heard brush popping from the Mexican bank of the river. In a moment two men and a bull emerged from the brush and plunged into the river. In a minute the bull, a large brown animal wearing a bell that clanged with even step, came out of the river and trotted straight into a thicket of brush, popping their limbs liberally as he went.


  One of the riders was an American, a short man riding a fine bay gelding; the other was an old vaquero on a buckskin mare.


  The short man pulled up in surprise when he saw the rangers but the old vaquero went right on into the brush, behind the bull. The rangers, who had been stopped by the brush a number of times in the last week, were as amazed by the vaquero’s ability to penetrate the thicket as they were by the size of the bull that had just swum out of Mexico.


  The American had bushy sideburns and a short, stiff beard. He surveyed the rangers carefully if quickly before he trotted up to where they were stopped.


  “You’re Call and McCrae, aren’t you? And these are your wild ranger boys, I expect,” the man said. “I’m Captain King. So you want a thousand cattle, do you?”


  Though Call had already suspected the short man’s identity—several of the ranchers had described him, mentioning that he was partial to fine horses—he was surprised that Captain King not only knew who they were but what they wanted of him.


  “Yes, but not as a gift,” Call said. “The state will pay you for them.”


  “I doubt that, but let’s see the letter,” Captain King said.


  He observed that Gus McCrae seemed to be considerably less interested in the matter of the thousand cattle than was Captain Call. Gus McCrae was looking downriver, in the direction of Lonesome Dove.


  Call produced the letter, which he had wrapped in oilcloth—two or three violent rainstorms had doused them lately. Inasmuch as the letter was their only hope of getting the cattle they needed, he wanted to make sure it didn’t get wet.


  “That was my bull Solomon you just saw—you’ll not see his equal in America,” Captain King said, taking the letter from Call. “He strayed off last night—tempted by a Mexican heifer, I suppose.”


  He started to read the letter but then looked again at Gus.


  “McCrae, you seem jumpy as a tick,” he said. “What do you see that’s upset you so?”


  “It’s down the river and it’s blue, Captain,” Gus said. “I expect it’s a shark.”


  Captain King glanced at what Gus pointed at and immediately burst out laughing—just as he did a gust of wind took the Governor’s letter out of his hand and blew it into the river. Before anyone could move it sank.


  Call jumped off his horse and ran into the river—he was not a little vexed at Captain King, who sat astride his horse enjoying a fit of laughing. Call was able to pull the letter from the water, but not before it had become a sodden mess.


  Call felt like giving Captain King a good dressing down, for being so careless with an important document, but it was hard to dress down a man who was laughing; and, anyway, Captain King was the one man who might help them succeed in their mission.


  “I wish you’d read it before you let it blow in the river,” Call said. He spread the letter on a good-sized rock, thinking it might dry if given time.


  “I beg your pardon, Captain,” Captain King said, attempting to control his amusement. “I don’t usually throw letters into the river, particularly not if they’re letters from a high potentate like Ed Pease. But I must say this is the best laugh yet. Captain McCrae here has mistook our blue sow for a shark.”


  “Sow... what sow?” Gus asked, annoyed by the man’s jocular tone.


  “Why, that sow,” Captain King said, with a wave of his hand. “She probably caught a snake—a moccasin, perhaps. There’s not much to Lonesome Dove but at least it’s mainly clean of snakes. The sow eats them all—she’s thorough, when it comes to snakes.”


  “But Captain,” Gus said, appalled by his mistake. “Whoever heard of a blue pig? I ain’t.”


  Captain King evidently didn’t welcome challenges to his point of view—he looked at Augustus sharply.


  “That’s a French pig, sir,” he said. “She’s silvery in the main, though I suppose she does look bluish in certain lights. She comes from the region of the Dordogne, I believe. In France they use pigs to root up truffles, but you’ll find very few damn truffles in this part of the world—so mainly she roots up snakes. Madame Wanz brought her over, and a fine boar too. I expect the boar is off girling, like my bull Solomon. When you get a closer look you’ll find she’s unusually long legged, that sow. She ain’t low slung, like these runty little Texas pigs. The long legs are for climbing hills, to seek out the truffles, which don’t flourish in low altitudes.”


  Call was listening carefully, impressed by Captain King’s quick manner. Gus had had the rangers half spooked, with his talk of sharks, when it was only a pig in the water, downriver. He didn’t know what a truffle was, or why one would need to be rooted up.


  “What is a truffle, Captain?” he asked, putting up the rifle he had pulled during the alarm.


  “Truffles are edible delicacies, Captain,” Richard King said. “I have not had the pleasure of digesting one myself, but Therese Wanz swears by them, and she’s as French as they come.”


  “If she’s French, why is she here? This ain’t France,” Gus said. He was a good deal embarrassed by the matter of the shark that was only a sow; he felt sure he would be ribbed about it endlessly by the other rangers, once they got to town—if there really was a town.


  “She should have stayed in France, and her pig too!” he said, in a burst of annoyance. “They’ve got no call to be disturbing the local stock!”


  Captain King had been about to turn his fine bay horse and ride down the river, but he paused and looked at Gus sharply again.


  “As to that, sir, you’ve got no call to be coming down here asking me for cattle when I’m hellish busy selecting worthy wives for my bull Solomon,” Captain King said. “When was the last time you had a drink of whiskey, Captain?”


  “More than a week’s passed—I last touched liquor before we struck this dern brush,” Gus said.


  “No wonder you’re surly, then,” Captain King said. He pulled a flask out of his saddlebag and offered it to Gus. Gus was startled—he politely wiped the top of the flask on his sleeve before taking a good swig and handing the flask back to Captain King. Lee Hitch and Stove Jones looked on enviously.


  “Thank you, Captain,” Augustus said.


  “A man needs his grog,” Captain King said. “I’m goddamn surly myself, when deprived of my grog.”


  Call was annoyed with Gus. Why would he say a woman he had never met should have stayed in France? It was rude behavior, though Captain King was mainly right about the grog. Gus McCrae was scarcely able to be good company now unless he had had his tipple. He was anxious, though, that the rude behavior not obscure the fact that they needed Captain King’s help if they were to secure the thousand cattle.


  “Captain, what about the cattle?” he asked—but Richard King was too quick for him. He had already turned his horse and was loping down the river toward where the blue pig lay.


  40.


  WHEN THE RANGERS finally rode into Lonesome Dove, the town they had been seeking, thicket by thicket, for several days, the wet blue sow, who was indeed large and long legged, followed them at a trot, dragging a sizable bull snake she had just killed.


  “I wouldn’t call this a town,” Augustus McCrae said, looking around disappointed. There were four adobe buildings, all abandoned—despite what Captain King had just said about the sow’s efficiency as a snake killer, the buildings all looked snaky to him.


  “No, but it’s a nice-sized clearing,” Call said. “You could put a town in it, I guess.”


  On the west side of the clearing a large white tent had been erected—near it, construction was under way on what was evidently meant to be a saloon. A floor had been laid, and a long bar built, but the saloon, as yet, had no roof. One table sat on the floor of the barroom-to-be; a small man dressed in a black coat sat at it. There was a tablecloth on the table, as well as a bottle of whiskey and a glass, although the small man did not seem to be drinking.


  Outside the tent a small plump woman whose hair hung almost to the backs of her knees was talking volubly to Captain King.


  “Do you reckon that bar’s open, Gus?” Ikey Ripple asked.


  Augustus didn’t immediately comment. He was watching the blue sow suspiciously—on the whole he didn’t trust pigs—but Stove Jones spoke up.


  “Of course it’s open, Ike,” he said. “How could you close a saloon that don’t have no roof?”


  Before the matter could be debated further, Captain King came back.


  “That tent belonged to Napoleon once,” he said. “At least that’s Therese’s line. That’s Xavier, her husband, sitting there at his table. I guess the carpenters ran off last night. It’s put Therese in a temper.”


  “Run off?” Gus said. “Where could a person run off to, from here?”


  “Anywhere out of earshot of Therese would do, I expect,” Captain King said. “The carpenters in these parts ain’t used to the French temperament, or French hair, either. They think Therese is a witch.”


  Call looked with interest at the tent. He had not made much progress in the book Captain Scull had given him about Napoleon, but he meant to get back to it once his reading improved. He would have liked to have a look inside the tent, but didn’t suppose that would be possible, not with a talky Frenchwoman in it.


  “It’s a nuisance,” Captain King admitted. “Now I’ll have to go try to corral the carpenters—I expect it could take half a day.”


  Just then a flock of white-winged doves flew over the clearing, a hundred or more at least. Mourning doves were abundant too—the one thing that wouldn’t need to be lonesome in such a remote place were the doves, Augustus concluded.


  “Even if there was a town here I don’t see why it would be called Lonesome Dove,” he said. “There’s dove everywhere you look.”


  Captain King chuckled. “I can tell you the origin of that misnomer,” he said. “There used to be a traveling preacher who wandered through this border country. I knew the man well. His name was Windthorst—Herman Windthorst. He stopped in this clearing and preached a sermon to a bunch of vaqueros once, but while he was preaching a dove lit on a limb above him. I guess Herman took it as a holy omen, because he decided to stop wandering and start up a town.”


  Captain King gestured toward the four fallen-in adobe huts.


  “Herman was holier than he was smart,” he said. “He lived here a year or two, preaching to whatever vaqueros would stop and listen.”


  “Where is he now?” Gus asked.


  “Why, in heaven I expect, sir,” Captain King said. “Herman preached his last sermon about five years ago. He thought he had a nice crowd of vaqueros but in fact it was Ahumado and some of his men who stopped to listen. As soon as Herman said ‘Amen’ they shot him dead and took everything he had.”


  Captain King fell silent for a moment, and so did the rangers. Mention of the Black Vaquero reminded them of their dangerous mission.


  “But they still call it Lonesome Dove—the name stuck,” Call said.


  “Yes sir, that’s true,” Captain King said. “The preacher’s gone, but the name stuck. It’s curious, ain’t it, what sticks and what don’t?


  “I better get after those carpenters,” he went on. “I need to get a roof on this saloon. There’s a fine crossing of the river, there—I can do some business in this town, once it gets built. We need that roof—otherwise it will shower one of these days, and if Xavier ain’t quick it will get his tablecloth wet.”


  Augustus looked at the small man in the black coat, sitting stiffly with the bottle of whiskey, at the one table.


  “What’s he need a tablecloth for?” he asked. “Why worry about a tablecloth if you ain’t even got walls or a roof?”


  “He’s French, sir,” Captain King said. “They order things differently in France.”


  Without further explanation he turned his horse and rode off.


  “I wish he could have waited until we talked to him about the cattle,” Call said, disappointed.


  “I don’t,” Augustus said.


  “Why not?” Call asked. “We’ve been at this two weeks and we don’t have a single cow. We need to get some and go.”


  “You need to, Woodrow,” Gus said. “I don’t. All I need is to see if that fellow with the tablecloth will sell this thirsty bunch some whiskey.”


  Call was annoyed with Captain King for leaving before they could discuss the business at hand, and annoyed, as well, with Gus McCrae, for being so quick to seize every opportunity to loaf.


  All the rangers dismounted and the older men headed for the roofless bar.


  On impulse, Call loped after Captain King, thinking perhaps they could negotiate for the cattle while looking for the carpenters—it might speed things up a little.


  Lee Hitch and Stove Jones began to feel anxious when they saw Call leaving.


  “Now Woodrow’s leaving... what’ll we do, Gus?” Lee asked.


  “I’d like to get drunk, myself... I suppose you can do as you like, Lee,” Gus said.


  It occurred to Lee that there weren’t many of them. What if the pistoleros who finished the preacher came back and went for them? With Call gone and Gus drunk, they might all be massacred.


  “Yes, but then what?” he asked.


  “Why, then, nothing, Lee,” Gus said. “I guess we can all sit around and watch that French pig eat snakes.”


  41.


  “INISH SCULL’S just a Yankee adventurer,” Richard King said directly, when Call overtook him. “He went up against Ahumado once with a strong force and he lost. What the hell made him go back alone?”


  “I can’t say, Captain,” Call admitted. “We were on our way home and he just peeled off, with the tracker—the next thing we heard he was captured.”


  “Speaking of peeling, what do you think of Madame Inez?” Captain King asked. “I hear she peels the pants off the lads quicker than I could core an apple.”


  Call had managed to depart Austin without having accepted Madame Scull’s invitation to tea. He knew what Maggie thought about her, but what Madame Scull did was none of his business. He had no intention of gossiping about her with Captain Richard King.


  “I scarcely know her,” Call said. “I believe the Governor introduced us once. I suppose she’s anxious to have her husband back.”


  “Possibly,” Captain King said, eyeing Call closely. “Possibly not. As long as she has lads to peel she might not care. You’re a circumspect man, ain’t you, Captain?”


  Call was not familiar with the word.


  “Means you don’t gossip about your superiors, Captain—that’s a rare trait,” Captain King said. “I wish you’d quit the rangers and work for me. I need a circumspect man with ability, and I believe you have ability to go with your circumspection.”


  Call was surprised by the statement. He knew little about Captain King—just that he owned a vast stretch of land, south along the coast. The two of them had met scarcely an hour ago. Why would the man try to hire him on such short acquaintance?


  Captain King, though, did not seem to expect a reply, much less an acceptance. The trail narrowed, as it entered the thick mesquite. The two of them had been riding side by side, but that soon ceased to be possible. Call fell in behind the Captain, who kept a brisk pace, ducking under the larger limbs and brushing aside the smaller. Call, less experienced in brush, twice had his hat knocked off. He had to dismount to retrieve it and in the process fell some ways behind Captain King. Fortunately the trail was well worn. He pressed on, as fast as he could, but, despite his best efforts, could not draw in sight of the Captain, or hear him, either. He was beginning to feel anxious about it—perhaps the trail had forked and he had missed the fork. Then he heard shouts from his left. Suddenly a large form came crashing at him, through the brush. His horse reared and threw him against the base of a mesquite tree just as Solomon, Captain King’s great brown bull, passed in front of them with a snort. Call just managed to hang on to his rein and stop his horse from bolting up the trail. As he fell a thorn had caught his shirt and ripped it almost off him, leaving a cut down one side. The cut didn’t worry him but it was a nuisance about the shirt because he only had one other with him. The shirt was so badly torn he didn’t think it could be mended, even though Deets was adept with needle and thread.


  The great bull had passed on, its head up, its testicles swinging. The trees over the trail were so low that Call didn’t immediately remount. He walked, leading his horse. Then he heard a sound and turned in time to see the old vaquero Captain King had put in charge of the bull slipping through the brush, in close pursuit of the great animal.


  It was all puzzling to him: why would anyone try to raise cattle in a place where you could scarcely see twenty feet? Even if you owned ten thousand cattle, what good would it do if you couldn’t find them? He wondered why Texas had bothered taking such brushy country back from Mexico. In his years of rangering he had become competent, or at least adequate, in several environments. He could ranger on the plains, or in the hills, or even in the desert; but now he had been thrust into yet another environment, one he was not competent in at all. Captain King could move through the brush, the vaqueros could move through it, Solomon, the great bull, could move through it, but so far all he had done was get lost and ruin his shirt. He would have done better to have stayed with Gus and got drunk.


  Just as Call was beginning to wonder if he should try to retrace his steps and at least get back to Lonesome Dove, he heard voices ahead of him. He went toward the voices and soon came into a sizable clearing. Captain King was there, talking to four black men who were sitting on the thick lower limb of a big live oak, their feet dangling.


  “Why, there you are, Captain, what happened to your shirt?” Captain King asked.


  “Thorns,” Call said. “Are these the lost carpenters?”


  “Yes, Solomon kindly treed them for me,” Captain King said. “They’re not eager to come down while Solomon’s in the vicinity. They don’t think the treeing was kindly meant.”


  “I don’t blame them,” Call said. “He nearly treed me.”


  “Nonsense, that bull is gentle as a kitten most of the time,” Captain King said. “I expect it was those Mexican heifers that stirred him up. Anyway, Juan is taking him home. It’s unfortunate about your shirt, Captain.”


  The black men did not seem at all inclined to leave their limb. While they watched, Solomon trotted quickly through the clearing, with the old vaquero, Juan, right behind him. The bull did not look their way.


  “See there, men, Juan’s taking Solomon home,” Captain King said. “He won’t chase you no more. It’s perfectly safe to come down.”


  The black men listened respectfully, but didn’t move.


  “Now, this is vexing, I don’t know if Lonesome Dove will ever get built, though there’s a fine river crossing there to be taken advantage of,” Captain King said. “Between the bull and the French witch, these men are badly spooked. I don’t suppose I could persuade you to lead them back to Lonesome Dove, could I, Captain?”


  “Well, I guess I could take them back, if they ever decide to come down,” Call said. “But what about the cattle to ransom Captain Scull?”


  Captain King simply ignored the question.


  “I’ve decided to proceed to my headquarters,” he said. “I’d be obliged if you’d take these men back. They’ve got a saloon to build, and then a house. Therese Wanz will not be wanting to bivouac in Napoleon’s tent forever.”


  The black men, evidently feeling that the bull was now gone, began to edge off the limb.


  Call was hoping that Captain King would at least make some proposal regarding the cattle. After all, the Governor had asked, even if his letter did get a little wet. It was annoying that Captain King felt he could simply disregard it. He seemed far more interested in the carpenters than in the fate of Captain Scull.


  One by one the carpenters edged down the bole of the live oak tree. They were all elderly men, each carrying a small sack of possessions—not much.


  “Captain Scull is my captain,” Call said. “I’m obliged to try and rescue him if I can.”


  Captain King only looked at him the more severely.


  “I’m a blunt man, Captain,” he said. “I know Scull’s rank and I know your mission. In my opinion you and those tipplers back in Lonesome Dove could no more drive a thousand head of cattle to the Sierra Perdida than you could a thousand jackrabbits. I won’t give you a cow, and besides that, I’m in the midst of the branding season and can’t spare my vaqueros, either. Were that not enough, I happen to know that the state of Texas is broke, and I am not the sort of man who enjoys giving away livestock.”


  “Well, Mr. Fogg said as much,” Call told him.


  “Oh, Denton Fogg, that gloomy fool,” Captain King said. “He’ll starve out in another year or two and have to take those spavined women back east.”


  “You won’t sell us any cattle, then, Captain?” Call asked.


  Captain King, whose mind seemed to be elsewhere, swung his severe gaze back to Call.


  “You’re a persistent man, I see, Captain,” he said. “Do you like Inish Scull?”


  “What, sir?” Call asked, surprised by the question.


  “It’s a simple question, Captain,” Richard King said. “Do you like Inish Scull?”


  Call resented the question so much that it was all he could do to keep from simply riding off with the black carpenters. He didn’t like Inish Scull, as it happened: the man had been rude to him too often. But that was his business, not Captain King’s.


  “The Governor gave us orders,” he said. “I mean to carry them out, if I can. I’d appreciate your help, but if I can’t get it I’ve still got my orders to carry out.”


  “I should have asked McCrae,” Captain King said. “I expect I would have got an answer from McCrae. You do like McCrae, don’t you, Captain? Will you admit that much?”


  “I had better take these men and head back to Lonesome Dove, Captain,” Call said. “I don’t want to get caught in this brush after dark.”


  “I’m glad you didn’t take me up on that job offer, Captain Call,” Richard King said. “I fear we’d quarrel.”


  “We would if you asked about things that are none of your business,” Call said.


  Captain King’s look grew dark.


  “Everything that happens in Texas is my business, Captain Call,” he said. “Everything! I trust you’ll remember that.”


  Without another word or look he turned his horse and left, disappearing into the brush at the point where the bull and the old vaquero had been.


  Call found himself no wiser in the matter of the ransom than he had been when he left Austin. They had no cattle, and could find no one who would let them have any. Yet another mission was tending toward failure.


  Besides that, he was in the midst of the south Texas brush country, with four elderly black men who did not seem happy to have been left with him. He suddenly realized that he had failed to ask Captain King whether the men were slave or free. If they were free he had no right to insist that they go back to Lonesome Dove with him. He decided just to ask them if they would come.


  “I’m ready to go, men—are you coming with me?” he asked.


  All the men nodded—they clearly didn’t want to be caught in the brush after dark either.


  “Missus Therese gonna whip us, though,” the oldest of the men said.


  “Oh, does she whip you, then?” Call asked. To his surprise the four men all smiled broadly.


  “She get after us with the buggy whip,” one said.


  “Mister Xavier too, though,” another commented. “She get after Mister Xavier worse.”


  “Her husband, you mean,” Call asked.


  The old black man nodded; the others looked suddenly fearful, as if they might have said too much.


  Call didn’t question them further—it would only embarrass them. As he rode back down the narrow trail he recalled that Madame Scull was said to go after the Captain with a bullwhip, when in a temper. Now here was another wife who whipped her husband—it struck him as strange. Though he and Maggie were not married, he could not imagine her behaving so.


  “Well, at least it’s just a buggy whip,” he said.


  None of the black men said anything.


  42.


  “GET UP, MONSIEUR. Make the liquors. The customer is here!” Therese Wanz said, flinging each word at her husband as if it were a small stone. Xavier Wanz, her husband, seemed to be thinking thoughts of his own; he continued to sit at the table with the white tablecloth, staring at his glass.


  Therese, in only a few moments in her tent, had managed to sweep her abundant brown hair up on her head in an appealing mound; the gown she wore did not quite conceal her plump shoulders. Augustus McCrae, who had not expected to see a woman, much less an attractive woman, for several years, if ever, found that the sight of Therese brought an immediate improvement in his mood.


  She stood in the middle of the barroom floor, hands on her hips, looking at the rangers cheerfully.


  “See, already the customers,” she said to Xavier. “Vite! Vite! Make the liquors.”


  Xavier Wanz compressed his lips, and then, as if propelled by a spasm of fury, jumped from his chair and strode over to the tent, beside which a sizable mound of goods was covered by a large wagon sheet. Xavier dove under the sheet like a rat seeking cover; for a moment, only his rump was visible, but, in the space of a minute, he emerged with two bottles of whiskey and several glasses. He hurried to the bar, set the bottles and glasses on it, and paused to straighten his cuffs.


  “Messieurs,” he said, bowing slightly, “the pleasures are mine.”


  “If the bar’s open I expect a few of those pleasures might be ours, too,” Gus said.


  Pea Eye declined the liquor and Deets wasn’t offered any, but in a few minutes the other rangers, including young Jake Spoon, were all seated around the table where Xavier had sat. At Therese’s strident urging Xavier had applied himself again to the mound under the wagon seat and come out with several chairs.


  “These glasses are clean,” Gus said, in astonishment. “You could spend a week in the saloons of Austin and never encounter a clean glass.”


  As soon as each glass was emptied, a process that didn’t take long, Xavier appeared with a bottle, poured, and bowed.


  “Monsieur,” he said, invariably.


  Ikey Ripple, who had passed easily and quickly into a state of profound inebriation, found himself a little put off by the bowing.


  “Why’s he bowing to us?” Ikey asked.


  “To be polite—why shouldn’t he bow?” Augustus asked.


  “That’s right, a bartender ought to bow,” Lee Hitch said—although, so far as he could remember, none of the bartenders of his acquaintance had ever bothered to bow to him before.


  “I say it’s a goddamn trick,” Ikey declared. “I think he means to get us drunk and steal all our money.”


  “Ikey, if you’ve got cash money on you, you don’t need to wait for a Frenchman to steal it,” Gus said. “Loan it to me and I’ll invest it for you.”


  “Invest it in whores—that’s all you know about, Gus,” Ikey said.


  “Well, that way you wouldn’t have to be anxious about it,” Gus told him.


  Therese Wanz, a smile on her lips, seemed to be studying the rangers closely. Pea Eye had elected to help Deets with the horses, but Jake Spoon had boldly taken his place at the table and was drinking whiskey as if he had a right to, a fact that annoyed Gus McCrae a good deal. Even more annoying was the fact that the Frenchwoman was looking at Jake with interest.


  “Jake, you ought to be helping with the horses,” Gus said, in an irritable tone.


  Jake knew well that when Gus was out of temper it was better to walk small. He saw the Frenchwoman watching him, but didn’t connect it with Gus’s angry tone. After all, the woman’s husband was standing right behind her.


  Therese decided right away that she liked Monsieur McCrae, but she saw nothing wrong with flirting a little with the curly-headed boy. Opportunities to flirt were limited in Lonesome Dove.


  Opportunities to make money were no less rare, and Therese liked money. Captain and Therese liked money. Captain King assured her there would soon be a brisk trade in the town—he seemed to think that merchants would rush to Lonesome Dove in order to take advantage of the fine river crossing, but, so far, very few merchants had appeared, a fact which frustrated Therese’s commercial instincts severely.


  Now, at the sight of the tired, dusty, unshaven men, Therese began to think in terms of money. She quickly decided that the first task would be to barber them—they could all use shaves and two or three of them needed haircuts as well.


  “Xavier! The woods, monsieur!” she said crisply, with a glance at her husband. “I want to shave these men and give them the hair-offs.”


  Xavier Wanz, severely depressed as he was by the many differences between Texas and France, walked over to a campfire that smoldered in front of the tent. He would have preferred, himself, to sit at the table all day, enjoying the seemliness of his clean tablecloth, and perhaps drinking just enough liquor to blind himself to the ugliness of the mesquite trees that surrounded the clearing where, if Captain King was to be believed, a town would one day exist.


  Therese, of course, had her own ideas; every day Lonesome Dove presented some new challenge to her energies, and her energies were not small. Every day, in this new land, Therese arose, impatient; every day Xavier was the man who bore the brunt of her impatience. Yesterday, Therese’s impatience had overflowed and scared away the carpenters; today, at least, there were these men to occupy her, these rangers. If she wanted to barber them it was fine with him.


  With his foot he nudged a few more sticks of firewood into the fire, before returning to his bar.


  “Hair-offs—hair-offs!” Therese said, coming to the table. “You first, monsieur,” she said, tapping Augustus on the shoulder.


  “All right, I’ll volunteer—do I get a shave too?” Gus said.


  Therese didn’t answer—she had already marched off to her tent. When she emerged, carrying a razor, a razor strop, and several other tools of the barbering trade, she pulled another chair from under the wagon sheet and insisted that Gus sit on it.


  The rangers, most of them now drunk, watched with interest as Therese vigorously stropped her razor.


  “I’m shaggier than Gus, she ought to have barbered me first,” Stove Jones complained.


  “What you complaining about? I’ll be lucky to even get a shave,” Lee Hitch said, well aware that his bald head offered little incentive to a barber.


  Jake Spoon gulped down what was left of the whiskey and went off to sit with Pea Eye and Deets. It was vexing that Gus McCrae seemed to get the first attentions, if a woman was around. Now the woman was wrapping Gus in a sheet and cooing over him as if he were something special. The sight put Jake in such a hot mood that he picked up three clods and threw them at the blue sow, who had consumed the bull snake and had flopped down under a small bush to rest. The clods missed but Xavier Wanz noticed and immediately walked over to Jake.


  “Monsieur!” he said sternly. “Do not disturb the pig.”


  “That’s right, it ain’t your pig, don’t be chunking it,” Gus said, from his barber chair. “That pig’s the pride of the community—it needs its rest.”


  His pride stung, Jake walked straight past Pea Eye and on toward the river. He had merely thrown three clods at a sow. What right had Gus to speak to him in such a tone? He felt like quitting the rangers on the spot. He could hammer and saw; maybe the French couple would hire him to carpenter. With Gus gone the Frenchwoman might even come to like his curly hair, as Madame Scull once had. Perhaps she would take him up and teach him the language; he imagined how chagrined Gus McCrae would be if, the next time the rangers stopped in Lonesome Dove, he and Madame Wanz were chattering in French.


  “Where do you suppose he’s going?” Pea Eye asked, when Jake walked past.


  “Could be going to take a wash,” Deets said.


  “Now you’ve run Jake off, picking on him,” Lee Hitch remarked.


  “The pup, he’s welcome to drown himself for all I care,” Gus said, well aware that he was the envy of the troop, by virtue of having been chosen to receive the first haircut.


  Therese Wanz, though flirtatious in her approach to barbering, was all seriousness when she got down to the business itself. She decided to start with the shave and promptly lathered Gus’s face liberally with a nice-smelling soap.


  “Boy, this beats that old lye soap,” Gus said, but Therese rapped his head sharply with her knuckles, indicating that the time for talk was over. Therese then shaved him carefully and expertly, not omitting to do some careful work under his nose. Then she wrapped his face in a hot towel and began the haircut, moving his head this way and that, touching him, making him sit up straighter, or insisting that he turn one way or another. With the hot towel steaming on his face and Therese’s deft hands working it with scissors and comb, Gus drifted into a kind of half sleep, in which he allowed himself to imagine that it was Clara doing the barbering. On occasion, dissatisfied with the work of the local barbers, Clara had barbered him, sitting him down on the steps behind the store and scissoring away until she had him looking the way she wanted him to look, a process that took much squinting and inspecting.


  Therese Wanz, more expert than Clara, was also more decisive. When she took the hot towel off his face she produced some small tweezers and began to yank the hairs out of his nose. Gus had never had his nose hairs interfered with before. He was relaxed, half asleep, and a little drunk—the first extraction took him so completely by surprise that he yelped.


  His companions had been watching the barbering operation closely, all of them filled with envy. When Therese yanked out the first nose hair Gus’s reaction struck them as the funniest thing they had ever seen. They howled with laughter. Lee Hitch was so amused that a chair could not hold him—he lay on his back on the floor of the saloon, laughing violently. Stove Jones laughed nearly as loud. Far down the street, Jake Spoon heard the laughter and turned, wondering what could be so funny.


  Pea Eye and Deets, who had been trimming a gelding’s hoof, had not been paying too much attention to the barbering. When they saw the Frenchwoman pulling hairs out of Gus’s nose they began to laugh too.


  Augustus McCrae, who had been in a pleasurably relaxed state, found that he had suddenly become an object of wild amusement to the men. Therese, though, brooked no resistance; she finished his nose to her satisfaction and began to yank hairs out of his ears, oblivious to the laughter from the saloon. She proceeded briskly with her tweezers, seizing a hair and extracting it with the same motion.


  Xavier Wanz, standing stiffly behind a bar, thought the men he was serving must be crazy. He had never heard such desperate laughter, and at what? Because his wife was giving their captain the hair-offs? Not knowing quite what to do, he contented himself with folding and refolding his little white towel several times.


  The hairs out, Therese began to rub Gus with an unguent whose smell she liked. The young monsieur had nice hair; she felt she might enjoy entertaining him in her tent for a bit, if only Xavier could be distracted, which didn’t seem likely.


  Meanwhile, there was business. Once she had combed Gus’s hair the way she considered that it ought to be combed, she took the sheet off him and announced that he could stand up.


  “One dollars, monsieur,” she said. “Now you look like a fine cavalier.”


  Augustus was somewhat startled by the price; he had not expected to pay more than fifty cents for his barbering, in such a place. Many a whore would cost little more than the haircut. But Therese smiled at him and whisked him off with her little brush. He liked her plump shoulders—why be tight?


  “A bargain at the price, ma’am,” he said, and paid her the dollar.


  43.


  WHEN CALL CAME BACK to Lonesome Dove with the four carpenters he was surprised to find that the whole troop had been barbered and shaved. Pea Eye was just rising from the chair when he rode up. Only Deets, watching silently from a seat on a stump, had not been worked on. All the men were preening as if they had just come out of church. Therese Wanz, the woman who had clipped the considerable pile of hair that was around the barber chair, was bent over a large washtub, wringing out a towel.


  “Ma’am, you need to strop your razor—here’s one more,” Gus said. “I’ll take your horse, Woodrow—you’ve got a treat in store.”


  Madame Wanz was evidently a woman of cheerful temperament. She sat Call down and poured out a torrent of French.


  “Do you know what she’s saying?” he asked Augustus.


  “Just keep still and do your duty, Woodrow,” Gus said.


  Madame Wanz made a little bow when she sat Call in the barber’s chair. He felt a touch of embarrassment; he had heard of women barbers but had never been worked on by one before. All of the men were in high good humor. They looked more presentable than they had looked in months.


  “I expect you better shear me,” Call said. “It’ll probably be a good spell before I see a barber again.”


  Call had relaxed and slipped into a half-doze by the time Therese Wanz got around to the extraction of his nose hairs. He jumped so violently at the first jerk of the tweezers that he turned the barber chair over—all the men, who had been watching for just such a reaction, exploded with laughter. Augustus laughed so hard he had to hold his side. Even Call had to smile. It must have been funny, seeing him tip over a barber’s chair.


  “I wish we had old Buffalo Hump here,” he said. “I expect he’d think this was a pretty fancy torture.”


  Therese, undeterred, sat him down again and applied the tweezers until his nose was plucked clean of hairs.


  Later, when they were all cleaned up enough to look almost as respectable as Xavier Wanz’s tablecloth, Therese proved that she was as skilled a cook as she was a barber. A sizable flock of half-wild chickens chirped amid the crumbling adobe huts. Therese snatched four of them, collected a great number of eggs, and made them all a feast which included potatoes. The men ate so much they could scarcely stumble off the floor of the saloon-to-be, where the feast had been served on a folding table Xavier had produced from under the wagon sheet.


  “If people knew they could get fed like this, Lonesome Dove would be a town in no time,” Gus said. “I wouldn’t mind moving here myself. It would save the expense of all that high-priced Austin liquor.”


  “Yes, but what would you do for cash?” Call asked. “It’s fine eating, but there’d be no one to pay you a wage.”


  Therese had put two candles on the folding table. Other than their flickering light, the only illumination came from the high moon.


  “Captain King expects there’ll be businesses here someday, because of the fine river crossing,” Gus said. “If there’s businesses here, I guess we could have one too.”


  “Speak for yourself,” Call said. “I’m a Texas Ranger and I aim to stay one.”


  “Now that’s a damn boresome point of view,” Gus said. “Just because we started out being rangers don’t mean we have to stay rangers all our lives. The army will whip out the Indians in a few more years and there won’t be much to do, anyway.”


  “Maybe, but there’s plenty to do right now,” Call said.


  “Mr. Xavier, now he’s a curious fellow,” Gus said. “He’s been standing behind that bar all day and he’s still standing behind it.”


  Call looked. Sure enough, Xavier still held his position behind the long bar, although all the rangers had either fallen asleep or left the floor of the saloon.


  “Between the barbering and the liquor they made a pretty penny on us today,” Call said. “I expect they’ll soon prosper.”


  The two of them strolled away from the unbuilt saloon and the camp where their comrades slept, and meandered toward the river. They heard the water before they saw it, and, when they did see it, it was only the flicker of moonlight here and there on the surface.


  “Lonesome Dove will need a whore or two, otherwise it won’t grow,” Augustus allowed. “Prosperous businessmen won’t long tolerate the absence of whores.”


  “You can’t tolerate it, you mean,” Call said. “That’s one reason you’ll never be a prosperous businessman.”


  “Well, I just wasn’t meant to work at one trade all my life,” Augustus said. “I’m too fond of variety.”


  “If you like variety I don’t see how you can beat rangering,” Call said. “A month ago we were freezing on the plains, trying not to get scalped, and now we’re off to Mexico, where we’ll be hot and probably get shot.”


  “Is the Captain sending the cattle?” Gus asked. “If he is, I hope they don’t come for a day or two. A little more of that woman’s cooking might improve my cowboying.”


  “He’s not sending the cattle—no interest,” Call said.


  “No interest?” Gus said, astonished. “No cattle? What are we going to do, Woodrow?”


  They both stood looking across the river, at Mexico, the dark country.


  “Maybe the Captain’s already escaped,” Gus said. “He’s sly, the Captain. He could be halfway home by now.”


  “He might be halfway dead, too,” Call pointed out.


  “If we can’t raise the cattle, what do we do?” Augustus asked. “Go after him anyway, or give up again?”


  “You’re a captain, same as I am,” Call said. “What do you want to do? The two of us might go in alone and sneak him out.”


  “Why, yes, and pigs might cuss,” Gus said. “What’ll happen is we’ll get caught too—and the state of Texas won’t bother sending no expedition after us.”


  Still, once he thought about it, something about the adventure of trying to rescue Captain Scull appealed to him, and the thought of a herd of cattle did not.


  “It’s getting to be the fly season, Woodrow,” Gus said.


  Call waited. Augustus didn’t elaborate.


  “What’s your point?” Call asked, finally. “We can’t stop the seasons from turning.”


  “No, but we could avoid cattle during the fly season,” Gus said. “A thousand cattle would attract at least a million flies, which is more flies than I care to swat.”


  “We don’t have them anyway,” Call said. “And if Captain King won’t give them to us, nobody will. Anyway, he’s right. We could no more drive a thousand cattle across Mexico than we could a thousand jackrabbits.”


  “That’s right, we ain’t vaqueros,” Gus said.


  The two of them fell silent, looking across to Mexico. Though they quarreled frequently, they were often tugged by the same impulses, and so it was at that moment by the slow river. The longer they looked across it, the more strongly they felt the urge to attempt their mission alone—without cattle and without the other men.


  “We could just do it, Woodrow—the two of us,” Augustus said. “We’d have a better chance than if we take the cattle or the troop.”


  Call agreed.


  “I’m game if you are,” he said. “I think it’s about time we made something of ourselves, anyway.”


  “I’d just like to travel with less company, myself,” Gus said. “I don’t know about making something of ourselves.”


  “Buffalo Hump’s held the plains ever since we’ve been rangers,” Call pointed out. “We’ve never whipped him. And Ahumado’s held the border—we’ve never whipped him either. We can’t protect the plains or the border either—that’s poor work in my book.”


  “Woodrow, you’re the worst I’ve ever known for criticizing yourself,” Gus said. “We’ve never rangered with more than a dozen men at a time. Nobody could whip Buffalo Hump or Ahumado with a dozen men.”


  Call knew that was true, but it didn’t change his feeling. The Texas Rangers were supposed to protect settlers on the frontier, but they hadn’t. The recent massacres were evidence enough that they weren’t succeeding on their job.


  “You ought to give up and open a store, if you feel that low about it,” Augustus suggested. “There’s a need for a store, now that the Forsythes are dead. You could marry Mag while you’re at it and be comfortable.”


  “I don’t want to run a store or marry either,” Call said. “I’d just like to feel that I’m worth the money I’m paid.”


  “No, what you want is to take a big scalp,” Gus said. “Buffalo Hump’s or Ahumado’s. That’s what you want. Me, I’d take the scalp too, but I don’t figure it would change much.”


  “If you kill the jefe it might change something,” Call argued.


  “No, because somebody else just as mean will soon come along,” Gus said.


  “Well, we rarely agree,” Call said.


  “No, but let’s go to Mexico anyway,” Augustus said. “I’m restless. Let’s just saddle up and go tonight. There’s a fine moon. Without the boys to slow us down we could make forty miles by morning.”


  Call felt tempted. He and Augustus at least knew one another’s competencies. They would probably fare better alone.


  “What’s your hurry?” he asked Gus. “Why tonight?”


  “If I stay around I expect that Frenchwoman might fall in love with me,” Gus said. “Her husband might fight me—it’d be a pity to get blood on that nice tablecloth.”


  “Do you suppose the boys can find their way back to Austin, if we leave?” Call asked.


  “Ikey Ripple claims to have never been lost,” Augustus reminded him. “I expect it’s a boast, but I think we should put him to the test. If the other boys don’t want to try it with Ikey, they can stay and help build the saloon. The town would grow quicker if they had a saloon that didn’t expose you to the weather—if the saloon had a roof and there was a whore or two and a livery stable, Lonesome Dove might be a place somebody might want to live.”


  “The boys will be right surprised, when they wake up and find us gone,” Call said.


  “A little startlement would be better than being caught by Ahumado,” Gus pointed out. “From what I’ve heard, he ain’t gentle.”


  The white moon soared over Mexico. The longer the two men looked, the stronger beckoning they felt from the unknown land.


  “If we had cattle I’d try it the way we were supposed to,” Call said. “But the fact is we don’t.”


  When they got back to the saloon the two candles had been blown out and the Wanzes had retired to their tent.


  “I doubt that tent really belonged to Napoleon,” Call said. “He was the emperor. Why would he give it up?”


  “He might have just liked Therese, if he’d met her,” Augustus said. “I like her myself, even if she did pull hairs out of my nose.”


  Deets was the only man awake when the two of them were saddling their horses and selecting a few provisions. At first he supposed the two captains were just going off on a scout; when Call came over and informed him that they were going to try and rescue Captain Scull themselves, Deets’s eyes grew wide. He knew it was not his place to question the action of his two captains, but he could not entirely suppress his apprehension.


  “We way down here in the brush,” he said.


  It wasn’t that Deets felt exactly lost—it was just that he didn’t feel exactly safe. The big Indian with the hump might come—or, if not him, someone just as bad.


  Call felt a little guilty as he gathered up his gear. He was usually the one impatient to leave, but this time it was Augustus who was in a sweat to get started. Call felt he ought to wake up one or two of the men and let them know what was happening, but Augustus argued against it.


  “These men have been drinking ever since we got here,” he pointed out. “They’re drunk and they’re asleep—let’s just go. They ain’t new calves, they’re grown men. I doubt we’ll be gone more than a few days. If they don’t want to head back to Austin, they can stay here and wait for us.”


  Several loud snores could be heard, as they talked.


  Call felt that they ought to leave instructions, but again Gus protested.


  “You don’t always have to be telling people every single thing to do, Woodrow,” he complained. “They need to work up some independence anyway. If we wake ’em up they might quarrel and start punching one another.”


  “All right,” Call said. It didn’t feel quite right, but there was logic in what Gus said.


  Pea Eye woke up, as the two captains talked. He saw them mount and ride out of camp; in a minute or two he heard their horses take the river. But it was not an unusual thing. Captain Call particularly often rode off at night, to scout a little. Pea Eye supposed it was no more than that, and went back to sleep.


  44.


  WHEN AHUMADO SAW the small hole in his leg, with the little ring of rot around it, he knew that Parrot had been at work. Parrot had sent the small brown spider who hides to bite him; when he first saw the hole, which was in the lower part of his leg, he was surprised. He had always been respectful of Parrot, as he had of Jaguar. It was hard to know why Parrot would have the Spider-Who-Hides bite him—but the evidence was there. When Ahumado bent over he could smell the rot, and he knew it would get worse. Soon he might have no leg; he might merely have a bone where the leg had been. The flesh of his leg would rot and turn black. Parrot liked to joke—what had happened might only be Parrot’s joke. Parrot was older than humans, and had no respect for them. He was capable of complicated jokes, too. The whites had always called Ahumado the Black Vaquero, despite the fact that he had no interest in cows. He only bothered taking them to annoy the Texans, who prized cows highly. He didn’t like horses, either, except to eat, yet the whites considered him a great horsethief, though he only stole horses to trade them for slaves. Still, all the whites called him the Black Vaquero. Parrot knew such things—so now Parrot had sent Spider-Who-Hides to make his leg black. It was one of Parrot’s jokes, probably. The Black Vaquero would at least have a black leg.


  Ahumado did not reveal his injury to anyone. He sat on his blanket, as he always did, watching the great vultures soar across the face of the Yellow Cliffs. There were fewer vultures now, because Ahumado had stopped hanging men in the cages, men the vultures could eat. Only a few of the vultures, or the eagles, still flew along the cliff, waiting to see if Ahumado would cage a man for them to eat.


  Ahumado sat as he had always sat, listening, saying little. The wound in his leg was very small yet; no one had noticed it, or smelled the rot that would soon spread. Once he had thought the matter over for a day or two, Ahumado realized that it was more than just one of Parrot’s jokes. Parrot had sent Spider to call him home; Parrot and Jaguar wanted him to leave the Yellow Cliffs, to stop harrying the whites with their thin cattle; Parrot and Jaguar wanted him to return to his home, to the jungle, where great serpents rested in the vine-covered temples. There was a broad tree near one of the temples, a tree with a great hole in it. Lightning had hit the tree and burned it away inside, so that there was a space in the tree large enough for a person to live in. When Ahumado was young an old woman had lived in the tree: her name was Huatl and she was a great curandera, so great that she could even cure the bite of the Spider-Who-Hides. In his youth Ahumado had often seen old Huatl; she lived in the split tree, near his home. She had told him that he would live long but that in his old age it would be his duty to return to the place of the split tree. When it was time for him to finish with his life as a human being, he was to lie near the tree with the hole in it; then he would sink into the earth and become a root. Lightning would come again and burn the great tree where Huatl lived. That tree would burn up but another tree would grow from the root that had once been the man Ahumado. That tree would live for a thousand years and become the tree of medicines. The people would come in their weakness or illness to the tree of medicines and be cured. In that tree would be all knowledge, all that Huatl and all the other great healers knew.


  For three days Ahumado watched the tiny hole in his leg become larger; he watched as the ring of rot spread. On the third day he heard a sound deep in his ear and looked up to see Parrot fly like a red streak across the face of the cliff. He thought the sound in his ear was from Jaguar, who was somewhere near.


  Ahumado knew then that he had been summoned. He was spending his last day in the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs. None of the people in the camp knew this, of course. The women went on with their work, washing clothes in the stream and making tortillas. The men played cards, drank tequila, quarreled over dice, and tried to get the women to couple with them. Scull crouched in his cage, sheltering his lidless eyes from the sun. It was hundreds of miles to the jungle, to the place of temples. Ahumado knew he had better get started. He wanted to get across the first mountains before his leg became too bad. He knew that by the time he reached the home of Jaguar he would have no leg. He meant to take a good hatchet with him, so he could make himself a crutch when his leg failed. That night he would crawl through a hole that only he knew about—the hole would take him through the belly of the cliff; it would take him past the dark men. He told no one; he would merely vanish—in the morning there would be no Ahumado. He would travel over rocks and leave no track. None of the people would know where he went. He would simply be gone.


  There was only one thing left for Ahumado to do, in the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs, and it involved old Goyeto, the skinner.


  “Sharpen your knives,” he told Goyeto. “You had better get them as sharp as you can. They need to be very sharp today.”


  Goyeto brightened, when he received those instructions. They had taken no captives lately; there had been no one to skin. But now Ahumado wanted him to make the knives sharp. He wanted the knives to be very sharp. It must mean that he had at last decided to let him skin the white man, Scull. There was no one else who was a candidate for skinning.


  So Goyeto set about to make his little knives sharp—while Ahumado sat on his blanket, Goyeto whetted his knives, with skill. When they were ready he brought them to Ahumado, who tested them one by one. He used fine threads from his blanket, cutting the threads with the mere touch.


  “Are we going to skin the white man?” Goyeto asked. “I’ll have him tied to the post, if you want.”


  When Ahumado turned to face him Goyeto’s heart almost stopped, from the look that was in Ahumado’s eyes. Goyeto did not even have the strength to stammer. He knew he had been discovered; an old sin, one he had committed many years before with one of Ahumado’s women, on a blanket amid the horses, had been found out. Goyeto had long feared discovery—Ahumado was jealous of his women—but Ahumado had been one hundred miles away, on a trip to catch slaves, when the woman coaxed him onto the blanket. She was a lustful woman; she had tried to coax him onto the blanket many times, but Goyeto had been too fearful of Ahumado’s vengeance. He had only coupled with the woman that once.


  When Ahumado turned his snakelike look on him, Goyeto knew who the knives had been sharpened for. He jumped up and tried to run, but the vaqueros quickly caught him. At Ahumado’s command they took all his clothes off and tied him to the post where he had practiced his delicate art for so long. Goyeto felt such a fear that he wanted to die. No one but himself knew how to skin a man—if one of the crude young pistoleros tried to skin him it would just be butchery; they would hack his flesh off, with his skin.


  Then Ahumado himself rose from his blanket and took the knives. He stuck them one by one into the post above Goyeto’s head, so that, as one became dull, he could take another.


  “Parrot told me what you did with my woman,” Ahumado said. “He told me in a dream. I have watched you skin people for many years. I am your pupil in this matter. Now we will see if I have learned well.”


  Goyeto didn’t plead. He was so frightened that all words left his mind and became screams. Ahumado began at his armpits and began to work downward. Old Goyeto had a big stomach—Ahumado thought such a stomach would be easy to skin, but it wasn’t. Goyeto screamed so loudly that people became confused and began to flee the camp. It was not merely the loudness of the screams that confused them, either. Ahumado was skinning the skinner—no one knew what it meant. It might mean that he was tired of them, that he meant to skin them all. If they ran he might merely shoot them, which would be better than being skinned.


  Goyeto’s voice wore out long before Ahumado worked downward to the part that had been active in committing the sin, years before on the horse blanket. Goyeto’s mind broke; he spewed liquids out of his mouth that mixed with his blood. Ahumado tried to skin one of his ears but Goyeto didn’t feel it. He died in the afternoon, well before the sun touched the rim of the Yellow Cliff. Disappointed, Ahumado stuck all of Goyeto’s skinning knives in him, and walked away.


  There were only a few people left in the camp by then; a few old women, too crippled to run, and one or two of the older vaqueros; all of them hated Goyeto and wanted to see how long he would last. Like Ahumado, they were disappointed.


  The other person left was the white man, Scull. He had not watched the skinning. It was a bright day. He had to crouch with his arms over his head to keep the brightness from burning his brain. Scull knew what happened, though. Ahumado had seen him glance once or twice at the skinning post. Scull noticed that people were leaving the camp. It was only when dusk fell and deep shadows filled the canyon that Scull could look. Ahumado had returned to his blanket—a few old women sat by the fires.


  In the night, when the camp slept, Ahumado went to the cage where Scull was kept. Scull flashed his white eyes at him but didn’t speak. Neither did Ahumado. Goyeto, dead, hung from the skinning post. Even some of the old women had begun to hobble away. Ahumado pulled the cage, with Scull in it, toward the pit of snakes and scorpions and, without delay, pushed it over the edge. He heard it splinter when it hit the floor of the pit. There was no sound from Scull, but Ahumado heard the buzz of several rattlesnakes as he walked away.


  Ahumado took his rifle and his blanket and moved quickly until he found the hole that led through the belly of the mountain.


  By morning, when old Xitla woke and began to stir the campfire, the vultures had begun to curl down into the camp, to feast on Goyeto; but Ahumado, the Black Vaquero, was gone.


  45.


  AS SCULL LISTENED to old Goyeto’s screams he wondered what had occurred. The skinner was being skinned, that much he could see, although he only glanced up once or twice. He could not risk more; not with the sun so bright. But Ahumado was doing the skinning and, to judge from the intensity of Goyeto’s screams, doing it badly on purpose. Where the skinner, Goyeto, had only taken skin, Ahumado pulled away strips of flesh, and did it so cavalierly that Goyeto soon wore out his voice and his heart. He died well before sunset, only partially skinned.


  Once the shadows came Scull could risk more looks—he saw that almost all the people in the camp were leaving, unnerved by the unexpected execution of Goyeto.


  Then, once it was dark, Ahumado suddenly appeared and began to push the cage toward the pit. He didn’t speak; Scull didn’t either. The two had contested in silence so far; let it stay silent, Scull thought, though he was disturbed by what was occurring. He had seen men hurled into the pit and had heard their dying screams. He didn’t know how deep the pit was—perhaps he would be killed or crippled by the drop. He knew there were snakes in the pit because he could hear them buzzing; but he didn’t know how many snakes, or what else might be there. Once Ahumado appeared there was no time to reflect or plan. Ahumado didn’t even glance at him, or speak words of hatred and triumph. He just pushed the cage a few feet and, without ceremony, shoved it over the edge of the pit.


  The darkness Scull fell into was soon matched by the darkness in his head. He heard snakes buzzing and then he heard nothing. The cage turned in the air—he landed upside down and struck his head sharply on one of the wooden bars.


  When he came to, it was night—in the moonlight he could see the opening of the pit above him. Scull didn’t move. He heard no buzzing, but didn’t consider it prudent to move. If there was a snake close by he didn’t want to disturb it. In the morning he could assess matters more intelligently. There was dried blood on his cheek; he assumed he had cut his head when the cage hit bottom. But he was alive.


  At the moment his worst affliction was the stench. The rich Mexicans who had died in the pit were still there, of course, and they were fragrant. But he was alive, Bible and sword; under the circumstances, phenomenal luck. It could easily have been himself, and not Goyeto, at the skinning post.


  The pistoleros, the vaqueros, the young men of the camp, and the young women seemed to have gone. Always at night there would be singing around the campfires; there would be laughter, quarrels, the sounds of flirtation, drunkenness, strife. Sometimes guns were fired; sometimes women shrieked.


  But now the camp above him was silent, a fact which bothered Scull considerably. To be alive, after such a drop, was exhilarating; but after relief and euphoria came terrible thoughts. What if they had all left? The old man might just have pushed him into the cage and left him to starve. The walls of the pit looked sheer. What if he couldn’t scale them? What would he survive on? What if no rains came and he had no water?


  From exhilaration he slid toward hopelessness; he had to will himself to stop, to collect his thoughts. Intelligence, intelligence, he told himself. Think! The fact that he was in a hard situation didn’t mean the final doom was come. At least in the pit he could shade himself, and the rangers might be well on their way with the cattle. With Ahumado gone all they would have to do was ride in and hoist him out of the pit.


  Slowly, Scull’s panic subsided. He reminded himself that in the pit there was shade; the torture of sunlight would be avoided.


  Finally a gray light began to filter into the air above the pit. The stars faded. Scull looked first for the snakes and saw none. Perhaps they were hiding in crevices. The dead men were far gone in rot. Fortunately his cage had splintered and he soon freed himself of it. The stench all but overcame him; he thought his best bet to contain it would be to scoop dirt over the bodies. If he could cover them over with dirt it would cut at least some of the smell. He pulled loose a couple of bars, from his cage, to use as digging instruments. He could dig at the side of the pit until he had enough dirt to cover the bodies. Though not particularly fastidious, he felt that a day or two of the stench might unhinge his mind.


  He was just about to begin digging at the wall of the pit when he heard the buzzing again and realized he had been wrong about the snakes. The light was gray and so was the dust in the pit—in the gray dust the snakes were almost invisible. One large rattler had been resting not a yard from where he stood. The snake started to crawl away, only rattling a little, not coiling, but Scull leapt at it and crushed its head with his stick. He knew he had to be careful. His eyes were apt to water when he focused too long on one thing. He couldn’t see well enough to spot the snakes. He edged around the perimeter of the pit and killed three more snakes before he was done. Then he began to dig at the walls. By noon, when he had to quit and hide his eyes, the dead Mexicans lay buried under sizable mounds of earth. Before burying the men Scull held his nose with one hand and forced himself to investigate their pockets. He was hoping Ahumado had overlooked a pocketknife, or another file, but in that he was disappointed. All he got off the corpses was their belts.


  From time to time he dug, heaping more dirt on the corpses, but his time in the cage had weakened him; he could not dig long at a stretch, and no matter how careful he was, dirt got into his lidless eyes. The dust and dirt felt as painful as if it were gravel. Finally he took off his shirt, tied it over his eyes, and dug at the walls blindly.


  By the afternoon, exhausted, he huddled in the shade. One of his ankles was inflamed. He had seen several scorpions and wondered if he had been bitten by one during the night, when he was unconscious. He saw no sign of a bite, but the ankle was very sore, which chastened him. The pit seemed to be only fifteen feet deep, only some three times his size. Perhaps he could dig a few handholds and pull himself out. But his throbbing ankle, coupled with his exhaustion and the beginnings of a fever, brought home to him again the desperate character of the situation. No sound at all came from what had been, only the day before, a bustling camp. There might be no one left to bring him water or food. The rangers might not have been able to get the cattle; no help might be coming. The pit he was in, though not really deep, was just deep enough to constitute the perfect trap for a man in his condition. Even if he could dig the handholds, he might not have the strength to climb out; his ankle would scarcely bear his weight. He could eat the snakes he had killed, but, after that, he would have nothing. Every day he would get a little weaker, and have less and less hope of effecting his own escape. Barring a miracle, Ahumado had beaten him after all. The old man had even robbed him of time. As soon as Ahumado noticed that Scull was keeping a little calendar of twigs, he moved the cage and scattered the twigs. It was a thing to brood about. Ahumado had known that time meant something special to his prisoner. Now and then he would approach the cage and say, “Do you know what day it is, Captain?”


  Scull refused to answer—but Ahumado knew that Scull’s hold on time had been broken.


  “I know what day it is,” he would say quietly, before returning to his blanket.


  That night, as Scull’s fever rose, he dreamed of a flood. He dreamed that water filled the pit to its brim, cool water that allowed him to float free. “Forty days and forty nights,” he mumbled, but he awoke to dry sunlight and pain in his eyes. The dirt he had got in them the day before left them swollen.


  “Noah,” Scull said, aloud. “I need what Noah had. I need a flood to raise me up.”


  His own words sounded crazy to him. As his mind swirled, touching the edges of madness, he suddenly thought of Dolly, his Dolly—Inez to the world but always Dolly to him. Even at that moment, as he lay starving in a scorpion pit in Mexico, she probably was in a bed or a closet, stoking her own fires with some stout illiterate lad.


  “The black bitch!” he said.


  Then, anger pulsing through him, he yelled the words as loudly as he could: “The black bitch! The bitch!” The sound echoed off the cliffs, where a few buzzards still circled.


  Then, dizzy from his own spurt of anger, Scull sat back against the wall of the pit, exhausted. In his mind he saw exactly how the handholds should be dug, in an ascending circle around the pit. He stood five foot two; he only needed to raise himself a bit over ten feet to escape—nothing to what Hannibal had faced with his elephants at the base of the Alps. Yet it was those ten feet that would defeat him. His eye saw the way clearly, but his body, for the first time in his life, would not respond.


  Scull dozed; the heat of the day began to fill the pit. Soon it felt hot as a stovepipe to him. His fever rose; he felt chill even as he sweated. Once he thought he heard movement above him. He thought it might be a coyote or some other varmint, inspecting the camp, hoping to find a scrap to eat. He yelled a time or two, though, on the off chance that it might be a human visitor.


  His yells produced no answer. Scull stood up, to test his ankle, but immediately sat back down. His ankle would bear no weight. Then he began to get the feeling that he was not alone: someone was above him, waiting where he couldn’t see them. But the person, if it was a person, waited quietly, making no sound. Through the afternoon he turned his sore eyes upward a few times, but saw no one.


  Then, as dusk was approaching, he saw what he had sensed. A face, as old and brown as the earth, was visible above him. Then he remembered the old woman. He had seen her often during his days of captivity in the cage, but had paid her little mind. Most of the day the old woman sat under a small tree, silent. When she rose to do some chores she walked slowly, bent almost double, supporting herself with a heavy stick. He rarely saw anyone speak to her. No doubt the people of the camp had left her to die—crippled as she was, she would have been an impediment to travel.


  “Agua!” he said, looking up at her. The sight of a human face made him realize how thirsty he was. “Agua! Agua!”


  The old face disappeared. Scull felt a flutter of hope. At least one human knew where he was, and that he was alive. There was no reason for the old woman to help him—she was probably dying herself. But she was there, and people were unpredictable. She might help him.


  Above him old Xitla crept about the camp. She was glad the people had left—the camp was hers now. She had spent the day looking for things people had dropped as they were leaving. People were so careless. They left things that they considered had no use, but old Xitla knew that everything had a use, if one were wise enough to know the uses of things. In a few hours of looking she had already found a bullet, several nails, an old shirt, and a rawhide string. These things were treasures to Xitla. With each find she hobbled eagerly back to her tree and put her treasure on her blanket.


  In her years in Ahumado’s camp Xitla had been careful never to tell him her name. She knew he would kill her immediately if he knew that her name was Xitla and that she was the daughter of Tilan, a great curandera who had known him in his youth in the south. Her mother had insisted that she take the name “Xitla” because it would protect her from Ahumado. When he was a baby, her mother told her, the elders had put a poisoned leaf under Ahumado’s tongue and sent him out in the world to do evil. Though Ahumado did not know it, he and Xitla had been born on the same minute of the same day, and their mothers were sisters—thus their destinies were forever linked together. They would die on the same moment of the same day too—in killing Xitla, Ahumado would have killed himself. But Ti-lan, her mother, when she sent Xitla away, warned her that she was never to tell Ahumado her real name, or the circumstances of her birth. If Ahumado knew he would try to challenge his destiny by putting Xitla to death in some cruel fashion. He bore the legacy of the poisoned leaf and would do much evil as a result.


  A few years back Xitla thought Ahumado had found her out. He seldom rode a horse, yet one day for no reason Ahumado mounted a strong horse and rode the horse right over her, injuring her back, so that she could never again stand straight. He had never explained his actions. He had merely ridden over her and left her in the dust. Then he dismounted and was never seen on a horse again. He had forbidden the people to help her, too. Xitla had crawled away on her hands and knees and found roots and leaves that helped her pain to be less.


  Around the camp, Xitla was known as Manuela. Because it was understood that Ahumado disapproved of her, she had few friends. Sometimes drunken vaqueros, men so debased that they would use any woman, or even a mare or a cow, came and pawed at her in the night. She had been small and dark but very beautiful; the vaqueros saw something of her beauty and still pawed at her, even though she had passed her time as a woman.


  One or two of the other old grandmothers in the village spoke to her; they were too old to care about Ahumado or his wrath. Xitla’s one companion was a small white cat. The little cat grew and became her hunter. It brought her the fattest rats and even, now and then, a baby rabbit, a delicacy Xitla cooked in her pot, seasoned with good spices. Her cat was Xitla’s companion. It slept next to her head at night, and its thoughts went into her brain. The cat wanted her to leave the camp and go to a nearby village. But Xitla was afraid to go. She moved so slowly that it would take her many days to reach the village—once Ahumado knew that she was gone he might send his pistoleros to catch her and put her on one of the sharpened trees—that was the penalty for those who left without permission.


  A few weeks later her cat left the camp to hunt and never came back. A woman told her, much later, that Ahumado had caught it and given it to a great rattler he kept in a cave—Xitla never knew whether the story was true. Even though she was old many women in the camp were jealous of her, because of her great beauty. Sometimes in the night Xitla felt her cat trying to send its thoughts into her brain, but its thoughts were not clear. Another woman told her that the story about the great rattler was nonsense; there had been an old cougar living near the camp; the cougar had probably eaten her cat.


  This old woman, Cincha, had merely wanted gossip, Xitla thought. Like everyone else in the camp, Cincha was curious about Xitla and Ahumado. They wanted to know why the Black Vaquero hated Xitla so much; and why, if he hated her, didn’t he just kill her. None of them knew about the sisters, or the poisoned leaf, nor did they know the real reason for Ahumado’s hatred, which was simple. Once in his youth Ahumado had tried to come to her in the way of a man and she had stuck him in his member with a green thorn. She had been using the thorn to sew and had merely stuck Ahumado with it because she did not want to be with him in that way.


  The green thorn had poison in it and the poison went into Ahumado’s member. He had several wives, but none of them were happy—there were stories and stories, but Xitla didn’t know if they were true. She just knew that Ahumado hated her so badly that he had run over her with a horse.


  Now, to her surprise, Ahumado had been the one to leave the camp. He told no one that he was leaving. There was much speculation but no one really knew why Ahumado did the things he did. Within a day, all the other people in the camp left too. No one offered to take Xitla. They had simply left her on her blanket. The women were particularly anxious to leave her—they did not like it that Xitla had such beauty of face still.


  Xitla had been asleep, dreaming of Parrot, when Ahumado pushed the white man into the pit. When she awoke she heard the white man speaking to himself and knew that he was still alive. The white man had survived as Ahumado’s captive for many weeks—he had a strong spirit in him; he might yet find a way to escape the pit. She could not resist peeking at him, in the pit, and it was then that he asked her for water.


  There were three or four pots laying around the camp, pots people had left in their careless haste. Xitla took one of the pots and filled it with water from the stream. Then she searched though her treasures until she found enough rawhide string to make a cord long enough to lower the water to the white man. It would please her to help the prisoner in the pit, but when she lowered the water and looked at the man she realized it would not be easy to save him—he was very weak. He was on the point of giving up, this man, but Xitla hoped that a little cool water and some food would bring his spirit back its strength.


  It took Xitla a long time to get the water, moving slowly as she did, and she was careful when she lowered it into the pit. When the white man stood up to catch the jug Xitla saw that one of his ankles was injured. He could not put his foot on the ground without pain, a fact which complicated his escape. It would be hard for him to climb out of the pit with such a sore ankle.


  Xitla decided to take her blanket and go to the little cornfield by the stream. The corn was young, but it was the only food close to the camp that she might bring him. She would pile some of the soft corn on her blanket and drag it to the pit, so that the man would have something to eat. She could stay alive on very little, and the white man could too or he would have already starved.


  “Gracias, gracias,” Scull said, when the water jug was safely in his hands. He took the water in little sips, just a drop or two at a time, to soothe his swollen tongue. His tongue was so thick that he could barely speak his words of thanks.


  It was a good sign that Scull was careful with the water, Xitla thought. He was disciplined; if she could get him a little corn his spirit might revive.


  That night Xitla listened carefully to the animal noises around the camp. She wanted to be awake in case Ahumado came back. He had always been a night raider; he struck at the most peaceful hour, when people were deep in restful sleep. Young women, dreaming of lovers, would not know anyone was there until the hard hands of the pistoleros took them away into slavery, far from their villages and their lovers. People were not alert enough to sense the approach of Ahumado, but animals could sense it. All the animals knew that Ahumado had been given the poison leaf, and did evil things. Sometimes he made Goyeto tie up animals and skin them, for practice. The animals knew better than to let such an old man catch them. The coyotes stayed away, and the skunks and even the rats. The night birds didn’t sing when Ahumado was around.


  Xitla listened carefully, and was reassured. There were plenty of animals out that night, enjoying the bright moon. Just beyond the cornfield where she meant to go in the morning with her blanket there were some coyotes playing, yipping at one another, teasing and calling out. She watched a skunk pass by, and heard an owl from a tree near the cliff.


  Hearing the sounds of the animals made Xitla feel peaceful, content to doze by her little fire of twigs and branches. She didn’t know where Ahumado had gone, or why, but it was enough, for the moment, to know that he was far away. In the morning she would go to the cornfield with her blanket and pick some young corn for the white man, Captain Scull.


  46.


  THERESE WANZ was much put out when she emerged from the white tent and discovered that Captain Call and Captain McCrae had left Lonesome Dove in the night. She had been up early, gathering eggs in her basket from hens’ nests in the crumbling house left by Preacher Windthorst. She liked the two young captains; having them there was a fine change from the company of her husband, Xavier, a man disposed to look on the dark side of life, a man who had little natural cheer in him or even a satisfactory amount of the natural appetites all men should have. Frequently, due to his gloom, Therese had to sit on Xavier in order to secure her conjugal pleasures. Xavier was convinced they would starve to death in the Western wilderness they had come to, but Therese knew better. In only one day, with the rangers there, they had made more money than they would have made in France in a month, doling out liquor in their village for a few francs a day.


  All day the rangers had drunk liquor and paid them cash money, a fact not lost on Xavier, who threw off his gloom long enough to accord Therese a healthy dose of conjugal pleasure without her having to go to the trouble of sitting on him.


  She sprang up early, ready to make the rangers a fine omelette and collect a few more of their dollars, only to discover that the two rangers she liked best had ridden off to Mexico. Only the black man had seen them leave; the other rangers were as startled as Therese to discover they were gone.


  “You mean they left us here?” Lee Hitch asked.


  “Yes sir,” Deets said. “Gone to get the Captain.”


  “That’s all right, Lee,” Stove Jones said. “I imagine they expect us to wait, and at least we’ll be waiting in a place where the saloon don’t close.”


  “It’ll close if Mr. Buffalo Hump shows up,” Lee said, with an apprehensive look around the clearing. Toward the river the blue sow and the blue boar were standing head-to-head, as if in conversation. Xavier Wanz was attempting to fasten a bow tie to his collar, a task that soon reduced him to a state of exasperation.


  At the mention of Buffalo Hump, Jake Spoon came awake with a start.


  “Why would he show up, Lee?” Jake asked. “There ain’t a town here yet—he wouldn’t get much if he shows up here.”


  “My tooth twitched half the night, that’s all I know,” Lee Hitch said. “When my tooth twitches it means Indians are in the vicinity.”


  “Goddamn them, why did they go?” Jake said, annoyed at the two captains for leaving them unprotected. Since the big raid on Austin his fear of Indians had grown until it threatened to spoil his sleep.


  Pea Eye was shocked that Jake would use such language in talking about Captain Call and Captain McCrae. They were the captains—if they left, it was for a good reason.


  Then, to Pea Eye’s surprise, the Frenchwoman began to wave at him, beckoning him to come help her prepare the breakfast. She was breaking eggs into a pan, and swirling it around; her husband, meanwhile, took out his tablecloth, from a bag where he kept it, and spread it on the table, smoothing it carefully. The man had on a bow tie, which struck Pea Eye as unnecessary, seeing as there was only a rough crew to serve.


  “Quick, monsieur, the woods!” Therese said, when Pea Eye bashfully approached. He saw that the cook fire was low and immediately got a few good sticks to build it up. As Therese swirled the eggs in the pan her bosom, under the loose gown, moved with the swirling motion. Pea Eye found that despite himself his eyes were drawn to her bosom. Therese didn’t seem to mind. She smiled at him and, with her free hand, motioned for him to bring more sticks.


  “Hurry, I am cooking but the fire is going lows,” she said.


  Though it was so early that there were still wisps of ground fog in the thickets, Lee Hitch and Stove Jones presented themselves at the bar, expecting liquor. To Pea Eye’s amazement Jake Spoon stepped right up beside them. Only the night before Jake had confided in him that he didn’t have a cent on him—he had lost all his money in a card game with Lee, a man who rarely lost at cards.


  Xavier Wanz put three glasses on the bar and filled them with whiskey; Jake drank his down as neatly as the two grown men. Both Lee and Stove put money on the bar, but Jake had none to put, a fact he revealed with a smile.


  “You’ll stand me a swallow, won’t you, boys?” he asked. “I’m a little thin this morning, when it comes to cash.”


  Neither Lee nor Stove responded happily to the request.


  “No,” Lee said bluntly.


  “No one invited you to be a drunkard at our expense,” Stove added.


  Jake’s face reddened—he did not like being denied what seemed to him a modest request.


  “You’re barely weaned off the teat, Jake,” Lee said. “You’re too young to be soaking up good liquor, anyway.”


  Jake stomped off the floor of the saloon, only to discover another source of annoyance: the Frenchwoman had summoned Pea Eye, rather than himself, to help her with the cook fire. The woman, Therese, was certainly comely. Jake liked the way she piled her abundant hair high on her head. Jake sauntered over, his hat cocked back jauntily off his forehead.


  “Pea, you ought to be helping Deets with the horses—I imagine they’re restless,” Jake said.


  To his shock the Frenchwoman suddenly turned on him, spitting like a cat.


  “You go away—ride the horses yourself, monsieur,” she said emphatically. “I am cooking with Monsieur,” she said emphatically. “I am cooking with Monsieur Peas. You are in the way. Vite! Vite!


  “Young goose!” she added, motioning with her free hand as if she were shooing away a gosling that had gotten underfoot.


  Mortified, Jake turned and walked straight down to the river. He had not expected to be rudely dismissed, so early in the day; it was an insult of the worst kind because everybody heard it—Jake would never suppose such a blow to his pride would occur in such a lowly place.


  It stung, it burned—the high-handedness of women was intolerable, he decided. Better to do as Woodrow Call had done and form an alliance with a whore—no whore would dare speak so rudely to a man.


  The worst of it, though, was having Pea Eye chosen over him, to do a simple chore. Pea Eye was gawky and all thumbs; he was always dropping things, bumping his head, or losing his gun—yet the Frenchwoman had summoned Pea and not himself.


  While Jake was brooding on the insult he heard a splashing and looked down the river to see a group of riders coming. At the thought that they might be Indians his heart jumped, but he soon saw that they were white men. The horses were loping through the shallows, throwing up spumes of water.


  The man in the lead was Captain King, who loped right past Jake as if he wasn’t there. The men following him were Mexican; they carried rifles and they looked hard. He turned and followed the riders back toward the saloon.


  When he arrived Captain King had already seated himself at the table with the tablecloth, tucked a napkin under his chin, and was heartily eating the Frenchwoman’s omelette. One of the vaqueros had killed a javelina. By the time Jake got there they had the little pig skinned and gutted. One of the men started to throw the pig guts into the bushes but Therese stopped him.


  “What do you do? You would waste the best part!” Therese said, scowling at the vaquero. “Xavier, come!”


  Jake, and a number of the other rangers too, were startled by the avid way Therese and Xavier Wanz went after the pig guts. Even the vaquero who had killed the pig was taken aback when Therese plunged her hands to the wrists in the intestines and plumped coil after coil of them on a tray her husband held. Her hands were soon bloody to the elbow, a sight that caused Lee Hitch, not normally a delicate case, to feel as if his stomach might come up.


  “Oh Lord, she’s got that gut blood on her,” he said, losing his taste for the delicious omelette he had just been served.


  Captain King, eating his omelette with relish, observed this sudden skittishness and chuckled.


  “You boys must have spent too much time in tea parlors,” he said. “I’ve seen your Karankawa Indians, of which there ain’t many, anymore, pull the guts out of a dying deer and start eating them before the deer had even stopped kicking.”


  “This is fine luck, Captain,” Therese said, bringing the heaping tray of guts over for him to inspect. “Tonight we will have the tripes.”


  “Well, that’s fine luck for these men—while they’re eating tripe I’ll be tramping through Mexico,” he said. “Some thieving caballeros run off fifty of our cow horses, but I expect we’ll soon catch up with them.”


  “You could take us with you, Captain,” Stove Jones said. “Call and McCrae, they left us. We ain’t got nothing to do.”


  Captain King wiped his mouth with his napkin and shook his head at Stove.


  “No thanks—taking you men would be like dragging several anchors,” he said bluntly. “Call and McCrae were unwise to bring you—they should have left you to the tea parlors.”


  He spoke with such uncommon force that none of the men knew quite what to say.


  “It was the Governor sent us on this errand,” Lee Hitch said finally.


  “He just wanted to get rid of you so he could claim he’d tried,” Captain King said, with the same bluntness. “Ed Pease knows that few Texas cattlemen are such rank fools as to deliver free cattle to an old bandit like Ahumado. He takes what livestock he wants anyway.”


  “It was to ransom Captain Scull,” Stove Jones reminded him.


  Captain King stood up, wiped his mouth, scattered some coins on the table, and went to his horse. Only when he was mounted did he bother to reply.


  “Inish Scull is mainly interested in making mischief,” he said. “He got himself into this scrape, and he ought to get himself out, but if he can’t, I imagine Call and McCrae will bring him back.”


  “Well, they left us,” Lee Hitch said.


  “Yes, got tired of dragging anchors, I suppose,” the Captain said.


  He motioned to his men, who looked dismayed. They had cut up the javelina and prepared it for the fire, but so far the meat was scarcely singed.


  “You will have to finish cooking that pig in Mexico,” he informed them. “I cannot be sitting around here while you cook a damn pig. I need to get those horses back and hang me a few thieves.”


  With that he turned and headed for the river. The vaqueros hastily pulled the slabs of uncooked javelina off the fire and stuffed them in their saddlebags. A couple of the slabs were so hot that smoke was seeping out of their saddlebags as they rode away.


  Therese and Xavier Wanz began to cut up the pig guts, stripping them of their contents as they worked. Xavier had taken off his black coat, but he still wore his neat bowtie.


  Lee Hitch and Stove Jones were both annoyed by Captain King. In their view he had been rude to the point of disrespect.


  “Why does he think we sit around in tea parlors?” Stove asked.


  “The fool, I don’t know—why didn’t you ask him yourself?” Lee said.


  47.


  “LORD, MEXICO’S a big country,” Augustus said. It was a warm night; they had only a small campfire, just adequate to the cooking they needed to do. Just after crossing the river, Call had shot a small deer—meat for a day or two at least. They were camped on a dry plain, and had not seen a human being since coming into Mexico.


  “The sky’s higher in Mexico,” Gus observed; he felt generally uneasy.


  “It ain’t higher, Gus,” Call said. “We’ve just traveled sixty miles. Why would the sky be higher, just because we’re in Mexico?”


  “Look at it,” Gus insisted. He pointed upward. “It’s higher.”


  Call declined to look up. Whenever Gus McCrae was bored and restless he always tried to start some nonsensical argument, on topics Call had little patience with.


  “The sky’s the same height no matter what country you’re in,” Call told him. “We’re way out here in the country—you can just see the stars better.”


  “How would you know? You’ve never been to no country but Texas,” Gus commented. “If we was in a country that had high mountains, the sky would have to be higher, otherwise the mountains would poke into it.”


  Call didn’t answer—he wanted, if possible, to let the topic die.


  “If a mountain was to poke a hole in the sky, I don’t know what would happen,” Gus said.


  He felt aggrieved. They had left in such a hurry that he had neglected to procure any whiskey, an oversight he regretted.


  “Maybe the sky would look lower if I had some whiskey to drink,” he said. “But you were in such a hurry to leave that I forgot to pack any.”


  Call was beginning to be exasperated. They were in deserted country and could get some rest, which would be the wise thing.


  “You should clean your guns and stop worrying about the sky being too high,” he said.


  “I wish you talked more, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I get gloomy if I have to sit around with you all night. You don’t talk enough to keep my mind off them gloomy topics.”


  “What topics?” Call asked. “We’re healthy and we’ve got no reason to be gloomy, that I can see.”


  “You can’t see much anyway,” Gus said. “Your eyesight’s so poor you can’t even tell that the sky’s higher in Mexico.”


  “The fact is, I was thinking about Billy,” Augustus said. “We’ve never gone on a rangering trip without Billy before.”


  “No, and it don’t feel right, does it?” Call agreed.


  “Now if he were here I’d have someone to help me complain, and you’d be a lot more comfortable,” Augustus said.


  They were silent for a while; both stared into the campfire.


  “I feel he’s around somewhere,” Augustus said. “I feel Billy’s haunting us. They say people who hang themselves don’t ever rest. They don’t die with their feet on the ground so their spirits float forever.”


  “Now, that’s silly,” Call said, although he had heard the same speculation about hanged men.


  “I can’t stop thinking about him, Woodrow,” Gus said. “I figure it was just a mistake Billy made, hanging himself. If he’d thought it over a few more minutes he might have stayed alive and gone on rangering with us.”


  “He’s gone, though, Gus—he’s gone,” Call reminded him, without reproach. He realized he had many of the feelings Augustus was trying to express. All through the bush country he had been nagged by a sense that something was missing, the troop incomplete. He knew it was Long Bill Coleman he missed, and Augustus missed him too. It was, in a way, as if Long Bill were following them at an uncomfortable distance; as if he were out somewhere, in the thin scrub, hoping to be taken back into life.


  “I hate a thing like death,” Augustus said.


  “Well, everybody hates it, I expect,” Call said.


  “One reason I hate it is because it don’t leave you no time to finish conversations,” Gus said.


  “Oh,” Call said. “Was you having a conversation with Billy that night before... it happened?”


  Augustus remembered well what he and Billy Coleman had been talking about the night before the suicide. Bill had heard from somebody that Matilda Jane Roberts, their old traveling companion, had opened a bordello in Denver. Matty, as they called her, had ever been a generous whore. Once, on the Rio Grande, bathing not far from camp, she had plucked a big snapping turtle out of the water and walked into camp carrying it by its tail. He and Long Bill always talked about the snapping turtle when Matilda’s name came up.


  “We was talking about Matty, I believe she’s in Denver now,” Gus said.


  “I guess she never made it to California, then,” Call said. “She was planning to go to California, when we knew her.”


  “People don’t always do what they intend, Woodrow,” Gus said. “Billy Coleman had it in mind to turn carpenter, only he couldn’t drive a nail.”


  “He was only a fair shot,” Call remembered. “I guess it’s a wonder he survived as a ranger as long as he did.”


  “You survive, and you’re just a fair shot yourself,” Augustus pointed out.


  “He married,” Call said. He remembered how anguished Long Bill had been after he learned that Pearl had been outraged by the Comanches. That discovery changed him more than all their scrapes and adventures on the prairies.


  “He’s out there now, Woodrow—I feel him,” Gus said. “He’s wanting to come back in the worst way.”


  “He’s in your memory, that’s where he is,” Call said. “He’s in mine too.”


  He did not believe Long Bill’s ghost was out in the sage and the thin chaparral; it was in their memories that Long Bill was a haunt.


  “Rangers oughtn’t to marry,” he said. “They have to leave their womenfolk for too long a spell. Things like that raid can happen.”


  Augustus didn’t answer for a while.


  “Things like that happen, married or not,” he said finally. “You could be a barber and still get killed.”


  “I just said what I believe,” Call said. “Rangering means ranging, like Captain Scull said. It ain’t a settled life. I expect Bill would be alive, if he hadn’t married.”


  “I guess it’s bad news for Maggie, if you feel that way, Woodrow,” Gus said. “She’s needing to retire.”


  “She can retire, if she wants to,” Call said.


  “Yes, retire and starve,” Gus said. “What would a retired whore do, in Austin, to earn a living? The only thing retired whores can do is what Matty just did, open a whorehouse, and I doubt Maggie’s got the capital. I imagine she could borrow it if you went on her note.”


  Call said nothing. He was being as polite as he could. They would need to be at their best, if they were to rescue Captain Scull. They ought not to be quarreling over things they couldn’t change. He believed what he had just said: rangers ought not to marry. The business about going on Maggie’s note was frivolous—Maggie Tilton had no desire to open a whorehouse.


  “I doubt Captain Scull is even alive,” Gus said. “That old bandit probably killed him long ago.”


  “Maybe, but we still have to look,” Call said.


  “Yes, but what’s our chances?” Gus asked. “We’ll be looking for one man’s bones—they could be anywhere in Mexico.”


  “We still have to look,” Call said, wishing Augustus would just quiet down and go to sleep.


  48.


  ON THE THIRD DAY the rangers came into terrain that looked familiar—they had crossed the same country before, when Inish Scull had first pursued Ahumado into the Sierra Perdida.


  “We’ve got to be alert now,” Call said. “We’re in his country.”


  In the afternoon they both had the feeling that they were being watched—and yet, as far as they could see, the country was entirely empty of human beings. The mountains were now a faint line, far to the west. Augustus kept looking behind him, and Call did too, but neither of them saw anyone. Once Gus noticed a puff of dust, far behind them. They hid and waited, but no one came. Gus saw the puff of dust again.


  “It’s them,” he said. “They’re laying back.”


  Too nervous to leave the problem uninvestigated, they crept back, only to see that the dust had been kicked up by a big mule deer. Gus wanted to shoot the deer, but Call advised against it.


  “The sound of a gun would travel too far,” he said.


  “The sound of my belly rumbling will too, pretty soon, if we don’t raise some more grub,” Gus said.


  “Throw your knife at him—I don’t object to that,” Call said. “I think it’s time we started traveling at night.”


  “Aw, Woodrow, I hate traveling at night in a foreign country,” Augustus said. “I get to thinking about Billy being a ghost. I’d see a spook behind every rock.”


  “That’s better than having Ahumado catch you,” Call told him. “We’re not as important as Captain Scull. They won’t send no expeditions after us.”


  “Woodrow, he ain’t important either,” Augustus said. “None of these ranchers let us have a single cow—I guess they figure the Captain’s rich enough to pay his own way out.”


  They rode all night and, the next day, hid under some overhanging rocks. Gus thought to amuse himself by playing solitaire, only to discover that his deck of cards was incomplete.


  “No aces,” he informed his companion. “That damn Lee Hitch stole every one of them. What good is a deck of cards that don’t have no aces?”


  “You’re just playing against yourself,” Call pointed out. “Why do you need aces?”


  “You ain’t a card-playing man and you wouldn’t understand,” Gus said. “I always knew Lee Hitch was a card cheat. I mean to give him a good licking once we get back to town.”


  “I’d suggest hitting him with a post, if you want to whip him,” Call said. “Lee Hitch is stout.”


  As dusk approached they started to edge into the foothills and immediately began to see tracks. People had been on the move, some on horseback, some on foot, and all the tracks led out of the Sierra. Gus, who considered himself a tracker of high skill, jumped down to study the tracks but was frustrated by poor light.


  “I could read these tracks if we’d got here a little earlier,” he said.


  “Let’s keep going,” Call said. “These tracks were probably just made by some poor people looking for a better place to settle.”


  As they passed from the foothills into the first narrow canyon, the darkness deepened. Above them, soon, was a trough of stars, but their light didn’t do much to illuminate the canyon. The terrain was so rocky that they dismounted and began to lead their horses. They had but one mount apiece and could not risk laming them. They entered an area where there were large boulders, some of them the size of small houses.


  “There could be several pistoleros behind every one of those big rocks,” Augustus pointed out. “We might be surrounded and not know it.”


  “I doubt it,” Call said. “I don’t think there’s anybody here.”


  When they had ridden into the Yellow Canyon before, there had been no army of pistoleros, just three or four riflemen, shooting from caves in the rock. Only their Apache scout had seen Ahumado lean out briefly and shoot Hector and the Captain. No one else saw him. Ahumado was not like Buffalo Hump—he didn’t prance around in front of his enemies, taunting them. He hid and shot; he was only seen by his enemies once he had made them his prisoner.


  As they walked their horses deeper and deeper into the Sierra Perdida, Call became more and more convinced that they were alone. From years of rangering in dangerous territory he had gained some confidence: he believed he could sense the presence of hostiles before he saw them. There would be a sense of threat that could not be traced to any one element of the situation: the horses might be nervous, the birds might be more noisy; or the threat might be detectable by the absence of normal sounds. Even if there was nothing specific to point to, he would tense a little, grow nervous, and rarely was his sense of alarm without basis. If he felt there was about to be a fight, usually there would be a fight.


  Now, in the canyon that led to the cliff of caves, he felt no special apprehension. Few landscapes were more threatening, physically—Gus was right about the boulders being a good place for pistoleros to hide—but he didn’t believe there were any pistoleros. The place felt empty, and he said so.


  “He’s gone,” he said. “We’ve come too late, or else we’ve come to the wrong place.”


  “It’s the place we came to before, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I remember that sharp peak to the south. This is the same place.”


  “I know that,” Call agreed, “but I don’t think anybody’s here.”


  “Why would they leave?” Gus asked. “They’d be pretty hard to attack, in these rocks.”


  Call didn’t answer—he felt perplexed. They were only a few miles from the place where they expected to find the Captain, but they had heard nothing and seen nothing to indicate that anyone was there.


  “Maybe we came all this way for nothing,” he said.


  “Maybe,” Gus said. “We’ve had a lot of practice, going on expeditions for nothing. That’s how it’s mostly turned out. You ride awhile in one direction and then you turn around and ride back.”


  In the rocky terrain they had several times heard rattlesnakes sing, so many that Augustus had become reluctant to put his foot on the ground.


  “We’ll just get snakebit if we keep tramping on in the dark like this,” he said. “Let’s stop, Woodrow.”


  “We might as well,” Call agreed. “We can’t be more than a mile or two from the place where the camp was. In the morning we can ride in and see what we see.”


  “I hope I see a whore and a jug of tequila,” Gus said. “Two whores wouldn’t hurt, either. I’m so randy I might wear one of them down.”


  Now that he didn’t have to march through rattlesnakes, Augustus felt a little more relaxed. He immediately took off his boots and shook them out.


  “What was in your boots?” Call inquired.


  “Just my feet, but I like to shake my boots out regular,” Gus said.


  “Why?”


  “Scorpions,” Gus replied. “They crawl around everywhere, down here in Mexico. One could sneak off a rock and go right in my boot. They say if a Mexican scorpion bites you on your foot it will rot all your toes off.”


  They hobbled the horses and kept them close by. There was no question of a fire, but they had a few scraps of cold venison in their saddlebags and ate that.


  “What was in your boots?” Call inquired.


  “Just my feet.”


  “Why would he ask for a thousand cattle if he was planning to leave?” Call asked.


  “Maybe he didn’t,” Gus suggested. “That vaquero who showed up in Austin might have been lying, hoping to get a thousand free cattle for himself. I expect he just wanted to start a ranch.”


  “If so, he was a bold vaquero,” Call said. “He came right into Austin. We could have hung him.”


  “The more scared I get, the more I feel like poking a whore,” Augustus said.


  “How scared are you?” Call asked.


  “Not very, but I could still use a poke,” Augustus said.


  When he thought about the matter he realized that he had almost no apprehension, even though they were close to the Black Vaquero’s camp.


  “I know why I ain’t scared, Woodrow,” he said. “Long Bill ain’t haunting us no more. He was following along for a while but he’s not here now.”


  “Well, he never liked Mexico,” Call observed. “Maybe that’s why.”


  “Either that or he just decided it was too far to travel,” Augustus said.


  49.


  IT WAS AFTER the old crippled woman began to bring him food that Scull’s mind slipped. At first the food she brought him was only corn—ears of young corn which she pitched down into the pit. The kernels were only just forming on the corn, it was so young; but Scull ate it greedily, ripping off the husks and biting and sucking the young kernels for their milky juice. The cobs he threw in a pile. He had been so hungry he was about to eat the dead snakes; the corn and the cool water revived him; it was then, though, with his strength returning and his ankle not so sore, that he began to speak in Greek. He looked up at the old woman to thank her, to say “gracias,” and instead reeled off a paragraph of Demosthenes that he had learned at the knee of his tutor, forty years ago. It was only later, in the night, when the pit was dark, that he realized what he had done.


  At first his lapse amused him. It was a curious thing; he would have to discuss it with someone at Harvard, if he survived. He believed it was probably the eyelids. The sun, unobstructed, burned through forty years of memory and revealed, again, a boy sitting in a chilly room in Boston, a Greek grammar in his lap, while a tutor who looked not unlike Hickling Prescott put him through his verbs.


  The next morning it happened again. He woke to the smell of tortillas cooking—then the old woman rolled up a handful and lowered them to him in the jug that she used to bring him water. Scull hopped up and began to quote Greek—one of Achilles’ wild imprecations from the Iliad, he couldn’t recall which book. The old woman did not seem startled or frightened by the strange words coming from the filthy, almost naked man in the pit. She looked down at him calmly, as if it were a normal thing for a white man in a pit in the Mexican mountains to be spouting Greek hexameters.


  The old woman didn’t seem to care what language he spoke, English and Greek being equally unintelligible to her; but Scull cared. It wasn’t merely damage done by the sun that was causing him to slip suddenly into Greek; it was the Scull dementia, damage from the broken seed. His father, Evanswood Scull, intermittently mad but a brilliant linguist, used to stomp into the nursery, thundering out passages in Latin, Greek, Icelandic, and Old Law French, a language which it was said that he was the only man in America to have a thorough mastery of.


  Now the aberration of the father had reappeared in the son, and at a most inconvenient time. In the night he suddenly woke up twitching in the brain and poured out long speeches from the Greek orators, speeches he had never been able to remember as a boy, an ineptness that caused him to be put back a form in the Boston Latin School. Yet those same speeches had been, all along, imprinted in his memory as if on a tablet—he had merely to look up at the old woman to ask for water to pour out, instead, a speech to the citizens of Athens on some issue of civic policy. He couldn’t choke off these orations, either; his tongue and his lungs worked on, in defiance of his brain.


  Scull began to try and curb himself; he needed to devise a way to get out of the pit before Ahumado came back, or, if not Ahumado, some other pistolero who would shoot him for sport. His tongue might soar with the great Greek syllables, but even that noble language wasn’t going to raise him fifteen feet, to the pit’s edge. He thought he might encourage the old woman to look around—maybe someone had left a length of rope somewhere. If she could find a rope and anchor it somehow, he felt sure he could pull himself up.


  He was handicapped, though, by the insistent Scull malady. When he saw her old face above him he would try to make a polite request in Spanish, of which he knew a sufficiency, but before he could utter a single phrase in Spanish the Greek would come pouring out, a cascade, a flood, surging out of him like a well erupting, a torrent of Greek that he couldn’t check or slow.


  She’ll think I’m a devil, he thought. I might yet get free if I could just choke off this Greek.


  Xitla, for her part, leaned over the edge and listened to the white man as long as he wanted to talk. She could make no sense of the words but the way he spoke reminded her of the way young men, heart-stricken by her beauty, had sung to her long ago. She thought the white man might be singing to her in a strange tongue he used for songs of love. He spoke with passion, his thin body quivering. He was almost naked; sometimes Xitla could see his member; she began to wonder if the white man was in love with her, as all men had been once. Since Ahumado had run over her with the horse and broken her back, few men had wanted to couple with her—a regret. Always Xitla had had men to couple with her; many of them, it was true, were not skilled at coupling, but at least they wanted her. But once the men knew that Ahumado hated her, they withdrew, even the drunken ones, for fear that he would tie them to the post and have Goyeto skin them. Xitla had not been ready to stop coupling when the men began to ignore her; she did not want to be like the other old women, who talked all day about the act that no one now wanted to do with them. Xitla had coupled happily with many men and thought she could still do so pleasurably if only she had a man with a strong member to be with.


  The only possibility was the white man, but before any coupling could take place she would have to get the white man out of Ahumado’s scorpion pit and feed him something better than the young green corn.


  Xitla didn’t know how she was going to do either thing until she remembered Lorenzo, a small caballero who was more skilled than anyone else at breaking horses. About a mile south of the cliff was a spot of bare, level ground, where Lorenzo took the young horses he worked with. There was a big post in the center of the clearing; often Lorenzo would leave the horses roped to the post for a day or two, so that they would have time to realize that he, not they, was in control. Lorenzo left a long rope tied to the snubbing post; perhaps it was still there. With such a rope she could help the white man get out of the pit.


  It was a gamble, though. Xitla knew it would take her all day to hobble to the post and back. There was an irritable old bear who lived somewhere down the canyon, and an old cougar too. If the old bear caught her he would probably eat her, which would put an end to her coupling, for sure.


  Still, Xitla decided to try and secure the rope. With all the people gone the old bear might come into camp and eat her anyway. In the early morning she lowered the white man some tortillas and a jug of water and set out for the place where Lorenzo trained his horses. By midday she regretted her decision. Her bent back pained her so badly that she could only hobble a few steps at a time. Xitla realized she could not go to the post and make it back to the camp by nightfall. The hunting animals would be out—the bear and the puma—if one of them smelled her they would kill her; the pumas in the great canyon were particularly bold. Several women had been attacked while waiting by the cliffs for their lovers to appear.


  All day, Xitla crept on, stopping frequently to rest and ease her back. She did not want to be eaten by a puma or a bear. Long before she reached the spot where Lorenzo trained the horses the shadows had begun to fill the canyon. When she got to the place Xitla saw at once that she had not traveled in vain: the rope that was used to restrain the young horses was still tied to the hitching post. It was a good long rope, as she had remembered. She could tie one end to the skinning post and throw the other end to the white man, so that he could pull himself up. Maybe he would continue to sing his strange love song to her; maybe his member would rise up with the song.


  On the way back, though, hobbling slowly through the darkness with the coiled rope, Xitla felt a deep fear growing in her. At first she thought it was fear of the bear or the puma, but, as she crept along, pain from her back shooting down her leg, Xitla realized she had made a terrible mistake. She had allowed the white man’s strange love song to drive judgment and reason out of her head; an old vanity and the memory of coupling had driven out her reason just as the shadows were driving the last light out of the canyon. Because she remembered a time when vaqueros would ride one hundred miles just to look on her beauty, she had forgotten that she was an old bent woman nearing the end of her time.


  Now that Xitla was caught in the darkness, far from camp, she realized that she had been a fool. What was it to couple with a man anyway? A little sweat, a jerk, a sigh. The pain shooting down her legs grew more intense. Now she had put herself at the mercy of Bear and Puma, that was bad; but now, as she crept along, a worse fear came, the fear of Ahumado. He was dying somewhere. Xitla knew he must have gone to the south, to their home, to seek the Tree of Medicines; but something was eating at his leg and he would not reach the tree. The pain in her leg came from Ahumado; perhaps Spider had bitten him, or Snake, or Scorpion. A poison was killing Ahumado; those who tasted the poison leaf died of poison when their time arrived. But Ahumado’s time was Xitla’s time too, and she would suffer it without even the protection of her little shelter at the camp. It was Ahumado who had made the prisoner show her his member and turn her head, Ahumado who had made the white man sing her love songs in the old tongue—perhaps the words Scull used were in the language of the first human beings, words which no one could resist. Because of it, she had been lured away, far from her little store of herbs and plants, things that might have helped her scare away Bear and Puma—all for a rope to save the white man, for a jerk and a sigh. Ahumado had made it all happen, so that, as he was dying, a death more cruel than his own would come to Xitla.


  She crawled faster, carrying the rope, although she knew well that such haste was foolish. Her fear grew so strong that she threw away the rope she had come so far to get. The rope was only another trick of Ahumado’s; its loop was the loop of time that would close and catch her soon. It was all a joke of Ahumado’s, Xitla realized. He had put the white man in the pit to tempt her, to awaken her loins again, to draw her away from camp, where she had herbs and leaves to protect her. She had the black leaves that made a bad smell when burned—if she put them in the fire, then Puma would let her alone. Puma did not like the smell the black leaves made when they were burned.


  Xitla was only halfway back to camp when the night began to end. She had traveled slowly; often she had to stop and rest. Now the light of day was beginning to whiten the sky overhead; when the light sank into the canyon Xitla saw something near the canyon wall, not far ahead. At first she thought it was Puma. She yelled and yelled at it, hoping to scare it away. Puma would sometimes run from people who yelled.


  It was not until the animal began to glide toward her that Xitla saw it wasn’t Puma, it wasn’t Bear: it was Jaguar. Around her neck she had a little red stone; the stone had hung around her neck all her life. The red stone was Parrot. Xitla clutched it in her hand as Jaguar came. Xitla knew that Jaguar would not stop for Parrot. Jaguar was coming to eat her. But Ahumado too was dying—dying of poison somewhere to the south. He would not reach the Tree of Medicines. Xitla clutched the red stone tight and sent a message to Parrot. She wanted Parrot to find the body of Ahumado and peck out his eyes.


  50.


  WHEN SCULL REALIZED the old woman was no longer in the camp above him, he fell, for the first time, into raw panic, a kind of explosion of nerves that caused him to hop wildly around the floor of the pit, cursing and yelping out strange words; he emitted cries and bursts of language as if he were farting fear out of his mouth. He became afraid of himself; if he could have bitten himself to death at that time, he would have. He leapt on top of the mound of earth he had heaped over the three corpses and sprang at the wall of the pit several times, hoping to claw his way out of it by main force.


  But it was hopeless. He could not leap out of the pit. When he exhausted himself he fell back, his eyes raw and stinging with the dirt that fell in them when he leapt at the walls of the pit.


  Scull tried to calm himself but could not stifle his panic. He knew the old woman’s absence might be only temporary; perhaps she had had to hobble a little farther than usual to gather the corn she brought him. Perhaps she had even journeyed to another village, to bring back someone who would help him out of the pit. He used all his force of mind to try and find a rational reason why the old woman’s absence was temporary, but it was no use; the panic was violent and strong, so strong that he could not stop hopping around the pit, gibbering, mewling, cursing. There were many reasons why the old woman might only be gone temporarily, but Scull could not calm himself even for a second by thinking of them. He knew the old woman was dead, she would never be back, and he was alone, in a stinking pit in Mexico. His heart was beating against his ribs so hard he thought it might burst, and hoped it would; or that the arteries of his brain would pop and bring him a quicker death than starving, day by day, amid the scorpions and fleas—for fleas were one of the worst torments of the pit. They were in his hair, his armpits, everywhere. If he sat still and focused he could see them hopping on his bare leg. From time to time, crazed, he tried to catch them and squeeze them to death, but they mostly eluded him.


  With the old woman there Scull could manage a little hope, but now his nerves told him all was lost. The old woman was dead; he was stuck. He knew he should resign himself, but for hours he was fired with panic, like a motor, a dynamo. He jumped and jumped; it was as if lightning ran through him. He could not make himself stop jumping; he saw himself soaring with one miraculous jump all the way up, out of the pit. He jumped and gibbered all day, until dusk.


  Then he collapsed. When the sunlight of a new day woke him, he was too drained to move. He still had a little water, and a few scraps of food, but he didn’t drink or eat, not for several hours; then, in a rush, he choked down all the food, drank all the water. Though he knew there would be no more he didn’t care to ration what there was. He wanted to put sustenance behind him. He had, he thought, fought well; he had held out against torturous circumstances longer than many a man of his acquaintance would have, excepting only his second cousin Ariosto Scull. But the fight was over. He had seen many men—generals, captains, privates, bankers, widowers—arrive at the moment of surrender. Some came to it quickly, after only a short sharp agony; others held to their lives far longer than was seemly. But finally they gave up. He had seen it, on the battlefield, in hospital, in the cold toils of marriage or the great houses of commerce; finally men gave up. He thought he would never have to learn resignation, but that was hubris. It was time to give up, to stop fighting, to wait for death to ease in.


  Now he even regretted killing all the rattlesnakes. He should have left one or two alive. He could have provoked one or two to strike him; while not as rapid as the bite of the fer-de-lance that had killed his cousin Willy in a matter of seventeen minutes, three or four rattlesnake bites would probably be effective enough. Scull even went over and examined the dead snakes, thinking there might be a way to inject himself with the venom; it would ensure a speedier end. But he had beaten the snakes until their heads were crushed and their fangs broken; anyway, the venom must have long since dried up.


  After his day of hopping and jumping, raging and gibbering, clawing at the walls and spewing fragments of old orations and Greek verse, Inish Scull settled himself as comfortably as he could against the wall of the pit and did nothing. He wished he had the will to stop his breath, but he didn’t. Whether he wanted it or not, his breath came. It was a bright day; to look up at all with his lidless eyes was to invite the sun into his brain. Instead, he kept his head down. His hair was long enough to make a fair shade. He wanted to let go the habit of fighting, to die in calmness. He remembered again the Buddhist, sitting calmly in his orange robes by the Charles River. He had no orange robes, he was not a Buddhist, he was a Scull, Captain Inish Scull. He thought he had fought well in every war he had been able to find, but now was the day of surrender, the day when he had to snap the sword of his will, to cease all battling and be quiet, be calm; then, finally, would come the moment when his breath would stop.


  51.


  CALL AND GUS were moving cautiously into the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs when a great bird rose suddenly from behind a little cluster of desert mesquite. Five more rose as well, great bald vultures, so close to the two men that their horses shied.


  “I hope it wasn’t the Captain they’re eating,” Augustus said. “It’d be a pity to come all this way and lose him to the buzzards.”


  “It wasn’t the Captain,” Call said—through the thin bushes he glimpsed what was left of the body of an old woman. The vultures were reluctant to leave. Two lit on boulders nearby, while the shadows of the others flickered across the little clearing where the body lay.


  “Must have been a cougar, to up her up like that,” Gus said. “Would a cougar do that?”


  “I guess one did,” Call said. “See the tracks? He was a big one.”


  They dismounted and inspected the area for a few minutes, while the vultures wheeled overhead.


  “I’ve never seen a lion track that big,” Augustus commented.


  A rawhide rope lay not far from the corpse.


  “Why would an old woman be way out here alone?” Gus wondered. “All she had was this rope. Where was she going?”


  “I guess we could pile some rocks on her,” Call said. “I hate just to leave a body laying out.”


  “Woodrow, she’s mostly et anyway,” Gus said. “Why spoil the buzzards’ picnic?”


  “I know, but it’s best to bury people,” Call said. “I believe she was crippled—look at her hip.”


  While they were heaping rocks on the corpse Call got an uneasy feeling. He couldn’t say what prompted it.


  “Something’s here, I don’t know what,” he said, when they resumed their cautious ride into the canyon.


  “It might be that cougar, hoping for another old woman,” Gus said.


  A few moments later, Augustus saw the jaguar. He was not as convinced as Call that Ahumado and his men had left, and was scanning the rocky ledges above them, looking for any sign of life. Probably if the old bandit had gone, he would have left a rear guard. He didn’t want to be ambushed, as they had been the first time they entered the Yellow Canyon, and he took particular care to scan the higher ledges, where a rifleman could hide and get off an easy shot.


  On one of the higher ledges he saw something that didn’t register clearly with his eye. There was something there that was hard to see—he stopped his horse to take a longer look and when he did the jaguar stepped into full view.


  “Woodrow, look up there,” he said.


  Call could not immediately see the jaguar, but then the animal moved and he saw him clearly.


  “I think it’s a jaguar,” Augustus said. “I never expected to see one.”


  “I imagine that’s what got the old woman,” Call said.


  For a moment, surprised, they were content to watch the jaguar, but their mounts were far from content. They put up their ears and snorted; they wanted to run but the rangers held them steady.


  The jaguar stood on the rocky ledge, looking down at them.


  “Do you think you can get off a shot?” Call asked. “If we don’t kill it, it might get one of these horses, when it comes nightfall.”


  Augustus began to lift his rifle out of the scabbard. Though both men were watching the jaguar, neither saw it leave. It was simply gone. By the time Augustus raised his rifle there was nothing to shoot.


  “He’s gone—it’s bad news for the horses,” Call said.


  “I’ll never forget seeing him,” Augustus said. “He acted like he owned the world.”


  “I expect he does—this world, at least,” Call said. “I’ve never seen an animal just disappear like that.”


  All afternoon, as they worked their way carefully through the narrow canyon, they often looked upward, hoping for another glimpse of the jaguar—but the jaguar was seen no more.


  “Just because we don’t see him don’t mean he’s not following us,” Call said. “We have to keep the horses close tonight.”


  Suddenly the canyon opened into the space they remembered from the time they were ambushed. The cliffs above them were pitted with holes and little caves. They stopped for a few minutes, examining the caves closely, looking for the glint of a rifle barrel or any sign of life.


  But they saw nothing, only some eagles soaring across the face of the cliff.


  “We ought to walk in, but we can’t leave the horses,” Call said. “That jaguar might be following us.”


  “I think this camp is deserted,” Augustus said. “I think we came too late.”


  They rode slowly into the deserted camp, a sandy place, empty, windy. Only a ring of cold campfires and a few scraps of tenting were left to indicate that people in some numbers had once camped there.


  Besides the tenting and the campfires there was one other thing that suggested the presence of humans: the skinning post, with a crossbar at the top, from which a badly decomposed, mangled, and half-eaten corpse still hung.


  “Oh my Lord,” Augustus said. He could barely stand to look at the corpse, and yet he couldn’t look away.


  “They say Ahumado had people skinned, if he didn’t like them,” Call said. “I supposed it was just talk, but I guess it was true.”


  “I ain’t piling no rocks on that,” Gus said emphatically. The bloated thing hanging from the crossbar skinning post bore little resemblance now to anything human.


  “I’ll pass myself, this time,” Call said. He did not want to go near the stinking thing on the post.


  In the pit, not far from where the two rangers stood, Inish Scull had slipped into a half-sleep. Many times he had dreamed of rescue, so many that now, when he heard the voices of Call and McCrae, in his half sleep, he discounted the words. They were just more dream voices; he would not let them tempt him into hope.


  “We ought to search these caves,” Call said. “They might have had the Captain here. If we could find a scrap of his uniform or his belt or something at least it would be a thing we could take to his wife.”


  “You look in the caves, Woodrow,” Gus said. “I’ll stand guard, in case that jaguar shows up.”


  “All right,” Call said.


  As Call started for the largest of the caves at the base of the cliff, Augustus noticed the pit. Because of the shadows stretching out from the pit it had been hard to see from where they entered the camp.


  Curious, Augustus took a step or two closer—a stench hit him, but a stench less powerful than that which came from the swollen black flesh hanging from the skinning post. He stepped to the edge of the pit—from the stench it seemed to him that the pit might be a place where Ahumado tossed his dead. It could be that Captain Scull’s body might be there; or what was left of it.


  He looked into the pit but did not at first see the small, almost naked man sitting with his head bent down in the shadows near one wall of the pit. Augustus saw some dead snakes, a broken cage, and a mound of dirt with the dirt not piled thickly enough to shut out the stench of death. He was about to turn away, disappointed, when the man sitting against the wall suddenly rolled two white lidless eyes up at him from beneath a long dirty mat of hair.


  “Oh Lord! Woodrow... Woodrow!” Gus yelled.


  Call, almost at the entrance to the first cave, turned at once and came running back.


  “We found him, Woodrow! It’s the Captain!” Augustus said.


  Inish Scull was still in his-half sleep, listening listlessly to the dream voices, when he felt a shadow slant across the pit. With his eyes exposed he registered shadows even when he was looking down or trying to shield his eyes. If a vulture or an eagle soared above the camp he saw its shadow.


  But the shadow that slanted across the pit was not a shadow made by a bird’s wings. Scull saw a man looking at him from the edge of the pit; the man looked like the ranger Augustus McCrae. At the sight, panic stormed Scull’s nerves again. He vowed to be calm, but he couldn’t. He leapt to his feet and sprang at the wall, hopping from one side of the pit to the other. When a man appeared who looked like the ranger Woodrow Call, Scull sprang all the harder. He spewed out words in Greek and English, jumping frenziedly about the pit and at the walls. Again and again he jumped, ignoring the rangers’ words of calm. He jumped like a flea, like one of the thousands who had tormented him. He had become a flea, his duty to jump and jump, hopping up at the wall, hopping across the pit. Even when ranger Call slid down a rope into the pit and attempted to quiet him, to let him know that he was saved, Inish Scull, the Boston flea, continued to jump and jump.


  52.


  BUFFALO HUMP let the summer pass, resting with his wives, climbing to the spire of rock to pray and meditate. At night around the fire the warriors made songs about the great raid. Hair-on-the-Lip died suddenly; something went wrong inside her. Word came that Blue Duck was the leader of a gang of renegades, white and half-breed, who killed and robbed along the Sabine River. In July Buffalo Hump went on an antelope hunt far north, near where he had taken the great buffalo whose skull he had used for his shield. He had heard that the antelope were thick in the north, and it was true. In one day he killed seven antelope with the bow. Worm made a prophecy about the feat. There was no fighting with the whites. The story came from an Apache that Gun-in-the-Water and his friend McCrae had rescued Big Horse from the camp of Ahumado. The Apache said that Big Horse Scull was insane; he jumped around like a flea. The Apache mentioned that Ahumado had cut off Scull’s eyelids, which was what had made him insane.


  “No eyelids, what a clever torture,” Buffalo Hump said to Slow Tree—it was Slow Tree who had brought him this gossip. When asked about Ahumado, though, Slow Tree grew vague. There were many stories, much speculation, but it had all come from Apaches and Apaches were all liars, Slow Tree reminded him.


  “Tell me the stories anyway,” Buffalo Hump said.


  “No one has seen Ahumado all summer,” Slow Tree said. “He left his camp at night, through a hole in the mountain. They think he went back to the place he came from, in the south. Most people think he died.”


  “What else?” Buffalo Hump asked.


  “Two white men were found stuck on the sharpened trees,” Slow Tree said. “No one does that but Ahumado.”


  “Anyone can do it if they want to,” Buffalo Hump said. “All they have to do is sharpen a tree and catch a white man, or any man. An Apache could do it. You could do it, if you wanted to. It doesn’t mean that Ahumado is alive.”


  “They say a jaguar lives in his camp now,” Slow Tree said. “The Texans took away Big Horse Scull and the jaguar came. Some people think he ate Ahumado.”


  “Ho!” Buffalo Hump said. “I have never seen a jaguar. Have you?”


  Slow Tree was reluctant to answer. He had never seen a jaguar, either, but he was reluctant to admit this to Buffalo Hump. He liked people to think that he was the wisest and most experienced chief, a man who had tasted every plant and killed every animal. He did not like to confess that he had never seen a jaguar.


  “They are very shy,” Slow Tree pointed out. “They can make themselves invisible, so you cannot see them. They have much power, jaguars.”


  “I know they have much power but I don’t think they can make themselves invisible—they are just good at hiding,” Buffalo Hump said. “I think I will go south and see this jaguar. Would you like to come with me?”


  Slow Tree was surprised by Buffalo Hump’s invitation. Buffalo Hump had never offered to hunt with him before. Now he was offering to ride with him all the way to Mexico, to see a jaguar. Slow Tree decided on the spot that it was a plot to kill him. Probably Buffalo Hump knew that Slow Tree would kill him, if he ever got a chance to drive a lance through his big hump. But Buffalo Hump was wary: he never slept in Slow Tree’s presence, and rarely turned his back to him, even for a moment. Slow Tree knew that Buffalo Hump didn’t really like him or respect him; even now Buffalo Hump looked at him with hooded eyes, smiling a little. Buffalo Hump was mocking him, only doing it politely, with just enough regard for ceremony and custom that Slow Tree could not challenge the mockery without appearing to be more touchy than a great chief should be.


  Slow Tree knew that he did not want to go to Mexico with Buffalo Hump—that would be a fatal mistake. He regretted even telling Buffalo Hump the story about the jaguar—once again his own tongue had got him into difficulties.


  Thinking quickly, Slow Tree produced several reasons why it would be imprudent for him to leave on a long trip just then. The buffalo would have to be hunted soon, and they were scarce. Also, one of his wives was dying and he did not want to leave her. Buffalo Hump himself had just lost Hair-on-the-Lip—he knew how important it was to stay with a valued wife while she was dying.


  Buffalo Hump pretended to be surprised when Slow Tree began to pile up reasons for not going to Mexico with him.


  “I thought you wanted to see a jaguar,” he said, and quickly changed the subject. Of course he hadn’t wanted Slow Tree to go in the first place, but it was nice to embarrass him and make him think up lies.


  Later, when Slow Tree left the camp, Buffalo Hump sought out Kicking Wolf—the great horsethief had become discouraged since losing his friend Three Birds. Kicking Wolf hardly left the camp all summer, only going out now and then to hunt. He had not stolen a horse since the theft of the Buffalo Horse; though his vision had improved he still complained, now and then, that he saw two where there was one.


  Buffalo Hump had often found Kicking Wolf irritating, but there was no denying that he was a good horsethief. In the fall it might be wise to raid again, to put more fear in the Texans, but Buffalo Hump suddenly felt like traveling. He wanted to go somewhere, and a chance to see a jaguar was not to be missed. Even if the jaguar was no longer there it would be good to go to Mexico—if Ahumado was gone there might be some villages worth raiding near the Sierra Perdida.


  He found Kicking Wolf not far from his tent, sitting alone, watching some young horses frolic. Two of his wives, both large, stout women not noted for their patience, were drying deer meat. Kicking Wolf was braiding a rawhide rope. The rawhide came from three cows Kicking Wolf had found on the llano, thin cows he had killed and skinned. He was good at braiding rawhide into ropes and hobbles.


  “I have heard of a jaguar—I think we should go try and kill it,” Buffalo Hump said. “If we killed such a beast it might clear up your sight.”


  Kicking Wolf had been prepared to be annoyed with Buffalo Hump; the comment took him by surprise. He looked at Buffalo Hump gratefully; they had been good friends when they were boys, but, as they grew older, rivalry made them touchy with one another.


  “My sight is still uncertain,” Kicking Wolf acknowledged. “If we were able to kill a jaguar it might clear up.”


  “Then go with me,” Buffalo Hump said. “I want to leave right now, before the women try to stop us.”


  Kicking Wolf smiled. “Where is this jaguar?” he asked.


  “In Mexico,” Buffalo Hump said. “It lives near where you took the Buffalo Horse.”


  “Slow Tree told me the same thing,” Kicking Wolf said. “He is a liar, you know. He makes up stories and claims he heard them from Apaches, but he never kills these Apaches, which is what he should be doing.”


  “I know all that,” Buffalo Hump assured him. “Let’s go anyway. If we don’t find the jaguar we can steal some horses on the way back.”


  Kicking Wolf immediately got up and coiled up his rawhide. He seemed eager to leave off braiding the rope.


  “If the jaguar lives in Ahumado’s old camp, as Slow Tree claims, where is Ahumado?” he asked.


  “They say he is gone,” Buffalo Hump said.


  “Do you believe it?” Kicking Wolf asked.


  “I don’t know,” Buffalo Hump said. “He may be gone or he may be waiting for us.”


  “I will go with you,” Kicking Wolf said. “I want to see the jaguar and I want to know what happened to Three Birds.”


  “How will you know that—he went with you in the winter,” Buffalo Hump pointed out. “If he is dead there won’t be much left of him by now.”


  “I intend to look, anyway,” Kicking Wolf said.


  Heavy Leg knew Buffalo Hump much better than did his young wife, Lark. Heavy Leg could tell by the way her husband moved, and by the way he looked at the horses, when he was wanting to leave. By the time he came back with Kicking Wolf she had already filled a pouch with dried deer meat, for him to take on his journey. She was not allowed to touch his bow or his lance, but she got his paints ready, in case he had to paint himself and go into battle.


  Buffalo Hump was a little surprised when he saw what Heavy Leg had done. Though Heavy Leg had been his wife for a long time, it still startled him that she could anticipate his intentions so accurately. His young wife, Lark, by contrast, had no idea that he was in a mood to leave. She was putting grease on her black hair and had not even noticed what Heavy Leg was doing. Buffalo Hump was almost ready to mount before Lark awoke to the fact that he was leaving. Though he depended on Heavy Leg and respected her for providing him what he would need on his journey, he sometimes wished she were a little dumber, like Lark. He was not sure he trusted a wife who could read his thoughts so clearly.


  Kicking Wolf’s wives were indignant that he was leaving them on such short notice, but Kicking Wolf ignored them. It had been a long time since he had traveled with Buffalo Hump—it pleased him that Buffalo Hump had asked him to come on the journey to Mexico.


  By sunset the two warriors had left the camp. Eager for travel, singing a little, they climbed out of the canyon and rode all night.


  53.


  FOR TWO DAYS, as they approached the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs, Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf saw no game, though there had been an abundance of antelope and deer as they traveled south. Soon after crossing the Rio Grande they discovered a small herd of wild horses, a discovery that excited them both. They were small horses, mustangs—as soon as they saw the Comanches, they fled.


  Kicking Wolf wanted to chase them awhile; at the sight of the quick, hardy wild horses, animals able to live where there was little water and almost no grass, his appetite for catching horses revived a little.


  But Buffalo Hump was intent on one purpose, which was to go to the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs and see the jaguar.


  “We know where those horses are now,” he told Kicking Wolf. “We can come back and track them anytime. If we chase them they might move into Apache country.”


  “The Apaches don’t like horses,” Kicking Wolf said.


  “Not to ride, but they like to eat them,” Buffalo Hump said. “I would like to have a few of them. The jaguar must have eaten all the deer and antelope but he has not been able to catch those horses.”


  Kicking Wolf was growing very excited. His passion for horses was very great, and these horses did not even have to be stolen, they only had to be caught. Buffalo Hump wouldn’t listen to him, though, so he reluctantly had to leave the mustangs, for the moment.


  All Kicking Wolf talked about for a whole day was the wild horses they had found near the Rio Grande.


  The next day he led Buffalo Hump to the place where he and Three Birds had been ambushed.


  “Ahumado was behind us,” Kicking Wolf said. “He walks as quietly as I do when I go into a herd of horses.”


  “I don’t think he is here,” Buffalo Hump said, “but if he is I don’t want him behind me.”


  He started to reveal the prophecy of the hump, but caught himself. Kicking Wolf was a gossip—if he knew of the prophecy the whole camp would soon know.


  “Let’s go high on the rocks,” he said. “If he is here I would rather be above him than below him.”


  They picked their way up to the high plateau that led to the Yellow Cliffs. To their surprise there was a declivity on the plateau, a great crater whose sides were steep. Near the center of the crater was a pit, with some charred and broken horse bones in the bottom of it, laying in the deep ashes. Kicking Wolf knew at once whose bones he was looking at.


  “This is the place where they ate the Buffalo Horse,” he said. “Why did they eat him?”


  “Why does anyone eat any horse?” Buffalo Hump said. “They were hungry.”


  Kicking Wolf stayed a long time by the pit, looking at the bones of the Buffalo Horse. That Ahumado would kill and eat such a beast, rather than keeping him as a prize, astonished him. He jumped down into the pit and came back with one of the great rib bones.


  Buffalo Hump spent some time riding around the rim of the crater, trying to understand how it had come to be. The rocks in it were black, the walls steep. He knew that the great hole with the black rocks in it was a place of power, a place where people came to pray and perform their spirit ceremonies. Some of the old ones thought that such holes were the footprints of the first spirit people to visit the world. His own view was that it might be the hole where the People first came out of the earth; only, in time, it had silted over, so that the People could not go back into the darkness they had left.


  Buffalo Hump put a few of the black rocks in his pouch, to show to Worm and a few of the old men when he got home. It occurred to him that the reason Ahumado had so much power was because he had put his camp near the place of the black rocks. He was said to be black himself, like the rocks.


  The crater was such a powerful place that Buffalo Hump was reluctant to leave it; but they had come to look for the jaguar that had been eating all the game.


  In the afternoon they rode across the plateau to the Yellow Cliffs. They found the place where the posts were, and the cages, all but one of which had human remains in them. From the cliffs they could see far south, down the range of peaks. Several eagles soared along the cliff edge. Buffalo Hump wanted badly to shoot an eagle. He waited until dusk with his arrows ready, but none of the eagles flew close enough for him to risk an arrow.


  “In the morning I will hide myself better,” he said. The eagles were the large eagles of the south; he thought if he was patient he might kill one.


  They camped on the plateau. In the morning the sun and moon were in the sky together, one to the east and the other to the west.


  Both men knew that it was time to be careful, when the two powers, sun and moon, were in the sky together. At such times unexpected things could happen. Below them the cliff was pocked with caves. Buffalo Hump wondered if the jaguar lived in one of them. It soon became clear that no people were in the old camp. Three jackrabbits were nibbling at the bushes near the edge of the clearing, a thing that would not happen if the people were still nearby.


  As he stood on the cliff looking down, Kicking Wolf suddenly had a memory of his friend Three Birds—a memory so strong that he began to tremble.


  “What’s wrong—why are you shaking like that?” Buffalo Hump asked.


  “I was thinking of Three Birds,” Kicking Wolf said.


  Although Buffalo Hump waited, Kicking Wolf did not say more, but he continued to tremble for some time.


  Though Buffalo Hump hid himself well near the edge of the cliff, he soon realized that the eagles were not going to come anywhere near him, certainly not close enough that he could kill one with an arrow. One eagle did dip close enough to tempt him, but it was merely a trick on the eagle’s part. He tilted and let the arrow pass under his wing—it fell all the way to the bottom of the cliff, so far that Buffalo Hump lost sight of it.


  “Let’s go down,” he said to Kicking Wolf. “I want to find my arrow.”


  Once they rode into the camp at the base of the Yellow Cliffs they saw that no people had been there for some time.


  “The jaguar was here,” Buffalo Hump said. “The Apache who spoke with Slow Tree did not lie.”


  Near one of the little caves they found some scat, and, everywhere, there were tracks. But the scat was old and none of the tracks were fresh. The jaguar had slept in a little cave near where the people had been. He had left some of his hairs on the rock. Carefully the two men collected as many hairs as they could—the hair of a jaguar would be very useful to Worm or the other medicine men.


  While Buffalo Hump finished collecting the hairs, and some of the scat to be used in medicine, Kicking Wolf walked a good distance along the base of the cliff, looking for any trace of his friend. They had looked in the smelly pit and determined that the hastily buried bodies in it were Mexican. There was nothing of Three Birds in the pit, and it was not he rotting from the post in the center of what had been the camp. Yet Kicking Wolf felt that Three Birds would not have come to him so powerfully in memory if his remains, or at least some part of them, were not near the cliff somewhere.


  “Be careful,” Buffalo Hump told him. “The jaguar might be clever. He might be hiding.”


  Kicking Wolf did not answer. He wanted to be away from Buffalo Hump for a while. Buffalo Hump was so strong in himself that when you were with him it was hard to think about other people, even such an old friend as Three Birds.


  Kicking Wolf thought that if he just got away from Buffalo Hump for a while he might receive another strong memory and be able to locate some trace of his friend; his thinking was correct. Near the base of the cliff, below where the cages hung, Kicking Wolf found the bones of the Comanche Three Birds. The bones were scattered and most of them broken, with only a little skin clinging to them here and there, but when Kicking Wolf found the skull he knew that he had located his friend. Three Birds had a knot, a little ridge of bone, located just below his left temple. As a boy he had been hit in the head with a war club while playing at war with the other boys: the blow left the little ridge or knot of bone behind his temple.


  Kicking Wolf looked up at the cliff, so high that it was hard to see the top—there two eagles were soaring. He wondered if Ahumado had had Three Birds thrown from the cliff, or if he had fallen out of one of the cages. It might be that he had jumped, in hopes of becoming a bird as he was falling to his death.


  Kicking Wolf knew that he would never know the answer to that question, but at least he had found what he had journeyed to Mexico to find.


  He went back to his horse and got a deerskin he had brought just for that purpose; then he wrapped the bones of Three Birds carefully in the deerskin and tied them securely with a rawhide thong. Buffalo Hump came to him as he was working. When Kicking Wolf showed him the skull and the hand he merely said, “Ho!” and helped Kicking Wolf search the site so they would not miss any bones. It was Buffalo Hump who found one of Three Birds’ feet.


  The next day the two of them left the canyon of the Yellow Cliffs. Kicking Wolf carried the bones of Three Birds tied safely in the deerskin. He meant to take them to Three Birds’ brother.


  “We must come back soon and catch those wild horses,” he said to Buffalo Hump, as they were crossing the river, back into Texas.


  “I have never known a man who wanted horses so much,” Buffalo Hump said.


  Book III


  [image: images]


  1.


  AUGUSTUS MCCRAE was sitting at the bedside of his second wife, Nellie, when Woodrow Call tapped lightly on the door. Bright sunlight poured through the window, but, to Gus’s eye, the sunlight only pointed up the shabbiness of the two poor rooms where Nellie was having to die. There was no carpet on the floor, and the curtains were dusty; the windows faced on Austin’s busiest street—horses and wagons were always throwing up dust.


  “Come in,” Augustus said. Call opened the door and stepped inside. The sick woman was pale as a bedsheet, as she had been for several weeks. He thought it could not be long before Nellie McCrae breathed her last.


  Augustus, weary and confused, held one of the dying woman’s hands.


  “Well, what’s the news, Woodrow?” he asked.


  “War—civil war,” Call said. “War between the North and the South. The Governor just found out.”


  Augustus didn’t answer. Nellie was in a war, too, at the moment, and was losing it. Thought of a larger war, one that could split the nation, seemed remote when set beside Nellie’s ragged breathing.


  “The Governor would like to see us, when you can spare a moment,” Call said.


  Augustus looked up at his friend. “I can’t spare one right now, Woodrow—I’m helping Nellie die. I don’t expect it will be much longer.”


  “No—it’s not likely to,” Call agreed.


  A bottle of whiskey and a glass with a swallow or two left in it sat on a little table by the bed, along with two vials of medicine and a wet rag that, now and then, Augustus used to wipe his wife’s face.


  “Captain Scull predicted this war years ago,” Call said. “Do you remember that?”


  “Old Blinders—I expect he’s already enlisted on the Yankee side,” Gus said.


  Once they had returned Captain Scull from captivity, his mind recovered, though not immediately. For months he was still subject to bursts of hopping, which could seize him in the street or anywhere. He soon invented a kind of goggle, containing a thin sheet of darkened glass, to protect his lidless eyes from the sunlight. The goggles gained him the nickname “Blinders” Scull—he and Madame Scull were soon as intemperately married as ever, yelling curses at one another as they raced through town in an elegant buggy the Captain had ordered.


  Then, overnight, they were gone, moved to Switzerland, where a renowned doctor attempted to make Scull usable eyelids, using the skin of a brown frog; rumor had it that the experiment failed, forcing the Captain to get by with his goggles from then on.


  “Yes, I expect he’s signed up,” Call said. It was not likely that Inish Scull would sit out a war, eyelids or not.


  Call put his hand on Gus’s shoulder for a moment and prepared to leave, but Gus looked up and stopped him.


  “Sit with me for a minute, Woodrow,” he said, feeling sad. It was not much more than a year ago that his first wife, Geneva, had been carried off by a fever.


  “You’ve no luck with wives, Gus,” Call said. He sat back down and listened as the sick woman drew her shallow breaths.


  “I don’t, for a fact,” Augustus said. “Geneva barely lasted four months and it’s not yet been a year since Nellie and I wed.”


  He was quiet for a bit, looking out the window.


  “I guess it’s a good thing Clara turned me down,” he said. “If we’d married, I fear she would have died off years ago.”


  Call was surprised that Gus would bring up Clara, with Nellie dying scarcely a yard away. But the sick woman didn’t react—she seemed to hear little of what was said.


  Neither of the two women Gus had married had been able to survive a year. Call knew it had discouraged his friend profoundly. Unable to secure a healthy wife, he had already gone back to the whores.


  “I wish Nell could go on and go,” Gus said. “She ain’t going to get well.”


  “I would prefer to be shot, myself, if I get that sick,” Call said. “Once there’s no avoiding death I see no point in lingering.”


  Augustus smiled at the comment, and poured himself a little more whiskey.


  “We’re all just lingering, Woodrow,” he said. “None of us can avoid dying—though old Scull did the best job of it of any man I know, while that old bandit had him.”


  “Do you have an opinion about the war?” Call asked. “One I could take to Governor Clark?” The hubbub in the streets had already grown louder. Soon the citizens of Austin, some of whom sided with the Yankees and more of whom sided with the South, might decide to begin a war at the local level, in which case there would soon be more people dying than Gus McCrae’s wife.


  “No opinion—and the Governor has no right to press me, at a time like this,” Augustus said.


  “He just wants to know if we’ll stay,” Call told him. In the last few years he and Augustus had been the twin mainstays of frontier defense. Naturally a governor wouldn’t want to lose his two most experienced captains, not at a time when most of the fighting men in the state would be going off to fight in the great civil war.


  “I don’t know yet—you vote for me, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “Once Nellie dies I’m going to want to go drinking. When Nellie’s buried and I’m fully sober again, I’ll get around to thinking about this war.”


  Call smiled at the comment.


  “I’ve known you a good many years and I’ve rarely seen you fully sober,” he remarked. “I wouldn’t be surprised if this war is fought and finished before that happens.


  “The whole nation might kill itself before you’re fully sober,” he added.


  He smiled when he said it, and Gus returned a weary glance.


  “You go on and manage the Governor, Woodrow,” he said. “I’ve got to manage Nellie.”


  Hearing gunfire in the street, Call hurried out, to discover that it was only a few rowdies shooting off their guns. They wanted to celebrate the fact that, at long last, war had come.


  2.


  CALL MADE SLOW PROGRESS up the street. Every man he saw wanted his opinion about the war; but the sight of Gus and his Nellie, in the poor cheap bedroom, left him feeling melancholy—it was hard to deal with the war question because he couldn’t get his mind off Gus and Nellie. He had not known Nellie well—Gus had married her on only a week’s acquaintance, but she seemed to be a decent young woman who had done her best to settle Augustus down and make him comfortable with the little they had. The only thing he knew about Nellie McCrae was that she was from Georgia; the only fondness he had ever heard her express was for mint tea. Now Lee Hitch and Stove Jones came crowding up with war questions, when all Call could think about was the sadness Gus must feel at having married twice, only to lose both wives.


  “When are you leaving to fight the Yankees, Captain?” Stove Jones asked—it was only at that moment, when he saw Lee Hitch draw back in shock, that Stove realized he and Lee might favor different sides. It dawned on him too late that Lee Hitch hailed from Pennsylvania, a Yankee state, as well as he could remember.


  Call didn’t have to answer. Lee and Stove were looking at one another in astonishment. The two old friends agreed about almost everything; it had not occurred to either of them that they might be divided on the issue of the war that had just begun.


  “Why, are you a Reb, Stove?” Lee asked, in puzzlement.


  “I’m a Carolina boy,” Stove reminded him; but his appetite for discussion of the coming conflict had suddenly diminished.


  “We’ve still got the Comanches to fight, here in Texas,” Call reminded them. “I suppose they’re Yankees enough for me.”


  “But everybody’s going to war, Captain—that’s the talk, up and down the street,” Stove Jones said. “There’ll be some grand battles before this is settled.”


  “Some grand battles and some grand dying,” Augustus said. He had come quietly up to where Call and the two men were talking. His arrival, so soon, took Call by surprise, though Augustus did not seem quite as sad as he had been in the rooming house.


  “Nell’s gone,” Gus added, before Call could ask. “She opened her eyes and died. I never had a chance to ask her if she needed anything. Why will people die on days this pretty?”


  Sunlight poured down on them; the sky was cloudless and the air soft. No one had an answer to Gus’s question. Darkness and death seemed far away; but war had been declared between South and North, and Nellie McCrae lay dead not two blocks away.


  “What are you, Gus, Yank or Reb?” Lee Hitch asked, putting the question cautiously, as if afraid of the answer he might receive.


  “I’m a Texas Ranger with a good wife to bury, Lee,” Gus said. “Will you go find Deets and Pea for me? I’d like to get them started on the grave.”


  “We’ll find them—we’ll help too, Gus,” Lee assured him.


  Call and Augustus walked briskly to the lots and caught their horses. It was a short walk to the Governor’s office, but if they walked everybody they met would try to sound them out about the war, an intrusion they wanted to avoid.


  “Remember what Scull said, when he first told us war was coming?” Call asked.


  “‘Brother against brother and father against son,’ that’s what I remember,” Augustus replied.


  “He was accurate too,” Call said. “It’s happened right here in the troop, and the news not an hour old.”


  Augustus looked puzzled.


  “You mean there’s Yankees in the company?” he asked.


  “Lee Hitch,” Call said. “And Stove is a Reb.”


  “My Lord, that’s right,” Augustus said. “Lee’s from the North.”


  Governor Clark stood by a window, looking out at the sunlit hills, when the two rangers were admitted to his office. He was a spare, solemn executive; no one could remember having heard him joke. He was patient, though, and dutiful to a fault. No piece of daily business was left unfinished; Gus and Call themselves had seen lamplight in the Governor’s office well past midnight, as the Governor attended, paper by paper, to the tasks he had set himself for the day.


  In the streets, men, most of them Rebels, were rejoicing. All of them assumed that the imperious Yankees would soon be whipped. Governor Clark was not rejoicing.


  “Captain McCrae, how’s your wife?” the Governor asked.


  “She just died, Governor,” Gus said.


  “I would have excused you from this meeting, had I known that,” Governor Clark said.


  “There would be no reason to, Governor,” Gus said. “There’s nothing I can do for Nellie now except get a deep grave dug.”


  “If I had money to invest, which I don’t, I’d invest it in mortuaries,” the Governor said. “Ten thousand grave diggers won’t be enough to bury the dead from this war, once it starts. There’s a world of money to be made in the mortuary trade just now, and I expect the Yankees will make the most of it, damn them.”


  “I guess that means you’re a Reb, Governor,” Gus said.


  “Up to today I’ve just been an American citizen, which is what I’d prefer to stay,” Governor Clark said. “Now I doubt I’ll have the luxury. Do you know your history, gentlemen?”


  There was a long silence. Call and Augustus both felt uneasy.


  “We’re not studied men, Governor,” Call admitted, eventually.


  “I’m so ignorant myself I hate to talk much,” Augustus said. The remark annoyed Call—in private Augustus bragged about his extensive schooling, even claiming a sound knowledge of the Latin language. When Captain Scull was around, Augustus moderated his bragging, it being clear that Captain Scull was extensively schooled.


  Augustus was not confident enough, though, to attempt a display of learning with Governor Clark looking at him severely.


  “Civil wars are the bloodiest, that’s my point, gentlemen,” the Governor said. “There was Cromwell. There were the French. People were torn apart in the streets of Paris.”


  “Torn to bits, sir?” Gus asked.


  “Torn to bits and fed to dogs,” the Governor said. “It was as bad or worse as what our friends the Comanches do.”


  “Surely this will just be armies fighting, won’t it?” Call asked. Though he had read most of his Napoleon book, there was nothing in it about people being torn to bits in the streets.


  “I hope so, Captain,” the Governor said. “But it’s war—in war you can’t expect tea parties.”


  “Who do you think will win, Governor?” Call asked. He had lived his whole life in Texas. The work of rangering had taken him to New Mexico and old Mexico and, a time or two, into Indian Territory; but of the rest of America he knew nothing. He did know that almost all their goods and equipment came from the North. He assumed it was a rich place, but he had no sense of it, nor, for that matter, much sense of the South. He had known or encountered men from most of the states—from Georgia and Alabama, from Tennessee and Kentucky and Missouri, from Pennsylvania and Virginia and Massachusetts—but he didn’t know those places. He knew that the East had factories; but the nearest thing to a factory that he himself had ever seen was a lumber mill. He knew that the Southern boys, the Rebs, without exception assumed they could whip the Yankees—rout them, in fact. But Captain Scull, whose opinion he respected, scorned the South and its soldiers. “Fops,” he had called them. Call was not sure what a fop was, but Captain Scull had uttered the word with a sort of casual contempt, a scorn Call still remembered. Captain Scull seemed to feel himself equal to any number of Southern fops.


  “Nobody will win, but I expect the North will prevail,” the Governor said. “But they won’t win tomorrow, or next year either, and probably not the year after. Meanwhile we’ve still got settlers to defend and a border swarming with thieves.”


  The Governor stopped talking and looked at the two men solemnly.


  “There won’t be many men staying here, not if they’re ablebodied, and not if the war lasts as long as I think it will,” he said. “They’ll be off looking for glory. Some of them will find it and most of the rest of them will die in the mud.”


  “But the South will win, won’t it, Governor?” Augustus asked. “I would hate to think the damn Yankees could whip us.”


  “They might, sir—they might,” the Governor said.


  “Half the people in Texas come from the Northern part of the country,” Call observed. “Look at Lee Hitch. There’s hundreds like him. Who do you think they’ll fight for?”


  “There will be confusion such as none of us expected to have to live through,” the Governor said. “That could have been prevented, but it wasn’t, so now we’ll have to suffer it.”


  He paused and gave them another solemn inspection.


  “I want you to stay with the rangers, gentlemen,” he said. “Texas has never needed you more. The people respect you and depend on you, and we’re still a frontier state.”


  Augustus let bitterness fill him, for a moment; bitterness and grief. He remembered the cheap dusty room Nellie had just died in.


  “If we’re so respected, then the state ought to pay us better,” he said. “We’ve been rangers a long time now and we’re paid scarcely better than we were when we started out. My wife just died in a room scarcely fit for dogs.”


  You could have afforded better if you’d been careful with your money, Call thought, but he didn’t say it; in fact Augustus’s criticism was true. Their salaries were only a little larger than they had been when they were raw beginners.


  “I wouldn’t go to no war looking for glory,” Gus said. “But I might go if the pay was good.”


  “I take your point,” the Governor said. “It’s a scandal that you’ve been paid so poorly. I’ll see that it’s raised as soon as the legislature sits—if we still have a legislature when the smoke clears.”


  There was a long pause—in the distance there was the sound of gunshots. The rowdies were still celebrating.


  “Will you stay, gentlemen?” the Governor asked. “The Comanches will soon find out about this war, and the Mexicans too. If they think the Texas Rangers have disbanded, they’ll be at us from both directions, thick as fleas on a dog.”


  Call realized that he and Augustus had not had a moment to discuss the future, or their prospects as soldiers, or anything. They had scarcely had a minute alone, since Nellie McCrae got sick.


  “I can’t speak for Captain McCrae but I have no wish to desert my duties,” Call said. “I have no quarrel with the Yankees, that I know of, and no desire to fight them.”


  “Thank you, that’s a big relief,” the Governor said. “I recognize it’s a poor time to ask, but what about you, Captain McCrae?”


  Augustus didn’t answer—he felt resentful. From the moment, years before on the llano, when Inish Scull abruptly made him a captain, it seemed that, every minute, people had pressed him for decisions on a host of matters large and small. It might be trivial—someone might want to know which pack mules to pack—or it might be serious, like the question the Governor had just asked him. He was from Tennessee. If Tennessee were to join the war, he might want to fight with the Tennesseeans; not having heard from home much in recent years, he was not entirely sure which side Tennessee would line up with. Now the Governor was wanting him to stay in Texas, but he wasn’t ready to agree. He had lost two wives in Texas—not to mention Clara, who, in a way, made three. Why would he want to stay in a place where his luck with wives was so poor? His luck with cards hadn’t been a great deal better, he reflected.


  “I assure you there’ll be an improvement in the matter of salaries,” the Governor said. “I’ll raise you even if I have to pay you out of my own pocket until this crisis passes.”


  “Let it pass—there’ll just be another one right behind it,” Augustus said, irritably. “It’s just been one crisis after another, the whole time I’ve been rangering.”


  Then he stood up—fed up. He felt he had to get outside or else choke.


  “I’ve got to get my wife decently buried, Governor,” he said. “She won’t keep, not with the weather this warm. I expect I’ll stay with Woodrow and go on rangering, but I ain’t sure. I just ain’t sure, not right this minute. I agree with Woodrow—Yankees are still Americans, and I’m used to fighting Comanche Indians or else Mexicans.”


  He paused a moment, remembering his family.


  “I’ve got two brothers, back in Tennessee,” he added. “If my brothers was to fight with the Yankees, I wouldn’t want to be shooting at them, I know that much.”


  Governor Clark sighed.


  “Go home, Captain,” he said. “Bury your wife. Then let me know what you decide.”


  “All right, Governor,” Augustus said. “I wish there was a good sheriff here. He ought to arrest those fools who are shooting off their guns in the street.”


  3.


  INISH SCULL—Hoppity Scull, as he was known in Boston, because he was still occasionally seized by involuntary fits of hopping; they might occur at a wedding or a dinner party or even while he was rowing, in which case he hopped into the chilly Charles—was walking across Harvard Yard, a copy of Newton’s Opticks in his hand, when a student ran up to him with the news that war had been declared.


  “Why the Southern rascals!” Scull exclaimed, after hearing of the provocation that had occurred.


  His mind, though, was still on optics, where it had been much of the time since Ahumado had removed his eyelids. He had just spent three years making a close study of the eye, sight, light, and everything having to do with vision—Harvard had even been prompted to ask him to teach a course on optics, which is what he had been doing just before news of the Southern insurrection reached him. He was wearing his goggles, of course; even in the thinner light of Boston a chance ray of sunlight could cause him intense pain; the headaches, when they came, still blinded him for days. He was convinced, though, from his study of the musculature of the eye, that his experiment with the Swiss surgeon and the frog membrane need not have failed. He had been planning to go back to Switzerland, armed with new knowledge and also better membranes, to try again.


  But the news that the spindly student had brought him, once it soaked in, drove optics, in all their rich complexity, out of Inish Scull’s mind. The excitement in Cambridge was general; even the streets of Boston, usually silent as a cemetery, rang with talk. Scull rarely walked home, but today he did, growing more excited with every step. He still had his commission in the army of the United States; the thought of battle made a sojourn in Switzerland seem pallid. He longed to lead men again, to see the breaths of cavalry horses condense in white clouds on cold mornings, to ride and curse and shoot under the old flag, Bible and sword.


  When he flung open the door of the great house on Beacon Hill, the house where he had been born and been raised, the sight that greeted him was one to arouse ardor, but not of a military kind. Inez Scull, entirely bored with Boston, was striding up and down the long, gloomy entrance hall, naked from the waist down, slashing at the Scull family portraits with a quirt. Lately she had begun to exhibit herself freely, mostly to shock the servants, good proper Boston servants all, very unused to having their mistress exhibit her parts in the drawing room or wherever she happened to be, and at all hours of the day, as well.


  Hearing the door open, Entwistle, the butler, appeared—old Ben Mickelson had been sent to the house in Maine, to dodder and tipple through the summer. Without giving Madame Scull so much as a glance, Entwistle took the master’s coat.


  “So there, Inez, I hope you’re satisfied,” Inish said.


  “I’m very far from satisfied, the stable boy was hasty,” Inez said, turning her red face toward him as she continued to quirt the portraits.


  “Entwistle, would you find a towel for Madame?” Scull said. “I fear she’s dripping. She’ll soil the Aubusson if she’s not careful.”


  “You Bostonians are so beggarly,” Inez said. “It’s just a rug.”


  “Sack the stable boy, if you don’t mind, Entwistle,” Scull added. “He’s managed to anger me while not quite pleasing Madame.”


  Then he looked at his wife.


  “I wasn’t talking about the success—or lack of it—of your amours, Inez, when I said I hoped you were satisfied,” he informed her. “The fact is, your imbecile cousins have gotten us into a war.”


  “The darlings, I’m so glad,” Inez replied. “What did they do?”


  “They fired on us,” Scull said. “The impertinent fools—they’ll soon wish they hadn’t.”


  At that point Entwistle returned with a towel, which he handed to Madame Scull, who immediately flung it back in his face. Entwistle, unsurprised, picked up the towel and draped it over the banister near where Madame Scull stood.


  “Find that stable boy?” Scull asked.


  “No, he didn’t, and he won’t,” Inez said, before Entwistle could answer.


  “Why’s that, my dear?” Scull asked, noting that a whitish substance was still dripping copiously down his wife’s leg. Happily, though, her quirtings had done little damage to the Scull portraits, which hung in imposing ranks along the hallway.


  “Because I’ve stowed him in a closet, where I mean to keep him until he proves his mettle,” Inez said.


  “I should shoot you on the spot, you Oglethorpe slut,” Scull said. “No Boston jury would convict me.”


  “What, because I had a tumble with the stable boy, you think that’s grounds for murder?” Inez asked, coming at him with menace in her eyes.


  “No, of course not,” he said. “I’d do it because you embarrassed Entwistle. You don’t embarrass butlers, not here in our Boston.”


  “My cousins will soon put you to rout, you damn Yankee hounds,” Inez said, starting up the stairs.


  “Hickling Prescott suspects you of Oglethorpe blood—did you hear me, you dank slut?” Inish yelled after her.


  Inez Scull did not reply.


  Before he could say more he was taken with a fit of hopping. He was almost to the kitchen before Entwistle and the parlor maids could get him stopped.


  4.


  MAGGIE CONSIDERED IT a happy turnabout that she now had a position in the store that had once been the Forsythes’. She did the very jobs that Clara had once done: unpacking, arranging goods on the shelves, helping customers, writing up bills, wrapping the purchases that required wrapping. She thought often of Clara, and felt lucky to have, at last, a respectable job. Clara, she thought, would have understood and approved. The store’s new owner, Mr. Sam Stewart, was from Ohio, and a newcomer to Austin. He knew little of Maggie’s past, and what he knew he ignored. Fetching and competent clerks were not plentiful in Austin—Mrs. Sam Stewart was glad to accept the fiction that Maggie was a widow, and Newt the son of a Mr. Dobbs, killed by Indians while on a trip. Sam Stewart had a few irregularities in his past himself and was not disposed either to look too closely or to judge too harshly when Maggie applied for the job, though he did once mention to his formidable wife, Amanda Stewart, that Maggie’s boy, Newt, then four, bore a strong resemblance to Captain Call.


  “I’d mind your own business, if I were you, Sam,” Amanda informed him. “I’m sure Maggie’s done the best she could. I’ll nail your skin to the back door if you let Maggie go.”


  “Who said anything about letting her go, Manda?” Sam asked. “I have no intention of letting her go.”


  “Scoundrels like you often get churchly once they’re safe from the hang rope,” Amanda informed him. She said no more, but Sam Stewart went around for days wondering what skeleton his wife thought she had uncovered now.


  It was while clerking in the store that Maggie made friends with Nellie McCrae. Nellie often came in to purchase little things for Gus, but rarely spent a penny on herself, though she was a fetching young woman whose beauty would have shone more brightly if she had allowed herself a ribbon, now and then, or a new frock.


  That Nellie was not strong had always been clear—once or twice she had become faint, while doing her modest shopping; Maggie had had to insist that she rest a bit on the sofa at the back of the store before going home.


  Then Nellie commenced dying, and was seen in the store no more. Maggie sorrowed for her and sat up all night rocking Newt, who had a cough, when news of the death came.


  She was dressing to go to the funeral when Graciela, the Mexican woman who watched Newt while Maggie worked, came hobbling in in terror—Graciela was convinced she had been bitten by a snake.


  “Was it a rattler?” Maggie asked, not without skepticism—the day seldom passed without nature striking some near-fatal blow at Graciela.


  Graciela was far too upset to give an accurate description of the snake; though Maggie could find no fang marks on her leg, or anywhere else, Graciela was convinced she was dying. She began to pray to the saints, and to the Virgin.


  “You might have stepped on a snake but I don’t think it bit you,” Maggie said, but Graciela was sobbing so loudly she couldn’t hear. It was vexing. Maggie thought the best thing to do was take Newt to the funeral with her. He was a lively boy and might escape Graciela and be off—if there was a rattlesnake around, Newt might be the one to find it.


  While Maggie was buttoning Newt into the nice brown coat he wore to church, Graciela, in her despair, turned over a pot of beans—a small river of bean juice was soon flowing across the kitchen floor.


  “If you don’t die, clean up the beans,” Maggie said, as she hurried Newt out the door. Then she regretted her sharpness: Graciela was a poor woman who had lost five of her twelve children; she had suffered so many pains in life that she had become a little deranged.


  Maggie could already hear the strains of the new church organ—it had just arrived from Philadelphia the week before. Amanda Stewart, who had some training in music, had been enlisted to play it.


  “Will we see Captain Woodrow?” Newt asked, as his mother hurried him along.


  “Yes, and Jake too, I expect,” Maggie said. “Maybe Captain Woodrow would walk with us to the graveyard.”


  Newt didn’t say anything—his mother was always hoping that Captain Woodrow would do things with them that the Captain seldom wanted to do.


  Jake Spoon, though, was always jolly; he came to their house often and played with him, or, sometimes, even took him fishing. Jake had even given him an old lariat rope, Newt’s proudest possession. Jake said every ranger needed to know how to rope, so Newt practiced often with his rope, throwing loops at a stump in the backyard, or, if his mother wasn’t looking, at the chickens. He thought roping birds would be safe, though he was careful not to go near old Dan, the quarrelsome tom turkey that belonged to Mrs. Stewart.


  “Old Dan will peck you, Newt,” Mrs. Stewart warned, and Newt didn’t doubt. Old Dan had pecked Graciela, causing her to weep for several days.


  Though Newt, like his mother, hoped that Captain Woodrow would come and do things with them, the occasions when he did come frightened little Newt a little. Captain Woodrow didn’t play with him, as Jake did, and had never taken him fishing, though, on rare occasions, he might give Newt a penny, so that he could buy sassafras candy at the store where his mother worked. Jake Spoon’s visits usually ended with Newt laughing himself into a fit—Jake would tickle him until he went into a fit—but nothing like that happened when Captain Woodrow came. When the Captain came he and Newt’s mother talked, but in such low voices that Newt could never hear what they were saying. Newt tried to be on his best behavior during Captain Woodrow’s visits, not only in the hope of getting a penny, but because it was clear that Captain Woodrow expected good behavior.


  Newt was always a little glad, when Captain Woodrow got up to go, but he was always a little sorry, too. He wanted Captain Woodrow to stay with them—his mother was never more pleased than when Captain Woodrow came—but he himself never quite knew what to do when the Captain was there. He had a whistle which he liked to blow loudly, and a top he liked to spin, and a stick horse he could ride expertly, even though the stick horse bucked and pitched like a real bronc, but when the Captain came he didn’t blow his whistle, spin his top, or ride his stick horse. Newt just sat and tried to be well behaved. Almost always, after Captain Woodrow came, his mother cried and was in a bad temper for a while; Newt had learned to be cautious in his playing, at such times.


  Maggie and Newt hurried across the street and crept into the back of the church just as the brief service began.


  “Ma, I can’t see,” Newt whispered. He didn’t like being in church, which required him to be still, even more still than he was used to keeping during Captain Woodrow’s visits. At the moment all he could see was a forest of backs and legs.


  “Shush, you be quiet now,” Maggie said, but she did hoist Newt up so he could see Amanda Stewart play the new organ. All the rangers were there but Deets, one of Newt’s favorites. Deets was skillful at devising little toys out of pieces of wood or sacking and whatever he could find. So far he had made Newt a turkey, a bobcat, and a bear. Of course, Deets was black; Newt was not sure whether he was exactly a ranger—in any case he could not spot him in the church.


  Then his mother whispered to him and pointed out a thin man standing with the rangers.


  “That’s the Governor,” she said. “It’s nice that he came.”


  Newt took no special interest in the Governor, but he was careful to squeeze his eyes shut during the prayer. Graciela had made it clear to him that he would go to hell and burn forever if he opened his eyes during a prayer.


  When the praying was finished the rangers went past them out of the church, carrying a wooden box, which they set in the back of a wagon. Jake Spoon was helping carry the box; when he went past Newt he winked at him. Newt knew that winking at such a time must be bad, because his mother colored and looked annoyed.


  Maggie was annoyed. Jake ought to have better manners than to wink while carrying a coffin. Newt adored Jake; it was not setting the boy a good example to wink at such a solemn time. What made it worse was that Gus McCrae looked so low and sad.


  Sometimes Maggie wondered why she had fixed her heart on Call, and not on Gus—she and Gus were more adaptable people than Woodrow ever had been or ever would be. She thought she could have stayed alive and done nicely by Augustus, had she felt for him what a wife should feel for a husband; and yet, through the years, it was Woodrow she loved and Jake she tolerated. Even then, walking up the street behind the wagon, Maggie felt her spirits droop a little because Woodrow, mindful of the solemnity of the occasion, had walked past them without a nod or a glance.


  The hope Maggie held, above all, was that her son would be able to live a respectable life. She herself might manage to die respectable, but she had not lived respectable, not for much of her life; she placed a high value on it and wanted it for her son. He might never manage to be a hero, as his father was; he might never even be called to do battle—Maggie hoped he wouldn’t. But it wasn’t necessary to fight Indians or arrest bandits to be respectable. Respectability was a matter of training and guidance—learning not to wink in funerals, for example, or keeping one’s eyes closed during prayer.


  There was no managing Jake Spoon, though; there never had been. Maggie knew it, and it was bittersweet knowledge, because, for all his faults, Jake did his best to help her, and had for the whole time she had had Newt. It was Jake who carried her groceries home, if he noticed that she was heavily laden; Jake that tacked up a little shelf in her kitchen, to hold the crockery—Jake Spoon did the chores that Woodrow Call would rarely unbend to do, even if he had the time. Maggie knew her own weaknesses: she could not do entirely without a man, could not be alone always, could not survive and raise her son well without more help than Woodrow Call gave her.


  Call and Gus were not heroes to the people for nothing; they were constantly on patrol along the line of the frontier. Skirmishes with the Comanches were frequent, and the border was very unsettled. Call and Gus were always gone but Jake Spoon was usually left at home—he had had the prudence to take a course in penmanship and wrote the neatest hand in the company. There was a man in the legislature, a senator named Sumerskin, who considered the rangers profligate in the matter of expenses. He hectored Call and Gus to produce accountings down to the last horseshoe nail, a vexation that both captains found hard to tolerate. Though Jake Spoon could shoot and might occasionally produce a dashing bit of derring-do during a fracas, he was also lazy, careless of his tack, and prone to exhausting the troop by leading singsongs all night. His main use when they were after bandits was that he could tie the most elegant hang knots in the troop. Bandits hung with one of Jake’s nooses rarely danced or kicked more than a few seconds.


  Call, though, could barely tolerate Jake’s laziness—Augustus, though an inspired fighter, provided more than enough laziness for any one troop, Call considered, so, usually, Jake got left at home to keep the company records in his elegant hand. He would wad up page after page of ledger paper until he had his columns exact and the loops and curves of his letters precisely as he wanted them to be.


  Where Woodrow Call was concerned, Maggie’s hopes shrank, year by year, to one need: the need to have Call give Newt his name. She no longer supposed, even in her most hopeful moments, that Woodrow would marry her. It wasn’t that he scorned her because of her past, either; the bitter truth Maggie slowly came to accept was that Woodrow Call liked being alone; he liked his solitude as much as Gus and Jake liked female company.


  “Woodrow just ain’t the marrying kind, Mag,” Augustus said to her, on more than one occasion, and he was right.


  Still, every time Maggie saw Woodrow her heart fluttered, although she knew that a fluttering heart could not change such things. She ceased mentioning marriage to him; even, in time, ceased to think about it. It had been the central hope of her life, but it wasn’t to be. What she didn’t cease to think about was Newt. Newt was the spitting image of his father: the two of them walked alike, talked alike, had the same smile and the same forehead, yet Call would not give Newt his name. The resemblances Maggie catalogued—resemblances that were obvious to everyone in Austin—didn’t convince him; or, if they did convince him, he hid the realization from himself. Often Maggie could not contain her bitterness at his refusal; she quarreled with him about it, sometimes loudly. Once on a hot still day they quarreled so loudly that their argument woke Pea Eye, who had been dozing below them, in the shade of the building. Maggie knew Pea Eye overheard them; she happened to look out the window and saw his startled face turned up in surprise.


  That Newt would someday bear his father’s name was the one hope Maggie would not relinquish, though she came to realize that no effort of hers would make it happen. Her hope, she felt, lay with Newt himself—as the boy grew, his own sweetness might have an effect on Woodrow that she herself had not been able to have. All the rangers liked Newt; they kept him with them whenever they could. They sat him on their horses, whittled him toy guns, let him pet the crippled possum that Lee Hitch found in the hay one morning and adopted. As Newt grew they taught him little skills, and Newt was a quick pupil. All of them, Maggie was convinced, knew he was Call’s.


  Now, in the strong sunlight, the crowd followed the wagon with the coffin in toward the green cemetery by the river. Maggie heard, all about her, murmurs about the war. She scarcely knew herself what it meant; she longed for a moment with Woodrow, so he could explain it. But he had not, as she hoped, dropped back to walk with her. Instead, it was Jake Spoon who dropped back, when they were almost to the graveyard. Jake had a habit of touching her in public that Maggie despised; she worked in a store now, she had a respectable job, but even if she hadn’t she would not have wanted Jake to touch her in public. Even in private her acceptance of him had some reluctance in it. When he attempted to touch her arm Maggie drew away.


  “You oughtn’t to be winking at Newt—not at a funeral,” she reproached him.


  Jake, though, could not be managed. He turned to Newt and winked again.


  “Why, the preaching was over,” he said. “There’s no harm in a wink. Nobody noticed, anyway. All they can think about is the war. It’s a wonder anybody even came to see Nellie buried.


  “Gus does have poor luck with wives,” he added. “If I was a woman I’d think twice before hitching up with him—it’d be a death sentence.”


  “I wish you’d be nice,” Maggie whispered. “I just wish you’d be nice. You can be nice, Jake, when you try.”


  Maggie knew that Jake Spoon wasn’t really bad; but neither was he really good, either. Though he was capable of sweetness, at times, she often felt that she would be better off having no man than a man like Jake; but, if she sent him away, Newt would be the lonelier for it. She never completely turned Jake out, though she was often tempted to. It vexed her that she was spending so much of her energy on a large child, when there was a better man, one she had long loved, not one hundred yards away—yet, there it was.


  “I see Deets,” Newt whispered, as the procession reached the little graveyard. Sure enough, Deets and two other Negroes, men who had worked for Nellie McCrae or her family, stood deferentially, waiting, near a grove of trees.


  Newt was wondering if Graciela had died of the snakebite, in which case they might have to bury her, too, when they got back home. He did like Graciela; she gave him honey cakes and taught him how to tie little threads on grasshoppers’ legs and make them pull sticks along, like tiny wagons. But if Graciela had died and they had to go through the singing and praying again, it would be a long time before he got to play. Besides, the brown coat his mother was so proud of scratched his neck. There was more singing, and the grownups all gathered around a hole in the ground. Newt seemed sleepy—the brown coat made him hot. He held his mother’s hand, put his head against her leg, and shut his eyes. The next thing he knew, Deets, who carried him home, was setting him down in his own kitchen. Graciela, who was still alive, helped him take off the scratchy coat.


  5.


  ONCE HE HAD become a rich man, Blue Duck began to think of killing his father. Getting rich had been easy—the whites were on the roads in great numbers, and they were careless travelers. They traveled as if there were no Comanches left—most of these whites did not even post guards at night. Blue Duck supposed they must be coming from lands where the Indians were tame, or where they had all been killed. Otherwise the whites would long since have been robbed and killed. They drank at night until they passed out, or else lay with their women carelessly. They were easy to kill and rob, and even the poorest of them had at least a few things of value: guns, watches, a little money; some of the women had jewels hidden away. Often there would be a horse or two Blue Duck could add to the herd he was building at his camp near the Cimarron River.


  Few of his father’s band hunted that far east; Comanches didn’t bother him, nor did the Indians to the east, the Cherokees or Choctaws or other tribes that the whites had driven into the Indian Territory. Those Indians were not raiders anyway: they tried to build towns and farms. They hunted a little, but they had few horses and did not go after the buffalo. A few renegades from those tribes tried to join up with Blue Duck, but the only one he allowed into his band was a Choctaw named Broken Nose, who was an exceptional shot with the rifle. Blue Duck wanted only Indians who were skilled horsemen, like his own people, the Comanches. Sometimes he liked to strike deep into the forested country, where the whites had many little settlements; for such work he needed men who could ride. He wanted to raid as the Comanches raided, only in the eastern places, where the whites were numerous and careless.


  Blue Duck had five women, two who were Kiowa and three white women he had stolen. There were many other stolen women that he let his men play with for a while, and then killed. He wanted the whites to know that once he had one of their women, the woman was lost. Ermoke, the first man to join up with him once he had left his father’s band, was very lustful, so lustful that he had to be restrained. Blue Duck wanted wealth but Ermoke only wanted women—he would raid any party if he saw a woman that he wanted.


  Soon there were fifteen men in the camp on the Cimarron; they had many guns, a good herd of horses, and many women. Sometimes Blue Duck would get tired of all the drinking and quarreling that went on in the camp. Once or twice he had risen up in fury and killed one or two of his own men, just to quiet the camp. He had learned from his father that the way to deal death was to do it quickly, when people were least expecting death to be dealt. Blue Duck kept an axe near the place where he spread his robes. Sometimes he would spring up and kill two or three renegades with his axe, before they could react and flee.


  At other times he would simply ride away from the camp for a few days, to rest his mind, and when he left he always rode west, toward the Comanche lands. It rankled him that he had been made an outcast. He would have liked to ride again with the Comanche, to live again in the Comanche way. He missed the great hunts; he missed the raids. The renegades he commanded seldom took a buffalo, or any game larger than a deer. Once or twice Blue Duck rode north alone and took a buffalo or two—he did it for the meat, but also because it reminded him of a time he had gone hunting with Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf and the other Comanche hunters. The knowledge that he had been driven out, that he could never go back, filled him sometimes with anger and other times with sadness. He did not understand it. He had done no worse than many young warriors; he had only been trying to prove his bravery, which it was right to do.


  Blue Duck decided that the real reason for his exile was that the old men feared his strength. They knew he would be a chief someday, and they feared for themselves, just as the renegades on the Cimarron were afraid for themselves.


  He decided too—one night when the sleet was blowing and he was eating buffalo liver, far north of the Canadian River—that his father also feared his strength. Buffalo Hump was older; soon his strength would begin to fade. But he had been war chief of his band for a long time; he would not want to surrender his power, to a son or anyone. His power would have to be taken, and Blue Duck wanted to be the one to take it.


  In the cold morning he skinned the buffalo he had killed and took the hide back to the camp on the Cimarron, for the women to work. Only the two Kiowa women knew how to work with skins; the stolen white women had no such skills. The women were inept and so were many of the men. They were adequate when raiding white farmers, travelers with families, and the like, but in battle none of them were equal to the Comanches. They had no skill with any weapon except the rifle, and most of them were cowards, as well. A few Comanche warriors could make short work of them, a thing Blue Duck knew well.


  He meant to kill his father, but it was not a thing he would attempt hastily. His father was too alert, and too dangerous. He might have to wait until his father weakened; perhaps an illness would strike Buffalo Hump, or a white soldier kill him; or perhaps he would just grow careless when on a hunt and die of an accident.


  As the years passed Blue Duck’s fame spread, thanks to his random and merciless killings. He was a wanted man in the eastern country, the country of trees. In Arkansas and in east Texas or Louisiana his name was feared by people who had never heard of Buffalo Hump; people who had no reason to fear a Comanche attack feared Blue Duck. He became expert at working the line between the wild country and the settled. He knew where there were effective lawmen and where there were not. Many of his renegades were shot, and not a few captured, tried, and hung, but Blue Duck shifted away. He robbed at night, then went north into Kansas; few white lawmen had ever seen him, but all knew of him.


  His restlessness did not leave him, or his frustration. He was a Comanche who was not allowed to live as a Comanche, and the injustice rankled. Many times he went back to the Comanche country, sometimes camping in it for days, alone. He was careful, though, to stay well away from his father’s people. He didn’t fear Slow Tree, but he knew that if he gave Buffalo Hump enough provocation Buffalo Hump would come after him and hunt him to death, if he could.


  Blue Duck, cool in the attack, but impatient in most other aspects of life, knew that he needed to be patient in the matter of his father. He was the younger man; he had only to wait until time weakened his father, or removed him. Now and then his hot blood urged him not to wait, to challenge his father and kill him. But in cooler moments he knew that was folly. Even if he killed Buffalo Hump there were other warriors who would hunt him down and kill him.


  In the east, among the forests, the name of Blue Duck was most feared. Even on the much-traveled army roads few travelers felt safe. The gun merchants in Arkansas and Mississippi sold many guns to travelers who hoped to protect themselves from Blue Duck, Ermoke, and their men.


  Many of those travelers died, new guns or no; Blue Duck’s wealth grew; but, despite it, he still went back, every few months, to ride the comanchería, the long plains of grass.


  6.


  THE MORNING AFTER Nellie’s funeral, Augustus McCrae disappeared. He had been seen the night before, drinking in his usual saloon, but when morning came he was nowhere to be found. His favorite horse, a black mare, was not in the stables, and there was no sign that he had been back to the room where he had lived with Nellie.


  Call was surprised, and a little disturbed. When Geneva, his first wife, died, Gus had sought company wherever he could find it. He stayed in the saloons or the whorehouses for over two weeks, and was hardly fit for rangering duties once he did resume them. On a trip to Laredo, where banditry had been especially rife, he had been thrown from his horse three times, due to inebriation. The fact that he had chosen a half-broken, untrustworthy horse for the ride to Laredo was evidence that his mind was not on his work. Augustus had always been careful to choose gentle, well-broken mounts.


  Call was annoyed by his friend’s sudden disappearance. Even allowing for grief, and Gus had seemed sadly grieved, it was unprofessional behavior in view of the unsettled state of things. Call supposed, himself, that the war fever would soon abate at least a little. Texas wasn’t in the war yet, and when the eager volunteers discovered how far they would have to travel to get into a battle, many of them, he suspected, would develop second thoughts. Many would elect to stay at home and see if the war spread in their direction. It wasn’t like the Mexican conflict, where men could ride south for a day or two and join in battle.


  Still, it was a war, and the Governor’s concern about the local defenses was justified. Governor Clark had an assistant, a man named Barkeley, a small man who fancied that he was a large cog in the machinery of state government. Augustus McCrae had promised the Governor an answer regarding his intentions, and Mr. Barkeley wanted it.


  “Where’s McCrae? The Governor’s in a hurry and so am I,” Barkeley wanted to know, presenting himself at the ranger stables with an air of impatience.


  “He’s not here,” Call said.


  “Where is he, then? This is damned inconvenient,” Barkeley snapped.


  “I don’t know where he is,” Call admitted. “He just buried his wife. He may have wanted to take a ride and mourn a little.”


  “We’re all apt to have to bury wives,” Barkeley replied. “McCrae has no business doing it on state time. Can’t you send someone to find him?”


  “No, but you’re welcome to go look yourself,” Call said, piqued by the man’s tone.


  “Go look, what do you mean, sir?” Barkeley said. “Look where?”


  “He was here yesterday, I expect that means he’s still somewhere in the state,” Call informed the man, before turning on his heel.


  By midafternoon, with Augustus still gone, Call became genuinely worried. He had never married and could not claim to know the emotions that might torment a man at the loss of a wife; but he knew they must be powerful. In the back of his mind was the sad fate of Long Bill Coleman, whose wife had not even been dead. Long Bill had seemed to be a troubled but stable man, only the day before he killed himself—and Augustus, if anything, was a good deal more flighty than Long Bill. The thought kept entering Call’s mind that Augustus might have done something foolish, in his grief.


  The Kickapoo tracker, Famous Shoes, the man so trusted by Captain Scull, lived with his wives and children not far north of Austin. Though Famous Shoes preferred the country along the Little Wichita, the Comanches had been violent lately in that region, killing several Kickapoo families. Famous Shoes had brought his family south, for safety. The army, hearing of his skill, tried to hire him to track for them on several expeditions, but their present leader, Colonel D. D. McQuorquodale, insisted that all scouts be mounted, a form of travel that Famous Shoes rejected. Colonel McQuorquodale refused to believe that a man on foot could keep up with a column of mounted cavalry, despite numerous testimonials to Famous Shoes’ speed and ability, one of them by Call himself.


  “He not only keeps up, he gets three or four days ahead, if you don’t keep him in sight,” Call assured the Colonel. “He’s the best I’ve ever seen at finding water holes, Colonel.”


  “You’ll need the water holes, too,” Augustus said. He had a contempt for soldiers, but had been eavesdropping on the conversation while whittling on a stick.


  “I have every confidence in my ability to find water, sir,” Colonel McQuorquodale said. “I run the scouts, and they’ll travel the way I tell them to, if they expect to work for Dan McQuorquodale.”


  On the Colonel’s next expedition west, sixteen cavalry horses starved to death and several men came close to it, saved only by a heavy spring rain. Despite this evidence of the variability of water sources on the western plains, Colonel McQuorquodale refused to relax his requirements, and Famous Shoes continued to refuse to ride horses, the result being that he was in his camp, surrounded by his wives and children, when Call and Pea Eye sought him out. Call wanted to know if Famous Shoes was available to conduct a quick search for Augustus. When they arrived Famous Shoes was holding the paw of a small animal of some sort, studying it with deep curiosity. His wives were smiling as if they shared some joke, but Famous Shoes was only interested in the paw.


  “We’ve lost Captain McCrae,” Call said, dismounting. “Are you busy, or could you find the time to go look for him?”


  “Right now I am wondering about this paw,” Famous Shoes said. “It is the paw of a ferret my wives killed, but they cooked it when I was away. I did not get to look at the ferret.”


  “Why would you need to look at it, if it was tasty?” Pea Eye asked. Over the years he had grown fond of Famous Shoes—he liked it that the Kickapoo was curious about things that other men didn’t even notice.


  “This ferret did not belong here,” Famous Shoes informed him. “Once I went to the north and I saw many weasels like this near the Platte River. This ferret was black, but all the ferrets around here are brown. This is the kind of ferret that ought to be up by the Platte River.”


  Famous Shoes’ penchant for diverting himself for days in order to investigate things that didn’t particularly require investigation was one of the things that tried Call’s patience with him.


  “Maybe it was just born off-color,” Pea Eye suggested. “Sometimes you’ll see a litter of white pigs with one black pig in it.”


  “This paw is from a ferret, it is not a pig,” Famous Shoes said, unpersuaded by Pea Eye’s suggestion. He saw, though that Captain Call was impatient—Captain Call was always impatient—so he put the ferret’s paw in his pouch for future study.


  “Captain McCrae went by this morning early,” Famous Shoes said. “It was foggy here. I did not see him but I heard him say something to his mare. He is on that black mare he likes, and he is going west. I saw his track while I was looking for some more of these ferrets.”


  “His wife died, I expect he’s just grieving,” Call said. “I’d be obliged if you’d track him and see if you can get him to come back.”


  Famous Shoes considered the matter in silence for a moment. He could not do anything about the fact that Captain McCrae’s wife had died—if Captain McCrae had a wife to mourn he had probably gone away so he could mourn her without anyone interfering with him too much. Also, he himself now had an interesting problem to study, the problem of the black ferret; he was comfortably settled in with his wives and children and did not particularly want to go anywhere. But Captain Call had helped him with the army, when the Colonel who wanted all scouts to ride horses had decided to put him in jail because he refused to ride. Famous Shoes had carefully explained to the Colonel, and to his captains and lieutenants, his views on horses; there were several reasons why it was not wise for Kickapoos to ride horses; besides those reasons there was a simple reason that should have been apparent to the Colonel and his men, which was that it was impossible to track expertly from the back of a horse, a tracker needed his eyes close to the ground if he were to see the fine details that would tell him what he needed to know. The qualities of dust and dirt were important to a tracker; no one could know what the dust revealed without kneeling often to feel it and study it.


  The white colonel had not been interested in any of that—he had promptly put Famous Shoes in jail for disobedience. Fortunately Captain Call heard about the matter quickly and soon got him out. He and Captain McCrae had complained to the white colonel, too—Captain McCrae had even yelled at the Colonel; he let him know that Famous Shoes was needed by the Texas Rangers and was not to be interfered with.


  In view of the help he had received, Famous Shoes thought he ought to lay aside the problem of the black ferret for a bit and go locate Captain McCrae. He had known Captain McCrae for a number of years and knew that he did not behave like most white men. Captain McCrae’s behavior reminded him of some friends he had who were Choctaw. Captain Call was very much a white man; he lived by rules. But Captain McCrae had little patience with rules; he lived by what was inside him, by the urgings of his heart and his spirit—and now, grieved by the death of his wife, Captain McCrae’s spirit urged him to get on his black mare and go west. Already, that morning, Famous Shoes had the feeling that something unusual was happening with Captain McCrae. He was not going away to do some chore that he would be paid for. He was going away for a different reason. Famous Shoes got up and led the two rangers over to the stream, to show them the tracks where the black mare had crossed.


  “I will go find him—I think it will take me many days,” Famous Shoes said.


  Captain Call looked displeased, but he didn’t disagree with the statement. He himself probably felt that something unusual was happening with his friend.


  “Why would it take so many days if he just left?” Pea Eye asked. Tracking was a mystery to him. He liked to watch Famous Shoes as he did it, but he didn’t understand the process involved. The track he saw by the stream just told him that a horse had passed. Which horse, and where it was going, and how heavy a rider it was carrying were all obvious to Famous Shoes but not obvious to Pea Eye. Even more puzzling was Famous Shoes’ ability to predict things about the traveler, his mood or circumstance, that he himself could not have guessed even if he were with the traveler and looking him right in the eye. Captain McCrae himself had been doubtful of the scout’s ability to figure out such things, and said so often.


  “He’s just guessing,” Augustus said. “When he’s right it’s luck and when he’s wrong nobody knows about it because whoever he’s guessing about gets away.”


  “I don’t think he’s guessing,” Call had protested. “He’s got nothing to do but track, and think about tracking—and he ain’t young. He’s learned it. He gathers information that we can’t see, and puts it together.”


  Pea Eye thought Captain Call probably had the better of the argument. The tracker’s very next comment was a case in point.


  “He’s looking for peace and cannot find it here along the Guadalupe,” Famous Shoes said. “I think he will have to go a long way to find it. He may have to go to the Rio Pecos.”


  “The Pecos!” Call exclaimed. “The Governor will fire him if he goes that far.”


  “I don’t think the Captain will care,” Famous Shoes said.


  “No, you’re right,” Call said, once he had considered. He thought the matter over for a minute, looking west into the hills.


  “I’m going to send Corporal Parker with you,” he told Famous Shoes. There were no graded ranks in the rangers, but he and Gus had taken to calling Pea Eye “Corporal” because they liked him. He was not a confident young man—it flattered him a little to be thought of as a corporal.


  “We can leave now,” Famous Shoes said. “Maybe we can spot another of those black ferrets while we are tracking Captain McCrae.”


  Pea Eye was startled but pleased—traveling with Famous Shoes would be instructive. The man was already trotting west; he did not seem to think it necessary to go back and speak to his wives.


  “Stay with him, Corporal,” Call said.


  “I’ll stay with him, Captain,” Pea Eye said.


  He had no more than said it when he looked around and noticed that Famous Shoes, the man he had just promised to stay with, had disappeared. The hilly country was patched with clumps of cedar, juniper, live oak, chaparral, and various other bushes. Pea Eye felt something like panic. He had not taken even one step westward and had already lost the man he was traveling with—and Captain Call was right there to see it.


  Call noticed Pea Eye’s confusion, and remembered how annoyed he had been at first, and how confused, when Famous Shoes would just disappear, often for days.


  “There he is,” Call said, pointing at Famous Shoes, who was crossing a little hillock some two hundred yards to the west.


  “I expected he just squatted behind a bush to look at a track,” he added.


  “Maybe it was a ferret track,” Pea Eye said, much relieved. “He’s got a powerful interest in ferrets.


  “What is a ferret, Captain?” he asked—he wasn’t quite sure and did not want to appear ignorant, as he traveled with Famous Shoes.


  “Well, it’s a varmint of the weasel family, I believe,” Call said. “You best catch up with Famous Shoes and ask him. He might lecture you on ferrets all the way to the Pecos, if you have to go that far.


  “I don’t know why Gus would want to go all the way to the Pecos,” he said, but Pea Eye had his eye fixed on Famous Shoes, clearly worried that he might disappear again.


  “I’m going, Captain, before I lose him,” Pea Eye said.


  He put his horse in a lope and was soon beside the tracker, who neither stopped nor looked around.


  Watching them go, Call felt both relief and envy: relief that Famous Shoes had accepted the job; envy because he wished he could be as young and unburdened with duties as Pea Eye Parker. It would be nice to be able to forget the Governor, and Barkeley, and the ledger keepers and just to ride west into the wild country. Perhaps, he thought, as he turned back, that was what Augustus wanted: just to be free for a few days, just to saddle his horse and ride.


  7.


  WITHIN AN HOUR of leaving Captain Call, Pea Eye began to wish fervently that they would soon find Augustus McCrae, mainly because he had no confidence that he could stay with Famous Shoes. It wasn’t that Famous Shoes traveled particularly fast—though it was certainly true he didn’t travel slow. The problem was that he traveled irregularly, zigging and zagging, slipping into a copse of trees, loping off at right angles to the track, sometimes even doubling back if he spotted an animal or a bird he wanted to investigate. No matter how hard Pea Eye concentrated on staying with him, Famous Shoes continually disappeared. Every time it happened Pea Eye had to wonder if he would ever see the man again.


  Famous Shoes was amused at the young ranger’s frantic efforts to keep him in sight, a thing, of course, which was quite unnecessary. The young man looked worried and nervous all day and was so tired when they made camp that he was barely capable of making a decent fire. Famous Shoes liked the young man and thought it might help a little if he instructed Corporal Parker in the ways of scouting.


  “You do not have to follow me or stay close to me,” he told Pea Eye. “I do not follow a straight trail.”


  “Nope, you don’t,” Pea Eye agreed. He had been almost asleep, from fatigue, but the strong coffee Famous Shoes brewed woke him up a little.


  “I have many things to watch,” Famous Shoes told him. “I do not think we will catch up with Captain McCrae for a few days. I think he is going far.”


  “Can you tell how far he’s going just from the tracks?” Pea Eye asked.


  “No—it is just something I am thinking,” Famous Shoes admitted. “He has lost his wife. Right now he does not know where to be. I think he is going far, to look around.”


  In the night Pea Eye found that he could not sleep. It occurred to him that he had never been alone with an Indian before. Of course, it was only Famous Shoes, who was friendly. But what if he wasn’t really friendly? What if Famous Shoes suddenly got an urge to take a scalp? Of course, Pea Eye knew it was unlikely—Captain Call wouldn’t send him off with an Indian who wanted to take his scalp. He knew it was foolish to be thinking that way. Famous Shoes had scouted for many years and had never scalped anybody. But Pea Eye’s mind wouldn’t behave. The part of it that was sensible knew that Famous Shoes meant him no harm; but another part of his mind kept bringing up pictures of Indians with scalping knives. He was annoyed with his mind—it would be a lot easier to do his task well if his mind would just behave and not keep making him scared.


  Late in the night, while the young ranger dozed, Famous Shoes heard some geese flying overhead, and he began to sing a long song about birds. Of course he sang the song in his own Kickapoo tongue, which the young white man could not understand. Famous Shoes knew that the words of the song would be mysterious to the young man, who had awakened to listen, but he sang anyway. That things were mysterious did not make them less valuable. The mystery of the northward-flying geese had always haunted him; he thought the geese might be flying to the edge of the world, so he made a song about them, for no mystery was stronger to Famous Shoes than the mystery of birds. All the animals that he knew left tracks, but the geese, when they spread their wings to fly northward, left no tracks. Famous Shoes thought that the geese must know where the gods lived, and because of their knowledge had been exempted by the gods from having to make tracks. The gods would not want to be visited by just anyone who found a track, but their messengers, the great birds, were allowed to visit them. It was a wonderful thing, a thing Famous Shoes never tired of thinking about.


  When Famous Shoes finished his song he noticed that the young white man was asleep. During the day he had not trusted enough, and had worn himself out with pointless scurryings. Perhaps even then the song he had just sung was working in the young man’s dreams; perhaps as he grew older he would learn to trust mysteries and not fear them. Many white men could not trust things unless they could be explained; and yet the most beautiful things, such as the trackless flight of birds, could never be explained.


  The next morning, when the first gray light came, Pea Eye awoke to find that he had not been scalped or hurt. He felt so tired and so grateful that he didn’t move at once. Famous Shoes squatted by the campfire, bringing the coffee to a boil. Pea Eye wanted to be helpful, but he felt as if his joints had turned to glue. He sat up, but he felt incapable of further movement.


  Famous Shoes drank his coffee as if he were drinking water, although, to Pea Eye’s taste, the coffee was scalding.


  “I am leaving now,” Famous Shoes said. “You do not have to go where I go. Just travel to the west.”


  “What? I won’t see you at all?” Pea Eye asked. Never since joining the rangers had he spent a whole day alone, in wild country. Even if he hadn’t been feeling that his joints had melted, the prospect would have alarmed him. If he met a party of Comanches, he would be lost.


  “You haven’t seen no Indian sign, have you?” he asked.


  Famous Shoes was not in the mood for conversation just then. There was a ridge to the north that had some curious black rocks scattered around it; he wanted to examine those black rocks. The sky to the east was white now—it was time to start.


  “No, there are no Indians here, but there is an old bear who has a den in that little mountain,” he said, pointing toward a small hill just to the west. “You should be careful of that bear—he might try to eat your horse.”


  “The rascal, I’ll shoot him if he tries it,” Pea Eye said, but with his joints so gluey he didn’t feel confident that he could kill a bear.


  Determined to make a show of competence, he stood up.


  “I will find you when the evening star shines,” Famous Shoes said. “Bring the coffeepot.”


  Then he slipped into the grayness. Pea Eye sipped his coffee, which was still barely cool enough to drink; but he kept his hand on his rifle while he sipped, in case the surly old bear was closer than Famous Shoes thought.


  8.


  WHEN AUGUSTUS LEFT Austin he had no aim, other than to ride around for a while, alone. To be in Austin was to be under orders: the Governor was always summoning them or sending them off, consulting with them or pestering them about details of finance that Augustus had not the slightest interest in.


  As a rule he did not, like his friend Call, enjoy solitude. Woodrow was virtually incapable of spending a whole evening in the company of his fellow men—or women either, if Maggie’s account was to be trusted. At some point in the evening Woodrow Call would always quietly disappear. He would slip off in the night, ostensibly to stand guard, when there was not a savage within one hundred miles. Prolonged stretches of company seemed to oppress him.


  With Augustus it was the opposite. When night fell, if he was in town, he wanted company, the livelier the better; he sought it and he found it, whether it involved a card game, a few talky whores, a singsong, or just a session of bragging and tale-telling with whatever gamblers and adventurers happened to be around. He had never particularly liked to sleep, and rarely did for more than three or four hours a night. Even that necessity he begrudged. Why just lay there, when you could be living? A little rest at night was needful, but the less the better.


  Now, though, his lovely Nellie’s death had arrested, for the moment, his taste for company; it seemed to him that he had been under orders for his entire life, and he was tired of it. Once it had been captains who ordered him around; now it was governors, or legislators or commissioners. The war in the East was barely started and already the Governor was pressing him and Call to pledge themselves to stay in Texas.


  Augustus didn’t want it; he had been ordered around enough. The war could wait, the Governor could wait, Woodrow could wait, and the whores and the boys in the saloons could wait. He was going away because he felt like it, and he would come back when he felt like it, if he felt like it, and not because of some governor’s summons.


  He rode all the first day in brilliant weather, not thinking of Nellie or the war or Call or anything much. His black mare, Sassy, was a fine mount, with a long easy trot that carried them west mile after mile through the limestone hills. He had not rushed off improvidently this time, either; he had four bottles of whiskey in one saddlebag, some bullets and a good slab of bacon in another. He was not much of a hunter, and he knew it. Stalking game was often boresome work. He would cheerfully shoot any tasty animal that presented itself within rifle range, but he seldom pursued his quarry far.


  Despite the Comanches, the country west of Austin was rapidly settling up. Those settlers who had survived the great raid of 1856 had by now rebuilt and remarried; cabins were scattered along the valleys, or anywhere there was sufficient water. Several times Gus had heard a large animal in the underbrush and pulled his rifle, expecting to flush a bear or a deer, only to scare out a milk cow or a couple of heifers or even a few goats.


  A little before dusk he smelled wood smoke and saw a faint column rising from a copse of cedar to the southwest. He knew there must be a settler’s cabin there, but, on this occasion, decided to ride on. The grub at these rude little homesteads was apt to be uncertain; frequently the families lived on nothing but corn cakes. He didn’t feel inclined to sit for an hour, making conversation with people he didn’t know, only to eat corn cakes or mush. A good many of the new settlers were Germans, who spoke only the most rudimentary English; also many of them were, to Augustus’s way of thinking, excessively pious. Some kept no liquor in their houses at all, and, on several occasions when he had been invited in for a meal, the grace was said at such length that he had all but lost his appetite before anyone was allowed to eat.


  This night, he decided not to gamble on the cabin. A dog began to bark but Augustus left it to its barking and slipped on by. He rode only another few miles before making camp. It was rocky country, the footing in some places so uncertain that he felt he risked laming the black mare if he traveled farther. In any case, he was not going anywhere in particular and was on no schedule except his own. The cedarwood and low mesquite burned nicely; he soon had a fragrant fire going. It was not cold; he only fed the fire a stick now and then because he liked to have a fire to look at.


  Over the last years he had looked into many campfires and only seen one face: Clara’s. His fat wife, Geneva, and his skinny wife, Nellie, were dead; the memory of their forms and faces didn’t disturb him. That night when he looked into the fire he saw no one. Women had been constantly in his thoughts since his youth, but that night he was free of even the thought of them. He thought he might just keep on riding west, into the desert, where there were neither governors nor women. His absence would vex Woodrow Call, of course, but he didn’t see that he needed to live like a bound servant, just to spare Woodrow Call a little vexation. The bright stars above him seemed to act like a drug. He dreamed of floating on air like a gliding bird, gliding into a slumber so deep that, when he woke, the stars had faded into the light of a new day. At the edge of sleep he heard a clicking sound, the sort a tin cup might make, or a coffeepot; the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes was a pair of legs standing by his campfire, which blazed beneath the coffeepot.


  “The coffee’s hot, I suggest you rouse yourself up, Captain,” a voice said. Recognizing that his visitor was none other than Charlie Goodnight, Augustus immediately did as the man suggested.


  “Howdy—I’m glad it was you and not Buffalo Hump, Charlie,” Gus said. “I may have taken ill. Otherwise I fail to understand why I would sleep this late.”


  “You don’t look ill to me, just idle,” Goodnight observed. He was a stout man, a little past Gus’s age, fully as forceful in speech as he was in body. He had been at times a superlative scout and ranger, but lately his interest had shifted to ranching; he now only rode with the rangers when the need was urgent. He was known for being as tireless as he was gruff. Conversations with Charlie Goodnight were apt to be short ones, and not infrequently left those he was conversing with slightly bruised in their feelings.


  “Heard about the war?” Augustus asked.


  “Heard,” Goodnight said. “I’d appreciate a bite of bacon if you have any. I left in a hurry and took no provisions.”


  “It’s in my saddlebag, with the frying pan,” Gus said. “You’ll pardon me if I don’t offer to cook it. I prefer to contemplate the scriptures in the morning, at least until the sun’s up.”


  Goodnight got the bacon and the pan. He didn’t comment on the war, or the scriptures. Gus saw that a fine sorrel gelding was nibbling mesquite leaves, alongside his mare. Not only had he not heard the man approach, he had not heard the horse, either. It was fine to be relaxed, as he had been last night, but in wild country there was such a thing as being too relaxed.


  Goodnight’s silence irked him a little: what good was a guest who consumed bacon but didn’t contribute conversation?


  “Do you fear God, Charlie?” Augustus asked, thinking he might pursue the religious theme for a moment.


  “Nope, too busy,” Goodnight said. “Are you a God-fearing man? I would not have supposed it.”


  “I expect I ought to be,” Gus said. “He keeps taking my wives, I suppose he could take me at any time.”


  “He might as well, if you’re going to sleep till sunup,” Goodnight said. He had already cooked and eaten fully half of Gus’s bacon. He stood up and returned the rest to the saddlebag.


  “Are you going somewhere?” Goodnight asked.


  “Why yes, west,” Augustus said. “How about yourself?”


  “Colorado,” Goodnight replied. “There’s a lively market for Texas beef in Denver, and an abundance of beef on the hoof down here in Texas.”


  Augustus considered the two remarks, but in his groggy state failed to see how they connected.


  “Have you got a herd of cattle with you, Charlie?” he asked. “If so, I guess I’m blind as well as deaf.”


  “Not presently,” Goodnight said. “But I could soon acquire one if I could find a good route to Denver.”


  “Charlie, I don’t think this is the way to Colorado,” Augustus said. “Not unless your cattle can drink air. There’s no water between here and Colorado, that I know of.”


  “There’s the Pecos River—that’s a wet river,” Goodnight said. “If I could just get a herd as far as the Pecos, I expect the moisture would increase, from there to Denver.”


  Mention of Denver reminded Gus of Matilda Roberts, one of his oldest and best friends. In the old days everyone had known Matty, even Goodnight, though as one of the soberer citizens of the frontier he had no reputation as a whorer.


  “You remember Matty Roberts, don’t you, Charlie?” Gus inquired.


  “Yes, she’s a fine woman,” Goodnight said. “She’s in the love business but love ain’t been kind to her. I’ve not visited her establishment in Denver but they say it’s lavish.”


  “What do you mean, love ain’t been kind?” Gus asked. He realized that he had no recent information about his old friend.


  “Matilda’s dying, that’s what I mean,” Goodnight said. He had unsaddled his horse, so the sorrel could have a good roll in the dust; but the sorrel had had his roll and in a few minutes Goodnight was ready to depart.


  “What—Matty’s dying—what of?” Augustus asked, shocked. Now another woman of his close acquaintance was about to be carried off. The news struck him almost as hard as if he had been told that Clara was dying. Even Woodrow Call would admit a fondness for Matty Roberts; he would be shocked when he heard the news.


  “I don’t know what of,” Goodnight informed him. “I suppose she’s just dying of living—that’s the one infection that strikes us all down, sooner or later.”


  He mounted and started to leave, but turned back and looked down at Augustus, who still sat idly at the campfire.


  “Are you poorly today?” Goodnight asked.


  “No, I’m well—why would you ask, Charlie?” Gus said.


  “You don’t seem to be in an active frame of mind today, that’s why,” Goodnight said. “You ain’t ready to die, are you?”


  “Why, no,” Augustus said, startled by the question. “I’m just a little sleepy. I was sitting up with Nellie quite a few nights before she passed away.”


  Goodnight did not seem to be satisfied by that answer. The sorrel was nervous, ready to leave, but Goodnight held him back, which was unusual. When Charlie Goodnight was ready to go he usually left without ceremony, seldom giving whomever he was talking to even the leisure to finish a sentence. He had never been one to linger—yet, now, he was lingering, looking at Augustus hard.


  “If you were under my orders I’d order you home,” he said bluntly. “A man who can’t get himself in an active frame of mind by this hour has no business traveling in this direction.”


  “Well, I ain’t under your orders and I never will be,” Augustus retorted, a little annoyed by the man’s tone. “I ain’t a child and nobody appointed you to watch over me.”


  Goodnight smiled—also a rare thing.


  “I was concerned that you might have lost your snap, but I guess you ain’t,” he said, turning his horse again.


  “Wait, Charlie... if you’re bound for Denver I’ve got something for you to take to Matty,” Gus said. The news that she was dying struck him hard—he was beginning to remember all the fine times he had had with the woman. He went to his saddlebag and pulled out the sock where he kept his loose money. The sock contained about sixty dollars, which he promptly handed to Goodnight. As he did his face reddened, and he choked up. Why were all the good women dying?


  “I was always behind a few pokes with Matilda,” he said. “I expect I owe her at least this much. I’d be obliged if you’d take it to her, Charlie.”


  Goodnight looked at the money for a moment and then put it in his pocket.


  “How long have you owed this debt?” he asked.


  “About fifteen years,” Augustus said.


  “If you were going toward the Pecos I’d accompany you until your mind gets a little more active,” Goodnight offered.


  “I ain’t, though,” Gus said. He did not want company, particularly not company as prickly as Charles Goodnight.


  “I’m bound for the good old Rio Grande,” he said, although he wasn’t.


  “All right, goodbye,” Goodnight said. “If I plan to find a way to get my cattle to Colorado, I better start looking.”


  “Charlie, if you do see Matty, tell her she’s got a friend in Texas,” Augustus said—he was still choked up.


  “Done, if I get there in time,” Goodnight said.


  9.


  WHEN FIVE DAYS PASSED with no word from Augustus McCrae or the two men who had been sent to find him, Governor Clark waxed so indignant that he was hot to the touch. Call, impatient himself, thought the Governor’s indignation unwarranted. The rangers had no urgent mission at the moment, in light of which Augustus’s absence did not seem exceptional. Governor Clark himself was a hunter, often gone from Austin for a week at a time killing deer, antelope, or wild pig. Call began to find the Governor’s complaints irksome, and said so to Maggie one evening over a beefsteak which she had been kind enough to cook him. The boy, Newt, had scampered downstairs on his arrival and was blowing his whistle at some chickens who belonged to the lady next door.


  “I expect Gus is just grieving,” Maggie said. “If I ever had a husband and he died, I’d want to go off someplace to do my grieving. It wouldn’t be fair to Newt to do too much moping at home.”


  “Being a ranger’s getting to be like being a policeman,” Call said. “Nowadays they want you on call all the time.”


  He noticed that Maggie’s arms were freckled to the elbows. Probably she had spent a little too much time in the sun, working the little garden plot she had planted with Jake Spoon’s help. In the warm months Maggie was never without vegetables.


  It was a fine thing, in Call’s view, that Maggie had gained respectable employment at last. He had been in the store one day while Maggie was writing up an inventory and was surprised to see that her penmanship was excellent.


  “Why, you write a hand as fine as Jake’s,” he said. “They’ll be asking you to teach school next. I doubt there’s a teacher in town who writes that pretty.”


  “Oh, it just takes practice,” Maggie said. “Jake lent me his penmanship book and showed me how to do some of the curls.”


  As Call was finishing his beefsteak he noticed Jake’s penmanship book on a table by Maggie’s bed; then he noticed a bandana that he thought was Jake’s hanging over the bedpost at the foot of Maggie’s bed.


  He had known, of course, that Jake and Maggie had a friendship; the two of them were often seen working in the garden. Jake’s skills as a gardener were such that a number of local women pestered him for his secrets or showed up to watch when he was working in the garden. Jake basked in the attention of all the local ladies—Call had no doubt that many of them would have envied Maggie her penmanship lessons.


  “Why, Jake’s left his bandana on the bedpost,” Call said, as Maggie was taking his plate to the wash bucket.


  “Yes, he left it,” Maggie said. At that point young Newt burst in, crying and holding up an injured hand; in his pursuit of the chickens he had wandered too close to old Dan, the turkey, and had been soundly pecked.


  “That ain’t the first time Dan’s pecked you—why won’t you avoid that turkey?” Maggie said. “Go down to the mud puddle and daub a little mud on that peck—it’ll soothe it.”


  When Newt went down Maggie excused herself for a moment and went with him—she wanted to run the old turkey off before it did damage to her garden.


  While Maggie was gone Call looked around the room. A pair of Jake’s spurs were on the floor by the little sofa and his shaving brush and razor were by the washbasin.


  Call knew it was none of his business where Jake kept his razor, or his spurs, or his bandana, and yet the sight of so many of Jake’s things in Maggie’s room disturbed him in a way he had not expected. When she came back he thanked her for the beefsteak, gave Newt a penny for some sassafras candy—Newt was a well-behaved little boy who deserved an occasional treat—and left.


  Call got his rifle and started to take a short walk down by the river. He had been twice to the Governor that day and had spent the afternoon going over the company accounts with Jake, a task that always tired him. He didn’t intend to walk long.


  As he came out of the bunkhouse he saw Jake Spoon leave a saloon across the street and angle off toward Maggie’s rooms. Ordinarily he would have thought nothing of it, but that night he did think of it. He didn’t wait to see if Jake went up the stairs to the room he himself had just left; he felt that would be unseemly. Instead, he walked out of town, disquieted without quite knowing why. He realized he had no right to boss Maggie Tilton at all. She had her employment and could do as she pleased.


  The thought that disturbed him—right or no right—was that Jake and Maggie were now living together. That notion startled him greatly. Maggie was a respectable woman now, with a child who was well liked. She needed to be thinking of her work and her child and not risk her respectability for any reason—certainly not for the irresponsible Jake Spoon.


  Call walked out of Austin on the wagon road that led to San Antonio. He wished Gus were back, not because the Governor wanted him back but so he could ask his opinion about the matter of Maggie and Jake. Of course, he knew nothing definite—all he knew was that what he was feeling left him too agitated for sleep.


  In what seemed like a matter of minutes Call was surprised to see, at a curve in the wagon road, a big live oak tree that had been split by lightning some years before. The reason for his surprise was that the live oak was ten miles from town. In his confusion he had walked much farther than he had meant to—usually he only strolled two or three miles and went to bed. But he had walked ten miles without noticing, and would have to walk another ten to get back to the bunkhouse.


  The walk back went slower—it was almost dawn when he got back to the bunkhouse. Across the way, Maggie’s window was dark. Was Jake sleeping there? And what if he was? He had long since put the whole question of Maggie and men out of his mind. Now, suddenly, it was very much in his mind, and yet he had no one to discuss the matter with and was far from knowing even what he felt himself.


  Old Ikey Ripple, retired now except for ceremonial appearances, was sitting on a nail keg rubbing his white hair when Call walked up, in the first light.


  “Hello, you’re up early,” Call said to the old man. Ikey, of course, was always up early.


  “Yep, I don’t like to miss none of the day,” Ikey said.


  Ikey was a snuff dipper; he had already worked his lip over a good wad of snuff.


  “Where have you been, Captain?” he asked. “It’s too early for patrol.”


  “Just looking around,” Call said. “Someone saw three Indians west of town yesterday. I don’t want them slipping in and running off any stock.”


  “Will you be going off to the war, Captain?” Ikey asked.


  Call shook his head, which seemed to reassure the old man.


  “If you was to go off to that war I expect the Indians would slip in and get all the stock,” Ikey said.


  Ikey looked around and saw only the morning mist. The mention of Indians to the west was unwelcome. Those same Indians could be hidden by the mist—they might be lurking anywhere in which case he was more than glad to have Captain Call with him.


  “I’ve been skeert of Indians all my life,” Ikey said, feeling the sudden need to unburden himself in the matter. “I expect I’ve woke up a thousand times, expecting to see an Indian standing over me ready to yank off my scalp. But here I am eighty and they ain’t got me yet, so I expect it was wasted worry.”


  “I imagine you’ll be safe, if you just stay in town,” Call told him. “You need to be careful, though, if you’re off fishing.”


  “Oh, I don’t fish no more—give it up,” Ikey said.


  “Why, Ikey?” Call asked. “Fishing is a harmless pursuit,”


  “It’s because of the bones,” Ikey said. “Remember Jacob Low? He was that tailor who choked on a fish bone. Got it stuck in his gullet and was dead before anybody knew what to do. Here I’ve survived the Comanches near eighty years—I’m damned if I want to take the risk of choking on a bone from one of them bony little perch.”


  “I don’t recall that you’ve been married, since I’ve known you,” Call said.


  But he left the remark hanging—just a remark, not quite a question. He felt absurd suddenly. Maggie Tilton had wanted, for years, to marry him, but he had declined, preferring bachelorhood—why was he talking about marriage to an eighty-year-old bachelor who had little to do but gossip? Though fond of Maggie, he had never wanted to marry and didn’t know why he was so disturbed to discover that she was keeping closer company with Jake than he had supposed.


  “Illinois,” Ikey Ripple said. “I sparked a girl once—it was in Illinois.”


  Though Captain Call didn’t question him further, Ikey thought back, across sixty years, to the girl he had sparked in Illinois, whose name was Sally. They had danced once in a hoedown; she had blue eyes. But Sally had fallen out of a boat on a foggy morning, while crossing the Mississippi River on a trip to St. Louis with her father. Her body, so far as he could recall, had never been found. Had her name been Sally? Or had it been Mary? Had her eyes been blue? Or had they been brown? He had danced with her once at a hoedown. Was it her father she had been with on the boat trip? Or was it her mother?


  Captain Call, who had seemed interested, for a moment, in Ikey’s past with women, walked off to seek breakfast, leaving Ikey to sit alone, on his nail keg. As the morning sun burned away the mist in the streets of Austin, the mist in Ikey’s memory deepened, as he tried to think about that girl—was it Mary or Sally, were her eyes blue or brown, was it her mother or her father she was in the boat with?—he had danced with at a hoedown long ago.


  10.


  BY THE TENTH DAY of travel Pea Eye had given himself up for lost. There was so little vegetation that he had let his horse go at night, in hopes that he would find enough grazing to survive. Often, when he awoke in the gray dawn, neither the horse nor Famous Shoes would be anywhere in sight. All he would see, as the sun rose, was an empty, arid plain, almost desert. There was seldom a cloud, just a great ring of horizon, with nothing moving within it. The freezing plains to the north had been just as empty, but he had only ventured onto the llano with a troop of men; now, for most of the day, he was alone. He had long since stopped believing that they would find Gus McCrae—why would Gus leave the cozy saloons of Austin to come to such a place?


  After the first week, Pea Eye’s days were spent struggling against his own sense of desperation. Sometimes he would not see Famous Shoes until the evening. He rode west, west, west, feeling hopeless. It was true that Famous Shoes always returned, as promised, when the evening star shone; but, every day, Pea Eye became more anxious that the man would abandon him. When Famous Shoes did appear, Pea Eye’s relief was intense but short lived; soon it would be morning again, and Famous Shoes nowhere to be seen.


  Sometimes it took Pea Eye an hour just to locate his horse—the animal would be nibbling leaves or small plants in some little dip or gully. Then, all day, he would plod to the west, seeing no one. All day he longed for company, any company.


  On the tenth evening, when Famous Shoes rejoined him, Pea Eye could not hold back his doubts.


  “Gus ain’t out here, is he?” he asked. “How would he get this far? Why would he want to cross so much of this poor country?”


  Famous Shoes knew the young ranger was scared. Nothing was easier to detect in a man than fear. It showed even in the way he fumbled with his cup while drinking coffee; and it was normal that he would be afraid. He didn’t know where he was, and it must puzzle him that Captain McCrae would choose to go so far into the desert. The young ranger was not old enough to understand the things men might do when they were uncertain and unhappy.


  “He is ahead of us, just one day,” Famous Shoes said. “I have not lost his track, and I won’t lose it.”


  “By why would he come so far?” Pea Eye asked. “There’s nothing here.”


  Famous Shoes had been wondering about the same thing. The journeys that people took had always interested him; his own life was a constant journeying, though not quite so constant as it had been before he had his wives and children. Usually he only agreed to scout for the Texans if they were going in a direction he wanted to go himself, in order to see a particular hill or stream, to visit a relative or friend, or just to search for a bird or animal he wanted to observe.


  Also, he often went back to places he had been at earlier times in his life, just to see if the places would seem the same. In most cases, because he himself had changed, the places did not seem exactly as he remembered them, but there were exceptions. The simplest places, where there was only rock and sky, or water and rock, changed the least. When he felt disturbances in his life, as all men would, Famous Shoes tried to go back to one of the simple places, the places of rock and sky, to steady himself and grow calm again.


  Though he had not talked with Captain McCrae about his journey, Famous Shoes had the feeling that such a thing might be happening within him because of the loss of his wife. Captain McCrae might be going back to someplace that he had been before, hoping he would find that it was the same and that it was simple. Every day Famous Shoes followed his track and noted that the Captain was not wandering aimlessly, like a man too distracted to notice where he was going. Captain McCrae knew where he was going—that much Famous Shoes did not doubt.


  “I think he is going back to a place he has been before,” Famous Shoes said, in answer to Pea Eye’s question. “He is pointed toward the Rio Grande now. If he stops when he comes to the river we will find him tomorrow.”


  Famous Shoes suspected that the young ranger did not believe what he had just said—he was not old enough to understand the need to go back to a place where things were simple. He had no happiness in his face, the young ranger; perhaps he had never had a place where things were simple, a place he could think about when he needed to remember happiness. Perhaps the young ranger had been unlucky—he might have no good place or good time to remember.


  Famous Shoes himself had begun to feel the need to live in a simpler place. The plains were filled with white travelers now, all heading west. The Comanches were more irritable than ever, because their best hunting grounds were always being disturbed. The buffalo had moved north, where there were fewer people. The old life of the plains, the life he had known as a boy, was not there to be lived anymore. The great spaces were still there, of course, but they were not empty spaces, as they had once been; the plains did not encourage his dreams, as they once had.


  Lately he had been thinking of moving his family even farther south, to a simpler, emptier place, such as could be found along the Rio Grande, in the place of the canyons. There was not much to eat along the river there; his wives would have to keep busy gathering food, and they would also have to learn to eat things that people of the desert ate: rats, mesquite beans, corn, roots of various kinds. But his wives were young and energetic—he was sure they could find enough food if he beat them a little, just enough to convince them that the lazy years were over—people who lived in the desert had to work. The food was not going to come to them.


  One of the reasons he had agreed to track Captain McCrae was because once the job was finished he could go on and investigate the river country a little—he wanted a place where he would not be bothered by irritable Comanches or the continual movement of the whites. He was hoping to find a place with a high mountain nearby. He thought it might be good to sit high up once in a while. If he was high enough there would be nothing to see but the sky and, now and then, a few of the great eagles. He thought living in a place where there were eagles to watch might encourage some pretty good dreams.


  11.


  AUGUSTUS HAD ALWAYS enjoyed calendars and almanacs—he rarely journeyed out of Austin without an almanac in his saddlebag. If he did any reading at night around the campfire it was usually just a page or two of the current almanac. Often he would discover that, on the very day he was living, the signs of the zodiac were in disorder, causing dire things to be predicted. If the predictions were especially dire—hurricanes, earthquakes, floods—Gus would amuse himself by reading aloud about the catastrophes that were due to start happening at any moment. If he saw a heavy cloud building up he would inform the men that it was probably the harbinger of a forty-day flood that would probably drown them all. Many of the rangers were unable to sleep, after one of Gus’s readings; those who knew a few letters would borrow the almanac and peer at the prophetic passages, only to discover that Augustus had not misread. The terrible predictions were there, and, inasmuch as they were printed, must be true. When nothing happened, no flood, no earthquake, no sulphurous fire, Augustus suavely explained that they had been spared due to a sudden shifting in the stars.


  “Now you see the planet Jupiter, right up there,” he would say, pointing straight up into the million-starred Milky Way; he knew that most of the men would not want to admit that they had no idea which star Jupiter might be.


  “Well, Jupiter went into eclipse—I believe it was a double eclipse—you won’t see that again in your lifetime, and it’s all that saved us,” he would conclude. “Otherwise you’d see a wall of water eighty feet high coming right at us,” he would remark, to his awed listeners, some of whom thought that the mere fact that he was a captain meant that he understood such things.


  Pea Eye had that belief, for a while, and worried much about the floods and earthquakes, but Call, who put little stock in almanacs, reproached Gus for scaring the men so.


  “Why do you want to tell them such bosh?” Call would ask. “Now they’ll lose such little sleep as we can allow them.”


  “Tactics, Woodrow—tactics,” Gus would reply. “You need to finish that book on Napoleon so you’ll understand how to use tactics, when you’re leading an army.”


  “We ain’t an army, we’re just ten rangers,” Call would point out heatedly, to no avail.


  Since Augustus was traveling alone this time, he didn’t try to frighten himself with dire predictions, but he did keep a close calendar as he traveled west. He wanted to know how many days from home he had come, in case he developed a strong nostalgia for the saloons and whorehouses of Austin and needed to hurry home.


  On the twelfth day, with a few mountain crags visible to the north, Augustus picked his way along the banks of the Rio Grande, to the campsite where, long before, as a fledgling ranger, traveling far from the settlement for the first time, he and Call, Long Bill, and a number of rangers now dead had camped and waited out a terrible dust storm. A fat major named Chevallie had been leading them; Bigfoot Wallace and old Shadrach, the mountain man, had been their scouts. In the morning before the storm struck, Matty Roberts, naked as the air, had picked the big snapping turtle out of the river, carried it into camp, and threw it at Long Bill Coleman and One-eyed Johnny Carthage, both of whom owed her money at the time.


  Augustus recognized the little scatter of rocks by the water’s edge where Matty had found the turtle; he recognized the crags to the north and even remembered the small mesquite tree—still small—where he and Call had snubbed a mustang mare they were trying to saddle.


  No trace of the rangers’ presence remained, of course, but Augustus was, nevertheless, glad that he had come. Several times in his life he had felt an intense desire to start over, to somehow turn back the clock of his life to a point where he might, if he were careful, avoid the many mistakes he had made the first time around. He knew such a thing was impossible, but it was still pleasant to dream about it, to conjure, in fantasy, a different and more successful life, and that is what he did, sitting on a large rock by the river and watching the brown water as it rippled over the rocks where Matty had caught the turtle. While he sat Gus noticed a number of snapping turtles, no smaller than the one Matty had captured; at least things were stable with the turtles.


  While the river flowed through the wide, empty landscape a parade of dead rangers streamed through the river of his memory—Black Sam, Major Chevallie, One-eyed Johnny, Bigfoot Wallace, Shadrach, the Button brothers, and several more. And now, by Goodnight’s account, Matty Roberts herself was dying, which of course was not wholly surprising: whores as active as Matty had been were seldom known to live to a ripe old age. For a moment he regretted not going with Goodnight, over the dry plains to Denver. He would have liked to see Matty again, to lift a glass with her and hear her thoughts on the great game of life, now that she was about to lose it. She had always hoped to make it to California someday, and yet was dying in Denver, with California no closer than it had been when she was a girl.


  “If I could, Matty, I’d buy you a ticket on the next stage,” Augustus said, aloud, overcome by the same regretful emotion he had felt when he pressed the sixty dollars into Charles Goodnight’s hand.


  Later in the day Gus walked away from the camp, attempting to locate the rocky hillock where he had first come face-to-face with Buffalo Hump. It had been stormy; the two of them had seen one another in a lightning flash. Gus had run as he had never run in his life, before or since, and had only escaped because of the darkness.


  Because it had been so dark, he could not determine which of the rocky rises he was looking for, though no moment of his life was so clearly imprinted on his memory as the one when he had seen, in a moment of white light, Buffalo Hump sitting on his blanket. He could even remember that the blanket had been frayed a little, and that the Comanche had a rawhide string in his hand.


  When he tired of his search he caught the black mare and rode on west a few miles, to the high crag of rock where the Comanches had lured them into ambush. A few warriors had draped themselves in white mountain-goat skins, and the rangers had taken the bait. Gus himself had only survived the ambush because he stumbled in his climb and rolled down the hill, losing his rifle in the process.


  Augustus tied his horse and climbed up to the boulder-strewn ridge where the Comanches had hidden. In walking around, he picked up two arrowheads; they seemed older than the arrowheads the Comanches had used that day, one of which had to be extracted from Johnny Carthage’s leg, but he could not be sure, so he put the arrowheads in his pocket, meaning to show them to someone more expert than himself. It might be that the Comanches had been fighting off that crag for centuries.


  As Augustus was walking back down the hill to his horse, his eye caught a movement far to the east, from the direction of the old camp on the river. He stepped behind the same rock that had shielded him long ago and saw that two men approached, one on horseback and one on foot. He didn’t at first recognize the horse and rider, but he did recognize the quick lope of the man on foot—Famous Shoes’ lope. His first feeling was annoyance: Woodrow Call had had him tracked at a time when all he wanted was a few days to himself.


  A moment later Augustus saw that the rider was young Pea Eye Parker, a choice which amused him, since he knew that Pea Eye hated expeditions, particularly lone expeditions across long stretches of Indian country. On such trips Pea Eye scarcely slept or rested, from nervousness. Now Call had sent the boy hundreds of miles from home, with no companion except a Kickapoo tracker who was known to wander away on his own errands for days at a stretch.


  Augustus waited by his horse while the horseman and the walker came toward him from the river. While he was waiting he dug the two small arrowheads out of his pocket and studied them a little more, but without reaching a conclusion as to their age.


  “You have gone far—I don’t know why,” Famous Shoes said, when he came to where Augustus waited.


  “Why, I was just looking for arrowheads,” Augustus said lightly. “What do you make of these?”


  Famous Shoes accepted the two arrowheads carefully and looked at them for a long time without speaking. Pea Eye came up and dismounted. He looked, to Gus’s eye, more gaunt than ever.


  “Hello, Pea—have you slept well on your travels?” he asked.


  Pea Eye was so glad to see Captain McCrae that he didn’t hear the question. He shook Gus’s hand long and firmly. It was clear from his tense face that travel had been a strain.


  “I’m glad you ain’t dead, Captain,” Pea Eye said. “I’m real glad you ain’t dead.”


  Augustus was a little startled by the force of the young man’s emotion. The trip must have been even more of a trial to him than he had imagined.


  “No, I ain’t dead,” Augustus told him. “I just rode off to think for a few days, and one of the things I wanted to think about was the fact that I ain’t dead.”


  “Why would you need to think about that, Captain?” Pea asked.


  “Well, because people die,” Augustus said. “Two of my wives are dead. Long Bill Coleman is dead. Quite a few of the men I’ve rangered with are dead—three of them died right on this hill we’re standing on. Jimmy Watson is dead—you knew Jimmy yourself, and you knew Long Bill. A bunch of farmers and their families got massacred that day we found you sitting by the corncrib.”


  Pea Eye mainly remembered the corn.


  “I was mighty hungry that day,” Pea Eye said. “That hard corn tasted good to me.”


  Now that Captain McCrae had reminded him, Pea Eye did remember that there had been three dead bodies in the cabin where he found the scattered corn. He remember that the bodies had arrows in them; but what he remembered better was walking through the woods for three days, lost, so hungry he had tried to eat the bark off trees. Finding the corn seemed like such a miracle that he did not really think about the bodies in the cabin.


  “I guess people have been dying all over,” he said, not sure how to respond to the Captain’s comments.


  Augustus saw that Pea Eye was exhausted, not so much from the long ride as from nervous strain. He turned back to Famous Shoes, who was still looking intently at the two arrowheads.


  “I was in a fight with Buffalo Hump and some of his warriors here, years ago,” Gus said. “Do you think they dropped these arrowheads then, or are they older?”


  Famous Shoes handed the two arrowheads back to Augustus.


  “These were not made by the Comanche, they were made by the Old People,” he said.


  Famous Shoes started up the hill Augustus had just come down.


  “I want to find some of these arrowheads too,” he said. “The Old People made them.”


  “You’re welcome to look,” Gus said. “I mean to keep these myself. If they’re so old they might bring me luck.”


  “You already have luck,” Famous Shoes told him—but he did not pause to explain. He was too eager to look for the arrowheads that had been made by the Old People.


  “I guess you’re here to bring me home, is that right, Pea?” Augustus asked.


  “The Governor wants to see you—Captain Call told me that much,” Pea Eye said.


  Though Augustus knew he ought to go light on the young man, something about Pea Eye’s solemn manner made teasing him hard to resist.


  “If I’m under arrest you best get out your handcuffs,” he said, sticking out his hands in surrender.


  Pea Eye was startled, as he often was by Captain McCrae’s behavior.


  “I ain’t got no handcuffs, Captain,” he said.


  “Well, you might have to tie me, then,” Gus said. “I’m still a wild boy. I might escape before you get me back to Austin.”


  Pea Eye wondered if the Captain had gone a little daft. He was holding out his hands, as if he expected to be tied.


  “Captain, I wouldn’t arrest you,” he said. “I just came to tell you Captain Call asked if you’d come back. The Governor asked too, I believe.”


  “Yes, and what will you tell them if I decide to slip?” Gus asked.


  Pea Eye felt that he was being given a kind of examination, just when he least expected one.


  “I’d just tell them you didn’t want to come,” he said. “If you don’t want to come back, you don’t have to, that’s how I see it.”


  “I’m glad you feel that way, Pea,” Augustus said, letting his hand drop, finally. “I fear I’d be uncomfortable traveling with a man who had a commission to arrest me.”


  “I was not given no papers,” Pea Eye said—he thought a commission must involve a document of some kind.


  Augustus looked past the crag of rock toward El Paso del Norte, the Pass of the North.


  “I guess I’ve traveled long enough in a westerly direction,” he said. “I believe I’ll go back with you, Pea—it’ll help your career.”


  “My what?” Pea Eye asked.


  “Your job, Pea—just your job,” Augustus said, annoyed that he was unable to employ his full vocabulary with the young man. “You might make sergeant yet, just for bringing me home.”


  12.


  FAMOUS SHOES was so excited by the old things he was finding on the hill of arrowheads that he did not want to leave. All afternoon he stayed on the hill, searching the ground carefully for things the Old People might have left. He looked at the base of rocks and into holes and cracks in the land. He saw the two rangers leave and ride back toward the camp by the river, but he did not have time to join them. After only a little searching he found six more arrowheads, a fragment of a pot, and a little tool of bone that would have been used to scrape hides. With every discovery his excitement grew. At first he spread the arrowheads on a flat rock, but then he decided it would be wiser not to leave them exposed. The spirits of the Old People might be nearby; they might not like it that he was finding the things they had lost or left behind. If he left the arrowheads exposed, the old spirits might turn themselves into rats or chipmunks and try to carry the arrowheads back to the spirit place. The objects he was finding might be the oldest things in the world. If he took them to the elders of the tribe they could learn many things from them. It would not do to leave them at risk, particularly not after he found the bear tooth. Famous Shoes saw something white near the base of the crag and discovered, once he dug it out with his knife, that it was the tooth of a great bear. It was far larger than the tooth of any bear he had ever seen, and its edge had been scraped to make it sharp. It could be used as a small knife, or as an awl, to punch holes in the skins of buffalo or deer.


  Famous Shoes knew he had made a tremendous discovery. He was glad, now, that he had been sent after Captain McCrae; because of it he had found the place where the Old People had once lived. He wrapped his finds carefully in a piece of deerskin and put them in his pouch. He meant to go at once to find the Kickapoo elders, some of whom lived along the Trinity River. While the elders studied what he had found, which included a small round stone used to grind corn, he meant to come back to the hill of arrowheads and look some more. There were several more such hills nearby where he might look. If he were lucky he might even find the hole in the earth where the People had first come out into the light. Famous Shoes thought it possible that he had been acting on wrong information in regard to the hole of emergence. It might not be near the caprock at all. It might be somewhere around the very hill he was standing on, where the Old People had dropped so many of their arrowheads.


  The possibility that the hole might be nearby was not something he meant to tell the rangers. When darkness fell he left the hill and went toward their campfire, which he could see winking in the darkness, back by the river. He thought it would be courteous to tell Captain McCrae that he had to leave at once, on an errand of great importance. Captain McCrae was not lost, and would not need him to guide them home.


  When Famous Shoes reached the camp he saw that the young ranger who had traveled with him was already asleep. In fact he was snoring and his snores could be heard some distance from the camp. The snores reminded Famous Shoes of the sounds an angry badger would make.


  “Snores awful, don’t he?” Augustus said, when Famous Shoes appeared. He had been enjoying a little whiskey—he had used his supply only sparingly, so as not to run out before he got back to a place where he could count on finding a settler with a jug.


  “He did not snore like that while he was with me,” Famous Shoes said. “He did not snore at all while we were looking for you.”


  “I doubt he slept, while he was with you,” Augustus said. “It’s hard to snore much if you’re wide awake. I expect he was afraid you would scalp him if he went to sleep while he was with you.”


  Famous Shoes did not reply. He knew that Captain McCrae often joked, but the discoveries he had just made were serious; he did not have the leisure to listen to jokes or to talk that made no sense.


  “Did you find any more of them old arrowheads?” Gus asked.


  “I have to go visit some people now,” Famous Shoes said. He did not want to discuss his findings with Captain McCrae. Even though Captain McCrae had shown him the old arrowheads, Famous Shoes still thought it was unwise to discuss the Old People and their tools with him. He himself did not know what was sacred and what wasn’t, with such old things—that was for the elders to interpret.


  “Well, you ain’t chained, go if you like,” Augustus said. “I’ll tell Woodrow Call you done your job proper, so he won’t cut your pay.”


  Famous Shoes did not answer. He was wondering if all the hills beyond the Pecos had old things on them. It would take a long time to search so many hills. He knew he had better get busy. It had been windy lately—the wind had blown the soil away, making it easier to see the arrowheads and pieces of pots. He wanted to hurry to the Trinity and then come back. Some white man looking for gold might dig in one of the hills and disturb the arrowheads and other tools.


  Augustus saw that Famous Shoes was anxious to leave but he didn’t want him to go before he could attempt to interest him in the great issue of mortality, the problem he had been pondering in the last two weeks, as he rode west. His efforts to interest Pea Eye in the matter of mortality had met with complete failure. Pea Eye was mindful that he might die sooner rather than later, from doing the dangerous work of rangering, but he didn’t have much to say on the subject. When Augustus tried to get his opinion on factors that prevailed in life or death situations such as Indian fights, he found that Pea Eye had no opinion. Some men died and some men lived, Pea Eye knew that, but the why of it was well beyond his reasoning powers; even beyond his interest. When questioned on the subject, Pea Eye just went to sleep.


  “Before you go loping off, tell me why you think I’m lucky,” Augustus asked. “Is it just because I found them arrowheads?”


  “No, that was not luck, you have good eyes,” Famous Shoes said. “No arrow has ever found you—no bullet either—though you have been in many battles. No bear has eaten you and no snake has bitten you.”


  “Buffalo Hump’s lance bit me, though,” Augustus said, pointing. “It bit me right out there on those flats.”


  “It only bit your hip a little,” Famous Shoes reminded him—he had heard the story often.


  “I admit that I was lucky it was so dark,” Gus said. “If it had been daylight I expect he would have got me.”


  In Famous Shoes’ opinion that was true. If the encounter with Buffalo Hump had occurred in daylight Captain McCrae would probably be dead.


  “If I have all this luck, why do my wives keep dying?” Augustus asked.


  It seemed to Famous Shoes that Captain McCrae was wanting to know the answer to questions that had no answer. Though it was sometimes possible to say why a particular woman died, it was not possible to say why one man’s wives died while another man’s lived. Such things were mysteries—no man could understand them, any more than a man could understand the rain and the wind. In some springs there were rain clouds, in other springs none. In some years frost came early, in other years it came late. Some women bore children easily, others died in the effort. Why one man fell in battle while the man fighting right beside him lived was a thing that could not be known. Some medicine man might know about the arrowheads he had found, and about the scraper, or the pots, but no medicine man or wise man knew why one man died and another lived. Wise men themselves often died before fools, and cowards before men who were brave. Famous Shoes knew that Captain McCrae enjoyed discussing such matters, but he himself could not spare the time for extended conversation, not when he had such a great distance to travel, on such an urgent errand.


  “It was good that you showed me those arrowheads that were not from the Comanche,” Famous Shoes said. “That was a good place to look for old arrowheads. I found some for myself.”


  “I’ve heard they sell arrowheads, back east,” Augustus told him. “The Indians back east have forgotten how to make them—I guess they’ve got too used to guns. Back in Carolina and Georgia and them places, the only way folks can get arrowheads is to buy them in a store.”


  Famous Shoes was feeling very impatient. Captain McCrae was one of the most talkative people he had ever known. Sometimes, when there was leisure for lengthy conversation, he was an interesting man to listen to. He was curious about things that most white men paid no attention to. But everyone was curious about death—Famous Shoes didn’t feel he could spend any more time discussing it with Captain McCrae, and he had no interest in discussing tribes of Indians who were so degenerate that they no longer knew how to make arrowheads.


  “I will see you again when I have time,” he said.


  “Damn it, I wish you wasn’t always in such a hurry,” Augustus said, but his words simply floated away. Famous Shoes was already walking toward the Trinity River.


  13.


  AUGUSTUS COULD NOT restrain his amusement that Woodrow Call, stiff and nervous, confided his suspicion that Maggie Tilton had an involvement with Jake Spoon that went beyond the friendly.


  “Didn’t you ever notice Jake carrying her groceries, or helping her with her garden?” Augustus asked.


  “I noticed,” Call said. “But a man ought to help a woman carry groceries, or help her with a garden if he knows anything about gardens. I’m ignorant in that field myself.”


  “Not as ignorant as you are in the woman field,” Augustus said. “If Maggie was the sun you’d have to carry around a sundial to let you know if it’s a cloudy day.”


  “You can hold off on the fancy talk, Gus,” Call said, annoyed. It had taken him a week to work up to confiding in Augustus and he did not appreciate the flippant way his confidence was being treated.


  “I think he bunks there,” he added, so there would be no doubt as to the nature of his suspicions.


  Augustus realized that his friend was considerably upset. With effort he held in his amusement and even passed up a chance to make another flowery comparison in regard to Woodrow’s ignorance about women—an ignorance he believed to be profound. He knew there were times when Call could be safely teased and times when he couldn’t; in his judgment much more teasing in the present situation might result in fisticuffs. Woodrow appeared to be drawn about as tightly as it was safe to draw him.


  “Woodrow, you’re correct—Jake’s been bunking with Maggie for a while,” Augustus said, keeping his tone mild.


  It was the news Call had feared; yet Augustus delivered it as matter-of-factly as if he were merely announcing that he needed a new pair of boots. They were standing by the corrals in bright sunlight, watching Pea Eye try to rope a young gelding, a strawberry roan. The boy Newt watched from a perch atop the fence.


  Pea Eye caught the gelding on the third throw and dug in his heels as the young horse began to fight the rope.


  “Pea’s getting trained up to a point where he can almost rope,” Gus said. “I can remember when it took him thirty throws to catch his horse.”


  Call was silent. He wasn’t interested in how many throws it took Pea Eye to catch a horse, nor was he interested in the six young horses the rangers had just purchased from a horse trader near Waco, though he had approved the purchase himself and signed the check. Normally the arrival of six new horses, acquired at no small cost, would have occupied him immediately—but what occupied him then was Augustus’s acknowledgment that Jake was living with Maggie Tilton and her son, Newt—or, if not fully living with her, at least bunking with her to the extent that suited his pleasure and hers.


  Augustus saw that his friend was stumped, if not stunned, by the discovery of a situation that had been no secret to most of the rangers for well over a year. It was a peculiar oversight on Woodrow’s part, not to notice such things, but then Woodrow Call always had been able to overlook almost everything in life not connected with the work of being a Texas Ranger.


  “If you knew about this why didn’t you tell me?” Call asked.


  Augustus found himself finally having the conversation he had been dreading for a year. He had long known that Woodrow was more attached to Maggie Tilton than he allowed himself to admit. He wouldn’t marry her or claim as a son the nice little boy sitting on the fence of the corral; but neither of those evasions meant that Woodrow Call wasn’t mighty fond of Maggie Tilton—even though he knew that Call had stopped visiting her as a lover about the time Newt was born. Call had known Maggie longer than he himself had known Clara Allen. It was a long stretch of time, during which Woodrow had displayed no interest, serious or trivial, in any other woman. Augustus knew, too, that the fact that Woodrow was awkward about his feelings didn’t mean that his feelings were light—Maggie Tilton, he felt sure, knew this as well as anyone.


  Evidence that Woodrow Call harbored no light feeling for Maggie was right before him: Call looked blank and sad, not unlike the way survivors looked after an Indian raid or a shoot-out of some kind.


  “I suppose I am a fool,” Call said. “I would never have expected her to accept Jake Spoon.”


  “Why?” Gus asked. “Jake ain’t a bad fellow, which ain’t to say that he’s George Washington, or a fine hero like me.”


  “He’s lazy and will shirk what he can shirk,” Call replied. “I will admit that he writes a nice hand.”


  “Well, that’s it, Woodrow—that’s accurate,” Augustus said. “Jake’s just a middling fellow. He ain’t really a coward, though he don’t seek fights. He’s lazy and he’ll whore, and I expect he cheats a little at cards when he thinks he can get away with it. But he helps ladies with their groceries and he’s handy at gardening and will even paint a lady’s house for her if the lady is pretty enough.”


  “Maggie’s pretty enough,” Call replied.


  “She is, yes,” Augustus said. “I will have to say I ain’t noticed Jake doing too many favors for the ugly gals.”


  “Damn it, he’s taken advantage of her!” Call said. He could think of no other explanation for the situation.


  “No, I don’t think he has,” Gus said. “I think Jake’s been about as good to Maggie as he’s able to be.”


  “Why would you say that?” Call asked—of course it was like Augustus to take the most irritating position possible.


  “I say it because it’s true,” Gus said. “He’s been a damn sight more helpful to her than you’ve ever been.”


  There was a silence between the two men. Neither looked at one another for a bit—both pretended they were watching Pea Eye, who had managed to get the gelding snubbed to the heavy post in the center of the corral.


  Call started to make a hot reply, but choked it off. He knew he wasn’t really much help to Maggie—as his duties as a ranger captain had increased, he had less and less time to devote to the common chores that Maggie, like everyone else, might need help with. He didn’t carry her groceries or help her with her gardening; the fact was, rangering or no rangering, he had never felt comfortable doing things with Maggie in public. If they met in the street he spoke and tipped his hat, but he rarely strolled with her or walked her home. It was not his way. If Jake or Gus or any decent fellow wanted to do otherwise, that was fine with him.


  But what Jake was doing now—or seemed to be doing—went well beyond giving Maggie a hand with her groceries or her garden. It bothered him, but he was getting no sympathy from Augustus; what he was getting, instead, was criticism.


  “I have no doubt you think I’m in the wrong,” Call said. “You always do, unless it’s just rangering that’s involved.”


  “You’re always fussing at me about my whoring and drinking,” Augustus reminded him. “I suppose I have a right to fuss at you when the matter is crystal clear.”


  “It may be crystal clear to you, but it’s damn murky to me,” Call said.


  Augustus shrugged. He nodded toward Newt, who still sat on the fence, absorbed by the struggle between Pea Eye and the gelding. The boy loved horses. The rangers took him riding, when they could, and there was talk about finding him a pony or at least a small gentle horse.


  “That boy sitting there is yours as sure as sunlight, but you won’t claim him or give him your name and you’ve been small help with his raising,” Augustus pointed out. “Pea Eye’s more of a pa to him than you’ve been, and so am I and so is Jake. Maggie would like to be married to you, but she ain’t. The only thing I don’t understand about it is why she tolerates you at all. A man who won’t claim his child wouldn’t be sitting in my parlor much, if I was a gal.”


  Call turned and walked off. He didn’t need any more conversation about the boy; in particular he was sick of hearing how much the boy resembled him. The business about the resemblances annoyed him intensely: the boy just looked like a boy. Discussing such matters with Augustus was clearly a waste of time. Augustus had held to his own view for years, and was not likely to change it.


  He heard the whirl of a grindstone behind the little shed where the rangers did most of their harness repair and handiwork. Deets was there, sharpening an axe and a couple of spades. The cockleburs were bad in the river bottom where the horses watered—Deets sharpened the spades so he could spade them down and spare the rangers the tedious labor of pulling cockleburs out of their horses’ tails, an annoyance that put them all out of temper.


  “Deets, would you go get Newt and walk him to his mother?” Call asked. “It’s a hot day, and he won’t stay in the shade. He’ll get too hot if he just sits there in the sun.”


  “That boy need a hat,” Deets observed. The grindstone was the kind that operated with a pedal, but the pedal had a tendency to stick. He had a cramp in his calf from working the old sticking pedal most of the day; but he had an impressive pile of well-sharpened tools to show for his effort: four axes, seven hatchets, an adze, five spades, and a double-bladed pickaxe. Walking a little with Newt would be a nice relief. Captain Call had promised to get him a better grindstone at some point, but so far the money for it hadn’t been made available. Captain Augustus said it was the legislature’s fault.


  “That legislature, it’s slow,” Augustus often said.


  Deets thought probably the reason the legislature was so slow to provide a grindstone was because so many of the senators were drunk most of the time. Deets had had one or two senators pointed out to him and later had seen the very same man sprawled out full length in the street, heavily drunk. One senator had even lost a hand while sleeping in the middle of the street on a foggy morning. A wagon came along the street and a rear wheel passed over the senator’s wrist, cutting off his hand as neatly as a butcher or a surgeon could have. Deets had been struggling to extract a long mesquite thorn from the hock of one of the pack mules at the time: he still remembered the senator’s piercing scream, when he awoke to find that his hand was gone and his right wrist spurting blood into the fog. The scream had such terror in it that Deets and most of the other people who heard it assumed it could only mean an Indian attack. Men rushed for their guns and women for their hiding places. While the rushing was going on the senator fainted. While the whole town hunkered down, waiting for the scalping Comanches to pour in among them, the senator lay unconscious in the street, bleeding. When the fog lifted, with no one scalped and no Comanches to be seen, the local blacksmith found the senator, still fainted, and, by that time, bled white. The man lived, but he soon stopped being a senator. As Deets understood it, the man decided just to stay home, where he could drink with much less risk.


  Now the Captain was wanting him to carry Newt home to his mother, a task he was happy to undertake. He liked Newt, and would have bought him a good little hat to shade him on sunny days, if he could have afforded it. Mainly, though, Deets was just given his room and board and a dollar a month toward expenses—in his present situation he could not afford to be buying little boys hats.


  The boy still sat on the fence, watching Pea Eye trying to rope a second gelding, the first one having been firmly snubbed to the post. Call stood watching—not at the boy or the roper; just watching generally, it seemed to Deets.


  “Newt wishing he could be a roper,” Deets said. “A roper like Mr. Pea.”


  Call had just watched Pea Eye miss the skinny gelding for the fourth time; he was not pleased.


  “If he ever is a roper, I hope he’s better at it than Pea Eye Parker,” he said, before he walked away.


  14.


  “YES, HE STAYS HERE, when I can keep him out of the saloons,” Maggie said, when Call asked her if Jake was sleeping at her house.


  She didn’t say it bashfully, either. Newt had an earache; she was warming cornmeal in a sock, for him to hold against his ear. Graciela had told her she ought to drip warm honey in Newt’s ear, but Maggie didn’t think the earache was severe enough to risk making that big a mess. In fact, she wondered if it was an earache at all, or just a new way Newt had thought of to get himself a little more attention. Newt enjoyed his minor illnesses. Sometimes he could persuade his mother to let him sleep with her when he was a little sick, or could pretend to be. Maggie suspected that this was only a pretend earache, but she warmed the cornmeal anyway. She did not appreciate Woodrow Call’s question and didn’t bother to conceal how she felt. For years she had concealed most of what she felt about Woodrow, but she had given up on him and had no reason to conceal her feelings anymore.


  “Well, I am surprised,” Call said cautiously. He felt on unfamiliar ground with Maggie; possibly infirm ground as well. She didn’t look up when she informed him that Jake was sleeping there.


  “I ain’t a rock,” Maggie said, in reply, and this time she did look up.


  Call didn’t know what she meant—he had never suggested that she was a rock.


  “I guess I don’t know what you’re trying to say,” he said cautiously. “I can see you ain’t a rock.”


  “No, I doubt you can see it,” Maggie said. “You’re too strong, Woodrow. You don’t understand what it’s like to be weak, because you ain’t weak, and you’ve got no sympathy for those who are.”


  “What has that got to do with Jake bunking here?” Call asked.


  Maggie turned her eyes to him; her mouth was set. She didn’t want to cry—she had done more than enough crying about Woodrow Call over the years. She might do more, still, but if so, she hoped at least not to do it in front of him. It was too humiliating to always be crying about the same feeling in front of the same man.


  “I need somebody here at night,” Maggie said. “Not every night, but sometimes. I get scared. Besides that, I’ve got a boy. He needs someone around who can be like a pa. You don’t want to stay with me, and you don’t want to be a pa to Newt.”


  She paused; despite her determination to control herself, her hands were shaking as she spooned the hot cornmeal into the old sock.


  It always seemed to come back to the same thing, Call thought. He wasn’t willing to be her husband and he wasn’t willing, either, to claim Newt as his son. He knew that might give him a limited right to criticize, and he hadn’t come to criticize, merely to find out if his suspicion about Maggie and Jake was true. It seemed that it was true; he had merely been honest when he said the fact surprised him.


  “If it makes you think the less of me, I can’t help it,” Maggie said. “Jake ain’t my first choice—I reckon I don’t have to tell you that. But he ain’t a bad man, either. He’s kind to me and he likes Newt. If I didn’t have someone around who liked my son, I expect I would have given up the ghost.”


  “I don’t want you to give up the ghost,” Call said at once; he was shocked by the comment.


  “The rangering does keep me busy,” he adding not knowing what else to say.


  “You wouldn’t help me if helping me was the last thing in the world you had to do,” Maggie told him, unable to hold back a flash of anger. “You don’t know how to help nobody, Woodrow—at least you don’t know how to help nobody who’s female.


  “You never have helped me and you never will,” she went on, looking him in the eye. “Jake wants to help me, at least. I try to give him back what I can. It ain’t much, but he’s young. He may not know that.”


  “Yes, young and careless,” Call said. “It would be a pity if he compromised you.”


  Without hesitating Maggie threw the panful of hot cornmeal at him. Most of it missed but a little of it stuck to the front of his shirt. Woodrow looked as startled as if an Indian with a tomahawk had just popped out of the cupboard; as startled, and more at a loss. An Indian he could have shot, but he couldn’t shoot her and had no idea what to say or do. He was so surprised that he didn’t even bother to brush the cornmeal off his shirt.


  Maggie didn’t say anything. She was determined that he would at least answer her act, if he wouldn’t answer her need. She set the pan back on the stove.


  “Well, that was wasteful,” Woodrow Call said finally. He recovered sufficiently to begin to brush the cornmeal off his shirt. Maggie didn’t seem to be paying much attention to him. She dipped a cup into the cornmeal and scooped out enough to replace what had been in the pan.


  Graciela had been dozing on her little stool at the back of the kitchen—she was often there, making tortillas, such good ones that Newt was seldom seen without a half-eaten tortilla in his hand or his pocket. Something had awakened Graciela, Call didn’t know what, for Maggie had not raised her voice before she threw the cornmeal. Graciela looked shocked, when she saw him with cornmeal on his shirt—she put a hand over her mouth.


  “I see that I have upset you,” Call added, perplexed and a good deal shocked himself. One reason he had grown fond of Maggie Tilton, and a big reason he stayed fond, was that she behaved so sensibly. In that respect he considered her far superior to Gus’s old love Clara, who never behaved sensibly and was rarely inclined to restrain her emotions. Certainly Clara had been competent at arithmetic—he had never caught her in an error on a bill—but that didn’t keep her from being prone to wild rages and fits of weeping. Maggie had always been far more discreet about her feelings; she had mainly managed to keep her sorrows and even her annoyances to herself.


  Now, though, she had done something foolish, and, to make matters worse, had done it in front of Graciela. He knew that Mexican women were prone to gossiping—white women, of course, were hardly immune to such activity—and he was vexed to think that the story of what Maggie had just done, an act most uncharacteristic of her, would soon be talked about all over town.


  But the fact was, she had; the deed was done. Call picked up his hat and sat a coffee cup that he had been holding on the counter.


  “I regret that I upset you,” he said. “I suppose I had better just go.”


  He waited a minute, to see if Maggie would apologize, or explain her action in any way; but she did neither. She just went on with her task. Except for a spot of red on each cheekbone, no one would suppose that she was feeling anything out of the ordinary. Call had rather expected that she would quickly regret her action and come over and brush the cornmeal off his shirt and trousers; but she showed no inclination to do that, either.


  Newt opened his eyes and saw Captain Woodrow with what looked to be meal on his shirt—but he was so sleepy that he felt that what he was seeing must be part of a dream. He yawned and turned over, hoping that Captain Woodrow would offer him a penny for sassafras candy when his dream ended.


  Call went out and started down the long flight of stairs that angled down the back of Maggie’s house to the ground. When he was almost down he got an uncomfortable feeling and turned to look back; Maggie had come outside and stood above him, on the landing. Sunlight flecked the cornmeal on her hands and forearms—a visitor might have thought that her hands and forearms were flecked with gold dust.


  “You compromised me, Woodrow, not Jake!” Maggie said, with a sharpness that he had never heard in her voice before. “You compromised me and I hope that you’ll be thinking about what you did and about how you betrayed our little son for the rest of your life, right up till the day you die. You don’t deserve Newt! You don’t even deserve me!”


  Call said nothing. Maggie went back through the door. Later, when Call thought about that moment, he remembered that the sunlight made cornmeal look like gold dust on Maggie’s hands and arms.


  15.


  AFTER WOODROW LEFT, Maggie went in her bedroom and cried. She was tired—more than tired—of crying about Woodrow Call; but, once again, she couldn’t help it. The best she could do was hide in her bedroom and cry, so Newt wouldn’t see her in tears, if he woke up. He had seen her sobbing far too often as it was, and it upset him. All too often she cried after his father left, which was worrisome to her. Although Call had brought her sorrow, he was Newt’s father, even though Newt didn’t know it. She didn’t want Newt associating his father with her tears and her pain. No one could know what might happen in life. Someday Woodrow might unbend, recognize that he had a fine son, and claim him publicly. The two of them might yet find some happiness as father and son. She didn’t want to blight that chance.


  Graciela came in while Maggie was attempting to dry her tears. Graciela had been mightily shocked by what she had seen in the kitchen. She didn’t know Captain Call very well, but she knew he was a Texas Ranger. For a woman to throw cornmeal on a Texas Ranger was a serious thing. They might hang Maggie, for such an offense. At the very least, the man would beat her.


  “That was a bad thing you did,” Graciela said. She was in the habit of speaking quite frankly to Maggie, who didn’t seem to mind.


  “Not very bad,” Maggie said. “I could have hit him with the frying pan. All I did was throw a little cornmeal on him.”


  “Now he will beat you,” Graciela said. “How will you work in the store if he beats you badly?


  “I need to get my wages—I have my grandbabies to feed,” she added.


  “He won’t beat me, Graciela,” Maggie said. “He has never hit me and he never will. I doubt we’ll see any more of him around here.”


  “But you got his shirt dirty,” Graciela said. “He will beat you. The last time my husband beat me I could not move for two days. He beat me with an axe handle. I could not have worked in a store, after such a beating.”


  “This cornmeal is getting hot,” Maggie said. “Would you put some in a sock and give it to Newt for his earache?”


  “I do not think his ear is sick,” Graciela said.


  “I don’t either, but give him the sock anyway,” Maggie said. “It won’t hurt to humor him.”


  Graciela did as she was told, but she was both annoyed and uneasy. The boy wasn’t sick; he had no fever. Why waste good cornmeal, when it was attention he wanted, anyway? She could not always be fixing poultices for a boy who wasn’t sick. She was still uneasy about the beating, too. In her opinion Maggie still had a lot to learn about the ways of men. Because Maggie wanted Captain Call, and loved him, she was trying to pretend that he was better than other men—that he was above beating a woman. Graciela had had to marry three times before she could get a husband who knew how to stay alive. All her husbands had beaten her, and all the husbands of her sisters and her friends beat their women. It was a thing men did, if they were provoked a little, or even if they were not provoked at all. The slightest drunkenness could cause a man to beat a woman—so could the slightest rebuke. Graciela had only married poor men—men who had to struggle and who had many worries—but two of her sisters had married men of wealth, men who did little all day except gamble and drink. The wealthy men had beaten her sisters just as often as the poor men had beaten her.


  Graciela was a little shocked by Maggie’s innocence about men and women—it was not wise to take lightly or discount the violence that was in men.


  But, before she could discuss the matter further, Newt woke up.


  “I don’t need that hot sock, my ear don’t hurt now,” he said, just as Graciela finished getting the poultice ready. Such a boy deserved a good thump on the head, but before Graciela could administer the thump, Newt smiled at her so sweetly that she thought better of it and gave him one of her good tortillas instead.


  16.


  “I HAVE NEVER BEEN no place this naked, Pea,” Jake Spoon confided, staring with some trepidation into the bleak dusk. They had made a poor camp, waterless, shelterless, and dusty, out on the plain somewhere, a plain so vast that the sun, when it set, seemed to be one hundred miles away.


  Captain Call had gone ahead, with six rangers, including Charlie Goodnight. The force at the waterless camp consisted of Deets, Pea, Jake, Captain McCrae, Major Featherstonhaugh, a fat lieutenant named Dikuss, and six soldiers. The purpose of the little scouting expedition was to seek out the Comanches in their winter strongholds and determine how many were left. The army wanted to know how many bands were still active and how many warriors they could put into the field.


  Jake Spoon had never been able to stifle his tendency to complaint, unless Captain Call was in hearing; Jake said as little as possible around Captain Call. It was obvious to all the rangers that Captain Call didn’t like Jake and preferred to avoid his company.


  Pea Eye considered it a puzzling thing. He didn’t know why the Captain had such a dislike for Jake, but, at the moment, with no water and just a little food, he had more pressing things to worry about. Pea had developed the habit of counting his cartridges every night—he wanted to know exactly how many bullets he could expend in the event of an Indian fight. Every ranger was supposed to travel with one hundred rounds, but Pea Eye had only been given eighty-six rounds, the result of some confusion in the armory the day the bullets had been handed out. It worried Pea considerably that he had started on the trip fourteen bullets shy of a full requisition. Fourteen bullets could make all the difference in the world in the event that all his companions were killed, while he survived. If he had to walk all the way back to Austin living on what game he could shoot he would have to be careful. His marksmanship was not exceptional; it sometimes took him four or five bullets to bring down a deer, and his record with antelope was even worse. Also, he could shoot at Indians fourteen more times, if he had those bullets. The lack preyed on his mind; his count, every night, was to assure himself that no bullets had slipped away in the course of a day’s travel.


  With his bullets to count, and the light poor on the gloomy plain, Pea Eye could not waste time worrying about why Captain Call found it hard to tolerate Jake Spoon. Captain McCrae, who knew practically everything, may have known the reason, but if so he wasn’t saying.


  At the moment Captain McCrae was discussing with Major Featherstonhaugh the difficulty of counting Comanches with any accuracy.


  “Several men I know have got haircuts they didn’t want while counting Comanches,” he informed the Major, a skinny man with a sour disposition.


  “Of course there’s no risk to Dikuss here,” Augustus added. “He’s a bald man—he’s got no hair to take. They’d have to find something else to cut off, if they took Dikuss.”


  Augustus liked the fat lieutenant and teased him when possible. He was less fond of the dour Featherstonhaugh, though he was not especially more dour than the few army men who found themselves stuck in dusty outposts in the remote Southwest while the great war raged to the east. Featherstonhaugh and his men were missing out on the glory, and they knew it; and for what? To attempt to subdue a few half-starved Comanches, scattered across the Texas plains?


  “It seems a poor exercise, don’t it, Major?” Augustus said. “You could be back home fighting with Grant or Lee, according to your beliefs. I expect it would be better employment than counting these poor Comanches.”


  Major Featherstonhaugh received that comment soberly, without change of expression. He did not welcome jocularity while in the field, but Captain McCrae, a skilled and respected ranger, seemed unable to avoid the jocular comment.


  “I am from Vermont, Captain,” Major Featherstonhaugh informed him. “I would not be fighting with General Lee, though I admire him. He once fought in these parts himself, I believe, in the war with Mexico.”


  “Well, I didn’t notice,” Augustus said. “I was in love while that scrap was going on. I was younger then, about Lieutenant Dikuss’s age. Are you in love, Lieutenant?”


  Lieutenant Dikuss was mortified by the question, as he was by almost every question Captain McCrae asked him. In fact he was in love with his Milly, a strong buxom girl of nineteen whose father owned a prosperous dairy in Wisconsin. Jack Dikuss nursed the deepest and tenderest feelings for his Milly, feelings so strong that tears came into his eyes if he even allowed himself to think of her. He had not been meaning to think of her—indeed, had been cleaning his revolver—when Captain McCrae’s unexpected and unwanted questions brought her suddenly and vividly to mind. Lieutenant Dikuss was only just able to choke back tears; in the process of choking them back his neck swelled and his large face turned beet red, a fact fortunately lost on the rangers and soldiers, who were tending to their mounts, their saddles, or their guns, while Deets made a small campfire and got the coffee going. Lieutenant Dikuss made no reply at all to Captain McCrae’s question, being well aware that if he attempted to speak he would burst into tears and lose what little authority he had over the rough soldiers under his command, whorers all of them, with scant respect for tender sentiments of the sort he harbored for his Milly.


  Augustus noticed the young man’s discomfort and did not press his enquiry. He wished he had a book, some whiskey, or anything to distract him from the fact that he was camped in a cold, dusty place with a bunch of military men, while on an errand that he considered foolish. Lately he had begun to delve into the Bible a little, mainly because Austin was so thick with preachers—there were at least seven of them, by his count—that he couldn’t walk down the street without bumping into one or two of them. One, an aggressive Baptist, had the temerity to tax him one day about his whoring; in response Augustus had bought a small Bible and began to leaf through it in idle moments, looking for notable instances of whoring or, at least, of carnal appetite among the more distinguished patriarchs of old. He soon found what he was looking for, too, and meant to use his findings to confound the preachers, if they dared challenge him again.


  The print in his Bible was small, however, and the circumstance of a dim evening on the plains, with only a flicker of campfire, did not encourage biblical studies just then. He wished he had something to do besides tease nice boys such as Lieutenant Dikuss, but offhand he couldn’t think what it might be. It was a pity, in his view, that Charlie Goodnight had insisted on going with Call on the advance scout; he could always raise a debate with Charlie Goodnight, a man disposed to think that he knew everything. Of course, one of the things Charlie Goodnight did know was where the principal bands of Comanches hunted; Goodnight was now in the cattle business and needed to keep track of the Comanches in order to keep them from running off his saddle horses.


  It was obvious to Augustus that little in the way of conversation was likely to be coming from Major Featherstonhaugh, the Vermonter who would not be fighting with General Lee. Major Featherstonhaugh had been in Texas only a few months; this expedition was his first into the Texas wilds and, so far, he had yet to lay eyes on a wild Comanche. It annoyed Augustus extremely that the military kept its personnel rolling over and over, like clothes wringers—each commander who came out of the East seemed to be less experienced and less knowledgeable about the geography and the terrain than the one before him. He and Call were constantly vexed by the ignorance of the military, though there had been one intelligent captain, named Marcy, who had conducted an excellent survey of the Red River country; Captain Marcy knew the country and the ways of the native tribes as well as anyone, but at the present time he was elsewhere and they were stuck with Major Featherstonhaugh, a man so ill informed that he seemed surprised when told there might be problems finding water on their trip across the llano.


  “But gentlemen, I was assured there was an abundance of fine springs in Texas,” the Major stated, when Call brought up the matter of water, the day before they departed.


  “Oh, there’s plenty of healthy springs in Texas,” Augustus assured him. “I could find you a hundred easily, if we was in the right part of the state.”


  “Isn’t it Texas we’re going to be journeying in?” the Major asked.


  “Yes, but it’s a big place, Major,” Call said. “We’re going to be crossing the Staked Plain. There may be springs there, but if there are, nobody but the Comanche know where to find them.”


  That comment was greeted by an expression of polite disbelief on the face of Major Featherstonhaugh, whose only response was to instruct his men to be sure to fill their canteens.


  Neither Augustus nor Call chose to press the matter—they had yet to meet a military man, other than the smart Captain Marcy, who was willing to take advice from Texas Rangers, or, for that matter, from Indian scouts either.


  “It’s a waste of energy to argue with a man like that,” Call said, as they left Fort Phantom Hill.


  “Agreed,” Augustus said. “Let the plains do the arguing.”


  They were only four days out, but already the point had been made—Major Featherstonhaugh had begun to absorb some hard lessons about west Texas aridity. The Major was neat to a fault—he could not abide soiled linen, or dust on his face, and had carelessly drained his own canteen by the end of the second day, wetting his kerchief often in order to swab the dust off his face. Though Augustus didn’t comment, he was amused—the Major would no sooner wash his face than a dust devil or small whirlwind would sweep over the troop and get him dusty again. Now, impatient for the coffee to boil, he seemed indisposed to conversation of any kind; Augustus suspected that an offer to play a hand of cards would not be well received.


  “How far ahead do you suppose Captain Call’s party is?” the Major asked the next morning, as he was sipping coffee.


  “I can’t really say, Major,” Augustus said. “We’re the slow wing of this procession.”


  “We’ve come quite a distance from that fort, sir,” the Major said. “Why do you think we’re slow?”


  “Because we still stop and sleep at night,” Augustus said. “Sleep does slow a troop down, unless you sleep in your saddle, and Mr. Goodnight is the only one of us who’s skilled at saddle snoozing. Call don’t sleep at night, neither does Goodnight, and neither does Famous Shoes. I imagine some of the men with them are so tired they’d be willing to get scalped if only they could have a good nap afterwards.”


  Major Featherstonhaugh seemed unconvinced by the remark—or, if not unconvinced, uninterested.


  “It’s time to give out the prunes now,” he said. “We mustn’t forget the prunes, Captain.”


  Major Hiram Featherstonhaugh was a firm believer in the efficacy of prunes, as an aid to regularity for men on the march. One of the pack mules carried two large sacks of prunes; leaving nothing to chance, the Major had Deets open one of the sacks each morning, so that he himself could dispense the prunes. He personally handed each man in the company six prunes, which, after some experimentation, he had concluded was the number of prunes most likely to ensure clear movements in a troop of men on the march.


  “Here now, have your prunes, gentlemen,” the Major said, as he went briskly around the troop. “Clear movements now, clear movements.”


  Augustus, the last man to receive his morning allotment, waited until the Major’s back was turned and dropped his back in the sack. He did not insist that the rangers eat prunes, but he urged them not to throw them away, either.


  “We might get to a place out here on the baldies where a prune would taste mighty good,” he said. “Just wait till the Major ain’t looking and put them back in the sack.”


  Pea Eye particularly hated prunes; he had carelessly eaten one the first morning and had been unable to rid himself of the pruny taste all day.


  “What kind of a tree would grow a prune?” he asked.


  “A Vermont kind of tree, I reckon,” Augustus said. “The Major says he grew up eating them.”


  “Maybe that’s why he don’t never smile,” Pea Eye said. “They probably shrunk up his mouth till he can’t get a smile out.”


  “Or it might be that he’s got nothing to smile about, particularly,” Augustus said. “Here he is in Texas, which he don’t like, trying to count Indians he can’t find and couldn’t whip if he did find.”


  Within an hour of breaking camp the rangers found themselves riding into a brisk north wind. The long horizons quickly blurred until there was no horizon, just blowing yellowish dust. The rangers tied their bandanas over their noses and their mouths, but the soldiers lacked bandanas and took the stinging dust full in the face. The wind that whirled across the long spaces sang in their ears, unnerving some of the soldiers, recent arrivals who had never experienced a full norther on the plains. The howling wind convinced some of the young recruits that they were surrounded by wolves or other beasts. The rangers had told them many stories of Comanche torture, but had said nothing about winds that sounded like the howling of beasts.


  “On a day like this it’s good that the Major don’t smile,” Pea Eye said to Jake. “If he did it would just let in the grit.”


  In the afternoon the wind, which had been high to begin with, increased to gale force. Increasingly, it was difficult to get the horses to face it; also, the temperature was dropping. Augustus tried to persuade Major Featherstonhaugh of the wisdom of stopping until the norther blew itself out.


  “It won’t blow like this long, Major,” he said. “We could take shelter in one of these gullies and wait it out. Out here it’s risky to travel when you can’t see where you’re going. We might ride off a cliff.”


  Major Featherstonhaugh was unmoved by the advice. Once started, he preferred not to stop until a day’s march had been completed, however adverse the weather conditions.


  “I don’t need to see where I’m going, Captain,” he said. “I have a compass. I consult it frequently. I can assure you that we’re going north, due north.”


  An hour later the half-blinded troop stumbled into and out of a steep gully; in the rock terrain, half peppered by blowing sand, the Major dropped his compass, but didn’t immediately register the loss. When, at the half hour, he reached for it, meaning to take his bearings, as he always did twice hourly, he discovered that he no longer had his compass, a circumstance which vexed him greatly.


  “I must ask you to stop the troop and wait, Captain,” he said. “I must have dropped my compass when we were crossing that declivity—what do you call it?”


  “A gully, Major,” Gus said.


  “Yes, that’s probably where it is,” the Major said. “It’s back in that gully. I’ll just hurry back and find it.”


  “Major, I doubt you’ll find it,” Augustus said. “The sand’s blowing so thick you can barely see your horse’s ears. That compass will be covered up by now, most likely.”


  “Nonsense, I’m sure I can find it,” the Major said. “I’ll just retrace my steps. You give the men a few prunes, while you’re waiting. Important to avoid constipation, Captain—an army can’t fight if it’s constipated.”


  “Major, I’ve got a compass, take it,” Augustus said, horrified by what the man planned to do. He was convinced that if the Major rode off in such a storm they would probably never see him again.


  “I know mine probably ain’t as good as yours, but it will point you north, at least,” he assured the Major, holding out his own compass.


  “I don’t want your compass, Captain—I want my own,” Major Featherstonhaugh said firmly. “It was my father’s compass—it was made in Reading, England—it’s our family compass. It’s made the trip around the Cape. I’m not going to leave it in some declivity in west Texas. I’d never be able to face Pa. He expects me to have this compass when I come home, I can assure you of that, Captain McCrae. Prunes, men, prunes.”


  With that, the Major turned and was gone.


  Augustus was nonplussed. He knew he ought to send someone with the Major, to help him find his way back, but he had no one to send except himself and he did not feel it wise to leave the troop, in such a situation. The men were huddled around him—in the blowing sand they seemed spectral, like gray ghosts. His rangers, veterans of many severe northers, were stoical, but the army boys were nervous, stunned by the abrupt departure of their commander.


  “I guess I should have roped him, but it’s too late now,” Augustus observed. The sandstorm had promptly swallowed up the Major.


  “Now he’s rode off and left me in command,” Lieutenant Dikuss said, appalled at being thrust into a position of responsibility under such conditions, at such a time and in such a place.


  Augustus smiled. He could not help being amused by the large lieutenant from Wisconsin. At that moment Lieutenant Dikuss was staring hopelessly at the wall of sand into which his commanding officer had just disappeared.


  “It must have been a mighty good compass,” Jake Spoon said. “It would have to be made of emeralds for me to go looking for it in a wind like this.”


  “I doubt you’d know an emerald if you swallowed one, Jake,” Augustus said, dismounting. “That compass was made in Reading, England, and besides, the Major’s got his pa to think about.”


  “I don’t know what to do, Captain,” Lieutenant Dikuss admitted, looking at his gray, cold, gritty men.


  “Well, one thing we can do is let the prunes be,” Augustus said. “Myself, I’d vote for a cup of coffee over a goddamned prune.”


  17.


  THE SANDSTORM raged until sunset; the whirling sand seemed to magnify the sun as it sank—for a time the sand and dust even made it seem that the sun had paused in its descent. It seemed to hang just above the horizon, a great malign orb, orange at the edges but almost bluish in the center. Some of the young army men, newcomers, like their Major, to the country of sand and wind, thought something had gone wrong with nature. One private, a thin boy from Illinois, almost frozen from a day in the biting wind, thought the bluish sun meant that the world was coming to an end. He had a memory of a church in Paducah, Illinois, where he had lived as a boy, saying that the world would end with the setting of a blue sun.


  The boy’s name was Briarley Crisp; he was the youngest man in the troop. His mother and all his sisters wept when he left home; they all expected Briarley to be killed. Briarley had been eager, at the time, to get gone into the army, mainly to escape the plowing, which he detested. Now, looking at the ominous blue sun, its edges tinged with the orange hues of hellfire, and with the sand piling up on his eyelids so heavy he could hardly focus his eyes, Briarley knew he had made a terrible, fatal mistake. He had come all the way to Texas to be a soldier, and now the world was ending. He began to shiver so violently that his shaking caught the eye of Lieutenant Dikuss, who, though nervous himself, felt it was now his responsibility to see that morale did not falter within the troop.


  “Stop that shaking, Private Crisp,” he said. “If you’re chilly get a soogan off the pack mule and wrap up in it.”


  “I ain’t shivering from the chill, Lieutenant,” Briarley Crisp said. “I see that old blue sun there—a preacher told me once the world would end the night the sun set blue, like that one’s setting.”


  “I doubt that that preacher who upset you had spent much time along the Pecos River,” Augustus said. “I’ve seen the sun set blue many a time in these sand showers, but the world hasn’t ended. What I do doubt is that we’ll see any more of Major Featherstonhaugh this evening—him or his compass either.”


  They didn’t. To Briarley Crisp’s relief the sun finally did set; the night that followed saw the temperatures drop so far that the men slept beneath white clouds of frozen breath. Toward midnight the sandstorm finally blew out—by four the stars were visible again. Augustus debated with himself whether to take advantage of the faint starlight to conduct a quick search for Major Featherstonhaugh; but, in the end, he didn’t. The morning promised to be clear—they could easily find the Major then, assuming he had survived the chilly night.


  They were not long in doubt on that issue. There was still so much sand in the air that the sun rose in haze, with a fine nimbus around it. To Private Crisp’s joy, the world was still there and still dry. Augustus had just picked up his coffee cup when he saw a moving dot to the south, a dot that soon became Major Featherstonhaugh, cantering briskly toward them on his heavy white mare. Augustus had advised against the mare, not because of her heft but because she was white. The Comanches they were supposed to be scouting particularly loved a white horse.


  “If Kicking Wolf gets sight of her that’s one more horse the army won’t have to feed, Major,” Augustus had informed him, but the Major had only returned a chilly stare.


  Now, though, he was simply relieved that Major was alive—it would have been a task to locate him, if he had lost himself on the llano.


  “Good morning, Major—I hope you found that compass,” Augustus said when Featherstonhaugh trotted up, his uniform caked with dust.


  “Of course I found it—that was why I went back,” Major Featherstonhaugh said. Dusty as he was he still seemed startled by the suggestion that he might not have found the compass.


  “It was made in Reading, England,” he added. “My father took it around the Cape.”


  “I wish I had a bath to offer you, Major,” Augustus said. “You look like you’ve been buried and dug up.”


  “Oh, it was weathery,” the Major admitted. “I thought I might find one of those springs and have a wash, but I couldn’t find one—of course I had to wait for daylight before I could locate my compass.”


  The Major dismounted and took a little coffee, carefully inspecting his compass while he breakfasted.


  “I wish it would snow,” he remarked, to Lieutenant Dikuss. “I’m accustomed to snow when it’s this weathery.”


  Lieutenant Dikuss regarded it as a miracle that the Major had reappeared at all; the absence of snow, of which there was an abundance in Wisconsin, did not disturb him.


  “You can melt snow, and once it’s melted you can heat the water and have a wash,” the Major said. “Does it ever snow here, Captain?”


  “It snows, but not too many people care to wash in it, Major,” Augustus said. “I doubt that washing’s as popular in this country as it is in Vermont.”


  An hour later, pressing on north with the aid of Major Featherstonhaugh’s compass, Augustus spotted a rider coming toward them across the long sage flats.


  “That’s Charlie Goodnight—I expect he’s got news,” Augustus said.


  Major Featherstonhaugh and Lieutenant Dikuss both looked in the direction Augustus was pointing but they could see nothing, just high clouds and wavery horizon. The Major could think of very little besides how much he desired to wash. He was sixty-one years old and never, in his more than three decades of soldiering, had he felt as thoroughly soiled as he felt at the moment. During the weathery night the blowing sand had worked its way into his skin to a depth no dust had ever been allowed to penetrate before. Besides that, his canteen was empty; he could not even wet his kerchief and wipe the dust off his face; his lips were so cracked from the dryness that he would have been hard put to eat even if they had more palatable food; all day the men talked of game, but they saw no game. The Major had once been offered a favorable position in a dry goods firm in Baltimore, but had turned it down out of a distaste for the frivolity of town life. As he stared at the Texas plain, dirt under his collar, incapable of seeing the rider that Captain McCrae could not only see but identify, the Major could not help wondering if he had been wise to turn down that position in the dry goods firm. After all, he could have resided outside of Baltimore and ridden in a buggy—if nothing else there would have been plenty of fine, meltable snow.


  “How can you tell who it is?” Lieutenant Dikuss asked. He had finally been able to detect motion in the sage flats to the north, but he could not even tell that the motion was made by a human on a horse. Yet Augustus McCrae could see the horse and even identify the rider.


  “Why, I know Charlie,” Augustus said. “I know how he rides. He comes along kind of determined. He don’t look fast, but the next thing you know he’s there.”


  Events soon bore out Augustus’s point—the next thing the troop knew, Goodnight was there.


  “I expected you to be farther along, Captain,” Goodnight said. “I suppose the military had a hard time keeping up.”


  Goodnight nodded at Major Featherstonhaugh and promptly turned his horse, as if assuming that the company would immediately respond and follow him. His impatience with military behavior was well known.


  “Nope, this is a speedy troop, Charlie,” Augustus said. “The fact is the Major dropped his compass in that sandstorm yesterday and had to go back for it. It’s a prominent compass, made in Reading, England.”


  Major Featherstonhaugh, though startled by the man’s manner, did not intend to let himself be deflected from his original purpose by mere frontier rudeness; he was dusty as an old boot and felt that his efficiency as a commander would soon diminish if he could not secure a good wash.


  “Any springs ahead of us, sir?” he asked Goodnight. “The sand has been plentiful the last two days—I think we could all profit from a good bath.”


  “I imagine our weapons need cleaning as well,” he added—it had just occurred to him that the blowing dust might have gummed up mechanisms to their pistols and rifles and revolvers.


  Military ignorance did not surprise Goodnight.


  “There’s a fine spring about three hundred miles due north of here, Major,” he said. “I expect you could reach it in a week if you don’t lose your compass again.”


  “Sir, three hundred miles?” Major Featherstonhaugh asked, aghast.


  “That is, if you can get through the Comanches,” Goodnight added.


  “How many Comanches, and how far ahead?” Augustus asked.


  The soldiers, some of whom had been grimly amused by Goodnight’s brusque treatment of Major Featherstonhaugh—he was not a popular leader—ceased to be amused; mention of Comanches was enough to quell all merriment in the troop and replace it with dread. The thought of Comanches called into their minds scenes of torture and dismemberment. They had all heard too many stories.


  “Charlie, have you run into our red foes?” Augustus inquired again.


  “Crossed their trail,” Goodnight said. “It’s a hunting party. They’re about thirty miles ahead of us, but they’re lazing along. I think we can overtake them if we hurry. They’ve got nearly fifty stolen horses and I expect a captive or two.”


  “Then let’s go,” Augustus said. Before putting spurs in his horse and following Goodnight, who had already left—he had reached down and accepted a tin cup full of coffee from Deets and drained it in three swallows—Augustus looked back at the few dirty, discouraged, ignorant, and ill-paid men that constituted the troop, all of whom, including Major Featherstonhaugh, looked as if they wished they could be somewhere else in the world.


  “We’re going after the Comanches—don’t lame your horses,” Gus said. “It’s lucky you dropped your compass, Major. The horses got a night’s rest and that might make the difference.”


  Then he turned and rode. It was cruel to press men as hard as it would be necessary to press them now, but the alternative was to lead a futile expedition that would accomplish nothing. With war raging among the whites, the Comanches had grown bold again—in some places the line of white settlement had been driven back almost one hundred miles. Only those settlers brave enough to live in homemade forts and risk death every day as they worked in their fields farmed the western country now. He and Call had had to abandon the border to banditry; answering raids on the northwestern frontier took all their time and resources. Lately they had scarcely been in town long enough to launder their clothes.


  The rangers were too few in number to overwhelm the war parties, but their guns had improved and their marksmanship as well. They would sometimes demoralize their attackers by killing a few prominent warriors—as fighting men they had become a match for the Comanches, but their horses, for the most part heavy and slow, were rarely capable of keeping up with the leaner, faster Comanche ponies.


  Goodnight, in his brief time in the soldiers’ camp, had quickly sized up the state of the horses. When Augustus caught up with him he did not hold back his assessment.


  “Those horses are just glue buckets with legs,” he told Augustus. “I doubt they’ve got fifty miles in them.”


  “I doubt they’ve got forty,” Gus agreed. Goodnight, of course, was well mounted, on a gelding with sure feet and abundant wind; Augustus, likewise, had taken care to provide himself with a resilient mount. But most of the troopers were not so fortunate.


  “We’re fighting horse Indians, not walking Indians,” he himself had pointed out, to more than one governor and many legislators, but the rangers were still mounted on the cheapest horseflesh the horse traders could provide, an economy that cost several rangers their lives.


  “Who are we chasing? Do we know?” he asked Goodnight—he had come to know the fighting styles of several Comanche chiefs rather well.


  “Peta Nocona and some of his hunters,” Goodnight said. “That’s what I think, and Famous Shoes agrees.”


  “I wonder if Buffalo Hump is still alive,” Augustus said. “You’ll still hear of Kicking Wolf taking horses now and then, but we ain’t had to engage Buffalo Hump since the war started.”


  “He’s alive,” Goodnight said.


  “How do you know?” Gus asked.


  “Because I’d hear of it if he died,” Goodnight said. “So would you. He led two raids all the way to the ocean. No other Comanche has done that. They’ll be singing about him, when he dies.”


  Goodnight had a disgusted look on his face.


  “I guess you’re mad at me, Charlie, for not keeping up,” Augustus ventured.


  “No, but I won’t come back for that major again,” Goodnight said. “If he can’t keep hold of his compass then I’d rather he went home.”


  18.


  BUFFALO HUMP was slow to recover from the shitting sickness—the cholera; for the first time in his life he was forced to live with weakness in his limbs and body. For two months he could not mount a horse or even draw a bow. His wives fed him and tended to him. A few of the warriors still came to confer with him for a while, but then they began to avoid him, as the strong always avoid the weak. Kicking Wolf was stealing many horses from the Texans, but he did not ask Buffalo Hump to raid with him, anymore.


  No one asked Buffalo Hump to raid with them now, although warriors from many bands raided frequently. Many whites had gone to fight other whites, in the East; there were few blue-coated soldiers left, and few rangers to defend the little farms and settlements. The young warriors killed, tortured, raped, and stole, but they did not take Buffalo Hump with them, nor did they come to him to brag of their courage and their exploits when they returned from the raids with horses or captives.


  They did not ask Buffalo Hump, or brag to him, because he was not young anymore. He had lost his strength, and, with his strength, lost his power. Buffalo Hump was resentful—it was not pleasant to be ignored or even scorned by the very warriors he had trained, the very people he had led—but he was not surprised. Many times he had seen great warriors weaken, sicken, grow old, lose their power; the young men who would have once been eager to ride with them quickly came to scorn them. The young warriors were cruel: they whispered and snickered if one of the older men failed to make a kill, or let a captive escape. They respected only the strong men who could not be insulted without a price being paid in blood.


  When Buffalo Hump saw that the time had passed when he could be a powerful chief, he had his wives move his lodge into a cleft in the canyon some distance from camp. He wanted to be where he would not have to listen to the young men brag after each raid—even the screams of tortured captives had begun to irritate him. Buffalo Hump would not be scorned, not in his own camp; if he heard some young warrior whispering about him he would fight, even if it meant his death. But he thought it was only a foolish man who put himself deliberately in the way of such challenges. He took himself away, too far from the main camp for the shouting and dancing to disturb him.


  Then he instructed his wives, Lark and Heavy Leg, how to make good snares—it was a craft he expected them to learn. There was little large game in the canyon now, but plenty of small game: rabbits, skunks, ground squirrels, prairie dogs, quail and dove, possums, and fat prairie hens. He wanted his wives to work their snares and catch what food they needed. When his strength returned, so that he could draw his bow and throw his lance, he meant to journey alone with his wives north to the cold rivers where the buffalo still lived. He would take two pack horses and kill enough meat to last all winter.


  The shitting sickness had not affected his eyes, though, or his ears. He saw the young men riding south, murder in their hearts, singing their war songs; and he could count, as well. He saw how many young men rode out and he saw how many came back. In his days of raiding he rarely lost more than one or two warriors to the guns of the Texans. If he lost more than three men he did not claim victory; and, always, he recovered and brought back the bodies of the fallen warriors, so they could have a proper burial. Now, though, when the young men came back, claiming victory, they had sometimes lost five or six men; once they even lost eight, and, another time, ten. Seldom, in those battles, did they recover more than one or two bodies to bring home. Many warriors were left unburied, a thing that in his time would have shamed any chief or warrior who led a raid.


  But it did not seem to shame the young men—they spoke only of the Texans they had killed and said nothing about the warriors who were lost and whose bodies had been abandoned.


  Usually, after such a raid, a few of the old men would come to Buffalo Hump in his new camp, to discuss the shameful losses and the even more shameful abandonment of bodies. Some of the elders, old Sunrise in particular, wanted Buffalo Hump to speak to the young men; they wanted him to ride with them on a raid, to instruct them of the correct way to behave toward the dead; but Buffalo Hump refused: he would not ride with warriors who didn’t want him. The young men had no use for him now—they made that clear by the arrogant looks they gave him when he walked through the camp or rode out to the horse herd to watch the young horses.


  When the old men came to him with their complaints he listened but did not say much in reply. He had led the band for a long time, but now could not. Let the young men decide who should be chief; let them do without a chief, if they could not decide. After all, any warrior could follow anyone he wanted to—or follow no one, if that was his choice. Buffalo Hump did not like what he saw, but he could do little about it. His own time was short—it had almost ended in the weeks of his sickness—and he did not intend to use it giving advice to young men who did not want it.


  With Kicking Wolf, though, he sometimes did talk and talk frankly about what the large losses meant.


  “The Texans have learned to fight us,” he said. Heavy Leg had caught a fat coon in a snare and was cooking it.


  “Some have,” Kicking Wolf admitted. “Some are fools.”


  “Yes, some are fools, but Gun-in-the-Water is not a fool, and neither is McCrae,” Buffalo Hump said. “They don’t get scared now just because we yell at them—their men wait until we are close and then they shoot us. They have better guns now—if they had better horses they would follow us and kill us all.”


  “Their horses are too fat and too slow,” Kicking Wolf agreed.


  “That is because you have stolen so many of the good ones,” Buffalo Hump told him. Though Kicking Wolf had often annoyed him, it was clear that he was the best horsethief the tribe had ever produced. Now he felt annoyed again, but it was not because Kicking Wolf had been rude. Kicking Wolf had always been rude. What was annoying was that he was younger—he had not been sick, and the hand of age had not touched him. The young men made a little fun of him, but not much. They didn’t fear him as a fighter, but they respected him as a thief.


  “Slow Tree has sat down with the white man,” Kicking Wolf informed him one day. “So have Moo-ray and Little Cloud. They are all going to the place the whites want to put them, near the Brazos. The Texans have promised to give them beef.”


  That news came as no surprise to Buffalo Hump. He had never sat down with the white men and never would, but it did not surprise him that Slow Tree and others, worn out by the difficulty of feeding their bands, would talk with the whites and go to the places the white men wanted to put them.


  “It is because the buffalo have left,” Kicking Wolf said, a little apologetically. Buffalo Hump was looking angry. He did not like the news that Comanches were giving in to the white men, ceasing to fight or be free. Yet he knew how thin the game was; he saw that the buffalo were gone.


  “The buffalo haven’t left the world,” Buffalo Hump told him. “They have only gone to the north, to be away from the Texans. If we go north we can still kill buffalo.”


  “Slow Tree and the other chiefs are too old,” Kicking Wolf said. “They don’t like to go into the snows.”


  “No, I see that,” Buffalo Hump said. “They had rather sit with the Texans and make speeches. They had rather be given beef than steal them, although cattle are easy to steal.”


  Kicking Wolf was sorry he had mentioned that the chiefs were too old. It brought anger to Buffalo Hump’s face. He was fingering his knife, the cold look in his eyes. Kicking Wolf understood that the anger was because Buffalo Hump himself was now old—he could not ride the war trail again. It was known that he planned to go north, to hunt buffalo alone. Kicking Wolf thought that was foolish but he didn’t say anything. There were many whites to the north and they did have good guns.


  “Would you let the whites tell you where to live?” Buffalo Hump asked him. “Would you let them buy you off for a few of their skinny beeves?”


  “No, I would rather eat horsemeat than beef,” Kicking Wolf said. “I can eat the horses I steal. I will never sit down with the whites.”


  There was a long silence. The coon had been chopped up—it was bubbling in the pot. The flesh sagged on Buffalo Hump’s arms and his torso was thin now—his hump seemed as if it would pull his body over backward.


  “Doesn’t Slow Tree have horses he could eat?” Buffalo Hump asked. “Doesn’t Moo-ray?”


  “They have some horses,” Kicking Wolf said. “I think they are just tired of fighting. Many of their young men have been killed, and their women are unhappy. They have been fighting for a long time.”


  “We all have been fighting for a long time,” Buffalo Hump reminded him. “We have been fighting for our whole lives. That is our way.”


  He was silent again. He had begun to think that it was time for him to leave his people—perhaps even leave his wives. If, one by one, the chiefs of the various bands were giving up, making peace with the white men, then the time of the free Comanche was over—and so was his own time. Perhaps he should go away, alone, and seek a place to die. The greatest warriors inconvenienced no one when their time was ending. They simply went away, alone or with one old horse. Of course it was a thing rarely done now, a custom that was almost forgotten; the Texans had made it hard for any man to survive long enough to come to the natural end of his time. Now so many warriors fell in battle that few could survive until they could die with dignity, in the old way.


  Buffalo Hump did not want to discuss this possibility with Kicking Wolf. He wanted only one more piece of information: he wanted to know about Quanah, the young chief of the Antelope band, the Comanches who lived the farthest west, in the barren llano. These Comanches had never sat down with the whites. They survived in their harsh land even when the buffalo didn’t come. The Antelope Comanches would live on roots and grubs, on weeds and prairie dogs and bulbs they dug from the earth. Buffalo Hump himself had only been among the Antelope Comanches once or twice in his life; they lived too far away, and were not friendly—the fact that they were not friendly was something he had come to admire. They lived in their own place, in the old way, hunting, moving as the game moved, finding enough water to survive in a place where no one else could find water. The Antelope rarely fought the whites, because the whites could not find them. When the whites came the Antelope merely retreated deeper and deeper into the long space of the llano. Always, the whites ran out of food and out of water before they could attack them. Antelope knew their country and could survive in it; the whites didn’t know it, and feared it. Even Famous Shoes, the Kickapoo who went everywhere, did not try to follow the Antelope Comanches to their watering holes. Even he found the llano too hard a test.


  Now Buffalo Hump had heard that there was a young chief of the Antelope band—his name was Quanah. Though scarcely more than a boy he was said to be a great fighter, decisive and terrible in battle, a horseman and hunter, one who had no fear either of the whites or of the country. The talk was that Quanah was half white, the son of Peta Nocona and the captive Naduah, who had been with the Comanche for many years. She had been taken in a raid near the Brazos when Buffalo Hump himself had been young. Naduah had been with the People so long that she had forgotten that she was a captive—now her son led the Antelope Comanches and kept his people far from the whites and their councils.


  When Buffalo Hump asked about Quanah, Kicking Wolf did not answer immediately. The subject seemed to annoy him.


  “I took him four good horses but he didn’t want them,” he said, finally.


  “Did you try to fool him?” Buffalo Hump asked. “I remember that you used to try and trade me bad horses. You only wanted to trade the horses there was something wrong with. Maybe Quanah is too smart for you. Maybe he knew those horses had something wrong with them.”


  Kicking Wolf immediately rose and prepared to leave.


  “There was nothing wrong with the horses I took him, or with the horses I traded you, either,” he said. “Someday Quanah will wish he had horses as good as those I took him.”


  Then he walked away, to the embarrassment of Heavy Leg and Lark, who had been preparing to offer him some of the coon—that was the polite thing to do. When Buffalo Hump visited Kicking Wolf he always politely ate a little of what Kicking Wolf’s wives had prepared. He was a good guest—he did not simply get up and leave just as the meal was ready. Lark and Heavy Leg were afraid they might have done something to offend their guest. Perhaps he was forbidden to eat coon? They didn’t know what to think, but they were fearful. If they had erred, Buffalo Hump would surely beat them—since his sickness he was often in a bad temper and beat them for the smallest errors in the management of the lodge. They knew that the beatings mainly came about because Buffalo Hump was old and ill, but they were severe beatings anyway, so severe that it behooved them to be as careful as possible.


  This time, though, Buffalo Hump merely ate his food; he said nothing to his wives. It amused him that Kicking Wolf was annoyed with Quanah, the young war chief of the Antelopes, just because he was a good judge of horseflesh. It only impressed Buffalo Hump more, that Quanah had refused to trade with Kicking Wolf. Living where he lived, on the llano, where the distances to be traveled were great and the forage sparse, a war chief could not afford to make mistakes about horses. If a horse’s feet were poor it might imperil the success of a hunt, and the People’s survival depended on the hunt.


  Of course, Kicking Wolf was notorious—and had been throughout his whole career as a thief—for attempting to trade off horses that looked like fine horses but that had one hard-to-detect flaw. Perhaps a given horse was deficient in endurance, or had no wind, or had hooves that were prone to splitting. Kicking Wolf was skilled at glossing over flaws that only a man with an experienced eye could see. There was a way of knowing that some men had and some men didn’t. Kicking Wolf could watch a horse graze for a few minutes and know whether he was watching a good horse. But fewer and fewer could do that. Buffalo Hump had never been an exact appraiser of horseflesh himself. What he knew was that Kicking Wolf was tricky and that he ought to be wary of the horses that Kicking Wolf praised the most.


  It amused him to think that this boy, this half-white war chief, Quanah, might know the same thing: that Kicking Wolf was sly, too sly to be easily trusted when it came to horses.


  19.


  NADUAH WAS NURSING the child when the other women began to scream. She had been dreaming while the little girl nursed, dreaming of the warm lodge they could build if Peta was successful in the hunt and brought some good skins for her to clean and tan. The men had left early, to hunt—only an hour before, Peta had been there.


  There were a few slaves in the camp, young Kickapoos who had been caught only a week before. The white men charging at them on the horses were shooting the young slaves, thinking they were warriors. Before Naduah could run, the Texans were all around her. Her little girl, Flower, was a speedy child; she was almost two years old and could run as fast as any of the little children in the camp.


  Before Naduah could flee, Flower dropped the breast and ran, crazed with fear of the Texans. She almost ran under one of the charging horses, but the rider pulled up just in time. The wind was up—dust swirled through the camp. In the confusion, with the dust blinding them, the Texans were shooting at anyone who ran, whether woman or slave. Naduah only wanted to catch her child before one of the horses injured her. Her hope was that Peta and the other hunters would hear the shooting and come back to attack the Texans.


  Just as Naduah caught up with her little girl she turned and saw two men aiming rifles at her. They were going to shoot her down. The wind blew her clothes away from her legs. She held tightly to Flower, regretting that there was no time to hide her. If she could just hide the child well, then even if she herself were killed the men would return and find her. Flower would live.


  Naduah thought death was coming, but the first man suddenly lifted his rifle and put out his hand to keep the other Texan from shooting. The first rider jumped off his horse and grabbed Naduah, to pull her aside so that none of the Texans would ride her down or shoot her. Some of the other women had been killed, and others were fleeing with their children. Naduah tried to pull free and run, but the man who held her was strong; though she fought and scratched she could not break free.


  When the shooting stopped several of the Texans gathered around her—their smell was terrible. They peered into her eyes and rubbed her skin. One even lifted her garments to stare at her legs. Naduah thought rape was coming, the rape that many women experienced when a camp was invaded. The Texans kept rubbing her skin, arguing with one another. Naduah thought they were only arguing about who would rape her first, but the men didn’t rape her. Instead, they began to make plans to take her with them—when Naduah saw what they were about she began to scream and try to free herself. She could not stand the touch of a Texan: their breath smelled like the breath of animals and their eyes were cruel. Naduah screamed and fought; when she got a hand free she began to rake at herself, clawing at her breast to make herself bloody and ugly, so the Texans would leave her to run away with the other women. She knew Peta would come back, if she could only find a hiding place where she could wait for him.


  The Texans would not free her, though. They tied her hands and put her on a horse, but Naduah immediately rolled off and ran a few steps before the Texans caught her again. This time, when they put her on the horse, they tied her feet under the horse’s belly, so she could not get free. Some of the men rode off rapidly toward the west, in the direction Peta had gone with the other hunters. Naduah hoped that Peta was too far away for the Texans to catch. There were too many Texans for Peta and the few hunters to fight. Other warriors had already taken the stolen horses north—it was mainly the horses that the Texans wanted.


  Soon the riders came back and the Texans began to ride south. Naduah screamed and struggled with her bonds. She wanted the Texans to leave her. Two women lay dead at the edge of the camp, shot by the Texans in the first charge. But Naduah was tied to the horse and could not escape. She wished she could be dead, like the women whose bodies she had seen. She thought it would be better to be dead than to be taken by the Texans, men whose breath smelled like the breath of beasts.


  20.


  “SHE MIGHT BE the Parker girl,” Goodnight said, as they rode away from the Comanche camp. The blue-eyed woman tied to the horse behind them screamed as if her life were ending. Call had his doubts about taking the woman back; even Goodnight, who led the horse she was on, seemed to have his doubts. All of them had seen what happened when captive white women were returned to white society. Grief was what happened, and the longer the captivity the less likely it was that the women could accept what they would have to face, or be accepted even by the families who had wanted them back. Most of the returned captives soon died.


  “The Parker girl was taken twenty-five years ago,” Call reminded Goodnight. “Comanche women themselves mostly don’t live that long. I doubt any white woman could survive it.”


  “I know I couldn’t survive twenty-five years in one of their camps,” Augustus said. “If I couldn’t get to a saloon now and then I’d pine away.”


  He said it in jest, hoping to lighten the general mood, but the jest failed. The mood was grim and stayed grim. They had killed six Comanche women as they charged into the camp; they had also killed three Kickapoo captives who were only boys. It was not their practice to kill women or the young, but the men were frightened, the dust was bad, and they knew there was a band of Comanche hunters in camp or not far away. At such times fear and blood lust easily combined—it was impossible to control nervous, frightened men in such a situation; men, in particular, who had good reason to hate all Comanches. Except for the new soldiers there was scarcely a man in the troop who had not lost loved ones in the Comanche raids.


  Killing women left a bad taste in the mouth. But the deed was done: they had killed six. The women were dead. There was nothing to do but go home.


  They were all troubled by the woman’s screaming, and by the way she ripped at her breast when she saw that they meant to take her. Despite her blue eyes and white skin, the poor woman thought she was Comanche; she wanted to stay with the people she felt and believed to be her own. Taking captive women back was not a duty any of the men could be sure of or be easy with. Of course, leaving a white woman with the Comanches would have been just as hard and left them just as uneasy.


  “She doesn’t know English,” Goodnight said. “She’s been with them so long she’s forgot it.”


  “In that case it would be a mercy to shoot her,” Call said. “She’ll never be right in the head.”


  “I don’t know why you think she’s the Parker girl, Charlie,” Augustus said. “That girl was taken before I was even a ranger, and I can’t even remember what I was before I started being a ranger.”


  “You were a loafer,” Call said, though he agreed with Gus’s point. Sometimes Goodnight’s opinions irritated him. The poor woman could be anybody, yet Goodnight had convinced himself that she was the long-lost Parker girl, the mother, some said, of Quanah, the young war chief of the Antelope band, a warrior few white men had ever seen.


  “I know the Parkers, that’s why I think it,” Goodnight said. “I’ve been around Parkers ever since I came to Texas, and this woman looks like Parker to me.”


  “Even if she was born a Parker, she’s a Comanche now—and she’s got a Comanche child,” Augustus said. “Call’s right—it would be a mercy to shoot her.”


  Goodnight didn’t argue further. He saw no point; there was no clear right to be argued. The captive was a white-skinned woman with blue eyes; she had not been born a Comanche. They could neither shoot her nor leave her. He knew, as did Call and McCrae, that only sorrow awaited her in the settlements of the whites. It was a hard thing. The white families, of course, thought they wanted their captive loved ones back—they thought it right up until the moment when rangers or soldiers did actually return some poor, ragged, dirty, wild captive to them, a person who, likely as not, had not been washed, except by the rains, since the moment they had been stolen. If the captivity had lasted more than a month or two, the person the families got back was never the person they had lost. The change was too violent, the gap opened between new life and old too wide to be closed.


  Call said no more about the white woman, either. He knew they were saving her merely to kill her by tortures different from those the Indians practiced. He could take no pride in recovering captives, unless, by a rapid chase, the rangers were able to recover them within a few days of their capture; only those who had been freshly taken ever flourished once they were returned.


  As usual he rode homeward off the plains with a sense of incompletion. They had fought three violent skirmishes and acquitted themselves well. Some livestock had been recovered, though most of the stolen horses had escaped them. Several Comanche warriors had been killed, with the loss of only one ranger, Lee Hitch, who had lagged behind to pick persimmons and had strayed right into a Comanche hunting party. They shot him full of arrows, scalped him, mutilated him, and left; by the time his friend Stove Jones went back and found him the Comanches had cut the track of the ranger troop and fled to the open plains, joining the horsethieves in their flight. Stove Jones was incoherent with grief—in the space of an hour he had lost his oldest friend.


  “Them persimmons weren’t even ripe yet, either,” Stove said—he was to repeat the same bewildered comment for years, whenever the name of Lee Hitch came up. That his friend had got himself butchered over green persimmons was a fact that never ceased to haunt him.


  Call regretted the loss too. An able ranger had made a single mistake in a place where a single mistake was all it took to finish a man. It was the kind of thing that could have happened to Augustus, if whiskey bottles grew on bushes, like persimmons.


  What troubled him continually was the impossibility of protecting hundreds of miles of frontier with just a small troop of men. The government had been right to build a line of forts, but now the civil war was rapidly draining those forts of soldiers. The frontier was almost as unprotected as it had been in the forties, when he and Augustus had first taken up the gun.


  The Comanches had been in retreat, demoralized, sick, hungry—a few aggressive campaigns would have eliminated them as a threat to white settlement; but now, because of the war, progress had been checked. With so few fighting men to oppose them, the Comanches would raid again at will, picking and choosing from the little exposed ranches and farms. There had just been reports that a young chief had even ridden down the old war trail into Mexico, destroying three villages and costing the Mexicans many children.


  It left Call with such a sense of futility that he and Augustus had even begun to talk of doing something else. They rarely had even fifty men under their command at any one time. Though the Comanches were comparatively weak, the rangers were weaker still.


  Meanwhile, to the south and west, the banditry raged unchecked. The more prominent cattlemen of south Texas—men such as Captain King—were virtually at war with their counterparts in Mexico, forced to employ large bands of well-mounted and well-armed riflemen in order to hold their ground.


  To the east, where the war raged, the tide of battle was uncertain; no one could say whether North or South would win. Even those partisans in Austin who regarded General Lee as second only to the Almighty had muted their bragging now. The struggle was too desperate—no one knew what would happen.


  What Call did know was that his own men were tired. They had more ground to cover than any one group of men could reasonably be expected to cover, and, despite many promises, their mounts were still inadequate. Governors and legislators wanted the hostiles held in check and the bandits hung, but they wanted it all to be done with the fewest possible men on the cheapest possible horses. It irritated Call and infuriated Augustus.


  “If I could I’d strike a deal with old Buffalo Hump,” Augustus said at one point—admittedly he was well in his cups—“I’d bring him down and turn him loose in the legislature. If he scalped about half the damn senators I have no doubt they’d vote to let us buy some good horses.”


  “How could they vote if they were dead?” Call asked.


  “Oh, there’d soon be more legislators,” Gus said. “I’d make the new ones dig the graves for the old ones. It would be a lesson to them.”


  Meanwhile, the captive woman had not ceased or abated her shrieking. It was a cold, cloudy day, with a bitter wind. The woman’s wild shrieking unnerved the men, the younger ones particularly. As Pea Eye watched, the woman tried to bite her own flesh, in order to pull her wrists free of their rawhide bonds. She bit herself so violently that blood was soon streaming down her horse’s shoulders. Of course it did no good. Jake Spoon had tied the knots, and Jake was good with knots. It was Jake, of all the rangers, who seemed most disturbed by the woman’s screaming.


  “I wish we could just shoot her, Pea,” Jake said. “If I had known she was going to bite herself and carry on like that I would have shot her to begin with.”


  “I wouldn’t want to shoot no woman, not me,” Pea Eye said. He wished the sun would come out—after violent skirmishes his head was apt to throb for hours; it was throbbing at the time. He had a notion that if the sun would just come out his head might get a little better. His horse had a hard trot, which made his head pound the worse.


  Jake Spoon, who was delicate and prone to vomits at the sight of dead people, couldn’t tolerate the woman’s shrieks. He plugged his ears with some cotton ticking he kept in his saddlebags for just such a purpose. Then he loped ahead, so he wouldn’t have to see the blood from the woman’s torn wrists dripping off her horse’s shoulders.


  “What’s wrong with that boy?” Goodnight asked, when he saw the tufts of cotton sticking out of Jake Spoon’s ears.


  “Why, I don’t know, Charlie,” Augustus said. “Maybe he’s just tired of listening to all this idle conversation.”


  21.


  IDAHI HAD RIDDEN all the way from the Big Wichita to the Arkansas River, looking for Blue Duck and his band of renegades; he wanted to join the band and become a renegade himself, mainly so he could go on killing white people and stealing their guns. Idahi would kill anybody, Indian or white, if they had guns that he wanted to shoot. He didn’t consider himself a harsh or a particularly bloodthirsty man—it was merely that killing people was usually the easiest way to get their guns.


  To his annoyance Idahi missed Blue Duck as he was traveling toward the Arkansas. Several people had told him Blue Duck was camped on the Arkansas, when in fact he was camped on a sandy bend of the Red River, well east, where the river curved into the forests.


  “Quicksand,” Blue Duck informed him, when Idahi finally found his camp and asked why he was camping on the Red River. “There’s bad sand along this stretch of the river. If the law tries to come at us from the south they’ll bog their horses. We can shoot them or let them drown. Five or six laws from Texas have drowned already.”


  “If they drown, do you get their guns?” Idahi asked. He was from the Comanche band of Paha-yuca, whom Blue Duck had known long ago, when he was still welcome among the Comanche people. But Paha-yuca had agreed to take his people onto a reservation the whites had promised him. Paha-yuca was old; what had made him agree to go onto the reservation was the news that the big war between the whites might soon end. The white soldiers were said to have reached an agreement to stop killing one another. At least that was the rumor, though there had been other such rumors in the last few years and they had not been accurate. But it was Paha-yuca’s opinion that once the white soldiers stopped killing one another they would start killing Comanches again. The bluecoat soldiers would return to the empty forts stretching westward along the rivers. Many bluecoats would come, and this time they would come onto the llano and press the fight until there were no more free Comanches left to kill.


  Paha-yuca was not a coward, nor was he a fool. Idahi knew that he was probably right in his assessment, right when he said that the People would no longer be able to live in the old ways. If they wanted to live at all they would have to compromise and live as the whites wanted them to. Also, they would have to stop killing whites—they could no longer just kill and scalp and rob and rape whenever they came across a few whites.


  It was that injunction that caused Idahi to leave and seek out Blue Duck, the outcast, the man not welcome in the lodges of the Comanches—Blue Duck continued to kill whites wherever he met them. He also hated Kiowas because they had denied him a woman he wanted—he killed Kiowas when he could, and also Kickapoos and Wichitas.


  Idahi had known Blue Duck when the latter was still with his people; they had ridden together and practiced shooting guns. They both thought it was foolish to try and kill people or game with bows and arrows, since it was so much easier to kill them with bullets. The two had been friends, which is why Idahi decided to seek him out when Paha-yuca made his decision.


  Fortunately Blue Duck was at the camp on the Red River when Idahi rode up—the camp was a violent place, where strangers were not welcome. Everyone stopped what they were doing when they saw a horseman approaching; they all picked up their guns, but Blue Duck recognized Idahi and immediately rode out to escort him into camp, a signal to all the renegades that Idahi enjoyed his protection.


  “All the people are going on reservations now,” Idahi said, when Blue Duck greeted him. “I do not want to live that way. I thought I would come and fight with you.”


  Blue Duck was glad to see Idahi—no other Comanches had ever come to join his band. He remembered Idahi’s love of guns and immediately presented him with a fine shotgun he had taken from a traveler he killed in Arkansas. Idahi was so delighted with his present that he immediately began to shoot off the shotgun, a disturbance hardly noticed in the camp of Blue Duck, where a lot of loud activity was going on. At the edge of the Red River, where the bad sand was supposed to be, two renegades were dragging a white woman through the water. They seemed to be trying to drown her. One man was on horseback—he was dragging the woman through the mud on the end of a rope. The other man followed on foot. Now and then he would jump on the woman, who was screaming and choking in fear.


  Idahi saw to his astonishment that there was a half-grown bear in the camp, tethered by a chain to a willow tree. The bear made a lunge and caught a dog who had been unwary enough to approach it. The bear immediately killed the dog, which seemed to annoy Blue Duck. He immediately grabbed a big club and beat the bear off the corpse of the dog—Blue Duck took the dog’s tail and slung the dead dog in the direction of a number of dirty women who were sitting around a big cook pot. Two half-naked prisoners, both skinny old men, lay securely tied not far from the women. Both had been severely beaten and one had had the soles of his feet sliced off, a torment the Comanches sometimes inflicted on their captives. Usually a captive who had the soles of his feet sliced off was made to run over rocks for a while, or cactus, on his bloody feet; but the old man Idahi saw looked too weak to run very far. The two prisoners stared at Idahi hopefully; perhaps they thought he might rescue them, but of course Idahi had no intention of interfering with Blue Duck’s captives.


  The dog the bear had killed was the only fat dog in the camp, which was no doubt why Blue Duck took it away from the bear and gave it to the women to cook.


  “A fat dog is too good to waste on a bear,” Blue Duck said. “You and me will eat that dog ourselves.”


  “What does the bear eat?” Idahi asked. Personally he thought it was bad luck to keep a bear in camp; he had been shocked when Blue Duck casually picked up the club and beat the young bear until blood came out of its nose. He had been raised to believe that bears were to be respected; their power was as great as the power of the buffalo. Seeing Blue Duck beat the bear as casually as most men would beat a dog, or a recalcitrant horse, gave Idahi a moment of doubt—if Blue Duck had forgotten the need to respect the power of the bear, then he might have been foolish to come to Blue Duck’s camp. Though Idahi had left the Comanches he had only done so a few days ago; he had not forgotten or discarded any of the important ways or teachings of his people. But Blue Duck had been a renegade for years. Perhaps the old teachings no longer mattered to him. It was a thought that made Idahi uneasy.


  A little later, while the dog was cooking, Blue Duck dragged the old man whose soles had been sliced off over to where the bear was. He wanted the bear to eat the old man, who was so terrified to be at the mercy of a bear that he could not even scream. He lay as if paralyzed, with his lips trembling and his eyes wide open. But the bear had no interest in the old man, a fact which annoyed Blue Duck. He picked up the club and beat the bear some more; but, though the bear whimpered and whined, he would not touch the skinny old captive.


  The second beating of the bear was too much for Idahi. He took his new shotgun and walked away, beside the Red River, pretending he wanted to hunt geese; he was a new guest and did not want to complain, but he knew it was wrong for Blue Duck to beat the bear. Behind him, he heard screams. The two renegades who had been playing at drowning the woman had brought her back to camp and were tormenting her with hot sticks. Idahi walked away until the sounds of the camp grew faint. The thought of finding Blue Duck had excited him so much that he had ridden all the way to the Arkansas River and then back to the Red. But what he found, now that he was in Blue Duck’s camp, troubled him. He didn’t know if he wanted to stay, even though Blue Duck had already given him a fine shotgun and would certainly expect him to stay. But Blue Duck’s treatment of the bear discouraged him. Idahi knew that Blue Duck had formed a company of raiders, but he had thought that most of them would be Kiowa or men of other tribes who had joined Blue Duck in order to keep killing the whites in the old way. But the men in the camp were mostly white men; some were mixed blood, and all of them, he knew, would kill him without a qualm if they could do it without Blue Duck knowing. They didn’t like it that Blue Duck had ridden out especially to escort him in, and the longhaired half-breed Ermoke liked him least of all. Idahi felt Ermoke’s angry eyes following him as he walked around the camp. Even the women of the camp, all of them filthy and most of them thin from hunger, looked at him hostilely, as if he were only one more man who had come to abuse them.


  It was not what Idahi had expected; but, on the other hand, he had not expected his own chief, Paha-yuca, to agree to take his people onto a reservation. He knew he could not live on a reservation and be subject to the rules of a white man. He did not want to wait like a beggar by his lodge for whites to give him one of their skinny beeves. He had left his three wives behind, in order to join Blue Duck—already he missed his women, and yet he had no intention of bringing them to such a filthy camp, where the men had no respect for anything, not even a bear.


  The longer Idahi walked the more troubled and confused he became. He did not know what to do. He was a hunter and a warrior; he wanted to hunt on the prairies and fight his enemies until he was old, or until some warrior vanquished him. There was no shame in defeat at the hands of a good fighter—Idahi knew that in many of the battles he had fought, but for a lucky move at the right moment, he would have been killed. He did not fear the risks of a warrior’s life; he respected the dangers such a life entailed. But Idahi wanted to remain a warrior and a hunter; he did not want to become a mere bandit. He wanted to steal from his enemies, the Texans, but he did not intend to steal from the people who had always been his people. The men in the camp of Blue Duck had no such qualms, he knew. They would steal from anyone. If they saw a Comanche riding a fine horse, or carrying a fine gun, or married to a pretty plump woman, they would, if they could, kill the Comanche and take the horse, the gun, or the woman.


  Fine gun or no fine gun, Idahi knew he could not live with such men. After all, he himself had a fine shotgun now; several of the men in camp had looked at his gift with envious eyes—someday, if Blue Duck happened to be gone, one of the renegades would kill him for it, or try to.


  Idahi considered the problem through a long afternoon. Many ducks and geese landed on the Red River and then flew away again, but Idahi did not shoot them. He was thinking of what he had done, and, by the time the sun set, he had reached a conclusion. It was clear that he had made a mistake. He could not live as Blue Duck lived. Where he would go he was not sure. The way of his chief, Paha-yuca, was not a way he could follow any longer. He would have to give back the fine shotgun and leave. He had begun to feel wrong when he saw Blue Duck beat the bear—now he felt he didn’t want to stay where such things happened.


  When Idahi walked back to camp it was almost dark. One of the skinny old white men had been killed while he was gone; someone had clubbed him to death. Blue Duck was sitting alone, eating the dog meat the women had cooked. Idahi went to him and handed him back his shotgun.


  “What’s this—I thought you were going to bring us a goose?” Blue Duck said.


  “No, I wasn’t hunting,” Idahi told him. “This is a fine gun, though.”


  “If it is such a fine gun, why are you giving it back to me?” Blue Duck asked, scowling. He did not like having his gift returned. Idahi knew that what he had done was rude, but he had no choice. He wanted to leave and didn’t want the renegades following him in order to kill him and take the gun.


  “When you gave me this gun I thought I could stay here,” Idahi said. “But I am not going to stay.”


  Blue Duck stared at him, a dark look on his face and coldness in his eyes. Idahi remembered that Buffalo Hump had once stared at people like that, when he had been younger; and then, usually, he killed the people he had been staring at with eyes like sleet. Idahi wanted to get his horse and leave. He did not want to fight Blue Duck, in his own camp, where there were so many hostile renegades. He knew, though, that he might have to fight. Blue Duck had gone out of his way to welcome him as a guest, and he was going to think it rude of Idahi to go away so soon.


  “Eat a little of this dog—it’s tasty,” Blue Duck said. “You just got here. I guess you can leave in the morning if you’re determined to go.”


  Idahi did as he was asked. He had not changed his mind—he meant to go—but he did not want to be rude, and it was very rude to refuse food. So he sat down by Blue Duck and accepted some of the dog. He had not been eating much on his travels and was happy to have a good portion of dog meat to fill him up.


  While they were eating Blue Duck seemed to relax a little, but Idahi remained wary. In deciding to go away he had made a dangerous decision.


  “What about my father?” Blue Duck asked. “Is he going to the reservation too, with his people?”


  “No, only Paha-yuca is going now,” Idahi said. “Slow Tree has already taken his people in, and so has Moo-ray.”


  “I didn’t ask you about them, I asked about Buffalo Hump,” Blue Duck said.


  “He is old now—people do not speak of him anymore,” Idahi said. “His people still live in the canyon. They have not gone to the reservation.”


  “I want to kill Buffalo Hump,” Blue Duck said. “Will you go with me and help me?”


  Idahi decided at once to change the subject. Blue Duck had always hated Buffalo Hump, but killing him was not a matter he himself wanted to discuss.


  “I wish you would let the bear go,” Idahi said. “It is not right to tie a bear to a tree. If you want to kill him, kill him, but don’t mistreat him.”


  “I drug that bear out of a den when he was just a cub,” Blue Duck informed him. “He’s my bear. If you don’t like the way I treat him, you can go kill him yourself.”


  He said it with a sly little smile. Idahi knew he was being taunted, and that he was in danger, but, where the bear was concerned, Idahi suffered no doubt and had to disregard such considerations.


  “He’s my pet bear,” Blue Duck added. “If I was to turn him loose he wouldn’t know what to do. He doesn’t know how to hunt anything but dogs.”


  Idahi thought that was a terrible comment. No bear should have its freedom taken away in order to be a pet. He himself had once seen a bear kill an elk, and he had also had two of his best stallions killed by bears. It was right that bears should kill elk and stallions; it was a humiliating thing that a bear should be reduced to killing dogs in a camp of sullen outlaws. Idahi didn’t know what life he was going to have now, anyway. He had left his people and did not intend to go back. He could go to one of the other free bands of Comanches and see if they would accept him and let him hunt and fight with them, but it might be that they would refuse. His home would be the prairie and the grasslands; he might not, again, be able to live with his people. It seemed to him that he ought to do what he could to see that a great animal such as a bear was treated in a dignified manner, even if it meant his own death.


  “If you would turn him loose I wouldn’t have to kill him,” Idahi said.


  “It’s my bear and I ain’t turning him loose,” Blue Duck said. “Kill him if you want to.”


  Idahi decided that his life was probably over. He got up and began to sing a song about some of the things he had done in his life. He made a song about the bear that he had seen kill an elk. While he sang the camp grew quiet. Idahi thought it might be his last song, so he did not hurry. He sang about Paha-yuca, and the people who would no longer be free.


  Then he walked over to his horse, took his rifle, and went to the willow tree where the bear was chained. The bear looked up as he approached; it still had blood on its nose from the beating Blue Duck had given it. Idahi was still singing. The bear was such a sad bear that he didn’t think it would mind losing its life. He stepped very close to the bear, so he would not have to shoot it a second time. The bear did not move away from him; it merely waited.


  Idahi shot the bear dead with one shot placed just above its ear. Then, still singing, he took the chain off it, so that it would not have, in death, the humiliations it had had to endure in its life.


  Idahi expected then that Blue Duck would kill him, or order Ermoke or some of the other renegades to kill him, but instead Blue Duck merely ordered the camp women to skin the bear and cut up the meat. Idahi went on singing until he was well out of camp. He didn’t know why Blue Duck had let him go, but he went on singing as loudly as he could. He made a song about some of the hunts he had been on in his life. If the renegades were going to follow him he wanted them to know exactly where he was: he didn’t want them to think he was a coward who would slink away.


  That night he thought he heard a ghost bear, far away on the prairie, howling in answer to his song.


  22.


  THOUGH ERMOKE KNEW IT was dangerous to question Blue Duck, he was so angry at what he had seen Idahi do that he went to him anyway, to complain about his lax behavior with the Comanche from the south. One of the rules of the band was that there could be no visitors; those who came either stayed or were killed. Blue Duck had made the rule himself, and now had broken it, and broken it flagrantly. Within the space of a single day a man had ridden in, surveyed the camp, and ridden out.


  That Idahi had killed the bear also bothered Ermoke. No one liked the bear, a coward whose spirit Blue Duck had broken long ago. When they tried to use it to make sport with captives the bear only whimpered and turned its back. Once they had even convinced a terrified white woman that they were going to force the bear to mate with her, but of course the bear did not mate with her or even scratch her. Besides, even though it was a skinny bear, it had to be fed from time to time. The bear was only a source of discontent. Sometimes, just to flaunt his authority, Blue Duck would feed the bear choice cuts of venison or buffalo that the men in camp would have liked to eat themselves. It galled them to see a bear eating meat while they had to subsist on mush or fish.


  What infuriated Ermoke was that the Comanche, Idahi, had been in the camp long enough to count and identify every man in it. Besides, he knew exactly where the camp was; if he cared to sell his knowledge to the white law, the white law would make him rich. It was to prevent that very thing from happening that Blue Duck had made the rule regarding visitors.


  Ermoke marched up to Blue Duck in a fury, which was the safest way to approach him in the event of a dispute. Blue Duck showed the timid no mercy, but he was sometimes indulgent of angry men.


  “Why did you let the Comanche go?” Ermoke asked. “Now he can tell the white men where we are and how many of us there are.”


  “Idahi does not like white men,” Blue Duck said.


  “People are not supposed to come and go from our camp,” Ermoke insisted. “You said so yourself. If people can come and go someone will betray us and we will all be dead.”


  “You should go help those women skin that bear—I don’t think they know how to skin bears,” Blue Duck said. It was an insult and he knew it. If Ermoke helped the women do their work he would soon be laughed out of camp. He thought the insult would make Ermoke mad enough that he would kill one or two of the filthy, cowardly white men—they were men who would betray anyone if they could do so profitably. There were always too many people in the camp. Men drifted in, hoping for quick riches, and were too lazy to leave. There was never enough food in the camp, or enough women. Several times Blue Duck had killed some of the white men himself; he would merely prop a rifle across his knees and start shooting. Sometimes the men would sit, stupefied and stunned, like buffalo in a herd, while he shot such victims as caught his eye.


  “I wish I could follow that man and kill him,” Ermoke said. “I don’t like it that he knows where our camp is.”


  Blue Duck looked at Ermoke in surprise. He saw that the man was angry, so angry that he didn’t care what he did. Usually when Ermoke was angry he took his anger out on captive women. He was very lustful. But the one woman captive in the camp had already been abused so badly that she offered no sport—so now Ermoke had decided to be angry at Idahi. Blue Duck thought Ermoke was a fool. Idahi was a Comanche warrior, Ermoke just a renegade. If the two men fought, Idahi would not be the one who lost his scalp.


  But Blue Duck had another reason for letting Idahi leave the camp without challenge, a reason he did not intend to share with Ermoke. He had asked Idahi to help him kill Buffalo Hump. Of course, Idahi had refused, but Idahi was a gossip. Soon all the Comanches would know that Blue Duck intended to kill Buffalo Hump. Blue Duck knew that when a chief was old and had lost his power he could expect little help from the young warriors. Old chiefs were just old men—they could expect no protection as they waited to die.


  Blue Duck wanted Idahi to spread the word that he intended to kill his father—that was why he had let Idahi go. The nice thing was that Idahi had even given him back the shotgun. He had lost nothing from Idahi’s visit except the bear, and the bear had become more trouble than it was worth.


  Ermoke still faced him, still hot.


  “If you want to kill somebody, go kill that other old man,” Blue Duck said. “I’m tired of looking at him—go club him out. But don’t bother my friend Idahi. If you bother him I’ll club you out.”


  Ermoke didn’t like what he was told—he didn’t like it that a Comanche was allowed to come and go, just because he was a Comanche. There was little food in the camp. Tomorrow he meant to take a few of the better warriors and try to find game. He thought he might follow the Comanche while he was at it. He didn’t know. He was angry, but not angry enough to start a fight with Blue Duck, not then. To relieve his anger he got a club and beat the old white man until he had broken most of his ribs. Several of the renegades watched the beating, idly. One of them, a short whiskey trader with a bent leg named Monkey John, began to upbraid the women for doing such a crude job of skinning the bear. They had got the skin off but it was cut in several places. The bear lay on its back, a naked pile of meat. When Monkey John got tired of yelling at the cowering women he took his knife and cut off the bear’s paws, meaning to extract all the claws. Some of the half-breeds put great store in bear claws—Monkey John meant to use them as money and gamble with them.


  In the night the old man who had been so severely beaten coughed up blood and died. One of the half-breeds dragged him into the river, but the river was shallow. The old man didn’t float far. He grounded on a mud bank, a few hundred yards from camp. In the morning the mud bank was thick with carrion birds.


  “Buzzard breakfast, serves him right,” Monkey John said. He rattled his bear claws, hoping to entice some of the renegades into a game of cards.


  23.


  JAKE SPOON’S decision to leave the rangers and go north caught everyone by surprise except Augustus McCrae, who, as he grew older, laid more and more frequent claims to omniscience. Gus had stopped allowing himself to be surprised; when something unexpected happened, such as Jake abruptly quitting the troop, Augustus immediately claimed that he had known it was going to happen.


  Augustus’s habit of appearing all-knowing weighed on everybody, but it weighed heaviest on Woodrow Call.


  “How did you know it?” Call asked. “Jake said himself he only made up his mind last night.”


  “Well, but that’s a lie,” Augustus said. “Jake’s been planning to leave for years, ever since you took against him. It’s just that he’s a lazy cuss and was slow to get around to it.”


  “I didn’t take against the man,” Call said, “although I agree that he’s lazy.”


  “Would you at least agree that you don’t like the man?” Gus asked. “You ain’t liked him a bit since he started bunking with Maggie—and that was back about the time the war started.”


  Call ignored the comment. It had been some years since he had been up the steps to Maggie’s room. If he met her on the street he said a polite hello, but had no other contact with her. The boy, Newt, was always around where the rangers were, of course; Pea Eye, Deets, and Jake had made a kind of pet of the boy. But what went on between Jake Spoon and Maggie Tilton had long ceased to be any concern of his.


  “I don’t regard him highly, will that satisfy you?” Call said.


  “No, but I have passed the point in life where I expect to be satisfied,” Augustus said. “At least I don’t expect to be satisfied with much. When it comes right down to it, Woodrow, I guess my own cooking beats anything I’ve come across in this life.”


  Lately, due to a dissatisfaction with a succession of company cooks—Deets no longer had the time to cook, due to his duties with the horses—Augustus had mastered the art of making sourdough biscuits, a skill of which he was inordinately proud.


  “I will allow that Jake has done a fair job with the bookkeeping,” Call said. “That will be your job, once he leaves, and you need to be strict about it.”


  They were sitting in front of a little two-room shack they had purchased together, at the start of the war, to be their living quarters. Augustus, after the death of his Nell, vowed never to marry again; Call gave marriage no thought. The house cost them forty-five dollars. It consisted of two rooms with a dirt floor. It beat sleeping outdoors, but not by much, particularly not in the season when the fleas were active.


  “Bookkeep yourself,” Gus said. “I will leave too before I’ll waste my time scribbling in a ledger.”


  Across the way, at the lots, they could see Jake Spoon, standing around with Deets and Pea Eye and several other rangers. His horse was saddled but he seemed in no hurry to leave. He sat on the top rail of the corral, with Newt, dangling his feet.


  “He said he was leaving this morning, but it’s nearly dark and he’s still here,” Call said.


  “Maybe he just wants to spend one more night in safe company,” Augustus suggested. “With the war ending I expect he’ll have to put up with a lot of thieving riffraff on the roads.”


  “I expect so,” Call said, wishing Jake would go on and leave. Some of the rangers were using his departure as an occasion for getting thoroughly drunk.


  “The question ain’t why Jake’s leaving, it’s why we’re staying,” Augustus said. “We ought to up and quit, ourselves.”


  Call had been thinking along the same lines, but had not pushed his thoughts hard enough to reach a conclusion. The distant war had ended but the Comanche war hadn’t; there was still plenty of rangering to do—yet the thought of quitting had occurred to him more than once.


  “If we don’t quit pretty soon we’ll be doing this when we’re ninety years old,” Augustus said. “Some young governor will be sending us out to catch rascals that any decent sheriff ought to be able to catch.”


  “And that will have been life,” he added. “A lot of whoring and the rest of the time spent catching rascals.”


  “I would like to see the Indian business through,” Call replied.


  “Woodrow, it’s through,” Augustus said.


  “The settlers up in Jack County don’t think so,” Call said. There had been a small massacre only the week before—a party of teamsters had been ambushed and killed.


  “I have no doubt a few more firecrackers will go off,” Augustus said. “But not many. The Yankee military boys will soon come down and finish off the Comanche.”


  Call knew there was truth in what Gus said. Most of the Comanche bands had already come in—only a few hundred warriors were still free and inclined to fight. Still, it was too soon to say it was over; besides that, there was the border, as chaotic from the standpoint of law and order as it had been before the Mexican War.


  Augustus, though, was not through with his discourse on the Indian question.


  “In six months’ time we’ll have the Yankees here, giving us orders,” he said. “We’re just Rebs to them. They won’t want our help. We’ll be lucky if they even let us keep our firearms. They’ll probably have to issue us a pass before we’re even allowed on the plains.”


  “I don’t think it will be that bad,” Call said, but he spoke without conviction. The Confederacy had been defeated, and Texas had been part of the Confederacy. There was little telling what the future of the rangers would be. What Augustus had proposed on the spur of the moment—quitting the rangers—might not merely be something they ought to consider; it might be something they would have to consider.


  “We’ve done this since we were boys,” he said to Gus. “What would we do, if we quit?”


  “I don’t care, as long as we go someplace that ain’t dull,” Augustus said. “Remember that town that wasn’t quite there yet, by the river? I expect that Frenchwoman has got the roof on that saloon by now. Not only could she cook, she could barber. Lonesome Dove—wasn’t that what they called it? It might be booming now. It wouldn’t hurt us to ride down that way and take a look.”


  Call didn’t reply. He saw that Jake Spoon was shaking hands with all concerned. Probably he had decided to leave that night, after all. Augustus noticed and stood up, meaning to saunter over and say goodbye.


  “Coming, Woodrow?” he asked.


  “No—he’s got half the town to say goodbye to as it is,” Call said—but Augustus, to his surprise, insisted that he come.


  “You’ve been his captain since he was a boy,” Gus said. “You mustn’t let him go off without a goodbye.”


  Call knew Augustus was right—it would puzzle the boys who were staying if he held aloof from Jake’s goodbye. He walked over with Augustus and shook Jake’s hand.


  “Take care on the roads, Jake, and good luck,” he said.


  Jake Spoon was so surprised that Call had come to see him off that he flushed with gratitude. It had been four years or more since Call had spoken to him, other than to issue the briefest and simplest commands—mostly, for the whole term of the civil war, Captain Call had treated him as if he were not there. It was such a surprise to receive a handshake from him that Jake was speechless, for a time.


  “Thanks, Captain,” he managed to mumble. “I aim to go prospecting for silver.”


  Call saw no need to extend the courtesies further. Even though Jake was mounted, Augustus produced a bottle and passed it around; soon the whole troop would be too drunk to notice whether he was polite to Jake Spoon or not. He noticed to his surprise that several of the rangers had been crying—to Pea Eye and Deets and several of the younger men, Jake was a pard, a friend who had rangered with them and shared the anxieties of youth. Jake had ever been a merry companion, except when he was scared; why wouldn’t they mist up a little, now that he was going?


  Call walked away, back across the street, past the house where Maggie Tilton still boarded. He wondered, for a moment, what she was thinking, now that the man who had carried her groceries and tended her garden was going. He seldom thought much of Maggie now, though, sometimes, from habit, crossing beneath her window at night, he would look up to see if her lamp was lit.


  In the dusk, by the lots, the men were urging Jake to stay at least until morning. Newt could not control his emotions—tears kept leaking out of his eyes. He kept turning his back to wipe them away, so that Pea Eye and Deets and the others would not see him crying. Jake was his best pard and his mother’s best friend. With his mother sickly and Jake leaving, Newt hardly knew what he would do; he would have to try and do all the things that Jake did, when it came to helping his mother. He didn’t know much about gardening, but thought he could manage the firewood, at least.


  Pea Eye, too, was disturbed. Jake had been talking about leaving the rangers the whole of the time Pea Eye had known him; he supposed it was just the kind of dreamy talk men indulged in when they were restless or blue; but now his horse was saddled and all his goods packed on a mule he had bought with some saved-up wages. Pea Eye considered the move a dreadful mistake—but no one could argue Jake out of it.


  Deets said only a brief goodbye. The comings and goings of white men were beyond his understanding and concern. Now and then, though, he saw things in the stars he didn’t like, things that suggested Mr. Jake might be having some trouble, someday. No doubt his leaving would make Miss Maggie sad.


  When Augustus learned that Jake had purchased a mule to carry his tack, he was indignant.


  “Why, Jake, you scamp—you’ve been hoarding up money,” he said. “Your job was to bring out your money and lose it to me in a fair game of poker. Now that I know you’re a hoarder I ain’t so sorry you’re leaving.”


  Jake had taken a good amount of liquor in the course of his goodbyes. In fact, he had been drunk for the last three days, attempting to work himself up to departing. No one could understand why he wanted to leave at such a time, with the war just ended. Jake hadn’t wanted to be a soldier in that war, but he did want to get rich. He had seen a little booklet about the silver prospects in Colorado and the thought of discovering silver had given him a bad case of wanderlust. Besides, Texas was poor, impoverished by the war; the Indians were still bad, and Woodrow Call didn’t like him—all reasons for leaving. Even if Call had liked him there would have been no way to get rich in Texas—Jake had a longing for fine clothes that would never be satisfied if he stayed in Texas.


  Of course, there was Maggie and Newt—they’d been a family to him for a few years, although Maggie had refused him the one time he suggested marriage. Later, Jake was relieved by the refusal. Maggie was not well, and, even if she had been, it was too hard to earn a living in a poor place such as Texas.


  Besides, he had heard a rumor that the Yankee military meant to come in and hang all the Texas Rangers, as being sympathizers with the Rebs. He didn’t want to hang, so now he was leaving, but it wasn’t an easy thing. He had bidden goodbye to Maggie three times now, and to Newt; he had said several goodbyes to Pea Eye and the boys. It was time to go, and yet he lingered.


  “Go on now, Jake, if you’re going,” Augustus said, finally. “I can’t afford no more goodbye toasts.”


  With no further ado, Augustus walked away, and the rangers, after a final farewell handshake, wandered off to the part of town where the whores plied their trade. Jake felt lonely, suddenly—lonely and confused. Part of him had hoped, until the end, that someone would come out with an argument that would cause him to change his mind and stay. But now the street was empty; the boys had blandly accepted his decision to leave and it seemed he must go. If he waited until morning and announced that he had changed his mind the boys would only scorn him and take him for an irresolute fool.


  Sad and unsteadied, Jake managed to secure the lead rope attached to the pack mule. Now that he actually had to leave, the fact of the mule irritated him. It had already proven itself to be an annoying beast, but if he waited until morning and tried to sell it back to the horse traders they would only offer him a pittance. He decided to sell the mule in Fort Worth, instead. Perhaps there was a shortage of good mules up there—he would see.


  In leaving he passed beneath Maggie’s window. If the lamp had been lit he would have hitched his animals and rushed up for one more farewell, perhaps even one more embrace; but the window was dark. Tears rushed out at the thought that he was leaving his Mag, but Jake didn’t stop. He knew Newt wanted him to stay, but he wasn’t so sure about Maggie. She didn’t chatter much with him anymore; perhaps it was her illness. In any case there were said to be merry women in Colorado, and Colorado was where he was bound.


  Above him in the dark room, Maggie watched him leave. Newt had come in sobbing and cried himself to sleep. Maggie watched out the darkened window as Jake made his extended farewells. She left the light off deliberately, so that Jake would not rush at her again, confused, sad, importunate; one minute he wanted her to bless his departure, the next he wanted her to marry him and keep him in Austin. In either mood he sought her welcome, wanted her to lie with him. It had been months since Maggie had felt well. She had a cough that wouldn’t leave her. She did her job and tended her child, but she rarely had the energy now to deal with Jake Spoon’s confusions, or his needs.


  Though Maggie knew she would miss Jake—she felt a certain sadness as he passed beneath her window—she also felt relieved that he was going. Though he was as helpful as he knew how to be, having him with her was like having two children, and she no longer had the energy for it. She had never been able to be quite what Jake wanted, though she had tried; though she would now have no one to carry her groceries or help her with her garden, she would also be free of the strain involved in never being quite what a man wanted.


  Her true regret was for Newt. Jake had been what father Newt had; Newt’s life would be the poorer, for his leaving. Maggie was glad that all the ranger boys liked her son; they let him stay with them all day, when they were in town. The fear that haunted Maggie, that seized her every time she coughed, was that she would die before Newt was grown. What would happen to Newt then? Sometimes Maggie imagined that with her death Woodrow would soften and accept his son, but it was not a thing she could be confident of. Many nights she scarcely slept. She tried to evaluate her own coughing; she wondered what her son would do, if she died. At least she knew he was welcome with the ranger boys, Augustus and Pea Eye and Deets. Newt had grown up with those men; they had all had a hand in his raising. Ikey Ripple was like a grandfather to the boy. Maggie knew Augustus well enough to know that, with all his whoring and his drinking, he would see to it that Newt was well cared for. Gus wouldn’t desert him, nor would Deets or Pea—even without her, Newt would be better off than many of the orphaned children adrift in the country now, children whose parents the war had taken.


  But such reflections didn’t end Maggie’s fears. Augustus McCrae was not immortal, and neither were the others. What if they had to leave Texas to earn a living, as Jake was doing? What if they were all killed in an Indian fight?


  The worry about Newt and his future was a worry Maggie could not entirely put down—it made her determined to last. If she could just last a few more years Newt would be old enough that someone might employ him—she knew that many cowboys were no more than twelve or thirteen when they first gained employment on the many ranches to the south.


  The streets of Austin were empty: Jake was gone. Maggie sat by the window a long time, thinking, hoping, looking down at the silent street.


  Then, just as she was about to go to bed, she saw Pea Eye roll out of the wagon where he had been napping. Maggie watched, expecting him to walk off—she had never known Pea Eye to be drunk, but then old friends such as Jake Spoon didn’t leave the troop every day. It was late in the night and chilly; it had begun to drizzle. Maggie waited, thinking Pea Eye would wake up, stand up, and make his way to the shelter of the bunkhouse.


  But he didn’t wake up. He lay as he had fallen, flat on his face in the street.


  Maggie went to bed, telling herself that Pea Eye was, after all, a grown man—as a roving ranger he had no doubt slept out of doors in far worse weather, and in more dangerous places than the streets of Austin.


  Maggie’s reasoning failed to convince her—the thought of Pea Eye kept sleep from coming. No doubt he had slept out of doors in worse weather, but, on those occasions, she hadn’t been in sight of him. Finally she got up, took a heavy quilt out of her cedar chest, went down the stairs, walked the few steps, covered Pea with the quilt, and pulled him around so that his legs were no longer sticking into the street where a wagon could run over them, as in the case of the senator who lost his hand.


  The next morning, when Maggie went down to recover her quilt, Pea Eye was seated with his back to the wagon wheel, looking like a man in shaky health and spirits.


  “I wish I could take my head off,” he said, to Maggie. “If I could take it off I’d chuck it far enough away that I couldn’t feel it throb.”


  “Many a man has ruined his health for good, drinking whiskey with Gus McCrae,” Maggie informed him sternly.


  Pea Eye didn’t dispute the opinion.


  “Gus? He can hold more liquor than a tub,” he said. “Is this your quilt?”


  “Yes, I thought I better cover you,” Maggie said.


  “I had an awful dream,” Pea Eye said. “I dreamed a big Comanche held me up by my legs and scalped me.”


  “That wasn’t a Comanche, that was me,” Maggie said. “Your legs were sticking into the street—I was afraid a wagon would run over you, so I pulled you around.”


  “Jake’s gone off to Colorado to find a silver mine,” Pea Eye said.


  Maggie didn’t answer. Instead, to Pea Eye’s consternation, she began to cry. She didn’t say anything; she just took her quilt and walked home with it, crying.


  Pea Eye, never certain about what women might do, got up at once and walked back to the bunkhouse. He resolved in future never to get drunk and fall asleep where a woman might spot him. That way there would be no tears.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t have talked about my dream,” he said, a little later, discussing the incident with Deets.


  “Do you think it would upset a woman to hear about my dream?” Pea asked.


  “Don’t know. I ain’t a woman and I ain’t had no dream,” Deets said.


  24.


  INISH SCULL—General Scull now, thanks to a brilliant, some would say brutal, series of victories in the long conflict with the South—had just settled into his study, with the morning papers and a cup of Turkish coffee, when his nephew Augereau, a wispy youth with French leanings, wandered in with an annoyed look on his face.


  “It’s a damn nuisance, not having a butler,” Augereau said. “Why would Entwistle enlist?”


  “I suppose he didn’t want to miss the great fight,” General Scull replied. “I didn’t so much mind his enlisting—the real nuisance is that the man got himself killed, and within two weeks of the armistice too. If the fool had only kept his head down for another two weeks you wouldn’t be having to answer the door, would you, Augereau?”


  “It is rather annoying—I ain’t a butler,” Augereau said. “I was reading Vauvenargues.”


  “Well, Vauvenargues will keep, but what about the fellow at the door? I suppose it was a fellow,” Scull said.


  “Yes, I believe he’s a colonel,” Augereau said.


  “There’s no reason to expect. Either he is or he isn’t,” Scull said. “Would it discommode you too much to show him in?”


  “I suppose I could show him in, since he’s here,” Augereau said. “I say, will Auntie Inez be back soon? It’s a good deal more jolly when Auntie Inez is here.”


  “Your aunt just inherited a great deal of money,” Scull informed him. “She’s run off to Cuba, to buy another plantation. I don’t know when she’ll be returning. Her tropical habits ain’t exactly suited to Boston.”


  “Oh what, the masturbation?” young Augereau said. “But there was a lap robe and they were in a carriage. What’s the bother?”


  “Augereau, would you mind going and getting that colonel?” Scull said. “We can discuss your dear Auntie’s behavior some other time.”


  Augereau went to the door, but he didn’t quite exit the study. He stood for almost a minute right in the doorway, as if undecided whether to go out or stay in.


  “The fact is, I don’t much care for Vauvenargues,” he said. “I do care for Auntie—hang the bloody masturbation!”


  Then, before Scull could speak to him again about the colonel he had misplaced somewhere in the house, Augereau turned and drifted off, leaving the door to the study ajar, a lapse that irritated Scull intensely. He liked doors, drawers, shutters, windows, and cabinets to be closed properly, and, on balance, was more annoyed with his impeccably trained butler, Entwistle, for getting himself shot at an obscure depot in Pennsylvania than he was at Inez for masturbating old Jervis Dalrymple in an open carriage injudiciously parked near Boston Common. Somehow the lap robe had slipped during the operation; to Inez’s annoyance the policeman who happened to be passing was a tall Vermonter, well able to look into the carriage and witness the act, which resulted in a charge of public fornication, not to mention much fuss and bother.


  “Really, you Yankees!” Inez remarked in annoyance. “I was only doing off his pizzle in order to calm him down. I couldn’t take him into Mr. Cabot’s tea party in that state, now could I? He might have thrust himself on some innocent young miss.”


  “I have no doubt your action was well intended,” Scull told his wife, “but you might have been more careful about where you parked.”


  “I’ll park where I please—this is a free country, or at least it was until you filthy Yankees won the war,” Inez told him, her fury rising. “It was no worse than milking a cow. I suppose next I’ll be arrested if I decide to milk my Jersey in public.”


  “Your Jersey and a Dalrymple pizzle are not quite the same thing, not in the eyes of Boston,” Scull informed her. He had recently been forced to turn all the Scull portraits face to the wall, to prevent Inez from ruining them with her wild quirtings.


  Young Augereau never reappeared, but, after a bit, Scull heard a tread in the hallway, a hesitant and rather unmilitary tread. He put down his Turkish coffee and stepped out of the study just in time to stop a thin, stooped colonel in the United States Army from proceeding along the almost endless hallway.


  “I’m here, Colonel—we lost our butler, you know,” Scull said.


  “I’m Colonel Soult,” the man said. “We met not long after Vicksburg, but I don’t suppose you remember. That’s S-o-u-l-t—it’s often confused with ‘salt.’ In my youth I was called ‘Salty’ because of the confusion.”


  Scull had no memory of the man, but he did recall seeing the name ‘Soult’ on a muster roll or document of some sort.


  “Samuel Soult, is it?” he inquired, only to see a flush of delight come to the man’s sallow features.


  “Why, yes, that’s me, Sam Soult,” he said, shaking Scull’s hand.


  “What brings you to our old Boston, Colonel Soult?” Scull asked, once the two of them were settled in his study. A sulky cook had even been persuaded to bring Colonel Soult a cup of the strong Turkish coffee General Scull now favored.


  Scull wore the multilensed dark glasses he had worn throughout the war—glasses which got him the nickname “Blinders” Scull. With a touch of his finger he could regulate the tint and thickness of the lenses to compensate for whatever intensity of light prevailed. The study, at the time, was rather a litter. Scull could see that the disorder offended the neat colonel a little; but, by the end of the war, he was in a fever of impatience to get back to the book he had just started writing when the conflict broke out: The Anatomy and Function of the Eyelid in Mammals, Reptiles, Fish, and Birds. At the moment he was plowing through the classical authors, noting every reference to the eyelids, however slight. A towering pile of papers, journals, books, letters, photographs, and drawings had had to be dumped out of the chair where Colonel Soult was by now rather cautiously sitting.


  “I was sent, sir—sent by the generals,” Colonel Soult said. “You did leave the front rather quickly, once the peace was settled.”


  “True, I’m not a man to wait,” Scull said. “The fighting was over—the details can be left to the clerks. I had a book to write, as you can see—a book on the eyelid, a neglected subject. Until I lost my own I didn’t realize how neglected. I was eager to get to it—still am. I hope you’ve not come all this way to try and pull me away from my researches, Colonel Soult.”


  “Well, I was sent by the generals,” Colonel Soult admitted. “They believe you’re the man to take the West—I believe that’s the general view.”


  The Colonel was almost stuttering in his anxiety.


  “Take the West? Take it where?” Scull asked.


  “What I meant to say was, administer it,” the Colonel said. “General Grant and General Sherman, they’re of the view that you’re the man to do it.”


  “What did General Sherman think about this scheme?” Scull inquired. He knew that the rough Sherman was not likely to sponsor or support his candidacy for such an important post.


  “Don’t know that Sherman was consulted,” the Colonel admitted. “If you won’t take the West, would you at least take Texas? The savages there require a firm hand and the border is not entirely pacified, if reports are to be believed.”


  “No, the savages in Texas are broken,” Scull said firmly. “I don’t doubt that there are a few free remnants, but they won’t last long. As for the border, my view is that we should never have bothered stealing it from Mexico in the first place. It’s only thorn and mesquite anyway.”


  He let that opinion sink in and then pointed his thick blinders directly at the quaking colonel and let fly.


  “You’re a poor specimen of colonel, Sam Soult,” Scull said. “First you offer me the West and then you reduce me to Texas before I even refused the first offer. All I did was inquire about General Sherman’s opinion, which you evidently can’t provide.”


  “Oh, beg pardon, General—I suppose I’m not used to this sweet coffee,” the Colonel said, aghast at the blunder he had just committed. “Your tone when I offered the West was not encouraging—of course, if you would take the whole West, the generals would be delighted.”


  “No sir, I pass,” Scull said. “Let General Sherman run the West. I expect the Sioux and the Cheyenne will lead him on a merry chase for a few more years.”


  “I don’t believe he wants it either,” the Colonel said, with a droop in his tone. “General Sherman has not declared his intentions.”


  “If Sherman won’t take it, give to whoever you want,” Scull said. “I doubt the northern tribes will last ten years, if they last that long.”


  “But General, what about Texas?” the lugubrious colonel asked. “We have no one to send. The President was particularly hopeful that you’d take Texas.”


  Inish Scull clicked his lenses a few times, until he came to the last lens, the one that shut out all light, and insured perfect darkness. Behind his black lens he could no longer see the Colonel, which was how he preferred it. He wanted to think for a few minutes. Inez hated the black lens; she knew he could click the black lens and make her vanish from view.


  But Colonel Soult was not in on the secret; he didn’t know that he had just vanished from view. All he could tell was that Blinders Scull, victor in fifteen engagements with the Rebs, was staring at him from behind the very blinders that had produced his nickname.


  It made Colonel Soult distinctly uncomfortable, but no more uncomfortable, he felt sure, than having to journey back to Washington with the news that Scull had refused everything. The refusal would undoubtedly be taken as the result of his own inadequate diplomacy; he was unhappily aware that he had blundered by offering General Scull Texas before he had quite refused the whole West. If word of that misspeaking leaked out, the Colonel knew that his own next posting was not likely to be one that would appeal to Mrs. Soult; if it happened to be west of Ohio, Mrs. Soult would be disturbed, it being her firm belief that Ohio was the westernmost point at which a civilized existence could be sustained. She had heard once of a frontiersman who, faced with a howling blizzard, had actually torn pages out of one of Mrs. Browning’s books in order to start a fire; Mrs. Soult herself wrote a little poetry, mostly of a devotional nature—the report of the frontiersman and the fire struck her as evidence enough that, beyond Ohio, there was only barbarism and blizzards.


  General Scull, secure behind his blinders, was reflecting on the fact that he had abruptly stopped hopping during the siege of Vicksburg. The flea malady, as he called it, that had seized him while in Ahumado’s pit had left him because of a particularly loud cannon blast one gray morning in Mississippi. He had been hopping uncontrollably, to the bewilderment of his troops, when the cannon boomed in his ear; since then he had not indulged in a single hop.


  Now he had been offered the West, land of distances and sky, the place where the last unpacified aboriginal people dwelled. He had been at a conclave once attended by a few Cheyenne and thought he had never seen a handsomer people. The necessity of blasting and starving them into line with territorial policy did not appeal to him. It was a job he could happily refuse.


  When he remembered Texas, though, he found himself unable to be quite so immediate or so categorical in his refusal. He had enjoyed tramping the plains at the head of his ranger troop—it beat mowing down his cousins from the Carolinas, or Inez’s cousins from Georgia. He remembered his sharp engagements with Buffalo Hump, an enemy he had never even really seen, at close range. He remembered the daring thievery of Kicking Wolf, and the loquacity of the tracker Famous Shoes. In particular Scull remembered Ahumado, the Black Vaquero, the pit, the cages, the raw pigeons, and the blistering his brain suffered once the old Mayan had taken off his eyelids.


  His friend Freddie Catherwood and his companion Johnnie Stephens had regaled him several times with tales of Chiapas and the Yucatan. Catherwood had even given him a portfolio of drawings of lost temples in the Yucatan, made on his last journey with Johnnie Stephens.


  Ahumado, he recalled, had been a man of the south, of the very regions Catherwood and Stephens had explored. Scull felt he might go someday and see the jungles and the temples, the place that had spawned his shrewdest foe.


  But Ahumado, if alive, was in Mexico, whereas Texas was the theater he was being offered. He wondered which of the men he had once led were still alive, and whether Buffalo Hump still held the great Palo Duro Canyon. Scull had kept up, as best he could, with the battle reports from Texas, but it had been years since he had seen Buffalo Hump’s name mentioned in connection with a raid. Like most great chiefs, his name had simply dropped from history, once he grew old.


  It occurred to him, as he hid behind his blinders, that the one good reason for going back to Texas was Inez. Since there was no way to control her it was no doubt better to turn her loose on a frontier than in the somber streets of Boston. The cattle business was booming, from what he could read. With cowboys and cattle barons to amuse her Inez might be content, for a year or two.


  But Inez was in Cuba, mistress now to the greatest plantation on the island. There was no telling when or if she would return, and, in any case, experience persuaded him that it was seldom wise to return to a theater he had left. There were far too many places in the world that he hadn’t seen to waste his years revisiting those he had already been to. Johnnie Stephens had been to Persia and was enthusiastic about it, going on and on about the blue mosques and the long light.


  Then there was the impediment of his book. All during the war sentences and paragraphs had boiled up in his brain; he had scribbled them down on every imaginable article, including, on occasion, his saddlebags. He had worn out a whole set of Pickering’s excellent little Diamond Classics, thumbing through them during intervals in battle for chance references to eyelids.


  When at last he clicked his lenses and brought Colonel Soult back into focus he saw that the man was almost shaking with anxiety. Battle itself could have hardly unnerved him more than his hour in the dim old mansion on Beacon Hill.


  “They thought if I came myself, to bring you their respects in person, maybe you would consider a command in the West,” Colonel Soult said. “Some part of the West, at least, General.”


  The Colonel saw from the set of General Scull’s jaw that he was about to deliver a refusal. Sam Soult had not served as a subordinate to seven generals not to know when he was about to get a no rather than a yes.


  “Thank them kindly, Colonel, but as you can see I’m a man of the library now,” Scull said. “I’ve just served five years in a great war—the only struggle that still interests me is the conflict with the sentence, sir—the English sentence.”


  Colonel Soult had got the refusal he expected, but the grounds the General gave confused him.


  “Excuse me, General—the sentence?” Colonel Soult replied.


  Scull seized a blank sheet of foolscap and waved it dramatically in front of Colonel Soult’s face—it might make the man’s job easier if he could be sent back to Washington with the conviction that the great General Inish Scull was a little teched.


  “See this page of paper? It’s blank,” Scull said. “That, sir, is the most frightening battlefield in the world: the blank page. I mean to fill this paper with decent sentences, sir—this page and hundreds like it. Let me tell you, Colonel, it’s harder than fighting Lee. Why, it’s harder than fighting Napoleon. It requires unremitting attention, which is why I can’t oblige the President, or the generals who sent you here.”


  Then he leaned back and smiled.


  “Besides, they just want me to go back and eat dust so they won’t have to,” he said. “I won’t do it, sir. That’s my final word.”


  “Well, if you won’t, you won’t, General,” Colonel Soult said. It was a dictum he was to repeat to himself many times on the somber train ride back to Washington. General Scull had said no, which meant that he himself could look forward to a posting well west of Ohio, where Mrs. Browning’s books were considered little better than kindling. Sam Soult knew well that it would greatly dismay his wife.


  25.


  FAMOUS SHOES was traveling by night, covering as much ground as he could, when he heard the singing to the south. At first, when he was far from the singer, he thought the faint sound he heard might be a wolf, but as he came closer he realized it was a Comanche, though only one Comanche. All that was very curious. Why would a single Comanche be singing by himself at night, on the llano?


  He himself had been to the Cimarron River, where a few old people of his tribe still held out. He had been showing some of the flints he had found while tracking Captain McCrae to some of the oldest of the Kickapoos. Over the years since his discovery he had shown the flints to most of the oldest members of his tribe, and they had been impressed. He had been back several times to the place where he found the flints, and had located so many arrowheads and spearheads that he had to take a sack with him, to carry them. He had found a fine hiding place, too, on the Guadalupe River, a small cave well concealed by bushes, which is where he hid the flints that had been made by the Old People.


  His one disappointment was that he had never found the hole where the People emerged from the earth. He had talked about the hole so much that the Kickapoos had come to consider him rather a bore. Of course, the hole where the People had emerged was important, but they themselves did not have time to look for it and had lost interest in talking to Famous Shoes about it.


  It was while returning from his trip to the Cimarron that Famous Shoes had the misfortune to run into three of Blue Duck’s half-breed renegades. They had just ambushed an elderly white man who was riding a fine gray horse. It was the white man Famous Shoes saw first. He had been shot two or three times, stripped of all his clothes, and left to die. When Famous Shoes spotted him he had just stumbled into a little gully; by the time Famous Shoes reached him he was staring the stare of death, though he was still breathing a little.


  Then the renegades themselves came riding down into the gully. One of them rode the old man’s fine horse and the others had donned pieces of his clothing, which was better clothing than their filthy rags.


  “Leave him alone, he is ours,” one of the renegades said insolently.


  Famous Shoes was startled by the bad tone the renegades adopted. Apparently they had decided to torture the dying man a little, but before they could start the man coughed up a great flood of blood, and died.


  “He is not yours now,” Famous Shoes pointed out. “He is dead.”


  “No, he is still ours,” the renegade said. The three renegades were drunk. They began to hack the old man up—soon they had blood all over the clothes they had taken from him.


  While the renegades were cutting up the old man, Famous Shoes left. They were in such a frenzy of hacking and ripping that they didn’t notice him leaving. He was a mile away before one of the drunken killers decided to pursue him. It was not the bandit who had taken the gray horse; that man was called Lean Head. The man who pursued Famous Shoes was a skinny fellow with a purple birthmark on his neck. Birthmarks brought either good luck or bad, and this bandit’s did not bring him good luck. Famous Shoes noticed the other two bandits riding off in the direction the old man had come from. No doubt they wanted to scavenge among his possessions a little more thoroughly.


  Because the skinny renegade was alone, and his companions headed in the other direction, Famous Shoes saw no reason not to kill his pursuer, which he did with dispatch. He had a bow and a few arrows with him which he used to provide himself with game. When the renegade loped up behind him Famous Shoes turned and put three arrows in him before the man could catch his breath. In fact, the renegade never did catch his breath again. He opened his mouth to yell for help, but before he could yell Famous Shoes pulled him off the horse and cut his throat—then he grabbed the horse’s bridle and cut the horse’s throat too. The horse was as skinny as the rider; Famous Shoes left them together, their lifeblood ebbing into the prairie. He left the arrows in the dead man—there were so many guns on the plains now that it was becoming rare to see a man killed with arrows. The renegades might be so ignorant that they could not tell Kickapoo arrows from any other; they might conclude that their friend had been killed by a passing Kiowa.


  The renegades, though, were not quite so ignorant. By the middle of the afternoon Famous Shoes saw their dust, far behind him. Once he knew they were pursuing him he turned due west, onto the llano. He was soon into a land of gullies—he skipped from rock to rock and walked so close to the edge of the gullies that the pursuers could not follow his steps without riding so close to the gullies that they risked falling in.


  That night he only rested for an hour. However drunken or foolish the renegades might be, pursuit was likely to make them determined, or even bold. They would think that he was a rabbit they could run to ground. They would never think that since he had killed one of them he might kill them too. In general he preferred to avoid killing men, even rude, ignorant, dangerous men, for it meant setting a spirit loose that might become his enemy and conspire against him with witches. He ran west into the llano all night and most of the next day, not merely to evade his pursuers but to put as much distance as possible between himself and the spirit of the dead man. Now that the skinny man was dead Famous Shoes began to worry about the birthmark, which might mean that the man had had an affinity with witches.


  It was as he moved deeper into the waterless llano that he heard the faint singing, at night, and determined that it was made by a single Comanche. Famous Shoes thought he ought to just pass by the Comanche, but the closer he came to the singing, the more curious he felt. Though he knew it was dangerous to approach a Comanche, in this case he could not resist. As he eased closer to the singer it became clear to him that the man was singing the song of his life. He was singing of his deeds and victories, of his defeats and sorrows, of the warriors he had known and the raids he had ridden on.


  As he came closer Famous Shoes saw that the man was indeed alone. He had only a tiny fire, made of buffalo dung, and a dead horse lay nearby. The song he sang was both a life song and a death song: the warrior had decided to leave life and had sensibly decided to take his horse along with him, so that he could ride comfortably in the spirit world.


  Famous Shoes decided that he wanted to know this warrior, who had chosen such a fine way to leave life. He didn’t think the Comanche would turn on him and kill him—from listening to the life song that was a death song he knew that the warrior would probably not be interested in him at all.


  He knew, though, that it was not polite to interrupt such a song. He waited where he was, napping a little, until the gray dawn came; then he stood up and walked toward the warrior, who was poking up his fire a little.


  The warrior by the small fire did not rise when he saw Famous Shoes coming. His voice was a little hoarse, from all his singing. At first, when he saw Famous Shoes approaching, his look was indifferent, like the look of warriors so badly wounded in battle that their spirits were already leaving their bodies, or like the look of old people who were looking beyond, into the spirit home. The warrior was very thin and very tired. He had not eaten any of the dead horse that lay nearby; he was exhausted with the effort it took to get his life into the song. Famous Shoes did not know him.


  “I was passing and heard your song,” Famous Shoes said. “Some of Blue Duck’s men were chasing me. I had to kill one of them—that was two days ago.”


  At mention of Blue Duck the warrior’s expression changed from one of indifference to one of contempt.


  “I was at the camp of Blue Duck,” he said, in his hoarse voice. “He was camped on the Rio Rojo, near the forests. I did not stay. They had a bear there and were mistreating it. The men with Blue Duck are only thieves. I am glad you killed one.”


  He paused and looked into the fire.


  “If I had been there I would have killed the other two,” he said. “I did not like the way they abused the bear.”


  Famous Shoes knew the man was in a state not far from death. It was most uncommon for a Comanche to say he would have fought along with a Kickapoo, since the two peoples were enemies, one of the other.


  “What did they do to the bear?” he asked.


  “I killed the bear,” Idahi said, remembering the expression on the bear’s face when he had walked up to shoot it. It had been a sad bear, broken by many beatings.


  Though Idahi felt no anger at the Kickapoo who had stopped to talk with him, he did feel a great tiredness when he tried to speak to the man. He had been almost out of life, singing the song of his deeds, but the Kickapoo was not out of life at all. He was a fully living man, still curious about the things that living men did. Idahi found it hard to come back. He had turned inside him, toward the spirit time, and could not easily concern himself with Blue Duck or the things of fleshly life.


  Famous Shoes saw that the Comanche was weary and only wanted to get on with his dying. Though he knew it was impolite to detain a person bent on traveling in the spirit time, he could not resist one more question.


  “Why are you alone?” he asked.


  The Comanche seemed a little annoyed by the question.


  “You are alone yourself,” he pointed out, with a touch of disdain.


  “Yes, but I am merely traveling,” Famous Shoes said. “You have killed your horse. I don’t think you want to travel any farther.”


  Idahi thought the Kickapoo was a pesky fellow—that was the problem with Kickapoos. They were all pesky, continually asking questions about things that were none of their business. Probably that was one reason his own people always killed Kickapoos as soon as possible, when they happened on one of them. Idahi decided just to tell this Kickapoo what he wanted to know; maybe then he would leave so Idahi could continue singing his song.


  “My people have gone to the place the whites wanted them to go,” he said. “I did not want to go to that place, so I left. I went to be with the Antelope Comanche but they have nothing to eat. They live on mice and prairie dogs and roots they pull out of the ground. I am not a good hunter, so they did not want me.


  “None of the Comanches have much to eat now,” he added.


  “But the Comanches have many horses,” Famous Shoes reminded him. It had always struck him as a vanity that the Comanches were so reluctant to eat their horses. They were not practical people like the Kickapoo, who would as cheerfully eat a horse as a deer or buffalo.


  Idahi didn’t answer. Of course the Comanches had horses—even the Antelopes had quite a few horses. But Quanah, the war chief of the Antelopes, still meant to fight the Texans, and fighting men could not afford to eat their mounts while they still contemplated war. Their horses were their power; without horses they would not really be Comanches anymore. He did not want to talk of this to the Kickapoo, so he began to sing again, although in a faint voice.


  Famous Shoes knew he had stayed long enough. The Comanche had chosen to go on and die, which was a wise thing. His own people had gone onto the reservation, and the other bands of Comanches did not want him. Probably the warrior was tired of being hungry and alone and had decided to go on to the place that was well peopled by spirits.


  “I am going on with my traveling,” Famous Shoes told him. “I hope those two renegades who ride with Blue Duck do not bother you—they are very rude.”


  Idahi did not respond to the remark. He was remembering a feast his people had once had, when they had managed to stampede a herd of buffalo off a cliff into the Palo Duro. There had been meat enough for the whole band to feast for a week—one or two of the neighboring bands had come too.


  Famous Shoes did not have much food either; he did not like prairie dog meat, which was the easiest meat to obtain on the dry llano. He would have liked to take a little horsemeat from the Comanche warrior’s dead horse, but he knew that it would not be a polite thing to do.


  The lone Comanche who had decided to die sang his final song so faintly that before Famous Shoes had taken many steps he could no longer hear him singing.


  26.


  KICKING WOLF was the last person in the tribe to have a conversation with Buffalo Hump, and the conversation, as usual, had been about horses. Both of Buffalo Hump’s wives were now dead; of the two, Heavy Leg had lived the longer, though Lark was much the younger woman. Lark had foolishly let a deer kick her—though the deer was down and dying, it still managed to kick Lark so badly in the ribs that she began to spit blood. Within two days she was dead. Heavy Leg had not been foolish in regard to dying deer, but, in the winter, she had died anyway, leaving Buffalo Hump with no one to tend his lodge.


  Of course, Buffalo Hump possessed many horses. He could easily have bought himself another wife, but he didn’t. The young women still tittered about the old chief’s hump. Some of them wondered what it would be like to couple with such a man, but none of them found out because Buffalo Hump ignored them. Although his lodge soon grew tattered and poorly kept, and he had to prepare his own meals, he did not send for a new wife, or seek one. He spent most of his days sitting on his favorite pinnacle of rock, watching the hawks and eagles soar high above the canyon. He had no visitors. Many of the young people of the tribe had forgotten that he had ever been a chief. Only when there was singing and a few of the old warriors sang about the thousand-warrior raid was Buffalo Hump recalled.


  Buffalo Hump himself kept apart from the singing, which, itself, had become a rare thing. Singing was most likely to happen when there was a feast; since there was less and less to feast on, there were fewer and fewer feasts.


  Kicking Wolf, of course, was still an active horsethief. He seldom fired a gun at a Texan, and seldom was fired at, preferring, as always, to work at night and depend on stealth.


  The reason Kicking Wolf sought out Buffalo Hump was because he wanted his opinion on the horse herd. Peta, the war chief, thought there could never be too many horses, the result being that almost two thousand grazed on the grasslands near the camp.


  Kicking Wolf’s view was different. He thought there could be too many horses. He wanted to divide the horse herd and give some of the horses to the other bands that were still free. He even favored driving some of the horses away altogether, letting them go wild, and he thought his arguments were sound. Having so many horses together made it easier for the bluecoat soldiers to find them. There was not enough grass in the canyon itself to graze so many horses, and their presence kept the buffalo from coming back.


  Kicking Wolf was a firm believer in the return of the buffalo. There had been too many buffalo simply to vanish. They had gone north, he believed, because they did not like the smell of the whites, or the smell of their cattle, either. But the buffalo were not gone from the earth; they had merely gone north. Someday they would return to the southern plains—they would, at least, if the People were patient and respectful and did not graze out the plains with too many horses.


  When Kicking Wolf found Buffalo Hump he had just climbed down from his rock. It was a hard climb, almost beyond Buffalo Hump’s strength. He was sitting in a patch of shade, resting, when Kicking Wolf approached.


  “Why do you climb that rock?” Kicking Wolf asked. “Haven’t you climbed it enough in your life?”


  Buffalo Hump didn’t answer—he found the question annoying. It was none of Kicking Wolf’s business how many times he climbed the rock. In the last year or two he had not only grown indifferent to company, he had begun to find it irritating. Everyone who came to see him asked questions that were either stupid or impertinent. Better to see no one than to see fools.


  For himself, the one sad thing about climbing the rock was that he could no longer really see the hawks and eagles. He knew they were there; sometimes he could almost feel their flight, but he could not see them as he had seen them when he was a younger man. Now his eyes would water when he tried to look hard at a flying bird or even a running deer. Sometimes he would think he saw a jackrabbit, sitting for a moment, but when he came closer the jackrabbit would become a rock or a clump of grass. The plains became a blur now, when he tried to look across them to some distant point. Often his ears were of more use than his eyes—he could tell what animals were near by listening. He could hear an armadillo scratching, hear the slow walk of a possum. Were it not for his skill at snaring small game, he would have had a hard time finding food.


  He did not mention his problems to Kicking Wolf—as always, Kicking Wolf had only one thing on his mind, which was horses. He immediately started talking about the horse herd—it was too big, it needed to be divided, it would lead the soldiers to them, it would keep the buffalo from returning. Buffalo Hump had heard it all before. The only part he felt like responding to was the nonsense about the buffalo. It annoyed him that an experienced warrior such as Kicking Wolf, a horse Comanche all his life, could be so foolish as to think that the size of the horse herd had anything to do with the disappearance of the buffalo. What were a thousand horses, or two thousand, to the millions of buffalo that had once roamed the prairies?


  “The buffalo won’t come back,” he said angrily.


  Kicking Wolf was startled by the anger in Buffalo Hump’s voice—the old chief had seemed half asleep, his eyes staring vacantly across the prairie. But his voice, when he spoke, was the voice of the fighter, the man whose cold eyes had made even brave warriors want to run.


  “The buffalo will return,” Kicking Wolf said. “They have only gone to the north for a while. The buffalo have always returned.”


  “You are a fool,” Buffalo Hump said. “The buffalo won’t return, because they are dead. The whites have killed them. When you go north you will only find their bones.”


  “The whites have killed many, but not all,” Kicking Wolf insisted. “They have only gone to the Missouri River to live. When we have beaten the whites back they will return.”


  But, as he was speaking, Kicking Wolf suddenly lost heart. He realized that Buffalo Hump was right, and that the words he had just spoken were the words of a fool. The Comanches were not beating the whites, and they were not going to beat them. Only their own band and three or four others were still free Comanches. The bands that were free were the bands that could survive on the least, those who would eat small animals and dig roots from the earth. Already the bluecoat soldiers had come back to Texas and begun to fill up the old forts, places they had abandoned while they fought one another. Even if all the free tribes banded together there would not be enough warriors to defeat the bluecoat soldiers. With the buffalo gone so far north, the white soldiers had only to drive them farther and farther into the llano, until they starved or gave up.


  “The whites are not foolish,” Buffalo Hump said. “They know that it is easier to kill a buffalo than it is to kill one of us. They know that if they kill all the buffalo we will starve—then they won’t have to fight us. Those who don’t want to starve will have to go where the whites want to put them.”


  The two men sat in silence for a while. Some young men were racing their horses a little farther down the canyon. Kicking Wolf usually took a keen interest in such contests. He wanted to know which horses were fastest. But today he didn’t care. He felt too sad.


  “The medicine men are deceiving the young warriors when they tell them the buffalo will return,” Buffalo Hump said. “If any buffalo come back they will only be ghost buffalo. Their ghosts might return because they remember these lands. But that will not help us. We cannot eat their ghosts.”


  Thinking about the buffalo—how many there had once been; not a one remaining on the comanchería—Kicking Wolf grew so heavy with sadness that he could not speak. He had never thought that such abundance could pass, yet it had. He thought that it would have been better to have fallen in battle than to have lived to see such greatness pass and go. The sadness was so deep that no more words came out of his throat. He got up and walked away without another word.


  Buffalo Hump continued to sit, resting. He could scarcely see the horses racing on the prairie, though he could hear the drum of their hoofbeats. He was glad that Kicking Wolf had left. He did not like it anymore when people took up his time, talking foolishness about the buffalo returning. The medicine men thought that their ranting and praying could make the white buffalo hunters die, but it would surely be the other way around: the white buffalo hunters, with guns so powerful that they could shoot nearly to the horizon, would be making the medicine men die. Worm had already been killed by one of the long-shooting guns; of course old Worm had been crazy at the time. He had smeared himself with a potion made from weasel glands and eagle droppings, convinced that it would stop a bullet—a buffalo hunter with a good aim had proven him wrong.


  Later that day Buffalo Hump walked through the horse herd until he located his oldest horse, a thin gelding whose teeth were only stumps. That night he took his bow and arrows, his lance, and a few snares, and left the camp on the old horse. No one heard him go and no one would have cared if they had heard. Buffalo Hump thought the horse might be too old to climb the steep trail out of the canyon, but the horse was eager to go and climbed the trail as quickly as if he were a young colt again, snorting like a wild horse might snort.


  When he reached the lip of the canyon Buffalo Hump didn’t stop—he rode north and west, all night, only stopping when dawn touched the sky. He wanted to ride to the empty places, the land where he was not likely to meet any of the People, or any whites either. He had left the tribe forever—he wanted to see no more humans. Most of the talk of human beings was silly talk, talk that was of less weight than a man’s breath. He had taken leave of all such silliness. He wanted to go where he could only hear the wind, and whatever animals might be moving near him—the little animals, ground squirrels and mice, that lived under the grass.


  The thing that Buffalo Hump was most grateful for, as he rode into the emptiness, was the knowledge that in the years of his youth and manhood he had drawn the lifeblood of so many enemies. He had been a great killer; it was his way and the way of his people; no one in his tribe had killed so often and so well. The killings were good to remember, as he rode his old horse deeper into the llano, away from all the places where people came.


  27.


  “I FEEL LIKE I’ve been around this ring once too often, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “Don’t you? The same governor we used to work for wants to send us after the same outlaw we ought to have killed way back when Inish Scull was our boss.”


  The governor he was referring to was E. M. Pease, one of the few able men willing to take the provisional governorship under the terms of a harsh Reconstruction; the outlaw in question was Blue Duck, whose band of murderers was making travel hazardous from the Sabine to the Big Wichita. The army was busy trying to subdue the few remaining free Comanches; the rangers were depleted in numbers and in spirit, but they were still the only force capable of dealing with general lawlessness of a magnitude likely to be beyond the scope of local sheriffs.


  “I agree we ought to have killed him then,” Call said. “But we didn’t. Now will have to do.”


  “I dislike it!” Augustus said. His face was red and his neck swelled, as it was likely to do when he was in a temper. Why the temper, Call didn’t understand. Governor Pease had been meek as a mouse when he called them in and asked them to go after Blue Duck.


  “I can see you’re riled but I don’t know why,” Call said. “Governor Pease was polite—he’s always been polite.”


  “I ain’t a policeman, that’s why I’m riled,” Augustus said. “I don’t mind hanging a fat bandit, or a skinny one either, if they’re handy, but I’ve been a free ranger all this time and I don’t like being told that all I’m good for is hanging bandits and putting drunks in jail. We ain’t to fight Indians now, unless it’s to save our hair. We can’t chase a bandit across the Rio Grande. I feel handcuffed and I’m ready to quit.”


  “You’ve been ready to quit ever since you joined up with Major Chevallie,” Call said.


  He knew, though, that Gus’s complaint was mainly valid. All they had been given to do lately was cool off feuding families, of which there were plenty among the land-grabbing settlers pushing into lands the Comanches were no longer able to contest. The country was changing—it wasn’t the Governor’s fault.


  Call meant to point out that Blue Duck was no modest bandit. He was Buffalo Hump’s son, and his gang of ruffians had taken more than forty lives along the military trail that led from Fort Smith to Santa Fe. That trail, blazed by the great Captain Marcy himself, passed through the Cross Timbers and the southern plains.


  Before he could present his arguments, though, Augustus marched into a saloon—when in town, he was seldom outside the saloons. Whenever he was annoyed or bored, Augustus drank—and he was all too frequently annoyed or bored. In that, he was no exception, of course; the frontier was laced with whiskey.


  What Call could not contest was Gus’s fury at the diminished status of the rangers. For years the rangers had provided what protection the frontier families had; it was hard, now, to find themselves treated as no better than local constables. Call, as much as Gus, wanted to be done with it, but he could not feel right about refusing a request from Governor Pease, a kind man who had fought with the legislature many times in his earlier term to get the rangers what they needed in the way of supplies, horses, and weaponry.


  He thought that catching or killing Blue Duck was something they ought to do—once they had done it, that would be enough. They could quit their rangering then, though what they would do once they quit he didn’t know. Cattle ranching was the new thing—hundreds of thousands of Texas cattle were being driven north every year now. Once, while in San Antonio, he and Gus had ridden out with Captain King to watch one of his herds pass—some four thousand cattle in all. They were being skillfully handled by experienced vaqueros, a sight that interested Call but immediately bored Gus, for the vaqueros were mainly letting the cattle graze along at their own pace.


  “Watching weeds turn brown is more interesting than this,” Augustus said. “I could have stayed in the saloon and looked out the window at a donkey eating a prickly pear. It would have been just as much fun, and besides, I’d be drunk.”


  This sally caused Captain King to laugh heartily.


  “Use your mind’s eye, Captain,” he said. “Think of the East, the teeming millions.”


  “The what?” Gus asked.


  “The people, sir,” Captain King said. “The millionaires and the beggars. The English, the Irish, the Italians, the Poles—the Swedes and the Jews. People in the finest New York mansions will soon be eating this beef. The cooks in Boston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Washington will soon be cooking it.”


  “Why, what a bother—you’d take cattle all that way so a bunch of foreigners can eat beef? Let them grow their own beef, I say.”


  “But there’s no room, sir—the East is mighty crowded,” Captain King explained. “Beef is what will bring Texas back from the war. Cotton won’t do it. There’s too damn much cotton in the world now. But beef? That’s different. All the starving Irish who have never tasted anything except the potato in their entire lives will pay for beef.”


  “Me, I’d rather have whores,” Augustus said.


  “Me, sorting dry goods, no thank you,” Augustus had said, when Call once mentioned the possibility of their buying a store. He had given a similarly dismissive reply to several other ideas Call had floated. Only the notion of running a livery stable seemed to arouse his interest, if only because—as Gus envisioned the enterprise—there would be Pea Eye and Deets to do the work, whereas he would take the money to the bank and perhaps wet his whistle, against the drought, on the way back.


  The thought of owning a livery stable affected Gus much as the thought of the beef-eating millionaires affected Captain King. Every time a livery stable was mentioned, around the bunkhouse, Gus would get a light in his eye and would soon be spinning notions that made the contemplated livery stable unlike any Call, or Pea, or Deets had ever seen.


  “Of course, we wouldn’t have to just rent horses,” he said, one blazing day when the group of them were sitting in the shade of a big mesquite, behind the bunkhouse.


  “No, we could rent a mule or two, if we had a couple,” Call allowed, only to draw from Augustus the look of scorn he reserved for the hopelessly unimaginative.


  “I wasn’t talking about mules, Woodrow,” he said. “A mule is just a lesser horse, and so is a donkey.”


  “They may be lesser, but a lot of people would rather rent a mule than a horse, I imagine,” Pea Eye said. “A mule won’t step in a hole, and a horse will.”


  “You’re out of your depth when it comes to commerce, Pea,” Gus said. “You should keep your tongue back there behind your teeth.”


  Call was puzzled.


  “What other kind of animals would you be renting, then?” he asked, though he knew Augustus was probably just launching into one of the elaborate leg pulls he loved so much. He particularly loved them when he had the credulous Deets and Pea to confound and dumbfound.


  “Well, we could rent sheep and goats and laying hens,” Augustus said, without hesitation.


  “Laying hens? Why would anybody pay to rent a hen?” Call asked.


  “It could be that a salesman had just come to town for a few days,” Gus said. “He might want a nice raw egg with his coffee and of course he’d prefer it to be fresh. We could rent him a hen for a day or two so he’d have his egg.”


  The answer had a certain logic to it—such a thing could happen, though Call knew it never would. That was the devilish thing about arguing with Augustus: he could always come up with answers that made sense about schemes that would never happen.


  “How much would I have to pay if I was to rent a hen from you for a day or two, Gus?” Pea Eye asked.


  “If it was one of those nice speckled hens I expect I’d require a quarter a day,” Augustus said. “If it was just one of those plain brown hens I might let you rent her for fifteen cents.”


  “All right, but why would anyone want to rent a sheep or a goat?” Dan Connor asked. He was a small, feisty ranger who had joined the troop after Jake left.


  “Well, our same salesman might want a sheep around because the odor of sheep repels mosquitoes,” Augustus said. “He might want to hitch a sheep at the foot of his bed so the skeeters wouldn’t bite him too hard.”


  That answer, which Augustus delivered with a straight face, stopped conversation for a while, as the various rangers tried to remember if they had slept free of mosquitoes while there was a sheep around. Of course, there were no sheep in Austin, and very few anywhere in Texas, so the theory was hard to test.


  “What would a goat do, then?” Pea Eye inquired.


  “Goats eat up the trash,” Deets ventured, unexpectedly. Though he always listened intently to the general conversation, he rarely contributed a remark, especially not if one of the captains was around. Alone with Pea Eye, though, Deets had plenty to say.


  “That’s it, Deets—that’s it,“ Augustus declared. “Your salesman might have some old ledgers or a few bills of lading he wants to dispose of. We’d rent him a goat for thirty cents a day and the problem would be solved.”


  “How about pigs, then, Captain?” Dan Connor asked. “A pig has got as good an appetite as a goat. How much would a pig rent for?”


  At that Augustus looked stern.


  “Oh, we wouldn’t be renting no pigs, couldn’t afford to, Dan,” he said. “It might lead to lawsuits.”


  “Why would renting a pig lead to lawsuits?” Call asked. He had had enough of the conversation and was about to take a walk, but he thought he would hear how Augustus justified his remark about pigs and lawsuits.


  “Now the difficulty with a pig is that it’s smarter than most human beings and it has a large appetite,” Gus said. “A pig might even eat a customer, if the customer was drunk and not alert. Or it might at least eat one of his legs, if it was in the mood to snack. Or it could eat his coat off, or swallow the nice belt buckle his wife had given him for his birthday, which would get him in trouble at home and cause a passel of bad feelings. Even if it didn’t mean a lawsuit it might cause him to tell all his friends not to rent from us, which could mean a sag in the profits.”


  At that point Call walked off, as Gus was regaling his audience with his wildest scheme yet, which was to locate a zebra somewhere and teach it to pull a wagon, after which they could rent the zebra and the wagon together at a steep price for all manner of festivities.


  “It might work for weddings,” Augustus allowed. “We could teach it to pull the buggy that the bride and groom ride in.”


  “As I recall, you walked to your weddings,” Call said. “I doubt anyone in this part of the country could afford to rent a zebra, even if we had one, which we don’t.”


  The one point the two of them agreed on was that their future, once they left the rangers, would not be spent in Austin. They had been there too long, seen too much of politics, and had arrested, for one crime or another, a relative of virtually every person in town; they had also hung, for murder or horsethievery, quite a few men who had been popular in the saloons. They had been the local law too long—it was time to move.


  Call walked on to the lots, to begin to get the horses ready for their attempt to catch Blue Duck. The boy Newt was there, as he usually was, practicing his roping on the chickens. Call wondered sometimes about Maggie—since Jake Spoon’s departure she had not been seen in the company of a man. Augustus, who gossiped about everyone, had no gossip to dispense about Maggie Tilton. Call remembered the night he had walked all the way down the San Antonio road to the split tree, but he could not bring to mind exactly what his upset had been about. Something had gone wrong between himself and Maggie—he had not been up her steps since she threw the cornmeal at him.


  Sometimes he missed Maggie, and would have liked to sit with her for an hour, and enjoy one of her tasty beefsteaks. Still, he knew he was better off than Augustus, who still pined so severely for Clara Allen that the mere sight of her handwriting on an envelope would send him into the saloons for a long bout of drinking. Often Gus would keep one of Clara’s letters for a week before he could even work up to opening it. He never said much about the letters, though he did once remark that Clara had lost a boy—a year or two later he remarked that she had lost another boy.


  Augustus, when he chose to employ it, had a great gift for politics. He could persuade better than any governor or senator Call had ever met. Gus could easily have been elected a senator, and gone to Washington; he could have been elected governor. And yet, because he had lost the love of the one woman he really wanted, Clara Allen, Augustus had stayed a ranger. Once or twice Gus did consider running for office, but then another letter from Clara would come and he’d drink and put off reading it for a week. It seemed, to Woodrow Call, a strange way to live a life.


  28.


  LAST HORSE was sitting idly by the fire, sharpening one of his knives on a whetstone, when it gradually dawned on him what the women were saying. The women were always talking some ribaldry or other. Last Horse didn’t understand why they talked about coupling so much since most of them, including his two wives, were rarely eager to couple with him—but such was the talk of women, year in and year out. He had only been half listening until one of them mentioned Buffalo Hump. Even though Buffalo Hump was old now some of the women still speculated about coupling with him; but that was not what they were talking about this morning. It was only when he realized that the women were claiming that the old chief had left the camp that Last Horse suddenly realized that something important had happened.


  What they said was true: Buffalo Hump’s lodge appeared to be empty; there was no sign that he had used it for two or three days. Last Horse started to go inside the lodge and see if Buffalo Hump had left anything behind, but when he got to the entrance he stopped. Buffalo Hump was unpredictable; he might be in his lodge, waiting quietly for some fool to slip in and try to rob him. He might be waiting with his big knife.


  Even if he wasn’t waiting, even if he was truly gone, entering his lodge was not a step to be taken lightly. After all, he might only have gone on a hunt; he might return and make an issue of the fact that his lodge had been entered without his permission. Last Horse hesitated—he had been afraid of Buffalo Hump all his life. Even if he knew that Buffalo Hump were dead he would have felt the need for caution. Such a chief would have a powerful spirit, one that might come back and work evil on interferers. Alive or dead, Buffalo Hump was a power Last Horse did not want to confront. He immediately got his rifle and set off for the northeast, to look for Blue Duck.


  Last Horse had grown up with Blue Duck. Last year, while on a hunt, he had run into Blue Duck and some of his men; he feared trouble, but instead Blue Duck was friendly and even gave him some of his whiskey, a liquid he liked very much, although the sickness that came the next day was not pleasant.


  In the morning, to his surprise, Blue Duck had given him two pistols and a watch. Later in the day, while still feeling the unpleasantness that resulted from drinking so much whiskey, Last Horse had a most unfortunate accident while trying to load one of his new pistols. Because he was a little shaky he let the hammer slip while the pistol was pointed at his foot, the result being that he shot off the middle toe on his right foot. Such a foolish accident caused Last Horse great embarrassment, but it amused the ruffians who rode with Blue Duck very much. They began to tease him and call him Lost Toe—their rude behavior annoyed Last Horse greatly. Before he left to go home Blue Duck himself brewed some leaves and made a little poultice to put on his toe.


  “How do you know how to make medicine?” Last Horse asked.


  “A witch woman taught me,” Blue Duck said.


  Then he revealed the real reason he had been so generous with Last Horse: he wanted Last Horse to keep an eye on Buffalo Hump and let him know if the old man left the camp to go on a hunt or a journey. Blue Duck made no secret of the fact that he meant to kill Buffalo Hump. All the Comanches, including Buffalo Hump, had known of Blue Duck’s intentions for many years, but Buffalo Hump, old as he was, feared no one and didn’t let the threat keep him from going where he pleased.


  Blue Duck showed Last Horse a fine rifle, with silver on the stock. He promised to give Last Horse the rifle if he would come quickly and let him know if Buffalo Hump left camp.


  Once back with the tribe, Last Horse could not get the fine rifle out of his mind, or the whiskey either. That is why the women’s news excited him so.


  Last Horse asked all the warriors if Buffalo Hump had mentioned where he was going—he even asked Kicking Wolf, a man he was afraid of—but Buffalo Hump had spoken to no one. He had just ridden away. Kicking Wolf seemed a little surprised by the news. He took the trouble to ride out to the horse herd, to see if he could determine how many horses Buffalo Hump had taken with him; when he came back he seemed subdued. He went himself to Buffalo Hump’s lodge, to examine the horse tracks—once he had done so he seemed even more subdued.


  “He only took that one old horse,” Kicking Wolf said. “He has gone to find a place to die.”


  Last Horse did not wait to question Kicking Wolf further. He set off at once to find Blue Duck. He knew he had to get to Blue Duck as soon as possible; if he delayed, Buffalo Hump might go on and die, in which case Blue Duck would have no reason to give him the rifle.


  Last Horse did not feel entirely right about his errand, though. He knew that he was doing a thing that would not be approved of. Buffalo Hump had been a great chief, but Blue Duck was only an outlaw. The People might scorn him for taking Blue Duck such news, but Last Horse kept riding east anyway. He felt sad but he kept riding; his sadness wasn’t just from the knowledge that he was doing something that was not too honorable. In the great days of the Comanche people it would not have occurred to him to betray a chief to a brash outlaw who happened to be his son.


  The farther Last Horse went from the camp and the tribe, the more he began to doubt that he could ever go back and live among the People again. With the People he was always hungry; everyone in the band was always hungry. The great days of feasting were over. Peta, their leader, had talked to the whites more than once lately; it would not be long before the band would have to move onto the land the whites wanted them to have.


  Because of that, Last Horse felt less bad about what he was doing. He pressed his horse until the horse was lathered white with sweat. There was nothing behind him but sickness and starvation; if he rode with Blue Duck there would at least be food, because Blue Duck hunted in the forests where the deer were still thick.


  When Blue Duck saw Last Horse coming, his horse pushed almost to the point of death, he immediately slipped his ammunition belts over his shoulder. If the Comanche had run his horse almost to death it could only be because he had urgent news of Buffalo Hump. Blue Duck went to a little wagon where he kept his whiskey and pulled out a bottle, which he handed to Last Horse as soon as the Comanche stepped off his stumbling mount.


  “You have killed your horse, we might as well eat him,” Blue Duck said. “I don’t know why you were in such a hurry, unless you have a big thirst for whiskey.”


  Last Horse was almost as tired as his mount. He wanted to deliver his news at once, before he started drinking the whiskey.


  “Buffalo Hump left,” he said. “He took only one horse and he went northwest. Kicking Wolf says he has gone away to die. Now can I have that pretty gun?”


  He saw the rifle he had been promised, propped against a wagon wheel, the sun glinting off the silver on the stock. Blue Duck walked over and picked it up; he looked at it carefully, as if he had never seen it before. Then, instead of giving it to Last Horse, as he had promised, he pointed it at him instead.


  “This gun is too good for a thieving Comanche like you,” Blue Duck said. “But since you are here I can let you have the bullets.”


  Blue Duck fired twice; the bullets spun Last Horse around and knocked him to his knees. Several grasshoppers were hopping in the brown grass. Last Horse fell forward. His eyes were still open when one of the yellow grasshoppers hopped onto his face.


  Blue Duck took the unopened whiskey bottle out of his hand and put it back in the little wagon. Ermoke, who had been about to snatch it, was disappointed.


  29.


  AFTER KILLING LAST HORSE, a man so foolish he had shot off his own toe, Blue Duck needed only a few minutes to complete his preparations for his journey in pursuit of Buffalo Hump. He caught four of his fastest horses, because he wanted to travel fast and far. Although he didn’t expect much resistance from the old man himself, it was hard to predict what one might encounter on the prairies, so he made sure he was well armed. The week before, his men had come upon two buffalo hunters whose hide wagon had broken down, and had killed them both, mainly in order to get their supply of tobacco, a substance always in short supply around the camp. Blue Duck didn’t care about the tobacco himself, but he was always pleased to capture the buffalo hunters’ heavy rifles and their ammunition.


  Now he strapped one of their big fifty-caliber rifles on one of the horses, an action that aroused the suspicions of Ermoke and Monkey John. They knew that Blue Duck had it in mind to kill his father someday, but they were not aware of the news Last Horse had brought. When they saw Blue Duck making ready to leave, with four horses and a buffalo gun, they assumed he must be going to ambush somebody rich. Blue Duck made no effort to divide treasures when he killed or captured some traveler. He always kept everything for himself, and frequently bullied other members of the robber gang to give him some of their spoils. It was a source of annoyance. When Ermoke complained, which he only did when he was drunk, Blue Duck laughed at him. Two or three men immediately went over and searched the dead Comanche, Last Horse, but he had nothing on him except a knife and one of the pistols Blue Duck had given him earlier—it was the pistol he had used to shoot off his own toe.


  When Blue Duck was ready he simply rode away, without saying a word to anyone. As soon as he was out of sight, Ermoke and Monkey John caught their horses and followed him. They caught up with him about three miles from camp. Both men were a little nervous; when Blue Duck acted as if he didn’t want company it was well to be cautious. His killing moods were unpredictable. Neither of them had expected him to kill the Comanche who had ridden into camp—earlier he had been quite friendly with the man. Certainly the Comanche had not expected to be killed. He had ridden his horse to death to reach Blue Duck quickly. But now he was dead, and so was his horse. The women were butchering it as Ermoke and Monkey John rode away.


  Blue Duck didn’t say a word when the two men joined him on his ride to the west. He knew they had followed thinking he was about to kill some traveler with a lot of money. Though it was impertinent for the two to join him when he hadn’t asked for their company, he decided to let them come. They didn’t know he was only riding off to kill an old Comanche who owned nothing worth stealing. They would make a long ride for nothing, which would serve them right.


  Once they found Buffalo Hump, Blue Duck meant to inform the two killers that only he was to kill the old man—he did not want them to interfere. The mission he was on was one he had waited for since he left the tribe. Blue Duck had forgotten none of the insults Buffalo Hump had heaped on him: now he meant to have his revenge.


  Blue Duck was convinced, too, that he knew where his father would go to make his death. Long ago, when Blue Duck was a boy of seven or eight, before his father began to insult him, Buffalo Hump had taken him on a long ride to Black Mesa, west of the Beaver River, in country that was so dry Blue Duck thought they might die of thirst. But Buffalo Hump did not intend to die of thirst—he knew of an old lake near Black Mesa, a lake that was then dry. What Buffalo Hump knew was that there was a little seeping spring in the center of the dry lake, hidden under weeds. They had ridden two days without water before they came to the dry lake and found the little seeping spring; Blue Duck had never forgotten the taste of that cool water, and he never told anyone else about the existence of the spring. Buffalo Hump had told him that the People had lived near Black Mesa long before his own time, when they were just becoming a horse people. He had said it was a place of powerful spirits. Blue Duck had a clear memory of the journey and felt sure he could find the dry lake again, and the little spring. He wanted to hurry, though. Last Horse had said that Buffalo Hump had left with only one horse, and an old one at that. If the horse weakened, Buffalo Hump might die before he reached the mesa. Blue Duck rode hard all day, switching horses often so as not to wear out his mounts. Ermoke and Monkey John, foolishly, had not brought extra horses. They had assumed that Blue Duck must be after a victim fairly close to camp, which only showed Blue Duck how stupid they were. They had seen him ride out with four horses—did they think the other three were only to carry loot from his ambush?


  Blue Duck showed them no mercy, where speed was concerned. If they rode their horses to death he meant to leave them; if they starved before they could get back to camp it was what they deserved. By the afternoon of the third day Ermoke and Monkey John were far behind. Already they were on a part of the llano they didn’t know, and it was very dry. Both men knew Blue Duck would not wait for them, or show them any consideration at all.


  Monkey John began to regret that they had come—as usual, Ermoke had been hasty in his judgment. If their horses failed in such country they would probably die.


  “Who’s he going to rob, out here?” Monkey John asked, several times. “There don’t nobody live way out here.”


  Ermoke didn’t answer. He was watching the ground, determined not to lose Blue Duck’s track.


  “We ought to have brought more horses,” Monkey John said, a little later, when he began to feel the force of the desert. They were in a great ring of empty land; the horizons seemed a hundred miles away.


  Ermoke was thinking that if Blue Duck didn’t slow down he might have to kill Monkey John. That way he would have another horse.


  30.


  CALL HAD NO TROUBLE persuading Famous Shoes to help them find Blue Duck’s camp. Famous Shoes liked to be free to go anywhere at any time, across the plains, into the forests, down to Mexico, over the mountains. The Kickapoo people were widely scattered now—he had to be able to move freely in order to visit his own people. Recently, though, because of Blue Duck and his renegades, he had had to recognize that it was unwise to travel north of the Trinity River, unless he went very far to the west to do it. Famous Shoes did not want to get killed, and he knew that Blue Duck would kill him without hesitation if he found him alone. He well remembered that Blue Duck had once delivered him to Slow Tree, thinking he was delivering him to torture. Slow Tree had let him go, but Blue Duck would not let him go if he caught him now.


  So when Captain Call came to him and said that the rangers were going after Blue Duck, Famous Shoes immediately made ready to go with them.


  Four days later Captain Call, Captain McCrae, eight rangers, and several sheriffs were hidden in a clump of timber near the south bank of the Red River, waiting for Famous Shoes to find the renegades and let them know how many fighting men they would have to face.


  Famous Shoes easily found the renegades’ camp, but he soon saw that Blue Duck wasn’t there. He knew this news would displease Captain Call and Captain McCrae, and he was right.


  “Who is there, if he ain’t?” Augustus asked impatiently.


  “There are twelve men and some women—they are cooking a horse,” Famous Shoes said. “Ermoke is not there either. He is a man who rapes whenever he can.”


  “Where the hell is Blue Duck?” Gus asked. “I hate to waste time on the chiggers he left behind. The sheriffs can handle them.”


  “Gus, we’re here—we might as well help the sheriffs do this job,” Call said. “Maybe some of the men know where he went.”


  “Blue Duck has gone west and he is in a hurry,” Famous Shoes said. “He took four horses and two men.”


  “That’s it, let’s go get after him,” Augustus said.


  Call looked at the sheriffs, all local men. They did not look happy at the prospect of being left to fight a dozen renegades. All were poor men—probably they had just agreed to serve as sheriffs because they feared starvation if they tried to continue as farmers or merchants. Money was short and jobs scarce in Texas at the time.


  “No, let’s help the sheriffs round up these outlaws,” Call said. “The sheriffs would be outnumbered if we leave.”


  In the event, the renegades in Blue Duck’s camp didn’t fight at all. One man did raise his rifle when the rangers came charging into camp, but he was immediately shot dead. Then ten dirty, half-starved men threw up their hands—the twelfth man managed to wiggle out of the back of a tent into some reeds by the river. He escaped that day but was killed two days later in Shreveport, Louisiana, while trying to rob a hardware store.


  Once the renegades were disarmed Deets was given the job of tying them. Jake Spoon, before he left, taught Deets what he knew about knots. Call and Augustus were ready to hand the prisoners over to the sheriffs, but the sheriffs balked.


  One of the sheriffs, whose name was Kettler, pointed to a grove of oak trees not far from the river.


  “We can’t be putting the county to the expense of raising no jury,” he said. “It’s planting time. The men need to be in their fields. I ain’t asking them to take off just to try a bunch of bad ’uns like these men.


  “Your nigger there is good with knots,” he added. “We’d be obliged if you’d wait long enough for him to tie the hang knots.”


  Call looked at Augustus, who shrugged.


  “I expect they’re all horsethieves, at least,” Gus said, pointing to the sizable horse herd grazing nearby.


  “All right,” Call said. “If they’re with Blue Duck I’ve no doubt they need hanging.”


  None of the doomed men said even a word in their own defense, and none of the slatternly women followed the little procession to the oak grove. The women seemed numbed by the morning’s events—they sat in dejection near one of the smoldering oak grove campfires.


  “I hope you’ll at least take these women with you, Sheriff Kettler,” Call said. “I imagine some of them were captives. They’ll starve if you leave them.”


  “We won’t leave them,” the sheriff promised.


  When they got to the oak grove they discovered that there was no one tree with a limb strong enough or low enough to hang all the men from. Deets, who rarely betrayed any sign of nerves no matter how dangerous the conflict, looked uncertain as he searched among the oak trees for a suitable hanging tree. He had never tied a hang knot and was conscious that the eyes of the several hard sheriffs were upon him. He was being asked to hang white men, ten at that. He knew he had to do it, though; besides worrying that he might not get the knots right—the lariat ropes he had to work with were of uneven strength and texture—he had already begun to worry about the fact that he would soon be setting ten ghosts loose, ghosts that might pursue him and work spells against him. None of the ten condemned men had made any effort to plead for their lives. They stood silently among the sheriffs and rangers, looking like whipped dogs.


  “Here’s one good stout limb,” Augustus said. “It ought to hold four of them, at least.”


  “I’d make that three,” Sheriff Kettler said, looking at the limb in question with a practiced eye. “If you hang men too close together they’re apt to bump into one another while they’re swinging.”


  “What would it matter, if they’re swinging?” Augustus said.


  Call found the proceedings an irritant. Time was being wasted. If only the outlaws had put up a fight they could have shot several of them and not had to proceed with such a lengthy hanging. Finally three limbs were selected. The men were put on borrowed horses; Deets carefully tied the hang knots just as he had seen Jake do. Two limbs held three men each and another limb held four. The sheriffs grouped the men carelessly, so that the tallest man ended up hanging from the lowest and weakest limb. His toes, when he bounced on the rope, were less than an inch from the ground.


  Deets, despite his conviction that a passel of spells would soon be unleashed against him, did a careful job. None of the knots failed. The heavier men died instantly, while the lighter fellows kicked and swayed for several minutes. Only the tall man occasioned much of a wait. At the end of ten minutes he was still alive. Call, impatient, wanted to shoot him, but knew that would be improper procedure. Finally the man ceased to kick, but, by the time they were ready to ride off, the limb had sagged so much that the tall man’s toes rested on the ground.


  “I thank you for obliging me,” Sheriff Kettler said to Call and Augustus. “This has saved the county a passel of expense.”


  “Don’t forget the women,” Call said, as they rode away.


  Famous Shoes, too, was impatient—he did not understand the Texans’ preference for hanging. If they didn’t want to torture the men, why not just shoot them? It would have been much quicker.


  As they rode away Call observed that Augustus seemed unusually melancholy.


  “What’s wrong with you?” he asked.


  “It’s gloomy work, hanging men in the morning,” Augustus said. “Here the sun’s up and it’s a nice day, but they won’t get to live it.”


  “Besides,” he added a little later, “I get to thinking that, but for luck, it could have been me hanging there.”


  Call was startled by the remark.


  “You—why would it have been you?” he asked. “Ornery as you are, I don’t think you deserve a hanging.”


  “No, but for luck I might have,” Augustus said, turning in his saddle to take one last look at the grove where the ten bodies hung.


  31.


  AT NIGHT FAMOUS SHOES ranged far ahead of the rangers, who could not push their mounts any harder without putting them at risk. It was the night of the full moon—the prairies were almost as light as day. The tracks of the men they were chasing had not changed direction all day. Blue Duck and the two men with him were heading northwest, into the deepest part of the llano, a course that puzzled Famous Shoes. They would soon be on the long plain of New Mexico, where there was no water. Even the Antelope Comanche had to be careful when they traveled there; he had heard that sometimes the Antelopes had to cut open a horse in order to drink the liquids in the horse’s stomach. That they could do such things was the reason they had not yet been conquered by the whites. So far the bluecoat soldiers lacked the skills that would enable them to attack the Antelopes.


  But Blue Duck was not of the Antelope band. He raided in country where there was plenty of water. He would be foolish to think he could continue across the llano and not get in trouble. Besides, there was no one in that country at all—no one, at least, to rob or kill. Of course, there was Quanah and his band, but they were poor, and, anyway, if Blue Duck came near them, they would promptly kill him and his companions.


  And yet, the tracks didn’t turn. They pointed straight into the longest distance of the llano. Famous Shoes thought that perhaps Blue Duck meant to go to Colorado, to the settlements, where no doubt there were plenty of people to rob. But if he meant to go to Colorado he could have gone along the Arkansas River, where there was plenty of water.


  Late in the night Famous Shoes went back to the rangers. Although the tracks of Blue Duck and his men were plain, he had learned that it was not wise to assume that the Texans would see what to him was plain. The Texans—even experienced men such as Captain Call and Captain McCrae—had curious eyes. He could never be confident that he knew what they would see, when following a trail. Often they took incorrect routes which had to be corrected with much loss of time.


  In such dry country Famous Shoes did not want to risk having the rangers go astray. When he came, the rangers were just finishing their brief breakfast. Famous Shoes saw to his surprise that Pea Eye Parker had his trousers off—one of his legs was an angry red. Deets was studying the leg carefully, a big needle in his hand.


  “Bad luck,” Call said, when Famous Shoes approached. “He knelt on a cactus when he went to hobble his horse. Now his leg’s as bad as if he had been snakebit.”


  When Famous Shoes was shown the cactus in question, he agreed with the captain’s assessment. The thorns of the little green cactus were as poisonous as the bite of a rattlesnake.


  “The thorn’s under the kneecap,” Augustus said.


  “Get it out,” Famous Shoes said. “If you get it out he will soon be well, but if you leave it in his leg he will never walk far again.”


  “Go to it, Deets—otherwise Pea will have to retire,” Gus said.


  When Deets finally succeeded in coaxing the tiny tip of the cactus thorn out of Pea Eye’s leg, he and all the other men were surprised that such a tiny thorn could produce such a bad inflammation. But Famous Shoes was right. In ten minutes Pea Eye declared himself fit for travel.


  Famous Shoes took a little coffee and made a thorough inspection of the rangers’ horses. What he found did not please him. Only five or six of the horses looked strong enough to go where Blue Duck was going.


  “If you know where he’s going, I wish you’d tell us,” Call said, although he knew it was probably unwise to put a direct question to the tracker. Famous Shoes had never ceased to madden and frustrate him. Sometimes he would speak as plainly as a white man, but, at other times, no amount of questioning would produce any but the most elliptical replies.


  “I don’t know where he is going unless it is to Black Mesa,” Famous Shoes said. “I don’t know why he would want to go there. It is where the Comanches used to go to pray, but I don’t know if that is why he is going.”


  “Doubtful. He don’t strike me as being a man of prayer,” Augustus said. “I never heard of Black Mesa. How far away is it?”


  “It is a mesa where the rocks are black,” Famous Shoes said. “I have never been there—there is no water in that country. His men have only one horse apiece. They will die if they try to follow him.”


  He looked around at the rangers, hoping that Captain Call or Captain McCrae would understand what he meant, which was that they should send most of the men home. He thought either of the captains would be a match for Blue Duck: he saw no reason why they should take eight rangers into the driest part of the llano and try to keep them alive.


  Call and Augustus immediately took his point, which was that they too had more men than they could hope to keep alive.


  “There’s only three outlaws,” Call said to Augustus. “I’d say that Pea and Deets are all we need. We better send the rest of these men home while they can find their way.”


  “If they can find their way,” Augustus said. “We’re way out here in the big empty. They might just ride around in circles until they fall over and drop.”


  Call knew there was a chance that Gus was right. Few men were truly competent at navigating the deceptive, featureless plains. Even experienced plainsmen sometimes lost confidence in their judgments, or even in their compasses. Some familiar-looking ridge or rise in the ground would tease their memories and tempt them to rethink their course, often with serious or even fatal consequences.


  Augustus looked around. It was a beautiful spring day; the sweep of the long horizons was appealing, and yet, except for the arch of the sun, there was nothing in sight that would suggest direction. Some of the men had already become nervous, at the thought of being left with no guide.


  “These men hired on to ranger, Woodrow, let ’em ranger on back home,” Gus said. A few minutes later, six nervous, apprehensive men, under the nominal leadership of Stove Jones, were trotting away to the southeast, toward the distant rivers and the even more distant settlements. Call, Augustus, Pea Eye, and Deets kept one pack mule. More important, they kept Famous Shoes.


  While the men who were being sent home were saddling up and dividing the few supplies, Famous Shoes walked a few hundred yards to the north, to smell the wind. It disturbed him that he could not sense where Blue Duck was going, or what he might do. Why the man would simply plunge into the llano, far from any route where travelers went, puzzled him—and it was while he was walking around in puzzlement that the owl flew out of the ground. A great white owl, with wings as wide as a man’s arm spread, suddenly rose right at his feet, in his face. The owl flew from a hole in the ground, near a ridge with a few rocks on it. That the owl flew so near his face frightened Famous Shoes badly—so badly that he stumbled as he tried to run back to camp. His heart began to pound; he had never been so frightened, not even when a brown bear tried to catch him on the Brazos once. The owl that flew in his face went up high and glided over the rangers—it was snow white.


  Of course Famous Shoes knew that little brown owls sometimes went into prairie dog holes to catch snakes, or to eat the young prairie dogs—but this was not such an owl. This owl had been snow white, though it was not winter and there was no reason for a white owl to be rising out of a hole on a ridge. Captain Call and Captain McCrae looked up at it, and then it flew so far that Famous Shoes lost it in the white sunlight.


  Of course the owl meant death—thus it had always been. But it was not an ordinary owl, so the death it presaged would not be that of an ordinary man. Though Famous Shoes had been very frightened when the owl flew at him, he soon decided that the owl did not want his death. He was only an ordinary man who liked to lie with his wives when he was home and who liked to travel the country when he had got enough, for a time, of lying with his wives. He was a good tracker, too, but not good enough that his death would need to be announced by the appearance of a great white owl.


  It was another death, the death of a great man, that the white owl must have come to announce. Famous Shoes thought that one of the captains, who were great men of the Texans, might be about to die. It could mean that Blue Duck’s apparent foolishness in journeying into the llano was in fact just a ruse. Maybe somewhere ahead he was plotting an ambush. Maybe he was hiding in a hole somewhere, as the owl had been, waiting to shoot one of the captains.


  “Did you see the owl?” Famous Shoes asked, when he reached the captains.


  “We seen it, it was right pretty,” Captain McCrae said cheerfully. “You don’t see too many of them big snow owls low down this way now.”


  Augustus was happy that the troop had been pared down to the men who were necessary, even though it meant that he would have fewer victims in the event of an evening card game.


  Famous Shoes realized then, when he heard Captain McCrae’s casual and cheerful tone, that it was as he had always believed, which was that it was no use talking to white men about serious things. The owl of death, the most imposing and important bird he had ever seen, had flown right over the two captains’ heads, and they merely thought it was a pretty bird. If he tried to persuade them that the bird had come out of the earth, where the death spirits lived, they would just think he was talking nonsense.


  Captain Call was no more bothered by the owl than Captain McCrae, a fact which made Famous Shoes decide not to speak. He turned and led them west again, but this time he proceeded very carefully, expecting that Blue Duck might be laying his ambush somewhere not far ahead, in a hole that one would not notice until it was too late.


  32.


  AS HER STRENGTH began its final ebbing, the thing that tormented Maggie most was the fear in her son’s eyes. Newt knew she was dying—everybody knew it. He struggled mightily to relieve her of the household chores. He was an able boy, too: he could cook a little, and clean—if there was a chore to be done that was within his capacity, Maggie seldom had to ask him to do it. He just did it, and did it competently; in that way and many others he reminded her of his father.


  Yet it was in thinking of Newt that Maggie found her best peace. She thought she had done a fair job with him. If the rangers or the Stewarts would just take him for a year or two he would be old enough to earn his keep. Maggie hoped it would be the rangers.


  “A boy ought to be with his father,” she told her friend Pearl Coleman one afternoon. Maggie had managed to get down the steps, meaning to rake a little in her garden, but just getting down the steps exhausted her strength; she was able to do little more than sit amid her bean plants. Newt was particularly fond of green beans and snap peas.


  Though Pearl Coleman had suitors aplenty, she had never remarried. Her suitors were mainly men new to the area; most of them didn’t know about her rape by the Comanches, didn’t know why Long Bill had hung himself. Though Pearl was lonely, she was afraid to remarry. Once the old news came to light her new husband might turn her out, or else do as Long Bill had done.


  Because she was lonely and knew that she was never likely to have a child of her own, Pearl offered to take young Newt when Maggie passed.


  “He ought to be with his father even if his father won’t claim him,” Maggie went on.


  Pearl had little patience with Woodrow Call, but she didn’t want to tire her friend with argument. There would not be many more chances for Maggie Tilton to sit in her garden in the spring sunlight; best not to spoil it.


  “Mag, it don’t have to be one way or the other,” Pearl said. “Newt can stay with me when the menfolks are gone, and bunk with the boys when they’re home.”


  “Well, if you wouldn’t mind,” Maggie said. It was just a short walk from Pearl’s house to the ranger barracks, such as they were. Pearl was such a good cook; it would be a shame for Newt to miss out on her tasty meals.


  “I think the Stewarts will be wanting him to work in the store a little, when there’s unpacking to do,” Maggie said.


  Pearl did not particularly like the Stewarts—in her view they were too quick to insist on payment of her bills—but she did not demur. If Newt could earn a quarter now and then, so much the better.


  “Everybody in this town likes your boy,” Pearl assured her. “He’ll be well cared for—you can rest your mind about that.”


  Maggie knew Pearl was right. There were many kindly folks in Austin who took an interest in Newt—people she had met at church, or served in the store. Hard as times had been, since the war, and poor as most people were, she didn’t doubt that people would see that her child was fed and clothed. Knowing that, though, didn’t put her mind at rest—how could a mother not worry about her child? She would have liked to have one more good talk with Augustus, about Newt’s future; she would have liked, even, to sit at her window and watch Newt practice roping with Deets and Pea Eye—it reassured her to see him with the men who would be his companions once she was gone; it was unfortunate that they had had to leave on patrol just as she felt herself slipping into a deeper weakness.


  Newt, in the lots with his rope, would look up every few minutes, to see if he could catch a glimpse of his mother’s pale face in her window. He knew his mother was dying; he spent hour after hour with his rope, throwing loops at chickens, or the milk-pen calf, or stumps, or posts, to distract himself a little from this frightening knowledge. He was so proficient with the lariat now that the milk-pen calf and even some of the chickens had taken to stopping submissively when he approached with the rope in his hands.


  Sometimes, restless in his apprehension, Newt would walk out of town to the little graveyard. He had been to several funerals now, mostly funerals of people his mother knew from church—and he knew that soon there would have to be a funeral for his mother too. At the graveyard he would sometimes talk to his mother, aimless talk about the rangers, about some superstition Deets had told him, or some belief—such as Deets’s belief that Indians lived on the moon, having jumped their horses there at some time long ago when the moon had been only a few feet from the earth. Sometimes Newt would sit and watch the moon rise with Deets, hoping for a glimpse of the Indians; but he could never see them.


  Mainly, though, Newt talked at the graveyard so he could get in practice to talk to his mother once she was dead. There were seldom many live people in the graveyard, but there were often one or two, usually an old man or old woman, or a bereaved young husband or wife whose spouse had died unexpectedly. Many times he had heard the old ones muttering over the graves of their loved ones—it seemed to him that talking to the dead must be an accepted practice. Probably the dead continued to want to know about the goings-on of the living; that seemed natural to Newt.


  Of course, once his mother died, everything would change. He was hoping that Captain Woodrow and Captain Augustus would allow him to live with the rangers then. Even before his mother got sick he had begun to want to live with the rangers. But even if he had to live with Mrs. Coleman or Mrs. Stewart until he could become a full-fledged ranger himself, it was to be expected that his mother would still want to know what he was doing, how his lessons were going, what had happened at the general store, whether Mrs. Coleman had decided to marry any of the men who wanted to marry her, whether Mrs. Stewart was still hitting Mr. Stewart with the barrel stave when he came in drunk and tardy. Of course, too, she might want to know about Captain Woodrow, or whether there was any news of Jake Spoon, or if Captain Augustus had done anything unusual while drunk. Newt meant to keep a close watch on everything that happened in the community, so that he could come to the graveyard every day or two and give his mother a full report.


  When the day was bright, and he was busy with his chores or his lessons, Newt would manage to put out of his mind for a few hours the fact that his mother was dying. He never mentioned his mother’s sickness to anyone, not even to Ikey Ripple, who was so old now that he was practically a dead person himself. Ikey and Newt were good friends, though Ikey was so blind now that he had to feel Newt with his hands to make sure he was there. Ikey told Newt terrifying stories about the days when wild Comanche Indians came into town and ripped people’s hair right off their heads. Newt would stop practicing with his rope while Ikey told him stories of the old days, when people often got shot full of arrows, or had their stomachs cut open.


  Sometimes, while he talked, Ikey would whittle a stick with his little thin-bladed pocketknife. Although he never looked at the sticks as he whittled them, he never cut himself with the sharp little knife, either. Ikey whittled and whittled, shaving the stick away until it was only a small white sliver of wood, small enough to be used as a toothpick, although, since Ikey only had three or four teeth and didn’t really need a toothpick, he would often give the smooth little slivers of wood to Newt, who saved them as treasures.


  Scary as Ikey’s stories were, nothing frightened Newt as much as laying on his pallet at night listening to his mother’s labored breathing. He wished his ma could just sleep peacefully and easily, as she had when he had been younger; he didn’t want her to have to draw such hard breaths. Often he would be awake for hours, looking out the window, waiting for his mother’s breathing to get easier. He knew, though, that her breathing was growing harder, not easier; when it stopped she wouldn’t be well, she would be dead, and would have to be taken to the graveyard and put in the ground.


  Then he would have to begin talking to her in a new way: the way the living talked to the dead.


  In his fright, in the darkness, Newt would begin to wish more than anything that Captain Woodrow and Captain Augustus would hurry and get back to Austin before his mother died. Every day Newt asked Ikey if he knew when they would be back, and every day Ikey said no, he hadn’t heard, they would just be back when they got back.


  Of course Captain Woodrow didn’t come to see his mother anymore, as he had in earlier years. Though Newt saw him often, in the lots, Captain Woodrow rarely had much to say to him and seldom gave him pennies for sassafras candy now. Still, Newt wanted badly for him to come back. He felt the whole business of his mother’s dying would be better taken care of if Captain Woodrow were there, and Captain Gus. They would see that Deets put the grave in a nice spot and see that there was plenty of singing; then, once the funeral was over, maybe they would let him move into the bunkhouse and live until he was big enough to carry a pistol and be a ranger himself.


  That was Newt’s hope, but he didn’t tell it to his mother because she didn’t much approve of guns. He didn’t intend to mention it while his mother lived; it might make her mad, and when she was mad she coughed up blood, a thing that upset Graciela so that she would start crying and fanning herself and calling out the names of saints, as if it were she, and not his mother, who was dying. Mainly, Newt talked about his dream of having a pistol to Deets and Pea Eye, who saw no reason why he shouldn’t have a pistol, and even, now and then, let him hold their own pistols. Sometimes, if they turned their heads, he would even point the pistol at the milk-pen calf, though of course he didn’t shoot.


  33.


  LONG BEFORE Buffalo Hump came to the dry lake where the first people had lain in wait to catch the wild horses that came to refresh themselves at the little seeping spring, he wished he had used better judgment in picking a horse for his own last journey. The problem was that the old horse he had chosen had worn away all his teeth; in the canyon there was tall grass that he could masticate, but on the dry llano, in the vicinity of the Lake of Horses, there was no tall grass. The old horse was reduced to dirtying its nose as it tried to get at the sparse, short grass with its yellow nubs of teeth. Though the horse had frisked along briskly for some twenty miles, its strength soon gave out and it became what it was: an old horse slowly dying for lack of teeth. That was the way of old horses, just as shaky hands and wavery eyesight was the way of old men. Buffalo Hump knew he had made a poor choice. He wanted to reach Black Mesa, to sing his way into death among the black rocks that were the oldest rocks. Some believed that only in the black rocks were the spirits that welcomed one into death.


  But, because the old horse had slowed to a walk, Buffalo Hump was still a long way even from the Lake of Horses. He knew, though, that if the little spring was still seeping, the old horse might refresh itself and make it on to Black Mesa.


  The old horse was so weak now that he was only stumbling. For a time Buffalo Hump dismounted and led him, a thing he had not had to do in his long life as a horseman. Always, when a horse of his came up lame, he had simply left it, switching to another horse or going on foot if he had no other horse. He had owned many horses in his life and had never let a failing horse slow him down.


  But the fact was he had chosen the old black horse to be the horse that would carry him to the place of his death. For him, Buffalo Hump, there would be no more horses; he had to do what he could to get the old horse to take him where he needed to go. It would not do to abandon him, which would leave him afoot in the spirit world; he did not want such a thing to happen. If it did he would be disgraced; all his victories and conquests would be as naught. Where the black horse died, he would die; and he wanted it, if possible, to be where the black rocks were.


  For most of a day and all of one night he nursed the old horse along, leading him carefully over the sparse grass, letting him stop to rest when he needed to, watching him nuzzle the sparse brown grass with his stubs of teeth to get a few bites of nourishment. Always, on the llano, Buffalo Hump’s eyes had sought the horizon, the distant line drawn by earth and sky. But now, when he looked toward a horizon, there was no line, but a wavering, in which sunlight, sky, and earth were all mixed and indistinct. Once he would have known exactly how far he was from the Lake of Horses and, again, how far from Black Mesa—but he was no longer sure of the distances to either place.


  What Buffalo Hump knew was that he must not leave the black horse; their fates were now linked. When the horse stumbled and wanted to stop, Buffalo Hump let him rest. As the horse rested he began to sing again the high songs of the war trail. For a time the old horse did nothing. Then he lifted his head and pricked up his ears, as if hearing again his own hoofbeats from the time of warring.


  Buffalo Hump was not singing to the horse—he was singing the memories of his own life—but the horse, once he was rested a little, was able to go a few more miles, though at a slow walk. As the heat of the day grew, though, the horse weakened again, and stopped, though they were not yet to the Lake of Horses.


  Now Buffalo Hump began to beat the old horse with his lance. He beat it with all his strength. He twisted the horse’s tail and pounded it on the sides with his lance. He was determined, once more, to make a horse go where he wanted it to go, and he succeeded. The black horse, which had been about to sink down and die, quivered while he was being beaten; then he revived and walked on another few miles until Buffalo Hump saw the cracked earth of the dry lake not far ahead. Soon the horse smelled the water from the little spring and became excited. He ran toward the water in a wobbly canter—when Buffalo Hump caught up with him he had pushed aside the thick weeds that hid the spring and was sucking the cold water. The spring was so small that it left only a little film of water around the stems of the weeds.


  Nonetheless, it was water—pure water—and it saved both Buffalo Hump and the old black horse. They drank and then drank again. The horse was even able to nibble on the tops of the thick weeds around the spring, nourishment enough to enable him to continue the walk to the north when the cool of the evening came.


  Though the horse could eat the tops of the weeds, Buffalo Hump couldn’t, and he was out of food. He had his short bow and some snares, but the only animals he saw were some prairie dogs. He could not see well enough to hit one of the prairie dogs with an arrow and did not have the time or the patience to lay an effective snare. He wanted to hurry on to where the black rocks were. In the night, after they left the spring, it was he, rather than the black horse, that faltered. By the middle of the next day he was as unsteady on his feet as a baby just learning to balance himself and stand upright. Buffalo Hump became so weak and unsteady that he mounted the black horse again and made it carry him a few more miles. By the evening, to his joy, he began to see a black rock here and there on the ground, although, strain his eyes as he might, he could see no sign of the mesa land he sought. He began to feel uncertain about the mesa. Perhaps it was only the black rocks that he remembered; perhaps he had imagined the mesa, or dreamed it, or confused it with a mesa in another place. He wasn’t sure; but at least he had found the black rocks, the rocks which were said to welcome the dead.


  Then, in the heat of the day, the horse fell. It didn’t wobble; it simply fell, throwing Buffalo Hump to the ground. Slowly he got up, meaning to beat the horse again and urge him to get up and go on a few more miles, but before he could even find his lance and raise it, the black horse heaved a sigh and died.


  For a few minutes Buffalo Hump was upset with himself for having ridden along carelessly, singing battle songs, as if he were a young warrior again, on a spirited warhorse, when in fact he was an old man on a horse that was walking its last steps. If he had dismounted and led the horse again they might have made it a few more miles into the country of the black rocks.


  But now it was too late: the horse was dead, and the place where he stood was the place he would die. At least, though, he had reached the place of the black rocks. Buffalo Hump would have preferred to be high on the mesa, looking over the plains where he had spent his life; but that was a thing he had not been granted; he would have to make the best death he could on the spot where his horse had fallen.


  Buffalo Hump went to his horse and, with his knife, neatly and quickly took out its eyes and buried them in a small hole. The eyes a horse needed in life were not the eyes it would need when it trod the plains of death. Then he began to gather up as many of the black rocks as he could. He meant to make a ring of rocks in which to sit until he died. He could not find the mesa, which might only be a dream mesa anyway. As he worked, gathering the rocks, he began to remember bits and pieces of his life, scraps of things that had been said to him by various people. Once his memory had been good, but now it was as leaky as a water sack that had been pierced by a thorn. He could not remember very much—just bits and pieces of things said long ago. While memories flowed in and out of his mind, like a river eddying, he worked at gathering the rocks.


  As Buffalo Hump was about to finish the ring of black rocks that he meant to sit in until he left his body and became a spirit, he remembered another thing his old grandmother had told him long ago, when he was a boy, too young to ride the war trail. It had been dry in the fall and winter; there were many sandstorms. The sandstorms put his grandmother in a bad mood; she did not like it when the air was dusty. One day when the dogs were turning their tails to the wind that whipped through the camp his grandmother had begun to wail and utter lamentations. Because of her bad mood she began to sing dark prophecies, in which she foresaw the end of the Comanche people. She predicted wars and pestilence; the People would lose their place. The plains would be covered with white people, as numerous as ants; the People would die of their plagues. Then the buffalo would go away and the time of the Comanche would end.


  As Buffalo Hump arranged the rocks in a large circle—large because he wanted to show that he was one with the plains, with the great ring of the sky—he realized that his grandmother had prophesied truly. At the time he had thought she was just a bad-tempered old woman who ought to keep her wailing to herself. Now, though, he realized that he had been unjust. The whites had swarmed like ants up the rivers, spreading their pestilence, just as his grandmother had predicted. And, as she had predicted, the buffalo had gone.


  Evening came. Buffalo Hump seated himself on a fine buffalo robe he had brought with him; he put his bow and his lance and the fine bone shield he had carefully made from the skull of the great buffalo he had killed near to hand. It was a clear day with little wind—the sun sank clearly in the west, free of the yellow haze which blowing sand sometimes produced. Buffalo Hump kept his face turned toward the red light of sunset until the light died and the horizon grew purple. He was sorry to see the sun go. He wanted to keep the sunlight that had bathed him his whole life, but the sun went and the plain darkened; no man could slow the sun.


  In the night Buffalo Hump, though weak from lack of food, began to sing a little, though his voice was cracked. Again, he was remembering scraps of things. The wind came up. He was glad he had a good blanket to put over his shoulders. A little dust began to blow, reminding him of his grandmother and her lamentations, her wailings, her prophecies of the end of the Comanche time.


  It was then that he remembered his grandmother’s prophecy about his own end, a thing he had not thought of in years. She had said that he would only die when his great hump was pierced, and had suggested in her prophecy that this would happen when a dark woman came, riding a white mule and holding aloft a sword. At the time his grandmother made the prophecy Buffalo Hump thought she was just a crazy old woman. Half the old men and old women of the tribe spent their time making strange prophecies. No one paid their mutterings much mind.


  But then, a few years later, on a plain west of the Rio Pecos, he had seen a dark woman on a white mule, holding aloft a great sword. Buffalo Hump might have tried to kill her, then and there, except that, with her, there had been a naked white woman with a rotting body, singing a high war song and carrying a great snake: a witch, undoubtedly, and a powerful one. All his men had run away at the sight of the naked witch whose body was rotting; even Kicking Wolf had run away. Buffalo Hump had not run, but he did remember his grandmother’s prophecy about his hump being pierced. The sight of the witch was so horrible that Buffalo Hump retreated, but he retreated slowly, backing his horse step by step, so that his hump would not be exposed to the dark woman with the sword.


  All that had happened so many years before that Buffalo Hump had almost forgotten it. The dark woman with the sword was the servant of a powerful witch—it puzzled him that the witch had made no effort to pierce his hump and kill him.


  But then the years began to pass. He fought the Texans and the Mexicans, he stole many captives, he made his first great raid to the sea and then his second; the buffalo were still on the plains and there were hunts to pursue. Buffalo Hump had much to do, trying to drive the white people back so the plains would be free of their smell. The sickness came; it became difficult to find enough good warriors to make war. As the years passed, the memory of the dark woman and the rotting witch faded; his grandmother died and her prophecies were lost, with the many prophecies of the old women of the tribe. He had even forgotten the prophecy about his hump being pierced, but now he remembered it. He remembered how careful he had been not to turn his back on Slow Tree, for fear that Slow Tree would stick him with a lance behind and succeed in killing him.


  Though his grandmother had been right about the wars and pestilences, about the whites, and about the departure of the buffalo, it seemed now that she had just been talking nonsense about the dark woman on the white mule. He was dying all right, in a circle of black rocks near the Lake of Horses, but his hump was as it had always been, a thing woven into his muscles, a hunk of gristle that had always been there to slow him when he drew a bow or mounted a horse. He had lived with it and now he would die with it; neither the rotting witch nor Slow Tree would come to pierce it.


  Between the setting of the sun and the rising of the moon Buffalo Hump dozed. When he woke he saw a form walking near the ring of black rocks, a white bird which rose when he moved.


  The bird was the owl of his dreams, the white owl of death. In flight the owl passed between him and the thin moon and flew away. Though it had annoyed him to see the owl walking around near his circle of rocks, once the owl was gone he relaxed and began to sing his memory songs again. The owl had merely come to tell him to get ready to let his spirit slip away from his body, as the little moths slipped away from caterpillars. Buffalo Hump was ready. He was hungry and would not wait too long to slip away.


  34.


  “FAMOUS SHOES don’t like these snow owls—that’s four we’ve seen now,” Augustus said. “He thinks it means the world’s coming to an end.”


  “They’re just birds,” Call said, impatiently. They were in the driest country he had been in since he had been marched as a prisoner across the Jornada del Muerto many years before, a trip that Augustus also had made and survived. This time they were in pursuit of a dangerous man, and had their horses to think of. Finding water for them and their horses was what Famous Shoes ought to be thinking about—water, not the fact that a few snow owls from the north had decided to linger in Texas.


  “He ought to be worried about this dry country,” Call said. “Not those birds.”


  Augustus, as usual, found himself having to explain the obvious to Woodrow Call, the obvious being that a white owl meant one thing to a white man and another thing to a Kickapoo tracker.


  “He might be right, though, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “Maybe the owls mean there ain’t no water out here anywhere. If we die of thirst, then the world will have come to an end, don’t you see?”


  He knew Woodrow Call was a single-minded man who couldn’t think about but one problem at a time; but a glance at Pea Eye and Deets, not to mention the agitated Famous Shoes, convinced him that something had to be done to improve company morale, else they would die of worrying before they died of thirst.


  Famous Shoes was indeed very upset about the white owls, because they should not be where they were. The white owls were there to bring death. Famous Shoes knew that, and did not care what the whites thought about it. He was very thirsty; so were the other men and so were the horses. That morning, though, he had seen a plover flying north, which meant that there was water somewhere near. Plovers were not birds that flew far. Also, Blue Duck and his two men were still ahead of them, their tracks as plain as rocks. For Famous Shoes, the important thing was that Blue Duck was ahead of them. Where Blue Duck could go, he could go.


  Twice Famous Shoes had thought he saw Blue Duck, far ahead, but Captain McCrae, who still had his keen eyesight, insisted that he was wrong—it was only an antelope they saw.


  Call and Augustus too could plainly see the tracks bearing to the northwest. The tracks didn’t deviate, either, as they would have if Blue Duck and his two companions had been casting about for water. Blue Duck either knew where he was going, or thought he did—he was gambling his life and the lives of the two men with him that water would be where he thought it was.


  “Wherever he’s going, he’s been there before,” Call said, when they stopped for the night.


  “Yes, he has been there before, and so has the other one,” Famous Shoes said.


  “Other one—I thought you said there were two men riding with Blue Duck,” Call said. Augustus protested, confused by the statement.


  “There are two men riding with Blue Duck, but there is another one, an old one,” Famous Shoes said. “He is the one they are looking for.”


  “Oh Lord, that’s four against us now,” Pea Eye said. Although they were five themselves, he feared the Comanche tendency to multiply unexpectedly. If there were four against them today, there might be twenty tomorrow.


  “The old one is too old to be dangerous,” Famous Shoes said. “He is riding a horse whose feet are split and whose teeth are gone. I think Blue Duck will catch him tomorrow.”


  “I wish you’d told us about this other one sooner,” Call said—like Gus he was confused by the news.


  Famous Shoes knew that Captain Call was as smart as any ranger, yet at times he could be stupid as a possum. The tracks of the old man and the old horse were plain to see, right by the other tracks. All of the rangers had missed what was there to see.


  “Why would an old man on a poor mount be in a place like this?” Augustus asked. “That’s question number one, and question number two is, why would Blue Duck be following him? I doubt he’s rich enough to rob.”


  Famous Shoes had been too preoccupied with the question of the white owls to give much thought to the questions Captain McCrae raised. The white owls had distracted him so much that he had almost forgotten about Blue Duck. But, once he stopped thinking about the owls, it was not hard to know the answers to Captain McCrae’s questions.


  “The old one is looking for a good place to die,” Famous Shoes said.


  “Lord, if that’s all he wants, he can stop looking,” Augustus said. “He’s found his place to die.”


  “Blue Duck is following him because he wants to kill him,” Famous Shoes said. “He doesn’t want to let him die of thirst. He wants to kill him. The old man is Buffalo Hump. He twists his foot when he steps, because of the hump. I should have remembered this, but I was thinking about the owls.”


  The name gave all the rangers a start. No one had mentioned Buffalo Hump to them in several years—not since the beginning of the war.


  “Buffalo Hump? We thought he was dead,” Call replied, startled.


  “Blue Duck is his son, I recall,” Augustus said. “He ran to his father’s camp that day he killed Jimmy Watson.”


  “It was cold that day,” Pea Eye said. He didn’t remember the Indians very well, but he did remember the cold. He had supposed he would freeze that night, for want of an adequate coat.


  The whites began to speculate about why Blue Duck would want to kill Buffalo Hump, but Famous Shoes didn’t listen. The young man wanted to kill the old man for all the reasons that normally drove men to kill one another. In the clear night he had just heard the song of the plover, which meant that water was near.


  All night Famous Shoes sat listening. He heard the plover cry several more times, and rejoiced. Men lied often, but the plover only lied when it had eggs to protect; if the plover’s nest was near, then water, too, was near. In the morning they could drink.


  35.


  BLUE DUCK let Ermoke and Monkey John ride his spare horses because of the two Comanches who watched them for a day. Ermoke was the first to see them; it was shortly before his horse gave out. He pulled his rifle and pointed to the west, but Blue Duck, at first, could see nothing that he could clearly identify. Monkey John, so shortsighted that he would sometimes climb on someone else’s horse thinking it was his own, could see nothing, but he pulled his rifle just in case.


  “What you see is a yucca, or two yuccas,” Blue Duck told Ermoke. He was anxious to press on and catch up with Buffalo Hump, whose track was the track of a weak old man—a man who would die within a day or two. Blue Duck did not want his father to die before they found him. He was prepared to ignore everything else in order to catch his father before he died.


  It was not until they had limped into the Lake of Horses and were drinking at the little spring that Blue Duck finally saw the two Comanches. He decided that thirst had weakened his vision; sitting well to the west, in plain view, were two Comanche warriors. They were not approaching; they were merely watching, but it made Blue Duck more anxious than ever to hurry on with the chase. Then Monkey John’s horse lay down and could not rise, no matter how hard they beat him. Blue Duck knew that the Comanches must belong to the Antelope band—Quanah’s band. No other Indians would dare venture that far into the llano. They must know of the little spring—perhaps they were its guardians. If they were there, the rest of the band must not be far.


  Blue Duck knew that the Antelope would not consider him a Comanche. If they decided to kill him they would come with enough warriors to kill him, which is why he decided he had better keep Ermoke and Monkey John with him, even if it meant letting them use his spare horses. Both men were reliable shots and three rifles were better than one if it came to a fight with the Antelopes.


  They rested for part of a day by the spring in the Lake of Horses; the two Comanches did not approach, but neither did they leave. Blue Duck knew his father could only be a few miles ahead. In an hour or two they could catch him and dispatch him. He wanted the horses to rest and eat. They could fill up on the weeds that grew around the little spring. He did not want to fight the Antelopes unless he had to—it was a fight he would be unlikely to win. He stayed near the spring through the night, until an hour before dawn. He meant to leave before it was light, find his father, kill him, and go north as fast as he could, to strike the Rio Carrizo or the Cimarron. If he moved quickly enough he would soon be back in the tall grass along the Cimarron; he didn’t think the Antelopes would follow him there. If necessary he would kill Ermoke and Monkey John and take the horses they rode—better to ride all the horses to death and hope to ambush a traveler on one of the westward trails than to get into a fight with the Antelopes.


  In the morning, when it was light enough to scan the whole plain, Ermoke, who was very nervous, made another discovery: the rangers they thought they had outdistanced had not given up. Not only were the two Comanches still in plain sight to the west, but at least four horsemen were pursuing them from the south. Seeing this, Ermoke became bitterly annoyed with himself, for following Blue Duck to such a place. Now there were Comanches on one side and Texas Rangers behind them, in country too dry to live in; and they were there for no better reason than that Blue Duck wanted to settle a grudge with Buffalo Hump.


  “We ought to have let him come by himself,” he said, to Monkey John. “Them two to the west want our hair and the goddamn rangers want to hang us.”


  Monkey John was too frightened of the Comanches to worry about the rangers.


  “I ain’t worried about the hanging,” he said. “There’s nothing out here they could hang us from. I’d like to keep my hair, though, if I can.


  “Besides that, we’re out of tobaccy,” he added, a little later.


  “That’s because you chewed it all up, you goddamn hog,” Ermoke said. In fact Monkey John, in his opinion, was little more than a human spittoon.


  In the back of Monkey John’s anxious mind was another worry: Blue Duck. He had not asked them to come on the trip—if the Comanches had not showed up he would probably have left them to starve, and he still might. As they rode north Monkey John found that his worry about Blue Duck overwhelmed his other worries.


  “I’m afraid Duck will kill us, once he’s done with his pa,” he said to Ermoke, who had stopped for a moment to relieve himself.


  Ermoke ignored the comment. His own chief worry was Captain Call, whom he knew to be an implacable foe. He knew that Call must be one of the rangers who were following them—no one else in the ranger troop would have been likely to have pressed a pursuit so tenaciously.


  Now, to his vexation, he saw that the rangers had found the dry lake and the spring in the center of it. They had all dismounted to drink and water their horses. It made it difficult to count them, but the count in itself was not too important. If Captain Call was one of the rangers it meant that they had plenty to worry about.


  “I’m scared of Duck, he’s mean,” Monkey John said, a comment that amused Ermoke a good deal.


  “Mean? Duck? Why, when did you notice?” he said, before he turned back north.


  36.


  FAMOUS SHOES had heard of the spring in the dry lake from one or two old men whose minds had been cloudy when they talked of it. He had not quite believed that it was a real place, and was grateful to the plover for calling and calling until he was able to find it. It was such a small spring that it took more than an hour for the horses to water—Captain Call forbade the men to drink until the horses had had their fill, an order Captain McCrae agreed with.


  “We can drink our piss and make it another day or two, but these nags have to water,” Augustus said. Pea Eye and Deets, their tongues thick in their mouths, waited as the two horses drank.


  Pea Eye was so thirsty that his head swam. He had begun to see double, too, a thing that had never occurred before in his life.


  While the horses were drinking Augustus spotted the two Comanches. Famous Shoes was a few hundred yards to the west, exploring the edges of the old lake; he too saw the Comanches and came running back.


  “We should leave here as soon as we can,” he said. “Those men may not like it that we have found the spring.”


  Call could not see the two warriors—eyesight weaker than the norm, or at least weaker than Augustus’s, was an old vexation. He did not dispute the opinion, though. The Comanches who lived in the depths of the llano still had all their fight, as many an unfortunate traveler had found out to his doom.


  “Blue Duck got here first,” Augustus commented. “If they’re feeling frisky maybe they’ll take after him.”


  “Maybe—or they might take after us both,” Call said.


  Famous Shoes thought that the little spring must be holy. The old people who had talked about it said it was near the place where the People had come out of the earth. Now only a few birds and the Antelope Comanche knew where it was. If the spring was holy it might not want to give its water to strangers; that might be why it flowed so slowly. He was glad when the horses and the men had finished drinking—he did not want to disturb the spring that might be holy by taking too much from it.


  37.


  WHEN BUFFALO HUMP AWOKE he reached for his lance, but Blue Duck had already taken it. Buffalo Hump had been deep in a dream—in his dream he had seen millions of buffalo grazing, as they had grazed on the plains in his youth. Because of the buffalo, he did not want to wake up. He wanted to dream his way into the spirit world, where Comanches rode forever. For that reason he had tried to ignore the voices that he had begun to hear in his dream.


  The voices were not the voices of Comanches, and they were not ghosts. For that reason he tried to ignore them, to stay in his comfortable sleep, dreaming of buffalo.


  But the voices were too loud; soon he felt the prickling in his senses that he always felt when an enemy was near, or when there was some threat from the wild. Once the prickling awakened him when a herd of buffalo were stampeding toward the place where he rested. He had had to mount quickly and ride for his life. Another time the prickling saved him from a great she-bear, angry because a hunter had killed her cub; many times it had alerted him to the approach of human enemies, some of them Indian and some of them white.


  Buffalo Hump had come to the place of black rocks to die. He wanted to help his spirit slip away from his body, and, for that reason, he ignored the prickling and the voices. It was when he felt the point of his own lance touch his side that he could ignore the voices no longer.


  He opened his eyes and rose to his feet, but he was stiff; he rose slowly, and, anyway, it was too late. Blue Duck had his lance. It was Blue Duck who had poked him in the ribs with his own lance: he thrust with it again, but this time Buffalo Hump blocked the lance with his buffalo skull shield, which he had kept in his lap as he slept.


  The lance point hit the shield and, for a moment, stuck in the thick bone of the buffalo’s skull. Buffalo Hump held on to his shield, Blue Duck to the lance. The men with Blue Duck, one half-breed and one white, watched the brief moment of pushing and pulling silently. One of them held the short bow that Buffalo Hump had brought with him. It was plain, though, that the man could not shoot the bow. He had merely taken it so Buffalo Hump could not shoot at them with the small arrows that were only good for killing rabbits and other small game. The third man was short and misshapen, with eyes like a goat. Buffalo Hump saw that the men were comancheros or renegades of some kind, low men his son had brought with him on his errand of killing.


  Finally, with a jerk that almost pulled Buffalo Hump out of the circle of black rocks, Blue Duck freed the end of the lance. He did not speak and neither did Buffalo Hump. It was obvious that Blue Duck had learned of his departure from the camp and had followed him to kill him. It was clear, too, that Blue Duck wanted to kill him badly, for he had gone to a great deal of trouble to follow him to the place of the black rocks. He and his two comancheros might have starved.


  Rather than talk, Buffalo Hump took out his knife, the one weapon left to him. A knife was not much use against a lance but was all he had to fight with; and it was a knife that had pierced the vitals of many enemies. Buffalo Hump had taken the knife off the body of a bluecoat soldier near the Rio Concho many years before.


  Blue Duck was smiling—he knew it would be easy to kill an old man who had only a knife to fight with. Besides the lance, he and his men had several guns.


  “I reckon you took too long a nap, old man,” Blue Duck said. He moved just outside the ring of rocks, holding the lance as if he might throw it.


  Buffalo Hump saw from the awkward way Blue Duck held the lance that he had not changed. He seemed undecided as to whether to throw the lance or jab with it. Any well-trained Comanche, who knew how to use a lance, could have killed the young fool in only a few seconds. Buffalo Hump felt the scorn he had always felt at Blue Duck’s crude disregard of the old weapons. He saw that Blue Duck rode a Mexican saddle and had a buffalo gun strapped to it. But such failings didn’t matter now. His son had come to kill him and had even awakened him from his death sleep to do it. All that was left was one fight, and since his son had brought two well-armed helpers, it would not be a long fight. Buffalo Hump crouched a little and waited, hoping Blue Duck would be fool enough to grapple with him. Even though he was weak, Buffalo Hump still trusted his skill with the knife. If Blue Duck were fool enough to come near him, Buffalo Hump meant to slash at his throat. Several times he had opened an enemy’s windpipe so cleanly that the enemy would not even know he had been touched until blood blew out with the bubbles of air.


  For a minute, there was a circling. Blue Duck shifted the lance from hand to hand; Buffalo Hump held his knife and his shield. Buffalo Hump knew that he could not move well. One of his legs had stiffened when he slept, and it was still stiff. All he could do was wait and hope Blue Duck made some foolish mistake. Buffalo Hump began to sing his war cry as he waited. His voice cracked as he sang, but he wanted his three enemies to know that he was still a Comanche warrior, a man who sang as he went into battle.


  The three men looked amused when he began to sing. They thought it was funny that an old man would sing as he was about to be killed. They were men so degraded that they didn’t realize it was a warrior’s special obligation to sing in battle and to raise a death song if it was clear that the battle was going against him. Other warriors who might be fighting with him would need to hear that their chief was still making war; if it had to be that he must die in the fighting, then, particularly, the spirits needed to be offered a death song, so that they could welcome the warrior into the spirit world once he had fallen.


  The comancheros didn’t know these things. They merely thought he was a silly old man, singing in a weak voice to the men who were about to kill him.


  Then Blue Duck disappeared. The other two men pulled knives and waved them at him, though they didn’t come within the circle of rocks. Buffalo Hump, his vision wavery, realized that his son must have slipped behind him; before he could turn to face him, Blue Duck, who was young and nimble, struck full force with the lance. Buffalo Hump had tried to turn but the stiff leg had kept him from being able to pivot as he once had. He had twisted, and then the lance struck his hump. It went in but did not go through, though the force of the blow knocked Buffalo Hump on his face; dust was in his nostrils. He didn’t feel the piercing at all, only the force of the blow. Blue Duck tried to push the lance through, or else pull it out, but could do neither. The lance point was stuck more firmly in the big hump than it had been in the buffalo skull shield. Blue Duck, maddened by the failure of his blow, jumped on his father’s back and put all his weight on the lance, determined to shove it through.


  “Come help!” he yelled at the two renegades—soon Buffalo Hump saw several feet moving around him as the two men and Blue Duck leaned as hard as they could on the lance. Buffalo Hump realized that once again his foolish son had erred. Once he himself had tried to put his lance through the hump of a running buffalo and had nearly lost his life as a result. Before he could push the lance through, the buffalo jerked him off his horse into the path of other buffalo. Now Blue Duck had made the same error by thrusting the lance into his hump rather than his heart. Buffalo Hump lost his war song—the men were stepping on him as they tried to push the lance through; he could not get his breath well enough to sing. He was jerked this way and that as the men struggled with the lance. Once he tried to slash at the feet of the men moving around him, but his fingers had no strength. He lost hold of his knife just as he was losing hold of life itself, his life as a warrior. With a final desperate push Blue Duck shoved the lance through the hump and through Buffalo Hump’s body too; its red point went into the earth beneath him, just as his own arrows had once gone through the bodies of his enemies, pinning them to the ground. Buffalo Hump was filled with hatred for his son, for denying him the death of prayer and song that he had hoped for, though he knew, from seeing many men die, most of them at his own hand, that few men were fortunate enough to die as they would have chosen, for death did not belong to the humans or the great creatures either—death came when it would, and now had come to him; he could do no more, and even the last look of hatred which he directed at his son went unnoticed. Blue Duck and the two other renegades were panting behind him somewhere, panting from the effort it had taken to kill him. Even then Buffalo Hump could still move his hands and legs a little, as the lance held him pinned to the earth.


  “Look at him!” one of the men said. “He still ain’t dead. He’s moving like an old turtle.”


  Buffalo Hump closed his eyes. He remembered that there were old stories—old, old stories, about a great turtle that had let the People ride on its back as he brought them from their home in the earth to the place of light. He remembered the turtle story, an old story he had heard from his grandmother or from someone even older than his grandmother, someone who knew about the beginnings of the People in the time before they knew of the light or the buffalo or the grassy plains. He felt the grass growing beneath him, growing and rising to cover him, growing to hide him from wolf and bear. Then he knew no more.


  38.


  “HE’S GONE, DUCK,” Monkey John said, observing that the old Comanche with the ugly hump had ceased to move his arms and legs.


  Blue Duck was still breathing hard from the effort it had taken to kill his father. For a few moments, when the lance stuck in the hump, he had been desperate. His fear was that his father would cheat him again by dying in his own way. His father’s last looks, when he had been just a weak old man holding a knife and pretending to be a warrior, had been the same looks of determined hatred that had caused so many men to lose their will and allow Buffalo Hump to kill them. Even when the old man was pinned to the ground by his own lance his look was one of hatred—Blue Duck had been ready to get a hatchet and cut his head off, if it took that to finally kill him; but when he looked again he saw that Monkey John was right. Buffalo Hump was dead. All the same, he started for his horse, meaning to get the hatchet, when Ermoke stopped him.


  “Where are you going, Duck?” Ermoke asked him.


  “I mean to take his head,” Blue Duck said.


  “Not today, you ain’t got time,” Ermoke said, pointing south toward the Lake of Horses.


  Blue Duck saw what he meant. On the dry plain the dust thrown up by the four horses of their pursuers hung in the air. It annoyed Blue Duck that the rangers were so persistent, rushing him, denying him the full pleasure of his triumph over his father.


  “Goddamn them, what’s their hurry?” he said. “I wanted to take his ugly old head home with me—I could use it to scare the boys.”


  “Let’s go, Duck—you can come back and get his head, if you’re that set on having it,” Ermoke said. “It was hard enough to kill him. That’s Call and McCrae after us. I’m for leaving.”


  Blue Duck wanted to linger, to savor the triumph he had waited for so long; he felt like killing Ermoke for so insistently rushing him off. But he knew the renegade was right. Call and McCrae had followed him where no other rangers and no other whites would have dared to go. Ermoke and Monkey John were no match for them. He himself might be, but only if he could insure himself proper cover, and there was no cover close.


  “You kilt the man you came to kill, Duck,” Ermoke said. “Let’s leave.”


  “We’ll go, but once they’re gone I mean to come back for his head,” Blue Duck said. He went to his horse, mounted, and rode once more around the still body of his father. He rode close and put his hand on the lance. He wanted to keep it but knew it would take much too long to pull it out.


  “He must have liked them black rocks,” Monkey John said. “He gathered up a bunch of them before we got here.”


  Blue Duck had a vague memory of his father saying something to him about the black rocks, long ago on their journey to the Lake of Horses. But he couldn’t remember what he had said, and Call and McCrae were getting closer. He left the lance in his father’s body and turned to the north.


  As they were leaving, Monkey John reached down and picked up Buffalo Hump’s big knife.


  39.


  FAMOUS SHOES had not wanted to go north of the dry lake. He thought the fact that the spring was so small and so well hidden meant that the dry lake was as far as men ought to go—also, he had seen the two Antelope Comanches; it worried him that they were watching. Also, they had no sooner left the lake than he began to notice the black rocks.


  The three things taken together were to him powerful evidence that they had followed Blue Duck far enough. All the Kickapoos agreed that black rocks were to be avoided—they were not normal rocks and were only likely to be in places where the spirits were malign.


  When they left the lake Famous Shoes said as much to Captain Call, but the captain paid no more attention to his words than he would have paid to a puff of wind. Captain Call didn’t care about the black rocks. He did care about the Antelope Comanches—he knew they represented danger, but he was not willing to turn back on their account.


  “Woodrow wants Blue Duck, and Blue Duck ain’t five miles ahead,” Augustus pointed out, when the tracker came to him with his worries. “If you think Woodrow Call will turn back with his quarry in sight you’ve hired on with the wrong company.”


  Famous Shoes concluded that there was no point in talking to the two captains. He had been patient and intelligent in explaining his reasoning as to why it was unwise to go farther north at that time, yet both men ignored him. They just kept going.


  Famous Shoes thought he might as well go home—it was a waste of time to advise men who wouldn’t listen. He didn’t want to stay with the rangers if they were going to proceed so foolishly. Nonetheless, he went ahead for a few miles, because he wanted to see if there was another lake nearby, or any reason to continue north.


  It was while he was trotting ahead of the cautious rangers that he noticed a lance sticking up from the ground a short distance ahead. Since Buffalo Hump was the only man likely to be in that area who carried a lance, Famous Shoes immediately became more cautious, fearing that the old man was plotting some kind of ambush.


  While he was studying the land, trying to figure where the old man could be hiding, Famous Shoes saw his body. The lance held it pinned to the earth. The sight startled Famous Shoes so that for a moment his legs felt weak. He had long surmised that Buffalo Hump was making his last journey, seeking a hiding place of some sort, in which to die. But that surmise did not diminish his shock when he saw the body with the lance driven through it.


  On weak legs he went forward until he stood on the edge of the circle of black rocks. He was too shocked to wave at the rangers, or do anything but stand and look. Buffalo Hump had been killed with his own lance, and it was undoubtedly Blue Duck and his men who had killed him. The lance went right through the hump; Famous Shoes remembered hearing some prophecy or old story to the effect that Buffalo Hump would only die when his hump was pierced. It might have been Buffalo Hump’s own grandmother who told him the story, long ago when he was caring for her as she waited to die.


  The old man’s great buffalo skull shield lay beside him. It was a shield that many warriors wanted, yet Blue Duck had left it, as if it were a thing without value or power. That too was a shock.


  Famous Shoes was squatting just outside the circle of black rock when the rangers rode up.


  “Oh my Lord,” Augustus said, when he saw that Buffalo Hump was dead. “Oh my Lord.”


  Call was just as shocked, though he didn’t speak. He dismounted and stood by Famous Shoes; the others dismounted too, but, for a time, no one spoke. Deets, who had never seen Buffalo Hump up close, was so scared that he wanted to leave. It was his belief that only a witch would have such a hump, and, though the man appeared to be dead, a lance through his body, it was not clear to Deets that a witch would have to stay dead. He thought it would be better to stand a little farther away, in case the witch with the big hump suddenly rose up and did some witchery on them.


  Call was curious at last to see Buffalo Hump up close. It had been some years since he had thought much about the man, yet he knew that his career as a ranger had been, in large measure, a pursuit of the Comanche who lay dead at his feet.


  Augustus was so startled that all color had drained from his face.


  “That’s a lance like the one he stuck me with, way back then,” he said.


  Pea Eye, too, wanted to go. He knew that Buffalo Hump had been a mighty, fearsome chief, but now he was dead and it was wasteful just to stand there looking at his body if they hoped to catch the bandits they had been chasing for so long.


  Captain Call and Captain McCrae, though, showed no inclination to hurry on, and neither did Famous Shoes. Pea Eye only looked once at the hump; he did not care to examine deformities, for fear it would result in bad dreams.


  To Call’s eye, Buffalo Hump looked smaller in death than he had looked in life—he was not the giant they had supposed him to be, but only a man of medium height.


  “I thought he was bigger,” Call added, squatting for a moment by the body.


  “I did too, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “When he was after me with his lance I thought he was as big as a god.”


  “He’s old,” Call said. “He might have shrunk a little in his old age.”


  “No, we just remember him as bigger than he was because he was so fierce and had that terrible war cry,” Augustus said.


  To Pea Eye it seemed that the discovery of Buffalo Hump’s body had put the two captains into a kind of memory trance.


  “He was the first Comanche I ever saw,” Call remarked. “I remember when he came racing out of that gully with that dead boy behind him on his horse—I forget the boy’s name.”


  “Josh Com was his name,” Augustus said. “He went into the bushes to take a shit and picked the wrong bunch of bushes to go into—it was the end of him.”


  “This old man was gaunt,” Call said. “I doubt he found much to eat, these last few years.”


  Famous Shoes started to tell the two rangers that they should not be standing within the circle of black rocks as they talked. Buffalo Hump had made a death circle with the rocks, and it should be respected. But he had, himself, another concern which also involved respect. He wanted the great buffalo skull shield. He wanted the shield badly. It was just lying there, ignored by Blue Duck and ignored too by the rangers. Though he wanted it, Famous Shoes knew the shield should remain within the circle of rocks. If he himself took it the Comanches might find out and try to kill him because of what he had done. He knelt down and looked closely at the shield, knowing that it contained great power, but he was afraid to take it.


  “We ought to get that lance out of him, if we can,” Call said. He pulled, and then he and Augustus pulled together, but they soon saw that the task was hopeless. The lance point came free of the ground, but it did not come free of Buffalo Hump’s body. It had gone through his hump, through his ribs, and through his chest.


  “It’s like a tree grew through him,” Gus said.


  “He was a great chief—he ought to be laid out proper, but there’s now no way to do it with this lance sticking through him,” Call said.


  “Well, I ain’t holding a funeral for him, he’s killed too many of my friends,” Augustus said. “I expect but for him Long Bill would be alive, and Neely Dickens and several more I could name.”


  “I didn’t mention a funeral,” Call said. “I just think any man ought to be laid out proper.”


  He looked again at the body of Buffalo Hump and then, mindful that their task was not done, turned toward the horses. He didn’t feel the relief he had always supposed he would feel, at the death of Buffalo Hump. The man who lay before him was no longer the terror of the plains—he was just an old man, dead. Though they were in pursuit of Blue Duck, Call felt, for a moment, that there was little point in going on. He felt he had used up his energy. When he walked back to his horse he didn’t, for a moment, have the strength to mount.


  “Those were Comanches watching us at the lake,” he told Gus. “I expect they’ll find Buffalo Hump and do what’s proper.”


  Famous Shoes knew better. The two Comanches were of the Antelope band, and the Antelopes had always held aloof from the other tribes. Probably the warriors who watched them were too young to have heard of Buffalo Hump—even if they rode over to look at the body, the deformity would scare them away. When they saw the hump they would think witchery was involved. They would want nothing to do with the old dead man with the ugly hump.


  He himself wanted nothing to do with the Antelopes. Though their country was poor and harsh, they were not broken men. He didn’t know why the two warriors were watching the dry lake, but he was glad there were only two. Maybe the rest of the band were hunting somewhere. If more of them had been there they would probably have attacked.


  Captain Call and Captain McCrae lingered by their horses; for some reason they were reluctant to mount and ride on, although their quarry, Blue Duck, was not many miles ahead.


  The delay broke down Famous Shoes’ resolve in regard to the shield. It was an important thing. None of the whites seemed to realize that; none of them had even picked it up, or looked at it. Famous Shoes, though, couldn’t take his eyes off it. Even though he knew he should leave it with Buffalo Hump, so that he could use it in battle in the spirit world, Famous Shoes wanted it too much. After all, once they left, no one might ever come near the spot where Buffalo Hump lay. They might be the only ones who would ever look on the body of the old chief. But the animals would look. Wolf would come, and Coyote and Badger and Bobcat. Buzzards would come, and beetles, to take what they could of old Buffalo Hump. If he left the shield a wolf or a coyote might drag it away. With all the animals that would soon be coming, the shield of Buffalo Hump might soon be lost, and yet it was a shield made by a great chief from a buffalo skull. With the buffalo now almost gone, it might be that no one would ever make such a shield again.


  With such thoughts in his mind Famous Shoes soon convinced himself that he should take the shield, though he did not want to step into the death circle to do it. While the rangers made a careful inspection of their horses’ feet—a very wise thing since they had no spare horses—Famous Shoes took a rifle and reached across the black rocks and hooked the shield. He got the rifle barrel inside the rawhide grips that Buffalo Hump had made so that he could hold the shield where he wanted it. Famous Shoes was glad the shield had not been too far inside the circle—he was just able to reach it with the rifle barrel, and in a moment he had it, the shield of Buffalo Hump, an important and powerful tool of war.


  He was just about to take the shield to Deets and ask him to carry it in one of his saddlebags when the first shot came.


  40.


  “WE WERE TOO FAR AWAY—I didn’t get no chance to sight this gun,” Blue Duck said, in annoyance, when he saw that his first shot from the big buffalo rifle had only hit Captain Call in the foot. At least that was how it appeared. The man held up one leg and hopped behind the horses.


  Ermoke was annoyed too. He had wanted to be the one to shoot the big gun. He considered himself a far better shot than Blue Duck, particularly at long distances, and in this case the distance was long. They had made sure to ride well beyond the range of the Texans’ Winchesters before they pulled up and unstrapped the big buffalo gun. There was a little growth of yucca where they stopped, the only cover in sight, but all they needed. With the big gun they could relax and pick off the Texans one by one—only now Blue Duck had spoiled the whole plan by shooting low.


  Blue Duck quickly drew a bead on Ranger McCrae but missed again, though the bullet did knock one of the four horses down. He was aware that Ermoke was looking at him critically—Ermoke was vain about his marksmanship, particularly if the distances were long. He had once killed an antelope with a Winchester at a distance of almost a thousand yards, and had never ceased to brag about the exploit.


  Even though he had now missed twice, Blue Duck didn’t yield the gun. It was his gun, for one thing. He had run the frightened buffalo hunter to earth, and it had been no easy chase. The hunter had three guns and had emptied them all at him during the long pursuit. He might even have escaped had his horse not stepped in a prairie-dog hole. In the fall the buffalo hunter broke his neck. He was paralyzed when Blue Duck walked up and cut his throat. The pursuit had taken all day, and the hunter had no money, only a worthless tin watch and his guns.


  Blue Duck had meant to practice a little with the big rifle, but Last Horse had arrived unexpectedly, before he got around to it. He had never shot such a powerful rifle before; now, with the rangers in easy killing distance, he was vexed to find that the weapon shot low. He had missed a clean shot at Call and an even better one at McCrae. Now the rangers were on their bellies in the grass, hard to see. Ermoke clearly wanted a chance to shoot, but Blue Duck didn’t give it to him. Instead he shot another of the rangers’ horses, even as the black man was trying to hurry them out of range.


  “I guess that will stop them,” he said. “Two of their horses are down and Call’s shot in the leg. They’ll starve anyway. Let’s go. We won’t have to be in such a damn hurry now.”


  “Monkey’s sick—he’s shitting white shit,” Ermoke observed. He saw that Blue Duck was angry, so he did not ask if he could shoot the buffalo gun. If he asked, Blue Duck might turn the gun on him, as he had on the Comanche who came to tell him about Buffalo Hump.


  “What about Monkey?” Ermoke asked, when he saw Blue Duck mount up.


  Blue Duck glanced at the stumpy man, who was a few yards away, squatting with his pants down, looking miserable.


  “Monkey? He can come or he can stay,” Blue Duck said. “I guess our fine waters don’t agree with him. You can wait for him, if you like. I doubt I ought to be associating with a man who shits white shit, anyway.”


  41.


  THE FIRST BULLET knocked Call a foot in the air. Immediately, he lost all feeling in his left leg, but he pulled himself around behind his horse; then the second bullet knocked the horse down on top of him, or almost. Pea and Augustus pulled him out from under the horse, which was kicking wildly. A third shot hit Pea’s horse and killed it.


  “Run with the other horses!” Call yelled to Deets. “If you don’t he’s going to put us all afoot.”


  Deets needed no urging. He was already running south, with his brown mule and the other, uninjured, horse. There were four more booms from the big rifle, but Deets was soon out of range and the other men had their faces flat in the dirt. The bullets merely kicked up dirt. The rifleman stopped firing, since he had stopped hitting, but the three rangers kept their heads down, fearing that the rifleman would soon find the range.


  Call glanced at his leg and saw no blood, but he assumed he was probably crippled anyway. The leg was numb from the hip down—his horse, by then, had stopped kicking but lay with its eyes open, panting.


  “He’s shooting a buffalo gun,” Augustus said. “If I’d known he had one I’d have been more careful.”


  “We ought to have been more careful anyway,” Call said. “Anyone can get their hands on a buffalo gun.”


  Augustus had not yet looked at his friend’s wound. In their time as partners it was the first time he could remember seeing Woodrow Call knocked off his feet; the sight made a bad impression on him. If Woodrow was still down it probably meant the wound was mortal. Everyone who worked with Call knew that he had to be killed to be stopped. The thought that Woodrow might die sobered Augustus so much that he put off examining the wound.


  “Where’d he hit you, Captain?” Pea Eye asked finally. He too was afraid that the captain was mortally hit, else he would be up fighting.


  “In the leg,” Call said. He too assumed that his wound was serious, perhaps fatal. He didn’t try to rise because he knew his leg wouldn’t hold him. Standing up would have been unwise in any case. The man with the buffalo gun had them well marked. He was not a very highly skilled marksman or he would have killed all four of the horses and probably at least two of the men; but he was good enough, and he might improve, once he found the range. Call noticed that his horse had only been hit in the hip, but the minute after he noticed it the horse died.


  “Those buffalo guns are powerful,” Call said. “That one killed my horse, and the shot wasn’t even well placed.”


  “Don’t be getting pessimistic now—so far he ain’t killed you,” Augustus said. “You’re going to have to let us drag you farther away, Woodrow, so we can look at your wound.”


  “Keep as low as you can,” Call said. “I expect it’s Blue Duck shooting.”


  “Yes, that’s why we are alive,” Famous Shoes said. “Ermoke is a better shot. If he had let Ermoke shoot he would have killed us all.”


  “I don’t know Mr. Ermoke,” Augustus said, “but if he’s their marksman I’m glad he took the day off. He might have put a bullet in me, and I’m intolerant of bullets.”


  “Pull me back,” Call said. “We better look at this wound.”


  Augustus and Pea Eye, keeping low, grabbed Call under the armpits and dragged him away, expecting at any moment to hear the boom of the great gun. But no shots came. Deets, looking scared, was waiting with the horse, well out of range of even a buffalo gun.


  “You examine him, Deets—you’re the best doc we got,” Augustus said.


  Call noticed that Augustus, always a cool man under fire, looked a little pale.


  “What’s the matter, are you hit too?” he asked.


  “No, but I’m vomity,” Augustus said. “It’s seeing these horses die. I’ve never been able to tolerate seeing horses die.”


  Call felt the same way. For some reason injuries to horses affected him worse than injuries to men. Eating one of his own horses, if it was a case of necessity, didn’t trouble him so long as he didn’t have to see the animals suffer and die. It was a curious thing.


  Augustus crawled off a little distance, to empty his stomach; while he was gone Call surrendered himself to Deets and waited for the black man to tell him he was dying—or, at the very least, crippled or lamed. He felt no pain, just a numbness, which he knew was common enough when a wound was fresh. The pain would come later, and in abundance, usually.


  When Deets began to examine the Captain he had the darkest apprehensions. He expected to see a gaping wound, a splintered bone, or both; but he saw immediately, there was no blood on the captain’s leg, or on his body anywhere. The horse that had just died bled profusely, but Captain Call wasn’t bleeding at all, not that he could see.


  “What’s the matter?” Call asked, seeing Deets’s look of puzzlement.


  “You ain’t got no blood on you,” Deets said. “No blood, Captain.”


  “I must have, somewhere,” Call said. “I can’t feel my leg.”


  But when he looked again himself he saw that Deets was right. There was no blood on him anywhere. Pea Eye came over to help with the examination, and Augustus, once finished with his vomiting, came too. Deets, Call, and Pea Eye were all dead serious; they were puzzled and almost offended by their inability to spot the blood that would surely issue from such a large wound.


  Call took his pants down, fearing that the wound must be higher on his body than he had supposed, but Augustus, after a careful look, smiled and pointed at Call’s boot.


  “Keep your pants on, Woodrow,” he said. “You ain’t shot in the leg, you’re just shot in the boot heel.”


  Call looked again at his foot and saw that Augustus was right—the boot heel was entirely missing. He had not been hit at all, and yet the shock of the big bullet hitting his boot heel had thrown him in the air and left his leg as numb as if all its nerves had been removed.


  “Well, I swear,” he said. “See if you can find the boot heel, Deets. I’d like to tack it back on if I can. Otherwise I’ve got a long way to hobble.”


  A diligent search failed to turn up even a trace of the boot heel.


  “It’s a waste of time looking,” Augustus said. “That was a fifty-caliber bullet that hit that boot heel. You won’t find it because it’s been blown to smithereens.”


  Call found it hard to adjust to the fact that he was unhurt. His mind had accepted the thought that he was wounded easier than it would accept the fact that he wasn’t. Once the notion that he was crippled or dying left his mind it was succeeded by vexation at the thought that the man they had chased so far was undoubtedly getting away. For a moment he was tempted to take one of the surviving horses and go after him, but Augustus would not hear of that plan.


  “We’re in a bad enough fix as it is, Woodrow,” he said. “It’s a long way back to where we need to be, and most of it is dry traveling. We’ve only got one horse and one mule for four men—we’ll have to walk a good part of the way and save the horses for when we have to have them. We may have to eat both animals before we get home. We need to think about saving ourselves now. Blue Duck can wait.


  “Besides that, there’s Quanah and his warriors out there somewhere,” he added, pointing to the west, into the empty llano. “I don’t know what their mood is and you don’t neither. We may have to fight our way back, for all you know.”


  Call knew he was right. They were a small force, stranded in a desert. They would be easy prey for any strong band of fighters, whether native or outlaw. They would have to stay together to have any chance. But the fact was, he still wanted to go after Blue Duck—he had a hard time mastering himself, and Augustus knew it.


  “He’s a damn killer—I hate to let him go,” Call said.


  “You’re as bad as Inish Scull,” Augustus commented. “He was so determined to catch Kicking Wolf that he walked off on foot.”


  “Yes, I was with him,” Famous Shoes said. “He walked fast, that man. He did not stop until we were in the land of the Black Vaquero.”


  “I wonder what became of the old Black Vaquero?” Augustus said. “There’s been no news of him in years.”


  “He went back to where Jaguar lives,” Famous Shoes said.


  Augustus saw that Woodrow Call was still not settled in his mind about Blue Duck. He had never known a man so unwilling to leave a pursuit once he had begun one. It would not be unlike him to go after Blue Duck on foot, even with one boot heel shot off.


  “He ain’t gone forever, Woodrow,” Augustus pointed out. “He’ll just go back to the Red River and start raiding again. We can go get him in the fall.”


  “If they let us,” Call said. “They may disband us before the fall.”


  “All the better if they do,” Gus said. “Then we can just go get him for the fun of it—that way we won’t have to keep track of the damn expenses.”


  Famous Shoes was annoyed by the rangers’ habit of debating meaningless things while the sun moved and time was lost. Whether they were to be rangers in the fall did not interest him. There was the llano to cross, and talking would not propel them across it.


  “We had better go drink some of that water back at the spring,” he said.


  His words reminded the rangers of what they faced. They had barely survived the trek out, when they had horses. Now they would have to cover the same distance walking—or, at best, riding double a few hours a day.


  “That’s right,” Augustus said. “It’s apt to be a long dry walk.”


  “I aim to drink all I can hold,” Pea Eye said, turning toward the dry lake. “All I can hold and then some. I sure hate to be dry in my mouth.”


  42.


  IN THE NIGHT Newt knew that his mother must have died because he couldn’t hear her breathing anymore. The room felt different—it had become a room in which he was alone. But he didn’t know what he was supposed to do, so he lay on his pallet doing nothing until the gray light came into the windows by the street. Then he carefully got up, dressed, and put a few things of his into a shoe box—his top, his ball, his book full of pictures of animals, and a deck of cards the rangers had let him keep. Then he put on his hat—Captain Gus had given it to him—looked just once at his mother, dead in her bed, and hurried down the stairs and over to Mrs. Coleman, who began to sob the minute she saw him—Mrs. Coleman continued to cry all day. Newt was sad about the fact that Deets and Pea Eye and the other rangers were gone; he knew they would have wanted to say goodbye to his mother, but now they would have no chance. The grave was dug; that same afternoon they put his mother in it—there was a little singing and then they covered her up.


  Mrs. Coleman gave him supper. There was a lot of food, but he wasn’t very hungry. Mrs. Coleman had mainly got control of herself by then, though tears still dripped out of her eyes from time to time.


  “Newt, I know you’ll be wanting to stay with the rangers when they all get back,” she told him after supper. “But would you like to just stay here for a night or two? There’s nobody much in the bunkhouse.”


  Newt shook his head. Though he didn’t want to hurt Mrs. Coleman’s feelings—he knew she had been his mother’s best friend—he didn’t want to stay with her, either.


  “I better just bunk with the boys,” he said, although he knew that the only ranger in the bunkhouse at the time was Ikey Ripple, who was far too old to be called a boy. But he wanted badly to stay in the bunkhouse, and Mrs. Coleman didn’t argue with him. It was dark by the time the meal was finished, so she went with him the few blocks to where the rangers stayed. Ikey was already asleep, and was snoring loudly.


  “I hope you can sleep with that snoring, Newt,” Mrs. Coleman said—then, suddenly, she hugged him tight for a moment and left the bunkhouse.


  Newt put his shoe box under the bunk where he usually slept when he stayed with the rangers. Then he took his rope and went outside. He could hear Mrs. Coleman sobbing as she walked home, a thing which made him feel a little bad. Mrs. Coleman had no one to live with—he supposed she was lonely. Probably he should have stayed with her a night or two. He climbed up on the fence, holding his rope, and watched the moon for a while. He could hear Ikey snoring, all the way out in the lots. In the morning he planned to go down to the graveyard and tell his mother the news, even though there wasn’t much—just that he had decided to move into the bunkhouse right away, so he would be there to help water the horses and do the chores. That way he would be ready to help the boys, when they came home.


  43.


  WHEN KICKING WOLF HEARD that four rangers were walking across the llano with only one horse and a mule, he didn’t know what to make of the news. A lot of strange news had come lately, some of it distressing and some of it merely puzzling. He had not left the camp in two weeks because one of his legs had a bad cramp in it. Of course now and then a man’s leg would cramp, but never in his life had he experienced so debilitating a cramp as the one which afflicted his right leg. Sometimes even when he was moving his bowels a cramp would seize him, playing havoc with even that simple operation.


  Kicking Wolf thought it was his old wife, Broken Foot, who was sending the cramp into his leg. The fact was, Broken Foot had been angry with him for several months—he didn’t know why. When he asked her she smiled and denied that she was angry, but Kicking Wolf didn’t believe her denials. Even though he was aging, Kicking Wolf was still a good hunter; he owned more horses than anyone in the tribe and supplied Broken Foot with everything she needed. Their lodge was the warmest in the camp. Kicking Wolf knew, though, that having many reasons to be content didn’t necessarily mean that a person was content, particularly not if the person in question was a woman. Broken Foot, despite her denials, was angry with him—either she had put a bad herb in his food, causing his leg to cramp, or else she had conspired with a medicine man and had had the medicine man work a bad spell. Broken Foot was not much younger than he was, and had grown very fat in her old age. Kicking Wolf gave up trying to get her to stop being angry with him and concentrated on avoiding her. But it was hard to avoid a woman as large as Broken Foot in a tent at night, which was why, as the weather grew warmer, Kicking Wolf started spending more and more nights outside, by himself. It didn’t stop the cramps but at least he didn’t have Broken Foot there gloating while he tried to get the painful cramps to leave his leg.


  It was during the period when Kicking Wolf was sleeping outside that the strange news began to arrive, most of it brought by Dancing Rabbit, a young warrior who had wanderlust badly and just plain lust as well. Dancing Rabbit was constantly visiting the various bands of Comanches, hoping to find a woman who would marry him, but he was poor and also rather ugly. So far no woman had agreed to be his wife.


  It was Dancing Rabbit who dashed up to Kicking Wolf one morning while Kicking Wolf was sitting by a pile of white cattle bones, rubbing his leg to lessen the cramp. Dancing Rabbit was very upset with the news he had, which was that Blue Duck had followed Buffalo Hump to his death place and killed him with his own lance.


  “Ah!” Kicking Wolf said. He had hoped that Buffalo Hump had been able to make a peaceful death. Certainly he had not led a peaceful life, but to die at the hands of his own son was not a thing Buffalo Hump would have expected to happen.


  Kicking Wolf didn’t immediately believe it, though. Dancing Rabbit wandered from camp to camp, collecting stories; then, often, he got them all mixed together before he could get back to his own camp and tell everyone the news.


  “Blue Duck probably just said that—he was always a braggart,” Kicking Wolf said.


  “No, it’s true—the Antelopes saw his body with the lance sticking through it,” Dancing Rabbit insisted. “The lance went into his hump and then it went through his body into the ground.”


  Several of the young men of the tribe had gathered, by this time, to hear Dancing Rabbit tell his tale about the death of the great chief Buffalo Hump, the only chief to lead a raid all the way to the Great Water. Only a few days before, the same young warriors had scorned Buffalo Hump. To them, while he lived he was just a surly old man with an ugly hump and a violent temper, an old man who was weak, who could not hunt, who had to live by snaring small game. The presence of the young men irritated Kicking Wolf. They had never seen Buffalo Hump in his days as a raider, and had been rude to him many times once he was old and couldn’t strike at them; but, now that he was dead, they could not get enough of hearing stories about him. They did not deserve to know about Buffalo Hump, in his view—and, anyway, he himself did not believe half of what Dancing Rabbit was saying.


  “How do you know where the lance went in?” he asked, in a tone that was not friendly. “Were you there?”


  “No, but the Antelopes saw the body,” Dancing Rabbit insisted. “The Texans saw it too. The Texans tried to pull the lance out but they couldn’t remove it. Then Blue Duck shot two of their horses—that is why they are walking across the llano. They have little water. We can go and steal their horses if you want to.”


  Kicking Wolf sat in silence for a long time after hearing this speech. Dancing Rabbit was claiming knowledge he didn’t have; also, there were several issues that needed to be studied and assessed before he could make up his mind what to do.


  Dancing Rabbit was annoyed that old Kicking Wolf kept silent, even though he had brought him exciting news. The Texans were not far, only thirty miles. They had walked a long way and were tired and low on water. They could easily be killed; or, if Kicking Wolf was not interested in killing them, they could at least steal the Texans’ horse and mule. That would be a simple thing, for a master horsethief such as Kicking Wolf.


  In fact, Dancing Rabbit was very anxious to go with Kicking Wolf and watch how he went about stealing horses. Dancing Rabbit, at the moment, possessed only two horses, and neither of them was a very good horse. The fact that he was poor and had no horses to offer was one thing that was making it difficult for him to find a wife. He wanted a wife badly, but knew that he would have to get some horses first, if he expected to purchase a wife who had much appeal. That is why he spent so much time with Kicking Wolf, the great horsethief. Dancing Rabbit hoped to get Kicking Wolf interested in stealing horses again; perhaps if they could manage to steal a good many horses Kicking Wolf would allow him to keep a few—enough, at least, to allow him to trade for an acceptable wife. But now Kicking Wolf was sitting by some cattle bones in silence; he showed little interest in the story Dancing Rabbit had ridden all night to tell him.


  Kicking Wolf was thinking that most of what Dancing Rabbit told him was probably a lie. For one thing, he claimed that his information came from the Antelope—but the Antelope were an aloof people, so contemptuous of other Indians, even other Comanches, that they routinely made up big lies in order to mislead them.


  “If the Antelopes saw these Texans, why didn’t they kill them?” Kicking Wolf asked. “You said there were only four Texans. The Antelopes are hard fighters. They could easily kill four Texans.”


  One of the things Dancing Rabbit liked least about Kicking Wolf was that he was always skeptical. He was never willing just to accept the information that was given him. Now Kicking Wolf was embarrassing him in front of several young warriors by doubting the information he had brought. Now the young warriors, including some of his best friends, were beginning to look skeptical too. Dancing Rabbit was vexed that an old man would put him in such a position.


  “They didn’t kill the Texans because they don’t have very many bullets,” he said—in fact he had no idea himself why the Antelope Comanche were letting the Texans get away.


  “Gun-in-the-Water was one of the Texans,” he added. It was information he had just remembered, and it did cause Kicking Wolf to raise his head and look a little more interested.


  “If Gun-in-the-Water was there, Silver Hair McCrae is there too,” Kicking Wolf said.


  At mention of the two rangers Kicking Wolf lapsed into memory, but it was not the two rangers he was remembering—rather, he was thinking of the young Mexican woman who had been Blue Duck’s mother. His memory would not bring back her name, but it did bring back her beauty. He had tried hard to get Buffalo Hump to let him have the girl. He had offered many horses, and fine horses too, but Buffalo Hump had ignored him, insulted him, kept the girl, and then let her run away and freeze in a blizzard, not long after she bore Blue Duck. If Buffalo Hump had only accepted his offer—it had been a handsome offer, too—the woman might be alive and he might not have to suffer the anger of his fat old wife, Broken Foot, every day and every night.


  He wouldn’t let me have that pretty Mexican girl and now the son she bore him has killed him, Kicking Wolf thought, but he said nothing of what he was remembering to Dancing Rabbit and the other young warriors. Already, several of the young men had concluded that Dancing Rabbit was only telling more lies—they had begun to wander off, making jokes about coupling with women. They were young men, they did not want to waste all day hearing an old man tell stories of the past.


  “What is wrong with you?” Dancing Rabbit asked, unable to contain his annoyance with Kicking Wolf any longer. “Are you too old to steal horses from the Texans now?”


  “You are just a boy—go away and tell your lies to the women,” Kicking Wolf said. “Right now I have to think about some things.”


  He wanted Dancing Rabbit to calm down and stop pestering him, but, once he had given the matter some thought, he decided to go see if it really was Gun-in-the-Water and McCrae who were crossing the llano. Many Texans came to the plains now, but those two hadn’t, not in some years. For all Kicking Wolf knew, they might suppose he was dead. They might think they were rid of the great horsethief Kicking Wolf. It would amuse him to show them that he was still alive, and that he had lost none of his skill where horsethievery was concerned. Also, it might be that if he got far enough away from Broken Foot, the cramps in his leg might subside.


  After midday Kicking Wolf began to stir himself. He took several rawhide thongs he used when he was leading horses away. He had acquired a fine rifle in a trade the year before, an excellent Winchester, but, after some thought, he decided to leave the rifle. He only took his bow and a good supply of arrows.


  Dancing Rabbit, who had been watching Kicking Wolf closely, saw him making preparations to leave camp and hurried over, eager for the trip to begin.


  “Take your rifle—if you don’t want to shoot it I will shoot it,” Dancing Rabbit said.


  Kicking Wolf ignored him. What weapons he took was none of Dancing Rabbit’s business. Horses could smell rifles—having a greasy gun along only made them difficult to approach; but that was only one of the reasons that had made Kicking Wolf decide to leave the gun. There were many bad Indians adrift on the plains in these days; comancheros, half-breeds, renegades, and exiles such as Blue Duck, men with no respect for anything. He was an older man—if he ran into some greedy renegades and they saw he had a fine rifle they might kill him for it. It was better to leave the gun at home, where he would be sure of having it the next time he went to hunt antelope.


  Of course, Dancing Rabbit came with him when he left the camp. He was so excited by the prospect of stealing horses with Kicking Wolf that he didn’t stop talking for many miles.


  As Dancing Rabbit chattered on, Kicking Wolf rode west into the llano. It was not until the afternoon of the next day that he finally crossed the track of the Texans—they had been farther away than Dancing Rabbit supposed. By then the young man was so thirsty that he had almost stopped chattering. Kicking Wolf had not gone deep into the llano for several years—he too had forgotten how very dry it was. The Texans still mainly farmed the watered lands—it was not necessary to get thirsty in order to steal their horses.


  The good part of the venture they had set out on was that Kicking Wolf’s leg did not cramp at all during the night. The next morning he moved his bowels easily, with no twinges from his leg. He mounted his horse with grace. It was so good not to have a tight leg that he felt like kicking or jumping or taking part in a dance. The fact that his leg had immediately stopped cramping once he left Broken Foot convinced him that he had been right all along. His wife was mad at him and had probably fed him bad herbs.


  In the dry country the trail of the four Texans was easy to spot. They were traveling slowly and there was something wrong with one of the men’s boots. The boots had no heels. The other men left normal footprints. Dancing Rabbit knew nothing about tracking—he even failed to notice that one of the men had no heels on his boots.


  Kicking Wolf had not really believed that the Texans would be so far into the llano with only one horse. He had expected to steal several horses and was irritated to find that that part of Dancing Rabbit’s story was true. But the tracks were plain: there was only one horse with the Texans.


  “They may have had to eat the other horse,” Dancing Rabbit conjectured nervously. He saw that Kicking Wolf was irritated that there was only one animal for him to steal. Nonetheless they had come a long way and the old man decided to press on.


  They caught up with the Texans sooner than Kicking Wolf had expected to. They had only ridden a little way south when they spotted the four men, dots on the llano far ahead. Immediately Kicking Wolf made a long loop to the west—McCrae had sharp eyes, and so did Famous Shoes. He didn’t want to alert the Texans to the fact that they were being followed. He intended to loop well in front of them and wait, in case he decided to steal their one horse. Walking men were sure to be tired—it would be an easy theft if the horse was one he wanted.


  During the rest of the day, as the sun fell, Kicking Wolf and Dancing Rabbit made a half circle around the Texans, taking care as they rode to make use of gullies or little ridges to hide themselves so that not even the sharpest eye could detect their presence. Then they came back in front of the Texans to await their passage. Once they had hidden their own horses well, Kicking Wolf told Dancing Rabbit to stay with them, an order that upset the young warrior greatly.


  “But I want to see what you do!” Dancing Rabbit protested. “I want to see how the great Kicking Wolf steals a horse.”


  “You wait!” Kicking Wolf insisted. “I am not going to steal the horse while the sun is up. If I want the horse I will steal it tonight. You can come with me then.”


  He paused and looked at the sullen young warrior, a young man full of complaint. When he himself had been young he would never have dared protest an order given by an older man. Dancing Rabbit was pouting like a girl when Kicking Wolf left him with their horses.


  Kicking Wolf was well ahead of the Texans. He hid behind a low stand of yucca and waited. Long before the Texans passed he saw to his disgust that it was not even a horse they had with them: it was only a brown mule. It was all a waste, his trip. The only use Comanches had for mules was to eat them. Some Comanches thought mule meat tasted better than horsemeat. He himself had mainly avoided stealing mules because they couldn’t breed. Why steal a horse that couldn’t make colts?


  He waited, though, crouched behind the yucca, as the Texans passed, about a half mile away. Famous Shoes had gone ahead, hoping to find water, probably. Gun-in-the-Water was with the Texans, and so was McCrae. Besides them there was a black man and a skinny man, both younger. Gun-in-the-Water limped a little—perhaps it was because he had no heels on his boots.


  As he watched the weary men walking toward the big orb of the setting sun, Kicking Wolf suddenly had a sadness fill him. His breast felt so heavy with it that he began to envy Buffalo Hump, who was dead. He knew already that he didn’t want to steal the Texans’ brown mule, and that was not because he had any liking for Texans or pitied them their long walk. He knew the Texans would kill him, if they saw him, and he in turn would try to kill them if they made themselves easy targets. They had always been hated enemies and were hated enemies still—Kicking Wolf was grateful that he was prosperous enough and free, so that he could still hate Texans as a Comanche should. He was glad that he did not have to pretend to be friends with them to collect a mere pittance to live on.


  Yet he felt sad, and, as the Texans stopped to camp, while dusk made the long plain indistinct—shadows here, last streaks of sunlight there—the sadness filled him until he felt he would burst. There, nearby, were Gun-in-the-Water and Silver Hair McCrae, men he had fought most of his life and would gladly fight again if he could. He had stolen many, many horses from them, or from companies of rangers they rode with. Once he and Buffalo Hump had set a prairie fire that had nearly caught the two men and burned them and their company. There had been shots exchanged, arrows shot, lances thrown, and yet the two rangers were still alive; and so was he.


  Kicking Wolf remembered, as he watched the black man hobble the brown mule, that once, only a few miles from where they were, he had stolen the Buffalo Horse, right from under Big Horse Scull’s very nose. He had stolen him and taken him to Mexico, a venture that had cost Three Birds his life and led to his own derangement, his time of seeing two where there was one.


  It had been a great thing, the stealing of the Buffalo Horse, a great horse whose fate had been to be eaten in Mexico by many small dark people. Some of the old men still sang about Big Horse Scull and the Buffalo Horse—he sang about it too, when there were great feasts and dancing, a thing that had not been common since the buffalo went to the north, where they would not have to smell the whites.


  Remembering his great feat made Kicking Wolf want to sing—the urge to sing rose in him and mixed in his breast with the sadness that came in him because he realized that the time of good fighting was over. There would be a little more killing, probably; Quanah and the Antelopes might make a little more war, but only a little more. The time of good fighting was ended; what was left for the Comanches was to smile at the white men and pretend they didn’t hate them.


  Kicking Wolf did not want to smile at the white man. He wanted to die somewhere on the llano, alone, in a spirit place, as Buffalo Hump had tried to do. Not only that, he did not want to steal the puny brown mule, either. Why would a man who had once stolen the Buffalo Horse want to steal a skinny brown mule? It would be an insult to himself, to do such a thing.


  So he waited until the moon rose and turned to go back to the gully and the horses, only to discover that Dancing Rabbit, the foolish boy, had disobeyed and followed him.


  “What are you doing? I told you to watch the horses,” Kicking Wolf said. “If those Texans were not so tired they would steal our horses.”


  “I only came because I wanted to watch you steal the horse,” Dancing Rabbit said. “I just want to see how you do it.”


  “It is not even a horse!” Kicking Wolf said. He grew so angry that he almost forgot to whisper—but then he remembered the Texans and led the foolish boy farther away, to reprimand him.


  “It is only a mule,” he pointed out, once it was safe to talk. “It was near here that I stole the Buffalo Horse. I am not going to steal a mule.


  “You steal it, if you want it so badly,” he told the boy.


  Dancing Rabbit knew he had not skill enough to steal the mule. Besides, he didn’t want the mule—he merely wanted to watch as Kicking Wolf stole it.


  “Just show me how you approach it,” he pleaded. “Just show me how, in case I see some Texans with a fine horse I could steal.”


  “I stole the Buffalo Horse,” Kicking Wolf said, several more times, but, in the end, he gave in and did what Dancing Rabbit wanted. He sat with the young warrior most of the night, watching the moon arch over the still prairies. He saw Famous Shoes come back and lay down to rest. He watched as the Texans—exhausted, all of them—fell asleep. Even Gun-in-the-Water, whose habit was to stand guard outside of camp, did not stand guard that night.


  “When will you do it?” Dancing Rabbit asked him several times. “It will be light soon.”


  He was worried that Kicking Wolf wouldn’t do it; but then he looked again and Kicking Wolf was gone. The old man had been sitting quietly, a few feet away, but now he was gone.


  Then, to his astonishment, he saw Kicking Wolf standing by the mule, stroking its neck. The black man who had tethered the mule was sleeping only a few yards away, but the mule was calm and so was Kicking Wolf. The old man stood by the mule for a few minutes, as if talking quietly to it, and then he disappeared again. He had been by the mule, but now he wasn’t. Dancing Rabbit had no idea where the old man had gone. Hastily he made his way back to the gully where the horses were, only to find, when he reached it, that Kicking Wolf was there and had already mounted his horse.


  “We had better go,” Kicking Wolf said. “The Kickapoo will see my track first thing in the morning. I don’t think they will follow us, but I don’t know. Gun-in-the-Water might chase us on the mule.”


  “I didn’t see you move,” Dancing Rabbit said, when they were riding together. “You were with me and then you were with the mule. I didn’t see you move.”


  Kicking Wolf smiled. It had been pleasant to do his old trick again, to walk without making a sound, to go up to a horse, or, in this case, a mule, to touch it and make it his while the owner slept nearby. It was a skill he had that no other Comanche had ever equaled. Though he had had to travel a long way across the llano in dry weather, it was good to know that he still had his old gift. It made up a little for Broken Foot and the cramps in his leg and the sadness of knowing that the old ways were gone.


  “I don’t move,” he said, to the credulous young man who could still not quite believe what he had seen. “When the time is right I am just there, by the horse.”


  “But I saw you—you were with me and then you were by the horse. I know you moved,” Dancing Rabbit said.


  “It isn’t moving—it is something else,” Kicking Wolf said.


  Dancing Rabbit pestered him all the way home, wanting to know how Kicking Wolf did what he did when he approached a horse; but Kicking Wolf didn’t tell him, because he couldn’t. It was a way—his way—and that was all.


  44.


  When Famous Shoes saw Kicking Wolf standing by the mule his thought at first that it was just another of his dreams. Since seeing the white owl come out of the earth he had had many dreams that were not good. In some of them Comanches were killing his children. In another Ahumado had him, and, in a third, a great flood came while he was on the llano. He tried to outrun the water but the flood swept over him and carried him down to where there was a great fish shaped like a Jaguar.


  Compared to those nightmares, seeing Kicking Wolf standing by the brown mule was not so bad. Then, waking, he thought he saw Kicking Wolf walking in the white moonlight—it might have been Kicking Wolf or it might have been his ghost.


  In the morning, when he had almost forgotten his dream, Famous Shoes walked over to where the brwon mule grazed and saw at once that no dream had occurred: Kicking Wolf had been there. On the ground, plain to see, was the footprint that he had seen so many times when he and Big Horse Skull had followed the Comanche horsethieves int Mexico. What he had seen in the moonlight was not a ghost but a man. Kicking Wolf had come for the mule and then left it. Famous Shoes found it surprising that the old Comanche would follow them all the way into the llano after one mule, but it was not surprising that he had left the mule once he saw how skinny it was. Kicking Wolf was a man who had always been choosy about horseflesh. He only took the best horses, and Deets’s brown mule could not even be said to be a horse.


  When Famous Shoes went to the campfire and announced that Kicking Wolf had been there, all the Texans put down their coffee cups and ran over to look at the tracks, bringing their rifles with them, as if they feared attack. They all looked around anxiously, but, of course, the llano was empty in all directions. Captain Call was vexed, but he had been vexed the whole way back because of the trouble with his boot heels. His boots were now so nearly useless that when they were in grass country he often walked barefoot. On the worst of the walk the rangers had had to drink their own piss, a thing that bothered Captain Call less than the fact that Blue Duck’s first shot had ruined his only boots. Fortunately they were only two days from the Brazos now and would not have to drink their own piss again. Far to the south, thunderclouds rumbled—the rain might soon fill the many little declivities that dotted the llano, turning them into temporary water holes.


  “Well, I swear,” Pea Eye said, looking at the tracks. “A man was here but he didn’t take the mule.” The sight of the footprints made him nervous, though. A Comanche had come close enough to kill, and no one had heard him. It was a scary thing, just as scary as it had been the first time he journeyed onto the plain.


  “Didn’t take it and I’m glad,” Deets said, for he was very fond of his brown mule, the only animal, after all, to survive the trip—the other horses had either starved or been shot.


  Augustus took his hat off and scratched his head, amused by what he saw—even though it was a dark joke. After the walk they had had, any joke seemed better than none, to him.


  “Why, he tuned up his nose at our mule, old Kicking Wolf,” he said.


  Call didn’t find it amusing. He would have liked to chase the man—it seemed that half his life had been spent chasing Kicking Wolf—but he had only a tired mule to chase him on. The rain clouds hovering to the south had been dancing away from them for a week; the Brazos River, still a full two days to the south, might have to be their salvation, as it had been for many travelers. Once again he had to carry with him, on a long trip home, a sense of incompletion. They had traveled a long way, hung ten bandits, but missed their leader, Blue Duck, murderer of his own father, and many others besides.


  Augustus, though, would not be denied his amusement.


  “How’s this for a scandal, Woodrow?” he said. “We didn’t get our man, and now we’ve sunk so low that a Comanche won’t even steal our mule. I guess that means the fun’s over.”


  “It may be over but it wasn’t fun,” Call said, looking at the long dry distance that still waited to be crossed.
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  For Maureen Orth,

  and

  In memory of

  the nine McMurtry boys

  (1878–1983)

  “Once in the saddle they

  Used to go dashing...”


  Preface


  Fictions—in my case, novels only, to the tune of about thirty—starts in tactile motion; pecking out a few sentences on a typewriter; sentences that might encourage me and perhaps a few potential readers to press on.


  In 1975, at home in my house in Texas, I peated out this:


  WHEN AUGUSTUS CAME OUT ON THE PORCH THE BLUE PIGS WERE EATING A RATTLESNAKE—NOT A VERY BIG ONE.


  Once the blue pigs and the remnants of the rattlesnake had been sashed away I devote a few sentences to Augustus’s partner, Captain Woodrow Call, who is in a nearby corral, trying to break an unruly young mare called the Hell Bitch, who catches him slightly off guard and takes a bite out of his shoulder.


  Captain Call, a Stoic, says nothing about this mishap but Augustus, an Epicurean, makes several comments, none of them welcomed by Captain Call. Thus, casually, begins Lonesome Dove, by far my most popular novel, and one that allows me to join the small company of “respectable” writers whose fiction deals with the American West: Cormac McCarthy, Walter Van Tilburg Clark, Tom Lee and a handful of others, below whom comes the vast desert of the pulpers, the sons and daughters of Max Brand (Frederick Faust), Louis L’Amour and many hundreds of others.


  But I was not considering literary ranking or even literary merit when I wrote that first sentence about Augustus McCrae, the blue pigs and the quickly consumed snake. I was just doodling at the typewriter, hoping to find a subject or a character that might hold my interest.


  For quite a few years, there was, however, no sign of the Lonesome Dove. Two other books shoved ahead of it (Cadillac Jack and The Desert Rose) and my impulse to write about these two ex–Texas Rangers was feeble at first. I didn’t even have a title, until, by a miracle, I got one. There was an old church bus sitting in seeming abandonment beside a Texas road I was driving along. The sign on the bus said LONESOME DOVE BAPTIST CHURCH. I knew, at once, that I had had a piece of luck; I drove straight home and wrote the novel. A good title can save a book, and the sign on the old fading bus saved mine; tragic though it is it has added some happiness to the world.


  In the novel, Lonesome Dove is the small town in the Texas brush country from which Gus and Call, both ex-Rangers, and their crew, the Hat Creek Outfit, set out on their epic cattle drive to then sparsely inhabited Montana.


  But, if one cuts more deeply, the lonesome dove is Newt, a lonely teenager who is the unacknowledged son of Captain Call and a kindly whore named Maggie, who is now dead. So the central theme of the novel is not the stocking of Montana but unacknowledged paternity. All of the Hat Creek Outfit, including particularly Augustus McCrae, want Call to accept the boy as his son.


  Indeed, as I wrote on through a rather long book, I myself expected Woodrow Call to do the decent thing. I thought he would finally admit or acknowledge that Newt was his son. I kept expecting the redeeming scene to rise out of my typewriter some day.


  But it never did! The closest Call would bring himself to making the admission was to give the boy his horse, the famous Hell Bitch.


  And, in a later episode, the horse kills the boy, putting Newt beyond acknowledgement and making Lonesome Dove the tragic story it is.


  Many moviegoers who know horses were bothered by the fact that the Hell Bitch was in fact a gelding in the film. I taxed the director, Simon Wincer—himself a horseman—about this and he said the wranglers wouldn’t allow a mare in their remuda.


  And the blue pigs walked all the way to Montana just to be eaten. Life ain’t for sissies, as Augustus might have said.


  —Larry McMurtry, 2010


  All America lies at the end of the wilderness road, and our past is not a dead past, but still lives in us. Our forefathers had civilization inside themselves, the wild outside. We live in the civilization they created, but within us the wilderness still lingers. What they dreamed, we live, and what they lived, we dream.


  —T. K. Whipple, Study Out the Land


  Part I


  [image: common]


  1.


  WHEN AUGUSTUS CAME OUT on the porch the blue pigs were eating a rattlesnake—not a very big one. It had probably just been crawling around looking for shade when it ran into the pigs. They were having a fine tug-of-war with it, and its rattling days were over. The sow had it by the neck, and the shoat had the tail.


  “You pigs git,” Augustus said, kicking the shoat. “Head on down to the creek if you want to eat that snake.” It was the porch he begrudged them, not the snake. Pigs on the porch just made things hotter, and things were already hot enough. He stepped down into the dusty yard and walked around to the springhouse to get his jug. The sun was still high, sulled in the sky like a mule, but Augustus had a keen eye for sun, and to his eye the long light from the west had taken on an encouraging slant.


  Evening took a long time getting to Lonesome Dove, but when it came it was a comfort. For most of the hours of the day—and most of the months of the year—the sun had the town trapped deep in dust, far out in the chaparral flats, a heaven for snakes and horned toads, roadrunners and stinging lizards, but a hell for pigs and Tennesseans. There was not even a respectable shade tree within twenty or thirty miles; in fact, the actual location of the nearest decent shade was a matter of vigorous debate in the offices—if you wanted to call a roofless barn and a couple of patched-up corrals offices—of the Hat Creek Cattle Company, half of which Augustus owned.


  His stubborn partner, Captain W. F. Call, maintained that there was excellent shade as close as Pickles Gap, only twelve miles away, but Augustus wouldn’t allow it. Pickles Gap was if anything a more worthless community than Lonesome Dove. It had only sprung up because a fool from north Georgia named Wesley Pickles had gotten himself and his family lost in the mesquites for about ten days. When he finally found a clearing, he wouldn’t leave it, and Pickles Gap came into being, mainly attracting travelers like its founder, which is to say people too weak-willed to be able to negotiate a few hundred miles of mesquite thicket without losing their nerve.


  The springhouse was a little lumpy adobe building, so cool on the inside that Augustus would have been tempted to live in it had it not been for its popularity with black widows, yellow jackets and centipedes. When he opened the door he didn’t immediately see any centipedes but he did immediately hear the nervous buzz of a rattlesnake that was evidently smarter than the one the pigs were eating. Augustus could just make out the snake, coiled in a corner, but decided not to shoot it; on a quiet spring evening in Lonesome Dove, a shot could cause complications. Everybody in town would hear it and conclude either that the Comanches were down from the plains or the Mexicans up from the river. If any of the customers of the Dry Bean, the town’s one saloon, happened to be drunk or unhappy—which was very likely—they would probably run out into the street and shoot a Mexican or two, just to be on the safe side.


  At the very least, Call would come stomping up from the lots, only to be annoyed to discover it had just been a snake. Call had no respect whatsoever for snakes, or for anyone who stood aside for snakes. He treated rattlers like gnats, disposing of them with one stroke of whatever tool he had in hand. “A man that slows down for snakes might as well walk,” he often said, a statement that made about as much sense to an educated man as most of the things Call said.


  Augustus held to a more leisurely philosophy. He believed in giving creatures a little time to think, so he stood in the sun a few minutes until the rattler calmed down and crawled out a hole. Then he reached in and lifted his jug out of the mud. It had been a dry year, even by the standards of Lonesome Dove, and the spring was just springing enough to make a nice mud puddle. The pigs spent half their time rooting around the springhouse, hoping to get into the mud, but so far none of the holes in the adobe was big enough to admit a pig.


  The damp burlap the jug was wrapped in naturally appealed to the centipedes, so Augustus made sure none had sneaked under the wrapping before he uncorked the jug and took a modest swig. The one white barber in Lonesome Dove, a fellow Tennessean named Dillard Brawley, had to do his barbering on one leg because he had not been cautious enough about centipedes. Two of the vicious red-legged variety had crawled into his pants one night and Dillard had got up in a hurry and had neglected to shake out the pants. The leg hadn’t totally rotted off, but it had rotted sufficiently that the family got nervous about blood poisoning and persuaded he and Call to saw it off.


  For a year or two Lonesome Dove had had a real doctor, but the young man had lacked good sense. A vaquero with a loose manner that everybody was getting ready to hang at the first excuse anyway passed out from drink one night and let a blister bug crawl in his ear. The bug couldn’t find its way out, but it could move around enough to upset the vaquero, who persuaded the young doctor to try and flush it. The young man was doing his best with some warm salt water, but the vaquero lost his temper and shot him. It was a fatal mistake on the vaquero’s part: someone blasted his horse out from under him as he was racing away, and the incensed citizenry, most of whom were nearby at the Dry Bean, passing the time, hung him immediately.


  Unfortunately no medical man had taken an interest in the town since, and Augustus and Call, both of whom had coped with their share of wounds, got called on to do such surgery as was deemed essential. Dillard Brawley’s leg had presented no problem, except that Dillard screeched so loudly that he injured his vocal cords. He got around good on one leg, but the vocal cords had never fully recovered, which ultimately hurt his business. Dillard had always talked too much, but after the trouble with the centipedes, what he did was whisper too much. Customers couldn’t relax under their hot towels for trying to make out Dillard’s whispers. He hadn’t really been worth listening to, even when he had two legs, and in time many of his customers drifted off to the Mexican barber. Call even used the Mexican, and Call didn’t trust Mexicans or barbers.


  Augustus took the jug back to the porch and placed his rope-bottomed chair so as to utilize the smidgin of shade he had to work with. As the sun sank, the shade would gradually extend itself across the porch, the wagon yard, Hat Creek, Lonesome Dove and, eventually, the Rio Grande. By the time the shade had reached the river, Augustus would have mellowed with the evening and be ready for some intelligent conversation, which usually involved talking to himself. Call would work until slap dark if he could find anything to do, and if he couldn’t find anything he would make up something—and Pea Eye was too much of a corporal to quit before the Captain quit, even if Call would have let him.


  The two pigs had quietly disregarded Augustus’s orders to go to the creek, and were under one of the wagons, eating the snake. That made good sense, for the creek was just as dry as the wagon yard, and farther off. Fifty weeks out of the year Hat Creek was nothing but a sandy ditch, and the fact that the two pigs didn’t regard it as a fit wallow was a credit to their intelligence. Augustus often praised the pigs’ intelligence in a running argument he had been having with Call for the last few years. Augustus maintained that pigs were smarter than all horses and most people, a claim that galled Call severely.


  “No slop-eating pig is as smart as a horse,” Call said, before going on to say worse things.


  As was his custom, Augustus drank a fair amount of whiskey as he sat and watched the sun ease out of the day. If he wasn’t tilting the rope-bottomed chair, he was tilting the jug. The days in Lonesome Dove were a blur of heat and as dry as chalk, but mash whiskey took some of the dry away and made Augustus feel nicely misty inside—foggy and cool as a morning in the Tennessee hills. He seldom got downright drunk, but he did enjoy feeling misty along about sundown, keeping his mood good with tasteful swigs as the sky to the west began to color up. The whiskey didn’t damage his intellectual powers any, but it did make him more tolerant of the raw sorts he had to live with: Call and Pea Eye and Deets, young Newt, and old Bolivar, the cook.


  When the sky had pinked up nicely over the western flats, Augustus went around to the back of the house and kicked the kitchen door a time or two. “Better warm up the sowbelly and mash a few beans,” he said. Old Bolivar didn’t answer, so Augustus kicked the door once or twice more, to emphasize his point, and went back to the porch. The blue shoat was waiting for him at the corner of the house, quiet as a cat. It was probably hoping he would drop something—a belt or a pocketknife or a hat—so he could eat it.


  “Git from here, shoat,” Augustus said. “If you’re that hungry go hunt up another snake.” It occurred to him that a leather belt couldn’t be much tougher or less palatable than the fried goat Bolivar served up three or four times a week. The old man had been a competent Mexican bandit before he ran out of steam and crossed the river. Since then he had led a quiet life, but it was a fact that goat kept turning up on the table. The Hat Creek Cattle Company didn’t trade in them, and it was unlikely that Bolivar was buying them out of his own pocket—stealing goats was probably his way of keeping up his old skills. His old skills did not include cooking. The goat meat tasted like it had been fried in tar, but Augustus was the only member of the establishment sensitive enough to raise a complaint. “Bol, where’d you get the tar you fried this goat in?” he asked regularly, his quiet attempt at wit falling as usual on deaf ears. Bolivar ignored all queries, direct or indirect.


  Augustus was getting about ready to start talking to the sow and the shoat when he saw Call and Pea Eye walking up from the lots. Pea Eye was tall and lank, had never been full in his life, and looked so awkward that he appeared to be about to fall down even when he was standing still. He looked totally helpless, but that was another case of looks deceiving. In fact, he was one of the ablest men Augustus had ever known. He had never been an outstanding Indian fighter, but if you gave him something he could work at deliberately, like carpentering or blacksmithing, or well-digging or harness repair, Pea was excellent. If he had been a man to do sloppy work, Call would have run him off long before.


  Augustus walked down and met the men at the wagons. “It’s a little early for you two to be quittin’, ain’t it, girls?” he said. “Or is this Christmas or what?”


  Both men had sweated their shirts through so many times during the day that they were practically black. Augustus offered Call the jug, and Call put a foot on a wagon tongue and took a swig just to rinse the dry out of his mouth. He spat a mouthful of perfectly good whiskey in the dust and handed the jug to Pea Eye.


  “Girls yourself,” he said. “It ain’t Christmas.” Then he went on to the house, so abruptly that Augustus was a little taken aback. Call had never been one for fine manners, but if the day’s work had gone to his satisfaction he would usually stand and pass the time a minute.


  The funny thing about Woodrow Call was how hard he was to keep in scale. He wasn’t a big man—in fact, was barely middle-sized—but when you walked up and looked him in the eye it didn’t seem that way. Augustus was four inches taller than his partner, and Pea Eye three inches taller yet, but there was no way you could have convinced Pea Eye that Captain Call was the short man. Call had him buffaloed, and in that respect Pea had plenty of company. If a man meant to hold his own with Call it was necessary to keep in mind that Call wasn’t as big as he seemed. Augustus was the one man in south Texas who could usually keep him in scale, and he built on his advantage whenever he could. He started many a day by pitching Call a hot biscuit and remarking point-blank, “You know, Call, you ain’t really no giant.”


  A simple heart like Pea could never understand such behavior. It gave Augustus a laugh sometimes to consider that Call could hoodwink a man nearly twice his size, getting Pea to confuse the inner with the outer man. But of course Call himself had such a single-track mind that he scarcely realized he was doing it. He just did it. What made it a fascinating trick was that Call had never noticed that he had a trick. The man never wasted five minutes appreciating himself; it would have meant losing five minutes off whatever job he had decided he wanted to get done that day.


  “It’s a good thing I ain’t scairt to be lazy,” Augustus told him once.


  “You may think so. I don’t,” Call said.


  “Hell, Call, if I worked as hard as you, there’d be no thinking done at all around this outfit. You stay in a lather fifteen hours a day. A man that’s always in a lather can’t think nothin’ out.”


  “I’d like to see you think the roof back on that barn,” Call said.


  A strange little wind had whipped over from Mexico and blown the roof off clean as a whistle, three years before. Fortunately it only rained in Lonesome Dove once or twice a year, so the loss of the roof didn’t result in much suffering for the stock, when there was stock. It mostly meant suffering for Call, who had never been able to locate enough decent lumber to build a new roof. Unfortunately a rare downpour had occurred only about a week after the wind dropped the old roof in the middle of Hat Creek. It had been a real turd-floater, and also a lumber-floater, washing much of the roof straight into the Rio Grande.


  “If you think so much, why didn’t you think of that rain?” Call asked. Ever since, he had been throwing the turd-floater up to Augustus. Give Call a grievance, however silly, and he would save it like money.


  Pea Eye wasn’t spitting out any mash whiskey. He had a skinny neck—his Adam’s apple bulged so when he drank that it reminded Augustus of a snake with a frog stuck in its gullet.


  “Call looks mad enough to kick the stump,” Augustus said, when Pea finally stopped to breathe.


  “She bit a hunk out of him, that’s why,” Pea said. “I don’t know why the Captain wants to keep her.”


  “Fillies are his only form of folly,” Augustus said. “What’s he doing letting a horse bite him? I thought you boys were digging the new well?”


  “Hit rock,” Pea said. “Ain’t room for but one man to swing a pick down in that hole, so Newt swung it while I shod horses. The Captain took a ride. I guess he thought he had her sweated down. He turned his back on her and she bit a hunk out.”


  The mare in question was known around town as the Hell Bitch. Call had bought her in Mexico, from some caballeros who claimed to have killed an Indian to get her—a Comanche, they said. Augustus doubted that part of the story: it was unlikely one Comanche had been riding around by himself in that part of Mexico, and if there had been two Comanches the caballeros wouldn’t have lived to do any horse trading. The mare was a dapple gray, with a white muzzle and a white streak down her forehead, too tall to be pure Indian pony and too short-barreled to be pure thoroughbred. Her disposition did suggest some time spent with Indians, but which Indians and how long was anybody’s guess. Every man who saw her wanted to buy her, she was that stylish, but Call wouldn’t even listen to an offer, though Pea Eye and Newt were both anxious to see her sold. They had to work around her every day and suffered accordingly. She had once kicked Newt all the way into the blacksmith’s shop and nearly into the forge. Pea Eye was at least as scared of her as he was of Comanches, which was saying a lot.


  “What’s keeping Newt?” Augustus asked.


  “He may have went to sleep down in that well,” Pea Eye said.


  Then Augustus saw the boy walking up from the lots, so tired he was barely moving. Pea Eye was half drunk by the time Newt finally made the wagons.


  “’I god, Newt, I’m glad you got here before fall,” Augustus said. “We’d have missed you during the summer.”


  “I been throwin’ rocks at the mare,” Newt said, with a grin. “Did you see what a hunk she bit out of the Captain?”


  Newt lifted one foot and carefully scraped the mud from the well off the sole of his boot, while Pea Eye continued to wash the dust out of his throat.


  Augustus had always admired the way Newt could stand on one leg while cleaning the other boot. “Look at that, Pea,” he said. “I bet you can’t do that.”


  Pea Eye was so used to seeing Newt stand on one leg to clean his boot that he couldn’t figure out what it was Gus thought he couldn’t do. A few big swigs of liquor sometimes slowed his thinking down to a crawl. This usually happened at sundown, after a hard day of well-digging or horseshoeing; at such times Pea was doubly glad he worked with the Captain, rather than Gus. The less talk the Captain had to listen to, the better humor he was in, whereas Gus was just the opposite. He’d rattle off five or six different questions and opinions, running them all together like so many unbranded cattle—it made it hard to pick out one and think about it carefully and slowly, the only ways Pea Eye liked to think. At such times his only recourse was to pretend the questions had hit him in his deaf ear, the left one, which hadn’t really worked well since the day of their big fight with the Keechis—what they called the Stone House fight. It had been pure confusion, since the Indians had been smart enough to fire the prairie grass, smoking things up so badly that no one could see six feet ahead. They kept bumping into Indians in the smoke and having to shoot point-blank; a Ranger right next to Pea had spotted one and fired too close to Pea’s ear.


  That was the day the Indians got away with their horses, which made Captain Call about as mad as Pea had ever seen him. It meant they had to walk down the Brazos for nearly two hundred miles, worrying constantly about what would happen if the Comanches discovered they were afoot. Pea Eye hadn’t noticed he was half deaf until they had walked most of the way out.


  Fortunately, while he was worrying the question of what it was he couldn’t do, old Bolivar began to whack the dinner bell, which put an end to discussion. The old dinner bell had lost its clapper, but Bolivar had found a crowbar that somebody had managed to break, and he laid into the bell so hard that you couldn’t have heard the clapper if there had been one.


  The sun had finally set, and it was so still along the river that they could hear the horses swishing their tails, down in the lots—or they could until Bolivar laid into the bell. Although he probably knew they were standing around the wagons, in easy hearing distance, Bolivar continued to pound the bell for a good five minutes. Bolivar pounded the bell for reasons of his own; even Call couldn’t control him in that regard. The sound drowned out the quiet of sunset, which annoyed Augustus so much that at times he was tempted to go up and shoot the old man, just to teach him a lesson.


  “I figure he’s calling bandits,” Augustus said, when the ringing finally stopped. They started for the house, and the pigs fell in with them, the shoat eating a lizard he had caught somewhere. The pigs liked Newt even better than Augustus—when he didn’t have anything better to do he would feed them scraps of rawhide and scratch their ears.


  “If them bandits were to come, maybe the Captain would let me start wearing a gun,” Newt said wistfully. It seemed he would never get old enough to wear a gun, though he was well into his teens.


  “If you was to wear a gun somebody would just mistake you for a gunfighter and shoot you,” Augustus said, noting the boy’s wistful look. “It ain’t worth it. If Bol ever calls up any bandits I’ll lend you my Henry.”


  “That old man can barely cook,” Pea Eye remarked. “Where would he get any bandits?”


  “Why, you remember that greasy bunch he had,” Augustus said. “We used to buy horses from ’em. That’s the only reason Call hired him to cook. In the business we’re in, it don’t hurt to know a few horsethieves, as long as they’re Mexicans. I figure Bol’s just biding his time. As soon as he gains our trust his bunch will sneak up some night and murder us all.”


  He didn’t believe anything of the kind—he just liked to stimulate the boy once in a while, and Pea too, though Pea was an exceptionally hard man to stimulate, being insensitive to most fears. Pea had just sense enough to fear Comanches—that didn’t require an abundance of sense. Mexican bandits did not impress him.


  Newt had more imagination. He turned and looked across the river, where a big darkness was about to settle. Every now and then, about sundown, the Captain and Augustus and Pea and Deets would strap on guns and ride off into that darkness, into Mexico, to return about sunup with thirty or forty horses or perhaps a hundred skinny cattle. It was the way the stock business seemed to work along the border, the Mexican ranchers raiding north while the Texans raided south. Some of the skinny cattle spent their lives being chased back and forth across the Rio Grande. Newt’s fondest hope was to get old enough to be taken along on the raids. Many a night he lay in his hot little bunk, listening to old Bolivar snore and mumble below him, peering out the window toward Mexico, imagining the wild doings that must be going on. Once in a while he even heard gunfire, though seldom more than a shot or two, from up or down the river—it got his imagination to working all the harder.


  “You can go when you’re grown,” the Captain said, and that was all he said. There was no arguing with it, either—not if you were just hired help. Arguing with the Captain was a privilege reserved for Mr. Gus.


  They no sooner got in the house than Mr. Gus began to exercise the privilege. The Captain had his shirt off, letting Bolivar treat his mare bite. She had got him just above the belt. Enough blood had run down into his pants that one pants leg was caked with it. Bol was about to pack the bite with his usual dope, a mixture of axle grease and turpentine, but Mr. Gus made him wait until he could get a look at the wound himself.


  “’I god, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “As long as you’ve worked around horses it looks like you’d know better than to turn your back on a Kiowa mare.”


  Call was thinking of something and didn’t answer for a minute. What he was thinking was that the moon was in the quarter—what they called the rustler’s moon. Let it get full over the pale flats and some Mexicans could see well enough to draw a fair bead. Men he’d ridden with for years were dead and buried, or at least dead, because they’d crossed the river under a full moon. No moon at all was nearly as bad: then it was too hard to find the stock, and too hard to move it. The quarter moon was the right moon for a swing below the border. The brush country to the north was already thick with cattlemen, making up their spring herds and getting trail crews together; it wouldn’t be a week before they began to drift into Lonesome Dove. It was time to go gather cattle.


  “Who said she was Kiowa?” he said, looking at Augustus.


  “I’ve reasoned it out,” Augustus said. “You could have done the same if you ever stopped working long enough to think.”


  “I can work and think too,” Call said. “You’re the only man I know whose brain don’t work unless it’s in the shade.”


  Augustus ignored the remark. “I figure it was a Kiowa on his way to steal a woman that lost that mare,” he said. “Your Comanche don’t hunger much after señoritas. White women are easier to steal, and don’t eat as much besides. The Kiowa are different. They fancy señoritas.”


  “Can we eat or do we have to wait till the argument’s over?” Pea Eye asked.


  “We starve if we wait for that,” Bolivar said, plunking a potful of sowbelly and beans down on the rough table. Augustus, to the surprise of no one, was the first to fill his plate.


  “I don’t know where you keep finding these Mexican strawberries,” he said, referring to the beans. Bolivar managed to find them three hundred and sixty-five days a year, mixing them with so many red chilies that a spoonful of beans was more or less as hot as a spoonful of red ants. Newt had come to think that only two things were certain if you worked for the Hat Creek Cattle Company. One was that Captain Call would think of more things to do than he and Pea Eye and Deets could get done, and the other was that beans would be available at all meals. The only man in the outfit who didn’t fart frequently was old Bolivar himself—he never touched beans and lived mainly on sourdough biscuits and chickory coffee, or rather cups of brown sugar with little puddles of coffee floating on top. Sugar cost money, too, and it irked the Captain to spend it, but Bolivar could not be made to break a habit. Augustus claimed the old man’s droppings were so sugary that the blue shoat had taken to stalking him every time he went to shit, which might have been true. Newt had all he could do to keep clear of the shoat, and his own droppings were mostly bean.


  By the time Call got his shirt on and came to the table, Augustus was reaching for a second helping. Pea and Newt were casting nervous glances at the pot, hoping for seconds themselves but too polite to grab before everyone had been served. Augustus’s appetite was a kind of natural calamity. Call had watched it with amazement for thirty years and yet it still surprised him to see how much Augustus ate. He didn’t work unless he had to, and yet he could sit down night after night and out-eat three men who had put in a day’s labor.


  In their rangering days, when things were a little slow the boys would sit around and swap stories about Augustus’s eating. Not only did he eat a lot, he ate it fast. The cook that wanted to hold him at the grub for more than ten minutes had better have a side of beef handy.


  Call pulled out a chair and sat down. As Augustus was ladling himself a big scoop of beans, Call stuck his plate under the ladle. Newt thought it such a slick move that he laughed out loud.


  “Many thanks,” Call said. “If you ever get tired of loafing I guess you could get a job waiting tables.”


  “Why, I had a job waiting tables once,” Augustus said, pretending he had meant to serve Call the beans. “On a riverboat. I wasn’t no older than Newt when I had that job. The cook even wore a white hat.”


  “What for?” Pea Eye asked.


  “Because it’s what real cooks are supposed to wear,” Augustus said, looking at Bolivar, who was stirring a little coffee into his brown sugar. “Not so much a hat as a kind of big white cap—it looked like it could have been made out of a bedsheet.”


  “I’d be damned if I’d wear one,” Call said.


  “Nobody would be loony enough to hire you to cook, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “The cap is supposed to keep the cook’s old greasy hairs from falling into the food. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of Bol’s hairs have found their way into this sow bosom.”


  Newt looked at Bolivar, sitting over by the stove in his dirty serape. Bolivar’s hair looked like it had had a can of secondhand lard poured over it. Once every few months Bol would change clothes and go visit his wife, but his efforts at improving his appearance never went much higher than his mustache, which he occasionally tried to wax with grease of some kind.


  “How come you to quit the riverboat?” Pea Eye asked.


  “I was too young and pretty,” Augustus said. “The whores wouldn’t let me alone.”


  Call was sorry it had come up. He didn’t like talk about whores—not anytime, but particularly not in front of the boy. Augustus had little shame, if any. It had long been a sore spot between them.


  “I wish they’d drownt you then,” Call said, annoyed. Conversation at the table seldom led to any good.


  Newt kept his eyes on his plate, as he usually did when the Captain grew annoyed.


  “Drown me?” Augustus said. “Why, if anybody had tried it, those girls would have clawed them to shreds.” He knew Call was mad, but wasn’t much inclined to humor him. It was his dinner table as much as Call’s, and if Call didn’t like the conversation he could go to bed.


  Call knew there was no point in arguing. That was what Augustus wanted: argument. He didn’t really care what the question was, and it made no great difference to him which side he was on. He just plain loved to argue, whereas Call hated to. Long experience had taught him that there was no winning arguments with Augustus, even in cases where there was a simple right and wrong at issue. Even in the old days, when they were in the thick of it, with Indians and hardcases to worry about, Augustus would seize any chance for a dispute. Practically the closest call they ever had, when the two of them and six Rangers got surprised by the Comanches up the Prairie Dog Fork of the Red and were all digging holes in the bank that could have turned out to be their graves if they hadn’t been lucky and got a cloudy night and sneaked away, Augustus had kept up a running argument with a Ranger they called Ugly Bobby. The argument was entirely about coon dogs, and Augustus had kept it up all night, though most of the Rangers were so scared they couldn’t pass water.


  Of course the boy lapped up Augustus’s stories about riverboats and whores. The boy hadn’t been anywhere, so it was all romance to him.


  “Listening to you brag about women don’t improve the taste of my food,” he said, finally.


  “Call, if you want better food you have to start by shooting Bolivar,” Augustus said, reminded of his own grievance against the cook.


  “Bol, I want you to quit whackin’ that bell with that crowbar,” he said. “You can do it at noon if you want to but let off doin’ it at night. A man with any sense can tell when it’s sundown. You’ve spoilt many a pretty evening for me, whackin’ that bell.”


  Bolivar stirred his sugary coffee and held his peace. He whacked the dinner bell because he liked the sound, not because he wanted anybody to come and eat. The men could eat when they liked—he would whack the bell when he liked. He enjoyed being a cook—it was a good deal more relaxing than being a bandit—but that didn’t mean that he intended to take orders. His sense of independence was undiminished.


  “Gen-eral Lee freed the slaves,” he remarked in a surly tone.


  Newt laughed. Bol never had been able to get the war straight, but he had been genuinely sorry when it ended. In fact, if it had kept going he would probably have stayed a bandit—it was a safe and profitable profession with most of the Texans gone. But the ones who came back from the war were mostly bandits themselves, and they had better guns. The profession immediately became overcrowded. Bolivar knew it was time to quit, but once in a while he got the urge for a little shooting.


  “It wasn’t General Lee, it was Abe Lincoln who freed the slaves,” Augustus pointed out.


  Bolivar shrugged. “No difference,” he said.


  “A big difference,” Call said. “One was a Yankee and one wasn’t.”


  Pea Eye got interested for a minute. The beans and sowbelly had revived him. He had been very interested in the notion of emancipation and had studied over it a lot while he went about his work. It was obviously just pure luck that he himself hadn’t been born a slave, but if he had been unlucky Lincoln would have freed him. It gave him a certain admiration for the man.


  “He just freed Americans,” he pointed out to Bolivar.


  Augustus snorted. “You’re in over your head, Pea,” he said. “Who Abe Lincoln freed was a bunch of Africans, no more American than Call here.”


  Call pushed back his chair. He was not about to sit around arguing slavery after a long day, or after a short one either.


  “I’m as American as the next,” he said, taking his hat and picking up a rifle.


  “You was born in Scotland,” Augustus reminded him. “I know they brought you over when you was still draggin’ on the tit, but that don’t make you no less a Scot.”


  Call didn’t reply. Newt looked up and saw him standing at the door, his hat on and his Henry in the crook of his arm. A couple of big moths flew past his head, drawn to the light of the kerosene lamp on the table. With nothing more said, the Captain went out the door.


  2.


  CALL WALKED THE RIVER for an hour, though he knew there was no real need. It was just an old habit he had, left over from wilder times: checking, looking for a sign of one kind or another, honing his instincts, as much as anything. In his years as a Ranger captain it had been his habit to get off by himself for a time, every night, out of camp and away from whatever talking and bickering were going on. He had discovered early on that his instincts needed privacy in which to operate. Sitting around a fire being sociable, yawning and yarning, might be fine in safe country, but it could cost you an edge in country that wasn’t so safe. He liked to get off by himself, a mile or so from camp, and listen to the country, not the men.


  Of course, real scouting skills were superfluous in a place as tame as Lonesome Dove, but Call still liked to get out at night, sniff the breeze and let the country talk. The country talked quiet; one human voice could drown it out, particularly if it was a voice as loud as Augustus McCrae’s. Augustus was notorious all over Texas for the strength of his voice. On a still night he could be heard at least a mile, even if he was more or less whispering. Call did his best to get out of range of Augustus’s voice so that he could relax and pay attention to other sounds. If nothing else, he might get a clue as to what weather was coming—not that there was much mystery about the weather around Lonesome Dove. If a man looked straight up at the stars he was apt to get dizzy, the night was so clear. Clouds were scarcer than cash money, and cash money was scarce enough.


  There was really little in the way of a threat to be looked for, either. A coyote might sneak in and snatch a chicken, but that was about the worst that was likely to happen. The mere fact that he and Augustus were there had long since discouraged the local horsethieves.


  Call angled west of the town, toward a crossing on the river that had once been favored by the Comanches in the days when they had the leisure to raid into Mexico. It was near a salt lick. He had formed the habit of walking up to the crossing almost every night, to sit for a while on a little bluff, just watching. If the moon was high enough to cast a shadow, he sheltered beside a clump of chaparral. If the Comanches ever came again, it stood to reason they would make for their old crossing, but Call knew well enough that the Comanches weren’t going to come again. They were all but whipped, hardly enough warriors left free to terrorize the upper Brazos, much less the Rio Grande.


  The business with the Comanches had been long and ugly—it had occupied Call most of his adult life—but it was really over. In fact, it had been so long since he had seen a really dangerous Indian that if one had suddenly ridden up to the crossing he would probably have been too surprised to shoot—exactly the kind of careless attitude he was concerned to guard against in himself. Whipped they might be, but as long as there was one free Comanche with a horse and a gun it would be foolish to take them lightly.


  He tried hard to keep sharp, but in fact the only action he had scared up in six months of watching the river was one bandit, who might just have been a vaquero with a thirsty horse. All Call had had to do in that instance was click the hammer of his Henry—in the still night the click had been as effective as a shot. The man wheeled back into Mexico, and since then nothing had disturbed the crossing except a few mangy goats on their way to the salt lick.


  Even though he still came to the river every night, it was obvious to Call that Lonesome Dove had long since ceased to need guarding. The talk about Bolivar calling up bandits was just another of Augustus’s overworked jokes. He came to the river because he liked to be alone for an hour, and not always be crowded. It seemed to him he was pressed from dawn till dark, but for no good reason. As a Ranger captain he was naturally pressed to make decisions—and decisions that might mean life or death to the men under him. That had been a natural pressure—one that went with the job. Men looked to him, and kept looking, wanting to know he was still there, able to bring them through whatever scrape they might be in. Augustus was just as capable, beneath all his rant, and would have got them through the same scrapes if it had been necessary, but Augustus wouldn’t bother rising to an occasion until it became absolutely necessary. He left the worrying to Call—so the men looked to Call for orders, and got drunk with Augustus. It never ceased to gripe him that Augustus could not be made to act like a Ranger except in emergencies. His refusal was so consistent that at times both Call and the men would almost hope for an emergency so that Gus would let up talking and arguing and treat the situation with a little respect.


  But somehow, despite the dangers, Call had never felt pressed in quite the way he had lately, bound in by the small but constant needs of others. The physical work didn’t matter: Call was not one to sit on a porch all day, playing cards or gossiping. He intended to work; he had just grown tired of always providing the example. He was still the captain, but no one had seemed to notice that there was no troop and no war. He had been in charge so long that everyone assumed all thoughts, questions, needs and wants had to be referred to him, however simple these might be. The men couldn’t stop expecting him to captain, and he couldn’t stop thinking he had to. It was ingrained in him, he had done it so long, but he was aware that it wasn’t appropriate anymore. They weren’t even peace officers: they just ran a livery stable, trading horses and cattle when they could find a buyer. The work they did was mostly work he could do in his sleep, and yet, though his day-to-day responsibilities had constantly shrunk over the last ten years, life did not seem easier. It just seemed smaller and a good deal more dull.


  Call was not a man to daydream—that was Gus’s department—but then it wasn’t really daydreaming he did, alone on the little bluff at night. It was just thinking back to the years when a man who presumed to stake out a Comanche trail would do well to keep his rifle cocked. Yet the fact that he had taken to thinking back annoyed him, too: he didn’t want to start working over his memories, like an old man. Sometimes he would force himself to get up and walk two or three more miles up the river and back, just to get the memories out of his head. Not until he felt alert again—felt that he could still captain if the need arose—would he return to Lonesome Dove.


  •••


  After supper, when Call left for the river, Augustus, Pea Eye, Newt, Bolivar and the pigs repaired to the porch. The pigs nosed around in the yard, occasionally catching a lizard or a grasshopper, a rat snake or an unwary locust. Bolivar brought out a whetstone and spent twenty minutes or so sharpening the fine bone-handled knife that he wore at his belt. The handle was made from the horn of a mule deer and the thin blade flashed in the moonlight as Bolivar carefully drew it back and forth across the whetstone, spitting on the stone now and then to dampen its surface.


  Although Newt liked Bolivar and considered him a friend, the fact that Bol felt it necessary to sharpen the knife every night made him a little nervous. Mr. Gus’s constant joking about bandits—although Newt knew it was joking—had its effect. It was a mystery to him why Bol sharpened the knife every single night, since he never cut anything with it. When he asked him about it Bol smiled and tested the blade gently with his thumb.


  “It’s like a wife,” he said. “Every night you better stroke it.”


  That made no sense to Newt, but got a laugh from Augustus.


  “If that’s the case your wife is likely pretty rusty by now, Bol,” he said. “She don’t get sharpened more than twice a year.”


  “She is old,” Bolivar said.


  “The older the violin, the sweeter the music,” Augustus said. “Us old folks appreciate whetting just as much as the young, or maybe more. You ought to bring her up here to live, Bol. Think of the money you’d save on whetstones.”


  “That knife would cut through a man’s naik like it was butter,” Pea Eye said. He had an appreciation of such things, being the owner of a fine Bowie knife himself. It had a fourteen-inch blade and he had bought it from a soldier who had personally commissioned it from Bowie. He didn’t sharpen it every night like Bol did his, but he took it out of its big sheath once in a while to make sure it hadn’t lost its edge. It was his Sunday knife and he didn’t use it for ordinary work like butchering or cutting leather. Bolivar never used his for ordinary work either, though once in a while, if he was in a good mood, he would throw it and stick it in the side of a wagon, or maybe shave off a few fine curls of rawhide with it. Newt would then feed the rawhide to the pigs.


  Augustus himself took a dim view of the utility of knives, particularly of fancy knives. He carried a plain old clasp in his pocket and used it mainly for cutting his toenails. In the old days, when they all lived mostly off game, he had carried a good skinning knife as a matter of necessity, but he had no regard at all for the knife as a fighting weapon. So far as he was concerned, the invention of the Colt revolver had rendered all other short-range weapons obsolete. It was a minor irritant that he had to spend virtually every night of his life listening to Bol grind his blade away.


  “If I have to listen to something, I’d rather listen to you whet your wife,” he said.


  “I don’t bring her,” Bol said. “I know you. You would try to corrupt her.”


  Augustus laughed. “No, I ain’t much given to corrupting old women,” he said. “Ain’t you got any daughters?”


  “Only nine,” Bolivar said. Abruptly, not even getting up, he threw the knife at the nearest wagon, where it stuck, quivering for a moment. The wagon was only about twenty feet away, so it was no great throw, but he wanted to make a point about his feeling for his daughters. Six were married already, but the three left at home were the light of his life.


  “I hope they take after their mother,” Augustus said. “If they take after you you’re in for a passel of old maids.” His Colt was hanging off the back of the chair and he reached around and got it, took it out of its holster, and idly twirled the chamber a time or two, listening to the pretty little clicks.


  Bolivar was sorry he had thrown the knife, since it meant he would have to get up and walk across the yard to retrieve it. At the moment his hip joints hurt, as well as several other joints, all the result of letting a horse fall on him five years before.


  “I am better-looking than a buzzard like you,” he said, pulling himself up.


  Newt knew Bolivar and Mr. Gus were just insulting one another to pass the time, but it still made him nervous when they did it, particularly late in the day, when they had both been hitting their respective jugs for several hours. It was a peaceful night, so still that he could occasionally hear the sound of the piano down at the Dry Bean saloon. The piano was the pride of the saloon, and, for that matter, of the town. The church folks even borrowed it on Sundays. Luckily the church house was right next to the saloon and the piano had wheels. Some of the deacons had built a ramp out at the back of the saloon, and a board track across to the church, so that all they had to do was push the piano right across to the church. Even so, the arrangement was a threat to the sobriety of the deacons, some of whom considered it their duty to spend their evenings in the saloon, safeguarding the piano.


  Once they safeguarded it so well on Saturday night that they ran it off its rail on Sunday morning and broke two legs off it. Since there weren’t enough sober men in church that morning to carry it inside, Mrs. Pink Higgins, who played it, had to sit out in the street and bang away at the hymns, while the rest of the congregation, ten ladies and a preacher, stayed inside and sang. The arrangement was made more awkward still by the fact that Lorena Wood came out on the backstairs of the saloon, practically undressed, and listened to the hymns.


  Newt was deeply in love with Lorena Wood, though so far he had not even had an opportunity to speak to her. He was painfully aware that if the chance for personal speech ever did arise he would have no idea what to say. On the rare occasions when he had an errand that took him by the saloon he lived in terror, afraid some accident might occur which would actually force him to speak to her. He wanted to speak to Lorena, of course—it represented the very summit of his life’s hopes—but he didn’t want to have to do it until he had decided on the best thing to say, which so far he had not, though Lorena had been in town for several months, and he had been in love with her from the moment he first glimpsed her face.


  On an average day, Lorena occupied Newt’s thoughts about eight hours, no matter what tasks occupied his hands. Though normally an open young man, quick to talk about his problems—to Pea Eye and Deets, at least—he had never so much as uttered Lorena’s name aloud. He knew that if he did utter it a terrible amount of ribbing would ensue, and while he didn’t mind being ribbed about most things, his feeling for Lorena was too serious to admit frivolity. The men who made up the Hat Creek outfit were not great respecters of feeling, particularly tender feeling.


  There was also the danger that someone might slight her honor. It wouldn’t be the Captain, who was not prone to jesting about women, or even to mentioning them. But the thought of the complications that might arise from an insult to Lorena had left Newt closely acquainted with the mental perils of love long before he had had an opportunity to sample any of its pleasures except the infinite pleasure of contemplation.


  Of course, Newt knew that Lorena was a whore. It was an awkward fact, but it didn’t lessen his feelings for her one whit. She had been abandoned in Lonesome Dove by a gambler who decided she was bad for his luck; she lived over the Dry Bean and was known to receive visitors of various descriptions, but Newt was not a young man to choke on such details. He was not absolutely sure what whores did, but he assumed that Lorena had come by her profession as accidentally as he had come by his. It was pure accident that he happened to be a horse wrangler for the Hat Creek outfit, and no doubt an equally pure one that had made Lorena a whore. What Newt loved about her was her nature, which he could see in her face. It was easily the most beautiful face that had ever been seen in Lonesome Dove, and he had no doubt that hers was the most beautiful nature, too. He intended to say something along those lines to her when he finally spoke to her. Much of his time on the porch after supper was spent in trying to figure out what words would best express such a sentiment.


  That was why it irritated him slightly when Bol and Mr. Gus started passing insults back and forth, as if they were biscuits. They did it almost every night, and pretty soon they’d be throwing knives and clicking pistols, making it very hard for him to concentrate on what he would say to Lorena when they first met. Neither Mr. Gus nor Bolivar had lived their lives as peaceful men, and it seemed to him they might both be itching for one last fight. Newt had no doubt that if such a fight occurred Mr. Gus would win. Pea Eye claimed that he was a better pistol shot than Captain Call, though it was hard for Newt to imagine anyone being better at anything than Captain Call. He didn’t want the fight to happen, because it would mean the end of Bol, and despite a slight nervousness about Bol’s bandit friends, he did like Bol. The old man had given him a serape once, to use as a blanket, and had let him have the bottom bunk when he was sick with jaundice. If Mr. Gus shot him it would mean Newt had one less friend. Since he had no family, this was not a thought to be taken lightly.


  “What do you reckon the Captain does out there in the dark?” he asked.


  Augustus smiled at the boy, who was hunched over on the lower step, as nervous as a red pup. He asked the same question almost every night when he thought there might be a fight. He wanted Call around to stop it, if it ever started.


  “He’s just playin’ Indian fighter,” he said.


  Newt doubted that. The Captain was not one to play. If he felt he had to go off and sit in the dark every night, he must think it important.


  Mention of Indians woke Pea Eye from an alcoholic doze. He hated Indians, partly because for thirty years’ fear of them had kept him from getting a good night’s sleep. In his years with the Rangers he never closed his eyes without expecting to open them and find some huge Indian getting ready to poke him with something sharp. Most of the Indians he had actually seen had all been scrawny little men, but it didn’t mean the huge one who haunted his sleep wasn’t out there waiting.


  “Why, they could come,” he said. “The Captain’s right to watch. If I wasn’t so lazy I’d go help him.”


  “He don’t want you to help him,” Augustus said testily. Pea’s blind loyalty to Call was sometimes a trial. He himself knew perfectly well why Call headed for the river every night, and it had very little to do with the Indian threat. He had made the point many times, but he made it again.


  “He heads for the river because he’s tired of hearing us yap,” he said. “He ain’t a sociable man and never was. You could never keep him in camp, once he had his grub. He’d rather sit off in the dark and prime his gun. I doubt he’d find an Indian if one was out there.”


  “He used to find them,” Pea said. “He found that big gang of them up by Fort Phantom Hill.”


  “’I god, Pea,” Augustus said. “Of course he found a few here and there. They used to be thicker than grass burrs, if you remember. I’ll guarantee he won’t scratch up none tonight. Call’s got to be the one to out-suffer everybody, that’s the pint. I won’t say he’s a man to hunt glory like some I’ve knowed. Glory don’t interest Call. He’s just got to do his duty nine times over or he don’t sleep good.”


  There was a pause. Pea Eye had always been uncomfortable with Gus’s criticisms of the Captain, without having any idea how to answer them. If he came back at all he usually just adopted one of the Captain’s own remarks.


  “Well, somebody’s got to take the hard seat,” he said.


  “Fine with me,” Augustus said. “Call can suffer for you and me and Newt and Deets and anybody else that don’t want to do it for themselves. It’s been right handy having him around to assume them burdens all these years, but if you think he’s doing it for us and not because it’s what he happens to like doing, then you’re a damn fool. He’s out there sitting behind a chaparral bush congratulating himself on not having to listen to Bol brag on his wife. He knows as well as I do there isn’t a hostile within six hundred miles of here.”


  Bolivar stood over by the wagon and relieved himself for what seemed to Newt like ten or fifteen minutes. Often when Bol started to relieve himself Mr. Gus would yank out his old silver pocket watch and squint at it until the pissing stopped. Sometimes he even got a stub of a pencil and a little notebook out of the old black vest he always wore and wrote down how long it took Bolivar to pass his water.


  “It’s a clue to how fast he’s failing,” Augustus pointed out. “An old man finally dribbles, same as a fresh calf. I best just keep a record, so we’ll know when to start looking for a new cook.”


  For once, though, the pigs took more interest in Bol’s performance than Mr. Gus, who just drank a little more whiskey. Bol yanked his knife out of the side of the wagon and disappeared into the house. The pigs came to Newt to get their ears scratched. Pea Eye slumped against the porch railing—he had begun to snore.


  “Pea, wake up and go to bed,” Augustus said, kicking at his leg until he waked him. “Newt and I might forget and leave you out here, and if we done that these critters would eat you, belt buckle and all.”


  Pea Eye got up without really opening his eyes and stumbled into the house.


  “They wouldn’t really eat him,” Newt said. The blue shoat was on the lower step, friendly as a dog.


  “No, but it takes a good threat to get Pea moving,” Augustus said.


  Newt saw the Captain coming back, his rifle in the crook of his arm. As always, Newt felt relieved. It eased something inside him to know the Captain was back. It made it easier to sleep. Lodged in his mind somewhere was the worry that maybe some night the Captain wouldn’t come back. It wasn’t a worry that he would meet with some accident and be killed, either: it was a worry that he might just leave. It seemed to Newt that the Captain was probably tired of them all, and with some justice. He and Pea and Deets did their best to pull their weight, but Mr. Gus never pulled any weight at all, and Bol sat around and drank tequila most of the day. Maybe the Captain would just saddle up the Hell Bitch some night and go.


  Once in a great while Newt dreamed that the Captain not only left, but took him with him, to the high plains that he had heard about but never seen. There was never anyone else in the dreams: just him and the Captain, horseback in a beautiful grassy country. Those were sweet dreams, but just dreams. If the Captain did leave he would probably just take Pea along, since Pea had been his corporal for so many years.


  “I don’t see any scalps,” Augustus said, when Call came up.


  Call ignored him, leaned his rifle against the porch rail and lit a smoke.


  “This would have been a good night to cross some stock,” he said.


  “Cross ’em and do what with ’em?” Augustus asked. “I ain’t seen no cattle buyers yet.”


  “We could actually take the cattle to them,” Call said. “It’s been done. It ain’t against the law for you to work.”


  “It’s against my law,” Augustus said. “Them buyers ain’t nailed down. They’ll show up directly. Then we’ll cross the stock.”


  “Captain, can I go next time?” Newt asked. “I believe I’m getting old enough.”


  Call hesitated. Pretty soon he was going to have to say yes, but he wasn’t ready to just then. It wasn’t really fair to the boy—he would have to learn sometime—but still Call couldn’t quite say it. He had led boys as young, in his day, and seen them killed, which was why he kept putting Newt off.


  “You’ll get old quick if you keep sitting up all night,” he said. “Work to do tomorrow. You best go to bed.”


  The boy went at once, looking a little disappointed.


  “Night, son,” Augustus said, looking at Call when he said it. Call said nothing.


  “You should have let him sit,” Augustus said, a little later. “After all, the boy’s only chance for an education is listening to me talk.”


  Call let that one float off. Augustus had spent a year in a college, back in Virginia somewhere, and claimed to have learned his Greek letters, plus a certain amount of Latin. He never let anyone forget it.


  They could hear the piano from down at the Dry Bean. An old-timer named Lippy Jones did all the playing. He had the same problem Sam Houston had had, which was a hole in his belly that wouldn’t quite heal shut. Someone had shot Lippy with a big bore gun; instead of dying he ended up living with a leak. With a handicap like that, it was lucky he could play the piano.


  Augustus got up and stretched. He took his Colt and holster off the back of the chair. So far as he was concerned the night was young. He had to step over the shoat to get off the porch.


  “You oughtn’t to be so stubborn about that boy, Woodrow,” he said. “He’s spent about enough of his life shoveling horseshit.”


  “I’m a sight older than him and I still shovel my share of it,” Call said.


  “Well, that’s your choice,” Augustus said. “It’s my view that there are more fragrant ways to make a fortune. Card playing, for one. I believe I’ll straggle down to that gin palace and see if I can scare up a game.”


  Call was about finished with his smoke. “I don’t mind your card playin’, if that’s all it is,” he said.


  Augustus grinned. Call never changed. “What else would it be?” he asked.


  “You never used to gamble this regular,” Call said. “You better watch that girl.”


  “Watch her for what?”


  “To see she don’t get you to marry her,” Call said. “You’re just enough of an old fool to do it. I won’t have that girl around.”


  Augustus had a good laugh. Call was given to some funny notions, but that was one of the funniest, to think that a man of his years and experience would marry a whore.


  “See you for breakfast,” he said.


  Call sat on the steps a little while longer, listening to the blue pigs snore.


  3.


  LORENA HAD NEVER LIVED in a place where it was cool—it was her one aim. It seemed to her she had learned to sweat at the same time she had learned to breathe, and she was still doing both. Of all the places she had heard men talk about, San Francisco sounded the coolest and nicest, so it was San Francisco she set her sights on.


  Sometimes it seemed like slow going. She was nearly twenty and hadn’t got a mile past Lonesome Dove, which wasn’t fast progress considering that she had only been twelve when her parents got nervous about Yankees and left Mobile.


  That much slow progress would have discouraged most women, but Lorena didn’t allow her mind to dwell on it. She had her flat days, of course, but that was mostly because Lonesome Dove itself was so flat. She got tired of looking out the window all day and seeing nothing but brown land and gray chaparral. In the middle of the day the sun was so hot the land looked white. She could see the river from her window, and Mexico. Lippy told her she could make a fortune if she cared to establish herself in Mexico, but Lorena didn’t care to. From what she could see of the country it didn’t look any more interesting than Texas, and the men stunk just as bad as Texans, if not worse.


  Gus McCrae claimed to have been to San Francisco, and would talk to her for hours about how blue the water was in the bay, and how the ships came in from everywhere. In the end he overtalked it, like he did everything. Once or twice Lorena felt she had a clear picture of it, listening to Gus, but by the time he finally quit talking she would have lost it and just be lying there, wishing it would cool off.


  In that respect, Gus was unusual, for most men didn’t talk. He would blab right up until he shoved his old carrot in, and then would be blabbing again, before it was even dry. Generous as he was by local standards—he gave her five dollars in gold every single time—Lorena still felt a little underpaid. It should have been five dollars for wetting his carrot and another five dollars for listening to all the blab. Some of it was interesting, but Lorena couldn’t keep her mind on so much talk. It didn’t seem to hurt Gus’s feelings any. He talked just as cheerful whether she was listening or not, and he never tried to talk her into giving him two pokes for the price of one, as most of the younger men did.


  It was peculiar that he was her most regular customer, because he was also her oldest. She made a point of not letting anything men did surprise her much, but secretly it did surprise her a little that a man as old as Gus would still be so partial to it. In that respect he put a lot of younger men to shame, including Mosby Marlin, who had held her up for two years over in east Texas. Compared to Gus, Mosby couldn’t even be said to have a carrot, though he did have a kind of little stringy radish that he was far too proud of.


  She had only been seventeen when she met Mosby, and both her parents were dead. Her pa fell out in Vicksburg, and her ma only made it to Baton Rouge, so it was Baton Rouge where she was stranded when Mosby found her. She hadn’t done any sporting up to that time, though she had developed early and had even had some trouble with her own pa, though he was feverish to the point of delirium when the trouble happened. He died soon after. She knew Mosby was a drunkard from the first, but he told her he was a Southern gentleman and he had an expensive buggy and a fine pair of horses, so she believed him.


  Mosby claimed that he wanted to marry her, and Lorena believed that too, and let him drag her off to a big old drafty house near a place called Gladewater. The house was huge, but it didn’t even have glass in the windows or rugs or anything; they had to set smoke pots in the rooms to keep the mosquitoes from eating them alive, which the mosquitoes did anyway. Mosby had a mother and two mean sisters and no money, and no intention of marrying Lorena anyway, though he kept claiming he would for a while.


  In fact, the womenfolk treated Lorena worse than they treated the nigras, and they didn’t treat the nigras good. They didn’t treat Mosby good, either, or one another good—about the only creatures that ever saw any kindness around that house were Mosby’s hounds. Mosby assured her he’d set the hounds on her if she ever tried to run away.


  It was in the nights, when Lorena had to lay there with the smoke from the smoke pots so thick she couldn’t breathe, and the clouds of mosquitoes nearly as thick as the smoke, and Mosby constantly bothering her with his radish, that Lorena’s spirits sunk so low she ceased to want to talk. She became a silent woman. Soon after, the sporting started, because Mosby lost so much money one night that he offered two of his friends a poke in exchange for his debt. Lorena was so surprised that she didn’t have time to arm herself, and the men had their way, but the next morning when the two were gone she went at Mosby with his own quirt and cut his face so badly they put her in the cellar for two days and didn’t even bring her food.


  Two or three months later it happened again with some more friends, and this time Lorena didn’t fight. She was so tired of Mosby and his radish and the smoke pots that she was willing to consider anything different. The mother and the mean sisters wanted to drive her out of the house, and Lorena would have been glad to go, but Mosby threw such a fit that one of the sisters ran off herself to live with an aunt.


  Then one night Mosby just plain sold a poke to a traveling man of some kind: he seemed to be planning to do it regular, only the second man he sold her to happened to take a fancy to Lorena. His name was John Tinkersley, the tallest and prettiest man Lorena had seen up to that point, and the cleanest. When he asked her if she was really married to Mosby she said no. Tinkersley suggested then and there that she accompany him to San Antonio. Lorena was glad to agree. Mosby was so shocked by her decision that he offered to go get the preacher and marry her on the spot, but by that time Lorena had figured out that being married to Mosby would be even worse than what she had already been through. Mosby tried for a while to work himself up to a fight, but he was no match for Tinkersley and he knew it. The best he could salvage was to sell Tinkersley a horse for Lorena, plus the sidesaddle that belonged to the sister who had run off.


  San Antonio was a big improvement over Gladewater, if only because there were no smoke pots and few mosquitoes. They kept two rooms in a hotel—not the finest in town but fine enough—and Tinkersley bought Lorena some pretty clothes. Of course he financed that by selling the horse and the sidesaddle, which disappointed Lorena a little. She had discovered that she liked riding. She would have been happy to ride on to San Francisco, but Tinkersley had no interest in that. Clean and tall and pretty as he was, he turned out, in the end, to be no better bargain than Mosby. If he had a soft spot, it was for himself, not for her. He even spent money getting his fingernails cut, which was something Lorena had never dreamed a man would do. For all that, he was a hard man. Fighting with Mosby had been like fighting with a little boy, whereas the first time she talked back to Tinkersley he hit her so hard her head cracked a wash-pot on the bureau behind her. Her ears rang for three days. He threatened to do worse than that, too, and Lorena didn’t suppose they were idle threats. She held her tongue around Tinkersley from then on. He made it clear that marriage wasn’t what he had had in mind when he took her away from Mosby, which was all right in itself, since she had already got out of the habit of thinking about marriage.


  That didn’t mean she was in the habit of thinking about herself as a sporting woman, but it was precisely that habit that Tinkersley expected her to acquire.


  “Well, you’re already trained, ain’t you?” he said. Lorena didn’t consider what had happened in Gladewater any training for anything, but then it was clear there wasn’t anything respectable she was trained for, even if she could get away from Tinkersley without being killed. For a few days she had thought Tinkersley might love her, but he soon made it clear that she meant about as much to him as a good saddle. She knew that for the time being the sporting life was about her only choice. At least the hotel room was nice and there were no mean sisters. Most of the sports who came to see her were men Tinkersley gambled with in the bar down below. Once in a while a nice one would even give her a little money directly, instead of leaving it with Tinkersley, but Tinkersley was smart about such things and he found her hiding place and cleaned her out the day they took the stage to Matamoros. He might not have done it if he hadn’t had a string of losses, but the fact that he was handsome didn’t mean that he was a good gambler, as several of the sports pointed out to Lorena. He was just a middling gambler, and he had such a run of bad luck in San Antonio that he decided there might be less competition down on the border.


  It was on that trip that they had the real fight. Lorena felt swollen with anger about the money—swollen enough, finally, not to be scared of him. What she wanted was to kill him for being so determined to leave her absolutely nothing. If she had known more about guns she would have killed him. She thought with a gun you just pulled the trigger, but it turned out his had to be cocked first. Tinkersley was lying on the bed drunk, but not so drunk he didn’t notice when she stuck his own gun in his stomach. When she realized it wasn’t going to go off she had just time to hit him in the face with it, a lick that actually won the fight for her, although before he gave up and went to look for a doctor to stitch his jaw up Tinkersley did bite her on the upper lip as they were rolling around, Lorena still hoping the gun would shoot.


  The bite had left a faint little scar just above her upper lip; to Lorena’s amusement it was that trifling scar that seemed to make men crazy for a time with her. Of course it wasn’t just the scar—she had developed well and had also gotten prettier as she got older. But the scar played its part. Tinkersley got drunk in Lonesome Dove the day he left her, and he told everyone in the Dry Bean that she was a murderous woman. So she had a reputation in the town before she even unpacked her clothes. Tinkersley had left her with no money at all, but fortunately she could cook when she had to; the Dry Bean was the only place in Lonesome Dove that served food, and Lorena had been able to talk Xavier Wanz, who owned it, into letting her do the cooking until the cowboys got over being scared of her and began to approach her.


  Augustus was the man who got it started. While he was pulling off his boots the first time he smiled at her.


  “Where’d you get that scar?” he asked.


  “Somebody bit me,” Lorena said.


  Once Gus became a regular, she had no trouble making a living in the town, although in the summer, when the cowboys were mostly off on the trail, pickings sometimes grew slim. While she was well past the point of trusting men, she soon perceived that Gus was in a class by himself, at least in Lonesome Dove. He wasn’t mean, and he didn’t treat her like most men treated a sporting woman. She knew he would probably even help her if she ever really needed help. It seemed to her he had got rid of something other men hadn’t got rid of—some meanness or some need. He was the one man besides Lippy she would sometimes talk to—a little. With most of the sports she had nothing at all to say.


  In fact, her silence soon came to be widely commented on. It was part of her, like the scar, and, like the scar, it drew men to her even though it made them deeply uneasy. It was not a trick, either, although she knew it unnerved the sports and made matters go quicker. Silent happened to be how she felt when men were with her.


  In respect to her silence, too, Gus McCrae was different. At first he seemed not to notice it—certainly he didn’t let it bother him. Then it began to amuse him, which was not a reaction Lorena had had from anyone else. Most men chattered like squirrels when they were with her, no doubt hoping she would say something back. Of course Gus was a great blabber, but his blabbing wasn’t really like the chattering the other sports did. He was just full of opinion, which he freely poured out, as much for his own amusement as for anything. Lorena had never particularly looked at life as if it was something funny, but Gus did. Even her lack of talk struck him as funny.


  One day he walked in and sat down in a chair, the usual look of amusement on his face. Lorena assumed he was going to take his boots off and she went over to the bed, but when she looked around he was sitting there, one foot on the other knee, twirling the rowel of his spur. He always wore spurs, although it was not often she saw him on horseback. Once in a while, in the early morning, the bawling of cattle or the nickering of horses would awaken her and she would look out the window and see him and his partner and a gang of riders trailing their stock through the low brush to the east of town. Gus was noticeable, since he rode a big black horse that looked like it could have pulled three stagecoaches by itself. But he kept his spurs on even when he wasn’t riding so he would have them handy when he wanted something to jingle.


  “Them’s the only musical instruments I ever learned to play,” he told her once.


  Since he just sat there twirling his spur and smiling at her, Lorena didn’t know whether to get undressed or what. It was July, blistering hot. She had tried sprinkling the bedsheets, but the heat dried them sometimes before she could even lay down.


  “’I god, it’s hot,” Gus said. “We could all be living in Canada just as cheap. I doubt I’ve even got the energy to set my post.”


  Why come then? Lorena thought.


  Another unusual thing about Gus was that he could practically tell what she was thinking. In this case he looked abashed and dug a ten-dollar gold piece out of his pocket, which he pitched over to her. Lorena felt wary. It was five dollars too much, even if he did decide to set his post. She knew old men got crazy sometimes and wanted strange things—Lippy was a constant problem, and he had a hole in his stomach and could barely keep up his piano playing. But it turned out she had no need to worry about Gus.


  “I figured out something, Lorie,” he said. “I figured out why you and me get along so well. You know more than you say and I say more than I know. That means we’re a perfect match, as long as we don’t hang around one another more than an hour at a stretch.”


  It made no sense to Lorena, but she relaxed. There was no likelihood he would try anything crazy on her.


  “This is ten dollars,” she said, thinking maybe he just hadn’t noticed what kind of money he was handing over.


  “You know, prices are funny,” he said. “I’ve known a good many sporting girls and I’ve always wondered why they didn’t price more flexible. If I was in your place and I had to traipse upstairs with some of these old smelly sorts, I’d want a sight of money, whereas if it was some good-looking young sprout who kept himself barbered up, why a nickel might be enough.”


  Lorena remembered Tinkersley, who had had the use of her for two years, taken all she brought in, and then left her without a cent.


  “A nickel wouldn’t be enough,” she said. “I can do without the barbering.”


  But Augustus was in a mood for discussion. “Say you put two dollars as your low figure,” he said. “That’s for the well-barbered sprout. What would the high figure be, for some big rank waddy who couldn’t even spell? The pint I’m making is that all men ain’t the same, so they shouldn’t be the same price, or am I wrong? Maybe from where you sit all men are the same.”


  Once she thought about it, Lorena saw his point. All men weren’t quite the same. A few were nice enough that she might notice them, and a goodly few were mean enough that she couldn’t help noticing them, but the majority were neither one nor the other. They were just men, and they left money, not memories. So far it was only the mean ones who had left memories.


  “Why’d you give me this ten?” she asked, willing to be a little curious, since it seemed it was going to be just talk anyway.


  “Hoping to get you to talk a minute,” Augustus said, smiling. He had the most white hair she had ever seen on a man. He mentioned once that it had turned white when he was thirty, making his life more dangerous, since the Indians would have considered the white scalp a prize.


  “I was married twice, you remember,” he said. “Should have been married a third time but the woman made a mistake and didn’t marry me.”


  “What’s that got to do with this money?” Lorena asked.


  “The pint is, I ain’t a natural bachelor,” Augustus said. “There’s days when a little bit of talk with a female is worth any price. I figure the reason you don’t have much to say is you probably never met a man who liked to hear a woman talk. Listening to women ain’t the fashion in this part of the country. But I expect you got a life story like everybody else. If you’d like to tell it, I’m the one that’d like to hear it.”


  Lorena thought that over. Gus didn’t seem uncomfortable. He just set there, twirling his rowel.


  “In these parts what your business is all about is woman’s company anyway,” he said. “Now in a cold clime it might be different. A cold clime will perk a boy up and make him want to wiggle his bean. But down here in this heat it’s mostly company they’re after.”


  There was something to that. Men looked at her sometimes like they wished she would be their sweetheart—the young ones particularly, but some of the old ones too. One or two had even wanted her to let them keep her, though where they meant to do the keeping she didn’t know. She was already living in the only spare bedroom in Lonesome Dove. Little marriages were what they wanted—just something that would last until they started up the trail. Some girls did it that way—hitched up with one cowboy for a month or six weeks and got presents and played at being respectable. She had known girls who did it that way in San Antonio. The thing that struck her was that the girls seemed to believe it as much as the cowboys did. They would act just as silly as respectable girls, getting jealous of one another and pouting all day if their boys didn’t act to suit them. Lorena had no interest in conducting things that way. The men who came to see her would have to realize that she was not interested in playacting.


  After a bit, she decided she wasn’t interested in telling Augustus her life story, either. She buttoned her dress back up and handed him the ten dollars.


  “It ain’t worth ten dollars,” she said. “Even if I could remember it all.”


  Augustus stuck the money back in his pocket. “I ought to know better than to try and buy conversation,” he said, still grinning. “Let’s go down and play some cards.”


  4.


  WHEN AUGUSTUS LEFT CALL sitting on the steps he took a slow stroll through the wagon yard and down the street, stopping for a moment on the sandy bottom of Hat Creek to strap on his pistol. The night was quiet as sleep, no night when he expected to have to shoot anybody, but it was only wise to have the pistol handy in case he had to whack a drunk. It was an old Colt dragoon with a seven-inch barrel and, as he was fond of saying, weighed about as much as the leg he strapped it to. One whack would usually satisfy most drunks, and two whacks would drop an ox if Augustus cared to put his weight into it.


  The border nights had qualities that he had come to admire, different as they were from the qualities of nights in Tennessee. In Tennessee, as he remembered, nights tended to get mushy, with a cottony mist drifting into the hollows. Border nights were so dry you could smell the dirt, and clear as dew. In fact, the nights were so clear it was tricky; even with hardly any moon the stars were bright enough that every bush and fence post cast a shadow. Pea Eye, who had a jumpy disposition, was always shying from shadows, and he had even blazed away at innocent chaparral bushes on occasion, mistaking them for bandits.


  Augustus was not particularly nervous, but even so he had hardly started down the street before he got a scare: a little ball of shadow ran right at his feet. He jumped sideways, fearing snakebite, although his brain knew snakes didn’t roll like balls. Then he saw an armadillo hustle past his feet. Once he saw what it was, he tried to give it a kick to teach it not to walk in the street scaring people, but the armadillo hurried right along as if it had as much right to the street as a banker.


  The town was not roaring with people, nor was it bright with lights, though a light was on at the Pumphreys’, whose daughter was about to have a baby. The Pumphreys ran a store; the baby their daughter was expecting would arrive in the world to find itself fatherless, since the boy who had married the Pumphrey girl had drowned in the Republican River in the fall of the year, with the girl only just pregnant.


  There was only one horse hitched outside the Dry Bean when Augustus strolled up—a rangy sorrel that he recognized as belonging to a cowboy named Dishwater Boggett, so named because he had once rushed into camp so thirsty from a dry drive that he wouldn’t wait his turn at the water barrel and had filled up on some dishwater the cook had been about to throw out. Seeing the sorrel gave Augustus a prime feeling because Dish Boggett loved card playing, though he lacked even minimal skills. Of course he also probably lacked ante money, but that didn’t necessarily rule out a game. Dish was a good hand and could always get hired—Augustus didn’t mind playing for futures with such a man.


  When he stepped in the door, everybody was looking peeved, probably because Lippy was banging away at “My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean,” a song that he loved to excess and played as if he hoped it could be heard in the capital of Mexico. Xavier Wanz, the little Frenchman who owned the place, was nervously wiping his tables with a wet rag. Xavier seemed to think keeping the tables well wiped was the crucial factor in his business, though Augustus was often forced to point out to him that such a view was nonsense. Most of the patrons of the Dry Bean were so lacking in fastidiousness that they wouldn’t have noticed a dead skunk on the tables, much less a few crumbs and spilled drinks.


  Xavier himself had a near-monopoly on fastidiousness in Lonesome Dove. He wore a white shirt the year round, clipped his little mustache once a week and even wore a bow tie, or, at least, a black shoestring that did its best to serve as a bow tie. Some cowpoke had swiped Xavier’s last real bow tie, probably meaning to try and impress some girl somewhere up the trail. Since the shoestring was limp, and not stiff like a bow tie should be, it merely added to the melancholy of Xavier’s appearance, which would have been melancholy enough without it. He had been born in New Orleans and had ended up in Lonesome Dove because someone had convinced him Texas was the land of opportunity. Though he soon discovered otherwise, he was too proud or too fatalistic to attempt to correct his mistake. He approached day-to-day life in the Dry Bean with a resigned temper, which on occasion stopped being resigned and became explosive. When it exploded, the placid air was apt to be rent by Creole curses.


  “Good evening, my good friend,” Augustus said. He said it with as much gravity as he could muster, since Xavier appreciated a certain formality.


  In return, Xavier nodded stiffly. It was hard to extend the amenities when Lippy was at the height of a performance.


  Dish Boggett was sitting at one of the tables with Lorena, hoping to persuade her to give him a poke on credit. Though Dish was barely twenty-two, he wore a walrus mustache that made him look years older than he was, and much more solemn. In color the mustache was stuck between yellow and brown—kind of prairie-dog-colored, Augustus thought. He frequently suggested to Dish that if he wanted to eat prairie dog he ought to remember to pick his teeth, a reference to the mustache whose subtlety was lost on Dish.


  Lorena had her usual look—the look of a woman who was somewhere else. She had a fine head of blond hair, whose softness alone set her apart in a country where most women’s hair had a consistency not much softer than saddle strings. Her cheeks hollowed a little—it gave her a distracting beauty. Augustus’s experience had taught him that hollow-cheeked beauty was a dangerous kind. His two wives had both been fat-cheeked and trustworthy but had possessed little resistance to the climate. One had expired of pleurisy in only the second year of their marriage, while the other had been carried off by scarlet fever after the seventh. But the woman Lorena put him most in mind of was Clara Allen, whom he had loved hardest and deepest, and still loved. Clara’s eyes were direct and sparkled with interest, whereas Lorena’s were always side-looking. Still, there was something about the girl that reminded him of Clara, who had chosen a stolid horse trader when she decided to marry.


  “’I god, Dish,” he said, going over to the table, “I never expected to see you loafing down here in the south this time of the year.”


  “Loan me two dollars, Gus,” Dish said.


  “Not me,” Augustus said. “Why would I loan money to a loafer? You ought to be trailing cattle by this time of year.”


  “I’ll be leaving next week to do just that,” Dish said. “Loan me two dollars and I’ll pay you in the fall.”


  “Unless you drown or get stomped or shoot somebody and get hung,” Augustus said. “No sir. Too many perils ahead. Anyway, I’ve known you to be sly, Dish. You’ve probably got two dollars and just don’t want to spend it.”


  Lippy finished his concert and came and joined them. He wore a brown bowler hat he had picked up on the road to San Antonio some years before. Either it had blown out of a stagecoach or the Indians had snatched some careless drummer and not bothered to take his hat. At least those were the two theories Lippy had worked out in order to explain his good fortune in finding the hat. In Augustus’s view the hat would have looked better blowing around the country for two years than it did at present. Lippy only wore it when he played the piano; when he was just gambling or sitting around attending to the leak from his stomach he frequently used the hat for an ashtray and then sometimes forgot to empty the ashes before putting the hat back on his head. He only had a few strips of stringy gray hair hanging off his skull, and the ashes didn’t make them look much worse, but ashes represented only a fraction of the abuse the bowler had suffered. It was also Lippy’s pillow, and had had so many things spilled on it or in it that Augustus could hardly look at it without gagging.


  “That hat looks about like a buffalo cud,” Augustus said. “A hat ain’t meant to be a chamber pot, you know. If I was you I’d throw it away.”


  Lippy was so named because his lower lip was about the size of the flap on a saddlebag. He could tuck enough snuff under it to last a normal person at least a month; in general the lip lived a life of its own, there toward the bottom of his face. Even when he was just sitting quietly, studying his cards, the lip waved and wiggled as if it had a breeze blowing across it, which in fact it did. Lippy had something wrong with his nose and breathed with his mouth wide open.


  Accustomed as she was to hard doings, it had still taken Lorena a while to get used to the way Lippy slurped when he was eating, and she had once had a dream in which a cowboy walked by Lippy and buttoned the lip to his nose as if it were the flap of a pocket. But her disgust was nothing compared to Xavier’s, who suddenly stopped wiping tables and came over and grabbed Lippy’s hat off his head. Xavier was in a bad mood, and his features quivered like those of a trapped rabbit.


  “Disgrace! I won’t have this hat. Who can eat?” Xavier said, though nobody was trying to eat. He took the hat around the bar and flung it out the back door. Once as a boy he had carried slops in a restaurant in New Orleans that actually used tablecloths, a standard of excellence which haunted him still. Every time he looked at the bare tables in the Dry Bean he felt a failure. Instead of having tablecloths, the tables were so rough you could get a splinter just running your hand over them. Also, they weren’t attractively round, since the cowboys could not be prevented from whittling on their edges—over the years sizable chunks had been whittled off, giving most of the tables an unbalanced look.


  He himself had a linen tablecloth which he brought out once a year, on the anniversary of the death of his wife. His wife had been a bully and he didn’t miss her, but it was the only occasion sufficient to provide an excuse for the use of a tablecloth in Lonesome Dove. His wife, whose name had been Therese, had bullied horses, too, which is why his team had run off and flung themselves and the buggy into a gully, the buggy landing right on top of Therese. At the annual dinner in her honor Xavier proved that he was still a restaurateur of discipline by getting drunk without spilling a drop on the fine tablecloth. Augustus was the only one invited to the dinners, but he only came every three or four years, out of politeness; not only were the occasions mournful and silly—everyone in Lonesome Dove had been glad to see the last of Therese—they were mildly dangerous. Augustus was neither as disciplined a drinker as Xavier nor as particular about tablecloths, either, and he knew that if he spilled liquor on the precious linen the situation would end badly. He would not likely have to shoot Xavier, but it might be necessary to whack him on the head, and Augustus hated to hit such a small head with such a large pistol.


  To Xavier’s mind, Lippy’s hat was the final exacerbation. No man of dignity would allow such a hat in his establishment, much less on the head of an employee, so from time to time he seized it and flung it out the door. Perhaps a goat would eat it; they were said to eat worse. But the goats ignored the hat, and Lippy always went out and retrieved it when he remembered that he needed an ashtray.


  “Disgrace!” Xavier said again, in a somewhat happier tone.


  Lippy was unperturbed. “What’s wrong with that hat?” he asked. “It was made in Philadelphia. Says so inside it.”


  It did say so, but Augustus, not Lippy, was the one who had originally made the point. Lippy could not have read a word as big as Philadelphia, and he had only the vaguest notion of where the city was. All he knew was that it must be a safe and civilized place if they had time to make hats instead of fighting Comanches.


  “Xavier, I’ll make you a deal,” Augustus said. “Loan Dish here two dollars so we can get a little game going, and I’ll rake that hat into a tow-sack and carry it home to my pigs. It’s the only way you’ll ever get rid of it.”


  “If you wear it again I will burn it,” Xavier said, still inflamed. “I will burn the whole place. Then where will you go?”


  “If you was to burn that pianer you best have a swift mule waiting,” Lippy said, his lip undulating as he spoke. “The church folks won’t like it.”


  Dish found the conversation a burden to listen to. He had delivered a small horse herd in Matamoros and had ridden nearly a hundred miles upriver with Lorie in mind. It was funny he would do it, since the thought of her scared him, but he had just kept riding and here he was. He mainly did his sporting with Mexican whores, but now and then he found he wanted a change from small brown women. Lorena was so much of a change that at the thought of her his throat clogged up and he lost his ability to talk. He had already been with her four times and had a vivid memory of how white she was: moon-pale and touched with shadows, like the night outside. Only not like the night, exactly—he could ride through the night peacefully, and a ride with Lorena was not peaceful. She used some cheap powder, a souvenir of her city living, and the smell of it seemed to follow Dish for weeks. He didn’t like just paying her, though—it seemed to him it would be better if he brought her a fine present from Abilene or Dodge. He could get away with that with the señoritas—they liked the idea of presents to look forward to, and Dish was careful never to renege. He always came back from Dodge with ribbons and combs.


  But somehow he could not get up the nerve even to make the suggestion to Lorena. It was hard enough to make a plain business offer. Often she seemed not to hear questions when they were put to her. It was hard to make a girl realize you had special feelings for her when she wouldn’t look at you, didn’t hear you, and made your throat clog up. It was even harder to live with the thought that the girl in question didn’t want you to have the special feelings, particularly if you were about to go up the trail and not see her for many months.


  Confusing as these feelings were, they were made even worse for Dish by the realization that he couldn’t afford even the transaction that the girl would accept. He was down to his last two bits, having lost a full month’s wages in a game in Matamoros. He had no money, and no eloquence with which to persuade Lorena to trust him, but he did have a dogged persistence and was prepared to sit in the Dry Bean all night in hope that his evident need would finally move her.


  Under the circumstances it was a sore trial to Dish that Augustus had come in. It seemed to him that Lorie had been getting a little friendlier, and if nothing had happened to distract her he might soon have prevailed. At least it had been just him and her at the table, which had been nice in itself. But now it was him and her and Augustus and Lippy, making it difficult, if not impossible, for him to plead his case—though all he had really been doing by way of pleading was to look at her frequently with big hopeful eyes.


  Lippy began to feel unhappy about the fact that Xavier had thrown his hat out the door. Augustus’s mention of the pigs put the whole matter in a more ominous light. After all, the pigs might come along and eat the hat, which was one of the solidest comforts in his meager existence. He would have liked to go and retrieve the hat before the pigs came along, but he knew that it wasn’t really wise to provoke Xavier unduly when he was in a bad mood anyway. He couldn’t see out the back door because the bar was in the way—for all he knew the hat might already be gone.


  “I wisht I could get back to St. Louis,” he said. “I hear it’s a right busy town.” He had been reared there, and when his heart was heavy he returned to it in his thoughts.


  “Why, hell, go,” Augustus said. “Life’s a short affair. Why spend it here?”


  “Well, you are,” Dish said, in a surly tone, hoping Gus would take the hint and set out immediately.


  “Dish, you sound like you’ve got a sour stomach,” Augustus said. “What you need is a good satisfying game of cards.”


  “Nothing of the kind,” Dish said, casting a bold and solicitous glance at Lorena.


  Looking at her, though, was like looking at the hills. The hills stayed as they were. You could go to them, if you had the means, but they extended no greeting.


  Xavier stood at the door, staring into the dark. The rag he used to wipe the tables was dripping onto his pants leg, but he didn’t notice.


  “It’s too bad nobody in town ain’t dead,” Augustus remarked. “This group has the makings of a first-rate funeral party. What about you, Wanz? Let’s play cards.”


  Xavier acquiesced. It was better than nothing. Besides, he was a devilish good cardplayer, one of the few around who was a consistent match for Augustus. Lorena was competent—Tinkersley had taught her a little. When the Dry Bean was full of cowboys she was not allowed to sit in, but on nights when the clientele consisted of Augustus, she often played.


  When she played, she changed, particularly if she won a little—Augustus frequently did his best to help her win a little, just to see the process take place. The child in her was briefly reborn—she didn’t chatter, but she did occasionally laugh out loud, and her cloudy eyes cleared and became animated. Once in a while, when she won a really good pot, she would give Augustus a little punch with her fist. It pleased him when that happened—it was good to see the girl enjoying herself. It put him in mind of family games, the kind he had once played with his lively sisters in Tennessee. The memory of those games usually put him to drinking more than he liked to—and all because Lorie ceased being a sulky whore for a little while and reminded him of happy girls he had once known.


  They played until the rustler’s moon had crossed to the other side of town. Lorena brightened so much that Dish Boggett fell worse in love with her than ever; she filled him with such an ache that he didn’t mind that Xavier won half of his next month’s wages. The ache was very much with him when he finally decided there was no hope and stepped out into the moonlight to unhitch his horse.


  Augustus had come with him, while Lippy sneaked out the back door to retrieve his hat. The light in Lorena’s room came on while they were standing there, and Dish looked up at it, catching just her shadow as she passed in front of the lamp.


  “Well, Dish, so you’re leaving us,” Augustus said. “Which outfit’s lucky enough to have you this trip?”


  The quick glimpse of Lorena put Dish in such perplexity of spirit that he could hardly focus on the question.


  “Reckon I’m going with the UU’s,” he said, his eyes still on the window.


  The cause of Dish’s melancholy was not lost on Augustus.


  “Why that’s Shanghai Pierce’s bunch,” he said.


  “Yup,” Dish said, starting to lift his foot to his stirrup.


  “Now hold on a minute, Dish,” Augustus said. He fished in his pocket and came out with two dollars, which he handed to the surprised cowboy.


  “If you’re riding north with old Shang we may never meet again this side of the bourn,” Augustus said, deliberately adopting the elegiac tone. “At the very least you’ll get your hearing ruint. That voice of his could deafen a rock.”


  Dish had to smile. Gus seemed unaware that one of the more persistent topics of dispute on the Texas range was whether his voice was louder than Shanghai Pierce’s. It was commonly agreed that the two men had no close rivals when it came to being deafening.


  “Why’d you give me this money?” Dish asked. He had never been able to figure Gus out.


  “You asked me for it, didn’t you?” Augustus said. “If I’d given it to you before the game started I might as well have handed it to Wanz, and he don’t need no two dollars of mine.”


  There was a pause while Dish tried to puzzle out the real motive, if there was one.


  “I’d not want it thought I’d refuse a simple loan to a friend,” Augustus said. “Specially not one who’s going off with Shanghai Pierce.”


  “Oh, Mr. Pierce don’t go with us,” Dish said. “He goes over to New Orleans and takes the train.”


  Augustus said nothing, and Dish soon concluded that he was to get the loan, even if the aggravation of Mr. Pierce’s company wasn’t involved.


  “Well, much obliged then,” Dish said. “I’ll see you in the fall if not sooner.”


  “There’s no need for you to ride off tonight,” Augustus said. “You can throw your blanket down on our porch, if you like.”


  “I might do that,” Dish said. Feeling rather awkward, he rehitched his horse and went to the door of the Dry Bean, wanting to get upstairs before Lorie turned off her light.


  “I believe I left something,” he said lamely, at the door of the saloon.


  “Well, I won’t wait, Dish,” Augustus said. “But we’ll expect you for breakfast if you care to stay.”


  As he strolled away he heard the boy’s footsteps hitting the stairs at the back of the saloon. Dish was a good boy, not much less green than Newt, though a more experienced hand. Best to help such boys have their moment of fun, before life’s torments snatched them.


  From a distance, standing in the pale street, he saw two shadows against the yellow box of light from Lorie’s room. She wasn’t that set against Dish, it seemed to him, and she had been pepped up from the card playing. Maybe even Lorie would be surprised and find a liking for the boy. Occasionally he had known sporting women to marry and do well at it—if Lorie were so inclined Dish Boggett would not be a bad man to settle on.


  The light had gone off at the Pumphreys’ and the armadillo was no longer there to roll its shadow at him. The pigs were stretched out on the porch, lying practically snout to snout. Augustus was about to kick them off to make room for the guest he more or less expected, but they looked so peaceful he relented and went around to the back door. If Dish Boggett, with his prairie dog of a mustache, considered himself too refined to throw his bedroll beside two fine pigs, then he could rout them out himself.


  5.


  WHATEVER SUBJECT Augustus had on his mind when he went to bed was generally still sitting there when he woke up. He was such a short sleeper that the subject had no time to slip out of mind. Five hours was as much as he ever slept at a stretch, and four hours was more nearly his average.


  “A man that sleeps all night wastes too much of life,” he often said. “As I see it the days was made for looking and the nights for sport.”


  Since sport was what he had been brooding about when he got home, it was still in his thoughts when he arose, which he did about 4 A.M., to see to the breakfast—in his view too important a meal to entrust to a Mexican bandit. The heart of his breakfast was a plenitude of sourdough biscuits, which he cooked in a Dutch oven out in the backyard. His pot dough had been perking along happily for over ten years, and the first thing he did upon rising was check it out. The rest of the breakfast was secondary, just a matter of whacking off a few slabs of bacon and frying a panful of pullet eggs. Bolivar could generally be trusted to deal with the coffee.


  Augustus cooked his biscuits outside for three reasons. One was because the house was sure to heat up well enough anyway during the day, so there was no point in building any more of a fire than was necessary for bacon and eggs. Two was because biscuits cooked in a Dutch oven tasted better than stove-cooked biscuits, and three was because he liked to be outside to catch the first light. A man that depended on an indoor cookstove would miss the sunrise, and if he missed sunrise in Lonesome Dove, he would have to wait out a long stretch of heat and dust before he got to see anything so pretty.


  Augustus molded his biscuits and went out and got a fire going in the Dutch oven while it was still good dark—just enough of a fire to freshen up his bed of mesquite coals. When he judged the oven was ready he brought the biscuits and his Bible out in the backyard. He set the biscuits in the oven, and sat down on a big black kettle that they used on the rare occasions when they rendered lard. The kettle was big enough to hold a small mule, if anybody had wanted to boil one, but for the last few years it had remained upside down, making an ideal seat.


  The eastern sky was red as coals in a forge, lighting up the flats along the river. Dew had wet the million needles of the chaparral, and when the rim of the sun edged over the horizon the chaparral seemed to be spotted with diamonds. A bush in the backyard was filled with little rainbows as the sun touched the dew.


  It was tribute enough to sunup that it could make even chaparral bushes look beautiful, Augustus thought, and he watched the process happily, knowing it would only last a few minutes. The sun spread reddish-gold light through the shining bushes, among which a few goats wandered, bleating. Even when the sun rose above the low bluffs to the south, a layer of light lingered for a bit at the level of the chaparral, as if independent of its source. Then the sun lifted clear, like an immense coin. The dew quickly died, and the light that filled the bushes like red dust dispersed, leaving clear, slightly bluish air.


  It was good reading light by then, so Augustus applied himself for a few minutes to the Prophets. He was not overly religious, but he did consider himself a fair prophet and liked to study the styles of his predecessors. They were mostly too long-winded, in his view, and he made no effort to read them verse for verse—he just had a look here and there, while the biscuits were browning.


  While he was enjoying a verse or two of Amos, the pigs walked around the corner of the house, and Call, at almost the same moment, stepped out the back door, pulling on his shirt. The pigs walked over and stood directly in front of Augustus. The dew had wet their blue coats.


  “They know I’ve got a soft heart,” he said to Call. “They’re hoping I’ll feed them this Bible.”


  “I hope you pigs didn’t wake up Dish,” he added, for he had checked and seen that Dish was there, sleeping comfortably with his head on his saddle and his hat over his eyes, only his big mustache showing.


  To Call’s regret he had never been able to come awake easily. His joints felt like they were filled with glue, and it was an irritation to see Augustus sitting on the black kettle looking as fresh as if he’d slept all night, when in fact he had probably played poker till one or two o’clock. Getting up early and feeling awake was the one skill he had never truly perfected—he got up, of course, but it never felt natural.


  Augustus lay down the Bible and walked over to look at Call’s wound.


  “I oughta slop some more axle grease on it,” he said. “It’s a nasty bite.”


  “You tend to your biscuits,” Call said. “What’s Dish Boggett doing here?”


  “I didn’t ask the man his business,” Augustus said. “If you die of gangrene you’ll be sorry you didn’t let me dress that wound.”


  “It ain’t a wound, it’s just a bite,” Call said. “I was bit worse by bedbugs down in Saltillo that time. I suppose you set up reading the Good Book all night.”


  “Not me,” Augustus said. “I only read it in the morning and the evening, when I can be reminded of the glory of the Lord. The rest of the day I’m just reminded of what a miserable stink hole we stuck ourselves in. It’s hard to have fun in a place like this, but I do my best.”


  He went over and put his hand on top of the Dutch oven. It felt to him like the biscuits were probably ready, so he took them out. They had puffed up nicely and were a healthy brown. He took them quickly into the house and Call followed. Newt was at the table, sitting straight upright, a knife in one hand and a fork in the other, but sound asleep.


  “We come to this place to make money,” Call said. “Nothing about fun was in the deal.”


  “Call, you don’t even like money,” Augustus said. “You’ve spit in the eye of every rich man you’ve ever met. You like money even less than you like fun, if that’s possible.”


  Call sighed, and sat down at the table. Bolivar was up and stumbling around the stove, shaking so that he spilled coffee grounds on the floor.


  “Wake up, Newt,” Augustus said. “If you don’t you’ll fall over and stick yourself in the eye with your own fork.”


  Call gave the boy a little shake and his eyes popped open.


  “I was having a dream,” Newt said, sounding very young.


  “Your tough luck, then, son,” Augustus said. “Morning around here is more like a nightmare. Now look what’s happened!”


  In an effort to get the coffee going, Bolivar had spilled a small pile of coffee grounds into the grease where the eggs and bacon were frying. It seemed a small enough matter to him, but it enraged Augustus, who liked to achieve an orderly breakfast at least once a week.


  “I guess it won’t hurt the coffee none to taste like eggs,” he said testily. “Most of the time your eggs taste like coffee.”


  “I don’t care,” Bolivar said. “I feel sick.”


  Pea Eye came stumbling through about that time, trying to get his pizzle out of his pants before his bladder started to flood. It was a frequent problem. The pants he wore had about fifteen small buttons, and he got up each morning and buttoned every one of them before he realized he was about to piss. Then he would come rushing through the kitchen trying to undo the buttons. The race was always close, but usually Pea would make it to the back steps before the flood commenced. Then he would stand there and splatter the yard for five minutes or so. When he could hear sizzling grease in one ear and the sound of Pea Eye pissing in the other, Augustus knew that the peace of the morning was over once again.


  “If a woman ever stumbled onto this outfit at this hour of the day she’d screech and poke out her eyes,” Augustus said.


  At that point someone did stumble onto it, but only Dish Boggett, who had always been responsive to the smell of frying bacon.


  It was a surprise to Newt, who immediately snapped awake and tried to get his cowlick to lay down. Dish Boggett was one of his heroes, a real cowboy who had been up the trail all the way to Dodge City more than once. It was Newt’s great ambition: to go up the trail with a herd of cattle. The sight of Dish gave him hope, for Dish wasn’t somebody totally out of reach, like the Captain. Newt didn’t imagine that he could ever be what the Captain was, but Dish seemed not that much different from himself. He was known to be a top hand, and Newt welcomed every chance to be around him; he liked to study the way Dish did things.


  “Morning, Dish,” he said.


  “Why, howdy there,” Dish said, and went to stand beside Pea Eye and attend to the same business.


  It perked Newt up that Dish didn’t treat him like a kid. Someday, if he was lucky, maybe he and Dish would be cowboys together. Newt could imagine nothing better.


  Augustus had fried the eggs hard as marbles to compensate for the coffee grains, and when they looked done to him he poured the grease into the big three-gallon syrup can they used for a grease bucket.


  “It’s poor table manners to piss in hearing of those at the table,” he said, directing his remarks to the gentlemen on the porch. “You two are grown men. What would your mothers think?”


  Dish looked a little sheepish, whereas Pea was merely confused by the question. His mother had passed away in Georgia when he was only six. She had not had time to give him much training before she died, and he had no idea what she might think of such an action. However, he was sure she would not have wanted him to go in his pants.


  “I had to hurry,” he said.


  “Howdy, Captain,” Dish said.


  Call nodded. In the morning he had the advantage of Gus, since Gus had to cook. With Gus cooking, he got his choice of the eggs and bacon, and a little food always brought him to life and made him consider all the things that ought to be done during the day. The Hat Creek outfit was just a small operation, with just enough land under lease to graze small lots of cattle and horses until buyers could be found. It amazed Call that such a small operation could keep three grown men and a boy occupied from sunup until dark, day after day, but such was the case. The barn and corrals had been in such poor shape when he and Gus bought the place that it took constant work just to keep them from total collapse. There was nothing important to do in Lonesome Dove, but that didn’t mean there was enough time to keep up with the little things that needed doing. They had been six weeks sinking a new well and were still far from deep enough.


  When Call raked the eggs and bacon onto his plate, such a crowd of possible tasks rushed into his mind that he was a minute responding to Dish’s greetings.


  “Oh, hello, Dish,” he said, finally. “Have some bacon.”


  “Dish is planning to shave his mustache right after breakfast,” Augustus said. “He’s getting tired of livin’ without women.”


  In fact, with the aid of Gus’s two dollars, Dish had been able to prevail on Lorena. He had awakened on the porch with a clear head, but when Augustus mentioned women he remembered it all and suddenly felt weak with love. He had been keenly hungry when he sat down at the table, his mouth watering for the eggs and fryback, but the thought of Lorena’s white body, or the portion of it he had got to see when she lifted her nightgown, made him almost dizzy for a moment. He continued to eat, but the food had lost its taste.


  The blue shoat came to the door and looked in at the people, to Augustus’s amusement. “Look at that,” he said. “A pig watching a bunch of human pigs.” Though he had been outpositioned at the frying pan, he was in prime shape to secure his share of the biscuits, half a dozen of which he had already sopped in honey and consumed.


  “Throw that pig them eggshells,” he said to Bolivar. “He’s starving.”


  “I don’t care,” Bolivar said, sucking coffee-colored sugar out of a big spoon. “I feel sick.”


  “You’re repeating yourself, Bol,” Augustus said. “If you’re planning on dying today I hope you dig your grave first.”


  Bolivar looked at him sorrowfully. So much talk in the morning gave him a headache to go with his shakes. “If I dig a grave it will be yours,” he said simply.


  “Going up the trail, Dish?” Newt asked, hoping to turn the conversation to more cheerful matters.


  “I hope to,” Dish said.


  “It would take a hacksaw to cut these eggs,” Call said. “I’ve seen bricks that was softer.”


  “Well, Bol spilled coffee in them,” Augustus said. “I expect it was hard coffee.”


  Call finished the rocklike eggs and gave Dish the once-over. He was a lank fellow, loose-built, and a good rider. Five or six more like him and they could make up a herd themselves and drive it north. The idea had been in his mind for a year or more. He had even mentioned it to Augustus, but Augustus merely laughed at him.


  “We’re too old, Call,” he said. “We’ve forgot everything we need to know.”


  “You may have,” Call said. “I ain’t.”


  Seeing Dish put Call in mind of his idea again. He was not eager to spend the rest of his life on well-digging or barn repair. If they made up a fair herd and did well with it, they would make enough to buy some good land north of the brush country.


  “Are you signed to go with someone then?” he asked Dish.


  “Oh, no, I ain’t signed on,” Dish said. “But I’ve gone before, and I imagine Mr. Pierce will hire me again—or if not him someone else.”


  “We might give you work right here,” Call said.


  That got Augustus’s attention. “Give him work doing what?” he asked. “Dish here’s a top hand. He don’t cotton to work that requires walking, do you, Dish?”


  “I don’t, for a fact,” Dish said, looking at the Captain but seeing Lorena. “I’ve done a mess of it though. What did you have in mind?”


  “Well, we’re going down to Mexico tonight,” Call said. “Going to see what we can raise. We might make up a herd ourselves, if you wanted to wait a day or two while we look it over.”


  “That mare bite’s drove you crazy,” Augustus said. “Make up a herd and do what with it?”


  “Drive it,” Call said.


  “Well, we might drive it over to Pickles Gap, I guess,” Augustus said. “That ain’t enough work to keep a hand like Dish occupied for the summer.”


  Call got up and carried his dishes to the washtub. Bolivar wearily got off his stool and picked up the water bucket.


  “I wish Deets would come back,” he said.


  Deets was a black man; he had been with Cal and Augustus nearly as long as Pea Eye. Three days before, he had been sent to San Antonio with a deposit of money, a tactic Call always used, since few bandits would suspect a black man of having any money on him.


  Bolivar missed him because one of Deets’s jobs was to carry water.


  “He’ll be back this morning,” Call said. “You can set your clock by Deets.”


  “You might set yours,” Augustus said. “I wouldn’t set mine. Old Deets is human. If he ever run into the right dark-complexioned lady you might have to wind your clock two or three times before he showed up. He’s like me. He knows that some things are more important than work.”


  Bolivar looked at the water bucket with irritation. “I’d like to shoot this damn bucket full of holes,” he said.


  “I don’t think you could hit that bucket if you was sitting on it,” Augustus said. “I’ve seen you shoot. You ain’t the worst shot I ever knew—that would be Jack Jennell—but you run him a close race. Jack went broke as a buffalo hunter quicker than any man I ever knew. He couldn’t have hit a buffalo if one had swallowed him.”


  Bolivar went out the door with the bucket, looking as if it might be a while before he came back.


  Dish meanwhile was doing some hard thinking. He had meant to leave right after breakfast and ride back to the Matagorda, where he had a sure job. The Hat Creek outfit was hardly known as a trail-driving bunch, but on the other hand Captain Call was not a man to indulge in idle talk. If he was contemplating a drive he would probably make one. Meanwhile there was Lorena, who might come to see him in an entirely different light if he could spend time with her for a few days running. Of course, getting to spend time with her was expensive, and he had not a cent, but if word got around that he was working for the Hat Creek outfit he could probably attract a little credit.


  One thing Dish prided himself on was his skill at driving a buggy; it occurred to him that since Lorena seemed to spend most of her time cooped up in the Dry Bean, she might appreciate a buggy ride along the river in a smart buggy, if such a creature could be found in Lonesome Dove. He got up and carried his plate to the wash bucket.


  “Captain, if you mean it I’d be pleased to stay the day or two,” Dish said.


  The Captain had stepped out on the back porch and was looking north, along the stage road that threaded its way through the brush country toward San Antonio. The road ran straight for a considerable distance before it hit the first gully, and Captain Call had his eyes fixed on it. He seemed not to hear Dish’s reply, although he was only a few feet away. Dish stepped out on the porch to see what it was that distracted the man. Far up the road he could see two horsemen coming, but they were so far yet that it was impossible to tell anything about them. At moments, heat waves from the road caused a quavering that made them seem like one horseman. Dish squinted but there was nothing special about the riders that his eye could detect. Yet the Captain had not so much as turned his head since they appeared.


  “Gus, come out here,” the Captain said.


  Augustus was busy cleaning his plate of honey, a process that involved several more biscuits.


  “I’m eating,” he said, though that was obvious.


  “Come see who’s coming,” the Captain said, rather mildly, Dish thought.


  “If it’s Deets my watch is already set,” Augustus said. “Anyway, I don’t suppose he’s changed clothes, and if I have to see his old black knees sticking out of them old quilts he wears for pants it’s apt to spoil my digestion.”


  “Deets is coming all right,” Call said. “The fact is, he ain’t by himself.”


  “Well, the man’s always aimed to marry,” Augustus said. “I imagine he just finally met up with that dark-complexioned lady I was referring to.”


  “He ain’t met no lady,” Call said with a touch of exasperation. “Who he’s met is an old friend of ours. If you don’t come here and look I’ll have to drag you.”


  Augustus was about through with the biscuits anyway. He had to use a forefinger to capture the absolute last drop of honey, which was just as sweet licked off a finger as it was when eaten on good sourdough biscuits.


  “Newt, did you know honey is the world’s purest food?” he said, getting up.


  Newt had heard enough lectures on the subject to have already forgotten more than most people ever know about the properties of honey. He hurried his plate to the tub, more curious than Mr. Gus about who Deets could have found.


  “Yes, sir, I like it myself,” he said, to cut short the talk of honey.


  Augustus was a step behind the boy, idly licking his forefinger. He glanced up the road to see what Call could be so aroused about. Two riders were coming, the one on the left clearly Deets, on the big white gelding they called Wishbone. The other rider rode a pacing bay; it took but a moment for recognition to strike. The rider seemed to slump a little in the saddle, in the direction of his horse’s off side, a tendency peculiar to only one man he knew. Augustus was so startled that he made the mistake of running his sticky fingers through his own hair.


  “’I god, Woodrow,” he said. “That there’s Jake Spoon.”


  6.


  THE NAME STRUCK NEWT like a blow, so much did Jake Spoon mean to him. As a very little boy, when his mother had still been alive, Jake Spoon was the man who came most often to see her. It had begun to be clear to him, as he turned over his memories, that his mother had been a whore, like Lorena, but this realization tarnished nothing, least of all his memories of Jake Spoon. No man had been kinder, either to him or his mother—her name had been Maggie. Jake had given him hard candy and pennies and had set him on a pacing horse and given him his first ride; he had even had old Jesus, the bootmaker, make him his first pair of boots; and once when Jake won a lady’s saddle in a card game he gave the saddle to Newt and had the stirrups cut down to his size.


  Those were the days before order came to Lonesome Dove, when Captain Call and Augustus were still Rangers, with responsibilities that took them up and down the border. Jake Spoon was a Ranger too, and in Newt’s eyes the most dashing of them all. He always carried a pearl-handled pistol and rode a pacing horse—easier on the seat, Jake claimed. The dangers of his profession seemed to sit lightly on him.


  But then the fighting gradually died down along the border and the Captain and Mr. Gus and Jake and Pea Eye and Deets all quit rangering and formed the Hat Creek outfit. But the settled life seemed not to suit Jake, and one day he was just gone. No one was surprised, though Newt’s mother was so upset by it that for a time he got a whipping every time he asked when Jake was coming back. The whippings didn’t seem to have much to do with him, just with his mother’s disappointment that Jake had left.


  Newt stopped asking about Jake, but he didn’t stop remembering him. It was barely a year later that his mother died of fever; the Captain and Augustus took him in, although at first they argued about him. At first Newt missed his mother so much that he didn’t care about the arguments. His mother and Jake were both gone and arguments were not going to bring them back.


  But when the worst pain passed and he began to earn his keep around the Hat Creek outfit by doing the numerous chores that the Captain set him, he often drifted back in his mind to the days when Jake Spoon had come to see his mother. It seemed to him that Jake might even be his father, though everyone told him his name was Newt Dobbs, not Newt Spoon. Why it was Dobbs, and why everyone was so sure, was a puzzle to him, since no one in Lonesome Dove seemed to know anything about a Mr. Dobbs. It had not occurred to him to ask his mother while she was alive—last names weren’t used much around Lonesome Dove, and he didn’t realize that the last name was supposed to come from the father. Even Mr. Gus, who would talk about anything, seemed to have no information about Mr. Dobbs. “He went west when he shouldn’t have” was his only comment on the man.


  Newt had never asked Captain Call to amplify that information—the Captain preferred to volunteer what he wanted you to know. In his heart, though, Newt didn’t believe in Mr. Dobbs. He had a little pile of stuff his mother had left, just a few beads and combs and a little scrapbook and some cutout pictures from magazines that Mr. Gus had been kind enough to save for him, and there was nothing about a Mr. Dobbs in the scrapbook and no picture of him amid the pictures, though there was a scratchy picture of his grandfather, Maggie’s father, who had lived in Alabama.


  If, as he suspected, there had been no Mr. Dobbs, or if he had just been a gentleman who stopped at the rooming house a day or two—they had lived in the rooming house when Maggie was alive—then it might be that Jake Spoon was really his father. Perhaps no one had informed him of it because they thought it more polite to let Jake do so himself when he came back.


  Newt had always assumed Jake would come back, too. Scraps of news about him had blown back down the cow trails—word that he was a peace officer in Ogallala, or that he was prospecting for gold in the Black Hills. Newt had no idea where the Black Hills were, or how you went about finding gold in them, but one of the reasons he was eager to head north with a cow herd was the hope of running into Jake somewhere along the way. Of course he wanted to wear a gun and become a top hand and have the adventure of the drive—maybe they would even see buffalo, though he knew there weren’t many left. But underneath all his other hopes was the oldest yearning he had, one that could lie covered over for months and years and still be fresh as a toothache: the need to see Jake Spoon.


  Now the very man was riding toward them, right there beside Deets, on a pacing horse as pretty as the one he had ridden away ten years before. Newt forgot Dish Boggett, whose every move he had been planning to study. Before the two riders even got very close Newt could see Deets’s big white teeth shining in his black face, for he had gone away on a routine job and was coming back proud of more than having done it. He didn’t race his horse up to the porch or do anything silly, but it was plain even at a distance that Deets was a happy man.


  Then the horses were kicking up little puffs of dust in the wagon yard and the two were almost there. Jake wore a brown vest and a brown hat, and he still had his pearl-handled pistol. Deets was still grinning. They rode right up to the back porch before they drew rein. It was obvious that Jake had come a long way, for the pacing bay had no flesh on him.


  Jake’s eyes were the color of coffee, and he wore a little mustache. He looked them all over for a moment, and then broke out a slow grin.


  “Howdy, boys,” he said. “What’s for breakfast?”


  “Why, biscuits and fatback, Jake,” Augustus said. “The usual fare. Only we won’t be serving it up for about twenty-four hours. I hope you’ve got a buffalo liver or a haunch of venison on you to tide you over.”


  “Gus, don’t tell me you’ve et,” Jake said, swinging off the bay. “We rode all night, and Deets couldn’t think of nothing to talk about except the taste of them biscuits you make.”


  “While you was talking, Gus was eating them,” Call said. He and Jake shook hands, looking one another over.


  Jake looked at Deets a minute. “I knowed we should have telegraphed from Pickles Gap,” he said, then turned with a grin and shook Gus’s hand.


  “You always was a hog, Gus,” Jake said.


  “And you were usually late for meals,” Augustus reminded him.


  Then Pea Eye insisted on shaking hands, though Jake had never been very partial to him. “By gosh, Jake, you stayed gone a while,” Pea Eye said.


  While they were shaking Jake noticed the boy, standing there by some lank cowhand with a heavy mustache. “My lord,” he said. “Are you little Newt? Why you’re plumb growed. Who let that happen?”


  Newt felt so full of feeling that he could hardly speak. “It’s me, Jake,” he said. “I’m still here.”


  “What do you think, Captain?” Deets asked, handing Call the receipt from the bank. “Didn’t I find the prodigal?”


  “You found him,” Call said. “I bet he wasn’t in church, either.”


  Deets had a laugh at that. “No, sir,” he said. “Not in church.”


  Jake was introduced to Dish Boggett, but once he shook hands he turned and had another look at Newt as if the fact that he was nearly grown surprised him more than anything else in Lonesome Dove.


  “I swear, Jake,” Augustus said, looking at the bay horse, “you’ve rode that horse right down to the bone.”


  “Give him a good feed, Deets,” Call said. “I judge it’s been a while since he’s had one.”


  Deets led the horses off toward the roofless barn. It was true that he made his pants out of old quilts, for reasons that no one could get him to explain. Colorful as they were, quilts weren’t the best material for riding through mesquite and chaparral. Thorns had snagged the pants in several places, and cotton ticking was sticking out. For headgear Deets wore an old cavalry cap he had found somewhere—it was in nearly as bad shape as Lippy’s bowler.


  “Didn’t he have that cap when I left?” Jake asked. He took his own hat off and slapped the dust off his pants leg with it. He had curly black hair, but Newt saw to his surprise that there was a sizable bald spot on the top of his head.


  “He found that cap in the fifties, to the best of my recollection,” Augustus said. “You know Deets is like me—he’s not one to quit on a garment just because it’s got a little age. We can’t all be fine dressers like you, Jake.”


  Jake turned his coffee eyes on Augustus and broke out another slow grin. “What’d it take to get you to whip up another batch of them biscuits?” he said. “I’ve come all the way from Arkansas without tasting a good bite of bread.”


  “From the looks of that pony it’s been fast traveling,” Call said, which was as close to prying as he intended to get. He had run with Jake Spoon off and on for twenty years, and liked him well; but the man had always worried him a little, underneath. There was no more likable man in the west, and no better rider, either; but riding wasn’t everything, and neither was likableness. Something in Jake didn’t quite stick. Something wasn’t quite consistent. He could be the coolest man in the company in one fight, and in the next be practically worthless.


  Augustus knew it too. He was a great sponsor of Jake’s and had stayed fond of him although for years they were rivals for Clara Allen, who eventually showed them both the door. But Augustus felt, with Call, that Jake wasn’t long on backbone. When he left the Rangers Augustus said more than once that he would probably end up hung. So far that hadn’t happened, but riding up at breakfast time on a gant horse was an indication of trouble. Jake prided himself on pretty horses, and would never ride a horse as hard as the bay had been ridden if trouble wasn’t somewhere behind him.


  Jake saw Bolivar coming from the old cistern with a bucketful of water. Bolivar was a new face, and one that had no interest in his homecoming. A little cool water sloshed over the edges of the bucket, looking very good to a man with a mouth as dusty as Jake’s.


  “Boys, I’d like a drink and maybe even a wash, if you can spare one,” he said. “My luck’s been running kinda muddy lately, but I’d like to get water enough in me that I can at least spit before I tell you about it.”


  “Why, sure,” Augustus said. “Go fill the dipper. You want us to stay out here and hold off the posse?”


  “There ain’t no posse,” Jake said, going in the house.


  Dish Boggett felt somewhat at a loss. He had been all ready to hire on, and then this new man rode up and everyone had sort of forgotten him. Captain Call, a man known for being all business, seemed a little distracted. He and Gus just stood there as if they expected a posse despite what Jake Spoon had said.


  Newt noticed it too. Mr. Gus ought to go in and cook Jake some biscuits, but he just stood there, thinking about something, evidently. Deets was on his way back from the lots.


  Dish finally spoke up. “Captain, like I said, I’d be glad to wait if you have some plans to make up a herd,” he said.


  The Captain looked at him strangely, as if he might have forgotten his name, much less what he was doing there. But it wasn’t the case.


  “Why, yes, Dish,” he said. “We might be needing some hands, if you don’t mind doing some well-digging while you wait. Pea, you best get these boys started.”


  Dish was almost ready to back out then and there. He had drawn top wages for the last two years without being asked to do anything that couldn’t be done from a horse. It was insensitive of the Captain to think that he could just order him off, with a boy and an old idiot like Pea Eye, to wrestle a spade and crowbar all day. It scratched his pride, and he had a notion to go get his horse and let them keep their well-digging. But the Captain was looking at him hard, and when Dish looked up to say he had changed his mind, their eyes met and Dish didn’t say it. There had been no real promises made, much less talk of wages, but somehow Dish had taken one step too far. The Captain was looking at him eye to eye, as if to see if he was going to stand by his own words or if he meant to wiggle like a fish and change his mind. Dish had only offered to stay because of Lorie, but suddenly it had all gotten beyond her. Pea and Newt were already walking toward the barn. It was clear from the Captain’s attitude that unless he wanted to lose all reputation, he had trapped himself into at least one day’s well-digging.


  It seemed to him he ought to at least say something to salvage a little pride, but before he could think of anything Gus came over and clapped him on the shoulder.


  “You should have rode on last night, Dish,” he said with an irritating grin. “You may never see the last of this outfit now.”


  “Well, you was the one that invited me,” Dish said, highly annoyed. Since there was no help for it short of disgrace, he started for the lots.


  “If you come to Chiny you can stop digging,” Augustus called after him. “That’s the place where the men wear pigtails.”


  “I wouldn’t ride him if I were you,” Call said. “We may need him.”


  “I didn’t send him off to dig no well,” Augustus said. “Don’t you know that’s an insult to his dignity? I’m surprised he went. I thought Dish had more grit.”


  “He said he’d stay,” Call said. “I ain’t feeding him three times a day to sit around and play cards with you.”


  “No need to now,” Augustus said. “I got Jake for that. I bet you don’t get Jake down in your well.”


  At that moment Jake stepped out on the back porch, his sleeves rolled up and his face red from the scrubbing he had given it with the old piece of sacking they used for a towel.


  “That old pistolero’s been cleaning his gun on this towel,” Jake said. “It’s filthy dirty.”


  “If it’s just his six-shooter he’s cleaning on it you oughtn’t to complain,” Augustus said. “There’s worse things he could wipe on it.”


  “Hell, don’t you men ever wash?” Jake asked. “That old Mex didn’t even want to give me a pan of water.”


  It was the kind of remark Call had no patience with, but that was Jake, more interested in fancy arrangements than in the more important matters.


  “Once you left, our standards slipped,” Augustus said. “The majority of this outfit ain’t interested in refinements.”


  “That’s plain,” Jake said. “There’s a damn pig on the back porch. What about them biscuits?”


  “Much as I’ve missed you, I ain’t overworking my sourdough just because you and Deets couldn’t manage to get here in time,” Augustus said. “What I will do is fry some meat.”


  He fried it, and Jake and Deets ate it, while Bolivar sat in the corner and sulked at the thought of two more breakfasts to wash up after. It amused Augustus to watch Jake eat—he was so fastidious about it—but the sight put Call into a black fidget. Jake could spend twenty minutes picking at some eggs and a bit of bacon. It was obvious to Augustus that Call was trying to be polite and let Jake get some food in his belly before he told his story, but Call was not a patient man and had already controlled his urge to get to work longer than was usual. He stood in the door, watching the whitening sky and looking restless enough to bite himself.


  “So where have you been, Jake?” Augustus asked, to speed things up.


  Jake looked thoughtful, as he almost always did. His coffee-colored eyes always seemed to be traveling leisurely over scenes from his own past, and they gave the impression that he was a man of sorrows—an impression very appealing to the ladies. It disgusted Augustus a little that ladies were so taken in by Jake’s big eyes. In fact, Jake Spoon had had a perfectly easy life, doing mostly just what he pleased and keeping his boots clean; what his big eyes concealed was a slow-working brain. Basically Jake just dreamed his way through life and somehow got by with it.


  “Oh, I’ve been seeing the country,” he said. “I was up to Montana two years ago. I guess that’s what made me decide to come back, although I’ve been meaning to get back down this way and see you boys for some years.”


  Call came back in the room and straddled a chair, figuring he might as well hear it.


  “What’s Montana got to do with us?” he asked.


  “Why, Call, you ought to see it,” Jake said. “A prettier country never was.”


  “How far’d you go?” Augustus asked.


  “Way up, past the Yellowstone,” Jake said. “I was near to the Milk River. You can smell Canady from there.”


  “I bet you can smell Indians too,” Call said. “How’d you get past the Cheyenne?”


  “They shipped most of them out,” Jake said. “Some of the Blackfeet are still troublesome. But I was with the Army, doing a little scouting.”


  That hardly made sense. Jake Spoon might scout his way across a card table, but Montana was something else.


  “When’d you take to scouting?” Call asked dryly.


  “Oh, I was just with a feller taking some beef to the Blackfeet,” Jake said. “The Army came along to help.”


  “A lot of damn help the Army would be, driving beef,” Gus said.


  “They helped us keep our hair,” Jake said, laying his knife and fork across his plate as neatly as if he were eating at a fancy table.


  “My main job was to skeer the buffalo out of the way,” he said.


  “Buffalo,” Augustus said. “I thought they was about gone.”


  “Pshaw,” Jake said. “I must have seen fifty thousand up above the Yellowstone. The damn buffalo hunters ain’t got the guts to take on them Indians. Oh, they’ll finish them, once the Cheyenne and the Sioux finally cave in, and they may have even since I left. The damn Indians have the grass of Montana all to themselves. And has it got grass. Call, you ought to see it.”


  “I’d go today if I could fly,” Call said.


  “Be safer to walk,” Augustus said. “By the time we walked up there maybe they would have licked the Indians.”


  “That’s just it, boys,” Jake said. “The minute they’re licked there’s going to be fortunes made in Montana. Why, it’s cattle land like you’ve never seen, Call. High grass and plenty of water.”


  “Chilly, though, ain’t it?” Augustus asked.


  “Oh, it’s got weather,” Jake said. “Hell, a man can wear a coat.”


  “Better yet, a man can stay inside,” Augustus said.


  “I’ve yet to see a fortune made inside,” Call said. “Except by a banker, and we ain’t bankers. What did you have in mind, Jake?”


  “Getting to it first,” Jake said. “Round up some of these free cattle and take ’em on up. Beat all the other sons of bitches, and we’d soon be rich.”


  Augustus and Call exchanged looks. It was odd talk to be hearing from Jake Spoon, who had never been known for his ambition—much less for a fondness for cows. Pretty whores, pacing horses and lots of clean shirts had been his main requirements in life.


  “Why, Jake, what reformed you?” Gus asked. “You was never a man to hanker after fortune.”


  “Living with the cows from here to Montana would mean a change in your habits, if I remember them right,” Call said.


  Jake grinned his slow grin. “You boys,” he said. “You got me down for lazier than I am. I ain’t no lover of cow shit and trail dust, I admit, but I’ve seen something that you haven’t seen: Montana. Just because I like to play cards don’t mean I can’t smell an opportunity when one’s right under my nose. Why, you boys ain’t even got a barn with a roof on it. I doubt it would bust you to move.”


  “Jake, if you ain’t something,” Augustus said. “Here we ain’t seen hide nor hair of you for ten years and now you come riding in and want us to pack up and go north to get scalped.”


  “Well, Gus, me and Call are going bald anyway,” Jake said. “You’re the only one whose hair they’d want.”


  “All the more reason not to carry it to a hostile land,” Augustus said. “Why don’t you just calm down and play cards with me for a few days? Then when I’ve won all your money we’ll talk about going places.”


  Jake whittled down a match and began to meticulously pick his teeth.


  “By the time you clean me, Montana will be all settled up,” he said. “I don’t clean quick.”


  “What about that horse?” Call asked. “You didn’t gant him like that just so you could get here and help us beat the rush to Montana. What’s this about your luck running thick?”


  Jake looked a little more sorrowful as he picked his teeth. “Kilt a dentist,” he said. “A pure accident, but I kilt him.”


  “Where’d this happen?” Call asked.


  “Fort Smith, Arkansas,” Jake said. “Not three weeks ago.”


  “Well, I’ve always considered dentistry a dangerous profession,” Augustus said. “Making a living by yanking people’s teeth out is asking for trouble.”


  “He wasn’t even pulling my tooth,” Jake said. “I didn’t even know there was a dentist in the town. I got in a little argument in a saloon and a damn mule skinner threw down on me. Somebody’s old buffalo rifle was leaning against the wall right by me and that’s what I went for. Hell, I was sitting on my own pistol—I never wouldn’t have got to it in time. I wasn’t even playin’ cards with the mule skinner.”


  “What riled him then?” Gus asked.


  “Whiskey,” Jake said. “He was bull drunk. Before I even noticed, he took a dislike to my dress and pulled his Colt.”


  “Well, I don’t know what took you to Arkansas in the first place, Jake,” Augustus said. “A fancy dresser like yourself is bound to excite comment in them parts.”


  Call had found, over the years, that it only did to believe half of what Jake said. Jake was not a bald liar, but once he thought over a scrape, his imagination sort of worked on it and shaded it in his own favor.


  “If the man pointed a gun at you and you shot him, then that was self-defense,” Call said. “I still don’t see where the dentist comes in.”


  “It was bad luck all around,” Jake said. “I never even shot the mule skinner. I did shoot, but I missed, which was enough to scare him off. But of course I shot that dern buffalo gun. It was just a little plank saloon we were sitting in. A plank won’t stop a fifty-caliber bullet.”


  “Neither will a dentist,” Augustus observed. “Not unless you shoot down on him from the top, and even then I expect the bullet would come out his foot.”


  Call shook his head—Augustus could think of the damnedest things.


  “So where was the dentist?” he asked.


  “Walking along on the other side of the street,” Jake said. “They got big wide streets in that town, too.”


  “But not wide enough, I guess,” Call said.


  “Nope,” Jake said. “We went to the door to watch the mule skinner run off and saw the dentist laying over there dead, fifty yards away. He had managed to get in the exact wrong spot.”


  “Pea done the same thing once,” Augustus said. “Remember, Woodrow? Up in the Wichita country? Pea shot at a wolf and missed and the bullet went over a hill and kilt one of our horses.”


  “I won’t forget that,” Call said. “It was little Billy it killed. I hated to lose that horse.”


  “Of course we couldn’t convince Pea he’d done it,” Augustus said. “He don’t understand trajectory.”


  “Well, I understand it,” Jake said. “Everybody in town liked that dentist.”


  “Aw, Jake, that won’t stick,” Augustus said. “Nobody really likes dentists.”


  “This one was the mayor,” Jake said.


  “Well, it was accidental death,” Call said.


  “Yeah, but I’m just a gambler,” Jake said. “They all like to think they’re respectable back in Arkansas. Besides, the dentist’s brother was the sheriff, and somebody told him I was a gunfighter. He invited me to leave town a week before it happened.”


  Call sighed. All the gunfighter business went back to one lucky shot Jake had made when he was a mere boy starting out in the Rangers. It was funny how one shot could make a man’s reputation like that. It was a hip shot Jake made because he was scared, and it killed a Mexican bandit who was riding toward them on a dead run. It was Call’s opinion, and Augustus’s too, that Jake hadn’t even been shooting at the bandit—he was probably shooting in hopes of bringing down the horse, which might have fallen on the bandit and crippled him a little. But Jake shot blind from the hip, with the sun in his eyes to boot, and hit the bandit right in the Adam’s apple, a thing not likely to occur more than once in a lifetime, if that often.


  But it was Jake’s luck that most of the men who saw him make the shot were raw boys too, with not enough judgment to appreciate how lucky a thing it was. Those that survived and grew up told the story all across the West, so there was hardly a man from the Mexican border to Canada who hadn’t heard what a dead pistol shot Jake Spoon was, though any man who had fought with him through the years would know he was no shot at all with a pistol and only a fair shot with a rifle.


  Call and Augustus had always worried about Jake because of his unearned reputation, but he was a lucky fellow and there were not many men around dumb enough to enjoy pistol fights, so Jake managed to get by. It was ironic that the shot which finally got him in trouble was as big an accident as the shot that had made his fame.


  “How’d you get loose from the sheriff?” Call asked.


  “He was gone when it happened,” Jake said. “He was up in Missouri, testifying on some stage robbers. I don’t know if he’s even back to Fort Smith yet.”


  “They wouldn’t have hung you for an accident, even in Arkansas,” Call said.


  “I am a gambler, but that’s one I didn’t figure to gamble on,” Jake said. “I just went out the back door and left, hoping July would get too busy to come after me.”


  “July’s the sheriff?” Gus asked.


  “Yes, July Johnson,” Jake said. “He’s young, but he’s determined. I just hope he gets busy.”


  “I don’t know why a lawman would want a dentist for a brother,” Augustus said rather absently.


  “If he warned you out of the town you should have left,” Call said. “There’s plenty of other towns besides Fort Smith.”


  “Jake probably had him a whore,” Augustus said. “He usually does.”


  “You’re one to talk, Gus,” Jake said.


  They all fell silent for a time while Jake thoughtfully picked his teeth with the sharpened match. Bolivar was sound asleep, sitting on his stool.


  “I should have rode on, Call,” Jake said apologetically. “But Fort Smith’s a pretty town. It’s on the river, and I like to have a river running by me. They eat catfish down there. It got where it kinda suited my tooth.”


  “I’d like to see the fish that could keep me in a place I wasn’t wanted,” Call said. Jake had always been handy with excuses.


  “That’s what we’ll tell the sheriff when he shows up to take you back,” Augustus said. “Maybe he’ll take you fishing while you’re waiting to be hung.”


  Jake let it pass. Gus would have his joke, and he and Call would disapprove of him when he got in some unlucky scrape. It had always been that way. But the three of them were compañeros still, no matter how many dentists he killed. Call and Gus had been the law themselves and didn’t always bow and scrape to it. They would not likely let some young sheriff take him off to hang because of an accident. He was willing to take a bit of ribbing. When trouble came, if it did, the boys would stick and July Johnson would have to ride back home empty-handed.


  He stood up and walked to the door to look over the hot, dusty little town.


  “I hardly thought to find you boys still here,” he said. “I thought you’d have some big ranch somewhere by now. This town was a two-bit town when we came here and it looks to me like it’s lost about fifteen cents since then. Who’s left that we all know?”


  “Xavier and Lippy,” Augustus said. “Therese got kilt, thank God. A few of the boys are left but I forget who. Tom Bynum’s left.”


  “He would be,” Jake said. “The Lord looks after fools like Tom.”


  “What do you hear of Clara?” Augustus asked. “I suppose since you traveled the world you’ve been to see her. Dropped in for supper, innocentlike, I guess.”


  Call stood up to go. He had heard enough to know why Jake had come back, and didn’t intend to waste the day listening to him jaw about his travels, particularly not if it meant having to hear any talk about Clara Allen. He had heard enough about Clara in the old days, when Gus and Jake had both been courting her. He had been quite happy to think it all ended when she married, but it hadn’t ended, and listening to Gus pine over her was almost as bad as having him and Jake fighting about her. Now, with Jake back, it would all start again, though Clara Allen had been married and gone for over fifteen years.


  Deets stood up when Call did, ready for work. He hadn’t said a word while eating, but it was clear he took much pride in being the one who had seen Jake first.


  “Well, it ain’t a holiday,” Call said. “Work to do. Me and Deets will go see if we can help them boys.”


  “That Newt surprised me,” Jake said. “I had it in mind he was still a spud. Is Maggie still here?”


  “Maggie’s been dead several years,” Augustus said. “You wasn’t hardly over the hill when it happened.”


  “I swear,” Jake said. “You mean you’ve had little Newt for all these years?”


  There was a long silence, in which only Augustus felt comfortable. Deets felt so uncomfortable that he stepped in front of the Captain and went out the door.


  “Why, yes, Jake,” Gus said. “We’ve had him since Maggie died.”


  “I swear,” Jake said again.


  “It was only the Christian thing,” Augustus said. “Taking him in, I mean. After all, one of you boys is more than likely his pa.”


  Call put on his hat, picked up his rifle and left them to their talk.


  7.


  JAKE SPOON STOOD in the door of the low house, watching Call and Deets head for the barn. He had been looking forward to being home from the moment he looked out the door of the saloon and saw the dead man laying in the mud across the wide main street of Fort Smith, but now that he was home it came back to him how nervous things could be if Call wasn’t in his best mood.


  “Deets’s pants are a sight, ain’t they,” he said mildly. “Seems to me he used to dress better.”


  Augustus chuckled. “He used to dress worse,” he said. “Why, he had that sheepskin coat for fifteen years. You couldn’t get in five feet of him without the lice jumping on you. It was because of that coat that we made him sleep in the barn. I ain’t finicky except when it comes to lice.”


  “What happened to it?” Jake asked.


  “I burned it,” Augustus said. “Done it one summer when Deets was off on a trip with Call. I told him a buffalo hunter stole it. Deets was ready to track him and get his coat back, but I talked him out of it.”


  “Well, it was his coat,” Jake said. “I don’t blame him.”


  “Hell, Deets didn’t need it,” Augustus said. “It ain’t cold down here. Deets was just attached to it because he had it so long. You remember when we found it, don’t you? You was along?”


  “I may have been along but I don’t remember,” Jake said, lighting a smoke.


  “We found that coat in an abandoned cabin up on the Brazos,” Augustus said. “I guess the settlers that run out decided it was too heavy to carry. It weighed as much as a good-sized sheep, which is why Call gave it to Deets. He was the only one of us stout enough to carry it all day. Don’t you remember that, Jake? It was the time we had that scrape up by Fort Phantom Hill.”


  “I remember a scrape, but the rest is kinda cloudy,” Jake said. “I guess all you boys have got to do is sit around and talk about old times. I’m young yet, Gus. I got a living to make.”


  In fact, what he did remember was being scared every time they crossed the Brazos, since it would just be ten or twelve of them and no reason not to think they would run into a hundred Comanches or Kiowas. He would have been glad to quit rangering if he could have thought of a way to do it that wouldn’t look bad, but there was no way. In the end he came through twelve Indian fights and many scrapes with bandits only to get in real trouble in Fort Smith, Arkansas, as safe a town as you could find.


  Now that he had come back, it was just to be reminded of Maggie, who had always threatened to die if he ever left her. Of course, he had thought it just girlish talk, the kind of thing all women said when they were trying to hold a fellow. Jake had heard such talk all the way up the trail, in San Antonio and Fort Worth, Abilene and Dodge, in Ogallala and Miles City—the talk of whores pretending to be in love for one. But Maggie had actually died, when he had only supposed she would just move on to another town. It was a sad memory to come home to, though from what he knew of the situation, Call had done her even worse than he had.


  “Jake, I notice you’ve not answered me about Clara,” Augustus said. “If you’ve been to see her I’d like to hear about it, even though I begrudge you every minute.”


  “Oh, you ain’t got much begrudging to do,” Jake said. “I just seen her for a minute, outside a store in Ogallala. That dern Bob was with her, so all I could do was tip my hat and say good morning.”


  “I swear, Jake, I thought you’d have more gumption than that,” Augustus said. “They live up in Nebraska, do they?”


  “Yes, on the North Platte,” Jake said. “Why, he’s the biggest horse trader in the territory. The Army gets most of its horses from him, what Army’s in those parts, and the Army wears out a lot of horses. I reckon he’s close to rich.”


  “Any young uns?” Augustus asked.


  “Two girls, I believe,” Jake said. “I heard her boys died. Bob wasn’t too friendly—I wasn’t asked to supper.”


  “Even old dumb Bob’s got enough sense to keep the likes of you away from Clara,” Augustus said. “How did she look?”


  “Clara?” Jake said. “Not as pretty as she once was.”


  “I guess it’s a hard life up in Nebraska,” Gus said.


  After that, neither of them had any more to say for a few minutes. Jake thought it ill-spoken of Gus to bring Clara up, a woman he no longer had any sympathy for since she had shown him the door and married a big dumb horse trader from Kentucky. Even losing her to Gus wouldn’t have been so bitter a blow, since Gus had been her beau before he met her.


  Augustus felt his own pangs—irked, mainly, that Jake had had a glimpse of Clara, whereas he himself had to make do with an occasional scrap of gossip. At sixteen she had been so pretty it took your breath, and smart too—a girl with some sand, as she had quickly shown when both her parents had been killed in the big Indian raid of ’56, the worst ever to rake that part of the country. Clara had been in school in San Antonio when it happened, but she came right back to Austin and ran the store her parents had started—the Indians had tried to set fire to it but for some reason it didn’t catch.


  Augustus felt he might have won her that year, but as luck would have it he was married then, to his second wife, and by the time she died Clara had developed such an independent mind that winning her was no longer an easy thing.


  In fact, it proved an impossible thing. She wouldn’t have him, or Jake either, and yet she married Bob Allen, a man so dumb he could hardly walk through a door without bumping his head. They soon went north; since then, Augustus had kept his ears open for news that she was widowed—he didn’t wish Clara any unpleasantness, but horse trading in Indian country was risky business. If Bob should meet an untimely end—as better men had—then he wanted to be the first to offer his assistance to the widow.


  “That Bob Allen’s lucky,” he remarked. “I’ve known horse traders who didn’t last a year.”


  “Why, hell, you’re a horse trader yourself,” Jake said. “You boys have let yourselves get stuck. You should have gone north long ago. There’s plenty of opportunity left up north.”


  “That may be, Jake, but all you’ve done with it is kill a dentist,” Augustus said. “At least we ain’t committed no ridiculous crimes.”


  Jake smiled. “Have you got anything to drink around here?” he asked. “Or do you just sit around all day with your throat parched.”


  “He gets drunk,” Bolivar said, waking up suddenly.


  Augustus stood up. “Let’s go for a stroll,” he said. “This man don’t like folks idling in his kitchen after a certain hour.”


  They walked out into the hot morning. The sky was already white. Bolivar followed them out, picking up a rawhide lariat that he kept on a pile of firewood back by the porch. They watched him walk off into the chaparral, the rope in his hand.


  “That old pistolero ain’t very polite,” Jake said. “Where’s he going with that rope?”


  “I didn’t ask him,” Gus said. He went around to the springhouse, which was empty of rattlesnakes for once. It amused him to think how annoyed Call would be when he came up at noon and found them both drunk. He handed Jake the jug, since he was the guest. Jake uncorked it and took a modest swig.


  “Now if we had some shade to drink this in, we’d be in good shape,” Jake said. “I don’t suppose there’s a sporting woman in this town, is there?”


  “You are a scamp,” Augustus said, taking the jug. “Are you so rich that’s all you can think about?”


  “I can think about it, rich or poor,” Jake said.


  They squatted in the shade of the springhouse for a bit, their backs against the adobe, which was still cool on the side the sun hadn’t struck. Augustus saw no need to mention Lorena, since he knew Jake would soon discover her for himself and probably have her in love with him within the week. The thought of Dish Boggett’s bad timing made him smile, for it was certain Jake’s return would doom whatever chance Dish might have had. Dish had committed himself to a day of well-digging for nothing, for when it came to getting women in love with him Jake Spoon had no equal. His big eyes convinced them he’d be lost without them, and none of them seemed to want him just to go on and be lost.


  While they were squatting by the springhouse, the pigs came nosing around the house looking for something to eat. But there wasn’t so much as a grasshopper in the yard. They stopped and looked at Augustus a minute.


  “Get on down to the saloon,” he said. “Maybe you’ll find Lippy’s hat.”


  “Folks that keep pigs ain’t no better than farmers,” Jake said. “I’m surprised at you and Call. If you gave up being lawmen I thought you’d at least stay cattlemen.”


  “I thought you’d own a railroad by now, for that matter,” Augustus said. “Or a whorehouse, at least. I guess life’s been a disappointment to us both.”


  “I may not have no fortune, but I’ve never said a word to a pig, either,” Jake said. Now that he was home and back with friends, he was beginning to feel sleepy. After a few more swigs and a little more argument, he stretched out as close to the springhouse as he could get, so as to have shade for as long as possible. He raised up an elbow to have one more go at the jug.


  “How come Call lets you sit around and guzzle this mash all day?” he asked.


  “Call ain’t never been my boss,” Augustus said. “It’s no say-so of his when I drink.”


  Jake looked off across the scrubby pastures. There were tufts of grass here and there, but mostly the ground looked hard as flint. Heat waves were rising off it like fumes off kerosene. Something moved in his line of vision, and for a moment he thought he saw some strange brown animal under a chaparral bush. Looking more closely he saw that it was the old Mexican’s bare backside.


  “Hell, why’d he take a rope if all he meant to do was shit?” he asked. “Where’d you get the greasy old bastard?”


  “We’re running a charitable home for retired criminals,” Augustus said. “If you’d just retire you’d qualify.”


  “Dern, I forgot how ugly this country is,” Jake said. “I guess if there was a market for snake meat, this would be the place to get rich.”


  With that he put his hat over his face, and within no more than two minutes began a gentle snoring. Augustus returned the jug to the springhouse. It occurred to him that while Jake was napping he might pay a visit to Lorie; once she fell under Jake’s spell he would probably require her to suspend professional activities for a while.


  Augustus viewed this prospect philosophically; it was his experience that a man’s dealings with women were invariably prone to interruptions, often of a more lasting nature than Jake Spoon was apt to prompt.


  He left Jake sleeping and strolled down the middle of Hat Creek. As he passed the corrals, he saw Dish straining at the windlass to bring a big bucket of dirt out of the new well. Call was in the lot, working with the Hell Bitch. He had her snubbed to a post and was fanning her with a saddle blanket. Dish was as wet with sweat as if he’d just crawled out of a horse trough. He’d sweated through the hatband of his hat, and had even sweated through his belt.


  “Dish, you’re plumb wet,” Augustus said. “If there was a well there, I’d figure you fell in it.”


  “If folks could drink sweat you wouldn’t need no well,” Dish said. It seemed to Augustus that his tone was a shade unfriendly.


  “Look at it this way, Dish,” Augustus said. “You’re storing up manna in heaven, working like this.”


  “Heaven be damned,” Dish said.


  Augustus smiled. “Why, the Bible just asks for the sweat of your brow,” he said. “You’re even sweating from the belt buckle, Dish. That ought to put you in good with the Seraphim.”


  The reference was lost on Dish, who bitterly regretted his foolishness in allowing himself to be drawn into such undignified work. Augustus stood there grinning at him as if the sight of a man sweating was the most amusing thing in the world.


  “I ought to kick you down this hole,” Dish said. “If you hadn’t loaned me that money I’d be halfway to the Matagorda by now.”


  Augustus walked over to the fence to watch Call work the mare. He was about to throw the saddle on her. He had her snubbed close, but she still had her eye turned so she could watch him in case he got careless.


  “You ought to blindfold her,” Augustus said. “I thought you knowed that much.”


  “I don’t want her blindfolded,” Call said.


  “If she was blindfolded she might bite the post next time instead of you,” Augustus said.


  Call got her to accept the blanket and picked up his saddle. Snubbed as she was, she couldn’t bite him, but her hind legs weren’t snubbed. He kept close to her shoulder as he prepared to ease on the saddle. The mare let go with her near hind foot. It didn’t get him but it got the saddle and nearly knocked it out of his hand. He kept close to her shoulder and got the saddle in position again.


  “Remember that horse that bit off all that old boy’s toes—all the ones on the left foot, I mean?” Augustus said. “That old boy’s name was Harwell. He went to the war and got killed at Vicksburg. He never was much of a hand after he lost his toes. Of course, the horse that bit ’em off had a head the size of a punkin. I don’t suppose a little mare like that could take off five toes in one bite.”


  Call eased the saddle on her, and the minute the stirrups slapped against her belly the mare went as high as she could get, and the saddle flew off and landed twenty feet away. Augustus got a big laugh out of it. Call went to the barn and returned with a short rawhide rope.


  “If you want help just ask me,” Augustus said.


  “I don’t,” Call said. “Not from you.”


  “Call, you ain’t never learned,” Augustus said. “There’s plenty of gentle horses in this world. Why would a man with your responsibilities want to waste time with a filly that’s got to be hobbled and blindfolded before you can even keep a saddle on her?”


  Call ignored him. In a moment the mare tentatively lifted the near hind foot with the thought of kicking whatever might be in range. When she did he caught the foot with the rawhide rope and took a hitch around the snubbing post. It left the mare standing on three legs, so she could not kick again without throwing herself. She watched him out of the corner of her eye, trembling a little with indignation, but she accepted the saddle.


  “Why don’t you trade her to Jake?” Augustus said. “If they don’t hang him, maybe he could teach her to pace.”


  Call left the mare saddled, snubbed and on three legs, and came to the fence to have a smoke and let the mare have a moment to consider the situation.


  “Where’s Jake?” he asked.


  “Catching a nap,” Augustus said. “I reckon the anxiety wore him out.”


  “He ain’t changed a bit,” Call said. “Not a dern bit.”


  Augustus laughed. “You’re one to talk,” he said. “When’s the last time you changed? It must have been before we met, and that was thirty years ago.”


  “Look at her watch us,” Call said. The mare was watching them—even had her ears pointed at them.


  “I wouldn’t take it as no compliment,” Augustus said. “She ain’t watching you because she loves you.”


  “Say what you will,” Call said, “I never seen a more intelligent filly.”


  Augustus laughed again. “Oh, that’s what you look for, is it? Intelligence,” he said. “You and me’s got opposite ideas about things. It’s intelligent creatures you got to watch out for. I don’t care if they’re horses or women or Indians or what. I learned long ago there’s much to be said for dumbness. A dumb horse may step in a hole once in a while, but at least you can turn your back on one without losing a patch of hide.”


  “I’d rather my horses didn’t step in no holes,” Call said. “You reckon somebody’s really on Jake’s trail?”


  “Hard to judge,” Augustus said. “Jake was always nervous. He’s seen more Indians that turned out to be sage bushes than any man I know.”


  “A dead dentist ain’t a sage bush,” Call said.


  “No—in that case it’s the sheriff that’s the unknown factor,” Gus said. “Maybe he didn’t like his brother. Maybe some outlaw will shoot him before he can come after Jake. Maybe he’ll get lost and end up in Washington, D.C. Or maybe he’ll show up tomorrow and whip us all. I wouldn’t lay money.”


  They fell silent for a moment, the only sound the grinding of the windlass as Dish drew up another bucket of dirt.


  “Why not go north?” Call said, taking Augustus by surprise.


  “Why, I don’t know,” Augustus said. “I’ve never given the matter no thought, and so far as I know you haven’t either. I do think we’re a shade old to do much Indian fighting.”


  “There won’t be much,” Call said. “You heard Jake. It’s the same up there as it is down here. The Indians will soon be whipped. And Jake does know good country when he sees it. It sounds like a cattleman’s paradise.”


  “No, it sounds like a goddamn wilderness,” Augustus said. “Why, there ain’t even a house to go to. I’ve slept on the ground enough for one life. Now I’m in the mood for a little civilization. I don’t have to have oprys and streetcars, but I do enjoy a decent bed and a roof to keep out the weather.”


  “He said there were fortunes to be made,” Call said. “It stands to reason he’s right. Somebody’s gonna settle it up and get that land. Suppose we got there first. We could buy you forty beds.”


  The surprising thing to Augustus was not just what Call was suggesting but how he sounded. For years Call had looked at life as if it were essentially over. Call had never been a man who could think of much reason for acting happy, but then he had always been one who knew his purpose. His purpose was to get done what needed to be done, and what needed to be done was simple, if not easy. The settlers of Texas needed protection, from Indians on the north and bandits on the south. As a Ranger, Call had had a job that fit him, and he had gone about the work with a vigor that would have passed for happiness in another man.


  But the job wore out. In the south it became mainly a matter of protecting the cattle herds of rich men like Captain King or Shanghai Pierce, both of whom had more cattle than any one man needed. In the north, the Army had finally taken the fight against the Comanches away from the Rangers, and had nearly finished it. He and Call, who had no military rank or standing, weren’t welcomed by the Army; with forts all across the northwestern frontier the free-roving Rangers found that they were always interfering with the Army, or else being interfered with. When the Civil War came, the Governor himself called them in and asked them not to go—with so many men gone they needed at least one reliable troop of Rangers to keep the peace on the border.


  It was that assignment that brought them to Lonesome Dove. After the war, the cattle market came into existence and all the big landowners in south Texas began to make up herds and trail them north, to the Kansas railheads. Once cattle became the game and the brush country filled up with cowboys and cattle traders, he and Call finally stopped rangering. It was no trouble for them to cross the river and bring back a few hundred head at a time to sell to the traders who were too lazy to go into Mexico themselves. They prospered in a small way; there was enough money in their account in San Antonio that they could have considered themselves rich, had that notion interested them. But it didn’t; Augustus knew that nothing about the life they were living interested Call, particularly. They had enough money that they could have bought land, but they hadn’t, although plenty of land could still be had wonderfully cheap.


  It was that they had roved too long, Augustus concluded, when his mind turned to such matters. They were people of the horse, not of the town; in that they were more like the Comanches than Call would ever have admitted. They had been in Lonesome Dove nearly ten years, and yet what little property they had acquired was so worthless that neither of them would have felt bad about just saddling up and riding off from it.


  Indeed, it seemed to Augustus that that was what both of them had always expected would happen. They were not of the settled fraternity, he and Call. From time to time they talked of going west of the Pecos, perhaps rangering out there; but so far only the rare settler had cared to challenge the Apache, so there was no need for Rangers.


  Augustus had not expected that Call would be satisfied just to rustle Mexican cattle forever, but neither had he expected him to suddenly decide to strike out for Montana. Yet it was obvious the idea had taken hold of the man.


  “I tell you what, Call,” Augustus said. “You and Deets and Pea go on up there to Montany and build a nice snug cabin with a good fireplace and at least one bed, so it’ll be waiting when I get there. Then clear out the last of the Cheyenne and the Blackfeet and any Sioux that look rambunctious. When you’ve done that, me and Jake and Newt will gather up a herd and meet you on Powder River.”


  Call looked almost amused. “I’d like to see the herd you and Jake could get there with,” he said. “A herd of whores, maybe.”


  “I’m sure it would be a blessing if we could herd a few up that way,” Augustus said. “I don’t suppose there’s a decent woman in the whole territory yet.”


  Then the thought struck him that there could be no getting to Montana without crossing the Platte, and Clara lived on the Platte. Bob Allen or no, she would ask him to supper, if only to show off her girls. Jake’s news might be out of date. Maybe she had even run her husband off since Jake had passed through. Anyway, husbands had been got around a few times in the history of the world, if only to the extent of having to set a place for an old rival at the supper table. Such thoughts put the whole prospect in a more attractive light.


  “How far do you reckon it is to Montany, Call?” he asked.


  Call looked north across the dusty flats, as if estimating in his mind’s eye the great rise of the plains, stretching even farther than hearsay, away and beyond the talk of men. Jake that morning had mentioned the Milk River, a stream he had never heard of. He knew the country he knew, and had never been lost in it, but the country he knew stopped at the Arkansas River. He had known men to speak of the Yellowstone as if it were the boundary of the world; even Kit Carson, whom he had met twice, had not talked of what lay north of it.


  But then his memory went back to a camp they had made on the Brazos, many years before, with an Army captain; there was a Delaware scout with him who had been farther than any man they knew—all the way to the headwaters of the Missouri.


  “Remember Black Beaver, Gus?” he asked. “He’d know how far it was.”


  “I remember him,” Augustus said. “It was always a puzzle to me how such a short-legged Indian could cover so much ground.”


  “He claimed to have been all the way from the Columbia to the Rio Grande,” Call said. “That’s knowing the country, I’d say.”


  “Well, he was an Indian,” Augustus said. “He didn’t have to go along establishing law and order and making it safe for bankers and Sunday-school teachers, like we done. I guess that’s why you’re ready to head off to Montany. You want to help establish a few more banks.”


  “That’s aggravating,” Call said. “I ain’t a banker.”


  “No, but you’ve done many a banker a good turn,” Augustus said. “That’s what we done, you know. Kilt the dern Indians so they wouldn’t bother the bankers.”


  “They bothered more than bankers,” Call said.


  “Yes, lawyers and doctors and newspapermen and drummers of every description,” Augustus said.


  “Not to mention women and children,” Call said. “Not to mention plain settlers.”


  “Why, women and children and settlers are just cannon fodder for lawyers and bankers,” Augustus said. “They’re part of the scheme. After the Indians wipe out enough of them you get your public outcry, and we go chouse the Indians out of the way. If they keep coming back then the Army takes over and chouses them worse. Finally the Army will manage to whip ’em down to where they can be squeezed onto some reservation, so the lawyers and bankers can come in and get civilization started. Every bank in Texas ought to pay us a commission for the work we done. If we hadn’t done it, all the bankers would still be back in Georgia, living on poke salad and turnip greens.”


  “I don’t know why you stuck with it, if that’s the way you think,” Call said. “You should have gone home and taught school.”


  “Hell, no,” Augustus said. “I wanted a look at it before the bankers and lawyers get it.”


  “Well, they ain’t got to Montana,” Call said.


  “If we go they won’t be far behind,” Augustus said. “The first ones that get there will hire you to go hang all the horsethieves and bring in whichever Indians have got the most fight left, and you’ll do it and the place will be civilized. Then you won’t know what to do with yourself, no more than you have these last ten years.”


  “I ain’t a boy,” Call said. “I’ll be dead before all that happens. Anyhow, I ain’t going there to law. I’m going there to run cattle. Jake said it was a cattleman’s paradise.”


  “You ain’t a cattleman, Call,” Augustus said. “No more than I am. If we was to get a ranch I don’t know who would run it.”


  It seemed to Call the mare had probably stood on three legs long enough, and he had surely jawed with Gus long enough. Sometimes Gus sang a strange tune. He had killed as many Indians as any Ranger, and had seen enough of their butchery that you’d think he knew why he was doing it; and yet when he talked he seemed to be on their side.


  “As to the ranch,” he said, “the boy could run it. He’s nearly grown.”


  Augustus puzzled over that for a moment, as if it had never occurred to him. “Well, maybe so, Call,” he said. “I guess he could run it if he was a mind to, and if you would let him.”


  “I don’t know why he wouldn’t be a mind to,” Call said, and walked over to the mare.


  8.


  BY THE MIDDLE of the afternoon it was so hot nobody could think. At least Newt couldn’t, and the other hands didn’t seem to be thinking very fast either. All they could find to argue about was whether it was hotter down in the well digging or up in the sun working the windlass. Down in the well they all worked so close together and sweated so much that it practically made a fog, while up in the sun fog was no problem. Being down in the well made Newt nervous, particularly if Pea was with him, because when Pea got to working the crowbar he didn’t always look where he was jabbing and once had almost jabbed it through Newt’s foot. From then on Newt worked spraddle-legged, so as to keep his feet out of the way.


  They were going at it hard when the Captain came riding back, having lathered the mare good by loping her along the river for about twenty miles. He rode her right up to the well.


  “Hello, boys,” he said. “Ain’t the water flowing yet?”


  “It’s flowin’,” Dish said. “A gallon or two of it flowed outa me.”


  “Be thankful you’re healthy,” Call said. “A man that couldn’t sweat would die in this heat.”


  “I don’t suppose you’d trade for that mare,” Dish asked. “I like her looks.”


  “You ain’t the first that’s liked them,” Call said. “I’ll keep her, I believe. But you boys can stop work now and catch a little rest. We have to go to Mexico tonight.”


  They all went over and sat in the alleyway of the barn—it had a little shade in it. The minute they sat down Deets began to patch his pants. He kept a big needle and some heavy thread in a cigar box in the saddle shed—given any chance he would get out his needle and start patching. He was woolly-headed and his wool was just getting gray.


  “If I was you I’d give up on them pants,” Dish said. “If you’ve got to wear quilts you best find a new one and start over.”


  “No, sir,” Deets said genially. “These pants got to last.”


  Newt was a little excited. The Captain hadn’t separated him off from the rest of the men when he told them to rest. It might mean he was going to get to go to Mexico at last. On the other hand, he had been down in the well, so the Captain might just have forgotten him.


  “I do fancy that mare,” Dish said, watching the Captain unsaddle her.


  “I don’t see why,” Pea said. “She near kilt the Captain just yesterday. Bit a hunk out of him the size of my foot.”


  They all looked at Pea’s foot, which was about the size and shape of a scoop shovel.


  “I’d say that passes belief,” Dish said. “Her whole head ain’t the size of your foot.”


  “If that chunk had come out of you, you’d have thought it was big enough, I guess,” Pea said mildly.


  After Dish had caught his breath he pulled his case knife out of his pocket and asked if anyone wanted a game of root-the-peg. Newt had a pocketknife too and was quick to take him up. The game involved flipping the knives in various ways and making them stick in the dirt. Dish won and Newt had to dig a peg out of the ground with his teeth. Dish drove the peg in so far that Newt had dirt up his nose before he finally got it out.


  The sight amused Pea no end. “By gosh, Newt, if we break the crowbar you can finish digging the well with your nose,” he said.


  While they were sitting around, idly experimenting with a few new knife throws, they heard the clop of horses and looked up to see two riders approaching from the east at an easy trot.


  “Now who would that be?” Pea asked. “It’s an odd time of day to visit.”


  “Well, if it ain’t old Juan Cortinas it’s probably just a couple of bank robbers,” Dish said, referring to a Mexican cattle thief who was hailed, south of the river, as a great hero due to the success of his raids against the Texans.


  “No, it ain’t Cortinas,” Pea Eye said, squinting at the riders. “He always rides a gray.”


  Dish could hardly believe anyone would be so dumb as to believe Juan Cortinas would just ride into Lonesome Dove with only one man.


  The men stopped on the far side of the lots to read the sign Augustus had put up when the Hat Creek outfit had gone in business. All Call wanted on the sign was the simple words Hat Creek Livery Stable, but Augustus could not be persuaded to stop at a simple statement like that. It struck him that it would be best to put their rates on the sign. Call had been for tacking up one board with the name on it to let people know a livery stable was available, but Augustus thought that hopelessly unsophisticated; he bestirred himself and found an old plank door that had blown off somebody’s root cellar, perhaps by the same wind that had taken their roof. He nailed the door onto one corner of the corrals, facing the road, so that the first thing most travelers saw when entering the town was the sign. In the end he and Call argued so much about what was to go on the sign that Call got disgusted and washed his hands of the whole project.


  That suited Augustus fine, since he considered that he was the only person in Lonesome Dove with enough literary talent to write a sign. When the weather was fair he would go sit in the shade the sign cast and think of ways to improve it; in the two or three years since they had put it up he had thought of so many additions to the original simple declaration that practically the whole door was covered.


  At first he had started out spare and just put the name of the firm, “Hat Creek Cattle Company and Livery Emporium,” but that caused controversy in itself. Call claimed nobody knew what an emporium was, including himself, and he still didn’t despite Augustus’s many longwinded attempts to explain it to him. All Call knew was that they didn’t run one, and he didn’t want one, whatever it was, and there was no way something like that could fit with a cattle company.


  However, Augustus had his way, and “Emporium” went on the sign. He mainly put it in because he wanted visitors to know there was at least one person in Lonesome Dove who knew how to spell important words.


  Next he had put his name and Call’s, his first because he was two years older and felt seniority should be honored. Call didn’t care—his pride ran in other directions. Anyway he soon came to dislike the sign so much that he would just as soon not have had his name on it at all.


  Pea Eye badly wanted his name on the sign, so one year Augustus lettered it in for him as a Christmas present. Pea, of course, couldn’t read, but he could look, and once he got his name located on the sign he was quick to point it out to anyone who happened to be interested. He had already pointed it out to Dish, who wasn’t interested particularly. Unfortunately it had been three decades since anyone had called Pea anything but Pea, and even Call, who had been the man to accept him into the Rangers, couldn’t remember his real first name, though he knew his last name was Parker.


  Having no wish to embarrass the man, Augustus had written him in as “P. E. Parker, Wrangler.” He had wanted to list him as a blacksmith, since in truth Pea was a superior blacksmith and only an average wrangler, but Pea Eye thought he could sit a horse as well as anyone and didn’t wish to be associated publicly with a lower trade.


  Newt recognized that he was rightly too young to have his name on the sign and never suggested the possibility to anyone, though it would have pleased him mightily if someone had suggested it for him. No one did, but then Deets had to wait nearly two years before his name appeared on the sign, and Newt resigned himself to waiting too.


  Of course, it had not occurred to Augustus to put Deets’s name on, Deets being a black man. But when Pea’s name was added there was a lot of discussion about it, and around that time Deets developed a tremendous case of the sulks—unlike him and perplexing to Call. Deets had ridden with him for years, through all weathers and all dangers, over country so barren they had more than once had to kill a horse to have meat, and in all those years Deets had given cheerful service. Then, all because of the sign, he went into a sulk and stayed in it until Augustus finally spotted him looking wistfully at it one day and figured it out. When Augustus told Call about his conclusion, Call was further outraged. “That damn sign’s ruint this outfit,” he said, and went into a sulk himself. He had known Augustus was vain but would never have suspected Deets or Pea of such a failing.


  Of course Augustus was happy to add Deets’s name to the sign, although, as in the case of Pea, there was some trouble with the particulars. Simply writing “Deets” on the sign didn’t work. Deets couldn’t read either, but he could see that his name was far too short in comparison with the others. At least it was short in comparison with the other names on the sign, and Deets wanted to know why.


  “Well, Deets, you just got one name,” Augustus said. “Most people got two. Maybe you’ve got two and just forgot one of them.”


  Deets sat around thinking for a day or two, but he could not remember ever having another name, and Call’s recollection bore him out. At that point even Augustus began to think the sign was more trouble than it was worth, since it was turning out to be so hard to please everyone. The only solution was to think up another name to go with Deets, but while they were debating various possibilities, Deets’s memory suddenly cleared.


  “Josh,” he said, one night after supper, to the surprise of everyone. “Why, I’m Josh. Can you write that, Mr. Gus?”


  “Josh is short for Joshua,” Augustus said. “I can write either one of them. Joshua’s the longest.”


  “Write the longest,” Deets said. “I’m too busy for a short name.”


  That made no particular sense, nor were they ever able to get Deets to specify how he happened to remember that Josh was his other name. Augustus wrote him on the sign as “Deets, Joshua,” since he had already written the “Deets.” Fortunately Deets’s vanity did not extend to needing a title, although Augustus was tempted to write him in as a prophet—it would have gone with the “Joshua,” but Call had a fit when he mentioned it.


  “You’ll have us the laughingstock of this whole county,” Call said. “Suppose somebody come up to Deets and asked him to prophesy?”


  Deets himself thought that was an amusing prospect. “Why, I could do it, Captain,” he said. “I’d prophesy hot and I’d prophesy dry and I’d charge ’em a dime.”


  Once the names were settled the rest of the sign was a simple matter. There were two categories, things for rent and things for sale. Horses and rigs were available for rental, or at least horses and one rig, a spring buggy with no springs that they had bought from Xavier Wanz after his wife, Therese, had got smashed by it. For sale Augustus listed cattle and horses. As an afterthought he added, “Goats and Donkey’s Neither Bought nor Sold,” since he had no patience with goats and Call even less with donkeys. Then, as another afterthought, he had added, “We Don’t Rent Pigs,” which occasioned yet another argument with Call.


  “Why, they’ll think we’re crazy here when they see that,” he said. “Nobody in their right mind would want to rent a pig. What would you do with a pig once you rented it?”


  “Why, there’s plenty of useful tasks pigs can do,” Augustus said. “They could clean the snakes out of a cellar, if a man had a cellar. Or they can soak up mud puddles. Stick a few pigs in a mud puddle and pretty soon the puddle’s gone.”


  It was a burning day, and Call was sweated down. “If I could find anything as cool as a mud puddle I’d soak it up myself,” he said.


  “Anyhow, Call, a sign’s a kind of a tease,” Augustus said. “It ought to make a man stop and consider just what it is he wants out of life in the next few days.”


  “If he thinks he wants to rent a pig he’s not a man I’d want for a customer,” Call said.


  The caution about pigs ended the sign to Augustus’s satisfaction, at least for a while, but after a year or two had passed, he decided it would add dignity to it all if the sign ended with a Latin motto. He had an old Latin schoolbook that had belonged to his father; it was thoroughly battered from having been in his saddlebags for years. It had a few pages of mottoes in the back, and Augustus spent many happy hours poring over them, trying to decide which might look best at the bottom of the sign. Unfortunately the mottoes had not been translated, perhaps because by the time the students got to the back of the book they were supposed to be able to read Latin. Augustus had had only a fleeting contact with the language and had no real opportunity to improve his knowledge; once he had been caught in an ice storm on the plains and had torn out a number of pages of the grammar in order to get a fire started. He had kept himself from freezing, but at the cost of most of the grammar and vocabulary; what was left didn’t help him much with the mottoes at the end of the book. However, it was his view that Latin was mostly for looks anyway, and he devoted himself to the mottoes in order to find one with the best look. The one he settled on was Uva uvam vivendo varia fit, which seemed to him a beautiful motto, whatever it meant. One day when nobody was around he went out and lettered it onto the bottom of the sign, just below “We Don’t Rent Pigs.” Then he felt that his handiwork was complete. The whole sign read:
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  Augustus didn’t say a word about the motto, and it was a good two months before anybody even noticed it, which showed how unobservant the citizens of Lonesome Dove really were. It galled Augustus severely that no one appreciated the fact that he had thought to write a Latin motto on a sign that all visitors could see as they rode in, though in fact those riding in took as little note of it as those already in, perhaps because getting to Lonesome Dove was such a hot, exhausting business. The few people who accomplished it were in no mood to stop and study erudite signs.


  More galling still was the fact that no member of his own firm had noticed the motto, not even Newt, from whom Augustus expected a certain alertness. Of course two members of the firm were totally illiterate—three, if he chose to count Bolivar—and wouldn’t have known Latin from Chinese. Still, the way they casually treated the sign as just part of the landscape caused Augustus to brood a good deal about the contempt that familiarity breeds.


  Call did finally notice the motto one day, but only because his horse happened to throw a shoe across the road from the sign. When he got down to pick up the shoe he glanced over and noticed some curious writing below the part about pigs. He had a notion that the words were Latin but that didn’t explain what they were doing on the sign. Augustus was on the porch at the time, consulting his jug and keeping out of the way.


  “What the hell did you do now?” Call asked. “Wasn’t the part about the pigs bad enough for you? What’s the last part say?”


  “It says a little Latin,” Augustus said, undisturbed by his partner’s surly tone.


  “Why Latin?” Call asked. “I thought it was Greek you knew.”


  “I did know my letters once,” he said. He was fairly drunk, and feeling melancholy about all the sinking he had done in the world. Throughout the rough years the Greek alphabet had leaked out of his mind a letter at a time—in fact, the candle of knowledge he had set out with had burned down to a sorry stub.


  “So what’s it say, that Latin?” Call asked.


  “It’s a motto,” Augustus said. “It just says itself.” He was determined to conceal for as long as possible the fact that he didn’t know what the motto meant, which anyway was nobody’s business. He had written it on the sign—let others read it.


  Call was quick to see the point. “You don’t know yourself,” he said. “It could say anything. For all you know it invites people to rob us.”


  Augustus got a laugh out of that. “The first bandit that comes along who can read Latin is welcome to rob us, as far as I’m concerned,” he said. “I’d risk a few nags for the opportunity of shooting at an educated man for a change.”


  After that, the argument about the motto, or the appropriateness of the sign as a whole, surfaced intermittently when there was nothing else to argue about around the place. Of the people who actually had to live closest to the sign, Deets liked it best, since in the afternoon the door it was written on afforded a modest spot of shade in which he could sit and let his sweat dry.


  No one else got much use out of it, and it was unusual to see two horsemen on a hot afternoon stop and read the sign instead of loping on into Lonesome Dove to wet their dusty gullets.


  “I guess they’re professors,” Dish said. “They sure like to read.”


  Finally the men trotted on around to the barn. One was a stocky red-faced man of about the age of the Captain; the other was a tiny feist of a fellow with a pocked face and a big pistol strapped to his leg. The red-faced man was obviously the boss. His black horse was no doubt the envy of many a man. The little man rode a grulla that was practically swaybacked.


  “Men, I’m Wilbarger,” the older man said. “That’s a damned amusing sign.”


  “Well, Mr. Gus wrote it,” Newt said, trying to be friendly. It would certainly please Mr. Gus that somebody with a liking for signs had finally come along.


  “However, if I had a mind to rent pigs I’d be mighty upset,” Wilbarger said. “A man that likes to rent pigs won’t be stopped.”


  “He’d be stopped if he was to show up here,” Newt said, after a bit. Nobody else spoke up and he felt that Wilbarger’s remark demanded an answer.


  “Well, is this a cow outfit or have you boys run off from a circus?” Wilbarger asked.


  “Oh, we cow a little,” Pea said. “How much cowing are you likely to need.”


  “I need forty horses, which it says on that sign you sell,” Wilbarger said. “A dern bunch of Mexicans run off dern near all of our remuda two nights back. I’ve got a herd of cattle gathered up the other side of the Nueces, and I don’t plan to walk ’em to Kansas on foot. A feller told me you men could supply horses. Is that true?”


  “Yep,” Pea Eye said. “What’s more, we can even chase Mexicans.”


  “I’ve got no time to discuss Mexicans,” Wilbarger said. “If you gentlemen could just trot out about forty well-broke horses we’ll pay you and be on our way.”


  Newt felt a little embarrassed. He was well aware that forty horses was out of the question, but he had hated to come right out and say so. Also, as the youngest member of the outfit, it was not his responsibility to be the spokesman.


  “You best talk to the Captain about it,” he suggested. “The Captain handles all the deals.”


  “Oh,” Wilbarger said, wiping the sweat off his brow with his forearm. “If I’d noticed a captain I’d have picked him to talk to in the first place, instead of you circus hands. Does he happen to live around here?”


  Pea pointed at the house, fifty yards away, in the chaparral.


  “I expect he’s home,” he said.


  “You men oughta publish a newspaper,” Wilbarger said. “You’re plumb full of information.”


  His pockmarked companion found the remark wonderfully funny. To everyone’s surprise, he let out a cackle of a laugh, like the sound a hen might make if the hen were mad about something.


  “Which way’s the whorehouse?” he asked, when he finished his cackle.


  “Chick, you’re a sight,” Wilbarger said, and turned his horse and trotted off toward the house.


  “Which way’s the whorehouse?” Chick asked again.


  He was looking at Dish, but Dish had no intention of revealing Lorena’s whereabouts to an ugly little cowboy on a swaybacked horse.


  “It’s over in Sabinas,” Dish said matter-of-factly.


  “Which?” Chick asked, caught a little off guard.


  “Sabinas,” Dish repeated. “Just wade the river and ride southeast for about a day. You’ll likely strike it.”


  Newt thought it extremely clever of Dish to come out with such a remark, but Chick clearly didn’t appreciate the cleverness. He was frowning, which tensed his small face up and made his deep pockmarks look like holes that went clear through his cheeks.


  “I didn’t ask for no map of Mexico,” he said. “I’ve been told there’s a yellow-haired girl right in this town.”


  Dish slowly got to his feet. “Well, just my sister,” he said.


  Of course it was a rank lie, but it got the job done. Chick was not convinced by the information, but Wilbarger had ridden off and left him, and he was conscious of being outnumbered and disliked. To imply that a cowboy’s sister was a sporting woman might lead to prolonged fisticuffs, if not worse—and Dish Boggett looked to be a healthy specimen.


  “In that case some fool has tolt me wrong,” Chick said, turning his horse toward the house.


  Pea Eye, who liked to take life one simple step at a time, had not appreciated the subtleties of the situation.


  “Where’d you get a sister, Dish?” he asked. Pea’s mode of living was modeled on the Captain’s. He barely went in the Dry Bean twice a year, preferring to wet his whistle on the front porch, where he would be assured of a short walk to bed if it got too wet. When he saw a woman it made him uncomfortable; the danger of deviating from proper behavior was too great. Generally when he spotted a female in his vicinity he took the modest way and kept his eyes on the ground. Nonetheless, he had chanced to look up one morning as they were trailing a herd of Mexican cattle through Lonesome Dove. He had seen a yellow-haired girl looking out an open window at them. Her shoulders were bare, which startled him so that he dropped a rein. He had not forgotten the girl, and he occasionally stole a glance at the window if he happened to be riding by. It was a surprise to think she might have been Dish’s sister.


  “Pea, when was you born?” Dish asked, grinning at Newt.


  The question threw Pea into confusion. He had been thinking about the girl he had seen in the window; to be asked when he was born meant stopping one line of thought and trying to shift to another, more difficult line.


  “Why you’d best ask the Captain that, Dish,” he said mildly. “I can’t never remember.”


  “Well, since we got the afternoon off I believe I’ll take a stroll,” Dish said. He ambled off toward town.


  The prospect of getting to go with the men that night kept crowding into Newt’s mind.


  “Where do you go when you go down south?” he asked Pea, who was still ruminating on the subject of his own birth.


  “Oh, we just lope around till we strike some stock,” Pea said. “The Captain knows where to look.”


  “I hope I get to go,” Newt said.


  Deets clapped him on the shoulder with a big black hand.


  “You in a hurry to get shot at, my lord,” he said. Then he walked over and stood looking down into the unfinished well.


  Deets was a man of few words but many looks. Newt had often had the feeling that Deets was the only one in the outfit who really understood his wishes and needs. Bolivar was kind from time to time, and Mr. Gus was usually kind, though his kindness was of a rather absentminded nature. He had many concerns to talk and argue about, and it was mostly when he got tired of thinking about everything else that he had the time to think about Newt.


  The Captain was seldom really harsh with him unless he made a pure mess of some job, but the Captain never passed him a kind word, either. The Captain did not go around handing out kind words—but if he was in the mood to do so Newt knew he would be the last to get one. No compliment ever came to him from the Captain, no matter how well he worked. It was a little discouraging: the harder he tried to please the Captain, the less the Captain seemed to be pleased. When Newt managed to do some job right, the Captain seemed to feel that he had been put under an obligation, which puzzled Newt and made him wonder what was the point of working well if it was only going to irritate the Captain. And yet all the Captain seemed to care about was working well.


  Deets noticed his discouragement and did what he could to help pick his spirits up. Sometimes he helped out with jobs that were too much for Newt, and whenever a chance for complimenting a piece of work came, Deets paid the compliment himself. It was a help, though it couldn’t always make up for the feeling Newt had that the Captain held something against him. Newt had no idea what it could be, but it seemed there was something. Deets was the only one beside himself who seemed to be aware of it, but Newt could never work up the nerve to question Deets about it directly—he knew Deets wouldn’t want to talk about such things. Deets didn’t talk much anyway. He tended to express himself more with his eyes and his hands.


  •••


  While Newt was thinking of night and Mexico, Dish Boggett strolled happily toward the Dry Bean saloon, thinking of Lorena. All day, laboring at the windlass or in the well, he had thought of her. The night had not gone as well as he had hoped it would—Lorena had not given him anything that could be construed as encouragement—but it occurred to Dish that maybe she just needed more time to get used to the notion that he loved her. If he could stay around a week or two she might get used to it, and even come to like it.


  Behind the general store, an old Mexican saddlemaker was cutting a steerhide into strips from which to make a rope. It occurred to Dish that he might be more presentable if he walked down to the river and washed off some of the sweat that had dried on him during the day, but walking to the river meant losing time and he decided to let that notion slide. What he did do was stop just back of the Dry Bean to tuck his shirttail in more neatly and dust off his pants.


  It was while he was attending to his shirttail that he suddenly got a shock. He had stopped about twenty feet behind the building, which was just two stories of frame lumber. It was a still, hot afternoon, no breeze blowing. A strong fart could have been heard far up the street, but it was no fart that caught Dish’s ear. When he first heard the steady crackling, creaking sound he thought nothing of it, but a second or two later something dawned on him that almost made him feel sick. In spite of himself he stepped closer to the building, to confirm his fear.


  From the corner just over his head, where Lorena had her room, came a crackling and a creaking sound such as two people can make in a bad bed with a cornshuck mattress over a weak spring. Lorena had such a bed; only last night it had made the same noise beneath them, loud enough that Dish wondered briefly, before pleasure overtook him, if anybody besides themselves was hearing it.


  Now he was hearing it, standing with his shirttail half tucked in, while someone else was making it with Lorena. Memories of her body mingled with the sound, causing such a painful feeling in Dish’s breast that for a second he couldn’t move. He felt almost paralyzed, doomed to stand in the heat beneath the very room he had been hoping to enter himself. She was part of the sound—he knew just what chords she contributed to the awful music. Anger began to fill him, and for a moment its object was Xavier Wanz, who could at least have seen that Lorena had a cotton-tick mattress instead of those scratchy cornshucks, which weren’t even comfortable to sleep on.


  In a second, though, Dish’s anger passed Xavier by, and surged in the direction of the man in the room above him, who was also above Lorena, using her body to produce the crackling and the creaking. He had no doubt it was the pockmarked weasel on the swaybacked gray, who had probably pretended to ride up to the house and then cut back down the dry bed of the creek straight to the saloon. It would be a move he would soon regret.


  Dish belted his pants and strode grimly around the saloon to the north side. It was necessary to go all the way around the building to get out of hearing of the bed sounds. He fully meant to kill the little weasel when he came out of the saloon. Dish was no gunfighter, but some things could not be borne. He took out his pistol and checked his loads, surprised at how fast life could suck you along; that morning he had awoke with no plans except to be a cowboy, and now he was about to become a man-killer, which would put his whole future in doubt. The man might have powerful friends, who would hunt him down. Still, feeling what he felt, he could see no other course to follow.


  He holstered his pistol and stepped around the corner, expecting to stand by the swaybacked gray until the cowboy came out, so the challenge could be given.


  But stepping around the corner brought another shock. There was no swaybacked gray tied to the hitch rail in front of the saloon. In fact, there were no horses at all in front of the saloon. Over at the Pumphreys’ store a couple of big strapping boys were loading rolls of barbed wire into a wagon. Otherwise the street was empty.


  It put Dish in a deep quandary. He had been more than ready to commit murder, but now he had no victim to commit it on. For a moment he tried to convince himself he hadn’t heard what he had heard. Perhaps Lorena was just bouncing on the cornshucks for the sake of bouncing. But that theory wouldn’t hold. Even a lighthearted girl wouldn’t want to bounce on a cornshuck mattress on a hot afternoon, and anyway Lorena wasn’t a lighthearted girl. Some man had prompted the bouncing: the question was, Who?


  Dish looked inside, only to discover that the Dry Bean was as empty as a church house on Saturday night. There was no sign of Xavier or Lippy, and, worse, the creaking hadn’t stopped. He could still hear it from the front door. It was too much for Dish. He hurried off the porch and up the street, but it soon hit him that he had no place to go, not unless he wanted to collect his horse and strike out for the Matagorda, leaving Captain Call to think what he would.


  Dish wasn’t quite ready to do that—at least not until he found out who his rival was. Instead, he walked up one side of the street and down the other, feeling silly for doing it. He went all the way to the river, but there was nothing to see there except a strip of brown water and a big coyote. The coyote stood in the shallow, eating a frog.


  Dish sat by the river an hour, and when he got back to the Dry Bean everything was back to normal. Xavier Wanz was standing at the door with a wet rag in his hand, and Lippy was sitting on the bar shaving a big corn off his thumb with a straight razor. They didn’t count for much, in Dish’s view.


  What counted was that Lorena, looking prettily flushed, was sitting at a table with Jake Spoon, the coffee-eyed stranger with the pearl-handled pistol. Jake had his hat pushed back on his head and was addressing her, with his eyes at least, as if he had known her for years. There was a single glass of whiskey sitting on the table. From the doorway Dish saw Lorena take a sip out of the glass and then casually hand it to Jake, who took more than a sip.


  The sight embarrassed Dish profoundly—it went to the pit of his stomach, like the sound of the creaking bed when he first heard it. He had never seen his ma and pa drink from the same glass, and they had been married people. And yet, the day before, he had been practically unable to get Lorie to look at him at all, and him a top hand, not just some drifter.


  In a flash, as he stood half-through the swinging doors, Dish’s whole conception of woman changed; it was as if lightning had struck, burning his old notions to a crisp in one instant. Nothing was going to be as he had imagined it—maybe nothing ever would again. He started to go back out the door, so he could at least go off and adjust to his new life alone, but he had lingered a moment too long. Both Jake and Lorena looked up from one another and saw him in the door. Lorena didn’t change expression, but Jake at once gave him a friendly look and lifted his hand.


  “Hooray,” he said. “Come on in, son. I hope you’ve the start of a crowd. If there’s anything I can’t stand it’s a dern gloomy saloon.”


  Lippy, content beneath his bowler, turned and shook his lip in Dish’s direction for a moment. Then he blew the shavings of his corn off the bar.


  “Dish ain’t much of a crowd,” he said.


  Dish stepped in, wishing once again that he had never heard of the town of Lonesome Dove.


  Jake Spoon waved at Xavier. “Davie, bring your poison,” he said. He refused to call Xavier anything but Davie. “Anybody’s that’s had to dig a dern well in this heat deserves a free drink and I’m buying it,” Jake added.


  He motioned at a chair, and Dish took it, feeling red in the face one second and pale the next. He longed to know what Lorena was feeling about it all, and when Jake turned his head a minute, he cast her a glance. Her eyes were unusually bright, but they didn’t see him. They returned continually to Jake, who was paying her no particular mind. She tapped her fingers on the table three or four times, a little absently, as if keeping time with her own thoughts, and she drank two more sips from Jake’s glass. There were tiny beads of sweat above her upper lip, one right at the edge of the faint scar, but she didn’t look bothered by the heat or anything else.


  Dish could hardly pull his eyes away, she was so pretty, and when he did he caught Jake Spoon looking at him. But Jake’s look was entirely friendly—he seemed plain glad for company.


  “If I was to try well-digging, I doubt I’d survive an hour,” he said. “You boys ought to stand up to Call and make him dig his own well.”


  At that point Xavier brought out a bottle and a glass. Jake took the bottle himself and poured liberally. “This is better likker than they got in Arkansas,” he said.


  “Arkansas,” Xavier said contemptuously, as if the word spoke for itself.


  At that point Dish felt himself lose belief in what was happening. There was no place he would rather not be than at a table with Lorie and another man, yet that appeared to be where he was. Lorie didn’t seem to mind him being there, but on the other hand it was clear she would not have minded if he were a thousand miles away. Xavier stood by his elbow, with the rag dripping onto his pants leg, and Jake Spoon drank whiskey and looked friendly. With Jake’s hat pushed back, Dish could see a little strip of white skin right at his forehead, skin the sun never struck.


  For a time Dish lost all sense of what life was about. He even lost the sense that he was a cowboy, the strongest sense he had to work with. He was just a fellow with a glass in his hand, whose life had suddenly turned to mud. The day before he had been a top hand, but what did that mean anymore?


  Though the day was hot and bright, Dish felt cold and cloudy, so puzzled by the strange business called life that he couldn’t think where to look, much less what to say. He took a drink and then another and then several, and, though life remained cloudy, the inside of the cloud began to be warm. By the middle of the second bottle he had stopped worrying about Lorie and Jake Spoon and was sitting by the piano, singing “My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean,” while Lippy played.


  9.


  AUGUSTUS WAS on the front porch, biding his time, when Wilbarger rode up. Biding his time seemed to him the friendly thing to do, inasmuch as Jake Spoon had ridden a long way and had likely been scared to seek out womankind during his trip. Jake was one of those men who seemed to stay in rut the year round, a great source of annoyance to Call, who was never visibly in rut. Augustus was subject to it, but, as he often said, he wasn’t going to let it drive him like a mule—a low joke that still went over the heads of most of the people who heard it. He enjoyed a root, as he called it, but if conditions weren’t favorable, could make do with whiskey for lengthy spells. It was clear that with Jake just back, conditions wouldn’t be too favorable that afternoon, so he repaired to his jug with the neighborly intention of giving Jake an hour or two to whittle down his need before he followed along and tried to interest him in a card game.


  Wilbarger of course was a surprise. He trotted his big black horse right up to the porch, which surprised the blue pigs as much as it did Augustus. They woke up and grunted at the horse.


  Wilbarger looked enviously at Augustus’s jug. “By God, I bet that ain’t persimmon juice you’re drinking,” he said. “I wish I could afford an easy life.”


  “If you was to dismount and stop scaring my pigs you’d be welcome to a drink,” Augustus said. “We can introduce ourselves later.”


  The shoat got up and walked right under the black horse, which was well broke enough that it didn’t move. Wilbarger was more shocked than the horse. In fact, Augustus was shocked himself. The shoat had never done such a thing before, though he had always been an unpredictable shoat.


  “I guess that’s one of the pigs you don’t rent,” Wilbarger said. “If I’d been riding my mare she’d have kicked it so far you’d have had to hunt to find your bacon.”


  “Well, that pig had been asleep,” Augustus said. “I guess it didn’t expect a horse to be standing there when it woke up.”


  “Which are you, Call or McCrae?” Wilbarger asked, tired of discussing pigs.


  “I’m McCrae,” Augustus said. “Call wouldn’t put up with this much jabbering.”


  “Can’t blame him,” Wilbarger said. “I’m Wilbarger.”


  At that moment Call stepped out of the house. In fact his bite had pained him all day and he had been in the process of making himself a poultice of cactus pulp. It took a while to make, which is why he had come in early.


  As he came out on the porch a small man on a gray came riding around the house.


  “Why, hell, you had us surrounded and we didn’t even know it,” Augustus said. “This is Captain Call, standing here with his shirttail out.”


  “I’m Wilbarger,” Wilbarger said. “This is my man Chick.”


  “You’re free to get down,” Call said.


  “Oh, well,” Wilbarger said, “why get down when I would soon just have to climb back up? It’s unnecessary labor. I hear you men trade horses.”


  “We do,” Call said. “Cattle too.”


  “Don’t bother me about cattle,” Wilbarger said. “I got three thousand ready to start up the trail. What I need is a remuda.”


  “It’s a pity cattle can’t be trained to carry riders,” Augustus said. The thought had just occurred to him, so, following his habit, he put it at once into speech.


  Both Call and Wilbarger looked at him as if he were daft.


  “You may think it a pity,” Wilbarger said. “I can call it a blessing. I suppose you wrote that sign.”


  “That’s right,” Augustus said. “Want me to write you one?”


  “No, I ain’t ready for the sanatorium yet,” Wilbarger said. “I never expected to meet Latin in this part of Texas but I guess education has spread.”


  “How’d you round up that much stock without horses?” Call asked, hoping to get the conversation back around to business.


  “Oh, well, I just trained a bunch of jackrabbits to chase ’em out of the brush,” Wilbarger said, a bit testy.


  “In fact some dern Mexicans stole our horses,” he added. “I had heard you men hung all the Mexican horsethieves when you was Rangers, but I guess you missed a few.”


  “Why, hell, we hung ever one of ’em,” Augustus said, glad to see that their visitor was of an argumentative temper. “It must be the new generation that stole your nags. We ain’t responsible for them.”


  “This is idle talk,” Wilbarger said. “I happen to be responsible for three thousand cattle and eleven men. If I could buy forty horses, good horses, I’d feel happier. Can you oblige me?”


  “We expect to have a hundred head available at sunup tomorrow,” Call said. Gus’s talkativeness had one advantage—it often gained him a minute or two in which to formulate plans.


  “I had no intention of spending the night here,” Wilbarger said. “Anyway, I don’t need a hundred head, or fifty either. How many could I get this afternoon?”


  Augustus dug out his old brass pocket watch and squinted at it.


  “Oh, we couldn’t sell horses now,” he said. “We’re closed for the day.”


  Wilbarger abruptly dismounted and automatically loosened his horse’s girth a notch or two to give him an easier breath.


  “I never expected to hear talk like this,” he said. “I never heard of a livery stable closing in bright daylight.”


  “Oh, the stable don’t close,” Augustus said. “We can stable anything you want us to. It’s just the horse-trading part of the operation that’s closed.”


  Wilbarger walked up to the porch. “If that jug’s for rent I’ll rent a swig,” he said. “I guess that jug’s about the only thing that’s still open in this town.”


  “It’s open and it’s free,” Augustus said, handing it to him.


  While Wilbarger was drinking, Augustus looked at Call. The remark about the hundred horses had struck him as bold talk, even if they were planning a swing through Mexico. Their main object on recent swings had been cattle. Now and again they ran into a few horses and threw them in with the cattle, but seldom more than ten or twelve in one night. Where the other ninety were to come from Augustus didn’t know.


  “Ain’t there a whore in this town?” Chick asked. He was still horseback. The remark took everybody by surprise. Wilbarger seemed quite displeased with it.


  “Chick, I thought you had a few manners,” he said. “Talking that kind of talk down at the lots is one thing. Talking it up here when I’m trying to discuss business with these gentlemen is something else.”


  “Well, them boys at the lots wouldn’t tell me,” Chick said, with a touch of a whine.


  “That’s because they’re God-fearing boys,” Augustus said. “You wouldn’t catch them boys with no Jezebel.”


  “Is that her name?” Chick asked. “It ain’t the name I heard.”


  “He’s never learned to curb his passions,” Wilbarger said. “I hope you’ll excuse him.”


  “A loose tongue is never welcome,” Augustus said mildly.


  “Horses,” Wilbarger said, returning to the more important subject. “This business about being closed is an irritation. I’d hoped to be back to my herd by sunup. It’s held in a bad place. The mosquitoes will eat most of my crew if I don’t hurry. If I could just get enough ponies to get me started I might be able to pick up some extras as I go north.”


  “That’s a risk,” Call said.


  “I know it’s a risk—what ain’t?” Wilbarger said. “How many could you sell me this afternoon?”


  Call was tired of beating around the bush.


  “Three,” he said.


  “Three this afternoon and a hundred tomorrow,” Wilbarger said. “You must know a man with lots of horses to sell. I wish I knew him.”


  “He mostly sells to us,” Augustus said. “We’re lavish with money.”


  Wilbarger handed back the jug. “You’re lavish with time, too,” he said. “My time. We couldn’t go visit this man right now, could we?”


  Call shook his head. “Sunup,” he said.


  Wilbarger nodded, as if that was what he had expected. “All right,” he said. “If you’ve left me a choice, I don’t notice it.”


  He walked back to the black horse, tightened the girth and pulled himself back into the saddle.


  “You men won’t disappoint me, will you?” he asked. “I’m mean as a tom turkey when I’m disappointed.”


  “We’ve always been taken at our word,” Call said. “You can count on forty horses at sunup, thirty-five dollars a horse.”


  “We’ll be here,” Wilbarger said. “You won’t have to hunt us up.”


  “Wait a minute,” Call said. “What’s your horse brand, or do you have one?”


  “I have one,” Wilbarger said. “I brand HIC on the left hip.”


  “Are your horses shod?” Call asked.


  “All shod,” Wilbarger said. “Bring ’em if you see ’em.”


  “What’s HIC stand for?” Augustus asked.


  “Well, it’s Latin,” Wilbarger said. “Easier than what you wrote on that sign.”


  “Oh,” Augustus said. “Where’d you study Latin?”


  “Yale College,” Wilbarger said. Then he and Chick trotted off.


  “I figure he’s a liar,” Augustus said. “A man that went to Yale College wouldn’t need to trail cattle for a living.”


  “How do you know?” Call said. “Maybe the family went broke. Or maybe he just wanted an outdoor life.”


  Augustus looked skeptical. It was a shock to think there was someone in town more educated than himself.


  “Caught you off, didn’t he?” Call said. “You didn’t even know what that short little word means.”


  “Why, it’s short for hiccough,” Augustus said blithely. “It’s a curious thing to brand on a horse, if you ask me.”


  “You figure Jake’s drunk?” Call asked.


  “Why, no,” Augustus said. “I figure he’s happier than he was this morning, though. Why?”


  “Because I want him sober tonight,” Call said. “I want you both sober.”


  “I could be sober as the day I was born and not find no hundred horses,” Augustus said. “Those figures don’t make sense. Wilbarger just needs forty, and we can’t find that many anyway. What will we do with the other sixty if we was to find them?”


  “We’ll need a remuda ourselves, if we go to Montana,” Call said.


  Augustus sat the jug down and sighed. “I could kick Jake,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “For putting that idea in your head,” Augustus said. “Jake’s an easy fellow. Ideas like that float right through his head and out the other side. But no dern idea has ever made it through your head. Your brain would bog a mule. Here I’ve been living in a warm climate most of my life and you want me to move to a cold climate.”


  “Why not, if it’s better country?” Call asked.


  Augustus was silent for a time. “I don’t want to argue Montana right now,” he said. “I thought we was still arguing tonight. Where are we aiming to steal a hundred horses?”


  “The Hacienda Flores,” Call said.


  “I knowed it,” Augustus said. “We ain’t going on a cowhunt, we’re launching an assault.”


  The Hacienda Flores was the largest ranch in Coahuila. It was there when the Rio Grande was just a river, not a boundary; the vaqueros would cross that river as casually as they crossed any stream. Millions of acres that had once been part of the Hacienda were now part of Texas, but vaqueros still crossed the river and brought back cattle and horses. They were, in their view, merely bringing back their own. The ranch headquarters was only thirty miles away and it was there that they kept the main part of a horse herd, several hundred strong, with many of the horses wearing Texas brands.


  “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were trying to scare up a war,” Augustus said. “Old Pedro Flores ain’t gonna make us a gift of a hundred horses even if he did steal all of them himself.”


  “Everything’s got its risks,” Call said.


  “Yeah, and you’re as fond of risk as Jake is of women,” Augustus said. “Suppose we get away with the horses. What then?”


  “Sell Wilbarger forty and keep the rest,” Call said. “Pick up some cattle and head north.”


  “Head north who with?” Augustus asked. “We don’t exactly add up to a cattle crew.”


  “We can hire cowboys,” Call said. “There’s plenty of young cowhands around here.”


  Augustus sighed again and stood up. It looked like the easy life was over for a while. Call had idled too long, and now he was ready to make up for it by working six times as hard as a human should work.


  On the other hand it would be satisfying to run off some of Pedro’s horses. Pedro was an old rival, and rivalry still had its interest.


  “Jake would have done better to let them hang him,” he said. “You know how he suffers when he has to work.”


  “Where are you going?” Call asked, when Augustus started to walk off.


  “Why, down to tell Jake the news,” Augustus said. “He might want to oil his gun.”


  “I guess we’ll take the boy,” Call said. He had been thinking about it. If they were going to get a hundred horses they would need every hand.


  “Why, good,” Augustus said. “I’ll tell Newt. He’ll probably be so pleased he’ll fall off the fence.”


  •••


  But Newt wasn’t sitting on the fence when he heard the news. He was standing in the sandy bottom of Hat Creek, listening to Dish Boggett vomit. Dish was upstream a little ways, acting very sick. He had come walking up from the saloon with Jake Spoon and Mr. Gus, not walking too straight but on his feet. Then he had stumbled over to the edge of the creek and started vomiting. Now he was down on his hands and knees, still vomiting. The sounds coming out of him reminded Newt of the sucking sound a cow makes pulling her foot out of a muddy bog.


  Newt had been sick at his stomach a few times, but never that sick, and he was worried. Dish sounded like he was going to die. Newt would not have thought anybody could get so sick in such a short space of time. Mr. Jake and Mr. Gus didn’t seem worried, though. They stood on the banks of the creek, chatting amiably, while Dish hung his head and made the sound like the bogged cow.


  With Dish in such trouble, Newt could hardly enjoy the good news Mr. Gus had told him—though it was news he had waited for for years. Instead of floating with happiness, he was too worried about Dish to feel much of anything else.


  “Want me to go get Bolivar?” he asked. Bolivar was the house doctor.


  Mr. Gus shook his head. “Bolivar can’t get a man over being drunk,” he said. “Call should have kept you boys working. If Dish had stayed down in that well he never would have been tempted.”


  “A fish couldn’t drink no faster than that boy drank,” Jake said. “If fishes drink.”


  “They don’t drink what he drunk,” Augustus said. He knew perfectly well that Dish had been love-smitten, and that it had been his undoing.


  “I hope the Captain don’t see him,” Newt said. The Captain was intolerant of drinking unless it was done at night and in moderation.


  No sooner had he said it than they saw the Captain come out of the house and walk toward them. Dish was still on his hands and knees. About that time Bolivar began to beat the dinner bell with the crowbar, though it was much earlier than their usual supper hour. He had evidently not cleared his action with the Captain, who looked around in annoyance. The clanging of iron on iron didn’t do much to improve Dish’s condition—he began to make the boggy sound again.


  Jake looked at Augustus. “Call’s apt to fire him,” he said. “Ain’t there any excuses we can make for him?”


  “Dish Boggett is a top hand,” Augustus said. “He can make his own excuses.”


  Call walked up and looked at the stricken cowboy, whose stomach was still heaving. “What happened to him?” he asked, frowning.


  “I didn’t see it,” Augustus said. “I think he may have swallowed a hunk of barbed wire.”


  Dish meanwhile heard a new voice above him and turned his head enough to see that the Captain had joined the group of spectators. It was an eventuality he had been dreading, even in his sickness. He had no memory of what had happened in the Dry Bean, except that he had sung a lot of songs, but even in the depths of his drunkenness he had realized he would have to answer for it all to Captain Call. At some point he had lost sight of Lorena, forgot he was in love with her and even forgot she was sitting across the room with Jake, but he never quite forgot that he was supposed to ride that night with Captain Call. In his mind’s eye he had seen them riding, even as he drank and sang, and now the Captain had come, and it was time to begin the ride. Dish didn’t know if he had the strength to stand up, much less mount a horse, much less stay aboard one and round up livestock, but he knew his reputation was at stake and that if he didn’t give it a try he would be disgraced forever. His stomach had not quite quit heaving, but he managed to take a deep breath and get to his feet. He made a pretense of walking up the bank as if nothing was wrong, but his legs had no life in them and he was forced to drop to his knees and crawl up, which only added embarrassment to his misery, the bank being scarcely three feet high and little more than a slope.


  Call stepped close enough to the young cowboy to smell whiskey and realized he was only sick drunk. It was the last thing he had expected, and his immediate impulse was to fire the boy on the spot and send him back to Shanghai Pierce, who was said to be tolerant of the bottle. But before he opened his mouth to do it he happened to note that Gus and Jake were grinning at one another as if it were all a capital joke. To them no doubt it was—jokes had always interested them more than serious business. But since they were so full of this particular joke, it occurred to Call that they had probably tricked Dish somehow and got him drunk on purpose, in which case it was not entirely the boy’s fault. They were wily foxes, and worse about joking when the two of them were together. It was just like them to pull such a stunt at the time when it was least appropriate—just the kind of thing they had done all through their years as Rangers.


  Dish meanwhile had gained the top of the bank and made it to his feet. When he stood up, his head cleared for a moment and he felt a wild optimism—maybe he was over being drunk. A second later his hopes were shattered. He started to walk off toward the lots to saddle his horse, stubbed his toe on a mesquite root that poked up through the dirt and fell flat on his face.


  Newt’s hopes had risen too, when Dish stood up, and he was horribly embarrassed when his friend sprawled in the dirt. It was a mystery to him how Dish could get so drunk in such a short space of time, and why he would do it, with such an important night ahead. Bolivar was still banging the bell with the crowbar, making it that much more difficult to think.


  Jake Spoon was unaccustomed to Bolivar’s habits and grimaced unhappily as the banging continued.


  “Who asked that old man to make such a racket?” he asked. “Why don’t somebody shoot him?”


  “If we shoot him we’ll have Gus for a cook,” Call said. “In that case we’ll have to eat talk, or else starve to death listening.”


  “You could do worse than to listen to me,” Augustus said.


  Dish Boggett had risen again. His eyes had a wide, glassy look, and he held himself carefully, as if afraid that another fall would break him like glass.


  “What happened to you?” Call asked.


  “Why, Captain,” Dish said, “I wish I could say.”


  “Why can’t you say?”


  “Because I can’t remember,” Dish said.


  “Aw, he’s all right,” Augustus said. “He just wanted to see how fast he could drink two bottles of whiskey.”


  “Who put him up to that?” Call asked.


  “Not me,” Augustus said.


  “Not me, neither,” Jake said, grinning. “All I done was offer to hunt a funnel. I believe he could have got it down a little faster if he’d had a funnel.”


  “I can ride, Captain,” Dish said. “Once I get on a horse it’ll all wear off.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Call said. “I’ll not keep a man in my crew who can’t do his job.”


  Bolivar was still clanging the bell, which caused Jake to look more out of temper.


  “Hell, if this is the Fourth of July I’ll set off my own firecrackers,” he said, taking out his pistol. Before anybody could say a word, he shot three times in the general direction of the house. The clanging continued as if the shots hadn’t happened, but Newt, at least, was shocked. It seemed a reckless way to act, even if Bol was making too much noise.


  “If you’re that trigger-happy, no wonder you’re on the run,” Augustus said. “If you want to stop the noise, go hit him in the head with a brick.”


  “Why walk when you can shoot?” Jake asked with another grin.


  Call said nothing. He had noticed that Jake actually raised his barrel enough to eliminate any danger to their cook. It was typical—Jake always liked to act meaner than he was.


  “If you men want grub, you better go get it,” he said. “Sundown would be the time to leave.”


  •••


  After supper Jake and Augustus went outside to smoke and spit. Dish sat on the Dutch oven, sipping black coffee and squeezing his temples with one hand—each temple felt like someone had given it a sharp rap with a small ax. Deets and Newt started for the lots to catch the horses, Newt very conscious of the fact that he was the only one in the group without a sidearm. Deets had an old Walker Colt the size of a ham, which he only wore when he went on trips, since even he wouldn’t have been stout enough to carry it all day without wearing down.


  The Captain had gone to the lots ahead of them, since it took a little time to get the Hell Bitch saddled. He had her snubbed to the post when Deets and Newt arrived. When Newt walked in the barn to get a rope, the Captain turned and handed him a holstered pistol and a gun belt.


  “Better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it,” he added, a little solemnly.


  Newt took the gun and slipped it out of its holster. It smelled faintly of oil—the Captain must have oiled it that day. It was not the first time he had held a pistol, of course. Mr. Gus had given him thorough training in pistol shooting and had even complimented him on his skill. But holding one and actually having one of your own were two different things. He turned the cylinder of the Colt and listened to the small, clear clicks it made. The grip was wood, the barrel cool and blue; the holster had kept a faint smell of saddle soap. He slipped the gun back in its holster, put the gun belt around his waist and felt the gun’s solid weight against his hip. When he walked out into the lots to catch his horse, he felt grown and complete for the first time in his life. The sun was just easing down toward the western horizon, the bullbats were dipping toward the stone stock tank that Deets and the Captain had built long ago. Deets had already caught Mr. Gus’s horse, a big solid sorrel they called Mud Pie, and was catching his own mount. Newt shook out a loop, and on the first throw caught his own favorite, a dun gelding he called Mouse. He felt he could even rope better with the gun on his hip.


  “Oh, my, they done put a gun on you, ain’t they,” Deets said with a big grin. “I guess next thing you’ll be boss of us all.”


  No thought that ambitious had ever crossed Newt’s mind. The summit of his hopes had been to be one of the crew—to be allowed to go along and do whatever there was to do. But Deets had said it as a joke, and Newt was in the perfect mood to take a joke.


  “That’s right,” he said. “I’spect they’ll make me boss any day. And the first thing I’ll do is raise your wages.”


  Deets slapped his leg and laughed, the thought was so funny. When the rest of the outfit finally wandered down from the house, they found the two of them grinning back and forth at one another.


  “Look at ’em,” Augustus said. “You’d think they just discovered teeth.”


  As the day died and the afterglow stretched upward in the soft, empty sky, the Hat Creek outfit, seven strong, crossed the river and rode southeast, toward the Hacienda Flores.


  10.


  THE FIRST DIFFERENCE Newt noticed about being grown up was that time didn’t pass as slow. The minute they crossed the river the Captain struck southeast in a long trot, and in no time the land darkened and they were riding by moonlight, still in a long trot. Since he had never been allowed in Mexico, except once in a while in one of the small villages down the river when they were buying stock legitimately, he didn’t really know what to expect, but he hadn’t expected it to be quite so dark and empty. Pea Eye and Mr. Gus were always talking about how thick the bandits were, and yet the seven of them rode for two hours into country that seemed to contain nothing except itself. They saw no lights, heard no sounds—they just rode, across shallow gullies, through thinning chaparral, farther and farther from the river. Once in a while the Captain stepped up the pace and they traveled in a short lope, but mostly he stuck with the trot. Since Mouse had an easy trot and a hard lope, Newt was happy with the gait.


  He was in the middle of the company. It was Pea Eye’s traditional job to watch the rear. Newt rode beside Dish Boggett, who had not said one word since leaving and whose state Newt couldn’t judge, though at least he hadn’t fallen off his horse. The thin moon lit the sky but not the ground. The only landmarks were shadows, low shadows, mostly made by chaparral and mesquite. Of course, it was not Newt’s place to worry about the route, but it occurred to him that he had better try to keep some sense of where he was in case he got separated from the outfit and had to find his own way back. But the farther they rode, the more lost he felt; about all he knew for sure was that the river was on his left. He tried to watch the Captain and Mr. Gus and to recognize the landmarks they were guiding the outfit by. But he could detect nothing. They did not seem to be paying much attention to the terrain. It was only when they loped over a ridge and surprised a sizable herd of longhorns that the Captain drew rein. The cattle, spooked by the seven riders, were already running away.


  By this time the stars were bright, and the Milky Way like a long speckled cloud. Without a word the Captain got off. Stepping to the end of his rein, he began to relieve himself. One by one the other men dismounted and did the same, turning slightly so as not to be pointed at one another. Newt thought he had better do what the others were doing, but to his embarrassment could not make water. All he could do was button up again and hope nobody had noticed.


  In the silence that followed the pissing they could still hear the sound of running cattle, the only sound to be heard other than the breath of the horses or the occasional jingling spur. The Captain seemed to feel the horses deserved a short rest; he stayed on the ground, looking in the direction of the fleeing cattle.


  “Them cattle could be had for the taking,” he said. “Anybody get a count?”


  “No, I never,” Augustus said, as if he would be the only one who could possibly have made a count.


  “Oh, was them cattle?” Jake said. “I thought they was dern antelope. They went over the ridge so fast I never got a look.”


  “It’s lucky they run west,” Call said.


  “Lucky for who?” Augustus asked.


  “For us,” Call said. “We can come back and pick them up tomorrow night. I bet it was four hundred or more.”


  “Them of us that wants to can, I guess,” Augustus said. “I ain’t worked two nights running since I can remember.”


  “You never worked two nights running,” Jake said as he swung back up on his horse. “Not unless you was working at a lady, anyhow.”


  “How far have we come, Deets?” Call asked. Deets had one amazing skill—he could judge distances traveled better than any man Call had ever known. And he could do it in the daytime, at night, in all weathers, and in brush.


  “It’s five miles yet to the out camp,” Deets said. “It’s a little ways north, too.”


  “Let’s bear around it,” Call said.


  Augustus considered that an absurd precaution. “’I god,” he said. “The dern camp’s five miles away. We can likely slip past it without going clear around by Mexico City.”


  “It don’t hurt to give it room,” Call said. “We might scare some more cattle. I’ve known men who could hear the sound of running cattle a long way off.”


  “I couldn’t hear Jehovah’s trumpet from no five miles off,” Augustus said. “Anyway, we ain’t the only thing in this country that can spook cattle. A lobo wolf can spook them, or a lion.”


  “I didn’t ask for a speech,” Call said. “It’s foolish to take chances.”


  “Some might think it foolish to try and steal horses from the best-armed ranch in northern Mexico,” Augustus said. “Pedro must work about a hundred vaqueros.”


  “Yes, but they’re spread around, and most of them can’t shoot,” Call said.


  “Most of us can’t, either,” Augustus said. “Dish and Newt ain’t never spilt blood, and one of ’em’s drunk anyway.”


  “Gus, you’d talk to a possum,” Jake said.


  “I wisht we had one along,” Augustus said. “I’ve seen possums that could outthink this crowd.”


  After that, the talk died and they all slipped back into the rhythm of the ride. Newt tried hard to stay alert, but their pace was so steady that after a while he stopped thinking and just rode, Deets in front of him, Dish beside him, Pea behind. If he had been sleepy he could almost have gone to sleep at a high trot, it was all so regular.


  Dish Boggett had ridden off the worst of his drunk, though there were moments when he still felt queasy. Dish had spent most of his life on a horse and could ride in any condition short of paralysis; he had no trouble keeping his place in the group. In time his head quit throbbing and he felt well enough to take an interest in the proceedings at hand. He was not troubled by any sense of being lost, or any apprehension about Mexican bandits. He was confident of his mount and prepared to outrun any trouble that couldn’t be otherwise handled. His main trouble was that he was riding just behind Jake Spoon and thus was reminded of what had happened in the saloon every time he looked up. He knew he had become a poor second in Lorena’s affections to the man just in front of him, and the knowledge rankled. The one consoling thought was that there might be gunplay before the night was over—Dish had never been in a gun battle but he reasoned that if bullets flew thick and fast Jake might stop one of them, which could change the whole situation. It wasn’t exactly that Dish hoped he’d be killed outright—maybe just wounded enough that they’d have to leave him someplace downriver where there might be a doctor.


  More than once they spotted bunches of longhorn cattle, all of whom ran like deer at the approach of the horsemen.


  “Why, hell, if we was to start to Montana with cattle like these, we’d be there in a week,” Augustus said. “A horse couldn’t keep up with them, nor a steam locomotive neither.”


  “The big camp, Captain,” Deets said, “it’s over the ridge.”


  “We don’t want the camp, we want the horse herd,” Augustus said in his full voice.


  “Talk up, Gus,” Jake said. “If you talk a little louder they’ll probably bring the horse herd to us, only they’ll be riding it.”


  “Well, they’re just a bunch of bean eaters,” Augustus said. “As long as they don’t fart in my direction I ain’t worried.”


  Call turned south. The closer they were to action, the more jocularity bothered him. It seemed to him that men who had been in bad fights and seen death and injury ought to develop a little respect for the dangers of their trade. The last thing he wanted to do at such times was talk—a man who was talking couldn’t listen to the country, and might miss hearing something that would make the crucial difference.


  Gus’s disregard of common sense in such matters was legendary. Jake appeared to have the same disregard, but Call knew his was mostly bluff. Gus started the joking, and Jake felt like he had to keep up his end of it, because he wanted to be thought a cool customer.


  In fact, though, Gus McCrae was a cool customer, perhaps the coolest Call had ever known—and he had known many men who didn’t scare easy. His disregard of danger was so complete that Call initially thought he must want to die. He had known men who did want to die—who for some reason had ended up with a dislike of life—and most of them had got the death they wanted. In Texas, in his time, getting killed was easy.


  But Gus loved to live and had no intention of letting anyone do him out of any of his pleasures. Call finally decided his coolness was just a by-product of his general vanity and overconfidence. Call himself spent plenty of time on self-appraisal. He knew what he could certainly do, and what he might do if he was lucky, and what he couldn’t do barring a miracle. The problem with Gus was that he regarded himself as the miracle, in such situations. He treated danger with light contempt or open scorn, and scorn was about all he seemed to have for Pedro Flores, although Pedro had held on to his stony empire through forty violent years.


  Of course, when trouble came Gus was reliable, but the only man in the outfit who was really much help as a planner was Deets. Nobody expected Deets to talk, which left him free to pay attention, and he paid careful attention, often noticing things that Call had overlooked, or confirming judgments that Call felt uncertain about. Even Gus was quick to admit that Deets had the best hearing in the outfit, although Deets himself claimed to rely just as much on his sense of smell—a claim Augustus poked fun at.


  “What does trouble smell like then?” he asked. “I never noticed it had an odor. You right sure you ain’t just smelling yourself?”


  But Deets would never explain himself or allow Gus to draw him very deeply into argument. “How do the coyote know?” he sometimes replied.


  When they had ridden south two or three more miles, Call drew rein. “There’s another out camp off this way,” he said. “His wranglers stay in it. I doubt there’s more than one or two of them, but we don’t want one to get loose to warn the big house. We best sneak in and catch them. Me and Deets can do it.”


  “Them vaqueros are probably drunk by now,” Augustus said. “Drunk and asleep both.”


  “We’ll split,” Call said. “You and Jake and Pea and Dish go get the horses. We’ll catch the wranglers.”


  Only after he said it did he remember the boy. He had forgotten he was along. Of course it would have been safer for the boy to go after the horse herd, but the order had been given and he never liked to change his plan once one was struck.


  Augustus dismounted and tightened his cinch a notch. “I hope we don’t strike too many gullies,” he said. “I dislike jumping gullies in the dark.”


  Newt’s heart gave a little jump when he realized the Captain meant to keep him with him. It must mean the Captain thought he was worth something, after all, though he had no idea how to catch a wrangler, Mexican or otherwise.


  Once the group split up, Call slowed his pace. He was inwardly annoyed with himself for not sending the boy with Gus. He and Deets had worked together so long that very little talk was needed between them. Deets just did what needed to be done, silently. But the boy wouldn’t know what needed to be done and might blunder into the way.


  “You reckon they keep a dog?” Call asked—a dog was likely to bark at anything, and a smart vaquero would heed it and take immediate precautions.


  Deets shook his head. “A dog would already be barking,” he said. “Maybe the dog got snakebit.”


  Newt gripped his reins tightly and mashed his hat down on his head every few minutes—he didn’t want to lose his hat. Two worries seesawed in his mind: that he might get killed or that he might make a stupid blunder and displease the Captain. Neither was pleasant to contemplate.


  Call stopped and dismounted when it seemed to him they were about a quarter of a mile from the camp. The boy did the same, but Deets, for some reason, still sat his horse. Call looked at him and was about to speak, but Deets lifted his big hand. He apparently heard something they didn’t hear.


  “What is it?” Call whispered.


  Deets got down, still listening. “Don’t know,” he said. “Sounded like singin’.”


  “Why would the vaqueros be singing this time of night?” Call asked.


  “Nope, white folks singin’,” Deets said.


  That was even more puzzling. “Maybe you hear Gus,” Call said. “Surely he wouldn’t be crazy enough to sing now.”


  “I’m going a little closer,” Deets said, handing Newt his reins.


  Newt felt awkward, once Deets left. He was afraid to speak, so he simply stood, holding the two horses.


  It embarrassed Call that his own hearing had never been as good as it should be. He listened but could hear nothing at all. Then he noticed the boy, who looked tense as a wire.


  “Do you hear it?” he asked.


  At any other time the question would have struck Newt as simple. Either he heard something or he didn’t. But under the press of action and responsibilities, the old certainties dissolved. He did think he heard something, but he couldn’t say what. The sound was so distant and indistinct that he couldn’t even be sure it was a sound. The harder he strained to hear, the more uncertain he felt about what he heard. He would never have suspected that a simple thing like sound could produce such confusion.


  “I might hear it,” Newt said, feeling keenly that the remark was inadequate. “It’s a real thin sound,” he added. “Haven’t they got birds down here? It could be a bird.”


  Call drew his rifle from his saddle scabbard. Newt started to get his, but Call stopped him.


  “You won’t need it, and you might just drop it,” he said. “I dropped one of mine once, and had to go off and leave it.”


  Deets was suddenly back with them, stepping quietly to the Captain’s side.


  “They’re singing, all right,” he said.


  “Who?”


  “Some white folks,” Deets said. “Two of ’em. Got ’em a mule and a donkey.”


  “That don’t make no sense at all,” Call said. “What would two white men be doing in one of Pedro Flores’s camps?”


  “We can go look,” Deets said.


  They followed Deets in single file over a low ridge, where they stopped. A flickering light was visible some hundred yards away. When they stopped, Deets’s judgment was immediately borne out. The singing could be plainly heard. The song even sounded familiar.


  “Why, it’s ‘Mary McCrae,’” Newt said. “Lippy plays it.”


  Call hardly knew what to think. They slipped a little closer, to the corner of what had once been a large rail corral. It was obvious that the camp was no longer much used, because the corral was in poor repair, rails scattered everywhere. The hut that once belonged to the wranglers was roofless—smoke from the singers’ fire drifted upward, whiter than the moonlight.


  “This camp’s been burnt out,” Call whispered.


  He could hear the singing plainly, which only increased his puzzlement. The voices weren’t Mexican, nor were they Texan. They sounded Irish—but why were Irishmen having a singing party in one of Pedro Flores’s old cow camps? It was an odd situation to have stumbled onto. He had never heard of an Irish vaquero. The whole business was perplexing, but he couldn’t just stand around and wonder about it. The horse herd would soon be on the move.


  “I guess we better catch ’em,” he said. “We’ll just walk in from three sides. If you see one of them make a break for it try to shoot his horse.”


  “No horses,” Deets reminded him. “Just a mule and a donkey.”


  “Shoot it anyway,” Call said.


  “What if I hit the man?” Newt said.


  “That’s his worry,” Call said. “Not letting him ride away is your worry.”


  They secured their horses to a little stunted tree and turned toward the hut. The singing had stopped but the voices could still be heard, raised in argument.


  At that point the Captain and Deets walked off, leaving Newt alone with his nervousness and a vast weight of responsibility. It occurred to him that he was closest to their own horses. If the men were well-trained bandits, they might like nothing better than to steal three such horses. The singing might be a trick, a way of throwing the Captain off guard. Perhaps there were more than two men. The others could be hidden in the darkness.


  No sooner had it occurred to him that there might be more bandits than he began to wish it hadn’t occurred to him. The thought was downright scary. There were lots of low bushes, mostly chaparral, between him and the hut, and there could be a bandit with a bowie knife behind any one of them. Pea had often explained to him how effective a good bowie knife was in the hands of someone who knew where to stick it—descriptions of stickings came back to his mind as he eased forward. Before he had gone ten steps he had become almost certain that his end was at hand. It was clear to him that he would be an easy victim for a bandit with the least experience. He had never shot anyone, and he couldn’t see well at night. His own helplessness was so obvious to him that he quickly came to feel numb—not too numb to dread what might happen, but too dull-feeling to be able to think of a plan of resistance.


  He even felt a flash of irritation with the Captain for being so careless as to leave him on the side of the house where their horses were. Captain Call’s trust, which he had never really expected to earn, had immediately become excessive, leaving him with responsibilities he didn’t feel capable of meeting.


  But time was moving forward, and he himself was walking slowly toward the house, his pistol in one hand. The hut had seemed close when the Captain and Deets were standing with him, but once they left it had somehow gotten farther away, leaving him many dangerous shadows to negotiate. The one reassuring aspect was that the men in the shadows were talking loudly and probably wouldn’t hear him coming unless he lost control completely and shot off his gun.


  When he got within thirty yards of the house, he stopped and squatted behind a bush. The hut had never been more than a lean-to with a few piles of adobe bricks stacked up around it; its walls were so broken and full of holes that it was easy to look in. Newt saw that both the men arguing were short and rather stout. Also, they were unarmed, or appeared to be. Both had on dirty shirts, and the older of the two men was almost bald. The other one looked young, perhaps no older than himself. They had a bottle, but it evidently didn’t have much left in it, because the older one wouldn’t pass it to the young one.


  It was not hard to make out the drift of their conversation either. The subject of the debate was their next meal.


  “I say we eat the mule,” the younger man said.


  “Nothing of the sort,” the other said.


  “Then give me a drink,” the younger said.


  “Go away,” the older man said. “You don’t deserve my liquor and you won’t eat my mule. I’m beholden to this mule, and so are you. Didn’t it bring you all this way with no complaint?”


  “To the desert to die, you mean?” the young one said. “I’m to thank a mule for that?”


  Newt could just make out a thin mule and a small donkey, tethered at the entrance of the hut, beyond the fire.


  “If it comes to it we’ll eat the donkey,” the bald man said. “What can you do with a donkey anyway?”


  “Train it to sit on its ass and eat sugar cubes,” the young one said. Then he giggled at his own wit.


  Newt edged a little closer, his fear rapidly diminishing. Men who could engage in such conversation didn’t seem very dangerous. Just as he was relaxing a hand suddenly gripped his shoulder and for a second he nearly fainted with fright, thinking the bowie knife would hit him next. Then he realized it was Deets. Motioning for him to follow, Deets walked right up to the hut. He did not appear to be worried in the least. When they were a few feet from the broken adobe wall, Newt saw Captain Call step into the circle of firelight from the other side.


  “You men just hold steady,” he said, in a calm, almost friendly, voice.


  It evidently didn’t sound as friendly to the men around the fire.


  “Murderers!” the young one yelled. He sprang to his feet and darted past the Captain so fast the Captain didn’t even have time to trip him or hit him with his rifle barrel. For a fat man he moved fast, springing on the back of the mule before the other two could even move. Newt expected the Captain to shoot him or at least step over and knock him off the mule, but to his surprise the Captain just stood and watched, his rifle in the crook of his arm. The boy—for he was no older—pounded the mule desperately with his heels and the mule responded with a short leap and then went crashing down, throwing the boy over its head and almost back to the spot he had left. Looking more closely, Newt saw why the Captain had not bothered to stop the escape: the mule was hobbled.


  The sight of a man so addled as to try and get away on a hobbled mule was too much for Deets. He slapped his leg with his big hand and laughed a deep laugh, resting his rifle for a moment on the low adobe wall.


  “You see, it’s a poor mule,” the boy said indignantly, springing up. “Its legs won’t work.”


  Deets laughed even louder, but the baldheaded man sighed and looked at the Captain in a rather jolly way.


  “He’s my brother but he ain’t smart,” he said quietly. “The Lord gave him a fine baritone voice and I guess he thought that was enough to do for a poor Irish boy.”


  “I’m smarter than yourself at least,” the boy said, kicking dirt at his brother. He seemed quite prepared to take the quarrel farther, but his brother merely smiled.


  “You must unhobble the mule if you want his legs to work,” he said. “It’s details like that you’re always forgetting, Sean.”


  The mule had managed to get to its feet and was standing quietly by the Captain.


  “Well, I didn’t hobble him,” Sean said. “I was riding the donkey.”


  The baldheaded man hospitably held the bottle out to the Captain.


  “It’s only a swallow,” he said, “but if you’re thirsty, you’re welcome.”


  “Much obliged, but I’ll pass,” the Captain said. “Do you men know where you are?”


  “We ain’t in Ireland,” the boy said. “I know that much.”


  “You wouldn’t have a bag of potatoes about you, sir, would you?” the older said. “We do miss our spuds.”


  Call motioned for Deets and Newt to join the group. When they did the bald man stood up.


  “Since you’ve not bothered to murder us, I’ll introduce myself,” he said. “I’m Allen O’Brien and this is young Sean.”


  “Are those your only animals?” Call asked. “Just a donkey and a mule?”


  “We had three mules to start with,” Allen said. “I’m afraid our thirst got the better of us. We traded two mules for a donkey and some liquor.”


  “And some beans,” Sean said. “Only the beans were no good. I broke my tooth trying to eat one.”


  It was Call’s turn to sigh. He had expected vaqueros, and instead had turned up two helpless Irishmen, neither of whom even had an adequate mount. Both the mule and the donkey looked starved.


  “How’d you men get here?” he asked.


  “That would be a long story,” Allen said. “Are we far from Galveston? That was our destination.”


  “You overshot it by a wide mark,” Call said. “This hut you’re resting in belongs to a man named Pedro Flores. He ain’t a gentle man, and if he finds you tomorrow I expect he’ll hang you.”


  “Oh, he will,” Deets agreed. “He’ll be mad tomorrow.”


  “Fine, we’ll go with you,” Allen said. He courteously offered the bottle to both Deets and Newt, and when they refused drained it with one gulp and flung it into the darkness.


  “Now we’re packed,” he said.


  “Get the horses,” Call said to Newt, looking at the Irishmen. They were none of his business and he could just ride off and leave them, but the theft he was about to commit would put their lives in considerable danger: Pedro Flores would vent his anger on whatever whites lay to hand.


  “I’ve no time for a long explanation,” he said. “We’ve got some horses to the south of here. I’ll send a man back with two of them as soon as I can. Be ready—we won’t wait for you.”


  “You mean leave tonight?” the boy said. “What about sleep?”


  “Just be ready,” Call said. “We’ll want to move fast when we move, and you’ll never make it on that mule and that jackass.”


  Newt felt sorry for the two. They seemed friendly. The younger one was holding the sack of dried beans. Newt didn’t feel he could leave without a word about the beans.


  “You have to soak them beans,” he said. “Soak them a while and it softens them up.”


  The Captain was already loping away, and Newt didn’t dare linger any longer.


  “There’s no water to soak them in,” Sean said. He was very hungry, and inclined to despair at such times.


  Deets was the last to leave. Allen O’Brien walked over, as he was mounting.


  “I hope you’ll not forget us,” he said. “I do fear we’re lost.”


  “The Captain said we’ll get you, we’ll get you,” Deets said.


  “Maybe they’ll bring a wagon,” Sean said. “A wagon would suit me best.”


  “A cradle would suit you best,” his brother said.


  They listened as the sound of loping horses grew faint and was lost in the desert night.


  11.


  AUGUSTUS SOON FOUND the horse herd in a valley south of the old line camp. Call had predicted its location precisely, but had overestimated its size. A couple of horses whinnied at the sight of riders but didn’t seem particularly disturbed.


  “Probably all Texas horses anyway,” Augustus said. “Probably had enough of Mexico.”


  “I’ve had enough of it and I just got here,” Jake said, lighting his smoke. “I never liked it down here with these chili-bellies.”


  “Why, Jake, you should stay and make your home here,” Augustus said. “That sheriff can’t follow you here. Besides, think of the women.”


  “I got a woman,” Jake said. “That one back in Lonesome Dove will do me for a while.”


  “She’ll do you, all right,” Augustus said. “That girl’s got more spunk than you have.”


  “What would you know about it, Gus?” Jake asked. “I don’t suppose you’ve spent time with her, a man your age.”


  “The older the violin, the sweeter the music,” Augustus said. “You never knowed much about women.”


  Jake didn’t answer. He had forgotten how much Gus liked argument.


  “I guess you think all women want you to marry them and build ’em a house and raise five or six brats,” Augustus said. “But it’s my view that very few women are fools, and only a fool would pick you for a chore like that, Jake. You’ll do fine for a barn dance or a cakewalk, or maybe a picnic, but house building and brat raising ain’t exactly your line.”


  Jake kept quiet. He knew that silence was the best defense once Augustus got wound up. It might take him a while to talk himself out, if left alone, but any response would just encourage him.


  “This ain’t no hundred horses,” he said, after a bit. “Maybe we got the wrong herd.”


  “Nope, it’s right,” Augustus said. “Pedro just learned not to keep all his remuda in one place. It’s almost forty horses here. It won’t satisfy Woodrow, but then practically nothing does.”


  He had no sooner spoken than he heard three horses coming from the north.


  “If that ain’t them, we’re under attack,” Jake said.


  “It’s them,” Augustus said. “A scout like you, who’s traveled in Montana, ought to recognize his own men.”


  “Gus, you’d exasperate a preacher,” Jake said. “I don’t know what your dern horses sound like.”


  It was an old trick of theirs, trying to make him feel incompetent—as if a man was incompetent because he couldn’t see in the dark, or identify a local horse by the sound of its trot.


  “’I god, you’re techy, Jake,” Augustus said, just as Call rode up.


  “Is this all there is or did you trot in and run the rest off?” he asked.


  “Do them horses look nervous?” Augustus asked.


  “Dern,” Call said. “Last time we was through here there was two or three hundred horses.”


  “Maybe Pedro’s going broke,” Augustus said. “Mexicans can go broke, same as Texans. What’d you do with the vaqueros?”


  “We didn’t find none. We just found two Irishmen.”


  “Irishmen?” Augustus asked.


  “They just lost,” Deets said.


  “Hell, I can believe they’re lost,” Jake said.


  “On their way to Galveston,” Newt said, thinking it might help clarify the situation.


  Augustus laughed. “I guess it ain’t hard to miss Galveston if you start from Ireland,” he said. “However, it takes skill to miss the dern United States entirely and hit Pedro Flores’s ranch. I’d like to meet men who can do that.”


  “You’ll get your chance,” Call said. “They don’t have mounts, unless you count a mule and a donkey. I guess we better help them out of their fix.”


  “I’m surprised they ain’t naked, too,” Augustus said. “I’d had thought some bandit would have stolen their clothes by now.”


  “Have you counted these horses, or have you been sitting here jawing?” Call said brusquely. The night was turning out to be more complicated and less profitable than he had hoped.


  “I assigned that chore to Dish Boggett,” Augustus said. “It’s around forty.”


  “Not enough,” Call said. “You take two and go back and get the Irishmen.”


  He took his rope off his saddle and handed it to the boy.


  “Go catch two horses,” he said. “You better make hackamores.”


  Newt was so surprised by the assignment he almost dropped the rope. He had never roped a horse in the dark before—but he would have to try. He trotted off toward the horse herd, sure they would probably stampede at the sight of him. But he had a piece of luck. Six or eight horses trotted over to sniff at his mount and he easily caught one of them. As he was making a second loop and trying to lead the first horse over to Pea, Dish Boggett trotted over without being asked and casually roped another horse.


  “What are we gonna do, brand ’em?” he asked.


  Newt was irritated, for he would have liked to complete the assignment himself, but since it was Dish he said nothing.


  “Lend ’em to some men we found,” he said. “Irishmen.”


  “Oh,” Dish said. “I hate to lend my rope to an Irishman. I might be out a good rope.”


  Newt solved that by putting his own rope on the second horse. He led them back to where the Captain was waiting. As he did, Mr. Gus began to laugh, causing Newt to worry that he had done something improperly after all—he couldn’t imagine what.


  Then he saw that they were looking at the horse brands—H I C on the left hips.


  “It just goes to show that even sinners can accomplish Christian acts,” Augustus said. “Here we set out to rob a man and now we’re in a position to return valuable property to a man who’s already been robbed. That’s curious justice, ain’t it?”


  “It’s wasted night, is what it is,” Call said.


  “If it was me I’d make the man pay a reward for them horses,” Jake said. “He’d never have seen them agin if it hadn’t been for us.”


  Call was silent. Of course they could not charge a man for his own horses.


  “That’s all right, Call,” Augustus said. “We’ll make it up off the Irishmen. Maybe they got rich uncles—bank directors or railroad magnates or something. They’ll be so happy to see those boys alive again that they’ll likely make us partners.”


  Call ignored him, trying to think of some way to salvage the trip. Though he had always been a careful planner, life on the frontier had long ago convinced him of the fragility of plans. The truth was, most plans did fail, to one degree or another, for one reason or another. He had survived as a Ranger because he was quick to respond to what he had actually found, not because his planning was infallible.


  In the present case he had found two destitute travelers and a herd of recently stolen horses. But it was still four hours till sunup and he was reluctant to abandon his original ambition, which was to return with a hundred Mexican horses. It was still possible, if he acted decisively.


  “All right,” he said, quickly sorting over in his head who should be assigned to do what. “These are mainly Wilbarger’s horses. The reason they’re so gentle is because they’ve been run to a frazzle, and they’re used to Texans besides.”


  “I’d catch one and ride him home, if I could find one that paces,” Jake said. “I’m about give out from bouncing on this old trotter you boys gave me.”


  “Jake’s used to feather pillows and Arkansas whores,” Augustus said. “It’s a pity he has to associate with hard old cobs like us.”


  “You two can jabber tomorrow,” Call said. “Pedro’s horses have got to be somewhere. I’d like to make a run at them before I quit. That means we have to split three ways.”


  “Leave me split the shortest way home,” Jake said, never too proud to complain. “I’ve bounced my ass over enough of Mexico.”


  “All right,” Call said. “You and Deets and Dish take these horses home.”


  He would have liked to have Deets with him, but Deets was the only one he knew for certain could take the Wilbarger horses on a line for Lonesome Dove. Dish Boggett, though said to be a good hand, was an untested quality, whereas Jake was probably lost himself.


  “Gus, that leaves you the Irishmen,” he said. “If they can ride, you ought to catch up with these horses somewhere this side of the river. Just don’t stop to play no poker with them.”


  Augustus considered the situation for a minute.


  “So that’s your strategy, is it?” he said. “You and Newt and Pea get to have all the fun and the rest of us are stuck with the chores.”


  “Why, I was trying to make it easy for you, Gus,” Call said. “Seeing as you’re the oldest and most decrepit.”


  “See you for breakfast, then,” Augustus said, taking the lead ropes from Newt. “I just hope the Irishmen don’t expect a buggy.”


  With that he galloped off. The rest of them trotted down to where Pea and Dish were sitting, waiting.


  “Pea, you come with me,” Call said. “And you—” looking at the boy. Though it would expose Newt to more danger, he decided he wanted the boy with him. At least he wouldn’t pick up bad habits, as he undoubtedly would have if he’d been sent along with Gus.


  “All you three have to do is get these horses to town by sunup,” he added. “If we ain’t back, give Wilbarger his.”


  “What are you planning to do, stay here and get married?” Jake asked.


  “My plans ain’t set,” he said. “Don’t you worry about us. Just keep them horses moving.”


  He looked at Deets when he said that. He could not formally make Deets the leader over two white men, but he wanted him to know that he had the responsibility of seeing that the horses got there. Deets said nothing, but when he trotted off to start the horses he took the point as if it was his natural place. Dish Boggett loped around to the other point, leaving Jake to bring up the rear.


  Jake seemed largely uninterested in the proceedings, which was his way.


  “Call, you’re some friend,” he said. “I ain’t been home a whole day and you already got me stealing horses.”


  But he loped off after the herd and was soon out of sight. Pea Eye yawned as he watched him go.


  “I swear,” he said. “Jake’s just like he used to be.”


  •••


  An hour later they found the main horse herd in a narrow valley several miles to the north. Call estimated it to be over a hundred horses strong. The situation had its difficulty, the main one being that the horses were barely a mile from the Flores headquarters, and on the wrong side of it at that. It would be necessary to bring them back past the hacienda, or else take them north to the river, a considerably longer route. If Pedro Flores and his men chose to pursue, they would have a fine chance of catching them out in the open, in broad daylight, several miles from help. It would be himself and Pea and the boy against a small army of vaqueros.


  On the other hand, he didn’t relish leaving the horses, now that he had found them. He was tempted just to move them right past the hacienda and hope everyone there had gone to bed drunk.


  “Well, we’re here,” he said. “Let’s take ’em.”


  “It’s a bunch,” Pea said. “We won’t have to come back for a while.”


  “We won’t never come back,” Call said. “We’ll sell some and take the rest with us to Montana.”


  Life was finally starting, Newt thought. Here he was below the border, about to run off a huge horse herd, and in a few days or weeks he would be going up the trail to a place he had barely even heard of. Most of the cowpokes who went north from Lonesome Dove just went to Kansas and thought that was far—but Montana must be twice as far. He couldn’t imagine what such a place would look like. Jake had said it had buffalo and mountains, two things he had never seen, and snow, the hardest thing of all to imagine. He had seen ridges and hills, and so had a notion about mountains, and he had seen pictures of buffalo in the papers that the stage drivers sometimes left Mr. Gus.


  Snow, however, was an entirely mysterious thing. Once or twice in his lifetime there had been freezes in Lonesome Dove—he had seen thin ice on the water bucket that sat on the porch. But ice wasn’t snow, which was supposed to stack up on the ground so high that people had to wade through it. He had seen pictures of people sledding over it, but still couldn’t imagine what it would actually feel like to be in snow.


  “I guess we’ll just go for home,” Call said. “If we wake ’em up we wake ’em up.”


  He looked at the boy. “You take the left point,” he said. “Pea will be on the right, and I’ll be behind. If trouble comes, it’ll come from behind, and I’ll notice it first. If they get after us hot and heavy we can always drop off thirty or forty horses and hope that satisfies them.”


  They circled the herd and quietly started it moving to the northwest, waving a rope now and then to get the horses in motion but saying as little as possible. Newt could not help feeling a little odd about it all, since he had somehow had it in his mind that they were coming to Mexico to buy horses, not steal them. It was puzzling that such a muddy little river like the Rio Grande should make such a difference in terms of what was lawful and what not. On the Texas side, horse stealing was a hanging crime, and many of those hung for it were Mexican cowboys who came across the river to do pretty much what they themselves were doing. The Captain was known for his sternness where horsethieves were concerned, and yet, here they were, running off a whole herd. Evidently if you crossed the river to do it, it stopped being a crime and became a game.


  Newt didn’t really feel that what they were doing was wrong—if it had been wrong, the Captain wouldn’t have done it. But the thought hit him that under Mexican law what they were doing might be a hanging offense. It put a different slant on the game. In imagining what it would be like to go to Mexico, he had always supposed the main danger would come in the form of bullets, but he was no longer so sure. On the ride down he hadn’t been worried, because he had a whole company around him.


  But once they started back, instead of having a whole company around him, he seemed to have no one. Pea was far across the valley, and the Captain was half a mile to the rear. If a bunch of hostile vaqueros sprang up, he might not even be able to find the other two men. Even if he wasn’t captured immediately, he could easily get lost. Lonesome Dove might be hard to locate, particularly if he was being chased.


  If caught, he knew he could expect no mercy. The only thing in his favor was that there didn’t seem to be any trees around to hang him from. Mr. Gus had once told a story about a horsethief who had to be hung from the rafter of a barn because there were no trees, but so far as Newt could tell there were no barns in Mexico either. The only thing he knew clearly was that he was scared. He rode for several miles, feeling very apprehensive. The thought of hanging—a new thought—wouldn’t leave his mind. It became so powerful at one point that he squeezed his throat with one hand, to get a little notion of how it felt not to breathe. It didn’t feel so bad when it was just his hand, but he knew a rope would feel a lot worse.


  But the miles passed and no vaqueros appeared. The horses strung out under the moonlight in a long line, trotting easily. They were well past the hacienda, and the night seemed so peaceful that Newt began to relax a little. After all, the Captain and Pea and the others had done such things many times. It was just a night’s work, and one that would soon be over.


  Newt wasn’t tired, and as he became less scared he began to imagine how gratifying it would be to ride into Lonesome Dove with such a large herd of horses. Everyone who saw them ride in would realize that he was now a man—even Lorena might see it if she happened to look out her window at the right time. He and the Captain and Pea were doing an exceptional thing. Deets would be proud of him, and even Bolivar would take notice.


  All went peaceful and steady, and the thin moon hung brightly in the west. It seemed to Newt that it must be one of the longest nights of the year. He kept looking to the east, hoping to see a little redness on the horizon, but the horizon was still black.


  He was thinking about the morning, and how nice it would be to cross the river and bring the horses through the town, when the peaceful night suddenly went off like a bomb. They were on the long chaparral plain not far south of the river and were easing the horses around a particularly dense thicket of chaparral, prickly pear and low mesquite when it happened. Newt had dropped off the point a little distance, to allow the horses room to skirt the thicket, when he heard shots from behind him. Before he had time to look around, or even touch his own gun, the horse herd exploded into a dead run and began to spread out. He saw what looked like half the herd charging right at him from the rear; some of the horses nearest him veered and went crashing into the chaparral. Then he heard Pea’s gun sound from the other side of the thicket, and at that point lost all capacity for sorting out what was happening. When the race started, most of the herd was behind him, and the horses ahead of him were at least going in the same direction he was. But in a few seconds, once the whole mass of animals was moving at a dead run over the uncertain terrain, he suddenly noticed a stream of animals coming directly toward him from the right. The new bunch had simply cut around the chaparral thicket from the north and collided with the first herd. Before Newt even had time to consider what was happening, he was engulfed in a mass of animals, a few of which went down when the two herds ran together. Then, over the confused neighing of what seemed like hundreds of horses he began to hear yells and curses—Mexican curses. To his shock he saw a rider engulfed in the mass like himself, and the rider was not the Captain or Pea Eye. He realized then that two horse herds had run together, theirs headed for Texas, the other coming from Texas, both trying to skirt the same thicket, though from opposite directions.


  The realization was unhelpful, though, because the horses behind him had caught up with him and all were struggling for running room. For a second he thought of trying to force his way to the outside, but then he saw two riders already there, struggling to turn the herd. They were not succeeding, but they were not his riders, either, and it struck him that being in the middle of the herd offered a certain safety, at least.


  It quickly became clear that their herd was much the larger, and was forcing the new herd to curve into its flow. Soon all the horses were running northwest, Newt still in the middle of the bunch. Once a big wild-eyed gelding nearly knocked Mouse down; then Newt heard shots to his left and ducked, thinking the shots were meant for him. Just as he ducked, Mouse leaped a sizable chaparral bush. With his eyes toward the gunfire Newt was unprepared for the leap, and lost a stirrup and one rein but held on to the saddle horn and kept his seat. From then on he concentrated on riding, though he still occasionally heard shots. He kept low over his horse, an unnecessary precaution, for the running herd threw up so much dust that he could not have seen ten feet in front of him even if it had been daylight. He was grateful for the dust—it was choking him, but it was also keeping him from getting shot, a more important consideration.


  After a few miles the horses were no longer bunched so tightly. It occurred to Newt that he ought to angle out of the herd and not just let himself be carried along like a cow chip on a river, but he didn’t know what such a move might mean. Would he be required to shoot at the vaqueros if they were still there? He was almost afraid to take his pistol out of its holster for fear Mouse would jump another bush and he’d drop it.


  While he was running along, trying not to fall off and hoping he and the horses wouldn’t suddenly go over a cutbank or pile into a deep gully of some kind, he heard a sound that was deeply reassuring: the sound of the Captain’s rifle, the big Henry. Newt heard it shoot twice. It had to be the Captain because he was the only man on the border who carried a Henry. Everyone else had already switched to the lighter Winchesters.


  The shots meant the Captain was all right. They came from ahead, which was odd, since the Captain had been behind, but then the vaqueros had been ahead, too. Somehow the Captain had managed to get to the front of the run and deal with them.


  Newt looked back over his shoulder and saw red in the east. It was just a line of red, like somebody had drawn it with a crayon, over the thick black line of the land, but it meant that the night was ending. He didn’t know where they were, but they still had a lot of horses. The horses were well spread by then, and he eased out of the herd. Despite the red in the east, the land seemed darker than it had all night; he could see nothing and just exerted himself to keep up, hoping they were going in the right direction. It felt a little odd to be alive and unharmed after such a deep scare, and Newt kept looking east, wishing the light would hurry so he could see around him and know whether it was safe to relax. For all he knew, Mexicans with Winchesters could be a hundred yards behind him.


  He wished the Captain would shoot again; he had never been in a situation in which he felt so uncertain about everything. Squint as he could, Newt could see nothing but dark land and white dust. Of course the sun would soon solve the problem, but what would he see when he could see? The Captain and Pea could be ten miles away, and he himself could be riding into Mexico with Pedro Flores’s vaqueros.


  Then, coming over a little rise in the ground, he saw something that gave him heart: a thin silver ribbon to the northwest that could only be the river. The fading moon hung just above it. Across it, Texas was in sight, no less dark than Mexico, but there. The deep relief Newt felt at the sight of it washed away most of his fear. He even recognized the curve of the river—it was the old Comanche crossing, only a mile above Lonesome Dove. Whoever he was with had brought him home.


  To his dismay, the sight of such a safe, familiar place made him want to cry. It seemed to him that the night had lasted many days—days during which he had been worried every moment that he would do something wrong and make a mistake that meant he would never come back to Lonesome Dove, or else come back disgraced. Now it was over and he was almost back, and relief seemed to run through him like warm water, some of which leaked out his eyes. It made him glad it was still dark—what would the men think, if they saw him? There was so much dust on his face that when he quickly wiped away the tears of relief his fingers rubbed off moist smears of dirt.


  In a few minutes more, as the herd neared the river, the darkness loosened and began to gray. The red on the eastern horizon was no longer a line but spread upward like an opened fan. Soon Newt could see the horses moving through the first faint gray light—a lot of horses. Then, just as he thought he had brought the flood within himself under control, the darkness loosened its hold yet more and the first sunlight streamed across the plain, filtering through the cloud of dust to touch the coats of the tired horses, most of whom had slowed to a rapid trot. Ahead, waiting on the bank of the river, was Captain Call, the big Henry in the crook of his arm. The Hell Bitch was lathered with sweat, but her head was up and she slung it restlessly as she watched the herd approach—even pointing her keen ears at Mouse for a moment. Neither the Captain nor the gray mare looked in the least affected by the long night or the hard ride, yet Newt found himself so moved by the mere sight of them sitting there that he had to brush away yet another tear and smudge his dusty cheek even worse.


  Down the river aways he could see Pea, sitting on the rangy bay they called Sardine. Of the hostile vaqueros they had met there was no sign. There were so many questions Newt wanted to ask about what they had done and where they had been that he hardly knew where to begin; yet, when he rode up to the Captain, keeping Mouse far enough away from the Hell Bitch that she wouldn’t try to take a bite out of him, he didn’t ask any questions. They would have poured out of him if it had been Mr. Gus or Deets or Pea, but since it was the Captain, the questions just stayed inside. All he said, at the end of the most exciting and important night of his life, was a simple good morning.


  “It is a good one, ain’t it?” Call said, as he watched the huge herd of horses—well over a hundred of them—pour over the low banks and spread out down the river to drink. Pea had ridden Sardine into the water stirrup deep to keep the herd from spreading too far south.


  Call knew that it had been rare luck, running into the four Mexican horsethieves and getting most of the horses they had just brought over from Texas. The Mexicans had thought they had run into an army—who but an army would have so many horses?—and had not really stayed to make a fight, though he had had to scare off one vaquero who kept trying to turn the herd.


  As for the boy, it was good that he had picked up a little experience and come through it all with nothing worse than a dirty face.


  They sat together silently as the top half of the sun shot long ribbons of light across the brown river and the drinking horses, some of whom lay down in the shallows and rolled themselves in the cooling mud. When the herd began to move in twos and threes up the north bank, Call touched the mare and he and the boy moved out into the water. Call loosened his rein and let the mare drink. He was as pleased with her as he was with the catch. She was surefooted as a cat, and far from used up, though the boy’s mount was so done in he would be worthless for a week. Pea’s big bay was not much better. Call let the mare drink all she wanted before gathering his rein. Most of the horses had moved to the north bank, and the sun had finished lifting itself clear of the horizon.


  “Let’s ease on home,” he said to the boy. “I hope Wilbarger’s got his pockets full of money. We’ve got horses to sell.”


  12.


  IF WILBARGER WAS IMPRESSED at the sight of so many horses, he gave no sign of it. The small herd had already been penned, and he and Deets and the man called Chick were quietly separating out horses with the H I C brand on them. Dish Boggett worked the gate between the two corrals, letting Wilbarger’s horses run through and waving his rope in the face of those he didn’t claim. Jake Spoon was nowhere in sight, nor was there any sign of Augustus and the Irishmen.


  The new herd was far too large to pen. Call had always meant to fence a holding pasture for just such an eventuality, but he had never gotten around to it. In the immediate case it didn’t matter greatly; the horses were tired from their long run and could be left to graze and rest. After breakfast he would send the boy out to watch them.


  Wilbarger paused from his work a moment to look at the stream of horses trotting past, then went back to his cutting, which was almost done. Since there was already enough help in the pen, there was nothing for Newt to do but stand by the fence and watch. Pea had already climbed up on what they called the “opry seat”—the top rail of the corral—to watch the proceedings. His bay and Newt’s Mouse, just unsaddled, took a few steps and then lay down and rolled themselves in the dust.


  Call was not quite ready to rest the mare. When Wilbarger finished his sorting and came over to the fence, it was her, not the Captain, that he had his eye on.


  “Good morning,” he said. “Let’s trade. You keep them thirty-eight splendid horses I just sorted out and I’ll take that mean creature you’re astraddle of. Thirty-eight for one is generous terms, in my book.”


  “Keep your book,” Call said, not surprised at the offer.


  Pea Eye was so startled by what he was hearing that he almost fell off the fence.


  “You mean you’d give up all them horses for the chance of having a hunk bit out of you?” he asked. He knew men fancied the Captain’s mare, but that anyone would fancy her to that extent was almost more than he could credit.


  Dish Boggett walked over, slapping the dust off his chaps with a coiled rope.


  “Is that your last word on the subject?” Wilbarger asked. “I’m offering thirty-eight for one. You won’t get a chance like that every day of your life.”


  Dish snorted. He fancied the gray mare himself. “It’d be like tradin’ a fifty-dollar gold piece for thirty-eight nickels,” he said. He was in a foul temper anyway. The minute they had the horses penned, Jake Spoon had unsaddled and walked straight to the Dry Bean, as if that were where he lived.


  Wilbarger ignored him too. “This outfit is full of opinion,” he said. “If opinions was money you’d all be rich.” He looked at Call.


  “I won’t trade this mare,” Call said. “And that ain’t an opinion.”


  “No, it’s more like a damn hard fact,” Wilbarger said. “I live on a horse and yet I ain’t had but two good ones my whole life.”


  “This is my third,” Call said.


  Wilbarger nodded. “Well, sir,” he said, “I’m obliged to you for getting here on time. It’s plain the man you deal with knows where there’s a den of thieves.”


  “A big den,” Call said.


  “Well, let’s go, Chick,” Wilbarger said. “We won’t get home unless we start.”


  “You might as well stay for breakfast,” Call said. “A couple more of your horses are on their way.”


  “What are they doing, traveling on three legs?” Wilbarger asked.


  “They’re with Mr. McCrae,” Call said. “He travels at his own pace.”


  “Talks at it, too,” Wilbarger said. “I don’t think we’ll wait. Keep them two horses for your trouble.”


  “We brought in some nice stock,” Call said. “You’re welcome to look it over, if you’re still short.”


  “Not interested,” Wilbarger said. “You won’t rent pigs and you won’t trade that mare, so I might as well be on my way.”


  Then he turned to Dish Boggett. “Want a job, son?” he asked. “You look all right to me.”


  “I got a job,” Dish said.


  “Running off Mexican horses isn’t a job,” Wilbarger said. “It’s merely a gamble. You’ve the look of a cowboy, and I’m about to start up the trail with three thousand head.”


  “So are we,” Call said, amused that the man would try to hire a hand out from under him with him sitting there.


  “Going where?” Wilbarger asked.


  “Going to Montana,” Call said.


  “I wouldn’t,” Wilbarger said. He rode over to the gate, leaned over to open it, and rode out, leaving the gate for Chick to close. When Chick tried to lean down and shut the gate his hat fell off. Nobody walked over to pick it up for him, either—he was forced to dismount, which embarrassed him greatly. Wilbarger waited, but he looked impatient.


  “Well, we may see you up the trail, then,” he said to Call. “I wouldn’t aim for Montana, though. Too far, too cold, full of bears and I don’t know about the Indians. They may be beat but I wouldn’t count on it. You might end up making some a present of a fine herd of beef.”


  “We’ll try not to,” Call said.


  Wilbarger rode off, Chick following at the rear of the small horse herd. As Chick rode past, Dish Boggett was greatly tempted to rope him off his horse and box his ears as a means of relieving his feelings about Lorie and Jake Spoon—but the Captain was sitting there, so he merely gave Chick a hard stare and let him go.


  “By gosh, I could eat,” Pea Eye said. “I sure hope Gus ain’t lost.


  “If he’s lost I don’t know what we’ll do for biscuits,” he added, since nobody commented on his remark.


  “You could always get married,” Dish observed dryly. “There’s plenty of women who can make biscuits.”


  It was not the first time Pea had had that particular truth pointed out to him. “I know there is,” he said. “But that don’t mean there’s one of ’em that would have me.”


  Deets gave a rich chuckle. “Why, the widow Cole would have you,” he said. “She’d be pleased to have you.” Then, well aware that the widow Cole was something of a sore spot with Pea, he walked off toward the house.


  Mention of Mary Cole made Pea Eye very uncomfortable. From time to time, throughout his life, it had been pointed out to him that he might marry—Gus McCrae was very fond of pointing it out, in fact.


  But once in a while, even if nobody mentioned one, the thought of women entered his head all on its own, and once it came it usually tended to stay for several hours, filling his noggin like a cloud of gnats. Of course, a cloud of gnats was nothing in comparison to a cloud of Gulf coast mosquitoes, so the thought of women was not that bothersome, but it was a thought Pea would rather not have in his head.


  He had never known what to think about women, and still didn’t, but so far as actions went he was content to take his cue from the Captain, whose cue was plain. The Captain left them strictly alone, and had all the years Pea had been with him, excepting only one puzzling instance that had occurred years before, which Pea only remembered once every year or two, usually when he was dreaming. He had gone down to the saloon to get an ax someone had borrowed and not returned, and while he was getting the ax he heard a young woman crying out words and grievances to someone who was with her in her room.


  The woman doing the crying was the whore named Maggie, Newt’s mother, whom Jake Spoon took such a fancy to later. It was only after Pea had found the ax and was halfway home with it that it occurred to him that Maggie had been talking to the Captain, and had even called him by his first name, which Pea had never used in all his years of service.


  The knowledge that the Captain was in the room with a whore struck Pea hard, sort of like the bullet that had hit him just behind the shoulder blades in the big Indian scrape up by Fort Phantom Hill. When the bullet hit he felt a solid whack and then sort of went numb in the brain—and it was the same with the notion that struck him as he was carrying the ax home from the saloon: Maggie was talking to the Captain in the privacy of her room, whereas so far as he knew no one had ever heard of the Captain doing more than occasionally tipping his hat to a lady if he met one in the street.


  Overhearing that snatch of conversation was an accident Pea was slow to forget. For a month or two after it happened he went around feeling nervous, expecting life to change in some bold way. And yet nothing changed at all. They all soon went up the river to try and catch some bandits raiding out of Chihuahua, and the Captain, so far as he could tell, was the same old Captain. By the time they came back, Maggie had had her child, and soon after, Jake Spoon moved in with her for a while. Then he left and Maggie died and Gus went down one day and got Newt from the Mexican family that had taken him upon Maggie’s death.


  The years had gone on passing, most of them slow years, particularly after they quit rangering and went into the horse-and-cattle business. The only real result of overhearing the conversation was that Pea was cautious from then on about who he let borrow the ax. He liked life slow and didn’t want any more mysteries or sharp surprises.


  Though he was content to stick with the Captain and Gus and do his daily work, he found that the problem of women was one that didn’t entirely go away. The question of marriage, about which Deets felt so free to chuckle, was a persistent one. Gus, who had been married twice and who whored whenever he could find a whore, was the main reason it was so persistent. Marriage was one of Gus’s favorite subjects. When he got to talking about it the Captain usually took his rifle and went for a walk, but by that time Pea would usually be comfortable on the porch and a little sleepy with liquor, so he was the one to get the full benefit of Gus’s opinions, one of which was that Pea was just going to waste by not marrying the widow Cole.


  The fact that Pea had only spoken to Mary Cole five or six times in his life, most of them times when she was still married to Joe Cole, didn’t mean a thing to a bystander like Gus, or even a bystander like Deets; both of them seemed to take it for granted that Mary regarded him as a fit successor to Joe. The thing that seemed to clinch it, in their view, was that, while Mary was an unusually tall woman, she was not as tall as Pea. She had been a good foot taller than Joe Cole, a mild fellow who had been in Pickles Gap buying a milk cow when a bad storm hit. A bolt of lightning fried both Joe and his horse—the milk cow had only been singed, but it still affected her milk. Mary Cole never remarried, but, in Gus’s view, that was only because Pea Eye had not had the enterprise to walk down the street and ask her.


  “Why, Joe was just a half-pint,” Gus said frequently. “That woman needs a full pint. It’d be a blessing for her to have a man around who could reach the top shelf.”


  Pea had never considered that height might be a factor in relations such as marriage. After brooding about it for several months it occurred to him that Gus was tall too, and educated as well.


  “Hell, you’re tall,” he said one night. “You ought to marry her yourself. The both of you can read.”


  He knew Mary could read because he had been in church once or twice when the preacher had asked her to read the Psalms. She had a kind of low, scratchy voice, unusual in a woman; once or twice, listening to it made Pea feel funny, as if someone was tickling the little hairs at the back of his neck.


  Gus vehemently denied that he would be a suitable mate for Mary Cole. “Why, no, Pea, it wouldn’t do,” he said. “I’ve done been wrung through the wringer of marriage twice. What a widow wants is someone fresh. It’s what all women want, widows or not. If a man’s got experience it’s bound to be that he got it with another woman, and that don’t never sit well. A forthright woman like Mary probably considers that she can give you all the experience you’re ever likely to need.”


  To Pea it was all just a troublesome puzzle. He could not remember how the subject had come up in the first place, since he had never said a word about wanting to marry. Whatever else it meant, it meant leaving the Captain, and Pea didn’t plan to do that. Of course, Mary didn’t live very far away, but the Captain always liked to have his men handy in case something came up sudden. There was no knowing what the Captain would think if he were to try and marry. One day he pointed out to Gus that he was far from being the only available man in Lonesome Dove. Xavier Wanz was available, not to mention Lippy. A number of the traveling men who passed through were surely unmarried. But when he raised the point, Gus just ignored him.


  Some nights, laying on the porch, he felt a fool for even thinking about such things, and yet think he did. He had lived with men his whole life, rangering and working; during his whole adult life he couldn’t recollect spending ten minutes alone with a woman. He was better acquainted with Gus’s pigs than he was with Mary Cole, and more comfortable with them too. The sensible thing would be to ignore Gus and Deets and think about things that had some bearing on his day’s work, like how to keep his old boot from rubbing a corn on his left big toe. An Army mule had tromped the toe ten years before, and since then it had stuck out slightly in the wrong direction, just enough to make his boot rub a corn. The only solution to the problem was to cut holes in his boot, which worked fine in dry weather but had its disadvantages when it was wet and cold. Gus had offered to rebreak the toe and set it properly, but Pea didn’t hate the corn that bad. It did seem to him that it was only common sense that a sore toe made more difference in his life than a woman he had barely spoken to; yet his mind didn’t see it that way. There were nights when he lay on the porch too sleepy to shave his corn, or even to worry about the problem, when the widow Cole would pop to the surface of his consciousness like a turtle on the surface of a pond. At such times he would pretend to be asleep, for Gus was so sly he could practically read minds, and would surely tease him if he figured out that he was thinking about Mary and her scratchy voice.


  Even more persistent than the thought of her reading the Psalms was another memory. One day he had been passing her house just as a little thunderstorm swept through the town, scaring the dogs and cats and rolling tumbleweeds down the middle of the street. Mary had hung a washing and was out in her backyard trying to get it in before the rain struck, but the thunderstorm proved too quick for her. Big drops of rain began to splatter in the dust, and the wind got higher, causing the sheets on Mary’s clothesline to flap so hard they popped like guns. Pea had been raised to be helpful, and since it was obvious that Mary was going to have a hard time with the sheets, he started over to offer his assistance.


  But the storm had a start on both of them, and before he even got there the rain began to pour down, turning the white dust brown. Most women would have seen at that point that the wash was a lost cause and run for the house, but Mary wasn’t running. Her skirt was already so wet it was plastered to her legs, but she was still struggling with one of the flapping sheets. In the struggle, two or three small garments that she had already gathered up blew out of her hand and off across the yard, which had begun to look like a shallow lake. Pea hurried to retrieve the garments and then helped Mary get the wet sheet off the line—she was evidently just doing it out of pure stubbornness, since the sun was shining brightly to the west of the storm and would obviously be available to dry the sheet again in a few minutes.


  It was Pea’s one close exposure to an aspect of womankind that Gus was always talking about—their penchant for flying directly in the face of reason. Mary was as wet on the top as on the bottom, and the flapping sheet had knocked one of the combs out of her hair, causing it to come loose. The wash was as wet as it had been before she hung it up in the first place, and yet she wasn’t quitting. She was taking clothes off the line that would just have to be hung back on in fifteen minutes, and Pea was helping her do it as if it all made some sense. While he was steadying the clothesline he happened to notice something that gave him almost as hard a jolt as the bolt of lightning that killed Joe Cole: the clothes he had rescued were undergarments—white bloomers of the sort that it was obvious Mary was wearing beneath the skirt that was so wet against her legs. Pea was so shocked that he almost dropped the underpants back in the mud. She was bound to think it bold that he would pick up her undergarments like that—yet she was determined to have the sheets off the line and all he could do was stand there numb with embarrassment. It was a blessing that rain soon began to pour off his hat brim in streams right in front of his face, making a little waterfall for him to hide behind until the ordeal ended. With the water running off his hat he only caught blurred glimpses of what was going on—he could not judge to what extent Mary had been shocked by his helpful but thoughtless act.


  To his surprise, nothing terrible happened. When she finally had the sheet under control, Mary took the bloomers from him as casually as if they were handkerchiefs or table napkins or something. To his vast surprise, she seemed to be rather amused at the sight of him standing there with a stream of water pouring off his hat and falling just in front of his nose.


  “Pea, it’s a good thing you know how to keep your mouth shut,” she said. “If you opened it right now you’d probably drown. Many thanks for your help.”


  She was the kind of forthright woman who called men by their first names, and she was known to salt her speech rather freely with criticism.


  “We’ve the Lord to thank for this bath,” she said. “I personally didn’t need it, but I’m bound to say it might work an improvement where you’re concerned. You ain’t as bad-looking as I thought, now that you’re nearly clean.”


  By the time she got to her back porch the rain was slackening and the sun was already striking little rainbows through the sparkle of drops that still fell. Pea had walked on home, the water dripping more slowly from his hat. He never mentioned the incident to anyone, knowing it would mean unmerciful teasing if it ever got out. But he remembered it. When he lay on the porch half drunk and it floated up in his mind, things got mixed into the memory that he hadn’t even known he was noticing, such as the smell of Mary’s wet flesh. He hadn’t meant to smell her, and hadn’t made any effort to, and yet the very night after it happened the first thing he remembered was that Mary had smelled different from any other wet thing he had ever smelled. He could not find a word for what was different about Mary’s smell—maybe it was just that, being a woman, she smelled cleaner than most of the wet creatures he came in contact with. It had been more than a year since the rainstorm, and yet Mary’s smell was still part of the memory of it. He also remembered how she seemed to bulge out of her corset at the top and the bottom both.


  It was not every night that he remembered Mary, though. Much of the time he found himself wondering about the generalities of marriage. The principal aspect he worried over most was that marriage required men and women to live together. He had tried many times to envision how it would be to be alone at night under the same roof with a woman—or to have one there at breakfast and supper. What kind of talk would a woman expect? And what kind of behavior? It stumped him: he couldn’t even make a guess. Once in a while it occurred to him that he could tell Mary he would like to marry her but didn’t consider himself worthy to live under the same roof with her. If he put it right she might take a liberal attitude and allow him to continue to live down the street with the boys, that being what he was used to. He would plan, of course, to make himself available for chores when she required him—otherwise life could go on in its accustomed way.


  He was even tempted to sound out Gus on the plan—Gus knew more about marriage than anyone else—but every time he planned to bring it up he either got sleepy first or decided at the last second he had better keep quiet. If the plan was ridiculous in the eyes of an expert, then Pea wouldn’t know what to think, and besides, Gus would never let up teasing.


  •••


  They were all scattered around the table, finishing one of Bol’s greasy breakfasts, when they heard the sound of horses in the yard. The next minute Augustus trotted up and dismounted, with the two Irishmen just a few yards behind him. Instead of being bareback the Irishmen were riding big silver-studded Mexican saddles and driving eight or ten skinny horses before them. When they reached the porch they just sat on their horses, looking unhappy.


  Dish Boggett had not really believed there were any Irishmen down in Mexico, and when he stepped out on the back porch and saw them he burst right out laughing.


  Newt felt a little sorry for the two of them, but he had to admit they were a comical sight. The Mexican saddles were all clearly meant for men with longer legs. Their feet did not come anywhere near the stirrups. Even so, the Irishmen seemed disinclined to dismount.


  Augustus jerked the saddle off his tired horse and turned him loose to graze.


  “Get down, boys,” he said to the Irishmen. “You’re safe now, as long as you don’t eat the cooking. This is what we call home.”


  Allen O’Brien had both hands around the big Mexican saddle horn. He had been holding it so tightly for the last two hours that he was not sure he could turn it loose. He looked down with apprehension.


  “I’d not realized how much taller a horse is than a mule,” he said. “It seems a long ways down.”


  Dish regarded the remark as the most comical he had ever heard. It had never occurred to him that there could be such a thing as a grown man who didn’t know how to dismount from a horse. The sight of the two Irishmen stuck with their short legs dangling down the sides of the horses struck him as so funny that he doubled over with laughter.


  “I guess we’ll have to build ’em a ladder, by God,” he said, when he could catch his breath.


  Augustus too was mildly amused by the Irishmen’s ignorance. “Why, boys, you just have to flop over and drop,” he said.


  Allen O’Brien accomplished the dismounting with no real trouble, but Sean was reluctant to drop once he flopped over. He hung from the saddle horn for several seconds, which puzzled the horse, so that it began to try and buck a little. It was too thin and too tired to do much, but Sean did get jerked around a little, a sight so funny that even Call laughed. Allen O’Brien, once safe on the ground, immediately joined in the laughter out of relief. Sean finally dropped and stood glaring at his brother.


  “Well, I don’t see Jake—that figures,” Augustus said, taking himself a big dipper of water and squishing a few mouthfuls around and spitting them out, to clear the dust from his throat. He then offered the dipper to Allen O’Brien, who imitated the squishing and spitting, thinking it must be a custom of the new country he found himself in.


  “You took your time, I see,” Call said. “I was about to start back with a burial party.”


  “Shucks,” Augustus said. “Bringing these boys in was such a light task that I went over to Sabinas and stopped off at the whorehouse.”


  “That explains the saddles,” Call said.


  “Yes, and the horses too,” Augustus said. “All the bandits was dead drunk by the time we got there. These Irish boys can’t maintain much of a pace riding bareback so we helped ourselves to a few saddles and the best of the nags.”


  “Them horses wouldn’t make good soap,” Dish said, looking at the horses Augustus had brought back.


  “If I wasn’t so hungry I’d argue the point,” Augustus said. “Bile them horses for a week or two and they’d produce a fine soap.”


  Young Sean O’Brien could not conceal his disappointment with America.


  “If this is America, where’s the snow?” he asked, to everyone’s surprise. His image of the new country had been strongly influenced by a scene of Boston Harbor in winter that he had seen in an old magazine. There had been lots of snow, and the hot backyard he found himself in was nothing like what he had expected. Instead of ships with tall masts there was just a low adobe house, with lots of old saddles and pieces of rotting harness piled under a little shed at one corner. Worse still, he could not see a spot of green anywhere. The bushes were gray and thorny, and there were no trees at all.


  “No, son, you’ve overshot the snow,” Augustus said. “What we have down here is sand.”


  Call felt his impatience rising. The night had been far more successful than he could have hoped. They could keep the best horses and sell the rest—the profits would easily enable them to hire a crew and outfit a wagon for the trip north. Then all they would have to do would be gather the cattle and brand them. If everyone would work like they should, it could all be accomplished in three weeks, and they could be on the trail by the first of April—none too soon, considering the distance they had to go. The problem would be getting everyone to work like they should. Jake was already off with his whore, and Augustus hadn’t had breakfast.


  “You men go eat,” Call said to the Irishmen; having rescued them, he could do no less than feed them.


  Allen O’Brien was looking dejectedly at the few buildings that made up Lonesome Dove. “Is this all there is to the town?” he asked.


  “Yes, and it’s worse than it looks,” Augustus said.


  To the embarrassment of everyone, Sean O’Brien began to cry. It had been an extremely tense night, and he hadn’t expected to survive it. All during the ride he had expected to fall off his horse and become paralyzed. He associated paralysis with falls because a cousin of his had fallen off a cottage he was thatching and had been paralyzed ever since. The horse Sean had been given seemed to him at least as tall as a cottage, and he felt he had good reason to worry. He had spent a long boat ride growing more and more homesick for the green land he had left. When they were put ashore at Vera Cruz he had not been too disappointed; it was only Mexico they were in, and no one had ever told him Mexico was green.


  But now they were in America, and all he could see was dust and low bushes with thorns, and almost no grass at all. He had expected coolness and dew and green grass on which to stretch out for a long nap. The bare hot yard was a cruel letdown, and besides, Sean was an easy weeper. Tears ran out of his eyes whenever he thought of anything sad.


  His brother Allen was so embarrassed by the sight of Sean’s tears that he walked straight into the house and sat down at the table. They had been asked to eat—if Sean preferred to stand in the yard crying, that was his problem.


  Dish concluded that the young Irishman was probably crazy. Only someone crazy would break out crying in front of several grown men.


  Augustus saved the day by going over and taking Sean by the arm. He spoke kindly to him and led him toward the house. “Let’s go eat, son,” he said. “It won’t look quite so ugly on a full stomach.”


  “But where’s the grass?” Sean asked, snuffling.


  Dish Boggett let out a whoop. “I guess he was meaning to graze,” he said.


  “Why, no, Dish,” Augustus said. “He was just reared in a place where the grass covers the ground—not in no desert, like you.”


  “I was reared on the Matagorda,” Dish said. “We got grass knee-high over there.”


  “Gus, we need to talk a minute,” Call said.


  But Augustus had already led the boy through the door, and Call had to follow him in.


  A surprised Bolivar watched the Irishmen put away sowbelly and beans. He was so startled by their appearance that he picked up a shotgun that he kept by the cookstove and put it across his lap. It was his goat-gun, a rusty .10 gauge, and he liked to have it handy if anything unusual happened.


  “I hope you don’t decide to shoot that thing off in here,” Augustus said. “It’d take a wall out if you did—not to mention us.”


  “I don’t shoot yet,” Bol said sullenly, keeping his options open.


  Call waited until Augustus filled his plate, since there would be no getting his attention until he had food before him. The young Irish boy had stopped crying and was putting away beans faster even than Augustus—starvation was probably all that was wrong with him.


  “I’m going to go see if I can hire some hands,” Call said. “You better move them horses this afternoon.”


  “Move ’em where?” Augustus asked.


  “Upriver, as far as you want,” Call said.


  “These Irishmen have fine voices,” Augustus remarked. “It’s a pity there ain’t two more of ’em—we’d have a barbershop quartet.”


  “It would be a pity if you lost them horses while I’m off hiring the hands, too,” Call pointed out.


  “Oh, you mean you want me to sleep out on the ground for several nights just to keep Pedro from stealing these horses back?” Gus asked. “I’m out of practice sleeping on the ground.”


  “What was you planning to sleep on on the way to Montana?” Call asked in turn. “We can’t take the house with us, and there ain’t many hotels between here and there.”


  “I hadn’t been planning on going to Montana,” Augustus said. “That’s your plan. I may come if I feel like it. Or you may change your mind. I know you never have changed your mind about anything yet, but there’s a first time for everything.”


  “You’d argue with a stump,” Call said. “Just watch them horses. We may never get that lucky again.”


  Call saw there was no point in losing any more time. If Augustus was not of a mind to be serious, nothing could move him.


  “Jake did come back, didn’t he?” Augustus asked.


  “His horse is here,” Call said. “I guess he probably come with it. Do you think he’ll work, once we start?”


  “No, and I won’t, either,” Augustus said. “You better hire these Irish boys while you got the chance.”


  “It’s work we’re looking for,” Allen said. “What we don’t know we’ll gladly learn.”


  Call refrained from comment. Men who didn’t know how to get on and off a horse would not be much use around a cow outfit.


  “Where you goin’ hiring?” Augustus asked.


  “I might go to the Raineys’,” Call said. “As many boys as they got they ought to be able to spare a few.”


  “I sparked Maude Rainey once upon a time,” Augustus said, tilting back his chair. “If we hadn’t had the Comanches to worry with, I expect I’d have married her. Her name was Grove before she married. She lays them boys like hens lay eggs, don’t she?”


  Call left, to keep from having to talk all day. Deets was catching a short nap on the back porch, but he sat up when Call came out. Dish Boggett and the boy were roping low bushes, Dish teaching the boy a thing or two about the craft of roping. That was good, since nobody around the Hat Creek outfit could rope well enough to teach him anything. Call himself could rope in an emergency, and so could Pea, but neither of them were ropers of the first class.


  “Practice up, boys,” he said. “As soon as we gather some cattle there’s gonna be a pile of roping to do.”


  Then he caught his second-best horse, a sorrel gelding they called Sunup, and headed northeast toward the brush country.


  13.


  LORENA HAD STOPPED expecting ever to be surprised, least of all by a man, and then Jake Spoon walked in the door and surprised her. The surprise started the minute before he even spoke to her. Partly it was that he seemed to know her the minute he saw her.


  She had been sitting at a table expecting Dish Boggett to come back with another two dollars he had borrowed somewhere. It was an expectation that brought her no pleasure. It was clear Dish expected something altogether different from what the two dollars would buy him. That was why, in general, she preferred older men to young ones. The older ones were more likely to be content with what they paid for; the young ones almost always got in love with her, and expected it to make a difference. It got so she never said a word to the young men, thinking that the less she said the less they would expect. Of course they went right on expecting, but at least it saved her having to talk. She could tell Dish Boggett was going to pester her as long as he could afford to, and when she heard boot heels and the jingle of spurs on the porch she assumed it was him, coming back for a second round.


  Instead, Jake had walked in. Lippy gave a whoop, and Xavier was excited enough that he came out from behind the bar and shook Jake’s hand. Jake was polite and glad to see them, and took the trouble to ask their health and make a few jokes, but even before he had drunk the free drink Xavier offered him he had begun to make a difference in the way she felt. He had big muddy brown eyes and a neat mustache that turned down at the corners, but of course she had seen big eyes and mustaches before. What made the difference was that Jake was so at home and relaxed even after he saw her sitting there. Most men got nervous when they saw her, aware that their wives wouldn’t like them being in the same room with her, or else made nervous by the thought of what they wanted from her, which they couldn’t get without some awkward formalities of a sort that few of them could handle smoothly.


  But Jake was the opposite of nervous. Before he even spoke to her he smiled at her several times in the most relaxed way—not in the bragging way Tinkersley had when he smiled. Tinkersley’s smile had said plainly enough that he felt she ought to be grateful for the chance to do whatever he wanted her to do. Of course she was grateful to him for taking her away from Mosby and the smoke pots, but once she had been away for a while she came to hate Tinkersley’s smile.


  Lorena felt puzzled for a moment. She didn’t ignore the men who walked through the door of the Dry Bean. It didn’t do to ignore men. The majority of them were harmless, with nothing worse than a low capacity to irritate—they were worse than chiggers but not as bad as bedbugs, in her view. Still, there was no doubt that there were some mean ones who plain had it in for women, and it was best to try and spot those and take precautions. But as far as trusting the general run of men, there was no need, since she had no intention of ever expecting anything from one of them again. She didn’t object to sitting in on a card game once in a while—she even enjoyed it, since making money at cards was considerably easier and more fun than doing it the other way—but a good game of cards once in a while was about as far as her expectations went.


  Immediately Jake Spoon began to change the way her thinking worked. Before he even brought his bottle to the table to sit with her, she began to want him to. If he had taken the bottle and gone to sit by himself, she would have felt disappointed, but of course he didn’t. He sat down, asked her if she’d like some refreshments and looked her right in the face for a while in a friendly, easygoing way.


  “My goodness,” he said, “I never expected to find nobody like you here. We didn’t see much beauty when I lived in these parts. Now if this was San Francisco, I wouldn’t be so surprised. I reckon that’s where you really belong.”


  It seemed a miracle to Lorie that a man had walked in who could figure that out so quick. In the last year she had begun to doubt her own ability to get to San Francisco and even to doubt that it was as cool and nice as she had been imagining it to be, and yet she didn’t want to give up the notion, because she had no other notion to put in its place. It might be silly to even think about it, but it was the best she had.


  Then Jake came along and right away mentioned exactly the right place. Before the afternoon was over she had laid aside her caution and her silence and told Jake more about herself than she had ever told anyone. Lippy and Xavier listened from a distance in astonished silence. Jake said very little, though he patted her hand from time to time and poured her a drink when her glass was empty. Once in a while he would say, “My goodness,” or “That damned dog, I ought to go find him and shoot him,” but mostly he just looked friendly and confident, sitting there with his hat tipped back.


  When she got through with her story, he explained that he had killed a dentist in Fort Smith, Arkansas, and was a wanted man, but that he had hopes of eluding the law, and if he did, he would certainly try to see that she got to San Francisco, where she belonged. The way he said it made a big impression on Lorie. A sad tone came into his voice from time to time, as if it pained him to have to remember that mortality could prevent him from doing her such a favor. He sounded like he expected to die, and probably soon. It wasn’t a whine, either—just a low note off his tongue and a look in his eye; it didn’t interrupt for a minute his ability to enjoy the immediate pleasures of life.


  It gave Lorie the shivers when Jake talked like that, and made her feel that she wanted to play a part in keeping him alive. She was used to men thinking they needed her desperately just because they wanted to get their carrots in her, or wanted her to be their girl for a few days or weeks. But Jake wasn’t asking for anything like that. He just let her see that he felt rather impermanent and might not be able to carry out all that he wished. Lorena wanted to help him. She was surprised, but the feeling was too strong to deny. She didn’t understand it, but she felt it. She knew she had a force inside her, but her practice had been to save it entirely for herself. Men were always hoping she would bestow some of it on them, but she never had. Then, with little hesitation, she began to offer it to Jake. He was a case. He didn’t ask for help, but he knew how to welcome it.


  She was the one who suggested they go upstairs, mainly because she was tired of Lippy and Xavier listening to everything they said. On the way up she noticed that Jake was favoring one foot. It turned out one of his ankles had been broken years before, when a horse fell on him—the ankle was apt to swell if he had to ride hard for long stretches, as he had just done. She helped him ease his boot off and got him some hot water and Epsom salts. After he had soaked his foot for a while he looked amused, as if he had just thought of something pleasant.


  “You know, if there was a tub around here, I’d just have a bath and trim my mustache,” he said.


  There was a washtub sitting on the back porch. Lorena carried it up when she needed a bath, and the six or eight buckets of water it took to fill it. Xavier used it more often than she did. He could tolerate dirt on his customers, but not on himself. Lippy gave no thought to baths so far as anyone knew.


  Lorena offered to go get the washtub, since Jake had one boot off, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He took the other boot off and limped down by himself and got the tub. Then he bribed Lippy to heat up some water. It took a while, since the water had to be heated on the cookstove.


  “Why, Jake, you could buy a bath from the Mexican barber for ten cents,” Lippy pointed out.


  “That may be true, but I prefer the company in this establishment,” Jake said.


  Lorena thought maybe he would want her to leave the room while he bathed, since so far he had treated her modestly, but he had nothing like that in mind. He latched her door, so Lippy couldn’t pop in and catch a glimpse of something it wasn’t his business to see.


  “Lippy will eye the girls,” Jake said—no news to Lorena.


  “I wisht it was a bigger tub,” he said. “We could have us a wash together.”


  Lorena had never heard of such a thing. It surprised her how coolly Jake stripped off for his wash. Like all men who weren’t pure gamblers, he was burned brown on his face and neck and hands, and was fish-white on the rest of his body. Most of her customers were brown down to their collar, and white below. The great majority of them were reluctant to show anything of their bodies, though it was bodies they had come to satisfy. Some wouldn’t even unbuckle their belts. Lorena often made them wait while she undressed—if she didn’t whatever she was wearing got mussed up. Also, she liked undressing in front of men because it scared them. A few would get so scared they had to back out of the whole business—though they always scrupulously paid her and apologized and made excuses. They came in thinking they wanted to persuade her out of her clothes, but when she matter-of-factly took them off, it often turned the tables.


  Gus was an exception, of course. He liked her naked and he liked her clothed. Seeing one body would remind him of other bodies, and he would sit on the bed and scratch himself and talk about various aspects of women that only he would have had anything to say about: the varieties of bosoms, for example.


  Jake Spoon wasn’t as talkative as Gus, but he was just as immodest. He sat happily in the tub until the water got cold. He even asked if she’d like to give him a haircut. She didn’t mind trying, but quickly saw that she was making a mess of it and stopped with only a small portion of his curly black hair removed.


  Once he toweled himself off he turned and led her to the bed. He stopped before he got there and looked as though he was going to offer her money. Lorena had wondered if he would, and when he stopped, she turned quickly so he could undo the long row of buttons down the back of her dress. She felt impatient—not for the act, but for Jake to go ahead and assume responsibility for her. She had never supposed that she would want such a thing from a man, but she was not bothered by the fact that she had changed her mind in the space of an hour, or that she was a little drunk when she changed it. She felt confident that Jake Spoon would get her out of Lonesome Dove, and she didn’t intend to allow money to pass between them—or anything else that might cause him to leave without her.


  Jake immediately stepped over and helped her undo the buttons. It was plain she wasn’t the first woman he had undressed, because he even knew how to unhook the dress at the neck, something most of her customers would never have thought of.


  “You’ve had this one awhile, I reckon,” he said, looking rather critically at the dress once he got it off her.


  That, too, surprised her, for no man had ever commented, favorably or unfavorably, upon her clothes—not even Tinkersley, who had given her the money to buy the very dress Jake was holding, just a cheap cotton dress which was fraying at the collar. Lorena felt a touch of shame that a man would notice the fraying. She had often meant to make a new dress or two—that being the only way to get one, in Lonesome Dove—but she was awkward with a needle and was still getting by on the dresses she had bought in San Antonio.


  In the months there she had had several offers to go to San Antonio with men who would probably have bought her dresses, but she had always declined. San Antonio was in the wrong direction, she hadn’t liked any of the men, and anyway didn’t really need new dresses, since she was attracting more business than she wanted just wearing the old ones.


  Jake’s comment had been mildly made, but it threw Lorena slightly off. She realized he was a finicky man—she could not get away with being lazy about herself, any longer. A man who noticed a frayed collar with a near-naked woman standing right in front of him was a new kind of man to Lorena—one who would soon notice other things, some perhaps more serious than a collar. She felt disheartened; some glow had seeped from the moment. Probably he had already been to San Francisco and seen finer women than her. Perhaps when it came time to leave he wouldn’t want to bother with someone so ill-dressed. Perhaps the surprise that had walked into her life would simply walk back out of it.


  But her sinking confidence was only momentary. Jake put the dress aside, watched her draw her shift off over her head, and sat beside her when she lay down. He was perfectly at ease.


  “Well, Lorie, you take the prize,” he said. “I had not a hope of being this lucky when I headed back here. Why, you’re as fine as flowers.”


  When he began to stroke her she noticed that his hands were like a woman’s, his fingers small and his fingernails clean. Tinkersley had had clean fingernails, but Jake wasn’t arrogant like Tinkersley, and he gave the impression of having nothing but time. Most men crawled on top of her at once, but Jake just sat on the bed, smiling at her. When he smiled, her confidence returned. With most men, there was a moment when they moved their eyes away. But Jake kept looking at her, right in the eye. He looked at her so long that she began to feel shy. She felt more naked than she had ever felt, and when he bent to kiss her, she flinched. She did not like kissing, but Jake merely grinned when she flinched, as if her shyness was funny. His breath was as clean as his hands. Many a sour breath had ruffled her hair and affronted her nostrils, but Jake’s was neither rank nor sour. It had a clean cedary flavor to it.


  When it was over, Jake took a nap, and instead of getting up and dressing, Lorie lay with him, thinking. She thought of San Francisco, and just thinking about it made her think that she could do anything. She didn’t even feel like moving to wipe the sheets. Let them be. She would be going soon, and Xavier could burn them for all she cared.


  When Jake woke he looked at her and grinned, and his hand, warm now, went right back to work.


  “If I ain’t careful I’m apt to sprout up again,” he said.


  Lorena wanted to ask him why his breath smelled like cedar but she didn’t know if she ought, since he had just come to town. But then she asked him, a little shocked at hearing her own voice make the question.


  “Why, I passed a cedar grove and cut myself some toothpicks,” Jake said. “There’s nothing that sweetens the breath like a cedar toothpick, unless it’s mint, and mint don’t grow in these parts.”


  Then he kissed her again, as if to make her a present of his sweet breath. Between kisses he talked to her about San Francisco, and what might be the best route to take. Even after he slid between her legs again and made the old bedspring whine and the sorry mattress crackle, he kept talking a little.


  When he finally got up and stretched and suggested they go downstairs, Lorena felt more cheerful than she had for years. Xavier and Lippy, who were used to her long sulks, hardly knew what to think. Neither did Dish Boggett, who happened to walk in. Dish sat down and drank a bottle of whiskey before anybody noticed. Then he got to singing, and everybody laughed at him. Lorena laughed as loud as Lippy, whose lip waved like a flag when he was amused.


  Only later, when Jake left to ride south with Captain Call, did Lorena feel impatient. She wanted Jake to come back. The time with him had been so relaxed it almost seemed like a wakeful dream of some kind. She wanted to have the dream again.


  That night, when a skinny cowboy named Jasper Fant came in from the river and approached her, Lorie just stared at him silently until he got embarrassed and backed off, never having actually said a word. Staring was all she had to do. Jasper consulted with Lippy and Xavier, and by the end of the week, all the cowboys along the river knew that the only sporting woman in Lonesome Dove had abruptly given up the sport.


  14.


  WHEN JAKE FINALLY came ambling up to the house, having spent the better part of the day asleep in Lorena’s bed, Augustus was already nuzzling his jug from time to time. He was sitting on the front porch, waving off flies and watching the two Irishmen, who were sleeping as if dead under the nearest wagon. They had gone to sleep in the wagon’s meager shade; the shade had moved, but not the Irishmen. The boy had no hat. He slept with his arm across his face. Jake didn’t even glance at them as he walked past, a fact Augustus noted. Jake had never been renowned for his interest in people unless the people were whores.


  “Where’s Call?” Jake asked when he got to the porch.


  “You didn’t expect to find Woodrow Call sitting in the shade, did you?” Augustus asked. “That man was born to work.”


  “Yes, and you was born to talk too much,” Jake said. “I need to borrow ten dollars.”


  “Oh?” Augustus said. “Has Lorie upped her rates?”


  Jake ignored the question, which was only meant to rile him, and reached for the jug.


  “No, the girl’s as generous as a preacher’s widow,” Jake said. “She wouldn’t take money from a gentleman like me. I hope she charged you plenty, though, for I know you’ve been there before me.”


  “I’ve always tried to keep a step ahead of you, Jake,” Augustus said. “But to answer your question, Call’s gone to round up a dern bunch of cowboys so we can head out for Montana with a dern bunch of cows and suffer for the rest of our lives.”


  “Well, dern,” Jake said. “I admit I was a fool to mention it.”


  He settled himself on the lower step and set the jug halfway between them so they could both reach it. He was mildly chagrined that Call had left before he could borrow the money—extracting money from Augustus had always been a long and wearisome business. Call was easier when it came to money—he didn’t like to lend it, but he would rather lend it than talk about it, whereas Augustus would rather talk than do anything.


  Also, it was bothersome that Call had seized on the idea of Montana so abruptly, though it had always been his view that if you could just hit Call with the right idea, he would apply his energies and make a fortune, which he might then share with the man who brought along the idea.


  Now that he was back, though, he wouldn’t mind spending a few warm idle months in Lonesome Dove. Lorie was more of a beauty than he had expected to find. Her room over the saloon wasn’t much, but it was better accommodation than they could expect on the way to Montana.


  As usual, though, life moved faster than he had intended it to. Call would come back with a lot of cowboys and he would practically have to marry Lorie in order to get out of going up the trail. Then, if he did set his foot down and stay in Lonesome Dove, who knew but what some lawman from Fort Smith would show up and drag him off to hang? Just as he had been in the mood to slow down, his own loose mouth had gotten him in trouble.


  “Maybe he won’t find no cattle to drive, or no hands, neither,” he suggested, knowing it was wishful thinking.


  “He’ll find the cattle, and if he can’t find the hands he’ll drive ’em himself,” Augustus said. “And make us help him.”


  Jake tipped his hat back and said nothing. The blue shoat wandered around the corner of the house and stood there looking at him, which for some reason Jake found peculiarly irritating. Gus and his pig were aggravating company.


  “I ought to shoot that pig right betwixt the eyes,” he said, feeling more irritable the longer he sat. There was not much good in anything that he could see. Either it was back to Montana and probably get scalped, or stay in Texas and probably get hung. And if he wasn’t careful the girl would get restless and actually expect him to take her to San Francisco. The main problem with women was that they were always wanting something like San Francisco, and once they began to expect it they would get testy if it didn’t happen. They didn’t understand that he talked of pleasant things and faraway places just to create a happy prospect that they could look forward to for a while. It wasn’t meant to really happen, and yet women never seemed to grasp that; he had been in ticklish spots several times as their disappointment turned to anger. It was something, how mad women could get.


  “Was you ever threatened by a woman, Gus?” he asked, thinking about it.


  “No, not what you’d call threatened,” Augustus said. “I was hit with a stove lid once or twice.”


  “Why?” Jake asked.


  “Why, no reason,” Augustus said. “If you live with Mexicans you can expect to eat beans, sooner or later.”


  “Who said anything about Mexicans?” Jake said, a little exasperated. Gus was the derndest talker.


  Augustus chuckled. “You was always slow to see the pint, Jake,” he said. “If you fool with women you’ll get hit by a stove lid, sooner or later, whereas if you live with Mexicans you have to expect beans in your diet.”


  “I’d like to see a woman that can hit me with a stove lid,” Jake said. “I will take an insult once in a while, but I’d be damned if I’d take that.”


  “Lorie’s apt to hit you with worse if you try to wiggle out of taking her to San Francisco,” Augustus said, delighted that an opportunity had arisen to catch Jake out so early in his visit.


  Jake let that one float. Of course Gus would know all about the girl. Not that it took brains to know about women: they spread their secrets around like honey in a flytrap. Of course Lorie would want to go to San Francisco, by common agreement the prettiest town in the west.


  Augustus stood up and lifted his big pistol off the back of his chair. “I guess we ought to wake up them Irishmen before they bake,” he said. He walked over and kicked at their feet for a while until they began to stir. Finally Allen O’Brien sat up, looking groggy.


  “Lord, it’s warm, ain’t it?” he said.


  “Why, this is spring, son,” Augustus remarked. “If you’re looking for warm come back on the Fourth of July. We usually thaw out by then.”


  When he was sure both Irishmen were awake he went back to the house and came out with his rifle. “Well, let’s go,” he said to Jake.


  “Go where?” Jake asked. “I just got set down.”


  “To hide them horses,” Augustus said. “Pedro Flores is no quitter. He’ll be coming.”


  Jake felt sour. He wished again that circumstances hadn’t prompted him to come back. He had already spent one full night on horseback, and now the boys were expecting him to spend another, all on account of a bunch of livestock he had no interest in in the first place.


  “I don’t know as I’m coming,” he said. “I just got here. If I’d known you boys did nothing but chouse horses around all night, I don’t know that I would have come.”


  “Why, Jake, you lazy bean,” Augustus said, and walked off. Jake had a stubborn streak in him, and once it was activated even Call could seldom do much with him. The Irish boy was standing up, trying to get the sleep out of his eyes.


  “Come on, boys,” Augustus said. “Time to ride the river.”


  “You want us to ride some more?” Sean asked. He had rolled over during his nap and had grass burrs in his shirt.


  “You’ll soon catch on to riding,” Augustus said. “It’s easier than you might think.”


  “Do you have any mules?” Sean asked. “I’m better at riding mules.”


  “Son, we’re fresh out,” Augustus said. “Can either of you boys shoot?”


  “No, but we can dig potatoes,” Allen said—he didn’t want the man to think they were totally incompetent.


  “You boys took the wrong ship,” Augustus said. “I doubt there’s ten spuds in this whole county.”


  He caught them the gentlest horses out of the small bunch that were still penned, and taught them how to adjust their stirrups so their feet wouldn’t dangle—he hadn’t had time for that refinement in Sabinas. Just then Jake came walking along, a Winchester in the crook of his arm. No doubt he had concluded it would be easier to stay up all night than to explain to Call why he hadn’t.


  Soon the Irishmen were mounted and were cautiously walking their mounts around the pen.


  “It’s new to them but they’re a quick-witted race,” Augustus said. “Give ’em a week and they’ll be ridin’ like Comanches.”


  “I don’t know that I’ll pause a week,” Jake said. “You boys have got hard to tolerate. I might take that yellow-haired gal and mosey off to California.”


  “Jake, you’re a dern grasshopper,” Augustus said. “You ride in yesterday talking Montana, and today you’re talking California.”


  Once the Irishmen had got fairly competent at mounting and dismounting, Augustus gave them each a Winchester and made them shoot at a cactus a time or two.


  “You’ve got to learn sometime,” he said. “If you can learn to ride and shoot before Captain Call gets back, he might hire you.”


  The O’Brien boys were so awed to find themselves with deadly weapons in their hands that they immediately forgot to be nervous about their horses. Sean had never held a gun before, and the flat crack of the bullet when he shot at the cactus was frightening. It occurred to him that if they were expected to shoot, they could also expect to be shot at—an unappealing thought.


  “Do we ask their names before we shoot them?” he inquired.


  “It ain’t necessary,” Augustus assured him. “Most of them are named Jesus anyway.”


  “Well, I ain’t named Jesus,” Jake said. “You boys try not to do your learning in my direction. I’ve been known to get riled when I’m shot at.”


  When the two Irishmen came trotting up to the horse herd behind Augustus and Jake, Dish Boggett could hardly believe his eyes. He had always heard that the Hat Creek outfit was peculiar, but arming men who didn’t even know how to dismount from their horses was not so much peculiar as insane.


  Augustus took the lead on a big white horse named Puddin’ Foot, and Jake Spoon followed him. Jake looked sour as clabber, which suited Dish fine. Maybe Lorena hadn’t fallen quite in love with him, after all.


  Dish rode over and poked Newt, who was asleep on his horse. Dish himself had napped from time to time, the day being hot and the horse herd placid.


  “You ought to see what’s coming,” he said. “Gus has put them dern midgets a-horseback.”


  Newt had a hard time getting his eyes open. As soon as the chase was over, sleep had begun trying to pull him down. If Pedro Flores had ridden up and offered to shoot him he didn’t think he would much care, since it would at least mean more sleep. He knew cowboys were supposed to be able to stay in the saddle two or three days at a stretch without sleep, but he was guiltily aware that he had not yet learned the trick. When Dish poked him, his hat fell off, and when he got down to get it his legs felt as heavy as if somebody had put lead in his boots. He would have liked to say something to Sean O’Brien, who looked as tired as he was, but he couldn’t think of a word to say.


  Augustus, who had had no chance to examine Call’s big catch, rode into the herd and eased through to the other side, where Deets and Pea were waiting. He took his time about it, giving the animals a critical inspection as he went past. Not more than forty of them struck him as prime mounts. A lot were undersized, some had saddle sores, and the whole bunch of them were skinny from overwork or underfeeding, or probably no feeding. Except for a prize stud or two, Pedro Flores had probably never wasted an oat on a horse in his life.


  “These nags is barely worth a night’s sleep,” he said to Deets and Pea. “If we was aiming to start a soap factory they might do, but so far as I know, we ain’t. I’ve a notion to keep the best fifty and run the rest off.”


  “My lord,” Pea said, aghast at what Gus had suggested. “The Captain would shoot all of us if we run off any of these horses.”


  “I don’t doubt he’d foam at the mouth,” Augustus said. “What do you think, Deets?”


  “They skinny,” Deets said. “Might get fat, if we give ’em enough time.”


  “You might grow wings, if I give you enough time,” Augustus said. They looked across the river. The sun was slipping fast—in an hour or two they could expect a loud visit.


  “Here’s the plan,” he said. “Pedro won’t bother coming to town, knowing our habits like he does. We’ll pen the prime stock and hide the skinny little rabbits up in some thicket. Then if we don’t like the looks of his army, we can skedaddle and let him drive his own soap factory back home.”


  Pea Eye felt deeply uneasy about the plan. When the Captain was around, things were done in a more straightforward fashion. Gus was always coming up with something sly. However, Pea’s opinion hadn’t been asked—he watched as Gus and Deets began to cut the herd. Soon Dish Boggett figured out what was happening and rode over to help them. Dish was always a willing hand except when it came to digging wells.


  Jake sat with the boy and the Irishmen and watched the proceedings without much interest. He had himself a smoke but didn’t offer anybody else one.


  Newt watched too, trying to decide if he ought to go help. Mr. Gus and Deets and Dish were doing the work so efficiently he decided he’d just be in the way, so he stayed put, hoping Jake would say something to him. There had been no chance to renew their friendship since Jake had come home.


  As sunset approached, Newt felt more and more anxious. The Captain being gone always affected him that way. He knew Mr. Gus was supposed to be one of the coolest hands on the border, and he was confident Jake could handle practically anything that came up, but despite those two he couldn’t stop himself from feeling anxious when the Captain was gone.


  Young Sean O’Brien felt anxious too, only his anxiety was of a different nature. The prospect of shooting and being shot at had loomed larger and larger in his thinking until he could think of little else. Since Newt looked friendly, he decided to seek his counsel in the matter.


  “What part of a man is it best to shoot at?” he asked, addressing himself to Newt.


  Jake Spoon chuckled. “His horse,” he said. “Just aim for his horse. There ain’t many of them chili-bellies that will bother you once they’re afoot.”


  With that he touched spurs to his horse and trotted around to the other side of the herd.


  “Is that right?” Sean asked. “You’re supposed to shoot the horse?”


  “If Jake says so, it’s right,” Newt said loyally, though the advice had surprised him too.


  “Have you shot many?” Sean asked.


  Newt shook his head. “Nope,” he said. “Last night was the first time I even got to go. I never even shot at a man, or a horse either.”


  “You shoot the horse,” Sean said, when his brother Allen rode up. Allen said nothing. He was thinking of his little wife, Sary, whom he had left in Ireland. She had wept for weeks before he left, thinking it wrong that he should leave her. He had got his dander up and left anyway, and yet now he missed her so that tears as wet as hers sprang from his eyes almost every time he thought of her. Though normally a cheerful and even a merry man, the absence of Sary had affected him more than he had supposed anything could. In his mind’s eye he saw her small redheaded figure moving through the chores of the day, now cooking spuds, now wringing milk from the tired teat of their old milk cow. He ignored all talk when he was thinking of Sary, refusing to let it distract him. How would she feel if she could know what he had got himself into, sitting on a horse with a heavy gun beneath his leg?


  On the other side of the herd Augustus had finished separating out the prime stock and was about to divide up the crew. Deets and Dish were holding the cut at a little distance from the main herd.


  “Well, girls,” Augustus said, “you might as well take these nags in and put ’em to bed. Me and this fine bunch of hands will ease the others upriver.”


  Dish Boggett could hardly believe his good fortune. He had been braced for a scratch night of brush-busting, but it seemed old Gus had a mind to spare him.


  “All right,” he said. “Tell me what you want for supper, Gus, and I’ll go eat it for you once we get these penned.”


  Augustus ignored the sally. “Deets, you watch close,” he said. “This young spark will probably have to go and get drunk, or maybe married before the night is over.”


  Dish waved and started the horses; just as he did, Jake came loping over.


  “Where are they going?” he asked.


  “Back to town,” Augustus said. “Be the safest place for the good stock, I figure.”


  “Why, damn,” Jake said, plainly chagrined. “You could have sent me back. I’m the one that’s worn to a frazzle.”


  “Somebody’s got to help me protect these boys,” Augustus said. “As I recall, you made a name for yourself by shooting Mexican bandits—I thought you’d welcome the chance to polish your reputation a little.”


  “I’d rather shoot you,” Jake said, pretty grumpily. “You’ve caused me more hell than all the bandits in Mexico.”


  “Now Jake, be fair,” Augustus said. “You was just hoping to go back and get your bean in that girl again. I feel young Dish should have his shot before you ruin her completely.”


  Jake snorted. The young cowboy was the least of his worries.


  “If you like these Irishmen so much, you watch them,” he said. “Send me little Newt, and we’ll take one side. Are we supposed to be going anywhere in particular?”


  “No,” Augustus said. “Just try to keep them out of Mexico.” He waved at Newt, who soon came loping over.


  “Son, Jake Spoon has requested your help,” he said. “If you and him watch the east, me and Pea and them shortcakes will take the west.”


  The boy’s face lit up as if he had just been given a new saddle. He had practically worshiped Jake Spoon once, and would clearly be willing to again, given the encouragement. Augustus felt a momentary pang—he liked Jake, but felt him to be too leaky a vessel to hold so much hope. But then, all vessels leaked to some degree.


  “Will we just keep riding or will we stop and wait for the Mexicans?” Newt asked, anxious to know the right thing to do.


  “Keep riding,” Augustus said. “Let ’em catch us, if they’re men enough. And if they do, try not to shoot up all your ammunition. We might need some tomorrow.”


  With that he turned and, in a few minutes, with the inexpert help of the Irishmen, got the hundred horses moving north in the fading light.


  15.


  THE MINUTE they got the herd penned, Dish felt himself getting restless. He had a smoke, leaning on the gate of the big corral. He knew he had a clear duty to stay with the horses. Though the darky was obviously a superior hand, he could hardly be expected to hold the place against a swarm of bandits.


  The problem was that Dish could not believe in the swarm of bandits. Under the red afterglow the town was still as a church. Now and then there was the bleat of a goat or the call of a bullbat, but that was all. It was so peaceful that Dish soon convinced himself there was no need for two men to waste the whole evening in a dusty corral. The bandits were theoretical, but Lorena was real, and only two hundred yards away.


  Leaning on the gate, Dish had no trouble imagining favorable possibilities. Jake Spoon was only human—and he was oversure of himself, at that. He might have rushed his suit. Dish could understand it; he would have rushed one himself, had he known how. Perhaps Lorie had not welcomed such boldness—perhaps she had recognized that Jake was not a man to depend on.


  By the time he had mulled the prospect for thirty minutes, Dish was in a fever. He had to have another shot or else carry some sharp regrets with him up the trail. Some might think it irresponsible—Captain Call, for one, certainly would—but he could not stand all night in chunking distance of Lorena and not go see her.


  “Well, it all looks safe,” he said to Deets, who had seated himself against a big water trough, his rifle across his lap.


  “Quiet so far,” Deets agreed.


  “I reckon it’ll be some while before anything happens, if anything does,” he said. “I believe I’ll just stroll over to that saloon and bathe my throat.”


  “Yes, sir, you go along,” Deets said. “I can look after the stock.”


  “You just shoot, if you need help,” Dish said. “I’ll get back here in a minute if there’s trouble.”


  He took his horse, so he wouldn’t be caught afoot in the event of trouble, and went trotting off.


  Deets was just as glad to see him leave, for the young man’s restlessness made him an uncomfortable companion. It was not a restlessness other men could talk to—only a woman could cure it.


  Deets had had such restlessness once, and had had no woman to cure it, but years and hard work had worn the edge off it, and he could relax and enjoy the quiet of the night, if he was let alone. He liked sitting with his back against the water trough, listening to the horses settling themselves. From time to time one would come to the trough and drink, sucking the water into its mouth in long draughts. Across the pen two horses were stamping and snorting nervously, but Deets didn’t get up to go look. Probably it was just a snake that had snaked too close to the pen. A snake wasn’t going to fool with horses if it could help it.


  The possibility of attack didn’t worry him. Even if a few vaqueros did make a pass at the town, they would be nervous, sure of being outgunned. He could sleep—he had the knack of going in and out of sleep easily and quickly—but despite the long night and day he wasn’t sleepy. Relaxing, at times, was as good as sleeping. A sleeping man would miss the best of the evening, and the moonrise as well. Deets had always been partial to the moon, watched it often, thought about it much. To him it was a more interesting and a more affecting thing than the sun, which shone on every day in much the same fashion.


  But the moon changed. It moved around the sky; it waxed and waned. On the nights when it rose full and yellow over the plains around Lonesome Dove, it seemed so close that a man could almost ride over with a ladder and step right onto it. Deets had even imagined doing it, a few times—propping a ladder against the old full moon, and stepping on. If he did it, one thing was sure: Mr. Gus would have something to talk about for a long time. Deets had to grin at the mere thought of how excited Mr. Gus would get if he took off and rode the moon. For he thought of it like a ride, something he might just do for a night or two when things were slow. Then, when the moon came back close to Lonesome Dove, he would step off and walk back home. It would surprise them all.


  Other times, though, the moon rode so high that Deets had to come to his senses and admit that no man could really ride on it. When he imagined himself up there, on the thin little hook that hung above him white as a tooth, he almost got dizzy from his own imagining and had to try harder to pay attention to what was happening on the ground.


  Still, when there was nothing to see around him but a few horses sucking water, he could always rest himself by watching the moon and the sky. He loved clear nights and hated clouds—when it was cloudy he felt deprived of half the world. His fear of Indians, which was deep, was tied to his sense that the moon had powers that neither white men nor black men understood. He had heard Mr. Gus talk about the moon moving the waters, and though he had glimpsed the ocean many times, by the Matagorda, he had not been able to get a sense of how the moon moved it.


  But he was convinced that Indians understood the moon. He had never talked with an Indian about it, but he knew they had more names for it than white people had, and that suggested a deeper understanding. The Indians were less busy and would naturally have more time to study such things. It had always seemed to Deets that it was lucky for the whites that the Indians had never gained full control over the moon. He had dreamed once, after the terrible battle of Fort Phantom Hill, that the Indians had managed to move the moon over by one of those little low hills that were all over west Texas. They had got it to pause by the edge of a mountain so they could leap their horses onto it. It still occurred to him at times that such a thing might have happened, and that there were Comanches or possibly Kiowa riding around on the moon. Often, when the moon was full and yellow, and close to the earth, he got the strong feeling that Indians were on it. It was a fearful feeling, one he had never discussed with any man. The Indians hated the whites and if they got control of the moon—which was said to control the waters—then terrible things might happen. The Indians could have the moon suck all the water out of the wells and rivers, or else turn it all to salt, like the ocean. That would be the end, and a hard end at that.


  But when the moon was just a little white hook, Deets tended to lose his worries. After all, water was still sweet, except for an alkaline river or two, like the Pecos. Perhaps if the Indians got on the moon, they had all fallen off.


  Sometimes Deets wished that he could have had some schooling, so as to maybe learn the answers to some of the things that puzzled and intrigued him. Night and day itself was something to ponder: there had to be a reason for the sun to fall, lie hidden and then rise again from the opposite side of the plain, and other reasons for the rain, the thunder and the slicing north wind. He knew the big motions of nature weren’t accidents; it was just that his life had not given him enough information to grasp the way of things.


  And yet Indians, who could not even talk a normal language, seemed to understand more about it even than Mr. Gus, who could talk a passel about the motions of nature or anything else you wanted to hear talked about. Mr. Gus had even tried to tell him the world was round, though Deets regarded that as just joking talk. But it was Mr. Gus who put his name on the sign so that everyone who could read would realize he was part of the outfit—it made up for a lot of joking.


  Deets rested happily by the water trough, now and then glancing at the moon. The ground shadows hid him completely, and any vaquero foolish enough to try and slip in would get a sharp surprise.


  •••


  Dish himself got something of a surprise when he walked into the Dry Bean, for Lorena was not alone, as he had been imagining her to be. She sat at a table with Xavier and Jasper Fant, the skinny little waddie from upriver. Dish had met Jasper once or twice and rather liked him, though at this time he would have liked him a lot better if he had stayed upriver, where he belonged. Jasper had a sickly look to him, but in fact was as healthy as the next man and had an appetite to rival Gus McCrae’s.


  “There’s Dish,” Lorena said, when he came in the door. “Now we can have a game.”


  Lippy, as usual, was kibbitzing, putting in his two cents’ worth whether they were wanted or not.


  “Not unless he’s been to the bank, we can’t,” he said. “Xavier cleaned Dish out last night, and he ain’t active enough to make his fortune back in one day.”


  “Don’t mean he can’t take a hand,” Jasper said, giving Dish a friendly nod. “Xavier’s cleaned me out too and I’m still playing.”


  “We all got weaknesses,” Lippy observed. “Wanz’s is playing poker for credit. That’s why he can’t afford to pay his pianer player an honest wage.”


  Xavier endured these witticisms silently. He was in a worse mood than usual, and he knew why. Jake Spoon had come to town and promptly deprived him of a whore, an asset vital to an establishment such as his in an out-of-the-way place like Lonesome Dove. Many a traveler, who might not ordinarily come that far, would, because of Lorie. There was no woman like her on the border. She was not friendly, but because of her, men came and stayed to drink away the night. He would not be likely to get another such whore: there were Mexican women as pretty, but few cowboys would ride the extra miles for a Mexican woman, those being plentiful in most parts of south Texas.


  Besides, he himself bought Lorie once a week, if not more. Once in a period of restless enthusiasm he had bought her six times in five days—after which, being ashamed of his extravagance, if not his lust, he abstained for two weeks. It was a happy convenience having Lorie in the place, and a fine change from his wife, Therese, who had been stingy with her favors and a bully to boot. Once Therese had denied him anything resembling a favor for a period of four months, which, for a man of Xavier’s temperament, was a painful thing. He had been required to hunt Mexican women himself during that period, and had come close to feeling the wrath of a couple of Mexican husbands.


  By contrast, Lorie was restful, and he had come to love her. She did not exhibit the slightest fondness for him, but neither did she raise the slightest objection when he felt like buying her, a fact Lippy was deeply resentful of. She refused to be bought by Lippy at any price.


  Now Jake Spoon had spoiled it all, and the only way Xavier could vent his annoyance was by winning money from Jasper Fant, most of which he would never collect.


  “Where’s Jake?” Lorie asked—a shock to Dish. His hopes, which had been soaring as he walked through the dark to the saloon, flopped down to boot level. For her to inquire about the man so shamelessly bespoke a depth of attachment that Dish could barely imagine. It was not likely she would ever inquire at all about him, even if he stepped out the door and vanished for a year.


  “Why, Jake’s with Gus and the boys,” he said, sitting down to make the best face of it he could.


  It was not much of a face, for Lorie had never seemed prettier to him. She had pushed up the sleeves of her dress, and when it came her turn to handle the cards her white arms all but mesmerized him. He could hardly think to bet for watching Lorie’s arms and her firm lips. Her arms were plumpish, but more graceful than any Dish had ever seen. He could not think what he was doing, he wanted her so much; it caused him to play so badly that in an hour he had lost three months’ wages.


  Jasper Fant fared no better, whether from love of Lorie or lack of skill, Dish didn’t know. Didn’t know, and didn’t care. All he was conscious of was that somehow he would have to outlast Jake, for there could be no woman for him except the one across the table. The very friendliness with which she treated him stung like a scorpion bite, for there was nothing special in it. She was almost as friendly to Lippy, a pure fool, and with a hole in his stomach to boot.


  The card game soon became a torture for everyone but Lorie, who won hand after hand. It pleased her to think how surprised Jake would be when he came back and saw her winnings. He would know she wasn’t helpless, at least. Xavier himself didn’t lose much—he never lost much—but he wasn’t playing with his usual alertness. Lorie knew that might be because of her, but she didn’t care. She had always liked playing cards, and liked it even better now that it was all she had to do until Jake came back. She even liked Dish and Jasper, a little. It was a relief not to have to hold herself out of the fun because of what they wanted. She knew they felt hopeless, but then she had felt hopeless enough times, waiting for them to work up their nerve, or else borrow two dollars. Let them get a taste.


  “Dish, we might as well stop,” Jasper said. “We’ll barely get out of debt this year as it is.”


  “I’ll take a hand,” Lippy said. “I might be rusty but I’m willing.”


  “Let him play,” Xavier said suddenly. It was a house rule that Lippy was not allowed to gamble. His style was extravagant and his resources meager. Several times his life had been endangered when strangers discovered he had no means of paying them the sums he had just lost.


  But Xavier had lost faith in house rules since it had also been a house rule that Lorena was a whore, and now she wasn’t anymore. If a whore could retire so abruptly, Lippy might as well play cards.


  “What’s he gonna pay me with when I win?” Lorena asked.


  “Sweet music,” Lippy said cheerfully. “I’ll play your favorite song.”


  It was not much enticement, Lorena thought, since he played her favorite songs every time she came in the room as it was, hoping his skill at the keyboard would finally move her to let him buy a poke.


  She wasn’t about to start that, but she did play him a few hands—the cowboys were too sunk even to drink. The boys said goodnight to her politely, hoping she would think kindly of them, but she didn’t. Boys didn’t interest her as much as cards.


  Outside, Jasper paused in the street and had a smoke with Dish.


  “Hired on yet?” Jasper asked. He had a mustache no thicker than a shoestring, and a horse that was not much thicker than the mustache.


  “I think so,” Dish said. “I’m working for these Hat Creek boys right now. They’re thinking of getting up a drive.”


  “You mean they hire you to play cards?” Jasper asked. He fancied himself a joker.


  “Oh, I was just resting,” Dish said. “I’m helping their darky guard some stock.”


  “Guard it from what?”


  “From the Mexicans we stole it from,” Dish said. “The Captain went off to hire a crew.”


  “Hell,” Jasper said. “If the Mexicans knew the Captain was gone they’d come and take back Texas.”


  “I reckon not,” Dish said. He felt the remark was slightly insulting. The Captain was not the only man in Texas who could fight.


  “He can hire me, if he wants to, when he gets back,” Jasper said.


  “He probably will,” Dish said. Jasper had a reputation for being reliable, if not brilliant.


  Though aware that Dish might be touchy on the subject, Jasper was curious about what had happened to change Lorie so. He looked wishfully at the light in her window.


  “Is that girl got married, or what?” he asked. “Every time I jingled my money she looked at me like she was ready to carve my liver.”


  Dish resented the question. He was not so coarse as to enjoy discussing Lorie with just any man who happened to ask. On the other hand, it was hard to see Jasper Fant as a rival. He looked half starved, and probably was.


  “It’s a scoundrel named Jake Spoon,” Dish said. “I reckon he’s beguiled her.”


  “Oh, so that’s it,” Jasper said. “I believe I’ve heard the name. A pistolero of some kind, ain’t he?”


  “I wouldn’t know what he is,” Dish said, in a tone that was meant to let Jasper know he had no great interest in discussing the matter further. Jasper took the hint and the two of them rode over to the Hat Creek pens in silence, their minds on the white-armed woman in the saloon. She was no longer unfriendly, but it seemed to both of them that things had gone a little better before the change.


  16.


  BY THE END of the first day’s hiring, Call had collected four boys, none of them yet eighteen. Young Bill Spettle, the one they called Swift Bill, was no older than Newt, and his brother Pete only a year older than Bill. So desperate were their family circumstances that Call was almost hesitant to take them. The widow Spettle had a brood of eight children, Bill and Pete being the oldest. Ned Spettle, the father of them all, had died of drink two years before. It looked to Call as if the family was about to starve out. They had a little creek-bottom farm not far north of Pickles Gap, but the soil was poor and the family had little to eat but sowbelly and beans.


  The widow Spettle, however, was eager for him to take the boys, and would hear no protest from Call. She was a thin woman with bitter eyes. Call had heard from someone that she had been raised rich, in the East, with servants to comb her hair and help her into her shoes when she got up. It might just have been a story—it was hard for him to imagine a grown-up who would need to be helped into their own shoes—but if even part of it was true she had come a long way down. Ned Spettle had never got around to putting a floor in the shack of a house he built. His wife was rearing eight children on the bare dirt. He had heard it said that Ned had never got over the war, which might have explained it. Plenty hadn’t. It accounted for the shortage of grown men of a certain age, that war. Call himself felt a kind of guilt at having missed it, though the work he and Gus had done on the border had been just as dangerous, and just as necessary.


  “Take ’em,” the widow Spettle said, looking at her boys as if she wondered why she’d borne them. “I reckon they’ll work as hard as any.”


  Call knew the boys had helped take a small herd to Arkansas. He paid the widow a month’s wage for each boy, knowing she would need it. There was evidently not a shoe in the family—even the mother was barefoot, a fact that must shame her, if the servant story were true.


  He didn’t take the Spettle boys with him, for he had brought no spare horses. But the boys started at once for Lonesome Dove on foot, each of them carrying a blanket. They had one pistol between them, a Navy Colt with half its hammer knocked off. Though Call assured them he would equip them well once they got to Lonesome Dove, they wouldn’t leave the gun.


  “We’ve never shot airy other gun,” Swift Bill said, as if that meant they couldn’t.


  When he took his leave, Mrs. Spettle and the six remaining children scarcely noticed him. They stood in the hot yard, with a scrawny hen or two scratching around their bare feet, watching the boys and crying. The mother, who had scarcely touched her sons before they left, stood straight up and cried. Three of the children were girls, but the other three were boys in their early teens, old enough, at least, to be of use to their mother.


  “We’ll take good care of them,” Call said, wasting words. The young girls hung on to the widow’s frayed skirts and cried. Call rode on, though with a bad feeling in his throat. It was better that the boys go; there was not enough work for them there. And yet they were the pride of the family. He would take as good care of them as he could, and yet what did that mean, with a drive of twenty-five hundred miles to make?


  He made the Rainey ranch by sundown, a far more cheerful place than the Spettle homestead. Joe Rainey had a twisted leg, the result of an accident with a buckboard, but he got around on the leg almost as fast as a healthy man. Call was not as fond of Maude, Joe’s fat red-faced wife, as Augustus was, but then he had to admit he was not as fond of any woman as Augustus was.


  Maude Rainey was built like a barrel, with a bosom as big as buckets and a voice that some claimed would make hair fall out. It was the general consensus around Lonesome Dove that if she and Augustus had married their combined voices would have deafened whatever children they might have produced. She talked at table like some men talked when they were driving mules.


  Still, she and Joe had managed to produce an even dozen children so far, eight of them boys and all of them strapping. Among them the Raineys probably ate as much food in one meal as the Spettles consumed in a week. As near as Call could determine they all devoted most of their waking hours to either growing or butchering or catching what they ate. Augustus’s blue pigs had been purchased from the Raineys and were the first thing Maude thought to inquire about when Call rode up.


  “Have you et that shoat yet?” Maude asked, before he could even dismount.


  “No, we ain’t,” Call said. “I guess Gus is saving him for Christmas, or else he just likes to talk to him.”


  “Well, step down and have a wash at the bucket,” Maude said. “I’m cooking one of that shoat’s cousins right this minute.”


  It had to be admitted that Maude Rainey set a fine table. Call had no sooner got his sleeves rolled up and his hands clean than supper began. Joe Rainey just had time to mumble a prayer before Maude started pushing around the cornbread. Call was faced with more meats than he had seen on one table since he could remember: beefsteak and pork chops, chicken and venison, and a stew that appeared to contain squirrel and various less familiar meats. Maude got red in the face when she ate, as did everyone else at her table, from the steam rising off the platters.


  “This is my varmint stew, Captain,” Maude said.


  “Oh,” he asked politely, “what kind of varmints?”


  “Whatever the dogs catch,” Maude said. “Or the dogs themselves, if they don’t manage to catch nothing. I won’t support a lazy dog.”


  “She put a possum in,” one of the little girls said. She seemed as full of mischief as her fat mother, who, fat or not, had made plenty of mischief among the men of the area before she settled on Joe.


  “Now, Maggie, don’t be giving away my recipes,” Maude said. “Anyway, the Captain’s likely et possum before.”


  “At least it ain’t a goat,” Call said, trying to make conversation. It was an unfamiliar labor, since at his own table he mostly worked at avoiding it. But he knew women liked to talk to their guests, and he tried to fit into the custom.


  “We’ve heard a rumor that Jake is back and on the run,” Joe Rainey said. He wore a full beard, which at the moment was shiny with pork drippings. Joe had a habit of staring straight ahead. Though Call assumed he had a neck joint like other men, he had never seen him use it. If you happened to be directly in front of him, Joe would look you in the eye; but if you were positioned a little to the side, his look went floating on by.


  “Yes, Jake arrived,” Call said. “He’s been to Montana and says it’s the prettiest country in the world.”


  “It’s probably filt with women, then,” Maude said. “I remember Jake. If he can’t find a woman he gets so restless he’ll scratch.”


  Call saw no need to comment on Jake’s criminal status, if any. Fortunately the Raineys were too busy eating to be very curious. The children, who had been well brought up, didn’t try for the better meats, but made do with a platter of chicken and some fryback and cornbread. One little tad, evidently the runt of the family, got nothing but cornbread and chicken gizzards, but he knew better than to complain. With eleven brothers and sisters all bigger than him, complaint would have been dangerous.


  “Well, what’s Gus up to?” Maude asked. “I been sitting here waiting for him to come over and try to take me away from Joe, but I don’t guess he’s coming. Has he still got his craving for buttermilk?”


  “Yes, he drinks it by the gallon,” Call said. “I fancy it myself, so we compete.”


  He felt Maude’s statement not in the best of taste, but Joe Rainey continued to stare straight ahead and drip into his beard.


  Call finally asked if he could hire a couple of the boys. Maude sighed, and looked down her double row of children. “I’d rather sell pigs than hire out boys,” she said, “but I guess they’ve got to go see the world sometime.”


  “What’s the pay?” Joe asked, always the practical man.


  “Why, forty dollars and found, I reckon,” Call said. “Of course we’ll furnish the mounts.”


  That night he slept in a wagon in the Raineys’ yard. He had been offered a place in the loft, but it was piled so high with children that he hardly trusted himself in it. Anyway, he preferred the out-of-doors, though the out-of-doors at the Raineys’ was more noisy than he was used to. The pigs grunted all night, looking for lizards or something to eat. Then there was a barn owl that wouldn’t stop calling, so he had a time getting to sleep.


  The next morning he got a promise from Maude that her two oldest boys would get themselves to Lonesome Dove by the end of the week. The boys themselves—Jimmy and Ben Rainey—scarcely said a word. Call rode off feeling satisfied, believing he had enough of a crew to start gathering cattle. Word would get out, and a few more men would probably trickle in.


  They had to get the cattle and get them branded. At least they had the luxury of surplus horses, or did if Gus and Jake hadn’t contrived to fiddle around and lose them.


  He worried about that possibility most of the way home. Not that Gus wasn’t competent—so far as sheer ability went, Gus was as competent as any man he’d ever known. There had been plenty of times when he’d wondered if he himself could match Gus, if Gus really tried. It was a question that never got tested, because Gus seldom tried. As a team, the two of them were perfectly balanced; he did more than he needed to, while Gus did less.


  Gus himself often joked about it. “If you got killed I might work harder,” he said. “I might get in a righteous frame of mind if I had that stimulation. But you ain’t kilt, so what’s the point?”


  Call wasted no time getting back, wishing all the way that he had the mare. She had spoiled him—made him too aware of the limitations of his other mounts. The fact that she was dangerous made him like her the more. She made him extra watchful, which was good.


  When he got within fifteen miles of Lonesome Dove he cut west, thinking they would be holding the herd in that direction. He rode around the southern edge of the bad brush country and struck the trail of the horses. They had been going back south, over their own tracks, which was curious. Gus had taken them back to town. Probably he had a reason, but it was not one Call could guess, so he loped on home.


  When he approached the town he saw the horses, grazing upriver a little ways, with Deets and Newt and the Irishmen holding them. They looked to be all there, so evidently nothing had happened.


  One thing about Gus McCrae, he was easily found. By three in the afternoon, any afternoon, he would be sitting on the porch, drawing occasionally from his jug. When Call rode up, he was sitting there taking a nap. There was no sign of Jake.


  “You’re a fine guard,” he said, dismounting.


  Augustus had his hat over his eyes, but he removed it and looked at Call.


  “How’s Maude Rainey?” he asked.


  “She’s in good health,” Call said. “She fed me twice.”


  “Good thing it was just twice,” Augustus said. “If you’d stayed a week you’d have had to rent an ox to get home on.”


  “She’s anxious to sell you some more pigs,” Call said, taking the jug and rinsing his mouth with whiskey.


  “If Joe was to get kilt I might court her again,” Augustus speculated.


  “I hope you will,” Call said. “Them twelve young ones ought to have a good father. What are the horses doing back here so soon?”


  “Why, grazing, most likely,” Augustus said.


  “Didn’t Pedro make a try?”


  “No, he didn’t, and for a very good reason,” Augustus said.


  “What reason would that be?”


  “Because he died,” Augustus said.


  “Well, I swear,” Call said, stunned. “Is that the truth?”


  “I ain’t seen the corpse,” Augustus said, “but I imagine it’s true. Jasper Fant rode in looking for work and had the news, though the scamp didn’t give it to me until I had wasted most of the night.”


  “I wonder what killed him,” Call said. Pedro Flores had been a factor in their lives off and on for thirty years, though probably they had not actually seen him more than six or seven times. It was surprising, hearing he was gone, and though it should have been a relief, it wasn’t, exactly. It was too much of a surprise.


  “Jasper wasn’t up on the details,” Augustus said. “He just heard it from a vaquero. But I allow it’s true, because it explains why you could lope in with a boy and an idiot and saunter off with his remuda.”


  “Well, I swear,” Call said again. “I never expected that.”


  “Oh, well,” Augustus said, “I never either, but then I don’t know why not. Mexicans don’t have no special dispensation. They die like the rest of us. I expect Bol will die one of these days, and then we won’t have nobody to whack the dinner bell with the crowbar.”


  “Pedro was tough, though,” Call said.


  After all, the man had more or less held nearly a hundred-mile stretch of the border, and for nearly thirty years. Call had known many men who died, but somehow had not expected it of Pedro, though he himself had fired several bullets at him.


  “I’d like to know what took him,” Call said.


  “He might have choked on a pepper,” Augustus said. “Them that can’t be killed by knives or bullets usually break their necks falling off the porch or something. Remember Johnny Norvel, dying of that bee sting? I guess Johnny had been shot twenty times, but a dern bee killed him.”


  It was true. The man had rangered with them, and yet the bee sting had given him a seizure of some kind, and no one could bring him out of it.


  “Well, it will about finish the Flores operation,” Augustus said. “He just had three boys, and we hung the only one of ’em with any get-up-and-go.”


  To Augustus’s surprise, Call sat down on the porch and took a big swallow from the jug. He felt curious—not sick but suddenly empty—it was the way a kick in the stomach could make you feel. It was an odd thing, but true, that the death of an enemy could affect you as much almost as much as the death of a friend. He had experienced it before, when news reached them that Kicking Wolf was dead. Some young soldier on his second patrol had made a lucky shot and killed him, on the Clear Fork of the Brazos—and Kicking Wolf had kept two companies of Rangers busy for twenty years. Killed by a private. Call had been shoeing a horse when Pea brought him that piece of news, and he felt so empty for a spell that he had to put off finishing the job.


  That had been ten years ago, and he and Gus soon quit rangering. So far as Call was concerned, the death of Kicking Wolf meant the end of the Comanches, and thus the end of their real job. There were other chiefs, true, and the final fights were yet to be fought, but he had never had the vengeful nature of some Rangers and had no interest in spending a decade mopping up renegades and stragglers.


  Pedro Flores was a far cry from being the fighter Kicking Wolf had been. Pedro seldom rode without twenty or thirty vaqueros to back him up, whereas Kicking Wolf, a small man no bigger than the boy, would raid San Antonio with five or six braves and manage to carry off three women and scare all the whites out of seven or eight counties just by traveling through them. But Pedro was of the same time, and had occupied them just as long.


  “I didn’t know you liked that old bandit so much,” Augustus said.


  “I didn’t like him,” Call said. “I just didn’t expect him to die.”


  “He probably never expected it neither,” Augustus said. “He was a rough old cob.”


  After a few minutes the empty feeling passed, but Call didn’t get to his feet. The sense that he needed to hurry, which had been with him most of his life, had disappeared for a space.


  “We might as well go on to Montana,” he said. “The fun’s over around here.”


  Augustus snorted, amused by the way his friend’s mind worked.


  “Call, there never was no fun around here,” he said. “And besides, you never had no fun in your life. You wasn’t made for fun. That’s my department.”


  “I used the wrong word, I guess,” Call said.


  “Yes, but why did you?” Augustus said. “That’s the interesting part.”


  Call didn’t feel like getting drawn into an argument, so he kept quiet.


  “First you run out of Indians, now you’ve run out of bandits, that’s the pint,” Augustus said. “You’ve got to have somebody to outwit, don’t you?”


  “I don’t know why I’d need anybody when I’ve got you,” Call said.


  “I don’t see why we just don’t take over northern Mexico, now that Pedro’s dead,” Augustus said. “It’s just down the dern street. I’m sure there’s still a few folks down there who’d give you a fight.”


  “I don’t need a fight,” Call said. “It won’t hurt us to make some money.”


  “It might,” Augustus said. “I might drown in the Republican River, like the Pumphrey boy. Then you’d get all the money. You wouldn’t even know how to have fun with it. You’d probably use it to buy gravestones for old bandits you happened to like.”


  “If you drown in the Republican River, I’ll give your part to Jake,” Call said. “I guess he’d know how to spend it.”


  With that he mounted and rode off, meaning to find Jasper Fant and hire him, if he really wanted to work.


  17.


  BY THE TIME Jake Spoon had been in Lonesome Dove ten days, Lorena knew she had a job to do—namely the job of holding him to his word and making sure he took her to San Francisco as he had promised to do.


  Of course Jake had not given her any direct notice that he intended to do differently. He moved in with her immediately and was just as pleasant about everything as he had been the first day. He had not taken a cent of money from her, and they seldom passed an hour together without him complimenting her in some way—usually on her voice, or her looks, or the fine texture of her hair, or some delicacy of manner. He had a way of appearing always mildly surprised by her graces, and if anything his sentiments only grew warmer as they got to know one another better. He repeated several times his dismay at her having been stuck for so long in a dismal hole like Lonesome Dove.


  But after a week, Lorena became aware of a curious thing: Jake was more attached to her than she was to him. The fact struck her late one afternoon while she was watching him nap. He had insisted on a root, and gone right to sleep afterward; while the sweat was cooling on them she realized she wasn’t excited about him in the way she had been the first day. The first day had been one of the big days of her life, because of the smooth way Jake had shown up and taken over, ending her long period of tension and discomfort.


  She still felt peaceful with him; they had never quarreled and he had not demonstrated the slightest inclination to meanness. But it was clear to her already that he was one of those men somebody had to take care of. He had fooled her for a few days into thinking he would do the taking care of, but that wasn’t so. He was a clever cardplayer and could make money, but that was just part of it. Jake had to have company. When he slept, or when he was amused, or was just lolling around telling stories, the childish part of him showed, and it was a big part. Before the week was over it seemed to her that he was all play.


  The realization didn’t disturb her calm, though. It meant he needed her more than he would admit; she recognized the need and didn’t care whether he admitted it or not. If Jake had been as firm as he pretended to be, it would have left her with little security. He could have just walked off.


  But he wouldn’t. He liked talk, woman’s talk, and the comforts of the bed. He even liked it that she lived above the saloon, since it meant a game was handy if he felt like playing.


  Since the Hat Creek outfit had been gathering cattle and getting ready for their drive, games were handier than they had been for a while. Several cowboys drifted into Lonesome Dove, looking for work; some of them had enough snap left at night to wander in and cut the cards. A tall cowboy named Needle Nelson showed up from north of San Antonio, and a cheerful cowboy from Brownsville named Bert Borum.


  At first Xavier was cheered by all the new customers, until it occurred to him that they would only be there for a week or two. Then the thought of how empty the saloon would soon be filled him with gloom, and he stood by the door most of the night, his washrag dripping down his leg.


  Lippy was kept plenty busy, for the cowboys were always requesting songs. Lippy liked the company. He was proud of his talent at the keyboard and would pound out any song that was requested.


  Jake took pains to teach Lorena a few things about card playing that she didn’t know. She came to wonder how Jasper and Bert and Needle Nelson got by on so little sleep, for the Captain worked them hard all day and the games went on half the night. The only cowboy likely to pull a sour face if she sat in was Dish Boggett, who wouldn’t get over being in love with her. It amused her that he sat there looking so solemn, with his big mustache. Jake did not even seem to notice that the man was in love with her. She was tempted to tease Jake a little, but he had told her plain out he was a jealous man: for all she knew, he might shoot Dish, which would be a pity. Dish was nice enough—it was just that he couldn’t compare with Jake Spoon.


  When the gathering and branding of cattle had been going on for about ten days, Lorena began to feel a crisis coming. She heard the boys speculate that the branding would be done in another week, which meant they were close to starting the drive. The boys were saying they were already late.


  “Hell, we’ll be crossing the Yellowstone on the dern ice, if we don’t get started,” Needle Nelson said. He was a funny-looking man, thin as a wire, and with an Adam’s apple that looked as big as a turkey egg.


  “Why, I doubt we’ll make the Yellowstone,” Jasper Fant said. “Most of us will get drownt before we get that far.”


  “Needle won’t,” Dish Boggett suggested. “There ain’t a river up that way deep enough he couldn’t walk through it and not get his hat wet.”


  “I can swim, anyway,” Needle remarked.


  “I’d like to see you swim with fifty or sixty cattle on top of you, or maybe your own horse,” Jasper said.


  “Ain’t no fifty or sixty cattle going to be on top of me,” Needle replied, unruffled. “Nor no dern horse neither.”


  Bert Borum thought Needle was hilarious—he thought pretty near everything was hilarious. He was one of those men who have a laugh you like to hear.


  “I’m getting me a float before I cross airy river,” he declared.


  “What kind of float?” Dish inquired.


  “Ain’t decided,” Bert said. “Might tie a few jugs to my horse. Jugs are good floats.”


  “Where would you get a dern jug on a cattle drive?” Jasper asked. “If the Captain was to catch you with a jug, he’d want to know who drank the whiskey out of it.”


  Jake was tolerant of the cowboys but careful to keep himself a bit apart from them. He never chimed in when they talked about the life they would have on the trail, and he never spoke to Lorena about the fact that the herd would be leaving in ten days. He didn’t work much on the branding, either, though once in a while he spent a night helping them gather more stock. Mostly he let it appear that the drive had nothing to do with him.


  Lorena didn’t press him, but she kept an eye on him. If he wanted to stay, that was one thing, but if he planned on going he was going to have to figure a way to take her. He wasn’t leaving without her, whatever he might think about the matter.


  Then, before the issue came to a head, something happened that took Lorena completely unaware. It was a blistering day, the saloon totally empty except for Lippy. Xavier, who had a taste for fish, had gone off to the river to see if he could catch any. Lorena was sitting at a table, practicing one or two card tricks Jake had taught her, when who should walk in but Gus. His shirt was as wet from sweat as if he’d been underwater a week, and even his hatband was sweated through. He went around behind the bar, got himself a bottle and brought it over to the table, grinning a big grin despite the heat.


  She noted that he brought her a glass, which struck her as bold, but then Gus would do anything, as Jake was always saying.


  “What I can’t figure out is why there ain’t but two sinners in this saloon,” Gus said.


  Lorena made no comment, but Lippy piped up.


  “I’ve tried to sin all my life—ain’t you gonna count me?” he asked.


  “No, you got a hole in your stomach,” Augustus said. “You paid for yours, but so far me and Lorie have got off scot-free.”


  Gus poured a little whiskey in her glass, and filled his to just below the brim.


  “I want a poke,” he said, as casual as if he were asking her to loan him two bits.


  Lorena was so taken aback that she didn’t know what to say. She looked at Lippy, who was just sitting there listening, as if it were his right.


  Gus, of course, was not the slightest bit embarrassed by what he was suggesting. He took his hat off and hung it on a chair, looking at her pleasantly.


  Lorena felt sorely at a loss. She had never expected Gus to commit such a blunder, for it was well known that he and Jake were good friends. Gus must know that Jake was living with her; and yet he walked in and asked, as if it made no difference.


  She sat silent, showing her puzzlement, which only seemed to amuse Gus.


  “I wisht you wouldn’t sit there thinking about it,” he said. “Just sell me the poke and be done with it. I hate to sit and watch a woman think.”


  “Why?” she asked, finding her voice again. She felt the beginnings of indignation. “I guess I got the right to think, if I want to,” she added.


  Gus just grinned. “Oh, you got the right,” he said. “It’s just that it’s fearsome for a man to have a woman start thinking right in front of him. It always leads to trouble.”


  He paused and drank a healthy swallow of whiskey.


  “I’m with Jake now,” Lorena said, merely stating the obvious.


  “I know that, honey,” Augustus said. “The minute I looked up the road and seen Jake coming, I knew you and him would settle in. Jake’s a good hand to settle in with, I admit—a sight better than me. But the fact is he went out to the cow camp at the wrong time and Call put him to work. Call don’t appreciate Jake’s restful qualities like you and me do. He’s been fretting for a week because Jake wasn’t working, and now that he’s got him you can bet he’ll keep him a day or two.”


  Lorena looked at Lippy, wishing he wasn’t there. But Lippy sat, astonished at what he was hearing. His lip hung down like a flap of some kind, as it always did when he forgot himself.


  “Jake ain’t got the stuff to stand up to Call,” Augustus said. “He’s gonna have to stay out there and brand dogies for a while. So there ain’t no reason for you not to sell me a poke.”


  “I told you the reason,” Lorena said. “Jake takes care of me now,” she added.


  “No he don’t,” Gus said. “You take care of him.”


  It was the very truth Lorena had discovered for herself, and it stumped her that Gus would not only know it but come right out with it as if it were an ordinary fact.


  “Jake Spoon has never taken care of nobody,” Gus said. “Not even himself. He’s the world’s child, and the main point about him is that he’ll always find somebody to take care of him. It used to be me and Call, but right now it’s you. That’s fine and good, but it’s no reason you should go out of business entirely. You can sell me a poke and still take care of Jake.”


  Lorena knew that was true, as far as it went. Jake was not hard to take care of, and probably not hard to fool. It wouldn’t enter his head that she would sell a poke, now that she had him. He had plenty of pride and not a little vanity. It was one of the things she liked about him. Jake thought well of his looks; he was not a dressy man, like Tinkersley, but he nonetheless took pains with his appearance and knew that women fancied him. She had never seen him mad, but she knew he would not like anyone to make light of him.


  “I believe he’d shoot the man that touches me,” she said.


  “I believe it too,” Lippy said. “Jake’s mighty partial to Lorie.”


  “Hell, you’re partial to her yourself,” Gus said. “We’re all partial to her. But Jake ain’t exactly a killer.”


  “He killed that man in Arkansas,” Lorena said.


  Augustus shrugged. “He fired off a buffalo gun and the bullet happened to hit a dentist,” he said. “I don’t call that no crime of passion.”


  Lorena didn’t like it that Gus acted like Jake wasn’t much. He had a reputation for being a cool man in a fight.


  “He kilt that bandit,” Lippy said. “Hit him right in the Adam’s apple, I’ve heard.”


  “The truth of that is, the bandit rode into the bullet,” Augustus said. “He was unlucky, like the dentist.”


  Lorena just sat. The situation was so unexpected that she could not think about it clearly. Of course she had no intention of going upstairs with Gus, but he couldn’t just be scared off with a look like some cowboy. Gus was not afraid of looks—or of Jake either, it seemed.


  “I’ll give you fifty dollars,” Gus said with a big grin.


  Lippy nearly fell off his stool. He had never seen or imagined anything so rash. Fifty dollars for one poke? Then it occurred to him he would cheerfully give as much, if he had it, to get under Lorena’s skirts. A man could always get more money, but there wasn’t but one Lorie, not on the border, anyway.


  “Hell, I would too,” he said, just to register the offer.


  “I didn’t know you was so rich,” Augustus said, a little amused.


  “Well, I ain’t now, but I might be,” Lippy said. “Business is picking up.”


  “Pshaw,” Augustus said. “Once we start the drive you’ll be lucky to earn a nickel in a month.”


  Lorena decided her best out was to pretend to be frightened of Jake’s vengeance, though now that she thought about it she knew Gus was probably right. She had met one or two men who were proven killers, and Jake didn’t have their manner at all.


  “I won’t do it,” she said. “He’ll kill us if he finds out.”


  “How would he find out?” Gus asked.


  “Lippy might tell him,” she said.


  Augustus looked at Lippy. It was true that the man was a dreadful gossip, and a gossip, moreover, who had scant materials to work with. It would not be easy for him to resist mentioning that he had heard a man offer fifty dollars for a poke.


  “I’ll give you ten dollars to keep your mouth shut,” Augustus said. “And if you betray me I’ll shoot another hole in your stomach.”


  “Gimme the ten,” Lippy said, his astonishment growing. That made sixty dollars Gus would be spending. He had never heard of anyone spending such an amount on their pleasure, but then, so far as he knew, there was no one anywhere like Gus, a man who seemed to care nothing for money.


  Gus handed over the money and Lippy pocketed it, knowing he had struck a bargain he had better keep, at least until Gus died. Gus was no one to fool with. He had seen several men try, usually over card games, and most all of them had got whacked over the head with Gus’s big gun. Gus didn’t shoot unless he had to, but he was not loath to whack a man. Lippy was dying to tell Xavier what he’d missed by going fishing, but he knew he had better postpone the pleasure for a few years. One hole in his stomach was enough.


  Lorena felt her indignation growing. She was beginning to feel cornered, something she had not expected to have to feel again. Jake was supposed to have ended that, and yet he hadn’t. Of course he probably never suspected his own friend would make such a move behind his back, and yet it still seemed negligent of him, for he knew Gus’s ways.


  “You can pay him if you want but I ain’t going,” she said. “Jake’s my sweetheart.”


  “I ain’t trying to cut him out,” Augustus said. “I just want a poke.”


  Lorena felt her silence coming back. It was the only way to deal with such a situation. She sat for a few minutes, not talking, hoping he would go away. But it didn’t work. He just sat and drank, perfectly friendly and in no hurry. Once she thought about it, the sum grew on her a little. It was something, to be offered fifty dollars. She would have thought it crazy in anyone except Gus, but Gus was clearly not crazy. In a way it was a big compliment that he would offer fifty dollars just for that.


  “Go get a Mexican woman,” she said. “Why waste your money?”


  “Because you’re my preference,” Augustus said. “I’ll tell you what, let’s cut the cards. If you’re high, I’ll give you the money and forget the poke. If I’m high, I’ll give you the money and you give me the poke.”


  Lorena thought she might as well. After all, it was just gambling, which was what Jake did. If she won it would all seem like a joke, something that Gus had cooked up to pass the time. Besides, she would have fifty dollars and could send to San Antonio for some new dresses, so Jake wouldn’t be so critical of her wardrobe. She could tell him she beat Gus to the tune of fifty dollars, which would astonish him, since he played with Gus all the time and seldom won more than a few dollars.


  Then, in a second, Gus beat her. She came up with a ten of spades, and him with the queen of hearts. It was her sense that he’d cheated, though she couldn’t have said how. She had not realized before what a determined man he was. He had come in for a purpose and she had not been clever enough to head him off. He paid her the fifty dollars at once—it had not been a bluff. When he had had the poke and was dressing, she found that she felt pretty cheerful and was not in a mood to hurry him out. After all, Gus had paid her many visits and given her nothing to hold against him. The fifty dollars was flattering, and she rather liked it that she was his preference even though he was Jake’s best friend. She had stopped feeling silent and was content to let him loll for a few minutes.


  “Well, do you and Jake aim to marry?” he asked, looking at her cheerfully.


  “He ain’t mentioned it,” she said. “He’s taking me to San Francisco, though.”


  Augustus snorted. “I figured that was his game,” he said.


  “He promised,” Lorena said. “I mean to hold him to it, Gus.”


  “You’ll need my help then,” Augustus said. “Jake is a slippery eel. The only way to keep him around is to chain him to a wagon.”


  “I can keep him around,” Lorena said confidently.


  “Oh, he fancies you,” Augustus said. “But that don’t mean he’ll stay around. My guess is he’ll use the drive as an excuse when the time comes.”


  “If he goes with it, then I’m going too,” she said.


  “Why, Lorie, you’re welcome, as far as I’m concerned,” Augustus said. “The problem is Call. He ain’t very tolerant of women.”


  That was no news. Captain Call was one of the few men in the region who had never been to visit her. In fact, so far as she could remember, he had never been in the saloon.


  “It’s a free country, ain’t it?” she said. “I guess I can go where I want.”


  Gus got off the bed and tucked his carrot back in his pants.


  “It’s not very free if you happen to work for Call,” he said.


  “You think Lippy will tell on us?” she asked. To her surprise, she felt no guilt at all about operating behind Jake’s back. So far as she was concerned she was still his sweetheart. It had happened only because Gus had been too quick for her in a card game—it didn’t affect the situation one way or another.


  “He won’t tell,” Augustus said. “Lippy’s got more sense than you might think. What he figures is that if he keeps quiet he might make another ten dollars sometime. Which is right. He might.”


  “Well, not unless we play a hand,” Lorena said. “I don’t trust your cut.”


  Augustus grinned. “A man who wouldn’t cheat for a poke don’t want one bad enough,” he said as he took his hat.


  18.


  AUGUSTUS RODE BACK to camp a little after sunset, thinking the work would have stopped by then. The cattle were being held in a long valley near the river, some five miles from town. Every night Call went across the river with five or six hands and came back with two or three hundred Mexican cattle—longhorns mostly, skinny as rails and wild as deer. Whatever they got they branded the next day, with the part of the crew that had rested doing the hard end of the work. Only Call worked both shifts. If he slept, it was an hour or two before breakfast or after supper. The rest of the time he worked, and so far as anyone could tell the pace agreed with him. He had taken to riding the Hell Bitch two days out of three, and the mare seemed no more affected by the work than he was.


  Bolivar had not taken kindly to being moved to a straggly camp out in the brush, with no dinner bell to whack or crowbar to whack it with. He kept his ten-gauge near the chuck box and scowled at everybody. The Irishmen were so intimidated that they were always the last ones in line. As a consequence they got little to eat and were no longer as fat as they had been the day they arrived.


  It seemed the Irishmen were part of the outfit, though. Their total inexperience was offset by an energy and a will to learn that impressed even Call. He let them stay in the first place, because he was so short-handed he couldn’t afford to turn away any willing hand. By the time more competent men arrived the Irishmen had gotten over their fear of horses and worked with a will. Not being cowboys, they had no prejudice against working on the ground. Once shown the proper way to throw a roped animal, they cheerfully flung themselves on whatever the ropers drug up to the branding fire, even if it was a two-year-old bull with lots of horn and a mean disposition. They had no great finesse, but they were dogged, and would eventually get the creature down.


  This willingness to work on the ground was indispensable, for most cowboys would rather eat poison than be forced to dismount. They all fancied themselves ropers, and swelled like toads if asked to do work they considered beneath their dignity.


  Since there were few goats to steal near the camp, Bol’s menus relied heavily on beef, with the usual admixture of beans. He had brought along a sack of chilies, and he dumped them liberally into his beans, feeling free to augment the dish with pieces of whatever varmints strayed into his path—rattlesnakes mostly, with an occasional armadillo.


  For several days the crew ate the fiery beans without complaint, only the Irishmen showing pronounced ill effects. Young Sean had difficulty with the peppers. He could not eat the beans without weeping, but, with all the work, his appetite raged to such a point that he could not avoid the beans. He ate them and wept. Most of the crew liked the boy and had decided to treat his frequent weepings as simply a mild aberration, related in some way to his nationality.


  Then one day Jasper Fant caught Bolivar skinning a rattlesnake. He assumed Bolivar was merely going to make himself a rattlesnake belt, but he happened to turn around as Bol sliced the snake right into the stewpot, a sight which agitated him greatly. He had heard that people ate snake but had never expected to do so himself. When he told the other hands what he had seen they were so aroused that they wanted to hang Bolivar on the spot, or at least rope him and drag him through the prickly pear to improve his manners. But when they approached Augustus with the information about the snake, he laughed at them.


  “You boys must have been raised on satin pillows,” he said. “If you’d rangered you’d have got a taste for snake long ago.”


  He then proceeded to give them a lecture on the culinary properties of rattlesnake—a lecture that Jasper, for one, received rather stiffly. It might be superior to chicken, rabbit and possum, as Gus claimed, but that didn’t mean he wanted to eat it. His visits to the stewpot became a source of irritation to everyone; he would fish around in the pot for several minutes, seeking portions of meat that he could feel confident hadn’t come from a snake. Such delicacy exacerbated the rest of the crew, who were usually so hungry by suppertime that they could ill abide waits.


  Call and Jake rode in while Augustus was eating. The sight of Gus with his plate full put Jake in a low temper, since he himself had handled branding irons all day while Gus had amused himself in town and stayed fresh. They had branded over four hundred cattle since sunup, enough to make Jake wish he had never brought up the notion of taking cattle to Montana.


  “Hello, girls,” Augustus said. “You look like you’ve done a heavy laundry. Wait till I finish my beef and I’ll help you off your horses.”


  “I don’t want off mine,” Jake said. “Hand me a plate and I’ll eat on the way to town.”


  Call felt irritated. It was the first full day Jake had put in since the work started, and mostly he had lazed through it.


  “Why? Must you go?” he asked, trying to keep it mild. “We’re going to make our last drag tonight. We have to get started, you know.”


  Jake dismounted and walked over to the grub, pretending he hadn’t heard. He didn’t want an argument with Call if he could avoid one. In truth, he had not been thinking very far ahead since drifting back to Lonesome Dove. He had often thought of the fortune that could be made in cattle in Montana, but then a man could think of a fortune without actually having to go and make one. The only good thing to be said for trailing cattle that far north was that it beat hanging in Arkansas, or rotting in some jail.


  Then there was Lorie. So far she hadn’t had a single fit, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t if she found out he was leaving. On the other hand, he couldn’t very well take her—no one in his memory had ever tried to bring a woman into one of Call’s camps.


  It was all vexing, having decisions to make, and yet having no time to think them through. He got himself a hunk of beef and some of the old Mexican’s peppery stew and went back to where Call and Gus were sitting. He felt distinctly irritated with Call—the man never seemed to need any of the things other humans needed, like sleep or women. Life for Call was work, and he seemed to think everyone else ought to see it the same way.


  “Why, Jake, you look plumb grumpy,” Augustus said, when Jake sat down and began to eat. “Honest work don’t agree with you, I guess.”


  “No, I’m about as cooked as this beef,” Jake said.


  Newt and the two Irishmen were holding the herd. The Irishmen were particularly good night herders because they could sing; their melodies seemed to soothe the cattle. In fact, the whole camp enjoyed the Irish singing. Newt couldn’t sing a lick, but he had rapidly developed into such a skilled cowhand that Call felt a little guilty for having held him back so long.


  “I’m sure partial to the evening,” Augustus said. “The evening and the morning. If we just didn’t have to have the rest of the dern day I’d be a lot happier.”


  “If we have a good drag tonight we can start north on Monday,” Call said. “How does that suit you, Jake?”


  “Oh, fine,” Jake said. “But you boys don’t have to try and suit me with your drive. I’ve been thinking of spending some time in San Antonio.”


  “That’s a big disappointment,” Augustus said. “It’s a long way to Montany. I was counting on you to keep up the conversation.”


  “Well, count agin,” Jake said, deciding on the spot that he wouldn’t go.


  Call knew there was no point in reminding Jake that the whole drive had been his idea. The man was willful as a child in some respects. Show him what he ought to do and he would dig in his heels and refuse. It was particularly irritating in this instance, because nobody in the outfit had ever been farther north than Kansas. Jake knew the country and could be a big help.


  “Jake, we wish you’d come,” he said. “We were relying on you to help us choose the route.”


  “No, Jake don’t like to help his compañeros,” Augustus said. “He’s got his own fancies to cultivate. The fact that he caused all this don’t mean a thing to him.”


  “Did I cause it?” Jake asked, trying to keep the talk light.


  “Of course you caused it,” Augustus said. “Who was it said Montana is a cowman’s paradise?”


  “Well, it is,” Jake said.


  “Then you should have picked a cattleman to mention it to,” Augustus said. “Not two old laws like us.”


  “Hell, you’re cattlemen now,” Jake said. “All it takes is cows.”


  “Are you aiming to marry Lorie?” Augustus asked, changing his tack.


  “Marry her?” Jake asked, astonished. “Why would I marry her?”


  “You could do worse,” Augustus said. “An old scamp like you’s apt to break down any time. It would be nice to have a young woman to rub your back and bring you soup.”


  “I ain’t near as old as you,” Jake reminded him. “Why don’t you marry her?” It was talk he didn’t care to hear.


  Swift Bill Spettle had let a horse kick him that morning and had a knot on his forehead as big as a goose egg.


  “You best let Bol rub some ointment on that bump,” Call suggested. The Spettle boys were mighty green, but they were not afraid to work.


  Call got up and went to get his supper. As soon as he left, Augustus stretched his legs and grinned at Jake.


  “I played a hand with Lorie this afternoon,” he said. “I believe you’ve made her restless, Jake.”


  “How’s that?”


  “She does seem to be looking forward to San Francisco,” Augustus said.


  Jake felt himself getting more and more peevish. Lorena should have known better than to play cards with Gus, or even to talk to him, though she could hardly be blamed for listening. It was well known that Gus would talk to a stump if he couldn’t find a human.


  “I doubt she’ll want to spend no time in San Antonio,” Augustus said. “That’s where she was before she came here, and women don’t like to go backwards. Most women will never back up an inch their whole lives.”


  “I can’t see that it’s any of your affair what we do,” Jake said. “I guess she’d go to San Antonio if I say to. If she don’t, she’ll just get left.”


  “Bring her on the drive,” Augustus said. “She might like Montany. Or if she gets tired of looking at the ass end of these cows, you could always stop in Denver.”


  It was something, the talent Gus had for saying the very thing that a man might have been half thinking. Jake had more than once considered Denver, regretted more than once that he hadn’t stopped there instead of going to Fort Smith. Going along with a drive would be a good enough way to get back to Denver. Of course, that didn’t settle the question of Lorie, exactly.


  “You know as well as I do Call would never allow no woman in this camp,” he said. It was surprising that Gus would even suggest such a thing.


  “Call ain’t God,” Augustus said. “He don’t have to get his way every day of the month. If she was my sweetheart, I’d bring her, and if he didn’t like it he could bite himself.”


  “You couldn’t afford her, Gus, no better card player than you are,” Jake said, standing up. “I believe I’ll go to town. I don’t feel like bumping around Mexico tonight.”


  Without another word he got his horse and left. Call watched him go and walked back over to Gus. “Do you think he’ll come on the drive?” he asked.


  “Not unless you let him bring his girl,” Augustus said.


  “Why, is Jake that crazy?” Call asked. “Does he want to bring that girl?”


  “It never occurred to him, but it has now,” Augustus said. “I invited her.”


  Call was impatient to get off, but Gus’s remark stopped him. Gus was never one to do the usual, but this was stretching things, even for him.


  “You done what?”


  “Told him he ought to bring Lorie along,” Augustus said. “She’d improve the company.”


  “I won’t have it,” Call said at once. “Goddamn you. You know better than that.”


  “Ain’t you late for work?” Augustus asked. “I can’t enjoy the night for all this jabbering.”


  Call decided it was some joke. Even Gus wouldn’t go that far. “I’m going,” he said. “You watch this end.”


  Augustus lay back, his head against his saddle. It was a clear night, the stars just beginning to appear. Needle, Bert, Pea, Deets and Dish were waiting to go to Mexico. The rest of the boys were holding the herd. Bol was peeing on the campfire, causing it to sputter. Call turned his horse and rode toward the river.


  19.


  NEWT’S MIND had begun to dwell on the north for long stretches. Particularly at night, when he had nothing to do but ride slowly around and around the herd, listening to the small noises the bedded cattle made, or the sad singing of the Irishmen, he thought of the north, trying to imagine what it must be like.


  He had grown up with the sun shining, with mesquite and chaparral, armadillos and coyotes, Mexicans and the shallow Rio Grande. Only once had he been to a city: San Antonio. Deets had taken him on one of his banking trips, and Newt had been in a daze from all there was to see.


  Once, too, he had gone with Deets and Pea to deliver a small bunch of horses to Matagorda Bay, and had seen the great gray ocean. Then, too, he had felt dazed, staring at the world of water.


  But even the sight of the ocean had not stirred him so much as the thought of the north. All his life he had heard talk of the plains that had no end, and of Indians and buffalo and all the creatures that lived on them. Mr. Gus had even talked of great bears, so thick that bullets couldn’t kill them, and deerlike creatures called elk, twice the size of ordinary deer.


  Now, in only a few days, he would be going north, a prospect so exciting that for hours at a stretch he was taken away from himself, into imaginings. He continued to do his normal work, although his mind wasn’t really on it. He could imagine himself and Mouse out in a sea of grass, chasing buffalo. He could scare himself to the point where his breath came short, just imagining the great thick bears.


  Before the Irishmen had been there a week, he had made friends with Sean O’Brien. At first the conversation was one-sided, for Sean was full of worries and prone to talking a blue streak; once he found that Newt would listen and not make fun of him, the talk gushed out, most of it homesick talk. He missed his dead mother and said over and over again that he would not have left Ireland if she hadn’t died. He would cry immediately at the thought of his mother, and when Newt revealed that his mother was also dead, the friendship became closer.


  “Did you have a pa?” Newt asked one day, as they were resting by the river after a stretch of branding.


  “Yes, I had one, the bastard,” Sean said grimly. “He only came home when he was a mind to beat us.”


  “Why would he beat you?” Newt asked.


  “He liked to,” Sean said. “He was a bastard, Pa. Beat Ma and all of us whenever he could catch us. We laid for him once and was gonna brain him with a shovel, but he was a lucky one. The night was dark and we never seen him.”


  “What happened to him?” Newt asked.


  “Ha, the drunkard,” Sean said. “He fell down a well and drownded. Saved us killing him and going to jail, I guess.”


  Newt had always missed having a father, but the fact that Sean spoke so coldly of his put the matter in a different light. Perhaps he was not so unlucky, after all.


  He was riding around the herd when Jake Spoon trotted past on his way to Lonesome Dove.


  “Going to town, Jake?” Newt asked.


  “Yes, I think I will,” Jake said. He didn’t stop to pass the time; in a second he was out of sight in the shadows. It made Newt’s spirits fall a little, for Jake had seldom said two words to him since he came back. Newt had to admit that Jake was not much interested in him, or the rest of them either. He gave the impression of not exactly liking anything around the Hat Creek outfit.


  Listening to the talk around the campfire at night, Newt learned that the cowboys were unanimously hostile to Jake for fixing it so that Lorena was no longer a whore. Dish, he knew, was particularly riled, though Dish never said much when the other boys were talking about it.


  “Hell,” Needle said, “there never was but one thing worth doing on this border, and now a man can’t even do that.”


  “A man can do it plenty over in Mexico,” Bert observed. “Cheaper too.”


  “That’s what I like about you, Bert,” Augustus said, as he whittled a mesquite twig into a toothpick. “You’re a practical man.”


  “No, he just likes them brown whores,” Needle said. Needle kept a solemn look on his face at all times, seldom varying his expression.


  “Gus, I’ve heard it said you had a fancy for that woman yourself,” Jasper Fant said. “I wouldn’t have suspected it in a man as old as you.”


  “What would you know about anything, Jasper?” Augustus asked. “Age don’t slow a man’s whoring. It’s lack of income that does that. No more prosperous than you look, I wouldn’t think you’d know much about it.”


  “We oughtn’t to talk this way around these young boys,” Bert said. “I doubt a one of ’em’s even had a poke, unless it was at a milk cow.”


  A general laugh went up.


  “These young uns will have to wait until we get to Ogallala,” Augustus said. “I’ve heard it’s the Sodom of the plains.”


  “If it’s worse than Fort Worth I can’t wait to get there,” Jasper said. “I’ve heard there’s whores you can marry for a week, if you stay in town that long.”


  “It won’t matter how long we stay,” Augustus said. “I’ll have skinned all you boys of several years’ wages before we get that far. I’d skin you out of a month or two tonight, if somebody would break out the cards.”


  That was all it took to get a game started. Apart from telling stories and speculating about whores, it seemed to Newt the cowboys would rather play cards than anything. Every night, if there were as many as four who weren’t working, they’d spread a saddle blanket near the campfire and play for hours, mostly using their future wages as money. Already the debts which existed were so complicated it gave Newt a headache to think about them. Jasper Fant had lost his saddle to Dish Boggett, only Dish was letting him keep it and use it.


  “A man dumb enough to bet his saddle is dumb enough to eat gourds,” Mr. Gus had said when he heard about that bet.


  “I have et okra,” Jasper replied, “but I have never yet et no gourd.”


  So far neither Newt nor the Rainey or Spettle boys had been allowed to play. The men felt it would be little short of criminal to bankrupt young men at the outset of their careers. But sometimes when nobody was using the deck, Newt borrowed it and he and the others played among themselves. Sean O’Brien joined in. They usually played for pebbles, since none of them had any money.


  Talking to Sean had made Newt curious about Ireland. Sean said the grass was thick as a carpet there. The description didn’t help much for Newt had never seen a carpet. The Hat Creek outfit possessed no rugs of any kind, or anything that was green. Newt had a hard time imagining how a whole country could be covered with green grass.


  “What do you do in Ireland?” he asked.


  “Mostly dig spuds,” Sean said.


  “But aren’t there horses and cows?” Newt asked.


  Sean thought for a moment, but could only remember about a dozen cows in the vicinity of his village, which was near the sea. He had slept beside their own old milk cow on many a cold night, but he figured if he tried to lie down beside one of the animals they called cows in America the cow would be fifty miles away before he got to sleep.


  “There are cows,” he said, “but you don’t find them in bunches. There’d be no place to put them.”


  “What do you do with all the grass then?” Newt asked.


  “Why, nothing,” Sean said. “It just grows.”


  The next morning, while helping Deets and Pea build the branding fires, Newt mentioned that Sean said he brought his milk cow into the house and slept with her. Deets had a good laugh at the thought of a cow in a house. Pea stopped working for about ten minutes while he thought the matter over. Pea never liked to give his opinion too quickly.


  “It wouldn’t work around the Captain,” he said finally, that being his opinion.


  “How long do you think it will take us to get up north?” Newt asked Deets, the acknowledged expert on times and distances.


  Though he had laughed about the cow in the house, Deets had not been his usual cheerful self for the last few days. He felt a change coming. They were leaving Lonesome Dove, where life had been quiet and steady, and Deets could not understand the reason for it. The Captain was not prone to rash moves—and yet it seemed rash to Deets to just pick up and go north. Usually when he thought about the Captain’s decisions he agreed with him, but this time he couldn’t. He was going, but he felt uneasy in his mind. He remembered one thing the Captain had drilled into them many times during the rangering years: that a good start made for a good campaign.


  Now, it seemed to him, the Captain had forgotten his own rule. Jake Spoon came home one day, and the next day the Captain was ready to go, with a crew that was just a patched-together bunch, a lot of wild cattle, and horses most of which were only half broke. Besides that, it was nearly April, late to be starting out to go so far. He had been on the plains in summer and seen how quickly the water holes dried up.


  Deets felt a foreboding, a sense that they were starting on a hard journey to a far place. And now here was the boy, too excited about the prospect to keep his mind on the work.


  “Chop them sticks,” Deets said. “Don’t be worrying about the time. It’ll be fall, I expect, before we get there.”


  Deets watched the boy, hoping he wouldn’t chop his foot off cutting the wood. He knew how to handle an ax, but he was forgetful once he got his mind on something. He didn’t stop working, he just worked absently, thinking about something else.


  They were friends, though, he and Newt. The boy was young and had all his hopes, while Deets was older and had fewer. Newt sometimes asked so many questions that Deets had to laugh—he was like a cistern, from which questions flowed instead of water. Some Deets answered and some he didn’t. He didn’t tell Newt all he knew. He didn’t tell him that even when life seemed easy, it kept on getting harder. Deets liked his work, liked being part of the outfit and having his name on the sign; yet he often felt sad. His main happiness consisted of sitting with his back against the water trough at night, watching the sky and the changing moon.


  He had known several men who blew their heads off, and he had pondered it much. It seemed to him it was probably because they could not take enough happiness just from the sky and the moon to carry them over the low feelings that came to all men.


  Those feelings hadn’t come to the boy yet. He was a good boy, as gentle as the gray doves that came to peck for gravel on the flats behind the barn. He would try to do any task that was asked of him, and if he worried overmuch it was that he wasn’t good enough at his work to please the Captain. But then the whole outfit worried about that—all, at least, except Mr. Gus. Deets himself had fallen short a few times over the years and had felt the Captain’s displeasure afflict him like a bruise.


  “I swan,” Pea said, “Jake’s slipped off again. He sure don’t take to branding.”


  “Mr. Jake, he don’t take to work,” Deets said with a chuckle. “It don’t have to be branding.”


  Newt went on chopping wood, a little bothered by the fact that Jake had such a bad reputation with the men. They all considered him to be a man who shirked his duties. Mr. Gus worked even less and nobody seemed to feel that way about him. It was puzzling and, to Newt’s mind, unfair. Jake had just returned. Once he got rested, perhaps he would be more interested in the work.


  While he was puzzling about it, he took a bad swing with the ax and a piece of mesquite he was trying to split flew right up and almost hit Deets in the head. It would have, except that Deets had evidently been expecting just such an accident. He quickly ducked. Newt was embarrassed—at the moment he had made his slip, his mind had drifted to Lorena. He was wondering what spending a day with her would actually be like. Would they just sit in the saloon playing cards, or what? Since he had not spoken to her, it was hard for him to know what the two of them could do for a whole day, but he liked to think about it.


  Deets didn’t say a word or even look at Newt accusingly, but Newt was still mortified. There were times when Deets seemed almost to be able to read his mind; what would he think if he knew he had been thinking about Lorena?


  After that, he reminded himself that Lorena was Jake’s woman, and tried to pay better attention to splitting the tough wood.


  20.


  THE MINUTE Jake stepped in the door of the Dry Bean Lorena saw that he was in a sulk. He went right over to the bar and got a bottle and two glasses. She was sitting at a table, piddling with a deck of cards. It was early in the evening and no one was around except Lippy and Xavier, which was a little surprising. Usually three or four of the Hat Creek cowboys would be there by that time.


  Lorena watched Jake closely for a few minutes to see if she was the cause of his sulk. After all, she had sold Gus the poke that very afternoon—it was not impossible that Jake had found out, some way. She was not one who expected to get away with much in life. If you did a thing hoping a certain person wouldn’t find out, that person always did. When Gus tricked her and she gave him the poke, she was confident the matter would get back to Jake eventually. Lippy was only human, and things that happened to her got told and repeated. She didn’t exactly want Jake to know, but she wasn’t afraid of him, either. He might hit her, or he might shoot Gus: she found she couldn’t easily predict him, which was one reason she didn’t care if he found out. After that, she would know him a lot better, whatever he did.


  But when he sat down at the table and set a glass in front of her she soon realized it was not her who had put the tight look in his face. She saw nothing unfriendly in his eyes. She took a sip or two of whiskey, and about that time Lippy came over and sat down at the table with them as if he’d been invited.


  “Well, you’ve come in by yourself, I see,” Lippy said, pushing his dirty bowler back off his wrinkled forehead.


  “I did, and by God I intend to be by myself,” Jake said irritably. He got up and without another word took his bottle and glass and headed for the stairs.


  It put her out of sorts with Lippy, for it was still hot in her room and she would rather have stayed in the saloon, where there was at least a breath of breeze.


  But with Jake so out of sorts there was nothing to do but go upstairs. She gave Lippy a cool look as she got up, which surprised him so it made his lip drop.


  “Why air you looking at me that way?” he asked. “I never tolt on you.”


  Lorena didn’t answer. A look was better than words, where Lippy was concerned.


  Then, the very minute she got in the room, Jake decided he wanted a poke, and in a hurry. He had drunk a half glass of whiskey while he was climbing the stairs, and a big shot of whiskey nearly always made him want it. He was dusty as could be from a day with the cattle, and would usually have waited for a bath, or at least washed the grit off his face and hands in the washbasin, but this time he didn’t wait. He even tried to kiss her with his hat on, which didn’t work at all. His hat was as dusty as the rest of him. The dust got in her nose and made her sneeze. His haste was unusual—he was a picky man, apt to complain if the sheets weren’t clean enough to suit him.


  But this time he didn’t seem to notice that dust was sifting out of his clothes onto the floor. When he opened his pants and pulled his shirttail out, a little trickle of sand came with it. The night was stifling and Jake so sandy that by the time he got through there was so much dirt in the bed that they might as well have been wallowing around on the ground. There were little lines of mud on her belly where sweat had caked the dust. She didn’t resent it, particularly—it was better than smoke pots and mosquitoes.


  It was only when Jake sat up to reach for his whiskey bottle that he noticed the dust.


  “Dern, I’m sandy,” he said. “I should have bathed in the river.”


  He sighed, poured himself a whiskey and sat with his back against the wall, idly running a hand up and down her leg. Lorena waited, taking a sip or two of whiskey. Jake looked tired.


  “Well, these boys,” he said. “They are aggravating devils.”


  “Which boys?” she asked.


  “Call and Gus,” he said. “Just because I mentioned Montana to ’em they expect me to help ’em drive them dern cattle up there.”


  Lorena watched him. He looked out the window and wouldn’t meet her eye.


  “I’ll be damned if I’ll do it,” he said. “I ain’t no dern cowpuncher. Call just got it in his head to go, for some reason. Well, let him go.”


  But she knew that bucking Gus and the Captain was no easy thing for Jake. He looked at her finally, a sadness in his eyes, as if he was asking her to think of a way to help him.


  Then he grinned, his little smart lazy grin. “Gus thinks we ought to marry,” he said.


  “I’d rather go to San Francisco,” Lorena said.


  Jake stroked her leg again. “Well, we will,” he said. “But don’t Gus come up with some notions! He thinks I ought to bring you along on the drive.”


  Then he looked at her again, as if trying to fathom what was in her thoughts. Lorena let him look. Tired as he was, with his shirt open, there seemed nothing in the man to fear. It was hard to know what he himself feared. He was proud as a turkey cock around other men, irritable and quick to pass an insult. Sitting on her bed, with his clothes unbuttoned, he seemed anything but tough.


  “What was old Gus up to all afternoon?” he asked. “He never got back till sundown.”


  “The same thing you was just up to,” Lorena said.


  Jake lifted his eyebrows, not really surprised. “I knowed it, that scamp,” he said. “Left me to work so he could come and pester you.”


  Lorena decided to tell it. That would be better than if he found it out from somebody else. Besides, though she considered herself his sweetheart, she didn’t consider him her master. He had not really mastered anything except poking, though he had improved her card game a little.


  “Gus offered me fifty dollars,” she said.


  Jake lifted his eyebrows again in his tired way, as if there was nothing he could possibly be told that would really surprise him. It angered her a little, his acting as if he knew everything in advance.


  “He’s a fool with money,” Jake said.


  “I turned him down,” Lorena said. “I told him I was with you.”


  Jake’s eyes came alive for a moment and he gave her a smart slap on the cheek, so quick she scarcely saw it coming. Though it stung her cheek, there was no real anger in it—it was nothing to some of the licks she had taken from Tinkersley. Jake hit her the once as if that was the rule in a game they were playing, and then the life went out of his eyes again and he looked at her with only a tired curiosity.


  “I reckon he got his poke,” he said. “If he didn’t, you can hit me a lick.”


  “We cut the cards for it and he cheated,” Lorena said. “I can’t prove it but I know it. He gave me the fifty dollars anyway.”


  “I ought to told you never to cut the cards with that old cud,” Jake said. “Not unless you’re ready for what he’s ready for. He’s the best card cheat I ever met. He don’t cheat often, but when he does you ain’t gonna catch him.”


  He wiped some of the mud off her belly. “Now that you’re rich you can loan me twenty,” he said.


  “Why should I?” Lorena said. “You didn’t earn it and you didn’t stop it.”


  Besides, he had money from his own card playing. If she knew anything, it was not to give a man money. That was nothing more than an invitation to get sold with their help.


  Jake looked amused. “Keep it then,” he said. “But if it had been any other man than Gus I would have shot you.”


  “If you’d known,” she said, getting up.


  Jake stood looking out the window while she stripped the bed. He sipped his whiskey but didn’t mention the trail again.


  “Are you going with the herd?” she asked.


  “Ain’t decided,” he said. “They’ll be here till Monday.”


  “I plan to leave when you leave,” she said. “With the herd or not.”


  Jake looked around. She was standing in her shift, a little red spot on one cheek where he had slapped her, a lick that made no impression on her at all. It seemed to him there was never much time with women. Before you could look at one twice, you were into an argument, and they were telling you what was going to happen.


  “You’d look a sight in a cow camp,” he said. “All them dern cowboys are in love with you anyway. I’d had to kill half of ’em before we got to the Red River, if you go along.”


  “They won’t bother me,” she said. “Gus is the only one with the guts to try it.”


  Jake chuckled. “Yes, he’d want to cut the cards twice a day,” he said.


  It seemed to him harder, as he got older, to find a simple way of life. On the one hand there were his friends, who expected something of him; on the other there was Lorie, who expected something else. He himself had no fixed ideas about what to do, though he thought it would be pleasant to live in a warm town where he could find a card game. Having a pretty woman to stay with made life happier, of course, but not if it meant having to take the woman to San Francisco.


  Of course he could run: he wasn’t chained to the bedpost or to the friends either. There was Mexico, right out the window. But what would that get him? Mexico was even more violent than Texas. Mexicans were always hanging Texans to make up for all the Mexicans Texans hung. If hanging was all he had to look forward to, he’d rather take his in Arkansas.


  Lorie was watching him with a strange heat in her eyes. It wasn’t because he had slapped her either. He felt she was reading his mind—somehow most women could read his mind. He had only really out-maneuvered one, a little redheaded whore in Cheyenne who was all heart and no brain. Lorena wasn’t going to be fooled. Her look put him on the defensive. Most men would have beat her black and blue for what she had done that afternoon, and yet she hadn’t even made an attempt to conceal it. She played by her own rules. It struck him that she might be the one to kill the sheriff from Arkansas, if it came to that. She wouldn’t balk at it, if he could keep her wanting him.


  “You don’t need to stand there looking out of sorts,” he said. “I won’t run off without you.”


  “I ain’t out of sorts,” Lorena said. “You are. You don’t want to stay and you don’t want to go.”


  Jake looked at her mildly. “I’ve been up that way,” he said. “It’s rough. Why don’t we go up to San Antonio and gamble for a spell?”


  “Tinkersley took me there,” Lorena said. “I don’t want to go back.”


  “You’re a hard one to please,” Jake said, getting a little testy suddenly.


  “I ain’t,” Lorena said. “You please me fine. I just want to go to San Francisco, like you promised.”


  “Well, if you don’t like San Antone there’s Austin, or Fort Worth,” Jake said. “There’s lots of nice towns that ain’t as hard to get to as San Francisco.”


  “I don’t care if it’s hard,” Lorena said. “Let’s just go.”


  Jake sighed and offered her more of his whiskey. “Lay back down,” he said. “I’ll rub your back.”


  “I don’t need my back rubbed,” she said.


  “Lorie, we can’t leave tonight,” he said. “I was just offering to be friendly.”


  She had not meant to press him so, but a decision had become important to her. She had spent too many nights in the little hot room they were in. Taking the gritty sheets off the bed made her realize it. She had changed them many times because the men she lay under were as gritty as Jake had been. It was something that had repeated itself once too often. Now she was done with it. She wanted to throw the sheets, and maybe the mattress and the bed, too, out the window. She was through with the room and everything that went with it, and Jake Spoon might as well know it.


  “Honey, you look like you’ve caught a fever,” Jake said, not realizing it was a fever of impatience to be done with Lonesome Dove and everything in it. “If you’re set on it, I reckon we’ll go, but I don’t fancy living in no cow camp. Call wouldn’t have it anyway. We can ride with them during the day and make our own camp.”


  Lorena was satisfied. Where they camped made no difference to her. Then Jake started talking about Denver, and how when they got there it would be easy to make their way across to San Francisco. She only half listened. Jake washed off as best he could in the little washbasin. She had only one spare sheet, so she put it on the bed while he was washing.


  “Let’s leave tomorrow,” she said.


  “But the herd don’t leave till Monday,” he reminded her.


  “It ain’t our herd,” she said. “We don’t have to wait for it.”


  There was something different about her, Jake had to admit. She had a beautiful face, a beautiful body, but also a distance in her such as he had never met in a woman. Certain mountains were that way, like the Bighorns. The air around them was so clear you could ride toward them for days without seeming to get any closer. And yet, if you kept riding, you would get to the mountains. He was not so sure he would ever get to Lorie. Even when she took him, there was a distance between them. And yet she would not let him leave.


  When they blew out the lamp, a shaft of moonlight came in the window and cut across their bodies. Lorie let him rub her back, since he enjoyed doing it. She was not sleepy. In her mind she had already left Lonesome Dove; she was simply waiting for the night to end so they could really leave. Jake got tired of the back rub and tried to roll her over for another poke but she wouldn’t have it. She pushed his carrot away, a response he didn’t like at all.


  “What’s the matter now?” he asked.


  Lorie didn’t answer. There was nothing to say. He made a second try and she pushed it away again. She knew he hated to be denied but didn’t care. He would have to wait. Listening to his heavy, frustrated breathing, she thought for a while that he might be going to make a fight over it, but he didn’t. His feelings were hurt, but pretty soon he yawned. He kept twisting and turning, hoping she would relent. From time to time he nudged her hip, as if by accident. But he had worked all day; he was tired. Soon he slept. Lorie lay awake, looking out the window, waiting for it to be time to leave.


  21.


  JAKE AWOKE not long after dawn to find Lorena up before him. She sat at the foot of the bed, her face calm, watching the first red light stretch over the mesquite flats. He would have liked to sleep, to hide in sleep for several days, make no decisions, work no cattle, just drowse. But not even sleep was really under his control. The thought that he had to get up and leave town—with Lorie—was in the front of his mind, and it melted his drowsiness. For a minute or two he luxuriated in the fact that he was sleeping on a mattress. It might be a poor one stuffed with corn shucks, but it was better than he would get for the next several months. For months it would just be the ground, with whatever weather they happened to catch.


  He looked at Lorie for a minute, thinking that perhaps if he scared her with Indian stories she would change her mind.


  But when he raised up on one elbow to look at her in the fresh light, the urge to discourage her went away. It was a weakness, but he could not bear to disappoint women, even if it was ultimately for their own good. At least he couldn’t disappoint them to their faces. Leaving them was his only out, and he knew he wasn’t ready to leave Lorie. Her beauty blew the sleep right out of his brain, and all she was doing was looking out a window, her long golden hair spilling over her shoulders. She wore an old threadbare cotton shift that should have been thrown away long ago. She didn’t own a decent dress, and had nothing to show her beauty to advantage, yet most of the men on the border would ride thirty miles just to sit in a saloon and look at her. She had the quality of not yet having really started her life—her face had a freshness unusual in a woman who had been sporting for a while. The thought struck him that the two of them might do well in San Francisco, if they could just get there. There were men of wealth there, and Lorie’s beauty would soon attract them.


  “You don’t look like you’ve changed your mind,” he said. “I guess I’ve got to get up and go buy you a horse.”


  “Take my money,” she said. “Don’t get one that’s too tall.”


  She gave him Gus’s fifty dollars.


  “Hell, I don’t need all this,” he said. “There ain’t a horse in town worth fifty dollars, unless it’s that mare of Call’s, and she ain’t for sale.”


  But he took the money, thinking it a fine joke on Gus that the money from his poke would buy Lorie a mount to ride to Montana, or however far they went. He had known perfectly well Gus would try something of the sort, for Gus would never let him have a woman to himself. Gus liked to be a rival more than anything else, Jake figured. And as for Lorie going through with it—well, it relieved him of a certain level of responsibility for her. If she was going to keep that much independence, so would he.


  Lorena kept looking out the window. It was as if her mind had already left Lonesome Dove and moved up the trail. Jake sat up and put his arms around her. He loved the way she smelled in the mornings; he liked to sniff at her shoulders or her throat. He did it again. She didn’t reject these little morning attentions, but she didn’t encourage them either. She waited for him to leave and go buy the horse, running over in her mind the few things she could take with her.


  There was not much. Her favorite thing was a mother-of-pearl comb Tinkersley had bought her when they first got to San Antonio. She had a thin gold ring that had been her mother’s, and one or two other trifles. She had never liked to buy things; in Lonesome Dove it didn’t matter, for there was nothing much to buy.


  Jake sat and scratched himself for a while, smelling Lorie’s flesh and hoping she would encourage him, but since she didn’t, he finally got dressed and went off to see about horses and equipment.


  Before Jake had been gone ten minutes Lorena got a surprise. There was a timid knock at her door. She opened it a peek and there was Xavier, standing on the stairs in tears. He just stood there looking as if it was the end of the world, tears running down his cheeks and dripping onto his shirt. She didn’t know what to make of it, but since she wasn’t dressed, she didn’t want to let him in.


  “Is it true, what Jake says?” he asked. “You are leaving today?”


  Lorena nodded. “We’re going to San Francisco,” she said.


  “I want to marry you,” Xavier said. “Do not go. If you go I don’t want to live. I will burn the place down. It’s a filthy place anyway. I will burn it tomorrow.”


  Well, it’s your place, she thought. Burn it if you want to. But she didn’t say it. Xavier had not been unkind to her. He had given her a job when she didn’t have a penny, and had paid promptly for whatever services he required. Now he was standing on the stairs, so wrought up he could hardly see.


  “I’m going,” she said.


  Xavier shook his head in despair. “But Jake is not true,” he said. “I know him. He will leave you somewhere. You will never get to San Francisco.”


  “I’ll get there,” Lorena said. “If Jake don’t stay, I’ll get there with someone else.”


  He shook his head. “You will die somewhere,” he said. “He’ll take you the wrong way. We could marry. I will sell this place. We can go to Galveston and take a boat for California. We can get a restaurant there. I have Therese’s money. We can get a clean restaurant, with tablecloths. You won’t have to see men anymore.”


  Except I’d have to see you, she thought.


  “Let me come in,” he said. “I will give you anything... more than Gus.”


  She shook her head. “Jake would kill you,” she said. “You go on now.”


  “I can’t,” he said, still crying. “I am dying for you. If he kills me I would be better. I will give you anything.”


  Again she shook her head, not quite sure what to think. She had seen Xavier have fits before, but usually fits of anger. This fit was different. His chest was heaving and his eyes poured tears.


  “You should marry me,” he said. “I will be good to you. I am not like these men. I have manners. You would see how kind I would be. I would never leave you. You could have an easy life.”


  Lorena just kept shaking her head. The most interesting thing he said was about the boat. She didn’t know much, but she knew Galveston was closer than Denver. Why was Jake wanting to ride to Denver, if they could take a boat?


  “You better leave,” she said. “I don’t want Jake to catch you up here. He might shoot you.”


  “No!” Xavier exclaimed. “I will shoot him! I have a shotgun. I will shoot him when he comes back if you don’t let me in.”


  Lorena hardly knew what to think. It was crazy behavior. Xavier didn’t seem to want to budge from the stairs. He did own a shotgun. It was not likely Jake would let someone as pitiful as Xavier shoot him, but then if he shot Xavier, that would be almost as bad. He already had his Arkansas trouble from shooting someone. They might not get to leave if there was a shooting, and Xavier looked desperate enough to do anything.


  Then Xavier began to pull money out of his pocket. It was hard to say how much he held out to her, but it was a good deal more than fifty dollars. It might even be a hundred dollars. The sight of it made her feel tired. No matter what plans she made or how she tried to live, some man would always be looking at her and holding out money. Without giving it much thought, Mosby had started something that nothing seemed to stop. She thought Jake had stopped it, but he hadn’t. His talk about killing men was just talk. If he had cared that much he would have shot Gus, friend or no friend. It was hard to believe he would even shoot Xavier—probably he would just give her another slap and forget about it.


  “Please,” Xavier said. “Please. I need you.”


  At least it might calm him down, she thought, opening the door. Also, he was usually quick as a rabbit when he came to her.


  “I ain’t messin’ this bed,” she said. “It’s the last sheet.”


  Xavier didn’t care. He put the money on her little chest of drawers and turned to her. Lorie shut the door and leaned against it, lifting her shift. With a grateful look Xavier dropped his pants. Soon his legs were trembling so she was afraid he would collapse before he was done. But he didn’t. When he finished he put his head against her bosom for a moment, wetting her breasts with his tears even as she felt his drip on her thigh.


  Then he stepped back and pulled up his pants.


  “Goodbye,” he said.


  “Well, I ain’t left yet,” she said. “We’re not going till afternoon.”


  Xavier looked at her once more, and left. His look startled her. It was like the look in her pa’s eyes when he died in Baton Rouge. She watched him go down the stairs. He went slowly, as if feeling for each stair. He had scarcely been in her room two minutes, but her shift was wet with his tears. Men were all strange, but Xavier was stranger than many.


  When he finally made it to the bottom, she turned and hid the money. It was just one more secret she had from Jake.


  22.


  LATE THAT AFTERNOON, as the boys were sitting around Bolivar’s cook fire getting their evening grub, Augustus looked up from his plate and saw Jake and Lorena ride into camp. They were riding two good horses and leading a pack horse. The most surprising thing was that Lorena was wearing pants. So far as he could remember, he had never seen a woman in pants, and he considered himself a man of experience. Call had his back turned and hadn’t seen them, but some of the cowboys had. The sight of a woman in pants scared them so bad they didn’t know where to put their eyes. Most of them began to concentrate heavily on the beans in their plates. Dish Boggett turned white as a sheet, got up without a word to anybody, got his night horse and started for the herd, which was strung out up the valley.


  It was Dish’s departure that got Call’s attention. He looked around and saw the couple coming.


  “We got you to thank for this,” he said to Gus.


  “I admit I was inspired,” Augustus said. He knew his friend was in a silent fury, but he himself thought the visit might provide a little amusement. It had been in short supply lately. The only thing there had been to laugh at was Allen O’Brien getting pitched into a pile of prickly pears by a bronc. When he emerged he even had thorns in his beard.


  But that was a normal hazard, the horses being unreliable and the prickly pear abundant.


  A woman in pants was far more unusual. Jake rode right up to the cook fire, though Augustus could tell from his manner that he was nervous.


  “Howdy, boys,” he said. “Mind if we make a meal?”


  “Course not, you’re as welcome around here as money, Jake,” Augustus said. “You and Lorie too.”


  Call watched the proceedings silently, unable to decide who he was more aggravated at, Gus or Jake. Surely the latter knew better than to bring a woman into a cow camp. It was difficult enough to keep men peaceful even if they didn’t have a woman to argue about.


  “Woodrow, you know Lorie, I reckon,” Jake said, although he knew it wasn’t true. Call’s silence had always made him nervous.


  “We’ve not met,” Call said, touching his hat but not looking at the woman. He didn’t want to get angry at Jake in front of all the hands, and all but Dish and the two Rainey boys were lounging around eating their evening meal. Or, at least, they had been lounging. Now they were sitting as stiffly as if they were in church. Some looked paralyzed. For a moment the only sound in the camp was the jingle of a bit as the woman’s horse slung its head.


  Augustus walked over to help Lorena dismount. The sight of the boys all sitting like statues made him want to laugh. The sudden appearance of a Comanche would not have affected them as much.


  He recognized the brown mare Lorie rode as having belonged to Mary Pumphrey, the young widow.


  “I would not have thought Mary would give up her mare,” he said.


  “Jake bought her,” Lorena said, grateful that Gus had come over to offer her help. Jake had not so much as looked at her since they rode into camp. She had never seen Captain Call up close before, but she could tell Jake was mighty uneasy about him.


  It depressed her a little that she was left to depend on Gus’s courtesy from the very outset. He took her over to the cook fire and saw that she got a good helping of food, talking casually all the while, mainly about the qualities of the Pumphrey mare. Jake followed and got some grub but he was silent when he did it.


  Still, it had felt good to ride out of Lonesome Dove. She had not seen Xavier again. The Dry Bean had been empty as they made their preparations. The pants had been Jake’s idea. He had known a woman mule skinner in Montana who had worn pants.


  While Jake had been fixing the pack horse, Lippy had come out on the steps of the saloon and waved his lip at her one more time.


  “I never tolt on you, Lorie,” he said. He looked like he might cry too. You’ll just have to cry, she thought. He took his bowler off and turned it around and around in his hand until it made her nervous.


  “You’ll have to pardon the grub,” Augustus said. “Bol has learned to season but he forgot to learn to cook.”


  Bolivar was resting comfortably against a wagon wheel and ignored the sally. He was wavering in his mind whether to stay or go. He did not like travel—the thought of it made him unhappy. And yet, when he went home to Mexico he felt unhappy too, for his wife was disappointed in him and let him know it every day. He had never been sure what she wanted—after all, their children were beautiful—but whatever it was, he had not been able to give it to her. His daughters were his delight, but they would soon all marry and be gone, leaving him no protection from his wife. Probably he would shoot his wife if he went home. He had shot an irritating horse, right out from under himself. A man’s patience sometimes simply snapped. He had shot the horse right between the ears and then found it difficult to get the saddle off, once the horse fell. Probably he would shoot his wife in the same way, if he went home. Many times he had been tempted to shoot one or another of the members of the Hat Creek outfit, but of course if he did that he would be immediately shot in return. Every day he thought he might go home, but he didn’t. It was easier to stay and cut up a few snakes into the cook pot than to listen to his wife complain.


  So he stayed, day by day, paying no attention to what anyone said. That in itself was a luxury he wouldn’t have at home, for a disappointed woman was not easy to ignore.


  Jake ate without tasting his food, wishing he had never come back to Lonesome Dove. It was going to be no pleasure riding north, if Call was so disapproving. He had meant to take Call aside and quietly explain it, but somehow he could not think of the best words to use. Call’s silences had a way of making him lose track of his thoughts—some of which were perfectly good thoughts, in their way.


  As they ate, the dusk deepened. Sean O’Brien, on the far side of the herd, began to sing his night song, an Irish melody whose words did not carry across the long plain where the cattle stood. But in the still night the sound carried; somehow it made Newt want to cry. He was sitting stiffly only a few feet from Lorena. He had been looking at her closely for the first time—hardly daring to, and yet feeling that he was safe because of the dusk. She was more beautiful than he had imagined, but she did not look happy—it gave him a painful feeling to see her unhappiness, and the song made it worse. His eyes filled up. It was no wonder Sean cried so much, Newt thought—his songs made you want to cry even when you couldn’t hear the words.


  “This is a lucky herd,” Augustus said.


  “And how is that?” Jake asked, a little testy. In some moods he could tolerate Gus’s talk, but at other times the very sound of Gus’s voice made him want to take out a gun and shoot the man. It was a loud voice—the sound of it made it hard to think, when it wasn’t easy to think anyway. But the most aggravating aspect to it was that Gus always sounded cheerful, as if there was no trouble in the world that could catch him. At times when life seemed all trouble, the sight of Gus, untouched by all that went on around him, was difficult to bear.


  “Why, it’s the only herd on the trail that’s got two Irish baritones to sing to it,” Augustus said.


  “He sings too sad,” Needle Nelson said, for the sound of Sean’s voice affected him as it had Newt. It brought to mind his mother, who had died when he was eight, and also a little sister he had been fond of, who had succumbed to a fever when only four.


  “It’s the Irish nature,” Augustus said.


  “No, it’s just Sean,” Allen O’Brien said. “He’s just a crybaby.”


  Call came walking over. He felt he had to know what Jake meant to do.


  “Well, Jake, have you made your plans?” he asked, being as formal as possible.


  “Oh, we’ve decided to try our luck in Denver for the time being,” Jake said. “I believe we’d both enjoy the cool weather.”


  “It’s a hard trip,” Call observed.


  “Why tell that to Jake?” Augustus asked. “He’s a traveled man and ain’t put off by hardship. Feather beds ain’t his style.”


  He had meant it as blatant irony, since of course feather beds were exactly Jake’s style, but the discussion was so solemn that his flourish went unnoticed.


  “We had hoped to sort of ease along with the bunch of you,” Jake said, his eyes down. “We’ll make our own camp, so as not to be in the way. Might could help out a little if things get tight. The water might be a little chancy, once we hit the plains.”


  “If I’d liked water better I guess I’d have stayed a riverboater, and you boys would have missed out on some choice conversation over the years,” Augustus said.


  “Hell, it’s taken ten years off my life, listening to you talk,” Jake said.


  “Jake, you are surly tonight,” Augustus said mildly. “I guess leaving the easy pickings around here has put you out of sorts.”


  Pea Eye was carefully whetting his bowie knife on the sole of one boot. Though they were still perfectly safe, as far as he knew, Pea had already begun to have bad dreams about the big Indian whose ferocity had haunted his sleep for years. The dreams had been so bad that he had already started sleeping with the unsheathed bowie knife in his hand, so he would be in the habit of it by the time they hit Indian country. This precaution caused certain problems for the young hands whose duty it was to wake him for his shift at night herding. It put them in danger of getting stabbed, a fact which troubled Jasper Fant particularly. Jasper was sensitive to danger. Usually he chose to wake Pea by kicking him in one foot, although even that wasn’t really safe—Pea was tall and who knew when he might snap up and make a lunge. Jasper had concluded that the best way would be to pelt him with small rocks, although such caution would only earn him the scorn of the rest of the hands.


  “I wouldn’t have wanted to miss hearing you talk, Gus,” Pea said, though he could not offhand remember a single thing Gus had said over the years. But he could remember, night after night, drowsing off to the sound of Gus’s voice.


  “I’m ready to start, if we got to start,” Augustus said. “We got enough cattle now to stock five ranches.”


  Call knew that was true, but he found it difficult to resist running over to Mexico every few nights to add more cattle. They were easy to get, without Pedro Flores to contend with.


  “It does seem a pity you’re so independent, Jake,” Augustus said. “If you come in with us you could be a cattle baron yet.”


  “Nope, I’d rather be pore than chew the dust,” Jake said, standing up. Lorie stood up too. She felt her silence coming back. It was men watching her while trying to pretend they weren’t watching her that brought it on. Few of them were bold enough just to look straight at her. They had to be sneaky about it. Being among them in the camp was worse than the saloon, where at least she had her room. In the camp there was nothing she could do but sit and listen to the talk pass her by.


  “I guess we’ll try to find a ridge to camp on,” Jake said. “It would be nice to be upwind from these smelly beasts.”


  “Good God, Jake, if you’re that finicky you ought to have been a barber,” Augustus said. “Then you could smell hair oil and toilet water all day and never be offended.” He walked over and helped Lorena mount. The brown mare was restless and kept slinging her head.


  “I may take to barbering yet,” Jake said, annoyed that Gus had seen fit to help Lorie again. She was going to have to learn to mount sometime, with over a thousand miles of riding ahead.


  “I hope you’ll come back for breakfast,” Augustus said. “We eat about an hour before sunrise. Woodrow Call likes to put in a full day, as you may remember.”


  “For that matter we intend to have our breakfast sent out by the hotel,” Jake said sarcastically, spurring his horse.


  Call watched them go, annoyed. Augustus noticed, and chuckled.


  “Even you can’t stop inconvenient things from happening, Call,” he said. “Jake can only be controlled up to a point, and Lorie’s a woman. She can’t be controlled at all.”


  Call didn’t want to argue about it. He picked up his Henry and walked out of the circle of firelight, meaning to have a few minutes to himself. Passing behind the wagon, he bumped into Newt, who had evidently been holding his water while the woman was in camp and had just slipped off to relieve himself.


  “Sorry, Captain,” he said.


  “You ought to go get Dish,” Call said. “I don’t know why he rode off. It ain’t his shift. I guess we’ll start tomorrow. We can’t take all the cattle in Mexico.”


  He stood silently a moment. The mood to walk had left him.


  Newt was surprised. The Captain never shared his decisions with him, and yet it seemed that the decision to leave had just been made, right there behind the wagon.


  “Captain,” he asked, “how far is it, up north?” It was something he couldn’t stop wondering about, and since the Captain hadn’t walked away, the question just popped out.


  Then he immediately felt silly for asking it. “I guess it’s a mighty far piece, up north,” he said, as if to relieve the Captain of the need to answer.


  It struck Call that they should have educated the boy a little better. He seemed to think north was a place, not just a direction. It was another of Gus’s failings—he considered himself a great educator, and yet he rarely told anyone anything they needed to know.


  “It’s a ways farther than you’ve been,” Call said, not sure the boy had ever been anywhere. Probably they had at least taken him to Pickles Gap at some point.


  “Oh, I been north,” Newt said, not wanting the Captain to think him completely untraveled. “I been north clear to San Antone—remember?”


  Call remembered then—Deets had taken him once.


  “Where we’re going is a sight farther,” he said.


  23.


  “WELL, I’M GOING TO MISS WANZ,” Augustus said, as he and Call were eating their bacon in the faint morning light. “Plus I already miss my Dutch ovens. You would want to move just as my sourdough got right at its prime.”


  “I’d like to think there’s a better reason for living in a place than you being able to cook biscuits,” Call said. “Though I admit they’re good biscuits.”


  “You ought to admit it, you’ve et enough of them,” Augustus said. “I still think we ought to just hire the town and take it with us. Then we’d have a good barkeep and someone to play the pianer.”


  With Call suddenly determined to leave that very day, Augustus found himself regretful, nostalgic already for things he hadn’t particularly cared for but hated to think of losing.


  “What about the well?” he asked. “Another month and we’d have it dug.”


  “We?” Call asked. “When did you hit a lick on that well?”


  He looked around and saw to his astonishment that Augustus’s two pigs were laying under the wagon, snuffling. In the half dark he had thought it was Bolivar snoring.


  “Who asked them dern pigs?” he said.


  “I guess they tracked us,” Augustus said. “They’re enterprising pigs.”


  “I guess you’re planning to take them too?”


  “It’s still a free country,” Augustus said. “They can come if they want the inconvenience. Wonder where Jake camped.”


  At that point the late shift came riding in—Newt, Pea, Dish Boggett and Jasper Fant, plus a fifth man, who hadn’t been part of the shift.


  “Why, it’s Soupy Jones,” Call said.


  “Godamighty,” Augustus said. “The man must of have lost his wits, what few he had.”


  Soupy had rangered with them a few months, before they quit. He was brave but lazy, a fine cardplayer, and by all odds the best horseman any of them had ever known. His love of being horseback was so strong that he could seldom be induced to dismount, except to sleep or eat.


  “I thought Soupy married,” Call said, as the boys unsaddled their night horses.


  “That was the gossip,” Augustus said. “Married a rich woman and became a sheriff, I heard. Well, maybe she run off with a preacher. If she didn’t, I don’t know why he’s out this time of night.”


  Soupy, a short man, came walking over with Pea Eye.


  “Look what rode up,” Pea Eye said. “I near mistook him for a bandit since it was pitch-dark.”


  “’I god, Soupy, you should have waited till we lit the lanterns,” Augustus said, standing up to shake hands. “A sharp bunch of gun hands like us, you’re lucky not to be shot.”


  “Aw, Gus,” Soupy said, not knowing what else to say. He had always been nonplused by Gus’s witticisms.


  “Morning, Captain,” he said, as Call shook his hand.


  “Have some grub,” Call said. He had always been fond of the man, despite his unwillingness to dismount if there was something to do on the ground.


  “Where’d you come from, Soupy?” Augustus asked. “Didn’t we hear you was mayor of someplace. Or was it governor?”


  “I was just in Bastrop, Gus,” Soupy said. “Bastrop don’t have no mayor, or governor either. It’s barely a town.”


  “Well, we’re barely an outfit,” Augustus said, “though we got two fine pigs that just joined us last night. Are you looking for employment?”


  “Yes, my wife died,” Soupy said. “She was never strong,” he added, in the silence that followed the remark.


  “Well, you’re hired, at least,” Call said.


  “I lost two wives myself,” Augustus remarked.


  “I heard Jake was around but I don’t see him,” Soupy said. He and Jake had been close buddies once, and it was partly curiosity about him that made Soupy want to rejoin the Hat Creek outfit.


  “Well, he is,” Call said, not anxious to have to explain the situation.


  “Jake won’t camp with us old cobs,” Augustus said. “He’s traveling with a valet, if you know what that is.”


  “No, but if it’s traveling with Jake I bet it wears skirts,” Soupy said—a remark which for some reason seemed to catch everybody wrong. Or everybody but Gus, who laughed long and hard. Feeling a little confused, but happy to have been hired, Soupy went off with Pea Eye to get breakfast.


  “I’m going in and pry up that sign I wrote so we can take it with us,” Augustus said. “I may pry up one of my Dutch ovens and bring it too.”


  “Bol ain’t said that he’s going,” Call said. It was a mild anxiety. If Bol quit and they had to depend on Gus to do the cooking, the whole trip would be in jeopardy. Apart from biscuits, his cooking was of the sort that caused tempers to flare.


  In fact, Bolivar was standing by the cook fire, staring into it with an expression of deep gloom. If he heard the remark he gave no sign.


  “Oh, Bol’s got the adventurer’s spirit,” Augustus said. “He’ll go. If he don’t, he’ll just have to go home and whet his wife more often than he cares to.”


  With that he went and got the two mules that constituted their wagon team. The bigger mule, a gray, was named Greasy, and the smaller, a bay, they called Kick Boy, out of respect for his lightning rear hooves. They had not been worked very much, there seldom having been a need to take the wagon anywhere. It was theoretically for rent, but rarely got rented more than once a year. Greasy and Kick Boy were an odd-looking team, the former being nearly four hands higher than the latter. Augustus hitched them to the wagon while Call went to inspect the remuda, meaning to weed out any horses that looked sickly.


  “Don’t weed out too many,” Augustus said. “We might need to eat ’em.”


  Dish Boggett, who had had little sleep and had not enjoyed the little, found the remark irritating.


  “Why would we need to eat the dern horses, with three thousand cattle right in front of us?” he asked. He had spent hours riding around the herd, with a tight wad of anger in his breast.


  “I can’t say, Dish,” Augustus said. “We might want to change our fare, for all I know. Or the Sioux Indians might run off the cattle. Of course, they might run off the horses too.”


  “Happened to us in that Stone House fight,” Pea remarked. “They set fire to the grass and I couldn’t see a dern thing.”


  “Well, I ain’t you,” Dish informed him. “I bet I could see my own horse, fire or no fire.”


  “I’m going to town,” Augustus said. “You boys will stand and jabber all day. Any of you want anything brought? It has to be something that will fit in this wagon.”


  “Bring me five hundred dollars, that’ll fit,” Jasper said.


  There was general laughter, which Augustus ignored. “What I ought to bring is a few coffins,” he said. “Most of you boys will probably be drownt before we hit the Powder River.”


  “Bring a few jugs, if you see any,” Jasper said. The fear of drowning was strong in him, and Gus’s remark spoiled his mood.


  “Jasper, I’ll bring a boat if I notice one,” Augustus said. He caught Bolivar staring at him malevolently.


  “Come on, if you’re coming, Bol,” he said. “No reason for you to go north and drown.”


  Bol was indeed feeling terrible. They only talked of going, not of coming back. It might be he would never see Mexico again, or his lovely daughters, if he left. And yet, when he looked across the river and thought of his village, he just felt tired. He was too tired to deal with a disappointed woman, and much too tired to be a bandit.


  Instead of climbing in the wagon, he turned away and sat down near the pigs. They had found a cool spot where the water barrel had dripped, and were lying on their stomachs, watching the proceedings alertly.


  “If I ain’t back in a month, you girls feel free to start without me,” Augustus said. Then he drove off, amused that Dish Boggett looked so out of sorts just from being in love with a woman who didn’t want him. It was a peril too common to take seriously.


  A half mile from the main camp he came upon the very woman who had given Dish the pain. She was attempting to cook some fryback, and was getting no help from Jake Spoon, who hadn’t even provided her with a good fire. Jake was sitting on his bedding, his hair sticking up in back, trying to dig a thorn out of his hand with a pocketknife.


  Augustus stopped the team and got down to chat a minute.


  “Jake, you look like you slept standing on your head,” he said. “Is that a bullet you’re digging out? Has she shot you already?”


  “Who invited you to breakfast?” Jake said.


  “I’ve et,” Augustus said. “I just stopped by to set the table, so you two could dine in style.”


  “Hello, Gus,” Lorie said.


  “Don’t start no conversation, else he’ll stay all day,” Jake said. “I’d forgotten what a pest you are, Gus.”


  He had got the thorn in his thumb hobbling the horses the night before, and had been unable to get it out in the dark. Now his thumb was swollen to twice its size, for a green mesquite thorn was only slightly less poisonous than a rattlesnake. Besides, he had slept badly on the stony ground, and Lorie had refused him again, when all he wanted was a little pleasure to take his mind off his throbbing thumb. They were camped only two miles from town and could easily have ridden back and slept comfortably in the Dry Bean, but when he suggested it Lorie showed her stubborn streak and refused. He could go back if he cared to—she wasn’t. So he had stayed and slept poorly, worrying most of the night about snakes. As much camping as he had done, it was a fear that never left him.


  “It’s a wonder you ain’t froze to death years ago, if that’s the best fire you can make,” Augustus said. He began to gather sticks.


  “You don’t need to bother,” Lorena said. “I’ve already burned the meat.” It was good Gus had stopped, for Jake was in a temper already, just because she had turned away from him the night before. He had a quick pride; any refusal made him angry. As for sleeping on the ground, she didn’t mind. It was at least fairly cool.


  “I never expected to find you to be still in bed at this hour, Jake,” Augustus said. “You’ll have a time keeping up with us if you don’t improve your habits. By the way, Soupy hired on this morning. He inquired about you.”


  “There goes the easy money,” Jake said. “Soupy will win ever cent you boys can earn in the next ten years. He’s been known to win from me, and that ain’t easy.”


  “Well, I’m going to town,” Augustus said. “Want me to pick you up a Bible or a few hymnbooks?”


  “Nope, we’re leaving,” Jake said. “Soon as we pack.”


  “That won’t be soon,” Augustus said. “You’ve scattered stuff over three acres just making this one little camp.”


  That was true. They had unpacked in the dark and made a mess of it. Jake was looking for a whiskey bottle that wasn’t where he thought he’d put it. It was plain camping wasn’t a neat way of life. There was no place to wash, and they were carrying very little water, which was the main reason she had refused Jake. She liked a wash and felt he could wait until they camped near a river and could splash a little of the dust off before bedding down.


  Augustus watched them eat the poor burned breakfast. It was eternally amusing, the flow of human behavior. Who could have predicted Jake would be the one to take Lorena out of Lonesome Dove? She had been meaning to leave since the day she arrived, and now Jake, who had slipped from the grasp of every woman who had known him, was firmly caught by a young whore from Alabama.


  The quality of determination had always intrigued him. Lorie had it, and Jake didn’t. Hers was nothing compared to W. F. Call’s, but hers would probably be sufficient to get her to San Francisco, where no doubt she would end up a respectable woman.


  After accepting a cup of coffee from Lorie, he took a look at Jake’s thumb, which was swollen and turning white.


  “You better be sure you got all that thorn out,” Gus said. “If you didn’t you’ll probably lose the hand, and maybe the arm that goes with it.”


  “I won’t lose no arm, and if I did I could still beat you dealing one-handed,” Jake said. “I hope you invite us to breakfast one of these days, to repay the favor.”


  When Augustus reached Lonesome Dove, the one street was still and empty, with only one horse twitching its tail in front of the Pumphreys’ store. The dust his wagon stirred hung straight as a column before settling back into the street. Augustus stopped in front of the deserted blacksmith shop. The blacksmith, an uncommunicative man named Roy Royce, had ridden out of town some months before and had not come back.


  Augustus found a small crowbar among the tools the man had cavalierly abandoned, and rode up the street to the Hat Creek corrals, where he easily pried his sign off the fence. The Dutch ovens were more resistant. They showed signs of crumbling, so he left them. There would be no time for leisurely biscuit making on the trail anyway.


  He walked through the house and had a look at the roofless barn, amused at how little trace remained of their ten years’ residence. They had lived the whole time as if they might leave at any minute, and now that was exactly what they had done. The barn would stay roofless, the well only partially dug. The rattlesnakes could take the spring-house, for all he cared—he had already removed his whiskey jug. It would be a while before he had such a good shady porch to sit on, drinking the afternoon out. In Texas he had drunk to take his mind off the heat; in Montana, no doubt, it would be to take his mind off the cold. He didn’t feel sad. The one thing he knew about Texas was that he was lucky to be leaving it alive—and, in fact, he had a long way to go before he could be sure of accomplishing that much.


  He drove down to the saloon for a last word with Xavier. At first he thought the saloon was empty, but then he saw Xavier sitting at a little table near the shadowy end of the bar. He had not bothered to shave for two days, a sign of profound demoralization.


  “Dern, Wanz, you look poorly,” Augustus said. “I see the morning rush ain’t started yet.”


  “It will never start,” Xavier said in a desperate voice.


  “Just because you lost your whore don’t mean the sun won’t rise again,” Augustus assured him. “Take a trip to San Antonio and recruit another whore.”


  “I would have married her,” Xavier said, feeling too hopeless even to conceal that he was hopeless.


  “I ain’t surprised,” Augustus said gently. It was one thing to make light of a young man’s sorrows in love, but another to do it when the sorrower was Xavier’s age. There were men who didn’t get over women. He himself, fortunately, was not one of them, though he had felt fairly black for a year after Clara married. It was curious, for Xavier had had stuff enough to survive a hellion like Therese, but was devastated by the departure of Lorena, who could hardly, with reason, have been expected to stay in one room over a saloon all her life.


  “I would have taken her to San Francisco,” Xavier said. “I would have given her money, bought her clothes.”


  “In my opinion the woman made a poor bargain,” Augustus said. “I seen her not an hour ago, trying to cook over a dern smoky fire. But then we don’t look at life like women do, Wanz. They don’t always appreciate convenience.”


  Xavier shrugged. Gus often talked about women, but he had never listened and didn’t intend to start. It wouldn’t bring Lorena back, or make him feel less hopeless. It had seemed a miracle, the day she walked in the door, with nothing but her beauty. From the first he had planned to marry her someday. It didn’t matter that she was a whore. She had intelligence, and he felt sure her intelligence would one day guide her to him. She would see, in time, how much kinder he was than other men; she would recognize that he treated her better, loved her more.


  Yet it hadn’t worked. She went with him willingly enough when he requested it, but no more willingly than she went with other men. Then Jake had come and taken her, just taken her, as easily as picking a hat off a rack. Often Xavier had passed the boring hours by dreaming of how happy Lorie would be when he made his proposal, offering to free her from whoring and every form of drudgery. But when he offered, she had merely shaken her head, and now his dreams were ruined.


  He remembered that when he declared his love her eyes hadn’t changed at all—it was as if he had suggested she sweep out the bar. She had only tolerated him to avoid a scene with Jake, and had seemed scarcely aware that he had given her nearly two hundred dollars, four times as much as Gus. It was enough to buy her passage to San Francisco. But she had merely taken it and shut the door. It was cruel, love.


  “Well, it’s too bad you ain’t a cowboy,” Augustus said. “You look like you could use a change of air. Where’s Lippy?”


  Xavier shrugged. The last thing that would interest him was the whereabouts of Lippy.


  Augustus drank a glass but said no more. He knew he could not talk Xavier out of his depression.


  “If Jake gets killed, tell her I will come,” Xavier said—there was always that prospect. After all, he had only met Therese because her first husband had fallen off a roof and broken his neck. A man like Jake, a traveler and a gambler, might meet a violent end at any time.


  “I doubt it’ll happen,” Augustus said, not wishing to encourage faint hopes.


  When he went out he found Lippy sitting in the wagon with his bowler on his head.


  “How’d you get in my wagon?” Augustus asked.


  “Jumped off the roof and this is where I landed,” Lippy said. He liked to joke.


  “Jump back on the roof then,” Augustus said. “I’m going to Montana.”


  “I’m hiring on,” Lippy said. “The pianer playin’s over around here. Wanz won’t feed me and I can’t cook. I’ll starve to death.”


  “It might beat drowning in the Republican River,” Augustus said. Lippy had a little bag packed and sitting between his feet. It was clear he was packed and ready.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  “Well, we got two Irishmen, I guess we can always use a man with a hole in his stomach,” Augustus said. Lippy had been a fair horseman once. Maybe Call would let him look after the remuda.


  As they rode out of town the widow Cole was hanging out her washing. Hot as the sun was, it seemed to Augustus it would be dry before she got it on the line. She kept a few goats, one of which was nibbling on the rope handle of her laundry basket. She was an imposing woman, and he felt a pang of regret that he and she had not got on better, but the truth was they fell straight into argument even if they only happened to meet in the street. Probably her husband, Joe Cole, had bored her for twenty years, leaving her with a taste for argument. He himself enjoyed argument, but not with a woman who had been bored all her life. It could lead to a strenuous existence.


  As they passed out of town, Lippy suddenly turned sentimental. Under the blazing sun the town looked white—the only things active in it were the widow and her goats. There were only about ten buildings, hardly enough to make a town, but Lippy got sentimental anyway. He remembered when there had been another saloon, one that kept five Mexican whores. He had gone there often and had great fun in the days before he got the wound in his belly. He had never forgotten the merry whores—they were always sitting on his lap. One of them, a girl named Maria, would sleep with him merely because she liked the way he played the piano. Those had been the years.


  At the thought of them his eyes teared up, making his last look at Lonesome Dove a watery one. The dusty street wavered in his vision as if under a heavy rain.


  Augustus happened to notice that Lippy was crying, tears running down both sides of his nose into the floppy pocket of his lip. Lippy normally cried when he got drunk, so the sight was nothing new, except that he didn’t seem drunk. “If you’re sick you can’t go,” he said sternly. “We don’t want no sickly hands.”


  “I ain’t sick, Gus,” Lippy said, a little embarrassed by his tears. Soon he felt a little better. Lonesome Dove was hidden—he could barely see the top of the little church house across the chaparral flats.


  “It’s funny, leaving a place, ain’t it?” he said. “You never do know when you’ll get back.”


  24.


  ALTHOUGH HE KNEW they wouldn’t leave until the heat of the day was over, Newt felt so excited that he didn’t miss sleep and could hardly eat. The Captain had made it final: they were leaving that day. He had told all the hands that they ought to see to their equipment; once they got on the trail, opportunities for repair work might be scarce.


  In fact, the advice only mattered to the better-equipped hands: Dish, Jasper, Soupy Jones and Needle Nelson. The Spettle brothers, for example, had no equipment at all, unless you called one pistol with a broken hammer equipment. Newt had scarcely more; his saddle was an old one and he had no slicker and only one blanket for a bedroll. The Irishmen had nothing except what they had been loaned.


  Pea seemed to think the only important equipment was his bowie knife, which he spent the whole day sharpening. Deets merely got a needle and some pieces of rawhide and sewed a few rawhide patches on his old quilted pants.


  When they saw Mr. Augustus ride up with Lippy, some of the hands thought it might be a joke, but the Captain at once put him in charge of the horses, an action that moved Dish Boggett to scorn.


  “Half the remuda will run off once they see him flop that lip,” he said.


  Augustus was inspecting the feet of his main horse, a large buckskin he called old Malaria, not a graceful mount but a reliable one.


  “It might surprise you, Dish,” he said, “but Lippy was once a considerable hand. I wouldn’t talk if I were you. You may end up with a hole in your own stomach and have to play whorehouse piano for a living.”


  “If I do I’ll starve,” Dish said. “I never had the opportunity of piano lessons.”


  Once it was clear he was not going to be constantly affronted by the sight of Jake and Lorena, Dish’s mood improved a little. Since they were traveling along the same route, an opportunity might yet arise to demonstrate that he was a better man than Jake Spoon. She might need to be saved from a flood or a grizzly bear—grizzly bears were often the subject of discussion around the campfire at night. No one had ever seen one, but all agreed they were almost impossible to kill. Jasper Fant had taken to worrying about them constantly, if only as a change from worrying about drowning.


  Jasper’s obsession with drowning had begun to oppress them all. He had talked so much about it that Newt had come to feel it would be almost a miracle if someone didn’t drown at every river.


  “Well, if we see one of them bears, Pea can stick him with that knife he keeps sharpening,” Bert Borum said. “It ought to be sharp enough to kill a dern elephant by now.”


  Pea took the criticism lightly. “It never hurts to be ready,” he said, quoting an old saying of the Captain’s.


  Call himself spent the day on the mare, weeding out the weaker stock, both cattle and horses. He worked with Deets. About noon, they were resting under a big mesquite tree. Deets was watching a little Texas bull mount a cow not far away. The little bull hadn’t come from Mexico. He had wandered in one morning, unbranded, and had immediately whipped three larger bulls that attempted to challenge him. He was not exactly rainbow-colored, but his hide was mottled to an unusual extent—part brown, part red, part white and with a touch here and there of yellow and black. He looked a sight, but he was all bull. Much of the night he could be heard baying; the Irishmen had come to hate him, since his baying drowned out their singing.


  In fact, none of the cowboys liked him—he would occasionally charge a horse, if his temper was up, and was even worse about men on foot. Once, Needle Nelson had dismounted meaning to idle away a minute or two relieving himself, and the little bull had charged him so abruptly that Needle had had to hop back on his horse while still pissing. All the hands had a fine laugh at his expense. Needle had been so angered that he wanted to rope and cut the bull, but Call intervened. Call thought the bull well made though certainly a peculiar mix of colors, and wanted to keep him.


  “Let him be,” he said. “We’ll need some bulls in Montana.”


  Augustus had been highly amused. “Good God, Call,” he said. “You mean you want to fill this paradise we’re going to with animals that look like that?”


  “He ain’t bad-looking if you don’t count his color,” Call said.


  “Be damned to his color and his disposition too,” Needle said. He knew he would be a long time living down having to mount his horse with his dingus flopping.


  “Well, I reckon it’s time to go,” Call said to Deets. “We’ll never get there if we don’t start.”


  Deets was not so sure they would get there anyway, but he kept his doubts to himself. The Captain usually managed to do what he meant to do.


  “I want you to be the scout,” the Captain said. “We got plenty of men to keep the stock moving. I want you to find us water and a good bed-ground every night.”


  Deets nodded modestly, but inside he felt proud. Being made scout was more of an honor than having your name on a sign. It was proof that the Captain thought highly of his abilities.


  When they got back to the wagon Augustus was oiling his guns. Lippy fanned himself with his bowler, and most of the other hands were just sitting around wishing it was cooler.


  “Have you counted the stock yet?” Call asked Augustus. The man possessed a rare skill when it came to counting animals. He could ride through a herd and count it, something Call had never been able to do.


  “No, I ain’t got around to that task,” Augustus said. “Maybe I will if you tell me what difference it makes.”


  “It would be useful to know how many we’re starting out with,” Call said. “If we get there with ninety percent we’ll be lucky.”


  “Yes, lucky if we get there with ninety percent of ourselves,” Augustus said. “It’s your show, Call. Myself, I’m just along to see the country.”


  Dish Boggett had been dozing under the wagon. He sat up so abruptly that he bumped his head on the bottom of the wagon. He had had a terrible dream in which he had fallen off a cliff. The dream had started nice, with him riding along on the point of a herd of cattle. The cattle had become buffalo and the buffalo had started running. Soon they began to pour over a cutbank of some kind. Dish saw it in plenty of time to stop his horse, but his horse wouldn’t stop, and before he knew it he went off the bank, too. The ground was so far below, he could barely see it. He fell and fell, and to make matters worse his horse turned over in the air, so that Dish was upside down and on the bottom. Just as he was about to be mashed, he woke up, lathered in sweat.


  “See what I mean?” Augustus said. “Dish has already cracked his noggin and we ain’t even left.”


  Call got a plate of food and went off by himself to eat. It was something he had always done—moved apart, so he could be alone and think things out a little. In the old days, when he first developed the habit, the men had not understood. Occasionally one would follow him, wanting to chat. But they soon learned better—nothing made Call sink deeper into silence than for someone to come around and start yapping when he wanted to be by himself.


  Virtually all his life he had been in the position of leading groups of men, yet the truth was he had never liked groups. Men he admired for their abilities in action almost always brought themselves down in his estimation if he had to sit around and listen to them talk—or watch them drink or play cards or run off after women. Listening to men talk usually made him feel more alone than if he were a mile away by himself under a tree. He had never really been able to take part in the talk. The endless talk of cards and women made him feel more set apart—and even a little vain. If that was the best they could think of, then they were lucky they had him to lead them. It seemed immodest, but it was a thought that often came to him.


  And the more he stayed apart, the more his presence made the men nervous.


  “It’s hard for normal men to relax around you, Call,” Augustus told him once. “You ain’t never been relaxed yourself, so you don’t know what you’re missing.”


  “Pshaw,” Call said. “Pea goes to sleep around me half the time. I guess that’s relaxed.”


  “No, that’s worn out,” Augustus said. “If you didn’t work him sixteen hours a day he’d be as nervous as the rest.”


  When Call had eaten, he took his plate back to Bolivar, who seemed to have decided to go along. He had made no move to leave, at least. Call wanted him along, and yet somehow didn’t feel quite right about it. It didn’t seem proper that a man with a wife and daughters would go away without even informing them, on a journey from which he might never return. The old pistolero didn’t owe the Hat Creek outfit that kind of effort, and Call reluctantly raised the subject with him.


  “Bol, we’re leaving today,” he said. “You can have your wages, if you’d rather.”


  Bol just looked annoyed, shook his head and didn’t say a word.


  “I’m glad you’re with us, Bol,” Augustus said. “You’ll make a fine Canadian.”


  “What is Canada?” Ben Rainey asked. He had never been sure.


  “The land of the northern lights,” Augustus said. The heat had caused a dearth of conversation and made him welcome almost any question.


  “What’s them?” the boy wondered.


  “Why, they light up the sky,” Augustus said. “I don’t know if you can see ’em from Montany.”


  “I wonder when we’ll see Jake again.” Pea Eye said. “That Jake sure don’t keep still.”


  “He was just here yesterday, we don’t need to marry him,” Dish said, unable to conceal his irritation at the mere mention of the man.


  “Well, I’ve oiled my guns,” Augustus said. “We might as well go and put the Cheyenne nation to flight, if the Army hasn’t.”


  Call didn’t answer.


  “Ain’t you even sorry to leave this place, now that we’ve made it so peaceful?” Augustus asked.


  “No,” Call said. “We ought to left right after we come.”


  It was true. He had no affection for the border, and a yearning for the plains, dangerous as they were.


  “It’s a funny life,” Augustus said. “All these cattle and nine-tenths of the horses is stolen, and yet we was once respected lawmen. If we get to Montana we’ll have to go into politics. You’ll wind up governor if the dern place ever gets to be a state. And you’ll spend all your time passing laws against cattle thieves.”


  “I wish there was a law I could pass against you,” Call said.


  “I don’t know what Wanz is going to do without us,” Augustus said.


  25.


  IN THE LATE AFTERNOON they strung a rope corral around the remuda, so each hand could pick himself a set of mounts, each being allowed four picks. It was slow work, for Jasper Fant and Needle Nelson could not make up their minds. The Irishmen and the boys had to take what was left after the more experienced hands had chosen.


  Augustus did not deign to make a choice at all. “I intend to ride old Malaria all the way,” he said, “or if not I’ll ride Greasy.”


  Once the horses were assigned, the positions had to be assigned as well.


  “Dish, you take the right point,” Call said. “Soupy can take the left and Bert and Needle will back you up.”


  Dish had assumed that, as a top hand, he would have a point, and no one disputed his right, but both Bert and Needle were unhappy that Soupy had the other point. They had been with the outfit longer, and felt aggrieved.


  The Spettle boys were told to help Lippy with the horse herd, and Newt, the Raineys and the Irishmen were left with the drags. Call saw that each of them had bandanas, for the dust at the rear of the herd would be bad.


  They spent an hour patching on the wagon, a vehicle Augustus regarded with scorn. “That dern wagon won’t get us to the Brazos,” he said.


  “Well, it’s the only wagon we got,” Call said.


  “You didn’t assign me no duties, nor yourself either,” Augustus pointed out.


  “That’s simple,” Call said. “I’ll scare off bandits and you can talk to Indian chiefs.”


  “You boys let these cattle string out,” he said to the men. “We ain’t in no big hurry.”


  Augustus had ridden through the cattle and had come back with a count of slightly over twenty-six hundred.


  “Make it twenty-six hundred cattle and two pigs,” he said. “I guess we’ve seen the last of the dern Rio Grande. One of us ought to make a speech, Call. Think of how long we’ve rode this river.”


  Call was not willing to indulge him in any dramatics. He mounted the mare and went over to help the boys get the cattle started. It was not a hard task. Most of the cattle were still wild as antelope and instinctively moved away from the horsemen. In a few minutes they were on the trail, strung out for more than a mile. The point riders soon disappeared in the low brush.


  Lippy and the Spettle boys were with the wagon. With the dust so bad, they intended to keep the horses a fair distance behind.


  Bolivar sat on the wagon seat, his .10 gauge across his lap. In his experience trouble usually came quick, when it came, and he meant to keep the .10 gauge handy to discourage it.


  Newt had heard much talk of dust, but had paid little attention to it until they actually started the cattle. Then he couldn’t help noticing it, for there was nothing else to notice. The grass was sparse, and every hoof sent up its little spurt of dust. Before they had gone a mile he himself was white with it, and for moments actually felt lost, it was so thick. He had to tie the bandana around his nose to get a good breath. He understood why Dish and the other boys were so anxious to draw assignments near the front of the herd. If the dust was going to be that bad all the way, he might as well be riding to Montana with his eyes shut. He would see nothing but his own horse and the few cattle that happened to be within ten yards of him. A grizzly bear could walk in and eat him and his horse both, and they wouldn’t be missed until breakfast the next day.


  But he had no intention of complaining. They were on their way, and he was part of the outfit. After waiting for the moment so long, what was a little dust?


  Once in a while, though, he dropped back a little. His bandana got sweaty, and the dust caked on it so that he felt he was inhaling mud. He had to take it off and beat it against his leg once in a while. He was riding Mouse, who looked like he could use a bandana of his own. The dust seemed to make the heat worse, or else the heat made the dust worse.


  The second time he stopped to beat his bandana, he happened to notice Sean leaning off his horse as if he were trying to vomit. The horse and Sean were both white, as if they had been rolled in powder, though the horse Sean rode was a dark bay.


  “Are you hurt?” he asked anxiously.


  “No, I was trying to spit,” Sean said. “I’ve got some mud in my mouth. I didn’t know it would be like this.”


  “I didn’t either,” Newt said.


  “Well, we better keep up,” he added nervously—he didn’t want to neglect his responsibilities. Then, to his dismay, he looked back and saw twenty or thirty cattle standing behind them. He had ridden right past them in the dust. He immediately loped back to get them, hoping the Captain hadn’t noticed. When he turned back, two of the wild heifers spooked. Mouse, a good cow horse, twisted and jumped a medium-sized chaparral bush in an effort to gain a step on the cows. Newt had not expected the jump and lost both stirrups, but fortunately diverted the heifers so that they turned back into the main herd. He found his heart was beating fast, partly because he had almost been thrown and partly because he had nearly left thirty cattle behind. With such a start, it seemed to him he would be lucky to get to Montana without disgracing himself.


  Call and Augustus rode along together, some distance from the herd. They were moving through fairly open country, flats of chaparral with only here and there a strand of mesquite. That would soon change: the first challenge would be the brush country, an almost impenetrable band of thick mesquite between them and San Antonio. Only a few of the hands were experienced in the brush, and a bad run of some kind might cost them hundreds of cattle.


  “What do you think, Gus?” Call asked. “Think we can get through the brush, or had we better go around?”


  Augustus looked amused. “Why, these cattle are like deer, only faster,” he said. “They’ll get through the brush fine. The problem will be the hands. Half of them will probably get their eyes poked out.”


  “I still don’t know what you think,” Call said.


  “The problem is, I ain’t used to being consulted,” Augustus said. “I’m usually sitting on the porch drinking whiskey at this hour. As for the brush, my choice would be to go through. It’s that or go down to the coast and get et by the mosquitoes.”


  “Where do you reckon Jake will end up?” Call asked.


  “In a hole in the ground, like you and me,” Augustus said.


  “I don’t know why I ever ask you a question,” Call said.


  “Well, last time I seen Jake he had a thorn in his hand,” Augustus said. “He was wishing he’d stayed in Arkansas and taken his hanging.”


  They rode up on a little knobby hill and stopped for a moment to watch the cattle. The late sun shone through the dust cloud, making the white dust rosy. The riders to each side of the herd were spread wide, giving the cattle lots of room. Most of them were horned stock, thin and light, their hides a mixture of colors. The riders at the rear were all but hidden in the rosy dust.


  “Them boys on the drags won’t even be able to get down from their horses unless we take a spade and spade ’em off a little,” Augustus said.


  “It won’t hurt ’em,” Call said. “They’re young.”


  In the clear late afternoon light they could see all the way back to Lonesome Dove and the river and Mexico. Augustus regretted not tying a jug to his saddle—he would have liked to sit on the little hill and drink for an hour. Although Lonesome Dove had not been much of a town, he felt sure that a little whiskey would have made him feel sentimental about it.


  Call merely sat on the hill, studying the cattle. It was clear to Augustus that he was not troubled in any way by leaving the border or the town.


  “It’s odd I partnered with a man like you, Call,” Augustus said. “If we was to meet now instead of when we did, I doubt we’d have two words to say to one another.”


  “I wish it could happen, then, if it would hold you to two words,” Call said. Though everything seemed peaceful, he had an odd, confused feeling at the thought of what they had undertaken. He had quickly convinced himself it was necessary, this drive. Fighting the Indians had been necessary, if Texas was to be settled. Protecting the border was necessary, else the Mexicans would have taken south Texas back.


  A cattle drive, for all its difficulty, wasn’t so imperative. He didn’t feel the old sense of adventure, though perhaps it would come once they got beyond the settled country.


  Augustus, who could almost read his mind, almost read it as they were stopped on the little knob of a hill.


  “I hope this is hard enough for you, Call,” he said. “I hope it makes you happy. If it don’t, I give up. Driving all these skinny cattle all that way is a funny way to maintain an interest in life, if you ask me.”


  “Well, I didn’t,” Call said.


  “No, but then you seldom ask,” Augustus said. “You should have died in the line of duty, Woodrow. You’d know how to do that fine. The problem is you don’t know how to live.”


  “Whereas you do?” Call asked.


  “Most certainly,” Augustus said. “I’ve lived about a hundred to your one. I’ll be a little riled if I end up being the one to die in the line of duty, because this ain’t my duty and it ain’t yours, either. This is just fortune hunting.”


  “Well, we wasn’t finding one in Lonesome Dove,” Call said. He saw Deets returning from the northwest, ready to lead them to the bed-ground. Call was glad to see him—he was tired of Gus and his talk. He spurred the mare on off the hill. It was only when he met Deets that he realized Augustus hadn’t followed. He was still sitting on old Malaria, back on the little hill, watching the sunset and the cattle herd.


  Part II


  [image: common]


  26.


  JULY JOHNSON HAD BEEN RAISED not to complain, so he didn’t complain, but the truth of the matter was, it had been the hardest year of his life: a year in which so many things went wrong that it was hard to know which trouble to pay attention to at any given time.


  His deputy, Roscoe Brown—forty-eight years of age to July’s twenty-four—assured him cheerfully that the increase in trouble was something he had better get used to.


  “Yep, now that you’ve turned twenty-four you can’t expect no mercy,” Roscoe said.


  “I don’t expect no mercy,” July said. “I just wish things would go wrong one at a time. That way I believe I could handle it.”


  “Well, you shouldn’t have got married then,” Roscoe said.


  It struck July as an odd comment. He and Roscoe were sitting in front of what passed for a jail in Fort Smith. It just had one cell, and the lock on that didn’t work—when it was necessary to jail someone they had to wrap a chain around the bars.


  “I don’t see what that has to do with it,” July said. “Anyway, how would you know? You ain’t never been married.”


  “No, but I got eyes,” Roscoe said. “I can see what goes on around me. You went and got married and the next thing you know you turned yellow. Makes me glad I stayed a bachelor. You’re still yellow,” he went on to point out.


  “It ain’t Elmira’s fault I got jaundice,” July said. “I caught it in Missouri at that dern trial.”


  It was true that he was still fairly yellow, and fairly weak, and Elmira was losing patience with both states.


  “I wish you’d turn back white,” she had said that morning, although he was noticeably less jaundiced than he had been two weeks before. Elmira was short, skinny, brunette, and had little patience. They had only been married four months, and one of the surprises, from July’s point of view, was her impatience. She wanted the chores done immediately, whereas he had always proceeded at a methodical pace. The first time she bawled him out about his slowness was only two days after the wedding. Now it seemed she had lost whatever respect she had ever had for him. Once in a while it occurred to him that she had never had any anyway, but if that was so, why had she married him?


  “Uh-oh, here comes Peach,” Roscoe said. “Ben must have been a lunatic to marry that woman.”


  “According to you, all us Johnsons are lunatics,” July said, a little irritated. It was not Roscoe’s place to criticize his dead brother, though it was perfectly true that Peach was not his favorite sister-in-law. He had never known why Ben nicknamed her “Peach,” for she was large and quarrelsome and did not resemble a peach in any way.


  Peach was picking her way across the main street of Fort Smith, which was less of a quagmire than usual, since it had been dry lately. She was carrying a red rooster for some reason. She was the largest woman in town, nearly six feet tall, whereas Ben had been the runt of the Johnson family. Also, Peach talked a blue streak and Ben had seldom uttered three words a week, although he had been the mayor of the town. Now Peach still talked a blue streak and Ben was dead.


  That fact, well known to everyone in Fort Smith for the last six weeks, was no doubt what Peach was coming to take up with him.


  “Hello, July,” Peach said. The rooster flapped a few times but she shook him and he quieted down.


  July tipped his hat, as did Roscoe.


  “Where’d you find the rooster?” Roscoe asked.


  “It’s my rooster, but he won’t stay home,” Peach said. “I found him down by the store. The skunks will get him if he ain’t careful.”


  “Well, if he ain’t careful he deserves it,” Roscoe said.


  Peach had always found Roscoe an irritating fellow, not as respectful as he might be. He was little better than a criminal himself, in her view, and she was opposed to his being deputy sheriff, although it was true that there was not much to choose from in Fort Smith.


  “When are you aiming to start after that murderer?” she asked July.


  “Why, pretty soon,” he said, although he felt tired at the thought of starting after anybody.


  “Well, he’ll get over in Mexico or somewhere if you sit around here much longer,” Peach said.


  “I expect to find him down around San Antonio,” July said. “I believe he has friends there.”


  Roscoe had to snort at that remark. “That’s right,” he said. “Two of the most famous Texas Rangers that ever lived, that’s his friends. July will be lucky not to get hung himself. If you ask me, Jake Spoon ain’t worth it.”


  “It’s nothing to do with what he’s worth,” Peach said. “Ben was the one who was worth it. He was my husband and July’s brother and the mayor of this town. Who else do you think seen to it your salary got paid?”


  “The salary I get don’t take much seeing to,” Roscoe said. “A dern midget could see to it.” At thirty dollars a month he considered himself grievously underpaid.


  “Well, if you was earning it, the man wouldn’t have got away in the first place,” Peach continued. “You could have shot him down, which would have been no more than he deserved.”


  Roscoe was uneasily aware that he was held culpable in some quarters for Jake’s escape. The truth was, the killing had confused him, for he had been a good deal fonder of Jake than of Ben. Also it was a shock and a surprise to find Ben lying in the street with a big hole in him. Everyone else had been surprised too—Peach herself had fainted. Half the people in the saloon seemed to think the mule skinner had shot Ben, and by the time Roscoe got their stories sorted out Jake was long gone. Of course it had been mostly an accident, but Peach didn’t see it that way. She wanted nothing less than to see Jake hang, and probably would have if Jake had not had the good sense to leave.


  July had heard it all twenty-five or thirty times, the versions differing a good deal, depending upon the teller. He felt derelict for not having made a stronger effort to run Jake out of town before he himself left for the trial in Missouri. Of course it would have been convenient if Roscoe had promptly arrested the man, but Roscoe never arrested anybody except old man Darton, the one drunk in the county Roscoe felt he could handle.


  July had no doubt that he could find Jake Spoon and bring him back for trial. Gamblers eventually showed up in a town somewhere, and could always be found. If he hadn’t had the attack of jaundice he could have gone right after him, but now six weeks had passed, which would mean a longer trip.


  The problem was, Elmira didn’t want him to go. She considered it an insult that he would even consider it. The fact that Peach didn’t like her and had snubbed her repeatedly didn’t help matters. Elmira pointed out that the shooting had been an accident, and made it plain that she thought he ought not to let Peach Johnson bully him into making a long trip.


  While July was waiting for Peach to leave, the rooster, annoyed at being held so tightly, gave Peach’s hand a couple of hard pecks. Without an instant’s hesitation Peach grabbed him by the head, swung him a few times and wrung his neck. His body flew off a few feet and lay jerking. Peach pitched the head over in some weeds by the jailhouse porch. She had not got a drop of blood on her—the blood was pumping out of the headless rooster into the dust of the street.


  “That’ll teach him to peck me,” Peach said. “At least I’ll get to eat him, instead of a skunk having the pleasure.”


  She went over and picked the rooster up by the feet and held him out from her body until he quit jerking.


  “Well, July,” she said, “I hope you won’t wait too long to start. Just because you’re a little yellow don’t mean you can’t ride a horse.”


  “You Johnsons marry the dernest women,” Roscoe said, when Peach was safely out of hearing.


  “What’s that?” July said, looking at Roscoe sternly. He would not have his deputy criticizing his wife.


  Roscoe regretted his quick words. July was touchy on the subject of his new wife. It was probably because she was several years older and had been married before. In Fort Smith it was generally considered that she had made a fool of July, though since she was from Kansas no one knew much about her past.


  “Why, I was talking about Ben and Sylvester,” Roscoe said. “I guess I forgot you’re a Johnson, since you’re the sheriff.”


  The remark made no sense—Roscoe’s remarks often made no sense, but July had too much on his mind to worry about it. It seemed he was faced every single day with decisions that were hard to make. Sometimes, sitting at his own table, it was hard to decide whether to talk to Elmira or not. It was not hard to tell when Elmira was displeased, though. Her mouth got tight and she could look right through him and give no indication that she even saw him. The problem was trying to figure out what she was displeased about. Several times he had tried asking if anything was wrong and had been given bitter, vehement lectures on his shortcomings. The lectures were embarrassing because they were delivered in the presence of Elmira’s son, now his stepson, a twelve-year-old named Joe Boot. Elmira had been married in Missouri to a fellow named Dee Boot, about whom she had never talked much—she just said he died of smallpox.


  Elmira also often lectured Joe as freely as she lectured July. One result was that he and Joe had become allies and good friends; both of them spent much of their time just trying to avoid Elmira’s wrath. Little Joe spent so much time around the jail that he became a kind of second deputy. Like Elmira, he was skinny, with big eyes that bulged a little in his thin face.


  Roscoe was fond of the boy, too. Often he and Joe went down to the river to fish for catfish. Sometimes if they made a good catch July would bring Roscoe home for supper, but those occasions were seldom successful. Elmira thought little of Roscoe Brown, and though Roscoe was as nice to her as he could be, the fish suppers were silent, tense affairs.


  “Well, July, I guess you’re between a rock and a hard place,” Roscoe said. “You either got to go off and fight them Texas Rangers or else stay here and fight Peach.”


  “I could send you after him,” July said. “You’re the one that let him get away.”


  Of course he was only teasing. Roscoe could hardly handle old man Darton, who was nearly eighty. He wouldn’t stand much of a chance against Jake Spoon and his friends.


  Roscoe almost tipped over in his chair, he was so astonished. The notion that he might be sent on a job like that was ridiculous—living with Elmira must have made July go crazy if he was thinking such thoughts.


  “Peach ain’t gonna let it rest,” July said, as much to himself as to Roscoe.


  “Yes, it’s your duty to catch the man,” Roscoe said, anxious to get himself as far off the hook as possible. “Benny was your brother, even if he was a dentist.”


  July didn’t say it, but the fact that Benny had been his brother had little to do with his decision to go after Jake Spoon. Benny had been the oldest and he himself the youngest of the ten Johnson boys. All but the two of them went away after they grew up, and Benny seemed to feel that July should have gone away too. He was reluctant to give July the sheriff’s job when it came open, although there had been no other candidate than Roscoe. July got the job, but Benny remained resentful and had balked at even providing a new lock for the jail’s one cell. In fact, Benny had never done one kind thing for him that July could remember. Once when he pulled a bad tooth of July’s he had charged the full fee.


  July’s feelings of responsibility had to do with the town, not the man who was killed. Since pinning on the sheriff’s badge two years before, his sense of responsibility for the town had grown steadily. It seemed to him that as sheriff he had a lot more to do with the safety and well-being of the citizens than Benny had as mayor. The rivermen were the biggest problem—they were always drinking and fighting and cutting one another up. Several times he had had to pile five or six into the little cell.


  Lately more and more cowboys passed through the town. Once the wild men of Shanghai Pierce had come through, nearly destroying two saloons. They were not bad men, just rowdy and wild to see a town. They tended to scare people’s livestock and rope their pets, and were intolerant of any efforts to curb their play. They were not gunmen, but they could box—July had been forced to crack one or two of them on the jaw and keep them in jail overnight.


  Little Joe worshipped the cowboys—it was plain to July that he would run off with one of the outfits, given the chance. When not doing chores he would spend hours practicing with an old rope he had found, roping stumps, or sometimes the milk-pen calf.


  July was prepared to accept a certain rowdiness on the part of the cowboys as they passed through, but he felt no leniency at all for men like Jake Spoon. Gamblers offended him, and he had warned several out of town.


  Roscoe loved to whittle better than any man July had ever known. If he was sitting down, which was usually the case, he was seldom without a whittling stick in his hands. He never whittled them into anything, just whittled them away, and the habit had come to irritate July.


  “I guess if I leave you’ll whittle up the whole dern town before I get back,” he said.


  Roscoe held his peace. He could tell July was in a touchy mood—and who could blame him, with a wife like Elmira and a sister-in-law like Peach. He enjoyed his whittling but of course he was not going to whittle down any houses. July often exaggerated when he was in a bad mood.


  July stood up. He wasn’t very tall, but he was sturdy. Roscoe had once seen him lift an anvil down at the blacksmith’s shop, and he had just been a boy then.


  “I’m going home,” July said.


  “Well, send little Joe over, if he ain’t busy,” Roscoe said. “We’ll play some dominoes.”


  “It’s milking time,” July said. “He’s got to milk. Anyway, Ellie don’t like him playing dominoes with you. She thinks it’ll make him lazy.”


  “Why, it ain’t made me lazy, and I’ve played dominoes all my life,” Roscoe said.


  July knew the statement was absurd. Roscoe was only a deputy because he was lazy. But if there was one thing he didn’t want to get into, it was an argument over whether Roscoe was lazy, so he gave him a wave and walked on off.


  27.


  WHEN JULY GOT HOME it was nearly dusk. Home was just a cabin on the edge of town. As he passed the horse pen he saw that little Joe had roped the milk-pen calf again—it was easy to do, for the calf seldom moved.


  “You’ve got that calf broke,” July said. “You could probably saddle him and ride him if you wanted to.”


  “I milked,” Joe said. He got the pail, and the two walked to the cabin together. It was a fairly good cabin, although it didn’t yet have a wood floor—just well-packed dirt. July felt bad about bringing his bride to a cabin without a wood floor, but being sheriff didn’t pay much and it was the best he could do.


  It was a high cabin with a little sleeping loft in it. July had initially supposed that was where they would put the boy, but, in fact, Elmira had put them in the sleeping loft and assigned the boy a pallet on the floor.


  When they got there she had already cooked the supper—just bacon and corn bread—and was sitting up in the loft with her feet dangling. She liked to sit and let her feet dangle down into the cabin. Elmira liked being alone and spent most of her time in the loft, occasionally doing a little sewing.


  “Don’t you slosh that milk,” she said, when Joe came in with the pail.


  “Ain’t much to slosh,” Joe said.


  It was true—the milk cow was playing out. Joe put his rope over by his pallet. It was his most prized possession. He had found it in the street one morning, after some cowboys had passed through. He didn’t dare use it for several days, assuming the cowboy who had lost it would come back and look for it. But none did, so gradually he began to practice on the milk-pen calf. If he had had a horse, he would have thought seriously of leaving and trying to get on with a cow outfit, but they only had two horses and July needed both of those.


  “The food’s on,” Elmira said, but she made no move to come down from the loft and eat it with them.


  She seldom did eat with them. It bothered July a good deal, though he made no complaint. Since their little table was almost under the loft he could look up and see Elmira’s bare legs as he ate. It didn’t seem normal to him. His mother had died when he was six, yet he could remember that she always ate with the family; she would never have sat with her legs dangling practically over her husband’s head. He had been at supper at many cabins in his life, but in none of them had the wife sat in the loft while the meal was eaten. It was a thing out of the ordinary, and July didn’t like for things to be out of the ordinary in his life. It seemed to him it was better to do as other people did—if society at large did things a certain way it had to be for a good reason, and he looked upon common practices as rules that should be obeyed. After all, his job was to see that common practices were honored—that citizens weren’t shot, or banks robbed.


  He had arrested plenty of people who misbehaved, yet he could not bring himself to say a word to his wife about her own unusual behavior.


  Joe didn’t share July’s discomfort with the fact that his mother seldom came to the table. When she did come it was usually to scold him, and he got scolded enough as it was—besides, he liked eating with July, or doing anything else with July. So far as he was concerned, marrying July was the best thing his mother had ever done. She scolded July as freely as she scolded him, which didn’t seem right to Joe. But then July accepted it and never scolded back, so perhaps that was the way of the world: women scolded, and men kept quiet and stayed out of the way as much as possible.


  “Want some buttermilk?” July asked, going to the crock.


  “No, sir,” Joe said. He hated buttermilk, but July loved it so that he always asked anyway.


  “You ask him that every night,” Elmira said from the edge of the loft. It irritated her that July came home and did exactly the same things day after day.


  “Stop asking him,” she said sharply. “Let him get his own buttermilk if he wants any. It’s been four months now and he ain’t drunk a drop—looks like you’d let it go.”


  She spoke with a heat that surprised July. Elmira could get angry about almost anything, it seemed. Why would it matter if he invited the boy to have a drink of buttermilk? All he had to do was say no, which he had.


  “Well, it’s good,” he said quietly.


  Joe almost wished he had taken a glass, since it would have kept July out of trouble. But it was too late.


  After that one remark the meal went smoothly, mainly because no one said another word. Joe and July ate their corn bread and bacon, and Elmira hung her feet in the air.


  “You take that medicine,” she said to July, as soon as he had finished. “If you don’t, I guess you’ll be yellow the rest of your life.”


  “He ain’t as yellow as he was,” Joe said, feeling that it was incumbent on him to take up for July a little bit, since July would never take up for himself. He had no real fear of his mother—she whipped him plenty, but her anger never lasted long, and if she was really mad he could always outrun her.


  “He’s too yellow for me,” Elmira said. “If I’d wanted a yellow husband I’d have married a Chinaman.”


  “What’s a Chinaman?” Joe asked.


  “Go get a bucket of water,” Elmira said.


  July sat at the table, feeling a little sad, while the boy drew a bucket of water. At least they had a well—the river was nearly a mile away, which would have been a long carry.


  Joe brought the bucket in and went back outside. It was stuffy in the small cabin. There were a lot of fireflies out. For amusement he caught a few and let them flicker in his hand.


  “Want a bath?” July asked his wife. “I’ll fetch some more water if you do.”


  Elmira didn’t answer because she didn’t really hear him. It was peculiar, but July almost never said anything that she did hear anymore. It seemed to her that the last thing she heard were their marriage vows. After that, though she heard his voice, she didn’t really hear his words. Certainly he was nothing like Dee Boot when it came to conversation. Dee could talk all week and never say the same thing twice, whereas it seemed to her July had never said anything different since they’d married.


  That in itself didn’t bother her, though. If there was one thing she didn’t need to do, it was to talk to a man.


  “I been thinking I might better go on and catch Jake Spoon,” July said. He said everything in the same tone of voice, making it doubly difficult to pay attention to him, but Elmira caught his meaning.


  “Do what?” she asked.


  “Go get Jake Spoon,” July said. “I’m over my jaundice enough to ride.”


  “Let him go,” Elmira said. “Who wants him, anyway?”


  July was not about to tell her Peach wanted him. “Well, he killed Benny,” he said.


  “I say let him go,” Elmira said. “That was an accident.”


  She came downstairs and dipped her face in the cool water, then wiped it on an old piece of sacking they used for a towel.


  “He shouldn’t have run,” July said. “He might have got off.”


  “No, Peach would have shot him,” Elmira said. “She’s the one don’t care about the law.”


  That was a possibility. Peach had an uncontrollable temper.


  “Well, I’ve got to catch him—it’s my job,” he said.


  Elmira felt like laughing. July was flattering himself if he thought he could catch a man like Jake Spoon. But then, if she laughed she would be giving herself away. July had no idea that she knew Jake Spoon, but she had known Jake even before she knew Dee. He and Dee had been buddies up in Kansas. Jake even asked her to marry him once, in a joking way—for Jake was not the marrying kind and she hadn’t been then, either. He had always kidded her, in the days when she was a sporting girl in Dodge, that she would end up respectable, though even he couldn’t have guessed that she’d marry a sheriff. It amused him no end when he found out. She had seen him twice in the street after he came to Fort Smith, and she could tell by the way he grinned and tipped his hat to her that he thought it one of the world’s finest jokes. If he had ever come to the cabin and seen that it had a dirt floor, he would have realized it was one of those jokes that aren’t funny.


  And yet she had not hesitated when July proposed, though she had only known him three days. It was the buffalo hunters who convinced her she had better change her way of life. One had taken a fancy to her, a man so big and rough that she feared to refuse him, though she should have—in all her days she had never been used so hard. And the buffalo hunters were numerous. Had it not been for Dee, they might have finished her. But Dee had always been partial to her and loaned her enough money to make a start in a town where she had no reputation: St. Jo, Missouri, which was where July came to testify. She met him in court, for she had no job at the time and was watching the trial to pass the hours.


  She just had a dusty little room in a boardinghouse in St. Jo, and the boy a cubbyhole in the attic. Dee snuck in twice, in the dead of night, so as not to tarnish her reputation. He liked Joe, too, and had the notion that he ought to grow up to be something. It was the last time she saw Dee that they had worked out the smallpox story.


  “I’m going north, Ellie—I’m tired of sweating,” he said. “You go south and you’ll be fine. If anybody asks say your husband died of smallpox—you can get to be a widow without ever having been married. I might get the smallpox anyway, unless I’m lucky.”


  “I’d go north with you, Dee,” she said quietly, not putting much weight on it. Dee didn’t care to have much weight put on things.


  But Dee just grinned and pulled at his little blond mustache.


  “Nope,” he said. “You got to go respectable. I bet you make a schoolmarm yet.”


  Then he had given her a sweet kiss, told her to look after his boy, and left her with ten dollars and the memory of their reckless years together in Abilene and Dodge. She had known he wouldn’t take her north—Dee traveled alone. It was only when he settled in a town to gamble that he liked a woman. But he had offered to go shoot the buffalo hunter who had used her so hard. She had pretended she didn’t know the man’s name. Dee wasn’t a hard man, certainly not as hard as the buffalo hunter. He would have been the one to end up dead.


  As for July, it had been no trick to marry him. He was like some of the young cowboys who had never touched a woman or even spoken to one. In two days he was hers. She soon knew that he made no impression on her. His habits never varied. He did the same things in the same way every day. Nine days out of ten he even forgot to wipe the buttermilk off his upper lip. But he wasn’t hard like the buffalo hunters. With him she was safe from that kind of treatment, at least.


  When she heard Jake was in town she thought she might just run away with him, though she knew he was even less dependable than Dee. But once he shot Benny she had to give up that little dream, the only little dream she had.


  Since then, life had been very boring. She spent most of her days sitting in the loft, letting her feet dangle, remembering the old days with Dee and Jake.


  July was sitting in the dark, buttermilk on his lip, looking at her as patiently as if he were a calf. The very look of him, so patient, made her want to torment him any way she could.


  July knew that for some reason he irritated Elmira—she reacted crossly to almost everything he said or suggested. Sometimes he wondered if all men only made their wives look hostile and sullen. If it wasn’t the case, then he wondered what made the difference.


  He had always taken pains to be as nice as possible, sharing all the chores with little Joe and sparing her inconveniences whenever he could. Yet it seemed the more polite he tried to be, the more he stumbled or said the wrong thing or generally upset her. At night it had gotten so he could hardly put a hand on her, she looked at him so coldly. She could lie a foot from him and make him feel that he was miles away. It all made him feel terrible, for he had come to love her more than anything.


  “Wipe your lip, July,” she said. “I wish you’d ever learn, or else stop drinking that buttermilk.”


  Embarrassed, he wiped it. When Elmira was annoyed she made him so nervous that he couldn’t really remember whether he had eaten, or what.


  “You ain’t sick, are you?” he asked. There were fevers going around, and if she had one it would explain why she felt so testy.


  “I ain’t sick,” she said.


  Since he had started the business about Jake, he thought he might as well finish it. She was mad anyway.


  “If I start after Spoon now, I expect I could be back in a month,” he said.


  Ellie just looked at him. It was all right with her if he was gone for a year. The only reason she objected to his going was that she knew Peach was behind it; if somebody was going to tell the man what to do, it ought to be her, not Peach.


  “Take Joe with you,” she said.


  Such a thought had never occurred to July, though it had crossed his mind that he might take Roscoe.


  “Why, you’ll need him,” July said. “You’ve got the chores.”


  Elmira shrugged. “I can milk that old cow,” she said. “The chores ain’t hard. We ain’t raising cotton, you know. I want you to take Joe. He needs to see the world.”


  It was true the boy might be useful on a long trip. There would be someone to help him watch the prisoner, once there was a prisoner. But it meant leaving Ellie alone, which he didn’t like.


  As if reading his mind, she sat down at the table and looked at him.


  “I been alone before, July,” she said. “It ain’t gonna hurt me. Roscoe can help if I need something I can’t carry.”


  That was true, of course—not that Roscoe would be particularly obliging about it. Roscoe claimed to have a bad back and would complain for days if forced to do anything resembling manual labor.


  “There could be a fight,” July said, remembering that Jake Spoon was said to have difficult friends. “I don’t expect it, but you never know with a gambler.”


  “I don’t reckon they’d shoot a boy,” Elmira said. “You take Joe. He’s got to grow up sometime.”


  Then, to escape the stuffy cabin, she went outside and sat on a stump for a while. The night was thick with fireflies. In a little while she heard July come out. He didn’t say anything. He just sat.


  Despite his politeness and constant kindness, Elmira felt a bitterness toward him. The thing he didn’t know was that she was with child. He wouldn’t know it, either, if she could help it. She had just married out of fright—she didn’t want him or the child either. And yet she was scared to try and stop the child—in Abilene she had known a girl who bled to death from trying to stop a baby. She had died on the stairs outside Elmira’s room on a bitter cold night; blood had run all the way down the stairs and frozen in the night into red ice. The girl, whose name was Jenny, had stuck to the stairs. They had had to heat water in order to get her loose.


  The sight had been enough to discourage her from trying to stop a baby. Yet the thought that she had one made her bitter. She didn’t want to go through it all again, and she didn’t want to live with July Johnson. It was just that the buffalo hunter had been so rough; it had scared her into thinking she had to find a different life.


  Life in Fort Smith was different, too—so dull that she found little reason to raise herself from her quilts, most days. The women of the town, though they had no reason to suspect her, suspected her anyway and let her alone. Often she was tempted just to walk into a saloon where there was a girl or two she could might have talked to, but instead she had given way to apathy, spending whole days sitting on the edge of her sleeping loft, doing nothing.


  Watching the fireflies sparkle in the woods behind the cabin, Elmira waited, listening. Sure enough, in a few minutes, she heard the little metallic clicks, as July slowly rotated the chambers in his pistol before going back to town to make his rounds. It set her teeth on edge that he would do it every night.


  “Guess I’ll go have a look,” he said. “Won’t be long.”


  It was what he said every night. It was true, too. Unless the rivermen were fighting, he was never long. Mainly he hoped that when he came to bed she’d want him. But she didn’t want him. She had kept him at a distance since she was sure about the baby. It hurt his feelings, but she didn’t care.


  As she heard him walk off through the darkness, her spirits sank even lower. It seemed there was no winning in life. She wanted July and Joe to be gone, suddenly, so she would not have to deal with them every day. Their needs were modest enough, but she no longer wanted to face them. She had reached a point where doing anything for anyone was a strain. It was like heavy work, it was so hard.


  It came to her more strongly every day how much she missed Dee Boot. He was the exact opposite of July Johnson. July could be predicted down to the least gesture, whereas Dee was always doing what a person least expected. Once, in Abilene, to get revenge on a madam he hadn’t liked, he had pretended to bring her a nice pie from the bakery, and indeed he had got the baker to produce what looked like a perfect piecrust—but he had gone over to the livery stable and filled the piecrust with fresh horse turds. The madam, a big, mean woman named Sal, had actually cut into it before she sensed the joke.


  Elmira smiled to herself, remembering some of the funny things Dee did. They had known one another for nearly fifteen years, since she had found herself stranded, as a girl, way up in Kansas. It hadn’t been all Dee, of course; there had been plenty of others. Some had lasted only a few minutes, some a week or two or a month, but somehow she and Dee always found themselves back together. It irritated her that he had been content just to pull his mustache and head for the north without her. He seemed to think it would be easy for her to be respectable. Of course, it was her fault for picking July. She hadn’t expected his politeness to irritate her so much.


  After the night deepened, the moon came out and rose above the pines. Elmira sat on the stump and watched it, glad to be alone. The thought that July and Joe would be going off caused her spirits to lift—it occurred to her that once they left there would be nothing to stop her from leaving too. Boats went up the Arkansas nearly every week. It might be that Dee Boot was missing her as much as she missed him. He wouldn’t mind that she was with child—such things he took lightly.


  It made her smile to think of finding Dee. While July tracked one gambler, she would track another, in the opposite direction. When July got back, with or without Jake, and discovered that his wife was gone, it might surprise him so much he would even forget to drink his buttermilk.


  28.


  THE NEXT MORNING, an hour before dawn, July and Joe left the cabin and caught their horses. Joe was almost stunned with excitement at getting to go with July. His friend Roscoe Brown had been stunned, too, when July went by the jail and told Roscoe they were going.


  “You’ll get that boy kilt before I even teach him all my domino tricks,” Roscoe said. It puzzled him that July would do such a thing.


  Joe was not tempted to question the miracle. The main thing that bothered him was that he lacked a saddle, but July took care of that by borrowing an old singletree from Peach Johnson. She was so pleased July was finally going after her husband’s killer that she would have given them the saddle—rats had eaten most of it, anyway.


  Elmira got up and cooked them breakfast, but the food did nothing to ease the heaviness of heart which July felt. All night he had hoped she might turn to him, it being his last night at home for a while—but she hadn’t. Once he had accidentally touched her, turning on the pallet they slept on, and she had stiffened. It was clear to July that she wasn’t going to miss him, though he was certainly going to miss her. It was peculiar, but she showed no sign of being sorry to see Joe go, either. Yet Joe was her son and he was her husband—if she didn’t love her husband and her son, who did she love? For all she knew they would be gone for months, and yet she was just as brisk with them as if it was an ordinary day. She saw to it that Joe drew another bucket of water before he left, and then jumped on July for nearly forgetting his jaundice medicine.


  Yet, for all her bad temper, it was no relief to leave. He felt apprehension so strongly that at one point it seemed to tighten his throat and nearly caused him to choke on a bite of corn bread. He felt he was being carried along through his life as a river might carry a chip. There seemed to be no way he could stop anything that was happening, although it all felt wrong.


  The only relief he could find was in the knowledge that he was doing his job and earning the thirty dollars a month the town paid him. There were a few tightfisted citizens who didn’t think there was thirty dollars’ worth of sheriffing to do in Fort Smith in a given month. Going after a man who had killed the mayor was the kind of work people seemed to think a sheriff ought to do, although it would probably be less dangerous than having to stop two rivermen from carving one another up with knives.


  They left Elmira standing in the door of the cabin and rode through the dark town to the jail, but before they got there Red, Joe’s horse, suddenly bowed up, began to buck, and threw him. Joe was not hurt, but he was dreadfully embarrassed to be thrown right at the outset of such an important trip.


  “It’s just Red,” July said. “He’s got to have his buck. He’s gotten rid of me a time or two that way.”


  Roscoe slept on a couch in the jail and was up and stumbling around in his bare feet when they got there. July got a rifle and two boxes of bullets and then got down a shotgun too.


  “That’s my shotgun,” Roscoe said. He was not in the best of tempers. He hated to have his sleeping quarters invaded before it was even light.


  “We’ll need to eat,” July said. “Joe can shoot a rabbit now and then if we don’t see no deer.”


  “You’ll probably see a Comanche Indian and they’ll cook both of you as if you was dern rabbits,” Roscoe said.


  “Oh, they’re about whipped, I reckon,” July said.


  “’Bout?” Roscoe said. “Well, I ’bout knocked out a wasp’s nest last year, but the two I missed near stung me to death. ’Bout ain’t good enough where Comanches are concerned. You must be planning to make San Antonio in one day, since you’re starting this early,” he added, still grumpy from having been routed out of bed.


  July let him grumble and took a saddle scabbard off one of the other rifles so there’d be something to put the shotgun in.


  By the time light had begun to show over the river, they were ready to go. Roscoe was awake enough by then to feel apprehensive. Being deputy was an easy job while July was around, but the minute he left it became heavy with responsibility. Anything could happen, and he would be the one who would have to handle it.


  “Well, I hope the dern Comanches don’t decide they want Fort Smith,” he said morosely. Several times he had dreams of a troop of wild Indians riding right down the street and filling him full of arrows while he sat in front of the jail, whittling.


  “They won’t,” July said, anxious to get away before Roscoe thought up other bad things that might happen.


  Roscoe noted that Joe was bareheaded, another sign of July’s recklessness. It occurred to him that he had an old black felt hat. It was hanging on a peg, and he went back in and got it for the boy.


  “Here, you take this,” he said, surprised at his own generosity.


  When Joe put it on, his head disappeared nearly down to his mouth, which was grinning.


  “If he wears that he’ll probably ride off a cliff,” July said, although it was true the boy needed a hat.


  “He can tie it on with some string,” Roscoe said. “It’ll keep that dern sun out of his eyes.”


  Now that they were ready, July felt strangely unwilling to leave. It was getting good light—far down the street they could see the river shining, and beyond it a faint glow of red on the horizon. In its awakening hour the town seemed peaceful, lovely, calm. A rooster began to crow.


  Yet July had a sense that something was terribly wrong. More than once it occurred to him that Elmira might have some strange disease that caused her to act the way she was acting. She had less appetite than most people, for one thing—she just nibbled at her food. Now he had no one to trust her to except Roscoe Brown, who was only slightly less afraid of her than he would be of a Comanche.


  “You look after Ellie,” he said sternly. “If she needs her groceries carried, you carry them.”


  “Okay, July,” Roscoe said.


  July got on his horse, adjusted his bedroll and sat looking at the river. They weren’t carrying much bedding, but then the warm weather was coming.


  “Take her a fish now and then, if you catch one,” he said.


  To Roscoe Brown it seemed a strange instruction. Elmira had made it plain that she didn’t like fish.


  “Okay, July,” he said again, though he didn’t mean to waste his time offering fish to a woman who didn’t like them.


  July could think of no more instructions. Roscoe knew the town as well as he did.


  “Joe, be careful,” Roscoe said. For some reason it affected him to see the boy going. It was a poor saddle he had, too. But the boy still grinned out from under the old hat.


  “We’ll catch him,” Joe said proudly.


  “Well, I’ll try not to let nobody shoot no more dentists,” Roscoe said.


  July regarded the remark as irrelevant, for Roscoe knew well enough that the town had been without a dentist since Benny’s death. “Just watch old man Darton,” he said. “We don’t want him to fall off the ferry.”


  The old man lived in a shack on the north bank and merely came over for liquor. Once in a while he eluded Roscoe, and twice already he had fallen into the river. The ferrymen didn’t like him anyway, and if it happened again they might well let him drown.


  “I’ll handle the old scamp,” Roscoe said confidently. Old man Darton was one responsibility he felt he could handle any day.


  “Well, I guess we’ll see you when we see you, Roscoe,” July said. Then he turned his horse away from the river and the glowing sky, and he and little Joe were soon out of town.


  29.


  SIX DAYS LATER responsibility descended upon Roscoe Brown with a weight far beyond anything he had ever felt. As usual, it fell out of a clear blue sky—as fine a day as one could want, with the Arkansas River sparkling down at the end of the street. Roscoe, having no pressing duties, was sitting in front of the jail whittling, when he noticed Peach Johnson coming up the street with little Charlie Barnes at her side. Charlie was a banker, and the only man in town to wear a necktie every day. He was also the main deacon in the church, and, by common consent the man most likely to marry Peach if she ever remarried. Charlie was a widower, and richer by far than Benny had ever been. Nobody liked him, not even Peach, but she was too practical a woman to let that stop her if she took a notion to marry.


  When Roscoe saw them coming he snapped shut his whittling knife and put the stick he had been whittling in his shirt pocket. There was no law against whittling, but he didn’t want to get a reputation as an idler, particularly not with a man who was as apt as not to end up the next mayor of Fort Smith.


  “Morning, folks,” he said, when the two walked up.


  “Roscoe, I thought July gave you instructions to look after Elmira,” Peach said.


  “Well, he said take her a fish if I caught one, but I ain’t caught any lately,” Roscoe said. He felt a little guilty without even knowing what was wrong, for Elmira had not once crossed his mind since July left.


  “If I know July—and I do know July—I bet he said more than that,” Peach said.


  “Well, he said to carry her some groceries if she asked, but she ain’t asked,” he said.


  “When have you seen her?” Charlie Barnes asked. He was looking stern, though it was hard for a man so short and fat to really muster much sternness.


  The question stumped Roscoe. Probably he had seen Elmira recently, but when he thought about it he couldn’t think when. The woman was not much for traipsing around town. Right after the marriage she had been seen in the stores some, spending July’s money, but he couldn’t recollect having seen her in a store in recent days.


  “You know Elmira,” he said. “She don’t come out much. Mainly she just stays in the cabin.”


  “Well, she ain’t in it now,” Peach said.


  “We think she’s gone,” Charlie Barnes said.


  “Why, where would she go?” Roscoe said.


  Peach and Charlie didn’t answer, and a silence fell.


  “Maybe she just took a walk,” Roscoe said, although he knew that sounded weak.


  “That’s what I thought yesterday,” Peach said. “She wasn’t there yesterday and she ain’t there today. I doubt she’d take no overnight walk.”


  Roscoe had to admit it was unlikely. The nearest town, Catfish Grove, was fourteen miles away, and not much of a destination at that.


  “Maybe she just don’t want to answer the door,” he said. “She takes a lot of naps.”


  “Nope, I went in and looked,” Peach said. “There ain’t a soul in that cabin, and there wasn’t yesterday, neither.”


  “We think she’s gone,” Charlie Barnes said again. He was not a talkative man.


  Roscoe got up from his comfortable seat. If Elmira was indeed gone, that constituted a serious problem. Peach and Charlie stood there as if they expected him to do something, or tell them right off where she had gone.


  “I wonder if something got her?” he asked, thinking out loud. There were still plenty of bears in the woods, and some said there were panthers, though he himself had never seen one.


  “If she wandered off, anything could have got her,” Peach said. “Could have been an animal or it could have been a man.”


  “Why, Peach, I don’t know why a man would want her,” Roscoe said, only to realize that the remark probably sounded funny. After all, Peach was related to her.


  “I don’t either, but I ain’t a man,” Peach said, giving Charlie Barnes a hard look. Roscoe thought it unlikely that Charlie wanted Elmira. It might be that he didn’t even want Peach.


  He walked to the edge of the porch and looked up the street, hoping to see Elmira standing in it. In all his years as a deputy he had never heard of a woman just getting lost, and it seemed unfair that it should happen to July’s wife. There was nobody in the street but a farmer with a mule team.


  “Why, I’ll go have a look,” he said. “Maybe she just went visiting.”


  “Who would she visit?” Peach asked. “She ain’t been out of that cabin more than twice since July married her. She don’t know the names of five people in this town. I was just going to take her some dumplings, since July is gone off. If I hadn’t done it I doubt she would have even been missed.”


  From her tone Roscoe got the clear implication that he had been remiss in his duty. In fact, he had meant to look in on Elmira at some point, but the time had passed so quickly he had forgotten to.


  “Well, I’ll go right up there,” he said, trying to sound cheerful. “I expect she’ll turn up.”


  “We think she’s gone,” Charlie Barnes said, for the third time.


  Roscoe decided to go at once to keep from having to hear Charlie Barnes repeat himself all morning. He tipped his hat to Peach and started for the cabin, but to his dismay Peach and Charlie stayed right at his heels. It disturbed him to have company, but there was nothing he could do about it. It seemed to him curious that Peach would take Elmira dumplings, for the two women were known not to get along; it crossed his mind that Elmira had seen Peach coming and gone into hiding.


  Sure enough, the cabin was empty. There was no sign that anybody had been in it for a day or two. A slab of corn bread sat on the cookstove, already pretty well nibbled by the mice.


  “She mostly sat in the loft,” Roscoe said, mainly to hear himself talk. Hearing himself was better than hearing Peach.


  “There ain’t nothing up there but a pallet,” Peach said.


  That proved to be the truth. It was not much of a pallet, either—just a couple of quilts. July, being the youngest of the Johnson family, had never had any money and had not accumulated much in the way of goods.


  Roscoe racked his brain to try and think if there was anything missing, but he had never been in the loft before and could not think of a possession that might have been missing—just Elmira.


  “Didn’t she have shoes on, when they got hitched?” he asked.


  Peach looked disgusted. “Of course she had shoes on,” she said. “She wasn’t that crazy.”


  “Well, I don’t see no shoes in this cabin, men’s or women’s,” Roscoe said. “If she’s gone, I guess she wore ’em.”


  They went out and walked around the cabin. Roscoe was hoping to find a trail, but there were weeds all around the cabin, wet with dew, and all he did was get his pants legs wet. He was growing more and more uneasy—if Elmira was just in hiding from Peach he wished she’d give up and come out. If July came back and found his new wife missing, there was no telling how upset he’d be.


  It seemed to him the most likely explanation was bears, though he knew it wasn’t a foolproof explanation. If a bear had just walked in and got her, there would have been some blood on the floor. On the other hand, no bear had ever walked into Fort Smith and got a woman, though one had entered a cabin near Catfish Grove and carried off a baby.


  “I guess a bear got her unless she’s hiding,” he said, unhappily. Being a deputy sheriff had suddenly gotten a lot harder.


  “We think she’s gone,” Charlie Barnes said, with irritating persistence. If a bear had got her, of course she would be gone.


  “He means we think she’s left,” Peach said.


  That made no sense at all, since the woman had just married July.


  “Left to go where?” he said. “Left to do what?”


  “Roscoe, you ain’t got the sense God gave a turkey,” Peach said, abandoning her good manners. “If she left, she just left—left. My guess is she got tired of living with July.”


  That was such a radical thought that merely trying to think it gave Roscoe the beginnings of a headache.


  “My God, Peach,” he said, feeling stunned.


  “There’s no need to swear, Roscoe,” Peach said. “We all seen it coming. July’s a fool or he wouldn’t have married her.”


  “It could have been a bear, though,” Roscoe said. All of a sudden, it seemed the lesser of two evils. If Elmira was dead July might eventually get over it—if she had run off, there was no telling what he might do.


  “Well, where’s the tracks, then?” Peach asked. “If a bear came around, all the dogs in this town would have barked, and half the horses would have run away. If you ask me, Elmira’s the one that run away.”


  “My God,” Roscoe said again. He knew he was going to get blamed, no matter what.


  “I bet she took that whiskey boat,” Peach said. In fact, a boat had headed upriver only a day or two after July left.


  It was the only logical explanation. No stage had passed through in the last week. A troop of soldiers had come through, going west, but soldiers wouldn’t have taken Elmira. The boat had been filled with whiskey traders, headed up for Bents’ Fort. Roscoe had seen a couple of the boatmen staggering on the street, and when the boat had left with no fights reported, he had felt relieved. Whiskey traders were rough men—certainly not the sort married women ought to be traveling with.


  “You better go see what you can find out, Roscoe,” Peach said. “If she’s run off, July’s gonna want to know about it.”


  That was certainly true. July doted on Elmira.


  It took no more than a walk to the river to confirm what Peach had suspected. Old Sabin, the ferryman, had seen a woman get on the whiskey boat the morning it left.


  “My God, why didn’t you tell me?” Roscoe asked.


  Old Sabin just shrugged. It was none of his business who got on boats other than his own.


  “I figert it was a whore,” he said.


  Roscoe walked slowly back to the jail, feeling extremely confused. He wanted badly for it all to be a mistake. On the way up the street he looked in every store, hoping he would find Elmira in one of them spending money like a normal woman. But she wasn’t there. At the saloon he asked Renfro, the barkeep, if he knew of a whore who had left town lately, but there were only two whores in town, and Renfro said they were both upstairs asleep.


  It was just the worst luck. He had worried considerably about the various bad things that might happen while July was gone, but the loss of Elmira had not been among his worries. Men’s wives didn’t usually leave on a whiskey barge. He had heard of cases in which they didn’t like wedded life and went back to their families, but Elmira hadn’t even had a family, and there was no reason for her not to like wedded life, since July had not worked her hard at all.


  Once it was plain that she was gone, Roscoe felt in the worst quandary of his life. July was gone too, off in the general direction of San Antonio. It might be a month before he got back, at which point someone would have to tell him the bad news. Roscoe didn’t want to be the someone, but then he was the person whose job it was to sit around the jail, so he would probably have to do it.


  Even worse, he would have to sit there for a month or two worrying about July’s reaction when he finally got back. Or it could be three months or six months—July had been known to be slow. Roscoe knew he couldn’t take six months of anxiety. Of course it just proved that July had been foolish to marry, but that didn’t make the situation any easier to live with.


  In less than half an hour it seemed that every single person in Fort Smith found out that July Johnson’s wife had run off on a whiskey barge. It seemed the Johnson family provided almost all the excitement in the town, the last excitement having been Benny’s death. Such a stream of people came up to question Roscoe about the disappearance that he was forced to give up all thought of whittling, just at a time when having a stick to whittle on might have settled his nerves.


  People who had seldom laid eyes on Elmira suddenly showed up at the jail and began to question him about her habits, as if he was an authority on them—though all he had ever seen the woman do was cook a catfish or two.


  One of the worst was old lady Harkness, who had once taught school somewhere or other in Mississippi and had treated grown-ups like schoolchildren ever since. She helped out a little in her son’s general store, where evidently there wasn’t work enough to keep her busy. She marched across the street as if she had been appointed by God to investigate the whole thing. Roscoe had already discussed it with the blacksmith and the postmaster and a couple of cotton farmers, and was hoping for a little time off in which to think it through. Old lady Harkness didn’t let that stop her.


  “Roscoe, if you was my deputy, I’d arrest you,” she said. “What do you mean lettin’ somebody run off with July’s wife?”


  “Nobody run off with her,” Roscoe said. “She just run off with herself, I guess.”


  “What do you know about it?” old lady Harkness said. “I don’t guess she’d just have got on a boatful of men if she wasn’t partial to one of them. When are you going after her?”


  “I ain’t,” Roscoe said, startled. It had never occurred to him to go after Elmira.


  “Well, you will unless you’re good for nothing, I guess,” the old lady said. “This ain’t much of a town if things like that can happen and the deputy just sit there.”


  “It never was much of a town,” Roscoe reminded her, but the point, which was obvious, merely seemed to anger her.


  “If you ain’t up to getting the woman, then you better go get July,” she said. “He might want his wife back before she gets up there somewhere and gets scalped.”


  She then marched off, much to Roscoe’s relief. He went in and took a drink or two from a bottle of whiskey he kept under his couch and usually only used as a remedy for toothache. He was careful not to drink too much, since the last thing he needed was for the people in Fort Smith to get the notion he was a drunk. But then, the next thing he knew, despite his care, the whiskey bottle was empty, and he seemed to have drunk it, although it did not feel to him like he was drunk. In the still heat he got drowsy and went to sleep on the couch, only to awake in a sweat to find Peach and Charlie Barnes staring down at him.


  It was very upsetting, for it seemed to him the day had started out with Peach and Charlie staring down at him. In his confusion it occurred to him that he might have dreamed the whole business about Elmira running off. Only there were Peach and Charlie again; the dream might be starting over. He wanted to wake up before it got to the part about the whiskey barge, but it turned out he was awake, after all.


  “Is she still gone?” he asked, hoping by some miracle that Elmira had showed up while he was sleeping.


  “Of course she’s still gone,” Peach said. “And you’re drunk on the job. Get up from there and go get July.”


  “But July went to Texas,” Roscoe said. “The only place I’ve ever been to is Little Rock, and it’s in the other direction.”


  “Roscoe, if you can’t find Texas you’re a disgrace to your profession,” Peach said.


  Peach had a habit of misunderstanding people, even when the point was most obvious.


  “I can find Texas,” he said. “The point is, kin I find July?”


  “He’s riding with a boy, and he’s going to San Antonio,” Peach said. “I guess if you ask around, someone will have seen them.”


  “Yeah, but what if I miss ’em?” Roscoe asked.


  “Then I guess you’ll end up in California,” she said.


  Roscoe found that he had a headache, and listening to Peach made it worse.


  “His wife’s gone,” Charlie Barnes said.


  “Dern it, Charlie, shut up!” Peach said. “He knows that. I don’t think he’s forgot that.”


  Roscoe had not forgotten it. Overnight it had become the dominant fact of his life. Elmira was gone and he was expected to do something about it. Moreover, his choices were limited. Either he went upriver and tried to find Elmira or he had to go to Texas and look for July. He himself was far from sure that either action was wise.


  Trying to recover his wits, with a headache and Peach and Charlie Barnes staring at him for the second time that day, was not easy. Mainly Roscoe felt aggrieved that July had put him in such a position. July had been doing well enough without a wife, it seemed to Roscoe; but if he had to marry, he could have been a little more careful and at least married someone who would have the courtesy to stay around Fort Smith—about the least that one ought to be able to ask of a wife. Instead, he had made the worst possible choice and left Roscoe to suffer the consequences.


  “I ain’t much of a traveler,” Roscoe said, for actually his one trip, to Little Rock, had been one of the nightmares of his life, since he had ridden the whole way in a cold rain and had run a fever for a month as a result.


  Nonetheless, the next morning he found himself saddling up the big white gelding he had ridden for the last ten years, a horse named Memphis, the town of his origin. Several of the townspeople were there at the jail, watching him pack his bedroll and tie on his rifle scabbard, and none of them seemed worried that he was about to ride off and leave them unprotected. Although Roscoe said little, he felt very pettish toward the citizens of Fort Smith, and toward Peach Johnson and Charlie Barnes in particular. If Peach had just minded her own business, nobody would even have discovered that Elmira was missing until July returned, and then July would have been able to take care of the problem, which rightly was his problem anyway.


  “Well, I hope nobody don’t rob the bank while I’m gone,” he said to the little crowd watching him. He wanted to suggest worse possibilities, such as Indian raids, but, in fact, the Indians had not molested Fort Smith in years, though the main reason he rode white horses was that he had heard somewhere that Indians were afraid of them.


  The remark about the bank being robbed was aimed at Charlie Barnes, who blinked a couple of times in response. It had never been robbed, but if it had been, Charlie might have died on the spot, not out of fright but because he hated to lose a nickel.


  The little jail, which had been more or less Roscoe’s home for the last few years, had never seemed more appealing to him. Indeed, he felt like crying every time he looked at it, but of course it would not do to cry in front of half the town. It was another beautiful morning, with the hint of summer—Roscoe had always loved the summer and hated the cold, and he wondered if he would get back in time to enjoy the sultry days of July and August, when it was so hot even the river hardly seemed to move. He was much given to premonitions—had had them all his life—and he had a premonition now. It seemed to him that he wouldn’t get back. It seemed to him he might be looking his last on Fort Smith, but the townspeople gave him no chance to linger or be sorry.


  “Elmira’ll be to Canada before you get started,” Peach pointed out.


  Reluctantly, Roscoe climbed up on Memphis, a horse so tall it was only necessary to be on him to have a view. “Well, I hate to go off and leave you without no deputy,” he said. “I doubt if July will like it. He put me in charge of this place.”


  Nobody said a word to that.


  “If July gets back and I ain’t with him, you tell him I went looking,” Roscoe said. “We may just circle around for a while, me and July. First I’ll look for him, then he can look for me. And if the town goes to hell in the meantime, don’t blame it on Roscoe Brown.”


  “Roscoe, we got the fort over there half a mile away,” Peach said. “I guess the soldiers can look after us as good as you can.”


  That was true, of course. There wouldn’t even be a Fort Smith if there hadn’t been a fort first. Still, the soldiers didn’t concern themselves much with the town.


  “What if Elmira comes back?” Roscoe asked. No one had raised that possibility. “Then I’d be gone and won’t know it.”


  “Why would she come back?” Peach asked. “She just left.”


  Roscoe found it hard even to remember Elmira, though he had done practically nothing but think about her for the last twenty-four hours. All he really knew was that he hated to ride out of the one town he felt at home in. That everyone was eager for him to go made him feel distinctly bitter.


  “Well, the soldiers ain’t gonna help you if old man Darton goes on a tear,” he said. “July told me to be sure and watch him.”


  But the little group of citizens seemed not to be worried by the thought of what old man Darton might do. They watched him silently.


  Unable to think of any other warnings, or any reason for his staying that might convince anyone, Roscoe gave Memphis a good kick—he was a steady horse once he hit his stride, but he did start slow—and the big-footed gelding kicked a little dust on Charlie Barnes’s shiny shoes, getting under way. Roscoe took one last look at the river and headed for Texas.


  30.


  THE FIRST GOOD WASH Lorena got was in the Nueces River. They had had a bad day trying to fight their way through mesquite thickets, and when they came to the river she just decided to stop, particularly since she found a shady spot where there wasn’t any mesquite or prickly pear.


  Jake had no part in the decision because Jake was drunk. He had been steadily drinking whiskey all day as they rode, and was so unsteady in his seat that Lorena wasn’t even sure they were still going in the right direction. But they were ahead of the cattle—from every clearing she could look back and see the dust the herd raised. It was a fair way back, but directly behind them, which made her feel reassured. It would not be pleasant to be lost, with Jake so drunk.


  Of course, he only drank because his hand was paining him. Probably he hadn’t gotten all the thorn out—his thumb had turned from white to purple. She was hoping they would strike a town that had a doctor, but there seemed to be nothing in that part of the country but prickly pear and mesquite.


  It was bad luck, Jake having an accident so soon after they started, but it was just a thorn. Lorena supposed the worst it could do was fester. But when he got off his horse, his legs were so unsteady he could barely wobble over to the shade. She was left to tie the horses and make the camp, while Jake lay propped up against the tree and continued to pull on his bottle.


  “Dern, it’s hot,” he said, when she stopped for a minute to look at his hand. “I wonder where the boys are camped tonight. We might go over and get up a game of cards.”


  “You’d lose,” she said. “You’re too drunk to shuffle.”


  There was a flash of anger in Jake’s eyes. He didn’t like being criticized. But he made no retort.


  “I’m going to have a wash,” Lorena said.


  “Don’t drown,” he said. “Be a pity if you was to drown on your way to San Francisco.”


  It was clear he was angry—he hated to be denied, or to see her take the lead over him in anything. Lorena met his anger with silence. She knew he couldn’t stay mad very long.


  The river was green and the water cold underneath the surface. She waded in and stood chest-deep, letting the water wash away the layers of dust and sweat. As she was wading out, feeling clean and light, she got a scare: a big snapping turtle sat on the bank right where she had entered the river. It was big as a tub and so ugly Lorena didn’t want to get near it. She waded upstream, and just as she got out heard a shot—Jake was shooting his pistol at the turtle. He walked down to the water, probably just because he liked to see her naked.


  “You are a sight,” he said, grinning. Then he shot at the turtle again and missed. He shot four times, all the bullets plopping into the mud. The turtle, unharmed, slid off into the water.


  “I was never no shot with my left hand,” Jake said.


  Lorena sat down on a grassy place in the sun and let the water drip off her legs. As soon as she sat down Jake came over and began to rub her back. He had a feverish look in his eye.


  “I don’t know where I got such a fancy for you,” he said. “You are a sight to see.”


  He stretched out beside her and pulled her back. It was odd to look up beyond his head and see the white sky above them instead of the cracked boards in the ceiling above her head in the Dry Bean. More than usual, it made her feel not there—far from Jake and what he was doing. Crowded up in a room, it was difficult for her to keep herself—on the grass, with the sky far above, it was easy.


  But it was not easy for Jake to finish—he was sicker than she had suspected. His legs were trembling and his body strained at hers. She looked in his face and saw he was frightened—he groaned, trying to grip her shoulder with his sore hand. Then, despite himself, he slipped from her; he tried to push back in, but kept slipping away. Finally he gave up and collapsed on her, so tired that he seemed to pass out.


  When he sat up, she eased out from under him. He looked around with no recognition. She dressed and helped him dress, then got him propped against a big shade tree. She made a little fire, thinking some coffee might help him. While she was getting the pot out of the pack she heard a splashing and looked up to see a black man ride his horse into the river from the other side. Soon the horse was swimming, but the black man didn’t seem frightened. The horse waded out, dripping, and the black man dismounted and let it shake itself.


  “How do, miss,” the black man said. Jake had fallen into a drowse and didn’t even know the man was there.


  “Mister Jake taking a nap?” he asked.


  “He’s sick,” Lorena said.


  The man walked over and squatted by Jake a moment, then gently lifted his hand. Jake woke up.


  “Why, it’s old Deets,” he said. “We’re all right now, Lorie. Deets will see us through.”


  “I been looking for a good place to cross the herd,” Deets said. “Captain made me the scout.”


  “Well, he’s right,” Jake said. “We’d all have been lost twenty years ago if it hadn’t been for you.”


  “You full of fever,” Deets said. “Let me get that sticker out of your hand.”


  “I thought I got it all the other day,” Jake said. “I’d as soon have you cut my hand off as dig around in there.”


  “Oh, no,” Deets said. “You got to keep your hand. Might need you to shoot a bandit if one gets after me.”


  He went back and rummaged in his saddlebag, bringing out a large needle.


  “I got to keep a needle,” he said to Lorena. “Got to sew my pants from time to time.”


  Then, after heating the needle and letting it cool, he carefully probed the swelling at the base of Jake’s thumb. Jake yelped when he began, and then yelped again a little later, but he didn’t resist.


  “Goddamn the dern thorns,” he said weakly.


  Then, with a wide grin, Deets held up the needle. The tiny yellow tip of the thorn was on it. “Now you be cuttin’ the cards agin,” he said.


  Jake looked relieved, though still flushed with fever.


  “I’ll play you right now, Deets,” he said. “You’re the only one in the whole dern outfit with any money.”


  The black man just grinned and returned the needle to the little packet in his saddlebag. Then he accepted the cup of coffee which Lorie offered.


  “Miss, you oughta get him on across the river,” he said, when he handed back the coffee cup.


  “Why?” Lorena asked. “We done made camp. He’ll want to rest.”


  “Rest on the other side,” Deets said. “Gonna come a storm tonight. The river be up tomorrow.”


  It seemed hard to believe. There was not a cloud in the sky. But the man had spoken in a tone that indicated he knew what he was talking about.


  The girl looked sad, Deets thought. He glanced at the sun, which was dropping.


  “I can help,” he said. “I’ll get you settled.” The black man had them packed in no time, tying their bedrolls high so as to keep them out of the river.


  “Dern, we didn’t use this camp much,” Jake said, when he realized they were moving. But when Deets mentioned the storm, he simply mounted and rode into the river. He was soon across.


  It was a good thing Deets had offered to help. Lorena’s mare balked and wouldn’t take the water. She would go in chest-deep and then whirl and climb back up the bank, showing the whites of her eyes and trying to run. Despite herself, Lorena felt her fear rising. Once, already, the mare had nearly fallen. She might really fall, trapping Lorena beneath the green water. She tried to control her fear—she would have to get across many rivers if she was to get to San Francisco—but the mare kept flouncing and trying to turn and Lorena couldn’t help being afraid. She could see Jake on the other bank. He didn’t look very concerned.


  The third time the mare turned, the black man was suddenly beside her. “Let me have her,” he said.


  When he took the reins Lorena felt a deeper fright than she had ever known. She gripped the horse’s mane so tightly the horsehairs cut into her hands. Then she shut her eyes—she couldn’t bear to see the water coming over her. The mare took a leap, and there was a different feeling. They were swimming. She heard the black man’s voice talking soothingly to the mare. The water lapped at her waist, but it came no higher; after a moment she opened her eyes. They were nearly across the river. The black man was looking back watchfully, lifting her reins a bit so as to keep the horse’s head out of the water. Then there was the suck of the water against her legs as they started to climb out of the river. With a smile, the black man handed her back her wet reins. She was gripping the mane so tightly it took an act of will to turn her hands loose.


  “Why, she’s a fine swimmer,” Deets said. “You be fine on this horse, Miss.”


  Lorena had clenched her teeth so tightly she couldn’t even speak to thank the man, though she felt a flush of gratitude. Had it not been for him she felt sure she would have drowned. Jake by this time had untied his bedroll and thrown it down under a big mesquite. It had been nothing to him, her having to cross the river. Though the fright had begun to relax its grip, Lorena still didn’t feel that she had control of her limbs so that she could simply step off the horse and walk as she had always walked. She felt angry at Jake for taking it all so lightly.


  Deets smiled at Lorena tolerantly and turned his own horse back toward the river.


  “Make your fire and do your cooking now,” he said. “Then blow out the fire. It’s gonna come a bad wind. If the fire gets loose you might have trouble.”


  He glanced south, at the sky.


  “The wind’s gonna come about sundown,” he said. “First it will be sand and then lightning. Don’t tie the horses to no big trees.”


  Despite herself, Lorena felt her spirits sinking. She had always feared lightning above all things, and here she was without even a house to hide in. She saw it was going to be harder than she had imagined. Here it was only the second day and she had already had a fright like death. Now lightning was coming. For a moment it all felt hopeless—better she had just sat in the Dry Bean for life, or married Xavier. She had gone over to Jake in a minute, and yet, the truth was Xavier would probably have taken care of her better. It was all foolish, her dream of San Francisco.


  She looked again at the black man, meaning to try and thank him for helping her across the river, but he was looking at her kindly, and she didn’t say anything.


  “I got to go lead the Captain to the crossing,” he said.


  Lorena nodded. “Tell Gus hello,” she said.


  “I’ll tell him,” Deets said, and rode into the Nueces for the third time.


  31.


  “WELL, HERE’S WHERE we all find out if we was meant to be cowboys,” Augustus said—for he had no doubt that Deets would soon be proved right about the coming storm. “Too bad it couldn’t wait a day or two until some of you boys had more practice,” he added. “I expect half of you will get trampled before the night is over, leaving me no way to collect my just debts.”


  “We have to expect it,” Call said. “It’s the stormy time of the year.”


  Still, a sandstorm at night, with a herd that wasn’t trail-broken and a green crew of men, was not going to be anything to look forward to.


  “You reckon we could make it across the river before it hits?” he asked, but Deets shook his head. They were several miles from the Nueces and the sun was low.


  “It’s a steep crossing,” Deets said. “You don’t want to hit it in the dark.”


  Newt had just come off the drags for a drink of water, and the first thing he heard was talk of sandstorm. It didn’t seem to him that it would make much difference; his world was mostly sand anyway. He had to rinse his mouth five or six times before he could even eat a plate of beans without swallowing grit with them.


  Call felt uncertain. He had never had to plan for a storm in brushy country, with a fresh herd of cattle. There were so many factors to consider that he felt passive for a moment—an old feeling he knew well from his years of rangering. Often, in a tight situation, his mind would seem to grow tired from so much hard thinking. He would sink for a time into a blankness, only to come out of it in the midst of an action he had not planned. He was never conscious of the trigger that set him back in motion, but something always pulled it, and he would find himself moving before he was conscious that it was time to move.


  Already he could feel a change in the wind. The day had been still, but there was a hot breath against his cheek, coming from the south. He had waited out many such winds in Lonesome Dove, with the sand whirling up from Mexico so fast it felt like birdshot when it hit the skin. The Hell Bitch looked around restlessly, well aware of what was coming.


  “It’s gonna be a muddy sundown, boys,” Augustus said.


  In fact, the sun was barely visible, only its edges showing yellow and the disc itself dark as if in an eclipse. To the west and south the sand was rising in the clear sky like a brown curtain, though far above it the evening star was still bright.


  Bolivar stopped the wagon and went back to dig around in the piles of bedrolls, looking for his serape.


  “Go tell Dish and Soupy to hold up the cattle,” Call said to Newt. The boy felt proud to have been given a commission and loped around the herd until he came to the point. The cattle were behaving quietly, just walking along, grazing when there was anything to graze on. Dish was slouched at ease in his saddle.


  “I guess this means you’ve been promoted,” he said, when Newt rode up. “Or else I been demoted.”


  “We’re getting a storm,” Newt said. “The Captain says to hold ’em up.”


  Dish looked at the sky and loosened his bandana. “I wish the dern storms would learn to get here in the daytime,” he said with a grin. “I don’t know why, but they generally strike just when I’m ready to catch a nap.”


  His attitude toward the storm was contemptuous, as befitted a top hand. Newt tried to imitate his manner but couldn’t bring it off. He had never been out in a sandstorm at night, with thousands of cattle to control, and was not looking forward to the experience, which began almost immediately. Before he could get around the herd to Soupy, the sand was blowing. The sun disappeared as if someone had popped a lid over it, and a heavy half-light filled the plains for a few minutes.


  “By God, it looks like a good one comin’,” Soupy said, adjusting his bandana over his nose and pulling his hat down tight on his head. The loss of hats due to sudden gusts of wind had become a larger problem than Newt would have thought it could be. They were always blowing off, spooking the horses or cattle or both. He was grateful to Deets for having fixed a little rawhide string onto his so that he had been spared the embarrassment of losing it at crucial times.


  Newt had meant to go back to the wagon, but the storm gave him no time. While Soupy was fixing his bandana, they looked around and saw streams of sand like small, low clouds blowing in the dim light through the mesquite just to the south. The little clouds of sand seemed like live things, slipping around the mesquite and by the chaparral as a running wolf might, sliding under the bellies of the cattle and then rising a little, to blow over their backs. But behind the little sand streams came a river, composed not of water but of sand. Newt only glanced once, to get his directions, and the sand filled his eyes so that he was immediately blind.


  It was in his first moment of blindness that the cattle began to run, as if pushed into motion by the river of sand. Newt heard Soupy’s horse break into a run, and Mouse instantly was running too, but running where, Newt had no idea. He dug a finger into his eyes, hoping to get the sand out, but it was like grinding them with sandpaper. Tears flowed, but the sand turned them to mud on his lashes. Now and then he could get a blurred glimpse out of one eye, and at the first glimpse was horrified to discover that he was in among the cattle. A horn nudged his leg, but Mouse swerved and nothing more happened. Newt stopped worrying about seeing and concentrated on keeping his seat. He knew Mouse could leap any bush not higher than his head. He felt a horrible sense of failure, for surely he had not done his job. The Captain had not meant for him to stay near the head of the herd; he was there because he had not moved quick enough, and it was his fault if he was doomed, as he assumed he was. Once he thought he heard a whoop and was encouraged, but the sound was instantly sucked away by the wind—the wind keened like a cry, its tone rising over the lower tone of the pounding hooves. When Newt began to be able to see again, it did him little good, for it was then almost pitch-dark.


  Over the roar of the wind and the running herd he suddenly heard the popping of tree limbs. A second later a mesquite limb hit him in the face and brush tore at him from all sides. He knew they had hit a thicket and assumed it was his end—Mouse faltered and almost went to his knees, but managed to right himself. All Newt could do was duck as low over the horn as possible and hold his arms in front of his face.


  To his great relief the running cattle soon slowed. The brush was so thick it checked them as a herd, though the same thicket soon divided them into several groups. The bunch Newt was with soon slowed to a trot and then a walk. Mouse’s sides were slick with sweat. Newt felt it was a miracle that he was still alive. Then he heard pistol shots ahead and to his right—a string of cracks, the sound instantly taken by the wind. The wind seemed to be increasing. When he tried to straighten up in the saddle, it was like pushing with his back against a heavy door. He tried to turn Mouse, because he still hoped to get back to the rear, where he belonged, but Mouse wouldn’t turn. It angered Newt—he was supposed to be making the decisions, not Mouse. The horse would circle, but he wouldn’t go into the wind, and Newt finally gave up, aware that he probably couldn’t find the wagon or the main herd anyway.


  In the short lulls in the wind he could hear the clicking of long horns, as the cattle bumped into one another in the darkness. They were walking slowly, and Newt let Mouse walk along beside them. He had worried as much as he could, and he simply rode, his mind blank. It seemed like he had been riding long enough for the night to be over, but it wasn’t, and the sand still stung his skin. He was surprised suddenly by a flicker of light to the west—so quick and so soon lost that he didn’t at first recognize it as lightning. But it flickered again and soon was almost constant, though still far away. At first Newt welcomed it—it enabled him to see that he was still with the several hundred cattle, and also helped him avoid thickets.


  But as the lightning came closer thunder came with it—the sound seemed to roll over them like giant boulders. Mouse flinched, and Newt began to flinch too. Then, instead of running across the horizon like snakes’ tongues, the lightning began to drive into the earth, with streaks thick as poles, and with terrible cracks.


  In one of the flashes Newt saw Dish Boggett, not thirty yards away. Dish saw him, too, and came toward him. In the next flash Newt saw Dish pulling on a yellow slicker.


  “Where’s Soupy?” Dish asked. Newt had no idea.


  “He must have got turned wrong,” Dish said. “We’ve got most of the cattle. You should have brought a slicker. We’re going to get some rain.”


  As the flashes continued, Newt strained his eyes to keep Dish in sight, but soon lost him. To his amazement he saw that the cattle seemed to have caught the lightning—little blue balls of it rolled along their horns. While he was watching the strange sight, a horse bumped his. It was Deets.


  “Ride off the cattle,” he said. “Don’t get close to them when they got the lightning on their horns. Get away from ’em.”


  Newt needed no urging, for the sight was scary and he remembered Dish describing how lightning had hit a cowboy he knew and turned him black. He wanted to ask Deets some questions, but between one flash and another Deets vanished.


  The wind had become fitful, gusting and then dying, and instead of beating steadily at his back, the sand was fitful too, swirling around him one moment and gone the next. In the flashes of lightning he could see that the sky was clearing high to the east, but a wall of clouds loomed to the west, the lightning darting underneath them.


  Almost before the last of the sand had stung his eyes, it seemed, the rain began, pelting down in big scattered drops that felt good after all the grit. But the drops got thicker and less scattered and soon the rain fell in sheets, blown this way and that at first by the fitful wind. Then the world simply turned to water. In a bright flash of lightning Newt saw a wet, frightened coyote run across a few feet in front of Mouse. After that he saw nothing. The water beat down more heavily even than the wind and the sand: it pounded him and ran in streams off his hat brim. Once again he gave up and simply sat and let Mouse do what he wanted. As far as he knew, he was completely lost, for he had moved away from the cattle in order to escape the lightning and had no sense that he was anywhere near the herd. The rain was so heavy that at moments he felt it might drown him right on his horse. It blew in his face and poured into his lip from his hat brim. He had always heard that cowboying involved considerable weather, but had never expected so many different kinds to happen in one night. An hour before, he had been so hot he thought he would never be cool again, but the drenching water had already made him cold.


  Mouse was just as dejected and confused as he was. The ground was covered with water—there was nothing to do but splash along. To make matters worse they hit another thicket and had to back out, for the wet mesquite had become quite impenetrable. When they finally got around it, the rain had increased in force. Mouse stopped and Newt let him—there was no use proceeding when they didn’t know where they needed to proceed. The water pouring off his hat brim was an awkward thing—one stream in front, one stream behind. A stream of water poured right in front of his nose while another sluiced down his back.


  Then Mouse began to move again and Newt heard the splashing of a horse ahead. He didn’t know if it carried a friendly rider, but Mouse seemed to think so, for he was trotting through the hock-high water, trying to locate the other horse. In one of the weakening flashes of lightning Newt saw cattle trotting along, fifty yards to his right. Suddenly, with no warning, Mouse began to slide. His back feet almost went out from under him—they had struck a gully, and Newt felt water rising up his legs. Fortunately it wasn’t a deep gully; Mouse regained his balance and struggled through it, as scared as Newt.


  There was nothing to do but plod on. Newt remembered how happy he had been when dawn finally came after the night they had gone to Mexico. If he could just see such a dawn again he would know how to appreciate it. He was so wet it didn’t seem as if he could ever be dry, or that he could do such a simple thing as sit in the bright sun again feeling hot, or stretch out on the grass and sleep. As it was, he couldn’t even yawn without water blowing in his mouth.


  Soon he got too tired to think and could only hope that it would finally be morning. But the night went on and on. The lightning died and the hard rain stopped, but a drizzle continued; they hit intermittent patches of thick brush and had to back and turn and go on as best they could. When he had crossed the gully, one boot had filled with water. Newt wanted to stop and empty it—but what if he dropped it and couldn’t find it in the dark? Or got it off and couldn’t get it back on? A fine sight he would make, if he ever saw camp again, riding in with one boot in his hand. Thinking about the ridicule that would involve, he decided just to let the boot squish.


  All the same, he felt proud of Mouse, for many horses would have fallen, sliding into a gully.


  “Good horse,” he said. “If we just keep going maybe it’ll get light.”


  Mouse swung his head to get his wet forelock out of his eyes, and kept on plodding through the mud.


  32.


  JAKE HAD FORGOTTEN to hobble the horses—he remembered it when the first lightning struck and Lorena’s young mare suddenly snapped her rein and ran off. It was dark and the sand was still blowing. He managed to get the hobbles on his own horse and the pack mule, but had to let the mare go.


  “She won’t go far,” he said, when he got back to Lorie. She was huddled under a blanket, her back against a big mesquite tree and her legs half buried in the sand.


  “No better than she likes to swim. I expect we’ll find her on this side of the river,” Jake said.


  Lorena didn’t answer. The lightning filled her with such tension that she didn’t think she could endure it. If it went on much longer she felt it would twist her like a wire.


  She held the blanket around her as tightly as she could, and her teeth were clenched as they had been when she crossed the river. She kept trying to think about something besides the lightning, but she couldn’t. She kept thinking of how it would feel if it hit her—it was said to be like a burn, but how could a burn travel through your body in an instant?


  Then the lightning began to strike in the trees nearby, with cracks so loud that it made her head ring. She didn’t mind the wet. Jake had tried to rig a tarp, but it wasn’t big enough.


  A bolt hit just behind them, with a sound so loud that it took her breath. I want to go back, she thought. When she got her breath back she was crying, the tears mingling with the rain on her face.


  “We got to get out from under this dern tree,” Jake yelled.


  Lorena didn’t move. He was crazy. The tree was all that was keeping them from death. Out in the open the lightning would immediately strike them.


  But Jake began to pull at her. “Come on,” he said. “We’ll get under the bank. It might strike the tree.”


  The lightning had become constant—she could see every whisker on Jake’s face in the glare. He looked old. But he wouldn’t leave her under the tree. In the flashes she could see the river. The river had almost got her and now he wanted her to go back to it. When he pulled, she fought. The tree was the only protection she had and she didn’t want to leave it.


  “Dern it, come on!” Jake said. “This ain’t no place to sit out a lightning storm.”


  Every time he pulled, the tightness inside her broke out a little and she struck at him. The first blow hit him in the eye and he slipped and sat down in the mud. Then it was dark. When the lightning flashed again, she saw Jake trying to get up, a look of surprise on his face. But he grabbed her in the darkness and began to drag her away from the tree. She kicked at him and they both went down, but a bolt struck so loud and so near that she forgot to fight. She let him pull her toward the river, dragging the tarp. Another bolt hit so near it shook the ground, almost causing Jake to fall in the water. There was not much overhang to the bank, and the tarp was so muddy he could barely drag it, but he pulled it over them and sat close to her, shivering. In the flashes the light was so bright that she could see every wavelet on the river. She wondered where the turtle was, but before she could look it was pitch-dark again. In the next flash she saw the horses jumping and trying to shake off their hobbles. She shut her eyes but when the bolts hit she felt the light on her eyelids. There was nothing to do but wait to die. Jake was shivering against her. She felt her muscles coiling up, getting tighter and tighter.


  “Well, I wish we’d brought our feather bed,” Jake said, trying to make light of it.


  She opened her eyes to blackness and a second later saw the lightning come to earth just across the river, cracking into the tree where they had made their first camp. The tree split at the top, then darkness fell, and when the next flash came the split part had fallen to the ground.


  “We got ol’ Deets to thank that we’re still alive,” Jake said. “That one would have got us if we’d stayed put.”


  You didn’t thank him, Lorena thought. She put her head against her knees and waited.


  


  33.


  BY DAWN the rain had stopped completely and the sky was cloudless. The first sunlight sparkled on the wet thickets and the hundreds of puddles scattered among them, on the wet hides of the cattle and the dripping horses.


  At the head of the main bunch of cattle, Call surveyed the situation without too much apprehension. Unless there was a lightning victim somewhere, they had come through the storm well. The cattle had walked themselves out and were docile for the time being. Deets had been to look, and Soupy, Jasper and Needle had the rest of the herd a mile or two east. The wagon was stuck in a gully, but when the hands gathered they soon had enough ropes on it to pull it out. Bol refused to budge from the wagon seat while the pullout took place. Lippy had got out to help push and consequently was covered in mud practically up to his lip.


  Newt had been extremely surprised, when dawn came, to discover that he was in his natural position in relation to the herd: behind it. He was too tired even to feel very relieved. All he wanted was to stretch out and sleep. Several times he dozed off, sitting straight up in the saddle. Mouse was just as tired, and kept to a slow walk.


  Deets reported that all the hands were well and accounted for with one exception: Mr. Gus. He had been with the main herd for a while but now he was nowhere to be seen.


  “He probably rode off to the café to get his breakfast,” Dish Boggett said. “Or else went in to San Antone to get himself a shave.”


  “He might have went to see Mr. Jake,” Deets said. “Want me to go look?”


  “Yes, have a look,” Call said. “I want to cross the river as soon as possible and it would be convenient to have Gus along.”


  “It ain’t much of a river,” Dish said. “I could near jump across it if I had a long-legged horse.”


  When asked how many cattle he thought might be lost, Dish estimated no more than twenty-five head, if that many.


  “Well, you nearly lost me,” Jasper Fant said, when they were all standing around the wagon. Bol had some dry wood that he had kept under a tarp, but the preparation of victuals was going too slowly to suit most of the hands.


  “I’m so tired I won’t be worth nothing for a week,” Jasper added.


  “When was you ever worth anything?” Dish inquired. He himself was in rather good fettle. It always improved his mood to have his skill recognized, as it clearly was by all hands. He had managed to turn the main part of the herd out of the worst of the brush and keep it together. Even Captain Call had seemed impressed.


  The only cowboy who had not performed up to caliber in the emergency was Sean O’Brien, who had been walking out to catch his night horse when the storm hit. He was such a poor roper that Newt usually roped his horses for him, if he happened to be around. This time, of course, he hadn’t been. The Spettles, responsible for the remuda, were afraid Sean’s awkward roping would cause the whole herd to bolt; Bill Spettle had roped a horse for him, but it wasn’t one he could ride. Sean had promptly been bucked off, and when the remuda did bolt, Sean’s horse ran with it. Sean had been forced to ride in the wagon all night, more worried for his life than his reputation. Bolivar had made it clear that he didn’t like passengers.


  While breakfast was cooking, most of the cowboys pulled off their shirts and spread them on bushes to dry. A few took off their pants, too, but only the few who possessed long underwear. Dish Boggett was one of the few who had carefully wrapped his extra clothes in an oilcloth, so he soon had on dry pants and a shirt, which somewhat increased his sense of superiority to the rest of the crew.


  “You boys look like a dern bunch of wet chickens,” he said.


  It was true that the crew presented an odd appearance, though Newt wouldn’t have compared them to chickens. Most of them were burned a deep brown on the face, neck and hands, but the rest of their bodies, which the sun never touched, were stark white. Bert Borum was the funniest-looking without a shirt, for he had a round fat belly with curly black on it that ran right down into his pants.


  Pea Eye walked around in a pair of all-enveloping long johns which he had worn continuously for the last several years. He had his knife and gun belt on over his underwear, in case of sudden attack.


  “There ain’t no point in gettin’ too dry,” he pointed out. “We got to cross the river after a while.”


  “I’d just as soon go around it,” Needle said. “I’ve crossed it many times but I’ve been lucky.”


  “I’ll be glad to cross it—maybe I’ll get a wash,” Lippy said. “I can’t do much under all this mud.”


  “Why, that ain’t a river, it’s just a creek,” Dish said. “The last time I crossed it I didn’t even notice it.”


  “I guess you’ll notice it if five or six of them heifers get on top of you,” Jasper said.


  “It’s just the first of many,” Bert said. “How many rivers is it between here and the Yellowstone?”


  The question set everyone to counting and arguing, for as soon as they decided they had an accurate count, someone would think of another stream, and there would be a discussion as to whether it should count as a river.


  The Rainey boys were sleeping under the wagon. Both had dropped like rocks once they dismounted, oblivious to wet clothes and too tired to be interested in food. The Raineys liked their sleep, whereas the Spettles could do without it. They seemed unaffected by the strenuous night—they sat apart, as silent as always.


  “I wish they’d talk, so we’d know what they were thinking,” Sean said. The silent Spettles made him nervous.


  Call was annoyed with Gus, who had still not returned. Pea had reported seeing him just after dawn, riding east in evident health. Call noticed the Texas bull, standing about fifty yards away. He was watching the two pigs, who were rooting around a chaparral bush. Probably they were trying to root out a ground squirrel, or perhaps a rattlesnake. The bull took a few steps toward them, but the pigs ignored him.


  Needle Nelson was scared of the bull. The minute he noticed him he went to get his rifle out of his saddle scabbard. “If he comes at me, I aim to shoot him,” Needle said. “He’ll never live to cross the Yellowstone unless he leaves me be.”


  Lippy, too, disliked the bull, and climbed up on the wagon when he saw how close the bull was.


  “He won’t charge the camp,” Call said—though in fact he was not so sure the bull wouldn’t.


  “Why, he charged Needle,” Jasper said. “Needle had to get going so fast he near forgot his dingus.”


  At that there was a general laugh, though Needle Nelson didn’t join in. He kept his rifle propped against a wagon wheel while he was eating.


  The bull continued to watch the pigs.


  34.


  AS SOON AS THE SUN got high enough to be warm, Lorena spread their gear on trees and bushes to dry. It seemed astonishing to her that she was alive and unhurt after such a night. Her spirits rose rapidly and she was even reconciled to having to ride the pack mule. But Jake wouldn’t hear of that. His own spirits were low.


  “I hate to squish every move I make,” he said. “It ain’t supposed to get this wet in these parts.”


  Now that the scare was over, Lorena found that she didn’t mind that things were damp. It beat being hot, in her book. The only awkward part was that the few foodstuffs they had brought had been soaked. The flour was ruined, the salt a lump. At least the bacon and coffee weren’t ruined, and they had a little of each before Jake rode off to look for her horse.


  Once he left, she went down to the river to wash the mud off her legs. Then, since the sun was already hot, she found a grassy place that wasn’t too wet and lay down to have a nap. Looking up at the sky, her spirits rose even more. The sky was perfectly clear and blue, only whitened with sun over to the east. Being outside felt good—she had spent too much time in hot little rooms, looking at ceilings.


  While she was resting, who should come riding up with her mare but Gus.


  “I hope there’s still some coffee in the pot,” he said, when he dismounted. “I’ve usually had ten biscuits by this time of day, not to mention some honey and a few eggs. Got any eggs, Lorie?”


  “No, but we got bacon,” she said. “I’ll fry you some.”


  Augustus looked around with amusement at the muddy camp.


  “I don’t see young Jake,” he said. “Is he off preaching a sermon, or did he wash away?”


  “He went to look for the horse, only I guess he went in the wrong direction,” Lorie said.


  Augustus took out his big clasp knife and cut the bacon for her. For a woman who had spent the night being drenched she looked wonderfully fresh, young and beautiful. Her hair was not yet dry; the wet ends were dark. Occasionally a little line of water ran down her bare arm. Bending over the fire, her face was relaxed in a way he had never seen it. The strain that always showed in Lonesome Dove—the strain of always holding herself apart—had disappeared, making her look girlish.


  “Why, Lorie,” he said, “I guess traveling agrees with you. You look pretty as the morning.”


  Lorena smiled. It was funny. Out in the open she felt more at ease with Gus than she had in the saloon.


  “How long has Jake been gone?” he asked.


  “Not long,” she said. “He rode down the river, looking for tracks.”


  Augustus laughed. “Why, Jake couldn’t track an elephant if he was more than ten steps behind it,” he said. “I guess we ought to call him back before he gets lost.”


  He drew his pistol and fired a couple of shots into the air.


  A few minutes later, as he was finishing the bacon, Jake came galloping into camp, rifle in hand. Lorena was going around from bush to bush, collecting the clothes, which the hot sun had already dried.


  “Gus, I didn’t know we was gonna have to have you for breakfast every day of the whole trip,” Jake said.


  “You was never grateful for nothing, Jake,” Augustus said. “Here I returned a fifty-dollar horse that you couldn’t have found in a week, and all you can do is gripe about my company.”


  “Well, there’s such a thing as too much of your dern company,” Jake said, looking to see if Lorie was out of hearing.


  “Are you jealous, or what?” Augustus asked.


  “Why wouldn’t I be, when you’ve tried to poke every woman I ever looked at?” Jake said.


  “Whoa, now,” Augustus said. “I’m just eating my bite of bacon. But I will say you should have brought a tent if you mean to take a sprightly girl like Lorie out in the weather.”


  Jake didn’t intend to spend any time bantering about women with Gus. It was good they had the horse back, of course. “I reckon we’ll pack up and move on to San Antonio,” he said, just as Lorena came back with an armful of dry clothes.


  “I don’t want to go to San Antone,” she said. “I been there.”


  Jake was taken aback. “Why, it’s a good gambling town,” he said. “We ain’t rich yet. It wouldn’t hurt us to stop for a week, while the boys get the herd started good. Then we can catch up.”


  “I don’t like to go back to places,” Lorena said. “It’s bad luck.”


  “Yes, and it would be worse luck to get up the trail and run out of money.”


  “That’s all right, Jake,” Augustus said, flinging the dregs of his coffee into a chaparral bush. “I’ll be glad to keep tabs on Lorie while you run into town and lose your wad.”


  “What makes you think I’d lose it?” Jake said, his face darkening.


  “You’d lose it if I was around,” Augustus said, “and if I wasn’t handy, you’d probably get in a scrape and shoot another dentist. Besides, if anybody with a badge on is trying to hunt you up, I’d think the first place they’d look is San Antonio.”


  “If anybody with a badge on comes looking for me he’s apt to find more of me than he wants,” Jake said. “Let’s get packed, Lorie. We might make town tomorrow, if we push on.”


  “I don’t want to go to San Antonio,” Lorena said again. She knew Jake hated to be contradicted, but she didn’t much care.


  Before she could think, he whipped around and slapped her—not hard, but it was a slap.


  “Dern it all, I guess you’ll go where I say go,” he said, his face red with anger.


  Lorena felt embarrassed to have been hit in front of Gus, but he seemed uninterested in what she and Jake did. Of course he was just being polite—what else could he do?


  She remembered all the money Xavier had pressed on her. It was lucky she had it.


  She looked at Augustus again and saw that he was quietly watching, waiting to see how she would handle Jake, who was glaring at her, expecting her to cry, probably. But it had taken all the fury of the storm to make her cry; a little pop from him was just something to be ignored. She turned her back on him and walked off to start the packing.


  In a minute Jake cooled down sufficiently to come over and squat by the fire. “I don’t know what’s wrong with Lorie,” he said. “She’s getting touchy.”


  Augustus chuckled. “You’re the one that’s touchy,” he said. “She didn’t slap you.”


  “Well, by God, why would she buck me?” Jake asked. “I’m the one that decides where we go and when we stop.”


  “You may be and you may not be,” Augustus said. “Maybe it ain’t that simple.”


  “It’ll be that simple or she’ll have soon seen the last of me,” Jake said.


  “I doubt she’ll miss you, Jake,” Augustus said. “You got your charms but then I got my charms too. I’ll come and make camp with her if you decide you’ve had enough of her sass. I ain’t violent like you, neither.”


  “I didn’t hurt her,” Jake said. He felt a little guilty about the slap—it had upset him to ride in and see her sitting there with Gus, and then she bucked him. Gus always managed to aggravate whatever situation he was in with a woman.


  “I’ve got to go,” Augustus said. “Captain Call will be mad as a hornet if I don’t get back. Much obliged for the breakfast.”


  “That’s two you owe us,” Jake said. “I hope you’ll ride into town and buy us a feed when you’re up that way.”


  “Why, the two of you won’t be in town,” Augustus said. He trotted down to where Lorena was quietly packing the mule.


  “Don’t forget to hobble that mare,” he said. “I guess she ain’t as tired of Lonesome Dove as we are. She was on her way home when I came across her.”


  “I’ll hobble her,” Lorena said. She gave Gus a grin—Jake’s little flare-up had not affected her good spirits.


  “If you get any prettier you won’t be safe around me,” Augustus said. “I might be forced to cut the cards with you again.”


  “No, I told you we’re gonna play a hand next time,” Lorena said. “It’ll give me a better chance.”


  “You look out for yourself,” Augustus said. “If that scamp runs off and leaves you, why, come and get me. You can find us by the dust.”


  “He won’t leave,” Lorena said. “He’ll be fine.”


  She watched Gus swim the muddy river. He waved from the other bank and soon disappeared into the brush. She went on packing. Soon Jake couldn’t stand it and walked over.


  “You oughtn’t to provoke me like that,” he said, looking a little hangdog. He tried putting his hands on her, but Lorena shrugged them off and went to the other side of the pack mule.


  “I wasn’t provoking you,” she said. “I just said I wasn’t going back to San Antone.”


  “Dern it, I’d like to gamble a little somewhere between here and Denver,” Jake said.


  “Go gamble,” she said. “I never said you couldn’t. I’ll stay in camp.”


  “Oh, no doubt you’ve made arrangements with Gus,” Jake said. “I guess he’s planning to come over and teach you card tricks,” he said bitterly, and turned on his heel.


  Lorena didn’t mind. It was too pretty a day. The fact that Gus had found her horse was a good sign. She felt like riding, even though the country was brushy. She felt like a lope, in fact. Jake could sulk if he wanted to. She was looking forward to the trip.
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  THE DAY SOON GREW HOT, and the cattle, tired from their all-night walk, were sluggish and difficult to move. Call had to put half the crew on the drags to keep them going. Still, he was determined to get across the Nueces, for Deets had said he expected it to storm again that night.


  There was no avoiding the brush entirely, but Deets had found a route that took them slightly downriver, around the worst of the thickets. As they got close to the river they began to encounter swarms of mosquitoes, which attacked horses and men alike, settling on them so thickly that they could be wiped off like stains. All the men covered their faces as best they could, and the few who had gloves put them on. The horses were soon flinching, stamping and swishing their tails, their withers covered with mosquitoes. The cattle were restive too, mosquitoes around their eyes and in their nostrils.


  Newt was soon so covered with blood from mashed mosquitoes that he looked as if he had been wounded in battle. Sean, who rode near him, was no better. Any inconvenience made Sean think of home, and the mosquitoes were a big inconvenience.


  “I’d like to be going to Ireland,” he told Newt. “If I only knew where the boats were, I’d be going.” His face was lumpy from mosquito bites.


  “I guess we’ll drown the skeeters when we hit the river,” Newt said. It was the only thing that promised relief. He had been dreading the river, but that was before the mosquitoes hit.


  To make matters worse, one particular red cow had begun to irritate him almost beyond endurance. She had developed a genius for wiggling into thickets and just stopping. Shouting made no impression on her at all—she would stand in the thicket looking at him, well aware that she was safe. Once Newt dismounted, planning to scare her on foot, but she lowered her head menacingly and he abandoned that idea.


  Time and again she hid in a thicket, and time and again, after shouting himself hoarse, he would give up and force his horse into the thicket after her. The cow would bolt out, popping limbs with her horns, and run as if she meant to lead the herd. But when the next thicket appeared, she would wiggle right in. She was so much trouble that he was sorely tempted to leave her—it seemed to him the boys were driving the herd and he was just driving the one red cow.


  Once the mosquitoes hit, the cow’s dilatoriness became almost more than Newt could endure. The cow would stand in a thicket and look at him silently and stupidly, moving only when she had to and stopping again as soon as she could find a convenient thicket. Newt fought down a terrible urge just to pull his gun and shoot her—that would show the hussy! Nothing less was going to make any impression on her—he had never felt so provoked by a single animal before. But he couldn’t shoot her and he couldn’t leave her; the Captain wouldn’t approve of either action. He had already shouted himself hoarse. All he could do was pop her out of thicket after thicket.


  Call had taken the precaution of buying a lead steer from the Pumphreys—a big, docile longhorn they called Old Dog. The steer had never been to Montana, of course, but he had led several herds to Matagorda Bay. Call figured the old steer would at least last until they had the herd well trail-broken.


  “Old Dog’s like me,” Augustus said, watching Dish Boggett edge the old steer to the front of the herd in preparation for the crossing.


  “How’s that?” Call asked. “Lazy, you mean?”


  “Mature, I mean,” Augustus said. “He don’t get excited about little things.”


  “You don’t get excited about nothing,” Call said. “Not unless it’s biscuits or whores. So what was Jake up to?” he asked. It rankled him that the man was being so little help. Jake had done many irritating things in his rangering days, but nothing as aggravating as bringing a whore along on a cattle drive.


  “Jake was up to being Jake,” Augustus said. “It’s a full-time job. He requires a woman to help him with it.”


  Dish had gradually eased Old Dog to the front of the herd, working slowly and quietly. The old steer was twice as big as most of the scrawny yearlings that made up the herd. His horns were long and they bent irregularly, as if they were jointed.


  Just before the men reached the river they came out into a clearing a mile or more wide. It was a relief, after the constant battle with the mesquite and chaparral. The grass was tall. Call loped through it with Deets, to look at the crossing. Dish trotted over to Augustus on the trim sorrel he called Mustache, a fine cow horse whose eyes were always watching to see that no rebellious cow tried to make a break for freedom. Dish uncoiled his rope and made a few practice throws at a low mesquite seedling. Then he even took a throw, for a joke, at a low-flying buzzard that had just risen off the carcass of an armadillo.


  “I guess you’re practicing up so you can rope a woman, if we make it to Ogallala,” Augustus said.


  “You don’t have to rope women in that town, I hear,” Dish said. “They rope you.”


  “It’s a long way to Nebrasky,” Augustus said. “You’ll be ready to be roped by then, Dish.”


  “Where’d you go for half the morning?” Dish asked. He was hoping Gus would talk a little about Lorena, though part of him didn’t want to hear it, since it would involve Jake Spoon.


  “Oh, Miss Lorena and I like to take our coffee together in the morning,” Augustus said.


  “I hope the weather didn’t treat her too bad,” Dish said, feeling wistful suddenly. He could think of nothing pleasanter than taking coffee with Lorena in the morning.


  “No, she’s fine,” Augustus said. “The fresh air agrees with her, I guess.”


  Dish said no more, and Augustus decided not to tease him. Occasionally the very youngness of the young moved him to charity—they had no sense of the swiftness of life, nor of its limits. The years would pass like weeks, and loves would pass too, or else grow sour. Young Dish, skilled cowhand that he was, might not live to see the whores of Ogallala, and the tender feelings he harbored for Lorena might be the sweetest he would ever have.


  Looking at Dish, so tight with his need for Lorena, whom he would probably never have, Augustus remembered his own love for Clara Allen—it had pained him and pleased him at once. As a young woman Clara had such grace that just looking at her could choke a man; then, she was always laughing, though her life had not been the easiest. Despite her cheerful eyes, Clara was prone to sudden angers, and sadnesses so deep that nothing he could say or do would prompt her to answer him, or even to look at him. When she left to marry her horse trader, he felt that he had missed the great opportunity of his life; for all their fun together he had not quite been able to touch her, either in her happiness or her sadness. It wasn’t because of his wife, either—it was because Clara had chosen the angle of their relation. She loved him in certain ways, wanted him for certain purposes, and all his straining, his tricks, his looks and his experience could not induce her to alter the angle.


  The day she told him she was going to marry the horse trader from Kentucky, he had been too stunned to say much. She just told him plainly, with no fuss: Bob was the kind of man she needed, and that was that. He could remember the moment still: they had been standing in front of her little store, in Austin, and she had taken his hand and held it for a time.


  “Well, Clara,” he said, feeling very lame, “I think you are a fool but I wish you happiness. I guess I’ll see you from time to time.”


  “You won’t if I can help it, Gus,” she said. “You leave me be for the next ten years or so. Then come and visit.”


  “Why ten years?” he asked, puzzled.


  Clara grinned—her humor never rested for long. “Why, I’ll be a wife,” she said. “I won’t be wanting to be tempted by the likes of you. But once I’ve got the hang of married life I’ll want you to come.”


  It made no sense at all to Augustus. “Why?” he asked. “Planning to run off after ten years, or what?”


  “No,” Clara said. “But I’d want my children to know you. I’d want them to have your friendship.”


  It struck him that he was already years late—it had been some sixteen years since Clara held his hand in front of the store. He had not watched the time closely, but it wouldn’t matter. It might only mean that there would be more children for him to be friends with.


  “I may just balk in Ogallala,” he said out loud.


  Dish was surprised. “Well, balk any time you want to, Gus,” he said.


  Augustus was put out with himself for having spoken his thoughts. Still, the chance of settling near Clara and her family appealed to him more than the thought of following Call into another wilderness. Clara was an alert woman who, even as a girl, had read all the papers; he would have someone to talk to about the events of the times. Call had no interest in the events of the times, and a person like Pea Eye wouldn’t even know what an event was. It would be nice to chat regularly with a woman who kept up—though of course it was possible that sixteen years on the frontier had taken the edge off Clara’s curiosity.


  “Can you read, Dish?” he asked.


  “Well, I know my letters,” Dish said. “I can read some words. Of course there’s plenty I ain’t had no practice with.”


  A few hundred yards away they could see Call and Deets riding along the riverbank, studying the situation.


  “I wisht we was up to the Red River,” Dish said. “I don’t like this low country.”


  “I wish we was to the Yellowstone, myself,” Augustus said. “Maybe Captain Call would be satisfied with that.”


  When they reached the river it seemed that it was going to be the smoothest crossing possible. Old Dog seemed to have an affinity for Deets and followed him right into the water without so much as stopping to sniff. Call and Dish, Augustus and Pea and Needle Nelson spread out on the downriver side, but the cattle showed no signs of wanting to do anything but follow Old Dog.


  The water was a muddy brown and the current fast, but the cattle only had to swim a few yards. One or two small bunches attempted to turn back, but with most of the crew surrounding them they didn’t make a serious challenge.


  Despite the smoothness, Newt felt a good deal afraid and shut his eyes for a second when his horse went to swimming depth and the water came over the saddle. But he got no wetter, and he opened his eyes to see that he was almost across the river. He struck the far bank almost at the same time as a skinny brown longhorn; Mouse and the steer struggled up the bank side by side.


  It was just as Newt turned to watch the last of the cattle cross that a scream cut the air, so terrible that it almost made him faint. Before he could even look toward the scream Pea Eye went racing past him, with the Captain just behind him. They both had coiled ropes in their hands as they raced their horses back into the water—Newt wondered what they meant to do with the ropes. Then his eyes found Sean, who was screaming again and again, in a way that made Newt want to cover his ears. He saw that Sean was barely clinging to his horse, and that a lot of brown things were wiggling around him and over him. At first, with the screaming going on, Newt couldn’t figure out what the brown things were—they seemed like giant worms. His mind took a moment to work out what his eyes were seeing. The giant worms were snakes—water moccasins. Even as the realization struck him, Mr. Gus and Deets went into the river behind Pea Eye and the Captain. How they all got there so fast he couldn’t say, for the screams had started just as Mouse and the steer reached the top of the bank, so close that Newt could see the droplets of water on the steer’s horns.


  Then the screams stopped abruptly as Sean slipped under the water—his voice was replaced almost at once by the frenzied neighing of the horse, which began to thrash in the water and soon turned back toward the far bank. As he gained a footing and rose out of the water he shook three snakes from his body, one slithering off his neck.


  Pea Eye and the Captain were beating about themselves with their coiled ropes. Newt saw Sean come to the surface downstream, but he wasn’t screaming anymore. Pea leaned far off his horse and managed to catch Sean’s arm, but then his horse got frightened of the snakes and Pea lost his hold. Deets was close by. When Sean came up again Pea got him by the collar and held on. Sean was silent, though Newt could see that his mouth was open. Deets got Pea’s horse by the bridle and kept it still. Pea managed to get his hands under Sean’s arms and drag him across the saddle. The snakes had scattered, but several could be seen on the surface of the river. Dish Boggett had his rifle drawn but was too shaken by the sight to shoot. Deets waved him back. Suddenly there was a loud crack—Mr. Gus had shot a snake with his big Colt. Twice more he shot and two more snakes disappeared. The Captain rode close to Pea and helped him support Sean’s body.


  In a minute Pea’s horse was across the deep water and found its footing. Call and Deets held the horse still while Pea took the dying boy in his arms—then Deets led the horse ashore. Augustus rode out of the water behind Call. The cattle were still crossing, but no cowboys were crossing with them. Bert, the Rainey boys and Allen O’Brien were on the south bank, not eager to take the water. A mile back, across the long clearing, the wagon and the horses had just come in sight.


  Pea handed the boy down to Dish and Deets. Call quickly took his slicker off his saddle and they laid the boy on it. His eyes were closed, his body jerking slightly. Augustus cut the boy’s shirt off—there were eight sets of fang marks, including one on his neck.


  “That don’t count the legs,” Augustus said. “There ain’t no point in counting the legs.”


  “What done it?” Dish asked. He had seen the snakes plainly and had even wanted to shoot them, but he couldn’t believe it or understand it.


  “It was his bad luck to strike a nest of them, I guess,” Augustus said. “I never seen a nest of snakes in this river.”


  “The storm got ’em stirred up,” Deets said.


  Call knelt by the boy, helpless to do one thing for him. It was the worst luck—to come all the way from Ireland and then ride into a swarm of water moccasins. He remembered, years before, in a hot droughty summer, stopping to water his horse in a drying lake far up the Brazos—he had ridden his horse in so he could drink and had happened to look down and see that the muddy shallows of the lake were alive with cottonmouths. The puddles were like nests, filled with wiggling snakes, as brown as chocolate. Fortunately he had not ridden into such a puddle. The sight unnerved him so that he shot a snake on reflex—a useless act, to shoot one where there were hundreds.


  He had seen the occasional snake in rivers along the coast but never more than one or two together; there had been at least twenty, probably more, around the boy. On the south bank, the horse he had ridden was rolling over and over in the mud, ignored by the frightened cowboys. Maybe the horse was bitten too.


  Pea, who had been the first to the rescue, swimming his mount right into the midst of the snakes, suddenly felt so weak he thought he would fall off his horse. He dismounted, clinging to the horn in case his legs gave out.


  Augustus noticed how white he was and went to him.


  “Are you snakebit, Pea?” he asked, for in the confusion a man could get wounds he wasn’t aware of. He had known more than one man to take bullets without noticing it; one Ranger had been so frightened when his wound was pointed out to him that he died of fright, not the bullet.


  “I don’t think I’m bit,” Pea said. “I think I whupped them off.”


  “Get your pants down,” Call said. “One could have struck you down low.”


  They could find no wound on Pea—meanwhile, the cattle had begun to drift, with no one watching them cross. Some were making the bank a hundred yards downstream. The cowboys on the south bank had still not crossed.


  “Gus, you and Deets watch him,” Call said, mounting. “We’ve got to keep the cattle from drifting.”


  He noticed Newt sitting beside Pea’s horse, his face white as powder.


  “Come help us,” he said, as Pea and Dish loped off toward the cattle.


  Newt turned his horse and followed the Captain, feeling that he was doing wrong. He should have said something to Sean, even if Sean couldn’t hear him. He wanted to tell Sean to go on and find a boat somewhere and go back to Ireland quick, whatever the Captain might think. Now he knew Sean was going to die, and that it was forever too late for him to find the boat, but he wanted to say it anyway. He had had a chance to say it, but had missed it.


  He trotted beside the Captain, feeling that he might vomit, and also feeling disloyal to Sean.


  “He wanted to go back to Ireland!” he said suddenly, tears pouring out of his eyes. He was so grieved he didn’t care.


  “Well, I expect he did,” the Captain said quietly.


  Newt held his reins, still crying, and let Mouse do the work. He remembered Sean’s screams, and how much the snakes had looked like giant wiggly worms. When at last the cattle were started back toward the main herd, the Captain put his horse back into the river, which startled Newt. He didn’t see how anybody could just ride back into a river that could suddenly be filled with snakes, but this time no snakes appeared. Newt saw that Mr. Gus and Deets had not moved, and wondered if Sean was dead yet. He kept feeling he ought to leave the cattle and go talk to Sean, even if it was too late for Sean to answer, but he was afraid to. He didn’t know what to do, and he sat on his horse and cried until he started vomiting. He had to lean over and vomit beneath his horse’s neck.


  In his mind he began to wish for some way to undo what had happened—to make the days run backward, to the time when they were still in Lonesome Dove. He imagined Sean alive and well—and did what he had not done, told him to go off to Galveston and find a boat to take him home. But he kept looking back, and there was Deets and Mr. Gus, kneeling by Sean. He longed to see Sean sit up and be all right, but Sean didn’t, and Newt could only sit hopelessly on his horse and hold the cattle.


  Augustus and Deets could do little for Sean except sit with him while his life was ending.


  “I guess it would have been better if Pea had just let him drown,” Augustus said. “He was an unlucky young sprout.”


  “Mighty unlucky,” Deets said. He felt an unsteadiness in his limbs. Though he had seen much violent death, he had not seen one more terrible than the one that had just occurred. He felt he would never again cross a river without remembering it.


  Before his brother crossed the river, Sean O’Brien died. Augustus covered the boy with his slicker just as the horse herd came clambering up the bank. The herd passed so close that when some of the horses stopped to shake themselves the fine spray wet Deets’s back. The Spettle boys came out of the river wide-eyed with fright, clinging to their wet mounts. On the far bank Call had the other men helping to ease the wagon down the steep crossing.


  “Now if them snakes had come at Bol, he would have had a chance,” Augustus said. “He has his ten-gauge.”


  “The storm stirred them up,” Deets said again. He felt guilty, for he had chosen the crossing in preference to one up the river, and now a boy was dead.


  “Well, Deets, life is short,” Augustus said. “Shorter for some than for others. This is a bad way to start a trip.”


  Bolivar was unhappy. He didn’t think the wagon would make it, even across such a small river, but he was not willing to leave it either. He sat grimly on the wagon seat, Lippy beside him, while the cowboys got ropes on the wagon.


  “You mean Sean’s dead?” Allen O’Brien asked the Captain, so stunned he could barely speak.


  “Yes, he’s dead,” Call said—he had seen Gus cover the corpse.


  “It’s me that done it,” Allen said, tears on his round face. “I never should have brought the boy. I knew he was too young.”


  Call said nothing more. The boy’s age had had nothing to do with what had happened, of course; even an experienced man, riding into such a mess of snakes, wouldn’t have survived. He himself might not have, and he had never worried about snakes. It only went to show what he already knew, which was that there were more dangers in life than even the sharpest training could anticipate. Allen O’Brien should waste no time on guilt, for a boy could die in Ireland as readily as elsewhere, however safe it might appear.


  Jasper and Bert had seen the snakes, and Jasper was so terrified that he couldn’t look at the water. Soupy Jones was almost as scared. The Rainey boys looked as if they might fall off their horses.


  More than anything, Jasper wanted to quit. He had crossed the Nueces many times, and yet, as the moment approached when he would have to do it again, he felt he couldn’t. Pea and Dish and the others who had already crossed seemed to him like the luckiest men in the world.


  “Captain, do you reckon them snakes are gone?” he asked.


  “Well, they’re scattered,” Call said.


  As they got ready to go in Jasper drew his pistol, but Call shook his head. “No shooting,” he said. He had no confidence that any of the men could shoot from a swimming horse and hit anything, as Gus had.


  “Just quirt ’em if you see any,” he added.


  “I hope none don’t crawl in this wagon,” Lippy said, his lip quivering with apprehension.


  The wagon floated better than expected—Bolivar barely got his feet wet. Jasper flinched once when he saw a stick he thought was a snake, but the moccasins had scattered and were not seen again.


  Allen O’Brien dismounted and stood and cried over his brother. Jasper Fant cried, too, mostly from relief that he was still alive.


  While they were having their cry, Deets and Pea got shovels from the wagon and dug a grave, back from the river a hundred yards, beside a live oak tree. Then they cut off part of one of the wagon sheets, wrapped the dead boy in it and carried him in the wagon to the grave. They laid him in it and Deets and Pea soon covered him, while most of the crew stood around, not knowing what to do or say.


  “If you’d like to sing or something, do it,” Call said. Allen stood a moment, started singing an Irish song in a quavering voice, then broke down crying and couldn’t finish it.


  “I don’t have no pianer or I’d play one of the church hymns,” Lippy said.


  “Well, I’ll say a word,” Augustus said. “This was a good, brave boy, for we all saw that he conquered his fear of riding. He had a fine tenor voice, and we’ll all miss that. But he wasn’t used to this part of the world. There’s accidents in life and he met with a bad one. We may all do the same if we ain’t careful.”


  He turned and mounted old Malaria. “Dust to dust,” he said. “Let’s the rest of us go on to Montana.”


  He’s right, Call thought. The best thing to do with a death was to move on from it. One by one the cowboys mounted and went off to the herd, many of them taking a quick last look at the muddy grave under the tree.


  Augustus waited for Allen O’Brien, who was the last to mount. He was so weak from shock, it seemed he might not be able to, but he finally got on his horse and rode off, looking back until the grave was hidden by the tall gray grass. “It seems too quick,” he said. “It seems very quick, just to ride off and leave the boy. He was the babe of our family,” he added.


  “If we was in town we’d have a fine funeral,” Augustus said. “But as you can see, we ain’t in town. There’s nothing you can do but kick your horse.”


  “I wish I could have finished the song,” Allen said.


  36.


  THE WHISKEY BOAT STANK, and the men on it stank, but Elmira was not sorry she had taken passage. She had a tiny little cubbyhole among the whiskey casks, with a few planks and some buffalo skins thrown over it to keep the rain out, but she spent most of her time sitting at the rear of the boat, watching the endless flow of brown water. Some days were so hot that the air above the water shimmered and the shore became indistinct; other days a chill rain blew and she wrapped herself in one of the buffalo robes and kept fairly dry. The rain was welcome, for it discouraged the fleas. They made her sleep uneasy, but it was a small price to pay for escaping from Fort Smith. She had lived where there were fleas before, and worse things than fleas.


  As the boat inched its way up the Arkansas, the brown river gradually narrowed, and as it narrowed the boatmen and whiskey traders grew more restless. They drank so much whiskey themselves that Elmira felt they would be lucky to have any left to sell. Though she often felt them watching her as she sat at the end of the boat, they let her alone. Only Fowler, the chief trader, ever spoke more than a word or two to her. Fowler was a burly man with a dirty yellow beard and one eyelid that wouldn’t behave. It twitched and jerked up and down erratically, so that looking at him was disconcerting: one minute he would be looking at you out of both eyes, and then the eyelid would droop and he would only be looking with an eye and a half.


  Fowler drank continuously—all day and all night, so far as Elmira could tell. When she woke, from the fleas or the rocking of the boat, she would always hear his hoarse voice, talking to anyone who would listen. He kept a heavy rifle in the crook of his arm, and his eyes were always scanning the banks.


  Mainly Fowler talked of Indians, for whom he had a pure hatred. He had been a buffalo hunter and had had many run-ins with them. When the buffalo ran out he began to traffic in whiskey. So far neither he nor any of his men had offered Elmira the slightest offense. It surprised her. They were a rough-looking bunch, and she had taken a big gamble in getting on the boat. No one in Fort Smith had seen her leave, as far as she knew, and the boatmen could have killed her and thrown her to the turtles without anyone’s being the wiser. The first few nights in her cubbyhole she had been wakeful and a little frightened, expecting one of the men to stumble in and fall on her. She waited, thinking it would happen—if it did, she would only have her old life back, which had been part of the point of leaving. She would stop being July Johnson’s wife, at least. It might be rough for a while, but eventually she would find Dee and life would improve.


  But the men avoided her, day or night—all except Fowler, who wandered the boat constantly. Once, standing beside her, he knelt suddenly and cocked his rifle, but what he thought was an Indian turned out to be a bush. “The heat’s got my eye jumping,” he said, spitting a brown stream of tobacco into the water.


  Elmira also watched the distant banks, which were green with the grass of spring. As the river gradually narrowed, she saw many animals: deer, coyote, cattle—but no Indians. She remembered stories heard over the years about women being carried off by Indians; in Kansas she had had such a woman pointed out to her, one who had been rescued and brought back to live with whites again. To her the woman seemed no different from other women, though it was true that she seemed cowed; but then, many women were cowed by events more ordinary. It was hard to see how the Indians could be much worse than the buffalo hunters, two of whom were on board. The sight of them brought back painful memories. They were big men with buffalo-skin coats and long shaggy hair—they looked like the animals they hunted. At night, in her cubbyhole, she would sometimes hear them relieving themselves over the side of the boat; they would stand just beyond the whiskey casks and pour their water into the Arkansas.


  For some reason the sound reminded her of July, perhaps because she had never heard him make it. July was reticent about such things and would walk far into the woods when he had to go, to spare her any embarrassment. She found his reticence and shyness strangely irritating—it sometimes made her want to tell him what she had really done before they married. But she held back that truth, and every other truth she knew; she ceased talking to July Johnson at all.


  In the long days and nights, with no one to talk to but Fowler, and him only occasionally, Elmira found herself thinking more and more about Dee. Joe she didn’t think about, had never thought about much. He had never seemed hers, exactly, though she had certainly borne him. But from the first she had looked at him with detachment and only mild interest, and the twelve years since his birth had been a waiting period—waiting for the time for when she could send him away and belong only to herself again. It occurred to her that the one good thing about marrying July Johnson was that he would do to leave Joe with.


  With Dee, she could belong to herself, for if ever a man belonged to himself, it was Dee. You never knew where Dee would be from one day to the next; when he was there he was always eager to share the fun, but then, before you could look around he had vanished, off to another town or another girl.


  Soon the skies above the river got wider and wider as the river wound out of the trees and cut through the plains. The nights were cool, the mornings warming quickly, so that when Elmira woke the river behind her would be covered with a frosting of mist, and the boat would be lost in the mist completely, until the sun could break through. Several times ducks and geese, taking off in the mist, almost flew into her as she stood at the rear of the boat wrapped in the buffalo robe. When the mist was heavy the splash of birds or the jumping of fish startled her; once she was frightened by the heavy beat of wings as one of the huge gray cranes flew low over the boat. As the mist thinned she would see the cranes standing solemnly in the shallows, ignoring the strings of ducks that swam nearby. Pockets of mist would linger on the water for an hour or more after the sun had risen and the sky turned a clear blue.


  At night many sounds came from the banks, the most frequent being the thin howling of coyotes. From time to time during the day they would see a coyote or a gray wolf on the bank, and the hunters would sharpen their aim by shooting at the animals. They seldom killed one, for the river was still too wide; sometimes Elmira would see the bullets kick mud.


  When there was no rain she liked the nights and would often slip to the rear of the boat and listen to the gurgle and suck of the water. There were stars by the millions; one night the full moon seemed to rise out of the smoky river. The moon was so large that at first it seemed to touch both banks. Its light turned the evening mist to a color like pearl. But then the moon rose higher and grew yellow as a melon.


  It was the morning after the full moon that a fight broke out between one of the whiskey traders and a buffalo hunter. Elmira, waking, heard loud argument, which was nothing new—almost every night there was loud argument, once the men got drunk. Once or twice they fought with fists, bumping against the casks that formed the walls of her room, but those fights ran their course. She had seen many men fight and was not much disturbed.


  But the morning fight was different—she was awakened by a high scream. It ended in a kind of moan and she heard a body fall to the deck of the boat. Then she heard heavy breathing, as the winner of the fight caught his breath. The man soon walked away and a heavy silence fell—so heavy that Elmira wondered if everyone had left the boat. She began to feel frightened. Maybe Indians had got on the boat and killed all the whiskey traders. She huddled in her quilts, wondering what to do, but then she heard Fowler’s gruff voice. It had just been a fight of some kind.


  When the sun came up she went to her place at the rear of the boat. It was very still. The men were up, sitting in a group at the far end. When she looked, she saw a man lying facedown near the place where the fight had taken place. He wasn’t moving. She recognized him as one of the whiskey traders by his red hair.


  A few minutes later Fowler and a couple of the men came and stood looking at the body. Then, as Elmira watched, they took off his belt and boots, rolled him over and cleaned out his pockets. The front of his body was stiff with blood. When the men had everything valuable off his body, they simply picked the man up and threw him overboard. He floated in the water facedown, and as the boat went on, Elmira looked and saw the body bump the boat. That’s the end of you, she thought. She didn’t know the man’s name. She wished he would sink so she wouldn’t have to see him. It was still misty, though, and soon the body was lost in the mist.


  A little later Fowler brought her a plate of breakfast.


  “What was the fight about?” she asked.


  “’Bout you,” Fowler said, his eyelid drooping.


  That was a surprise. The men seemed to have almost no interest in her. Also, if the fight was over her, it was unusual that the victor had not tried to claim her.


  “About me how?” she asked.


  Fowler looked at her with his eye and a half.


  “Well, you’re the only woman we got,” he said. “There’s some would take advantage of you. Only the one talking it the most is kilt now.”


  “I guess he is,” she said. “Which one killed him?”


  “Big Zwey,” Fowler said.


  Big Zwey was the worst-looking of the buffalo hunters. He had an oily beard and fingernails as black as tar. It was peculiar to think that a buffalo hunter had been her protector after what she had been through with them.


  “Why’d he do it?” she asked. “What difference does it make to him what happens to me?”


  “He fancies you,” Fowler said. “Wants to marry you, he says.”


  “Marry me?” Elmira said. “He can’t marry me.”


  Fowler chuckled. “He don’t know that,” he said. “Big Zwey ain’t quite normal.”


  None of you are quite normal, Elmira thought, and I must not be either, or I wouldn’t be here.


  “You took a chance, gettin’ on a boat with men like us,” Fowler said.


  Elmira didn’t respond. Often, from then on, she felt Big Zwey’s eyes on her, though he never spoke to her or even came near her. None of the other men did either—probably afraid they would be killed and dumped overboard if they approached her. Sometimes Zwey would sit watching her for hours, from far down the boat. It made her feel bitter. Already he thought she belonged to him, and the other men thought so too. It kept them away from her, but in their eyes she didn’t belong to herself. She belonged to a buffalo hunter who had never even spoken to her.


  Their fright made her contemptuous of them, and whenever she caught one of them looking at her she met the look with a cold stare. From then on she said nothing to anyone and spent her days in silence, watching the brown river as it flowed behind.


  37.


  TRAVELING WAS EVEN WORSE than Roscoe had supposed it would be, and he had supposed it would be pure hell.


  Before he had been gone from Fort Smith much more than three hours, he had the bad luck to run into a bunch of wild pigs. For some reason Memphis, his mount, had an unreasoning fear of pigs, and this particular bunch of pigs had a strong dislike of white horses, or perhaps of deputy sheriffs. Before Roscoe had much more than noticed the pigs he was in a runaway. Fortunately the pines were not too thick, or Roscoe felt he would not have survived. The pigs were led by a big brown boar that was swifter than most pigs; the boar was nearly on them before Memphis got his speed up. Roscoe yanked out his pistol and shot at the boar till the pistol was empty, but he missed every time, and when he tried to reload, racing through the trees with a lot of pigs after him, he just dropped his bullets. He had a rifle but was afraid to get it out for fear he’d drop that too.


  Fortunately the pigs weren’t very determined. They soon stopped, but Memphis couldn’t be slowed until he had run himself out. After that he was worthless for the rest of the day. In the afternoon, stopping to drink at a little creek, he bogged to his knees. Roscoe had to get off and whip him on the butt five or six times with a lariat rope before he managed to lunge out of the mud, by which time Roscoe himself was covered with it. He also lost one boot, sucked so far down in the mud he could barely reach it. He hadn’t brought an extra pair of boots, mainly because he didn’t own one, and was forced to waste most of the afternoon trying to clean the mud off the ones he had.


  He made his first camp barely ten miles from town. What mostly worried him wasn’t that he was too close to the town but that he was too close to the pigs. For all he knew, the pigs were still tracking him; the thought that they might arrive just after he went to sleep kept him from getting to sleep until almost morning. Roscoe was a town man and had spent little time sleeping in the woods. He slept blissfully on the old settee in the jail, because there you didn’t have to worry about snakes, wild pigs, Indians, bandits, bears or other threats—just the occasional rowdy prisoner, who could be ignored.


  Once the night got late, the woods were as noisy as a saloon, only Roscoe didn’t know what most of the noises meant. To him they meant threats. He sat with his back to a tree all night, his pistol in his hand and his rifle across his lap. Finally, about the time it grew light, he got too tired to care if bears or pigs ate him, and he stretched out for a little while.


  The next day he felt so tired he could barely stay in the saddle, and Memphis was almost as tired. The excitement of the first day had left them both worn out. Neither had much interest in their surroundings, and Roscoe had no sense at all that he was getting any closer to catching up with July. Fortunately there was a well-marked Army trail between Fort Smith and Texas, and he and Memphis plodded along it all day, stopping frequently to rest.


  Then, as the sun was falling, he had what seemed like a stroke of luck. He heard someone yelling, and he rode into a little clearing near the trail only to discover that the reason there was a clearing was that a farmer had cut down the trees. Now the man was trying to get the clearing even clearer by pulling up the stumps, using a team of mules for the purpose. The mules were tugging and pulling at a big stump, with the farmer yelling at them to pull harder.


  Roscoe had little interest in the work, but he did have an interest in the presence of the farmer, which must mean that a cabin was somewhere near. Maybe he could sleep with a roof over his head for one more night. He rode over and stopped a respectful distance away, so as not to frighten the mule team. The stump was only partly out—quite a few of its thick roots were still running into the ground.


  At that point the farmer, who was wearing a floppy hat, happened to notice Roscoe. Immediately the action stopped, as the farmer looked him over. Roscoe rode a little closer, meaning to introduce himself, when to his great surprise the farmer took off his hat and turned out not to be a he. Instead the farmer was a good-sized woman wearing a man’s hat. She had brown hair and had sweated through her shirt.


  “Well, are you gonna get off and help or are you just going to set there looking dumb?” she asked, wiping her forehead.


  “I’m a deputy sheriff,” Roscoe replied, thinking that would be all the explanation that was needed.


  “Then take off your star, if it’s that heavy,” the woman said. “Help me cut these roots. I’d like to get this stump out before dark. Otherwise we’ll have to work at night, and I hate to waste the coal oil.”


  Roscoe hardly knew what to think. He had never tried to pull up a stump in his life, and didn’t want to start. On the other hand, he didn’t want to sleep in the woods another night if he could help it.


  The woman was looking Memphis over while she caught her breath. “We might could hitch that horse to the team,” she said. “My mules ain’t particular.”


  “Why, this horse wouldn’t know what to do if it was hitched,” Roscoe said. “It’s a riding horse.”


  “Oh, I see,” the woman said. “You mean it’s dumb or too lazy to work.”


  It seemed the world was full of outspoken women. The woman farmer reminded Roscoe a little of Peach.


  Somewhat reluctantly he got down and tied Memphis to a bush at the edge of the field. The woman was waiting impatiently. She handed Roscoe an ax and he began to cut the thick, tough roots while the woman encouraged the team. The stump edged out of the ground a little farther, but it didn’t come loose. Roscoe hadn’t handled an ax much in the last few years and was awkward with it. Cutting roots was not like cutting firewood. The roots were so tough the ax tended to bounce unless the hit was perfect. Once he hit a root too close to the stump and the ax bounced out of his hand and nearly hit the woman on the foot.


  “Dern, I never meant to let it get loose from me,” Roscoe said.


  The woman looked disgusted. “If I had a piece of rawhide I’d tie it to your hand,” she said. “Then the two of you could flop around all you wanted to. What town hired you to be deputy sheriff anyway?”


  “Why, Fort Smith,” Roscoe said. “July Johnson’s the sheriff.”


  “I wish he’d been the one that showed up,” the woman said. “Maybe he’d know how to chop a root.”


  Then she began to pop the mules again and Roscoe continued to whack at the roots, squeezing the ax tightly so it wouldn’t slip loose again. In no time he was sweating worse than the woman, sweat dripping into his eyes and off his nose. It had been years since he had sweated much, and he didn’t enjoy the sensation.


  While he was half blinded by the sweat, the mules gave a big pull and one of the roots that he’d been about to cut suddenly slipped out of the ground, uncurled and lashed at him like a snake. The root hit him just above the knees and knocked him backward, causing him to drop the ax again. He tried to regain his balance but lost it and fell flat on his back. The root was still twitching and curling as if it had a life of its own.


  The woman didn’t even look around. The mules had the stump moving, and she kept at them, popping them with the reins and yelling at them as if they were deaf, while Roscoe lay there and watched the big stump slowly come out of the hole where it had been for so many years. A couple of small roots still held, but the mules kept going and the stump was soon free.


  Roscoe got slowly to his feet, only to realize that he could barely walk.


  The woman seemed to derive a certain amusement from the way he hobbled around trying to gain control of his limbs.


  “Who did they send you off to catch?” she asked. “Or did they just decide you wasn’t worth your salary and run you out of town?”


  Roscoe felt aggrieved. Even strangers didn’t seem to think he was worth his salary, and yet in his view he did a fine job of keeping the jail.


  “I’m after July Johnson,” he said. “His wife run off.”


  “I wish she’d run this way,” the woman said. “I’d put her to work helping me clear this field. It’s slow work, doing it alone.”


  And yet the woman had made progress. At the south edge of the field, where Memphis was tied, forty or fifty stumps were lined up.


  “Where’s your menfolks?” Roscoe asked.


  “Dead or gone,” the woman said. “I can’t find no husband that knows how to stay alive. My boys didn’t care for the work, so they left about the time of the war and didn’t come back. What’s your name, Deputy?”


  “Roscoe Brown,” Roscoe said.


  “I’m Louisa,” the woman said. “Louisa Brooks. I was born in Alabama and I wish I’d stayed. Got two husbands buried there and there’s another buried on this property here. Right back of the house, he’s buried, that was Jim,” she added. “He was fat and I couldn’t get him in the wagon so I dug the hole and there he lies.”


  “Well, that’s a shame,” Roscoe said.


  “No, we didn’t get on,” Louisa said. “He drank whiskey and talked the Bible too, and I like a man that does one thing or the other. I told him once he could fall dead for all I care, and it wasn’t three weeks before the fool just did it.”


  Though Roscoe had been hopeful of staying the night, he was beginning to lose his inclination. Louisa Brooks was almost as scary as wild pigs, in his view. The mules drug the stump over to where the others were and Roscoe walked over and helped Louisa untie it.


  “Roscoe, you’re invited to supper,” she said, before he could make up his mind to go. “I bet you can eat better than you chop.”


  “Oh, I ought to get on after July,” Roscoe said, halfheartedly. “His wife run off.”


  “I meant to run off, before Jim went and died,” Louisa said. “If I had, I wouldn’t have had to bury him. Jim was fat. I had to hitch a mule to him to drag him out of the house. Spent all day pulling up stumps and then had to work half the night planting a husband. How old are you getting to be?”


  “Why, forty-eight, I guess,” Roscoe said, surprised to be asked.


  Louisa took off her hat and fanned herself with it as they followed the mules down one edge of the field. Roscoe led his horse.


  “The skinny ones last longer than the fat ones,” Louisa said. “You’ll probably last till you’re about sixty.”


  “Or longer, I hope,” Roscoe said.


  “Can you cook?” Louisa asked. She was a fair-looking woman, though large.


  “No,” Roscoe admitted. “I generally eat at the saloon or else go home with July.”


  “I can’t neither,” Louisa said. “Never interested me. What I like is farming. I’d farm day and night if it didn’t take so much coal oil.”


  That seemed curious. Roscoe had never heard of a woman farmer, though plenty of black women picked cotton during the season. They came to a good-sized clearing without a stump in it. There was a large cabin and a rail corral. Louisa unharnessed the mules and put them in the pen.


  “I’d leave ’em out but they’d run off,” she said. “They don’t like farming as much as I do. I guess we’ll have corn bread for supper. It’s about all I eat.”


  “Why not bacon?” Roscoe asked. He was quite hungry and would have appreciated a good hunk of bacon or a chop of some kind. Several chickens were scratching around the cabin—any one of them would have made good eating but he didn’t feel he ought to mention it, since he was the guest.


  “I won’t have no pigs around,” Louisa said. “Too smart. I won’t bother with animals I have to outwit. I’d rather just farm.”


  True to her word, Louisa served up a meal of corn bread, washed down with well water. The cabin was roomy and clean, but there was not much food in it. Roscoe was puzzled as to how Louisa could keep going with nothing but corn bread in her. It occurred to him that he had not seen a milk cow anywhere, so evidently she had even dispensed with such amenities as milk and butter.


  She herself munched a plate of corn bread contentedly, now and then fanning herself. It was hot and still in the cabin.


  “I doubt you’ll catch that sheriff,” she said, looking Roscoe over.


  Roscoe doubted it too, but felt that he had to make a show of trying, at least. What was more likely was that if he rode around long enough July would eventually come and find him.


  “Well, he went to Texas,” he said. “Maybe I’ll strike someone that’s seen him.”


  “Yes, and maybe you’ll ride right into a big mess of Comanche Indians,” Louisa said. “You do that and you’ll never enjoy another good plate of corn bread.”


  Roscoe let the remark pass. The less said about Indians the better, in his view. He munched corn bread for a while, preferring not to think about any of the various things that might happen to him in Texas.


  “Was you ever married?” Louisa asked.


  “No, ma’am,” Roscoe said. “I was never even engaged.”


  “In other words you’ve went to waste,” Louisa said.


  “Well, I’ve been a deputy sheriff for a good spell,” Roscoe said. “I keep the jail.”


  Louisa was watching him closely in a way that made him a little uncomfortable. The only light in the cabin came from a small coal-oil lamp on the table. A few small bugs buzzed around the lamp, their movements casting shadows on the table. The corn bread was so dry that Roscoe kept having to dip dipperfuls of water to wash it down.


  “Roscoe, you’re in the wrong trade,” Louisa said. “If you could just learn to handle an ax you might make a good farmer.”


  Roscoe didn’t know what to say to that. Nothing was less likely than that he would make a farmer.


  “Why’d that sheriff’s wife run off?” Louisa asked.


  “She didn’t say,” Roscoe said. “Maybe she said to July but I doubt it, since he left before she did.”


  “Didn’t like Arkansas, I guess,” Louisa said. “He might just as well let her go, if that’s the case. I like it myself, though it ain’t no Alabama.”


  After that the conversation lagged. Roscoe kept wishing there was something to eat besides corn bread, but there wasn’t. Louisa continued to watch him from the other side of the table.


  “Roscoe, have you had any experience with women at all?” she asked, after a bit.


  To Roscoe it seemed a bold question, and he took his time answering it. Once about twenty years earlier he had fancied a girl named Betsie and had been thinking about asking her to take a walk with him some night. But he was shy, and while he was getting around to asking, Betsie died of smallpox. He had always regretted that they never got to take their walk, but after that he hadn’t tried to have much to do with women.


  “Well, not much,” he admitted, finally.


  “I got the solution to both our problems,” Louisa said. “You let that sheriff find his own wife and stay here and we’ll get married.”


  She said it in the same confident, slightly loud voice that she always seemed to use—after a day of yelling at mules it was probably hard to speak in a quiet voice.


  Despite the loudness, Roscoe assumed he had misunderstood her. A woman didn’t just out and ask a man to marry. He pondered what she had said a minute, trying to figure out where he might have missed her meaning. It stumped him, though, so he chewed slowly on his last bite of corn bread.


  “What was it you said?” he asked, finally.


  “I said we oughta get married,” Louisa said loudly. “What I like about you is you’re quiet. Jim talked every second that he didn’t have a whiskey bottle in his mouth. I got tired of listening. Also, you’re skinny. If you don’t last, you’ll be easy to bury. I’ve buried enough husbands to take such things into account. What do you say?”


  “I don’t want to,” Roscoe said. He was aware that it sounded impolite but was too startled to say otherwise.


  “Well, you ain’t had time to think about it,” Louisa said. “Give it some thought while you’re finishing the corn bread. Much as I hate burying husbands, I don’t want to live alone. Jim wasn’t much good but he was somebody in the bed, at least. I’ve had six boys in all but not a one of ’em stayed around. Had two girls but they both died. That’s eight children. I always meant to have ten but I’ve got two to go and time’s running out.”


  She munched her corn bread for a while. She seemed to be amused, though Roscoe couldn’t figure out what might be amusing.


  “How big was your family?” she asked.


  “There was just four of us boys,” Roscoe said. “Ma died young.”


  Louisa was watching him, which made him nervous. He remembered that he was supposed to be thinking about the prospect of marrying her while he finished the corn bread, but in fact his appetite was about gone anyway and he was having to choke it down. He began to feel more and more of a grievance against more and more people. The start of it all was Jake Spoon, who had no business coming to Fort Smith in the first place. It seemed to him that a chain of thoughtless actions, on the part of many people he knew, had resulted in his being stuck in a cabin in the wilderness with a difficult widow woman. Jake should have kept his pistol handier, and not resorted to a buffalo gun. Benny Johnson should have been paying attention to his dentistry and not walking around in the street in the middle of the day. July shouldn’t have married Elmira if she was going to run off, and of course Elmira certainly had no business geting on the whiskey boat.


  In all of it no one had given much consideration to him, least of all the townspeople of Fort Smith. Peach Johnson and Charlie Barnes, in particular, had done their best to see that he had to leave.


  But if the townspeople of Fort Smith had not considered him, the same couldn’t be said for Louisa Brooks, who was giving him a good deal more consideration than he was accustomed to.


  “I was never a big meat eater,” she said. “Living off corn bread keeps you feeling light on your feet.”


  Roscoe didn’t feel light on his feet, though. Both his legs pained him from where the root had struck them. He choked down the last of the corn bread and took another swallow or two of the cool well water.


  “You ain’t a bad-looking feller,” Louisa said. “Jim was prone to warts. Had ’em on his hands and on his neck both. So far as I can see you don’t have a wart on you.”


  “No, don’t believe so,” Roscoe admitted.


  “Well, that’s all the supper,” Louisa said. “What about my proposition?”


  “I can’t,” Roscoe said, putting it as politely as he knew how. “If I don’t keep on till I find July I might lose my job.”


  Louisa looked exasperated. “You’re a fine guest,” she said. “I tell you what, let’s give it a tryout. You ain’t had enough experience of women to know whether you like the married life or not. It might suit you to a T. If it did, you wouldn’t have to do risky work like being a deputy.”


  It was true that being a deputy had become almost intolerably risky—Roscoe had to grant that. But judging from July’s experience, marriage had its risks too.


  “I don’t favor mustaches much,” Louisa said. “But then life’s a matter of give-and-take.”


  They had eaten the corn bread right out of the pan, so there were no dishes to wash. Louisa got up and threw a few crumbs out the door to her chickens, who rushed at them greedily, two of them coming right into the cabin.


  “Don’t you eat them chickens?” Roscoe asked, thinking how much better the corn bread would have tasted if there had been a chicken to go with it.


  “No, I just keep ’em to control the bugs,” Louisa said. “I ate enough chicken in Alabama to last me a lifetime.”


  Roscoe felt plenty nervous. The question of sleeping arrangements could not be postponed much longer. He had looked forward briefly to sleeping in the cabin, where he would feel secure from snakes and wild pigs, but that hope was dashed. He hadn’t spent a night alone with a woman in his whole life and didn’t plan to start with Louisa, who stood in the doorway drinking a dipper of water. She squished a swallow or two around in her mouth and spat it out the door. Then she put the dipper back in the bucket and leaned over Roscoe, so close he nearly tipped over backward in his chair out of surprise.


  “Roscoe, you’ve went to waste long enough,” she said. “Let’s give it a tryout.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t know how to try,” Roscoe said. “I’ve been a bachelor all my life.”


  Louisa straightened up. “Men are about as worthless a race of people as I’ve ever encountered,” she said. “Look at the situation a minute. You’re running off to catch a sheriff you probably can’t find, who’s in the most dangerous state in the union, and if you do find him he’ll just go off and try to find a wife that don’t want to live with him anyway. You’ll probably get scalped before it’s all over, or hung, or a Mexican will get you with a pigsticker. And it’ll all be to try and mend something that won’t mend anyway. Now I own a section of land here and I’m a healthy woman. I’m willing to take you, although you’ve got no experience either at farming or matrimony. You’d be useful to me, whereas you won’t be a bit of use to that sheriff or that town you work for either. I’ll teach you how to handle an ax and a mule team, and guarantee you all the corn bread you can eat. We might even have some peas to go with it later in the year. I can cook peas. Plus I’ve got one of the few feather mattresses in this part of the country, so it’d be easy sleeping. And now you’re scared to try. If that ain’t cowardice, I don’t know what is.”


  Roscoe had never expected to hear such a speech, and he had no idea how to reply to it. Louisa’s approach to marriage didn’t seem to resemble any that he had observed, though it was true he had not spent much time studying the approaches to matrimony. Still, he had only ridden into Louisa’s field an hour before sundown, and it was not yet much more than an hour after dark. Her proposal seemed hasty to him by any standards.


  “Well, we ain’t much acquainted,” he said. “How do you know we’d get along?”


  “I don’t,” Louisa said. “That’s why I offered just to give it a tryout. If you don’t like it you can leave, and if I can’t put up with you I expect I could soon run you off. But you ain’t even got the gumption to try. I’d say you’re scared of women.”


  Roscoe had to admit that was true, except for a whore now and then. But he only admitted it to himself, not to Louisa. After some reflection he decided it was best to leave her charge unanswered.


  “I guess I’ll bed down out back,” he said.


  “Well, fine,” Louisa said. “Just watch out for Ed.”


  That was a surprise. “Who’s Ed?” he asked.


  “Ed’s a snake,” Louisa said. “Big rattler. I named him after my uncle, because they’re both lazy. I let Ed stay around because he holds down the rodents. He don’t bother me and I don’t bother him. But he hangs out around to the back, so watch out where you throw down your blanket.”


  Roscoe did watch. He stepped so gingerly, getting his bedding arranged, that it took him nearly twenty minutes to settle down. Then he couldn’t get the thought of the big snake off his mind. He had never heard of anyone naming a snake before, but then nothing she did accorded with any procedure he was familiar with. The fact that she had mentioned the snake meant that he had little chance of getting to sleep. He had heard that snakes had a habit of crawling in with people, and he definitely didn’t want to be crawled in with. He wrapped his blanket around him tightly to prevent Ed from slipping in, but it was a hot sultry night and he was soon sweating so profusely that he couldn’t sleep anyway. There was plenty of grass and weeds around, and every time anything moved in the grass he imagined it to be the big rattler. The snake might get along with Louisa, but that didn’t mean he would accept strangers.


  Hours passed and he still couldn’t get to sleep, though he was plenty tired. It was clear that if the sleeping didn’t improve he was going to be dead on his feet long before he got back to Fort Smith. His eyelids would fall, but then he’d hear something and jerk awake, a process that went on until he was too tired to care whether he died or not. He had been propped up against the wall of the cabin, but he slowly slid down and finally slept, flat on his back.


  When he awoke he got a shock almost worse than if he had found the rattler curled on his chest: Louisa was standing astraddle of him. Roscoe was so tired that it was only his brain that had come awake, it seemed. He would ordinarily have reacted quickly to the sight of anyone standing astraddle of him, much less a woman, but in this case his limbs were so heavy with sleep that he couldn’t move a one: opening his eyes was effort enough. It was nearly sunup, still sultry and humid. He saw that Louisa was barefoot and that her feet and ankles were wet from the dewy grass. He couldn’t see her face or judge her disposition, but he felt a longing to be back on his couch in the jail, where crazy things didn’t happen. Although he was just in his long johns, the blanket was up about his chest, so at least she hadn’t caught him indecent.


  For a second he took a sleepy comfort from that reflection, but a second later it ceased to be true. Louisa stuck one of her wet feet under the blanket and kicked it off. Roscoe was so anchored in sleep he still couldn’t react. Then, to his extreme astonishment, Louisa squatted right atop his middle and reached into his long johns and took hold of his tool. Nothing like that had ever happened to him, and he was stunned, though his tool wasn’t. While the rest of him had been heavy with sleep, it had become heavy with itself.


  “Why you’re a tom turkey, ain’t you,” Louisa said.


  To Roscoe’s astonishment, Louisa proceeded to squat right down on him. Instead of being covered with a blanket, he was covered with her skirts. At that point the sun broke through the mist, lighting the clearing and adding to his embarrassment, for anyone could have ridden up and seen that something mighty improper was happening.


  As it was, though, only three or four of Louisa’s chickens watched the act, but even the fact that the chickens were standing around added to Roscoe’s embarrassment. Maybe the chickens weren’t really watching, but they seemed to be. Meanwhile Louisa was wiggling around without much interest in what he thought about it all. Roscoe decided the best approach was to pretend a dream was happening, though he knew quite well it wasn’t. But Louisa’s vigor was such that even if Roscoe had got his thoughts in place they would soon have been jarred awry. A time or two he was practically lifted off the ground by her efforts; he was scooted off his tarp and back into the weeds and was forced to open his eyes again in hopes of being able to spot a bush he could grab, to hold himself in place. About the time Louisa moved him completely off the tarp, matters came to a head. Despite the chickens and the weeds and the danger of witnesses, he felt a sharp pleasure. Louisa apparently did too, soon afterward, for she wiggled even more vigorously and grunted loudly. Then she sat on him for several minutes, scratching at the chigger bites on his wet ankles. He soon sank right out of her, but Louisa was in no hurry to get up. She seemed in a quiet humor. Once in a while she clucked a time or two at the chickens. Roscoe felt his neck begin to itch from the weeds. A swarm of gnats hung right over his face, and Louisa considerately swatted them away.


  “There’s Ed,” Louisa said. Sure enough, a big rattler was crawling over a log about ten yards away. Louisa continued to sit, unconcerned about the snake or anything else.


  “Are you a one-timer or are you feisty, Roscoe?” she asked after a while.


  Roscoe had a notion that he knew what she meant. “I’m mostly a no-timer,” he said.


  Louisa sighed. “You ain’t hopeless, but you sure ain’t feisty,” she said after a while, wiping the sweat off her face with the sleeve of her dress. “Let’s go see if the corn bread’s done.”


  She got up and went back around the house. Roscoe quickly got dressed and drug his gear around the corner, dumping it in a heap beside the door.


  When he went in, Louisa sat another pan of corn bread on the table and they had breakfast.


  “Well, what’s it going to be, marriage or Texas?” Louisa asked after a while.


  Roscoe knew it had to be Texas, but it was not so simple a matter to think out as it had been before Louisa came out and sat down on him. For one thing, he had no desire to go to Texas; he felt his chances of finding July to be very slim, and July’s of finding Elmira completely hopeless. In the meantime it had become clear to him that Louisa had her charms, and that the fact that they were being offered him on a trial basis was a considerable enticement. He was beginning to feel that Louisa was right: he had mostly been wasted, and might have more feistiness in him than anyone, himself included, had suspected. There was no likelihood of his getting to use much of this capacity in Texas, either.


  “It’s a hard choice,” he said, though one thing that made it a little easier was the knowledge that life with Louisa involved more than featherbeds. It also involved pulling up stumps all day, an activity he had no interest in or aptitude for.


  “Well, I don’t take back nothing I said,” Louisa declared. “You men are a worthless race. You’re good for a bounce now and then, and that’s about it. I doubt you’d make much of a farmer.”


  For some reason Roscoe felt melancholy. For all her loud talk, Louisa didn’t seem to be as disagreeable to him as he had first thought her to be. It seemed to him she might be persuaded to tone down her farming, maybe even move into a town and settle for putting in a big garden, if it was presented to her right. But he couldn’t, because there was the problem of July, who had given him a job and been good to him. The point was, he owed July. Even if he never found him, he had to make the effort, or know that he had failed a friend. Had it not been for that obligation he would have stayed a day or two and considered Louisa’s offer.


  “It ain’t that I ain’t obliged,” he said. “I’m obliged. The dern thing about it is July. Even if Elmira ain’t coming back, he’s got to be told. It’s my dern job, too. July’s the only friend I got in that town except Joe. Joe’s Elmira’s boy.”


  Then a happy thought occurred to him. Maybe July had made a slow start. He might not be too far ahead. Perhaps his jaundice had come back on him, in which case he might have had to hole up for a few days. If he himself was lucky he might strike July in a week or two and break the news. Once that was done, his obligation would be satisfied and there would be nothing to keep him from coming back for another visit with Louisa—provided he could find the farm a second time.


  “I could come by on my way back,” he said. “July’s been sick—he may have had to hole up. I might not have to look no more than a month.”


  Louisa shrugged. “Suit yourself but don’t expect me to hold you no stall,” she said. “Somebody feistier than you might ride in tomorrow for all I know.”


  Roscoe found nothing to say. Obviously he was taking a risk.


  “What’s the story on this July?” Louisa asked. “That wife of his sounds like a woman of ill fame. What kind of sheriff would marry a woman of ill fame?”


  “Well, July’s slow,” Roscoe said. “He’s the sort that don’t talk much.”


  “Oh, that sort,” Louisa said. “The opposite of my late husband, Jim.”


  She took a pair of men’s brogans from beside the table and began to lace them on her bare feet.


  “The thing about men that don’t talk much is that they don’t usually learn much, either,” Louisa said. She got her sunbonnet off a nail on the wall and tucked her thick brown hair under it.


  “You don’t blabber, but I believe you’ve got it in you to learn,” she said. “I’m going to do some farming.”


  “What do I owe you for the grub?” Roscoe asked.


  “I’d hate to think I’d charge for corn bread,” Louisa said. They went out and Roscoe began to roll up his bedroll. He was preoccupied and made such a sloppy job of it that Louisa burst out laughing. She had a happy laugh. One corner of his tarp hung down over his horse’s flank.


  “Roscoe, you’re a disgrace in most respects,” Louisa said. “I bet you lose that bedroll before you get to Texas.”


  “Well, should I stop back?” Roscoe asked, for she seemed in a fair humor.


  “Why, I guess so,” Louisa said. “I’ve put up with worse than you, and probably will again.”


  Roscoe rode off, though Memphis didn’t take kindly to having the tarp flopping at his flank, so he had to get down and retie the roll. When he finally got it tied and remounted to ride on, he saw that Louisa had already hitched her mules to a stump and was giving them loud encouragement as they strained at the harness. It seemed to him he had never met such a curious woman. He gave her a wave that she didn’t see, and rode on west with very mixed feelings. One moment he felt rather pleased and rode light in the saddle, but the next moment the light feeling would turn heavy. A time or two Roscoe could barely hold back the tears, he felt so sad of a sudden—and it would have been hard to say whether the sadness came because of having to leave Louisa or because of the uncertain journey that lay ahead.


  38.


  JOE KNEW RIGHT OFF that something was bothering July, because he didn’t want to talk. It was not that July had ever been a big talker, like Roscoe could be if he was in the mood, but he was seldom as silent as he was the first week of the trip. Usually he would talk about horses or fishing or cowboys or the weather or something, but on the trip west it just seemed he didn’t want to talk at all.


  At first it made a problem because Joe had never been on such an important journey, and there were many things he wanted to ask about. For one thing, he was curious to know how they were going to go about catching Jake Spoon. Also, he was curious about Indians, and about the famous Texas Rangers Roscoe said were protecting Jake. He wanted to know how far it was to Texas and if they would see an ocean on the trip.


  Once he started asking these questions it became clear at once that it was a strain for July even to listen, much less answer. It cost him such an effort to respond that Joe soon gave up asking and just rode along in silence, waiting for the land to change and the Indians to appear.


  In fact they rode so hard that Joe soon stopped missing the talk. Although still curious, he discovered that travel was harder than he had expected it to be. Besides hating to talk, July also seemed to hate to stop. When they came to a creek he would let the horses water, and now and then he got down to relieve himself; otherwise they rode from first light until it was too dark to see. On nights when there was a moon they rode well into the night.


  It was a strange business, traveling, Joe decided. July went at it hard. Yet Joe didn’t wish for a minute that he had stayed home. Going with July was the most exciting thing he had ever done by far.


  Several times they came upon farms. July asked the farmers if they had seen Jake, and twice was told that yes, Jake had spent the night. But they themselves didn’t spend the night, and rarely even took a meal. Once on a hot afternoon July did accept a glass of buttermilk from a farmer’s wife. Joe got one too. There were several little girls on that farm, who giggled every time they looked at Joe, but he ignored them. The farmer’s wife asked them twice to stay overnight, but they went on and made camp in a place thick with mosquitoes.


  “Does Texas have mosquitoes too?” Joe asked.


  July didn’t answer. He knew the boy was starved for talk, and that he himself had been a sorry companion on the trip, but in fact he had no talk in him. He was so filled with worry that the only way he could contain it was just to keep silent and concentrate on the travel. He knew he was pushing both the boy and the horses harder than he ought to, but he couldn’t keep from it. Only hard, constant travel allowed him to hold down the worry—which was all to do with Elmira.


  Almost from the day they left, he felt something was wrong. He had had a feeling that something bad had happened, and no matter how hard he tried to concentrate on the job at hand, the worry wouldn’t leave. It was all he could do to keep from turning the horses around and heading back for Fort Smith.


  At first Joe was cheerful and eager, but he was not a particularly strong boy, and he was not used to riding sixteen hours a day. He didn’t complain, but he did grow tired, sleeping so deeply when they stopped that July could barely get him awake when it was time to move on. Often he rode in a doze for miles at a stretch. Once or twice July was tempted to leave him at one of the farms they passed. Joe was a willing worker and could earn his keep until he could come back and get him. But the only reason for doing that would be to travel even harder, and the horses couldn’t stand it. Besides, if he left the boy, it would be a blow to his pride, and Joe didn’t have too much pride as it was.


  For several days they bore southwest, through the pine woods. It had been a rainy spring and their big problem was mosquitoes. The trees dripped and the puddles lay everywhere. July hardly noticed the mosquitoes himself, but Joe and the horses suffered, particularly at night.


  “Pretty soon I’ll be all bump,” Joe said, grinning, as they slogged through a clearing. He looked up to see a broad, muddy river curving down from the north.


  “I guess that’s the Red,” July said. “That means we’re about to Texas.”


  When they rode up to the banks of the river they were greeted by an amazing sight. Though running freely, the river was shallow and evidently boggy. Evidence for the bogginess was visible in the form of a tall man over toward the far bank. He was standing in knee-high water, between a gaunt horse and a little brown pack mule, both of which had sunk past their hocks in the river mud.


  “I’ve heard this river was half-quicksand,” July said.


  From Roscoe, Joe had heard terrible stories about quicksand—in the stories, men and horses and even wagons were slowly swallowed up. He had suspected the stories were exaggerated, and the man and his animals proved it. All might be bogged, but none were sinking. The man wore a tall beaver hat and a long frock coat. Both animals had numerous parcels tied to them, and the man was amusing himself by untying the parcels and pitching them into the river. One by one they began to float away. To their astonishment he even threw away his bedroll.


  “The man must be a lunatic,” July said. “He must think that horse will float if he gets off some weight. That horse ain’t gonna float.”


  The man noticed them and gave a friendly wave, then proceeded to unburden the mule of most of its pack. Some floated and some merely lay in the shallow water.


  July rode upstream until he found a place where both deer and cattle had crossed. The water was seldom more than a foot deep. They crossed a reddish bar of earth, and it seemed for a moment they might bog, but July edged south and soon found firm footing. In a few minutes they were on the south bank, whereas the man in the beaver hat had made no progress at all. He was so cool about his predicament that it was hard to tell if he even wished to make progress.


  “Let me have your rope,” July said to Joe. He tied their two ropes together and managed to fling the man a line. After that it was no great trouble to drag the horse and the pack mule out. The man waded out with them.


  “Thank you, men,” he said. “I believe if my mule hadn’t got out soon, he would have learned to live on fish. They’re self-reliant creatures.”


  “I’m July Johnson and this is Joe,” July said. “You didn’t need to throw away your baggage.”


  “I’ve suffered no loss,” the man said. “I’m glad I found a river to unload that stuff in. Maybe the fish and the tadpoles will make better use of it than I have.”


  “Well, I’ve never seen a fish that used a bedroll,” July said.


  Joe had never met a man so careless that he would throw his possessions in a river. But the man seemed as cheerful as if he’d just won a tub of money.


  “My name’s Sedgwick,” he said. “I’m traveling through this country looking for bugs.”


  “I bet you found plenty,” July said.


  “What do you do with bugs?” Joe asked, feeling that the man was the strangest he had ever met.


  “I study them,” the man said.


  Joe hardly knew what to say. What was there to study about a bug? Either it bit you or it didn’t.


  “I’ve left about a thousand bugs in Little Rock,” the man said. “That’s why I threw away my equipment. I’m out of the mood to study bugs and am thinking of going to Texas to preach the Gospel. I’ve heard that Texans can use some good straight Gospel.”


  “Why study a bug?” Joe asked again, his curiosity getting the better of him.


  “There’s more than a million species of insect and only one species of human being,” the man said. “When we finish up with this planet the insects will take over. You may not think it, seeing all this fair land, but the days of the human race are numbered. The insects are waiting their turn.”


  July decided the man was mildly touched, but probably no danger to himself or anyone. “I’d watch these crossings, if I were you. Cross where the deer cross and you’ll be all right,” he said.


  The man turned his blue eyes on July for a moment. “Why, son, I’m fine,” he said. “You’re the one in trouble. I can see you carry a weight on your heart. You’re hurrying along to do something you may not want to do. I see by your badge that you’re a lawman. But the crimes the law can understand are not the worst crimes. I have often sinned worse than the murderer, and yet I try to live in virtue.”


  July was so taken aback he hardly knew what to say. This Mr. Sedgwick was one of the queerest men he had ever met.


  “This boy looks a little peaked,” Mr. Sedgwick said. “You can leave him with me, if you like. I’ll bring him along slow, fatten him up and teach him about the insect kingdom as we travel. I doubt he’s had much chance to get an education.”


  July was half tempted. The stranger seemed kindly. On the other hand he wore a sidearm under his coat, so perhaps he wasn’t as kindly as he looked.


  “It may be we’ll meet down the road,” July said, ignoring the offer.


  “Perhaps,” Mr. Sedgwick said. “I see you’re in a hurry to get someplace. It’s a great mistake to hurry.”


  “Why?” Joe asked, puzzled by almost everything the traveler said.


  “Because the grave’s our destination,” Mr. Sedgwick said. “Those who hurry usually get to it quicker than those who take their time. Now, me, I travel, and when I’ll get anywhere is anybody’s guess. If you two hadn’t come along I’d have likely stood there in the river for another hour or two. The moving waters are ever a beautiful sight.”


  Mr. Sedgwick turned and walked down the riverbank without another word. From time to time he squatted to peer closely at the ground.


  “I reckon he’s spotted a bug,” Joe said.


  July didn’t answer. Crazy or not, the tall traveler had been smart enough to figure out that the sheriff of Fort Smith was traveling with a heavy heart.


  39.


  THE DEATH OF the young Irishman cast a heavy gloom over the cow camp. Call could do nothing about it. For the next week it seemed no one talked of anything but the death.


  At night while they were having their grub, or just waiting for their turn at night herding to start, the cowboys talked endlessly about deaths they had witnessed, deaths they had heard about. Most of them had lived through rough times and had seen men die, but no one of their acquaintance had ridden into a nest of snakes in a river, and they could not keep the subject off their tongues.


  The worst, by far, was Jasper Fant, who was so unnerved by what he had seen that for a time Call felt he might be losing his mind. Jasper had never been reticent, but now it seemed he had to be talking every waking minute as a means of holding his own fears in balance.


  Allen O’Brien had the opposite response. He rode all day in silence, as nervous and withdrawn as the Spettle brothers. He would sit by the fire crying while the others talked of memorable deaths.


  The cattle, still fresh to the trail, were not easily controlled. The brush was bad, the weather no better. It rained for three days and the mosquitoes were terrible. The men were not used to the night work and were irritable as hens. Bert Borum and Soupy Jones had an argument over how to hobble a horse and almost came to blows. Lippy had been put in charge of firewood, and the wood he cut didn’t suit Bolivar, who was affronted by Lippy’s very presence. Deets had fallen into one of his rare glooms, probably because he felt partly to blame for the boy’s death.


  Dish Boggett was proving a treasure as a point man. He kept the point all day, true as a rule, and little happened with the cattle that he didn’t see.


  By contrast the Rainey boys were disappointing. Both had taken homesick, missing their jolly mother and her well-stocked table. They drug around listlessly, not actually shirking their work but taking a long time to do it.


  Augustus roamed freely about the outfit. Sometimes he rode ahead of the herd, which put Dish Boggett in a bad mood—nobody was supposed to be ahead of him except the scout. Other days Augustus would idle along with his pigs, who frequently stopped to wallow in puddles or root rats out of their holes.


  Everyone had been dreading the next river, which was the San Antonio. There was much controversy about how far north moccasins could live—were they in the Cimarron, the Arkansas, the Platte? No one knew for sure, but everyone knew there were plenty in the San Antonio River.


  One morning after breakfast Deets came back to say he had found a shallow crossing only a mile or two from the camp.


  “What’s the snake population?” Augustus asked. It was another gray wet day and he was wearing his big yellow slicker.


  “Seen a few turtles, that’s all,” Deets said. “If they’re there, they’re hid.”


  “I hope they ain’t there,” Augustus said. “If a mouse snake was to show itself now, half these waddies would climb a tree.”


  “I’m more worried about Indians,” Pea Eye said.


  It was true. The minute they left Lonesome Dove he had begun to have his big Indian dreams. The same big Indian he had dreamed about for years had come back to haunt his sleep. Sometimes just dozing on his horse he would dream about the Indian. He slept poorly, as a result, and felt he would be tired and good for nothing by the time they reached Montana.


  “It’s curious how things get in your head,” he said. “I’ve got an Indian in mine.”


  “I expect your ma told you you’d be stolt, when you was young,” Augustus said.


  He and Call rode over to the crossing and looked carefully for snakes, but saw none.


  •••


  “I wish you’d stop talking about that boy’s death,” Call said. “If you would maybe they’d get over it.”


  “Wrong theory,” Augustus said. “Talk’s the way to kill it. Anything gets boring if you talk about it enough, even death.”


  They sat on the bank of the river, waiting for the herd to come in sight. When it did, the Texas bull was walking along beside Old Dog. Some days the bull liked to lead, other days he did nothing but fight or worry the heifers.


  “This ain’t a well-thought-out journey,” Augustus remarked. “Even if we get these cattle to Montana, who are we gonna sell ’em to?”


  “The point ain’t to sell ’em next week,” Call said. “The point is to get the land. The people will be coming.”


  “Why are we taking that ugly bull?” Augustus asked. “If the land’s all that pretty, it don’t need a lot of ugly cattle on it.”


  To their relief the crossing went off well. The only commotion was caused by Jasper, who charged the river at a gallop and caused his horse to stumble and nearly fall.


  “That might have worked if there’d been a bridge,” Soupy Jones said, laughing.


  Jasper was embarrassed. He knew he couldn’t run a horse across a river, but at the last minute a fear of snakes had overcome him and blocked out his common sense.


  Newt was too tired to be afraid of anything. He had not adjusted to night herding. While his horse was watering, Mr. Gus rode up beside him. The clouds had broken to the west.


  “I wish the sun would come out and fry these skeeters,” Augustus said.


  The wagon was slowly approaching the crossing, Bolivar driving and Lippy riding in the back. Behind came the horse herd and the Spettle boys.


  It was strange, Newt thought, that one river could be so peaceful and another suddenly boil up with snakes and kill Sean. Several times, mostly at night, he had imagined Sean was still alive. Being so sleepy made it harder to keep from mixing dreams with what was actually happening. He even had conversations with the other hands that seemed like they were conversations in dreams. He had never known the sadness of losing a friend, and had begun to consider what a long way they had to go.


  “I hope don’t nobody else get killed,” he said.


  “Well, it’s hard to calculate the odds in this kind of a situation,” Augustus said. “We may not have another bad injury the whole way. On the other hand, half of us may get wiped out. If we have much bad luck I doubt I’ll make it myself.”


  “Why?” Newt asked, startled to hear him say such a thing.


  “Because I ain’t spry like I used to be,” Augustus said. “Used to be I was quick to duck any kind of trouble. I could roll off a horse quicker than a man can blink. I’m still faster than some folks, but I ain’t as fast as I was.”


  The wagon made the crossing easily, and the two blue pigs, who had been ambling along behind it, walked in and swam the San Antonio River.


  “Look at them,” Augustus said happily. “Ain’t they swimmers?”


  40.


  AS THE DAYS PASSED, Lorena found she liked the traveling more and more. The nights were no easier—almost every night the lightning flickered and thunderstorms rolled over them. Often, while she and Jake slept, big drops of rain would hit them in the face and force them to grab for the tarp. Soon the blankets seemed permanently damp, causing Jake to grumble and complain. But the tarp was hot and stiff, and he himself never thought to keep it handy. She would have to stumble around and arrange it in the dark, while Jake cussed the weather.


  But no matter how uncomfortable the nights, the sky usually cleared in the morning. She liked to sit on the blankets and feel the sun getting warmer. She watched her arms getting slowly tanned and felt that a life of travel was what she was meant for. Her mare had gotten used to the travel too and no longer looked back toward Lonesome Dove.


  Lorena might love the traveling, but it was clear that Jake didn’t. More and more he was inclined to sulk. The fact that she had refused to go into San Antonio festered like the thorn he had had in his hand. Every day he brought it up, but she had said all she intended to say on the subject and just shook her head. Often she traveled all day in silence, thinking her thoughts and ignoring Jake’s complaints.


  “Dern you, why can’t you talk?” he said one night as she was making the campfire. Deets, who stopped by their camp almost every day to see that they were all right, had shown her how to make a fire. He had also taught her how to pack the mule and do various other chores that Jake mostly neglected.


  “I can talk,” Lorena said.


  “Well, you don’t,” Jake said. “I never seen a woman keep so quiet.”


  He spoke hotly—indeed, had been angry at her most of the trip. He was spoiling for a battle of some kind, but Lorena didn’t want to battle. She had nothing against Jake, but she didn’t feel she had to jump every time he whistled, which seemed to be what he expected. Jake was very fussy, complaining about the way she cooked the bacon or laid out the blankets. She ignored him. If he didn’t like the way she did things, he was free to do them different—but he never did them different. He just fussed at her.


  “We could be sleeping in a fine hotel tonight,” he said. “San Antonio ain’t but an hour’s ride.”


  “Go sleep in one, if you want to,” Lorena said. “I’ll stay in camp.”


  “I guess you do wish I’d leave,” Jake said. “Then you could whore with the first cowpoke that came along.”


  That was too silly to answer. She had not whored since the day she met him, unless you counted Gus. She sipped her coffee.


  “That’s your game, ain’t it?” Jake said, his eyes hot.


  “No,” Lorena said.


  “Well, you’re a goddamn liar, then,” Jake said. “Once a whore, always a whore. I won’t stand for it. Next time I’ll take a rope to you.”


  After he ate his bacon he saddled and rode off without another word—to go gamble, she supposed. Far from being scared, Lorena was relieved. Jake’s angers were light compared to some she had known, but it was no pleasure having him around when he was so hot. Probably he thought to scare her, riding off so quick and leaving her in camp, but she felt no fear at all. The herd and all the boys were only a mile away. No one would be likely to bother her with the cow camp so close.


  She sat on her blankets, enjoying the night. It was deep dusk, and birds—bullbats—were whooshing around—she could see them briefly as shadows against the darkening sky. She and Jake had camped in a little clearing. While she was sipping her coffee, a possum walked within ten feet of her, stopped a moment to look at her stupidly, and walked on. After a while she heard faraway singing—the Irishman was singing to the cattle herd. Deets had told them about the terrible death of his brother.


  Before she could get to sleep a horse came racing toward the camp. It was only Jake, running in in the hope of scaring her. He raced right into camp, which was irritating because it raised dust that settled in the blankets. He had ridden into town and bought whiskey, and then had rushed back, thinking to catch her with Gus or one of the cowhands. He was jealous every hour of the day.


  He yanked his saddle off the horse and passed her the whiskey bottle, which was already half empty.


  “I don’t want none,” she said.


  “I guess there’s nothing I could ask that you’d do,” Jake said. “I wish that dern Gus would show up. At least we could have a card game.”


  Lorena lay back on her blanket and didn’t answer. Anything she said would only make him worse.


  Watching her lie there, calm and silent, Jake felt hopeless and took another long drink from the whiskey bottle. He considered himself a smart man, and yet he had got himself in a position that would have embarrassed a fool. He had no business traveling north with a woman like Lorie, who had her own mind and wouldn’t obey the simplest order unless it happened to suit her. The more he drank, the sorrier he felt for himself. He wished he had just told Lorie no, and left her to sweat it out in Lonesome Dove. Then at least he could be in camp with the men, where there were card games to be had, not to mention protection. Despite himself, he could not stop worrying about July Johnson.


  Then he remembered Elmira, whom he had sported with a few times in Kansas. What a trick on July to have married a whore and not know it.


  He offered Lorena the bottle again, but she just lay there.


  “Why won’t you drink?” Jake asked. “Are you too good to get drunk?”


  “I don’t want to,” she said. “You’ll be drunk enough for both of us.”


  “By God, I guess I’ll find out if there’s anything you’ll still do,” Jake said, yanking open his pants and rolling onto her.


  Lorena let him, thinking it might put him in a better humor. She watched the stars. But when Jake finished and reached for his bottle again, he seemed no happier. She reached for the bottle and took one swallow—her throat was dry. Jake wasn’t angry anymore, but he looked sad.


  “Lie down and sleep,” Lorena said. “You don’t rest enough.”


  Jake was thinking that Austin was only two days away. Maybe he could take Lorena to Austin and sneak off and leave her. Once he rejoined the boys, there would be little she could do about it. After all, she would be safer there than she would be on the trail. Beautiful as she was, she would do well in Austin.


  Yet she was uncommonly beautiful. It had always been his trouble—he liked the beauties. It gave her a power he didn’t appreciate, otherwise he would never have been talked into a trip that was little more than absurd. He was slowed to the pace of Call’s cow herd and tied to a woman who attracted every man she saw. Even then, he didn’t know if he could leave her. For all her difficult ways, he wanted her and couldn’t tolerate the thought of her taking up with Gus or anyone else. He felt she would stick by him if things got bad. He didn’t like being alone or having to take orders from Call.


  “Have you ever been to a hanging?” he asked.


  “No,” Lorena said. The question surprised her.


  Jake offered her the bottle and she took another swallow. “I expect they’ll hang me someday,” he said. “I was told by a fortune-teller that such would be my fate.”


  “Maybe the fortune-teller didn’t know,” Lorie said.


  “I’ve seen many a hanging,” Jake said. “We hung plenty of Mexicans when we were Rangers. Call never wasted no time when it came to hangings.”


  “He wouldn’t, I guess,” Lorena said.


  Jake chuckled. “Did he ever come visit you all that time you were there?” he asked.


  “No,” Lorena said.


  “Well, he had a whore once,” Jake said. “He tried to sneak around, but me and Gus found out about it. We both used to spark her once in a while, so we both knew. I guess he thought he got away with it.”


  Lorena knew the type. Many men came to her hoping no one would know.


  “Her name was Maggie,” Jake said. “She was the one had little Newt. I was gone when she died. Gus said she wanted to marry Call and give up the life, but I don’t know if it’s true. Gus will say anything.”


  “So whose boy is he?” Lorena asked. She had seen the boy often, looking at her window. He was old enough to come to her, but he probably had no money, or else was just too shy.


  “Newt? Why, who knows?” Jake said. “Maggie was a whore.”


  Then he sighed and lay down beside her, running his hand up and down her body. “Lorie, me and you was meant for feather beds,” he said. “We wasn’t meant for these dusty blankets. If we could find a nice hotel I’d show you some fun.”


  Lorena didn’t answer. She would rather keep traveling. When Jake had his feel he went to sleep.


  41.


  BEFORE THE HERD HAD PASSED San Antonio they nearly lost Lippy in a freak accident with the wagon. It was a hot day and the herd was moseying along at a slow rate. The mosquitoes were thinning a little, to everyone’s satisfaction, and the cowboys were riding along half asleep in their saddles when the trouble started.


  The herd had just crossed a little creek when Newt heard stock running and looked back to see the wagon racing for the creek like Comanches were after it. Bol was not on the seat, either—the mules ran unchecked. Lippy was on the seat, but he didn’t have the reins and couldn’t stop the team.


  Jim Rainey was in the rear, and, thinking to be helpful, turned back to try and head the mules. In fact, the mules refused to be headed, and all Jim accomplished was to turn them out of the easy track where the herd had crossed, which caused them to strike the creek at a place where the bank dropped off about three feet. Newt saw there was going to be a terrible wreck, but short of shooting the mules, had no way to stop it. What he couldn’t understand was why Lippy didn’t jump. He sat on the seat, frozen and helpless, as the mules raced right off the cutbank.


  As they were going off, Newt saw that the tail of Lippy’s old brown coat had gotten pinched in the wagon seat—which explained his not having jumped. The wagon tipped straight down, bounced once, and turned completely over just as it hit the water. The mules, still hitched to it, fell backwards on top of the mess. All four wagon wheels were spinning in the air when Newt and the Raineys jumped off their horses. The trouble was, they had no idea what to do next.


  Fortunately Augustus had seen the commotion and in a minute was in the water, on old Malaria. He threw a loop over one of the spinning wheels and spurred the big horse vigorously, pulling the wagon to a tilt on one edge.


  “Fish him out, boys, otherwise we’ll have to go all the way to Montana without no pianer player,” he said—though privately he doubted his efforts would do any good. The wagon had landed smack on top of Lippy. If he wasn’t drowned he probably had a broken neck.


  When the wagon tilted, Newt saw Lippy’s legs. He and the Raineys waded in and tried to get him loose, but the coat was still pinched in the seat. All they could do was get his head above water, though his head was so covered with mud that it was difficult at first to know if he was dead or alive. Fortunately Pea soon rode up and cut the coat loose with his bowie knife.


  “He’s a mudhead, ain’t he,” Pea said, carefully wiping his knife on his pants leg. “Now I guess he’ll be mad at me for ten years because I ruined his coat.”


  Lippy was limp as a rag and hadn’t moved a muscle. Newt felt sick to his stomach. Once more, on a perfectly nice day with everything going well, death had struck and taken another of his friends. Lippy had been part of his life since he could remember. When he was a child, Lippy had occasionally taken him into the saloon and let him bang on the piano. Now they would have to bury him as they had buried Sean.


  Strangely, neither Pea nor Mr. Gus was much concerned. The mules had regained their feet and stood in the shallow water, swishing their tails and looking sleepy. Call rode up about that time. He had been at the head of the herd, with Dish Boggett.


  “Ain’t nobody gonna unhitch them mules?” he asked. A big sack of flour had been thrown out of the wagon and lay in the river getting ruined. Newt had not noticed it until the Captain pointed at it.


  “Well, I ain’t,” Augustus said. “The boys can, their feet are already wet.”


  It seemed to Newt everyone was being mighty callous about Lippy, who lay on the riverbank. Then, to his surprise, Lippy, whose head was still covered with mud, rolled over and began to belch water. He belched and vomited for several minutes, making a horrible sound, but Newt’s relief that he was not dead was so great that he welcomed the sound and waded out to help the Raineys unhitch the mules.


  It soon became clear that the wagon bed had been damaged beyond repair in the accident. When it was righted, all the goods that had been in it floated in the shallow water.


  “What a place for a shipwreck,” Augustus said.


  “I never seen a wagon break in two before,” Pea said.


  The wagon bed, old and rotten, had burst upon impact. Several cowboys rode up and began to fish their bedrolls out of the muddy water.


  “What became of Bol?” Pea asked. “Wasn’t he driving the wagon?”


  Lippy was sitting up, wiping mud off his head. He ran one finger under his loose lip as if he expected to find a tadpole or a small fish, but all he found was mud. About that time the Spettle boys rode up, and crossed the horse herd.


  “Seen the cook?” Augustus asked.


  “Why, he’s walking along carrying his gun,” Bill Spettle said. “Them pigs are with him.”


  Bolivar soon came in sight a couple of hundred yards away, the blue pigs walking along beside him.


  “I heared a shot,” Lippy said. “About that time them mules took to running. I guess a bandit shot at us.”


  “No competent bandit would waste a bullet on you or Bol either,” Augustus said. “There ain’t no reward for either of you.”


  “It sounded like a shotgun,” Bill Spettle volunteered.


  “Bol might have been taking target practice,” Augustus said. “He might have fired at a cowpie.”


  “It don’t matter what it was,” Call said. “The damage is done.”


  Augustus was enjoying the little break the accident produced. Walking along all day beside a cow herd was already proving monotonous—any steady work had always struck him as monotonous. It was mainly accidents of one kind and another that kept life interesting, in his view, the days otherwise being mainly repetitious things, livened up mostly by the occasional card game.


  It was made even more interesting a few minutes later when Bolivar walked up and handed in his resignation. He didn’t even look at the smashed wagon.


  “I don’t want to go this way,” he said, addressing himself to the Captain. “I am going back.”


  “Why, Bol, you won’t stand a chance,” Augustus said. “A renowned criminal like you. Some young sheriff out to make a reputation will hang you before you get halfway to the border.”


  “I don’t care,” Bol said. “I am going back.”


  In fact, he expected to be fired anyway. He had been dozing on the wagon seat, dreaming about his daughters, and had accidentally fired off the ten-gauge. The recoil had knocked him off the wagon, but even so it had been hard to get free of the dream. It turned into a dream in which his wife was angry, even as he awoke and saw the mules dashing away. The pigs were rooting in a rat’s nest, under a big cactus. Bol was so enraged by the mules’ behavior that he would have shot one of them, only they were already well out of range.


  He had not seen the wagon go off the creek bank, but he was not surprised that it was broken. The mules were fast. He would probably not have been able to hit one of them even with a rifle, distracted as he was by the dream.


  The fall convinced him he had lived long enough with Americans. They were not his compañeros. Most of his compañeros were dead, but his country wasn’t dead, and in his village there were a few men who liked to talk about the old days when they had spent all their time stealing Texas cattle. In those years his wife had not been so angry. As he walked toward the busted wagon and the little group of men, he decided to go back. He was tired of seeing his family only in dreams. Perhaps this time when he walked in, his wife would be glad to see him.


  At any rate, the Americanos were going too far north. He had not really believed Augustus when he said they would ride north for several months. Most of what Augustus said was merely wind. He supposed they would ride for a few days and then sell the cattle, or else start a ranch. He himself had never been more than two days’ hard ride from the border in his life. Now a week had passed and the Americanos showed no sign of stopping. Already he was far from the river. He missed his family. Enough was enough.


  Call was not especially surprised. “All right, Bol, do you want a horse?” he asked. The old man had cooked for them for ten years. He deserved a mount.


  “Sí,” Bol said, remembering that it was a long walk back to the river, and then three days more to his village.


  Call caught the old man a gentle gelding. “I’ve got no saddle to give you,” he said, when he presented Bol with the horse.


  Bol just shrugged. He had an extra serape and soon turned it into a saddle blanket. Apart from the gun, it was his only possession. In a moment he was ready to start home.


  “Well, Bol, if you change your mind, you can find us in Montana,” Augustus said. “It may be that your wife’s too rusty for you now. You may want to come back and cook up a few more goats and snakes.”


  “Gracias, Capitán,” Bol said, when Call handed him the reins to the gelding. Then he rode off, without another word to anybody. It didn’t surprise Augustus, since Bol had worked for them all those years without saying a word to anybody unless directly goaded into it—usually by Augustus.


  But his departure surprised and saddened Newt. It spoiled his relief that Lippy was alive—after all, he had lost another friend, Bol instead of Lippy. Newt didn’t say so, but he would rather have lost Lippy. He didn’t want Lippy to die, of course, but he wouldn’t have minded if he had decided to return to Lonesome Dove.


  But Bol rode away from them, his old gun resting across the horse’s withers. For a moment Newt felt so sad that he almost embarrassed himself by crying. He felt his eyes fill up. How could Bol just go? He had always been the cook, and yet in five minutes he was as lost to them as if he had died. Newt turned and made a show of spreading out the bedrolls, but it was mainly to conceal the fact that he felt sad. If people kept leaving, they’d be down to nobody before they even got north of Texas.


  Riding away, Bolivar too felt very sad. Now that he was going, he was not sure why he had decided to go. Perhaps it was because he didn’t want to face embarrassment. After all, he had fired the shot that caused the mules to run. Also, he didn’t want to get so far north that he couldn’t find his way back to the river. As he rode away he decided he had made another stupid choice. So far, in his opinion, almost every decision of his life had been stupid. He didn’t miss his wife that much—they had lost the habit of one another and might not be able to reacquire it. He felt a little bitter as he rode away. The Capitán should not have let him go. After all, he was the only man among them who could cook. He didn’t really like the Americanos, but he was used to them. It was too bad they had suddenly decided to get so many cattle and go north. Life in Lonesome Dove had been easy. Goats were plentiful and easy to catch, and his wife was the right distance away. When he grew bored, he could beat the dinner bell with the broken crowbar. For some reason it gave him great satisfaction to beat the dinner bell. It had little to do with dinner, or anything. It was just something he liked to do. When he stopped he could hear the echoes of his work fading into Mexico.


  He decided that, since he was in no hurry, he would stop in Lonesome Dove and beat the bell a few more times. He could say it was the Capitán’s orders. The thought was comforting. It made up for the fact that most of his decisions had been stupid. He rode south without looking back.


  42.


  “WELL, IF WE WASN’T DOOMED to begin with, we’re doomed now,” Augustus said, watching Bolivar ride away. He enjoyed every opportunity for pronouncing doom, and the loss of a cook was a good one.


  “I expect we’ll poison ourselves before we get much farther, with no regular cook,” he said. “I just hope Jasper gets poisoned first.”


  “I never liked that old man’s cooking anyway,” Jasper said.


  “You’ll remember it fondly, once you’re poisoned,” Augustus said.


  Call felt depressed by the morning’s events. He did not particularly lament the loss of the wagon—an old wired-together wreck at best—but he did lament the loss of Bol. Once he formed a unit of men he didn’t like to lose one of them, for any reason. Someone would have to assume extra work, which seldom sat well with whoever had to do it. Bolivar had been with them ten years and it was trying to lose him suddenly, although Call had not really expected him to come when he first announced the trip. Bolivar was a Mexican. If he didn’t miss his family, he’d miss his country, as the Irishman did. Every night now, Allen O’Brien sang his homesick songs to the cattle. It soothed the cattle but not the men—the songs were too sorrowful.


  Augustus noticed Call standing off to one side, looking blue. Once in a while Call would fall into blue spells—times when he seemed almost paralyzed by doubts he never voiced. The blue spells never came at a time of real crisis. Call thrived on crisis. They were brought on by little accidents, like the wagon breaking.


  “Maybe Lippy can cook,” Augustus suggested, to see if that would register with Call.


  Lippy had found an old piece of sacking and was wiping the mud off his head. “No, I never learned to cook, I just learned to eat,” Lippy said.


  Call got on his horse, hoping to shake off the low feeling that had settled over him. After all, nobody was hurt, the herd was moving well, and Bol was no great loss. But the low feeling stayed. It was as if he had lead in his legs.


  “You might try to load that gear on them mules,” he said to Pea.


  “Maybe we can make a two-wheel cart,” Pea said. “There ain’t much wrong with the front of the wagon. It’s the back end that’s busted up.”


  “Dern, Pea, you’re a genius for figuring that out,” Augustus said.


  “I guess I’ll go into San Antonio,” Call said. “Maybe I can hire a cook and buy a new wagon.”


  “Fine, I’ll join you,” Augustus said.


  “Why?” Call asked.


  “To help judge the new chef,” Augustus said. “You’d eat a fried stove lid if you was hungry. I’m interested in the finer points of cooking, myself. I’d like to give the man a tryout before we hire him.”


  “I don’t see why. He won’t have nothing much tenderer than a stove lid to cook around this outfit anyway,” Jasper said. He had been very disappointed in the level of the grub.


  “Just don’t get nobody who cooks snakes,” he warned. “If I have to eat any more snakes I’m apt to give notice.”


  “That’s an idle threat, Jasper,” Augustus said. “You wouldn’t know where to go if you was to quit. For one thing, you’d be skeert to cross a river.”


  “You ought to let him be about that,” Call said, when they had ridden out of earshot. Jasper’s fear of water was nothing to joke about. Call had seen grown men get so scared of crossing rivers that it was practically necessary to knock them out at every crossing—and a shaky man was apt to panic and spook the herd. Under normal circumstances, Jasper Fant was a good hand, and there was nothing to be gained by riding him about his fear of water.


  On the way to San Antonio they passed two settlements—nothing more than a church house and a few little stores, but settlements anyway, and not ten miles apart.


  “Now look at that,” Augustus said. “The dern people are making towns everywhere. It’s our fault, you know.”


  “It ain’t our fault and it ain’t our business, either,” Call said. “People can do what they want.”


  “Why, naturally, since we chased out the Indians and hung all the good bandits,” Augustus said. “Does it ever occur to you that everything we done was probably a mistake? Just look at it from a nature standpoint. If you’ve got enough snakes around the place you won’t be overrun with rats or varmints. The way I see it, the Indians and the bandits have the same job to do. Leave ’em be and you won’t constantly be having to ride around these dern settlements.”


  “You don’t have to ride around them,” Call said. “What harm do they do?”


  “If I’d have wanted civilization I’d have stayed in Tennessee and wrote poetry for a living,” Augustus said. “Me and you done our work too well. We killed off most of the people that made this country interesting to begin with.”


  Call didn’t answer. It was one of Gus’s favorite themes, and if given a chance he would expound it for hours. Of course it was nonsense. Nobody in their right mind would want the Indians back, or the bandits either. Whether Gus had ever been in his right mind was an open question.


  “Call, you ought to have married and had six or eight kids,” Augustus remarked. If he couldn’t get anywhere with one subject he liked to move on to another. Call’s spirits hadn’t improved much. When he was low it was hard to get him to talk.


  “I can’t imagine why you think so,” Call said. “I wonder what’s become of Jake?”


  “Why, Jake’s moseying along—starved for a card game, probably,” Augustus said.


  “He ought to leave that girl and throw in with us,” Call said.


  “You ain’t listening,” Augustus said. “I was trying to explain why you ought to marry. If you had a passel of kids, then you’d always have a troop to boss when you felt like bossing. It would occupy your brain and you wouldn’t get gloomy as often.”


  “I doubt that marriage could be worse than having to listen to you,” Call said, “but that ain’t much of a testimonial for it.”


  They reached San Antonio late in the day, passing near one of the old missions. A Mexican boy in a brown shirt was bringing in a small herd of goats.


  “Maybe we ought to take a few goats to Montana,” Augustus said. “Goats can be melodious, more so than your cattle. They could accompany the Irishman and we’d have more of a singsong.”


  “I’ll settle for more of a wagon,” Call said.


  Fortunately they were able to buy one almost at once from a big livery stable north of the river. It was necessary to buy two more mules to pull the wagon back to the herd. Fortunately the mules were cheap, twenty dollars a head, and the big German who ran the livery stable threw in the harness.


  Augustus volunteered to drive the wagon back to the herd on condition he could have a drink and a meal first. He hadn’t been to San Antonio in years and he marveled at the new establishments that had sprung up.


  “Why, this place’ll catch New Orleans if it don’t stop growing,” he said. “If we’d put in a barbershop ten years ago we’d be rich now.”


  There was a big saloon on the main street that they’d frequented a lot in their rangering days. It was called the Buckhorn, because of the owner’s penchant for using deer horns for coat and hat racks. His name was Willie Montgomery, and he had been a big crony of Augustus’s at one time. Call suspected him of being a card sharp, but if so he was a careful card sharp.


  “I guess Willie will be so glad to see us he’ll offer us a free dinner, at least,” Augustus said, as they trotted over to the saloon. “Maybe a free whore, too, if he’s prospering.”


  But when they strode in, there was no sign of Willie or anyone they recognized. A young bartender with slick hair and a string tie gave them a look when they stepped to the bar, but seemed as if he could scarcely be troubled to serve them. He was wiping out glasses with a little white towel and setting each one carefully on a shelf. The saloon was mostly empty, just a few cardplayers at a table in the back.


  Augustus was not one to stand patiently and be ignored by a bartender. “I’d like a shot of whiskey and so would my companion, if it ain’t too much trouble,” he said.


  The bartender didn’t look around until he had finished polishing the glass he had in his hand.


  “I guess it ain’t, old-timer,” he said. “Rye, or what will it be?”


  “Rye will do, provided it gets here quick,” Augustus said, straining to be polite.


  The young bartender didn’t alter his pace, but he did provide two glasses and walked slowly back to get a bottle of whiskey.


  “You dern cowboys ought to broom yourselves off before you walk in here,” he said with an insolent look. “We can get all the sand we need without the customers bringing it to us. That’ll be two dollars.”


  Augustus pitched a ten-dollar gold piece on the bar and as the young man took it, suddenly reached out, grabbed his head and smashed his face into the bar, before the young man could even react. Then he quickly drew his big Colt, and when the bartender raised his head, his broken nose gushing blood onto his white shirtfront, he found himself looking right into the barrel of a very big gun.


  “Besides the liquor, I think we’ll require a little respect,” he said. “I’m Captain McCrae and this is Captain Call. If you care to turn around, you can see our pictures when we was younger. Among the things we don’t put up with is dawdling service. I’m surprised Willie would hire a surly young idler like you.”


  The cardplayers were watching the proceedings with interest, but the young bartender was too surprised at having suddenly had his nose broken to say anything at all. He held his towel to his nose, which was still pouring blood. Augustus calmly walked around the bar and got the picture he had referred to, which was propped up by the mirror with three or four others of the same vintage. He laid the picture on the bar, took the glass the young bartender had just polished, slinging it lazily into the air back in the general direction of the cardplayers, and then the roar of the big Colt filled the saloon.


  Call glanced around in time to see the glass shatter. Augustus had always been a wonderful pistol shot—it was pleasing to see he still was. All of the cardplayers scurried for cover except a fat man in a big hat. Looking more closely, Call remembered him—his name was Ned Tym, and he was a seasoned gambler, too seasoned to be disturbed by a little flying glass. When it stopped flying, Ned Tym coolly took his hat off and blew the glass from the brim.


  “Well, the Texas Rangers is back in town,” he said. “Hello, Gus. Next time I see a circus I’ll ask them if they need a trick shot.”


  “Why, Ned, is that you?” Augustus said. “My old eyes are failing. If I’d recognized you I’d have shot your hat off and saved a glass. Where do you keep your extra aces these days?”


  Before Ned Tym could answer, a man in a black coat came running down the stairs at the back of the saloon. He wasn’t much older than the bartender.


  “What’s going on here, Ned?” the man asked, prudently stopping by the card table. Augustus still held the big pistol in his hand.


  “Oh, nothing, John,” Ned said. “Captain McCrae and Captain Call happened in and Captain McCrae gave us a little demonstration with his pistol, that’s all.”


  “It ain’t all,” the bartender said, in a loud voice. “The old son of a bitch broke my nose.”


  With a movement so graceful it seemed almost gentle, Augustus reached across the bar and rapped the bartender above the ear with his gun barrel. A tap was enough. The bartender slid out of sight and was seen no more.


  “Why’d you do that?” the man in the black coat asked. He was angry, but, even more, he seemed surprised. Call glanced at him and judged him no threat—he sipped his whiskey and left the theatrics to Augustus.


  “I’m surprised you have to ask why I did that,” Augustus said, holstering his gun. “You heard the name he called me. If that’s city ways, they don’t appeal to me. Besides, he was a dawdling bartender and deserved a lick. Do you own this place, or what’s your gripe?”


  “I own it,” the man said. “I don’t allow shooting in it, either.”


  “What became of Wee Willie Montgomery?” Augustus asked. “You didn’t have to whack the bartender just to get a glass of whiskey when he owned it.”


  “Willie’s woman run off,” Ned Tym informed them. “He decided to chase her, so he sold the place to Johnny here.”


  “Well, I can’t say that I think he made a good choice,” Augustus said, turning back to the bar. “Probably chose bad in the woman department too. Maybe if he’s lucky she’ll get plumb away.”


  “No, they’re living up in Fort Worth,” Ned said. “Willie was determined not to lose her.”


  Call was looking at the picture Augustus had fetched from behind the bar. It was of himself and Gus and Jake Spoon, taken years before. Jake was grinning and had a pearl-handled pistol stuck in his belt, whereas he and Gus looked solemn. It had been taken in the year they chased Kicking Wolf and his band all the way to the Canadian, killing over twenty of them. Kicking Wolf had raided down the Brazos, messing up several families of settlers and scaring people in the little settlements. Driving them back to the Canadian had made the Rangers heroes for a time, though Call had known it was hollow praise. Kicking Wolf hadn’t been taken or killed, and there was nothing to keep him on the Canadian for long. But for a few weeks, everywhere they went there was some photographer with his box, wanting to take their picture. One had cornered them in the Buckhorn and made them stand stiffly while he got his shot.


  The young man in the black coat went over behind the bar and looked at the fallen bartender.


  “Why did you have to break his nose,” he asked.


  “He’ll thank me someday,” Augustus said. “It will make him more appealing to the ladies. He looked too much like a long-tailed rat, as it was. With no better manners than he had, I expect he was in for a lonely life.”


  “Well, I won’t have this!” the young man said loudly. “I don’t know why you old cowboys think you can just walk in and do what you please. What’s that picture doing on the bar?”


  “Why, it’s just a picture of us boys, back in the days when they wanted to make us senators,” Augustus said. “Willie kept it on the mirror there so when we happened in we could see how handsome we used to look.”


  “I’m a notion to call the sheriff and have the two of you arrested,” the young man said. “Shooting in my bar is a crime, and I don’t care what you done twenty years ago. You can get out of here and be quick about it or you’ll end up spending your night in jail.” He got angrier as he spoke.


  “Oh, now, John, I wouldn’t threaten these gentlemen if I was you,” Ned Tym said, appalled at what he was hearing. “This is Captain Call and Captain McCrae.”


  “Well, what’s that to me?” the man said, whirling on Ned. “I never heard of them and I won’t have these old cowboys coming in here and making this kind of mess.”


  “They ain’t old cowboys,” Ned said. “They’re Texas Rangers. You’ve heard of them. You’ve just forgot.”


  “I don’t know why I would have,” the man said. “I just lived here two years, miserable ones at that. I don’t necessarily keep up with every old-timer who ever shot at an Indian. It’s mostly tall tales anyway, just old men bragging on themselves.”


  “John, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ned said, growing more alarmed. “Captain Call and Captain McCrae would be the last ones to brag.”


  “Well, that’s your opinion,” John said. “They look like braggarts to me.”


  Call was beginning to feel annoyed, for the young man was giving them unmannerly looks and talking to them as if they were trash; but then it was partly Gus’s fault. The fact that the bartender had been a little slow and insolent hadn’t necessarily been a reason to break his nose. Gus was touchy about such things though. He enjoyed having been a famous Texas Ranger and was often put out if he didn’t receive all the praise he thought he had coming.


  Gus held the picture out so the young man could see it.


  “You have to admit that’s us,” he said. “Why would you keep our picture propped up behind your bar and then expect us to stand there and be treated like spit when we walk in?”


  “Oh, well, I never even noticed them dern pictures,” John said. “I ought to have thrown all that old junk out, but I never got around to it. Just drink your drink and skedaddle or be ready to go to jail. Here comes the sheriff now.”


  Sure enough, in about a minute, Tobe Walker stepped into the bar. He was a heavyset man with a walrus mustache who looked older than his years. Call was amused to see him, for what the angry young man didn’t know was that Tobe had been in their Ranger troop for four years, just before they quit. He had only been sixteen then, but he made a good Ranger. Tobe had looked up to both of them as if they were gods, and was an unlikely man to arrest them. His eyes widened when he saw them.


  “Why, can it be?” he asked. “Captain Call?”


  “Well, Tobe,” Call said, shaking his hand.


  Augustus, too, was highly amused by the turn of events.


  “’I God, Tobe,” he said, “I guess it’s your duty to handcuff us and march us off to jail.”


  “Why would I do that?” Tobe asked. “There’s times when I think I ought to jail myself, but I don’t know why I’d want to jail you two.”


  “Because you’re hired to keep the peace and these old soaks have been disturbing it,” John said. The fact that Tobe obviously recognized them only made him more testy.


  Tobe became immediately frosty. “What’s that you say, John?” he asked.


  “I guess you heard me, Sheriff, unless you’re deaf,” John said. “These men came in here and broke my bartender’s nose. Then one of them shot off a gun for no reason. Then they pistol-whipped the bartender. I offered them a chance to leave, but since they haven’t, I’ve a notion to file charges and let the law take its course.”


  He said his little say so pompously that it struck the three of them as funny. Augustus laughed out loud, Call and Tobe smiled, and even Ned Tym chimed in with a chuckle.


  “Son, you’ve misjudged our reputation,” Augustus said. “We was the law around here when you was still sucking a teat. So many people think we saved them from the Indians that if you was to bring charges against us, and any of the boys that rangered with us got wind of it, they’d probably hang you. Anyway, whacking a surly bartender ain’t much of a crime.”


  “John, I’d advise you to stop your name-calling,” Tobe said. “You’re acting too hot. You’d best just apologize and bring me a whiskey.”


  “I’ll be damned if I’ll do either one,” John said, and without another word stepped over the fallen bartender and went back upstairs.


  “What’s he got, a whore up there?” Augustus asked hopefully. He was beginning to feel restive and would have liked some female company.


  “Yes, John keeps a señorita,” Tobe said. “I guess you’ll have to excuse him. He’s from Mobile and I’ve heard it said people in those parts are hotheaded.”


  “Well, it ain’t a local prerogative,” Augustus said. “We’ve got hotheads in our crew, and ain’t none of them from Mobile, Alabama.”


  They got a whiskey bottle, sat down at a table and chatted for a while, talking of old times. Tobe inquired after Jake, and they carefully refrained from mentioning that he was on the run from the law. While they were talking, the bartender got up and staggered out the back way. His nose had stopped bleeding but his shirt was drenched in blood.


  “Hell, he looks like he’s been butchered,” Tobe said cheerfully.


  Ned Tym and his friends soon resumed their card game, but the other players’ nerves were shaken and Ned soon drained them of money.


  Tobe Walker looked wistful when they told him they were taking a herd to Montana. “If I hadn’t married, I bet I’d go with you,” he said. “I imagine there’s some fair pastures up there. Being a lawman these days is mostly a matter of collaring drunks, and it does get tiresome.”


  When they left, he went off dutifully to make his rounds. Augustus hitched the new mules to the new wagon. The streets of San Antonio were silent and empty as they left. The moon was high and a couple of stray goats nosed around the walls of the old Alamo, hoping to find a blade of grass. When they had first come to Texas in the Forties people had talked of nothing but Travis and his gallant losing battle, but the battle had mostly been forgotten and the building neglected.


  “Well, Call, I guess they forgot us, like they forgot the Alamo,” Augustus said.


  “Why wouldn’t they?” Call asked. “We ain’t been around.”


  “That ain’t the reason—the reason is we didn’t die,” Augustus said. “Now Travis lost his fight, and he’ll get in the history books when someone writes up this place. If a thousand Comanches had cornered us in some gully and wiped us out, like the Sioux just done Custer, they’d write songs about us for a hundred years.”


  It struck Call as a foolish remark. “I doubt there was ever a thousand Comanches in one bunch,” he said. “If there had been they would have taken Washington, D.C.”


  But the more Augustus thought about the insults they had been offered in the bar—a bar where once they had been hailed as heroes—the more it bothered him.


  “I ought to have given that young pup from Mobile a rap or two,” he said.


  “He was just scared,” Call said. “I’m sure Tobe will lecture him next time he sees him.”


  “It ain’t the pint, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “You never do get the pint.”


  “Well, what is it, dern it?” Call asked.


  “We’ll be the Indians, if we last another twenty years,” Augustus said. “The way this place is settling up it’ll be nothing but churches and dry-goods stores before you know it. Next thing you know they’ll have to round up us old rowdies and stick us on a reservation to keep us from scaring the ladies.”


  “I’d say that’s unlikely,” Call said.


  “It’s dern likely,” Augustus said. “If I can find a squaw I like, I’m apt to marry her. The thing is, if I’m going to be treated like an Indian, I might as well act like one. I think we spent our best years fighting on the wrong side.”


  Call didn’t want to argue with nonsense like that. They were nearly to the edge of town, passing a few adobe hovels where the poorer Mexicans lived. In one of them a baby cried. Call was relieved to be leaving. With Gus on the prod, anything could happen. In the country, if he got mad and shot something, it would probably be a snake, not a rude bartender.


  “We didn’t fight on the wrong side,” Call said. “What’s a miracle is that you stayed on the right side of the law for as long as you have. Jake’s too cowardly to be much of an outlaw, but you ain’t.”


  “I may be one yet,” Augustus said. “It’d be better than ending up like Tobe Walker, roping drunks for a living. Why, the man nearly cried when we left, he wanted to come so bad. Tobe used to be quick, and look at him now, fat as a gopher.”


  “It’s true he’s put on weight, but then Tobe was always chunky built,” Call said. On that one, though, he suspected Gus was right. Tobe had looked at them sadly when they mounted to ride away.


  43.


  AS FAR AS ROSCOE WAS CONCERNED, travel started bad and got worse. For one thing, it seemed he would never find Texas, a fact that preyed on his mind. From all indications it was a large place, and if he missed it he would be laughed out of Fort Smith—assuming he ever got back.


  When he started out, he supposed that the easiest way to find Texas would be just to ask the settlers he encountered, but the settlers proved a remarkably ignorant lot. Most of them seemed never to have been more than a few hundred feet from the place they happened to be settled. Many were unable to give directions to the next settlement, much less to a place as remote as Texas. Some were able to point in the general direction of Texas, but after riding a few miles, dodging thickets and looking for suitable crossings on the many creeks, Roscoe could not be sure he was still proceeding in that direction.


  Fortunately the problem of direction was finally solved one afternoon when he ran into a little party of soldiers with a mule team. They claimed to be heading for someplace called Buffalo Springs, which was in Texas. There were only four soldiers, two horseback and two in the wagon, and they had relieved the tedium of travel by getting drunk. They were generous men, so generous that Roscoe was soon drunk too. His relief at finding men who knew where Texas was caused him to imbibe freely. He was soon sick to his stomach. The soldiers considerately let him ride in the wagon—not much easier on his stomach, for the wagon had no springs. Roscoe became so violently ill that he was forced to lie flat in the wagon bed with his head sticking out the back end, so that when the heaves hit him he could vomit, or at least spit, without anyone losing time.


  An afternoon passed in that way, with Roscoe alternately vomiting and lying on his back in the wagon, trying to recover his equilibrium. When he lay on his back the hot sun beat right down in his face, giving him a hard headache. The only way to block the sun was to put his hat over his face, but when he did that the close atmosphere in the hat, which smelled like the hair lotion Pete Peters, the barber back in Fort Smith, had used liberally, made him sick to his stomach again.


  Soon Roscoe had nothing left in him to throw up but his guts, and he was expecting to see them come up any time. When he finally sat up, feeling extremely weak, he found that they had come to the banks of a wide, shallow river. The soldiers had ignored his illness, but they couldn’t ignore the river.


  “This is the Red,” one soldier said. “That’s Texas right across yonder.”


  Roscoe crawled out of his wagon, thinking to ride Memphis across, but found he couldn’t make the climb into the saddle. Of course, Memphis was a tallish horse, but normally the saddle was reachable. Suddenly it wavered in the heat. It wasn’t that the saddle was rising, it was that Roscoe’s legs were sinking. He found himself sitting on the ground, holding to one stirrup.


  The soldiers laughed at his plight and pitched him on Memphis as if he were a sack of potatoes.


  “It’s a good thing you run into us, Deputy,” one soldier said. “If you’d kept on going west into the Territory, the dern Indians would have got you and et your testicles off.”


  “Et my what?” Roscoe asked, appalled at the casual way the soldier dropped such a terrible remark.


  “I’ve heard that’s what occurs if you let ’em catch you alive,” the soldier said.


  “Well, what’s the Indian situation in Texas then?” Roscoe asked. The soldiers seemed completely uninformed on the subject. They were from Missouri. All they knew about Indians was that they liked to do bad things to white captives. One mentioned that a soldier he knew had been shot with an arrow at such close range that the arrow went in one ear and the point came out the other side of the soldier’s head.


  The soldiers seemed to enjoy telling such stories, but Roscoe couldn’t share their enthusiasm. He lay awake most of the night, thinking about testicles and arrows in the head.


  The next afternoon the soldiers turned west, assuring him that he only had to hold a course southwest and he would eventually hit San Antonio. Though recovered from his drunk, he didn’t feel very vigorous—lack of proper sleeping conditions was slowly breaking down his health, it seemed.


  That evening, as dusk was falling, he was about to reconcile himself to another night spent propped against a tree. He didn’t like sleeping sitting up, but it meant he could be up and running quicker, if the need arose. But before he could select a tree to lean against he spotted a cabin a little distance ahead.


  When he approached, he saw an old man with a tobacco-stained beard sitting on a stump skinning a small animal—a possum, as it turned out. Roscoe felt encouraged. The old man was the first person he had seen in Texas, and perhaps would be a source of accurate information about the road.


  “Howdy,” he said loudly, for the old man had not looked up from his skinning and Roscoe considered it dangerous to take people by surprise.


  The old man didn’t look up, but a form appeared in the doorway of the cabin—a girl, Roscoe thought, though in the dusk he couldn’t be sure.


  “Mind if I stop for the night?” Roscoe asked, dismounting.


  The old man squinted at him briefly. “If you want supper you’ll have to kill your own varmint,” he said. “And leave the gal alone, she’s mine, bought and paid for.”


  That struck Roscoe as strange. The old man’s manner was anything but friendly. “Well, it’s a little too late to go possum-huntin’,” Roscoe said, trying to make light talk. “I’ve got a biscuit I can eat.”


  “Leave the gal alone,” the old man said again.


  The old man, a hard-looking customer, didn’t look up again until he had finished skinning the possum. All Roscoe could do was stand around uneasily. The silence was heavy. Roscoe almost wished he had ridden on and spent the night sitting up against a tree. The level of civilization in Texas definitely wasn’t very high if the old man was an example of it.


  “Come get the varmint,” the old man said to the girl.


  She slipped out and took the bloody carcass without a word. In the dusk it was hard to make out much about her except that she was thin. She was barefoot and had on a dress that looked like it was made from part of a cotton sack.


  “I gave twenty-eight skunk hides for her,” the old man said suddenly. “You got any whiskey?”


  In fact, Roscoe did have a bottle that he had bought off the soldiers. He could already smell frying meat—the possum, no doubt—and his appetite came back. He had nothing in his stomach and could think of little he would rather eat than a nice piece of fried possum. Around Fort Smith the Negroes kept the possums thinned out; they were seldom available on the tables of white folks.


  “I got a bottle in my bag,” Roscoe said. “You’re welcome to share it.”


  He assumed that such an offer would assure him a place at the table, but the assumption was wrong. The old man took the whiskey bottle when he offered it, and then sat right on the stump and drank nearly all of it. Then he got up without a word and disappeared into the dark cabin. He did not reappear. Roscoe sat on the stump—the only place there was to sit—and the darkness got deeper and deeper until he could barely see the cabin fifteen feet away. Evidently the old man and the girl had no light, for the cabin was pitch-dark.


  When it became plain he was not going to be invited for supper, Roscoe ate the two biscuits he had saved. He felt badly treated, but there was little he could do about it. When he finished the biscuits he pitched his bedroll up against the side of the cabin. As soon as he stretched out, the moon came up and lit the little clearing so brightly it made it hard to sleep.


  Then he heard the old man say, “Fix the pallet.” The cabin was crudely built, with cracks between the logs big enough for a possum to crawl through, it seemed to Roscoe. He heard the old man stumbling around. “Goddamn you, come here,” the old man said. Roscoe began to feel unhappy that he had stopped at the cabin. Then he heard a whack, as if the old man had hit the girl with a belt or a razor strap or something. There was a scuffle which he couldn’t help but hear, and the strap landed a couple more times. Then the girl began to whimper.


  “What’s that?” Roscoe said, thinking that if he spoke up the old man might let her be. But it didn’t work. The scuffling continued and the girl kept whimpering. Then it seemed they fell against the cabin, not a foot from Roscoe’s head. “If you don’t lay still I’ll whup you tomorrow till you’ll wisht you had,” the old man said. He sounded out of breath. Roscoe tried to think of what July would do in such a situation. July had always cautioned him about interfering in family disputes—the most dangerous form of law work, July claimed. July had once tried to stop a woman who was going after her husband with a pitchfork and had been wounded in the leg as a result.


  In this case, Roscoe didn’t know if it was even a family dispute that he was hearing. The old man had just said he bought the girl, though of course slavery had been over for years, and in any case the girl was white. The girl seemed to be putting up a good fight, despite her whimpering, for the old man was breathing hard and cursing her when he could get his breath. Roscoe wished more than ever that he had never spotted the cabin. The old man was a sorry customer, and the girl could only be having a miserable life with him.


  The old man soon got done with the girl, but she whimpered for a long time—an unconscious whimpering, such as a dog makes when it is having a bad dream. It disturbed Roscoe’s mind. She seemed too young a girl to have gotten herself into such a rough situation, though he knew that in the hungry years after the war many poor people with large families had given children to practically anyone who would take them, once they got of an age to do useful work.


  Roscoe woke up soaked, though not from rain. He had rolled off his blanket in the night and been soaked by the heavy dew. As the sun rose, water sparkled on the grass blades near his eyes. In the cabin he could hear the old man snoring loudly. There was no sound from the girl.


  Since there was no likelihood he would be offered breakfast, Roscoe mounted and rode off, feeling pretty sorry for the girl. The old man was a rascal who had not even thanked him for the whiskey. If Texans were all going to be like him, it could only be a sorry trip.


  A mile or two along in the day, Memphis began to grow restive, flicking his ears and looking around. Roscoe looked, but saw nothing. The country was pretty heavily wooded. Roscoe thought maybe a wolf was following them, or possibly some wild pigs, but he could spot nothing. They covered five or six miles at a leisurely pace.


  Roscoe was half asleep in the saddle when a bad thing happened. Memphis brushed against a tree limb that had a wasp’s nest on it. The nest broke loose from the limb and fell right in Roscoe’s lap. It soon rolled off the saddle, but not before twenty or thirty wasps buzzed up. When Roscoe awoke, all he could see was wasps. He was stung twice on the neck, twice on the face, and once on the hand as he was battling them.


  It was a rude awakening. He put Memphis into a lope and soon outran the wasps, but two had got down his shirt, and these stung him several more times before he could crush them to death against his body. He quickly got down from his horse and took off his shirt to make sure no more wasps were in it.


  While he was standing there, smarting from yellow-jacket stings, he saw the girl—the same skinny girl who had been in the cabin, wearing the same cotton-sack dress. She tried to duck behind a bush but Roscoe happened to look up just at the right second and see her. Roscoe hastily put his shirt back on, though the wasp stings were stinging like fire and he would have liked to spit on them at least. But a man couldn’t be rubbing spit on himself with a girl watching.


  “Well, come on out, since you’re here,” Roscoe said, thinking it interesting that the girl had easily kept up with Memphis for six miles. For all he knew the old man had sent her to request more whiskey, or something.


  The girl came slowly to him, shy as a rabbit. She was still barefoot and her legs were scratched from all the rough country. She stopped twenty feet away, as if not sure how close she was supposed to come. She was rather a pretty girl, Roscoe thought, although her brown hair was dirty and she had bruises on her thin arms from the old man’s rough treatment.


  “How come you to follow?” Roscoe asked. It was the first good look he had had at her—she seemed not more than fourteen or fifteen.


  The girl just stood, too shy to talk.


  “I didn’t get your name,” Roscoe said, trying to be polite.


  “Ma called me her Janey,” the girl said. “I run off from old Sam.”


  “Oh,” Roscoe said, wishing that the wasps had picked another time to sting him, and also that the girl named Janey had picked another time to run off.


  “I near kilt him this morning,” the girl said. “He used me bad and I ain’t really his anyway, it’s just he give Bill some skunk pelts for me. I was gonna take the ax and kill him but then you come by and I run off to go with you.”


  The girl had a low husky voice, lower than a boy’s, and once over her first moment of shyness wasn’t loath to talk.


  “I seen you get stung,” she said. “There’s a creek just along there. Mud poultices are the best for them yellow-jacket stings. You mix ’em with spit and it helps.”


  That of course was common knowledge, though it was thoughtful of the girl to mention it. The running-away business he thought he better deal with at once.


  “I’m a deputy sheriff,” Roscoe said. “I’m headed down to Texas to find a man. I must travel fast, and I’ve got but one horse.”


  He stopped, feeling sure the girl would take the hint. Instead, something like a smile crossed her face for an instant.


  “You call this fast travelin’?” she asked. “I could have been two miles ahead of you just running on foot. I done already walked all the way here from San Antone, and I guess I can keep up with you unless you lope.”


  The remark almost swayed Roscoe in the girl’s favor. If she had been to San Antonio, she might know how to get back. He himself had been plagued from the start by a sense of hopelessness about finding his way, and would have welcomed a guide.


  But a runaway girl was not the sort of guide he had in mind. After all, the only reason he was looking for July was to report on a runaway woman. How would it look if he showed up with another? July would think it highly irregular, and if the folks back in Fort Smith got wind of it it could easily be made to look bad. After all, old Sam hadn’t kept her around just because she could fry a possum in the dark.


  The memory of the frying possum crossed his mind, reminding him that he was very hungry. What with the wasp stings on top of the hunger, it was difficult to express himself clearly, or even to think clearly, for that matter.


  As if reading his hunger from his expression, the girl quickly moved to strengthen her case. “I can catch varmints,” she said. “Bill taught me the trick. Mostly I can outrun ’em. I can fish if you’ve got a hook.”


  “Oh,” Roscoe said, “I guess you caught that possum then.”


  The girl shrugged. “I can walk faster than possums can run,” she said. “If we can get to the creek I’ll fix them stings.”


  The stings were burning like fire. Roscoe decided there would be no impropriety in letting the girl go as far as the creek. He considered offering to let her ride double, but before he could mention it she ran on ahead. Not only could she walk faster than a possum could run, she could walk faster than Memphis could walk. He had to put the horse into a trot to keep up with her. By the time they got to the creek, Roscoe felt lightheaded from the combination of hunger and wasp stings. His vision was swimming again, as it had when he was drunk. A wasp had got him close to one eye; soon the eye swelled shut. His head felt larger than it usually did. It was a very inconvenient life, and, as usual when traveling got bad, he felt resentful of July for having married a woman who would run off.


  The girl beat him to the creek and began making mud poultices and spitting in them. She immediately dismantled a couple of crawdad houses to get the kind of mud she required. Fortunately the creek had a high bank, which cast a little shade. Roscoe sat in the shade and allowed the girl to pack the mud poultices over the stings on his face. She even managed to get one on the swelling near his eye.


  “You get that shirt off,” she said, startling Roscoe so that he obeyed. The mud felt cool.


  “Old Sam et crawdads,” she said, as she sat back to survey her handiwork. “He can’t shoot worth a dern so he had to live off the varmints I could catch.”


  “Well, I wish you could catch a fat rabbit,” Roscoe said. “I’m plumb starved.”


  The next moment the girl was gone. She disappeared over the bank. Roscoe felt silly, for of course he had not really meant for her to go catch a rabbit. She might be fast, but rabbits were surely faster.


  His feeling of light-headedness came back and he lay down in the cool shade, thinking a little nap wouldn’t hurt. He shut his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them he saw a surprising sight—or two sights, really. One was a dead cottontail lying near him. The other was the girl, who was wading down the edge of the creek, a short stick in her hands. Suddenly a big bullfrog jumped off the bank. While the frog was in the air, the girl hit it with the stick and knocked it far up the bank. She scrambled up after it, and Roscoe stood up to watch, although he had only one eye to watch with. She had knocked the frog into some weeds, which slowed its hopping some. The frog cleared the weeds once, but it couldn’t jump far, and the girl was soon on it with her stick. A moment later she came down the bank holding the squashed frog by the legs. Its pink tongue was hanging out.


  “Got a rabbit and a frog,” she said. “You want ’em fried up?”


  “I never et no frog,” Roscoe said. “Who eats frogs?”


  “You just eat the legs,” the girl said. “Gimme your knife.”


  Roscoe handed it over. The girl rapidly skinned the cottontail, which was indeed plump. Then she whacked the knife into the frog, threw the top half into the creek and peeled the skin off the legs with her teeth. Roscoe had a few simple utensils in his saddlebag, which she got without a word from him. Roscoe assumed the stings must be affecting him because he felt like he was in a dream. He wasn’t asleep, but he felt no inclination to move. The top half of the frog, its dangling guts pale in the water, drifted over to shore. Two gray turtles surfaced and began to nibble at the guts. Roscoe mainly watched the turtles while the girl made a little fire and cooked the rabbit and the frog legs. To his surprise, the frog legs kept hopping out of the pan as if the frog was still alive.


  However, when she got them cooked, he ate one and was very pleased with the taste. Then he and the girl divided the rabbit and ate it to the last bite, throwing the bones into the creek. The combination of rabbit and frog innards had caused quite a congregation of turtles to collect.


  “Niggers eat turtles,” the girl said, cracking a rabbit bone between her teeth.


  “They eat most anything,” Roscoe said. “I guess they can’t be choosy.”


  After the meal, Roscoe felt less light-headed. The girl sat a few feet away, staring into the waters of the creek. She seemed just a child. Her legs were muddy from wading in the creek, her arms still bruised from her troubles with old Sam. Some of the bruises were blue, others had faded to yellow. The cotton-sack dress was torn in several places.


  The problem of what to do about her began to weigh on Roscoe’s mind. It had been nice of her to feed him, but that didn’t answer the question of what was to be done with her. Old Sam had not looked like a man who would take kindly to losing something he regarded as his property. He might be trailing them at that very moment, and since they weren’t far from the cabin he might be about to catch up.


  “I guess that old man will be coming after you,” Roscoe said, feeling nervous.


  “Nope,” the girl said.


  “Well, he said you was his,” Roscoe said. “Why wouldn’t he come after you?”


  “He’s got rheumatism in his knees,” the girl said.


  “Don’t he have a horse?”


  “No, it foundered,” she said. “Besides, I took the big pan and whacked him across the knees to keep him still a few days.”


  “My goodness,” Roscoe said. “You’re a rough customer, I guess.”


  The girl shook her head. “I ain’t rough,” she said. “Old Sam was rough.”


  She took the utensils to the creek and washed them before putting them back in the packs.


  Roscoe was painfully aware that he had to make a decision. It was near midday and he had only covered a few miles. The girl was a handy person to have along on a trip, he had to admit. On the other hand, she was a runaway, and it would all be hard to explain to July.


  “Don’t you have no folks?” he asked, hoping there was a relative somewhere ahead whom he could leave the girl with.


  She shook her head. “They died,” she said. “I had a brother but the Indians run off with him. Ma died and Pa went crazy and shot himself. I lived with a Dutchman till Bill got me.”


  “My lord,” Roscoe said. “Who was this Bill?”


  A look of unhappiness crossed the girl’s face. “Bill was taking me to Fort Worth,” she said. “Then he run across old Sam up there by Waco and they got drunk and Sam traded for me.”


  She never explained who Bill was, but Roscoe let it go. He decided to put off deciding what to do about her for at least a day. His wasp stings were paining him and he didn’t feel he could make a competent decision when he could only see out of one eye. Maybe they would hit a settlement and he could find some nice family who needed help. They might take her off his hands.


  The only problem was the one horse. It didn’t seem right for him to ride and her to walk. Of course, she weighed next to nothing. It wouldn’t hurt Memphis to carry them both.


  “You best come for a day or two,” he said. “Maybe we can find you someplace better than where you left. I’d hate for you to have to go back.”


  “I ain’t going back,” the girl said. “Old Sam would kill me.”


  When Roscoe offered her a stirrup up, she looked at him strangely.


  “I don’t mind the walk,” she said.


  “Well, we got to hurry,” he said. “July’s way ahead. Jump up here.” The girl did. Memphis looked annoyed, but he was too lazy to put up a fuss. The girl hooked her toes in the girth and held onto the saddle strings.


  “It’s high, ain’t it?” she said. “I can see over the bushes.”


  “You tell me if I go wrong,” Roscoe said, as they splashed across the creek. “I can’t afford to miss that San Antone.”


  44.


  NORTH OF SAN ANTONIO the country finally began to open up, to the relief of everyone. Two weeks of mesquite had tried everyone’s patience. Gradually the mesquite thinned and the country became less heavily wooded. The grass was better and the cattle easier to handle. They grazed their way north so slowly most days that Newt felt it would take forever just to get out of Texas, much less make it to Montana.


  He still worked the drags; as the grass improved the work was a little less dusty. He mainly rode along with the Rainey boys, discussing things they might see up the trail. A major topic of speculation was whether the Indians had actually been whipped or not.


  At night around the campfire there were always Indian stories being told, mostly by Mr. Gus. Once the crew had settled into the rhythm of night work, the Captain took to doing what he had always done: he removed himself from the company a little distance. Almost every night he would catch the Hell Bitch and ride away. It puzzled some of the men.


  “Reckon he don’t like the way we smell?” Bert Borum asked.


  “If that’s what it is, I don’t blame him,” Jasper said. “Pea needs to wash his underwear more than twice a year.”


  “The Captain likes to go off,” Pea said, ignoring the remark about his underwear.


  Augustus was in a card game with the Irishman and Lippy. The stakes were theoretical, since he had already won six months of their wages.


  “Woodrow likes to be out where he can sniff the wind,” he said. “It makes him feel smart. Of course he would be the first one massacred if there was any smart Indians left.”


  “I hope there ain’t none,” Lippy remarked.


  “They wouldn’t want you,” Augustus said. “They don’t bother with crazies.”


  “I wisht we’d get a cook,” Jasper said. “I’m dern tired of eating slop.”


  It was a common complaint. Since Bolivar’s departure the food had been uneven, various men trying their hand at cooking. Call had ridden into several settlements, hoping to find someone they could hire as cook, but he had had no luck. Augustus usually cooked breakfast, catering to his own interests entirely and drawing many complaints because he favored scrambling eggs—a style several hands, Dish Boggett in particular, found revolting.


  “I like my eggs with just a light fry,” Dish said, morning after morning, only to watch helplessly as Augustus turned them into batter and poured them into a big skillet. “Don’t do that, Gus,” he said. “You’ll get the white and the yellow all mixed up.”


  “They’re going to get mixed up in your stomach anyway,” Augustus pointed out.


  Dish was not the only one who hated scrambled eggs. “I don’t eat the white of eggs if I can help it,” Jasper said. “I hear it causes blindness.”


  “Where’d you hear nonsense like that?” Augustus asked, but Jasper couldn’t remember.


  However, by breakfast time everyone was usually so hungry they ate whatever they could get, complaining with every bite.


  “This coffee would float a stove lid,” Call said one morning. He always rode in in time for breakfast.


  “I generally eat mine with a spoon,” Lippy said.


  “This is a free country we live in,” Augustus reminded them. “Anyone who don’t like this coffee can spit it out and make their own.”


  No one cared to do anything that extreme. Since Call didn’t believe in stopping for a meal at noon, breakfast was a necessity, whoever cooked it.


  “We got to get a cook, even if it’s a bad one,” Augustus said. “It’s too dangerous for a valuable man like me. I might get shot yet, over eggs.”


  “Well, Austin ain’t far,” Call said. “We can try there.”


  The day was fine and the herd moving nicely, with Dish holding the point as if he had held it all his life. Austin was only twenty miles to the east. Call was ready to go but Augustus insisted on changing his shirt.


  “I might meet a lady,” he said. “You can look for the cook.”


  They rode east and soon picked up the wagon trail into Austin, but they had not followed it far when Augustus suddenly swung his horse to the north.


  “That ain’t the way to Austin,” Call said.


  “I just remembered something,” Augustus said.


  He loped off without another word. Call turned the Hell Bitch and followed. He thought perhaps Gus was thirsty—they weren’t far from a little creek that fed into the Guadalupe.


  Sure enough, it was the little spring-fed creek that Augustus had been looking for. It ran through a small grove of live oaks, spread along the slope of a good-sized hill. Gus and old Malaria stopped on the hill, looking down at the creek and a little pool it formed below the trees. Gus was just sitting and looking, which was odd—but then Gus was odd. Call rode up, wondering what had drawn Gus’s attention to the spot, and was shocked to see that Gus had tears in his eyes. They wet his cheeks and glistened on the ends of his mustache.


  Call didn’t know what to say because he had no idea what was wrong. Gus sometimes laughed until he cried, but he seldom just cried. Moreover, it was a fine day. It was puzzling, but he decided not to ask.


  Gus sat for five minutes, not saying a word. Call got down and relieved himself to pass the time. He heard Gus sigh and looked up to see him wiping his eyes with a bandana.


  “What has come over you?” Call asked finally.


  Augustus took off his hat for a moment to let his head cool. “Woodrow, I doubt you’d understand,” he said, looking at the grove and the pool.


  “Well if I don’t, I don’t,” Call said. “I sure don’t so far.”


  “I call this Clara’s orchard,” Augustus said. “Me and her discovered it one day while on a buggy ride. We come out here on picnics many a time.”


  “Oh,” Call said. “I might have known it would have something to do with her. I doubt there’s another human being over whom you’d shed a tear.”


  Augustus wiped his eyes with his fingers. “Well, Clara was lovely,” he said. “I expect it was the major mistake of my life, letting her slip by. Only you don’t understand that, because you don’t appreciate women.”


  “If she didn’t want to marry you, I don’t guess there was much you could have done about it,” Call said, feeling awkward. The subject of marriage was not one he was comfortable with.


  “It weren’t that simple,” Augustus said, looking at the creek and the little grove of trees and remembering all the happiness he had had there. He turned old Malaria and they rode on toward Austin, though the memory of Clara was as fresh in his mind as if it were her, not Woodrow Call, who rode beside him. She had had her vanities, mainly clothes. He used to tease her by saying he had never seen her in the same dress twice, but Clara just laughed. When his second wife died and he was free to propose, he did one day, on a picnic to the place they called her orchard, and she refused instantly, without losing a trace of her merriment.


  “Why not?” he asked.


  “I’m used to my own ways,” she said. “You might try to make me do something I wouldn’t want to do.”


  “Don’t I indulge your every whim?” he asked.


  “Yes, but that’s because you haven’t got me,” Clara said. “I bet you’d change fast if I ever let you get the upper hand.”


  But she had never let him get the upper hand, though it seemed to him she had surrendered it without a fight to a dumb horse trader from Kentucky.


  Call was a little embarrassed for Augustus.


  “When was you the happiest, Call?” Augustus asked.


  “Happiest about what?” Call asked.


  “Just about being a live human being, free on the earth,” Augustus said.


  “Well, it’s hard to single out any one particular time,” Call said.


  “It ain’t for me,” Augustus said. “I was happiest right back there by that little creek. I fell short of the mark and lost the woman, but the times were sweet.”


  It seemed an odd choice to Call. After all, Gus had been married twice.


  “What about your wives?” he asked.


  “Well, it’s peculiar,” Augustus said. “I never was drawn to fat women, and yet I married two of them. People do odd things, all except you. I don’t think you ever wanted to be happy anyway. It don’t suit you, so you managed to avoid it.”


  “That’s silly,” Call said.


  “It ain’t, either,” Augustus said. “I don’t guess I’ve watched you punish yourself for thirty years to be totally wrong about you. I just don’t know what you done to deserve the punishment.”


  “You’ve got a strange way of thinking,” Call said.


  They had hardly ridden three miles from the grove when they spotted a little camp at the foot of a limestone bluff. It was near a pool and a few trees.


  “I bet that’s Jake,” Call said.


  “No, it’s just Lorie,” Augustus said. “She’s resting by a tree. I bet Jake’s gone to town and left her.”


  Call looked again, but the camp was half a mile away and all he could see was a horse and the pack mule. Throughout his years as a Ranger, Augustus had always been renowned for his remarkable eyesight. Time and again, on the high plains and in the Pecos country, it had been proven that he could see farther than other people. In the shimmering mirages the men were always mistaking sage bushes for Indians. Call himself could shade his eyes and squint and still not be certain, but Augustus would merely glance at the supposed Indian for a moment, laugh and go back to card playing or whiskey drinking or whatever he might be doing.


  “Yep, that’s a big tribe of sage bushes,” he would say.


  Pea, particularly, stood in awe of Augustus’s vision, his own being notably weak. Sometimes on a hunt Augustus would try in vain to show Pea Eye an antelope or a deer.


  “I might could see it if we could get closer,” Pea would say.


  “Pea, I don’t know what keeps you from riding off a cliff,” Augustus responded. “If we get closer the animal will just get farther.”


  “Let’s hire Lorie to cook,” Augustus said.


  “Let’s don’t,” Call said. “Bring her into that camp and there’d be fights ever day, even if she was a decent woman.”


  “I don’t know why you’re so down on whores, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “You had yours, as I remember.”


  “Yes, that was my mistake,” Call said, annoyed that Gus would bring it up.


  “It ain’t a mistake to behave like a human being once in a while,” Augustus said. “Poor Maggie got her heart broke, but she gave you a fine son before she quit.”


  “You don’t know that and I don’t want to talk about it,” Call said. “He could be yours, or Jake’s, or some damn gambler’s.”


  “Yes, but he ain’t, he’s yours,” Augustus said. “Anybody with a good eye can see it. Besides, Maggie told me. She and I were good friends.”


  “I don’t know about friends,” Call said. “I’m sure you were a good customer.”


  “The two can overlap,” Augustus pointed out, well aware that his friend was not happy to have such a subject broached. Call had been secretive about it when it was happening and had been even more secretive about it since.


  When they rode into the little camp, Lorena was sitting under the tree, quietly watching them. She had evidently just bathed in the pool, for her long blond hair was wet. Once in a while she squeezed water off a strand with her fingers. She had a bruise below one eye.


  “’I god, Lorie, it looks like an easy life,” Augustus said. “You got your own swimming hole. Where’s Jake?”


  “He went to town,” Lorena said. “He’s done been gone two days.”


  “Must be in a good game,” Augustus said. “Jake will play for a week if he’s ahead.”


  Call thought it was unconscionable to leave any woman alone that long in such rough country.


  “When do you expect him back?” he asked.


  “He said he wasn’t coming back,” Lorena said. “He left mad. He’s been mad the whole way up here. He said I could have the horse and the mule and go where I pleased.”


  “I doubt he meant it,” Augustus said. “What do you think?”


  “He’ll be back,” Lorena said.


  Call was not so sure. Jake had never been one to load himself with responsibilities unnecessarily.


  To his annoyance, Gus got down and hitched his horse to a bush. Then he unsaddled.


  “I thought you was going to Austin,” Call said.


  “Woodrow, you go,” Augustus said. “I ain’t in the mood for city life just now. I’ll stay here and play cards with Lorie until that scamp shows up.”


  Call was very annoyed. One of Gus’s worst traits was an inability to stick to a plan. Call might spend all night working out a strategy, and Augustus might go along with it for ten minutes and then lose patience and just do whatever came into his mind. Of course, going into town to hire a cook was no great project, but it was still irritating that Gus would just drop off. But Call knew it was pointless to argue.


  “Well, I hope you get back to the herd tonight, in case I’m late,” he said. “There should be somebody with some experience around.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Augustus said. “It’s time that outfit got a little practice in doing without us. They probably think the sun won’t come up unless you’re there to allow it.”


  Rather than re-argue yet another old argument, Call turned the Hell Bitch. Even experienced men were apt to flounder badly in crises if they lacked leadership. He had seen highly competent men stand as if paralyzed in a crisis, though once someone took command and told them what to do they might perform splendidly. A loose group like the Hat Creek outfit wouldn’t even know how to decide who was to decide, if both he and Gus were gone.


  He put the Hell Bitch into a lope—it was a pleasure to watch the easy way the mare ate up the miles. With such a horse under him he could soon forget most of his vexations.


  Then, for no reason, between one stride and the next, the Hell Bitch suddenly rolled out of her easy gait into a flying buck. Call was riding along relaxed and, before he could even jerk her head up, he lost a stirrup and knew he was thrown. Well, goddamn you, you finally got me, he thought, and a second later was on the ground. But he had taken a wrap around his hand with one rein and held on, hoping the rein wouldn’t snap. The rein held, and Call got to his feet and caught the other rein.


  “Well, your little plan failed,” he said to the mare. He knew that with a little better luck she would have been loose and gone. She didn’t fight at all when he remounted, and she showed no sign of wanting to buck anymore. Call kept her in a trot for a mile or two before letting her go back to the lope. He didn’t expect her to try it again. She was too intelligent to waste her energies at a time when she knew he would be set for trouble. Somehow she had sensed that he had his mind on other things when she exploded. In a way it pleased him—he had never cared for totally docile horses. He liked an animal that was as alert as he was—or, in the mare’s case, even more alert. She had been aware of his preoccupations, whereas he had had no inkling of her intentions.


  Now she was content to ignore her own failure, but he had no doubt that if she judged the time to be right she would try again. He decided to find some braided horsehair reins when he got to Austin—the thin leather rein he was using could easily have snapped. Braided horsehair would give him an advantage if he got thrown again, and he had never been exceptional at riding bucking horses.


  “You try what you like,” he said. He had begun, more and more, to talk out loud to her when they were alone. “I’ll tell you this: I aim to ride you across the Yellowstone, and if I don’t it’ll be because one of us gets killed first.”


  The gray mare loped on toward Austin, once again easily eating up the miles.


  45.


  LORENA WAS AMUSED that Gus had stopped. He was not a man to miss a chance. If he thought to trick her again, he would have to work hard at it, but she was relieved to have him stay. The two days since Jake had left were wearisome. Although she knew he would come back in time, she was less and less certain that it mattered, for Jake had taken a grudge against her and she suspected he would be slow to give it up. It was puzzling to her, thinking back on it, why she had been so quick to trust him. Somehow he had convinced her he was the answer to all her problems. She had felt an overpowering feeling of need and trust when he had sat down and began talking to her so friendly. He had seemed as eager to hear her talk as she had been to hear his.


  Only a month had passed, and in the last few days he had made it perfectly clear that he had no interest in ever hearing her talk again and would prefer that she didn’t. It made her sad. If she was always going to be so mistaken about men, she would be lucky ever to get to San Francisco.


  At times, waiting, she had almost decided just to take the horse and the mule and try to find her way back to Lonesome Dove. Xavier had said he would marry her and take her anywhere she wanted to go. She remembered the day he had come into the room—his wild eyes, his threat to kill Jake. When she had nothing to do but sit around and think about it, her capacity for mistakes discouraged her so that she considered drowning herself in the little pool. But it was a sunny, pretty morning, and when she went into the pool a little later, it was only to wash her hair in the cool water. For a moment she put her head under and opened her eyes, but it felt silly—to die in such an element was only ridiculous. She began to wonder if perhaps she was touched—if that was why she made mistakes. Her mother had been touched. She often babbled of people no one knew. She talked to dead relatives, dead babies, speaking to them as if they were still alive. Lorena wondered if it was mistakes that had made her mother do that. Perhaps, after so many mistakes, your mind finally broke loose and wandered back and forth between past and present.


  “Lorie, you look downcast,” Augustus said. “Not four or five days ago you felt keen and looked more beautiful than the sky. What’s that scamp done to cause such a change?”


  “I don’t know, Gus,” Lorena said. “Seems like I change every day.”


  “Oh, like most people do,” he said, watching her. She had a sad look in her eyes.


  “I didn’t used to down in Lonesome Dove,” she said. “I mainly just felt the same from one day to the next.”


  “Yes, hopeless,” Augustus said. “You didn’t expect nothing. Then Jake come along and started you expecting again.”


  “I didn’t expect this,” Lorena said.


  “No, but he got you hoping, at least,” Augustus said. “The trouble is, Jake ain’t a man to support nobody’s hopes but his own.”


  Lorena shrugged. It hadn’t been Jake’s fault. He hadn’t asked her to turn herself over to him, although he had accepted readily enough when she did.


  “I guess I’m in a fix,” she said. “He ain’t gonna take me to California.”


  “Nope,” Augustus said. “It’s too bad Call’s ornery about women or we could make you a cook and all the cowhands could fall in love with you. Dish is near crazy with love for you as it is.”


  “That won’t get him much,” Lorena said. Dish had been her last customer before Jake. He had a white body, like all the rest, and was so excited he was hardly with her any time.


  “Well, he’s got you to think about,” Augustus said. “That’s more important than you might think. A young man needs a woman to think about.”


  “I guess he’s free to think all he wants,” Lorena said. “Why’d you stop off, Gus?”


  “Hoping for a poke,” Augustus said. “What’s it gonna be this time, draw poker?”


  “No, blackjack,” Lorena said. “I’m luckier at it. What do I get if I win?”


  Augustus grinned. “I’ll be your whore,” he said. “You can have a poke on demand.”


  “Why would I want one?” Lorena asked. The notion of a man being a whore amused her a little, it was so unusual.


  “Think about it a minute,” Augustus said. “Suppose it all worked the other way, and men were the whores. You just walk into a saloon and jingle your money and buy anyone you wanted. And he’d have to take his clothes off and do what you said do.”


  “I never seen one I wanted,” Lorena said. “’Cept Jake, and that didn’t last any time.”


  “I know it’s hard to think about,” Augustus said. “You been the one wanted all this time. Just suppose it was the opposite and you could buy what you wanted in the way of a man.”


  Lorena decided Gus was the craziest man she had ever known. He didn’t look crazy, but his notions were wild.


  “Suppose I was a whore,” he said. “I’ve always figured I’d make a good one. If you win this hand I’ll give you a free poke and all you’ll have to figure out is how to enjoy it.”


  “I wouldn’t enjoy it,” Lorena said. She had never enjoyed it, and it would take more than Gus’s talk to change her opinion.


  “Did you never play games?” Augustus asked.


  “I played spin the bottle,” Lorena said, remembering that she had played it with her brother, who had been sickly and had stayed in Alabama with her grandmother.


  “Well, it’s a kind of game we’re talking about,” Augustus said. “Games are played for fun. You’ve thought about it as a business too long. If you win the card game you ought to pretend you’re a fancy lady in San Francisco who don’t have nothing to do but lay around on silk sheets and have a nigger bring you buttermilk once in a while. And what my job is is to make you feel good.”


  “I don’t like buttermilk,” Lorena said. To her surprise, Gus suddenly stroked her cheek. It took her aback and she put her head down on her knees. Gus put his hand under her wet hair and rubbed the back of her neck.


  “Yes, that’s your problem,” he said. “You don’t like buttermilk, or nothing else. You’re like a starving person whose stomach is shrunk up from not having any food. You’re shrunk up from not wanting nothing.”


  “I want to get to San Francisco,” Lorena said. “It’s cool, they say.”


  “You’d be better off if you could just enjoy a poke once in a while,” Augustus said, taking one of her hands in his and smoothing her fingers. “Life in San Francisco is still just life. If you want one thing too much it’s likely to be a disappointment. The healthy way is to learn to like the everyday things, like soft beds and buttermilk—and feisty gentlemen.”


  Lorena didn’t answer. She shut her eyes and let Gus hold her hand. She was afraid he would try more, without paying her or even playing cards, but he didn’t. It was a very still morning. Gus seemed content to hold her hand and sit quietly. She could hear the horses swishing their tails.


  Then Gus let her hand go and stood up and took off his shirt and pants. Lorena wondered what made him behave so strangely—they were supposed to play cards first. Gus had on flannel underwear that had been pink once. It was so worn the color had almost faded to white. It was full of holes and his white chest hair stuck out of some of the holes. He also took off his boots and socks.


  “You had your bath, but I ain’t had one,” he said, and went to the water hole and waded right in, underwear and all. The water was cold, but Gus went splashing off across the pool. He ducked his head under a few times and then swam back.


  “Dern, that water was so cold it shriveled my pod,” he said. He sat down on a big rock to let the heat dry him. Then, looking beyond her, he apparently saw something she couldn’t see.


  “Lorie, would you mind handing me my gun belt?” he asked.


  “Why?” she asked.


  “I see an Indian coming and I can’t tell if he’s friendly,” Augustus said. “He’s riding a pacing horse and that ain’t a good sign.”


  His old pistol was so heavy she had to use both hands to pass the gun belt to him.


  “Jake rides a pacing horse,” she said.


  “Yes, and he’s a scamp,” Augustus said.


  Lorena looked west, but she could see no one. The rolling plain was empty.


  “Where is he?” she asked.


  “He’ll be a while yet,” Augustus said.


  “How do you know he’s an Indian, if he’s that far?” she asked.


  “Indians got their own way of riding, that’s why,” Augustus said. “This one might have killed a Mexican or at least stole one’s horse.”


  “How do you know?” she asked.


  “He’s got silver on his saddle, like Mexicans go in for,” Augustus said. “I seen the sun flashing on it.”


  Lorena looked again and saw a tiny speck. “I don’t know how you can see that far, Gus,” she said.


  “Call don’t neither,” Augustus said. “Makes him mad. He’s better trained than me but ain’t got the eyesight.”


  Then he grinned at her, and put his hat on to shade his eyes. He was watching the west in a way that made her apprehensive.


  “You want the rifle?” she asked.


  “No, I’ve shot many a sassy bandit with this pistol,” he said. “I’m glad to have my hat, though. It don’t do to go into a scrape bareheaded.”


  The rider was close enough by then that she too could see the occasional flash of sun on the saddle. A few minutes later he rode into camp. He was a big man, riding a bay stallion. Gus had been right: he was an Indian. He had long, tangled black hair and wore no hat—just a bandana tied around his head. His leather leggings were greasy and his boots old, though he wore a pair of silver spurs with big rowels. He had a large knife strapped to one leg and carried a rifle lightly across the pommel of his saddle.


  He looked at them without expression—in fact, not so much at them as at their horses. Lorena wished Augustus would say something, but he sat quietly, watching the man from under the brim of his old hat. The man had a very large head, squarish and heavy.


  “I’d like to water,” he said, finally. His voice was as heavy as his head.


  “It’s free water,” Augustus said. “I hope you like it cold. We ain’t got time to warm it for you.”


  “I like it wet,” the man said and trotted past them to the pool. He dismounted and squatted quickly, raising the water to his mouth in a cupped hand.


  “Now that’s a graceful skill,” Augustus said. “Most men just drop on their bellies to drink out of a pond, or else dip water in their hats, which means the water tastes like hair.”


  The bay stallion waded a few steps into the pool and drank deeply.


  The man waited until the horse had finished drinking, then came walking back, his spurs jingling lightly as he walked. Again he glanced at their horses, before looking at them.


  “This is Miss Wood,” Augustus said, “and I’m Captain McCrae. I hope you’ve had breakfast because we’re low on grub.”


  The man looked at Augustus calmly and a little insolently, it seemed to Lorena.


  “I’m Blue Duck,” he said. “I’ve heard of you, McCrae. But I didn’t know you was so old.”


  “Oh, I wasn’t till lately,” Augustus said. It seemed to Lorena that he too had a touch of insolence in his manner. Though Gus was sitting in his underwear, apparently relaxed, Lorena didn’t think there was anything relaxed about the situation. The Indian called Blue Duck was frightening. Now that he stood close to them his head seemed bigger than ever, and his hands too. He held the rifle in the crook of his arm, handling it like a toy.


  “Where’s Call if you’re McCrae?” Blue Duck asked.


  “Captain Call went to town,” Augustus said. “He’s shopping for a cook.”


  “I was told I best kill both of you if I killed one,” the Indian said. “It’s my bad luck he’s gone.”


  “Well, he’ll be back,” Augustus said, the insolence more pronounced in his voice. “You can sit over there in the shade and wait if you’d enjoy a chance at us both.”


  Blue Duck looked him in the eye for a moment, and with a light movement swung back on his horse.


  “I can’t wait all day just for the chance to shoot two worn-out old Rangers,” he said. “There are plenty that need killing besides you two.”


  “I guess Charlie Goodnight must have run you off,” Augustus said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be off down here in respectable country riding some dead Mexican’s saddle.”


  The man smiled a hard smile. “If you ever bring that goddamned old tongue of yours north of the Canadian I’ll cut it out and feed it to my wolf pups,” he said. “That and your nuts too.”


  Without another look he rode past them and on out of the camp.


  Lorena looked at Gus, half expecting him to shoot the man, but Gus just pushed his hat brim up and watched him ride away. Lorena almost wished Gus would shoot him, for she felt the man was a killer, although she had no basis for the judgment. He had not looked at her and didn’t seem to be interested in her, yet he felt dangerous. Sometimes the minute a man stepped into her room she would know he was dangerous and would hurt her if she gave him the opportunity. Even Tinkersley had been that way. Some days he was harmless, other days dangerous. She could tell, even with her back to him, if he was in a mood to slap her. If he was in such a mood, he would hit her no matter how small she walked. But she wasn’t really afraid with Tinkersley—his angers had a short life. He hit hard, but he only hit once.


  The man called Blue Duck was much more frightening. He might not hit at all—or he might do something worse.


  “Pack up, Lorie,” Augustus said. “You best stay near us for a night or two.”


  “Who is he?” she asked.


  “One we ought to have hung ten years ago,” Augustus said. “Couldn’t catch him. He’s a Comanchero. He’s got a greasy bunch of murderers and child-stealers. He used to work the Red River country from New Mexico all the way across to Arkansas, hitting settlers. They’d butcher the grown-ups and take the horses and kids.”


  “Why couldn’t you catch him?” she asked.


  “He was better at doing without water than we were,” Augustus said. “He knew them dry plains and we didn’t. Then the Army blocked us. MacKenzie said he’d get him, only he didn’t.”


  “Would he have tried to kill you if Captain Call had been here?”


  “I wonder,” Augustus said. “I guess he thinks he’s that good.”


  “Do you think he is?” she asked.


  “You never know,” Augustus said. “I don’t underestimate him, though he’d have to step quick to beat me and Call both.”


  “He didn’t even look at me,” Lorena said. “I don’t think he’ll come back.”


  “I imagine he took you in long before he got to camp,” Augustus said. “I ain’t the only one in the world with good eyesight.”


  “I want to wait for Jake,” Lorena said. “I told him I’d wait.”


  “Don’t be foolish,” Augustus said. “You didn’t know Blue Duck was around when you told him. The man might decide he wants to use you for fish bait.”


  Lorena felt it was a test of Jake. She was frightened of the man, and part of her wanted to go with Gus. But she had trusted herself to Jake and she still hoped that he would make good.


  “I don’t want to go to that cow camp,” she said. “They all look at me.”


  Augustus was watching the ridge where Blue Duck had disappeared. “I should have just shot him,” he said. “Or he should have shot me. He was the last person I was expecting to see. We had heard that he was dead. I been hearing for years that he was dead, but that was him.”


  Lorena didn’t believe the man was interested in her. Even if men avoided looking at her she could feel their interest, if they had any. The man called Blue Duck had been more interested in the horses.


  “I don’t know that Jake can protect you, even if he comes back,” Augustus said.


  It made her a little sad for Jake that all his friends doubted his abilities. He was not respected. Probably Gus was right: she should quit Jake. Gus himself was a more able man, she had no doubt. He might take her to California. He had made it clear he had no great interest in the cattle drive. He talked a lot of foolishness, but he had never been mean. He was still sitting on the big rock, idly scratching himself through a hole in the wet underwear.


  “Gus, we could go to California,” she said. “I’d go with you and let Jake take his chances.”


  Augustus looked at her and smiled. “Why, I’m complimented, Lorie,” he said. “Mighty complimented.”


  “Let’s go then,” she said, impatient suddenly.


  “No, I’m bound for Ogallala, honey,” he said.


  “Where’s that?”


  “In Nebraska,” he said.


  “What’s there?” Lorena asked, for she had never heard anyone mention such a place.


  “A woman named Clara,” Augustus said.


  Lorena waited, but he said no more than that. She didn’t want to ask. It was always something, she thought—something to keep her from getting to the one place she wanted to be. It made her bitter—she remembered some of the things Gus had blabbed to her since she had known him.


  “I guess you ain’t so practical, then,” she said.


  Augustus was amused. “Do I claim to be practical?” he asked.


  “You claim it but you ain’t,” Lorena said. “You’re going all the way to Nebraska for a woman. I’m a woman, and I’m right here. You could have the pokes, if that’s all it is.”


  “By God, I got you talking anyway,” Augustus said. “I never thought I’d be that lucky.”


  Lorena felt her little anger die, the old discouragement take its place. Once again she found herself alone in a hot place, dependent on men who had other things on their mind. It seemed life would never change. The discouragement went so deep in her that she began to cry. It softened Gus. He put an arm around her and wiped the tears off her cheeks with his finger.


  “Well, I guess you do want to get to California,” he said. “I’ll strike a deal. If we both make it to Denver I’ll buy you a train ticket.”


  “I’ll never make no Denver,” Lorena said. “I’ll never make it out of this Texas.”


  “Why, we’re half out already,” Augustus said. “Texas don’t last much north of Fort Worth. You’re young, besides. That’s the big difference in us. You’re young and I ain’t.” He got up and put on his clothes.


  “Dern, I wonder where that greasy bandit was going,” he said. “I’ve heard of him killing in Galveston; maybe that’s where he’s going. I wish now I’d have shot him while he was drinking.”


  He tried again to get Lorena to come over to the cow camp, but Lorena just shook her head. She wasn’t going anywhere, and what’s more, she was through talking. It did no good, never had.


  “This is a worrisome situation,” Augustus said. “I probably ought to track that man or send Deets to do it. Deets is a better tracker than me. Jake ain’t back and I ain’t got your faith in him. I best send one of the hands to guard you until we know where that bandit’s headed.”


  “Don’t send Dish,” Lorena said. “I don’t want Dish coming around.”


  Augustus chuckled. “You gals are sure hard on the boys that love you,” he said. “Dish Boggett’s got a truer heart than Jake Spoon, although neither one of them has much sense.”


  “Send me the black man,” she said. “I don’t want none of them others.”


  “I might,” Augustus said. “Or I might come back myself. How would that suit you?”


  Lorena didn’t answer. She felt the anger coming back. Because of some woman named Clara she wasn’t getting to San Francisco, when otherwise Gus would have taken her. She sat silently on the rock.


  “Lorie, you’re a sight,” he said. “I guess I bungled this opportunity. You’d think I’d get smoother, experienced as I am.”


  She kept silent. Gus was nearly out of sight before she looked up. She still felt the anger.


  46.


  “NEWT, YOU LOOK like you just wiggled out of a flour sack,” Pea Eye said. He had taken to making the remark almost every evening. It seemed to surprise him that Newt and the Rainey boys came riding in from the drags white with dust, and he always had the same thing to say about it. It was beginning to annoy Newt, but before he could get too annoyed, Mr. Gus surprised him out of his wits by telling him to lope over to Jake’s camp and keep watch for Lorena until Jake got back.


  “I wish I could clean up first,” Newt said, acutely conscious of how dirty he was.


  “He ain’t sending you to marry her,” Dish Boggett said, very annoyed that Gus had chosen Newt for the assignment. The thought that Jake Spoon had gone off and left Lorena unattended was irritation enough.


  “I doubt Newt can even find her,” he added to Gus, after the boy left.


  “She’s barely a mile from here,” Augustus said. “He can find her.”


  “I would have been glad to take on the chore,” Dish pointed out.


  “I’ve no doubt you would,” Augustus said. “Then Jake would have showed up and you two would have a gunfight. I doubt you could hit one another, but you might hit a horse or something. Anyway, we can’t spare a top hand like you,” he added, thinking the compliment might soothe Dish’s feelings. It didn’t. He immediately walked off in a sulk.


  Captain Call rode in just as Newt was leaving.


  “So where’s the new cook?” Augustus asked.


  “He’ll be along tomorrow,” Call said. “Why are you sending the boy off?”


  Newt heard the question and felt unhappy for a moment. Almost everybody called him Newt, but the Captain still called him “the boy.”


  “Lorie can’t be left by herself tonight,” Augustus said. “I don’t reckon you seen Jake.”


  “I never hit the right saloon,” Call said. “I was after a cook. He’s there, though. I heard his name mentioned several times.”


  “Hear anyone mentioned Blue Duck?” Augustus asked.


  Call was unsaddling the mare. At the mention of the Comanchero he stopped.


  “No, why would I?” he asked.


  “He stopped and introduced himself,” Augustus said. “Over at Jake’s camp.”


  Call could hardly credit the information. He looked at Gus closely to see if it was some kind of joke. Blue Duck stole white children and gave them to the Comanches for presents. He took scalps, abused women, cut up men. What he didn’t steal he burned, always fleeing west onto the waterless reaches of the llano estacado, to unscouted country where neither Rangers nor soldiers were eager to follow. When he and Call quit the Rangers, Blue Duck had been a job left undone. Stories of his crimes trickled as far down as Lonesome Dove.


  “You seen him?” Call asked. In all these years he himself had never actually seen Blue Duck.


  “Yep,” Augustus said.


  “Maybe it wasn’t him,” Call said. “Maybe it was somebody claiming to be him. This ain’t his country.”


  “It was him,” Augustus said.


  “Then why didn’t you kill him?” Call asked. “Why didn’t you bring the woman into camp? He’ll butcher her and the boy too if he comes back.”


  “That’s two questions,” Augustus said. “He didn’t introduce himself at first, and once he did, he was ready. It would have been touch-and-go who got kilt. I might have got him or at least wounded him, but I’d have probably got wounded in the process and I don’t feel like traveling with no wound.”


  “Why’d you leave the woman?”


  “She didn’t want to come and I don’t think he’s after her,” Augustus said. “I think he’s after horses. I sent Deets to track him—he won’t get Lorie with Deets on his trail, and if he’s circling and means to make a play for our horses, Deets will figure it out.”


  “Maybe,” Call said. “Maybe that killer will figure it out first and lay for Deets. I’d hate to lose Deets.”


  Pea Eye, who had been standing around waiting for the Irishman to cook the evening’s meat, suddenly felt his appetite going. Blue Duck sounded just like the big Indian of his dreams, the one who was always in the process of knifing him when he woke up.


  Call turned the Hell Bitch loose in the remuda and came back to the cook wagon. Augustus was eating a beefsteak and a big plate of beans.


  “Is this cook you hired a Mexican?” Augustus asked.


  Call nodded. “I don’t like sending that boy off to sit up with a whore,” he said.


  “He’s young and innocent,” Augustus said. “That’s why I picked him. He’ll just moon over her a little. If I’d sent one of the full-grown rowdies, Jake might have come back and shoot him. I doubt he’d shoot Newt.”


  “I doubt he’ll even come back, myself,” Call said. “That girl ought to have stayed in Lonesome Dove.”


  “If you was a young girl, with life before you, would you want to settle in Lonesome Dove?” Augustus asked. “Maggie done it, and look how long she lasted.”


  “She might have died anyplace,” Call said. “I’ll die someplace, and so will you—it might not be no better place than Lonesome Dove.”


  “It ain’t dying I’m talking about, it’s living,” Augustus said. “I doubt it matters where you die, but it matters where you live.”


  Call got up and went to catch his night horse. Without thinking, he caught the Hell Bitch again, though he had just turned her loose. One of the Spettle boys looked at him curiously and said nothing. Call saddled the Hell Bitch anyway and rode around the herd to see that all was in place. The cattle were calm, most of them already bedded down. Needle Nelson, perennially sleepy, dozed in his saddle.


  In the fading light, Call saw a horseman coming. It was Deets, which made him feel better. More and more it seemed Deets was the one man in the outfit he could have a comfortable word with from time to time. Gus turned every word into an argument. The other men were easy to talk to, but they didn’t know anything. If one stopped to think about it, it was depressing how little most men learned in their lifetimes. Pea Eye was a prime example. Though loyal and able and brave, Pea had never displayed the slightest ability to learn from his experience, though his experience was considerable. Time and again he would walk up on the wrong side of a horse that was known to kick, and then look surprised when he got kicked.


  Deets was different. Deets observed, he remembered; rarely would he volunteer advice, but when asked, his advice was always to the point. His sense of weather was almost as good as an Indian’s, and he was a superlative tracker.


  Call waited, anxious to know where Blue Duck had gone, or whether it had really been him. “What’s the news?” he asked.


  Deets looked solemn. “I lost him,” he said. “He went southeast about ten miles. Then I lost him. He went into a creek and never came out.”


  “That’s odd,” Call said. “You think it was Blue Duck?”


  “Don’t know, Captain,” Deets said.


  “Do you think he’s gone, then?” Call asked.


  Deets shook his head. “Don’t think so, Captain,” he said. “We better watch the horses.”


  “Dern,” Call said. “I thought we might have a peaceful night for once.”


  “Full moon coming,” Deets said. “We can spot him if he bothers us tonight.”


  They sat together and watched the moon rise. Soon it shed a pale, cool light over the bed-grounds. The Texas bull began to low. He was across the herd, in the shadows, but in the still air his lowing carried far across the little valley, echoing off the limestone bluffs to the west.


  “Well, go get some grub,” Call said to Deets. “I’m going over to them bluffs. He might have a gang or he might not. You get between our camp and Jake’s camp so you can help if he comes for the girl. Be watchful.”


  He loped over to the bluffs, nearly a mile away, picked his way to the top and spread his bedroll on the bluff’s edge. In the clear night, with the huge moon, he could see far across the bedded herd, see the bright wick of the campfire, blocked occasionally when someone led a horse across in front of it.


  Behind him the mare kicked restlessly at the earth for a moment as if annoyed, and then began to graze.


  Call got his rifle out of the scabbard and cleaned it, though it was in perfect order. Sometimes the mere act of cleaning a gun, an act he had performed thousands of times, would empty his mind of jarring thoughts and memories—but this time it didn’t work. Gus had jarred him with mention of Maggie, the bitterest memory of his life. She had died in Lonesome Dove some years before, but the memory had lost none of its salt and sting, for what had happened with her had been unnecessary and was now uncorrectable. He had made mistakes in battle and led men to their deaths, but his mind didn’t linger on those mistakes; at least the battles had been necessary, and the men soldiers. He could feel that he had done as well as any man could have, given the raw conditions of the frontier.


  But Maggie had not been a fighting man—just a needful young whore, who had for some reason fixed on him as the man who could save her from her own mistakes. Gus had known her first, and Jake, and many other men, whereas he had only visited her out of curiosity to find out what it was that he had heard men talk and scheme about for so long. It turned out not to be much, in his view—a brief, awkward experience, where the pleasure was soon drowned in embarrassment and a feeling of sadness. He ought not to have gone back twice, let alone a third time, yet something drew him back—not so much the need of his own flesh as the helplessness and need of the woman. She had such frightened eyes. He never met her in the saloon but came up the back stairs, usually after dark; she would be standing just inside the door waiting, her face anxious. Some weakness in him brought him back every few nights, for two months or more. He had never said much to her, but she said a lot to him. She had a small, quick voice, almost like a child’s. She would talk constantly, as if to cover his embarrassment at what they had met to do. Some nights he would sit for half an hour, for he came to like her talk, though he had long since forgotten what she had said. But when she talked, her face would relax for a while, her eyes lose their fright. She would clasp his hand while she talked—one night she buttoned his shirt. And when he was ready to leave—always a need to leave, to be away, would come over him—she would look at him with fright in her face again, as if she had one more thing to say but couldn’t say it.


  “What is it?” he asked one night, turning at the top of the stairs. It was as if her need had pulled the question out of him.


  “Can’t you just say my name?” she asked. “Can’t you just say it once?”


  The question so took him by surprise that it was the one thing of all those she had said that stayed with him through the years. Why was it important that he say her name?


  “Why, yes,” he said, puzzled. “Your name’s Maggie.”


  “But you don’t never say it,” she said. “You don’t never call me nothin’. I just wish you’d say it once when you come.”


  “I don’t know what that would amount to,” he said honestly.


  Maggie sighed. “I’d just feel happy if you did,” she said. “I’d just feel so happy.”


  Something in the way she said it had disturbed him terribly. She looked as if she would cry or run down the stairs after him. He had seen despair in men and women, but had not expected to see it in Maggie on that occasion. Yet despair was what he saw.


  Two nights later he had started to go to her again, but stopped himself. He had taken his gun and walked out of Lonesome Dove to the Comanche crossing and sat the night. He never went to see Maggie again, though once in a while he might see her on the street. She had had the boy, lived several years, and died. According to Gus she had stayed drunk most of her last year. She had gotten thick with Jake for a spell, but then Jake left.


  Over all those years, he could still remember how her eyes fixed on him hopefully when he entered, or when he was ready to leave. It was the most painful part of the memory—he had not asked her to care for him that much, yet she had. He had only asked to buy what other men had bought, but she had singled him out in a way he had never understood.


  He felt a heavy guilt, though, for he had gone back time after time, and had let the need grow without even thinking about it or recognizing it. And then he left.


  “Broke her heart,” Gus said, many times.


  “What are you talking about?” Call said. “She was a whore.”


  “Whores got hearts,” Augustus said.


  The bitter truth was that Gus was right. Maggie hadn’t even seemed like a whore. There was nothing hard about her—in fact, it was obvious to everyone that she was far too soft for the life she was living. She had tender expressions—more tender than any he had ever seen. He could still remember her movements—those more than her words. She could never quite get her hair to stay fixed, and was always touching it nervously with one hand. “It won’t behave,” she said, as if her hair were a child.


  “You take care of her, if you’re so worried,” he said to Gus, but Gus shrugged that off. “She ain’t in love with me, she’s in love with you,” he pointed out.


  It was the point in all his years with Gus when they came closest to splitting the company, for Gus would not let up. He wanted Call to go back and see Maggie.


  “Go back and do what?” Call asked. He felt a little desperate about it. “I ain’t a marrying man.”


  “She ain’t proposed, has she?” Gus asked sarcastically.


  “Well, go back and do what?” Call asked.


  “Sit with her—just sit with her,” Gus said. “She likes your company. I don’t know why.”


  Instead, Call sat by the river, night after night. There was a period when he wanted to go back, when it would have been nice to sit with Maggie a few minutes and watch her fiddle with her hair. But he chose the river, and his solitude, thinking that in time the feeling would pass, and best so: he would stop thinking about Maggie, she would stop thinking about him. After all, there were more talkative men than him—Gus and Jake, for two.


  But it didn’t pass—all that passed were years. Every time he heard of her being drunk, or having some trouble, he would feel uneasy and guilty, as if he were to blame. It didn’t help that Gus piled on the criticism, so much so that twice Call was on the point of fighting him. “You like to have everyone needing you, but you’re right picky as to who you satisfy,” Gus had said in the bitterest of the fights.


  “I don’t much want nobody needing me,” Call said.


  “Then why do you keep running around with this bunch of half-outlaws you call Texas Rangers? There’s men in this troop who won’t piss unless you point to a spot. But when a little thing like Maggie, who ain’t the strongest person in the world, gets a need for you, you head for the river and clean your gun.”


  “Well, I might need my gun,” Call said. But he was aware that Gus always got the better of their arguments.


  All his life he had been careful to control experience as best he could, and then something had happened that was forever beyond his control, just because he had wanted to find out about the business with women. For years he had stayed to himself and felt critical of men who were always running to whores. Then he had done it himself and made a mockery of his own rules. Something about the girl, her timidity or just the lonely way she looked, sitting by her window, had drawn him. And somehow, within the little bits of pleasure, a great pain had been concealed, one that had hurt him far more than the three bullets he had taken in battle over the years.


  When the boy was born it got worse. For the first two years he was in torment over what to do. Gus claimed Maggie had said the boy was Call’s, but how could she know for sure? Maggie hadn’t had it in her to refuse a man. It was the only reason she was a whore, Call had decided—she just couldn’t turn away any kind of love. He felt it must all count as love, in her thinking—the cowboys and the gamblers. Maybe she just thought it was the best love she could get.


  A few times he almost swayed, almost went back to marry her, though it would have meant disgrace. Maybe the boy was his—maybe it was the proper thing to do, although it would mean leaving the Rangers.


  A time or two he even stood up to go to her, but his resolve always broke. He just could not go back. The night he heard she was dead he left the town without a word to anyone and rode up the river alone for a week. He knew at once that he had forever lost the chance to right himself, that he would never again be able to feel that he was the man he had wanted to be. The man he had wanted to be would never have gone to Maggie in the first place. He felt like a cheat—he was the most respected man on the border, and yet a whore had a claim on him. He had ignored the claim, and the woman died, but somehow the claim remained, like a weight he had to carry forever.


  The boy, growing up in the village, first with a Mexican family and then with the Hat Creek outfit, was a living reminder of his failure. With the boy there he could never be free of the memory and the guilt. He would have given almost anything just to erase the memory, not to have it part of his past, or in his mind, but of course he couldn’t do that. It was his forever, like the long scar on his back, the result of having let a horse throw him through a glass window.


  Occasionally Gus would try to get him to claim the boy, but Call wouldn’t. He knew that he probably should, not out of certainty so much as decency, but he couldn’t. It meant an admission he couldn’t make—an admission that he had failed someone. It had never happened in battle, such failure. Yet it had happened in a little room over a saloon, because of a small woman who couldn’t keep her hair fixed. It was strange to him that such a failure could seem so terrible, and yet it did. It was such a torment when he thought of it that he eventually tried to avoid all situations in which women were mentioned—only that way could he keep the matter out of mind for a stretch of time.


  But it always came back, for sooner or later men around the campfires or the wagon or the outfit would begin to talk of whores, and the thought of Maggie would sting his mind as sweat stings a cut. He had only seen her for a few months. The memory should have died, and yet it wouldn’t. It had a life different from any other memory. He had seen terrible things in battle and had mostly forgotten them, and yet he couldn’t forget the sad look in Maggie’s eyes when she mentioned that she wished he’d say her name. It made no sense that such a statement could haunt him for years, but as he got older, instead of seeming less important it became more important. It seemed to undermine all that he was, or that people thought he was. It made all his trying, his work and discipline, seem fraudulent, and caused him to wonder if his life had made sense at all.


  What he wanted most was what he could never have: for it not to have happened—any of it. Better by far never to have known the pleasure than to have the pain that followed. Maggie had been a weak woman, and yet her weakness had all but slaughtered his strength. Sometimes just the thought of her made him feel that he shouldn’t pretend to lead men anymore.


  Sitting on the low bluff, watching the moon climb the dark sky, he felt the old sadness again. He felt, almost, that he didn’t belong with the very men he was leading, and that he ought to just leave: ride west, let the herd go, let Montana go, be done with the whole business of leading men. It was peculiar to seem so infallible in their eyes and yet feel so empty and sad when he thought of himself.


  Call could faintly hear the Irishman still singing to the cattle. Once more the Texas bull lowed. He wondered if all men felt such disappointment when thinking of themselves. He didn’t know. Maybe most men didn’t think of themselves. Probably Pea Eye gave no more thought to his life than he did to which side of a horse he approached. Probably, too, Pea Eye had no Maggie—which was only another irony of his leadership. Pea had been faithful to his tenets, whereas he had not.


  And yet, Call remembered, that very day he had seen Gus McCrae cry over a woman who had been gone fifteen years and more: Gus, of all men he knew, the most nonchalant.


  Finally he felt a little better, as he always did if he stayed alone long enough. The breeze flickered over the little bluff. Occasionally the Hell Bitch pawed the ground. At night he let her graze on the end of a long rope, but this time he carefully wrapped the end of the rope around his waist before lying back against his saddle to sleep. If Blue Duck was really in the vicinity a little extra caution might pay.


  47.


  AS NEWT RODE through the dusk, he felt so anxious that he began to get a headache. Often that would happen when he felt a lot was expected of him. By the time he had ridden a couple of miles he began to have strong apprehensions. What if he missed Lorena’s camp? Mr. Gus had said it was due east, but Newt couldn’t be sure he was traveling due east. If he missed the camp there was no doubt in his mind that he would be disgraced. It would make him a permanent laughingstock, and Dish Boggett would probably refuse to have anything more to do with him—it was widely known that Dish was partial to Lorena.


  It was a great relief to him when Mouse nickered and Lorena’s horse nickered back. At least that disgrace had been avoided. He loped on to the little camp, and at first couldn’t see Lorena at all, just the horse and the mule. Then he finally saw her sitting with her back against a tree.


  He had spent most of the ride rehearsing things he might say to her, but at the sight of her he completely forgot them all. He slowed Mouse to a walk in hope of thinking up something to say before he had to speak, but for some reason his mind wouldn’t work. He also found that he couldn’t breathe easily.


  Lorena looked up when she saw him coming, but she didn’t rise. She sat with her back against the tree and waited for him to explain himself. Newt could see her pale face, but it was too dark to tell anything about her expression.


  “It’s just me,” Newt managed to say. “My name’s Newt,” he added, realizing that Lorena probably didn’t know it.


  Lorena didn’t speak. Newt remembered having heard men comment on the fact that she didn’t talk much. Well, they were right. The only sound from the camp was the sound of crickets. His pride at having been given such an important errand began to fade.


  “Mr. Gus said to come,” he pointed out.


  Lorena was sorry Gus had sent him. The bandit hadn’t returned and she didn’t feel in danger. She had a feeling Jake would be coming—even angry, he wouldn’t want to do without her three nights in a row. She didn’t want the boy around. The alone feeling had come back, the feeling that had been with her most of her life. In a way she was glad it had. Being alone was easier and more restful than having to talk to a boy. Anyway, why send a boy? He wouldn’t be able to stand up to a bandit.


  “You go on back,” she said. It tired her to think of having the boy around all night.


  Newt’s spirits fell. It was just what he had feared she would say. He had been ordered to come and look after her, and he couldn’t just blithely disobey an order. But neither did he want to disobey Lorena. He sat where he was, on Mouse, in the grip of terrible indecision. He almost wished something would happen—a sudden attack of Mexicans or something. He might be killed, but at least he wouldn’t have to make a choice between disobeying Mr. Gus and disobeying Lorena.


  “Mr. Gus said I was to stay,” he said nervously.


  “Gus can lump it,” Lorena said. “You go on back.”


  “I guess I’ll just tell him you said you were all right,” Newt said, feeling hopeless.


  “How old are you?” Lorena asked suddenly, to his immense surprise.


  “I’m seventeen,” Newt said. “I knew Jake when I was real little.”


  “Well, you ride on back,” she said. “I don’t need looking after.”


  She said it with more friendliness in her voice, but it didn’t make it easier to do. He could see her plainly in the white night. She sat with her knees drawn up.


  “Well, goodbye, then,” he said. Lorena didn’t answer. He turned back toward the herd, feeling a worse failure than ever.


  Then it occurred to Newt that he would just have to trick her. He could watch without her knowing it. That way he wouldn’t have to go back to camp and admit that Lorena didn’t want him in camp with her. If he did that, the cowboys would make jokes about it all the way to Montana, making out that he had tried to do things he hadn’t tried to do. He wasn’t even sure what you were supposed to try to do. He had a sort of cloudy sense, but that was all.


  He trotted what he judged to be about a half a mile from Lorena’s camp before stopping and dismounting. His new plan for watching Lorena involved leaving Mouse—if he tried to sneak back on Mouse, Lorena’s mare might nicker. He would have to tie Mouse and sneak back on foot, a violation of a major rule of cowboying. You were never supposed to be separated from your horse. The rule probably had to do with Indian fighting, Newt supposed: you would obviously be done for if the Indians caught you on foot.


  But it was such a beautiful, peaceful night, the moon new and high, that Newt decided to chance it. Lorena might already be asleep, it was so peaceful. On such a night it would be little risk to tie Mouse for a few hours. He looped his rein over a tree limb and went walking back toward Lorena’s. He stopped at a little stand of live oak about a hundred yards from the camp, sat down with his back against a tree and drew his pistol. Just holding it made him feel ready for anything.


  Resting with his back against the tree, Newt let himself drift back into the old familiar daydreams in which he got better and better as a cowboy until even the Captain had to recognize that he was a top hand. His prowess was not lost on Lorena, either. He didn’t exactly dream that they got married, but she did ask him to get off his horse and talk for a while.


  But while they were talking he began to feel that something was wrong. Lorena’s face was there and then it wasn’t. Somehow the daydream had become a night dream, and the night dream was ending. He woke up very frightened, though at first he didn’t know why he was frightened. He just knew that something was wrong. He still sat under the tree, the gun in his hand, only there was a sound that was wrong, a sound like drumming. For a second it confused him—then he realized what it was: the cattle were running. Instantly he was running too, running for Mouse. He wasn’t sure how close the cattle were or whether they were running in his direction, but he didn’t stop to listen. He knew he had to get to Mouse and then ride back to Lorena, to help her in case the cattle swerved her way. He began to hear men yelling to the west, obviously the boys trying to turn the cattle. Then suddenly a bunch of running cattle appeared right in front of him, fifty or sixty of them. They ran right past him and on toward the bluffs.


  Newt ran as hard as he could, not because he was afraid of being trampled but because he had to get Mouse and try to be some help. He kept running until he was covered with sweat and could barely get breath into his lungs. He was hoping none of the cowboys saw him afoot. He held on to the gun as he ran.


  Finally he had to slow down. His legs refused to keep up the speed and he trotted the last two hundred yards to where he had tied Mouse. But the horse wasn’t there! Newt looked around to be sure he had the right place. He had used a boulder as a landmark, and the boulder was where it should be—but not the horse. Newt knew the stampede might have scared him and caused him to break the rein, but there was no broken rein hanging from the tree where Mouse had been tied.


  Before he could stop himself, Newt began to cry. He had lost the Mouse, an unforgivable thing, and all because he thought he had conceived a good plan for watching Lorena. He hated to think what the Captain would say when he had to confess. He ran one way and then the other for a while, thinking there might be two identical boulders—that the horse might still be there. But it wasn’t true. The horse was just gone. He sat down under the tree where Mouse should have been, sure that he was ruined as a cowboy unless a miracle happened. He didn’t think one would.


  The cattle were still running. He could feel the earth shake and hear the drumming of their hooves, though they weren’t close. Probably the boys had managed to get them circling.


  Newt finally got his breath back and stopped crying, but he didn’t get up because there was no reason to. He felt a terrible anger at Mouse for having run off and put him in such a position. If Mouse had suddenly walked up, Newt felt he would cheerfully have shot him.


  But Mouse didn’t walk up. Newt heard a few shots, quite a ways to the north—just the boys, firing to turn the herd. Then the drumming got fainter and finally stopped. Newt knew the run was over. He sat where he was, wondering why, of all people, he had to be so unlucky. Then he noticed that it was beginning to get light. He must have slept most of the night over by Lorena’s camp.


  He got up and trudged through the faint light back toward the wagon, and had not walked a quarter of a mile before he heard a loping horse and turned to see Pea clipping along a ridge, right toward him. Though caught afoot, Newt still felt a certain relief. Pea was his friend, and wouldn’t judge him as harshly as the others would.


  Even in the cool morning Pea’s horse was white with sweat, so it had been a hard run.


  “Dern, you’re alive after all,” Pea said. “I figured you was. The Captain’s about to have a fit. He decided you got trampled, and he and Gus are having at it because Gus was the one sent you off.”


  “Why did he think I got trampled?” Newt asked.


  “Because your horse was mixed in with the cattle when we finally got ’em turned,” Pea said. “They all think you’re a dead hero. Maybe I’ll get to be a hero when I tell ’em I found you.”


  Newt climbed upon Pea’s weary horse, almost too tired to care that his reputation had been saved.


  “What’d he do, jump over a bush and throw you?” Pea asked. “I was always skittish about them small horses—they can get out from under you too quick.”


  “He’ll play hell doing it again,” Newt said, feeling very angry at Mouse. He ordinarily wouldn’t have spoken so strongly in the presence of Pea, or any adult, but his feelings were ragged. Somehow Pea’s explanation of what had happened made more sense than the truth—so much so that Newt began to half believe it himself. Being thrown was not particularly admirable, but it happened to all cowboys sooner or later, and it was a lot easier to admit to than what had actually occurred.


  As they trotted over a ridge, Newt could see the herd about a mile away. It seemed curious that the Captain would get upset at the thought that he had been trampled—if he had let himself get thrown he deserved to be trampled—but he was too sleepy to care what anybody thought.


  “Looky there,” Pea said. “I reckon that’s the new cook.”


  Newt had let his eyelids fall. It was not easy to get them up again, even to see the new cook. He was so sleepy things looked blurred when he did open his eyes. Then he saw a donkey with a pack on its back, walking slowly along.


  “I didn’t know a donkey could cook,” he said irritably, annoyed that Pea would josh him when he was so tired.


  “No, the cook’s over there,” Pea said. “He’s got a fair lead on the donkey.”


  Sure enough, a short man was walking through the grass some fifty yards ahead of the donkey. He was traveling slow: it was just that his donkey was traveling slower. The man wore a sombrero with a hole in the top.


  “I guess the Captain found us another old bandit,” Pea said. “He ain’t much taller than a rock.”


  It was true that the new cook was very short. He was also very stout-looking. He carried a rifle casually over one shoulder, holding it by the barrel. When he heard them riding up he stopped and whistled at the donkey, but the donkey paid no attention.


  Newt saw that the new cook was old. His brown face was nothing but wrinkles. When they rode up he stopped and courteously took off his sombrero, and his short hair was white. But his eyes were friendly.


  “Howdy,” Pea said. “We’re with the Hat Creek outfit. Are you the new cook?”


  “I am Po Campo,” the man said.


  “If you was to spur up that donkey you’d get there a lot quicker,” Pea said. “We’re all practically starved.”


  Po Campo smiled at Newt.


  “If I tried to ride that donkey it would stop and I’d never get there at all,” Po said. “Besides, I don’t ride animals.”


  “Why not?” Pea asked, amazed.


  “It’s not civilized,” the old man said. “We’re animals too. How would you like it if somebody rode you?”


  Such a question was too much for Pea. He didn’t consider himself an animal, and in his whole life had never given one minute’s thought to the possibility of being ridden.


  “You mean you just walk everywhere?” Newt asked. The notion of a man who didn’t ride horses was almost too strange to be believed. It was particularly strange that such a man was coming to cook for a crew of cowboys, some of whom hated to dismount even to eat.


  Po Campo smiled. “It’s a good country to walk in,” he said.


  “We got to hurry,” Pea said, a little alarmed to be having such a conversation.


  “Get down and walk with me, young man,” Po Campo said. “We might see some interesting things if we keep our eyes open. You can help me gather breakfast.”


  “You’ll likely see the Captain, if you don’t speed along a little faster,” Pea said. “The Captain don’t like to wait on breakfast.”


  Newt slid off the horse. It was a surprise to Pea and even a little bit of a surprise to himself, but he did it anyway. The wagon was only two or three hundred yards away. It wouldn’t take long to walk it, but it would postpone for a few minutes having to explain why he had lost his horse.


  “I’ll just walk on in with him,” he said to Pea.


  “By God, if this keeps up I guess we’ll all be afoot before long,” Pea said. “I’ll just lope on over and tell the Captain neither one of you is dead.”


  He started to leave and then looked down at Po Campo.


  “Do you use a lot of pepper in your cooking?” he asked.


  “As much as I can find,” Po Campo said.


  “Well, that’s all right, we’re used to it,” Pea said.


  To Newt’s surprise, Po Campo put a friendly hand on his shoulder. He almost flinched, for it was rare for anyone to touch him in friendship. If he got touched it was usually in a wrestling match with one of the Raineys.


  “I like to walk slow,” Po Campo said. “If I walk too fast I might miss something.”


  “There ain’t much to miss around here,” Newt said. “Just grass.”


  “But grass is interesting,” the old man said. “It’s like my serape, only it’s the earth it covers. It covers everything and one day it will cover me.”


  Though the old man spoke cheerfully, the words made Newt sad. He remembered Sean O’Brien. He wondered if the grass had covered Sean yet. He hoped it had—he had not been able to rid himself of the memory of the muddy grave they had put Sean in, back by the Nueces.


  “How many men in this outfit?” Po Campo asked.


  Newt tried to count in his head, but his brain was tired and he knew he was missing a few hands.


  “There’s a bunch of us,” he said. “More than ten.”


  “Have you got molasses?” Po Campo asked.


  “There’s a barrel in the wagon but we ain’t used it yet,” Newt said. “Might be saving it for Christmas.”


  “Maybe I’ll fry up some grasshoppers tonight,” Po Campo said. “Grasshoppers make good eating if you fry them crisp and dip them in a little molasses.”


  Newt burst out laughing at the thought of anyone eating a grasshopper. Po Campo was evidently a joker.


  “What’s your donkey’s name?” he asked, feeling a little fresher for having had his laugh.


  “I call her Maria after my sister,” Po Campo said. “My sister was slow too.”


  “Do you really cook grasshoppers?” Newt asked.


  “When I can get them,” Po Campo said. “The old ones taste better than the young ones. It isn’t that way with animals, but it is with grasshoppers. The old ones are brittle, like old men. They are easy to get crisp.”


  “I doubt you’ll get anybody to eat one,” Newt said, beginning to believe Po Campo was serious. After all the trouble there had been over snakes in the stew, it was hard to imagine what would happen if Po Campo fried up some grasshoppers.


  Newt liked the old man and didn’t want him to get off on the wrong foot with the crew, which, after all, was a touchy crew.


  “Maybe you oughta just cook some beef,” he suggested. “That’s what we’re mostly used to.”


  Po Campo chuckled again. “Worms make good butter, you know,” he said. “Slugs particularly.”


  Newt didn’t know what to say to that. It occurred to him that the Captain might have been a little hasty when he hired the cook. Po Campo was even friendlier than Bol, but still, a man who thought you could dip grasshoppers in molasses and use worms for butter was not likely to become popular with a finicky eater like Jasper Fant, who liked his beef straight.


  “Mr. Gus used to make the biscuits, but he had to leave his ovens behind,” Newt said. He was hungry, and the memory of how good Mr. Gus’s biscuits had tasted when they lived in Lonesome Dove came over him so strongly that for a second he felt faint.


  Po Campo looked at Newt quickly and hitched up his pants. “I’ll make you something better than biscuits,” he said, but he didn’t mention what it might be.


  “I hope it ain’t worms,” Newt said.


  48.


  “YOU THINK that Indian’s around here somewhere?” Call asked.


  “How would I know?” Augustus said. “He didn’t inform me of his business. He just said he’d cut our balls off if we come north of the Canadian.”


  “I’d like to know why these cattle ran,” Call said. “It was a still night and we had ’em bedded down.”


  “Cattle don’t just run in the rain,” Augustus said. “They can run on still nights too.”


  “I don’t like it that Deets lost the man’s track,” Call said. “A man that Deets can’t track is a slippery man.”


  “Hell,” Augustus said. “Deets is just rusty. You’re rusty too. The two of you have lost your skills. Running a livery stable don’t prepare you for tracking Comancheros.”


  “I suppose you ain’t rusty, though,” Call said.


  “My main skills are talking and cooking biscuits,” Augustus said. “And getting drunk on the porch. I’ve probably slipped a little on the biscuits in the last few days, and I’ve lost the porch, but I can still talk with the best of them.”


  “Or the worst,” Call said.


  They were standing by the wagon, hoping the new cook would come in time to cook breakfast. Pea Eye loped up and unfolded himself in the direction of the ground.


  “Your getting off a horse reminds me of an old crane landing in a mud puddle,” Augustus said.


  Pea ignored the remark—it was necessary to ignore most of those Gus made or else you got bogged down in useless conversation.


  “Well, Newt’s alive,” he said. “He got throwed off, is all.”


  “Why didn’t you bring him?” Call asked, relieved.


  “We met the cook and he wanted company,” Pea said. “The cook claims he don’t ride on animals, so they’re walking. There they come now.”


  Sure enough, they could see the boy and the old man a couple of hundred yards away. They were moving in the general direction of the camp, but not rapidly.


  “If the cook’s as slow as Newt, they won’t be here till next week,” Gus said.


  “What are they doing?” Call asked. They were certainly doing something. Instead of simply coming to camp they were walking around in circles, as if looking for lost objects.


  “The cook’s got a donkey, only he don’t ride it,” Pea Eye remarked. “He says it ain’t civilized to ride animals.”


  “Why, the man’s a philosopher,” Augustus said.


  “That’s right—I just hired him to talk to you,” Call said. “It would free the rest of us so maybe we could work.”


  A few minutes later Newt and Po Campo walked up to the wagon, trailed at a good distance by the donkey. It turned out they had been gathering birds’ eggs. They were carrying them in the old man’s serape, which they had stretched between them, like a hammock.


  “Buenos días,” Po Campo said to the group at large. “If that donkey ever gets here we’ll have breakfast.”


  “Why can’t we have it now?” Augustus asked. “You’re here and I see you brought the eggs.”


  “Yes, but I need my skillet,” Po Campo said. “I’m glad I spotted those plovers. It’s not every day I find this many plover’s eggs.”


  “It’s not every day I eat them,” Augustus said. “What’d you say your name was?”


  “Po Campo,” the old man said. “I like this boy here. He helped me gather these eggs, although he’s bunged up from gettin’ throwed.”


  “Well, I’m Augustus McCrae,” Augustus said. “You’ll have to do the best you can with this rough old crew.”


  Po Campo whistled at his donkey. “Plover’s eggs are better than quail’s eggs,” he said. “More taste, although quail’s eggs aren’t bad if you boil them and let them cool.”


  He went around the camp shaking hands with each man in turn. By the time he had finished meeting the crew the donkey had arrived, and in a remarkably short time Po Campo had unpacked a huge skillet, made himself a little grill with a couple of branding irons laid across two chunks of firewood, and had scrambled up sixty or seventy plover’s eggs. He sprinkled in a few spices from his pack and cooked the eggs until they could be cut in slices, like an egg pie. After sampling his own wares and grunting cryptically, he gave each man a slice. Some, like Jasper, were reluctant to sample such exotic fare, but once they had eaten a bite or two their reluctance disappeared.


  “Dern, this is the best birds’-egg pie I ever tasted,” Jasper admitted. “It’s better than hen’s eggs.”


  “Don’t you even know an omelet when you see one, Jasper?” Augustus said. He was miffed to see the new cook become a hero in five minutes, whereas he had cooked excellent biscuits for years and drawn little praise.


  “It’s just a plain omelet, made from plover’s eggs,” he added, for emphasis. “I could have scrambled one up if I’d known you boys had a taste for such things.”


  “Tonight I intend to fry some grasshoppers,” Po Campo remarked. He was watching the two blue pigs—they in their turn were watching him. They had come out from under the wagon in order to eat the eggshells.


  “If you’re thinking of them pigs, don’t bother,” Augustus said. “If they want grasshoppers, let them catch their own. They’re quick as rabbits.”


  “No, I am going to fry some for Newt,” Po Campo said. “He claims he has never eaten a good fried grasshopper dipped in molasses. It makes a good dessert if you fry them crisp.”


  The crew burst out laughing at the thought of eating grasshoppers. Po Campo chuckled too. He had already dismantled his little grill and was scouring the frying pan with a handful of weeds.


  Call felt relieved. It was easy to see Po Campo had a way with men. Everyone looked happy except Gus, who was in a sulk because he had been outcooked. Gus always liked to be the best at whatever there was to do.


  “I liked that birds’-egg pie but I draw the line at eating insects,” Jasper said.


  “I wish I had some sweet potatoes,” Augustus said. “I’d show you girls how to make a pie.”


  “I hear you cook good biscuits,” Po Campo said, smiling at him.


  “That’s right,” Augustus said. “There’s an art to biscuit making, and I learned it.”


  “My wife was good at it too,” Po Campo remarked. “I liked her biscuits. She never burned them on the bottom.”


  “Where’s she live, Mexico?” Augustus asked, curious as to where the short old man had come from.


  “No, she lives in hell, where I sent her,” Po Campo said quietly, startling everyone within hearing. “Her behavior was terrible, but she made good biscuits.”


  There was a moment of silence, the men trying to decide if they were supposed to believe what they had just heard.


  “Well, if that’s where she is, I expect we’ll all get to eat her biscuits, one of these days,” Augustus said. Even he was a little startled. He had known men who had killed their wives, but none so cool about admitting it as Po Campo.


  “That’s why I hope I go to heaven,” Po Campo said. “I don’t want nothing more to do with that woman.”


  “This here ain’t Montana,” Call said. “Let’s start the cattle.”


  •••


  That night, true to his word, Po Campo fried some grasshoppers. Before he got around to it he fed the crew a normal meal of beefsteak and beans and even conjured up a stew whose ingredients were mysterious but which all agreed was excellent. Allen O’Brien thought it was better than excellent—it changed his whole outlook on life, and he pressed Po Campo to tell him what was in it.


  “You saw me gathering it,” Po Campo said. “You should have watched better.”


  True to his principles, he had refused to ride the donkey or climb up on the wagon seat beside Lippy. “I better walk,” he said. “I might miss something.”


  “Might miss getting snakebit,” Lippy said. Since the incident on the Nueces he had developed such a terror of snakes that he slept in the wagon and even stood on the wagon seat to urinate.


  Po Campo had walked all day, a hundred yards or so west of the herd, trailing two sacks he had tucked in his belt. Now and then he would put something in one of them, but nobody saw what unless it was the pigs, who trailed the old man closely. All that could be said was that his stew was wonderfully flavorsome. Deets ate so many helpings that he grew embarrassed about his appetite.


  It was Deets who first got up his nerve to sample the fried grasshoppers. Since the new cook had the crew in such a good mood, Call allowed him to use a little of the molasses they were saving for special occasions. Just having someone who could cook decently was a special occasion, though, like the men, he put no stock in eating grasshoppers.


  But Po Campo had caught a big sackful, and when his grease was hot he sprinkled them into it five or six at a time. When he judged they were done he used the tip of a big knife to flick them out onto a piece of cheesecloth. Soon he had forty or fifty fried, and no one rushing to eat them.


  “Eat them,” he said. “They’re better than potatoes.”


  “May be, but they don’t look like potatoes,” Allen O’Brien said. “They look like bugs.”


  “Dish, you’re a top hand, you ought to take the first helping,” Augustus said. “None of us would want to cut you out of your turn.”


  “You’re welcome to my dang turn,” Dish said. “I pass on eatin’ bugs.”


  “What’s holding you back, Gus?” Needle Nelson asked.


  “Wisdom,” Augustus said.


  Finally Deets walked over and picked up one of the grasshoppers. He was inclined to trust a man who could cook such flavorsome stew. He grinned, but didn’t eat it right away.


  “Put a little molasses on it,” Po Campo urged.


  Deets dipped the grasshopper in the little dish of molasses.


  “I don’t guess it will kill him but I bet it makes him vomit,” Lippy said, watching the proceedings from the safety of the wagon seat.


  “I wish you’d fry up some of these mosquitoes,” Augustus said. “I doubt they’d make good eating, but at least we’d be rid of them.”


  Then Deets ate the grasshopper. He crunched it, chewed, and then reached for another, grinning his big grin. “Tastes just like candy,” he said.


  After he had eaten three or four he offered one to Newt, who covered it liberally with molasses. To his surprise, it tasted fine, though mostly what tasted was the molasses. The grasshopper itself just tasted crunchy, like the tailbones of a catfish.


  Newt ate another of his own accord and Deets ate four or five more. Then Deets persuaded Pea Eye to try one and Pea ate two or three. To everyone’s surprise, Call strolled over and ate a couple; in fact, he had a sweet tooth and couldn’t resist the molasses. Dish decided he had to eat one to keep up his reputation, and then the Rainey boys each ate a couple to imitate Newt. Pete Spettle walked over and ate two and then Soupy, Needle and Bert each tried one. The remaining grasshoppers went quick, and before Jasper could make up his mind to try one they were all gone.


  “Dern you all for a bunch of greedy pigs,” he said, wishing someone had thought to save him at least one.


  “Now I’ve seen everything,” Augustus said. “Cowboys eating bugs.” His pride had not allowed him to sample them—it would only mean another triumph for Po Campo.


  “Did I tell you worms make good butter?” Po Campo said.


  “Anybody who tries to butter my biscuit with a worm had better have a long stride,” Soupy Jones remarked. “This outfit is getting crazier all the time.”


  While the crew was standing around discussing the merits of grasshoppers they heard a galloping horse approaching camp.


  “I hope it’s the mail,” Augustus said.


  “It’s Mr. Jake,” Deets said, long before the horse came in sight.


  Jake Spoon rode right up to the campfire and jumped off his horse, which was lathered with sweat. He looked around wildly, as if expecting to see someone.


  “Ain’t Lorie here?” he asked.


  “No,” Augustus said, feeling sick suddenly. The night’s stampede had caused him to forget Lorena completely. He had even forgotten that Jake had been out of pocket. He had drowsed all day, relieved that Newt was safe and supposing that Lorie had been fine or Newt wouldn’t have left her.


  “Gus, you better not be hiding her,” Jake said in a shaky voice. He had whiskey on his breath.


  “We’re not hiding her,” Call said quietly. “She ain’t been here.”


  Newt was about to go on night guard. He was just repairing a cinch that had begun to fray. At the sight of Jake he felt a deep apprehension. All day he had believed that he had gotten away with his stupidity in leaving his horse. Now a new and worse fear struck him. Something had happened to the woman he had been sent to guard.


  “Well, by God, she’s gone, and I’d like to know where she went,” Jake said.


  “Maybe she moved camp,” Augustus said, not wanting to face what he knew. “Or maybe you missed it—you look like you’ve had a few.”


  “I’ve had a whole bottle,” Jake said. “But I ain’t drunk, and even if I was I could find my own dern camp. Anyway, the camping stuff is there. It’s just Lorie and the two horses that are gone.”


  Call sighed. “What about tracks?” he asked.


  Jake looked disgusted. “I didn’t look for no tracks,” he said. “I figured she come over here and married Gus. They’re such sweethearts they have to have breakfast together every morning. Anyhow, where else would she go? She ain’t got a map.”


  Jake looked tired and shaky; he also looked worried.


  “Where in tarnation could she go?” he asked the crowd at large. “I guess I can find her tomorrow. She can’t be far off.”


  Augustus’s saddle lay a few feet away. He had been meaning to spread a tarp by it and use the saddle for a pillow. Instead he picked it up, went over and untied his rope. Without another word he headed for the remuda.


  “Where’s he going?” Jake asked. “I can’t figure him out.”


  The sight of Jake, half drunk and useless, filled Call with disgust. Incompetents invariably made trouble for people other than themselves. Jake had refused to take part in the work, had brought his whore along and then let her get stolen.


  “She was there last night,” Newt said, very worried. “Mr. Gus sent me to watch. I watched till the cattle got to running.”


  Augustus came back, leading a big sorrel he called Jerry. The horse had an erratic disposition but was noted for his speed and wind.


  “You ought to wait and look at the tracks,” Call said. “You don’t know what happened. She could have ridden into town. Jake might have missed her.”


  “No, Blue Duck stole her,” Augustus said. “It’s my fault for not shooting the son of a bitch while he was drinking. I didn’t know who he was at the time, but I should have shot him on suspicion. And then I plumb forgot about it all day. I’m getting too foolish to live.”


  “Blue Duck was here?” Jake said, looking sick.


  “Yep,” Augustus said, saddling the sorrel. “I didn’t worry much because Deets tracked him way south. But I guess he fooled us both.”


  “Why, there was talk of him over at Fort Worth,” Jake said. “He runs a big gang of murderers. They lay by the trails and murder travelers for whatever they’ve got on ’em. Why didn’t you just bring her to camp, if you knew he was around?”


  “I should have, for sure,” Augustus said. “But she didn’t want to come. She had faith in you for some reason.”


  “Well, this is aggravating,” Jake said. “She wouldn’t come to town either. She would have been safe in town. But she wouldn’t come.”


  “What’s your plan, Gus?” he asked, when he saw that Augustus was almost ready to leave.


  “My plan is to go get Lorie back,” Augustus said.


  “I hope you catch the man before he gets home,” Call said. “Otherwise you’ll be up against a gang.”


  Augustus shrugged. “It’s just one gang,” he said.


  “I’m going with you,” Dish Boggett said, surprising everyone.


  “I didn’t ask for volunteers and I don’t want any,” Augustus said.


  “It’s none of your say anyway, you pup!” Jake said hotly.


  “I ain’t no pup and you’re a gambling lowlife who let her get stolen,” Dish said coolly. He and Jake faced off, both tense as wires, but Augustus mounted and rode his horse in between them.


  “Now, girls,” he said, “let’s not get to gunfighting. I’m going and you two are staying here.”


  “It’s a free country,” Dish said, looking up at Augustus angrily.


  “Not for you, it ain’t,” Augustus said. “You’ve got to stay here and keep this cow herd pointed for the north star.”


  “That’s right,” Call said quickly. Losing Gus was all right—he seldom worked anyway. But Dish was their best hand. He had already turned two stampedes—something no one else in the outfit had the skill to manage.


  Dish didn’t like it, but, faced with the Captain’s orders, there was not much he could do about it. The thought of Lorena in the hands of an outlaw made him feel sick, and his rage at Jake Spoon for exposing her to such danger was terrible. He turned and walked away.


  “Are we leaving tonight?” Jake asked. “My horse is rode down.”


  “You ain’t leaving at all, Jake,” Augustus said. “At least not with me. I’m likely to have to travel hard, and I won’t have time for conversation.”


  Jake flared up again. “By God, I’ll go if I please,” he said. “She’s my woman.”


  Augustus ignored him. “I hate to leave just when you’re breaking in a new cook,” he said to Call. “I guess by the time I get back you’ll all be nibbling on spiders and centipedes.”


  Deets came over, looking worried. “You best watch close,” he said. “He gave me the slip—might give you the slip.”


  “Oh, you probably had your mind on grasshoppers or something, Deets,” Augustus said.


  “You got enough shells?” Call asked.


  “I don’t know, I ain’t counted the gang yet,” Augustus said. “If I run out I can always throw rocks at them.”


  With that and a nod he rode off. Call felt a little confused. Though the woman was no responsibility of his, he felt like he should be going too. Here he was, stuck with a bunch of cattle, while Gus was riding off to do the work they ought to have done long ago. It didn’t feel right.


  Meanwhile, Jake was working himself into a fury over Gus’s behavior.


  “I should have shot him!” he said. “By God, what does he mean, leaving me? I brought the woman, I guess I’ve got a right to go fetch her back.”


  “You should have stuck closer,” Call remarked.


  “I meant to,” Jake said guiltily. “I only meant to stay in Austin one night. But then I got some good hands and thought I’d make it two. She could have come with me but she wouldn’t. Loan me a horse, why don’t you? I don’t want Gus to get too much of a start.”


  “He said he didn’t want you,” Call said. “You know him. If he don’t want you he won’t take you.”


  “He wouldn’t let us alone,” Jake said, as if talking to himself. “He was always coming for breakfast.”


  Then his eyes fell on Newt, who was feeling guilty enough. “You was sent to watch her,” Jake said. “I’d say you did a hell of a poor job.”


  Newt didn’t reply. It was true—he had, and it made him feel worse that Jake was the one to say it. He mounted his night horse and rode quickly out of camp. He knew he was going to cry and didn’t want any of the boys to see him. Soon he did cry, so much that the tears dripped off his face and wet the cantle of his saddle.


  Back in camp, Jake was still stomping around in a fury. “That boy ain’t worth his wages,” he said. “I should have given him a lick or two.”


  Call didn’t like his tone. “You sit down,” he said. “He don’t need a lick. He came back to help with the stampede, which is what he was supposed to do. Probably Blue Duck started the cattle running some way and then went and got the woman. It ain’t the boy’s fault.”


  Then Jake spotted Po Campo, who was sitting propped against a wagon wheel, his serape wrapped around him.


  “Who’s this, another bandit?” Jake asked.


  “No, just a cook,” Po Campo said.


  “Well, you look like a bandit to me,” Jake said. “Maybe that goddamned Indian sent you to poison us all.”


  “Jake, you sit down or get out,” Call said. “I won’t hear this wild talk.”


  “By God, I’ll get out,” Jake said. “Loan me a horse.”


  “No, sir,” Call said. “We need all we’ve got. You can buy one in Austin.”


  Jake looked like he might collapse from nervousness and anger. All the boys who weren’t on night guard watched him silently. The men’s disrespect showed in their faces, but Jake was too disturbed to notice.


  “By God, you and Gus are fine ones,” Jake said. “I never thought to be treated this way.” He climbed on his tired horse and rode out of camp mumbling to himself.


  “Jake must have got his nerves stretched,” Pea Eye said mildly.


  “He won’t get far on that horse,” Deets said.


  “He don’t need to get far,” Call said. “I imagine he’ll just sleep off the whiskey and be back in the morning.”


  “You don’t want me to go with Mr. Gus?” Deets asked. It was clear he was worried.


  Call considered it. Deets was a fine tracker, not to mention a cool hand. He could be of some help to Gus. But the girl was none of his affair, and they needed Deets’s scouting skills. Water might get scarcer and harder to find once they struck the plains.


  “We don’t want to lose Mr. Gus,” Deets said.


  “Why, I doubt anything would happen to Gus,” Pea Eye said, surprised that anyone would think something might. Gus had always been there, the loudest person around. Pea Eye tried to imagine what might happen to him but came up with nothing—his brain made no picture of Gus in trouble.


  Call agreed with him. Augustus had always proved to be a good deal more capable than most outlaws, even famous ones.


  “No, you stay with us, Deets,” Call said. “Gus likes the notion of whipping out a whole gang of outlaws all by himself.”


  Deets let be, but he didn’t feel easy. The fact that he had lost the track worried him. It meant the Indian was better than him. He might be better than Mr. Gus, too. The Captain always said it was better to have two men, one to look in front and one to look behind. Mr. Gus would not have anyone to look behind.


  Deets worried all the next day. Augustus did not come back, and no more was seen of Jake Spoon.


  49.


  LORENA DIDN’T SEE the man come. She wasn’t asleep, or even thinking about sleep. What she was thinking was that it was about time for Jake to show up. Much as he liked card playing, he liked his carrot better. He would be back before long.


  Then, without her hearing a step or feeling any danger, Blue Duck was standing in front of her, the rifle still held in his big hand like a toy. She saw his legs and the rifle when she looked up, but a cloud had passed over the moon and she couldn’t see his face—not at first.


  A cold fear struck her. She knew she had been wrong not to go to the cow camp. She had even sent the boy away. She should have gone, but she had the silly notion that Jake would show up and scare the bandit off if he came back.


  “Let’s git,” Blue Duck said.


  He had already caught her horse, without her hearing. Lorena felt so scared she was afraid she couldn’t walk. She didn’t want to look at the man—she might start running and then he would kill her. He had the worst voice she had ever heard. It was low, like the lowing of that bull she kept hearing at night, but there was death in it too.


  She looked down for a moment at the bedding; she had been combing her hair and her little box with her comb in it was there. But the man pushed her toward the horse.


  “No, thanks, we’ll travel light,” he said.


  She managed to mount, but her legs were shaking. She felt his hand on her ankle. He took a rawhide string and tied her ankle to her stirrup. Then he went around and tied the other ankle.


  “I guess that’ll hold you,” he said, and caught the packhorse.


  Then they were moving, her horses snubbed to his by a short rope. To the west, where the cow camp was, she heard shouts, and the drumming sound of the cattle running. Blue Duck rode right toward the sound. In a minute they were in the running cattle; Lorena was so frightened she kept her eyes closed, but she could feel the heat of the animals’ bodies. Then they were through the cattle. She looked, hoping to see Gus or one of the cowboys—anyone who might help her. But she saw no one.


  When the sound of the stampede died, Lorena let go all hope. She had been stolen by a man Gus said was bad. The man put the horses into a lope, and it seemed to Lorena they were going to lope forever. Blue Duck didn’t look back and didn’t speak. At first she was only conscious of how scared she was, though she felt flickers of anger at Jake for letting it happen. She knew it was as much her fault as Jake’s, but she soon stopped caring whose fault it was. She knew she was as good as dead, and would never get to see San Francisco, the one thing she had always looked forward to. Soon even that loss and the prospect of death ceased to mean much, she grew so tired. She had never ridden so hard. Before morning, all she could think of was stopping, although for all she knew, when they did stop something bad would happen. But in time it came to seem to be worth it just to stop.


  Yet when they did stop, in the faint dawn, it was only for five minutes. They had crossed many creeks during the night. Her legs had been wet several times. In a little creek scarcely five feet wide he decided to let the horses water. He untied Lorena’s ankles and nodded for her to get down. She did, and almost fell, her limbs were so weak and numb. It was dark in the little creekbed, but light on the ridge above it. As she stood by her horse, holding on to a stirrup until some feeling came back in her legs, Blue Duck opened his trousers and made water, while the horses drank.


  “Get to it, if you plan to,” he said, hardly looking at her.


  Lorena couldn’t. She was too scared. And it didn’t occur to her to drink, an omission she would soon regret. Blue Duck drank and then motioned for her to mount again. He quickly retied her ankles. They were moving again as the dawn came. At first the light made her hopeful. Jake or somebody might be riding after them. They might pass a town or a farm—somebody might see that she was being stolen.


  But the country they rode through was completely empty. It was a country of rocky hills and ridges and a hot, cloudless sky. A blankness came to her, replacing her foolish hope. Blue Duck never looked back. He seemed to be taking the horses through the roughest country he could find, but he never slackened his pace.


  As the day grew hotter, she became thirsty, so thirsty that it was painful to remember that she had stood near a creek and hadn’t drunk. She could remember the sound the creek made as it ran over the rocks. At moments it haunted her; most of the time she was too tired to remember anything. It seemed to her the horses would die if they just rode all day. They rode at a steady trot. In time she regretted, too, that she had not relieved herself—she had been too scared. Hours passed and they crossed creek after creek, but the man didn’t stop again. He just kept riding. The need to relieve herself became an agony—it was mixed with thirst and fatigue, until she didn’t know which was worse. Then she realized that her pants were wet and her thighs stinging—she had gone while she was dozing. Soon her thighs felt scalded from the urine and the constant rubbing of the saddle. The pain was minor compared to her thirst. During the afternoon, with the sun beating down so hot that her shirt was as wet from sweat as if she had swum a river in it, she thought she was going to break down, that she would have to beg the man for water. Her lips were cracked and the sweat off her face ran into the cracks and stung her, but she licked at it. At least it was wet and even a second of wetness on her tongue felt good. She had never been so thirsty in her life, and had not imagined it could be such a pain. The most terrible part was when they crossed water—for creeks were numerous. She would look down at the water as they crossed, and she wanted to beg. She leaned over at one of the deeper creeks, trying to get a little water in her hand, but she couldn’t reach it, though it splashed beneath the horse’s belly. She cried then, tears mingling with the sweat. Her head throbbed from the beating sunlight, and she began to lose hold on life for minutes at a time. She felt she might cross over. What a joke it would be on the man if, when he got her wherever he was taking her, she was dead. He wouldn’t get much from her dead.


  But she didn’t die—she just got thirstier and thirstier. Her tongue began to bother her. It seemed to fill her mouth, and when she licked at the drops of sweat it felt as large as her hand.


  Then, as she was dreaming of water, she opened her eyes to find that they were stopped by a sizable stream. Blue Duck was untying her ankles.


  “I’d say you wet your pants,” he said.


  Lorena didn’t care what he said. Her legs wouldn’t work, but she wanted the water so bad she crawled to it, getting her pants muddy, and her arms. She couldn’t drink fast enough—in gulping the water she got some up her nose. While she was drinking, Blue Duck waded in beside her and pulled her up by her hair.


  “Don’t drink so fast,” he said. “You’ll founder.”


  Then he pushed her head under and held it there. Lorena thought he meant to drown her and tried to grab his legs to pull herself out; but evidently he just wanted to give her a bath, because he soon let go and walked back to the horses. Lorena sat in the water, her clothes soaked, not caring. She drank until she couldn’t drink anymore. Blue Duck had unsaddled the horses, and they were standing in the river, drinking.


  When she waded out of the river, Blue Duck was sitting under a tree, chewing on a piece of dried meat. He fished in his saddlebag and gave her a piece. Lorena didn’t feel hungry—but then she remembered she had not felt thirsty that morning, either. She took the piece of jerky.


  “We’ll rest a spell till it’s dark,” he said.


  She looked at the sun, which was not high. It wouldn’t be much of a rest. She nibbled at the meat, which was so hard her teeth could barely dent it. She went and sat in the shade of a small tree growing by the creek.


  Blue Duck hobbled the horses, then came and looked down at her. “I got a treatment for women that try to run away,” he said casually. “I cut a little hole in their stomachs and pull out a gut and wrap it around a limb. Then I drag them thirty or forty feet and tie them down. That way they can watch the coyotes come and eat their guts.”


  He went back and lay down under a tree, adjusted his saddlebags for a pillow, and was soon asleep.


  Lorena was too tired for his threat to scare her much. She wasn’t going to run away and give him a reason to cut a hole in her stomach. She did think she was going to die, though. She felt death had her, in the form of the Comanchero. She wouldn’t live to be cut or be gnawed by coyotes. She would die if he touched her, she felt. She was too tired to care much. The one thing that crossed her mind was that she should have gone with Xavier. He was a man of his word, and no worse in most respects than other men. And yet she had been determined to go riding off with Jake, who had not even looked after her three weeks. Jake was probably still in Austin, playing cards. She didn’t particularly blame him—playing cards beat most things you could do.


  She dozed for what seemed like a minute and woke to find Blue Duck shaking her. It was dusk, the sun just down.


  “Let’s git,” he said. “We don’t want to miss the cool of the evening.”


  Once again they rode all night. Lorena slept in the saddle and would have fallen off if she hadn’t been tied in the stirrups. At dawn he let her down again, by another creek, and this time she did as he did—peed and drank. They rode all day again through empty country, never seeing a horseman, a town, even an animal. The only thing she noticed was that there were fewer trees. She grew so tired of riding that she would have been glad to die, if only because it meant being stopped. She wanted sleep more than she had ever wanted anything. The sun blazed all day. When she dozed, sweat stood on her eyelids and wet her face when she awoke.


  Blue Duck took so little interest in her that she couldn’t understand why he had stolen her. He scarcely looked back all day. He untied her when they stopped, tied her again when they mounted. Once, drinking at a creek that was barely a trickle, the hand she was bracing herself with slipped and she got mud on her nose. The sight seemed to amuse him slightly.


  “Monkey John will like that yellow hair,” he said. “He’ll ’bout have to marry you when he sees that.”


  Later, as he was tying her back on her horse, he mentioned her hair again.


  “It’s too bad the tribes played out,” he said. “A few years back all I would have had to do was scalp you. I could have got a bunch for a scalp like yours.”


  He reached up and idly fingered her hair. “I hope that goddamn old Ranger hurries along,” he said. “I owe him a few.”


  “Gus?” she said. “Gus won’t come. I ain’t his.”


  “He’s coming,” Blue Duck said. “I don’t know if it’s for you or for me, but he’s coming. I oughta just gut you and leave you here and let him bury whatever the buzzards and the varmints don’t eat.”


  Lorena didn’t look at him, for fear that if she looked he’d do it.


  “Only I told the boys I’d bring them a woman,” he said. “I doubt they thought I’d find the likes of you. They’ll probably give me most of their money and all their hides when they see you.”


  That day her mare played out. She had been stumbling more and more, as she tired. In the heat of the afternoon she stopped and stood with her head down.


  “I guess whoever picked this one was just planning to ride to church,” Blue Duck said. He untied Lorena and put her on the packhorse. They rode off and left the mare. The packhorse lasted only a day, and when he stopped, Blue Duck made her get up behind him on the big sorrel. If it bothered the horse to carry two riders, he didn’t show it. Lorena held to the saddle strings and tried not to touch Blue Duck, although he paid her no mind.


  Riding at his back, she noticed something she had not seen before: a white necklace of some kind. It was a bone necklace, and after looking at it for a time she realized it was made of fingers—human fingers.


  That evening, when they stopped to rest, Blue Duck saw her glance at the necklace. He grinned in the way that made her think of death.


  “Easiest way to get the rings off,” he said. “Just take the fingers. It’s no harder than breaking off a little stick if you know how.”


  That night he tied her hand and foot and rode off. Lorena didn’t speak, didn’t question him. Maybe he was leaving her for the buzzards, but she felt she would rather die than say something that might anger him. She didn’t try to get untied either, for fear he was watching, waiting for her to make some attempt to escape. She slept, and she awoke as he was cutting her bounds. Another horse was standing there.


  “It ain’t much of a horse, but it’s only got to last about a day,” he said.


  There was no saddle—he had not bothered to take the saddle off the dying packhorse. He passed a cord under the horse’s belly and tied her ankles.


  She had thought the riding hard even when she had a saddle but quickly realized how easy that had been. She slipped from side to side and had to cling to the horse’s mane to stay on. Blue Duck rode as before, seldom looking back. It was night and she was tired, but there was no dozing. Despite her grip on the mane, she almost slid off several times. With her feet tied, if she fell she would just roll under the horse’s belly and be kicked to death. The horse was narrow-backed and not very smooth-gaited; she could find no way to sit that didn’t jar her, and long before morning she thought if they didn’t stop she would be cut in two.


  But she wasn’t, though her hands were raw from gripping the horsehair so tightly. Minute by minute, for hours, it seemed to her that she couldn’t go on—that she might as well give up and slide under the animal’s belly. There was no reason to stay alive anyway: Blue Duck had her.


  When he untied her at a creek, she stumbled into it to drink, no longer caring if she got wet or muddy. Again he gave her only a piece of hard dried meat. She barely had the strength to get back on the horse; she had to claw her way up using the mane. Blue Duck didn’t help her and he tied her ankles anyway, though it was obvious she was too weak to run away. She felt a flash of anger—why did he keep tying her when she could barely walk?


  The country had begun to flatten out. The grass was higher than any she had seen. When she looked up and flung the sweat out of her eyes it seemed she could see a farther distance than she had ever seen before. Waves of heat shimmered over the grass—once she looked up and thought she saw a giant tree far ahead, but when she looked again it was gone.


  Blue Duck rode on through the high grass, never slowing, seldom looking back. She felt hatred growing, pushing through her fear. If she fell, he probably wouldn’t even stop. He only wanted her for his men. He didn’t care how much she hurt or how tired she was. He hadn’t cared to keep her saddle or even her saddle blanket, though the blanket would have kept the horse’s hard back from bruising her so. She felt like she had felt when she had tried to shoot Tinkersley. If she ever got a chance she would kill the man, in revenge for all the painful hours she had spent watching his indifferent back.


  Well before sundown they came to a broad riverbed with just a little thin ribbon of brown water visible across an expanse of reddish sand.


  “Keep in my tracks,” Blue Duck said. “If you don’t you’re apt to bog.”


  Just as he was about to put his horse into the sand, he held up. Across the river Lorena saw four riders watching them.


  “It’s Ermoke and three of his boys,” Blue Duck said. “I guess they’ve been off scalping.”


  Lorena felt a chill, just looking at the riders. Jake had said most of the Indians still running loose were renegades. He made light of them. He had dealt with renegades before, he said, and could do it again. Except that he was still in Austin, playing cards, and there were the renegades.


  She wanted to turn her horse and flee, hopeless as that was, but while she sat in a cold sweat of fear Blue Duck turned and caught her bridle, wrapping her reins around his saddle horn.


  They went cautiously across the sand, Blue Duck occasionally backtracking a few yards to find a route he liked better. Lorena kept her eyes down. She didn’t want to look at the men waiting on the other side.


  Twice, despite all Blue Duck’s caution, it seemed they had gone wrong. His horse started to bog, and then hers. But both times, by heavy spurring, Blue Duck got the big sorrel to lunge free, pulling her horse free. Once, in one of the lunges, she was thrown far up on her horse’s neck. But finally they found a solid crossing and trotted through the few yards of brown water.


  As they rode out of the river the four men waiting whipped up their mounts and raced down to meet them. One of them carried a lance strung with patches of hair. Lorena had never seen a scalp before, but she felt sure the patches were scalps. Most seemed old and dusty, but one, a patch of shiny black hair, was still crusted with blood. All of the men were Indians, heavily armed.


  The leader, who carried the lance with the collection of scalps, had a hard face, with a thin wisp of mustache at each corner of his mouth. It was as if the hairs curled out of his mouth. She glanced only once and then kept her eyes away, for they were all looking at her and their looks were bad. She knew she had come to a hard place and had no one to help her. She heard the leader speak to Blue Duck and then felt their horses crowd around her. Several hands reached out to feel and pull her hair. She could smell the men and feel them, but she didn’t look up. She didn’t want to see them. Their rank, sweaty smell was almost enough to make her sick. One of them, amused by her hair, pulled it till her scalp stung, and he laughed a strange, jerky laugh. They crowded so close around her on their hot horses that for a moment she felt she might faint. She had never been in such a hard place, not even when Mosby’s sisters locked her in the basement.


  Two of the men dismounted and one of them started to untie her ankles, but Blue Duck whistled.


  “Let’s go,” he said. “I reckon she’ll keep till sundown.”


  Ermoke, the leader, the man with the wisps of hair at the corners of his mouth, retied her ankles so tightly that the rawhide cut her. He took her bridle and led her from then on. The other three men rode behind her.


  At the sight, Blue Duck laughed. “I guess they don’t want to take no chances on you getting away,” he said. “Fresh women is scarce in these parts.”


  Lorena began to wish there was some way just to die. If there was, she would have done it. But she was tied, and there was no way.


  They rode until the sun was gone and the western sky red with afterglow. Then Blue Duck reined in and quickly dropped the saddle off his horse.


  “Okay, Ermoke,” he said. “Go on and have a taste. We’ll stop until the moon rises.”


  Before he had finished speaking, the men had cut her ankles free and were dragging her off the horse. They didn’t even wait to tie their horses. When Lorena would open her eyes for a second she saw the darkening sky through the legs of the waiting horses. The man with the jerky laugh had a bugle and also less lust than the rest. After covering her once, he sat in the grass playing bugle calls. Now and then, watching what was happening, he would laugh the jerky laugh. Lorena had expected death, but it wasn’t death she got—just the four men. Ermoke, the leader, wouldn’t leave her. The other men began to complain. When she opened her eyes, she looked for the moon. But the moon was late and she only saw the horses, still standing over her. Blue Duck had gone away, and when he returned Ermoke was with her again.


  “Let’s go,” Blue Duck said. “That’s enough of a taste.”


  When Ermoke ignored him, Blue Duck walked over and kicked him in the ribs so hard that Lorena was rolled over with the Indian.


  “You better mind,” Blue Duck said. Ermoke got up, holding his side.


  While they retied her ankles, the laughing bugler blew a few more notes.


  50.


  IT WAS JULY JOHNSON’S VIEW that all gamblers were lazy, and most of them cocky; Jake Spoon was known to be both. Maybe instead of riding all the way to south Texas he would decide to test his luck in Fort Worth, it being a fair-sized cow town.


  July thought it was a possibility worth investigating, for if he could run into Jake there it would save himself and little Joe hundreds of miles. It would also mean he could get back to Elmira quicker. Getting back to Elmira occupied his mind a lot more than catching Jake Spoon. He rode along all day thinking about her, which made him a poor companion for Joe, who didn’t seem to miss her at all.


  Actually, as much as anything, July wanted to stop in Fort Worth to post her a letter he had written. It seemed to him she might be getting lonesome and would enjoy some mail. Yet the letter he composed, though he had labored over it several nights, was such a poor composition that he debated sending it. He hesitated, for if it struck her wrong she would make fun of it. But he felt a need to write and lamented the fact that he was such a poor hand at it. The letter was very short.


  DEAR ELLIE—


  We have come a good peace and have been lucky with the weather, it has been clear.


  No sign of Jake Spoon yet but we did cross the Red River and are in Texas, Joe likes it. His horse has been behaving all right and neither of us has been sick.


  I hope that you are well and have not been bothered too much by the skeeters.


  YOUR LOVING HUSBAND,


  July


  He studied over the letter for days and wanted to put in that he missed her or perhaps refer to her as his darling, but he decided it was too risky—Elmira sometimes took offense at such remarks. Also he was bothered by spelling and didn’t know if he had done a good job with it. Several of the words didn’t look right to him, but he had no way of checking except to ask Joe, and Joe had only had a year or two of schooling so far. He was particularly worried about the word “skeeters,” and scratched it in the dirt one night while they were camped, to ask Joe’s opinion.


  “It looks too long,” Joe said, glad to be asked. “I’d take out a letter or two.”


  July studied the matter for several minutes and finally decided he might spare one of the “e” letters. But when he took it out the word looked too short, so when he recopied the letter, he put it back in.


  “I bet she’ll be glad to get the letter,” Joe said, to cheer July up. July had been nothing but gloomy since they left Fort Smith.


  Actually, he didn’t think his mother would care one way or another whether she got a letter from July. His mother didn’t think much of July—she had told him so in no uncertain terms several times.


  Joe himself was happy enough to be gone from Fort Smith, though he missed Roscoe somewhat. Otherwise he took a lively interest in the sights along the way, though for a while the sights consisted mostly of trees. Gradually they began to get into more open country. One day, to his delight, they surprised a small bunch of buffalo, only eight animals. The buffalo ran off, and he and July raced after them for a while to get a better look. After a couple of miles they came to a little river and they stopped to watch the buffalo cross. Even July forgot his gloom for a few minutes at the sight of the big, dusty animals.


  “I’m glad there’s some left,” he said. “I know the hide hunters have about killed them off.”


  Late that day they rode into Fort Worth. The number of houses amazed Joe, and the wide, dusty streets were filled with wagons and buggies. July decided they ought to go to the post office first, though at the last minute he became so worried about his letter that he almost decided not to mail it. He wanted badly to mail it, and yet he didn’t want to.


  It seemed to Joe that they rode past about fifty saloons, looking for the post office. Fort Smith only had three saloons and one livery stable, whereas Fort Worth had a big wagon yard and stores galore. They even met a small herd of wild-looking longhorn cattle being driven right through the streets by four equally wild-looking cowboys. The cattle, for all their wild looks, behaved so well that they didn’t get to see the cowboys actually rope one, a sight Joe longed to see.


  At the post office July debated several more minutes and finally took his letter in, purchased a stamp and mailed it. The postal clerk was an old man wearing eyeglasses. He scrutinized the address on the letter and then looked at July.


  “Arkansas, is that where you’re from?” he asked.


  “Why, yes,” July said.


  “Johnson your name?” the man asked.


  “Why, yes,” July said again. “I’m surprised you know.”


  “Oh, just guessing,” the man said. “I think I got a letter for you here somewhere.”


  July remembered they had told Peach and Charlie they might stop in Fort Worth and try to get wind of Jake and, of course, Elmira. He had only mentioned it—it had never occurred to him that anyone might want to write him. At the thought that the letter might be from Elmira, his heart beat faster. If it was, he intended to ask for his own letter back so he could write her a proper answer.


  The old clerk took his time looking for the letter—so much time that July grew nervous. He had not been expecting mail, but now that the prospect had arisen he could hardly wait to know who his letter was from and what it said.


  But he was forced to wait, as the old man scratched around in piles of dusty papers and looked in fifteen or twenty pigeonholes. “Dern,” the old man said. “I remember you having a letter. I hope some fool ain’t thrown it away by mistake.”


  Three cowboys came in, all with letters they had written to their sisters or sweethearts, and all of them had to stand there waiting while the old man continued his search. July’s heart began to sink. Probably the old man had a poor memory, and if there was a letter it was for somebody else.


  One of the cowboys, a fiery fellow with a red mustache, finally could not contain his impatience. “Are you looking for your galoshes, or what?” he asked the old man.


  The old man ignored him, or else couldn’t hear him. He was humming as he looked.


  “It ought to be a hanging crime for the post office to work so slow,” the impatient fellow said. “I could have carried this letter by hand in less time than this.”


  Just as he said it, the old man found July’s letter under a mail bag. “Some fool set a mail bag on it,” he said, handing it to July.


  “I guess men grow old and die standing here waiting to buy a dern stamp,” the fiery fellow said.


  “If you’re planning to cuss I’ll ask you to do it outside,” the clerk said, unperturbed.


  “I guess it’s a free country,” the cowboy said. “Anyway, I ain’t cussing.”


  “I hope you can afford a stamp,” the old man said. “We don’t give credit around here.”


  July didn’t wait to hear the end of the argument. He could tell by the handwriting on the envelope that the letter was from Peach, not Elmira. The realization knocked his spirits down several pegs. He knew he had no reason to expect a letter from Elmira in the first place, but he was longing to see her, and the thought that she might have written had been comforting.


  Joe was sitting on the board sidewalk outside the post office, watching the steady stream of buggies, wagons and horseback riders go by.


  July had looked perked up when he went in, but not when he came out. “It’s from Peach,” he said. He opened the letter and leaned against a hitch rail to try and make out Peach’s handwriting, which was rather hen-scratchy:


  DEAR JULY—


  Ellie took off just after you did. My opinion is she won’t be back, and Charlie thinks the same.


  Roscoe’s a poor deputy, you ought to dock his wages over this. He didn’t even notice she was gone but I called it to his attention.


  Roscoe has started after you, to give you the news, but it is not likely he’ll find you—he is a man of weak abilities. I think the town is a sight better off without him.


  We think Ellie left on a whiskey boat, I guess she took leave of her senses. If that’s the case it would be a waste of time to go looking for her, Charlie thinks the same. You had better just go on and catch Jake Spoon, he deserves to pay the price.


  YOUR SISTER-IN-LAW,


  Mary Johnson


  July had forgotten that Peach had a normal name like Mary before his brother gave her the nickname. Ben had found Peach in Little Rock and had even lived there two months in order to court her.


  “What’d it say?” Little Joe asked.


  July didn’t want to think about what it said. It was pleasanter to try and keep his mind off the facts—the main fact being the one his mind was most reluctant to approach. Ellie had left. She didn’t want to be married to him. Then why had she married him? He couldn’t understand that, or why she had left.


  He looked at Joe, angry with the boy for a moment though he knew it was wrong to be. If Joe had stayed in Fort Smith, Ellie couldn’t have left so easily. Then he remembered that it was Ellie who had insisted that the boy come along. None of it was Joe’s fault.


  “It’s bad news,” July said.


  “Did Ma leave?” Joe asked.


  July nodded, surprised. If the boy could figure it out so easily, it must mean that he was the fool for having missed something so obvious that even a boy could see it.


  “How could you guess?” he asked.


  “She don’t like to stay in one place too long,” Joe said. “That’s her way.”


  July sighed and looked at the letter again. He decided he didn’t believe the part about the whiskey boat. Even if Ellie had taken leave of her senses she wouldn’t travel on a whiskey boat. He had left her money. She could have taken a stage.


  “What are we gonna do now?” Joe asked.


  July shook his head. “I ain’t got it thought through,” he said. “Roscoe’s coming.”


  Joe’s face brightened. “Roscoe?” he said. “Why’d he want to come?”


  “Don’t imagine he wanted to,” July said. “I imagine Peach made him.”


  “When’ll he show up?” Joe asked.


  “No telling,” July said. “No telling when, and no telling where, either. He don’t have no sense of direction. He could be going east, for all we know.”


  That possibility alone made his quandary more difficult. His wife had left for parts unknown, his deputy was wandering in other parts unknown, and the man he was supposed to catch was in yet other parts unknown.


  In fact, July felt he had reached a point in his life where virtually nothing was known. He and Joe were on a street in Fort Worth, and that was basically the sum of his knowledge.


  “I guess we better go find your mother,” he said, though even as he said it he knew it meant letting Jake Spoon get away. It also meant letting Roscoe Brown stay lost, wherever he was lost.


  “Ellie might be in trouble,” he said, talking mainly to himself.


  “Maybe Roscoe’s found out where she is,” Joe suggested.


  “I doubt it,” July said. “I doubt Roscoe even knows where he is.”


  “Ma probably just went to look for Dee,” Joe said.


  “Who?” July asked, startled.


  “Dee,” Joe said. “Dee Boot.”


  “But he’s dead,” July said, looking very disturbed. “Ellie told me he died of smallpox.”


  From the look on July’s face, Joe knew he had made a mistake in mentioning Dee. Of course, it was his mother’s fault. She had never told him that Dee had died—if he had. Joe didn’t believe he was dead either. It was probably just something his mother had told July for reasons of her own.


  “Ain’t he your pa?” July asked.


  “Yep,” Joe said proudly.


  “She said he died of smallpox,” July said. “She said it happened in Dodge.”


  Joe didn’t know how to correct his blunder. July looked as if the news had made him sick.


  “I don’t think she’d lie to me,” July said out loud, but again talking to himself. He didn’t mean it and couldn’t think why he had said it. Probably she had lied to him right along, about wanting to be married and everything. Probably Dee Boot was alive, in which case Elmira must be married to two men. It seemed hard to believe, since she didn’t seem to enjoy being married much.


  “Let’s go,” July said. “I can’t think in all this bustle.”


  “Ain’t you gonna look for Jake in the saloons?” Joe asked. After all, that was what they had come to Fort Worth to do.


  But July mounted and rode off so fast that Joe was afraid for a second he would lose him amid the wagons. He had to jump on his horse and lope, just to catch up.


  They rode east, back in the direction they had come from. Joe didn’t ask any questions, nor did July give him the chance. It was almost evening when they started, and they rode until two hours after dark before they camped.


  “We better find Roscoe,” July said that night, when they were camped. “He might know more than Peach thinks he does.”


  Suddenly he had a terrible longing to see Roscoe, a man who had irritated him daily for years. Roscoe might know something about Ellie—she might have explained herself to him, and Roscoe might have had his reasons for concealing the information from Peach. It was quite possible he knew exactly where Ellie was, and why she left.


  By the time he lay down to sleep he was more than half convinced that Roscoe knew the truth and would put his mind at ease. Even so, as it was, his mind was far from at ease. He was tense with anger at Peach for being so open with her opinions, particularly the one about Ellie being gone for good.


  Joe was sleeping with his mouth open, snoring softly. July wondered that he could sleep so soundly with his mother missing.


  The stars were out and July lay awake all night, looking at them and wondering what to do. It occurred to him that Ellie was probably camped under the same stars, the same sky. He began to have strange thoughts. The stars looked so close together. As a boy he had enjoyed good balance and could cross creeks by stepping on stones and rocks. If only he could be in the sky and use the stars like stepping-stones. In no time he could find Ellie. If she went toward Kansas, then she was only a few stars to the north, and yet, on the earth, it would take him days to get to her.


  The plains were still and silent, so silent that July felt that if he spoke Ellie ought to be able to hear him. If she was watching the stars, as he was, why wouldn’t she know that he was thinking of her?


  The longer he lay awake, the stranger he felt. He felt he was probably going crazy from all the strain. Of course the stars couldn’t help. They were stars, not mirrors. They couldn’t show Ellie what he was feeling. He dozed for a little while and had a dream that she had come back. They were sitting in the loft of their little cabin and she was smiling at him.


  When he awoke and realized the dream wasn’t true, he felt so disappointed that he cried. It had seemed so real, and Ellie had even touched him, smiling. He tried to go back to sleep so the dream would return, but he couldn’t. The rest of the night he lay awake, remembering the sweetness of the dream.


  51.


  IN THE MORNING, when July was making coffee, they began to hear the sounds of cattle. They were camped near a little creek and the flats were misty, so he couldn’t see much, but over the mists he could hear cattle bawling and cowboys hollering at them. Probably a herd had been bedded nearby and the boys were trying to get them moving.


  Joe was yawning and trying to get awake. The hardest part of traveling was trying to start early. Just when he was sleeping best, July would get up and start saddling his horse.


  By the time the sun was beginning to thin out the mists, they had had their coffee and a bite of bacon and were horseback. The herd was in sight, spread out over the plain for three or four miles, thousands of cattle in it. Neither July nor Joe had ever seen a herd so large, and they paused for a moment to look at it. The morning plains were still dewy.


  “How many is it?” Joe asked. He had never dreamed there could be so many cattle in one place.


  “I don’t know. Thousands,” July said. “I’ve heard south Texas is nothing but cattle.”


  Though the herd was in progress, the camp crew wasn’t. The cook was packing his pots and skillets into a wagon.


  “I guess we ought to ask them if they’ve seen Roscoe,” July said. “He could be south of us. Or they might have news of Jake.”


  They loped over to the wagon just as the wrangler turned loose the horse herd. The horses, fifty or sixty of them, were jumping and frisking, kicking up their heels and nickering at one another, glad to be moving. July and Joe waited until the wrangler had them headed north before trotting on toward the wagon. The cook wore an old black hat, and had a long, dirty beard.


  “You’re too late, boys,” he said. “The hands just et me out of breakfast.”


  “Well, we’ve et,” July said, noticing for the first time a man sitting on a tarp by the ashes of the campfire. The unusual thing about the man was that he was reading a book. His horse, a fine-looking black, was saddled and grazing a few yards away.


  “Where would I find the boss?” July asked, addressing himself to the old cook.


  “I’m the boss, that’s why I’ve got time to read,” the reading man said. “My name’s Wilbarger.” He wore iron-rimmed spectacles.


  “I like to snatch a minute for Mr. Milton, and the morning’s my only hope,” Wilbarger added. “At night I’m apt to be in a stampede, and you can’t read Mr. Milton during a stampede—not and take his sense. My days are mostly taken up with lunkheads and weather and sick horses, but I sometimes get a moment of peace after breakfast.”


  The man looked at them sternly through his glasses. Joe, who had hated what little schooling he’d had, was at a loss to know why a grown man would sit around and read on a pretty day.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt you,” July said.


  “Are you a lawman?” Wilbarger asked in his impatient way.


  “I am,” July said.


  “Then you’re going to have to listen to some complaints about the law in this state,” Wilbarger said. “I’ve never seen a place with less law. The farther south you go, the worse the horsethieves get. Along that border they’re thicker than ticks.”


  “Well, I ain’t from Texas, I’m from Arkansas,” July said.


  “It’s a weak excuse,” Wilbarger said, marking his place with a grass blade and standing up. “I didn’t notice much law in Arkansas either. There’s law of sorts in New Orleans, but out here it’s every man for himself.”


  “Well, there’s Texas Rangers but I guess they mostly fight the Indians,” July said, wondering where the conversation would end.


  “Yes, I met a couple,” Wilbarger said. “They were excellent horsethieves themselves. They stole my remuda back from some sly Mexicans. Are you looking for a killer or what?”


  “Yes, a man named Jake Spoon,” July said. “He killed a dentist in Fort Smith.”


  Wilbarger tucked his book carefully into his bedroll and tossed the bedroll in the back of the wagon.


  “You’ve overshot Mr. Spoon,” he said. “He was recently seen in the town of Lonesome Dove, where he won twenty dollars from a hand of mine. However, he’s headed this way. He partnered up with the gentlemen who got my horses back. If I were you I’d camp here and put this boy in school. They’ll be along in two or three weeks.”


  “I thank you for the information,” July said. “I don’t suppose you’ve run across a man named Roscoe Brown along the trail.”


  “Nope, who’d he kill?” Wilbarger asked.


  “Nobody,” July said. “He’s my deputy. It may be that he’s lost.”


  “The name Roscoe don’t inspire confidence,” Wilbarger said. “People named Roscoe ought to stick to clerking. However, it’s summertime. At least your man won’t freeze to death. Any more people you’re looking for?”


  “No, just them two,” July said, refraining from mentioning Elmira.


  Wilbarger mounted. “I hope you hang Spoon promptly,” he said. “I expect he’s a card cheat, and card cheats undermine society faster than anything. If you find your deputy, see if you can’t steer him into clerking.”


  With that he trotted over to the cook. “Are you coming with us, Bob?” he asked.


  “No,” the cook said. “I’m planning to marry and settle down here in north Texas.”


  “I hope you marry somebody who can cook,” Wilbarger said. “If you do, let me know. When she gets ready to leave you, I’ll hire her.”


  He looked around at Joe. “Need a job, son?” he asked. “We need a boy that don’t ask questions and is handy with an ax. I don’t know about your chopping skills, but you ain’t asked a question yet.”


  Wilbarger seemed serious, and July was tempted to let Joe do it. Going north with a herd would be good experience for him. The main advantage, though, was that he himself could then travel alone, with just his thoughts. Without Joe to look after, he could better accomplish the main task ahead, which was to find Elmira.


  Joe was startled. He had never expected to be offered a job with a cow outfit, and hearing the words was a thrill. But of course he couldn’t take it—he had been assigned to July.


  “Much obliged,” he said. “I reckon I can’t.”


  “Well, the job’s open,” Wilbarger said. “We may meet again. I’ve got to lope up to the Red River to see if I think the water’s fresh enough for my stock.”


  “What’ll you do if it ain’t?” Joe asked. He had never known anyone who just said one unusual thing after another, as Wilbarger did. How could the water in a river not be fresh enough for cows?


  “Well, I could piss in it to show it what I thought of it,” Wilbarger said.


  “Could you use any company?” July asked. “We’re going up that way.”


  “Oh, I can always use good conversation, when I can get it,” Wilbarger said. “I was brought up to expect good conversation, but then I run off to the wilderness and it’s been spotty ever since. Why are you going north when the man you want is to the south?”


  “I’ve got other business as well,” July said. He didn’t want to describe it though. He hadn’t meant to ask Wilbarger if they could ride along. He wouldn’t ordinarily have done it, but then his life was no longer ordinary. His wife was lost, and his deputy also. He felt more confused than he ever had in his life, whereas Wilbarger was a man who seemed far less confused than most. He seemed to know his mind immediately, whatever the question put to him.


  Wilbarger started at once and loped several miles without speaking. Joe loped with him. The country was open, lightly spotted with elm and post oak. They came to a fair-sized stream and Wilbarger stopped to water his horse.


  “Have you been to Colorado?” July asked.


  “Yes, once,” Wilbarger said. “Denver’s no worse than most towns out here. I intend to avoid that country, though. The Indians in those parts ain’t entirely reformed, and the outlaws are meaner than the Indians, with less excuse.”


  It was not comforting talk when one’s wife was said to be on a whiskey boat going up the Arkansas.


  “Planning a trip to Colorado?” Wilbarger asked.


  “I don’t know,” July said. “Maybe.”


  “Well, if you go up on the plains and get scalped, there’ll be that much less law in Arkansas,” Wilbarger said. “But then there might not be that much crime in Arkansas now. I guess most of the crime’s moved to Texas.”


  July wasn’t listening. He was trying to convince himself that Peach was wrong—that Elmira had just gone wandering for a few days. When Wilbarger started to move on, July did not.


  “Thanks for the company,” he said. “I think we better go look for my deputy.”


  “There’s a perfectly straight trail from Fort Smith into Texas,” Wilbarger said. “Captain Marcy laid it out. If that deputy can’t even stay in a road, I expect you ought to fire him.”


  Then he loped away without saying goodbye. Joe wished they were going with him. In only a few hours the man had paid him several compliments and had offered to hire him. He found himself feeling resentful both of July and Roscoe. July didn’t seem to know what he wanted to do, and as for Roscoe, if he couldn’t stay in a road, then he deserved to be lost. He wished he had spoken up and grabbed the job when Wilbarger offered it.


  But the moment had been missed—Wilbarger was already out of sight, and they were still sitting there. July looked depressed, as he had ever since they had left Fort Smith. Finally, without a word, he turned east, back toward Arkansas. Joe wished he was old enough to point out to July that nothing he was doing made any sense. But he knew July probably wouldn’t even hear him in the state he was in. Joe felt annoyed, but he kept quiet and followed along.


  52.


  THE AMAZING THING about Janey, in Roscoe’s view, was that she knew her way. Almost as amazing was that she liked to walk. The first day or two it felt a little wrong that he was riding and she was walking, but she was just a slip of a girl, and he was a grown man and a deputy besides. He pointed out to her that she was welcome to ride—she weighed practically nothing, and anyway they weren’t traveling fast enough to tire a horse.


  But Janey didn’t want to ride. “I’ll walk and all you have to do is keep up,” she said. Of course it was no trouble for a man on horseback to keep up with a girl on foot, and Roscoe began to relax and even to enjoy the trip a little. It was pretty weather. All he had to do was trot along and think. What he mostly thought about was how surprised July would be when they showed up and told him the news.


  Not only could Janey keep them on the trail but she was also extremely useful when it came to rounding up grub. Once they got settled in a camp at night she would disappear and come back five minutes later with a rabbit or a possum or a couple of squirrels. She could even catch birds. Once she came back with a fat brownish bird of a sort Roscoe had never seen.


  “Now what bird is that?” he asked.


  “Prairie chicken,” Janey said. “There was two but one got away.”


  They ate the prairie chicken and it was as good as any regular chicken Roscoe had ever had. Janey cracked open the bones with her teeth and sucked out the marrow.


  The only problem with her at all, from Roscoe’s point of view, was that she was tormented by bad dreams and whimpered at night. Roscoe loaned her a blanket, thinking she might be cold, but that wasn’t it. Even wrapped in a blanket she still whimpered, and because of that didn’t sleep much. He would awake in the grayness just before dawn and see Janey sitting up, stirring the little campfire and scratching her ankles. She was barefoot, of course, and her ankles and shins were scratched by the rough grass she went through each day.


  “Did you never have any shoes?” he asked once.


  “Never did,” Janey said, as if it didn’t matter.


  The only times she would consent to crawl up on the horse was when they had a sizable creek to cross. She didn’t like wading in deep water.


  “’Fraid of them snappers,” she said. “If one of them was to bite me I’d die.”


  “They’re mighty slow,” Roscoe said. “It’s easy to outrun ’em.”


  “I dream about them,” Janey said, not reassured. “They just keep coming, and I can’t run.”


  Except for snapping turtles and sleep, she seemed to fear nothing. Many times coiled rattlers would sing at them as they traveled, and Janey would never give the snakes a glance. Old Memphis was more nervous about snakes than she was, and Roscoe more nervous than either one of them. He had once heard of a man being bitten by a rattlesnake that had gotten up in a tree. According to the story, the snake had dropped right off a limb and onto the man and had bitten him in the neck. Roscoe imagined how unpleasant it could be to have a snake drop on one’s neck—he took care to ride under as few limbs as possible and was glad to see the trees thinning out as they rode west.


  It seemed they were on a fairly good trail, for every day they encountered three or four travelers, sometimes more. Once they caught up with a family plodding along in a wagon. It was such a large family that it looked like a small town on the move, particularly if you wanted to count the livestock. The old man of the family, who was driving the team, didn’t seem talkative, but his wife was.


  “We’re from Missouri,” she said. “We’re going west and I guess we’ll stop when we feel like it. We’ve got fourteen young ’uns and are hoping to establish a farm.”


  Eight or nine of the young ones were riding in the wagon. They stared at Roscoe and Janey, as silent as owls.


  Several times they met soldiers going east toward Fort Smith. The soldiers were a taciturn lot and passed without much talk. Roscoe attempted to inquire about July, but the soldiers made it clear that they had better things to do than keep a lookout for Arkansas sheriffs.


  Janey was shy of people. She had keen eyesight and would usually see other travelers before Roscoe did. Often when she saw one she disappeared, darting off the trail and hiding in weeds and tall grass until the stranger passed.


  “What are you hiding for?” Roscoe asked. “Them soldiers ain’t after you.”


  “Bill might be with them,” Janey said.


  “Bill who?”


  “Bill,” she repeated. “He gave me to old Sam. I ain’t going with Bill again.”


  She continued to hide at the approach of strangers, and once in a while Roscoe had to admit that it was well she did. There were some rough customers traveling the trail. One day they met two dirty-looking men with greasy beards and six or seven guns between them. Roscoe had an anxious moment, for the men stopped him and asked to borrow tobacco. The fact that he was traveling without any didn’t sit well with them, and they looked as if they might contest the issue.


  “I reckon you’re lying,” one said. He was a small fellow but had mean little eyes and was generally more frightening than his companion, a man the size of an ox, who seemed to take no interest in the conversation.


  “Why would a man travel without nothing to smoke?” the little one asked.


  “It never agreed with me,” Roscoe explained. “I had to give it up.”


  “If you was more dried up I guess we could smoke you,” the little one said, with mean intent.


  But the men rode on, and Roscoe soon forgot about them and began to feel drowsy. The day was muggy, and occasionally he would see lightning flicker in the west.


  After a while it struck him that something was missing, and he figured out that it was Janey. Usually, once the travelers were out of sight, she reappeared. Memphis had come to trust her and would follow her like a pet goat.


  Only this time she wasn’t there to follow. Roscoe looked all around and there wasn’t a soul in sight, though the plain stretched out and he could see for miles. He was alone, and by no means sure of his direction. It scared him. He had come to depend on the girl, even though she was a loud sleeper. He yelled a time or two, but got no response. The fact that he could see so far scared him a little. He had been raised in a land of trees and was not used to country that looked so long and empty. How he could have lost Janey in such an open place was a mystery to him. He sat still for a while, hoping she would pop up, but she didn’t, and finally he rode on at a slow walk.


  An hour passed, and then another, and Roscoe was forced to consider the possibility that he might have lost the girl. One of the snakes she took so little notice of could have bitten her. She could be dying somewhere back along the trail.


  If she wasn’t going to reappear it was his duty to go back and find her, and, as sunset was not far off, and it looked like thunderstorms were on the way, he had better hurry.


  He turned and started back at a trot, but had not gone twenty paces before Janey popped up from behind a bush and jumped right up on Memphis.


  “They’re followin’,” she said. “I been watching. I guess they want to kill you.”


  “Well, they won’t find no tobacco, even if they do,” Roscoe said.


  Still, the little one had had a bad pair of eyes, and he could easily believe they meant to harm him. He wheeled the horse around and started to put him into a run, but Janey jerked on the reins.


  “They’re in front of us,” she said. “They got around you while you was poking along.”


  Roscoe had never felt so at a loss. There was not so much as a tree in sight, and it was a long way back to Fort Smith. He didn’t see how the men could expect to ambush him in the open plain.


  “Dern,” he said, feeling hopeless. “I can’t figure which way to run.”


  Janey pointed north. “Up that way,” she said. “There’s a gully.”


  Roscoe couldn’t see what good a gully would do but he took her advice, and they set off north at a dead run. Memphis was shocked to be spurred into a run, but once he got started he ran with a will.


  Once again, Janey was right. They had only been running half a mile when they struck a big gully. Roscoe stopped and looked around. Not a soul was in sight, which made him feel silly. What were they to do next?


  “Can you shoot?” Janey asked, jumping down.


  “Well, I have shot,” Roscoe said. “There ain’t been nobody much to shoot at in Fort Smith. Sometimes July and I shoot at pumpkins, or bottles and things. July’s a good shot, but I’m just fair. I expect I could hit that big fellow but I don’t know about the little one.”


  “Gimme the pistol, I’ll shoot ’em for you,” Janey said.


  “What’d you ever shoot?” he asked, surprised.


  “Give it to me,” Janey said, and when he slowly handed it over, she hopped off the horse, climbed out of the gully and disappeared.


  Five minutes later, before he could even untie his tarp, it began to rain. Lightning started hitting the ground, and it rained torrents. Roscoe got totally soaked. In ten minutes there was a little river running down the middle of the gully, though the gully had been bone-dry when they rode up. The thunder crashed and it grew dark.


  Roscoe felt that he had never hated travel so much, not even when the pigs chased him. He was alone and likely either to be drowned or shot before the night was over, or even well begun.


  He remembered how snug and secure the jail was, back in Fort Smith, how nice it was to come in slightly drunk and have a comfortable couch to lie on. It was a life he fervently wished he had never left.


  The rain increased until it seemed to Roscoe it was raining as hard as it could possibly rain. He didn’t try to seek shelter, for there was none. It was uncomfortable to be so soaked, but since the water was probably all that was keeping him from being murdered by the little man with the mean eyes, it was silly to complain. Roscoe just sat, hoping that the little creek that filled the gully wouldn’t rise enough to drown him.


  The storm turned out to be just a heavy shower. In ten minutes the rain lightened, and soon it was barely sprinkling. The sun had set, but to the west there was a clear band of sky under the clouds, and the clouds were thinning. The band of sky became red with afterglow. Above it, as the clouds thinned, there was a band of white, and then a deep blue, with the evening star in it. Roscoe dismounted and stood there dripping, aware that he ought to be planning some form of defense but unable to think of any. It seemed to him the storm might have discouraged the two men—maybe one of them had even been struck by lightning.


  Before he could draw much comfort from that line of speculation he heard his own gun go off. A second or two later it went off again, and then again. The sound came from just north of the gully. As he could not be any wetter, and could not stand the suspense of not knowing what was going on, he waded the little creek and climbed the bank, only to look and see the barrels of a shotgun not a yard from his face. The ox of a man held the shotgun; in his big hands it looked tiny, though the barrels in Roscoe’s face seemed as big as cannons.


  “Clamber on up here, traveler,” the big man said.


  July had told him never to argue with a loaded gun, and Roscoe had no intention of disobeying his instructions. He climbed up the muddy bank and saw that Janey was involved in a tussle with the little outlaw. He had her down and was astraddle of her and was trying to tie her, but Janey was wiggling desperately. She was covered with mud, and in the wet, slick grass was proving hard to subdue. The man cuffed her twice, but the blows had no effect that Roscoe could see.


  The big man with the shotgun seemed to find the tussle amusing. He walked over for a closer look, though he continued to keep the shotgun pointed at Roscoe.


  “Why don’t you just shoot her?” he asked the little man. “She was willing to shoot you.”


  The little man didn’t answer. He was breathing hard but he continued to try and tie Janey’s wrists.


  Roscoe had to admire Janey’s spunk. The situation looked hopeless, but she kept struggling, twisting around and scratching at the man when she could. Finally the big man stepped in and planted a muddy boot on one of her arms, enabling his companion to tie her wrists. The little man cuffed her again for good measure, and sat back to get his breath. He looked around at Roscoe, his eyes as bad as ever.


  “Where’d you get this feisty rabbit?” he asked. “She dern near shot me and she nicked Hutto.”


  “We’re from Arkansas,” Roscoe said. He felt foolish for having given Janey the pistol. After all, he was the deputy. On the other hand, if they had seen him shoot, the men might have shot back.


  “Let’s just shoot them and take the horse,” Hutto, the big man said. “We could have done it this afternoon and saved all this time.”


  “Yeah, and the dern soldiers would have found them,” the other said. “You can’t just leave bodies lying right in the road no more. Somebody’s apt to take an interest.”


  “Jim, you’re too nervous,” Hutto said. “Anyway, this ain’t a road, and we ain’t far from the Territory. Let’s shoot ’em and take what they got.”


  “What have they got, by God?” Jim asked. “Go bring the horse.”


  Hutto brought Memphis and the two amused themselves for a few minutes by going through the bedroll and the saddlebags. One kept Roscoe covered with the shotgun while the other emptied the contents of the saddlebags carelessly on the wet grass. What they saw was very disappointing to them.


  “All right, Jim, I told you they looked like a waste of time,” Hutto said.


  “Well, there’s a horse, at least,” Jim said. Then he gave Roscoe a mean look.


  “Strip off them duds,” he said.


  “What?” Roscoe asked.


  “Strip off them duds,” the man repeated. He picked up Roscoe’s pistol, which had fallen in the grass, and pointed it at him.


  “Why must I?” Roscoe asked.


  “Well, your underwear might fit me,” Jim suggested. “You ain’t got much else to offer.”


  Roscoe was forced to take off every bit of clothing. He felt miserable taking off his boots, for he knew that wet as they were he’d be lucky to get them back on. But then, if he was dead it wouldn’t matter. When he got down to his long johns he became embarrassed, for after all Janey was sitting there watching. She was wet and muddy, and hadn’t said a word.


  The man seemed to think he might have money sewed in his long johns, and insisted he take them off. Hutto poked him with the barrels of the shotgun, something he couldn’t ignore. He took them off and stood there naked, hoping Janey wouldn’t look.


  Of course the men found the thirty dollars he was carrying in his old wallet—it represented a month’s wages, and was all he had to finish the trip with. But they had found that before they made him strip. They seemed reluctant to believe it was all the money he had, and casually proceeded to pick his clothes apart with their knives.


  “The thirty dollars is all I got,” he said several times.


  “I guess you wouldn’t be the first man to lie,” Jim said, picking at the seams of his pants to see if he had any greenbacks sewed in them.


  Roscoe was appalled, for the clothes that were being destroyed were the only ones he owned. Then he remembered that he was going to be killed anyway and felt a little better. It was very embarrassing to him to have to stand there naked.


  The men weren’t watching Janey—they were too intent on trying to find money in his saddlebags. While they were all ignoring her she had been quietly scooting backwards on the slick grass. Jim had his back to her and Hutto was winding Roscoe’s old pocket watch. Roscoe happened to look and saw that Janey was quietly creeping away; they had tied her hands but had neglected her feet. Suddenly she began to run. It was deep dusk and in a second she had got into the tall grass north of the gully. She made no sound, but Hutto must have sensed something, for he whirled and let go a blast with the shotgun. Roscoe flinched. Hutto fired the other barrel, and Jim turned and shot three times with Roscoe’s own pistol, which he had stuck in his belt.


  Roscoe peered into the dusk, but there was no sign of Janey. The bandits looked too, with no better luck.


  “Reckon we hit her?” Jim asked.


  “Nope,” Hutto said. “She got in that tall grass.”


  “Well, she could be hit,” Jim said.


  “I could be General Lee, only I ain’t,” Hutto remarked, looking disgusted. “Why didn’t you tie her feet?”


  “Why didn’t you?” Jim retorted.


  “I wasn’t sitting on her,” Hutto said.


  “You watch this one and I’ll go catch her,” Jim said. “I bet once I do she won’t get away for a while.”


  “Why, Jim, you can’t catch her,” Hutto said. “In this dark? Remember how she ambushed us? If she was a better shot we’d both be corpses, and if she’s got a rifle hid out there somewhere we may be corpses yet.”


  “I ain’t scared of her,” Jim said. “Dern her, I should have cracked her with a gun barrel a time or two.”


  “You should have shot her,” Hutto said. “I know you expected to amuse yourself, but look how it turned out. The girl got away and the deputy only had thirty dollars and some dirty underwear.”


  “She can’t be far,” Jim said. “Let’s camp and look for her in the morning.”


  “Well, you can, but I’m going,” Hutto said. “A girl that size ain’t worth tracking.”


  Just as he said it, a good-sized rock came flying through the air and hit him right in the mouth. He was so surprised he slipped and sat down. The rock had smashed his lips; blood poured down his chin. A second later another hit Jim in the ribs. Jim drew a pistol and fired several times in the direction the rocks came from.


  “Oh, stop wasting shells,” Hutto said. He spat out a mouthful of blood.


  Two more rocks came flying in, both aimed at Jim. One hit him right in the elbow, causing him to double over in pain. The other flew over his head.


  Hutto seemed to think the whole thing was funny. He sat on the muddy ground, laughing and spitting great mouthfuls of blood. Jim crouched down, pistol drawn, watching for rocks.


  “This beats all I ever heard of,” Hutto said. “Here we are in a rock fight with a girl no bigger than a minute, and she’s winning. If news of this gets out we’ll have to retire.”


  He looked at Roscoe, who was standing stock-still. One of the rocks had just missed him—he didn’t want to move and risk interfering with Janey’s aim.


  “By God, when I get her she’ll wish she’d kept a-running,” Jim said, cocking his gun. A second later a rock hit him on the shoulder and the gun went off. Furious, he fired into the darkness until the pistol was empty.


  “Well, we’ll sure have to kill this deputy now,” Hutto remarked. He wiggled a loose tooth with a bloody finger. “If he was to tell about this, our reputation as desperados would be ruint forever.”


  “Then why don’t you get up and help me rush her?” Jim said angrily.


  “Oh, I think we should just sit and let her chunk us to death,” Hutto said. “I think it serves us right for being idiots. You was scared of this deputy, when he ain’t no more dangerous than a chicken. Maybe next time you’ll be content to shoot when I want to shoot.”


  Jim opened his pistol. He was trying to reload and watch for rocks, too, squinting into the darkness. Another rock came in low and he managed to turn and take it on his thigh, but it caused him to drop three bullets.


  Roscoe was beginning to feel more hopeful. He was remembering all the varmints Janey had brought into camp—probably she had used them to sharpen her aim. His hope was she’d start throwing for the head before the men got around to killing him.


  Hutto was calmer than Jim. He reached over, got his shotgun and broke the breach.


  “I’ll tell you, Jim,” he said, “you just keep sitting there drawing her fire. I’ll load up with some buckshot. Maybe if she don’t brain you before the moon rises, I can catch the angle and shoot her. Or at least chase her out of chunkin’ range.”


  He reached into the pocket of his buckskin coat for some shells, and as he did, a miracle happened—for in Roscoe’s mind a miracle it was. He stood there, naked and wet, sure to be murdered within a few minutes unless a slip of a girl, armed only with rocks, could defeat two grown men armed with guns. He himself was so sure of being killed that he felt rather detached from what was happening, and invested only faint hope in Janey’s chances of saving him.


  Nobody saw July come. Hutto was reaching in his pocket for shells and Jim was trying to fish those he had dropped out of the mud. Roscoe was watching Jim, whom he liked least. He was hoping to see a big rock hit Jim right between the eyes, perhaps cracking his skull. It wouldn’t stop Hutto from killing him, but it would be some consolation if Jim got his skull cracked first.


  Then, at the same moment, Jim, Hutto, and he himself all became aware that someone was there who hadn’t been. It was July Johnson, standing behind Jim with his pistol drawn and cocked.


  “You won’t need them shells,” July said quietly. “Just leave ’em lie.”


  “Well, you son of a bitch,” Jim said, “what gives you the right to pull a gun on me?”


  Jim looked up, and just as he did, the rock Roscoe had been hoping for sailed in and hit him right in the throat. He dropped his gun and fell over backwards. He lay there clutching his throat and trying desperately to draw breath.


  Hutto had two shotgun shells in his hand but he didn’t try to shove them in the shotgun. “I’ve had bad luck before, but nothing to top this,” he said, ignoring July and looking at Roscoe. “Can’t you at least make that gal stop throwing rocks?”


  Roscoe was having trouble believing what he saw. He felt he had missed a step or two in the proceedings somehow.


  “Are you gonna get your clothes on or are you just going to stand there?” July asked.


  It sounded like July, and it looked like July, so Roscoe was forced to conclude that he was saved. He had been in the process of adjusting to impending death, and it seemed to him a part of him must already have left for the other place, because he felt sort of absent and dull. Ordinarily he would not have stood around on a muddy prairie naked, and yet in some ways it was easier than having to pick up the pieces of his life again, which meant, first off, having to literally pick up pieces of his clothes.


  “They cut up my duds,” he said to July. “I doubt I’ll ever be able to get them boots back on, wet as they are.”


  “Joe, bring the handcuffs,” July said.


  Joe walked into camp with two sets of handcuffs. It shocked him to see Roscoe naked.


  “I never seen so many young ’uns,” Hutto said. “Can this one throw rocks too?”


  “Who is throwing the rocks?” July asked. He had been about to step in before the rock-throwing started, but the rock-thrower’s accuracy had been so startling that he had waited a few minutes to watch the outcome.


  “That’s Janey,” Roscoe said, buttoning up what was left of his best shirt. “She practices chunking varmints. It’s how we been getting our grub.”


  July quickly handcuffed Jim, who was still writhing around on the grass. The blow to the throat seemed to have damaged his windpipe—he gasped loudly for air, like a drowning man.


  “You might shoot me, but you ain’t putting no dern cuffs on me,” Hutto said when July approached him.


  “This is July Johnson, and I wouldn’t fight him,” Roscoe said. For some reason he felt rather friendly to Hutto, though it was Hutto who had been most inclined to kill him.


  Hutto didn’t fight but neither did he get handcuffed, for the simple reason that his wrists were too big. July was forced to tie him with a saddle string, a method he would rather have avoided. A man as large as Hutto would eventually stretch out any rope or piece of rawhide if he kept trying.


  Roscoe managed to get his pants to hold together pretty well although they were full of holes. As predicted, he could not get his boots on. Joe helped, but the two of them made no headway.


  “It’s a good thing you shot,” Joe said. “We was already camped, but July recognized your gun.”


  “Oh, was that it?” Roscoe said, reluctant to admit that it had been Janey who shot.


  Once the men were handcuffed and tied, July got them onto their horses and tied their feet to the stirrups. Hutto and Jim he knew by reputation, for they had harried the east Texas trails for the last year or two, mostly robbing settlers but occasionally killing those who put up a fight. He had expected to find Roscoe eventually, but not the two bandits. Now something would have to be done with them before he could even ask Roscoe all the questions he wanted to ask about Elmira. Also, there was the rock-thrower—Janey, Roscoe had called her. Why was a Janey traveling with Roscoe? Indeed, where was she? The rock-throwing had stopped but no one had appeared.


  Now that the danger was past, Roscoe began to feel that there were many awkward matters awaiting explanation. He had forgotten about Elmira and her departure for several days, although her departure was the reason he was in Texas. Also, he would have to explain to July why he was traveling with a young girl. It seemed better to talk about the miracle of July’s appearance, but July didn’t want to say much about it.


  “I never expected to see you right then,” Roscoe said. “Then there you were, pointing that gun.”


  “This is the main trail to Texas from Fort Smith,” July pointed out. “If I was looking for you that’s where I’d likely be.”


  “Yeah, but I didn’t know you was looking for me,” Roscoe said. “You don’t usually.”


  “Peach wrote and told me you was on the way,” July said. It was all the explanation he planned to offer until he could get Roscoe alone.


  “I guess we’re caught, but what next?” Hutto asked. He did not like to be left out of conversations. Jim, who still had to suck hard to get his breath, showed no inclination to talk.


  “You say there’s a girl?” July asked.


  “Yep, Janey.”


  “Call her in,” July said.


  Roscoe made an effort, but it went awkwardly. “Come on, July’s here,” he said loudly into the darkness. “It’s safe, he’s the sheriff I work for,” he added, just as loudly.


  There was no sound from the darkness, and no sign of Janey. Roscoe could tell July was impatient. It made him nervous. He remembered how Janey had disappeared for two hours that afternoon. If she thought July would wait two hours, she didn’t know much about him.


  “Come on in, we’ve got these men tied,” he said, without much hope that Janey would obey.


  She didn’t. There was not a sound to be heard, except for some coyotes singing about a mile away.


  “I suspect that girl has Indian blood,” Hutto said. “She had us ambushed, fair and square, and if she was as good with a pistol as she is with a rock we’d be dead.”


  “What’s the matter with her?” July asked. “Why won’t she come?”


  “I don’t know,” Roscoe said. “She don’t take to company, I guess.”


  July thought it a very odd business. Roscoe had never been one to womanize. In fact, around Fort Smith his skill in avoiding various widow women had often been commented on. And yet he had somehow taken up with a girl who could throw rocks more accurately than most men could shoot.


  “I don’t intend to spend the night here,” July said. “Has she got a horse?”


  “No, but she’s quick of foot,” Roscoe said. “She’s been keeping ahead of me without no trouble. Where are we going?”


  “To Fort Worth,” July said. “The sheriff there will probably be glad to get these men.”


  “Yes, he will, the son of a bitch,” Hutto said.


  Roscoe felt bad about going off and leaving Janey, but he couldn’t think what to do about it. July tied the two outlaws’ horses to a single lead rope and instructed Roscoe and Joe to stay close behind them. It had clouded up and was almost pitch-dark, but that had no effect on July’s pace, which was fast. Having to deliver the outlaws to justice was taking him out of his way, but there was nothing else for it.


  When they had been riding about an hour, Roscoe got the scare of his life, for suddenly someone jumped on the horse behind him. For a terrifying second he thought Jim must have gotten loose and come to strangle him or stick a knife in him. Memphis was startled, too, and jumped sideways into Joe’s horse.


  Then he heard the person panting and knew it was Janey.


  “I couldn’t keep up no longer,” she said. “I thought he’d slow down but he just keeps going.”


  Joe was so startled to see a girl materialize behind Roscoe that he didn’t say a word. He found it hard to credit that the person who had thrown the rocks could be a girl. Yet he had seen the rocks hit the men. How could a girl throw so hard and straight?


  July had appropriated Hutto’s shotgun, loaded it and put it across his saddle—he assumed it would make the prisoners think twice before starting trouble. His one thought was to get back to Fort Worth, turn the men over and start at once to look for Elmira.


  They rode all night, and when the plains got gray they were no more than five miles from Fort Worth. He glanced back at the prisoners and was startled to see the girl, riding behind Roscoe. She looked very young. Her bare legs were as thin as a bird’s. Roscoe was slumped over the horn, asleep, and the girl held the reins. She was also watching the two prisoners, both of whom were plenty wide-awake. July got down and checked Hutto’s knots, which indeed were slipping.


  “I guess you’re Janey,” he said to the girl. She nodded. July handed her the shotgun to hold while he retied Hutto.


  “My God, don’t do that, she’s apt to cut us in two,” Jim said. His voice had a husky croak from the blow on his throat—it pained him to speak, but the sight of the girl with the shotgun clearly pained him more.


  Joe had managed to get the sleep out of his eyes, and was rather aggrieved that July had given the gun to the girl. She was no older than he was and she was female. He felt he ought to have been given the shotgun.


  “You don’t give a man much of a chance, do you?” Hutto said, as July retied him. He was a messy sight from all the dried blood on his mouth and his beard, but he seemed cheerful.


  “Nope,” July said.


  “If they don’t hang us, you better watch out for Jim,” Hutto said. “Jim hates to have anyone point a gun at him. He’s got a vengeful nature, too.”


  Jim did seem vengeful. His eyes were shining with hatred, and he was looking at the girl. The look was so hot that many men would have flinched from it, but the girl didn’t.


  All the while Roscoe slumped over his horse’s neck, snoring away. They were nearly on the outskirts of Fort Worth before he woke up, and it was not until July handed the prisoners over to the sheriff that he began to feel alive.


  Janey had acted like she wanted to bolt when they came into town—the sight of so many wagons and people clearly upset her—but she held on. July found a livery stable, for it would be necessary to rest the horses for a while. It was run by a woman, who kindly offered to scrape up a little breakfast for the youngsters. It consisted of corn bread and bacon, which they ate sitting on big washtubs outside the woman’s house.


  Roscoe’s clothes were practically in ribbons, so much so that the woman laughed when she saw him. She offered to mend his clothes for another fifty cents, but Roscoe had to decline, since he had nothing to wear while the work was being done.


  “This is a big-looking town,” Roscoe said. “I guess I can buy myself some clothes.”


  “Not for no fifty cents,” the woman said. “That’s nothing but a sack the girl’s wearing. You ought to get her something decent to wear while you’re buying.”


  “Well, I might,” Roscoe said. It was true that Janey’s dress was a mere rag.


  Janey seemed to think Forth Worth was quite a sight. She was over her fright, and she looked around with interest.


  “Is that girl your daughter?” the woman asked.


  “No,” Roscoe said. “I never saw her till last week.”


  “Well, she’s somebody’s daughter and she deserves better than a sack to wear,” the woman said. “That boy’s dressed all right, how come you skimped on the girl?”


  “No opportunity,” Roscoe said. “I just found her up in the country.”


  The woman had a red face, and it got redder when she was angry, as she now clearly was. “I don’t know what to think of you men,” she said, and went in her house and slammed the door.


  “Where did you get her?” July asked.


  “I didn’t get her, exactly,” Roscoe said. He felt on the defensive. It was clear that people would think the worst of him, whatever he did. No doubt in Fort Smith the word would be out that instead of sticking to orders he had run off with the first young girl he could find.


  “She run off and followed me,” he added. July looked noncommittal.


  “A dern old man beat her and used her hard, and that’s why she run off,” Roscoe elaborated. “Can we got to a saloon? I’d sure fancy a beer.”


  July took him to a saloon and bought him a beer. Now that he had Roscoe alone he felt curiously reluctant to mention Elmira. Even hearing her name spoken would be painful.


  “What about Ellie?” he said finally. “Peach said she left.”


  “Well, Peach is right,” Roscoe said. “Or if she didn’t leave, then she’s hiding. Or else a bear got her.”


  “Did you see bear tracks?” July asked.


  “No,” Roscoe admitted.


  “Then a bear didn’t get her,” July said.


  “She probably left on the whiskey boat,” Roscoe said, trying to hide behind his beer glass.


  “I don’t see why,” July said softly, almost to himself. He didn’t see why. He had never done anything to disturb her that he could remember. He had never hit her, or even spoken harshly to her. What would prompt a woman to run off when nothing was wrong? Of course, it wasn’t true that nothing had been wrong. Something had been. He just didn’t know what. He didn’t know why she had married him if she didn’t like him, and he had the sense that she didn’t. It was true that Peach had hinted a few times that people got married for reasons other than liking, but Peach was known to be cynical.


  Now, in the saloon, he remembered Peach’s hints. Maybe Ellie had never liked him. Maybe she had married him for reasons she hadn’t wanted to mention. Thinking about it all made him feel very sad.


  “Did you talk to her at all after I left?” he asked Roscoe.


  “No,” Roscoe admitted.


  July didn’t speak for five minutes. Roscoe turned over in his mind various excuses for not seeing Elmira, but in truth, it had never once occurred to him to go and see her. He slowly drank his beer.


  “What about Jake?” he asked.


  “He’s to the south,” July said. “He’s coming with a trail herd. I want to find Ellie. Once that’s done we’ll look for Jake.”


  He fished some money out of his pocket and paid for the beers. “Maybe you ought to take the young ones and go back to Arkansas,” he said. “I’m going after Ellie.”


  “I’ll come with you,” Roscoe said. Now that he had found July, he had no intention of losing him again. He had had plenty of trouble coming, and yet worse might occur if he tried to go back on his own.


  “I expect if we paid that woman she’d board the girl,” July said. “You go buy some duds. You’ll be a laughingstock if you try to travel in those you got on.”


  The woman at the livery stable agreed to board Janey for three dollars a month. July paid for two months. When told she was to stay in Fort Worth, Janey didn’t say a word. The woman spoke to her cheerfully about getting some better clothes, but Janey sat on the washtub, silent.


  The woman offered to take Joe, too, and board him free if he would help out around the livery stable. July was tempted, but Joe looked so unhappy that he relented and decided to let him stay with them. Then Roscoe showed up, in clothes that looked so stiff it was a wonder he could even walk in them.


  “I guess you might break them clothes in by Christmas,” the livery-stable woman said, laughing. “You look like you’re wearing stovepipes.”


  “I can’t help it if they’re black,” Roscoe said. “It was all they had that fit.”


  He felt sorry about leaving Janey. What if old Sam got well and tracked them to Fort Worth and found her? He offered her two dollars in case she had expenses, but Janey just shook her head. When they rode off, she was still sitting on the big washtub.


  Joe was glad she wasn’t coming. She made him feel that he didn’t do things very well.


  He didn’t have long to enjoy being glad, though. That night they camped on the plains, twenty miles north of Fort Worth. July felt it was all right to sleep without a guard, as there were trail herds on both sides of them. They could hear the night herders singing to the cattle.


  In the morning, when Joe opened his eyes, Janey was squatting by the cold campfire. She still wore her sack. Even July had not heard her come. When July woke up she handed him back the six dollars he had given the woman. July just took it, looking surprised. Joe felt annoyed. It was wrong of the girl to come without July’s permission. If the Indians carried her off, he for one would not be too sorry—although, when he thought about it, he realized he himself might be an easier catch. The girl had followed them at night, across the plains. It was something he couldn’t have done.


  All that day the girl ran along on her own, never getting far behind. She was not like any of the girls Joe had known in Fort Smith, none of whom could have kept up for five minutes. Joe didn’t know what to make of her, and neither did July, or even Roscoe, who had found her. But soon they were far out on the plains, and it was clear to everyone that Janey was along for the trip.


  53.


  LONG BEFORE THE WHISKEY BOAT STOPPED, Elmira knew she was going to have trouble with Big Zwey. The man had never approached her, or even spoken to her, but every time she went out of her shed to sit and watch the water, she felt his eyes on her. And when they loaded the whiskey in wagons and started across the plains for Bent’s Fort, his eyes followed her in whatever wagon she chose to ride for the day.


  It seemed to her it might be the fact that she was so small that made Big Zwey so interested. It was a problem she had had before. Huge men seemed to like her because she was so tiny. Big Zwey was even larger than the buffalo hunter who had caused her to run to July.


  Sometimes in the evening, when he brought her her food, Fowler would sit and talk with her a bit. He had a scar which ran over his nose and down across his lips into his beard. He had a rough look, but his eyes were dreamy.


  “This whiskey-hauling business has about petered out,” he said one evening. “Indians kept the trade going. Now they’ve about got them all penned up, down in these parts. I may go up north.”


  “Are there many towns up north?” she asked, remembering that Dee had mentioned going north. Dee liked his comforts—hotels and barbershops and such. Once she had offered to cut his hair and had made a mess of it. Dee had been good-natured about it, but he did remark that it paid to stick to professionals. He was vain about his looks.


  “There’s Ogallala,” Fowler said. “That’s on the Platte. There’s towns in Montana, but that’s a long way.”


  Big Zwey had a deep voice. She could sometimes hear him talking to the men, even over the creak of the wagon wheels. He wore a long buffalo coat and seldom took it off, even when the days were hot.


  One morning there was great excitement. Just as the morning mists began to thin, the man on guard claimed to have seen six Indians on a ridge. He was a young man, very nervous. If there were Indians, they did not reappear. During the day the men surprised three buffalo and killed one of them. That night Fowler brought Elmira samples of the liver and the tongue—the best parts, he said.


  The men had talked about the Fort so much that Elmira had supposed it was a real town, but it was just a few scattered buildings, none in good repair. There was only one woman there, the wife of a blacksmith, and she had gone crazy due to the death of all five of her children. She sat in a chair all day, saying nothing to anyone.


  Fowler did his best for Elmira. He got the traders to let her have a little room—just a tiny, dirty closet, really. It was next to a warehouse where piles of buffalo skins were stored. The smell of the skins was worse than anything that had happened on the river. Her room was full of fleas that had escaped from the skins. She spent much of her time scratching.


  Though the Fort was nothing much to see, it was a busy place, with riders coming and going all the time. Watching them, Elmira wished she was a man so she could just buy a horse and ride away. The men let her alone, but they did look at her whenever she left her room. There were several wild-looking Mexicans who scared her worse than the buffalo hunters.


  After a week of scratching, she began to realize she had done a foolish thing, taking the whiskey boat. In Fort Smith, all she had felt was an overwhelming desire to go. The day she left she felt that her life depended on getting out of Fort Smith that day—she had a fear that July would suddenly show up again.


  She didn’t regret leaving, but neither did she calculate on landing in a place as bad as Bents’ Fort. In the cow towns, stages came and went, at least—if you didn’t like Dodge you could always go to Abilene. But no stage came to Bents’ Fort—just a wagon track that soon disappeared into the emptiness of the plains.


  Though she had not been bothered, the men at the Fort looked very rough. “They don’t think you’re worth robbing,” Fowler said, but she wasn’t sure he was right. Some of the Mexicans looked like they might do worse than rob her if the mood struck them. Once, sitting under the little shed outside her room, she saw a fight between two Mexicans. She heard a yell and saw each man pull a knife. They went at one another like butchers. Their clothes were soon bloody, but evidently the cuts were not serious, for after a while they stopped fighting and went back to gambling together.


  Fowler said there might be a party of hunters going north, and that perhaps they would take her, but a week passed and the party didn’t materialize. Then one day Fowler brought her a little plate of food, under her shed. He looked at her sheepishly, as if he had something to say but didn’t want to say it.


  “Big Zwey wants to marry you,” he said finally, in an apologetic tone.


  “Well, I’m already married,” she said.


  “What if he just wants to marry you temporary?” Fowler asked.


  “It’s always temporary,” Elmira said. “Why don’t he ask himself?”


  “Zwey ain’t much of a talker,” Fowler said.


  “I’ve heard him talk,” she said. “He talks to the men.”


  Fowler laughed and said no more. Elmira felt angry. She was in a spot if some man was wanting to marry her. Someone had thrown a fresh buffalo skin into the warehouse and she could hear the flies buzzing on it from where she sat.


  “He’ll take you to Ogallala, if you’ll do it,” Fowler said. “You might think about it. He ain’t as bad as some.”


  “How would you know?” she asked. “You ain’t been married to him.”


  Fowler shrugged. “He might be your best bet,” he said. “I’m going back downriver next week. A couple of hide haulers are taking a load to Kansas, and they might take you, but it’d be a hard trip. You’d have to smell them stinkin’ hides all the way. Anyway, the hide haulers are rough,” he said. “I think Zwey would treat you all right.”


  “I don’t want to go to Kansas,” she said. “I been to Kansas.”


  What ruined that was that she was pregnant, and showing. Some of the saloons weren’t particular, but it was always harder to get work if you were pregnant. Besides, she didn’t want to work, she wanted Dee, who wouldn’t mind that she was pregnant.


  Big Zwey began to spend hours just watching her. He didn’t pretend to gamble or do anything else, he just watched her. She sat under her shed in one patch of shade, and he sat in another about thirty yards away, just watching.


  Once when he was watching, some riders spotted a little herd of buffalo. The other hunters were wild to go after them, but Zwey wouldn’t go. They yelled at him and argued with him, but he just sat. Finally they went off without him. One hunter tried to borrow his gun, but Zwey wouldn’t give it up. He sat there with his big rifle across his lap, looking at Elmira.


  It became amusing to her, her power over the man. He had never spoken to her, not one word, and yet he would sit for hours, thirty yards away. It was something, what must go through men’s minds where women were concerned, to cause them to behave so strangely.


  One morning she came out of her closet earlier than usual—she had a touch of morning sickness and wanted some fresh air. When she opened the door, she almost bumped into Big Zwey, who had just been standing outside her door. Her sudden appearance embarrassed him so that he gave her one appalled look and turned and went off, practically at a trot, putting a safe distance between them. He was a very heavy man, and the sight of him trying to run made her laugh out loud, something she hadn’t done in a while. He didn’t turn to look back at her again until he was safely back in his spot, and then he turned fearfully, as if he expected to be shot for having stood by her door.


  “Tell him I’ll go,” she said to Fowler that evening. “I guess he ain’t so bad.”


  “You tell him,” Fowler said.


  The next morning she walked over to where Big Zwey sat. When he saw her coming, it seemed for a second like he might bolt, but she was too close. Instead, he sat as if paralyzed, fear in his eyes.


  “I’ll go if you think you can get me to Ogallala,” she said. “I’ll pay you what it’s worth to you.”


  Zwey didn’t say anything.


  “How’ll we travel?” she asked. “I ain’t much good at riding horses.”


  Big Zwey didn’t respond for about a minute. Elmira was about to lose patience when he brushed his mouth with the back of his hand, as if to clean it.


  “Could get that there hide wagon,” he said, pointing to a rundown piece of equipment a few yards away. To Elmira the wagon didn’t look like it could travel ten yards, much less all the way to Nebraska.


  “Could get the blacksmith to fix it,” Big Zwey said. Now that he had spoken to her and not been struck by lightning, he felt a little easier.


  “Did you mean just us two to go?” Elmira asked.


  The question gave him so much pause that she almost wished she hadn’t asked it. He fell silent again, his eyes troubled.


  “Might take Luke,” he said.


  Luke was a weaselly little buffalo hunter with only a thumb and one finger on his left hand. He carried dice and gambled when he could get anyone to gamble with him. Once on the boat she had asked Fowler about him, and Fowler said a butcher had cut his fingers off with a cleaver, for some reason.


  “When can we go?” she asked. It turned out to be a decision Big Zwey wasn’t immediately up to making. He pondered the matter for some time but reached no conclusion.


  “I want to get out of here,” she said. “I’m tired of smelling buffalo hides.”


  “Get that blacksmith to fix that wagon,” Zwey responded. He stood up, picking up the tongue of the wagon and began to drag it toward the blacksmith’s shop, a hundred yards away. The next morning, the wagon, more or less patched, was sitting outside her closet. When she walked over to inspect it she saw that Luke was in it, sleeping off a drunk. He slept with his mouth open, showing black teeth, and not many of them at that.


  Luke had ignored her on the trip upriver, but when he woke up he hopped out of the wagon and came right over, a grin on his weaselly face.


  “Big Zwey and I have partnered up,” he said. “Can you drive a wagon?”


  “I guess I could if we go slow,” she said.


  Luke had spiky red hair that stuck out in all directions. A skinning knife a foot long was slung in a scabbard under one shoulder. He grinned constantly, exposing his black teeth and, unlike Zwey, was not a bit afraid to look her in the eye. He had an insolent manner and spat tobacco juice constantly while he talked.


  “Zwey went to buy some mules,” he said. “We got two horses but they won’t do for the wagon. Anyway, we might get some hides while you’re driving the wagon.”


  “I don’t like the smell of hides,” she said pointedly, but not pointedly enough for Luke to get the message.


  “You get where you don’t smell ’em after a while,” he said. “I don’t hardly even notice it, I’ve smelled ’em so much.”


  Luke had a little quirt and was always nervously popping himself on the leg with it. “You skeert of Indians?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Elmira said. “I guess I don’t like ’em much.”


  “I’ve already killed five of them,” Luke said.


  Big Zwey finally arrived leading two scrawny mules and carrying a harness he had traded for. The harness was in bad repair but there was plenty of rawhide around, and they soon had it tied together fairly well. Luke was quite dexterous with his thumb and little finger. He did better than Zwey, whose hands were too big for harness making.


  She soon got the hang of driving the mules. There was not much to it, for the mules were content to follow the two men on horseback. It was only when the men loped off to hunt that the mules were likely to balk. On the second day out, with the men gone, she crossed a creek whose banks were so steep and rough that she felt sure the wagon would turn over. She was ready to jump and take her chances, but by a miracle it stayed upright.


  That day the men killed twenty buffalo. Elmira had to wait in the sun all day while they skinned them out. Finally she got down and sat under the wagon, which provided a little shade. The men piled the bloody, smelly hides into the wagon, which didn’t suit the mules. They hated the smell of hides as much as she did.


  Big Zwey had lapsed back into silence, leaving all the talking to Luke, who chattered away whether anybody listened to him or not.


  Often Elmira had a nervous stomach. The jostling of the wagon took getting used to. The plains looked smooth in the distance, but they were surprisingly rough to pass over. Big Zwey had given her a blanket to put over the rough seat—it kept her from getting splinters but didn’t cushion the bumps.


  Alone with the two men, in the middle of the great, empty prairie, she felt apprehensive. In the cow towns there had been lots of girls around—if a man got mean, she could yell. On the boat it hadn’t seemed as dangerous, because the men were always fighting and gambling among themselves. But at night on the prairie there were only the three of them, and nothing much to keep anyone busy. Big Zwey sat and looked at her through the campfire, and Luke looked, too, while he talked. She didn’t know if Big Zwey considered that in some way he had married her already. She worried that he might suddenly come over and want the marriage to begin, though so far he had been too shy even to speak to her much. For all she knew he might expect her to be married to Luke, too, and she didn’t want that. The thought made her so nervous that she couldn’t eat the buffalo meat they offered her—anyway, it was tougher than any meat she had ever tried to chew. She chewed on one bite until her jaws got tired and then spat it out.


  But when she went to the wagon and made the one blanket into a kind of bed, neither man followed. She lay awake for a long time, apprehensive, but the men sat by the fire, occasionally looking her way but making no move to disturb her. Luke got his dice out and soon they were playing. Elmira was able to sleep, but awoke to the roll of thunder a few hours later. The men were asleep by the dying fire. Across the prairie she began to see lightning darting down the sky, and within a few minutes big drops of water hit her. In a minute she was wet. She jumped down and crawled under the wagon. It wasn’t much protection but it was some. Soon lightning was crashing all around and the thunder came in big, flat cracks, as if a building had fallen down. It frightened her so that she hugged her knees and trembled. When the lightning struck, the whole prairie would be bathed for a second in white light.


  The rainstorm soon passed, but she lay awake for the rest of the night, listening to water drip off the wagon. It grew very dark. She didn’t know what might have happened to the men.


  But in the morning they were right where they had gone to sleep, wet as muskrats but ready to drink a pot of coffee. Neither even commented on the storm. Elmira decided they were used to hard traveling and that she had better get used to it too.


  Soon she began to talk to the mules as they plodded along. She didn’t say much, and the mules didn’t answer, but it made the long hot days pass a little faster.


  54.


  AUGUSTUS SPENT HALF THE FIRST DAY finding the tracks, for Blue Duck had been cool enough to lead Lorena through the stampeding cattle, so that their tracks would be blotted out by the thousands of cattle tracks. It was a fine trick, and one not many men would dare to try.


  Years had passed since Augustus had done any serious tracking. He rode around all morning, trying to remember the last man he had tracked, just to give himself perspective. It seemed to him that the last man had been an incompetent horsethief named Webster Witter, who had rustled horses in the Blanco country at one time. He and Call had gone after him one day by themselves and caught him and hung him before sundown. But the tracking had been elemental, due to the fact that the man had been driving forty stolen horses.


  The thing he remembered best about Webster Witter was that he had been a tall man and they caught him out in the scrub and had to hang him to a short tree. It was that or take him back, and Call was against taking him back. Call believed summary justice was often the only justice, and in those days he was right, since they had to depend on circuit judges who often as not didn’t show up.


  “If we take him back he’ll bribe the jailer, or dig out or something, and we’ll have to catch him at it again,” Call said. It never occurred to Call just to shoot someone he could hang, and in this instance Augustus didn’t suggest it, for they had rushed out without much ammunition and were traveling in rough country.


  Fortunately, Webster’s neck broke when they whipped the horse out from under him, otherwise he could have stood there and laughed at them, for the limb of the mesquite sagged badly and both his feet drug the ground.


  That had been at least twelve years ago, and Augustus soon concluded that his tracking skills had rusted to the point of being unusable. The only horse tracks he found for the first three hours belonged to Hat Creek horses. He almost decided to go back and get Deets, though he knew Call would be reluctant to surrender him.


  Finally, by circling wide to the northwest, Augustus crossed the three horses’ tracks. Blue Duck had tried the one trick—crossing the stampede—but that was all. After that the tracks bore straight for the northwest, so unerringly that Augustus soon found he didn’t need to pay much attention to them. If he lost them he could usually pick them up within half a mile.


  He rode as hard as he dared, but he had only one horse and couldn’t afford to ruin him. At each watering he let him have a few minutes of rest. He rode all night, and the next day the tracks were still bearing northwest. He felt unhappy with himself for he wasn’t catching up. Lorena was getting a taste of hard travel the like of which she had never imagined. Probably she would have worse to deal with than hard travel unless she was very lucky, and Augustus knew it was his fault. He should have packed her into camp the minute he discovered who Blue Duck was; in retrospect he couldn’t imagine why he hadn’t. It was the kind of lapse he had been subject to all his life: things that were clearly dangerous didn’t worry him enough.


  He tried to swallow his regrets and concentrate on finding her: after all, it had happened, and why he had let it no longer particularly mattered. Blue Duck was a name from their past. Having him show up in their midst fifteen years later had thrown his reasoning off.


  The second day he stopped tracking altogether, since it was plain Blue Duck was heading for the Staked Plains. That took in a lot of territory, of course, but Augustus thought he knew where Blue Duck would go: to an area north and west of the Palo Duro Canyon—it was there he had always retreated to when pursued.


  Once Call and he had sat on the western edge of the great canyon, looking across the brown waterless distances to the west. They had finally decided to end their pursuit there while they had a fair chance of getting back alive. It wasn’t Indians they feared so much as lack of water. It had been midsummer and the plains looked seared, what grass there was, brown and brittle. Call was frustrated; he hated to turn back before he caught his man.


  “There’s got to be water out there,” Call said. “They cross it, and they can’t drink dirt.”


  “Yes, but they know where it is and we don’t,” Augustus pointed out. “They can kill their horses getting to it—they got more horses. But if we kill ours it’s a dern long walk back to San Antonio.”


  That afternoon he crossed the Clear Fork of the Brazos and passed a half-built cabin, abandoned and empty. It was a vivid enough reminder of the power of the Comanches—their massacres caused plenty of settlers to retreat while they still had legs to retreat on. Call and he had watched through the Fifties as the line of the frontier advanced only to collapse soon after. The men and women who came up the Trinity and the Brazos were no strangers to hardship—but hardship was one thing, terror another. The land was spacious and theirs for the taking, but land couldn’t cancel out fear—a fact that Call never understood. It annoyed him that the whites gave up and retreated.


  “I wish they’d stick,” he said many times. “If they would, there’d soon be enough of them to beat back the Indians.”


  “You ain’t never laid in bed all night with a scared woman,” Augustus said. “You can’t start a farm if you’ve got to live in a fort. Them that starts the farms have got to settle off by themselves, which means they’re easy to cut off and carve up.”


  “Well, they could leave the women for a while,” Call said. “Send for them when it’s safe.”


  “Yes, but a man that goes to the trouble to take a wife don’t generally want to go off and leave her,” Augustus pointed out. “It means doing the chores all by yourself. Besides, without a wife handy you won’t be getting no kids, and kids are a wonderful source of free labor. They’re cheaper than slaves by a damn sight.”


  They had argued the point for years, but fruitlessly, for Call had no sympathy for human weakness. Augustus put it down to a lack of imagination. Call could never imagine what it was like to be scared. They had been in tight spots, but usually that meant action, and in battles things happened too fast for fear to paralyze the mind of a man like Call. He couldn’t imagine what it was like to go to bed every night scared that you and your family would feel the knives of the Comanches before sunrise.


  That night Augustus stopped to rest his horse, making a cold camp on a little bluff and eating some jerky he had brought along. He was in the scrubby post-oak country near the Brazos and from his bluff could see far across the moonlit valleys.


  It struck him that he had forgotten emptiness such as existed in the country that stretched around him. After all, for years he had lived within the sound of the piano from the Dry Bean, the sound of the church bell in the little Lonesome Dove church, the sound of Bol whacking the dinner bell. He even slept within the sound of Pea Eye’s snoring, which was as regular as the ticking of a clock.


  But here there was no sound, not any. The coyotes were silent, the crickets, the locusts, the owls. There was only the sound of his own horse grazing. From him to the stars, in all directions, there was only silence and emptiness. Not the talk of men over their cards, nothing. Though he had ridden hard he felt strangely rested, just from the silence.


  The next day he found the carcass of Lorie’s mare. By the end of the day he was out of the scrub. When he crossed the Wichita he angled west. He had not seen Blue Duck’s tracks in two days but he didn’t care. He had always had confidence in his instincts and felt he knew where the man would stop. Possibly he was bound for Adobe Walls, one of the Bents’ old forts. This one, on the Canadian, had never been much of a success. The Bents had abandoned it, and it became a well-known gathering place for buffalo hunters, as well as for anyone crossing the plains.


  It was spring—what few buffalo were left would be moving north, and what buffalo hunters were left would be gathered at the old fort, getting ready for a last hide harvest. Buffalo hunters were not known to be too particular about their company; though Blue Duck and his men had picked off plenty of them over the years, the new crop would probably overlook that fact if he turned up with a prize like Lorena.


  Also, there were still renegade bands of Kiowas and Comanches loose on the plains. The bands were supposedly scattered—at least that was the talk in south Texas—and the trade in captives virtually dead.


  But Augustus wasn’t in south Texas anymore, and as he rode through the empty country he had plenty of time to consider that maybe the talk hadn’t been all that accurate—talk often wasn’t. The bands were doomed, but they might last another year or two, whereas he was advancing into their country in the here and now. He wasn’t afraid for himself, but he was afraid for Lorena. Blue Duck might be dealing with some renegade chief with a taste for white women. Lorena would put a nice cap on a career largely devoted to stealing children.


  If Blue Duck intended to trade her to an Indian, he would probably take her farther west, through the region known as the Quitaque, and then north to a crossing on the Canadian where the Comanches had traded captives for decades. Nearby was the famous Valley of Tears, spoken of with anguish by such captives as had been recovered. There the Comancheros divided captives, mothers being separated from their children and sold to different bands, the theory being that if they were isolated they would be less likely to organize escapes.


  As he moved into the Quitaque, a parched country where shallow red canyons stretched west toward the Palo Duro, Augustus would see little spiraling dust devils rising from the exposed earth far ahead of him. During the heat of the day mirages in the form of flat lakes appeared, so vivid that a time or two he almost convinced himself there was water ahead, although he knew there wasn’t.


  He decided to head first for the big crossing on the Canadian. If there was no sign of Blue Duck there he could always follow the river over to the Walls. He crossed the Prairie Dog Fork of the Red River—plenty of prairie dogs were in evidence, too—and rode west to the edge of the Palo Duro. Several times he saw small herds of buffalo, and twice rode through valleys of bleached bones, places where hunters had slaughtered several hundred animals at a time. By good luck he found a spring and spent the night by it, resting his horse for the final push.


  Late the next day he came into the breaks of the Canadian, a country of shallow, eroded gullies. He could see where the river curved east, across the plains. He rode east for several miles, hoping to cross Blue Duck’s tracks. He didn’t, which convinced him he had guessed wrong in coming so far west. The man had probably gone directly to the Walls and pitched Lorena into the laps of a bunch of buffalo hunters.


  Before he had time to lament his error, though, Augustus saw a sight which took his mind off it completely. He saw a speck moving across the plains north, toward the river. At first he thought it might be Blue Duck, but if so he was traveling without Lorena—there was only one speck. His horse saw the speck too. Augustus drew his rifle in case the speck turned out to be hostile. He loped toward it only to discover an old man with a dirty white beard, pushing a wheelbarrow across the plains. The wheelbarrow contained buffalo bones. And as if that wasn’t unusual enough, Augustus found that he even knew the man.


  His name was Aus Frank, and he had started as a mountain man, trapping beaver. He had once kept a store in Waco but for some reason got mad and robbed the bank next to his store—the bank had thought they were getting along with him fine until the day he walked in and robbed them. Augustus and Call were in Waco at the time, and though Call was reluctant to bother with bank robbers—he felt bankers were so stupid they deserved robbing—they were persuaded to go after him. They caught him right away, but not without a gun battle. The battle took place in a thicket on the Brazos, where Aus Frank had stopped to cook some venison. It went on for two hours and resulted in no injuries; then Aus Frank ran out of ammunition and had been easy enough to arrest. He cursed them all the way back to Waco and broke out of jail the day they left town. Augustus had not heard of him since—yet there he was wheeling a barrow full of buffalo bones across the high plains.


  He didn’t seem to be armed, so Augustus rode right up to him, keeping his rifle across his saddle. The old robber could well have a pistol hidden in the bones, though unless his aim had improved, he was not much of a threat even if he did.


  “Hello, Aus,” Augustus said, as he rode up. “Have you gone in the bone business, or what?”


  The old man squinted at him for a moment, but made no reply. He kept on wheeling his barrow full of bones over the rough ground. Tobacco drippings had stained his beard until most of it was a deep brown.


  “I guess you don’t remember me,” Augustus said, falling in beside him. “I’m Captain McCrae. We shot at one another all afternoon once, up on the Brazos. You was in one thicket and me and Captain Call was in the next one. We pruned the post oaks with all that shooting, and then we stuck you in jail and you crawled right out again.”


  “I don’t like you much,” Aus Frank said, still trundling. “Put me in the goddamn jail.”


  “Well, why’d you rob that bank?” Augustus said. “It ain’t Christian to rob your neighbors. It ain’t Christian to hold a grudge, neither. Wasn’t you born into the Christian religion?”


  “No,” Aus Frank said. “What do you want?”


  “A white girl,” Augustus said. “Pretty one. An outlaw carried her off. You may know him. His name is Blue Duck.”


  Aus Frank stopped the wheelbarrow. He needed to spit and leaned over and spat a large mouthful of tobacco juice directly into the hole of a red-ant bed. The ants, annoyed, scurried about in all directions.


  Augustus laughed. Aus Frank had always been an original. In Waco, as he remembered, he had caused controversy because he never seemed to sleep. The lantern in his store would be on at all hours of the night, and the man would often be seen roaming the streets at three in the morning. Nobody knew what he was looking for, or if he found it.


  “Now that’s a new trick,” Augustus said. “Spitting on ants. I guess that’s all you’ve got to do besides haul bones.”


  Aus Frank resumed his walk, and Augustus followed along, amused at the strange turns life took. Soon they came down into the valley of the Canadian. Augustus was amazed to see an enormous pyramid of buffalo bones perhaps fifty yards from the water. The bones were piled so high, it seemed to him Aus Frank must have a ladder to use in his piling, though he saw no sign of one. Down the river a quarter of a mile there was another pyramid, just as large.


  “Well, Aus, I see you’ve been busy,” Augustus said. “You’ll be so rich one of these days some bank will come along and rob you. Who do you sell these bones to?”


  Aus Frank ignored the question. While Augustus watched, he pushed his wheelbarrow up to the bottom of the pyramid of bones and began to throw the bones as high as possible up the pyramid. Once or twice he got a leg bone or thigh bone all the way to the top, but most of the bones hit midway and stuck. In five minutes the big wheelbarrow was empty. Without a word Aus Frank took the wheelbarrow and started back across the prairie.


  Augustus decided to rest while the old man worked. Such camp as there was was rudimentary. Aus had dug a little cave in one of the red bluffs south of the river, and his gear was piled in front of it. There was a buffalo gun and a few pots and pans, and that was it. The main crossing was a mile downriver, and Augustus rode down to inspect it before unsaddling. There were horse tracks galore, but not those he was looking for. He saw five pyramids of bones between the crossing and Aus Frank’s camp, each containing several tons of bones.


  Back at the camp, Augustus rested in the shade of the little bluff. Aus Frank continued to haul in bones until sundown. After pitching his last load up on the pyramid, he wheeled the barrow to his camp, turned it over and sat on it. He looked at Augustus for two or three minutes without saying anything.


  “Well, are you going to invite me for supper or not?” Augustus asked.


  “Never should have arrested me,” Aus Frank said. “I don’t like that goddamn bank.”


  “You didn’t stay in jail but four hours,” Augustus reminded him. “Now that I’ve seen how hard you work, I’d say you probably needed the rest. You could have studied English or something. I see you’ve learned it finally.”


  “I don’t like the goddamn bank,” Aus repeated.


  “Let’s talk about something else,” Augustus suggested. “You’re just lucky you didn’t get shot on account of that bank. Me and Call were both fine shots in those days. The thicket was the only thing that saved you.”


  “They cheated me because I couldn’t talk good,” Aus Frank said.


  “You got a one-track mind, Aus,” Augustus said. “You and half of mankind. How long you been up here on the Canadian River?”


  “I come five years,” Aus said. “I want a store.”


  “That’s fine, but you’ve outrun the people,” Augustus said. “They won’t be along for another ten years or so. I guess by then you’ll have a helluva stock of buffalo bones. I just hope there’s a demand for them.”


  “Had a wagon,” Aus Frank said. “Got stole. Apaches got it.”


  “That so?” Augustus said. “I didn’t know the Apaches lived around here.”


  “Over by the Pecos,” Aus said. “I quit the mountains. Don’t like snow.”


  “I’ll pass on snow myself, when I have the option,” Augustus said. “This is a lonely place you’ve settled in, though. Don’t the Indians bother you?”


  “They leave me be,” Aus said. “That one you’re hunting, he’s a mean one. He kilt Bob. Built a fire under him and let him sizzle.


  “He don’t bother me, though,” he added. “Kilt Bob and let me be.”


  “Bob who?”


  “Old Bob, that I was in the mountains with,” Aus said.


  “Well, his burning days are over, if I find him,” Augustus said.


  “He’s quick, Blue Duck,” Aus said. “Has some Kiowas with him. They ate my dog.”


  “How many Kiowas?” Augustus asked.


  “It was a big dog,” Aus said. “Killed two wolves. I had a few sheep once but the Mexicans run them off.”


  “It’s a chancy life out here on the plains,” Augustus said. “I bet you get a nice breeze in the winter, too.”


  “Them Kiowas ate that dog,” Aus repeated. “Good dog.”


  “Why ain’t Blue Duck killed you?” Augustus asked.


  “Laughs at me,” Aus said. “Laughs at my bones. He says he’ll kill me when he gets ready.”


  “How many Kiowas does he run around with?” Augustus asked again. The old man was evidently not used to having anyone to talk to. His remarks came out a little jerky.


  “Six,” Aus Frank said.


  “Who’s over at the Walls?” Augustus asked.


  The old man didn’t answer. Darkness had fallen, and Augustus could barely see him sitting on his wheelbarrow.


  “No beaver in this river,” Aus Frank said after several minutes.


  “No, a beaver would be foolish to be in this river,” Augustus said. “There ain’t a tree within twenty miles, and beavers like to gnaw trees. You should have stayed up north if you like beavers.”


  “I’d rather gather these bones,” the old man said. “You don’t have to get your feet wet.”


  “Did you get to Montana when you was a beaverman?”


  Augustus waited several minutes for a reply, but the old man never answered. When the moon came up, Augustus saw that he had fallen asleep sitting on his wheelbarrow, his head fallen over in his arms.


  Augustus was tired and hungry. He lay where he was, thinking about food, but making no effort to get up and fix any, if there was any to be fixed. While he was thinking he ought to get up and eat, he fell asleep.


  Deep in the night a sound disturbed him, and he came awake and drew his pistol. It was well on toward morning—he could tell that by the moon—but the sound was new to him.


  Cautiously he turned over, only to see at once that the source of the sound was Aus Frank. He had risen in the night and collected another load of buffalo bones. Now he was heaving them up on the pyramid. The sound that had awakened Augustus was the sound of bones, clicking and rattling as they slid down the sides of the pyramid.


  Augustus holstered his pistol and walked over to watch the old man.


  “You’re an unusual fellow, Aus,” he said. “I guess you just work night and day. You should have partnered up with Woodrow Call. He’s as crazy about work as you are. The two of you might own the world by now if you’d hooked up.”


  Aus Frank didn’t respond. He had emptied the wheelbarrow, and he pushed it up the slope, away from the river.


  Augustus caught his horse and rode east. On his way he saw Aus Frank again, working under the moonlight. He had plenty to work with, for the plain around was littered with buffalo bones. It looked as if a whole herd had been wiped out, for a road of bones stretched far across the plain.


  He remembered when he had first come to the high plains, years before. For two days he and Call and the Rangers had ridden parallel to the great southern buffalo herd—hundreds of thousands of animals, slowly grazing north. It had been difficult to sleep at night because the horses were nervous around so many animals, and the sounds of the herd were constant. They had ridden for nearly a hundred miles and seldom been out of sight of buffalo.


  Of course they had heard that the buffalo were being wiped out, but with the memory of the southern herd so vivid, they had hardly credited the news. Discussing it in Lonesome Dove they had decided that the reports must be exaggerated—thinned out, maybe, but not wiped out. Thus the sight of the road of bones stretching over the prairie was a shock. Maybe roads of bones were all that was left. The thought gave the very emptiness of the plains a different feel. With those millions of animals gone, and the Indians mostly gone in their wake, the great plains were truly empty, unpeopled and ungrazed.


  Soon the whites would come, of course, but what he was seeing was a moment between, not the plains as they had been, or as they would be, but a moment of true emptiness, with thousands of miles of grass resting unused, occupied only by remnants—of the buffalo, the Indians, the hunters. Augustus thought they were crazed remnants, mostly, like the old mountain man who worked night and day gathering bones to no purpose.


  “No wonder you never worked out in Waco, Aus,” he said, speaking as much to himself as to the old man. Aus Frank was not in a talkative mood, or a listening mood either. He had filled his wheelbarrow and was heading back to camp.


  “I’m going to the Walls to kill that big renegade for you,” Augustus said. “Need anything?”


  Aus Frank stopped, as if thinking it over.


  “I wisht they hadn’t killed that dog,” he said. “I liked that dog. It was them Kiowas that killed it, not the Mexicans. Six Kiowas.”


  “Well, I got six bullets,” Augustus said. “Maybe I’ll send the rascals where your dog went.”


  “Them Kiowas shot Bob’s horse,” Aus added. “That’s how come they caught him. Built a fire under him and cooked him. That’s their way.”


  Then he lifted his wheelbarrow full of bones and walked off toward the Canadian River.


  The light was just coming, the plains black in the distance, the sky gray where it met the land. Though dawn was his favorite hour, it was also an hour at which Augustus most keenly felt himself to be a fool. What was it but folly to be riding along the Canadian River alone, easy pickings for an outlaw gang, and hungry to boot? A chain of follies had put him there: Call’s abrupt decision to become a cattleman and his own decision, equally abrupt, to try and rescue a girl foolish enough to be taken in by Jake Spoon. None of it was sensible, yet he had to admit there was something about such follies that he liked. The sensible way, which he had pursued once or twice in his life, had always proved boring, usually within a few days. In his case it had led to nothing much, just excessive drunkenness and reckless card playing. There was more enterprise in certain follies, it seemed to him.


  As the sun lit the grass, he rode east along the road of buffalo bones.


  55.


  MONKEY JOHN HATED IT that she wouldn’t talk. “By God, I’ll cut your tongue out if you ain’t gonna use it,” he said once, and he knocked her down and sat on her, his big knife an inch from her face, until Dog Face threatened to shoot him if he didn’t let her be. Lorena expected him to do it. He was the worst man she had ever known, worse even than Ermoke and the Kiowas, though they were bad enough. She shut her eyes, expecting to feel the knife, but Dog Face cocked his pistol and Monkey John didn’t cut her. He continued to sit on her chest though, arguing with Dog Face about her silence.


  “What do you care if she talks?” Dog Face said. “I wouldn’t talk to you either, you goddamn old runt.”


  “She can talk, goddamn her,” Monkey John said. “Duck said she talked to him.”


  “It’s her business if she don’t want to talk,” Dog Face insisted. He was a thin scarecrow of a man, but he had crazy eyes, and Monkey John never pushed him too far.


  “By God, we bought her,” Monkey John said. “Give all them hides for her. She oughta do what we say.”


  “You get your damn money’s worth,” Dog Face said. “Most of them hides was mine anyway.


  “You old runt,” he added.


  Monkey John was old and short. His hair was a dirty white and he was under five feet, but that didn’t keep him from being mean. Twice he had grabbed sticks out of the fire and beat her with them. There was nothing she could do but curl up as tight as she could. Her back and legs were soon burned and bruised and she knew Monkey John would do worse than that if he ever got her alone long enough, but Dog Face owned half of her and he stuck close to be sure his investment didn’t get too damaged.


  Though she had seen Dog Face and Monkey John give Blue Duck the skins in trade for her, it seemed they weren’t full owners, for whenever the Kiowas showed up, every two or three days, they drug her off to their camp for their share, and the two white men didn’t try to stop them. There was no love lost between the white men and the Kiowas, but both sides were too afraid of Blue Duck to get into it with one another.


  Blue Duck was the only man of the bunch who seemed to take no interest in her. He had stolen her to sell, and he had sold her. It was clear that he didn’t care what they did to her. When he was in camp he spent his time cleaning his gun or smoking and seldom even looked her way. Monkey John was bad, but Blue Duck still scared her more. His cold, empty eyes frightened her more than Monkey John’s anger or Dog Face’s craziness. Blue Duck had scared the talk completely out of her. She had never been much for talk, but her silence in the camp was different from her old silence. In Lonesome Dove she had often hidden her words, but she could find them if she needed them; she had brought them out quick enough when Jake came along.


  Now speech had left her; fear took its place. The two white men talked constantly of killing. Blue Duck didn’t talk about it, but she knew he could do it whenever it pleased him. She didn’t expect to live to the end of any day—only the fact that the men weren’t tired of her yet kept her alive. When they did tire they would kill her. She thought about how it would happen but couldn’t picture it in her mind. She only hoped it wasn’t Blue Duck that finally did it. She was so dirty and stank so that it seemed strange the men would even want to use her, but of course they were even dirtier and stank worse. They camped not far from a creek, but none of the men ever washed. Monkey John told her several times what he would do to her if she tried to run away—terrible things, on the order of what Blue Duck had threatened, on the morning after he kidnapped her, only worse if possible. He said he would sew her up with rawhide threads so tight she couldn’t make water and then would watch her till she burst.


  Lorena tried to shut her mind when he talked like that. She knew the trick of not talking, and was learning not to hear. At night she wondered sometimes if she could just learn to die. She wanted to, and imagined how angry they would be if they woke up one morning and she was dead so they could get no more from her.


  But she couldn’t learn that trick. She thought of being dead, but she didn’t die, and she didn’t try to escape either. She didn’t know where she was, for the plains stretched around, empty and bare, as far as she could see. They had horses and they would catch her and do something to her, or else give her to the Kiowas. Monkey John threatened that too, describing what the Kiowas would do if they got the chance. At night that was mostly what the men talked about—what the Indians did to people they caught. She believed it. Often with the Kiowas she felt a deep fright come over her. They did what they wanted with her but it wasn’t enough—she could see them looking at her after they finished, and the looks made her more scared even than the things Monkey John threatened. The Kiowas just looked, but there was something in their looks that made her wish she could be dead and not have to think about it.


  Blue Duck came and went. Some days he would be there at the camp, sharpening his knife. Other days he would ride off. Sometimes the Kiowas went with him, other days they sat around their camp doing nothing. Monkey John swore at them, but the Kiowas didn’t listen. They laughed at the old man and gave him looks of the sort they gave Lorena. It wasn’t only women they could do things to.


  One day the Kiowas found a crippled cow, left by some herd. The cow had a split hoof and could barely hobble along on three legs. The Kiowas poked it with their lances and got it in sight of camp. Then one hit it in the head with an ax and the cow fell dead. The Kiowas split open the cow’s stomach and began to pull out her guts. They sliced off strips of the white guts and squeezed out what was in them, eating it greedily. That’s what he said he’d do to me, Lorena thought. Pull out my guts like that cow.


  “Look at them dern gut eaters,” Dog Face said. “I’d be derned if I’d eat guts raw.”


  “You might if you was hungry,” Monkey John said.


  “They ain’t hungry, they got the whole cow,” Dog Face pointed out.


  If there was hope for her, Lorena knew it lay with Dog Face. He was rough and crazy, but he wasn’t hard like the old man. He might cuff her if she disappointed him, but he didn’t beat her with hot sticks or kick her stomach like the old man did. At times she caught Dog Face looking at her in a friendly way. He was getting so he didn’t like Monkey John to hurt her or even touch her. He was cautious about what he said, for the old man would flare up in an instant, but when Monkey John bothered her, Dog Face got restless and would often take his gun and leave the camp. Monkey John didn’t care—he played with her roughly whether anyone was in camp or not.


  One night Blue Duck rode in from one of his mysterious trips with some whiskey, which he dispensed freely both to the two white men and to the Kiowas. Blue Duck drank with them, but not much, whereas in an hour Monkey John, Dog Face and the Kiowas were very drunk. It was a hot night but they built a big campfire and sat around it, passing the bottle from hand to hand.


  Lorena began to feel frightened. Blue Duck had not so much as looked at her, but she felt something was about to happen. He had several bottles of whiskey, and as soon as the men finished one he handed them another. Monkey John was particularly sloppy when he drank. The whiskey ran out of the corners of his mouth and into his dirty beard. Once he stood up and made water without even turning his back.


  “You could go off aways,” Dog Face said. “I don’t want to sit in your piss.”


  The old man continued to make water, most of it hitting the campfire and making a spitting sound, but some splattering on the ground near where Dog Face sat.


  “I could but I ain’t about to,” the old man said. “Scoot back if you’re afraid of a little piss.”


  Blue Duck spread a blanket near the fire and began to roll dice on it. The Kiowas immediately got excited. Ermoke grabbed the dice and rolled them several times. Each of the Kiowas had a try, but Monkey John scoffed at their efforts.


  “Them gut eaters can’t throw dice,” he said.


  “You better be quiet,” Blue Duck said. “Ermoke wouldn’t mind frying your liver.”


  “He tries it and I’ll blow a hole in him you could catch rain water through,” Monkey John said.


  “Let’s gamble,” Blue Duck said. “I ain’t had a game in a while.”


  “Gamble for what?” Dog Face asked. “All I got is my gun and I’d be in pretty shape without that. Or my horses.”


  “Put up your horses then,” Blue Duck said. “You might win.”


  Dog Face shook his head.


  “I don’t know much,” Dog Face said. “But I know better than to bet my dern horses. There ain’t nowhere to walk to from this Canadian that a man can get to on foot.”


  Yet an hour later he lost his horses to Blue Duck. Monkey John lost his on the first roll. Before long Blue Duck had won all the horses, though many of the Indians were so drunk they hardly seemed to know what was happening.


  Blue Duck had a heavy, square face—he kept shaking the dice in his big hand. Sometimes he would play with a strand of his shaggy hair, as a girl would. Sometimes Lorena thought maybe she could grab a gun and shoot him—the men left their rifles laying around. But the gun hadn’t worked when she tried to shoot Tinkersley, and if she tried to shoot Blue Duck and didn’t kill him she would be in for it. She might be in for it anyway, though it seemed to her the men were scared of him too. Even Monkey John was cautious when Blue Duck was around. They might be glad to see him dead. She didn’t try it. It was because she was so frightened of him that she wanted to, yet the same fright kept her from it.


  “Well, now I’ve won the livestock,” Blue Duck said. “Or most of it.”


  “Most of it, hell, you’ve won it all,” Monkey John said. “We’re stuck on this goddamn river.”


  “I ain’t won the girl,” Blue Duck said.


  “A woman ain’t livestock,” Dog Face said.


  “This one is,” Blue Duck said. “I’ve bought and sold better animals than her many times.”


  “Well, she’s ours,” Monkey John said.


  “She’s just half yours,” Blue Duck reminded him. “Ermoke and his boys own a half-interest.”


  “We was aiming to buy them out,” Dog Face said.


  Blue Duck laughed his heavy laugh. “By the time you raise the money, there won’t be much left to buy,” he said. “You’d do better to buy a goat.”


  “Don’t want no goddamn goat,” Dog Face said. He was nervous about the turn the conversation was taking.


  “Let’s gamble some more,” Blue Duck said, shaking the dice at Ermoke. “Bet me your half interest in the woman. If you win I’ll let you have your horses back.”


  Ermoke shook his head, looking at Lorena briefly across the campfire.


  “No,” he said. “We want the woman.”


  “Come on, let’s gamble,” Blue Duck said, a threatening tone in his voice. All the Kiowas looked at him. The two white men kept quiet.


  The Kiowas began to argue among themselves. Lorena didn’t understand their gabble, but it was clear some wanted to gamble and some didn’t. Some wanted their horses back. Ermoke finally changed his mind, though he kept looking across the fire at her. It was as if he wanted her to know he had his plans for her, however the game turned out.


  All the Kiowas finally agreed to gamble except one, the youngest. He didn’t want it. He was skinny and very young-looking, no more than sixteen, but he was more interested in her than the rest. Sometimes, in the Kiowa camp, he had two turns, or even three. The older men laughed at his appetite and tried to distract him when he covered her, but he ignored them.


  Now he balked. He didn’t look up, just kept his eyes down and shook his head. The Kiowas yelled at him but he didn’t respond. He just kept shaking his head. He didn’t want to risk his interest in her.


  “That damn chigger’s holding up the game,” Blue Duck said to Ermoke. He stood up and walked a few steps into the darkness. In a minute, they heard him making water. The Kiowas were still drinking whiskey. Now Ermoke was in the mood to gamble, and he reached over and shook the young man, trying to get him to agree, but the young man looked sullenly at the ground.


  Suddenly there was a shot, startling them all, and the young man flopped backwards. Blue Duck stepped back into the firelight, a rifle in his hands. The Indians were speechless. Blue Duck sat down, the rifle across his lap, and rattled the dice again. The young Indian’s feet were still in the light, but the feet didn’t move.


  “By God, life’s cheap up here on the goddamn Canadian,” Monkey John said.


  “Cheap, and it might get cheaper,” Blue Duck said.


  Then the gambling started again. The dead boy was ignored. In a few minutes Blue Duck had won her back—not only what the Indians owned but what the white men owned too. Dog Face didn’t want to play, but he also didn’t want to die. He played and lost, and so did Monkey John.


  “I think you’re a goddamn cheat,” Monkey John said, drunk enough to be reckless. “I think you cheated me out of our horses, and now you’ve cheated us out of this woman.”


  “I don’t want the woman,” Blue Duck said. “You men can have her back as a gift, and your horses too, provided you do me one favor.”


  “I bet it’s a hell of a big favor,” Dog Face said. “What do you want us to do, attack a fort?”


  Blue Duck chuckled. “There’s an old man following me,” he said. “He went west, but he’ll be coming along one of these days. I want you to kill him.


  “Hear that, Ermoke?” he added. “You can have your horses back, and the woman too. Just kill that old man. I hear he’s coming down the river.”


  “I’d like to know who you hear it from?” Monkey John asked.


  “He’s been following me ever since I stole the woman,” Blue Duck said. “He ain’t no tracker, though. He went off across the Quitaque. But now he’s figured it out and he’ll be coming.”


  “By God, he must want her bad, to come all this way,” Monkey John said.


  “Kill him tomorrow,” Blue Duck said, looking at Ermoke. “Take some of the horses and go find some help.”


  Ermoke was drunk and angry. “We do it,” he said. “Then we take the woman.”


  “The hell you will,” Dog Face said. “We’re in on this and she’s half ours, and you ain’t taking her nowhere.”


  “You shut up, or I’ll kill you like I killed that chigger,” Blue Duck said.


  “You get some help,” he said again, looking at Ermoke. “I doubt you five can kill that old man.”


  “Hell, what is he?” Monkey John said. “Five against one’s nice odds.”


  “These five can’t shoot,” Blue Duck said. “They can whoop and holler, but they can’t shoot. That old man can.”


  “That makes a difference,” Dog Face agreed. “I can shoot. If he gets past Ermoke, I’ll finish him.”


  “Somebody better settle him,” Blue Duck said. “Otherwise you’ll all be dead.”


  The Kiowas stood up and drug the dead boy away. Lorena heard them arguing in the darkness. Blue Duck sat where he was, his rifle across his lap; he seemed half asleep.


  Monkey John got up and came over to her. “Who is this old man?” he asked. “You got a husband?”


  Lorena stayed in her silence. It infuriated Monkey John. He grabbed her by the hair and cuffed her, knocking her over. Then he grabbed a stick of wood and was about to beat her with it when Dog Face intervened.


  “Put it down,” he said. “You’ve beat her enough.”


  “Let her answer me then,” Monkey John said. “She can talk. Duck says so.”


  Dog Face picked up his rifle. Monkey John still had the stick.


  “You’d pull a gun on me over a whore?” Monkey John said.


  “I ain’t gonna shoot you but I’ll break your head if you don’t let her be,” Dog Face said.


  Monkey John was too drunk to listen. He charged Dog Face and swung the stick at him but Dog Face wasn’t as drunk. He hit Monkey John with the barrel of his rifle. The old man went loop-legged and dropped his stick. Then he dropped, too, falling on the stick.


  “I’d have let him beat her,” Blue Duck said.


  “I ain’t you,” Dog Face said.


  In the night Lorena tried to sort it out in her mind. She had been hungry so much, tired so much, scared so much, that her mind didn’t work well anymore. Sometimes she would try to remember something and couldn’t—it was as if her mind and memory had gone and hidden somewhere until things were better. Dog Face had given her an old blanket; otherwise she would have had to sleep on the ground in what was left of her clothes. She wrapped the blanket around her and tried to think back over the talk. It meant Gus was coming—it was Gus Blue Duck wanted the Kiowas to kill. She had almost forgotten he was following her, life had gotten so hard. The Kiowas had been sent to kill him, so Gus might never arrive. It was hard to believe that Gus would get her out—the times when she had known him had been so different from the hard times. She didn’t think she would ever get out. Blue Duck was too bad. Dog Face was her only chance, and Dog Face was scared of Blue Duck. Sooner or later Blue Duck would give her to Ermoke or someone just as hard. If that was going to happen it was better that her mind had gone to hide.


  In the gray dawn she saw the Kiowas leave. Blue Duck talked to them in Indian talk and gave them some bullets to kill Gus with. He woke Dog Face and shook Monkey John more or less awake. “If he gets past Ermoke, you two kill him,” he said. Then he left.


  Monkey John looked awful. He had a bloody lump on his head, and a hangover. He had slept with his face in the dirt all night and an ant had stung him several times, leaving one eye swollen nearly shut. He got to his feet but he could hardly stand.


  “How’s he think I can shoot?” he asked Dog Face. “I can’t see but from one eye, and it’s the wrong eye.”


  “Put some mud on it, it’s just ant bites,” Dog Face said. He was cleaning his gun.


  56.


  AUGUSTUS WAS A LITTLE put out with himself for doing such a poor job of tracking. He had gambled on Blue Duck heading west, when in fact he had crossed the Red and gone straight north. It was the kind of gamble Call would never take. Call would have tracked all the way, or let Deets track.


  The country near the Canadian was rough and broken, and he dropped south to where the plains flattened out. He wanted to spare his horse as much as possible.


  He rode east all morning, a bad feeling in his heart. He had meant to catch Blue Duck within a day, but he hadn’t. The renegade had out-traveled him. It would have been rough on Lorie, such traveling. He should have borrowed Call’s mare, but the thought hadn’t occurred to him until too late. By this time Lorie could be dead, or ruined. He had helped recover several captives from the Comanches in his rangering days, and often the recovery came too late if the captives were women. Usually their minds were gone and they were only interested in dying, which they mostly did once they got back to people who would let them die.


  He was thinking about Lorie when the Indians broke for him. Where they had hidden he didn’t know, for he was in the center of a level plain. He first heard a little cutting sound as bullets zipped into the grass, ten yards from his horse. Later, the sound of bullets cutting grass was more distinct in his memory than the sounds of shots. Before he really heard the shots he had his horse in a dead run, heading south. It seemed to him there were ten or twelve Indians, but he was more concerned with outrunning them than with getting a count. But within minutes he knew he wasn’t going to be able to outrun them. He had pushed his horse too hard and soon was steadily losing ground.


  There was plenty of ground to lose, too. He had hoped for a creek or a bank or a gully—something he could get down into and make his stand—but he was on the flat prairie as far as the eye could see. He contemplated turning and trying to charge through them; if he killed three or four they might get discouraged. But if there was even one man among them with any sense they’d just shoot the horse, and there he’d be.


  He glimpsed something white on the prairie slightly to the east and headed for it—it turned out just to be more buffalo bones, another place where a sizable herd of animals had been slaughtered. As Augustus raced through the bones he saw a wallow, a place where many buffalo had laid down and rolled in the dirt. It was only a slight depression on the plain, not more than a foot deep, but he decided it was the best he was going to get. The Indians were barely a minute behind him. He jumped down, pulled his rifle and cartridge rolls clear of the horse and dropped them in the buffalo wallow. Then he drew his knife, wrapped the bridle reins tightly around one hand, and jabbed the knife into the horse’s neck, slashing the jugular vein. Blood poured out and the horse leaped and plunged desperately but Augustus held on, though sprayed with blood. When the horse fell, he managed to turn him so that the horse lay across one end of the wallow, his blood pumping out into the dust. Once the horse tried to rise, but Augustus jerked him back and he didn’t try again.


  It was a desperate trick, but the only one he could think of that increased his chances—most horses shied from the smell of fresh blood. He needed the horse for a breastworks anyway and could have shot him, but he had saved a bullet, and the blood smell might work for him.


  As soon as he was sure the horse was beyond rising, he picked up his rifle. The Indians were shooting, though still far out of effective range. Again he heard the zing of bullets cutting the prairie grass. Augustus rested the rifle barrel across the dying horse’s withers and waited. The Indians were yelling as they raced down on him—one or two carried lances, but those were mainly for show, or to puncture him with if they caught him alive.


  Sure enough, when they were fifty or sixty yards away, their horses caught the first whiffs of fresh blood, still pumping from the torn throat of the dying horse. They slowed and began to rear and shy, and as they did, Augustus started shooting. The Indians were dismayed; they flailed at the horses with their rifles, but the horses were spooked. Two stopped dead and Augustus immediately shot their riders. He could have asked for no better target than an Indian stopped fifty yards away on a horse that wouldn’t move. The two men dropped and lay still. Augustus replaced the two cartridges and wiped the sweat out of his eyes. The blood had bought him a chance—without it he would have been overrun and killed, no matter how fast or well he had shot. Now the Indians were trying to force their horses into a charge, but it wasn’t working—the horses kept swerving and shying. Some tried to circle to the south, and when they turned, Augustus shot two more. Then one Indian did a gallant thing—he threw a blanket over his horse’s head and got the confused horse to charge blind. The man seemed to be the leader; at least he carried the longest lance. He charged at the wallow, rifle in one hand, lance in the other, though when he tried to lever the rifle with one hand he dropped it. Augustus almost laughed, but the Indian kept up the charge with only a lance, a brave thing. Augustus shot him when he was no more than thirty feet away; he let him get that close in hopes of grabbing his horse. The Indian fell dead, but the horse shied away and Augustus didn’t feel he could afford to chase him.


  The remaining Indians were discouraged. Five Indians were dead, and the battle not five minutes old. Augustus replaced his cartridges and killed a sixth as the Indians were retreating. He might have got one or two more, but decided against risking long shots when his situation was so chancy. There might be more Indians available nearby, though he considered it unlikely. Probably they had charged with all they had—in which case he had killed half of them.


  With no shooting to do for a little while, Augustus took stock of the situation and decided the worst part of it was that he had no one to talk to. He had been within a minute or two of death, which could not be said to be boring, exactly—but even desperate battle was lacking in something if there was no one to discuss it with. What had made battle interesting over the years was not his opponents but his colleagues. It was fascinating, at least to him, to see how the men he had fought with most often reacted to the stimulus of attack.


  Pea Eye, for example, was mostly concerned with not running out of bullets. He was extremely conservative in his choice of targets, so conservative that he often spent a whole engagement sighting at people but never pulling the trigger.


  “Could have wasted a shell,” he said, if someone pointed this out to him. It was true that when he did shoot he rarely missed, but that was because he rarely shot at anything over thirty yards away.


  Call was interesting to observe in a battle too. It took a fight to bring out the fighter in him, and a fighter was mostly what he was. Call was a great attacker. Once the enemy was sighted, he liked to go after them, and would often do so in defiance of the odds. He might plan elaborately before a battle, but once it was joined his one desire was to close with the enemy and destroy him. Call had destruction in him and would go on killing when there was no need. Once his blood heated, it was slow to cool. Call himself had never been beaten for good—only death could accomplish that—and he reasoned that if an enemy was alive he wasn’t beaten either—not for good.


  Augustus knew that reasoning wasn’t accurate—men could get enough of fighting and turn from it. Some would do almost anything to avoid the fear it produced.


  Deets understood that. He would never fire on a fleeing man, whereas Call would pursue a man fifty miles and kill him if the man had attacked him. Deets fought carefully and shrewdly—he would have known the trick about fresh blood. But Deets’s great ability was in preventing ambushes. He would seem to feel them coming, often a day or two early, when he could have had no particular clues. “How’d you know?” they would ask him and Deets would have no answer. “Just knew,” he said.


  The six remaining Indians had retreated well beyond rifle range, but they weren’t gone. He could see them holding council, but they were three hundred yards away and the heat waves created a wavery mirage between him and them.


  Unless there were more Indians, Augustus didn’t consider that he was in a particularly serious situation. It was hot and the blowflies were already buzzing over the horse blood, but those were trivial discomforts. He had filled his canteen that morning, and the Canadian was no more than ten miles to the north. More than likely the Indians would decide they had missed their big chance and go away. They might try to get him at night, but he didn’t plan to be there. Come dark he would head for the river.


  All afternoon the six Indians stayed where they were. Occasionally they would fire a shot his way, hoping to get lucky. Finally one rode off to the east, returning about an hour later with a white man who set up a tripod and began to shoot at him with a fifty-caliber buffalo gun.


  That was an inconvenient development. Augustus had to hastily dig himself a shallow hole on the other side of the horse, where the blood and the blowflies were worse. They were not worse, though, than the impact of a fifty-caliber bullet, several of which hit the horse in the next hour. Augustus kept digging. Fortunately the man was not a particularly good shot—many of the bullets sang overhead, though one or two hit his saddle and ricocheted.


  Once when the buffalo hunter was reloading, Gus took a quick shot at him, raising his barrel to compensate for the range. The shot missed the white man but wounded one of the Indian horses. The horse’s scream unnerved the shooter, who moved his tripod back another fifty yards. Augustus kept low and waited for darkness, which was only another hour away.


  The shooter kept him pinned until full dark—but as soon as it was too dark to shoot, Augustus yanked his saddle loose from the dead mount and walked west, stopping to take what bullets he could salvage from the men he had killed. None had many, but one had a fairly good rifle, and Augustus took it as insurance. He hated carrying the saddle, but it was a shield of sorts; if he got caught in open country it might be the only cover he would have.


  While he was going from corpse to corpse collecting ammunition, he was startled to hear the sudden rattle of shots from the east. That was puzzling. Either the Indians had fallen to fighting among themselves or someone else had come on the scene. Then the shots ceased and he heard the sound of running horses—the Indians leaving, most probably.


  This new development put him in a quandary. He was prepared for a good hard walk to the river, carrying a heavy saddle, but if there were strangers around they might be friendly, and he might not have to carry the saddle. Possibly the scout for a cattle herd had stumbled into the little group of hostiles, though the main trail routes lay to the east.


  At any rate, he didn’t feel he should ignore the possibility, so he turned back toward the shooting. There was still a little light in the sky, though it was dark on the ground. From time to time Augustus stopped to listen and at first heard nothing: the plains were still.


  The third time he stopped, he thought he heard voices. They were faint, but they were white, an encouraging sign. He went cautiously toward them, trying to make as little noise as possible. It was hard to carry a saddle without it creaking some, but he was afraid to put it down for fear he could not find his way back to it in the dark. Then he heard a horse snort and another horse jingle his bit. He was getting close. He stopped to wait for the moon to rise. When it did, he moved a little closer, hoping to see something. Instead he heard what sounded like a subdued argument.


  “We don’t know how many there is,” one voice said. “There could be five hundred Indians around here, for all we know.”


  “I can go find them,” another voice said. It was a girlish voice, which surprised him.


  “You hush,” the first voice said. “Just because you can catch varmints don’t mean you can sneak up on Indians.”


  “I could find ’em,” the girlish voice insisted.


  “They’ll find you and make soup of you if you ain’t lucky” was the reply.


  “I don’t think there’s no five hundred,” a third voice said. “I don’t think there’s five hundred Indians left in this part of the country.”


  “Well, if there was even a hundred, we’d have all we could do,” the first voice pointed out.


  “I’d like to know who they were shooting at when we rode up,” the other man said. “I don’t believe it was buffalo, though I know it was a buffalo gun.”


  Augustus decided he wouldn’t get a better opportunity than that, so he cleared his throat and spoke in the loudest tones he could muster without actually shouting.


  “They were shooting at me,” he said. “I’m Captain McCrae, and I’m coming in.”


  He took a few steps to the side when he said it, for he had known men to shoot from reflex when they were frightened. Nothing was more dangerous than walking into the camp of a bunch of men who had their nerves on edge.


  “Don’t get nervous and shoot, I’m friendly,” he said, just as he saw the outline of their horses against the sky.


  “I hate this walking around in the dark,” he added loudly—not that it was much of an observation. It was designed to keep the strangers from getting jumpy.


  Then he saw four people standing by the horses. It was too dark to tell much about any of them, but he dumped the saddle on the ground and went over to shake hands.


  “Howdy,” he said, and the men shook hands, though none of them had yet said anything. The surprise of his appearance had evidently left them speechless.


  “Well, here we are,” Augustus said. “I’m Augustus McCrae and I’m after an outlaw named Blue Duck. Have you seen any sign of the man?”


  “No, we just got here,” one of the men said.


  “I know about him, though,” July said. “My name is July Johnson. I’m sheriff from Fort Smith, Arkansas, and this is my deputy, Roscoe Brown.”


  “July Johnson?” Augustus asked.


  “Yes,” July said.


  “By God, that’s a good one,” Augustus said. “We were expecting you down in Lonesome Dove, and here you are practically in Kansas. If you’re still after Jake Spoon, you’ve missed him by about three hundred miles.”


  “I have more urgent business,” July said rather solemnly.


  To Augustus he seemed young, although it was hard to tell in the dark. Mainly it was his voice that seemed young.


  “I see you brought family,” Augustus said. “Most lawmen don’t travel with their children. Or did you pick up these two sprats along the way?”


  Nobody answered. They simply stood, as if the question was too complicated for an answer.


  “Did the Indians kill your horse?” July asked.


  “No, I killed him,” Augustus said. “Used him for a fort. There ain’t much to hide behind on these plains. I heard shooting. Did you kill any more of them bucks?”


  “Don’t think so,” July said. “I might have hit the buffalo hunter. We never expected to find Indians.”


  “I killed six this afternoon,” Augustus said. “I think there was twelve to begin with, not counting the buffalo hunter. I expect they work for Blue Duck. He stole a woman and I’m after him. I think he sent them bucks to slow me down.”


  “I hope there ain’t too much of a bunch,” Roscoe said. “I never kilt one before.”


  In fact he had never killed anyone before, or even given the possibility much thought. Sudden death was not unknown in Fort Smith, but it was not common, either. It had been a big shock when the Indians turned their guns on them and began to shoot at them. Not until he saw July draw his rifle and start firing did it dawn on him that they were under attack. He had hastily drawn his pistol and shot several times—it had not affected the Indians but it angered July.


  “You’re just wasting bullets, they’re way out of pistol range,” he said. But then the Indians ran, so it didn’t matter so much.


  “What’s your plan, Mr. Johnson?” Augustus asked politely. “If your business is urgent you might not want to slow down long enough to help me catch this Blue Duck.”


  That was true. July didn’t want to slow down at all until he found Elmira. If he had been alone, he would have traveled twenty hours a day and rested four. But he was hardly alone. Roscoe was nervous as a cat and spent all day talking about his worries. Joe didn’t complain, but the hard traveling had worn him out and he rode along in a doze most of the time and slept like a dead thing when they stopped.


  The only one who didn’t suffer from the pace was Janey, who mainly walked. July had to admit that she was unusually helpful. When they stopped, she did whatever chores there were to do without being asked. And she was always up and ready to leave when he was, whereas Joe and Roscoe were so sluggish in the morning that it took them half an hour just to get their horses saddled.


  Now, out of the blue, a Texas Ranger had showed up—one of the very ones who had partnered with Jake Spoon. He was afoot and a long way from help, and they couldn’t just ride off and leave him. Besides, there were hostile Indians around, which made the whole situation more worrisome.


  “I haven’t planned, very much,” July said honestly. “Seems like every time I make a plan something happens to change it.”


  “Well, life’s a twisting stream,” Augustus said. “Speaking of which, the Canadian River ain’t but a short way to the north. Them bucks are probably camped somewhere on it.”


  “What would you advise?” July asked. “You know the country.”


  “It’s a steep-banked river,” Augustus said. “If we have to fight Indians we’d be in a lot better position there than out on this plain.”


  “You say the man stole a woman?” July asked.


  “Yes,” Augustus said. “A girl who was traveling with us.”


  “We best go on to the river, I guess,” July said. “You can ride with me and Roscoe can tote your saddle.”


  “If this boy ain’t armed, maybe he’d like a rifle,” Augustus said. “One of them bucks I shot had a pretty good Winchester, and this boy looks old enough to shoot.”


  He handed the rifle to Joe, who was so stunned by the gift that he could barely say thank you. “Is it loaded already?” he asked, rubbing the smooth stock with one hand.


  “You dern right it’s loaded,” Augustus said. “Just make sure you shoot one of them, and not one of us.”


  He climbed up behind July and they all rode north. Joe felt intensely proud, now that he was armed. He kept one hand on the stock of the rifle, expecting that any minute the Indians might attack.


  But the ride to the river was uneventful. It seemed they had not been riding long before they saw the silver band of the river in the moonlight. July stopped so abruptly that Joe almost bumped into his horse. He and Mr. McCrae were looking at something downriver. At first Joe couldn’t see anything to look at, but then he noticed a tiny flame of light, far downriver.


  “That’d be them,” Augustus said. “I guess they ain’t worried about us, or they wouldn’t be so bold with their campfire. They don’t know it, but the wrath of the Lord is about to descend upon them. I dislike bold criminals of whatever race, and I believe I’ll go see that they pay their debts.”


  “I’d best go with you,” July said. “You don’t know how many there are.”


  “Let’s go make camp,” Augustus said. “Then we’ll think it out.”


  They rode upriver a mile, stopping where the mouth of a canyon sloped down to the riverbed.


  “This is as good as we’ll get,” Augustus said. “What I’d like is the loan of a horse for the night. I’ll have him back by breakfast, and maybe a few others to boot.”


  “You want to go at them alone?” July asked.


  “It’s my job,” Augustus said. “I doubt there’s many of them. I just hope Blue Duck is there.”


  Roscoe could not believe what he was hearing. He felt very scared as it was, and yet this stranger was preparing to ride off by himself.


  “Why, there could be ten of them,” he said. “Do you think you could kill ten men?”


  “They’re easier to scare at night,” Augustus said. “I expect I’ll just run most of them off. But I do intend to kill Mr. Duck if I see him. He’s stole his last woman.”


  “I think I ought to go,” July said. “I could be of some help. Roscoe can stay here with the young ones.”


  “No, I’d rather you stay with your party, Mr. Johnson,” Augustus said. “I’d feel better about it in my mind. You’ve got an inexperienced deputy and two young people to think about. Besides, you said you had urgent business. These things are chancy. You might stop a bullet and never get your business finished.”


  “I think I ought to go,” July said. It was in his mind that Ellie could even be in the camp. Somebody could have stolen her as easily as the Texas woman. The whiskey traders wouldn’t have put up much fight. Of course, it wasn’t likely she was there, but then what was likely anymore? He felt he ought to have a look, at least.


  In any case, the man could use help, and it should be no great risk to leave Roscoe and the young ones in camp for a few hours. They all needed the rest.


  Augustus realized he could probably use help, since he didn’t know how many men he was facing. However, he didn’t have a high opinion of the average man’s ability as a fighter. The majority of men couldn’t fight at all and even most outlaws were the merest amateurs when it came to battle. Few could shoot well, and even fewer had any mind for strategy.


  The problem was that Blue Duck was evidently one of the few who could think. He had planned the theft of Lorena perfectly. Also, he had survived twenty years or more in a rough country, at a rough game, and could be expected to be formidable, if he was around.


  But probably he wasn’t there. Probably he had sold the woman and left, sending a few Kiowas down the trail to take care of whoever came along. It would likely just be a matter of shooting down two or three renegade buffalo hunters who had been too lazy to find honest work once the herds petered out.


  Augustus was undecided as to whether he would be better off by himself or with a country sheriff from Arkansas. All he knew about the sheriff was that Jake Spoon had run from him, which wasn’t much to go on. The young man had had no experience with plains fighting and perhaps not much with any fighting. There was no telling if he could even take care of himself in a scrape. If he couldn’t, he would be better left—but then, who would know until the fighting started?


  “What happens to us if you two both get kilt?” Roscoe asked. It was a question that loomed large in his mind.


  “Head back southeast as fast as you can,” Augustus said. “Once you make it down below the Red River you’ll probably be all right. If you go east a ways you ought to run into some herds.”


  “Why, we’ll be back,” July said. “I ought to go help Captain McCrae, but we’ll be back.”


  Augustus didn’t feel right about it, but he made no further effort to stop July Johnson. They let the horses rest for an hour, then put Augustus’s saddle on Roscoe’s big gelding, and left. When they rode up on the ridge above the river they saw again the little spark of light to the east, and made for it.


  “If it ain’t prying, what is this urgent business you’re on?” Augustus asked.


  July was hesitant about answering. Roscoe and Joe had both looked at him strangely as he left, and the look bothered him. It was as if both of them were his children—both looked to him for care. Only Janey seemed comfortable being left on the Canadian.


  “Well, sir, it’s my wife,” July said. “She’s gone from home. It might be that she got stolen too.”


  Augustus felt that was interesting. They were both chasing women across the plains. He said no more. A man whose wife had left was apt to be sore about it and touchy. He changed the subject at once.


  “It was your brother Jake shot?” he asked.


  “Yes,” July said. “I guess it was accidental, but I’ve got to take him back. Only I’d like to find Elmira first.”


  They rode in silence for seven or eight miles over broken country. Augustus was thinking what a curious man Jake Spoon was, that he would let a woman be stolen and just go on playing cards, or whatever he was doing.


  Every time they topped a ridge and saw the tiny flame of the campfire, July tried to calm himself, tried to remind himself that it would be almost a miracle if Elmira were there. Yet he couldn’t help hoping. Sometimes he felt so bad about things that he didn’t know if he could keep going much longer without knowing where she was.


  Finally, with the camp not more than a mile away, Augustus drew rein. He dismounted to listen. In the still night, on the open plain, voices could carry a ways, and he might be able to get a sense of how many they were up against.


  July dismounted, too, and waited for Augustus to tell him what the plan was. They were only a hundred yards from the river, and while they were listening they heard something splash through the water downstream from where they stood.


  “It could be a buffalo,” July whispered. “We seen a few.”


  “More likely a horse,” Augustus said. “Buffalo wouldn’t cross that close to camp.”


  He looked at the young man, worried by the nervousness in his voice. “Have you done much of this kind of thing, Mr. Johnson?” he asked.


  “No,” July admitted. “I ain’t done none. About the worst we get in Arkansas are robbers.”


  “Let’s walk our horses a little closer,” Augustus said. “Don’t let ’em whinny. If we can get within a hundred yards of their camp we’re in good shape. Then I favor charging right into them. They’ll hear us before they see us, which will scare them, and we’ll be on them before they have time to think. Use your handgun and save your rifle—this’ll be close-range work. If there’s any left, we’ll turn and make a second run at them.”


  “We mustn’t trample the women,” July said.


  “We won’t,” Augustus said. “Have you ever killed?”


  “No,” July said. “I’ve never had to.”


  I wish you’d stayed with your party, Augustus thought, but he didn’t say it.


  57.


  DOG FACE WAS DYING, and he knew it. A bullet had hit a rib and turned downward into his gut. The bullet hadn’t come out, and nobody was trying to get it out, either. He lay on a saddle blanket in his death sweat, and all Blue Duck wanted to know was how many men there had been in the party that shot him.


  “Three horses,” one of the Kiowas said, but Dog Face couldn’t remember if it had been two or three.


  “It was gettin’ dark,” he said. One whole side of his body was wet with blood. He wanted to see the girl, but Blue Duck squatted by his side, blocking his view.


  “You never hit McCrae?” he asked.


  “He forted up behind his horse,” Dog Face said. “I might have put one in him. I don’t know.”


  “We’ll kill him tomorrow,” Monkey John said. “He ain’t got no horse and maybe he’s crippled.”


  “I doubt it,” Blue Duck said. “I expect tomorrow he’ll walk in and finish the rest of you, unless he does it tonight.”


  “I hurt bad,” Dog Face said. “Go on and shoot me.”


  Blue Duck laughed. “You won’t catch me wasting a bullet on you,” he said. “Monkey can cut your damn throat if he wants to.”


  But Monkey wouldn’t come near him. Monkey John was worried, and so were the Kiowas. They all kept cocking and uncocking their pistols. They asked for whiskey, but Blue Duck wouldn’t give them any.


  Dog Face looked at the girl. She sat with her arms wrapped around her knees. Blue Duck went and saddled his horse. When he came back to the fire he kicked the girl. He kicked her several times, until she fell over and lay curled up.


  “What’d she do?” Dog Face asked.


  Blue Duck walked over and kicked him in the side, causing him to scream with pain and roll off the blanket.


  “Mind your own goddamn business,” Blue Duck said.


  “You gonna leave?” Monkey John asked nervously.


  “That’s right,” Blue Duck said. “I aim to look for a better crew. The whole bunch of you couldn’t kill one man. You never even attacked that second bunch. It was probably just a cowboy or two.”


  Dog Face tried to roll back on his blanket, but his strength was gone. The Kiowas had already taken his gun and divided his ammunition among themselves, so he couldn’t even shoot himself. He had a razor in his pack and might have managed to cut his own throat, but his pack was on the other side of the fire and he knew he would never be able to crawl to it.


  Blue Duck kicked Lorena twice more. “You ain’t worth selling,” Blue Duck said. “The Kiowas can have you.”


  “What about me?” Monkey John asked. “What about my half-interest?”


  “I won back your half-interest,” Blue Duck said. “I won the Kiowas’ half too.”


  “Then how come you’re giving her to the goddamn Kiowas?” Monkey John said. “Give her to me.”


  “No, I want them to carve her up,” Blue Duck said. “It might put some spirit in them, so they can go out tomorrow and run that old Ranger to ground.”


  “Hell, I’m as mean as they are,” Monkey John said. “I can finish him, if he comes around here.”


  Blue Duck mounted. “You ain’t half as mean as they are,” he said. “And if McCrae comes around here you better step quick or you’ll be plugged. He got Ermoke, and Ermoke was three times the fighter you are.”


  He opened his pack, took out a bottle of whiskey and pitched it to the Indians. Then he said something to them in their language and rode away toward the river.


  Lorena lay where she had fallen, listening to Dog Face moan. With each breath he let out a throaty moan. His wound had bloody bubbles on it. Lorena got up on her hands and knees and vomited from fear. The Kiowas were all looking at her as they drank. She wanted to run but felt too weak. Anyway, they would soon catch her if she ran. She crawled away from the vomit and sank back, too tired and scared to move. Monkey John sat back from the fire, clutching his rifle. He didn’t even look at her—he wouldn’t help her. She was just in for it.


  “Help her, Monkey,” Dog Face said weakly.


  “Hell, I can’t help her,” Monkey John said. “You heard him. He gave her to them.”


  One of the Kiowas understood the talk and was angered. He pulled his knife and stood over Dog Face threateningly. Dog Face continued to moan. Then the Kiowa sat on his chest and Dog Face screamed, a weak scream. The rest of the Indians jumped for him. He was too weak even to lift a hand. One Kiowa cut his belt and two more pulled his pants off. Before Lorena could even turn her head, they castrated him. Another slashed a knife across his forehead and began to rip off his hair. Dog Face screamed again, but it was soon muffled as the Kiowas held his head and stuffed his own bloody organs into his mouth, shoving them down his throat with the handle of a knife. His hair was soon ripped off and the Kiowa took the scalp and tied it to his lance. Dog Face struggled for breath, a pool of blood beneath his legs. Yet he wasn’t dead. Lorena had her face in her arms, but she could still hear him moan and gurgle for breath. She wished he would die—it shouldn’t take so long just to die.


  She expected any minute they would fall on her, but they didn’t. What they had done to Dog Face put them in a good mood, and they passed around the whiskey bottle.


  Monkey John was probably as scared as she was. He sat silently by the fire, his rifle in his hands, pulling at his dirty beard. Once in a while the Kiowas would jabber at him in their own language, but he didn’t answer.


  Lying with her face almost on the ground, she was the first to hear the horses—only she didn’t really know what it was, or take any hope from it. It was something running—maybe Blue Duck was coming back to reclaim her.


  The Kiowas, singing and drinking, two with bloody knives still in their hands, didn’t hear the running, but Monkey John suddenly heard it. He jumped to his feet and raised his rifle, but before he could fire she heard a gun go off in the darkness and Monkey John dropped the rifle and slumped to a sitting position, his mouth open as if he were about to say something.


  Lorena saw that, and just as she saw it the two horses raced right over Monkey John without touching him and were into the Kiowas. One Kiowa screamed, a sound more hopeless and frightening even than the scream of Dog Face. Before she thought about it being Gus, she saw him yank his horse almost down right in the middle of the Kiowas. He shot the one that screamed and then the two that held the knives, shooting from his horse right into their chests. Another Kiowa grabbed the lance with Dog Face’s scalp on it, but Gus shot him before he could lift it. He shot another just as the man was picking up his rifle. The last Kiowa fled into the darkness, and Gus turned his horse after him. “Finish any that ain’t finished,” he said to the other man. But that man had barely dismounted before there was a shot in the darkness. He stood by his horse listening. There was another shot, and then the sound of a horse loping back. Lorena thought it was over but Monkey John shot with his pistol at the man standing by the fire. He missed completely and the man slowly raised his own pistol, but before he could fire Gus rode back into the firelight and shot with his rifle, knocking Monkey John back into the pack.


  Then Gus turned her over and was holding her in his arms, his rifle still in one hand.


  “Where’s Blue Duck, Lorie?” he asked. “Was he here tonight?”


  Lorena had a hard struggle to get her mind back to Blue Duck. She had stopped talking, and though she wanted to talk, the words wouldn’t come. She stared at Gus and began to cry but she couldn’t get out an answer to the question.


  “Was he here tonight?” Gus asked again. “Just answer that and I won’t bother you no more until you feel better.”


  Lorena nodded. Blue Duck had been there. It was all she could do.


  Gus stood up. “Go back to your party,” Gus said to the other man. “Go now.”


  “I didn’t shoot a one,” the other man said. “You shot the whole bunch.”


  “It ain’t important,” Augustus said. “I can’t leave this girl and she ain’t in shape to travel fast. Go back to your party. If Lorie can ride we’ll come when we can.”


  “Did you kill the one that ran off?” July asked.


  “Yes,” Augustus said. “A man can’t outrun a horse. You get along. There’s a dangerous man loose along this river and I doubt that deputy of yours can handle him.”


  What if I can’t, either? July thought, looking down at Dog Face. He had managed to pull his genitals out of his mouth, and still lay breathing. Looking at the pool of blood he lay in, July felt his stomach start to come up. He turned away to keep from vomiting.


  “I’ll tidy up these dead,” Augustus said. “I know this is a shock to you, Mr. Johnson. It’s different from a barroom scrape in Arkansas. But you got to choke it down and get back to your people.”


  “Are you going to kill him?” July asked, referring to Dog Face.


  “Yes, if he don’t travel soon,” Augustus said.


  Before July was over the second ridge, he heard the gun again.


  58.


  “RECKON WE’LL HEAR IT when they fight?” Joe asked.


  “We won’t hear it much,” Roscoe said. “That campfire was way off. Anyway, maybe it’s just cowboys and there won’t be no fight.”


  “But we saw Indians,” Joe said. “I bet it’s them.”


  “It might be them,” Roscoe admitted. “But maybe they just kept running.”


  “I hope they didn’t run this direction,” Joe said. He hated to admit how scared he was, but he was a good deal more scared than he could remember being before in his life. Usually when they camped he was so glad to be stopped he just unrolled his blanket and went to sleep, but though he unrolled his blanket as usual, he didn’t go to sleep. It was the first time he had been separated from July on the whole trip, and he was surprised at how much scarier it felt. They had been forbidden to build a fire, so all they could do was sit in the dark. Of course it wasn’t cold, but a fire would have made things more cheerful.


  “I guess July will kill ’em,” he said several times.


  “That Texas Ranger done killed six,” Roscoe said. “Maybe he’ll kill ’em and July can save his ammunition.”


  Joe held his new rifle. Several times he cocked the hammer and then eased it back down. If the Indians came, he hoped they’d wait for daylight, so he’d have a better chance for a shot.


  Janey sat off by herself. She had seen the Indians first and had run back to tell July. Roscoe hadn’t believed her at first, but July had. He had got off several shots once the Indians started firing.


  Roscoe felt bothered by the fact that there were no more trees. All his life he had lived amid trees and had given little thought to what a comfort they were. Trees had been so common that it was a shock to ride out on the plains and discover that there was a part of earth where there weren’t any. Occasionally they might see a few along the rivers, but not many, and those were more bushes than trees. You couldn’t lean against them, which was a thing he liked to do. He had got so he could even sleep pretty well leaning against a tree.


  But now July had left him on a river where there wasn’t even a bush. He would have to sleep flat out on the ground or else sit up all night. The sky was pale with moonlight, but it didn’t provide enough light to see well by. Soon Roscoe began to get very nervous. Everywhere he looked he began to see things that could have been Indians. He decided to cock his pistol, in case some of the things were Indians.


  When he cocked his pistol, Joe cocked his rifle. “Did you see one?” he asked.


  “It might have been one,” Roscoe said.


  “Where?” Janey asked.


  When Roscoe pointed, she immediately went running off toward it. Roscoe could hardly believe his eyes—but she had always been a wild girl.


  “It was just a bush,” Janey said, when she came back.


  “You better be glad of that,” he said. “If it had been an Indian you’d have got scalped.”


  “Reckon they’ve had the fight yet?” Joe asked. “I’ll be glad when they get back.”


  “It might be morning before they get back,” Roscoe said. “We better just rest. The minute July gets back he’ll wanta go on looking for your mother.”


  “I guess she’s found Dee,” Joe said. “She likes Dee.”


  “Then how come she married July, dern it?” Roscoe asked. “It was the start of all this, you know. We’d be back in Arkansas playing dominoes if she hadn’t married July.”


  Every time Roscoe tried to think back along the line of events that had led to his being in a place where there was no trees to lean against, he strayed off the line and soon got all tangled up in his thinking. It was probably better not to try and think back down the line of life.


  “I can’t get to sleep for nothin’,” Joe said.


  Roscoe was glad he hadn’t had to go with the other men. He remembered how weak he had felt that afternoon when he realized it was bullets that were hitting in the grass around him. It had sounded like bees sounded in the leaves, but of course it was bullets.


  While he was thinking about it he nodded for a few minutes—it seemed like a few minutes—asleep with his gun cocked. He had a little dream about the wild pigs, not too frightening. The pigs were not as wild as they had been in real life. They were just rooting around a cabin and not trying to harm him, yet he woke in a terrible fright and saw something incomprehensible. Janey was standing a few feet in front of him, with a big rock raised over her head. She was holding it with both hands—why would she do such a thing at that time of night? She wasn’t making a sound; she just stood in front of him holding the rock. It was not until she flung it that he realized someone else was there. But someone was: someone big. In his surprise, Roscoe forgot he had a pistol. He quickly stood up. He didn’t see where the rock went, but Janey suddenly dropped to her knees. She looked around at him. “Shoot at him,” she said. Roscoe remembered the pistol, which was cocked, but before he could raise it, the big shadow that Janey had thrown the rock at slid close to him and shoved him—not a hard shove, but it made him drop the pistol. He knew he was awake and not dreaming, but he didn’t have any more strength than he would have had in a dream in terms of moving quick. He saw the big shadow standing by him but he had felt no fear, and the shadow didn’t shove him again. Roscoe felt warm and sleepy and sat back down. It was like he was in a warm bath. He hadn’t had too many warm baths in his life, but he felt like he was in one and was ready for a long snooze. Janey was crawling, though—crawling right over his legs. “Now what are you doing?” he said, before he saw that her eyes were fixed on the pistol he had dropped. She wanted the pistol, and for some reason crawled right over his legs to get to it. But before she got to it the shadow came back. “Why, you’re a fighter, ain’t you?” the shadow man said. “If I wasn’t in such a hurry I’d show you a trick or two.” Then he raised his arms and struck down at her; Roscoe couldn’t see if it was with an ax or what, but the sound was like an ax striking wood, and Janey stopped moving and lay across his legs. “Joe?” Roscoe said; he had just remembered that he had made Joe stop cocking and uncocking his rifle so he could get to sleep.


  “Was that his name?” the shadow man said. Roscoe knew it must be a man, for he had a heavy voice. But he couldn’t see the man’s face. He just seemed to be a big shadow, and anyway Roscoe couldn’t get his mind fixed on it, or on where Joe was or when July would be back, or on anything much, he felt so warm and tired. The big shadow stood astraddle of him and reached down for his belt but Roscoe had let go all concern, he felt so tired. He felt everything would have to stop for a while; it was as if the darkness itself was pushing his eyelids down. Then the warm sleep took him.


  July found them an hour later, already stiff in death. He had raced as fast as he could over the rough country, not wanting to take the time to follow the river itself but too unsure of his position to go very far from it. From time to time he stopped, listening for shots, but the dark plains were quiet and peaceful, though it was on them that he had just seen the most violent and terrible things he had ever witnessed in his life. The only sound he heard was the wind singing over the empty miles of grass; in the spring night the wind sang gently.


  July had never felt so inadequate. He was not even sure he could find his way back to where they had left the others. He was a sheriff, paid to fight when necessary, but nothing in his experience had prepared him for the slaughter he had just witnessed. Captain McCrae had killed six men, whereas he had not even fired his gun when the old bandit was aiming at him. It had all seemed so rapid, all those deaths in a minute or two. Captain McCrae had not seemed disturbed, whereas he felt such confusion he could scarcely think. He had met rough men in Arkansas and backed several of them down and arrested them, but this was different: the dying buffalo hunter had had nothing but a patch of blood between his legs. Death and worse happened on the plains.


  When he saw the canyon where he had left his party he stopped to listen but heard nothing. It made him fearful, for Joe’s horse would always whinny at his. But this time there was no whinny and he saw no horses. He dismounted and walked slowly down the canyon. Maybe they had forgotten to hobble the horses and they had grazed away. Roscoe was forgetful in such matters.


  “Roscoe?” he said, when he came in sight of the camp.


  He could see the three forms on the ground as if asleep, but he knew they weren’t asleep because Janey lay across Roscoe’s legs.


  The only sound in the camp was the sound of flies buzzing on blood.


  July didn’t want to see it. He knew he had to, but he didn’t want to.


  He felt a terrible need to turn things back, all the way back to the time when he and Roscoe and Joe and Elmira had all been in Arkansas. He knew it could never be. Something had happened which he would never be free of. He had even lost the chance to stay and die with his people, though Captain McCrae had offered him that chance. “I’d feel better in my mind if you’d stay with your party,” he had said.


  He had not stayed, but when he had gone, he hadn’t fought, either. He had done nothing but ride twice over the same stretch of prairie, while death had come to both camps. He had no doubt that if he had stayed with Roscoe and the children, it would have come to him too. The man who had killed them must be a fighter on the order of Captain McCrae.


  For a time, July did not go into the camp. He couldn’t. He stood and listened to the flies buzz over them. He didn’t want to see what had been done to them. Now, when he did find Elmira, it would only be to tell her that her son was dead. And if he lived to return to Fort Smith it would be without Roscoe Brown, a loyal man who had never asked for much.


  The strange girl who could catch rabbits would catch no more rabbits.


  After a time, July took his knife and began to dig graves. He climbed out of the canyon and dug them on the plain. Digging with a knife was slow work, but it was the only digging tool he had. The loose dirt he threw out with his hands. He was still digging at sunup, yet the graves were pitifully shallow affairs. He would have to do better than that, or the coyotes would get the corpses. Once in a while he looked down at the bodies. Joe lay apart from the other two, sprawled on his blanket as if asleep.


  July began to gather rocks to pile on the graves. There were plenty along the canyon, though some had to be pried out of the dirt. While he was carrying one, he saw two riders far across the plain, black dots in the bright sunlight. His horse whinnied, eager for company.


  When Augustus rode up with Lorena, the Arkansas sheriff was still digging. Augustus rode over to the canyon edge and looked down.


  “More dead to tidy up,” he said, dismounting. He had given Lorena Roscoe’s horse, which had an easy gait, and was riding on the best of the Indian ponies, a skinny paint.


  “It’s my fault,” July said. “If I’d done what you said, maybe they’d be alive.”


  “And maybe you’d be dead and I’d have had to tidy you up,” Augustus said. “Don’t be reviling yourself. None of us is such fine judges of what to do.”


  “You told me to stay,” July said.


  “I know I did, son,” Augustus said. “I’m sure you wish you had. But yesterday’s gone on down the river and you can’t get it back. Go on with your digging and I’ll tidy up.”


  He turned to Lorena and helped her down. “You stay here, darling,” he said.


  But when he started down the canyon, Lorena followed him. She didn’t want Gus to be far away.


  “No, I don’t want you to go down there and see this mess,” Augustus said. “Sit right here, where you can watch me. I won’t be out of sight.”


  He turned to July. “Sit with her,” he said. “She don’t have much to say right now. Just sit with her, Mr. Johnson.”


  July stopped his work. The woman didn’t look at him. Her sad eyes were fixed on Captain McCrae as he made his way down the canyon. Her legs were black and blue and there was a yellowing bruise on one cheek. She didn’t turn her head or look at him at all.


  “My name is July Johnson,” he said, to be polite, but the woman didn’t appear to hear.


  Augustus went quickly to the camp and tied each body in a blanket. Blue Duck had been so confident of his victims that he hadn’t even bothered to shoot. The deputy and the girl had been knifed, ripped open from navel to breastbone. Evidently it hadn’t been enough for the girl, because her head had been smashed in too. So had the boy’s, probably with the butt of the rifle Gus had given him. The deputy had been castrated as well. Using saddle strings, Gus tied the blankets as tightly around them as he could. It was strange that three such people had been on the Canadian, but then, that was the frontier—people were always wandering where they had no business being. He himself had done it and got away with it—had been a Ranger in Texas rather than a lawyer in Tennessee. The three torn specimens he was tying into their shrouds had not been so lucky.


  He carried the bodies up to the prairie, laid them in their shallow graves and helped July pile rocks on the graves, a pitiful expedient that wouldn’t deter the varmints for long. In the other camp he had merely laid the buffalo hunters and the dead Kiowas in a line and left them.


  “I guess he took Joe’s horse,” July said.


  “Yes, and his life,” Augustus said. “I’m sure he had more interest in the horse.”


  “If you’re going after him I’d like to try and help,” July said.


  “I got nothing to go after him on,” Augustus said. “He’s better mounted than us, and this ain’t no place to go chasing a man who’s got you out-horsed. He’s headed for the Purgatory this time, I bet.”


  “The what?” July asked.


  “It’s a river up in Colorado,” Augustus said. “He’s probably got another gang there. We best let him go this time.”


  “I hate to,” July said. He had begun to imagine confronting the man and shooting him down.


  “Son, this is a sad thing,” Augustus said. “Loss of life always is. But the life is lost for good. Don’t you go attempting vengeance. You’ve got more urgent business. If I ever run into Blue Duck I’ll kill him. But if I don’t, somebody else will. He’s big and mean, but sooner or later he’ll meet somebody bigger and meaner. Or a snake will bite him or a horse will fall on him, or he’ll get hung, or one of his renegades will shoot him in the back. Or he’ll just get old and die.”


  He went over and tightened the girth on his saddle.


  “Don’t be trying to give back pain for pain,” he said. “You can’t get even measures in business like this. You best go find your wife.”


  July looked across the river at the unending prairie. If I find her she’ll hate me worse now, he thought.


  Augustus watched him mount, thinking how young he looked. He couldn’t be much over twenty. But he was old enough to have found a wife and lost her—not that it took long to lose one, necessarily.


  “Where is this Adobe Walls place?” July asked.


  “It ain’t far down the river,” Augustus said, “but I’d pass it by if I were you. Your wife ain’t there. If she went up the Arkansas I’d imagine she’s up in Kansas, in one of the towns.”


  “I would hate to miss her,” July said.


  If she’s at Adobe Walls, you’d do better to miss her, Augustus thought, but he didn’t say it. He shook hands with the young sheriff and watched him mount and ride across the river. Soon he dipped out of sight, in the rough breaks to the north. When he reappeared on the vast plain, he was only a tiny speck.


  Augustus went to Lorena. He had spent most of the night simply holding her in his arms, hoping that body heat would finally help her stop trembling and shaking. She had not said a word so far, but she would look him in the face, which was a good sign. He had seen women captives too broken even to raise their eyes.


  “Come on, Lorie,” he said. “Let’s take a little ride.”


  She stood up obediently, like a child.


  “We’ll just ride over east a ways and see if we can find us some shade,” Augustus said. “Then we’ll loll around for a couple of weeks and let Call and the boys catch up with us. They’ll be coming with the cattle pretty soon. By then I expect you’ll be feeling better.”


  Lorena didn’t answer, but she mounted without help and rode beside him all day.


  59.


  CALL EXPECTED GUS to be back in a day or two. Maybe he’d have the girl and maybe he wouldn’t, but it was not likely he’d be gone long. Gus was a hard traveler and usually overtook whoever he was after promptly, arrested them or dispatched them, and got back.


  For a day or two he didn’t give Gus’s absence much thought. He was irritated with Jake Spoon for having been so troublesome and undependable, but then, he partly had himself to blame for that. He should have set Jake straight before they left Lonesome Dove—informed him in no uncertain terms that the girl wasn’t coming.


  When the third day passed and Gus wasn’t back, Call began to be uneasy. Augustus had survived so much that Call didn’t give his safety much thought. Even men accustomed all their lives to sudden death didn’t expect it to happen to Gus McCrae. The rest of them might fall by the wayside, their mortality taking gentle or cruel forms, but Gus would just go on talking.


  Yet five days passed, and then a week, and he didn’t return. The herd crossed the Brazos without incident, and then the Trinity, and there was still no Gus.


  They camped west of Fort Worth and Call allowed the men to go into town. It would be the last town they would see until they hit Ogallala, and it might be that some of them wouldn’t live to hit Ogallala. He let them go carouse, keeping just the boys, to help him hold the herd. Dish Boggett volunteered to stay, too—he still had his thoughts on Lorena and was not about to leave camp while there was a chance that Gus would bring her back.


  “Dern, he’s behaving like a deacon,” Soupy said. “I expect to hear him preach a sermon any day.”


  Needle Nelson took a more charitable view. “He’s just in love,” he said. “He don’t want to go trashing around with us.”


  “By God, he’ll wish he had before we hit Nebraska,” Jasper Fant said. “You don’t see me waiting. I’d like to drink a couple of more bottles of good whiskey before I have to cross any more of them cold rivers. They got real cold rivers up north, I hear. Some of them even got ice in them, I guess.”


  “If I was to see a chunk of ice in a river, I’d rope it and we could use it to water our drinks,” Bert Borum said.


  Bert was inordinately proud of his skill with a rope, the men thought. He was indeed quick and accurate, but the men were tired of hearing him brag on himself and were constantly on the lookout for things he could rope that might cause him to miss. Once Bert had silenced them for a whole day by roping a coyote on the first throw, but they were not the sort of men to keep silent long.


  “Go rope that dern bull, if you’re so good at roping,” Needle Nelson said, referring to the Texas bull. The bull seemed to resent it when the cowboys sat in groups—he would position himself fifty yards away and paw the earth and bellow. Needle was in favor of shooting him but Call wouldn’t allow it.


  “I can rope the son of a bitch fast enough,” Bert said. “Getting the rope off would be the problem.”


  “Getting you buried would be the problem if you was to rope that bull,” Dish said. The fact that he chose to restrain himself and not get drunk in Fort Worth increased his sense of superiority somewhat, and many of the crew had had about all of Dish’s sense of superiority as they could take, particularly since he was restraining himself for love of a young woman who clearly didn’t give a hoot about him.


  “If you’re so in love, why didn’t you go bring her back and leave Gus here?” Jasper asked. “Gus is a damn sight more entertaining than you are, Dish.”


  At that Dish turned and jumped him but Call soon broke it up. “If you want to fight, collect your wages first,” he said.


  The Rainey boys were feeling grown-up and wanted Newt to talk the Captain into letting them go to town. “I wanta try a whore,” Ben Rainey said.


  Newt declined to make the request.


  “Just ask him,” Ben said.


  “I’ll ask him when we get to Nebraska,” Newt said.


  “Yeah, and if I drown in the Red River I won’t ever get to try no whore,” Ben said.


  Call began to be very worried about Gus. It was unusual for him to be gone so long with only one man to chase. Of course, Blue Duck might have had a gang waiting, and Gus might have ridden into an ambush. He had not done any serious fighting in years. Even Pea Eye had begun to worry about him.


  “Here we are all the way to Fort Worth and Gus still ain’t back,” Pea Eye said.


  Po Campo didn’t go to Fort Worth either. He sat with his back to one of the wheels of the wagon, whittling one of the little female figures he liked to carve. As he walked along during the day he kept his eye out for promising chunks of wood and, if he saw one, would pitch it in the wagon. Then at night he whittled. He would start with a fairly big chunk, and after a week or so would have it whittled into a little wooden woman about two inches high.


  “I hope he comes back,” Po Campo said. “I enjoy his acquaintance, although he doesn’t like my cooking.”


  “Well, we wasn’t used to eating bugs and such when you first came,” Pea Eye said. “I expect he’ll work up a taste for it when he comes back. It never used to take him so long to catch a bandit.”


  “He won’t catch Blue Duck,” Po Campo said.


  “Why, do you know the man?” Call asked, surprised.


  “I know him,” Po Campo said. “There is no worse man. Only the devil is worse and the devil won’t bother us on this trip.”


  That was surprising talk. Call looked at the old man closely, but Po Campo was just sitting by the wagon wheel, wood shavings all over his short legs. He noticed Call’s look and smiled.


  “I lived on the llano once,” he said. “I wanted to raise sheep but I was foolish. The wolves killed them and the Comanches killed them and the weather killed them. Then Blue Duck killed my three sons. After that I left the llano.”


  “Why don’t you think Gus will catch him?” Call asked.


  Po Campo considered the question. Deets was sitting near him. He loved to watch the old man whittle. It seemed miraculous to Deets that Po could take a plain chunk of wood and make it into a little woman figure. He watched to see if he could figure out how it happened, but so far he had not been able to. Po Campo kept turning the wood in his hand, the shavings dropping in his lap, and then finally it would be done.


  “I didn’t like the horse Captain Gus took,” Po Campo said. “He won’t catch Blue Duck on that horse. Blue Duck always has the best horse in the country—that’s why he always gets away.”


  “He don’t have the best horse in this country,” Call said. “I do.”


  “Yes, that’s true, she is a fine mare,” Po said. “You might catch up with him but Captain Gus won’t. Blue Duck will sell the woman. Captain Gus might get her back if the Indians don’t finish him. I wouldn’t make a bet.”


  “I’d make one, if I had money,” Deets said. “Mister Gus be fine.”


  “I didn’t think there was much left in the way of Indians,” Call said.


  “There are young renegades,” Po said. “Blue Duck always finds them. Some are left. The llano is a big place.”


  That was certainly true. Call remembered the few times they had ventured on it. After a day or two the men would grow anxious because of the emptiness. “There’s too much of this nothing,” Pea said. He would say it two or three times a day, like a refrain, as the mirages shimmered in the endless distances. Even a man with a good sense of direction could get lost with so few surface features to guide him. Water was always chancy.


  “I miss Gus,” Pea Eye said. “I get to expecting to hear him talk and he ain’t here. My ears sort of get empty.”


  Call had to admit that he missed him too, and that he was worried. He had had at least one disagreement a day with Gus for as many years as he could remember. Gus never answered any question directly, but it was possible to test an opinion against him, if you went about it right. More and more Call felt his absence, though fortunately they were having uneventful times—the cattle were fairly well trail-broken and weren’t giving any trouble. The crew for the most part had been well behaved, no more irritable or contrary than any other group of men. The weather had been ideal, water plentiful and the spring grass excellent for grazing.


  A thought that nagged Call was that he had let Gus go off alone to do a job that was too big for him—a job they ought to have done together. Often, during the day, as he rode ahead of the herd, he would look to the northwest, hoping to see Gus returning. More and more the thought came to him that Gus was probably dead. Men simply vanished into the llano to die somewhere and lie without graves, their bones eventually scattered by varmints. Of course, Gus was a famous man, in his way. If Blue Duck had killed him he might brag, and word would eventually get back. But what if some young renegade who didn’t know he was famous killed him? Then he would simply be gone.


  The thought that Gus was dead began to weigh on Call. It came to him several times a day, at moments, and made him feel empty and strange. They had not had much of a talk before Gus left. Nothing much had been said. He began to wish that somehow things could have been rounded off a little better. Of course he knew death was no respecter. People just dropped when they dropped, whether they had rounded things off or not. Still, it haunted him that Gus had just ridden off and might not ride back. He would look over the cattle herd strung out across the prairie and feel it was all worthless, and a little absurd. Some days he almost felt like turning the cattle loose and paying off the crew. He could take Pea and Deets and maybe the boy, and they would look for Gus until they found him.


  The crew came back from Fort Worth hung over and subdued. Jasper Fant’s head was splitting to such an extent that he couldn’t bear to ride—he got off his horse and walked the last two miles, stopping from time to time to vomit. He tried to get the other boys to wait on him—in his state he could have been easily robbed and beaten, as he pointed out—but his companions were indifferent to his fate. Their own headaches were severe enough.


  “You can walk to China for all I care,” Needle said, expressing the sentiments of the group. They rode on and left Jasper to creep along as best he could.


  Po Campo had anticipated their condition and had a surprise waiting for them—a sugary cobbler made with dewberries he had picked.


  “Sugar is the thing for getting over liquor,” he said. “Eat a lot and then lie down for a few minutes.”


  “Did Jasper quit?” Call asked.


  “No, he’s enjoying the dry heaves somewhere between here and town,” Soupy Jones allowed. “Last I heard of him he sounded like he was about to vomit up his socks.”


  “What’s the news of Jake?” Call inquired.


  The question produced a remarkable collection of black looks.


  “He’s a haughty son of a bitch,” Bert Borum said. “He acted like he never knowed a one of us.”


  “He tolt me I smelled like cowshit,” Needle said. “He was sitting there gambling and had some whore hanging over him.”


  “I wouldn’t say he misses that one that got took,” Soupy said.


  Jasper Fant finally straggled in. Everyone was standing around grinning, though he couldn’t see why.


  “Something must have happened funnier than what I been doing,” he said.


  “A lot of things are funnier than vomiting,” Pea Eye said.


  “Jasper missed the cobbler, that’s the laugh,” Allen O’Brien said, not feeling too frisky himself. “I used to be better at hangovers, back in Ireland. Of course, then I had one every day,” he reflected. “I had more practice.”


  When Jasper realized he had missed a dewberry cobbler, one of his favorite dishes, he threatened to quit the outfit, since they were so ungrateful. But he was too weak to carry out his threat. Po Campo forced him to eat a big spoonful of molasses as a headache cure, while the rest of the crew got the herd on the move.


  “I guess the next excitement will be the old Red River,” Dish Boggett said, as he took the point.


  60.


  JUST AS THE WORLD had been drying out nicely and the drive becoming enjoyable, in Newt’s view, it suddenly got very wet again. Two days before they hit the Red River low black clouds boiled out of the north-west like smoke off grease. It was springlike and fair in the morning, but before it was even afternoon the world turned to water.


  It rained so hard for two hours that it was difficult even to see the cattle. Newt moped along on Mouse, feeling chilled and depressed. By this time they were on a rolling plain bare of trees. There was nothing to get under except the sky. They made a wet camp and Po Campo poured hot coffee down them by the gallon, but it still promised to be a miserable night. Po and Deets, the acknowledged experts on weather, discussed the situation and admitted they didn’t know when it might stop raining.


  “It probably won’t rain a week,” Po Campo said, which cheered nobody up.


  “Dern, it better not rain no week,” Jasper said. “Them rivers will be like oceans.”


  That night they all herded, not because the cattle were particularly restless but because it was drier on a horse than on the sopping ground. Newt began to think it had been a mistake to leave Lonesome Dove if it was going to be so wet. He remembered how dry and clear the days had been there. He and Mouse stumbled through the night somehow, though before morning he was so tired he had lost all interest in living.


  The next day was no better. The skies were like iron, and Mr. Gus wasn’t back. He had been gone a long time, it seemed, and so had Lorena. Dish Boggett grew increasingly worried and took to confiding in Newt now and then. Newt respected his feelings, whereas the other hands were distinctly callous when it came to Dish’s feelings.


  “Because of Jake we lost ’em both, I guess,” Dish said. “Jake is a goddamn bastard.”


  It was painful to Newt to have to think of Jake that way. He still remembered how Jake had played with him when he was a little child, and that Jake had made his mother get a lively, merry look in her eyes. All the years Jake had been gone, Newt had remembered him fondly and supposed that if he ever did come back he would be a hero. But it had to be admitted that Jake’s behavior since his return had not been heroic at all. It bordered on the cowardly, particularly his casual return to card playing once Lorena had been stolen.


  “If she’s alive and Gus gets her back, I still aim to marry her,” Dish said, as rain poured off his hat in streams.


  “Dern, we should be herding fish,” he said, a little later, holding the point nonetheless, though he hardly felt like it. If Lorena was indeed dead, he meant to stay clear of other women and grieve for her for a lifetime.


  It was still raining when they came to the low banks of the Red River. The river was up somewhat, but it was still not a very wide channel or a very deep one. What worried Call was the approach to it—over a hundred yards of wet, rusty-colored sand. The Red was famous for its quicksands.


  Deets sat with him, looking at the river thoughtfully. It had long represented the northern boundary of their activity. The land beyond the rusty sands was new to them.


  “Do you think we ought to wait and let it go down?” Call asked.


  “It ain’t going down,” Deets pointed out. “Still raining.”


  Dish came over to watch as Deets pointed for a crossing, several times checking his horse and moving to the side to seek firmer footing.


  “I guess this will spoil Jasper’s digestion,” he said, for Jasper’s sensitivity on the subject of rivers was becoming more pronounced. “We bogged sixty head of Mr. Pierce’s cattle in this very river, although that was over toward Arkansas. I must have had a hundred pounds of mud on my clothes before we got them out.”


  Deets put his horse into the surging water and was soon across the channel, but had to pick his way across another long expanse of sand before he was safely on the north bank. Evidently he didn’t like the crossing, because he waved the others back with his hat and loped away downriver. He was soon out of sight in the rain, but came back in an hour with news of a far better crossing downstream. By then the whole crew was nervous, for the Red was legendary for drowning cowboys, and the fact that they had nothing to do but sit and drip increased general anxiety.


  But their fears were unfounded. The rain slowed and the sun broke through as they were easing the cattle across the mud flats toward the brownish water. Deets had found a gravel bar that made the entrance to the river almost as good as a road. Old Dog led the herd right in and was soon across and grazing on the long wet grass of the Oklahoma Territory. Five or six of the weaker cows bogged as they were coming out, but they were soon extracted. Dish and Soupy took off their clothes and waded into the mud and got ropes on the cows, and Bert Borum pulled them out.


  The sight of the sun put the men in high spirits. Hadn’t they crossed the Red River and lived to tell about it? That night the Irishman sang for hours, and a few of the cowboys joined in—they had gradually learned a few of the Irish songs.


  Sometimes Po Campo sang in Spanish. He had a low, throaty voice that always seemed like it was about to die for lack of breath. The songs bothered some of the men, they were so sad.


  “Po, you’re a jolly fellow, how come you only sing about death?” Soupy asked. Po had a little rattle, made from a gourd, and he shook it when he sang. The rattle, plus his low throaty voice, made a curious effect.


  The sound could make the hairs stand up on Pea Eye’s neck. “That’s right, Po. You do sing sad, for a happy man,” Pea Eye observed once, as the old man shook his gourd.


  “I don’t sing about myself,” Campo said. “I sing about life. I am happy, but life is sad. The songs don’t belong to me.”


  “Well, you sing them, who do they belong to?” Pea asked.


  “They belong to those who hear them,” Po said. He had given Deets one of the little women figures he whittled—Deets was very proud of it, and kept it in the pocket of his old chaps.


  “Don’t give none of them to me,” Pea Eye said. “They’re too sad. I’ll get them nervous dreams.”


  “If you hear them, they belong to you,” Po said. It was hard to see his eyes. They were deep-set anyway, and he seldom took his big-brimmed hat off.


  “I wish we had a fiddle,” Needle said. “If we had a fiddle, we could dance.”


  “Dance with who?” Bert asked. “I don’t see no ladies.”


  “Dance with ourselves,” Needle said.


  But they didn’t have a fiddle—just Po Campo shaking his rattle and the Irishman singing of girls.


  Even on a nice clear night the sad singing and the knowledge that there were no ladies was enough to make the men feel low. They ended up talking of their sisters, those that had them, most nights.


  Call heard little of the talk or the singing, for he continued to make his camp apart. He thought it best. If the herd ran, he would be in a better position to head it.


  Gus’s absence depressed him. It could only mean that something had gone wrong, and they might never find out what.


  One night, cleaning his rifle, he was startled by the sound of his own voice. He had never been one to talk to himself, but as he cleaned the gun, he had been having, in his head, the conversation with Gus that there had not been time to have before Gus left. “I wish you’d killed the man when you had a chance,” he said. “I wish you’d never encouraged Jake to bring that girl.”


  The words had just popped out. He was doubly glad he was alone, for if the men had heard him they would have thought him daft.


  But no one heard him except the Hell Bitch, who grazed at the end of a long rope. Every night he slipped one end of the rope beneath his belt and then looped it around his wrist, so there would be no chance of her taking fright and suddenly jerking loose from him. Call had become so sensitive to her movements that if she even raised her head to sniff the air he would wake up. Usually it was no more than a deer, or a passing wolf. But the mare noticed, and Call rested better, knowing she would watch.


  61.


  AUGUSTUS FIGURED THAT two or three days’ ride east would put them in the path of the herds, but on the second day the rains struck, making travel unpleasant. He cut Lorena a crude poncho out of a tarp he had picked up at the buffalo hunter’s camp, but even so it was bad traveling. The rains were chill and it looked like they might last, so he decided to risk Adobe Walls—the old fort offered the only promise of shelter.


  They got there to find the place entirely deserted and most of the buildings in ruins.


  “Not enough buffalo,” Augustus said. “It wasn’t two years ago that they had that big fight here, and now look at it. It looks like it’s been empty fifty years.” The only signs of life were the rattlesnakes, of which there were plenty, and mice, which explained the snakes. A few owls competed with the snakes for the mice.


  They found a room whose roof was more or less intact, and whose fireplace even worked once Augustus poked loose an owl’s nest. He broke up the remains of an old wagon to make a fire.


  “This weather’ll slow Call up,” Augustus said. “I expect they all think we’re dead by now.”


  Lorena still had not spoken. She found her silence hard to give up—it seemed her best weapon against the things that could happen. Talk didn’t help when things were worst—no one was listening. If the Kiowas had got to do what they would have liked to do, she could have screamed her voice out and no one would have heard.


  Gus was perfectly patient with her silence. He didn’t seem to mind it. He just went on talking as if they were having a conversation, talking of this and that. He didn’t talk about what had happened to her but treated her as he always had in Lonesome Dove.


  Though she didn’t talk, she couldn’t stand to have Gus out of her sight. At night she rolled in his blanket with him—it was only then that she felt warm. But if he stood up to do some errand she watched him, and if the errand took him outside she got up and went out too.


  The second day the rains still poured. Gus poked around the fort to see if he could find anything useful and came across a large box of buttons.


  “There was a woman here during that fight, I recollect,” he said. “I guess she took off so fast she left her button box.”


  There were all sizes of buttons—it gave Augustus an idea. He had a pack of cards in his saddlebags, which he quickly produced. “Let’s play a few hands,” he said. “The buttons can be our money.” He spread a blanket near the fireplace and sorted the buttons into piles according to size. There were some large horn buttons that must have been meant for coats.


  “Them’ll be our fifty-dollar gold pieces,” he said. “These here will be tens and these little ones can be fives. This is a high-stakes game we’re playing.”


  “Don’t you cheat, Gus,” Lorena said suddenly. “If you cheat I won’t give you no pokes.”


  Augustus was so pleased to hear her talk that tears came into his eyes. “We’re just playing for buttons, honey,” he said.


  For the first hand or two Lorena made mistakes—she had forgotten what the cards meant. But it quickly came back to her and she played avidly, even laughing once when she won a hand. But the playing soon tired her—it seemed anything tired her if she did it long. And she still trembled at the least thing.


  When Gus saw that she was tiring he made a pallet for her by the fireplace and sat by her while she napped. Her bruises were healing. She was much thinner than she had been when Blue Duck took her away—her cheeks had hollowed. Outside, the rain pelted the long prairies. The roof had a leak in one corner and a little stream of water dripped down one wall.


  They stayed in the Walls for two days, comfortably out of the wet. That first evening, by good luck, Augustus happened to see a deer grazing just outside the wagon yard. That night they had venison and Lorena ate with real appetite for the first time.


  “Eat like that, and you’ll soon be the most beautiful woman in Texas again,” Augustus said.


  Lorena said nothing. That night she woke up crying and shaking. Augustus held her and crooned to her as if she were a child. But she didn’t go back to sleep. She lay on the pallet, her eyes wide open. An hour or two before dawn the rain stopped, and soon a bright sun shone above the wet prairie.


  “I wish we could stay here,” Lorena said, when she saw Gus making preparations to leave.


  “We might not last long if we did,” Augustus said. “Every mangy renegade that’s left loose knows about this place. If a bunch of them showed up at once we’d be in trouble.”


  Lorena understood that, but she didn’t want to go. Lying on the pallet and playing cards for buttons was fine, so long as it was just Gus who was there. She didn’t want to see other men, for any reason at all. She didn’t want them to see her. There was a strong feeling within her that she should stay hidden. She wanted Gus to hide her.


  “I don’t want them,” she said, looking at Gus.


  “You won’t have to have ’em,” Augustus said. “I’ll see you’re let be. But we can’t stay here. Game’s skimpy and there’s no telling who’ll come along.”


  Lorena began to cry when she got on her horse. She could no longer control her tears. They were apt to come at any time, though, like talk, they did no good. Things happened, no matter how hard you cried.


  “Now, Lorie, don’t you fret no more than you have to,” Augustus said. “We’ll get over to where the cowboys are and then we’ll be fine. You’ll get to San Francisco yet.”


  Lorena had almost forgotten what San Francisco was. Then she remembered: a place with boats, where it was cool. It was where Jake had promised to take her. Jake had gone out of her mind so completely, while she was confused, that it was strange to think of him. It was like thinking of someone who had died.


  “Where is Jake?” she asked.


  “I don’t know,” Augustus said. “He wanted to come with me but I didn’t want to put up with the scamp.”


  They rode until the afternoon, keeping close to the Canadian, which was high from the rains. Toward evening they topped a ridge and saw a surprising sight: four great herds of cattle, spread as far as one could see across the plain.


  “River’s stopped ’em,” Augustus said. “They’re all waiting for it to go down.”


  The cowboys were still a mile or more away, but Lorena began to shake at the sight of them. They were just more men.


  “They won’t hurt you, honey,” Augustus said. “Likely they’ll be more scared of you than you are of them. Most of them’s probably forgot what a woman looks like.”


  Lorena fell back into her silence. She had nowhere else to go.


  As they approached the nearest herd, a man galloped out to meet them.


  “My lord, it’s the man from Yale College, the one who read that Latin on my sign,” Augustus said. “I recognize the horse. It’s that nice bay we stole back from old Pedro just before he died.”


  Lorena didn’t look at the man.


  Wilbarger was as surprised as Augustus. He had seen two riders and supposed they were scouts for yet another herd. “By God, McCrae, you’re a surprise,” he said. “I thought you were three weeks behind me, and here you are attacking from the west. How far back is your herd, or do you have one?”


  “As you can see, I ain’t brought a cow,” Augustus said. “Call may still have a herd of them if he ain’t lost them or just turned them loose.”


  “If he would do that he’s a fool, and he didn’t act like a fool,” Wilbarger said. “He wouldn’t trade me that mare.”


  He tipped his hat to Lorena. “I don’t believe I’ve met the young lady,” he said.


  “This is Miss Lorena Wood,” Augustus said. “She had the misfortune to be abducted. Now I’ve abducted her back. We’re short of grub and would like to purchase some if you have any to spare.”


  Wilbarger glanced once more at Lorena, who sat with her head down.


  “I am not such a scoundrel as to sell grub,” he said. “You’re welcome to come to camp and eat with my tough bunch, if you can stand them.”


  “I doubt we could,” Augustus said quietly. “We’re both shy.”


  “Oh, I see,” Wilbarger said, glancing at Lorena again. “I’m damn glad you don’t have a herd. You’d think there’d be room enough for everybody on these plains, but as you can see, the view is crowding up. I was going to try a crossing today but I’ve decided to wait for morning.”


  He was silent a moment, considering the problem of their shyness.


  “We’re about to eat,” he said. “It’s a free country, so my advice to you would be to make camp where you choose. I’ll borrow a pot from our cook and bring you some grub once you get settled.”


  “I’m much obliged,” Augustus said. “Noticed a tree in these parts?”


  “No, sir,” Wilbarger said. “If there was a tree in these parts I’d be sitting under it.”


  They made camp on the plain. Wilbarger was as good as his word. In an hour he returned with a small pack mule. Besides an ample pot of beefsteak and beans he brought a small tent.


  “I scarcely use this tent,” Wilbarger said, dropping it by their campfire. “You’re welcome to borrow it. The young lady might like a little privacy.”


  “I guess it’s your training in Latin that’s give you such good manners,” Augustus remarked. “The sky’s unpredictable and we would enjoy a tent.”


  “I also brought a bottle,” Wilbarger said. “I seem to remember you’re a drinking man.”


  As soon as the tent was up, Lorena went in. Gus spread her a pallet and she sat where she could watch him through the open flap. The men sat outside and drank.


  “Had an easy trip?” Augustus asked.


  “No, sir,” Wilbarger said. “My foreman died, south of Fort Worth. I have another herd somewhere ahead of me, but I can’t leave to go check on it. I don’t know that I’ll ever see it again, although I may.”


  “What’d he die off?” Augustus asked. “It’s a healthy climate down that way.”


  “He died of a horse falling over backwards on him,” Wilbarger said. “He would test the broncs.”


  “Foolish,” Augustus said. “A grown man ought to have sense enough to seek gentle horses.”


  “Many don’t,” Wilbarger pointed out. “That mare Captain Call wouldn’t trade me didn’t look that gentle, yet he’s a grown man.”


  “Grown, but not what you’d call normal,” Augustus said. “I put it down to lack of education. If he’d been trained in Latin he’d most likely have let you have that horse.”


  “Do you consider yourself normal, then?” Wilbarger asked.


  “Certainly,” Augustus said. “I never met a soul in this world as normal as me.”


  “And yet here you sit, far out on the naked plain, with a shy woman you had to rescue,” Wilbarger pointed out. “How many skunks did you have to kill in order to rescue her?”


  “A passel,” Augustus said. “I got the peons but the jefe got away. A bandit named Blue Duck, whom I’d advise you to give a wide berth unless you’re skilled in battle.”


  “You think he’s around? I’ve heard of the scamp.”


  “No, I think he’s headed for the Purgatory River,” Augustus said. “But then, I underestimated him once, which is why the lady got abducted. I’m out of practice when it comes to figuring out bandits.”


  “She’s a little peaked, that girl,” Wilbarger said. “You ought to take her back to Fort Worth. There’s not much in the way of accommodations or medical care north of here.”


  “We’ll ease along,” Augustus said. “Where shall I return this tent?”


  “I have business in Denver, later in the year,” Wilbarger said. “That’s if I live, of course. Send it over to Denver, if you have a chance. I don’t use the dern thing much, but I might next winter, if I’m still out where it’s windy.”


  “I’m enjoying this whiskey,” Augustus said. “A man is foolish to give up the stable pleasure of life just to follow a bunch of shitting cattle.”


  “You have a point, and it’s a point I’ve often taxed myself with,” Wilbarger said. “If you’re such a normal boy then how come you done it?”


  “Unfinished business in Ogallala, Nebraska,” Augustus said. “I’d hate to grow old without finishing it.”


  “I see,” Wilbarger said. “Another shy lady who must have got abducted.”


  They drank until the bottle was empty.


  “If you had two, I wish you’d brought two,” Augustus said. “I need to get back in practice drinking.”


  “Well, if we don’t get across that goddamn river tomorrow, I’ll see if I can rustle up another one,” Wilbarger said, standing up. “I seldom get conversation like yours. I can’t figure out if I like it or not, but I will admit it’s conversation, which is more than can be had in my camp.”


  He mounted his horse and was about to ride away.


  “I’ll send the cook over with some breakfast,” he said. “By the way, you didn’t cross the path of a young sheriff from Arkansas, did you? He’s up this way somewhere, and I’ve been worried about him.”


  “You must be referring to July Johnson,” Augustus said. “We left him four days ago. He was headed on north.”


  “Well, he had a funny crew with him. I was just a little uneasy,” Wilbarger said. “I found him a likable man, but inexperienced.”


  “He’s got more experience now,” Augustus said. “Blue Duck killed his crew.”


  “Killed all three of them?” Wilbarger asked, startled. “I even offered that young boy a job.”


  “He should have took it,” Augustus said. “We buried them west of here.”


  “That Duck must be a hard son of a bitch,” Wilbarger said.


  He sat on his horse a moment, looking into the night. “I had a feeling young Johnson was inexperienced,” he said, and trotted off.


  The next morning Wilbarger’s old cook came over with some breakfast. It was a fine morning, the sun up and the plains well dried out. Augustus stepped out of the tent, but Lorena was content to look through the flap.


  “This is like living in a hotel, Lorie,” Augustus said. “We got people toting us meals as fast as we can eat them.”


  At that point the cook got careless and the little pack mule took a kick at him which barely missed.


  “He’s getting tired of making this trip,” the cook said.


  “Or it could just be the company he’s tired of,” Augustus suggested. “I’d buy him if he was for sale. I’ve always got along with mules.”


  “This mule ain’t for sale,” the cook said, looking the camp over. “I wisht all I had to do was live in a tent.”


  Without further ado, he turned and went back.


  When he was gone, Lorena came out and sat in the bright sun. While they ate, Wilbarger’s cowboys began to move the herd toward the river.


  “That Wilbarger is a curious man,” Augustus said. “He’s blunt-spoken, but I guess he’ll do.”


  Before noon all the herds had crossed and the wagon and remuda of the last one was just moving out of sight to the north.


  “We might as well cross while the crossing’s good,” Augustus said. “It could come another rain.”


  He folded the tent, which was awkward to carry on a horse. His horse didn’t like it and tried to pitch, but Augustus finally got him settled down. The river had gone down some, and they crossed without difficulty and made camp on a long ridge about two miles to the north of it.


  “Now then, we ought to be set,” Augustus said, once he had the tent secured. “I imagine the boys will be along in a week or so.”


  Lorena didn’t care if they never came along, but she was glad they had the tent. It was scarcely up before rain clouds boiled again out of the northwest.


  “Let her rain, we’re ready,” Augustus said, taking the box of buttons from his saddlebag. “I guess it won’t stop us from playing cards.”


  Wilbarger had thoughtfully let them have some coffee and a side of bacon, and with those provisions and the tent and the buttons, they passed a week. A little of the hollowness left Lorena’s cheeks, and her bruises healed. She still slept close to Augustus at night and her eyes still followed him when he went out to move the horses or do some errand. Once or twice on pretty evenings they rode over to the river. Augustus had rigged a fishing line out of some coarse thread they had found in Adobe Walls. He bent a needle for a hook and used tadpoles for bait. But he caught no fish. Whenever he went to the river, he stripped off and bathed.


  “Come in, Lorie,” he said several times. “A bath won’t hurt you.”


  Finally she did. She had not washed in a long time, and it felt good. Gus was sitting on a rock not far away, letting the sun dry him. The water was rapid, and she didn’t wade in too deep. She was surprised to see how white her skin looked, once the dirt was all washed off. The sight of her own brown legs and white belly surprised her so that she began to cry. Once the crying started, she couldn’t stop it—she cried as if she would never stop. Gus noticed and walked over to help her out of the river, for she was just standing there sobbing, the water up to her thighs.


  Gus didn’t reprimand her. “I ’spect the best thing is for you to cry it out, Lorie,” he said. “You just remember, you got a long time to live.”


  “They shouldn’t have took me,” Lorena said, when she stopped crying. She got her rag of a dress and went back to the tent.


  62.


  ONCE THEY HIT the Territory, Newt began to worry about Indians. He was not alone in his worrying. The Irishman had heard so much about scalping that he often tugged at his own hair as if to reassure himself that it wouldn’t come off easily. Pea Eye, who spent most of his time sharpening his knife or making sure he had enough ammunition, was astonished that the Irishman had never seen a scalped person. During Pea’s years as a Ranger they were always finding scalped settlers, and, for that matter, several of his friends had been scalped.


  The Spettle boys, who were slowly becoming more talkative, confided in Newt that they would run away and go home if they weren’t afraid of getting lost.


  “But you have to drive the horses,” Newt pointed out. “The Captain hired you.”


  “Didn’t know we was coming where the Indians were,” Bill Spettle said.


  For all the talk, they saw neither Indians nor cowboys for days on end. They saw no one—just an occasional wolf or coyote. It seemed to Newt that the sky got bigger and the country emptier every day. There was nothing to see but grass and sky. The space was so empty that it was hard to imagine that there might ever be towns in it, or people.


  The Irishman particularly found the huge emptiness disturbing. “I guess we left the people,” he said often. Or, “When’s the next people?”


  Nobody was quite sure when to expect the next people. “It’s too bad Gus ain’t here,” Pea Eye said. “Gus would know. He’s an expert on where places is at.”


  “Why, there’s nothing north of here,” Dish said, surprised that anyone would think otherwise. “You have to go east a ways to get into the towns.”


  “I thought we was going to strike Ogallala,” Needle reminded him.


  “I don’t say we won’t,” Dish said. “That’s up to the Captain. But if it ain’t no bigger than Dodge, it wouldn’t take much to miss it.”


  Po Campo had become a great favorite with the men because of the tastiness of his cooking. He was friendly and kind to everyone, and yet, like the Captain, he kept apart. Po just did it in a different way. He might sing to them in his throaty voice, but he was a man of mystery, a strange man, walking all day behind the wagon, and at night whittling his little women. Soon each of the cowboys had been given one of the carvings.


  “To remind you of your sisters,” Po said.


  A day and a half before they reached the Canadian the rains started again. At the sight of the great gray clouds forming in the west, morale immediately sank and the men untied their slickers, resigned to a long, cold, dangerous night.


  The storm that struck them half a day from the Canadian was of a different intensity because of the lightning. By midafternoon, Newt, who was as usual with the drags, became conscious of rumblings and flashing far on the west. He saw Deets conferring with the Captain, though it was hard to imagine what advice might help. They were out in the middle of the plain, far from any shelter.


  All through the late afternoon lightning flickered in the west. As the sun was setting Newt saw something he had never seen: a bolt of lightning shot south to north, bisecting the setting sun. The bolt seemed to travel the whole length of the western horizon—the crack that came with it was so sharp that Newt almost expected to see the sun split in half, like a big red melon.


  After that bolt, the clouds rolled down on the group like a huge black herd, snuffing out the afterglow in five minutes. The remuda became restless, and Newt rode over to help Pete Spettle, but a bolt of lightning struck so close by that his horse went into a violent fit of pitching and promptly threw him. He had kept a tight grip on the reins and the horse didn’t break free, but Newt had a time calming him enough that he could remount. Claps of thunder were almost constant by then, and so loud that they made his head ring. The herd was stopped, the cowboys spread around it in as tight a ring as possible.


  Just as Newt mounted, a bolt of lightning struck the edge of the herd not a hundred feet from where the Captain rode. A number of cattle instantly fell, as if clubbed by the same club. It was as if a portion of the wall of cattle had broken and fallen to earth like so many bricks.


  A second later the cattle were running. They broke west in a mass and surged through the riders as if they weren’t there, although Dish, the Captain and Deets were all trying to turn them. The rain came almost as the cattle began to move. Newt spurred and tried to reach the head of the herd, which was nearer him than anyone. He saw a long line of lightning curl down and strike, but the cattle didn’t stop. He heard the clicking of thousands of horns as the cattle bumped one another. Again he saw the bluish light rolling on the tips of the cattle’s horns, and was glad when the wall of rain came. He rushed to it with relief. Rain was just wet—it didn’t scare him, and he knew that if it rained hard enough the lightning would finally stop.


  The cattle ran for many miles, but soon the storm was to the east of them and he had only the rain and darkness to contend with. As he had done before, he plodded along much of the night beside the cattle. Occasionally he would hear the shout of another cowboy, but it was too dark and rainy to see anything. The length of such nights was a torment. A hundred times, or a thousand, he would look in what he thought was an easterly direction, hoping to see the grayness that meant dawn. But all directions were equally black for what seemed like twenty hours.


  When dawn did come, it was a low and gloomy one, the sky heavily overcast. Newt, with Dish, the Irishman and Needle Nelson, was with a large portion of the herd, perhaps a thousand cattle. No one was quite sure where the rest of the herd was. The cattle were too tired to be troublesome, so Dish loped off to look and was gone what seemed like half a day. When he finally came back, Deets was with him. The main herd was six or seven miles east.


  “How many did the lightning hit?” Newt asked, remembering the sight of the cattle falling dead.


  “Thirteen,” Dish said. “That ain’t the worst, though. It kilt Bill Spettle. Knocked him right off his horse. They’re burying him now.”


  Newt had been feeling very hungry, but the news took his appetite. He had been chatting with Bill Spettle not two hours before the storm began. Bill was beginning to be rather talkative, after hundreds of miles of silence.


  “They say it turned him black,” Dish remarked. “I didn’t see it.”


  Newt was never to see where Bill Spettle was buried. When they rejoined the main herd it was on the move, the grave somewhere behind on the muddy plain. No one knew quite what to say to Pete Spettle, who had somehow held the remuda together all night. He was holding it together still, though he looked weary and stunned.


  The men were all starving, so Call allowed them to stop for a quick feed, but only a quick one. It was looking like rain again. He knew the Canadian was near and he wanted to cross it before more rains came; otherwise they might be trapped for a week.


  “Ain’t we gonna rest?” Jasper asked, appalled that they were required to keep driving after such a night.


  “We’ll rest north of the river,” Call said.


  Deets had been sent to find a crossing, but came back almost before he had left. The Canadian was only four miles away, and there was a crossing that had obviously been used by many herds.


  “We all gonna have to swim,” he said, to Jasper’s consternation.


  “I just hope we don’t have to swim it in a dern rainstorm,” Dish said, looking at the heavy clouds.


  “I don’t see what difference it makes,” Needle said. “It can get just so wet, and if you’re swimming you’re bound to be wet.”


  “It oughta quit raining, it’s rained enough,” Pea Eye said, but the heavens ignored him.


  Call was more worried than he let on. They had already lost a boy that day—another boy hastily buried, who would never see his home again. He had no wish to risk any more, and yet the river had to be crossed. He loped up to look at the crossing and satisfied himself that it was safe. The river was high, but it wasn’t a wide river—they wouldn’t need to swim far.


  He rode back to the herd. Many of the men had changed into their dry clothes while he was gone, a wasteful effort, with the river coming up.


  “You best strip off when we get to the river or you’ll just get those clothes wet too,” Call said. “Wrap your clothes up good in your slickers so you’ll have something dry to put on when we get across.”


  “Ride naked?” Jasper asked, shocked that such a thing would be required of him. Northern travel was proving even worse than he had thought it would be. Bill Spettle had been so stiffened when they found him that they had not been able to straighten him out properly—they had just wrapped him in a bedroll and stuck him in a hole.


  “Well, I’d rather be naked a spell than to have to travel in wet duds, like we done all last night,” Pea Eye said.


  When they approached the river, the herd was held up so the men could strip off. It was so chilly that Newt got goose bumps all over his body when he undressed. He wrapped his clothes and tied them high on his saddle, even his boots. The sight of all the men riding naked would have been amusing if he hadn’t been so tired and nervous about the crossing. Everyone looked white as a fish belly, except their hands and faces, which were brown.


  “Good lord, we’re a bunch of beauties,” Dish said, surveying the crew. “Deets is the best-looking of the lot, at least he’s one color. The rest of us is kind of brindled.”


  Nobody expected weather conditions to get worse, but it seemed that in plains weather there was always room for surprises. A squall blew up as they were starting the cattle into the water, and by the time Old Dog was across the twenty yards of swimming water, Dish on one side of him and Call on the other, the gray sky suddenly began to spit out little white pellets. Dish, who was out of the saddle, hanging on to his saddle strings as his horse swam, saw the first pellets plunking into the water and jerked with fear, for he assumed they were bullets. It was only when he looked up and had a small hailstone peck at his cheek that he realized what was happening.


  Call, too, saw the hail begin to pepper the river. At first the stones were small, and he wasn’t too worried, for he had seen fleeting hail squalls pass in five minutes.


  But by the time he and Dish hit the north shore and regained their wet saddles, he realized it was more than a squall. Hailstones were hitting all around him, bouncing off his arms, his saddle, his horse—and they were getting larger by the minute. Dish came riding over, still naked, trying to shelter his face and head with one arm. Hailstones were falling everywhere, splashing into the river, bouncing off the backs of the cattle and plunking into the muddy banks.


  “What will we do, Captain?” Dish asked. “They’re getting bigger. Reckon they’ll beat us to death?”


  Call had never heard of anyone being killed by hailstones, but he had just taken a hard crack behind the ear from a stone the size of a pullet egg. Yet they couldn’t stop. Two of the boys were in the river, swimming, and the cattle were still crossing.


  “Get under your horse if it gets worse,” he said. “Use your saddle for cover.”


  “This horse would kick me to death, if I was to try that,” Dish said. He quickly unsaddled and used his saddle blanket for immediate shelter.


  Newt didn’t know what was happening when the first hailstones hit. When he saw the tiny white pellets bouncing on the grass he assumed he was at last seeing snow.


  “Look, it’s snowing,” he said excitedly to Needle Nelson, who was near him.


  “It ain’t snow, it’s hail,” Needle said.


  “I thought snow was white,” Newt said, disappointed.


  “They’re both white,” Needle said. “The difference is, hail is harder.”


  Within a few minutes, Newt was to find out just how hard. The sky began to rain balls of ice—small at first, but then not so small.


  “By God, we better get in that river,” Needle said. He had a large hat and was trying to hide under it, but the hailstones pounded his body.


  Newt looked around for the wagon, but couldn’t see it, the hail was so thick. Then he couldn’t see Needle, either. He spurred hard and raced for the river, though he didn’t know what he was supposed to do once he got there. As he ran for the river, he almost trampled Jasper, who had dismounted and made a kind of tent of his slicker and saddle—he was crouching under it in the mud.


  It was hailing so thickly that when they did reach the river Mouse jumped off a six-foot bank, throwing Newt. Again, he managed to hang on to his reins, but he was naked, and hailstones were pounding all around him. When he stood up he happened to notice that Mouse made a kind of wall. By crouching close under him Newt avoided most of the hailstones—Mouse absorbed them. Mouse wasn’t happy about it, but since he had taken it upon himself to jump off the bank, Newt didn’t feel very sorry for him.


  He crouched under the horse until the hailstorm subsided, which was not more than ten minutes after it began. The muddy banks of the Canadian were covered with hailstones, and so were the plains around them. The cattle and horses crunched through the hail as they walked. Isolated stones continued to plop down now and then, bouncing off the ones already there.


  Newt saw that the cattle had crossed the wild Canadian, the river that had scared everybody, without much help from the cowboys, who were scattered here and there, naked, crouched under their saddles or, in some cases, their horses. It was a funny sight; Newt was so glad to be alive that suddenly he felt like laughing. Funniest of all was Pea Eye, who stood not thirty yards away, up to his neck in the river, with his hat on. He was just standing there calmly, waiting for the hail to stop.


  “How come you got in the water?” Newt asked, when Pea waded out.


  “It’s fine protection,” Pea said. “It can’t hail through water.”


  It was amazing to Newt to see the plains, which had been mostly brown a few minutes before, turned mostly white.


  The Irishman walked up leading his horse and kicking hailstones out of the way. He began to pick up the hailstones and throw them in the river. Soon several of the cowboys were doing it, seeing who could throw the farthest or make the hailstones skip across the water.


  Then they saw a strange sight: Po Campo was gathering hailstones in a bucket, the two pigs following him like dogs.


  “What do you reckon he expects to do with them?” Needle Nelson asked.


  “I guess he’ll stew ’em, probably,” Pea said. “He’s looking them over like he’s picking peas.”


  “I wouldn’t want to see this outfit naked tomorrow,” Jasper said. “I guess we’ll all be black and blue. One hit me on the elbow and I can’t straighten my arm yet.”


  “You don’t do much with it when you do straighten it,” Bert remarked unsympathetically.


  “Just ’cause he can’t rope like you can don’t mean he wouldn’t like to use his arm,” Pea Eye said. Everyone picked on Jasper, and once in a while Pea felt obliged to come to his defense. He swung onto his horse and froze before getting his other foot in the stirrup. He had happened to glance across the river and had spotted a horseman riding toward them. The crew on the north bank had their backs to the rider and hadn’t seen him.


  “Why, I swear, it’s Gus,” Pea Eye said. “He ain’t dead at all.”


  They all looked, and saw the rider coming.


  “How do you know it’s him?” Bert wanted to know. “He’s too far. It could be an Indian chief for all you know.”


  “I guess I know Gus,” Pea said. “I wonder where he’s been.”


  63.


  CALL AND DISH were just getting into their dry pants when Augustus came riding up. It was not until they heard the sound of his horse crushing the hailstones that they turned around. Call saw at once that Gus was riding a different horse from the one on which he had ridden off, but he himself looked fit.


  “’I god, I never thought you boys would start working naked,” Augustus said. “I guess the minute I left camp things went right to hell. You jaybirds look like you’re scattered from here to Fort Worth.”


  “Well, the river was deep and we ain’t overloaded with dry clothes,” Call said. “What happened to you?”


  “Nothing much,” Augustus said. “I got here last week and decided there wasn’t no sense in riding south. I’d just have to turn around and come back.”


  “Did you ever find Lorie?” Dish asked.


  “Oh, sure,” Augustus said. “I found her. She’s probably sitting out in front of the tent right now watching you prance around naked.”


  At that Dish blushed and made haste to get the rest of his clothes on, though when Gus pointed out the tent to him he saw it was too far away for Lorie to have seen anything.


  At that point several of the naked cowboys on the south bank plunged into the river and swam over, so excited by Gus’s return that they forgot caution.


  “I swear, Gus, we near give you up,” Pea Eye said. “Did you catch the bandit?”


  “No, but I hope I do someday,” Augustus said. “I met plenty of his friends, but he slipped by me.”


  “Did you get to town or what?” Dish asked. “You didn’t have no tent when you rode off.”


  “Mr. Wilbarger loaned me that tent,” Augustus said. “Lorie’s feeling shy and she needs a little privacy.”


  “We best get the wagon across,” Call said. “We can listen to Gus’s story later. You boys that ain’t dressed go back and help.”


  The sun came out, and that plus Gus’s arrival put the hands in a high mood. Even Jasper, normally so worried about rivers, forgot his fear and swam right back across the Canadian to help get the wagon. They all treated swimming the river like a frolic, though they had been anxious about it for a week. Before long they had the wagon across. They had put both pigs in it but the blue shoat jumped out and swam across.


  “That’s an independent pig,” Augustus said. “I see you still got that old cook.”


  “Yes, his food’s right tasty,” Call said. “Is the girl all right?”


  “She’s had an ordeal but she’s young,” Augustus said. “She won’t forget it, but she might outlive it.”


  “We’re a long way from any place we could leave her,” Call said.


  “Oh, I have no intention of leaving her,” Augustus said. “We’ve got Wilbarger’s tent. We’ll go along with you cowboys until we hit Nebraska.”


  “Then what?” Call asked.


  “I don’t know, we ain’t there yet,” Augustus said. “What’s the word on Jake?”


  “He was in Fort Worth when we passed by,” Call said. “I guess he’s mainly card playing.”


  “I met that sheriff that’s after him,” Augustus said. “He’s ahead of us somewhere. His wife run off and Blue Duck killed his deputy and two youngsters who were traveling with him. He’s got other things on his mind besides Jake.”


  “He’s welcome to Jake, if he wants him,” Call said. “I won’t defend a man who lets a woman get stolen and just goes back to his cards.”


  “It was wisdom,” Augustus said. “Blue Duck would have scattered Jake over two counties if he had run into him.”


  “I call it cowardice,” Call said. “Why didn’t you kill Blue Duck?”


  “He’s quick,” Augustus said. “I couldn’t follow him on this piece of soap I’m riding. Anyway, I had Lorie to consider.”


  “I hate to let a man like that get away,” Call said.


  “Go get him, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “He’s west of here, probably in Colorado. You go get him and I’ll nurse these cows along until you get back. Now what’s that old cook doing?”


  They saw all the cowboys gathered around the wagon, which still dripped from its passage through the river.


  “He likes to surprise the boys,” Call said. “He’s always coming up with something different.”


  They trotted over and saw that Po Campo had made the hailstones into a kind of candy, with the use of a little molasses. He dipped them in molasses and gave each of the hands one to lick.


  “Well, señor,” he said to Augustus, “I see you made it back in time for dessert.”


  “I made it back in time to see a bunch of naked waddies cross a river,” Augustus said. “I thought you’d all turned Indian and was aiming to scalp Jasper. Where’s young Bill Spettle? Has he gone into hiding?”


  There was an awkward silence. Lippy, sitting on the wagon seat, stopped licking the hailstone he had been given.


  “No, señor, he is buried,” Po Campo said. “A victim of lightning.”


  “That’s a pity,” Augustus said. “He was young and had promise.”


  “It kilt thirteen head with one bolt,” Pea Eye said. “You never seen such lightning, Gus.”


  “I seen it,” Augustus said. “We had a little weather too.”


  Newt felt warm and happy, his clothes on and Mr. Gus back with the crew. The sky had cleared and the clouds that had caused the terrible hail were only a few wisps on the eastern horizon. In the bright sun, with the river crossed and the cattle grazing on the wet grass, and Lorena rescued, life seemed like a fine thing, though every once in a while he would remember Bill Spettle, buried in the mud a few miles back, or Sean O’Brien, way down on the Nueces—the warm sun and bright air had brought them no pleasure. Po Campo had given him a hailstone dipped in molasses and he sat licking it and feeling alternately happy and sad while the men got dressed and prepared to be cowboys again.


  “Are there any more trees, or does this plain just go on to Canady?” Bert Borum asked.


  “I wouldn’t bet on trees for the next few months,” Augustus said.


  The men wondered about Lorena. Many still held her beauty in their minds. What had happened to her? What did she look like now? Hers was the most beauty many of them had seen, and now that she was near it shone fresh in memory and made them all the more anxious to see her.


  Dish, especially, could not keep his eyes off the little tent. He longed for a glimpse of her and kept imagining that any minute she would step out of the tent and look his way. Surely she remembered him; perhaps she would even wave, and call him over.


  Lorena knew the cowboys were near, but she didn’t look out of the tent. Gus had assured her he would be back soon, and she trusted him—though sometimes when he was gone for an hour looking for game, she still got the shakes. Blue Duck wasn’t dead. He might come back and get her again, if Gus didn’t watch close. She remembered his face and the way he smiled when he kicked her. Gus was the only thing that kept the memories away, and sometimes they were so fresh and frightening that she wished she had died so her brain would stop working and just leave her in the quiet. But her brain wouldn’t stop—only Gus could distract it with talk and card games. Only his presence relaxed her enough that she could sleep.


  Now and then she peeped out and saw the wagon, with Gus standing by it. He was easy to spot because of his white hair. As long as she could spot him she didn’t feel worried.


  Call let the men camp—they had had a rough twenty-four hours. A big steer had crippled itself crossing the river. Bert roped it and Po Campo killed it efficiently with a sharp blow of an ax. He butchered it just as efficiently and soon had beefsteaks cooking. The smell reminded the men that they were famished—they went at the meat like wolves.


  “A cow don’t go far with this bunch,” Augustus observed. “If you boys don’t learn to curb your appetites you’ll have eaten the whole dern herd before we strike the Powder River. It’ll be a big joke on you, Call,” he added.


  “What will?” Call asked. His mind had been on Blue Duck.


  “Think of it,” Augustus said. “You start off to Montana with a bunch of cattle and some hungry hands. By the time you get there the hands will have et the cattle and you’re back at nothing. Then the Cheyenne or the Sioux will wipe out the hands, and that’ll leave you.”


  “What about yourself?” Call asked. “You’re along.”


  “I’ll have stopped and got married, probably,” Augustus said. “It’s time I started my family.”


  “Are you marrying Lorie, then, Gus?” Dish asked, in sudden panic. He was aware that Gus had saved Lorena from a bad fate and supposed she might be going to marry him in gratitude.


  “No, Dish, I’ve someone else in mind,” Augustus said. “Don’t run your hopes up no flagpole, though. Lorie’s apt to be skittish of men for the next few years.”


  “Hell, she always was,” Needle observed. “I offered her good money twice and she looked right through me like I was a glass window or something.”


  “Well, you are skinny,” Augustus said. “Plus you’re too tall to suit a woman. Women would rather have runts, on the whole.”


  The remark struck the company as odd—why would women rather have runts? And how did Gus know such a thing? But then, it was a comforting remark too, for it was like Gus to say something none of them expected to hear. Those that had night guard would be able to amuse themselves with the remark for hours, considering the pros and cons of it and debating among themselves whether it could be true.


  “Dern, I missed listening to you, Gus,” Pea Eye said as Augustus was mounting to leave.


  Call rode a little way out of camp with Augustus. A flock of cranes came in and settled on the banks of the river.


  “This trip is hard on boys,” Augustus said. “We’ve lost two already, and the young sheriff lost a boy and a girl.”


  They stopped for a smoke. In the distance the night guard was just going out to the herd.


  “We should have stayed lawmen and left these boys at home,” Augustus said. “Half of ’em will get drowned or hit by lightning before we hit Montana. We should have just gone ourselves and found some rough old town and civilized it. That’s the way to make a reputation these days.”


  “I don’t want a reputation,” Call said. “I’ve had enough outlaws shoot at me. I’d rather have a ranch.”


  “Well, I got to admit I still like a fight,” Augustus said. “They sharpen the wits. The only other thing that does that is talking to women, which is usually more dangerous.”


  “Now you’ve ended up the caretaker of that girl,” Call said. “She ain’t the woman you’re after.”


  “Nope, she ain’t,” Augustus said. He had been pondering that point himself. Of course, for all he knew Clara was still a happily married woman and all his thinking about her no more than idle daydreams. He had long wanted to marry her, and yet life was continually slipping other women between her and him. It had happened with his wives, earlier.


  “I wish you’d been married,” he said to Call.


  “Why?” Call asked.


  “I’d like your thoughts on the subject, that’s why,” Augustus said. “Only you ain’t got no experience, so you can’t be no help.”


  “Well, I never come close,” Call said. “I don’t know why.”


  “No interest,” Augustus said. “Also, you ain’t never figured yourself out, and you don’t like to take chances.”


  “I could argue that,” Call said. “I’ve taken my share of chances, I guess.”


  “In battle, not in love,” Augustus said. “Unless you want to call what you done with Maggie taking a chance.”


  “Why do you always want to talk about that?” Call said.


  “Because it was as close as you ever came to doing something normal,” Augustus said. “It’s all I’ve got to work with. Here you’ve brought these cattle all this way, with all this inconvenience to me and everybody else, and you don’t have no reason in this world to be doing it.”


  Call didn’t answer. He sat smoking. The Irishman had begun to sing to the herd.


  “Since you know so much about me, have you got any suggestions?” he asked.


  “Certainly have,” Augustus said. “Take these cattle over to the nearest cow town and sell ’em. Pay off whatever boys is still alive.”


  “Then what?”


  “I’ll go deal with the ladies for a while,” Augustus said. “You take Pea and Deets and ride up the Purgatory River until you find Blue Duck. Then either you’ll kill him or he’ll kill all of you.”


  “What about the boy?” Call asked.


  “Newt can go with me and learn to be a ladies’ man,” Augustus said. “You won’t claim him anyway, and the last boy that got near Blue Duck had his head smashed in with a rifle butt.”


  “Nope,” Call said. “I’m primed to see Montana. If we’re the first ones there we can take our pick of the land.”


  “You take your pick,” Augustus said. “I’m in the mood to travel. Once you boys get settled I may go to China, for all you know.”


  And with that he rode off. Call smoked a while, feeling odd and a little sad. Jake had proved a coward and would never be part of the old crew again. Of course, he hadn’t been for twenty years—the old crew was mostly a memory, though Pea and Deets were still there, and Gus, in his strange way. But it was all changing.


  He saw the girl come out of the tent when Gus dismounted. She was just a shape in the twilight. Gus said she wouldn’t talk much, not even to him. Call didn’t intend to try her. He loped a mile or two to the west and put the mare on her lead rope. The sky overhead was still light and there was a little fingernail moon.


  64.


  JAKE SPENT MOST of his days in a place called Bill’s Saloon, a little clapboard place on the Trinity River bluffs. It was a two-story building. The whores took the top story and the gamblers and cowboys used the bottom. From the top floor there were usually cattle in sight trailing north, small herds and large. Once in a while a foreman came in for liquor and met Jake. When they found out he had been north to Montana, some tried to hire him, but Jake just laughed at them. The week after he left the Hat Creek herd had been a good week. He couldn’t draw a bad card, and by the time the week was over he had a stake enough to last him a month or two.


  “I believe I’ll just stay,” he told the foreman. “I like the view.”


  He also liked a long-legged whore named Sally Skull—at least that was what she called herself. She ran the whoring establishment for Bill Sloan, who owned the saloon. There were five girls but only three rooms, and with the herds coming through in such numbers the cowboys were in the place practically all the time. Sally had alarm clocks outside the rooms—she gave each man twenty minutes, after which the big alarm clocks went off with a sound like a fire bell. When that happened, Sally would throw the door open and watch while the cowboys got dressed. Sally was skinny but tall, with short black hair. She was taller than all but a few of the cowboys, and the sight of her standing there unnerved most of the men so much they could hardly button their buttons. The majority of them were just boys, anyway, and not used to whorehouse customs and alarm clocks.


  One or two of the bolder ones complained, but Sally was unimpressed and uncompromising.


  “If you can’t squirt your squirt in twenty minutes, you need a doctor, not a whore,” she said.


  Sally drank hard from the time she woke up until the time she passed out. She kept one of the three rooms for her own exclusive use—the one with a little porch off it. When Jake got tired of card playing he would come and sit with his feet propped up on the porch rail and watch the wagons move up and down the streets of Fort Worth. Once Sally had the alarm clocks set she would come in for a few minutes herself, with a whiskey glass, and help him watch. He had hit it off with her at once, and she let him sleep in her bed, but the bed and the privileges that went with it cost him ten dollars a day—a sum he readily agreed to, since he was on a winning streak. Once he had got his first ten dollars’ worth, he felt free to discuss the arrangements.


  “What if we don’t do nothing but sleep?” he asked. “Is it still ten dollars?”


  “Yep,” Sally said.


  “I can buy a dern bed for the night a sight cheaper than that,” Jake pointed out.


  “If it’s got me in it, it ain’t just a bed,” Sally said. “Besides, you get to sit on the balcony all you want to, unless one of my good sweethearts is in town.”


  It turned out that Sally Skull had quite a number of good sweethearts, some of them so rank that Jake didn’t see how she could stand them. She didn’t mind mule skinners or buffalo hunters; in fact, she seemed to prefer them.


  “Hell, I’m the only one of your customers that’s taken a bath this year,” Jake complained. “You could take up with bankers and lawyers, and the sheets wouldn’t stink so.”


  “I like ’em muddy and bloody,” Sally said. “I ain’t nice, this ain’t a nice place, and it ain’t a nice life. I’d take a hog to bed if I could find one that walked on two legs.”


  Jake had seen hogs that kept cleaner than some of the men Sally Skull took upstairs, but something about her raw behavior stirred him, and he stayed with her and paid the daily ten dollars. The cowboys that came through were very poor cardplayers, so he could usually make his fee back in an hour. He tried other whores in other saloons, skinny ones and fat ones, but with them a time came when he would remember Lorena and immediately lose interest. Lorena was the most beautiful woman he had ever known, and her beauty grew in his memory. He thought of her often with a pang, but also with anger, for in his view it was entirely her own fault that she had been stolen. Whatever was happening to her, it was her punishment for stubbornness. She could easily have been living with him in a decent hotel in Austin or Fort Worth.


  Sally Skull had bad teeth and a thin body with no particular beauties. Her long legs were skinny as a bird’s, and she had nothing that could match Lorena’s fine bosom. If anyone said a wrong word to her they got a tongue-lashing that would make the coarsest man blush. If one of her girls got too sweet on a cowboy, which could always happen in her profession, Sal promptly got rid of her, shoving her out the back door of the saloon into the dusty street. “Don’t get in love around me,” she would say. “Go do it in the alley if you want to give it away.” Once she fired three girls in one day for lazing around with the boys. For the next week she serviced most of the customers herself.


  Jake decided he was crazy for taking up with Sally—she lived too raw for him. Besides the drinking and the men, she also took powders of various kinds, which she bought from a druggist. She would take the powders and lay beside him wide-eyed, not saying a word for hours. Still, he would be awakened at dawn when she pulled the cork out of the whiskey bottle she kept by the bed. After a few swigs to wake herself up, she would always want him, no matter that she had serviced twenty cowboys the night before. Sally flared with the first light—he couldn’t think what he liked about her, yet he couldn’t deny her, either. She made a hundred dollars a day, or more, but spent most of it on her powders or on dresses, most of which she only wore once or twice.


  When the Hat Creek outfit passed through, some of the men came in and said hello to Jake, but he froze them out. It was their fault that Lorena was lost, and he had no more use for them. But tales about him were told, and they soon got back to Sally Skull.


  “Why’d you let that Indian get your whore?” she asked him bluntly.


  “He was a tricky bandit,” Jake said. “For all I know she may have liked him. She never liked me much.”


  Sally Skull had green eyes, which dilated when she took her powders. She looked at him like a mean cat that was about to pounce on a lizard. Though it was barely sunup they had already been at it, and the grimy sheets were a puddle of sweat.


  “She never would mind,” Jake said, wishing the Hat Creek outfit had kept their mouths shut.


  “I wouldn’t mind you either, Jake,” Sally said. “I wish I could trade places with her.”


  “You what?” he asked, mightily startled.


  “I’ve went with a nigger but never an Indian,” she said. “I’d like to try one.”


  The news about the nigger was a shock to Jake. He knew Sal was wild, but hadn’t supposed she was that wild. The look on her face frightened him a little.


  “You know something else? I paid that nigger,” she said. “I give him ten dollars to turn whore and then he never got to spend it.”


  “Why not?” Jake asked.


  “He bragged and they hung him from a tree,” Sally said. “Wrong thing to brag about in Georgia. Some of them wanted to hang me but they didn’t have the guts to hang a woman. I just got run out of town.”


  That night there was trouble. A young foreman gave Sally some lip when she tried to rush him off, and she shot him in the shoulder with a derringer she kept under her pillow. He wasn’t hurt much, but he complained, and the sheriff took Sally to jail and kept her. Jake tried to bail her out but the sheriff wouldn’t take his money. “Leave her sit,” he said. Only Sally did more than sit. She bribed one of the deputies into bringing her some powders. She looked a mess, but somehow it was the mess about her that men couldn’t resist. Jake couldn’t, himself—somehow she could bring him to it despite her teeth and her oniony smells and the rest. She brought the deputy to it, too, and then tried to grab his gun and break jail, although if she had waited, the sheriff would have let her out in a day or two. Somehow, in fighting over the one gun, she and the deputy managed to shoot each other fatally. They died together on the cell floor in a pool of blood, both half naked.


  The deputy had nine children, and his death caused an uproar against whores and gamblers, so much so that Jake thought it prudent to leave town. He searched Sally’s room before he left and found six hundred dollars in a hatbox; since Sally was dead and buried, he took it. The whores who were left were so scared that they hired a buggy and came with him over to Dallas, where they soon found work in another saloon.


  In Dallas Jake won some money from a soldier who reported that he had met a deputy sheriff from Arkansas. The deputy was looking for the sheriff, and the sheriff was looking for a man who had killed his brother. The soldier had forgotten all the names and Jake didn’t mention that he was the man being sought. The information made him nervous, though. The sheriff from Arkansas was evidently in Texas somewhere, and might show up any time.


  While he was pondering what his next move might be, a hard-looking crew showed up in the saloon where he was playing. It consisted of three brothers—the Suggs brothers. Dan Suggs was the oldest and most talkative. The younger two, Ed and Roy, were sullen and restless, always watching the doors to see who might be coming in. Dan had no interest in doors, or any apparent concern other than a need to have his whiskey glass filled rather often. All three were scraggly-bearded men.


  “Didn’t you ranger?” Dan asked, when he heard Jake’s name.


  “I rangered some,” Jake said.


  “You run with Call and McCrae, didn’t you?” Dan said. “I’ve never met Call or McCrae but I’ve heard they’re hard men.”


  It irked Jake a little that those two had such reputations. It seemed to him that he had done about as much as they had, in the rangering days. After all, he was the man who had shot one of the most famous bandits on the border.


  While they talked and played cards a little, Roy Suggs kept spitting tobacco on the barroom floor. It irked Ralph, the man who owned the bar. He brought over a spittoon and put it by Roy’s chair, but Roy Suggs looked at him with a cold eye and continued to spit on the floor.


  “Roy will spit where he pleases,” Dan said, with a mean grin.


  “Spoon, how’d you like to be a regulator?” he asked a little later. “I recall from stories I’ve heard that you can shoot a gun.”


  “What is a regulator?” Jake asked. “I’ve not heard the term.”


  “Folks up in Kansas are getting tired of these Texas cattle tramping in constantly,” Dan said. “They want this trail-driving business regulated.”


  “Regulated how?”


  “Well, taxed,” Dan said. “People can’t go on driving cattle just anywhere. If they want to cross certain rivers at certain crossings, they’ve got to pay for the privilege. If they won’t pay in cash, then they’ve got to pay in cattle.”


  “Is it the law in Kansas, or what?” Jake asked.


  “It ain’t, but some folks think it ought to be,” Dan said.


  “Us folks, mainly,” Roy said, spitting.


  “I see,” Jake said. “If Call and Gus try to take some cattle across one of them rivers you’re regulating, then you stop ’em and tell them they have to pay? Is that how the scheme works?”


  “That’s it,” Dan said.


  “I’d like to see you tell Woodrow Call he has to pay you money to drive cattle across a river,” Jake said. “I ain’t a friend of the man—he’s recently treated me poorly. But unless there’s a law and you can show it to him, you won’t be collecting no double eagles.”


  “Then he’ll have to suffer the consequences,” Dan said.


  Jake laughed. “The consequences of that would be that somebody would have to dig your grave,” he said. “If Call didn’t shoot you, Gus would. They ain’t used to taking orders from you regulators.”


  “By God, then they’ll learn,” Roy Suggs said.


  “Maybe, but you won’t teach them,” Jake said. “You’d be sitting dead in your saddle if you tried it.” Though he was annoyed with Call and Gus, it amused him that three scraggly bandits thought they could beat them.


  Dan Suggs was not pleased with the conversation, either. “I thought you might be a man with some gumption,” he said. “I see I was wrong.”


  “I can supply enough gumption,” Jake said. “But I don’t ride with inexperienced men. If you think you can ride up to Call and McCrae and collect money from ’em with a few threats, then you’re too inexperienced for me.”


  Dan was silent for a bit. “Well, they’re just one bunch,” he said. “There are plenty of other herds on the trail.”


  “That’s right,” Jake said. “If I was you I’d try to regulate some of the ones that ain’t been led by Texas Rangers.”


  Roy and Ed looked at him hostilely. They didn’t like hearing it suggested that they weren’t up to the job. But Dan Suggs was a cooler man. After they’d played some cards and worked through a bottle of whiskey he admitted that the regulating scheme was something he’d just thought up.


  “My notion was that most cowboys can’t fight,” Dan said. “Hell, they’re just boys. Them settlers up there can’t fight, neither. A lot of them might pay us to keep the beeves out of their corn patches.”


  “They might, but it sounds like you’re speculating,” Jake said. “Before I leave this here easy life to go and get shot at I’d like a little better prospect to think about.”


  “How about robbing banks, if the regulating don’t work out?” Dan asked bluntly. “You got any objections to robbing banks?”


  “It would depend on the bank,” Jake said. “I wouldn’t enjoy it if there was too much law stacked up against me. I’d think you’d want to pick small towns.”


  They talked for several hours, Roy Suggs resolutely spitting tobacco on the floor. Dan Suggs pointed out that all the money seemed to be in Kansas. If they went up there and weren’t too particular about what they did they ought to be able to latch on to some of it.


  Jake found the Suggs brothers unattractive. They all had cold, mean eyes, and no great affection even for one another. Roy and Ed almost got into a gunfight over a hand of cards. He offered to get them whores, for he had stayed friendly with several of the girls who had come over from Fort Worth, but the Suggs brothers weren’t interested. Drinking and card playing appealed to them more.


  Had it not been for the threat of July Johnson somewhere around, he would have let the Suggs brothers head for Kansas without him. He was comfortable where he was, and had no appetite for hard riding and gunfighting. But Dallas wasn’t far from Fort Smith, and July Johnson might arrive any time. That was an uncomfortable thought, so uncomfortable that three days later Jake found himself riding north with the three Suggs boys and a tall black man they called Frog Lip. Jake equipped himself with a new rifle before they left. He had made the Suggs brothers no promises, and as soon as he found a nice saloon in Kansas, he meant to let them go their way.


  Frog Lip owned five guns of various calibers, and spent most of his time cleaning them. He was a fine marksman. The first day out he brought down a deer at a distance Jake would have considered impossible. Frog Lip seemed to take the shot for granted. Jake had the strong feeling that the black man’s guns would soon be pointed at something besides deer, but he himself didn’t plan to be around to see it.


  65.


  JULY RODE FOR DAYS without seeing any person, or, for that matter, many signs of life except the hawks and buzzards circling in the blue prairie sky. Once he saw a wolf loping along a ridge, and at night he heard coyotes, but the only game he saw were jackrabbits, and it was mostly rabbit he ate.


  He kept going north, reminding himself that it was a long way to any towns; but soon the unvarying emptiness of the country began to disturb him, and he was already disturbed enough by the deaths of the three people buried on the Canadian. He thought of them more or less all day. Waking in the gray dawn, he would have Roscoe’s face in his mind; when he dreamed, it was of Roscoe and Joe and the young girl. Several times he cried at the thought of the finality of it. He had a longing to get them back in places they belonged: Fort Smith, in the case of Roscoe and Joe. He didn’t know where the girl had belonged, though it wasn’t in a grave on the Canadian.


  What he was doing—indeed, his whole life—now seemed to him completely futile. He rode through the empty land without hope of anything, simply going on because he had to do something. As he went farther and farther onto the plains, he ceased to be able to imagine Fort Smith as a place where he might ever live and work again. What would he do if he did go back? Sit in the jail where he had worked with Roscoe? Or in the cabin where he had lived with Elmira?


  July didn’t see how things could get worse, since he had lost his wife and led three people to their deaths. But four days after he left Augustus, his horse went lame. Some small spiky cactus hidden by the tall prairie grass proved more deadly than a snake. A thorn worked its way far up into the horse’s hoof. July had to tie the horse down to get the thorn out, and even then he was not sure he had got it all. They were three days north of the Cimarron when it happened. Water was scarce and the horse soon too lame to ride. He led the horse, taking it slow, hoping the hoof would get better, but it did no good. The horse was lamed and could put no weight on the hoof at all.


  Finally, sadly feeling that he was parting with his last companion in life, July unsaddled the horse and shot him. He left his saddle but took his rifle and started walking east. The next day, from a ridge, he saw a great cloud of buzzards over the place where the horse lay. The sight made him cry.


  He walked all day, hoping to cross a creek but finding none. He had a half canteen of water—not enough to get him back to the Cimarron. And he had nothing to eat. He made a dry camp and sat all night on his blanket, so wakeful he thought he would never sleep again. He sat for hours, watching the moon climb high amid the bright stars. He remembered the cold nights in their Arkansas cabin when he was a boy—how his mother piled quilts on top of him and his brothers, how peaceful it seemed under the quilts. Then it seemed like sleep was one of the most wonderful things in life.


  July wondered if perhaps the sleep of death would be as good, as comforting and warming, as his boyhood slumber. He had a rifle and a pistol—one pull of the trigger would bring him all the sleep he wanted. In his five years as a lawman he had never shot anyone, though he had a reputation as a dangerous fighter. It would be a joke on everyone if the only person he ever killed was himself. He had always assumed that people who killed themselves were cowards. His own uncle had done it in a painful way, by drinking lye. His uncle had been deep in debt.


  Now, as he sat and watched the moon, killing himself merely seemed sensible. His life had been ruined—surprisingly, inexplicably, swiftly, but ruined for sure. He had made wrong choices all along, and it had cost three lives. Killing himself would put him at one with Roscoe, Janey, Joe—and the horse. They had started traveling together; it would be fitting that they all ended in the same place.


  He began to think about which gun to use. The barrel of the rifle gleamed in the moonlight; the pistol was heavy in its holster. He took out the pistol and slowly turned the cylinder, listening to the heavy clicks. But he didn’t put it to his head. He remembered Elmira. It seemed to him he had to find her, to tell her what had happened to her son. It was true she had never seemed fond of the boy—Elmira had never seemed fond of anyone—but Joe had been her son and she might want to know.


  July thought all night. Knowing that he had only to raise the pistol eased his mind a little. He had better go and find Elmira first. He wanted to explain to her that he had never meant to do whatever had caused her to run off. Once that was done, he could go off with the pistol and join his dead.


  The next morning he started walking, but he didn’t feel the same. He felt like he no longer belonged to life. It would not have surprised him to see a cloud of buzzards circling over him. In spirit he had gone to visit Roscoe. He finished his water that night, having walked all day through the brown wavy grass. He tried a long shot at a deer but missed. The next morning he was awakened by the cawing of crows. He looked up to see several of them flapping overhead in the early grayness. He was tired from his long day’s walk and didn’t get up immediately. There was nothing to get up for but the bright sun and the shimmering plains. But he kept hearing the crows, cawing and quarreling not far away. When he stood up, he saw a little grove of low trees not two hundred yards away—they weren’t much, but they were trees, and the crows were resting in them.


  Among the trees he found a spring—just a trickle of a spring, but it had formed a shallow pool ten feet wide. A black snake was curled on a rock at the water’s edge—it was probably what the crows were complaining about.


  July spent the day by the spring. He drank, bathed and soaked his dirty clothes, spreading them out on the grass to dry. While he rested, a big badger walked up to the spring and July shot him with his pistol. He had never eaten badger, but he ate this one and drank the spring water. Even better than food were the trees. Being in the shade again eased his spirit a little. He could look across the hot prairies for miles, from the comfort of his shade. The sun couldn’t parch him while he was under the trees.


  But he couldn’t live forever on spring water and one badger. Besides, he had his chore to do. He waited until the cool of the evening and then set out again. The second day he crossed a wagon track coming from the south. It led him to a running creek, but he saw no wagon. The next day he saw a dust cloud, which turned out to be a small cow herd. The cowboys were mighty surprised to see a lone figure walking toward them from the west, and dumbfounded to learn that he was a sheriff from Arkansas.


  “Did you come from California, or where?” the trail boss asked. He was an old white-mustached man named Johns, suspicious at first. Not many men came walking out of Texas. But July soon persuaded the old man to sell him a horse. It was the worst horse in the remuda, but it was a horse. July gave forty dollars for it. The Johns outfit had no saddle to spare, but they did give him directions. They tried to get him to stay the night with them—they had been on the trail six weeks and a stranger was a welcome novelty.


  But once he was mounted, July felt a sense of hurry seize him. He ate with them, thanked them again, and left under a rising moon. Four days later, sore from riding bareback on the little sharp-spined bay, he trotted into Dodge City.


  66.


  LONG BEFORE THEY STRUCK the Republican River, Elmira had begun to wonder if any of it was worth it. For two weeks, when they were on the open plain, it rained, hailed, lightning flashed. Everything she owned was wet, and she didn’t like feeling like a muskrat, though it didn’t bother Luke and Zwey. It was cold at night. She slept on wet blankets in the hard wagon and woke up feeling more tired than when she lay down. The plains turned soggy and the wagon bogged time after time. The hides smelled and the food was chancy. The wagon was rough, even when the going was good. She bounced around all day and felt sick to her stomach. If she lost the baby in such a place, she felt she would probably die.


  It occurred to her that she had taken a hard route, just to escape July Johnson. Her own folly amused her: she had once thought of herself as smart—but look at where she was. If Dee Boot could see her he would laugh his head off. Dee loved to laugh about the absurd things people did for bad reasons. The fact that she had done it because she wanted to see him would only amuse him more. Dee would tell her she ought to have gone back to Dodge and asked one of the girls to get her work.


  Instead, she was driving a mule wagon across northern Kansas. They had been lucky and seen no Indians, but that could always change. Besides, it soon developed that Luke was going to be as much trouble as an Indian. It was something she knew that Zwey hadn’t noticed. Zwey treated her kindly, insofar as he treated her at all. Now that he had got her to come on a trip he seemed well content. She didn’t have to do anything but be there, and he was surprised when she offered to cook, which she mainly did out of boredom and because Zwey and Luke were such dirty cooks she was afraid she would get poisoned if she didn’t take that chore into her own hands. Zwey exhibited no lustful intentions at all—he seemed happy just to rest his eyes on her at the end of the day.


  Luke, on the other hand, was a feisty little rabbit who lost no time in making his wants known. In the early morning he would stand and relieve himself in plain sight of her, grinning and looking at her while he did it. Zwey, who slept like a rock, never noticed this strange habit.


  Luke was not easy to discourage. Soon he took a new tack, which was to persuade Zwey that when they hunted, the two of them ought to hunt in separate directions. It was true that game was scarce, but that wasn’t the reason Luke hunted by himself. All he was hunting was Elmira. As soon as he knew that Zwey was two or three miles from the wagon, he circled back and pressed his suit. He was direct about it, too. He would tie his horse to the wagon and climb right in with her. He put his arm around her and made crude suggestions.


  “No,” Elmira said. “I came with Zwey. He told me I wouldn’t be bothered.”


  “What bother?” Luke asked.


  “I’m going to have a baby,” she said, hoping that would discourage him.


  Luke looked at her belly. “Not for a while yet,” he said. “This ain’t gonna take no month. It probably won’t take six minutes. I’ll pay you. I won good money playing cards back at the Fort.”


  “No,” Elmira said. “I’m afraid of Zwey.”


  She wasn’t really, but it made a handy excuse. She was more afraid of Luke, who had mean eyes—there was something crazy in his looks. He also had a disgusting habit, which was that he liked to suck his own fingers. He would do it sitting by the fire at night—suck his fingers as if they were candy.


  Luke kept climbing up on the wagon and putting his hands on her, but Elmira kept saying no. She dreamed of Dee occasionally, but other than that she had no interest in men. She thought about telling Zwey that Luke was bothering her, but Zwey was not an easy man to talk to. Anyway, it might start a fight, and Luke might win, in which case her goose would be cooked. Zwey was strong but slow, and Luke didn’t look like a man who would fight fair.


  So when Luke snuck back and climbed onto the wagon seat, Elmira possumed. She couldn’t stop his hands entirely, but she made herself into a tight little package and concentrated on driving the mules.


  When Luke saw he wasn’t going to change her mind with talk or the offer of money, he tried threats. Twice he cuffed her and once shoved her completely off the wagon seat. She fell hard and barely got out of the way of the wagon wheel. Immediately she thought of the baby, but she didn’t lose it. Luke cursed her and rode off and she climbed back up and drove the wagon.


  The next day he threatened to kill Zwey if she didn’t let him. “Zwey’s dumb,” he said. “He ain’t no smarter than a buffalo. I’ll shoot him while he sleeps.”


  “I’ll tell him that,” Elmira said. “Maybe he won’t sleep. Maybe he’ll kill you, while you’re at it.”


  “What have you got against me?” Luke said. “I mostly treat you nice.”


  “You knocked me off the wagon,” she said. “If that’s nice treatment I’ll pass.”


  “I only want a little,” Luke said. “Only once. We’re still a long ways from Nebraska. I can’t go that long.”


  The next day he caught her off guard and shoved her back in the wagon by the hides. He was on her like a terrier, but she kicked and scratched, and before he could do anything the mules took fright and started to run away. Luke had to grab the reins with his pants half down, and when he did, Elmira grabbed Zwey’s extra rifle. When Luke got the mules stopped, he found a buffalo gun pointed at him.


  Luke smiled his mean smile. “That gun would break your shoulder if you fired it,” he said.


  “Yes, and what would it do to you?” she said.


  “When I get you you’ll wish you’d give it to me,” Luke said, flushing red with anger. He got on his horse and rode off.


  Zwey came back well before sundown with a wild turkey he had managed to shoot. But Luke wasn’t back. Elmira decided she might as well tell Zwey. She couldn’t tolerate any more of Luke. Zwey was mildly puzzled that Luke wasn’t there.


  “I chased him off with the gun,” Elmira said.


  Zwey looked surprised. His mouth opened and the look spread up his big face.


  “With the gun?” he asked. “Why?”


  “He tried to interfere with me,” Elmira said. “He tries it nearly every day, once you go off.”


  Zwey pondered that information for a time. They had made a mess of cooking the turkey, but at least it was something to eat. Zwey gnawed on a big drumstick while he pondered.


  “Was it he tried to marry you?” he asked.


  “You can call it that, if you like,” she said. “He tries to do me. I want him to let be.”


  Zwey said nothing more until he had finished his drumstick. He cracked the bone with his teeth, sucked at the marrow a minute and then threw the bone into the darkness.


  “I guess I better kill him if he’s going to act that way,” he said.


  “You could take him with you when you hunt, like you used to,” she said. “He couldn’t pester me if he’s with you.”


  She had hardly spoken when a shot rang out. It passed between the two of them and hit the turkey, knocking it off its stick into the ashes. They both scrambled for the cover of the wagon and waited. An hour later they were still waiting. There were no more shots, and Luke didn’t appear.


  “I wonder why he shot the turkey,” Zwey said. “It was done dead.”


  “He didn’t shoot the turkey, he missed you,” Elmira suggested.


  “Well, it tore up the turkey,” he said, when they came out of cover and picked up the cold bird.


  That night he slept under the wagon with a cocked pistol but there was no attack. They ate cold turkey for breakfast. Two days later Luke showed up, acting as if he’d never been away.


  Elmira was apprehensive, fearing a fight then and there, but Zwey seemed to have forgotten the whole business. About the time Luke rode up they spotted two or three buffalo and immediately rode off to shoot them, leaving Elmira to drive the wagon. They came back after dark with three fresh hides, and seemed in good spirits. Luke scarcely looked at her. He and Zwey sat up late, cooking slices of buffalo liver. They were both as bloody as if they’d been skinned. Elmira hated the smell of blood and kept away from them as best she could.


  The next morning, before good light, she woke up gagging at the blood smell and looked up to see Luke sitting astraddle of her. He was rubbing his bloody hands over her bosom. Her stomach heaved from the smell.


  Luke was fumbling with her blanket, trying to get her uncovered. When he raised up to loosen his clothes, Elmira rolled on her stomach, thinking that might stop him. It did annoy him. He bent over her and she felt his hot breath at her ear.


  “You’re no better than a bitch dog, we’ll have it that way,” he said. She squeezed her legs together as tightly as she could. Luke pinched her but she kept squeezing. Then he tried to wedge a knee between her legs but he wasn’t strong enough. The next thing she knew Zwey was dragging Luke over the side of the wagon. Zwey was smiling, as if he were playing with a child. He lifted Luke and began to smash his head into the wagon wheel. He did it two or three times, smashing Luke into the iron rim, and then he dropped him as if he were deadwood. Zwey didn’t really seem angry. He stood by the wagon, looking at Elmira. Luke had pulled her clothes half off.


  “I wish he wouldn’t act that way,” Zwey said. “I won’t have nobody to hunt with if I kill him.”


  He looked down at Luke, who was still breathing, though his head and face were a pulp.


  “He just keeps wanting to marry you,” Zwey said. “Looks like he’d quit it.”


  Luke did quit, at that point. He lay in the wagon for four days, trying to get his breath through his broken nose. One of his ears had been nearly scraped off on the wheel; his lips were smashed and several of his teeth broken. His face swelled to such a point that they couldn’t tell at first if his jaw was broken, but it turned out it wasn’t. The first day, he could barely mumble, but he did persuade Elmira to try and sew his ear back on. Zwey was for cutting it off, since it just hung by a bit of skin, but Elmira took pity on Luke and sewed on the ear. She made a bad job of it, mainly because Luke yelped and jerked every time she touched him with the needle. When she finished, the ear wasn’t quite in its right place; it set a little lower than the other and she had pulled the threads a little too tight, so that it didn’t have quite the right shape. But at least it was on his head.


  Zwey laughed about the fight as if he and Luke had just been two boys playing, although Luke’s nose was bent sideways. Then Luke developed a fever and got chills. He rolled around in the wagon moaning and sweating. They had no medicine and could do nothing for him. He looked bad, his face swollen and black. It was strange, Elmira thought, that he would bring such punishment on himself just because he wanted to interfere with her.


  There was no more danger of that. When Luke’s fever broke, he was so weak he could barely turn over. Zwey went off and hunted, as he had been doing, and Elmira drove the wagon. Twice she got the wagon stuck in a creek and had to wait until Zwey found her and pulled it out. He seemed as strong as either of the mules.


  They had not seen one soul since leaving the Fort. Once she thought she saw an Indian watching her from a little ridge, but it turned out to be an antelope.


  It was two weeks before Luke could get out of the wagon. All that time Elmira brought him his food and coaxed him to eat it. All the passion seemed to have been beaten out of him. But he did say once, watching Zwey, “I’ll kill him someday.”


  “You shouldn’t have missed that shot you had,” Elmira said, thinking to tease him.


  “What shot?” he asked.


  She told him about the shot that hit the turkey, and Luke shook his head.


  “I never shot no turkey,” he said. “I was thinking to ride off and leave you but I changed my mind.”


  “Who shot it then?” she asked. Luke had no answer.


  She reported this to Zwey but he had forgotten the incident—he wasn’t very interested.


  After that, though, she grew afraid of the nights—whoever had shot the turkey might still be out there. She huddled in the wagon, scared, and spent her days wishing they would come to Ogallala.


  67.


  ALL THROUGH THE TERRITORY, Newt kept expecting to see Indians—the prospect was all the cowboys talked about. Dish claimed there were all manner of Indians in the Territory, and that some of them were far from whipped. The claim upset Pea Eye, who liked to believe that his Indian-fighting days were over.


  “They ain’t supposed to fight us no more,” he said. “Gus claims the government paid ’em to stop.”


  “Yes, but whoever heard of an Indian doing what he was supposed to do?” Lippy said. “Maybe some of them consider that they wasn’t paid enough.”


  “What would you know?” Jasper inquired. “When did you ever see an Indian?”


  “I seen plenty,” Lippy informed him. “What do you think made this hole in my stomach? An Apache Indian made that hole.”


  “Apache?” Dish said. “Where did you find an Apache?”


  “West of Santa Fe,” Lippy said. “I traded in them parts, you know. That’s where I learned to play the piano.”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if you forget how before we come to a place that’s got one,” Pea Eye said. He found himself more and more depressed by the prospect of endless plains. Normally, in his traveling days, he had ridden through one kind of country for a while and then come to another kind of country. It had even been true on the trail drive: first there had been brush, then the limestone hills, then some different brush, and then the plains. But after that there had just been more and more plains, and no end in sight that he could see. Once or twice he asked Deets how soon they could expect to come to the end of them, for Deets was the acknowledged expert on distances, but this time Deets had to admit he was stumped. He didn’t know how long the plains went on. “Over a thousand, I guess,” he said.


  “A thousand miles?” Pea said. “We’ll all get old and grow beards before we get that far.”


  Jasper pointed out to him that at an average of fifteen miles a day it would only take them about two months to get a thousand miles. Thinking of it in terms of months proved more comforting than thinking of it in terms of miles, so Pea tried that for a while.


  “When will it be a month up?” he asked Po Campo one night. Po was another much-relied-on source of information.


  “Don’t worry about months,” Po Campo said. “Months won’t bother you. I’m more worried about it being dry.”


  “Lord, it ain’t been dry yet,” Pea said. “It’s rained aplenty.”


  “I know,” Po said. “But we may come to a place where it will forget to rain.”


  He had long since won the affection of Gus’s pigs. The shoat followed him around everywhere. It had grown tall and skinny. It annoyed Augustus that the pigs had shown so little fidelity; when he came to the camp and noticed the shoat sleeping right beside Po Campo’s workplace, he was apt to make tart remarks. The fact that many of the men had come to regard Po Campo as an oracle also annoyed Augustus.


  “Po, you’re too short to see far, but I hear you can tell fortunes,” he said one morning when he had ridden over for breakfast.


  “I can tell some fortunes,” Po allowed. “I don’t know if I can tell yours.”


  “I don’t want nobody to tell mine,” Jasper said. “I might find out that I’m going to drown in the Republican River.”


  “I’d like to know mine,” Augustus said. “I’ve had mine told a few times by old black women in New Orleans, and they always say the same thing.”


  “Probably they tell you that you’ll never be rich and you’ll never be poor,” Po said, whipping at his scrambled eggs.


  “That’s right,” Augustus said. “It’s a boring fortune. Besides, I can look in my pocket and tell that much myself. I ain’t rich and I ain’t poor, exactly.”


  “What more would you like to know about your fortune?” Po Campo inquired politely.


  “How many more times I’m likely to marry,” Augustus said. “That’s the only interesting question, ain’t it? Which river I drown in don’t matter to me. That’s Jasper’s interest. I’d just like to know my matrimonial prospects.”


  “Spit,” Po said. “Spit in the wagon here.”


  Augustus walked over to the wagon and spat on the boards. The day before, Po Campo had caught six prairie-chicken hatchlings, for some reason, and they were running around in the wagon bed, chirping. Po came over and looked for a moment at Augustus’s expectoration.


  “No more wives for you,” he said immediately, and turned back to his eggs.


  “That’s disappointing,” Augustus said. “I’ve only had two wives so far, and neither of them lived long. I figured I was due one more.”


  “You don’t really want another wife,” Po said. “You are like me, a free man. The sky is your wife.”


  “Well, I’ve got a dry one then,” Augustus said, looking up at the cloudless sky.


  The shoat stood on its hind legs and put its front hooves on the side of the wagon. It was trying to see the hatchlings.


  “I’d have turned you into bacon long since if I’d have known you were going to be so fickle,” Augustus said.


  “Can you tell stuff about a feller from looking at his spit?” Pea Eye asked. He had heard of fortune-tellers, but thought they usually did it with cards.


  “Yes,” Po Campo said, but he didn’t explain.


  Just as they were about to cross into Kansas, some Indians showed up. There were only five of them, and they came so quietly that nobody noticed them at first. Newt was on the drags. When the dust let up for a moment he looked over and saw the Captain talking to a small group of riders. At first he supposed them to be cowboys from another herd. He didn’t think about them being Indians until the Captain came trotting over with them. “Take him,” the Captain said, pointing to a steer with a split hoof who was hobbling along in the rear.


  By the time it registered that they were really Indians, they had already cut off the steer and were driving it away, as the Captain sat and watched. Newt was almost afraid to look at them, but when he did he was surprised at how thin and poor they looked. The old man who was their leader was just skin and bones. He rode near enough for Newt to see that one of his eyes was milky white. The other Indians were young. Their ponies were as thin as they were. They had no saddles, just saddle blankets, and only one had a gun, an old carbine. The Indians boxed the steer out of the herd as skillfully as any cowboys and soon had him headed across the empty plain. The old man raised his hand to the Captain as they left, and the Captain returned the gesture.


  That night there was much talk about the event.


  “Why, they didn’t look scary,” Jimmy Rainey said. “I reckon we could have whipped them easy enough.”


  Po Campo chuckled. “They weren’t here to fight,” he said. “They’re just hungry. When they’re fighting they look different.”


  “That’s right,” Lippy said. “It don’t take but a second for one to shoot a hole in your stomach. It happened to me.”


  Call had formed the habit of riding over with Augustus every night as he took Lorena her supper. Augustus usually camped about a mile from the herd, so it gave them a few minutes to talk. Augustus had not seen the Indians, but he had heard about the gift of the beef.


  “I guess you’re getting mellow in your old age,” he said. “Now you’re feeding Indians.”


  “They were just Wichitas,” Call said, “and they were hungry. That steer couldn’t have kept up anyway. Besides, I knew the old man,” he added. “Remember old Bacon Rind?—or that’s what we called him, anyway.”


  “Yes, he was never a fighter,” Augustus said. “I’m surprised he’s still alive.”


  “He fed us buffalo once,” Call said. “It was only fair he should have a beef.”


  They were fifty yards from the tent, so Call drew rein. He couldn’t see the girl, but he took care not to come too close. Augustus said she was spooked.


  “Look how blue it is toward the sunset,” Augustus said. “I’ve heard about what they call the Blue Mounds. I guess those must be them.”


  The prairie was rolling, and there were humplike rises to the north as far as they could see. Though the sky was still bright yellow with afterglow, the mounds ahead did have a bluish electric look, almost as if blue lightning had condensed over their tops.


  In the dawn the Blue Mounds shimmered to the north. Augustus usually came out of the tent early so he could see the sunrise. Lorena had stopped having so many nightmares and she slept heavily, so heavily that it was hard to get her awake in the mornings. Augustus never rushed her. She had regained her appetite and put on flesh, and it seemed to him her sleeping late was healthy. The grass was wet with dew, so he sat on his saddle blanket watching Dish Boggett point the cattle into the blue distances. Dish always swung the point as close to the tent as he dared, hoping for a glimpse of Lorena, but it was a hope seldom rewarded.


  When Lorena awoke and came out of the tent, the herd was almost out of sight, though Lippy and the wagon were not far away. Po Campo and the two pigs were walking along looking at things, a hundred yards ahead of the wagon.


  Augustus made room for Lorena on the blanket and she sat down without a word, watching the strange little man walk along with the pigs. As the sun rose, the blueness to the north diminished, and it could be seen that the mounds were just low brown hills.


  “It must be that wavy grass that gives it the blue look—or else it’s the air,” Augustus said.


  Lorena didn’t say anything. She felt so sleepy that she could hardly sit up, and after a moment she leaned against Gus and shut her eyes. He put his arms around her. His arms were warm and the sun on her face was warm. Sleep had pulled at her so much lately that it seemed she was never fully awake, but it didn’t matter so long as Gus was there to talk to her and sleep close beside her. If he was there she could let go and slide into sleep. He didn’t mind. Often she would rest in his arms, while he held forth, talking almost to himself, for she only half heard. Only when she thought of coming to a town did she feel worried. She stayed in her sleeps as long as she could, so as not to have to worry about the towns.


  Augustus stroked her hair as she lay against him. He was thinking how strange life was, that he and Lorena were sitting on a saddle blanket on the south edge of Kansas, watching Call’s cattle herd disappear to the north.


  One little shot during a card game in Arkansas had started things happening—things he couldn’t see the end of. The shot had ended up killing more than a dentist. Sean O’Brien, Bill Spettle and the three people who were traveling with July Johnson had lost their lives so far, and Montana nowhere in sight.


  “He ought to have taken his hanging,” Augustus said out loud.


  Actually, Jake couldn’t fairly be blamed for any of the deaths, though he could be blamed for Lorena’s troubles, which were worth a hanging by Augustus’s reckoning.


  “Who ought?” Lorena asked. Her eyes were open but she still rested her head against Augustus’s chest.


  “Jake,” he said. “Look at all the bad that happened since he showed up.”


  “He wanted to take me to town,” Lorena said. “I wouldn’t go. I didn’t want no towns.


  “I still don’t want no towns,” she said a little later, beginning to tremble at the thought of all the men that would be in them.


  Augustus held her close and didn’t try to discuss it with her. Soon she stopped trembling. Two big hawks were skimming the surface of the prairie, not far away.


  “Look at them birds,” Augustus said. “I’d give a passel if I could fly like that.”


  Lorena had an uneasy thought in her mind. Gus was holding her in his arms, as he had every day and night since he had rescued her. Yet he had not approached her, had never mentioned it. She understood it was kindness—he was letting her get well. She didn’t want him to approach her, never would want any man to again. And yet it troubled her. She knew what men wanted with her. It wasn’t just a bedfellow. If Gus had stopped wanting her, what did that mean? Would he take her to a town someday and say goodbye?


  “My goodness, Lorie, you smell fresh as dew,” he said, sniffing her hair. “It’s a miracle you can keep fresh out in these raw parts.”


  One button had come off his shirt, and a few tufts of the white hair on his chest were sticking out. She wanted to say something, but she was afraid to. She tried to poke the little white chest hairs back under his shirt.


  Augustus laughed at the tidy way she did it. “I know I’m a shameful sight,” he said. “It’s all Call’s fault. He wouldn’t let me bring my tailor on this trip.”


  Lorena was silent, but fear was building up in her. Gus had become too important to her. It was disturbing to think that he might leave her someday. She wanted to make sure of him, but she didn’t know how to do it. After all, he had already told her there was a woman in Ogallala. She began to tremble again from her sudden fear.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked. “Here it is, a beautiful morning, and you’re sitting here shaking.”


  She was afraid to speak but began to cry.


  “Lorie, we’re an honest pair,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re so upset?”


  He seemed so friendly that it eased her mind a little. “You can have a poke,” she said. “If you want one. I wouldn’t charge you.”


  Augustus smiled. “That’s neighborly of you,” he said. “But why should a beauty like you drop her price? You ought to raise it, for you’re getting more beautiful than ever. I ain’t never seen nothing wrong with paying a toll to beauty.”


  “You can have one if you want one,” she said, trembling still.


  “What if I want five or six?” he asked, rubbing her neck with his warm hand. It relieved her—he was still the same. She could see it in his eyes.


  “The truth is you want to stay clear of such doings for a while,” Augustus said. “That’s natural. You best take your time.”


  “It won’t matter how much time,” she said, and began to cry again. Gus held her.


  “I’m glad we didn’t break camp,” he said. “There’s a rough cloud to the north. We’d be in for a drenching. I bet them cowboys is already floating.”


  It suited her that it was going to rain and they would stay longer. She didn’t like being too close to the cowboys. It was more restful just being with Gus. When he was there it was easier not to think of the things that had happened.


  For some reason Gus was still watching the cloud, which seemed to her no worse-looking than many another cloud. But he was studying it intently.


  “That’s a dern funny cloud,” he said.


  “I don’t care if it rains,” Lorena said. “We got the tent.”


  “The funny part is, I can hear it,” Augustus said. “I never heard a cloud make a noise like that before.”


  Lorena listened. It seemed she did hear something, but it was a long way off, and faint.


  “Maybe it’s the wind getting up,” she said.


  Augustus was listening. “It don’t sound like no wind I ever heard,” he said, standing up. The horses were looking at the cloud, too. They were acting nervous. The sound the brown cloud made had become a little louder, but was still far away and indefinable.


  Suddenly Augustus realized what it was. “Good lord,” he said. “It’s grasshoppers, Lorie. I’ve heard they came in clouds out on the plains, and there’s the proof. It’s a cloud of grasshoppers.”


  The horses were grazing on long lead ropes. There were no trees to tie the ropes to, so he had loosened a heavy block of soil and put the lead ropes under it. Usually that was sufficient, for the horses weren’t troublesome. But now they were rolling their eyes and jerking at the ropes. Augustus grabbed the ropes—he would have to hold them himself.


  Lorena watched the cloud, which came down on them faster than any rain cloud. She could plainly hear the hum of millions of insects. The cloud covered the plain in front of them from the ground far up in the air. It was blotting out the ground as if a cover were being pulled over it.


  “Get in the tent,” Augustus said. He was holding the terrified horses. “Get in and pile whatever you can around the bottom to keep ’em out.”


  Lorena ran in, and before Augustus could follow, grasshoppers covered the canvas, every inch. Augustus had fifty on his hat, though he tried to knock them off outside the tent, and more on his clothes. He backed in, hanging to the lead ropes as the horses tried to break free.


  “Pull the flaps,” he said, and Lorena did. Soon there was just the hole the two ropes fed through. It was dim and dark in the tent, as more and more grasshoppers covered the canvas—insects on top of insects. The hum they made as they spread over the prairie grass was so loud Lorena had to grit her teeth. As the tent got darker, she began to cry and shake—it was just more trouble and more fear, this life.


  “It’s all right, honey, it’s just bugs,” Augustus said. “Hang on to me and we’ll be fine. I don’t think bugs will eat canvas when they’ve got all this grass.”


  Lorena put her arms around him and shut her eyes. Augustus peeked out and saw that every inch of the lead ropes were covered with grasshoppers.


  “Well, that old cook of Call’s that likes to fry bugs will be happy, at least,” he said. “He can fry up a damn wagonful tonight.”


  When the cloud of grasshoppers hit the Hat Creek outfit, they were on a totally open plain and could do nothing but watch it come, in terror and astonishment. Lippy sat on the wagon seat, his mouth hanging open.


  “Is them grasshoppers?” he asked.


  “Yes, but shut your mouth unless you want to choke on them,” Po Campo said. He promptly crawled in the wagon and pulled his hat down and his serape close around him.


  The cowboys who saw the cloud while on horseback were mostly terrified. Dish Boggett came racing back to the Captain, who sat with Deets, watching the cloud come.


  “Captain, what’ll we do?” he asked. “There’s millions of them. What’ll we do?”


  “Live through it,” Call said. “That’s all we can do.”


  “It’s the plague,” Deets said. “Ain’t it in the Bible?”


  “Well, that was locusts,” Call said.


  Deets looked in wonderment as the insects swirled toward them, a storm of bugs that filled the sky and covered the land. Though he was a little frightened, it was more the mystery of it that affected him. Where did they come from, where would they go? The sunshine glinted strangely off the millions of insects.


  “Maybe the Indians sent ’em,” he said.


  “More likely they ate the Indians,” Call said. “The Indians and everything else.”


  Newt’s first fear when the cloud hit was that he would suffocate. In a second the grasshoppers covered every inch of his hands, his face, his clothes, his saddle. A hundred were stuck in Mouse’s mane. Newt was afraid to draw breath for fear he’d suck them into his mouth and nose. The air was so dense with them that he couldn’t see the cattle and could barely see the ground. At every step Mouse crunched them underfoot. The whirring they made was so loud he felt he could have screamed and not been heard, although Pea Eye and Ben Rainey were both within yards. Newt ducked his head into the crook of his arm for protection. Mouse suddenly broke into a run, which meant the cattle were running, but Newt didn’t look up. He feared to look, afraid the grasshoppers would scratch his eyes. As he and Mouse raced, he felt the insects beating against him. It was a relief to find he could breathe.


  Then Mouse began to buck and twist, trying to rid himself of some of the grasshoppers, and almost ridding himself of Newt in the process. Newt clung to the saddle horn, afraid that if he were thrown the grasshoppers would smother him. From the way the ground shook he knew the cattle were running. Mouse soon stopped bucking and ran too. When Newt risked a glimpse, all he saw was millions of fluttering bugs. Even as he raced they clung to his shirt. When he tried to change his reins from one hand to another, he closed his hand on several grasshoppers and almost dropped his rein. It would have been a comfort if he could have seen at least one cowboy, but he couldn’t. In that regard, running through a bug cloud wasn’t much different than running in rain: he was alone and miserable, not knowing what his fate might be.


  And, as in the rainstorms, his misery increased to a pitch and then was gradually replaced by fatigue and resignation. The sky had turned to grasshoppers—it seemed that simple. The other day it had turned to hailstones, now it was grasshoppers. All he could do was try and endure it—you couldn’t shoot grasshoppers. Finally the cattle slowed, and Mouse slowed, and Newt just plodded along, occasionally wiping the grasshoppers off the front of his shirt when they got two or three layers deep. He had no idea how long a grasshopper storm might last.


  In this case it lasted for hours. Newt mainly hoped it wouldn’t go on all night. If he had to ride through grasshoppers all day and then all night, he felt he’d just give up. It was already fairly dark from the cloud they made, though it was only midday.


  Finally, like all other storms, the grasshopper storm did end. The air cleared—there were still thousands of grasshoppers fluttering around in it, but thousands were better than millions. The ground was still covered with them, and Mouse still mashed them when he walked, but at least Newt could see a little distance, though what he saw wasn’t very cheering. He was totally alone with fifty or sixty cattle. He had no idea where the main herd might be, or where anything might be. Dozens of grasshoppers still clung to his shirt and to Mouse’s mane, and he could hear them stirring in the grass, eating what little of it was left. Most of it had been chewed off to the roots.


  He gave Mouse his head, hoping he would have some notion of where the wagon might be, but Mouse seemed as lost as he was. The cattle were walking listlessly, worn out from their run. A few of them tried to stop and graze, but there was nothing left to graze on except grasshoppers.


  There was a rise a mile or two to the north, and Newt rode over to it. To his vast relief, he saw several riders coming and waved his hat to make sure they saw him. The hoppers had nibbled on his clothes, and he felt lucky not to be naked.


  He went back to get the cattle, and when he glanced again at the boys, they looked funny. They didn’t have hats. A second later he realized why: they were Indians, all of them. Newt felt so scared he went weak. He hated life on the plains. One minute it was pretty, then a cloud of grasshoppers came, and now Indians. The worst of it was that he was alone. It was always happening, and he felt convinced it was Mouse’s fault. Somehow he could never stay with the rest of the boys when there was a run. He had to wander off by himself. This time the results were serious, for the five Indians were only fifty yards away. He felt he ought to pull his gun, but he knew he couldn’t shoot well enough to kill five of them—anyhow, the Captain hadn’t shot when the old chief with the milky eye had asked for a beef. Maybe they were friendly.


  Indeed, that proved the case, although they were rather smelly and a little too familiar to suit Newt. They smelled like the lard Bolivar had used on his hair. They crowded right around him, several of them talking to him in words he couldn’t understand. All of them were armed with old rifles. The rifles looked in bad repair, but they would have sufficed to kill him if that had been what the Indians wanted to do. Newt was sure they would want the cattle, for they were as skinny as the first bunch of Indians.


  He began to try and work out in his mind how many he could let them have without risking dishonor. If they wanted them all, of course, he would just have to fight and be killed, for he could never face the Captain if he had been responsible for the loss of fifty head. But if they could be bought off with two or three, that was different.


  Sure enough, a little, short Indian began to point at the cattle. He jabbered a lot, and Newt assumed he was saying he wanted them all.


  “No sabe,” he said, thinking maybe some of the Indians knew Mexican. But the little short Indian just kept jabbering and pointing west. Newt didn’t know what to make of that. Meanwhile the others crowded around, not being mean exactly, but being familiar, fingering his hat and his rope and his quirt, and generally making it difficult for him to think clearly. One even lifted his pistol out of its holster, and Newt’s heart nearly stopped. He expected to be shot with his own gun and felt foolish for allowing it to be taken so easily. But the Indians merely passed it around for comment and then stuck it back in the holster. Newt smiled at them, relieved. If they would give him his gun back, they couldn’t mean to harm him.


  But he shook his head when they pointed at the cattle. He thought they wanted to take the cattle and go west. When he shook his head, it caused a big laugh. The Indians seemed to think everything he did was pretty comical. They jabbered and pointed to the west, laughing, and then, to his dismay, three of them began to whoop at the cattle and got them started west. It seemed they were just going to take them. Newt felt sick with confusion. He knew the point had been reached when he ought to draw his pistol and try to stop it, but he couldn’t seem to do it. The fact that the Indians were laughing and seemed friendly made it difficult. How could you shoot people who were laughing? Maybe the Captain could have, but the Captain wasn’t there.


  The Indians motioned for him to come with them, and, very reluctantly, Newt went. He felt he ought to make a break for it, go find the cowboys and get them to help him reclaim the sixty head. Of course the Indians might shoot him if he ran, but what really stopped him was the fact that he had no idea where the rest of the boys were. He might just charge off and be lost for good.


  So, with a sinking heart, he slowly followed the five Indians and the cattle. At least he wasn’t deserting by doing that. He was still with the cattle, for what it was worth.


  Before he had gone a mile or two he wished he had thought of another alternative. The plains had always seemed empty, and somehow, with the grass chewed off and him captured by Indians, they seemed even more empty. He began to remember all the stories he had heard about how tricky Indians were and decided these were just laughing to trick him. Probably they had a camp nearby, and when they got there they might stop laughing and butcher him and the cattle both. The surprising thing was how young they were. None of them looked any older than Ben Rainey.


  Then they rode over a ridge so low it hardly seemed like a ridge, and there was the herd and the cowboys too. They were two or three miles away, but it was them—he could even see the wagon. Instead of stealing him, the Indians had just been keeping him from getting lost, for he had been angling off in the wrong direction. He realized then that the young Indians were laughing because he was so dumb he didn’t even know which way his own cattle were. He didn’t blame them. Now that he was safe, he felt like laughing too. He wanted to thank the Indians, but he didn’t know their words. All he could do was smile at them.


  Then Dish Boggett and Soupy Jones rode over to help him hurry the cattle along. Their clothes had little holes in them where the grasshoppers had nibbled through.


  “It’s a good thing they found you, we ain’t had time to look,” Soupy said. “If we’d gone on north, it would be sixty miles to water, the Indians say. Most of these cattle wouldn’t make no sixty miles.”


  “Nor most of these men, either,” Dish said.


  “Did the grasshoppers hurt anybody?” Newt asked, still amazed that such a thing could happen.


  “No, but they ruint my Sunday shirt,” Soupy said. “Jasper’s horse spooked and he got thrown and claims his collarbone might be broken, but Deets and Po don’t think so.”


  “I hope Lorie didn’t suffer,” Dish said. “Their horses could have spooked. They might be afoot and a long way from grub.”


  “I suppose you’d like to go check on their safety?” Soupy said.


  “Somebody ought,” Dish said.


  “Ask the Captain,” Soupy said. “I expect he’ll want to assign you the chore.”


  Dish thought otherwise. Already the Captain was looking at him as if he expected him to rush back to the point, although the cattle were moving along fine.


  “You ask him, Newt,” Dish said.


  “Newt?” Soupy said. “Why, Newt was just lost himself. If he went looking for Gus he’d just be lost again.”


  “Ask him, Newt,” Dish said again, with such intensity that Newt knew he had to do it. He knew it meant Dish trusted him a lot to ask such a thing of him.


  The Captain was talking in sign to ten or twelve young Indians. Then the Indians went over to the herd and cut out three beeves. Newt rode over, feeling foolish. He didn’t want to ask the Captain, but on the other hand he couldn’t ignore Dish’s request.


  “Do you think I ought to go check on Mr. Gus?” Newt asked. “The boys think they might be in trouble.” Call noticed how nervous the boy seemed and sensed that somebody had put him up to asking the question.


  “No, we better all drive,” he said. “Gus had a tent. I imagine he’s happy as a badger. They’re probably just sitting there playing cards.”


  It was what he had expected, but Newt still felt chastened as he turned back to the drags. He felt he would never learn to say the right thing to the Captain.


  68.


  ALMOST AT ONCE, before the group even got out of Texas, Jake had cause to regret that he had ever agreed to ride with the Suggs brothers. The first night he camped with them, not thirty miles north of Dallas, he heard talk that frightened him. The boys were discussing two outlaws who were in jail in Fort Worth, waiting to hang, and Dan Suggs claimed it was July Johnson who had brought them in. The robbers had put out the story that July was traveling with a young girl who could throw rocks better than most men could shoot.


  “I’d like to see her throw rocks better than Frog can shoot,” Roy Suggs said. “I guess Frog could cool her off.”


  Frog Lip didn’t say much. He was a black man, but Jake didn’t notice anyone giving him many orders. Little Eddie Suggs cooked the supper, such as it was, while Frog Lip sat idle, not even chopping wood for the fire. The horse he rode was the best in the group, a white gelding. It was unusual to see a bandit who used a white horse, for it made him stand out in a group. Frog Lip evidently didn’t care.


  “We oughta go get them boys out of jail,” Roy Suggs said. “They might make good regulators.”


  “If a girl and one sheriff can take ’em, I wouldn’t want ’em,” Dan Suggs said. “Besides, I had some trouble with Jim once, myself. I’d go watch him hang, if I had time, damn him.”


  Their talk, it seemed, was mostly of killing. Even little Eddie, the youngest, claimed to have killed three men, two nesters and a Mexican. The rest of the outfit didn’t mention numbers, but Jake had no doubt that he was riding with accomplished killers. Dan Suggs seemed to hate everybody he knew—he spoke in the vilest language of everyone, but his particular hatred was cowboys. He had trailed a herd once and not done well with it, and it had left him resentful of those with better luck.


  “I’d like to steal a whole goddamn herd and sell it,” Dan said.


  “There ain’t but five of us,” Eddie pointed out. “It takes more than five to drive cattle.”


  Dan Suggs had a mean glint in his eye. He had made the remark idly, but once he thought about it, it seemed to make a great deal of sense. “We could hire a little more help,” he said.


  “I remember that time we tried to drive cattle,” Roy said. “The Indians run off half of them, and we all nearly drowned in them rivers. Why try it agin?”


  “You ain’t heard the plan, so shut up,” Dan said, with a touch of anger. “What we done wrong the first time was doing it honest. I’m through with honest. It’s every man for himself in this country, and that’s the way I like it. There ain’t much law and mostly it can be outrun.”


  “Whose herd would you steal?” Jake asked.


  “Oh, the closest one to Dodge,” Dan said. “Find some herd that’s just about there and steal it, maybe a day or two shy of the towns. Then we could just drive it in and sell it and be gone. We’d get all the money and none of the work.”


  “What about the boys who drove it all that way?” Jake asked. “They might not want to give up their profits that easy.”


  “We’d plant ’em,” Dan said. “Shoot them and sell their cattle, and be long gone before anyone ever missed them.”


  “What if one run off and didn’t get planted?” Roy said. “It don’t take but one to tell the story, and then we’d have a posse to fight.”


  “Frog’s got a fast horse,” Dan said. “He could run down any man who escaped.”


  “I’d rather rob banks, myself,” little Eddie said. “Then you got the money right in your hands. You don’t have to sell no cows.”


  “Well, you’re lazy, Ed,” Dan said, looking at his brother as if he were mad enough to shoot him. In fact, the Suggs brothers seemed to live on the edge of fratricidal warfare.


  “What do you boys know of this Blue Duck?” Jake asked, mainly to change the subject.


  “We know to let him be,” Dan said. “Frog don’t care for him.”


  “Why not?”


  “Stole my horse,” Frog Lip said. He didn’t elaborate. They were passing a whiskey bottle around and he took his turn as if he were a white man. Whiskey had no effect on any of them except little Eddie, who turned red-eyed and wobbly after five or six turns.


  Jake drank liberally, for he felt uncomfortable. He had not meant to slip into such rough company and was worried, for now that he had slipped in, he could see that it wasn’t going to be any too easy to slip back out. After all, he had heard them discuss killing a whole crew of cowboys, calculating the killings as casually as they might pick ticks off a dog. He had been in much questionable company in his life, but the Suggs brothers weren’t questionable. They were just hard. Moreover, the silent black man, Frog, had a very fast horse. Escaping them would need some care. He knew they didn’t trust him. Their eyes were cold when they looked his way. He resolved to be very careful and make no move that might antagonize them until the situation was in his favor, which it wouldn’t be until they got into the Kansas towns. With a crowd around, he might slip away.


  Besides that, killing could always work two ways. Gus was fond of saying that even the meanest bad man could always run into someone meaner and quicker. Dan Suggs could easily meet a violent end, in which case the others might not care who stayed or went.


  The next day they rode on to Doan’s Store, on the banks of the Red River, and stopped to buy whiskey and consider their route. A trail herd was crossing the river a mile or more to the west.


  “There’s one we could steal, right there,” little Eddie said.


  “That one’s barely in the Territory,” Dan said. “We’d have to follow it for a month, and I ain’t in the mood.”


  “I say we head for Arkansas first,” Roy said. “We could rob a bank or two.”


  Jake was not listening to the palaver very closely. A party of nesters—four wagons of them—had stopped at the store, buying supplies. They were farmers, and they had left Missouri and were planning to try out Texas. Most of the menfolk were inside the store buying supplies, though some were repairing wagon wheels or shoeing horses. Most of the womenfolk were starved-looking creatures in bonnets, but one of them was neither starved nor in a bonnet. She was a girl of about seventeen with long black hair. She sat on the seat of one of the wagons, barefoot, waiting for her folks to finish shopping.


  To Jake she looked like a beauty. It occurred to him that beauties were his real calling, if he had one, and he wondered what could have possessed him to start out with a rough bunch like the Suggses, when there were beauties right there in Texas that he hadn’t even met, including the one on the wagon seat. He watched her for a while and, since her folks hadn’t reappeared, decided he might just stroll over and have a word with her. Already he felt a yearning for woman’s talk, and he had only been gone from Dallas a little more than a day.


  He had been lounging in the shade of the store, but he stood up and carefully dusted his pants.


  “Are you fixing to go to church, or what?” Dan Suggs asked.


  “No, but I fancy a word or two with that black-haired gal sitting there on the wagon,” Jake said. “I’ve never talked to a woman from Missouri. I figure I might like it.”


  “Why wouldn’t they talk like any other gals?” Roy wondered.


  “I heard you was a ladies’ man,” Dan said, as if it were a condemnation of some sort.


  “You met me in a whorehouse, why would you doubt it?” Jake said, tired of the little man’s biting tone. “If I like that gal maybe I’ll elope with her,” he said, just to remind everyone that he was still his own man.


  The closer he got to the girl, the better he liked her looks. She had fine features, and her thin, worn-out dress concealed a swelling young bosom. She realized Jake was coming her way, which agitated her a little. She looked off, pretending not to notice him.


  At close range she looked younger, perhaps only fifteen or sixteen. Probably she had scarcely even had beaux, or if she had, they would only have been farm boys with no knowledge of the world. She had a curling upper lip, which he liked—it indicated she had some spirit. If she had been a whore, he would have contracted with her for a week, just on the strength of that lip and the curve of her bosom. But she was just a barefoot girl sitting on a wagon, with dust on her bare feet.


  “Hello, miss,” he said, when he walked up. “Going far?”


  The young girl met his eye, though he could see that she was agitated that he had spoken to her.


  “My name’s Jake Spoon,” he said. “What’s yours?”


  “Lou,” she said, not much more than whispering the information. He did like the way her upper lip curved and was about to say more, but before he could get the words out something slammed him in the back and his face was in the dirt. He hit the ground so hard he busted his lip.


  He rolled over, wondering if somehow one of the mules had got in a kick—it wouldn’t have been the first time he was surprised by a mule. But when he looked up and blinked the dust out of his eyes he saw an angry old man with a long sandy beard standing over him, gripping a ten-gauge shotgun. It was the shotgun that had knocked him down—the old fool had whacked him across the shoulder blades with it. The man must have been standing behind the wagon.


  Jake’s head was ringing, and he couldn’t see good, though he could tell the old man was gripping the shotgun like a club—he wasn’t planning to shoot. Jake got to his knees and waited until he caught his wind.


  “You git,” the old man said. “Don’t be talking to my wife.”


  Jake looked up in surprise—he had assumed the old man must be her father. Though certainly a brusque greeting, it was not much more than he would have expected from a father—fathers had always been touchy when he attempted to talk to their daughters. But the girl on the wagon seat was already a wife. He looked at her again, surprised that such a fresh pullet would be married to a man who looked to be in his seventies, at least. The girl just sat there, pretty as ever, watching the scene without expression.


  That Jake had deigned to look at her again infuriated the farmer more, and he drew back the shotgun to deliver another blow.


  “Hold on, mister,” Jake said. One lick he might let pass, but not two. Besides, the ten-gauge was a heavy gun, and used as a club it could break a shoulder, or do worse.


  When Jake spoke, the old man hesitated a second—he even glanced at the girl on the wagon seat. But at the sight of her he drew back his lips in a snarl and raised the shotgun again.


  Before he could strike the second blow, Jake shot him. It surprised him as much as it did the nester, for he was not aware of having pulled his gun. The bullet caught the nester in the breast and knocked him back against the wagon. He dropped the shotgun, and as he was sliding to the ground, Jake shot again, the second shot as much a surprise to him as the first. It was as if his arm and his gun were acting on their own. But the second shot also hit the old nester in the breast. He slid to the ground and rolled partly under the wagon on top of his own shotgun.


  “He never needed to hit me,” Jake said to the girl. He expected her to scream, but she didn’t. The shooting seemed not to have registered with her yet. Jake glanced at the nester and saw that he was stone dead, a big bloodstain on his gray work shirt. A line of blood ran down the stock of the shotgun he lay across.


  Then nesters began to boil out of Doan’s Store—it seemed there were twenty or thirty of them. Jake felt discouraged by the sight, for it reminded him of how people had boiled out of the saloons in Fort Smith when they discovered Benny Johnson lying dead in the mud. Now another man was lying dead, and it was just as much an accident: if the old nester had just announced himself politely as the girl’s husband, Jake would have tipped his hat and walked off. But the old man had whacked him and offered to do it again—he had only shot to protect himself.


  This time he was up against twenty or thirty nesters. They were grouped in front of the store as if puzzled by the situation. Jake put his gun back in its holster and looked at the girl once more.


  “Tell ’em I had to do it,” he said. “That old man might have cracked my skull with that gun.”


  Then he turned and walked back toward the Suggs brothers. He looked back once at the girl, and she smiled at him—a smile that was to puzzle him whenever he thought about it. She had not even got down from the wagon to see if her husband was dead—yet she gave him that smile, though by that time the nesters were all around the wagon.


  The Suggs boys were already mounted. Little Eddie handed Jake his rein.


  “I guess that’s the end of that romance,” Dan Suggs said.


  “Dern, I just asked her name,” Jake said. “I never knowed she was married.”


  The nesters were all grouped around the body. The girl still sat on the wagon seat.


  “Let’s cross the river,” Dan Suggs said. “It’s that or hire you a lawyer, and I say, why waste the money?”


  “That store don’t sell lawyers anyway,” Roy Suggs remarked.


  Jake mounted, but he was reluctant to leave. It occurred to him that if he went back to the nesters he might bluff his way out of it. After all, it had been self-defense—even dirt farmers from Missouri could understand that. The nesters were looking their way, but none of them were offering to fight. If he turned and rode into the Territory, he would be carrying two killings against his name. In neither case had he meant to kill, or even known the man he killed. It was just more bad luck—noticing a pretty girl on a wagon seat was where it started in this case.


  But the law wouldn’t look at it like that, of course. If he rode across the river with a hard bunch like the Suggses he would be an outlaw, whereas if he stayed, the nesters might try to hang him or at least try to jail him in Fort Worth or Dallas. If that happened, he’d soon be on trial for one accident or another.


  It was a poor set of choices, it seemed to him, but when the Suggs brothers rode off he followed, and in fifteen minutes was across the Red River. Once he looked back and could still see the wagons grouped around the little store. He remembered the girl’s last smile—yet he had killed a man before he had even seen her smile. The nesters made no pursuit.


  “Them punkin’-rollers,” Dan Suggs said contemptuously. “If they was to follow we’d thin them out in a hurry.”


  Jake fell into a gloom—it seemed he could do nothing right. He hardly asked for more in life than a clean saloon to gamble in and a pretty whore to sleep with, that and a little whiskey to drink. He had no desire to be shooting people—even during his years in the Rangers he seldom actually drew aim at anyone, although he cheerfully threw off shots in the direction of the enemy. He certainly didn’t consider himself a killer: in battle, Call and Gus were capable of killing ten to his one.


  And yet now Call and Gus were respectable cattlemen, looked up to everywhere they went, and he was riding with a gang of hardened outlaws who didn’t care who they killed. Somehow he had slipped out of the respectable life. He had never been a churchgoer, but until recently he had had no reason to fear the law.


  The Suggs brothers kept plenty of whiskey on hand, and Jake began to avail himself of it. He stayed half drunk most of the time as they rode north. Even though he had killed a man in plain sight of them, the Suggses didn’t treat him with any new respect. Of course, they didn’t offer one another much respect either. Dan and Roy both poured scorn on little Eddie if he slipped up in his chores or made a remark they disagreed with. The only man of the company who escaped their scorn was Frog Lip—they seldom spoke to him, and he seldom spoke, but everyone knew he was there.


  They rode through the Territory without incident, frequently seeing cattle herds on the move but always swinging around them. Dan Suggs had an old pair of spyglasses he had brought back from the war, and once in a while he would stand up in his stirrups and look one of the cattle outfits over to see if they contained enemies of his, or any cowboys he recognized.


  Jake watched the herds too, for he still had hope of escaping from the situation he was in. Rude as Call and Gus had treated him, they were still his compañeros. If he spotted the Hat Creek outfit he had it in mind to sneak off and rejoin them. Even though he had made another mistake, the boys wouldn’t know about it and the news might never reach Montana. He would even cowboy, if he had to—it beat taking his chances with the Suggses.


  He was careful not to give his feelings away though—he never inquired about the herds, and if the subject of Call and McCrae came up he made it plain that he harbored a grudge against them and would not be sorry to see them come to grief.


  When they got up into Kansas they began to see the occasional settler, sod-house nesters, mostly. Jake hardly thought any of them could have enough money to be worth the trouble of robbing, but the younger Suggs brothers were all for trying them.


  “I thought we was gonna regulate the settlers,” Roy said one night. “What are we waiting for?”


  “A nester that’s got something besides a milk cow and a pile of buffalo chips,” Dan Suggs said. “I’m looking for a rich one.”


  “If one was rich, he wouldn’t be living in a hole dug out of a hill up here in Kansas,” Jake said. “I slept in one of those soddies once—so much dirt leaked out of the roof during the night that I woke up dern near buried.”


  “That don’t mean some of them couldn’t have some gold,” little Eddie said. “I’d like to practice regulating a little so I’d have the hang of it when we do strike the rich ones.”


  “All we aim to let you do is watch, anyway,” Dan said. “It don’t take no practice to watch.”


  “I’ve shot a nester,” little Eddie reminded him. “Shot two. If they don’t pay up, I might make it three.”


  “The object is to scare them out of their money, not shoot them,” Dan said. “You shoot too many and pretty soon you’ve got the law after you. We want to get rich, not get hung.”


  “He’s too young to know what he’s talking about,” Roy said.


  “Well, I won’t shoot them then, I’ll just scare them,” little Eddie said.


  “No, that’s Frog Lip’s job, scaring them punkin’-eaters,” Dan said. “He’ll scare them a sight worse than you will.”


  The next day Frog Lip got his chance. They saw a man plowing beside a team of big horses. A woman and a small boy were carrying buffalo chips in a wheelbarrow and piling them beside a low sod house that was dug into a slope. Two milk cows grazed nearby.


  “He can afford them big horses,” Roy pointed out. “Maybe he’s got money.”


  Dan had been about to ride past, and Jake hoped he would. He still hoped they’d hit Dodge before the Suggs boys did any regulating. He might get free of them in Dodge. Two accidents wouldn’t necessarily brand him for life, but if he traveled much farther with a gun outfit like the Suggses, he couldn’t expect a peaceful old age—or any old age, probably.


  But Dan decided, on a whim, to go rob the farmer, if he had anything worth being robbed of.


  “They usually hide their money in the chimney,” he said. “Either that or they bury it in the orchard, though I don’t see no orchard.”


  Frog Lip kept an extra pistol in his saddlebags. As they approached the farmer he got it out and stuck it in his belt.


  The farmer was plowing a shallow furrow through the tough prairie grass. Seeing the riders approach, he stopped. He was a middle-aged man with a curly black beard, thoroughly sweated from his work. His wife and son watched the Suggses approach. Their wheelbarrow was nearly full of buffalo chips.


  “Well, I guess you can expect a fine crop along about July, if the damn Texas cattle don’t come along and eat it all up,” Dan said.


  The man nodded in a friendly way, as if he agreed with the sentiment.


  “We’re here to see you reap what you sow,” Dan went on. “It’ll cost you forty dollars gold, but we’ll deal with the herds when they show up and your crops won’t be disturbed.”


  “No speaken English,” the man said, still smiling and nodding in a friendly way.


  “Oh, hell, a damn German,” Dan said. “I figured this was a waste of time. Round up the woman and the sprout, Frog. Maybe this old Dutchman married an American gal.”


  Frog Lip loped over and drove the woman and the boy near the farmer; he rode so close to them that if they had fallen his horse would have stepped on them. He had taken the pistol out of his belt, but he didn’t need it. The woman and the boy were terrified, and the farmer too. He put his arms around his wife and child, and they all stood there, crying.


  “Look at them blubber,” little Eddie said. “I never seen such cowards.”


  “Will you shut your damn mouth?” Dan said. “Why wouldn’t they be scared? I would be, in their place. But I’d like to get the woman hushed crying long enough to see if she can talk English.”


  The woman either couldn’t or wouldn’t. She didn’t utter a word in any language. She was tall and skinny, and she just stood there by her husband, crying. It was plain all three of them expected to be killed.


  Dan repeated his request for money, and only the boy looked as if he understood it. He stopped crying for a minute.


  “That’s it, sonny, it’s only cash we want,” Dan said. “Tell your pa to pay us and we’ll help him guard his crops.”


  Jake hardly expected a scared boy to believe that, but the boy did stop crying. He spoke to his father in the old tongue, and the man, whose face ran with tears, composed himself a little and jabbered at the boy.


  The boy turned and ran lickety-split for the sod house.


  “Go with him and see what you can find, boys,” Dan said. “Me and Jake can ride herd on the family, I guess. They don’t look too violent.”


  Ten minutes later the boy came racing back, crying again, and Frog Lip and the two younger Suggses followed. They had an old leather wallet with them, which Roy Suggs threw to Dan. It had two small gold pieces in it.


  “Why, this ain’t but four dollars,” Dan said. “Did you look good?”


  “Yeah, we tore up the chimney and opened all the trunks,” Roy said. “That purse was under the pallet they sleep on. They don’t have a dern thing worth taking besides that.”


  “Four dollars to see ’em through,” Dan said. “That won’t help ’em much, we might as well take it.” He took the two gold pieces and tossed the worn leather purse back at the man’s feet.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  Jake was glad to see it come to no worse than that, but as they were riding away Frog Lip turned and loped over to the milk cows.


  “What’s he aim to do, shoot the milk cows?” little Eddie asked, for Frog Lip had his pistol in his hand.


  “I didn’t ask him and he didn’t say,” Dan replied.


  Frog Lip rode up beside the cows and fired a couple of shots into the air. When the cows started a lumbering run, he skillfully turned them up the slope and chased them right onto the roof of the sod house. The sod on the roof had grass still on it and looked not unlike the prairie. The cows took a few steps onto the roof and then their forequarters disappeared, as if they had fallen into a hole. Then their hindquarters disappeared too. Frog Lip reined in his horse and watched as both cows fell through the roof of the sod house. A minute later one came squeezing out the small door, and the other followed. Both cows trotted back to where they had been grazing.


  “That Frog,” Dan Suggs said. “I guess he just wanted to ventilate the house a little.”


  “All we got was four dollars,” little Eddie said.


  “Well, it was your idea,” Dan said. “You wanted the practice, and you got it.”


  “He’s mad because he didn’t get to shoot nobody,” Roy said. “He thinks he’s a shooter.”


  “Well, this is a gun outfit, ain’t it?” little Eddie said. “We ain’t cowboys, so what are we then?”


  “Travelers,” Dan said. “Right now we’re traveling to Kansas, looking for what we can find.”


  Frog Lip rejoined them as silently as he had left. Despite himself Jake could not conquer his fear of the man. Frog Lip had never said anything hostile to him, or even looked his way on the whole trip, and yet Jake felt a sort of apprehension whenever he even rode close to the man. In all his travels in the west he had met few men who gave off such a sense of danger. Even Indians didn’t—although of course there had been few occasions when he had ridden close to an Indian.


  “I wonder if them soddies will get that roof fixed before the next rain?” Dan Suggs said. “If they had had a little more cash, Frog might have left them alone.”


  Frog Lip didn’t comment.


  69.


  IT TOOK JULY only a day or two to determine that Elmira was not in Dodge City. The town was a shock to him, for almost every woman in it seemed to be a whore and almost every business a saloon. He kept trying to tell himself he shouldn’t be surprised, for he had heard for years that Kansas towns were wild. In Missouri, where he had gone to testify at the trial, there was much talk of Kansas. People in Missouri seemed to consider that they had gotten rid of all their riffraff to the cow towns. July quickly concluded that they were right. There might be rough elements in Missouri, but what struck him in Kansas was the absence of any elements that weren’t rough. Of course there were a few stores and a livery stable or two in Dodge—even a hotel of sorts, though the whores were in and out of the hotel so much that it seemed more like a whorehouse. Gamblers were thick in the saloons and he had never seen a place where as many people went armed.


  The first thing July did was buy a decent horse. He went to the post office, for he felt he owed Fort Smith an explanation as to why he had not come back. For some reason he felt a surge of optimism as he walked down the street to the post office. Now that he had survived the plains it seemed possible that he could find Ellie after all. He had lost all interest in catching Jake Spoon; he just wanted to find his wife and go home. If Peach didn’t like it—and she wouldn’t—she would just have to lump it. If Ellie wasn’t in Dodge she would probably be in Abilene. He would soon catch up with her.


  But to his surprise, the minute he stepped inside the door of the post office his optimism gave way in a flash to bitter depression. In trying to think of what he would say in his letter he remembered all that had happened. Roscoe was dead, Joe was dead, the girl was dead, and Ellie not found—maybe she too was dead. All he had to report was death and failure. At the thought of poor Roscoe, gutted and left under a little pile of rocks on the prairie, his eyes filled with tears and he had to turn and walk back out the door to keep from embarrassing himself.


  He walked along the dusty street for a few minutes, wiping the tears out of his eyes with his shirtsleeve. One or two men observed him curiously. It was obvious that he was upset, but no one said anything to him. He remembered walking into the post office in Fort Worth and getting the letter that told him about Ellie. Since then, it had all been puzzlement and pain. He felt that in most ways it would have been better if he had died on the plains with the rest of them. He was tired of wandering and looking.


  But he hadn’t died, and eventually he turned and went back to the post office, which was empty except for an elderly clerk with a white mustache.


  “Well, you’re back,” the clerk said. “That was you a while ago, wasn’t it?”


  “That was me,” July admitted.


  He bought an envelope, a stamp and a couple of sheets of writing paper, and the clerk, who seemed kindly, loaned him a pencil to write with.


  “You can write it right here at the window,” the clerk said. “We’re not doing much business today.”


  July started, and then, to his embarrassment, began to cry again. His memories were too sad, his hopes too thin. To have to say things on paper seemed a terrible task, for it stirred the memories.


  “I guess somebody died and you’ve got to write their folks, is that it?” the clerk said.


  “Yes,” July said. “Only two of them didn’t have no folks.” He vaguely remembered that Roscoe had a few brothers, but none of them lived around Fort Smith or had been heard of in years. He wiped his eyes on his shirtsleeve again, reflecting that he had cried more in the last few weeks than he had in his whole life up to that point.


  After standing there staring at the paper for a few minutes, he finally wrote a brief letter, addressed to Peach:


  DEAR PEACH—


  Roscoe Brown was killed by a bad outlaw, so was Joe. A girl named Janey was also kilt, I don’t know much about her, Roscoe said he met her in the woods.


  I don’t know when I will be back—the folks can hire another sheriff if they want to, somebody has to look after the town.


  YOUR BROTHER-IN-LAW,


  July Johnson


  He had already pretty well convinced himself that Elmira was not in Dodge City, for he had been in every public place in town and had not seen her. But since the old clerk seemed kindly, he thought he might as well ask. Maybe she had come in to mail a letter at some point.


  “I’m looking for a woman named Elmira,” he said. “She’s got brown hair and she ain’t very big.”


  “Ellie?” the clerk said. “Why, I ain’t seen Ellie in two or three years. Seems like I heard she moved to Abilene.”


  “That’s her,” July said, encouraged again all of a sudden. Ellie had been living in Abilene before she moved to St. Jo, where he had found her. “I thought she might have come back,” he added.


  “No, ain’t seen her,” the clerk said. “But you might ask Jennie, up at the third saloon. She and Elmira used to be thick once. I think they even married the same man, if you want to call it married.”


  “Oh, Mr. Boot?” July asked.


  “Yes, Dee Boot, the scoundrel,” the clerk said.


  “How could he be married to the two of them?” July asked, not sure he wanted the information but unable to stop talking to a man who could tell him something about Ellie.


  “Why, Dee Boot would bed down with a possum, if the possum was female. He was a cutter with the ladies.”


  “Didn’t he die of smallpox?” July asked.


  The clerk shook his head. “Not so far as I know,” he said. “He’s up in Ogallala or Deadwood or somewhere, where there’s lots of whores and not too much law. I imagine he’s got five or six whores in his string right now. Of course he could have died, but he’s my nephew and I ain’t heard no news to that effect.”


  “Thank you for the loan of the pencil,” July said. He turned and walked out. He went straight to the livery stable and got his new horse, whose name was Pete. If Elmira wasn’t in Dodge she might be in Abilene, so he might as well start. But he didn’t start. He rode halfway out of town and then went back to the third saloon from the post office and inquired about the woman named Jennie. They said she had moved to another bar, up the street—a cowboy was even kind enough to point out the bar. A herd had been sold that morning and was being loaded onto boxcars. July rode over and watched the work a while—slow work and made slower by the cattle’s long horns, which kept getting tangled with one another as the cattle were being forced up the narrow loading chute. The cowboys yelled and popped their quirts, and the horses behaved expertly, but despite that, it seemed to take a long time to fill a boxcar.


  Still, July liked the look of the cowboys—he always had, even when they got a little rowdy, as they sometimes did in Fort Smith. They were young and friendly and seemed not to have a care in the world. They rode as if they were grown to their horses. Their teamwork when the cattle misbehaved and tried to break out was interesting to see. He saw a cowboy rope a running steer by the horns and then cleverly trip it so that the steer fell heavily. When the animal rose, it showed no more fight and was soon loaded.


  After watching the loading for a while he went back to the saloon where the woman named Jennie was said to work. He inquired for her at the bar, and the bartender, a skinny runt, said she was busy and asked if he wanted a whiskey. July seldom drank whiskey but he said yes, to be courteous, mainly. If he was taking up space in a bar he ought to pay for it, he figured. So he took the whiskey and sipped it until it was gone, and then took another. Soon he was feeling heavy, as if it would be difficult to walk fast if he had to, but in fact he didn’t have to. Women came and went in the saloon, but the bartender who poured the whiskeys kept assuring him that Jennie would be down any minute. July kept drinking. It seemed to him that he was taking on weight in a hurry. He felt that just getting out of his chair would be more than he could do, he felt so heavy.


  The bartender kept bringing whiskeys and it seemed to July he must be running up quite a bill, but it didn’t worry him. Occasionally a cowboy would pass by, his spurs jingling. Some of them gave July a look, but none of them spoke to him. It was comfortable to sit in the saloon—as sheriff, he had usually avoided them unless he had business in one. It had always puzzled him how some men could spend their days just sitting in a saloon, drinking, but now it was beginning to seem less puzzling. It was restful, and the heavy feeling that came with the drinking was a relief to him, in a way. For the last few weeks he had been struggling to do things which were beyond his powers—he knew he was supposed to keep trying, even if he wasn’t succeeding, but it was pleasant not to try for a little while.


  Then he looked up and saw a woman standing by the table—she was skinny, like Elmira, and had stringy black hair.


  “Let’s get going, cowboy,” she said. “You can’t do nothing sitting there.”


  “Get going where?” he asked, taken by surprise. No one had ever called him “cowboy” before, but it was a natural mistake. He had taken off his sheriff’s star for a few days—a precaution he often took in a strange town.


  “I’m Jennie,” she said. “Sam said you were looking for me, or have I got the wrong cowboy?”


  “Oh,” July said, embarrassed. He had even forgotten he was waiting for someone named Jennie.


  “We could get going, even if you ain’t the right cowboy,” Jennie said. “If you can afford that much whiskey you can afford me. You could even buy me a drink if you felt polite.”


  July had never in his life bought a woman a drink, or even sat with a woman who liked to drink. Any other time such an invitation would have shocked him, but in this case it just made him feel that his manners weren’t all they should be. Jennie had huge brown eyes, too large for her thin face. She was looking at him impatiently.


  “Yes, have a drink,” he said. “I’m running up a bill.”


  Jennie sat down and waved at the bartender, who immediately appeared with a bottle. “This one’s drinking like a fish,” he said cheerfully. “I guess it’s been a long, dry trail.”


  July suddenly remembered why he was waiting to see the girl named Jennie.


  “Did you know Ellie?” he asked. “I heard you knowed her.”


  It was Jennie’s turn to be surprised. Elmira had been her best friend for three years, and she hardly expected a drunken young cowboy to mention her name.


  “You mean Ellie Tims?” she asked.


  “Yes,” July said. “That’s the Ellie. I was hoping you had news of her. I don’t know where she is.”


  “Well, she moved to Missouri,” Jennie said. “Then we heard she married a sheriff from Arkansas, but I didn’t put no stock in that kind of rumor. I can’t imagine Ellie staying married to no sheriff.”


  “She didn’t,” July said. “She run off while I was chasing Jake Spoon, and I got three people killed since I started looking for her.”


  Jennie looked at the young man more closely. She had noticed right off that he was drunk, but drunks were an everyday sight and she had not looked close. The man seemed very young, which is why she had taken him for a cowboy. They were mostly just boys. But this man didn’t have the look of a cowboy once she looked close. He had a solemn face and sad eyes, the saddest she had looked into for a while. On the basis of the eyes he was an unlikely man for Ellie to have married—Ellie liked her laughs. But then people often did unlikely things.


  “Are you a sheriff?” she asked, sipping the whiskey Sam had poured.


  “I was,” July said. “I’m most likely going to have to give it up.”


  “Why do that?” Jennie asked.


  “I ain’t a good fighter,” July said. “I can crack a drunk on the head and get him to jail, but I ain’t really a good fighter. When we rode into that camp, the man with me killed six or seven men and I never killed a one. I went off and left Roscoe and the others and they got killed before I could get back. It was only Jake Spoon I went to catch, but I made a mess of it. I don’t want to be a sheriff now.”


  He had not expected such words to rush out—he had suddenly lost control of his speech somehow.


  Jennie had not expected it either. She sipped her whiskey and watched him.


  “They say Ellie left on a whiskey boat,” July said. “I don’t know why she would have done it, but that’s what they say. Roscoe thought a bear might have got her, but they didn’t see no tracks.”


  “What’s your name?” Jennie asked.


  “July Johnson,” he said, glad that she was no longer looking at him quite so impatiently.


  “It sounds like Ellie to me,” Jennie said. “When Ellie gets enough of a place, she jumps in the first wagon and goes. I remember when she went to Abilene I didn’t have no idea she was even thinking of leaving, and then, before it was even time to go to work, she had paid some mule skinners to take her, and she was gone.”


  “I got to find her,” July said simply.


  “You come to the wrong town, mister,” Jennie said. “She ain’t in Dodge.”


  “Well, then I’ll have to keep looking,” July said.


  He thought of the empty plains, which it seemed to him he had been lucky to get across. There seemed only the smallest chance that Ellie would have been so lucky.


  “I fear she’s dead,” he said.


  “She’s hunting Dee, I’d say,” Jennie said. “Did you know Dee?”


  “Why, no,” July said. “I was told he died of smallpox.”


  Jennie chuckled. “Dee ain’t dead,” she said. “He’s in Ogallala. There’s a gambler sitting right over there who seen him not two months ago.”


  “Where?” July asked, and Jennie pointed to a pudgy man in a white shirt and black coat who sat alone at a table, shuffling cards.


  “That’s Webster Witter,” Jennie said. “He keeps up with Dee Boot. I used to but I quit.”


  “Why?” July asked. He sensed that it was a rather loose-tongued question, but the fact was, his tongue was out of control and behaving ever more loosely.


  “It’s like trying to keep up with a tumbleweed,” Jennie said. “Dee wears out one town and then he’s off to another. I ain’t that way. I like to settle in. I been here in Dodge five years already and I guess this is where I’ll stay.”


  “I don’t know why she married me,” July said. “I ain’t got any idea about it.”


  Jennie looked at him for a bit. “Do you always drink like this?” she asked.


  “No, I seldom drink,” July said. “Though I do like toddy in the winter.”


  Jennie looked at him a while. “You ought to stop worrying about Ellie, mister,” she said. “No man’s ever been able to stop Ellie for long, not even Dee.”


  “She married me,” July said. He felt he had to insist on that point.


  “Well, I married Dee once, myself,” Jennie said. “I just did it because he was good-looking. That and the fact that I was mad at somebody else. Ellie and me are a lot alike,” she added.


  July just looked at her sadly. Jennie sighed. She had not expected to encounter such misery in the middle of the afternoon.


  “You’re right good-looking,” she said. “I expect that explains it. If I were you I’d start getting over it.”


  “I got to find her,” July said. “I got to tell her about little Joe. He got killed on the Canadian.”


  “She oughtn’t to had him,” Jennie said. “I told her not to. I wouldn’t have one for anything. I’ve had offers, too.”


  July drank two more whiskeys but had little more to say.


  “Well, the bar’s getting rich but I ain’t,” Jennie said. “Don’t you want a little fun, to take your mind off it?”


  It seemed to July that he was not so much sitting in the chair as floating in it. The world seemed kind of watery to him, but it was all right because he was easily able to float.


  Jennie giggled, looking at him. “You sure are drunk, Mister Johnson,” she said. “Let’s go have a little fun. I always liked stealing Ellie’s boys and here I’ve got a chance to steal her husband.”


  The way she giggled made July feel happy suddenly. He had not heard a woman giggle in a long time. Ellie never giggled. So he got up and followed Jennie up the stairs, walking carefully so as not to embarrass himself. He got upstairs all right, but before they could get to Jennie’s room he began to feel wrong. His stomach began to float higher than he was. It began to float right out of his mouth.


  Jennie had kept a close eye on him, and she quickly guided him to the outside stairs. July knelt down on the little landing and vomited over the edge. The next thing he knew he was lying flat on the landing, still vomiting. From time to time he quit vomiting and just lay there, but then he would start again, his body heaving upward like a bucking horse. He held to the rail of the landing with one hand so he wouldn’t accidentally heave himself over. It was a bright day, the Kansas sun beating down, but July felt like he was in darkness. Cowboys rode up and down the street below him—once in a while one would hear him vomiting and look up and laugh. Wagons went by, and the drivers didn’t even look up. Once, while he was resting two cowboys stopped and looked at him.


  “I guess we ought to rope him and drag him to the graveyard,” one said. “He looks dead to me.”


  “Hell, I wish all I had to do was lay on them stairs and vomit,” the other cowboy said. “It beats loading them longhorns.”


  July lay facedown for a long time. The heaves finally diminished, but from time to time he raised his head and spat over the edge, to clear his throat. It was nearly sundown before he felt like sitting up, and then it was only to sit with his back against the building. He was high enough that he could see over the main street and the cattle pens and west to where the sun was setting, far off on the plain. It was setting behind a large herd of cattle being held a mile or two from town. There were thousands of cattle, but only a few cowboys holding them—he could see the other cowboys racing for town. The dust their running horses kicked up was turned golden by the sun. No doubt they were just off the trail and couldn’t wait for a taste of Dodge—the very taste he had just vomited up. The last sunlight filtered through the settling dust behind the cowboys’ horses.


  July sat where he was until the afterglow was just a pale line on the western horizon. The white moon shone on the railroad ties that snaked out of town to the east. He felt too weak to stand up, and he sat listening to the sounds of laughter that came from the saloon behind him.


  When he finally stood up he was indecisive. He didn’t know if he should go in and thank Jennie, or just slip away and continue the search for Elmira. He had an urge to just ride on out into the dark country. He didn’t feel right in a town anymore. The crowds of happy cowboys just made him feel more lonesome somehow. On the plains, with nobody in sight, he wasn’t reminded so often of how cut off he felt.


  He decided, though, that politeness required him to at least say goodbye to Jennie. As he stepped back in the door, a cowboy came out of her room, looking cheerful, and went clumping down the stairs. A moment later Jennie came out too. She didn’t notice July standing there. To his astonishment she stopped and lifted her skirts, so that he saw her thin legs, and more. There was a smear of something on one thigh and she hastily wet her fingers with a little spit and wiped it off. Just then she noticed July, who wished he had not bothered to come through the door. He had never seen a woman do such an intimate thing and the shock was so strong he thought his stomach might float up again.


  When Jennie saw him she was not very embarrassed. She giggled again and lowered her skirts. “Well, you got a free look but I won’t count it,” she said. “I guess you didn’t die.”


  “No,” July said.


  Jennie looked closely at him as if to make sure he was all right. She had a poor complexion, but he liked her frank brown eyes.


  “What about the fun?” she said. “You lost out this afternoon.”


  “Oh,” July said, “I’m not much fun.”


  “I guess you wouldn’t be, after vomiting up your stomach,” Jennie said. “I can’t wait, though, mister. Three herds came in today, and there’s a line of cowboys waiting to fall in love with me.” She looked down the stairs; the noise from the saloon was loud.


  “It’s what I did with Ellie,” July said. Meeting her friend Jennie had made his life clearer to him, suddenly. He was as simple as the cowboys—he had fallen in love with a whore.


  Jennie looked at him a moment. She had come out of her room briskly, prepared for more business, but something in July’s eyes slowed her down. She had never seen eyes with so much sadness in them—to look at him made her heart drop a little.


  “Ellie was tired of this business,” she said. “It was the buffalo hunters made her decide to quit. I guess you just come along at the right time.”


  “Yes,” July said.


  They were silent, looking at one another, Jennie reluctant to go down into the well of noise, July not ready to go out the door and head for the livery stable.


  “Don’t you want to quit?” he asked.


  “Why, are you going to fall in love with me too?” Jennie asked, in her frank way.


  July knew he could if he wasn’t careful. He was so lonely, and he didn’t have much control.


  “Don’t you want to quit?” he asked again.


  Jennie shook her head. “I like to see the boys coming in,” she said. “People are always coming in, here in Dodge. The cowboys are nicer than the buffalo hunters, but even the buffalo hunters was people.”


  She thought a moment. “I couldn’t sit around in a house all day,” she said. “If someone was ever to marry me I expect I’d run off, too. The time I get blue is the winter—there ain’t no people coming in.”


  July thought of Ellie, sitting in the cabin loft all day, dangling her legs—no people came in at all except him and Joe, and Roscoe once in a while when they caught a catfish. Hearing Jennie talk put his life with Ellie in a very different light.


  “You ought to go on back home,” Jennie said. “Even if you catch her it won’t do no good.”


  July feared it wouldn’t, but he didn’t want to go back. He just stood there. Something in his manner made Jennie suddenly impatient.


  “I got to go,” she said. “If you ever do find Ellie, tell her I still got that blue dress she gave me. If she ever wants it back she’ll have to write.”


  July nodded. Jennie gave him a final look, half pitying, half exasperated, and hurried on down the stairs.


  July felt sad when she left. He had the feeling that an opportunity had been missed, though he didn’t know what kind of opportunity. The streets were full of cowboys going from one saloon to the next. There were horses tied to every hitch rail.


  He went to the livery stable and saddled his new horse. The old man who ran the stable was sitting with his back against a barrel of horseshoe nails, drinking now and then from a jug he had between his legs. July paid him, but the old man didn’t stand up.


  “Which outfit are you with?” the old man asked.


  “I’m with myself,” July said.


  “Oh,” the man said. “A small outfit. This is a funny time of night to be starting out, ain’t it?”


  “I guess it is,” July said, but he started anyway.


  70.


  ONCE THEY GOT WEST, beyond the line of the grasshopper plague, the herd found good grass, the skies stayed clear for nearly two weeks, and the drive went the smoothest it had gone. The cattle settled down and moved north toward the Arkansas without stampedes or other incidents, except for one—a freak accident that cost Newt his favorite horse, Mouse.


  Newt wasn’t even riding Mouse when the accident occurred. He had traded mounts for the day with Ben Rainey. The day’s work was over and Ben had ridden into the herd with Call’s permission to cut out a beef for the cook. He rode up to a little brindled cow, meaning to take her yearling calf, and while he was easing the calf away from her the cow turned mean suddenly and hooked Mouse right back of the girth. She was a small cow with unusually sharp horns, and her thrust was so violent that Mouse’s hindquarters were lifted off the ground. Ben Rainey was thrown, and had to scramble to keep from being hooked himself. Soupy Jones saw it happen. He loped in and soon turned the mad cow, but the damage was done. Mouse was spurting blood like a fountain from his abdomen.


  “Get Deets,” Soupy said. Deets was the best horse doctor in the outfit, though Po Campo was also good. Both men came over to look at the wound and both shook their heads. Newt, on the other side of the herd, saw people waving at him, and loped over. When he saw Mouse gushing blood he felt faint, from the shock.


  “I don’t know what went wrong with her,” Ben Rainey said, feeling guilty. “I wasn’t doin’ nothing to her. She just hooked the horse. Next thing I knew she was after me. She has them little sharp twisty horns.”


  Mouse’s hind legs were quivering.


  “Well, you better put him down,” Call said, looking at Newt. “He’s finished.”


  Newt was about to take the reins when Dish Boggett intervened. “Oh, now, Captain,” he said quietly, “a feller oughtn’t to have to shoot his own horse when there’s others around that can do it as well.” And without another word he led the bleeding horse a hundred yards away and shot him. He came back, carrying the saddle. Newt was very grateful—he knew he would have had a hard time shooting Mouse.


  “I wish now we’d never traded,” Ben Rainey said. “I never thought anything would happen.”


  That night there was much discussion of the dangers of handling cattle. Everyone agreed there were dangers, but no one had ever heard of a small cow hooking a horse under the girth before and killing it. Newt traded shifts with the Irishman and then traded again with his replacement, four hours later. He wanted to be in the dark, where people couldn’t see him cry. Mouse had never behaved like other horses, and now he had even found a unique way to die. Newt had had him for eight years and felt his loss so keenly that for the first time on the drive he wished it wouldn’t get light so soon.


  But the sun came up beautifully, and he knew he would have to go in to breakfast. He rubbed the tear streaks off his face as best he could and was about to head for the wagon when he saw Mr. Gus standing outside his little tent, waving at him. Newt rode over. As he passed the open flap of the tent he saw Lorena sitting on a pallet just inside. Her hair was loose around her shoulders and she looked very beautiful.


  Augustus had made a fire of buffalo chips and was complaining about it. “Dern, I hate to cook with shit,” he said. “I hear you lost your pony.”


  “Yes. Ben was riding him. It wasn’t his fault, though,” Newt said.


  “Get down and drink a cup of coffee to cut the grief,” Augustus said.


  As he was drinking the coffee, Lorena came out of the tent. To Newt’s surprise, she smiled at him—she didn’t say anything, but she smiled. It was such a joy that he immediately started feeling better. All the way from Texas he had been worrying secretly that Lorena would blame him for her kidnap. After all, he had been supposed to watch her the night she got taken. But she obviously bore him no grudge. She stood in front of the tent, looking at the beautiful morning.


  “I’ve got so I like this looking far,” she said. Augustus handed her a cup of coffee and she held it in both hands, the smoke drifting in front of her face. Newt was sure he had never seen anyone as beautiful as her—that he was getting to share breakfast with her was like a miracle. Dish or any of the other boys would give their spurs and saddles to be doing what he was doing.


  She sat down in front of the tent and blew on her coffee until it was cool enough to drink. Newt drank his and felt a lot better. Poor Mouse was lost, but it was a wonderful day, and he was enjoying the rare privilege of having breakfast with Mr. Gus and Lorena. Across the plain they could see the herd, strung out to the north. The wagon and the remuda were a mile behind them. Po Campo, a tiny dot on the plain, walked well behind the wagon.


  “That old cook is a sight,” Augustus said. “I guess he plans to walk all the way to Canada.”


  “He likes to watch the grass,” Newt explained. “He’s always finding stuff. He’ll cook most anything he picks up.”


  “Does he cook grass?” Lorena asked, interested. She had never seen Po Campo close up but was intrigued by the sight of the tiny figure walking day after day across the great plain.


  “No, but he cooks things like grasshoppers once in a while,” Newt said.


  Lorena laughed—a delightful sound to Newt.


  As she blew on her coffee, she looked at Gus. She had spent many hours looking at him since he had rescued her. It was comfortable traveling with him, for he never got angry or scolded her, as other men had. In the weeks when she trembled and cried, he had expressed no impatience and made no demands. She had become so used to him that she had begun to hope the trip would last longer. It had become simple and even pleasant for her. No one bothered her at all, and it was nice to ride along in the early summer sun, looking at the miles and miles of waving grass. Gus talked and talked. Some of what he said was interesting and some of it wasn’t, but it was reassuring that he liked to talk to her.


  It was enough of a life, and better than any she had had before. But she could not forget the other woman Gus had mentioned. The other woman was the one thing he didn’t talk about. She didn’t ask, of course, but she couldn’t forget, either. She dreaded the day when they would come to the town where the other woman lived, for then the simple life might end. It wouldn’t if she could help it, though. She meant to fight for it. She had decided to tell Gus she would marry him before they got to the town.


  Never before had she given any thought to marrying a man. It had not seemed a likely thing. She had had enough of the kind of men who came into the saloons. Some of them wanted to marry her, of course—young cowboys, mostly. But she didn’t take that seriously. Gus was different. He had never said he wanted to marry her, but he was handier than most at complimenting her on her beauty. He complimented her still, almost every day, telling her she was the most beautiful woman on the plains. They got along well; they didn’t quarrel. To her, it all said that he might want to marry her, when they stopped. She was glad he had waved the boy over for breakfast. The boy was harmless, even rather sweet and likable. If she was friendly to the boy, it might make Gus think better of her as a wife-to-be. Though he had still not approached her, she felt him stirring when they slept close at night, and she meant to see that he did approach her before they got to Ogallala. She meant to do what she could to make him forget the other woman.


  When Newt rode back to the herd he practically floated over the ground, he felt so happy. The death of Mouse was forgotten in the pleasure of remembering Lorena. She had smiled at him as he was mounting to leave.


  It was not lost on the cowboys that Newt had secured a rare invitation. As he loped back to the drags, many heads were turned his way. But the drive had started, and no one got much of a chance to question him until that evening, when they were all getting their grub.


  Dish, the friend who had relieved him of the burden of killing his own horse, was the most curious.


  “Did you get to see Lorie?” Dish asked point-blank. He still felt such love for Lorie that even speaking her name caused him to feel weak sometimes.


  “I seen her, she was drinking coffee,” Newt said.


  “Yes, she always took coffee in the morning,” Lippy said, demonstrating a familiarity with Lorena’s habits that offended Dish at once.


  “Yes, and I’m sure you spied on her every opportunity you got,” he said hotly.


  “It didn’t take no spying, she took it right in the saloon,” Lippy said. “It was watch or go blind.”


  He was aware, as all the hands were, that Dish was mighty in love, but Dish was not the first cowboy to fall in love with a whore, and Lippy didn’t feel he had to make too many concessions to the situation.


  “Dish don’t allow low types like us the right even to look at the girl,” Jasper remarked. He had met with nothing but rejection at the hands of Lorena, and was still bitter about it.


  “I bet Newt got a good look,” Soupy said. “Newt’s getting to an age to have an eye for the damsels.”


  Newt kept silent, embarrassed. He would have liked to brag a little about his visit, perhaps even repeat one of the remarks Lorena had made, but he was aware that he couldn’t do so without causing Dish Boggett to feel bad that it wasn’t him who had got the visit.


  “Is Lorie still pretty or has all this traveling ruint her looks?” Needle Nelson asked.


  “As if it could,” Dish said angrily.


  “She’s real pretty still,” Newt said. “Mr. Gus did most of the talking.”


  “Oh, Gus always does the most of it,” Pea Eye said. “If they’d just pitch their tent a little closer, we could all hear it. Gus has a loud voice.”


  “I wouldn’t care to listen,” Dish said. It rankled him continually that Gus had all of Lorena’s company, day after day.


  “I never seen such a jealous bug as you are, Dish,” Jasper said.


  Call had eaten quickly and left with Deets—the Arkansas was only a few miles away and he wanted to have a look at the crossing. They loped up to the river through the long prairie dusk and sat on the riverbank awhile. Even in the moonlight they could see that the current was strong.


  “I’ve always heard the Arkansas was swift,” Call said. “Did you try it?”


  “Oh, yes,” Deets said. “It took me down aways.”


  “It comes out of the same mountains as the Rio Grande,” Call said. “Just a different side.”


  “Reckon we’ll ever get back, Captain?” Deets asked. He had not planned to ask, but at mention of the Rio Grande he felt a sudden homesickness. He had been back and forth across the Rio Grande for so many years that it made him sad to think he might never see it again. The Rio Grande was shallow and warm, and no trouble to cross, whereas the farther north they went, the colder and swifter the rivers became.


  Call was surprised by the question. “Why, some of the boys will be going back, I guess,” he said. “I doubt that I’ll return myself,” he added, and hoped that Deets wouldn’t want to go either. He relied on Deets too much. None of the other hands had his judgment.


  Deets said no more about it, but his heart was heavy with a longing for Texas.


  Call looked up the river toward Colorado. “That dern bandit’s up there somewhere,” he said. “I wish Gus had got him.”


  Deets could tell by the grim way the Captain was looking toward the mountains that he wished he could go after the man. Pursuit was what he and the Captain did best, and now he was wishing he could pursue Blue Duck.


  Thinking to turn the Captain’s mind from the outlaw, Deets mentioned something he had considered keeping to himself. It was something he had noticed the day before while scouting to the east a few miles.


  “Wouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Jake is around,” he said.


  “Jake?” Call asked. “Why would he be around?”


  “Might not be him, but his horse is around,” Deets said. “I crossed the track yesterday. It was that pacing horse he come home on.”


  “I’ll swear,” Call said. “Are you sure about the horse?”


  “Oh, yes,” Deets said. “I know the track. Four other horses with him. I guess Mr. Jake could have sold the horse.”


  “I doubt he would,” Call said. “Jake likes a pacer.”


  He thought the information over as they trotted back toward the herd. He had meant it when he told Gus he wanted no more to do with Jake Spoon. Jake had only come back to Lonesome Dove to use them for support, and no doubt he would try to do it again if he got in trouble. This time it would probably be worse trouble, too. Once a man like Jake—who had got by on dash and little else all his life—started sliding, he might slide faster and faster.


  “Oh, well,” Call said, “we ain’t far from Dodge. He may just be looking for a summer of gambling. Keep your eye out, though,” he added. “If you strike his track again, let me know.”


  Deets went on back to camp, but Call stopped a mile away and staked his mare. He considered riding over to see Gus and passing on the news, but decided it could wait until morning. News of Jake might disturb the girl. If he was right, and Jake was just headed for Dodge, there was nothing to worry about.


  He sat up much of the night, listening to the Irishman sing to the cattle. As he was listening, a skunk walked between him and the mare. It nosed along, stopping now and then to scratch at the dirt. Call sat still and the skunk soon went on its way. The Hell Bitch paid it no mind. She went on quietly grazing.


  71.


  “I’LL BE GLAD to get to Dodge,” Jake said. “I’d like a bath and a whore. And a good barber to shave me. There’s a barber there named Sandy that I fancy, if nobody ain’t shot him.”


  “You’ll know tomorrow, I guess,” Dan Suggs said. “I’ve never liked barbers myself.”


  “Dan don’t even like whores,” Roy Suggs said. “Dan’s hard to please.”


  Jake was cheered by the thought that Dodge was so close. He was tired of the empty prairie and the sullen Suggses, and was looking forward to jolly company and some good card games. He had every intention of wiggling loose from the Suggses in Dodge. Gambling might be his ticket. He could win a lot of money and tell them he’d had enough of the roving life. They didn’t own him, after all.


  It was a sunny day, and Jake rode along happily. Sometimes he got a lucky feeling—the feeling that he was meant for riches and beautiful women and that nothing could keep him down for long. The lucky feeling came to him as he rode, and the main part of it was his sense that he was about to get free of the Suggs brothers. They were hard men, and he had made a bad choice in riding with them, but nothing very terrible had come of it, and they were almost to Dodge. It seemed to him he had slid into bad luck in Arkansas the day he accidentally shot the dentist, and now he was about to slide out of it in Kansas and resume the kind of enjoyable life he felt he deserved. Frog Lip was riding just in front of him, and he felt how nice it would be not to have to consort with such a man again. Frog Lip rode along silently, as he had the whole trip, but there was menace in his silence, and Jake was ready for lighter company—a whore, particularly. There were sure to be plenty of them in Dodge.


  In the afternoon, though, Dan Suggs, the man who was hard to please, saw something he liked: a herd of about twenty-five horses being driven south by three men. He rode over to a ridge and inspected the horses through his spyglasses. When he came back he had a pleased look on his face. At the sight of it Jake immediately lost his lucky feeling.


  “It’s old Wilbarger,” Dan said. “He’s just got two hands with him.”


  “Why, I’ve heard of him,” Jake said. “We returned some of his horses to him, out of Mexico. Pedro Flores had them. I never met Wilbarger myself.”


  “I’ve met him, the son of a bitch,” Dan said. “I rode for him once.”


  “Where’s he goin’ with them horses, back to Texas?” Roy asked.


  “He’s probably sold his lead herd in Dodge and has got another bunch or two headed for Denver. He’s taking his boys some fresh mounts.”


  Wilbarger and his horses were soon out of sight, but Dan Suggs made no move to resume the trip to Dodge.


  “I guess Dan’s feeling bloody,” Roy said, observing his brother.


  “I thought Wilbarger was rough,” little Eddie said.


  “He is, but so am I,” Dan Suggs said. “I never liked the man. I see no reason why we shouldn’t have them horses.”


  Roy Suggs was not greatly pleased by his brother’s behavior. “Have ’em and do what with ’em?” he asked. “We can’t sell ’em in Dodge if Wilbarger’s just been there.”


  “Dodge ain’t the only town in Kansas,” Dan said. “We can sell ’em in Abilene.”


  With no further discussion, he turned and rode southwest at a slow trot. His brothers followed. Jake sat for a moment, his lucky feeling gone and a sense of dread in its place. He thought maybe the Suggs brothers would forget him and he could ride on to Dodge, but then he saw Frog Lip looking at him. The black man was impassive.


  “You coming?” he asked—the first time on the whole trip that he had spoken to Jake directly. There was an insolence in his voice that caused Jake to flare up for a moment despite himself.


  “I guess if you watch you’ll find out,” Jake said, bitter that the man would address him so.


  Frog Lip just looked at him, neither smiling nor frowning. The insolence of the look was so great that for a moment Jake contemplated gunplay. He wanted to shoot the look off the black man’s face. But instead he touched his horse lightly with the spurs and followed the Suggs brothers across the plain. He felt angry—the barber and the whore he had been looking forward to had been put off. Soon he heard the black man’s horse fall in behind him.


  Dan Suggs traveled at a leisurely pace; they didn’t see Wilbarger or his horses again that day. When they spotted a spring with a few low trees growing by it, Dan even stopped for a nap.


  “You don’t want to steal horses in the daytime,” he remarked when he awoke. “It works better at night. That way you can put it off on Indians, if you’re lucky.”


  “We better pull the shoes off these horses then,” Roy Suggs said. “Indians don’t use horseshoes much.”


  “You’re a stickler for details, ain’t you?” Dan said. “Who’s gonna track us?” He lay back in the shade and put his hat over his eyes.


  “Wilbarger might, if he’s so rough,” little Eddie said.


  Dan Suggs just chuckled.


  “Hell, I thought we come up here to rob banks and regulate settlers,” Jake said. “I don’t remember hiring on to steal horses. Stealing horses is a hanging crime, as I recall.”


  “I never seen such a bunch of young ladies,” Dan said. “Everything’s a hanging crime up here in Kansas. They ain’t got around to making too many laws.”


  “That may be,” Jake said. “Horse stealing don’t happen to be my line of work.”


  “You’re young, you can learn a new line of work,” Dan said, raising up on an elbow. “And if you’d rather not learn, we can leave you here dead on the ground. I won’t tolerate a shirker.” With that he put his hat back over his face and went to sleep.


  Jake knew he was trapped. He could not fight four men. The Suggs brothers all took naps, but Frog Lip sat by the spring all afternoon, cleaning his guns.


  Late in the afternoon Dan Suggs got up and took a piss by the spring. Then he lay down on his belly and had a long drink of water. When he got up, he mounted his horse and rode off, without a word to anyone. His brothers quickly mounted and followed him, and Jake had no choice but to do the same. Frog Lip, as usual, brought up the rear.


  “Dan’s feeling real bloody,” little Eddie said.


  “Well, he gets that way,” Roy said. “I hope you don’t expect me to preach him a sermon.”


  “He don’t want them horses,” little Eddie said. “He wants to kill that man.”


  “I doubt he’ll turn down free horses, once he has them,” Roy said.


  Jake felt bitter that the day had turned so bad. It was his bad luck again—he couldn’t seem to beat it. If Wilbarger had been traveling even half a mile farther west, they would never have seen him and his horses, and they would be in Dodge, enjoying the comforts of the town. On that vast plain, spotting three men and some horses was a mere accident—as much a matter of luck as the bullet that killed Benny Johnson. Yet both had happened. It was enough to make a man a pessimist, that such things had started occurring regularly.


  They soon struck Wilbarger’s trail and followed it west through the sunset and the long dusk. The trail led northwest toward the Arkansas, easy to follow even in the twilight. Dan Suggs never slowed. They struck the river and swam it by moonlight. Jake hated to ride sopping wet, but was offered no choice, for Dan Suggs didn’t pause. Nobody said a word when they came to the river; nobody said one afterward. The moon was well over in the west before Dan Suggs drew rein.


  “Go find them, Frog,” he said. “I doubt they’re far.”


  “Do I shoot or not?” the black man asked.


  “Hell, no, don’t shoot,” Dan said. “Do you think I’d ride all this way and swim a river just to miss the fun? Come on back when you find ’em.”


  Frog Lip was back in a few minutes.


  “We nearly rode into them,” he said. “They’re close.”


  Dan Suggs had been smoking, but he quickly put his smoke out and dismounted.


  “You hold the horses,” he said to little Eddie. “Come on once you hear the shooting.”


  “I can shoot as good as Roy,” little Eddie protested.


  “Hell, Roy couldn’t hit his foot if it was nailed to a tree,” Dan said. “Anyway, we’re gonna let Jake shoot them—he’s the man with the reputation.”


  He took the rifle and walked off. Jake and the others followed. There was no sign of a campfire, no sign of anything but plains and darkness. Though Frog Lip had said the men were close, it seemed to Jake they walked a long time. He didn’t see the horses until he almost bumped into one. For a moment he thought of trying to grab a horse and run away bareback. The commotion would warn Wilbarger, and maybe one or two of the Suggs boys would get shot. But the horse quickly stepped away from him and the moment passed. He drew his pistol, not knowing what else to do. They had found the horses, but he didn’t know where the camp was. Frog Lip was near him, watching, Jake supposed.


  When the first shot came, he didn’t know who fired it, though he saw a flash from a rifle barrel. It seemed so far away that he almost felt it must be another battle. Then gunfire flared just in front of him, too much to be produced by three men, it seemed. So much shooting panicked him for a second and he fired twice into the darkness, with no idea of what he might be shooting at. He heard gunfire behind him—it was Frog Lip shooting. He began to sense running figures, although it was not clear to him who they were. Then there were five or six shots close together, like sudden thunder, and the sound of a running horse. Jake could see almost nothing—once in a while he would think he saw a man, but he couldn’t be sure.


  “Frog, did you get him?” he heard Dan Suggs ask.


  “No, he got me, damn him,” he heard the black man say.


  “I swear I put three into him but he made it to that horse anyway,” Dan said. “You alive, Roy?”


  “I’m alive,” Roy Suggs said, from back near the horse herd.


  “Well, what are you doing over there?” Dan wanted to know. “The damn fight was over here.”


  “We want the horses, don’t we?” Roy asked, anger in his voice.


  “I wanted that goddamn Wilbarger worse,” Dan said. “What about you, Spoon?”


  “Not hurt,” Jake said.


  “Hell, you and Roy might as well have stayed in Dodge, for all the good you are in the dark,” Dan said.


  Jake didn’t answer. He was just glad he had not been forced to shoot anybody. It seemed ridiculous, attacking men in the dark. Even Indians waited until sunup. He took some hope from the fact that Frog Lip claimed to have been hit, though how anybody knew where to shoot was a mystery to him.


  “Where’s that goddamn kid?” Dan asked. “I told him to bring them horses. Old Wilbarger’s getting away. Where’d you get hit, Frog?”


  Frog Lip didn’t answer.


  “Goddamn the old son of a bitch,” Dan said. “I guess he’s killed Frog. Go get Eddie, Roy.”


  “You told him to come, I guess he’ll come,” Roy said.


  “You best go get him unless you think you’re bulletproof,” Dan said in a deadly voice.


  “I ain’t going if Wilbarger’s out there,” Roy said. “You won’t shoot me neither—I’m your brother.”


  There were two more shots, so close that Jake jumped.


  “Did I get you?” Dan asked.


  “No, and don’t shoot no more,” Roy said, in a surprised voice. “Why would you shoot at me?”


  “There ain’t nobody else around to shoot at except Jake, and you know his reputation,” Dan said sarcastically.


  They heard horses coming. “Boys?” little Eddie called out.


  “No, mostly girls here tonight,” Dan said. “Are you waiting for election day or what? Bring the goddamn horses.”


  Little Eddie brought them. The dawn was behind him, very faint but coming. Soon it was possible to make out the results of the battle. Wilbarger’s two men were dead, still in their blankets. One was Chick, the little weasel Jake remembered seeing the morning they brought the horses in from Mexico. He had been hit in the neck by a rifle bullet, Frog Lip’s, Dan said. The bullet had practically torn his head loose from his body—the corpse reminded Jake of a dead rabbit, perhaps because Chick had rabbitlike teeth, exposed now in a stiff grimace.


  The other dead man was just a boy, probably Wilbarger’s wrangler.


  Of Wilbarger himself, there was no sign.


  “I know I put three into him,” Dan Suggs said. “He must have slept with the damn reins in his hand or he’d have never got to his horse.”


  Frog Lip lay on the ground, still gripping his rifle. His eyes were wide open and he was breathing as heavily as a horse after a long run. His wound was in the groin—his pants were wet with blood. The rising sun shone in his face, which was beaded with sweat.


  “Who shot Frog?” little Eddie asked in surprise.


  “Why, that damn Wilbarger, who else?” Dan said. He had no more than glanced at Frog Lip—he was scanning the plains with his spyglasses, hoping to catch a glimpse of the cowman. But the plains were empty.


  “I never thought anybody would get Frog,” little Eddie said, unnerved by what he saw.


  Dan Suggs was snarling with frustration. He glared at his brothers as if they were solely responsible for Wilbarger’s escape.


  “You boys ought to go home and teach school,” he said. “It’s all you’re good for.”


  “What did you expect me to do?” Roy asked. “I can’t see in the dark.”


  Dan walked over and looked down at Frog Lip. He ignored his brothers. He knelt down and pulled the Negro’s bloodstained shirt loose from his pants, exposing the wound. After a second he stood up.


  “Frog, I guess this was your unlucky day,” he said. “I guess we better just shoot you.”


  Frog Lip didn’t answer. He didn’t move or even blink his eyes.


  “Shoot him and let’s go,” Dan said, looking at little Eddie.


  “Shoot Frog?” little Eddie said, as if he had not heard quite right.


  “Yes, Frog’s the one with the slug in his gut,” Dan said. “He’s the one that needs to finish up dying. Shoot him and let’s ride.”


  “I hate to shoot Frog,” little Eddie said in a dazed tone.


  “I guess we’ll just leave him for the buzzards then, if you’re so squeamish,” Dan said. He removed the rifle from the Negro’s hand and took the big pistol out of his belt.


  “Ain’t you gonna let him keep his guns?” Roy asked.


  “Nope,” Dan said. “He won’t need ’em, but we might.”


  With that he mounted and rode over to look at the horse herd they had captured.


  “You shoot him, Roy,” little Eddie said. “I hate to.”


  “No, Dan’s mad at me anyway,” Roy said. “If I do something he ordered you to do, I’ll be the one shot.”


  With that he mounted and rode off too. Jake walked over to his horse, feeling that it had been a black day when he met the Suggses.


  “Would you like to shoot him, Jake?” little Eddie asked. “I’ve known him all my life.”


  “I wouldn’t care to,” Jake said. He remembered how insolent Frog Lip had been only the day before, and how he had wanted to shoot him then. It had been a rapid turnabout. The man lay on the ground, dying of a cruel wound, and none of the men he rode with even wanted to put him out of his misery.


  “Well, damn,” little Eddie said. “Nobody’s much help.”


  He shrugged, drew his gun, and without another word walked over and shot Frog Lip in the head. The body jerked, and that was that.


  “Get his money,” Dan Suggs yelled. “I forgot to.”


  Little Eddie went through the dead man’s bloody pockets before he mounted.


  Jake had supposed they might try to go after Wilbarger, since he was wounded, but Dan Suggs turned the horse herd north.


  “Ain’t we going after that man?” Roy asked.


  “I couldn’t track an elephant and neither could you,” Dan said. “Frog was our tracker. I shot Wilbarger three times, I expect he’ll die.”


  “I thought we was going to Abilene,” little Eddie said. “Abilene ain’t this way.”


  Dan sneered at his brother. “I wish Wilbarger had shot you instead of Frog,” he said. “Frog was a damn sight better hand.”


  Jake thought maybe he had seen the last of the killing. He felt it could be worse. The shooting had all been in pitch-darkness. Wilbarger hadn’t seen him. He couldn’t be connected with the raid. It was luck, of a sort. If he could just get free of the Suggses, he wouldn’t be in such hopeless trouble.


  As he rode along, trailing the twenty-five horses, he decided the best thing for him would be to leave the west. He could travel over to St. Louis and catch a boat down to New Orleans, or even go east to New York. Both of them were fine towns for gamblers, or so he had heard. In either one he could be safe and could pursue the kind of life he enjoyed. Looking back on it, it seemed to him that he had been remarkably lucky to survive as long as he had in such a rough place, where killing was an everyday affair. No man’s luck lasted forever, and the very fact that he had fallen in with the Suggses suggested that his was about exhausted.


  He resolved to bend his wits to getting out while the getting was possible. The death of Frog Lip made the task easier, for, as Dan said, Frog Lip was the only tracker in the crowd. If he could just manage to get a good jump, somehow, he might get away. And if he did he wouldn’t stop until he hit the Mississippi.


  With his mind made up, he felt cheerful—it always gave a man a lift to escape death. It was a beautiful sunny day and he was alive to see it. With any luck at all, he had seen the end of the trouble.


  His good mood lasted two hours, and then something occurred which turned it sour. It seemed as if the world was deserted except for them and the horses, and then to his surprise he saw a tent. It was staked under a single tree, directly ahead of them. Near the tent, two men were plowing with four mules. Dan Suggs was riding ahead of the horse herd, and Jake saw him lope off toward the settlers. He didn’t think much about it—he was watching the tent to see if any women were around. Then he heard the faint pop of a shot and looked up to see one of the settlers fall. The other man was standing there, no gun in his hand, nothing. He stood as if paralyzed, and in a second Dan Suggs shot him too. Then he trotted over to the tent, got off his horse and went inside.


  Jake hardly knew what to think. He had just seen two men shot in the space of seconds. He had no idea why. By the time he got near the tent Dan Suggs had drug a little trunk outside and was rifling it. He pitched the clothes which were in the trunk out on the grass. His brothers rode over to join the fun, and were soon holding up various garments, to see if they fit. Jake rode over too, feeling nervous. Dan Suggs was clearly in a killing mood. Both farmers lay dead on the grass near their mule team, which was quietly grazing. Both had bullet holes in their foreheads. Dan had shot them at point-blank range.


  “Well, they didn’t have much but a watch,” Dan said, holding up a fine-looking silver pocket watch. “I guess I’ll take the watch.”


  His brothers found nothing of comparable value, although they searched the tent thoroughly. While they were looking, Dan started a fire with some coal oil he had found and made some coffee.


  “I tell you, let’s hang ’em,” he said, strolling over to look at the dead men. Both were in their forties, and both had scraggly beards.


  Roy Suggs looked puzzled. “Why would you want to hang them?” he asked. “They’re already dead.”


  “I know, but it’s a shame to waste that tree,” Dan said. “It’s the only tree around. What’s a tree good for if not to hang somebody from?”


  The thought made little Eddie giggle, a nervous giggle.


  “Dan, you beat all,” he said. “I never heard of hanging dead men.”


  Nonetheless Dan meant it. He put ropes around both the dead men’s necks and had his brothers drag them to the tree and hoist them up. It was not a large tree, and the dead men’s feet were only a few inches off the ground. Jake was not called on to help, and he didn’t.


  When the men were hung, twisting at the end of the ropes, Dan Suggs stood back to study the effect, and evidently didn’t like it. His brothers were watching him nervously—it was plain from his face that he was still in an angry mood.


  “These goddamn sodbusters,” he said. “I hate their guts and livers.”


  “Well, that’s fine, Dan,” Roy said. “They’re dead enough.”


  “No, they ain’t,” Dan said. “A goddamn sodbuster can never be dead enough to suit me.”


  With that he went over and got the can of coal oil he had used to start the fire. He began to splash it on the hanged men’s clothes.


  “What’s that for?” little Eddie asked. “You’ve already shot ’em and hung ’em.”


  “Yes, and now I intend to burn them,” Dan said. “Any objections from you schoolteachers?” He looked at all three of them, challenge in his angry eyes. No one said a word. Jake felt sickened by what was happening, but he didn’t try and stop it. Dan Suggs was crazy, there was no doubt of that, but his craziness didn’t affect his aim. The only way to stop him would be to kill him, a risky business in broad daylight.


  Little Eddie giggled his nervous giggle again as he watched his brother set the dead men’s clothes on fire. Even with the coal oil it wasn’t easy—Dan had to splash them several times before he got their clothes wet enough to blaze. But finally he did, and the clothes flared up. It was a terrible sight. Jake thought he wouldn’t look, but despite himself he did. The men’s sweaty clothes were burned right off them, and their scraggly beards seared. A few rags of clothes fell off beneath their feet. The men’s pants burned off, leaving their belts and a few shreds of cloth around their waists.


  “Dan, you beat all,” little Eddie repeated several times. He giggled often—he was unnerved. Roy Suggs methodically tore the tent apart and poked through all the men’s meager belongings, hoping to find valuables.


  “They didn’t have nothing,” he said. “I don’t know why you even bothered to kill them.”


  “It was their unlucky day, same as it was Frog’s,” Dan said. “We’ll miss Frog, the man could shoot. I wish I had that damn Wilbarger here, I’d cook him good.”


  After drinking some more coffee, Dan Suggs mounted up. The two farmers, the trunks of their bodies blackened, still hung from the tree.


  “Don’t you intend to bury them?” Jake asked. “Somebody’s gonna find them, you know, and it could be the law.”


  Dan Suggs just laughed. “I’d like to see the law that could take me,” he said. “No man in Kansas could manage it, and anyway I fancy seeing Nebraska.”


  He turned to his brothers, who were dispiritedly raking through the settlers’ clothes, still hoping to find something worth taking.


  “Get them mules, boys,” Dan said. “No sense in leaving good mules.”


  With that he rode off.


  “He’s bloody today,” Roy said, going over to the mules. “If we run into any more sodbusters, it’s too bad for them.”


  Jake’s happy mood was gone, though the day was as sunny as ever. It was clear to him that his only hope was to escape the Suggses as soon as possible. Dan Suggs could wake up feeling bloody any day, and the next time there might be no sodbusters around to absorb his fury, in which case things could turn really grim. He trotted along all day, well back from the horse herd, trying to forget the two blackened bodies, whose shoes had still been smoldering when they left.


  72.


  DEETS FOUND WILBARGER by backtracking his horse. The horse, with dried blood on the saddle and crusted in its mane, was waiting for them on the north bank of the Arkansas. Several times, as they were bringing the cattle to the crossing, the horse started to swim over to them, but turned back. Deets crossed first, ahead of Old Dog, and recognized the horse even before he hit the bank. It was the big bay Wilbarger had ridden into Lonesome Dove several months before.


  He rode up and caught the horse easily—but then, what looked to be a simple cattle crossing turned out to be anything but simple. Dish Boggett’s horse, which had crossed many rivers calmly and easily, took fright in midstream and very nearly drowned Dish. The horse went crazy in the water, and if Dish hadn’t been a strong swimmer, would have pawed him under. Even then it might have happened if Deets had not dashed back into the water and fought the horse off long enough for Dish to get ashore.


  The trouble opened a gap in the line of cowboys and some three hundred cattle veered off and began to swim straight downstream. The line of cattle broke, and in no time there were pockets of cattle here and there, swimming down the Arkansas, paying no attention to the riders who tried to turn them. Newt got caught beside such a bunch, and after swimming two hundred yards downstream with them, ended up on the same bank he had started out on.


  Eventually the herd split into five or six groups. Augustus came over to help, but there was not much he could do. Most of the cattle went back to the south bank, but quite a few swam far downstream.


  “Looks like your herd’s floating away, Woodrow,” Augustus said.


  “I know, I’m surprised that it ain’t hailing or shooting lightning bolts at us,” Call said. Though the scattering was annoying, he was not seriously disturbed, for the river was fairly shallow and the banks rather low where they were crossing. It would only take a little more time to restart the cattle that had gone back to the south bank. Fortunately no cattle were bogged, and this time no cowboys drowned.


  “Good lord,” Augustus said, as Deets came up leading the bay. “Where’s Mister Wilbarger, that he could afford to let his horse run loose?”


  “Dead, I fear,” Call said. “Look at the blood on that horse’s mane.”


  “Hell, I liked Wilbarger,” Augustus said. “I’d be right sorry if he’s dead. I’ll go have a look.”


  “Who’ll watch the girl while you’re gone?” Call asked.


  Augustus stopped. “You’re right,” he said. “It might make her uneasy if I just ride off. Maybe Deets better go have the look.”


  “It could be Indians, you know,” Call said. “I think you better move her a little closer to the wagon.”


  Deets didn’t come back until midafternoon, by which time the herd was a few miles north of the Arkansas.


  “I doubt cattle has ever et this grass,” Augustus said. “I doubt anyone’s trailed cattle this far west of Dodge. Buffalo is probably all that’s et it.”


  Call’s mind was on Wilbarger, a resourceful man if ever he had seen one. If such a man had got caught, then there could well be serious trouble waiting for them.


  “You’re supposed to be able to smell Indians,” he said to Augustus. “Do you smell any?”


  “No,” Augustus said. “I just smell a lot of cowshit. I expect my smeller will be ruined forever before this trip is over by smelling so much cowshit.


  “It don’t mention buffalo in the Bible,” Augustus remarked.


  “Well, why should it?” Call said.


  “It might be that a buffalo is a kind of ox, only browner,” Augustus said. “Ox are mentioned in the Bible.”


  “What got you on the Bible?” Call asked.


  “Boredom,” Augustus said. “Religious controversy is better than none.”


  “If there’s mad Indians around, you may get more controversy than you bargained for,” Call said.


  Lorena heard the remark—she was riding behind them. Mention of Indians brought back memories and made her nervous.


  Finally they saw Deets, coming along the river from the southeast. It was clear from the dried sweat on his horse that he had ridden hard.


  “They didn’t get Deets, whoever they are,” Augustus said.


  “I found the man,” Deets said, drawing rein. “He’s shot.”


  “Dead?” Call asked.


  “Dying, I ’spect,” Deets said. “I couldn’t move him. He’s hit three times.”


  “How far away?”


  “About ten miles,” Deets said. “I got him propped up, but I couldn’t bring him.”


  “Did he say much?” Augustus asked.


  “He wants to see you, if you’re not too busy,” Deets said. “He said if you were busy don’t make the trip.”


  “Why would I be that busy?” Augustus asked.


  Deets looked at him. “He’s real polite, that gentleman,” he said. “I guess he thinks he might be dead before you get there.”


  “Oh, I see—the man don’t want to put nobody out,” Augustus said. “I’ll go anyway. I admire his conversation.”


  “Change horses,” Call said to Deets, and Deets loped off. He was trying to decide who they ought to take, and finally decided just to take Pea Eye, Deets and the boy. The boy could watch the horses, if there was trouble. It meant leaving the herd, but there was no help for it. There was good grazing and the herd looked peaceful. Dish and the rest of the crew ought to be about to handle it.


  “Was it Indians got him?” he asked, when Deets returned.


  Deets shook his head. “White men,” he said. “Horsethieves.”


  “Oh,” Call said. “Murdering horsethieves, at that.” But it relieved his mind, for horsethieves wouldn’t attack an outfit as large as theirs.


  Augustus dropped back to explain matters to Lorena. She looked at him with worry in her eyes.


  “Now, Lorie, you relax,” he said. “It wasn’t Indians, after all.”


  “What was it then?” she asked.


  “The man who loaned us this tent got shot,” he said. “He’s in a bad way, it appears. We’re going to see if we can help him.”


  “How long will it take?” Lorena asked. It was already late afternoon—it meant a night without Gus, and she had not had to face one since he rescued her.


  “I don’t know, honey,” he said. “A few days, maybe, if we go after the horsethieves that shot him. If there’s a chance to get them we’ll try. Call won’t let a horsethief off, and he’s right.”


  “I’ll go,” Lorena said. “I can keep up. We don’t need the tent.”


  “No,” Augustus said. “You stay with the wagon—you’ll be perfectly safe. I’ll ask Dish to look after you.”


  Lorena began to shake. Maybe Gus was doing it because he was tired of her. Maybe he would never come back. He might slip off and find the woman in Nebraska.


  To her surprise, Gus read her mind. He smiled his devilish smile at her. “I ain’t running for the bushes, if that’s what you think,” he said.


  “There ain’t no bushes,” she pointed out. “I just don’t want you to go, Gus.”


  “I got to,” Augustus said. “A man’s dying and he asked for me. We’re kind of friends, and think what would have happened when the grasshoppers hit if we hadn’t had this tent to hide in. I’ll be back, and I’ll see that Dish looks after you in the meantime.”


  “Why him?” she asked. “I don’t need him. Just tell him to leave me be.”


  “Dish is the best hand,” Augustus said. “Just because he’s in love with you don’t mean he couldn’t be helpful if a storm blew up or something. It ain’t his fault he’s in love with you. He’s smitten, and that’s all there is to it.”


  “I don’t care about him,” Lorena said. “I want you to come back.”


  “I will, honey,” he said, checking the loads in his rifle.


  Dish could hardly believe his luck when Augustus told him to take Lorena her meals and look after her. The thought that he would be allowed to go over to the tent made him a little dizzy.


  “Do you think she’ll speak to me?” he asked, looking at the tent. Lorena had gone inside and pulled the flaps, though it was hot.


  “Not today,” Augustus said. “Today she’s feeling sulky. If I was you I’d sing to her.”


  “Sing to Lorie?” Dish said, incredulous. “Why, I’d be so scared I’d choke.”


  “Well, if you require timid women there’s not much I can do for you,” Augustus said. “Just keep a good guard at night and see she don’t get kidnapped.”


  Call hated to leave the herd, and most of the cowboys hated it that he was leaving. Though it was midsummer, the skies clear, and the plains seemingly peaceful, most of the hands looked worried as the little group prepared to leave. They sat around worrying, all but Po Campo, who was singing quietly in his raspy voice as he made supper. Even Lippy was unnerved. He was modest in some matters and had just returned from walking a mile, in order to relieve his bowels in private.


  “If you see any bushes, bring one back with you,” he said to the mounted men. “If we had a bush or two I wouldn’t have to walk so far just to do my business.”


  “I don’t know why you’re so modest,” Augustus said. “Go over and squat behind a cow. You got a hole in your stomach anyway.”


  “I wish we’d brought the pia-ner,” Lippy said. “A little pia-ner music would go good right now.”


  Call put Dish in charge of the outfit, meaning that he suddenly had two heavy responsibilities—Lorena and the herd. It left him subdued, just thinking about it. If anything should happen to the girl or the herd he’d never be able to hold up his head again.


  “Ease ’em along,” Call told Dish. “Bert can scout ahead and make sure there’s water.”


  If Dish felt subdued, Newt felt nothing but pride to have been selected for the trip. He could tell some of the other hands were envious, particularly the Rainey boys, but it was the Captain’s order, and no one dared say a word. When he saw the Captain put two boxes of rifle shells into his saddlebag he felt even prouder, for it meant he might be expected to fight. The Captain must have decided he was grown, to bring him on such a trip. After all, only the original Hat Creek outfit—the Captain and Mr. Gus, Pea and Deets—were going along, and now he was included. Every few minutes, as they rode east, he put his hand on his pistol to reassure himself that it was still there.


  They got back to Wilbarger a little after sundown, before the plains had begun to lose the long twilight. He had reached the Arkansas before collapsing, and lay under the shade of the bank on a blanket Deets had left him. He was too weak to do more than raise his head when they rode up; even that exhausted him.


  “Well, you just keep turning up,” he said to Augustus, with a wan smile. “I’ve been lying here trying not to bleed on this good blanket your man left me.”


  Augustus stooped to examine him and saw at once there was no hope.


  “I’ve bled so much already I expect I’m white as snow,” Wilbarger said. “I’m a dern mess. I took one in the lung and another seems to have ruint my hip. The third was just a flesh wound.”


  “I don’t think we can do anything about the lung,” Call said.


  Wilbarger smiled. “No, and neither could a Boston surgeon,” he said.


  He raised his head again. “Still riding that mare, I see,” he said. “If I could have talked you out of her I probably wouldn’t be lying here shot. She’d have smelled the damn horsethieves. I do think she’s a beauty.”


  “How many were there?” Call asked. “Or could you get a count?”


  “I expect it was Dan Suggs and his two brothers, and a bad nigger they ride with,” Wilbarger said. “I think I hit the nigger.”


  “I don’t know the Suggses,” Call said.


  “They’re well known around Fort Worth for being murdering rascals,” Wilbarger said. “I never expected to be fool enough to let them murder me. It’s humbling. I lived through the worst war ever fought and then got killed by a damn sneaking horsethief. That galls me, I tell you.”


  “Any of us can oversleep,” Augustus said quietly. “If you was to lie quiet that lung might heal.”


  “No sir, not likely,” Wilbarger said. “I saw too many lung-shot boys when we were fighting the Rebs to expect that to happen. I’d rather just enjoy a little more conversation.”


  He turned his eyes toward the Hell Bitch and smiled—the sight of her seemed to cheer him more than anything.


  “I do admire that mare,” he said. “I want you to keep that mean plug of mine for your troubles. He’s not brilliant, but he’s sturdy.”


  He lay back and was quiet for a while, as the dusk deepened.


  “I was born on the Hudson, you know,” he said, a little later. “I fully expected to die on it, but I guess the dern Arkansas will have to do.”


  “I wish you’d stop talking about your own death,” Augustus said in a joking tone. “It ain’t genteel.”


  Wilbarger looked at him and chuckled, a chuckle that brought up blood. “Why, it’s because I ain’t genteel that I’m bleeding to death beside the Arkansas,” he said. “I could have been a lawyer, like my brother, and be in New York right now, eating oysters.”


  He didn’t speak again until after it was full dark. Newt stood over with the horses, trying not to cry. He had scarcely known Mr. Wilbarger, and had found him blunt at first, but the fact that he was lying there on a bloody blanket dying so calmly affected him more than he had thought it would. The emptiness of the plains as they darkened was so immense that that affected him too, and a sadness grew in him until tears began to spill from his eyes. Captain Call and Mr. Gus sat by the dying man. Deets was on the riverbank, a hundred yards away, keeping watch. And Pea Eye stood with Newt, by the horses, thinking his own thoughts.


  “How long will it take him to die?” Newt asked, feeling he couldn’t bear such a strain for a whole night.


  “I’ve seen boys linger for days,” Pea Eye said quietly—he had always thought it impolite to talk about a man’s death within his hearing. Gus’s joke had shocked him a little.


  “But then sometimes they just go,” he added. “Go when they’re ready, or even if they ain’t. This man’s lost so much blood he might go over pretty soon.”


  Call and Augustus knew there was nothing to do but wait, so they sat beside Wilbarger’s pallet, saying little. Two hours passed with no sound but Wilbarger’s faint breathing.


  Then, to Call’s surprise, Wilbarger’s hand reached out and clutched him for a moment.


  “Let’s shake, for the favors you’ve done me,” Wilbarger said weakly. When Call had given him a handshake, Wilbarger reached for Augustus, who shook his hand in turn.


  “McCrae, I’ll give you credit for having written a damn amusing sign,” he said. “I’ve laughed about that sign many a time, and laughing’s a pleasure. I’ve got two good books in my saddlebags. One’s Mister Milton and the other’s a Virgil. I want you to have them. The Virgil might improve your Latin.”


  “I admit it’s rusty,” Augustus said. “I’ll apply myself, and many thanks.”


  “To tell the truth, I can’t read it either,” Wilbarger said. “I could once, but I lost it. I just like to look at it on the page. It reminds me of the Hudson, and my schooling and all. Now and then I catch a word.”


  He coughed up a lot of blood and both Call and Augustus thought it was over, but it wasn’t. Wilbarger was still breathing, though faintly. Call went over and told Pea Eye and Newt to start digging the grave—he wanted to get started after the horsethieves as soon as it was light enough to track. Restless, he walked over and helped Deets keep watch.


  To Augustus’s surprise, Wilbarger raised his head. He had heard the digging. “Your friend’s efficient, ain’t he?” he said.


  “Efficient,” Augustus agreed. “He likes to chase horsethieves too. Seems like we’re always having to get your horses back, Wilbarger. Where do you want ’em delivered this time?”


  “Oh, hell, sell ’em,” Wilbarger said, in shaky tones. “I’m done with the cow business, finally. Send the money to my brother, John Wilbarger, Fifty Broadway, New York City.”


  He coughed again. “Keep the tent,” he said. “How’s the shy young lady?”


  “She’s improved,” Augustus said.


  “I wish we’d met sooner, McCrae,” Wilbarger said. “I enjoy your conversation. I hope you’ll bury my man Chick and that boy that was with us. I wish now I’d never hired that boy.”


  “We’ll tend to it,” Augustus said.


  An hour later, Wilbarger was still breathing. Augustus stepped away for a minute, to relieve himself, and when he came back Wilbarger had rolled off the blanket and was dead. Augustus rolled him on his back and tied him in the blanket. Call was down by the river, smoking and waiting. He looked up when Augustus approached.


  “He’s gone,” Augustus said.


  “All right,” Call said.


  “He said he was traveling with a man and a boy,” Augustus said.


  “Let’s go, then,” Call said, standing up. “We won’t have to backtrack him, we can just look for the buzzards.”


  Augustus was troubled by the fact that he could find nothing with which to mark Wilbarger’s grave—the plains and the riverbank were bare. He gave up and came to the grave just as Pea Eye and Deets were covering the man with dirt.


  “If he had a family and they cared to look, they’d never find him,” Augustus said.


  “Well, I can’t help it,” Call said.


  “I know something,” Deets said, and to everyone’s surprise mounted and loped off. A few minutes later he came loping back, with the skull of a cow buffalo. “I seen the bones,” he said.


  “It’s better than nothing,” Augustus said as he sat the skull on the grave. Of course, it wasn’t much better than nothing—a coyote would probably just come along and drag the skull off, and Wilbarger too.


  Deets had found Wilbarger’s rifle, and offered it to Augustus.


  “Give it to Newt,” Augustus said. “I got a rifle.”


  Newt took the gun. He had always wanted a rifle, but at the moment he couldn’t feel excited. It was such a strain, people always dying. He had a headache, and wanted to cry or be sick or go to sleep—he didn’t know which. It was such a strain that he almost wished he had been left with the wagon, although being selected to go had been his greatest pride only a few hours before.


  Augustus, riding beside him, noticed the boy’s downcast look. “Feeling poorly?” he asked.


  Newt didn’t know what to say. He was surprised that Mr. Gus had even noticed him.


  “You’ve been on too many burying parties,” Augustus said. “Old Wilbarger had a sense of humor. He’d laugh right out loud if he knew he had the skull of a buffalo cow for a grave marker. Probably the only man who ever went to Yale College who was buried under a buffalo skull.”


  How he died hadn’t been funny, Newt thought.


  “It’s all right, though,” Augustus said. “It’s mostly bones we’re riding over, anyway. Why, think of all the buffalo that have died on these plains. Buffalo and other critters too. And the Indians have been here forever; their bones are down there in the earth. I’m told that over in the Old Country you can’t dig six feet without uncovering skulls and leg bones and such. People have been living there since the beginning, and their bones have kinda filled up the ground. It’s interesting to think about, all the bones in the ground. But it’s just fellow creatures, it’s nothing to shy from.”


  It was such a startling thought—that under him, beneath the long grass, were millions of bones—that Newt stopped feeling so strained. He rode beside Mr. Gus, thinking about it, the rest of the night.


  73.


  AS SOON AS HE HAD the herd well settled, Dish decided to see if there was anything he could do for Lorena. It had been months since the afternoon in Lonesome Dove when he had got so drunk, and in all that time he had not even spoken to her. He was out of practice—in fact, had never been in practice, though that was not his fault. He would cheerfully have talked to Lorena all day and all night, but she didn’t want it and they had never exchanged more than a few words. His heart was beating hard, and he felt more fearful than if he were about to swim a swift river, as he approached her tent.


  Gus had set up the tent before he left, but it was supper time, so Dish got a plate of beef for Lorena’s supper. He took his responsibilities so seriously that he had tried to pick out the best piece, in the process holding up the line and irritating the crew, none of whom were the least impressed with his responsibilities.


  “That gal don’t need beefsteak, she can just eat you if she’s hungry, Dish,” Jasper said. “I expect you’d make about three good bites for a woman like her.”


  Dish flared up at Jasper’s insulting tone, but he had the plate in his hand and was in no position to fight.


  “I’ll settle you when I come back, Jasper,” he said. “You’ve provoked me once too often.”


  “Hell, you better run for the border, then, Jas,” Soupy Jones said. “With a top hand like Dish after you, you won’t stand a chance.”


  Dish had to mount holding the plate, which was awkward, but no one offered to help.


  “Why don’t you walk?” Po Campo suggested. “The tent is not very far.”


  That was true, but Dish preferred to ride, which he did, managing not to spill any of Lorena’s food. She was sitting just inside the tent, with the flaps open.


  “I’m come with some food,” Dish said, still on his horse.


  “I’m not hungry,” Lorena said. “I’ll wait till Gus gets back.”


  It seemed to Dish that she was as grudging in her tone as ever. He felt foolish sitting on a horse holding a plate of beefsteak, so he dismounted.


  “Gus is after them horsethieves,” he said. “He might not be back for a day or two. I’m supposed to look after you.”


  “Send Newt,” Lorena said.


  “Well, he went, too,” Dish said.


  Lorena came out of the tent for a moment and took the plate. Dish was paralyzed to be so close to her after so many months. She went right back into the tent. “You don’t need to stay,” she said. “I’ll be all right.”


  “I’ll help you with the tent in the morning,” he said. “Captain said we’re to ease on north.”


  Lorena didn’t answer. She closed the flaps of the tent.


  Dish walked back toward the campfire, but he stopped about halfway and staked his horse. He didn’t want to go back to camp, even to eat, for he would just have to box Jasper Fant if he did. It was full dusk, but to his irritation Lippy spotted him and came walking over.


  “Did you get a good look at her, Dish?” Lippy asked.


  “Why, yes,” Dish said. “I delivered her supper, if you don’t mind.”


  “Is she still as beautiful?” Lippy asked, remembering their days together at the Dry Bean, when she had come down toward noon every day. He and Xavier would both wait for her and would feel better just watching her walk down the stairs.


  “Why, yes,” Dish said, not wanting to discuss it, though at least Lippy had spoken respectfully.


  “Well, that Gus, he would end up with her,” Lippy said. “Gus is too sly for the girls.”


  “I’d like to know what you mean by that,” Dish said.


  “I seen him trick her once,” Lippy said, remembering the extraordinary wager he had witnessed. “He offered to cut the cards for a poke and he won. Then he paid her fifty dollars anyway. And he paid me ten not to tell Jake. He didn’t pay me nothing not to tell you, though, Dish,” Lippy added. It occurred to him suddenly that Gus might consider that they had breached their bargain.


  “Fifty dollars?” Dish said, genuinely astonished. He had never heard of such extravagance in his life. “Did he actually pay it?”


  “Well, he give me the ten,” Lippy said. “I imagine he give Lorie the fifty, too. Gus ain’t cheap, he’s just crazy.”


  Dish remembered the night before he had hired on with the Hat Creek outfit, when Gus had lent him two dollars for the same purpose on which he had apparently spent fifty. There was no figuring the man out.


  “You oughtn’t to blabbed,” he told Lippy.


  “I ain’t told nobody else,” Lippy said, realizing himself that he shouldn’t have blabbed.


  Lippy soon went back to the wagon, subdued by his own indiscretion, but not before assuring Dish that the story would go no further.


  Dish unsaddled his horse and got his bedroll. He lay on the blanket all night, his head on his saddle, thinking of Lorie, wondering if his chance with her would ever come.


  The Kansas sky was thickly seeded with stars. He listened to the Irishman sing the sad songs that seemed to soothe the cattle. He spent the whole night thinking about the woman in the tent nearby, imagining things that might happen when they finally came to Montana and were through with the trail. He didn’t sleep, or want to sleep, for there was no telling when he would get a chance to spend another night close to her. His horse grazed nearby on the good grass, which grew wet with dew as the morning came.


  Dish saddled a little before sunup and rode out to look at the herd, which was perfectly peaceful. Then he went to the wagon, ignoring Jasper and Soupy, who were as insolent as ever. He wanted to teach them both a lesson, but couldn’t afford the time. The herd had to be set moving, and somebody would have to hold the point. It was a ticklish problem, for he couldn’t hold the point and help Lorie too. He fixed a plate for Lorena and just grabbed a hunk of bacon for himself.


  “Why, look at him, he’s taking her breakfast,” Jasper said. “Dish, you’re so good at toting food, you ought to work in a hotel.”


  Dish ignored this sally and walked over to the tent with the plate of food. He was hoping she would be in a talking mood. All night, as he had lain awake, he had thought of things he might say to her, things that would make her see how much he loved her or convince her how happy he could make her. If he could just get her talking for five minutes he might have the opportunity to change everything.


  But when he walked up to the tent, Lorena was already standing outside it, buttoning her shirt. She turned and he stopped and blushed, fearful that he had ruined everything by approaching at the wrong time. All the speeches he had practiced in the night left him at once.


  “I brought your breakfast,” he said.


  Lorena saw that he was embarrassed, although she had only had the top button to go on her shirt. It was just a second of awkwardness, but it brought back memories of her old life and reminded her how it had once pleased her to embarrass men. They might pay her, but they could never really get their money’s worth, for being embarrassed. She had only to look them in the eye for it to happen—it was her revenge. It didn’t work on Gus, but there were precious few like Gus.


  “I’ll take down the tent while you eat,” Dish said.


  Lorena sat on her saddle and ate. It took Dish only a few minutes to roll up the tent and carry it to the wagon. Then he came back and saddled her horse for her.


  “I’ve got to ride the point,” he said. “Just follow along with the wagon. Lippy and the cook will look after you. If you need anything, send for me.”


  “I need Gus,” Lorena said. “I wish he hadn’t left. Do you think he’ll come back?”


  “Oh, why, of course he will,” Dish said. It was the friendliest she had ever talked to him, though it was about Gus.


  “I get shaky,” she said. “Gus knows why. I hope he gets back tonight.”


  “It depends on how big a start the horsethieves had,” Dish said.


  The day passed, and there was no sign of Gus. Lorena rode close to the wagon. Every few minutes Lippy turned and looked back at her as if he had never seen her before. Almost every time he did, he tipped his hat, which was even filthier than it had been when he worked in the saloon. Lorena didn’t acknowledge him—she remembered how he had always tried to look up her skirts when she came downstairs. She just rode along, watching the horizon to see if she could spot Gus returning. The horizon shimmered so that it would have been hard to see Gus in any case.


  They crossed a little creek about noon. There were a few scraggly bushes growing along the line of the creek. Lorena didn’t pay them much attention, but Po Campo did. When the herd had moved on, he came walking over to her, his sack half full of wild plums.


  “These plums are sweet,” he said, handing her a few.


  She dismounted and ate the plums, which indeed were sweet. Then she walked over and washed her face in the creek. The water was green and cold.


  “Snow water,” Po Campo said.


  “I don’t see no snow,” she said.


  “It comes from up there,” Po Campo said, pointing west. “From those mountains you can’t see.”


  Lorena looked but could only see the brown plain. She ate a few more of the wild plums.


  “I’ve been finding onions,” Po said. “That’s good. I’ll put them in the beans.”


  I wish you’d find Gus, she thought, but of course that was impossible. They rode into the dusk, but Gus did not return. Soon after the herd was bedded, Dish came and unrolled the little tent. He could tell from Lorena’s face that she was sad. She had unsaddled, and she sat by her saddle in the grass. It pained him to see her look so alone and so tired. He tried to think of something to say that might cheer her up, but words had deserted him again. They always seemed to desert him just when he needed them most.


  “I guess those horsethieves had a big start on them,” he said.


  “He could be dead,” Lorena said.


  “No, not Gus,” Dish said. “He’s had lots of experience with horsethieves. Besides, he’s got the Captain with him. They’re expert fighters.”


  Lorena knew that. She had seen Gus kill the Kiowas and the buffalo hunters. But it didn’t ease her fears. She would have to lie in the tent all night, worrying. A bullet could hit anyone, she knew—even Gus. If he didn’t come back, she would have no hope of protection.


  “Well, I’ll always help, if you’ll let me,” Dish said. “I’ll do about anything for you, Lorie.”


  Lorena knew that already, but she didn’t want him to do anything for her. She didn’t answer, and she didn’t eat, either. She went into the tent and lay awake all night while Dish Boggett sat nearby, keeping watch. It seemed to him he had never felt so lonely. The mere fact that she was so close, and yet they were separate, made the loneliness keener. When he had just thrown his blanket down with the boys, he didn’t imagine her so much, and he could sleep. Now she was just a few yards away—he could have crept up to the tent and heard her breathing. And yet it seemed he would never be able to eliminate those few yards. In some way Lorie would always be as distant from him as the Kansas stars. At times he felt that he had almost rather not be in love with her, for it brought him no peace. What was the use of it, if it was only going to be so painful? And yet, she had spoken to him in a friendly voice only that day. He couldn’t give up while there was a chance.


  He lay awake all night with his head on his saddle, thinking of Lorie—not sleeping, nor even wanting to.


  74.


  WHEN THEY FOUND Wilbarger’s man Chick and the boy who had been traveling with them, there wasn’t much left to bury. The coyotes and buzzards had had a full day at them. As they rode toward the little knoll where the buzzards swarmed, they passed a fat old badger carrying a human hand—a black hand at that. Newt was stunned—he assumed they would shoot the badger and get the hand back so it could be buried, but no one seemed concerned that the badger had someone’s hand.


  “He had a hand,” he pointed out to Pea Eye.


  “Well, whosever it was won’t be using it no more, and that old badger had to work for it with all them dern buzzards around,” Pea Eye said. “A hand is mostly just bone, anyway.”


  Newt didn’t see what that had to do with it—it was still a human hand.


  “Yes, that’s interesting,” Augustus said. “That old badger made a good snatch and got himself a few bones. But the ground will get his bones too, in a year or two. It’s like I told you last night, son. The earth is mostly just a boneyard.


  “But pretty in the sunlight,” he added.


  It was a fine, bright day, but Newt didn’t feel fine. He wanted to go catch up with the badger and shoot him, but he didn’t. There seemed to be hundreds of buzzards on the knoll. Suddenly a big coyote ran right out of the midst of them, carrying something—Newt couldn’t see what.


  “I guess the buzzards outnumber the coyotes in these parts,” Augustus said. “Usually the buzzards have to wait until they get through.”


  When they rode up on the knoll, the smell hit them. A few of the buzzards flew off, but many stood their ground defiantly, even continuing to feed. Captain Call drew rein, but Augustus rode up to them and shot two with his pistol. The rest reluctantly flew off.


  “You like to eat, see how you like being eaten,” he said to the dead buzzards. “There’s that bad black man. Wilbarger did get him.”


  The smell suddenly got to Newt—he dismounted and was sick. Pea Eye dug a shallow grave with a little shovel they had brought. They rolled the remains in the grave and covered them, while the buzzards watched. Many stood on the prairie, like a black army, while others circled in the sky. Deets went off to study the thieves’ tracks. Newt had vomited so hard that he felt light-headed, but even so, he noticed that Deets didn’t look happy when he returned.


  “How many are we up against?” Call asked.


  “Four,” Deets said. “Just four.”


  “Hell, there’s five of us,” Augustus said. “There’s less than one apiece of the horsethieves, so what are you so down about?”


  Deets pointed to a horse track. “Mr. Jake is with them,” he said. “That’s his track.”


  They all looked at the track for a moment.


  “Well, they’re horsethieves and murderers,” Augustus reminded them. “They could have stolen Jake’s horse—they could have even murdered him for it.”


  Deets was silent. They could speculate all they wanted—he knew. A different man would have resulted in a different track. Mr. Jake tended to ride slightly sideways in the saddle, which the track showed. It was not just his horse—it was him.


  The news hit Call hard. He had stopped expecting anything of Jake Spoon, and had supposed they would travel different routes for the rest of their lives. Jake would gamble and whore—he always had. No one expected any better of him, but no one had expected any worse, either. Jake hadn’t the nerve to lead a criminal life, in Call’s estimation. But there was his track, beside the tracks of three killers.


  “Well, I hope you’re wrong,” he said to Deets.


  Deets was silent. So, for once, was Augustus. If Jake was with the killers, then there was no hope for him.


  “I wish he’d had the sense to stay with Lorie,” Augustus said. “She might have aggravated him some, but she wouldn’t have led him to this.”


  “It’s his dern laziness,” Call said. “Jake just kind of drifts. Any wind can blow him.”


  He touched the mare and rode on—he didn’t need Deets in order to follow the tracks of nearly thirty horses. He put the mare into a slow lope, a gait she could hold all day if necessary.


  Newt rode beside Pea Eye, who appeared to be solemn too. “Do you think it’s Jake?” Newt asked.


  “I can’t read a dern track,” Pea Eye said. “Never could. But Deets can read ’em easier than I could read a newspaper. I guess it’s Jake. It’d be a pity if it’s us that has to hang him,” he added, a little later.


  “We couldn’t,” Newt said, startled. It had not dawned on him that Jake could have put himself in that bad a position.


  Pea Eye looked at him, an unhappy expression on his face. It was unusual for Pea to change expressions. Usually he just looked puzzled.


  “The Captain would hang you, if he caught you with a stolen horse,” Pea Eye said. “So would Gus.”


  A few hours later they came upon the dead settlers, still hanging, shreds of charred clothes clinging to their bodies. A coyote was tugging at the foot of one of them, trying to pull the body down. It ran when the party approached. Newt wanted to be sick again, but had nothing in his stomach. He had never expected to see anything more awful than the buzzard-torn bodies they had buried that morning, and yet it was still the same day and already there was a worse sight. It seemed the farther they went through the plains, the worse things got.


  “Those boys are bad ones, whoever they are,” Augustus said. “Hung those poor bastards and burned them too.”


  Call had ridden in for a closer look. “No,” he said. “Shot ’em, then hung ’em, then burned them.”


  They cut the men down and buried them in one grave.


  “Hell, gravediggers could make a fortune in these parts,” Augustus said. “Pea, you ought to buy you a bigger spade and go in business.”


  “No, I’ll pass, Gus,” Pea Eye said mildly. “I’d rather dig wells.”


  Call was thinking of Jake—that a man who had ridden with them so long could let such a thing happen. Of course he was outnumbered, but it was no excuse. He could have fought or run, once he saw the caliber of his companions.


  Deets had ridden on, to evaluate the trail. They overtook him a few hours later. His face was sad.


  “They’re close,” he said. “Stopped at a creek.”


  “Probably stopped to baptize one another,” Augustus said. “Did you see ’em, or just smell ’em?”


  “I seen ’em,” Deets said. “Four men.”


  “What about Jake?” Call asked.


  “He’s one,” Deets said.


  “Are they just watering the stock, or have they camped?” Call wanted to know.


  “They’re camped,” Deets said. “They killed somebody in a wagon and he had whiskey.”


  “More work for the gravediggers,” Augustus said, checking his rifle. “We better go challenge them before they wipe out Kansas.”


  Pea Eye and Newt were left with the horses. Deets led Call and Augustus on foot for a mile. They crept up the crest of a ridge and saw Wilbarger’s horses grazing three or four miles away on the rolling prairie. Between them and the horse herd was a steep banked creek. A small wagon was stopped on the near bank, and four men were lounging on their saddle blankets. One of the men was Jake Spoon. The corpse of the man who had been driving the wagon lay some fifty yards away. The men on the blankets were amusing themselves by shooting their pistols at the buzzards that attempted to approach the corpse. One man, annoyed at missing with his pistol, picked up a rifle and knocked over a buzzard.


  “They’re cocky, I’d say,” Call said. “They don’t even have a guard.”


  “Well, they’ve killed the whole population of this part of the country except us, and we’re just wandering through,” Augustus said.


  “Let’s wait awhile,” Call said. “When they’re good and drunk we’ll come along the creekbed and surprise ’em.”


  Augustus watched for a few minutes. “I hope Jake makes a fight,” he said.


  “He can’t fight, and you know it,” Call said.


  “The point is, I’d rather shoot him than hang him,” Augustus said.


  “I wouldn’t relish hanging him,” Call said. “But there he is.”


  He walked back and explained the situation to Pea Eye and Newt. There was nothing they need do except bring the horses fast when they heard shooting.


  “Jake with them?” Pea Eye asked.


  “He’s there,” Call said. “It’s a bad situation, but he put himself in it.”


  They waited until late afternoon, when the sun was angling down toward the horizon. Then, walking a wide circle to the east, they struck the creek a mile below where the men were camped and walked quietly up the creekbed. The banks were high and made a perfect shelter. They saw three horses watering at the creek, and Call feared the animals would give them away, but the horses were not alarmed.


  Soon they heard the faint talk of the men—they were still lounging on their saddle blankets.


  Call, in the lead, crept a little closer.


  “Let’s stay the night,” he heard a man say. “I’m too full of liquor to be chousing horses in the dark.”


  “It’ll sober you up,” another voice said. “It’s cooler traveling at night.”


  “Why travel?” the first man said. “Some more wagons might come along and we could rob ’em. It’s easier than banks.”


  “Eddie, you’re as lazy as Jake,” the second voice said. “Neither one of you pulls your weight in this outfit.”


  “I’d have to be quick to beat you at killing people, Dan,” little Eddie said.


  Call and Augustus looked at one another. Dan Suggs was the name Wilbarger had mentioned—he had called his killers accurately.


  Jake was lying on his saddle blanket feeling drunk and depressed. Dan Suggs had shot the old man driving the wagon at a hundred yards’ distance, without even speaking to him. Dan had been hiding in the trees along the creek, so the old man died without even suspecting that he was in danger. He only had about thirty dollars on him, but he had four jugs of whiskey, and they were divided equally, although Dan claimed he ought to have two for doing the shooting. Jake had been drinking steadily, hoping he would get so drunk the Suggses would just go off and leave him. But he knew they wouldn’t. For one thing, he had eight hundred dollars on him, won in poker games in Fort Worth, and if Dan Suggs didn’t know it, he certainly suspected it. They wouldn’t leave him without robbing him, or rob him without killing him, so for the time being his hope was to ride along and not rile Dan.


  He had been lying flat down, for he felt very weary, but he raised up on his elbow to take another swig from the jug, and he and little Eddie saw the three men at the same moment: three men with leveled rifles, standing on the riverbank with the sun at a blinding angle right behind them. Jake had taken off his gun belt—he couldn’t rest comfortably with it on. Little Eddie had his pistol on and grabbed for it, but a rifle cracked and a bullet took him in the shoulder and kicked him back off the saddle blanket.


  Dan and Roy Suggs were sitting with their backs to the creek, each with a jug between their legs. They were caught cold, their rifles propped on their saddles well out of reach.


  “Sit still, boys,” Call said, as soon as the crack of the shot died. Deets, who had the best angle, had shot little Eddie.


  Dan Suggs leaped to his feet and turned to see the bright sun glinting on three rifle barrels.


  “Who are you?” he asked. “We’re horse traders, so hold your damn fire.”


  He realized it would be suicide to draw and decided a bluff was his best chance, though the shock, plus the whiskey he had just drunk, made him unsteady for a moment. It was a moment too long, for a black man with a rifle stepped behind him and lifted his pistol. Roy Suggs was sitting where he was, his mouth open, too surprised even to move. Little Eddie lay flat on his back, stunned by his shoulder wound.


  Augustus took little Eddie’s pistol as he stepped over him, and in a moment had Roy’s. Deets got the rifles. Call kept his gun trained right on Dan Suggs, who, because of the sun, still could not see clearly whom he faced.


  Deets, with a downcast look, picked up Jake’s gun belt.


  “Why, Deets, do you think I’d shoot you?” Jake asked, though he knew too well where he stood, and if he had moved quicker would have shot, whatever the cost. A clean bullet was better than a scratchy rope, and his old partners could shoot clean when they wanted to.


  Deets, without answering, removed the rifle from Jake’s saddle scabbard.


  “Get your boots off, boys,” Call said, coming closer.


  “Goddamned if we will,” Dan Suggs said, his anger rising. “Didn’t you hear me? I told you we were horse traders.”


  “We’re more persuaded by that dead fellow over there,” Augustus said. “He says you’re murderers. And Mr. Wilbarger’s good horses says you’re horsethieves to boot.”


  “Hell, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dan Suggs said. He was genuinely furious at having been taken without a shot, and he used his anger to try and carry the bluff.


  “I bought these horses from Wilbarger,” he said. “I gave him thirty dollars apiece.”


  “You’re a black liar,” Augustus said calmly. “Take off your boots, like Captain Call said. It’s time to collect the boot guns.”


  Dan Suggs stood quivering, for it galled him to be caught and galled him more to be coolly given orders, even if it was Augustus McCrae who was giving them. Besides, he had a derringer in his right boot, and knew it was his last hope. One of his brothers was shot and the other too drunk and too stunned to take in what was happening.


  “I’ll be damned if I’ll go barefoot for you or any man,” Dan said.


  Augustus drew his big dragoon Colt and jammed the barrel into Dan’s stomach.


  “You can keep your socks, if you’re that refined,” he said.


  Call quickly knelt behind Dan Suggs and got the derringer.


  “Just ask Jake if we didn’t buy these horses,” Dan said. “Jake’s a friend of yours, ain’t he?”


  “Did you buy that old man?” Call asked. “Did you buy them two farmers you burned? Did you buy Wilbarger and his man and that boy?”


  Little Eddie sat up. When he saw that his shirt was drenched with blood, his face went white. “I’m bleeding, Dan,” he said.


  Jake looked at Call and Augustus, hoping one or the other of them would show some sign of concern, but neither would even look at him. Call covered Roy Suggs while Deets tied his hands with his own saddle strings. Augustus stood calmly, the barrel of the big Colt still stuck into Dan Suggs’s stomach. Dan’s face was twitching. Jake could see he longed to go for his gun—only he had no gun. Jake thought Dan might go anyway, his whole frame was quivering so. He might go, even if it meant getting shot at point-blank range.


  “This gun leaves a hole the size of a tunnel, Mr. Suggs,” Augustus said. “If you’d like to land in hell with a tunnel through you, just try me.”


  Dan quivered, his eyes popping with hatred. When Deets came over with some rawhide strings he snarled at him, baring his teeth. “Don’t you tie me, nigger boy,” he said. “I’ll not forget you if you do.”


  “You’re dying to try it, ain’t you?” Augustus said. “Go on. Try it. See what you look like with a tunnel through your ribs.”


  Dan held back, though he shook and snarled, while Deets tied him securely.


  “Tie Jake,” Call said, when Dan was secure. Augustus grinned and put the Colt back in its holster.


  “I guess you ain’t as hard as you talk, Mr. Suggs,” he said.


  “You sneaking son of a bitch, who do you think you are?” Dan said.


  “Deets don’t need to tie me,” Jake said. For a moment his spirits rose, just from the sound of Gus’s voice. It was Call and Gus, his old compañeros. It was just a matter of making them realize what an accident it had been, him riding with the Suggses. It was just that they had happened by the saloon just as he was deciding to leave. If he could just get his head clear of the whiskey he could soon explain it all.


  Little Eddie could not believe that he was shot and his brother Dan tied up. He was white and trembling. He looked at Dan in disbelief.


  “You said there wasn’t a man in Kansas that could take you, Dan,” Eddie said. “Why didn’t you fight?”


  Augustus went over and knelt by little Eddie, tearing his shirt so he could look at the wound.


  “You oughtn’t to listened to your big brother, son,” he said. “He was plumb easy to catch. This is just a flesh wound—the bullet went right through.”


  Call went over to Jake. Deets seemed hesitant to tie him, but Call nodded and covered Jake with his rifle while Deets tied his hands. As he was doing it Pea Eye and Newt came over the hill with the horses.


  “Call, he don’t need to tie me,” Jake said. “I ain’t done nothing. I just fell in with these boys to get through the Territory. I was aiming to leave them first chance I got.”


  Call saw that Jake was so drunk he could barely sit up.


  “You should have made a chance a little sooner, Jake,” Augustus said. “A man that will go along with six killings is making his escape a little slow.”


  “I had to wait for a chance, Gus,” Jake said. “You can’t just trot off from Dan Suggs.”


  “You shut your damn mouth, Spoon,” Dan Suggs said. “These friends of yours are no more than rank outlaws. I don’t see no badges on them. They got their damn gall, taking us to jail.”


  Pea Eye and Newt stopped and dismounted. Newt saw that Jake was tied like the rest.


  “Saddle these men’s horses,” Call said to the boy. Then he walked off toward the nearest trees.


  “Where’s he going?” Roy Suggs asked, finding his voice at last.


  “Gone to pick a tree to hang you from, son,” Augustus said mildly. He turned to Dan Suggs, who looked at him with his teeth bared in a snarl. “I don’t know what makes you think we’d tote you all the way to a jail,” Gus said.


  “I tell you we bought them horses!” Dan said.


  “Oh, drop your bluff,” Augustus said. “I buried Wilbarger myself, not to mention his two cowboys. We buried them farmers and we’ll bury that body over there. I imagine it’s all your doings, too. Your brothers don’t look so rough, and Jake ain’t normally a killer.”


  Augustus looked at Jake, who was still sitting down. “What’s the story on that one, Jake?” he asked.


  “Why, I merely said hello to a girl,” Jake said. “I didn’t know she was anybody’s wife, and the old bastard knocked me down with a shotgun. He was gonna do worse, too. It was only self-defense. No jury will hang you for self-defense.”


  Augustus was silent. Jake got to his feet awkwardly, for his hands were tied behind him. He looked at Pea Eye, who was standing quietly with Deets.


  “Pea, you know me,” Jake said. “You know I ain’t no killer. Old Deets knows it too. You boys wouldn’t want to hang a friend, I hope.”


  “I’ve done a many a thing I didn’t want to do, Jake,” Pea Eye said.


  Jake walked over to Augustus. “I ain’t no criminal, Gus,” he said. “Dan’s the only one that done anything. He shot that old man over there, and he killed them farmers. He shot Wilbarger and his men. Me and the other boys have killed nobody.”


  “We’ll hang him for the killings and the rest of you for the horsetheft, then,” Augustus said. “Out in these parts the punishment’s the same, as you well know.


  “Ride with an outlaw, die with him,” he added. “I admit it’s a harsh code. But you rode on the other side long enough to know how it works. I’m sorry you crossed the line, though.”


  Jake’s momentary optimism had passed, and he felt tired and despairing. He would have liked a good bed in a whorehouse and a nice night’s sleep.


  “I never seen no line, Gus,” he said. “I was just trying to get to Kansas without getting scalped.”


  Newt had saddled the men’s horses. Call came back and took the ropes off the four saddles.


  “We’re lucky to have caught ’em by the trees,” he said. Newt felt numb from all that he had seen.


  “Have we got to hang Jake too?” he asked. “He was my ma’s friend.”


  Call was surprised by the remark. Newt was surprised too—it had just popped out. He remembered how jolly Jake had been, then—it was mainly on Jake’s visits that he had heard his mother laugh. It puzzled him how the years could have moved so, to bring them from such happy times to the moment at hand.


  “Yes, he’s guilty with the rest of them,” Call said. “Any judge would hang him.”


  He walked on, and Newt put his cheek for a moment against the warm neck of the horse he had just saddled. The warmth made him want to cry. His mother had been warm too, in the years when they first knew Jake. But he couldn’t bring any of it back, and Jake was standing not twenty yards away, weaving from drink, his hands tied, sad-looking. Newt choked back his feelings and led the horses over.


  The men had to be helped onto the horses because of the way their hands were tied. Little Eddie had lost a lot of blood and was so weak he could barely keep his seat.


  “I’ll lead yours, Jake,” Newt said, hoping Jake would realize he meant it as a friendly gesture. Jake had several days’ stubble on his face and looked dirty and tired; his eyes had a dull look in them, as if he merely wanted to go to sleep.


  Call took the rein of Dan Suggs’s horse, just in case Dan tried something—though there was little he could try. Augustus walked behind and Pea Eye led the other two horses. Deets went ahead to fix the nooses—he was good with knots.


  “Dan, ain’t you gonna fight?” little Eddie kept asking. He had never seen his brother tied up and could not quite believe it. That Dan had been outsmarted and taken without a battle shocked him more than the fact that he himself was about to be hung.


  “Shut up, you damn whining pup,” Dan said. “If you’d been standing guard this wouldn’t have happened.”


  “You never told him to,” Roy Suggs said. He too was in a daze, the result of shock and whiskey, but it annoyed him that Dan would try to put the blame on little Eddie.


  “Well, do I have to do everything?” Dan said. He was watching, hoping to get Call to relax a minute—he meant to kick the horse and try to run over him. It might startle everyone long enough that he could jump the horse down into the creekbed, where he would be hard to hit. He had said what he had merely to distract the crowd, but it didn’t work. Call kept the horse under tight control and in no time they came to the tree with the four dangling nooses.


  It took a while for Deets to fix the knots to his satisfaction. The twilight began to deepen into dusk.


  Jake tried to get his mind to work, but it wouldn’t snap to. He had the feeling that there ought to be something he could say that would move Call or Gus on his behalf. It made him proud that the two of them had caught Dan Suggs so easily, although it had brought him to a hard fix. Still, it cut Dan Suggs down to size. Jake tried to think back over his years of rangering—to try and think of a debt he could call in, or a memory that might move the boys—but his brain seemed to be asleep. He could think of nothing. The only one who seemed to care was the boy Newt—Maggie’s boy, Jake remembered. She had fat legs, but she was always friendly, Maggie. Of all the whores he had known, she was the easiest to get along with. The thought crossed his mind that he ought to have married her and not gone rambling. If he had, he wouldn’t be in such a fix. But he felt little fear; just an overpowering fatigue. Life had slipped out of line. It was unfair, it was too bad, but he couldn’t find the energy to fight it any longer.


  Deets finally got the nooses done. He mounted and rode behind each man, to carefully set the knots. Little Eddie submitted quietly, but Dan Suggs shook his head and struggled like a wildcat when Deets came to him.


  “Nigger boy, don’t you get near me,” he said. “I won’t be hung by no black nigger.”


  Call and Augustus had to grab his arms and hold him steady. Dan dug his chin into his chest, so that Deets had to grab his hair and pull his head back to get the rope around his neck.


  “You’re a fool, Suggs,” Augustus said. “You don’t appreciate a professional when you see one. Men Deets hangs don’t have to dance on the rope, like some I’ve seen.”


  “You’re yellowbellies, both of you, or you would have fought me fair,” Dan Suggs said, glaring down at him. “I’ll fight you yet, barehanded, if you’ll just let me down. I’ll fight the both of you right now, and this nigger boy too.”


  “You’d do better to say goodbye to your brothers,” Call said. “I expect you got them into this.”


  “They’re not worth a red piss and neither are you,” Dan said.


  “I’ll say this for you, Suggs, you’re the kind of son of a bitch it’s a pleasure to hang,” Augustus said. “If guff’s all you can talk, go talk it to the devil.”


  He gave Dan Suggs’s horse a whack with a coiled rope and the horse jumped out from under him. When Dan’s horse jumped, little Eddie’s bolted too, and in a moment the two men were both swinging dead from the limb.


  Roy Suggs looked pained. A brother dangled on either side of him. “I ought to have been second,” he said. “Little Eddie was the youngest.”


  “You’re right and I’m sorry,” Augustus said. “I never meant to scare that boy’s horse.”


  “That horse never had no sense,” Roy Suggs remarked. “If I was little Eddie I would have got rid of him long ago.”


  “I guess he waited too long to make the change,” Augustus said. “Are you about ready, sir?”


  “Guess so, since the boys are dead,” Roy Suggs said. “Right or wrong, they’re my brothers.”


  “It’s damn bad luck, having a big brother like Dan Suggs, I’d say,” Augustus said.


  He walked over to Jake and put a hand on his leg for a moment.


  “Jake, you might like to know that I got Lorie back,” he said.


  “Who?” Jake asked. He felt very dull, and for a second the name meant nothing to him. Then he remembered the young blond whore who had been so much trouble. She had put him off several times.


  “Why, Lorie—have you had so many beauties that you’ve forgotten?” Augustus said. “That damn outlaw took her away.”


  To Jake it seemed as remote as his rangering days—he could barely get his mind back to it. Call walked over. Now that they were about it he felt a keen sorrow. Jake had ridden the river with them and been the life of the camp once—not the steadiest boy in the troop, but lively and friendly to a fault.


  “Well, it’ll soon be dark,” he said. “I’m sorry it’s us, Jake—I wish it had fallen to somebody else.”


  Jake grinned. Something in the way Call said it amused him, and for a second he regained a bit of his old dash.


  “Hell, don’t worry about it, boys,” he said. “I’d a damn sight rather be hung by my friends than by a bunch of strangers. The thing is, I never meant no harm,” he added. “I didn’t know they was such a gun outfit.”


  He looked down at Pea Eye and Deets, and at the boy. Everyone was silent, even Gus, who held the coiled rope. They were all looking at him, but it seemed no one could speak. For a moment, Jake felt good. He was back with his old compañeros, at least—those boys who had haunted his dreams. Straying off from them had been his worst mistake.


  “Well, adiós, boys,” he said. “I hope you won’t hold it against me.”


  He waited a moment, but Augustus seemed dumbstruck, holding the rope.


  Jake looked down again and saw the glint of tears in the boy’s eyes. Little Newt cared for him, at least.


  “Newt, why don’t you take this pony?” he said, looking at the boy. “He’s a pacer—you won’t find no easier gait. And the rest of you boys divide what money’s in my pocket.”


  He smiled at the thought of how surprised they would be when they saw how much he had—it was that lucky week in Fort Worth he had to thank for it.


  “All right, Jake, many thanks,” Newt said, his voice cracking.


  Before he got the thanks out, Jake Spoon had quickly spurred his pacing horse high back in the flanks with both spurs. The rope squeaked against the bark of the limb. Augustus stepped over and caught the swinging body and held it still.


  “I swear,” Pea Eye said. “He didn’t wait for you, Gus.”


  “Nope, he died fine,” Augustus said. “Go dig him a grave, will you, Pea?”


  They buried Jake Spoon by moonlight on the slope above the creek and, after some discussion, cut down Roy Suggs and little Eddie, plus the old man Dan Suggs had killed, a drummer named Collins with a wagonful of patent medicines. There was a good lantern in the wagon, which, besides the medicines, contained four white rabbits in a cage. The old man had run a medicine show, evidently, and did a little magic. The wagon contained a lot of cheaply printed circulars which advertised the show.


  “Headed for Denver, I guess,” Call said.


  Dan Suggs they left hanging. Augustus took one of the circulars and wrote “Dan Suggs, Man Burner and Horsethief” on the back of it. He rode over and pinned the sign to Dan Suggs’s shirt.


  “That way if a lawman comes looking for him he’ll know he can quit the search,” Augustus said.


  They rounded up Wilbarger’s horses and unhitched the two mules that had been pulling the little wagon. Augustus wanted to take the white rabbits, but the cage was awkward to carry. Finally Deets put two in his saddlebags, and Augustus took the other two. He also sampled the patent medicines and took several bottles of it.


  “What do you think it will cure, Gus?” Pea Eye asked.


  “Sobriety, if you guzzle enough of it,” Augustus said. “I expect it’s just whiskey and syrup.”


  The wagon itself was in such poor repair that they decided to leave it sit. Call broke up the tailgate and made a little marker for Jake’s grave, scratching his name on it with a pocketknife by the light of the old man’s lantern. He hammered the marker into the loose-packed dirt with the blunt side of a hatchet they had found in the wagon. Augustus trotted over, bringing Call his mare.


  “I’m tired of justice, ain’t you?” he asked.


  “Well, I wish he hadn’t got so careless about his company,” Call said. “It was that that cost him.”


  “Life works out peculiar,” Augustus said. “If he hadn’t talked you into making this trip, we wouldn’t have had to hang him today. He could be sitting down in Lonesome Dove, playing cards with Wanz.”


  “On the other hand, it was gambling brought him down,” Call said. “That’s what started it.”


  Deets and Pea Eye and Newt held the little horse herd. Newt was leading the horse Jake had left him. He didn’t know if it was right to get on him so soon after Jake’s death.


  “You can ride the pacing pony,” Deets said. “Mister Jake meant you to have it.”


  “What will I do with his saddle?” Newt asked. “He didn’t say anything about the saddle.”


  “It’s better than that old singletree of yours,” Pea Eye said. “Take it—Jake’s through with it.”


  “Don’t neither of you want it?” Newt asked. It bothered him to take it, for Jake hadn’t mentioned it.


  “Oh, no,” Deets said. “Saddle goes with the horse, I guess.”


  Nervous and a little reluctant, Newt got on Jake’s horse. The stirrups were too long for him, but Deets got down and quickly adjusted them. As he was finishing the lacing, Call and Augustus rode by. Deets took the bridle off Newt’s other horse and turned him, still saddled, into the horse herd. No one seemed to have anything to say.


  They started Wilbarger’s horses west across the dark prairie in the direction the cattle should be. Captain Call led, Augustus and Deets rode to the sides, and Pea Eye and Newt brought up the rear. Newt had to admit that Jake’s horse had a beautiful smooth gait, but even so he wished he hadn’t changed horses—not so soon. It seemed wrong to be enjoying Jake’s horse, and his fine saddle too, after what had happened. But he was tired, so tired he didn’t even feel the sadness for very long. Soon his head dropped and he sat on the pacing gelding, sound asleep. Pea Eye noticed and trotted close beside him so he could catch the weary boy if he started to fall off.


  Part III
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  75.


  CLARA WAS MILKING A MARE when Sally, her oldest girl, came racing down to the lots.


  “Somebody’s coming, Ma,” Sally said, excitement in her face. Sally was ten years old and sociable—she loved visitors.


  The young mare had dropped her foal early and the colt was too weak to stand up, which was why she was milking. The colt would suck milk off a rag, and Clara was determined to save it if she could. When Sally ran up, the mare flinched, causing Clara to squirt a stream of milk along her own arm.


  “Haven’t I told you to walk up to horses?” Clara said. She stood up and wiped the milk off her dripping arm.


  “I’m sorry, Ma,” Sally said, more excited than sorry. “See, there’s a wagon coming.”


  Then Betsey, only seven, came flying out of the house, her brown hair streaming, and raced down to the corrals. Betsey liked company as much as her sister.


  “Who’s coming?” she asked.


  The wagon was barely visible coming along the Platte from the west.


  “I thought I told you girls to churn,” Clara said. “Seems like all you do is hang out the window watching for travelers.”


  Of course, no one could blame them, for company was rare. They lived twenty miles from town, and a bad town at that—Ogallala. If they went in, it was usually for church, but they seldom made the trip. Their company mostly consisted of men who came to trade horses with Bob, her husband, and now that he was injured, few came. They had just as many horses—more, in fact—and Clara knew more about them than Bob had ever learned, but there were few men disposed to bargain with a woman, and Clara was not disposed to give their horses away. When she named a price she meant it, but usually men got their backs up and wouldn’t buy.


  “I expect they’re just buffalo hunters,” Clara said, watching the distant wagon creep over the brown plains. “You girls won’t learn much from them, unless you’re interested in learning how to spit tobacco.”


  “I ain’t,” Betsey said.


  “You aren’t, you mean,” Sally said. “I thought all the buffalo were dead—how come they still hunt them?”


  “Because people are slow learners, like your sister,” Clara said, grinning at Betsey to mitigate the criticism.


  “Are you gonna invite them for the night?” Sally asked. “Want me to kill a hen?”


  “Not just yet, they may not be in the mood to stop,” Clara said. “Besides, you and I don’t agree about hens. You might kill one of the ones I like.”


  “Mother, they’re just to eat,” Sally said.


  “Nope. I keep those hens to talk to me when I’m lonesome,” Clara said. “I’ll only eat the ones who can’t make good conversation.” Betsey wrinkled up her nose, amused by the comment. “Oh, Ma,” she said, “hens don’t talk.”


  “They talk,” Clara said. “You just don’t understand hen talk. I’m an old hen myself and it makes good sense to me.”


  “You ain’t old, Ma,” Sally said.


  “That wagon won’t be here for an hour,” Clara said. “Go see about your pa. His fever comes up in the afternoon. Wet a rag and wipe his face.”


  Both girls stood looking at her silently. They hated to go into the sickroom. Both of them had bright blue eyes, their legacy from Bob, but their hair was like hers and they were built like her, even to the knobby knees. Bob had been kicked in the head by a mustang he was determined to break, against Clara’s advice. She had seen it happen—he had the mare snubbed to a post with a heavy rope and only turned his back on her for a second. But the mare struck with her front feet, quick as a snake. Bob had bent over to pick up another rope and the kick had caught him right back of the ear. The crack had sounded like a shot. The mare pawed him three or four times before Clara could reach him and drag him out of the way, but those blows had been minor. The kick behind the ear had almost killed him. They had been so sure he would die that they even dug the grave, up on the knoll east of the house where their three boys were buried: Jim and Jeff and Johnny, the three deaths Clara felt had turned her heart to stone: she hoped for stone, anyway, for stone wouldn’t suffer from such losses.


  Bob, though, hadn’t died—neither had he recovered. His eyes were open, but he could neither speak nor move. He could swallow soup, if his head was tilted a certain way, and it was chicken broth that had kept him alive the three months since his accident. He simply lay staring up with his large blue eyes, feverish sometimes but mostly as still as if he were dead. He was a large man, over two hundred pounds, and it took all her strength to move him and clean him every day—he had no control over bowels or bladder. Day after day Clara removed the soiled bedclothes, stuffing them in a washtub she filled beforehand from the cistern. She never let the girls see or help her with the operation; she supposed Bob would die in time, and she didn’t want his daughters to feel disgust for him, if she could prevent it. She only sent them in once a day to bathe his face, hoping that the sight of them would bring him out of his state.


  “Is Daddy going to die?” Betsey often asked. She had been only one when Johnny, her last brother, had died, and had no memories of death, just a great curiosity about it.


  “I don’t know, Betsey,” Clara said. “I don’t know at all. I hope not.”


  “Well, but can’t he ever talk again?” Sally asked. “His eyes are open, why can’t he talk?”


  “His head is hurt,” Clara said. “It’s hurt on the inside. Maybe it’ll heal, if we take care of him, and then he can talk again.”


  “Do you think he can hear the piano when I play?” Betsey asked.


  “Just go and bathe his face, please. I don’t know what he can hear,” she said. She felt as if a flood of tears might come at any moment, and she didn’t want the girls to see them. The piano, over which she and Bob had argued for two years, had come the week before his accident—it had been her victory, but a sad one. She had ordered it all the way from St. Louis, and it had been woefully out of tune when it finally came, but there was a Frenchman who played the piano in a saloon in town who tuned it for her for five dollars. And although she assumed it was a whorehouse he played the piano in, she hired him at the big fee of two dollars a week to ride out and give her daughters lessons.


  The Frenchman’s name was Jules. He was really a French-Canadian who had been a trader on the Red River of the North and had gone broke when smallpox hit the tribes. He had wandered down through the Dakotas to Ogallala and turned to music for a living. He loved to come out and teach the girls—he said they reminded him of the cousins he had once played with in his grandmother’s house in Montreal. He wore a black coat, when he came, and waxed his mustache. Both girls thought he was the most refined man they had ever seen, and he was.


  Clara had bought the piano with money saved all those years from the sale of her parents’ little business in Texas. She had never let Bob use the money—another bone of contention between them. She wanted it for her children, so when the time came they could be sent away to school and not have to spend their whole youth in such a raw, lonely place. The first of the money she spent was on the two-story frame house they had built three years before, after nearly fifteen years of life in the sod house Bob had dug for her on a slope above the Platte. Clara had always hated the sod house—hated the dirt that seeped down on her bedclothes, year after year. It was dust that caused her firstborn, Jim, to cough virtually from his birth until he died a year later. In the mornings Clara would walk down and wash her hair in the icy waters of the Platte, and yet by supper time, if she happened to scratch her head, her fingernails would fill with dirt that had seeped down during the day. For some reason, no matter where she moved her bed, the roof would trickle dirt right onto it. She tacked muslin, and finally canvas, on the ceiling over the bed but nothing stopped the dirt for long. It sifted through. It seemed to her that all her children had been conceived in dust clouds, dust rising from the bedclothes or sifting down from the ceiling. Centipedes and other bugs loved the roof; day after day they crawled down the walls, to end up in her stewpots or her skillets or the trunks where she stored her clothes.


  “I’d rather live in a tepee, like an Indian,” she told Bob many times. “I’d be cleaner. When it got dirty we could burn it.”


  The idea had shocked Bob, a conventional man if there ever was one. He could not believe he had married a woman who wanted to live like an Indian. He worked hard to give her a respectable life, and yet she said things like that—and meant them. And she stubbornly kept her own money, year after year—for the children’s education, she said, although one by one the three boys died long before they were old enough to be sent anywhere. The last two lived long enough for Clara to teach them to read. She had read them Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe when Jeff and Johnny were six and seven, respectively. Then the next winter both boys had died of pneumonia within a month of one another. It was a terrible winter, the ground frozen so deep there was no way to dig a grave. They had had to put the boys in the little kindling shed, wrapped tightly in wagon sheets, until winter let up enough that they could be buried. Many days Bob would come home from delivering horses to the Army—his main customer—to find Clara sitting in the icy shed by the two small bodies, tears frozen on her cheeks so hard that he would have to heat water and bathe the ice from her face. He tried to point out to her that she mustn’t do it—the weather was below zero, and the wind swept endlessly along the Platte. She could freeze to death, sitting in the kindling shed. If only I would, Clara thought—I’d be with my boys.


  But she didn’t freeze, and Jeff and Johnny had been buried beside Jim, and despite her resolve never to lay herself open to such heartbreak again, she had the girls, neither of whom had ever had more than a cold. Bob couldn’t believe his own bad luck; he longed for a strong boy or two to help him with the stock.


  And yet he loved the girls in his unspeaking way. His love mostly came out in awkwardness, for their delicacy frightened him. He was continually warning them about their health and trying to keep them wrapped up. Their recklessness almost stopped his heart at times—they were the kind of girls who would run out in the snow barefoot if they chose. He feared for them, and also feared the effect on his wife if one of them should die. Impervious to weather himself, he came to dread the winters for fear winter would take the rest of his family. Yet the girls proved as strong as their mother, whereas the boys had all been weak. It made no sense to Bob, and he was hoping if they could only have another boy, he would turn into the helper he needed.


  The only hand they had was an old Mexican cowboy named Cholo. The old man was wiry and strong, despite his age, and stayed mainly because of his devotion to Clara. It was Cholo, and not her husband, who taught her to love horses and to understand them. Cholo had pointed out to her at once that her husband would never break the mustang mare; he had urged her to persuade Bob to sell the mare unbroken, or else let her go. Though Bob had been a horse trader all his adult life, he had no real skill with horses. If they disobeyed him, he beat them—Clara had often turned her back in disgust from the sight of her husband beating a horse, for she knew it was his incompetence, not the horse’s, that was to blame for whatever incident had provoked the beating. Bob could not contain his violence when angered by a horse.


  With her, it was different. He had never raised a hand to her, though she provoked him often, and deeply. Perhaps it was because he had never quite believed that she would marry him, or never quite understood why she had. The shadow of Augustus McCrae had hung over their courtship; Bob had never known why she chose him over the famous Ranger, or over any of the other men she could have had. In her day she had been the most sought-after girl in Texas, and yet she had married him, and followed him to the Nebraska plains, and stayed and worked beside him. It was hard country for women, Bob knew that. Women died, went crazy or left. The wife of their nearest neighbor, Maude Jones, had killed herself with a shotgun one morning, leaving a note which merely said, “Can’t stand listening to this wind no more.” Maude had had a husband and four children, but had killed herself anyway. For a time, Clara had taken in the children, until their grandparents in Missouri came for them. Len Jones, Maude’s husband, soon drank himself into poverty. He fell out of his wagon drunk one night and froze to death not two hundred yards from a saloon.


  Clara had lived, and stayed, though she had a look in her gray eyes that frightened Bob every time he saw it. He didn’t really know what the look meant, but to him it meant she might leave if he didn’t watch out. When they first came to Nebraska, he had had the drinking habit. Ogallala was hardly even a town then; there were few neighbors, and almost no socials. The Indians were a dire threat, though Clara didn’t seem to fear them. If they had company, it was usually soldiers—the soldiers drank, and so did he. Clara didn’t like it. One night he got pretty drunk, and when he got up in the morning she had that look in her eye. She made him breakfast, but then she looked at him coldly and lay down a threat. “I want you to stop drinking,” she said. “You’ve been drunk three times this week. I won’t live here and get dirt in my hair for the love of a drunkard.”


  It was the only threat she ever had to make. Bob spent the day worrying, looking at the bleak plains and wondering what he would do in such a place without her. He never touched whiskey again. The jug he had been working on sat in the cupboard for years, until Clara finally mixed it with sorghum molasses and used it for cough medicine.


  They had few quarrels, most of them about money. Clara was a good wife and worked hard; she never did anything untoward or unrespectable, and yet the fact that she had that Texas money made Bob uneasy. She wouldn’t give it up or let him use it, no matter how poor they were. Not that she spent it on herself—Clara spent nothing on herself, except for the books she ordered or the magazines she took. She kept the money for her children, she said—but Bob could never be sure she wasn’t keeping it so she could leave if she took a notion. He knew it was foolish—Clara would leave, money or no money, if she decided to go—but he couldn’t get the idea out of his mind. She wouldn’t even use the money on the house, although she had wanted the house, and they had had to haul the timber two hundred miles. Of course, he had prospered in the horse business, mainly because of the Army trade; he could afford to build her a house. But he still resented her money. She told him it was only for the girls’ education—and yet she did things with it that he didn’t expect. The winter before she had bought Cholo a buffalo coat, an action which shocked Bob. He had never heard of a married woman buying a Mexican cowboy an expensive coat. Then there was the piano. She had ordered that too, although it cost two hundred dollars and another forty to transport. And yet he had to admit he loved to see his girls sitting at the piano, trying to learn their fingering. And the buffalo coat had saved Cholo’s life when he was trapped in an April blizzard up on the Dismal River. Clara got her way, and her way often turned out to make sense—and yet Bob more and more felt that her way skipped him, somehow. She didn’t neglect him in any way that he could put his finger on, and the girls loved him, but there were many times when he felt left out of the life of his own family. He would never have said that to Clara—he was not good with words, and seldom spoke unless he was spoken to, unless it was about business. Watching his wife, he often felt lonely. Clara seemed to sense it and would usually come and try to be especially nice to him, or to get him laughing at something the girls had done—and yet he still felt lonely, even in their bed.


  Now Bob lay in that bed all day, staring his empty stare. They had moved the bed near the window so that he would get the summer breezes and could look out if he liked and watch his horses grazing on the plain, or the hawks circling, or whatever little sights there might be. But Bob never turned his head, and no one knew if he felt the breezes. Clara had taken to sleeping on a little cot. The house had a small upper porch and she moved the cot out there in good weather. Often she lay awake, listening, half expecting Bob to come back to himself and call her. More often what happened was that he fouled himself; and instead of hearing him she would smell him. Even so, she was glad it happened at night so she could change him without the girls seeing.


  It seemed to her, after a month of it, that she was carrying Bob away with those sheets; he had already lost much weight and every morning seemed a little thinner to her. The large body that had lain beside her so many nights, that had warmed her in the icy nights, that had covered her those many times through the years and given her five children, was dribbling away as offal, and there was nothing she could do about it. The doctors in Ogallala said Bob’s skull was fractured; you couldn’t put a splint on a skull; probably he’d die. And yet he wasn’t dead. Often when she was cleaning him, bathing his soiled loins and thighs with warm water, the stem of life between his legs would raise itself, growing as if a fractured skull meant nothing to it. Clara cried at the sight—what it meant to her was that Bob still hoped for a boy. He couldn’t talk or turn himself, and he would never beat another horse, most likely, but he still wanted a boy. The stem let her know it, night after night, when all she came in to do was clean the stains from a dying body. She would roll Bob on his side and hold him there for a while, for his back and legs were developing terrible bedsores. She was afraid to turn him on his belly for fear he might suffocate, but she would hold him on his side for an hour, sometimes napping as she held him. Then she would roll him back and cover him and go back to her cot, often to lie awake half the night, looking at the prairies, sad beyond tears at the ways of things. There Bob lay, barely alive, his ribs showing more every morning, still wanting a boy. I could do it, she thought—would it save him if I did? I could go through it one more time—the pregnancy, the fear, the sore nipples, the worry—and maybe it would be a boy. Though she had borne five children, she sometimes felt barren, lying on her cot at night. She felt she was ignoring her husband’s last wish—that if she had any generosity she would do it for him. How could she lie night after night and ignore the strange, mute urgings of a dying man, one who had never been anything but kind to her, in his clumsy way. Bob, dying, still wanted her to make a little Bob. Sometimes in the long silent nights she felt she must be going crazy to think about such things, in such a way. And yet she came to dread having to go to him at night; it became as hard as anything she had had to do in her marriage. It was so hard that at times she wished Bob would go on and die, if he couldn’t get well. The truth was, she didn’t want another child, particularly not another boy. Somehow she felt confident she could keep her girls alive—but she lacked that confidence where boys were concerned. She remembered too well the days of icy terror and restless pain as she listened to Jim cough his way to death. She remembered her hatred of, and helplessness before, the fevers that had taken Jeff and Johnny. Not again, she thought—I won’t live that again, even for you, Bob. The memory of the fear that had torn her as her children approached death was the most vivid of her life: she could remember the coughings, the painful breathing. She never wanted to listen helplessly to such again.


  Besides, Bob wasn’t really alive, even then—his eyes never flickered. It was only reflex that enabled him to swallow the soup she fed him. That his rod still seemed to live when she bathed him, that, too, was reflex, an obscene joke that life was playing on the two of them. It raised no feelings of tenderness in her, just a feeling of disgust at the cruelties of existence. It seemed to mock her, to make her feel that she was cheating Bob of something, though it was not easy to say what. She had married him, followed him, fed him, worked beside him, borne his children—and yet even as she changed his sheets she felt there was a selfishness in her that she had never mastered. Something had been held back—what it was, considering all that she had done, was hard to say. But she felt it anyway, fair judgment or not, and lay awake on her cot through half the night, tense with self-reproach.


  In the mornings she lay wrapped in a quilt until the smell of Cholo’s coffee waked her. She had fallen into the habit of letting Cholo make the coffee, mainly because he was better at it than she was. She would lie in her quilt, watching the mists float over the Platte, until one or both of the girls tiptoed out. They always tiptoed, as if they might wake their father, though his eyes were as wide open as ever.


  “Ma, ain’t you up?” Sally would say. “We been up awhile.”


  “Wanta gather the eggs?” Betsey asked. It was her favorite chore but she preferred to do it with her mother—some of the hens were irritable with Betsey and would peck her if she tried to slide an egg out from under them, whereas they would never peck Clara.


  “I’d rather gather you two,” Clara said, pulling both girls onto the cot with her. With the sunlight flooding the wide plain, and both her two girls in bed with her, it was hard to feel as bad about herself as she had felt alone in the night.


  “Don’t you wanta get up?” Sally asked. She had more of her father in her than Betsey had, and it bothered her a little to see her mother lazing in bed with the sun up. It seemed to her a little wrong—at least, her father had often complained about it.


  “Oh, shush,” Clara said. “The sun’s just been up five minutes.”


  She reflected that perhaps that was what she had held back—she had never become proficient at early rising, despite all the practice she’d had. She had got up dutifully and made breakfast for Bob and whatever hands happened to be there, but she was not at her best, and the breakfasts seldom arrived on the table in the orderly fashion that Bob expected. It was a relief to her when he went away on horse-trading expeditions and she could sleep late, or just lie in bed thinking and reading the magazines she ordered from the East or from England.


  The ladies’ magazines had stories and parts of novels in them, in many of which were ladies who led lives so different from hers that she felt she might as well be on another planet. She liked Thackeray’s ladies better than Dickens’s, and George Eliot’s best of all—but it was a frustration that the mail came so seldom. Sometimes she would have to wait for two or three months for her Blackwoods, wondering all the time what was happening to the people in the stories. Reading stories by all the women, not only George Eliot, but Mrs. Gore and Mrs. Gaskell and Charlotte Yonge, she sometimes had a longing to do what those women did—write stories. But those women lived in cities or towns and had many friends and relatives nearby. It discouraged her to look out the window at the empty plains and reflect that even if she had the eloquence to write, and the time, she had nothing to write about. With Maude Jones dead, she seldom saw another woman, and had no relatives near except her husband and her children. There was an aunt in Cincinnati, but they only exchanged letters once or twice a year. Her characters would have to be the horses and the hens, if she ever wrote, for the menfolk that came by weren’t interesting enough to put in books, it seemed to her. None of them were capable of the kind of talk men managed in English novels.


  She longed, sometimes, to talk to a person who actually wrote stories and had them printed in magazines. It interested her to speculate how it was done: whether they used people they knew, or just made people up. Once she had even ordered some big writing tablets, thinking she might try it anyway, even if she didn’t know how, but that was in the hopeful years before her boys died. With all the work that had to be done she never actually sat down and tried to write anything—and then the boys died and her feelings changed. Once the sight of the writing tablets had made her hopeful, but after those deaths it ceased to matter. The tablets were just another reproach to her, something willful she had wanted. She burned the tablets one day, trembling with anger and pain, as if the paper and not the weather had been somehow responsible for the deaths of her boys. And, for a time, she stopped reading the magazines. The stories in them seemed hateful to her: how could people talk that way and spend their time going to balls and parties, when children died and had to be buried?


  But a few years passed, and Clara went back to the stories in the magazines. She loved to read aloud, and she read snatches of them to her daughters as soon as they were big enough to listen. Bob didn’t particularly like it, but he tolerated it. No other woman he knew read as much as his wife, and he thought it might be the cause of certain of her vanities: the care she took with her hair, for instance, washing it every day and brushing it. To him it seemed a waste—hair was just hair.


  As Clara watched the wagon the girls had spotted drawing closer, she saw Cholo come riding in with two mares who were ready to foal. Cholo had seen the wagon too, and had come to look after her. He was a cautious old man, as puzzled by Clara as he was devoted to her. It was her recklessness that disturbed him. She was respectful of dangerous horses, but seemed to have no fear at all of dangerous men. She laughed when Cholo tried to counsel her. She was not even afraid of Indians, though Cholo had showed her the scars of the arrow wounds he had suffered.


  Now he penned the mares and loped over to be sure she wasn’t threatened by whoever was coming in the wagon. They kept a shotgun in the saddle shed, but Clara only used it to kill snakes, and she only killed snakes because they were always stealing her eggs. At times the hens seemed to her almost more trouble than they were worth, for they had to be protected constantly from coyotes, skunks, badgers, even hawks and eagles.


  “I don’t see but two men, Cholo,” Clara said, watching the wagon.


  “Two men is two too many if they are bad men,” Cholo said.


  “Bad men would have a better team,” Clara said. “Find any colts?”


  Cholo shook his head. His hair was white—Clara had never been able to get his age out of him, but she imagined he was seventy-five at least, perhaps eighty. At night by the fire, with the work done, Cholo wove horsehair lariats. Clara loved to watch the way his fingers worked. When a horse died or had to be killed, Cholo always saved its mane and tail for his ropes. He could weave them of rawhide too, and once had made one for her of buckskin, although she didn’t rope. Bob had been puzzled by the gift—“Clara couldn’t rope a post,” he said—but Clara was not puzzled at all. She had been very pleased. It was a beautiful gift; Cholo had the finest manners. She knew he appreciated her as she appreciated him. That was the year she bought him the coat. Sometimes, reading her magazines, she would look up and see Cholo weaving a rope and imagine that if she ever did try to write a story she would write it about him. It would be very different from any of the stories she read in the English magazines. Cholo was not much like an English gentleman, but it was his gentleness and skill with horses, in contrast to Bob’s incompetence, that made her want badly to encourage him to stay with them. He talked little, which would be a problem if she put him in a story—the people in the stories she read seemed to talk a great deal. He had been stolen as a child by Comanches and had gradually worked his way north, traded from one tribe to another, until he had escaped one day during a battle. Though he was an old man and had lived among Indians and whites his whole life, he still preferred to speak Spanish. Clara knew a little from her girlhood in Texas, and tried to speak it with him. At the sound of the Spanish words his wrinkled face would light up with happiness. Clara persuaded him to teach her girls. Cholo couldn’t read, but he was a good teacher anyway—he loved the girls and would take them on rides, pointing at things and giving them their Spanish names.


  Soon all the mares in the corral were pricking their ears and watching the approaching wagon. A big man in a coat heavier than Cholo’s rode beside it on a little brown horse that looked as if it would drop if it had to carry him much farther. A man with a badly scarred face rode on the wagon seat, beside a woman who was heavy with child. The woman drove the team. All three looked so blank with exhaustion that even the sight of people, after what must have been a long journey, didn’t excite them much. A few buffalo hides were piled in the wagon. Cholo watched the travelers carefully, but they didn’t seem to pose a threat. The woman drew rein and looked down at them as if dazed.


  “Are we to Nebraska yet?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Clara said. “It’s nearly twenty miles to town. Won’t you get down and rest?”


  “Do you know Dee Boot?” the woman said. “I’m looking for him.”


  “Sí—pistolero,” Cholo said quietly. He did most of their shopping and knew practically everyone in Ogallala.


  Elmira heard the word, and knew what it meant, but she didn’t care what anybody called Dee—the fact that he was nearby was all that mattered. If Dee was near, it meant that she was safe and could soon be rid of Luke and Big Zwey, and not have to ride on the jolting wagon seat all day or be scared all night that they would run into Indians at the last minute.


  “Get down—at least you’ll want to water your stock,” Clara said. “You’re welcome to stay the night, if you like. You can easily make town tomorrow. I’d say you all could use a rest.”


  “What town would that be?” Luke asked, easing down from the wagon seat. He had twisted a leg several days before, running to try and get a better shot at an antelope—it was all he could do to walk.


  Elmira didn’t want to stop, even when told that it was still over half a day to Ogallala, but Zwey had already dismounted and unhitched the horses. I wish I could get to Dee, she thought—but then decided one more day wouldn’t matter. She got slowly down from the wagon seat.


  “Come on up to the house,” Clara said. “I’ll have the girls draw some water. I guess you’ve come a ways.”


  “Arkansas,” Elmira said. The house didn’t look very far away, but as they walked toward it, it seemed to wobble in her vision.


  “My goodness, that is a ways,” Clara said. “I lived in Texas once.” Then she turned and saw that the woman was sitting on the ground. Before Clara could reach her she had toppled sideways and lay face up on the trail that led from the house to the barn.


  Clara was not too alarmed. Just tired, she thought. A journey all the way from Arkansas, in a wagon like that, would wear anybody out. She fanned the woman’s face for a while but it did no good. Cholo had seen the woman fall and he ran to her, but the big man lifted the woman as easily as if she were a child and carried her to the house.


  “I didn’t get your name, or her name either,” Clara said.


  The big man just looked at her silently. Is he mute? Clara thought. But later the man with the scarred face came to the house and said no, the big man just didn’t talk much. “Name’s Zwey,” he said. “Big Zwey. I’m Luke. I got my face bunged up coming, and now I hurt this dern leg. Her name’s Elmira.”


  “And she’s a friend of Mr. Boot?” Clara asked. They put Elmira in bed but she hadn’t yet opened her eyes.


  “Don’t know about that, she’s married to a sheriff,” Luke said. He felt uncomfortable in the house after so many days outside, and soon went out again to sit on the wagon with Zwey. He happened to look up and see two young girls peering at him from an open window. He wondered where the man was, for surely the good-looking woman he had talked to couldn’t be married to the old Mexican.


  That night she asked if they would like to come in and eat supper. Zwey wouldn’t—he was too shy—so the woman brought their suppers out and they ate in the wagon.


  The girls were disappointed at that turn of events. They seldom had company and wanted a better look at the men.


  “Make ’em come in, Ma,” Sally whispered. She was particularly fascinated by the one with the scarred face.


  “I can’t just order men around,” Clara said. “Anyway, you’ve met buffalo hunters before. Smelled them too. These don’t smell much different from any of the others.”


  “One of them’s big,” Betsey observed. “Is he the lady’s husband?”


  “I don’t think so, and don’t be a busybody,” Clara said. “She’s worn out. Maybe tomorrow she’ll feel like talking.”


  But the girls were to hear Elmira’s voice long before morning. The men sitting in the wagon heard it too—long screams that raked the prairie night for hours.


  Once again, Clara had reason to be glad of Cholo, who was as good with women as he was with horses. Difficult births didn’t frighten him as they did most men, and many women. Elmira’s was difficult, too—the exhausting journey over the plains had left her too weak for the task at hand. She fainted many times during the night. Clara could do nothing about it except bathe her face with cool water from the cistern. When day came, Elmira was too weak to scream. Clara was worried—the woman had lost too much blood.


  “Momma, Daddy’s sick, he smells bad,” Sally said, peeking for a moment into the sickroom. The girls had slept downstairs on pallets, so as to be farther from the screams.


  “Just leave him be, I’ll take care of him,” Clara said.


  “But he’s sick—he smells bad,” Sally repeated. Her eyes were fearful.


  “He’s alive—life don’t always smell nice,” Clara said. “Go make us some breakfast and take some to those men. They must be hungry.”


  A few minutes later, Elmira fainted again.


  “She’s too weak,” Cholo said.


  “Poor thing,” Clara said. “I would be too, if I came that far. That baby isn’t going to wait for her to get strong.”


  “No, it’s going to kill her,” Cholo said.


  “Well then, save it, at least,” Clara said, feeling so downcast suddenly that she left the room. She got a water bucket and walked out of the house, meaning to get some water for Bob. It was a beautiful morning, light touching the farthest edges of the plains. Clara noticed the beauty and thought it strange that she could still respond to it, tired as she was and with two people dying in her house—perhaps three. But she loved the fine light of the prairie mornings; it had resurrected her spirits time after time through the years, when it seemed that dirt and cold and death would crush her. Just to see the light spreading like that, far on toward Wyoming, was her joy. It seemed to put energy into her, make her want to do things.


  And the thing she wanted most to do was plant flowers—flowers that might bloom in the light. She did plant them, ordering bulbs and seeds from the East. The light brought them up, and then the wind tore them from her. Worse than the dirt she hated the wind. The dirt she could hold her own with, sweeping it away each morning, but the wind was endless and fierce. It renewed itself again and again, curling out of the north to take her flowers from her, petal by petal, until nothing remained but the sad stalks. Clara kept on planting anyway, hiding the flowers in the most protected spots she could find. The wind always found them too, in time, but sometimes the blooms lasted a few days before the petals were blown away. It was a battle she wouldn’t give up on: every winter she read seed catalogues with the girls and described to them the flowers they would have when spring came.


  Coming back with the bucket from the cistern she noticed the two dirty, silent men sitting on the wagon—she had walked past them without a thought on her way to the well.


  “Is it born yet?” Luke asked.


  “Not yet,” Clara said. “She’s too tired to help much.”


  The large man followed her with his eyes but said nothing.


  “You’ve got too much fire in that stove, you’ll burn everything,” Clara said, when she saw how the girls were progressing with breakfast.


  “Oh, Ma, we can cook,” Sally said. She loved to get her mother out of the kitchen—then she could boss her younger sister around.


  “Is that woman real sick?” Betsey asked. “Why does she yell so much?”


  “She’s working at a hard task,” Clara said. “You better not burn that porridge, because I want some.”


  She carried the bucket up to the bedroom, pulled the smelly sheets out from under Bob, and washed him. Bob stared straight up, as he always did. Usually she warmed the water but this morning she hadn’t taken the time. It was cold and raised goose bumps on his legs. His big ribs seemed to stick out more every day. She had forgotten to bring fresh sheets—it was a constant problem, keeping fresh sheets—so she covered him with a blanket and walked out on her porch for a minute. She heard Elmira begin to moan, again and again. She ought to go relieve Cholo, she knew, but she didn’t rush. The birth might take another day. Everything took longer than it should, or else went too quick. Her sons’ lives had been whipped away like a breath, while her husband had lain motionless for two months and still wasn’t dead. It was wearying, trying to adjust to all the paces life required.


  After she had stood for a moment on the cool porch, she went down the hall, just in time to hold Elmira down and watch Cholo ease a baby boy from her bloodied loins.


  The baby looked dead, and Elmira looked as if she were dying—but in fact both lived. Cholo held the little boy close to his face and blew on it, until finally the child moved and began to cry, a thin sound not much stronger than the squeak of a mouse. Elmira had passed out, but she was breathing.


  Clara went downstairs to heat some water and saw that the girls had taken breakfast to the two men. They were standing around while the men ate, not to be denied the novelty of conversation, even if only with two buffalo hunters, one of whom wouldn’t talk. It made her want to cry, suddenly, that her children were so devoid of playmates that they would hang around two sullen men just for the excitement of company. She heated the water and let the girls be. Probably the men would go on soon, though Luke seemed to be talking to the girls happily. Maybe he was as lonesome as they were.


  When she went up with the hot water Elmira was awake, her eyes wide open. She was pale, almost bloodless, no color in her cheeks at all.


  “It’s a miracle you got here,” Clara said. “If you’d had that baby down on the plains I doubt either one of you would have lived.”


  The old Mexican had wrapped the infant in a flannel robe and brought it to Elmira to see, but Elmira didn’t look at it. She didn’t speak and she wouldn’t look.


  She didn’t want the baby. Maybe it’ll die, she thought. Dee won’t want it either.


  Clara saw the woman turn her eyes away. Without a word she took the infant from Cholo and walked downstairs with it, out into the sunlight. The girls still stood by the wagon, though the men had eaten. She shielded the baby’s eyes with the robe and carried it over to the group.


  “Oh, Ma,” Betsey said—she had never seen a newborn child. “What’s its name?”


  “The lady’s too tired to worry about naming it just now,” Clara said. “It’s a boy, though.”


  “It’s lucky we got here, ain’t it?” Luke said. “Me and Zwey would have had no idea what to do.”


  “Yes, it’s lucky,” Clara said.


  Big Zwey stared at the baby silently for a time. “It’s red, Luke,” he said finally. “I guess it’s an Indian.”


  Clara laughed. “It’s no Indian,” she said. “Babies mostly are red.”


  “Can I hold it?” Sally asked. “I held Betsey, I know how.”


  Clara let her take the child. Cholo had come downstairs and was standing at the back porch, a cup of coffee in his hand.


  “Zwey wants to get to town,” Luke said. “Can Ellie go yet?”


  “Oh, no,” Clara said. “She’s had a bad time and she’s weak. It would kill her to travel today. She’ll need to rest for about a week. Maybe you could come back for her, or else we could bring her in our little wagon when she gets well.”


  But Zwey refused to leave. Ellie had wanted to get to town, he remembered, and he was determined to wait until she could go. He sat in the shade of the wagon all day and taught the two young girls how to play mumblety-peg. Clara looked out at them occasionally from the upper windows—there seemed no harm in the man. Luke, bored, had ridden off with Cholo to check the mares.


  When Clara took the child in to nurse, she began to see that Elmira didn’t want it. She turned her wide eyes away when Clara brought it near. The infant was whimpering and hungry.


  “Ma’am, it’s got to nurse,” Clara said. Elmira made no objection when the baby was put to her breast, but the business was difficult. At first no milk would come—Clara began to fear the baby would weaken and die before it could even be fed. Finally it nursed a little but the milk didn’t satisfy it—an hour later it was crying in hunger again.


  Thin milk, Clara thought—and no wonder, for the woman probably hadn’t eaten a decent meal in months. She refused to look at the baby, even when it took her breast. Clara had to hold it and encourage it, rubbing its little lips with milk.


  “They say you’re married to a sheriff,” Clara said, thinking conversation might help. The man might be the cause of her flight, she thought. She probably didn’t want him in the first place, and hadn’t asked for this child.


  Elmira didn’t answer. She didn’t want to talk to this woman. Her breasts were so full they hurt; she didn’t care that the baby took the milk, she just didn’t want to look at it. She wanted to get up and make Zwey take her to town, to Dee, but she knew she couldn’t do it yet. Her legs were so weak she could hardly move them on the bed. She would never get downstairs unless she crawled.


  Clara looked at Elmira for a moment and held her peace. It was not a great surprise for her that the woman didn’t want the baby. She hadn’t wanted Sally, out of fear that she would die. The woman must have her own fears—after all, she had traveled for months across the plains with two buffalo hunters. Perhaps she was fleeing a man, perhaps looking for a man, perhaps just running—there was no point in pressing questions, for the woman might not know herself why she ran.


  Besides, Clara remembered the immense fatigue that had seized her when Betsey was born. Though the last, Betsey had been the most difficult of her births, and when it was over she could not lift her head for three hours. To speak took an immense effort—and Elmira had had a harder time than she had. Best just to let her rest. When her strength came back she might not be so ill-disposed toward the child.


  Clara took the baby downstairs and had the girls watch him while she went outside and killed a pullet. Big Zwey watched silently from the wagon as she quickly wrung the chicken’s neck and plucked and cleaned it.


  “It takes a mess of chicken soup to run this household these days,” she said, bringing the chicken back in. They had some broth left and she heated a little and took it to Elmira. She was startled to find Elmira on her feet, staring out the window.


  “Goodness, you best lay down,” Clara said. “You’ve lost blood—we’ve got to build you up.”


  Elmira obeyed passively. She allowed Clara to feed her a few spoonfuls of the soup.


  “How far’s town?” she asked.


  “Too far for you to walk, or ride either,” Clara said. “That town isn’t going to run away. Can’t you just rest for a day or two?”


  Elmira didn’t answer. The old man had said Dee was a pistolero. Though she didn’t care what Dee was, as long as she could find him, the news worried her. Somebody might shoot him before she arrived. He might leave, might have already left. She couldn’t stand the thought. The future had shrunk to one fact: Dee Boot. If she couldn’t find him she meant to kill herself.


  Clara tried several times during the day to get Elmira interested in the little boy, but with no success. Elmira allowed it to nurse, but that was not successful, either. The milk was so weak that the baby would only sleep an hour and then be hungry again. Her girls wanted to know why the baby cried so much. “He’s hungry,” Clara said.


  “I can milk the cow early,” Sally said. “We can give him some of that milk.”


  “We may have to,” Clara said. “We’ll have to boil it first.” It’ll be too rich for him and the colic will probably kill him, she thought. She carried the helpless little creature herself most of the day, rocking him in her arms and whispering to him. From being red, he had gone to pale, and he was a small baby, not five pounds, she guessed. She herself was very tired, and as the evening drew on and the sun fell she found herself in a very uneven temper—scolding the girls harshly for their loudness one minute, going out on her porch with the baby, almost in tears herself, another. Perhaps it’s best that it dies, she doesn’t want it, she thought, and then the next moment the baby’s eyes would open for a second and her heart would fill. Then she would reproach herself for her own callousness.


  When night fell she went in and lit a lamp in the room where Elmira lay. Clara, seeing that her eyes were open, started to take the baby to her. But once again Elmira turned her head away.


  “What’s your husband’s name?” Clara asked.


  “I’m looking for Dee Boot,” Elmira said. She didn’t want to say July’s name. The baby was whimpering but she didn’t care. It was July’s and she didn’t want to have anything to do with anything of July’s.


  Clara got the infant to nurse a little and then took it up to her own room, to lie down awhile. She knew it wouldn’t sleep long, but she herself had to sleep and was afraid to trust it with its mother yet.


  At some point she heard the baby whimpering but she was too tired to rise. In the back of her mind she knew that she had to get up and feed Bob but the desire to sleep was too heavy—she couldn’t make herself move.


  Then she felt a hand on her shoulder and saw Cholo kneeling by the bed.


  “What’s the matter?” Clara asked.


  “They leave,” Cholo said.


  Clara jumped up and ran into the room where Elmira had been—sure enough, she was gone. She went to the window and could see the wagon, north of the corrals. Behind her she could hear the baby crying.


  “Señora, I couldn’t stop them,” Cholo said.


  “I doubt they’ll stop just because you ask, and we don’t need any gunfights,” Clara said.


  “Let ’em go. If she lives, she might come back. Did you milk?”


  Cholo nodded.


  “I wish we had a goat,” Clara said. “I’ve heard goat’s milk is better for babies than cow’s milk. If you see any goats next time you go to town, let’s buy a couple.”


  Then she grew a little embarrassed. Sometimes she talked to Cholo as if he were her husband, and not Bob. She went downstairs, made a fire in the cookstove and began to boil some milk. When it was boiled, she took it up and gave the baby a little, dipping a cotton rag in the milk and letting the baby suck it. It was a slow method and took patience. The child was too weak to work at it, but she knew if she didn’t persist the baby would only get weaker and die. So she kept on, dribbling milk into its mouth even when it grew too tired to suck on the rag.


  “I know this is slow,” she whispered to it. When the baby had taken all it would, she got up to walk it. It was a nice moonlight night and she went out on her porch for a while. The baby was asleep, tucked against her breast. You could be worse off, she thought, looking at it. Your mother had pretty good sense—she waited to have you until she got to where there were people who’ll look after you.


  Then she remembered that she had not fed Bob. She took the baby down to the kitchen and heated the chicken broth. “Think of the work I’d save if everything didn’t have to be hot,” she said to the infant, who slept on.


  She laid it at the foot of Bob’s bed while she fed her husband, tilting his head so he could swallow. It was strange to her that he could swallow when he couldn’t even close his eyes. He was a big man with a big head—every time she fed him her wrist ached from supporting his head.


  “I guess we got us a boy, Bob,” she said. The doctors had told her to talk to him—they thought it might make a difference, but Clara found that the only difference was that she got depressed. The depressing aspect of it was that it reminded her too clearly of their years together, for she had liked to chatter, and Bob never talked. She had talked at him for years and got no answers. He only spoke if money was concerned. She would talk for two hours and he would never utter a sentence. So far as conversation went, the marriage was no different than it had ever been—it was just easier for her to have her way about money, something that also struck her as sad.


  She picked the baby up and held it to her bosom—the thought was in her head that if he saw her with a child it might make a difference. Bob might see it, think it was theirs. It might startle him into life again.


  It was unnatural, she knew, for a mother to leave her child a day after it was born. Of course, children were endless work. They came when you didn’t want them and had needs you didn’t always want to meet. Worst of all, they died no matter how much you loved them—the death of her own had frozen the hope inside her harder than the wintry ground. Her hopes had frozen hard and she vowed to keep it that way, and yet she hadn’t: the hopes thawed. She had hopes for her girls, and might even come to have them for the baby at her bosom, child of another mother. Weak as it was, and slim though its chances, she liked holding the child to her. I stole you, she thought. I got you and I didn’t even have to go through the pain. Your mother’s a fool not to want you, but she’s smart to realize you wouldn’t have much of a chance with her and those buffalo hunters.


  It wasn’t smartness, though, she thought—the woman just didn’t care.


  She looked down at Bob and saw that the baby had made no difference. He lay as he had, nothing left to him but need. Suddenly Clara felt angry that the man had been fool enough to think he could break that mare, when both she and Cholo had warned him to leave her alone. It made her angry at herself, to have lived so long with a horse trader who had no more savvy than that.


  Yet there he was, his eyes staring upward, as helpless as the baby. She put the child down again and fed Bob soup until her wrist got tired from holding his head. Then she lay Bob’s head back on his pillow, and ate the rest of the chicken soup herself.


  76.


  BIG ZWEY WAS WORRIED that Elmira had left the baby. When she came out to the wagon, she didn’t have it. “Hitch the team and let’s go,” she said, and that was all she said. He did it, but he felt confused.


  “Ain’t we gonna take the baby?” he asked shyly, just before they left.


  Elmira didn’t answer. She had no breath to answer with, she was so tired. Walking downstairs and out to the wagon had taken all her strength. Zwey had to lift her into the wagon, at that, and she sat propped against the buffalo skins, too tired even to care about the smell. She was so tired that she felt like she wasn’t there. She couldn’t even tell Zwey to start—Luke had to do it.


  “Let’s go, Zwey,” he said. “She don’t want the baby.”


  Zwey started the wagon, and they were soon out of sight of the house, but he was bothered. He kept looking back at Ellie, propped against the buffalo skins, her eyes wide open. Why didn’t she want her baby? It was a puzzle. He had never understood the whole business, but he knew mothers took care of babies, just as husbands took care of wives. In his eyes he had married Ellie, and he intended to take good care of her. He felt he was her husband. They had come all that way together in the wagon. Luke had tried to marry her too, but Zwey had soon stopped that, and Luke had been behaving a lot better since.


  Luke had tied his horse beside the wagon, and he rode on the wagon seat beside Zwey, who kept looking around to see if Ellie was asleep. She wasn’t moving, but her eyes were still wide open.


  “What are you looking at?” Luke asked.


  “I wisht she’d brought the baby,” Zwey said. “I always wanted us to have one.”


  The way he said it struck Luke as curious. It was almost as if Zwey thought the baby was his.


  “Why would you care? It ain’t yours,” Luke said, to scotch that suspicion. Even if Zwey had got up his nerve to approach Ellie, which he doubted, they hadn’t been on the road long enough to make a baby.


  “We’re married,” Zwey answered. “I guess it’s ours.”


  A suspicion dawned on Luke which was even more curious—the suspicion that Zwey didn’t even understand about men and women. They had spent days around the buffalo herds when the bulls and cows were mating, and yet Zwey had evidently never connected such goings-on with humans. Luke remembered that Zwey never went with whores. He mainly just watched the wagon when the other hunters went to town. Zwey had always been considered the dumbest of the dumb, but Luke knew that none of the hunters had suspected him of being that dumb. That much dumbness was hard to believe—Luke wanted to make sure he hadn’t misunderstood.


  “Now, wait a minute, Zwey,” he said. “Why do you think that baby was yours?”


  Zwey was silent a long time. Luke was smiling, as he did when he wanted to make fun of him. It didn’t ordinarily much bother him that Luke made fun of him, but he didn’t want him to make fun about the baby. He didn’t want Luke to talk about it. It was painful enough that she had had it and then gone off and left it. He decided not to answer.


  “What’s the matter with you, Zwey?” Luke said. “You and Ellie ain’t really married. You ain’t married to somebody just because she comes on a trip with you.”


  Zwey began to feel very sad—it might be true, what Luke said. Yet he liked to think that he and Ellie were married.


  “Well, we are,” he said finally.


  Luke began to laugh. He turned to Ellie, who was still sitting with her back against the skins.


  “He thinks that baby’s his,” Luke said. “He really thinks it’s his. I guess he thinks all he had to do was look at you to make it happen.”


  Then Luke laughed a long time. Zwey felt sad, but he didn’t say any more. Luke could always find something to laugh at him about.


  Elmira began to feel cold. She started to shiver and reached for the pile of blankets in the wagon, but she was too weak even to untangle the blankets.


  “Help me, boys,” she said. “I’m real cold.”


  Zwey immediately handed the reins to Luke and went back to help cover her up. It was a warm night, but Ellie was still shivering. He put the blankets on her, but she didn’t stop shivering. On the wagon seat, Luke would laugh from time to time when he thought of Zwey’s baby. Before they had gone five miles, Ellie was delirious. She huddled in the blankets, talking to herself, mostly about the man called Dee Boot. Her look was so wild that Zwey became frightened. Once his hand happened to brush her and her skin was as hot as if the sun were burning down on her.


  “Luke, she’s got a fever,” Zwey said.


  “I ain’t a doctor,” Luke said. “We shouldn’t have left that house.”


  Zwey bathed her face with water, but it was like putting water on a stove, she was so hot. Zwey didn’t know what to do. A person so hot could die. He had seen much death, and very often it came with fever. He didn’t understand why she had had the baby if it was only going to make her so sick. While he was bathing her face, she sat up straight and looked at him, her eyes wide.


  “Dee, is that you?” she asked. “Where have you been?” Then she fell back against the skins.


  Luke drove as fast as he could, but it was still a long road. The sky was light in the east when they finally found a wagon track and pulled into Ogallala.


  The town was not large—just a long street of saloons and stores, and a few shacks on the slope north of the Platte. One of the saloons was still open. Three cowboys were lounging around outside, getting ready to mount up and go back to work. The two who were soberest were laughing at the third because he was so drunk he was trying to mount his horse from the wrong side.


  “Hell, Joe’s fixing to get on backwards,” one said. They were not much interested in the fact that a wagon had pulled up. The drunk cowboy slipped and fell in the street. The other cowboys found that hilarious, one laughing so hard that he had to go over by the saloon and vomit.


  “Where’s the doctor live?” Luke asked the soberest cowboy. “We got a sick woman here.”


  At that the cowboys all stopped and stared. All they could see was Ellie’s hair. The rest of her was covered with blankets.


  “Where’d she come from?” one asked.


  “Arkansas,” Luke said. “Where’s the doctor?”


  Ellie had dropped into a fevered doze. She opened her eyes and saw the buildings. It must be the town where Dee was. She began to shove off the blankets.


  “Do you know Dee Boot?” she asked the cowboys. “I come to find Dee Boot.”


  The cowboys stared at her as if they hadn’t heard. Her hair was long and tangled, and she was wearing a nightdress. A huge buffalo hunter sat beside her.


  “Ma’am, Dee Boot is in jail,” one of the cowboys said politely. “It’s that building over there.”


  Light was just filtering into the street between the shadowed buildings.


  “Where’s the doctor?” Luke asked again.


  “I don’t know if there is one,” the cowboy said. “We just got here last night. I know about Boot because they were talking about him in the saloon.”


  Ellie began to try and climb over the side of the wagon. “Help me, Zwey,” she said. “I wanta see Dee.” She got one leg over the side board of the wagon and suddenly began to feel weak again. She clung to the board, trembling.


  “Help me, Zwey,” she said again.


  Zwey lifted her out of the wagon as if she were a doll. Elmira took two steps and stopped. She knew she would fall if she tried another step, and yet Dee Boot was just across the street. Once she saw Dee she felt she could start getting well.


  Zwey stood beside her, big as one of the horses the cowboys rode.


  “Carry me over,” she said.


  Zwey felt afraid. He had never carried a woman, much less Ellie. He felt he might break her, if he wasn’t careful. But she was looking at him and he felt he had to try. He lifted her in his arms and found again that she was light as a doll. She smelled different from anything he had ever carried, too. Mostly he had just carried skins, or carcasses of game.


  As he was carrying her, a man came out of the jail and stepped around the corner of the building. It proved to be a deputy sheriff—his name was Leon—going out to relieve himself. He was startled to see a huge man standing there with a tiny woman in a nightgown in his arms. Nothing so surprising had happened in his whole tenure as deputy. It stopped him in his tracks.


  “I want to see Dee Boot,” the woman said, her voice just a whisper.


  “Dee Boot?” Leon said, startled. “Well, we got him, all right, but I doubt he’s up.”


  “I’m his wife,” Ellie said.


  That was another surprise. “Didn’t know he was even married,” Leon said.


  Leon was watching the buffalo hunter, who was very large. It occurred to him that the couple might have come to try and break Dee Boot out of jail.


  “I’m his wife, I want to see Dee,” the woman said. “Zwey don’t have to come.”


  “Dee can probably hear you, he’s right in this cell,” Leon said, pointing to a small barred window on the side of the jail.


  “Carry me over, Zwey,” Elmira said, and Zwey obeyed.


  The window was tiny and the cell still mostly dark, but Elmira could make out a man lying on a little bare bunk. He had his arm over his eyes and at first she doubted it was Dee—if so, he had put on weight, which wouldn’t be like Dee. He prided himself on being slim and quick.


  “Dee,” she said. “Dee, it’s me.” Her voice was the merest whisper, and the man didn’t awake. Ellie felt angry—here she had come such a distance, and she had found him, yet she couldn’t make him hear.


  “Say something to him, Zwey,” she whispered. “Your voice is louder.”


  Zwey was at a loss. He had never met Dee Boot and had no idea what to say to him. The task embarrassed him a little.


  “Don’t know nothing to say,” he said.


  Fortunately it didn’t matter. The deputy had gone back in and he woke Dee Boot himself.


  “Wake up, Boot,” he said. “You got visitors.”


  The sleeping man immediately sprang up with a wild look. Ellie saw that it was him, although he hardly looked like the dapper man she remembered. He glanced at the window fearfully, then just stood and stared.


  “Who’s that?” he asked.


  “Why, it’s your wife,” Leon said.


  Dee came to the window—it was just two steps. Ellie saw that he had not shaved in several days—another surprise. Dee was particular about barbering and had always had the best barber in town come and shave him every morning. The eyes that she had remembered almost every day of the long trip—Dee’s merry eyes—now just looked scared and sad.


  “It’s me, Dee,” she said.


  Dee just stared at her and at the large man holding her in his arms. Ellie realized he might have the wrong idea about Zwey, although he had never been particularly the jealous type.


  “It’s just Zwey,” she whispered. “Him and Luke brought me in the wagon.”


  “There ain’t nobody else?” Dee said, coming close to the bars and trying to peer out.


  Ellie didn’t know what was wrong. He could see it was her, and yet he hardly looked at her. He seemed scared, and his hair had little pieces of cotton ticking in it from a tear in the thin mattress he slept on. The scruffy growth of whiskers made him seem a lot older than she had remembered him.


  “It’s just me,” Elmira whispered. She was beginning to feel scared—she felt so weak she could hardly hold her eyes open, and she wanted more than anything to talk to Dee. She didn’t want to faint before they had their talk, and yet she was afraid she might.


  “I left July,” she said. “I couldn’t do it. All I could think of was you, the whole time. I should have gone with you and not even tried it. I took a whiskey boat and then Zwey and Luke brought me in the wagon. I had a baby but I left it. I been coming back to you as quick as I could, Dee.”


  Dee kept trying to peer around them, as if he was sure there were more people than he could see. Finally he stopped trying, and looked at her. She was hoping for the old smile, but Dee didn’t have it in him to smile.


  “They’re gonna hang me, Ellie,” he said. “That’s why I jumped up—I been expecting lynchers.”


  Elmira couldn’t believe it. Dee had never done anything wrong—not wrong enough to make people hang him. He gambled and flirted, but those weren’t hanging crimes.


  “Why, Dee?” she asked.


  Dee shrugged. “Killed a boy,” he said. “I was just trying to scare him and he jumped the wrong way.”


  Ellie felt confused. She had never even heard of Dee Boot shooting a gun. He carried one, like all men did, but he never ever practiced with it that she knew. Why would he try to scare a boy?


  “Was he aggravating you, or what?” she asked.


  Dee shrugged again. “It was a settler’s boy,” he said. “Some cowmen hired me to run the settlers out. Most of them will run if you shoot over their heads a time or two. This one just moved the wrong way.”


  “We’ll get you out,” Elmira said. “Zwey and Luke will help me.”


  Dee looked at the big man holding Ellie. He did look big enough to pull the little jail apart—but of course he couldn’t do it while he was holding a sick woman.


  “I’m due to hang next week, but they may come lynch me first,” Dee said.


  Zwey felt something wet on his arms. Ellie was so light he didn’t mind holding her. The sun was up and they could see into the cell a little better. Zwey didn’t know why he felt so wet. He shifted Ellie a little and saw to his shock that the wetness was blood.


  “She’s bleeding,” he said.


  Dee looked out and saw that blood was dripping off Ellie’s nightdress.


  “Get her to the Doc,” Dee said. “Leon knows where he lives.”


  Dee began to yell for the deputy and soon Leon came running around the jail. Elmira didn’t want to go. She wanted to stay and talk to Dee, assure him that it would be all right, they would get him out. She would never let them hang Dee Boot. She looked in at him, but she couldn’t talk anymore. She couldn’t say the things she wanted to say. She tried, but no words came out. Her eyes wanted to close, and no matter how hard she tried to keep them open and look at Dee, they kept trying to close. She tried to see Dee again, as Zwey was carrying her away, but Dee’s face was lost in a patch of sunlight. The sun shone brightly against the wall of the jail and Dee’s face was lost in the light. Then, despite herself, her head fell back against Zwey’s arm and all she could see was the sky.


  77.


  IT SEEMED TO JULY that he was nearly as cursed as Job when it came to catching Elmira. Despite his caution, he kept having accidents and setbacks of a kind that had never happened at home in Fort Smith. Three days out of Dodge, the new horse he had bought, which turned out not to be well-broken, fell and crippled himself trying to throw a hobble. July waited a day, hoping it wasn’t as bad as he thought it was—but the next day he saw it was even worse. It hardly seemed possible to lose two horses on one trip, when he had never lost a horse before in his life, but it was a fact he had to face.


  With that fact went another: he wasn’t likely to get another horse unless he went back to Dodge. North of him there was only the plains, until he came to the Platte River—a long walk. July hated to double back on himself, but he had no choice. It was as if Dodge City was some kind of magnet, letting him go and then sucking him back. He shot the second horse, just as he had shot the first one, hid his saddle and went back. He walked grimly, trying to keep his mind off the fact that Ellie was getting farther and farther away all the time.


  He swam the Arkansas River when he came to it, walked into town in wet clothes, bought another horse, and left again within the hour. The old horse trader was half drunk and eager to bargain, but July cut him short.


  “You ain’t getting anywhere very fast, are you, young feller?” the old man said, chuckling. July thought it an unnecessary remark. He went right back across the river.


  All during the trip he had been haunted by the memory of something that had happened in Fort Smith several years before. One of the nicest men in town, a cotton merchant, had gone to Memphis on a business trip, only to have his wife take sick while he was gone. They tried to send a telegram to notify the man, but he was on his way back and the telegram never got delivered. The man’s name was John Fisher. As he rode back into Fort Smith, John Fisher saw a burying party out behind the church. Being a neighborly man, he had ridden over to see who had died, and the people had all stopped, stricken, for they were burying his wife. July had been helping to cover the coffin. He never forgot the look on John Fisher’s face when he realized he was a day late—his wife had died the afternoon before his return. Though a healthy man, John Fisher only lived another year himself. If he ran into someone on the street who had seen his wife on her sickbed he always asked, “Do you think Jane might have lived if I’d got back sooner?” Everyone told him no, you couldn’t have done a thing, but John Fisher didn’t believe them.


  July had no reason to think that Elmira was sick, but he had so much worry that he hated every delay. Fortunately the new horse was strong, a good traveler. July pushed him hard, taking his own rest when he felt the horse needed it. He watched the horse closely, knowing that he couldn’t afford to lose him. He only had two dollars left, plus some coffee, bacon and his rifle. He hoped to kill an antelope, but could not hit one. Mostly he lived on bacon.


  Near the Republican River he had his second piece of bad luck. He had camped on a little bluff, exhausted, and after hobbling the horse, fell asleep like a stone. He didn’t sleep well. In the night he felt a stinging in his leg but was too heavy with sleep to care—red ants had gotten him several times.


  When he awoke it was to severe pain and a right leg so swollen that he had to cut his pants open to see what was wrong. When he did, he saw fang marks, just above his knee. A snake must have crawled near him in the night, and in his thrashing he had turned over and scared it. He had heard no rattle, but it might have been a young snake, or had its rattle broken off.


  At first he was very scared. He had been bitten in the night—the poison had had several hours in which to work. It was already too late to cut the bite and try to drain the poison. He had no medicines and could do nothing for himself. He grew light-headed and assumed he was dying. From the bluff he could see far north across the Republican, almost to Nebraska, he supposed. It was terribly bad luck, to be snakebit almost in sight of where he needed to be. He didn’t even have much water, for with the river so close he had let himself run low.


  There was no shade on the bluff. He covered his face with his hat and lay back against his saddle, sweating, and ashamed of his own carelessness. He grew delirious and in his delirium would have long talks with Roscoe. He could see Roscoe’s face as plain as day. Roscoe didn’t seem to blame him for the fact that he was dead. If he himself was soon going to be dead, too, it might not matter so much.


  July didn’t die. His leg felt terrible, though. In the night came a rainstorm and he could do nothing but huddle under his saddle blanket. His teeth began to chatter and he couldn’t stop them. He almost wished he could go on and die, it was so uncomfortable.


  But in the morning the sun was hot, he soon dried out. He felt weak, but he didn’t feel as if he were dying. Mainly he had to avoid looking at his leg. It looked so bad he didn’t know what to think. If a doctor saw it he could probably just cut it off and be done with it. When he tried to bend it even a little, a terrible pain shot through him—yet he had to get down to the river or else die of thirst, even though it had just rained. He had been too sick to try and catch any of the rainwater.


  That afternoon he stood up, but he couldn’t touch his right foot to the ground. He managed to belly over the horse and get down to the river. It was three days before he had the strength to go back and get the saddle. The effort of getting to the river had exhausted him so much he could barely undo a button. Early one morning he shot a large crane with his pistol, and the meat put a little strength in him. His leg had not returned to normal, but it had not fallen off either. He could put a little weight on it, but not much.


  Five days after the snake bit him, July saddled up and rode across the Republican River. Since leaving Dodge he had not seen one person. He worried about Indians—wounded as he was, he would have been easy prey—and yet finally he grew so lonesome that he would have been glad to see an Indian or two. He began to wonder if there were any people at all in the north.


  As he neared Nebraska, the plains took on a browner look. Though he was fairly sure now he wasn’t going to die, he kept having spells of lightheadedness in which his vision wavered and he tended to run off at the mouth. At night he would wake and find himself in the middle of a conversation with Roscoe—it embarrassed him, though no one was around to hear.


  But he kept on. Streams became a little more plentiful and he ceased to worry too much about water. Once he thought he saw riders, far in the distance, but when he went toward them they turned out to be two buffalo, standing on the prairie as if they were lost. July started to shoot one, but it was more meat than he needed, and if he killed one the other buffalo would be as alone as he was. He passed on and that night killed a big prairie chicken with a rock.


  Three days later he saw the Platte, winding between low brown slopes. He soon hit a good wagon track and followed it west.


  About noon he saw a lone frame house standing a half mile south of the Platte. There were corrals and a few sheds near it, and a sizable horse herd grazing in sight of the house. July felt like crying—it meant he wasn’t lost anymore. No one would build a frame house unless there was a town somewhere near. Being alone on the prairie for so many weeks had made him realize how much he liked being in towns, though when he thought about all that he had been through, he didn’t feel he had much hope of finding Ellie there. How could a woman come across such distances?


  As he approached the house an old man appeared to the north, riding out of the Platte, his horse dripping water. July saw there were more horses north of the river. The old man had white hair and seemed to be a Mexican. He rode with a rifle held lightly across his saddle. July didn’t want to appear unfriendly. He stopped to wait.


  The old man looked mainly at his leg. July had forgotten how ugly it looked—he had even forgotten it was still yellowish and almost bare, for he had cut his pants leg off when the leg was so swollen.


  “Is it bad?” the old man asked in English. July was glad for the English.


  “Not as bad as it was,” July said. “Is Ogallala near here?”


  “Twenty miles,” the old man said. “I’m Cholo. Come to the house. You must be hungry.”


  July didn’t argue. He had almost forgotten that people sat at tables, in houses, to eat. He had lived so long on half-cooked bacon, or half-cooked game, that he had become shy at the thought of sitting at a proper table. He didn’t look proper, he knew.


  As he approached the house he suddenly heard shrieks of laughter, and a little girl flew around the corner of the house, another slightly older girl in hot pursuit. The girl in the lead ran on to one of the sheds between the house and the corral and tried to hide in it, but her sister caught her before she could get inside, and they tussled and shrieked. The older girl was trying to put something down the younger girl’s neck, and she finally succeeded, at which point the younger girl began to hop up and down while the older one ran off, laughing.


  As the two men rode up, a woman appeared on the back steps of the house. She wore a gray smock and an apron and had an infant in her arms. She was clearly out of temper, for she yelled something at the two girls, who stopped their shrieking, looked at one another and slowly approached the house. The infant the woman held was crying fretfully, though, at that, making less noise than the girls. The woman addressed herself to the older girl, who made some excuse, and the younger girl, in her own defense, pointed back toward the shed. The woman listened a minute and began to talk rapidly, giving her daughters what for, July supposed.


  To see a woman so suddenly, after so much time alone, made him very nervous—particularly since the woman was so out of temper. But as they drew closer he found that, out of temper or not, he couldn’t stop looking at her. Her eyes flashed as she lectured her daughters, neither of whom was taking the lecture silently—both were trying to talk back but the mother didn’t pause to listen. She had abundant brown hair tucked into a bun at the back of her neck, though the bun had partly come loose.


  The old Mexican seemed not the least disturbed by the argument in progress. In fact, he seemed amused by it, and he rode up and got off his horse as if nothing were happening.


  “But she put a grasshopper down my neck,” the younger girl said. “I hate her.”


  “I don’t care who hates who,” the woman said. “I was up with this baby all night—you know how colicky he is. You don’t have to scream right under my window—looks like there be room on this prairie for you to scream without doing it under my window. All we got here is room.”


  “It was a grasshopper,” the little girl insisted.


  “Well, is it the first one you’ve ever seen?” the woman asked. “You’ll have more to worry about than grasshoppers if you wake this baby again.”


  The woman was rather thin, but anger put color in her cheeks. The girls finally were subdued and the woman looked up and saw him, lifting her chin with a bit of belligerence, as though she might have to tie into him too. Then she saw his discolored leg, and her look changed. She had gray eyes and she turned them on him with sudden gravity.


  “Get down, señor,” the old man said.


  The girls looked around and became aware for the first time that a stranger had come. They instantly stopped fidgeting and stood like statues.


  The woman smiled. She seemed to have switched from anger to amusement.


  “Hello, I’m Clara,” she said. “Pardon the commotion. We’re a loud bunch. Get down, sir. You’re welcome.”


  July had not spoken in so long, except for the few words he had said to Cholo and his ravings to Roscoe Brown, that his voice came out cracked. “Thank you, I wouldn’t want to trouble you,” he said.


  Clara laughed. “You don’t look strong enough to trouble nobody around here,” she said. “We grow our own troubles—it would be a novelty to have some we ain’t already used to. These are my daughters, Sally and Betsey.”


  July nodded to the girls and got off his horse. After a ride his leg stiffened and he had to hobble over to the porch. The baby was still fretting. The woman rocked it in her arms as she watched July hobble.


  “Snake bit him,” Cholo observed.


  “I guess I rolled into it at night,” July said. “I never even seen it. Just woke up with a yellow leg.”


  “Well, if you’ve lived this long I expect you have nothing to fear,” Clara said. “We’ll get some food in you. The way sick people have been turning up lately, I sometimes think we oughta go out of the horse business and open a hospital. Come on in the house—you girls set him a place.”


  The old man helped him up the steps and into the roomy kitchen. Clara was poking the fire in the cookstove, the baby still held in one arm.


  “If you’d like a wash first, I’ll have the girls draw some water,” Clara said. “I didn’t get your name.”


  “I’m July Johnson,” July said. “I come from Arkansas.”


  Clara almost dropped the poker. The girls had told her the little scarfaced man had said the woman they were with was married to a sheriff named Johnson, from Arkansas. She hadn’t given the story much credence—the woman didn’t strike her as the marrying type. Besides, the little man had whispered something to the effect that the big buffalo hunter considered himself married to her. The girls thought it mighty exciting, having a woman in the house who was married to two men. And if that wasn’t complicated enough, the woman herself claimed to be married to Dee Boot, the gunfighter they had hung last week. Cholo had been in town when the hanging took place and reported that the hanging had gone smoothly.


  Clara looked more closely at the man standing in her kitchen. He was very thin and in a kind of daze—probably couldn’t quite believe that he was still alive after such a journey. She had felt that way herself upon arriving in Ogallala after her trip over the plains with Bob, and she hadn’t been snakebit or had any particular adventures.


  But if he was married to the woman, the baby drooling on her bosom might be his. Clara felt a flash of annoyance, most of it with herself. She had already grown attached to the baby. She liked to lie in bed with him and watch him try to work his tiny hands. He would peer at her for long stretches, frowning, as if trying to figure life out. But when Clara laughed at him and gave him her finger to hold he would stop frowning and gurgle happily. Apart from the colic, he seemed to be a healthy baby. She knew the mother was probably still in Ogallala, and that she ought to take the child into town and see if the woman had had a change of heart and wanted her son, but she kept putting it off. It would be discouraging to have to give him up—she told herself if the mother didn’t want him bad enough to come and get him, then the mother was too foolish to have him. She reminded herself it was time she got out of the habit of babies. She wouldn’t be likely to get any more, and she knew she ought to figure out another way to keep herself amused. But she did like babies. Few things were as likely to cheer her up.


  She had never seriously supposed a father would turn up, but now one had, standing in her kitchen, dirty, tired, and with a badly discolored leg.


  Clara poked the fire a time or two more, trying to adjust to the surprise. Then she turned and looked at July.


  “Mr. Johnson,” she said, “are you looking for your wife, by any chance?”


  July almost fell over from surprise. “Yes, her name is Ellie—Elmira,” he said. “How’d you ever know?”


  He began to tremble. Clara came over, took his arm and led him to a chair. The girls were standing in the doorway, watching every move.


  “I been looking for Ellie all the way,” July said. “I didn’t even know she come this way. She’s not a large woman, I was afraid she might have died. Have you seen her?


  “Yes,” Clara said. “She stopped here for the night about three weeks ago in the company of two buffalo hunters.”


  To July it seemed too much of a miracle—that with the whole plains to cross he and Ellie would strike the same house. The woman, who was watching him intently, seemed to read his mind.


  “We get a lot of travelers,” she said, as though he hadn’t spoken. “Situating this place right here was one of the smartest things my husband ever did. Anyone coming along the Platte who might need a horse isn’t going to miss us. We’re on the only road. If we hadn’t located on this road, we’d have been starved out long ago.”


  “It seems...” July said, and he couldn’t finish. It was all he had hoped for, to be able to find her someday. He had risked and lost three lives to do it, and though Ellie wasn’t right there, surely she was in town. He began to tremble and then to cry—he couldn’t help it. His hopes were to be answered after all.


  Silently Clara handed him a rough dish towel. She scowled fiercely at the girls until they backed off. She followed them out the back door to give the man a moment to collect himself.


  “Why’s he crying?” Betsey asked.


  “He’s just unnerved—he’s come along a long way and I imagine he had stopped expecting to make it,” Clara said.


  “But he’s a man,” Sally said. Their father had never cried, as far as she knew.


  “Men have tears in them too, same as you,” Clara said. “Go draw some water. I think we might offer him a bath.”


  She went back in. July had not quite gained control of himself. He was too shaken with relief. The baby, now in a good mood, was mouthing its own fingers and rolling its eyes up to her. Might as well tell the man, she thought. She pulled out a chair and sat down at the table.


  “Mr. Johnson, I guess I’ve got another piece of news for you,” Clara said. She looked from the baby’s face to his, seeking resemblances. It seemed to her the foreheads were the same, and though the child had little hair, the little was the same color as July’s. He was not a bad-looking man, just gaunt from his travels, and dirty. She had a notion to make him shave, when he had rested, so she could compare his face with the baby’s. He could use Bob’s razor. One week ago she had stropped it and shaved Bob.


  July looked at her as she fiddled with the baby. The tears had left him feeling empty, but his gratitude to the woman just for being there and treating him kindly was so great that he felt he might cry again if he tried to speak. The woman seemed too beautiful and too kind to be true. It was clear she was older—she had fine wrinkles around her mouth—but her skin was still soft and her face, as she wiggled the baby’s little hand with one finger, was very beautiful. The thought of more news troubled him a little, though—probably one of Elmira’s companions had stolen something or made some mischief.


  “If that woman was your wife, I guess this child is yours,” Clara said. “She had it the night she was here. Then she left. She was very anxious to get to town. I don’t believe she realized what a fine boy she had. We all took to him right away around this place.”


  July had not really looked at the baby. He had supposed it belonged to Clara—she had said her name was Clara. She was watching him closely with her kind gray eyes. But what she said seemed so unlikely that he couldn’t really credit it. Elmira had said nothing to him about wanting a baby, or planning to have one, or anything. To him, so tired he could hardly sit straight, it just meant another mystery. Maybe it explained why Elmira ran away—though it didn’t to him. As for the little boy, wiggling in Clara’s lap, he didn’t know what to think. The notion that he had a son was too big a notion. His mind wouldn’t really approach it. The thought made him feel lost again, as he had felt out on the plains.


  Clara saw that he was past dealing with it for the moment.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Johnson,” she said, immediately getting up. “I should be cooking instead of worrying you with things you’re too tired to deal with. You eat and go rest. This boy will still be here—we can discuss it tomorrow.”


  July didn’t answer, but he felt he was remiss. Not only was Clara going to a lot of trouble to feed him, she was taking care of a baby that might be his. He tried to think of things he might do or say, but nothing came to mind. Clara went cheerfully about the cooking, holding the baby in her arms most of the time but occasionally plunking him on the table for a minute if she needed both hands for the work.


  “Just catch him if he starts to roll,” she said. “That’s all I ask.”


  She fed July beefsteak and potatoes and peas. July felt he would be too tired to eat, and yet at the smell of the food his appetite returned and he ate every bite.


  “I made Bob build me a windbreak,” she said. “I watched my gardens blow away for ten or twelve years and I finally got tired of it.”


  July looked at her questioningly.


  “Bob’s my husband,” she said. “He’s injured. We don’t hold out too much hope for him.”


  She had strained and heated a little milk, and while July ate she fed the baby, using a big nipple she had fixed over a fruit jar.


  “We use this nipple for the colts,” she said. “Sometimes the mares don’t have their milk at first. It’s a good thing this boy’s got a big mouth.”


  The child was sucking greedily on the nipple, which was quite large, it seemed to July.


  “I’ve been calling him Martin,” Clara said. “Since he’s yours, you may want to change it. I think Martin is a nice name for a man. A man named Martin could be a judge, or maybe go into politics. My girls fancy the name too.”


  “I don’t guess he’s mine,” July said. “Ellie never mentioned anything about it.”


  Clara laughed. It surprised him. “Had you been married long?” she asked.


  “About six months,” July said. “When she left.”


  “Oh, well, you were newlyweds then,” Clara said. “She might have been put out with you and decided not to tell you.”


  “She had another boy, Joe,” July said. “He went with me when I went after Jake Spoon. Only Joe got killed on the plains. Ellie don’t know it yet.”


  “Did you say Jake Spoon?” Clara said. “I know Jake. We courted once. I saw him in Ogallala about a year ago but the woman he was with didn’t like my looks so we didn’t talk much. Why were you after Jake?”


  July could barely remember it all, it seemed to have happened so long ago.


  “Jake was gambling and a fight got started,” he said. “Jake shot off a buffalo gun and the bullet went through the wall and killed my brother. I was out of town at the time. Peach, my sister-in-law, wanted me to go after Jake. I wish now I hadn’t.”


  “It sounds accidental to me,” Clara said. “Though I know that’s no consolation to your family. Jake was no killer.”


  “Well, I didn’t catch him anyway,” July said. “Elmira ran off and Roscoe come and told me. Now Roscoe’s dead too. I don’t guess it could be my baby.”


  Clara was still studying the two faces, the little one and the gaunt, tired one. It interested her, what came across from parent to child.


  “When did your wife run off?” she asked.


  “Oh, it’s been over four months,” July said. “A long time.”


  Clara chuckled. “Mr. Johnson, I don’t think arithmetic’s your strong suit,” she said. “I think this is young Mr. Johnson you’re looking at. I had that figured out, even without the dates, but the dates jibe pretty well.”


  July didn’t know what to say. Clara seemed delighted with her conclusion, but he didn’t feel anything at all. It was just a puzzle.


  “I guess I’m awful,” Clara said. “Any kind of company affects me this way. I shouldn’t be bothering you when you’re so tired. The girls are drawing water. You have a bath. You can sleep in their room—it’s a good bed.”


  Later, when he had bathed and fallen into a sleep so deep that he didn’t even turn over for several hours, Clara brought the baby in and peeked at July. He hadn’t shaved, but at least he had washed. Cleaned of dirt he looked very young, only a few years older than her oldest boy would have been had he lived.


  Then she went to look at Bob for a moment—an ugly ooze had been seeping onto his pillow. The stitches in his head had been removed but underneath the wound seemed hot. It might be a new infection. Clara cleaned it as best she could, and took the baby out on her little porch.


  “Well, Martin, your pa showed up,” she said, grinning at the baby. “It’s a good thing we got a house right on the road. I wonder what your pa will think of us when he gets his wits together.”


  The baby waved a hand in the warm air. Down at the lots, the girls were watching Cholo work with a two-year-old filly.


  Clara looked at the baby and offered it her finger. “We don’t much care what your pa thinks of us, do we, Martin?” she said. “We already know what we think of him.”


  78.


  LORENA WAS SITTING in her tent when Gus returned. She had been sitting there hoping he wasn’t dead. It was an unreasoning fear she had, that Gus might die. He had only been gone three days, but it seemed longer to her. The cowboys didn’t bother her, but she was uneasy anyway. Dish Boggett set up her tent at night and stayed close by, but it meant nothing to her. Gus was the only man she wanted to look after her.


  Then, before it was quite dark, she heard horses and looked out to see Gus riding toward her. She was so glad she wanted to run out to him, but Dish Boggett was nearby, trimming his horse’s feet, so she kept still.


  “She’s just fine, Gus,” Dish said, when Gus dismounted. “I looked after her as best I could.”


  “I’m much obliged,” Augustus said.


  “She won’t hardly even look at me,” Dish said. He said it mildly, but he didn’t feel it mildly. Lorena’s indifference pained him more than anything he had ever experienced.


  “Did you catch the horsethieves?” he asked.


  “We did, but not before they murdered Wilbarger and four other people,” Augustus said.


  “Hang ’em?”


  “Yes, hung them all, including Jake Spoon.”


  “Well, I’ll swear,” Dish said, shocked. “I didn’t like the man but I never figured him for a killer.”


  “He wasn’t a killer,” Augustus said. “Jake liked a joke and didn’t like to work. I’ve got exactly the same failings. It’s lucky I ain’t been hung.”


  He pulled the saddle off his tired horse. The horse lay down and had a good roll, scratching its sweaty back.


  “Howdy do, miss,” Augustus said, opening the tent. “Give me a hug.”


  Lorena did. It made her blush that he just asked, like that.


  “If hugs are to be had for the asking, what about kisses?” Augustus asked.


  Lorena turned her face up—the feel of his whiskers made her want to cry, and she held him as tight as she could.


  “I wish we’d brought a bathtub on this trip,” Augustus said, grinning. “I’m so dirty it’s like kissing a groundhog.”


  Later, he went to the chuck wagon and brought back some supper. They ate outside the tent. In the distance the Irishman was singing. Gus told her about Jake, but Lorena felt little. Jake hadn’t come to find her. For days she had hoped he would, but when he didn’t, and her hope died, the memory of Jake died with it. When she listened to Gus talk about him it was as if he were talking about a man she hadn’t known. She had a stronger memory of Xavier Wanz. Sometimes she dreamed of Xavier, standing with his dishrag in the Dry Bean. She remembered how he had cried the morning she left, how he’d offered to take her to Galveston.


  But she didn’t remember Jake particularly. He had faded into all the other men who had come and gone. He had got a thorn in his hand, she remembered that, but she didn’t remember much else. She didn’t much care that he was dead—he wasn’t a good man, like Gus.


  What scared her was all the death. Now that she had found Gus, it was very frightening to her to think that he might die. She didn’t want to be without him. Yet that very night she dreamed that he had died and she couldn’t find the body. When she came out of the dream and heard him breathing, she clung so tightly to him that he woke up. It was very hot and her clinging made them sweaty.


  “What scared you?” Augustus asked.


  “I dreamed you died,” Lorena said. “I’m sorry I woke you.”


  Augustus sat up. “Don’t fret,” he said. “I need to go water the grass, anyway.”


  He went out, made water, and stood in the moonlight awhile, cooling off. There was no breeze in the tent, so Lorena came out too.


  “It’s a good thing this grass don’t depend on me,” Augustus said. “There’s a lot more of it than I can get watered.”


  They were on a plain of grass so huge that it was hard to imagine there was a world beyond it. The herd, and themselves, were like a dot, surrounded by endless grass. Lorena had come to like the space—it was a relief after her years of being crowded in a little saloon.


  Gus was staring at the moon and scratching himself. “I keep thinking we’ll see the mountains,” he said. “I grew up in mountains, you know. Tennessee. I hear them Rockies are a lot higher than the Smokies. They say they have snow on top of them the year round, which you won’t find in Tennessee.”


  He sat down in the grass. “Let’s sit out,” he said. “We can nap in the morning. It will scandalize Call.”


  “Why does he go off at night?” Lorena asked.


  “He goes off to be by himself,” Augustus said. “Woodrow ain’t a sociable man.”


  Lorena remembered her other worry, the woman in Nebraska. “When will we get there, Gus?” she asked. “Nebraska, I mean.”


  “I ain’t sure,” he said. “Nebraska’s north of the Republican River, which we ain’t come to yet. It might take us three weeks yet.”


  Lorena felt a dread she couldn’t get rid of. She might lose him to the woman. The strange trembling started—it was beyond her control. Gus put his arms around her to make it stop.


  “Well, it’s natural to worry,” he said. “This is a chancy life. What’s the main thing that worries you?”


  “I’m feared you’ll die,” Lorena said.


  Augustus chuckled. “Dern right, I’ll die,” he said. “What else worries you?”


  “I’m feared you’ll marry that woman,” she said.


  “I doubt it,” Augustus said. “That woman had two or three chances to marry me already, and she didn’t take them. She’s an independent type, like you used to be.”


  That was so, Lorena reflected. She had been quite independent, but now all she could think of was keeping Gus. She wasn’t ashamed, though. He was worth keeping.


  “It’s funny humans take to the daylight so,” he said. “Lots of animals would rather work at night.”


  Lorena wanted him to want her. She knew he did want her, but he had done nothing. She didn’t care about it, but if she could be sure that he still wanted her, then the dread of losing him might go away.


  “Let’s go in,” she whispered, hoping he’d know what she meant. He immediately turned to her with a grin.


  “My, my,” he said. “Times do change. I remember when I had to cheat at cards to get a poke. We don’t have to go in that old hot tent. I’ll drag the bedding out here.”


  Lorena didn’t care that the cowboys might see, or who might see. Gus had become her only concern. The rest of the world could watch out. But Gus merely hugged her and gave her a kiss. Then he held her tight all night, and when the sun woke her, the herd was already gone.


  “Did anybody see us?” she asked.


  “If they did they’re lucky,” Augustus said. “They won’t get too many chances to see such beauties as us.”


  He laughed and got up to make the coffee.


  79.


  NEWT COULDN’T GET JAKE out of his mind—how he had smiled at the end and given him his horse. He rode the horse every third day and liked his gait so much that he soon became his favorite horse. Jake hadn’t told him what the horse’s name was, which worried Newt. A horse needed a name.


  Jake’s hanging had happened so quickly that it was hard to remember—it was like a terrible dream, of the kind you can only remember parts of. He remembered the shock it had been to see Jake with his hands tied, sitting on his horse with a noose around his neck. He remembered how tired Jake looked, too tired even to care that he was going to be hung. Also, nobody talked much. There should have been some discussion, it seemed to Newt. Jake might have had a good excuse for being there, but nobody even asked him for it.


  Not only had no one talked at the hanging, no one had talked since, either. Captain Call kept well to himself, riding far from the herd all day and sleeping apart at night. Mr. Gus stayed back with Lorena, only showing up at mealtimes. Deets was very quiet when he was around, and he wasn’t around much—he spent his days scouting far ahead of the herd, which was traveling easily. The Texas bull had assumed the lead position, passing Old Dog almost every day and only giving up the lead to go snort around the tails of whatever cows interested him. He had lost none of his belligerence. Dish, who rode the point, had come to hate him even more than Needle Nelson did.


  “I don’t know why we don’t cut him,” Dish said. “It’s only a matter of time before he kills one of us.”


  “If he kills me he’ll die with me,” Needle said grimly.


  Of course, all the hands were curious about Jake. They asked endless questions. The fact that the farmers had been burned puzzled them. “Do you think they was trying to make people think Indians did it?” Jasper asked.


  “No, Dan Suggs just did it because he felt like it,” Pea Eye said. “What’s more, he hung ’em after they were already dead. Shot ’em, hung ’em and then burned ’em.”


  “He must have been a hard case, that Dan,” Jasper said. “I seen him once. He had them little squint eyes.”


  “I’m glad he never squinted them at me, if that’s the way he behaves to white men,” Needle said. “What was Jake doing with an outfit like that?”


  “If you ask my opinion, that whore that Gus has got was Jake’s downfall,” Bert Borum volunteered.


  “You can keep your damn opinion to yourself, if that’s what you think,” Dish said. He was as touchy as ever where Lorena was concerned.


  “Just because you’re in love with a whore don’t mean I can’t express my opinion,” Bert countered.


  “You can express it and I can knock your dern teeth down your throat for you,” Dish said. “Lorie didn’t make Jake Spoon into no criminal.”


  Bert had always considered that Dish had been awarded the top-hand position unfairly, and he was not about to put up with such insolence from him. He took his gun belt off, and Dish did the same. They squared off, but didn’t immediately proceed to fisticuffs. Each walked cautiously around the other, watching for an opening—their cautiousness provoked much jocularity in the onlookers.


  “Look at them priss around,” Needle Nelson said. “I used to have a rooster I’d match against either one of them.”


  “It’ll be winter before they hit the first lick at this rate,” Jasper said.


  Dish finally leaped at Bert, but instead of boxing, the two men grappled and were soon rolling on the ground, neither gaining much of an advantage. Call had seen the men square off, and he loped over. When he got there they were rolling on the ground, both red in the face but doing one another no harm. He rode the Hell Bitch right up to them, and when they saw him they both stopped. He had it in his mind to dress them down, but the fact that the other hands were laughing at their ineffectual combat was probably all that was needed. Anyway, the men were natural rivals in ability and could be expected to puff up at some point. He turned and rode back out of camp without saying a word to them.


  When he saw him go, Newt’s heart sank. The Captain said less and less to him, or to anyone. Newt felt more and more of a need for somebody to talk about Jake. He had been the Captain’s friend, and Mr. Gus’s. It didn’t seem right that he could be killed and buried, and no more said.


  It was Deets, finally, who understood and helped. Deets was good at mending things, and one night as he was mending Newt’s bridle Newt said what was on his mind. “I wish we could at least have taken him to jail,” Newt said.


  “They’d hang him too,” Deets said. “I ’spect he’d rather us did it.”


  “I wish we hadn’t even come,” Newt said. “It’s just too many people dying. I didn’t think we’d ever kill Jake. It wasn’t like an accident.


  “If he didn’t kill anybody, then it wasn’t fair,” he added.


  “Well, there was the horses, too,” Deets said.


  “He only liked pacers,” Newt said. “He wouldn’t be bothered to steal horses as long as he had one to ride. Just being along didn’t make him a horsethief.”


  “It do to the Captain,” Deets said. “It do to Mr. Gus.”


  “They didn’t even talk to him,” Newt said bitterly. “They just hung him. They didn’t even act like they were sorry.”


  “They sorry,” Deets said. “Saying won’t change it. He’s gone, don’t worry about him. He’s gone to the peaceful place.”


  He put his hand for a moment on Newt’s shoulder. “You need to rest your mind,” he said. “Don’t worry about the sleepers.”


  How do you stop? Newt wondered. It wasn’t a thing he could forget. Pea Eye mentioned it as he would mention the weather, something natural that just happened and was over. Only for Newt it wasn’t over. Every day it would rise in his mind and stay there until something distracted him.


  Newt didn’t know it, but Call, too, lived almost constantly with the thought of Jake Spoon. He felt half sick from thinking about it. He couldn’t concentrate on the work at hand, and often if spoken to he wouldn’t respond. He wanted somehow to move time backwards to a point where Jake could have been saved. Many times, in his thoughts, he managed to save Jake, usually by having made him stay with the herd. As the herd approached the Republican, Call’s thoughts were back on the Brazos, where Jake had been allowed to go astray.


  At night, alone, he grew bitter at himself for indulging in such pointless thoughts. It was like the business with Maggie that Gus harped on so. His mind tried to change it, have it different, but those too were pointless thoughts. Things thought and things said didn’t make much difference and with Gus spending all his time with the woman there was very little said anyway. Sometimes Gus would come over and ride with him for a few miles, but they didn’t discuss Jake Spoon. As such things went, it had been simple. He could remember hangings that had been harder: once they had to hang a boy for something his father had made him do.


  When they sighted the Republican River, Gus was with him. From a distance it didn’t seem like much of a river. “That’s the one that got the Pumphrey boy, ain’t it?” Augustus said. “Hope it don’t get none of us, we’re a skinny outfit as it is.”


  “We wouldn’t be if you did any work,” Call said. “Are you going to leave her in Ogallala or what?”


  “Are you talking about Lorie or this mare I’m riding?” Augustus asked. “If it’s Lorie, it wouldn’t kill you to use her name.”


  “I don’t see that it matters,” Call said, though even as he said it he remembered that it had seemed to matter to Maggie—she had wanted to hear him say her name.


  “You’ve got a name,” Augustus said. “Don’t it matter to you, whether people use it?”


  “Not much,” Call said.


  “No, I guess it wouldn’t,” Augustus said. “You’re so sure you’re right it doesn’t matter to you whether people talk to you at all. I’m glad I’ve been wrong enough to keep in practice.”


  “Why would you want to keep in practice being wrong?” Call asked. “I’d think it would be something you’d try to avoid.”


  “You can’t avoid it, you’ve got to learn to handle it,” Augustus said. “If you only come face-to-face with your own mistakes once or twice in your life it’s bound to be extra painful. I face mine every day—that way they ain’t usually much worse than a dry shave.”


  “Anyway, I hope you leave her,” Call said. “We might get in the Indians before we get to Montana.”


  “I’ll have to see,” Augustus said. “We’ve grown attached. I won’t leave her unless I’m sure she’s in good hands.”


  “Are you aiming to marry?”


  “I could do worse,” Augustus said. “I’ve done worse twice, in fact. However, matrimony’s a big step and we ain’t discussed it.”


  “Of course, you ain’t seen the other one yet,” Call said.


  “That one’s got a name too—Clara,” Augustus pointed out. “You are determined not to use names for females. I’m surprised you even named your mare.”


  “Pea Eye named her,” Call said. It was true. Pea Eye had done it the first time she bit him.


  That afternoon they swam the Republican without losing an animal. At supper afterward, Jasper Fant’s spirits were high—he had built up an unreasoning fear of the Republican River and felt that once he crossed it he could count on living practically forever. He felt so good he even danced an impromptu jig.


  “You’ve missed your calling, Jasper,” Augustus said, highly amused by this display. “You ought to try dancing in whorehouses—you might pick up a favor or two that you otherwise couldn’t afford.”


  “Reckon the Captain will let us go to town once we get to Nebraska?” Needle asked. “It seems like a long time since there’s been a town.”


  “If he don’t, I think I’ll marry a heifer,” Bert said.


  Po Campo sat with his back against a wagon wheel, jingling his tambourine.


  “It’s going to get dry,” he said.


  “Fine,” Soupy replied. “I got wet enough down about the Red to last me forever.”


  “It’s better to be wet than dry,” Po Campo said. Usually cheerful, he had fallen into a somber mood.


  “It ain’t if you drown,” Pea Eye observed.


  “There won’t be much to cook when it gets dry,” Po said.


  Newt and the Rainey boys had begun to talk of whores. Surely the Captain would let them go to town with the rest of the crew when they hit Ogallala. The puzzling thing was how much a whore might cost. The talk around the wagon was never very specific on that score. The Rainey boys were constantly tallying up their wages and trying to calculate whether they would be sufficient. What made it complicated was that they had played cards for credit the whole way north. The older hands had done the same, and the debts were complicated. As the arrival in Ogallala began to dominate their thoughts almost entirely, the question of cash was constantly discussed, and many debts discounted on the promise of actual money.


  “What if they don’t pay us here?” the pessimistic Needle asked one night. “We signed on for Montana, we might not get no wages in Nebraska.”


  “Oh, the Captain will pay us,” Dish said. Despite his attachment to Lorena he was becoming as excited as the rest about going to town.


  “Why would he?” Lippy asked. “He don’t care whether you have a whore or not, Dish.”


  That sentiment struck everyone as almost undoubtedly true, and established a general worry. By the time they crossed the Stinking Water the worry had become so oppressive that many hands could think of nothing else. Finally a delegation, headed by Jasper, approached Augustus on the subject. They surrounded him one morning when he came for breakfast and expressed their fear.


  Augustus had a big laugh when he figured out what was bothering them. “Why, you girls,” he said. “All you want is orgies.”


  “No, it’s whores we want,” Jasper said, a little irritated. “It’s fine for you to laugh, you got Lorie.”


  “Yes, but what’s good for me ain’t necessarily good for the weak-minded,” Augustus said.


  However, the next day he passed the word that everyone would be paid half wages in Ogallala. Call was not enthusiastic but the men had worked well and he couldn’t oppose giving them a day in town.


  As soon as they heard the ruling, spirits improved, all except Po Campo’s. He continued to insist that it would be dry.


  80.


  WHEN ELMIRA’S FEVER finally broke she was so weak she could barely turn her head on the pillow. The first thing she saw was Zwey, looking in the window of the doctor’s little house. It was raining, but Zwey stood there in his buffalo coat, looking in at her.


  The next day he was still there, and the next. She wanted to call out to him to see if he had news of Dee, but she was too weak. Her voice was just a whisper. The doctor who tended her, a short man with a red beard, seemed not much healthier than she was. He coughed so hard that sometimes he would have to set her medicine down to keep from spilling it. His name was Patrick Arandel, and his hands shook after each coughing fit. But he had taken her in and tended her almost constantly for the first week, expecting all the time that she would die.


  “He’s as loyal as any dog,” he whispered to her, when she was well enough to understand conversation. For a while she had just stared back at him without comprehension when he spoke to her. He meant Zwey, of course.


  “I couldn’t even get the man to go away and eat,” the doctor told her. “I live on tea, myself, but he’s a big man. Tea won’t keep him going. I guess he asked me a thousand times if you were going to live.”


  The doctor sat in a little thin frame chair by her bed and gave her medicine by the spoonful. “It’s to build you up,” he said. “You didn’t hardly have no blood in you when you got here.”


  Elmira wished there was a window shade so she couldn’t see Zwey staring at her. He stared for hours. She could feel his eyes on her, but she was too weak to turn her head away. Luke seemed to be gone—at least he never showed up.


  “Where’s Dee?” she whispered, when her voice came back a little. The doctor didn’t hear her, she said it so faint, but he happened to notice her lips move. She had to say it again.


  “Dee Boot?” she whispered.


  “Oh, did you follow that story?” the doctor said. “Hung him right on schedule about a week after they brought you in. Buried him in Boot Hill. It’s a good joke on him, since his name was Boot. He killed a nine-year-old boy, he won’t be missed around here.”


  Elmira shut her eyes, hoping she could be dead. From then on she spat out her medicine, letting it dribble onto the gown the doctor had given her. He didn’t understand at first.


  “Sick to your stomach?” he said. “That’s natural. We’ll try soup.”


  He tried soup and she spat that out too for a day, but she was too weak to fight the doctor, who was almost as patient as Zwey. They kept her jailed with their patience, when all she wanted to do was die. Dee was gone, after she had come such a way and found him. She hated Zwey and Luke for bringing her to the doctor—surely she would have died right on the street if they hadn’t. The last thing she wanted to do was get well and have to live—but days passed, and the doctor sat in the little chair, feeding her soup, and Zwey stared in the window, even though she wouldn’t look.


  Even not looking, she could smell Zwey. It was a hot summer, and the doctor left the window open all day. She could hear horses going by on the street and smell Zwey standing there only a few feet from her. Flies bothered her—the doctor asked if she wanted Zwey to come in, for he would be only too happy to sit and shoo the flies, but Elmira didn’t answer. If Dee was dead, she was through with talk.


  It occurred to her one night that she could ask Zwey to shoot her. He would give her a gun, of course, but she didn’t think she had the strength to pull the trigger. Better to ask him to shoot her. That would solve it, and they wouldn’t do much to Zwey if he told them he killed her at her own request.


  Just thinking of such a simple solution seemed to ease her mind a bit—she could have Zwey shoot her. And yet, days passed and she got so she could sit up in bed, and she didn’t do it. Her mind kept going back to the spot of sunlight where Dee’s face had vanished. His face had just faded into the sunlight. She couldn’t stop thinking of it—in dreams she would see it so clearly that she would wake up, to the sound of Zwey’s snoring. He slept outside her window, with his back to the wall of the house—his snores were so loud a person might have thought a bull was sleeping there.


  “What went with Luke?” she asked him one day.


  “Went to Santa Fe,” Zwey said. It had been a month since she had spoken to him. He thought probably she never would again.


  “Hired on with some traders,” he said. “Come all this way and then headed back.”


  “I guess your child didn’t live,” the doctor said one day. “I wouldn’t have expected it to, out on the prairie, with you having such a close call.”


  Elmira didn’t answer. She remembered her breasts hurting, that was all. She had forgotten the child, the woman with the two daughters, the big house. Maybe the baby was dead. Then she remembered July, and Arkansas, and a lot that she had forgotten. It was just as well forgotten: none of it mattered compared to Dee. It was all past, well past. Some day she would have Zwey shoot her and she wouldn’t have to think about things anymore.


  But she put it off, and in time got well enough to walk. She didn’t go far, just to the door, to get a chamber pot or put one out of the room—the heat made the smells worse. Even Zwey had finally taken off his buffalo coat—he stood at the window in an old shirt, with holes worn in it so that the thick hairs of his chest poked through.


  The doctor never asked her about money. Though she had gotten better, he hadn’t. She could hear him coughing through the wall, and sometimes saw him spit into a handkerchief. His hands trembled badly, and he always smelled of whiskey. It troubled her that he didn’t ask her for money. She had always been one to pay her way. Finally she mentioned it. She knew Zwey would go to work and get money for her if she asked him to.


  “You’ll have to let me know what I owe,” she said, but Patrick Arandel just shook his head.


  “I came here to get away from money,” he said. “Did it, too. I got away from it, and it ain’t easy to get away from money.”


  Elmira didn’t mention it again. If he wanted to be paid, he could mention it—she had tried.


  Then one day, with no warning from anyone, the door to her room opened and July walked in. Zwey was standing at the window when it happened. July’s face seemed thinner.


  “I found you, Ellie,” he said, and there were tears in his eyes. Zwey was watching, but because of the shadows she didn’t know if he could see that July was crying.


  Elmira looked away. She didn’t know what to do. Mainly she regretted that she had not had Zwey shoot her. Now July had found her. He had not come all the way in the room, but he was standing there, with the door half open, waiting for her to ask him in.


  She didn’t ask him in, didn’t speak. It seemed she would always have bad luck, if he could come all that way across the plains and still find her.


  Finally July came in the room and closed the door.


  “The doctor says you’re strong enough to talk,” July said, wiping his eyes on his shirtsleeve. “You don’t have to talk, though. You just lie there and get well. I won’t stay very long. I just wanted you to know I came.”


  Elmira looked at him once and then looked at the wall. Well, you’re a fool, she thought. You ought not to have followed. You ought to just told folks I was dead.


  “I got one piece of bad news,” July said, and his eyes filled up again. “It’s real bad, and it’s my fault. Joe got killed, him and Roscoe and a girl. An outlaw killed them. I ought to have stayed with them, but I don’t know if it would have come out different if I had.”


  You wouldn’t be here telling me, anyway, Elmira thought.


  The news about Joe didn’t touch her. She had never thought much about Joe. He had come when she had other things to worry about and she had never got in the habit of worrying about him. He gave her less trouble than July, though. At least he had sense enough to figure out she didn’t want to be bothered with him, and had let her alone. If he was dead, that was that. She didn’t remember him well—he hadn’t talked much. He had just run out of luck on the plains. It might have happened to her, and she wished it had.


  “Ellie, the baby’s fine,” July said. “I didn’t even know it was ours, that’s the funny thing. I seen Clara holding it and I had no notion it was ours. She named him Martin, if that’s all right with you.


  “I guess we got our own family now,” July added. His heart was sinking so that his voice almost failed, for Ellie had not turned her head or given much more than a momentary sign of recognition. She hadn’t spoken. He wanted to think it was just her weakness, but he knew it was more than that. She wasn’t happy that he had found her. She didn’t care about the baby—didn’t even care that Joe was dead. Her face had not changed expression since the first look of surprise.


  And all the while the large man with the holes in his shirt stood at the window silently, looking in. He was one of the buffalo hunters, July supposed. The doctor had spoken well of the man, mentioning how loyal he was to Elmira. But July didn’t understand why he was standing there, and his heart was sinking because Ellie wouldn’t look at him. He had come such a way, too. But she wouldn’t, and he didn’t think it was just because she was sick.


  “We’ll bring the baby in whenever you want it,” July said. “I can rent a room till you’re better. He’s a strong baby. Clara says it won’t hurt him a bit to come in. They’ve got a little wagon.”


  Elmira waited. If she didn’t talk, sooner or later he would leave.


  His voice was shaky. He sat down in the chair the doctor usually sat in, by the bedside. After a moment he took one of her hands. Zwey was still looking in. July only held her hand for a moment. He dropped it and stood up.


  “I’ll check every few days, Ellie,” he said. “The doctor can send for me if you need me.”


  He paused. In the face of her silence, he didn’t know what to say. She sat propped up against the pillow, silent—it was almost as if she were dead. It reminded him of times in Arkansas, times in the loft when he felt as if he were with someone who wasn’t there. When he had found out she was alive and at the doctor’s in Ogallala, he had gone off behind Clara’s saddle shed and wept for an hour from relief. After all the worry and doubt, he had found her.


  But now, in a minute, the relief was gone, and he was reminded of all her difficulties, how nothing he did pleased her, not even finding her in Ogallala. He didn’t know what more to do or say. She had married him and carried his child, and yet she wouldn’t turn her head to look at him.


  Maybe it’s too soon, he thought, as he stumbled, in a daze of pain and worry, out of the doctor’s house. The big man was there watching.


  “I’m much obliged for all the help you’ve given Ellie,” he said. “I’ll pay you back for any expense.”


  Zwey said nothing, and July walked away to get his horse.


  Ellie saw him ride past the window. She got up and watched him until he was out of sight. Zwey stood watching, too.


  “Zwey,” Elmira said. “Get the wagon. I want to go.”


  Zwey was surprised. He had got used to her being in the bed in the doctor’s house. He liked standing in the warm sun, watching her. She was so pretty in the bed.


  “Ain’t you sick?” he asked.


  “No, get the wagon,” she said. “I want to go today.”


  “Go which way?” he asked.


  “Go,” Elmira said. “Go away from here. I don’t care where. Over to St. Louis will do.”


  “I don’t know the way to St. Louis,” Zwey said.


  “Oh, get the wagon, we’ll find the way,” she said. “There’s a road, I guess.” She was out of patience with men. They were great ones for asking questions. Even Zwey asked them, and he could barely talk.


  Zwey did as he was told. The doctor was gone, treating a farmer who had broken his hip. Elmira thought about leaving him a note, but didn’t. The doctor was smart, he would figure out soon enough that she was gone. And before the sun set they left Ogallala, going east. Elmira rode in the wagon on a buffalo skin. Zwey drove. His horse was hitched to the rear of the wagon. She had asked him to take her, which made him proud. Luke had tried to confuse him, but now Luke was gone, and the man who came to see Elmira had been left behind. She had asked him to take her, not the other man. It must mean that they were married, just as he had hoped. She didn’t say much to him, but she had asked him to take her, and that knowledge made him feel happy. He would take her anywhere she asked.


  The only troublesome thought he had was the result of something the man at the livery stable said. He had been a dried-up little fellow, smaller than Luke. He had asked which way they were going and Zwey pointed east—he knew St. Louis was east.


  “You might as well leave your scalps, then,” the man said. “Have ’em sent by mail, once you get there.”


  “Why?” Zwey asked, puzzled. He had never heard of anyone sending a scalp in the mail.


  “Because of the Sioux,” the man said.


  “We never saw no Indians, the whole way from Texas,” Zwey remarked.


  “You might not see the Sioux, either,” the man said. “But they’ll see you. You’re a damn fool to take a woman east of here.”


  Zwey mentioned it to Elmira while he was helping her into the wagon.


  “There might be Indians that way,” he said.


  “I don’t care,” Elmira said. “Let’s go.”


  Many nights on the trail from Texas she had lain awake, in terror of Indians. They saw none, but the fear stayed with her all the way to Nebraska. She had heard too many stories.


  Now she didn’t care. The sickness had changed her—that and the death of Dee. She had lost the fear. A few miles from town they stopped and camped. She lay awake in the wagon much of the night. Zwey slept on the ground, snoring, his rifle held tightly in his big hands. She wasn’t sleepy, but she wasn’t afraid, either. It was cloudy, and the plains were very dark. Anything could come out of the darkness—Indians, bandits, snakes. The doctor had claimed there were panthers. All she heard was the wind, rustling the grass. Her only worry was that July might follow. He had followed all the way from Texas—he might follow again. Maybe Zwey would kill him if he followed. It was peculiar that she disliked July so, but she did. If he didn’t leave her alone she would have Zwey kill him.


  Zwey woke early. The man at the livery stable had worried him. He had been in three Indian fights, but both times he had several men with him. Now it was just he who would have to do all the fighting, if it came to that. He wished Luke hadn’t been so quick to rush off to Santa Fe. Luke didn’t always behave right, but he was a good shot. The livery-stable man acted as if they were as good as dead. It was morning, and they weren’t dead, but Zwey felt worried. He felt perhaps he had not explained things well to Ellie.


  “It’s them Ogallala Sioux,” he said, looking in the wagon at her. It was a warm morning, and she had thrown off the blankets. “He said the Army had them all stirred up,” he added.


  “I’ll stir you up if you don’t quit blabbing to me about Indians,” Elmira said. “I told you yesterday. I want to get gone a good ways before July shows up in town again.”


  Her eyes flashed when she spoke, as they had before she got sick. Ashamed to have angered her, Zwey began to stir the fire under the coffeepot.


  81.


  WHEN JULY CAME BACK FROM TOWN he was so depressed he couldn’t speak. Clara had asked him to do a few errands, but the visit with Elmira troubled him so that he had forgotten them. Even after he got back to the ranch he didn’t remember that he had been asked to do anything.


  Clara saw at once that he had sustained some blow. When she saw him come back without even the mail, it had been on her tongue to say something about his poor memory. She and the girls hungered for the magazines and catalogues that came in the mail, and it was a disappointment to have someone ride right past the post office and not pick them up. But July looked so low that she refrained from speaking. At the supper table she tried several times to get a word or two out of him, but he just sat there, scarcely even touching his food. He had been ravenous since coming off the plains—so whatever the blow was, it was serious.


  She knew he was a man who was grateful for any kindness; she had shown him several, and she showed him another by holding her tongue and giving him time to get past whatever had happened in town. But there was something about his silent, sunken manner that irritated her.


  “Everything’s gloomy,” Betsey said. Betsey was quick to pick up moods.


  “Yep,” Clara said. She was holding the baby, who was babbling and gumming his fist.


  “It’s a good thing we got Martin here,” she said. “He’s the only man we got who can still talk.”


  “He don’t talk,” Sally said. “That ain’t talk.”


  “Well, it’s sound, at least,” Clara said.


  “I think you’re mean,” Sally said. She was quick to attack mother and sister alike. “Daddy’s sick, or he’d talk.”


  “All right,” Clara said. “I’ll take that back.” In fact, she could remember a thousand meals when Bob hadn’t said a word.


  “I think you’re mean,” Sally repeated, not satisfied.


  “Yes, and you’re my equal,” Clara said, looking at her daughter.


  July realized it all had something to do with him, but he couldn’t get his mind on it. He carried his plate to the sink and thanked Clara for the meal. Then he went out on the front porch, glad it was a dark night. He felt he would cry. It was puzzling; he didn’t know what to do. He had never heard of a wife doing any of the things Elmira had done. He sat on the steps of the porch, sadder and more bewildered than he had been even on the night when he got back to the river and discovered the three bodies. There was nothing to do about death, but Elmira was alive. He had to do something—he just didn’t know what.


  The girls came out and chattered behind him for a while, but he paid them no mind. He had a headache and thought he ought to lie down, except that lying down usually made his headaches worse.


  Clara came out, still holding the baby, and sat in a rocker. “You seem to be feeling poorly, Mister Johnson,” she said.


  “Just call me July,” he said.


  “I’ll be happy to,” she said. “You can drop the Mrs., too. I think we know one another well enough for first names now.”


  July didn’t think he knew her very well, but he didn’t say it. He didn’t think he knew any woman.


  “I need to ask you a favor,” she said. “Could you help me turn my husband, or are you feeling too poorly?”


  He would help her, of course. Several times he had helped her with her husband. The man had lost so much weight that July could simply lift him while Clara changed the bedding. The first time it bothered him a good deal, for the man never closed his eyes. That night he worried about what the man might think—another man coming in with his wife. Clara was businesslike about it, telling him what to do when he was slow. July wondered if the man was listening, and what he was thinking, in case he was.


  Clara handed him a lantern and they went inside. She left the baby with the girls for a minute. Clara stopped at the door of her bedroom and listened before going in.


  “Every time I come I expect he’ll have stopped breathing,” she said. “I always stop and listen.”


  The man was breathing, though. July lifted him and Clara removed the sheets.


  “Dern it, I forgot the water,” she said, going to the door. “Sally, bring up the bucket,” she yelled, and in a little while the girl appeared with it.


  “Betsey’s going to let the baby fall off the bed,” she said. “She don’t know how to hold it.”


  “Well, she better learn,” Clara said. “You girls quit fighting over that baby.”


  July felt embarrassed, holding the sick, naked man while his wife sponged him with warm water. It seemed very improper to him. Clara seemed to understand how he felt and made the bed quickly.


  “It’s just nurse work, Mister Johnson,” she said. “I tried keeping clothes on him, but it’s no good. The poor man can’t control himself.”


  She stopped and looked at him. “I forgot I was supposed to call you July,” she said.


  July felt that his head would burst. He didn’t care what she called him. It hurt so that he could hardly walk straight on the stairs. He bumped into the door at the foot of the stairs. Above them, the baby was squalling.


  Clara was about to go and see to the baby, but when she saw July stumble into the door she changed her mind. He went back out on the porch and sank on the steps, as if at the end of his strength. Clara reached down and put her palm against his forehead, which caused him to jump as if he had been struck.


  “My goodness, you’re shy as a colt,” she said. “I thought you might be feverish, but you ain’t.”


  “It’s just my head,” he said.


  “You need a cool rag, then,” she said.


  She went back into the house and got a rag and a little water. She made him let her bathe his forehead and temples. He had to admit the cool water felt good.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  “Oh, you don’t have to thank me for a washrag,” Clara said. “I’m not much of a nurse. It’s one of my failings. I’m too impatient. I’ll give a person a week or two, and then if they don’t improve I’d just about as soon they’d die.”


  “Not children,” she added, a little later. “I ain’t that harsh with children. I’d rather have them sick five years than to lose one. It’s just my observation that nursing don’t do that much good. People get well if they’re able, or else they die.”


  They were silent for several minutes.


  “Did you find your wife?” Clara asked. “It ain’t my business, I know, but I’ll ask you anyway.”


  “Yes,” July said. “She was at the doctor’s.”


  “She must not have been very glad to see you,” Clara said.


  July wished she would leave him alone. She had taken him in and fed him, saved his wife and cared for his child, and yet he did wish she would just leave him alone. He felt so weak himself that if he hadn’t been braced against the porch railing he might have rolled off the steps. He had nothing to say and nothing to offer. And yet there was something tireless in Clara that never seemed to stop. His head hurt so he felt like shooting himself, the baby was squalling overhead, and yet she would ask questions.


  “I guess she’s still sick,” he said. “She didn’t say much.”


  “Did she want the baby?”


  “She didn’t say,” July said.


  “Did she ask any questions about it at all?”


  “No,” July admitted. “She never said a word.”


  The baby had stopped crying. They heard a horse splash out of the river—Cholo was coming in late. Even with no moon they could see his white hair as he trotted to the corrals.


  “July, I know you’re tired,” Clara said. “I expect you’re heartsick. I’m going to say a terrible thing to you. I used to be ladylike, but Nebraska’s made me blunt. I don’t think that woman wants you or the baby either. I don’t know what she does want, but she left that baby without even looking at it.”


  “She must have been addled,” July said. “She had a hard trip.”


  Clara sighed. “She had a hard trip, but she wasn’t addled,” she said. “Not every woman wants every child, and plenty of wives don’t want the husbands they took.


  “It’s your child and her child,” she added. “But I don’t think she wants it, and if she means to prove me wrong she better do it soon.”


  July didn’t know what she meant and didn’t really care. He felt too low to pay any attention.


  “I like young things,” Clara said. “Babies and young horses. I get attached real quick. They don’t have to be mine.”


  She paused. She knew he wished she’d shut up, but she was determined to say what was on her mind.


  “I’m getting attached to Martin,” she said. “He ain’t mine, but he ain’t your wife’s anymore, either. Young things mainly belong to themselves. How they grow up depends on who gets attached to them. I’ll take Martin, if she don’t, or you don’t.”


  “But your husband’s sick,” July said. Why would the woman want a baby to care for when she had two girls to manage and a big horse outfit to run?


  “My husband’s dying,” Clara said. “But whether he’s dead or alive, I’ll still raise that child.”


  “I don’t know what to do,” July said. “It’s been so long since I done anything right that I can’t remember it. I don’t know if I’ll ever get Ellie back to Fort Smith. They might even have hired a new sheriff by now.”


  “Finding a job’s the least of your problems,” Clara said. “I’ll give you a job, if you want one. Cholo’s been doing Bob’s work and his too, and he can’t keep it up forever.”


  “I always lived in Arkansas,” July said. It had never occurred to him that he might settle anywhere else.


  Clara laughed. “Go to bed,” she said. “I’ve worried you enough for one night.”


  He went, but the next morning at breakfast he didn’t look much better or feel much better. He would scarcely talk to the girls, both of whom doted on him. Clara sent them off to gather eggs so she could have a word or two more with July in private.


  “Did you understand what I said last night, about raising Martin?” she asked.


  July hadn’t. He wished she would just be quiet. He had no idea what to do next, and hadn’t since he left Fort Smith many months ago. At moments, what he wanted was just to go home. Let Ellie go, if she didn’t want to be his wife. Let Clara have the baby, if she wanted him so much. He had once felt competent being a sheriff—maybe if he went back and stuck to it he would someday feel competent again. He didn’t know how much longer he could stand to feel such a failure.


  “If your wife don’t want Martin, do you have a mother or sisters that would want to raise him?” Clara asked. “The point is, I don’t want to keep him a year or two and then give him up. If I have to give him up I’d rather do it soon.”


  “No, Ma’s dead,” July said. “I just had brothers.”


  “I’ve lost three boys,” Clara said. “I don’t want to lose another to a woman who keeps changing her mind.”


  “I’ll ask her,” July said. “I’ll go back in a day or two. Maybe she’ll be feeling better.”


  But he found he couldn’t stand it to wait—he had to see her again, even if she wouldn’t look at him. At least he could look at her and know he had found her after all. Maybe, if he was patient, she would change.


  He saddled and rode to town. But when he got to the doctor’s, no one was there at all. The room Ellie had been in was empty, the big man no longer to be found.


  By asking around, he found the doctor, who was delivering a baby in one of the whorehouses.


  “She’s left,” the doctor said. “I came home yesterday and she was gone. She didn’t leave a note.”


  “But she was sick,” July said.


  “Only unhappy,” Patrick Arandel said. He felt sorry for the young man. Five idle young whores were listening to the conversation, while one of their friends lay in labor in the next room.


  “She took it hard when they hung that killer,” he added. “That and the childbirth nearly killed her. I thought she would die—she ran one of the highest fevers I’ve ever seen. It’s a good sign that she left. It means she’s decided to live a little longer.”


  The man at the livery stable shook his head when July asked which way they went.


  “The wrong way,” he said. “If they get past them Sioux they’re lucky people.”


  July felt frantic. He had not even brought his rifle to town, or his bedroll or anything. They had a day’s start, though they were traveling in a wagon and would have to move slow. Still, he would lose another half day going back to the ranch to get his gear. He was tempted to follow with just his pistol, and he even rode to the east end of town. But there were the vast, endless plains. They had almost swallowed him once.


  He turned back, racing for the ranch. He wore the horse half down, and he remembered it was a borrowed horse, so he slowed up. By the time he got back to Clara’s he was not racing at all. He seemed to have no strength, and his head hurt again. He was barely able to unsaddle; instead of going right to the house, he sat down behind the saddle shed and wept. Why would Ellie keep leaving? What was he supposed to do? Didn’t she know about the Indians? It seemed he would have to chase her forever, and yet catching her did no good.


  When he stood up, he saw Clara. She had been on her way back from the garden with a basket of vegetables. It was hot, and she had rolled the sleeves up on her dress. Her arms were thin and yet strong, as if they were all bone.


  “Did she leave?” Clara asked.


  July nodded. He didn’t want to talk.


  “Come help me shuck this corn,” Clara said. “The roasting ears are about gone. I get so hungry for them during the winter, I could eat a dozen.”


  She went on toward the house, carrying her heavy garden basket. When she didn’t hear his footsteps, she looked back at him. July wiped his face and followed her to the house.


  82.


  THE NEXT MORNING, when he managed to get up, July came into the kitchen to find Cholo sharpening a thin-bladed knife. The baby lay on the table, kicking his bare feet, and Clara, wearing a man’s hat, was giving the two girls instructions.


  “Don’t feed him just because he hollers,” she said. “Feed him when it’s time.”


  She looked at July, who felt embarrassed. He was not sick, and yet he felt as weak as if he had had a long fever. A plate with some cold eggs on it and a bit of bacon sat on the table—his breakfast, no doubt. Being the last one up made him feel a burden.


  Cholo stood up. It was clear he and Clara were contemplating some work. July knew he ought to offer to help, but his legs would barely carry him to the table. He couldn’t understand it. He had long since been over his jaundice, and yet he had no strength.


  “We’ve got to geld some horses,” Clara said. “We’ve put if off too long, hoping Bob would get back on his feet.”


  “I hate it when you do that,” Sally said.


  “You’d hate it worse if we had a bunch of studs running around here,” Clara said. “One of them might crack your head just like that mustang cracked your father’s.”


  She paused by the table a minute and tickled one of the baby’s feet.


  “I’d like to help,” July said.


  “You don’t look that vigorous,” she said.


  “I’m not sick,” July said. “I must have slept too hard.”


  “I expect you did something too hard,” she said. “Stay and make conversation with these girls. That’s harder work than gelding horses.”


  July liked the girls, though he had not said much to them. They seemed fine girls to him, always chattering. Mostly they fought over who got to tend the baby.


  Clara and Cholo left and July slowly ate his breakfast, feeling guilty. Then he remembered what had happened—Ellie was gone, into Indian country. He had to go after her as soon as he ate. The baby, still on the table, gurgled at him. July had scarcely looked at it, though it seemed a good baby. Clara wanted it, the girls fought over it, and yet Ellie had left it. Thinking about it made him more confused.


  After breakfast he got his rifle, but instead of leaving, he walked down to the lots. Every now and then he heard the squeal of a young horse. Walking, he didn’t feel quite so weak, and it occurred to him that he ought to try and be some help—he could start after Ellie later.


  It was hot, and the young horses were kicking up dust in the lots. To his surprise, he saw that Clara was doing the cutting, while the old man held the ropes. It was hard work—the horses were strong, and they badly needed another man. July quickly climbed into the lots and helped the old man anchor the hind legs of a quivering young bay.


  Clara paused a moment, wiping the sweat off her forehead with her shirttail. Her hands were bloody.


  “Shouldn’t one of us do it?” July asked.


  “No,” Cholo said. “She is better.”


  “Bob taught me,” Clara said. “We didn’t have any help when we first came here. I wasn’t strong enough to hold the horses so I got stuck with the messier job.”


  They gelded fifteen young horses and left them in the pen where they could be watched. July had stopped feeling weak, but even so it was a wonder to him how hard Clara and the old man worked. They didn’t stop to rest until the job was done, by which time they were all soaked with sweat. Clara splashed water out of the horse trough to wash her hands and forearms, and immediately started for the house.


  “I hope those worthless girls have been cooking,” she said. “I’ve built an appetite.”


  “Do you know anything about the Indian situation?” July asked.


  “I know Red Cloud,” Clara said. “Bob was good to him. They lived on our horses that hard winter we had four years ago—they couldn’t find buffalo.”


  “I’ve heard they’re dangerous,” July said.


  “Yes,” Clara said. “Red Cloud’s fed up. Bob treated them fair and we’ve never had to fear them. I was more scared as a girl. The Comanches would come right into Austin and take children. I always dreamed they’d get me and I’d have red babies.”


  July had never felt so irresolute. He ought to go, and yet he didn’t. Though he had worked hard, he had little appetite, and after the meal spent more time cleaning his gun than was really necessary.


  When he finished, he sat the rifle against the porch railing, telling himself that he would get up and leave. But before he could get up, Clara walked out on the porch with no warning at all and put the baby into his hands. She practically dropped the child into his lap, an act July felt was very reckless. He had to catch him.


  “That’s a good sign,” Clara said. “At least you’d catch him if somebody threw him off a roof.”


  The baby stared at July with wide eyes, as surprised, evidently, as he was. July looked at Clara, who seemed angry.


  “I think it’s time you took a look at him,” she said. “He’s your boy. He might come to like you, in which case he’ll bring you more happiness than that woman ever will. He needs you a sight more than she does, too.”


  July felt scared he would do something wrong with the baby. He also was a little scared of Clara.


  “I don’t know anything about babies,” he said.


  “No, and you’ve never lived any place but Arkansas,” Clara said.


  “But you ain’t stupid and you ain’t nailed down. You can live other places and you can learn about children—people dumber than you learn about them.”


  Again, July felt belabored by the tireless thing in Clara. Ellie might not look at him, but she didn’t pursue him relentlessly with words, as Clara did.


  “Stay here,” she said. “Do you hear me? Stay here! Martin needs a pa and I could use a good hand. If you go trailing after that woman either the Indians will kill you or that buffalo hunter will, or you’ll just get lost and starve. It’s a miracle you made it this far. You don’t know the plains and I don’t believe you know your wife, either. How long did you know her before you married?”


  July tried to remember. The trial in Missouri had lasted three days, but he had met Ellie nearly a week before that.


  “Two weeks, I guess,” he said.


  “That’s short acquaintance,” Clara said. “The smartest man alive can’t learn much about a woman in two weeks.”


  “Well, she wanted to marry,” July said. It was all he could remember about it. Ellie had made it clear she wanted to marry.


  “That could have been another way of saying she wanted a change of scene,” Clara said. “People get a hankering to quit what they’re doing. They think they want to try something else. I do it myself. Half the time I think I’d like to pack up these girls and go live with my aunt in Richmond, Virginia.”


  “What would you do there?” July asked.


  “I might write books,” Clara said. “I’ve a-hankering to try it. But then it’ll come a pretty morning and I see the horses grazing and think how I’d miss them. So I doubt I’ll get off to Richmond.”


  Just then the baby began to cry, squirming in his hands. July looked at Clara, but she made no effort to take the baby. July didn’t know what to do. He was afraid he might drop the child, who twisted in his hands like a rabbit and yelled so loud he turned red as a beet.


  “Is he sick?” July asked.


  “No, he’s fine,” Clara said. “Maybe he’s telling you off for ignoring him all this time. I wouldn’t blame him.”


  With that she turned and went back in the house, leaving him with the baby, who at once began to cry even harder. July hoped one of the girls would come out and help, but neither seemed to be around. It seemed very irresponsible of Clara to simply leave him with the child. He felt again that she was not a very helpful woman. But then Ellie hadn’t been helpful, either.


  He was afraid to stand up with the baby squirming so—he might drop him. So he sat, wondering why in the world people wanted children. How could anyone know what a baby wanted, or what to do for them?


  But, as abruptly as he had started, the baby stopped crying. He whimpered a time or two, stuck his fist in his mouth, and then simply stared at July again as he had at first. July was so relieved that he scarcely moved.


  “Talk to him a little,” Clara said. She stood in the door behind him.


  “What do you say?”


  She made a snort of disgust. “Introduce yourself, if you can’t think of nothing else,” she said. “Or sing him a song. He’s sociable. He likes a little talk.”


  July looked at the baby, but couldn’t think of a song.


  “Can’t you even hum?” Clara asked, as if it were a crime that he had not immediately started singing.


  July remembered a saloon song he had always liked: “Lorena.” He tried humming a little of it. The baby, who had been wiggling, stopped at once and looked at him solemnly. July felt silly humming, but since it calmed the baby, he kept on. He was holding the baby almost at arm’s length.


  “Put him against your shoulder,” Clara said. “You don’t have to hold him like that—he ain’t a newspaper.”


  July tried it. The baby soon wet his shirt with slobbers, but he wasn’t crying. July continued to hum “Lorena.”


  Then, to his relief, Clara took the baby.


  “That’s progress,” she said. “Rome wasn’t built in a day.”


  Dusk came and July didn’t leave. He sat on the porch, his rifle across his lap, trying to make up his mind to go. He knew he ought to. However difficult she was, Ellie was still his wife. She might be in danger, and it was his duty to try and save her. If he didn’t go, he would be giving up forever. He might never even know if she had lived or died. He didn’t want to be the kind of man who would just let his wife blow out of his life like a weed. And yet that was what he was doing. He felt too tired to do otherwise. Even if the Indians didn’t get him, or them, even if he didn’t get lost on the plains, he might just find her, in some other room, and have her turn her face away again. Then what? She could go on running, and he would go on chasing, until something really bad happened.


  When Clara came out again to call him to supper, he felt worn out from thinking. He almost flinched when he heard Clara’s step, for he had a feeling she was ill-disposed toward him and might have something sharp to say. Again he was wrong. She walked down the steps and paused to watch three cranes flying across the sunset, along the silver path of the Platte.


  “Ain’t they great birds?” she said quietly. “I wonder which I’d miss most, them or the horses, if I was to move away.”


  July didn’t suppose she would move away. She seemed so much of the place that it didn’t seem likely.


  After watching the birds, she looked at him as if just noticing that he was still there.


  “Are you willing to stay?” she asked.


  July had rather she hadn’t asked—rather it had been something that just happened. He didn’t feel he had made a decision—and yet he hadn’t left.


  “I guess I oughtn’t to chase her,” he said finally. “I guess I ought to let her be.”


  “It doesn’t do to sacrifice for people unless they want you to,” Clara said. “It’s just a waste.”


  “Ma, it’s getting cold,” Betsey said from the doorway.


  “I was just enjoying the summer for a minute,” Clara said.


  “Well, you’re always telling us how much you hate to serve cold food,” Betsey said.


  Clara looked at her daughter for a moment and then went up the steps.


  “Come on, July,” she said. “These girls mean to see that we keep up our standards.”


  He put the rifle back in the saddle scabbard and followed her into the house.


  83.


  AS THE HERD wound across the brown prairies toward the Platte, whoring became the only thing the men could talk about. Of course, they always liked to talk about it, but there had been sections of the drive when they occasionally mentioned other things—the weather, cards, the personalities of horses, trials and tribulations of the past. After Jake’s death they had talked a good deal about the vagaries of justice, and what might cause a pleasant man to go bad. Once in a while they might talk about their families, although that usually ended with everyone getting homesick. Though a popular subject, it was tricky to handle.


  By the time they were within a week of Ogallala, all subjects other than whoring were judged to be superfluous. Newt and the Rainey boys were rather surprised. They were interested in whoring too, in a vague sort of way, but listening to the grown men talk at night, or during almost any stop, they concluded there must be more to whoring than they had imagined. Getting to visit a whore quickly came to seem the most exciting prospect life had to offer.


  “What if the Captain don’t even want to stop in Ogallala?” Lippy asked, one night. “He ain’t much of a stopper.”


  “Nobody’s asking him to stop,” Needle said. “He can keep driving, if he’s a mind. We’re the ones need to stop.”


  “I don’t guess he likes whores,” Lippy said. “He didn’t come in the saloon much, that I remember.”


  Jasper was impatient with Lippy’s pessimism. Any suggestion that they might not get to visit Ogallala was extremely upsetting to him.


  “Can’t you shut up?” he said. “We don’t care what the Captain does. We just want to be let off.”


  Po Campo was also likely to dampen the discussion, once he was free from his cooking chores.


  “I think you should all go to the barber and forget these whores,” he added. “They will just take your money, and what will you get for it?”


  “Something nice,” Needle said.


  “A haircut will last you a month, but what you get from the whores will only last a moment,” Po remarked. “Unless she gives you something you don’t want.”


  From the heated responses that ensued, Newt gathered that whores sometimes were not simply givers of pleasure. Diseases apparently sometimes resulted, although no one was very specific about them.


  Po Campo was unshakable. He kept plugging for the barbershop over the whorehouse.


  “If you think I’d rather have a haircut than a whore you’re crazy as a June bug,” Jasper said.


  Newt and the Raineys left the more abstruse questions to others and spent most of their time trying to reckon the economics of a visit to town. The summer days were long and slow, the herd placid, the heat intense. Just having Ogallala to think about made the time pass quicker.


  Occasionally one of the Raineys would ride over by Newt to offer some new speculation. “Soupy says they take off their clothes,” Ben Rainey said, one day.


  Newt had once seen a Mexican girl who had pulled up her skirt to wade in the Rio Grande. She wore nothing under the skirt. When she noticed he was watching she merely giggled. Often, after that, he had slipped down to the river when nothing much was happening, hoping to see her cross again. But he never had; that one glimpse was all he had to go on when it came to naked women. He had run it through his mind so many times it was hardly useful.


  “I guess that costs a bunch,” he said.


  “’Bout a month’s wages,” Jimmy Rainey speculated.


  Late one afternoon Deets rode in to report that the Platte was only ten miles ahead. Everyone in camp let out a whoop.


  “By God, I wonder which way town is,” Soupy said. “I’m ready to go.”


  Call knew the men were boiling to get to town. Though he had brought happy news, Deets himself seemed subdued. He had not been himself since Jake’s hanging.


  “You feeling poorly?” Call asked.


  “Don’t like this north,” Deets said.


  “It’s good grazing country,” Call remarked.


  “Don’t like it,” Deets said. “The light’s too thin.”


  Deets had a faraway look in his eye. It puzzled Call. The man had been cheerful through far harder times. Now Call would often see him sitting on his horse, looking south, across the long miles they had come. At breakfast, sometimes, Call would catch him staring into the fire the way old animals stared before they died—as if looking across into the other place. The look in Deets’s eyes unsettled Call so much that he mentioned it to Augustus. He rode over to the tent one evening. Gus was sitting on a saddle blanket, barefoot, trimming his corns with a sharp pocketknife. The woman was not in sight, but Call stopped a good distance from the tent so as not to disturb her.


  “If you want to talk to me you’ll have to come a little closer,” Augustus said. “I ain’t walking that far barefooted.”


  Call dismounted and walked over to him. “I don’t know what’s the matter with Deets,” he said.


  “Well, Deets is sensitive,” Augustus said. “Probably you hurt his feelings in your blunt way.”


  “I didn’t hurt his feelings,” Call said. “I always try to be especially good to Deets. He’s the best man we got.”


  “Best man we’ve ever had,” Augustus said. “Maybe he’s sick.”


  “No,” Call said.


  “I hope he ain’t planning to leave us,” Augustus said. “I doubt the rest of us could even find the water holes.”


  “He says he don’t like the north,” Call said. “That’s all he’ll say.”


  “I hear we strike the Platte tomorrow,” Augustus said. “All the boys are ready to go off and catch social diseases.”


  “I know it,” Call said. “I’d just as soon miss this town, but we do need supplies.”


  “Let them boys go off and hurrah a little,” Augustus said. “It might be their last chance.”


  “Why would it be their last chance?”


  “Old Deets might know something,” Augustus said. “Since he’s so sensitive. We might all get killed by Indians in the next week or two.”


  “I doubt that,” Call said. “You ain’t much more cheerful than he is.”


  “No,” Augustus said. He knew they were not far from Clara’s house, a fact which made Lorena extremely nervous.


  “What will you do with me?” she had asked. “Leave me in the tent when you go see her?”


  “No, ma’am,” he said. “I’ll take you along and introduce you properly. You ain’t just baggage, you know. Clara probably don’t see another woman once a month. She’ll be happy for feminine conversation.”


  “She may know what I am, though,” Lorena said.


  “Yes, she’ll know you’re a human being,” Augustus said. “You don’t have to duck your head to nobody. Half the women in this country probably started out like you did, working in saloons.”


  “She didn’t,” Lorena said. “I bet she was always a lady. That’s why you wanted to marry her.”


  Augustus chuckled. “A lady can slice your jugular as quick as a Comanche,” he said. “Clara’s got a sharp tongue. She’s tomahawked me many a time in the past.”


  “I’ll be afraid to meet her, then,” Lorena said. “I’ll be afraid of what she’ll say.”


  “Oh, she’ll be polite to you,” Augustus assured her. “I’m the one that will have to watch my step.”


  But no matter what he said, he couldn’t soothe the girl’s agitation. She felt she would lose him, and that was that. She offered her body—it was all she knew to do. Something in the manner of the offer saddened him, though he accepted it. In their embraces she seemed to feel, for a moment, that he loved her; yet soon afterward she would grow sad again.


  “You’re worrying yourself into a sweat for nothing,” he said. “Clara’s husband will probably live to be ninety-six, and anyway she and I probably ain’t got no use for one another now. I ain’t got the energy for Clara. I doubt I ever did.”


  At night, when she finally slept, he would sit in the tent, pondering it all. He could see the campfire. Whatever boys weren’t night herding would be standing around it, swapping jokes. Probably all of them envied him, for he had a woman and they didn’t. He envied them back, for they were carefree and he wasn’t. Once started, love couldn’t easily be stopped. He had started it with Lorie, and it might never be stopped. He would be lucky to get again such easy pleasures as the men enjoyed, sitting around a campfire swapping jokes. Though he felt deeply fond of Lorena, he could also feel a yearning to be loose again and have nothing to do but win at cards.


  The next morning he left Lorena for a bit and fell in with Deets.


  “Deets, have you ever spent much time wanting what you know you can’t have?” he asked, figuring to get the conversation off to a brisk start.


  “’Spect I’ve had a good life,” Deets said. “Captain paid me a fair wage. Ain’t been sick but twice, and one time was when I got shot over by the river.”


  “That ain’t an answer to the question I asked,” Augustus said.


  “Wantin’ takes too much time,” Deets said. “I’d rather be working.”


  “Yes, but what would you have, if you could have what you really want, right now?”


  Deets trotted along for a bit before he answered. “Be back on the river,” he said.


  “Hell, the Rio Grande ain’t the only river,” Augustus commented, but before they could continue the discussion they saw a group of riders come over a ridge, far to the north. Augustus saw at once that they were soldiers.


  “’I God, we’ve found the cavalry, at least,” he said.


  There were nearly forty soldiers. The ponies in the remuda began to nicker at the sight of so many strange horses. Call and Augustus loped out and met them a half mile away, for the herd was looking restive at the sight of the riders.


  The leader of the troop was a small man with a gray mustache, who wore a Captain’s bars. He seemed irritated at the sight of the herd. It was soon plain that he was drunk.


  Beside him rode a large man in greasy buckskins, clearly a scout. He was bearded and had a wad of tobacco in his jaw.


  “I’m Captain Weaver and this is Dixon, our scout,” the Captain said. “Where the hell do you men think you’re taking these cattle?”


  “We thought we were headed for Montana,” Augustus said lightly. “Where are we, Illinois?”


  Call was irritated with Gus. He would make a joke.


  “No, but you’ll wish you were if Red Cloud finds you,” Captain Weaver said. “You’re in the middle of an Indian war, that’s where you are.”


  “Why in hell would anybody think they wanted to take cattle to Montana?” Dixon, the scout, said. He had an insolent look.


  “We thought it would be a good place to sit back and watch ’em shit,” Augustus said. Insolence was apt to bring out the comic in him, as Call knew too well.


  “We’ve heard there are wonderful pastures in Montana,” Call said, hoping to correct the bad impression Gus was giving.


  “There may be, but you cowpokes won’t live to see them,” Dixon said.


  “Oh, well,” Augustus said, “we wasn’t always cowpokes. We put in some twenty years fighting Comanches in the state of Texas. Don’t these Indians up here fall off their horses like other Indians when you put a bullet or two in them?”


  “Some do and some just keep coming,” Captain Weaver said. “I didn’t come over here to talk all morning. Have you men seen any sign?”


  “Our scout didn’t mention any,” Call said, waving to Deets.


  “Oh, you’ve got a nigger for a scout,” Dixon said. “No wonder you’re lost.”


  “We ain’t lost,” Call said, annoyed suddenly, “and that black man could track you across the coals of hell.”


  “And bring you back on a pitchfork, if we asked him to,” Augustus added.


  “What makes you think you can say things like that to us?” Captain Weaver said, flushing with anger.


  “Ain’t it still a free country?” Augustus asked. “Who asked you to ride up and insult our scout?”


  Deets came loping up and Call asked him if he had seen Indian sign.


  “None between here and the river,” Deets said.


  A pale-looking young lieutenant suddenly spoke up.


  “I thought they went east,” he said.


  “We went east,” Weaver said. “Where do you think we’ve been for the last week?”


  “Maybe they went farther and faster,” Augustus said. “Indians usually do. From the looks of those nags you’re riding they could probably outrun you on foot.”


  “You’re a damn impertinent man,” Weaver said. “Those Indians killed a buffalo hunter and a woman, two days ago. Three weeks ago they wiped out a family southeast of here. If you see them you’ll wish you’d kept your damn beeves in Texas.”


  “Let’s go,” Call said, abruptly turning his horse.


  “We need horses,” Captain Weaver said. “Ours are about ridden down.”


  “Ain’t that what I said that you thought was so impertinent?” Augustus remarked.


  “I see you’ve got extras,” Weaver said. “We’ll take ’em. There’s a man who sells horses west of Ogallala. You can buy some more there and send the Army a bill.”


  “No, thanks,” Call said. “We like the ones we’ve got.”


  “I wasn’t asking,” Weaver said. “I’m requisitioning your horses.”


  Augustus laughed. Call didn’t. He saw that the man was serious.


  “We need ’em,” Dixon said. “We’ve got to protect this frontier.”


  Augustus laughed again. “Who have you protected lately?” he asked. “All you’ve told us about are people you didn’t protect.”


  “I’m tired of talking,” Weaver said. “Go get the horses, Jim. Take a couple of men and pick out good ones.”


  “You can’t have any horses,” Call said. “You have no authority to requisition stock from us.”


  “By God, I’ll have those horses or I’ll have your hides,” Weaver said. “Go get ’em, Jim.”


  The young lieutenant looked very nervous, but he turned as if to ride over to the herd.


  “Hold on, son, the argument ain’t over,” Augustus said.


  “You’d defy an officer of the U.S. Army?” Weaver asked.


  “You’re as close to that horse trader in Ogallala as we are,” Call pointed out.


  “Yes, but we’re going the other way,” Weaver said.


  “You were headed this way when you spotted us,” Augustus said. “When’d you change your mind?”


  Dixon, the big scout, was listening to the conversation with contempt in his expression. The contempt was as much for Weaver as for them.


  Captain Weaver turned to the young man. “I gave you an order. These men are all bluff. They’re just cowboys. Go get the horses.”


  As the young man passed, Augustus reached down and caught his bridle.


  “If you want them horses, why don’t you go get ’em?” he said. “You’re the Captain.”


  “I call this treason,” Weaver said. “You men can be hung for treason.”


  Call had been looking over the rest of the troop. Throughout his career in the Rangers he had been bothered by how sluggishly the cavalry performed, and the troop he saw watching the proceedings looked more sluggish than most. Half the men had gone to sleep in their saddles the moment the column stopped, and the horses all looked as if they needed a month off on good grass.


  “How far is Ogallala?” Call asked.


  “I’m not interested in Ogallala,” Weaver said. “I’m interested in Red Cloud.”


  “We don’t know this Red Cloud,” Augustus said. “But if he’s much of a war chief you better hope you don’t catch him. I doubt an Indian would even consent to eat them ponies you’re riding. I never saw a worse-mounted bunch of men.”


  “Well, we’ve been out ten days, and it’s none of your concern,” Weaver said, trembling with indignation. Although Augustus was doing most of the talking, it was Call whom he looked at with hatred.


  “Let’s go,” Call said. “This is pointless talk.” He saw that the little Captain was keyed up to the point where it wouldn’t take much to provoke him into an explosion.


  “Jim, get them horses,” Weaver said.


  “No,” Call said. “You can’t have our horses. And I’ll give you some advice, too. Your troop’s exhausted. If you was to find Indians you’d be the one’s massacred, most likely. You don’t just need fresh horses, you need fresh men.”


  “What I don’t need is advice from a goddamn cowboy,” Weaver said.


  “We’ve fought Comanches and Kiowas and Mexican bandits for twenty years and we’re still here,” Call said. “You’d do well to listen.”


  “If I see you in town I’ll box your goddamn ears,” Dixon said, addressing himself to Call.


  Call ignored the man. He turned and started to ride away. Augustus released the young lieutenant’s bridle.


  “Leave me that nigger,” Weaver said. “I’ve heard they can smell Indians. They’re just red niggers, anyway.”


  “No,” Call said. “I’d be afraid you’d mistreat him.”


  They went to the wagon. When they turned to look, the cavalry troop was still sitting there.


  “Reckon they’ll charge?” Augustus asked.


  “Charge a cow herd?” Call said. “I wouldn’t think so. Weaver’s mad, but not that mad.”


  They waited, but the cavalry merely sat on the ridge for a few minutes and then turned and rode away.


  84.


  THAT AFTERNOON they crossed the Platte River just east of Ogallala and turned the herd northwest. From the slopes north of the river they saw the little collection of shacks and frame buildings that made up the town. The cowboys were so entranced by the sight that they could hardly keep their minds on their business long enough to drive the cattle to a good bed-ground.


  Call tried to caution them a little, mentioning that there were said to be Indians on the rampage, but the men scarcely heard him. Even Dish Boggett was in a fever to go. Call let six men go in first: Dish, Soupy, Bert, Jasper, Needle and the Irishman. They all put on fresh shirts and raced away as if a hundred Comanches were after them.


  Augustus, setting up his tent, stopped a moment to watch them run. The cowboys whooped and waved their hats as they raced.


  “Look at ’em go, Lorie,” Augustus said. “Can’t wait to get to town.”


  Lorena was uninterested. She had only one thing on her mind.


  “When are you going to see her?” she asked.


  “Oh, tomorrow will do,” Augustus said. “We’ll both go.”


  “I’ll stay here,” Lorena said. “I’d be too scared of what you’d say.”


  Her hands were shaking at the thought of the woman, but she helped Gus peg the tent.


  “I’ve a mind to go to Ogallala myself,” Augustus said. “Would you like to come?”


  “Why do you want to?” she asked.


  “Well, it’s a town, of sorts,” he said. “I’ve a mind to do something civilized, like eat dinner in a restaurant. If that’s asking too much, I could at least go in a barroom and drink a glass of whiskey.


  “Come with me,” he added. “They’ve probably got a store or two. We could buy you some clothes.”


  Lorena considered it. She had been wearing men’s clothes since Gus rescued her. There hadn’t been any place to buy any others. She would need a dress if she went with Gus to see the woman. But she didn’t know if she really wanted to go see her—although she had built up a good deal of curiosity about her. Lots of curiosity, but more fear. It was a strange life, just staying in the tent and talking to no one but Gus, but she was used to it. The thought of town frightened her almost as much as the thought of the woman.


  “Do you want a whore or what?” she asked, when she saw him getting ready to go to town.


  “Why would I want a whore, when I’ve got you?” he asked. “You womenfolk have got strange minds. What I’d mainly like to do is sit in a chair and drink whiskey. I wouldn’t mind a hand or two of cards either.”


  “You want that other woman, and you’ve got me,” Lorena said. “You could want us both and a whore too, I guess. Go get one if you want—I don’t care.”


  She almost hoped he would. It would strengthen her case against the other woman.


  “Come with me,” Augustus said. “I’ll buy you some new dresses.”


  “Just buy me one yourself,” Lorena said. “Buy one you like.”


  “But I don’t know your size,” he said. “Why are you so shy of towns? There ain’t a soul in that town who’s ever met you.”


  She wouldn’t go, so he gave up asking her and went himself, stopping at the wagon a minute to make sure Po Campo would take her her food. Call was there, looking restless. Since most of the experienced hands were gone, he had decided to stay with the herd and buy supplies tomorrow once some of them got back.


  The herd was grazing peacefully on the rolling slopes. The hands who were left, boys mostly, looked melancholy at the thought of the opportunities they were missing.


  “Come ride to town with me,” Augustus said to Call. “This place is quiet as a church on Monday. I’ll buy you a meal and we can sit and talk philosophy.”


  “No, I’ll stay,” Call said. “I don’t know a philosophy.”


  “Your philosophy is to worry too much,” Augustus said. “Jake would have gone with me quick enough if we hadn’t hung him.”


  “Damn it, he brought it on himself,” Call said.


  “I know that, but when I spot a town I remember what a fine companion he was around supper time,” Augustus said.


  He loped the five or six miles to Ogallala, feeling rather strange, for it had just hit him how much he did miss Jake Spoon. Many a time, returning from a scout on the Brazos, they had raced into Austin together and divided the night between whiskey, cards and women. Clara and Call would both be stiff with them for a week after such a carouse; Clara, if anything, softened slower than Call.


  Now Jake was gone and Clara near. It seemed to him he might be wise not to go see her—just trail on into Montana and let the past be past. No woman had affected his heart in the way she had. The memory was so sweet he was almost afraid to threaten it by seeing what Clara had become. She might have become a tyrant—she had that potential, even as a girl. Or she might have become merely a worked-out, worn-down pioneer woman, her beauty gone and her spirit tamed. He might look at her and not feel a thing—in which case he would lose something he treasured. On the other hand, he might look at her and feel all that he had felt in their younger days—in which case riding off and leaving her wouldn’t be very easy.


  Then there was Lorena. In the last weeks she had proved sweeter than any woman he had known—more responsive than his wives, kinder than Clara. Her beauty had flowered again—the cowboys were always thinking of excuses to ride within twenty or thirty yards of them, so they could get a glimpse of it. He ought to consider himself lucky, he knew—everyone in the outfit, with the possible exception of Call, considered him lucky. He ought to let the past keep its glow and not try to mix it with what he had in the present.


  But then he knew he could not simply ride by Clara, whatever the threat of turmoil or disappointment. Of all the women he knew, she had meant the most; and was the one person in his life he felt he had missed, in some ways.


  He remembered what she had said when she told him she was going to marry Bob—that she would want his friendship for her daughters. He would at least go and offer it; besides, it would be interesting to see if the girls were like their mother.


  To his surprise, he didn’t enjoy the visit to Ogallala very much. He hit the dry-goods store just as the owner was closing and persuaded him to reopen long enough for him to buy Lorie a mass of clothes. He bought everything from petticoats to dresses, a hat, and also a warm coat, for they were sure to strike cool weather in Montana. He even bought himself a black frock coat worthy of a preacher, and a silk string tie. The merchant soon was in no mood to close; he offered Augustus muffs and gloves and felt-lined boots and other oddities. In the end he had such a purchase that he couldn’t even consider carrying it—they would have to come in tomorrow and pick it up in the wagon, though he did wrap up a few things in case Lorie wanted to wear them to Clara’s. He bought her combs and brushes and a mirror—women liked to see themselves, he knew, and Lorena hadn’t had the opportunity since Fort Worth.


  The one hotel was easy to find, but the restaurant in it was a smoky little room with no charm and only one diner, a somber man with mutton-chop whiskers. Augustus decided he would prefer a cheerful bar, but that proved not easy to find.


  He went into one that had a huge rack of elk horns over the door and a clientele consisting mostly of mule skinners who hauled freight for the Army. None of the Hat Creek outfit was there, though he had seen a couple of their horses tied outside. They had probably gone straight to the whorehouse next door, he concluded. He ordered a bottle and a glass, but the boisterous mule skinners made so much racket he couldn’t enjoy his drinking. A middle-aged gambler with a thin mustache and a greasy cravat soon spotted him and came over.


  “You look like a man who could tolerate a game of cards,” the gambler said. “My name is Shaw.”


  “Two-handed gambling don’t interest me,” Augustus said. “Anyway, it’s too rackety in here. It’s hard work just getting drunk when things are this loud.”


  “This ain’t the only whiskey joint in town,” Mr. Shaw said. “Maybe we could find one that’s quiet enough for you.”


  Just then a girl walked in, painted and powdered. Several of the mule skinners whooped at her, but she came over to where Augustus sat. She was skinny and could hardly have been more than seventeen.


  “Now, Nellie, leave us be,” the gambler said. “We were about to go have a game.”


  Before the girl could answer, one of the mule skinners at the next table toppled backwards in his chair. He had gone to sleep with the chair tilted back, and he fell to the floor, to the amusement of his peers. The fall did not wake him—he sprawled on the saloon floor, dead drunk.


  “Oh, go along, Shaw,” the girl said. “There ain’t but two of you. What kind of game would that be?”


  “I made that point myself,” Augustus said.


  A bartender came over, got the drunk man by the collar and drug him out the door.


  “Wanta go next door, mister?” Nellie asked.


  The gambler, to Augustus’s surprise, suddenly cuffed the girl—it was not a hard blow, but it surprised and embarrassed her.


  “Now, here,” Augustus said. “There’s no excuse for that. The young lady was talking perfectly polite.”


  “She ain’t a lady, she’s a tart, and I won’t have her interfering with our pleasure,” the gambler said.


  Augustus stood up and pulled out a chair for Nellie.


  “Sit down, miss,” he said. Then he turned to the gambler. “You scoot,” he said. “I don’t gamble with men who mistreat women.”


  The gambler had a ferretlike expression. He ignored Augustus and glared at the girl. “What have I told you?” he said. “You’ll get a beating you won’t forget if you interfere with me again.”


  The girl trembled and seemed on the verge of tears.


  “I won’t have a slut interrupting my play,” the gambler said.


  Augustus hit the man in the chest so hard that he was knocked back onto the next table, amid three or four mule skinners. The mule skinners looked up in surprise—the gambler had the wind knocked out of him so thoroughly that he waved his arms in the air, his mouth open, afraid he would die before he could draw another breath.


  Augustus paid him no more attention. The girl, after a moment, sat down, though she kept glancing nervously toward the gambler. A big mule skinner shoved him unceremoniously off the table, and he was now on his hands and knees, still trying to get his breath.


  “He ain’t hurt,” Augustus assured the girl. “Would you like a sip of whiskey?”


  “Yeah,” the girl said, and when the bartender brought a glass, quaffed the whiskey Augustus poured her. She couldn’t keep her eyes off the gambler, though. He had managed to breathe again, and was standing by the bar, holding his chest.


  “Have you had trouble with that fellow before?” Augustus asked.


  “He’s Rosie’s husband,” Nellie said. “Rosie is the woman I work for. They don’t get along. Rosie sends me out, and he runs me off.”


  She tried to recover from her fright and to look alluring, but the attempt was so pathetic that it saddened Augustus. She looked like a frightened young girl.


  “Rosie ain’t nice to work for,” she said. “Do you want to go next door? I got to do something quick. If Shaw complains she’ll whup me. Rosie’s meaner than Shaw.”


  “I’d say you need to change bosses,” Augustus said. As soon as he put more whiskey in her glass, the girl quaffed it.


  “There ain’t but one other madam, and she’s just as bad,” Nellie said. “You sure you won’t come next door? I got to find a customer.”


  “I guess you better bribe that gambler, if that’s the situation,” Augustus said. “Give him five and Rosie five and keep the rest for yourself.” He handed her twenty dollars.


  The girl looked surprised, but took the money and quaffed another whiskey. Then she went up to the bar and had the bartender change the money for her. Soon she was talking to Shaw as if nothing had happened. Depressed, Gus bought a bottle to take with him and left town.


  The moon was full and the prairie shadowy. Pea Eye was attempting to sing to the cattle, but his voice was nothing to compare to the Irishman’s.


  To his surprise, Augustus saw that Lorena was sitting outside the tent. Usually she stayed inside. When he dismounted, he bent to touch her and found that her cheek was wet—she had been sitting there crying.


  “Why, Lorie, what’s the matter?” he asked.


  “I’m afraid of her,” she said simply. Her voice sounded thick with discouragement. “I’m afraid she’ll take you.”


  Augustus didn’t try to reason with her. What she felt was past reason. He had caused it by talking too freely about the woman he had once loved. He unsaddled and sat down beside her on the grass.


  “I thought you went to her,” she said. “I didn’t believe you went to town.”


  “Ain’t the moon beautiful?” he said. “These plains seem like fine country under a full moon.”


  Lorena didn’t look up. She wasn’t interested in the moon. She only wanted it to be settled about the woman. If Gus was going to leave, she wanted to know it, although she couldn’t imagine a life if that happened.


  “Did you ever like to sing?” he asked, trying to get her to talk about something else.


  She didn’t answer.


  “I think it must be a fine gift, singing,” he said. “If I could sing like the Irishman, I would just ride around singing all day. I might get a job in a barroom, like Lippy used to have.”


  Lorena didn’t want to talk to him. She hated the way she felt. Better if something happens and kills us both, she thought. At least I wouldn’t have to be alone.


  85.


  NEWT, THE RAINEY BOYS, Pete Spettle and Pea Eye got to go into town the next afternoon. The fact that the first group drug back in ones and twos, looking horrible, in no way discouraged them. Jasper Fant had vomited all over his horse on the ride out, too beaten to dismount or even to lean over.


  “You are a sorry sight,” Po Campo said sternly, when Jasper rode in. “I told you it would be that way. Now all your money is gone and all you feel is pain.”


  Jasper didn’t comment.


  Needle Nelson and Soupy Jones rode in next—they looked no different from Jasper, but at least their horses were clean.


  “It’s a good thing there’s no more towns,” Needle said when he dismounted. “I don’t think I’d survive another town.”


  “If that’s the best Nebraska can do, I pass,” Soupy said.


  After hearing all the reports, which merely confirmed his suspicions, Po Campo was reluctant to let Augustus borrow the wagon.


  “Towns are full of thieves,” he argued. “Somebody might steal it.”


  “If they do, they’ll have to steal it with me sitting in it,” Augustus said. “I’d like to see the thief who could manage that.”


  He had promised Lippy a ride to town. Lippy had grown homesick for his old profession and hoped at least to hear some piano music on his visit.


  Call decided to ride in and help with the provisioning. He was trying to make an inventory of things they needed, and the fact that Po Campo was in a cranky, uncooperative mood didn’t make things any easier.


  “It’s summertime,” Po said. “We don’t need much. Buy a water barrel and we’ll fill it in the river. It is going to get very dry.”


  “What makes you think it’s going to get dry?” Augustus asked.


  “It will get dry,” Po Campo insisted. “We will be drinking horses’ blood if we’re not lucky.”


  “I think I must have drunk some last night,” Jasper said. “I never got sick enough to puke on my horse before.”


  Newt and the other boys raced to town, leaving Pea Eye far behind, but once they got there they felt somewhat at a loss as to what to do first. For an hour or two they merely walked up and down the one long street, looking at the people. None of them had actually been in a building in such a while that they felt shy about going in one. They stared in the window of a big hardware store, but didn’t go in. The street itself seemed lively enough—there were plenty of soldiers in sight, and men driving wagons, and even a few Indians. Of whores they saw none: the few women on the street were just matrons, doing their shopping.


  The town abounded in saloons, of course, but at first the boys were too spooked to go in one. Probably they would be looked at, because of their age, and anyway they didn’t have funds for drinking. What little they had must be saved for whores—at least that was their intention. But the fourth or fifth time they passed the big general store their intentions wavered, and they all slipped in for a look at the merchandise. They stared at the guns: buffalo rifles and pistols with long blue barrels, and far beyond their means. All they came out with was a sack of horehound candy. Since it was the first candy any of them had had in months, it tasted wonderful. They sat down in the shade and promptly ate the whole sack.


  “I wish the Captain would fill the wagon with it,” Ben Rainey said. The opportunity existed, for Augustus was just driving up to the dry-goods store in the wagon, and the Captain rode beside him on the Hell Bitch.


  “Why, he won’t let us fill it with candy,” Jimmy Rainey said. Nonetheless, feeling bolder and more experienced, they went back in the store and bought two more sacks.


  “Let’s save one for Montana,” Newt said. “There might not be no more towns.” But his cautions fell on deaf ears. Pete Spettle and the others consumed their share of the candy with dispatch.


  While they were finishing it they saw Dish Boggett come walking around the side of a saloon across the street.


  “Let’s ask him where the whores are,” Ben suggested. “I doubt we can find any by ourselves.”


  They caught up with Dish by the livery stable. He didn’t look to be in high spirits, but at least he was walking straight, which was more than could be said for the men who had returned to camp.


  “What are you sprouts doing in town?” he asked.


  “We want a whore,” Ben said.


  “Go around to the back of that saloon, then,” Dish said. “You’ll find plenty.”


  Dish now rode a fine little mare he called Sugar. In disposition, she was the opposite of the Hell Bitch. She was almost like a pet. Dish would take tidbits from his plate and feed them to her by hand. He claimed she had the best night vision of any horse he had ever seen—in all their stampedes she had never stepped in a hole.


  He delighted in her so much that he always gave her a brushing before he saddled her, keeping a little horse brush in his saddlebag just for that purpose.


  “How much do they cost?” Jimmy Rainey asked, referring to the whores. The thought that some were only a few steps away made them all a little nervous.


  “It depends on how long you intend to stay upstairs,” Dish said. “I met a nice one named Mary, but they ain’t all like her. There’s one they call the Buffalo Heifer—somebody would have to offer me a month’s wages before I’d get near her, but I expect she’d do for you sprouts. You can’t expect top quality your first time off.”


  As they were talking, a party of some half-dozen soldiers came riding up the street, led by the big scout, Dixon.


  “There come them soldiers agin,” Newt said.


  Dish hardly glanced at the soldiers. “I guess the rest of them got lost.” He had brushed Sugar and was just preparing to saddle her when the scout and the soldiers suddenly trotted over their way.


  Newt felt nervous—he knew there had almost been serious trouble with the soldiers. He glanced at the Captain and Mr. Gus, who were loading a water barrel into the wagon. Evidently they had decided to take Po Campo’s advice.


  Dixon, who looked ungodly big to Newt, rode his black gelding practically on top of Dish Boggett before he stopped. Dish, cool as ice, put the saddle blanket on the mare and paid him no mind.


  “How much for the filly?” Dixon asked. “She’s got a stylish look.”


  “Not for sale,” Dish said, reaching down for his saddle.


  As he stooped, Dixon leaned over him and spat a stream of tobacco juice on the back of Dish’s neck. The brown juice hit Dish at the hairline and dripped down under the collar of his loose shirt.


  Dish straightened up and put his hand to his neck. When he saw the tobacco juice his face flushed.


  “You dern cowboys are too fond of your horses,” Dixon said. “I’m fair tired of being told your ponies ain’t for sale.”


  “This one ain’t, for damn sure, and anyway you won’t be in no shape to ride when I get through with you,” Dish said, barely controlling his voice. “I’d hate to think I’d let a man spit on me and then ride off.”


  Dixon spat again. This time, since Dish was facing him, the juice hit him square in the breast. Dixon and the soldiers all laughed.


  “Are you going to dismount or will you require me to come and drag you off that pile of soap bones you’re riding?” Dish asked, meeting the big man’s eye.


  “Well, ain’t you a tomcat,” Dixon said, grinning. He spat at Dish again, but Dish ducked the stream of tobacco juice and leaped for the man. He meant to knock the scout off the other side of the horse, but Dixon was too strong and too quick. Though no one had seen it, he held a long-barreled pistol in his off hand, and when Dish grappled with him he used it like a club, hitting Dish twice in the head with the butt.


  To Newt’s horror, Dish crumpled without a sound—he slid down the side of Dixon’s horse and flopped on his back on the ground. Blood poured from a gash over his ear, staining his dark hair. His hat fell off and Newt picked it up, not knowing what else to do.


  Dixon stuffed his pistol back in its holster. He spat once more at Dish and reached to take the filly’s reins. He reached down, undid the girth and dumped Dish’s saddle on the ground.


  “That’ll teach you to sass me, cowboy,” he said. Then he glanced at the boys. “He can send the bill for this mare to the U.S. Army,” Dixon said. “That is if he ever remembers there was a mare, when he wakes up.”


  Newt was all but paralyzed with worry. He had seen the pistol butt strike Dish twice, and for all he knew Dish was dead. It had happened so quickly that Ben Rainey still had his hands in the sack of candy.


  All Newt knew was that the man mustn’t be allowed to take Dish’s horse. When Dixon turned to trot away, he grabbed the bridle bit and hung on. Sugar, pulled two different ways, tried to rear, almost lifting Newt off the ground. But he hung on.


  Dixon tried to jerk the horse loose, but Newt had both hands on the bit now and wouldn’t let go.


  “Damn, these cowboys are pests,” Dixon said. “Even the pups.”


  The soldier next to him had a rawhide quirt hanging from his saddle horn. Dixon reached over and got it, and without another word rode close to the mare and began to lash Newt with it.


  Pete Spettle, anger in his face, leaped in and tried to get the quirt, but Dixon backhanded him and Pete went down—it turned out his nose was broken.


  Newt tried to hunker close to the mare. At first Dixon was mainly quirting his hands, to make him turn loose, but when that was unsuccessful he began to hit Newt wherever he could catch him. One whistling blow cut his ear. He tried to duck his head, but Sugar was scared and kept turning, exposing him to the quirt. Dixon began to whip him on the neck and shoulders. Newt shut his eyes and clung to the bit. Once he glanced at Dixon and saw the man smiling—he had cruel eyes, like a boar pig’s. Then he ducked, for Dixon attempted to cut him across the face. The blow hit Sugar instead, causing the horse to rear and squeal.


  It was the squeal that caught Call’s attention. After loading the heavy oak water barrel, he and Augustus had stepped back into the store a minute. Augustus was contemplating buying a lighter pistol to replace the big Colt he carried, but he decided against it. He carried out some of the things he had bought for Lorena, and Call took a sack of flour. They heard the horse squeal while they were still in the store, and came out to see Dixon quirting Newt, as Dish Boggett’s mare turned round and round. Two cowboys lay on the ground, one of them Dish.


  “I thought that son of a bitch was a bad one,” Augustus said. He pitched the goods in the wagon and drew his pistol.


  Call dropped the sack of flour onto the tailgate and quickly swung onto the Hell Bitch.


  “Don’t shoot him,” he said. “Just watch the soldiers.”


  He saw Dixon again savagely quirt the boy across the back of the neck, and anger flooded him, of a kind he had not felt in many years. He put spurs to the Hell Bitch and she raced down the street and burst through the surprised soldiers. Dixon, intent on his quirting, was the last to see Call, who made no attempt to check the Hell Bitch. Dixon tried to jerk his mount out of the way at the last minute, but his nervous mount merely turned into the charge and the two horses collided. Call kept his seat and the Hell Bitch kept her feet, but Dixon’s horse went down, throwing him hard in the process. Sugar nearly trampled Newt, trying to get out of the melee. Dixon’s horse struggled to its feet practically underneath Sugar. There was dust everywhere.


  Dixon sprang up, not hurt by the fall, but disoriented. When he turned, Call had dismounted and was running at him. He didn’t look large, and Dixon was puzzled that the man would charge him that way. He reached for his pistol, not realizing he still had the quirt looped around his wrist. The quirt interfered with his draw and Call ran right into him, just as his horse had run into Dixon’s horse. Dixon was knocked down again, and when he turned his head to look up he saw a boot coming at his eye.


  “You wouldn’t,” he said, meaning to tell the man not to kick, but the boot hit his face before he could get his words out.


  The six soldiers, watching, were too astonished to move. The small-seeming cowman kicked Dixon so hard in the face that it seemed his head would fly off. Then the man stood over Dixon, who spat out blood and teeth. When Dixon struggled to his feet, the smaller man immediately knocked him down again and then ground his face into the dirt with a boot.


  “He’s gonna kill him,” one soldier said, his face going white. “He’s gonna kill Dixon.”


  Newt thought so too. He had never seen such a look of fury as was on the Captain’s face when he attacked the big scout. It was clear that Dixon, though larger, had no chance. Dixon never landed a blow, or even tried one. Newt felt he might get sick just seeing the way the Captain punished the man.


  Dish Boggett sat up, holding his head, and saw Captain Call dragging the big scout by his buckskin shirt. The fight had carried a few yards down the street to a blacksmith shop with a big anvil sitting in front of it. To Dish’s astonishment, the Captain straddled Dixon and started banging his head against the anvil.


  “He’ll kill him,” he said out loud, forgetting that a few moments before he too had wanted to kill the scout.


  Then he saw Augustus run over, mount the Hell Bitch and take down Call’s rope.


  Augustus trotted the few steps to the blacksmith shop and dropped a loop over Call’s shoulders. Then he turned the horse away, took a wrap around the saddle horn and began to ride up the street. Call wouldn’t turn loose of Dixon at first. He hung on and dragged him a few feet from the anvil. But Augustus kept the rope tight and held the horse in a walk. Finally Call let the man drop, though he turned with a black, wild look and started for whoever had roped him, not realizing who the man was. The skin was torn completely off his knuckles from the blows he had dealt Dixon, but he was lost in his anger and his only thought was to get the next assailant. It was in him to kill—he didn’t know if Dixon was dead, but he would make sure of the next man.


  “Woodrow,” Augustus said sharply, as Call was about to leap for him.


  Call heard his name and saw his mare. Augustus walked toward him, loosening the rope. Call recognized him and stopped. He turned to look at the six soldiers, all on their horses nearby, silent and white-faced. He took a step toward them, and threw the rope off his shoulders.


  “Woodrow!” Augustus said again. He took out his big Colt, thinking he might have to hit Call to stop him from going for the soldiers. But Call stopped. For a moment, nothing moved.


  Augustus dismounted and looped the rope over the saddle horn. Call was still standing in the street, getting his breath. Augustus walked over to the soldiers.


  “Get your man and go,” he said quietly.


  Dixon lay by the anvil. He had not moved.


  “Reckon he’s dead?” a sergeant asked.


  “If he ain’t, he’s lucky,” Augustus said.


  Call walked down the street and picked up his hat, which had fallen off. The soldiers rode slowly past him. Two dismounted and began to try to load Dixon on his horse. Finally all six dismounted—the man was so heavy it took all of them to get him up and draped over his horse. Call watched. At the sight of Dixon, his anger threatened to rise again. If the man moved, Call was ready to go for him again.


  But Dixon didn’t move. He hung over his horse, blood dripping off his head and face into the dust. The soldiers mounted and slowly led the horse away.


  Call looked and saw Dish Boggett sitting on the ground by his saddle. He walked slowly over to him—Dish had a gash behind his ear.


  “Are you much hurt?” he asked.


  “No, Captain,” Dish said. “Guess I’m too hardheaded.”


  Call looked at Newt. There were welts beginning to form on his neck and one of his cheeks. A little blood showed in a cut on his ear. Newt was still tightly gripping Sugar’s bit, a fact which Dish noticed for the first time. He stood up.


  “You hurt?” Call asked the boy.


  “No, sir,” Newt said. “He just quirted me a little. I wasn’t gonna let him have Dish’s horse.”


  “Well, you can let her go now,” Dish said. “He’s gone. I’m much obliged to you for what you did, Newt.”


  Newt had gripped the bit so tightly that it was painful to let go. It had cut deep creases in his palms, and he seemed to have squeezed the blood out of his fingers. But he turned the mare loose. Dish took the reins and patted her on the neck.


  Augustus walked over and stooped down by Pete Spettle, who was blowing frothy blood out of his broken nose.


  “I better take you to the doctor,” Augustus said.


  “Don’t want no doc,” Pete said.


  “’I god, this is a hardheaded lot,” Augustus said, walking over to Ben Rainey. He took the candy sack and helped himself to a piece. “Hardly a one of you will take good advice.”


  Call mounted the Hell Bitch, slowly re-coiling his rope. Several townspeople had witnessed the fight. Most were still standing there, watching the man on the gray mare.


  When he had his rope fixed again, Call rode over to Augustus. “Will you bring the grub?” he asked.


  “Yep,” Augustus said. “I’ll bring it.”


  Call saw that everyone was looking at him, the hands and cowboys and townspeople alike. The anger had drained out of him, leaving him feeling tired. He didn’t remember the fight, particularly, but people were looking at him as if they were stunned. He felt he should make some explanation, though it seemed to him a simple situation.


  “I hate a man that talks rude,” he said. “I won’t tolerate it.”


  With that he turned and rode out of town. The people watching kept quiet. Rough as the place was, accustomed as they all were to sudden death, they felt they had seen something extraordinary, something they would rather not have seen.


  “My lord, Gus,” Dish said, as he watched the Captain leave. Like the others, he was awed by the fury he had seen erupt in the Captain. He had seen men fight many times, but not like that. Though he himself hated Dixon, it was still disturbing to see him destroyed—not even with a gun, either.


  “Have you ever seen him like that before?” he asked Augustus.


  “Once,” Augustus said. “He killed a Mexican bandit that way once before I could stop it. The Mexican had cut up three white people, but that wasn’t what prompted it. The man scorned Call.”


  He took another piece of candy. “It don’t do to scorn W. F. Call,” he said.


  “Was it me?” Newt asked, feeling that maybe he should have managed things better. “Was it just that he was quirting me?”


  “That was part of it,” Augustus said. “Call don’t know himself what the rest of it was.”


  “Why, he’d have killed that man, if you hadn’t roped him,” Dish said. “He would have killed anybody. Anybody!”


  Augustus, eating his candy, did not dispute it.


  86.


  IT WAS BECAUSE of the fight that the boys ended up amid the whores. Dish saddled and left, and Augustus finished loading the wagon and started out of town. When he turned the wagon around, Newt and the Raineys were talking to Pea Eye, who had been up the street getting barbered and had missed the fight. Pea Eye had so much toilet water on that Augustus could smell him from ten feet away. He and the boys were standing around the bloody anvil and the boys were explaining the matter to him. Pea didn’t seem particularly surprised.


  “Well, he’s a fighter, the Captain,” he said mildly. “He’ll box ’em if they get him riled.”


  “Box?” Ben Rainey said. “He didn’t box. He run over the man with a horse and then near kicked his head off when he had him laying on the ground.”


  “Oh, that’s boxing, to the Captain,” Pea Eye said.


  Augustus stopped the wagon. “You boys aim to linger around here?” he asked.


  The boys looked at one another. The fight had startled them so that they had more or less forgotten their plans—not that they had many.


  “Well, it’s our only chance to see the town,” Newt said, thinking Augustus was going to tell them to go back to the wagon.


  That was not Augustus’s intention. He had four ten-dollar gold pieces in his pocket, which he had intended to slip the boys on the sly. With Call gone, that was unnecessary. He flipped one to Newt, then handed them to each of the other boys.


  “This is a bonus,” Augustus said. “It’s hard to enjoy a metropolis like this if you’ve got nothing but your hands in your pockets.”


  “Hell, if you’re giving away money, give me some, Gus,” Pea Eye said.


  “No, you’d just spend it on barbers,” Augustus said. “These boys will put it to better use. They deserve a frolic before we set out to the far north.”


  He popped the team with the reins and rode out of town, thinking how young the boys were. Age had never mattered to him much. He felt that, if anything, he himself had gained in ability as the years went by. Yet he became a little wistful, thinking of the boys. However he might best them, he could never stand again where they stood, ready to go into a whorehouse for the first time. The world of women was about to open to them. Of course, if a whorehouse in Ogallala was the door they had to go through, some would be scared back to the safety of the wagon and the cowboys. But some wouldn’t.


  The boys stood around the blacksmith’s shop, talking about the money Augustus had given them. In a flash, all the calculating they had done for the last few weeks was rendered unnecessary. They had means right in their hands. It was a dizzying feeling, and a little frightening.


  “Ten dollars is enough for a whore, ain’t it?” Ben Rainey asked Pea Eye.


  “Ain’t priced none lately,” Pea Eye said. It irked him that he had gone to the barbershop at the wrong time and missed the fight.


  “Why not, Pea?” Newt asked. He was curious. All the other hands had rushed in, to the whores. Even Dish had done it, and Dish was said to be in love with Lorena. Yet Pea was unaffected by the clamor—even around the campfire he kept quiet when the talk was of women. Pea was one of Newt’s oldest friends, and it was important to know what Pea felt on the subject.


  But Pea was not forthcoming. “Oh, I mostly just stay with the wagon,” he said, which was no answer at all. Indeed, while they were standing around getting used to having money to spend, Pea got his horse and rode off. Except for Lippy and the Irishman, they were the only members of the Hat Creek outfit left in town.


  Still, none of the boys felt bold enough just to go up the back stairs, as Dish had instructed them. It was decided to find Lippy, who was known to be a frequenter of whores.


  They found him standing outside a saloon looking very disappointed. “There’s only one pia-ner in this town, and it’s broke,” he said. “A mule skinner busted it. I rode all this way in and ain’t got to hear a note.”


  “What do you do about whores?” Jimmy Rainey asked. He felt he couldn’t bear much more frustration.


  “Why, that’s a dumb question,” Lippy said. “You do like the bull does with the heifer, only frontways, if you want to.”


  Instead of clarifying matters, that only made them more obscure, at least to Newt. His sense of the mechanics of whoring was vague at best. Now Lippy was suggesting that there was more than one method, which was not helpful to someone who had yet to practice any method.


  “Yeah, but do you just ask?” he inquired. “We don’t know how much it costs.”


  “Oh, that varies from gal to gal, or madam to madam,” Lippy said. “Gus gave Lorena fifty dollars once, but that price is way out of line.”


  Then he realized he had just revealed something he was not supposed to tell, and to boys too. Boys were not reliable when it came to keeping secrets.


  “I oughtn’t to tolt that,” he said. “Gus threatened to shoot another hole in my stomach if I did.”


  “We won’t tell,” Newt assured him.


  “Yes, you will,” Lippy said. He was depressed anyway, because of the piano situation. He loved music and had felt sure he would get to play a little, or at least listen to some, in Ogallala. Yet the best he had done so far was a bartender with a harmonica, and he couldn’t play that very well. Now he had really messed up and told Gus’s secret.


  Then, in a flash of inspiration, it occurred to him that the best way out of that tight spot was to get the boys drunk. They were young and not used to drinking. Get them drunk enough and they might forget Ogallala entirely, or even Nebraska. They certainly would not be likely to remember his chance remark. He saw that the strongest thing they had treated themselves to so far was horehound candy.


  “Of course you boys are way too sober to be visiting whores,” he said. “You’ve got to beer up a little before you attempt the ladies.”


  “Why?” Newt asked. Though he knew whores were often to be found in saloons, he wasn’t aware that being drunk was required of their customers.


  “Oh, yeah, them girls is apt to be rank,” Lippy assured them. “Hell, they wallow around with buffalo hunters and such like. You want to have plenty of alcohol in you before you slip up on one. Otherwise you’ll start to take a leak some morning and your pecker will come right off in your hand.”


  That was startling information. The boys looked at one another.


  “Mine better not,” Pete Spettle said darkly. He was not enjoying himself in town so far, apart from the miracle of being handed ten dollars by Gus.


  “Why, that’s a leg pull,” Jimmy Rainey said. “How could one come off?”


  “Oh, well, if it don’t come plumb off it’ll drip worse than my stomach,” Lippy said. “You boys oughtn’t to doubt me. I was living with whores before any of you sprouted.”


  “How do we get the beer?” Newt asked. He was almost as intrigued by the thought of beer as by the thought of whores. He had never quite dared go in a saloon for fear the Captain would walk in and find him.


  “Oh, I’ll get you the beer,” Lippy said. “Got any cash?”


  The boys looked at one another, reluctant to reveal the extent of their riches lest Lippy try to exploit them in some way. Fortunately they had nearly three dollars over and above what Gus had given them.


  They shook out the small change and handed it to Lippy. They knew that drinking was something required of all real cowboys, and they were hot to try it.


  “Will this get much?” Newt asked.


  “Hell, will a frog hop?” Lippy said. “I can get you plenty of beer and a bottle of whiskey to chase it.”


  Lippy was as good as his word. In ten minutes he was back with plenty of beer and a quart of whiskey. He had a twinkle in his eyes, but the boys were all so excited by the prospect of drinking that they didn’t notice. Lippy gave them the liquor and immediately started up the street.


  “Where you going?” Newt asked.


  “The barber says there’s a drummer with an accordion staying in the hotel,” Lippy said. “If he ain’t too attached to the accordion, I might buy it. We could make some fine music back at the wagon if we had an accordion to play.”


  “You oughta buy a new hat,” Jimmy Rainey said boldly, for Lippy was still wearing the disgraceful bowler he had worn in Lonesome Dove.


  “That hat looks like it was et by a heifer that had the green slobbers,” Newt said, feeling proud of his wit. Lippy was out of hearing by then, so the wit was wasted.


  The beer wasn’t, however. Feeling that it was not appropriate to drink right out on the main street, the boys took their liquor around to the back of the livery stable and fell to. At first they sipped cautiously, finding the beer rather bitter. But the more they drank, the less bothered they were by the bitter taste.


  “Let’s sample the whiskey,” Ben Rainey suggested. The suggestion was immediately adopted. After the cool beer, the whiskey tasted like liquid fire, and its effects were just as immediate as fire. By the time he had three long swigs of the whiskey, Newt felt that the world had suddenly changed. The sun had been sinking rapidly as they drank, but a few swallows of whiskey seemed to stop everything. They sat down with their backs against the wall of the livery stable and watched the sun hang there, red and beautiful, over the brown prairie. Newt felt it might be hours before it disappeared. He swigged a couple of bottles of beer and felt himself getting lighter. In fact, he felt so light he had to put his hands on the ground every once in a while—he felt like as if he might float away. He might float up to where the sun was hanging. It was amazing that a few swallows of liquid could produce such a sensation. It was silly, but after a while he felt like lying down and hugging his stomach and hugging the earth, to make sure he didn’t float off.


  Young Jimmy Rainey turned out to have no stomach for liquor at all. He started vomiting almost as soon as he started drinking. Pete Spettle drank freely, but only looked darker and more depressed, whereas Ben Rainey enjoyed the liquor hugely and guzzled considerably more than his share.


  In no time, it seemed, they had finished off the beer. Somehow the sun had slipped on down while no one was looking, and the afterglow was dying. Stars were already out, and the four of them were just sitting behind a livery stable, drunk, and no closer to the whores than they had been when they first came to town.


  Newt decided it wouldn’t do. He stood up and found that he didn’t float off—though when he tried to walk he found it no simple matter to put his feet down one after the other. It irritated him a bit, for he had never experienced any trouble in walking before and felt a resentment against his feet for behaving so peculiarly.


  Still, he could make progress, in some fashion, and he started boldly for the back stairs of the saloon.


  “I’m gonna meet one, at least,” he said. He kept walking, fearing that if he stopped the whole project might slide to a halt. The others picked themselves up and began to follow, Ben Rainey bringing the whiskey bottle. This was unnecessary, because it was empty.


  Newt made the stairs with no trouble and clomped right on up them. He had not really meant to seize the lead, and his heart was in his throat. He felt delicately balanced, as if his stomach might be in his throat too, if he didn’t proceed carefully.


  The stairs had seemed long and steep from the bottom, but in a second he found himself standing at the top. The door was slightly ajar and he saw that someone was there. All he could see was a large shape.


  Then, before he could speak, he saw a woman with almost no clothes on come out of a room behind the shape. The woman’s legs were naked, a sight so startling that Newt couldn’t believe he was seeing it.


  “Who is it, Buf?” the girl with the naked legs asked.


  “I guess the cat’s got his tongue,” the shape said in a husky voice. “He ain’t introduced himself.”


  “I’m Newt,” he said, feeling uncertain suddenly about the whole enterprise.


  The other boys were just making their way up the stairs.


  The shape—it was a woman, too—stepped half out the door and surveyed the group on the stairs. She was a large woman and she smelled rather like Pea Eye had after he came out of the barbershop. Newt saw to his astonishment that her legs were naked too.


  “It’s a troop of little fellers,” she said to her companion in the hall. “They must have just let out school.”


  “They better get on in here while we ain’t busy, then,” her friend said. “That is, if they can afford it.”


  “Oh, we got money,” Newt volunteered. “We come up with a herd and we just got paid.”


  “I didn’t know cowboys come this young,” the big woman said. “Show me the money.”


  Newt pulled out his gold piece and the woman leaned in the hall to look at it under the light.


  “I take it all back,” she said to her friend. “It’s a bunch of rich cattlemen.”


  Newt noticed that she didn’t give him back his gold piece, but he didn’t feel he ought to say anything. Maybe it cost ten dollars just to get in the door of a place where women went naked.


  The large woman held the door open and he went past her, taking care not to stumble, for his feet were feeling more and more untrustworthy. The other boys sidled in after him. They found themselves standing in a bare hall, being stared at by the two women.


  “This is Mary and I’m Buf,” the large woman said. Her ample bosom seemed to Newt to be about to burst out of the gown she wore. In the light it was clear that she was not very old herself—but she was large. The other girl, by comparison, seemed thin as a rail.


  “This one’s paid,” Buf said, putting a hand casually on Newt’s shoulder. “I hope you other fellows are as rich as he is, otherwise you’re welcome to pile back down those stairs.”


  The Rainey boys immediately produced their money, but Pete Spettle held back. He put his hand in his pocket, but instead of bringing out his money he brought his hand out empty, and turned for the door without a word. They heard him clump back down the stairs.


  “These two look like brothers,” Buf said, quickly sizing up the Rainey boys.


  “You take ’em, Buf,” Mary said. “I’ll take the one that come in first.”


  “Well, maybe you will and maybe you won’t,” Buf said. “I seen him first, I oughta have dibs.”


  Newt almost began to wish he had followed the example of Pete Spettle. It was a hot night, and close in the hall. He felt he might be sick. Also, from listening to the conversation he realized they were the two whores Dish had described. The big one was the Buffalo Heifer, and the other one was the one Dish said treated him nice. The Buffalo Heifer still had her large hand on his shoulder as she looked the group over. She had a black tooth right in front of her mouth. Her large body seemed to give off waves of heat, like a stove, and the toilet water she wore was so strong it made him queasy.


  “We got the whole night to get through,” Mary said. “We can’t waste too much of it on these tadpoles.” She took Ben Rainey’s hand and quickly led him into a little room off the hall.


  “Mary gets the fidgets if something ain’t happening ever minute,” Buf said. “Come on, Newt.”


  Jimmy Rainey didn’t like being left in the hall all by himself.


  “Who do I do?” he asked plaintively.


  “Just stand there like a post,” Buf said. “Mary’s quick, especially with tadpoles. She’ll get you in a minute.” Jimmy stood where he was, looking forlorn.


  She led Newt into a small room with nothing much in it but an iron bedstead and a small washbasin on a tiny stand. A small unlit coal-oil lamp with no shade over the wick sat on a windowsill. The window was open and the rim of the prairie still red, as if a line of coals had been spread along it.


  “Come far?” Buf asked in a husky voice.


  “Yes, ma’am, from Texas,” Newt said.


  “Well, skin them pants off, Texas,” she said, and to his astonishment, unbuttoned three buttons on the front of her gown and pitched it on the bed. She stood before him naked and, since he was too startled to move, reached down and unbuckled his pants.


  “The problem with cowboys is all the time it takes to get their boots off,” she confided, as she was unbuttoning his pants. “I don’t get paid for watching cowboys wrestle with their dern boots, so I just leave the sheets off the bed. If they can’t shuck ’em quick, they have to do it with them on.”


  Meanwhile she had unbuttoned his pants and reached for his peter, which, once it was freed, met her halfway at least. Newt couldn’t get over how large she was—she would easily make two of him.


  “I doubt you’ve had a chance to get much, but it won’t hurt to check,” she said.


  She led him to the window and lit the coal-oil lamp. The movement of her large breasts threw strange shadows on the wall. To Newt’s surprise she poured a little water on his peter. Then she lathered her hands with a bar of coarse soap and soaped him so vigorously that before he could stop himself he squirted right at her.


  He was horrified, sure that what he had done was a dreadful breach of decorum, far worse than not being able to get his boots off quickly. Of course he had seen boys jerk at themselves, and he had done it plenty, but having a woman use soap and warm water on it brought matters to a head much quicker than was usual.


  Buf merely chuckled, exposing her black tooth.


  “I forgot you tadpoles are so randy you can’t tolerate a soaping,” she said, wiping him off on a piece of sacking.


  She walked over to the bed and lay back on the cornshuck mattress, which crackled in protest. “Come on, try it,” she said. “You might have another load yet.”


  “Should I take my boots off first?” Newt said, feeling hopelessly inexperienced and afraid of making another mistake.


  “Naw, quick as you are, it ain’t worth the effort,” Buf said, scratching herself indelicately. “You got a pretty good one on, still.”


  He knelt between her thighs and she grasped him and tried to pull him in, but he was too far away.


  “Flop over here, you ain’t gonna do no good down there at the foot of the bed,” she said. “You spent ten dollars, you oughta at least try. Some girls would charge you ten just to soap you up, but Mary and me, we’re fair.”


  Newt allowed himself to be directed and made entrance, but then to his embarrassment he slipped out. He tried to reinsert himself but couldn’t find the spot. Buf’s belly was huge and slippery. Newt got dizzy again and felt himself sliding off it. Again he had the sensation that he might fall off the earth, and he grasped her arms to stop himself.


  The Buffalo Heifer was unperturbed by his wigglings.


  “You’ll have to come back next time you draw your wages,” she said. “Pull up your pants and send in that other tadpole.”


  As Newt got off the bed, he remembered Lorena suddenly. This was what she had done during all those months at the Dry Bean, with any man who had drawn his wages. He felt a terrible regret that he hadn’t had the ten dollars then. Though the Buffalo Heifer had not been unfriendly, he would far rather have had Lorena soap him up—though he knew he probably wouldn’t have had the nerve to go in, if it had been Lorena.


  “Is it just the two of you?” he asked, buttoning his pants. He had built up a certain curiosity about Mary, and despite all his embarrassments decided he might try to visit her if he ever got another ten.


  “Me and Mary,” Buf said. “I get the ones that like ’em fat, and she gets the ones that like ’em skinny. And if it’s a feller who likes ’em either way it’s just a matter of who ain’t busy at the time.”


  She was still lying naked on the bed.


  “I’ll go get Jimmy,” he said. When he opened the door, Jimmy was not more than a foot away. Probably he had been listening, which Newt resented, but in the dim hall Jimmy looked too sick to be mad at.


  “Your turn,” Newt said. Jimmy went in, and Newt clumped down the stairs and found Pete Spettle waiting at the bottom.


  “Why’d you leave?” Newt asked.


  “Told Ma I’d save my money,” Pete said.


  “I wish we had some more beer,” Newt said. Though his experience with the Buffalo Heifer had been mostly embarrassing as it was happening, he did not feel disappointed. Only the fact that he was down to a quarter in cash kept him from going back in and trying his luck with Mary. For all the peculiarity of what was happening, it was powerfully interesting. The fact that it cost ten dollars hardly mattered to him, but it turned out that he was the only one who took that attitude. Ben Rainey came down the stairs just behind him, complaining about how overpriced the experience was.


  “I doubt it took a minute, once she got me washed,” he said.


  Jimmy Rainey soon followed, and was totally silent about his own experience. He was not over his upset stomach and kept falling behind to vomit as they walked around town looking for Lippy.


  “Hell, whores make a sight more than cowboys,” Ben kept saying—it seemed to trouble him a good deal. “We don’t make but thirty dollars a month and them two made thirty dollars off us in about three minutes. It would have been forty if Pete hadn’t backed out.”


  To Newt such an argument seemed wide of the point. What the whores sold was unique. The fact that it exceeded top-hand wages didn’t matter. He decided he would probably be as big a whorer as Jake and Mr. Gus when he grew up and had money to spend.


  They found Lippy by the sound of the accordion, which he had managed to purchase but had not exactly learned to play. He was sitting on the steps of the saloon with the big rack of elk horns over it, trying to squeeze out “Buffalo Gal” to an audience of one mule skinner and Allen O’Brien. The Irishman was wincing at Lippy’s fumbling efforts.


  “He’ll never get the hang of it,” the mule skinner said. “It sounds like a dern mule whinnying.”


  “I just bought this accordion,” Lippy said. “I’ll learn to play it by the time we hit Montany.”


  “Yeah, and if them Sioux catch you you’ll be squealing worse than that music box,” the mule skinner said.


  Allen O’Brien kindly bought the boys each a beer. Though it was well after dark, people were still milling in the streets of Ogallala. At one point they heard gunshots, but no one cared to go investigate.


  One beer was sufficient to make Jimmy Rainey start vomiting all over again. As they were riding back to the herd, Newt felt a little sad—there was no telling when he would get the chance to visit another whorehouse.


  He was riding along wishing he had another ten dollars when something spooked their horses—they never knew what, although Pete Spettle thought he might have glimpsed a panther. At any rate, Newt and Ben were thrown before they knew what was happening, and Pete and Jimmy were carried off into the darkness by their frightened mounts.


  “What if it was Indians?” Ben suggested, when they picked themselves up.


  It was bright moonlight and they could see no Indians, but both drew their pistols anyway, just in case, and crouched down together as they listened to the depressing sound of their horses running away.


  There was nothing for it but for them to walk to camp on foot, their pistols ready—too ready, really, for Ben almost shot his brother when Jimmy finally came back to see about them.


  “Where’s Pete?” Newt asked, but Jimmy didn’t know.


  Jimmy’s horse would ride double, but not triple, so Newt had to walk the last two miles, annoyed with himself for not having kept a grip on the reins. It was the second time he had been put afoot on the drive, and he was sure everyone would comment on it the next day.


  But when he arrived, his horse was grazing with the rest of the remuda, and only Po Campo was awake to take notice. Po seemed to sleep little. Whenever anyone came in from a watch he was usually up, slicing beef or freshening his coffee.


  “Have you had a good walk?” he asked, offering Newt a piece of cold meat. Newt took it but discovered once he sat down that he was too tired to eat. He went to sleep with a hunk of beef still in his hand.


  87.


  CLARA WAS UPSTAIRS when she saw the four riders. She had just cleaned her husband—the baby was downstairs with the girls. She happened to glance out a window and see them, but they were still far away, on the north side of the Platte. Any approaching rider was something to pay attention to in that country. In the first years the sight of any rider scared her and made her look to see where Bob was, or be sure a rifle was handy. Indians had been known to dress in white men’s clothes to disarm unwary settlers, and there were plenty of white men in the Territory who were just as dangerous as Indians. If she was alone, the sight of any rider caused her a moment of terror.


  But through the years they had been so lucky with visitors that Clara had gradually ceased to jump and take fright at the sight of a rider on the horizon. Their tragedies had come from weather and sickness, not attackers. But the habit of looking close had not left her, and she turned with a clean sheet in one hand and watched out her window as the horsemen dipped off the far slopes and disappeared behind the brush along the river.


  Something about the riders struck her. Over the years she had acquired a good eye for horses, and also for horsemen. Something about the men coming from the north struck a key in her memory, but struck it so weakly that she only paused for a moment to wonder who it could be. She finished her task and then washed her face, for the dust was blowing and she had gotten gritty coming back from the lots. It was the kind of dust that seemed to sift through your clothes. She contemplated changing blouses, but if she did that, the next thing she knew she would be taking baths in the morning and changing clothes three times a day like a fine lady, and she didn’t have that many clothes, or consider herself that fine. So she made do with a face wash and forgot about the riders. July and Cholo were both working the lots and would no doubt notice them too. Probably it was just a few Army men wanting to buy horses. Red Cloud was harrying them hard, and every week two or three Army men would show up wanting horses.


  It was one of those who had brought July the news about his wife, although of course the soldier didn’t know it was July’s wife when he talked about finding the corpses of the woman and the buffalo hunter. Clara had been washing clothes and hadn’t heard the story, but when she went down to the lots a little later she knew something was wrong. July stood by the fence, white as a sheet.


  “Are you sick?” she asked. Cholo had ridden off with the soldier to look at some stock.


  “No, ma’am,” he said, in a voice she could barely hear. At times, to her intense irritation, he called her “ma’am,” usually when he was too upset to think.


  “It’s Ellie,” he added. “That soldier said the Indians killed a woman and a buffalo hunter about sixty miles east of town. I have no doubt it was her. They were traveling that way.”


  “Come on up to the house,” she said. He was almost too weak to walk and was worthless for several days, faint with grief over a woman who had done nothing but run away from him or abuse him almost from the day they married.


  The girls were devoted to July by this time, and they nursed him constantly, bringing him bowls of soup and arguing with one another over the privilege of serving him. Clara let them, though she herself felt more irritated than not by the man’s foolishness. The girls couldn’t understand her attitude and said so.


  “His wife got butchered up, Ma!” Betsey protested.


  “I know that,” Clara said.


  “You look so stern,” Sally said. “Don’t you like July?”


  “I like July a lot,” Clara said.


  “He thinks you’re mad at him,” Betsey said.


  “Why would he care?” Clara said, with a little smile. “He’s got the two of you to pamper him. You’re both nicer than I’ve ever been.”


  “We want you to like him,” Betsey said. She was the more direct of the two.


  “I told you I like him,” Clara said. “I know people ain’t smart and often love those who don’t care for them. Up to a point, I’m tolerant of that. Then past a point, I’m not tolerant of it. I think it’s a sickness to grieve too much for those who never cared a fig for you.”


  Both of the girls were silent for a time.


  “You remember that,” Clara said. “Do your best, if you happen to love a fool. You’ll have my sympathy. Some folks will preach that it’s a woman’s duty never to quit, once you make a bond with a man. I say that’s folly. A bond has to work two ways. If a man don’t hold up his end, there comes a time to quit.”


  She sat down at the table and faced the girls. July was outside, well out of hearing. “July don’t want to face up to the fact that his wife never loved him,” she said.


  “She ought to have loved him,” Sally said.


  “Ought don’t count for as much as a gnat, when you’re talking about love,” Clara said. “She didn’t. You seen her. She didn’t even care for Martin. We’ve already given July and Martin more love than that poor woman ever gave them. I don’t say that to condemn her. I know she had her troubles, and I doubt she was often in her right mind. I’m sorry she had no more control of herself to run off from her husband and child and get killed.”


  She stopped, to let the girls work on the various questions a little. It interested her which they would pick as the main point.


  “We want July to stay,” Betsey said finally. “You’ll just make him run off, being so stern, and then he’ll get butchered up too.”


  “You think I’m that bad?” Clara asked, with a smile.


  “You’re pretty bad,” Betsey said.


  Clara laughed. “You’ll be just as bad if you don’t reform,” she said. “I got a right to my feelings too, you know. We’re doing a nice job of taking care of July Johnson. It just gripes me that he let himself be tromped on and can’t even figure out that it wasn’t right, and that he didn’t like it.”


  “Can’t you just be patient?” Sally said. “You’re patient with Daddy.”


  “Daddy got his head kicked,” Clara said. “He can’t help how he is.”


  “Did he keep his bond?” Betsey asked.


  “Yes, for sixteen years,” Clara said. “Although I never liked his drinking.”


  “I wish he’d get well,” Sally said. She had been her father’s favorite and grieved over him the most.


  “Ain’t he going to die?” Betsey asked.


  “I fear he will,” Clara said. She had been careful not to let that notion take hold of the girls, but she wondered if she was wrong. Bob wasn’t getting better, and wasn’t likely to.


  Sally started to cry, and Clara put her arms around her.


  “Anyway, we have July,” Betsey said.


  “If I don’t run him off,” Clara said.


  “You just better not!” Betsey said, eyes flashing.


  “He might get bored and leave of his own accord,” Clara volunteered.


  “How could he get bored? There’s lots to do,” Sally said.


  “Don’t be so stern with him, Ma,” Betsey pleaded. “We don’t want him to leave.”


  “It won’t hurt the man to learn a thing or two,” Clara said. “If he plans to stay here he’d better start learning how to treat women.”


  “He treats us fine,” Sally pointed out.


  “You ain’t women yet,” Clara said. “I’m the only one around here, and he better spruce up if he wants to keep on my good side.”


  •••


  July soon returned to work, but his demeanor had not greatly improved. He had little humor in him and could not be teased successfully, which was an irritant to Clara. She had always loved to tease and considered it an irony of her life that she was often drawn to men who didn’t recognize teasing even when she was inflicting it on them. Bob had never responded to teasing, or even noticed it, and her powers in that line had slowly rusted from lack of practice. Of course she teased the girls, but it was not the same as having a grown man to work on—she had often felt like pinching Bob for being so stolid. July was no better—in fact, he and Bob were cut from the same mold, a strong but unimaginative mold.


  When she came down from washing her face, she heard talk from the back and stopped dead on the stairs, for there was no doubt who was talking. The chord of memory that had been weakly struck by the sight of the horsemen resounded through her suddenly like an organ note. No sound in the world could have made her happier, for she heard the voice of Augustus McCrae, a voice like no other. He sounded exactly as he always had—hearing his voice so unexpectedly after sixteen years caused her eyes to fill. The sound took the years away. She stood on the stairs in momentary agitation, uncertain for a second as to when it was, or where she was, so much did it remind her of other times when Augustus would show up unexpectedly, and she, in her little room over the store, would hear him talking to her parents.


  Only now he was talking to her girls. Clara regretted not changing blouses—Gus had always appreciated her appearance. She walked on down the stairs and looked out the kitchen window. Sure enough, Gus was standing there, in front of his horse, talking to Betsey and Sally. Woodrow Call sat beside him, still mounted, and beside Call, on a bay horse, was a young blond woman wearing men’s clothes. A good-looking boy on a brown mare was the last of the group.


  Clara noted that Gus had already charmed the girls—July Johnson would be lucky to get another bowl of soup out of them as long as Gus was around.


  She stood at the window a minute studying him. To her he seemed not much older. His hair had already turned white when he was young. He had always made her feel keen, Gus—his appetite for talk matched hers. She stood for a moment in the kitchen doorway, a smile on her lips. Just seeing him made her feel keen. She was in the shadows and he had not seen her. Then she took a step or two and Augustus looked around. Their eyes met and he smiled.


  “Well, pretty as ever,” he said.


  To the huge astonishment of her girls, Clara walked straight off the porch and into the stranger’s arms. She had a look in her eyes that they had never seen, and she raised her face to the stranger and kissed him right on the mouth, an action so startling and so unexpected that both girls remembered the moment for the rest of their lives.


  Newt was so surprised that he scarcely knew where to look.


  When Clara kissed him, Lorena looked down, nothing but despair in her heart. There the woman was, Gus loved her, and she herself was lost. She should have stayed in the tent and not come to see it—yet she had wanted to come. Now that she had, she would have given anything to be somewhere else, but of course it was too late. When she looked up again she saw that Clara had stepped back a bit and was looking at Gus, her face shining with happiness. She had thin arms and large hands, Lorena noticed. Two men were walking up from the lots, having seen the crowd.


  “Well, introduce your friends, Gus,” Clara said. She had a hand on his arm, and walked with him over to the horses.


  “Oh, you know Woodrow,” Augustus said.


  “How do you do?” Call said, feeling at a loss.


  “This is Miss Lorena Wood,” Augustus said, reaching up to help her dismount. “She’s come a far piece with us. All the way from Lonesome Dove, in fact. And this young gentleman is Newt.”


  “Newt who?” Clara asked.


  “Newt Dobbs,” Augustus said, after a pause.


  “Hello, Miss Wood,” Clara said. To Lorena’s surprise she seemed quite friendly—far more so than most women were to her.


  “I don’t know whether to envy you or pity you, Miss Wood,” Clara said. “Riding all that way with Mr. McCrae, I mean. I know he’s entertaining, but that much entertainment could break a person for life.”


  Then Clara laughed, a happy laugh—she was amused that Augustus had seen fit to arrive with a woman, that she had stunned her girls by kissing him and that Woodrow Call, a man she had always disliked and considered scarcely more interesting than a stump, had been able to think of nothing better to say to her after sixteen years than “How do you do?” It added up to a lively time, in her book, and she felt she had been in Nebraska long enough to deserve a little liveliness.


  She saw that the young woman was very frightened of her. She had dismounted but kept her eyes cast down. July and Cholo walked up just at that time, July with a look of surprise on his face.


  “Why, Sheriff Johnson,” Augustus said. “I guess, as they say, it’s a small world.”


  “Just to you, Gus, you’ve met everybody in it now, I’m sure,” Clara said. She glanced at July, who so far hadn’t spoken. He was watching her and it struck her that it might be because she was still holding Gus’s arm. It made Clara want to laugh again. In minutes, the arrival of Gus McCrae had mixed up everyone, just as it usually had in the past. It had always been a peculiarity of her friendship with Augustus. Nobody had ever been able to figure out whether she was in love with him or not. Her parents had puzzled over the question for years—it had replaced Bible arguments as their staple of conversation. Even when she had accepted Bob, Gus’s presence in her life confused most people, for she had soon demonstrated that she had no intention of giving him up just because she was planning to marry. The situation had been made the more amusing by the fact that Bob himself worshiped Gus, and would probably have thought it odd that she had chosen him over Gus if he had been sharp enough to figure out that she could have had Gus if she’d wanted him.


  It had been one-sided adoration, though, for Gus considered Bob one of the dullest men alive, and often said so. “Why are you marrying that dullard?” he asked her often.


  “He suits me,” she said. “Two racehorses like us would never get along. I’d want to be in the lead, and so would you.”


  “I never thought you’d marry a man with nothing to say,” he said.


  “Talk ain’t everything,” she said—words she had often remembered with rue during years when Bob scarcely seemed to utter two words a month.


  Now Gus was back, and had instantly captured her girls—that was clear. Betsey and Sally were fascinated, if embarrassed, that this white-haired man had ridden up and kissed their mother.


  “Where’s Robert?” Augustus asked, to be polite.


  “Upstairs, sick,” Clara said. “A horse kicked him in the head. It’s a bad wound.”


  For a second, remembering the silent man upstairs, she thought how unfair life was. Bob was slipping away, and yet that knowledge couldn’t quell her happiness at the sight of Gus and his friends. It was a lovely summer day, too—a fine day for a social occasion.


  “You girls go catch three pullets,” she said. “I imagine Miss Wood is tired of eating beefsteak. It’s such a fair day, we might want to picnic a little later.”


  “Oh, Ma, let’s do,” Sally said. She loved picnics.


  Clara would have liked a few words with Augustus alone, but that would have to wait until things settled down a little, she saw. Miss Wood mostly kept her eyes down and said nothing, but when she raised them it was always to look at Gus. Clara took them into the kitchen and left them a moment, for she heard the baby.


  “Now, see, all your worrying was for nothing,” Augustus whispered to Lorena. “She’s got a young child.”


  Lorena held her peace. The woman seemed kind—she had even offered her a bath—but she still felt frightened. What she wanted was to be on the trail again with Gus. Her mind kept looking ahead to when the visit would be over and she would have Gus alone again. Then she would feel less frightened.


  Clara soon came down, a baby in her arms.


  “It’s July’s son,” she said, handing the baby to Gus as if it were a package.


  “Well, what do I want with it?” Augustus asked. He had seldom held a baby in his arms and was somewhat discommoded.


  “Just hold him or give him to Miss Wood,” Clara said. “I can’t hold him and cook too.”


  Call, July and Cholo had walked off to the lots, for Call wanted to buy a few horses and anyway didn’t care to sit in a kitchen and try to make conversation.


  It amused Lorena that Gus had got stuck with the baby. Somehow it made things more relaxed that the woman would just hand him to Gus that way. She stopped feeling quite so nervous, and she watched the baby chew on his fat little fist.


  “If this is Sheriff Johnson’s child, whereabouts is his wife?” Augustus asked.


  “Dead,” Clara said. “She stopped here with two buffalo hunters, had the child and left. July showed up two weeks later, half dead from worry.”


  “So you adopted them both,” Augustus said. “You was always one to grab.”


  “Listen to him,” Clara said. “Hasn’t seen me in sixteen years, and he feels free to criticize.


  “It’s mainly Martin that I wanted,” she continued. “As life goes on I got less and less use for grown men.”


  Lorena smiled in spite of herself. There was something amusing about the sassy way Clara talked. It was no wonder Gus admired her, for he liked to talk a lot himself.


  “Let me hold him,” she said, reaching for the baby. Augustus was glad to hand the baby over. He had been watching Clara and didn’t enjoy having to divert his attention to a wiggly baby. It was the same old Clara, so far as spirit went, though her body had changed. She was fuller in the bosom, thinner in the face. The real change was in her hands. As a girl she had had delicate hands, with long fingers and tiny wrists. Now it was her hands that drew his eyes: the work she had done had swollen and strengthened them; they seemed as large at the joints as a man’s. She was peeling potatoes with them and handled a knife as deftly as a trapper. Her hands were no longer as beautiful, but they were arresting: the hands of a formidable woman, perhaps too formidable.


  Though he had only glanced at her hands, Clara picked up the glance, displaying her old habit of being able to read his mind.


  “That’s right, Gus,” she said. “I’ve coarsened a little, but this country will take your bloom.”


  “It didn’t take your bloom,” he said, wanting her to know how glad he was that she was in so many ways her old self, the self he remembered with such pleasure.


  Clara smiled and paused a minute to tickle the baby. She smiled, too, at Newt, who blushed, not used to ladies’ smiles. The girls kept looking at him.


  “You’ll have to pardon us, Miss Wood,” she said. “Gus and I were old sweethearts. It’s a miracle both of us are still alive, considering the lives we’ve led. We’ve got to make up for a lot of lost time, if you’ll excuse us.”


  Lorena found she didn’t mind, not nearly so much as she had thought she would even a few minutes earlier. It was pleasant to sit in the kitchen and hold the baby. Even hearing Clara josh with Gus was pleasant.


  “So what happened to Mr. Johnson’s wife, once she left?” Augustus asked.


  “She was looking for an old boyfriend,” Clara said. “He was a killer who got hung while she was recovering from having the baby. July went and saw her but she wouldn’t have anything to do with him. She and one of the buffalo hunters traveled on, and the Sioux killed her. You watch close, or they’ll get you too,” she added.


  “I guess no Indian would dare bother you,” Augustus said. “They know they wouldn’t stand a chance.”


  “We kept some of them alive the last few winters, once the buffalo were gone,” Clara said. “Bob gives them old horses. Horse meat’s better than nothing.”


  She put a little milk in the baby’s bottle and showed Lorena how to feed him. The baby stared up solemnly at Lorena as he drank.


  “He’s taken with you, Miss Wood,” Clara said. “He’s never seen a blonde, I guess.”


  The baby took a sneezing fit and Lorena was afraid she had done something wrong, but Clara merely laughed at her anxiety and the child soon settled down.


  A little later, while Clara was frying the chicken, Call came up from the lots. He wanted to buy some horses and had found some to his liking, but neither Cholo nor July would make the deal. They had shown him the horses readily enough, but informed him that Clara made all the deals. It seemed irregular to him: two grown men right there, and yet he was forced to do business with a woman.


  “I was told you’re the horse trader,” he said.


  “Yes,” Clara said. “I’m the horse trader. You girls finish this chicken and I’ll see what Captain Call has picked out.”


  She looked again at the boy who had blushed when she smiled at him. He was saying something to Sally and didn’t notice her look. To her eye he was the spitting image of Captain Call, built the same way, and with the same movements. So why is your name Dobbs? she wondered.


  On their way to the lots Call tried to think of something to say, but he was at a loss. “You have a pretty ranch,” he said finally. “I hope we do as well in Montana.”


  “I just hope you get there alive,” Clara said. “You ought to settle around here and wait five years. I imagine Montana will be safer by then. It ain’t safe now.”


  “We’re set on being the first there,” Call said. “It can’t be no rougher than Texas used to be.”


  Clara set such a stiff price for her horses that Call was tempted to balk. He felt sure he would have done better with her husband, if he had been up and about. There was something uncompromising in Clara’s look when she named the prices. It was as if she dared him to bargain. He had bargained over many a horse in his day, but never with a woman. He felt shy. Worse, he felt she didn’t like him, though so far as he could remember he had never given her any reason to take offense. He studied the situation in silence for several minutes—so long that Clara grew impatient.


  Newt had followed them, thinking the Captain might need him to help with the horses if he bought some. He could see that the Captain was mighty put out with the woman. It surprised him that she didn’t seem to care. When the Captain was put out with the men, they cared, but the woman just stood there, her brown hair blowing, not caring in the least and not giving an inch. It was shocking: he had never expected to see anyone stand up to the Captain, except maybe Mr. Gus.


  “I’m neglecting my guests,” Clara said. “There’s no telling when I’ll get to see Gus McCrae again. You take all the time you want to think it over.”


  Newt was even more shocked. The Captain didn’t say a word. It was almost as if the woman had issued him an order.


  The woman turned and as she did, she looked at Newt. Before he could drop his eyes she had caught him looking at her in turn. He felt greatly embarrassed, but to his surprise Clara smiled again, a friendly smile that vanished when she turned back to the Captain.


  “Well, it’s a stiff price, but they’re good horses,” Call said, wondering how the men could bring themselves to work for such a testy woman.


  Then he remembered that the younger man had been the sheriff chasing Jake. “You come from Arkansas, don’t you?” he asked.


  “Fort Smith,” July said.


  “We hung your man for you,” Call said. “He fell in with a bad bunch. We caught them up in Kansas.”


  For a second, July didn’t remember what he was talking about. It seemed a life ago that he had left Fort Smith in pursuit of Jake Spoon. He had long since ceased to give the man any thought. The news that he was dead did not affect him.


  “I doubt I would have caught him myself,” July said. “I had horse trouble, up around Dodge.”


  When Clara got back to the house she was in high color. The way Call had stood there silently, not even asking a question or making an offer, just waiting for her to come down on the price, struck her as arrogant. The more she thought about it, the less hospitable she felt toward the man.


  “I can’t say that I’m fond of your partner,” she said to Augustus. He had talked the girls out of some chicken gizzards and was eating them off a plate.


  “He ain’t skilled with the ladies,” Augustus said, amused that she was angry. As long as she wasn’t angry at him, it just made her the better-looking.


  “Ma, shall we take buttermilk?” Betsey asked. She and Sally had changed dresses without their mother’s permission, and were so excited by the prospect of a picnic that they could hardly keep still.


  “Yes, today we feast,” Clara said. “I asked Cholo to hitch the little wagon. One of you go change that baby, he’s rather fragrant.”


  “I’ll help,” Lorena said. It surprised Augustus, but she went off upstairs with the girls. Clara stood listening as their footsteps went up the stairs. Then she turned her deep-gray eyes on Augustus.


  “She’s hardly older than my daughters,” Clara said.


  “Don’t you be scolding me,” he said. “It ain’t my fault you went off and got married.”


  “If I’d married you, you would have left me for somebody younger and stupider long before now, I imagine,” Clara said. To his surprise she came over and stood near him for a moment, putting one of her large, strong hands on his shoulder.


  “I like your girl,” she said. “What I don’t like is that you spent all these years with Woodrow Call. I detest that man and it rankles that he got so much of you and I got so little. I think I had the better claim.”


  Augustus was taken aback. The anger in her was in her eyes again, this time directed at him.


  “Where have you been for the last fifteen years?” she asked.


  “Lonesome Dove, mostly,” he said. “I wrote you three letters.”


  “I got them,” she said. “And what did you accomplish in all that time?”


  “Drank a lot of whiskey,” Augustus said.


  Clara nodded and went back to packing the picnic basket. “If that was all you accomplished you could have done it in Ogallala and been a friend to me,” she said. “I lost three boys, Gus. I needed a friend.”


  “You ought to wrote me that, then,” he said. “I didn’t know.”


  Clara’s mouth tightened. “I hope I meet a man sometime in my life who can figure such things out,” she said. “I wrote you but I tore up the letters. I figured if you didn’t come of your own accord you wouldn’t be no good to me anyway.”


  “Well, you was married,” he said, not knowing why he bothered to argue.


  “I was never so married but what I could have managed a friend,” she said. “I want you to look at Bob before you go. The poor man’s laid up there for two months, wasting away.”


  The anger had died out of her eyes. She came and sat down in a chair, looking at him in the intent way she had, as if reading in his face the events of the fifteen years he had spent away from her.


  “Where’d you get Miss Wood?” she asked.


  “She’s been in Lonesome Dove a while,” he said.


  “Doing what?”


  “Doing what she could, but don’t you hold it against her,” he said.


  Clara looked at him coolly. “I don’t judge women that harsh,” she said. “I might have done the same under some circumstances.”


  “I doubt it,” he said.


  “Yes, but you don’t know as much about women as you like to think you do,” Clara said. “You’re overrated in that regard.”


  “By God, you’re sassy,” Augustus said.


  Clara just smiled, her old beguiling smile. “I’m honest,” she said. “To most men, that’s sassy.”


  “Well, it might interest you to know that Lorie started this trip with your old friend Jake Spoon,” Augustus said. “He was his usual careless self and let her get kidnapped by a real rough man.”


  “Oh, so you rescued her?” Clara said. “No wonder she worships you. What happened to Jake?”


  “He met a bad end,” Augustus said. “We hung him. He was with a gang of murderers.”


  Clara didn’t flinch at the news. She heard the girls coming back down the stairs. Lorena was carrying the baby. Clara stood up so Lorena could sit. The baby’s eyes followed her.


  “Betsey, go find July and the men and ask them if they want to wash up before we go,” she said.


  “I doubt you can get Woodrow Call to go to your picnic,” Augustus said. “He’ll be wanting to get back to work.”


  But Call went. He had come back to the house, still trying to think of a way to talk Clara down on the horses, only to find the girls loading a small wagon, Lorena holding a baby and Gus carrying a crock of buttermilk.


  “Could you drive for us, Captain?” Clara asked, handing him the reins to the little mule team before he could answer. With such a crowd there watching he couldn’t muster a protest, and he drove the little wagon three miles west on the Platte to a place where there were a few small cottonwoods.


  “It ain’t as nice as our place on the Guadalupe, Gus, but it’s the best we can do,” Clara said.


  “Oh, your orchard, you mean,” Augustus said.


  Clara looked puzzled for a moment—she had forgotten that that was what they called the picnic spot on the Guadalupe.


  The day remained fair, and the picnic was a great success for everyone except Captain Call and July Johnson, both of whom felt awkward and merely waited for it to be over. The girls tried to get July to wade in the Platte, but he resisted solemnly. Newt waded, and then Lorena, rolling up her pants, and Lorena and Betsey walked far downstream, out of sight of the party. The baby dozed in the shade, while Clara and Augustus bantered. The long gap in their communications proved no hindrance at all. Then Augustus rolled up his pants and waded with the girls, while Clara and Lorena watched. All the food was consumed, Call drinking about half the buttermilk himself. He had always loved buttermilk and had not had any for a long time.


  “You don’t plan on returning to Arkansas, Mr. Johnson?” he asked.


  “I don’t know that I will,” July said. In fact, he had given no thought to his future at all.


  Augustus ate most of the fried chicken and marveled at how comfortable Lorena seemed to be. She liked the girls, and seeing her with them reminded him that she was not much more than a girl herself, despite her experiences. He knew that she had been advanced too quickly into life, though perhaps not so far to yet enjoy a bit of girlhood.


  When it came time to go back to the ranch he helped Lorie into the wagon with the girls, and he and Clara walked behind. Newt, who had enjoyed the picnic mightily, fell into conversation with Sally and rode beside the wagon. Lorena didn’t seem concerned—she and Betsey had taken to one another at once, and were chatting happily.


  “You should leave that girl here,” Clara said, startling Augustus. He had been thinking the same thing.


  “I doubt she’d stay,” he said.


  “If you stay out of it she might,” Clara said. “I’ll ask her. You have no business taking a girl like that into Montana. She might not survive.”


  “In some ways she ain’t so young,” he said.


  “I like her,” Clara said, ignoring him. “I expect you’ll marry her and I’ll have to watch you have five or six babies in your old age. I guess I’d be annoyed, but I could live with it. Don’t take her up to Montana. She’ll either die or get killed, or else she’ll age before her time, like I have.”


  “I can’t tell that you’ve aged much,” Augustus said.


  “You’ve just been around me one day,” Clara said. “There’s certain things I can still do and certain things I’m finished with.”


  “What things are you finished with?” he asked.


  “You’d find out if you stayed around me much,” Clara said.


  “I notice you’ve taken a fancy to young Mr. Johnson,” Augustus said. “I expect if I did stay around he’d beat me out.”


  “He’s nearly as dull as Woodrow Call, but he’s nicer,” Clara said. “He’ll do what he’s told, mostly, and I’ve come to appreciate that quality in a man. I could never count on you to do what you’re told.”


  “So do you aim to marry him?”


  “No, that’s one of the things I’m through with,” Clara said. “Of course I ain’t quite—poor Bob ain’t dead. But if he passes away, I’m through with it.”


  Clara smiled. Augustus chuckled. “I hope you ain’t contemplating an irregular situation,” he said.


  Clara smiled. “What’s irregular about having a boarder?” she asked. “Lots of widows take boarders. Anyway, he likes my girls better than he likes me. He might be ready to marry again by the time Sally’s of age.”


  At that moment Sally was chattering away to young Newt, who was getting his first taste of conversation with a sprightly young lady.


  “Who’s his mother?” Clara asked. She liked the boy’s looks, and also his manners. “I never knew Call was prone to ladies,” she added.


  “Oh, Woodrow ain’t,” Augustus said. “He can barely stand to be within fifty yards of you.”


  “I know that,” Clara said. “He’s been stiff all day because I won’t bargain away my horses. My price is my price. But that boy’s his, and don’t you tell me he ain’t. They walk alike, they stand alike, and they look alike.”


  “I expect you’re right,” Augustus said.


  “Yes, I’m right,” Clara said. “You ain’t answered my question.”


  “His mother was a woman named Maggie,” he said. “She was a whore. She died when Newt was young.”


  “I like that boy,” Clara said. “I’d keep him too, if I got the chance. He’s about the age my Johnny would be, if Johnny had lived.”


  “Newt’s a fine boy,” Augustus said.


  “It’s a miracle, ain’t it, when one grows up nice,” Clara said. “He’s got a quiet way, that boy. I like that. It’s surprising to find gentle behavior when his father is Captain Call.”


  “Oh, Newt don’t know Call’s his father,” Augustus said. “I expect he’s heard hints, but he don’t know it.”


  “And Call don’t claim him, when anybody can see it?” Clara said, shocked. “I never had much opinion of Call, and now I have less.”


  “Call don’t like to admit mistakes,” Augustus said. “It’s his way.”


  “What mistake?” Clara said. “I wouldn’t call it a mistake if I raised a boy that nice. My Johnny had wildness in him. I couldn’t handle him, though he died when he was seven. I expect he’d have ended like Jake. Now where’d it come from? I ain’t wild, and Bob ain’t wild.”


  “I don’t know,” Augustus said.


  “Well, I had two sweet ones, though,” Clara said. “My last one, Jimmy, was the sweetest. I ain’t been the same since that child died. It’s a wonder the girls aren’t worse-behaved than they are. I don’t consider that I’ve ever had the proper feeling for them. It went out of me that winter I lost Jeff and Johnny.”


  They walked in silence for a while.


  “Why don’t you tell that boy who his pa is?” Clara said. “I’d do it, if he was around here long. He should know who his pa is. He’s got to wonder.”


  “I always thought Call would work up to it, eventually,” Augustus said. “I still think so.”


  “I don’t,” Clara said.


  A big gray wolf loped up out of the riverbed, looked at them for a moment, and loped on.


  Ahead, the baby was fretting, and the girls and Lorena were trying to shush it.


  When they got back to the ranch, Call gave in and told Clara he’d pay her price for the horses. He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t stay around there forever, and her horses were in far better condition than the nags he had looked at in Ogallala.


  “Fine, go help him, boys,” Clara said. Cholo and July went off to help. Newt was helping the girls carry the remains of the picnic in.


  He was sorry they were leaving. Sally had been telling him all she planned to do when she grew up. She was going East to school and then planned to play the piano professionally, she said. That seemed unusual to Newt. The only musician he knew was Lippy, and he couldn’t imagine Sally doing what Lippy did. But he enjoyed listening to her talk about her future life.


  As he was coming down the steps, Clara stopped him. She put an arm across his shoulder and walked him to his horse. No woman had ever done such a thing with him.


  “Newt, we’ve enjoyed having you,” Clara said. “I want you to know that if Montana don’t suit you, you can just head back here. I’ll give you all the work you can stand.”


  “I’d like to,” Newt said. He meant it. Since meeting the girls and seeing the ranch, he had begun to wonder why they were taking the herd so far. It seemed to him Nebraska had plenty of room.


  For most of the trip Newt had supposed that nothing could be better than being allowed to be a cowboy, but now that they had got to Nebraska, his thinking was changing. Between the Buffalo Heifer and the other whores in Ogallala and Clara’s spirited daughters, he had begun to see that a world with women in it could be even more interesting. The taste he had of that world seemed all too brief. Though he had been more or less scared of Clara all day, and was still a little scared of her, there was something powerfully appealing about her, too.


  “Thank you for the picnic,” he said. “I never went on one before.”


  Something in the boy touched Clara. Boys had always touched her—far more than girls. This one had a lonely look in his eye although he also had a quick smile.


  “Come back when you can, we’ll go on many more,” she said. “I believe Sally’s taken a fancy to you.”


  Newt didn’t know what to say to that. He got on his horse. “I expect I better go help, ma’am,” he said.


  “If you get to choose one of my horses, choose that little sorrel with the star on his forehead,” Clara said. “He’s the best of that bunch.”


  “Oh, I imagine Dish will get the first pick,” Newt said. “Dish is our top hand.”


  “Well, I don’t want Dish to have him,” Clara said. “I want you to have him. Come on.”


  She started for the lots and made straight for Call.


  “Captain,” she said, “there’s a three-year-old sorrel gelding with a white star on his forehead in this lot you bought. I want to give that horse to Newt, so don’t let anyone have him. You can deduct him from the price.”


  “Give it to him?” Call asked, surprised. Newt, who overheard, was surprised too. The woman who drove such a hard bargain wanted to give him a horse.


  “Yes, I’m making him a gift,” Clara said. “I’d feel better knowing Newt was well mounted, if you’re really going to take him to Montana.” With that she went back to the house.


  Call looked at the boy. “Why’d she do that?” he asked. Of course it was fine for the boy to have the horse—it saved fifty dollars.


  “I don’t know,” Newt said.


  “That’s the whole trouble with women,” Call said, as if to himself. “They do things that don’t make sense. She wouldn’t give a nickel on the rest of them horses. Most horse traders would have taken off a dollar just to help the deal.”


  88.


  AFTER CALL AND NEWT LEFT with the horses, Clara lit a lantern and took Augustus up to the room where her husband lay. Lorena sat at the kitchen table with the girls, playing draughts. July watched, but could not be persuaded to take part in the game. Even Betsey, his favorite, couldn’t persuade him, and Betsey could usually get July to do anything she wanted him to do. Lorena’s presence made him shy. He enjoyed sitting and looking at her in the lamplight, though. It seemed to him he had never seen anyone so beautiful. He had only seen her before on that dreadful morning on the plains when he had had to bury Roscoe, Joe and Janey, and had been too stricken to notice her. Then she had been bruised and thin from her treatment by Blue Duck and the Kiowas. Now she was neither bruised nor thin.


  Clara and Augustus sat for an hour in the room where Bob lay. Augustus found it difficult to get used to the fact that the man’s eyes were open. Clara had ceased to care, or even notice.


  “He’s been that way two months,” she said. “I guess he sees some, but I don’t think he hears.”


  “It reminds me of old Tom Mustard,” Augustus said. “He rangered with us when we started the troop. His horse went over a cutbank on the salt fork of the Brazos one night and fell on him. Broke his back. Tom never moved a muscle after that, but his eyes were open when we found him. We started back to Austin with Tom on a travois, but he died a week later. He never closed his eyes in all that time, that I know of.”


  “I wish Bob would go,” Clara said. “He’s no use to himself like this. All Bob liked to do was work, and now he can’t.”


  They walked out on the little upper porch, where it was cooler. “Why’d you come up here, Gus?” she asked. “You ain’t a cowboy.”


  “The truth is, I was hoping to find you a widow,” he said. “I didn’t miss by much, either.”


  Clara was amused that her old beau would be so blunt. “You missed by years,” she said. “I’m a bony old woman now and you’re a deceiving man, anyway. You always were a deceiving man. I think the best thing would be for you to leave me your bride-to-be and I’ll see if I can give her some polish.”


  “I never meant to get in the position I’m in, to be truthful,” Augustus said.


  “No, but you like it, now that you’re in it,” Clara said, taking his hand. “She’s got nearly as high an opinion of you as you have of yourself, Gus. I could never match it. I know your character too well. She’s younger and prettier, which is always a consideration with you men.”


  Augustus had forgotten how fond she was of goading him. Even with a dying husband in the next room, she was capable of it. The only chance with Clara was to be as bold as she was. He looked at her, and was thinking of kissing her.


  Clara saw the look and was startled by it. Although she kissed her girls every day and lavished kisses on the baby, it had been years since she had been kissed by a man. Bob would occasionally kiss her cheek if he had returned from a trip—otherwise kissing played no part in his view of married love. Looking off the porch, with Augustus standing near her, Clara felt sad. She mainly had snatched kisses from her courtship, with Gus or Jake, twenty years before, to remember.


  She looked at Gus again, wondering if he would really be so bold or so foolish. He didn’t move to kiss her, but he still stood close and looked into her face.


  “The older the violin, the sweeter the music,” he said with a smile.


  “That proves you’re a deceiving man, if you think that,” she said. “You’ve had a long ride for nothing, I guess.”


  “Why, no,” he said. “It’s happiness to see you.”


  Clara felt a sudden irritation. “Do you think you can have us both?” she said. “My husband isn’t dead. I haven’t seen you in sixteen years. I’ve mostly raised children and horses during those years. Three of the children died, and plenty of the horses. It took all the romance out of me, if romance is what you were hoping for. I read about it in my magazines but I left it behind for myself when I left Austin.”


  “Don’t you regret it?” Augustus asked.


  “Oh, well,” Clara said, “yes and no. I’m too strong for the normal man and too jealous once my feelings get started. I’m surprised you dare bring another woman into my house.”


  “I thought you liked her,” he said.


  “I do like her,” Clara said. “I mind you doing it, though. Don’t you understand the facts of nature yet? She’s younger and prettier.”


  “It happened accidentally, like I mentioned,” Augustus said.


  “I never noticed you having such accidents with ugly girls,” Clara said. “I don’t care how it happened. You’ve been my dream, Gus. I used to think about you two or three hours a day.”


  “I wish you’d wrote, then,” he said.


  “I didn’t want you here,” she said. “I needed the dreams. I knew you for a rake and a rambler but it was sweet to pretend you only loved me.”


  “I do only love you, Clara,” he said. “I’ve grown right fond of Lorie, but it ain’t like this feeling I have for you.”


  “Well, she loves you,” Clara said. “It would destroy her if I was to have you. Don’t you know that?”


  “Yes, I know that,” Augustus said, thinking there would never again be such a woman as the one who looked at him with anger in her face.


  “Would you destroy her, then, if I said stay?” Clara asked.


  “I expect so,” Augustus said.


  “That ain’t an answer.”


  “Yes, you know I would,” he said. “I’d smother Bob for you and send Lorie to perdition.”


  Clara sighed, and her anger wore out with the sigh.


  “Such talk,” she said. “Bob’ll die when he can manage it, and I’ll see what I can do for your bride. It’s just her beauty that set me off. I was always the youngest and prettiest, and now I’m not.”


  “You’re mighty pretty, and anyway pretty ain’t everything,” he said.


  “Where men like you are concerned it’s ninety-nine percent,” she said. “You ain’t had time to look at me close. I ain’t the prettiest anymore. The prettiest is downstairs.”


  “I’d still like a kiss,” he said.


  A tickle of amusement took her. He saw her smile and took it for encouragement. When he bent forward the result was so bland that after a moment Clara drew back her head and laughed.


  “You’ve ridden a long way for some pretty weak courting,” she said, but she felt better. Gus looked rather hangdog at his failure—one of the few times she had ever seen him look that way.


  “You beat any woman I ever saw for taking the starch out of a man,” he said, a little perplexed. Despite all the complications, he felt his old love for her returning with its old power. So much feeling flooded him, just looking at her, that he felt shaky. It was a puzzle to him that such a thing could happen, for it was true she had become rather bony and her face had thinned too much, and certainly she was as taxing as a woman could be. And yet the feeling made him shaky.


  “Think I’m rough, Gus?” she asked with a smile.


  “I ain’t been scorched by lightning, but I doubt it could be hotter than being scorched by you,” he said.


  “Still think you’d have been up to being married to me?”


  “I don’t know,” he said truthfully.


  Clara laughed and took his arm to lead him downstairs.


  “What about the young sheriff?” he asked, stopping her. He was unwilling to end their privacy so soon.


  “What sheriff?”


  “Why, July Johnson,” he said. “It seems you’ve adopted him.”


  “I mainly wanted the baby, but I guess it’s only fair to keep the father too,” she said.


  “Keep him and do what with him?”


  “What do you care?” Clara said. “You’re engaged. You can ride all over the country with a pretty girl, I guess I can be allowed a man. I’d forgotten how jealous you were. You were jealous of Jake and I did little more than flirt with Jake.”


  “To hear him talk, you did,” Augustus said.


  “Neither of us will hear him talk again,” Clara said. “And I won’t marry again.”


  “What makes you so sure?”


  “I don’t have enough respect for men,” she said. “I’ve found very few who are honest, and you ain’t one of the few.”


  “I’m about half honest,” Augustus said.


  “That’s right,” she said, and led him on downstairs.


  To his surprise, Clara simply walked into the kitchen and invited Lorena to stay with them while the herd went on to Montana.


  “We could use your help and you’d be more than welcome,” she said. “Montana’s no place for a lady.”


  Lorena blushed when she said it—no one had ever applied the word “lady” to her before. She knew she didn’t deserve it. She wasn’t a lady like Clara. She had never even met a lady like Clara, and in the space of a day had come to admire her more than she had ever admired anyone excepting Gus. Clara had shown her nothing but courtesy and had made her welcome in her house, whereas other respectable women had always shunned her because of the way she lived.


  Sitting in the kitchen with the girls and the baby, Lorena felt happy in a way that was new to her. It stirred in her distant memories of the days she had spent in her grandmother’s house in Mobile when she was four. Her grandmother’s house had been like Clara’s—she had gone there only once that she could remember. Her grandmother had put her in a soft bed, the softest she had ever slept in, and sung songs to her while she went to sleep. It was her happiest memory, one she treasured so, that in her years of traveling she grew almost afraid to remember it—someday she might try to remember it and find it gone. She was very afraid of losing her one good, warm memory. If she lost that, she felt she might be too sad to go on.


  But in Clara’s house she wasn’t afraid to remember her grandmother, and the softness of the bed. Clara’s house was the kind of house she thought she might live in someday—at least she had hoped to when she was little. But when her parents sickened and died, she lost hope of living in such a house. Mosby’s home had been nothing like it, and then she had started living in hotels or little rooms. She slowly stopped thinking of nice houses and the things that went with them, such as little girls and babies.


  So when Clara came downstairs and asked her to stay, it felt like being given back something—something that had been lost so long that she had ceased to think about it. Just before Clara and Gus came in, the girls had been nagging her to teach them how to sew. Lorena could sew fairly well. The girls complained that their mother never took the time to teach them. Their mother, about whom they were full of gripes, was more interested in horses than in sewing.


  The girls were not at all surprised when Clara asked Lorena to stay.


  “Oh, do,” Sally said. “We could learn to sew if you would.”


  “We could sew new dresses, we never get any,” Betsey said.


  Lorena looked at Gus. He seemed flustered, and he seldom was flustered. She thought he might be bothered by the thought of her staying.


  “Would you come back, Gus?” she asked. It seemed all right to ask him in front of Clara and the girls. Clara, after issuing the invitation, had started making coffee.


  Augustus saw that she wanted to stay. If asked that morning if such a thing could occur, he would have said it was impossible. Lorena had clung to him since the rescue. But being at Clara’s, even for so short a space, had changed her. She had refused to go to Ogallala, and was frightened of the thought of going into a store, but she wasn’t frightened of Clara.


  “I sure will come back,” he said, smiling. “A ladies’ man like me could hardly be expected to resist such a passel of ladies.”


  “Good, that’s settled, but I warn you, Lorie, these girls will wear you down,” Clara said. “You may wish you were back in a cow camp before it’s all over. I’m going to turn them over to you, you know. All they want to do is quarrel with me, and I’m tired of it. You can argue with them, and I’ll break horses.”


  After the coffee, Clara made the girls go to bed, and tactfully went up herself, so that Augustus and Lorena could have a moment alone. She saw that Augustus was a little shocked that she had so easily persuaded the girl away from his side.


  Lorena felt embarrassed—she had not expected to be asked to stay, or to want to, and yet both things had happened. She was afraid at first that Gus might have his feelings hurt. She looked at him a little fearfully, hard put to explain the strange desire she had to stay at Clara’s. Only that morning she had been resolved to stay with Gus at all costs.


  “I’ll go if you want, Gus,” she said. “But it’s so nice here, and they’re friendly.”


  “I’m happy for you to stay,” Augustus said. “You’ll be a help to Clara, and you’ll enjoy those girls. You’ve spent time enough in that dirty tent of Wilbarger’s. Winter’s said to be hard in Montana, too.”


  “I didn’t think I’d want to stay,” Lorena admitted. “I never thought about it till she asked. Don’t you still want to marry her, Gus?”


  “No,” Augustus lied.


  “I don’t see why you wouldn’t,” she said. Now that she knew Clara a little, it seemed perfectly natural that Gus would want to marry her.


  “Well, time’s changed us,” he said, feeling very uneasy in the conversation. Lorena was looking at him solemnly. He had had women look at him solemnly before and it always made him uncomfortable—it meant they were primed to detect any lies.


  “I don’t think nobody could change you, Gus,” she said. “Maybe you’ll want to marry her when you come back.”


  “Why, I’ll be coming back to you, Lorie,” Augustus said. “Of course, by then you might change, too. You might not want me.”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  “Because you’ll have discovered there’s more to the world than me,” he said. “You’ll find that there are others that treat you decent.”


  What he said caused Lorena to feel confused. Since the rescue, life had been simple: it had been just Gus. With him gone it might change, and when he came back it might have changed so much that it would never be simple again.


  Yet when it had been simple, she had always worried that Gus didn’t want it. Maybe he was just being kind. She didn’t know—didn’t know what things meant, or didn’t mean. She had never expected to find, in the whole world, a place where someone would ask her to stay—even in her dreams of San Francisco no one had ever asked her to stay. She had seldom even spoken to a woman in her years in Lonesome Dove, and had no expectation that one would speak to her. The fact that Clara had volunteered made everything seem different.


  “Can’t you wait till morning to leave?” she asked.


  “No, I’m going as soon as I can saddle up,” Augustus said. “It takes willpower to leave a houseful of ladies just to ride along with some scraggly cowhands. I better do it now, if I’m going to.”


  Clara came downstairs to see him off; she held the baby, who was colicky and wakeful. They went outside with Augustus, Lorena feeling trembly, not sure of what she was doing. Cholo was going with him to Ogallala to bring back all the clothes he had bought her.


  Clara devoted five minutes to trying to persuade him to settle somewhere on the Platte. “There’s cheap land not three days’ ride from here,” she pointed out. “You could have the whole north part of this state if you wanted it. Why go to Montana?”


  “Well, that’s where we started for,” he said. “Me and Call have always liked to get where we started for, even if it don’t make a damn bit of sense.”


  “It don’t, and I wish I knew of some way to divorce you from that man,” Clara said. “He ain’t worth it, Gus. Besides, the Montana Indians can outfight you.”


  “You bought these here Indians off with horses,” he said. “Maybe we can buy those in Montana off with beef.”


  “It bothers me,” Clara said. “You ain’t a cattleman. Why do you want to be so stubborn? You’ve come far enough. You could settle around here and be some use to me and Lorie.”


  It amused Augustus that his Lorie had been adopted as an ally by his old love. The old love and the new stood by his horse’s head, neither of them looking quite calm. Clara, in fact, was getting angry; Lorena looked sad. He hugged them both and gave them each a kiss.


  “We’ve heard Montana’s the last place that ain’t settled,” Augustus said. “I’d like to see one more place that ain’t settled before I get decrepit and have to take up the rocking chair.”


  “You call Nebraska settled?” Clara asked.


  “Well, you’re here,” he said. “It won’t last long. Pretty soon it’ll be nothing but schoolhouses.”


  With that he mounted, tipped his hat to them and turned toward the Platte.


  The two women stood where they were until the sound of hoofbeats faded. Lorena felt wrong. Part of her felt she should have gone with him, to look after him. But she knew that was foolish: Gus, if anyone, could look after himself.


  She was dry-eyed and felt blank, but Clara cried, tears born of vexation, long affection and regret.


  “He was always stubborn like that,” she said, attempting to control herself.


  “He left so quick,” Lorena said. “Do you think I should have gone? I don’t know what’s best.”


  “No. I’m glad you stayed,” Clara said. “You’ve had enough rough living—not that it can’t be rough around here. But it won’t be as rough as Montana.”


  She put her arm around the girl as they turned toward the house.


  “Come on in,” she said. “I’ll show you where to sleep. We’ve got a nice little room that might suit you.”


  89.


  WHEN AUGUSTUS RETURNED without Lorena, Dish Boggett felt deeply unhappy. It shocked him that Gus would leave her. Though he had been constantly jealous while she was traveling with Gus, at least she was there. In the evening he would often see her sitting outside the tent. He dreamed about her often—once had even dreamed that she was sleeping near him. In the dream she was so beautiful that he ached when he woke up. That Gus had seen fit to leave her on the Platte made him terribly irritable.


  Newt was happy with his new horse, which he named Candy. It was the first real gift he had ever been given in his life, and he talked to anyone who would listen of the wonderful woman on the Platte who knew how to break horses and conduct picnics too. His enthusiasm soon caused the other hands to be jealous, for they had accomplished nothing except a drunk in Ogallala, and had missed the nice picnic and the girls.


  Though confident that he had done the right thing in leaving Lorena, Augustus soon found that he missed her more than he had expected to. He missed Clara, too, and for a few days was in a surly mood. He had grown accustomed to sleeping late and sitting outside the tent with Lorena in the mornings. Alone on the long plain, with no cowboys to disturb her, she was a beautiful companion, whereas the cowboys who gathered around Po Campo’s cookfire every morning were far from beautiful, in his view.


  It was high summer, the days blazing hot almost until the sun touched the horizon. The cattle were mulish and hard to move, stopping whenever possible to graze, or simply to stand. For several days they trailed west along the Platte, but when the river curved south, toward Colorado, Call pointed the herd northwest.


  Po Campo hated to leave the river. The morning they left it he lingered behind so long with the wagon that the herd was completely out of sight. Lippy, who rode on the wagon, found this fact alarming. After all, they were in Indian country, and there was nothing to keep a few Indians from nipping in and taking their scalps.


  “What are we waiting on?” Lippy asked. “We’re three miles behind already.”


  Po Campo stood by the water’s edge, looking across the Platte to the south. He was thinking of his dead sons, killed by Blue Duck on the Canadian. He didn’t think often of his sons, but when he did, a feeling of sadness filled him, a feeling so heavy that it was an effort for him to move. Thinking of them in their graves in New Mexico made him feel disloyal, made him feel that he should have shot himself and been buried with them, for was it not the duty of a parent to stay with the children? But he had left, first to go south and kill his faithless wife, and now to the north, while Blue Duck, the killer, still rode free on the llano—unless someone had killed him, which Po Campo doubted. Lippy’s fears about Indians did not move him—the sight of flowing water moved him, stirring feelings in him which, though sad, were deep feelings. They made him want to sing his saddest songs.


  He finally turned and plodded after the herd, Lippy following at a slow walk in the wagon. But Po Campo felt they were wrong to leave the river. He became moody and ceased to have pride in his cooking, and if the cowboys complained he said nothing. Also, he grew stingy with water, which irritated the cowboys, who came in parched and dusty, dying for a drink. Po Campo would only give them a dipperful each.


  “You will wish you had this water when you drink your own piss,” he said to Jasper one evening.


  “I ain’t planning on drinking my own piss or anybody else’s, either,” Jasper said.


  “You have not been very thirsty then,” Po said. “I once drank the urine of a mule. It kept me alive.”


  “Well, it couldn’t taste much worse than that Ogallala beer,” Needle observed. “My tongue’s been peeling ever since we was there.”


  “It ain’t what you drink that causes your tongue to peel,” Augustus said. “That’s the result of who you bedded down with.”


  The remark caused much apprehension among the men, and they were apprehensive anyway, mainly because everyone they met in Ogallala assured them they were dead men if they tried to go to Montana. As they edged into Wyoming the country grew bleaker—the grass was no longer as luxuriant as it had been in Kansas and Nebraska. To the north were sandy slopes where the grass only grew in tufts. Deets ranged far ahead during the day, looking for water. He always found it, but the streams grew smaller and the water more alkaline. “Near as bad as the Pecos,” Augustus said.


  Call seemed only mildly concerned about the increasing dryness. Indeed, Call was cheerful, easier on the men than was his wont. He seemed relaxed and almost at ease with himself.


  “Have you cheered up because I left Lorie behind?” Augustus asked as they were riding together one morning. Far to the south they saw a black line of mountains. To the north there was only the dusty plain.


  “That was your business,” Call said. “I didn’t tell you to leave her behind, though I’m sure it’s the best thing.”


  “I think we ought to have listened to our cook,” Augustus said. “It’s looking droughty to me.”


  “If we can make Powder River I guess we’ll be all right,” Call said.


  “What if Jake lied to us?” Augustus said. “What if Montana ain’t the paradise he said it was? We’ll have come a hell of a way for nothing.”


  “I want to see it,” Call said. “We’ll be the first to graze cattle on it. Don’t that interest you?”


  “Not much,” Augustus said. “I’ve watched these goddamn cattle graze all I want to.”


  The next day Deets came back from his scout looking worried. “Dry as a bone, Captain,” he said.


  “How far did you go?”


  “Twenty miles and more,” Deets said.


  The plain ahead was white with heat. Of course, the cattle could make twenty miles, though it would be better to wait a day and drive them at night.


  “I was told if we went straight west we’d strike Salt Creek and could follow it to the Powder,” Call said. “It can’t be too far.”


  “It don’t take much to be too far, in this heat,” Augustus said.


  “Try going due north,” Call said.


  Deets changed horses and left. It was well after dark when he reappeared. Call stopped the herd, and the men lounged around the wagon, playing cards. While they played, the Texas bull milled through the cows, now and then mounting one. Augustus kept one eye on his cards and one eye on the bull, keeping a loose count of his winnings and of the bull’s.


  “That’s six he’s had since we started playing,” he said. “That sucker’s got more stamina than me.”


  “More opportunity, too,” Allen O’Brien observed. He had adjusted quite well to the cowboy life, but he still could not forget Ireland. When he thought of his little wife, he would break into tears of homesickness, and the songs he sang to the cattle would often remind him of her.


  When Deets returned it was to report that there was no water to the north. “No antelope, Captain,” he said. The plains of western Nebraska had been spotted with them.


  “I’ll have a look in the morning,” Call said. “You rest, Deets.”


  He found he couldn’t sleep, and rose at three to saddle the Hell Bitch. Po Campo was up, stirring the coals of his cookfire, but Call only took a cup of coffee.


  “Have you been up here before?” he asked. The old cook’s wanderings had been a subject of much speculation among the men. Po Campo was always letting slip tantalizing bits of information. Once, for example, he had described the great gorge of the Columbia River. Again, he had casually mentioned Jim Bridger.


  “No,” Po Campo said. “I don’t know this country. But I’ll tell you this, it is dry. Water your horse before you leave.”


  Call thought the old man rather patronizing—he knew enough to water a horse before setting off into a desert.


  “Don’t wait supper,” he said.


  All day he rode west, and the country around him grew more bleak. Not fit for sheep, Call thought. Not hardly fit for lizards—in fact, a small gray lizard was the only life he saw all day. That night he made a dry camp in sandy country where the dirt was light-colored, almost white. He supposed he had come some sixty miles and could not imagine that the herd would make it that far, although the Hell Bitch seemed unaffected. He slept for a few hours and went on, arriving just after sunup on the banks of Salt Creek. It was not running, but there was adequate water in scattered shallow pools. The water was not good, but it was water. The trouble was, the herd was nearly eighty miles back—a four-day drive under normal conditions; and in this case the miles were entirely waterless, which wouldn’t make for normal conditions.


  Call rested the mare and let her have a good roll. Then he started back and rode almost straight through, only stopping once for two hours’ rest. He arrived in camp at midmorning to find most of the hands still playing cards.


  When he unsaddled the mare, one of Augustus’s pigs grunted at him. Both of them were lying under the wagon, sharing the shade with Lippy, who was sound asleep. The shoat was a large pig now, but travel had kept him thin. Call felt it was slightly absurd having pigs along on a cattle drive, but they had proven good foragers as well as good swimmers. They got across the rivers without any help.


  Augustus was oiling his rifle. “How far did you ride that horse?” he asked.


  “To the next water and back,” Call said. “Did you ever see a horse like her? She ain’t even tired.”


  “How far is it to water?” Augustus asked.


  “About eighty miles,” Call said. “What do you think?”


  “I ain’t give it no thought at all, so far,” Augustus said.


  “We can’t just sit here,” Call said.


  “Oh, we could,” Augustus said. “We could have stopped pretty much anywhere along the way. It’s only your stubbornness kept us going this long. I guess it’ll be interesting to see if it can get us the next eighty miles.”


  Call got a plate and ate a big meal. He expected Po Campo to say something about their predicament, but the old cook merely dished out the food and said nothing. Deets was helping Pea Eye trim one of his horse’s feet, a task Pea Eye had never been good at.


  “Find the water, Captain?” Deets asked, smiling.


  “I found it, ’bout eighty miles away,” Call said.


  “That’s far,” Pea Eye said.


  They had stopped the cattle at the last stream that Deets had found, and now Call walked down it a way to think things over. He saw a gray wolf. It seemed to him to be the same wolf they had seen in Nebraska, after the picnic, but he told himself that was foolish speculation. A gray wolf wouldn’t follow a cattle herd.


  Deets finished trimming the horse’s hooves and wiped the sweat off his face with his shirtsleeve. Pea Eye stood silently nearby. Though the two of them had soldiered together for most of their lives, they had never really had a conversation. It had seemed unnecessary. They exchanged information, and that was about it. Pea, indeed, had always been a little doubtful of the propriety of talking to Negroes, although he liked and respected Deets and was grateful to him now for trimming the horse’s feet. He knew Deets was a great deal more competent than he was in many areas—tracking, for example. He knew that if it had not been for Deets’s skill in finding water they might have all starved years before in campaigns on the llano. He knew, too, that Deets had risked his life a number of times to save his, and yet, standing there side by side, the only thing he could think of to talk about was the Captain’s great love for the Hell Bitch.


  “Well, he’s mighty fond of that horse,” he said. “And she might kill him yet.”


  “She ain’t gonna kill the Captain,” Deets said. He had the sad sense that things were not right. It seemed they were going to go north forever, and he couldn’t think why. Life had been orderly and peaceful in Texas. He himself had particularly enjoyed his periodic trips to San Antonio to deposit money. Texas had always been their country, and it was a puzzle to him why they were going to a country that would probably be so wild there wouldn’t even be banks to take money to.


  “We way up here and it ain’t our country,” he said, looking at Pea. That was the heart of it—best to stay in your own country and not go wandering off where you didn’t know the rivers or the water holes.


  “Now up here, it’s gonna be cold,” he added, as if that were proof enough of the folly of their trip.


  “Well, I hope we get there before the rivers start icing,” Pea said. “I always worry about that thin ice.”


  With that he turned away, and the lengthy conversation was over.


  By midafternoon Call came back from his walk and decided they would go ahead. It was go ahead or go back, and he didn’t mean to go back. It wasn’t rational to think of driving cattle over eighty waterless miles, but he had learned in his years of tracking Indians that things which seemed impossible often weren’t. They only became so if one thought about them too much so that fear took over. The thing to do was go. Some of the cattle might not make it, but then, he had never expected to reach Montana with every head.


  He told the cowboys to push the cattle and horses on to water and hold them there.


  Without saying a word, Augustus walked over, took off his clothes, and had a long bath in the little stream. The cowboys holding the herd could see him sitting in the shallow water, now and then splashing some on his long white hair.


  “Sometimes I think Gus is crazy,” Soupy Jones said. “Why is he sitting in the water?”


  “Maybe he’s fishing,” Dish Boggett said facetiously. He had no opinion of Soupy Jones and saw no reason why Gus shouldn’t bathe if he wanted to.


  Augustus came walking back to the wagon with his hair dripping.


  “It looks like sandy times ahead,” he said. “Call, you got too much of the prophet in you. You’re always trying to lead us into the deserts.”


  “Well, there’s water there,” Call said. “I seen it. If we can get them close enough that they can smell it, they’ll go. How far do you think a cow can smell water?”


  “Not no eighty miles,” Augustus said.


  They started the herd two hours before sundown and drove all night through the barren country. The hands had made night drives before and were glad to be traveling in the cool. Most of them expected, though, that Call would stop for breakfast, but he didn’t. He rode ahead of the herd and kept on going. Some of the hands were beginning to feel empty. They kept looking hopefully for a sign that Call might slacken and let Po Campo feed them—but Call didn’t slacken. They kept the cattle moving until midday, by which time some of the weaker cattle were already lagging well behind. The leaders were tired and acting fractious.


  Finally Call did stop. “We’ll rest a little until it starts to get cool,” he said. “Then we’ll drive all night again. That ought to put us close.”


  He wasn’t sure, though. For all their effort, they had covered only some thirty-five or forty miles. It would be touch and go.


  Late that afternoon, while the cowboys were lying around resting, a wind sprang up from the west. From the first, it was as hot as if it were blowing over coals. By the time Call was ready to start the herd again, the wind had risen and they faced a full-fledged sandstorm. It blew so hard that the cattle were reluctant to face it.


  Newt, with the Rainey boys, was holding the drags, as usual. The wind howled across the flat plain, and the sand seemed to sing as it skimmed the ground. Newt found that looking into the wind blinded him almost instantly. He mostly ducked his head and kept his eyes shut. The horses didn’t like the sand either. They began to duck and jump around, irritated at being forced into such a wind.


  “This is bad luck,” Augustus said to Call. He adjusted his bandana over his nose and he pulled his hat down as far as it would go.


  “We can’t stop here,” Call said. “We ain’t but halfway to water.”


  “Yes, and some of them will still be halfway when this blows itself out,” Augustus said.


  Call helped Lippy and the cook tie down everything on the wagon. Lippy, who hated wind, looked frightened; Po Campo said nothing.


  “You better ride tonight,” Call said to Po Campo. “If you try to walk you might get lost.”


  “We all might get lost tonight,” Po Campo said. He took an old ax handle that he sometimes used as a cane and walked, but at least he consented to walk right with the wagon.


  None of the men—no strangers to sandstorms—could remember such a sunset. The sun was like a dying coal, ringed with black long before it neared the horizon. After it set, the rim of the earth was blood-red for a few minutes, then the red was streaked with black. The afterglow was quickly snuffed out by the sand. Jasper Fant wished for the thousandth time that he had stayed in Texas. Dish Boggett was troubled by the sensation that there was a kind of river of sand flowing above his head. When he looked up in the eerie twilight, he seemed to see it, as if somehow the world had turned over and the road that ought to be beneath his feet was now over his head. If the wind stopped, he felt, the sand river would fall and bury him.


  Call told them to keep as close to the cattle as possible and to keep the cattle moving. Any cattle that wandered far would probably starve to death.


  Augustus thought the order foolish. “The only way to keep this herd together would be to string a rope around them—and we ain’t got that much rope,” he said.


  Shortly after dark he was proven right. None of the animals wanted to go into the wind. It quickly became necessary for the cowboys to cover their horses’ eyes with jackets or shirts; and despite the hands’ precautions, little strings of cattle began to stray. Newt tried unsuccessfully to turn back two bunches, but the cattle paid him no mind, even when he bumped them with his horse. Finally he let them go, feeling guilty as he did it but not guilty enough to risk getting lost himself. He knew if he lost the herd he was probably done for; he knew it was a long way to water and he might not be able to find it, even though he was riding the good sorrel that Clara had given him.


  Call felt sick with worry—the sandstorm was the worst possible luck, for it slowed down the herd and sapped the animals’ strength just when they needed all they had just to reach the water. And yet there was nothing he could do about it. He tried to tie an old shirt around the Hell Bitch’s eyes, but she shook him off so vigorously that he finally let it go.


  At the height of the storm it seemed as if the herd might split into fragments. It was hard to see ten feet, and little bunches of cattle broke off unnoticed and slipped past the cowboys. Deets, more confident of his ability to find his way around than most, rode well west of the herd, turning back cattle whenever he found any. But it finally became pitch-dark, and even Deets could do nothing.


  Augustus rode through the storm with a certain indifference, thinking of the two women he had just left. He took no interest in the straying cattle. That was Call’s affair. He felt he himself deserved to be in the middle of a sandstorm on the Wyoming plain for being such a fool as to leave the women. Not a man to feel guilty, he was merely annoyed at himself for what he considered a misjudgment.


  To Call’s great relief, the storm blew itself out in three hours. The wind gradually died and the sand lay under their feet again instead of peppering them. The moon was soon visible, and the sky filled with bright stars. It would not be possible to judge how many cattle had strayed until the morning, but at least the main herd was still under their control.


  But the storm and the long drive the day before had taken its toll in energy. By dawn, half the men were asleep in their saddles. They wanted to stop, but again Call pushed on; he knew they had lost ground, and was not going to stop just because the men were sleepy. All morning he rode through the herd, encouraging the men to push the cattle. He was not sure how far they had come, but he knew they still had a full day to go. Lack of water was beginning to tell on the horses, and the weaker cattle were barely stumbling along.


  Deets alone brought back most of the strayed bunches, none of which had strayed very far. The plain was so vast and flat that the cattle were visible for miles, at least to Augustus and Deets, the eyesight champions.


  “There’s a bunch you missed,” Augustus said, pointing to the northwest. Deets looked, nodded, and rode away. Jasper Fant looked and saw nothing but heat waves and blue sky. “I guess I need spectacles,” he said. “I can’t see nothing but nothing.”


  “Weak brains breed weak eyesight,” Augustus said.


  “We all got weak brains or we wouldn’t be here,” Soupy said sourly. He had grown noticeably more discontented in recent weeks—no one knew why.


  Finally at noon Call stopped. The effort to move the drags was wearing out the horses. When the cowboys got to the wagon, most of them took a cup of water and dropped sound asleep on the ground, not bothering with bedrolls or even saddle blankets. Po Campo rationed the water carefully, giving each man only three swallows. Newt felt that he could have drunk a thousand swallows. He had never tasted anything so delicious. He had never supposed plain water could be so desirable. He remembered all the times he had carelessly drunk his fill. If he ever got another chance, he meant to enjoy it more.


  Call let them rest three hours and then told them to get their best mounts. Some of the cattle were so weak the cowboys had to dismount, pull their tails and shout at them to get them up. Call knew that if they didn’t make it on the next push, they would have to abandon the cattle in order to save the horses. Even after their rest, many of the cattle had their tongues hanging out. They were mulish, reluctant to move, but after much effort on the part of the exhausted men, the drive was started again.


  Through the late afternoon and far into the night the cattle stumbled over the plain, the weaker cattle falling farther and farther behind. By daybreak the herd was strung out to a distance of more than five miles, most of the men plodding along as listlessly as the cattle. The day was as hot as any they remembered from south Texas—the distances that had spawned yesterday’s wind refused to yield even a breeze, and it seemed to the men that the last moisture in their bodies was pouring out as sweat. They all yearned for evening and looked at the sun constantly, but the sun seemed as immobile as if suspended by a wire.


  Toward midday many of the cattle began to turn back toward the water they had left two days before. Newt, struggling with a bunch, nearly got knocked off his horse by three steers that walked right into him. He noticed, to his shock, that the cattle didn’t seem to see him—they were stumbling along, white-eyed. Appalled, he rode over to the Captain.


  “Captain, they’re going blind,” he said.


  Call looked grim. “It ain’t real blindness,” he said. “They get that way when they’re real thirsty. They’ll try to go back to the last water.”


  He told the men to forget the weaker cattle and try to keep the stronger ones moving.


  “We ought to make the water by night,” he said.


  “If we make night,” Augustus said.


  “We can’t just stop and die,” Call said.


  “I don’t intend to,” Augustus said. “But some of the men might. That Irishman is delirious. He ain’t used to such dry country.”


  Indeed the terrible heat had driven Allen O’Brien out of his head. Now and then he would try to sing, though his tongue was swollen and his lips cracked.


  “You don’t need to sing,” Call said.


  Allen O’Brien looked at him angrily. “I need to cry, but I’ve got no tears,” he said. “This goddamn country has burned up my tears.”


  Call had been awake for over three days, and he began to feel confused himself. He knew water couldn’t be much farther, but, all the same, fatigue made him doubtful. Perhaps it had been a hundred miles rather than eighty. They would never make it, if so. He tried to remember, searching his mind for details that would suggest how far the river might be, but there were precious few landmarks on the dry plain, and the harder he concentrated the more his mind seemed to slip. He was riding the Hell Bitch, but for long moments he imagined he was riding old Ben again—a mule he had relied on frequently during his campaigning on the llano. Ben had had an infallible sense of direction and a fine nose for water. He wasn’t fast but he was sure. At the time, some men had scoffed at him for riding a mule, but Call ignored them. The stakes were life or death, and Ben was the most reliable animal he had ever seen, if far from the prettiest.


  The men had had the last of Po Campo’s water that morning, barely enough to wet their tongues. Po Campo doled it out with severity, careful to see that no one got more than his share. Though the old man had walked the whole distance, using his ax-handle cane, he seemed not particularly tired.


  Call, though, was so tired he felt his mind slipping. Try as he might, he couldn’t stay awake. Once he slept for a few steps, then jerked awake, convinced he was fighting again the battle of Fort Phantom Hill. He looked around for Indians, but saw only the thirst-blinded cattle, their long tongues hanging out, their breath rasping. His mind slipped again, and when he awoke next it was dark. The Hell Bitch was trotting. When he opened his eyes he saw the Texas bull trot past him. He reached for his reins, but they were not there. His hands were empty. Then, to his amazement, he saw that Deets had taken his reins and was leading the Hell Bitch.


  No one had ever led his horse before. Call felt embarrassed. “Here, I’m awake,” he said, his voice just a whisper.


  Deets stopped and gave him his reins. “Didn’t want you to fall and get left, Captain,” he said. “The water ain’t far now.”


  That was evident from the quickened pace of the cattle, from the way the horses began to prick their ears. Call tried to shake the sleep off, but it was as if he were stuck in it. He could see, but it took a great effort to move, and he wasn’t immediately able to resume command.


  Augustus loped up, seemingly fresh. “We better get everybody to the front,” he said. “We’ll need to try and spread them when they hit the water. Otherwise they’ll all pile into the first mudhole and tromple themselves.”


  Most of the cattle were too weak to run, but they broke into a trot. Call finally shook the sleep off and helped Dish and Deets and Augustus split the herd. They were only partially successful. The cattle were moving like a blind army, the scent of water in their nostrils. Fortunately they hit the river above where Call had hit it, and there was more water. The cattle spread of their own accord.


  Call had not recovered from his embarrassment at having been led. Yet he knew Deets had done the right thing. He had still been dreaming of Ben and that hot day at Phantom Hill, and if he had slipped off his horse he might just have laid there and slept. But it was the first time in his life he had not been able to last through a task in command of his wits, and it bothered him.


  All during the night and the next day, cattle straggled into the river, some of them cattle Call had supposed would merely become carcasses, rotting on the trail. Yet a day on the water worked wonders for them. Augustus and Dish made counts, once the stragglers stopped coming, and it appeared they had only lost six head.


  The Irishman spent most of the day sitting in a puddle in Salt Creek, recovering from his delirium. He could not remember having been delirious and grew angry when the others kidded him about it. Newt, who had planned to drink all day once he got to water, soon found that he couldn’t drink any more. He devoted his leisure to complicated games of mumblety-peg with the Rainey boys.


  Deets went on a scout and reported that the country to the west didn’t improve—grass was as scarce as water in that direction. Far to the north they could see the outlines of mountains, and there was much talk about which mountains they were.


  “Why, the Rocky Mountains,” Augustus said.


  “Will we have to climb them?” Jasper asked. He had survived rivers and drought, but did not look forward to climbing mountains.


  “No,” Call said. “We’ll go north, up the Powder River, right into Montana.”


  “How many days will it take now?” Newt asked. He had almost forgotten that Montana was a real place that they might get to someday.


  “I expect three weeks or a little more and we might hit the Yellowstone,” Call said.


  “The Yellowstone already?” Dish Boggett said. It was the last river—or at least the last river anyone knew much about. At mention of it the whole camp fell silent, looking at the mountains.


  90.


  THEY RESTED ON the Salt for two days, giving the animals and men plenty of time to recover. The men spent much of their time speculating about what lay on beyond the mountains, and how long it would take to get there.


  Call slept a distance out of camp, as was his habit. He knew the men were in a good mood, for he could hear them singing most of the night. Now that he had the leisure to sleep, he found he couldn’t, much. He had always thought his energies equal to any situation, but he had begun to have doubts. A tiredness clung to his bones, but not a tiredness that produced sleep. He felt played out, and wished they were already in Montana. There were only a few hundred miles left, but it seemed farther to him than all the distance they had come.


  Trotting back into camp one morning he saw there was excitement around the cook fire. Several of the men were holding rifles. The sight surprised him, for it had seemed a peaceful night.


  “Twelve horses are gone, Captain,” Dish Boggett said. “Indians got ’em.”


  Deets was looking hangdog, and the Spettle boy could only shake his head. Neither of them had heard a thing, they said.


  “Well, you boys was singing opry loud enough to wake the deaf,” Augustus remarked. “I guess it was just their charity that they didn’t take the whole herd. Nobody would have noticed.”


  Call was vexed. He had been awake almost all night and had had no suspicion of Indians. All his years of trying to stay prepared hadn’t helped. “They must have been good with horses,” he said.


  Deets felt it was mainly his fault, since it was his job to watch for Indian sign. He had always had a good ear for Indians, but he had sat by the wagon, listening to the singing, and had heard nothing.


  “They came on foot, Captain,” he said. He had found their tracks, at least.


  “That was bold,” Call said. “But they ain’t on foot now.”


  He decided to take only Augustus and Deets, though that left the camp without a really competent Indian fighter, in case the raid was a feint. On the other hand, whoever took the horses might have a good deal of help nearby. If it became necessary to take on an Indian camp, three men were about the minimum that could expect to succeed.


  Ten minutes later the three men were ready to go. Call was well aware that they were leaving a camp full of scared men.


  Augustus laughed at the sight. “You boys will get the drizzles if you don’t relax,” he said.


  “If they got the dern horses they might decide to come back and get us,” Jasper Fant pointed out. “They got Custer, didn’t they? And he fought Indians his whole life.”


  Call was more worried about the grass situation. It was too sparse to support the herd for long.


  “Graze ’em upriver,” he said. “Start tomorrow if we ain’t back, but don’t push ’em. Just let ’em graze along. You’ll make the Powder in a few days.”


  Newt felt very nervous when he saw the three men ride off. It was Lippy’s fault that he felt so nervous—all morning Lippy had done nothing but talk about how it felt to be scalped. Lippy hadn’t been scalped, and couldn’t possibly know, but that didn’t keep him from talking and scaring everybody.


  The horsethieves had gone southwest. Call thought that with luck they might catch them within a day, but in that he was disappointed. The country grew more barren as they rode, and the only sign of life was an occasional buzzard and many, many rattlesnakes.


  “If we was to settle around here we’d have to start a snake ranch,” Augustus said.


  They rested only a little while at night, and by midmorning of the next day were a hundred miles from the herd, with no results in sight.


  “Hell, they’ll be to the Wind River before we catch them,” Augustus said. “I’ve always heard the Wind River country was worse than the Pecos country, when it comes to being dry.”


  “We’re better mounted than they are,” Call said. “We’ll catch them.”


  It was another long day, though, before they closed the gap.


  “You sure this is worth it for twelve horses?” Augustus asked. “This is the poorest dern country I ever saw. A chigger would starve to death out here.”


  Indeed, the land was bleak, the surface sometimes streaked with salt. There were ocher-colored ridges here and there, completely free of grass.


  “We can’t start putting up with horse theft,” Call said.


  Deets was ranging ahead, and in the afternoon they saw him coming back. The simmering heat waves made him appear larger than he was.


  “Camp’s up ahead,” he said. “They’re in a draw, with a little water.”


  “How many?” Call asked.


  “Didn’t get no count,” Deets said. “Not many. Couldn’t be many and live out here.”


  “I say we wait for night and steal the nags back,” Augustus said. “It’s too hot to fight. Steal ’em back and let the red man chase the white for a while.”


  “If we wait for night we might lose half the horses,” Call said. “They’ll probably post a better guard than we had.”


  “I don’t want to argue with you in this heat,” Augustus said. “If you want to go now, okay. We’ll just ride in and massacre them.”


  “Didn’t see many men,” Deets said. “Mostly women and children. They’re real poor, Captain.”


  “What do you mean, real poor?”


  “Means they’re starving,” Deets said. “They done cut up one horse.”


  “My God,” Augustus said. “You mean they stole them horses for meat?”


  That proved to be the case. They carefully approached the draw where the camp was and saw the whole little tribe gathered around the dead horse. There were only some twenty Indians, mostly women, children and old men. Call saw only two braves who looked to be of fighting age, and they were no more than boys. The Indians had pulled the dead horse’s guts out and were hacking them into slices and eating them. Usually there were dogs around an Indian camp, but there were no dogs around this time.


  “I guess these ain’t the mighty plains Indians we’ve been hearing about,” Augustus said. The whole little tribe was almost silent, each person concentrating on eating. They were all thin. Two old women were cutting meat off the haunch, meaning to dry it, and two young men, probably the ones who had stolen the horses, had caught another and were preparing to cut its throat. To prevent this, Call drew his pistol and fired into the air.


  “Oh, let’s go,” Augustus said. “We don’t want to be shooting these people, although it would probably be a mercy. I don’t think they even have guns.”


  “I didn’t shoot nobody,” Call said. “But they’re our horses.”


  At the shot the whole tribe looked up, stunned. One of the young men grabbed an old single-shot rifle but didn’t fire. It seemed to be the only firearm the tribe possessed. Call fired in the air again, to scare them away from the horse, and succeeded better than he had expected to. Those who had been eating got to their feet, some with sections of gut still in their hands, and fled toward the four small ragged tepees that stood up the draw. The young man with the gun retreated too, helping one of the older women. She was bloody from the feast.


  “They were just having a picnic,” Augustus said. “We had a picnic the other day without nobody shooting at us.”


  “We can leave them two or three horses,” Call said. “I just don’t want to lose that sorrel they were about to kill.”


  In the tribe’s flight a child had been forgotten—a little boy barely old enough to walk. He stood near the neck of the dead horse, crying, trying to find his mother. The tribe huddled in front of the tepees, silent. The only sound, for a moment, was the sound of the child’s crying.


  “He blind,” Deets said.


  Augustus saw that it was true. The child couldn’t see where he was going, and a second later tripped over a pile of bloody horse guts, falling into them.


  Deets, who was closest to the dead horse, walked over and picked the child up. The little blind boy kept wailing.


  “Hush now,” Deets said. “You a mess. You done rolled in all that blood.”


  At that moment there was a wild yell from the tepees and Deets looked up to see one of the young braves rushing toward him. He was the one who had picked up the rifle, but he had discarded the rifle and was charging with an old lance, crying his battle cry. Deets held out the baby and smiled—the young man, no older than Newt, didn’t need to cry any battle cry. Deets kept holding the baby out toward the tribe and smiling, trusting that the young brave would realize he was friendly. The young man didn’t need his lance—he could just take the squalling baby back to its mother.


  Call and Augustus thought too that the young man would probably stop once he saw that Deets meant no harm. If not, Deets could whop him—Deets was a good hand-to-hand fighter.


  It was only at the last second that they both realized that the Indian wasn’t going to stop. His charge was desperate, and he didn’t notice that Deets was friendly. He closed at a run.


  “Shoot him, Deets!” Call yelled, raising his own gun.


  Deets saw, too, at the last second, that the boy wasn’t going to stop. The young warrior wasn’t blind, but the look in his eyes was as unseeing as the baby’s. He was still screaming a war cry—it was unnerving in the stillness—and his eyes were filled with hate. The old lance just looked silly. Deets held the baby out again, thinking the boy hadn’t understood.


  “Here, take him, I just helping him up,” he said. Only then he saw it was too late—the young man couldn’t stop coming and couldn’t stop hating, either. His eyes were wild with hatred. Deets felt a deep regret that he should be hated so by this thin boy when he meant no harm. He tried to sidestep, hoping to gain a moment so he could set the baby down and wrestle with the Indian and maybe calm him.


  But when Deets turned, the boy thrust the lance straight into his side and up into his chest.


  Call and Augustus shot almost at the same time—the boy died with his hands still on the lance. They ran down to Deets, who still had the baby in his hands, although he had over a foot of lance inside him.


  “Would you take him, Captain?” Deets asked, handing Call the child. “I don’t want to sit him back in all that blood.”


  Then Deets dropped to his knees. He noticed with surprise that the young Indian was near him, already dead. For a moment he feared that somehow he had killed him, but then he saw that his own gun was still holstered. It must have been the Captain, or Mr. Gus. That was a sad thing, that the boy had had to die just because he couldn’t understand that they were friendly. It was one more regret—probably the boy had just been so hungry he couldn’t think straight.


  Then he realized that he was on his knees and tried to get up, but Mr. Gus put a hand on his shoulder and asked him to wait.


  “No, you don’t have to get up yet, Deets,” Augustus said. “Just rest a minute.”


  Deets noticed the handle of the lance protruding from his side. He knew the dead boy had put it there, but he felt nothing. The Captain stood in front of him, awkwardly holding the Indian baby. Deets looked at the Captain sadly. He hoped that now the Captain would see that he had been right to feel worried about leaving Texas. It was a mistake, coming into other people’s country. It only disturbed them and led to things like the dead boy. People wouldn’t understand, wouldn’t know that they were friendly.


  It would have been so much better to stay where they had lived, by the old river. Deets felt a longing to be back, to sit in the corrals at night and wonder about the moon. Many a time he had dozed off, wondering about the moon, whether the Indians had managed to get on it. Sometimes he dreamed he was on it himself—a foolish dream. But the thought made him sleepy, and with one more look of regret at the dead boy who hadn’t understood that he meant no harm, he carefully lay down on his side. Mr. Gus knelt beside him. For a moment Deets thought he was going to try to pull the lance out, but all he did was steady it so the handle wouldn’t quiver.


  “Where’s little Newt?” Deets asked.


  “Well, Newt didn’t come, Deets,” Augustus said. “He’s with the boys.”


  Then it seemed to Deets that something was happening to Mr. Gus’s head. It had grown larger. He couldn’t see it all well. It was as if he were looking through water—as if he had come back to the old river and were lying on the bottom, looking at Mr. Gus through the shallow brown water. Mr. Gus’s head had grown larger, was floating off. It was rising toward the sky like the moon. He could barely see it and then couldn’t see it at all, but the waters parted for a moment and he saw a blade or two of grass, close to his eye; then to his relief the brown waters came back and covered him again, deep this time and warm.


  “Can’t you take that lance out?” Call asked. He didn’t know what to do with the baby, and there Deets lay dying.


  “I will in a minute, Call,” Augustus said. “Just let him be dead for a minute.”


  “Is he dead already?” Call asked. Though he knew from long experience that such things happened quickly, he could not accept it in Deets’s case. “I guess it went to the heart,” he added pointlessly.


  Augustus didn’t answer. He was resting for a moment, wondering if he could get the lance out or if he should just break it off or what. If he pulled it out he might bring half of Deets out with it. Of course Deets was dead—in a way, it didn’t matter. Yet it did—if there was one thing he didn’t want to do, it was tear Deets up.


  “Can’t you give that squalling baby to the women?” he asked. “Just set it down over there and maybe they’ll come and get it.”


  Call took a few steps toward the huddled Indians, holding out the baby. None of the Indians moved. He went a few more steps and set the baby on the ground. When he turned back he saw Augustus put a foot against Deets’s side and try to remove the lance, which did not budge.


  Augustus gave up and sat down beside the dead man. “I can’t do this today, Deets,” he said. “Somebody else will have to do it if it gets done.”


  Call also knelt down by Deets’s body. He could not get over his surprise. Though he had seen hundreds of surprising things in battle, this was the most shocking. An Indian boy who probably hadn’t been fifteen years old had run up to Deets and killed him.


  It must have shocked Augustus just as much, because he didn’t have anything to say.


  “I guess it’s our fault,” Call said. “We should have shot sooner.”


  “I don’t want to start thinking about all the things we should have done for this man,” Augustus said. “If you’ve got the strength to ride, let’s get out of here.”


  They managed to break the lance off so it wouldn’t wave in the air, and loaded Deets’s body on his horse. While Augustus was tying the body securely, Call rounded up the horses. The Indians watched him silently. He changed his mind and cut off three of the horses that were of little account anyway. He rode over to the Indians.


  “You better tie them three,” he said. “Otherwise they’ll follow us.”


  “I doubt they speak English, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I imagine they speak Ute. Anyway, we killed their best warrior; they’re done for now unless they find some better country. Three horses won’t last them through the winter.”


  He looked around at the parched country, the naked ridges where the earth had split from drought. The ridges were varicolored, smudged with red and salt-white splotches, as if the fluids of the earth had leaked out through the cracks.


  “Montana better not be nothing like this,” he said. “If it is, I’m going back and dig up that goddamn Jake Spoon and scatter his bones.”


  They rode all night, all the next day and into the following night. Augustus just rode, his mind mostly blank, but Call was sick with self-reproach. All his talk of being ready, all his preparation—and then he had just walked up to an Indian camp and let Josh Deets get killed. He had known better. They all knew better. He had known men killed by Indian boys no older than ten, and by old Indian women who looked as if they could barely walk. Any Indian might kill you: that was the first law of the Rangers. And yet they had just walked in, and now Josh Deets was gone. He had never called the man by his first name, but now he remembered Gus’s foolish sign and how Deets had been troubled by it. Deets had finally concluded that his first name was Josh—that was the way he would think of him from then on, Call decided. He had been Josh Deets. It deepened his sense of reproach that, only a few days before, Josh Deets had been so thoughtful as to lead his horse through the sandstorm, recognizing that he himself was played out.


  Then he had stood there with a rifle in his hands and let the man be killed. They had all concluded the Indians were too starved down to do anything. It was a mistake he would never forgive himself.


  “I think he knowed it was coming,” Augustus said, to Call’s surprise, as they rode through the cracked valleys toward the Salt Creek.


  “What do you mean, knowed it?” Call asked. “He didn’t know it. It was just that one boy who showed any fight.”


  “I think he knowed it,” Augustus said. “He just stood there waiting.”


  “He had that baby in his hands,” Call reminded him.


  “He could have dropped that baby,” Augustus said.


  They came back the second night to where the herd had been, only to find it gone. Josh Deets had begun to smell.


  “We could bury him here,” Augustus said.


  Call looked around at the empty range.


  “We ain’t gonna find no churchyard, if that’s what you’re looking for,” Augustus said.


  “Let’s take him on,” Call said. “The men will want to pay their respects. I imagine we can catch them tonight.”


  They caught the herd not long before dawn. Dish Boggett was the night herder who saw them coming. He was very relieved, for with both of them gone, the herd had been his responsibility. Since he didn’t know the country, it was a heavy responsibility, and he had been hoping the bosses would get back soon. When he saw them he felt a little proud of himself, for he had kept the cattle on grass and had moved them along nicely.


  “Mornin’, Captain,” he said. Then he noticed that something was wrong. There were three horses, not counting the stolen ones, but only two riders. There was something on the third horse, but it wasn’t a rider. It was only a body.


  “Who’s that, Gus?” he asked, startled.


  “It’s what’s left of Deets,” Augustus said. “I hope the cook’s awake.” After feeling nothing for two days, he had begun to feel hungry.


  Newt had taken the middle watch and was sleeping soundly when dawn broke. He was using his saddle for a pillow and had covered himself with a saddle blanket as the nights had begun to be quite cool.


  The sound of voices reached him. One belonged to the Captain, the other to Mr. Gus. Po Campo’s voice could be heard, too, and Dish Boggett said something. Newt opened his eyes a moment and saw they were all kneeling by something on the ground. Maybe they had killed an antelope. He was very drowsy and wanted to go back to sleep. He closed his eyes again, then opened them. It wasn’t an antelope. He sat up and saw that Po Campo was kneeling down, twisting on something. Someone had been hurt and Po was trying to pull a stob of some kind out of his body. He was straining hard, but the stob wouldn’t come out. He stopped trying, and Dish, who had been holding the wounded man down, turned away suddenly, white and sick.


  When Dish moved, Newt saw Deets. He was in the process of yawning when he saw him. Instead of springing up, he lay back down and pulled his blanket tighter. He opened his eyes and looked, and then shut them tightly. He felt angry at the men for having talked so loud that they had awakened him. He wished they would all die, if that was the best they could do. He wanted to go back to sleep. He wanted it to be one of those dreams that you wake up from just as the dream gets bad. He felt that was probably what it was. When he opened his eyes again he wouldn’t see Deets’s body lying on the wagon sheet a few yards away.


  Yet it didn’t work. He couldn’t go back to sleep, and when he sat up the body was there—though if it hadn’t been black he might not have known it was Deets.


  He looked and saw that Pea Eye knelt on the other side of the body, looking dazed. Far away, toward the river, he saw the Captain and Lippy, digging. Mr. Gus sat by himself, near the cookfire, eating. The three horses had been unsaddled but no one had returned them to the remuda. They grazed nearby. Most of the hands stood in a group near Deets’s feet, just looking as Po Campo worked.


  Finally Po Campo gave up. “Better to bury him with it,” he said. “I would have liked to see that boy. The lance went all the way to his collarbone. It went through the heart.”


  Newt sat in his blankets, feeling alone. No one noticed him or spoke to him. No one explained Deets’s death. Newt began to cry, but no one noticed that either. The sun had risen, and everyone was busy with what they were doing, Mr. Gus eating, the Captain and Lippy digging the grave. Soupy Jones was repairing a stirrup and talking in subdued tones to Bert Borum. Newt sat and cried, wondering if Deets knew anything about what was going on. The Irishman and Needle and the Rainey boys held the herd. It was a beautiful morning, too—mountains seemed closer. Newt wondered if Deets knew about any of it. He didn’t look at the corpse again, but he wondered if Deets had kept on knowing, somehow. He felt he did. He felt that if anyone was taking any notice of him, it was probably Deets, who had always been his friend. It was only the thought that Deets was still knowing him, somehow, that kept him from feeling totally alone.


  Even so, the Deets who had walked around and smiled and been kind to him day after day, through the years—that Deets was dead. Newt sat in his blankets and cried until he was afraid he would never stop. No one seemed to notice. No one said anything to him as preparations for burying Deets went on.


  Pea Eye didn’t cry, but he was so shaken he went weak in the legs.


  “Well, my lord,” he said, from time to time. “My lord.” An Indian boy had killed him, the Captain said. Deets was still wearing a pair of the old patchy quilt pants that he had favored for so long. Pea Eye scarcely knew what to think. He and Deets had been the main hired help on the Hat Creek outfit ever since there had been a Hat Creek outfit. Now it was down to him. It would mean a lot more chores for him, undoubtedly, for the Captain only trusted the two of them with certain chores. He remembered that he and Deets had had a pretty good conversation once. He had been vaguely planning to have another one with him if the chance came along. Of course that was off, now. Pea Eye went over and leaned against a wagon wheel, wishing he could stop feeling weak in the legs.


  The other hands were somber. Soupy Jones and Bert Borum, who didn’t feel it appropriate for white men to talk much to niggers, exchanged the view that nevertheless this one had been uncommonly decent. Needle Nelson offered to help dig the grave, for Deets had been the man who finally turned the Texas bull the day the bull got after him. Dish Boggett hadn’t said much to Deets, either, but he had often been cheered, from his position on the point, to see Deets come riding back through the heat waves. It meant he was on course, and that water was somewhere near. Dish wished he had said more to the man at some point.


  Lippy offered to help with the grave-digging, and Call let him. It was the task that usually got assigned to Deets himself, grave-digging. Call had laid many a compañero in graves Josh Deets had dug, including, most recently, Jake Spoon. Lippy was not a good digger—in fact, he was mostly in the way, but Call tolerated him. Lippy also talked constantly, saying nothing. They were digging on a little rise, north of the juncture of where Salt Creek joined the Powder River.


  Augustus wrapped Deets carefully in a piece of wagon sheet and tied the sheet around him with heavy cord.


  “A shroud for a journey,” Augustus said.


  No one else said anything. They loaded Deets in the wagon. Newt finally got out of his blanket, though he was almost blind from crying.


  Po Campo led the team down to the grave and Deets was put in and quickly covered. The Irishman, unasked, began to sing a song of mourning so sad that all the cowboys at once began to cry, even the Spettle boy, who had not shed a tear when his own brother was buried.


  Augustus turned and walked away. “I hate funerals,” he said. “Particularly this one.”


  “At the rate we’re dropping off, there won’t be many of us left by the time we get to Montany,” Lippy said, as they were all walking back to camp.


  They expected to start the herd that day, as Captain Call had never been known to linger. But this time he did. He came back from the grave, got a big hammer and knocked a board loose from the side of the wagon. He didn’t explain what he was doing to anyone, and the look on his face discouraged anyone from asking. He took the board and carried it down to the grave. The rest of the day he sat alone by Deets’s grave, carving something into it with his knife. The sun flashed on his knife, and the cowhands watched in puzzlement. They just didn’t know what it could be that would take the Captain so long.


  “He had a short name,” Lippy observed.


  “It wasn’t his full name,” Newt pointed out. He had stopped crying but he felt empty.


  “What was the other one then?” Jasper asked.


  “It was Josh.”


  “Well, I swear,” Jasper said. “That’s a fine name. Starts with a J, like mine. We could have been calling him that all the time, if we’d known.”


  Then they heard the sound of the hammer—it was the big hammer that they used for straightening the rims of the wagon wheels. Captain Call was hammering the long board deep into the dirt by the grave.


  Augustus, who had sat by himself most of the day, walked over and squatted down by Newt, who sat a little way apart. He had been afraid he would start crying again and wanted a little privacy.


  “Let’s go see what he wrote for old Deets,” Augustus said. “I’ve seen your father bury many a man, but I never saw him take this kind of pains.”


  Newt hadn’t really been listening. He had just been sitting there, feeling numb. When he heard Augustus mention his father, the words sank into the numbness for a minute and didn’t affect him.


  Then they did. “My what?” Newt asked.


  “Your father,” Augustus said. “Your pa.”


  Newt thought it an odd time for Mr. Gus to make a joke. The Captain wasn’t his pa. Perhaps Mr. Gus had been so affected by Deets’s death that he had gone a little crazy. Newt stood up. He thought it best just to ignore the remark—he didn’t want to embarrass Mr. Gus at such a time. The Captain was still hammering, driving the long board into the hard ground.


  They walked down to the grave. Call had finished his hammering and stood resting. Two or three of the cowboys trailed back to the grave, a little tentative, not sure they were invited.


  Captain Call had carved the words deeply into the rough board so that the wind and sand couldn’t quickly rub them out.


  JOSH DEETS


  SERVED WITH ME 30 YEARS. FOUGHT IN 21 ENGAGEMENTS WITH THE COMMANCHE AND KIOWA. CHERFUL IN ALL WEATHERS, NEVER SHERKED A TASK. SPLENDID BEHAVIOUR.


  The cowboys came down one by one and looked at it in silence. Po Campo crossed himself. Augustus took something out of his pocket. It was the medal the Governor of Texas had given him for service on the border during the hard war years. Call had one too. The medal had a green ribbon on it, but the color had mostly faded out. Augustus made a loop of the ribbon and put the loop over the grave board and tied it tightly. Captain Call had walked away to put up the hammer. Augustus followed. Lippy, who had not cried all day, suddenly began to sob, tears running into his loose lip.


  “I do wish I’d just stayed in Lonesome Dove,” he said, when he stopped crying.


  91.


  THEY TRAILED THE HERD up the Powder River, whose water none of the cowboys liked. A few complained of stomach cramps and others said the water affected their bowel movements. Jasper Fant in particular had taken to watching his own droppings closely. They were coming out almost white, when any came out at all. It seemed an ominous sign.


  “I’ve met ladies that wasn’t as finicky as you, Jasper,” Augustus said, but he didn’t bother to tease Jasper very hard. The whole camp was subdued by Deets’s death. They were not missing Deets so much, most of them, as wondering what fate awaited them in the north.


  When they crossed the Powder they could see the Bighorn Mountains looming to the west—not really close, but close enough that anyone could see the snow on top of them. The nights began to be cold, and many of the hands began to regret the fact that they had not bought better coats in Ogallala when they had the opportunity.


  The discussions around the campfire began to focus mainly on storms. Many of the hands had experienced plains northers and the occasional ice storm, but they were south Texas cowhands and had seldom seen snow. A few talked of loping over to the mountains to examine the snow at close range and see what it was like.


  Newt had always been interested in snow, and looked at the mountains often, but in the weeks following Deets’s death he found it difficult to care much about anything, even snow. He didn’t pay much attention to the talk of storms, and didn’t really care if they all froze, herd and hands together.


  Occasionally the strange remark Mr. Gus had made came back to him. He didn’t know what to make of it—the clear meaning had been that Captain Call was his father. It didn’t make sense to Newt. If the Captain had been his father, surely he would have mentioned it at some point in the years they had been together.


  At other times the question would have excited him, but under the circumstances he felt too dull to care much. Set beside the fact that Deets was gone, it didn’t seem to matter greatly.


  Anyway, if Newt had wanted to question the Captain about it, he would have had a hard time catching him. The Captain took Deets’s job and spent his days ranging far ahead. Usually he only rode back to the herd about dark, to guide them to a bed-ground. Once during the day he had come back in a high lope to report that he had crossed the tracks of about forty Indians. The Indians had been heading northwest, the same direction they were heading.


  For the next few days everyone was tense, expecting Indian attack. Several men took alarm at the sight of what turned out to be sagebrush or low bushes. No one could sleep at night, and even those hands who were not on guard spent much of the night checking and rechecking their ammunition. The Irishman was afraid to sing on night duty for fear of leading the Indians straight to them. In fact, night herding became highly unpopular with everyone, and instead of gambling for money men began to gamble over who took what watch. The midnight watch was the most unpopular. No one wanted to leave the campfire: the men who came in from the watches did so with profound relief, and the men who went out assumed they were going to their deaths. Some almost cried. Needle Nelson trembled so that he could barely get his foot in his stirrup. Jasper Fant sometimes even got off and walked when he was on the far side of the herd, reasoning that the Indians would be less likely to spot him if he was on foot.


  But a week passed and they saw no Indians. The men relaxed a little. Antelope became more common, and twice they saw small groups of buffalo. Once the remuda took fright in the night; the next morning Call found the tracks of a cougar.


  The country began to change slightly for the better. The grass improved, and occasionally there were clumps of trees and bushes along the riverbed. It was still hot in the afternoon, but the mornings were crisp.


  Finally Call decided to leave the valley of the Powder. He felt the threat of drought was over. The grass was thick and wavy and there were plenty of streams. Not long after leaving the Powder, they crossed Crazy Woman Creek. Every day it seemed there was more snow on the mountains. Traveling became comparatively easy, and the cattle regained most of the flesh they had lost on the hard drive.


  Almost daily, from then on, Call saw Indian signs, but no Indians. It bothered him a little. He had fought Indians long enough not to underrate them, but neither did he exaggerate their capacities. Talk of Indians was never accurate, in his view. It always made them seem worse or better than they were. He preferred to judge the northern Indians with his own eyes, but in this case the Indians didn’t oblige him.


  “We’re driving three thousand cattle,” Call said. “They’re bound to notice us.”


  “They ain’t expecting cattle,” Augustus said. “There’s never been cattle here before. They’re probably just out hunting, trying to lay in enough meat to last them the winter.”


  “I guess we’ll meet soon enough,” Call said.


  “If not too soon. They may come piling out of them hills and wipe us out any day. Then they’d have enough meat to last the winter. They’d be rich Indians, and we’d be dead fools.”


  “Fools for doing what?” Call asked. “This country’s looking better all the time.”


  “Fools for living the lives we’ve lived,” Augustus said.


  “I’ve enjoyed mine,” Call said. “What was wrong with yours?”


  “I should have married again,” Augustus said. “Two wives ain’t very many. Solomon beat me by several hundred, although I’ve got the same equipment he had. I could have managed eight or ten at least. I don’t know why I stuck with this scraggly old crew.”


  “Because you didn’t have to work, I guess,” Call said. “You sat around, and we worked.”


  “I was working in my head, you see,” Augustus said. “I was trying to figure out life. If I’d had a couple more fat women to lay around with I might have figured out the puzzle.”


  “I never understood why you didn’t stay in Tennessee, if your family was rich,” Call said.


  “Well, it was tame, that’s why,” Augustus said. “I didn’t want to be a doctor or a lawyer, and there wasn’t nothing else to do in those parts. I’d rather go outlaw than be a doctor or a lawyer.”


  The next day, as they were trailing along a little stream that branched off Crazy Woman Creek, Dish Boggett’s horse suddenly threw up its head and bolted. Dish was surprised and embarrassed. It had been a peaceful morning, and he was half asleep when he discovered he was in a runaway, headed back for the wagon. He sawed on the reins with all his might but the bit seemed to make no difference to the horse.


  The cattle began to turn too, all except the Texas bull, who let out a loud bellow.


  Call saw the runaway without seeing what caused it at first. He and Augustus were riding along together, discussing how far west they ought to go before angling north again.


  “Reckon that horse ate loco weed or what?” Call asked, spurring up to go help hold the cattle. He almost went over the mare’s neck, for he leaned forward, expecting her to break into a lope, and the mare stopped dead. It was a shock, for she had been quite obedient lately and had tried no tricks.


  “Call, look,” Augustus said.


  There was a thicket of low trees along the creek, and a large, orangish-brown animal had just come out of the thicket.


  “My lord, it’s a grizzly,” Call said.


  Augustus didn’t have time to reply, for his horse suddenly began to buck. All the cowhands were having trouble with their mounts. The horses were turning and running as if they meant to run back to Texas. Augustus, riding a horse that hadn’t bucked in several years, was almost thrown.


  Instead of fleeing, most of the cattle turned and looked at the bear. The Texas bull stood all by himself in front of the herd.


  Call drew his rifle and tried to urge the Hell Bitch a little closer, but had no luck. She moved, but she moved sideways, always keeping her eyes fixed on the bear, though it was a good hundred and fifty yards away. No matter how he spurred her, the mare sidestepped, as if there were an invisible line on the prairie that she would not cross.


  “Damnation, there goes the grub,” Augustus said. He had managed to subdue his mount.


  Call looked and saw that the mules were dashing off back toward the Powder, Lippy sawing futilely on the reins and bouncing a foot off the wagon seat from time to time.


  “Captain, it’s a bear,” Dish Boggett said. He had managed to turn his horse in a wide circle, but he couldn’t stop him and he yelled the words as he raced past.


  There was confusion everywhere. The remuda was running south, carrying the Spettle boy along with it. Two or three of the men had been thrown and their mounts were fleeing south. The thrown cowhands, expecting to die any minute, though they had no idea what was attacking, crept around with their pistols drawn.


  “I expect they’ll start shooting one another right off,” Augustus said. “They’ll mistake one another for outlaws if they ain’t stopped.”


  “Go stop them,” Call said. He could do nothing except watch the bear and hold the mare more or less in place. So far, the bear had done nothing except stand on its hind legs and sniff the air. It was a very large bear, though; to Call it looked larger than a buffalo.


  “Hell, I don’t care if they shoot at one another,” Augustus said. “None of them can hit anything. I doubt we’ll lose many.”


  He studied the bear for a time. The bear was not making any trouble, but he apparently had no intention of moving either. “I doubt that bear has ever seen a brindle bull before,” Augustus said. “He’s a mite surprised, and you can’t blame him.”


  “Dern, that’s a bit big bear,” Call said.


  “Yes, and he put the whole outfit to flight just by walking up out of the creek,” Augustus said.


  Indeed, the Hat Creek outfit was in disarray, the wagon and the remuda still fleeing south, half the hands thrown and the other half fighting their horses. The cattle hadn’t run yet, but they were nervous. Newt had been thrown sky-high off the sorrel Clara had given him and had landed painfully on his tailbone. He started to limp back to the wagon, only to discover that the wagon was gone. All that was left of it was Po Campo, who looked puzzled. He was too short to see over the cattle and had no idea there was a bear around.


  “Is it Indians?” Newt asked. He had not yet seen the bear either.


  “I don’t know what it is,” Po Campo said. “But it’s something mules don’t like.”


  Only the two pigs were relatively undisturbed. A sack of potatoes had bounced out of the fleeing wagon and the pigs were calmly eating them, grunting now and then with satisfaction.


  The Texas bull was the only animal directly facing the bear. The bull let out a challenging bellow and began to paw the earth. He took a few steps forward and pawed the earth again, throwing clouds of dust above his back.


  “You don’t think that little bull is fool enough to charge that bear, do you?” Augustus asked. “Charging Needle Nelson is one thing. That bear’ll turn him wrong side out.”


  “Well, if you want to go rope that bull and lead him to the barn, help yourself,” Call said. “I can’t do nothing with this horse.”


  The bull trotted forward another few steps and stopped again. He was no more than thirty or forty yards from the bear. The bear dropped on all fours, watching the bull. He growled a rough, throaty growl that caused a hundred or so cattle to scatter and run back a short distance. They stopped again to watch. The bull bellowed and slung a string of slobber over his back. He was hot and angry. He pawed the earth again, then lowered his head and charged the bear.


  To the amazement of all who saw it, the bear batted the Texas bull aside. He rose on his hind legs again, dealt the bull a swipe with his forepaw that knocked the bull off its feet. The bull was up in a second and charged the bear again—this time it seemed the bear almost skinned him. He hit the bull on the shoulder and ripped a capelike piece of skin loose on his back, but despite that, the bull managed to drive into the bear and thrust a horn into his flank. The bear roared and dug his teeth into the bull’s neck, but the bull was still moving, and soon bear and bull were rolling over and over in the dust, the bull’s bellows and the bear’s roar so loud that the cattle did panic and begin to run. The Hell Bitch danced backward, and Augustus’s horse began to pitch again and threw him, though Augustus held the rein and managed to get his rifle out of the scabbard before the horse broke free and fled. Then Call found himself thrown too; the Hell Bitch, catlike, had simply doubled out from under him.


  It came at an inopportune moment too, for the bull and the bear, twisting like cats, had left the creek bank and were moving in the direction of the herd, although the dust the battle raised was so thick no one could see who had the advantage. It seemed to Call, when he looked, that the bull was being ripped to pieces by the bear’s teeth and claws, but at least once the bull knocked the bear backward and got a horn into him again.


  “Reckon we ought to shoot?” Augustus said. “Hell, this outfit will run clean back to the Red River if this keeps up.”


  “If you shoot, you might hit the bull,” Call said. “Then we’d have to fight the bear ourselves, and I ain’t sure we can stop him. That’s a pretty mad bear.”


  Po Campo came up, holding his shotgun, Newt a few steps behind him. Most of the men had been thrown and were watching the battle tensely, clutching their guns.


  The sounds the two animals made were so frightening that they made the men want to run. Jasper Fant wanted badly to run—he just didn’t want to run alone. Now and then he would see the bear’s head, teeth bared, or his great claws slashing; now and then he would see the bull seem to turn to bunched muscle as he tried to force the bear backward. Both were bleeding, and in the heat the blood smell was so strong that Newt almost gagged.


  Then it stopped. Everyone expected to see the bull down—but the bull wasn’t down. Neither was the bear. They broke apart, circling one another in the dust. Everyone prepared to pour bullets into the bear if he should charge their way, but the bear didn’t charge. He snarled at the bull, the bull answering with a slobbery bellow. The bull turned back toward the herd, then stopped and faced the bear. The bear rose on his hind legs again, still snarling—one side was soaked with blood. To the men, the bear seemed to tower over them, although fifty yards away. In a minute he dropped back on all fours, roared once more at the bull, and disappeared into the brush along the creek.


  “Captain, can we go after him?” Soupy Jones said, clutching his rifle.


  “Go after him on what?” Augustus asked. “Have you gone daft, Soupy? You want to chase a grizzly bear on foot, after what you’ve seen? You wouldn’t even make one good bite for that bear.”


  The bear had crossed the stream and was ambling along lazily across the open plain.


  Despite Augustus’s cautions, as soon as the men could catch their horses, five of them, including Dish Boggett, Soupy, Bert, the Irishman and Needle Nelson, raced after the bear, still visible though a mile or more away. They began to fire long before they were in range, and the bear loped toward the mountains. An hour later the men returned, their horses run down, but with no bear trophies.


  “We hit him but he was faster than we thought,” Soupy explained. “He got in some trees up toward the hills.”


  “We’ll get the next one,” Bert predicted.


  “Hell, if he was in the trees, you should have gone in and tapped him with your pistol butt,” Augustus said. “That would probably have tamed him.”


  “Well, the horses wouldn’t go in them trees,” Soupy explained.


  “I didn’t want to either,” Allen O’Brien admitted. “If we had gone in the trees we might not have come out.”


  The mules had run three miles before stopping, but because the plain was fairly smooth, the wagon was undamaged. The same could not be said for Lippy, who had bounced so hard at one point that he had bitten his tongue nearly in two. The tongue bled for hours, little streams of blood spilling over his long lip. The remuda was eventually rounded up, as well as the cattle.


  When the Texas bull calmed down enough so that it was possible to approach him, his wounds seemed so extensive that Call at first considered shooting him. He had only one eye, the other having been raked out, and the skin had been ripped off his neck and hung like a blanket over one shoulder. There was a deep gash in his flank and a claw wound running almost the whole length of his back. One horn had been broken off at the skull as if with a sledgehammer. Yet the bull still pawed the earth and bellowed when the cowboys rode too close.


  “It seems a pity to shoot him,” Augustus said. “He fought a draw with a grizzly. Not many critters can say that.”


  “He can’t walk to Montana with half his skin hanging off his shoulders,” Call pointed out. “The flies will get on that wound and he’ll die anyway.”


  Po Campo walked to within fifty feet of the bull and looked at him.


  “I can sew him up,” he said. “He might live. Somebody catch him for me.”


  “Yes, rope him, Dish,” Augustus said. “It’s your job. You’re our top hand.”


  Dish had to do it or be embarrassed by his failure for the rest of the trip. His horse didn’t want to go near the bull, and he missed two throws from nervousness and expected to be killed himself if he did catch the animal. But he finally got a rope over the bull’s head and slowed him until four more ropes could be thrown on him.


  Even then, it was all they could do to throw the bull, and it took Po Campo over two hours to sew the huge flap of skin back in place. When it was necessary to turn the bull from one side to another, it took virtually the whole crew, plus five horses and ropes, to keep him from getting up again. Then, when the bull did roll, he nearly rolled on Needle Nelson, who hated him anyway and didn’t approve of all the doctoring. When the bull nearly rolled on him, Needle retreated to the wagon and refused to come near him again. “I was rooting for the bear,” he said. “A bull like that is going to get somebody sooner or later, and it might be me.”


  The next day the bull was so sore he could barely hobble, and Call feared the doctoring had been in vain. The bull fell so far behind the herd that they decided to leave him. He fell several miles behind in the course of the day. Call kept looking back, expecting to see buzzards in the sky—if the bull finally dropped, they would feast.


  But he saw no buzzards, and a week after the fight the bull was in the herd again. No one had seen him return, but one morning he was there. He had only one horn and one eye, and Po Campo’s sewing job was somewhat uneven, the folds of skin having separated in two or three places—but the bull was ornery as ever, bellowing at the cowboys when they came too close. He resumed his habit of keeping well to the front of the herd. His wounds only made him more irascible; the hands gave him a wide berth.


  As a result of the battle, night herding became even more unpopular. Where there was one grizzly bear, there could be others. The men who had been worrying constantly about Indians began to worry about bears. Those who had chased the wounded bear horseback could not stop talking about how fast he had moved. Though he had only seemed to be loping along, he had easily run off and left them.


  “There ain’t a horse in this outfit that bear couldn’t catch, if he wanted to,” Dish contended.


  The observation worried Jasper Fant so much that he lost his appetite and his ability to sleep. He lay awake in his blankets for three nights, clutching his gun—and when he couldn’t avoid night herding he felt such anxiety that he usually threw up whatever he ate. He would have quit the outfit, but that would only mean crossing hundreds of miles of bear-infested prairie alone, a prospect he couldn’t face. He decided if he ever got to a town where there was a railroad, he would take a train, no matter where it was going.


  Pea Eye, too, found the prospect of bears disturbing. “If we strike any more, let’s all shoot at once,” he suggested to the men repeatedly. “I guess if enough of us hit one it’d fall,” he always added. But no one seemed convinced, and no one bothered to reply.


  92.


  WHEN SALLY AND BETSEY asked her questions about her past, Lorena was perplexed. They were just girls—she couldn’t tell them the truth. They both idolized her and made much of her adventure in crossing the prairies. Betsey had a lively curiosity and could ask about a hundred questions an hour. Sally was more reserved and often chided her sister for prying into Lorena’s affairs.


  “She don’t have to tell you about her whole life,” Sally would protest. “Maybe she can’t remember. I can only remember back to when I was three.”


  “What happened when you was three?” Lorena asked.


  “That old turkey pecked me,” Sally said. “A wolf got him and I’m glad.”


  Clara overheard part of the conversation. “I’m getting some more turkeys pretty soon,” she said. “Lorie’s so good with the poultry, I think we might raise a few.”


  The poultry chores had been assigned to Lorena—mainly just feeding the twenty-five or thirty hens and gathering the eggs. At first it seemed that such a small household couldn’t possibly need so many eggs, and yet they absorbed them effortlessly. July Johnson was a big egg eater, and Clara, who had a ferocious sweet tooth, used them in the cakes she was always making. She made so many cakes that everyone got tired of them except her.


  “I got to have sweets, at least,” Clara said, eating a piece of cake before she went to bed, or again while she was cooking breakfast. “Sweets make up for a lot.”


  It didn’t seem to Lorena that Clara had that much that needed making up for. She mostly did what she pleased, and what she pleased usually had to do with horses. Housework didn’t interest her, and washing, in particular, didn’t interest her. That became Lorena’s job too, though the girls helped her. They asked questions all the time they worked, and Lorena just gave them whatever answers came into her head—few of them true answers. She didn’t know if the answers fooled them—the girls were smart. Sometimes she knew she didn’t fool them.


  “Are you gonna marry that man?” Betsey asked one day. “He’s already got white hair.”


  “That’s no reason not to marry him,” Sally said.


  “It is, too,” Betsey insisted. “If he’s got white hair he could die any time.”


  Lorena found that she didn’t think about Gus all that much. She was glad she had stayed at Clara’s. For almost the first time in her life she had a decent bed in a clean room and tasteful meals and people around who were kind to her. She liked having a whole room to herself, alone. Of course, she had had a room in Lonesome Dove, but it hadn’t been the same. Men could come into that room—letting them in was a condition of having it. But she didn’t have to let anyone into her room in Clara’s house, though often she did let Betsey, who suffered from nightmares, into it. One night Betsey stumbled in, crying—Clara was out of the house, taking one of the strange walks she liked to take. Lorena was surprised and offered to go find Clara, but Betsey wasn’t listening. She came into the bed like a small animal and snuggled into Lorena’s arms. Lorena let her stay the night, and from then on, when Betsey had a nightmare, she came to Lorena’s room and Lorena soothed her.


  Only now and then did she miss Gus, though then she missed him with a painful ache and felt almost desperate to see him. At such times she felt cowardly for not having gone with him, though, of course, he himself had urged her to stay. She didn’t miss the rest of it at all—the cowboys watching her and thinking things about her, the hot tent, the unpredictable storms and the fleas and mosquitoes that were always there.


  She didn’t miss the fear, either—the fear that someday Gus would be off somewhere and Blue Duck would come back. What had happened had been bad enough, but she knew if he ever got her again it would be worse. Fearing him and missing Gus were mixed together, for Gus was the only person who could protect her from him.


  Unlike the girls, Clara seldom asked her any questions. Lorena came to wish that she would. For a while she had an urge to apologize to Clara for not having always been able to be a lady. It still seemed to her a miracle that she had been allowed to stay in Clara’s house and be one of the family. She looked for it to go bad in some way, but it didn’t go bad. The only thing that changed was that Clara spent more and more time with the horses, and less and less time in the house.


  “You came at a good time,” she said one day as Lorena was coming in from feeding the hens. It was a task Lorena enjoyed—she liked the way the hens chirped and complained.


  “How’s that?” Lorena asked.


  “I nagged Bob to build this house, and I don’t really care about a house,” Clara said. “We needed it for the girls, but that wasn’t why I built it. I just wanted to nag him into it and I did. The main reason was he wouldn’t let me work with the horses, although I’m better with them than he ever was. But he didn’t think it fitting—so I thought, All right then, Bob, build me a house. But I’d rather be down with the horses, and now there’s nothing to stop me.”


  Two weeks later, Bob died in the night. Clara went in in the morning to change him, and found him dead. He looked exactly as he had: he just was no longer breathing. He weighed so little by then that she could lift him. Having long concluded that he would die, she had had Cholo bring a pine coffin from town. He had brought it in at night and hidden it from the girls. It was ready.


  Clara closed Bob’s eyes and sat with her memories for an hour. The girls were downstairs now, pestering Lorena and eating. Now and then she could hear their laughter.


  They were happy girls; they laughed often. It pleased Clara to hear them. She wondered if Bob could hear his two lively daughters laughing, as he lay dying. She wondered if it helped, if it made up in any way for her bad tempers and the deaths of the three boys. He had counted so on those boys—they would be his help, boys. Bob had never talked much, but the one thing he did talk about was how much they would get done once the boys got big enough to do their part of the work. Often, just hearing him describe the fences they would build, or the barns, or the cattle they would buy, Clara felt out of sorts—it made her feel very distant from Bob that he saw their boys mainly as hired hands that he wouldn’t have to pay. He sees them different, she thought. For her part, she just liked to have them there. She liked to look at them as they sat around the table, liked to watch them swimming and frolicking in the river, liked to sit by them sometimes when they slept, listening to them breathe. Yet they had died, and both she and Bob lost what they loved—Bob his dreams of future work with his sons, she the immediate pleasure of having sons to look at, to touch, to scold and tease and kiss.


  It struck her that endings were never as you would expect them to be. She had thought she would be relieved when Bob finally died. She hadn’t felt he was part of their life anymore, and yet, now that he was gone, she knew he had been. A silent part, an uncomfortable part, but still there, still her husband, still the girls’ father. He had been changed, but not removed.


  Now he had gone where her boys had gone. As well as she knew the boys, as much as she loved them, time had robbed her of them. At times she found herself mixing details and events up, not in big ways but in small. In dreams she saw her sons’ faces, and when she awoke could not remember which son she had dreamed about. She wondered if she would dream of Bob, and what she would remember if she thought of him in ten years. Their marriage had had few high spots. She had often been happy during it, but not because of anything Bob did. She had had more happiness from horses than from her husband, though he had been a decent husband, better than most women had, from what she could judge.


  She didn’t cry, but merely felt a wish, now he was gone, that she could somehow escape dealing with the tiresome formalities of death. Someone would have to go for a preacher; there would have to be some kind of funeral. They had no close neighbors, but the two or three closest would still feel they had to come, bring food, pay their respects.


  She covered Bob with a clean sheet and went downstairs. Lorena was teaching the girls to play cards. They were playing poker for buttons. Clara stood in the shadows, wishing she didn’t have to interrupt their fun. Why interrupt it for a death that couldn’t be helped? And yet death was not something you could ignore. It had its weight. It was a dead man lying upstairs, not a man who was sick. It seemed to her she had better not form the practice of ignoring death. If she tried it, death would find a way to answer back—it would take another of her loved ones, to remind her to respect it.


  So she walked into the room. Betsey had just won a hand. She whooped, for she loved to beat her sister. She was a beautiful child, with curls that would drive men mad some day. “I won the pot, Ma,” she said, and then saw by the grave set of Clara’s face that something was wrong.


  “Good,” Clara said. “A good cardplayer is just what this family needs. Now I have to tell you something sad. Your father’s dead.”


  “Oh, he ain’t!” Sally said.


  “Honey, he died just now,” Clara said.


  Sally ran to her, but Betsey turned to Lorena, who was nearer. Lorena was surprised, but she put her arms around the child.


  “Could you go get July?” Clara asked Lorena, when the girls had calmed a bit.


  July now lived in a little room attached to the saddle shed. It wouldn’t do when winter came, but for summer it was all right. He had never felt comfortable in the house with Clara and the girls, and since Lorena had come he felt even more uncomfortable. Lorena seldom spoke to him, and Clara mainly discussed horses, or other ranch problems, yet he felt nervous in their company. Day to day, he felt it was wrong to have taken the job with Clara. Sometimes he felt a strong longing to be back in his old job in Fort Smith, even if Roscoe was no longer alive to be his deputy.


  But he had a son now, a baby he saw every day at supper and breakfast. His son was the darling of the ranch. The women and girls passed Martin around as if he belonged to them all; Lorena had developed a rapport with him and took the main responsibility for him when Clara was off with the horses. The baby was happy, and no wonder, with two women and two girls to spoil him. July could hardly imagine what the women would do if he tried to take the baby and raise him in Arkansas. Anyway, such a plan was not feasible.


  So he stayed on and did his work, neither truly content nor bitterly discontented. He still dreamed of Elmira and felt an aching sadness when he thought about her.


  Despite that ache, the thing that made July least comfortable of all was that he knew he was in love with Clara. The feeling had started even before he knew Elmira was dead, and it grew even when he knew he ought to be grieving for Elmira. He felt guilty about it, he felt hopeless about it, but it was true. At night he thought of her, and imagined her in her room, in her gown. At breakfast and supper he watched her, whenever he thought he could do so without her noticing. He had many opportunities, too, for she seemed to have ceased taking any notice of him at all. He had the sense that she had become disappointed in him, though he didn’t know why. And when she did look at him it frightened him. Occasionally, when he caught Clara looking at him, he almost flinched, for he did not imagine that he could hide anything from her. She was too smart—he had the sense that she could figure out anything. Her eyes were mysterious to him—often she seemed to be amused by him, at other times irritated. Sometimes her eyes seemed to pierce him, as if she had decided to read his thoughts as she would read a book. And then, in a moment, she would lift her head and ignore him, as if he were a book she had glanced through and found too uninteresting for further perusal.


  And she was married. Her husband lay sick above their heads, which made his love seem all the more hopeless. But it didn’t stop the longing he felt for her. In his daydreams he fell to reinventing the past, imagining that he had married Clara instead of Elmira. He gave himself a very different marriage. Clara wouldn’t sit in the loft with her feet dangling all day. She wouldn’t have run off on a whiskey boat. Probably she wouldn’t have cared that Jake Spoon shot Benny. He imagined them raising horses and children together.


  Of course, they had begun to do just that—raise horses and children together. But the reality was far different from the daydream. They weren’t together. He could not go into her room at night and talk to her. He knew that if he could, he probably wouldn’t be able to think of much to say, or if he did and said something stupid, Clara would answer sharply. Still he longed for it and lay awake at night in his little shed, thinking of her.


  He was doing that when Lorena came to tell him Bob was dead. Hearing the footsteps, he had the hope that it was Clara, and he pictured her face in his mind, not stern and impersonal, as it often was when she was directing some work, but soft and smiling, as it might be if she were playing with Martin at the dinner table.


  He opened the door and saw to his surprise that it was Lorena.


  “He died,” Lorena said.


  “Who?” July asked absently.


  “Her husband,” Lorena said.


  Then she’s free, July thought. He couldn’t feel sad.


  “Well, I guess it’s for the best,” he said. “The man wasn’t getting no better.”


  Lorena noticed that he sounded happier than she had heard him sound since she arrived at the ranch. She knew exactly what it meant. She had often seen him looking at Clara with helpless love in his eyes. She herself didn’t care one way or the other about July Johnson, but the dumb quality of his love annoyed her. Many men had looked at her that way, and she was not flattered by it. They wanted to pretend, such men, that they were different, that she was different, and that what might happen between them would be different than it would ever be. They wanted to pretend that they wanted pretty dresses and smiles, when what they really wanted was for her to lay down under them. That was the real wish beneath all the pretty wishes men had. And when she was under them, they could look down and pretend something pretty was happening, but she would look up and only see a dumb face above her, strained, dishonest and anything but pretty.


  “She wants you to bring the coffin,” she said to July, watching him. Let Clara worry about the man. Watching him only made her long for Gus. He gave things that no one else could give. He wasn’t dumb, and he didn’t pretend that he wanted smiles when he wanted a poke.


  They put the coffin in the front room, and July carried the frail corpse downstairs and put him in the coffin. Then, on Clara’s instructions, he rode off to inform the few neighbors and to find a preacher. Clara and Lorena and the girls sat with the body all night, while Cholo dug a grave on the ridge above the barn where the boys were buried. Betsey slept most of the night in Lorena’s arms—Clara thought it nice that she had taken to the young woman so.


  At dawn Clara went out and took Cholo some coffee. He had finished digging and was sitting on the mound of earth that would soon cover Bob. Walking toward the ridge in the early sunlight, Clara had the momentary sense that they were all watching her, the boys and Bob. The vision lasted a second; it was Cholo who was watching her. It was windy, and the grass waved over the graves of her three boys—four now, she felt. In memory Bob seemed like a boy to her also. He had a boyish innocence and kept it to the end, despite the strains of work and marriage in a rough place. It often irritated her, that innocence of his. She had felt it to be laziness—it left her alone to do the thinking, which she resented. Yet she had loved it, too. He had never been a knowing man in the way that Gus was knowing, or even Jake Spoon. When she decided to marry Bob, Jake, who was a hothead, grew red in the face and proceeded to throw a fit. It disturbed him terribly that she had chosen someone he thought was dumb. Gus had been better behaved, if no less puzzled. She remembered how it pleased her to thwart them—to make them realize that her measure was different from theirs. “I’ll always know where he is,” she told Gus. It was the only explanation she ever offered.


  Now, indeed, she would know where he was.


  Cholo was watching her to see if she was hurt. He loved Clara completely and tried in small ways to make life easier for her, although he had concluded long before that she wasn’t seeking ease. Often in the morning when she came down to the lots she would be somber and would stand by the fence for an hour, not saying a word to anyone. Other times there would be something working in her that scared the horses. He thought of Clara as like the clouds. Sometimes the small black clouds would pour out of the north; they seemed to roll over and over as they swept across the sky, like tumbleweeds. On some mornings things rolled inside Clara, and made her tense and snappish. She could do nothing with the horses on days like that. They became as she was, and Cholo would try gently to persuade her that it was not a good day to do the work. Other days, her spirit was quiet and calm and the horses felt that too. Those were the days they made progress training them.


  Clara had brought two cups. She was very glad to be out of the house. She poured Cholo his coffee and then poured some for herself. She sat down on the mound of dirt beside him and looked into the open grave.


  “Sometimes it seems like grave-digging is all we do,” she said. “But that’s wrong. I guess if we lived in a big town it wouldn’t seem that way. I guess in New York there are so many people you don’t notice the dying so much. People come faster than they go. Out here it shows more when people go—especially when it’s your people.”


  “Mister Bob, he didn’t know mares,” Cholo said, remembering that ignorance had been his downfall.


  “Nope,” Clara said. “He didn’t know mares.”


  They sat quietly for a while, drinking coffee. Watching Clara, Cholo felt sad. He did not believe she had ever been happy. Always her eyes seemed to be looking for something that wasn’t there. She might look pleased for a time, watching her daughters or watching some young horse, but then the rolling would start inside her again and the pleased look would give way to one that was sad.


  “What do you think happens when you die?” she asked, surprising him. Cholo shrugged. He had seen much death, but had not thought much about it. Time enough to think about it when it happened.


  “Not too much,” he said. “You’re just dead.”


  “Maybe it ain’t as big a change as we think,” Clara said. “Maybe you just stay around near where you lived. Near your family, or wherever you was happiest. Only you’re just a spirit, and you don’t have the troubles the living have.”


  A minute later she shook her head, and stood up. “I guess that’s silly,” she said, and started back to the house.


  That afternoon July came back with a minister. The two nearest neighbors came—German families. Clara had seen more of the men than of the women—the men would come to buy horses and stay for a meal. She almost regretted having notified them. Why should they interrupt their work just to see Bob put in the ground? They sang two hymns, the Germans singing loudly in poor English. Mrs. Jensch, the wife of one of the German farmers, weighed over three hundred pounds. The girls had a hard time not staring at her. The buggy she rode in tilted far to one side under her weight. The minister was invited to stay the night and got rather drunk after supper—he was known to drink too much, when he got the chance. His name was the Reverend Spinnow and he had a large purple birthmark under one ear. A widower, he was easily excited by the presence of women. He was writing a book on prophecy and rattled on about it as they all sat in the living room. Soon both Clara and Lorena felt like choking him.


  “Will you be thinking of moving into town now, Mrs. Allen?” the Reverend asked hopefully. It was worth the inconvenience of a funeral way out in the country to sit with two women for a while.


  “No, we’ll be staying right here,” Clara said.


  July and Cholo carried out the mattress Bob had died on—it needed a good airing. Betsey cried a long time that night and Lorena went up to be with her. It was better than listening to a minister go on about prophecy.


  The baby was colicky and Clara rocked him while the minister drank. July came in and asked if there was anything else she needed him to do.


  “No,” Clara said, but July sat down anyway. He felt he should offer to rock his son, but knew the baby would just cry louder if he took him away from Clara. The minister finally fell asleep on the sofa and then, to their surprise, rolled off on the floor and began to snore loudly.


  “Do you want me to carry him out?” July asked, hoping to feel useful. “He could sleep in a wagon just as well.”


  “Let him lie,” Clara said, thinking it had been an odd day. “I doubt it’s the first time he’s slept on a floor, and anyway he isn’t your lookout.”


  She knew July was in love with her and was irritated that he was so awkward about it. He was as innocent as Bob, but she didn’t feel moved to patience, in July’s case. She would save her patience for his son, who slept at her breast, whimpering now and then. Soon she got up with the baby and went to her room, leaving July sitting silently in a chair while the drunken minister snored on the floor.


  Once upstairs she called Sally. Sally had not cried much. When she came into Clara’s room she looked drawn. Almost immediately she began to sob. Clara put the baby down and held her daughter.


  “Oh, I’m so bad,” Sally said, when she could talk. “I wanted Daddy to die. I didn’t like it that he just lay up there with his eyes open. It was like he was a spook. Only now I wish he hadn’t died.”


  “Hush,” Clara said. “You ain’t bad. I wanted him to die too.”


  “And now you wish he hadn’t, Ma?” Sally asked.


  “I wish he had been more careful around horses, is what I wish,” Clara said.


  93.


  AS THE HERD and the Hat Creek outfit slowly rode into Montana out of the barren Wyoming plain, it seemed to all of them that they were leaving behind not only heat and drought, but ugliness and danger too. Instead of being chalky and covered with tough sage, the rolling plains were covered with tall grass and a sprinkling of yellow flowers. The roll of the plains got longer; the heat shimmers they had looked through all summer gave way to cool air, crisp in the mornings and cold at night. They rode for days beside the Bighorn Mountains, whose peaks were sometimes hidden in cloud.


  The coolness of the air seemed to improve the men’s eyesight—they fell to speculating about how many miles they could see. The plains stretched north before them. They saw plenty of game, mainly deer and antelope. Once they saw a large herd of elk, and twice small groups of buffalo. They saw no more bears, but bears were seldom far from their thoughts.


  The cowboys had lived for months under the great bowl of the sky, and yet the Montana skies seemed deeper than the skies of Texas or Nebraska. Their depth and blueness robbed even the sun of its harsh force—it seemed smaller, in the vastness, and the whole sky no longer turned white at noon as it had in the lower plains. Always, somewhere to the north, there was a swath of blueness, with white clouds floating in it like petals in a pond.


  Call had scarcely spoken since the death of Deets, but the beauty of the high prairies, the abundance of game, the coolness of the mornings finally raised his spirits. It was plain that Jake Spoon, who had been wrong about most things, had been right about Montana. It was a cattleman’s paradise, and they were the only cattlemen in it. The grassy plains seemed limitless, stretching north. It was strange that they had seen no Indians, though. Often he mentioned this to Augustus.


  “Custer didn’t see them either,” Augustus pointed out. “Not till he was caught. Now that we’re here, do you plan to stop, or will we just keep going north till we get into the polar bears?”


  “I plan to stop, but not yet,” Call said. “We ain’t crossed the Yellowstone. I like the thought of having the first ranch north of the Yellowstone.”


  “But you ain’t a rancher,” Augustus said.


  “I guess I am now.”


  “No, you’re a fighter,” Augustus said. “We should have left these damn cows down in Texas. You used them as an excuse to come up here, when you ain’t interested in them and didn’t need an excuse anyway. I think we oughta just give them to the Indians when the Indians show up.”


  “Give the Indians three thousand cattle?” Call said, amazed at the notions his friend had. “Why do that?”


  “Because then we’d be shut of them,” Augustus said. “We could follow our noses, for a change, instead of following their asses. Ain’t you bored?”


  “I don’t think like you do,” Call said. “They’re ours. We got ’em. I don’t plan on giving them to anybody.”


  “I miss Texas and I miss whiskey,” Augustus said. “Now here we are in Montana and there’s no telling what will become of us.”


  “Miles City’s up here somewhere,” Call said. “You can buy whiskey.”


  “Yes, but I’ll have to drink it indoors,” Augustus complained. “It’s cool up here.”


  As if to confirm his remark, the very next day an early storm blew out of the Bighorns. An icy wind came up and snow fell in the night. The men on night herd wrapped blankets around themselves to keep warm. A thin snow covered the plains in the morning, to the amazement of everyone. The Spettle boy was so astonished to wake and see it that he refused to come out of his blankets at first, afraid of what might happen. He lay wide-eyed, looking at the whiteness. Only when he saw the other hands tramping in it without ill effect did he get up.


  Newt had been curious about snow all the way north, but he had lost his jacket somewhere in Kansas, and now that snow had actually fallen he felt too cold to enjoy it. All he wanted was to be warm again. He had taken his boots off when he lay down to sleep, and the snow had melted on his feet, getting his socks wet. His boots were a tight fit, and it was almost impossible to get them on over wet socks. He went over to the fire barefoot, hoping to dry his socks, but so many of the cowboys were huddled around the fire that he couldn’t get a place at first.


  Pea Eye had scooped up a handful of snow and was eating it. The Rainey boys had made snowballs, but all the cowboys were stiff and cold and looked threatening, so the Raineys merely threw the snowballs at one another.


  “This snow tastes like hail, except that it’s soft,” Pea Eye observed.


  The sun came out just then and shone so brightly on the white plains that some of the men had to shield their eyes. Newt finally got a place by the fire, but by then the Captain was anxious to move on and he didn’t get to dry his socks. He tried to pull his boots on but had no luck until Po Campo noticed his difficulty and came over with a little flour, which he sprinkled in the boots.


  “This will help,” he said, and he was right, though getting the boots on still wasn’t easy.


  The sun soon melted the thin snow, and for the next week the days were hot again. Po Campo walked all day behind the wagon, followed by the pigs, who bored through the tall grass like moles—a sight that amused the cowboys, although Augustus worried that the pigs might stray off.


  “We ought to let them ride in the wagon,” he suggested to Call.


  “I don’t see why.”


  “Well, they’ve made history,” Augustus pointed out.


  “When?” Call asked. “I didn’t notice.”


  “Why, they’re the first pigs to walk all the way from Texas to Montana,” Augustus said. “That’s quite a feat for a pig.”


  “What will it get them?” Call inquired. “Eaten by a bear if they ain’t careful, or eaten by us if they are. They’ve had a long walk for nothing.”


  “Yes, and the same’s likely true for us,” Augustus said, irritated that his friend wasn’t more appreciative of pigs.


  With Deets dead, Augustus and Call alternated the scouting duties. One day Augustus asked Newt to ride along with him, much to Newt’s surprise. In the morning they saw a grizzly, but the bear was far upwind and didn’t scent them. It was a beautiful day—no clouds in the sky. Augustus rode with his big rifle propped across the saddle—he was in the highest of spirits. They rode ahead of the herd some fifteen miles or more, and yet when they stopped to look back they could still see the cattle, tiny black dots in the middle of the plain, with the southern horizon still far behind them.


  “I never thought to see so far,” Newt said.


  “Ain’t it something,” Augustus said with a grin. “This is rare country, this Montana. We’re a lucky bunch. There ain’t nothing better than this—though you don’t have to tell your pa I said it.”


  Newt had decided it must be one of Mr. Gus’s many jokes, making out that the Captain was his pa.


  “I like to keep Woodrow feeling that he’s caused a peck of trouble,” Augustus said. “I don’t want him to get sassy. But I wouldn’t have missed coming up here. I can’t think of nothing better than riding a fine horse into a new country. It’s exactly what I was meant for, and Woodrow too.”


  “Do you think we’ll see Indians?” Newt asked.


  “You bet,” Augustus said. “We might all get killed this afternoon, for all I know. That’s the wild for you—it’s got its dangers, which is part of the beauty. ’Course the Indians have had this land forever. To them it’s precious because it’s old. To us it’s exciting because it’s new.”


  Newt noticed that Mr. Gus had a keen look in his eye. His white hair was long, almost to his shoulders. There seemed to be no one who could enjoy himself like Mr. Gus.


  “Now there’s women, of course,” Augustus said. “I do cotton to them. But I ain’t found the one yet who could hold me back from a chance like this. Women are persistent creatures, and will try to nail you down. But if you just dance on off, you’ll usually find them close to the spot where you left them—most of ’em.”


  “Do you really know who my pa is?” Newt asked. Mr. Gus was being so friendly, he felt he could ask.


  “Oh, Woodrow Call is your pa, son,” Augustus said, as if it were a matter of casual knowledge.


  For the first time Newt felt it might be true, although extremely puzzling. “Well, he never mentioned it,” he pointed out. Just being told such news didn’t settle much. In fact it just made new problems, for if the Captain was his father, then why hadn’t he mentioned it?


  “It’s a subtle problem,” Augustus said.


  Newt didn’t find that a helpful answer, mainly because he didn’t know what subtle meant. “Looks like he’d mention it,” he said softly. He didn’t want to criticize the Captain, especially not to Mr. Gus, the only man who did criticize the Captain.


  “It wouldn’t be his way, to mention it,” Augustus said. “Woodrow don’t mention nothing he can keep from mentioning. You couldn’t call him a mentioner.”


  Newt found it very puzzling. If the Captain was his father, then he must have known his mother, but he had never mentioned that either. He could remember times when he had daydreamed that the Captain was his father and would take him on long trips.


  Now, in a way, the daydream had come true. The Captain had taken him on a long trip. But instead of feeling proud and happy, he felt let down and confused. If it was true, why had everybody been such a long time mentioning it? Deets had never mentioned it. Pea Eye had never mentioned it. Worst of all, his mother had never mentioned it. He had been young when she died, but not too young to remember something so important. He could still remember some of the songs she had sung to him—he could have remembered who his father was. It didn’t make sense, and he rode beside Mr. Gus for several miles, puzzling about it silently.


  “Did you ask me along just to tell me?” Newt asked finally.


  “Yep,” Augustus admitted.


  Newt knew he ought to thank him, but he didn’t feel in the mood to thank anybody. The information just seemed to make his whole life more puzzling. It spoiled every good thing he had felt, for most of his life—not only about his mother, but about the Captain, and about the Hat Creek outfit as a whole.


  “I know it’s tardy news,” Augustus said. “Since Woodrow ain’t a mentioner, I thought I’d tell you. You never know what might happen.”


  “I wish I’d known sooner,” Newt said—it was the one thing he was sure of.


  “Yes, I expect you do,” Augustus said. “I ought to have discussed it sooner, but it was really Woodrow’s place to tell you and I kept hoping he’d do it, though I knew he wouldn’t.”


  “Is it that he don’t like me?” Newt asked. He felt a longing to be back in Texas. The news, coming when it did, had spoiled Montana.


  “No,” Augustus said. “What you have to understand is that Woodrow Call is a peculiar man. He likes to think that things are a certain way. He likes to think everybody does their duty, especially him. He likes to think people live for duty—I don’t know what started him thinking that way. He ain’t dumb. He knows perfectly well people don’t live for duty. But he won’t admit it about anybody if he can help it, and he especially won’t admit it about himself.”


  Newt saw that Mr. Gus was laboring to explain it to him, but it was no good. So far as he could tell, the Captain did live for duty. What did that have to do with the Captain being his father?


  “Woodrow don’t like to admit that he’s like the rest of us,” Augustus said, seeing the boy’s perplexity.


  “He ain’t,” Newt said. That was obvious. The Captain never behaved like other people.


  “He ain’t, that’s true,” Augustus said. “But he had a chance to be once. He turned his back on it, and now he ain’t about to admit that he made the wrong choice. He’d as soon kill himself. He’s got to keep trying to be the way he thinks he is, and he’s got to make out that he was always that way—it’s why he ain’t owned up to being your pa.”


  Soon they turned and headed back toward the herd.


  “It’s funny,” Augustus said. “I knew my pa. He was a gentleman. He didn’t do much but raise horses and hounds and drink whiskey. He never hit me a lick in my life, nor even raised his voice to me. He drank whiskey every night and disappointed my mother, but both my sisters doted on him like he was the only man. In fact one of them’s an old maid to this day because she doted on Dad.


  “But he never interested me, Dad,” he went on. “I lit out from that place when I was thirteen years old, and I ain’t stopped yet. I didn’t care one way or the other for Dad. I just seen that horses and hounds would get boring if you tried to make ’em a life. I ’spect I’d have wrecked every marriage in the county if I’d stayed in Tennessee. Or else have got killed in a duel.”


  Newt knew Mr. Gus was trying to be kind, but he wasn’t listening. Much of his life he had wondered who his father was and where he might be. He felt it would be a relief to know. But now he knew, and it wasn’t a relief. There was something in it that thrilled him—he was Captain Call’s son—but more that felt sad. He was glad when Mr. Gus put the horses in a lope—he didn’t have to think as much. They loped along over the grassy plains toward the cattle in the far distance. The cattle looked tiny as ants.


  94.


  THE MEN BEGAN TO TALK of the Yellowstone River as if it were the place where the world ended—or, at least, the place where the drive would end. In their thinking it had taken on a magical quality, partly because no one really knew anything about it. Jasper Fant had somehow picked up the rumor that the Yellowstone was the size of the Mississippi, and as deep. All the way north everyone had been trying to convince Jasper that it didn’t really make any difference how deep a river was, once it got deep enough to swim a horse, but Jasper felt the argument violated common sense. The deeper the river, the more dangerous—that was axiomatic to him. He had heard about something called undercurrents, which could suck you down. The deeper the river, the farther down you could be sucked, and Jasper had a profound fear of being sucked down. Particularly he didn’t want to be sucked down in the Yellowstone, and had made himself a pair of rude floats from some empty lard buckets, just in case the Yellowstone really did turn out to be as deep as the Mississippi.


  “I didn’t come all this way just to drown in the last dern river,” Jasper said.


  “It ain’t the last,” Augustus said. “Montana don’t stop at the Yellowstone. The Missouri’s up there somewhere, and it’s a whale of a river.”


  “Well, I don’t aim to cross it,” Jasper said. It seemed to him he had spent half the trip imagining how it would be to be sucked down into a deep river, and he wanted it understood that he was only willing to take so many chances.


  “I guess you’ll cross it if the Captain wants to keep going,” Dish said. Jasper’s river fears grated on everybody’s nerves. Nobody liked crossing rivers, but it didn’t help to talk about the dangers constantly for three thousand miles.


  “Well, Jake talked of a Milk River, and one called the Marais,” Augustus said.


  “Looks like you’d be satisfied,” Jasper said. “Ain’t we traveled enough? I’d like to step into a saloon in good old Fort Worth, myself. I’d like to see my home again while my folks are still alive.”


  “Why, that ain’t the plan,” Augustus said. “We’re up here to start a ranch. Home and hearth don’t interest us. We hired you men for life. You ought to have said goodbye to the old folks before you left.”


  “What are we going to do, now that we’re here?” Lippy asked. The question was on everyone’s minds. Usually when a cattle drive ended, the men just turned around and went back to Texas, but then most drives stopped in Kansas, which seemed close to home compared to where they were now. Many of them harbored secret doubts about their ability to navigate a successful return to Texas. Of course, they knew the direction, but they would have to make the trip in winter, and the Indians that hadn’t been troublesome on the way north might want to fight as they went south.


  “I like a town,” Lippy added. “It don’t have to be St. Louis, just a town. As long as it has a saloon or two I can get by. But I wasn’t meant to live out in the open during the winter.”


  Call knew the men were wondering, but he wasn’t ready to stop. Jake had said some of the most beautiful land was far to the north, near Canada. It would be a pity to stop and make a choice before they had looked around thoroughly.


  He contemplated leaving the men and going on a long look around himself, north of Yellowstone, but decided against it, mainly because of Indians. Things looked peaceful, but that didn’t mean they would stay peaceful. There could easily be a bad fight, and he didn’t want to be gone if one came.


  Finally he decided to send Augustus. “I hate to give you the first look, but somebody’s got to look,” he said. “Would you want to go?”


  “Oh, sure,” Augustus said. “I’d be happy to get away from all this tedious conversation. Maybe I’ll trot through this Miles City community and see if anyone stocks champagne.”


  “Take the look around first, if you can be bothered,” Call said. “I doubt the main street of Miles City would make a good ranch, and I doubt you’ll get any farther, once you spot a saloon. We need to find a place and get some shelters built before winter hits. Take a man with you, in case you get into trouble,” Call suggested.


  “I can get myself out of trouble,” Augustus said. “But if I have to lead some quaking spirit like Jasper Fant it’ll slow me down. None of these cowpokes is exactly wilderness hands. We buried the last reliable man down on the Powder, remember?”


  “I remember,” Call said.


  “You don’t want to make too many mistakes in this part of the country,” Augustus said. “You’ll end up bearshit.”


  “Take Pea,” Call said. “Pea can follow orders.”


  “Yes, that’s what he can do,” Augustus said. “I guess I’ll take him, though he won’t provide much conversation.”


  Pea Eye was not enthusiastic about going on a scout with Gus, but since the Captain told him to, he tied his bedroll on his saddle and got ready. Other than securing his bedroll, his preparations consisted mainly of sharpening his knife. One thing Pea Eye firmly believed was that it was foolish to start on a trip without a sharp knife. Inevitably on a trip there were things that needed cutting or skinning or trimming. Once his knife was sharp, Pea Eye was ready, more or less. He knew he wouldn’t get much relaxation on the trip because he was traveling with Gus, and Gus talked all the time. It was hard to relax when he had to be constantly listening. Besides, Gus was always asking questions which were hard to understand, much less answer.


  It was a breezy morning when they started out—a dark cloud bank had formed in the northwest, and the men were talking of snow.


  “I said way back in Lonesome Dove we’d be crossing the dern Yellowstone on the ice if we didn’t get started,” Jasper reminded them. “Now all this time has passed, and I may be right.”


  “Even if you was right, you’d be wrong, Jasper,” Augustus said, as he stuffed an extra box or two of ammunition into his saddlebags.


  “I’d like to know why, Gus,” Jasper said, annoyed that Gus was always singling him out for criticism.


  “I’ll explain it when I get back,” Augustus said. “Come on, Pea, let’s go see if we can find Canada.”


  They loped off, watched by the whole camp. The crew had been made melancholy by the approaching clouds. Po Campo had wandered off looking for roots.


  Augustus and Pea Eye passed him nearly a mile from camp. “Po, you’re a rambler,” Augustus said. “What do you expect to find on this old plain?”


  “Wild onions,” Po Campo said. “I’d like an onion.”


  “I’d like a jug of bourbon whiskey, myself,” Augustus said. “I wonder which one of us will get his wish.”


  “Adíos,” Po Campo said.


  A day and a half later the two scouts rode over a grassy bluff and saw the Yellowstone River, a few miles away. Fifty or sixty buffalo were watering when they rode up. At the sight of the horsemen the buffalo scattered. The cloud bank had blown away and the blue sky was clear for as far as one could see. The river was swift but not deep—Augustus paused in his crossing and leaned down, drinking from his cupped hands. The water was cold.


  “Sweet water, but it don’t compare with bourbon whiskey,” he said.


  “Jasper won’t need them floats,” Pea Eye remarked.


  “He might,” Augustus said. “He might fall off his horse if he gets real nervous. Let’s chase the buffalo for a while.”


  “Why?” Pea asked. Po Campo had packed them plenty of meat. He couldn’t imagine why Gus would bother with buffalo. They were cumbersome to skin, and he and Gus had no need for so much meat.


  Nonetheless, it was follow or be left, for Augustus had loped off after the buffalo, who had only run about a mile. He soon put them to flight again and raced along beside them, riding close to the herd. Pea Eye, caught by surprise, was left far behind in the race. He kept expecting to hear Gus’s big rifle, but he didn’t, and after a run of about two miles came upon Gus sitting peacefully on a little rise. The buffalo were still running, two or three miles ahead.


  “Kill any?” Pea asked.


  “No, I wasn’t hunting,” Augustus said.


  “Did you just want to run ’em off, or what?” Pea asked. As usual, Gus’s behavior was a complete puzzle.


  “Pea, you ain’t got your grip on the point,” Augustus said. “I just wanted to chase a buffalo once more. I won’t have the chance much longer, and nobody else will either, because there won’t be no buffalo to chase. It’s a grand sport too.”


  “Them bulls can hook you,” Pea Eye reminded him. “Remember old Barlow? A buffalo bull hooked his horse and the horse fell on Barlow and broke his hip.”


  “Barlow was a slow thinker,” Augustus observed. “He just loped along and got hooked.”


  “A slow walker, too, once his hip got broke,” Pea Eye said. “I wonder what happened to Barlow.”


  “I think he migrated to Seguin, or somewhere over in there,” Augustus said. “Married a fat widow and had a passel of offspring. You ought to have done the same, but here you are in Montana.”


  “Well, I’d hate not to be a bachelor,” Pea Eye said.


  “Just because it’s all you know don’t mean it’s all you’d enjoy,” Augustus said. “You had a chance at a fine widow right there in Lonesome Dove, as I recall.”


  Pea Eye was sorry the subject of widows had come up. He had nearly forgotten the widow Cole and the day he had helped her take the washing off the line. He didn’t know why he hadn’t forgotten it completely—he surely had forgotten more important things. Yet there it was, and from time to time it shoved into his brain. If he had married some widow his brain would probably have been so full of such things that he would have no time to think, or even to keep his knife sharp.


  “Ever meet any of the mountain men?” Augustus asked. “They got up in here and took the beavers.”


  “Well, I met old Kit,” Pea Eye said. “You ought to remember. You was there.”


  “Yes, I remember,” Augustus said. “I never thought much of Kit Carson.”


  “Why, what was wrong with Kit Carson?” Pea Eye asked. “They say he could track anything.”


  “Kit was vain,” Augustus said. “I won’t tolerate vanity in a man, though I will in a woman. If I had gone north in my youth I might have got to be a mountain man, but I took to riverboating instead. The whores on them riverboats in my day barely wore enough clothes to pad a crutch.”


  As they rode north they saw more buffalo, mostly small bunches of twenty or thirty. The third day north of the Yellowstone they killed a crippled buffalo calf and dined on its liver. In the morning, when they left, there were a number of buzzards and two or three prairie wolves hanging around, waiting for them to leave the carcass.


  It was a beautiful morning, crisp for an hour or two and then sunny and warm. The country rolled on to the north, as it had for thousands of miles, brown in the distance, the prairie grass waving in the breeze.


  “Lord, how much land does the Captain want?” Pea Eye asked. “Looks like this country around here would be good enough for anybody.”


  “Plenty would settle for it, you’re right,” Augustus said. “Call might himself. But let’s just go on for a day or two more. We ain’t struck the Milk River yet.”


  “Does it run milk?” Pea Eye asked.


  “Now think a minute, Pea,” Augustus said. “How could it run milk when there ain’t no cows up here yet?”


  “Why did they call it the Milk, then? Milk is milk.”


  “Crazy is crazy, too,” Augustus said. “That’s what I’ll be before long from listening to you. Crazy.”


  “Well, Jasper’s mind might break if he don’t stop worrying about them rivers,” Pea Eye allowed. “I expect the rest of us will keep our wits.”


  Augustus laughed heartily at the notion of the Hat Creek outfit keeping its wits. “It’s true they could be kept in a thimble,” he said, “but who brought a thimble?”


  There was a little rise to the west, and Augustus loped over to it to see what the land looked like in that direction. Pea trotted along north, as he had been doing, not paying much attention. Gus was always loping off to test the view, as he called it, and Pea didn’t feel obliged to follow him every time.


  Then Pea heard the sound of a running horse and looked for Gus, supposing he had jumped another little bunch of buffalo. What he saw froze him instantly in place. Gus was racing down the little slope he had just gone up, with at least twenty mounted Indians hot on his heels. He must have ridden right into them. The Indians were shooting both guns and arrows. A bullet cut the grass ahead of Pea and he yanked out his rifle and popped a shot back at the Indians before whirling his horse and fleeing. Gus and he had crossed a good-sized creek less than an hour back, with some trees along it and some weeds and shrubbery in the creekbed. He assumed Gus must be racing for that, since it was the only shelter on the wide prairie. Even as he started, Pea saw five or six Indians veer toward him. He swerved over to join Gus, who had two arrows in his leg. Gus was flailing his horse with his rifle barrel and the horse was running full out.


  Fortunately the Indians were poorly mounted—their horses were no match for the Hat Creek horses, and the two men soon widened the gap between them and their pursuers. They were out of range of arrows, and of bullets too, Pea hoped, but he had hardly hoped it when a bullet stung him just above the shoulder blade. But the creek was only three or four miles ahead. If they could make it there would be time enough to worry about wounds.


  Gus was trying to pull the arrows out of his leg as he rode, but he was having no luck.


  They saw the curve of the little creek from two miles away and angled for the nearest juncture. The Indians had fallen nearly a quarter of a mile back, but were still coming. When they struck the creek Augustus raced along the bank until he found a spot where the weeds and brush were thickest. Then he jumped his horse off the bank and grabbed his saddlebags.


  “Get all the ammunition you can,” he said. “We’re in for a shooting match. And tie the horses in the best cover you can find, or they’ll shoot ’em. This is long country to be afoot in.”


  Then he hobbled to the bank, wishing he had time to cut the two arrows out of his leg. But if they were poisoned it was already too late, and if he didn’t do some fine shooting it wouldn’t matter anyway because the Indians would overrun them.


  Pea heard the big Henry rifle begin to roar as he dragged the sweating horses into the thickest part of the underbrush. It was thick but low, and he didn’t think there was much chance for the horses. He yanked the saddlebags and bedrolls off both horses and was hiding them under the bank when Gus stopped firing for a moment.


  “Get my saddle,” he said. “I’ll show you a trick.”


  Then he began to fire again. Evidently he had turned the Indians, or they would already have been in the creekbed. Pea dutifully got the saddle.


  When he got back, Gus was reloading. Pea peeped over the bank and saw the Indians, stopped some distance away. Many of them had dismounted and were standing behind their horses, using them as shields.


  “How many’d you kill?” he asked.


  “Not but three,” Augustus said. “This is a smart bunch we’re up against. They seen right off a rush would cost them dear.”


  Pea Eye watched the Indians for a while. They weren’t yelling, and they didn’t seem excited.


  “I don’t see what’s so smart about them,” he said. “They’re just standing there.”


  “Yes, but they’re out of range,” Augustus said. “They’re hoping to tempt me to waste ammunition.”


  Augustus propped the saddle on the bank in such a way that he could shoot under it and be that much safer if the Indians shot back. He then proceeded to shoot six times, rapidly. Five of the Indians’ horses dropped, and a sixth ran squealing over the prairie—it fell several hundred yards away. The Indians fired several shots in reply, their bullets slicing harmlessly into the underbrush.


  The party of Indians then split. Several Indians went north of them, several south, and eight or ten stayed where they were.


  “Well, we’re practically surrounded,” Augustus said. “I don’t expect we’ll hear any more from them till dark.”


  “I’d hate to wait around here till dark,” Pea Eye said.


  “Did you know you’re shot?” Augustus asked.


  Pea had forgotten it. Sure enough, the front of his shirt was soaked with blood. He took it off and Augustus examined the wound, which was clean. The bullet had gone right through.


  They turned their attention to the arrows in Augustus’s left leg. Augustus twisted at them whenever he got a moment. One arrow he soon got out, but the other wouldn’t budge.


  “This one’s in deep,” he said. “That brave wasn’t more than twenty yards away when he let fly. I think it’s worked under the bone, but it ain’t poisoned. If it was I’d be feeling it by now.”


  Pea had a try at removing the arrow, while Gus gritted his teeth and held his leg steady with both hands. The arrow wouldn’t budge. It wouldn’t even turn, though Pea Eye twisted hard enough to cause a stream of blood to flow down Gus’s leg.


  As they were working with the arrow there was a sudden terrified squeal from the horses. Augustus hobbled over, drawing his pistol, and saw that both horses were down, their throats cut, their blood very bright on the green weeds and bushes.


  “Stay back, Pea,” he said, crouching. The Indian that had killed the horses was there somewhere, in the underbrush, but he couldn’t see him.


  “Watch to the north, Pea,” he said. “I don’t think these boys want to stay around here till dark, either.”


  He quickly wiped the sweat from his forehead. Keeping a bush directly in front of him he edged very slowly to the bank, just high enough that he could see the tops of the weeds and underbrush. Then he waited. Once the dying horses finally stopped thrashing, it was very still. Augustus regretted that his preoccupation with the arrows had made him so lax that he had failed to protect the horses. It put them in a ticklish spot. It was over a hundred miles back to the Yellowstone and in all likelihood the herd hadn’t even got there yet.


  He kept his eyes focused on the tops of the underbrush. It was perfectly windless in the creek bottom, and if the underbrush moved it would be because someone moved it. His big pistol was cocked. He didn’t move, and time stretched out. Minutes passed. Augustus carefully kept the sweat wiped out of his eyes, concentrating on keeping his focus. The silence seemed to ring, it was so absolute. There were no flies buzzing yet, no birds flying, nothing. He would have bet the Indian was not twenty yards away from him, and yet he had no inkling of precisely where he was.


  “Ain’t you coming back, Gus?” Pea Eye asked, after several minutes.


  Augustus didn’t answer. He watched the tops of the weeds, patiently. It was no time for hurry, much less for conversation. Patience was an Indian virtue. He, himself, didn’t have it in day-to-day life, but he could summon it when it seemed essential. Then he heard a movement behind him, and glanced around quickly, to see if Pea had suddenly decided to take a stroll. When he did he saw the edge of a rifle extending an inch or two from the weeds, pointed not at himself but at Pea. He immediately fired twice into the weeds and an Indian flopped over as a fish might flop.


  A second later, as the echo of the gun died, he heard a click a few yards to his right. He whirled and fired at it. A moment later the underbrush began to shake as if a huge snake were wiggling through it. Augustus ran into the weeds and saw the wounded Indian trying to crawl away. He at once shot him in the back of the head, and didn’t stop to turn him over. Backing out of the weeds, he stepped on the pistol that had misfired, an old cap-and-ball gun. He stuck it in his belt and hurried back to Pea, who looked white. He had sense enough to realize he had just almost been shot. Augustus glanced at the other dead Indian, a fat boy of maybe seventeen. His rifle was an old Sharps carbine, which Augustus threw to Pea.


  “We gotta move,” he said. “This cover’s working against us. But for luck we’d both be dead now already. What we need is a stretch with a steep bank and no cover.”


  They worked their way upstream, carrying the saddle, saddlebags and guns, for nearly a mile, hugging the bank. Augustus was limping badly but didn’t stop to worry about it. Finally they came to a bend in the creek, where the bank was sheer and about ten feet high. The creek bottom was nearly bare of foliage.


  “Let’s dig,” Augustus said, and began to work with his knife to create a shallow cave under the bank. They worked furiously for half an hour until both were drenched with sweat and covered with dirt. Augustus used the stock of the Indian boy’s carbine as a rude shovel and tried to shape the dirt they raked out into low breastworks on either side of the cave. They watched as best they could, but saw no Indians.


  “Maybe they gave up,” Pea Eye said. “You kilt five so far.”


  “Five reasons why they won’t give up,” Augustus said. “They’ll fight for their dead, since they expect to meet them again. Ain’t you learned that by now?”


  Pea Eye could not be sure that he had learned anything about Indians except that he was scared of them, and he had learned that long before he ever saw one. The digging was hard work, but they didn’t dare stop. The Indians might show up at any time.


  “Which Indians is these we’re fighting?” he asked.


  “They didn’t introduce themselves, Pea,” Augustus said. “It might be written on these arrows. I’m going to be one-legged if we don’t get this other arrow out pretty soon.”


  No sooner had he said it than it began to rain arrows, all arching over the south bank of the creek. “Crawl in,” Augustus said. He and Pea scrunched back into the cave and stacked the saddlebags in front of them. Many of the arrows went over the creekbed entirely and into the prairie on the other side. A few stuck in the earthworks they had thrown up, and one or two fell in the water.


  “They’re just hoping to get lucky,” Augustus said. “If my dern leg was better I’d sneak over to the other side of the creek and whittle down the odds a little more.”


  The shower of arrows soon stopped, but the two men stayed in the cave, taking no chances.


  “I’ve got to push this arrow on through,” Augustus said. “I may pass out, and if I do, I better do it now. When it gets dark we’ll both need to be watching.”


  He stopped talking and listened. He put his finger to his lips so Pea Eye would be quiet. Someone was on the bank above them—at least one Indian, maybe more. He motioned to Pea to have his pistol ready, in case the Indians tried to rush them. Augustus was hoping for a rush, confident that with the two of them shooting they could decimate the Indians to such an extent that the survivors might leave. If the Indians couldn’t be discouraged and driven off, then the situation was serious. They had no horses, the herd was more than a hundred miles away, and he was crippled. They could follow the creek down to the Yellowstone and perhaps strike Miles City, but it would be a slow trip for him to make crippled. Given his choice of gambles, he would prefer a fight. They might even be able to catch one of the Indian horses.


  But the rush never came. Whoever was above them left. The creek bank on their side was already in shadow. Augustus uncocked his pistol and stretched his leg out again. He knew better than to put off anything to do with wounds, so he grasped the arrow and began to push it on through his leg. The pain was severe and caused a cold sweat to break out but at least the arrow moved.


  “My lord, Gus, you’re shot too,” Pea Eye said. When Augustus bent over to twist the arrow, Pea noticed that the back of his shirt, down low near his belt, was caked with blood. The dirt from their diggings had covered it, but there was no doubt that it was blood.


  “One wound at a time,” Augustus said. It took both hands to move the arrow. The skin on his leg began to bulge.


  “Cut,” he said to Pea. “Pretend I’m snakebit.”


  Pea went white. He hated even looking at wounds. The thought of cutting Gus made him want to be sick, but the fact that he had a sharp knife helped. He barely touched the skin and the cut was made. The bloody tip of the arrow poked through. Gus shoved the tip on out and then fainted. Pea Eye had to pull the arrow on through. It was as hard as pulling a bolt out of a board, but he got it out.


  Then he felt deeply frightened. If the Indians came now, they were lost, he felt sure. He cocked his pistol and Gus’s, and held them both at the ready until his hands grew tired. His head was throbbing. He laid the guns down and wet Gus’s forehead from the water bag, hoping Gus would revive. If the Indians came, he would have to shoot quick, and his best shooting had always been done slowly. He liked to take a fine aim. It seemed Gus would never revive. Pea Eye thought he might be dying, although he could hear him breathing.


  Finally Gus opened his eyes. His breathing was ragged but he reached over and took his pistol back as if he had just awakened from a refreshing nap. Then to Pea Eye’s amazement he crawled out of the cave, hobbled down to the water’s edge, and dug in the mud with his knife. He came back with a handful of mud the size of a cannonball.


  “Montana mud,” he said. “I ain’t happy about this wound. Maybe this mud will cool it off.”


  He covered his wound with mud and offered Pea some. “It’s free mud,” he said. “Take some.” Then he felt behind him, trying to judge the wound in his back that Pea had drawn attention to. “It wasn’t a bullet,” he concluded. “I could feel a bullet. It was probably another arrow, only it jiggled out during that run.”


  The twilight was deepening, the creekbed in shadow, though the upper sky was still light.


  “I’ll watch west and you watch east,” Augustus said. Almost as soon he finished speaking a shot hit the cave bank just above their heads, causing dirt to shower down. Augustus looked down the creek and saw two horsemen cross it, too far away to make accurate targets in the dusk.


  “I guess we’re fairly surrounded,” he said. “Some downstream and some upstream.”


  “I don’t see why we didn’t stay in Texas,” Pea Eye said. “The Indians was mostly whipped down there.”


  “Well, this is just bad luck we’re having,” Augustus said. “We just run into a little bunch of fighters. I imagine they’re about as scarce as the buffalo.”


  “Reckon we can hold ’em off until the Captain comes and looks for us?” Pea asked.


  “Yes, if I don’t get sick from this leg,” Augustus said. “This leg don’t feel right. If it don’t heal you may have to go for help.”


  The thought frightened Pea Eye badly. Go for help, when Gus had just said they were surrounded? Go and be scalped, was what that was an invitation to.


  “I ’spect they’d catch me if I tried that,” Pea said. “Maybe the Captain will figure out that we’re in trouble and hurry on up here.”


  “He won’t miss us for another week,” Augustus said. “I don’t fancy squatting here by this creek for a week.”


  A few minutes later they heard a loud, strange cry from the east. It was an Indian war cry. Another came from the west, and several from the far bank of the river. The evening would be still and peaceful for a few minutes and then the war cries would start again. Pea had never approved of the way Indians yelled when they fought—it upset his nerves. This yelling was no exception. Some of the cries were so piercing that he wanted to hold his ears.


  Augustus, however, listened with appreciation. The war cries continued for an hour. In a lull, Augustus cupped his hands and let out a long, loud cry himself. He kept it up until he ran out of breath. Pea Eye had never heard Augustus yell like that and hardly knew what to make of it. It sounded exactly like a Comanche war cry.


  The Indians surrounding them apparently didn’t know what to make of it either. When Gus stopped yelling, they did too.


  “I was just thanking them for the concert,” Augustus said. “Remember that old Comanche that went blind and used to hang around the Fort? He taught me that. I doubt they’ve ever heard Comanche up in these parts. It might spook them a little.”


  “Reckon they’ll sneak up in the dark?” Pea asked. That was his lifelong worry—being snuck up on in the dark by an Indian.


  “I doubt it,” Augustus said. “The eyesight of your average Indian is overrated. They spend too much time in them smoky tepees. The bulk of them can’t see in the dark no better than we can, if as well. So it’s a big chance for them, sneaking up on sharpshooters like us.”


  “Well, I ain’t a sharpshooter,” Pea Eye said. “I need to take a good aim or else I miss.”


  “You’re near as depressing as Jasper Fant,” Augustus said.


  No Indians came in the night, and Augustus was glad of that. He began to feel feverish and was afraid of taking a chill. He had to cover himself with saddle blankets, though he kept his gun hand free and managed to stay awake most of the night—unlike Pea, who snored beside him, as deeply asleep as if he were in a feather bed.


  By morning Augustus had a high fever. Though his leg worried him most, he also had pain in his side. He decided he had been wrong in his first analysis, and that he did have a bullet wound there, after all. The fever had him feeling weak.


  While he was waiting, pistol cocked, to see if the Indians would try to rush them, he heard thunder. Within half an hour lightning was striking all around them, and thunder crashing.


  “Oh, dern,” Pea Eye said. “Now I guess we’ll get lightning-struck.”


  “Go back to sleep, if all you can do is be pessimistic,” Augustus said. “I smell rain, which is a blessing. Indians mostly don’t like to fight in the wet. Only white men are dumb enough just to keep on fighting no matter what the weather is like.”


  “We’ve fought Indians in the wet,” Pea Eye said.


  “Yes, but it was us forced it on them,” Augustus said. “They’d rather do battle on sunny days, which is only sensible.”


  “Here they’re probably gonna kill us, and you take up for them,” Pea Eye said. He had never understood Gus and never would, even if the Indians didn’t kill them.


  “I’m an admirer of good sense wherever I find it,” Augustus said.


  “I hope you find some today, then, and get us out of this,” Pea said.


  Then it began to rain in earnest. It rained so hard that it became impossible to see, or even talk. A muddy stream began to pour off the bank, only inches in front of them The rain struck so hard it reminded Pea of driving nails. Usually such freshets were short-lived, but this one wasn’t. It seemed to rain for hours, and was still raining when dawn came, though not as hard. Alarmingly, to Pea, the creek had become a river, more than deep enough to swim a horse. It rose so that it was only two or three yards in from where they were scrunched into the cave, and it soon washed away their crude breastworks.


  And it was still raining. It was cold, too, though fortunately they had a good overhang and were fairly dry. Gus had drug the bedrolls in before the rain started.


  Pea was shocked to see that Gus didn’t look himself. His face was drawn and his hands unsteady. He was chewing on some jerky he had pulled out of a saddlebag, but it seemed he barely had the strength to eat.


  “Are you poorly?” Pea asked.


  “I should have got that arrow out sooner,” Augustus said. “This leg’s gonna give me problems.” He handed Pea some jerky and they sat in silence for a while, watching the brown flood sweep past them.


  “Hell, a frog could have waded that creek yesterday,” Pea said. “Now look at it. It’s still raining, too. We may get drowned instead of scalped. It’s a good thing Jasper ain’t here,” he added. “He’s mighty afraid of water.”


  “Actually, this flood is an opportunity for you,” Augustus said. “If we can last the day, you might swim past them tonight and get away.”


  “Well, but that wouldn’t be right,” Pea Eye said. “I wouldn’t want just to leave you sitting here.”


  “I won’t be sitting, I’ll be floating, if this keeps up,” Augustus said. “The good aspect of it is that it might cool off these Indians. They might go back to their families and let us be.”


  “I’d still hate to leave you, even so,” Pea said.


  “You can’t carry me to the herd, and I doubt I can walk it,” Augustus said. “I’m running such a fever I’m apt to go out of my head any time. You’ll probably have to trot back and bring some of the boys, or maybe the wagon. Then I can ride back in style.”


  The thought struck Pea Eye for the first time that Gus might die. He had no color, and he was shaking. It had never been suggested that Gus might die. Of course, he knew any man could die. Pea himself had seen many die. Yet it was a condition he had never associated with Gus McCrae, or with the Captain either. They were not normal men, as he understood normal, and he had never reckoned with the possibility that either of them might die. Now, when he looked at Gus and saw his pallor and his shakes, the thought came into his mind and wouldn’t leave. Gus might die. Pea knew at once that he had to do everything possible to prevent it. If he went back to the wagon and reported that Gus was dead, there was no telling what the Captain would say.


  Yet he didn’t know exactly what he could do. They had no medicine, it was raining fits, the Indians had them surrounded, and they were a hundred miles or more from the Hat Creek outfit.


  “It’s a soggy situation, I admit,” Augustus said, as if reading Pea Eye’s thoughts. “But it ain’t fatal yet. I could hold out here for a few days. Call could make it back to this creek in one ride on that feisty mare of his. Best thing for you to do would be just to travel at night. If you walk around in the daytime, some of these red boys might spot you and you’d have about the chance of a rabbit. I guess you could make it to the Yellowstone in three nights, though, and they ought to be there by then.”


  Pea Eye dreaded the prospect. He hated night travel, and it would be worse afoot. He began to hope that maybe the rain had discouraged the Indians, but that hope only lasted an hour. Three times during the day the Indians fired on them. They shot from downriver, and Gus opened up on them at once. They were so respectful of his gun that their bullets only splattered uselessly in the mud, or else hit the water and ricocheted off with a whine. Gus looked so weak and shaky that Pea Eye wondered if he could still shoot accurately, but the question was answered later in the day when an Indian tried to shoot them from the opposite bank, using a little rain squall as cover. He got off his shot, which hit one of the saddles; then Gus shot him as he turned to crawl away. The shot caused the Indian to straighten up, and Gus shot him again. The second bullet seemed to suck the Indian backward—he toppled off the bank and rolled into the water. He was not dead; he tried to swim, so Gus shot him again. A minute or two later he floated past them facedown.


  “I expect he would have drowned,” Pea Eye said, thinking it wasteful of Gus to shoot the man three times.


  “He might have, or he might have lived to cut off your nuts,” Augustus said.


  There were no more attacks that day, but there was no doubt that the Indians were still there. Before sundown they raised their war cries again. This time Augustus didn’t answer.


  The day had never been bright, but it seemed to linger. There was a long, rainy dusk, so long that it made Pea Eye feel gloomy. It was cramped in the cave. He longed to stretch his legs, and then made the foolish mistake of saying so to Gus.


  “Wait till it’s full dark,” Augustus said. “Then you can stretch ’em.”


  “What if I get lost?” Pea Eye said. “I ain’t never been in this country.”


  “Go south,” Augustus said. “That’s all you have to remember. If you mess up and go north, a polar bear will eat you.”


  “Yes, and a grizzly bear might if I go south,” Pea Eye said with some bitterness. “Either way I’d be dead.”


  He regretted that Gus had mentioned bears. Bears had been preying on his mind since the Texas bull had had his great fight. It struck him that things were tough up here in the north. It had taken Gus three shots to kill a small Indian. How many shots would it take to kill a grizzly bear?


  “Well, you ought to start, Pea,” Augustus said finally. It had been dark for over an hour, and the Indians were silent.


  “That dern water looks cold,” Pea Eye said. “I was never one for cold baths.”


  “Well, I’m sorry we didn’t bring a bathtub and a cookstove,” Augustus said. “If we had we could heat some water for you, but as it is you’ll just have to rough it. The rain’s stopped. The creek could start going down any time, and the more water in it the better for you. Get out in the middle and pretend you’re a muskrat.”


  Pea Eye was half a mind not to go. He had never disobeyed an order in his life, but this time he was sorely tempted, and it was not just the cold swim or the chancy trek that made him hesitate. It was leaving Gus. Gus was close to being out of his head. If he went on out of his head the Indians would have a good chance to get him. He sat for a while, trying to think of some argument that would make Gus let him stay with him.


  “Maybe we could both swim out,” he said. “I know you’re crippled, but you could lean on me once we started walking.”


  “Pea, go,” Augustus said. “I ain’t getting well, I’m getting sicker. If you want to help, go get Captain Call. Have him lope up here with an extra horse and tote me over to Miles City.”


  Pea Eye got ready with a heavy heart. It all seemed wrong, and none of it would have happened if they’d just stayed in Texas.


  “Just take your rifle,” Augustus said. “A pistol won’t do you no good if you have to stop one of them bears. Besides, I’ll need both pistols—any fighting that happens here will be close-range work.”


  “I can’t swim and hold a dern rifle, Gus,” Pea Eye said.


  “Stick it through your belt and down your pants leg,” Augustus said. “You can float downstream, you won’t actually have to swim much.”


  Pea Eye took off his boots and his shirt and made a bundle of them. Then he did as Gus ordered and stuck his rifle through his belt. He stuffed some jerky in one boot for provisions. All he needed to do was leave, but it was hard.


  “Now go on, Pea,” Augustus said. “Go get the Captain, and don’t worry about me. Don’t let the Indians catch you, whatever you do.”


  Gus reached out a hand and Pea Eye realized he was offering a handshake. Pea Eye shook his hand, feeling terribly sad.


  “Gus, I never thought I’d be leaving you,” he said.


  “Well, you are, though,” Augustus said. “Trod carefully.”


  It was then that the conviction struck Pea Eye that he would never see Gus alive again. Mainly what they were into was just another Indian fight, and all of those had inconveniences. But Gus had never sustained a wound before that Pea could remember. The arrows and bullets that had missed him so many times had finally found him.


  After the handshake, Gus treated him as if he were already gone. He didn’t offer any messages or say another word. Pea Eye wanted to say something else, but couldn’t think what. Feeling very disconsolate, he waded into the cold water. It was far colder than he had supposed. His legs at once felt numb. He looked back once and could dimly see the cave, but not Gus.


  As soon as he reached swimming depth, he forgot Gus and everything else, due to a fear of drownding. The icy water pushed him under at once. Floating wasn’t as easy as Gus had made it seem. The rifle was a big problem. Stuck in his pants leg, it seemed to weigh like lead. Also, he had no experience in such fast water. Several times he got swept over to the side of the creek and almost got tangled in the underbrush that the rushing water covered.


  Worse than that, he almost immediately lost the little bundle of boots and pants, shirt, all his provisions and part of his ammunition. He had reached down with one hand to try and move the rifle a little higher up on his leg, and the water sucked the bundle away and swept it far ahead of him. Pea Eye began to realize he was going to drown unless he did better than he was doing. The water pushed him under several times. He wanted badly to climb up the bank but was by no means sure he was past the Indians. Gus said to go down at least a mile, and he wasn’t sure he had gone that far. The water had a suck to it that he had constantly to fight against; to his horror he felt it sucking his pants off. He had been so disconsolate when he walked into the river that he had not buckled his belt tightly. He had nothing much in the way of hips, and the water sucked his pants down past them. The rifle sight was gouging him in the leg. He grabbed the rifle, but then went under. The dragging pants, with the rifle in one leg, were drownding him. He began to try frantically to get them off, so as to have the free use of his legs. He wanted to cuss Gus for having suggested sticking the rifle in his pants leg. He could never get it out in time to shoot an Indian, if one appeared, and it was causing him terrible aggravation. He fought to the surface again, went under, and when he came up wanted to yell for help, and then remembered there would be no one around to hear him but Indians. Then his leg was almost jerked off—he had been swept close to the bank and the dragging gun had caught in some underbrush. The bank was only a few feet away and he tried to claw over to it, but that didn’t work. While he was struggling, the pants came off and he was swept down the river backwards. One minute he could see the south bank of the river, and the next minute all he could see was water. Twice he opened his mouth to suck in air and sucked in water instead, some of which came back out his nose. His legs and feet were so numb from the cold water that he couldn’t feel them.


  He never remembered getting out of the water, but somehow he did, for when he next took note of things he was laying in the mud, his feet still in the water. He was stark naked and the mud was cold, so he pulled himself up and laboriously climbed the bank. It was only eight or ten feet high, but it was slippery.


  When he got up, he wanted to lay in the grass and go to sleep, but he was awake enough to think about his situation, and thinking soon made him wakeful. He hadn’t drownded, but he was naked, unarmed, without food and something like a hundred miles from the Hat Creek wagon. He didn’t know the country and was up against some tough Indians who did. Gus was sick and maybe dying somewhere upriver. It would be daylight in a few hours and the danger from Indians would increase.


  Pea Eye at once started walking as fast as he could. Though it had stopped raining, it was still cloudy, and he could not see one star or the moon or, for that matter, anything either on heaven or earth. The awful thought struck him that, rolling around and around in the water, he might even have confused north and south and crawled up the wrong bank. He might be walking north, in which case he was as good as dead, but he couldn’t stop to worry about it. He had to move. He had lost his pack and his gun in the river, and as soon as the river sank to being a normal stream again, they would all be lying in the creekbed, in plain sight. If the Indians found them they would know he was gone, and that Gus was alone, which would make things hot for Gus. If they were in a tracking mood it would also make things hot for him. They had horses and could run him down in a matter of hours. The faster he traveled, the better chance he had.


  After he had thought about it for a while, Pea was profoundly glad the night was so dark. He wished it could stay dark forever, or at least until he pulled in sight of the herd. When he thought of all the perils he was exposed to, it was all he could do to keep from running. He remembered vividly all the things Indians did to white men. In his rangering days he had helped bury several men who had had such things done to them, and memories of those charred and gouged corpses was with him in the darkness. With him too, and just as terrifying, was the memory of the great orange bear who had nearly ripped the Texas bull wide open. He remembered how fast the bear had gone when they tried to chase it on horseback. If such a bear spotted him he felt he would probably just lie down and give up.


  The darkness didn’t last. The only blessing the light brought was that Pea Eye caught a glimpse of the north star as the clouds were breaking. He knew, at least, that he was going in the right direction. The sun soon came up, and he remembered Gus’s warning not to travel in the daytime. Pea Eye decided to ignore it. For one thing, he was on an absolutely open plain, where there was no good place to hide. He might as well be moving as sitting.


  When he looked ahead he felt very discouraged, for the country seemed endless. It seemed to him he could see almost a hundred miles—just empty country, and he had to walk it. He had never been an advocate of walking, and coming up the trail horseback had given him even less affection for it. He had never bargained for doing so much walking, especially barefoot. Before he had gone more than a few miles his feet were cut and sore. The plains looked grassy and smooth, but there were rocks scattered here and there, and he stepped on a goodly number of them.


  Also, it embarrassed him that he was naked. Of course, there was no one around to see him, but he could see himself, and it was disconcerting. The Captain would be mighty surprised to see him come tramping up naked; the boys would undoubtedly think it hilarious and would kid him about it for weeks.


  At first the nakedness worried him almost as much as his sore feet, but before he had walked half a day his feet hurt so much that he had stopped caring whether he was naked, or even alive. He had to wade two little creeks, and he got into some thorny underbrush in one of them. Soon every step was painful, but he knew he had to keep walking or he would never find the boys. Every time he looked back, he expected to see either Indians or a bear. By evening he was just stumbling along. He found a good patch of high grass and weeds and lay down to sleep for a while.


  He woke up bitterly cold to find it was snowing. A squall had blown in. Pea Eye heard a strange sound and took a minute to realize it was his own chattering teeth. His feet were so sore he could scarcely walk on them, and the snow didn’t help. It was a wet snow, melting almost as it fell, but that didn’t make it much more comfortable.


  Somehow he hobbled south all night. The snow soon stopped, but his feet were very cold and every time he stepped on a rock in the dark they hurt so he could hardly keep from crying out. He felt very weak and empty and knew he wasn’t making very good time. He bitterly regretted not having hung on to some of the jerky, or his rifle, or something. Gus would think him a fine fool if he found out he had lost everything before he even got clear of the creek.


  In his weariness, he even forgot for a time that Gus had been left in the little cave. Several times he spoke to Gus as he stumbled along—mainly asking directions. For a time he felt Gus was just ahead, leading the way. Or was it Deets? Pea Eye felt confused. Whoever it was wouldn’t speak to him, and yet he continued to ask questions. He took comfort in thinking Gus or Deets was there. They were the best scouts. They would lead him in.


  When the second day dawned, Pea Eye stopped to rest. He realized no one was with him, unless it was ghosts. But then, it might be ghosts. Gus might be dead by then, and Deets was, for sure. Maybe one of them, having nothing to do, had decided to float along ahead of him, guiding him to the Yellowstone.


  When he looked at his feet, it seemed to him that he might make almost as good time crawling or walking on his hands. His feet were swollen to twice their size, besides being cut here and there. Yet they were the only feet he had, and after dozing for an hour in the sun, he got up and hobbled on. He was very hungry and wished he had paid more attention to Po Campo, who could find things to eat just by walking along looking. Pea tried to look, but he saw nothing but grass and weeds. Fortunately he struck several small creeks and had plenty of water. Once he even managed to sluice some minnows up on dry land. They wiggled and flopped and were hard to catch, and of course they only made a few bites, but they were better than nothing.


  His biggest piece of luck came late that day when he was able to knock over a big prairie chicken with a rock. He only broke the bird’s wing and had to chase it through the grass a long way, but the bird tired before he did, and he finally caught it, skinned it and ate it raw. He rested three hours and then hobbled on through another night.


  The third morning he could barely make himself move. His feet were worse than ever, the plains ahead still endless and empty. His eyes ached from looking so hard for the line of the Yellowstone, but he still couldn’t see it.


  It was the emptiness that discouraged him most. He had almost stopped worrying about Indians and bears. What he worried about was being lost. He knew by the stars he was still going south, but south where? Maybe he had veered east of the herd, or west of it, so that no one would spot him. Maybe he had already passed them, in which case there was little hope. The snows would just come and freeze him, or else he would starve.


  He lay until midmorning, unable to decide what to do. For a time he thought the best plan might be just to sit. There were supposed to be soldiers in Montana, somewhere. If he sat long enough, maybe some would find him.


  Finally, though, he got up and stumbled on. The soldiers would only find his bones, if they found anything. It was a blazing day, so hot it made him feel annoyed at Montana weather. What kind of country was it where you could get frostbite one night and sunburn two days later? He saw a couple of prairie dogs and wasted an hour trying to get one with a rock. But the prairie dogs were smarter than prairie chickens, and he never came close.


  He stumbled on, feeling that the sun would burn off what skin he had left. Several times during the afternoon he fell. He grew light-headed and felt as if he were floating. Then his swollen feet would refuse to work, and instead of floating he would fall. Once he came to lying flat on his back in the grass, the sun burning into his eyes. He scrambled up and looked around, feeling that the herd might have walked right past him when he slept. He tried very hard to walk a straight line south, but his legs were so weak that he kept wobbling off course.


  “Dern you, walk straight,” he said. The sound of his own cracked voice startled him out of his fury.


  Then he felt embarrassed. A man who would cuss his own legs just because they were weak was peculiar, he knew. He got the floating feeling again, so strong that he felt frightened. He felt he might be going to float right out of his own body. He wondered if he was dying, if that was how it felt. He had never heard of anyone dying while they were just walking along, but then dying was something he knew little about. He would take a few steps and then feel himself begin to rise out of his own body, which frightened him so that he stumbled and fell. He didn’t want to stand up again, and he began to crawl, looking up now and then to see if the herd was in sight. He felt he couldn’t live another night so alone and hungry. He would die in the grass like some beaten animal.


  Then it grew dark, and he wanted to cry with disappointment. He had walked long enough—surely it was time the boys showed up. Once it was full dark, he stopped and listened. He felt the herd might be close, and if he listened maybe he would hear the Irishman singing. He heard no singing, but when he got up and tried to stumble on, he felt the presence of his guide again. This time he knew it was Deets. He couldn’t see him because it was dark, and of course Deets was dark, but he lost the floating feeling and walked easier, though he was a little scared. He didn’t know what the rules were with people who were dead. He would have liked to say something but felt he shouldn’t. Deets might go away and leave him to stumble along in the dark if he said anything. Maybe travel was no trouble for the dead—Pea didn’t know. It was a considerable trouble for him. He walked slow, for he didn’t like to fall, but he walked on all night.


  Two hours after sunup the next day, Dish Boggett, who had been sent off to do a little scout, thought he saw a figure, far to the north. At first he couldn’t tell if it was a man or an antelope. If it was a man, it was an Indian, he imagined, and he raced back to the herd and got the Captain, who had been shoeing the mare—always an arduous task. She hated anyone to handle her feet and had to be securely snubbed before she would submit to it.


  Fortunately Call was finished, and he rode back with Dish, to look for the man. There was no sign of him at first, but Dish had a good eye for country and knew where he had seen him. Call privately supposed it had only been an antelope, but he wanted to check. They had crossed the Yellowstone the day before—the men and all the stock had got across safely. Jasper Fant was in his best mood of the trip, having survived all the rivers after all.


  “There he is,” Dish said suddenly. “If it ain’t Pea.”


  Dish was almost stunned with surprise. Pea was no longer walking. He was sitting down in the grass, naked, nodding his head as if in conversation with somebody. When he heard them he looked around, as if not particularly surprised, but when they dismounted there were tears in his eyes.


  “Howdy, Captain,” Pea Eye said, embarrassed by his own emotion. “You just missed Deets, I guess.”


  Call saw that Pea Eye was wounded and out of his head. There was blood on his chest from a shoulder wound, the sun had blotched his body, and his feet were swollen the size of a cow’s bladder and cut to shreds.


  “Is Gus dead?” Call asked, afraid to hear the answer. Though he knew Gus’s penchant for trouble, it was a shock to see Pea Eye in such a state.


  Pea Eye had been thinking of Deets, who had kindly walked him through the night. He was embarrassed to be naked, and he found it hard to turn his mind back to where he could deal with the question the Captain had asked him.


  “The creek’s up, it’s why I lost my clothes,” he said.


  Call untied his slicker from his saddle and covered Pea Eye with it. Pea Eye immediately felt better. He tried to button the slicker so his dingus wouldn’t show, but his fingers shook and Dish Boggett finally did it for him.


  “Is Gus dead?” Call asked again.


  Pea Eye let his mind turn slowly. Then he remembered that Gus had been sitting with two guns in his hands, not saying a word, when he waded into the river. He had had that bad wound in his leg.


  “The creek was up when I left him,” Pea Eye said. “I had to swim down past the Indians and I lost all my gear. Gus kept my pistol.”


  “Where was this?” Call asked.


  “Up north, Captain,” Pea Eye said. “We dug a cave in a riverbank. That’s all I know.”


  “But he wasn’t dead when you left him?”


  “No, he sent me off,” Pea said. “He said he wanted you to lope on up there and help him with those Indians.”


  Dish Boggett could not adjust to the fact that Pea Eye was naked and all scarred up. They had had such a peaceful time of it that he had lost the sense that they were in dangerous country.


  “What was that about Deets?” he asked.


  “Helped me,” Pea said simply. “Are we going after Gus, Captain? We had a hard time getting one of them arrows out and his leg was giving him pain.”


  “You’re going to the wagon,” Call said. “You need some grub. How many Indians were there?”


  Pea tried to think. “A bunch jumped us,” he said. “About twenty, I guess. Gus shot a few.”


  Call and Dish had to lift him; all strength seemed to have left him, now that he knew he was safe. Dish had to hold him on his horse as they rode back, for Pea Eye had so little strength he could not even grip the saddle horn.


  The crew, which had been in high spirits and drunk on their own celebrity—for weren’t they the first men to bring a Texas herd across the Yellowstone?—sobered up immediately when they saw the condition Pea Eye was in.


  “Why, hello, boys,” Pea said, when he was helped off the horse. They all gathered around to greet him, and Bert and Needle Nelson helped him down. Po Campo had some coffee ready. Pea reached out for a cup, once they had him propped against the wagon, but his hands were too shaky to hold it. Po fed him a little with a spoon, and between one sip and the next, Pea slid from his position and passed out. He collapsed so quickly that no one even caught him.


  “Is he dead?” Newt asked, anxious.


  “No, just tuckered out,” Call said.


  He was filling his saddlebags with ammunition, glad that he had got new shoes on the mare.


  “He said Deets helped him,” Dish Boggett said. The way Pea said it had unnerved him. Deets was dead and buried, back on the Powder River.


  Call didn’t answer. He was pondering the question of whether to take a man with him.


  “I guess he was out of his head,” Dish said. “I guess that explains it.”


  Po Campo smiled. “The dead can help us if we let them, and if they want to,” he said.


  Jasper Fant, delighted not to be among the dead, looked at Po severely. “Ain’t none ever helped me except my own pa,” he said.


  “How’d he help you?” Needle asked.


  “Left me twenty dollars in his will. I bought this saddle with it and I been a cowboy ever since.”


  “You call yourself one, you mean,” Soupy Jones said. He had poor relations with Jasper as a result of a dispute over cards.


  “I’m here, ain’t I?” Jasper said. “Just because you lost that hand don’t mean I can’t cow.”


  “Oh, shut your trap, Jasper,” Dish said. He had had enough of Jasper and Soupy and felt that the whole question of Pea and Deets had been treated too brusquely. After all, the first words Pea had said was that they had just missed Deets. Dish didn’t want to admit it, but he had been scared of ghosts all his life, and didn’t like to think that any were wandering around. It would just make night herding more nerve-racking, even if the ghost in question was one that might be friendly to him.


  Then someone noticed that Captain Call was leaving. He took an extra rifle from the wagon and got the slicker that he had lent Pea, covering Pea with a blanket.


  “Just move the stock on north,” he said. “Be alert. I’m going to get Gus.”


  The thought of him leaving sent a ripple of apprehension through the camp. Though independent to a man in some respects, the outfit was happier in all respects when Captain Call was around. Or if not the Captain, then Gus. Only a few hours earlier, they had felt cocky enough to take on an army. After all, they were the conquerors of the Yellowstone. But now, watching the Captain catch a horse for Gus to ride back on, they all felt daunted. The vast plain was beautiful, but it had reduced Pea Eye to a scarred wreck. And the Indians had Gus holed up somewhere. They might kill him and the Captain too. All men were mortal, and they felt particularly so. A thousand Indians might come by nightfall. The Indians might fall on them as they had fallen on Custer.


  Call had no time to soothe the men with elaborate instructions. If Gus was badly wounded, he would weaken rapidly, and every hour counted. Arriving ten minutes too late would be as bad as ten days, or a year, for that matter. Besides, the almost beseeching way the men looked at him was irritating. Sometimes they acted as if they would forget how to breathe if he or Gus wasn’t there to show them. They were all resourceful men—he knew that, if they didn’t—and yet at certain times they became like children, wanting to be led. All his adult life, he had consented to lead, and yet occasionally, when the men seemed particularly dumbstruck, he wondered why he had done it.


  He and Augustus had discussed the question of leadership many times.


  “It ain’t complicated,” Augustus maintained. “Most men doubt their own abilities. You don’t. It’s no wonder they want to keep you around. It keeps them from having to worry about failure all the time.”


  “They ain’t failures, most of them,” Call pointed out. “They can do perfectly well for themselves.”


  Augustus chuckled. “You work too hard,” he said. “It puts most men to shame. They figure out they can’t keep up, and it’s just a step or two from that to feeling that they can’t do nothing much unless you’re around to get them started.


  “It don’t take on me, which is lucky,” he added. “I don’t care how hard you work, or where you go.”


  “I’d like to see something that could put you to shame,” Call said.


  “My pecker’s done it a few times,” Augustus said.


  Call wondered what he meant by that, but didn’t ask.


  When he was packed, he mounted at once, and rode over to Dish Boggett. “You’re in charge,” he said. “Trail on north. I’ll be back when I can.”


  Dish paled at the thought of so much responsibility. He had enough worries as it was, what with Pea Eye talking of ghosts.


  The Captain looked angry, which made the men better reconciled to the fact that he was leaving. All of them feared his angers. But once he left, before he and the mare were even out of sight, their mood of relief changed back to one of apprehension.


  Jasper Fant, so cheerful only an hour before, sank the fastest. “Good lord,” he said. “Here we are in Montana and there’s Indians and bears and it’s winter coming on and the Captain and Gus both off somewhere. I’ll be surprised if we don’t get massacred.”


  For once Soupy Jones didn’t have a word to say.


  95.


  AUGUSTUS KEPT HIS PISTOL COCKED ALL NIGHT, once Pea Eye left. He watched the surface of the river closely, for the trick he hoped might work for Pea could also work for the Indians. They might put a log in the water and float down on him, using the log for cover. He tried to look and listen closely, a task not helped by the fact that he was shaking and feverish.


  He expected the Indians to come sliding out of the water like big snakes, right in front of him, but none came, and as his fever mounted he began to mumble. From time to time he was half aware that he was delirious, but there was nothing he could do about it, and anyway he preferred the delirium to the tedium of waiting for the Indians to attack. One minute he would be trying to watch the black water, the next he would be back at Clara’s. At times he saw her face vividly.


  The dawn broke sunny. Bad as he felt, Augustus still enjoyed seeing the sun. It helped clear his head and stirred him to thoughts of escape. He was sick of the little cold cave under the riverbank. He had thought to wait there for Call, but the more he considered, the more he felt it to be a bad plan. Call’s arrival was days away, and dependent on Pea getting through. If Pea didn’t get through—and the chances were good that he wouldn’t—then Call might not even start to look for him for another week.


  As a student of wounds, he knew just by looking at his leg that he was in trouble. The leg was yellowish, with black streaks striping the yellow. Blood poisoning was a possibility. He knew that if he didn’t get medical attention within the next few days his chances were slim. Even waiting for nightfall might be folly.


  If the Indians caught him in the open, his chances would be equally slim, of course, but it took no deliberation to know that if he had to choose, and he did, he would prefer the active to the passive course.


  As soon as the sun was well up he eased out of the cave and stood up. The bad leg throbbed. Even to touch his toes to the ground hurt. The waters were rapidly receding. Fifty yards to the east, a game trail led up the creek bank. Augustus decided to use the carbine he had taken off the Indian boy as a crutch. He cut the stirrups off the saddle and lashed one over each end of the rifle, then padded one end of his rude crutch with a piece of saddle leather. He stuffed one pistol under his belt, holstered the other, took his rifle and a pocketful of jerky, and hobbled across along the bank to the animal trail.


  He edged cautiously out of the riverbed, but saw no Indians. The broad plain was empty for miles. The Indians had left. Augustus wasted no time in speculation. He started at once, hobbling southeast toward Miles City. He hoped he had not more than thirty or forty miles to go before he struck the town.


  He was not used to the crutch and he made poor time. When occasionally he forgot and set his bad foot to the ground, the pain was almost enough to make him pass out. He was weak, and had to stop every hour or so to rest. In the hot sun, sweat poured out of him, though he felt cold and feared a chill. Two or three miles from where he started, he crossed the tracks of a sizable herd of buffalo—they were probably the reason the Indians had left. With winter coming, buffalo were more important to the warriors than two white men, though probably they meant to return and finish off the whites once the hunt was over.


  All day he persevered, dragging himself along. He stopped less frequently, because he found it hard to get started once he stopped. Rest was seductive, made more so by his tendency to improve the situation through imagination. Maybe the herd had moved north faster than he calculated. Maybe Call would show up the next day and save him the painful business of dragging along with his crutch.


  Yet he hated waiting almost as much as he hated the traveling. His habit had been to go and meet whatever needed to be met, not to wait idly for what might approach.


  What was approaching now was death, he knew. He had faced it before and overridden its motion with his own. To sit and wait for it gave it too many advantages. He had seen many men die of wounds, and had watched the turning of their spirits from active desire to live to indifference. With a bad wound, the moment indifference took over, life began to subside. Few men rose out of it: most lost all impulse toward activity and ended by offering death at least a halfhearted welcome.


  Augustus didn’t intend to do that, so he struggled on. When he took his rests he took them standing up, leaning on the crutch. It took less will to get started if one was standing up.


  He hobbled over the plain through the long afternoon and twilight, finally collapsing sometime in the night. His hand slipped off the crutch and he felt it falling from him. In stooping to reach for it, he fell facedown, unconscious before he hit the ground. In his dreams he was with Lorena, in the tent on the hot Kansas plains. He longed for her to cool him somehow, touch him with her cool hand, but though she smiled, she didn’t cool him. The world had become red, as though the sun had swollen and absorbed it. He felt as if he were lying on the surface of the red sun as it looked at sunset when it sank into the plain.


  When he got his eyes open the sun was white, not red, and directly above him. He heard a spitting sound, such as a human would make, and his hand went to the pistol at his belt, thinking the Indians had come. But when he turned his head, it was a white man he saw: a very old, small white man in patched buckskins. The old man had a tobacco-stained beard and a bowie knife in his hand. A spotted horse grazed nearby. The old man was just squatting there, watching. Augustus kept his hand on his gun, but didn’t draw it—he didn’t know if he had the strength to draw it.


  “Them was Blood Indians,” the old man said. “It beats all that they didn’t get you. You got enough of them.”


  “Five is all,” Augustus said, raising himself to a sitting position. He didn’t like to talk lying down.


  “Seven I heard,” the old man said. “I get along with the Bloods and the Blackfeet too. Bought lots of beaver from them in the beaverin’ days.”


  “I’m Augustus McCrae,” Augustus said.


  “Hugh Auld,” the visitor said. “Down Miles City they call me Old Hugh, although I doubt I’m eighty yet.”


  “Was you meaning to stab me with that knife?” Augustus asked. “I’d rather not shoot you unnecessarily.”


  Old Hugh grinned and spat again. “I was about to have a go at cutting off that rotten leg of yours,” he said. “Before you come to, I was. That leg’s ruint, but I might have a hell of a time cutting through the bone without no saw. Besides, you might have woke up and give me trouble.”


  “’Spect I would have,” Augustus said, looking at the leg. It was no longer black-striped—just black.


  “We got to take it off,” Old Hugh said. “If that rot gets in the other leg you’ll lose both of them.”


  Augustus knew the old man was right in everything he said. The leg was rotting, but a bowie knife was no instrument for taking it off.


  “How far is Miles City?” he asked. “I guess they’ve got a sawbones there.”


  “Two, last time I went to town,” Old Hugh said. “Both drunkards.”


  “You forgot to inform me of the distance,” Augustus said.


  “Forty miles and a fraction,” Hugh said. “I don’t believe you could have walked it.”


  Augustus used the crutch to pull himself up. “I might fool you,” he said, though it was just pride talking. He knew quite well he couldn’t have walked it. Just getting to his feet left him nauseous.


  “Where’d you come from, stranger?” the old man asked. He rose to his feet but did not exactly straighten up. His back was bent. To Augustus he seemed scarcely five feet tall.


  “I was setting a deadfall and let it fall on me,” Old Hugh explained cheerfully. “Some Blood warriors found me. They thought it was funny, but my back never did straighten out.”


  “We all have misfortunes,” Augustus said. “Could I borrow your horse?”


  “Take it, only don’t kick him,” Old Hugh said. “If you kick him he’ll buck. I’ll follow along as best I can in case you fall off.”


  He led the spotted horse over and helped Augustus mount. Augustus thought he might pass out, but managed not to. He looked at Old Hugh.


  “You sure you get along with these Indians?” he asked. “I’d be embarrassed if you came to any trouble on my account.”


  “I won’t,” Old Hugh said. “They’re off stuffing themselves with fresh buffalo meat. I was invited to join ’em but I think I’ll poke along after you, even though I don’t know where you come from.”


  “A little fart of a town called Lonesome Dove,” Augustus said. “It’s in south Texas, on the Rio Grande.”


  “Dern,” the old man said, clearly impressed by the information. “You’re a traveling son of a bitch, ain’t you?”


  “Does this horse have a name?” Augustus asked. “I might need to speak to him.”


  “I been calling him Custer,” Old Hugh said. “I done a little scouting for the General once.”


  Augustus paused a minute, looking down at the old trapper. “I got one more favor to ask you,” he said. “Tie me on. I ain’t got strength enough to mount again if I should fall.”


  The old man was surprised. “I guess you’ve learned some tricks, with all your traveling,” he said. He fixed a rawhide loop around Augustus’s waist and made it tight to the cantle.


  “Let’s go, Custer,” Augustus said, giving the horse rein and remembering not to kick him.


  Five hours later, as the sun was setting, he nudged the exhausted horse over a slope north of the Yellowstone and saw the little town of Miles City four or five miles to the east.


  When he got to town it was nearly dark. He stopped in front of what appeared to be a saloon but found he could not dismount. Then he remembered that he was tied on. He couldn’t untie the knots in the rawhide, but managed to draw his pistol and fire in the air. The first shot seemed to go unnoticed, but when he fired twice more several men came to the door of the saloon and looked at him.


  “That’s Old Hugh’s horse,” one said in a sullen voice, as if he suspected Augustus of horse theft.


  “Yes, Mr. Auld was kind enough to loan him to me,” Augustus said, staring the man down. “I’ve a ruined leg and would appreciate it if someone would locate me a medical man quick.”


  The men walked out and came around the horse. When they saw the leg, one whistled.


  “What done that?” he asked.


  “An arrow,” Augustus said.


  “Who are you, sir?” the oldest of the men asked, more respectfully.


  “Augustus McCrae, Captain in the Texas Rangers,” Augustus said. “One of you gentlemen will need to help me with these knots.”


  They hurried to help, but before they could get him off the horse the red water washed over his eyes again. The spotted horse named Custer didn’t like so many men around him. He tried to bite one of them, then bucked twice, throwing Augustus, who had just been untied, into the street. Two of the men tried to catch the horse but he easily outran them and raced back out of town.


  96.


  AUGUSTUS FLOATED in the red water. Sometimes he saw faces, heard voices, saw more faces. He saw Bolivar and Lippy, his two wives, his three sisters. He saw men long dead whom he had rangered with, saw Pedro Flores and Pea Eye and a redheaded whore he had taken up with for a month in his riverboating days. He sloshed helplessly back and forth, as if something were churning the water.


  When the redness receded and he opened his eyes again, he heard a piano playing in the distance. He was in bed in a small hot room. Through the open window he could see the great Montana prairie. Looking around, he noticed a small fat man dozing in a chair nearby. The man wore a black frock coat sprinkled with dandruff. A bottle of whiskey and an old bowler hat nearly as disreputable as Lippy’s sat on a small bureau. The fat man was snoring peacefully.


  Feeling considerable pain, Augustus looked down and saw that his left leg was gone. The stump had been bandaged, but the bandage was leaking. Blood seeped through it, though it was a thick bandage.


  “If you’re the sawbones, wake up and stop this drip,” Augustus said. He felt irritable and sad, and wished the whiskey bottle were in reach.


  The little fat man jerked as if poked with a fork, and opened his eyes. His cheeks were red-streaked—from excessive drinking, Augustus supposed. He put both hands on his head as if surprised that it was still there.


  “And pass the whiskey, if you can spare any,” Augustus added. “I hope you ain’t thrown my leg away.”


  The doctor jerked again, as if every statement pricked him.


  “You’ve got a mighty healthy voice for a sick man,” the doctor said. “In this room, such a voice is a tight fit.”


  “Well, it’s the only voice I got,” Augustus said.


  The doctor put his hands to his temple again. “It strikes my temples like a ten-pound hammer,” he said. “Though I’m sorry to complain. The truth is I don’t feel well myself.”


  “You probably drink too much,” Augustus said. “If you’ll hand me the bottle I’ll reduce your temptations.”


  The doctor did, but not before taking a swig. Augustus took several while the doctor shuffled around and stood looking out the window. Across the street the piano was still playing.


  “That girl plays beautifully,” the doctor said. “They say she studied music in Philadelphia when she was younger.”


  “How old is she now?” Augustus asked. “Maybe I’ll send her a bouquet.”


  The doctor smiled. “It’s plain you’re a man of spirit,” he said. “That’s good. I’m afraid you’ve a few fractuosities yet to endure.”


  “A few what?” Augustus asked. “You better introduce yourself before you start talking Latin.”


  “Dr. Mobley,” the man said. “Joseph C. Mobley, to be precise. The C stands for Cincinnatus.”


  “More Latin, I guess,” Augustus said. “Explain that first bunch of Latin you talked.”


  “I mean we’ve got to take off that other leg,” Dr. Mobley said. “I should have done it while you were out, but frankly, getting the left leg off exhausted me.”


  “It’s a good thing,” Augustus said. “If you’d hacked off my right leg, you’d be the one who was out. I need that right leg.”


  His gun belt was hanging over a chair nearby, and he reached out and took his pistol from the holster.


  The doctor looked around, reaching out his hand for the whiskey bottle. Augustus gave it to him and he took a long drink and handed it back.


  “I understand your attachment to your own appendages,” he said, opening the bandage. He winced when he looked at the wound, but kept working. “I don’t want to cut your other leg off bad enough to get shot in the process. However, you’ll die if you don’t reconsider. That’s a plain fact.”


  “Go buy me some more whiskey,” Augustus said. “There’s money in my pants. Is that girl playing the piano a whore?”


  “Yes, her name is Dora,” the doctor said. “Consumptive, I’m afraid. She’ll never see Philadelphia again.” He began to wrap the leg in a clean bandage.


  Augustus suddenly grew faint. “Give her twenty dollars out of my pants and tell her to keep playing,” he said. “And shove this bed a little closer to the window—it’s stuffy in here.”


  The doctor managed to shove the bed over near the window, but the effort tired him so that he sat back down in the chair where he had been dozing.


  Augustus recovered a little. He watched the doctor a moment. “Physician, heal thyself, ain’t that what they say?” he remarked.


  Dr. Mobley chuckled unhappily. “That’s what they say,” he said. He breathed heavily for a time, and then stood up.


  “I’ll go get the whiskey,” he said. “While I’m about it, I’d advise you to take a sober look at your prospects. If you persist in your attachment to your right leg it’ll be the last opportunity you have to take a sober look at anything.”


  “Don’t forget to tip that girl,” Augustus said. “Hurry back with my whiskey and bring a glass.”


  Dr. Mobley turned at the door. “We should operate today,” he said. “Within the hour, in fact, although we could wait long enough for you to get thoroughly drunk, if that would help. There’s men enough around here to hold you down, and I think I could have that leg off in fifteen minutes.”


  “You ain’t getting that leg,” Augustus said. “I might could get by without the one, but I can’t without both.”


  “I assure you the alternative is gloomy,” Dr. Mobley said. “Why close your own case? You’ve a taste for music and you seem to have funds. Why not spend the next few years listening to whores play the piano?”


  “You said the girl was dying,” Augustus said. “Just go get the whiskey.”


  Dr. Mobley returned a little later with two bottles of whiskey and a glass. A young giant of a man, so tall he had to stoop to get in the room, followed him.


  “This is Jim,” Dr. Mobley said nervously. “He’s offered to sit with you while I go make my rounds.”


  Augustus cocked his pistol and leveled it at the young man. “Get out, Jim,” he said. “I don’t need company.”


  Jim left immediately—so immediately that he forgot to stoop and bumped his head on the door frame. Dr. Mobley looked even more nervous. He moved the bureau a little nearer the bed and sat both bottles within Augustus’s reach.


  “That was rude,” he said.


  “Listen,” Augustus said. “You can’t have this leg, and if you’re thinking of overpowering me you have to calculate on losing about half the town. I can shoot straight when I’m drunk, too.”


  “I only want to save your life,” Dr. Mobley said, taking a drink from the first bottle before pouring Augustus a glassful.


  “It’s my worry, mainly,” Augustus said. “You stated your case, but the jury went against you. Jury of one. Did you pay the whore?”


  “I did,” Dr. Mobley said. “Since you refuse company, you’ll have to drink alone. I have to go deliver a child into this unhappy world.”


  “It’s a fine world, though rich in hardships at times,” Augustus said.


  “You won’t need to worry about hardships much longer if you insist on keeping that leg,” Dr. Mobley said somewhat pettishly.


  “I guess you don’t care much for stubborn customers, do you?”


  “No, they irk me,” Dr. Mobley said. “You might have lived, but now you’ll die. Your reasoning escapes me.”


  “Well, I’ll pay your bill right now,” Augustus said. “My reasoning ain’t your concern.”


  “Are you a man of property?” the doctor asked.


  “I’ve funds in a bank in San Antonio,” Augustus said. “Also I own half a cattle herd. It ought to be north of the Yellowstone by now.”


  “I brought pen and ink,” the doctor said. “If I were you I’d make your will while you’re still sober.”


  Augustus drank all afternoon and did not use the pen or ink. Once, when the music stopped, he looked out the window and saw a skinny pockmarked girl in a black dress standing in the street looking up at him curiously. He waved but could not be sure she saw him. He took another twenty-dollar gold piece from his pants pocket and sailed it out the window toward her. It landed in the street, to the puzzlement of the girl. She walked over and picked up the gold piece, looking up.


  “It’s yours, for the music,” Augustus said loudly. The pockmarked girl smiled, picked up the money and went back into the saloon. In a minute, Augustus heard the piano again.


  A little later his fever rose. He felt hungry, though, and banged on the floor with his pistol until a timid-looking little bartender with a walrus mustache as good as Dish Boggett’s opened the door.


  “Is beefsteak to be had in this town?” Augustus asked.


  “No, but I can get you venison,” the bartender said. He was as good as his word. Augustus ate and then vomited in a brass spittoon. His leg was as black as the one that had been lost. He went back to the whiskey and from time to time recovered the misty feeling that he had always been so fond of—the feeling that reminded him of Tennessee mornings. He wished for a woman’s company and thought of having someone ask the pockmarked girl if she would come and sit a while. But there was no one to ask, and in time he lost the impulse.


  In the night, sweating heavily, he awoke to a familiar step. W. F. Call stepped into the room and set a lantern on the bureau.


  “Well, slow but sure,” Augustus said, feeling relieved.


  “Not too dern slow,” Call said. “We just found Pea Eye yesterday.”


  He turned back the covers and looked at Augustus’s leg. Dr. Mobley was also in the room. Call stood looking at the black leg a minute. Its meaning was clear enough.


  “I did plead with him, Captain,” Dr. Mobley said. “I told him it should come off. I regret now that I didn’t take it when we took the other.”


  “You should have,” Call said bluntly. “I would have known to do that, and I ain’t a medical man.”


  “Don’t berate the man, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “If I had waked up with no legs, I would have shot the first man I saw, and Dr. Joseph C. Mobley was the first man I saw.”


  “Leaving you a gun was another mistake,” Call said. “But I guess he didn’t know you as well as I do.”


  He looked at the leg again, and at the doctor. “We could try it now,” he said. “He’s always been strong. He might still live.”


  Augustus immediately cocked the pistol. “You don’t boss me, Woodrow,” he said. “I’m the one man you don’t boss. You also don’t boss most of the women, but that don’t concern us now.”


  “I wouldn’t think you’d shoot me for trying to save your life,” Call said quietly. Augustus looked sweaty and unsteady, but the range was short.


  “Not to kill,” Augustus said. “But I’ll promise to disable you if you don’t let me be about this leg.”


  “I never took you for a suicide, Gus,” Call said. “Men have gotten by without legs. Lots of ’em lost legs in the war. You don’t like to do nothing but sit on the porch and drink whiskey anyway. It don’t take legs to do that.”


  “No, I also like to walk around to the springhouse once in a while, to see if my jug’s cooled proper,” Augustus said. “Or I might want to kick a pig if one aggravates me.”


  Call saw that it was pointless unless he wanted to risk a fight. Gus had not uncocked the pistol either. Call looked at the doctor to see what he thought.


  “I wouldn’t bother him now,” the doctor said. “It’s much too late. I suppose I’m to blame for not outwitting him. He was brought to me unconscious, or I might have figured out what a testy character he is.”


  Augustus smiled. “Would you bring Captain Call a glass, and some of that venison?” he said. “I imagine he’s hungry.”


  Call wasn’t ready to give up, although he felt it was probably hopeless. “You got those two women, back in Nebraska,” he pointed out. “Those women would race to take care of you.”


  “Clara’s got one invalid already, and she’s bored with him,” Augustus said. “Lorie would look after me but it would be a sorry life for her.”


  “Not as sorry as the one you rescued her from,” Call reminded him.


  “You don’t get the pint, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I’ve walked the earth in my pride all these years. If that’s lost, then let the rest be lost with it. There’s certain things my vanity won’t abide.”


  “That’s all it is, too,” Call said bitterly. “Your goddamn vanity.” He had expected to find Gus wounded, but not to find him dying. The sight affected him so much that he felt weak, of a sudden. When the doctor left the room, he sat down in a chair and took off his hat. He looked at Gus for a long time, trying to think of some argument he might use, but Gus was Gus, and he knew no argument would be of any use. None ever had been. He could either fight him and take off the leg if he won, or else sit and watch him die. The doctor seemed convinced he would die now in any case, though doctors could be wrong in such matters.


  He tried to gird himself for a fight—Gus might miss, or not even shoot, though both were doubtful—but his own weakness held him in the chair. He was trembling and didn’t know why.


  “Woodrow, I wish you’d relax,” Augustus said. “You can’t save me, and it would be a pity if we fought at this stage. I might kill you accidentally and them boys would sit out on the plains and freeze.”


  Call didn’t answer. He felt tired and old and sad. He had pressed the mare all day and all night, had easily found the river where the battle took place, recovered Pea Eye’s rifle and even his boots and shirt, found Gus’s saddle, and raced for Miles City. He had risked ruining the Hell Bitch—he hadn’t, though she was tired—and still he had arrived too late. Gus would die, and all he could do was keep a death watch.


  The bartender brought a plate of venison, but he had no appetite. He accepted a glass of whiskey, though, and then another. They had no effect.


  “I hope you won’t become a drunkard over this,” Augustus said.


  “I won’t,” Call said. “You can uncock that pistol. If you want to die, go ahead.”


  Augustus laughed. “You act like you hold it against me,” he said.


  “I do,” Call said. “You got a good head, if you’d use it. A man with a good head can be useful.”


  “Doing what, braiding ropes?” Augustus asked. “Not my style, Captain.”


  “Your goddamn style is your downfall, and it’s a wonder it didn’t come sooner. Any special funeral?”


  “Yes, I’ve been thinking of that,” Augustus said. “I’ve a big favor to ask you, and one more to do you.”


  “What favor?”


  “The favor I want from you will be my favor to you,” Augustus said. “I want to be buried in Clara’s orchard.”


  “In Nebraska?” Call asked, surprised. “I didn’t see no orchard.”


  Augustus chuckled. “Not in Nebraska,” he said. “In Texas. By that little grove of live oaks on the south Guadalupe. Remember, we stopped by there a minute?”


  “My God,” Call said, thinking his friend must be delirious. “You want me to haul you to Texas? We just got to Montana.”


  “I know where you just got,” Augustus said. “My burial can wait a spell. I got nothing against wintering in Montana. Just pack me in salt or charcoal or what you will. I’ll keep well enough and you can make the trip in the spring. You’ll be a rich cattle king by then and might need a restful trip.”


  Call looked at his friend closely. Augustus looked sober and reasonably serious.


  “To Texas?” he repeated.


  “Yes, that’s my favor to you,” Augustus said. “It’s the kind of job you was made for, that nobody else could do or even try. Now that the country is about settled, I don’t know how you’ll keep busy, Woodrow. But if you’ll do this for me you’ll be all right for another year, I guess.”


  “You’re one of a kind, Gus,” Call said, sighing. “We’ll all miss you.”


  “Even you, Woodrow?” Augustus asked.


  “Yes, me,” Call said. “Why not me?”


  “I take it back, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “I have no doubt you’ll miss me. You’ll probably die of boredom this winter and I’ll never get to Clara’s orchard.”


  “Why do you call it that?”


  “We had picnics there,” Augustus said. “I took to calling it that. It pleased Clara. I could please her oftener in those days.”


  “Well, but is that any reason to go so far to be buried?” Call said. “She’d allow you a grave in Nebraska, I’m sure.”


  “Yes, but we had our happiness in Texas,” Augustus said. “It was my best happiness, too. If you’re too lazy to take me to Texas, then just throw me out the window and be done with it.” He spoke with vehemence. “She’s got her family in Nebraska,” Augustus added, more quietly. “I don’t want to lie there with that dumb horse trader she married.”


  “This would make a story if there was anybody to tell it,” Call said. “You want me to carry your body three thousand miles because you used to go picnicking with a girl on the Guadalupe River?”


  “That, plus I want to see if you can do it,” Augustus said.


  “But you won’t know if I do it,” Call said. “I reckon I’ll do it, since you’ve asked.”


  He said no more, and soon noticed that Augustus was dozing. He pulled his chair closer to the window. It was a cool night, but the lamp made the little room stuffy. He blew it out—there was a little moonlight. He tried to doze, but couldn’t for a time. Then he did doze and woke to find Augustus wide awake, burning with fever. Call lit the lamp but could do nothing for him.


  “That was the Musselshell River, where you holed up,” he said. “I met that old trapper and he told me. We may take him with us to scout, since he knows the country.”


  “I wish I had some better whiskey,” Augustus said. “This is a cheap product.”


  “Well, the saloon’s closed, probably,” Call said.


  “I doubt they got better, open or closed,” Augustus said. “I have a few more instructions, if you’re ready to hear them.”


  “Why, fine,” Call said. “I suppose now you’ve decided you’d rather be buried at the South Pole.”


  “No, but do stop in Nebraska a night and let the women know,” Augustus said. “I’m leaving my half of the herd to Lorie, and don’t you dispute with me about it. Just see she gets what money’s coming to her. I’ll leave you a note to hand her, and one for Clara.”


  “I’ll pass them on,” Call said.


  “I told Newt you was his pa,” Augustus said.


  “Well, you oughtn’t to,” Call said.


  “I oughtn’t to have had to, but you never got around to it, so I did,” Augustus said. “All you can do about it now is shoot me, which would be a blessing. I feel mighty poorly, and embarrassed to boot.”


  “Why embarrassed?” Call asked.


  “Imagine getting killed by an arrow in this day and age,” Augustus said. “It’s ridiculous, especially since they shot at us fifty times with modern weapons and did no harm.”


  “You always was careless,” Call said. “Pea said you rode over a hill and right into them. I’ve warned you about that very thing a thousand times. There’s better ways to approach a hill.”


  “Yes, but I like being free on the earth,” Augustus said. “I’ll cross the hills where I please.”


  He paused a minute. “I hope you won’t mistreat Newt,” he said.


  “Have I ever mistreated him?” Call asked.


  “Yes, always,” Augustus said. “I admit it’s practically your only sin, but it’s a big one. You ought to do better by that boy. He’s the only son you’ll ever have—I’d bet my wad on that—though I guess it’s possible you’ll take to women in your old age.”


  “No, I won’t,” Call said. “They don’t like me. I never recall mistreating that boy.”


  “Not naming him is mistreatment,” Augustus said. “Give him your name, and you’ll have a son you can be proud of. And Newt will know you’re his pa.”


  “I don’t know that myself,” Call said.


  “I know it and you know it,” Augustus said. “You’re worse than me. I’m stubborn about legs, but what about you? Women are goddamn right not to like you. You don’t want to admit you ever needed one of them, even for a moment’s pleasure. Though you’re human, and you did need one once—but you don’t want to need nothing you can’t get for yourself.”


  Call didn’t answer. It seemed wrong to quarrel while Gus was dying. Always over the same thing too. That one thing, after all they had done together.


  Gus slept through the morning, fitful and feverish. Call didn’t expect him to wake. He didn’t leave the room. He was finally eating the plate of cold venison when Gus came to his senses briefly.


  “Do you want me to do anything about them Indians?” Call asked.


  “Which Indians?” Augustus asked, wondering what his friend could be talking about. Call’s cheeks looked drawn, as though he hadn’t eaten for days, though he was eating even as he asked the question.


  “Those that shot the arrows into you,” Call said.


  “Oh, no, Woodrow,” Augustus said. “We won more than our share with the natives. They didn’t invite us here, you know. We got no call to be vengeful. You start that and I’ll spoil your appetite.”


  “I don’t have much, anyway,” Call said.


  “Didn’t I stick that sign in the wagon, that one I made in Lonesome Dove that upset Deets so much at first?” Augustus asked.


  “Upset me too,” Call said. “It was a peculiar sign. It’s on the wagon.”


  “I consider it my masterpiece, that and the fact that I’ve kept you from not getting no worse for so long,” Augustus said. “Take the sign back and stick it over my grave.”


  “Have you wrote them notes for the women yet?” Call asked. “I won’t know what to say to them, you see.”


  “Dern, I forgot, and my two favorite women, too,” Augustus said. “Get me some paper.”


  The doctor had brought in a tablet for Augustus to write his will on. Augustus drew himself up and slowly wrote two notes.


  “Dangerous to write to two women at the same time,” he said. “Especially when I’m this light-headed. I might not be as particular in my sentiments as women expect a fellow to be.”


  But he wrote on. Then Call saw his hand drop and thought he was dead. He wasn’t, but he was too weak to fold the second note. Call folded it for him.


  “Woodrow, quite a party,” Augustus said.


  “What?” Call asked.


  Augustus was looking out the window. “Look there at Montana,” he said. “It’s fine and fresh, and now we’ve come and it’ll soon be ruint, like my legs.”


  Then he turned his head back to Call. “I near forgot,” he said. “Give my saddle to Pea Eye. I cut his up to brace my crutch, and I wouldn’t want him to think ill of me.”


  “Well, he don’t, Gus,” Call said.


  But Augustus had closed his eyes. He saw a mist, red at first but then as silvery as the morning mists in the valleys of Tennessee.


  Call sat by the bed, hoping he would open his eyes again. He could hear Gus breathing. The sun set, and Call moved back to the chair, listening to his friend’s ragged breath. He tried to remain alert, but he was tired. Some time later the doctor came in with a lamp. Call noticed blood dripping off the sheet onto the floor.


  “That bed’s full of blood and your friend’s dead,” the doctor said.


  Call felt bad for having dozed. He saw that one of Gus’s notes to the women was still on the bed. There was blood on it, but not much. Call wiped the note carefully on his pants leg before going downstairs.


  97.


  WHEN CALL TOLD Dr. Mobley that Gus wanted to be transported to Texas to be buried, the little doctor merely smiled.


  “People have their whimsies,” he said. “Your friend was a crazy patient. I imagine we’d have quarreled if he’d lived.”


  “I imagine,” Call said. “But I intend to honor the wish.”


  “We’ll pack him in charcoal and salt,” the doctor said. “It’ll take a barrel or two. Luckily there’s a good salt lick not far from here.”


  “I may need to leave him all winter,” Call said. “Is there a place I could store him?”


  “My harness shed would do fine,” the doctor said. “It’s well ventilated, and he’ll keep better in the cool. Do you want his other leg?”


  “Well, where is it?” Call asked, startled.


  “Oh, I’ve got it,” the doctor said. “Contrary as he was, he might have asked me to sew it back on. It’s a rotten old thing.”


  Call went outside and walked down the empty street to the livery stable. The doctor had told him to rest and had offered to locate the undertaker himself.


  The Hell Bitch looked up when he came into the livery stable, where he had put her. He felt an impulse to saddle her and ride out into the country, but weariness overcame him and he threw his bedroll on some straw and lay down. He couldn’t sleep, though. He regretted not trying harder to save Gus. He should have disarmed him at once and seen that the other leg was amputated. Of course, Gus might have shot him, but he felt he should have taken the risk.


  It seemed he only dozed a minute when the sun streamed into the livery stable. Call didn’t welcome the day. All he had to think about were mistakes, it seemed—mistakes and death. His old rangering gang was gone, only Pea Eye left, of all of them. Jake was dead in Kansas, Deets in Wyoming, and now Gus in Montana.


  An old man named Gill owned the livery stable. He had rheumatism and walked slowly and with a limp. But he was a kindly old man, with a rusty beard and one milky eye. He came limping in not long after Call woke up.


  “I guess you need a coffin,” the old man said. “Get Joe Veitenheimer, he’ll make you a good one.”


  “It will have to be sturdy,” Call said.


  “I know,” the old man said. “That’s all the talk is in this town today, about the feller who wants to be hauled all the way to Texas to be stuck in the ground.”


  “He considered it his home,” Call said, seeing no reason to go into the part about the picnics.


  “My attitude is, why not, if he can find someone to tote him,” old man Gill said. “I’d be buried in Georgia, if I could have my way, but it’s a far piece to Georgia and nobody’s gonna tote me. So I’ll be buried up here in this cold,” he added. “I don’t like this cold. Of course, they say when you’re dead the temperature don’t concern you, but who knows the truth on that?”


  “I don’t,” Call said.


  “People got opinions, that’s all they’ve got,” the old man grumbled. “If somebody was to go and come back, now that’s an opinion I’d listen to.”


  The old man forked the Hell Bitch a little hay. When he stood watching her eat, the mare snaked out her neck and tried to bite him, causing the old man to stumble backwards and nearly stumble over his own pitchfork.


  “Dern, she ain’t very grateful,” he said. “Struck at me like a snake, and I just fed her. Typical female. My wife done exactly the same a hunnert times. Buried her in Missouri, where it’s considerable warmer.”


  Call found the carpenter and ordered a coffin. Then he borrowed a wagon and team and a big scoop shovel from a drunken man at the hardware store. It struck him that the citizenry of Miles City seemed to drink liquor day and night. Half the town was drunk at dawn.


  “The lick’s about six miles north,” the hardware-store man said. “You can find it by the game trails.”


  Sure enough, several antelope were at the salt lick, and he saw the tracks of buffalo and elk. He worked up a sweat scooping the salt into the wagon.


  When he got back to town the undertaker had finished with Gus. The undertaker was a tall man, with the shakes—his whole body trembled, even when he was standing still. “It’s a nervous disease,” he said. “I took it when I was young, and had it ever since. I put extra fluid in your friend, since I understand he’ll be aboveground for a while.”


  “Yes, until next summer,” Call said.


  “I don’t know how he’ll do,” the undertaker said. “If he weren’t a human you could smoke him, like a ham.”


  “I’ll try salt and charcoal,” Call said.


  When the coffin was ready, Call bought a fine bandana to cover Gus’s face with. Dr. Mobley brought in the leg he had removed, wrapped in some burlap and soaked in formaldehyde to cover the smell. A bartender and the blacksmith helped pack the charcoal in. Call felt very awkward, though everyone was relaxed and cheerful. Once Gus was well covered, they filled the coffin to the top with salt and nailed it shut. Call gave the extra salt to the drunk at the hardware store to compensate him a little for the use of his wagon. They carried the coffin around and put it in the doctor’s harness shed on top of two empty barrels.


  “That’ll do fine,” Dr. Mobley said. “He’ll be there, and if you change your mind about the trip, we’ll just bury him. He’ll have lots of company here. We’ve got more people in the cemetery already than we’ve got in the town.”


  Call didn’t like the implication. He looked at the doctor sternly. “Why would I change my mind?” he asked.


  The doctor had been nipping at a flask of whiskey during the packing, and was fairly drunk. “Dying people get foolish,” he said. “They forget they won’t be alive to appreciate the things they ask people to do for them. People make any kind of promise, but when they realize it’s a dead creature they made the promise to, they usually squirm a little and then forget the whole business. It’s human nature.”


  “I’m told I don’t have a human nature,” Call said. “How much do I owe you?”


  “Nothing,” the doctor said. “The deceased paid me himself.”


  “I’ll get him in the spring,” Call said.


  When he got back to the livery stable he found old man Gill drinking from a jug. It reminded him of Gus, for the old man would hook one finger through the loop of the jug and throw back his head and drink. He was sitting in the wheelbarrow, his pitchfork across his lap, glaring at the Hell Bitch.


  “Next time you come, why don’t you just catch a grizzly bear and ride him in?” Gill said. “I’d rather stable a grizzly than this mare.”


  “She bite you or what?”


  “No, but she’s biding her time,” the old man said. “Take her away so I can relax. I ain’t been drunk this early in several years, and it’s just from having her around.”


  “We’re leaving,” Call said.


  “Now, why would you keep a creature like that?” the old man said, once Call had her saddled.


  “Because I like to be horseback when I’m horseback,” Call said.


  Old man Gill was not persuaded. “Hope you like to be dead when you’re dead, then,” he said. “I reckon she’s deadlier than a cobra.”


  “I reckon you talk too much,” Call said, feeling more and more that he didn’t care for Miles City.


  He found the old trapper, Hugh Auld, sitting in front of the dry-goods store. It was a cloudy day and a cool wind blew. The wind had a wintry feel, though it had been hot the day before. Call knew they didn’t have long before winter, and his men were poorly equipped.


  “Can you drive a wagon?” he asked old Hugh.


  “Yes, I can whip a mule as good as anybody else,” Hugh said.


  Call bought supplies—not only coats and overshoes and gloves but building supplies as well. He managed to rent the wagon he had carried the salt in, promising to return it when possible.


  “You’re restless,” Old Hugh said. “You go on. I’ll creep along in this wagon and catch you north of the Musselshell.”


  Call rode back toward the herd, but at a fairly slow pace. In the afternoon he stopped and sat for several hours by a little stream. Ordinarily he would have felt guilty for not heading back to the boys right away, but Gus’s death had changed that. Gus was not a person he had expected to outlive; now that he had, much was different. Gus had always been lucky—everybody said so, and he said so himself. Only Gus’s luck ran out. Jake’s had run out, Deets’s had run out; both deaths were unexpected, both sad, terribly sad, but Call believed them. He had seen them both with his own eyes. And, believing in the deaths, he had put them behind him.


  He had seen Gus die, too—or seen him dying, at least—but it seemed he hadn’t started believing it. Gus had left, and that was final, but Call felt too confused even to feel sad. Gus had been so much himself to the end that he wouldn’t let even his death be an occasion—it had just felt like one of their many arguments that normally would be resumed in a few days.


  This time it wouldn’t be resumed, and Call found he couldn’t adjust to the change. He felt so alone that he didn’t really want to go back to the outfit. The herd and the men no longer seemed to have anything to do with him. Nothing had anything to do with him, unless it was the mare. For his part he would just as soon have ridden around Montana alone until the Indians jumped him, too. It wasn’t that he even missed Gus yet all that much. Only yesterday they had talked, as they had talked for thirty years.


  Call felt some resentment, as he almost always had when thinking of his friend. Gus had died and left the world without taking him with him, so that once again he was left to do the work. He had always done the work—only he suddenly no longer believed in the work. Gus had tricked him out of his belief, as easily as if cheating at cards. All his work, and it hadn’t saved anyone, or slowed the moment of their going by a minute.


  Finally, as night fell, he mounted and rode on, not anxious to get anywhere, but tired of sitting. He rode on, his mind a blank, until the next afternoon, when he spotted the herd.


  The cattle were spread for three miles over the great plain, grazing peacefully along. No sooner had the hands spotted him than Dish and Needle Nelson came racing over. Both looked scared.


  “Captain, we seen some Indians,” Dish said. “There was a bunch of them but they didn’t attack us yet.”


  “What did they do?” Call asked.


  “Just sat on a hill and watched us,” Needle Nelson said. “We were going to give them two of these slow beeves if they’d ask, but they didn’t ask.”


  “How many in the bunch?”


  “We didn’t count,” Dish said. “But it was a bunch.”


  “Women and children with them?” Call asked.


  “Oh yes, a passel,” Needle said.


  “They seldom drag their womenfolk into battle,” Call said. “Probably Crow. I’m told the Crow are peaceful.”


  “Did you find Gus?” Dish asked. “Pea can’t talk about nothing else.”


  “I found him. He’s dead,” Call said.


  The men were turning their horses to go back to the herd. They stopped as if frozen.


  “Gus is dead?” Needle Nelson asked.


  Call nodded. He knew he would have to tell the story, but didn’t want to have to tell it a dozen times. He trotted on over to the wagon, which Lippy was driving. Pea Eye sat in the back end, resting. He was still barefoot, though Call saw at once that his feet were better. When he saw Call riding in alone he looked worried.


  “Did they carry him off, Captain?” he asked.


  “No, he made it to Miles City,” Call said. “But he had blood poisoning in both legs from those arrows, and he died day before yesterday.”


  “Well, I swear,” Pea Eye said, “I wished he hadn’t.”


  “I got away and Gus died,” he added sadly. “Wouldn’t you figure it’d be the other way around?”


  “I would if I had to make odds,” Jasper Fant said. He was close by and had loped over in time to hear.


  Newt heard the facts from Dish, who soon rode around the herd, telling the boys. Many of them loped into the wagon to get more details, but Newt didn’t. He felt like he had the morning he saw Deets dead—like turning away. If he never went to the wagon, he would never have to hear any more. He cried all afternoon, riding as far back on the drags as he could get. For once he was grateful for the dust the herd raised.


  It seemed to him it would have been better if the Indians had ridden in and killed them all—having it happen one at a time was too much to bear, and it was happening to the best people too. The ones who teased him and made sport of him, like Bert and Soupy, were happy as pigs. Even Pea Eye had nearly died, and except for the Captain and himself, Pea was the last one left of the old Hat Creek outfit.


  All the men were annoyed with Captain Call because he told of Gus’s dying brusquely, got himself a little food and rode away to be alone, as he always did in the evening. His account was pregnant with mysteries, and the men spent all night discussing them. Why had Gus refused to have the other leg amputated, in the face of plain warnings?


  “I knew a spry little fellow from Virginia who could go nearly as fast on crutches as I can on my own legs,” Lippy reported. “He had two crutches, and once he got his rhythm he could skip along.”


  “Gus could have made a cart and got him a billy goat to pull it,” Bert Borum suggested.


  “Or a donkey,” Needle said.


  “Or his dern pigs, if they’re so smart,” Soupy said. Both pigs were under the wagon. Pea Eye, who slept in the wagon, had to listen to their grunts and snores all night.


  Only the Irishman seemed sympathetic to Gus’s stance. “Why, it would only have left half of him,” he said. “Who wants to be half of himself?”


  “No, half would be about the hips,” Jasper calculated. “Half would be your nuts and all. Just your legs ain’t half.”


  Dish Boggett took no part in the conversation. He felt sad about Gus. He remembered that Gus had once lent him money to visit Lorena, and this memory lent another tone to his sadness. He had supposed Gus would go back and visit Lorena, but now, clearly, he couldn’t. She was there in Nebraska, waiting for Gus, who would never come.


  Into his sadness came a hope that when the drive was over he could draw his wages and go back and win Lorena, after all. He could still remember her face as she sat in front of the little tent on the Kansas plains. How he had envied Gus, for Lorena would smile at Gus, but she had never smiled at him. Now Gus was dead, and Dish determined to mention to the Captain that he wanted to draw his wages and leave as soon as the drive was finished.


  Lippy broke down and cried a time or two, thinking of Gus. To him, the mysterious part was why Gus wanted to be taken to Texas.


  “All that way to Texas,” Lippy kept saying. “He must have been drunk.”


  “I never seen Gus too drunk to know what he meant,” Pea Eye said. He, too, was very sad. It seemed to him it would have been better if he could have persuaded Gus to come with him.


  “All that way to Texas,” Lippy kept saying. “I wager the Captain won’t do it.”


  “I’ll take that wager,” Dish said. “He and Gus rangered together.”


  “And me too,” Pea Eye said sadly. “I rangered with them.”


  “Gus won’t be much but a skeleton, if the Captain does do it,” Jasper said. “I wouldn’t do it. I’d get to thinking of ghosts and ride off in a hole.”


  At the mention of ghosts, Dish got up and left the campfire. He couldn’t abide the thought of any more ghosts. If Deets and Gus were both roaming around, one might approach him, and he didn’t like the thought. The very notion made him white, and he pitched his bedroll as close to the wagon as he could get.


  The other men continued to talk of Augustus’s strange request.


  “Why Texas beats me,” Soupy said. “I always heard he was from Tennessee.”


  “I wonder what he’d have to say about being dead,” Needle said. “Gus always had something to say about everything.”


  Po Campo began to jingle his tambourine lightly, and the Irishman whistled sadly.


  “He never collected all that money he won from us at cards,” Bert remembered. “That’s the bright side of the matter.”


  “Oh, dern,” Pea Eye said, feeling so sorrowful that he wanted to die himself.


  No one had to ask him what he was derning about.


  98.


  OLD HUGH AULD soon replaced Augustus as the main talker in the Hat Creek outfit. He caught up with the herd, with his wagonload of coats and supplies, near the Missouri, which they crossed near Fort Benton. The soldiers at the tiny outpost were as surprised to see the cowboys as if they were men from another planet. The commander, a lanky major named Court, could scarcely believe his eyes when he looked up and saw the herd spread out over the plain. When told that most of the cattle had been gathered below the Mexican border, he was astonished, but not too astonished to buy two hundred head. Buffalo were scarce, and the fort not well provisioned.


  Call was short with Major Court. He had been short with everyone since Gus’s death. Everyone wondered when he would stop going north, but no one dared ask. There had been several light snows, and when they crossed the Missouri, it was so cold that the men built a huge fire on the north bank to warm up. Jasper Fant came near to realizing his lifelong fear of drownding when his horse spooked at a beaver and shook him off into the icy water. Fortunately Ben Rainey caught him and pulled him ashore. Jasper was blue with cold; even though they covered him with blankets and got him to the fire, it was a while before he could be convinced that he was alive.


  “Why, you could have waded out,” Old Hugh said, astonished that a man would be frightened over such a little thing as a soaking. “If you think this water’s cold now, try setting a few beaver traps around February,” he added, thinking it would help the man put things in perspective.


  Jasper couldn’t speak for an hour. Most of the men had long since grown bored with his drownding fears, and they left him to dry out his clothes as best he could. That night, when he was warm enough to be bitter, Jasper vowed to spend the rest of his life north of the Missouri rather than cross such a stream again. Also, he had developed an immediate resentment against beavers and angered Old Hugh several times on the trip north by firing at them recklessly with his pistol if he saw some in a pond.


  “Them’s beaver,” Old Hugh kept saying. “You trap beaver, you don’t shoot ’em. A bullet will ruin the pelt and the pelt’s the whole point.”


  “Well, I hate the little toothy sons of bitches,” Jasper said. “The pelts be damned.”


  Call kept riding northwest until even Old Hugh began to be worried. The great line of the Rockies was clear to the west. Though Old Hugh was the scout, it was Call who rode on ahead. Once in a while Old Hugh might point out a landmark, but he was shy about offering advice. Call made it clear that he didn’t want advice.


  Though accustomed to his silences, none of the men could remember him being that silent. For days he didn’t utter a word—he merely came in and got his food and left again. Several of the men became convinced that he didn’t mean to stop—that he would lead them north into the snows and they would all freeze.


  The day after they crossed the Marais, Old Dog disappeared. From being a lead steer, he had drifted back to the drags and usually trailed a mile or two behind the herd. Always he was there in the morning, but one morning he wasn’t. Newt and the Raineys, still in charge of the drags, went back to look for him and saw two grizzlies making a meal of the old steer. At the sight of the bears their horses bolted and raced back to the herd. Their fear instantly communicated itself to all the animals and the herd and remuda stampeded. Several cowboys got thrown, including Newt, but no one was hurt, though it took an afternoon to gather the scattered herd.


  A few days later they finally came to the Milk River. It was a crisp fall day, and most of the men were wearing their new coats. The slopes of the mountains to the west were covered with snow.


  “That’s the last one,” Old Hugh said. “You go much north of that river and you’re in Canada.”


  Call left the herd to graze and rode east alone for a day. The country was beautiful, with plenty of grass and timber enough in the creek bottoms for building a house and corrals. He came across scattered buffalo, including one large herd. He saw plentiful Indian sign, but no Indians. It was cold but brilliantly sunny. He felt that the whole top of the Montana territory was empty except for the buffalo, the Indians and the Hat Creek outfit. He knew it was time to stop and get a house of some kind built before a blizzard caught them. He knew one could come any time. He himself paid no attention to weather, and didn’t care, but there were the men to think of. It was too late for most of them to go back to Texas that fall. Like it or not, they were going to be wintering in Montana.


  That night, camping alone, he dreamed of Gus. Frequently he woke up to hear Gus’s voice, so real he looked around expecting to see him. Sometimes he would scarcely fall asleep before he dreamed of Gus, and it was even beginning to happen in the daytime if he rode along not paying much attention to his surroundings. Gus dead invaded his thoughts as readily as he had when he was alive. Usually he came to josh and tease, much as he had in life. “Just because you’ve got to the top of the country, you don’t have to stop,” he said, in one dream. “Turn east and keep going until you hit Chicago.”


  Call didn’t want to turn east, but neither did he particularly want to stop. Gus’s death, and the ones before it, had caused him to lose his sense of purpose to such an extent that he scarcely cared from one day to the next what he was doing. He kept on going north because it had become a habit. But they had reached the Milk River and winter was coming, so he had to break the habit or else lose most of the men and probably the cattle too.


  He found a creek with a good stand of sheltering timber and decided it would do for a headquarters, but he felt no eagerness for the tasks ahead. Work, the one thing that had always belonged to him, no longer seemed to matter. He did it because there was nothing else to do, not because he felt the need. Some days he felt so little interest in the herd and the men that he could simply have ridden off and left them to make the best of things. The old sense of being responsible for their well-being had left him so completely that he often wondered how he could ever have felt it so strongly. The way they looked at him in the morning, as they waited for orders, irritated him more and more. Why should grown men wait for orders every day, after coming three thousand miles?


  Frequently he gave no orders—merely ate his breakfast and rode off, leaving them with puzzled expressions on their faces. An hour later, when he looked back, he would see that they were following, and that, too, irritated him. Sometimes he felt he would prefer to look back and see the plains empty, all the followers and cattle vanished.


  But nothing like that happened, and when he had settled on a headquarters, he told the men to drive the cattle east for a day and then let them graze at will. The drive was over. The ranch would lie between the Milk and the Missouri. He would file on the land in the spring.


  “What about them of us that want to go back to Texas?” Dish Boggett asked.


  Call was surprised. Until then no one had suggested going back to Texas.


  “It’s late in the year,” he said. “You’d be better advised to wait and go in the spring.”


  Dish looked at him stubbornly. “I didn’t hire on for no winter in Montana,” he said. “I guess if I could have my wages I’d take my chances.”


  “Well, you’re needed for the building,” Call said, reluctant to lose him. Dish looked as if he stood ready to ride south then and there. “Once that’s done any can go that wants,” Call added.


  Dish Boggett felt angry. He hadn’t hired on to carpenter either. His first work for the Hat Creek outfit had been well-digging, and his last would be swinging an ax, it appeared. Neither was work fit for a cowhand, and he was on the verge of demanding his wages and standing up for his rights as a free man—but the Captain’s look dissuaded him, and the next morning, when they started the herd east along the Milk, he took the point for the last time. With Old Dog dead, the Texas bull was frequently in the forefront of the drive. He looked ugly, for his wound had been sewn up unevenly, and being one-eyed and one-horned had made him even more irascible. He would often turn and attack anyone who approached him on his blind side. Several men had narrowly escaped disaster, and only the fact that Captain Call favored the bull had kept them from shooting him.


  Dish resolved that as soon as the building was done he would go like a streak for Nebraska. The thought that a stranger might come along and win Lorie before he could get back was a torment to him—but it made him one of the more vigorous members of the logging crew once the building got started. Most of the other members of the crew, Jasper and Needle particularly, were less vigorous, and they irritated Dish by taking frequent breaks, leaving him to chop alone. They would sit around smoking, keeping a close watch for bears, while Dish flailed away, the sound of the striking ax echoing far across the valley of the Milk River.


  Before the work had been in progress a week, an event occurred which changed the men’s attitudes dramatically. The event was a blizzard, which howled out of the north for three days. Only the fact that Call had seen to it that ample firewood had been cut saved the outfit. The men had never known or imagined such cold. They built two large fires and huddled between them, feeding them logs, freezing on the side not closest to the fire. The first day there was no visibility at all—the men could not even go to the horses without the risk of being lost in the swirling snow.


  “It’s worse than a sandstorm,” Needle said.


  “Yes, and colder too,” Jasper said. “I’ve got my feet practically in the fire and my dern toes are still frozen.”


  Dish found to his annoyance that his own breath caused his mustache to freeze, something he would not have imagined could happen. The men put on all the clothes they had and were still terribly cold. When the storm blew out and the sun reappeared, the cold refused to leave. In fact, it got colder, and formed such a hard crust on the snow that the men slipped and fell just going a few feet to the wagon.


  Only Po Campo seemed to thrive in the weather. He still relied largely on his serape, plus an old scarf he had found somewhere, and he annoyed the men by nagging them to go shoot a bear. His theory was that bear meat would help them get used to the weather. Even if it didn’t, a bearskin might come in handy.


  “Yes, and them dern bears probably think a little man meat would come in handy,” Soupy observed.


  Pea Eye, the tallest man in the group, had developed a new fear, which was that he would be swallowed up in a snowdrift. He had always worried about quicksand, and now he was in a place where all he could see, for miles around, was a colder version of quicksand.


  “If it was to cover you up, I reckon you’d freeze,” he said, over and over, until the men were tired of hearing it. Most of the men were tired of hearing one another say anything—the complaints characteristic of each had come to bore them thoroughly as a group.


  Newt found that he had no urge either to talk or listen, but he did have an urge to stay warm, and he spent as much time by the fire as he honorably could. The only parts of his body that he was still conscious of were his hands, feet and ears, all of which were dreadfully cold. When the storm abated and they rode out to check the cattle he tied an old flannel shirt over his ears and they still felt frozen.


  The livestock weathered the storm fairly well, although some of the cattle had drifted far south and had to be pushed back toward the Milk.


  Even so, within ten days of the blizzard, a sizable rough log house had been built, complete with fireplace and chimney, both the work of Po Campo. He took advantage of a few days’ thaw to make a great quantity of mud bricks, all of which froze hard with the next freeze. The roof had hardly been on the cabin a day when the next blizzard hit. This time, though, the men were comparatively warm.


  To their amazement, Captain Call refused to live in the house. He set up the old tent of Wilbarger’s in a sheltered spot on the creek, and spent his nights in it, sometimes building a small fire in front of it.


  Every morning, the men expected to come out and find him frozen; instead, he came in every morning and found them sleeping too late, reluctant to leave their blankets for the chill.


  But there were still corrals to build, and a smokehouse, and improvements on the cabin. Call saw that the men stayed at work while he himself did most of the checking on the livestock, sometimes taking Newt with him on his rounds. He killed several buffalo and taught Newt how to quarter them.


  Old Hugh Auld came and went at will on his spotted pony. Though he talked constantly while he was with the crew, he often developed what he called lonesome feelings and disappeared for ten days at a time. Once in a prolonged warm spell he came racing in excitedly and informed Call that there was a herd of wild horses grazing only twenty miles to the south.


  Since the Hat Creek remuda was not in the best of shape, Call decided to go see about the horses. They had a great stroke of luck and caught them in a box canyon only fifteen miles from the headquarters. The horses were smallish, but still fat from a summer’s grazing. Bert Borum, the best roper in the outfit, caught eighteen of the horses and they were brought back, hobbled, to the remuda.


  True to his word, Dish Boggett drew his wages and left the day after they caught the wild horses. Call had assumed the blizzards would have taught the young man the folly of leaving, and was annoyed when Dish asked for his pay.


  “It’s no time to be traveling in country you don’t know,” Call said.


  “I pointed that herd the whole way up here,” Dish said stubbornly. “I guess I can find my way back. Besides, I got a coat.”


  Call had little money on him, but he had arranged for credit in the little bank in Miles City and he wrote Dish out an order for his wages, using the bottom of a frying pan to rest his tablet on. It was just after breakfast and a number of the hands were watching. There had been a light snowfall the night before and the plains were white for miles around.


  “Dern, we might as well hold the funeral right now,” Soupy said. “He won’t even make it to the Yellowstone, much less to Nebraska.”


  “It’s that whore,” Jasper said. “He’s in a hurry to get back before somebody beats his time.”


  Dish reddened and whirled on Jasper. “She ain’t a whore,” he said. “You take that back or I’ll box your dern ears.”


  Jasper was appalled at the challenge. His feet were cold and he knew he couldn’t cut much of a figure in a fight with Dish. His hands were cold too—they were usually cold—and the thought of having to strike someone with a hard head with one of them was not pleasant.


  “Well, I meant she was in her younger days,” Jasper said. “I don’t know what she does for a living now.”


  Dish stalked off in a cold silent fury. He had resented many of the men throughout the whole trip because of their casual talk about Lorie and saw no reason for elaborate goodbyes. Po Campo hung him with so many provisions that he could scarcely mount.


  Dish thought them unnecessary. “I got a rifle,” he reminded Po. “There’s plenty of game.”


  “You may not want to hunt in the blizzards,” Po Campo said.


  Before Dish left, Call told him to take an extra horse. Dish had mainly ridden Sugar all the way north and planned to ride him all the way back, but Call insisted that he take a little buckskin for insurance.


  “A horse can always go lame,” he said.


  All the men were standing around, disturbed that Dish was leaving. Newt felt like crying. Leavings and dyings felt a lot alike.


  Dish, too, at the last moment, felt a powerful ache inside him at the thought of leaving the bunch. Though most of the hands were disgraceful, rude and incompetent, they were still his compañeros. He liked young Newt and enjoyed teasing Jasper. He even had a sneaking fondness for Lippy, who had appointed himself cook’s helper and seldom got far from the big fireplace.


  But Dish had gone too far to stop. He had no fear at all of the dangers. He had to go see Lorena, and that was that. He mounted and took the lead rope of the little buckskin.


  Pea Eye, who had been off near the lots trying to loosen his bowels—the main effect on Montana had been to constipate him—missed the preparations for leave-taking. He had been in a sorrowful mood ever since the report had come back on Gus, and the sight of Dish ready to ride off upset him all over again.


  “Well, I swear, Dish,” he said. Tears welled in his eyes and he could say no more. Several of the men were disturbed by the sight, fearing that they might behave no better. Dish shook hands quickly all around.


  “So long, boys,” he said. “Look for me south of the Brazos if you ever get home.” Then he touched Sugar with his spurs and was soon only a black speck on the snow.


  Call had debated giving him the letters Gus had written to the women, but thought better of it. If Dish was lost, and probably he would be, the letters would be lost too, and they were Gus’s last words. Better to keep them and deliver them himself—though the thought didn’t cheer him.


  Sitting in his tent that night, he pondered the change in himself. He had let the young man override his warning and leave. He could have ordered him to stay and put a little more of himself into the order, as he often had at times when men were unruly. Dish had been determined, but not determined enough to buck a forceful command. As captain he had given such commands many times and never had one failed to be obeyed.


  But in this case he lacked the interest. When it came time to summon the force, he hadn’t. He admired Dish Boggett, who indeed had held a true point for three thousand miles; he had also often proved himself the best man to break a stampede. But Call had let him go, and didn’t really care. He knew that he wouldn’t care if they all went, excepting Pea and the boy. He had no impulse to lead the men another step.


  The next day, since the weather continued pretty, he decided to go to Fort Benton himself. Major Court had indicated that the Army might frequently need beef if the winter got bad and the tribes fared poorly. After all, he had come to Montana in the hope of selling cattle. Once the news reached Texas that they had made the drive, others would soon follow, probably by next fall, and it was well to establish good connections with the Army, the only buyer in the Territory who might want beef.


  It was during the Captain’s absence that Newt discovered a talent for breaking horses. Ben Rainey, an excellent rider, had been assigned the task of breaking the mustangs, but on the very first day of work a strong black horse threw him into a tree and broke his arm. Po Campo set the bone, but Ben declared he had had enough of bucking broncs. He meant to apply for another job when the Captain returned. Newt had been on wood detail, dragging dead timbers up from the creek and helping Pea Eye and Pete Spettle split them. He told Ben Rainey he would have a try at the black, and he rode him to a stand-still, to the surprise of everyone, including himself.


  Of course he knew that riding a horse through a bucking spell represented just a small part of a horse’s education. They had to be gentled enough that it wouldn’t be necessary to tie them down to saddle them. They had to be taught to rein, and, if possible, to take an interest in cattle.


  When the Captain returned a week later with an order for three hundred beeves to be delivered to Fort Benton by Christmas, Newt was in the little sapling corral they had built, working with a hammer-headed bay. He looked nervously at the Captain, expecting to be reprimanded for changing jobs, but Call merely sat on the Hell Bitch and watched. Newt tried to ignore the fact that he was there—he didn’t want to get nervous and upset the bay. He had discovered that if he talked a lot and was soothing in what he said it had a good effect on the horse he was working with. He murmured to the bay while the Captain watched. Finally Call dismounted and unsaddled. It pleased him to see the quiet way the boy worked. He had never been one for talk when there was work to be done—it was his big point of difference with Gus, who could do nothing without talking. He was glad the boy was inclined to his way. When they drove the beeves to Fort Benton, he took Newt and two other men with him.


  That winter there were several such trips—not merely to Fort Benton but to Fort Buford as well. Once when they arrived at Fort Benton, the Army had just trailed in a bunch of raw, half-broken horses from the south. When they brought in beeves, the fort was always full of Indians, and there was much bargaining over how the beeves would be divided between the Major and an old Blackfoot chief the soldiers called Saw, because of the sharpness of his features. Some Blood Indians were there too on this occasion, and Call felt angry—he knew he was seeing some of the warriors who had killed Gus. When the Indians left, he felt like tracking them and revenging his friend—though he didn’t know which braves had done it. He held back, but it made him uneasy to leave an attack unanswered.


  The Major found out that Newt was good at breaking horses and asked Call if he would mind leaving the boy at the fort for a few weeks to rough out the new string of horses. Call didn’t want to, but the Major had dealt with him on fair terms and he didn’t feel he could refuse the request, particularly since there was not much to do back at ranch headquarters. They spent their time making improvements on the log house, starting a barn and checking the cattle after the frequent storms. Most of the men spent their spare time hunting, and had already brought in more buffalo and elk meat than could be eaten in a winter.


  So Call agreed, and Newt stayed at the fort a month, breaking horses. The weather improved. It was cold, but the days were often fine and sunny. Newt’s only scare came when he took a strong sorrel gelding out of the fort for his first ride and the horse took the bit between his teeth and raced out onto the Missouri ice. When the horse hit the ice he slipped and, though he crashed through the ice, fortunately they were in shallow water and Newt was able to struggle out and lead the horse out too. A few soldiers coming in with a load of wood helped him get dry. Newt knew it would have been a different story if the horse had made it to the center of the river before breaking through the ice.


  After that, when he took his raw mounts out for a ride, he turned them away from the river as soon as he left the fort.


  99.


  JULY JOHNSON PROPOSED to Clara in the first week of the new year. He had been trying to stop himself from doing just that for months, and then he did it one day when, at her request, he brought in a sack of potatoes. It had been very cold and the potatoes were frozen—Clara wanted them in the warm kitchen to thaw. His son, Martin, was crawling on the kitchen floor when he came in and Clara was stirring batter for one of the cakes she couldn’t live without. As soon as he sat the frozen potatoes on the table, he did it. “Would you ever marry me?” was the way he put it, and immediately felt a terrible fool for having uttered the words. In the months he had worked for her their relations had been unchanged, and he supposed she would think him drunk or out of his head for raising such a thought.


  Instead, Clara did a thing that amazed him—she stuck a finger in the sweet cake batter and held her hand out to him, as if he were just supposed to eat the glob of uncooked cake right off her finger.


  “Have a taste, July,” she said. “I think I’ve overdone the cinnamon.”


  July decided she must not have heard his question. He wondered if she were merely trying to be polite. Though he knew he should have been glad she hadn’t heard it, he felt ready to say it again, and was about to when Clara stopped him with a look.


  “You don’t have to repeat yourself,” she said. “I heard you. Do you want to give me an opinion on this cinnamon or not?”


  July felt awkward and embarrassed. He hadn’t meant to ask such a question just then—and yet the question would be asked. He didn’t know what to do about the cake batter, but didn’t feel it proper just to lean over and eat it off her finger. He reached out and took as much of it as he could on one of his own fingers before he sampled it.


  “Tastes fine,” he said, but Clara looked annoyed, or scornful, or somehow displeased. He could never tell what her looks meant—all he registered was how uncomfortable they made him.


  “I don’t think you’re much of a judge of sweets,” Clara said, heat in her tone but a coldness in her gray eyes.


  She ate the rest of the batter off her own finger and went back to stirring the cake. A minute later Lorena walked into the room and picked up the baby. July was hoping she would take the baby out of the kitchen, but instead she sat down at the table and began to sing to him. Then, to make matters worse, both girls came in and began to make over the baby too. Martin was laughing and trying to grab a spoon away from one of the girls. Clara looked at July again, and the look made him feel a fool. He didn’t get an answer to his question and soon had to go back to doing his chores.


  That night he wondered if he ought to leave. He could not stay around Clara without nursing hopes, and yet he could detect no sign that she cared about him. Sometimes he thought she did, but when he thought it over he always concluded that he had just been imagining things. Her remarks to him generally had a stinging quality, but he would often not realize he had been stung until after she left the scene. Working together in the lots, which they did whenever the weather was decent, she often lectured him on his behavior with the horses. She didn’t feel he paid close attention to them. July was at a loss to know how anyone could pay close attention to a horse when she was around, and yet the more his eyes turned to her the worse he did with the horses and the more disgusted she grew. His eyes would turn to her, though. She had taken to wearing her husband’s old coat and overshoes, both much too big for her. She wouldn’t wear gloves—she claimed the horses didn’t like it—and her large bony hands often got so cold she would have to stick them under the coat for a few minutes to warm them. She wore a variety of caps that she had ordered from somewhere—apparently she liked caps as much as she liked cake. None of them were particularly suited to a Nebraska winter. Her favorite one was an old Army cap Cholo had picked up on the plains somewhere. Sometimes Clara would tie a wool scarf over it to keep her ears warm, but usually the scarf came untied in the course of working with the horses, so that when they walked back up for a meal her hair was usually spilling over the collar of the big coat. Yet July couldn’t stop his eyes from feasting on her. He thought she was wonderfully beautiful, so beautiful that merely to walk with her from the lots to the house, when she was in a good mood, was enough to make him give up for another month all thought of leaving. He told himself that just being able to work with her was enough. And yet, it wasn’t—which is why the question finally forced itself out.


  He was miserable all night, for she hadn’t answered the question. But he had spoken the words and revealed what he wanted. He supposed she would think worse of him than she already did, once she thought it over.


  It was three days before they were alone again. Some soldiers needing horses showed up, and Clara asked them to spend the night. Then Martin got a bad cough and developed a high fever. Cholo was sent to bring the doctor. Clara spent most of the day sitting with the baby, who coughed with every breath. She tried every remedy she knew, with no effect. Martin couldn’t sleep for coughing. July went into the sickroom from time to time, feeling awkward and helpless. The boy was his child, and yet he didn’t know what to do. He felt in the way. Clara sat in a straight chair, holding the child. He asked in the morning if there was anything special she wanted him to do and she shook her head. The child’s sickness had driven out all other concerns. When July came back that evening, Clara was still sitting. Martin was too weak by then to cough very hard, but his breath was a rasp and his fever still high. Clara was impassive, rocking the baby’s cradle, but not looking at him.


  “I guess the doctor will be getting here soon,” July said uncertainly.


  “The doctor might have been gone in the other direction,” Clara said. “This will be over before he gets here. He’ll have had the ride for nothing.”


  “You mean the baby’s dying?” July asked.


  “I mean he’ll either die or get well before the doctor comes,” Clara said, standing up. “I’ve done all I can. The rest is up to Martin.”


  Clara looked at him and then, to his shock, walked over and put her head against his chest. She put her arms around him and held him tightly. It was so surprising that July almost lost his balance. He put his arms around her to steady himself. Clara didn’t raise her head for what seemed like minutes. He could feel her body trembling and could smell her hair.


  Then she stepped back from him as abruptly as she had come to him, though she caught one of his hands and held it a moment. Her cheeks were wet with tears.


  “I hate it when a child is sick,” she said. “I loathe it. I get too scared. It’s like...” She stopped a minute to wipe the tears off her cheeks. “It’s like there’s something doesn’t want me to get a boy raised,” Clara said, her voice cracking.


  July lay awake all night, remembering how it felt to have her take his hand. Her fingers had twined for a moment in his before she let go. It had seemed she needed him, else she wouldn’t have squeezed so. It made him so excited that he couldn’t sleep, yet when he went back upstairs in the morning and stepped into the sickroom, Clara was distant, though it was a fine sunny day and the baby’s fever was down. His breath still rattled, but he was asleep.


  “I could bring you up some coffee,” July said.


  “No, thanks, I know my way to the kitchen well enough,” she said, standing up. This time she neither hugged him nor took his hand; she walked past him without a look. All he could do was follow her downstairs. Lorena and the girls had already made breakfast and Cholo came in to eat. July didn’t feel hungry. The fact that Clara was displeased took his appetite away. He tried to think why she might be displeased, but could come up with no reasons. He sat numbly through breakfast and went out the door feeling that it would be hard to get his mind on work. He needed to repair the wheel of the big wagon, which had cracked somehow.


  Before he could even get the wheel off, he saw Clara coming toward the tool shed. Though it was sunny, it was also very cold—her breath made little clouds. July was afraid the baby might have taken a turn for the worse, but that was not it. Clara was very angry.


  “You’d do better to talk to me when I’m mad,” she said, with no preamble. There were points of red in her cheeks.


  “I’m no talker, I guess,” July said.


  “You’re not much of anything, but you could be,” she said. “I know you’re smart, because Martin is, and he didn’t get it all from your poor wife. But a fence post is more useful generally than you are.”


  July took it as a criticism of his work, which he felt he had done scrupulously.


  “I’ve nearly got this wheel fixed,” he said.


  “July, I’m not talking about chores,” she said. “I’m talking about me. I sat there all night in that room with your baby. Where were you?”


  July had been thinking that he probably should have offered to sit with her. Of course, now it was too late. He wanted to explain that he was too shy just to come into a room where she was, particularly a bedroom, unless she asked him. Even coming into the kitchen, if she was alone, was not something he did casually. But he didn’t know how to explain all the cautions she prompted in him.


  “I wish now I had,” he said.


  Clara’s eyes were flashing. “I told you how sickness frightens me,” she said. “The only times I’ve ever wished I could die is when I’ve had to sit and watch a child suffer.”


  She was twisting one hand in the other. July, seeing that she was shivering, took off his coat and held it out to her, but Clara ignored the offer.


  “I sit there alone,” she said. “I don’t want the girls to be there because I don’t want them to get death too much in their minds. I sit there and I think, I’m alone, and I can’t help this child. If it wants to die I can’t stop it. I can love it until I bleed and it won’t stop it. I hope it won’t die. I hope it can grow up and have its time. I know how I’ll feel if it does die, how long it’ll take me to care if I draw breath, much less about cooking and the girls and all the things you have to do if you’re alive.”


  Clara paused. In the lots a sorrel stallion whinnied. He was her favorite, but this day she appeared not to hear him.


  “I know if I lose one more child I’ll never care again,” she said. “I won’t. Nothing will make any difference to me again if I lose one more. It’ll ruin me, and that’ll ruin my girls. I’ll never buy another horse, or cook another meal, or take another man. I’ll starve, or else I’ll go crazy and welcome it. Or I’ll kill the doctor for not coming, or you for not sitting with me, or something. If you want to marry me, why didn’t you come and sit?”


  July realized then that he had managed to do a terrible thing, though all he had done was go to his room in the ordinary way. It startled him to hear Clara say she could kill him over such a thing as that, but he knew from her look that it wasn’t just talk.


  “Would you ever marry me?” he asked. “You never said.”


  “No, and I’m not about to say now,” Clara said. “Ask me in a year.”


  “Why in a year?”


  “Because you deserve to suffer for a year,” Clara said. “I suffered a year’s worth just last night, and I guess you were lying at your ease, dreaming of our wedding night.”


  July had no reply. He had never known a woman who spoke so boldly. He looked at her through the fog of their breath, wishing she would at least take the coat. The cold made goose bumps on her wrists.


  “I thought you were a sheriff once,” Clara said. The stallion whinnied again, and, still watching July, she waved at the horse. He had the eyes of a sweet but bewildered boy in the body of a sturdy man. She wanted the sturdiness close to her, but was irritated by the bewilderment.


  “Oh, I was a sheriff,” he said.


  “Didn’t you ever give orders, then?” she said.


  “Well, I told Roscoe when to clean the jail,” July said.


  “It ain’t much, but it’s more than we hear from you around here,” Clara said. “Try telling me when to clean something, just for practice, once in a while. At least I’d get to hear a sound out of your throat.”


  Again, she refused the coat, though it was clear to him that she was in a somewhat better temper. She went over and rubbed the stallion’s neck for ten minutes before going back to the house.


  Then the other man, Dish Boggett, had to come, bringing the news that Augustus McCrae was dead. He had picked his way along the Platte River in a January blizzard. Both his horses were exhausted, but Dish himself seemed no worse for wear. He treated blizzards as a matter-of-fact occurrence.


  It seemed to July that Clara took an instant liking to Dish Boggett, and he couldn’t help feeling resentful, although he soon perceived that Dish had come to court Lorena, not Clara. Lorena had hardly spoken since she learned that Gus was dead. Clara immediately offered Dish a job—it was a hard winter and they were always behind. The colts would start coming soon, and they would be farther behind, so of course it was only sensible to hire another man, but July hated it. He had grown used to working with Clara and Cholo, and he had a hard time adjusting to Dish. Part of it was that Dish was twice as competent with horses as he was himself, and everyone immediately recognized Dish’s value. Clara was soon asking Dish to do things with the horses that she had once let July do. July was more and more left with the kind of chores that a boy could handle.


  To make matters worse, Dish Boggett was standoffish and made no attempt to make friends with him. Dish knew many card games and could even play charades, so he was a great hit with the girls. Many a night through the long winter, July sat against a wall, feeling left out, while Clara, Dish and the girls played games at the big kitchen table.


  Dish tried every way he could to draw Lorena into some of the games, but the most Lorena would do was sit in the room. She sat silently, not watching, while July sat just as silently. He could not help but wish that Dish Boggett had got lost in Wyoming or had somehow gone on to Texas. Hardly a day passed without him seeing what he thought were signs that Clara was taken with the man. Sooner or later, when Dish gave up on Lorena, he would be bound to notice. July felt helpless—there was nothing he could do about it. Sometimes he sat near Lorena, feeling that he had more in common with her than with anyone else at the ranch. She loved a dead man, he a woman who hardly noticed him. But whatever they had in common didn’t cause Lorena to so much as look his way. Lorena looked more beautiful than ever, but it was a grave beauty since news of the death had come. Only the young girl, Betsey, who loved Lorena completely, could occasionally bring a spark of life to her eyes. If Betsey was ill, Lorena nursed her tirelessly, taking her into her own bed and singing to her. They read stories together, Betsey doing the reading. Lorena could only piece out a few words—the sisters planned to teach her reading, but knew it would have to wait until she felt better.


  Even Sally, usually so jealous of any attention her sister got, respected the fact that Betsey and Lorena were especially close. She would let off teasing Betsey if Lorena looked at her in a certain way.


  Clara felt no terrible stab of grief when the news of Gus’s death came. The years had kept them too separate. It had been a tremendous joy to see him when he visited—to realize that he still loved her, and that she still enjoyed him. She liked his tolerance and his humor, and felt an amused pride in the thought that he still put her above other women, despite all the years since they had first courted.


  Often she sat out on her upper porch at night, wrapped in Bob’s huge coat. She liked the bitter cold, a cold that seemed to dim the stars. Reflecting, she decided there had been something in what she and Gus had felt that needed separation. At close quarters she felt she would have struggled bitterly with him. Even during his brief visit she felt the struggle might start, and if it did start, gentler souls, such as July and Lorena, might have been destroyed.


  In the dark nights on the ice-encrusted porch she occasionally felt a cold tear on her cheek. In Gus she had lost her ultimate ally, and felt that much more alone, but she had none of the tired despair she had felt when her children died.


  Now there was July Johnson, a man whose love was nearly mute. Not only was he inept where feelings were concerned, he was also a dolt with horses. Loving horses as she did, Clara was hard put to know why she could even consider settling in with a man who was no better with them than Bob had been. Of course, the settling-in process was hardly complete, and Clara was in no hurry that it should be. Closer relations would probably only increase her impatience with him.


  It amused her that he was so jealous of Dish, who, though friendly, companionable and an excellent hand, was not interested in her at all. His love for Lorena leaped out of every look he cast in her direction, although not one of them penetrated Lorena’s iron grief. Clara herself didn’t try to touch or change Lorena’s grief—it was like Martin’s fever: either it would kill her or it wouldn’t. Clara would not have been surprised by a gunshot if it had come from Lorena’s room. She knew the girl felt what she had felt when her boys died: unrelievable grief. In those times, the well-meaning efforts of Bob or the neighbors to cheer her up had merely affronted her. She hadn’t wanted to live, particularly not cheerfully. Kindly people told her that the living must live. I don’t, if my boys can’t, she wanted to say to them. Yet the kindly people were right; she came slowly back to enjoyment and one day would even find herself making a cake again and eating it with relish.


  Watching Lorena, as she sat blank with grief every day, scarcely stirring unless Betsey urged her to, Clara felt helpless. Lorena would either live or die, and Clara felt it might be die. Lorena’s only tie to life was Betsey. She didn’t care for sweets or men or horses; her only experience with happiness had been Gus. The handsome young cowboy who sent her countless looks of love meant nothing to her. Pleasure had no hold on Lorena—she had known little of it, and Clara didn’t count on its drawing her back to life. The young cowboy would be doomed to find his love blocked by Gus in death even as it had been in life. Betsey had a better chance of saving Lorena than Dish. Betsey worried about her constantly and tried to get her mother to do something.


  “I can’t make Mr. McCrae alive again, which is all she wants,” Clara said. “What do you think I can do?”


  “Make her not so sad,” Betsey pleaded.


  “Nobody can do that,” Clara said. “I can’t even make you not sad when you’re sad.”


  Yet one day she did try. She came upon Lorie standing in the hall, her hair uncombed. She had the look of a beaten dog. Clara stopped and hugged her, as suddenly as she had hugged July Johnson. In him her hug had stirred a fever of hope; in Lorena it stirred nothing.


  “I guess you wish you’d gone with him,” Clara said. “It would have given you a little more time.”


  Lorena looked surprised—it was the one thing she had been thinking since the news came.


  “I should have,” she said.


  “No,” Clara said. “You would have had a little more time, I grant you, but now you’d be stuck in Montana with a bunch of men who don’t care that you loved Gus. They’d want you to love them. Dish wants it so much that he rode to you through the blizzards.”


  The thought of Dish merely made Lorena feel cold. “He wasted his time,” she said.


  “I know that, but don’t expect him to realize it,” Clara said.


  “He bought me once, when I was a whore,” Lorena said, surprised at the word on her tongue. She had never used it before.


  “And Gus didn’t?” Clara said.


  Lorena was silent. Of course Gus had. She wondered if Clara would ask her to leave, knowing what she had been.


  “Dish loved you and took the only way he had to get your attention,” Clara said.


  “He didn’t get my attention,” Lorena said. “He didn’t get anything.”


  “And Gus did the same and got everything,” Clara said. “Gus was lucky and Dish isn’t.”


  “I ain’t either,” Lorena said.


  Clara offered no advice. A few days later, when she was sewing, Lorena came and stood in front of her. She looked no better. “Why did you ask me to stay, when it was you Gus loved?” she asked. “Why didn’t you ask him to stay? If you had he’d be alive.”


  Clara shook her head. “He loved us both,” she said, “but Gus would never miss an adventure. Not for you or me or any other woman. No one could have kept him home. He was a rake and a rambler, though you’d have kept him longer than I could have.”


  Lorena didn’t believe it. She remembered how often Gus had talked of Clara. Of course it no longer mattered—nothing like that mattered anymore, and yet she couldn’t keep her mind from turning to it.


  “It ain’t so,” she said. She had used her voice so little that it sounded weak.


  “It is so,” Clara said. “You’re more beautiful and less bossy. When I told Gus I was marrying Bob, all those years ago, he looked relieved. He tried to act disappointed, but he was relieved. I’ve never forgot it. And he had proposed to me thirty times at least. But he saw it would be a struggle if he won me, and he didn’t want it.”


  Clara was silent for a moment, looking into the other woman’s eyes.


  “Bob was too dumb to realize there’d be a struggle,” Clara said. “Half the time he didn’t notice it even when he was in it. So mainly I had the struggle with myself.


  “It’s been lonely,” she added.


  She thought the conversation a good sign. Maybe Lorie was going to come out of it. But it was the last conversation they had for months. Lorena lived through the winter in silence, only speaking to Betsey, who remained as loyal as ever.


  Dish Boggett remained loyal too, although Lorena gave him no encouragement. He spent more and more time playing cards with Sally, whose bright girlish chatter he had come to like. Every day he tried his best with Lorena, but he had begun to feel hopeless. She would not even speak to him, no matter how sweetly he asked. She met everything he said with silence—the same silence she had had in Lonesome Dove, only deeper. He told himself that if the situation didn’t improve by the spring he would go to Texas and try to forget her.


  Yet when spring came Dish told Clara he would be glad to stay and help her with the colts.


  100.


  IT CAME TO RANKLE CALL that Gus had left his half of the cattle herd to the woman. The woman was down in Nebraska. She was not there helping. Of course, if she had been there helping, there would have been trouble, but that didn’t lessen the aggravation of what Gus had done. He could simply have given her money—he had money. As it was, every time Call sold a bunch of stock to the Army he had to put aside half the money for a woman he had never approved of, who might, for all any of them knew, have already forgotten Gus and married someone else, or even gone back to being a whore.


  Still, Call had halved the money. However aggravating it was, Gus had meant it, and he would do it, though when he went back with the body he planned to see if he could at least buy her out. He didn’t like the thought of being in partnership with a woman, much less a whore—although he conceded that she might have reformed.


  He lived in the tent all winter, keeping the men working but taking little interest in the result. Sometimes he hunted, taking the Hell Bitch and riding off onto the plains. He always killed game but was not much interested in the hunt. He went because he no longer felt comfortable around the men. The Indians had not bothered them, and the men did well enough by themselves. Soupy Jones had assumed the top-hand role, once Dish left, and flourished in it. The other men did well too, although there was some grumbling and many small disputes. Hugh Auld and Po Campo became friends and often tramped off together for a day or two so Hugh could show Po Campo some pond where there were still beaver, or some other interesting place he knew about. Lippy, starved for music, played the accordion and spent nearly the whole winter trying to make a fiddle from a shoe box. The instrument yielded a powerful screeching sound, but none of the cowboys were ready to admit that the sound was music.


  At Christmas, hungering for pork, they killed Gus’s pigs. The most surprising development was that Jasper Fant learned to cook. He took it up mainly out of boredom, but, tutored by Po Campo, his progress was so rapid that when Po Campo went off with Old Hugh the cuisine didn’t suffer.


  In the early spring, while the weather was still chancy, fifteen horses disappeared one night. It was only by luck that the theft was discovered, for in such a place at such a time horsethieves were the last thing they were expecting. Call had taken the precaution of going with Old Hugh to two or three of the nearest Indian camps to meet the chiefs and do the usual diplomacy, in the hope of preventing the sort of surprise encounter that had proven deadly for Gus. The visits made him sad, for the Indians were not belligerent and it was apparent that Gus had merely struck the wrong bunch at the wrong time, in the wrong manner. It was a depressing irony, for Gus had always been one to preach diplomacy with the red man and over the years had engaged in many councils that Call himself thought pointless. Gus had talked to many a warrior that Call would merely have shot, and yet had got killed in a place where most of the Indians were happy to talk, particularly to a man who owned an endless supply of beef.


  But Call noticed on the visits that, in the main, the Indians had better horses than he did, and he had even arranged a trade with the Blackfeet: fifty beeves for ten horses. The negotiations had required Old Hugh to talk for two days and had left him hoarse.


  Thus, when the Spettle boy came in to report the horses gone, Call was surprised. Where would a horsethief come from, and where would one go?


  Still, a fact was a fact: the horses were gone. Call took Pea, Newt, Needle Nelson and Old Hugh, and went in pursuit. He soon ruled out Indians, for the thieves were traveling too slow, and had even stopped to camp not thirty miles from their headquarters, which Indians with stolen horses would never have been foolish enough to do. It was soon plain that they were only chasing two men. They crossed into Canada on the second day and caught the thieves on the third, surprising them at breakfast. They were a shaky old man with a dirty gray beard and a strapping boy about Newt’s age. The old man had a single-shot buffalo gun, and the boy a cap-and-ball pistol. The boy was cooking venison and the old man propped against his saddle muttering over a Bible when Call walked in with his pistol drawn. The boy, though big as an ox, began to tremble when he saw the five men with guns.


  “I tolt you, Pa,” he said. “Now we’re caught.”


  The old man, who had a jug beside his saddle, was clearly drunk, and seemed scarcely conscious of what was occurring.


  “Why, I’m a minister of the Lord,” he said. “Don’t point your dern guns at me, we’re just having breakfast. This is my boy, Tom.”


  Call disarmed the two, which only took a second. The fifteen horses were grazing in plain sight not a hundred yards from the camp.


  “We didn’t know they were your horses,” the boy said, quivering with fright. “We thought they were Indian horses.”


  “They’re all branded,” Call said. “You could see that, unless you’re blind.”


  “Not blind and not sinners, either,” the old man said, getting to his feet. He was so drunk he couldn’t walk straight.


  “Well, you’re horsethieves, and that’s a sin in my book,” Call said. “Where do you people come from?”


  “From God, man,” the old fellow said.


  “Where on earth, I meant,” Call said, feeling weary. He wondered what had possessed a minister and a boy to run off their horses, each plainly branded. It struck him as a stupid and pointless crime, for they were driving the horses north, where there were no towns and no ranches. It was clear the two were poor, and the old man out of his head. Call could tell the hands were glum at the prospect of hanging such a pair, and he himself didn’t relish it, but they were horsethieves and he felt he had no choice. His own distaste for the prospect caused him to make a mistake—he didn’t immediately tie the old man, who seemed so weak he could hardly stand. He was not too weak, though, to snatch up a hatchet and strike a blow at Needle that would have killed him had not Needle jerked back—as it was, the blade of the hatchet tore a bad cut in his arm. Call shot the old man before he could strike again. The boy took off running across the open prairie. He was easily caught, of course, but by the time he was tied and led back the old man was dead. The boy sat down in the thin snow and wept.


  “He was all right until Ma died and Sister died,” he said. “We were in a wagon train. Then he just went daft and said we had to go off by ourselves. I didn’t want to.”


  “I wish he hadn’t taken our horses,” Call said.


  The boy was trembling and crying. “Don’t hang me, mister,” he said. “I never stole in my life. I told him to leave them horses, but he said they were horses the Indians had already stole.


  “I’ll work for you,” the boy added. “I can blacksmith. I worked two years at a forge back in Missouri, before we left.”


  Call knew there was not a decent tree in miles. It would be a hardship on them to ride along with the boy for a day in order to hang him. Besides, they needed a blacksmith. As for the boy’s story, maybe it was true and maybe it wasn’t. The old man had appeared to be mad, but Call had seen many thieves act that way in hopes that it would save them.


  “Pa said he’d shoot me if I didn’t help,” the boy said.


  Call didn’t believe him. He had been about to cut the boy loose, but he didn’t. He put him on one of the stolen horses, and they started back.


  Newt felt sick at the thought of what would happen. He didn’t want to see another person hang.


  “You ask him,” he said to Pea.


  “Ask him what?” Pea said.


  “Not to hang him,” Newt said.


  “He’ll hang him,” Pea said. “He hung Jake, didn’t he?”


  “His pa made him do it,” Newt said.


  “Maybe,” Pea said. “And maybe he’s just a dern horsethief.”


  When they came to a good tree, Call rode on, all the way to the Hat Creek headquarters. Once there, he cut the boy loose.


  “You can work,” he said.


  For ten days the big boy was the friendliest person in the outfit. He shoed all the horses, cut wood, did every chore he was asked to do and some that he wasn’t. He chattered constantly and tried his best to be friendly, and yet no one really liked him. Even Newt didn’t really like him. Tom stood too close to him, when he talked, and he talked all the time. His large face was always sweaty, even on the coldest days. Even Po Campo didn’t like him, and gave him food grudgingly.


  Then, before dawn one morning Call caught Big Tom, as they called him, saddling a horse and preparing to ride off. He had four of the men’s wallets on him, stolen so smoothly that none of the men had even missed them. He had also taken the best saddle in the outfit, which belonged to Bert Borum.


  Call had been expecting the move for two or three days and had made Pea Eye help him watch. Big Tom tried to make a dash for it, and Call shot him off his horse. Cowboys ran out of their house in their long johns, at the shot. Even wounded, the boy proved full of fight—Call had to rap him with the barrel of his Henry before he could be tied. This time he was summarily hung, though he wept again and begged for mercy.


  “It’s wasted on horsethieves,” Call said, before kicking the boy’s horse out from under him. None of the men said a word.


  “Should have hung him in the first place, although he did shoe them horses,” Pea Eye commented later.


  Call had begun to think of Gus, and the promise he had made. It would soon be spring, and he would have to be going if he were to keep the promise, which of course he must. Yet the ranch had barely been started, and it was hard to know who to leave in command. The question had been in his mind all winter. There seemed to be no grave danger from Indians or anything else. Who would best keep things going? Soupy was excellent when set a task, but had no initiative and was unused to planning. The men were all independent to a fault and constantly on the verge of fistfights because they fancied that someone had attempted to put himself above them in some way. Pea Eye was clearly the senior man, but Pea Eye had contentedly taken orders for thirty years; to expect him to suddenly start giving them was to expect the impossible.


  Call thought often of Newt. He watched him with increasing pride all winter. The boy was the only one left in the crew whom he enjoyed being with. The boy’s skill and persistence with horses pleased him. He knew it would be chancy to leave a youngster in charge of a group of grown men—yet he himself had led men at that age, and that had been in rougher times. He liked the way the boy went about his work without complaint. He had filled out physically during the year and could work all day energetically and accomplish more than most of the men.


  Once, watching the boy cross a corral after having worked with one of the mustangs, Pea Eye said innocently, “Why, Captain, little Newt walks just like you.”


  Call flinched, but Pea Eye didn’t notice—Pea Eye was no noticer, as Augustus had often said.


  That night, sitting in Wilbarger’s little tent, Call remembered the remark. He also remembered Gus’s efforts to talk to him about the boy. With Gus pressing him, it was his nature to resist, but with Gus gone he didn’t find it so distasteful to consider that the boy was his son. He had certainly gone to his mother, hateful as the memory was. Maggie, of course, had not been hateful—it was the strange need she induced in him that he disliked to remember.


  He started taking the boy with him on every trip he made to the forts, not merely to familiarize him with the country but to let him participate in the selling and trading. Once, as a test, he sent Pea and the boy and the Raineys to Fort Benton with a sizable bunch of cattle, stipulating that the boy was to handle the details of the sale and bring home the money. Newt did well, as well as he himself could have done. He delivered the cattle safely, sold them for a fair amount and brought the money home.


  It didn’t sit well with Soupy Jones that Newt was being given such authority. It seemed to Soupy that he should have taken the cattle, and possibly received a commission, in his capacity as top hand. Soupy was rude to Newt from time to time, and Newt ignored him as best he could. Call did nothing, but two weeks later he let it be known that he was preparing to send the boy to the fort again—at which point Soupy boiled over. He took it as a slight and said he would draw his wages and go if that was how things were going to be.


  Call promptly paid him his wages, much to Soupy’s astonishment. He had never imagined such an outcome. “Why, Captain, I don’t want to leave,” he said plaintively. “I got nothing to go to back down south.”


  “Then give me back the money and behave yourself,” Call said. “I decide who’ll do what around here.”


  “I know, Captain,” Soupy said. He was aware that he had chosen a bad moment to make his scene—right after breakfast, with many of the hands standing around.


  “If you have other complaints, I’m listening,” Call said. “You seem to be mad at Newt.”


  The words made the hairs stand up on the back of Newt’s neck. It was the first time he could ever remember the Captain having spoken his name.


  “Well, no, I ain’t,” Soupy said. “He’s a fair hand, but it don’t seem right a fair hand should be put over a top hand unless there’s a reason.”


  “He’s young and needs the training—you don’t. That’s the reason,” Call said. “If I tell you to take orders from him you will, or else leave. They’ll be my orders, at second hand.”


  Soupy reddened at the disgusting thought of taking orders from a boy. He stuffed his wages in his pocket, planning to leave, but an hour’s contemplation caused him to mellow and he gave Call back the wages. That night, though, he suddenly stuck out a foot and tripped Newt, when Newt walked past with a plateful of food. Newt fell on his face but he rose and flung himself on Soupy in a second, so angry at the insult that he even held his own for a few licks, until Soupy could bring his weight and experience into play—after which Newt got thoroughly pounded, so thoroughly that he was not aware when the fight stopped. He was sitting on the ground spitting blood, and Soupy had walked away. Call had expected the fight and watched impassively, pleased that the boy had fought so hard. Winning would have been beyond his powers.


  The battle won Soupy no friends; he had assumed so many airs once Dish left that he had few friends anyway, whereas Newt was popular. Reaction was so unfavorable that a few days later Soupy drew his wages again and left, taking Bert with him. They had concluded they could make Texas, if they went together.


  Call was worried for a few weeks about being shorthanded, but then three young men he had seen at the fort decided to quit soldiering and try their hand at ranching. All three were from Kentucky. They were inept at first but industrious. Then two genuine cowboys showed up, lured all the way north from Miles City by the news that there was a ranch on the Milk. They had given up cowboying for mule skinning the year before and concluded they had made a bad mistake. Then a tall boy named Jim wandered in alone. He had been with a wagon train but had lost interest in getting to Oregon.


  Soon, instead of being short-handed, Call found that he had almost more men than he needed. He decided to start the branding early. Several hundred calves had been born since they left Texas; many were yearlings, and a struggle to brand. A few of the men questioned the necessity, since they were the only cattle outfit in the Territory, but Call knew that would soon change. Others would come.


  The roundup took ten days. The cattle had spread themselves wide over the range between the Milk and the Missouri in their foraging during the winter. Then the branding took a week. At first the men enjoyed the activity, competing with one another to see who could throw the largest animals the quickest. There was also much disagreement over who should get to rope and who should work on foot. Newt improved so rapidly as a roper that he was soon sharing that task with Needle Nelson, the only one of the original crew skilled with a lariat.


  With the branding ended, and the spring grass spiking through the thin May snows, Call knew the time had come for him to fulfill his promise to his old friend. It was awkward—indeed, it seemed absurd—to have to tote a six-months-old corpse to Texas, but there it was.


  Yet May wore on and June approached, and still he had not gone. The snows had melted, all down the plains, he imagined, and yet something held him. It wasn’t work. There were plenty of men to do the work—they had even had to turn away three or four men who came looking to hire on. Many times Call spent much of the afternoon watching Newt work with the new batch of horses they had bought on a recent trip to the fort. It was work he himself had never been particularly good at—he had always lacked the patience. He let the boy alone and never made suggestions. He liked to watch the boy with the horses; it had become a keen pleasure. If a cowboy came over and tried to talk to him while he was watching he usually simply ignored the man until he went away. He wanted to watch the boy and not be bothered. It could only be for a few days, he knew. It was a long piece to Texas and back. Sometimes he wondered if he would even come back. The ranch was started, and the dangers so far had been less than he feared. He felt sometimes that he had no more to do. He felt much older than anyone he knew. Gus had seemed young even when he was dying, and yet Call felt old. His interest in work had not returned. It was only when he was watching the boy with the horses that he felt himself.


  In those hours he would lose himself in memory of other times, of other men who had lived with horses, who had broken them, ridden them, died on them. He felt proud of the boy, and with it, anguish that their beginnings had been as they had. It could not be changed, though. He thought he might speak of it sometime, as Gus had wanted him to, and yet he said nothing. He couldn’t. If he happened to be alone with the boy, his words went away. At the thought of speaking about it a tightness came into his throat, as if a hand had seized it. Anyway, what could a few words change? They couldn’t change the years.


  Newt was puzzled at first when the Captain began watching him with the horses. At first he was nervous—he felt the Captain might be watching because he was doing something that needed correcting. But the afternoons passed, and the Captain merely watched, sometimes sitting there for hours, even if it turned wet or squally. Newt came to expect him. He came to feel that the Captain enjoyed watching. Because of the way the Captain had been behaving, giving him more and more of the responsibility for the work, Newt came to feel that Mr. Gus must have been right. The Captain might be his father. On some afternoons, with the Captain there by the corrals watching, he felt almost sure of it, and began to expect that the Captain would tell him soon. He began to listen—waiting to be told, his hope always growing. Even when the Captain didn’t speak, Newt still felt proud when he saw him come to watch him work.


  For two weeks, through the spring evenings, Newt was very happy. He had never expected to share such a time with the Captain, and he hoped the Captain would speak to him soon and explain all that had puzzled him for so long.


  One night toward the end of May, Call couldn’t sleep. He sat in front of the tent all night, thinking of the boy, and Gus, and the trip he had to make. That morning, after breakfast, he called Newt aside. For a moment he couldn’t speak—the hand had seized his throat again. The boy stood waiting, not impatient. Call was annoyed with himself for his strange behavior, and he eventually found his voice.


  “I have to take Gus back,” he said. “I guess I’ll be gone a year. You’ll have to be the range boss. Pea will help you, and the rest are mostly reliable, though I think that Irishman is homesick and might go home.”


  Newt didn’t know what to say. He looked at the Captain.


  “That woman gets half the money when you sell stock,” Call said. “It was Gus’s request. You can bank it for her in Miles City. I’ll tell her it’s there when I see her.”


  Newt could hardly believe he would be made boss over the men. He expected more orders, but the Captain turned away.


  Later in the morning, he and Pea Eye and Needle were riding the banks of the Milk, seeing if any cattle were bogged. They were always bogging. Getting them out was hard, muddy work, but it had to be done; if it rained, the river might rise in the night and drown the bogged animals.


  The day was cold and blowy. Newt had to wade out into the mud three times to lift the hind ends of the bogged yearlings, while Needle roped the animals by the head and drug them out. Newt scraped the mud off his legs as best he could, put his pants back on, and was getting ready to turn back toward headquarters when he saw the Captain riding toward them. He was riding the Hell Bitch and leading Greasy, the big mule that had come with them all the way from Texas, and a rangy dun named Jerry, the mount he preferred after the Hell Bitch. Augustus’s old sign was tied to the pack mule.


  “I guess the Captain’s going,” Pea Eye said. “He’s taking old Greasy and an extra horse.”


  Newt felt his spirits sink. He knew the Captain had to leave, and yet he hoped he wouldn’t—not for another few days anyway.


  Call rode up to the three men, dismounted and, to everyone’s surprise unsaddled the Hell Bitch and put the saddle on Jerry. Then he led the Hell Bitch over to where Newt stood.


  “See how your saddle fits her,” Call said.


  Newt was so surprised he could only look at the Captain in silence. He thought he must have misunderstood. No one but the Captain had ridden the mare since the Hat Creek outfit had acquired her.


  “Do what?” he asked finally.


  “Put your saddle on her,” Call said. He felt tired and was finding it difficult to speak. He felt at any moment he might choke.


  “I doubt she’d like it,” Newt said, looking at the mare, who pointed her ears at him as if she knew what had been said. But the Captain didn’t take back the order, so he unsaddled the little sorrel he had been riding, the one Clara had given him, and carried his saddle over to the mare. Call held the bridle while Newt saddled her. Then he handed Newt the reins and went over and took his big Henry out of its scabbard. He removed the Winchester from the boy’s saddle and stuck the Henry in his saddle scabbard. It wasn’t a perfect fit, but it would do.


  “You’ll need it for them big bears,” he said.


  When he turned back to look at the boy, the choking feeling almost overcame him. He decided he would tell the boy he was his son, as Gus had wanted him to. He thought they would ride away a little distance, so they could speak in private.


  And yet, when he looked at Newt, standing there in the cold wind, with Canada behind him, Call found he couldn’t speak at all. It was as if his whole life had suddenly lodged in his throat, a raw bite he could neither spit out nor swallow. He had once seen a Ranger choke to death on a tough bite of buffalo meat, and he felt that he was choking, too—choking on himself. He felt he had failed in all he had tried to be: the good boy standing there was evidence of it. The shame he felt was so strong it stopped the words in his throat. Night after night, sitting in front of Wilbarger’s tent, he had struggled with thoughts so bitter that he had not even felt the Montana cold. All his life he had preached honesty to his men and had summarily discharged those who were not capable of it, though they had mostly only lied about duties neglected or orders sloppily executed. He himself was far worse, for he had been dishonest about his own son, who stood not ten feet away, holding the reins of the Hell Bitch.


  Call thought he might yet say it, even if the men were there to hear. He trembled from the effort, and his trembling and the look on his face caused great consternation in Pea Eye, who had never known the Captain to be at a loss for words. The Captain would ride up and give an order, and that was that—but now he merely stood looking at Newt, a jerking in his throat.


  Looking at the Captain, Newt began to feel sadder than he had ever felt in his life. Just go on, he wanted to say. Go on, if it’s that hard. He didn’t want the Captain to go on, of course. He felt too young; he didn’t want to be left with it all. He felt he couldn’t bear what was happening, it was so surprising. Five minutes before, he had been pulling a yearling out of a bog. Now the Captain had given him his horse and his gun, and stood with a look of suffering on his face. Even Sean O’Brien, dying of a dozen snakebites, had not shown so much pain. Go on, then, Newt thought. Just let it be. It’s been this way always. Let it be, Captain.


  Call walked the few steps to the boy and squeezed his arm so hard Newt thought his fingers had pinched the bone. Then he turned and tried to mount the dun. He had to try for the stirrup three times before he could mount. He wished he had died on the Musselshell with Gus. It would have been easier than knowing he could not be honest. His own son stood there—surely, it was true; after doubting it for years, his own mind told him over and over that it was true—yet he couldn’t call him a son. His honesty was lost, had long been lost, and he only wanted to leave.


  When he mounted, the feeling loosened a bit and he fell back into the habit he had vowed to discard—the habit of leading.


  “There’s two heifers bogged yet,” he said. “They’re half a mile downstream. You better go get them.”


  Then he rode over and shook Pea Eye’s hand. Pea Eye was so astonished he couldn’t close his mouth. Gus had never shaken his hand until the last minute, and now the Captain was shaking it too.


  “Help Newt,” Call said. “He’ll need a steady man, and you qualify if anybody ever did.”


  He raised his hand to Needle Nelson and turned his horse.


  “So long, boys,” he said.


  But he looked again at Newt. The boy looked so lonesome that he was reminded of his own father, who had never been comfortable with people. His father had fallen drunk out of a barn loft in Mississippi and broken his neck. Call remembered the watch that had been passed on to him, an old pocket watch with a thin gold case. He had carried it since he was a boy. He raised up in his stirrups, took it out of his pocket and handed it to Newt.


  “It was my pa’s,” he said, and turned and left.


  “Dern, Newt,” Pea Eye said, more astonished than he had ever been in his life. “He gave you his horse and his gun and that watch. He acts like you’re his kin.”


  “No, I ain’t kin to nobody in this world,” Newt said bitterly. “I don’t want to be. I won’t be.”


  Despair in his heart, he mounted the Hell Bitch as if he had ridden her for years, and turned downstream. He felt he never wanted to hope for anything again, and yet no more than a minute later the strange hope struck him that the Captain might have turned back. He might have forgotten something—perhaps an order he had meant to give. Even that he would have welcomed. It felt so lonely to think of the Captain being gone. But when he turned to look, the Captain was merely a speck on the long plain. He was gone, and things would never be as Newt had hoped—never. Somehow it had been too hard for the Captain, and he had left.


  Pea Eye and Needle followed Newt silently. Pea Eye felt old and frightened. In a few minutes the whole ground of his life had shifted, and he felt stricken with foreboding. For thirty years the Captain had been there to give orders, and frequently the orders had kept them alive. He had always been with the Captain, and yet now he wasn’t. He couldn’t understand why the Captain had given Newt the horse, the gun and the watch. The business of the ax, and what he had heard when retrieving it, was forgotten—it had puzzled him so long that it had finally just slipped from his mind.


  “Well, here we are,” he said wearily. “I guess we’ll just have to do the work.”


  The Texas bull was standing a hundred yards or so away with a small group of cows. When the riders drew near, he began to bellow and paw the earth. It irritated him if he saw several riders together, though he had not charged anyone lately.


  “I’ll tell you one thing, I may shoot that bull yet,” Needle said. “I’ve put up with that son of a bitch about long enough. The Captain may like him, but I don’t.”


  Newt heard the talk, but didn’t speak. He knew the Captain had left him with too much, but he didn’t say it. He would have to try and do the work, even if he no longer cared.


  Feeling that it was pointless, but acting from force of habit, they pulled the two stuck heifers from the Milk River mud.


  101.


  IN MILES CITY, Call found that the storage of Augustus’s remains had been bungled. Something had broken into the shed and knocked the coffin off the barrels. In the doctor’s opinion it had probably been a wolverine, or possibly a cougar. The coffin had splintered and the varmint had run off with the amputated leg. The mistake wasn’t discovered until after a blizzard had passed through, so of course the leg had not been recovered.


  The look on Call’s face, when he heard the news, was so grim it made the doctor extremely nervous.


  “We’ve mostly kept him,” he said, avoiding Call’s eye. “I had him repacked. He had done lost that leg before he died anyway.”


  “It was in the coffin when I left here,” Call said. He didn’t care to discuss the matter with the man. Instead, he found the carpenter who had built the coffin in the first place and had him reinforce it with strong planks. The result was a heavy piece of work.


  By luck, the same day, Call saw a buggy for sale. It was old but it looked sturdy enough, and he bought it. The next day he had the coffin covered in canvas and lashed to the seat. The buggy hood was in tatters, so he tore it off. Greasy, the mule, was used to pulling the wagon and hardly noticed the buggy, it was so light. They left Miles City on a morning when it had turned unseasonably cold—so cold that the sun only cast a pale light through the frigid clouds. Call knew it was dangerous to go off with only two animals, but he felt like taking his chances.


  The weather improved the next day and he rode for a time beside a hundred or so Crow Indians who were traveling south. The Crow were friendly, and their old chief, a dried-up little man with a great appetite for tobacco and talk, tried to get Call to camp with them. They were all interested in the fact that he was traveling with a coffin and asked him many questions about the man inside it.


  “We traveled together,” Call said. He did not want to talk about Gus with the old man, or anyone. He wanted to get on, but he was cordial and rode with the Crow because he felt that if he were discourteous some of the young bucks might try to make sport with him farther south, when he was out of range of the old chief’s protection.


  Once he struck Wyoming, he rode for eleven days without seeing a soul. The buggy held up well, but Greasy lost flesh from the pace Call kept up. The coffin got some bad jolts crossing the gullies near the Powder River, but the reinforcements held it together.


  The first people he saw, as he approached Nebraska, were five young Indians who had gotten liquor somewhere. When they saw he was carrying a dead man they let him alone, though they were too drunk to hunt successfully and begged him for food. None of them looked to be eighteen, and their horses were poor. Call started to refuse, but then he reflected that they were just boys. He offered them food if they would give up their liquor, but at that they grew quarrelsome. One drew an old pistol and acted as if he might fire at him, but Call ignored the threat, and they were soon gone.


  He regretted that he had to take Gus to the women, but felt it was part of his obligation to deliver the notes Gus had written when he was dying. The Platte was so full of ducks and geese that he heard their gabbling all day, though he rode a mile from the river.


  He thought often of the men he had left up on the Milk, and of the boy. He had not expected the parting to go as it had, and could not get his mind off it. For several hundred miles, down through Montana and Wyoming, he left them all over again in his mind, day after day. He imagined many times that he had said things he had not said, and, from concentrating on it too much as he traveled down the plains, he began to grow confused. He missed being able to sit at the corrals and watch Newt work with the horses. He wondered if the boy was handling the Hell Bitch well and if any more men had left the ranch.


  Then, before he had scarcely reined in at Clara’s house, where he found Dish Boggett breaking horses with the young sheriff from Arkansas, the woman began a quarrel with him. She had acquired some small shrubs somehow and was out planting them, bareheaded and in overshoes, when he arrived.


  “So you’re doing it, are you, Mr. Call?” Clara said, when she saw him. She had a look of scorn in her eyes, which puzzled him, since he was merely carrying out the request of the man who had loved her for so long. Of course Dish had told her that Gus wanted his body taken to Texas.


  “Well, he asked, and I said I’d do it,” Call said, wondering why she disliked him so. He had just dismounted.


  “Gus was crazy and you’re foolish to drag a corpse that far,” Clara said bluntly. “Bury him here and go back to your son and your men. They need you. Gus can rest with my boys.”


  Call flinched when she said the word “son,” as if she had never had a doubt that Newt was his. He himself had once been a man of firm opinion, but now it seemed to him that he knew almost nothing, whereas the words Clara flung at him were hard as rocks.


  “I told him that very thing,” Call said. “I told him you’d likely want him here.”


  “I’ve always kept Gus where I wanted him, Mr. Call,” Clara said. “I kept him in my memory for sixteen years. Now we’re just talking of burying his body. Take him to the ridge and I’ll have July and Dish get a grave dug.”


  “Well, it wasn’t what he asked of me,” Call said, avoiding her eyes. “It seems that picnic spot you had in Texas is where he wanted to lay.”


  “Gus was a fine fool,” Clara said. “He was foolish for me or any other girl who would have him for a while. Because it was me he thought of, dying, is no reason to tote his bones all the way to Texas.”


  “It was because you picnicked in the place,” Call said, confused by her anger. He would have thought a woman would feel complimented by such a request, but Clara clearly didn’t take it that way.


  “Yes, I remember our picnics,” she said. “We mostly quarreled. He wanted what I wouldn’t give. I wanted what he didn’t have. That was a long time ago, before my boys died.”


  Tears came to her eyes when she said it, as they always did when the thought of her boys struck her. She was aware that she was being anything but hospitable, and that the man didn’t understand what she said. She scarcely knew what she meant herself—she just knew that the sight of Woodrow Call aroused in her an unreasoning hate and disgust.


  “He wrote you,” Call said, remembering why he had come. “There’s a letter for you and one for her. He left her his half of our cattle.” He untied his saddlebag and brought out the two notes, handing them to Clara.


  “I would have sent them with Dish but he left in the winter and there was no knowing if he’d get through,” Call said.


  “But you always get through, don’t you, Captain?” Clara said, with a look so hard that Call turned aside from it and stood by the horses, tired. He was ready to agree with her that Gus had been foolish to make such a request of him.


  Then he turned and saw Clara walk over to Greasy, the mule. She stroked the mule along his neck and spoke to him softly before breaking into sobs. She hid her face against the mule, who stood as if planted, though normally he was a rather skittish animal. But he stood while Clara sobbed against his side. Then, taking the notes and not looking at Call, she hurried into the house.


  From the lots, Dish and July were watching. Dish felt a little queasy, seeing Gus’s coffin. He had not gotten over his nervousness about the dead. It seemed to him quick burial was the best way to slow their ghosts.


  July, of course, had heard all about Gus McCrae’s death, and his strange request, but had not quite believed it. Now it had turned out to be true. He remembered that Gus had ridden down with him on the Kiowa campfire and killed every single man, while he himself had not been able to pull a trigger. Now the same man, dead a whole winter, had turned up in Nebraska. It was something out of the ordinary, of that he felt sure.


  “I knowed the Captain would do it,” Dish said. “I bet them boys up on the Milk are good and skeert, now he’s gone.”


  “I hear it’s hard winters up there,” July said—not that they were easy in Nebraska.


  The Captain, as if distracted, walked a little way toward the lots and then stopped. Dish walked out to greet him, followed by July, and was shocked by the change in the man. The Captain looked like an old man—he had little flesh on his face and his beard and mustache were sprinkled with gray.


  “Why, Captain, it’s fine to see you,” Dish said. “How are them northern boys doing?”


  Call shook Dish’s hand, then July’s. “We wintered without losing a man, or much stock either,” he said, very tired.


  Then he saw that Dish was looking beyond him. He turned and saw that the blond woman had come out of the house. She walked to the buggy and stood by the coffin. Clara’s two daughters followed her out on the back porch, a toddling child between them. The girls didn’t follow Lorena to the buggy. They watched a minute and then guided the child back in the house.


  Dish Boggett would have given anything to be able to go to Lorena, but he knew he couldn’t. Instead he led the Captain back down to the lots and tried to interest him in the horses. But the Captain’s mind was elsewhere.


  When the plains darkened and they went in to supper, Lorena still stood by the wagon. The meal was eaten in silence, except for little Martin’s fretting. He was used to being the center of gay attention and couldn’t understand why no one laughed when he flung his spoon down, or why no one sang to him, or offered him sweets.


  “Oughtn’t we to go get Lorie?” Dish asked at one point, anguished that she was left to stand alone in the darkness.


  Clara didn’t answer. The girls had cooked the meal, and she directed the serving with only a glance now and then. Watching Woodrow Call awkwardly handling his fork caused her to repent a little of her harshness when he arrived, but she didn’t apologize. She had stopped expecting July to contribute to the conversation, but she resented his silence nevertheless. Once Martin spat out a bite of perfectly good food and Clara looked at him sharply and said “You behave,” in a tone that instantly put a stop to his fretting. Martin opened his mouth to cry but thought better of it and chewed miserably on his spoon until the meal was finished.


  After supper the men went out of the house to smoke, all glad to escape the company of the silent woman. Even Betsey and Sally, accustomed to chattering through supper, competing for the men’s attention, were subdued by their mother’s silence, and merely attended to serving.


  After supper Clara went to her bedroom. Gus’s letter lay on her bureau, unread. She lit her lamp and picked it up, scratching at the dried blood that stained one corner of the folded sheet. “I ought not to read this,” she said, aloud. “I don’t like the notion of words from the dead.”


  “What, Momma?” Betsey asked. She had come upstairs with Martin and had overheard.


  “Nothing, Betsey,” Clara said. “Just a crazy woman talking to herself.”


  “Martin acts like he’s got a stomachache,” Betsey complained. “You didn’t have to look so mean at him, Ma.”


  Clara turned for a moment. “I won’t have him spitting out food,” she said. “The reason men are awful is because some woman has spoiled them. Martin’s going to learn manners if he learns nothing else.”


  “I don’t think men are awful,” Betsey said. “Dish ain’t.”


  “Let me be, Betsey,” Clara said. “Put Martin to bed.”


  She opened the letter—just a few words in a scrawling hand:


  DEAR CLARA—


  I would be obliged if you’d look after Lorie. I fear she’ll take this hard.


  I’m down to one leg now and this life is fading fast, so I can’t say more. Good luck to you and your gals, I hope you do well with the horses.


  GUS


  Clara went out on her porch and sat, twisting her hands, for an hour. She could see that the men were below, still smoking, but they were silent. It’s too much death, she thought. Why does it keep coming to me?


  The dark heavens gave no answer, and after a while she got up and went downstairs and out to Lorena, who still stood by the buggy, where she had been from the time Call arrived.


  “Do you want me to read you this letter?” she said, knowing the girl couldn’t read. “It’s bad handwriting.”


  Lorena held the letter tightly in her hand. “No, I’ll just keep it,” she said. “He put my name on it. I can read that. I’ll just keep it.”


  She didn’t want Clara to see the letter. It was hers from Gus. What the words were didn’t matter.


  Clara stood with her for a bit and went back in.


  The moon rose late, and when it did the men walked to the little shack by the lots where they slept. The old Mexican was coughing. Later Lorena heard the Captain get his bedroll and walk away with it. She was glad when the lights went out in the house and the men were all gone. It made it easier to believe Gus knew she was there.


  They’ll all forget you—they got their doings, she thought. But I won’t, Gus. Whenever it comes morning or night, I’ll think of you. You come and got me away from him. She can forget and they can forget, but I won’t, never, Gus.


  The next morning Lorena still stood by the buggy. The men scarcely knew what to think about it. Call was perplexed. Clara made breakfast as silently as she had presided over supper. They could all look out the window and see the blond girl standing like a statue by the buggy, the letter from Augustus clutched in her hand.


  “For that girl’s sake I wish you’d forget your promise, Mister Call,” Clara said finally.


  “I can’t forget no promise to a friend,” Call said. “Though I do agree it’s foolish and told him so myself.”


  “People lose their minds over things like this,” Clara said. “Gus was all to that girl. Who’ll help me, if she loses hers?”


  Dish wanted to say that he would, but couldn’t get the words out. The sight of Lorie, standing in grief, made him so unhappy that he wished he’d never set foot in the town of Lonesome Dove. Yet he loved her, though he could not approach her.


  Clara saw that it was hopeless to hammer at Call. He would go unless she shot him. His face was set, and only the fact that the girl stood by the buggy had kept him from leaving already. It angered her that Gus had been so perverse as to extract such a promise. There was no proportion in it—being drug three thousand miles to be buried at a picnic site. Probably he had been delirious and would have withdrawn the request at once if he had been allowed a lucid moment. What angered her most was Gus’s selfishness in regard to Call’s son. He had been a sweet boy with lonesome eyes, polite. He was the kind of boy she would have given anything to raise, and here, for a romantic whim, Gus had seen to it that father and son were separated.


  It seemed so wrong to her, and raised such anger in her, that for a moment she was almost tempted to shoot Call, just to thwart Gus. Not kill, but shoot him enough to keep him down until Gus could be buried and the folly checked.


  Then, between one minute and the next, Lorena crumpled to the ground, unconscious. Clara knew it was only a faint, but the men had to carry her in and upstairs. Clara shooed them out as soon as she could, and put Betsey to watching her. By that time Captain Call had mounted and hitched the brown mule to the buggy and mounted his horse. He was ready to go.


  Clara walked out to try once more. Dish and July were shaking hands with Call, but they beat an immediate retreat when they saw her coming.


  “I put it to you once more, in the plainest terms, Mr. Call,” Clara said. “A live son is more important than a dead friend. Can you understand that?”


  “A promise is a promise,” Call said.


  “A promise is words—a son is a life,” Clara said. “A life, Mr. Call. I was better fit to raise boys than you’ve ever been, and yet I lost three. I tell you no promise is worth leaving that boy up there, as you have. Does he know he’s your son?”


  “I suppose he does—I give him my horse,” Call said, feeling that it was hell to have her, of all women, talk to him about the matter.


  “Your horse but not your name?” Clara said. “You haven’t even given him your name?”


  “I put more value on the horse,” Call said, turning the dun. He rode off, but Clara, terrible in her anger, strode beside him.


  “I’ll write him,” she said. “I’ll see he gets your name if I have to carry the letter to Montana myself. And I’ll tell you another thing: I’m sorry you and Gus McCrae ever met. All you two done was ruin one another, not to mention those close to you. Another reason I didn’t marry him was because I didn’t want to fight you for him every day of my life. You men and your promises: they’re just excuses to do what you plan to do anyway, which is leave. You think you’ve always done right—that’s your ugly pride, Mr. Call. But you never did right and it would be a sad woman that needed anything from you. You’re a vain coward, for all your fighting. I despised you then, for what you were, and I despise you now, for what you’re doing.”


  Clara could not check her bitterness—even now, she knew, the man thought he was doing the right thing. She strode beside the horse, pouring out her contempt, until Call put the mule and the dun into a trot, the buggy, with the coffin on it, squeaking as it bounced over the rough plain.
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  So Captain Call turned back down the rivers, cut by the quirt of Clara’s contempt and seared with the burn of his own regret. For a week, down from the Platte and across the Republican, he could not forget what she said: that he had never done right, that he and Gus had ruined one another, that he was a coward, that she would take a letter to the boy. He had gone through life feeling that he had known what should be done, and now a woman flung it at him that he hadn’t. He found that he could not easily forget a word Clara said. He could only trail the buggy down the lonely plains, her words stinging in his heart and head.


  Before he reached Kansas, word had filtered ahead of him that a man was carrying a body home to Texas. The plain was filled with herds, for it was full summer. Cowboys spread the word, soldiers spread it. Several times he met trappers, coming east from the Rockies, or buffalo hunters who were finding no buffalo. The Indians heard—Pawnee and Arapahoe and Ogallala Sioux. Sometimes he would ride past parties of braves, their horses fat on spring grass, come to watch his journey. Some were curious enough to approach him, even to question him. Why did he not bury the compañero? Was he a holy man whose spirit must have a special place?


  No, Call answered. Not a holy man. Beyond that he couldn’t explain. He had come to feel that Augustus had probably been out of his mind at the end, though he hadn’t looked it, and that he had been out of his mind to make the promise he had.


  In one week in Kansas he ran into eight cattle herds—he would no sooner pass one than he encountered another. The only advantage to him was that the trail bosses were generous with wire and pliers. The Miles City buggy had been patched so many times that it was mostly wire by then, Call felt. He knew it would never make Texas, but he determined to keep going as long as he could—what he would do when it finally fell apart he didn’t know.


  Finally he was asked about Augustus and the purpose of his journey so many times that he couldn’t tolerate it. He turned west into Colorado, meaning to skirt the main cattle trails. He was tired of meeting people. His only moments of peace came late in the day when he was too tired to think and was just bouncing along with Gus.


  He rode through Denver, remembering that he had never sent Wilbarger’s brother the telegram he had promised, notifying him of Wilbarger’s death. It had been a year and he felt he owed Wilbarger that consideration, though he soon regretted coming into the town, a noisy place filled with miners and cattlemen. The sight of the buggy with the coffin excited such general curiosity that by the time he was out of the telegraph office a crowd had gathered. Call had scarcely walked out the door when an undertaker in a black hat and a blue bow tie approached him.


  “Mister, you ain’t nowhere near the graveyard,” the man said. He had even waxed his mustache and was altogether too shiny for Call’s taste.


  “I wasn’t looking for it,” Call said, mounting. People were touching the coffin as if they had the right.


  “We give a nice ten-dollar funeral,” the undertaker said. “You could just leave the fellow with me and come pick out the gravestone at your leisure. Of course the gravestone’s extra.”


  “Not in the market,” Call said.


  “Who is it, mister?” a boy asked.


  “His name was McCrae,” Call said.


  He was glad to put the town behind him, and thereafter took to driving at night to avoid people, though it was harder on the buggy, for he couldn’t always see the bumps.


  One night he felt the country was too rough for evening travel so he camped by the Purgatoire River, or Picketwire, as the cowboys called it. He heard the sound of an approaching horse and wearily picked up his rifle. It was only one horse. Dusk had not quite settled into night, and he could see the rider coming—a big man. The horse turned out to be a red mule and the big man Charles Goodnight. Call had known the famous cattleman since the Fifties, and they had ridden together a few times in the Frontier Regiment, before he and Gus were sent to the border. Call had never taken to the man—Goodnight was indifferent to authority, or at least unlikely to put any above his own—but he could not deny that the man had uncommon ability. Goodnight rode up to the campfire but did not dismount.


  “I like to keep up with who’s traveling the country,” he said. “I admit I did not expect it to be you.”


  “You’re welcome to coffee,” Call said.


  “I don’t take much else at night,” he added.


  “Hell, if I didn’t take some grub in at night I’d starve,” Goodnight said. “Usually too busy to eat breakfast.”


  “You’re welcome to get down then,” Call said.


  “No, I’m too busy to do that either,” Goodnight said. “I’ve got interests in Pueblo. Besides, I was never a man to sit around and gossip.


  “I reckon that’s McCrae,” he said, glancing at the coffin on the buggy.


  “That’s him,” Call said, dreading the questions that seemed to be inevitable.


  “I owe him a debt for cleaning out that mangy bunch on the Canadian,” Goodnight said. “I’d have soon had to do it myself, if he hadn’t.”


  “Well, he’s past collecting debts,” Call said. “Anyway he let that dern killer get away.


  “No shame to McCrae,” Goodnight said. “I let the son of a bitch get away myself, and more than once, but a luckier man caught him. He butchered two families in the Bosque Redondo, and as he was leaving a deputy sheriff made a lucky shot and crippled his horse. They ran him down and mean to hang him in Santa Rosa next week. If you spur up you can see it.”


  “Well, I swear,” Call said. “You going?”


  “No,” Goodnight said. “I don’t attend hangings, although I’ve presided over some, of the homegrown sort. This is the longest conversation I’ve had in ten years. Goodbye.”


  Call took the buggy over Raton Pass and edged down into the great New Mexican plain. Though he had seen nothing but plains for a year, he was still struck by the immense reach of land that lay before him. To the north, there was still snow on the peaks of the Sangre de Cristo. He hurried to Santa Rosa, risking further damage to the wagon, only to discover that the hanging had been put back a week.


  Everyone in the territory wanted to see Blue Duck hanged, it seemed. The little town was full of cowhands, with women and children sleeping in wagons. There was much argument, most of it in favor of hanging Blue Duck instantly lest he escape. Parties were constantly forming to present petitions to the sheriff, or else storm the jail, but the latter were unenthusiastic. Blue Duck had ranged the llano for so long, and butchered and raped and stolen so often, that superstitions had formed around him. Some, particularly women, felt he couldn’t die, and that their lives would never be safe.


  Call took the opportunity to have a blacksmith completely rebuild the buggy. The blacksmith had lots to work on and took three days to get around to the buggy, but he let Call store the coffin in his back room, since it was attracting attention.


  The only thing to do in town besides drink was to admire the new courthouse, three stories high and with a gallows at the top, from which Blue Duck would be hung. The courthouse had fine glass windows and polished floors.


  Two days before the hanging was to take place, Call decided to go see the prisoner. He had already met the deputy who had crippled Blue Duck’s horse. The man, whose name was Decker, was fat and stone drunk, leading Call to suspect that Goodnight had been right— the shot had been lucky. But every man in the Territory had insisted on buying the deputy a drink since then; perhaps he had been capable of sobriety before he became a hero. He was easily moved to sobs at the memory of his exploit, which he had recounted so many times that he was hoarse.


  The sheriff, a balding man named Owensby, had of course heard of Call and was eager to show him the prisoner. The jail had only three cells, and Blue Duck was in the middle one, which had no window. The others had been cleared, minor culprits having simply been turned loose in order to lessen the chances that Blue Duck might somehow contrive an escape.


  The minute Call saw the man he knew it was unlikely. Blue Duck had been shot in the shoulder and leg, and had a greasy rag wound around his forehead, covering another wound. Call had never seen a man so draped in chains. He was handcuffed; each leg was heavily chained; and the chains draped around his torso were bolted to the wall. Two deputies with Winchesters kept constant watch. Despite the chains and bars, Call judged that both were scared to death.


  Blue Duck himself seemed indifferent to the furor outside. He was leaning back against the wall, his eyes half closed, when Call came in.


  “What’s he doing?” Sheriff Owensby asked. Despite all the precautions, he was so nervous that he had not been able to keep food down since the prisoner was brought in.


  “Ain’t doin’ much,” one deputy said. “What can he do?”


  “Well, it’s been said he can escape from any jail,” the sheriff reminded them. “We got to watch him close.”


  “Only way to watch him closer is to go in with him, and I’ll quit before I’ll do that,” the other deputy said.


  Blue Duck opened his slumbrous eyes a fraction wider and looked at Call.


  “I hear you brought your stinkin’ old friend to my hanging,” Blue Duck said, his low, heavy voice startling the deputies and the sheriff too.


  “Just luck,” Call said.


  “I should have caught him and cooked him when I had the chance,” Blue Duck said.


  “He would have killed you,” Call said, annoyed by the man’s insolent tone. “Or I would have, if need be.”


  Blue Duck smiled. “I raped women and stole children and burned houses and shot men and run off horses and killed cattle and robbed who I pleased, all over your territory, ever since you been a law,” he said. “And you never even had a good look at me until today. I don’t reckon you would have killed me.”


  Sheriff Owensby reddened, embarrassed that the man would insult a famous Ranger, but there was little he could do about it. Call knew there was truth in what Blue Duck said, and merely stood looking at the man, who was larger than he had supposed. His head was huge and his eyes cold as snake’s eyes.


  “I despise all you fine-haired sons of bitches,” Blue Duck said. “You Rangers. I expect I’ll kill a passel of you yet.”


  “I doubt it,” Call said. “Not unless you can fly.”


  Blue Duck smiled a cold smile. “I can fly,” he said. “An old woman taught me. And if you care to wait, you’ll see me.”


  “I’ll wait,” Call said.


  On the day of the hanging the square in front of the courthouse was packed with spectators. Call had to tie his animals over a hundred yards away—he wanted to get started as soon as the hanging was over. He worked his way to the front of the crowd and watched as Blue Duck was moved from the jail to the courthouse in a small wagon under heavy escort. Call thought it likely somebody would be killed accidentally before it was over, since all the deputies were so scared they had their rifles on cock. Blue Duck was as heavily chained as ever and still had the greasy rag tied around his head wound. He was led into the courthouse and up the stairs. The hangman was making last-minute improvements on the hangrope and Call was looking off, thinking he saw a man who had once served under him in the crowd, when he heard a scream and a sudden shattering of glass. He looked up and the hair on his neck rose, for Blue Duck was flying through the air in his chains. It seemed to Call the man’s cold smile was fixed on him as he fell: he had managed to dive through one of the long glass windows on the third floor—and not alone, either. He had grabbed Deputy Decker with his handcuffed hands and pulled him out too. Both fell to the stony ground right in front of the courthouse. Blue Duck hit right on his head, while the Deputy had fallen backwards, like a man pushed out of a hayloft. Blue Duck didn’t move after he hit, but the deputy squirmed and cried. Tinkling glass fell about the two men.


  The crowd was too stunned to move. Sheriff Owensby stood high above them, looking out the window, mortified that he had allowed hundreds of people to be cheated of a hanging.


  Call walked out alone and knelt by the two men. Finally a few others joined him. Blue Duck was stone dead, his eyes wide open, the cruel smile still on his lips. Decker was broken to bits and spitting blood already—he wouldn’t last long.


  “I guess that old woman didn’t teach you well enough,” Call said to the outlaw.


  Owensby ran down the stairs and insisted that they carry Blue Duck up and string him from the gallows. “By God, I said he’d hang, and he’ll hang,” he said. Many of the spectators were so afraid of the outlaw that they wouldn’t touch him, even dead. Six men who were too drunk to be spooked finally carried him up and left him dangling above the crowd.


  Call thought it a silly waste of work, though he supposed the sheriff had politics to think of.


  He himself could not forget that Blue Duck had smiled at him in the moment that he flew. As he walked through the crowd he heard a woman say she had seen Blue Duck’s eyes move as he lay on the ground. Even with the man hanging from a gallows, the people were priming themselves to believe he hadn’t died. Probably half the crimes committed on the llano in the next ten years would be laid to Blue Duck.


  As Call was getting into his wagon, a newspaperman ran up, a redheaded boy scarcely twenty years old, white with excitement at what he had just seen.


  “Captain Call?” he asked. “I write for the Denver paper. They pointed you out to me. Can I speak to you for a minute?”


  Call mounted the dun and caught the mule’s lead rope. “I have to ride,” he said. “It’s still a ways to Texas.”


  He started to go, but the boy would not give up. He strode beside the dun, talking, much as Clara had, except that the boy was merely excited. Call thought it strange that two people on one trip would follow him off.


  “But, Captain,” the boy said. “They say you were the most famous Ranger. They say you’ve carried Captain McCrae three thousand miles just to bury him. They say you started the first ranch in Montana. My boss will fire me if I don’t talk to you. They say you’re a man of vision.”


  “Yes, a hell of a vision,” Call said. He was forced to put spurs to the dun to get away from the boy, who stood scribbling on a pad.


  It was a dry year, the grass of the llano brown, the long plain shimmering with mirages. Call followed the Pecos, down through Bosque Redondo and south through New Mexico. He knew it was dangerous—in such a year, Indians might follow the river too. But he feared the drought worse. At night lightning flickered high above the plains; thunder rumbled but no rain fell. The days were dull and hot, and he saw no one—just an occasional antelope. His animals were tiring, and so was he. He tried driving at night but had to give it up—too often he would nod off, and once came within an ace of smashing a buggy wheel. The coffin was sprung from so much bouncing and began to leak a fine trail of salt.


  A day above Horsehead Crossing, as he was plodding along half asleep in the still afternoon, he felt something hit him and immediately put his hand to his side. It came away bloody, although he had not seen an Indian or even heard a gunshot. As he turned to race for the river he glimpsed a short brown man rising from behind a large yucca plant. Call didn’t know how badly he was shot, or how many Indians he was up against. He went off the bank too fast and the buggy crashed against a big rock at the water’s edge. It splintered and turned over, the coffin underneath it. Call glanced back and saw only four Indians. He dismounted, snuck north along the river for a hundred yards, and was able to shoot one of the four. He crossed the river and waited all day and all night, but never saw the other three again. His wound felt minor, though the bullet was somewhere in him, and would have to stay until he made Austin, he knew.


  The narrow-channeled Pecos was running and the coffin was underwater. Call finally cut it loose, and with the help of Greasy dragged it from the mud. He knew he was in a fine fix, for it was still five hundred miles to the south Guadalupe and the buggy was ruined. For all he knew, more Indians might arrive at any moment, which meant that he had to work looking over his shoulder. He managed to drag the coffin over, but it was a sorry, muddy affair by the time he was done. Also, the Pecos water scalded his innards and drained his strength.


  Call knew he could never drag the coffin all the way to Austin—he himself would be lucky to get across the bleached, waterless land to the Colorado or the San Saba. On the other hand he had no intention of leaving Gus, now that he had brought him so far. He broke open the coffin and rewrapped his friend’s remains in the tarp he had been using for a bed cover on wet nights—there were few of those to worry about. Then he lashed the bundle to Gus’s sign, itself well weathered, with most of the lettering worn off. He cut down a small salt-cedar and made a crude axle, fixing the sign between the two buggy wheels. It was more travois than buggy, but it moved. He felt his wound a trifle less every day, though he knew it had been a small-bore bullet that hit him. A larger bore and he would be down and probably dead.


  Several times he thought he glimpsed Indians slipping over a ridge or behind distant yucca, but could never be sure. Soon he felt feverish and began to distrust his own eyesight. In the shining mirages ahead he thought he saw horsemen, who never appeared. Once he thought he saw Deets, and another time Blue Duck. He decided his reason must be going and began to blame Gus for it all. Gus had spent a lifetime trying to get him into situations that confused him, and had finally succeeded.


  “You done this,” he said aloud several times. “Jake started me off, but you was the one sent me back across here.”


  His water ran out the third day. The mule and the dun chewed on the greasewood bushes or what sage there was, but both were weakening. Call longed for the Kiowa mare. He wished he had given the boy his name and kept the mare.


  Then Greasy, the mule, stopped—he had decided to die. Call had to use the dun to pull the travois. Greasy didn’t bother following them.


  Call supposed the dun would die too, but the horse walked on to the Colorado. After that, there was little more to fear, although his wound festered somewhat, and leaked. It reminded him of Lippy—often his eyes would fill when he thought of the boys left up north.


  By the time he finally rode onto the little hill with the live oaks above the Guadalupe, the sign was about gone. The Latin motto, of which Augustus had been so proud, being at the bottom, had long since been broken off. The part about the pigs was gone, and the part about what they rented and sold, and Deets’s name as well. Most of Pea Eye’s name had flaked off, and his own also. Call hoped to save the plank where Gus had written his own name, but the rope he had tied the body with had rubbed out most of the lettering. In fact, the sign was not much more than a collection of splinters, two of which Call got in his hand as he was untying Gus. Only the top of the sign, the part that said “Hat Creek Cattle Company and Livery Emporium” was still readable.


  Call dug the grave with a little hand shovel. In his condition it took most of a day; at one point he grew so weak that he sat down in the grave to rest, sweat pouring off him—if there had been anyone else to shovel he would have been inclined to be buried there himself. But he pulled himself up and finished the work and lowered Augustus in.


  “There,” he said. “This will teach me to be more careful about what I promise.”


  He used the plank with “Hat Creek Cattle Company and Livery Emporium” on it as a crossbar, tying it to a long mesquite stick, which he drove into the ground with a big rock. While he was tying the crossbar tight with two saddle strings, a wagon with settlers in it came along the ridge. They were a young couple, with two or three children peeking shyly around them, narrow-faced as young possums. The young man was fair and the sun had blistered him beet-red; his young wife had a bonnet pulled close about her face. It was clear that the grave marker puzzled them. The young man stopped the wagon and stared at it. Not having seen him put Augustus under, they were not sure whether they were looking at a grave, or just a sign.


  “Where is this Hat Creek outfit, mister?” the young man asked.


  “Buried, what ain’t in Montana,” Call said. He knew it wasn’t helpful, but he was in no mood for conversation.


  “Dern, I was hoping to come to a place with a blacksmith,” the young man said. Then he noticed that Call walked stiffly, and saw that he was wounded.


  “Can we help you, mister?” the young man asked.


  “Much obliged,” Call said. “I’ve only a short way to go.”


  The young settlers moved down the ridge toward San Antonio. Call walked down to the little pool, meaning to rest a few minutes. He fell into a heavy sleep and didn’t wake until dawn. The business of the sign worried him, one more evidence of Augustus’s ability to vex well beyond the grave. If one young man supposed it meant there was a livery stable nearby, others would do the same. People might be inconvenienced for days, wandering through the limestone hills, trying to find a company who were mostly ghosts.


  Besides, Augustus’s name wasn’t on the sign, though it was his grave. No one might ever realize that it was his grave. Call walked back up the hill and got out his knife, thinking he might carve the name on the other side of the board, but the old board was so dry and splintery that he felt he might destroy it altogether if he worked on it much. Finally he just scratched A.M. on the other side of the board. It wasn’t much, and it wouldn’t last, he knew. Somebody would just get irritated at not finding the livery stable and bust the sign up anyway. In any case, Gus was where he had decided he wanted to be, and they had both known many fine men who lay in unmarked graves.


  Call remembered he had told the young couple that he only had a short way to travel. It showed that his mind was probably going, for he had no place in particular to travel at all. Worn out, and with a festering wound, he was in no shape to turn back for Montana, and Jerry, the dun, could never have made the trip, even if he himself could have. He didn’t know that he wanted to go back, for that matter. He had never felt that he had any home on the earth anyway. He remembered riding to Texas in a wagon when just a boy—his parents were already dead. Since then it had been mostly roaming, the years in Lonesome Dove apart.


  Call turned south toward San Antonio, thinking he might find a doctor. But when he came to the town he turned and went around it, spooked at the thought of all the people. He didn’t want to go among such a lot of people with his mind so shaky. He rode the weary dun on south, feeling that he might just as well go to Lonesome Dove as anywhere.


  Crossing the green Nueces, he remembered the snakes and the Irish boy. He knew he ought to go by and find the widow Spettle to tell her she had one less son, but decided the bad news could wait. It had already waited a year, unless she had gotten it from one of the returning cowhands.


  He rode the dun into Lonesome Dove late on a day in August, only to be startled by the harsh clanging of the dinner bell, the one Bolivar had loved to beat with the broken crowbar. The sound made him feel that he rode through a land of ghosts. He felt lost in his mind and wondered if all the boys would be there when he got home.


  But when he trotted through the chaparral toward the Hat Creek barn, he saw that it was old Bolivar himself, beating the same bell with the same piece of crowbar. The old man’s hair was white and his serape filthier than ever.


  When Bolivar looked up and saw the Captain riding out of the sunset, he dropped the piece of crowbar, narrowly missing his foot. His return to Mexico had been a trial and a disappointment. His girls were married and gone, his wife unrelenting in her anger at his years of neglect. Her tongue was like a saw and the look in her eyes made him feel bad. So he had left her one day forever, and walked to Lonesome Dove, living in the house the gringos had abandoned. He sharpened knives to earn a living, which for himself was merely coffee and frijoles. He slept on the cookstove; rats had chewed up the old beds. He grew lonely, and could not remember who he had been. Still, every evening, he took the broken crowbar and beat the bell—the sound rang through the town and across the Rio Grande.


  When Call dismounted and dropped his reins old Bolivar walked over, trembling, a look of disbelief on his face. “Oh, Capitán, Capitán,” he said, and began to blubber. Tears of relief rolled down his rough cheeks. He clutched at Call’s arms, as if he were worn out and might fall.


  “That’s all right, Bol,” Call said. He led the shaking man to the house, which was all shambles and filth, spiderwebs and rat shit everywhere. Bol shuffled around and heated coffee, and Call stood on the front porch and drank a cup. Looking down the street, he was surprised to see that the town didn’t look the same. Something wasn’t there that had been. At first he couldn’t place what, and he thought it might be the dust or his erratic vision, but then he remembered the Dry Bean. It was the saloon that seemed to be gone.


  Call took the dun down to the roofless barn and unsaddled him. The stone watering trough was full of water, clear water, but there was not much to feed the horse. Call turned him out to graze and watched while he took a long roll.


  Then, curious to know if the saloon was really gone, he walked across the dry bed of Hat Creek and into the main street.


  He had no sooner turned into the street than he saw a one-legged man coming toward him through the dusk. Why, Gus? he thought, not knowing for a second if he were with the living or the dead. He remembered sitting in the grave on the Guadalupe, and for a moment could not remember climbing out.


  But the one-legged man only turned out to be Dillard Brawley, the barber who had ruined his voice screeching the time he and Gus had had to take off his leg.


  For his part, Dillard Brawley was so surprised to see Captain Call standing in the street that he almost dropped the few perch he had managed to catch in the river. In the growing dark he had to step close to see it was the Captain—there was only a little light left.


  “Why, Captain,” Dillard said in his hoarse whisper, “did you and the boys finally get back?”


  “Not the boys,” Call said. “Just me. What happened to the saloon?”


  He could see that he had been right—the general store was still there, but the Dry Bean was gone.


  “Burnt,” Dillard whispered. “Burnt near a year ago.”


  “What started the fire?” Call asked.


  “Wanz started it. Burnt up in it, too. Locked himself in that whore’s room and wouldn’t come out.”


  “Well, I swear,” Call said.


  “The pi-aner burnt up with him,” Dillard said. “Made the church folks mad. They thought if he was gonna roast himself he ought to have at least rolled the pi-aner out the door. They’ve had to sing hymns to a fiddle ever since.”


  Call walked over and stood where the saloon had been. There was nothing left but pale ashes and a few charred boards.


  “When she left, Wanz couldn’t stand it,” Dillard said. “He sat in her room a month and then he burnt it.”


  “Who?” Call asked, looking at the ashes.


  “The woman,” Dillard whispered. “The woman. They say he missed that whore.” 
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  For Diana and Sara Ossana


  So for the mother’s sake the child was dear,


  And dearer was the mother for the child....


  —Coleridge, “Sonnet to a Friend”


  America still inhabits solitude; for a long time


  yet her wilderness will be her manners....


  —Chateaubriand, 1827


  We beat the drum lowly and shook the spurs slowly,


  And bitterly wept as we bore him along;


  For we all loved our comrade, so brave and so handsome,


  We all loved our comrade, although he’d done wrong....


  —“Streets of Laredo,” c. 1860


  Intreate mee not to leave thee,


  or to returne from following after thee....


  —Ruth 1:16


  Part I
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  A Salaried Man


  1.


  “MOST TRAIN ROBBERS ain’t smart, which is a lucky thing for the railroads,” Call said. “Five smart train robbers could bust every railroad in this country.”


  “This young Mexican is smart,” Brookshire said, but before he could elaborate, the wind lifted his hat right off his head. He was forced to chase it—not the first time he had been forced to chase his hat since arriving in Amarillo. He had taken to ramming his hat down on his head nearly to his eyebrows, but the Texas winds were of a different order than the winds he had been accustomed to in Brooklyn, where he lived. Somehow, time after time, the Texas winds lifted his hat. Before he could even get a hand up to grab it, there it went. It was just a common fedora; but on the other hand, it was his only hat, and it was not his custom to go through life bareheaded, at least not while he was conducting business for the railroad. Colonel Terry would not have approved. Brookshire was only a salaried man, and he could not afford to ignore Colonel Terry’s preferences in such matters.


  This time the hat rode the wind like a fat bird—it had a twenty-yard lead on its owner before it hit the ground, and when it did hit, it rolled rapidly along the gritty street. Fortunately for Brookshire, a wagon was parked to the south of the station, and the hat eventually lodged against one of the wagon wheels. He strolled over and picked it up, trying to appear nonchalant, though in fact, he was more than a little out of sorts.


  At the behest of his superiors—Colonel Terry in particular; Colonel Terry, the president of the railroad, was the only superior who counted—Brookshire had journeyed all the way from New York to hire a bandit killer. Brookshire was an accountant. Hiring bandit killers wasn’t his line of work, but the man who normally handled the task, Big Johnny Roberts, had accidentally swallowed a wine cork and choked to death, just as he was about to depart for Texas. From Colonel Terry’s point of view, it was a nuisance; he took a look around the office and before Brookshire knew it, he was on a train going west, in Johnny Roberts’s stead. In his years with the railroad, he had performed a number of services, but never in a place where his hat blew off every time he turned a corner. Having to chase his hat was an aggravation, but the real reason he was out of sorts was because he wasn’t at all impressed with the killer he had been instructed to hire.


  About the best thing Brookshire could find to say for the small, weary-looking man standing in front of the little shack of a depot, a saddle and a duffle roll stacked beside him, was that he had been punctual. He had ridden in at dawn, hitching his sorrel mare outside the hotel precisely at seven A.M., the time agreed upon. Still, Brookshire had barely been able to conceal his shock when he saw how old the man was. Of course, Brookshire was aware of his reputation: no one in the West had a reputation to equal Woodrow Call’s. In Brookshire’s view, reputation did not catch bandits—at least it didn’t catch bandits who covered country as rapidly as young Joey Garza. The young Mexican was said to be only nineteen years old, whereas Captain Call, from the look of him, was edging seventy.


  Nonetheless, Brookshire had been ordered to hire Woodrow Call and no one else. More than that, he had been entrusted with a fancy, engraved Colt revolver which Colonel Terry had sent along as a special gift.


  To Brookshire’s dismay, Captain Call scarcely glanced at the gun. He didn’t even bother to lift it out of its rosewood box. He didn’t twirl the chamber or admire the fine engraving.


  “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” he said. He seemed more grateful for the coffee. Of course, it was wintry, and the old Ranger was only wearing a light coat.


  “Good Lord, what will I tell Colonel Terry?” Brookshire asked. “This gun probably cost him five hundred dollars. This engraving is handwork. It don’t come cheap.”


  “Why, the Colonel can keep it himself, then,” Call said. “I appreciate the thought, but I’ve no place to keep a fancy weapon. I’d have to deposit it in a bank, and I prefer to avoid banks.


  “I generally depend on the rifle, not the pistol,” he added. “If you’re close enough to a killer to be in reach of a pistol bullet, then generally you’re too close.”


  “Good Lord,” Brookshire said, again. He knew Colonel Terry well enough to know that he wasn’t going to be pleased when told that his gift had not been wanted. Colonel Terry hadn’t been a colonel for nothing, either. Having such an expensive present rejected by a fellow who just looked like an old cowpoke would undoubtedly put him in a temper, in which case Brookshire and anyone else who happened to be in the office would have to scramble to keep their jobs.


  Call saw that the man was upset—he supposed, really, that he ought to accept the gun. That would be the polite thing. But in the past few years, governors and presidents of railroads and senators and rich men were always offering him fancy weapons, or expensive saddles, or the use of their railroad cars, or even fine horses—and always, something in him resisted.


  For one thing, he despised fancy gear. He rode a plain saddle, and all that he required in a weapon was that it be reliable and accurate.


  For another thing, he had never met a governor or a president of a railroad or a senator or a rich man that he liked or felt comfortable with. Why place himself in some arrogant fool’s debt for the sake of a gun he’d never shoot nor probably even load?


  Only a few days before, Call and Charles Goodnight had discussed the matter of gifts from the rich and powerful. It had been the day, in fact, that Goodnight had ridden out to the little line cabin he let Call use when he was between jobs, and handed Call the telegram asking him to meet a Mr. Ned Brookshire in Amarillo at seven A.M., in the lobby of the best hotel.


  Goodnight himself was famous; probably as famous as a cattleman could get. He had also been offered twenty-five or thirty engraved Winchesters in recent years, but, like Call, he was skeptical of the rich and powerful and seldom felt comfortable in their company.


  Throughout most of their lives, which had only occasionally intersected, Woodrow Call and Charles Goodnight had not exactly gotten along. Somehow in the old days, the Indian-fighting days, they had rubbed one another the wrong way almost every time they met. Even now, they did not exactly consider themselves friends. Once a week or so, when Goodnight was around his home ranch, he had formed the habit of riding out to the little line cabin to check on his guest, the famous Texas Ranger.


  The shack sat not far from the north rim of the Palo Duro Canyon. Often the two men would sit, largely in silence, looking down into the canyon until dusk and then darkness filled it. In the dusk and shadows they saw their history; in the fading afterlight they saw the fallen: the Rangers, the Indians, the cowboys.


  “Let a man give you a fancy gun and he’ll tell everybody in five counties that he’s your friend, when in fact, you may despise him,” Goodnight said, spitting. “I don’t number too many rich fools among my friends—how about you?”


  “I have not had a friend for several years,” Call said. Only after he said it did it occur to him that the remark might sound a little odd—as if he were asking for sympathy.


  “Of course, there’s Pea and there’s Bol,” he added, hastily. “Bol’s out of his head, but I count him a friend.”


  “Oh, your cook, I think he fed me once,” Goodnight said. “If he’s out of his head, how do you keep up with him?”


  “I left him with a family in San Antonio,” Call said. “When I get a job down near the border I sometimes put him on his mule and take him with me. There’s another family in Nuevo Laredo I can board him with when it comes time to do the work.


  “He enjoys a little travel,” Call added. “He’s still got his memories—he just can’t put any two of them together.”


  “Hell, I can barely sort out two memories myself,” Goodnight said. “It’s what I get for living too long. My head fills up and sloshes over, like a damn bucket. Whatever sloshes out is lost. I doubt I still know half of what I knew when I was fifty years old.”


  “You take too many train trips,” Call observed, in a mild tone.


  “I thought we were talking about my bad memory,” Goodnight said, squinting at him. “What’s train travel got to do with it?”


  “All this traveling by train weakens the memory—it’s bound to,” Call said. “A man that travels horseback needs to remember where the water holes are, but a man that rides in a train can forget about water holes, because trains don’t drink.”


  Goodnight let that observation soak in for a few minutes.


  “I was never lost, night or day,” he said finally. “How about you?”


  “I got turned around once, in Mexico,” Call said. “It was a cloudy night. My horse fell and got up pointed in the wrong direction. I was yawny that night and didn’t notice till morning.”


  “Was you mad at the horse when you did notice?” Goodnight asked.


  “I was mad at myself,” Call said.


  “Well, this is a pointless conversation,” Goodnight said, turning abruptly toward his horse. Without another word, he mounted and rode away. He had always been abrupt, Call reflected. When Charles Goodnight concluded that a conversation had overrun its point, he was apt to make a swift departure.


  While Mr. Brookshire was walking back across the street, trying to whack the dust out of his fedora by hitting it against his leg, the train he and Call had been waiting for came in sight. It was the train that would, in time, deliver them to San Antonio.


  Call was trying to think of a polite way to inform Mr. Brookshire that the fedora wouldn’t do in a windy place like Texas. A hat that kept blowing off could lead to no end of trouble when dealing with a bandit as advanced as Joey Garza.


  Even more, Call wished Brookshire could be persuaded just to go on back to New York, leaving him to deal with the young Mexican bandit alone. Traveling across the West with errand boys such as Mr. Brookshire took considerably more energy than tracking the bandits themselves. Call had little to say to such men, but they invariably had much to say to him. Six hundred miles of Mr. Brookshire’s conversation was not something he looked forward to.


  “This wind puts me in mind of Chicago,” Brookshire said, when he returned to where Call was standing. He didn’t bother putting his hat back on his head. Instead, he clutched it tightly in both hands.


  “I’ve not visited Chicago,” Call said, to be polite.


  “The wind’s not like this back home,” Brookshire said. “Back home I can go for months without my hat blowing off my head a single time. I got off the train here yesterday, and I’ve been chasing my hat ever since.”


  The train wheezed and screeched to a halt. When it had come to a full stop, Captain Call picked up his saddle and duffle roll. Brookshire, to his surprise, suddenly found that he was feeling a little desperate—he felt that he didn’t dare move. The wind had become even more severe, and he had the sickening sense that he, not his hat, was about to blow away. There wasn’t a tree in sight that he could see: just endless plain. Unless he could roll up against a wagon wheel, as his hat had, there would be nothing to stop him for days, if he blew away. He knew it was an absurd feeling: grown men, especially heavy men such as himself, didn’t just blow away. Yet the feeling persisted, and every time he happened to glance across the street and see nothing—nothing at all except grass and sky—the feeling got worse.


  Call noticed that Brookshire had an odd look on his face. The man stood with his fedora clutched to his stomach, looking as if he were afraid to move, yet he was standing on perfectly level ground on a sunny winter day.


  “Are you ill, Mr. Brookshire?” Call asked. After all, the man had been polite; he had agreed to Call’s terms and had cheerfully paid for the coffee as well.


  “I’d like to get on the train,” Brookshire said. “I believe I’ll soon perk up if I could just get on the train.”


  “Why, here it is, right behind you,” Call told him. “I assume you’ve got the tickets. We can step right on.”


  “I’m afraid I’ve left my valise—you see, that’s my problem,” Brookshire admitted.


  “Oh, at the hotel?” Call asked.


  “Yes, it’s right in the lobby,” Brookshire said, looking at the ground. He did not feel it would be wise to look across the street again. It was when he looked across the street that the blowing-away sensation seized him the most fiercely.


  “Well, the train just pulled in—it’ll be here awhile, I expect,” Call said. “You’ve got plenty of time to go get your valise.”


  Then he looked again and realized that his traveling companion was having some sort of attack. Brookshire was frozen, his eyes fixed on his feet. He didn’t appear to be capable of moving—walking the hundred yards to the hotel was, for the moment, clearly beyond him.


  “I can’t do it,” Brookshire muttered. “I can’t do it. I’d just like to get on the train.”


  He paused, his eyes still on his feet.


  “What I’d like very much is to get on the train,” he said, again.


  Call immediately set down his saddle and duffle roll and took Mr. Brookshire’s arm. The man was close to panic, and when a man was close to panic, discussion rarely helped.


  “Here, I’ll just escort you to your car,” he said, holding Brookshire’s arm. Brookshire took one small step, and then another. Soon Call had him situated in a railroad seat. Brookshire’s chest began to heave and the sweat poured off him, but at least, Call reckoned, the panic was broken.


  “Just stay here and settle in,” Call said. “I’ll stroll over to the hotel and pick up that valise.”


  “Grateful,” was all Brookshire could say. What he really wanted to do was crawl under the seat, but of course, that would be impossible—anyway, the railroad car had walls. He wasn’t going to blow away.


  A few minutes later, Captain Call came walking in with the valise and with his own saddle and duffle roll. He sat down across from Brookshire as if nothing untoward had happened. But Brookshire knew that something had happened—something very untoward. He was embarrassed and also deeply grateful to the Captain. Not only had he guided him onto the train and then walked two hundred yards out of his way to fetch the valise, but he had done both things politely. He hadn’t asked Brookshire why he couldn’t walk a hundred yards and tote his own baggage; he just accepted that it was an impossibility and put him on the train without a fuss.


  Brookshire worked for people who never let him forget that he was an underling. Captain Call hadn’t been especially friendly when they met that morning, but he hadn’t treated Brookshire as an underling. When he noticed that a crisis was occurring, he had dealt with it efficiently and with no evident feelings of contempt for Brookshire’s weakness.


  It was exceptional behavior, in Brookshire’s view. He had met with a good deal of exceptional behavior in his years with Colonel Terry, but most of it had been exceptionally bad. He was not used to decent treatment, but he had received it from Captain Call. When his heart finally stopped pounding, he took another look at the man who sat across the aisle from him.


  Call was smoking. If he even remembered that something out of the ordinary had happened on the railroad platform, he gave no sign.


  The train started and they were soon cutting a narrow furrow through the endless miles of prairie. The stiff wind was still blowing, ruffling the surface of the sea of grass.


  “Does your hat ever blow off, Captain?” Brookshire asked.


  “Rarely,” Call said.


  “You see, I’ve got mine trained,” he added, looking over at the man from Brooklyn. “You’re new to these parts—it takes you a while to get yours trained just right.”


  “I doubt mine will ever be trained—I’ll probably have to chase it all over Texas,” Brookshire said.


  Then, relaxing, he fell asleep. When he awoke and looked out the window, there was nothing to see but grass. Captain Call seemed not to have moved. He was still smoking. The stock of a rifle protruded from his duffle roll. Brookshire felt glad Call was there. It was a long way to San Antonio—if he had no one to share the ride with, he might get the blowing-away feeling again. Probably, after all, his superiors had been right in their choice of bandit killers. Most likely Captain Call could do the job.


  “How long have you been a lawman, Captain?” he inquired, to be polite.


  Call didn’t turn his head.


  “I ain’t a lawman,” he said. “I work for myself.”


  After that, a silence grew. Brookshire felt rather as he felt when he went to a dance. Somehow he had stepped off on the wrong foot.


  “Well, you picked an exciting line of work, I’d have to say,” he said.


  Captain Call didn’t answer. Brookshire felt at a loss. He began to regret having made the remark—he began to regret having spoken at all. He sighed. The Captain still said nothing. Brookshire realized he didn’t know much about Texans. Perhaps they just weren’t inclined to conversation. Certainly Captain Call didn’t appear to be much inclined to it. He didn’t appear to be excited about his line of work, either.


  Brookshire began to miss Katie, his wife. Katie wasn’t lavish with her conversation, either. A month might pass with the two of them scarcely exchanging more than three or four words. But the plains outside the window were vast and empty. The wind was still blowing, rippling and sometimes flattening the top of the grass.


  Brookshire began to wish, very much, that he could go home to Brooklyn. If only he were in Brooklyn and not in Texas, he might not feel so low. If he were in Brooklyn, he felt sure he would be sitting with Katie, in their cozy kitchen. Katie might not say much, but in their cozy kitchen, the wind never blew.


  2.


  LORENA WOKE TO the sound of the baby coughing. Pea Eye was up walking her, trying to get her quiet. For a minute or two, Lorena let him: she felt too sad to move—sad, or mad, or a mixture; even without a sick child she was apt to feel that way on nights before Pea Eye had to leave.


  “I guess she’s croupy,” Pea Eye said.


  “Give her to me,” Lorena said. Wearily, she propped up a little, took the baby, and gave her the breast.


  “It’s not the croup, it’s that dry cough—you ought to recognize the difference by now,” Lorena said. “The boys all had the same cough—Clarie didn’t have it.”


  As she said it she heard Clarie go past their bedroom, on her way to milk. Clarie was the oldest; at fifteen she already had more energy than most grown men, and she didn’t have to be told to do the chores. Even Pea Eye admitted that there were days when his Clarie could outwork him, and Pea Eye was neither lazy nor weak.


  “I guess I’m just the worrying kind,” Pea Eye said, relieved that the baby had stopped coughing, if only in order to nurse.


  “There’s other diseases children can have besides croup,” Lorena reminded him.


  “Seems like every time I have to leave, someone around here is sick,” Pea Eye said. “I’ll be dreary company for the Captain, worrying about you and the children.”


  He would worry about them, Lorena felt sure, but right at the moment what he wanted was sympathy, and right at the moment, sympathy was the last thing she was in the mood to give him.


  “You’re the one going off to get shot at,” she reminded him—there was anger in her voice; she couldn’t suppress it.


  “Clarie and I can take care of things here,” she said. “If we have trouble the neighbors will help us—I’m their only schoolteacher. They’ll fetch me a doctor if Laurie gets worse.”


  When the little girl finished nursing, Lorena held her out to Pea Eye. He took her with him to the kitchen—he needed to get the coffee started. It was a four-hour trot to the railroad where he was supposed to meet the Captain. He needed to be on his way soon. But when he tried to saucer his coffee—he had long ago formed the habit of drinking his coffee from a saucer—Laurie wiggled, causing him to pour too hard. Most of the coffee splashed out. When Lorena came into the kitchen Pea Eye was looking for a rag. He needed to wipe up his spill.


  “I wish you’d learn to drink coffee out of a cup, like the rest of us,” Lorena said.


  “It’s just a habit I got into when I was rangering,” Pea Eye said. “I didn’t have no babies to hold in those days. I could concentrate better. I was just a bachelor most of my life—same as the Captain is.”


  “You were never the same as the Captain is,” Lorena informed him. She took the baby and scooted a chair well back from the table, so coffee wouldn’t drip on her gown.


  “I hadn’t learned to be married yet, in those days,” Pea Eye said, mildly. Lorie seemed slightly out of temper—he thought it best to take a mild line at such times.


  “No, you hadn’t learned to be married—I had to teach you, and I’m still at it,” Lorena said. “We’re both lucky. Clara got me started on my education and I got you started being a husband.”


  “Both lucky, but I’m luckier,” Pea Eye said. “I’d rather be married than do them fractions, or whatever they are that you teach the brats.


  “At least I would if it’s you that I’m married to,” he said, reflecting.


  “I don’t like it that he keeps taking you away from us,” Lorena said. She felt it was better to say it than to choke on it, and she had choked on it a good many times.


  “Why can’t he take someone younger, if he needs help with a bandit?” she asked. “Besides that, he don’t even ask! He just sends those telegrams and orders you to come, as if he owned you.”


  Though Pea Eye had not yet admitted it out loud to Lorie, he himself had begun to dread the arrival of the telegrams. The Captain dispatched them to the little office in Quitaque; they were delivered, within a week or two, by a cowboy or a mule skinner, any traveler who happened to be coming their way. They were short telegrams; even so, Lorena had to read them to him. She had learned to read years ago, and he hadn’t. It was a little embarrassing, being the husband of a schoolteacher, while being unable to read. Clarie, of course, could read like a whiz—she had won the local spelling bee every year since she turned six. Pea Eye had always meant to learn, and he still meant to learn, but meanwhile, he had the farm to farm, and farming it generally kept him busy from sunup until sundown. In the harvesting season, it kept him busy from well before sunup until well after dark.


  Usually the Captain’s telegrams would consist of a single sentence informing him of a date, a time, and a place where the Captain wanted him to appear. Short as they were, though, Lorena never failed to flush with anger while reading them to him. A deep flush would spread up her cheeks, nearly to her eyes; the vein on her forehead would stand out, and the little scar on her upper lip would seem whiter in contrast to her darkening face. She rarely said anything in words. Her blood said it for her.


  Now, down on one knee in the kitchen, trying to wipe up the spilled coffee with a dishrag, Pea Eye felt such a heavy sadness descend on him that for a moment he would have liked just to lie down beneath it and let it crush him. Little Laurie was only three months old. Lorena had school to teach and the baby and the three boys to look after, and yet here he was, about to go away and leave them again, just because some railroad man wanted the Captain to run down a bandit.


  Of course, Clarie was nearly grown and would be a big help to her mother, but knowing that wouldn’t keep him from feeling low the whole trip—every night and morning he’d miss Lorie and the children; he would also worry constantly about the farm chores that weren’t getting done. Even if little Laurie hadn’t taken the croup—he considered her sickness the croup, though Lorie didn’t—he wouldn’t have wanted to go. It was beginning to bother Pea Eye a good deal that the Captain just couldn’t seem to recognize that he was married. Not only was he married, but he was the father of five children. He had other things to do besides chase bandits. When he left he would be doing one duty, but at the same time he’d be neglecting others, and the ones he’d be neglecting were important. It meant feeling miserable and guilty for several weeks, and he didn’t look forward to feeling that way. The truth was, half the time he felt miserable and guilty even when he wasn’t neglecting his wife, or his children, or his chores.


  “I’ve head it’s a young bandit, this time,” Pea Eye said. “Maybe it won’t take too long.”


  “Why wouldn’t it, if the man’s young?” Lorena asked.


  “The Captain’s got too much experience,” Pea Eye said. “The young ones seldom give him much trouble.”


  “If it’s going to be so easy, why does he need you?” she asked.


  Pea Eye didn’t answer because he didn’t know. Twice he had gone to Wyoming with the Captain. Once they had gone to Yuma, Arizona, an exceptionally hot place in Pea Eye’s view. Several times they’d gone to Oklahoma, and once or twice, into Old Mexico. But normally, they were able to corner their quarry somewhere in Texas. A few hard cases fought to the end, but the majority of the outlaws—bank robbers, mostly—realized once they were up against the famous Captain Call, it was time to surrender. As soon as they gave up, Pea Eye’s duties really began. He was in charge of seeing they were handcuffed properly, or tied to their horses, or whatever the situation required. Compared to Indian fighting, it was not particularly dangerous work. He rarely had to fire his gun or even draw it.


  It hardly seemed important enough to leave home for; yet here he was, preparing to leave home and feeling blue all the way down to his bones as a result.


  “I expect I’ll worry the whole way,” Pea Eye said. “But at least I’ll be paid cash money.”


  Lorena was silent. She hated the mornings when Pea Eye had to leave; hated the night before he left; just plain hated the whole period after one of the telegrams came. She knew Pea Eye no longer wanted to leave. Living with her, working the farm, helping her with the children, was what he wanted to do. She didn’t doubt his love, or his devotion, or his loyalty, or his strength. All these were at her service, except when Captain Call needed some part of them to be at his service.


  Lorena had resolved, though, not to help Pea Eye leave. The fact that he had a loyalty to the Captain was part of the bargain she had made when she married him. Clara Allen—the woman Clarie was named for—had told her how it would be in that respect, and Clara had been right. Were Pea Eye not loyal to the Captain, who had employed him most of his life, he wouldn’t be likely to bring much loyalty to her, either. Clara pointed that out.


  But she would not help Pea Eye leave. She wasn’t going to pass a benediction on it.


  As she was sitting in silence avoiding Pea Eye’s miserable gaze, Clarie came in from the milking shed with a brimming pail of milk. It was a cold morning; the bucket steamed a little, and Clarie had color in her cheeks. Lorena couldn’t help smiling. Even in unhappy moments, the sight of her beautiful young daughter was apt to make her smile. Clarie got a cheesecloth, spread it carefully over the old milk strainer, and slowly poured the hot, foamy milk through it.


  “I’ll help you, Ma, while Pa’s gone,” Clarie said.


  “Why, yes, you’ll help me, when you can spare the time from Roy Benson,” Lorena said. Clarie was a young woman, and the cowboys were already coming around. The gawky Benson boy was particularly attentive.


  “Oh, Ma, don’t talk about him,” Clarie protested, embarrassed.


  “Like I say, it’s cash money,” Pea Eye said, feeling that his problem had somehow been forgotten. It was often that way with women, it seemed. One minute Lorie would be drilling holes in him with her eyes, and the next minute she and Clarie would be combing one another’s hair and singing tunes.


  “We heard you,” Lorena said. It was true that her wages for the school teaching were apt to be a side of beef or hand-me-down clothes for the children, or a horse that was getting along in years and might do to pull her buggy. Her wages were likely to be whatever folks could spare. It was a fair arrangement; indeed, the only possible arrangement in a place where there were still only a scattering of homesteads and not many settlements.


  Pea Eye had only brought up the cash money in order to remind Lorena that the Captain didn’t expect him to work for nothing. Having cash money never hurt.


  Another bad aspect of the bandit-catching trips was that the very fact Lorena had secured enough education to become a schoolteacher, caused some tension between Pea Eye and the Captain. Lorena’s educational accomplishments filled Pea Eye with pride, and he liked to talk about them. It was Clara Allen, the woman who sheltered Lorena in Nebraska, who had seen to it that Lorena learned to read and write and figure. Perhaps that was why the Captain got so stiff every time Pea Eye bragged about his smart wife. Clara and the Captain rubbed one another the wrong way. That was no reason, though, in Pea Eye’s view, why he should be any less proud of Lorena’s scholarly skills.


  Clara had gone all the way to St. Louis to find acceptable teachers for Lorena, and of course, the teachers were expected to instruct Clara’s two daughters as well. Clara boarded the teachers in her own home, often for months at a stretch. Betsey, her daughter, had even married one of them.


  Everyone agreed that Lorena was the sharpest pupil in that part of Nebraska. For a time, Clara ordered books for her, but soon Lorena was ordering them for herself. It was a proud day for all concerned when Lorena received her diploma from the correspondence college in Trenton, New Jersey.


  Once they bought the farm in Texas the neighbors soon found out about Lorena’s diploma, and they promptly persuaded her to teach their children. Her first classes were held in a barn. Charles Goodnight rode by one day, saw her teaching in the cold, drafty barn, and wrote a check on the spot sufficient to allow the community to construct a one-room schoolhouse on a bluff overlooking the Red River. The school was a five-mile buggy ride each way from their farm, but Lorena drove it without complaint. When their babies came she took them with her, lining an old cartridge case with quilts to make a crib.


  To Pea Eye, and to many citizens of the plains, it was impressive that Lorena would care enough about her teaching to bounce her children ten miles over the prairie every day. She didn’t want to disappoint her pupils, most of whom could only expect three or four years of schooling at best. Once the boys got to be nine or ten, they would be needed for work. The Benson boy who liked Clarie so much was still in school at fourteen, but that was exceptional. Even the girls would be needed in the fields by the time they were eleven or twelve.


  Lorena thought Captain Call resented the fact that his old partner, Gus McCrae, had left her his half of the proceeds from the herd the Hat Creek outfit had trailed from Texas to Montana. Lorena’s half didn’t amount to that much money—not enough to resent, in Pea Eye’s view. The whole Montana scheme had collapsed in less than two years. Gus was killed before they even established the ranch. Dish Boggett, their top hand, quit the first winter. The Captain left that spring. Newt—the Captain’s son, most people thought, although the Captain himself had never owned to it—had been killed late in the summer when the Hell Bitch, the mare the Captain gave him, reared and fell back on him. The saddle horn crushed his rib cage, and crushed his heart as well. It was the view of everyone who knew horses that, while an able ranch manager, Newt was much too inexperienced to trust with a horse as mean and as smart as the Hell Bitch. Still, the Captain had given Newt the horse, and Newt felt obliged to ride her. He rode her, and one day she killed him, just as Lippy and Jasper and one or two others had predicted she would.


  After Newt’s death the ranch soon fell into disorder; the Captain had to come back and sell it. Cattle prices were down, so he didn’t get much, but Lorena’s half enabled her and Pea Eye to buy the farm in Texas.


  Lorena’s view, expressed to Clara, not to Pea, was that the Captain wasn’t prepared to forgive her hard past.


  “He don’t think whores should become schoolteachers,” she said.


  To Pea Eye, Lorena advanced a different theory.


  “He didn’t like it that Gus liked me,” she said. “Now that you married me I’ve taken two men from him. I took Gus and then I took you. He’ll never forgive it, but I don’t care.”


  Pea Eye preferred to put such difficult questions out of his mind. With so much farm work to do and no one to do it but himself—none of the boys was old enough to plow—he had little time to spare for speculation. If he had more time, he wouldn’t have used it trying to figure out why the Captain did things the way he did, or why he liked people or didn’t like people. The Captain was as he was, and to Pea Eye, that was just life. Lorena and Clara could discuss it until they were blue in the face: no talk would change the Captain.


  It bothered Pea Eye considerably that the Captain had never ridden over to see their farm or meet their children. His shack on the Goodnight place was not that far away. Pea Eye was proud of the farm and doubly proud of his children. He would have liked to introduce the Captain to his family and show him around the farm.


  Instead, in only half an hour, he would have to leave his wife and children to go help a man who didn’t like his wife and had never met his children. The thought made Pea Eye sick at heart. Catching bandits was tricky work. There was no telling how long it might take. Little Laurie was tiny. She had come nearly a month early and was going to have to struggle through a bitter Panhandle winter. Pea Eye loved little Laurie with all his heart. He thought she looked just like her mother, and could not get enough of looking at her. He had bought a rabbit fur robe from an old deaf Kiowa man who lived on the Quitaque. The robe made a nice warm lining for the cartridge-box crib. Lorena kept assuring him that it was a snug enough crib now that it was lined with rabbit fur, but still Pea Eye worried. The cold was bitter. Winter never failed to carry off several little ones from neighboring farms and ranches. Pea Eye had many dreams in which little Laurie died. It tormented him to think she might not be there to look at when he returned.


  For days he had been choking his fear down—no need to burden Lorie with his worries—but suddenly, kneeling on the kitchen floor and trying unsuccessfully to wipe up the spilled coffee, fear and sadness came rushing up from inside him, too swiftly and too powerfully for him to control.


  “I don’t want to go, this time!” he said. “What if Laurie dies while I’m gone?”


  He thought Lorena would be mighty surprised to hear him say that he didn’t want to go with the Captain. Never before had he even suggested that he might not accompany Captain Call if the Captain needed him.


  Lorena didn’t seem surprised, though. Perhaps she was too busy with Laurie. Because Laurie was so tiny, she was a fitful nurser, giving up sometimes before she had taken enough milk to satisfy her. Lorie had just given her the breast again, hoping she would take enough nourishment to keep her asleep for a while.


  “What if we all died, while you was gone?” Lorena asked, calmly. She didn’t want any agitated talk while the baby was at the breast. But her husband had to be very upset to say such a thing, and she didn’t want to ignore his distress, either.


  “Well, I’d never get over it, if any of you died,” Pea Eye said.


  “You would—people get over anything—I’ve got over worse than dying myself, and you know it,” Lorena said. “But that’s in the past. You don’t need to worry so much. I’m not going to die, and I won’t let this baby die, either. I won’t let any of our children die.”


  Pea Eye stood up, but despite Lorie’s calm words, he felt trembly. He felt he could trust Lorie—if she said she’d keep their family alive, he knew she would do her best. But people did their best and died anyway. Sometimes their children outlived them. That was the natural order; but sometimes, they didn’t. He knew Lorie meant well when she told him not to worry, but he also knew that he would worry anyway.


  The Captain would be unlikely to sympathize, because he didn’t understand it. Captain Call had always been a single man. He had no one to miss, much less anyone to worry about.


  “I never finished cleaning those guns,” Pea Eye said distractedly, looking down at his wife. August, the youngest boy, not yet two, came wandering into the kitchen just then. He was rubbing his eyes with his fists.


  “Hongry,” he said, only half awake. He began to crawl into his mother’s lap.


  “You cleaned them enough to smell like gun grease all night,” Lorena said. August had a runny nose, and she held out her hand for Pea Eye’s rag.


  “This is a dishrag,” he said, still distracted.


  “It was—now it’s a snot rag,” Lorena said. August arched his back and tried to duck away—he hated having his nose wiped. But his mother was too skilled for him. She pinned him to her with an elbow and wiped it anyway.


  “You should take care of your weapons, if you’re going after a killer,” she said. “I don’t want you neglecting important things, even if I complain about you being smelly.”


  “I don’t want to go,” Pea Eye said. “I just don’t want to go, this time.”


  There was a silence, broken only by August’s whimpering, and the soft sucking sound the baby made as she drew on the nipple. Pea Eye had just said the words Lorena had long hoped to hear, but the fact was, she hadn’t gotten her sleep out—she was drowsy and would have liked to go back to bed. It was a hopeless wish: August was up, and Ben and Georgie would be crawling out of bed any time. Whether she liked it or not, the day had begun. She had long resented Pea Eye’s blind loyalty to the Captain but knew there was nothing she could do about it. Mainly, she just tried to shut her mind to it.


  Clara had told her that was how it would be, but Clara had advised her to marry Pea Eye anyway.


  “He’s simple—sometimes that’s good,” Clara said. “He’s gentle, too, but he’s not weak. His horses respect him. I tend to trust a horse’s respect.


  “He doesn’t talk much, though,” she added.


  “I don’t care whether he talks or not,” Lorena said. “I wouldn’t marry a man just for conversation. I’d rather read, now that I know how, than listen to any man talk.”


  “You’re going to have to propose to Pea Eye, you know,” Clara said. “He has no inkling that you want him. I doubt it’s ever crossed his mind, that he could aspire to a beauty like you.”


  Pea Eye had been working for Clara about a year, at that time. July Johnson, the former sheriff from Arkansas who had loved Clara deeply but failed to win her, drowned trying to ford the Republican River with a herd of seventy young horses. July had no judgment about horses, or water, or women, as it turned out. His son, Martin, was going to know more, but that was because Martin had her to teach him, Clara reflected.


  After Newt’s death and the breakup of the Hat Creek outfit, Pea Eye had drifted south, meaning to descend the ladder of rivers until he got home to Texas. But, as luck would have it—the best piece of luck in his whole life, in his view—he showed up in Ogallala at a time when Clara was shorthanded, and she hired him on the spot.


  Out her window, as she was advising Lorena to marry him, Clara could see Pea Eye in the lots, trying to halter-break a young sorrel colt. Of course, Pea Eye was older; too old, in a way, for Lorena. But people couldn’t have everything. Clara herself would have liked a husband. She considered herself to be reasonably good-looking, she attempted to be considerate, and thought she was tolerably easy to get along with. But she had no husband, and no prospects. Decent men were scarce, and she knew that Pea Eye was a decent man. Lorena had little to gain by waiting for someone better to come along, and Clara told her so.


  Looking at her husband, so shaky from the thought of leaving her that he could barely stand up, Lorena knew that Clara Allen had been right. He was loyal to her, and loyalty from men was a rarity in her life. Even Gus McCrae, her greatest love, had really been in love with Clara and would have left her to marry Clara, if he could have persuaded Clara to have him. Someday, Lorena imagined, some bandit would finally outshoot Captain Call, and she would finally have Pea Eye all to herself—if he could just stay alive, in the meantime.


  Coffee was still dripping off the table—Pea Eye had made a poor job of wiping up his spill. He patted August on the head and left the room. In a few minutes he came back, wearing his hat and carrying his slicker. He didn’t have his guns.


  “Are your guns so dirty you’re planning to leave them?” she asked, surprised. Never before had he left without his guns.


  “I won’t need them,” Pea Eye said. “I’m just going to the railroad, to tell the Captain I can’t go on no more chases with him.”


  Though it was exactly what she wanted to hear, Lorena felt a little frightened. Pea Eye had followed the Captain wherever the Captain went for many, many years, so many that she didn’t know how many, and Pea Eye probably didn’t know, either. Rangering with the Captain had been Pea Eye’s life until she took him from it. For Pea Eye to end it now, just because the baby woke up coughing, represented a big change—indeed, a bigger change than she had anticipated having to face, on that particular day.


  “Pea,” she said, “you don’t have to do this just because of me. You don’t have to do it because of the children, either. We aren’t in any danger, and we’ll all be here when you get back.”


  Only lately had she been able to remember to say “aren’t” rather than “ain’t.” She was proud of herself for remembering it so early in the morning, when she was sleepy.


  “All I ever asked is that you be careful,” she said. “Help this man if you want to. Just don’t get killed for him.”


  “I ain’t going to get killed for him, because I ain’t going,” Pea Eye said. “I’ve got too many obligations here. This chasing bandits has got to end sometime.”


  He walked out to the little smokehouse and got a slab of bacon. When he returned to the kitchen the three boys, Ben, Georgie, and August, were all propped up in their chairs, looking sleepy and eating bread soaked in the warm milk Clarie had brought in. It was their usual breakfast, although sometimes, if Lorena was up early, she made porridge. Clarie sat on a stool, churning—they had run out of butter the night before.


  “You boys help your ma, while I’m gone,” Pea Eye said, forgetting that he wasn’t really going, this time.


  Lorena turned to look at him, wondering if he had changed his mind. That would have been unlike him. It might take Pea Eye a while to make up his mind, but once he made it up, he rarely doubled back on himself.


  “Oh,” Pea Eye said, realizing from Lorie’s look that he had made a slip of the tongue.


  “Help your mother this morning,” he said. “I’ll be back this afternoon.”


  “Daddy, buy me a gun,” Ben said. Ben was nine, and fascinated with firearms.


  “No, he’s not buying you a gun,” Lorena said. “You’d just shoot Georgie, and I can’t spare Georgie.”


  Georgie, seven, was straw-headed and buck-toothed, but he was Lorena’s favorite, anyway. She couldn’t help it. Every time she looked at Georgie, she felt her heart swell. He had a bit of a stammer, but he would grow out of it, probably.


  “I’ll sh-sh-sh-shoot h-h-him,” Georgie countered.


  Pea Eye picked up his slicker, and put on his hat. He looked at Lorena, who met his eye. She didn’t say anything, but there was something disquieting in her look. Of course, that was nothing new. There was something disquieting in most of Lorena’s looks.


  Pea Eye tried to think of something more to say, but failed. He had never been a man of many words, and being married to a schoolteacher hadn’t changed him much. Hundreds of Lorie’s looks, like this one, left him baffled.


  “See you for supper,” he said, finally.


  “If you don’t show up, I’ll know you changed your mind,” Lorena said. “He might talk you into going yet.”


  “No, he won’t talk me into going,” Pea Eye said.


  All the same, loping across the plains, he dreaded the meeting he was riding to. It was a fine, crisp day, but Pea Eye didn’t feel fine. He had never said no to the Captain, and now he would have to. The Captain wasn’t going to like the news, either—the Captain definitely wasn’t going to like the news.


  3.


  WHEN CAPTAIN CALL saw Pea Eye standing by the railroad track, with no duffle and no firearms, he knew that the moment of change had come. It was an unpleasant shock, but it was not a surprise. Lorena had been tightening her hold on Pea Eye year by year. In the last two years, particularly, Pea Eye’s reluctance to accompany him had been evident, and had even begun to affect his work. Half the time on their trips, he was too homesick, or woman-sick, to function as skillfully as he once had, and his skill had its limits, even when he was a young man.


  “Well, I guess I’ve stopped this train for nothing, if you ain’t getting on,” Call said. He was annoyed, and he knew Pea Eye knew it, but since Pea Eye had arrived without his equipment, he saw no profit in forcing the issue.


  “I’d better just go,” Call said. “Good luck with your farm.”


  He shook Pea Eye’s hand and got back on the train, which, in a moment, left. Soon even the caboose had vanished from Pea Eye’s view, swallowed up by the sea of grass as surely as a boat would have been by the curving sea. Pea Eye walked slowly over and caught his horse; it had grazed some distance away. He felt stunned: the Captain was gone. The Captain hadn’t even argued with him, though he had looked a good deal put out. Of course, he noticed immediately that Pea hadn’t brought his guns.


  “Forget your arsenal?” the Captain asked, when he first stepped off the train.


  “No, I didn’t forget it, I just left it at home,” Pea Eye said. A man in a fedora had been looking out the window of the train, at them. Pea Eye was uncomfortable anyway, and being stared at by a man in a fedora hat didn’t help.


  “Oh, that’s Brookshire, he’s with the railroad,” the Captain said, glancing around at the man. “He’ll have to replace that hat, if he expects to travel very far with me. A man who can’t keep his hat on his head won’t be much help, in Mexico.”


  “I guess I won’t be being no help in Mexico neither, Captain,” Pea Eye said. “I’ve got a wife and five children, and one’s a baby. The time’s come for me to stay home.”


  Though Call had been expecting such a decision from Pea Eye for some time, hearing it was still a shock. He had paid Pea especially well on the last few trips, hoping to overcome his reluctance—it took money to farm, and what little Lorena had inherited from Gus must have been long gone by now.


  But Call knew Pea Eye too well to suppose that money, or anything else, would prevail much longer. Pea Eye was through with rangering, and Call had to admit that what they were doing was only the shadow of rangering, anyway.


  Call always felt angry when he anticipated Pea Eye’s desertion—and, in his eyes, it was desertion—but, there by the train tracks, on the windy plain just north of Quanah, he swallowed the anger down, shook Pea Eye’s hand, and got back on the train. The woman had won. In the end, it seemed they always did.


  Brookshire was startled when he saw the Captain come back alone. The man looked testy. Then the train pulled away, leaving the tall man and the grazing horse behind, on the prairie.


  “What’s wrong with your man?” Brookshire asked. “Was he sick?”


  “No, he’s not sick, he’s married,” Call said. “Running down bandits don’t tempt him no more.”


  “But I thought it was arranged,” Brookshire said, more than a little alarmed. His instructions from Colonel Terry had been to let Call bring his man. Pea Eye himself was a legend, in a small way—Brookshire had been looking forward to meeting him. It was said that he had escaped from the Cheyenne Indians and had walked over one hundred miles, naked, to bring help to the other famous ranger, Augustus McCrae. Not many men could have walked one hundred miles naked, in Cheyenne country, and survived. Brookshire doubted that he could walk one hundred miles naked across New Jersey, and yet New Jersey was settled country, and his home state to boot.


  He had hoped to meet the man and hear about his adventures. So far, he was certainly not hearing about many of Captain Call’s. It would have been entertaining to hear about the hundred-mile walk, but evidently, it was not to be.


  “I apologize—he’s always been a reliable man,” Call said. “He served with me more than thirty years—he’s the last man I would have thought likely to marry. He never sought women, when he rode with me.”


  “Oh well, I married myself,” Brookshire said, thinking of Katie’s fat legs. Those legs had once had great appeal to him, but their appeal had diminished over the years. There were times when he missed Katie, and times when he didn’t. When he wasn’t missing her, he sometimes considered that he had been a fool, to tie himself down. Indeed, he was hoping that one bonus from his long train trip might be a Mexican girl. The popular view in Brooklyn was that Mexican girls were pretty, lively, and cheap.


  “Who’ll we get to replace him?” he asked, remembering that Colonel Terry expected results—and not next year, either. Joey Garza had struck seven times, stopping trains in remote areas of the Southwest, where trains were rarely bothered. He had killed eleven men so far, seemingly selecting his victims at random. Seven of the dead had been passengers; the rest, crew. Four of the seven trains had been carrying military payrolls, and one of the seven had Leland Stanford aboard. At that time, Leland Stanford was thought to be the richest man in California. The boy had taken his rings, his watch, and the fine silk sheets off the bed in his private car. He also took his diamond cufflinks. Leland Stanford was not a man who took kindly to having his sheets removed by a young Mexican not yet out of his teens. It was Stanford who stoked the fire under Colonel Terry, prompting him to hire expensive help such as Captain Woodrow Call.


  It disturbed Brookshire that their plan had already gone awry, though they were still hundreds of miles from the border, and no doubt, many more hundreds of miles from where Joey Garza was to be found, if he was found.


  One thing could be said with certainty about Colonel Terry: he did not like for plans to go awry. If some did go awry anyway, someone invariably got blamed, and most of the time that someone was Brookshire.


  “I’ll be lucky not to get fired,” Brookshire said—he was mainly just thinking out loud.


  “Why? Pea Eye was never your responsibility,” Call said. “You never even met the man, and can’t be blamed for the fact that he married and settled down.”


  “I can be blamed for anything,” Brookshire assured him. “I’m one of those people everybody blames, when there’s a misfortune.”


  For several minutes he sat with his head down, feeling sorry for himself. It seemed to him that life was nothing but one misfortune after another, and he got blamed for them all. He had been the eighth boy in a family of eight boys. His mother blamed him for not being the little girl she had hoped for; his father blamed him for not being able to go out in the world and get rich. His brothers blamed him for being a runt; and in the Army, he was blamed for being a coward.


  That one was fair, he had to admit. He was a coward, more or less. Fisticuffs appalled him, and gunfire alarmed him violently. He didn’t like storms or lightning, and preferred to live on the first floor of apartment buildings, so escape would be easier in case of fire. He had been afraid that Katie wouldn’t marry him, and once she did, he began to fear she would leave him, or else die.


  But of all the things he had managed to be frightened of in his life, Colonel Terry’s anger was unquestionably the most powerful. Brookshire feared the Terry temper so much that he would rather bite his tongue off than give the Colonel even the smallest particle of bad news.


  Call didn’t doubt what Brookshire said. A man who couldn’t even control his hat was likely to attract a lot of blame. In that respect, Call reflected, Brookshire was not unlike Pea Eye himself. Pea had a strange tendency to assume that any bad turn of fortune was probably his fault. On the long cattle drive to Montana, various things happened that could not easily have been prevented. One morning the little Texas bull that all the cowboys feared got into a fight with a grizzly. The grizzly definitely didn’t fear the bull; the fight was more or less a draw, though the bull got much of his hide ripped off, in the process of holding his own.


  For reasons that no one could fathom, Pea Eye decided the encounter was his fault. He felt he should either have roped the bull, or shot the bear, though neither, in Call’s view, would have been sensible procedure. If he had roped the bull, it might well have jerked Pea’s horse down, in which case the bear would have got them both. If Pea had tried to kill the grizzly with a sidearm, the bear might have turned on the cowboys, instead of on the bull.


  Five years and more later, Pea Eye was still worrying about his role in the encounter. What it showed was that people weren’t sensible, when it came to assigning or assuming blame.


  People were rarely sensible about anything, in Call’s opinion. He had taken, he thought, a sensible approach to Pea Eye’s desertion while he was actually in the man’s presence—but now that he wasn’t actually faced with his old corporal, Call found that his anger was rising. He had taken Pea Eye into his troop of Rangers when the latter was no more than a boy, too young to be an official member of any military organization. But, because the boy looked honest, Call had bent the rules, which were more bendable then than they would become.


  Now, it seemed, Pea Eye had deserted him in favor of matrimony, and the desertion left a bitter taste in his mouth. Call had supposed that if he could count on any of his old troop, he could count on Pea. Yet it turned out to be Lorena, once a whore, now a schoolteacher, who could count on Pea.


  Call had no doubt that Clara Allen had been behind the match, and though fifteen years had passed, he still resented her interference. It was one thing to educate Lorena; whores had as much right to improve themselves as anybody else. But it was another thing to arrange matters so that the girl could take his most trusted helper.


  Dish Boggett, the best of the Hat Creek cowboys and far better on horseback than Pea had ever been, had mooned over Lorena for years. Why couldn’t Clara have nudged the girl into accepting Dish? Up to that time Pea had shown no great inclination to domesticity, though he briefly courted, or was courted by, a rather bossy widow in the village of Lonesome Dove. The trail drive had ended that, if there’d been anything to end.


  Because of Clara’s meddling, or Lorena’s boldness, or a combination of the two, Call was riding south with only a Yankee office worker, to go after the most enterprising young bandit to show up on the border in a decade or more.


  It galled Call—when he next encountered Pea Eye, he intended to make that clear.


  “I regret now that I didn’t force him,” Call said to Brookshire. “It leaves us shorthanded. It’s just that I never expected to have to force Pea Eye. He’s always followed me, before.”


  Brookshire noticed that the Captain looked a little tight around the mouth.


  “How long has your friend been married?” he asked.


  “Fifteen years, I suppose. He had a number of children, though I have not met them,” Call said.


  “You have not married yourself, I take it?” Brookshire asked, cautiously. He did not want to annoy the man, as he clearly had earlier in the day by asking him how long he had been a lawman.


  “Oh no,” Call said. “It’s one thing I never tried. But you’re married, and you’re here. Your wife hasn’t stopped you from doing your duty.”


  “Why, Katie wouldn’t care if I went to China,” Brookshire said. “She’s got her sewing, and then there’s the cat. She’s very fond of the cat.”


  Call said nothing. He knew women were sometimes fond of cats, though the reason for the attraction escaped him.


  “So what will we do for a second man, now that your deputy has declined?” Brookshire asked. “Know any good gun hands in San Antonio?”


  “Nobody reliable,” Call said. “I don’t know what a gun hand is, but if I ever happened to meet one I doubt I’d want to hire him.”


  “No offense,” Brookshire said. “That’s just what we call them in New York.”


  “I would rather do the job alone than to take someone unreliable, particularly if we have to go into Mexico,” Call said.


  “We might, I guess,” Brookshire said. “He did rob that train with the governor of Coahuila on it. That was his worst act, after robbing Mr. Stanford.”


  “I doubt he knew the governor was on the train,” Call said. “That was just luck. I doubt he ever heard of Mr. Stanford, either. I hadn’t myself, until you mentioned him.”


  “Maybe I ought to wire the Colonel,” Brookshire suggested. “The Colonel could raise an army, if he wanted to. I’m sure he can find us one man.”


  “No,” Call said. “I’ll do my own looking. Your Colonel might find the wrong fellow.”


  “I leave it to you, Captain,” Brookshire said.


  Call didn’t answer. The question of Pea Eye’s replacement was not one he was ready to consider. He was still brooding about Pea Eye, the man who hadn’t come. His temper kept rising, too. It rose so high that it took all his self-restraint to keep from stopping the train and going after Pea Eye. Part of his anger was directed at himself for having been so mild and meek in the face of plain desertion. Of course, in strict terms, it wasn’t desertion; no war was on, he himself wasn’t even a Ranger anymore, and neither was Pea. The man wasn’t really in his employ, and they were just going to eliminate a bandit, no very glorious cause or glorious work, either.


  But then, none of their work had been glorious. It had all been bloody, hard, and tiring, from their first foray against the Kiowa until now. There were no bugles, no parades, and very few certainties, in the life they led as Rangers. Call had killed several men, Indian, white, and Mexican, whose courage he admired; in some cases he had even admired their ideals. Many times, going into battle, a portion of his sympathies had been with the enemy. The Mexicans along the border had been robbed, by treaty, of country and cattle that had been their grandparents’; the Comanche and the Kiowa had to watch the settlement of hunting grounds that had been theirs for many generations.


  Call didn’t blame the Mexicans for fighting. He didn’t blame the Comanche or the Kiowa, either. Had he been them, he would have fought just as hard. He was pledged to arrest them or remove them, not to judge them.


  But he did blame Pea Eye for not coming with him on the trip. Of course, the reasons Pea gave were not empty excuses: he did have a wife to care for, children to raise, and a farm to work.


  In Call’s view, there was an obligation stronger than those, and that obligation was loyalty. It seemed to him the highest principle, loyalty. He preferred it to honor. He had never been exactly sure what men meant when they spoke of their honor, though it had been a popular word during the time of the War. He was sure, though, what he meant when he spoke of loyalty. A man didn’t desert his comrades, his troop, his leader. If he did he was, in Call’s book, worthless.


  Jake Spoon, a friend he had ended up having to hang—there was an example of a man without loyalty. Jake had rangered with Gus and Call. He was as pleasant and engaging a man as Call had ever known. But he had no loyalty, as he had proven in Kansas, when he ran off with a gang of thieving killers. When they caught him, Jake could scarcely believe that his old compañeros would hang him—but they hung him.


  Pea Eye’s case was far less extreme, of course. He hadn’t thrown in with killers and thieves; he had merely married. Pea was not a man who could be said to be without loyalty. But he had changed loyalties, and what did that say? The whole point of loyalty was not to change: stick with those who stuck with you. Pea Eye had proven his loyalty countless times, on the old trails. But then he had chosen a new trail.


  Thinking about the matter caused Call to alternate between anger and sorrow. One minute he wanted to ride over to the Quitaque and order Pea Eye to get his rifle and saddle and come; but the next moment, he felt he ought to respect Pea Eye’s choice and leave him in peace with his wife, his children, and his farm. He himself would have enjoyed the trip south a great deal more if Pea had been along, but then, he was not in the business for enjoyment, he guessed. He was in the business to make a living. Once, there had been more to it than that, or at least, he had convinced himself that there was more to it. The politicians said that the killing he had done was necessary. Call was no longer so sure it had been necessary. But even if it had always been, in the main, a way to make a living, loyalty to one’s own was still the first duty, and he felt a painful pressure in his breast when he thought of Pea Eye’s defection.


  Brookshire looked at the long plain outside the train window and sighed. The train seemed to creep. There was nothing but the horizon to measure its progress by, and the horizon was just an endless line. He remembered that he had some books in his valise—dime novels he had provided himself with in Kansas City, in case he came down with the doldrums during his travels.


  There was also a pack of cards in his valise. On the whole, he preferred card playing to reading. Card playing didn’t wear the mind down so.


  “Captain, are you a card-playing man?” he asked, hopefully. A good game of cards would go a long way toward relieving the tedium of train travel.


  “No,” Call said.


  “Well, I didn’t really think you were,” Brookshire said. He sighed, and rummaged in his valise until he found the dime novels. He pulled them out, glanced at them, and put them back where he found them. After a little more rummaging, he located the pack of cards.


  “I reckon it’ll be solitaire, then,” he said, with another hopeful glance at the Captain.


  Captain Woodrow Call didn’t say a word.


  4.


  ON HIS WAY home, Pea Eye made a detour in order to ride by the schoolhouse. The little building was perched on a low bluff overlooking the Red River. He could see it, in spots, from fifteen miles away.


  Pea rarely went to the school. On the few occasions when he did show up there, Lorena made it plain that he should state his business and then go on about it. The school was her place. On an active day, she had as many as thirty children to manage, and she needed to pay attention. Clarie was so good with spelling, and also with arithmetic, that Lorena sometimes let her daughter help her with the little kids. But she was the schoolmistress, and most of what had to be done, she did.


  Still, Pea Eye felt an urgent need to see his wife, even though he knew she would not be at her most welcoming. At first, when Captain Call politely shook his hand and got back on the train, Pea felt relieved. The Captain didn’t seem quite himself, but at least he hadn’t been angry, and he had not attempted to insist that Pea Eye go with him.


  But Pea Eye’s relief scarcely lasted until he was out of sight of the train. He felt good for a few minutes, but then he began to feel strange. It was as if he were leaking—emptying out, like a bucket that had bullet holes in it. He began to feel sad—the same sadness he had felt in bed the night before. He had lain beside Lorena then, warmed by her body, wishing he didn’t have to go anywhere. Now, it was clear that he wouldn’t have to go. He could be with his wife and children, and get on with his many chores. The spring winds had blown a corner off the roof of the barn. All summer and fall he had meant to get it mended, but he hadn’t. Now, he could attend to it, and to other much needed repairs as well. He could do whatever he wanted to, around the place.


  Yet he felt so sad he could hardly keep from crying. His memories were getting mixed up with his feelings. Thinking of the barn with the leaky roof reminded him of the barn that had belonged to the Hat Creek outfit, way south in Lonesome Dove. That barn had no roof at all, for years. Of course, it seldom rained in Lonesome Dove, so the stock didn’t suffer much, as it would have if that barn had been in the Panhandle. But the stock wasn’t really what was on Pea Eye’s mind, or in his memory. What was on his mind was the old Hat Creek outfit itself—his old compañeros, the men he had ridden with for years. Captain Call, of course, and Gus McCrae and Deets and Newt and Dish Boggett, old Bol the cook, and Jake Spoon; Soupy and Jasper Fant and all the rest. Now they were scattered, not merely all over the cattle country, but between life and death as well. Gus had died in Miles City, Montana, of gangrene in his leg. Deets was killed by an Indian boy in Wyoming; Jake, they had to hang in Kansas. Then the boy Newt, a good boy whom Pea had always liked and respected, had the life crushed out of him by the Hell Bitch, way up on the Milk River.


  Pea loved his wife and children, and he couldn’t imagine life without them. He hadn’t wanted to go with the Captain, and he still didn’t. But, despite that, he missed his old partners of the trail. The boys would never ride out together again; they would never be an outfit again. It was sad, but it was life.


  He knew, too, that the Captain must have had a hard time holding his temper, when he discovered that he would have to go after Joey Garza alone. The matter of the bandit didn’t worry Pea Eye, though. He couldn’t imagine a bandit that the Captain couldn’t subdue. That was just the order of things. It was Lorena, though, who kept pointing out that the order of things could change.


  “Nothing’s permanent,” she insisted. “We’ll get old, and the children will grow up.”


  “I’ll get old first—I guess I’m old now,” Pea Eye answered. “You won’t get old for a long time.”


  “I don’t know about that,” Lorena said. “I’ve borne five children. It don’t make you younger.”


  Now, riding beside the pale river with its wide sandy bed, occasionally catching a glimpse of the schoolhouse where his wife spent her days, Pea Eye had to admit that the order of things had changed. This was one of the days when it changed.


  Lorena saw Pea Eye coming, through the glass window of the schoolroom. The glass had to be ordered from Fort Worth, and the whole of the Quitaque community was proud of it. Few were the settlers who could afford glass windows for themselves.


  “Here comes your pa,” she said to Clarie. “I wonder if Captain Call lit into him?”


  “He better not have. He don’t own my pa,” Clarie said. She deeply resented the Captain, a man she had never met. He had never even come to meet her and the other children, yet he loomed in her life because of the power he had to take her father away. She knew her father felt obligated to the Captain, but she didn’t know why. It wasn’t the Captain who had given her mother the money to buy the farm. Her mother resented the old man, too. Clarie knew that, from eavesdropping on her parents. Half the arguments she had overheard as she was growing up had to do with Captain Call. They were not arguments, really. Her father didn’t know how to argue, or didn’t want to, but her mother certainly knew how to argue. Her mother said many ugly things when she was mad. Mostly, her father just quietly obeyed her mother. He tried his best to do what she wanted him to do. The only times he didn’t was when the Captain needed him. Then, he just saddled up and left.


  “I thought he went with the Captain,” Clarie said, surprised to see her father coming.


  “No, he didn’t go,” Lorena said. “He finally stood up to the man.”


  “Goodness!” Clarie said. It was a big shock, a big change. “Are you glad, Ma?”


  “I will be when I know I can trust it,” Lorena said.


  She had been about to test some of the older children in multiplication, but she closed her arithmetic book and went to the back door of the school. Pea Eye rode up, looking a little hangdog. He knew she didn’t really like for him to show up at the school. She didn’t like to see him looking hangdog, either, though—it made her feel that she must have been mean to him. She didn’t want to feel that she had been mean to Pea. In the years of their marriage he had never raised his voice, much less his hand, to her in anger. He knew she wasn’t an angel, and yet, year in and year out, Pea treated her like one. A man that steady was rare, and she knew it.


  Still, the fact was, she was busy. She had an arithmetic class to teach, and few of her pupils were adept at arithmetic.


  “Well, the Captain left without me,” Pea Eye said quietly. He felt out of place; he always did, when he visited Lorie at the schoolhouse. He wasn’t really even sure why he had come. He felt sad inside, and just wanted to be with his wife for a few minutes.


  “Did he fuss at you?” Lorena asked. She was touched, that Pea had come. She lived with many doubts, but she never had to doubt that Pea Eye needed her. If he needed anything, he needed her. At the moment he looked gloomy and pale; lately he had been waking up with bad headaches.


  “Are you sick, honey?” she asked, softening suddenly. Why was she so stiff with him, so often? He just seemed to bring it out in her, for no better reason than that he loved her to distraction. She liked it that he loved her, but she wished, sometimes, that he wouldn’t be so obvious about it.


  “No, he just shook my hand and left,” Pea Eye said.


  “Have you got one of those headaches?” she asked.


  “It’s pounding,” Pea admitted. “This horse has got a stiff trot.”


  It isn’t the stiff trot, it’s the stiff wife, Lorena thought to herself—no point in saying it to Pea. He usually didn’t know he was being punished, even when he was being punished severely.


  “Wait a minute,” she said, turning back into the schoolhouse. Clarie was comforting a little boy who had wet his pants. The child’s mother had gone berserk that winter and had to be sent away. Two days out of three, the little boy wet his pants in the schoolroom. He missed his mother badly.


  “Clarie, you better go home with your pa,” Lorena said. “He’s feeling poorly.”


  “But Ma, Roy and I were going to study together,” Clarie protested, looking across the room at Roy Benson. Roy was the tallest boy in the school, by several inches, and he was also the nicest. He was nearly as tall as her pa—maybe that was why she liked him so.


  “You can study with Roy tomorrow—your pa needs you today,” Lorena said.


  “But who’ll help you with Laurie and the boys, on the way home?” Clarie asked, trying hard to come up with a good reason why she should stay. Roy’s folks were thinking of taking him out of school, since he couldn’t be spared from the ranch work much longer. She hated to miss even one day with Roy. The Benson ranch was fifteen miles from their farm. Clarie felt she would never get to see him, once he left school.


  “Since when have I not been able to get home with my own children?” Lorena asked, a little impatiently. She was anxious to get Clarie and Pea Eye gone. The children were beginning to act up, as they always did when her attention wavered for more than a minute or two. Roy Benson was usually the instigator, too. He was a bright boy, but full of the devil.


  “Well, you can take care of them, but Laurie is my sister and I like to help with her,” Clarie said.


  “You do help, but now I need you to help your father,” Lorena said. “I wouldn’t ask it, if I didn’t need it.”


  Clarie gave up. The look in her mother’s eye was a look you didn’t argue with, if you were smart.


  “Can I just go tell Roy I can’t study with him today?” she asked.


  “I’ll tell him,” Lorena said. “He ain’t made of air, Clarie. He’ll be here tomorrow.”


  “Ma, you said ‘ain’t,’” Clarie told her, startled. Her mother’s grammar only slipped when she was angry, or in a hurry.


  “Yes, because you’re vexing me,” Lorena said. “You know I slip up, when you vex me.”


  “Roy might not be here tomorrow,” Clarie said, returning to the original point at issue. “His folks might make him work, and then I’ll never get to see him.”


  She felt bitter. Roy was the only nice boy she knew, and now his folks might make him leave her, in order to help with the cow work.


  But, bitter or not, she knew it was unwise to provoke her mother past a certain point, and that point was not far away. With another futile glance at Roy—he was teasing a little kid and did not see her—she went outside and obediently climbed up behind her father. Windmill, her father’s big gray horse, grunted, but at least didn’t break wind. For some reason, hearing horses break wind embarrassed her keenly; at least it did when there was a man around, even if the man was her father.


  “Pa, do you like Roy Benson?” she asked, as they were trotting homeward.


  “Roy? He’s gangly, but then so am I,” Pea Eye said.


  5.


  BILLY WILLIAMS HAD to walk the last five miles into Ojinaga because he lost his horse. It was a ridiculous accident. It was sure to hurt his reputation as the last of the great scouts, and his reputation had been slipping badly, anyway.


  The horse became misplaced as a result of the fact that Billy had to answer a call of nature. He had been riding at a sharp clip, all the way from Piedras Negras—the news he had was so urgent that it prompted him to neglect the call until disgrace was at hand. Then, he failed to tether his mount properly and the horse wandered off. Perhaps because of the sharp clip he had maintained, or the tequila he had drunk while maintaining it, Billy relaxed so much in the course of his call of nature that he dozed off for a few minutes, still squatting. That in itself was nothing new, since he often nodded off for a few minutes while squatting in response to nature’s call. Squatting was a position he found completely comfortable; in fact, it was one of the few that he did find comfortable. When he stood up straight, he coughed too much. His diagnosis was that a couple of his ribs were poking into a lung, the result of an encounter a few years back with a buffalo cow that looked dead but wasn’t.


  Lying flat on his back was not a good position, either. A headache usually accompanied that position, probably because Billy never lay flat on his back unless he was dead drunk.


  The fact was, his horse wasn’t very far away; Billy just couldn’t see him. His vision had once been so sharp that he could see a small green worm on a small green leaf, at a distance of thirty yards. Now, he couldn’t even see his own horse if the horse was thirty yards away. It was a sad state for a great scout to have come to.


  “Willie, you best retire,” his friend Judge Roy Bean told him the last time the two of them visited. “A man as blind as you are ought not to be riding this river. You could fall in a hole and be swallowed up and that would be that.”


  Roy Bean didn’t deliver that opinion with much concern in his voice. Like most of Roy Bean’s pronouncements, this one got said mainly because the man was vain and arrogant. He had never been able to get enough of the sound of his own voice, though it held no particular charm for anyone but himself.


  “You’re blind drunk nine days out of ten—what keeps you from falling in a hole and being swallowed up?” Billy asked.


  “The fact is, I sit here in this chair in this saloon, not nine days out of ten but ten days out of ten,” Roy Bean said. “If I could sit here in this chair eleven days out of ten, I would. I don’t go wandering off where there might be a hole that could swallow me up.”


  That point was hard to dispute. Roy Bean seldom left his chair; even seldomer did he leave his saloon; and never, so far as anyone living knew, had he been outside the town of Langtry, Texas, a town that consisted mainly of Roy Bean’s saloon.


  “But then I ain’t the last of the great scouts,” Roy Bean said. “I don’t have to go traipsing through the gullies. I got no reputation to maintain.”


  “I won’t fall in no hole,” Billy assured him. “I won’t get swallowed up, neither.


  “I would have to be a lot blinder than this, before I quit tracking,” Billy added, though that claim was bravado. Traveling was becoming more and more worrisome, and as for tracking, he probably could track an elephant if he could stay in hearing distance of it. But tracking anything smaller, including his own horse, was a hopeless matter.


  “Well, if you do avoid holes, there’s the problem of killers,” Roy Bean reminded him. “You can’t see in front of you, or behind you, or to the side. The dumbest killer in the West could sneak up on you and cut your throat.”


  Billy refrained from comment. The two of them were sitting in Roy’s dirty, flyblown saloon while they were having the discussion. The saloon was hot as well as filthy, and the liquor cost too much, but it was the only saloon around and contained the only liquor to be had along that stretch of the border.


  Roy Bean, out of a combination of boredom, greed, and vanity, had recently appointed himself judge of a vast jurisdiction—the trans-Pecos West—and nowadays hung people freely, often over differences amounting to no more than fifty cents. It was an ominous practice, in Billy’s view; he had often found himself having differences with Roy Bean amounting to considerably more than fifty cents. Roy had been told by many of his constituents that he shouldn’t hang people over such paltry sums, and of course, he had a ready reply.


  “A man that will steal fifty cents would just as soon steal a million dollars, and he would, if the opportunity presented itself,” Roy said.


  “Roy, the opportunity ain’t going to present itself, not around here,” Billy pointed out. “Nobody around here has a million dollars to steal. Not many of them has fifty cents, not in cash money.”


  “Well, I have fifty cents,” Roy said. “I mean to keep it, too.”


  “If I was to steal it, would you hang me?” Billy asked. He didn’t suppose Roy to be a man of much tolerance, but he thought he’d ask the question anyway.


  “I’d hang you as soon as I could find my rope,” Roy said amiably.


  “We’ve known one another a long time,” Billy reminded him. “I’ve nursed you through several fevers and I once killed a Mexican who had it in for you. I expect he would have cut your throat, later in life, if I hadn’t laid him out.”


  “What’d you shoot this Mexican fellow with?” Roy asked. He was a master of the diversionary question.


  Billy had to stop and think. Several years had passed since the encounter, and his memory had grown almost as cloudy as his eyesight.


  “It wasn’t no Colt,” he said, finally. “I don’t remember what it was. A gun of some kind. What difference does it make? He’s dead, which is one reason you’re alive. Now you’re telling me you’d hang me for fifty cents. I consider that harsh.”


  “Well, I don’t know that I could put my hands on my hanging rope, in a hurry,” Roy said. “You might escape, if you were agile.”


  “Who said you could be a judge, anyway?” Billy inquired. “I’d want to see some papers on it, before I let you hang me.”


  “Since when can you read law papers?” Roy asked. “I’ve known you for too long and I’ve never seen you read anything, unless you count a pack of cards.”


  “I could read if it was that or be hung,” Billy said. “You can’t just say you’re a judge and have it be true. There has to be some papers on it, somewhere.”


  “Out here west of the Pecos you can be a judge if you want to bad enough,” Roy said. “I want to bad enough.”


  “Suppose I only stole a dime?” Billy asked. “What would happen then?”


  “Same sentence, if you stole it from me,” Roy said. “I need my dimes. If you stole ten cents from a Mexican I might let you off.


  “The loss of any sum is more than I can tolerate, officially,” he added.


  “I can’t tell that you’ve ever amounted to much, Roy,” Billy informed him. “It’s irritating that you set up to be a judge of your fellowman, so late in life. It’s all because of this saloon. It’s the only saloon around here, and that’s why you think you can be a judge.”


  “I admit it was a timely purchase,” Roy said.


  “You didn’t purchase it, you shot the owner,” Billy reminded him. “Tom Sykes, I knew him. He was nothing but a cutthroat himself.”


  “That’s right—so I purchased his saloon with a bullet,” Roy said. “Three bullets in all. Tom wasn’t eager to die.”


  “That’s still cheap,” Billy said.


  “Not as cheap as one bullet,” Roy said. “The sad truth is, my marksmanship has declined. In my prime, I would not have had to expend that much ammunition on Tommy Sykes.”


  Because of the saloon, it was necessary to put up with Roy, but the more urgent necessity was to get to Ojinaga and give Maria the news he had picked up in Piedras Negras. It was a great annoyance to Billy that because of a long shit and a short nap he had lost his horse. But that was the truth of it, and there was nothing he could do but limp along.


  By the time he finally stumbled up to Maria’s house, Billy was exhausted. His head was swimming from the strain of the long walk, and he was sweating a rainstorm. He had to grope his way through Maria’s goats. Her goats seemed to think he had come hurrying all the way from Piedras Negras just to feed them.


  Maria heard the goats bleating and went out to have a look. Someone had seen a cougar, near the village; she didn’t want a cougar getting one of her goats. But they were only bleating at Billy Williams, who looked as if he might fall on his face at any moment.


  “Where’s your horse?” she asked, walking out to have a better look at him. She had known Billy Williams for many years. Sometimes she let him stay at her house, because he loved her children and would help her with them, far more than any of her husbands ever had. He also loved her, but that was not a matter she allowed him to discuss.


  “Where’s Joey? I got bad news,” Billy said, stopping amid the goats. Maria frightened him a little. She always had. He presumed nothing when he came to her house.


  “Joey left—I don’t know where he went,” Maria said.


  “Damn the luck,” Billy said. “I’ve traveled a long way to bring him some news and now I’m tired. I’m tired and I’m blind and I’m old and I’m thirsty.”


  “You can sleep in the saddle shed,” Maria said. “Come in—I’ll feed you and give you coffee. I can’t do nothing about your other problems.”


  “I’d rather have a bottle of beer, if you can spare one,” Billy said, limping into the house. “I seldom walk in the heat, and I wouldn’t have today, but my horse escaped.”


  “I don’t keep beer in my house,” Maria said. “You know that. You stay here. If you want beer you’ll have to go to the cantina.”


  “Well, what’s the harm in beer?” Billy asked, wishing Maria didn’t sound so stern. He didn’t know why he had asked for beer, since he knew she didn’t keep it. Maria had been wonderfully beautiful once; probably she was still beautiful. Because of his poor eyesight, all he could see when he looked at her face was a dim outline. He had to fill in the outline with his memories. When he was younger he had coveted her greatly. He would have married her, or given her anything, for a taste of her favors, but he had never tasted them. He still did covet Maria, although he couldn’t really see her now, except in his memories.


  “The harm is not in the beer,” Maria told him. “The harm is in men. Drunk men. Some of them beat women. Some of them have beaten me. If you want beer, go to the cantina, but tell me your news first.”


  “This is important news,” Billy said. He saw a water bucket sitting by the stove, with a dipper in it. He limped over and helped himself to a dipperful. The water was cool and sweet. Before he knew it he had helped himself to three dipperfuls.


  “Don’t you even know which direction Joey went?” Billy asked.


  Maria didn’t answer. She didn’t like to answer questions—not about her son Joey, not about anything. What she knew was hers; no one had a right to it, unless it was her children, and even their rights had limits. Much of what she knew was for no one to know. It was hers, and by knowing it she had survived. People were curious; women were even worse than men, in that respect; but that was not her problem.


  “Where does the wind go?” she said. “Joey’s young. A thousand miles isn’t long to Joey.”


  “No, and a thousand miles might not be far enough, either—this time,” Billy said.


  Maria just looked at him. He was in disgusting condition, filthy and drunk. His weak eyes dripped rheum down his cheeks, which were red from years of drinking. But he had been loyal to her and her children for many years. Billy was the only man who had been good to Joey, when Joey was small. He had bought Joey his first saddle. He just walked up with it one day and gave it to Joey, when Joey was six. It was Joey’s happiest day, the day Billy brought him the saddle.


  Maria was with Juan Castro then, her second husband, and her worst. Juan Castro was so jealous that Maria never dared tell him that Joey was her son, so she pretended he was her dead sister’s child. Even so, in that same year, Juan Castro sold Joey to the Apaches. Maria was away in Agua Prieta, helping her mother die. When she returned to Ojinaga and found her son gone, she was wild. She told Juan Castro she would kill him the first time he went to sleep. He beat her—he had beaten her many times—and left. Maria never saw him again, but she didn’t have to kill him. His own brother did it, in a fight over a horse.


  At that point, she went to Billy Williams and begged him to go trade with the Apaches to get her son back. Maria had never sold herself. She had never been with any man she didn’t want. But she was desperate; she offered to be with Billy Williams, if he would go save her son. She had never said such words to a man before. She considered herself a modest woman. She had picked badly, when it came to men, but she had picked for love. Joey was her firstborn, and she knew the Apaches would kill him if he angered them, or else they would trade him themselves, farther and farther north, so that she could never find him.


  Maria didn’t want to live if Joey was lost, and yet, she had her children to raise, the two she had by Juan Castro. Rafael, the boy, had no mind and would die without her care; Teresa, the girl, was bright and pretty and quick, but born blind. Rafael lived with the goats and the chickens. Teresa, his sister, was never far from him, for she was the only one who could understand Rafael’s jumbled words.


  Maria knew she wouldn’t have the strength to raise her damaged children unless she got Joey back. If she lost her firstborn, she would give up. She would whore, or do worse than whore. Billy was said to be a good scout, since he could talk the Indian tongues. For the sake of her children, she didn’t want to give up.


  So she went to Billy Williams and offered herself. To her surprise, Billy Williams, who had often pursued her and even tried to marry her, looked embarrassed.


  “Oh no, that wouldn’t be right—I couldn’t have that,” Billy said. He tilted his chair back, as if to remove himself from the slightest temptation.


  For a moment, Maria felt hopeless. She had nothing else to offer, and now the man was refusing what he had often sought.


  “It wouldn’t be right,” Billy repeated. “Don’t disturb yourself about it, Mary. I’ll find Joey.”


  He found Joey, far to the north, in the Sierra Madre, but the Apaches wouldn’t trade him. All he could tell Maria was that Joey looked healthy and could speak Apache better than he could.


  A year later, when Maria was so unhappy Billy feared she would die, he went again to the Sierra Madre; but again, he had to return and report failure. He had taken enough money that time to buy Joey, but Joey was nowhere to be found. He had escaped, and even the Apaches couldn’t catch him. Since then, no one had caught him. He showed up in Ojinaga a week after Billy’s return, just as Maria was slipping into hopelessness.


  Later, Joey claimed that it was his years with the Apaches that enabled him to rob gringo trains so easily. The Apaches held a hard school, but they knew much. Joey learned what they knew, and he had not forgotten it.


  “Tell me your news,” Maria said. “I’m here and Joey’s not.”


  “The railroad’s hired Woodrow Call, that’s it,” Billy said—he was glad to have it out. “You know who that is, don’t you?”


  “I should—he hung my father and my brother,” Maria said. “And my brother-in-law. My sister’s a widow, because of Call.”


  “Well, that’s who they’ve hired,” Billy said. “It’s a compliment, I guess. A railroad wouldn’t spend that kind of money on just any bandit.”


  “Do you know Call?” Maria asked. The name sent a chill through her. She had loved her father and her brother. They had done no more than take back horses that the Texans had taken from them. No living man had caused her as much grief as Woodrow Call: not the four husbands, three of whom beat her; not the gringos, who insulted her, assuming that because she was a brown woman, she was a whore.


  Now Call wanted Joey. He wanted her firstborn.


  “I know the man, but the acquaintance ain’t real fresh,” Billy said. “I rangered for him about a month once, but he turned me out for drinking on patrol. I’m older than he is, and I’ve drunk when I had a thirst, all my life. It don’t affect my vigilance much, but the Captain didn’t believe me. Or didn’t like me or something. He turned me out.”


  “Would you recognize him?” Maria asked.


  “Why, yes. I expect I would,” Billy said.


  “If he comes here, show him to me,” Maria said.


  “Why, so you can kill him?” Billy said.


  Maria didn’t answer. Billy knew better than to repeat the question. Repeating questions only made Maria close up more tightly.


  “What was your last husband’s name?” he asked, changing the subject. “It’s slipped my mind.”


  “Roberto Sanchez,” Maria said.


  “I don’t see him—did he leave?” he asked.


  “He left,” Maria said.


  “That makes four husbands, by my count,” Billy said. “The two mean ones and Benito and this one. I don’t know if this one was mean.”


  “Why are you counting my husbands?” Maria asked. Despite herself, she felt some amusement. Poor, skinny, and blind as he was, Billy still had some life in him. He was still interested in her, enough to want to know if her husband was around. Life still amused him. Once, it had amused them both, a lot. They had danced together, laughed together. There were times when it still amused Maria, but those times were rare. It interested her, though, that an old man with no money and almost no eyesight could still derive amusement from the things humans did. And he could still want her.


  “I just like to keep track of your husbands. It’s my pastime,” Billy said. “Why did Señor Sanchez leave, if I ain’t prying?”


  “You’re prying,” Maria said.


  “My feet hurt, tell me anyway,” Billy said.


  Maria smiled. Billy couldn’t see the smile, but he could tell that her tone was a little less severe. He wished he could see her face. All he could see was a sort of outline.


  “He left me because he didn’t like me,” Maria said.


  “Why, he married you—why didn’t he like you?” Billy asked.


  “He liked the way I look,” Maria said. “He mistook that for me.”


  “I sympathize with him, I’ve often made the same mistake,” Billy said. “I’m sure I’d make it again, if I could see better.”


  “I think Joey went to Crow Town,” Maria said. She didn’t want to talk about her husbands, or her dealings with men.


  “Crow Town, good Lord,” Billy said.


  “Joey is young,” Maria said. “He likes such places.”


  “I’m old, I don’t,” Billy said. “I’d almost rather crawl off and die than go to Crow Town.”


  “Who said you had to go?” Maria asked.


  “Woodrow Call has hung enough Mexicans,” Billy said. “I better go and warn Joey. Swift as he is, he might get away. If my going to Crow Town will help, then I’ll go to Crow Town.”


  “You don’t listen,” Maria said. “You don’t let me talk, and when I do you don’t listen. I’ll go to Crow Town myself.”


  “You’ll go?” Billy said. “How long do you think you’ll last, in that stink hole?”


  “Long enough to warn my son,” Maria said.


  “No, I’ll go. Joey relies on me to keep him informed about lawmen and such,” Billy said.


  “You lost your horse,” Maria reminded him.


  “Well, it ain’t the only horse,” Billy said. “I can get another horse.


  “I doubt even Woodrow Call would go to Crow Town,” he added. “Everybody that lives there hates him. He’d have to kill the whole town.”


  “You’ve forgotten how he is,” Maria said. “If he’s hired to go there, he’ll go. If they sent him to kill Joey he’ll go wherever Joey is.”


  “Well, I mean to get there first, even if I have to walk,” Billy said. “The man turned me out. I can’t forget it.”


  Thinking about Crow Town gave him such a terrible thirst that he limped off to the cantina and bought two bottles of tequila. There was an outhouse behind the cantina that afforded him a little shade, and he sat down in the shade and drank one bottle rapidly. Midway through the second bottle, as he was about to pass out, a vaquero came riding up, leading Billy’s lost horse.


  “I found your horse, old man,” Pedro, the vaquero, said.


  Billy found that the mere thought of his horse, not to mention the sight of him, to the extent he could see him, made him furious. The willful beast had caused him not only discomfort but embarrassment. For a man of his prestige to have to walk into a one-saloon town such as Ojinaga was little short of disgraceful.


  Without hesitation, but not without difficulty, he managed to extract his pistol from its holster. His hand didn’t seem to want to go where his brain told it to. His hand often rebelled in such fashion when he was drunk. But he eventually got the pistol more or less firmly in his grasp, and without worrying too much about aiming, he emptied it in the direction of Pedro and the horse. Of course, he had no wish to injure Pedro, who was a decent vaquero. He only meant to shoot the horse, in the head, if possible. But the only casualty of the fusillade was a little white goat who happened to be standing idly by, just in the wrong spot.


  “Gracias,” Pedro said, tipping his hat to the old man who leaned against the outhouse wall. “That’s one less goat to get in my way.”


  Pedro was a little disgusted. The old man had once been a renowned scout. He had been good enough to track Indians, it was said. He had once been a notable shot, too. Now he couldn’t hit his own horse, at a distance of twenty yards. In Pedro’s view, it would be better for such men to die and not go around shooting other people’s goats.


  Later, Billy found a bush that offered better shade than the light outhouse. He finished the second bottle of tequila and took a little nap. When he awoke, with an empty bottle and an empty gun beside him, Maria was kneeling by his legs. She seemed to be looping a rope around his legs. Her spotted mare was standing with her. He could just make out the spots. Then he was being dragged, slowly. If the dragging had been rapid, it would have upset his stomach. When the dragging stopped, he was behind Maria’s house, near the pump. Before Billy could give the matter more thought, he found himself under a waterfall. Cold water was splashing in his face. He felt he could drown, if he wasn’t lucky, from the flood of water. But when it stopped splashing, he was not drowned. He tried to raise up and bumped his head hard on Maria’s pump. She had been pumping water in his face.


  “I have to go find Joey,” Maria said. “Look after my children. Don’t let anything happen to them.”


  “Well, I won’t,” Billy said. “Are you armed?”


  “No, I don’t like guns,” Maria said.


  “You ought to take my pistol. You’d be safer,” he told her.


  “I don’t want your gun, Billy,” Maria said. “If I have a gun some man might take it away from me and beat me with it. I want you to stay here and see that Rafael and Teresa come to no harm.”


  But Billy persisted; finally, Maria took the gun. As she rode away on her spotted mare, Billy realized that she had called him by his name. That was a change. It had been several years since Maria had called him by his name.


  6.


  WHEN BOLIVAR SAW the Captain, he began to cry.


  “Capitán, capitán,” he said, sobbing. Call had grown used to it, since Bol cried every time he showed up. But Brookshire, meeting the old man for the first time, was embarrassed. The place where the old man boarded was only a hovel made of mud, or of a mudlike substance, at least.


  Soon Josefeta, the mother of the family that cared for Bolivar, was crying too.


  “God sent you just in time, Captain,” she said, in a shaking voice. “We can’t have Bolivar with us, no more. Roberto has no patience with him. He hits him.”


  “Well, he oughtn’t to hit him,” Call said. “What’s Bol done, to bring it on?”


  “Last week he set himself on fire,” Josefeta said. “Sometimes he cuts himself. In the night he cries out and wakes the children.”


  Call sighed. Bol’s hair was snow white. He was still crying and shaking.


  “He needs a haircut,” Call said. The old man’s hair was nearly to his shoulders, making him look shakier than he was.


  “Last time we cut it he grabbed the scissors and tried to stab Ramon,” Josefeta said. “Then he cut himself. I think he wants to end his life. It’s a mortal sin.”


  Call had a good deal of respect for Josefeta. She had nine or ten children and a husband who was apparently none too nice. The money he paid her for keeping Bol was probably about all that kept the family going. He knew that dealing with the old man must be a trial, but he had not supposed it to be such a severe trial that they were considering putting the old man out.


  Brookshire was appalled. The old man was sure to be an impediment to their travels, although the Captain had made it clear that they were only taking him as far as Laredo. Still, in Brookshire’s reckoning, every minute counted. That was Colonel Terry’s philosophy, too; of that there could be no doubt. The Colonel expected them to catch Joey Garza before he robbed any more trains, particularly any more trains that might happen to be carrying a military payroll. The military did not take kindly to having its money snatched. Hints had been received; the military let it be known that they might have to find other modes of conveyance if the young Mexican struck one more time.


  One of Josefeta’s little boys came around the house, leading Bolivar’s mule. The boy had saddled it for him. It was with some difficulty that they managed to hoist Bolivar onto the mule’s skinny back. The experience darkened Brookshire’s mood even more. The old fellow could not even mount his own mule unassisted. But Captain Call seemed undisturbed. He was patient with Bolivar, and he gave the woman a nice sum of money for the trouble she’d had.


  “I’m sorry for the trouble, Josefeta,” Call said. “He’s just old, and wandering in his mind. Maybe a little travel will improve his spirits.”


  As they got ready to depart, children began to gather around the old man and his mule. They seemed to be about half and half, boys and girls, and all were weeping.


  “We don’t want him to go, we love him,” Josefeta said. “Only Roberto has no more patience. I’m afraid something bad will happen.”


  Brookshire had been worried all morning, but, as they made their way at a slow pace toward the outskirts of town, he found that the heat was so great it overwhelmed even his capacity for worry. It was winter on the plains, but summer still in San Antonio. At night Brookshire lay in his little hotel room, as hot as if he slept in a box with a stove under it. His underclothes were soaked, his bedclothes soaked. He sweated so much that he awoke in a puddle. The hotel room had windows, but no breeze blew through them. All that came through them was mosquitoes, wasps, and other flying bugs. Each morning he woke up feeling more fatigued than he felt when he went to bed.


  If the Captain was bothered by the heat, it didn’t show. If he was bothered by anything, it didn’t show. He had taken Brookshire with him to visit the sheriff of San Antonio. Call wanted to see if the man might have a reliable deputy he could spare.


  “Mr. Brookshire represents the railroad,” Call said. He thought that was enough information to give out.


  Being introduced as if he were Colonel Terry, or somebody important, perked Brookshire up briefly. It made him feel like a banker—he had often regretted that he hadn’t become a banker. It was a breeze to his vanity, going around with the famous Ranger. But long before evening came, Brookshire had sweated out his vanity. The one cheering thing he could think of was that his wife, Katie, wasn’t along. Katie disapproved of sweat. She considered it uncivilized. In her view, nice people didn’t get drunk, spit in public, break wind, or sweat. On occasion, in the summertime, when the Brooklyn heat was at its most intense, Katie even denied him her favors in order to maintain her standards in regard to sweat.


  Walking around San Antonio in the heat, or lying in his little box of a room at night, Brookshire had at least one thing to be grateful for: he and Katie weren’t leading their conjugal life in south Texas. Feeling as she did about sweat, life would be bleak if they lived in San Antonio, where even the briefest embrace would be bound to give rise to a good deal of sweat.


  A sheriff in the town, a young man much in awe of the Captain, had no deputies to spare, so the Captain spent the rest of the day looking at horses and pack mules, or choosing the equipment they would need on a journey up the river.


  It was at this point that Brookshire gave the Captain a bad start. When Colonel Terry instructed his people to send the Captain a telegram, he meant, of course, to make it clear that Brookshire was to accompany him from beginning to end; that is, until Joey Garza was dead, or caught. The Colonel didn’t spend money recklessly. Brookshire was a trained accountant. For more than twenty years, he had kept up with the Colonel’s bills. The only bills he wasn’t allowed to see were those that pertained to the Colonel’s mistress, a mystery woman named Miss Cora. No one in the office had ever seen Miss Cora, though it was known that the Colonel kept her in an apartment on Fifth Avenue. Once in a while a bill for flowers or jewelry would get misdirected and arrive in the office, a circumstance that invariably threw the Colonel into a temper.


  “Why, that idiot, that’s for Cora,” he would say, snatching the bill and stuffing it into his pocket. The Colonel’s wife, another mystery figure, was known in the office as Miss Eleanora. She was thought to be prim, and her primness, in the minds of the office workers, explained Miss Cora and the apartment on Fifth Avenue, and the jewelry, and the flowers.


  Now and then, seeing one of the misdirected bills—they were always from establishments of high repute—Brookshire would dream a little. He would imagine that he was as rich as the Colonel and able to keep a nice girlie, one whose standards in the matter of sweat were not as high as Katie’s. He thought of this girlie as his Miss Belle, for he liked the name Belle. Of course, it was just a little dream. Brookshire knew that he would never be as rich as the Colonel, and even if he did acquire a little more money he might never find a girl named Belle who would care to live in an apartment on Fifth Avenue and receive flowers and jewelry, from him. It was just his little dream.


  The point, though, that startled Captain Call was that Colonel Terry expected Brookshire and his ledger books to accompany Call on his chase. The Captain had been promised his expenses, as well as a substantial bonus, in the event of rapid success. An expedition, even a small one, was bound to incur expenses, so naturally, Brookshire was expected to keep a full accounting. Mostly, when trouble had arisen in the past, it had involved dirty work on the part of Colonel Terry’s rivals in Chicago or Cleveland or Buffalo—someplace civilized. In those cases, Brookshire’s job was to rein in the Pinkertons. As a rule, Pinkertons were inclined to be casual about money, and the Colonel wasn’t.


  Employing Captain Call to catch Joey Garza was not as simple as hiring the Pinkertons to beat up a switch buster. There was only one point of similarity, which was that in both cases, the Colonel’s money was being spent. And when the Colonel’s money was being spent, he expected a full accounting.


  “Why? Doesn’t the man trust me?” Call asked, when Brookshire revealed that he was expected to accompany him.


  “The Colonel don’t trust God,” Brookshire said. The comment just slipped out. Colonel Terry’s unwillingness to trust was not lost on any of his employees. He was constantly popping into the office to inspect their work. When Brookshire turned in his ledgers at the end of each week, the Colonel sat right down, took out his big magnifying glass, and went over the pages line by line.


  Call was inspecting a stout gray gelding that he thought might do, when Brookshire revealed that he was expected to come along. Call had just lifted the horse’s foreleg, in order to inspect the hoof. He was going into rocky country and the animals would need good feet. The notion that Brookshire, a man who couldn’t keep his hat on his head, was planning to go with him into Mexico had never occurred to Call. Bol, shaky as he was, would be less of an impediment. At least Bol was used to hard living, and he was Mexican. Brookshire seemed to be a decent man, but decency was one thing, experience entirely another. Call had no idea whether the man could even ride.


  “But Mr. Brookshire,” he said. “You’re not equipped, and this isn’t your line of work. I know you’re a family man, and there is some danger involved. To be blunt, I’d rather not take you.”


  “I’d rather not go, neither, but what choice do I have?” Brookshire asked. “I’m a salaried man. I work for Colonel Terry. He expects me to keep the daily accounts—besides that, he expects reports.”


  “Reports?” Call asked.


  “Yes, I’m expected to report,” Brookshire said. It was clear from the Captain’s stern look that he was not pleased with what he was hearing.


  “If you capture the young Mexican, or kill him, the Colonel’s going to want to know right away,” Brookshire added. “He’s a stickler for promptness.”


  “I expect he’s a stickler for results, too,” Call said. “What if I don’t catch the young bandit promptly enough? What if he manages to rob the Army a few more times?”


  Brookshire felt uncomfortable with the question. He had not been the only one in the office to voice doubts about the Captain’s age. Of course, everyone admired Call’s reputation. He had undoubtedly been the best there was, once; in his prime, Joey Garza probably wouldn’t have lasted a week, with the Captain in pursuit.


  But now the man was old, and looked it. If Colonel Terry could see him, he would probably have taken back his offer, or at least reduced the stipend.


  “I hope I’m not getting deaf,” Call said. “I didn’t hear you answer. What happens if I ain’t quick enough?”


  “He’ll fire you in a minute,” Brookshire said.


  “I’m glad you admit it,” Call said. “I’ll get Joey Garza for you, but I can’t say when I’ll get him, and God couldn’t either. Mexico is a big place—so is West Texas. We might not be handy to a telegraph office the day the Colonel decides to fire me.”


  “Captain, just catch the bandit,” Brookshire said. “Don’t worry about Colonel Terry, too much. Worrying about the Colonel is my job.”


  “Couldn’t you get another job?” Call asked. “I don’t think you enjoy this one too much. This Colonel of yours sounds like he’s rough on the help.”


  Brookshire didn’t deny it, but refrained from confirming it. He had learned to be cautious in remarking about the Colonel. Remarks uttered hundreds of miles from the office nonetheless had a way of reaching the man’s ear.


  “I like a loyal man,” Call said, seeing that Brookshire had nothing to say. “I think you are a loyal man. But being loyal don’t mean you’re suited for this work. It’s unreasonable of your boss to expect you to do work you’re not trained for.”


  “He is unreasonable, though,” Brookshire said, before he could check his tongue. “He expects me to go, and I better go. I admit I ain’t qualified. I’m about as unqualified a man as you could find anywhere. But here I am. I’m expected to go.”


  “Send the Colonel a telegram,” Call suggested. “Tell him you’ve caught the Texas itch. Tell him the doctor says you’re not to ride for six weeks.”


  “What’s the Texas itch?” Brookshire asked, wondering if he would catch it. “How do you get it?”


  “You just get it,” Call said, amused. The man was so green it was almost painful to see. Call couldn’t help thinking what a time his old friend Gus McCrae would have had with Mr. Brookshire. Gus would have joshed him within an inch of his life. No doubt he could have thought up diseases far more frightening than the Texas itch.


  “Well, I don’t want it,” Brookshire said.


  “I don’t want to take you off and get you killed, either,” Call said. “Can you shoot?”


  “I can point a rifle, fairly well,” Brookshire said. “I learned that much in the War, but then they made me a medical orderly. I haven’t pointed a rifle since.”


  “How long since you’ve ridden a horse?” Call asked.


  “My experience with horses is mostly limited to horse cabs,” Brookshire admitted. “I may not have personally ridden a horse myself in a fair number of years.


  “I did sit on a camel once,” he remembered. “It was at the Hippodrome. It was the Colonel’s birthday.”


  “What’s the Hippodrome?” Call asked.


  “It’s a show place,” Brookshire said. “Buffalo Bill has performed there—I’ve seen him three times. I even saw old Sitting Bull. The Colonel has met Buffalo Bill, and Sitting Bull too, I expect.”


  Call said nothing.


  “Have you met Mr. Cody?” Brookshire inquired, feeling a little uneasy. Stern as the Captain could be when he spoke, he was even more stern when he kept silent.


  “I’ve not had the pleasure,” Call said, dryly. He considered Cody a show-off and braggart. No doubt he had killed a number of buffalo, but any man with a gun and a reasonably good aim could have killed a number of buffalo back when there were millions of them. Once, while in El Paso, Call had seen a picture of some of the Indians who worked in Cody’s show. The Indians were Sioux, and they were playing baseball. Call supposed, when he reflected on it, there was no reason why Sioux Indians shouldn’t play baseball. What else did they have to do? There was no reason why they shouldn’t be paid money to race around a ring and pretend to rob stagecoaches, either. Cody was clearly a man of some enterprise; he figured out that people who had never seen a free Indian, much less fought one, would pay money to watch such things. There might be no harm in it, but it didn’t cause him to be eager to make the acquaintance of Bill Cody, or of Sitting Bull, either.


  “Anyway, the Colonel insisted that I sit on the camel and get my picture took,” Brookshire said. It had been innocent enough—just a birthday party at the Hippodrome—but Brookshire felt merely mentioning it had taken him down a notch in the Captain’s estimation. He didn’t suppose he had ever occupied a very high place in the Captain’s estimation, but he couldn’t afford to drop many more notches.


  “You can’t ride and you don’t know whether you can shoot,” the Captain said, in a tone that was not unkind. “Your hat blows off every few minutes, and the heat don’t suit you. We may have to cross a desert or two, to catch Joey Garza. We may never catch up with him, and if we do he might shoot us both.”


  “Shoot you?” Brookshire said, surprised. “Why, I don’t expect he could shoot you.”


  “He might,” Call said. “He’s said to be a notable shot.”


  “But you’ve got a reputation,” Brookshire said. “The Colonel wouldn’t have hired you, otherwise.”


  “There’s one sure thing about my reputation, Mr. Brookshire,” Call said. “It won’t stop a bullet. That’s why I’d rather not take you with me. I don’t want to take you off and get you killed.”


  “Killed?” Brookshire said. “Why would I get killed?”


  It occurred to Brookshire that the heat might have affected his hearing. He had worked for the railroad for many years, but never before had the question of dying arisen. Accountants didn’t get killed, not even traveling accountants such as himself. During the worst troubles in the Chicago yards, he had still rested comfortably in a hotel room at night and had even allowed himself a nip of brandy now and then.


  “Killed or not, the Colonel expects me to go,” Brookshire repeated, in a voice that wavered a little.


  “Try him with the Texas itch, while I inspect these horses,” Call said. “You’ll have ample time to send your telegram.”


  Brookshire did send a telegram. He didn’t mention any disease or disability, for that might only cause the Colonel to put him out to pasture. After much thought and a few trial runs, he whittled his telegram down to a sentence and a query:


  CAPTAIN CALL UNWILLING TO TAKE ME ON THE EXPEDITION. STOP. ADVISE. BROOKSHIRE.


  The reply was immediate, and also brief:


  INSIST THAT YOU ACCOMPANY CALL. STOP. NO COMPROMISES ENTERTAINED. TERRY.


  Brookshire showed the telegram to Call, just before they set off to collect Bolivar. Call looked at it and handed it back to him.


  “I’ll compromise, if he won’t,” Call said. “I’ll try you as far as Laredo. You can help me watch Bol. Sometimes he wanders off, in the night. You can ride one of the spare horses.”


  “Could I have a gun?” Brookshire asked.


  “What kind of gun?” Call asked.


  “A rifle, I guess,” Brookshire said. “Or a shotgun, and a few pistols. I believe I’d feel more comfortable if I was armed.”


  “Help yourself,” Call said. “There’s a hardware store right across the street. I’ve got to see a blacksmith and buy some extra horseshoes. I’ll see if I can locate you a saddle, while I’m at it. I’ll be ready in thirty minutes.”


  Call arrived back thirty minutes later, riding one horse and leading two more plus a pair of mules, to find that Brookshire had equipped himself with two large Colt revolvers, a Winchester, and an eight-gauge shotgun.


  “Good Lord,” Call said. “What do you expect to do with an eight-gauge shotgun?”


  “Well, the fellow in the hardware store recommended it,” Brookshire said, defensively. He had been proud of his big shotgun, but now the Captain was looking askance at it, and his confidence began to sag.


  The Captain picked up the gun and hefted it to his shoulder a time or two.


  “It’ll take a whole mule, just to carry the shells,” he remarked, handing the shotgun back to Brookshire.


  “The man said it would be useful for self-defense,” Brookshire said.


  “I can’t dispute that,” Call said. “It’ll kick you into next week, but if you survive the kick, you probably won’t have to worry much about the enemy.”


  “The revolvers are the newest model,” Brookshire said, unhappily. The sense that he was totally unfit for what he was about to do struck him with renewed force. But the die seemed cast. Captain Call had turned away, and he was methodically strapping baggage onto one of the pack mules.


  From there they went to retrieve the old Mexican who was out of his mind. By the time the full heat of the day arrived, they had left the last mud hovel behind and were headed across a dusty, thorny plain toward the Mexican border. The horse that had been chosen for Brookshire was a thin sorrel named Dob.


  “I don’t understand the name,” Brookshire said, wishing the beast’s spine weren’t so thin. He had expected his saddle to afford him more comfort than it did.


  “It’s just a name,” Call said. “Maybe he was named after a dirt dobber, but that’s just a guess.”


  Brookshire was wondering if Colonel Terry would honor the bill for Dob. The horse had cost eighty-five dollars, a vast sum in Brookshire’s mind. What if Colonel Terry had only meant to allow him a sixty-dollar horse? Where would the difference come from?


  Call had insisted that Brookshire dispense with the fedora and buy a proper felt hat. He had also insisted on equipping him with rough clothes, boots, even chapaderos, the leggings that were necessary in the brush country near the border.


  The result, Call had to admit, made the man look ridiculous, not only in his eyes, but in the eyes of almost everyone who saw him. Somehow, his Yankeeness was more potent with the clothes—he looked like nothing so much as a New York accountant who had been forced to assume a costume that was completely out of keeping with his nature.


  Brookshire himself had felt quite self-conscious in his new clothes, but once they rode out of San Antonio, he found that how he looked was the least of his worries. His new hat seemed to weigh several times as much as his beloved fedora. He had not considered the fedora beloved until he tried the new hat, which, besides being heavy, fitted him so tightly that it gave him a headache. The heat didn’t help his headache, nor did the boots help his feet.


  “They squeeze, don’t they,” Brookshire said, but Captain Call looked as if he had no idea what Brookshire could be talking about. The Captain’s boots apparently didn’t squeeze.


  To Brookshire’s surprise and dismay, sitting on Dob was somewhat like sitting on a saw. The horse was very lean, and the saddle narrow and hard. Though his head hurt and his feet hurt, and he felt that within a few miles he would probably be sawed in two, none of these discomforts was as troubling to Brookshire as the nature of the country they were traveling through. He had not supposed there could be country so bleak and inhospitable anywhere in the American nation. The ground was covered with flat cactuses; the Captain called them prickly pear. There were also thick, gray thornbushes called chaparral, interlaced amid the equally thorny mesquite. Several times they encountered rattlesnakes, which buzzed alarmingly. Though it was only midafternoon, Brookshire was feeling tired. But looking at the ground beneath him, he had a hard time imagining where he was going to sleep.


  The one thing he didn’t expect he would have to fear was a chill. The sky was not like the skies of home. It was vast, and instead of being blue, it was white, not with cloud but with heat.


  Captain Call was not satisfied with the behavior of one of the mules. The beast was skittish. He jumped around so much that the Captain was finally forced to get down and lash the baggage more securely.


  “Do snakes crawl around at night?” Brookshire asked.


  “That’s when they hunt,” Call said. “I’m sorry I chose this mule.”


  The mule, as if annoyed by the comment, tried to bite Call, who whacked him on the nose with a glove.


  “I expect I’d better replace him in Laredo,” Call said. “I’m glad Bol’s calmed down. He usually does, once we get moving.”


  Indeed, the old Mexican seemed much calmer. Once in a while, he muttered something in Spanish, but his eyes were dreamy, and he seemed happy to be on a mule.


  Brookshire found that, despite the many discomforts and the prospect of a thorny sleep, he was not entirely discontented. The clothes took some getting used to, particularly the boots. He was sweating so much that Katie would probably divorce him on sight, in her shock at discovering that he contained such reservoirs of sweat.


  Still, it was an adventure, the first of his life, unless you counted the War; but he had been so young and so scared during the War that he couldn’t enjoy himself.


  Now, though, he was riding out of San Antonio, bound for Mexico, with the famous Captain Call. They were going in search of a dangerous Mexican bandit, Joey Garza. It might be uncomfortable, but it was exciting, too. He owned four guns, and they were loaded. He was on his own in the West—on his own, except for Captain Call. Colonel Terry couldn’t find him to yell at him. He couldn’t even yell at him by telegram, not for a while. The Captain had said it would take about three days to reach Laredo. Brookshire felt that he would be an accomplished horseman by the time they got there. Perhaps he would be an accomplished shot, too.


  That night, to his surprise, he slept heavily, so heavily that if any snakes crawled over him, he didn’t notice. Breakfast was only coffee. The Captain suggested that Brookshire familiarize himself with his guns by loading them and unloading them a few times, to learn the mechanisms. While the Captain was making coffee, Brookshire did just that. The eight-gauge was the easiest. All he had to do was open the breech and stuff two of the big shells into the barrels.


  “Hold it tight, if you ever shoot it,” the Captain said. “I doubt either one of those mules could kick as hard as that gun.”


  “I don’t believe I’ll shoot it,” Brookshire said.


  Indeed, he had no intention of ever shooting the big gun, not unless he was heavily besieged. He was about to unload it and put the shells back in their case when, to his dismay, old Bolivar suddenly jumped up, grabbed the shotgun, and fired both barrels at the nearest mule. The shotgun kicked the old man so hard that he fell backward over a saddle, dropping the gun. With scarcely a kick the mule died, its stomach blown away.


  “He shot the wrong mule, dern it,” the Captain said. “This was the good mule.” He was disgusted with himself for not keeping a closer eye on the old man. Bol’s fancies were apt to get away from him, particularly in the mornings.


  “Los indios,” Bol said, jumping up. Call grabbed the shotgun.


  “No Indians, Bol, just mules,” Call said, in pity. He wondered what happened to an old man’s brain to disturb it so that it could confuse a mule with an Indian. He himself would be old soon, if he lived. He could not help wondering if a morning or an evening would come when he was as confused as Bol, confused enough that he could mistake a brown mule for a brown man.


  “We’ll have to split this baggage until we get to the border and replace this mule,” he said. He soon had it divided among his mount, the sorry mule, and Brookshire’s lean sorrel.


  Seeing the dead mule, its side blown away, destroyed Brookshire’s taste for coffee. In the War, he had seen a great many dead horses and mules, but that had been a long time ago.


  “How much did the mule cost, Captain?” he asked, as they were mounting. He had his ledger in his saddlebags, and he wanted to record the lost property before he forgot.


  “Forty-five dollars,” Call said.


  “I’ll make an entry—I’m the accountant,” Brookshire said. “I should have entered all this yesterday, but I was getting used to my new clothes and I forgot.”


  “One decent mule and two shotgun shells. If your boss is such a stickler, I’d be sure I listed the shells,” Call said.


  7.


  JOEY GARZA HAD first gone to Crow Town when he was seventeen. A cowboy, so drunk he had forgotten which side of the border he was on, insulted Maria in the streets in Ojinaga. When Maria tried to walk away, the cowboy opened his pants and showed himself to her. Joey was standing in front of their house, a few yards away. He agreed with the gringo. His mother was a whore. Why else would she have had four husbands? But he had been wanting to kill a Texan, and the cowboy was right there handy. Joey put a pistol in his belt, walked past Maria who was hurrying home, her eyes down, and went over to the gringo, who was attempting to button up. Without saying a word, Joey stuck his pistol in the man’s face and blew his brains out. The cowboy was too drunk even to realize that he was about to die. But Maria knew. She felt death in Joey when he walked past her. Joey was smiling, but not at her. She knew her son didn’t like her. He was smiling because of the death he was about to deal. Joey’s smile soon became part of the legend the gringos made about him: Joey Garza always smiled before he killed.


  Maria gave Joey her horse and made him leave. She knew the gringos would be back to kill him. He had to leave. She didn’t suppose he had killed the cowboy because of the insult to her, either. Joey didn’t do things for other people. He did things for himself. It didn’t matter to him that a drunk gringo had showed himself to his mother. He just wanted to kill, and chose that moment, and that man.


  When the men came from the ranch where the dead cowboy had worked, they beat her with a lariat and then pretended they were going to hang her with the same rope. After they pretended to hang her, they beat her again. Maria wanted to be silent, but the men were determined; she cried out. It was merely for pleasure that the men beat her; they didn’t expect her to tell them where to find Joey.


  It was easier to beat her than to go look for Joey. She knew it wouldn’t end with the beating, either, and it didn’t. Later that night, after they had been to the cantina, the men came to her house. Maria had given Joey her horse; she had no way to flee, and anyway, she could not leave her children.


  What happened in her house was worse than the beating. Maria had never been used by men who hated her. She was a modest woman and had not supposed she would have to bear such shame, such humiliation. She fought, but as a woman without spirit would fight: her spirit had become a crow. It flew to Crow Town to be with her son, the son she had to love, despite the bitter knowledge that he was no good.


  The white men from the ranch across the border were men without purpose. Even degrading Maria was not purpose enough to interest them for long. They degraded her until they lost interest in degrading her, and then they left.


  As deep as the shame of being handled by men in their lust, was the pain of knowing that she would not have Joey much longer. When the men left, Maria cried until she was empty. For days, she would fill up with tears, and then cry until she was empty. Whether Joey lived or not, Maria knew she had lost her son—the good son she had until Juan Castro sold him. That son was gone, farther away even than Crow Town. He was only seventeen, but already he belonged to death.


  When Joey returned, Maria told him that. Joey only laughed.


  “We all belong to death, Mother,” he said.


  “You’re too young to say that to me,” Maria said angrily. “I don’t belong to death. I brought you out of me. I want you to stay alive. You have only killed one American. You should go to the mountains. The whites won’t hunt you for long.”


  “I don’t like the mountains,” Joey said. Then he left, just in time. The next day, four lawmen came. The bad one named Doniphan, the hard sheriff, only watched while the others did the work. The lawmen were rougher than the cowboys. They tied Maria’s feet together and loped around the village, dragging her. After that, they dragged her into a prickly pear. Then, they strapped her over a mule and took her across the river. The river was up; their horses had to swim, and so did the mule. In the middle of the river the men let the mule go. Maria and the mule were swept far downstream. Maria thought she would drown.


  But the mule finally struggled up the rocky bank, hitting Maria’s head against a rock as it struggled. Maria heard the men laughing; not the sheriff, but the others. They kept her in jail for a month, during which time she was feverish from the festering cactus wounds. Because they kept her handcuffed, she could only draw out a few thorns. She could only sleep slumped against a wall. If she lay down, she merely mashed the cactus thorns deeper into her flesh.


  Though the lawmen never said it, Maria knew they were keeping her in jail in hopes that Joey would try to free her. The lawmen didn’t know that her son disliked her. Only she knew it. Joey wouldn’t try to free her. He had no loyalty to her.


  But she had loyalty. She ignored the lawmen’s questions. She wouldn’t tell them which way Joey went. They didn’t degrade her, but they starved her. Some days she would get nothing, and when they did feed her it would only be a tortilla and a little water. She grew tired and very weak.


  When they finally let her out, Maria was so weak she couldn’t walk across the street. She didn’t have the strength to walk to the river, much less to cross it. She fell and had to crawl to the shade of a small mesquite tree to rest. While she was resting, she began to think about dying. Her body would heal, but she didn’t know about her spirit. Her spirit smelled old. It no longer smelled like the spirit of a woman who wanted to be a woman, a woman who wanted to live. Her spirit smelled too bad to her. She thought she ought to die and let it go to some new life, someone who smelled like birth and not like death.


  But there was Rafael, and Teresa. She couldn’t die. While she was resting and trying to summon the will to go on living, Billy Williams found her. He rode into town, rather drunk, and saw a brown woman sitting under a tree. That was not uncommon in Presidio. He had almost ridden past before he saw that the brown woman was Maria.


  “Good God, Mary,” he said, and immediately brought her water, and then more water. He went to the house of a Mexican woman and begged a little menudo, but Maria was too weak to eat.


  Seeing Maria’s condition, Billy began to boil. Her hands were almost black from poor circulation caused by the handcuffs. Most of her cactus wounds had festered.


  “I despise lawmen,” he said. “I despise their stinkin’ hearts.”


  He went back to his horse, his face red with anger, and yanked his rifle out of its scabbard.


  “What are you doing?” Maria asked, alarmed.


  “I am going to kill those sorry dogs,” Billy said.


  “No, take me home, I’m sick,” Maria said.


  “All right, then—I will kill them later,” Billy said.


  Tom Johnson, the oldest of Doniphan’s deputies, came and watched as Billy carefully loaded Maria onto his horse.


  “I didn’t know you fancied Mexican whores, Billy,” Tom Johnson said.


  “I fancy cutting your stinkin’ heart out, Tom,” Billy said. “I expect I’ll come back and do it, once I take Mary home.”


  The lawman laughed. “You old-timers have got rough tongues,” he said. “Do you fancy all whores, or just this one?”


  He turned to see if his deputy, Joe Means, was coming to watch the fun. He only glanced off for a second, it seemed, but when he turned back toward Billy Williams, there was a crack and his right ear went numb. He thought a wasp might have got him, but when he put his hand up to his head he found that his ear was just dangling by a little strip of skin. Blood was pouring down his cheek.


  “What’d you do, Billy?” Tom asked, astonished. The old man was walking toward him, a big knife in his hand. Tom became frightened; these old scouts were unpredictable. He thought he should draw his gun, but he felt paralyzed. Before he could reach for his weapon, the old man was there. He severed the little strip of skin that held the ear. Then he shook the severed ear in front of the shocked lawman’s eyes.


  “It could just as easy be your stinkin’ heart,” he said. Then he stuffed the ear in the man’s shirt pocket and backed away. He didn’t think Tom Johnson would recover from his shock in time to shoot him, but there was no point in taking chances.


  Tom Johnson walked back to the jail, still in shock. Joe Means had his boot off and was shaving a callus off his right big toe when Tom Johnson walked in. Blood covered one side of Tom’s face, so much blood that Joe almost slit his toe instead of the callus. His first thought was Apaches. Tom had only left the jail a minute before. Could the man have somehow gotten scalped?


  “Good God, Tom, where’s your other ear?” Joe Means asked, horrified.


  “It’s in my shirt pocket,” Tom said, numbly. It didn’t occur to him that the remark might sound odd. After all, Joe had asked where the ear was, and the ear did happen to be in his shirt pocket.


  The line would be repeated along the border for the rest of Tom Johnson’s life. He considered himself an able lawman. If nothing else, he outlasted his friend Joe Means by more than three decades. Joe was killed the very next year by a rattlesnake. He had ridden home one night, rather in his cups, and had the misfortune to step off his horse right onto a coiled rattlesnake. Normally, the snake would have rattled loudly enough to have warned Joe, but it was Joe’s bad luck that the snake had broken off all but one of its rattles. If it rattled its one rattle, Joe didn’t hear it. Most men didn’t die of snakebite, but Joe Means gave up the ghost within twenty-four hours. He was mourned by few in the town of Presidio. Joe had a tendency to be surly, since being a deputy had gone to his head. He frequently arrested people for minor offenses that a more seasoned lawman would have overlooked.


  Tom Johnson felt he was a seasoned lawman, but that was lost on the populace, such as it was. All anyone on the border could remember was that he had once kept his ear in his shirt pocket. Tom took to drink. When drunk, he often cursed Billy Williams. He didn’t forget the Mexican woman, either. She had been the start of it all. It was because of her that he had become a figure of fun along the border. If he ever had occasion to arrest her again, he meant to do worse than he had done. In the meantime, there were other brown women in Presidio or across the river that he could wreak vengeance on, and he did. Any brown woman who got taken to Tom Johnson’s jail knew she was in for trouble. Two suffered so much that they died. Several times Tom Johnson had gone to Ojinaga meaning to arrest Maria herself, to show her she could not get away with making a mockery of a white lawman. In his memory, Maria had mocked him.


  But for some reason, when the moment came, he didn’t arrest her. Sometimes he took a substitute. He would take another unlucky brown woman, strap her on a mule, and pull her across the river. Once, in a drunken moment, he told a cowboy in a bar that the reason he wasn’t arresting Maria was because he wanted her to worry. He wanted her to wake up thinking about what he would do to her the next time.


  Billy Williams laughed when the cowboy told him that story.


  “That ain’t why he leaves Mary alone,” he said.


  “Well, he said it was,” the cowboy said.


  “He leaves her alone because he knows if he harms her I’ll do worse than shoot his ear off,” Billy said. “Next time, I’ll tie him to a stump and cut his stinkin’ heart out.”


  “Whoa,” the cowboy said. His name was Ben Bridesall. “You’d cut a deputy sheriff’s heart out?”


  “I would,” Billy assured him.


  “Whoa, that’s strong talk,” Ben said again. “Killing a lawman’s as bad as stealing horses, in the law’s eyes. You better keep a fast horse handy, if you do that. They’ll chase you clean to Canada.”


  “I wouldn’t go to Canada,” Billy said. “I’d go to Crow Town.”


  “That might do it,” Ben said. “They’d have to want you pretty bad to come and get you there.”


  8.


  MARIA WAS A midwife, the only one in Ojinaga. She did not want to be gone to Crow Town too long; several women in the village would need her soon. Crow Town lay two hundred miles north of the border, in the sandhills. Maria had never been there, but she knew its reputation—everyone knew its reputation, an evil one. In earlier times, slaves had been traded in the sandhills; stolen children, white or brown; stolen women. To have gone to Crow Town and survived was a mark of pride to the young pistoleros along the border.


  Years before, when the buffalo were being killed, a large remnant of the great southern herd had wandered south, off the plain and into the sandhills. There they were pursued by the Kiowa and Comanche, and by the most unremitting of the buffalo hunters. More than fifteen thousand were slaughtered by the buffalo hunters, in a last great frenzy of killing. The skins were piled in great heaps, awaiting wagons to transport them east. But the hide market collapsed, and the wagons never came. The towering heaps of hides slowly rotted. The ropes that bound them into piles were chewed by rodents. In the fierce winds of winter and spring the hide stacks began to blow apart. Wolves, coyotes, and badgers played with them. Soon the hides swarmed with lice and fleas. The thousands of hides were scattered throughout the sandhills. One spring, two years after the last buffalo had died, cowboys began to see crows in the sandhills, crows and crows and then more crows. Something in the hides, some nit or flea, attracted the crows. At night, hundreds roosted on the few piles of hides that remained. In the daytime, a crowd of wheeling crows could be seen from far away. At certain times of the year, thousands of crows could be seen, and heard. Their cawing was audible thirty miles away.


  An Indian named Blue Skin built the first structure in Crow Town, a one-room adobe hut. Blue Skin was shot by a vaquero, on the run from trouble in Mexico. The vaquero took Blue Skin’s hut. He lived in it for a while, and then went back to Mexico. The hides continued to rot; more and more crows came, to caw and to wheel.


  Then a Basque sheepherder built himself a little shack, not far from Blue Skin’s hut. The Basque had been horsewhipped in Kansas for bringing sheep into cattle lands. The sandhills of the Pecos were not yet cattle land, and only Charles Goodnight and his partner, Loving, passed through them with cattle. The Basque felt that he wouldn’t be bothered, since the land was too poor for cattle; sheep could barely survive it. Then the famous killer John Wesley Hardin passed through and killed the Basque, on a whim. John Wesley found the crows amusing.


  “If there was another building or two here we could call it Crow Town,” he said, speaking to his horse. John Wesley Hardin traveled alone. What conversation he made, he made with his horse. He repeated the remark in El Paso, and the name stuck.


  Later, with the law after him, John Wesley fled to Crow Town. Two rough brothers from Chicago were sharing Blue Skin’s hut. It was kill neither or kill both; fatigued, John Wesley chose to kill neither. He contented himself with a tent the old Basque had left. The soil around Crow Town boiled with fleas, from the thousands of rotting hides, but John Wesley wasn’t bothered by fleas. His only problem with Crow Town, the community he had named, was the unavailability of victims. He didn’t have to kill every day, or even every month or every year, but he did like to have people handy, in case the killing mood came on.


  He left, but returned to Crow Town whenever he needed a respite after some killing spree. Every year he found more people there—adobes that were smaller and more crude than the one Blue Skin had built, low frame houses and ragged tents. Finally, there were twelve houses and a little saloon. An Irishman named Patrick O’Brien owned the saloon. Whiskey deliveries were few and far between. When wagons did arrive Patrick O’Brien stacked the whiskey around his house, to the height of his roof. He had unpredictable customers, and was nervous about running out of liquor.


  It was risky, stacking whiskey outside in such country. Patrick slept with four guns in his bed, and often had to run outside and empty two or three of them into the darkness, to protect his whiskey.


  In Crow Town, where the sound of cawing could be heard night and day, the tamer types of citizens rarely appeared. Most of those who rode in were bad ones; not a few of them were worse than bad. Many a traveler had been casually shot down in the street, his death watched only by the crows. The crows rested in the skinny mesquite. Sometimes they walked among the buildings, as if they were people. The air, even on nice spring days, had a kind of rotten smell, the legacy of thousands of rotting hides.


  Behind the town was a low, sandy hill with one skinny mesquite tree on it. Bodies of the dead were casually buried there; most of them would be dug up again, within a day or two, by enterprising varmints.


  The most enterprising of the varmints was a giant feral hog, which showed up one Sunday and consumed substantial portions of three bodies. The locals, annoyed by the impudence of the swine, assembled a hasty firing squad and fired a fusillade at it; but, to their amazement, the hog defied them. It didn’t die, or even retreat. It kept on eating. In the night it disappeared and was not seen for a month. Then one day, it reappeared and ate an unfortunate mule skinner who had been gored by his own ox. The ox, normally a placid creature, suddenly went insane and killed the mule skinner, though he had coaxed it across the prairies for eight years.


  In time, the great pig grew bolder. Sometimes it would walk through town, attended by a contingent of crows, who would flank it or walk ahead of it, cawing. When the pig stretched out to sleep in the hot sun, several crows would attend it, cleaning nits and ticks out of its hide. The poor people who worked in the sandhills feared the pig. They called it the devil pig.


  The pig disappeared for long stretches, only to reappear just when people had begun to hope that it had gone forever. The most superstitious of the poor people believed the pig walked down to hell to receive instructions from the devil, entering through a long tunnel that was said to open in the riverbank, just south of Boquillas. Sightings of the pig came from all points of the compass: from as far east as Abilene, as far north as Tascosa, and as far south as Piedras Negras. An old woman who lived near Boquillas claimed to have seen it go into the tunnel that led to hell.


  Only the handful of people who stayed in Crow Town ever got used to the crows. Gamblers or outlaws who passed through found their cawing so distracting, they almost went mad. One famous gambler, known throughout the West as Tennessee Bob, became so maddened by the cawing that he pulled his revolver in the midst of a card game and blew his own brains out—and he’d been holding a winning hand, too. Tennessee Bob had played cards successfully from Dodge to Deadwood to Yuma, and he was playing cards successfully in Crow Town. What he couldn’t deal with was the cacophony of the crows.


  Tennessee Bob’s real name was Sam Howard. Like most of the temporary residents of Crow Town, he had gone there because he had more or less used up the West. His career had taken him from Memphis to Abilene, from Abilene to Dodge City, from Dodge City to Silver City, from Silver City to Denver, from Denver to Deadwood, from Deadwood to Cheyenne, from Cheyenne to Tombstone, and from Tombstone to Crow Town. Other renegades, whether Mexicans, Swedes, Indians, Irish, or American, took the same route in different order. What they shared was a sense that there weren’t too many places left where life was so cheap that the law wouldn’t bother trying to preserve it. Why send Rangers, or the Army, to clean out a dirty little village in the sandhills, whose residents were so quarrelsome that they could be counted on to eliminate one another themselves, at the rate of one or two a month?


  Renegades of all descriptions could reside in Crow Town and feel themselves safe from the law—they just weren’t safe from one another. The few women who came there enjoyed no illusions about their safety. They weren’t safe from anyone, and they knew it.


  Very few lawmen ventured into the sandhills.


  “I doubt even Woodrow Call would go to Crow Town,” Billy Williams said, some two months before Maria left. He was discussing the matter in Maria’s kitchen with an experienced smuggler named Olin Roy, whose specialty was moving gold across the border, at the behest of corrupt Mexican generals who were afraid they would be robbed by generals yet more corrupt.


  Olin Roy was a large man, weighing just over three hundred pounds. He had trouble finding mounts that could carry him swiftly over the distances he sometimes had to cover.


  “I expect Call would go to Crow Town if he felt like it,” Olin said. “Probably he don’t feel like it, though.”


  Maria overheard the conversation. She could not have avoided it, since Billy and Olin were in her kitchen. Olin Roy had once tried to marry her. She had refused him, but he still had hopes. He and Billy were opposites in one respect: Billy was always drunk, Olin always sober. Though large, Olin was delicate in his appetites. He could stomach only the mildest of peppers, preferring to diet on raw eggs stirred into a little sugary milk. In his travels, eggs were often unavailable to him. As a concession to the great fondness Maria knew he bore her, she tried to have eggs on hand when he came to visit. She could tell that Olin appreciated such small attentions.


  When Billy and Olin were in Ojinaga at the same time, Maria was careful. She was no man’s woman, but men were men and she had a lot of trouble with men who became confused about her affections.


  Her first husband, Carlos Garza, was so jealous that he would fight any man who turned his eyes in Maria’s direction. She was beautiful then; men often turned their eyes; there were many fights. She tried to soothe Carlos, to see that he rose content from their bed, but her love, though she gave it all, was not enough. Even if he had just left her bed, jealousy burned in Carlos’s dark eyes. He loved, but he could not trust, and when she became pregnant with Joey he beat her and accused her of taking a lover. He would not accept that the child was his.


  For Maria, his distrust brought pain and shock. She was young, and she had given herself body and soul to Carlos. She could not understand how he could think she would accept another man. She wanted no other man, could not even imagine wanting one. Only Carlos Garza could move her. He was very handsome, and he could move her with a touch or a look. Many times she begged him not to be foolish, not to fight over things that wouldn’t happen, over feelings she didn’t have. But Carlos was like a deaf man. From him, Maria learned that few men trusted women. Carlos heard only his own fears. Maria’s words meant nothing, for to Carlos, women were liars.


  When Joey was one year old, Carlos noticed a soldier turn his eyes to Maria. She was making tortillas, outside in the sun. The soldier, a fat Federale, was sitting in a wagon, across the street. It was a hot day. Probably the soldier was hungry, and only wanted a few of the tortillas Maria was making. But Carlos didn’t think the soldier only wanted tortillas. Maria had seen the man look, but her mind was on her task. Carlos was supposed to be carrying water. She thought he was at the river, until she heard the sound of his voice, raised in anger. The soldier had a crowbar, since the Federales had been repairing the telegraph. She saw the soldier strike Carlos once, but he struck so hard that Maria was a widow before she could even run across the street. Carlos had been right about the soldier, too. Three weeks later, he was back in Ojinaga. Maria spat on him in full view of several Federales. She expected to be killed, but in fact, the man was a coward and did nothing. For a year, Maria felt guilty. She felt she had not done enough to make Carlos happy. If she had done even a little more, perhaps Carlos would not have been so tormented by jealousy. If he had lived, surely in time he would have come to accept that she wanted no other man.


  But Carlos died, leaving Joey fatherless and herself a widow. Since then, she had been cautious around males. She treated them carefully, as vaqueros treated bulls. Everyone knew that bulls were at their most dangerous when they fought, and at such times, the loser was more dangerous than the winner.


  Maria didn’t want Billy and Olin to fight. She valued their experience and their affection and didn’t want to lose one of them in a silly fight.


  “I don’t think either of you know this Woodrow Call,” Maria said.


  “I know him, but I’ll be perfectly happy to leave him alone,” Olin said.


  The two men fell silent. Mention of Call seemed to remind them of the uncertainty of life, along the border.


  “I’ll do better than that,” Olin added. “I’d ride about a hundred miles out of my way, to avoid the man.”


  “Didn’t you sell Call the horse that killed his boy?” Billy asked.


  “No, no,” Olin said, wishing the legend of the Hell Bitch would just die.


  “Why, I thought you sold her to Call,” Billy said. “That’s what everybody thinks.”


  “I did once own that mare,” Olin admitted. “At the time, I had no idea Call had a son for her to kill.”


  It was growing dark; great shadows stretched into Chihuahua. The two men talked too much history, too much about things that were past. Bad things had happened to her, too, but she did not like to dwell on them. A certain restlessness took her, when she heard too much about the past. She still liked to laugh, to dance a little in the cantina. Roberto Sanchez, her last husband, had not been a very good man, but despite that, she missed him. She would have liked to have a husband. She enjoyed being with a man at night, and not just a pistolero or a man of the cantina. She wanted a man who was not so prone to comings and goings, one who would spend months or even years with her; someone whose hands she liked, whose ways she liked. Perhaps this man, if she could find him, would also like her ways, and would welcome the laughter in her. Not all men liked happiness in a woman; they seemed to fear her laughter. Was it only men who were supposed to laugh?


  Of her four husbands, only Benito, the third, had laughed with her. Carlos and Juan, her first two husbands, had been too jealous. Juan was also too violent. Roberto Sanchez had been too restless; he didn’t like to stay put. He could not even stay in bed all night, much less stay with her for months. He didn’t live in the past, though. Men who lived in the past brought out her restlessness. Life was there, in the house, in the yard, in the town; in the bedroom, in her hands, in her womb. It was not in the past. The bad things that had happened to her had not killed her. They had not even killed the laughter in her.


  She became a little annoyed at Billy and Olin, because they so easily turned their eyes backward. Men were odd. One day they were hard, far too hard; the next day they were soft, far too soft. They were like porcupines: prickly on the outside, but with soft bellies.


  Benito, her third husband, had not even been prickly on the outside. He never scolded her, and would never have thought of striking her. His only fault was laziness. Benito would lie in bed all day, looking at her with his big eyes. If she happened to stop in her chores, to pause near the bed, Benito would put out a hand.


  “Is that all you can think about?” she asked one day, flattered if a little flustered. “I’m old—why do you want me?”


  Benito shrugged, and smiled his little-boy smile. He was younger than Joey, Benito—not in years, but in feeling. Joey had never been young. Benito would never have been old, even if he had lived. But Benito got a toothache, a bad one. After a month, the toothache was so bad, Benito could scarcely think. He ceased putting out his hand to Maria, when she stopped near the bed. Maria wanted him to let her pull the tooth, or let the priest pull it, or the blacksmith, or anyone. But Benito kept shaking off this advice. He had beautiful white teeth and was vain about them. He wanted to keep them all.


  “Why, so you will look beautiful in heaven?” Maria asked, vexed by his attitude.


  “Yes, I want to look handsome in heaven,” Benito agreed, smiling shyly. He thought it was a worthy goal, though he could tell it didn’t please Maria. Her nostrils flared a little, when she looked at him, flared as a mare’s might flare.


  “Who says you will even go to heaven?” Maria asked. “You are too lazy. You never get out of bed. When I’m gone you might become a sinner, you might have to go to the bad place.”


  “When you’re gone? I don’t want you to be gone,” Benito said. The thought of being without his Maria frightened him terribly. What would he do? Who would take care of him? Everyone agreed that Maria was the most competent person in Ojinaga. His clothes were only simple clothes, but they were always cleaner than other men’s clothes. His meals were tastier than the meals other men’s wives cooked for them. Sometimes Maria walked far down the river, looking for chilies or herbs that would make her posole more tasty.


  But it was not only her competence that he needed. There was her smile, her cool hands, her soft breasts. The thought that he might lose all that caused him a moment of panic. He wondered if he pleased Maria, really pleased her, in their embraces. She seemed to be pleased, but she was a woman. It was hard to tell; perhaps she was merely pretending. Perhaps she had already found a lover—he suspected the butcher, Gordo Dominguez. Gordo had always wanted Maria, and perhaps he wanted her now. Perhaps they were doing things that were more pleasing than anything else Benito was able to do. Maybe Maria liked what Gordo did so much that she was preparing to run away with him.


  Maria saw the worry in her husband’s eyes, for there was no missing it.


  “An angel might come and get me,” she said, smiling. The remark was intended to show Benito that she was teasing. No angel ever came to Chihuahua. She was not going to heaven.


  “I need you, the angel can’t have you,” Benito said. He felt a quick desire for his wife, which overpowered his toothache. He was so insistent that Maria closed the door and went to the bed. Few people in Ojinaga closed their doors, in the hot mornings. She wondered what people would think might be happening.


  But neither Maria’s competence nor Benito’s insistence dulled the toothache for long. In a few more days, it hurt so badly that he couldn’t eat the tasty meals, or appreciate the clean clothes, or be affected by the soft breasts.


  “Go to Chihuahua City,” Maria said. “There’s a dentist there.”


  “But it’s a long way,” Benito complained.


  “It’s a long time that you’ve been sick, too,” Maria told him. “You might die.”


  Finally, one day the toothache got so bad that Benito decided to go to Chihuahua City, after all. Maria fixed him a poultice of hot cornmeal to hold against his tooth. She gave him the gentlest of goodbye kisses. His jaw was very swollen.


  “I wish you would come,” he mumbled. “I hate to ride so far alone.”


  “I have the children,” Maria said, looking at them. Teresa was holding her new chick, just born the day before. Rafael sat with his goat, singing a little song whose words only he understood. Brother and sister were happy together. They were never apart more than a few minutes. Sometimes Rafael led Teresa; always, Teresa thought for Rafael. Though they were happy together, it made Maria sad to look at them and to know that they would never be as other children were. They were damaged; Joey was damaged, too. His limbs were normal, his eyes were clear, but his soul was sick. The children were only a little unhappy; yet, because of them, at times Maria felt a failure. None of her children were as other children were, and they would never be. She felt she didn’t know how to be a mother. Though she was a midwife, and a good one, in her own birthings something went wrong. She didn’t know what errors she had committed, to cause her children to be so damaged.


  She could not feel that she was a good wife, either. Benito was lazy, and she had not tried to cure him of it. She let him be as he was. Two of her husbands had been killed, and now a third one was sick. She felt oppressed. She did her best, and yet, the knowledge she had was often the wrong knowledge.


  “The dentist better not hurt,” Benito said. “I don’t want to ride all the way to Chihuahua City to be hurt.”


  “You’ll be glad you went,” Maria said. “You’ll feel so much better, that I won’t be able to fight you off, even when the children are in bed.”


  Later, she was to cry and cry over that remark. When she made it, she did not realize that it would be the last thing she would ever say to Benito, who didn’t make it to Chihuahua City, or to the dentist. Less than ten miles from Ojinaga his horse was shot out from under him. Benito tried to run, but the killer roped him and hoisted him up the side of a large boulder. Then the killer cut off his hands and feet, with a machete. The killer loosened the rope and rode away, leaving Benito to bleed to death. Benito crawled almost three hundred yards, back toward Ojinaga, before he died.


  The killer was never found. The Federales came, but they didn’t look very hard. Benito’s mother and sisters were more upset by his mutilation than by the death. They felt it might mean that Benito’s soul would be rejected by God. They felt he might never be allowed to rest.


  Maria didn’t worry about Benito being allowed to rest. He was good at resting. It made her smile, to think of him resting; now he could rest forever. He was not a traveling man; it may have been what she liked best about him. He was always there where she could find him, in the bed.


  Benito had been a kind man. Maria knew she would miss his touch. He had been more kind to her than her father, her brothers, her uncles, her other husbands. It was wrong that he should die so cruelly; but at least he had crossed the border, into a land where there was no pain. Maria didn’t believe in hell. If there was a hell it came to you in life. The Texans brought it. They had evil in them and they had exercised their evil on her, when they caught her in her house. That was hell, and it had happened to her in her own house. Hell was not happening to Benito. He had always liked to rest, and now he was resting.


  But he would not be able to put out his hand to her, when she came near the bed; she would not be able to take his hand and guide it to her. Maria felt that the killer might have known what she and Benito did, when she shut the doors, in the morning. Perhaps that was why the hands were taken, she didn’t know. Some old ones still made necklaces of fingers; perhaps someone had taken Benito’s hands and feet, to be made into necklaces. Maria didn’t know, would never know.


  Beneath Maria’s sorrow was anger. She felt a loyalty to Benito, and though her sorrow was deep, her anger was deeper. Her first two husbands were selfish men. They would have taken younger women, given time. But Benito wanted no one but her—he would never have taken a younger woman. That knowledge fueled her anger. Someday the killer might reveal himself to her. When that happened, she would take her own vengeance, even if it resulted in her death.


  She would have liked to sit on the bed and touch Benito’s hands, one more time. But it couldn’t be.


  “Do you think the killer is in Mexico or Texas?” she asked Joey, a day or two after the funeral. He had gone to the place and looked at the ground, but if he reached any conclusions he kept them to himself.


  “Texas or Mexico, what’s the difference?” Joey asked. He liked to take questions and make them into other questions.


  There were times when her son was so insolent that she wanted to slap him. He toyed with her, in a way that made her angry. He was a smart boy, but too good-looking. He thought his looks gave him the right to be disrespectful to his mother. Joey was blond, a güero. He would look at Maria insolently, waiting for her next question. It did not occur to him to be helpful. It would not have occurred to his father, either. He would rather twist her questions, make them into other questions.


  “One is Texas and the gringos own it,” Maria said. “This is Mexico. We own it. That’s a difference.”


  “It’s two names for the same place,” Joey said. “We should own it all. It was ours once, and we didn’t have to smile at gringos when we crossed the river.”


  “I don’t smile at gringos, but Texas was never mine,” Maria said. “I’m a woman—nothing is mine. Not even my children. Not even you.”


  “I am nobody’s,” Joey said, smugly.


  Maria suddenly slapped him. He was too much like all men. He was insolent, and he didn’t care that she was sad about Benito, the only kind husband she had ever had.


  Joey didn’t move when she slapped him; the cold came into his eyes. He had a hat on when she hit him, a little white sombrero. Her slap knocked it off. Joey picked it up quickly and examined it carefully, to see if it was smudged. He turned it around and around in his hands. He was particular about his clothes. The tiniest speck would spoil the hat, for Joey.


  “That is the last time you hit me, Mother,” Joey said, carefully setting the hat back on his head.


  Maria slapped him again, harder, and again the spotless white hat got knocked to the floor.


  “You’re my son,” she said. “I’ll slap you when you need it.”


  Joey picked up his hat and took it outside, to dust it off. He left, and was gone for a week. When he returned he didn’t speak to Maria. He took his dirty clothes out of his saddlebags, and handed them to her, to clean. He was riding a black horse. Maria had never seen the horse before, or the saddle. He was also wearing silver spurs.


  Maria didn’t ask Joey about the horse. She went outside, to Rafael and Teresa. They were sitting with their chickens and goats, under a little tree. Rafael was chanting one of his melancholy songs. Rafael was a big boy, and much nicer than Joey, only Rafael was lost in his mind. Maria grew sad, thinking about it. She gathered her washing and started to walk to the river. Rafael followed, with two of his goats. Teresa stopped to talk to an old woman who was grinding corn. Teresa was popular in the village. She was so quick and got around so well that some people almost forgot she was blind.


  Her children dirtied a lot of clothes. It took Maria three trips to get all the clothes to the place where the women washed. That morning, because it was late, only one woman was there, old Estela. Old Estela had borne thirteen children, and outlived them all. One drowned in a flood and the rest were killed by diseases. Old Estela had only a few clothes to wash because she had no family. Once she told Maria that she came to the river because she heard the voices of her dead children call, from the water. She had convinced herself that her children were not really dead. They lived in the river, with the frogs and the fish and the little snakes. God had given them gills, like the fish had, so they could breathe. Old Estela knew they were there; every morning, she heard them.


  Rafael helped Maria with the clothes. There were one or two simple tasks he could do, and he always did them. He liked to beat the clothes against the rocks, and to spread them so that the cold water ran over them. Once in a while a shirt would slip away, before he could place a rock on it. Then Rafael would have to wade in the water to retrieve it. The sheep, disturbed by seeing him in the water, would set up a bleating. Sometimes Teresa would follow them. She knew the path to the river, and all the other paths around the village. Teresa and Rafael did not like to be apart too long. They needed one another. Teresa could not sleep, except with Rafael. He had become her eyes; she became his mind. It touched Maria, that her boy and her girl were so careful to help one another.


  “Do you hear your children today, Estela?” Maria asked.


  “I hear the girls,” Estela said, in her tiny crack of a voice. “They are over by that bush, where the coyote drinks.”


  Near the bush, the water made a rilling sound.


  “The boys, I don’t hear them,” Estela said. “Maybe they have gone to Piedras Negras.”


  “I think that’s where my boy went,” Maria said, thinking of the black horse and the silver spurs.


  9.


  JOEY GARZA JOURNEYED to the City of Mexico in search of a better gun. When he was seventeen, an old prospector named Lichtenberg had come through Ojinaga, carrying a little case made of fine leather, with a crest stamped on it in gold. Joey was interested in fine things. He admired the little case, and wanted to know what was in it. Old Tomas, who had once worked for the German on one of his prospecting ventures, said it was where Señor Lichtenberg carried his rifle.


  Joey thought that a gun carried inside a case would be useless when trouble arrived. If trouble arrived, it usually arrived quickly. The Apaches who bought him from Juan Castro could kill you several times, in several ways, while you were trying to get a rifle out of a leather case. Joey had seen them kill people who had their guns in their hands, but were too terrified to fire. Because they were terrified of dying, they died.


  The old German was very tired, when he reached Ojinaga. He was weaving on his feet. He politely asked Maria for board, and he gave her a gold coin, which she accepted. Then he removed his high-topped boots and was soon asleep. He took no precautions at all with his possessions.


  Maria had a husband then, Roberto Sanchez. He came home from the cantina to find that Maria had rented their bed. He took the gold coin from her, but raged anyway, about the loss of the bed. Due to a fear of scorpions, Roberto hated to sleep on the ground. He was a fool, Joey thought. Scorpions could come in a house and bite people, they often did. Roberto raged for a long time, but Maria finally persuaded him that renting the bed was a smart move. One night on the ground wouldn’t hurt them. She herself would clean the ground, to make sure no scorpions were there to bother them. Roberto Sanchez was still drinking tequila, but he finally stumbled after Maria.


  Rafael, the idiot boy, was playing with a chicken behind the house while he sang a little idiot song. A sad tone came into his voice when he saw his mother go into the darkness. Teresa sat near Rafael. When she heard the sad note enter the song she scooted closer to Rafael and put her fingers to his lips, to feel from his breath what sadness he felt. She herself didn’t care that her mother had gone out of the house. She heard her go, but for Teresa it only meant that she could whisper through the night, to Rafael, and not be scolded. Teresa loved whispering to her brother at night. In the darkness she felt that she and Rafael were the same. Neither could see, and it didn’t matter that Rafael sang songs that had meaning only to him.


  As soon as Maria and Roberto left, Joey took the little case into another room, where he lit a lamp and examined it carefully. It had a small lock, but he opened it with a piece of wire.


  Inside the case, resting in velvet grooves, was a rifle, the most beautiful Joey Garza had ever seen. The barrel was heavy; it weighed as much as most rifles. In Joey’s mind that gave the gun dignity. This rifle was not merely a gun; it was so beautifully crafted that holding it made him feel powerful. The stock was of polished wood, and the trigger guards curved beautifully. The German rifle was the most desirable weapon Joey had ever seen. He determined at once that he must have it, or one that was as good or better. If he had to kill the old German, he would do it, but he didn’t intend to kill him right away.


  Almost as fascinating as the rifle was a little spyglass that nestled in its own velvet groove. It had a fitting that attached it to the gun barrel. Joey attached it, and looked through the spyglass. Even in the dark room, lit only by the flickering lamp, he could see what the spyglass did. It brought the target near, even when the target was far. He slipped outside and practiced sighting through the spyglass, with only the moon and stars for light. He wished it were day. At first light, he meant to take the gun and sight through the spyglass. Having the spyglass was like having a better eye. The rifle was so well balanced that Joey knew he could kill from great distances with it. He could lie on a roof in Ojinaga and kill gringos across the river in Presidio. If the wind was blowing strongly the gringos would never even hear the report of the rifle. Three gringos could be walking in the street, and in a second, two of them would be dead. The third would have no idea who was shooting.


  Joey considered stealing the rifle, then and there. He could leave and go where no one would ever find him. He knew the mountains to the south, in the great bend of the river, and knew the Madre. He could live in the mountains for years, eating the roasts of fat mule deer. But the old prospector’s rifle was the first fine gun he had ever seen. In the City of Mexico there were bound to be many, and perhaps some that were even finer.


  He sat outside his mother’s house until almost dawn, simply holding the gun in his hands. Then he detached the little spyglass, took the rifle apart, and put it carefully back in its case. He felt divided; impatient, yet patient. He wanted to take the rifle and go, but he also wanted to learn patience. Among the Apaches, the best hunters and the best man killers were the most patient men in the tribe. Though it was hard to wait, they waited. The best hunters did not take the first deer they saw; they waited for the fattest deer. They shot when they were sure, and Joey resolved to do the same. He would shoot when he was sure.


  When the old German woke up the next morning, Joey politely asked about the little case. The old man seemed surprised, but after he had several cups of Maria’s strong coffee, he opened the little case and showed Joey the rifle. He explained the function of the little spyglass, and showed Joey how to attach it. Joey pretended to be amazed, when he looked through the little glass.


  Later in the morning, the old German walked up and asked Joey if he would like to shoot with him. He suggested a little contest.


  “If we shoot I will beat you,” Joey said. He had nothing against the old man until he saw him looking at his mother, when she was bending over, getting a tick off her old dog’s ear. His mother loved the old brown dog for some reason, though the dog was mangy and had a broken tail, and a sore that had never really healed, from where a javelina had gored him.


  Joey considered his mother a whore, and if Roberto Sanchez died he had no doubt she would take another man. Only a whore would seek four husbands, Joey thought, but that didn’t lessen his hatred of the men who helped his mother whore. The minute he saw old Lichtenberg looking at his mother’s bosom he decided to kill him someday. For now, he would be content with a shooting lesson.


  Joey took some melons far down the river and lined them up on rocks.


  “But they are too far,” Lichtenberg complained, when Joey came walking back. There was something about the light-skinned Mexican boy that was a little disturbing. He had a coldness in his face like some of the Indians had, particularly the Indians in the mountains. His mother was a desirable woman, though. Lichtenberg had meant to leave that morning, but he thought he might stay a few days. Perhaps for a coin or two the woman would go with him. In his travels in Mexico he had paid for many brown women. He could afford to pay for one more.


  First, though, he would show the cold blond boy, the güero, how to shoot.


  “You first,” Lichtenberg said. “When you miss, I will shoot.”


  Joey had lined up eight melons on the rocks. He took the beautiful rifle with the heavy barrel and caused the eight melons to explode, one by one.


  Lichtenberg was startled. The boy could never have shot such a gun before, yet he hadn’t missed. One of his own beliefs was that Indians had better eyesight than white men. In the Madre the Indians would sometimes see things he could not see at all. Often they would mention landmarks that to them were obvious but that he could not see until he had walked several hours. This boy must have some Indian in him, Lichtenberg thought.


  Joey set up eight more melons. Lichtenberg, on his mettle, burst them all.


  “A draw,” Lichtenberg said, relieved. His hand was shaky that day. It would have been embarrassing to be beaten with his own gun, by a boy who had never shot a German rifle before.


  “Can we shoot again?” Joey asked, politely. “I will find something smaller.”


  Lichtenberg was not eager. He would have been happy with a draw. But the boy had a challenge in his tone that he, as a German, could not simply ignore.


  This time, Joey chose prickly pear apples, handling them carefully, so as not to get the tiny, fuzzy stickers in his fingers.


  “Would you like to shoot first?” he asked the old man politely.


  “No—you first,” Lichtenberg said. He was sorry he had been polite to the boy. Better to have stayed in the hut and waited for the woman’s husband to leave. Then he could have tried his money. He had a bad feeling about the shooting. It was as if the boy was the teacher, the one with confidence. He had young eyes, eyes that were accustomed to the distances of Chihuahua, to the space that the great eagles looked across. Lichtenberg didn’t know if he could hit a prickly pear apple at such a distance, even with his scope.


  Joey hit ten apples. He balanced the gun beautifully and aimed only for an instant, before firing. When he finished he politely gave the gun to Lichtenberg, who took it and missed five times. Twice he hit the rock beneath the little red apples, the bullets whining off down the valley. The rest of the time he shot high. After the fifth miss, he quit. He did not feel it would be a good day. The Mexican woman wouldn’t accept his coin; his horse might go lame; a snake might bite him; he might be robbed; he would not find any gold, or even a stream in which to pan for it. A sense of the melancholy of life began to crush him. Why had he come to this stinking village, in a stinking country, where neither the water nor the food agreed with him? Why had he left Prussia? He had known Bismarck once—if he had stayed in Prussia he might have been a minister, or a rich man; not a tired, wandering prospector, going from village to village, trying to scrape up a few flecks of gold. Any day he might be killed, by a bandit, an Indian, anyone he happened to meet. Now he had been defeated by a boy who could shoot his own rifle better than he could. He walked slowly back to Maria’s hut and put the rifle back in its case. For a moment, looking across the hot plain, he considered shooting himself with it. One bullet and he would not have to go on with such an uncomfortable existence, traveling on a horse that was narrow-backed and surly.


  But he put the gun back in its case. In a few minutes he began to feel a little better. The sun shone beautifully, and the coffee that Maria brewed had a fine aroma. Lichtenberg loved coffee. He had thought of going south, far south, where they grew coffee in the mountains. He decided not to kill himself, because of the coffee smells and the comely woman. Her husband was a brute, that was clear. The brute had made it known that he did not like Lichtenberg sleeping in his house. The husband smelled of drink. But the woman was very comely. The husband might go away, and even if he didn’t go away, Lichtenberg could always look.


  For her part, Maria wished the old German would go. She saw him looking at her. There were many men who showed their lust in their eyes; she could not keep them all from looking at her.


  Roberto, her husband, had a harelip. He had once worked across the river, for a big ranch, shoeing horses—the cowboys teased him about his harelip, so much that he hated all whites, and the old German was very white. In the wrong mood, if he intercepted one of the old man’s lustful looks, Roberto might take a knife to him, or an ax, or a gun.


  A more likely problem, though, was that Joey would rob him of something valuable. Joey was a quick and gifted thief. Although the old man’s clothes were ragged, from neglect and hard wear, many of the things he owned were nice. There was the fine rifle, and, in another leather case, a set of mining instruments. His belt had a silver buckle, and he wore a ring with a green stone in it. Maria had not touched his bags, but he had produced the gold coin from one of them and might have other gold coins in his valise.


  Joey might steal any of it, Maria knew that. He might steal it out of curiosity. Joey liked to look at interesting things, particularly weapons. There was no telling what the old German might have that Joey would like to steal, but if he did steal something, trouble would come from across the river. The hard sheriff, Doniphan, liked nothing better than to beat Mexicans who stole things. The river meant nothing to Doniphan. The notion that Mexico was a nation with rights, like other nations, and with a border that needed to be respected, made Joey laugh. Mexico was a nation of whores, lazy men, Indians, and bandits, in Doniphan’s view. He crossed the border when it suited him, taking any prisoners he wanted to take. In Ojinaga there was no one to stand up to him.


  If Joey stole from the old German, he would steal and go. When Doniphan arrived, with his rough deputies and their quirts, it would not be Joey who would suffer their vengeance. It would be Roberto Sanchez, or some man on the street that they just happened to notice—the shoemaker, perhaps. They were not coming to do justice; they were coming to hurt Mexicans.


  There would be less danger if the old German would just go, before Roberto lost his temper or Joey stole from him. But if Maria hoped for something, it seemed that that fact alone, the fact of her hope, made the something not occur. The old German didn’t go. He drank tequila all day, smoked cigars, made water frequently, and wiped the sweat off his face with a fine silk handkerchief.


  When he was not drinking or wiping sweat off his forehead, he looked at Maria, or talked to Joey.


  “Are there many rifles like this in your country?” Joey asked him.


  “Oh yes, many,” Lichtenberg replied.


  “Would I find some in the City of Mexico, if I went there?” Joey asked.


  “You would find beautiful guns, but what would you buy them with? You are just a poor boy!” Lichtenberg said, startled that this youth, living in a filthy village, would aspire to travel to the City of Mexico, in search of a rifle.


  “I would buy them with money,” Joey said.


  There was something a little frightening about the boy, Lichtenberg thought. A chill in his look, or in his tone. He reminded Lichtenberg of someone he had once known, long ago, an Austrian named Blier, a young count and assassin whose task it was to murder Hungarian rebels. There were many Hungarian rebels, and the Emperor wanted to avoid the expense of many trials. Young Blier killed forty rebels before they caught him and impaled him on a pole. Count Blier died hard, but he had done his job, saving the Emperor the expense of forty trials.


  Lichtenberg had not known Count Blier well, but he had been with him a few times and remembered the look in his eyes. This boy, Joey, had the same eyes. Such eyes could look on a hundred deaths, or a thousand, without pity. Lichtenberg had seen men executed, both in Mexico and in Europe. He had seen them shaking in front of firing squads, or crying and begging as the noose was put around their necks. Some lost their water, as they awaited death; some emptied their bowels as well. He could not, without pity, look upon men staining themselves as their deaths came near.


  But Count Blier could see it without pity; and so, probably, could this boy Joey, a boy who could outshoot him with his own gun. Joey was very good-looking. He was a güero, as they said in Mexico; güero, almost white. In certain moods, Lichtenberg might have offered him a coin. Boys were usually easier than women, but not this boy, this güero with eyes like the famous Count Blier’s.


  Maria saw Joey looking at the old German’s things. His eyes turned again and again to the rifle case. She also saw that the old German looked at Joey as he looked at her. She wished the man would go; too much trouble would come, of his visit. But when you wished men to go they never did, and the old German was no exception. He stayed for four nights. Four times she had to persuade Roberto to sleep on the ground. He didn’t like it. He cursed her and he cursed the German, but he only hit her once, and he didn’t bother the German.


  On the fifth morning, as Lichtenberg was leaving, Joey stole six coins from his valise. Lichtenberg was drunk when he left, and didn’t notice. Joey went down the river and bought a horse, a black gelding, three years old. When he rode home with it, Maria knew he had robbed the German. Her best hope was that the old German wouldn’t notice. Otherwise, Doniphan and his deputies would come.


  “I didn’t know you owned a horse,” Maria said to Joey. “Yesterday you didn’t own a horse.”


  “I only stole six coins, Mother,” Joey said. “If the old man comes back, I’ll just kill him.”


  “What if Doniphan comes?” Maria asked.


  “Tell him to find me in the City of Mexico,” Joey said.


  That night, he left. After four or five days, Maria relaxed a little. Lichtenberg was many miles away. Even if he missed the coins, he wouldn’t come back. A year later, she learned that the old man had drowned in Sonora. He had attempted to cross a wash, when the wash was running, and the water had swept him away. The vaquero who found his body took some silver ore from his saddlebags, but Lichtenberg was dead and could not tell where he had found the silver.


  The news of his death made Maria feel light. That night, she danced in the cantina, and several vaqueros fell in love with her. When she danced, she often became happy, became welcoming, and men fell in love with her. It was the death of the German that allowed her to feel light. If he was dead, she was safe from his vengeance. Only when men were dead could she feel really safe from their vengeance. If he were alive, old Lichtenberg might ride in someday, with Doniphan to back him up, and beat her half to death, because Joey had stolen those coins.


  In the City of Mexico, Joey Garza felt at home for the first time. He felt that he had come to the place where he belonged. All night there were people in the streets. The air was soft, the ringing of the church bells beautiful. Young priests went barefoot in the street, particularly around the great cathedral. Joey was not a worshiper, but he loved the great cathedral. Several times he came back to stand inside, happy just to look at the high ceiling and the great space it contained. In Ojinaga all the ceilings were low. As he walked in the night, whores followed him, because of his horse. They thought he was rich, for in the City of Mexico not many boys his age had fine black geldings.


  Joey ignored the whores, and didn’t frequent the cantinas. He had come for a gun—if possible, one with a little spyglass on it. It took him three days to find the gun he wanted. An old trader had it, a Frenchman, a man with a vast belly and empty eyes. Joey had the urge to stick a knife in the man’s belly, to see if he could cause the emptiness to leave his eyes. Perhaps as he died, the man would look alive for a few moments. When Joey showed him the five coins—he had spent one on the gelding—the man didn’t say a word. He just put the rifle away and nodded for Joey to get out of his shop.


  That night, Joey walked the cantinas, looking for cardplayers who were winning. In a cantina not far from the great cathedral, he saw a small man with quick hands who had many gold coins. When the man had enough of the card game, he put the coins in a little sack and had a whore carry it. When a second whore wanted to go with him, he shoved her away. Joey followed the man for a while, as he lurched along. He kept sticking his hand under the dress of the young whore. It reminded Joey of the way Benito had behaved with his mother; of how all men behaved with his mother. All her husbands put their hands on her, in the house. They didn’t care who saw them.


  Joey followed the man and the whore until they were well away from the cantina. As he was walking along a cobbled street, he saw a cobblestone that had come loose. Joey believed in omens. The loose cobblestone meant that it was time for him to act. He picked up the cobblestone, came quickly up behind the small man, and smashed his head with it. He grabbed the whore and took the sack of money from her. The whore became frightened, and fled.


  Joey did not check to see whether the small man was dead. He took the sack of coins, got his horse, and rode to the edge of the City of Mexico, where he slept. The next day, he walked into the fat Frenchman’s shop, jingling the coins. The fat man didn’t change expressions, but he sold Joey the rifle. Later, Joey bought some bullets, two pistols, and a fine saddle. He went to stand in the great cathedral once more, and then rode north, out of Mexico.


  Ten days later, on the Texas border west of Laredo, Joey robbed his first train. The robbery was an accident, in a sense. The train was stopped at a water tank. It was a train carrying sheep. Two sheepherders and the four men who ran the train were standing around the water tank, smoking. Joey was three hundred yards away. The heat was so great that it cast a haze. No one from the train crew had seen him. Joey decided it was an excellent chance to practice with his new rifle, so he tied his horse and crept a little closer to the men. He shot the two sheepherders first; it was easy to tell they were sheepherders because they wore huge sombreros and looked shaggy, like the animals they cared for. Joey then shot two of the railroad men, the two fat ones. He didn’t like fat people, there were too many of them in the world. Juan Castro and Roberto Sanchez, two of the husbands his mother whored with, had been fat. As a child, he had often wakened to see a fat body on his mother’s. Her husbands grunted like pigs, when they were on her. Shooting the fat railroad men was only a small revenge, for the pain his whoring mother had caused him.


  The two other railroad men began to run, not into the train, but down the river, toward Laredo. Joey watched them run. He was trying to judge what would be a fair distance to shoot, a distance that would allow his rifle to perform at its best.


  When the man in the lead was about four hundred yards away, Joey looked through the spyglass and shot. He aimed for the neck, but the man was running downhill and his aim was a little high. The bullet blew the man’s face off. Joey rode over later to inspect the body, and most of the man’s face was gone.


  The sixth man ran for his life. He sped along the river so fast that it annoyed Joey. Joey loped away, on the black gelding, letting the man see him, letting him think that he had abandoned the hunt. The man slowed to a trot, and then to a walk. Joey loped down the river, until he was well in front of the man. He was satisfied with his rifle; now he wanted to try his new pistols, and at close range.


  The man from the train finally stumbled out of a gully, not thirty yards from where Joey sat on the black horse. The man was terrified. He began to plead, and name the saints.


  Hearing the saints named only angered Joey. A priest in the village had the habit of twisting his ear cruelly, while talking to him about the saints. Joey began to shoot at the weeping, pleading man, but, to his annoyance, shooting a pistol proved far more difficult than shooting his fine rifle. He emptied the two pistols, twelve shots, and did no more than nick the man’s arm. Joey threw the pistols away, disgusted. They were poor weapons. He was not ready to admit that his aim was bad.


  Joey rode to a little rise, overlooking the river. When the man was about seventy yards away, Joey took out the great rifle and shot the man twice, aiming for his knees. He did not mean to cut the man’s arms and legs off, as he had Benito’s, but he did mean to cripple him. The man’s knees were shattered, and he writhed on the ground, screaming. When he passed out, Joey rode close to look at him. His legs were leaking a pool of blood. Probably the man would bleed to death, as Benito had. Benito had made his mother whore like a beast, on all fours. Joey had seen them in the bed, many times, in the early morning. Benito would be behind his mother, prodding her as bulls prodded, or dogs. That was why Joey followed him, roped him, and cut off his hands and feet with the machete, so that he would not prod his mother on all fours again.


  The railroad man was not so guilty, but he looked a little like Benito, which was his misfortune. His mother didn’t even know that Joey had seen her, in her shame, or that he had followed Benito and killed him.


  Later, in a cooler mood, Joey went back and got his pistols. He shot the bleeding railroad man at close range, ten yards away. Then he rode back to the train. He had never been on a train, and was curious about it. The men he had killed must have some possessions. There might be things he would want, among their baggage.


  What he found far exceeded his expectations. Three of the men had Winchesters, fairly new. Winchesters he could sell.


  Besides the rifles he found two watches, a nice knife, a razor with ivory sides, a little shaving brush, and some soap that smelled like the soap a woman might use. The soap surprised Joey. The men were just men, not clean, not neat. He wondered which one had used the fancy soap.


  He also found three hundred Yankee dollars, in gold. Finding the money stunned him. Three hundred dollars was more than all the people in the village of Ojinaga had, put together. It was more money than he had ever expected to see. And yet this was just a poor train, carrying a few hundred sheep.


  If such a train yielded several guns, the knife, the razor, the watches, the nice-smelling soap, and the three hundred dollars, what would he find if he robbed a train with many people on it? What if he robbed a train with rich gringos on it? What would they have?


  Joey had only killed the men to try out his new rifle. He had not been particularly interested in robbing the train. But now that he had robbed it, he began to think it might be interesting to rob a better train, a train with wealthy people on it, people who would own interesting things.


  Once Joey had combed through the men’s effects again—he had missed two coins and a nice pocketknife—he prepared to ride away, into Texas. When they discovered the bodies they would expect him to go into Mexico, but they did not think very well, the Texans. He thought he might go to San Antonio and buy things with his new money.


  As he prepared to ride away, he paused for a moment to consider the sheep. There were several hundred of them stuffed into the hot boxcars. The day was very hot, and the sheep had no water, no food. If he didn’t let them out, or if someone didn’t find the train, all the sheep would be dead.


  Joey thought about letting the sheep out; he could use them for target practice. He could let them graze a few hundred yards away and pick them off with his great gun, pretending they were gringos. But his ammunition was limited. He did not have cartridges to waste on sheep. His brother, Rafael, lived with sheep and goats. He would have brought them into the house, if his mother had permitted it. Rafael, with his curly, dirty hair, looked like a sheep. He sang like a sheep, too. His little songs were like bleats. Teresa defended Rafael fiercely. Once, when Joey was teasing him, she had managed to grab a knife and stick him in the shoulder, through his shirt. Because Teresa was blind, he had underestimated her. When he laughed at Rafael, Teresa grabbed the knife and struck at the sound. Joey knocked her down and kicked her, but the damage was done. She had made a hole in his shirt. It was a new shirt, too, one that he had bargained for in Presidio. It was a shock, to discover that a blind girl could be so quick.


  Remembering Rafael and Teresa and his ruined shirt hardened Joey’s mind toward the sheep. He did not let them out. He merely whistled at them a few times, as he loped beside the cars that held them prisoner.


  Seven hundred and twelve sheep died in the boxcars. The cars were covered with buzzards when the railroad men found the train. The sky was so black with buzzards that they could be seen for fifty miles. The men from the railroad had to wrap wet blankets around their heads in order to be able to run in and disconnect the cars that held the hundreds of dead and melting sheep. The buzzards were so thick around the sides of the cars that the men had to beat them away with clubs. The couplings of the cars were fouled so badly that some men fainted and some ran away. They could not breathe long enough to work the couplings loose. Finally, they had to be content with taking the engine, and even that was covered with buzzards.


  “You know how flies will swarm on meat,” Goodnight told Call. Goodnight had been in south Texas at the time and took an interest in the incident.


  “Yes, they swarm,” Call said.


  “I’m told the buzzards swarmed on that train like big flies,” Goodnight said. “The Garza boy wasn’t known at the time, but it sounds like him, to me. Not too many people would ride off and leave seven hundred sheep to die.”


  “Seven hundred and twelve,” Call said.


  “Well, I wasn’t there to count, so I don’t know why they think they know that,” Goodnight said. He was often annoyed by Woodrow Call’s pedantry, when it came to matters of that sort.


  “I expect the railroad knew beforehand—that’s probably how they got the figure,” Call said.


  “Then I doubt it was accurate,” Goodnight said. “I never met a railroad man who could count animals on the hoof, particularly sheep.”


  “Sheep all look alike,” Call said.


  “That ain’t my point,” Goodnight said. “An animal’s an animal. The problem is, most people can’t count accurately. I never met a railroad man who could count the legs of a three-legged cat.”


  The more Goodnight thought about human incapacity, of which he had witnessed a great deal, the more he warmed to his subject.


  “I can’t say that it’s just railroad men,” he said. “People can’t count animals. I am one of the few that can.”


  “What’s the most you ever counted in one count?” Call asked. The man’s irascibility had always put him off slightly, though he knew that he himself had a reputation for being a fair rival to Goodnight, in that area.


  “Eleven thousand eight hundred and fourteen cattle,” Goodnight said, without hesitation. “That was four herds. I counted them into a holding pasture in Pueblo, Colorado, the last time I made the trip. It should have been eleven thousand eight hundred and forty-eight. We lost thirty-four head, or rather, Bill Starr did. I entrusted him with the second herd, which was a mistake. I like Bill, but he was deficient in a sense, and he still is.”


  “Those sheep would have been hell to count, once they burst,” Call said.


  Goodnight had driven a wagon into Clarendon, to bring back some groceries and a few posthole diggers, and Call, riding a horse that in Goodnight’s opinion, was beneath his standards, fell in with him on the return trip. Joey Garza had just robbed his third train, killing five people, all of them white. But Goodnight was not thinking of the young killer on the border. He was still thinking about human incapacity.


  “Do you think a man can acquire sense, or would he have to be born with it?” he asked Call.


  “Sense?” Call asked. “Cow sense, or weather sense, or what kind?”


  “I thought I was asking the questions,” Goodnight said. “You’re known to be direct—just be direct. Are you born with sense or do you acquire it, a little at a time?”


  “I didn’t know much when I was twenty,” Call replied. “I believe I make better decisions now.”


  “I thought your best decision was to take that herd to Montana,” Goodnight said. “It was bold, because the Indians weren’t whipped. They got your partner and they might have got you. But it was a good decision, anyway. Montana was there waiting. It needed someone to come and put a herd in it.”


  Call said nothing. The man was tactless, to bring up Montana. Goodnight and virtually every adult in the West, if they were interested in the cattle trade, knew what a failure his Montana venture had been.


  “It might have been smart if I had known how to run a ranch,” Call said, finally. “I didn’t. Gus was able. He could run pretty much anything. But he died before we got started. The whole venture was a total failure.”


  “I don’t see it that way,” Goodnight said.


  “Well, it wasn’t your ranch,” Call pointed out.


  “No, it wasn’t my ranch, but I hate to see you thinking like a banker,” Goodnight said. “From a banker’s point of view, all my ventures have been failures, including this one I’m venturing now, this Palo Duro ranch. The lawyers will take it away from me, before I’m dead. Lawyers and bankers are like shit beetles. They’ll finally carry off everything I’ve built up, like they carried off your ranch up above the Yellowstone.


  “I would have liked to see the Yellowstone—I’ve heard it’s mighty fine country, up there,” he added. “If I could get around like I used to, I’d ride up to the Yellowstone, just to be able to say I’d seen it.”


  “You ought to go—it is fine country,” Call said.


  Goodnight rode in silence for several miles. He had to pop his little team of mules hard with the reins to get them to pull the wagon up the bank once they forded Cow Creek.


  “I’m no student of the ledger sheets,” he said, a little angrily, once they left Cow Creek behind.


  Call found Goodnight’s way of talking hard to follow. They hadn’t been talking of banks or ledger sheets. What did the man mean?


  “Bankers live by ledger sheets,” Goodnight informed him. “They decide you’re a failure if your balance hits zero, or if you can’t pay your note. You’re a damn fool for thinking like a banker.”


  “I don’t think like a banker,” Call assured him. “I don’t even have a bank account.”


  “It was a bold thing, driving that herd to the Yellowstone,” Goodnight said. “You went right through the Sioux and the Cheyenne. It was a bold thing. You ought not to let the bankers tell you you’re a failure because you went broke. I’ve been broke nine times in my life, and I may be broke again, before I’m through. But I’ve never been lost, day or night, rain or shine, and I ain’t a failure.”


  “I wonder if Roy Bean knows anything about the Garza boy?” Call asked.


  “He might,” Goodnight said. “He’s got a good eye for thieves, that’s because he’s tight. Roy Bean would hang a man over a fart, if he didn’t like the smell.”


  Call found the conversation tiring. He had only fallen in with Goodnight to be sociable; after all, he was the man’s guest. He trotted ahead for a bit, thinking about the seven hundred and twelve dead sheep. He had seen the bones of the Comanche horse herd, the one Colonel MacKenzie had destroyed. But those were just bones, cleaned by the winds and the sun. Seven hundred dead sheep crammed into boxcars was a different story.


  “If I was the railroad I expect I’d just burn those boxcars,” he said, when he dropped back even with Goodnight.


  “Would you accompany me, if I decide to make that trip to the Yellowstone?” Goodnight asked, as they rode up to his barn.


  “No, you’ll have to find other company, if you go,” Call said. “I’d rather be shut of Montana. You can’t miss the river, though.”


  “I told you I’ve never been lost, day or night,” Goodnight said. “I can generally locate a river.”


  “I expect so, I don’t know why I said it,” Call replied. The man was a famous plainsman. Of course he could find the Yellowstone River.


  “I am not good at conversation, goodbye,” he said, but Goodnight was already unloading the posthole diggers, and didn’t answer.


  10.


  BROOKSHIRE KNEW THE minute he walked into the telegraph office in Laredo that there was trouble—big trouble. No fewer than seven telegrams awaited him, all from Colonel Terry. Two telegrams from Colonel Terry were so unusual that it usually meant war had been declared. Brookshire had never expected to be unlucky enough to receive seven at one time. And yet it had occurred, in the hot town of Laredo.


  “Ain’t you gonna open them?” the old telegraph clerk said. His name was Johnny Whitman and he had been a telegraph operator on the border for twenty-nine years. Never before had he received seven telegrams for one person, only to have that person refuse to open them and share the excitement. Perhaps there was a war. Perhaps troops were on their way from San Antonio with orders to kill all the Mexicans. If that was so, and Johnny Whitman hoped it was, there would be rapid business for a few months.


  Brookshire knew the man wanted him to open the telegrams and share the news with him, but he didn’t care. Seven telegrams from Colonel Terry could only mean one thing. The Garza boy had struck again, before Captain Call could do his job.


  If that was the case, then at least one of the telegrams might be informing him that he was fired. In that event, he wouldn’t have to worry about Colonel Terry’s fiery temper anymore, but he would certainly have to worry about Katie’s. She did not like change, Katie. He had a job and she expected him to keep it. News that he was fired would undoubtedly cause her temper to flare up.


  It had been nippy in Amarillo. Winter was supposed to be nippy, and Brookshire hadn’t minded. Then in San Antonio, which was still in the same state, it had been hot, mighty hot. He didn’t suppose it could get any hotter than it had been in San Antonio, but after a few hours in Laredo, he was forced to admit an error. Laredo, which was in the same state, was hotter still.


  Their arrival in Laredo had been unpleasant on other grounds, too. Bolivar had begun to cry and wail. When they crossed the river into Nuevo Laredo, Bolivar knew that the Captain was about to leave him.


  “No, capitán, no!” he pleaded. “I want to go. I can ride and shoot.”


  “Yes, and you have shot,” Call reminded him. “You shot our best mule, and for no reason.”


  Bolivar had a vague memory of shooting a mule. He had shot it in the stomach with a big gun. Now, though, he couldn’t remember why. Perhaps the mule had tried to bite him; mules were known to bite.


  “I thought I was shooting the devil,” Bolivar said, in hopes of convincing the Captain that shooting the mule had been an act prompted by forces stronger than himself.


  “No, you thought it was an Indian,” Call said. “You have to stay here, Bol—you might get hurt if I take you. I’ll be back for you when I head home.”


  Soon he was handing money to a small, tired-looking Mexican woman who was not unlike the woman he had given money to in San Antonio. Brookshire decided the old man must have been a superlative cook, for the Captain to keep supporting him all these years.


  Bolivar didn’t appreciate the fact that the Captain had another decent family to place him with, though. He wanted to ride the river with the Captain, to ride and shoot, kill or be killed. At the thought that he would have to stay with the woman and the children again, he began to weep, and he was still weeping when the Captain and Brookshire rode off.


  “Be quiet, you’re old, you need to rest,” Juanita said. She was not happy to see the old man. He caused many problems. But she needed the money. He was not a bad old man; just noisy, and sometimes a little violent to himself.


  Brookshire stumbled out of the telegraph office, pale with shock, and took the seven telegrams to Captain Call, who was talking with the local sheriff, a young man named Jekyll, who sported a walrus mustache. Call was trying to find out the local gossip about the Garza boy.


  To the surprise of both Call and the sheriff, Brookshire simply thrust the seven telegrams into Call’s hands.


  “Would you read them, please? I’m too worried,” he said.


  Call led Brookshire a little distance down the road, to a shade tree, before opening the first of the telegrams. He knew Sheriff Jekyll was dead curious about the information they contained, but he preferred to take the cautious, rather than the polite, approach. The less information got spread around, the better.


  “Well, it’s bad,” Call said, when he had read all seven telegrams. “He’s done it again, and somebody else has started doing it too.”


  He gave Brookshire the telegrams, and Brookshire read them quickly. Three more trains had been struck.


  “Three! Three, my God!” Brookshire exclaimed. Even one more train robbery would have been a calamity, but three amounted almost to a world catastrophe. News that an earthquake had leveled New York City could not have been more unwelcome.


  “I don’t see anything about a second robber—where’s that?” Brookshire asked.


  “The telegrams don’t say it—it’s the distances that say it,” Call said. “According to this, a train was robbed in Van Horn one afternoon and another in Deming, New Mexico, the next morning. Nobody’s swift enough to cover that distance in twelve hours.”


  Call methodically arranged the telegrams in order and read Brookshire the totals: two crew and three passengers killed near Van Horn, little money taken; two crew and two passengers killed near Falfurrias, little money taken; and three crew and four passengers killed near Deming, another military payroll lost.


  “O Lord, spare us,” Brookshire said. “That’s another payroll lost—the Army will be mad, for sure.”


  “It’s the passengers the Lord should have spared,” Call said. “That’s sixteen lives lost, in a little over a week, Mr. Brookshire. I fought Indians for fifteen years on the frontier and I lost six men. This is not a robber we’re after, it’s a killer—or two killers, it looks like now.”


  “If there’s two robbers, or two killers, who’s the other one?” Brookshire asked.


  “I don’t know,” Call said.


  “Well, one of them’s a robber, too,” Brookshire said. “He’s taken three payrolls and lots of trinkets.”


  “Yes, he takes the money,” Call said. “Or they take the money, because it’s there. But the killings worry me more. How many were killed before I took this job?”


  Brookshire tried to think. Three robberies had occurred before he left New York; another occurred while he was in Chicago. The one with the sheep wasn’t on Colonel Terry’s railroad, so Brookshire didn’t count it, though he supposed he ought to count the dead men. It seemed to him that there had been three or four deaths each time, but he wasn’t sure. Six had died on the sheep train, and now there were another sixteen dead. The count was in the thirties somewhere, so there was no denying it was a startling death toll. His regiment had only lost forty men, during the entire Civil War. Of course, his regiment had not been in the thickest of the action; still, the War had been carnage from start to finish and it was a shock to realize that one Mexican boy, in the course of a few months, had taken more lives than his regiment had lost in the War.


  “I doubt Wesley Hardin has killed that many people yet,” Call said. “And Wesley Hardin is a bad one.”


  Near the livery stable, where Call had encountered Sheriff Jekyll, a large log had been rolled into the shade, to make a sitting place. Two old men with only a few teeth between them were sitting on it, whittling with small pocketknives. Call went over and sat on the log too. He was annoyed with himself for not having taken the casualty figures more seriously, sooner. The numbers had been available, but numbers were usually exaggerated. He had fought several fierce battles, with both Indians and Mexicans, in which no one was killed on either side. Usually there were wounds, but fighting men were not easily killed. In the War, of course, the great engagements had left hundreds or even thousands dead, but frontier fighting was of a different order. In the worst Indian fight he had engaged in, he had only been able to say positively that two Indians were killed—he buried the two himself.


  Call rarely saw a newspaper and had not followed the Garza boy’s murdering that closely. He had assumed that the figures were exaggerated. Let one or two people get killed in a feud or a ruckus, and as the story went up and down the trail, the figure would swell until it became twenty or thirty. Before the Garza boy showed up, the most notorious outlaw in the West was Billy the Kid, who was said to have killed a man for every year of his life, when he was nineteen. But Dish Boggett, the gifted Hat Creek cowboy who was now selling hardware in Lincoln County, New Mexico, where the troubles occurred, assured Call that the boy had only killed four or five men. Goodnight, who had been in Lincoln County while the range war was going on, agreed with that figure.


  If the information in the telegrams was true, Joey Garza had quickly eclipsed Billy the Kid as a killer.


  In his conversation with Sheriff Jekyll, Call had asked if anyone knew how the Garza boy got the trains to stop. One man, working without a gang, would have to be inventive to stop a train.


  “He piles rocks on the tracks,” Sheriff Jekyll said. “He ain’t lazy. He works in the night, piling up rocks, till he gets a kind of wall.”


  “But a locomotive going full speed could bust through a pile of rocks, surely,” Call said.


  “Maybe, but the train might derail, and then you’d be in a pickle,” the sheriff replied.


  “If Joey Garza’s after you, you’re in a pickle anyway,” a lanky deputy named Ted Plunkert observed.


  “If it was me, and I was driving the dern train and I seen a pile of rocks and thought Joey Garza had piled it up, I’d pour on the steam,” the deputy added.


  Sheriff Jekyll looked startled and embarrassed by his deputy’s remark. It had never occurred to him that Ted Plunkert would venture an opinion of any kind, in the presence of the great Captain Call. Ted Plunkert had not made a comment of such length and complexity since Jekyll had hired him. What could have prompted him to wag his tongue for five minutes when he, the sheriff, was discussing serious matters with Captain Woodrow Call?


  “Ted, you were not consulted,” Sheriff Jekyll said bluntly.


  “I’ll consult him—he’s making better sense than you are,” Call said, no less bluntly. He didn’t like Jekyll’s manner, which was fawning yet superior. Many young lawmen took a similar tone with him, nowadays.


  Sheriff Jekyll blushed scarlet. Call thought the man might have a seizure, he was so embarrassed.


  “Well, the engineer can plow on, if he wants to risk it,” the sheriff said.


  “It’s run or fight, if you’re dealing with Joey,” Deputy Plunkert said. “I doubt I’d be ashamed to run, if he had the drop on me.”


  “Are you employed steady, or would you consider accompanying me?” Call asked. He liked the deputy’s dry manner and matter-of-fact outlook.


  “It’s steady, but it’s warm,” the deputy said. “I wouldn’t mind going to higher country, where there might be a breeze once a month or so.”


  “Now, Plunkert, who asked you into this conversation?” Sheriff Jekyll said. He considered it damn unneighborly of the Captain to try and hire his deputy. He didn’t much care for Ted Plunkert, but if he left, there would be no one but himself to sweep out the jail.


  Call sat on the log, by the toothless old men, and considered the situation. Survivors of the robberies claimed there was no gang. A single blond Mexican boy, well mounted, showed up and took their finer possessions. Though some of the passengers were armed, something in the boy’s manner kept them from using their arms in their own defense. The lost payrolls had come to almost a million dollars in cash. Dozens of watches and rings and jewels had been taken, and the people killed had not been offering any resistance. The boy stopped trains carrying a score or more passengers, robbed them, killed a few, and left, only to strike again, far away, when it suited him.


  In Call’s experience, it was unusual for criminals to have such confidence. One reason they ran in packs was because confidence was one quality they seemed to lack. It was also unusual for criminals to have much ability. When they succeeded, it was usually because they had circumstance on their side. It might be that the Garza boy was an exception—a criminal with real ability.


  Brookshire was so upset that he could not keep still. He saw Captain Call sitting on the log with the two old men. Obviously, the Captain was thinking matters over. Brookshire tried to allow him his privacy, but it was hard. Another telegram could arrive from Colonel Terry at any moment, informing them that they were both fired. The Colonel had never been loath to change help.


  Brookshire found himself edging a little closer to the log where the Captain sat. If only they could get started, he might feel a little better.


  “Ain’t we gonna start soon?” he asked. “Joey Garza could be getting farther and farther away.”


  “That’s just a guess, though,” Call said. “He might be headed back down the river toward us, for all we know.”


  “What are we going to do?” Brookshire asked. “The Colonel won’t sit still for much more of this.”


  “Nobody’s asking him to sit still,” Call said. “He can catch the next train and come out here and catch the boy himself, if he’s impatient.”


  “Oh, but he won’t want to,” Brookshire assured him. “The Colonel don’t like to leave New York—he’s too attached to Miss Cora, for one thing.”


  “Do you still want to go with me?” Call asked. He had taken a liking to Brookshire. The man was incompetent, and he usually despised incompetence, but for some reason, Brookshire’s incompetence made him likable. There was something brave in it. For a man who could neither ride nor shoot, to be willing to travel over some of the roughest stretches of the West in pursuit of a young killer who had already accounted for nearly forty lives took guts.


  “I have to go with you,” Brookshire said. “I’ve been ordered.”


  “Suppose you didn’t have to go, though,” Call said. “Suppose you could choose.”


  “But Captain, I can’t choose,” Brookshire reminded him. “I work for Colonel Terry. I can’t choose. I don’t think I’ve ever chosen. I wouldn’t know how.”


  Captain Call just looked at him. Brookshire was so taken aback, by the question and the look, that he didn’t know what to say. Why ask him what he would do if he could choose? He had never chosen. He had taken the only job he had been offered, married the only woman who would agree to marriage. He was just a husband and a salaried man. Choice didn’t play any part in his life. His choices were made for him, by people who were smarter than he was: Colonel Terry and Katie, to name two. Captain Call was also smarter than he was, Brookshire felt sure. Why had he asked such a question?


  Call was wondering if the man would survive. There was no answer to the question, of course, but it was a matter he always pondered, when he led men into danger. It was also a question he could as well ask of himself. If the years had taught him anything, it was that survival was a matter that could not be predicted with any accuracy. Time and again, on the frontier, men who were well experienced and well equipped rode off one day and got killed. Gus McCrae, his old partner, was as competent as any man he had ever known, and yet, Gus had ridden off on a kind of frolic, in Montana, and ended up dead. None of the Hat Creek cowboys had been as competent as Gus, or Deets—the black man who had served him so well for so long—yet, Gus and Deets were dead, and some of the least competent—Soupy, for example, or Jasper Fant—were still alive and flourishing. There was no degree of competence that would assure anyone of survival, and no scale that would tell a commander which man would live and which man would die. If you added it all up reasonably, then Brookshire would be the first to fall, if there was a fight; and most people would expect that he himself would be the last. But it might not happen that way. Joey Garza was said to have a fine rifle, with a telescope sight. Several cowboys had turned up dead, on the Pecos ranches, shot while riding alone, far from their headquarters. It might be that Joey Garza was killing people who never saw him, never suspected that he was anywhere near. Instinct, however well honed, could not necessarily warn one that a young killer, hidden behind a rock four hundred yards away, with the sun at his back, was looking through a telescope sight, about to squeeze the trigger. If Joey Garza happened to see him and Brookshire riding along, which would he shoot first, the Ranger or the dude?


  “You can come with me,” Call said. “But it’s up to you to keep up. I might not be able to stop and help you. You’ve got to try and keep up.”


  “Captain, I’ll keep up—I’m a grown man,” Brookshire said, a little insulted.


  Call stood up and handed Brookshire the telegrams.


  “We need one more man,” he said. “I think I’ll hire that lanky deputy.”


  “Oh, the tall fellow?” Brookshire asked, surprised.


  “Yes,” Call said. “You did say I could hire a man to make up for Pea Eye, didn’t you?”


  “Why, yes, provided he’s not too expensive,” Brookshire said. “How do you know he’ll go? He has a job right here in town.”


  “The man looked restless,” Call replied. “I expect he’ll come.”


  11.


  DOOBIE PLUNKERT CRIED so hard she ran completely out of breath. She stood in her own kitchen, gasping like a fish, her mouth open, trying to suck in air but mainly pouring out tears. Ted stood behind her, timidly patting her on the back, as if she were a baby who needed to burp.


  The timid way Ted patted her was beginning to make Doobie angry. When Ted walked in and announced that he was going to El Paso, or possibly farther, to help some old lawman she had never heard of catch a bandit Ted had no business chasing, Doobie had been stricken to the heart. How could he, when she was already four months pregnant with their baby, a little boy, she hoped! She planned to name him Edward, after his father, but they would just call him Eddie, and he would be the light of their life.


  Doobie had never, in her short married life of almost eight months, supposed that Ted Plunkert would leave her for any reason whatsoever; not leave her overnight, that is. So far, she and Ted had slept together every single night of their marriage. Of course, Doobie understood that accidents might happen; the milk cow might get loose, or one of the horses run away. In that event, Ted would have to go looking for them, and might not get back just when she wanted to go to bed. He might even be gone as late as midnight, as he was on the nights when he was required to watch the jail until all the saloons closed and all the drunks and bullies were rounded up.


  Not having Ted beside her until around midnight was just one of those things you had to put up with if you married a lawman. Doobie was sixteen years old and married to a deputy sheriff; she expected to do her duty, even when she was lonely and could think of nothing but how happy it would make her if Ted would only get home, take his boots off, take his socks off, take his pants off and his shirt off, and get into bed and hug her tight.


  The truth was, Doobie needed a lot of tight hugging. She had grown up poor; her mother had died when she was four, and the aunt and uncle who raised her were too poor and too busy to pay much attention to her. When Ted Plunkert began to pay attention to her, it was like a miracle sent from heaven—like the coming true of the best dream she had ever dreamed. He was just the sweetest man, willing to hold her tight all night long, except maybe for a few nights in July and August, when it was really too hot to hold anyone tight for very long.


  Now Ted was leaving, after only eight months with her. It was the end of all her dreams, and she told Ted so, just before she burst into tears and cried so hard she lost her breath.


  “Stop, honey. Stop, honey,” Ted kept saying as he patted her timidly in various places. “We’re just going after Joey Garza, that’s all. Soon as the Captain catches up with him I’m coming right back here, to my darling.”


  But neither Ted’s words nor his pats had any power to soothe Doobie. Ted was going away. He was going to leave her alone all night; maybe weeks and weeks of nights. It was the end of her happiness, the only true happiness she had ever known, and it was all happening because the old lawman had butted in where he wasn’t wanted and persuaded Ted to go with him.


  The thing that hurt the most, after the fact that Ted wouldn’t be there to hug her tight for many, many nights, was that Ted hadn’t even asked if he could go. One of the nicest things about Ted was that in all matters involving their domestic life, he let her be boss. Even before they married, he let her boss, and in fact, even offered formally to let her boss.


  “I’m too busy, I’ve got my deputying,” he said. “You look after the rest of it.”


  Ted had kept his word, too. If Doobie wanted to go to church on Sunday, they went; if she didn’t, they didn’t. If it was a fine day and she felt like wading in the river, Ted went with her, took off his boots, rolled up his pants legs, and waded in the river with her.


  Doobie loved it, that she got to be the boss. During her hard life with her aunt and uncle, she had been more like a slave than a boss. In her marriage, though, Doobie tried very hard to make good decisions about what to cook, or when to clean, or how to doctor Ted when he got an ailment, usually the grippe.


  She tried hard, and she had convinced herself that she was doing a good job and that Ted was happy; because she was convinced that she was doing a good job, it hit her all the harder when Ted walked in and announced that he was leaving in an hour. He said it matter-of-factly, as if he were telling her it might rain.


  Doobie couldn’t grasp it, at first. She thought she must have misheard, or misunderstood, or that she must still be asleep, having the worst dream of her life, instead of the best.


  When Doobie had to admit that it was true, that it wasn’t a dream or a misunderstanding, she started crying and cried until she ran out of breath. It was a worse shock than her mother’s death. When her mother died, she had been young, and her mother had always been sick. There had been so little happiness that it wasn’t very different when her mother went. The big difference was that her Aunt Gladys slapped her frequently. Her mother had never slapped her in her entire life.


  But it was certain, Doobie knew immediately, that it was going to be a very different life, now that Ted wasn’t going to be there to hold her tight, every night.


  “Stop patting me on the back!” Doobie said, vehemently, when she started breathing again and could speak. At that point, she still had a little bit of hope that Ted would change his mind. They had a happy marriage, all eight months of it, and Ted probably had no idea that his going away would upset her so. After all, he had no reason to go away and no place to go away to, not until the old lawman showed up.


  Doobie had long realized that Ted’s way of thinking was different from her own. What she needed to do was let him know how strongly she felt, and make it clear how much she needed him to stay with her. She had been told, by her one good friend, Susanna Slack, that men were a little dumb, in some ways. Susanna maintained that they didn’t understand the first thing about how women felt; mainly, Susanna believed, men didn’t even care to try to understand the first thing about how women felt. That had never sounded exactly right to Doobie. Maybe Ted didn’t really understand how she felt, but he was willing to let her be the boss of their family life, and that amounted to pretty much the same thing.


  Now, though, in her shock and misery, Doobie was forced to consider that Susanna had been right, after all. Ted Plunkert didn’t know a thing about how she felt.


  “I guess I better go round up some bedding,” Ted said, as her tears were subsiding. “The Captain’s in a hurry to get going.”


  “The Captain, who’s he?” Doobie said, furious. “He’s just some old man I never heard of. I don’t see why you think you have to go with him.”


  “Why, it’s Captain Call,” Ted Plunkert said, shocked. He knew his wife hadn’t had the advantage of much schooling—he himself hadn’t had much, either—but he had not supposed her ignorance to be so profound that she would never have heard of Captain Call.


  “I never heard of Captain Call, I tell you!” Doobie yelled. “I never heard of him! He don’t live here, why would I have heard of him?”


  “Why, it’s Captain Call,” Ted Plunkert repeated. “Everybody’s heard of him. He’s the most famous Texas Ranger of all time,” Ted said, still shocked. He was a little embarrassed for Doobie. It was almost as bad as if she had told him she had never heard of air, or the moon, or something. He had lived along the border all his life, and along the border, the Captain was about as well known as air, or the moon.


  “Well, I ain’t heard of him, why do you have to go?” Doobie asked. She was ready to plead and beg, if she had to.


  “Doobie, there’s no why to it,” Ted explained, patiently. “The Captain asked me to ride with him. That’s it.”


  “If he asked you, you could have said no,” Doobie pointed out, in what she thought was a reasonable, even a calm voice. “He ain’t the president. He can’t just order you to run off and leave your wife.”


  “Doobie, I swear, he’s Captain Call,” Ted said again. “You don’t just go around saying no to him.”


  Doobie was silent. She didn’t want to be angry, but she felt herself getting angry—very angry.


  “Besides,” Ted added, “it’s a big honor to be asked to ride with him. I expect it’s about the biggest honor I’ve ever had in my life, or ever will have.”


  “What if you ain’t back when the baby is born?” Doobie asked. “What if you don’t never come back? What if you never even see our little Eddie? If you go off and get killed, little Eddie might never even get to have a daddy.”


  “I guess I better round up that bedding,” Ted said, trying to be patient. In fact, he was becoming a little exasperated. His private belief was that Doobie had temporarily lost her mind. Instead of feeling honored that Captain Woodrow Call, the most famous Texas Ranger of all time, had singled him out from all the men in Laredo and asked him to go up the river with him, all Doobie could do was cry and complain. After all, the great man could have asked Bob Jekyll to go with him. Bob was the sheriff, and had a better claim to such an honor. But Captain Call had walked around Bob Jekyll and had chosen him. It ought to have been the proudest moment of their marriage, and yet, all Doobie could do was bawl like a heifer.


  Of course, he loved Doobie. No man could ask for a better little wife. Her biscuits were first-rate, and she could even repair boots, if the holes in the boots weren’t too big. Ted sincerely hoped she would soon get over being out of her mind. She had no business suggesting that he might have turned down Captain Call’s offer. Of course he couldn’t refuse Woodrow Call, just because Doobie chose to bawl like a heifer for an hour. It was very inconsiderate of her, Ted thought. After all, he did have to gather up his bedding, and could have used some help. He didn’t get any help, though. Almost an hour had passed, and he had to rush. One consequence of the rushing was that he forgot his slicker, an oversight that was to cause him much misery, on the trail.


  Doobie Plunkert stood at the back door of their little house and watched hopelessly as Ted and the old Captain and the fat little Yankee rode away. She felt her heart breaking; she didn’t think she would be able to endure the ache. If Ted had just once turned in the saddle and waved at her, it would have made the ache a little easier to bear. Even when he was just walking down the street to do his deputying, Ted would sometimes turn and wave at her. The fact was, she loved him so much that she could miss him acutely, even when he was just down the street. Often, she had an urge to run visit him at the jail, just to see if he still looked the same, or if his smile was as sweet. But Doobie could never indulge herself when she had this longing. Sheriff Jekyll had made it plain, the one time she stuck her nose in the door, that it was the last time he expected to see her at the jail. He lectured Ted so severely about his wife’s behavior that Ted told her that evening never to go near the jail again.


  “There’s rules,” he told her that night. He was gentle about it, but Doobie’s feelings were still a little hurt. All she had wanted to do was peek at her husband, to be sure he looked the same.


  Now, watching him ride north along the river with two strangers, one of whom, in her view, was no more than an old killer, Doobie cried again. She cried until she was cried out. She felt sure that little Eddie was crying too, inside her. There were rules, just as Ted had warned her, and the main one seemed to be that men could leave when they chose to. They could close doors to jails and other places, when they wanted to, and not wave when they left their wives to go off on manhunts. They could do any and all of those things, and worse, for all she knew.


  All the same, though she didn’t like the rules, Doobie really wanted Ted to come back. That night, without him to hold her tight, she had many dreams, and tossed and turned, but the best dream she had was that the bandit they were after, Joey Garza, came riding into Laredo to surrender, so that Ted and the Ranger and the Yankee didn’t have to go at all.


  Doobie’s dream was so vivid that she could even smell her husband, Ted Plunkert. He smelled of saddle soap. Only that morning he had taken it into his head to saddle-soap his old saddle. It gave off a good smell, saddle soap. Smelling it in her dream made Doobie remember what a good man Ted was, and how kind he had always been to her.


  The best part of the dream, though, was that Ted not only smelled of saddle soap; Ted was there. He snuck into the bedroom, as he always did when he came in late; he took off his boots, took off his pants, took off his shirt, and climbed into bed to hold her tight, as she always hoped he would, not just for one night but throughout her whole life. Doobie tried to stay in her dream, to hide in it, but she grew more and more restless; she began to have moments of wakefulness, began to suspect that her dream was just a dream. She tried to fight off waking up, to burrow deeper into the dream, but it didn’t work. Despite herself, she woke, opened her eyes, and knew the worst, immediately. Ted Plunkert wasn’t there.


  He wasn’t there, just wasn’t there. One day, when she had no reason to expect trouble, or even to be the tiniest bit worried, her life with Ted Plunkert had ended.


  “No it ain’t, honey. He’s just gone on a job,” her friend Susanna, told her a little later that morning. Doobie had been so upset that she had run down the street, barefoot and sobbing, and flung herself into Susanna’s arms.


  “He’ll never come back. He’ll never come back, I know it,” Doobie kept saying, between fits of racking sobs.


  “He’ll come back,” Susanna said. “He’ll come back, Doobie.”


  In fact, she wasn’t so sure. She couldn’t really say it with much conviction, because only the year before, her husband, John Slack, by consent one of the best cowboys to be found anywhere near the Rio Grande, had ridden out one morning to brand a few calves—work he had done hundreds of times in the twelve years of their marriage—and had never come back, not alive, that is. A calf he had just roped turned directly under his horse while the horse was in a dead run. The horse’s front legs buckled, and he fell in such a way that it drove John Slack’s head straight into the ground, breaking his neck. He died instantly, and since then, Susanna had been a widow.


  At least you’ve got his child, Susanna thought wistfully, as she held her sobbing friend. She and John had hoped for a child, hoped year after year; but no child came, and now she had nothing of John Slack except a few notes he had written her while they were courting, and of course, her memories, memories of being married to the best cowboy in the Rio Grande Valley. They had once hoped to have a ranch, as well as a child, but now John was dead, and Susanna had neither. She had been forced to move to town and take a job clerking in the general store, to support herself.


  Doobie would not be comforted. Remembering her own loss made Susanna a poor comforter, anyway. Soon, she was crying, too.


  “He won’t come back, he’ll never come back,” Doobie said, again and again. She had never been so convinced of anything as she was that her husband, Ted Plunkert, was gone for good. Little Eddie would never know his father. She would never again have a husband, to hold her tight in the night.


  “I was going to give him a new saddle,” Doobie said, hopelessly, to Susanna. Indeed, she had been skimping and saving for just that purpose. She had paid down the immense sum of eight dollars to old Jesus, the local saddlemaker. She had discussed Ted’s new saddle with Jesus in great detail. Doobie had even begun to take in sewing, to pay for the saddle. Old Jesus had promised it to her by the spring.


  Doobie’s dream was that someday Sheriff Jekyll would move away and Ted would be sheriff of Laredo. She thought Ted would be a wonderful sheriff; maybe little Eddie could be his deputy, when he grew up. She wanted Ted to have a saddle worthy of the sheriff of Laredo.


  Now that little dream was lost, too. Jesus had already started on the saddle. Maybe the best thing she could do would be to let him finish it. It could be little Eddie’s saddle, one day.


  “I hate that old man Call,” Doobie said. She felt weak from crying so much and so hard, but not too weak to hate what she hated. She had only seen the old man from a distance; the Yankee, too; but she hated them both. They had ridden in and taken her Ted. She hoped they were both killed, and that the buzzards ate their guts.


  “Who does he think he is anyway, just to come here and take people, like that?” she asked Susanna.


  Susanna was ten years older than Doobie. She had heard many stories about Captain Call, for the cowboys were always talking about him. But it had mainly just been men talking. She had not paid much attention. Doobie coming in so upset had upset her, too, and now it was almost time for her to go to work.


  “I think he was an Indian fighter,” Susanna said.


  “I wish the Indians had killed him, then,” Doobie said bitterly.


  “Don’t think about it,” Susanna advised.


  She soon had to leave for her job in the store. Doobie walked back home barefoot, not caring how she looked, not caring about anything. She wished an Indian would ride into town and kill her. It would be easier than suffering. But then, she remembered that she had to stay alive so that little Eddie could be born. It seemed hard, but she would have to do it. She would have to do it without Ted, too. Yesterday, he had been there; today he was gone, and he would not be back. Ted was not very tough. Doobie knew that. He would not be very hard to kill. Somebody would kill him—this Joey Garza, or someone else. She knew it in her bones.


  Doobie walked on home and hid in her bed all day, wondering who would be the one to bring her the news, and how long it would be before it came.


  12.


  AS A GIRL of ten, Maria had been given a crippled pony—not a true pony, but a small, spotted horse that had injured itself badly on some barbed wire strung by the men who owned the big ranch across the river. The men had been careless with their wire, and the little horse had become entangled in a coil and had cut one foot so badly that everyone thought it would lose its hoof. The villagers in Ojinaga were hoping that old Ramon, who owned the horse, would kill it and make horsemeat jerky.


  That was what the people of Ojinaga wanted, but that was not what Ramon wanted. Ramon, though already an old man, wanted Maria, who was only ten. Ramon had a wife named Carmila, a quarrelsome woman liked by no one, but liked least by Ramon, who’d endured her angry eyes and acid tongue for thirty years. Now Carmila was sick; it was thought she had a tumor in her womb. As the tumor grew, Carmila became even more angry and spiteful, and refused to be with Ramon. She told him she thought he had put the tumor in her womb out of spite because she would bear him no more children. She had already borne him thirteen.


  Denied relations with his wife, Ramon’s thoughts turned more and more to Maria, whose breasts were already budding. One day, noticing that Maria came every day to pet the crippled horse, the horse he had been thinking of making into jerky, Ramon impulsively gave it to Maria. He was not just being generous; he was preparing the way for a serious courtship. As soon as Carmila died, he meant to go to Tomas, Maria’s father, and ask for her hand.


  That plan failed, because Tomas and his oldest son and son-in-law got caught in Texas with twenty stolen horses. A Ranger troop led by Captain Call and Captain McCrae caught the men, and they were hung within an hour of their capture. Ramon considered, and decided not to take back the horse, which could walk fairly well, and even trot, although it had only three good legs.


  When the news came that her father and brother were dead, Maria took her horse, whom she called Three Legs, and walked far down the river, farther than she had ever gone before. She never rode Three Legs, but she loved him more than anything else in her life. Every day, she made a poultice for his wounded hoof, hoping it would heal. But a tendon had been severed when Three Legs got caught in the wire; with the tendon cut, the leg could not heal.


  During her time on the river, mourning for her father, Maria ate mesquite beans, and nibbled carefully at prickly pear apples. Once or twice she was able to scoop a little fish out of the water. The fish she ate raw. Once she caught a small turtle, meaning to eat it, but instead, she kept it for a few days and let it go. During the day, she walked with Three Legs, as he foraged. During the worst of the heat, she found shade. Often she looked across the river, at the hated place called Texas, where men killed other men over a few horses. She wanted to kill all the men who had hung her father and brother. She did not suppose it would ever be in her power to kill them, but she vowed to do it if she could.


  At night, she looked at the bright stars, sleeping little, listening to the river. She did not understand rivers. Where did so much water come from? She wondered if the river began in the sky, where the rain lived. On some days she didn’t eat at all, though always, she drank the cold water of the river.


  Ramon was furious with Maria, for going away with the horse he had given her. He wanted to find her and beat her, but in the end, he was too lazy to go look for her. It didn’t bother Ramon that Tomas and his boy had been hung. They were sloppy thieves, and it was no surprise to him that the Rangers had caught them and hung them. They had known the danger before they crossed the border. Horse thieves had to hang. That was the law on either side of the river.


  It angered Ramon that a girl of ten would take it upon herself to leave, without asking anyone, and with a horse he had given her. Carmila, his wife, was dying—she might go any day now. Her stomach was blue and swollen. She could not keep food down. All Ramon could think about, during Maria’s absence, were her little budding breasts. He wanted to touch fresh young breasts, not the tired sacks that Carmila had.


  Finally, Maria walked back to the village. The mesquite beans were gone, and she was hungry.


  Two days after Maria’s return, Ramon caught her in the cornfield. She was feeding Three Legs corn from her hand. Maria greeted Ramon with a friendly smile, but one look at his face told her that Ramon was not in a friendly mood. She knew little about men and women. She was shocked when Ramon simply shoved her down in the cornfield and began to pull at her clothes. She screamed, and Ramon hit her; she screamed again and he hit her again. Maria thought he had gone berserk when he tried to pry her legs apart. No one in the village came. Maria was weak from her fast, and Ramon was strong. Also, Maria was so shocked at the change in Ramon, who had been her neighbor all her life, that she did not know what to do. She thought his wife’s illness must have driven him insane. He was acting like a crazy man. His face was twisted, he bared his teeth, and he was ready to hit her again if she tried to scream.


  Maria gave up. Her life had become nothing but pain. She was surprised by Ramon’s pleasure, which soon dripped out of her, along with her own blood. While he still held her down, Ramon told Maria that he wanted her to live with him now. Carmila would soon be dead. As soon as she died, he would marry Maria. Even as he crushed her into the dirt, Ramon was eager to let Maria know that his intentions were good.


  Maria was almost more shocked by what Ramon told her than by what he had done to her. She did not want to marry Ramon, or anyone. What had happened in the cornfield frightened her and hurt her, but it also taught her something. It taught her what men really wanted of women. What they really wanted was what Ramon had just taken from her.


  Carmila died the next day. Two days after her funeral, Maria’s mother, Silvana, told Maria that Ramon had asked to marry her. Silvana thought Maria should do it. Ramon had money—not much, but more than they had. Maria had two younger brothers and a little sister. They were mouths that Silvana had to struggle hard to feed. She did not think much of Ramon, but he was no worse than most men. If Maria married him he might be kind to her family, to Silvana and the little ones.


  Again, Maria was shocked. She knew that her mother was tired. Silvana had worked hard all her life, she had lost a husband and a grown son. She had given up. Maria knew what it was to give up, for she had given up in the cornfield, given up because she was afraid a crazy old man might kill her.


  Still, Maria had no intention of marrying Ramon, or anyone.


  “He is a bad man,” Maria told her mother. “He did a bad thing to me.” She had not meant to tell about the bad thing, but she could not hold back.


  Silvana was saddened by this news. It confirmed a fear that she had had for two years: Ramon was not to be trusted around Maria. Silvana cried, but not for long. It was only one more sorrow, heaped on many others, so many that Silvana could not cry long for any of them.


  “He is not as bad as some men,” Silvana pointed out.


  “He is a bad man, he bit me!” Maria said. She showed her mother a mark on her shoulder, a mark Ramon had put there with his teeth.


  “He is not even as bad as your father,” Silvana said. “Your father did worse things. Marry Ramon, Maria. It will help us eat.”


  But Maria wouldn’t, not even if they all starved.


  Silvana had to tell Ramon that Maria had refused. She was a stubborn girl, stubborn enough to deny her mother’s wish.


  Ramon did not take this news well. He cursed Silvana, and he told her he did not think she had asked Maria. He was only seventy-two, and he had given the girl a horse; crippled, it was true, but still a horse. How many men in Ojinaga were wealthy enough to give a ten-year-old girl a horse?


  After that, Ramon watched Maria constantly. He became obsessed with her. Sometimes he even crawled up to her window at night, hoping to see her undress. He watched the cornfield, meaning to catch her again and repeat what he had done. Soon, he was convinced, Maria would accept him. She was not experienced. If she would consent, or if he could catch her, she would realize that he was a good man. Soon she would welcome his attentions, he was convinced of it.


  But while Ramon was watching Maria, Maria also watched him. She would not be caught again, as she had been caught when she thought Ramon was her friend. Now she knew what he was, and he was not her friend. Perhaps no men would be her friends, not if they went crazy, as Ramon had, every time they wanted to go between her legs. Not if all they wanted was to make her serve their pleasure. She was determined that Ramon, for one, would never have that pleasure with her again. Her dead brother had left an old machete behind when he went to Texas on the raid that led to his death. The machete was dull, but Maria carefully sharpened it on the grindstone until its blade was as keen as a razor. She began to wear the machete in its scabbard over her shoulder. Whenever she led Three Legs into the cornfield in search of fodder, she carried the machete in one hand.


  One day, when Silvana had gone to the river to wash clothes, Ramon snuck into her house, hoping to take Maria by surprise. Instead, he found her just inside the door, in the dim kitchen, her machete gripped in both hands.


  Ramon cursed her bitterly, then. But he didn’t challenge her knife. He was too slow, and his eyesight was not good. Maria might cut him badly before he subdued her; he might bleed to death, or get an infection in the cut. Many men he knew had died from infections in the cuts they received in fighting. Ramon did not plan to lose his life because a ten-year-old girl cut him with a machete.


  That afternoon, when Silvana was back, Ramon came over and offered to buy Maria. He could not get the girl off his mind. He felt that the rest of his life would be a sour thing if he could not have Maria. He wanted her so badly that he offered Silvana two hundred pesos for her. Two hundred pesos was an unheard-of price for a girl so young and inexperienced.


  To Ramon’s surprise and chagrin, Silvana countered by offering herself, in Maria’s stead.


  “She doesn’t want you,” Silvana said. “She won’t marry you. Take me. I am your neighbor and I need a husband.”


  Ramon was outraged. He wanted the girl, not the mother.


  “You are too old,” he said. “Almost as old as Carmila. Sell me the girl.”


  “She won’t go with you. She’ll cut you when you’re asleep,” Silvana said. “Tomas’s mother was part Apache. Maria is like her. They are not afraid to cut men.”


  “I didn’t know Tomas’s mother,” Ramon said, a little daunted. He did not like Apaches. But he still wanted Maria, and he said so.


  “No, she won’t marry you,” Silvana repeated. “Take me. I am not so old.”


  Silvana had not expected to offer herself to a man who wanted her daughter, but then, she had not expected many things that had happened in her life. This was just one more surprise, and it would help her feed her children.


  Ramon spat, and turned away in disgust. He did not want any more old women.


  The next morning, a gunshot woke Maria. Fear went through her heart. She ran outside with the machete, but she was too late. Ramon had shot Three Legs. He didn’t make him into jerky, though. He just led him out beyond the cornfield and shot him.


  Maria cried until she couldn’t cry anymore. When her mother came to comfort her, she stopped crying and became like a stone. It was another lesson about men: they wanted only one thing, and they were vengeful if they didn’t get it, or enough of it. Later, she was to learn that if someone else got what they wanted, they were even more vengeful.


  A few weeks later, Ramon changed his mind and took Silvana. He had begun to be a little bit afraid of the girl; after all, she was part Apache. She might cut him in his sleep. Whenever he looked at her, he saw hatred in her eyes, black hatred. He began to avoid her, especially to avoid her hating eyes. Her hatred was too black. She might be a witch. He began to be fearful that Maria would sneak in and cut him in his own house. She was only a filthy Indian. He had been a fool to want her.


  Silvana was not so old, after all. She did not smell bad, as Carmila had. She was a decent Mexican woman, and she had something of the beauty her daughter had. Ramon didn’t want to marry her, but he took her into his house. Her brats had to stay in her house, though. He gave her a little money for their food, but he didn’t want them underfoot.


  Silvana’s younger children, the two boys and the little girl, stayed with Maria in Silvana’s house. Maria became their mother. They saw little of Silvana, once she became Ramon’s woman, although his house was only a few steps away.


  Maria forgave her mother. She knew that Silvana was only tired. She had accepted Ramon because her spirit was weary and dying. Only a woman whose spirit was dying would submit to a man like Ramon.


  When Ramon killed Three Legs, Maria felt that her spirit might die, too. She had loved her horse more than anything. But her spirit didn’t die. Her hatred kept it alive, hatred of Ramon, and for a time, hatred of all men. They were creatures of violence, brutes. Maria planned to live alone. She would raise her brothers and sister, but she did not plan to live with a man, as other women did. The only way a man would have her was if he was quicker and stronger and took her, as Ramon had.


  Silvana gave Ramon two more children. Much of the time, they lived with Maria and the other little ones. Maria felt sorry for her mother, because her spirit was so damaged. She helped her mother as much as she could. But she never turned her back on Ramon. All she gave him was the hatred in her eyes.


  In time, Ramon came to fear Maria as he feared his own death.


  In the matter of men, though, Maria was wrong. She never expected to be with one willingly. But the years passed, and then Carlos Garza rode into town. He was then a vaquero who worked in the south. She saw him looking at her, and when he spoke to her in his soft voice, she felt a change inside her. A few days later, she went with Carlos willingly and even eagerly. Only later was Maria to learn that Carlos’s soft voice belied his jealous nature. Soon after she went with him the first time, Carlos gave her a horse, a little white gelding who was too slow for cattle work. Maria named her little horse Chapo, because he was so short.


  The day after Carlos gave Maria the horse, the two of them rode together, far down the river, past the place where Maria had gone to mourn her father. They entered a canyon whose great cliffs rose over the river. Carlos Garza looked especially beautiful to her that day. She was eager for him, more eager than she had ever been before.


  In the time of their ride, Joey was conceived.


  After Carlos gave her Chapo, Maria was never without a horse. Maria traded work for corn, in order to feed her boy and her horse.


  Joey was six when Juan Castro sold him to the Apaches. He was gone two years. Maria had begun to give up before her son came back, and once he did return, she found she had to give up again, though in a different way. Juan Castro had traded away a good boy, a child she loved, but the boy who came back was not even a child she knew. No one knew Joey Garza. He was the most beautiful boy in the village; the girls looked at him, and hoped.


  But they hoped in vain. It was to be that anyone who invested hope in Joey Garza hoped in vain. From the time he was ten, he often left the village, to be gone for a month or more. Maria wondered if he went back to the Apaches, if the Indian ways were stronger than her ways. Once she asked him if he went to the Apaches. Joey merely looked at her, smiling.


  “Why do you care?” he asked.


  “You’re my son,” she said. “Can’t I be curious? I wonder about you.”


  “I don’t go to the Apaches,” Joey said. “If I ever go to the Apaches again, it will be to kill the ones who beat me.”


  Later, by accident, Maria found out the truth. Joey went down the river, as far down as Laredo, and he went to steal. He was a thief, and a gifted one. Olin Roy told her about Joey’s thieving. Olin said that Joey had found a cave, somewhere in the mountains north of Boquillas. Olin had glimpsed Joey once, at dusk, on the Mexican side of the river. Joey had been carrying a fine saddle, with silver trappings; the silver shone in the late light. Olin knew the saddle was stolen, because only two nights earlier he had stayed at the home of the hidalgo Joey stole it from. The old man thought an Indian had taken it, because there were no horse tracks leading to or from his ranch. There were no tracks at all.


  It was a long way from the hidalgo’s ranch to the mountains near Boquillas. And yet Joey was there, by the river, carrying the saddle. It was a thing an Apache could do. Apaches had little use for horses. They walked, and they left no tracks.


  Olin Roy camped near the river that night, meaning to see if he could find Joey the next day. But Olin didn’t find him. There were many caves in the high, limy cliffs, and the mountains rolled back for many miles into Texas, where the river made its great bend. Cougars lived in the caves, cougars and even a few grizzly bears.


  Olin told Billy Williams what he had seen, and Billy told many others. Soon a legend was born, the legend of Joey Garza’s cave. It was said that Joey was filling a cave with things he had stolen: rifles, fine spurs, fancy bridles, ivory combs, and jewels, stolen from the bedrooms of rich ranchers on both sides of the river. The river was no boundary to Joey. He crossed it as he would cross any stream.


  Olin told Maria what he had seen. He loved Maria, and knew that she worried about her son. He also knew that things had not been good between mother and son since Joey returned from the Apaches.


  “When he left here he was on a horse, a sorrel he got from Ramon’s son,” Maria said, in response to Olin’s news. “When he came back, he was walking. He leaves on horseback—he returns on foot. Or he leaves on foot and returns with a horse. He’s a boy I don’t understand.”


  “Maybe Joey eats the horses. Apaches do, you know,” Olin said, when he was discussing the matter with Billy Williams. “It’s a long way from Ojinaga to Laredo, but Joey steals from Laredo like it was a candy store.”


  “If he steals horses, then it’s better that he eats them,” Billy said. He had always liked Joey. He thought he was a good boy, but strange. Being strange was not something he could hold against anyone; after all, he himself was strange.


  “Life makes everybody strange, if you keep living long enough,” Billy told Maria, once.


  Maria disagreed. “I am not strange,” she said. “I could be a happy woman, if I had a little help.”


  “Well, I’ll help you,” Billy said. “You name it, I’ll do it.”


  “If you really wanted to help me, I wouldn’t have to name it,” Maria said. “You’d be doing it right now.”


  She smiled when she said it, though.


  Billy Williams felt disquieted. They had just eaten a good meal, cabrito and frijoles. What could it be that Maria wanted help with? He considered asking, but in the end, he didn’t. He got drunk instead.


  Maria had almost no money. She worked as a midwife for food, for herself and Rafael and Teresa. Her two brothers had run away to Texas, and her little sister had died one winter; she got a sickness in her chest and died within a week. Maria had to work hard to see that there was enough food for Rafael and Teresa. When Joey returned from his journeys, he always had money. He wore it in a belt that went across his shoulders, like the belt of the machete she had once carried to defend herself against Ramon.


  It angered Maria that her son would not share his money, not even the few pesos it would have taken, every week, to keep his family in food. Besides her midwifing, Maria did washing and cleaning, so as to be able to give corn and frijoles to her children.


  Joey liked for his mother to wash his clothes, because she did it well. When she did them, they were clean and soft. Joey took the soft, clean clothes as his due. He never offered to pay for the food he ate, and he took no notice of his brother and sister at all, unless he was in the mood to torment one of them.


  One day when Maria was tired and angry—an old man she cooked for had tried to poke his bony hand between her legs, and when she shoved him away, he spat at her—she challenged Joey about the cave.


  “I hear you have a cave full of treasures near Boquillas,” she said. “Is that true?”


  Joey looked at her insolently, as he always did when questioned. Who was this woman to ask questions of him? She was a woman who had whored with four men. Perhaps there had been even more.


  “Where do you go, when you go?” Maria asked, when Joey said nothing. She felt like slapping him, maybe punching him with her fist. Rafael and Teresa, her damaged children, loved her. Even Rafael would come to her bed and try to speak to her, to express his little hopes. If he had a new chick, he would bring it to his mother and offer it to her as a present, cupping it tenderly in his large hands. Teresa would come to her bed to cuddle with her every morning. If Maria was sad, if tears leaked from her eyes, Teresa would whisper to her and wipe the tears away.


  “Don’t worry, Mama,” Teresa said. “I am here. Rafael is here. We will take care of you.”


  It made Maria angry that her children who had no gifts—one who could not see, the other who could not reason—would help her with their love; while Joey, the brilliant one, the one whose mind was quick as a young deer, whose eyes were blue, whose teeth were so white that girls and even grown women melted at his smile—Joey gave nothing, not even little scraps of information. Maria did not really much want his money; what she wanted was his help.


  “Someone saw you near Boquillas,” Maria said. “Near the cave where you keep the treasures.”


  “I don’t have a cave,” Joey said. “I go to Piedras Negras, not Boquillas. There is nothing in Boquillas.”


  Maria thought of following Joey to his cave. She didn’t believe him when he said he didn’t have one. She didn’t want his money for herself, she wanted it for her children. She had heard that in the City of Mexico, there were doctors who could cure many ills. It was said that there were doctors who could make blind people see. She wanted to take Teresa to such a doctor. It saddened her that her little girl had never seen the beauty of the world.


  Also, she had heard that there were doctors who could help people whose minds were incomplete, or whose thoughts could not stay in order. She wanted to take Rafael to such a doctor, so that someday he could think like other people.


  Maria wanted to take her children and go and seek the great doctors, in the City of Mexico, but she had no money. Joey had money. Maria wished he could be generous and give her what she needed, but she knew he never would. Joey was not generous, and not interested in her life or the lives of his brother and sister. He was only interested in himself.


  “You help no one,” she said to Joey one day, bitter.


  “I help myself,” Joey said.


  “Are you the only one in the world?” Maria asked. “What is wrong with you?”


  Joey didn’t answer. He left, as he always did if she asked questions.


  The day Maria rode off to Crow Town to warn Joey that Captain Call, the famous manhunter, had been sent to kill him, Billy Williams sobered up and made food for Maria’s children.


  As he cooked and set the plates, Billy felt sad. He should have gone with Maria, although he was nearly as blind as Teresa. He would have gone if Maria had asked him, should have gone, even though she hadn’t asked. He was too old for places such as Crow Town. Going there might mean his death, but it also might mean Maria’s death. He would worry now until the moment he saw her again. He wondered if Maria had refused him because he was a Texan. After all, her husbands had been Mexican. He didn’t know if that had been her reason. Probably he had made some mistake and Maria had turned away from him instead of toward him. He ate his frijoles in sadness; he was old; it was too late. The large boy crooned, the little blind girl chattered. Billy thought it would be enough if Maria could just escape harm, if she could return from Crow Town to her children. His job was to stay sober and take care of her children.


  Later, though, when Maria’s children were asleep on their little pallets, the power of the lost, never captured love became too much for Billy. He couldn’t bear it, not sober. And he began to get drunk again.


  13.


  “NOW YOU WISH you’d gone, don’t you?” Lorena said.


  Pea was standing just outside their back door, looking across the plains. It was past time to get the team hitched, to begin the day’s work, but he was just standing there, looking across the plains. A norther had blown in around morning, and it was going to be a cold ride to school. But that wasn’t what worried Lorena. For nearly a month after sending Call off without him, Pea Eye had worked with a will. But then, his will began to falter. Usually, he was out of bed and at work in the kitchen, getting a fire started or the boys up or making a beginning at breakfast, before she finished feeding Laurie and hauled herself from under the covers. Ten minutes more in bed, to gather her energies for the day, was something Lorena had come to count on, but she was able to count on it only because Pea was so good about getting up and getting started with the early chores.


  He still got up and made a start on things, but with only half a will. He made mistakes, put one boy into another boy’s clothes, burned the porridge; he seemed to be distracted, or in a daze, or something. Instead of saving her time, he cost her time, all of it spent correcting his mistakes.


  The same distractedness stayed with him throughout the day. Clarie complained that he gave hay to the horses, but forgot the milk cow. He went off to work, as he always did, but instead of working from dawn until dark as he had to if the farm was to flourish, he would come home in the middle of the afternoon. Often, she would find him in the barn, when she returned from school. He would have taken a harness to the workbench, meaning to repair it, but then he didn’t repair it. He would just hold it, and go into his daze.


  Lorena let him be for three weeks. She had days when she didn’t concentrate so well, either. Sometimes, she forgot things too, or did them badly, or just felt lazy. She didn’t fret that much about human inconsistence, for she was human, and inconsistent herself.


  But after a time, Pea’s distractedness began to irritate her. They all had their work; she wanted him to do his, as she did hers. Hard work was the basis of their life. In the past, when Pea had gone off with Call, she and Clarie had worked harder than ever, so they would still have a life and a farm when Pea got back. They did well, too. They couldn’t do all the fieldwork, but otherwise, they kept things going so well that sometimes, it took a week or two to adjust to having Pea back. None of the stock died, the barn didn’t burn down, and the essential things got done.


  Picking up the slack when Pea Eye was gone was one thing; having to pick it up when he was there was vexing. Even more vexing was the cause of his distraction: he wished he had gone with Captain Call.


  Lorena stepped outside, in the cutting wind, and repeated herself.


  “Now you wish you’d gone, don’t you?” she said again.


  “I wish the Captain hadn’t gone,” Pea Eye said. “I wish he’d quit.”


  “Quit and do what?” Lorena asked. “He doesn’t know how to do anything but kill.”


  “That ain’t fair, Lorie,” Pea Eye said. If there was one thing he hated to do, it was argue with Lorena, his wife, about Captain Call, his old commander. Yet that was exactly what he was doing, and in a cold wind, too.


  “It is true,” Lorena said. “Maybe in the days of the Indian troubles there was a need for a man like him.”


  “You know there was. Look what Blue Duck did, and he was just one man,” Pea Eye said.


  “I don’t need to remember what Blue Duck did,” Lorena said. “I taught myself to forget it. Clara taught me about forgetting things like that.”


  “Why, he never bothered Clara,” Pea Eye said. He, too, tried not to think about the terrible time when Blue Duck, one of the worst outlaws ever to terrorize the plains, had kidnapped Lorena. Gus McCrae had rescued her and she had survived; she had recovered, and become his wife. What had happened with Blue Duck was the kind of thing that happened to people all over the frontier, in those days. He himself had fought over twenty engagements with Indians, and the first one had frightened him the most. It was known to locals as the Battle of the Stone Houses. The Indians fired the grass and stole the Rangers’ horses, putting them afoot in territory where it was easily possible to starve. They hadn’t starved, but Pea Eye had been a little deaf in his left ear ever since, the result of a terrified Ranger firing his rifle into the smoke, when the smoke was so thick he was unaware that Pea Eye was kneeling only a yard away.


  Those had been hard times. Without the Captain’s and Gus’s leadership, Pea Eye doubted that he would have been alive to try dirt farming on the plains.


  Clara Allen, though, lived in Nebraska. So far as he knew, she had never been taken by anyone as bad as Blue Duck.


  “Clara has things to forget, too,” Lorena insisted. “There’s other kinds of bad things besides what happened to me. All three of her boys died. We got three boys. How would we be if all three of them died?”


  “Oh, Lord, don’t even mention it,” Pea Eye said. “Let’s get back in the house.”


  He felt chastened. Of course, losing children was worse than being half deafened in a fight; the thought of his children dying was not something he even wanted to let his mind approach. Lorie, as usual, was right. Life was hard for women, too, even though they didn’t often have to go into battle.


  “Clara has more to forget than I do,” Lorena said, saddened by her own statement and by the memory of Clara’s kindness—and Clara’s sadness, which, now that Clara was older and had seen her girls marry, only seemed to sit on her the more heavily, judging from the letters she wrote Lorena. At least Clara loved horses, and had her herd to work with.


  “If I was to lose three children, I’d give up,” she told her husband. “If I even lost one child, I might give up. But Clara lost all her boys, and she didn’t give up. And everything she did for me she did after her grief.”


  “I wasn’t saying anything bad about Clara,” Pea Eye said. “I guess if it hadn’t been for her, we might not have come together, and I wouldn’t have none of this. I’m obliged to Clara, and I always will be. I didn’t have nothing but the clothes on my back, and she helped me. I ain’t the kind of man who forgets the folks that helped him.


  “It’s just that Captain Call is one of the folks who helped me,” he said. “Now he came asking for my help, and I didn’t go. I can’t not feel that’s wrong, even though I know I’d feel wronger if I went.”


  “Not wronger—more wrong,” Lorena corrected.


  All of a sudden, without her wanting it or even expecting it, tears flooded her eyes, tears of anger and hurt. It would never be finished, the trouble over Call, not while the Captain was alive, it wouldn’t.


  “Go!” she said, vehemently. “Go! I want you to. I’ll never really have you while he’s alive, and neither will the children. Go! And if you get killed, good riddance!”


  Pea Eye looked at her, stunned.


  “I don’t want to go,” he said. “I told you why and I told the Captain why. Since we been married, I ain’t really wanted to go.”


  “Haven’t really wanted to go!” she corrected him, again. “Haven’t!”


  Pea Eye just looked at her, bewildered. He saw her tears and her anger, but didn’t really understand that she was trying to correct his grammar.


  “I didn’t go,” he pointed out. “I didn’t go. I didn’t want to, neither. It’s just that I feel bad for the Captain. I can’t help it.”


  Lorena turned away. It was a subject she was sick of. She didn’t speak another word to Pea, before leaving for school. But the sad look in his eyes, when she and the children left, made her feel sorry all day, and as soon as she got home she went down to the barn, where she found him trying to straighten a horseshoe. He was not that good with tools, Pea wasn’t. Clarie could often fix things that left Pea Eye at a loss.


  But seeing him holding the shoe in his hand—it seemed to Lorena that he was just making it more bent—touched her. He was not mechanical, or even very competent physically. It was a wonder he had survived, in a place where physical competence was so important. Yet his very lack of skill in areas where most frontiersmen excelled, moved her. It always had. Pea Eye was a man she could do things for, and he would let her do things for him. He accepted her instruction gratefully, whereas most men she had tried to instruct, in even small, unimportant matters, had usually bristled and become angry; in some cases, even violently angry. But Pea Eye had no violence in him, and he surrendered meekly and tried to pay attention when she or Clarie was trying to show him how to do some simple task.


  “I didn’t mean that about good riddance if you didn’t come back,” she said. “I’m sorry I said it. I was just mad.”


  When Lorena apologized to him, which she did almost every time she got mad at him, and she got mad at him fairly often, Pea Eye felt even more unhappy. Lorena oughtn’t to be having to apologize. In his eyes, Lorie was never wrong. If they disagreed, he was the one who was wrong. In the matter of the Captain, he had to feel doubly wrong: in relation to Lorena and his family, if he went; in relation to the Captain, if he didn’t.


  But this time, it seemed, he felt even worse. The Captain had looked old, when they met by the train. In fact, the Captain was old. He oughtn’t to be chasing bandits, at his age. Of course, ordinary bandits, of which there were a great many still running loose in the West, would give the Captain no trouble, even at his age.


  It was just that the Garza boy didn’t sound like an ordinary bandit. Pea Eye had run into Charles Goodnight while at the blacksmith’s in Quitaque, and Goodnight had been startled to see him.


  “Thought you went with Call to run down the Garza boy,” he said, looking gruff.


  “No, my family’s got too big,” Pea Eye said. Charles Goodnight was a stern fellow, even when he wasn’t being gruff. Being even slightly in his disfavor was not comfortable.


  “I’ve got a new little one, and my wife has to teach school,” Pea said, though he felt explanation was hopeless. All the good reasons he could muster for not going with the Captain weren’t likely to be good reasons to Mr. Goodnight. He would doubtless view them as the Captain had—excuse, made by a man who had no stomach for conflict, anymore.


  “I don’t care to know the details,” Goodnight said, looking critically at the hoof of a horse that had just been shod.


  “Well, the Captain went away, with the man from the railroad,” Pea explained. “That’s a young boy he’s after. I doubt he’ll give the Captain much trouble, the young ones never do.”


  “You’re scarce on your facts,” Goodnight said, lifting the hoof so high that the horse almost fell over. Goodnight was a big man. Though old, he could still lift most of a horse, if it was necessary.


  “What facts?” Pea Eye asked. “We don’t hear that much news, out at the farm.”


  “They estimate Joey Garza has killed over thirty men, and that’s just the ones who’ve been found,” Goodnight said. “There may be more who haven’t been found and never will be found. He shoots a German rifle with a telescope sight. They say he can kill at five hundred yards, which is farther than most people can see. Half the line riders west of the Pecos may be dead, for all we know. Who’s going to find a line rider, if he’s shot fifty miles from the bunkhouse? Who would even miss one? Line riders don’t come back half the time, anyway.”


  Pea had seen rifles with telescope sights. They had been available for many years. But they were too slow for most of the rangering action, and so he had never fired one. The notion that a man could be killed at five hundred yards, other than by a freak shot such as the famous one Billy Dixon had made during the Adobe Walls fight, was difficult to grasp. Most of the killing he had seen had taken place at distances under thirty yards, and in many cases, under twenty yards. Five hundred yards was about the distance from Lorie’s schoolhouse to the Red River. He himself could see a bull, or a buffalo, at that distance, but that didn’t mean he could hit it if he shot at it.


  “Good Lord, I hadn’t heard any of that,” he told Goodnight.


  “You ought to have gone with your Captain,” Goodnight said bluntly. “This is a time when he might need an experienced man.”


  “Well, I swear,” Pea Eye said. He felt bad in his stomach, suddenly. Mr. Goodnight was probably right. He should have gone.


  “I guess the Captain will manage,” he said, guiltily.


  “In my opinion, Woodrow Call is a fool, to be pursuing young killers at his age,” Goodnight said. “I’m his age, and I ain’t pursuing young killers.”


  Pea Eye was silent. His sense of guilt was swelling within him. He had become sick at his stomach, just from the weight of the old man’s displeasure.


  “Is he that dangerous, this boy?” Pea asked.


  “The whole Comanche nation would take a year to kill thirty men, and that would be in a good year, too,” Goodnight replied, looking at Pea Eye solemnly.


  Then, as if suddenly weary of his thoughts, or perhaps even of thinking, Goodnight set the gelding’s foot down, and mounted him.


  “There’s always a time when you don’t win,” he said. “With me, it’s lawyers. I’ve never won against any lawyer, not even the dumb ones. But lawyers just rob you legally. They don’t shoot German rifles with telescope sights.”


  Pea Eye had met only two lawyers. One of them lived in Quanah and had drawn up the deed when he and Lorena bought the farm.


  “There’s always a trip you don’t come back from,” Goodnight said. He turned his horse, as if to leave, and then turned back again, stood up in his stirrups, reached in his pocket and found several coins, which he handed to the blacksmith.


  “Were you just going to let me ride off without paying you?” he asked the young blacksmith.


  “Yes, sir,” the blacksmith, Jim Peeples, replied. It would never have occurred to him to ask Charles Goodnight for money.


  “Well, that would have been a damn nuisance,” Goodnight said. “Then I’d have had to ride the whole way back to pay you. If you want to thrive in business, you better learn to speak up.”


  “Yes, sir,” Jim Peeples said, terrified. He had never supposed Charles Goodnight would speak to him at all, much less lecture him. It was a little like being lectured by God, or at least, by the prophet Moses. Jim Peeples was a Baptist. He read the Bible every night, and much of Sunday, too. He didn’t really think he had a clear picture of how God looked, but he did think he could imagine the prophet Moses fairly accurately. In Jim Peeples’s opinion, Moses had looked a lot like Charles Goodnight.


  Goodnight looked down at Pea Eye. The man had made a remarkable walk, nearly a hundred miles, naked, through the Cheyenne country to find Call and bring him to where his wounded partner, Augustus McCrae, lay dying. It was a great thing, in Goodnight’s view, that walk. Not too many men, in his experience, had achieved a great thing, even one. Very few ever achieved more than one, he knew. He had led men himself, many men. Men as faithful as Pea Eye had been to Call had served with him until they fell, and the best of them had fallen. Goodnight was a married man himself, but had no children. He had always wondered what it meant, to have offspring. How would it affect his leadership, his ability to go and keep going, his attitude toward the dangers of the trail? It hadn’t happened, but he didn’t suppose it would have simplified matters if he had. In a time of danger, he had sometimes thought of his wife, but he always thought of his men. He did not worry too much about his wife. He had never supposed himself to be a very good husband; he had always been too busy. His wife was an able woman, and would probably be happier with someone more settled, if something happened to him. But he had never had to worry about children, and the man who stood before him did have to worry about children.


  “I suppose your wife don’t like it,” he said.


  “Don’t like what?” Pea Eye asked. He was a little surprised to find himself in such a lengthy discussion with Charles Goodnight, a man known all over the West for his dislike of long conversations.


  “You and Call,” Goodnight said. “Divided loyalties don’t appeal to women, not that I’ve noticed.”


  “I ain’t divided, I’m loyal to them both,” Pea Eye replied.


  “That would be fine if Call was bunking with you,” Goodnight said. “That fact is, he bunks with me, when he bunks, which ain’t much. He sure don’t bunk with you, though. Now, he’s in Mexico, chasing a boy with a German rifle and a dern good eye, if he can shoot people at five hundred yards.”


  Pea Eye didn’t know what to say. Captain Call had been in danger much of his life, but Pea Eye, in the years he had been with him, had never really considered that the Captain might be killed. That was Goodnight’s point, though—the Captain might be killed.


  “You think Joey Garza could kill the Captain?” he asked.


  “Yes, I do,” Goodnight said, and turned and rode away.


  Pea walked back to the house with Lorena, after her apology. They had a good supper. The children were peaceful, for once. Lorena read the boys stories until they fell asleep. Little Laurie liked to listen to the stories, too; at least, she liked to listen to her mother’s voice while her mother was reading. Her little eyes were so bright. She waved her hands but she was very quiet while Lorena read.


  It was a fine evening, but in the middle of the night, Pea Eye woke with a start. He was shivering, as if with a chill. It seemed to him that death was in bed with them. When he had been trapped with Gus under the cutback in Montana, his death almost a certainty, he hadn’t given it much thought. He had too much to do, keeping alive, to worry about dying. Then, on the last day of the long, cold, hungry walk out, he had begun to feel that perhaps he was dead; in the dark of the last morning, he had felt that Deets, his friend the black cowboy, was walking beside him, guiding him. Deets was dead; if he was with Deets, he must be dead too.


  But he hadn’t been. Within a few hours, Pea Eye found the herd, and Deets, if he was there, went back to the place of ghosts.


  Now, though, with Lorena beside him and their five children in the house near him, Pea Eye faced death as a thought and as a fact, in a way he never had. Far south, below the border, Captain Call might be facing it, even at that moment. Little Laurie might be taken, the next time she had the croup. Lorie might be taken, the next time she bore a child. What would it mean, if any one of them died?


  Lorena knew Pea Eye was awake. She had awakened while he slept, for he was restless in his sleep and had scraped one of her legs with a toenail. He was lazy about cutting his toenails and rarely cut them until she had complained two or three times.


  But it wasn’t the scrape from the toenail that bothered her. A bad dream had come, from the past, from the time when she had been with bad men. She always tried to pull herself out of such dreams as quickly as possible. Better to face those memories awake, with thoughts of her husband and children to support her, than to let the dream carry her far down, into the depths of pain and fear.


  “Lorie, I’m scared,” Pea Eye said. “I’m so scared, I’ve got a chill.”


  Lorena put her arms around him. Indeed, he was clammy, as if sweating out a fever. His skin was cold.


  “Maybe you’re getting what Georgie has,” Lorena said. Georgie had been running a high fever for several days.


  “I’ll get you warm,” she said, pulling her body close to his.


  “I ain’t cold outside—it’s inside,” Pea said, though he was glad Lorie was lying close to him. It had seemed a miracle, the first time she had drawn him into her body. It still seemed a miracle that he, who had never been able to rise higher than the rank of corporal, could be wanted by a woman as fine as Lorie, and have the warmth and the pleasure of her body, in the bed at night, through his life. She was generous with him. He knew from the complaints of other men, that all women weren’t so generous. He put his arms around her and held her, grateful and warmer, but still frightened.


  Lorena liked it that she could comfort Pea Eye so easily, just by taking him into her arms. She hoped she wasn’t with child. It was too soon, for she was still tired from Laurie. But if she was, she did not plan to stop wanting her husband because of the inconveniences of pregnancy.


  Lorena knew that Clara Allen must be very wise to have advised her to marry Pea Eye. She had never expected to marry any man, or even to share a bed with one and want him. Too much of her life had been spent at the mercy of men she didn’t want, even of men she despised; or in having to refuse the love of decent men—Dish Boggett was the main one, although there had been others in Ogallala—whose feelings she couldn’t return.


  Why she had been able to return Pea Eye’s love, she really didn’t know. In a way, she thought Gus might have wished it. He and Pea had been friends. But perhaps that was silly. Gus had been as jealous as anyone, in his way. Still, Gus had loved Clara, and herself as well, and Pea had been Call’s corporal, and Clara her own best friend. Something had caused her to want Pea. Perhaps it was only his simple, honest need. And she still wanted him, which was more of a blessing than many people had in life. More than Clara had herself; she’d had no men since her husband’s death, years before.


  That made it all the harder to turn loose, though, to allow him to do his duty by old Captain Call. She might have to turn loose yet, probably would have to, but she still wanted to fight it, woman against man. That was what it was, too: woman against man. Her body, her spirit, her affection and passion, the children she and Pea shared, the life they shared on the farm that had cost them all her money and years of their energy. It was that against the old man with the gun, and the way of life that ought to have ended. Probably there was more to it—it involved the loyalty of fighting men to one another and to their leader, but Lorena gave that no respect, not where Pea Eye was concerned. He was a gentle man. He should never have been a Ranger, should never have had to deal out violence. There were many men who dealt out violence naturally. Old Call should never have had the use of one like Pea, a man who was comfortable with gentleness, who would spend hours taking prickly pear stickers out of the boys’ hands, working at each one gently until he got it out.


  Pea had never been meant for military life. He had turned out of it eagerly, happily, into a life with her. He loved best the days in the summer, when she didn’t have school to teach, when they could work together at some of the lighter tasks around the farm. He had driven a wagon all the way to Amarillo to get lilac bushes for her to plant, and had helped her cover the little plants against the biting northers and the freezes of February and March.


  She ought to win, Lorena knew. She held him in her arms, put her legs over his. She wanted him to know that there was more life with her; more children, if he wanted them; and more of her love.


  But Pea Eye was staring past her, even as he held her tight.


  “It’s like I dread something,” he said. “I dread something, Lorie.” He whispered it. Pea was always nervous about waking the children. His voice, when he whispered, was exactly like Georgie’s voice, when Georgie whispered his little secrets into his mother’s ear.


  Lorena felt some dread herself. She was only one woman, and she could only do so much. She knew she came first in Pea Eye’s affections. It wasn’t that he loved the Captain and not her. She had thought much about this subject—it had dominated their marriage, in a way—and the fact she couldn’t change was that the Captain had been there longer, in Pea Eye’s life. He was there first, and not by a week or two, either, but by many years. That was the fact she couldn’t eliminate. She could change her husband’s habits, and she had, but she couldn’t change his history, and it was in his history that the problem lay.


  “I ought to go find him,” Pea Eye whispered. “He’s an old man. I ain’t.”


  “You aren’t,” Lorena corrected. But then, what was the point of correcting his grammar if he was going to Call? Good grammar wouldn’t save him, and saving him was what mattered most, now.


  The dread that Pea Eye felt crossed into Lorena. They were both gripped by it, husband and wife. Lorena had watched him go away several times, always with irritation, but never with such trepidation. She hated to see him leave, but always before, she had assumed he would return. She didn’t know why this trip should be so different, and neither did Pea Eye. Yet they lay together, equally troubled, equally frightened.


  “At least I get paid in cash,” Pea Eye said.


  “I don’t care if you get paid in cash,” Lorena said. “Cash can’t hug me. It can’t make me a baby. It can’t be a father to Augie and Georgie and Ben and the girls.”


  “Well, it won’t have to,” Pea said. “I’ll come back.”


  “I don’t believe you, this time,” Lorena said. “If you go you won’t come back. We’ll never lie in the bed like this, again. I’ll get old and I won’t have you, and neither will the children.”


  Pea Eye said nothing. He had begun to have wild thoughts, one being that the Captain was already dead. That would mean that he didn’t have to go. But of course, if the Captain had been killed, he would have heard about it, and he hadn’t.


  Lorena didn’t say a thing, either; her thoughts were disordered, too. If Pea got killed, she would probably have to turn Dish Boggett down again. He kept a store in New Mexico and was still single, unless he had recently married. If Pea got killed, Dish would soon hear of it and ride over to court her. He wasn’t a bad man; in fact, he was a good man. But she didn’t want him, never had, and all the tea in China wouldn’t change that.


  I wish this would stop, she thought. I wish it would stop. It’s going to drive me crazy, if it don’t stop.


  In the morning, they were both as drained as if they had done three days’ work. Clarie had to deal with everything, including the chores and the younger children, too.


  “What’s wrong, Mama?” she asked, disturbed. “What’s wrong, Pa?”


  Neither parent would say. When Clarie went out to milk, Lorena made one last try.


  “What makes you think you can find him?” she asked. “He’s been gone nearly a month. He could be in the middle of Mexico by now. He could be as far away as the Pacific Ocean.”


  “I expect I can find the Captain,” Pea Eye said. “People notice, when he’s around. Roy Bean or somebody will know where he is.”


  “Go on, then, today,” Lorena said. “Go now. I can’t stand another night like last night. Go right now, before I leave for school.”


  Pea Eye got his slicker and his rifle and walked down to get his horse.


  “You’re going to ride?” Lorena asked, when he came back. “You could take the train. He took the train.”


  “No, I’ll ride. I might not find a trustworthy horse down on the border,” Pea said. Patches, his big bay with white spots, was a trustworthy horse.


  Pea Eye kissed each of his children goodbye. All of them cried, Clarie the most. She was a big, strong girl. The boys cried themselves out, and Laurie cried because everybody else was crying.


  Lorena went in and got ready for school. She dressed slowly, very slowly. Slowly, very slowly, she put her lesson books in order. Usually, she just threw them in her bag and sorted them out once she got to school. But this morning, she put them in order, carefully and slowly, as if her sanity or even her life depended upon keeping her schoolbooks in the correct order.


  It was all she could do, once she got outside, even to raise her eyes to her husband. But she did, just briefly. His eyes, though troubled, were the same honest eyes that had won through her reluctance, long ago, in Wyoming. She kissed him briefly, gave him a long, tight hug, and then, moving stiffly, like a woman whose back has been injured, helped her children into the buggy and drove away to school. The children all looked back at their father, but Lorena didn’t. She kept her eyes fixed on the plains ahead.


  Pea Eye put a little salt and pepper in a sack, stuck a small skillet in his saddlebags, and stood at his back door a minute, wondering when he would see them all again, his loved ones, already almost out of sight to the north.


  Then he mounted Patches, made sure his rifle and scabbard were tight, and turned himself south, toward Mexico, to go to the assistance of Captain Woodrow Call.


  14.


  ON HIS WAY into Mexico, Call stopped to say goodbye to Bolivar. The old man had been with him a long time. Seeing him brought back memories, good and bad, of the Ranger troop and the Hat Creek outfit: memories of Gus and Deets, Pea Eye and Newt, Call’s son. Only after the boy’s death, in Montana, had Call been able to admit that Newt had been his son. Now, with the boy several years dead, it made Call sad to think of him. He had fathered a son, but had not been a father to him, although Newt had lived with the Hat Creek outfit most of his short life. He had lived with the outfit, but as an employee, not a son. Now it was too late to change any of that. The memory of it was a sore that throbbed every time his mind touched it. Bolivar, who had not many more years to live, was so woven into Call’s memories of earlier days that Call had begun to hate leaving him behind, although Bolivar was an old, frail man who could not travel hard and perhaps ought not to travel at all.


  But leaving him behind had become, to Call, like leaving his own life behind.


  “Capitán, the bell! I can still ring the bell!” Bolivar said. He had a desperate look in his eye and a quaver in his voice. He saw that the capitán was about to leave without him. The two gringos with him were mounted, and there was a pack mule, well laden. It meant the capitán was going, perhaps never to come back.


  The bell he referred to was the dinner bell, near the livery stable in Lonesome Dove, a business that Call and his partner, Gus McCrae, had once owned. Bolivar had summoned them all to his never very appetizing meals by whacking the dinner bell with a broken crowbar. As he grew older and less in control of his mind, he sometimes rang the bell whether he had made a meal or not. He often rang it when there was no one in hearing to come and eat the meal he had made. Beating the bell with the broken crowbar took his mind off the disappointments of life. The bell rang so loudly that it almost deafened him, but he continued to beat it fiercely, nonetheless. His life had contained many disappointments, and he needed something to make him forget them, even if he was deafened in the process.


  Call, and Bolivar, too, regretted that the Hat Creek outfit was gone. What they had in common now was their regret. But the outfit was gone. Some of its members were dead, and those still living were scattered up the rivers and across the plains. Newt and Deets and Gus were no longer alive, and Call had the feeling that Bolivar might not be alive, either, when he returned to Laredo.


  “That old man needs a haircut,” Deputy Plunkert said, as they were leaving Nuevo Laredo. The old man’s white hair hung almost to his shoulders.


  “He tried to stab the barber with the scissors, the last time anyone tried to cut his hair,” Call explained.


  “I’d rather see him with hair down to his ankles than to trust him with anything he might hurt somebody with,” Brookshire said. He remembered, with rue, that Bolivar had grabbed a shotgun out of his hand and killed the best mule with it. He was glad Bolivar was being left behind; he had been a little worried that Call might relent and let him come with them, something that would not have pleased Colonel Terry.


  The fact that Captain Call immediately left Texas and crossed into Mexico startled Deputy Plunkert a bit. His personal preference would have been that they continue to travel on the Texas side of the river. He himself was not comfortable being south of the border, particularly if he was in the vicinity of Laredo itself. As a deputy, with his own badge, Ted Plunkert had participated in the hanging of several Mexicans. He had to shoot two Mexicans personally, and had to whack various Mexicans around a good bit. After all, it was his job, and the community expected it of him. He knew that, as a result of his very diligence, he had made himself not merely unpopular but hated, south of the border. Deputy Plunkert knew, too, that Mexican families were often vengeful, going to much trouble to avenge friends who had been wounded or killed. The deputy was prepared to make it clear to anyone who asked that he would be more comfortable on the Texas side of the river.


  “There’s a fair road up to Del Rio,” he said, only to be immediately slapped down by the Captain.


  “We’re not going to Del Rio,” Call said, bluntly. “I prefer to avoid settlements, when I can. There’s too much gossip, in settlements. We don’t want the Garza boy to know we’re coming, if we can help it.”


  Deputy Plunkert didn’t answer, but he found the Captain’s position discouraging. Before going five miles from his home, he had begun to entertain some powerful second thoughts.


  He had never supposed that the Captain would just jump right into Mexico. Of course, he knew they might have to cross into it sometime, but he had assumed that they would be several hundred miles up the river before that happened. His own bad reputation was mainly local. Five or six hundred miles upriver, they would be less likely to run into Mexicans who might be carrying a grudge. Now, though, they were right in the thick of the Mexicans who carried the hottest grudges. It was going to affect his peace of mind.


  Also, he’d had a few hours in which to get a better look at his traveling companions. In Laredo, he had been so in awe of Captain Call that he had scarcely been able to look at him at all. In fact, except for a glance at the beginning, he hadn’t looked at him. The man’s aura was such that merely hearing his name blinded most people, as it had blinded him.


  Now, though, riding across the empty, dusty country, the hero’s aura had dimmed somewhat. The deputy saw that he was traveling with an old, stiff man, a man who had a hard time lifting his leg high enough to catch his stirrup. Captain Call had a gray, weary look about him, the look of a man who wasn’t young, and wasn’t healthy.


  The Yankee traveling with them was just a raw dude, of course. He looked silly in his new boots and hat and pants, loaded down with guns. The fact that Captain Call would set out to catch a killer with such a man in tow made Deputy Plunkert wonder about the old man’s judgment.


  The deputy had a sudden, powerful urge to change his mind. He wanted to declare a mistake, go home, snuggle up to his wife, Doobie, and kiss her until she wiggled with desire. Now he had set out on a long journey, with an uncertain outcome. When would he get to enjoy Doobie’s wiggling again? Why had he thought he wanted to leave? It had all been because the old Captain enjoyed such a blinding reputation. Doubting him was like doubting the sun.


  Now that they were riding together, Call didn’t seem infallible, or even very active. He just rode along, saying as little as possible. The deputy began to toy with various acceptable ways of saying that he had changed his mind. But none of the lines of talk he toyed with sounded as if they would be acceptable, either to Call or to the general community. And there was no denying, the general community posed a problem. Backing out of a chance to ride with Woodrow Call could ruin a man’s reputation forever, with lawmen and citizens alike, along the border. But his reputation might survive. He just had to come up with some honorable reason for needing to go home. A lame horse would do it, but to his irritation, the horse he was riding showed no trace of lameness.


  As Deputy Plunkert was happily contemplating returning to his eager wife, Captain Call suddenly turned in his saddle and looked hard at him.


  “Do you want to quit, Deputy?” he asked. It seemed to him that the deputy had developed a faltering manner, and developed it quickly. If the man was going to quit, he wanted him to quit now. It wasn’t admirable, but it wasn’t a crime, either. Like Pea Eye, the deputy had a wife. They were going in pursuit of a youth who might kill them all. The man had not hesitated in making his decision. Now, he probably had second thoughts.


  “Quit?” Deputy Plunkert said, stunned. The old man had suddenly read his thoughts.


  “Yes, that’s what I asked,” Call said. “Do you want to go back to your wife?”


  “Doobie? Why, she’ll get along fine without me, I expect,” the deputy replied.


  “Then you don’t want to quit? You’re sure?” Call asked.


  “Why, Captain, no. I signed on and I’m staying on,” Ted Plunkert said. It amazed him that he couldn’t seem to help lying. What he heard himself say to the Captain was exactly the opposite of what he had just been feeling, the opposite of what he had planned to say. But he couldn’t help himself. Saying the truth wasn’t possible, not when Captain Call was looking at you, hard.


  “What do you think, Brookshire?” Call asked. Though skeptical of Brookshire at first, he had come to respect the man’s judgment in some areas. He might be a fool about hats, but he wasn’t such a fool about people.


  One of Brookshire’s boots was rubbing his heel so badly that he wasn’t capable of giving much thought to anything else. He was wondering whether he’d have a heel left, when they got to camp that night. Also, he was suffering from a touch of his blowing-away feeling again. He had supposed that he had that feeling well under control, for it hadn’t afflicted him since they reached the brushy country around San Antonio. But they were not in San Antonio now. They were not in the brushy country, either. To his eye, Mexico looked even emptier than Texas, emptier, and more forbidding. The night before, he had slipped over to Nuevo Laredo and purchased a few minutes with a Mexican girl, and the experience had been a disappointment. The girl had been inexpensive, but she had also been skinny and had a sad look in her eye during their brief commerce. The poverty in Nuevo Laredo had been a surprise to him too. He had read about Juarez, and Emperor Maximilian, and had expected at least a little splendor. Even in Canada, a country he disliked, there would occasionally be some splendor, at least in Montreal. But there seemed to be none, in Mexico. There were just sad women and children, and old men who gave him unfriendly looks.


  “You’re buying their daughters, or it might be their wives,” Call had said, when Brookshire mentioned the unfriendly looks.


  Now the Captain was soliciting his opinion about Deputy Plunkert, and the fact was, Brookshire really didn’t have one. The man had been a hasty choice, in his view, but that didn’t necessarily mean he had been a bad one.


  “It’s your expedition, or your Colonel’s,” Call reminded him. “Do you think we ought to keep this man, or send him back?”


  “Captain, I can’t go home!” Ted Plunkert said. He was nearing panic. It was as if his deepest thoughts were suddenly being held open to public discussion, a fact that appalled him. Once the Captain had fixed him with the hard look, Ted Plunkert remembered who he was: a deputy sheriff, well respected in Laredo, Texas. Now that he remembered himself, he had begun to feel irritated at Doobie, his wife. It seemed to him that it was mainly her fault, that he had wavered that morning. She had cried so, at the thought of his going, that it weakened him and made him less resolute than he normally was. If Doobie had any serious consideration for him, she should comport herself a little better when he had serious business to attend to. And there couldn’t be business more serious than attending to whatever Captain Call might require of him.


  Doobie had nearly caused him to make a mistake of the sort that could ruin him forever as a lawman, and he meant to speak to her sharply about it, when he got home. He himself might consider that Captain Call looked old and stiff, but that wasn’t the general opinion, along the border. Most people, of course, never saw the real Captain Call, the very one he was riding with into Mexico. Most people only knew the man by reputation, as the Ranger who had protected the border south of Laredo for so long.


  Captain Call had protected the border from bad Mexicans, bad Indians, and bad white men, too. Life was changing, along the border. It was becoming more or less settled. For many years, though, the thought of Captain Call had enabled many people to sleep better at night. They would not soon forget him, and most of them would never know that he was a man who had trouble lifting his leg high enough to catch his stirrup.


  Now that he had strongly reiterated his desire to go, Ted Plunkert couldn’t imagine how he could ever have contemplated quitting, although, in fact, he had contemplated exactly that very thing, not ten minutes earlier. He had never quit anything in his life, unless you counted cotton farming, and that was not a job he had chosen. He just happened to be born on a cotton farm.


  “I came to ride the river with you, Captain,” he said. “It’s something I had always hoped to do. I sure ain’t going home now.”


  Call turned back in his saddle, and let the matter go. Many men wavered, as they were riding into danger. They thought about their own deaths too much, or imagined injuries and pain that might never come. That was what excessive thinking could do, even to men who were moderately brave. Often, the same men, once in a conflict, settled down and fought well. Pea Eye himself had always been a reliable, if not a brilliant, fighting man. Yet he was the most nervous man in the company until hostilities commenced. He was almost too delicate for the rangering life. Call had concluded as much on more than one occasion, but had never quite gotten around to letting the man go. On the trail of Indians or bandits, Pea was prone to headaches, heartburn, upset stomachs, and runny bowels, all of it from nerves, Call was convinced.


  Call felt a brief anger, because Pea hadn’t come with him. But he knew that his anger was wrong, to a degree, and that he needed to let it go. Pea Eye had long since done his share, more than his share, of dangerous traveling with Call. If he now preferred his wife and children and dirt farming, that was his right.


  That night, they camped on the monte, ten miles south of the river. Call had made a snap shot at a small javelina and hit it, so they had young pig to eat. After eating, he sat a little apart, thinking about the task ahead. He had not yet made up his mind where to take up the hunt—take it up seriously, that is. He thought he should probably cut up the Rio Grande, past the great bend, and start hunting there. The boy had bought his fancy rifle in Mexico City, and he had stopped a train in Coahuila, and another in Van Horn, Texas. That showed a remarkable propensity for travel, in a boy so young. It also showed that Joey Garza could cover country. The boy was said to be from a village north of Boquillas, a poor village, it was said. Not many Mexican boys from poor villages would travel to Mexico City to secure a German rifle. It took some thinking about.


  “Do you ever get upset before a fight, Captain?” Deputy Plunkert asked. He addressed himself to the Captain, although the man sat apart, because he did not feel comfortable talking to a Yankee. So far, he had addressed only a few words to Brookshire, mainly yes and no, when the man asked him a question.


  “No, I can’t say that I fret much,” Call said.


  “Now, that’s brave,” Brookshire said. “When I was in the War, I was scared all the time. I was only in the hospital corps, too, I wasn’t shooting at anybody. But I kept having them bad dreams.”


  “What’d you dream?” the deputy asked. He himself was often afflicted with bad dreams.


  “Mainly of having one of them big shells come in low and knock my head off,” Brookshire said. “That very thing happened to a man I know. He was from Hoboken and his name was Johnny Lowe.”


  “Bad luck, I suppose,” Call said.


  “Yes, I’d say it was bad luck,” Brookshire said. “The man gave me his biscuit the morning it happened. He said he was too nervous to eat. He was afraid his stomach would gripe him, if he ate the biscuit. Johnny drove the wagon we hauled the wounded in. Off he went, while I stayed by the mess and ate his biscuit. While I was sipping coffee, General Grant rode by. That was the one time I saw General Grant. Then, me and Jackie O’Connor went down the road in a buggy, squinching down as best we could. The shells were just whistling around us like ducks. Most of them hit in the trees. They broke off a world of limbs. We weren’t five minutes down the road, when we saw a bunch of the boys standing around the wagon Johnny had been driving. We thought maybe they were looking at a dead Reb, but no, it was Johnny, and his head was gone. There was just a red bone, sticking out between his shoulders.”


  “Oh, Lord,” Ted Plunkert said. “That’s awful. It was just a bone?”


  “Yes, a red bone,” Brookshire said. “I suppose it was the end of his spine.”


  “Oh, Lord,” Ted said, again. “His neck bone?” The detail he didn’t like was that the bone was red. Of course, all the bones were inside you, where the blood was, but he still felt himself getting queasy at the thought of red bones.


  Call listened with some amusement—not that the incident hadn’t been terrible. Being decapitated was a grisly fate, whether you were a Yankee or not. But then, amusing things happened in battle, as they did in the rest of life. Some of the funniest things he had ever witnessed had occurred during battles. He had always found it more satisfying to laugh on a battlefield than anywhere else, for if you lived to laugh on a battlefield, you could feel you had earned the laugh. But if you just laughed in a saloon, or at a social, the laugh didn’t reach deep.


  In this case, what mainly amused Call was the contemplation of how amused his old partner, Augustus McCrae, would be if he could see the crew he was riding out with on his manhunt. Augustus had a well-developed sense of humor, too well developed, Call had often felt. Yet he missed Augustus’s laughter as much as he missed anything else in his life. Gus enjoyed the predicaments of his fellowmen, and would have laughed long and hard at the spectacle of Call, Brookshire, and lanky Ted Plunkert.


  “Joey Garza shoots a rifle, not a cannon,” he observed. “If he takes your head off, he’ll have to do it with a knife or a saw.”


  Deputy Plunkert ignored the part about the knife and the saw. Captain Call was only joking, probably. So far as he knew, the Garza boy had not cut any heads off, but there were plenty of other, less dramatic injuries to worry about.


  “They say that rifle of his will hit you between the eyes even if you’re a mile away,” the deputy said. Several people he had talked with claimed that Joey Garza made kills at a distance of one mile.


  “Half a mile, about,” Call said. “I doubt the part about hitting between the eyes. If he’s sensible, he’ll shoot for the trunk. It’s a bigger target.”


  “Well, half a mile, then. How do you expect to beat him?” Ted asked.


  “I expect to outlast him,” Call said. “He’s young, and he’s likely impatient. There’s three of us, and he’s alone. He might get impatient, and make a big mistake.”


  “The truth is, he’s killed several passengers at a distance of about five feet, with his pistol,” Brookshire reminded them. “Oh, I’ve no doubt he can shoot the German rifle. But he’s done damage with some short shots, too.”


  “Why, he robs trains and makes people get off and hand over their watches and tiepins,” Ted Plunkert said. “Some of the passengers are armed men. Why don’t one of them try to shoot him? Then, the rest of them could jump him.”


  “I’ve wondered about that myself,” Brookshire said. “You’d think somebody would try him, but they don’t. They just stand there like sheep and let themselves be robbed.”


  “That’s the effect of reputation,” Call said. “Once you get one as big as this boy’s, people think you’re better than you are. They think you can’t be beat, when the fact is, anybody can be beat, or make mistakes. I never met an outlaw who didn’t make mistakes. I guess Blue Duck didn’t make many, but he was exceptional.”


  “Joey Garza hasn’t made any mistakes, not one,” Brookshire said.


  “Why, I’d say he has,” Call said. “He broke the law—your Colonel’s law, particularly. That was his mistake, and now he’s got us hunting him.”


  “I guess I was talking tactics,” Brookshire said. “He just seems to know when to show up, and when not to. If there’s a company of soldiers on the train, he don’t show up.”


  “That’s just common sense,” Call said. “I wouldn’t show up, either, if I saw there was a company of soldiers on the train. That don’t make the boy General Lee.”


  Deputy Plunkert was still thinking about the red bone, sticking out of the dead soldier’s neck. Once he got such a troubling picture in his mind, he sometimes had a hard time making the picture go away. It was as if it got stuck, somewhere in his thinking machine. It might be a good picture that got stuck; several having to do with Doobie’s young body got stuck just before they married.


  But it was the bad pictures that seemed to get stuck the hardest, and stay stuck the longest. Being sucked down into quicksand was one bad picture Ted Plunkert had trouble with. There were patches of quicksand in the Rio Grande, and the deputy had a deadly fear of them. Not being able to breathe because quicksand was filling up your mouth and your nose was a bad picture, but not as bad as the picture of a red bone sticking out of a man’s neck. He wished Brookshire had never told the story. It was just like a Yankee to talk about things civilized people would have the good sense to leave undiscussed.


  “How did General Grant look?” Call asked. He had always had a curiosity about the great soldiers: Grant and Lee, Stonewall Jackson, Sherman.


  “Well, he looked drunk and he was drunk,” Brookshire said. “He won that War, and was drunk the whole time.”


  Call said nothing, but again, he remembered his old partner, Gus McCrae. Gus, too, could fight drunk. Sometimes he had fought better drunk than he had fought sober.


  “I’d feel better if somebody could steal that rifle from that boy,” Deputy Plunkert said. “A mile’s a long way to be killed from.”


  “Half a mile,” Call corrected, again.


  Brookshire was wondering if Katie’s legs would be any fatter when he got home.


  “I’d still like to know who the second robber is,” he said. “The one that struck that train out in New Mexico.”


  “I’d like to know that too,” Call said.


  15.


  IN CROW TOWN, Joey lived with three whores. He didn’t use them for his pleasure—he never used women for his pleasure. The white whore was named Beulah. She had come south from Dodge City with a gambler named Red Foot. The nickname resulted from the fact that another gambler had become enraged and tried to stab Red Foot in the heart. But, being drunk as well as enraged, he took a wild swing, toppled out of his chair, and finally managed to stab Red Foot in his foot. Red Foot was very drunk too, and didn’t notice at first that he had been stabbed completely through his foot. He only noticed the injury when someone pointed out to him that his right boot was full of blood. He looked down, saw that indeed the boot was full of blood, and fainted.


  A few days later, he and Beulah left Dodge City and moved to Crow Town. The place was said to be booming; it was going to be the next Dodge. Red Foot and Beulah planned to open a whorehouse and get rich. But when they arrived, they saw at once that Crow Town was not booming. The rumors they had heard were lies. The population was low, and the few people who lived there were clearly too poor to support a whorehouse, or any other business, except a saloon.


  Unable to face any more travel, Beulah and Red Foot stayed. Red Foot drank too much, and he had a tendency to pass out at inopportune moments. He had even passed out when playing cards, and cards were his profession.


  Joey Garza was a different story. Beulah, twenty-eight years old and well traveled in more ways than one, had never seen a male as beautiful as Joey. His walk, his teeth, his hands were beautiful. Red Foot was aging, and unreliable. Beulah hoped that Joey would take an interest in her, and he did. He asked her to come and live in his house, or a house he had taken as his. In Crow Town, houses often came to belong to the best shot. Joey didn’t have to shoot anyone to acquire his house, though. A killer named Pecos Freddy passed through Crow Town the week before Joey arrived, and he ended up killing three Mexicans—the father, mother, and brother of the two young whores who ended up living with Joey and Beulah. The young whores, Marieta and Gabriela, were so saddened by the deaths that they didn’t care, at first, whether they lived or died. They knew they would die soon, if they continued to live in Crow Town, but they had no money, no means of travel, and no hope.


  When Joey appeared, they simply gave him the house, a two-room hut with low ceilings, and hoped that he would let them stay. He did, and he soon let Beulah stay, too, but he didn’t share his bed, or even his room, with any of them. The three women slept on the floor in the larger room. Even that was better than sleeping with Red Foot, Beulah decided; another of Red Foot’s unreliabilities was that he frequently wet the bed. He said it was because a horse had kicked him once, in a bad place. Beulah didn’t know about that, but she did know that she was tired of waking up in a bed full of piss. The floor in Joey’s house might host an occasional scorpion or centipede, but at least it was dry.


  Joey let the women stay because he needed someone to cook and wash clothes. Beulah cooked, and Marieta and Gabriela kept his clothes clean. Joey Garza was by far the cleanest person in Crow Town. He insisted that his clothes be washed frequently, a difficult demand in a town where there was little water. Every three days, Marieta and Gabriela tied sacks of clothes and bedding onto a small donkey someone had lost. Then they trudged eleven miles through the sandhills, to the Pecos, where they washed the clothes, hung them on chaparral bushes to dry, and took them back to Joey. Often, they had to return to Crow Town by starlight.


  Marieta and Gabriela were chubby girls, and they didn’t expect much. Both had been whores since they were ten. Walking to the Pecos and washing Joey’s clothes was an easier life than either had hoped for. It didn’t bother them that Joey didn’t want them. He was a güero, and güeros were often strange.


  Beulah, though, was bothered by Joey’s indifference. In her experience, if men didn’t want you, they left you. Joey was the only person in Crow Town who had money. If he left, what would she do? Red Foot hated her now. He was a jealous man, and he would undoubtedly try to have his revenge the minute Joey Garza left. In his bitterness, he had already told her he would tie her to a tree and leave her tied until the crows pecked out her eyes. Beulah didn’t really believe that crows pecked out people’s eyes, but she didn’t take Red Foot’s threats lightly, either. He was perfectly capable of doing something horrible to her, and he probably would, if he got the chance.


  It occurred to Beulah one day that Joey’s tastes might be complex. She had known men whose tastes were complex; the most common complex taste, in her view, was for extra women in the bed. Maybe that was what Joey would like—all three of them in bed at once.


  If there was even a chance that it might work, Beulah wanted to try. She talked it over with Marieta and Gabriela, both of whom were skeptical.


  “Three women at the same time?” Marieta said. “He don’t even want one woman.”


  “No, but he might like three,” Beulah insisted.


  Gabriela, the youngest, didn’t like the idea at all. Whoring was bad enough. What Beulah suggested only sounded worse. Gabriela had become a whore when she was ten, but she didn’t look at men. Once, her own uncle had forced her to look at him. He twisted her arm and beat her until she looked at him, but usually, she just looked away and pretended she wasn’t there. Sometimes, while she was looking away, the men stole back the money they gave her. Gabriela never got to keep much of the money, anyway. Her father had taken it, while he was alive, and now Marieta took it.


  “If he don’t want us, he won’t feed us,” Beulah said. In her experience, that was how men were.


  Later, the two girls talked it over. They didn’t want to disappoint Beulah, who had been good to them, in their time of grief. The girls didn’t like Crow Town. The wind blew very cold in winter. It was always dusty, and the men were rough. But in Mexico, they had nothing. Neither of them wanted to go back to Mexico.


  “If he don’t want us, he won’t feed us,” Marieta said, echoing Beulah. She was willing to defer to Beulah’s judgment. Beulah was older, and knew more about men.


  The next night, at Beulah’s suggestion, they all got undressed except for nightgowns. The girls’ gowns were only of thin cotton, but Beulah’s was silk. She had bought it long ago, in Kansas City. When they went in to Joey, he was cleaning his fine rifle with a rag. The look in his eyes, when he saw them come in, was not friendly. He didn’t speak.


  “You could have us all three,” Beulah said, timidly. From the look he gave them, she knew that her idea had not been a good one. She had mentioned it to Red Foot, to see what he thought, and Red Foot certainly liked it.


  “I’d take three whores over one whore anytime,” Red Foot said. “I’m a man that likes whores.” That was true. The whores in Dodge City had profited greatly from Red Foot’s interest.


  Joey was different, though. He was a colder article, Beulah thought.


  “I don’t want three fat women,” he said to Beulah. “You cook. Marieta washes clothes. Gabriela don’t have to do nothing.”


  “Well, why don’t she?” Beulah asked, stung. She had already begun to be a little jealous of Gabriela, and now she felt even more jealous.


  “Because she’s pretty,” Joey said, closing the conversation.


  “He’s in love with you,” Marieta said to her sister, later. “He’s rich, too. He has a cave full of money.”


  Joey did like to look at the young whore Gabriela. He liked it that she was so modest. That was the way women should be. But, other than admiring her looks and her modesty, he had no need for her.


  During the day, Joey often sat for a while in the town’s small, dirty saloon. At first, the gamblers who passed through always pestered him. They had heard of his robberies and knew, or thought they knew, of his wealth. They wanted him to go robbing with them, so they could have wealth, too. Joey was successful, far more successful than any of them. He was feared, and they, too, would have liked to be feared. They tried to be friendly with him, to suggest robberies in which he could share. Each of them knew of a bank that would be easy to rob, or a stage office, or something.


  Joey ignored all their offers. He didn’t trust any of the men. Also, he didn’t need them. There was a boy in Crow Town who was slightly lame, but active. His name was Pablo, and he was twelve. Twice Joey took Pablo with him, so he would have someone to hold his horse during the robberies. He didn’t like to tie his horse, and he didn’t trust it to stand, either. If he had to leave in a hurry, having to untie a horse or look for one that had walked off would not be good. Pablo was his solution to the problem of the horse. Pablo liked Joey. Being chosen to go with him was the happiest thing that had happened to Pablo in his life. He did a good job, too, always leading Joey’s horse to the handiest place for him to mount. Pablo thought Joey was the greatest man alive. He would have been proud to give his life for him.


  Except for the services of Pablo and the three whores, Joey wanted nothing from the people of Crow Town. They were a rough lot, and also dumb. In his view, only smart people had a chance in life, and only smart people deserved a chance. Most of the men who stopped in Crow Town stayed drunk the whole time they were there. The cawing of the crows drove them to it. Joey didn’t mind the cawing, for he liked the crows. They were smarter than most people, in his view. Newcomers, maddened by the sound of cawing or the smell of crowshit or the wheeling of the thousands of birds, sometimes went berserk and tried to shoot the crows. They emptied pistols at them, or rifles. They missed, of course. Even when they tried shotguns, they missed. Not once did Joey see a crow fall. They were so smart that they didn’t even lose a feather when the crazy men shot at them.


  When Joey was in the saloon he sat alone, at a small table near the door. He wanted to be able to leave quickly if some of the stupid white men began to stab one another, or fire guns.


  Joey drank coffee, when he sat in the saloon. Occasionally, he would put a spoonful of whiskey in the coffee, on days when the dust made him cough. He had taken a fine fur coat from off the gentleman who had the private car, and when the wind blew cold, or the dust was blowing, he pulled the fur collar of his coat high around him and was warm. Men envied him the coat. If he had not been watchful, one would have killed him for it. But he was watchful, and he liked it that he was envied.


  Besides the coat, he also had a good blanket that had belonged to a cowboy he shot at a great distance. It was the longest shot he had made, since coming back from the City of Mexico with his gun. When Joey rode over to rob the corpse, he measured the distance; it was nearly six hundred yards. It gave him a good feeling, to be able to strike a gringo dead at such a distance. Finding that the cowboy had a fine blanket made him feel even better. The man was not young. He lay with his mouth open, when Joey reached him. Joey noticed that his teeth were false, so he took the false teeth, along with the blanket.


  The cowboy had been about to ride into Presidio when Joey killed him, and the shot was made at the last light of the day. No one in Presidio had noticed that the man was coming, and no one saw him fall. Joey waited until it was dark to measure the distance and rob the man. The bullet had taken off much of the cowboy’s skull. The man wore a large pistol, which Joey used to smash the skull open a little more. Then he took a cup from the dead man’s saddlebags and filled it with his brains. When it was darker still, he walked into town, holding the cup full of brains. He went to the jail and carefully set the cup inside the door. The deputy who had only one ear was there, but he had his boots off and was sleeping soundly. Joey planned to cut the man’s throat, if he woke up, but he didn’t wake up, and on impulse, Joey stole his boots. He left the dead cowboy’s false teeth in the cup of brains. Then he rode off happily. What he had done was not as bad as some things he had seen the Apaches do to dead white men. His only nagging worry was that he had seen a cat in the jail. The cat had opened its eyes and looked at him when he set the cup inside. It occurred to him that the cat might eat the brains and spoil the surprise he had planned for the hard sheriff and the one-eared deputy.


  Later, in Crow Town, Joey learned that the cat had not eaten the brains. The one-eared deputy woke up, looked in the cup, and puked on the floor of the jail. Later, in the street, the deputy puked some more. The deputy thought at first that it might be the work of Apaches, but there were no Apaches anymore. The Federales had killed all the Apaches in Mexico, and those in the United States had been removed to Indian territory. Many people on the border had even forgotten Apaches, and what they did to people. When Joey left the dead cowboy’s brains in the jail in Presidio, people began to talk about him as if he were the devil, not just a güero, a Mexican boy who was almost white. Only some of the older men and women remembered the Apaches, and how they cut.


  One day, when Joey had been in Crow Town three weeks, Beulah came in with an antelope haunch she had bought from the old hunter Ben Lily. The old man walked the West endlessly, killing bears and cougars. He had started his lifelong hunt in Louisiana, and was now in West Texas, killing bears and cougars as he went. He ate what he could, and sold the remainder in order to buy cartridges with which to kill more lions and bears. His aim was to kill all the lions and bears between the Gulf Coast and Canada. By his reckoning, he was not yet half done. Thousands of lions and bears still lived, in the great West, and Ben Lily meant to kill them all. Antelope didn’t interest him, but antelope made good eating, and could also be sold profitably in rough villages such as Crow Town.


  Beulah looked scared, when she came in with the haunch. Her hands were shaking as she got ready to fry it.


  “Why are you scared?” Joey asked.


  “I saw old Ben,” Beulah said.


  “He only hunts, he won’t bother you,” Joey said. He was hungry, and he wanted Beulah to settle down and cook his meat.


  “It ain’t Ben,” Beulah said. “Wesley Hardin’s here. He showed up yesterday and killed that nigger that worked for the blacksmith. Wesley put a gun to my head, once. I was in Fort Worth then.”


  “Why?” Joey asked. “So he wouldn’t have to pay you?”


  “He didn’t do nothing to pay me for,” Beulah said. “He just likes to see people look scared. It don’t matter to him if it’s a man or a woman. He just likes to see people look scared.”


  Later, Joey went to the saloon, carrying his rifle. He never left his rifle. In Crow Town, all the people were thieves, and he did not intend to risk his fine gun.


  A skinny man was sitting at the table next to his. It was the only other table in the saloon. The man wore a dirty black coat and had ugly skin, blotched and red, and it peeled in places from the sun and the wind. The man had thin, brown hair. Joey could see scabs on his scalp and on his hands as well. The man’s foot twitched as he sat at the table, drinking whiskey. He didn’t have a fine rifle, either, just a plain revolver, stuck in his belt.


  Nonetheless, the killer John Wesley Hardin was the first gringo Joey had met in a long time whom he didn’t take lightly. The man didn’t even look at him, when he came in with his rifle. Wesley Hardin was not impressed, or even interested, which was unusual. Few people in Crow Town, or even travelers passing through, missed any chance to steal a look at Joey Garza.


  But Wesley Hardin, the killer, didn’t look. He was chewing tobacco and spitting the juice on the floor, although the saloon was provided with two brass spittoons.


  Joey had barely sat down, when John Wesley Hardin looked up, but not at him. He looked up at the local blacksmith, whose name was Lordy Bailey. Lordy walked in the door, a large hammer in one hand, and went straight to Wesley Hardin’s table. The blacksmith was a large man with a heavy black beard that was so long, he had to tuck it into his overalls while working his forge. He was not afraid of anyone, including Wesley Hardin. When he walked up to the table where the famous killer sat, Lordy was frowning, though John Wesley Hardin looked at him pleasantly.


  “It’s costing me fifty cents to get a grave dug for that nigger boy,” Lordy said. “You shot him. I think you ought to pay the fifty cents.”


  “Why bury a nigger?” Wesley Hardin said. His voice had a tone in it that Joey hadn’t heard before. It was a crazy tone. Wesley Hardin’s eyes were cool, but he was scratching his scabby wrist with his other hand. Joey thought the blacksmith was very foolish, for speaking to the killer so brusquely. He would probably be murdered for his rudeness, and it would serve him right. His prices were high, and his work was not particularly skillful.


  “We all need to be buried,” Lordy said. “Do you think my nigger ought to just lay there and stink up the town?”


  “Drag him off a ways,” Wesley Hardin suggested. “That big pig might come along and eat him for you. It would save you the fifty cents.”


  “I paid fifty dollars for that nigger,” Lordy said. He began to flip the big hammer up in the air, and caught it when it came down, without even looking at it. He made the big hammer seem light as a twig.


  “I figure that’s fifty dollars and fifty cents you owe me,” he added. “Fifty dollars for the nigger, and fifty cents for burying him. Give it over.”


  “You’re a fool if you paid cash for a nigger, in these days and times,” Wesley Hardin said. “You don’t have to buy niggers, anymore. It’s not even legal. Abe Lincoln freed them. All you have to do now is take a nigger, if you see one you want.”


  “I paid for this one and you owe me,” Lordy insisted. “Give over the money.”


  “You’re an ignorant sonofabitch, and you don’t know the law,” Wesley Hardin said. He began to get worked up. His twitching foot twitched faster.


  “Here you buy a nigger you didn’t have to buy, and because I killed him, you come in here disturbing my morning,” he went on. “I could kill you seven times before you could drop that goddamn hammer on your toe. Don’t be playing with that hammer in here. The ceilings are too low. Go outside if you want to play with your hammer.”


  He took the plain revolver out of his belt and pointed it at the blacksmith, but the blacksmith was too angry to back down.


  “You owe me, give over the money,” he repeated, for the third time.


  “You sonofabitch, I heard you,” Wesley Hardin said. “If you want to live, get gone. If you’d rather die, flip that hammer again.”


  “I don’t think you’re the killer you claim to be, Hardin,” Lordy said. He was wondering if he was quick enough to smash the man’s head in with the hammer before he could pull the trigger.


  “I don’t claim nothing,” Wesley Hardin said. “I don’t claim one goddamn thing. Last time I was in jail, they kept me in nine years and whipped me a hundred and sixty different times. I stood it, and here I am. They whipped me because I wouldn’t submit, and I won’t submit. I hated the goddamn jailers, and I could kill you and nine like you and never even belch. I’ve left about forty widows so far, I guess, and I’ve killed a few bachelors, too. You’re welcome to try me any time you want to try me.”


  Lordy decided that, after all, the risks were unwarranted.


  “I’d like to smash in your goddamn skull, but I’ll leave the pleasure of killing you to Captain Call,” Lordy said. “I don’t know if he’ll choose to bother about a scabby old turd like you.”


  “Woodrow Call?” Wesley Hardin asked. “Why would he want to kill me? He arrested me once, but it was just because of a little feud I got into in Lampasas. Call ain’t the sheriff of Crow Town. He don’t even live here.”


  “No, but he’s coming,” Lordy said.


  The news seemed to excite Wesley Hardin, the killer. His tone got crazier.


  “Coming to Crow Town, Captain Call?” he said. “Why, that’s bold, for an old shit his age.”


  “He’s coming, but he ain’t after you,” Lordy said. “You ain’t important enough, anymore. You’re just an old killer waiting to die.”


  “Why’s he coming, then? Does he expect to clean out the town?” Wesley Hardin asked.


  “He’s coming for the güero,” Lordy said. “He’s coming for Joey, here.”


  Joey didn’t smile, or even indicate that he had heard the conversation. But he felt pleased. Billy Williams had told him many tales of Call’s exploits. He had no fear of the man, though. No old gringo, however famous, was likely to interfere with his plans, not for long, anyway. But it interested and pleased him, that he had robbed enough and killed enough so that the Americans were sending their best bounty hunter after him. That was satisfying. It meant he had scared the Americans, and hurt them by taking their money.


  John Wesley Hardin had noticed Joey come in. He was certainly a pretty boy, too pretty to last, Hardin thought. His clothes were too clean. In such a place, it was irritating to see a boy with clothes that clean. The rifle he kept with him was certainly exceptional, though. John Wesley had never killed with a rifle. He usually killed at close range, with his revolver, firing two or three shots right into the midsections of his enemies. He liked the way the heavy bullets kicked the life out of them. He liked their looks of shock, when they fell down and saw the blood spreading underneath them. He also liked to be looking at them when they died. That way, they would know that John Wesley Hardin had killed them personally. He had never killed a man from ambush, or from any great distance at all.


  The notion that Woodrow Call would come all the way to Crow Town for this boy, this güero, was interesting, though. The boy must have vexed the rich men a good deal for them to call out the old Ranger.


  He looked at the boy and met a pair of cold, blue eyes.


  Lordy Bailey, the blacksmith, was still standing there, with his hammer. Joey thought the man was a complete fool. He should go, while he was alive.


  “You still owe me,” Lordy said. “There’s no reason I should give you a nigger to kill.”


  “I hate idiots like you,” John Wesley Hardin said. He cocked his revolver and shot the blacksmith right in the gut. Then he shot him again, at about the point where his beard tucked into his overalls. He cocked the gun a third time, and shot the man in the gut again.


  Lordy staggered backward, but didn’t fall. He felt surprised. Hardin had seemed to be calming down. Lordy had not really expected him to shoot. Now he had been shot three times. He felt puzzled; he had meant to leave, but had waited a little too long. He didn’t feel anything, just puzzled.


  Joey Garza didn’t move. It did not surprise him that the scabby old man had shot the blacksmith. He himself would have done it much sooner. But he knew better than to call attention to himself while the scabby killer had a gun in his hand.


  “Wait—don’t die,” Wesley Hardin said to Lordy Bailey. “You forgot to tell me how you knew Call was coming.”


  He was mildly annoyed with himself for having shot the man fatally before securing that piece of information. Most men, once shot a time or two, were so shocked to find themselves dying that they lost their power of speech.


  “Famous Shoes told me,” Lordy said. For a moment, the fact that he could still talk reassured him. Perhaps he hadn’t been shot, after all. It was such a comforting thought that he believed it, for a second. He dropped his hammer, and reached down to pick it up. But his hand wouldn’t grip. He could see the hammer, but he couldn’t grasp it. At that point he sat down, being as careful as possible. All he wanted to do was pick up his hammer and leave.


  “Don’t sit there and die, you damn bastard,” Wesley Hardin said. “Go outside and die. Nobody wants you dying in here.”


  “Oh,” Lordy said, disturbed to have been caught in a breach of etiquette. He started to sit up, but instead, slowly toppled over and lay on his side, on the dusty floor.


  “I thought I told you not to die in here, you ugly sonofabitch!” Wesley Hardin said. His temper was rising. The blacksmith had done nothing but vex and disobey him.


  “If you weren’t already nearly kilt, I’d take a bed slat to you—it might teach you some manners,” he added.


  Lordy Bailey realized he had made a serious error, bringing the black man to a town Wesley Hardin frequented. He was well known to dislike black men.


  “Ought not to have...” he said, but then his tongue stopped working, and he felt a great loosening inside himself. He rolled on his back and stared upward until the light became dark.


  Patrick O’Brien, the bartender, walked over and looked at Lordy.


  “He’s dead, and we’re without a blacksmith,” Patrick said.


  “Good, I disliked the bastard,” Wesley Hardin said. “He thought I ought to pay for his nigger, the damned idiot!”


  “Drag him out, boy,” he said, addressing the order to Joey. “He’ll soon stink up the place if we leave him long.”


  Joey met the scabby man’s look, but didn’t speak.


  “Goddammit, is everybody stubborn in this town?” Wesley Hardin asked, his face splotchy with anger.


  Patrick O’Brien felt a little worried. Many of his customers had killed a man or two, but not since he’d opened the bar had he had two men in it who were as dangerous as Wesley Hardin and Joey Garza. Between them, they had killed a fair number of men. It was early in the day, but already a man lay dead on the barroom floor.


  It occurred to the saloonkeeper that Wesley Hardin, a selfish fellow who didn’t take much interest in other people, might not realize how dangerous Joey Garza was.


  “This is Joey Garza,” he said. “He’s the one they sent Call after.”


  Joey looked Hardin straight in the eye. He wanted to study the man, and would rather not have to kill him. But that was up to Hardin. He would kill him, if it became necessary, with his bowie knife. He had watched Hardin shoot the blacksmith. Hardin had managed it, but he was quite slow, Joey thought. An Apache would have killed the man with a knife, in half the time or less, and Joey modeled himself on the Apache when it came to killing. Joey knew he could slip behind Hardin and cut his throat with one move and one stroke.


  But he didn’t want to kill the man, and he also knew it would not be wise to underrate him, just because he was a scabby old gringo. Wesley Hardin had killed many, many men; the fact that he had been a little slow with the blacksmith didn’t mean he would be slow if his own life was really at stake. The blacksmith had posed no threat. But Hardin was a killer, like himself. He should not be underestimated.


  Wesley Hardin got up, picked up the blacksmith’s legs, and slowly dragged him outside. The crows set up a-cawing the minute the door opened. The blacksmith was a heavy man. Hardin had to stick his revolver back in his belt and use both hands, in order to drag him out.


  “O’Brien, get your donkey and drag that heavy bastard off,” he said, when he came back. He was winded from his effort, and his face had gone pale.


  “Wes, you need to hold your temper,” Patrick O’Brien said. “That was the only blacksmith within a hundred miles.”


  Wesley Hardin didn’t take kindly to censure. He frowned at the Irishman.


  “I might shoot every man, woman, and child in this stinkin’ nigger-bird town, and then you wouldn’t need a goddamn blacksmith. How’s that?” he asked.


  Wesley Hardin turned to Joey with an angry look.


  “You could help me wipe this nigger-bird shithole off the face of the earth, if you’re such a killer,” he said to Joey. “You kill the men, and I’ll take care of the women and the brats.”


  “Wes, there’s only two children in town, and they’re mine,” Patrick O’Brien said. He had meanwhile taken the precaution of arming himself with a shotgun. When Wes Hardin was in one of his irritable moods, it was wisest to be armed.


  “I wasn’t speaking to you, you damn pig!” Wesley Hardin said, giving the man a violent stare. “I was speaking to the notorious young killer, here.”


  For all Hardin’s jumpy manner, his eyes, when he looked at Joey, were clear. He might twitch, but he wasn’t really agitated, not in the part of himself that sized up men and situations.


  The boy, the güero, gave back an empty gaze. Joey let his eyes meet Hardin’s, but in Joey’s eyes there was nothing. Only distance, a distance deep as the sky.


  “Why would they send Woodrow Call after a pup like you?” Hardin asked. But he let no insult into his voice.


  “Because I steal money from Americans,” Joey said.


  “You’re right—it’s the money, not the killing,” Wesley Hardin said. “They don’t care who gets killed, out here in the baldies. It don’t cost the damn pigs a cent for us to kill one another out here. Why would they care? Out here west of the Pecos, it’s fine to kill, but you better not steal from no trains coming from the east, where the damn Yankees keep their money.


  “How much did you get?” he inquired, in a calmer tone. “I heard it was a million, and I heard it was the Army’s money.”


  Joey looked at the man coolly, with his distant eyes. Did the old killer really expect him to tell how much money he had stolen?


  In fact, he had buried the payrolls only a few miles from where he stole them. He didn’t know how much he had taken, he just knew that the money was too bulky to carry very far. He was not such a fool as to bury it all in one place, either. He hid it in snake dens; the Apaches had taught him how to find them. They often ate snakes, when they could get nothing better.


  He didn’t have the time to carry so much money to his cave, nor did he want to. The money was not very interesting to him. His cave was for beautiful things. Everything he stole, he wrapped well. He had taken two hundred gunnysacks from a hardware store in Piedras Negras, to the puzzlement of the man who owned the store. The man could not understand why anyone would take gunnysacks, when there were guns and axes to steal.


  Joey took the sacks because he needed them to wrap his treasures. That was also why he had taken the fancy sheets from the rich man who had the fur coat. He didn’t want to sleep on the sheets; he wanted them for wrapping, so that his many silver objects would not grow dingy in the cave. At another hardware store in San Angelo, he found some excellent wooden barrels, and he hired an old man named José Ramos to help him take the barrels on donkeys into the mountains. He left them in one cave, an empty one, to fool old Ramos, and later came back and carried them, one by one, to his own cave, which was three days away.


  Then he packed his well-wrapped treasures in the excellent barrels, where they would be safe from rats and varmints. He already had more than one hundred watches, and nearly as many rings. One of his regrets was that there were so few women on the trains, because women had nicer things than men. They had beautiful combs of ivory, and necklaces and bracelets, even jewels to hang in their ears. Joey kept all the women’s things together. When he went to his cave, he would spend whole days unwrapping his treasures, one by one, holding them and letting the light play on them. They were far more interesting than the money.


  Knowing that he had the treasures and that he could go there and enjoy them was a deep satisfaction to Joey. Lately, he had begun to steal things with little value—ladies’ hairbrushes, or letter openers—simply because he liked to touch the ivory or shell that they were made from.


  The quality of his treasures was not something he intended to talk about to a killer such as Wesley Hardin, though. He decided he didn’t like the nosy old gringo, who asked the kind of questions his mother asked. The killer was a man to be watched, that was all.


  “I guess you’re feeling closemouthed today, are you, boy?” Wesley Hardin asked. Of course, he had not expected the güero to tell him how much money he had taken from the trains.


  “You’d do better to talk to yourself, Wes,” Patrick O’Brien said. “My ears get tired, just from listening to you cuss when you’re in a temper.”


  “Be glad you can hear me—it means I ain’t shot you yet, Pat,” Hardin said. “I can cuss old Lordy now, as much as I want to, but he won’t hear a whisper.”


  Joey picked up his rifle and started to leave. He would rather look at the pretty young whore, Gabriela, than at the scabby old killer with the splotchy face.


  “Hold on, I’ll offer you a little free advice,” Wesley Hardin said. “They say you have a tendency to steal, which is a more dangerous habit in these parts than the habit of killing. One thing you ought to be careful of, when you’re out stealing, is to stay clear of Roy Bean. He can’t abide a thief. If he catches you with money on you, he’ll hang you promptly and keep the money. He’s hung five men that I know about, for no better reason than that they had money in their pockets, and he wanted it.”


  “He won’t hang me, but I might hang him,” Joey replied. He said it merely to meet the challenge in the old killer’s voice. But once he began to consider it, the idea grew on him. Roy Bean was known to be a hanging judge. Roy Bean cared little for justice, or so Joey had been told by Billy Williams. Joey cared little for justice, himself. He couldn’t blame the judge for that, and he didn’t care that the judge wasn’t fair.


  “I think I will hang him,” he repeated. “It might be pleasant.”


  John Wesley Hardin was startled, and he wasn’t a man who startled easily. This pup of a boy had just had an idea that he should have had himself: hang Roy Bean. That old fart had it coming to him, had for years.


  “Why, that’s original,” Wesley Hardin said. “I expect that would make the newspapers. Old Call might get fired, for letting it happen.”


  “Do you know Famous Shoes?” Joey asked. The old man was a tracker, a Kickapoo. No one knew where he lived; somewhere in the Sierra Madre, it was thought. Billy Williams had known Famous Shoes for many years and thought him the best tracker who ever lived. He even knew how to track birds, as they flew. Even the Apaches respected Famous Shoes, and the Apaches yielded up little respect when it came to tracking. They considered themselves the best, but admitted that if anyone was better than they were, it was Famous Shoes. Some Apaches thought that the reason Famous Shoes was such a brilliant tracker was that he was part eagle. Someone had seen him bringing the eggs of an eagle down to his camp, where he ate them. It was because of the eagle’s eggs, some thought, that Famous Shoes could see so well. No one in the West could see farther, or more clearly, than the old Kickapoo. In earlier days, he had been employed up and down the border by whites, Mexicans, and Indians alike, to help recover children who had been stolen, or sold into slavery. Famous Shoes never failed to find the children, even when he was put on the trail months late. He could not always recover the children, for his skill was only in tracking. But he always found the children. A man who could track the flight of birds and even follow eagles to their roosts, in order to take their eggs, would have no difficulty in tracking a raiding party that had come to take slaves.


  “I have seen Famous Shoes a few times,” Wesley Hardin said. “If I see him again, I’ll kill him, and if I’d known he was around I’d have been out hunting for him yesterday.”


  “Why?” Joe asked. “He’s an old man. You wouldn’t need to fear him.”


  “He’s an old man, but his eyesight ain’t failed him,” Hardin said. “Suppose I kill the wrong fellow, someone who ain’t just scum, and the law comes after me again? If they hired old Famous Shoes, they’d find me, too, and if there’s more of a damn posse than I could shoot, I’d be back in prison again. And next time, they’ll beat me to death.”


  He suddenly turned his back to Joey and pulled off his coat and shirt. His back was crisscrossed with scars, every inch of it.


  “The time I went for the warden and tried to knock the sonofabitch’s head in, they gave me five hundred lashes. I wasn’t awake for but about two hundred of them, though.”


  “They will not do that to me,” Joey said.


  Wesley Hardin stuffed his shirttail back in his pants. He turned to Joey and smiled. “If they get you in jail, then they can do anything they want,” he said. “If they want to beat you with a damn whip, they will.”


  “They won’t get me in jail,” Joey said. The sight of the man’s scarred back had impressed him.


  “Then you better kill Famous Shoes, and kill him next,” Wesley Hardin said. “That’s my recommendation.”


  “Why him? I don’t even know him,” Joey replied.


  “He’s a hired hand. He tracks for anybody that’ll pay him,” Wesley Hardin said. “Woodrow Call might pay him to find you. If he’s set to find you, he’ll find you. Famous Shoes don’t miss.”


  Joey Garza smiled. “I don’t miss, either,” he said. Then he took his fine rifle and left.


  16.


  WHEN FAMOUS SHOES decided to take a walk, it was usually a long one. He didn’t like to walk where there were Federales, because the Federales killed Indians. The presence of Federales distracted him, and took away some of the pleasure of his long walk. To avoid them, he walked north through the Madre until he was out of Mexico, before turning east. He had decided to go to the Rio Rojo and live on it a few weeks, as his people had once done. He was an old man, and one day soon, he would have to give up his spirit. He thought it would be fitting to go to the Rio Rojo, where his people had once lived. It was his view that the Kickapoo people would be living along the Brazos and the Rio Rojo still, if the Comanche and the Kiowa had not been so hard to get along with.


  But the Comanche and the Kiowa did not like the Kickapoo people, or any other people, and it was not easy to live with the Comanche or the Kiowa if they disliked you. They killed so many Kickapoo that the old men decided the tribe had better move, or soon there would be no tribe.


  Now the Comanche were gone, and the Kiowa, too. Famous Shoes could go visit the land of his fathers without unpleasantness. He walked east, toward the pass of the north. In a few days, he would be on the great plain. He wanted to visit the several forks of the Brazos—the Salt, the Clear, the Double Mountain Fork and the Prairie Dog Fork—to see if the river had moved far from where it had been when he was a boy. He had known the Brazos when he was young. He liked to watch it wander, and make itself new channels.


  While Famous Shoes was walking east near Agua Prieta, he crossed a track that frightened him so much that he wanted to crouch down. It was a track he had not seen in many years: the track of Mox Mox, the manburner. The Apaches called him The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See, for his habit of catching people unawares, and burning them. Particularly, he liked to burn young children, but he would burn anyone he could catch, when he wanted to burn.


  Mox Mox, The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See, had stopped to urinate along the trail Famous Shoes was walking. Famous Shoes thought he had better hurry on to the Rio Rojo before Mox Mox found him. He walked for two days, sleeping only a few minutes at a time.


  When he came to the Rio Rojo, he walked east along its wide, sandy banks for two weeks. On the old river, he felt better. The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See had not struck him. He wanted to make contact with the spirit of his grandfather, if possible. His grandfather had lived and died on the low, sandy banks of the Rio Rojo.


  Though Famous Shoes walked for days along the river, he did not meet the spirit of his grandfather. The old man had not liked the Comanche, and Famous Shoes decided that his grandfather’s spirit had become impatient for the Comanche to be taken, so impatient that his spirit left its home and went to live somewhere else. Probably, he would make contact with his grandfather as he walked south, amid the forks of the Brazos. But that might not work, either. His grandfather had been an unpredictable man, and all his wives had complained of his impatience and unpredictability. He left when he felt like leaving, and told no one where he was going or when he might return. He was apt to walk south and then change his mind and walk north. There was no confining the man. Famous Shoes, too, was in the habit of walking where he chose and when he chose. He might get up one morning and walk for three months.


  Once, when he was younger, he had decided to walk north, to the place the ducks and the geese came from and returned to every year. He knew the birds could travel much faster than he could, and that he would have to get a big jump on them if he was to visit them in their home in the north. He started early in the spring, thinking he would be in the place the birds returned to, when they returned. He had been told that they nested at the edge of the world. An old Apache man who, like himself, took an interest in birds, told him that. The old Apache believed that the ducks and geese, and even the cranes, flew to the edge of the world each fall, to build their nests and hatch their young.


  Famous Shoes wanted to see it. In his dreams, he saw a place where all the ducks and geese came to nest. It would be noisy, of course; so many birds would make a lot of racket. But it would still be worth it.


  What defeated the plan was that Famous Shoes did not really enjoy cold weather. It was cold enough in the Madre, and even colder on the plains, north of the Rio Rojo. But those colds were as nothing to the cold Famous Shoes began to encounter as the fall came, in the far north. He had walked to the top of the plain, and into the wooded country. As the days shortened, he began to see strings of geese overhead, and thought that he must be getting close to the great nesting place at the edge of the world.


  But then, it seemed to him, he reached the edge of the world without getting to the nesting place. He passed through the great forests, and came to a place where the trees were only as tall as he was, and Famous Shoes was not tall. Ahead, he could see horizons where there were no trees at all, and only a few plants of any kind. There seemed to be only snow ahead of him. He survived by knocking over fat birds and slow rabbits, but the snow was becoming painful to his feet, and the diminishing vegetation worried him. With no wood to make fires, he knew he might freeze. Also, it was only fall. The real cold was ahead.


  Reluctantly, Famous Shoes stopped when he reached the place of the last tree. He looked north, as far as he could see, wondering if the edge of the world was only a day or two away. A day or two he might risk, but he knew it would be foolish to go to a place without wood, when the great cold was coming. Overhead, the sky was thick with ducks and geese, going to the place Famous Shoes wanted to go. He heard them all night, calling to one another as they neared their home. He was annoyed with the geese, for he felt that they should appreciate how far he had walked, out of an interest in them, and that some great goose should come down and help him go there. The old Apache man claimed that he had once seen a white goose big enough for a man to ride. Famous Shoes didn’t know if the story was true, for the old Apache man had been a little crazy, and was also fond of mescal. He might have been drunk, and the liquor might have made the goose grow into a goose that a man could ride. But if there was such a goose somewhere, it too must be on its way home. Famous Shoes waited a whole day by the last tree, his feet aching from the snow, hoping the great goose would see him and recognize his appreciation of the greatness of birds and alight and fly him to the big nesting place. Also, while he was there, he meant to look off the edge of the world and see what he could see.


  But no great goose came, and Famous Shoes was forced to turn back, before his feet were frozen. A few days later, by great good luck, he killed a small bear. He made moccasins from the bear skin and hurried south, hoping to get to a place where there was good firewood before the blizzards came. Three days later, when he had just made it into the forests, a great blizzard did come. Famous Shoes had carried much of the meat of the little bear with him, and he ate it while the blizzard blew.


  Months later, when he was still far from his home in the Madre, Famous Shoes saw the geese and the ducks overhead, flying south again. It seemed to him that their calls mocked him, as they flew above him. For a time, he became bitter, and decided he didn’t like birds, after all. They didn’t care that he had walked a whole year, just to see their nesting place. He resolved to take no more interest in such ungrateful, unappreciative creatures.


  But once back in the Sierra Madre, watching the great eagles that lived near his home, Famous Shoes gradually lost his bitterness. In the presence of the great eagles, he became ashamed of himself. Two or three of the eagles knew him, and would let him sit near them; not too near, but near enough that he could see their eyes, as they watched the valleys far below. Their dignity made him feel that he had been silly, to expect the ducks and geese, or any birds, to take an interest in his movements. He knew himself to be a great walker—he was not Famous Shoes for nothing—but what was that to any bird? The geese and the great cranes could fly in an hour distances it would take him a day to cover. The eagles and the hawks could see much farther than he could, and even the small birds, the sparrows and the cactus wrens, could do the one thing he couldn’t do: they could fly. That was their greatness, not his, and his walking must seem a poor thing, to them.


  Famous Shoes was grateful to the eagles for letting him sit near them and recover himself from his long journey. He needed to recover from the vanity of thinking that he was as special as the birds. He did not deserve to see the great nesting places, nor to look off the edge of the world. He was only a man, of the earth and not of the sky, and his skills were not the skills of birds.


  It was on his return from the Rio Rojo, across the Quitaque, that he came upon the track of a horse carrying his old friend Pea Eye, in the mud of a little creek. Famous Shoes had known Pea Eye for a long time, since the days when the Rangers rode the border. He could tell Pea Eye’s track anywhere, because Pea Eye favored his left stirrup and the horse track went deeper on the left side, particularly on the rear hoof. It puzzled him to discover Pea Eye traveling south, for he understood that Pea Eye had a woman and several children, and a farm. Yet, he was leaving. Famous Shoes knew that Pea Eye’s woman was a teacher. He meant, someday, to have her teach him to read the strange tracks in books. Those were the only tracks he had never been able to master. For many years, he had carried a small Bible with him. It had been given to him by an old man who carried many such books in a wagon, and gave them to Indians. The old man’s name was Marshall. He had come among the Apaches when Famous Shoes was there, trying to persuade an old medicine man named Turtle to give up a little white girl he had captured in a raid. Turtle wouldn’t give up the girl. His own wife was shriveled and had no interest in him, and he needed a young girl. The money Famous Shoes offered, money provided by the little girl’s family, was not as important to Turtle as the little girl herself. Turtle patiently explained this to Famous Shoes, who understood it well enough. His own wife had lost interest in him, forcing him to find girls at a time when he would rather have been concentrating on other things. But he had been younger then, and in those days, lack of a woman often caused his concentration to wander.


  So he accepted Turtle’s explanation, and did not try to take the girl, even though her family missed her and had paid him well to find her.


  Mr. Marshall, the white man with the Bibles, did not accept Turtle’s explanation as to why he needed the little girl, although it was a valid one, in Famous Shoes’ opinion. Marshall tried to buy the girl from Turtle, despite the fact that Turtle had told him plainly that he would not sell her.


  When Marshall saw that he would not be allowed to buy the white girl, he became angry. He began to say bad words, and make the Apaches feel bad. But a young Apache named Long Thorn lived up to his name by taking a bayonet he had picked up after a battle and sticking it all the way through Mr. Marshall, who soon died. It was agreed that Long Thorn had acted properly. The white man had become abusive, and deserved to be stuck with a bayonet. The Apaches could eat the horses that pulled the white man’s wagon, but the load of books with meaningless tracks in them was a different matter. Marshall had told them that the books came from the god who made all the whites. There were many whites, and they were rich; the god must be powerful, if he had made them all. It might anger him if the book with his tracks in it was not treated properly, but the Apaches had no idea what they would have to do to treat the book properly. By accident, someone tore a few pages out of one of the books and threw them on a campfire. They burned so well that the Apaches decided to keep the books and use them to start fires. If the god who made the whites was offended, they would have to live with his wrath. But after a few days of starting fires with the pages from the Bibles, the Apaches decided that this god was too busy making whites to care what they did. After that, they relaxed and soon forgot the god altogether. They even forgot about Marshall, although they ate his horses and found them to be tasty.


  Famous Shoes was given a Bible, in lieu of the little white girl. He would rather have had the girl, but he took the Bible and pored over it for years, in his spare time. He had never seen tracks as strange as the tracks in his Bible. After much study, he could see that the little tracks were individual, as were the tracks of all animals. Even worms and snails made tracks that were unlike those of other creatures.


  But in the end, Famous Shoes could make nothing of the tracks that were supposed to lead the whites to the spirit world. Famous Shoes would have liked to see a picture of the white man’s god, but there were no pictures of him in the book. What this god’s ways might be, Famous Shoes could not imagine. If he was wrathful, like his minister Marshall, then Famous Shoes was not interested in knowing too much about his ways.


  One time, Famous Shoes showed the Bible to the old judge, Roy Bean, a white man who enjoyed hanging people. Famous Shoes had always kept to the law and had no fear of Roy Bean. He didn’t steal, and it was well known that Roy Bean was harshest on thieves and had a tendency to be tolerant of murder. Famous Shoes had rarely murdered, either, only a time or two when he was younger and had less control over his passions. Now that he was older, he had his passions under control to such an extent that it was not really accurate to call them passions anymore. If he had a passion left, it was for the flight of the eagles. Fortunately, near his home in the Madre, there were many eagles whose pure, beautiful, soaring flight he could study at his leisure.


  “Why, this is the Bible. It tells you about Jehovah and his angels,” Roy Bean said, when Famous Shoes handed him the book. Roy Bean was drunk; this was often the case, and he was not really eager to enter into conversation with a talkative Indian.


  “What is an angel? I have never seen one,” Famous Shoes replied.


  “Nobody ain’t. That is, they ain’t if they’re alive,” Roy Bean informed him, testily.


  “Where is heaven?” Famous Shoes asked.


  “It’s the place you go to when you die, if you’ve been good,” Roy Bean said. “You ain’t been very good, and I ain’t, either, so I doubt either one of us will ever see an angel.”


  After a little more questioning, Roy Bean let slip the exciting fact that angels were men with wings. Famous Shoes had always suspected that there might be men with wings, somewhere. If he had been willing to risk freezing to death when he was near the edge of the world, he might have looked over the edge and seen these men with wings, flying around. Perhaps they would have helped him grow wings himself, so that he could fly off the edge of the world, as the great eagles flew off the cliffs of the Madre.


  Then Roy Bean got so drunk, he couldn’t talk. Before his tongue grew too thick to manage, Roy Bean became irritated with Famous Shoes for referring to the words in the Bible as tracks. It did seem to Famous Shoes that they resembled certain tracks, such as the track of the centipede, or of certain delicate birds who skimmed the water’s edge for their prey.


  “They’re words, not tracks, you damn Indian!” Roy Bean insisted. “They’re words, like I’m saying to you, now.”


  “But words are made from breath. How can they live in such a thing as this book?” Famous Shoes asked.


  He might as well have asked his question of an eagle, or of the moon, for Roy Bean had not only lost interest, he had lost consciousness as well.


  Famous Shoes kept the book for several more years, but he never learned to make much of the little tracks. Finally, he left the book on the ground, and a golden eagle came and tore out many of its pages to use to line its nest. That was a good use for such a book, Famous Shoes thought.


  Later, though, he learned from the great Captain Marcy, for whom he had scouted when he was younger, that Roy Bean had been right: the little tracks in the book were words. Even when he learned this, Famous Shoes didn’t regret giving the book to the golden eagle. The eagle had made better use of it than he had.


  Seeing Pea Eye’s track made him remember that Pea Eye’s woman was a teacher, who well understood the words in books. This gave Famous Shoes an idea. He might go and stay with Pea Eye for a few weeks, and ask his woman if she would teach him how words got into books, and how to know one word from another, simply by its tracks. It should not be too different from knowing each animal or lizard by its tracks. It might be that Pea Eye’s woman could explain words to him, and even help him understand the ways of the god of whites. Among his people, the Kickapoo, respect for the gods caused most people to behave well, at least to behave well most of the time. But the same did not appear to be true of whites, most of whom behaved as if they knew no god and had no guidance stronger than their own passions, when it came to deciding how to behave.


  When he found Pea Eye’s track, in the little creek on the Quitaque, Famous Shoes saw that Pea Eye was about a day ahead of him. He knew that, as a traveler, Pea Eye was rather lazy. He was timid about snakes, and did not really like to move around in the darkness, which was necessary if a man wanted to cover much country. Also, once Pea Eye went to sleep, he didn’t wake up quickly. Thus, though Pea Eye was mounted and had a day’s start, Famous Shoes reckoned to catch him somewhere near the Clear Fork of the Brazos. And he did.


  He walked quietly into Pea Eye’s camp early one morning, when the stars were still out and the moon was about to go to sleep. Famous Shoes did not like to disturb anyone, so he sat quietly until Pea Eye began to stir. As was common with whites, Pea Eye had made a much larger campfire than was necessary. Several coals were still glowing. Famous Shoes fed twigs and small branches to the coals, until the fire itself woke up and burned again.


  When Pea Eye heard the fire crackling, he managed to open his eyes. Famous Shoes sat beside the campfire, looking at him. He was a tiny old man and was wearing the same dirty bandanna around his head that he had been wearing the last time Pea had seen him, several years before.


  “Would your woman help me learn to read?” Famous Shoes asked, to get the conversation started.


  “Well, more than likely,” Pea Eye said. “She’s been meaning to teach me, but I’ve got so much farming to do that I ain’t learned yet. I know my letters, though.”


  “I will go home with you, then,” Famous Shoes said. “We can learn to read together.”


  “You sure did slip in quiet, didn’t you?” Pea Eye said. “I guess if this was the old days and you was a Comanche, I’d be scalped by now.


  “There’s coffee there, if you want to make some,” Pea Eye added. Famous Shoes was not a Comanche, nor a bad Indian of any kind, and he himself was in no danger of being scalped. The thought made him feel so relaxed that he figured he might just doze for another minute or two, while Famous Shoes made coffee. He did doze, but when he finally woke up, the sun was in his face and he had the feeling he might have dozed for more than a minute or two. A jackrabbit was cooking on the fire, and he himself had certainly not provided any jackrabbit. Famous Shoes must have caught one, skinned it, and cooked it, a process that would have taken more than a minute or two, although the old man had always been efficient, when it came to camp chores.


  “If you are chasing somebody, I don’t think you are going to catch up with them, unless they are crippled,” Famous Shoes said. “When you eat this rabbit, we should go.”


  “Okay, you can come with me,” Pea Eye said, hastily shaking his boots, in the hopes of emptying out whatever bugs or scorpions might have crawled into them during the night. It would have been safer to sleep with his boots on; but when he did that, he got cramps in his legs, often such bad cramps that he had to get up and stamp around in order to loosen the cramps.


  “The thing is, we’ll have to put off the reading lessons for a while. I ain’t headed home,” Pea Eye said. “I’m going to look for the Captain. I got a late start, and don’t have no idea where he is. You’d be the perfect compañero because you could track him if we ever cross his tracks.”


  “He likes to keep his money,” Famous Shoes said. Captain Call had never paid his scouts very liberally. “I’m not sure he would pay me, if I help you find him. He might think I’m too old to need money.”


  “It wouldn’t be his money, though. He’s working for the railroad now,” Pea Eye said, uneasily. “There’s a Yankee with him. I expect the Yankee would pay you.”


  Pea Eye did remember that the Captain, though respectful of Famous Shoes’ great skill in tracking, thought the man put too high a price on his services. There had been more than one dispute over money, and in the end, Famous Shoes stopped tracking for the Rangers.


  Memories of this old conflict made him feel uncomfortable, and just when he had been enjoying a feeling of comfort, the first he had experienced since leaving Lorie and his children. It would be nice to travel with Famous Shoes; he didn’t mind doing the cooking, and he would be a great help in locating the Captain.


  Still, there had been that friction, in the past. The Captain might not be altogether pleased to have him show up with Famous Shoes.


  “Where do you think the Captain is?” Famous Shoes asked.


  “On the border, somewhere,” Pea Eye said. “He’s supposed to catch a bandit named Joey Garza.”


  “Oh,” Famous Shoes said. “Maria’s son.”


  “Whose son?” Pea asked.


  “She is a woman in Ojinaga,” Famous Shoes said. “Joey is her son. I think he went bad.”


  “I guess he did,” Pea Eye said. “Charlie Goodnight says he’s killed over thirty people. If Charlie Goodnight says it, I expect it’s true.”


  “I was in Ojinaga when the Federales killed Maria’s first husband,” Famous Shoes said. “She is a good woman, but she does not have good luck. I’m afraid the hard sheriff will kill her someday.”


  “What hard sheriff?” Pea Eye asked. “Does the woman live in Texas or Mexico?”


  “In Mexico, but the hard sheriff doesn’t care,” Famous Shoes said. “He kills many people who live in Mexico. He wanted to hang me once for stealing a horse, although I don’t ride horses.”


  “Why’d he think you stole it, then?” Pea Eye asked.


  “I was eating part of it when he caught me,” Famous Shoes replied. “A snake bit the horse on the nose, and its nose closed up and it died.”


  “I’d need to be half starved before I’d eat a snakebit horse,” Pea Eye said.


  “I didn’t eat its nose,” Famous Shoes said. The whites, even nice ones like Pea Eye, had absurd prejudices. The only danger the dead horse had caused him came from Doniphan, the hard sheriff. Doniphan had marched him back to Presidio, meaning to hang him, but a fire broke out and burned up the saloon and part of the church. Doniphan had been afraid that the fire might burn his jail. It was a windy day, with smoke blowing everywhere. In the smoke and confusion, Famous Shoes escaped. It was Maria Garza who had given him a little jerky, so that he might hurry back to the Madre, where the hard sheriff would never come.


  “Where’d you get this rabbit? I didn’t see one all day yesterday, or I would have shot it,” Pea Eye said. It was a tasty rabbit. He thought about the border. It was far away, and he had to pass through some bleak country, too. It would be real handy to have a traveling companion such as Famous Shoes, a man who was adept at catching game, and cooking it too.


  There was another factor to be considered, too, and that had to do with his own deficiencies as a tracker and a plainsman. Charlie Goodnight told everybody he met that he had never been lost, day or night, rain or shine. But this was certainly not a claim Pea Eye could make. He himself had been lost all too often; in particular, he had a tendency to lose his bearings on cloudy days. In truly rainy weather, he was even worse. He had even been known to confuse north and south, on rainy days. He thought he could find his way to the border simply by counting the rivers. But once he got to the border, then what? He would have no way of knowing which direction the Captain was headed, or even whether he was in Mexico or in Texas. In normal times, he could locate the Captain simply by asking the locals. The Captain was a man people noticed. But along much of the border, there were no locals. If the Captain was in Mexico, Pea Eye had his doubts about his skill in finding him. That problem had made him anxious from the moment he left home. What if he had left the farm and upset Lorena and the children and still didn’t manage to locate the Captain in time to help him? What if the Garza boy outsmarted the Captain and wounded him or something, while Pea Eye was still miles away, looking in the wrong place? The Captain might even be killed, and if that occurred, Pea knew, he would never forgive himself.


  With Famous Shoes along, some of that anxiety would be removed. Famous Shoes could find anybody, anywhere in the West, and could find them more quickly than anyone else. Even the Captain, who thought Famous Shoes too expensive, was quick to admit that the old Indian was without equal, when it came to tracking.


  “I think it’s eyesight,” the Captain said. “He can see better than us.”


  That remark had been made on a nervous occasion, when everyone in the Ranger troop thought they saw Indians kneeling in the prairie grass far ahead. Everyone, including the Captain and Gus McCrae, had peered hard across the prairie and concluded that there were Indians ahead, preparing an ambush. Famous Shoes took only one quick look and shook his head. “Not Indians,” he said. “Sagebrush.” And so it had proved to be, when they reached the point where they thought the ambush had been planted.


  “Come with me to the border,” Pea Eye said. “If the Captain won’t pay you enough, maybe I can trade you reading lessons or something, when we get back.” He said it, hoping that Lorena wouldn’t mind too much when he actually showed up with the old man.


  “Good,” Famous Shoes said. “If your woman will teach me to read, I won’t take wages from the Captain.”


  It was such a relief to know that the matter of the expense had been settled, or settled, at least, until Lorena had her say in the matter, that Pea Eye finished the tasty jackrabbit and was saddled and ready to go within ten minutes. It was a bright day, and the gray plain south of him for once didn’t seem so bleak.


  Famous Shoes, as usual, walked far ahead.


  17.


  “I DIDN’T LIKE the War,” Brookshire said. “I never understood why it was happening. Nobody ever explained it to me. They just stuck me in uniform and sent me off. My mother cried, and my sister cried, and my father told them to dry up, I was just doing my duty.”


  They were camped far out on the monte, in Mexico. Call had decided to swing west, toward Chihuahua City. They had run into a small troop of Federales, who told them Joey Garza had been seen in Chihuahua City. Call didn’t necessarily believe it, but he swung west anyway, to put some distance between his party and the river. Too many people traveled the river country, or lived in it. Even in the long hundred-mile stretches where there were no villages, there were still people—Indians, travelers, prospectors. In his lifetime on the border, Call reckoned that he had run into at least fifty people, lost souls mostly, who were looking for Coronado’s treasure. Call didn’t know much about Coronado, just that he had been the first white man to travel through the region. He had made the trip a long time ago, and Call had never been certain that he knew exactly where Coronado had gone. Some reports put his route as far west as the Gila, but others thought he had just gone straight up the Rio Grande. A few even argued that he had started at Vera Cruz and come out at Galveston.


  Whichever route the man had actually taken, Call doubted that he had come up with much in the way of treasure. He might have collected a little silver, if he got into the Navajo country, but Call himself, in nearly forty years on the border, had encountered mostly poor people who had no treasure.


  Avoiding the river made sense to him. Also, he had never traveled very deeply into Mexico, and he wanted to see it. Brookshire worried, and the more he worried, the less Call hurried. He kept an eye out for tracks. Deputy Plunkert tried to help, but it soon became evident that he was no tracker. About all he had ever tracked, before the expedition, was lost milk cows. More and more, the deputy missed the comforts of home; in particular, he missed Doobie’s biscuits, which she made every morning and had ready for him, hot and buttery, when he got up.


  “How come you to miss the War, Captain?” Brookshire asked. The likelihood of combat, sometime in the near future, had stirred old memories. He remembered the screams of the men whose limbs had to be amputated, quickly, on the battlefield. He remembered the sound the saw made, as the surgeons cut through bone, and the dull groaning of the men in the hospital tents as they awoke every morning, to face another day without an arm or a leg, or both legs, or an eye, or whatever part was missing. Those memories had ceased to trouble him, during the quiet years in Brooklyn.


  “Somebody had to stay around and keep the Comanches in check,” Call said. “Otherwise, I guess they would have driven the settlers back to the sea. They drove them back nearly a hundred miles as it was, with us after them all the time. There was trouble from the south, too.”


  “Still is. We should just take Mexico and be done with it,” Deputy Plunkert said. “If we owned it, we could make the people abide by the law.”


  Call ignored the remark. He thought it ignorant.


  “I wish I could have fought in the War,” Deputy Plunkert said. “I would have been happy to kill a few Yankees.”


  “That’s not polite, there’s a Yankee right here at this campfire,” Call said. “Mr. Brookshire fought for his side. You can’t blame him for that.”


  “Why, no, I meant other Yankees,” the deputy said. It embarrassed him that the Captain had dressed him down in front of a fat little Yankee such as Brookshire. The man had lost a little bit of his girth, once the diet had dropped to frijoles and not much else. But he hadn’t lost any of his Yankeeness, not in Plunkert’s view.


  “That damn Abe Lincoln oughtn’t to have freed the slaves, neither,” the deputy said. He was feeling aggrieved because no one was taking his side, not even the Captain, the man he had left home to assist.


  “What was your opinion on that question?” Brookshire wondered, looking at Call.


  “Oh, I grew up poor,” Call said. “We would never have had the money for a slave.”


  There had been a time when Gus McCrae had wanted to abandon the Rangers and rush back east to fight Yankees, for he had gotten it in his head that Southern freedoms were being trampled, and that the two of them ought to go fight; this, despite the fact that they had more fighting than they could handle, right where they were.


  Call himself had never caught the fervor of that War. The best man he had working with him at the time was black—Deets, later killed by a Shoshone boy, in Wyoming. He had known people who had owned slaves and mistreated them, and he would certainly have fought to keep Deets from being owned by any of the bad slaveholders; but he could not have fought with the North, against his region, and was content to stay where he was, doing what he was doing. No one in his right mind would have wanted fiercer fighting than the Comanche were capable of. Gus McCrae’s problem was that he liked bugles and parades. He had even tried to persuade Call to hire a bugler for the Ranger troop.


  “A bugler?” Call said. “Half these men don’t have decent saddles, and we’re lucky if we have forty rounds of ammunition apiece. Why waste money on a bugler?”


  “It might impress the Comanche. They’ve got some sense of show,” Gus retorted. “That’s your problem, Woodrow, or one of them. You’ve got no sense of show. Ain’t you ever heard of esprit de corps?”


  “No, what is it, and how much does it cost?” Call asked.


  “I give up! You don’t buy esprit de corps, you instill it, and a good bugler would be a start,” Augustus said.


  The argument had taken place north of the Canadian River, when they were chasing a party of Comanche raiders who were, to put it plainly, smarter and faster than they were. The Rangers’ horses were winded, and the men so hungry that they were wading around in the icy Canadian, in February, hoping to catch small fish, or frozen frogs, or anything that might have a shred or two of meat on it. Two days before, they had eaten an owl. The men had been cutting small strips of leather off their saddles and chewing on them, just to have something in their mouths. Gus was standing in zero weather, with a norther blowing so hard they could barely keep a campfire lit, talking about buglers.


  They didn’t catch the raiders, who were carrying two white children with them, and they never hired a bugler, although Gus McCrae was still talking about it, nearly ten years later, when the Civil War finally ended and the Indian wars were beginning to wind down.


  As for the great and terrible Civil War, Call’s main sense of it was derived from seeing people who came back from it. Several Rangers who had served under him left to go fight Yankees. But those who returned were blank and mostly useless. One boy named Reuben, who had lost an eye and an arm at Vicksburg, did more than anyone to make that conflict vivid to Call.


  “Captain, you don’t know,” Reuben said, looking at Call sadly with his one eye. “When we get into it with the Comanches, maybe it’s ten or fifteen of us, and fifteen or twenty of them, all of us shooting at one another. But in the big fight I was in, it’s thousands and thousands on both sides, and cannons and smoke and horses running around half kilt. I seen one horse come by with just a leg in a stirrup, no rider—it’s terrible. I got one eye left, and one arm, and I’m one of the lucky ones. All but three of the men I started soldiering with are dead.”


  Brookshire had been worrying a good deal about the train robbery in New Mexico. Who could the second robber be? He had no answer, and neither did Captain Call.


  “The other robber could be anybody,” Call told him. “This is a free country. Anybody can rob a train if they can make it stop. Trains travel through some lonesome country. If I was a mind to be a criminal, I can’t think of an easier way to start than robbing trains.”


  “I’ve always tried to be honest,” Deputy Plunkert said. “I stole some pecans once and cracked them with my teeth, but I was just a boy then.”


  There was something about being so far into Mexico that made the deputy feel hopeless. He had never been very good at finding his way in new country, which was one reason he had made his life in Laredo. The town was well supplied, and there was no need to go anywhere. Now that he was married to Doobie, there was no need even to cross the river for girls.


  But he had been swept away by his desire to be a Ranger, something he had always dreamed of being, and now he was deep in the middle of a country he didn’t like, with two men who weren’t nearly as easy to get along with as Doobie. And one of them was a Yankee, to boot. Sometimes, riding through the empty country, where in a whole day they might not even see a bird or a rabbit and had nothing to eat but a little jerky and frijoles, and had even been instructed to parcel out the water in their canteens, the deputy wondered if he would ever get back to Doobie, or his friend Jack Deen, who liked to hunt wild pigs. Something had carried him away; something he hadn’t expected. He hadn’t even known Captain Call was in Laredo, or that he was hunting Joey Garza. It was like a wind had swept through Laredo one afternoon, carrying him away with it. Would there be another wind, to carry him back home? In his sad moments, Ted Plunkert didn’t think there would be a homing wind. He felt that he had made one simple, wrong move, but one that could never be corrected. He resolved to be very careful, to give himself the best possible chance. But he didn’t know, and he didn’t feel hopeful.


  They rode into Chihuahua City on a freezing, windy day, when the streets were nothing but swirling dust. The old women in the marketplace, where they stopped to secure provisions, were wrapped in long, black shawls, and the shawls were spotted with dust. One old woman had killed three lizards and was offering their meat for sale. It revolted Ted Plunkert, that a people would be so degraded as to eat lizards, and he said as much to the Captain.


  “I’ve eaten lizard,” Call said. “I’ve eaten bobcat and I’ve eaten skunk.” The deputy had lived in settlements all his life, and had no notion of what sorts of things men would eat when they were hungry, really hungry.


  Brookshire rode over to the telegraph office. Call found a barber, and he and the deputy both had a shave. Call enjoyed his, but Deputy Plunkert was nervous. Allowing a Mexican such a good opportunity to cut his throat was not easy for the deputy. But the Mexican shaved him clean and didn’t offer him any trouble. Of course, Chihuahua City was a long way from Laredo. Around Laredo, any Mexican barber would have been glad to cut his throat.


  That was another strange thing about travel. You went among people who had never heard of you. Ted Plunkert had lived in Laredo all his life, and everybody in Laredo knew him on sight, even the Mexicans. He had been living there when Doobie was born, and kept on living there until she grew up and got old enough that he could marry her. Being in a place where people didn’t know him was unusual, but so far, no injuries had resulted.


  When Brookshire came back from the telegraph office, he had six telegrams, and he looked sick.


  “Your color ain’t good,” Call observed. “I guess if I was your doctor, the first thing I’d advise you would be to stay away from telegraph offices. Every time you go into a telegraph office, you come out looking sick.”


  “Yes, and there’s a reason,” Brookshire said. “There’s a bunch of news, and not a word of it good.”


  “What’s the worst?” Call asked.


  “The worst is that my wife died,” Brookshire said. “Katie died.... I never expected it.” Before he could get a grip on his feelings, he found himself crying, even dripping tears on the telegrams. He hurriedly thrust them at the nearest man, who happened to be Deputy Plunkert. Katie was dead; pneumonia had carried her away. She was already buried, too. He would never see her, nor speak to her, again.


  “I swear,” Call said. “That is bad news. I’m sorry to hear it. I wish now I’d sent you back from Amarillo. You might have been a help.”


  “It’s too late.... Katie’s gone,” Brookshire mumbled. It was the most shocking thing that had happened to him in his life. He and Katie had discussed his death several times, for he was fourteen years older, and it would only be natural that he die first. That was what they had expected, what they had discussed. He had supposed she would go right on being alive, doing her sewing, putting up with the cat, and making meals for him when he got home. On Sundays, they often ate out.


  That was how Brookshire had supposed it would be. Someday, he would pass away. If Katie missed him for a while, that was natural, but in all likelihood, her distress wouldn’t last long. She would soon take his death in stride and be able to continue with her life in fairly good order. Certainly, she would be a help with her sister’s children, for they themselves had none. Often, her sister’s children had stayed with them, and on three visits out of four, there would be emergencies or crises. Katie was never more useful than at such times. She knew how to judge the seriousness of fevers, and never gave a child the wrong medicine. Brookshire was not nearly so useful in crises involving children. Katie was never more irritated with him than when he gave a child the wrong medicine or misjudged the dosage. She felt strongly that he ought to learn to dose children correctly, even though they didn’t have any children of their own.


  Now all that had been turned upside down. Katie had died, not he, and he had no choice but to receive the news in a gritty, cold Mexican town, where he had been sent by Colonel Terry to do a job he was in no way fit for.


  “You’re my overseer, Brookshire,” the Colonel told him, the day he left. “See that the Captain doesn’t waste time and doesn’t waste money. I want the Garza boy stopped, but I don’t want unnecessary expense. You’re a competent accountant, and I’m depending on you. Keep your ledgers neat.”


  The Colonel, who had lost an arm in the War, did not shake hands with him when he left. The Colonel rarely shook hands with his employees. He had the notion that people caught diseases by shaking hands. He avoided it, unless he was with the President, or the governor, or the mayor of New York, or some such higher-up.


  Now Brookshire had gone too far from home, and he had tried to do his exact duty, only to have Katie catch something and be the one to die. She would never again complain of his erratic dosing when her sister’s children were ill. It was a hard thing to accept, real hard. Brookshire struggled to regain control of himself, but he couldn’t. He wept and wept.


  Deputy Plunkert quickly handed the telegrams to Captain Call. He was surprised to see that a Yankee would cry so, over a wife. He had heard that all Yankees were cold with their women, but this one, Mr. Brookshire, had tears running all down his face. The old Mexican women in the market, wrapped in their shawls against the sand and the wind, were watching the man silently, as if they, too, were surprised by his tears.


  “If you like, we’ll stop for a day. It’s hard to travel when you’re grieved. I’ve done it,” Call said.


  “No, read the telegrams,” Brookshire said. With Katie dead, the only thing he had to cling to was duty. He had to keep thinking of duty, or he would be lost.


  Call took the telegrams from Deputy Plunkert and read them. In the last years, he had improved his reading considerably. Charlie Goodnight had books in his house, fifteen or twenty, maybe. Call had been inside the Goodnights’ house just once, to visit them. He had not paid much attention to the books, but Goodnight had one that had just come in the mail a few days before. It was called A Texas Cowboy, or Fifteen Years on the Hurricane Deck of a Spanish Pony—on its cover, it had a picture of a man sitting on a pony that was clearly not Spanish. The book was by Charlie Siringo, a kind of ne’er-do-well who had cowboyed a little and rangered a little, while gambling and drinking steadily, at least in the years when Call had been aware of him.


  It was a surprise that such a man had written a book, but there it was.


  “I want you to read it and tell me if you think there’s anything true in it,” Goodnight said. “I think it’s all yarns, myself.”


  Call read the book and agreed with Goodnight. It was all yarns, but what else would anyone expect from a braggart like Siringo?


  Reading Siringo’s lies had improved his reading, though. He had even thought of stopping by Goodnight’s house to borrow another book, in order to keep in practice. He had heard that General Crook, whom he had once met, had written a book. General Crook would be far less likely than Charlie Siringo to fill a book with lies.


  Call took his time, and read the telegrams carefully. Then he reread them, in order to give Brookshire time to recover a bit from the terrible news he had just received. Four of the telegrams were from Colonel Terry. The first was merely an inquiry:


  WHERE ARE YOU? STOP. REPORT AT ONCE.


  The second was in a similar vein:


  IMPORTANT THAT YOU REPORT AT ONCE.


  The third telegram was the one Call studied the longest. A train had been stopped in Mesilla, near Silver City, New Mexico. It had been carrying only three passengers, but all three had been killed and their bodies burned. A witness, a Zuñi man, had been killed and scalped, but not burned. It was not the work of Joey Garza. A local tracker said seven men were involved.


  The fourth telegram from the Colonel offered reinforcements. Call, if he accepted the job, could hire as many men as he needed, catch the Garza boy, and then go to New Mexico to deal with the new threat.


  The fifth telegram was from Goodnight, a surprise to Call: first, that Goodnight would take the trouble; and second, that he could guess where Call was going accurately enough to have a telegram waiting for him. Of course, Charles Goodnight was no fool. He had not lasted as long as he had by being ignorant. His telegram was as terse as its author:


  MOX MOX IS ALIVE. STOP. HE’S YOUR MANBURNER. STOP. YOUR DEPUTY IS ON HIS WAY. STOP. FAMOUS SHOES TRACKING FOR HIM. STOP. MOX MOX BURNED FOUR OF MY COWBOYS. STOP. YOU MAY NOT RECALL. STOP. AVAILABLE IF NEEDED. STOP. GOODNIGHT.


  The final telegram was the one with the sad news about Brookshire’s wife. Call folded them all and put them in his shirt pocket. The one about Mox Mox he meant to study later. Mox Mox was a renegade from the country north of Santa Fe. News that he was alive, and evidently had a gang, was startling. The man had supposedly been killed some ten years earlier in Utah, by a Ute Indian. Call remembered that rumor, and he also remembered the four Goodnight cowboys Mox Mox had killed and burned, in the days when Mox Mox had been a junior member of Blue Duck’s gang of roving killers. Goodnight had pursued the man then, pursued him all through New Mexico and into Arizona and Utah, but had met with one of his rare defeats. Mox Mox had vanished into the canyons. It was not long afterward that news came of his death at the hands of the Ute. Not a word had been heard of him since. Now he was alive and in New Mexico, and he had a gang and was picking off trains. It did complicate the search.


  Balancing the complication, though, was the news about Pea Eye, news that Call found very gratifying. The man was loyal, after all. And, if he had old Famous Shoes with him, Call would not have to go looking for his deputy. The two of them would just show up one day.


  Brookshire, though still wobbly from his tragic news, was watching Call closely. Katie was dead, and he had only his job to think about now. He wanted to get on with it. He wanted to know what Call’s opinion was about the other telegrams.


  “Are we going after the new robber, Captain?” he asked.


  “He’s not a robber—he’s a killer,” Call said. “He kills men and then burns them. Sometimes he don’t bother to kill them before he burns them.”


  “He burns people?” Deputy Plunkert said, shocked. “Burns them when they’re alive?” He had heard of Indians torturing and burning people, in the old days, but this wasn’t the old days, this was his own time.


  “Yes, he burns them to death, in some cases,” Call said. “I don’t know much about the man. I had about quit rangering before he showed up. He killed some of Goodnight’s men, but that was in Colorado. I’ve never been there.


  “His name is Mox Mox,” he added.


  “What kind of a name is that?” Brookshire asked.


  “Just a name,” Call said. “Your Colonel wants us to lope up and catch him, after we subdue the Garza boy.


  “There’s some good news, too,” he added. “Pea Eye is coming, so we’ll have reinforcements. He’s bringing a tracker with him—or rather, the tracker is bringing Pea. I know the old man, he’s a Kickapoo. There’s nobody better, but he’s not cheap. I don’t know if your Colonel will want to finance him or not.”


  “Why, how much does a tracker cost?” Brookshire asked. He was weak in the legs, had a headache, and felt as if he would just like to be alone in a nice hotel room for a while, in a hotel where they could bring him brandy and where he could sleep on sheets and not have the wind and sand blowing in his hair all night, nor hear the coyotes howl. He had a sudden urge, now that they were in a city of sorts, to be inside, away from the wind and sand and sky, away from Call and the hostile deputy who never spoke to him unless he had to.


  Still, he was a salaried man. Even though Katie, who had been a good wife, was dead, he was not his own master. Colonel Terry wanted action and he wanted reports. “Remember, Brookshire, I’m a man who likes to keep his finger on the pulse,” the Colonel had said, as he was leaving. “Keep those telegrams coming.”


  “I don’t know how much Famous Shoes thinks he’s worth, nowadays,” Call said. “If he could write, he’d have his bill ready the minute he arrives. He’ll be the first to tell you he don’t work for free.”


  “I’d just like a general figure,” Brookshire said, wondering why the old women with the dirty shawls were watching him so intently. More and more, he wished for a hotel room, but from the look in the Captain’s eyes, he knew it was not likely to be. The Captain had the look of a man who was in no mood to linger.


  “Now there’s two bandits and two killers,” Brookshire said. “Which one do we start with?”


  “Joey Garza,” Call said. “That’s who I was hired to catch. The manburner is another story. There’s supposed to be law in New Mexico now. Let them stop him.”


  “What if they can’t? Do we have to do it?” Deputy Plunkert asked. Here was another bad picture about to get stuck. The thought of burning men had got stuck in his mind; he wanted to dislodge it, but he could not. He had once helped remove the bodies of two old women who had burned to death when their house caught on fire. He could still remember how the burnt flesh smelled, and how the ashes stuck to their faces. That had been his most horrible duty since becoming a lawman. The thought that there was a killer named Mox Mox, who burned people routinely, was very disturbing. More and more, it seemed to Deputy Plunkert that he had been swept out of his life by an evil wind. The wind was blowing him farther and farther away from home. He looked at Captain Call, and he looked at Brookshire. He felt almost like a boy, in relation to the two men. He was young, and they were not. They were even older than Sheriff Jekyll, who had been his boss. Being in a city where there were only Mexicans was disquieting too, even though these were Mexicans who knew nothing about him. He was in the path of an evil wind, and he felt that he would never get home.


  “I want to buy some binoculars, if we can find any,” Call said. “Then we can provision ourselves and leave.”


  “Where will we go next?” Brookshire asked. “I’d like to send Colonel Terry a telegram.”


  “Presidio,” Call said. “I think the Garza boy comes from around there. Famous Shoes might show up there, too. Then, we’d have Pea Eye.”


  “How would he know to show up there?” Brookshire asked. “We didn’t even know we were going there ourselves, until just now.”


  Call smiled. “That’s the tracker’s skill,” he said. “It ain’t all just looking at the ground and studying tracks. Famous Shoes will think about it and watch the birds and talk to the antelope and figure it out. Pea’s no tracker. I expect it would take him six months to locate us, on his own.”


  In a hardware store, he purchased some field glasses. They were not the highest quality, but they would have to do. He was about to leave the store, but turned back and bought two extra rifles. He rarely burdened himself with extra equipment; a blanket and a Winchester and one canteen had seen him through many engagements. This time, though, he felt it might be wise to carry a couple of extra guns. Goodnight’s telegram had made him think twice about what lay ahead. Mox Mox was a complication. Call did not intend to go after him, but it might not be a matter of going after him. Mox Mox might come to Texas, for all anyone knew.


  Also, Pea Eye had never owned a reliable gun, and Famous Shoes rarely went armed. He moved too fast to be carrying weapons. The extra Winchesters would come in handy.


  As they left the store, Call handed the receipts to Brookshire, who carefully folded them and put them in his shirt pocket. The day had turned cold, and the sky was the color of steel. It was nearing evening; Brookshire still entertained the hope that they would spend at least one night in a hotel of some sort. But the Captain had not mentioned a hotel. He was securing the provisions, tying them onto the pack animals.


  Ted Plunkert, for once, shared an opinion with the Yankee, who had mentioned to him, hesitantly, that it would be very nice to spend one night in a bed, inside a building.


  “Yes, I don’t much care what it’s like, as long as it’s inside,” the deputy said.


  But when Call was satisfied that the packs were secure, he mounted his horse and looked at the two men, both standing by their mounts.


  “I guess we ain’t staying the night. Is that right, Captain?” Brookshire asked.


  “Why, no. Your boss wants results, ain’t that correct?” Call said.


  “That’s correct,” Brookshire replied.


  “There’s a full moon tonight, and we should take advantage of it,” Call said. “The horses are rested. We should be able to make it to the Rio Concho.”


  “How far is that, Captain?” Brookshire asked.


  “I suppose about fifty miles,” Call said. “If we don’t strike it tonight, we’ll strike it tomorrow.”


  Neither Brookshire nor Deputy Plunkert looked happy. Of course, Brookshire had lost his wife; he could not be expected to recover from such a blow immediately. But there was a full moon, and Call didn’t want to waste it.


  “Mr. Brookshire, I think it’s better that we go on,” Call said. “I’m sorry about your wife, but lagging won’t bring her back. We’d better go get your boss some results.”


  “Well, that’s good,” Brookshire said. “That’s exactly what the Colonel wants.”


  “I’m confident the Garza boy’s not west of us, and I don’t think he’s south, either,” Call said. “I think he’s east and north. This is where the hunt starts. We haven’t been in any danger, so far, but that might change in a day or two. I want you both to keep alert. He’s got that German rifle, don’t forget it. We’ll be going through country where there’s not much cover. You both need to keep alert.”


  “Do you think Joey Garza knows we’re coming, Captain?” Brookshire asked.


  “I expect so,” Call said. “If he doesn’t know it now, he’ll know it by the time we cross the river.”


  “Who’ll tell him?” the deputy asked.


  “Why, I don’t know,” Call said. “He’s an intelligent young bandit. I expect he’ll know we’re coming.”


  “What do you think? Will he try to pick us off?” Deputy Plunkert asked. He noticed that the Captain was frowning at him. Brookshire, the Yankee, had already mounted; he looked miserable, but at least he was already on his horse.


  Ted Plunkert hastily mounted too.


  “I don’t know what he’ll try. Let’s go to Texas,” the Captain said, turning his horse.


  By the time the full moon appeared, they were well out of Chihuahua City. The moon shone on a landscape that seemed to be emptier than any of the barren country Brookshire had ridden through since coming to Texas. There was nothing to be seen at all, just the moon and the land. The wind soared; sometimes spumes of dust rose so high that the moon shone bleakly through them. At other times the dust cleared, and the moon shone bright—so bright that Brookshire could read his watch by its light. At midnight, they struck the Rio Concho, but the Captain neither slowed down nor looked back. He kept on riding toward Texas.


  The blowing-away feeling came back to Brookshire, but it came to him laced with fatigue and sadness over the loss of his wife, Katie, a nice person. He felt heartsick at the knowledge that he would never see Katie again. His heartsickness went so deep that the blowing-away feeling didn’t frighten him. It would be fine now, if he blew away. He would not have to face the Colonel and explain the exorbitant expenses that might accrue.


  In Brooklyn, in his work as a salaried man, Brookshire had never paid much attention to the moon. Once in a while, on picnics, he might admire it as it shone over the East River, or the Hudson, if they went that far to picnic. But it hadn’t mattered to him whether the moon was full, or just a sliver, or not there at all.


  Once they were on the black desert in Mexico, Brookshire saw that the Captain had been right. The full moon, in the deep Mexican sky, was so bright that traveling was as easy as it would have been in daylight. Brookshire was still a salaried man, but he was also a manhunter now, a manhunter hunting a very dangerous man. He was heading into Texas with Captain Woodrow Call, and he would probably do well to start paying more attention to the moon.


  Part II
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  The Manburner


  1.


  LORENA WAS READING a letter from Clara when Clarie came in to tell her that Mr. Goodnight was at the door.


  In the letter, Clara was urging her to make a beginning in Latin, advice that caused Lorena to feel doubtful. She thought she could do quite well with English grammar now, but she didn’t know if she was up to Latin, or if she ever would be. The baby had been sick most of the time since Pea Eye left, and she had been sleeping tired and waking tired, worrying about the baby and worrying about Pea.


  “Mr. Goodnight?” Lorena said. Though he had given the money to build the school she taught in, Lorena had only met Mr. Goodnight once or twice, and he had never visited her home.


  “Why would he come here? Are you sure it’s him?” she asked. She felt unprepared, and not merely for the study of Latin, either. At that moment, she just felt low, and her feet and hands were cold. Usually, letters from Clara cheered Lorena, but this one made her feel more aware of her shortcomings. She knew herself to be a competent country schoolteacher, but somehow, the Latin language felt as if it should belong to a better order of person than herself, a farmer’s wife with five children, no money, and no refinements. If Latin was anything, it was a refinement.


  “Learning may be the best thing we have. It may be all that we can truly keep, Lorie,” Clara wrote in the letter, along with news about her girls and her horses.


  Lorena read that sentence several times. In fact, she read it again, even after Clarie delivered her information. She felt her daughter’s impatience, but she was reluctant to lay aside her letter, to go and attend to Charles Goodnight, the great pioneer.


  “Ma, he’s waiting—he already took his hat off!” Clarie said, annoyed at her mother’s behavior. Mr. Goodnight was on the back steps, hat in hand. Why was she sitting there like that, reading a letter she had already read five or six times? Laurie had just taken the breast, and her mother had scarcely bothered to cover herself, even though the baby was now asleep. What was wrong with her?


  “Ma!” Clarie said, deeply embarrassed.


  “Oh hush, don’t scold me, I’ve been scolded enough in my life already,” Lorena said. She buttoned her dress and put the letter under a book—Aurora Leigh it was; she had ordered it from Kansas City—and went to the kitchen door. The old, heavy man with the gray hair and the gray beard stood there, patiently. A big gray horse waited behind him.


  “I was busy. I’m sorry you had to wait,” Lorena apologized, opening the door for him. She had heard that Goodnight was severe with women, but she had seen no sign of it in his behavior toward her. Despite her past, he had approved of her as a schoolteacher. Not everyone wealthy enough to simply write a check and have a schoolhouse built would have been so tolerant.


  “I hesitate to bother you, ma’am,” Goodnight said.


  “Come in, I can offer you buttermilk,” Lorena said, holding the door open.


  Goodnight immediately came in and took a chair in the kitchen.


  “I know you’ve got your duties, I’ll be brief, though I would like the buttermilk,” he said. “If I had been born in different circumstances, I could have made a life of drinking buttermilk.”


  Lorena poured him a large glass. He drank half of it and set the glass down. Clarie peeked in at the door. She couldn’t resist. Everyone talked about Mr. Goodnight, but she had only seen him once before, at a picnic, and he hadn’t stayed around long enough for her to get a really good look at him.


  “That’s a fine-looking young lady there—I understand she helps out with the teaching,” Goodnight said.


  “Yes, she’s a great help,” Lorena said. Clarie blushed, so unexpected was her mother’s compliment; she had made it to the great man, too!


  “I’m shaky at some of the arithmetic,” Lorena admitted. “Clarie grasps fractions better than I do.”


  Goodnight drank the other half of the buttermilk and set the empty glass back on the table.


  “I expect I could chase a fraction from dawn to sunset and never come near enough to grasp it,” he said.


  Then he looked firmly at Clarie. The three boys, hearing an unfamiliar voice in the kitchen, were huddled behind her, peeking along with their big sister.


  “I’ll have to ask you young ’uns to excuse us older folks,” he said. “I’ve got a private matter to talk over with your mother.”


  “Oh,” Clarie said. She immediately retreated, taking the boys with her. Georgie she had to forcibly drag by the collar. He had developed the ill-mannered habit of staring at guests.


  Lorena felt a sudden alarm. Had something happened to Pea?


  “No, your husband’s fine, as far as I know,” Goodnight said, seeing the alarm in the woman’s eyes. He felt sympathy for her, and much admiration. It was well known that she had not missed a day of school since taking her job. She arrived every day, in her buggy, in the coldest weather and in the muddiest weather, too. He himself had always been more vexed by mud than by cold, and so was Mary, his wife. Skirts and high-button shoes were a great nuisance when it was muddy, Mary claimed, and he didn’t doubt it a bit.


  This young woman had strength, and she didn’t neglect her duties; that he admired. He felt uneasy, though, at the nature of the inquiry he had come to make. The uneasiness had kept him at home for two weeks or more, since he had first been told that Mox Mox, the manburner, had appeared again. This woman had a difficult past; he knew that, but he didn’t care. Life was an uneven business. He knew himself to be of a judgmental nature—too judgmental, his wife assured him. But with the schoolmarm, he had no urge to pass judgment. She was not the only woman in the Panhandle to have had an uneven life, and her performance with her pupils had been splendid, in his opinion. Her past was between her and her husband. Goodnight was not a preacher, and he had no mission to save the world, either.


  “You’re sure he’s not dead?” Lorena asked. She couldn’t help it. She’d had several bad dreams, since Pea Eye left, and in all of them he was either dead or about to be.


  “If he is, I haven’t heard it,” Goodnight said.


  “Then what is it, Mr. Goodnight?” Lorena asked. “What is it?”


  “It’s Mox Mox,” Goodnight replied.


  Lorena knew then why it had taken an old man, known all over the West for his abruptness, so long to come to the point. Her first urge was to run and lock her children in the bedroom, where they couldn’t possibly even hear the name Goodnight had just spoken.


  At the same time, she felt too weak to stand up. A rush of fear broke in her such as she had not felt for many years.


  Goodnight saw it—the woman had come into the kitchen a little flustered, some color in her cheeks. But the color left her, as soon as he spoke Mox Mox’s name. It was as if the blood had suddenly been milked from her, with one squeeze.


  “But he’s dead, ain’t he?” Lorena asked. It was the first time she had slipped and said “ain’t” in many months.


  “I thought so myself, but now I ain’t so sure,” Goodnight said. “I’ve never seen the man myself, and I believe you have seen him. That’s why I’ve bothered you and took the risk of upsetting you.”


  He paused, watching the young woman bring herself under control. It was not a simple struggle, or a brief one. She stared at him, wordless. She was plainly scared, too scared to hide it. Finally, to be doing something, he got up and helped himself to another glass of buttermilk.


  Seeing Mr. Goodnight pouring himself the buttermilk brought Lorena back to herself, and just in time. For a second, she had felt a scream starting in her head, or had heard, inside herself, the piercing echo of many screams from the past. She felt cold and clammy, so heavy with fear that, for a second, she didn’t know if she could move. During the hours when she had been a captive of Mox Mox and his boss, Blue Duck, she hadn’t been able to move, and the terror that she felt during those hours was a thing that would never leave her. The name alone had brought it all back. Mr. Goodnight must have known it might, or he would not have hesitated.


  But the man was in her kitchen, he was her guest, and there was such a thing as manners. Even though her deepest urge was to gather her children and run—run to Nebraska, or farther—she knew that she had to control herself and try to help Charles Goodnight, for the very sake of her children.


  “I’m sorry, I’m bad scared, it caused me to forget my manners,” she said. She gripped the edge of the table and squeezed it with the fingers of both hands. She needed something that would steady her, something to grip. But the spasm of fear was stronger than her grip. Despite herself, she kept trembling.


  “It don’t take much muscle to pour buttermilk,” Goodnight said. “I regret having to put you through this.”


  “Why are you? Mox Mox is dead,” Lorena said. “Pea Eye heard it years ago. He was killed in Utah, or somewhere.


  “He’s dead.... ain’t he?” she asked. “He’s dead. Everybody said it.”


  “I chased him to Utah myself,” Goodnight said. “He burnt four of my cowboys, in Colorado, on the Purgatory River. Three of them were boys of sixteen, and the fourth was my foreman. He’d been with me twenty years. I chased Mox Mox, but I lost him. It’s a failure I’ve regretted ever since. Two or three years later, I heard he was dead, killed by a Ute Indian.”


  “Yes, it was a Ute that killed him,” Lorena said. “That’s what Pea Eye told me.”


  Goodnight watched her shaking. He wished he could comfort her, but he had never been much of a hand at comforting women. It wasn’t one of his skills. He drank the second glass of buttermilk, looked at the pitcher, and decided not to have a third.


  “I think Mox Mox is alive,” he said. “Somebody’s been burning people in New Mexico.”


  “Burning what kinds of people?” Lorena asked, still gripping the table. It was all she could do to keep from jumping up and gathering her children and running before Mox Mox could come and get them all.


  “Whatever kind he catches,” Goodnight said. “He stopped a train and took three people off and burned them. That was three weeks ago.


  “There ain’t that many manburners,” Goodnight added, after a pause. “The Suggs brothers burned two farmers, but Captain Call caught the Suggs brothers and hung them. That was years ago.”


  He paused again. “Mox Mox is the only killer I’ve heard of who makes a habit of burning people,” he said, finally.


  Lorena was silent. But in her head, she heard the screams.


  “If I’ve got the history right, when Blue Duck took you from the Hat Creek outfit, Mox Mox was still running with him,” Goodnight said. He spoke with caution. He had known several women who had been captives, several women and a few children. Some of them babbled about it; others never spoke of it; but all were damaged.


  Though used to plain speech, he knew that there were times when it wasn’t the best way to talk. This woman, who worked so hard for the ignorant, raw children of the settlers, in a school-house he had built, had been a captive, not of the Comanche, but of Blue Duck, one of the cruelest renegades ever to appear in the Panhandle country. And Mox Mox, at various times, had run with Blue Duck. He himself had never seen either man. This woman had seen one of them for sure; perhaps she had seen both. He wanted to know what she knew, or as much of it as she could bear to tell him.


  Rarely, in his long life, had Goodnight felt so awkward about asking for the information he needed. Lorena was not one to babble. What she felt, she mainly kept inside. Her fingers were white from gripping the edge of the table, and her arms shook a little; but she was not behaving wildly, she was not screaming or crying, and she was also not talking.


  “Mox Mox is a white man and he’s short,” Lorena said. “One of his eyes ain’t right, it points to the side. But the other eye looks at you, and one’s enough.”


  Goodnight waited, standing by the stove.


  Lorena took a deep breath. She felt as if she might strangle, if she didn’t get more air into her lungs. She remembered that was how she had been then, too, the day Blue Duck led her horse across the Red River and handed her over to Ermoke and Monkey John and all the rest.


  But not Mox Mox. He hadn’t been there then. He had arrived later; how many days later, Lorena wasn’t sure. She wasn’t counting days, then. She hadn’t expected to live, and didn’t want to, or didn’t think she wanted to.


  Then Mox Mox arrived. He had three Mexicans with him, and a stolen white boy. The little boy was about six. He whimpered all night.


  When Gus McCrae rescued her, she hadn’t been able to speak, and she had never since spoken of that time to anyone—not much, anyway.


  Particularly, she had never spoken about the little boy.


  “Mox Mox wanted to burn me,” Lorena said. “I’ll tell you, Mr. Goodnight. I’ll tell it today. But don’t ever ask me about it again. Is that a bargain?”


  Goodnight nodded.


  “He’s small,” Lorena said. “He wasn’t big, like Blue Duck, and he’s got that eye that looks off. He wanted to burn me. He piled brush all around me and he poured whiskey on me. He said that would make me burn longer. He said it would make it hurt worse. He rubbed grease in my eyes. He said that would be the worst, when my eyes fried. He poured whiskey on me and he rubbed that grease in my eyes.”


  “But he didn’t burn you,” Goodnight said. “I’m surprised. It’s our good luck and yours.”


  “Blue Duck wouldn’t let him burn me,” Lorena said. “Blue Duck wanted me for bait. He let him pile up the brush, and he let him squirt and rub grease in my eyes, but he wouldn’t let him burn me. He wanted to use me to catch Gus McCrae. He wanted to catch Gus real bad, but then Gus killed half his renegades, and Blue Duck left.”


  “What about Mox Mox?” Goodnight asked. “I guess he didn’t stay for the fight with Captain McCrae, did he? He left, like his jefe.”


  “Yes... he left with his Mexicans,” Lorena said.


  She stopped.


  “I’ve never told nobody this.... I don’t know if I can, Mr. Goodnight,” Lorena said.


  “Don’t try,” Goodnight said. “You don’t need to. I’ll tell this part, ma’am. He didn’t burn you, but he burned the boy, didn’t he?”


  “How’d you know?” Lorena asked, looking at him in surprise.


  “Because I found what was left of that boy, and buried him,” Goodnight said. “Six months later, that devil burned my cowboys.”


  “I’m glad somebody else knows,” Lorena said.


  “Well, I know,” Goodnight said. “I found the remains. The boy’s parents showed up at my headquarters about a year later. They were still looking for their child.”


  Lorena began to tremble so hard that Charles Goodnight stepped over and put a hand on her shoulder. He had steadied horses that way; perhaps it would have the same effect with this woman.


  “You didn’t tell them, did you?” Lorena said. “You didn’t tell them what happened, did you?”


  “I told them their son drowned in the South Canadian River,” Goodnight said. “I usually try to stick to the truth, but these poor folks had been hunting that boy for a year. I thought the full truth was more than they needed to hear. Anyway, the child was dead. They wanted to go to the grave, and I took them. I’m thankful they didn’t try to dig up the child.”


  “You did right,” Lorena said. “You shouldn’t have told them no more than you did.”


  They were silent. Lorena was still trembling, but not so badly.


  “I wasn’t a mother then,” Lorena said. “I’m a mother now. Mox Mox did the same things to that child that he said he would do to me. He whipped him and he poured whiskey on him, and he rubbed grease in his eyes. Then he piled brush on him and burned him.”


  She had said it, said it for the first time. She looked up at Goodnight, the old man of the plains.


  “Were the Indians that bad, with people they caught?” she asked.


  “They were,” Goodnight said. “Those were bloody times, the Indian times. But you said Mox Mox was white.”


  “He was white—a mean, little white man,” Lorena said. “He whipped that boy till there wasn’t an inch of skin on his body. Then he burned him.”


  “It ain’t often you find two bad ones of the caliber of him and Blue Duck, running together,” Goodnight said. “But you said Mox Mox had his own gang?”


  “Three Mexicans,” Lorena said. “They left with Mox Mox, when Blue Duck wouldn’t let him burn me.”


  Goodnight was about to speak when Lorena’s voice quickened.


  “I still hear that boy screaming, Mr. Goodnight,” she said. “I’ll always hear that child screaming. I’m a mother now. He was about the age of Georgie... about... the age of Georgie.”


  Then a convulsion of sobbing seized her, and she got up and stumbled out of the room, her arms clutched about her chest, as if her very organs might spill out if she didn’t clutch herself tightly enough.


  Goodnight looked at the buttermilk again, and again decided against another glass. Though he was old, and should have been used to all suffering, to any misery that life could place in his path, he had never accustomed himself to the deep sobbing of women, to the grief that seized them when their children died, or their men. He had no children. His cowboys were his children, but he had not given birth to his cowboys; it must surely make a difference. He went out the back door, into the stiff wind, and stood by his horse, waiting until the young woman had recovered sufficiently to fend for herself and her children.


  A little boy came out and walked up to him.


  “My m-m-mama is crying,” he said, looking at Goodnight. The boy didn’t seem to be particularly upset. He was just reporting.


  “Well, I expect she needs to.... Let her bawl,” Goodnight said.


  “My b-b-baby sister cries all the t-t-time, but I don’t cry,” the little boy, Georgie, stammered.


  Two more boys came out, one older, one younger. They stood together. All were barefoot, though it was cold outside. Then the large girl came too, carrying the baby. She looked scared.


  “Mama’s screaming in there,” the girl said. “Why is she screaming like that? She’s never screamed before.”


  Indeed, when the wind lay for a few seconds, Goodnight could hear Lorena screaming. They were wild screams. He supposed captive women must scream like that, during the worst of it. But he had never been a captive, nor a woman, and he could only suppose.


  “I brought some bad news; I’m afraid it’s greatly upset her,” Goodnight said. “She’ll probably be better, presently.”


  Unless she isn’t, he thought. People had lost their minds over less than the schoolmarm had endured.


  “I hope she stops,” one of the older boys said.


  “It wasn’t about Pa, was it?” Clarie asked.


  “No. I have no reason to think your father has had any difficulty,” Goodnight told the girl. He was not used to talking to young people, and found it a strain. But in the calm intervals, between the surges of wind, he could still hear Lorena, as could the children, and she was still screaming. Then the wind would return and whisk her screams away.


  “Do you ever c-c-cry, mister?” the bold Georgie asked.


  “Seldom, son, very seldom,” Goodnight replied.


  “Is it b-b-because you have a b-b-beard?” Georgie asked. He liked the old man, though he certainly didn’t have much to say.


  “Yes, I expect that’s the reason,” Goodnight said.


  There was an interval. The wind lay, briefly. They heard no screams.


  “She’s stopped. Do you think I should go see about her, Mr. Goodnight?” Clarie asked.


  “No, let’s just wait,” Goodnight said. “I expect she’ll come and get us when she wants us.”


  They were all silent for a minute, as the wind blew.


  “It’s chilly weather to go barefoot in,” Goodnight said. “Don’t none of you have shoes?”


  “We got a pair apiece,” the older of the boys replied. “Ma don’t like us to put ’em on until we get to school, though. She thinks it’s wasting shoes.”


  “G-g-got any horses that’s for k-k-kids to ride?” Georgie asked. “I b-b-been wantin’ a horse.”


  “Georgie, it’s Mr. Goodnight,” Clarie said, mortified. Georgie had practically come right out and asked him for a horse, with their mother screaming in the house.


  “That’s fine, miss,” Goodnight said. “A cowboy needs a horse.”


  “Well, d-d-do you have one, m-m-mister?” Georgie asked.


  Clarie resolved to box him soundly, when she got the opportunity. She had an urge to go in the house and see about her mother, but she hesitated to leave Georgie alone with Mr. Goodnight. There was no telling what he might ask for next.


  “Why, I’ll have to inspect my herd,” Goodnight said, amused. “I wouldn’t want to give a cowboy like you just any horse.”


  “M-m-make it brown, if you’ve g-g-got a brown one,” Georgie said. “B-b-brown’s my f-f-favorite c-c-color!” His stutter became worse when he got excited.


  “Would you come back in, please? All of you?” Lorena asked, from the doorway. “I’m so sorry I drove you out in the wind.”


  “It ain’t the first breeze I’ve felt,” Goodnight remarked. Evidence of her sobbing was in Lorena’s face, but she had put a comb in her hair and seemed composed, more composed than she had been even when he arrived.


  “You children go into the bedroom. You, too, Clarie,” she said. “I have to talk to Mr. Goodnight a minute more. Then, we’ll try to get back to normal.”


  “Ma, Georgie’s been asking Mr. Goodnight for a horse,” Clarie blurted out. She didn’t want to go in the bedroom. She wanted to report on Georgie’s misbehavior first.


  “Where he’s going, there are plenty of horses,” Lorena said. “Don’t question me now. Go in the bedroom.”


  The children went, obediently.


  “I’m sending them off to Nebraska,” Lorena said, the minute she knew the bedroom door was closed. “I have a friend there. She’ll take them till this is over.


  “I thought it was over, or I wouldn’t have been living nowhere near here,” she added. “He told me if I ever had children, he’d come and burn them, like he burned that little boy. It was the last thing he said to me, before he and his Mexicans left.”


  “I should have stopped that man a long time ago,” Goodnight said.


  “You didn’t, though,” Lorena said. “He burned your cowboys, despite you. I won’t take a chance with my children.”


  “Don’t blame you,” Goodnight said. “You’ve got a fine brood. I like that talkative little boy, he takes up for himself.”


  “He’s going to Nebraska, and so are the rest of them,” Lorena said. “As soon as I can get them packed and on a train, they’re going. Mox Mox is a bad man, Mr. Goodnight. He’s not getting a chance to torment any of mine.”


  “I thought all the mean wolves was about killed out, in this country,” Goodnight said. “I thought that man was dead, or I would have stayed after him. Of course, maybe he is dead. Maybe this manburner is somebody else.”


  “I can’t take that chance, not with my children,” Lorena said. “Now my husband’s gone too, and it’s my fault. He ain’t a killer, and he has no business hunting killers with Captain Call, not anymore.”


  Goodnight felt a little uncomfortable. After all, he had urged the man to go, though it was none of his business. Once again he wondered when he would ever learn not to meddle in other people’s business. The woman was right. Pea Eye was not a killer, and had no business having to deal with a Joey Garza, or a Mox Mox.


  “There’s something else,” Lorena said. “I think we ought to close the school, until this ends. If Mox Mox showed up, he might burn all the children. He’s capable of it—he might pen us in and burn us all. I won’t risk it for my children or for anybody’s.”


  “What if I set a guard?” Goodnight asked.


  “No,” Lorena said. “If I had known he was alive, I’d never have started the school. When he’s dead, and I know it, there’ll be time for studying and teaching. But not until I know he’s dead.”


  “I better go myself and stop him, then,” Goodnight said. “That way, when it’s done, I’ll know it’s done, and so will you.”


  “Let Captain Call do it,” Lorena said. “I’m sure that sounds bold. I have no right to give you orders. I’ve no right even to make suggestions. But you came here and asked what I knew, and I told you. I have seen that man, and you haven’t. If I were you, I’d let Captain Call do it.”


  “It was my men he burned,” Goodnight said. “It’s my responsibility, not Call’s.”


  Lorena didn’t respond. She felt she had overstepped as it was, by saying what she had said. She thought she was right, and had said what she felt.


  Besides, part of her mind had already begun to occupy itself with the logistics of flight: getting the children’s things together, finding neighbors who might take their animals, or hiring a helper to live in the house and look after things. There was no time even to write Clara. Lorena knew she would not draw an easy breath until the children were gone and safe. Clara would be surprised, when five children got off the train expecting to live with her. But Lorena knew Clara would take them. Since her daughters’ marriages, Clara had been too much alone, anyway. At least it seemed so, from her letters. Having children in the house again might not be the worst thing for her.


  “I expect you think I’m too old to subdue the man,” Goodnight said. He was annoyed, and surprised at his annoyance. But the definite way the young woman had come down for Call and not for him, stirred something in Goodnight; the competitor, perhaps, or just the male. In his long years as a pioneer, he had always led, no matter how long, how difficult or how ugly the task. He had always led. He had been the man to do the job, whatever that job was. He was vain enough to think he was still the man who could do the job, whatever it happened to be, although his own vanity annoyed him, too.


  “No, you’re not a killer,” Lorena said. “I know you may have killed to survive, but you’re not a killer. Mox Mox is a killer, and so is Captain Call. Send a killer after a killer. That’s why I said it. I wasn’t thinking about your age.


  “Besides, people here need you,” she added. “This whole part of the country needs you. You’re the man who built the school, and I know you’ve built others, too. You brought the doctor here. You paid for the courthouse. You’re needed. Nobody needs Captain Call.”


  “Well, the rich men need him,” Goodnight said.


  “Yes, because he’s a killer,” Lorena said. “That’s why they need him. He’s as hard as Blue Duck, and he’s as hard as Mox Mox.”


  “He’s got that other boy to catch first,” Goodnight reminded her.


  “Mr. Goodnight, I’ve got to start packing,” Lorena said, standing up. “I’ve got to go to the school and dismiss my pupils. They’ll want to know why, and I’m going to tell them. Then I’ve got to hunt up somebody to do the chores here, for a while. Then I’ve got to pack. I want to start for Amarillo tonight. I want my children out of here, now.”


  “You’ll be in a regular lather, before you get all that done,” Goodnight said. “I expect I could stop the train for you, at Quanah, and I’ll send a wagon and a cowboy or two to help you get to the train.”


  “Much obliged,” Lorena said. “And could you lend me a weapon? All my husband left me with was a shotgun. Of course, he didn’t know about Mox Mox. I’ve never even said that name to him.”


  “I can lend you several guns, but I doubt you’ll need them, once you’re on the train for Nebraska,” Goodnight said.


  “My children are going to Nebraska, I’m not,” Lorena replied.


  “Not going?” Goodnight said. “Why not, ma’am? You’re the one he nearly burned. I doubt that he’s in six hundred miles of here, but six hundred miles can be crossed. If anyone has a right to be scared, it’s you. Why not leave with your children?”


  “Because I have to find my husband and bring him home,” Lorena said. “I should have set my heels and kept him, but I didn’t. It’s my place to go bring him back.”


  “Now, that’s rash,” Goodnight said. “If you’d like me to lend you something, why not accept the loan of a man who knows the country and can go get your husband and bring him home?”


  “None of your cowboys married him,” Lorena said. “I married him. He’s a good man, and I need him. Besides, he won’t mind anybody but me, unless it’s the Captain. I’m going to go find him, and he’s going to mind me, particularly now.”


  Charles Goodnight, rarely quelled, felt quelled this time. He knew determination when he saw it. He ceased to argue, but he did promise to send two cowboys with a wagon, to get her to the train at Quanah. As he was preparing to leave, he told Lorena he wanted to provide each of her boys with a horse, when they returned.


  “I do like the way that talkative little boy takes up for himself,” he repeated.


  “Don’t forget to send me the gun,” Lorena said. “I don’t want to be going south without a gun.”


  2.


  RIDING TO CROW Town across the empty land, Maria began to wish she would never have to arrive. The happiest moments of her life had often been spent alone, with her horse. From the time of Three Legs, she had always loved going away alone, with her horse.


  To avoid Presidio and Doniphan, the hard sheriff, she rode up the river for two days before crossing into Texas. She saw mule deer and antelope, many antelope, but no people. It was cold, and the north wind sang in her face. At night, she persuaded her spotted horse—she called him Grasshopper, because he had a way of suddenly springing sideways—to lie down, so she could sleep close to him and share his warmth.


  Twice she saw trains moving across the long plain. The trains did not seem to be moving very fast; no wonder Joey could rob them. The locomotives pulled only two or three cars. They were just little trains, moving slowly across the endless line of the horizon. Maria had ridden a train only once, to go to her mother when her mother was dying. It had rattled so badly that she had been unable to think.


  Grasshopper did not like the new country, and he shied at many things. Once, a tumbleweed surprised him, and he bucked a few times. Maria was amused that he was so skittish; she didn’t think he could throw her. She enjoyed it when Grasshopper was naughty. He was irritated with her for bringing him so far from the cornfield. But he obediently lay down at night, so Maria would be warm.


  As she rode east, through the sage and the thin chaparral, Maria wondered about herself. Why was she traveling so far, for a boy who didn’t care about anyone but himself? She should just let Joey go. There was a hopelessness in what she was doing, and Maria felt it strongly. She should stay at home and help Rafael and Teresa, for they were loving children. With them, even though they were damaged, she could be happy as a mother, and they could be happy too.


  But Joey was different. He would not yield her even a moment of affection. She wondered if he blamed her for Juan Castro, and for the fact that he had been sold to the Apaches. It seemed to Maria, remembering before that time, that Joey had been a good boy. He played with other children, and she could tease him and hug him.


  But when Joey came back, there was no touching him, and he never smiled, unless he was looking at himself in the mirror. Maria wondered if it was wrong to blame the change in Joey on the Apaches. Perhaps the coldness had been in him earlier. Perhaps it came from her grandfather, a cold old man who did not speak a word to his wife, Maria’s grandmother, for seven years, because he blamed her for the death of their first son. What was in Joey could have come from that old man.


  Maria rode on toward Crow Town, across the great, empty Texas plain. When she came to the Pecos, with its steep banks, she followed it north for two days, before she could find the courage to cross it. Since the time when the lawmen tied her to the mule and almost drowned her in the Rio Grande, she had had a fear of water that she could not control.


  But she knew that Crow Town was east of the Pecos; she would have to cross it somewhere. As she rode along, fearing the river, Maria felt her motherhood to be a cold chain linking her to Joey, who wanted nothing from her and had no love for her or interest in her. If she drowned crossing the Pecos, Joey might not ever know, and might not care if he did know. Why did she think she had to risk the water, in order to warn him that the famous lawman was coming after him? Was it only because she had given birth to him? Did that mean she could never be quit of the pain of such a son? Would her obligation always be so hard and so unredeemed?


  Grasshopper did not like the Pecos, either. Every time she found a cut in the brushy banks and tried to force him down it, he balked, sulked, whirled, tried to resist. Because Maria was so frightened herself, she let the spotted horse defeat her, several times. They went on up the plain, following the west bank of the river.


  The cold was deepening, ever deepening. The clouds were gray, like the sage grass. Maria awoke so stiff with cold that she could hardly mount. In the mornings, the chaparral thorns were white with frost, and the water in the Pecos was black from cold.


  One morning, Maria decided to cross. She felt that if she didn’t cross that day, she would give up and stop trying to be a good mother to Joey and go home. It might be for the sake of her father’s memory, and her brother’s, that she was coming to warn Joey. He might not care himself; he might think he was a match for Captain Call. He might even feel complimented that such a famous man had been summoned to kill him.


  Maria broke a limb off a dead mesquite tree to use as a whip. Rarely had she needed to strike her horse, but this morning, when he refused to take the water, she beat him with all her strength until, finally, unable to turn in a narrow cutbank, he made a convulsive plunge into the dark water. It was so cold that Maria feared she might pass out. Her fingers became too numb to hold the bridle. She hung on to Grasshopper’s neck with both arms as he struggled out of the water and up the thin cut in the east bank.


  On the whole journey, she had not allowed herself a fire. She did not feel it was wise to build a fire in the Texans’ country. A fire might bring her someone she didn’t want. It might bring her cowboys, or killers, or lawmen.


  But this morning she built a fire, in order not to freeze. Sleet began to blow, and her clothes were wet. She was so numb in her hands and feet that she thought she might die if she didn’t get warm. The air felt cold inside her when she breathed. She broke off small limbs of mesquite and made herself a little fire, while Grasshopper grazed on the cold tufts of grass.


  Suddenly, Grasshopper threw up his head and neighed. Maria was too cold to stop him. She knew there were wild horses in Texas. Perhaps he had only neighed at one of them. She had the revolver Billy had given her in her saddlebags. She got it out, but her fingers were stiff from the cold water. She might not be able to shoot well, if she had to shoot.


  Then, to her relief, the old Kickapoo Famous Shoes appeared out of the sleet. He moved, as always, at his own gait, a walk that was almost a trot.


  Famous Shoes saw at once that Maria was almost frozen. He thought he had better make coffee. Fortunately, Maria had coffee and an old, bent pot with her. She was trembling from cold. She had made a fire so small that it warmed only part of her.


  When Maria saw Famous Shoes making coffee, she felt relieved. The old man was peculiar; he appeared and disappeared at whim. But he was competent. He had offered to take her deep into the Madre once and hide her from the lawmen, when they were being rough with her. Maria had refused his offer. She would not be driven from her children by any lawmen. If she ever had to go to the Madre, she would take Rafael and Teresa with her.


  Then Grasshopper neighed again, looking to the north, where the sleet came from.


  Famous Shoes saw Maria’s concern, and understood it. There were many bad men in Texas. He gave her a cup of boiling coffee. Just holding the hot cup would make her hands feel better, and the coffee would warm her insides.


  “I am traveling with Pea Eye,” Famous Shoes said. “His woman is going to teach me to read. His horse is a little slow. I was looking for a place to cross the river when I found you.”


  “Who is this man? I don’t know him,” Maria said.


  “He is a friend of the Captain—you remember?” Famous Shoes said.


  “The Captain who hung my father?” Maria asked.


  “That one,” Famous Shoes said. “Now he is looking for Joey. Did you know that?”


  “Why would I be here, freezing, where the Texans could get me, if I didn’t know that,” Maria said. “I am on my way to warn Joey. Now you bring me one of the men who is going to kill him. Why didn’t you let me freeze?”


  “Pea Eye doesn’t know you,” Famous Shoes assured her. “Joey is in Crow Town, anyway. We didn’t go there because if we had, one of the bad men might have killed us.”


  The coffee made Maria feel a lot warmer. The tin cup was so hot she had to hold it with a part of her skirt or her hands would have burned. When she realized what Famous Shoes was telling her, she grew angry.


  “Why are you bringing men to kill my son?” she asked. “I thought you were my friend.”


  “I have been to the Rio Rojo,” Famous Shoes said. “I was looking for my grandfather, but his spirit had wandered off. I don’t know where it lives. I was coming to Ojinaga to see you. I thought you might have some corn. Then I met Pea Eye, who is my old friend. He doesn’t know where he is going. I don’t want him to get sick, so I am helping him.”


  “I don’t care if he gets sick. I don’t want him to kill my son,” Maria said. “How far away is he?”


  “He is a few miles north,” Famous Shoes said. “He wanted to sit by the fire and drink more coffee. I came on to the river to find a crossing.”


  “Here’s the crossing—you found it,” Maria said. “Go on across it and go away, and take this killer with you. Don’t be bringing killers to murder my son.”


  Famous Shoes felt irritated. He had built up Maria’s fire, and made her coffee. Now she was demanding that he leave. While she was talking, telling him to leave, he remembered something that had almost gone out of his mind while he was traveling. Seeing the track of Mox Mox, The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See, had made his mind too busy to work properly.


  As he was nearing the Pass of the North, Famous Shoes had gone to see old Goat Woman. She was a woman who had the power to see ahead to the future. Maria knew her. When her mother had been dying in Agua Prieta, she had gone to see old Goat Woman, to find out how long her mother might live. Goat Woman went to the river and caught frogs and read their guts. Famous Shoes found it strange, that the guts of frogs could show the future, but he knew it was true. Old Goat Woman had been right too many times. She lived with her goats in a little dwelling of sticks, not far from the river. Famous Shoes always went to see her when he traveled through the Pass of the North. It was good to stay in contact with people who could see ahead. When she had a great need to see far ahead, not just a day or a week or a month but years, Goat Woman didn’t rely on frogs. She killed one of her own goats, and read its guts.


  What she had told him on this visit was that Maria’s son would kill Maria unless someone killed him soon. Goat Woman had seen this in the guts of a frog and had become so worried that she killed one of her own goats, to check the information. But the guts of the frog and the guts of the goat agreed: Maria’s son would kill her.


  Goat Woman liked Maria. She had known and liked Maria’s mother, too. She did not like the news the guts gave her. Famous Shoes didn’t like it, either. He wasn’t even sure he believed it, although he knew Goat Woman had strong powers.


  “You might be wrong,” he suggested. “We are all wrong, sometimes. Maybe the guts are trying to fool you.”


  “Maybe,” Goat Woman said.


  “Do they ever try to fool you?” Famous Shoes asked.


  “No,” Goat Woman replied. “But sometimes, I get confused and don’t see what is plain.”


  “Can anything change the future?” Famous Shoes asked. He rarely got a chance to talk to Goat Woman, who knew about many things he would like to understand.


  “Yes, the stars,” Goat Woman said. “The stars can change the future. But I don’t think they’ll change it for Maria.”


  Now he was actually with Maria, who was wet and cold beside the Pecos. He knew what old Goat Woman knew, and Maria didn’t, although it concerned Maria’s own death. She didn’t want him to take the killers to her son, but if he didn’t do it and do it quickly, her son might kill her.


  It was a dilemma that made his mind tired. Usually the sleet freshened him, but this morning he did not seem very fresh. He didn’t know what to do.


  Maria was warming up, and as she grew warmer, she also grew more and more angry. She had been grateful to the old man for saving her from freezing. But when she discovered that he was leading Captain Call’s deputy, she stopped being grateful. She wanted the old man to take the deputy far away.


  “I want you to go,” Maria said. “This deputy might show up any time. If he sees me here alone, he will figure it out and tell the Captain.”


  “The Captain will figure it out anyway,” Famous Shoes said. “I can’t fool him. He’s the Captain. All he does is kill men.”


  “Maybe, but you don’t need to help him,” Maria said. “Let him catch Joey himself, if he can.”


  “All right, I will leave,” Famous Shoes said, very annoyed.


  “Thank you for your help with the coffee. Now go away,” Maria said. “I don’t want this man to see me. I have to help my son.”


  “If you are in Juarez, you should see Goat Woman,” Famous Shoes said. He was outraged. He had kept the woman from freezing, and now she was sending him away, all because of a boy who would kill her someday. She didn’t seem to understand that he was old and had to make a living. Also, he wanted badly to learn about the tracks in books. Pea Eye’s woman might teach him, if he stayed with Pea Eye and brought him home.


  But he couldn’t say much to Maria, without revealing what he had heard from old Goat Woman.


  “Next time you cross this river, you need to build a bigger fire,” he said.


  Then he remembered the tracks, near Agua Prieta.


  “The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See is alive,” he said. “You need to be careful. Don’t let him get you and burn you.”


  “The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See?” Maria asked. She remembered hearing that there was such a man, and that he was evil, but she didn’t know much about him.


  Famous Shoes turned back up the river to find Pea Eye. It was a nuisance. He had been happy to see Maria, when he found her soaking wet and freezing, but she had been disagreeable and had made him feel confused. If he took Captain Call to Joey Garza, it might save her life. But if he took the Captain to Joey, Maria would hate him, although Joey was a bad son and meant his mother no good. It was a confusion that he didn’t know whether to mention to Pea Eye. He would have to think about it when he found him.


  Maria stayed by the fire until she was dry. She thought at one point that she saw a rider to the north; perhaps it was the man Famous Shoes was with, Pea Eye. She didn’t know what to do. She thought she might try to slip away quickly, on Grasshopper. But then she lost sight of the man—if it had been a man. She wasn’t quite sure she had seen him. Perhaps it had only been an antelope. The air was still full of sleet, and it was hard to see clearly, very far.


  No rider appeared, so Maria wrapped up in her poncho and made her way into the sandhills, toward Crow Town. The sleet rattled on the chaparral bushes, but soon, over the rattling, she heard the sound of crows, and began to see them, sitting on the cold bushes or in the little skinny black mesquite trees. The crows cawed at her as she rode. Grasshopper didn’t like it. He would have liked to go away from the crows, but Maria wouldn’t let him. Soon there were crows all around them, in the trees and in the air. As she got closer to the settlement, the wheeling, gliding crows seemed thicker than the sleet.


  The settlement, when she came to it, was just a few bumps on the plain. There were several low houses, none of them much higher than the hills of sand. Smoke rose into the air, mixing with the sleet, rising high with the crows.


  Joey’s house was easy to find, because his black horse grazed behind it, hobbled to a long rope. There was not much to graze on, just a few little sage bushes and a tuft or two of grass. The horse lifted its head when it saw Grasshopper. The two horses had met the last time Joey was in Ojinaga. The black horse neighed, and when he did, a chubby young Mexican woman came out the door. When she saw Maria, she quickly retreated. A second later, a white woman came out. The woman was shivering; she wore only a thin housecoat. But she waited politely for Maria to speak.


  “Is my son here?” Maria asked. She did not dismount.


  “Joey Garza,” she said, in case the woman was stupid and could not think who her son might be.


  “Joey, yes,” Beulah said. “He’s here, but he ain’t awake.”


  “Wake him and tell him his mother is here,” Maria said. “I have some news he needs to know.”


  “You can come in. I ain’t going to wake him,” Beulah said. “He don’t like it when people wake him up.”


  Maria got off Grasshopper and pushed into the little house. The white woman had a smell. It must not be easy to wash, in such a place, where there was much sand and little water, Maria thought. She did not look like a bad woman, the white woman; she was not young, and she was frightened.


  Inside, two fat Mexican girls sat on a pallet, trying to huddle under one blanket.


  There was another room. The low door to it was shut, but Maria pushed it open. Joey, her boy, was asleep, under many blankets. The room was dim. She could just see Joey’s face, a young face, so young that for a moment she saw him merely as her son, the child she had borne, the child she loved. He was still only a young boy. Perhaps it was not too late to save him, to help him become decent.


  “Joey, wake up, you need to leave,” she said, touching his shoulder.


  Joey did wake up, and the moment he looked at her, the hope that had been rising in Maria sank again and vanished. There was only bottomless cold in Joey’s eyes.


  “This is my room. I don’t like women in here,” Joey said. “Get out.”


  Maria felt anger surge up. She wanted to deliver the slap that would make him good, or at least make him realize he was in danger. She had ridden five days and crossed the freezing river for him, and all he had for her was a look that was as cold as the black waters of the Pecos. It was not a thing she could take patiently—not from her own child.


  “Goddamn you, leave!” Maria yelled, slapping him. “Get up and leave. They’ve sent the great killer for you. Call. Go down into the Madre and go quick, or you’ll be dead!”


  “You leave,” Joey said. “Don’t come where you’re not invited, and don’t hit me again. You’re a stupid woman. You’ve ridden all this way to tell me what I already knew. I know about Captain Call.”


  “You don’t know about him,” Maria said. “You just know the name. He took my father. He took my brother. Now he will take my son, and it’s because my son is stupid, so stupid he thinks he can’t die.”


  “No old gringo will kill me, and no old gringo will make me run to the Madre, either,” Joey replied.


  “Then you’re dead, if you think that way,” Maria told him. “I will go home and tell your brother and sister that you died. They love you, even though you don’t care about them.”


  “You’ll tell them a lie, then,” Joey said. “I won’t die. Call will die, if he comes here. He’ll die before he even knows that his death is coming.”


  Maria turned away. She went back to the room where the three women waited, uneasily. She saw that they were all frightened, the two fat girls and the tired, smelly woman.


  “Is there any man here he listens to?” she asked. “Is there anyone who can make him listen?”


  “John Wesley Hardin, if it’s anybody,” Beulah said. “John Wesley’s killed all those people. I think Joey likes him. But John Wesley’s crazy.”


  “I don’t care. Where is he?” Maria asked.


  “He never sleeps, I guess he’s in the saloon,” Beulah said. She felt afraid of the Mexican woman. Her eyes were angry. When she came in from the storm, her dress and her hair had been covered with sleet, but she hadn’t seemed to care. She had walked in and awakened Joey, which nobody did. Maybe the woman was his mother, maybe she wasn’t, but in the eyes of the three women, she was scary. Gabriela was so scared, she wanted to hide under her blanket; Marieta was too cold to care. She shivered and sniffled. Not many women came to Crow Town. A woman who appeared out of an ice storm might be a witch woman.


  Maria left the house. Her head was hurting. She felt she might be feverish, from almost freezing in the black water. In her fever, she could not control her thoughts. She didn’t know where Captain Call was, but in her mind he was close, so close that he might come and kill Joey that very day if she didn’t do something quickly. She saw smoke coming from the roof of another low, lumpy building. Maybe that was the cantina. A row of crows sat on the roof of the building. The row went all the way around the low roof. Now and again, a crow would fly up, wheel, come back to the building, and take its place in the row. When the crows flapped their wings, a little rain of sleet fell from their feathers.


  Maria heard a snort and looked around to see a large pig following her. The pig was the color of sand. She had the pistol that Billy Williams had insisted she take. She took the pistol and pointed it at the pig. The pig was not just large, it was giant. Maria’s hands felt a little warmer. She was in a better state to shoot than she had been back when Famous Shoes showed up. The pig snorted again, but it didn’t charge her. She had seen pigs charge people in Ojinaga, when the pigs were angry for some reason. She didn’t know whether the great sandy pig was angry, or when it might charge her.


  The pig stopped and looked at her, but again, it didn’t charge. Maria turned and trudged on toward the cantina. It was hard to walk. The sand seemed to fill the street. There were no horses outside the cantina, though Maria saw a glow under the uneven wooden door. Perhaps the wild man was there, in the cantina, the man Joey might listen to.


  When she was almost to the cantina, she heard the great pig snort again, and when she turned, it was trotting toward her. Without thinking, she pointed the pistol at the pig and shot. She wanted to scare it away, and she knew sometimes loud noises frightened pigs. When the church bell rang in Ojinaga, the pigs and goats became nervous for a bit. She did not expect to hit the pig, with the sleet blowing. She had not shot a pistol since Benito’s time. He had enjoyed shooting and would let her shoot with him, although he was stingy about bullets and did not want to let a woman use too many of them.


  To Maria’s surprise, the big pig slid forward on its snout, almost at her feet. Then it rolled over, a great hill of hair, and some blood ran out its nose. She waited for the pig to get up. One of its legs was twitching; then it stopped. The giant pig was dead.


  The door to the cantina opened, and two men stepped out. One was skinny and had scabs on his face. The other was an older man and he limped. Both looked taken aback. The great pig lay dead, and a woman with sleet in her hair stood over it with a pistol in her hand.


  The scabby man was not pleased. The older man just looked surprised.


  “You killed our pig—what kind of wild slut are you?” the scabby man asked.


  “I’m Joey’s mother,” Maria said. “If you’re his friend, I would ask you to tell him to leave and go to the Madre. Captain Call is coming. I don’t know where he is, but I think he’s close.”


  “How close?” Wesley Hardin asked.


  “I don’t know. His deputy is over by the river,” Maria answered. “Famous Shoes is taking him to meet Call.”


  “That old Indian ought to be shot,” Wesley Hardin said.


  “She kilt the devil pig,” Red Foot said. “I can’t believe it. Hundreds of people have shot at that pig. Now this woman just walks into town and shoots the sonofabitch dead.”


  “I guess the killer instinct runs in the family,” Wesley Hardin said. “It’s too damn breezy to stand out here worrying about a dead pig.”


  He looked hard at Maria. She thought he looked crazy. He reminded her of old Ramon, when he was in one of his fits.


  “Come on inside, but I’ll take the gun,” Wesley Hardin said, reaching for Maria’s pistol.


  She drew back. “Why do you want my gun?” she asked.


  “I don’t like to be inside small buildings with women who shoot pistols, that’s why,” Wesley Hardin said. “You just killed the local pig. You might do the same to me, if I get unruly.”


  “Not if you’ll help my son,” Maria said. The man was still reaching for her gun, and she still drew back.


  “No, thanks, I live for myself,” John Wesley replied.


  “Captain Call will kill him,” Maria said. “For all you know, he might kill you, too.”


  “No, they ain’t paying him for me, they’re just paying him for your boy,” Wesley Hardin said. “Call’s economical. He don’t kill just anybody that needs killing. He just kills when he’s paid.”


  Then he grew enraged; his splotchy face turned red and white.


  “It’s too damn cold to be standing in the wind. Give me the gun and come in, if you want to discuss your son.”


  “If I come in, it will be with my gun,” Maria said.


  The scabby man seemed to lose interest in taking her pistol from her. He looked again at the dead pig.


  “I wish there was some way we could charge people that want to come and look at this pig you killed,” he said, shivering. He kicked the pig a time or two; his boots had holes in them. Maria could see his toe through one of the holes.


  “These Texans are superstitious,” he said. “They think this pig was the devil. I could have killed it years ago, and I would have, too, if it had ever bothered me. I figured it was more interesting to let it live, so people would have something to be scared of.”


  Maria followed him into the low building. No more was said about taking her pistol. There seemed to be a thin trail of blood leading into the cantina, yet the dead pig lay outside, in the sand.


  The cantina smelled of tobacco, spit, and whiskey. The limping man had his boot off. The trail of blood had come from his foot. The man did not look well. He was shaking, and his sock was soaked with blood.


  “What’s wrong with his foot?” Maria asked.


  “I stomped it. The sonofabitch is a card cheat,” Wesley Hardin replied. “What’s the news, other than that Woodrow Call is on his way to Crow Town?”


  “The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See is alive,” Maria said. “Famous Shoes saw his track.”


  “Oh, Mox Mox?” Hardin said. “He won’t bother me. I’m meaner than he is. It’s bad news for anyone else who crosses his path, though. He’s meaner than most folks.”


  Maria saw him looking at her as a man looks, although she was dirty from her ride. She was glad she had kept her gun.


  “There’s a bed in that corner,” Wesley Hardin said, pointing. “Come crawl in it with me.”


  Maria thought she should have known that was what he wanted when he invited her into the cantina. Killers she had known had not wanted women much. Their interest was in other things, as Joey’s was.


  She said nothing, but she was glad she had her gun.


  “You’re a fine one,” Hardin said. “You come in here and kill our best pig, and you ask me to help your killer son, but you won’t crawl in bed with me, even though I asked you polite. Have you got some old punch you bed down with, down in Mexico?”


  Maria remembered that Billy Williams had warned her about Crow Town. It had been foolish for her to bother the killer at all. She didn’t know why she had thought he might help.


  “A dollar and a quarter, then?” Wesley Hardin asked. “Red can pay you. He owes me money. If he wants to throw in seventy-five cents for himself, he can have the second turn and you’ll be two dollars richer before you even eat breakfast.”


  Maria turned and walked out the door. The killer gave her a hot look, but he didn’t follow. He was shuffling cards.


  She walked past the dead pig, and went to Joey’s house. When she pushed inside, her feet and hands were cold, although it had only been a short walk. The woman who smelled was crying, and so were the two girls. The door to Joey’s room was open. He was gone, and so was his rifle. Maria ran out of the house, hoping he was still in sight; maybe he would at least let her ride with him for a while, out of the bad town.


  But Joey wasn’t in sight, and neither was Grasshopper. Joey was gone, and he had stolen her horse. Maria felt that she must be the most foolish mother in the world, to ride so far in the winter, into the place of the Texans, for such a boy. Now she was afoot, and tired, in a town where the men were hard. Call was coming, and The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See was somewhere around.


  Maria began to weep, at her own folly. She knew her son. She should never have given him a chance to steal her horse. Now she was really in trouble. She remembered the killer’s hot look. She would have to cross the cold river again, to get back home, and this time she would have no horse to warm her at night.


  “Did he say anything when he left?” she asked the white woman, once both of them had stopped crying.


  “Maybe he just went to hunt antelope,” she added.


  “He didn’t say nothing. He don’t usually say nothing, in the morning,” Beulah said. “I didn’t want to make him mad, so I didn’t ask. He gets real mad if you ask.”


  “Yes, he thinks somebody crowned him king,” Maria said. “Do you have any food I could take?”


  The white woman looked hopeless.


  “We don’t have no food,” she said. Her face was streaked with tears. She, too, had made a mistake in coming to Crow Town, Maria thought. Probably this white woman had made many mistakes. Now she wasn’t young, she smelled bad, and she was in a bad place with no food. It would not be easy for her, or for the fat girls, either.


  “I’m going to Mexico. Do you want to go home with me?” Maria asked the two girls. If the three of them traveled together, it might be warmer. Then she remembered the pig she had killed—there was her food.


  The girls were very young. They looked scared.


  “We don’t have nobody in Mexico,” Gabriela said. Her sister seemed numb. She wouldn’t speak. “We don’t have nobody here, either. We don’t have nobody.”


  “Do you know anybody with a horse we could borrow?” Maria asked. “I killed the pig, but he is too big, I can’t drag him. I can butcher him, but I can’t drag him. I need a horse, for a little while.”


  At home, she had always done the butchering, whether of pigs or of goats. None of her husbands were good at it. Benito wouldn’t even try to butcher. He hated blood, and butchering would have made him sick. Then, in the end, he was butchered himself, and hung like a carcass, his own blood draining.


  “I’ll get Red’s horse,” Beulah said. “He don’t feed it much. I don’t know if it can drag a pig.”


  Then Beulah realized what Maria had said. She had killed the pig! She had killed the pig, the devil pig.


  “She killed the pig!” Beulah told the girls. “She killed the pig!”


  The girls looked stunned. They had both feared the pig, particularly when they had to go into the bushes. The pig watched them; it liked their droppings. Marieta couldn’t grasp it. She thought the woman must be a witch, to be able to kill the great pig.


  Maria went with Beulah to get the horse. She hitched it to a rope tied to the pig’s feet and, urging the skinny horse, dragged the pig slowly to Joey’s house. The horse was afraid of the dead pig, and kept shying and flaring its nostrils. It would have liked to run, but hitched to the pig, there was no way for it to run.


  There was no tree to hoist the pig, but Maria didn’t care. She wanted the blood; it would be easier to get if she hoisted the pig, but she couldn’t. She found a knife in the house. She sharpened it on a rock as best she could, and let the pig’s blood drain into a rusty bucket. It was not easy to handle so much blood. Maria finally found three buckets and filled them all with the pig’s blood. She took the liver and the sweetbreads and then began to cut the meat into strips. The blood was still warm, and soon she was covered with it. The white woman and the two girls got excited at the thought of so much meat. Some of the other women in the village heard that the pig was dead, and came to watch the butchering. Two of them were old Mexican women whose men had worked for the railroad until they died. They lived in Crow Town because they were too old and too weak to go anywhere. But they knew about making jerky, and they had better knives than the one Maria had found. She told them they could have meat, for there was far too much to carry on her journey.


  The wind got colder, but the women were excited at the thought of the meat. Also, their great enemy, the pig, was dead, and they would eat him. They were all covered with blood. At one point, John Wesley Hardin came to the place where the butchering was taking place, and stood looking at the excited, bloody women for a few minutes. He said nothing; he just looked. The women’s arms were black with blood, as they cut deeper and deeper into the carcass of the great pig. The women were so hungry that they sliced bits of liver and sweetbreads and ate them raw. Maria didn’t care. She wanted only to get her jerky and start back for Ojinaga. She missed her children, Rafael and Teresa. She knew she would not be able to smoke the jerky very well. It would be half raw, but it would keep her from starving as she walked home.


  By the end of the morning, every woman in Crow Town was behind Joey’s house, helping Maria finish butchering the giant pig. All of them carried off meat, and then came back and helped Maria smoke hers over a little fire. They were beaten women, none of them young; only Gabriela and Marieta were young. Most of the women were old, within sight of their deaths. They had been thrown aside by their men, or their men had died, leaving them in this bad place, too spiritless to move on. All of them, even the oldest, had sold themselves, or tried, to the men who passed through Crow Town.


  Now they were excited, and not just by the meat. The pig had frightened them all. He had made their dreams bad, made them scared when they had to squat in the bushes. They had seen the pig eating dead men, on Hog Hill. They knew that when they died, the pig would eat them, too. Nobody would care enough about them to bury them deep enough, and the pig could even root up corpses that were buried deep.


  But now the tables had been turned, and it was all thanks to Maria. She had arrived out of the storm and had killed their enemy, the great pig. They had wet their arms with his blood, eaten raw bites of his liver, and waded in his guts, which spilled from his belly and spread over the ground when Maria opened it. An old Comanche woman whose husband had been shot by Blue Duck many years before knew how to strip the guts. She sliced the long, white pig gut into foot-long sections, stripping what was in them into a bucket.


  “Don’t eat that, there could be people in it, parts of people,” Beulah said. She had never liked the old Comanche woman, whose name was Naiche.


  Old Naiche was a tiny, wizened woman. She stood up to her shins in the pig guts, merrily pulling up stretches of gut, cutting off sections, and stripping the sections into her bucket.


  Beulah knew the pig must have parts of people in its intestines. It sickened her that old Naiche would fill a bucket with the contents of the guts.


  As the women worked, the men of the town came, in ones and twos, to watch the spectacle. None of them said anything. They stood in the wind, watching the bloody women cut meat.


  Though she continued to work, Maria kept one eye on the men. They were all watching her, and their eyes were hostile. She knew she would have to leave Crow Town that night, as soon as she had enough jerky to see her home. She was a new woman; the men who watched her cut the pig were tired of the women they had, if they had any at all. Their women were worn out. Except for the two Mexican girls, they were all women whose hearts had died within them. They were broken and they didn’t care what men did to them anymore. Men had used them until they had used them up. The women were excited that the pig was dead, but their excitement would be brief. In the next day, or two days, or a week, they would just be broken women again.


  Maria knew the men would be after her soon. They would be angry because she had stirred up their women. Most men didn’t like women to be stirred up, about a dead pig or about anything. Life was much easier when women were broken, when they didn’t dare express a feeling, whether happy or sad. It was not something to question; it was just how men were.


  By the middle of the gray, cold afternoon, the work was finished. There was nothing left of the great feral pig except its hide, its hooves and its bones. Old Naiche had even taken its eyes. She dropped them into a bucket with the strippings from the guts and hobbled off to her small hovel with them. Then she came back and got an armful of the sections of gut she had cut. The plentitude of guts made old Naiche happy. It reminded her of the buffalo times, long before, when she had often waded in piles of guts.


  In the late afternoon, as the winter sun was setting, the sleet turned to snow. Maria felt a bitterness growing in her toward Joey, her son. He had sneered at the trouble she had gone to warning him, and then he had stolen her horse. She had not expected thanks when she journeyed to Crow Town. Joey did not thank people, for nothing they did made him grateful. But she had not supposed he would steal her horse, and leave her on foot in such a place in the winter, among Texans. It was a cruel thing. It made her wonder if her son wished her dead. It was a long way back to Ojinaga, and there were many perils. With Grasshopper, she stood a better chance. Without a horse, it would be very difficult. She might freeze, or she might be taken by men who would be rough with her.


  There were horses in Crow Town; Maria had seen five or six. Some of the men who came to watch the butchering were mounted. But Maria had no money, and could not buy a horse. If she stole one and they caught her, she would be hung. That was for sure, they would hang her when they caught her. If there were no trees, they would stretch her between two horses until her neck broke or she strangled. She had seen the Federales hang men that way. They had stretched Benito’s brother, Raul, between two horses. They had pulled so hard that they almost pulled Raul’s head off. A Mexican hanging, the Texans called it, although they used it too, if they were too far from a tree.


  Maria decided to walk. That way, she could at least hide in the sage. She searched Joey’s room, to see if she could find anything useful. She thought he might have left some money, but there was no money. Gabriela and Marieta tried to stop her from searching, for they were scared of Joey.


  “He don’t like nobody to be in his room,” Marieta said. “He’ll beat you, when he comes back.”


  “I can beat, too,” Maria said.


  All she could find to take was one blanket and a good knife. She wrapped all the meat she could carry in a sack. While she was packing, the women of Crow Town began to crowd into the house. All were wearing what coats they had. All carried parcels of meat. Only old Naiche didn’t come. Beulah had put on her coat too. Marieta and Gabriela had not dressed warmly. They looked scared.


  Beulah spoke for the women.


  “We want to go when you go,” she said. “We don’t want to stay here. We’re all going to die, if we stay here.”


  “You might die harder, if you go with me,” Maria warned. She did not want to lead the women across the bad land, between Crow Town and Mexico. The meat would not last. She had only three bullets left for her pistol. The women did not look strong. They would freeze or starve, or drown or give up. Her statement had been the truth: dying in Crow Town would not be good, but dying in the borderlands in winter might be worse. At least in Crow Town, there would be shelter.


  Then she remembered the railroad. It was only two days’ walk south, or a little more. The women might make it to the railroad. Then maybe a train would stop for them. She had seen two trains. She didn’t know what made trains stop, but she thought that maybe a train would stop for the women, if they waved at the men who drove the train.


  It was a hope, at least. Maria could understand that the women did not want to die in Crow Town. It was not a good place. The crows flew through the snow, or walked in it. Three sat on the bare ribs of the great pig. As the cold deepened, the cawing of the crows seemed to grow louder. Maria felt feverish. She would have liked to rest in Joey’s bed for a day or a night, but she was afraid. If the men caught her, they would not care that she was feverish. They might tie her and keep her until she became like the other women in the town. Her heart might die within her, as their hearts had.


  Maria couldn’t risk that. Her children needed her. Even now, she worried that Billy Williams wouldn’t take care of them well enough. Rafael might be growing thin, for sometimes he forgot to eat. Teresa was careless sometimes, and burned herself on the stove. What if she had burned herself badly? Who would hold her in the night and help her with the pain?


  “I will take you to the railroad, if you will try to keep up,” Maria said. “That’s the best I can do. I have to leave you at the railroad and go home to my children.”


  When the time came to leave, Marieta and Gabriela wept. They had no warm clothes; they didn’t want to go.


  “My feet freeze, even when I’m in the house,” Marieta said. “I don’t want to walk in the snow.”


  “I want to wait for Joey,” Gabriela said. “He don’t have no one else to help him.”


  “Joey thinks she’s pretty,” Marieta said. She was bitter that her sister had been favored. She didn’t like Joey anymore. But her feet got very cold, just sitting in the house. Someone had told her that if your feet froze, they had to be cut off. She was afraid that if she went with the woman, her feet would freeze. The person who told her what happened to frozen feet was Red Foot, who sometimes visited her. He would only pay her a dime, but it was a dime at least. Red Foot liked to be behind her; she could hear him panting in her ear, like a dog. He said frozen feet had to be sawed off with a saw.


  “Me and Gabriela, we better stay,” Marieta said.


  “Don’t be weak,” Maria said. The two girls were just girls, not too much older than her own girl. She didn’t want to leave them to the rough men. If she had to take the women, she would take the girls, too.


  “These men will use you till you’re sick,” Maria said. “I will wrap your feet so they won’t freeze.”


  While the girls sat, looking scared, she cut up sacks and wrapped their feet in many layers. She found an old pair of chaps that had worn thin and used the leather to make tight wrappings around the sacks. She didn’t think the girls would freeze, for the worst cold didn’t come with snow.


  When Maria was ready, all the women looked scared. It was dark and the snow was still blowing. Some of the women wanted to wait until morning, but Maria wouldn’t hear of it.


  “Do you want a parade?” she asked, angrily. She had enough responsibilities, without these women balking.


  “You know what we are to these men,” she said. “Look between your legs—that’s what we are. That’s why they even let us be alive. Do you think they will let us all walk off, and not do something about it?”


  Then she thought of old Naiche. She was Indian, Comanche. Probably, the women had not asked her to go. When Maria inquired, several of the women claimed not to know where old Naiche lived. Finally, Beulah told her.


  Maria went through the snow to the little hovel of dirt and branches where Naiche lived. The shelter was made of thin mesquite branches, bent together at the top. There were many spaces between the mesquite limbs, but old Naiche had covered them with some of the rotten buffalo hides. It was a flimsy dwelling, so low that Maria had to go almost to her hands and knees to get through the opening. The wind sang through the small, smoky room, but Naiche didn’t seem to mind. She sat with her bucketful of strippings and her armful of guts. Now and then, she would dip into the bucket and nibble from the squeezings of the dead pig.


  “I don’t see well, no more,” Naiche said, when Maria stooped low and came in. “Too much smoke.”


  “We’re leaving. You should come with us,” Maria said. “I will take you to the railroad. It’s not a long walk. This is not a good place for a woman.”


  Old Naiche shook her head.


  “The train don’t have no place to take me to,” she said. “All my people are dead.”


  “They are not all dead,” Maria replied. “Billy Williams says there are many of your people in the Territory. The train could take you to them, if you will get up and come with me.”


  “No, there are only whites in the world now,” old Naiche said. “I have all this food. You got it for me. I want to stay here and eat this food.”


  “Bring it, I’ll help you carry it,” Maria said. She knew it was no use, trying to save a woman as old as Naiche, but she wanted to try. The women of Crow Town were too sad. Even with her eyes half gone from smoke, the old Comanche woman had more life left in her than any of them. She didn’t seem discouraged, to be living in a small hovel made of mesquite sticks, with rotten buffalo hides to cover it and protect her from the cold breath of the norther.


  “Come, try,” Maria said. “I don’t know what will become of you if I leave you here with these men.”


  “I don’t worry about these men,” Naiche said. “Look. I’ll show you what I have.”


  She bent, and began to dig with her hands by the little fire.


  “This fire don’t go out,” she said, as she was digging. “I only let it go out in the summer, when it is hot. When the norther comes, I let the fire burn so my scorpions won’t freeze.”


  Naiche uncovered a pit, so near the fire that the glow of the coals lit it. Maria looked in and saw that the pit was full of scorpions. She didn’t like scorpions; she didn’t count, but there were many scorpions in Naiche’s little pit, and also a few of the long centipedes with the red legs. Old Naiche had made a roof over the pit, with little sticks and a badger skin to cover it and keep the scorpions in.


  “When they sting me, it don’t hurt,” Naiche said. “If men are bad, I will go around and put scorpions in their clothes. I did it to old Tommy, because he stole my tobacco. When he was drunk, I put three scorpions in his pants, and they stung him where he is a man.”


  Old Naiche grinned. She had few teeth. Maria, too, was amused, at the old woman’s vengeance and her cleverness in keeping a pit of scorpions near her fire. Billy had once told her that the Apaches sometimes kept scorpions because they needed their poison.


  “Are you Apache?” Maria asked, thinking she had made a mistake about Naiche’s tribe.


  “No, but I was given to an Apache,” Naiche said. “I lived in the Bosque Redondo, but I didn’t like it. I ran away.”


  “Run away again,” Maria said. “I will take you to my home. I have two children who are damaged. My girl is blind and my boy cannot think too well. Come to my home, and I will take care of you. We’ll leave the others at the railroad, but you can come to Mexico with me.”


  But again, Naiche shook her head.


  “My time is coming,” she said. “It will come when I finish this food you gave me. I do not want to go away and miss it. When you miss your time, then you cannot rest.


  “Besides, I like the crows,” Naiche added. “I have one that comes to my house and tells me secrets. That is why I know I have to stay here and wait for my time. She is up there now, my crow.”


  Maria had no more time. She saw that she could not persuade the old woman, and she needed to be far from town with the other women when morning came. Maybe if it was still snowing, the men would be too lazy to follow the women. That was her hope, and her only hope. The women she was taking away were ugly, dirty, and weary, but they still had the places between their legs. The men wouldn’t like losing those places. Maybe they would pursue them, and maybe they wouldn’t. But Maria had to go, and go at once.


  “I will give you this advice,” she said to Naiche. “Do not put your scorpions on the killer with scabs in his hair. He don’t care about women. He will sting you worse than you sting him.”


  Old Naiche didn’t answer. She looked into the smoke, the smoke that had ruined her eyes. Again she dipped her hand into the bucket of strippings from the pig’s guts.


  Maria crept out. The snow had stopped, which made her fearful. She had to hurry, and she had to get the women moving. Several crows sat on top of old Naiche’s hut. Maria wondered which one was the crow that had told the old woman secrets. She wondered, but she did not have time to find out. The snow had stopped. She had to get the women and the two scared girls, and go.


  3.


  WHEN MOX MOX and his men rode into Crow Town, he made the men ride their horses back and forth over old Naiche’s little brush shelter, trampling her to death.


  At first, the horses shied, and didn’t want to crash through the shelter. Mox Mox pointed to a sandhill, about one hundred yards away.


  “Go to the top of it and blindfold them shittin’ horses,” he instructed. “Head them for this brush and keep on spurring.”


  Old Naiche heard. While the men were blindfolding the horses, she tried to crawl out, but Mox Mox was waiting for her with his leaded quirt. He quirted her in the face until she gave up. She crawled back into her hut and waited for the hooves to bring her darkness. Soon she heard the horses coming hard. The crows began to caw. Naiche tried to be ready, but she had begun to feel regret for not going with Maria. It was a sharp regret, so sharp it made it hard for her to be ready.


  But the horses were coming hard, whether or not she was ready. Naiche clawed open her little pit and dug quickly with one hand into her scorpions and centipedes. She raked a handful of them up and shoved them under her blanket. Perhaps one of them would bite The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See. The horses were closer. Naiche still had scorpions in her hand when they crashed through the branches of mesquite.


  The hooves did not immediately bring her death, though they broke both her hips and crushed one hand.


  “She’s still stirring—ride again,” Mox Mox said. The men wheeled their horses and rode again, and again. Because they couldn’t see, the horses were frightened. Soon the men stopped racing. They merely spurred their mounts, causing them to jump into the broken branches. The rotten buffalo robes were soon kicked away, the mesquite branches broken.


  “I guess that will teach her,” Hergardt said. He was German, the largest of the seven men. He was also, by common consent, the dumbest. Hergardt was so dumb he often put his boots on the wrong feet. He was strong and would pull his boots on without looking, as easily as most people pull on socks. Later, he would wonder why his feet hurt.


  Hergardt rode a big bay horse. The other men dismounted and began to pile the broken mesquite limbs into a pyre, but Hergardt kept riding his horse back and forth over the body of old Naiche.


  “What will it teach her?” Mox Mox asked him, looking at the body of the dead woman. A hoof had broken her neck. “I could cook you for a week and it wouldn’t make you smart,” Mox Mox said. “Being burnt just teaches you that you’re burnt.”


  Mox Mox had found Hergardt in San Francisco, when he returned from his years on the sea. He had gone to sea to escape Goodnight, who had pursued him all the way to the Great Salt Lake. Mox Mox knew he could not go back to the Southwest for a while. Goodnight had been too persistent. Mox Mox put out the story of his death at the hands of the Ute, and went to sea for seven years.


  Hergardt was making his living as a wrestler when Mox Mox docked in San Francisco. He wrestled all comers for a dollar a bout. Mox Mox began to promote him and soon had the price up to ten dollars a bout, although Hergardt was far from invincible. Many smaller, quicker men beat him.


  “You deserve to be burnt, but it wouldn’t teach you nothing,” Mox Mox observed. “Stop riding over her. She’s dead. It’s time to light the fire, Jimmy.”


  Jimmy Cumsa lit the branches. He was a Cherokee boy from Missouri, very quick in his movements; almost too quick, in Mox Mox’s view. Mox Mox liked to have a sense of how his men worked together, if there was a fight. Six of them he could keep up with, but Jimmy Cumsa—Quick Jimmy, they called him—was so swift that Mox Mox could seldom anticipate him. He would see Jimmy in front of him one minute, and the next minute, Jimmy would be behind him.


  “Watching you burn people would teach me something, Mox,” Jimmy said. “It would teach me not to stay around you too long.”


  “You been around me for a year. What keeps you, if you don’t like my ways?” Mox Mox asked.


  Jimmy Cumsa didn’t answer. He was watching the hut burn. The old woman’s thin garments began to burn too.


  He knew it irritated Mox Mox, when he didn’t answer a question, but Jimmy Cumsa didn’t care. He did not belong to Mox Mox, and didn’t have to answer questions. Jimmy was careful of Mox Mox, but he was not afraid of him. He had confidence in his own speed, as a rider, as a runner, and as a pistol shot. He was not an especially good pistol shot, but he was so fast it fooled people, scaring many of them into firing wildly, or doing something else dumb, that would cause them to lose the fight.


  Mox Mox killed short people because they reminded him of himself—that was Jimmy Cumsa’s theory. He killed tall people because he envied them. He could be a killer, but he could never be tall. He could never be blond, because he had red hair; and he could never look you straight in the eye, because one of his eyes was pointed wrong. It looked out of his head at an angle. Mox Mox hated being short, regretted that smallpox had scarred his face, and was sorry that he was not blond, but the thing he hated most about himself was his crooked-looking eye. His greatest, most elaborate cruelties were reserved for people with well-set, bright blue eyes. When Mox Mox caught such a person, male or female, he tended to do the worst things to the eyes. If the person with the perfect blue eyes was tall and blond, then so much the worse for him or her.


  Jimmy Cumsa wondered if fire was so hot that even dead people could feel it burning them. He had seen corpses twitch, while Mox Mox was burning them. It seemed to Jimmy that might mean even the dead had some feelings, enough feelings that they could respond to the heat of a fire.


  Mox Mox had probably killed the old Comanche woman because she was short. She was about the same height as Mox Mox himself. Burning flesh smelled sweet—that was a fact soon learned, if you rode with Mox Mox. It didn’t matter why he had killed the old woman; she was definitely dead. The flimsy branches of her little hovel didn’t make much of a funeral flame. She wasn’t going to be burned very completely, Jimmy knew that.


  Mox Mox didn’t seem to be paying much attention to this fire, or to the old woman’s burning. Most likely, that was because she was dead, and couldn’t scream and plead. When people screamed and pleaded, Mox Mox got icy cool. He was like the sleet at such times. Never once had he spared a person he wanted to burn, not since Jimmy had ridden with him. It didn’t matter how loudly they pleaded, or how much money they offered him.


  Peon got off his horse and began to piss into the flames. Peon was another runt, a little taller than Mox Mox, but not much. He had grown up in a swamp in Mississippi, and he slunk along, looking furtive and dirty, like some old swamp dog.


  The two Mexicans were anxious to get the burning over with, so they could go to the cantina and drink. Oteros kept looking at the horizon, as if he expected to see a posse coming for him, with their hang ropes out.


  Oteros was not afraid of Mox Mox, either. He was with him because he admired his business sense. He had met Mox Mox in jail, in San Luis Obispo. Mox Mox was about to be hung, for killing a boy. Oteros had very long arms and managed to reach out of his cell with one of his long arms and catch the jailer as the man was walking past with a plate of beans for an old bank robber who was being kept in the jail. Oteros held firmly to the jailer’s collar until he could get his pistol and beat his head in. Mox Mox got the jailer’s keys, and the two of them left. Oteros had been with Mox Mox ever since.


  “I don’t like these crows,” Oteros said. “Why did we come here? There are too many laws in Texas.”


  “He means lawmen,” Peon said. He understood Oteros and liked him, although Oteros was the most violent of the seven men and as likely to kill friend as foe when his temper was up, as it often was.


  “He thinks there are too many lawmen in Texas,” he repeated, in case Mox Mox missed his point.


  “There may be too many lawmen in Texas, but there’s still too many Apaches in New Mexico,” Mox Mox said. “I’d rather fight any lawman in the world than some old Apache with one eye and a weak bow. I’d kill the lawman, but the one-eyed Apache would probably kill me.”


  “You, but not me,” Oteros said. “I have killed many Indians and I will kill more if I see any.”


  “Go kill Goodnight, if you want to kill a tough old wolf,” Mox Mox said. “The sonofabitch chased me a thousand miles, and he’d do it again if he knew I was alive.”


  “Well, he’ll find out, if we come over here and start cooking people,” Jimmy Cumsa said.


  “We won’t be cooking too many until Goodnight is dead,” Mox Mox said. “I do want to kill that Mexican boy who robbed those trains with the payrolls on them. We’ve robbed three trains and ain’t took a payroll yet. That boy’s beating us to the money. If we could take a payroll, we could hire enough men to clean out a state.”


  “A state?” Jimmy asked. “You want to kill all the people in a whole state? I never knew you had that kind of ambition, Mox.”


  “Which one would you take, if you was to take a state?” Peon asked.


  Mox Mox had given no detailed thought to the conquest of a state. He’d merely been reflecting on the army he could raise if he had a million dollars to spend. It was rumored in Juarez that the Garza boy had taken a million dollars in payroll money off the trains he had robbed.


  “I might take Wyoming,” Mox Mox said. “I could take it and be governor of it. Then, I’d hang all the dirty sonsabitches I didn’t like.”


  “There wouldn’t be a soul left in the state, if you hung all the people you didn’t like,” Jimmy Cumsa said. “I don’t notice that you like too many people, Mox.”


  “I don’t, for a fact, and you’re getting to be a prime candidate for hanging yourself,” Mox Mox said. Sometimes Quick Jimmy let a little too much contempt leak into his voice, when he spoke to his boss. Jimmy didn’t like very many people himself, but he paired up with Pedro Jones when they hit a town and decided to seek women. Pedro Jones had a Yankee father and a mother who came from far down in the Indian country below the City of Mexico, by the ocean. Pedro carried a seashell with him, in his saddlebags. At night, by the fire, he would often sit holding the shell to his ear. He liked to listen to the sea, for he had grown up by it. Listening to its faint echo in the shell reminded him of a time when life had not been so harsh.


  Pedro had become a criminal by accident, at a time when he lived in Vera Cruz. He was very tight with his money and had begun to strangle the whores he went to see, in order to save what they cost. It seemed to him a reasonable practice. There were many, many whores in Vera Cruz, and he had only strangled a few and beat in the heads of one or two more. He had only killed the last few because of drink, but the authorities had not accepted his excuses. A whore who was in love with him helped him break out of jail and he went west, across Mexico and then north into Arizona Territory, where Mox Mox found him. Pedro had killed an old woman who wanted to charge him too much for his supper. Old as she was, the authorities still took offense, so that Pedro was forced to flee along the Gila.


  Manuel had been in jail with Pedro, and fled with him when he escaped. Manuel was a simple horse thief who was too lazy to run as far as it was necessary to run when he stole horses from the gringos. He stayed with Mox Mox and his gang because he didn’t like traveling alone. He thought Mox Mox’s habit of burning people was repugnant, and he always rode off a mile or two and tried to take a nap, while the people screamed out their pain. But he stayed with the gang because it eliminated the problem of being lazy and getting caught. He could make fires and he could cook; those were his main jobs with Mox Mox. He was rarely asked to take much part in the killing, and had been very reluctant to ride his horse over the hut of the old Comanche woman, although he had not known the woman personally. It seemed to him dangerous to race seven horses at the same time, and make them smash a hut, even a small one. Running horses often fell anyway. His own brother had his skull broken because a running horse had fallen in a rocky place with him on its back.


  “They say Joey Garza can shoot you from a mile,” Jimmy Cumsa said. “They say he don’t miss.”


  “I don’t miss, either,” Mox Mox said. “You miss because you don’t aim—you just shoot. If I hadn’t adopted you, I imagine you’d have been plugged by now. Let’s go find somebody who knows where this wild boy’s at. I want to kill him before he takes any more payrolls away from us. Then, we’ll go get Goodnight.”


  At the saloon, Oteros and Manuel stayed outside. Pedro Jones went in, but came right back out. He disliked low rooms. Peon went in, hoping Mox Mox would buy him whiskey, but Mox Mox didn’t mention buying whiskey for anyone. Hergardt and Jimmy Cumsa also went inside. Hergardt’s head came within an inch of the ceiling, when he straightened up.


  A white man with a splotchy face, a cripple, and an Irishman were in the saloon. Mox Mox recognized John Wesley Hardin at once, from photographs he had seen in newspapers. Seeing him in person was a surprise. Mox Mox hadn’t supposed he could walk into a saloon in the sandhills and come upon a famous man.


  “Ain’t you Hardin?” he asked, feeling that he was addressing a peer.


  “Mind your own business, you cross-eyed runt,” Hardin said. He had stepped outside and surveyed the gang briefly. Red Foot had limped in and informed him that they were trampling old Naiche to death.


  “Well, there goes the last woman,” he observed, to Patrick O’Brien. “This place has got the curse of doom upon it. If I was you and had a business in a place like this, I’d move it.”


  “Wes, I just got a load of whiskey in last week,” Patrick pointed out. “It’s the wrong time to move.”


  Mox Mox was so startled by John Wesley Hardin’s insulting reply that he didn’t do a thing. He took the other table, and told the Irishman to bring him whiskey. There were only two chairs at his dirty little table, and Jimmy Cumsa took the second chair. Jimmy was amused by the killer’s reply to Mox Mox. Such talk was music to his ears. He had described Mox Mox exactly: a cross-eyed runt.


  Hergardt was left standing. He didn’t seem to mind or to notice, but John Wesley Hardin noticed.


  “You’re too big to be inside—go outside and wait,” he said, to Hergardt. “Or else sit down. You’re blocking the light. I can scarcely see my cards.”


  “There ain’t no chair for me,” Hergardt informed him.


  “Then sit on the floor, you damn German,” Wesley Hardin said. “If you don’t get out of my light, you’ll soon be enjoying a few holes in your liver.”


  He pulled his revolver out of his belt, and laid it on the table.


  Despite the insult that had been offered him, Mox Mox found that he admired Hardin’s temerity. Hardin was the most famous killer in the Southwest, after all. Finding a man who would say exactly what he pleased was a novelty, and of course, Hardin’s reputation was far greater than his own. Hardin had the habit of killing, and he had gone to prison for it and survived, untamed. Mox Mox decided to overlook the insult. He wanted to get to know Wesley Hardin, but more than that, he wanted Hardin to accept him as a peer. Being called a cross-eyed runt was nothing new anyway. In his years at sea, when he was often the smallest man on the ship, he had been called worse things.


  The epithet was inaccurate, of course. His eyes didn’t cross. One was pointed at an angle to the other. People who called him cross-eyed were not very observant.


  “Now, be friendly, Hardin,” he said. “I’ve got several men here, and we’re after the Garza boy.”


  “As to that, several is not enough,” Hardin said.


  “Well, counting me, it’s enough,” Mox Mox said.


  “No, you have to subtract the Mexicans, because they undoubtedly can’t shoot,” Wesley Hardin informed him. “Then, you subtract this giant, who’s blocking my light, and the reason you can subtract him is because I’m about to kill him if he don’t sit down. I won’t stand for dim light. I killed a blacksmith on that very spot a few days ago, and he wasn’t near as tall as this lunkhead, and didn’t block near as much light.”


  “Sit down, Gardt, don’t you hear Mr. Hardin?” Mox Mox said.


  “Going outside would be even better,” Wesley Hardin said. “That way, I wouldn’t have to look at three hundred pounds of stupidity while I’m trying to concentrate on my cards.”


  “I’ll play you cards, if you’re shorthanded for a game,” Jimmy Cumsa said. The man John Wesley had a droll habit of speech. If he had been offering employment, Jimmy would have accepted it on the spot. There was little conversation to be had out of the present gang, although Pedro Jones became garrulous at certain times.


  “I guess you would, you goddamn Cherokee,” Hardin said. “Or are you Choctaw?”


  Jimmy Cumsa just looked at him. The man had a surprisingly rough tongue. He didn’t seem to realize that he was badly outnumbered, or else he just didn’t care.


  “Is the Garza boy here?” Mox Mox asked. With a man as unpredictable as John Wesley, it seemed best to come to the point. He might fly off the handle and kill Hergardt, and Gardt was useful when there were heavy things to lift.


  “The boy ain’t, and what’s more, his mother ain’t, either,” Hardin said. “She came here and killed the big pig that was eating the corpses, and then walked out of here with all the cunt, except that old thing you just killed with your damn nags.”


  “Why, that old Comanche woman was too old to pester,” Mox Mox said.


  “Old or not, and Comanche or not, she was the last woman left in Crow Town, and your action was unwelcome,” Wesley Hardin said. “We don’t like strangers who trample our women.”


  “You’re a sonofabitch,” Mox Mox said—respectful as he was of Hardin, he was beginning to be riled by his tone.


  “You must have run wild so long, you don’t realize you can be killed,” Hardin said. “I’ve done been hung twice, to the point where I passed out, only they cut me down too soon. I could be killed by a knife if it was stuck in my liver or my jugular. I could be shot by a bullet, and if it was thirty-caliber or heavier, it would probably do the job and I’d be dead. I could be bit by a snake that was filled with poison spit, or I could ride under a lightning bolt or fall down drunk and split my head on a rock.”


  He paused, but only to peer hard at a card that had come out of the deck he had just been shuffling.


  “That ace don’t belong in this deck, it’s got six or seven already,” he said, laying the card aside.


  “What I doubt is that I’ll be killed by a damned squint like you, or a Choctaw boy, or this damn ignorant anvil of a German you brought in,” Hardin said.


  “Maybe you ought to leave the anvil here,” he added, considering Hergardt for a moment. “We need a blacksmith, and he’s got the heft for it.


  “I won’t kill him till he thinks it over,” he added, in a charitable tone.


  “Then you’ll never kill him, because he’ll never think it over,” Jimmy Cumsa said. “Gardt can’t think, and he couldn’t shoe a horse if he had a week.”


  “He can’t even shoe himself,” Mox Mox said.


  “Well, if he’s useless, move him out of the light, then,” Hardin said.


  “Move, Gardt,” Mox Mox said. “Go outside and dig a hole or something.”


  “Ain’t you the man Charlie Goodnight chased to Utah?” Wesley Hardin asked, looking at Mox Mox. “Old Charlie’s still kicking. I expect when he hears you’re in Texas, he’ll come and chase you back to Utah again.”


  “No, we’re going to get him,” Mox Mox said. “I intend to kill the Garza boy first, because he’s costing me money.”


  “Get Woodrow Call, while you’re getting,” Wesley Hardin said. “They sent him after Joey Garza.”


  “Who did?” Mox Mox asked, surprised.


  “The railroad, of course,” Hardin replied. “I expect him to show up, any day. Call won’t bother me because there’s no money in it, but he’ll probably catch you and hang you properly.”


  “Who’s he talking about?” Jimmy Cumsa asked.


  “An old Ranger,” Mox Mox said. “He don’t worry me. He never caught Duck, and he’ll never catch me.”


  Wesley Hardin suddenly sprang up from the table and hit Hergardt in the temple with his pistol as hard as he could. He hit him accurately. Hergardt fell right behind Jimmy Cumsa’s chair. Hardin glared at Mox Mox. Jimmy Cumsa almost pulled his gun, but decided at the last second that it might not be a wise move.


  “That was like whacking an ox, I hope my weapon’s intact,” Hardin said. He was calm again. He looked his pistol over, and then cocked it and put it back on the table, in front of him.


  “Call never caught Duck, but he caught me a couple of times, back in my feuding days,” Wesley Hardin said. “I was pretty disagreeable, in my feuding days. Then Call went off and hung the Suggs brothers, up in Kansas. The Suggs were as mean as you, if not meaner.”


  “You don’t have no idea how mean I am, you scabby sonofabitch,” Mox Mox said. He was tired of insults. Besides, Jimmy Cumsa was hearing it all. He had to speak up, or let Jimmy think he was afraid of Hardin.


  “Oh, you cook some chicken you drag off a train now and then,” Hardin said. “I expect most of them are just fat Yankees. You could fry a hundred of them and it wouldn’t impress me.”


  He seemed amused by Mox Mox’s anger.


  “What would impress you?” Jimmy asked. He could tell Mox Mox wasn’t going to stand for much more. He wanted to ask a few questions before the killing started, if it did.


  “Well, you’ve got three problems,” Hardin said. “Joey Garza, Charlie Goodnight, and Woodrow Call. Take ’em in any order you like. When you’ve killed any one of the three, come back, and I’ll buy you and all your damn Mexicans a drink.”


  “You don’t think we can manage it, do you?” Jimmy asked.


  “No, I don’t,” Hardin said. “You’re just a bunch of chicken fryers.”


  “We’ve been in the papers,” Jimmy said. “The papers say we’re the worst gang ever to hit the West.”


  He was becoming annoyed himself at John Wesley Hardin’s evident lack of respect.


  “I guess you want me to bow to you, because you got your name in some damn newspaper,” Hardin said. “I wouldn’t give a nickel’s worth of dogshit for the whole bunch of you, and I don’t care what it says in the papers. If you want to sit here and drink, do it quietly. Maybe I won’t have to whack you like I whacked that lunkhead.”


  “No, if we ain’t wanted, we’ll depart,” Mox Mox said, standing up. “When I come back, I’ll bring you three heads, and then I’ll expect an apology for your rude behavior, Mr. Hardin.”


  Hardin was studying his cards. He didn’t look up.


  Mox Mox waited, but Wesley Hardin seemed to have forgotten their existence.


  “Why don’t we go back in and kill him?” Jimmy Cumsa asked, when they were outside. The horses had all been dumping; several piles of horseshit steamed in the dirty snow. Pedro, Peon, Manuel, and Oteros all looked drunk. They had gone to the back of the saloon and helped themselves to some liquor in Patrick O’Brien’s storeroom. Each of them had drunk a bottle.


  “The way to think about Hardin is that he’s crazy,” Mox Mox said. “Having him alive is like having another weapon. He might kill anybody, at any time. If Call wandered in here, Hardin might kill him for us. Or, he might kill Goodnight.”


  “I thought you wanted to kill Goodnight yourself,” Jimmy said.


  “I’d like to, but if Wesley Hardin happens to kill him first, I wouldn’t shit my pants.”


  “I thought you wanted to do it yourself,” Jimmy repeated.


  Mox Mox took his horse and walked off. He led his horse behind the saloon and helped himself to two bottles of Patrick O’Brien’s whiskey. Patrick came out while he was doing it, and held out his hand.


  “That’s six bottles you owe me for,” he said. “Your men took four. I sell a lot of whiskey out my back door.”


  “It’s convenient, I guess,” Mox Mox said. He handed over the money. He wanted to stay friendly with the Irishman. In his experience, it was bad policy to offend saloonkeepers.


  The real reason Mox Mox led his horse behind the saloon was because he needed a place to mount that wouldn’t require him to jump for his stirrup in front of the men. He found just the thing, too, a little lump of sand about two feet high. Usually he managed to mount from the uphill side, so he wouldn’t have to jump for the stirrup. That was the awkward thing about being short; he could never forget it. If he was mounting out on the flats, where there was no uphill side, he had to jump for the stirrup, whether he liked it or not.


  When he rode back around the saloon, all the men were mounted except Hergardt, who had just crawled out the door. He sat in the snow, crooning a German song he sometimes sang when he was unhappy. Some blood ran out of his ear, on the side where Hardin had hit him.


  “Get up, Gardt. We’re off to catch that Mexican boy,” Mox Mox said.


  Hergardt stumbled up, but fell flat down again before he could reach his horse. Manuel and Oteros managed to hoist him to his feet, but Pedro Jones and Jimmy Cumsa had to help, in order to get him flopped over his horse. Hergardt caught his reins, but dropped them. Pedro Jones had to lead Hergardt’s horse.


  The mesquite limbs from what had once been old Naiche’s hut were still smoldering as Mox Mox and the men rode out of Crow Town. The crows were cawing, and the bitter wind still blew.


  4.


  BROOKSHIRE HAD ATTENDED Princeton College for a year. He hadn’t the head for it, and knew he hadn’t the head for it, but his mother had ambitions for her children: she was determined that he become a college man. She made him a suit, so that he would not look so much like a plain Hoboken boy, and she scraped and scrimped to save the money to send him.


  They were not rich, but his father had a decent job on the railroad. He was foreman of the railroad yard in Queens; it had not been Colonel Terry’s yard, not then.


  Brookshire had only stayed a few months at Princeton College. Even his mother was forced to accept the sad fact that he didn’t have the head for it. In later years, it was only in her bitterest moments, after she discovered that his father, like the Colonel, had a Miss Cora tucked away in Queens, that she railed about her son’s failure at Princeton.


  As he rode up the Rio Concho, with Captain Call and Deputy Plunkert, Brookshire had occasion to remember Princeton College, and to reflect on it. The wind grew colder, and what might have been only a soft snow in the East became a sharp sleet that bit at his face like bees.


  In Princeton College, they had talked a good deal about civilization. Those who attended Princeton College were, of course, among the civilized. The New Jersey countryside had been civilized too, though Brookshire hadn’t thought much about the civilized New Jersey landscape, or civilization in general, until he found himself freezing on the Rio Concho with Captain Call.


  Up to that time, civilization had just been a fancy word that preachers and professors and politicians bruited about.


  It wasn’t just a word to Brookshire anymore. It was something he had left, and it involved comfortable beds and gas heaters and snug brick buildings, to keep out the wind. It involved meat that had been sliced by a well-trained butcher, and purchased at a butcher shop and cooked by Katie, his wife, now sadly gone, leaving him with no one to cook his chops for him.


  Nothing that the professors at Princeton College would have been prepared to call civilization existed on the Rio Concho. Indeed, on the cold stretch where they were, nothing human existed, except themselves. At least the old women in Chihuahua City, staring out of their dusty shawls, had been human. Here, there was only the earth, the sky, and the wind. When night came, it took them an hour to gather enough scanty brushwood to make a decent fire.


  The night the ice storm hit, it was so cold that even Captain Call didn’t pretend to sleep. They all huddled by the fire, trying to keep it alive. At times, the wind surged so that it seemed the fire might blow away.


  Brookshire had never expected to be this cold, and yet, he reflected, only a month before he had been sweltering in Laredo.


  “A few weeks ago, I was the hottest I’ve ever been,” he told the Captain. “Now, I’m the coldest. It ain’t ever moderate down here, is it?”


  Deputy Plunkert had given up talking. Every time he opened his mouth, the air came in, so cold that it made his teeth hurt down to the roots.


  “No, it’s not moderate, much,” Call said. His knee pained him. The morning before, he had let a mule kick him. Usually he was quick enough to sidestep such kicks, but he hadn’t sidestepped this one.


  More worrisome to him was the fact that the joints of his fingers had begun to swell, when it got cold. For most of his life, he had paid no attention to weather; weather was just there. He never let it interfere with his work or his movements. In time, the weather would always change, but the work couldn’t wait. Now, it seemed, weather was interfering plenty. When the cold struck, his wrist joints became swollen, and the joints of his fingers, even more so. It had happened to a lesser degree the winter before, and a doctor in Amarillo had told him he had arthritis. The only remedy the doctor suggested was that he wear a copper bracelet, advice Call ignored. Now he wished he had tried it. His finger joints were so swollen on the cold mornings that he had an awkward time buttoning his pants, or pulling his saddle straps tight. Knotting the packs onto the mules had ceased to be a simple task, with his joints so swollen. He tried letting Deputy Plunkert pack the mules, but Deputy Plunkert could not tie a knot that would hold.


  Just the day before, they had spotted a mule deer—a big doe. They needed meat, too. Call yanked his rifle out of its scabbard and tried to get off a shot, only to find that the knuckle of his trigger finger had swollen so badly he had to force it through the trigger guard. When he finally got his finger on the trigger, the doe was two hundred yards away, and Call missed.


  Sitting by the gusting fire with Brookshire and the deputy, Call rubbed the knuckle. It had not become any less swollen. They still needed meat, too. They were living on jerky, and a few tortillas that were stiff as leather. He looked at the knuckle and was shocked by its size. He thought he might possibly have a thorn in it; mesquite thorns could cause swelling in a joint. But he looked closely and could find no sign of a thorn.


  It was worrisome. Neither Brookshire nor the deputy was a particularly good shot. He himself was not an exceptional shot, but had usually been able to bring down meat when it was vital. It occurred to him that he might have to take the trigger guard off his rifle. At least he might have to if the intense cold didn’t break. He could not remember having been so uncomfortable in cold weather, though he had spent a winter in Montana on the Milk River, where temperatures of forty below zero were not uncommon.


  “Well, none of us are as young as we used to be,” Brookshire remarked.


  Call had never thought much about age. Charlie Goodnight liked to talk about it, but Call found the talk tedious. He was as old as he was, like everyone else; as long as he could still go when he needed to go, age didn’t matter much. He was still able, within reason, to do what he had a mind to do. But he’d had a mind to kill the large doe, and he hadn’t. Of course, he wasn’t an exceptional shot. He had missed mule deer before, but the fact that he had missed this one just when he had, was troubling. They were just coming into the home country of the young bandit, a boy with a keen eye and a German rifle with a telescope sight. Getting a knuckle stuck in a trigger guard would not be wise, in a contest with Joey Garza.


  “How cold do you have to be to freeze?” Deputy Plunkert asked. Though he hated to open his mouth and let the cold attack the roots of his teeth, he had begun to worry constantly about freezing and wanted to ask. Coming with the Captain was the worst mistake of his life. If he were to freeze to death on the Rio Concho, it would serve him right. But he still didn’t want it to happen.


  “We won’t freeze,” Call said. “We can squeeze in with the mules if it gets much worse.”


  Deputy Plunkert had a private agony that he had not shared with his traveling companions. The day before, when they faced the freezing wind, he had put on all the clothes he had brought with him. He was wearing two pairs of pants, and several shirts. With so much clothing on, and his hands half frozen anyway, it had proven difficult to get himself fully unbuttoned when a call of nature came in the night. He thought he was free, but when the piss started to flow it turned out that he wasn’t—a good measure of piss went between one pair of pants and the other. The cold deepened and the piss froze, making a shield of ice along one thigh. The weak fire barely warmed his hands. It made no impression on the shield of ice.


  Shortly after that calamity, the Yankee, Brookshire, came to his aid by loaning him an extra pair of gloves he had brought along. Brookshire noticed that the deputy kept dropping his reins, because his hands were so cold he couldn’t hold them. He offered the gloves, and the deputy gratefully took them. He knew he would be more grateful too for his wife Doobie’s warm body, the next time he got to lie beside it.


  “Are you sorry you came with me, Mr. Brookshire?” Call asked. He knew the deputy was sorry he had come; his every motion and statement made that clear. But Brookshire was a more complex fellow. He had adapted to hardship far more easily than Call had expected him to. Once out of the heat of Laredo, he had not uttered a word of complaint, and he tried to handle his share of the chores efficiently. Call had come to admire him. It could not be easy to go from the comfortable life of the city to what they were experiencing on the Rio Concho. Yet it was the deputy—the native—who was feeling worse.


  “No, I ain’t sorry,” Brookshire said. “Katie’s gone now. I’d just as soon be here.” He could not think of his wife without tearing up, though he quickly wiped away the tears when they came.


  “This way, I feel about as bad outside as I do inside,” he said. “It’s nice to be shut of the Colonel for a while, too. I imagine he’s pretty jumpy by now, wondering what became of us. I hope he ain’t fired the whole office.”


  The thought came to Brookshire that if he ever did make it back to Brooklyn, he might take the train down to Princeton College, just to walk among the buildings for an afternoon. He supposed other Princeton men had gone to the West, and come back, though he didn’t know any. He couldn’t claim to be a Princeton man anyway; he hadn’t had the head for it, and had to quit and take a job in an office. Still, he had a sense that he would like to see the place once more, to look at the gray buildings and the great trees. If he did go, it would be because he had managed to survive a place where no one gave a thought to civilization. Survival was all they had time for, and numbers of them failed even at that. It would be good to see Princeton again, after the Rio Concho. If he was fortunate enough to find another wife, and marry and have a boy, he thought he might want to send him to Princeton College. If he could marry a smart wife, perhaps he would have a boy with the head for Princeton College. Brookshire began to ruminate about his boy, and what his name might be. He thought he might want to name him Woodrow, after the Captain; that, of course, was a matter that would have to be discussed with his new wife.


  The next morning, they came to the Rio Grande. Near its banks was a little village. Call had a distant memory of the place. He and Gus McCrae had once hung some horsethieves not far from it, on the Texas side. The village was called Ojinaga, as he remembered. He and Gus had brought the bodies home. Other Ranger captains considered that foolish, for they thought it invited ambush or revenge. But he and Gus had sometimes done it anyway, on the occasions when the village was close. The men hung were, in most cases, the only ones capable of ambush, and having the bodies made it easier on the womenfolk.


  Call had never expected to return to Ojinaga. He remembered the bitterness in the eyes of some of the village women. But that was a common thing, along the border. He saw the bitterness whether he was returning bodies or not.


  Now life had brought him back to Ojinaga. As they rode to the well, in the center of the little plaza, he was surprised to see old Billy Williams standing outside a small adobe house. Billy seemed to be sniffing the air—it was a scout’s habit—but what was more surprising was that he held the hands of two children. One was a large boy, and the other a girl of ten or twelve who seemed to be blind. Billy himself didn’t appear to be very keen of sight, either. The large boy had a look that suggested he might not be fully right in the head.


  Call turned his horse and rode over to the three people. He had never been a great admirer of Billy Williams, but after three hard nights along the cold river, it was comforting to come across an old acquaintance.


  “Why, hello, Billy,” Call said. “That is you, isn’t it?”


  “Woodrow, where have you been?” Billy asked. “We’ve been expecting you for a week.”


  That was unwelcome news.


  “Why would you be expecting me?” Call asked.


  “Why, everybody knows you’re after Joey,” Billy Williams said. “It’s the talk of the whole West.”


  “I wish the whole West would shut up, then,” Call said. “Do you know Joey Garza?”


  “I know him,” Billy said. He saw no point in not admitting it.


  “This is his brother and sister,” he added. “This is the house he grew up in. His mother, she’s gone.”


  “Oh, are these your children?” Call asked, surprised by the news he had just been given. He had heard that Billy had a woman in Mexico.


  “They ain’t, no,” Billy said. “I’m just watching them. Ain’t that Deputy Plunkert, from down in Laredo?”


  “Yes, that’s him,” Call said.


  “What are you dragging him along for, he’s worthless,” Billy said. “I wouldn’t hire him to shovel out shit, if I had a livery stable full of it.”


  “I needed a man,” Call replied. “I was hoping he might turn out to be a fighter.”


  “No, he’s just a jailer,” Billy said. “I’ve been arrested in Laredo quite a few times, but always by Sheriff Jekyll. All Plunkert does is ladle out the beans they feed you, when they feed you.”


  “This town looks familiar to me,” Call said. “I think I was here before, with Gus. We hung three horsethieves and brought them home.”


  “Yes, to this house,” Billy said. “You hung Maria’s father and her brother and a brother-in-law. It’s just as well Maria’s gone. She ain’t forgot.”


  “In that case, I suppose she’s gone to warn her son. Or have you warned him already?”


  “Well, I told Maria you were coming,” Billy said. “She thought Joey might be in Crow Town, so she left. The weather turned cold, but she made it to Crow Town, I know that much.”


  “Oh, did a crow tell you?” Call asked.


  “No, Famous Shoes told me,” Billy said. “He’s waiting in Presidio, with your man.”


  “Well, that’s good news,” Call said. “Deputy Plunkert can go home now, if he wants to. I’d far rather travel with Pea.”


  While the men were talking, Teresa listened. Though she herself was not frightened, she could tell that the man frightened people. Billy’s voice sounded different, when he was talking to this man. The man’s voice wasn’t loud, but it was rough. Teresa felt interested—she wished the man would stay with them a little while. She liked the way the man’s voice sounded, even if it was rough. From time to time, she felt the man watching her; it was her belief that the air changed, when people watched her. She wanted to whisper to Rafael, about the man. She wanted to lead Rafael amid the sheep, to whisper about the strange man who had just come to Ojinaga. Teresa thought the man might be a king, from the way he made the air different when he looked at her. It was very interesting to her. She was glad her mother wasn’t home, because her mother always made her go in the house when strangers came.


  It pleased her that Billy knew the man. Perhaps he would visit them again, in the next days, so he could talk to Billy.


  “If you care for his brother and sister, then I guess you must be a friend of Joey Garza’s,” Call said. He wanted what information he could get, but he had traveled the border a long while and knew better than to try and twist loyalties.


  He felt the little girl was watching him, but of course, that was wrong thinking; she was blind, she couldn’t watch him. But she was an unusually pretty, appealing child. There was something in her quick expression that was unusual. He knew blind children were often very smart, and he suspected that this little girl was one of the smart ones. To be blind must be a sadness for anyone, of course. There would be little hope for the girl, in such a poor village, even though she was clearly going to be a beauty. Some man might marry her for her looks alone, Call supposed.


  “I know Joey,” Billy admitted. “I knew him when he was a youngster. He was likable then. I have not seen him much since he took up killing and train robbing. I doubt it’s improved his disposition.”


  “I expect not,” Call said, waiting. Perhaps Billy would let slip something useful; or perhaps not.


  “Joey’s smart, and he’s lived with the Indians,” Billy said. “He outran the Apaches, and they couldn’t track him, neither. You won’t locate Joey easy, unless he decides to come at you and present a challenge.”


  “Famous Shoes can track him, if the railroad can afford his fee,” Call said. “I imagine the old man is still expensive.”


  Call sat watching the sprightly girl. He wished he had a bauble to give her, a ribbon, or a locket, or some such trinket. Of course, she wouldn’t be able to see it, but she could feel it.


  The boy’s face was puffy, and he drooled a little. He made a sound, now and then, like the sound a goat would make. It made Call wonder about the mother. What could she be, to produce a beautiful blind girl, an idiot, and a killer? He only dimly remembered the three men he and Gus had hung. The border had an abundance of horsethieves then; probably it still did. He had forgotten many of the ruffians he’d had to deal with. It seemed an odd turn of the wheel, that he should come back after so many years to the very house where he and Gus had brought the three bodies.


  It was still very cold, and Brookshire was anxious to get across the river, to see if there were telegrams from his Colonel. Call could not linger too long, just in the hope that Billy Williams would tell him something useful. It might be that old Billy didn’t really know anything useful about the young killer.


  He thought he might try one more question.


  “I’ve heard there’s a cave,” Call said. “It’s said the Garza boy carries everything he steals, and hides it in a cave. Has anyone you know seen it?”


  “Nope,” Billy said. He knew he had to be careful in his statements. If Maria found out he had said something that gave Joey away to his pursuer, she would drive him out of Ojinaga, or else kill him.


  “I don’t think there’s no cave,” he said, lying.


  “He’s taken a passel of stuff,” Call said. “It’s got to be somewhere.”


  Billy didn’t answer. For all he knew, Joey could have ten caves. Olin Roy had seen him carry a saddle into the mountains once, but that was as close as anyone had ever come to Joey’s treasure.


  “Well, I expect I’d better go locate Pea Eye,” Call said. He looked again at the sprightly little girl, and turned his horse.


  Later, Teresa took Rafael into the sheep herd and told him that an unusual man had come. Rafael had been there too, of course, but often he did not know of many things that happened in his presence, until Teresa told him. She stroked her baby chicken and helped Rafael suckle one of the sheep who had just lambed and had much milk.


  “I think he must have been the king,” Teresa told her brother. She wasn’t sure what a king did, but her mother had read her two storybooks, and one of the books had stories about a king.


  “I think he must have been the king,” she said again, as Rafael sucked the ewe.


  5.


  FAMOUS SHOES HAD not wanted to go into Presidio.


  “The hard sheriff will arrest me,” he told Pea Eye. “He thinks I stole a horse. It was a long time ago, but he will remember.”


  “We’ve got to have shells,” Pea Eye reminded him. “If we don’t get shells, we’ll starve and never find the Captain.”


  They’d had a hard trip across the Pecos country. The cold was bitter, and the antelope stayed just out of range, tempting Pea Eye to shoot time after time at animals he couldn’t hit. They’d had no food at all for the last thirty miles.


  “You’re working for the Captain now,” Pea said. “You’re like a deputy. Doniphan won’t arrest no deputy of Captain Call’s.”


  But Doniphan, the hard sheriff, came with the one-eared deputy, Tom Johnson, and pointed rifles at them in the hardware store. Doniphan wore a long mustache and carried two handguns, besides the rifle. The one-eared deputy had a red face, from drink. His life had not been easy since Billy Williams shot off his ear. People mocked him, and Doniphan, his boss, had no sympathy. As everyone on the border knew, Doniphan had been born without sympathy.


  “We’re here waiting for Captain Call,” Pea Eye said, when he saw the rifles pointed at them. “We’re both deputies. We’ve been hired to help the Captain bring in Joey Garza.”


  “This Indian is a horsethief,” Doniphan said. “He’s escaped me once, because of a fire. He won’t escape me again.”


  “He’s called Famous Shoes because he walks everywhere,” Pea Eye told him. “He wouldn’t steal a horse because he don’t use horses. The only use he’d have for one would be to eat it.”


  “Stealing horses to eat is still stealing horses,” Doniphan said. “Start walking toward the jail.”


  “I have never stolen a horse in my life,” Pea Eye said. “Why are you arresting me?”


  “Because you’re with this horsethief,” the sheriff answered. “You might be a horsethief, too.”


  Pea Eye went along to the jail. He felt bad about Famous Shoes. He should have come into the town alone and bought the cartridges. He had ignored the old man’s advice, which was foolish of him. Almost every time he ignored someone’s advice, whether it was Lorena’s or Mr. Goodnight’s or the Captain’s or Famous Shoes’, he had cause to regret it.


  Doniphan put the two prisoners in separate cells.


  “Once I hang this old red nigger, and I’ll get to it quick, you can go,” Doniphan said. “I suspect you’re a criminal, but I can’t prove it.”


  The next day, several people came to the jail and stared at Famous Shoes. Doniphan had let everyone know the man had been recaptured. He decided to keep the old man on display for a week, as a form of publicity. His boast was that no criminal escaped him. Now he had recaptured the one man who had escaped him. He decided to hang him publicly, as an example. Normally, he would just have taken him out and yanked him up and let him choke; normally, an old Indian with a taste for horseflesh would not have merited a public hanging. But Famous Shoes’ escape was the only escape there had been from Sheriff Doniphan’s jail, and he wanted it to be known up and down the border that he had avenged it.


  Pea Eye’s repeated claim that Famous Shoes worked for Captain Call merely annoyed Doniphan. He left the old man without food for two days, to show his annoyance. When Pea Eye tried to share his frijoles with him, Doniphan moved Famous Shoes a cell away, so that Pea Eye couldn’t pass him the food.


  “Why are you starving him?” Pea Eye asked. “All he done was eat a dead horse, and that was years ago.”


  “He evaded the law—my law,” Doniphan replied. “He deserves worse than starving, and he’ll get worse than starving, too.”


  Famous Shoes said nothing. Talking to the hard sheriff was a waste of breath. He began to regret having left the Madre. He knew that his time was near, but was sorry that it might be the hard sheriff who put him to death. He had hoped to die near the Rio Rojo; even though he had not made contact with the spirit of his grandfather, the spirits of many of the Kickapoo people were there, along the river. It would have been a better place to give up his spirit than the jail of the hard sheriff.


  Famous Shoes was old, though. He had lived past the time of his people. He knew that few men got to choose the place of their going, or of their coming, either. Only the wisest old men and women of the tribe were able to determine when or where to accept their deaths. Only the wise could do that, but even with those few wise ones, there had to be more than wisdom. For wisdom, in his view, had ever been a downward path: luck was better than wisdom, while one was alive. It was mainly the lucky who got to die in the right time, or the right place, or so Famous Shoes felt.


  He himself had been lucky, for he had lived in the lands of the Mexicans and also the lands of the whites. Both peoples hated Indians, yet he had lived a long life. His main regret was that he had not kept his last wife. She had grown dissatisfied and left him, just as he was beginning to appreciate her attentions. He missed her sorely for many years, and still missed her, when he thought about her.


  Also, he would have liked to know how to read. It seemed that his dream of having Pea Eye’s wife teach him would be frustrated. The one-eared deputy, who didn’t hate him as much as the hard sheriff, let him have an old piece of newspaper that had the book tracks on it. Famous Shoes tried his best, for what he thought might be the last time, to make sense of the tracks on the paper, but it was no use. He lacked instruction, and he had to give up.


  Every time Pea Eye mentioned the Captain, Sheriff Doniphan got a cold look in his eye, and the look in his eye was not very warm to begin with.


  “I doubt he’ll show up, and if he does, I’m apt to lock him up, too,” he told Pea Eye. “He’s just an old bounty hunter—he ain’t the law. He’s too old to catch that Mexican boy, anyway.”


  “Well, Charlie Goodnight don’t think so,” Pea Eye said. He thought that name, at least, might impress Doniphan, but the truth seemed to be that nothing impressed Doniphan.


  “He’s another one that’s too old,” Doniphan said. “These old buffalo need to be put out to pasture. They won’t be catching no more swift bandits, and if they come round me, I’ll send ’em home.”


  In fact, now that Joey Garza had become such a sought-after outlaw, Sheriff Doniphan had developed a plan to catch the young robber himself. The boy’s mother had been in his jail once already, although Doniphan had been gone at the time, delivering a man to the penitentiary. Now she had gone to Crow Town, to warn her son, but she would have to come back sometime, and when she came back, Doniphan meant to arrest her. What his deputies had done to her then would seem like child’s play, compared to what he meant to do to her now. Next, he would find her son and kill him. There would be no capture and no trial. There would just be a bullet, or two, or three.


  Doniphan didn’t suppose it would hurt his reputation to dispatch Joey Garza; in fact, it would make it. After that, every border killer from Matamoros to Juarez would know that Joe Doniphan was a sheriff to be reckoned with. The people would stop talking about old-timers like Woodrow Call and Charlie Goodnight; when it came to modern lawmen, Joe Doniphan would be the first name that came to mind when trouble on the border was being discussed. The next time they needed a federal marshal to clean out Crow Town or any other nest of ruffians, his name would likely be at the top of the list.


  Sheriff Doniphan was in the midst of just such a dream of glory when Captain Call walked in, with a Yankee at his heels. The one-eared deputy, Tom Johnson, saw him coming and quickly stepped in to alert the sheriff.


  “I think it’s old Call,” he said. “I’ve never seen the man, but I think it’s him.”


  Doniphan was startled. He had not expected the old man to appear. He got up and put on his hat. After all, the man had been a great Ranger once. Showing him a little respect wouldn’t hurt.


  Call had seen too many country sheriffs to be much interested in what he heard about Sheriff Doniphan. Presidio was a small town, in a remote spot on the border. Few criminals of the first class would have any incentive to pass through it. The man had probably harvested his reputation by arresting local thieves, or men who got drunk and shot their best friends. Local law work was mostly of that order. When told at the hardware store that Doniphan had arrested Pea Eye and Famous Shoes, Call had been irritated, but not overly so. At least Pea Eye was there, and the old tracker was still with him.


  When he stepped into the jail, Doniphan held out his hand, but Call ignored it.


  “Let those men out—you had no business arresting them,” Call said bluntly. “They were sent to help me bring in Joey Garza, and you need not have interfered with them.”


  Sheriff Doniphan was surprised that such an old man would take such a sharp tone with him. He didn’t appreciate it, either. It was not the kind of talk he was used to hearing, in his own jail. The Yankee looked mild, but old Call didn’t.


  “I know who to arrest, I reckon,” Doniphan said. “This Indian’s going to be hung, in a few days. He’s a known horsethief. I’m sure you’ve hung a good many like him, yourself.”


  “Famous Shoes has never been known to ride a horse, much less steal one,” Call informed him. “Anybody who knows anything about this part of the country knows that. Pea Eye has been my deputy for thirty years, and he’s never been a lawbreaker.”


  “He came into town with a criminal, and that’s breaking the law, for me,” Doniphan said, irritated by the old man’s tone. He felt his temper rising. Who was this old fellow, to walk into his jail and start giving orders?


  “Here,” Call said, handing Doniphan a telegram. “This is from the governor of Texas. I heard you were a stubborn man, so I asked Mr. Brookshire to have Colonel Terry wire the governor. I done it as soon as I heard these men were in your jail. I done it to save time. We’re provisioned, and we need to go. There’s been another train robbery, near San Angelo.”


  Doniphan took the telegram, but he felt himself growing angrier. He was too angry to read. Old Call had gone around him, without even speaking to him.


  Doniphan wadded up the telegram unread and tossed it on the floor. Tom Johnson, though well aware that his boss was temperamental, was appalled. They had never received a telegram from the governor before. They had never even dreamed of receiving one—at least, he hadn’t. Now Joe Doniphan had received one and wadded it up without even reading it.


  He hastily picked it up and attempted to smooth it out. It was from the governor, and it ordered Sheriff Doniphan to release Call’s men and give him every assistance.


  Call watched the sheriff, who had grown quite red in the face. He had secured the telegram as a matter of correct procedure. He knew that local sheriffs were apt to be touchy about their authority. Call supposed, from what he had heard, that Doniphan was likely to be touchier than most. So he had asked Brookshire to wire his boss and had used the time it took exchanging telegrams to provision well. Again he had offered to release Deputy Plunkert from his duties, and again the deputy, though half frozen and permanently melancholy, had refused to be released. Now that they were back in Texas, Ted Plunkert felt that conditions were sure to improve. He resolved to stay with Captain Call, whatever it meant.


  Call had not supposed that Doniphan would be obdurate enough to defy an order from the governor of Texas, but it seemed the man was just that stubborn.


  “Sheriff, it is from the governor,” Tom Johnson said. “Don’t you want to read it?”


  “No, I don’t, and when I wad something up, I want it left wadded up!” the sheriff said, highly irritated with his deputy.


  “Goddamn the governor, and goddamn you,” the sheriff said, addressing himself to Call. “You don’t come in here and order me to let criminals out of my own jail.”


  “They aren’t criminals, and you’ve overstepped,” Call said. “Let them out.”


  “I’ll let your man go the day I hang the Indian, and I’ll hang the Indian in my own good time,” Sheriff Doniphan said.


  Call saw a ring of jail keys hanging on a hook near the sheriff’s desk. He walked over and took the ring and went to the cell where Pea Eye sat. He saw the sheriff draw his gun, but paid it no mind; he didn’t expect the man to shoot. After all, he had his back to him, and there were five witnesses in the room.


  The third key he tried opened the cell. Then Call found the key that freed Famous Shoes.


  “They’re dead men if they step out of them cells,” Doniphan said. “I don’t tolerate escapes.”


  Brookshire, watching from just inside the door, felt that the Captain might have made a mistake. The sheriff didn’t seem to be a relenting man. In that respect, he reminded him of Colonel Terry. The fact that the Captain was just ignoring the sheriff made Brookshire nervous. If the sheriff pulled the trigger, everything would change. Doniphan might shoot them all; he might even shoot his own deputy. He looked to be a man who acted only for himself, as Colonel Terry did. Brookshire wondered if the Captain had miscalculated. If so, Call exhibited little concern.


  Then, to Brookshire’s astonishment, Call flattened the sheriff with a rifle. He whacked him right in the neck with a hard swing. He hadn’t been carrying a rifle, though there were several in a gun rack along the wall. Somehow the Captain, who usually moved slowly and stiffly, had walked right in front of the sheriff, ignored his cocked pistol, pulled loose a rifle, and hit the sheriff with it.


  The minute he struck the blow, the Captain seemed to change. He didn’t stop with one blow, although Doniphan was knocked flat, and his pistol went skittering across the floor of the jail. Call continued to hit the sheriff with the rifle. Once, when the sheriff turned to try and escape, the Captain knocked him in the ear with his boot, so hard that Brookshire would not have been surprised if Doniphan’s head had flown off.


  “Stop, Captain, he’s subdued,” Pea Eye said, though he knew the Captain wouldn’t stop. He rarely went off into such a storm of violence, but when he did, it was almost impossible to stop him. Once, in Ogallala years before, the Captain had launched himself at a sergeant who was quirting Newt. Before that storm ended, the Captain had almost killed the man by pounding his head against an anvil. Gus McCrae had stopped it by roping the Captain and pulling him off the bloody sergeant with his horse.


  There was no Gus, no rope, and no horse, but Pea Eye knew the Captain had to be stopped somehow, or else Sheriff Doniphan would be dead. Once the storm of rage took him, the Captain could no more stop hitting and kicking than a blizzard could stop blowing. Pea Eye saw the Captain lift the bloody rifle for what might be a fatal blow, and flung himself at Call—there was no waiting, and no choice.


  “Help me, you’ve all got to help me!” Pea Eye yelled. He partially deflected the rifle with his arm as the blow fell that might have killed Sheriff Doniphan.


  The one-eared deputy, Tom Johnson, tried to grab one of the Captain’s arms, but was immediately knocked back. Pea Eye concentrated on the rifle, trying to keep the Captain from splitting Doniphan’s skull with it. He managed to hang on to one arm, but he knew it wouldn’t be for long.


  “Somebody’s got to rope him, it’s the only way,” Pea said, looking desperately at the Yankee.


  “Here, ride your horse up, give me your rope!” Brookshire yelled out the door to Deputy Plunkert, who, though taken by surprise, immediately spurred his horse up the few steps to the porch of the jail. He handed Brookshire his rope.


  “I’ll get it on him, then you pull,” Brookshire said. He was trembling from the shock, but he managed to make a loop in the end of the rope. He got close enough to the Captain to get the loop over one of his feet as Call was trying to step free of the fallen sheriff so he could kick him again.


  “Pull!” Brookshire yelled. He had never seen such a killing frenzy take any man. Merely witnessing the destruction of the sheriff made Brookshire’s breath come short, and his heart pound uncomfortably. But he knew he had to get the rope on some part of Call, or the sheriff of Presidio would be dead.


  Deputy Plunkert dallied the rope around his saddle horn and backed his horse along the narrow porch until it grew tight. He soon discovered, to his amazement, that Captain Call was on the other end. He held a bloody rifle in one hand, and for a moment, looked as if he wanted to club Brookshire with it. But he didn’t. He shook Pea Eye off and then shook the rope off his foot. He broke the bloody rifle over the hitch rail and threw the two parts of it into the street.


  Call went back inside, dragged the bloody, unconscious sheriff into the cell where Famous Shoes had been, and locked it. He took the big ring of keys outside and threw them into the cistern at the end of the porch. When he passed Pea Eye, Brookshire, and the one-eared deputy, each drew back a little, as they might if a bear had just approached them.


  “When he comes round, tell him the next time he points a damn pistol at me, he’d better shoot,” Call told the one-eared deputy. “I won’t tolerate rude threats of that sort.”


  “Yes, sir,” Tom Johnson said.


  Privately, he was not sure Sheriff Doniphan would come around. Men had died from much less punishment than the Captain had just dished out. The sheriff’s mouth was leaking blood, and not slowly, either. One whole side of his face seemed to be caved in, and his long mustache was just a line of blood.


  Call knew that his violent fighting temper had gotten the best of him again, but he did not pretend to regret his attack on the sheriff, who had pulled a gun and threatened to shoot two valuable men, and in defiance of the governor’s orders, too. He would have liked to do worse than he had done, but he’d gotten enough of a grip on himself to refrain from dragging the man out of his cell and finishing him.


  What he did do was pick up the telegram the frightened deputy had dropped. He put the telegram on the sheriff’s desk.


  “Remind him that I was following the governor’s instructions,” Call said. “Read him the telegram.”


  “Yes, sir,” Tom Johnson said again. “I’ll remind him. I expect he’ll listen, this time.”


  “Yes, if his ears ain’t burst,” Pea Eye said. “The Captain caught one of his ears a pretty good lick.”


  “We’re provisioned, let’s go,” Call said. He felt that he had returned to normal, but the men were looking at him oddly—all the men but Famous Shoes, who had found a half-eaten plate of beans and was eating them.


  Pea Eye saw the Captain looking at Famous Shoes in a testy way, and thought he had better explain.


  “He wasn’t allowed no food for two days, that’s why he’s into them beans,” he said.


  Famous Shoes could not understand why the foolish white men had kept the Captain from killing the hard sheriff. It was very foolish, in his view. The sheriff had been about to shoot them all, and he might try it again, if he lived. Famous Shoes was not sure the sheriff would live, though. The Captain had dealt him some hard licks, mostly to the head. The way the Captain’s anger came reminded Famous Shoes of old Kicking Bird, a Comanche chief given to terrible furies. When Kicking Bird went into a rage, he was apt to injure anyone near him, including members of his own tribe. He was a great fighting man, but he fought so hard that he lost track of who it was he was fighting and merely killed everyone near him. Once, he had grievously wounded his own brother, while in such a rage.


  “We need you to help us track this Garza boy. Are you available?” Call asked. He noticed there was quite a bit of blood on the floor of the jail. The one-eared deputy would have to get out his mop, once they left.


  “Yes,” Famous Shoes said. “You don’t have to pay me, either. Pea Eye’s woman is going to teach me to read. That and something to eat will be wages enough, this time.”


  “Hired, I guess, if Pea Eye’s wife agrees,” Call said. “Let’s go.”


  Deputy Plunkert, who had spurred his horse onto the porch of the jail with no difficulty in response to Brookshire’s plea, had great difficulty getting the horse to go back down the steps. Pea Eye finally whacked the animal a time or two, and the horse jumped as far out into the street as it could, nearly knocking down one of the waiting pack mules when it landed.


  Call was composed by this time. He wanted to get started, and not waste an afternoon. The men were all subdued, all except Famous Shoes, who was already half a mile ahead of them, proceeding at his customary rapid pace.


  Brookshire felt so weak that he could barely mount. The shock of seeing Captain Call suddenly hit the sheriff with the rifle, and then continue to hit him, had been almost too much for his system. He felt very tired, and once more thought wistfully of how nice it would be to spend the night in a decent hotel. That was not to be, though, not for a while. They had already left Presidio behind them.


  The thing that troubled Brookshire most was that his memory of the incident was incomplete. He had been watching the Captain carefully, hoping Call was not misjudging the sheriff’s temper; yet, somehow, his eyes had failed him. He didn’t see the Captain walk from the cells, past the sheriff, to the rack of rifles. Whatever happened had happened too fast, or else his brain had cut off for a moment, or something. One minute the Captain was releasing Famous Shoes; the next, there was the sound of the rifle barrel hitting the sheriff. Brookshire considered it spooky. He couldn’t explain it.


  He had no doubt about one thing, though: Colonel Terry, in his wisdom, and he did seem to have wisdom, had clearly chosen the right man for the job at hand. The Garza boy would need more than a German rifle with a telescope sight when the Captain caught up with him. If the boy was smart, he would just surrender, and not let himself in for the kind of punishment that had just befallen the unfortunate Sheriff Doniphan.


  It took the one-eared deputy, Tom Johnson, and such townspeople as gathered to help over three hours to fish the jail keys out of the cistern. Fortunately, the hardware store had a big magnet that was used to sort nails, and with the aid of the magnet, tied to three lariat ropes, the keys were finally brought up.


  Sheriff Joe Doniphan was still unconscious when they opened the cell. He was conscious only fitfully for the next several days. His right jawbone was broken in seven places, and his palate damaged. He lost all his teeth on that side of his mouth, and eventually had to have his other teeth pulled in order to bring his bite into balance.


  Also, three ribs were broken, and one leg. The leg was set improperly. The local doctor was so worried about the jaw that he made a hurried job of the leg, the result being that Sheriff Doniphan limped for the rest of his life. He resigned as sheriff a month after the beating. No one, including his wife, could stand to see his mashed-in face. He retired to his house and sat in the bedroom most of the day, with the shades pulled, whittling sticks. He didn’t whittle them into any shape, he just whittled them away. The memory of his own inaction, at the fatal moment, was what haunted the ex-sheriff most. He had been holding a pistol, cocked and pointed right at the old man. He could have shot him at any moment, and justified it on the grounds that Call was helping a known criminal escape. Of course, the telegram from the governor was awkward; Deputy Johnson had preserved it, for the townspeople to see. But Doniphan could have argued that he never saw it, and had reason to suspect its authenticity.


  The point was, he hadn’t shot. He had let an old man whip him nearly to the point of death, with one of his own guns, in his own jail, in front of five people. He hadn’t shot; he had just stood there.


  It was a failure the former sheriff, Joe Doniphan, couldn’t live with. The next time he lifted a gun to shoot, a little less than a year after the beating, but long after the pursuit of Joey Garza had ended, it was to put a .45-caliber bullet into his own brain. His wife, Martha, was in the kitchen, rolling biscuit dough. When she heard the gun go off in the bedroom, Martha was glad.


  6.


  DOOBIE PLUNKERT HAD only gone by the jail to see if there was any news of Ted; after all, Sheriff Bob Jekyll was known to be lazy. He didn’t care whether Doobie had any news of Ted, or whether Ted was alive or dead, for that matter. He wouldn’t walk up the street to her house to bring her news, even if he had any.


  Doobie knew there probably wasn’t any news, though; there hadn’t been a word, since the day Ted left. It seemed to Doobie that he had now been gone most of the time since they married. She had even begun to forget bits and pieces of her early married life, though her early married life had happened less than a year ago. It was just that the terrible loneliness she felt, now that Ted was gone, had cut her off from her own good memories.


  Doobie knew that when Ted finally came home, they would be the happiest couple in the world. And she would know what to do the next time some old sheriff rode into town and tried to take her husband away. Next time, Doobie was determined to fight, and she meant to win, too. Next time, she wasn’t going to let her husband go.


  But chill day after chill day passed, with no word from Ted at all, or of Ted, and Doobie had become a little desperate. Every day, she went to the little post office in the back of the hardware store, hoping there would be a letter. She knew Ted wasn’t much for writing, since it was all he could do to make a sentence. But still, he might pass through a town that had a post office, and he might be tempted to write her at least a note, so she would know he was alive.


  She knew Bob Jekyll didn’t really want her coming around the jail, whether Ted was on duty or not, but the jail was the place news would be most likely to show up. The hunger for at least some word of her husband gnawed at Doobie so deeply that she couldn’t stop showing up at the jail, just to peek in and ask Sheriff Jekyll what he had heard. Captain Call was a famous man; surely there would be some news of the Captain and his party, sometime.


  In the nights, Doobie began to be prey to even more terrible fears. What if Ted was lost? What if the whole party had starved, or been killed by Indians? She knew there were still wild Indians in Mexico—what if they had killed Ted in a place where no one would ever even find his body? What if she had the baby and it grew up and neither of them ever heard another word about Ted Plunkert in the whole of their lives?


  Doobie tried to make herself stay away from the jail, but on days when she was particularly worried, or had had a particularly bad night, it was hard. Her feet just seemed to take her in the direction of the jail, the one place where there might be news.


  Doobie never supposed, not for one moment, that Sheriff Jekyll might take this wrong. She felt he must know that the one and only reason she pestered him was because she loved her husband so much, and was desperate for news. Everyone in Laredo, Texas, knew how much Doobie Plunkert loved her husband. They were the happiest young couple in the community. That was common knowledge.


  Doobie had seen Sheriff Jekyll looking at her that way once or twice, that way men looked at women. It was part of being a woman, she supposed. Men just would look at you, that way. Susanna Slack, her best friend, told her it was merely the way of the world. Men looked at Susanna that way too, although she was an older woman. Doobie hoped that Sheriff Jekyll and the men of Laredo in general might be a little more respectful in their manner of looking, once it became obvious that she was enceinte; they should not be casting disrespectful looks at a woman who was soon to have a baby.


  When Doobie realized that Bob Jekyll was looking at her that way more intently than usual, and was even moving toward her, she tried to dart back out the door of the jail to safety, but she was a step too slow. Bob Jekyll caught her arm and started dragging her toward a cell with a cot in it. The jail was completely empty, too; there was not a single prisoner, not a soul for Doobie to cry out to.


  “You keep coming here—now, shut up!” Bob Jekyll said, as he dragged Doobie toward the cell. When Doobie opened her mouth to scream, Bob Jekyll punched her so hard it stunned her. He had been standing right by the door, looking at her with that look, when she stepped inside the jailhouse, full of hope that there might be some news of Ted.


  Doobie didn’t want to be punched again. She was afraid Bob Jekyll might hit her in the stomach and injure her baby. She was inside the cell, pinned to the cot, before she started fighting again. She had never hoped to see any man on earth except her husband with his pants pulled down, but Sheriff Jekyll had his pants down, and he was pulling at her drawers. Doobie tried to claw him, but when she did, he punched her so hard again that she lost consciousness for a minute. When her head cleared a little, Sheriff Jekyll was there, doing what only her husband had the right to do.


  Doobie gave up then. A sorrow came to her as deep as the bone, for everything was lost now; even her baby was lost. Sheriff Bob Jekyll had destroyed her virtue, and her future, too. It wouldn’t even matter if Ted came back now, for he would never forgive her. Perhaps he would not even believe her when she said she only went to the jail hoping for news of him. Even if he did come back, their happiness was lost.


  Doobie became so hopeless that the sheriff grew disgusted with her. As soon as he had pleased himself, he told her to get out of his jail and stay out. He went over to his desk and didn’t look at Doobie again.


  He hadn’t torn her dress; only her drawers had been ripped. Doobie didn’t know what his punches had done to her face, but at least she could walk the few blocks home dressed respectably. One or two people even spoke to her, as she hurried up the street. Doobie managed a good morning to them, though it wasn’t a good morning. What it had turned out to be, in the course of a few minutes, was the last morning of her life.


  Doobie loved Ted Plunkert with all her heart and would never have done anything to bring dishonor to him. The knowledge that she mustn’t let dishonor stain their marriage helped her keep a firm resolve. She wanted to die as quickly as possible, before she weakened. She thought about writing Ted a note, but dismissed that notion at once. She would never be able to explain; it would be better to let Ted think she had just gone crazy from loneliness, from missing him. She wasn’t going to burden her husband with the awful truth.


  Doobie couldn’t help but cry. Now she knew how swiftly all the good things of life could be lost. Her marriage was lost, and her baby; compared to those griefs, the loss of her own physical life seemed minor. She only wanted to hurry with dying. She didn’t want someone to come and interrupt her before she could do what she had to do. She ran to her kitchen and quickly dug out the rat poison.


  Laredo was overrun with giant brown pack rats that lived under houses and also under the giant piles of prickly pear. Sometimes the Mexicans stuffed the ratholes and set the piles of prickly pear afire. Once the fire burned down, they dug out the rats and ate them.


  Doobie thought that was a horrible practice. She hated the rats, and considered that one of her own duties as a housewife was to keep their little house free of them. She spread the rat poison carefully around all the places a rat might get in. Once in a while, a rat would die under the house, and she and Ted would smell it, but mainly, the rats ran off to the river to die.


  Doobie felt very calm about what she had to do, until she started trying to eat the rat poison. She got a big spoon and tried to eat it straight down, like the oatmeal she sometimes made Ted in the mornings. But rat poison wouldn’t go down like oatmeal, and it only made her gag. When it got moist, it stuck to her teeth and to the roof of her mouth, and became very hard to swallow. Doobie stopped being calm and became frantic. What if she failed to die and Ted had to come home to a wife who was no longer worthy, a wife who had carelessly let her virtue be lost to the lust of Sheriff Bob Jekyll? Ted Plunkert would never get over such a thing. Doobie knew she mustn’t let him know. It would be a terrible failure if she let Ted find out the truth. She thought about hanging herself, but that was chancy, since she had never been very good at tying knots. If she tried to hang herself, somebody might find her while she was still alive.


  Ted had explained to her that water helped the rat poison work. When the rats ate the poison, it made them thirsty and they ran off to the river to drink. Then the water made the poison work, and the rats died.


  The minute she remembered what Ted had told her, Doobie took the big can of rat poison and a cup and went out her back door. The river was only two streets away. She walked toward it swiftly, hoping no one would see her or speak to her. She made it to the river unobserved, and began to stuff poison in her mouth and then drink water. Then, it occurred to her that she could mix the poison with water. She began to scoop water into the cup and mix it with poison. After that, the whole business went more quickly. It was working, too—Doobie began to feel a pain inside, down in her belly. It was as if something with sharp claws was pulling on her guts. She cried at the thought that her baby might be feeling the clawing too. But she kept scooping poison into the cup and filling it with water. She drank and scooped poison and drank. It was her way of doing right by Ted. The worse the clawing hurt, the more sure Doobie was that she would triumph. Ted would be sad when he found out that she was dead, but he wouldn’t have to try to live down the terrible thing that had happened. He would get over her death, in time, but neither of them would ever be able to put right what had happened in the jail.


  Doobie’s hand got shaky. She began to spill the poison when she tried to scoop it into her cup. Some of it spilled into the river. It was yellow, and it flowed away with the brown water.


  Dobbie had not been paying attention to anything but drinking the poison, but as the clawing got sharper, and it felt as if her insides were being ripped by claws and squeezed together at the same time, she happened to see a dead rat lying at the edge of the water, only a few yards away. Its mouth was open, and she could see its ugly teeth. It lay with most of its body in the water, and its brown fur was wet. Maybe the rat had died from eating some of the very poison she was drinking down.


  In just a few minutes, Doobie hoped, she would be as dead as the rat. She might roll into the river, just as it had. She might be wet too, when people found her. But she didn’t want that, she didn’t want to be found all wet and messy. She began to crawl farther from the water. The bright sun began to affect her. She wanted to hide her eyes from the sun. She began to curl up, in order to hide her eyes. But when she curled up, the pain in her gut became unbearable. She tried to straighten up again, but the pain in her belly was now just as bad, no matter how she lay or sat, no matter whether she was curled or straight. For a second, Doobie wanted to give up. She wanted to run to a doctor and have him give her something to stop the pain. But she couldn’t run, or even stand. She began to roll around and had soon rolled back down to the river’s edge. One of her feet knocked over the can of rat poison, but not much spilled because there wasn’t much poison left in the can. Doobie had eaten or drunk most of what had been in it. She didn’t feel good at all anymore; she didn’t feel anything but a clawing, needling pain. She tried to cry out, but the poison gummed in her mouth so that she could only make a weak sound, a sound no one passing would even hear.


  Doobie continued to make a weak sound, no louder than a rat’s squeak, until her voice stopped and she made no sound at all.


  7.


  ON THE COLDEST night, the night of the great ice storm, Maria thought she and all the women might freeze. The fires she made sputtered and blew out. The two old Mexican women were almost dead anyway. Maria had to go back and find them. One of them had fallen three miles behind the group. Maria hunted wood and kept the fires going, but ice had covered everything, and her hands and feet got very cold.


  “Don’t make me go no farther. I’d rather give up and die,” Cherie said. Her real name wasn’t Cherie, but she was so cold, and had stopped using her real name so long ago, that it didn’t matter what it had been. Patrick, the saloonkeeper, had brought her to Crow Town, only to abandon her for another woman. She had been there five years, and she’d had to struggle so hard that she lost her memory of other places.


  The women were convinced that they would all die. They didn’t believe they would live to reach the railroad, and several of them had ceased to care. Gabriela and Marieta were numb, their feet so cold they couldn’t feel them. Beulah kept trying to stop. Maria had to push her and prod her to keep her going.


  They had not even crossed the Pecos yet; Maria kept angling away from it, hoping for a warmer day before she had to try to bring the women across. She had fixed her mind on saving the women, though she didn’t know any of them. Getting them safely to the railroad had become important to her. She had taken them out of the town, even though she hadn’t wanted to at first. But she had accepted their need to go, and now she felt she must supply the will to keep them traveling, despite the bitter cold. She herself had often had to search for will, in hard times. When the men from Texas pretended to hang her, she had tried to make her will stop, so she could die. She had wanted to elude them, that way. Again, when they were degrading her, she would have liked for her will to stop. She would have rather not been alive anymore. And, as she had lost hope with her husbands, each in turn—except for Benito, she had never lost hope with Benito—she had sometimes wished in the night that she could just stop breathing, and not be there in the morning and have to get out of the bed in hopelessness to deal with the man who was making her hopeless, week after week and year after year.


  It was in those times that Billy Williams had proven himself a true friend. He would cajole her over to the cantina, make her drink until she felt like dancing, or dance until she felt like drinking. Somehow, Billy could make her laugh. That was a rare thing too, for a man to be able to make her laugh. With women, Maria laughed; with her children, she laughed; but rarely did she laugh with a man. She only laughed with Billy Williams.


  The lack of laughter in her life was a thing Maria held against men. She felt she had the temperament to be a happy woman, if she was not interfered with, too much. She knew that it was her fault that she let men interfere with her; yet if she didn’t, there was nothing, or at least there was not enough. She wanted a man to lay with, except if she wanted a man once, she would want him many times. She liked to take pleasure from men, and liked to give it, but when she gave men that pleasure, they came to need it and then to resent her because they needed her. When that happened, the interfering began. Maria didn’t know why men resented the very women who gave them the most pleasure, and gave it generously. It was foolish, very foolish, of men to resent the good that came from women. Still, they did.


  Thinking of Billy Williams, and all the times he had made her laugh, kept Maria’s mind off the icy ground and the sheaths of ice on the mesquite limbs she broke off to keep the fire going. She made three fires, and kept them all going herself. The women were too tired and numb to move. She put the women in a little triangle, between the fires.


  But it was bitter cold, and even three fires were not enough. It was too cold, and the women were too tired and broken. Maria knew she had to do something else, or the women would give up and begin to die.


  She thought about the things she talked about with the women of her village, when they were washing clothes together or cooking for a little fiesta. Those were times when she and the women were apt to get bawdy and talk about the embarrassments or the rewards of love. None of the women huddled between the fires looked as if they had known love recently. Men might have used them, especially the young ones, but that was different. The women might not be able to remember a time when love had been an exciting thing, but Maria decided she wanted to make them try. It was a long time until dawn, and they had nothing but three small, sputtering fires to get them through the night. There had to be something more. Maybe she could get the women to tell stories about their lives. Maybe the memory of times when life had been exciting would make them want to live through the freezing night.


  “Tell me about your first man,” Maria said. She addressed the question to Beulah.


  “What?” Beulah said. She thought she must have heard Maria wrong.


  “I want to know about your first man,” Maria said.


  Then she looked at Cherie.


  “I want to know about yours, too,” she said. “My first man was a vaquero. He came riding into town, and when he got off his horse and walked to the cantina, his spurs jingled. From the time I heard his spurs, I knew I wanted to be his woman.”


  “Oh, Lord,” Cherie said.


  Maria waited. Marieta and Gabriela paid no attention; they had not even heard Maria’s words. But the oldest woman in the group, a thin, old woman named Maggie, showed a spark of interest. Maggie had been one that Maria had to go back for several times. Once, Maria had found her kneeling by a little bush. She was crouched behind the bush as if she expected it to keep the cold wind from biting her.


  Yet Maggie had recovered a little. She looked at Maria with curiosity.


  “Did you get the vaquero?” Maggie asked.


  “Yes, he was my first husband,” Maria said. “We had good times—but then, he got mean. I still remember the sound of his spurs, the first time I saw him. When I think of him now, it’s the spurs I remember.”


  “I was married to a circus man, first,” Maggie said. “Mostly, he was a juggler. He could keep seven barbells up in the air at the same time, when he was sober.”


  “Where did you live?” Maria asked.


  “Boston, for a little while,” Maggie said. “Then he took me to New Orleans. He was going to marry me, but he never did. Them mosquitoes in New Orleans was bad. I’d get so I wanted to drown myself, rather than be bit by them mosquitoes.”


  “They’re bad in Houston, too,” Beulah said. “It’s swampy down there in Houston.”


  “Jimmy drunk too much to be a juggler,” Maggie said. “He’d drink all night and then the next day, he’d miss two or three of them barbells.” Maggie chuckled, at the memory.


  “Them barbells are heavy,” she said. “I couldn’t even juggle two. If one was to crack me in the head, I wouldn’t be able to walk straight for a week.”


  “You can’t go off with men and expect them to marry you,” Beulah said. “That’s the mistake I kept making. Now, here I am, an old maid.”


  Several of the women looked at her when she said it. Beulah realized that her last remark must have sounded a little odd. She smiled at herself.


  “Well, I mean, I never married,” she explained.


  Maggie, now that she had begun to talk, wasn’t interested in listening to anyone else.


  “Jimmy cracked himself in the head so many times that he got where he couldn’t walk the tightrope,” she said. “He wasn’t no tightrope walker anyway, but he wanted to be the star of the show. I told him to stay off the dern tightrope, but he didn’t listen to me. I started up with a trick rider about that time. Jimmy found himself a high yellow woman, but she had a temper, and Jimmy didn’t want nothing to do with women who had tempers.”


  “Didn’t you have a temper?” Maria asked.


  “No, I was just a girl then,” Maggie said. “I was all in love, and I wanted to do whatever Jimmy wanted me to. I didn’t put up no fight, but that high yellow woman did.”


  All the women, even Marieta and Gabriela, were listening to Maggie. Maria had not expected it to be Maggie who talked; she thought Maggie was too far gone. But that proved to be a misjudgment. Maggie had some spirit left. She knew everybody was listening to her, and she liked the attention.


  “What was the trick rider like?” Maria asked.


  “He was just a trick rider,” Maggie said. “He could stand on his head on a horse, with the horse running full speed, but he wasn’t no good with women. I got tired of the circus life and ran off with a smuggler. He was my first husband, and he took me to sea. We’d be rollin’ around in one of them narrow bunks and sometimes we’d roll one way and the ship would roll another, and we’d go sailin’ right out of that bunk.”


  She cackled at her own memory. “That was forty years ago, that I married Eddie,” Maggie said. “I’m surprised I can still remember him. He got caught smuggling niggers, and they hung him.”


  “Was it a crime to smuggle niggers?” Cherie asked. “I thought back then you could buy them and sell them any time you wanted to.”


  “You could, but Eddie wasn’t buying them,” Maggie said. “He was smuggling stolen niggers. I can still remember them nigger women, howlin’ down in the bottom of that ship. Eddie and the boys would lash ’em good, trying to get them to shut up when they was coming into port. But they would keep on howlin’. That was how Eddie got caught. I told him he ought to just smuggle buck niggers. The bucks didn’t howl as much. But Eddie never listened to me, and he got his neck stretched, as a result.”


  “Men don’t listen,” Beulah agreed. “I could have made Red Foot rich, if he’d listened to me when we were in the saloon business, in Dodge. I told him it was time to go to Deadwood. They say nearly everyone who opened a saloon in Deadwood in those days got rich. There’s just more loose money where there’s miners.


  “But we come to Crow Town instead,” she added. “Red heard it was booming, but there sure wasn’t no boom when we got there.”


  Maggie was so eager to talk by this time that she could hardly check herself and wait for Beulah to shut up.


  “The circus was in St. Louis when Eddie got hung,” Maggie said. “I went up to Vicksburg on one boat, and then I rode on another boat that had a train on it.”


  “A train?” Cherie asked. “Why would a train be on a boat?” She decided the old woman was telling lies and nothing but lies. She had thought as much back in Crow Town, too. Old Maggie did nothing but lie. Cherie didn’t resent it, particularly. Maybe the old crone actually believed everything she said. Anyway, listening to her brag about all the men she’d had was something to do while they were sitting and freezing.


  “It wasn’t the whole train, it was just the locomotive,” Maggie said. “They were taking it upriver somewhere. I couldn’t sleep because I got to worrying that the locomotive would bust loose and sink the boat. We got to St. Louis, though, and the first person I saw when I got off the boat was Jimmy. He had almost cut his nose off. It was sewed on, but it didn’t look right, and it never did look right after that.”


  “Was it a woman that cut his nose off?” Maria asked. She had heard that among the Apaches, such things occurred.


  “No, it was the tightrope,” Maggie said. “Jimmy kept trying to walk it, but he was wobbly from hitting himself in the head too many times with them barbells. He fell off the tightrope, and it hit him right under the nose and nearly cut his nose off.”


  “What’s a circus?” Marieta asked. She didn’t understand the talk of barbells and jugglers.


  “Did you ever get up to Deadwood?” Beulah asked. “I still have a hankering to go.”


  “No, I worked on a riverboat,” Maggie said. “I went up and down the river I don’t know how many times, until I got tired of hearing the water slosh. Then, I married another fool who got hung, and then I married Ross. I was soon wishing they’d hang Ross. He beat me so bad, I couldn’t turn over in my own bed. Ross had fists like bricks.”


  “How did you get rid of him?” Sally asked. Sally was about Beulah’s age. She had two big moles just above her upper lip.


  “Ross stepped on a nail and got blood poisoning and died,” Maggie said. “It saved me. He would have broken every bone in my body if he hadn’t stepped on that nail.”


  Maggie smiled, and cackled again. She looked like a wicked old woman, but she was still alive, and she liked to talk.


  “I didn’t go to Ross’s funeral. I didn’t figure I owed Ross nothing,” she said. “But a few days later, I went to the funeral of one of my girlfriends. Three days later, the preacher that preached it came up and asked me to marry him. That’s how pretty I was, when I still had my looks. I never knew preachers liked women that much, until the Reverend Jonah got ahold of me.”


  “They do—one got after me, too,” Beulah said.


  As Maggie and Beulah talked on, a tiredness began to come to Maria. She had kept the women going for three days, leading them, encouraging them, going back for them. She had gathered most of the frozen wood they burned, and she had made the fires. She heard Maggie talking about her preacher, and Beulah about hers, but Maria began to lose the names that went with the stories. The sound of the women’s voices lulled her. It was better to hear women talk, even if she was too tired to listen, than to have only the silence and the cold. Maria would have liked to be fresh, to tell some of her own stories too, but it would have to be another time, when they all reached the railroad and were safe.


  Maria’s eyes grew so heavy she could not watch the fire. She slumped over, and her serape slipped off her shoulders.


  Sally, who was closest, got up and wrapped the serape back around Maria, pulling it tight so it would not slip off again. She fed the fire a few sticks, from a pile Maria had gathered. Maria had come back for Sally when Sally was freezing, and Sally didn’t want her to sleep cold.


  “She’s tuckered out,” Maggie said. Then she went on to tell the women about some of the peculiarities of the Reverend Jonah, the preacher who had loved her in St. Louis, long ago when she still had her looks.


  8.


  WHEN LORENA GOT off the train in Laredo, the first thing she saw was a funeral procession, and the first person she spoke to was Tinkersley. As she stepped out of the little railroad station and stopped to watch the funeral procession—it seemed as if everyone in town was following the wagon that had the coffin in it—a tired-looking older man in a slick, brown coat looked at her, and stopped and looked again.


  “Why, Lorie,” he said. “Could it really be you?”


  Lorena supposed the mayor must have died. She had never seen such a lengthy funeral procession, in a town the size of Laredo. Even in Ogallala they would have had a hard time getting so many people to march behind a coffin. She looked again at the man who had called her by her name. He had few teeth, and bags hung halfway down his cheeks. He wore a sporty hat, but it was not new. A rat or something had chewed a piece out of the brim.


  “Lorie, it’s me, Tinkersley,” the man said. “It’s you, ain’t it? Tell me it’s you.”


  “I’m Lorena, I’m married now,” Lorena said. Tinkersley ran whores and gambled. No doubt he was still running whores and gambling, though not so prosperously as he had been when she knew him. Tinkersley had brought her to south Texas, when she was a young whore. In a San Antonio hotel room, during a fight, he had bitten her on the upper lip, leaving a faint scar that she still had.


  Now here he was in Laredo, watching a lengthy funeral procession. She saw a familiar light come into his eyes, from looking at her. She wanted to immediately put it out.


  “I’ve come here to look for my husband. He’s with Captain Call, or at least, I hope he is,” she said. “Who died?”


  “Her name was Doobie Plunkert. She was well liked in the town,” Tinkersley said. “I liked her myself, although we only met once. That’s why I lent my whores, for the singing.


  “I run the whores in this town,” he went on. “They wanted a big singing for Doobie, so I lent them six girls. I just kept back two, to take care of the customers until the funeral is over.”


  Lorena saw the whores, in a group, well behind the coffin hearse, with some more churchly looking women marching just ahead of them, right behind the wagon.


  “I’m surprised they’d let whores sing at a proper funeral,” Lorena said. “Was the woman a whore?”


  “No, she was the wife of a deputy sheriff. He’s gone with old Call, too, like your husband,” Tinkersley said. “Sheriff Jekyll raped Doobie, and she took poison and died. It’s a pity. The man could have bought a whore, and spared poor Mrs. Plunkert.”


  The young woman must have felt hopeless, Lorena thought. She hadn’t wanted her husband to find out what happened. Lorena set down her valise, leaving it on the railroad station platform, and began to walk along with the funeral.


  Tinkersley, after a moment’s hesitation, fell in with her.


  Lorena didn’t try to stop him. What Tinkersley did didn’t matter. She supposed it was even rather nice of him, to let his whores sing at the funeral. He probably charged the church a fee, or tried to, but at least he let them sing.


  “What kind of poison?” Lorena asked.


  “Well, rat poison. She drank most of it in water,” Tinkersley said. “They found her by the river. She wasn’t quite dead at the time. It was the doctor who noticed that her drawers were torn, and that somebody had hit her a lick or two. They found a little ribbon from her dress in a cell in the jail, and that’s what nailed the sheriff.”


  Lorena regretted that the train had come in when it did. She would rather not have known about the death of Mrs. Plunkert. They had never met, of course, but Lorena had been alone, in south Texas, in rooms that were no more than jails, with men who were no different from the sheriff, and who were certainly no better. She had no way out then, and only one way to survive; many times, it had seemed to her a close bargain. In even worse times, when she was taken by Blue Duck and given to the men of Ermoke’s band, and then threatened with burning by Mox Mox, she had been reduced to one wish: that there was some way to be dead, and be dead quickly. Although the circumstances of Mrs. Plunkert’s travail might seem lighter, Lorena knew they had not seemed at all light to the young woman who had so promptly taken her own life. Mrs. Plunkert must have felt that her happiness and her husband’s happiness were forfeit anyway. She had become hopeless. Lorena knew enough about hopelessness. She did not want to be reminded of it, not even a hopelessness experienced by a young woman she had never met.


  What the death of Mrs. Plunkert meant was that hopelessness was always there. There was never a way or a time one could be safe from it. If Pea Eye died, or one of her children, she knew she would have to feel it again.


  “Lorie, you don’t know her, you ain’t expected to attend the funeral,” Tinkersley said.


  “I want to attend the funeral, but I’d rather you didn’t accompany me,” Lorena said.


  “But you didn’t know the woman,” Tinkersley said. He felt a sudden deep need to stay with Lorena. Seeing her had reminded him of the regret he had nursed for years, when he’d left her and lost her. He had even journeyed to the little town of Lonesome Dove, where he heard she worked, hoping to get her back. But he came too late. She had left with the cow herd and the cowboys, for Montana.


  Now, through a miracle, she had stepped off the train in Laredo, right in front of him. He didn’t want to leave her. When she told him she didn’t want him to accompany her to the funeral, he fell back a few steps, but he didn’t let Lorena out of his sight.


  The cemetery was just a plain piece of ground, dusty, without a bush or a tree to lessen its plainness. Most of the grave markers were wooden, and many of them had tilted over, or fallen flat altogether. One of the whores, the smallest, a slip of a girl with curly brown hair, had a beautiful soprano voice.


  When she sang “Amazing Grace,” her voice rose over all the other singers, the other five whores and the few churchwomen. Her voice was clear as the air. They sang “Rock of Ages,” and then “Will the Circle Be Unbroken.” Three hymns at a funeral was unusual, Lorena thought. Yet, despite the cutting wind, the mourners seemed reluctant to leave. When the women finished the last song, they looked around, wondering if they should sing more. It was odd, Lorena thought, that no one was hurrying away.


  The young whore with the beautiful voice finally spoke to one of the churchwomen, and the women began to sing “There’s a Home Beyond the River.”


  The young soprano poured her heart into the song. No doubt she had an inkling of how Mrs. Plunkert had felt. That, at least, was Lorena’s view. The girl’s voice was so strong and pure that it silenced the other singers. One by one, the other whores and the churchwomen fell silent, and the beautiful voice of the whore with the curly hair soared on, in lonely lament for the lost life of a woman the young whore had not known, and perhaps had not even met.


  When the song ended, the mourners turned away from the grave, and an old Mexican man with a shovel began to push in dirt around the coffin.


  “At least she had a right pretty funeral,” Tinkersley said. He fell in with Lorena as she was hurrying back to the station, anxious to secure her valise. Tinkersley was seeking to make small talk, or any talk, that would persuade her to allow him to stay with her for a while.


  “Get away from me, Tinkersley,” Lorena said. “You done nothing but hurt me, when we was together. I don’t want you to be walking with me. I’m here to find my husband.”


  “But, I bought you pretty dresses,” Tinkersley protested. “I took you to the fanciest shop in San Antonio.”


  “So you could sell me for a higher price,” Lorena reminded him. “Get away from me. I don’t like remembering none of that.”


  “Lorie, I was just hoping we could visit,” Tinkersley said. “I know I done you badly. I came back to find you, but you were gone north with Gus McCrae.”


  Lorena didn’t speak to Tinkersley again. She just ignored him. He walked with her, pleading, until they were nearly back to the station, but Lorena didn’t say another word. She scarcely noticed him, in his slick coat, nor did she listen to his excuses or his pleas. She felt a great longing to be with her husband. Most men would make excuses all day and all night for their failings, but Pea never did. When Pea did something that hurt her feelings, he accepted his error and suffered for it until she had to take him in hand and try to coax him and tease him back into a good humor. She had to convince him, each time, that what he had done was only a small error, not the unforgivable act he believed it to be. Marriage was often vexing, that was all.


  Now, with the funeral over, she wanted to gather such information about where Captain Call might be as she could. She wanted to catch up with Pea and bring him home, before one of the bad men in the world did something to hurt him.


  It was not until that night, in her small, chill room in the drafty hotel, that Lorena’s thoughts returned to the dead woman and the funeral. She remembered the young whore who could sing soprano, and a deep sadness came with the memory. In a building not far away, the young whore with the beautiful voice was back being a whore. The churchwomen who had spoken to her at the funeral wouldn’t allow themselves to speak to her in their day-to-day lives. She was just one of Tinkersley’s whores, as Lorena herself had been, once.


  The only thing that was true in the four hymns the girl had sung was the music itself, Lorena thought. Neither the whore nor the dead woman over whose grave she’d sung had received any grace at all, to draw upon; nor did they have any rock to stand on; nor any circle to shelter or protect them.


  As to the home beyond the river, Lorena didn’t know. She just wanted to find her husband and bring her children back from Nebraska. She wanted the six humans she was responsible for to be back again in their home, where she could watch over them.


  At the telegraph office in the late afternoon, she had been given one good piece of information by the elderly fellow who worked the telegraph. Several telegrams had poured in for Captain Call, instructing him to hurry to San Angelo. Joe Garza had struck there, only the week before.


  The next morning, at breakfast—she was the only woman in the small hotel dining room—Lorena happened to overhear a conversation that sent her heart leaping. Two Texas Rangers were at a table talking, and she heard the name Call mentioned.


  The Rangers had looked at her hard when they walked in and saw her alone in the dining room, but Lorena had not sent her children away and traveled so far to be balked by hard looks from lawmen.


  She got up and went over to their table.


  “Excuse me, I heard you mention Captain Call,” she said. “My husband is his deputy. I’d be grateful if you’d give me any news of the group.”


  The men looked surprised. The larger one rattled his spoon in his coffee cup; he was uncomfortable talking to women in public places.


  “Don’t know much, ma’am,” he said, finally. “Call nearly killed a sheriff in Presidio. They don’t know yet whether the man will live. Call was getting his deputy out of jail and just went wild. He got his deputy and an old Indian he uses to track down bandits.”


  “That’s my husband. He oughtn’t to have been in jail, he’s never broken the law,” Lorena said.


  “Well, you don’t have to break much law out in Joe Doniphan’s part of the country,” the large Ranger said. “He’d arrest you for spittin’, if he didn’t like your looks.”


  “I guess Captain Call didn’t like his looks,” the other Ranger said.


  “Thank you, I appreciate the news,” Lorena said, politely.


  She went back to her table in a happier frame of mind. Pea was alive, and with the Captain. She didn’t like the Captain, but he was able enough. He would protect Pea until she found him.


  When the two Rangers left the room, they didn’t look at Lorena so hard. They even stopped for a moment, and tipped their hats.


  9.


  THE EVENING OF the second day, as the party traveled east from Presidio, Call, Brookshire, the two deputies, and Famous Shoes climbed out of the Maravilla Canyon just at dusk and made a camp. The winter sun was filling the canyon behind them with red light.


  “That old man who kills bears is coming with his dogs,” Famous Shoes remarked. “I saw his track on the Salt Fork of the Brazos, but then, he was going north. I did not expect him to be coming this way.”


  “If it’s Ben Lily, he don’t ask nobody’s opinion when he changes directions,” Pea Eye said. Twice the old bear hunter had turned up at their farmhouse on the Red River, on his way to kill cougars in the Palo Duro Canyon. He had killed the last bears in the Palo Duro years before, but there were many cougars, and from time to time, Ben Lily rested from his lifelong bear hunt and killed cougars for a while instead.


  “I’ll feed him, but I won’t feed his dogs,” Call said. “It don’t take that many dogs to run lions, and I doubt there’s any bears left in Texas for him to run. He’s killed them all.”


  A few minutes later, they heard the baying of six or seven dogs. In the still, silent night it was hard to tell how far away Ben Lily and his dog pack might be.


  “He is like me, no horse,” Famous Shoes said. “I doubt he can finish off the lions, in the time he has left. He is an old man.


  “Who’s this?” Brookshire asked. He had never heard of the person they were talking about, though that fact was not particularly odd. Six months ago, he had scarcely even heard of Texas, and could not have named one living Texan. Now he knew several Texans in person, and several more by reputation.


  “He’s a hunter, he don’t do nothing else,” Pea Eye said. “I don’t guess he ever has done nothing else.”


  “They say he hunted all the bears out of Louisiana and Arkansas before he come here,” Deputy Plunkert said. Since leaving Presidio, the deputy had been in a lighter mood. They were on their way to San Angelo, which was not that long a distance from Laredo. If they were successful and captured the Garza boy promptly, he might be on his way home within two weeks. Just being north of the border made him feel a lot better about life. Once he got home, he meant to plan his life so that he never had to enter Mexico again. If necessary, he and Doobie would move north, to San Antonio, or even Austin, to avoid the possibility that anything would require him to cross the border again.


  As the winter night deepened and the half-moon rose, they heard the baying of Ben Lily’s dogs, coming closer.


  “If the man travels so much, maybe he’ll know something,” Brookshire suggested. “He’s coming from the east, and the last robbery was east, unless there’s been one we don’t know about.”


  “No, he won’t know anything, he only pays attention to bears and lions,” Call said. “Humans don’t interest him. If he was on the track of a bear or cougar and a train was being robbed right in front of him, I doubt he’d even stop to look.”


  Many times, over the years, Call had encountered the hunter, but on no occasion had he gotten any cooperation from him. Ben Lily expected to get information, not give it. He had no use for civilizations, nor for society, nor individuals, and was even impatient with his dogs. All he liked to do was kill bears. He only hunted lions to pass the time, or to earn a little money now and then, from ranchers who wanted lions or wolves cleaned off their ranches.


  Toward midnight, the horses and mules began to snort and whinny. They pulled at their picket ropes. Call got up and went to quiet the animals, and when he had them calm, he walked east about a mile, meaning to intercept the dogs. Ben Lily usually traveled with a pack of eight or ten, and eight or ten dogs running into camp might spook the horses so badly that one or two might injure themselves. Call had only a sidearm with him. He did not expect trouble. Ben Lily’s dogs were usually shy of humans, since they rarely saw any, other than the old hunter himself.


  Call’s hands were aching. He wished he had a little whiskey, although he had never been a drinker, really. Augustus, his old partner, had been the drinker. But in the last few winters, particularly if he happened to be at home in his shack on the Goodnight ranch, Call had taken to using a glass or two of whiskey in order to help him sleep. A doctor in Amarillo had assured him that a glass or two would be medicinal. Even with the whiskey, he frequently awoke as early as two A.M., and had little to do but pace around the cabin until dawn came.


  The next whiskey to be had was at Judge Roy Bean’s saloon, three days away. Call had not yet decided whether to pay the judge a visit. He wasn’t quite as uncooperative as Ben Lily—nobody was as uncooperative as Ben Lily—but he ran him a close race. Roy Bean was cranky, and in his conversation, he never strayed far from the subject of money. On the other hand, little that occurred on the border escaped his attention. A visit to Roy Bean would take them out of their way. The train had been robbed near San Angelo. But of course, the Garza boy had time to be back in Mexico, or perhaps back in Crow Town, depending on which way he had felt inclined to go. The next train stopped by the boy might be leaving Saltillo, or Tucumcari, or almost anywhere.


  While Call was thinking of Roy Bean and his harsh tongue, the dogs began to bay again. This time, they sounded farther away than they had the last time they howled. Perhaps they were running ahead of the old hunter, on the spoor of a lion, and maybe the lion had doubled back.


  Just as Call was settling down to enjoy his solitude—he still liked to separate himself from the camp for an hour or two, at night—Famous Shoes came walking through the moonlight. Call felt a little irritated. He needed his solitary hours. They helped him clear his head, and think through the next few days of whatever campaign he was waging. Why wouldn’t the old Indian stay put? Call slept little, but Famous Shoes, who was older, slept even less.


  “Now those dogs are going east,” Famous Shoes said. “I think they must be chasing a mule deer.”


  “No, they would have run it down by now if it was a mule deer,” Call said. “That many dogs will run a mule deer to death pretty quick.”


  Famous Shoes ignored the correction, which he thought invalid. It could well be a large, well-fed mule deer who was not ready to die just because Ben Lily had come along with his dogs. The mule deer might have had a long start, too. But Famous Shoes saw no point in arguing with the Captain. Call did not accept argument, from his men or from anyone.


  “They could be after those two wolves whose tracks I saw this morning,” he replied. “The dogs might be running those wolves.”


  Famous Shoes had just stopped speaking when they heard the sound of gunshots, coming from the direction where they had last heard the dogs. There were many gunshots. In the Indian days, Call had been competent at counting gunshots, for it was a way of estimating the enemy’s strength. But he was out of practice. He would have guessed that about forty shots were fired. In a lull, they heard the yelping of one of the dogs. It had been wounded in the gunfight, probably.


  There were four or five more gunshots, scattered, and then silence.


  “Somebody shot those dogs, that’s what I think,” Famous Shoes said. He was a little agitated. The flurry of shots had been an unwelcome surprise. It took several men to shoot that many dogs so rapidly. But what kind of men would shoot dogs in the middle of the night?


  “Listen a minute,” Call said. “They could have been shooting at whatever the dogs were chasing. If that’s it, they weren’t Ben Lily’s dogs. Ben Lily travels alone and shoots a rifle. What we heard were mainly pistol shots.”


  They listened for fifteen minutes. There were no more gunshots, and no dogs howled.


  “They probably shot the dogs. I’d like to know why,” Call said. “Let’s go to camp.”


  When Call got back to camp, all three men were sound asleep. Probably that was because the weather had warmed up. For the first time, they weren’t so freezing cold.


  Call expected no better of Brookshire or Deputy Plunkert, but he was irritated with Pea Eye. It was a small lapse, but a lapse nonetheless. As long as he and Pea Eye had been camping together, they had consulted about night duties—who would sleep first, who would sleep second. Never before, no matter how tired he might be, had Pea Eye just gone to sleep without discussing these arrangements. Of course, Call had lapsed himself, by leaving the camp without assigning a watch. But he had done that often, through the years, and when he did it, Pea Eye always stayed awake until he returned.


  It wasn’t like Pea Eye, going to sleep in dangerous country. It made Call wonder if urging Pea Eye to leave his family and join him had really been wise. He had done it from habit. Pea Eye was the last of his men, and one of the few people Call trusted. It had seemed natural to call on him, and it had disturbed him when Pea Eye refused to come.


  Now he found that having him along disturbed him almost as much. Pea Eye wasn’t behaving like himself. It might be because he was no longer the Ranger that Call had known and counted on for so long. He was a farmer and a husband, with the habits of a farmer and a husband, rather than the habits of a fighting man. Probably Pea Eye had been right, in deciding to stay with his family. Loyalty had made him change his mind, but foolishly, and too late. If he wasn’t going to be able to be the competent Ranger he had been, then staying home was the better choice.


  Pea Eye woke up the minute Captain Call reentered the camp, and immediately realized that he had been derelict.


  “Oh, dern, I dropped off,” he said. “I intended to stand watch.”


  “Well, Famous Shoes was up, and so was I,” Call said. “Somebody just shot Ben Lily’s dog pack, if them dogs we’ve been hearing really belonged to Ben Lily. If they weren’t, I’d like to know who would be running in these parts, with eight or ten dogs.”


  Pea Eye felt such embarrassment at having gone to sleep that he scarcely attended to what the Captain was saying. He had no intention of going to sleep, when the Captain left the camp. The Captain always left the camp, for an hour or two in the evening. When he returned, the two of them would work out watch duties, for what remained of the night. Pea Eye usually stood the first watch.


  But this evening, he had simply gone to sleep. The Captain didn’t mention it. He had even been polite enough to change the subject, but Pea Eye knew he would remember it. The very fact that he hadn’t been reprimanded made Pea Eye feel at a loss. In fact, he had been feeling at a loss from the moment the Captain led them out of Presidio. Pea Eye should have been feeling fine. With Famous Shoes’ help, he had been able to connect with the Captain with only a minimum of travel. The Garza boy was probably east of them now. The whole job might be over soon, and he could go right home, back to Lorie and the children.


  But Pea Eye didn’t feel fine. He felt awkward; maybe he had irritated the Captain too much, by refusing to go with him initially. Maybe the Captain, as he got older, was becoming even harder to please. At no time had he been easy to please.


  But whatever it was, there was a difference in the way he and the Captain were, and it made Pea Eye all the more homesick. He felt he had been foolish, after all, to leave home. The Captain had promptly recruited another deputy, and he had the Yankee, Brookshire, as well. The Yankee seemed to be fairly competent. He had made the campfires, both nights, and had done it well. The other deputy was no good at packing horses or mules, but was handy enough at unpacking them. There was not much for Pea Eye to do. Standing watch was one area where his experience would have been useful, but he had gone right off to sleep and hadn’t even heard the shots that killed Ben Lily’s dogs, if they were Ben Lily’s dogs.


  All this made Pea Eye feel gloomy. He felt that he had stopped knowing how to be useful. He often felt that way at home, too. Lorie was as good at what she did as the Captain was at what he did. Pea Eye wasn’t as good as either one of them, at anything. It made him wonder why the Captain had wanted him along in the first place.


  Call was sufficiently alarmed by the sound of so much gunfire that he woke Brookshire and Deputy Plunkert. He also put out the fire. In the brilliant darkness, on the long plain, even a speck of fire as small as theirs could be spotted by an experienced eye from many miles away; as many miles, at least, as an experienced ear could hear a dog bark.


  Call could sometimes distinguish calibers of weapons, if the firing was slow, but the men who shot the dogs hadn’t been firing slow. The forty shots had been fired in a minute or two. Call thought he heard six or seven guns, but that was a guess. There could have been ten or more, or there could have been only three or four.


  Famous Shoes had not returned to camp. The man seldom waited for instructions, and he was apt to rove all night, when he was on a scout.


  “Where’s our Indian?” Brookshire asked. He had taken a liking to the old man, although he wasn’t exactly businesslike. When he noticed that Brookshire had a book or two in his baggage, Famous Shoes had started pestering him to teach him to read. The old man seemed to think it was something he could start doing immediately, if only he were given the right clues. Famous Shoes had even insisted that Brookshire dismount, so he could show the Yankee a number of animal tracks and identify them. He seemed to think that Brookshire ought to be able to instruct him in reading just as quickly. When Brookshire attempted to explain that the two things weren’t the same, Famous Shoes became irritated. Then Brookshire made the mistake of mentioning sentences. Famous Shoes immediately started asking him to explain what sentences were. Brookshire felt sure that he knew what a sentence was, but he found it damnably difficult to explain the sentence to the old Indian.


  He liked the old man, though. It astonished him that a man Famous Shoes’ age could travel faster on foot than the rest of them traveled horseback. He stayed ahead of them all day, moving at his strange little trot.


  The four of them watched the rest of the night, but there was no more shooting. About dawn, Call thought he heard something, a kind of cry or keening. But he couldn’t figure out what might be making it.


  “Could it be an eagle?” he asked Pea Eye. “They say eagles scream, but I’ve never heard one.”


  Pea Eye heard the sound only faintly. He had no idea what it was.


  Before it was fully light, Call had them headed toward the east.


  “What about Famous Shoes?” Brookshire asked. “Shouldn’t we wait for him?”


  “He’s a tracker, we don’t have to wait for him,” Call said. “He’ll find us.”


  Famous Shoes did find them, about an hour later. He was down in a little ravine, and he had Ben Lily with him. The old hunter was shaggy, filthy, and mad.


  “It was the manburner,” Famous Shoes said, as he trotted up out of the ravine. “He has seven men with him.”


  “He burnt my best dog,” Ben Lily said. “Kilt all nine of them, and burnt one alive.”


  “That’s what we heard, I guess,” Call said. “That’s the sound a dog makes when it’s being burned alive.”


  “He wanted to burn me,” Ben Lily said. “I hid in a snake den. His men shot my dogs. They roped old Flop and burnt him.”


  “Not to eat, though,” Famous Shoes said. “You can see—the dog is a little ways ahead.”


  Ben Lily sat on a rock, unkempt and bewildered. Call offered to let him ride one of the pack horses, if he wanted to come with them, but the old man didn’t even answer. He sat on the rock, shaking his head and mumbling.


  “I think he’s gone loco,” Famous Shoes said quietly, to Call.


  “He’s always been loco,” Call said. “Now he’s old, and he’s lost his dogs. If I were him I’d quit, but I ain’t him.”


  Call went over to the old hunter, who seemed stunned by the calamity that had befallen him in the night. He held an old Winchester; apart from two cartridge belts, he seemed to have no equipment. Ben Lily was reputed to be an exceptional shot, exceptional enough to have killed more than two thousand bears and an unreckoned number of mountain lions. Call remembered him as having keen, mean eyes. This morning, his eyes seemed vague.


  “He burnt old Flop,” Ben Lily said. “Old Flop was my best dog.”


  “You’re lucky he didn’t burn you, Mr. Lily,” Call said. “You’d better follow along with us for a day or two, until we know where he is and where he’s going. Next time, you might not make it to the snake den.”


  The old man shook his head. He wore a ragged cap, which looked as if it had been made from a wolf skin. He kept putting it on, and then taking it back off.


  “I’m going to Santa Fe,” he said. “I got to get some new dogs.”


  “You won’t need them, if Mox Mox catches you,” Call said. “You better come with us until we stop him.”


  “I got to get some dogs,” Ben Lily repeated. “I can’t run no bears or tree no lions without some dogs.”


  “I can’t take you against your will, Mr. Lily, but you’d be wiser to come with us,” Call said. “This man’s not your ordinary killer. He’s the manburner.”


  Ben Lily paid no attention; he was looking to the southwest, toward the distant mountains. His eyes seemed blurred and tired, but Call supposed they might clear quickly enough if he had a lion, or better yet, a bear in his sights.


  “Them mountains are full of lions, but there ain’t no bear,” he said. “I be going on to Wyoming, I guess. There’s bear up there in Wyoming.”


  He stood up and looked around, as if surprised to see that he was among people and not dogs.


  “That killer kilt my dogs,” he repeated. “I best go to Santa Fe.”


  His eyes turned to the northwest; he stared at the distances.


  “You could go with us to Roy Bean’s,” Call suggested. “He usually has a few dogs.”


  “No, I don’t like Bean,” Ben Lily said. “His dogs are just hounds. One mean lion could run them all off. I won’t hunt with dogs that run from lions.”


  “Be careful, then,” Call said, but the old man either didn’t hear him, or didn’t care to respond. He put his Winchester on his shoulder and climbed out of the ravine, heading north. Though he seemed stiff in his movements, he kept moving north and was soon out of sight.


  Brookshire couldn’t get used to the way people behaved in the West. The old man had no blanket, or kit of any kind. No doubt he had matches somewhere about his person, but otherwise he was setting out to walk hundreds of miles, in the wintertime, with nothing but a gun and two cartridge belts, and in country where there were at least two deadly killers on the loose.


  “He just hunts?” Brookshire asked.


  “Yes, all his life,” Call said. “I never heard of him doing anything else.”


  “If he was born today, he’d have to do something else,” Deputy Plunkert said. “There wouldn’t be enough varmints to satisfy him. I’ve never even seen a wild bear. The circus come once and it had a little bear, but it was tame.”


  “You’re right,” Call said. “Mr. Lily’s worked himself out of a job, where bears are concerned, unless he heads for Alaska.”


  Call felt some sadness as he watched Ben Lily disappear into the sage and the distance, his rifle on his shoulder. It was unlikely that he would ever see the old man again. Call had never liked him, really. The two of them had probably not exchanged a hundred words in all their various brief meetings over the years. Ben Lily would talk of nothing except what he was hunting at the time, and Call hunted only for practical purposes and had nothing to say about it.


  But Ben Lily was one of the old ones of the West. Ben Lily and Goodnight and Roy Bean and a few others. None of them were particularly likable, although Charles Goodnight had become friendlier than Call had ever expected him to be. But all of them, and those like them who had fallen—Gus McCrae and old Kit Carson, the Bent brothers, Shanghai Pierce and Captain Marcy—had been part of the adventure. Gus McCrae had declared the adventure over before the Hat Creek outfit had ever crossed the Yellowstone. A few days after he said it, he had gone off adventuring and been killed. Gus had been both right and wrong. The exploring part of the adventure had ended, but not the settling part, and settling, in the time of the Comanche and the Cheyenne and the Apache, had plenty of adventure in it.


  Now, the settling had happened. Ben Lily and Goodnight and Roy Bean and, he supposed, himself—for he, too, had become one of the old ones of the West—were just echoes of what had been. When Lily fell, and Goodnight, and Bean and himself, there wouldn’t even be echoes, just memories.


  Call mounted up, feeling that he had begun to miss Ben Lily, a man he had never liked. Yet, a time or two in his life, he had even missed enemies: Kicking Bird, the Comanche chief, was one. Missing Gus McCrae, a lifelong friend, was one thing; missing Ben Lily was something else again. It made Call feel that he had outlived his time, something he had never expected to do. Now he had begun to listen for echoes, an unhealthy form of distraction when there were still men in the country who burned people and dogs.


  It was an unhappy thought, but soon it might be that the bad men, the Wes Hardins and the Mox Moxes, would be all that was left of the West as it had been. The bad men, in the end, were the ones who wouldn’t settle.


  A few miles farther on, Famous Shoes showed them the burned dog. It was large—part mastiff, Call reckoned. Its four feet had been tied together, and its mouth wired shut. The fire hadn’t been hot enough to consume the animal, but it had been thoroughly seared. Even its teeth were black.


  Brookshire looked at the dog, got off his horse, and threw up. Deputy Plunkert took one quick look and rode on by. He stopped fifty yards farther on, but kept his back to the group. Pea Eye looked, and felt more than ever at a loss. He had seen far worse sights than a burned dog, in his days with the Rangers, and he knew men did bad things to other men. That was an old lesson, learned and learned well in the Indian wars.


  Pea Eye realized that he was just tired of it, tired of such sights and such memories. He had been feeling tired since he’d had to help pull Captain Call off Sheriff Doniphan. Pea Eye didn’t want to see the Captain beat a person to within an inch of his life, even if the person deserved it, as the sheriff had. He didn’t want to see burnt dogs or burnt people, or people with bad gunshot wounds in the belly, or any of that. What he wanted to see was Lorena, his wife, nursing their baby at the breakfast table. He wanted to see his three little boys, and his big girl, Clarie; his big girl, that all the boys were already wanting to court. He wanted to hold his wife in his arms, not bury corpses of people killed by outlaws. It was time for all that to be over. It should have already been over, at least where he was concerned. He had never had the appetite for it, and now he really didn’t have the time for it, either. He had different work to do.


  Famous Shoes studied the tracks for a while, and Call dismounted and took a look too. The tracks went east—several riders and two extra horses.


  “They don’t hurry,” Famous Shoes remarked.


  “No, I guess they wouldn’t,” Call said. “If they hurried, they might miss something Mox Mox wants to burn.”


  He felt uncertain as to how to proceed. The killers were within twenty-five miles of them, probably, and there were several of them. If Mox Mox would take the time to stop and burn Ben Lily’s dog, then killing was probably their main object, though no doubt they would rob, too, when the opportunity arose.


  Call’s instinct was to go after Mox Mox at once. It wasn’t the job he had been hired to do, but Mox Mox was between him and the job he had been hired to do. Besides, the killers were a danger to anyone they encountered, wherever they were. If they had the leisure to burn a dog, they were not expecting either resistance or pursuit.


  Call was traveling with a largely untried troop, though. Pea Eye would probably fight well enough, when the time came—he always had—but the others might just get in the way. Brookshire had indulged in a good deal of target practice on the trip. He was a fair shot at stationary targets, but of course he had never shot at a living target, much less one that could shoot back at him. Deputy Plunkert was also a question mark. By his own admission, he had scarcely left Laredo in his whole life. What he would do in a running fight was anybody’s guess; get himself killed, probably.


  “The manburner has a big man with him,” Famous Shoes said. He had found a track that was as deep as any track he had ever seen. “His horse is tired, from carrying him.”


  “That’s good. Big men make easy targets,” Call said. “Once we shoot the big one, we won’t be so badly outnumbered.”


  Brookshire felt that the clock of his life had run backward, to the time of the War. The sight of the burned dog did it. In the War, the sight of dead horses, some of them scorched, some with their stomachs burst open or their innards spilled, upset him more than seeing the bodies of men. He didn’t know why they upset him more; they just did.


  In the time he had traveled with the Captain, Brookshire had thought often about their quarry, Joey Garza. Joey had killed, and in fact, he killed often, but he killed with a bullet. It scared him to think of Joey crouched behind a rock somewhere, looking at him through a telescope sight, ready to end his life with a bullet. Still, it was a bullet; Katie dying of her sickness probably suffered more than he would suffer if Joey Garza did kill him.


  But the man who had burned the dog, this Mox Mox, was different. Joey was a killer; Mox Mox must be a maniac. Brookshire had observed Captain Call over a fair stretch of time, and had much confidence in his abilities. The man was a little stiff in the morning, but he kept going. He had no tendency to recklessness that Brookshire could detect. He consulted Brookshire fully when there were decisions to be made. Brookshire had confidence in the Captain’s ability to locate and subdue Joey Garza. He thought Call could do it, and do it handily.


  But Mox Mox was a maniac, and he had several men with him. He wasn’t interested in killing with bullets, either. What he was doing went beyond stopped trains, passengers who lost their valuables, and Colonel Terry’s profits. The thought of Joey Garza left Brookshire scared, but the thought of Mox Mox left him terrified.


  Call knew he had a ticklish decision to make. He could keep the men with him, try to catch up with Mox Mox, and hit him in force, such as the force was. Or, he could go alone, and hope to ambush Mox Mox and the men himself. The fact that he would be one against a gang didn’t disturb him much. Very few men could fight effectively, and there might be only one of the outlaws who was really formidable. Blue Duck had been formidable, but from what Call could remember of the Goodnight trouble, Mox Mox had merely been mean. No one seemed to think much of his abilities as a killer. He had led Goodnight a merry chase, and had eluded him, but in that instance, he had a week’s start. The main problem in attacking Mox Mox and his men alone was to determine which one had the ability. That was the man to kill first.


  His only source of information, at the moment, was Famous Shoes. The old tracker had walked off to the east and was squatting on his heels, smoking. Call loped out to where he rested. It was time to decide.


  “He’s got a giant with him, you said,” Call remarked. “Who else has he got?”


  “Three Mexicans who spur their horses too much,” Famous Shoes said. “Their horses jump when they spur them. The manburner himself is small. He makes little tracks when he is burning something.”


  “That’s three Mexicans, the giant, and the manburner,” Call said. “That’s five. What about the others?”


  “There’s a Cherokee,” Famous Shoes said. “He has the best horse, and his horse is not tired.”


  “What makes you think he’s Cherokee?” Call asked.


  “Because I know him,” Famous Shoes said. “I tracked him once before. He stole a woman that Quanah Parker wanted to marry. His name is Jimmy Cumsa. He is very quick. I tracked him two years ago, and he is still riding the same horse. He takes good care of his horse. I think he is a better killer than the manburner.”


  “If you tracked him, why didn’t Quanah get him?” Call asked.


  “I don’t know,” Famous Shoes said. “I tracked him to Taos Pueblo. But Quanah had to go somewhere on a train, for many days. I think he went to see the President. When he came back, he was too busy to go get Jimmy Cumsa.”


  “I don’t know where the last men come from,” Famous Shoes admitted. “One rides a pacing horse—he is not a good rider and his horse is not strong. The other man is small. He rides a little ways apart. Maybe the manburner doesn’t like him too much.”


  The other men came and joined them. Brookshire looked sick. Deputy Plunkert looked scared. Pea Eye was calm enough, but it was clear to Call that the man’s heart wasn’t in what he was doing.


  Call decided not to leave the men. When the time came to strike Mox Mox, he would leave them, but he wanted them to be in a more protected place before he left. If he sent them alone to Roy Bean’s, with Famous Shoes to guide them, they might make it and they might not. Even if they traveled by night, they would be vulnerable. Ben Lily had been traveling by night, and he had still lost his dogs, and nearly his life.


  “We’ll go to Bean’s,” Call said. “We’ll find out what he knows. Then I may separate from you for a few days and see what I can do about these killers.”


  They started at once, but all morning, Call felt torn. He felt he should break off and go, while he was so close to the killers, but he feared for the men. They were all grown men, and he should let them fend for themselves; he’d often had to leave men in dangerous situations. This time, though, he didn’t feel he should leave them. He didn’t want to come back and find them burnt, like Ben Lily’s dog.


  Brookshire was relieved, when the Captain said he would stay with them. Looking around him, he could see nothing but an endless distance. It seemed that the West just kept opening around him, into greater and ever greater distances. When he thought the horizons could get no farther away, he awoke to horizons that were yet farther. Brookshire had a compass, but he didn’t use it. Captain Call was his compass. Without him, Brookshire doubted that he could find the will to keep himself going across the empty country, toward the dim horizon. He would simply stop, at some point. He would just stop and sit down and wait to be dead.


  Also, he had seen the burnt dog. If the Captain left them, it wouldn’t be simply a matter of keeping going, of pursuing the long horizons until they yielded up a town, a place where there might be a hotel and a train. It was no longer just the emptiness, and the blowing-away feeling that Brookshire had to fear—not anymore.


  The manburner was there. Probably he was within the vast rim of horizon that encircled them at that very moment. Brookshire felt deeply grateful to the Captain, for staying with them. He had come to feel that he might not mind dying so much, if dying just meant a bullet.


  But Brookshire had seen Ben Lily’s dog. He did not want to die as the dog had died. He did not want to be burnt.


  10.


  “THAT INDIAN OWES me a nickel—if he’s on your payroll, fork it over,” Roy Bean said, before Call and his party had even dismounted. He was sitting in the weak winter sunlight, outside his saloon, wrapped in a buffalo robe. He had a cocked pistol in one hand, and a rifle across his lap; the rifle barrel stuck out from under the robe. A shotgun was propped against the wall of the saloon, within easy reach. “What sort of drink would only cost a nickel?” Call inquired.


  “He don’t owe me for a drink, he owes me for some lotion,” the judge said. “He come up lame one time, and I let him rub some lotion on his foot and forgot to charge him for it. It was a fine lotion. It cures all ills except a weak pecker.”


  Call gave Roy Bean the nickel. Until he was paid his full bill, whatever it might be, there would be little chance that he would dispense much information.


  “I stepped on a little cactus with thorns like the snake’s tooth,” Famous Shoes said. “He gave me some of his lotion, and I am still walking. I will pay the nickel, although I don’t have it with me right now.”


  “Brookshire’s boss will pay the nickel,” Call said, not surprised that the first thing they received at the Jersey Lily Saloon was a bill of several years’ standing.


  “Put it in your ledger, Brookshire,” Call said. “I’m sure your Colonel will be glad to contribute a nickel to the man who kept our tracker healthy.”


  Brookshire had lost interest in the ledger, and had not kept it current, although they had made substantial purchases in Presidio. He had, on one or two occasions, even torn pages out of it and used them to help get the campfires started. Somewhere along the Rio Concho, he had stopped feeling that he lived in a world where ledgers mattered. Colonel Terry still belonged to that world, and would always belong to it. The Colonel, like the old judge, would be quick to demand his nickel, even his penny.


  But Brookshire had passed beyond the world of ledgers, into a world of space and wind, of icy nights and brilliant stars, of men who killed with bullets and men who burned dogs. In order to keep his accounts at night, Brookshire would usually have had to thaw out the ink, and then thaw out his fingers sufficiently to be able to write. It was hard to see the lines on a ledger by the light of a small campfire, and it was hard to be correct in one’s penmanship when one’s fingers were frozen. The Colonel was a stickler for good penmanship, too. He didn’t like to squint or puzzle over entries when he was examining a ledger, and he had said so many times.


  Now, looking back into Mexico from the front of Judge Bean’s saloon, the Colonel’s strictures no longer seemed to matter. Brookshire had other disciplines to concern himself with, such as making campfires that would last the night without wasting wood. Captain Call was as strict about campfires as the Colonel was about penmanship.


  “Are you expecting a war party?” Call asked the judge. “You seem to be thoroughly armed.”


  “I expect perdition, always have,” the judge replied. “I keep this building at my back, and several guns handy, in case perdition arrives in a form that’s susceptible to bullets. I expect it will come in the disease form, though. I’m susceptible to diseases, and you can’t shoot a goddamn disease.”


  “If this is still a saloon, we’d like whiskey,” Call said. “We’ve had a cool ride.”


  They had scarcely left the canyon before another norther had sung in behind them. The cold cut them badly, although they rode with their backs to the wind.


  The judge reluctantly took them inside the saloon. Once settled warmly into his buffalo robe, he hated to be disturbed. Most conversations, even in the coldest weather, were conducted outside, with him speaking from inside his robe.


  The saloon had only one table, and it was so tilted on its crooked legs that a drink placed on the uphill side would quickly slide to the downhill side and off onto the floor, unless the drinker kept a grip on his glass.


  Call bought whiskey for everyone; only Pea Eye refrained. Lorena was very severe with him, in the matter of drink. In his lonely cowboy days in Montana, he had taken to drinking for an hour or two every evening. Once married, he continued the practice for a while, from nervousness, but Lorena soon put her foot down. Since the day she had put her foot down, Pea Eye had very few drinks, norther or no norther. He did take a beer, though. Fortunately, Judge Bean had a few. Famous Shoes requested tequila—the judge also had plenty of that substance—and drank almost a pint, as if he were drinking water. Deputy Plunkert fell asleep just as the judge was refilling his whiskey glass. It promptly slid toward the edge of the table, but the judge himself caught it at the last minute.


  “I’ll pour this back in the bottle until your man wakes up,” Roy Bean said.


  The judge had quick, crafty eyes. Rumor had always placed him on the wrong side of the law. Call had not been the only one surprised when Roy Bean assumed his judgeship. To be fair, though, no one seemed to quite know what laws the new judge had broken. Some thought he smuggled gold for powerful Mexicans; others thought he stole gold from the same Mexicans. Call thought the gold rumors were probably exaggerations. For one thing, Roy Bean lived a long way from anyplace where gold could be used or deposited, and gold was heavy. To Call, Roy Bean had more the manner of a skillful gambler. Becoming a judge, in a region where few people had much fondness for the law, was in itself a gamble.


  “I hope you catch the Garza boy next week,” Roy Bean said. “This week wouldn’t be too soon, neither.”


  “I’ll catch him, but I doubt it will be this week,” Call said. “The last train he robbed was near San Angelo, and I imagine he kept traveling. We’ll have to see if Famous Shoes can pick up his track.”


  “There are very few competent marksmen in this part of the country,” Roy Bean said. “This boy is a competent marksman and he’s affecting my profits.


  “The truth is, my profits are way down,” he added, glumly.


  “Oh, how’s that?” Call asked.


  “The Garza boy shoots people who might come here and drink,” the judge replied. “There’s other problems, too. I used to be able to sit outside and concentrate on business matters, without having to worry that somebody a mile away on a hill might plug me while I’m concentrating.”


  “There’s no hill within a mile of you, and half a mile would be a more likely distance for a rifle shot, anyway,” Call said. “No rifle I’ve ever seen will shoot accurately much farther than half a mile.”


  “Yes, but you ain’t a competent marksman yourself, and you don’t know everything!” Roy Bean said sharply. “Charlie Goodnight has always thought he knew everything, and so did your damn partner, and so do you.”


  “Well, I’ve known a few fine shots,” Call replied, mildly. “I’ve never known you to worry about killers, before. There are safer places to live than along this border if you’re the sort to let killers disturb your naps.”


  “I have weathered a number of killers, but I resent Mexican boys with rifles that can shoot that far,” Roy Bean said. “If you catch him for me, I’ll hang him in a wink.”


  “That boy ain’t the only reason you ought to start napping indoors, with your door locked,” Call said. “Have you heard of Mox Mox?”


  “Yes, Wes Hardin said he was around,” Roy Bean said. “Who’s he singed now?”


  “Ben Lily’s best dog,” Call replied.


  “Not Flop,” Roy Bean said, visibly startled. “Why would the sonofabitch burn a dog?”


  “Why would he burn a person?” Call asked. “Because he likes to, that’s why.”


  “Did he get Ben?” The judge asked.


  “No, but they killed every dog he had,” Call said. “I’m thinking of going after him first, before he causes any more harm.”


  “Go get him,” Roy Bean said. “Leave these men here. They look like they need to thaw out. I’ll cut the whiskey to half price while they’re visiting with me.”


  Guarding you, you mean, Call thought, but he didn’t say it.


  “Mox Mox has several men with him,” Call remarked.


  “Hardin says the Cherokee boy is the only one with any fight,” Roy Bean said. “Take a slow aim and eliminate him first. That would be my advice.”


  “Quick Jimmy,” Famous Shoes said.


  “Yes, Hardin said he had a rapid way about him,” Roy Bean said.


  “I didn’t know you were friends with John Wesley Hardin,” Call said.


  “I ain’t—nobody is,” Roy Bean replied. “He come down here to see if I had a whore. Joey Garza’s ma went to Crow Town and walked off with all the women. Hardin got restless for a whore and came to see me.”


  “When?” Call asked.


  “Last week,” Bean said. “He says Crow Town’s emptied out, since the women left.”


  “Joey Garza’s mother went to Crow Town and took the women?” Call said. “Took them and went where with them? She wasn’t home when we came through Ojinaga. Billy Williams was looking after her other children. She has a pretty little girl, but the child is blind.”


  “I ain’t met the woman, but I expect she’s a beauty,” Roy Bean said. “Billy’s been in love with her most of his life, but she won’t bend. Olin Roy’s partial to her, too, but she won’t have Olin, neither.”


  “I would have thought Huerta or somebody would have finished Olin by now,” Call said. “Dabbling in Mexican finance is chancy work.”


  Call remembered the little blind girl with the quick expression, standing with Billy Williams. He rarely noticed children, but he not only remembered the blind girl, he could picture her vividly in his mind. He wondered about the mother. Few women would be bold enough to go to Crow Town. This woman had not only gone, she had led the women of the community away. She had produced the blind girl, the idiot boy, and Joey, and if Bean was to be believed, had captured and held the affections of Billy Williams and Olin Roy, two men who had not been noted for the constancy of their attachments. Olin was a smuggler who spoke good Spanish, and Billy Williams was more or less a roving drunk.


  Still, some women seemed to be able to get holds on the most unlikely men. Pea Eye, for example, had never seemed to be the marrying kind. He had never sought out women, that Call could remember, when they were in towns. But here was Pea Eye, married, and happily so, it seemed.


  “I don’t understand the business about the women,” Call said. “She just rode into town and rode out with them?”


  “Nope,” Bean said. “She rode in on a spotted pony, but Joey stole it and left her afoot. She and the women walked out.”


  “I met her on the road when she was almost there,” Famous Shoes remarked. “She got very cold in the sleet storm, crossing the Pecos. I built her a fire, but she was angry with me and wouldn’t let me stay.”


  “Did she know you were working for me?” Call asked.


  “Yes, and she don’t want you to kill Joey,” Famous Shoes said. “She don’t want me to track him for you.”


  “I didn’t know you knew her,” Call said.


  “Her name is Maria,” Famous Shoes said. “She saved my life the first time the hard sheriff wanted to hang me.


  “She was too angry when I met her this time,” he repeated. “I built the fire and left her.”


  “He’s an ungrateful son, if he stole her horse and left her afoot in a place like Crow Town,” Call said. “Not many women would ride into Crow Town.”


  “Or cross the dern Pecos, either,” Pea Eye said. “Not when it’s icy. I’d call that brave.”


  “Well, the boy is her son,” Call said. “Even if he stole her horse, you can’t expect her to want him dead.”


  “I don’t know the woman—she can like it or lump it,” Roy Bean said. “Her son’s a thieving, murdering lawbreaker. You better go catch him, and plow Mox Mox under, too, if you have the time.”


  “This is your jurisdiction, Judge,” Call reminded him. “I was just hired to catch Joey Garza. What I’d like to know is where his mother took the women.”


  “Wesley said she took ’em to the railroad,” Roy Bean said. “He was upset. He said he would have shot her on sight if he’d known she was going to take away the whores.”


  “Where is Hardin, while we’re talking about killers?” Call asked.


  “No idea—he left,” Roy Bean said. “I ain’t his butler.”


  The judge had produced one bottle of brandy and asked an inordinate price for it, but Brookshire bought it anyway. He drank it until the edges of the little room became blurred, which didn’t take long. Now the Captain was talking about yet another killer, a famous one this time. Even in Brooklyn there were people who had heard of John Wesley Hardin.


  Brookshire kept drinking the brandy. He drank until he could hardly see the Captain, who was sitting not two feet from him. Deputy Plunkert was snoring; the warmth of the room had put him right to sleep. It seemed to Brookshire that they were traveling in circles. Every curve took them farther from civilization and produced another killer. The whole thing had started with a train robbery; now it involved three men who, among them, had killed the equivalent of a company of soldiers. Killers were multiplying, whereas Captain Call wasn’t. There was still only one of him.


  “They say the Garza boy has a cave full of valuables, down in Mexico,” Roy Bean said. “They say he takes everything he steals and hides it there.”


  “I expect that’s a rumor,” Call said.


  “It’s nice to think about, though,” Bean said. “If I could find myself a cave full of treasure, I could retire from the bench and move to England, and if I was in England, I could watch Miss Lillie Langtry perform on the stage every night of the week.”


  Call paid no more attention to Judge Bean. The only interesting information he possessed came from John Wesley Hardin, and it concerned Joey Garza’s mother. If there was a way to find Joey, it probably involved the mother, not the cave. Sooner or later, Joey might come home. The fact that he had stolen his mother’s horse might not mean much. Mothers had been known to overlook worse behavior than that. Joey might decide to bring the pony back someday. He knew he was being chased, and might want his mother to hide him.


  Soon all the company was asleep, except for Pea Eye. Famous Shoes had drunk a second pint of tequila. He curled up under the table and slept soundly. Brookshire was out, his head fallen into his arms. Deputy Plunkert was snoring soundly, his head tipped so far to one side that his hat had fallen off. Pea, who’d had only one beer, seemed a little glum, but he was not drunk.


  The smelly old judge had taken his buffalo robe and gone back outside.


  Call motioned to Pea Eye, and the two of them went out into the cold air.


  “I’m going to split off,” Call said. “I hate to do it, but we’ve got two different threats to deal with, and I don’t think they’ll line themselves up like dominoes and wait for us to knock them over.”


  He’d had a feeling that the Captain might be about to leave. It always made Pea anxious when the Captain left to perform some task alone. When the Captain wasn’t around, things were apt to go wrong. Several horses might turn up lame at the same time, or a man might develop pleurisy, or the hunters might be unable to bring in any game.


  “I guess it will upset Brookshire,” Pea Eye said. It was easy to see that Brookshire set great store by the Captain’s judgment.


  “Yes, I expect so,” Call said. “But he’s a grown man, and he knows how to make a fire.


  “You’ll have to watch that you don’t fall asleep on guard duty,” he added, mildly. “The others haven’t had your experience. You don’t want to let anybody slip up on you.”


  “Not with the manburner on the loose,” Pea Eye said. “Where do you want us to go?”


  “Go back to where we were, only circle down into Mexico,” Call said. “You’ll be safer, at least from Mox Mox. That village just across from Presidio is where Joey Garza’s mother lives. I think that’s where we’ll catch him.”


  “What if he gets there before you do?” Pea Eye asked.


  “Wait,” Call said. “Circle south of the village and camp on the Rio Concho about half a day away. I’ll find you.”


  “That don’t sound too hard,” Pea Eye said.


  But the melancholy wouldn’t leave him; it only got stronger. The Captain was going one way, and sending him another. It was a sign of trust, that the Captain would leave him in charge of the men. There was nothing exceptional about splitting up a company, either. That had happened many times, in the old days.


  “This is not the end of the world,” Lorena often told him, when she was trying to boost his spirits after some quarrel or mistake. “It’s not the end of the world, Pea. Just pick up and keep going.”


  Pea Eye felt that Lorena didn’t understand how much their fights or his mistakes saddened him. She would get busy with the children, or start studying her schoolwork, and the quarrel would go out of her mind. She would become cheerful again so quickly that it would make Pea Eye feel a little lonely. Hurts didn’t go out of his mind that quickly, particularly if he was the cause of them. They seemed to settle in his throat, like gravel in a chicken’s craw. Often, his feelings of absence or confusion would linger so long in his breast, while Lorena and the children went on with their lives, moving around him as if he wasn’t there, that Pea Eye had a hard time feeling he was in their lives at all. He would begin to feel he was just some stranger who happened to be staying where his family lived. Often, too, it would not be until the next day, when some child jumped in his lap or came to him with a problem, that he would recover a sense of being connected to them.


  As the Captain went about preparing to leave—they had bought a couple of extra rifles in Presidio, and the Captain took one of them and a good supply of ammunition—Pea Eye felt the same sadness tightening his throat that he felt at home when Lorena tried to assure him that his world wasn’t coming to an end.


  Lorena could say that to him all she liked, but her saying it didn’t take away Pea Eye’s feeling that the world might be coming to an end anyway. As he grew older, he felt more keenly how hard it was to know anyone. Lorena and the Captain, in turn, let him stay with them and share their lives. But Lorena and the Captain were complete, in a way that he wasn’t, and being complete, they didn’t realize how partial he felt. He was not as good as they were, not as smart and not as strong. They might know him, but he felt he would never be much good at knowing them. Often, in bed at night, listening to Lorena breathe and feeling her body warming his, tears would come to his eyes, from the sense that he didn’t know his Lorena. He didn’t, and he never would. He felt grateful, though, that she was letting him stay with her, and glad that they had the children and the farm.


  But it didn’t mean that the world wasn’t coming to an end, or that it wouldn’t.


  Pea Eye didn’t attempt to tell the Captain how he felt, though. The Captain was preparing to leave, and he didn’t linger when he had someplace to go.


  “I’ll meet you on the other side of the river,” Call said. “If I don’t have too much aggravation with Mox Mox, I wouldn’t think I’d be gone much more than a week.”


  “Don’t neglect any killers,” Roy Bean admonished. He was swaddled in his buffalo robe, the cocked pistol still in his hand.


  “You oughtn’t to leave that pistol cocked,” Pea Eye said, as they watched the Captain lope away to the east. “You might have a bad dream and jerk and shoot your knee off.”


  “It might rain whores out of the sky, too, but I doubt it,” Roy Bean said.


  11.


  JOEY GARZA WATCHED Captain Call’s departure through a telescope he had taken off the train from San Angelo. The telescope had belonged to an old man with stringy gray hair, who protested so much when Joey took it that Joey shot him. He had not intended to kill anybody when he stopped the train; he’d only wanted to add to his treasures. If the old man had surrendered the telescope peacefully, Joey wouldn’t have killed him. The old man claimed to be a teacher. He said he taught about the stars, and needed the telescope in order to study the stars. He was bound for Fort Davis, where the stars were easier to see, or so he said. He offered to give Joey all his money if Joey would leave him the telescope.


  “You see, I can’t get another, not in these parts,” the man said. “I had to send to England for this one.”


  Joey thought he was just a disagreeable old man, so he shot him and took the telescope and the money, too. Apart from two or three good watches, the telescope was the only thing on that particular train that Joey felt was worth stealing. He hoped that by going east, closer to the cities of the Texans, he would find better things on the trains he robbed. But if San Angelo was any example, this theory was no good. The train mainly held cowboys, who were being sent to some large ranch. None of the cowboys had anything of value. Sometimes Joey took fine spurs, but the spurs these cowboys wore were of no interest. Even their saddles were poor. So he took the telescope, and the little stand that it rested on, killed the old man, and left.


  That night, he used the telescope to look at the stars. He had to admit that the old man had been telling the truth. The telescope brought the stars much closer. When Joey pointed it at the moon, the results were even better. He could see what seemed to be mountains on the moon. The surface of the moon looked a little like the country where the Apaches had taken him. It was pretty bare.


  The best use of the telescope, though, was to look at men. He concealed his mother’s spotted pony in a gully, before pointing the telescope at Roy Bean’s door. By adjusting it a little, he could see with great clarity. He saw the famous Captain Call come out with his tall friend, and get ready to leave. He saw the Captain take an extra rifle, and even saw that Judge Roy Bean kept his pistol cocked.


  It annoyed Joey that the Captain left his men behind. There were four of them; three were still inside. If they stayed, he would have to kill them before he could hang the judge, but he didn’t want to kill them while the famous bounty hunter, Captain Call, was close enough to hear the shots.


  It meant waiting, which Joey hated. He wanted to hang the judge, and then follow Captain Call and shoot him. Once Call was dead, he intended to go to Ojinaga and steal his brother and sister. It bothered him that his mother gave them so much attention. He meant to steal them and give them to the manburner, if he could find him. If the manburner wanted to burn them, that was fine with Joey. They were damaged anyway, too damaged to deserve all the attention his mother gave them. They were merely the products of her whoring. Stealing them would show her what he felt about her low behavior. If the manburner had no interest in burning them, Joey meant to take them deep into Mexico and give them away, to someone who wanted two slaves. He would take them so far away that his mother would never find them, and if he could find no one who wanted them for slaves, he might take them to his cave and throw them off the cliff behind it.


  To his relief, the men Captain Call left at the saloon didn’t stay long. The tall man went back inside and got them. There were two more white men, and old Famous Shoes. The two white men looked drunk. One of them was so drunk that he had difficulty mounting. But eventually, they got started. Famous Shoes led them across the river and took them north. Probably the Captain had sent them to catch him, when he came home. If that was the plan, it was silly. He might not go home, and even if he did, white men who were so drunk they couldn’t mount their horses were not going to catch him. He could ride in and steal his brother and sister while they were in the cantina, getting drunk again. They would never see him, or even know he had been there.


  Of course, Famous Shoes might find his tracks and track him. Joey decided he had better kill Famous Shoes, at some point; the old man was the last tracker in Mexico capable of tracking him to his cave. It would be best to kill him soon, before some gringo hired him to find the cave. Joey knew that the cave was becoming a legend among the gringos. Soon men would begin to hunt for it. But the cave was deep in the mountains, up a canyon where horses couldn’t go. With Famous Shoes dead, the treasure in his cave would be safe for years.


  When Captain Call and the men had been gone a few hours, Joey got out his rifle and looked through the telescope at Judge Roy Bean. The old man had gone inside and got himself a bottle of whiskey. He sat with his back to the building, holding his pistol in his lap. The whiskey bottle, he set on a little rock beside his chair. There was a shotgun propped against the wall and a rifle under the buffalo robe. The old man had brought some kind of newspaper out of the saloon and was reading it in the fading sunlight. It was a large newspaper; when the judge held it up to read, all Joey could see was his legs.


  Joey leveled the rifle and shot Judge Roy Bean right through the newspaper, low down, a belly shot. Roy Bean leapt up and began to fire his rifle wildly, as much at the sky as at anything in particular. Joey shot him in the shoulder, so he would not be able to shoot the rifle well, and then he shot him in the leg, causing him to crumple. The old man tried to crawl over to the shotgun propped against the wall, but as he reached for it, Joey shot him in the arm. Joey was surprised that the old man struggled so, after being shot in the belly. He was plainly a tough old man, but that would only make matters worse for him. Joey got on his mother’s spotted pony and rode up to the saloon. He could see the rifle and the shotgun, but he couldn’t see the pistol. Joey thought the pistol was probably under the newspaper the judge had been reading when he shot him in the belly. The wind was blowing the newspaper away. Several pages were stuck on prickly pear piles, between the saloon and the river.


  Roy Bean managed to prop up against the wall of the saloon. He had his pistol, but when he pointed it at Joey and tried to shoot, the pistol didn’t fire. The old man was breathing heavily—he tried again to shoot the pistol, but again, the pistol didn’t fire. The trigger wouldn’t pull. Joey had his own pistol out and was ready to shoot, but he didn’t want to kill Roy Bean with a gun if he could avoid it. He had other plans.


  Roy Bean grew so irritated with his pistol that he started hitting it against the wall. The joke was on him, he knew. He had kept the pistol on cock for so long that it had rusted tight. It seemed to him that it had been on cock for ten years or more—foolish behavior. Now, the young Mexican had him. He was belly-shot, had a broken shoulder, a ruined leg, and a smashed arm. He couldn’t move well enough to get inside his saloon, where he had a good stabbing knife. The young Mexican rode right up to him, and made a loop in a rawhide rope.


  “You arrogant pup, do you plan to hang me? Go away,” Roy Bean said. “I’m the one that hangs people around here. I’m the law west of the Pecos, or ain’t you heard, you damn cub?”


  The next moment, he was choking so badly he couldn’t talk. Before he even realized the boy was moving, Joey Garza had slipped off his horse, flipped the rawhide noose around his neck, and jerked it so tight it almost crushed his Adam’s apple. Roy Bean felt a burning anger at Woodrow Call, who could have stayed put with his men for a day or two, and given Joey Garza time to pass on by. The boy had outsmarted Captain Call, and now look!


  But the pain in his throat grew so severe that it cut off his anger along with his breath. Joey got back on his spotted pony, and Roy Bean found himself being pulled up toward the roof of his own saloon. The boy had flipped the rawhide rope over the chimney and was backing his horse away, pulling the judge slowly upward. When his feet left the ground, he twisted slightly, trying to get a hand under the rawhide rope. But the rawhide was unforgiving; he felt scalding bile flood his throat.


  Roy Bean struggled and twisted. He felt that if he could just get one breath, he might yet struggle out of the noose and live. But Joey Garza slowly backed his horse, pulling Roy Bean higher, pulling the noose tighter. The rawhide was like steel. Roy Bean twisted again. He thought he might crawl up on the roof and get free, but he only had one hand. His lungs burned badly; the air seemed like black water. Call’s man had been right about the pistol—he shouldn’t have kept it on cock all those years. The Mexican boy backed the horse another step, pulling him so high that his head mashed against a roof beam that protruded from his wall. Black water flooded the world, where the air should have been.


  When the old man’s kicking and twisting began to slow, Joey got down and carefully gathered up the pages of his newspaper. The wind had scattered them badly, but Joey took his time and got them all. There was a bullet hole through the paper, and the prickly pear had torn it a little, but it was all there. Joey folded it carefully and put it in his saddlebags. There was a picture in it of a lady who wore many jewels. Maybe someday he would stop a train with a lady on it who had jewels he could take to his cave.


  Then he went inside the saloon and looked around, hoping old Bean owned something worth stealing. The old man was still kicking and twisting—once or twice, Joey heard him thump against the wall. There was not much in the saloon, though. The only thing he found that he considered worth taking was a silver picture frame.


  The frame sat on a whiskey box by the old man’s bed. The woman whose photograph was in the picture frame seemed to Joey to be the same woman whose photograph was in the newspaper, the one whose jewels he wanted to study. But the light in the little room was dim; he wasn’t sure. He took the picture with him.


  There was nothing in the saloon except cases of whiskey. A knife hung on a peg inside the door, but it was an old knife. Its blade had been sharpened so many times that it was as thin as the moon, when the moon was only a sliver.


  Joey took the knife and used it to cut open Roy Bean’s clothes. The old man was dead. He hung just beside his own doorway. Joey wanted to see where his first bullet had gone in. It had struck just below the navel. The old man had been tough as a javelina, Joey decided. Not many men would struggle that hard, after being shot below the navel.


  Before leaving to take up the trail of Captain Call, Joey stood up in the saddle and crawled onto the low roof, in order to snub the rawhide rope more securely to the chimney. He wanted to make sure that Judge Roy Bean would be hanging by his own door when the next traveler showed up at the Jersey Lily Saloon, hoping for a drink.


  12.


  CHARLES GOODNIGHT SAT until past midnight, studying the fire in his kitchen fireplace. Winter was always severe on the plains, but this winter was unusually severe. It drizzled and then froze; drizzled and then froze; by Christmastime, there had been three big snows, which was rare. The cowboys rode long days, trying to keep the cattle from drifting too far from his range. Goodnight himself was in the saddle fifteen hours a day, most days.


  His wife, Mary, was gone visiting a sister; otherwise, he would have been chided for working too hard. With Mary gone, the kitchen was about as much of the house as he needed to use. There was a cookstove as well as the fireplace, but he rarely cooked, himself. Now and then, he singed a beefsteak, and ate it with strong coffee. Muley, his ranch cook, had a kitchen in the big bunkhouse, where the cowhands ate. Muley, like many ranch cooks, was intolerant of suggestion or restriction. Every once in a while, when Goodnight took a meal with his cowboys, he was in the habit of speaking his mind. But if Goodnight made a habit of eating with his ranch hands too often and putting in his two cents about the food, a habit that visibly annoyed Muley, the result would be that Goodnight would rise up someday and fire Muley for insubordination. It would be a severe aggravation if he had to fire him. Adequate ranch cooks were at a premium in the Panhandle. He would have to go to Amarillo, if not farther, to find a replacement.


  The fire in the little kitchen fireplace gutted and blew, as the wind sang over the chimney. Northers had been almost constant for the past month. Day after day, the plains would be coated with a thin sheet of ice, as a result of the freezing drizzle.


  Goodnight rarely slept more than three hours a night. The bulk of the night he spent in the kitchen, drinking strong coffee, figuring a little, and thinking. When Mary was home, she slept her eight hours, like a log. If she woke at all, it was usually to complain that he was burning too much kerosene in the lamp.


  “I can’t figure in the dark,” he told her often, pointing to his account books.


  “Nor in broad daylight, either,” Mary said. “Figuring ain’t your strong point, Charlie. If all you’re going to do is think, then turn off that lamp and sit in the dark and think. You don’t need light to think by, do you?”


  Often, he obeyed rather than quarrel; it was dangerous to quarrel with Mary, when she was sleepy. If the quarrel got too vigorous, she might wake up, in which case she would press the quarrel all through the next day. She was capable of pressing one for a week or more, if she was aggravated enough. Such quarrels were a great waste of energy, and a good reason for spending as much of life as possible on horseback. Once a quarrel broke out, it was like a prairie fire—neither reason nor patience could extinguish it. Mainly, it had to be left to burn itself out. Many times he had thought such a quarrel burned out, only to have it flare up again as a result of some chance remark, and consume another hundred acres of his time.


  But Mary wasn’t there to complain about his extravagant waste of kerosene, this time. No one was there. In rummaging through his desk that afternoon, looking for a hardware bill that he had evidently mislaid, he came across an old brand book, dating from the days long before, when he and his partner, Oliver Loving, had first ranched in Colorado.


  Perusing it now in the kitchen, with the fire guttering and the wind singing, was a chastening experience, testament to the uncertainties of the cattle business and of human existence as well. Not only was his old partner, Oliver Loving, dead, but so were a large majority of the cattlemen and trail bosses whose brands were recorded in his book. Those who weren’t dead had mostly gone bust in the cattle business. They were farming now, or selling hardware in the small towns scattered about what had once been the great open range. Many of them had been good and able men; competent, resourceful, and good companions on the trail. But they hadn’t lasted. Some got busted up by half-broken horses. Some drowned in foolish, impatient attempts to cross unfordable rivers. Others had taken sick and quickly and quietly expired. Perhaps they worked in the rain and sleet too long; the next day, they had a sniffle, the sniffle became pneumonia, and they died.


  The book contained over four hundred brands. As he turned through its pages, Goodnight kept a little tally of those brands that were still active, used by the same cattlemen who had used them during the trail-driving days. He found only eight brands whose owners were still alive and in the cattle business. Those were the toughest of the tough, or the luckiest of the lucky.


  Goodnight knew himself to be among the luckiest of the lucky; he had fought Indians for over twenty years and never received a scratch. Bullets had killed men fighting at his very elbow, but no bullet had ever struck him. He had taken herds across almost one hundred waterless miles, and not starved. He had raced to turn stampedes, in pitch darkness, over broken country on unreliable horses, and had not once fallen or been thrown. He had been in barrooms and other crowded situations with outlaws who would shoot you if they didn’t like the way you removed your hat; yet, he had removed his hat pretty much as he pleased and had never been shot.


  He knew he was fortunate, not merely because none of his own blood had ever been spilled in battle, but because he himself had spilled only a minimum, considering the circumstances under which he had to operate. He had killed three Comanches and one Kiowa, and hung three determined horsethieves, a modest tally by the standards that had prevailed on the frontier in his youth.


  A man like Woodrow Call, a lawman most of his life, had far more on his conscience, when it came to taking life, than he himself had.


  It was Call, mainly, that Goodnight had on his mind, as he sat in the kitchen by the little fireplace. That night, after consuming his lightly singed beefsteak, he had taken his rifle from behind the door and cleaned it. He did the same with a .44 Colt he had carried daily until a year or two before, when the spread of the settlements had made such a frontier artifact unnecessary, unless one was on a trip. Goodnight knew that it had mainly been the fact that he was there, on his ranch with his wife and cowhands, that had encouraged the first trickle of settlements into the Panhandle. Thereafter the trickle had increased; soon the trickle grew until there were towns and villages and sufficient law that sidearms gradually ceased to be a part of everyday dress.


  All his cowboys still wore pistols, of course; they claimed they kept them to use on snakes, but in fact, few of them could shoot well enough with a pistol to hit a rattlesnake in under ten shots at point-blank range.


  The cowboys wore the guns from wistfulness, Goodnight supposed. They wanted to feel that they were living in a West that was still wild. It was harmless nostalgia, for the most part; as long as they didn’t injure themselves or the livestock, he put no strictures on their use of firearms.


  But the Panhandle was no longer the wild West—not by a long shot. The cowboys could play and posture all they wanted to, adjusting their holsters and practicing fast draws. The fact was, they were herdsmen, not gunfighters, and it would be colossal bad luck if their herding ever brought them into contact with a real killer, of the sort that had once been common in the West. If any of his cowboys were that unlucky, they would certainly be killed. Roping and branding and riding pitching horses was no preparation for dealing with deadly men.


  Goodnight had cleaned the rifle and oiled up the pistol restlessly, with a troubled mind. He could not get Lorena, the young schoolteacher, out of his thoughts. She had left to find her husband; and her husband, at Goodnight’s own insistent urgings, had left first, to go to the assistance of Captain Call. Goodnight had a nagging feeling about the whole business—it nagged him so severely that he had scarcely slept, for three nights. If Mary had been home, she would have been having conniptions, at the thought of all the kerosene he was burning in the kitchen lamp.


  The fact was, there still were deadly men in the West, and there was a vast space in which they could operate. The country between the Pecos and the Gila was still mostly no-man’s-land. Its emptiness made it a magnet for killers, and at least two of some determination were operating there right now. Mox Mox was probably only a paltry bandit, with a few horsethieves for companions, but he was the man who had piled brush on four cowboys and burned them to death near Pueblo, Colorado. And he had been ready to do the same to Lorena.


  The Garza boy didn’t seem to be as morbid, or afflicted with the need to burn, but he, too, was a deadly killer who executed his victims at random, and without remorse.


  Goodnight felt oppressed by his own thoughts. He had made a serious mistake when he hectored Pea Eye at the blacksmith’s in Quitaque. He had been too blunt, and had acted as if things had to be as they had been in the past. Lorena did not stay a whore; no more did her husband have to stay a Texas Ranger. Except for the meeting at the blacksmith’s, these two people, both a credit to their little community, would be at home with their children, the husband farming, the wife teaching school. And, what was most important, they would both be safe.


  Now, they were far from safe. They were in the great emptiness of the Pecos country, where Mox Mox and the Garza boy were, too.


  Perhaps Woodrow Call would eliminate the outlaws. He had eliminated a good number, some of them formidable, in his day. But he couldn’t be everywhere, and he couldn’t work miracles. He was one man, trying to find two killers in a big country.


  Goodnight had supposed that he was past having to take up the gun. He hadn’t had a serious encounter with an outlaw in twenty years. He had thought that sort of conflict behind him; certainly, Mary thought it behind him. If she had been home, he would not have been able to clean the rifle without a debate, probably vigorous. Mary believed in professionals: cattlemen ought to raise cattle; bankers ought to handle money; lawmen ought to deal with outlaws; and wives ought to run their households without interference from the men.


  But Mary wasn’t home, and anyhow, although he had often let Mary slow him, she had never stopped him, not when he felt he had a task that he should do.


  “No, and God and his lightning bolts don’t stop you either, Charlie,” Mary had observed once, when he was about to leave for Colorado, in uncertain weather.


  The weather was uncertain again, but Goodnight had never let weather interfere with him. No one who worked on the plains could afford to bend to weather, if they hoped to accomplish anything.


  At four A.M., Goodnight strapped on his pistol, put his rifle back in its saddle scabbard, and went to the lots to catch his horse. It was sleeting again. Dawn was nearly three hours away, but he was restless. He had decided to go, and was soon saddled and ready.


  There was a light on in the bunkhouse kitchen. Muley, for all his flaws, at least wasn’t lazy. He was in the kitchen, arms white with flour, making biscuits for the cowboys, all of whom were still asleep except his yawning foreman, Willie Bascom, who was sitting up in his bunk trying to pull on his stiff boots.


  “Breakfast ain’t ready, I just got up,” Muley said, the minute Goodnight stepped in the door.


  “Fry some bacon. I have to leave, and I hate to travel on an empty stomach,” Goodnight said. “I hope that won’t interrupt your schedule too much.”


  “I usually fry the bacon last, but I guess you’re the boss,” Muley said.


  “I was the last time I wrote you a paycheck,” Goodnight said.


  Goodnight poured his own coffee, since Muley hadn’t offered to. The bacon was soon crackling and spitting grease. Willie Bascom came over and accepted a cup of coffee. He had his boots on, but did not look happy to be up.


  “I didn’t think we was branding till tomorrow,” he said. “I guess I lost shut of a day.”


  “No, you’re branding tomorrow,” Goodnight said. “I hate to desert, but it’s just the branding. You can handle it yourself.”


  “Don’t see why not,” Willie Bascom said.


  “What’s taking you off in a sleet storm?” Muley asked. Another habit he shared with many ranch cooks was inquisitiveness. It was not so much that he didn’t mind his own business; he just didn’t recognize that there was any business that wasn’t his.


  “I’m going on a wolf hunt,” Goodnight said. He finished his bacon and his coffee. Cowboys were just beginning to crawl out of their bunks.


  “These biscuits will be ready in another few minutes,” Muley said. “You might as well wait and eat a few—you can’t see to shoot a wolf when it’s this dark, anyway.”


  “No, I’ll have to do without the biscuits,” Goodnight said. Despite the weather, he was impatient to leave. He had saddled his best horse, a big roan named Lacey. The horse’s coat steamed as the snow melted on it.


  “He had his pistol on,” Muley remarked, once Goodnight left. “That’s the last time I’ll offer him biscuits, if he’s always going to be in such a hurry.”


  “It’s been five years since I’ve seen him wear his pistol,” Willie Bascom said.


  By the time the cowboys finished their breakfast, Goodnight was many miles to the south. The sleet had gotten heavier, but he didn’t notice. He had too much on his mind.


  13.


  BY THE TIME Maria reached Ojinaga, her feet were badly cut from the icy, stony ground. Since leaving the railroad, Maria had walked without shoes. The train took the seven women east; the conductor was reluctant, but not so reluctant that he would leave seven women to die in the cold.


  By then, Maria’s shoes were gone. The wet snow and icy weather cracked them. She cut up the bag she had carried the jerky in and wrapped her feet in the sacking, but the sacking was thin and wore out within a few miles.


  From then on, Maria was barefoot. She went slowly, avoiding cactus, trying not to cut herself on rocks or ice. Her food gave out when she was three days from the river. Since leaving the railroad, she had not seen a single human being.


  The conductor had offered to take her to Fort Worth. What did one more woman matter? He told her she was a fool, to try to walk to Mexico in such weather. Mox Mox had taken two children from a ranch near Comstock. He could be anywhere. Any day, he might appear with his men and catch her. Speculation was that he had already burned the children, a boy of nine and a girl of six. If he caught Maria, she could expect a hard death.


  The conductor grew irritated with the woman when he saw that she wasn’t going to take his advice. Maria merely looked at him, without expression, when he offered to take her on the train. He didn’t like sullen women. Who was she, that she could turn down free passage to Fort Worth?


  “My children don’t live in Fort Worth—I would just have to come back,” Maria said. She wanted to be polite. After all, the man had accepted the seven women.


  “You’ve got no shoes,” the conductor pointed out. Despite rough travel, the Mexican woman was good-looking. Once she was on the warm train and had some food in her, she might become friendlier. Perhaps she could be persuaded to show her gratitude for what he was doing for her friends.


  “You’ve got no shoes,” the conductor said, again. He felt like dragging her onto the train. It would be a kindness, in the end. It might save her life.


  “No, but I have feet,” Maria said. She saw how he was looking at her—men were always men. She had intended to ask for a little food, but when she saw the conductor’s look, she turned and walked away from the train. Men were always men—she would have to find food elsewhere.


  But she found no food. Only the sight of the mountains gave her the strength to keep walking. Her children were west of the mountains. Crossing the Maravilla Canyon was very hard, though. She had to crawl up the far side.


  The day before Maria got home, she saw three cowboys in the distance. She hid in the sagebrush until they were out of sight. They belonged to the big ranch. Perhaps they would remember her; if so, it might be hard. She was too tired and too weak to be worried with cowboys. If they were too hard on her, she might forget her children and die. She still wanted to take her children to the doctors, so that Rafael’s mind and Teresa’s eyes might be fixed.


  It seemed a big thing to hope for, though. She was tired and hungry, alone, and with no money. Even if she got home, she would have no money. But it was only her hope for her children, however farfetched that hope might seem, that kept her will strong and gave her strength to keep putting her torn, swollen feet on the hard ground. Rafael and Teresa had no one but her to think ahead for them, to consider how their lives might be if she could take them to the great doctors who knew how to cure eyes and fix minds.


  Finally, Maria saw the curve of the river. She crossed well below Presidio. She did not want the hard sheriff to find her, just as she was almost home.


  Teresa heard her mother’s footsteps and went running to her, though the chickens squawked loudly at such an interruption. Rafael stumbled after his sister, carrying a young goat he had taken as a pet.


  While Maria was still holding her children in the road, Billy came out and told her that Captain Call had destroyed the hard sheriff, beating him with a rifle.


  “That’s right,” Billy Williams said. “Joe Doniphan’s done for. He’s had to quit. You can walk right through the middle of Presidio and not a soul will bother you.”


  “Did you see Call?” Maria asked.


  “I reckon I did,” Billy said. “Call and a Yankee and a deputy from Laredo came riding up the Concho and stopped right at this house.”


  Maria saw that her children were healthy. Teresa’s hair had not been brushed well, and Rafael’s shirt was not as clean as she would make it when she washed his clothes. But they were healthy. Billy had done a good job. Maria smiled at him, to show that she was not without gratitude. Since leaving the railroad, she had been thinking bad thoughts about men. She had left her children with this man, and he had cared for them well, although she had never been with him in the bed. Whatever his disappointments, he had been decent, and he had cared for her children. It was a thing she would not forget. She meant to try and help Billy a little, once she was rested. He was an old man, he drank too much, he didn’t keep himself clean, and he was not very well.


  Now, though, she felt frightened for Joey. Captain Call had found her village, and even her house.


  “Did Famous Shoes bring him here?” she asked. The old tracker was not to be trusted. He liked money too much.


  “Nope, never got this far,” Billy said. “Famous Shoes and another deputy were in Joe Doniphan’s jail when Call showed up. Joe wouldn’t let ’em out. He pulled a gun on Call, and that’s when Call started whipping him with the rifle barrel.”


  “Did you tell Call anything about Joey?” Maria asked, suspiciously. When it came to Joey, she trusted no one.


  “No, why would I?” Billy asked. “Do you take me for a lawman?”


  “I’m sorry,” Maria said. “Let’s go in the house. I need to heat some water, and I need to eat.”


  Billy and Teresa made her soup. She took a little, but she felt feverish and did not take much. The next day, Billy killed a baby goat—not Rafael’s pet—and fed her some of the tender meat. Maria’s fever got worse, though. For more than a week, she tossed with it, too weak to get out of her bed. Billy and Teresa cared for her, giving her a little soup, and bathing her face with cool rags.


  Maria’s mind flew around, while the fever burned or chilled her. She saw Joey hanging from the rock where Benito had died. In a dream, Benito came to her as a baby and tried to suck her breast. She dreamed about Captain Call beating the hard sheriff with a rifle—only the hard sheriff changed into Joey. It was Joey who the Captain beat.


  When the fever broke and Maria could look clearly at the world again, Billy Williams was asleep on the dirt floor by her bed. He had a bottle of whiskey beside him, but had drunk only a little. The bottle had fallen over, and whiskey was seeping out. Billy slept with his mouth open. To Maria, he seemed older than he had seemed when she took the fever. He looked gray, as if he had no blood.


  It was a chilly morning. When Maria got up, she covered Billy Williams with the serape she had been using for herself.


  “Mother, a man came and looked at me,” Teresa said. She was glad that her mother was out of bed.


  “What kind of man?” Maria asked.


  “A gringo—he is the one who is hunting Joey,” Teresa said. “I could feel him looking at me.”


  Again, Maria felt frightened. Call had destroyed the hard sheriff. He was hunting her son. What business did he have, coming to her house and looking at her daughter?


  “Go in the house, if he comes back,” Maria said. “Don’t let him look at you. He is a bad man. He wants to kill Joey. Don’t ever let him look at you.”


  “He said I was pretty,” Teresa said. “He didn’t do anything bad.”


  “He was right—you are pretty,” Maria said. She hugged her daughter. They sat in a chair by the table. Rafael came in with his pet goat and sang the goat a little song. Maria held her daughter in her arms for a long time. Someday, Teresa would be a woman, but Maria didn’t want that time to be soon. She held her daughter tightly. Rafael sat down by Maria’s chair, holding his goat in his lap. Maria stroked his hair. Then she held Teresa tightly. Teresa liked it, when her mother held her close, in her warm arms.


  Maria wished that this could be their life forever, just herself and her children sitting in her warm kitchen together. If such a time could be the whole of life, then life could be happiness. If Teresa could remain a child in her arms, then Teresa would never know the deep sorrows of womanhood, sorrows as deep as the cold water in the village well. She sniffed her daughter’s neck. Teresa still smelled like a child. She did not smell like a woman, yet. Rafael had stopped changing. Unless she could find a doctor to fix his mind, Rafael would always be a boy. He would not know many of the sorrows of men.


  But Teresa was growing; only her eyes were arrested. Teresa had heard Captain Call’s compliment, and remembered it. She would not always fit in Maria’s arms, and she would not always smell like a little girl. Maria meant to hold her as long as she could. Joey might be evil; he might be lost. Rafael might always be young in his mind. But Teresa was whole; she lacked only sight. Someday, she would escape from her mother’s arms and walk out in her beauty into the world of sorrows.


  Maria didn’t want it to be soon.


  14.


  CALL HAD A sense that someone was behind him, but if so, it was someone smart. After two days, the sense was so strong that Call doubled back twice. If it was the Garza boy, Call might surprise him. Even if he didn’t surprise him, he could probably strike his track and determine whether the boy was alone.


  In the course of four days’ travel, he doubled back three more times, but he didn’t surprise Joey Garza, and he struck no track.


  Yet, the sense that someone was behind him wouldn’t leave him. It became a conviction, though none of his maneuvers produced the slightest evidence of a pursuer. Anyone following him would have had to be on horseback, and horses left tracks. But there were no tracks. If it was the Garza boy, then he was a formidable plainsman. In the cold night, Call rode a circle, hoping to glimpse a campfire, but there was no campfire, either.


  It was vexing, because it made him distrust his own instincts. Maybe he had slipped a notch, as a tracker; or maybe he had just begun to imagine things. Never before had he followed his instincts and come up totally empty.


  All he could do was travel cautiously. At night, he made no fires; he slept little, and kept his horse saddled and the bridle reins in his hand when he lay down. During the day, he kept as much space around him as possible. He tried to stay a mile or more from any cover that might shelter a killer with a fine rifle and a telescope sight. He whirled his horse often, hoping to catch a flash of reflection on a spur or a bridle bit, but he saw no reflections.


  He was alone; yet, he knew he wasn’t.


  Then it occurred to him that perhaps the boy wasn’t on horseback. Perhaps he was a runner, like Famous Shoes, or some of the celebrated Apaches. If so, he was bold indeed. Few men of experience would voluntarily put themselves afoot in such country, in the wintertime. Few would be able to do without fire to rest by, in the freezing night.


  Call’s own hands ached terribly in the mornings. Three days passed without his even unsaddling his horse. He was afraid he might not be able to pull the saddle straps tight again, with his sore hands. When the horse grazed, he walked with him. One night, he napped on his feet, leaning against the horse for warmth. He took the trigger guards off both rifles; his knuckles were too swollen to fit through them.


  On the fifth day, he crossed the trail of Mox Mox and his men. They were traveling toward Fort Stockton. The trail was fresh—the gang had just passed. In fact, to the northwest, Call did see a flash, as the sun struck some piece of equipment.


  Call checked the loads in both rifles and took his extra Colt out of the saddlebags. It was midafternoon. He turned northwest, on the easily followed track of the killers. He put his horse into a lope, debating with himself about the timing of his ambush.


  He could try to overtake them that day; his mount was fresh enough. If he could kill Mox Mox and the Cherokee, the others might run. But he needed good light to shoot by, and he also needed to be close. He was not shooting a German rifle with a telescope sight. He was confident of his marksmanship, but only if the range and the light were favorable. If he attacked at night, as Gus had once attacked Blue Duck’s camp, it would all be guesswork, and anyhow, he had never been as reckless on the attack as Gus McCrae.


  Within an hour, it became apparent that catching up with the gang would be no trouble. They were idling along. Call soon had to drop back and veer west of them to lessen the danger of being observed. He decided then to try to close the gap and hit them as they made camp. They didn’t know he was following them, and might not immediately set a guard.


  The outlaws were even lazier than Call judged them to be, at first. It was only a little past midafternoon when they made camp. Call walked his horse for the last three miles, as he approached. He was one against many, and he wanted to be as meticulous as possible in what he had to do.


  He could not expect to thunder in and kill all the men, or even cripple them sufficiently to remove them as a threat. Above all, he had to try to kill the fighter, Jimmy Cumsa, first.


  As Call cautiously moved, foot by foot, to within two hundred yards of the camp, he heard a child scream. It was a rude surprise—Mox Mox must have taken a child from some farm or ranch, in his marauding. The outlaws had not even made a campfire yet; surely they couldn’t be burning the child.


  But the child continued to scream, as Call crept closer. The child’s screams rang in Call’s ears, echoing other screams, heard years before. On one of his first forays against hostile Indians, when he was a young Ranger, the troop had surprised a little cluster of Comanche, on the Washita. They recovered two young white captives, both girls. Just before the Rangers raced down on the camp, one of the little girls screamed. An old Comanche woman was beating her with a stick. Call shot the old woman, the only female he ever killed in his years of battle. The little girls had lost their minds, from the cold and the beatings. The one the old woman was beating recovered and married; the other one was never right.


  When Call got close enough to look over a low ridge, down into the camp where the child was screaming, he saw that Mox Mox had two children, a boy and a girl. They were bound together by a short length of chain. Mox Mox was quirting the boy savagely, whipping him in the face. The little girl seemed too terrified to even whimper, but the boy screamed every time the quirt struck him. Call looked first for Jimmy Cumsa, but saw at once that he had no clean shot at him—the Cherokee was among the horses, preparing to hobble them for the night. The three Mexicans, the giant, and a small man were standing idle, easy targets. But the giant was standing between Call and Mox Mox, watching him quirt the child. The last man Call couldn’t immediately see, which worried him.


  Call had never seen a man beat a child so savagely. What the old Comanche woman on the Washita had done to the young girl was merely rough, compared to the whipping he was witnessing. Call felt he had to act quickly; otherwise, Mox Mox might whip the boy’s eyes out, or even kill him with the quirt. There was no time to plan; he had to shoot, if he wanted to save the child’s eyesight and possibly his life. He could not shoot the Cherokee first, or the manburner, either. He had to act, if he hoped to save the little boy’s vision.


  Call shot the giant man first, hoping he would fall clear and give him a clean shot at Mox Mox. But the giant staggered, leaving Mox Mox mostly hidden. Call went ahead, risked one shot and hit him, but Mox Mox did not fall. Even before he could lever a third shot, he heard horses racing away and knew that Jimmy Cumsa was escaping. The Cherokee had taken two horses and was hanging between them; Call couldn’t see him at all.


  He shot again at Mox Mox and hit him in the shoulder; then Mox Mox, too, was among the horses. The three Mexicans and the small man were running for their rifles, which had been propped against their saddles. They were slow, perhaps drunk. Call shot all four of them and put them down, not for good, probably, but down.


  Mox Mox couldn’t ride as well as Jimmy Cumsa. Even without a broken shoulder, he could not have handled animals well enough to hang between two horses, but he managed to do the next best thing, which was to spook all the horses and raise a dust. Call snapped a shot at one of the horses Jimmy Cumsa was escaping with; the horse went down, but the Cherokee didn’t go down with it. He switched to the other horse and struggled into the saddle. Call shot again, but by then the range was long and the bullet kicked up dust.


  One of the fallen Mexicans was trying to run to his horse, but his horse was carrying Mox Mox away. Call shot the Mexican again and then threw one more shot at Mox Mox. He could scarcely see him, for the dust, but he thought he hit him in the leg. The big man was stirring, so Call shot him again. What nagged him was the last man—where could he be? Almost as the question registered in his mind, he saw a man trying to pull up his pants, a good distance beyond the camp. He had been shitting and was trying to get his pants up so he could run away, when Call saw him. He was a long way from camp, but Call took a slow aim and brought him down.


  Mox Mox and Jimmy Cumsa were far out of range, but still going. Maybe they would keep running, but there was also a chance they would return and make a fight of it. It would depend on how badly Mox Mox was wounded, and whether he was disposed to fight. Jimmy Cumsa had run from Quanah Parker; probably he would run again, but that was not a certainty.


  Call reloaded, took both rifles, stuck one in his belt, and with a pistol in one hand and a rifle in the other, leading his horse—he had to hold the bridle reins in his teeth—came down into the camp. Of the men down, only the last one, the one who had been shitting, was dead; when, a little later, Call walked out and turned him over, he found a boy in his late teens, with black teeth. The other men he had to dispatch with his pistol, which he did quickly. He was not in a position to take prisoners, much less to nurse wounded outlaws who would only recover to be hung, if they recovered at all.


  Call had no difficulty freeing the children. The short chain that held them was only fastened with wire. The little boy was still moaning; his face ran blood. Call washed the blood away with water from one of the dead men’s canteens. One of the boy’s eyes had swollen shut, probably from being hit with the tip of the quirt. The eye itself did not appear to be hurt, and the other eye was not damaged. The cuts on the boy’s face were deep, but he was young, and he would recover.


  The little girl grabbed Call’s leg and clung to it so tightly he had to pull her arms loose in order to lift her up.


  “Want Ma....” she said. “Want Ma....”


  The little boy had stopped moaning. He seemed numb. He looked at Call with his one open eye gratefully, though.


  “He said he’d whip my eyes out,” the boy said. “He said he’d burn Marcie.”


  “He’s gone—he won’t put your eyes out and he won’t burn your sister. Can you stand up?”


  The boy stood up. He was shaky, from the shock of the violence, and probably from lack of proper food. But he could walk.


  The horse Call shot was on its feet again; it stood pawing the ground, about a hundred yards away. It was saddled. If it was not too badly injured, it might do for the children. Call was keenly conscious that he needed to move, and move at once. The ridge that had provided his cover before the fight would provide the same cover for the Garza boy, who, if he was following, would undoubtedly have heard the shooting. All Joey Garza would have to do would be to crawl up behind the ridge and shoot; he wouldn’t need his telescope sight. Call and the children were within easy range.


  “Stay a minute, I need to catch this horse so we can go,” Call told the children. He left them standing together. The little girl tried to run after him, but the boy grabbed her arm and pulled her back.


  Call caught the wounded horse easily and was relieved to see that its wound wasn’t crippling. The wound was in the neck. It was bleeding profusely, but he could stop the bleeding, and the horse could carry the two children. Fort Stockton was not more than forty miles away.


  “Mister, have you got a biscuit?” the boy asked, when Call returned, leading the horse. “Me and Marcie ain’t had no food. That squint-eye wouldn’t give us none.”


  Call rummaged quickly in the dead men’s kit and found some jerky and a few stiff tortillas. He gave them to the children.


  “This is all I can do for now,” Call said. “We have to leave here. Can you ride a horse?”


  “I guess I can,” the boy said, with some pride. “Pa got me Brownie when I was three, and I’m nine now.”


  His wounds were still running blood. The whole front of his shirt was stained with it. But that could be attended to later, when they were safe.


  “We have to move,” Call said. “We ain’t safe here. The man who quirted you might come back.”


  “Why didn’t you kill him, mister?” the boy asked.


  “I tried—I hit him,” Call said.


  “I wish you’d kilt him,” the boy said. “He said he’d burn Marcie.”


  Call gathered up serapes from the dead men. He wrapped the children well, against the cold, and put them on the wounded horse. Probably neither of the children had been warm in days. The little girl shivered so badly that Call thought he might have to tie her to the horse, but he didn’t. It wouldn’t do to have her tied to a horse if there was another fight.


  He took several blankets and what food he could find. At the last minute, he discovered a piece of antelope haunch, wrapped in some sacking. That was lucky. He cut off two pieces and gave them to the children, to gnaw as they rode.


  He decided to lead the wounded horse. With Mox Mox and Jimmy Cumsa somewhere ahead of him, perhaps waiting in ambush, and with Joey Garza behind him, if it was Joey Garza behind him, he needed as much control over the animals as he could get.


  “What’s your name?” Call asked the boy, before he mounted. “Bob,” the boy said. “Bobby Fant.”


  “Why, son... is Jasper your pa?” Call asked. “Jasper Fant?”


  “That’s our pa. How’d you know his name, mister?” the boy asked. His wounds had stopped bleeding and had crusted over. Call had packed some sand in the wound in the horse’s neck, and it was no longer bleeding so badly.


  “Your pa worked for me once,” Call said. “We went to Montana together. I didn’t even know he had married. Last I heard of him, he was in Nebraska.”


  “Nope, we live out by Comstock now,” the boy said.


  “Say, are you Captain Call?” he asked, his eyes widening. He even got the swollen eye open, in his amazement.


  “Yes, I’m Captain Call,” Call replied.


  “Pa always talks about you,” the boy said. “He said if anyone ever took us, he’d get you to find us, even if it was Indians that got us.”


  “Well, it’s your good luck that I did find you,” Call said. “You hold on to your sister and don’t let her fall off.


  “We may have to ride all night, Bob,” he said. “There’s a town we can get to tomorrow if we don’t stop. Once we get there, you’ll both be safe and I can send you home to your ma and pa.”


  “Want Ma....” the little girl said again. “Want Ma....”


  “You’ll have her,” Call said. Despite being wrapped in two serapes, the little girl was still shivering, chilled through by the long cold, Call supposed.


  “Don’t let her fall,” he said again, to the boy.


  “Oh, I don’t guess Marcie will fall off. She’s got her own pony, back home,” the boy said.


  Call took the lead rope and headed immediately into the widest space he could find, well away from the ridges. He was glad that Fort Stockton was no farther than it was. It was bitter weather, and the children had gone through a brutal experience. They might sicken yet, and probably would. He wanted to get them to a place where there were warm houses and a proper doctor. They seemed to him to be remarkably plucky children. That was even more remarkable in view of the fact that their father was Jasper Fant, a man who complained constantly about his ills, real or imagined. He had been a Hat Creek cowboy and had made the drive to Montana. His main terror was of drowning, but it took only a sniffle to bring out Jasper’s complaints.


  Night fell, and Captain Call kept riding. He stopped now and then to check on the wound in the horse’s neck. The little girl had gone to sleep, propped against her brother’s chest. Bobby, the boy, was wide awake.


  “We’re gonna keep going,” Call told him. “Gnaw on that meat and give your sister some if she wakes up.”


  “My hands are freezing off,” the boy said. “I wish it wasn’t so cold.”


  “Keep your hands under the blanket,” Call said. “I can’t stop and make a fire. Mox Mox might find us.”


  “That squint—I wish you’d kilt him,” Bobby said.


  “Well, I didn’t, but I might yet,” Call said.


  Call rode on, trying to knot an old bandanna around his neck to protect it from the cutting wind. The little gun battle had been badly handled, he knew. Bobby Fant was right to reproach him for not killing Mox Mox. The boy’s screams had caused him to rush what he ought not to have rushed. It would have been wiser to let the boy endure the whipping for another few seconds. The large man might have moved out of the way and given him a clear shot at Mox Mox. He might even have had a clear shot at Jimmy Cumsa, if he had waited a minute more to start firing.


  As it was, he had rushed, and the result of his rushing was that he had killed several incompetents and let the two really dangerous men escape. It was foolish behavior. He had rescued the children, but he hadn’t removed the threat. He should have kept his mind on the prime object, which was to kill Mox Mox. Jimmy Cumsa might be deadly, but he hadn’t been leading the pack, and he didn’t quirt children for his amusement.


  Another truth, just as discouraging, was that he had not shot well. Only the boy who had been caught with his pants down had been killed cleanly, with one shot, and that was probably luck. All the others had required two or more bullets. It was poor shooting, and yet he’d had all the advantages: not a shot had been fired at him, he had been shooting from less than fifty yards’ distance, and he had taken the men completely by surprise.


  Call blamed his swollen knuckles. Also, he wasn’t as sure of his eyesight as he had been. If the men had been better fighters, he would have been in trouble. If Mox Mox and Jimmy Cumsa had taken cover instead of running, the outcome of the struggle might have been different.


  Call often picked over battles, in his mind. There were few fixed rules. Once men started shooting at one another with deadly intent, strategies and plans were usually forgotten. Men acted and reacted according to their instincts. Experience didn’t always tell; veterans of many battles made wild, inexplicable mistakes. Even men who remained perfectly calm in battle did things that they could not make sense of later, if they survived to rehash the battle.


  But, right or wrong, it was done. At least he had Jasper Fant’s children, and they would survive, if he could get them to a warm place soon enough.


  As Call rode on, the cold grew more intense. His mind returned again and again to the shooting. It troubled him that he had shot so poorly. Augustus McCrae, given similar advantages, would probably have killed all the men with a pistol.


  Before the night ended, the children got so cold that Call had to stop and risk a fire. He could barely gather sticks with his stiff fingers. The children’s feet were so cold that Call knew he was risking frostbite if he didn’t do something. Fortunately, there was enough scrubby brush that he soon had adequate wood. He made two fires and put the freezing children between them. The crusted blood on the boy’s face was icy. He had been plucky when first rescued, but had gone into a kind of shock and couldn’t speak. The little girl was so cold she was past whimpering.


  Call built up the fires and kept them flaming as the children slept. He himself hunkered near the flames only a few minutes at a time. It was so cold that he doubted any killer would be vigorous enough to take advantage of them. But he couldn’t be sure, and he didn’t want to get too warm himself. When he hunkered by the fire, fatigue began to suck at him, a deep fatigue. He was accustomed to sleeping in snatches; squatting, leaning against a horse; he had even slept riding, if the country was flat and the horse reliable. In the Indian-fighting days, he had tried to acquire the abilities and the endurance of his foes. He wanted to be able to do anything a Comanche could do, or an Apache. Gus had scoffed at the notion. He said no white man could live as an Indian could, or travel as fast, or subsist on as little.


  Probably Gus had been right about that. And if he hadn’t been as able as the best of the Indians when he was young, there was little hope that he could compete with one now. Joey Garza was Mexican, not Indian, but many Mexicans were part Indian, and there was a rumor that the Garza boy had lived with the mountain Apaches for several years. The cold might not affect him; once, it would not have affected Call, either.


  With things so uncertain, it wouldn’t do to give way to fatigue, or to nap too long by the campfire. He might wake up to discover that his throat had just been cut.


  In the morning, the frost was so heavy that Call had to scrape ice off the saddles. The children were so cold they couldn’t eat. He decided that he had better tie them to the horse. Though there was a band of red on the eastern horizon, the sun was soon blanketed by heavy clouds, and the cold remained intense.


  The wounded horse was stiff—it could barely move, and not rapidly. Fortunately, when they had been riding an hour, Call saw a few plumes of smoke to the northwest, clear in the freezing air. The smoke was coming from the chimneys of Fort Stockton.


  A little later, he saw more smoke, on the eastern horizon. This smoke moved westward, and it came from a train. Call couldn’t see the train, but he knew the railroad was there, for nothing else would be moving under a plume of smoke.


  The wounded horse slowed to a walk, and then to a slower walk. A little before midday, the horse stopped. It could go no farther. By then, the town was no more than five miles away. Call left the horse; perhaps it would walk on in, under its own power, once it had rested for a day. He put the children on his horse, only to have his horse come up lame a mile or two farther on. A needlelike sliver of ice had cut its hoof.


  But the town was not far. The little girl had recovered a little, and now and then asked for her mother. Bobby Fant, his face a horror of frozen cuts, had not spoken all day. Call took his time, walking the lame horse slowly. He didn’t want to have to carry the children, or abandon his guns and equipment.


  When they were only two miles from the town, they came upon two sheepmen, butchering sheep to sell in Fort Stockton.


  “Dern, where’d you folks spring from?” the older sheepman said, when he saw Call leading the lame horse with two children on it.


  “From far enough away that we’d appreciate a ride to somewhere these young ones can warm themselves,” Call said.


  “We’d more than appreciate it,” he added. “We’d pay a good fare if you’d take us in your wagon the rest of the way to town.”


  “Mister, you don’t have to pay us nothing—we was about to haul these carcasses in anyway,” the younger sheepman said. They were shaggy men, in great buffalo coats, and they had three huge dogs with them. It had been the barking of the dogs that led Call to the wagon. There were no grazing sheep visible, though, just six bloody carcasses piled up in the wagon.


  Call chose to walk behind the wagon, leading his lame horse. The young sheepman said there was a rooming house on the main street in town.


  “It ain’t fancy, but it’s got beds,” he said. “Who done that to that boy’s face?”


  Bobby Fant’s face had gotten worse during the night. It was swollen, and some of the cuts still leaked blood, most of which froze on his cheeks.


  “A man named Mox Mox done it,” Call said. “I shot him, but I don’t think I killed him.”


  “Somebody ought to kill the sonofabitch, then,” the older man said. “I’ve seen rough stuff out here on the baldies, but I’ve never seen nothing like that—not done to a child.”


  Call carried Bobby Fant into the little frame rooming house. The young sheepman got off the wagon for a minute and carried the girl, who was whimpering for her mother.


  A woman stood just inside the door, looking out at them through the pane of glass. Call could just see her; she was blond. The young sheepherder brought the little girl in first. By the time Call eased through the door with Bobby Fant, the woman had already taken the little girl in her arms and was whispering to her.


  Call couldn’t hear what the woman was whispering. The fact that the blond woman had appeared so suddenly behind the pane of glass startled him a little. The woman looked familiar. He thought for a moment she might be the children’s mother, Jasper Fant’s wife, though he hadn’t even known Jasper Fant had a wife until yesterday, and how the woman could have anticipated them and got to Fort Stockton was a mystery.


  When the woman saw Bobby Fant’s face, she drew in her breath.


  “Mox Mox done that, didn’t he, Captain?” she asked, touching the boy’s cuts gently with her fingers. “Did you kill him, Captain?”


  “Well, I hit him,” Call said. “I doubt it was mortal, but it might slow him enough that I can catch him.”


  “Bring the boy to my room,” the woman said. “I just got off the train and was about to have a bath. I’ve got hot water waiting. I’ll put them both in the bathtub. It’ll warm them quicker. Then I can wash those cuts.”


  The woman started up the stairs with the little girl. Call thanked the young sheepman and began to climb the stairs, carrying Bobby Fant. The moment he stepped into the warm rooming house, he had begun to feel tired, so tired that it was a strain even to carry the child up one flight of stairs. He was wondering, in his fatigue, how the woman had known who he was—and how she knew about Mox Mox.


  It was not until the blond woman paused at the top of the stairs and looked down at him, the little girl in her arms, that Call realized who she was: she was not the children’s mother, she was Pea Eye’s wife.


  “My Lord, you’ll have to excuse me,” he said, embarrassed. “I didn’t recognize you.”


  Call could not quite remember when he had last seen Lorena; in Nebraska, it seemed to him. She had been a young woman then. Of course, many years had passed, and she would have to be older. But the fact that she was so much older that he hadn’t recognized her, left him feeling at a loss.


  “You don’t need to be embarrassed,” Lorena said. “You kept Mox Mox from burning these children, and you brought them out. That’s enough.”


  He carried the boy into her room where, indeed, a bath was steaming.


  “Put him on the bed,” Lorena said. “Just put him on the bed. I’ll take care of these youngsters. You better go get a little rest yourself.”


  “Yes, I’m weary,” Call said. In fact, he felt so weary that he could hardly carry the child across the small room.


  “I’m mighty surprised to see you,” he added. He felt that he ought to say more, but he didn’t know quite what.


  “I came looking for my husband,” Lorena said. “I was hoping you’d have him with you.”


  “I don’t, but I know where he is,” Captain Call said. “He ain’t far.”


  The woman’s face brightened, when he said it. He went downstairs and got a room key, though later, he was unable to remember getting a key or even going to the room.


  When he woke up, fully clothed on a bed, many hours later, it was worry about his horse that caused him to wake. He had forgotten the horse completely, once he entered the rooming house, and had just left it standing in the street. He looked out the window, but could see nothing. It was pitch-dark. He wondered if anyone had done anything about his horse.


  15.


  LORENA DIDN’T LEAVE the children all day, except to walk down the street and find a doctor who could treat Bobby’s face. Fortunately, there was no damage to either eye. The boy could see fine, but some of the cuts on his cheeks were so deep that the doctor told her he would probably always bear the scars.


  Lorena was not sleeping much, and did not expect to sleep much until she knew that Mox Mox was dead. The sight of Bobby Fant’s face was enough to keep her awake. It reminded her too vividly of the little boy who had not been lucky enough to be rescued, the boy Mox Mox had burned in her place. That boy’s death cries still echoed in her mind, and she remembered the deep, grinding fear she had felt as she waited for it to happen to her. The fear had been so nearly unbearable that it made the other things the men did to her seem a small business. She had trained herself over the years not to remember that fear. If she dwelt on it, even for an hour, it paralyzed her and made it difficult for her to do her schoolwork, or be a wife, or even do her motherly chores.


  When she looked out the door of the rooming house and saw Captain Call coming, she had been shocked at how decrepit he looked. Pea Eye had mentioned, casually, that the Captain wasn’t quite as spry as he had been, but the comment hadn’t prepared her for how the man actually looked.


  Lorena had not seen Call since the morning, long before, when he had left Clara Allen’s house with Gus McCrae’s body. The man had not been young when he rode off that morning, but neither had he been the old man who walked stiffly into the rooming house in Fort Stockton. Of course, her daughter Clarie was fifteen years old, and Call’s departure from Clara’s on his trip back to Texas with Gus’s body had occurred two years before she married Pea. She had not seen Captain Call in nearly twenty years. She should have been prepared for him to be old.


  She just hadn’t supposed he would look so stiff and worn out. Of course, he had traveled a long distance with two children, in the bitter cold. He had probably been traveling since the day Pea Eye had refused to go with him. Younger men than Captain Call would have been tired.


  The day after he arrived with the children, Call was too tired even to go downstairs. He knocked timidly on Lorena’s door and asked if she could request the lady who owned the rooming house to bring him some food. He also asked if Lorena would inquire about his horse. Had it been stabled and fed?


  Lorena got him food, and was able to assure him that the local sheriff had taken charge of his mount. The lameness wasn’t serious, and the horse would be ready to travel in a few days. Call seemed reassured. He considered it a serious lapse, that he had forgotten to stable his own horse.


  “It was so warm, I guess I fainted,” he said. “I don’t recall going to bed. I don’t usually forget to stable my horse.”


  “You saved two children,” Lorena pointed out, again. “There’s people here who aren’t busy that can take care of your horse.”


  “Well, it’s my horse,” Call said. “I have always looked after my own mounts.”


  “My seven-year-old can unsaddle a horse and feed it as well as you can, Captain,” Lorena said. “But my seven-year-old couldn’t save two children from Mox Mox.”


  Call took the point—he didn’t mention the horse again, for fear of irritating Lorena.


  But he didn’t forget the lapse, either. It took him a day and a half to feel refreshed enough to walk down to the livery stable and inspect the horse himself. He felt he ought to get moving, for none of the work he had set out to do had been accomplished. Mox Mox wasn’t dead, or if he was, no one had found him. And he was no closer to catching Joey Garza than he had been when he left Amarillo. Brookshire would be having fits about the delay, and his boss, Colonel Terry, was probably having worse fits.


  On the third day, Jasper Fant arrived with his wife, to take his stolen children home. To Call’s surprise, Jasper had grown bald; he had also grown a belly. His wife was a small woman, of the wiry type. Her name was May.


  Both parents gasped when they saw their son’s face. The wiry little mother held her children and sobbed. Jasper turned a violent red.


  “Why, the damned killer, why did he do it, Captain?” Jasper asked.


  Lorena stood with Call, watching. The little girl clung to her mother’s neck so tightly that the woman couldn’t speak. Jasper and May had been on a train for two days. They had left as soon as the telegram came, telling them that their children were alive.


  A few hours later, the little family got on the train to go home. May tried to thank Call, but broke into such sobs of gratitude that she couldn’t get the words out. Jasper grasped his hand and held it until Call was afraid they’d miss their train, although they were standing two steps from it.


  “I hope you kill that squint, mister,” Bobby Fant said, as his father was helping him onto the train.


  “Many thanks, Captain,” Jasper said. “We won’t none of us ever forget what you’ve done. Me and May, we won’t forget it. If you’re ever down in Comstock I hope you’ll stop and make a meal with us.”


  “I will,” Call said, glad that the train was leaving. He couldn’t get over how bald Jasper was. Earlier, in the trail-driving days, the man had been somewhat vain about his hair.


  “They’re lucky,” Lorena said, as she and the Captain were walking back to the hotel. “When Blue Duck had me, Mox Mox wanted to burn me. Blue Duck wouldn’t let him—he wanted me for bait. But Mox Mox caught a boy somewhere, and he burned him in my place.”


  “Why, I never knew that,” Call said. “Gus never told me—I’m surprised he kept it from me.”


  “I didn’t tell Gus,” Lorena said. “I didn’t tell my husband, either. I told Mr. Goodnight, just before I left to come on this trip. He was the first person to hear about it, and you’re the second.”


  “You told Charlie Goodnight?” Call said, amazed. “Did he come around and ask?”


  “That’s right,” Lorena said. “He came around and asked. When can we go to my husband?”


  “He’s in Presidio, or he’s near there,” Call said. “There’s no train, and not much of a road. We’ll have to go horseback.”


  Call fell silent. He knew that Lorena had every right to go to her husband. Traveling the distance she had traveled already, and riding a train when two notorious train robbers were on the loose and every train liable to being stopped, showed unusual courage. Call was happy to relent and let Lorena take Pea home. The man’s heart wasn’t in law work anymore, if it was law work they were doing. It was better that he quit lawing for good, and take care of his wife and children, and his farm.


  “Captain, I hope you don’t doubt that I can ride,” Lorena said, seeing the man hesitate. “I rode all the way to Nebraska, with that cow herd you and Gus drove. And I lived with Clara Allen for three years, on her horse ranch. I can ride and I’ll keep up. The cold don’t discourage me. I want to go to my husband. If you’re going to Presidio, I want to go with you.”


  “Oh, it ain’t the riding or the cold,” Call said. “I’m told you drive a buggy every day to teach school—Charlie Goodnight told me that. He admires you. Riding to Presidio won’t be much colder than driving your buggy to school, in the Panhandle.”


  “What is it, then?” Lorena asked. “I can leave now. I’m packed. What is it?”


  As she asked the question, the sheriff of Fort Stockton, the fellow who had stabled Call’s horse, saw them and practically ran toward them.


  “Captain, did you get the news?” he asked.


  “Why, no, I guess not,” Call said. “What news?”


  “Joey Garza killed Judge Roy Bean,” the skinny sheriff said. “He gut-shot him and then strung him up to his own chimney. Hung him. That’s the news.”


  “When?” Call asked.


  “Maybe a week ago, about,” the sheriff said. “Nobody knows exactly, because nobody was there when it happened.”


  “I was there about then, but I left,” Call said. “Pea Eye and Brookshire and Deputy Plunkert were there, too, but they left right after I did.”


  “A sheepherder found him,” the sheriff said. “Came by to get a bottle of whiskey and there the man hung, right by the door of his own saloon.”


  “That boy must have been watching,” Call said. “He must be clever at hiding. I looked, and I didn’t see him.”


  “The sheepherders are all scared now,” the sheriff said. “They’re bringing their sheep closer to the towns.”


  “I don’t know what good that will do them,” Call said. “They could run their sheep right here in the main street, and he’d still kill them, if he’s that good at hiding.”


  “Are you sure my husband left?” Lorena asked. The fear that had been with her for weeks rose up in her throat again.


  “Well, he was saddled and ready when I rode off,” Call said. “Brookshire was drunk and Deputy Plunkert and Famous Shoes were napping. But I imagine they left—your sheepherder didn’t find but one body, did he?”


  “Nope, just one,” the sheriff said. “Just old Bean. He was a tough old rooster, but I guess he’s cawed his last caw.”


  “I want to go, Captain,” Lorena said. “I don’t want my husband shot, somewhere out in the wastes. There might not even be a sheepherder to find him.”


  “I sent them into Mexico, so they’d be safe,” Call explained. “I think the Garza boy came this way. I think he followed me, but I could never catch him at it. He’s a damn clever boy, to ambush Bean like that.”


  “That’s the end of Judge Roy Bean, I guess,” the sheriff said. He felt slightly at a loss. He was hoping the great Ranger would want to talk it over, or perhaps ask his opinion about the best way to catch Joey Garza. He and his deputy, Jerry Brown, had figured out just how to do it.


  But the old Ranger and the blond woman scarcely blinked at his news.


  “I’m much obliged to you for looking after my horse,” Call said. Then the two of them turned and walked back down the street. To the skinny sheriff, old Call seemed stiff, and far too slow to catch a swift young bandit such as Joey Garza. That was a job, in the sheriff’s view, for much younger men, men about the age of himself and his deputy, Jerry Brown.


  Call didn’t speak as they were walking back to the rooming house. The fear was in Lorena’s throat, not merely for Pea Eye’s life, but fear that the Captain wasn’t going to take her with him.


  “Captain, I can ride,” Lorena repeated. “I can ride day and night, if I have to. I did it when we trailed those cattle, and I can do it now.”


  “Ma’am, that was not my objection,” Call said. “I’d like you to come.”


  Call meant it, too. Lorena had come a long way, at some risk. She deserved to get to see her husband, and as soon as possible. The bond of a husband and a wife was one he had never had, and didn’t understand, but he could tell, both from Lorena’s behavior and from Pea Eye’s, that it was a strong bond. He had come to admire Lorena, for the quick way she took charge of Jasper’s children. She had given them excellent care.


  Also, he wouldn’t mind the company, in this instance. Traveling alone had always suited him. It was only this winter that it had come to suit him less. He was rather sorry that he had left Mr. Brookshire behind. He had come to like Mr. Brookshire.


  “What is your objection then, if you have one?” Lorena asked.


  “I don’t know that I can protect you—that’s it,” Call said. “I let the Garza boy slip right by me and kill Roy Bean. Then, I let Mox Mox get away. That’s two poor performances in a row. I just don’t know that I can protect you.”


  To his surprise, Lorena took his arm as they walked down the street.


  “Did you hear me?” Call asked, fearing that he had not stressed the risk quite enough.


  “I heard you, Captain,” Lorena said. “I need to go find my husband. He’s the one you ought to be protecting. Help me pick out a good horse, and let’s go.”


  Lorena’s look was determined, and her step determined too. What she said startled Call, but by the time she walked him past the saloon and the hardware store, he had come to see that she was right. Lorena had been taken by Blue Duck and held two weeks; but she had survived and recovered. More than that, she had educated herself, and was rearing a family.


  But Pea Eye had depended on him and Gus until the time when he came to depend on Lorena herself. Pea was able enough when he was given clear orders, but only when he was given clear orders. No doubt Lorena was well aware of that characteristic, too. Pea Eye was not accustomed to acting alone. It was doubtful that he could have found his way to Presidio so promptly if he had been without the help of Famous Shoes.


  Call picked out a strong mare for Lorena, and bought her an adequate saddle. An hour later, the two of them rode out of Fort Stockton, the strong wind at their backs.


  The skinny sheriff and his deputy, Jerry Brown, stood in the empty, windy street, and watched them leave. The skinny sheriff was a little disappointed. The old Ranger had not been friendly at all.


  “Now where are they going?” Deputy Brown asked.


  “Why, I don’t know, Jerry—they’re headed south,” the sheriff said. “I didn’t ask them their route, and they didn’t mention much.”


  “We don’t get women that pretty in this town, not often,” Jerry Brown said. “I ain’t seen one that pretty since I come out here, and I been out here six years. I wish she’d stayed a little longer.”


  “Why?” the sheriff asked, surprised that his deputy was being so forward. “You don’t even know the woman.”


  “No, but I might have met her in a store or somewhere,” Jerry Brown said. “I might have got to say hello to her, at least.


  “I’m a bachelor,” he added, though the sheriff knew that.


  But soon, the Ranger and the pretty woman were swallowed up by the great blue distance to the south, and Deputy Jerry Brown, who was a bachelor, went back into the jail and spent the windy morning playing solitaire.


  Part III


  [image: images]


  Maria’s Children


  1.


  “DON’T GO OFF and leave me here, you goddamn Cherokee rascal!” Mox Mox said.


  He wanted to kill Jimmy Cumsa and wanted to kill him badly; but he had no weapon and was sorely wounded, to boot. In the scramble to get away from Call, his pistol had fallen out of its holster. He had been flopped over his horse, and somehow, the gun got jerked loose.


  Mox Mox bled and bled, and coughed and coughed as they ran. He was shot in the lung, which he knew was bad. Every cough caused a pain like needles sticking in him. Then Jimmy Cumsa rode up beside him and took his rifle. The scabbard had Mox Mox’s blood all over it, but Jimmy took the rifle and scabbard anyway. Mox Mox had no pistol and was too weak to stop Jimmy.


  Mox Mox rode on, as far as he could. He only had the one horse, but when the herd spooked, Jimmy had managed to keep three horses ahead of him. He had four mounts; he could run a long way.


  “Let me switch, Jim—I need a fresher horse,” Mox Mox said, as his horse began to tire, but Jimmy Cumsa didn’t answer, or offer him a fresh horse, either.


  Finally, his mount faltered, trying to climb out of a gully. They had ridden some twenty miles. The horse stumbled back to the bottom of the gully and stood there, shaking. It was dusk; Mox Mox could barely see Jimmy Cumsa, who was in the process of shifting his saddle to one of the extra horses, the big sorrel that had belonged to Oteros.


  Mox Mox slid carefully to the ground. He coughed, and the needles stuck him. He was trying to get matches out of his saddlebags, when Jimmy Cumsa came over and started to help him. Mox Mox took a step or two back, then staggered and sat down.


  “Build a fire, Jimmy—it’s chill,” he said, but again, Jimmy didn’t answer, and he wasn’t helping, either. He simply transferred Mox Mox’s saddlebags with the matches in them and a little food and ammunition to another horse.


  “Build a fire,” Mox Mox said, again. “We’ll freeze if you don’t build a fire.”


  “Nope, no more fires for you, Mox,” Jimmy Cumsa said.


  “Why not? What’s wrong with you?” Mox Mox asked.


  “Not near as much as is wrong with you,” Jimmy Cumsa said. “I ain’t shot in the lung, and I ain’t dying. You’re both, Mox. Building you a fire would be a waste of matches, and I ain’t got the time to waste on a man that’s dying anyway.”


  “I ain’t dying, I’m just shot,” Mox Mox said. “I’ll live if I can get warm.”


  “Hellfire will warm you, Mox,” Jimmy Cumsa said, mounting Oteros’s big horse. “You’ll cook plenty warm down in hell, like all those people that you put the brush on and burned.”


  Mox Mox realized then that Jimmy Cumsa meant it. He was not going to help him. He was going to leave him there to die, with a bleeding lung and no matches, in weather that was bitter.


  “I should have killed you long ago, you Cherokee dog,” Mox Mox said. “I should have shot you in your goddamn sleep.”


  “You wouldn’t have got me, even in my sleep,” Jimmy Cumsa said. “I could be sound asleep, or drunk, and still be quicker than you. That’s why I’m called Quick Jimmy.”


  “You damn snake, get off and make me a fire,” Mox Mox said.


  “I ain’t the snake,” Jimmy Cumsa said. “You’re the one they call The-Snake-You-Do-Not-See. Only old Call seen you. He didn’t get much of a shot, but he still killed you.”


  “I ain’t dead, I’m just shot, goddamn you!” Mox Mox said, again. “Make me a damn fire or leave me the matches, if you’re in such a goddamn hurry. I’ll make my own fire.”


  “I am in a hurry,” Jimmy said. “I want to be a long way from here when the sun comes up, Mox. That old man might still be coming. He killed seven of the eight of us, unless Black Tooth got away, which I doubt.”


  “He ain’t coming, he’s got those children,” Mox Mox said.


  “Well, I don’t believe I’ll take the chance,” Jimmy Cumsa said. “If he does come, he’ll find you frozen, or else bled out. I never thought a man that old could beat you, Mox, but I guess I was wrong.”


  Mox Mox knew that his only chance was to rush Jimmy Cumsa, grab his gun or grab the reins of one of the other horses—grab anything that might help him survive. There must be brush in the gully that he could find and make enough of a fire to keep himself alive, even if he had to crawl. He staggered up and tried to make a run at the horses. If he could just get one fresh horse, he might make it. But the needles in his lungs were sharper than ever, and he couldn’t control his legs. He ran a few steps, but fell before he got near a horse. When he finally did get to a horse, it was the one Jimmy Cumsa had just run for twenty miles. It was as useless as his own.


  Mox Mox had a small knife in his belt, the one he used to cut meat. It was his only weapon. He managed to get it out; with luck, he might stick Jimmy and cut him badly enough that he would fall off his mount. But when he lunged with his knife at where he thought the Cherokee was, Jimmy Cumsa wasn’t there. He had taken the reins of the extra horses and ridden out of the gully. Mox Mox wanted to slash him to death for his treachery, but there was no one to slash. He could hear the clatter of the horses as Jimmy Cumsa loped away. But in a moment the sound grew faint, and in a few more minutes there was no sound at all, except his own breathing. In the sudden stillness, the sound of his own breathing shocked him. His breath bubbled, as a cow or a sheep or a buffalo bubbled with its last breath.


  Mox Mox felt a bitter rage. An old man had come out of nowhere and shot him and all his men, except Jimmy Cumsa, and now Jimmy had deserted him, left him to bleed to death or freeze in a gully. How dare the old fool! If he’d only had a moment to turn and fight, he could have rallied the men and caught Woodrow Call and burned him. He could have shot him or stabbed him or quirted him to death. Old Call had just been lucky to get in such a shot. It was Jimmy Cumsa’s fault for messing with the horses when he should have been standing guard. None of the men, in fact, had been alert. It served them right that they were all dead—all except Jimmy, the one who had ridden off and left him to die.


  Mox Mox crawled to where his horse stood, caught the stirrup in his hand, and pulled himself to his feet. His only chance was to mount and make the horse keep going. Maybe there was a house somewhere that he could get to, someplace where there were matches, so he could build a fire. A fire would save him. He had built wonderful fires over the years, fires hot enough to warm him on the coldest nights, hot enough to burn anyone he had on hand to burn. If he could just get to a place where he could make a fire, a wonderful warm fire, the bubbling in his breath might stop and he would get better and live.


  He pulled himself up slowly and managed with great difficulty to get himself into the saddle. But when he tried to spur his horse out of the gully, the horse refused to move. He jerked when he was spurred, but only took a step or two, and then stood there quivering again.


  Mox Mox wouldn’t stand for it; even his horse wouldn’t obey him. He still had the small knife in his hand. In his rage, he began to stab the horse as hard as he could. He stabbed him in the neck and slashed at his shoulders. Then he stabbed him in the flank—he would make the animal go where he wanted it to go! He slashed at the horse’s flank until the animal finally bolted and tried to flounder up the sides of the gully. But the sides of the gully were too steep. In the dark the horse lost its footing and fell, rolling over Mox Mox as it slid back to the bottom of the gully. Mox Mox slid after it, and as he did, the horse kicked at him, catching him hard in the leg. When Mox Mox tried to stand, he heard his leg crack. He tried to stand up, but the leg wouldn’t support him.


  In his bitterness and rage at Call’s good luck and his own defeat, Mox Mox hadn’t fully felt the cold. But with his leg cracked and his breath bubbling, he could scarcely move. Soon, the savage wind began to bite. Mox Mox began to think of cutting himself in order to feel the warmth of his own blood. But when he put the knife down for a moment and tried to ease himself into a more comfortable sitting position, the knife slid down the slope, out of his reach. He eased down a little ways himself, but he couldn’t find the knife.


  The blood seeping out of his chest began to freeze on his shirt. When he put his hand on his side, his blood was cold. He wanted a fire, but there was no fire and no way to make one. The coyotes began to yip in the cold distance. Mox Mox listened. He thought he heard horses coming from far away. He listened as hard as he could. Maybe Quick Jimmy had been teasing him; he was known to be a teaser. Maybe Jimmy would come back and build him a good crackling fire. Even if the horseman was old Call come to get him, the man might at least build him a fire and keep him alive through the night.


  Mox Mox listened hard. Once or twice, he thought he heard the horses in the cold distance. But mainly it was just the coyotes yipping. The wind died; it was cloudless and very cold. Mox Mox reached again for the knife. Better to cut himself than to freeze to death. But he still couldn’t find the knife, and when he reached for it, he began to slide and then to roll over. He rolled to the bottom of the gully. There was not even a bush to crawl behind. The two exhausted horses had walked away. It might have been his own horse whose hoofbeats he had heard. There was no warmth anywhere—only the yipping of the coyotes and the yellow of the shining stars.


  2.


  MEXICO WAS COLDER on the second trip than it had been on the first, Brookshire thought, and it had been sufficiently cold the first time.


  Every night he felt nervous about shutting his eyes, for fear that he’d freeze in his sleep. They made roaring fires—he soon used the last of his ledger books, even burning the covers getting the fires started—but the fires didn’t warm the ground, and the ground was where he had to lay himself down to sleep.


  The Captain’s departure had shocked Brookshire badly, that and the fact that they had been ordered back into Mexico on the vague hope that Joey Garza would show up at his mother’s house. They had already been to his mother’s house, and the young bandit hadn’t been home. If the plan was to lie in wait for him, then they might as well have waited for him when they were there the first time.


  Now Captain Call, the one man in the whole of the West that Brookshire had confidence in, wasn’t even with them. Often in his life when he had failed to restrain his taste for brandy, things had slipped off course. Now it had happened again. Things were twisting farther and ever farther off course, it seemed to him. The old Indian seemed irritated at having to make a long detour into Mexico to get back to the village. He trotted so far ahead of them during the cold days that Brookshire more than once concluded that they had been abandoned. Colonel Terry was going to think it a very odd way of proceeding. The Colonel had only wanted one bandit apprehended, and quickly. He was going to be mighty aggravated that so much time had passed without results.


  Normally Brookshire would have been in a sweat at the thought of the Colonel’s aggravation. But it was impossible to sweat when it was as cold as it was, and anyway, Colonel Terry, who usually entered Brookshire’s thoughts at least once every five minutes, now entered them less and less often. When he did enter them, he did so less vividly. Colonel Terry had become mainly a memory from a different life. Brookshire didn’t know whether he would ever return to that life, or ever see the Colonel again.


  He rode along obediently, though. He tried to keep himself in order and not let the blowing-away feeling seize him too strongly. There was not much else he could do. They were in Mexico, and keeping up with Famous Shoes was task enough for the moment. Vegetation was sparse, and by midafternoon, Brookshire would begin to be nervous about finding enough firewood to keep a good fire going through the night. He tried to keep the location of substantial bushes and trees firmly in mind, so he could return to them and make a fire out of them if he needed to.


  Deputy Plunkert had been deeply upset when Pea Eye told him they were going back into Mexico. It was the one thing he had never intended to let happen; and yet, when the moment came to resign and go home, he rode numbly back across the Rio Grande, behind Pea Eye and Brookshire and old Famous Shoes.


  Deputy Plunkert looked down the river when he was in the middle of it. Laredo was down there, and Doobie was down there. If he just turned left and followed the winding stream, he could not miss getting home. The river would lead him right to it, if some Mexican didn’t kill him first.


  That was the catch, though. To get home by way of the river meant going straight through the vicinities where he was most unpopular. Even on the Texas side of the river, there were places where he was rather unpopular.


  Tired as he was, Ted Plunkert didn’t feel up to coping with his own unpopularity. It was better to remain a part of the Captain’s expedition. Once the bad outlaws were finished, caught, and hung, the Captain had promised to send him home on a train. The thought of the comfort to come was enough to keep him going.


  Pea Eye had no interest in Mexico, but he didn’t fear it. The Captain had given him clear orders, and all he had to do was follow them. In order to follow them, all he had to do was keep up with Famous Shoes. The old man was unusually irritable, but he hadn’t deserted them yet. Even if he deserted them, Pea Eye felt confident that he had enough ability to tell east from west. He could find his way back to the river, and eventually get where he had been told to go.


  The third night, as they were making their campfire behind a little spur of rock, Famous Shoes came walking in from one of his swings through the country ahead.


  “Olin is coming,” he said. “He was about to make camp when I found him. I told him we already had a camp, so he is coming here.”


  Pea Eye only vaguely remembered Olin Roy. Once in a while, long before, accident had thrown him into the same vicinity as the Ranger troop. He camped with them now and then. Pea Eye could not recall Olin’s occupation, if he had one. Not every traveler did have an occupation, and a good many of those who had one wouldn’t reveal it. All he remembered about the man was that he was very large.


  “Has he lost any weight?” he asked Famous Shoes. “The way he was back then, a horse could hardly carry him all day.”


  “He weighs too much for his horses,” Famous Shoes said. “He is easy to track, though.”


  When Olin Roy rode into camp he didn’t look very impressive to Deputy Plunkert or to Brookshire, either.


  “I thank you,” he said, formally, when Brookshire offered him a cup of coffee.


  After that, he merely sat by the fire in his old greasy clothes, saying little.


  “The weather’s cold, ain’t it?” Pea Eye said, rather at a loss as to how to address the big man.


  “It could be colder—I’ve seen it colder,” Olin said. He regretted letting Famous Shoes tempt him into making camp with the travelers. They were pleasant enough and generous with their coffee, but on the whole, he felt he did better camping alone. The necessity of making conversation didn’t arise, since no conversation was required when he camped by himself. Making conversation with perfect strangers was to Olin an irksome task. Pea Eye wasn’t a perfect stranger, of course, but neither was he someone Olin felt he could easily talk to. The only two people in the world he could talk to easily were Maria and Billy Williams, and even when alone with Maria, he rarely said that much. He usually just sat and listened as Maria talked, or he watched her brush her little girl’s hair.


  At such times he wished that life was different, and that he could marry Maria and be a settled man. It was not possible, of course—Maria had no interest—but if matters had been different, Olin felt he would have been a happier man. There was no one who touched him as deeply as Maria, though he had never been her husband or a member of her family and had not had the pleasure of watching her with her children as a steady thing.


  “Been anyplace special?” Pea Eye asked. The Captain had appointed him the leader of the group, which made him more or less the host; and as host, he felt he ought to try to prompt at least a little conversation.


  “Well, Piedras Negras,” Olin said.


  “I’ve heard that was a rough town,” Deputy Plunkert said.


  “No, it ain’t,” Olin replied. “Of course, Wesley Hardin’s there now. Any town he unsaddles his horse in is rough. But he just came for whores. I imagine he’ll move on soon.”


  “Why, we heard he was in Crow Town,” Brookshire said.


  “He was, but Maria took the whores and left,” Olin said. “That’s when Hardin left. He likes places where there’s whores.”


  After that, conversation lagged.


  Brookshire couldn’t think of a thing to say. He was wondering if the fire would last the night.


  Olin thought the group was rather odd. In his years of travel, mostly in Mexico, he had grown used to having odd groups turn up—Englishmen or Germans, prospectors, gunrunners, schemers of various kinds.


  But this group was Woodrow Call’s posse, it seemed; they were the men who were after Joey Garza. They seemed like harmless fellows, and it was difficult to believe that any of them were gifted manhunters. The Yankee mostly shivered. Pea Eye was an old Ranger who should have retired from the business long ago. The other man Olin didn’t know; he had introduced himself briefly, but had mumbled his name so low that Olin didn’t catch it. Even with old Famous Shoes to track for them, there was little likelihood they would ever get within fifty miles of Joey Garza, and if they did, it would only be worse for them.


  Joey had a cold nature. There was no accounting for it, either. His mother was generous and warm. But wherever he got it, Joey had a cold nature. If the men did happen to stumble on him, Joey would make quick work of them.


  “What’s the news from down the river, then?” Deputy Plunkert asked. It seemed to him that he had been gone from his home for years. He suddenly had a hunger to hear the news from Laredo. The large man had been down the river as far as Piedras Negras, and perhaps he had heard something from Laredo. A bank robbery or a lynching might have occurred since he left, or a store might have burned down, or one or two of the older, more famous ranchers might have died.


  “I didn’t stay in Negras long enough to gossip,” Olin said. “Having Hardin in town makes me uneasy. He don’t look like much, but he’s a wild one.”


  “Any news from Laredo?” Deputy Plunkert said. “That’s where I hail from.”


  “Yes, they put that damn Sheriff Jekyll in his own jail,” Olin said. “I hope they hang the rascal. There’s no excuse for forcing a woman.”


  “Bob Jekyll’s in our jail?” Ted Plunkert said, very startled. “I’d say that’s news.”


  The first part of Olin’s comment had startled him so much that he hadn’t quite taken in the second part. The thought of Bob Jekyll locked in their jail was so astonishing that he hadn’t yet started thinking about the nature of his crime.


  “I guess some little gal came in asking about her husband, and the damned scoundrel forced her,” Olin said. He had seen an Apache girl forced once, during the Indian times, and the sight had sickened him. Over the years whenever he thought of it, it sickened him. He knew that Maria had suffered something like that about the time that Joey started killing. From time to time, he considered going to Texas and taking vengeance on her attackers. The men who used the Apache girl had shot her when they were through. Maria hadn’t been shot, at least. But the thought of her suffering troubled him whenever he remembered it. Maria was the only woman he had tender feelings for. She should be exempt from such abuse, and if he did encounter the cowboys who attacked her, he planned to take their lives.


  Suddenly Deputy Plunkert got a bad feeling.


  “A woman asking about her husband...” he repeated. Who but Doobie, of all the young women in Laredo, would go to Bob Jekyll to ask about her husband?


  “Do you recall her name?” he asked; of course, there were other young women in Laredo. Other husbands might have strayed. In fact, husbands strayed fairly often. Most of them just got drunk and fell in a ditch to sleep it off. Maybe it was another woman with a stray husband, who Bob Jekyll had forced.


  “Why, no,” Olin said. “I don’t recall hearing her name. The poor thing took rat poison and died. They’re trying the sheriff for murder, but I doubt he’ll hang, myself.”


  “Oh, Lord!” Ted Plunkert said. Something gripped him more powerful than the cold: the fear that it had been Doobie. He had been Bob Jekyll’s deputy until he’d quit and gone off with Captain Call. Who but the deputy’s wife would be going to the jail to inquire?


  “She died?” he asked, in a weaker tone.


  To everyone’s amazement, Deputy Plunkert suddenly sprang up and went stumbling over to the horses. He looked like a crazy man.


  “It was my wife.... I fear it was her....” he said, and then he mounted and went racing off in the darkness, to the south.


  “Now, that’s bad luck,” Brookshire said. “I believe I saw his wife as we were leaving Laredo. She was a pert young thing.”


  “Ted oughtn’t to run his horse at night, not in this rough country,” Pea Eye said. “There’s bluffs down the river that a horse could go right off.”


  “I always despised that sheriff,” Olin said. They heard the clatter of the deputy’s horse, receding to the south. Olin felt embarrassed. Inadvertently, he had informed a man that his wife was dead. He more and more regretted letting Famous Shoes talk him into joining the camp. Now he had been the bearer of tragic news. If he had just gone on and made his own camp, the poor deputy would still be in ignorance of the fact that he no longer had a wife. Boy, he wished he had made his own camp, and built his own fire! He did not like to cause trouble, and yet he just did.


  “Why, that’s the devil,” Brookshire said. They could scarcely hear the deputy’s horse. What did the man think he was going to do, run the horse all the way to Laredo? It was hundreds of miles to Laredo. And what could he do when he got there? The poor young woman was no doubt long since buried.


  Then Brookshire remembered that Katie, his own wife, was dead. Of course, her death had been normal; she had taken sick and died. There had been no abuse, and no rat poison. But still, his own wife was gone, and like Deputy Plunkert he would be returning to nothing, if he returned. The cold wind was blowing. It was always blowing.


  Brookshire began to get a worse feeling even than the blowing-away feeling. It struck him that the expedition was cursed. He had lost his wife while on the trip, and now the same thing had happened to the young deputy, who should never have been hired in the first place. All Deputy Plunkert had done was ride pointlessly around Texas and Mexico, while his young wife was despairing and dying.


  The search for Joey Garza was being pressed at a high price, and they hadn’t come anywhere near the bandit yet. Now they were in Mexico, and Captain Call was in Texas. All that was being accomplished was that the wives were dying. He knew Pea Eye had a wife, too—when would the messenger appear to tell him that his wife was dead? Pea Eye’s wife was a schoolteacher, he recalled. What if the manburner eluded Captain Call, as Joey Garza had, and burned up Pea Eye’s wife along with some of the schoolchildren?


  Brookshire remembered all his happy years with Katie, and began to sob. Ordinarily, he didn’t cry in front of people, but this time, as when he first received the news about Katie, he couldn’t help it. Sobs shook his shoulders. It embarrassed Pea Eye and Olin, but Brookshire didn’t care. He couldn’t stop. He was freezing, his wife was dead, and now the deputy’s wife was dead. He was in a cold place, in a strange, forbidding country, hunting a bandit. How could it all have happened? He was an accountant in Brooklyn. Somehow a chain of events had got started, and now the events were less and less sensible, less and less like events that should be occurring in his life. For a week or two, he had enjoyed the adventure; he had even flourished. He mastered new skills, such as building fires. But the pleasure had all ended once he got the telegram informing him of Katie’s death. Now it was all cold, fatigue, and pain. Where would it lead?


  Brookshire remembered his first impression of Captain Call. He had felt that the man was too old for the mission he was charged with. He had looked too old that first morning in Amarillo. Brookshire had quickly gained confidence in the Captain, but now it was beginning to seem that his confidence had been misplaced, and that his first impression had been accurate. The Captain had pursued no clear plan. He had let himself be distracted by another killer. They had ridden through Mexico and then through Texas, without coming even within a hundred miles of Joey Garza, as far as he knew. It didn’t add up, and Colonel Terry would be quick to point out how erratically things had been managed.


  But there was more at work than just cold and inconvenience and tactical mistakes. At home, behind them, the wives were dying.


  “How far is it back?” he asked. He felt that he was in the grip of a sickness of some kind. He was in a place where nothing was rational and civilized, as it had been in Princeton College, or as it was in Brooklyn. He was in a place where people killed regularly, where killing was a day-to-day part of life. Of course, there were killings in Brooklyn, but very few. In Texas and Mexico, killing seemed to be almost constant. Brookshire had the feeling that he might go crazy if he didn’t get back to a place and a form of life that were more familiar.


  “Back where?” Pea Eye asked. He saw that the man was upset. Deputy Plunkert’s departure had startled them all. It was terribly bad luck that Deputy Plunkert had to receive such news when he was hundreds of miles from home. The fact that it was rat poison that had killed his wife, not to mention what had happened with the sheriff, were facts that Pea knew must be hard to bear. If anything like that happened to Lorena, he himself would start racing off in the night, ready to shoot the first man he saw.


  But he was not in a position to take Mr. Brookshire back to anywhere. They had to go on to Presidio, where the Captain expected them to be. That was a clear order.


  “I expect we’ll get to Presidio in about three days, if we don’t have trouble,” he said.


  Brookshire didn’t answer. He scooted closer to the fire and sat with his hands held over the flames. He was shivering and crying.


  Famous Shoes didn’t enter into the white men’s talk. He was beginning to tire of white men, something that had happened often in his life. They pursued their business in strange ways, and got upset about things he didn’t grasp. He had begun to doubt that he would stay with Pea Eye long enough to find his wife. He would like to learn about the tracks in books, but he was old, and the white men’s habits were boring. Now one of the men had run off into the night, like a crazy thing. There were only two white men left; if he tracked Joey Garza for these two men, Joey would immediately kill them both. Famous Shoes thought he might tell his friend Pea Eye that his wife could teach him about the little tracks in the spring, when he went traveling on the Rio Rojo.


  Famous Shoes didn’t think Joey was in Mexico, and he was getting bored. He thought he might leave in a day or two and go back to the Madre. Eagles were more interesting than white men. It would be more interesting to go home and watch the eagles for a while.


  3.


  GOODNIGHT WAS COMING across the sand through the sandhills when he saw a solitary rider coming from the south. Crow Town was fifteen miles to the west; he could see a speckling of crows in the sky when he looked toward the winter sunset.


  Coming across this particular stretch of country awakened quite a few memories. Until he noticed the rider Goodnight had been lost in reverie, for he was crossing his own trail, the trail he and his old partner, Oliver Loving, had laid out many years before. In fact, he was on the exact spot where they had rested the cattle on the second afternoon of their ninety-mile waterless drive. A horse had died inexplicably, while they were resting. He had cut into the horse in an effort to determine what had killed it, but his work was to no avail. The horse had just died.


  Goodnight had not expected to be crossing the trail so many years after Oliver Loving’s death, and at dusk on a cold winter night to boot. But so it was.


  If the rider he glimpsed was headed for Crow Town, he was likely to be the sort of man it would behoove a person to avoid. On the other hand, once you started avoiding people, you were apt to lose a lot of time. Even in the remote stretches along the Pecos River, a surprising number of people were apt to turn up. Decisions as to whether or not to go around a particular traveler needed to be made almost constantly.


  Going around people had never been Goodnight’s practice, and he decided he was too old to change. It was nearly dark, and the weather bleak; he was almost upon the man before he could make out much about him. When the rider was only thirty yards away, Goodnight saw that it was John Wesley Hardin. A second later, Hardin hailed him.


  “Why, Charlie, dammit, you’re out late,” Hardin said.


  “Out late, and far from home,” Goodnight admitted. He himself had never had any difficulty with Wesley Hardin, but Hardin was a nervous man who was known to kill from whim. It wouldn’t do to get too jocular with him. If you didn’t manage the jocularity to suit John Wesley, he might flare up and yank out a gun.


  “Are you still in the cattle business?” Hardin asked.


  “Yep,” Goodnight said. “Still in it. Why?”


  “Thought you might want to switch to the crow business,” Hardin said, in a whinny of a laugh. “There’s a lot of fine crows around here, and they’re going cheap. The best crow in Crow Town wouldn’t sell for more than a penny.”


  “In fact, I’m looking for Woodrow Call,” Goodnight said. “Any news of him?”


  “Yes, and I’m the only man that’s got it,” Hardin said. “I ought to charge you for it, Charlie, since I’ve got a monopoly, but being as it’s you, it’s free. Woodrow Call done for Mox Mox.”


  “Now that’s news, all right,” Goodnight said. “Are you sure?”


  “Sure as daylight,” Hardin said. “I went down to Piedras Negras to whore, because the Garza boy’s mother took the women out of Crow Town. I’m coming from Mexico, and I’m heading for Denver. I believe I can do better in Colorado than I’m doing in Texas.”


  “Where is Mox Mox?” Goodnight asked. “I want to see his body.”


  “I’m surprised you’d doubt my word, Charlie,” Hardin said, with a touch of irritation.


  “I don’t doubt it, John,” Goodnight said. “But I am determined to see the man’s body. He burnt four of my cowboys, on the Purgatory River, and I want to be sure it’s him, so I can stop chasing him in my head.”


  “Well, the sonofabitch froze to death in a gully about a hundred miles south of here,” Hardin said. “Call killed all but one of his men about twenty miles farther on. All of them were laying there dead, except that quick Cherokee boy. Him and Mox Mox made a run for it, but Mox Mox was shot in the lights. He played out and froze. I expect the Cherokee is still running.”


  “Let him run,” Goodnight said. “Call done a good day’s work.”


  “No, he done a sloppy day’s work,” John Wesley said. “He’s lucky he got the men down, shooting as bad as he was. He knocked them over, but they were still kicking, and if any one of them’d had any fight they’d have got him. He had to finish them off with his pistol, which is a disgrace if you’re in good range and have a decent rifle to shoot.”


  “The fact that he gave Mox Mox a mortal wound makes it a good day’s work, in my opinion,” Goodnight said.


  “Mox Mox was just a mean bandit, Charlie,” Hardin said. “I wouldn’t call him a man of talent. The sonofabitch should have been a cook, since he liked fires so much. I could have killed him in a blink, and all his men, too.


  “I wonder where that Cherokee boy has run to?” he added. “That Cherokee boy is quick, and he ain’t wasteful. He didn’t leave Mox Mox even so much as a match.”


  “I’d appreciate it if you’d direct me to that gully,” Goodnight said. “I’d like to see the body before some varmint drags it off.”


  “Backtrack me for two days, and you’ll run right into it, Charlie,” Hardin replied. “It ain’t more than twenty-five miles south of the railroad.”


  Goodnight was anxious to get going. He had been thinking about his old partner, Oliver Loving, a man he had cared for greatly, and with whom he had camped on the very spot where he was conversing with John Wesley Hardin. Oliver Loving, a fine cattleman, had been dead for many years; John Wesley Hardin, a pure killer and a man who respected no one, was still alive and still brash. It was not justice, it was just life.


  “Well, I’ll be going,” Goodnight said. “Much obliged for the news. Once I’ve seen what’s left of the manburner, I guess I’ll go home. Captain Call done the job I ought to have done ten years ago.”


  “He done it, but he was lucky,” Hardin said. “If you see him, tell him that for me.”


  “It might have been luck, and it might have been preparation,” Goodnight said. “Call was always known for his careful preparation.”


  Hardin laughed his whinny of a laugh, again.


  “He can prepare till doomsday. What he needs to do is shoot a little better,” Hardin said. “He was just fighting louts. If he thinks he can saunter up to the Garza boy and be that lucky, then he ought to retire. The Garza boy will pick him off before Call even knows he’s there.”


  “Have you met this boy?” Goodnight asked. He didn’t necessarily believe what Hardin was saying; on the other hand, what he was saying couldn’t be lightly disregarded. Wesley Hardin had been in several penitentiaries, and undoubtedly knew something about killers.


  “Why, yes, he showed up in Crow Town,” Hardin said. “That was before the whores left. I found him rather standoffish. I started to kill him, but then I decided it was the wrong day for hostilities.”


  “Why?” Goodnight asked.


  “Well, it just was,” Hardin replied. “I’ve got to the age where I don’t tempt fate. At least, I don’t if I’m drunk, and I was drunk.”


  He cackled, lit a cheap cigar, and left. Goodnight looked around; Hardin was the kind of fellow who prompted you to watch your back. But all he saw was a quick arc of red. Hardin had thrown the cheap cigar away.


  Two days later, Goodnight found the gully and inspected the remains, which were a little scattered by that time. The buzzards had helped him locate the correct gully, in a country where there were many. Hardin had been right. The manburner was dead.


  There was also a dead horse a few hundred yards from where Mox Mox lay; run to death, Goodnight felt sure. Mox Mox wore a noticeable belt—the belt buckle had a red stone of some kind set in it. Goodnight took the belt and put it in his saddlebags. When he next ran into Call, he planned to give him the belt. If Mox Mox had run far enough to ride a horse to death, Call might not even know that he had killed him. The belt ought to convince him.


  Then, since he had ridden that far to see one body, he rode another twenty miles to the camp where the battle had taken place. He didn’t have to search, either. He could see buzzards the whole way.


  Goodnight had surveyed many battle sites. He could usually figure out what had gone on and what mistakes had been made, from looking at the scattered cartridges, the lost hats, and the dead bodies. In this case, he dismounted and inspected the area carefully. He was forced to conclude that John Wesley Hardin had been correct in his assessment: Woodrow Call had been lucky. Probably only his willingness to keep pumping in bullets while his opponents were confused had saved him. There was cover within a few steps of the campsite. If one or two of the men had had any presence of mind, they could have quickly dug in and made a fight of it. They had horses, too; a couple of them could have flanked Call and cut him off.


  They hadn’t, though, and that was that. Looking around, Goodnight found something surprising—a small rag doll, such as a little girl might have. Mox Mox must have had captives and was probably going to indulge in his favorite pastime. But Call had killed him in time, and had probably taken the children to safety.


  Goodnight debated going to look for Captain Call. What John Wesley Hardin had to say about the abilities of the Garza boy weighed on his mind. But after a time, he decided to let it be. Mox Mox, not Joey Garza, had burned his cowhands. He himself was not a manhunter, and he had a ranch to run. Woodrow Call was the manhunter. He had accepted the job; let him do it. If he couldn’t, some posse would, eventually.


  Besides, Goodnight had been brooding during the whole ride about the insolence of Muley, his ranch cook. He had decided to go home and fire the man, even if it did mean a trip to Amarillo and an irksome search.


  Goodnight didn’t like leaving men unburied. That had never been his practice, unless the fight was so hot that he couldn’t afford to stop and attend to the civilities. He buried the scraps of Mox Mox. The meanness was gone now, and just bones and flesh remained. Goodnight unstrapped his little shovel and did the same for the dead men.


  Then he turned back north, toward the Quitaque. It was time to hang up the rifle. The manburner was dead.


  4.


  IN THE FIGHT with Mox Mox, Call had somehow wrenched his neck. It began to pain him badly as he rode south with Lorena. At times it was as if his nerves were on fire, and he had to grit his teeth against the pain as they rode. He could hardly turn his head to the right at all, and he had to be cautious about turning it to the left, or a streak of fire shot up from his shoulder blade almost to his ear.


  “It’s just a nuisance,” Call said, when Lorena asked whether he was well. She could see the strain in his face.


  “We should have bought some liniment, when we had the chance,” Lorena said. “Pea Eye’s always getting sore in his back. He can’t lift hay like he once could.”


  Call could not rid himself of the conviction that they were being followed. He had no evidence, but he could not relax. Every time he turned his head to scan the horizon behind them, the pain shot up his neck.


  On the evening of the third day, they met a small horse herd being driven north by two cowboys. One of the cowboys, a tall fellow named Roy Malone, had a drooping mustache that reminded Call of Dish Boggett, the excellent Hat Creek cowboy who was now selling hardware in Lincoln, New Mexico. By coincidence, the horse herd was bound for the Chisum Ranch, not far from Lincoln.


  “You’re welcome to stop the night with us,” Call told Roy Malone, but the cowboy shook his head.


  “You don’t stop for the whole night, if you work for Mr. Chisum,” Roy said. “He likes things to happen prompt, if not a little sooner.”


  Call would have been relieved to have some help. As it was, he stood watch himself most of the night.


  Lorena proved a competent traveling companion. They had bacon and coffee, acquired in Fort Stockton, and she had coffee made and bacon fried not long after they made camp. In the morning, she cooked them a bite of breakfast before first light.


  “That cowboy reminded me an awful lot of Dish,” Call said, as they ate. “I’d like to see Dish sometime. I never expected him to go in the hardware business.”


  “I wonder if he married?” Lorena said. Dish had been in love with her once; he had stayed in love for several years. It was a love she couldn’t return, though—she just couldn’t. Some traveler told her that Dish had taken a sledgehammer and used it to smash a heavy barrel of horseshoe nails, in his surprise and disappointment, when the news reached him that she had married Pea Eye. The traveler said that people in Lincoln were worried that Dish would lose his mind from disappointment, even though by that time, she hadn’t so much as seen him in over three years.


  Lorena didn’t know what had kept her so stiff with Dish. She had just got stiff. For a time in Nebraska, he had brought her flowers and given her little presents, but it hadn’t changed anything.


  Then she fell in love with Pea Eye, who would never have ventured to choose a present for her, or pick her a flower, either.


  “I guess I should have left Pea Eye at home,” Call said, after they ate. “Then you wouldn’t have had to make this long trip.”


  “It won’t matter, once I get him back,” Lorena said.


  The way she said it made Call wish they could hurry along a little faster, or that Pea Eye would get wind that his wife was coming and ride to meet them. He felt he had run a miserable expedition so far; it was the most ineffective of his life. Three families had been inconvenienced, with as yet no progress at all in the matter of Joey Garza. Rumor in Fort Stockton had it that Joey had gone back to Coahuila, but no one really had the details, and Call didn’t know how much credit to give the rumor. Now he regretted that he had taken Brookshire with him, or Deputy Plunkert, either. Colonel Terry would rightly be incensed at the long wait and the absence of results. Brookshire had lost his wife while on the trip, and Pea Eye had lost time from his farming. Lorena had to take leave from her school teaching. When they got to Presidio, he meant to send everyone home. From that point on, he would hunt Joey Garza alone.


  Call wished his neck would ease up. He had rarely felt a pain more intense than the fire that shot up his neck if he moved his head a little too quickly. He also wished the cold would abate. In the morning, his hands were so swollen that he had increasing trouble doing the packing. Lorena saddled her mount and was ready to go before he could complete his chores.


  When they got ready to start, Call noticed two horses standing a fair distance to the northwest of their camp.


  “I wonder if those cowboys lost some horses,” he said. “If they did, there’ll be trouble when they get to John Chisum’s. He’s the kind of man who counts his horses, and he expects a full count.”


  He finished his coffee. Lorena was about done with her packing. Their breaths made clouds of steam; it was hard to see the knots they had to tie to secure their duffle.


  “I think I’ll just ride out and check the brands on those horses,” Call said. “I don’t know why those men would let those horses stray. They seemed like competent men.”


  He put his horse into a short lope. Before going a quarter of a mile, he surprised two mule deer, a doe with a fawn. They had been bedded down, but jumped up and scampered off. In the clear air he had misjudged the distance to the horses a bit; they were farther from camp than he thought. While Call was watching the mule deer, his horse shied at a badger that waddled out from behind a sage bush, practically at the horse’s feet. The horse crow-hopped a time or two, just enough to cause Call to lose a stirrup.


  He had the horse almost calmed down and was searching for the stirrup with his foot when the first bullet struck him, low in the chest. Careless, he thought; too careless, and now I’m shot. He whirled his mount and yanked his rifle from the saddle scabbard, but his hands were so stiff with cold that he dropped the weapon. Just as he did, a second bullet smashed his knee and evidently went through and wounded his horse, for the horse squealed and began to buck. A third shot hit his arm. Call was trying to hang on; he couldn’t afford to be thrown, not with the bullets coming so fast and so accurately. They seemed to him to be coming from under one of the stray horses. Careless, he thought again. He’s shooting from under the horse, and I rode right out to him. Then he lost his seat and was thrown hard, in the direction of the rifle he had dropped. Fortunately, he was able to reach the rifle. He had to work the lever with one hand, but as soon as he could sit up he began to fire in the direction of the horses. One of them raced away, but the other stood exactly where it had been, hobbled, probably, so the rifleman could shoot from underneath it, hidden by the sage.


  There was a final shot—it brought down Call’s horse.


  All he could do then was wait, in the hope that the killer would be foolhardy enough to come and try and finish him off. After the shot that killed his horse, there was not a sound from the northwest. Call knew he would have to try and staunch his bleeding soon. He had been hit three times, and the bullets were heavy caliber. His left arm and right leg were smashed for good; the arm was practically shot off. When he looked at his knee, he saw bone fragments through the hole in his pants. The first wound, the one in the chest, was bleeding more than it should. If he didn’t staunch it soon he might faint, and if he fainted, he was lost, and probably Lorena, too.


  Call raked up a little sand and covered the chest wound with it, pulling aside his shirt. The sandy poultice quickly grew muddy with blood, but it was the only way he had of staunching the blood flow; he kept raking sand and patting it onto his chest. He raised up only high enough to see that the hobbled horse was still there. Any higher he couldn’t risk.


  He felt a deep shame when he thought of Lorena, back at the camp alone. She would have heard the shots, and he hoped that she would run. There were ranches to the south. Perhaps she could survive long enough to reach one of them, if the killer didn’t strike her, too. He had brought her with him, and then failed to protect her—the very thing he had mentioned, and the very thing he had feared. Now he himself might be dying. The chest wound probably involved a lung. He could feel the bullet like a nut inside him when he coughed. Call knew he should not have let the killer know that he’d got his rifle—that was another mistake. Now there was little hope that the killer, Joey Garza probably, would expose himself at all, and even if he was reckless and let himself be seen, Call knew it would only be luck if he could hit him, shooting one-handed.


  He had botched the matter completely; everything was his fault. He had known in his gut that someone was following them, someone so clever that unending vigilance was essential. But the fact that the cowboys had apparently lost two horses, a normal thing, had distracted him to such an extent that he had just ridden out casually, as he would have under normal circumstances, to have a look.


  Now a clever boy, shooting from under a hobbled horse, had done what all the fighters he had engaged with over four decades—Kicking Bird, the Comanche; the Mexican Pedro Flores; and outlaws of all description, both Mexican and American—had failed to do. He was hit, and hit soundly. Probably only the fact that his horse was restive caused the first bullet to miss his heart. It hadn’t missed it by much, at that, if it had missed it. Perhaps it was his heart’s blood he was pumping out.


  Once before, he had been hit by a bullet. That bullet was fired by an Apache, as Call was about to cross the Pecos River with Gus McCrae’s body, on the long trek back from Miles City, Montana, where Gus had died. But that bullet had merely lodged in his side and had touched no vital organs. It was a nuisance, mainly; it pained him at times, but Call didn’t regard it as a serious wound and had never bothered to have it cut out. The Apache had shot from a considerable distance, too; the bullet had been almost spent when it hit him. It didn’t stop him from crossing the river, or from burying Gus McCrae where he had wanted to be buried.


  Now Call knew he was so badly hit that he would be lucky to live. He didn’t expect that he would live and didn’t care, really, if he could only kill Joey Garza before he died. He felt that he had to kill him; it was the only way to provide any measure of safety for Lorena. And not just Lorena, either. There was Pea Eye and Brookshire and Deputy Plunkert to think of. The ease with which Joey Garza, if it was the young bandit, had drawn him in range, and the consistency of the shooting, was a shock. Shooting from under a horse was an old, old trick. The Indians had done it routinely. Call reproached himself bitterly for carelessness, for assuming the horses were strays. But he knew that he could reproach himself for a year and not alter the truth, which was that someone, Joey Garza most likely, had outsmarted him easily and shot him, probably mortally. What made the failure worse was that the burden of his error would be visited upon people who had depended on him. It would be visited on Lorena, and probably on Pea Eye and Brookshire and Deputy Plunkert, too.


  Call remembered Mox Mox, and the Cherokee killer, Jimmy Cumsa. He considered the possibility that they had lured him out of camp. Perhaps it was Jimmy Cumsa who had shot from under the tethered horse. But Call didn’t think so. Mox Mox was like most outlaws, careless and lazy. He had made camp in a place that laid him open to easy ambush. He had posted no guard. Nothing he had done had been smart or well planned.


  Crouched behind a sage bush, one arm and one leg useless, Call felt a desperate need to slay his murderer before he died. He felt the wound in his chest; it seemed to him the bleeding was slowing. He might have an hour—he might have more—but he doubted he had much more.


  He didn’t think his opponent was Mox Mox, or the Cherokee, either. They ran, and he imagined they would keep running. But someone had followed him, and waited while he was in Fort Stockton, and then had picked up the trail when he and Lorena left town. It was the sense that he was being followed that caused the terrible ache in his neck, Call was sure of that. Never before in his life had he been unable to backtrack and surprise a pursuer. Rarely had he encountered an outlaw with the patience to wait outside a town for three days, in bitter cold, until his prey took to the trail. Most outlaws acted on impulse. They rarely planned, and when they did plan, the slightest hitch was likely to cause them to abandon their plans. Many an innocent citizen had fallen because some bank robber saw a deputy sheriff approaching as the robbery was in progress. Usually, the robber started shooting; rarely was the deputy the one killed. Old ladies chatting with a teller got killed, or merchants who picked a bad time to make a deposit got killed.


  Call knew that successful bandits had their reputations inflated by rumor. The press helped bandits get names for themselves. People in small towns, who were bored most of their lives, thought bandits were colorful. The newspapers printed the gossip, and pretty soon everyone on the frontier would get the notion that a certain bandit was invincible, when in fact, few of them were particularly able, or more than moderately smart.


  But the person who had put three bullets in him in less than five seconds was exceptional. Call knew his first mistake had been a reluctance to believe that the Garza boy actually might be exceptional. He had assumed that his was just another case of inflated reputation. He had only begun to suspect differently when he hadn’t been able to catch Joey Garza following him. Call had known it, when the boy had ridden up almost before he was out of sight, and killed Roy Bean.


  Yet he hadn’t acted on his knowledge. He had eaten Lorena’s bacon, drunk her coffee, and loped out to check the brands on two horses, as if Joey Garza was any other killer.


  He had failed in vigilance, and now he was paying for his failure. That had always been the way of the frontier. If you failed in vigilance, you usually died. Rarely would the frontier permit a lapse as serious as the one he had just made.


  Call considered that he had always been able to draw on more will than most men possessed. He could keep riding longer and keep fighting harder than any man he had worked with. He had never considered himself brilliant, and as a rider or a shot he was only average. But he could keep going in situations where others had to stop. He had never quit a fight, and the fight he was in now demanded just that persistence of him. He might be dying, but he couldn’t quit until he had killed his killer. If he failed, all his effort would have been futile, and the lives of people who trusted him deeply would, in all likelihood, be forfeit.


  Call risked sitting up for a second to see if he could catch a glimpse of the rifleman. The hobbled horse was exactly where it had been. But Call saw no one—not a movement, not a hat, not a glint of sun on a rifle barrel.


  He flattened himself on his belly and began to push the rifle ahead of him. He wished he could simply cut off the useless arm and the useless leg. The leg was the worst—he didn’t look at his knee, but he knew it must be nothing but bone fragments: The pain was beginning, and when he moved, sharp points of bone tore at what flesh was left. The arm he didn’t feel. He pulled himself along on his one good elbow. For a while he pushed the rifle ahead of him, but he soon abandoned the rifle and took out his pistol instead. If he got a shot at Joey Garza it would likely be at close range. If it wasn’t at close range, he would probably miss anyway, particularly if he tried to shoot a rifle with one hand.


  Every few minutes, Call raised up. His vision annoyed him. He couldn’t see sharply. He could see the horse but not the shooter. It angered him. His eyesight was no longer adequate to the work he had tried to do. No doubt Gus McCrae or Charles Goodnight, men renowned for the sharpness of their vision, would have seen the boy under the horse while still safely out of rifle range. Either one of them could have seen that the horse was hobbled, and have avoided the bullets. He had tried spectacles but found them irritating, and he had not provided himself with any for the trip. That little neglect was another reason he was shot and dying.


  Call kept on crawling. The hobbled horse had been some two hundred yards away when the shots came. Call wiggled for nearly half the distance, the pain in his leg growing more terrible with every movement. He left a trail of blood on the sand and on the sage bushes as he crawled. But he began to grow weak, and he began to feel light-headed. He saw that he wasn’t going to make it to the hobbled horse. He wouldn’t last that long.


  Besides, the boy might not even be there. He might have been so confident of the wounds he had given that he had simply slipped away. Call felt his strength failing. He had crawled a long way, but he was still just half the distance to the horse, and had still not caught one glimpse of human movement.


  He decided to tempt the boy, if the boy was there. He would show himself; maybe the boy would want to laugh at him, taunt him, shoot him again. If so, Call might be lucky enough to get off two or three pistol shots. If he was very lucky, he might put the boy down.


  It was a gamble, of course. He had never shot especially well with the pistol, and the Garza boy would not likely be such a fool as to come close. So far, the Garza boy had been no sort of fool at all.


  But it was a chance—his only chance. In another few minutes, he might pass out. Already he had lost so much blood that his hand was unsteady. Call wished he had kept pushing the rifle. It would make a fair crutch, something to support him when he stood up. But he had foolishly left it. He would just have to teeter as best he could and hope the Garza boy would be amused enough to expose himself.


  Very carefully, Call got into a sitting position. He had his pistol on cock. He got his good leg under him and rested a minute. When he tried to take a deep breath to steady himself, he coughed. Again, he felt the first bullet, like a nut in his chest.


  But he gathered himself, wiped the sweat out of his eyes with his good arm, wiped the blood off the gun with his shirttail, and slowly eased up. The hobbled horse was still hobbled. Call could see nothing beneath it.


  Then he heard a movement to his left and shot three times at the sound. It had sounded like a human footstep—Joey Garza had probably been sneaking up to finish him. But to his immediate, bitter disappointment, Call saw that it was only the mule deer he had scared earlier. He had shot the big doe. She bucked a few times and ran off, the fawn bounding after her through the sage.


  Call knew it was no good. It was a failure; a botch. Joey Garza had left. He might have already found Lorena and killed her. Perhaps Joey wouldn’t bother with her. After all, he had killed the bounty hunter, and there would be no one to interfere with his robbing for a while. Perhaps the clever boy would just ride away.


  But it was clear that all the options belonged to Joey Garza. Call couldn’t see him, couldn’t find him, couldn’t affect his actions. He eased back down. He had begun to feel the dangling arm, as well as the shattered leg. He lay flat, concealing the pistol under his bloody shirttail. If the boy did happen to ride by to inspect the body, Call might yet get off a shot. But he didn’t expect this to happen. His head was swimming. He was so light in the head that he felt he was off the ground. He seemed to be somewhere between the sagebrush and the moving clouds. He tried to keep his eyes open. He felt dreamy and tried to fight the feeling. He kept telling himself that any moment he might look up and see the Garza boy standing over him, or looking down at him from horseback. He had to try to stay alert. But his eyelids wouldn’t obey. They kept closing, at first for only a fraction of a second. But then it seemed to Call that despite himself, he was floating away into the world behind his eyelids. They wouldn’t stay open. They wouldn’t.


  In the world behind his eyelids, everything was white.


  5.


  WHEN LORENA HEARD the shooting, she quickly took her pistol out of her bag. In Presidio, Captain Call had given her one of his rifles; she took that, too.


  “If we get separated, you’d have a gun you might kill an antelope or a deer with,” he had said.


  “I’ve never killed a big animal,” Lorena had replied. “I’d rather we didn’t get separated.”


  Now they were separated. Lorena had trouble getting the heavy rifle out of its scabbard. She finally had to take the scabbard off the saddle to do it. She took the pistol and the rifle and crawled quickly into a thick clump of chaparral near the camp. The thorns were sharp and she got scratched in several places, but she didn’t care. She clutched the guns and pushed on into the very center of the chaparral. If the shooter was Mox Mox and he had killed Captain Call, she meant to kill herself, or else fight so hard that Mox Mox would have to kill her to get her out of the brush. She didn’t intend to be Mox Mox’s prisoner again, not even if it meant losing the life she wanted to devote to her children. Clara and Pea Eye would have to raise the children. She would not live to let Mox Mox smear grease in her eyes again.


  Lorena crouched in the brush listening, the pistol in her hand. After the first several rifle shots, there was a long silence. She could only endure it. She didn’t dare come out of her hiding place, although she knew it would be no hiding place at all to the killers if they came for her.


  Then she heard three smaller reports—pistol shots, she supposed. Crouching, she remembered the night Gus had rescued her from Blue Duck and Ermoke. She remembered the shooting, and how she had hoped she would die somehow if Gus was killed. She felt that terrible feeling again. If Captain Call had fallen and left her to Mox Mox, she wanted to die. She wanted to have it over; her hope was that she would have the strength to shoot herself. She would have to not think too much of her children. She would have to let them pass in her mind to Clara and Pea.


  But the cold hours passed, and Lorena heard nothing and saw nothing. There was not a movement anywhere. She twisted around and around in the thorny chaparral, hoping to catch a glimpse of the men who might be coming, so she could prepare.


  But no men came. Lorena waited hours; four or more, judging by the weak sun. Finally she began to be a little less frightened. The terror that had tightened her chest and made it hard even to breathe began to loosen. It might be that no one was coming. It might be that Captain Call had killed Mox Mox, or the Garza boy, or whoever had been there. If he hadn’t, someone would have come.


  She kept looking in the direction Captain Call had taken. She knew he must be injured or dead, otherwise he would have returned. She began to feel that she should go look for him, but it was midafternoon, and the sun was dropping in its arc before she could conquer her fear sufficiently to crawl out of the chaparral. The thorns had made her feel at least a little bit safe. She was reluctant to leave them, but she knew she had to. If Captain Call was dead, it was time to know it. Then she would have to try and go on alone. She knew where the Rio Grande was. That morning, Captain Call had said they would be there in two more days. She thought she could survive two days and find her way, if no one caught her.


  When she stood up she could see one of the stray horses. It had not moved from where it had been that morning, though the other horse was gone. She mounted and rode toward the horse, her pistol in her hand. It took her only a few minutes to cover the distance to the stray horse.


  The first thing she saw as she came near the stray was a dead horse: it was Captain Call’s. Lying not far from it was a dead mule deer. As Lorena approached, a fawn bounded away.


  Then she saw the Captain’s rifle. There was blood on the sand near it, and a bloody trail leading toward the stray horse. Lorena dismounted and followed the trail of blood, pistol in hand.


  When she found the Captain lying flat on his back behind a sage bush, a pistol lying near, she thought he was dead. Blood had pooled beneath him, some of it seeping out of a wound in his chest; the rest was from a smashed arm and smashed leg. She thought he was dead. She had better leave him and try to get to the river and find Pea Eye. But when she knelt by the Captain, she saw his eyelids flutter. He opened his eyes and his hand came up, as if he were about to fire a gun at her. Only he had no gun in his hand. The pistol lay not a foot away, beside his mangled leg.


  Call saw that it was the woman, Pea Eye’s wife. Her face had collected itself out of the whiteness he lay in. She had a horse behind her. He had almost shot at her, thinking she was Joey Garza—it was lucky he had lost hold of his gun.


  “He got me, you go on,” he whispered.


  “Who got you—was it Mox Mox?”


  “No,” Call said. “Mox Mox would have come to burn me. It was the boy. I never saw a trace of him.”


  Then he fainted. His voice had been a feeble whisper. Yet he wasn’t dead. How he had lived with such wounds and such a loss of blood was a mystery, though Lorena knew that people did survive the most terrible wounds, all the time. Gus McCrae could have survived, if only he would have allowed his legs to be taken off. Lorena had felt angry for years that Gus would not allow that; as if she would have stopped loving him because he had no legs!


  Now the same violence or worse had been done to the Captain. If he lived at all, he would probably have to lose the leg and the arm. Lorena didn’t know how she could move him without killing him. Yet she had to move him, or else build a fire where he was. When night came, he would freeze in his own blood if he had no fire.


  Also, his horse was dead, and they had brought no pack animals. He would have to ride her horse, if he lived. Then she remembered the stray horse, still standing a hundred yards or so away. Maybe the stray was tame enough that she could ride him. Then the Captain could have her horse, if she could get him on it. She took the bridle off Call’s dead horse and walked out to the stray. The horse, a buckskin, whinnied when she approached; she saw that he was hobbled. No wonder he had stood there all day. She slipped the bridle on, and the horse let her lead him back to where the Captain lay.


  Then Lorena went back to their camp and moved it. She had been mostly packed anyway. There was just the coffeepot and the skillet and a few other things. She had waited in the chaparral too long, and now it was too late to move the Captain. The best thing she could do for him was to build a big fire and try to get a little coffee in him. If she kept him warm, he might live through the night.


  Lorena spent the last hour of sunlight gathering wood. She wanted to keep the fire hot until morning. The Captain whispered now and then, but so low that Lorena couldn’t hear what he was saying. He was still bleeding; she didn’t expect him to live. His hands twitched, but otherwise he scarcely moved. At times, the Captain lay so still that Lorena thought he was gone. She would have to put her hand on his breast to determine that he was still breathing.


  The only water she had was in the four canteens, and there was no creek or river near where they had camped. Lorena knew she ought to wash the Captain’s wounds, but she was fearful of using up the water. If she couldn’t move him for several days, they would need it. If she left him to go look for water, she might be unable to find her way back—she might only make their situation worse.


  She decided finally to sacrifice one canteen. She boiled water in the coffeepot, and very carefully opened the Captain’s shirt and cleaned the wound in his chest. The arm and the leg were more difficult, for she had to cut his shirtsleeve and pants leg away. Every time she moved the wounded limbs even a little, the Captain moaned. Once, when she was a little too rough with the leg, he cried out.


  It was no wonder, either. His knee was nothing but splinters of bone, and the arm was not much better. Still, Lorena knew that it was the wound in his chest that threatened his life. The wound leaked only a little blood now, but a large bullet was somewhere in the Captain, near his heart, and that was bad.


  Once in the night, Call woke. He had supposed Lorena was gone, but then he saw her putting sticks on the fire.


  “You ought to go on,” he said, again. “You can make the river. Pea Eye ain’t far from the river. Just follow the Rio Concho into Mexico for half a day. You’ll find him.”


  “Captain, I can’t ride off and leave you to die,” Lorena said. “If you die, I’ll go—but not until then.”


  “Foolish,” Call whispered. “I might linger for a week. I can’t get well. I’d be obliged if you’d go.”


  “Am I such poor company?” Lorena said, trying to josh a little. His breathing was labored, and she didn’t expect he would live.


  “You’ve got a family, I don’t,” Call whispered.


  “You need to quit talking and rest,” Lorena said.


  That was easy advice to take. Call found that just lifting his tongue to make words was heavy work. It was as hard as lifting the side of a wagon to fix a busted wheel. A few words, just whispers, and he had to rest.


  In the night the sky cleared, and the cold grew more bitter. Just before first light, Lorena used the last of her wood. She could hear the Captain breathing; there was a rasp in his breath. She had to walk a long way to find an armful of frozen sticks. For a moment she thought she was lost; but luckily, it was still dark enough that she caught a flash of her own fire. She made it back to camp and fed the fire, holding her cold hands over it.


  Despite the good fire, the Captain was shivering. Lorena managed to pull and tug until she got the saddle free of his dead mount. She wanted the saddle blanket. They had only three blankets, and she put all of them on the Captain, placing the heavy saddle blanket over them. She had to keep arranging the blankets, because the Captain became restive. When he shifted, he cried out from the pain in his arm and leg.


  Lorena knew she had to choose from between lesser evils. She could try to get the Captain on a horse and take him with her, or she had to leave and hope she could find a town and get back with help before he died. Probably he would die in either event, from moving or from staying.


  He was not a large man; in the years since she had last seen him, he had become older and smaller. She was sure he hadn’t been so small when she had known him before her marriage. She felt sure she could lift him onto a horse, but whether the movement would kill him, she didn’t know. When it warmed a little, she would have to make her choice.


  She tried to feed Call a little coffee with a spoon, but he was shivering so that most of the coffee spilled onto his shirt.


  “You need to take a little, it’ll warm you,” she said. But Call was unconscious; he didn’t respond.


  Lorena decided then to take him with her. If she could get him on a horse while he was unconscious, the pain might not be so sharp. A few buzzards were circling in the cold sky, attracted by the dead horse and the dead deer. Lorena’s horse was an old black plug named Blackie. The Captain had chosen a solid mount for her, one that would not act up and throw her some cold morning.


  She saddled Blackie and walked him over to the dead horse. The frost was so intense that the dead horse didn’t smell, not yet. The corpse would make a good stepladder, she decided; it was the only one available to her. She didn’t want to give herself time to think about the task too much. She didn’t want to waver.


  When she lifted the Captain, she was shocked by how little he weighed. Clarie, her fifteen-year-old, far outweighed him. She had been tussling with Clarie not long before they left home, and had tried to lift her off the ground. It was all she could do to lift her daughter and carry her a few steps.


  Captain Call wasn’t as heavy as Clarie, not nearly. It seemed absurd to her that this man, old and small, was still the man they sent after the meanest killers. They should have found a younger manhunter long since, and Captain Call should have been living a safer life.


  That was wisdom come too late, though. As she was carrying him to the horse, the Captain woke. He looked at the ground, as if surprised that a woman was carrying him. But his eyes were not focusing, for he was in great pain.


  “Captain, do you think you can ride?” Lorena asked. “I caught that other horse—I’ll put you on Blackie.”


  Call blinked; the world was hazy. He saw the black horse standing by the dead horse. Lorena was carrying him as if he weighed nothing. The fact was, his weight had dropped in the last few years. But not being on his own feet startled him. It made him wonder if he was still himself. He had always had his own feet on the ground. To be carried, even the few steps to the horse, was like floating. He felt he was floating into another life, a life so different from his old one that he wondered if he would even have the same name.


  “I ain’t been carried since my ma carried me, I guess,” he whispered.


  Lorena got his good foot in the stirrup. Call pulled up with her help, but when he swung his bad leg over the saddle, he yelled out; then he vomited and fainted.


  At least he was on the horse, Lorena thought. He was unconscious. She cut his lariat into sections with the big bowie knife he kept in his saddlebags, and then she tied him on.


  The buckskin stray was jumpy when she first mounted, but she walked him until he settled down. Captain Call was alive, but only just. She didn’t want any jumpy horses causing his death. She led Blackie, and led him slowly. She hoped Call would come to from time to time, to direct her if she strayed off course.


  Call did awaken several times during the day, but he was too weak to speak. The pain in his leg was so intense that he could not hang on to consciousness for more than a few minutes. Lorena checked on him frequently. She was hoping for directions, but Call’s whispers were incoherent. He muttered a name, but she didn’t catch it.


  Lorena stopped well before dark. She wanted plenty of time to gather firewood. They stopped by a little creek with a trickle of water in it. She wanted to heat water and try again to wash the Captain’s wounds. He had wet himself during the long day horseback. She knew she could never manage to change his pants with the shattered knee, but she could at least put him by the fire and dry him. The wound in his chest was still leaking blood. She cleaned that and then cleaned off the saddle; it was a bloody, smelly mess.


  Lorena gathered an abundance of firewood and drank several cups of strong coffee. She gave the Captain some and he came awake enough to drink it gratefully. All they had was bacon. Lorena fried some, but the Captain only ate two bites.


  “Dillard,” he whispered. It was the name he had been muttering all day. But it meant nothing to Lorena.


  “Dillard Brawley,” Call said. “He was the barber in Lonesome Dove.”


  “Well, I never used a barber in Lonesome Dove,” Lorena said. “I guess I never met him.”


  “A centipede got in his pants and ruined his leg,” Call whispered. “Gus and me tied him to a table and cut his leg off. We had to—he would have died of blood poisoning, if we hadn’t. You have to do the same, you have to cut my leg off.”


  “No,” Lorena said. “That town can’t be more than two more days. There’ll be a doctor there to tend to your leg.”


  In his haze during the ride, Call remembered Gus McCrae’s wounded legs and how they looked before he died. Both Gus’s legs had turned black, and Gus’s wound had been nowhere near as bad as his. During the day, a great clot of blood had formed on Call’s splintered knee. The bullet had hit just below the knee, but had gone upward and wrecked the kneecap. Lorena had tried to wash the clot, but it looked so bad that she had concentrated on doing the other wounds first. The bone fragments were like needles.


  Then she remembered the one-legged man in Lonesome Dove; he had come in the bar sometimes. He had a hoarse voice.


  “Was Dillard the man with the hoarse voice?” she asked.


  Call nodded. “He ruined his voice, screaming, when we took the leg off,” Call whispered. “We thought he’d faint, but he never fainted. He just screamed his voice away.”


  Lorena concentrated on washing the wounded arm; she hoped the Captain would forget about the leg, though she knew the pain must be too great to allow for forgetfulness. She was not squeamish. Clara had sometimes been in demand as a midwife, and Lorena had gone with her to help. She had also helped castrate horses when the ranch was shorthanded, and she had helped birth foals, as well as babies. She had felt the pains of childbirth five times herself, and she didn’t faint at the sight of blood, even a lot of blood. She had seen injuries, some of them horrible. She had once bandaged the arm of a farmer who had been mangled in a haying machine, and she had several times cut fishhooks out of her own children.


  But she didn’t want to have to be the one to remove Captain Call’s leg. Better to travel night and day until they reached a settlement where there was a qualified doctor. The knee looked so bad that she was even indecisive about cleaning it. Still, there was Gus and his death to remember. The clot on the Captain’s knee was black.


  Lorena thought about it until her mind went numb. She tipped over by the hot fire and slept a little.


  In the morning when she awoke, the Captain was looking at her out of feverish eyes. Lorena looked at the leg and then looked away.


  “You might bleed to death,” she said.


  “I didn’t yet,” Call whispered. “I ain’t handsome, like Gus. I’ve got no women to lose. If I have to be one-legged, I will. I want to live to kill that boy.”


  Lorena felt a flush of disgust. The man was all but dead and might be dead before a day passed, or even an hour. He could barely whisper and his arm was ruined; he had a bullet in his chest that made his breath sound like a snore. Yet he still wanted to kill. The sympathy Lorena had felt for him in his pain went away. Not all of it, but much of it.


  “You ought to think of a better reason to live than killing a boy,” Lorena said. “If killing is the only reason you can think of to live, then you might as well die.”


  Call was surprised by the anger in Lorena’s voice.


  Lorena was surprised by it herself. It came from memories and from times long past, from things she had felt about Gus, and things she had felt about Jake Spoon. The very man before her, Captain Call, the man with the ruined arm and leg and the deep chest wound, had himself hung Jake Spoon, his friend. If Gus McCrae hadn’t killed to save her, she would have died alone at the hands of cruel men, long years before. She would have had no husband, no children, no pupils. Killing was part of the life they had all lived on the frontier. Gus’s killings had saved her, but Lorena still felt a bitterness and an anger; not so much at the old, hurt man laying by the campfire as at the brutal way of life in the place they lived. She and Clara sometimes daydreamed of making a trip to England together to see civilization. They meant to visit Shakespeare’s birthplace, and to see a play. They had amused themselves in the Nebraska evenings by imagining what they would say if they happened to meet Mr. Browning on the street, or Mr. Carlyle.


  Yet here she was, not with Clara in a theater or a nice hotel in London, but on a bleak prairie, with not even one house within a hundred miles, caring for an old killer who wanted her to cut his ruined leg off so he could get well and kill again. She had studied and educated herself, but she had not escaped. When she looked around and saw where she was and remembered why she was there—because this man had taken her kind husband to help him kill a train robber—she felt a deeper anger still.


  “I’m tired of it,” Lorena said. “I’m tired of it, Captain! You oughtn’t to have taken my husband. He’s not a killer. You and Gus were the killers. I loved Gus McCrae, but not like I love my husband. Our children love him and need him. You oughtn’t to have taken him from us.”


  Call was sorry he had said anything; better to have stayed quiet until he died. Lorena was risking her life to help him, and Pea Eye was risking his life too; and yet he had angered her. There was justice in what she said, too. He shouldn’t have taken her husband. He had taken him and wasted weeks of his time and put his life in jeopardy, and for nothing.


  “The Garza boy is a killer,” he whispered.


  “I don’t care,” Lorena said. “There’s killers and killers and killers out here. My husband’s got nothing to do with that. You should have let him be.”


  Call remembered the fury Clara Allen had directed at him in Nebraska, as he was leaving her ranch with Augustus’s body to bring it back to Texas. Now another woman, and one who was putting herself to great trouble to save him, was just as angry, if not angrier. He didn’t know what the flaw was in his speech or in himself that brought up such anger in women.


  But the fury was up in Lorena. He saw it in her eyes, in the way her nostrils flared, in the stiff way she held herself.


  “You remember what I was, Captain,” Lorena said. “I was a whore. Two dollars was all I cost—a dollar on Sunday. I don’t know how many men bought me. I expect if you brought them all here, they’d about fill this desert. I expect they’d nearly make an army.”


  Call remembered well enough. Gus and Jake and Dish and many men in Lonesome Dove had visited Lorena. In those days, cowboys rode fifty miles out of their way to visit Lorena.


  “But I’m not a whore now,” Lorena said. “I’m a married woman. I’m a mother. I teach school. I didn’t stay what I was—can you understand that? I didn’t stay what I was! Clara cared for me, and she showed me a better way.”


  Call didn’t know what was wrong. Lorena had clenched her fist, and if he had been well she might have hit him. But the Garza boy was a killer, and a deadly one: he killed frequently and without pity, so far as Call knew. He had been hired to stop the boy’s killing. That was his job. Getting well in order to do what he had been hired to do seemed a reason to live; though when he took stock of his actual condition, he knew it was unlikely that he would ever go on the hunt for a killer again. He probably wouldn’t live anyway—why was the woman so angry?


  “I’ll cut your leg off!” Lorena said. “I’ll cut it off now! If you die, then you’ll have been killed by a killer like yourself. But if you live, you oughtn’t to stay a killer. I didn’t stay a whore!”


  In her anger she thought she could just take the big knife and cut the ruined leg off. But when she actually prepared for the task, she cooled quickly. Call was feverish and barely conscious. When he saw Lorena take the knife he wondered, in a dim, faraway state of mind, if he should have made the request. He and Gus together had a time getting Dillard Brawley’s leg off, and they’d had a saw. A knife wouldn’t cut bone. If the joint was shattered, as it seemed to be, she might cut there. But she would have to nick the knife blade first to make a kind of saw.


  “Hit the knife on a rock, hit hard,” Call said, weakly. “You need to nick it a little, so it’ll saw.


  “Once you’ve nicked it, sharpen it,” he added, in a whisper. “There’s a whetstone in my saddlebags.”


  Lorena found the whetstone. She hit the knife blade hard against a rock, again and again. Finally she made a few small nicks along the blade. Then she sharpened the big knife for several minutes. Captain Call had his eyes closed. Lorena hoped he was unconscious. She filled the coffeepot with water and heated it; then she poured the water over his knee until most of the black clot was gone. She knew she had to cut at the joint, and she wanted to see as clearly as she could.


  “Captain, I oughtn’t to do this,” Lorena said. “I don’t know how to take a leg off.”


  “If I die, it’ll be the bullet that killed me, not the knife,” Call whispered. “It won’t be none of your fault.”


  “That’s how you feel, maybe,” Lorena replied. “I’m the one that will be doing the cutting. If this don’t work, I’ll be questioning my judgment for a long time.”


  Time and again in her marriage, Lorena had watched Pea Eye put off decisions. He would hem and haw, and lean one way and then another, and try to weigh the pros of a given matter against the cons. Usually he would keep on weighing the pros and cons for several weeks, or even months, until one day Lorena would have had enough of his procrastination. She would whirl and make the decision herself, annoyed that she hadn’t gone on and made it weeks before.


  She was at such a point with the Captain. He was only just barely alive. His leg was ruined. Either she had to carry him on and hope she found a doctor before he died, or she had to cut.


  Without speaking to Call again, she made her decision—she cut. She grasped his thigh with her left hand to hold it steady, and she cut. Call moaned; he was too weak to manage a scream. He was in a hazy, hot state. He moaned twice, and then boiling red water seemed to settle over him.


  Lorena was glad he was unconscious. She didn’t want him looking at her with his feverish eyes while she labored to remove his leg. It was labor, too; the hardest, apart from childbirth, that she had ever done. In no time it seemed she had blood to her elbows. The knife became slippery, so slippery that Lorena had to wipe off the handle several times. The flesh cut, but the bone was unyielding. She sawed and sawed, but it seemed that she was only scraping the bone. The Captain was bleeding heavily again, and it seemed to Lorena that he must be almost drained. He might be bleeding to death even, as she cut.


  Lorena became desperate. She began to saw with both hands, bearing down on the knife as hard as she could. Blood ran so thick that she couldn’t see the groove where she had the knife. Her arms were weary up to the shoulders from pressing and sawing. Once when she paused just a moment, the Captain rolled over. She had to turn him back and then wash the blood out and find the cut in the bone. She began to hate the blood: it was everywhere—on her, on her dress, on the Captain’s shirt. It made the knife so slippery she couldn’t hold it in the groove. She wanted to take a rock and smash the leg off somehow. Her shoulders ached, and a pain shot down her back from the effort of bearing down on the knife. She remembered Clara, and how she had worked when they were pulling a foal out of a young mare. Clara’s arms would be red to the shoulder from reaching into the mare to turn the foal. She would go home bloody from her shoulders down, but she never quit and she rarely lost a foal. Lorena knew she couldn’t quit, either. She had started and she had to finish. She sawed on and on, though she had little hope that she would succeed or that the Captain would live.


  Then Lorena realized she was sawing dirt. It was dirt as soaked with blood as she and the Captain were, but it was dirt. The leg was off. Lorena was so exhausted that she couldn’t move. She knew she would have to tear up a dress to make a bandage, for it was all she had. But she was too weak to move. She didn’t know what to do with the severed leg. She had cut it off, but she didn’t want to touch it or even look at it. She didn’t want to bury it or be near it. What she had done had been too hard. It had brought her so close to death that the thought of death was comforting. She had known that feeling before—life could be so harsh that the thought of death seemed to offer the only comfort. It wasn’t good to be so close to death, because death might suck you in. She got to her feet finally, and walked away a few steps to be farther from the Captain. She felt she wanted to be away from him and away from what she had done.


  She walked some distance from the fire and sat down on a large rock. She was covered with the Captain’s blood. She didn’t know if he was even alive, and she would soon have to go find out. But for a moment she needed to stay apart, for if she didn’t she might lose her mind. She had come so close to death that she had forgotten everything else, forgotten that she was a married woman with children to raise. She had to stay apart to remember who she was and what her life was. She had to remember her children and her husband. She had to pull back from the place of blood and killing.


  Lorena sat for nearly an hour, feeling empty. She knew the Captain might be dying—bleeding to death as she sat—but she could not do a thing about it. She had done what the man had asked. Most of her life she had struggled to do what some man asked, but she was through with that. She could do no more. Only Pea Eye, her husband, didn’t ask her for things she had to strain to do. Pea Eye never asked for anything. Sometimes it irritated her that he asked for so little.


  But when she calmed down some, what she felt was a great longing to see Pea, her husband. She needed to see him. Once she found him, then she could rest.


  When Lorena stood up again, she found that she had hardly any strength in her legs. It was hard even to walk back to the campfire, but she did. Captain Call was still alive and still unconscious. She didn’t want to touch the severed leg. She pushed it away with a stick, tore up her spare dress, and bandaged Call’s wound as best she could. Then she saddled the horses and packed the few things there were to pack. She went to the little creek and filled all the canteens, moving very slowly. She seemed to have no strength. Getting the Captain on the horse was going to be hard. She began to wish he would just die, so she wouldn’t have to bother. Lifting him was very hard, but the Captain roused a little once he was in the saddle. He steadied himself, though he didn’t speak and didn’t seem to know where he was. Lorena was not sure he even realized she had cut off his leg.


  The leg lay by the smoldering campfire where Lorena had pushed it. Captain Call’s boot was still on it. Lorena started to mention the boot, but what good was a boot if you didn’t have the leg? She felt wrong; probably she should bury the leg. But she was too tired, too tired to bury it, or even to mention it. She barely had the strength to tie the duffle to her saddle. Pulling herself into the saddle was hard. When she reached over to take Blackie’s reins, she felt a great urge just to put her head down on the horse’s neck and go to sleep.


  “We go south,” Call barely whispered. He saw that Lorena was exhausted. He felt a throbbing pain, but it was less sharp than it had been.


  “Captain, I left your leg,” Lorena said, as they were starting.


  Captain Call didn’t hear, and didn’t answer.


  6.


  THE MORNING AFTER Deputy Plunkert ran away in his grief Famous Shoes, who had been squatting by the fire napping a little, heard the approach of a stumbling horse. Olin Roy had risen early and departed. Olin had never been one to stay in camp very long.


  Brookshire was already awake. Even though he was very tired, the cold was so intense that he generally huddled by the fire in the hours before dawn. Sitting up was more restful than laying on the cold ground.


  “Pea Eye is a good sleeper,” Famous Shoes observed. “I don’t think he would hear a bear if one came along.”


  “Why, there ain’t bears here, are there?” Brookshire asked. “The Captain didn’t mention bears when we came through here before.”


  “In the Madre, where I live, there are many bears,” Famous Shoes said. “There are not too many bears left along the river, but there are still enough that a bear could come along.”


  “If one came along, it would eat Pea Eye before he woke up,” he added.


  Brookshire was glad he had several guns with him. If a bear came into camp, he supposed he could hit it. The range would not be a problem.


  “I think that horse I hear has something wrong with it,” Famous Shoes said. “It’s just stumbling along.”


  He got up and disappeared into the darkness. Brookshire had heard one or two faint sounds, but he couldn’t identify them. If the old Indian thought they were made by a stumbling horse, he was probably right.


  Famous Shoes was back almost immediately, leading Deputy Plunkert’s horse, which was indeed crippled and without its saddle and bridle. Its right shoulder seemed to be broken, and a rear leg was injured as well. When Famous Shoes tried to inspect its rear leg, the horse squealed in pain.


  The squeal woke up Pea Eye, who had been dreaming that it was Saturday afternoon at home. Lorena had been giving the boys their haircuts. All the boys hated having their hair cut; they considered it unfair that they should have to have their hair cut so often, since Clarie, their big sister, could let her hair grow as long as she liked. Nonetheless, Lorena insisted on cutting the boys’ hair every other Saturday afternoon. She had ordered special hair clippers from a catalogue and had a special pair of scissors that she used to give haircuts with. The boys all complained that the clippers pinched them cruelly, but Lorena ignored their complaints.


  After she finished with the boys, Lorena would cut his hair. Although the clippers did occasionally pinch a little, Pea Eye didn’t mind Lorena’s haircuts at all. He liked the touch of his wife’s cool hands as she smoothed his hair and brushed it. He had a tendency to cowlicks. Lorena could never correct them, but she would often take several minutes at the end of each haircut, smoothing the remains of the cowlicks with her cool hands, trying to make him look presentable or at least acceptable, in case they felt like making the fifteen-mile trip to church on Sunday morning. Pea Eye would go into a happy reverie while Lorena cut his hair. He knew he was very lucky to have such a considerate and affectionate wife, one who would take time from her many chores to cut his hair and try to make it look good. He knew he didn’t really look very good—he never had—it was all that much more a miracle that Lorena chose to give him such loving attention. He didn’t know why she did, and he never allowed himself to expect it to continue; yet through the years, as the children grew, it seemed that it did continue.


  It was so nice to see Lorena and the boys, even in a dream, that Pea Eye was reluctant to wake up and face the day. It was very pleasant to be with his family in his dream of Saturday afternoon. He could even see the clippings of brown hair—the boys had brown hair—all over the kitchen floor. Lorena would sweep up the hair cuttings as soon as she finished the haircuts. If she saw a particularly fetching lock from one of her sons, though, she might keep it and put it in her album of family memories.


  “Why, it ain’t too different from taking scalps,” Pea Eye had observed once, when he noticed Lorie saving a lock of Georgie’s hair.


  “It is too different!” Lorena said. Then to his horror, she burst into tears.


  “I just want a few curls of hair from my menfolks,” she said, in a shaking voice. “I’d have it to remember you all by, in case something happened to any of you.”


  She cried hard, and Pea Eye felt miserable. Then she stopped crying. At least that was over, he thought. He regretted his careless remark about the scalps.


  “Things happen to people, don’t you understand that?” Lorena said, and began crying again, harder than ever.


  Still, despite that painful memory, one of the many that had been caused by his slips of the tongue, it was hard to leave the peaceful dream of home and haircutting to come back to the cold world of Mexico. Deputy Plunkert’s horse was back in camp, badly crippled. But where was Deputy Plunkert?


  “I think his horse fell,” Famous Shoes said. “It has blood on its head. I think it fell and hit a rock.”


  Sure enough, the horse had a cut place on its head.


  “Could you backtrack this horse?” Pea Eye asked. “Ted Plunkert might be hurt.”


  “I think you should kill this horse—it can’t walk any further,” Famous Shoes said. “We can eat him.”


  Then he left. He was gone several hours. His absence made Brookshire nervous. Morning became noon, and then midafternoon. They were just sitting and waiting, and Brookshire hated waiting. At least when they were moving, he could convince himself that they were following a plan. It was the Captain’s plan. On a day-to-day and hour-to-hour basis it might seem pointless, but there was always at least the hope that the Captain might know what he was doing. He might yet catch Joey Garza, or kill him, thus ending the threat. After all, Brookshire had seen with his own eyes how quickly Captain Call had ended the threat of Sheriff Joe Doniphan. It had only taken him a few seconds once he got to it.


  The few seconds that it would take him to end the career of Joey Garza might arrive just as unexpectedly. The hands of the clock would keep turning, and one day the Captain and Joey Garza would finally be in the same place. Then when that moment arrived, Joey Garza would be dead or captured, and Colonel Terry could get a good night’s sleep, or at least start worrying about something else. Brookshire had never witnessed anything as violent as what Captain Call had done to the sheriff. He had seen the results of such violence during the War, but he had not actually seen the violence happen.


  “I wish Famous Shoes would get back,” Pea Eye said. He had already shot the crippled horse, but he didn’t butcher it. They still had bacon, and a little venison from a small buck he had shot. He didn’t feel he had to be reduced to eating horsemeat, not yet.


  There were only two hours of sunlight left when Famous Shoes returned. Though he rarely seemed to show the effects of travel, this time he did. When he returned he wasn’t trotting; he was walking. He had a belt in his hand, which he handed to Pea Eye. It was Deputy Plunkert’s belt.


  “That horse ran off a bluff,” he said. “If the moon had been shining, he might have seen where he was going, but it was dark.”


  “How about Ted?” Pea Eye asked.


  “He is dead,” Famous Shoes said. “I buried him. I only had my knife to dig with, or I would have been back sooner.”


  “Good Lord, he fell that far?” Pea Eye said. “It must have been a high bluff.”


  “No, the fall only broke his hip,” Famous Shoes said. “Some vaqueros came along and shot him and took his clothes. I found this belt, though. I think they dropped it.”


  Though the fire was blazing, Brookshire felt cold. A man who had been with them for weeks, who had been sitting around this very campfire on the night before, was now dead. He had run off in grief over the cruel death of his wife and now was dead himself, of a circumstance almost as cruel.


  “He had a broken hip, and yet they shot him?” Brookshire said. “Who would shoot a man with a broken hip?”


  “I think they were just vaqueros,” Famous Shoes said, again. “They were probably poor. Their horses weren’t shod. There were four of them, I didn’t recognize their tracks. I think they were just vaqueros from the south. They probably wanted his guns and his saddle. I don’t know if he was willing to give them up. He shot one time with his rifle—here is the empty cartridge. They killed him and took his clothes. Then they went south.”


  “All his clothes?” Brookshire asked.


  Both Famous Shoes and Pea Eye looked at him as if he had asked a very foolish question.


  “We ought to get a ways along tonight,” Pea Eye said. “Those vaqueros might decide they want some more horses and guns. They might come back.”


  Famous Shoes was annoyed by his friend’s ignorance. Hadn’t he just said that the vaqueros had gone south? He had tracked them for two miles to make sure.


  “We can camp anywhere,” he said. “Those vaqueros are gone.”


  Brookshire didn’t mention the deputy’s clothes again, but he had his own view—and his view was that he preferred to imagine the deputy’s dead body fully clothed. The man had come on a trip for nothing, lost his wife in cruel circumstances, and then had been murdered himself in circumstances just as cruel. Deputy Plunkert had been a skinny fellow, and it was cold. Of course a dead man would not feel the cold, but Brookshire still didn’t like to think of that skinny white body lying naked in the cold night. In his mind, he dressed Deputy Plunkert in the clothes he had been wearing when he rode sobbing out of the camp. Pea Eye and Famous Shoes were men of the West, and no doubt they were used to such harsh sights.


  But Brookshire, an accountant from Brooklyn, was not.


  7.


  JOEY WAS SURPRISED and a little disappointed at how easily Captain Call had let himself be shot. He was still testing the range of the German rifle, and he had thought the Captain might be a man he should try to kill from the limits of the rifle’s range.


  He had followed Call from the day he left old Bean’s. Within an hour of hanging the judge, Joey was on Call’s trail and never lost it. He didn’t come too close to the man, though. He held about ten miles back; even so, it was soon apparent that Call knew he was being followed. From tracks, Joey saw that he doubled back several times, both day and night, hoping to surprise him or at least pick up his tracks. If Call had doubled back a few miles farther, he would have picked up Joey’s tracks, of course—no one could travel and leave no tracks at all.


  The Captain only doubled back some five or six miles. He was after Mox Mox and his men, and evidently felt that he had no more time to spare for the one man who was following him, if it was one man.


  Joey thought it impressive that the old man sensed he was being followed. Call had tried four times to pick up signs of his pursuer. It showed that he wasn’t a fool. Joey was hanging far back on the day Call attacked Mox Mox. Joey heard the shooting, but from very far away and faint; it could have been hunters shooting.


  But he followed, and then inspected the little battle site. It was evident that Captain Call was not an especially good shot. On the other hand, he had attacked several men and killed most of them. Also, he had wounded at least one of the men who had escaped. He was not a particularly good shot, but he was willing to fight and he fought successfully.


  When he left the scene of the fight, Joey decided to follow Mox Mox rather than Call. It was evident that Call was going to Fort Stockton. His trail could be picked up a little later.


  But Joey only had to track Mox Mox about three hours before he came upon his corpse, lying in a gully not far from a dead horse. Probably old Call didn’t even know he had killed the manburner, but he had killed him. Mox Mox would not be burning Rafael and Teresa. Joey would have to find another way to dispose of his brother and sister. If he couldn’t find a rich man who would buy them for slaves—a rich man might consider them too damaged to make good slaves—he could take them to the mountains near his cave and leave them for the bears or the big gray lobo wolves. Or he could simply push them off a cliff. He meant to kill them, one way or another. Then his mother would know what he thought of her whoring. She would have to give him all her attention. She would wash his clothes and make them soft, and cook him tasty meals when he was in Ojinaga.


  First, though, Captain Call had to be killed. He was old, but he could fight. He was to be respected, as John Wesley Hardin was to be respected. The Captain and the gunman were both men who didn’t hesitate to kill. Before Joey hung old Bean, he had run into a vaquero from Chihuahua who told him that Call had beaten the hard sheriff, Doniphan, almost to death with a rifle. All the vaqueros on both sides of the river had lived in fear of the hard sheriff. He had been severe with everyone he ever caught.


  Yet Call had easily beaten Doniphan. Call was a man to be approached with attention and skill.


  Joey lingered outside Fort Stockton for three days, waiting for the Captain to leave. He was afraid Call might take the train and escape. He didn’t know whether he should risk robbing a train with Captain Call on it. He would not be able to keep the man in sight, but to lose sight of him would mean taking a large risk. With most lawmen, Joey thought, he could rob the train anyway and depend upon his own quickness. But with Captain Call, quickness might not be the most important thing.


  Then Captain Call had left town with the woman. It surprised Joey greatly that old Call would need a woman. When people talked about Captain Call, women were never mentioned. Joey had supposed Call was a man like himself, one who didn’t need women and who didn’t like whores.


  That the woman was a whore like his mother, Joey had no doubt. He would have liked it better if Captain Call had continued to travel alone. Then he would have felt that he was stalking an equal. But no man who went with whores could be his equal.


  Then the cowboys with the herd of horses appeared, and Joey changed his plans. He had been thinking of shooting the Captain from a very long range, but he thought the horses might help him get a little closer. He stole two horses from the cowboys in the night, and hobbled one of them near the Captain’s camp. The Apache had often fired from beneath horses. He had heard that there were Comanche so skillful in approach, they could even fire from beneath the bellies of antelope or deer. He didn’t believe that anyone, even a Comanche, could get close enough to an antelope to fire from beneath its belly. Even if an Apache wore the skin of an antelope and imitated its movements, the antelope would smell the man beneath the skin and run off. Some deer, though, were stupid. With deer it might be possible.


  Joey had expected much more caution from Captain Call than the old man had exercised. He had been willing to risk a long shot. He was afraid if he waited too long, one of the cowboys might come back looking for the missing horses and muddle his plan.


  But the Captain merely rode out carelessly, not noticing that one of the horses didn’t move. A man who had hunted men all his life should know the difference between a hobbled horse and one that was loose. But the Captain had loped out within easy range. Perhaps his eyesight was failing him. It had been annoying that the lawman’s horse was high-stepping and trying to pitch. Joey thought that his first shot was a little off because of the jumpy horse. It was not off much, though; probably it would be mortal. Then he shot Call in the leg and in the arm, and killed his horse. The big bullets would ruin the arm and the leg. Even if the chest shot didn’t kill the old man outright, he would bleed to death or starve.


  Joey had no interest in the woman. He watched with the spyglass as she crawled into the chaparral carrying the pistol and the rifle. Probably she thought he would come and try to whore with her. Or she may have thought that the Captain had been shot by a gang of men, in which case she had good reason to be cautious.


  Joey didn’t think much about the woman. She could stay in the chaparral until she starved for all he cared. His only concern was Call. He moved around with his spyglass until he could see the body, and he saw at once that the Ranger wasn’t quite dead. His foot moved from time to time. Once he raised his good arm. Joey saw he had a pistol in his good hand, and that made Joey feel good. The old man was still wanting to kill him. He hoped Joey would come to rob his body, so he could shoot at close range. But Joey had no intention of coming any closer than he was. The Captain looked poor, and there was little likelihood that he owned anything worth taking to the cave.


  Joey could easily have come in closer and shot at him again. He would not have needed to come into pistol range or even close to pistol range to end the Captain’s life. But he didn’t want to shoot again. He wanted the man to die from the first bullet. Almost all his kills had been made with one shot.


  Still, if the old man somehow managed to live, it might be better. It might only enhance Joey’s reputation. After all, the Captain had hunted him for more than a month and had never even seen him. If Call survived, he would be a cripple. His leg would probably have to be cut off, and his arm too. Everyone who saw him would know what it meant: Joey Garza had beaten the most famous manhunter in the West, beaten him and left him a cripple. It would be obvious to all who saw the old man that it was Joey’s choice that Call lived. A man so injured would be easily killed. Better to let him live as a warning to other men who might be tempted to hunt him for bounty. He had destroyed Call as easily as Call had destroyed Sheriff Doniphan. Four shots, one for the horse—and the old king of the border had been cut down and made a cripple. Captain Call would no longer be a threat to even the most ignorant, careless outlaw. He would never again be thought capable of challenging anyone as able as Joey Garza.


  Joey decided to wait through the night to see if Call lived until morning. He saw the woman come out of the chaparral and go to the place where Call lay. He watched her move camp; he watched her gather firewood. She was blond. Her hair came loose as she was bending to gather firewood, and she let it stay loose. Joey watched her closely through the spyglass. At one point she squatted, to relieve herself. Joey felt a disgust and stopped looking. She was just like his mother—she was only a beast, a whore.


  The next morning, he watched the woman lift the Captain onto the black horse. She was a strong woman. When she came to catch the hobbled horse, Joey was only a hundred yards away. But the woman didn’t sense him. He followed them all day, expecting Call to die at any moment. But when afternoon came and the woman made camp, the old man was still alive.


  In the morning, Joey watched the woman cut off Call’s leg. He was surprised that a woman would attempt such a bloody task with only a big bowie knife. Of course, his mother had always butchered the sheep and the goats they ate, and she even butchered pigs when they had pigs. She didn’t mind being bloody, and neither did the blond woman who was cutting off Call’s leg. Joey watched it all through his spyglass. Old Call was tough. He lost blood and then more blood, and yet he didn’t die. When Joey had hacked off Benito’s arms and legs, he had been unprepared for the spurting blood. He had turned his face away and struck with the heavy machete. Later he had thrown away all his clothes and snuck naked into his house. He didn’t want to wear clothes that had blood on them. He couldn’t let his mother wash the clothes. She might understand, then, that the blood had come from her husband.


  Joey didn’t think the blond woman was going to be able to take Call’s leg off. She was tiring, and he could see her chest heaving. She stopped at times to rest, but she always returned to the task. Finally, when Joey had concluded that she wasn’t going to succeed, she got through the bone and the leg came off. Then the woman walked away from the camp and sat on a rock to rest. For a second, Joey was tempted to shoot her—it would be a test for Captain Call, to see if he could survive with only one leg and no one to help him.


  But Joey didn’t shoot her. He watched her mount the buckskin horse and saw her ride away, leading the horse that Captain Call was slumped on.


  It was a strange thing to see, a whore strong enough to cut a man’s leg off. Joey watched them go and then put his spyglass back in its leather case. He imagined Captain Call would die somewhere on the trail to the south.


  Now he had to go to Mexico and kill Call’s men. They had come after him in his own country and he meant to see that such effrontery cost them their lives. After he killed them he thought he might go to Ojinaga, though he didn’t intend to let anyone in the village see him when he got there.


  Once he got home, it would be Rafael’s and Teresa’s turns to die. He thought he might steal a horse and then tie them on the horse. He could take them to his cave for a while to tease them. The idea of throwing his brother and sister off a cliff had begun to appeal to him. He would take them to his cave and see how he felt about it then.


  8.


  THE DAY AFTER Lorena amputated his leg, Captain Call developed a fever so high that Lorena felt sure he would die. She had nursed five children through many fevers, but in the very young, fevers came and went like clouds in the skies. As the children grew older, high fevers were more serious—Captain Call was an old man, and he was burning up. Even Lorena couldn’t remember Georgie having fevers that felt as hot to the touch as Call’s, and Georgie was prone to blazing fevers.


  Call soon became incoherent. He mumbled, slumped over Blackie’s neck. The leg bled, but not much. Lorena had used the last of her extra clothing for bandages, and she had no more cloth to make bandages with. She had no medicines with which to treat the fever. If Call died, he died. All she could do was keep pressing on, hoping to come to the river.


  Lorena knew she was going in the right direction. She could tell that from the sun. But she was in a big country where she had never been before, and she didn’t know how to aim for the town. It could not be a very large town. The country rolled so that she knew she might not be able to see Presidio, unless she spotted it from the top of a ridge. Captain Call had said it was on the Rio Grande. That was all she knew.


  She stopped twice and tried to get the Captain to wake up and look around. If he could only glance around, he would probably figure out where they were and correct her if she was off course. He had mentioned that he had been over the country many times.


  But Captain Call was lost in fever, more lost even than Lorena was in the vast country. She would have to keep going as she was going and hope to know which direction to turn when she came to the river.


  They endured another cold night. Lorena was too tired to gather enough wood to see them through the night; the fire died well before dawn. She piled the heavy saddle blanket and all but one of the smaller blankets on the Captain, but it was not enough to keep him from shivering and shivering. Looking at him, so old and frail and sick, caused Lorena to feel pity but also puzzlement. What kept the man alive? Why didn’t he just die? The big bullet was still in him, close to his heart. His leg was gone, and the wound had not been treated. If it got infected, he would surely die. His arm was also terrible. She wasn’t going to try to cut it off; she wasn’t up to another amputation. Any of the three wounds might prove mortal.


  Yet the man still breathed. He burned with fever, he couldn’t talk, and couldn’t see, yet he breathed. Even if she wrestled him onto his horse and got him to Presidio and they found a doctor, what could the doctor do? And what would there be left for him if he did live? He couldn’t hunt men anymore. He wasn’t a rancher. He didn’t farm. He had lived all his life by the gun, and now no one would ever want him for his fighting abilities again. Better that he died—he wouldn’t have this suffering, and he wouldn’t have to live as an old cripple.


  Call had done what Gus McCrae wouldn’t do. He had given up his leg in order to keep his life. For years, Lorena had wished Gus had chosen to live, to live anyhow, and she had been angry with him because he hadn’t. But now, seeing Call, she wasn’t so sure.


  Riding over the barren ridges, leading the horse with the sick, feverish, diminished man on it toward a destination she didn’t know if she could even locate, made Lorena feel doubtful. Gus might have taken the sensible option, after all. He was the smartest man she had ever known, Gus McCrae. He had a fine, soaring imagination. Gus had not been able to put his imaginings in writing, as Mr. Dickens and Mr. Browning could, but he could speak them and he had spoken them to Lorena in the months they had been together. Gus had been himself—a full man. He’d had his flaws, and Lorena knew them. He was selfish at times past believing, as selfish as Pea Eye was unselfish. Gus knew himself. He knew how he wanted to be, and he had chosen in the critical hour not to accept being less.


  Perhaps after all, Augustus McCrae had been right. But that was something Lorena could never know, not for herself and not for Gus. If Gus had lived, he would probably have married Clara; and if he had married Clara, Lorena would have had to take her heartbreak and go away with it. She could not have lived around their happiness. She might never have taken up her studies and never have been friends with Clara’s girls. She would have left with her sorrow. She would never have married Pea Eye and would not have had her children. She would have drifted off, been an unhappy woman, and gone back to whoring, probably. By now she would be dead of discouragement. She would not have killed herself, but she would have found her way out of an existence that, without Gus, Clara, Clara’s girls, or Pea Eye, would have become too heavy to carry.


  The next morning, she saw the ribbon of river shining far ahead. But she saw no town. She had found the Rio Grande, but where was she, north or south of the town and the Rio Conoho? She didn’t know. When she tried to nudge Call out of his delirium, she failed again. He couldn’t see, for his eyes were hot with fever.


  Lorena crossed the river. She remembered that Call had said Pea Eye was half a day to the south. He had mentioned an old scout named Billy Williams who was staying in a little village in Mexico. The old scout might tell her the way or even lead her. Call had told her about Billy Williams before she cut his leg off. He must have known that he would be useless to her, even if he lived.


  Lorena crossed the river and looked both ways. There was nothing to see in either direction but the gray land. She had hoped for a spiral of smoke or an adobe hut, but there was nothing.


  The choice was a coin toss: Lorena had to choose between two emptinesses. She chose to go north, for no better reason than that she was right-handed. For six hours she led the Captain’s horse north, feeling more and more despairing, more and more convinced that she had made the wrong choice. She became seriously frightened. She had eaten the last of the bacon that morning, and had only enough coffee for two more camps. If she didn’t find a settlement or a dwelling soon, she would wear out and give up. Her nerves had not recovered from the amputation, and she was exhausted but unable to sleep. She could not get warm, no matter how close to the fire she slept, and she had troubling dreams about her children when she did sleep. They were vague dreams, and she could not remember them clearly, but in all of them her children were under threat. Laurie was sick, or a horse was running away with Clarie, or Georgie had fallen down a well.


  Lorena stuck close to the riverbank. If she wandered off and lost the river, it would probably be the end. Toward evening, as the weak sun began to sink, she thought she saw a movement near the river. There was a little rapid, and just above it she thought she saw a brown rock move. She had been nodding in her fatigue, perhaps even dreaming. Brown rocks didn’t move.


  When Lorena rode a little closer, she saw that an old Mexican woman sat by the river, just above the little rapid. She was wrapped in a brown serape and looked from a distance like a rock, but she was a woman. Call was slumped over his horse’s neck, unconscious.


  “I have seen that man before,” the old woman said. “He was in our village. Who cut off his leg?”


  “I did,” Lorena said. “I had to.”


  “He is the famous Texas Ranger. He killed Maria’s father,” the old woman said. “He killed her brother, too. That was a long time ago, when my children lived with me.”


  “He was a lawman,” Lorena said. “I need food and I need a doctor. He has a bullet in him. I need to find a doctor who will take it out.”


  “There is no doctor in our village,” the old woman told her. “The butcher might take the bullet out—his name is Gordo. But he is lazy, I don’t know if he would want to help a gringo. Maria can do many things. She might take the bullet out. But this lawman killed her father and killed her brother. Maria may not be willing to help him.”


  “I’ll have to take the chance,” Lorena said. “I’m out of food. Where is your village?”


  “Go on the way you are going, it isn’t far,” the old woman replied.


  Lorena wondered why the old woman had chosen to sit by the river. The dark was coming, but she was making no move to go home. Lorena thought she might be sick, and she felt she should offer to help her.


  “If you’re tired, you can ride my horse,” Lorena said to her. “I can walk, if the village isn’t too far.”


  “No, I want to stay here tonight,” the old woman said. “My children live here. If you listen, you will hear their vocies.”


  Lorena did listen, but all she heard was the splashing of the water in the little rapid. She decided the old woman must be crazy.


  She rode on another mile, and soon saw the village. The setting sun shone on it. There were only some eight or ten small buildings, but after days of seeing nothing but the gray land, the sight of even one building would have been welcome.


  It was welcome to the horses, too; they were hungry. Both of them tried to speed up, but Lorena held them back. She was afraid that a faster pace might jar the Captain and cause worse bleeding.


  As she rode into the village, a few goats walked out to meet her, bleating. She saw a large boy and a small, slight girl standing with the goats. Both children were barefooted, despite the cold. The little girl was very pretty, but she moved oddly, holding her head to the side like a bird. Lorena was only a few feet away from them, when she realized that the little girl was listening, not looking. She was blind.


  Behind the children, in the doorway of a small house, Lorena saw a woman with a butcher knife in one hand—probably she had been cutting meat for supper. A tall, older man with a slight limp came out and stood beside the woman. He looked American. Perhaps he was the scout Call had mentioned, the one who might take her to find her husband. She stopped, and the woman and the tall man came out to greet her.


  “I have a wounded man,” Lorena said to them. “I need help. If there’s a doctor here, I’d appreciate it if someone would find him. This man has a bullet in him that needs to come out.”


  Billy Williams took the reins of Call’s horse. He was shocked at how the man looked. He had seen many wounded men, but could not recall seeing anyone still breathing who was in worse shape than Call was in.


  “It’s Woodrow Call,” Billy said, to Maria. “Somebody’s about finished him.”


  Maria had the knife in her hand. She walked up to the horse and looked at Call. For years, when she was younger and the sting of her father’s and her brother’s deaths had been sharper, Maria had promised herself that she would kill Captain Call if she ever got the opportunity.


  Now the opportunity was an arm’s length away. They were planning to kill a goat, and Billy Williams had just sharpened the butcher knife. Maria hadn’t spoken—Billy always grew nervous when Maria didn’t speak. Her angers matured in silence. Then they came boiling up.


  But Maria didn’t raise the knife and she didn’t strike. She looked at the blond woman on the other horse. It was easy to see that the woman had come a long way, for she looked cold and she looked tired. She looked as exhausted as Maria had felt when she got back from Crow Town.


  “Get down,” she said, to the woman. “Come into my house and eat.”


  Maria looked only briefly at the man tied to the black horse. He was an old man, and so wounded that he was only just barely alive. Though he bore the name of the man who had killed her father and her brother, Maria knew he was no longer that man, the one she had wanted to kill. She had wanted to kill him in his power because he had used his power wrongly. She wanted him to know that he could not simply kill people, good people, and be excused.


  But the man who had wielded the power and done the killing was not the old, sick man on the black horse. To stab him now would be pointless—for she would not be stabbing the Captain Call she had hated for so long, but only the clothes and the fleshy wrappings of that man. She began to untie the knots that held him to the horse. The knots were slick with his blood.


  “Take him in,” she said to Billy. “Put a blanket down by the fire and put him on it. I want to look at his wounds.”


  Billy cut the bloody knots and lifted Call off the horse. Call moaned when his wounded arm bumped against the saddle horn. Teresa came over and stood beside Billy as he lifted Call.


  “Is that the man who was here before?” Teresa asked. “I hear him breathe—is he sick?”


  “Yes, he’s sick,” Maria said. She was unsaddling Call’s horse. “Tell Rafael to drive the goats to the pen. We don’t want the wolves getting them.”


  Lorena was stiff. She hadn’t yet dismounted. She was trying to adjust to the fact that she had actually found the village. She had stopped believing that she would find any settlement, anyplace with people in it.


  “Get down,” Maria told her. “Billy will take care of your horse. You need to wash and you need to eat.”


  Lorena eased off the horse.


  “I’ve come a long distance,” she said. “I’m tired.”


  “Who cut his leg off?” Maria asked. Not until Billy lifted Call down did she notice the missing leg.


  “I did,” Lorena responded. “It was that or let him die.”


  “No wonder you are tired,” Maria said. “Come into my house and rest.”


  It was a small house. There was a table with a lamp on it, two plain chairs, and some blankets spread on the dirt floor. But it was a house, so warm inside that before Lorena had been there five minutes, she began to nod.


  The large boy brought in a bowl full of cold water for her from the well. Lorena splashed it on her face, trying to wake up. She saw Maria bending over Call. The old scout was there, too. They cut his shirt off and examined the wound in his chest. Then they looked at his arm.


  “You should have cut the arm off, too,” Maria told her, when Lorena squatted beside her.


  “I was just too tired,” Lorena answered. “It was just too much cutting.


  “You have a pretty daughter,” she added. The little blind girl was ladling food out of a pot. The girl moved around the house lightly, like a moth.


  “Thank you,” Maria said.


  “Well, I ain’t going in after that bullet,” Billy Williams said. “That bullet is lodged in a bad place. Whoever takes it out needs to know what he’s doing, and I don’t.”


  “There’s no doctor here?” Lorena asked.


  “Just the butcher, and he’s a butcher,” Maria said. “Who shot this man?”


  “Joey Garza, I guess,” Lorena said. “Neither of us ever saw who it was. The man shot from under a horse. Captain Call said he thought it was Joey Garza, though.”


  Maria was silent. Her son would be very famous now; he had brought down the great manhunter. All the girls on the border would want him, though that would make little difference to Joey. He didn’t like girls.


  But Joey had avenged her father and her brother. He had crippled their killer, and there was no need for her to do more. She could even help the old man a little, though she knew she was not skillful enough to remove the bullet from his chest. She could probably cut off his arm if the butcher couldn’t be persuaded to do it. Or they could send across the river for the doctor in Presidio. He didn’t like coming to Mexico—the people were too poor to pay him—but he might come to treat Captain Call. He was a famous Ranger, not a poor Mexican.


  “Do you know Joey Garza?” Lorena asked. She had seen the woman stiffen a little, when she said the name.


  “He is my son,” Maria said.


  Lorena thought she must have misheard. Surely she hadn’t carried Captain Call for three days across the wastes, only to bring him to the house of the boy who had tried to kill him.


  “I am Joey’s mother, but I am not like him,” Maria said. She saw that Lorena was frightened.


  “You need to rest,” she added. “There is a bed in the other room. You can sleep without worrying. We will take care of your friend. We are not going to kill him. If I had meant to kill him, I would not have brought him into my house.”


  Lorena was so tired that she wasn’t thinking or even hearing very well. She had to sleep soon, no matter what happened to Captain Call.


  “Teresa, take her,” Maria said.


  Lorena followed the little blind girl into the other room.


  “I cleaned your bed,” the little girl said. “When you wake up, I will tell you a story.”


  “Why, thank you,” Lorena said. “I like stories.”


  Then she stretched out on the low bed.


  “Do you have any children?” Teresa asked, as Lorena stretched her stiff limbs.


  “Five... I have five,” Lorena said. Then, in a blink, she went to sleep.


  Teresa sat on the bed beside her for a few minutes. She had ladled up some posole, but she knew the woman hadn’t eaten any.


  “You didn’t eat your posole... wake up,” she said, touching the woman. But the woman didn’t wake up.


  Teresa sat on the bed listening to the woman breathe. She was thinking about the story she would tell her when she woke up. It would be a story about the big spider that lived by their well. Sometimes she would put her hand on the ground and let the spider crawl over it. The spider never bit her, though a scorpion had bitten her once. She could hardly wait for the woman to wake up so she could tell her the story about the spider.


  9.


  WHEN HE ROBBED the train outside San Angelo, Joey made a discovery. What he discovered was that it was more interesting to him to frighten people than to kill them. He had made the passengers stand outside for an hour after he robbed them. He told them he would be watching through his spyglass, and he assured them he would kill the first one who moved before the hour was up. The people stood in terror for a long time. He had taken their watches, and he told them to look at the sun and mark the hour by its movements. But the people stood in the cold for almost three hours before any of them dared to move. They were afraid of being shot. In the end, Joey didn’t shoot any of them. Through the spyglass he could see that the people were shivering—from fear, not from cold. Two of the men wet themselves. They were too afraid of his bullets even to move behind a bush.


  Watching the passengers tremble was more satisfying than killing them. None of them were people of importance, and there was no distinction to be gained from killing people of no importance. Making people dead was easy, but it was no longer interesting to him.


  Wounding Captain Call so badly and so easily was a triumph Joey knew he would never be likely to equal. But he would never need to equal it, so potent was the reputation of the man he had wounded. Even if he never shot another person or robbed another train, his reputation would grow and grow along the border and all through the West. He had ended the career of the most famous manhunter of all. People would still be talking about Joey Garza when he was an old man, even if he never killed or robbed again.


  He planned to kill again, though, and quickly. He wanted to shoot Captain Call’s three deputies. They were probably too inept to be a nuisance, but Joey wanted it known that he had wiped out Captain Call’s whole party. That would build his reputation even higher.


  Joey followed the blond woman all the way to Ojinaga. From time to time, he took out his spyglass and trained it on the horse carrying Captain Call. He expected to see that the old man had died. But every time he looked, he saw movement. Somehow the old man still lived.


  When he saw the woman lead the horse upriver toward the village, he let her go and rode off a few miles into Mexico, where he made camp. He meant to travel up the Rio Concho and locate the deputies.


  The next morning, a little before midday, he found their camp. They were almost a day’s ride inside Mexico, and they seemed simply to be waiting. They were probably waiting for Captain Call. They didn’t know what had befallen him.


  Joey was surprised to see that there were now only two deputies and old Famous Shoes. He saw no reason to kill the old man. Probably the third deputy had met with an accident of some sort.


  Joey studied the camp for a while with his spyglass, trying to decide on a method of attack that would provoke the utmost fear. After giving it some thought, he decided to shoot the horses and the two pack animals first. Maybe he could scare the men out into the desert. If he frightened them badly enough, he might not even have to shoot them. He could simply chase them into the desert, shooting now and then to scare them farther away from the river. When he had them exposed and lost, he could simply go away and leave them to freeze or starve to death.


  Joey decided to wait until the next morning. Captain Call would not be coming to their rescue. Unless Famous Shoes happened to be wandering around tracking some animal, no one would know he was there. His shots would come as a complete surprise.


  The next morning, Joey’s first shot killed a pack mule just as Brookshire was trying to extract some coffee from one of the saddlebags. The mule fell in Brookshire’s direction, knocking him back several feet and causing him to spill the coffee. Before he could scramble to his feet, a second shot killed the other pack mule.


  Pea Eye had been frying bacon. A third shot kicked the frying pan into the air, causing sizzling grease to burn his hands and wrists. He got to his feet and began to run to his horse, only to have a fourth shot kill the horse before he could even grasp the bridle reins. Brookshire’s big horse was the only mount left, but before Pea Eye could step over his own horse, which was down but still kicking, Brookshire’s mount was knocked to its knees. It scrambled up and was shot again. Pea Eye was in agony from the pain of the sizzling bacon grease, but he knew he had to run for cover or he would be dead and past worrying about a little thing like burned hands.


  “Run!” he yelled to Brookshire, who sat amid the spilled coffee, looking dazed. “Get a gun and run to cover!”


  As he said it, Pea Eye realized he didn’t have a gun himself. He had taken his pistol off because the scabbard was rubbing his hip raw, and his rifle was propped against his saddle. The pistol was closer, so he turned and grabbed it. Brookshire had picked up the big shotgun and was stuffing shells into his pocket.


  “No, get a rifle, we need rifles,” Pea Eye yelled.


  Brookshire just looked addled. Pea Eye decided to try for his own rifle, so he ran back and grabbed it. Then he turned and headed down into the riverbed. Soon he heard Brookshire stumbling after him. Pea Eye ran for a hundred yards or more, then stopped and waited for Brookshire to catch up. He listened, but he could hear nothing other than Brookshire, as he stumbled on the rocky ground.


  “Reckon it’s him?” Pea Eye asked, when Brookshire caught up. “Reckon it’s the Garza boy?”


  “I don’t know who it is,” Brookshire said. The dying mule had slammed into him, knocking the breath out of him. He had somehow grabbed the shotgun and made it into the riverbed without having quite regained his breath. He stopped by Pea Eye and gasped for air. He realized he had not made a good choice in taking the shotgun. Carrying it was like carrying a small cannon. But he couldn’t immediately spot his rifle or his pistols, and he didn’t want to just stand there with a killer shooting mules and horses to death on either side of him.


  A little creek cut into the Rio Concho not far from where they stood. It, too, was dry, but its steep walls were pocked, offering better cover than they had in the riverbed. As Pea Eye led Brookshire into the narrow creek, a memory flashed back to him of the time long ago in Montana, when he and the wounded Gus McCrae had hidden in a creek while they attempted to fight off the Blood Indians. Of course, this creek was dry and that creek had water in it, and he’d had to eventually swim out at night past the Indians and walk a long way naked to find the herd and bring the Captain back to where Gus was. Without the deep-walled creek, the Indians would have had them. A creek had saved him once, and perhaps the dry little Mexican creek would save him this time.


  Pea Eye took off his hat and crawled up the creek bank to a spot that allowed him to look over the plain. He saw nothing. The only movement on the whole vast plain was a hawk, dipping to strike a quail.


  Then Pea Eye remembered Famous Shoes. The old man hadn’t been around when the shooting started. There was nothing unusual about that, though. Famous Shoes was rarely there in the mornings. He went off in the darkness to take a walk or track bobcats or badgers or anything else whose track he struck. He would just show up again later on in the morning. If they were traveling, Famous Shoes would just step out from behind a bush or appear out of a gully and fall in with them. Sometimes he would mention interesting tracks he had seen; other times he wouldn’t say a word all day.


  Now, though, they needed him. Pea Eye himself had never been in that part of Mexico before, and though Brookshire had come down the Rio Concho with Captain Call, he had no eye for landmarks and would be lost without expert help.


  “All I know is that if we follow this river to the Rio Grande, we’ll come to the village where Joey Garza’s mother lives,” Brookshire said. He had caught his breath, and his big shotgun was loaded. He had only managed to collect four shells. He had no idea what he and Pea Eye were going to do.


  “I wish the Captain would show up,” Pea Eye said. Often in the past, when he and some of the men found themselves in a predicament, the Captain had showed up and had taken matters in hand.


  Now, though, it was just himself and Brookshire, and an Indian who might appear again or might not. Their horses were dead and likewise their pack animals. If they survived, they would have to walk out. On foot, the Rio Grande was at least three days away, probably more. They could go back to camp when it grew too dark for the killer to shoot, and provision themselves from the packs. They possessed adequate food and lots of ammunition. Also, they were right in the Rio Concho. Unless the killer forced them out of the river, there was not much danger that they would get lost and starve.


  Still, Pea Eye felt nervous; but more than that, he felt scared. When the shooting had started, he’d done what he always did when shooting started: he had taken cover. Being shot at was always a shock, and it was not something he had ever gotten used to. It took a while for the shock to subside sufficiently to allow him to think. Sometimes it took a week or more for the shock to subside, but in this instance he wasn’t with a troop of Rangers, and he didn’t have a week in which to calm his nerves and take stock of the situation.


  “Why did he shoot the horses and mules?” he asked Brookshire. That was a question that had nagged him even as he was running up the riverbed.


  “Why didn’t he just shoot us?” he asked. “We was standing in plain sight. Except for that big nag of yours, he killed all the animals with one bullet apiece. He could have shot us just as easy as he could shoot a mule. It don’t make sense.”


  “Nothing makes any sense,” Brookshire said. “This whole trip hasn’t made any sense. The Captain ought to have caught this boy by now. He’s taking much too much time. If it’s the Garza boy shooting at us, then the Captain ought to be here.


  “Maybe it ain’t the Garza boy, though,” he added. “Maybe it’s the vaqueros who killed Ted Plunkert. Maybe they came back to get more plunder.”


  “No,” Pea Eye said. “It was just one gun and one shooter, and I never caught a glimpse of him. If it was vaqueros, there would have been three or four of them, and they would just have rode in, blazing away. They wouldn’t have shot the horses, either. They would have tried to shoot us. Then they’d have been two horses and two mules richer.”


  “Maybe he was trying to shoot us,” Brookshire suggested. “Maybe he just missed and hit the horses.”


  “Nope, he hit what he aimed at,” Pea Eye said. “He wanted to put us afoot, and he done it. What I don’t know is why.”


  Brookshire felt dull. He had felt dreadfully frightened when the bullets started hitting the horses, and while he was running he had felt scared. He had expected a bullet to strike him at every step.


  But no bullet had struck him down, and now he just felt dull. Over the course of the trip, he had gradually stopped being interested in his own fate. He knew he had made a great error in coming to Texas. He understood little enough of life as it was lived in Brooklyn, but he could make nothing at all of life as it was lived in Texas; or at least as it was lived by Captain Call and those associated with him. They had gone from somewhere to nowhere, accomplishing nothing along the way except the loss of Deputy Plunkert. All he had expected of the morning was a piece of bacon and a big cup of coffee. Why some maniac would suddenly shoot the very mule that carried the coffee, and the other mule and the two horses as well, was beyond him. It made no sense at all, but it was in keeping with everything else that had happened since his arrival in Texas. Captain Call, who seemed the most rational and most methodical of men and who was the most experienced manhunter in the West, had done nothing that made clear sense from the time they had left Amarillo together. The Garza boy was still free to do whatever he chose to do, including shooting mules and horses, if indeed he was the shooter. The only exceptional thing Call had done on the whole trip was beat a sheriff nearly to death. Admittedly, catching one quick boy in a vast country was a difficult task—but then, that was the Captain’s work; his life’s work, really. If he couldn’t accomplish it in this instance, then he should have resigned.


  Brookshire no longer believed, as Pea Eye seemed to, that the Captain was still in control of events. He didn’t believe that he would simply show up in the right place at the right time and end the career of Joey Garza. While the Captain had been looking for him in Mexico, Joey had robbed a train in Texas. Now that the Captain was in Texas somewhere, Joey was in Mexico, shooting the mule that carried the coffee. It was a botch. When Colonel Terry heard about it he would be angry, and in this instance justifiably so.


  Brookshire had almost stopped caring whether he lived or died. The cold had frozen the will to live right out of him. Katie, his excellent wife, was dead. In the past weeks, he’d had time to remember all the ways in which Katie had been an excellent wife. He was losing his ability to imagine Brooklyn and the office, and the good chops Katie had cooked him, and the cat, and the cozy house. What he had feared that first morning on the windy station platform in Amarillo had actually happened. He had blown away, into a dry creek in Mexico—cold every night, cold every day, wind all the time, sand in the food, sand in the coffee, no houses and no coziness of any kind. He had blown away; now he was so tired that the long struggle upwind, back to where he had once been, back to who he had once been, no longer seemed worth it. Let the young killer walk up and finish him. Maybe he would get off a shot with his eight-gauge, but he didn’t expect to eliminate Joey Garza as easily as old Bolivar had eliminated their unfortunate mule.


  “What do we do next?” he asked Pea Eye, though he didn’t really expect Pea Eye to know. But they had to do something next. Or were they just going to stand in a drafty creek bed all day?


  “We’ll wait for dark and go back and get our supplies,” Pea Eye said.


  So they did—they stood in the dry, drafty creek bed all day. When they weren’t standing, they squatted. Pea Eye wanted to wait until full dark to go back to camp and secure food and ammunition. It was the longest, dullest, coldest wait of Brookshire’s entire life. It was cloudy, and he did not even have the distraction of watching the sun move across the sky. There was no distraction at all, and Famous Shoes hadn’t come back from wherever he had gone.


  “That’s a little worrisome,” Pea Eye said. “I’d hate to be out here in Mexico without our tracker, even if we have the river to show us the way.”


  “Well, ain’t the river enough?” Brookshire asked.


  “It’s enough unless he flushes us out of it,” Pea Eye said. “I just got the feeling that he wants us to run. I don’t know why, though.”


  When full dark came they went to the camp, where they found nothing—only the four dead animals. Everything had been removed: the extra guns, the frying pan and coffeepot, the saddles, the packs, the blankets, everything. There were no matches, no knives, nothing. Brookshire stepped on a spoon that had been dropped in the ashes of the fire. The horse killer apparently hadn’t noticed it, but it was the only thing he hadn’t noticed. Brookshire gave it to Pea Eye, who stuck it in his shirt pocket, though they had no food that could be eaten with a spoon; no food that could be eaten, period, with or without utensils.


  When Pea Eye saw that the camp had been cleaned out, his fear came back more strongly. Any bandit would loot a camp and take what appealed to him. Some would take guns and some would take provisions, and some might take a saddle or a nice blanket. But in his experience, bandits rarely took everything. Bandits had to keep on the move. They didn’t want to be burdened with things they didn’t need or want.


  This bandit had taken everything, though, and not because he wanted it. Their gear was unexceptional. He had taken it because he didn’t want them to have it. He wanted to be sure that they were cold and hungry.


  “Don’t you even have a match?” Pea Eye asked. Brookshire occasionally smoked a pipe. Brookshire thought he might have a match or two in his shirt pocket, but in fact, he didn’t.


  “I guess I used the last one this morning,” he said. “I had already smoked a pipe before the man shot the mule.”


  “It’s going to be cold,” Pea Eye said. “All we can do is get out of the wind and hunker down.”


  “We could walk,” Brookshire suggested. “We’re going to have to walk anyway. Why not start tonight? At least, it’ll keep us warm.”


  “Well, we could,” Pea Eye said. “I never liked traveling at night, but I guess it would warm us up.”


  They had scarcely left the edge of the camp before a shot rang out. It hit a rock not far from Brookshire’s foot and whined away into the darkness. Another shot followed; Pea Eye heard it clip a bush near his elbow. He stopped, as did Brookshire. They were too startled and frightened to say a word. Their assailant was watching them, or listening, or both. The slaps of the shots had been fairly close. The horse killer was probably within fifty yards of them.


  “We’d best go back to the riverbed,” Pea Eye said.


  “No, let him come and kill us,” Brookshire said. “He’s going to anyway. He knows right where we are. I guess he’s listening. He’s got our ammunition and food. He’s just playing with us now. We don’t have a chance, and he knows it. I’ve spent nothing but cold nights since I got to Texas. I’ll be damned if I want to spend another cold night, squatting on my heels, just to get shot in the morning. He can shoot me now and spare me the shivering.”


  “No, Brookshire, don’t give up,” Pea Eye said. “Come back to the riverbed with me. We’re armed still. While we’re alive there’s a chance. There’s two of us, and just one of him. We might beat him yet, or the Captain might show up in the morning and scare him off.”


  “What if he’s already killed the Captain?” Brookshire asked. “I expect he has, myself. The Captain’s five days late, and you said he was never late.”


  “He ain’t, usually,” Pea Eye admitted. The thought that the Captain might be dead had occurred to him too, but he did his best to push that thought away. People had thought the Captain was most likely dead many times during the Indian wars. He himself had feared it on a number of occasions. And yet the Captain had always appeared. If they didn’t give up, the Captain might yet appear again.


  “Let’s go to the creek,” Pea Eye said. “Try it one more night, Brookshire. If we go to him, he’ll shoot us, but if we go back, he might let us go.”


  “Go back where?” Brookshire asked. “There’s nothing back that way except Chihuahua City, and we’d starve long before we got to Chihuahua City. I’d rather be shot than starve, and I’d even rather be shot than shiver all night. I’m tired of this shivering, and I’ll tell Joey Garza so, if I see him. I’ll tell Colonel Terry something, too, if I make it back to the office. Joey Garza can rob all the trains he wants to. Ned Brookshire is resigning. I may never hold another job with the railroad, but I’ll be damned if I’ll wander around Mexico any longer, freezing to death.”


  Brookshire meant it, too. He had blown away, but he wasn’t a hat. He could try to walk back. If he didn’t make it, so be it. The whole adventure had been a terrible mistake. Katie had died while he was on it. Captain Call, the manhunter everyone said was infallible, had been plenty fallible in this instance. Brookshire saw no reason to suffer passively anymore. He felt sure he could walk three days, even without food. He could make it to the village by the river. Then he was going to rent a buggy and drive somewhere and catch a train, one that would take him to New Orleans or Chicago and then home. He had seen the great West, and he didn’t like it. There were plenty of accountants in New York—Colonel Terry would have no trouble finding a man to replace him. Perhaps next time, the Colonel would know to keep accountants where they belonged, in the office with the ledgers.


  Pea Eye knew he ought to knock Brookshire out with a gun barrel and make an effort to save him. The Captain might show up at any time. Joey Garza might lose interest in the game and ride off.


  “Brookshire, just wait one more night,” Pea Eye said. “There’s two of us, we might beat him. The Captain might come. One of us might get off a lucky shot. We’d do better sticking together. Just wait one more night.”


  “I appreciate the thought,” Brookshire said. “But I’ve waited and waited, and now I’m going, killer or no killer. I can follow this river as well as the next man, I guess. Maybe I’ll get through. If I don’t get through, all I ask is that you send my love to my sister.”


  On impulse, he grasped Pea Eye’s hand and shook it hard.


  “Well, I don’t know your sister,” Pea Eye said. “I wouldn’t know how to get word to her.”


  “Her name’s Matilda Morris, and she lives in Avon, Connecticut,” Brookshire said. “I regret that I had no time to write her before I left. Colonel Terry wanted me on the next train, and that was that.”


  He cocked both barrels of the big shotgun and walked past Pea Eye out of the camp. Pea Eye didn’t hit him—knocking men out was a tricky business. He might misjudge the lick and hit too hard, in which case he would just cause unnecessary suffering. He couldn’t bring himself to do it.


  Brookshire went boldly out of camp. He walked along at a good pace, trying to maintain a staunch attitude. Sometimes in Brooklyn, if he was on the streets late and had to walk past bullies or louts, he found that the best method was just to walk along boldly and not give the bullies or louts the time of day. Perhaps the same method would work with this Garza boy, if it was the Garza boy who had killed their animals. He did wish he were walking along the orderly streets of Brooklyn, with solid brick houses on either side of him. Just thinking of the solid brick houses of Brooklyn caused him to be seized by a moment of almost overwhelming longing to be back in his own place once more. If he could be in his own place, he felt that life would swing into firm shape in no time, even without his dear Katie.


  Brookshire had to choke down his longing, though; he was in Mexico, not Brooklyn. He kept walking at a fast clip. If attacked, he planned to give a good account of himself and try to at least injure his assailant.


  But when Brookshire, walking smartly along, heard the click of a hammer, it was just behind his head, close enough that whoever held the pistol could have stuck it in his hip pocket.


  One more mistake on my part, Brookshire thought. He whirled and saw the boy standing an arm’s length away, his pistol pointed at Brookshire’s face. Brookshire knew he had no chance to swing up the big shotgun, and he was so numbed by his own folly that he didn’t even try.


  “At least I’ve seen your face,” he said.


  Joey Garza didn’t answer. He pulled the trigger instead. One shot did it; he liked to be economical.


  When Pea Eye heard the pistol shot, he knew the battle was over for Mr. Brookshire. He turned and hurried back to the little creek with the steep walls. The little creek was the only place that offered him any protection. There had been no blast from the big shotgun. The Garza boy was unscratched. Pea Eye knew he would have to fight him alone.


  He stayed in the creek for an hour, then snuck back to camp, and with his pocketknife began to cut strips of horsemeat off the haunch of Brookshire’s horse. He knew he might be in for a long siege. In Montana he had walked nearly one hundred miles with only a few berries to eat. He didn’t intend to get that hungry again. There was no need to, either, with four dead animals right there. He sliced and sliced with his little knife. Before he went back to the creek, he had almost a week’s supply of horsemeat stuffed into his shirt. If he had to walk out and make a long detour, at least he would have food.


  Pea Eye wanted to last, and he meant to last. He had Lorena and his five young children to think of. He could not just hand himself up for slaughter as Brookshire had. His chances might be slim, but for the sake of his family he had to fight the deadly boy as hard as he could.


  As the cold hours passed, Pea Eye had a terrible longing to be with Lorena and his children one more time. He wished they could all be together in their kitchen, talking. He imagined Lorena with her coffee cup and himself with his. Clarie would have brought in the milk; the boys would be in their chairs, a little sleepy probably; and Laurie would be in her cradle, which he could rock with his foot.


  Pea Eye wanted badly to tell them all how sorry he was that he had left them. He wanted them to know how much he regretted putting Captain Call first, and not them. It had been a terrible wrong. He wanted them to know that never again would he put any duty before his duty to them, to Lorena and his children. He felt a great sadness at not being able to let his family know what he was feeling. If he was killed, they would never know how much he loved them and missed them. They would never know what he was feeling at this moment.


  In his sadness at not being able to say to his family what he so badly needed to say to them, Pea Eye began to cry. He didn’t know how he could have persuaded himself to leave them; and yet he had. If only it was himself having to pay for his mistake, he could have lived with it and died with it. But the bitterest knowledge was that his wife and children would be the ones having to pay for his error. No doubt they were paying already, and had been paying since the day he left the farm.


  He had left them, though, and he could not undo that fact. All he could do was clutch his rifle and hope that somehow he could prevail when the killer came. He had never risen higher than a corporal in his years with the Rangers. He knew he wasn’t smart or an exceptional fighter, like the Captain or like Gus McCrae. But in this last fight, he had to be better than he had been. He had to fight well. He had to for his family’s sake.


  The long night passed slowly. Pea Eye was shivering in a cold dawn when he saw Famous Shoes coming along the creek.


  “Is Brookshire dead?” he asked, when Famous Shoes arrived.


  “Yes, Joey shot him,” Famous Shoes said.


  “When’s he coming to kill me, then?” Pea Eye asked.


  “He says if you will give him your boots, he will let you go,” Famous Shoes said. “He doesn’t think you will follow him without your boots.”


  Pea Eye considered that a poor dodge. He didn’t entirely trust Famous Shoes anyway. The old man’s services had always been for sale to the highest bidder. Pea Eye did not intend to give up his footgear.


  “Why didn’t he kill you?” Pea Eye asked Famous Shoes.


  “He doesn’t want to kill me. I am too old,” Famous Shoes said. “Captain Call is in Ojinaga, but Joey shot his leg off. He thinks the Captain might die. It was your woman who brought him to Ojinaga.”


  “Lorena?” Pea Eye said, severely startled. “Are you sure?”


  “It is your woman, she has blond hair,” Famous Shoes said. “She cut the Captain’s leg off. Joey saw it. Then she brought the Captain to Ojinaga.”


  “Well, I swear,” Pea Eye said. “I wonder who’s got the children?”


  He was so surprised by the news that he almost forgot the danger of the moment.


  “Joey wants me to bring him your boots,” Famous Shoes reminded him.


  “If the rascal wants my boots, let him come and get them,” Pea Eye said. The knowledge that his wife was less than a day’s ride away filled him with hope. If he could outfight the killer, he could look on Lorena’s face again. It was a chance. He meant to use every ounce of fight he had in him to beat the killer and get back to his wife.


  Long ago, Gus McCrae had teased the Rangers by calculating how much fight each man had in him, as if fight could be measured like oats or some substance that could be placed on a scale.


  “Call, now, he’s about ninety-eight percent fight,” Gus had said. “Take away the fight and he’d be so weak, he couldn’t mount his horse. But that’s unusual. I’m only about forty percent fight myself. Pea, I expect you’re about twelve percent or so, and old Deets about fifteen.”


  Twelve percent didn’t sound like much to Pea, but he resolved to use every oat of it to struggle past the killer and get to the river where Lorena was. If she was there, it was because she had come to get him and take him home. She must have traveled all that way just to bring him home. It was amazing to Pea Eye that Lorena would go to all that trouble just for him. But since she had, he meant to see that she hadn’t wasted her traveling.


  “Where is Joey Garza?” he asked Famous Shoes.


  “He is by the Concho,” Famous Shoes said. “If you go toward the village, I think he will kill you. If you go the other way, he might let you go.”


  “I reckon I’ll go where my wife is,” Pea Eye said. “If she was home safe, I might run, but if she’s here in Mexico, I guess I’ll fight the rascal.”


  “Can I borrow your knife?” Famous Shoes asked. “I want to cut myself some of that horsemeat. I’m going to walk to the Madre, and I want to take some food.”


  Pea Eye lent him the knife. In a few minutes, Famous Shoes returned and gave him back the knife. He had a few strips of horsemeat tucked under his belt.


  Pea Eye felt the blade of his knife and saw that it was a little dull. He took a thin whetstone out of his pocket and began to sharpen the pocketknife. As he was sharpening it, a thought struck him. Brookshire had walked off with the big eight-gauge shotgun. It was an ugly weapon, and no one but an inexperienced Yankee would have considered bringing it on a long expedition. Joey Garza was known to prefer pretty guns, and the eight-gauge was anything but pretty. Maybe he had neglected to take the shotgun from Brookshire. Maybe he had just let it lay.


  “Did you see that big shotgun?” Pea Eye asked Famous Shoes. “Did Joey gather it up, or is it still there?”


  “Joey didn’t take it, it’s there,” Famous Shoes said. “He only took the man’s watch.”


  Pea Eye wanted the shotgun. He didn’t trust his rifle that much, and he knew he was inept with a pistol. But with an eight-gauge shotgun, if Joey Garza was fool enough to come in range, he ought to be able to pepper him, at least.


  “Whose side are you on?” he asked Famous Shoes. “Mine or his?”


  “I am going to the Madre,” Famous Shoes said. “Joey might change his mind and kill me if I stay here. I don’t know what he will do.”


  All Pea Eye could think of was the big shotgun. In his mind it had become the thing that might save him. He needed to figure out a way to get it without getting shot. He couldn’t forget his wife. She was not far away, and he had to get to her. Joey Garza was the one thing in his way.


  Pea Eye sat down and took his boots off.


  “Take my boots,” he said, handing them over to Famous Shoes. “Tell him I’m going away.”


  Famous Shoes didn’t believe Pea Eye. He took the boots, but he felt nervous. “You don’t want to go away,” he said. “You like your woman too much to go away.”


  “That’s right,” Pea Eye said. “I oughtn’t to have left her, and now I’ve got to try and get back to her.”


  “If Joey kills you, can I have your knife?” Famous Shoes asked.


  Pea Eye gave it to him. “It’s yours, one way or the other,” he said.


  Then he dug in his pocket and came out with a gold piece. He knew Famous Shoes was greedy. It was a five-dollar gold piece; it might tempt him.


  “This is yours,” he said. “When you’re walking back to Joey, stop a moment where Brookshire’s body is. I need to know where to run to, to pick up that big shotgun. Just stop a moment, look down, like you’re looking at a track.”


  Famous Shoes felt a little disquieted. Pea Eye didn’t know Joey and didn’t realize how coolly and easily he killed. Famous Shoes thought that Pea Eye liked his woman too much, so much that he might get killed trying to return to her. No one killed as easily as Joey Garza. Probably Pea Eye was being foolish. But Famous Shoes could not wait around all morning discussing the matter. He had to get to the Madre.


  “I will take him these boots,” he said. “If I come to the Rio Rojo in the spring, I will come and see you. If your woman is alive, maybe she will teach me about the tracks in books.”


  “I expect she’ll be glad to,” Pea Eye said. “That’s what she does, she teaches school.”


  He let the old man get a fifty-yard lead, and then began to follow him up the riverbed. The rocks were sharp, but Pea Eye kept following. Famous Shoes passed where the camp had been. Buzzards had begun to circle, and a few were watching from the dry trees.


  Famous Shoes went on. He thought Pea Eye was foolish to challenge Joey Garza. The man’s liking for his wife was so strong that it had destroyed his reason. Famous Shoes expected that Joey Garza would kill Pea Eye long before Pea Eye got to the big shotgun. But he had taken the gold piece. When he came to Brookshire’s body he stopped and bent over it for a moment, as if looking at a track, though there were no fresh tracks near the body. He paused and then went on, carrying the boots. Joey was not far, and Joey was watching.


  Before he had gone two more steps, he heard Pea Eye running behind him. Even though he was running in his stocking feet, Pea Eye made a lot of noise. He was running toward the dead man. A moment later, Famous Shoes saw Joey stand up. When Joey stood up, Pea Eye began to shoot at him with his rifle. Joey Garza looked startled. He had not expected to be charged by the old deputy. He didn’t have his rifle; it was on the horse. But he had his pistol, and he leveled it at Pea Eye and began to shoot. Famous Shoes saw that at least two of Joey’s bullets hit Pea Eye—but Pea Eye was still running, and he was almost to Brookshire’s corpse. Joey shot at Pea Eye again, but this time, he missed. He became nervous—why hadn’t the old man fallen? He knew he had hit him solidly twice, but still he ran. Joey shot twice more, but both times he missed.


  Pea Eye ran as he had never run before. He fired as he ran. He wished he could fly so as to get to the big gun faster. He felt that he was running to Lorena and his children. He saw Joey shooting, but he didn’t feel the bullets when they struck him. He ran as fast as he could. He fired the rifle, but only in hopes of distracting the young killer. Mainly he ran, his eyes fixed on the spot where Famous Shoes had paused.


  Only at the last moment, with Pea Eye still coming, did Joey remember the big shotgun. He had left it with the body, and the old Ranger was almost there. The fact that he had made such a simple, stupid error unnerved Joey. He shot once more, but only hit the running man in the foot. The running man was very close, and he should not have missed him. Yet he had missed him. Joey could not understand his own error: he had left a loaded gun by a corpse. It was a big, ugly gun, not worth keeping, but he should not have left it. His pistol was empty; all he could do was flee. As he turned to run for his horse, he saw the old deputy drop his rifle and scoop up the big gun. Then the heavy shot cut his back and he stumbled and fell. He sprang up and kept running, but he saw over his shoulder that the old man was still running toward him, holding the big shotgun. Joey was leaping for his horse when Pea Eye shot again. This time, the heavy bullets ripped his legs. In his pain he almost went over his horse, but just managed to hang in the saddle. He looked back and saw that the deputy had turned and picked up his rifle. There was no time to free the Mauser; the deputy might kill his horse if he didn’t flee. He ducked onto the far side of his horse and put the horse into a run. Pea Eye’s shot hit the cantle of the saddle. Before Pea Eye could aim again, Joey was racing away through the sage; soon he was out of range. He clung to the safe side of his horse, expecting that the deputy would shoot again and that his horse would fall. But the deputy didn’t shoot again. Joey was bleeding from his shoulders to his heels, but he clawed himself back into the saddle and hung on.


  Pea Eye went back and dug in Brookshire’s pockets. He found the other two eight-gauge shells. He trusted the big gun a lot more than he trusted his rifle or his pistol. He knew he had hit the Garza boy with both barrels. It might not have been at a killing range, but it had probably damaged the young killer severely. Pellet wounds worked slow, but they worked, and all the boy’s wounds were on his backside. Joey would not be able to dig the pellets out himself.


  Pea Eye sat down to rest a moment. He was not far from Brookshire’s corpse. As he rested, Famous Shoes approached and handed him back his boots.


  “Take these boots,” he said. “You hit Joey pretty good. I don’t think he’ll need them.”


  Pea Eye was experiencing a kind of disbelief in the course of events that he had just passed through. He was alive; moreover, he had hit the Garza boy twice with blasts of eight-gauge pellets, and the boy had run. He had driven off a prominent killer. The boy had shot at him six times with a revolver and hadn’t killed him. He might yet see his wife’s face and hold his children on his lap.


  “Why, he was supposed to be a dead shot,” Pea Eye said. “He missed me three times, and one shot hit my dern toes.”


  “I don’t need this knife,” Famous Shoes said, handing Pea Eye back his pocketknife. “Joey left his knife by his blanket, and his is better.”


  Pea Eye stuck his finger into the wound at his hip. It was the deepest of his wounds. It might be that his hip was broken, but the wound wasn’t going to be fatal. The wound in his shoulder wasn’t serious. Pea Eye looked at his foot and noticed that he had lost two toes.


  Pea Eye looked at the body of Ned Brookshire. He remembered that the sister he was supposed to send his love to was named Matilda Morris; she lived in a town called Avon, but he had forgotten the name of the state. It was one of the Yankee states, he felt sure. Lorena would help him look it up. She would have to write the letter too, of course; he didn’t imagine she’d object.


  Mr. Brookshire had been the wrong man for the job he had been sent to do, but he had been a very decent man, Yankee or not. It seemed sad to Pea Eye that Mr. Brookshire would not get to know that Joey Garza was wounded and on the run. The long job might soon be finished. His Colonel would get to know, but not Brookshire himself. He should have stayed in camp. But if he had stayed, Pea Eye would not have been the one using the big shotgun.


  “I reckon I owe my life to Brookshire, mainly,” Pea Eye said, holding his finger in the deep wound in his hip. “After all, he bought the shotgun.”


  “I may take Joey’s blanket too,” Famous Shoes said.


  10.


  THE DOCTOR FROM Presidio did not want to cross the river and operate on someone in a Mexican woman’s house. If word got out that he was treating Mexicans, he was sure to lose business. But when Billy Williams told him that Woodrow Call was the patient, he finally agreed to make the trip.


  Call was in a fever of delirium when Billy and the doctor arrived. He had been in and out of the delirium for two days. In his dream the little blind girl, Teresa, was leading his horse down into the Palo Duro Canyon. The drop was almost sheer, but the little blind girl picked her way down the cliff, and the horse didn’t stumble.


  “Well, the Captain smashed Joe Doniphan, but now he’s smashed himself,” the doctor said, when he looked at Call. “I’ll take the arm first. Then if he lives, well go after the bullet under his heart.”


  The doctor looked at Maria sternly. “It’s too dark in this kitchen,” he said. “Go borrow some lanterns.”


  Maria said nothing. She knew the doctor scorned her. When she went to borrow a lamp from Gordo the butcher, the butcher looked at her with similar scorn.


  “Why don’t you just kill the old gringo?” the butcher asked. “Remember what he was.”


  “I remember what he was,” Maria said. “Joey ended that. I can’t kill a sick man in my home.”


  “You should never have brought him into your house,” the butcher said. He was a large man, and he had always coveted Maria. He had fathered twelve children, but his wife had died recently. The butcher kept looking at Maria, but he gave her the lamp. Maria decided that she would ask Billy Williams to return it. The butcher and two of his friends had tried to catch her by the river when she was younger. She had seen them coming and escaped on her horse. She did not intend to let him catch her now.


  While the arm was coming off, Lorena began to feel faint. She was helping hold Call down, and she was afraid for a few minutes that she would have to leave the room. But she was needed. Maria and Billy together were not strong enough for the task.


  In the bedroom, Teresa heard the old man moan. He moaned like the cows moaned, when they were being slaughtered. Teresa hoped the old man wouldn’t die. He had told her that her name was pretty, and that she was pretty, too. His moans woke Rafael, who began to moan, too, from fear. Strange sounds frightened Rafael, but not Teresa. She knew that Lorena was helping her mother and Billy hold the old man. She had told Lorena her story about the spider, and Lorena, in turn, had told her a story about a rabbit. Teresa wanted Lorena to stay with them so they could exchange more stories. She heard her mother’s hard breathing and Lorena’s and Billy’s. Once she heard the old man cry out, “Let me up!” But the hard breathing continued. They did not let him up.


  When the doctor finished, Call was unconscious and scarcely breathing. The doctor decided not to try for the bullet near the heart. He knew that if he cut any more, the old man would probably die.


  “He’s lived this long, I reckon he’ll keep on living,” the doctor said. “If he does die, at least he killed the manburner first.”


  “What’s that?” Lorena said. “Captain Call killed Mox Mox?”


  “Yep, old Charlie Goodnight seen the corpse himself,” the doctor said. “Didn’t you know?”


  “No,” Lorena said. “I don’t think the Captain knows, either. He told me he hit him, but I don’t think he knows that the man died.”


  “Oh, he died as dead as anybody. Old Charlie seen the corpse,” the doctor said.


  “You keep the bandages fresh, and see that they’re clean,” he told Maria sternly, before he left.


  The doctor’s unexpected news made Lorena feel such relief that she had to go to a chair and sit. Her legs felt weak. In her most terrible nightmares, Mox Mox had one of her boys and was piling brush on him. That danger had passed, for her and for all the parents in the West. Her husband might be in danger still, but he wouldn’t be burned. She was glad she had worked so hard to save the Captain. He had not caught Maria’s son, but he had stopped the manburner.


  “We don’t hear enough news over here,” Billy Williams said. “We’ll have to tell the Captain when he comes to.”


  “I’ll tell him,” Lorena said. “He’ll want to know—it might help him get better.”


  “I wonder why a man would want to burn up people like that?” Billy Williams said.


  Lorena remembered Mox Mox. She had seen the excitement in his eyes when he quirted someone, or prepared for a burning. She knew why he liked to burn people. But she didn’t tell that to Billy Williams.


  Lorena was sitting in the kitchen with Maria, watching Teresa play with a white chick, when an old Indian man she had met a time or two before came to Maria’s door.


  “That man will be hungry,” Maria said, when she saw Famous Shoes at her door. “Whenever he comes to my house, he is hungry. I have to make him some food this time. He built me a fire when I was freezing on the Pecos.”


  “Do you have any menudo?” Famous Shoes asked, as soon as he came to where the women sat.


  “There is none today. The doctor has just been here,” Maria said. “I will catch a chicken and cook it for you, if you want to wait.”


  Maria saw that Famous Shoes carried a blanket Joey had used on his horse the last time he was in Ojinaga.


  “That looks like Joey’s blanket,” Maria said. “Have you seen him?”


  “Yes, Pea Eye shot him,” Famous Shoes said. “He shot him with the big shotgun. Joey ran off. I don’t know if he will live. He was shot pretty good.”


  “Pea Eye shot him? Where’s my husband?” Lorena asked, jumping up. It was a day of two miracles: Captain Call had killed Mox Mox, and Pea Eye had wounded Joey Garza.


  Then it struck her that maybe there was only one miracle. Maybe Joey had killed Pea Eye before escaping.


  “Your husband is wounded,” Famous Shoes told Lorena. “On a horse it will take you a day to go to him. I don’t think he is wounded too bad, but he was shot in the hip. He can’t walk good. He has the big shotgun, though. I don’t think Joey will go back and bother him.”


  “I’m going now. I’ll take him a horse,” Lorena said. “I’ll take the buckskin, and I’ll lead Blackie. Pea Eye can ride Blackie back here.”


  “Wait for daylight. I’ll send Billy with you,” Maria told Lorena. “He’ll find your husband.”


  Lorena felt awkward—it was her own husband who had wounded and maybe even killed Maria’s son. But before Lorena could even thank her for offering help, Maria had gone out the door to catch the chicken she had promised Famous Shoes.


  Maria stood in the darkness for a while, feeling a mixture of fear, sorrow, and shame. She wondered where her son was and what condition he might be in. She had come to like Lorena, in large part because of the kind interest she had shown Teresa and Rafael. She had asked Lorena to wait and had offered Billy as a guide, because she knew Joey was out there somewhere. Shotgun wounds rarely killed, and if Joey was not mortally wounded, he would just be angry. He would make short work of Lorena. Even with Billy along, it would not be a very safe trip.


  Only three mornings earlier, Maria had discovered from Teresa that Joey had been to their village. He had caught Teresa near the field and told her that he would return soon and take her and Rafael away. He told her he would take them to a high cliff in the mountains and throw them off.


  Teresa had no fear of the world, nor of her brother. She thought Joey was telling her a scary story, merely to tease her. Maria knew that what Joey had told Teresa was not just a story. She had gone in and told Billy Williams not to let the children wander to the field again. She told him not to drink whiskey, and to keep his weapons handy. She also told him why she was so concerned, for she knew her son meant what he had said. Joey had always been jealous of his brother and sister; once he had put spiders in Teresa’s bed, and had also put a small rattlesnake in Rafael’s blankets. But the spiders had not bitten Teresa, and the little snake had crawled away without biting anyone.


  If Joey said he would throw Rafael and Teresa off a cliff, then he would try to do it. Joey was clever, as evil people sometimes were. Maria knew she would have to be very watchful to forestall her son. She didn’t want to kill him; she could not bear the sorrow that would fill her if she had to kill her own child. But she meant to frighten him. Joey had seen her call up her rage, and he knew her rage was no small thing. But she would have to be very watchful, always. Joey was sly. Only Teresa had known, when he was near the village. He had come and gone, undetected, and had only revealed his presence to his blind sister. But the message he had given to Teresa was for his mother, not his sister. He wanted Maria to know that he meant to harm his brother and sister.


  When Maria heard that Joey had been wounded, she wondered why she could not wish him dead. Some lawman would kill him, sooner or later. Why not let it end? Why was the bond so strong that it was a kind of torture? Joey hated her, though she did not know why. She had done nothing to deserve her own child’s hatred. Maria had given up trying to understand the hatreds Joey felt. His hate was just there, as fire is there, as blood is there, or desire, or sorrow, or sadness, or death. For her, the fact that Joey hated her was one more painful sorrow, like Teresa’s blindness, or like Rafael’s poor sheep’s mind.


  But what if Joey was mortally wounded? If he brought his wounds to her, she would try to heal them, even though the lawman who had been hired to kill him, and the woman whose husband had wounded him, were both in her house. Joey was still her child.


  In the morning, watching Lorena ride off with Billy Williams ahead of her, Maria wondered what the two travelers would find. Famous Shoes said Joey had shot the deputy three times. Lorena might ride up the harsh river, only to find that the husband she had come so far to save was already dead. At times, Maria wondered if life would be so full of sadness had she been born in some other place. Too much of the sadness of the world seemed to pass through Ojinaga, which, after all, was only a very small village. In cities there must be more sadness, because there were so many more people. She wondered how the people in cities could bear the weight of all the pain around them.


  “I want to give him some frijoles. He needs to eat,” Teresa said.


  “Who?” Maria asked. “Your goat?”


  “No!” Teresa replied, annoyed. “I don’t feed my goat frijoles. I mean the old man. I want to feed him.”


  “He’s very sick, I don’t think he will eat,” Maria said. Call had awakened only once since the operation. He was very weak and had shown no interest in food.


  But Maria was surprised, a little later, to see her blind daughter sitting by Captain Call’s bed, feeding him tiny bites of frijoles with a spoon.


  11.


  “I WISH YOUR husband had kilt Joey on the spot,” Billy Williams said, as he guided Lorena up the Rio Concho. He had led a safe life for the past few years, and he had forgotten the feel of danger. But he felt it that morning, as they rode through the gray country leading two extra horses: one for Pea Eye, and one for Mr. Brookshire’s corpse.


  Call had awakened as they were getting ready to leave. Lorena told him that he had killed Mox Mox, but the Captain didn’t seem to be able to take in the information.


  “Who was it?” he asked; most of the names in his head were vague. He knew he ought to be clearer, but he could not make his head sort out the names. His brain was a jumble of memories, and he could not sort them out, although once in a while one name would come clear.


  Brookshire was one name that came clear. When Lorena told him that Brookshire was dead, Call felt such sadness that tears rolled out of his eyes. In his years as a Ranger, he had rarely cried at death, though he saw much of it. But he could not stop himself from weeping about Mr. Brookshire, and he whispered a request about the body. He wanted it brought back so Brookshire could be buried decently. Brookshire had died for the railroad, and the railroad ought to pay to bring him home to Brooklyn, the place he ought not to have left.


  “It was my mistakes that led to it,” Call whispered, weakly. “I let him come, but I didn’t protect him, and Pea Eye couldn’t, I guess.”


  That Pea Eye and not himself had been the one to wound Joey Garza was another thing that churned in his brain and would not settle itself clearly. Pea Eye had always been a corporal; now he was a hero, though he might not be alive to know it. He himself had failed, but Pea Eye had succeeded, or nearly; he had paid a price, but he had succeeded. It was strange knowledge. At moments he was proud of Pea, for he had gone a long way toward finishing the job that Call had started. Pea hadn’t wanted to undertake it, and had been sent into danger with inadequate instructions and very little support; yet he had prevailed. Call tried to imagine the fight, but his brain wasn’t working well enough. Three or four times as Lorena and Billy Williams were getting ready to leave, Call forgot about Pea Eye entirely and asked them where they were going. Then he remembered Brookshire, and he cried again. Lorena knelt by the bed where Call lay and tried patiently to explain about Mox Mox, but the Captain couldn’t grasp it. She mentioned Charles Goodnight, and Call remembered him, but he could not get his mind around Mox Mox.


  “The Indian said Joey was badly wounded. Maybe he died,” Lorena said to Billy Williams.


  “No, Joey ain’t dead, or I wouldn’t be this jumpy,” Billy Williams said. “I don’t get jumpy for nothing. Joey’s here somewhere, and he’s got his rifle. We better use what cover we can find.”


  Lorena wasn’t frightened. She wanted only to find her husband. No killer was going to stop her now. Pea Eye wasn’t far away. By the next day, she would have him back in Ojinaga, safe. Famous Shoes had assured her several times that Pea Eye’s wounds weren’t mortal. Still, she wanted to hurry. She didn’t want to arrive and find that the wounds had been more serious than the old Indian thought. She wanted to hurry, and she grew impatient with Billy Williams, who zigzagged from ridge to ridge and bush to bush. Billy spent too much time looking around, when what they needed to do was hurry.


  Billy knew Lorena was impatient, and he couldn’t blame her. But Maria had put her in his care, and when Maria entrusted him with something or someone, he tried to do his best to carry the task through responsibly. Maria was not a woman who trusted lightly; Billy knew she had not had reason to trust, in view of the course her life had taken. Whenever she did repose trust in him, whether it involved watching her children or looking out for livestock on days when she was washing, he tried to do his best. He meant to bring Lorena back alive, and her husband, too. That meant watching as best he could for Joey Garza.


  Worse than his apprehensions for Lorena and himself was the fear that Joey would slip around them and strike at Maria in their absence. He would probably strike at her by taking one of her children, as he had threatened to do; one of the children, or both of them. He might even attack his mother. Joey had always been devilish, but he had not always been what he had now become.


  “I don’t know why Joey went so bad,” Billy said to Lorena, as they rode. “I guess he just went bad, and then got worse.”


  When Billy Williams talked to her about Joey Garza, Lorena’s only thoughts were of Maria, the mother, and how terrible the knowledge must be that her child had turned out a killer. Lorena could muster no interest in the young outlaw. He had almost killed the Captain and had wounded her husband. The world was full of mean people; trying to explain why they were mean was a waste of time. Better to accept it and guard against it. In her years as a whore, it had been brought home to her over and over again, in varied and painful ways, just how mean some men were. Some were only mean enough to hit, but plenty were mean enough to do worse things. It was not a long road from a beating to a killing, in her view. She had known several men who had taken that road. The sooner all of them were dead, the better place the world would be. But it wasn’t her husband’s job to bring them to justice, not anymore.


  Pea Eye was crouched in the creek when he heard the horses coming. He was nervous; it might be the vaqueros who had killed Ted Plunkert, in which case he would be easy pickings. His hip was paining him terribly, and he couldn’t walk. Running him to ground would be an easy thing. He cocked the big shotgun, got out his pistol, and put his rifle near at hand. Of course, the horses had been rather far away; perhaps they would pass him by. But he had to be ready, in case they didn’t. Famous Shoes had promised to go tell Lorena where he was, but Famous Shoes was not entirely to be counted on.


  When he drove off Joey Garza, Pea Eye had felt elated. The odds looked good that he would live to see his wife and children again. But, in the long nights and long days, his confidence had slowly ebbed. He could scarcely move, and he had lost considerable blood. He had nothing to bandage himself with, and no way to go toward Lorena. He could only wait and hope; and as he waited, feeling weaker by the hour, his hope began to fail. He tried to hold up—after all, he was alive and he had driven off the young bandit—but despite himself, deep fears assailed him. It might be that in leaving home to come with the Captain, he had made a mistake that was too serious to correct. He had left his family, and the penalty for that might be a bitter end. He might have to die without speaking to them again. His deepest wish was to be able to make his feelings into words, words that could travel across the distances into the minds of his wife and his children. He wanted them to know his regret. If there was some way they could know how he felt, then dying would not be as bad. But he couldn’t do that. The regret was with him, and the distances were real and they were great.


  Pea Eye pulled a piece of horsemeat out of his shirt and began to gnaw on it. Several times in the days since Famous Shoes left, he had begun to give up and then had pulled himself back from giving up. He must not give up; Lorena would expect better of him than that. It was hard to choke the dry horsemeat down, but he had to try. He had to take what nourishment he could, to give himself the best chance if there was another fight.


  Pea put the strip of horsemeat down for a moment in order to ease himself a little farther back against the creek bank. His hip pained him so that he dreaded any movement. The horses had come quite near. He only heard two. Their slow hoofbeats gave him the feeling that he was being hunted. He had the shotgun tilted upward. When he tried to sit up straighter, his hip hurt so badly that he passed out for a few seconds. He had done that once before on his long walk in Montana. He had passed out from hunger and fatigue, even as he kept walking. As he walked, he had the sense that Deets, the black cowboy, had come back from the dead to guide him. This time, though, he was not walking—he was only hoping to sit up straighter so as to get off a good shot at whoever approached, in case they were enemies. He took one hand off the gun for a second to pick up the piece of horsemeat and put it back in his shirt. It was no time to be eating, but he didn’t want to waste the food, either.


  Listening hard, Pea determined that there were four horses coming, not two. That was a bad sign, and it frightened him. He got the strong sense that the horsemen were hunters and that he was the hunted.


  Then, before he could even stick the meat back inside his shirt, he saw Lorena, his wife, standing not ten feet from him. It was a miracle—it was as if the sky had opened up and dropped her into the little creek. It was Lorena, not a ghost. It was his wife.


  “Why, honey, you found me,” he said. He rarely called Lorena by such sweet names; only on her birthday sometimes, or maybe Christmas.


  Lorena walked over and took the heavy gun from Pea Eye’s hand.


  “Would you take this?” she said, handing the gun to Billy Williams, who was only a step behind her.


  “You came all this way and found me... and it’s winter, too,” Pea said to her, astonished as he always was that Lorena cared to bother with him.


  Lorena had paused in the creek a moment, watching Pea Eye, before he saw her. The big gun was cocked, and she was afraid that if she startled him he might accidentally shoot her. Pea looked bad. One side of his face was caked with blood, though probably he had just scratched himself with a bloody hand. He looked very thin, and his face was twisted in pain. The bad hip wound hurt him with every movement, she could see.


  But here was her husband, and he was alive.


  “Why wouldn’t I—we’re married!” Lorena replied. Then she took the awful piece of meat out of his hand, knelt close to him, being careful not to bump his bad hip, and took him into her arms. It was the luckiest thing in her life, that she found him in time. The children would not be without him, and neither would she.


  “We’re taking you home, Pea,” Lorena said. “There won’t be no more of this fighting, not for you.”


  “No, I’m done with it, somebody else will have to do it,” Pea Eye replied.


  12.


  JOEY RODE BACK almost to Ojinaga before he stopped to hide. His wounds had begun to hurt, and he knew they would only hurt worse, unless he could find someone to dig out the shot. He could not do it himself, for all his wounds were on his back and legs. He had pellets in his neck and pellets all the way to his calves. He had carefully cleaned out the deputies’ camp; there might be medicine in the saddlebags. But he had had to abandon it all when the old deputy came running at him with the big shotgun.


  Joey hated the old deputy. It was absurd that a man so old would attack him. He should have shot him and the other deputy long before with his rifle, when they had been traveling on the plain. He could have done it easily, and he should have. Killing their animals, scaring them, and trying to drive them into the desert to starve had all been foolish actions. He should have just killed them. But he had never supposed that one of them would be crazy enough to charge him; even the great Captain Call himself had not charged him. Neither had he supposed that he himself would be so stupid as to overlook a loaded gun. During all his months as a robber, he had been careful and had made no mistakes. The fact that he made no mistakes added to his reputation—it terrified people. They thought of Joey Garza as the bandit who made no mistakes.


  But then he had made one, and a bad one. The old deputy had looked a fool, and he had looked incompetent. But he had not been a fool or incompetent. The shotgun had been the deputy’s only chance, and he had remembered it and used it. The pellets making poison in his blood were his payment for being foolish. He had underestimated the old man. The Apaches rarely underestimated anyone. They knew that any living man might be dangerous if desperate enough.


  Joey felt rage at the deputy, but he also felt rage at himself. Three or four more steps and the lawman would have killed him outright; he might still die if his wounds were not treated and cleaned.


  But he was alive, and if he lived, he meant to return and kill the old deputy and Famous Shoes, too. Thinking over the battle, he remembered that Famous Shoes had stopped right by the body where the gun lay. He had shown the old man right where to run. Otherwise, Joey would have had ample time to get his rifle and kill the old fool. Probably the deputy had paid him well, for everyone knew that Famous Shoes liked money.


  Before he went back to finish the old lawman, Joey had to get his wounds cleaned. He wanted his mother to do it. When she had done it and he was safe from infection, he would show her what she was worth by taking his brother and sister. He would not have time to take them to the cave and throw them off the cliff. They would receive a quicker death. He might drown them or kill them with rocks. Then he would go back and finish off the old deputy and Famous Shoes as well.


  Joey was watching his mother’s house when Billy Williams and the blond woman rode away. It surprised him that the blond woman had come to his mother’s house and that she was still there. She must have brought the old Ranger to his mother.


  Joey saw Billy lead the blond woman and two extra horses up the river he had just ridden down. They were going to get the old deputy, no doubt of that. Famous Shoes had already told him that the blond woman belonged to the deputy. He didn’t know why they were taking an extra horse, though. The old deputy might be dead—Joey knew he had hit him at least twice—but if he was alive, he could only ride one horse.


  He watched through his spyglass. Joey could have followed Billy Williams and the woman and killed them, but he didn’t. His wounds hurt too much. His back and legs felt as if they had been skinned. He knew his mother would have to cut his clothes off, for they were stuck to him from all the bleeding.


  Joey saw his mother come out of the house to watch Billy and the blond woman leave. He watched it all through his spyglass from a mile away. He saw that Famous Shoes was there as well, for he came out of the house carrying a blanket that Joey had left in his camp. When Joey saw the blanket, he grew angrier and angrier. He had never liked it when people took his things, and he had certainly not made Famous Shoes a gift of his blanket. The old Indian had simply taken it. Perhaps he believed that Joey would soon die from the shotgun wounds. Joey had known the old man all his life and had neither liked him nor disliked him. The old Indian was crazy; he came and went, walking all over the place for no reason. Often he disappeared into the Madre. When Joey had been a prisoner of the Apaches, Famous Shoes had sometimes come to their camp. The Apaches thought he was crazy too; otherwise, they would have killed him. They didn’t like Kickapoo.


  Famous Shoes had finally decided to hurry home to the Madre. He had told Billy Williams just where to find the wounded man. He had no more business in Ojinaga, or any town, for that matter. He wanted to go to the high mountains where he could track the great eagles with his eyes. Once when he was young he had trapped an eagle, killed it, and eaten its eyes, hoping the vision of the eagles would be his. In tracking, he needed to see things so small that his human eyes couldn’t find them. He thought the eagle’s eyes might help, but the effort was a disappointment. His eyes did not improve, and worse, the meal made him sick. But he forgave the eagles. It was not their fault that he had been foolish enough to hope that he could see with their eyes. He liked to sit on rocks and watch the eagles swoop far down, out of sight into the shadows of the deep valleys, to catch what they wanted to eat.


  Famous Shoes left Ojinaga at a good trot, for he wanted to hurry home to the Madre. But he had not gone far before he saw a familiar track in front of him. It was the track of Joey Garza’s horse. Famous Shoes immediately turned north. He wanted to go as far around Joey Garza as possible. Joey might have changed his mind, and he might be in the mood to kill him now.


  He had gone only a few miles north when, to his dismay, the track of Joey’s horse appeared in front of him again. Joey, too, was going north. Famous Shoes thought he had made a mistake in leaving Ojinaga so soon. He immediately turned and started back for the village. Joey was evidently not as badly wounded as he had supposed. It would be better to stay in the village for a few days, until Joey left or died.


  But he had gone only a mile back toward the village when he saw the track of Joey’s horse in front of him once more. Famous Shoes didn’t think the horse was wandering loose and just appearing in front of him every time he turned. Once, Joey had let him look briefly through the great eye he carried with him, the spyglass. The great eye was even stronger than the eyes of eagles. With it, Famous Shoes could see all the signs he had been hoping to see when he trapped the eagle. But Joey had only let him look for a moment, and then he tied the great eye back on his saddle. If Pea Eye had managed to kill Joey, Famous Shoes meant to ask him if he could have the great eye. It would help him in his work.


  That hadn’t happened, though. Now Joey was angry, and the young killer was stalking him. Famous Shoes saw no point in walking any farther. If he was going to be killed, he might as well rest. He had done a great deal of walking since he had left for the Rio Rojo. There was no point in turning again, since Joey would just turn too, and appear ahead of him. It had been a mistake to take his blanket, for Joey might resent it. But Famous Shoes had seen the blast from the big shotgun knock Joey off his feet, and he had seen the second blast hit him when he jumped for his horse. Famous Shoes didn’t think a man could live long with so much lead in him. Lead was bad for the blood. Joey was young and strong and he might yet die, but so far, he was lasting.


  Famous Shoes was sitting on Joey’s blanket, singing the Kickapoo death song, when Joey appeared on his horse. From the front Joey looked well, but when he dismounted, Famous Shoes saw that the boy’s whole back was raw. Much of his shirt had been driven into his body from the impact of the pellets. Pea Eye had shot him pretty good, just as Famous Shoes had thought. The lead would soon poison Joey’s blood unless he got it out. It might already be too late.


  But Joey had his pistol in his hand, and Famous Shoes kept singing. It was his bad luck that the pellets were not killing Joey more quickly. It meant that he himself would have to die. He saw no point in holding a conversation with the young Mexican; it was better just to sing. He thought an eagle might come and take his song to the Madre for him. Famous Shoes sang loudly, for he wanted the eagles to hear him if there were any around.


  Joey walked close to him and held his pistol to the old Indian’s head.


  “Get off my blanket,” he said. “And give me back my knife.”


  Famous Shoes moved off the blanket, but he kept singing. He took Joey’s knife from his belt and handed it to him. He looked to the sky to see if any eagles were coming, but he saw no eagles. He thought of asking Joey if he could look through the great eye one more time. He thought if he looked through it, he might see where his spirit would be going when Joey shot him. But Joey did not like to lend his things, and he was not in any mood to allow Famous Shoes a few minutes with the great eye.


  Famous Shoes sang his death song loudly. He wanted to send his spirit far away on the sound. He had been in the Valley of Echoes once, in the country of the Utes, and he knew that sound could travel far and live on in echoes, even after the person or the animal who made the sound was dead. He had once seen Ben Lily shoot a bear. The bear had not been shot well, and its cries traveled far away as it was dying. Famous Shoes wanted his spirit to float high on his song; perhaps an eagle would pass and hear it and take it to the Madre.


  As Famous Shoes was waiting for the bullet, singing proudly, Joey Garza turned away and got back on his horse. He had come to Famous Shoes with a cold face, the face of a boy who could kill and not think about it. But once he got his blanket and his knife, Joey’s face changed. He tied the blanket back on his saddle and got on his horse. He turned his horse toward Ojinaga and didn’t speak again.


  Famous Shoes was so startled that he went on singing. He sang until Joey was out of sight. He found it hard to stop singing his death song, for he had already turned loose of his spirit and sent it away. It was hard to have to recall it and go on living. His spirit was far above him and it was reluctant to come back. Joey had been about to pull the trigger, but he had changed his mind. It was quite puzzling. Joey killed as easily as he himself walked. Yet in this case, he had changed his mind and had simply ridden off. Famous Shoes stopped singing, finally, but he did not get up for a while. He had to wait for his spirit to come back; it came slowly, like a bird fluttering down.


  When his spirit was back with him, Famous Shoes stood up—but he did not turn toward the Madre. He followed Joey’s track, which went toward Ojinaga. He knew it was not safe; after all, Joey might change his mind again. His cold mood might return when he remembered that Famous Shoes had signaled Pea Eye where the big shotgun was, the shotgun that had driven lead and cloth into Joey’s body, sickening his blood.


  But Famous Shoes was curious. He wanted to know what Joey was doing, and he wanted another look through the great eye. If he followed and waited, he might get to see through the great eye again.


  13.


  JOEY HEADED TOWARD Ojinaga and his mother, for he wanted to make her take the pellets out of his body. He felt sick, so sick that he had lost interest in killing the old Indian. The wounds were like fire. They were making him feel so bad that he had lost his pride in killing. Joey had never expected to be injured himself, certainly not by an old man who could scarcely shoot a rifle. He felt such weakness in his body that he had difficulty mounting his horse; he could not waste his strength killing crazy old men. Once his mother had cleaned his wounds and he was well again, he would dispose of Rafael and Teresa. Then he would have his pride back. No more would he overlook loaded guns; he would no longer make mistakes. He thought he might go back near the City of Mexico and rob more trains. It would be nice to take some silver and some jewels back to his cave.


  Soon after Lorena and Billy Williams left the village, the shoemaker came for Maria. His name was Jorge, and he had a very young wife—too young, Maria thought. Her name was Negra. Her parents were rough people; they had married Negra to Jorge when she was only twelve. Now, barely thirteen, she was with child, and her time had come.


  Jorge urged Maria to come to his wife quickly. Negra had already been in labor for more than a day. Maria had been to their home six times to check on her already. It was her practice to check often when a child was coming. She did not like surprises, although she often got them. There was no way of knowing how a birth would go until it happened—birth and death were alike in that way.


  It was not a day when Maria wanted to leave her children. With luck, Billy Williams would be back that night or the next morning with the wounded man. Maria wanted to stay near Rafael and Teresa in case Joey came. The shoemaker’s house was not far, but it was not her house, and Joey was quick in his evil. There was no one in the village that Maria could trust, now that Billy was gone. Captain Call was feverish, and he mumbled words that made no sense. Sometimes he was conscious, but he was too weak to even lift his head. When he had to relieve himself, Maria and Lorena had taken turns assisting him. He tried to fight them off with his one hand, but they helped him anyway, directing his water into a jug. Maria would have to do it herself now that Lorena was gone. And Call would accept all other attentions only from Teresa.


  But Call could not help her guard against Joey, for he was too weak and in too much pain. If Joey came while she was helping Negra in her labor, Joey would probably finish off the Captain—with a knife, with a rifle butt, with anything handy.


  “Maria, she is screaming—I’m scared,” Jorge said.


  Maria got ready to go. Negra was only one year older than Teresa, and she was small in the hips. It would not be an easy birth, and if Maria was not skillful, both Negra and her child might die. Maria felt a deep uneasiness: she could not refuse to help a child have a child, just because she was worried about Joey. Negra’s baby was there, and Joey was not. She had to go, but she was very worried. She took her sharp knife with her when she went, and she made Rafael and Teresa go with her. Rafael drove his goats the short distance to the shoemaker’s little house.


  Teresa was very reluctant to leave Call.


  “I want to stay with the old man,” she said to her mother. She had taken a great liking to Captain Call, and he to her. Teresa was the only one who could get him to eat in his few moments of lucidity. Teresa would sit by him for hours, whispering stories in his ear and bathing his face with a wet rag to cool his fever.


  “You can’t stay with him, not now,” Maria said. “You have to stay near me. We will be back this afternoon, I hope. Then you can be with the old man.”


  “But he might die if I leave,” Teresa said. “I am his nurse.”


  “But I’m Negra’s nurse, and we have to go now,” Maria said. “Bring your chickens. Don’t worry about the old man. He will be here when we get back.”


  Before she left, Maria took a cowbell. Their cow had died, and she had not been able to afford to replace her. When they all got to the shoemaker’s house, Maria put the bell around Rafael’s neck. It was a little awkward; the bell was for a cow, not for a boy. But Maria didn’t know what else to do.


  “Stay where I can hear the bell,” she told them both. “If your brother Joey comes, ring the bell and run to me. Do not let him catch you, whatever you do.”


  Rafael took a few steps amid the goats, and the bell tinkled. He began to moan. Rafael was easily frightened, for anything out of the ordinary upset him. A bell around his neck was out of the ordinary, and it made him feel anxious.


  “I don’t want you to be too long,” Teresa told her mother. “I want to go back to see Señor Call. He is my friend.”


  “He was not your grandfather’s friend,” Maria told her, but right away she regretted saying it. Teresa knew nothing of those troubles, and besides, bringing Call into the house had been Maria’s decision. She had not expected Teresa or anyone to make friends with him, but Teresa often did things Maria would not have expected her to do. Teresa found a little storybook of Joey’s and pretended to read it, although she could not see. She made up her own story while holding the book.


  “I like Señor Call—do not talk bad about him,” Teresa warned.


  “I’m not talking about him, I’m talking about Joey,” Maria said. She caught her daughter’s face in her hands and brought it close to hers. Often that was the only way to get Teresa’s attention when she was being willful. Only when she felt her mother’s breath on her face would Teresa heed her.


  “I have to help Negra have her baby,” Maria said. “I want you to be careful and if Joey comes, you run. Your brother doesn’t make jokes. I’m afraid he will hurt you if he comes.”


  “I will run away from him if he comes,” Teresa told her mother casually, as if she could not imagine such a thing happening to her.


  “Run, but make Rafael ring the bell,” Maria told her daughter. “Make it ring loud, and I will come. Don’t forget.”


  But she was afraid that Teresa would forget. Teresa wasn’t afraid of her big brother. Rafael was afraid, but Rafael might not be able to remember to ring the bell if he became frightened. Some days, Rafael could not remember anything at all.


  While Maria was talking to Teresa, Negra screamed. The scream poured out of the little hut into the empty streets of the quiet town. Gordo the butcher heard it; he had just butchered a pig and was hauling it up so he could gut it. The pig had screamed too, when he hit it in the head to kill it. The butcher had been drunk the night before, for with his wife dead he was lonely. He drank often, and in the mornings his work was not always precise. Gordo had not struck well, and the pig screamed when he hit it and when he cut its throat. He had not noticed before that the wild scream of a dying pig was so much like that of a woman in labor.


  “Maria, can’t you come?” Jorge begged. “Negra is dying.” He came out of the little house shaking. His face was tortured with worry. Maria had seen many husbands in such pain. They did not know that their wives were not really dying; though sometimes the husbands were right—the wives did die, and their babies too.


  Maria knew she could not delay any longer. She had to do her work, but she could not make her worry go away.


  It was six hours before the baby came. Negra had been in labor a long time, and Maria’s fear was that the young girl would become too weak to help. The girl’s small, unprepared body would have to force the baby out without help from the mother’s will. Already, Negra’s will was almost exhausted. Maria had to sit with her patiently, soothing her and coaxing her to rest between pains. Negra was terrified of the pain; she thought she must be dying. Maria soothed her and explained to her that it was the necessary pain of childbirth.


  “Soon you will have a fine baby,” Maria told her. The water finally broke, and Maria became hopeful. The baby was turned properly and did not seem to be too large. She had sent Jorge away. She did the work with two women, old sisters who had made their lives together. They were crafty old women, and greedy. Each wanted to outlive the other so as to get the other’s possessions. They had seen many children born and were indifferent to Negra’s pain. From time to time they smoked tobacco, in little cigarettes they rolled themselves. Soon the floor of the little room was littered with cigarette papers the old women had dropped. But they knew the business of birth and helped efficiently when the pains came. Their names were Juana and Josia. Some people thought they were twins, for they looked very much alike. But each denied being the other’s twin, and each claimed to be the younger sister.


  “She was two when I was born,” Juana claimed.


  “She is a liar, she will go to hell,” Josia said. “She was already three when I was born.”


  Maria didn’t particularly like the old sisters. They were rude to one another, often having loud, harsh arguments just when the young mothers needed quiet. But they were the only ones she could find who knew what to do during difficult births, and so she called them in. They looked at life with skeptical eyes, which sometimes irritated Maria. She felt she knew as well as any woman that life was a thing of sadness; but it was not all sadness, and there were times for hope. And one time for hope was when a baby was being born.


  Maria herself always began to have hopes for the babies she birthed, as soon as she saw them. Perhaps as they grew they would be lucky, have health, find good women or men to marry, rise above poverty, and be spared disease and loss. Few were spared. But each time when the baby was in her arms and the moment of peace came, Maria let her hopes rise. She smiled at the little child and bathed it in warm water. She wanted to welcome it to life; perhaps it would be one of the lucky ones.


  So it was when Negra’s baby finally came—it was a boy. Maria was tired, but she liked the look of the little male child. He cried with spirit, the spirit of life. Maria smiled at him and whispered to him. He was to be named Jorge, too, after his father. He was a fine boy, and Maria could not help smiling at him. The mother was asleep, too tired to need her smiles. The little boy wiggled and cried, and Maria took him outside to show him to his father. The tortured look left Jorge’s face and he looked at his son with surprise, the surprise men so often showed when they saw that a living human had been created from the actions of love—actions they had taken long before and perhaps had forgotten.


  “This is a good boy, I like the way he wiggles. He will give you lots of trouble when he grows up and can walk,” Maria told him.


  Then, as she was about to take the baby back inside so the old women could cleanse him of the birthing blood, Maria looked around for her children. Several times during lulls in the labor, she had gone out to speak to them briefly. They sat with the goats between the shoemaker’s house and the butcher’s shed. While the butcher was butchering the pig, Maria’s children were just sitting.


  “It’s cold. I want to go back to Señor Call,” Teresa said, each time. She was sullen, as she often was if her mother denied her her way.


  “You can come in where I am, only sit in the kitchen,” Maria told her.


  “No, I don’t want to sit in that kitchen. I would rather be cold,” Teresa replied.


  Then the crisis arrived, and Maria forgot about the children. Once when Negra was screaming, she heard the cowbell and was reassured. She had to concentrate on what she was doing, and she could not listen every moment for a cowbell when the little room rang with the full screams that came with a birth.


  Now, though, with little Jorge safely born, she turned to look for Teresa and Rafael and didn’t see them. The goats were still there, but not her children. She ran to where the goats were, scattering them in her fear. Then she saw the cowbell lying in the dirt. Joey had taken it off Rafael—why hadn’t she known he would?


  Fear chilled Maria so, that she almost dropped the baby. She ran with him to Jorge and thrust the baby into his hands.


  “Take him to the sisters,” she said. “Did you see Joey?”


  “No—how do I hold him?” Jorge asked.


  Maria had no time to instruct the new father; he would have to figure out for himself how to hold his son. She ran to the butcher, who had taken the pig’s hooves and ears and was putting them in a sack. Most of the pig had been cut up. Parts were heaped on a bloody table, and other parts were piled on strips of sacking.


  “Did you see Joey?” Maria asked.


  “You are bloodier than I am, and I’ve butchered a pig,” Gordo told her. He was a little disgusted with the woman, for she had blood all over her arms. Still, she was shapely, and she was his neighbor. When she cleaned herself up he thought he might go visit her, perhaps taking her a little sausage. He might ask her to make him menudo or some other tasty dish.


  “No, Joey wasn’t here,” he told her.


  Maria knew better—Joey had been there. She had to have help, and there was only Gordo, the butcher.


  “He was here. He’s taken my children,” Maria said to him. “Come and bring a gun, don’t wait!”


  In the desperate hope that Teresa had disobeyed her and taken Rafael home, Maria ran to her house. She had her knife in her hand. Call was laying outside the back door when she got there. He had hobbled out, using a chair for a crutch, and he had a pistol near him. But the chair was too short to be a good crutch, and he had fallen again. He was lying on his back. His leg was bleeding, and his eyes were open.


  “Did he come?” Maria asked.


  “He came—I can’t do anything,” Call said.


  “I can’t do anything,” he said, again. He was so weak that she could barely hear him whisper, and it was surprising that he could even have hobbled the few steps he had.


  Maria felt fear shaking her, more powerful than any fear she had felt in her life. She did not have time to move Captain Call back to bed. She grabbed his pistol.


  “What did he say, señor?” Maria asked. “Did he say anything?”


  “No,” Call said. “He came in and looked at me and left. He’s wounded.”


  “Not wounded enough. I have to take your gun,” Maria told him.


  Call lay in helplessness. He had wanted to kill the boy, but he had no strength and no way. The boy had simply looked at him insolently for a moment and left. He was not a large boy, but he had a cold look. Call had rolled off the bed, pulled himself up with the chair, and found his pistol. But it was no good. He was too weak, and he soon fell. The world was swimming, and he couldn’t see well. He could not make himself rise, and even if he had risen it would have done no good. Joey Garza was gone. Call was helpless and he had failed, again.


  Maria felt helpless too, because she didn’t know where to look for her children. Joey could not have gone too far, since it had only been a short time that she last looked out and had seen Rafael sitting amid his goats. But where had he gone? If he had put the children on a horse, she would have no chance of catching them. She could not track a horse, and no one in the village could, either. Joey might take her children far away, where she could never follow or find them. She ran to the cantina. Two vaqueros were there drinking. Perhaps one of them had seen something.


  But the two vaqueros were very drunk. They looked at Maria with disgust, as Gordo the butcher had.


  “Go wash yourself, you stink!” one vaquero said.


  Maria raised the gun at him. It was the wrong moment for a man to tell her she was not clean enough. When they wanted her she was always clean enough, even if it was the time of the month when she was bleeding.


  She didn’t shoot the vaquero, though; she didn’t have time. She just pointed the gun at him and saw his eyes widen at the thought that he might be shot by a filthy, dirty woman. Then she ran outside. As she ran she heard a high, moaning bleat from the direction of the river. It was a sound like a sheep makes when it is dying. She had heard it many times when the butcher was killing sheep. But it was not a sheep she heard this time—it was Rafael, who had lived with the sheep and made the cries they made. The boys in the village often taunted him for it. They called him sheep boy, and they told him his father had been a ram. When too much fear seized Rafael, his moan became the screaming bleat that Maria now heard.


  Maria ran toward the sound. She remembered that long ago, Joey had sometimes tricked Rafael into playing a drowning game. He would persuade Rafael to put his head underwater to watch the fish; then Joey would jump on his head and try to drown him. Only the fact that Rafael was strong had kept Joey from succeeding. Maybe that was what he was trying to do, drown his brother and sister. Maybe he was too weak from his wounds to take them all the way to the cliff where he had said he would kill them.


  Maria fired the pistol in the air, for she wanted to make Joey think men were coming. She wanted to do anything to get him to stop, so that she could get there before he killed Rafael. She heard the bleating again and kept running toward the sound, feeling a terrible fear. Teresa was the weaker child and might already be dead, killed by her brother Joey. Joey might realize that Rafael was too strong to drown, and he might stab him or shoot him before she could find them.


  Maria had two fears: one, that she might not arrive in time to save her children; and two, that the warp of her life might have forced her to the moment when she would have to kill her evil son. Her sweetest, most beguiling dreams were dreams in which Joey was good again, as he had been when he was just a little boy. But then she would awaken to heartache and discouragement so profound that it made her limbs heavy, for Joey was no longer a little boy and he was no longer good. Even in her discouragement she had the wish that it would be someone else, not her, who met Joey in battle and defeated him.


  Now the two fears came together in her, and she carried them both as she ran. She had the gun and the knife. If only someone else would come—the butcher, Jorge, the drunken vaqueros, anyone. But Maria looked behind her as she ran, and there was no one coming.


  Guided by Rafael’s high, bleating call, Maria ran through the thin mesquite until she came to the river, near the spot where old Estela sat to listen to her dead children. Joey had pulled Rafael and Teresa into the deepest part of the river. Rafael was soaked, but he was alive. When Maria got to the river, Joey was holding Teresa’s head under in the deep water.


  But Teresa was not dead. Joey had tied her thin legs with a rawhide rope, but Teresa’s legs were still thrashing. Rafael’s head was bleeding. Joey had beaten him, trying to knock him out so he could drown him; but Rafael had been too strong.


  Maria shot the gun again, twice. She did not shoot at Joey, she just wanted him to stop. His back was to her when she came up, and she saw that his wounds were bad. When he turned to confront her, he looked pale. But he did not release his sister—he held her as if she were a large slick fish. Maria saw Teresa get her head up and gulp at the air and felt a moment of pride at how hard her girl was struggling for her life. Then Joey shoved her under again, but Teresa only wiggled harder. Her body looked like that of a struggling fish under the water. Maria saw old Estela, sitting on the other bank, watching. She was listening for her own children and did not seem to care that two of Maria’s children were being drowned before her eyes.


  Maria went into the water and shot again. The bullet hit a rock and whined away.


  “Let her go!” Maria yelled at her son. “Who are you to be killing your own sister?”


  Joey turned his head toward Maria briefly and gave her that cold look he had, the look that made her feel she was not there. Maria had always hated that look. She was his mother and she was there, but not to Joey’s eyes—he kept trying to get a better grip on his wiggling sister. Drowning Teresa was what interested him, not the fact that his mother was threatening him with a gun.


  Joey was glad his mother had come. He wanted her to see what he was doing. Catching Rafael and Teresa had been easy. He had tied them up and thrown them on his horse while the shoemaker’s wife was screaming. It was irritating that Rafael’s skull was so thick that even three blows with a rock had not weakened him enough that Joey could drown him. Joey had hobbled Rafael’s feet; he could finish him later. He was annoyed with his sister, too. He had not supposed that she was so strong or could struggle so hard. Despite all he could do, she kept getting her head up, gulping air. He could not get a good enough grip on her neck to keep her under. Because of his wounds, he was not strong enough for the task he was trying to do.


  Joey was not at all surprised that his mother had come. She had been working with the woman in childbirth, and she was as bloody as a wounded animal. The fact that she had old Call’s pistol didn’t worry him. His mother wouldn’t shoot him, and even if she tried she would miss. When the drowning was over he would make her take the pellets out. Once that was done he would get his strength and his pride back, and would go near the City of Mexico and rob some trains with rich people on them. His mother had doctored old Call, for he had seen the old Ranger in bed in her house. Joey had started to kill him, but had felt the same indifference he felt when he let Famous Shoes live. It would be wasting a death to kill such a worthless old person. Who could take pride in killing such old, half-dead people? It was better to do what he was doing: avenge himself on the bloody woman who stood there pointing a pistol at him.


  Maria shot one more time. It hit the water near Joey, but he didn’t even look up. She had stopped expecting to scare her son. She shot in hopes that someone would hear and come to see what the shooting was about. Even if the drunken vaqueros came, it might be enough; then Joey might stop.


  But Joey didn’t stop. He had managed to get Teresa’s body between his legs, and he tightened his legs and used both hands to shove his sister’s head under the water. Maria waded into the water and struck Joey high on the shoulder with her knife. Joey screamed—the wounds on his back were sore. He turned to his mother with a look of hatred. Maria struck again, high on his other shoulder. She only wanted to cut Joey enough so he would let Teresa go. When Joey turned again, Teresa wiggled free and sucked in air. She kept wiggling until she was out of reach. Joey grabbed for her, but Teresa was quicker. Even with her feet tied, she was as quick as a fish. Joey took a few steps toward her, but Teresa was already yards away. In the water she was quicker than he was.


  In fury, Joey turned on Maria and drew his own knife. He would kill Rafael with the knife and then chase down Teresa.


  Maria saw where her son’s eyes were pointed. She put herself between Joey and Rafael. She still held her knife, but she didn’t want to stab her son again. The wounds she had given him were light and were meant to distract him, not hurt him. She could help him recover and live. She would do it—take out the pellets of heavy shot, wash his wounds, nurse him, if only he would relent. He must relent, though. She would not give him her other children, his brother and sister.


  “Stop this!” Maria cried. “You’re hurt, you’re weak! Stop this killing! Come home with me and let me wash you. I’ll feed you and I’ll hide you until you are well.”


  “Wash yourself, whore!” Joey said, in his cold tone. His eyes were like sleet. Maria held her knife high. Joey would not stop. He would not become her good son again. All she could do now was protect Rafael. Joey’s cold look made Maria want to give up. Her son should not look at her with his look of sleet—it was a poor return for the care she had given and the love she had borne.


  But it was Joey’s look, and she could not change him. She had to give up. That way she could protect Rafael and Teresa, and she would protect them, no matter what she had to do.


  When Joey came close, Maria raised the knife and tried to cut his arm; anyplace to slow him but not kill him. She saw Joey’s knife but didn’t feel it strike—not the first time, not the second, not the third.


  “Leave your brother alone!” she screamed. “Leave him alone. Don’t hurt your brother!”


  Joey was trying to push his mother out of the way so he could grab his brother’s hair, when the bullet struck him. He turned his head at the shot. Maria turned, too. They saw Gordo, the butcher, standing on the riverbank with his old carbine.


  “Don’t kill her, you rascal!” Gordo yelled. “Don’t kill her—I might want to marry her!”


  Across the river, Teresa crawled into the shallows, and old Estela hobbled over and helped her out of the water. Teresa was very frightened. Her mother had been right; Joey was bad. She was worried, for she heard shots and she could not see.


  “Where is my mother?” she asked the old woman.


  Old Estela’s eyes were dim, and she couldn’t see the far bank of the river.


  “She is over there,” old Estela said. “I think I hear her talking to my children.”


  Joey fell backward into the water. Maria cut Rafael free, and the two of them began to drag Joey to the bank where the butcher stood with his gun. Before Maria could get out of the river, she fell, too. She fell across her son’s legs, and the river began to swirl her blood away.


  14.


  GORDO CARRIED MARIA home. She was awake, but he saw where she had been stabbed and knew she would not live. It angered him, for he had already begun to think of her as his wife and was looking forward to laying with her. She had eluded him when she was a girl, and now she was going to elude him again by dying. It was an aggravation, such an aggravation that he refused to bring her devil of a son’s body to her.


  “He’s dead, Gordo,” Maria said. “Bring him home.”


  The butcher ignored her. He also refused to lift Captain Call and bring him back inside the house. He put Maria on the bed, and as he went out, he spat on Call. Later, the two drunken vaqueros came to Maria’s house and they, too, spat on him. One wanted to put a rope around the old man’s neck and drag him to death, but the other vaquero argued that it would be better just to let the old man die. He was too famous. If they put a rope on him, the Texans might find out about it and hunt them down.


  Teresa picked her way back across the cold river in fear. She was afraid her brother might catch her again and put her head in the cold, swirling river and let it suck her breath away. Twice when he held her, Teresa had feared that the river was going to suck all her breath away. But her brother didn’t take her. She waded through the cold water, stepping on slick rocks. Teresa knew the path through the mesquites and was soon home. Rafael was inside, moaning. When Teresa felt his head, she found that it was wet and sticky. Her mother lay on the bed where Señor Call had been.


  “Where is he, did he leave?” Teresa asked, concerned. Her mother had promised that Señor Call would be there when she returned home.


  “He is outside,” her mother told her, in a voice that was very weak. “Joey hurt me, and Gordo would not help me. Go find Jorge and ask him to come. He can move Señor Call back inside. Ask the old sisters if they would come to me.”


  The old sisters and Jorge came. Jorge put Call inside on a blanket. Teresa fixed some frijoles, but only Rafael ate a little. Her mother didn’t want any, and Señor Call was not speaking. His mind had gone to sleep, as it often did.


  Teresa began to be afraid for her mother. She heard her mother’s breath, and it was as weak as Señor Call’s. She was worried that they might both die. She was also afraid that Joey might come back and get her and Rafael. She knew now that Joey was bad, and she was very afraid. Having the water suck her breath had left her with a deep fear.


  Maria felt her daughter’s fear in the trembling of her small hands.


  “Don’t be afraid,” she said. “Joey’s dead. You are safe. Billy will come soon and take care of us. The old sisters will stay until he comes to help.”


  When the vaqueros realized that Joey Garza was dead and that Gordo, a stupid butcher, had killed him, they became bitter. They had had the chance to kill him too, but the bloody woman had pointed a gun at them and prevented them from having the glory of killing the young bandit. In their bitterness, they drank a lot of tequila and convinced themselves that they had shot Joey Garza. The butcher had only assisted. They found Joey’s body in the river and shot it a few more times, then put a rope on it and dragged it through the village streets. In other places, one would believe that a greasy butcher had killed the famous young killer with a rusty carbine. But in Mexico and Texas, the people would think it was two fearless vaqueros who had risked their lives to rid the country of a scourge. Their fame would grow; there would be songs about them. Only in Ojinaga would anyone even suppose that a village butcher had anything to do with it.


  The vaqueros left Joey’s body outside the cantina and went to Presidio to spread the news. They wanted to find someone to take their picture with the corpse.


  Jorge and his brother brought Joey’s body to his mother. His body was filthy and dirty and coated with dust from being dragged by the two vaqueros. Maria begged the old sisters to heat water and help her clean her son. She wanted his body to be clean, and she wanted him dressed in clean clothes, clothes that she had washed herself.


  “He’s my good boy again... please make him nice,” she asked the old sisters. But the old sisters smoked and sulked and ignored her. They knew the dead boy was of the devil—to touch him might be to catch corruption.


  Maria was weak, but she was determined that her son’s body would be clean.


  “Get out!” she cried at the old sisters. “Go roll your cigarettes someplace else.”


  She made Teresa heat water. When it was hot, she bathed the wounds on Rafael’s scalp, working very slowly. Then she had Teresa and Rafael help her move to where Joey lay. Teresa brought her a knife, and with it Maria cut off Joey’s clothes. She was very weak, and she had to stop often to rest.


  Jorge came in for a minute and helped Maria clean Joey’s body. He was very grateful to Maria, for his wife was alive and he had a fine son. He didn’t know why Maria was still alive. She had three deep wounds in her chest, and the blood seeped through her dress.


  “Mama, you’re bleeding,” Teresa said. “I feel it on my hands.”


  “Maria, you’re hurt,” Jorge said, thinking she might not realize how badly she was wounded.


  “I want to put clean clothes on my son,” Maria said. “I want to do it now.” She ignored their fears, the fears of her child and of the shoemaker. She felt very weak, but she wanted her son’s body to be clean.


  She was not strong enough to dress him, though, and Jorge did not like to touch dead bodies. Jorge began to shake and tremble at the thought of what he was doing. He wanted to be home looking at his fine son. He didn’t like moving Joey’s stiffening limbs in order to get him into clothes. They got the shirt on him, but that was the best they could do.


  “Maria, just cover him,” Jorge told her, before he left.


  Maria had to stop with the shirt, for she was too weak to do more. She asked Teresa to get a blanket, and they covered Joey. Maria wept and wept for her son’s lost life. Teresa felt her mother’s tears with her fingers and tried to comfort her, but for Maria there was no comfort. She had tried to be a good mother, but she had not been able to make her son a good person. Joey had been killed while trying to murder his own brother and sister. That he had killed her didn’t matter so much; his life had killed her already, his life and her life. Her mistakes had been too many and too profound, though she didn’t know exactly when the mistakes had been made or what they were. She had gotten up every morning and made food and washed clothes and seen that her children were clean. She had tried to teach them good behavior, but still it had led to Teresa’s blindness, and Rafael’s poor mind, and the moment in the river when she had had to turn the knife on her own child. It was too hard—Maria wanted peace. She wanted to have all the pains and worries bleed quickly away, and to go into a sleep beyond dreams, beyond the need to be awake and wash and cook while knowing every day that so much was wrong.


  When Joey was covered, Maria crawled back to her blanket, stopping several times to rest. She saw old Call watching her. That was another strange trick of life—that she should be dying in her own house, in a room with the man who had killed her father and her brother.


  The children had run outside for a moment. They couldn’t stand to hear the weakness in her voice, and they wanted to be away from the fear that their mother might die. They hid among the goats while Rafael tried to find the nanny goat he sometimes suckled. But he was too confused; he could not find her.


  Call saw Maria crawling on the floor, dragging herself back to her blanket. He didn’t know what had occurred, but he saw that the woman was badly injured. He remembered that the cold boy had come into the room and had looked at him insolently.


  Maria did not like having the old man in her house. Taking him in had been another mistake. If she met her father and her brother on the other side, they would be stern and unforgiving. But Call was kind to Teresa, and perhaps if he lived he would be a friend to her.


  Several townspeople came to see Joey’s body. Maria lay on her blanket and did not speak. She could not afford to waste what strength she had left. Teresa and Rafael came back and sat with her, one child on either side. They were silent and afraid. Maria hoped that Billy would return soon this time. She needed him to hurry back with Lorena. It was for Lorena that she waited, in pain and in life. Maria was a mother; she had two children alive, two damaged children. She hoped Lorena would be kind enough to take them. There was no one in the village to take them, for the village was too poor. No one would want to feed them or keep them clean or wash their clothes. Teresa was pretty; men would soon find her and degrade her. Rafael would be teased and tormented. He would go hungry, for his blind sister would not be strong enough to protect him. For them, Maria held herself in life. Teresa brought her posole, but she could not eat. She saw Teresa feeding old Call and heard her whispering to him.


  Long hours passed. Maria grew more and more tired, until she was so weak she despaired. She was about to ask old Call if he would make the request to Lorena for her. Would he ask Lorena if she would take her children? She knew it was a serious request, to ask another woman to raise her children. Lorena had five of her own, and it might be that her husband was dead. But Maria had no one else to ask. She was about to tell Rafael to pull her over nearer to Call, when she heard the horses coming to the house.


  Then Billy Williams stood in the doorway; Lorena stood behind him. He came and knelt by Maria. Maria felt grateful to fortune that she had Billy Williams to assist her. He had come back when he promised. He had many failings, but he also had fidelity—now he had brought her the person she most needed, the woman who might help her children after her death, when she could not mother them anymore. It was important that he had come back when he said he would—it was the best thing a man had ever done for her.


  “Why, Mary, you ain’t dyin’, are you?” Billy asked. He was stricken in the heart. He touched Maria’s face; it was cold. He had only left for a little more than a day, and now this!


  “Go get drunk now, Billy,” Maria whispered to him. “But don’t forget my children. Please talk about me when you see them. Give them your memories. Tell them how I danced and laughed, when I was young and pretty....”


  “Mary, you’re still young and pretty,” Billy Williams told her. It took his breath away to think that after all these years, Maria was going. He would be lost; he wouldn’t know what to do.


  Maria raised up and gave him a little kiss and tugged at his hair for a moment. He still had the long hair of the mountain man.


  “Go on, Billy. Go get drunk,” Maria whispered, again.


  “Oh, Mary...” Billy sighed. He wanted to talk more—he wanted to say things he had never said to her. But Maria’s eyes were tired and sad.


  “You go on... obey me,” Maria told him, quietly, but in a tone that he knew better than to argue with.


  “Well... didn’t I always?” he asked.


  Lorena wanted the old man to go. She saw the dying woman looking at her, and she knew what Maria wanted to ask. She wanted the old man to go; yet, maybe he had been to Maria what Pea Eye was to her. It was not her place to rush him in his last moments with his love.


  Billy Williams rose, looked at Maria once more, and stumbled outside.


  Lorena knelt and felt Maria’s pulse; it was barely there. That the woman was alive at all was a wonder. But then, it was a wonder that Call still lived. Pea Eye was outside, tied to his horse and in great pain. She wanted to lift him down and bring him in, but she had to hear Maria’s request first.


  “Would you take them?” Maria asked, with a movement of her head, first toward Rafael and then toward Teresa.


  “Yes, I’ll take them,” Lorena said firmly. She wanted to relieve the woman’s deep doubt. Maria had made the request she herself would have had to make to Clara, if things had gone differently. And she might not have even gotten to speak it—she might have had to trust that Clara would receive it in her heart, and respond.


  “I’ve got my husband back now, and I’ll take them. I expect we can take care of all the children that come along,” Lorena told her. She meant it too; she was firm. She had Pea Eye back, and together they could take care of all the children that came along.


  Maria smiled. She looked at Rafael and put her trembling hand on Teresa’s face.


  “I’ve got to get my husband in. He’s hurt. I’ll be right back,” Lorena said, softly.


  She found Billy Williams outside, crying.


  “I just went off for two days,” he choked, “and now this.”


  “It was the wrong two days, but you couldn’t know that,” Lorena said. “Help me get Pea off, will you? He’s hurting.”


  They lifted Pea Eye down, carried him into the small house, and put him down beside Call.


  “There’s not too many more places left to lay sick people or dead people in this house,” Billy Williams mumbled. There were Joey and Maria, Call, and now Pea Eye.


  Lorena went to Maria and saw that she was gone.


  “The count’s even now,” she said quietly to Billy. “It’s two that’s sick, and two that’s dead.”


  “Oh, Mary,” Billy said, when he looked at her. He sat down on the floor and put his head in his arms.


  Lorena made Pea Eye as comfortable as she could. He was unconscious, but he would live. On the ride back, despite his pain, Pea talked and talked, asking questions about their children. The fact that his children were in Nebraska kept slipping from his tired mind. Finally, to satisfy him, Lorena made up little stories about the children and what they were doing.


  Then, when she had made her husband as comfortable as she could make him, Lorena went back across the small room, covered Maria, and sat with her two new children, the little girl who had no sight, and the large boy with the empty mind.


  15.


  IN THE MORNING, the vaqueros came back with a photographer they had found in Presidio. They wanted to have their pictures taken with the famous bandit they had killed. They had drunk tequila all night, telling stories about the great battle they’d had with the young killer. They had forgotten the butcher and the mother entirely; in their minds, there had been a great gun battle by the Rio Grande, and the famous bandit had finally fallen to their guns.


  Billy Williams had obeyed Maria’s last order: he drank all night, sitting outside the room where Maria lay. But the whiskey hadn’t touched him, and when the vaqueros came straggling up from the river with the photographer and his heavy camera, loaded on a donkey—he planned to take many pictures and sell them to the Yankee magazines and make his fortune—Billy Williams went into a deadly rage.


  “You goddamn goat ropers had better leave!” he yelled, grabbing his rifle. The vaqueros were startled into immediate sobriety by the wild look in the old mountain man’s eyes. Billy Williams began to fire his rifle, and the vaqueros felt the bullets whiz past them like angry bees, causing them to flee. The photographer, a small man from Missouri named Mullins, fled too—but he could not persuade the donkey to flee. George Mullins stopped fifty yards away and watched Billy Williams cut the cameras off the donkey and hack them to kindling with an axe. George Mullins had invested every cent he had in the world in those cameras. He had even borrowed money to buy the latest equipment—but in a moment, he was bankrupt. There would be no sales to Yankee magazines, and there would be no fortune. George Mullins had ridden across the river, feeling like a coming man; he walked back to Texas owning nothing but a donkey.


  All day people filed out of the countryside like ants, from Mexico and from Texas, hoping for a look at Joey Garza’s body. But Billy Williams drove them all off. He fired his gun over their heads, or skipped bullets off the dust at their feet.


  “Go away, you goddamn buzzards!” he growled, at the few who dared to come within hearing distance.


  The people feared to challenge him, but they were frustrated. The body of the famous young killer lay almost in sight, and they wanted to see it. They wanted to tell their children that they had seen the corpse of Joey Garza. They hated the old mountain man; he was crazy. What right did he have to turn them away when they had come long distances to look at a famous corpse. He didn’t own the body!


  “They ought to lock up the old bastard!” one disgruntled spectator complained. He expressed the general view.


  But no one came to lock up Billy. Olin Roy arrived out of deep Mexico in time to help Billy dig the two graves. Olin was silent and sad, for he, too, had loved Maria. The old sisters came and dressed Maria’s body, but they would not touch Joey. Lorena finished the cleaning that Maria, in her weakness, had begun. Pea Eye watched with Famous Shoes, who had arrived in the night while Billy Williams sat drinking. The wounds in Joey’s back were terrible, and Olin and Billy both believed they would have killed Joey, in time.


  “Why, he was just a young boy,” Pea Eye remarked. It always surprised him how ordinary famous outlaws turned out to be, once you saw them dead. People talked about them so much that you came to expect them to be giants, but they weren’t. They were just men of ordinary size, if not smaller.


  “Why, Clarie’s bigger than he was,” Pea Eye said. All that chasing and all that pain and death, and the boy who caused it hadn’t been as big as his own fifteen-year-old.


  “He had pretty hands, didn’t he?” Lorena said. She felt sad and low. All Billy Williams’s yelling and shooting made her nervous. She could not forget Maria’s anguished eyes. What a terrible grief, to have a child go bad and never be able to correct it or even know why it happened. She wondered how she would live if one of her sons came to hate her as Joey had seemed to hate Maria.


  It was not a direction Lorena wanted to allow her mind to go. She didn’t want such darkness in her thoughts, for she had the living to tend to. She busied herself caring for Pea Eye, Captain Call, and the two children. She thought of Maria and her bad son as little as possible. There was no knowing why such things happened. Lorena had good sons, and she knew now how very lucky she was. To have an evil child come from her own womb would be too hard to bear; Lorena didn’t want to think about it.


  When Pea Eye’s mind cleared and he had a good look at the Captain, he was shocked. Call was almost helpless. He let the little blind girl feed him, but otherwise, he simply lay on his pallet, barely moving. Of course, he could barely move without assistance. He only had one leg and one arm, and could not button or unbutton himself.


  “You have to help him make water,” Lorena told Pea Eye. “He hates for me to do it, but if somebody don’t help him, he’ll wet his pallet. Watch him and help him. We don’t have any bedding to spare.”


  “Why, Captain, if there was many more people as bunged up as you and me, they’d have to build a crutch factory in the Panhandle, I guess,” Pea Eye said. He was trying to make conversation with the silent man. He thought of the part about the crutch factory as a little joke, but Lorena glared at him when he said it, and Captain Call did not reply. He just stared upward.


  Later, Pea Eye felt bad about having made the remark. He didn’t know why he had even made it, it just popped out. Though his hip pained him a good deal, Pea Eye could not help but feel good. His wife had found him, and they were together again. He wouldn’t have to lose her, and he would see his children soon. Lorena was going to wire Clara to send them home when the time came for them all to go north.


  The sullen doctor from Presidio had been persuaded to come and set Pea Eye’s hip, but only because Lorena had gone to Presidio herself and refused to take no for an answer. She had waited sternly in the doctor’s office until he saddled a horse and came back with her. He said Pea would be walking without a crutch in two months, just in time for planting. His shoulder was already almost healed, and the two toes Joey shot off he could do without. Mox Mox and Joey Garza were dead, but he himself had survived. He had also learned his lesson, and learned it well. He would never leave his family again.


  “Why’d you have to say that about the crutch factory?” Lorena whispered to him that night. The remark had startled her. Pea Eye had never made a joke in his life—why that one at that time?


  “He’ll never forgive you for saying it, and I don’t blame him,” she went on. “You’re just hurt, Pea. In two months you’ll be as good as new. But the Captain is crippled for life. He’s crippled, for life!


  “You better just shut up about crutch factories!” she whispered later, with unusual vehemence.


  Pea Eye came to feel that his chance remark was the worst thing he had ever said in his life. His main hope was that the Captain would just forget it. But the Captain said so little to anyone that it was hard to know what he was remembering or forgetting. The Captain just lay there. He only fought when Pea Eye tried to help him relieve himself, struggling with his one weak hand. His struggles unnerved Pea Eye so much that he did a poor job the first time, and he made a mess. This incompetence annoyed Lorena to the point that she ignored the Captain’s objections and helped him herself after that.


  “You’ll have to learn to do things for him, Pea,” Lorena said. “He’s helpless. He’ll have to live with us for a while, I guess. I told Maria I’d take her children, and we’ve got them to think about, too. We’re both going to have all we can do. You better make up your mind to start helping Captain Call. You have to help him now whether he likes it or not. You know the man. You worked for him most of your life. He don’t like it when I help him. I don’t know whether he just don’t like me, or whether it’s because I’m a woman, or because I was what I was, once... I don’t know. But we’re going to have all we can do, both of us, and the Captain ought to be your responsibility.”


  “Why, that little blind girl takes care of him pretty well herself,” Pea said. Indeed, Teresa’s attentiveness and the Captain’s acceptance of it surprised him. He had never known the Captain to cotton to a child. He had never even come to visit their children, and he and Lorena had five.


  Teresa brought the Captain his food and sat by him and fed him. She brought a rag and washed his face when he finished. If he wanted to turn on his side, he let Teresa help him. Often, she whispered to him and the Captain responded, though in a voice so low that Pea Eye could not pick up the words. The little girl was quick as a lizard. She could be across the room and out the door in a flash, and Pea Eye never saw her bump into anything.


  Maria and Joey were buried in the two graves Billy and Olin had dug. Many people came; not for Maria, but so they could say they had seen Joey Garza buried. Billy and Lorena went across the river and got the coffins, plain pine boxes. They tried to find Mullins, the photographer, and return his donkey, but Mullins was drunk somewhere and could not be located. The collapse of his prospects proved too much for him. Billy Williams was a little abashed; it had all been the vaqueros’ fault, not the photographer’s. But they could not spend all day looking for a drunken photographer, so they took the donkey back to Mexico.


  The old sisters and a few local women came to the burial, but very few men showed up. Gordo, the butcher, walked by sullenly and went home. He was still angry with Maria for being dead and thus unavailable for marriage.


  “There ought to be singing,” Lorena said. She knew Pea Eye couldn’t sing, and Billy and Olin were unknown quantities when it came to hymn singing. She remembered the songs in Laredo, during the burial of the deputy’s young wife. She had learned from Pea that the deputy was dead now, too; it made her want to go live in a country where not so much blood was spilled. She remembered how the whore with the curly hair had poured her heart into the song for the young woman, as if she had known how the deputy’s wife must have felt, to want to take her own life. Though not confident of her own voice, Lorena resolved to sing alone if necessary. She began “There’s a Home Beyond the River”—after all, the river was right there in sight—and to her surprise, Olin Roy joined her. He had a fine baritone voice. He sang so well that a few of the gawkers from Presidio were moved to join in.


  That night, dark feelings burdened Lorena. She could not get Maria’s horrible end to leave her mind. She tried to sleep, but could not. She lay beside Pea Eye on the pallet and began to shake. The feeling came over her that had made her want to die when Blue Duck took her and when Mox Mox prepared to burn her. Evil men or evil circumstances would come and prove stronger than all the good in her life. She had her husband back and would soon have her children with her, but in her fear, she could not help feeling that the reprieve was only temporary. Clara Allen herself had watched all three of her sons die. Two of Maria’s children had afflictions, and the one who had been whole and beautiful was evil. He had murdered many men and, in the end, had even murdered the woman who had carried him in her womb. Lorena couldn’t control her fear, for it came from places too deep and too real, from what she had known and what she had seen. She and her family were safe, but only for a time. Her children were still young, and disease could take them. Her boys were still small; one of them could be a Joey. She didn’t expect it, but Maria probably hadn’t expected it either, when Joey had been the age of Georgie or Ben.


  The fear made Lorena restless. She got up, then lay down again. The room was too small to walk in. She could hear Pea Eye’s breathing, and the Captain’s and Rafael’s; the large boy snored in his sleep.


  Billy Williams and Olin Roy were outside, drinking and smoking. In her restlessness, Lorena went out. She had never drunk much whiskey, but she wanted something that would dull her feeling—the feeling that there was no safety and that nothing could prevent things happening to her or her loved ones, things that were even worse than what had already happened. She knew she was lucky, for she was healthy, she wasn’t dead, none of her children were sick, and her husband’s wounds would heal.


  But it was only temporary, her luck. The next Mox Mox might find her, or the next plague, or a storm or a fire or a war. Maria had been a kind woman, but her fate had been far from kind—her fate had been hard and her end terrible. It was a warning; but a warning for a condition which had no cure, or of a threat that there was no guarding against.


  Lorena put on Pea Eye’s coat and stepped out into the cold night. The two men sat a little distance from the house. They had made a small campfire and were staring into it, passing a bottle back and forth. Lorena walked out to the fire.


  Both men saw Lorena coming and felt uneasy. She had been courteous to both of them and had made Billy Williams an ally forever because of her kindness to Maria. Maria would have died even harder had she not known that Lorena would take care of her children.


  Billy and Olin had roamed the border country for most of their lives, and both of them remembered Lorena from other days when she had been a beautiful young whore in Lonesome Dove. Both had visited her. Olin Roy remembered the Frenchman, Xavier Wanz, who had loved Lorena so feverishly that he burned his own saloon and himself with it, in his grief when Lorena went north with the Hat Creek outfit. Neither had supposed they would encounter the woman so much later in life, married to the gangly Pea Eye. She was heavier and her fresh beauty had been worn away by life, but she was the same woman: she was respectable and competent by any standard. She had amputated Woodrow Call’s leg and brought him to safety across more than a hundred miles of desert. Few men would have been equal to that task. Now she was walking toward their campfire, in her husband’s big coat. In the heat of action and the sadness of the last days, neither man had thought much about their earlier brief connection with Lorena. But now they wondered, separately, if she would remember that they had been among her many customers, long ago.


  “Could you spare me a little of your liquor, gentlemen?” Lorena asked. “I’m feeling chill.”


  “Here, ma’am—we’ve got a fresh bottle,” Billy said, handing it to her. “This one ain’t been slobbered on.”


  Lorena took the full bottle and drank. The whiskey burned her throat, but she sat down by the campfire, tucked the coat around her, and drank anyway. Pea Eye’s coat was a heavy gray capote, with a hood for rough weather. Lorena pulled the hood over her head and drank. The men had fallen silent, which annoyed her a little. It irritated her that men were so uneasy in her company most of the time. She had been courteous to these men—why had they immediately stopped talking when she arrived? Even Pea Eye was sometimes ill at ease in her company, for no reason she could understand. She was doing exactly the same thing as the men: sitting by a campfire drinking whiskey. Why wouldn’t they talk?


  “I don’t mean to impose,” Lorena said to them. “You don’t have to choke off your conversation just because I’m here.”


  “We wasn’t saying much anyway,” Billy Williams told her. “We was just chatting about Mary.”


  “Tell me about her,” Lorena said. “I didn’t have time to get to know her very well.”


  “She was married four times,” Billy Williams said. “Three of her husbands got killed, and the other one run off. I never cared much for any of them myself, but it was Mary who took them as husbands, not me.


  “Then Joey went bad,” he added.


  “Was she ever happy?” Lorena asked.


  “Mary? Yes, we used to dance a lot,” Billy Williams remembered.


  “I guess you both cared for her,” Lorena said. “Seems like you did, or you wouldn’t be here. Didn’t either of you want to marry her?”


  “Oh, I did,” Billy Williams said. “She wouldn’t have me, but we got along anyway.”


  Olin Roy remained silent. His disappointments in regard to Maria were too deep to voice.


  “Were any of her husbands good to her?” Lorena wondered.


  The two men were silent. They had known little of what went on in Maria’s marriages. When she was with Roberto Sanchez, her face had often been bruised; apparently he was rough, though Maria had never mentioned it to either of them. Carlos Garza had been a vaquero, off in the cow camps with other vaqueros. Juan Castro had been cheap; besides her midwifing, Maria had done cleaning for white people across the river when she was married to him. Benito had merely been lazy; he seemed to have no malice in him.


  But was Maria ever happy? Both could remember her smile, and the sound of her laughter, and the look on her face when she was pleased as well as when she was displeased. But was Maria ever happy? It was a hard question.


  “She had her children,” Billy replied. “She was good to her children.”


  Lorena asked no more questions. She felt she had been foolish to inquire. The two men were probably decent, as men went. Both had clearly been devoted to Maria, else why would they be here, reluctant to leave her grave? But how the woman had felt when she closed the doors of her house at night and was alone with one of her husbands and her children was not something that men could be expected to know. What Maria had felt in the years of her womanhood was lost. Who would know what feelings she had struggled with as she lost four husbands and raised her children? How could men, decent or not, know what made a woman happy or unhappy? She herself had known little happiness until she had persuaded Pea Eye to accept her. Why she felt she might be happy with Pea instead of with any of the other men who had sought her hand in the years after Gus McCrae’s death was elusive, too. Lorena had thought she’d known what drew her to Pea Eye once, but now, sitting by the campfire in Mexico, she found she couldn’t recover her own reckonings in the matter. She had been right, though, for she had known great happiness with Pea Eye and their children. Probably there was no explaining any of it; probably it had been mostly luck.


  The night grew colder, and the stars shone even more sharply in the deep, inky sky. Lorena drank most of the bottle of whiskey. She knew that she would feel like her head was cracking in the morning, but she didn’t care. The restlessness she felt had to be conquered; the deep fear inside her had to be dulled. She needed the fire of the whiskey and the numbness that finally came.


  Even with the whiskey in her, Lorena could not stop thinking of Maria. She wished she’d had more time with her, time not so filled with violence and pain. There had been no time for the talk of women when there had been so many injured to attend to. Then Maria had become one of the injured herself. She’d had to save her strength for her final request.


  Maria’s eyes, at the end, haunted Lorena. She wanted to forget Maria’s eyes, but she also wanted to know what Maria knew and what she had felt. She wished the two of them could have had even one talk about their lives. She wished it very much, but that wish could not be granted.


  The white line of dawn began to show in the east, across the river. Soon, Lorena knew, she would have to go in, drunk or not, rested or not, and start tending to the injured and the children. It was too late for the knowledge she craved; she would never know much about Maria. That chance—an important one—had been lost forever.


  The line of white to the east widened, and the lower stars began to fade. In that direction, only a few steps beyond where the goats were sleeping, Maria Sanchez lay buried, not far from the Rio Grande, in a narrow grave.


  Epilogue


  [image: images]


  


  1.


  CALL’S GREATEST EMBARRASSMENT was that he could not stand up and walk outside to relieve himself. For a time he had no crutch and would have been too weak to use one, even if one had been available. He had to make water in a jug, and often was too weak even to do that properly. He had only his right hand, and his finger joints were still swollen so badly with arthritis that he couldn’t work his own buttons. Mostly, Pea Eye helped him. But if Pea Eye was sleeping or had hobbled outside with Maria’s children, Lorena came and assisted him matter-of-factly, ignoring his embarrassment and shame. She did it quickly, as she might have dipped water out of a bucket.


  “We don’t have the bedding to spare, Captain,” she said once; it was her only comment on the matter.


  At such times, Call wanted to take out his pocketknife and cut his own throat. But someone had taken his pocketknife, and even if he had had it, he doubted he could have made a clean job of it with only his right hand to use.


  


  2.


  CALL SPOKE ONLY to the little blind girl, Teresa. She insisted on caring for him and he accepted her help, although sometimes her girlish chatter tired him. She was very helpful to him; also, she was a young child, and blind. She could not see his stumps, or the black bruise that covered most of his chest, where the bullet was that the doctor had not been bold enough to remove. Call wished the man had made an attempt; perhaps then he would have died.


  At least Teresa couldn’t see him, and she hadn’t known him as he had been. She sat by him and fed him, and while she fed him, told him little stories about spiders and rabbits. Her speech was like a birdsong, quick and light. Hearing her voice was Call’s only pleasure. He never reproached Teresa or sent her away, even when he was weary or hot with pain. In the mornings he waited patiently for her; as soon as she awoke, Teresa would come over and put her cool hand on Call’s forehead to see how bad his fever was.


  


  3.


  FROM THE MOMENT Joey Garza’s three bullets struck, Call’s only escape from pain had been unconsciousness. He clung to sleep, but his dozings became shorter and shorter. On the day he was wounded he had wanted to live; he wanted to finish the job he had been hired to do. He had never left a job unfinished in his life. Remaining himself, remaining who he was, meant finishing the job he had undertaken.


  But as Captain Call floated in and out of fever and hallucination, the first thought that filtered into his consciousness each time he awoke was a sense of irrevocable failure—a failure that could never be redeemed. He could not finish the job; would never finish or even undertake such a job again. He had failed and was beyond making the failure good. He deeply regretted not doing exactly what Gus McCrae had done: letting the wounds finish him. His wounds had finished him as the man he had been. He clung to a form of life; but a worthless form. He had never enjoyed letting people wait on him; he had always saddled his own horse, and unsaddled it too.


  But now people waited on him all day. Teresa brought him food and spooned it into his mouth. Lorena changed his bandages. Pea Eye, crippled himself, nonetheless had two hands and helped him into a clean shirt and fresh pants when the time came to change.


  Call could not clear his mind sufficiently to bring what had happened into a clear sequence, or even to remember it all. He inquired about Brookshire and was told that his body had been taken to the undertaker’s in Presidio, the day Lorena and Billy had gone to procure the coffins for Maria Sanchez and her son. It was still there, awaiting instructions. No one had had time to inform Colonel Terry of all that had occurred.


  Some days, Call understood that he had killed Mox Mox; at other times, he thought Charles Goodnight had killed him—at least, Goodnight had been mentioned in connection with the death. He could not get the facts of Deputy Plunkert’s demise straight in his mind, nor was it quite clear to him how Brookshire had died. The confusion only made his sense of failure worse: two men who should never have been with him in the first place, who had been cajoled into coming by Call’s own misjudgments, were now dead. It was a sorry thing.


  Call’s one consolation was that Pea Eye had wounded Joey Garza, and had finished the job he had been hired to do. He didn’t understand about Maria or the butcher, though—what did the butcher have to do with anything? But he did grasp that Joe had killed his mother, and that the feebleminded boy and the little blind girl would be going with them to the Panhandle, when he was able to travel. When that would be, no one seemed to know. Call continued to be very weak. It was a long trip to the railroad, and the trip would have to be made in a wagon. The doctor didn’t think Call was up to it yet. Lorena didn’t, either.


  “I carried him this far and kept him alive,” Lorena said. “I want him to survive the trip back. We’ll just have to wait until he’s stronger.”


  


  4.


  ONE DAY, LORENA went to Presidio and came back with three crutches. One was for Pea Eye; the other two were for Call.


  Call could only look at the crutches. He was just at the point where he could sit up without growing faint. Sitting up made it easier for Teresa to feed him. He couldn’t use a crutch; not yet. Pea Eye used his immediately. He pulled himself up and crutched his way around the room.


  Pea Eye seemed to be feeling fine. It was known throughout the border country that Pea Eye had fired the shots that stopped Joey Garza. The doctor had let it be known that the shotgun wounds would have killed Joey, in time. The butcher had happened to finish him, but Pea Eye had made possible what the butcher had done. Pea Eye was a hero on both sides of the river.


  Lorena saw Captain Call looking sadly at the crutches. The old man scarcely spoke all day, except to the little blind girl. Lorena had ceased to be certain that she had done the old man any favor by working so hard to save him. She had only saved him for grief, it seemed. He was an old man with no prospects; it was clear that he would prefer to be dead. He just didn’t know how to be.


  “You’ll get stronger, Captain,” Lorena said. “You’ll be using these crutches as good as Pea Eye, one of these days.”


  “I doubt it,” Call said. He didn’t want the crutches. How could a man on crutches mount a horse?


  Later, though, Call realized that he had no need to mount a horse, and nowhere to go on one, if he did mount it. Teresa was telling him one of her spider stories, when the realization struck him.


  Sometimes, for a minute or two, Teresa would draw Call into one of her stories. He would begin to be interested in the spider or the lizard or the rabbit Teresa was talking about. It was only a brief relief from thinking about his failure, but even a brief relief was welcome. He lived, or at least he breathed; yet he had no idea what his life would be. Listening to Teresa’s stories was better than thinking about the disgrace of his failed attempt to catch Joey Garza, or about the two pointless deaths, or about the indignity of the future. Pea Eye had said he could come and live on the farm, with himself and Lorena and their children.


  Call didn’t want it. Yet, he had to live somewhere.


  “I doubt I could be much help,” he said, when Pea Eye made the offer.


  Pea Eye doubted it too, but he didn’t voice his doubts.


  “You don’t have to be, Captain—not for a while,” Pea Eye told him.


  


  5.


  FAMOUS SHOES STAYED in Ojinaga for a week. He wanted the great eye, which was still tied to Joey Garza’s saddle. The saddle was in a small shed behind Maria’s house. Billy Williams kept an eye on the shed, for he was afraid that people would try to steal anything they could find that had belonged to Joey. Joey was a famous bandit; people would be looking for souvenirs.


  Famous Shoes wanted the great eye badly. He knew that such an instrument, which allowed one to study the plains on the moon, must be very valuable. Yet he had done considerable tracking for the white men, and had only been paid the five dollars that Pea Eye gave him. That came under a different account, in Famous Shoes’ reckoning. Pea Eye had given him the five dollars to show him where the big shotgun lay. The wages they owed him for tracking had not been paid. Captain Call was sick; his mind was not on the debt. No one’s mind was on the debt except his own. Billy Williams was grieving for Maria, and he drank too much whiskey. Olin Roy had left. Billy Williams’s eyesight was failing. Probably he would want to keep the great eye for himself, if it was called to his attention.


  The old Indian waited several days, trying to decide who he should approach about the great eye. He was tempted to steal it, but white men sometimes became crazy when things they weren’t using were stolen from them. They might follow him and shoot him. The saddle had belonged to Joey, Maria’s son, and both of them were dead. The great eye belonged to no one, as far as Famous Shoes could see. Taking it would not be stealing; still, he did not want to do anything that would make the white men crazy.


  Captain Call did not want to talk to anyone except the little blind girl. He had never liked Famous Shoes anyway, and would find reasons to deny him the great eye if he was asked. He would say it was worth too much, or that Famous Shoes didn’t have that much wages coming.


  One day, Famous Shoes decided to approach Pea Eye, who was outside mending a stirrup.


  “I want to go to the Madre and visit the eagles,” Famous Shoes told him. “If you don’t want to pay me my wages in money, I will take the great eye instead.”


  “The great what?” Pea Eye asked.


  “The great eye that Joey used,” Famous Shoes replied. “It is tied to his saddle.”


  “Oh, that old spyglass,” Pea Eye said. “Nobody’s using it—I sure don’t want to drag that thing around. I guess you can just have it, if that’s what you want.”


  Famous Shoes could scarcely believe his good fortune. Billy Williams was at the cantina. Lorena had gone to the river with Rafael and Teresa to wash clothes. He went at once to the little shed and took the great eye.


  Captain Call had his eyes shut, and he breathed hard, like a sick calf. White men had the habit of staying alive too long, in Famous Shoes’ opinion. Captain Call ought to send his spirit on, now. It was time for him to visit the other place. He might find his leg and his arm, if he went there.


  Without delay Famous Shoes left for the Madre, carrying the great eye. Now he would be able to see as well as the eagles; now he could track them through the sky.


  


  6.


  PEA EYE WAS through with his crutch before the Captain attempted to use his for the first time. Call was so sad that it was hard to be around him. Lorena finally cleaned out the little room that had been Maria’s, and made him a bed in there. Too much had to be done, in the other room. She had to cook and clean, tend to the two children, feed Billy and Pea and the Captain—when the Captain would eat. Having to walk around the silent, suffering old man every time she needed to do something was beginning to get on Lorena’s nerves. When they got him home to the farm, Pea would have to build him a room of some kind, away from the house. With two more children in their home, there would have to be some expansion anyway. Lorena accepted that they would have to care for Call—he had no one else—but she didn’t want him sitting in her kitchen, hour after hour every day, looking as if he hated life. It would be bad for her children, and her own nerves couldn’t take it. She ran a happy household, usually; she was not going to dampen her children’s liveliness because of Captain Call’s grief.


  Once she installed him in Maria’s bedroom, things were better. Teresa became his sole attendant: she didn’t like for anyone but herself to go into Call’s room, and Call didn’t welcome others, either. Pea Eye would come in once in a while and attempt to talk to him, but Call scarcely responded. The events of the past weeks were twisted in his mind, like a rope that had not been coiled properly. He wanted to remember things clearly, to backtrack through the pursuit of Joey Garza until he located the moment of failure. But the effort was discouraging; he had followed up the available clues and deployed his resources in what seemed like an intelligent way. Perhaps he should not have let himself be distracted by Mox Mox. If he hadn’t, though, Jasper Fant’s two children would have died, and others as well, very likely. By most reckonings, Mox Mox was worse than Joey Garza had been.


  What it came down to, Call concluded, was this: on the morning when he was injured, his eyesight had failed him. He hadn’t once suspected that the buckskin horse was hobbled. He ought to have been alert to that possibility, but all he had seen were two horses grazing. His eyes had simply failed him. Horses moved differently, when they were hobbled. Earlier in his life, his eyes would have detected the difference. As it was, they hadn’t. He should have had spectacles, but it had never occurred to him that his vision had fallen off so. He had always trusted his senses and had not expected any of them to fail him. To reflect that a cheap pair of spectacles might have prevented the loss of his arm and his leg was bitter knowledge, and he could not stop himself from brooding about it. His eyes had cost him himself: that was how he came to view it. Because of his untrustworthy eyes, he had been reduced to what he was now, a man with two crutches, a man who could not mount a horse.


  Some days, all the Captain did was wait for Teresa. When she was with him, he sometimes stopped thinking about his mistakes. Teresa would be outside with the goats and the chickens, and would come back to him with news of their activities. The old hen with the broken beak had caught a large lizard. One of the little goats had stepped in a hole and a snake had bitten it. Now, they were waiting to see if the kid would live or die. Rafael was upset, and they listened to his moaning through Call’s little window.


  “Do you think it will die?” Teresa asked him. She had brought him his coffee.


  “Probably it will, if it was small,” Call said.


  “If it dies, I hope it will see my mother,” Teresa said. “She is with the dead. My mother will take care of Rafael’s goat.”


  “I expect she will,” Call replied.


  


  7.


  IT WAS ALMOST another month before Captain Call became strong enough to travel the rough wagon road to Fort Stockton. Pea Eye was in a fever of impatience to get home to his children. In all his years with the Captain, he had never known him to be sick. Of course, he realized that being shot three times with a high-powered rifle would set a person back considerably; he had been shot himself and knew what it was to feel poorly. But he was so accustomed to seeing the Captain well and hardy that it was difficult for him to accept the fact that Call simply would not become hardy again.


  Pea Eye asked Lorena so often when she thought the Captain would be ready to travel that she finally lost her temper.


  “Stop asking me that!” she snapped. “You ask me that five or six times a day and I’ve been telling you five or six times a day that I don’t know. I don’t have any idea when he can travel. All you have to do is look at him to know he’s not able, yet. When that will change I don’t know!”


  “I won’t ask no more if I can help it, honey,” Pea Eye replied, meekly.


  “You’d better help it!” Lorena told him.


  The thought of taking the old, ruined man into her household worried her more and more. Teresa cared for him almost entirely. Call made it clear that he didn’t welcome anyone else’s help. Her boys were no respecters of others’ wishes, though—they had always been curious about Captain Call, and they were not likely to be easily shut out. They would have to build Call a room of his own—but where the money would come from, Lorena didn’t know.


  Rafael had been more affected by Maria’s death than the little girl seemed to be. Lorena had taken a liking to Rafael, and he to her. Every morning he would milk his goats and bring the milk in a little pot for Lorena. Often she noticed Rafael peeking into Maria’s old room, looking for his mother; she would see him searching for her outside, amid the goats and chickens and the few sheep; sometimes he would search by the river, where Maria had gone to wash their clothes.


  It made Lorena sad, to see the boy looking so forlornly for his mother. He was a large boy, but sweet; his main problem was that he could not attend to himself very well. He was always spilling things on his clothes, or sitting down in puddles, or forgetting to button his buttons in the mornings.


  “My mother isn’t by the river,” Teresa told Lorena. “She is among the dead. Rafael doesn’t understand where the dead live.”


  “I don’t understand that too well, myself,” Lorena said. “I know they’re somewhere you can’t see them.”


  Later, she felt bad about the remark. She had made it to a little girl who had never seen her mother.


  “I dream of my mother,” Teresa said. “I dream she is with me and my rooster.”


  


  8.


  BILLY WILLIAMS DROVE them to Fort Stockton, when Call was finally strong enough to make the trip. Billy knew a bartender in Presidio who owned a wagon he didn’t need. He persuaded the bartender to lend it for the journey, promising to bring it back loaded with cases of whiskey.


  “You ought to come with us to the Panhandle,” Pea Eye told him. He and Billy had become fast friends, during the period of Call’s convalescence.


  “Come to the Panhandle. I’ll make a farmer out of you,” Pea Eye said.


  “Nope, I imagine I’d miss Old Mex,” Billy replied.


  Gordo, the butcher, was annoyed when the wagon pulled away. Lorena had allowed Rafael to bring two goats. Teresa had her rooster, and three hens. Gordo didn’t care how many goats and chickens the gringos took away; he was annoyed because they took the little blind girl. She was almost as pretty as her mother had been, and soon she would be old enough to marry. Of course, she was blind; she might be a poor housekeeper, and she might not cook well. But he could cook for himself, and cooking and housekeeping were not the only things to consider. The butcher thought he might have liked to marry the girl, if the gringos hadn’t taken her away.


  


  9.


  CALL HARDLY SPOKE during the wagon ride to Fort Stockton. He held on to the side of the wagon with his one hand. The bullet in his chest still pained him, and it pained him even more when he was jostled, as he was when they crossed the many gullies along the way.


  Now and then they met travelers, cowboys mostly. Call dreaded such meetings; he dreaded being seen at all. Fortunately, though, the travelers weren’t much interested in him. They were far more interested in Pea Eye. His victory over Joey Garza was the biggest thing to happen on the border since the Mexican War, and none of the cowboys were old enough to remember the Mexican War.


  Pea Eye felt embarrassed by all the attention he was getting. What made his embarrassment even worse was that he was getting that attention right in front of the Captain. Pea Eye had always been just a corporal—it was the Captain who had killed Mox Mox and his men. He didn’t feel right being a hero, not with the Captain sitting right there in the same wagon. The Captain didn’t seem to mind, though. He didn’t even appear to be listening most of the time. But Pea Eye was still embarrassed.


  “Mox Mox was worse than Joey,” Pea Eye told Lorena.


  “Yes, he was worse,” Lorena agreed. She started to tell her husband that she had been Mox Mox’s captive, but she caught herself. That had happened before Pea Eye was her husband. He didn’t need to know about it.


  


  10.


  THEY ROLLED INTO Fort Stockton beside the railroad. When they came to the dusty, one-room station, they saw a private car sitting by itself on the track.


  “I wonder what swell came in that?” Lorena said.


  They soon found out. The stationmaster emerged from the little building with a short, white-haired man with a curling mustache and a quick, restless walk. The two came right out to meet the wagon, though by the time they got there, the white-haired man was twenty yards in front of the stationmaster.


  “I’m Colonel Terry, I’ve come to look for Brookshire—why ain’t he with you?” the white-haired man said to Pea Eye.


  “He started with you, I know that much, because I ordered him to,” Colonel Terry said, before Pea Eye could think of a nice way to inform him that Mr. Brookshire was dead.


  “It was a foolish order,” Call said. The Colonel’s manner irritated him. Lately, Call had used his voice so seldom that what he said came out raspy.


  “What’s that? Who are you, sir?” the Colonel asked.


  “I’m Woodrow Call,” the Captain replied. “Your man’s dead. Mrs. Parker brought the body out, at considerable risk to herself. Mr. Brookshire’s at an undertaker’s, in Presidio.”


  “Well, his sister’s been raising hell, trying to get us to find him—so much hell that I came here myself,” the Colonel said. “Did the man do his duty?”


  “I reckon he did,” Pea Eye said. “I wouldn’t be here driving this wagon, if he hadn’t bought that big shotgun.”


  “If he did his duty, then his sister will get the pension,” the Colonel told them.


  “It was a foolish order,” Call repeated. “Brookshire was no fighting man, and he should not have been sent to chase bandits.”


  He looked at the Colonel and noticed a detail that had escaped him at first: the Colonel’s empty right sleeve was pinned neatly to his coat.


  “Now hold on, Call—I sent Brookshire to keep the accounts,” Colonel Terry said. “You were the man sent to catch the bandit, and from the looks of you, you made a botch of it.”


  Pea Eye nearly dropped the reins. Never in his life had he heard anyone speak so bluntly to the Captain.


  To his amazement, Captain Call smiled.


  “That’s accurate,” Call said. “I made a botch of it. But Mr. Parker is an able man, and he finished the job for you.”


  “Grateful,” Colonel Terry said, glancing up at Pea Eye briefly. His custom did not run to extended compliments.


  “If Brookshire did his job, where’s the ledgers?” he asked.


  Call didn’t answer, and Pea Eye wasn’t too sure what the Colonel was referring to.


  “Oh, them big account books?” he said, finally. “We used them to start fires, back when it was so cold. We was in a country where there wasn’t no kindling, and very little brush.”


  Call looked over the side of the wagon at Colonel Terry. He recalled that after Brookshire’s first little panic at the Amarillo station, the man had been an uncomplaining companion. He did not intend to let the Colonel abuse him.


  “Where’d you lose your arm?” Call asked him.


  “First Manassas,” Colonel Terry said. He looked into the wagon and saw that Call had lost not only an arm, but a leg as well. He had been about to rethink the matter of the pension. An accountant who burned the account books because of a little weather was not doing his job, in the Colonel’s view. At least, he wasn’t doing it well enough that his family could simply expect to get his pension. But Captain Call was a frosty sort. It was known that he had killed the manburner, Mox Mox, another sizable threat to the security of paying customers. Colonel Terry seldom paused for anyone; but Captain Call had a distinguished record, and it seemed he felt strongly about Brookshire. It was not the moment to harp on pensions, paid or unpaid, the Colonel decided.


  “Brookshire’s sister lives in Avon, Connecticut,” the Colonel told them. He remembered that the Garza menace had been ended, and the primary goal had been accomplished. Perhaps Brookshire had been some help. The pension was a modest one anyway, enough to keep a widow or an old maid sister, if the widow or the old maid was frugal.


  “Well, without those ledgers, it will be damn hard to get the books to balance,” he said, annoyed as he always was by irregularities in regard to the accounting.


  He surveyed the group in the wagon. There was Call, minus an arm and a leg; there was Mr. Parker and a handsome blond woman—very handsome, he decided upon taking a second look. Then there was a greasy old fellow in buckskins, and a Mexican boy with shaggy hair and eyes somewhat like a sheep’s. There was a pretty little girl who appeared to be blind, plus a bit of a menagerie: two goats, three hens, and a rooster.


  Colonel Sheridan Terry—“Sherry Terry,” as he was known in the military, because of his thirst for sherries and ports—had an abrupt shift of mood. It seemed to him that the people in the wagon had had too much hard travel, and all of them looked dirty and all of them looked tired. He gave the blond woman the smile that had won Miss Cora’s heart, and the hearts of not a few others, too. The blond woman was a beauty. If she had a wash, she might look better than Cora. The truth was, he had begun to grow a little tired of Cora.


  “You people look like you need a wash,” he said. “I expect you’ve come a fair ways, in that old wagon. I’ll make my bath available. Of course, you’re welcome to go first, ma’am—you and the young lady.”


  Lorena had not been paying much attention to the palaver. She was too tired. She ached from her heels to her ears, for the jolting had been continuous for almost two hundred miles. The Colonel’s speech was brusque, but then, most men’s speech was brusque. She had been half asleep when she heard the Colonel offer his bath. Every time the wagon stopped jolting for even five minutes, Lorena was apt to go into a doze. She had never been in a private railroad car before, much less had a bath in one. From the outside the car looked pretty fancy—she wished Tessie could see it. Pea Eye had taken to calling Teresa Tessie, and soon they all were doing it—the Captain, too. At least Teresa could feel the warm water and enjoy the bath, though.


  “My name is Lorena Parker, and the young lady’s name is Teresa,” Lorena said. “I can’t think of anything we’d be more grateful for than a bath.”


  “Come along, then—it’s just a step,” Colonel Terry said. He reached up a hand, the left one, the one that had been spared. Lorena took it and stepped down. Then she helped Teresa out of the wagon, and the two of them followed the Colonel. His manner had changed, but not his gait. He was soon twenty yards ahead of Lorena and Teresa. The stationmaster walked with the womenfolk, at a more moderate pace.


  “You reckon all Yankees walk that fast?” he asked.


  


  11.


  BILLY WILLIAMS LOADED the wagon with whiskey and started back for Ojinaga the next day.


  “I ain’t been gone but a week, and I already miss Old Mex,” he said.


  “I still wish you’d come home with us and try farming,” Pea Eye said.


  “Why?” Lorena asked. “You don’t even like farming yourself. If you don’t like it, why would you think other people ought to do it?”


  Pea Eye didn’t know what had prompted his invitation. He thought it might have had something to do with the fact that Billy Williams was a bachelor.


  “He’s by himself,” he told his wife. “We’d be company for him.”


  “You’d be a bachelor yourself, if I wasn’t bold,” Lorena reminded him.


  


  12.


  COLONEL TERRY’S GENEROUS mood lasted several days. He insisted that they all ride back to San Antonio as his guests. He arranged a separate passenger car, just for them and the goats and the chickens. The more he saw of Lorena, the more he realized how tired he was of Cora.


  Just as they were leaving for San Antonio, the Colonel changed his mind and took them to Laredo instead. He needed to see the governor of Coahuila, and the errand couldn’t wait.


  “I think Mexico’s the coming place,” he told Call. “They’ve got minerals. All they need is railroads.”


  “Did it take you long to learn to get by without your arm?” Call asked. He didn’t have much patience with Terry, but he did have some curiosity about the lost arm. The Colonel seemed to function briskly without it. Of course, he owned a railroad and kept a servant with him, to help him dress. Still, Call suspected the Colonel was the sort who would function briskly, servant or no servant.


  “It took me five years,” Colonel Terry said. “Fortunately, the War was on, and the War took my mind off it. My orderly did most of the work, but I did all the thinking. You can’t worry too much about one arm when there’s a war going on.”


  Call said nothing. He didn’t feel brisk, and didn’t expect to. The detour to Laredo didn’t bother him, though it did bother Pea Eye and Lorena. They wanted to get home to their children, but he himself had a little business to attend to, in Laredo. He wanted to find Bolivar, and see if he was well enough to come with them to the Panhandle. He could not simply leave the old man with the Mexican family—they were too poor, and he had promised them he would come back and get Bolivar when he could.


  In Laredo he asked Pea Eye to hire a buggy. Pea lifted him into it, and they crossed the river into Mexico. Call had some difficulty remembering just where he had left Bolivar, but by making inquiries they finally found the little house.


  The woman he had left Bolivar with could not conceal her shock when she saw how the Captain looked. He was gray, and he seemed so old.


  “Oh, Señor Call,” she said. “Bolivar died. He died the day you brought him—the day you left to go up the river.”


  “Well, I’ll swear,” Call said.


  He had brought some money. He paid the woman well, but he didn’t say a word as Pea Eye drove him back across the Rio Grande. He seemed to sink into himself, so deeply that Pea Eye didn’t even try to make conversation. He concentrated on driving the buggy.


  “That’s about the last of them,” Call said in a whisper, as they were driving through Laredo.


  “The last, Captain?” Pea Eye asked.


  “The last of the Hat Creek boys,” Call said.


  “Well, Captain, there’s me....” Pea Eye mumbled.


  


  13.


  AS SOON AS Colonel Terry left for Saltillo to pay his business call on the governor of Coahuila, Lorena went directly to the telegraph office and sent two wires—one to Clara Allen in Nebraska, and the other to Charles Goodnight. She asked Clara to send her children home when it was convenient, and she asked Charles Goodnight if he would loan her enough money for rail passage for three adults and two children, from Laredo to Quanah. She wanted to ask Mr. Goodnight if he could possibly send a wagon and a cowhand to get them home from Quanah; but in the end, she didn’t make that request. If they could just get to Quanah, they could scare up a wagon for themselves. Someone would get them home. It was the money for the tickets she needed most. She hadn’t a cent, and neither did Pea Eye. The Captain had given most of his money to a Mexican woman, the one who had kept Bolivar. In any case, Lorena didn’t want to borrow from Call. She was willing to take care of him, but she didn’t want to be dependent on him for money.


  She didn’t intend to be in Laredo when Colonel Terry returned from Mexico, either. When the Colonel had offered to let Lorena and Teresa use his big brass bathtub, he had been courteous and had visited a saloon while they took their baths. But on the long trip to Laredo, the Colonel had begun to find reasons to invite Lorena into his private car. He had discovered that she was a teacher, and no doubt liked to read. He had quite a few books in his private car. He had a man in New York who kept him supplied, for occasions when he traveled with lady guests. Now and then, he even liked to leaf through a book himself. He had the latest novels and such, and he felt sure he had some that Lorena might enjoy.


  Lorena would have liked a book, but she didn’t want to go back to the Colonel’s private car. The Colonel visited them in their car, several times a day, and he never missed an opportunity to compliment her, to pat her, to lean too close, to breathe on her neck, or to look her hard in the eye. Lorena surrounded herself with children. She sat between Teresa and Rafael, but the Colonel still patted her, leaned over her, looked at her. Lorena put her arm around Teresa when the Colonel was in the car. The one advantage to being blind is that she’ll never see men’s looks, Lorena thought.


  Pea Eye found it surprising that the Colonel would be so friendly. From hearing Brookshire talk about him, he would not have supposed that the Colonel would be friendly at all. He even had his servant bring them food, from time to time. Giving them a whole car to themselves was plenty generous, Pea Eye thought. He mentioned it to Lorena, but Lorena didn’t say a word.


  Just before they got to Laredo, Lorena was walking back to the dining car. She was on her way to beg a little stale bread for Teresa’s chickens, when Colonel Terry suddenly popped out of a sleeping compartment. He didn’t say a word—he just grabbed Lorena’s arm and tried to pull her into the compartment. Lorena dropped the bread plate, and it broke. The Colonel was strong: if he had two hands, Lorena would have had a hard struggle. The Colonel wasn’t expecting a struggle of any sort, though he supposed Lorena might fuss a little, as Cora sometimes did. But what did that amount to? Women would fuss a little; it was part of the game.


  “Now, missy,” he said, but the next moment his hand was pouring blood. Lorena had picked up a piece of the broken plate and had slashed him with it, across the top of his hand. The Colonel let go his hold. Blood was streaming from the wound. She had cut him deep, and from the way she was holding the shard of plate, she would be capable of cutting him again.


  “Why, you hellion...” he barked. “You cut my hand!”


  “You see that one-legged man in the next car?” Lorena asked him. “You see Captain Call? I cut his leg off myself, with a bowie knife. I’ll be glad to do the same for your one hand if you ever try to be familiar with me again, Colonel.”


  The Colonel looked scared. Men usually did, if you hurt them a little.


  “I’ve got to see the governor of Coahuila tomorrow,” the Colonel said, in a shocked voice. “What am I going to do about this hand? Can’t you bandage me, ma’am? I’m pouring blood all over the floor.”


  “You’re lucky it wasn’t your throat,” Lorena said. “One of these days, if I’m not left alone, I’m going to cut a man’s throat, I expect.”


  Colonel Terry felt a little faint. Cora might fuss, but she never cut him. When Lorena went past him he drew back, which was wise. If he had touched her again, Lorena felt she might have cut him worse—far worse than she had done already.


  


  14.


  CHARLES GOODNIGHT WIRED the money, and Clara Allen telegraphed that she was bringing the children home herself as soon as she could get a train. Lorena felt relieved. She hoped Clara would stay for a while. Clara was the one person she could let herself rest with.


  When Lorena came back with the tickets, Pea Eye was startled. The Colonel had assured him that everything would be arranged; he himself would be taking them home to the Panhandle.


  Captain Call hadn’t spoken, since coming back from Nuevo Laredo. He seemed to have taken the news of Bolivar’s death very hard. Pea Eye was surprised at just how hard the Captain took the news. When Bolivar had worked for them the Captain had usually been mad at him, the way Pea Eye remembered it. Bolivar was given to clanging the dinner bell with his broken crowbar, whether it was mealtime or not. The Captain hadn’t liked it, either. But now he was so sunken that even Tessie couldn’t get him to speak.


  “The Colonel’s due back tomorrow,” Pea Eye reminded Lorena. “He’s going to be right surprised when he finds out we left ahead of him.”


  “We’re going today—don’t lose the tickets,” Lorena said, handing them to him.


  


  15.


  COLONEL TERRY TURNED red with anger when he returned from Coahuila and discovered that Lorena and her party had left ahead of him. What was a little cut on the hand? It was only a start—women’s anger sometimes led to better things.


  “Who let them go? Was it you, goddamn you?” the Colonel said, glaring at the elderly stationmaster.


  “Why, Colonel... they had tickets,” the stationmaster told him. “People with tickets can get on the train.... It’s just a matter of having tickets.”


  “Damn the tickets, and goddamn you, you’re fired, get off my railroad!” Colonel Terry ordered.


  


  16.


  IN SAN ANTONIO, Lorena stopped for a day to take Teresa to an eye doctor. The stationmaster in Laredo had noticed that the little girl was blind, and told Lorena the name of a doctor in San Antonio who could help people with poor vision. His wife’s sister was shortsighted, and had gone to him and got some fine spectacles. Before that, she had been prone to mixing up the sugar and the salt. Her husband, his brother-in-law, had been about to leave her for it.


  The eye doctor was a very old man. His name was Lee.


  “No kin to the General,” he told Lorena. He boiled his instruments for a long time, before examining Teresa.


  “People think I’m kin to the General, but I’m no kin to the General,” he said again, while waiting for the instruments to cool.


  Teresa held her rooster—the old doctor had allowed it.


  “Why, sure, what’s the harm in a rooster, unless he pecks,” he said.


  When he was through, Dr. Lee took Lorena aside and told her that Teresa was incurably blind. Lorena went back to the train with a heavy heart. But Teresa had her rooster, and she seemed happy.


  


  17.


  NORTH OF FORT Worth, there was a delay. An old man had been crossing the tracks with a wagonful of pigs. The old man was deaf, and he didn’t hear the train coming. The wreck killed the old man, and scattered pigs everywhere. One of the wagon wheels jammed under the locomotive, along with a dead sow; it took a long time to clear it. In the railroad station in San Antonio, Lorena had used a little of Mr. Goodnight’s money to buy a book by Mr. Hardy. She read it while the train was stopped.


  “It’s about a girl called Tess,” she told Pea Eye, when he inquired.


  “I hope she wasn’t blind, like our Tessie,” Pea Eye replied.


  


  18.


  CALL LOOKED OUT the window at the grasslands, as the plains opened around them. Teresa whispered to him, trying to get him to talk; but he could not bring himself to speak, at least not often. There must have been a lot of rain that winter, for the cover was abundant. It would be a good year for the cattle herds.


  The Captain could not imagine what he was going to do, in the years ahead. He would have to live, but without himself. He felt he had left himself far away, back down the weeks, in the spot west of Fort Stockton where he had been wounded. He had saddled up, as he would have on any morning. He had ridden off to check two horses, as he would have on any morning, as he had ridden on thousands of mornings throughout his life. He had been himself; a little stiff maybe, his finger joints swollen; but himself. He scarcely heard the gunshots, or felt the first bullet. That bullet and the others hadn’t killed him, but they had removed him. Now there was a crack, a kind of canyon, between the Woodrow Call sitting with Teresa on the train and the Woodrow Call who had made the campfire that morning and saddled his horse. The crack was permanent, the canyon deep. He could not get across it, back to himself. His last moments as himself had been spent casually—making a campfire, drinking coffee, saddling a horse.


  Then the wounds split him off from that self, that Call—he could remember the person he had been, but he could not become that person again. He could never be that Call again. Even if he had kept his arm and his leg, he knew it would be much the same. Of course, having the arm and the leg would have been a great convenience, for he could earn a living if he had them. He could be far less of a burden. But even if he had kept the arm and leg, he could not have returned to being the Call who had made the campfire and saddled the horse. The first bullet had removed him from that person. That person—that Call—was back down the weeks, on the other side of the canyon of time. There was no rejoining him, and there never would be.


  


  19.


  THE TRAIN REACHED the little station at Quanah after midnight. Teresa slept. Rafael had been moaning; he was having bad dreams. Call could manage his crutches a little, but he was very stiff from the long ride on the hard bench. Pea Eye had to help him up.


  Charles Goodnight stood on the platform. Clara Allen stood there, too. When Lorena looked out the window and saw Clara, her heart leapt.


  “Clara’s here,” she said, to Pea Eye. “We’ll get to see our children.”


  “Oh my Lord!” Pea Eye exclaimed.


  Lorena picked up Teresa and kept Rafael close to her side. She didn’t want to scare him. He had the smaller of the goats in his arms.


  “Hello—we’ve got two more children now,” Lorena said, as she eased Rafael down the steps.


  “What a pretty child,” Clara said, coming closer to look at Teresa in the light from the station window.


  “You must have traveled hard—you got here quicker than us, and we was in Texas to begin with,” Lorena said. She freed an arm and hugged Clara. To her eye Clara looked older, and too thin.


  Even with Pea Eye’s help, Captain Call had difficulty getting down the steps with his crutches. He was embarrassed that he had to be met, and particularly by Clara Allen, who had never liked him. But she had traveled from Nebraska to bring Pea Eye and Lorena their children. That was doing them a considerable favor, he recognized.


  “Pea, you’ve got to go back and get the other goat and Teresa’s chickens,” Lorena said. “I don’t know what Tessie would do if we left that rooster on the train.”


  “I’ll fetch the goat,” Goodnight said. He was glad to have something to help with. The sight of Woodrow Call was a shock to him, though he was no stranger to wounded men. It was not so much the missing limbs as the look on the man’s face that bothered him. But it was shadowy, on the platform; perhaps in the daylight he wouldn’t look so ruined.


  “I’m not much of a hand with fowl,” he said. “Hello, Woodrow.”


  “Yes, hello, Captain,” Clara said. “I’ll get the chickens, Charlie.”


  “Why didn’t he just die?” she asked Goodnight, when they were on the train. Goodnight had already picked up the goat, but looked as if he didn’t know quite what to do about the chickens.


  “I was never much of a hand with fowl,” he remarked, again.


  “I told you I’d get the chickens,” Clara said, annoyed that he had simply ignored her question about Call. Goodnight had happened to be in the station in Amarillo, when she and the children arrived from Omaha. Clara remembered Goodnight from her childhood, for he had known her father well. He had been in Nebraska once and had bought ten horses from her. She went over and said hello. Since they were going to be on the same train, she thought he might be some help with the little ones, but that proved a false hope. Not only was Goodnight hard to make conversation with, he was as scared of the children as if they had been wildcats.


  Clara picked the chickens up by their legs and carried them off the train. The hens and the rooster were outraged—Teresa had never carried them upside down. The hens began to squawk and the rooster to protest.


  “What’s wrong with my chickens? Don’t carry them that way, give them to me,” Teresa said. She had realized from the sound that the chickens were upside down.


  It was only when Teresa reached for her chickens that Clara realized the little girl was blind.


  


  20.


  THE FIVE CHILDREN were asleep in a heap on the floor, in a corner of the station. Clarie had her arms around them all. At the sight of his daughter holding her brothers and her sister, Pea Eye broke down. In his time of danger he had almost given up hope of seeing his children again. Yet there they were, all alive, all sleeping, on the floor of a railroad station. His big daughter was looking after them. It was more than he deserved, more even than he had hoped for, and he began to cry. Teresa’s hens were still squawking, even though she had set them down. They were running around the station; one brown hen jumped up on the stationmaster’s desk and scattered his papers.


  “Here, scat—who are you?” he said. He was not used to such commotion at that hour. Usually no more than a cowboy or two got off the Fort Worth train.


  “Oh, Pa,” Clarie said, when she awoke and saw her father. Ben got awake and hugged his father, but waking up proved too much for Georgie and August. Both yawned heavily and went back to sleep. Laurie, the baby, opened her eyes and started to cry. She didn’t know who the strange man was, hugging Clarie. Then her mother reached down and took her. There was an old man standing near who had only sticks for legs. Laurie looked at him curiously, as her mother hugged her.


  


  21.


  GOODNIGHT HAD ARRANGED for a cowboy to bring a wagon. The cowboy arrived at sunup, driving the wagon and leading two horses. The boys were awake by then. They chased the hens and played with the goats. They took to Rafael right away but were a little shy with Teresa, who held her rooster in her arms.


  “There must be a doctor somewhere who could help that girl see,” Clara told Lorena. Although she had just arrived in Texas, she was already beginning to dread the trip home, by herself. She had grown used to Lorena’s children, and to having laughter and fusses in her house. There had been life in her house again; since her daughters left, it seemed to her, there had been no life in her house. It was hard for her, one aging woman, to bring life to a home. Yet how she missed it!


  Goodnight mounted one of the horses; the cowboy mounted the other. Pea Eye took the reins of the team. It was still all he could do to keep from bawling, at the sight of his children and the familiar country.


  “Many thanks for the loan of the wagon,” he said to Mr. Goodnight.


  “You’re welcome,” Goodnight replied. He had not quite mastered his shock at the change in Woodrow Call.


  “I’ll soon repay that loan,” Lorena told him. She had not told Pea Eye she had borrowed money. She intended to discuss it with Mr. Goodnight privately, but there had not been a moment when she could speak to him alone. She was a little worried about Pea Eye’s reaction, but Pea Eye let Georgie sit on his lap and pretend to drive the team—he didn’t hear the remark about the loan.


  “We’re branding today,” Goodnight said. “In fact, we’re branding all this week. When we’re done, I’ll trot over and check on the bunch of you.”


  He tipped his hat to the two ladies and turned his horse; he rode a few steps and then turned back to Lorena.


  “Mrs. Parker, I hope you’ll be opening the school again,” he said.


  “I’ll be opening the school again, Mr. Goodnight,” Lorena said to him. “I’ll be opening it again soon.”


  “Well, I’ve got to git,” Goodnight said. He had not gotten around to firing Muley, the cook; it was a matter that preyed on his mind, as he and the cowboy loped away.


  


  22.


  AT FIRST, THEY put Captain Call in a little granary in the barn. There was no other place for him. The granary was fairly clean; there had never been any grain in it, because they had never been able to afford any, and had so far failed to raise enough to store. The house itself was so crowded that Clara had to sleep in a hallway during her visit.


  “This hall is fine,” Clara said. “I won’t have these boys evicted from their bedroom for an old lady.”


  “I bet they didn’t sleep in a hall at your house,” Lorena said.


  “My house is bigger,” Clara admitted.


  Everyone was surprised at how quickly Teresa learned her way around the farm. She went to the barn every morning to take Call coffee and bacon, and she learned all the farm animals by sound. She rarely stumbled. Ben fought with her—he wasn’t prepared for another girl to be living with them. It hadn’t been in his plans. Teresa more than held her own in the fights, though. She was quicker in the head than Ben, and she confounded him with her retorts.


  “The doctor in San Antonio said she’d never see,” Lorena told Clara.


  “He’s just one doctor,” Clara said.


  


  23.


  CALL DIDN’T MIND bunking in the granary. Excepting Teresa, who came to him often to bring him food or tell him her stories, he didn’t want to see people or be around them. He had a kerosene lamp, but rarely lit it. There was hay in the barn; he didn’t want to take a chance at falling asleep, knocking the lamp over, and burning the barn down.


  Three old cowboys, one of them a former Ranger, stopped by to see him in the first week. They wanted to congratulate him on having rid the country of Mox Mox; mainly, though, they just wanted to see him, to talk about old times.


  Call was uncomfortable with the men, and he let them do the talking. He felt like an impostor. He was no longer the man who had lived the old times; he was no longer even the man who had killed Mox Mox. That man was not the cripple who lived in a granary, in a barn on the Quitaque. That man lived back somewhere in memory, across a canyon, across the Pecos; that man had been blown away, as Brookshire feared he would be, on the plains of time.


  The cowboys felt awkward. The Captain clearly did not want to see them. They regretted coming, and they left, disquieted by what had happened to a man they had once regarded as invincible.


  


  24.


  HIS BRANDING DONE, Goodnight came. He took a look at Call and the granary, and left. Three days later, two wagons full of lumber arrived, accompanied by six cowboys. Between sunup and sundown of the next day, they built Call a shack. They had brought with them the few possessions he had left in the little line cabin on the Palo Duro. It was just a shack, but it was better than an oat bin. Pea Eye helped with the work, although he was a poor carpenter. He soon hit himself with the hammer, raising a blood blister that was so large and painful, Lorena had to eventually cut off the nail.


  She was grateful to Goodnight for the shack, for she had felt bad about putting the Captain in the barn. But she worried about the debt.


  “I’ll pay you back, Mr. Goodnight,” she told him. “I expect it’ll be a while, though. But we’re good for it, eventually. I just don’t know when.”


  “I’d take up a collection for Call, but I suppose it would embarrass him,” Goodnight said. “He’s ruined now, but there are plenty of people in this part of the country who would have been shot or scalped or robbed, if not for him. Or their folks would have been, if not them.”


  Lorena’s mind was on the debt. In the back of her mind was the knowledge, which she had not yet shared with Pea, that she was pregnant.


  “We intend to pay you back, Mr. Goodnight,” she said again, firmly.


  “If Mrs. Allen needs a ride to the depot, and if you’ll get word to me, I’ll send a cowboy with a buggy,” Goodnight said.


  


  25.


  SOMETIMES, IF TERESA urged him, Call would hobble to the house for his meals. He and Clara rarely spoke. When the meal was finished, it was Teresa who got Call his crutches and helped him from his chair.


  If Teresa was out of the room for five minutes, Call grew visibly anxious. He would look around for her.


  “Where’s Tessie?” he would ask, if Teresa was absent too long. “Ain’t Tessie here?”


  Teresa always walked with him, holding him lightly by the arm as he went back to his shack.


  “He’s formed an attachment,” Clara said, watching. “It’s an attachment to a female, too.”


  “Yes,” Lorena said. “He wouldn’t last long without Tessie.”


  Clara sighed. She knew she ought to be going home soon. It was time to geld the foals, and put the mares with stud. Yet she hated to leave Lorena’s loud, lively household. Sleeping in a hall was better than sleeping in an empty house. Laurie would toddle out in the morning, and cuddle with her. Sometimes little August would come, asking for a story. If August came, Georgie soon followed. She would lie in a heap of children, sometimes for an hour. In Nebraska, August and Georgie had slept in her bed; the little girl usually slept with Clarie.


  In the hallway, holding the bright little boy and the babbling girl, Clara daydreamed about changing her life. She realized she had lost touch, just from not touching. Her daughters had produced no grandchildren for her to hold or carry to bed. It didn’t seem to her that her own life had ever been entirely normal, but at least during her years of child raising, she had had people with her, in her house and in her bed—people to touch.


  Now that was lost. Lorena’s children were the first humans she had held in her arms in years. It was not good, for from being lonely too long she had become resigned.


  “No beaux?” Lorena asked one morning, when they were sitting in the kitchen, talking. The children had all run outside with Rafael to look for his goats. One of them had strayed during the night. Lorena’s children had become protective of Rafael, all of them. She didn’t harbor much hope for that particular goat, though. The coyotes were too numerous and too hungry.


  “No beaux,” Clara admitted. “I expect it’s just as well. I’m too set in my ways now. I doubt there’s a man alive who could put up with me....


  “Even if there is such a man alive, he probably doesn’t live in Nebraska,” Clara added, a little later.


  Lorena thought her old friend looked sad.


  “You probably run all the boys off,” she said. “You have to be gentle with menfolk, you know. They aren’t tough, like us.”


  “Well, I did scatter a few, I guess,” Clara said. “But that was years ago.”


  Rafael stumbled back in, crying; the remains of the goat had been found. The boys all wore long faces. Lorena hugged Rafael, and shushed him. They were planning to acquire a few goats soon, and Rafael could look after them.
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  THE DAY SHE was to leave for Nebraska, Clara walked down to say farewell to Call. He was sitting with Teresa outside his shack, whittling a stick. Teresa liked to feel the smoothness of the wood of the sticks, once Call had whittled all the knots away. He had smoothed her a number of little sticks to play with. Teresa touched them with her fingers, and sometimes she held one to her cheek.


  “Well, I’m off to the depot, I guess,” Clara said. “I wanted to say goodbye, Woodrow.”


  Call had been hoping Clara would come by, before she left. There was something he wanted to ask her. But he didn’t want Teresa to hear his question.


  “Tessie, would you go to the house and ask Mrs. Parker if I could have some coffee?” he asked Teresa. “I woke up with a headache—coffee usually helps.”


  Teresa handed him back the little smoothed stick and started up the path to the house. She was barefooted; the day was warm. She stepped on a grass burr and had to pause for a moment, standing on one leg in order to remove it from her foot.


  “I’ve heard there were schools for the blind,” Call said to Clara. “Do you know anything about them?”


  “Why, no,” Clara replied. “Tessie’s the first blind person I’ve ever had in my life. But I can inquire for you, Woodrow.”


  “I’d appreciate it,” Call said. “I’ve got a little money saved. If there’s a way Teresa can get her education, I’d like to help. I believe she’s bright.”


  “You’re right about that—she’s bright,” Clara told him.


  “If she goes away, I’m sure we’ll all miss her,” Call said.


  “You most of all, Woodrow,” Clara said.


  Call didn’t answer, but the look on his face said more than Clara wanted to hear or see or know about one human missing another. She shook his hand and turned toward the house.


  A moment later, she grew irritated—unreasonably irritated. She turned back on the path.


  “Call Lorena Lorena,” she said, loudly. “You don’t have to call her Mrs. Parker now.”


  “The man’s trying, but he just rubs me the wrong way,” Clara said, when she marched into the kitchen. Lorena was washing a cut on Georgie’s hand. She wasn’t paying much attention.


  Later, though, she remembered the remark. She wondered what Clara had meant by it, and why she looked so angry when she came in.
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  THE BOUNTY ON Joey Garza was never collected. Colonel Terry sent a detective to look into the circumstances of his death, and the detective’s research revealed that the fatal shot, the one that finished Joey Garza, had been fired by a Mexican butcher in Ojinaga, Mexico. Besides that, the butcher then claimed that Joey Garza’s own mother had stabbed the young bandit, and that Joey had turned the knife on her and killed her, depriving the village of its best midwife.


  Citing the careless loss of the ledger books, which made it impossible to compute the costs of the expedition accurately, the railroad halved Brookshire’s pension. What was left was sent to his widowed sister in Avon, Connecticut.


  The same sister received a long letter from a Mrs. P. E. Parker, of Quitaque, Texas. Mrs. Parker assured the grieving sister that the last words Mr. Parker had heard Brookshire say were to remember his sister and send her his love.
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  CALL DISCOVERED THAT he had a gift for sharpening tools. Even with one hand, it was a skill he more than mastered. One day, watching Pea Eye futilely trying to cut a piece of rawhide with a dull knife, Call reached out and took it from Pea. He had a whetstone, and he soon had a good edge on the blade.


  From then on, Pea Eye and Lorena brought whatever needed sharpening to the Captain. He sharpened scissors and shovel blades. He sharpened axes and rasps, and scythes and awls, and planing blades. He even improved the slicing edge on the plows.


  In time, the neighbors heard of Call’s skill and began to ride over with bushel baskets full of knives and hatchets for him to work on.


  Lorena insisted that he order a wooden leg. They wrote off for catalogues. Finally, Call ordered one—to sharpen some of the larger tools properly, he needed to be able to stand.


  When the leg came, Call found that he had to whittle it a bit to secure a smooth fit. He was shy about it, at first. No one but Teresa could be with him when he put on his leg or took it off. She learned to tuck his pants leg expertly. She laughed at him if he stumbled, but Call did not mind. The truth was, the leg made a big difference. Now he could stand up and work all day.


  Clara Allen promptly sent him some literature on schools for the blind. The best one seemed to be in Cincinnati. Call hadn’t mentioned school to Teresa yet; the thought of sending her away was too sharp a pain. But he did discuss the matter with Lorena. Privately, Lorena was torn. She had had another boy, Tommy, and was pregnant yet again. The house was overfull. She and Pea Eye had paid Mr. Goodnight back for the train fare. She was still running the school by herself, except for Clarie’s help with the math. Clarie was engaged to Roy Benson, and would be leaving soon. The farm was doing a little better, but they still had almost no cash money.


  Lorena’s concern when the school came up wasn’t for Teresa, who had not only Maria’s look but Maria’s strength. Lorena wanted Tessie to have an education, and she wanted her to have a chance to support herself.


  But Captain Call had no one but the girl. He scarcely knew Lorena’s children; he scarcely knew her, or Pea Eye, even. He worked all day at his sharpening, but except for Teresa, he had no one. Even looking at the Captain, unless he was with Teresa, was painful. Often when he was looking at Teresa, Call had tears in his eyes. But otherwise, there was nothing in his eyes—he was an absence.


  Lorena feared he would die, if Teresa left.


  “Let’s wait one more year, Captain,” Lorena told him. “Let’s wait one more year.”


  “I expect that’s best,” Call said.
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  CHARLES GOODNIGHT AND a young cowboy named J. D. Brown were out looking for a stray bull one day. They finally found the bull on the Quitaque, dead; it had managed to strangle itself with a coil of barbed wire.


  Now and again, if he was in the vicinity, Goodnight stopped by to pay his respects to Call and the Parkers.


  They found Call standing in his workroom in the barn, sharpening a sickle that a farmer from Silverton had nicked badly while cutting hay. The blind girl was rounding up her chickens. There must have been fifty chickens, at least, and there were also more goats than Goodnight was accustomed to seeing anywhere. They visited a minute, or tried to. Call scarcely looked up from his work. He had several hatchets and an ax in a bucket beside him that he needed to sharpen, once he finished with the sickle.


  Pea Eye was out plowing, but Goodnight and J. D. Brown took a glass of buttermilk with Lorena before they left. Lorena was heavy with child; she paid Goodnight twenty dollars against her debt on the shack he had built for Call.


  On the ride back across the gray plains, the young cowboy—he was just twenty—looked rather despondent. Goodnight ignored his despondence for a while, then got tired of it. What did a healthy sprout of twenty have to be despondent about?


  “What’s made you look so peaked, J.D.?” Goodnight inquired.


  “Why, it’s Captain Call, I guess,” the young cowboy said. He was glad to talk about it, to get his dark feelings out.


  “What about Captain Call?” Goodnight asked.


  “Why, wasn’t he a great Ranger?” the boy asked. “I’ve always heard he was the greatest Ranger of all.”


  “Yes, he had exceptional determination,” Goodnight told him.


  “Well, but now look... what’s he doing? Sharpening sickles in a dern barn!” J.D. exclaimed.


  Goodnight was silent for a bit. He wished his young cowboys would keep their minds on the stock, and not be worrying so about things they couldn’t change.


  “Woodrow Call had his time,” he said, finally. “It was a long time, too. Life’s but a knife edge, anyway. Sooner or later people slip and get cut.”


  “Well, you ain’t slipped,” J. D. Brown said.


  “How would you know, son?” Goodnight said.
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  IN THE FALL of the following year, Clara Allen was pawed to death by a piebald stallion named Marbles. Everyone was scared of the stallion except Clara; Marbles, a beautiful animal, was her special pride.


  On the morning of the attack three cowboys, including Chollo, her old vaquero, the most experienced man on the ranch, had urged her not to go into the pen with the stud.


  “He’s mad today... wait,” Chollo told her.


  “He’s my horse—he won’t hurt me,” Clara said, shutting the gate behind her. The stallion attacked her at once. Four men leapt into the corral but could not drive him off. They didn’t want to shoot the stallion, for Clara would never forgive them for it, if she lived. Finally, they shot the horse anyway, but Clara Allen was dead before they could carry her out of the pen.
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  “IT’S RISKY, RAISING studs,” Call said. “She must have been good with horses, or she wouldn’t have lasted this long.”


  Lorena shut herself in her room, when she heard the news. She didn’t come out all day. But then the day passed, and dusk fell. Lorena still wouldn’t come out. Pea Eye knocked on the door, just a little knock.


  “Leave me alone,” Lorena said, in a raw voice.


  Sadly, Pea Eye turned back down the hall.


  “Pea,” Lorena said, through the door.


  “What, honey?” Pea Eye asked, feeling a little hopeful.


  “Feed the children,” Lorena said.


  Later, when it was bedtime, Pea Eye knocked his little knock on the bedroom door, again.


  “Leave me alone, Pea,” Lorena said. “Just leave me alone.”


  “But where’ll I sleep?” Pea Eye asked.


  “I don’t know... wherever you drop, I guess,” Lorena told him.


  At a loss and worried, Pea Eye put the children to bed and walked down to the Captain’s little shack. Tessie was sitting in the Captain’s rocking chair, asleep. The Captain sat on his bed, his leg off, sharpening his pocketknife on a small whetstone.


  “Lorie’s taking it hard, about Clara,” Pea said.


  “Well, that’s to be expected—Clara took her in,” Call said.


  There was only one rocking chair. After a minute, Pea Eye sat on the floor. He thought he might go sleep in the oat bin, since the Captain was no longer using it. He thought he might go, after a while. But he was used to his wife and his bed. He wasn’t ready for the oat bin, not quite.


  “Do you ever think of Brookshire, Captain?” Pea Eye asked.


  “I rarely do,” Call said.


  “It’s funny. I got to liking him, just before he was killed,” Pea said. “He wasn’t a bad fellow, you know.”


  Teresa woke up, gave the Captain a goodnight kiss on the cheek, and went to the house to go to bed. When she left, the Captain made it clear that it was time for him to retire, so Pea Eye picked himself up and went off to the barn. There were several mice in the oat bin, and a small snake, but Pea Eye soon chased them out. He had nothing to sleep on, so he went to the saddle shed and pulled out a couple of old saddle blankets, which he wrapped up in as best he could.


  Sometime deep in the night he heard the door to the oat bin creak. Lorena came in and bent over him. She held a lantern.


  “I’m better—come on back, honey,” she said.


  Pea Eye felt itchy. The saddle blankets had been covered with horsehair, as was only natural. Now he was covered with horsehair, too, which wasn’t so natural; at least, Lorena wouldn’t be likely to think it natural, particularly on a day when she was in a bad mood anyway. He had horsehair absolutely all over him, a fact which made him more than a little nervous. Lorena was picky about their bed. Once she had lifted both her feet and kicked him straight off onto the floor, because he had been cutting his toenails and had neglected to clean the clippings off the sheets to her satisfaction. Horsehair might offend her even worse than toenail clippings had.


  But Lorena was going—he saw the lantern swinging, as she left the barn. Pea Eye got up, rather stiffly, and tried to brush as much of the horsehair off himself as he could. In the dark, he knew he was probably making a poor job of it. But Lorena was going; he wanted to catch up.


  Pea Eye shut the door of the oat bin, to keep out mice and snakes, and, at moments nervous, at moments relieved—at least she had called him honey—he followed his wife back to their house.


  BY LARRY MCMURTRY


  Folly and Glory


  By Sorrow’s River


  The Wandering Hill


  Sin Killer


  Paradise


  Boone’s Lick


  Roads: Driving America’s Great Highways


  Still Wild: Short Fiction of the American West 1950 to the Present


  Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queen: Reflections at Sixty and Beyond


  Duane’s Depressed


  Comanche Moon


  Dead Man’s Walk


  The Late Child


  Streets of Laredo


  The Evening Star


  Buffalo Girls


  Some Can Whistle


  Anything for Billy


  Film Flam: Essays on Hollywood


  Texasville


  Lonesome Dove


  The Desert Rose


  Cadillac Jack


  Somebody’s Darling


  Terms of Endearment


  All My Friends Are Going to Be Strangers


  Moving On


  The Last Picture Show


  In a Narrow Grave: Essays on Texas


  Leaving Cheyenne


  Horseman, Pass By


  BY LARRY MCMURTRY AND DIANA OSSANA


  Pretty Boy Floyd


  Zeke and Ned


  
    We hope you enjoyed reading this Simon & Schuster eBook.

    


    Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Simon & Schuster.

  


  
    
      CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

    

  


  
    or visit us online to sign up at

    eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com

  


  [image: Images]


  Simon & Schuster Paperbacks


  Rockefeller Center


  1230 Avenue of the Americas


  New York, NY 10020


  www.SimonandSchuster.com


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  Copyright © 1995 by Larry McMurtry


  All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


  First Simon & Schuster Paperbacks edition 2004


  SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon and Schuster, Inc.


  Designed by Colin Joh


  ISBN: 978-1-45160-655-3 (eBook)


  The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:


  McMurtry, Larry.


  Dead man’s walk: a novel / by Larry McMurtry.


  p.cm.


  I. Title.


  PS3563.A319D381995


  813’.54—dc20 95-21011 CIP


  ISBN 0-684-80753-X


  0-684-85754-5 (Pbk)


  [image: Images]


  Simon & Schuster Paperbacks


  Rockefeller Center


  1230 Avenue of the Americas


  New York, NY 10020

  www.SimonandSchuster.com


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  Copyright © 1997 by Larry McMurtry


  All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


  First Simon & Schuster paperback edition 2003


  SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


  Designed by Colin Joh


  The Library of Congress has cataloged the


  hardcover edition as follows:


  McMurtry, Larry.


  Comanche moon: a novel/Larry McMurtry.


  p.cm.


  1. Comanche Indians—Fiction. I. Title.


  PS3563.A319C66 1997813’.54—dc2197-29609


  ISBN 0-684-80754-8


  0-684-85755-3 (Pbk)

  ISBN-13: 978-0-6848-5755-8 (Print)

  ISBN-13: 978-1-4516-0654-6 (eBook)


  [image: logo]


  Simon & Schuster Paperbacks


  A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


  1230 Avenue of the Americas


  New York, NY 10020


  www.SimonandSchuster.com


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  Copyright © 1985 by Larry McMurtry


  All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions there of in any form whatsoever. For information, address Simon & Schuster Paperbacks Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.


  This Simon & Schuster trade paperback edition June 2010


  SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


  The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


  Designed by Colin Joh


  The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:


  McMurtry, Larry.


  Lonesome dove.


  I. Title.


  PS3563.A319 L61985


  813'.5485-2192


  ISBN: 978-0-671-50420-5


  ISBN: 978-1-4391-9526-0 (pbk)


  ISBN 13: 978-1-4516-0653-9 (eBook)


  [image: images]


  Simon & Schuster Paperbacks


  Rockefeller Center


  1230 Avenue of the Americas


  New York, NY 10020


  www.SimonandSchuster.com


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  Copyright © 1993 by Larry McMurtry


  All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


  SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


  Designed by Colin Joh


  The Library of Congress has cataloged the Simon & Schuster edition as follows:


  McMurtry, Larry.


  Streets of Laredo: a novel / by Larry McMurtry.


  p. cm.


  Sequel to: Lonesome dove.


  I. Title.


  PS3563.A319S7 1993


  813'.54—dc20 93-19279


  ISBN-13: 978-0-684-85753-4 (Pbk)


  ISBN-10: 0-684-85753-7 (Pbk)


  ISBN-13: 978-1-4391-2637-0 (eBook)

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
- "DEAD MAN'S WALK | )
COMANCHE MOON

LONESOME DOVE
STREETS OF LAREDO





OEBPS/Images/00021.jpeg
Streets of
Laredo

yI7 4
L4

A novel by
Larry McMurtry

Simon & Schuster Paperbacks
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





OEBPS/Images/00015.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00017.jpeg
onesome

A novel by
Larry McMurtry

Simon & Schuster Paperbacks
NEW YORK LONDON' TORONTO SYDNEY





OEBPS/Images/00022.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00011.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00014.jpeg
Comanche

Moon
2

A novel by
Larry McMurtry

Simon & Schuster Paperbacks
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





OEBPS/Images/00026.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00023.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00010.jpeg
Dead

Man’s

Walk

o

A novel by
Larry McMurtry

Simon & Schuster Paperbacks
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





OEBPS/Images/00016.jpeg
A NOVEL

LONESOME DOVE

25TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION WITH A
NEW PREFACE BY THE AUTHOR





OEBPS/Images/00008.jpeg
. Lar.ry 4
Mpl\/[ﬁr_try

o

DEAD MAN'S WALK T
COMANCHE MOON
LONESOME DOVE

STREETS OF LAREDO





OEBPS/Images/00019.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00025.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00018.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00009.jpeg
—McMurtry
'& o ) e / i

DEAD MAN’S WALK





OEBPS/Images/00013.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00020.jpeg
NOVEL

STREETS OF LAREDO






OEBPS/Images/00024.jpeg





