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The McCallum Boys


Most folks either loved or hated the McCallum boys. Everyone feared them. Their crusty father had brought them up to Wyoming from Texas and died, leaving them only half-grown and rough-tempered. To their neighbours on the Porter ranch, Rose Ann Porter and her niece Becky, the McCallum boys were helpful, attentive and polite. All four of the boys were half in love with Becky, and the Duchess was to each of them the mother they had never had. The law had different ideas about the McCallums, whose wildness had progressed from recklessness to a community danger.


Rose Ann Porter, unwilling to call on the boys again, had hired a man from Medicine Bow to drive her small horse herd to market. Unfortunately the man, Manassas Guileford, had more on his mind for the Duchess and Becky than a few chores. In the end Guileford would regret his plot. He had not yet met the McCallum boys.
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ONE


It was a clear, bright, and cool morning in the Wyoming plains. The trees in the forested country stood in deep, proud ranks. Out on the open terrain the grass stood mostly long but yellowed to an autumn color. Mounds of gray boulders, assembled in a random arrangement by nature, dotted the land, rising to head height on a mounted man as the meadow proceeded west towards the far off Rocky Mountains, and the hummocks and rock stacks became more numerous.


Here and there were clusters of oak trees having a tough time of it this time of year. Farther on yet lay a deep-cut coulee where willow trees and an occasional cottonwood survived along its banks.


The coulee was a thirty-foot scar across the dry grassland. Sheer sides and sandy bottom, it had to be crossed to reach the stronghold stone house of the notorious McCallum boys.


The McCallum boys had their own special way in and back out of the coulee. The route could not be discerned easily. It had even once escaped detection by an army scout. The coulee was a natural fortification as daunting as any moat, and of course the house itself, built of gray Wyoming granite, was nearly impregnable. Of the four boys you could bet that at least one of them would be on guard. If they were out on one of their escapades, you would find one stationed with his rifle at the house’s narrow windows or behind the walls of the stone-walled corral.


That corral had been one of their father’s proudest achievements. Down in Nacogdoches he had seen a man shot dead by a bullet between the rail posts of a more usual corral, and it had affected him enough to conclude that wooden corrals were natural death traps.


The four-foot high walls of the McCallum corral could not be penetrated by anything so simple as a lead bullet. He used to brag about that wall and the house as he got older over a dram of whiskey. And he drank more whiskey than ever because of the pain left behind by adventures of his own. These agonies, he had concluded, were saved until a man has reached the end of his days to deliver their full brunt.


‘They’re by introduction of what’s come,’ he told his sons, ‘sometimes hurtful enough to make you yearn for mere frying.’


The old man would be seated in front of the fire in the ox-sized fireplace in his very large and quite sturdy rocking chair, alternately reminiscing and expounding his rather odd philosophy. The boys had soaked it all up.


Josiah McCallum, still known as ‘Steamboat Bill’ by those who knew of his rough days in Texas, had been a man of wide reputation in earlier days. It was said that his name had been printed more times on posters than Shakespeare’s. Maybe—here in the Far West there weren’t many men who even knew the name Bill Shakespeare, but there were almost none who had not heard of Steamboat Bill McCallum.


Old Bill knew of another ex-river pilot named Dick King. He’d had done well for himself by giving up the river and taking up the land. Richard King now had himself a nice little spread down near Corpus Christi of over 800,000 acres. He had more cattle than a hound has fleas, and so much money that only God could count it. Yeah, the old boy had done all right for himself.


It was with that in mind that Bill McCallum had driven a small herd of mixed-breed cattle and a dozen horses out of Texas to the far north, searching for open land that he could similarly profit on. Three other men, tired of the life on the river, had come along. After their first winter in Wyoming all three men had returned to Texas on a flatboat.


Bill had a small wagon, which his wife, Carolyn, had to drive much of the way with her baby at her side. This was McCallum’s first son christened Rodeo (pronounced in the Mexican way as Ro-day-oh with a hard accent on the second syllable), for no reason anyone ever understood. McCallum told anyone who inquired that he had had his fill of Jims, Bills and Johns. He continued this line of thinking with his next three sons, the last of which cost the life of Carolyn McCallum with his birthing.


She had lived to see Wyoming and the long stretch of open land Bill McCallum claimed as his own, but not much longer, and she was held up by Bill as a saint to the four boys: Rodeo, Nicodemus, Wyndom and Kittery. The boys inevitably acquired nicknames—except for Rodeo, who refused to be called Rod—and were known far and wide across the territory as Nick, Wynn, and Kit—the McCallum boys. They grew up to be good friends to have, bad enemies to acquire, skunks, gun-happy killers or Samaritans depending on who you talked to and what day of the week it was.


It was said they came by it naturally—what else could you expect the sons of Bill McCallum to be? Old Bill was a man who took care of business in his way, and that way frequently included the use of guns—and never left a debt unpaid.


This last was underscored on his deathbed. Charlie Bent and Walt Dims—two neighboring ranchers who had never gotten along with Steamboat Bill—decided that it was only the Christian thing to do to go by McCallum’s house and say goodbye to Bill as he was not long for it.


They found Bill propped up in bed, his old gray head sagging on his chest, his face unshaven, his eyes watering. Charlie Bent went up to the bedside first and told Bill that he was sorry they had not gotten along better, and that he would try to help Bill’s sons if they needed it. Bill nodded his head and waved his hand as Charlie stepped away.


When it was Walt Dims’ turn he took his hat in his hand and came forward. Before he had spoken a word, Bill said, ‘You think I’ve forgotten those four prime steers you rustled from me?’


Then the .44 Colt which Bill had hidden beneath his blankets spoke and punched a smoldering hole right through Walt Dims’ shirt over his heart. With that debt paid, Bill dropped his heavy revolver on the floor and closed his eyes. He would never open them again. Walt staggered back and fell dead on the bedroom floor. Charlie Bent made a rapid exit from the McCallum house.


‘Well, he always was a hard one,’ was all Marshal Bleeker had to say when Charlie Bent reported the murder. ‘Beside, you tell me McCallum is dead, so what can I do? We quit hanging dead men some time ago.’


‘You’d best start keeping a close eye on those McCallum boys, Marshal,’ Charlie Bent responded. ‘Without the old man to keep a tight rein on them, there’s no telling what they’ll get up to.’


The McCallum boys seemed bound to make a prophet of Charlie Bent.


Harry Stout was destined to become one of the first victims of the McCallum boys once they became free of all restraints with the passing of old Bill. If Steamboat Bill could have foreseen what he had loosed on the world … but then again, perhaps he wouldn’t have cared, being very much inclined that way himself.


But Harry Stout had no idea what sort of young men the McCallum boys were, and he paid a price for his ignorance.


It was Rodeo, the oldest of the McCallum boys, with whom Harry Stout had that little mix-up, over at the Eagle Eye Saloon in Collier, which served as the county seat. Stout just didn’t seem to be able to understand Rodeo’s way of thinking about matters.


The two men and several companions had been playing poker and drinking raw whiskey for three hours that evening, and Stout was feeling pretty good about the result of the card game. He had a moderate sized stack of blue chips in front of him and two good-sized stacks of red. The white were strewn in a loose pile. In short, Harry Stout was winning big.


He was a round man with ginger hair and mustache, his face glowing with the flush of success. Stout leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms overhead. With a glance at his steel railroad watch which rested on the table next to his new-found riches, he announced.


‘It’s been fun, boys, but I guess it’s about time for me to hit the streets.’


‘You’re quitting?’ Rodeo McCallum asked, his eyes narrow and hard.


‘I try to quit when I’m ahead,’ Stout answered, still smiling.


There was a long pause while Stout scraped his poker chips together, forming neat stacks. Rodeo hadn’t moved and the other two players, looking nervous, eased their chairs back from the table. It seemed that Harry Stout was unaware of the local rules of poker.


‘I like to win,’ Rodeo said in a low even voice. Harry Stout continued to smile.


‘Why, sure. We all do.’


Rodeo’s stare became hard and still. ‘If I can’t win,’ he said in a soft murmur, ‘I don’t care to lose.’ Stout looked up from the chips, his expression now blank as he tried to be amiable without understanding the situation. A third man at the table, Walter Gage, owner of the town’s small grain mill, explained: ‘Around here we return Rodeo’s losings to him if he’s had a run of bad luck. The rest of the winnings stay with the winner, of course.’


‘That’s absurd!’ Stout said, shifting in his chair in a way which caused Rodeo to become wary. ‘We can all lose, but this man…’ He gestured with an angry finger. ‘This man has his losses returned. What makes him so special?’


‘He don’t like to lose,’ Gage advised Stout. A single drop of perspiration had broken free of his forehead and now trickled into the miller’s eyes. He wiped it away and backed from the table, looking around for help. Someone ought to be able to explain things better. Men just did not say no to Rodeo McCallum. They all had fun at the regular card games. Everyone won some, lost some. But Rodeo never lost—he would not allow it, and everyone let him have his way. What were they to do, tell him he could not sit in at their table? They never raked his coins in.


It beat getting your eyeballs shot out.


And Rodeo was good enough to do that with a .44.


‘All right, boys,’ Harry Stout said, rising from the table. ‘You’ve had your fun with me.’ Stout’s smile had returned, but it was a wavering expression. ‘You, mister,’ he said to Rodeo, ‘I don’t care if you’re Father Christmas or the devil. You sat down to our table and you have to take the same chances as everyone else.’


Then Harry Stout made his big mistake. He pulled out his pocket pistol to emphasize his point as he eased away from the table. It was not enough gun and he was not enough man. Rodeo McCallum shot him from under the table with his big Colt .44. Stout’s arms flung skyward, the little pistol clattered onto the table as he screamed in agony. The .44 slug had taken him in the thigh bone, shattering it, and he dropped immediately to the floor of the saloon where he writhed, cursing and praying and shouting all at once. Not a man moved to aid him though the floor was heavy with spilled blood. Rodeo McCallum stood over Stout still, his revolver dangling from his hand.


‘Since you’re a stranger here,’ Rodeo said, ‘I’ll leave you with one good leg.’ Stout, still cursing and moaning didn’t realize that Rodeo seriously thought that he was doing the man a favor.


It was still early in the day, just having passed noon, when Wynn McCallum wheeled the wagon drawn by two neat black horses into yard of the Porter house, a small, square, white-painted building sitting alone on the prairie. Four newly planted honey locust trees standing in a row cast only meager shade; farther on was a one gnarled black oak tree, which from its breadth seemed to have been planted sometime before the first Indian had yet arrived. Its trunk was twisted and lumpy; only a handful of slender green shoots sprouted out of it, giving hope each spring that these would grow into limbs as the year progressed. They never did; the tree and the land were too stubborn.


Wynn McCallum had no more than set his brake than the matronly figure of the Duchess, Rose Ann Porter, that is, emerged from the tiny house and onto the narrow porch, dusting her hands on her apron. The scent of freshly baked apple pie arrived with her. She lifted her eyes and waved an arm in greeting.


‘Step down, Wynn, and have a slice of pie—it should be cooled enough!’


‘No thanks, Duchess. You’ll have to save me some for another time. I just stopped because the horses were thirsty and my posterior was getting numb.’


‘Well, you know where the trough is,’ Rose Ann called back. She was a house woman by inclination, and the best example of that sort of woman: cheerful, well-padded, eager to cook for a man at any excuse. She tolerated no tough talk or rough ways in her house. When Wynn had spoken of his posterior being sore from the pounding of the wooden seat, it was the word Rose Ann had taught him to use in place of the more ordinary terms. Hearing it caused her smile to widen, the twinkle in her eyes to brighten. She liked this young man. She was fond of all of the McCallum brothers, perhaps Wynn the most. She would not stand to hear them bad-mouthed. Any job she needed done around the ranch would be willingly taken up by the McCallum boys.


Wynn adored the woman; all of the boys did, even the flint-faced Rodeo. Each of the boys felt sure that their own mother must have been like the Duchess. None would do a thing to slight her. Wynn picked one of the honey locust pods from a tree to chew on as he led the horses to water and dropped their bits for them. He watched them drink for a minute then decided he had better go up to the house. The Duchess might have her feelings hurt if he did not at least stop in and say hello.


There was that sense of duty, and then there was—


Oh, but there she was! A delicate skull with a shiny cap of fine, platinum hair. Wynn took a shy step toward the girl, removing his hat. Becky Porter, for her part, took an even shyer step away. Becky, the niece of the Duchess, was an extraordinarily pretty, neat package. She was over five feet tall—just barely. Each time Wynn saw her, he felt a primitive urge to wrap his large ungainly arms around her and protect her. From what, he did not know—all of the troubles of the world, he supposed.


‘There’s pie,’ said Becky, by way of welcome. Well, what had he expected? He knew that he was a big awkward lunk. Like his brothers he had a fair set of shoulders, dark eyes, and wide mouth, but his features were not set in an attractive way like Rodeo’s or Kit’s. Rodeo was flat-out handsome when he was not intent on being angry. Nick was also a good-looking man, but he had no interest in accenting it by doing things like brushing his hair, or even bathing and shaving. Kit was handsome, but in a boyish way. He had a good, open smile which the girls found attractive, but he was still unformed in Wynn’s critical vision—still just a boy.


And what was Becky but a girl? The two were better matched for each other. Now and then Wynn found himself jealous of his younger brother. Certainly Becky and Kit found things to talk about that Wynn found distant from him or beneath his concern.
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