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CHAPTER ONE


I ARRIVE
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Ray talked of buffalo hunts, Indian fights and cold-eyed two-gun men
incessantly after we left Chicago behind us. He talked so much that I
half expected to hear the train whistle and slow down and stop because
an old bull buffalo was disputing the right of way, perhaps. Or a vast
herd of antelope had chosen that moment to flee across the track and
couldn’t turn off for a mere express train. All jokes aside, I did half
expect that one could see deer sign just outside the town which was our
destination. I also believed that men of the town wore six-shooters
bolstered at their hips as a matter of course.

I should have known better, I suppose. I did know that as a rule one
cannot place much dependence upon another man’s description of a person
or place. But Ray was so enthusiastic about the wildness of his West
that he had me fooled. And when we stepped down from the Pullman upon a
broad concrete platform neatly blocked out in large diamond pattern and
stained an elegant dark red, and looked across it, through a sprinkling
of well-dressed men and women, all with pleased expectant faces
(greeting those just arrived from a journey, or hurrying off upon
adventures of their own), to a red depot with pillars and a fancy roof,
it occurred to me that Ray had been slightly misleading. I began to
doubt the deer and the mountain lion coming down along the river just
outside town on moonlight nights.

And when Ray grabbed his suitcase and took long steps toward a shiny
surrey of the latest design, drawn by still shinier sorrels shying away
from the train with wide eyes and flaring nostrils, I said a word under
my breath and followed.

“We have this kind of wilderness back in the corn belt,” I snorted, as I
came up with him. He didn’t so much as look around.

“Hello, Dad!” he was shouting at the big, placid-faced man in the light
gray suit and expensive Panama that smacked of New York. “Here we
are—and here you are, just exactly on time as usual. Got a new team, I
see. Come on, Walter! Hurry up, man! I want you to meet my dad, the he
one of all Montana!”

I hurried, but I did not run, as Ray did the last few steps. He was not
my dad, and I could not see the necessity of thrusting men aside and
knocking down women and little children in order to reach him and shake
his hand three seconds sooner. Furthermore, I wanted to look him over
and revise my mental picture of him. Thanks to Ray’s hero worship of his
father and everything pertaining to him, I had expected a big,
broad-shouldered, sombreroed man with flowing mustache, weather-tanned
face and two guns, one riding either hip. Yes, and a sheriff’s star
pinned to his vest. Well, he was big enough, and his Panama was a shade
wider in the brim than most, but he was smooth-shaven and suave, and he
looked like a senator or a banker or something.

By the time I arrived Ray had a foot on the hub of the front wheel—a
risky proceeding, I thought, with those horses humped up ready to jump
out of their harness any second—and he was talking a blue streak,
mostly asking questions, I gathered, and giving no time for his father
to answer any of them. So far as I could see, he had forgotten my
existence for the moment. I just stood there behind him with my suitcase
in my hand and waited for him to snap out of it.

A silk-hatted old gentleman with a dignified bulge to his white
waistcoat came nipping up alongside me. He lifted the shiny hat and
said, “How d’ you do, Sheriff Whitcome?” in a tone of respect that
impressed me even in that confused moment.

I stepped back while the old gentleman shook hands with Ray and inquired
after his health and his success at school, and the health of an aunt
back east, and the state of the weather when he left—

But the sheriff, his keen eyes dancing with laughter as he looked at me
over the man’s head, ended the polite questionnaire by reaching out and
flicking me lightly on the shoulder with the tip of his whalebone buggy
whip.

“Come up here in the seat with me, young man,” he commanded, in a
particularly friendly tone. “I’ve heard all about you—far as I’m
concerned, no introduction is necessary. I know who you are and you know
who I am, so we’ll just cut out the red tape. Mighty glad to have you
with us, Walter.” He shifted the reins and shook hands with me, and his
clasp was firm and friendly and gave me a pleasant glow of being
accepted as one of his family.

He leaned out toward the two on the platform. “See you later, Judge. I
promised to have these young cubs at the ranch in half an hour after the
train pulled in. The women folks’ll check up on me—they’d see the train
go by. So I’ve got just twenty-five minutes to do it in, and I’ll bet
they’re holding the watch on me to see if I make good. Get in behind,
Ray. I’ll send a man in after the plunder. So long, Judge.”

The pompous old man in the white vest stepped back hastily, bowed and
put on his glistening top hat, all in one motion, as it seemed to me. We
turned on two wheels and went careening down a side street, whipped into
the planked approach to a long iron bridge across the river and went
clattering across, leaving the steel rods and cables humming long after
we had passed. The sorrel horses nipped at each other’s manes, broke
into a canter and were pulled firmly back to a trot. A scattering of
small houses in bleak little yards set off from the rolling prairie with
untidy picket fences zipped past, and we ducked under the railroad,
crossed another, bluer river and so reached at last the prairie road
winding brown across the little ridges before us.

I don’t think a word was spoken during the first half of the drive.
Ray’s father gave his entire attention to the horses—and they certainly
needed it, if I am any judge. Devils for mischief, both of them.
Constantly nipping and then trying to bolt; lunging ahead as if they
really meant to run away with the surrey. They didn’t succeed in doing
anything except keep the sheriff busy watching them, though it looked as
though he was used to such performances and really thought nothing of
it. I wasn’t much accustomed to horses, though—at least, not that kind.
It was some minutes before I realized they really weren’t doing a thing
he didn’t want or permit. I saw that he was letting them go, just
keeping them barely under control. He wanted to make up those five
minutes lost at the station.

So then, having seen that it was all right, I began to take stock of
Ray’s father. Ray had told me all about him, of course, and how he had
been sheriff of the county for fifteen or twenty years and probably
would go on being sheriff as long as he lived. No one had a chance
against him, or seemed to want one. He was something important in a
bank—director, and also something else; second vice president, I
believe it was. Owned a lot of property, had a big ranch five or six
miles out of Porcupine, was in fact one of the leading citizens of the
county.

Well, he certainly looked it. He was a big man. I don’t mean fat,
exactly, but big. I guessed he was an inch or more over six feet and I’m
sure he must have weighed over two hundred. His face, as I said before,
was peculiarly placid for a sheriff; almost benign, with a strong nose
and a mouth tucked in at the corners in what looked like a half smile. I
liked his eyes, and yet when he looked straight at me, there was
something hidden in his look, if you get what I mean. Those eyes of his
had a permanent sort of twinkle, as I afterwards discovered, but behind
the twinkle the man himself stood watchful, entrenched behind his smile.

I don’t believe I saw so much that first day. The sheriff’s eyes were a
friendly blue, with a tinge of hazel next the pupils. If I seem to be
going too much into detail, it is because Ray’s father had been held up
before me as a heroic figure, the kind of pioneer who helped to build an
empire in the wilderness. And he is important to the story.

I could picture him doing big things easily and without fuss or flurry.
I felt that his friendship must be worth having, and I could understand
how no other man had been big enough to walk in his official shoes. Men
and women would lean on his strength. They would sleep sounder at night,
knowing that he was on the job, making things tough for the lawless. I
thought I should take to the tall timber if I ever broke a law in this
county and got Sheriff Whitcome on my trail. Ray said he always got any
man he went after, and I believed it.

He turned suddenly, gave me one keen look which must have measured me
mentally, morally and physically, turned his head and looked at Ray,
leaning back complacently in the seat behind me. “Those the latest
collars?” he drawled unexpectedly, and my hand went up instinctively to
mine. They were pretty high, all right, certainly not meant for comfort.
We had wanted to arrive in style and it was Ray who had suggested the
gray peg-top trousers and our high collars.

But his father did not wait to be told, but came on from another angle.
“Heeled with all the implements for amusing yourselves, I suppose? Going
to be college boys, down on the farm. Got a set of boxin’ gloves and a
punchin’ bag, I’ll bet, and a football and so on.”

“Not on your life, Dad,” Ray corrected him. “We’re going to hunt and
fish a lot, and be appointed deputies under you and help chase outlaws.
I’ve promised Walter you’ll have a good supply on hand—Walter’s the
human bloodhound type and he’s liable to bust his leash if he smells
blood. He wants a good man hunt.”

Ray always took a crack at me if he got any kind of opening and insisted
on calling me names utterly misleading. In reality, I am and always have
been the most peace-loving mortal in the world, and would much rather
wade in a good trout stream than in gore, any day in the week.

His father chuckled and gave me another swift measuring glance from the
tail of his twinkling eye. “Oh, all right,” he yielded indulgently. “I
guess I can furnish the game. There’s the Dry Ridge gang been hellin’
around over the country lately. You can turn yourselves loose on their
trail—if they’ve got one, which I’m beginning to doubt. They’ll furnish
you boys all the huntin’ you want.”

I must have looked almost as skeptical as I felt, for he laughed a big
bellowing laugh that scared the sorrel team into a gallop again.

“Oh, it’s straight goods,” he assured me, when he had brought them down
to a fast, sweeping trot again. “There’s a Dry Ridge gang, all right,
and they’re plumb wild and hard to catch. No killin’s so far, but
they’ve done about everything else, I guess. Robbed a bank here—the
Citizens’ State—about a week ago. Made quite a haul, too. I was up the
line when it happened. Just got in yesterday from a four-day hunt.”

“Gosh, Dad!” Ray’s tone was incredulous that his infallible father
should have to confess failure. “Didn’t you get any clues, even?”

The sheriff laughed again, but not so loud this time. “Well, m’ son, I
wasn’t out huntin’ clues. What I wanted was the men that turned the
trick. I didn’t get ’em—no. Nor any sign of ’em beyond Dry Ridge. I bet
I’ve followed that bunch forty times to Dry Ridge and lost ’em. I’m
liable to follow ’em forty times more before I tie onto ’em. But I’ll
get ’em some day. They can’t always get away—” He paused, shaking his
head, his lips drawn tight. Then he returned to his banter. “So if it’s
hunting bold, bad men you want, fly at it, son. Yuh might win enough to
pay some of them danged fraternity bills, if you’re lucky. There’s a
reward posted on every one of ’em.”

“You bet we will. We’ll just take him up on that, eh, Walter? If the
sheriff is losing his grip, it’s about time the son and heir should come
to the rescue. Cheer up, Dad. We’ll find your lost bandits for you.
Walter’s all equipped for the chase. He’ll get a line on ’em right
away.”

That speech got me another keen look from the big man beside me. “That
right?” His tone was dubious, and no wonder. I certainly bear none of
the well-known earmarks of the sleuth.

“About the only thing I ever got a line on is a few trout,” I told him,
feeling stiff and uncomfortable. “I came fully equipped for that, at
least. Ray’s just trying to spoof you, Mr. Whitcome.”

“Not on your life, Dad. Don’t you believe him. This lad’s bright. You
ought to see him on the trail of anything he makes up his mind he’s got
to have. Why, he—”

“I haven’t got to have a bank robber,” I snapped over my shoulder, to
shut him up. “If I trail anything, it will be a good trout stream. What
flies will they be taking this time of year, Mr. Whitcome? I’ve made up
some of my own that get dandy results up in Maine and Vermont. I’m
anxious to see what they’d do here.”

“Lord, you’ll have to talk to Ellie about that,” the sheriff said in a
relaxed tone, as if he were glad to get away from the subject of that
bank robbery. Probably did get under the skin, sort of, to have a
reputation for always getting his man, and then not be able to get that
gang.

We talked about fishing from there in to the ranch. At least I talked,
and the sheriff drove the sorrels and listened, and got us to the door
exactly on time.


CHAPTER TWO


BIG BEND RANCH
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Naturally there was a good deal of embracing and incoherent talk. I
stood on the side lines and nothing much came my way until the first
excitement was over. For when an only son comes home with his sheepskin
from college and meets his adoring mother and his ditto sister, a mere
friend of that son cannot expect to seem important just at first, or
receive any notice whatever.

They were mighty nice to me, though, once they let go of Ray and
remembered that a guest was along. I liked Ray’s mother a lot. She
reminded me of a pert little Jenny Wren chirping and fussing over her
brood. I knew instinctively that she was going to take me right into the
nest and make me feel that I really and truly belonged there. She had
soft brown hair brushed down in wings to help the likeness, and a back
comb standing up from the coil behind her fine little head—I wondered
if she were deliberately helping out her likeness to a wren—and her
movements were quick, though every one seemed to count for something. I
am not given to emotional splurges, yet I wanted to pick that little
lady up in my arms and carry her to the easiest rocking chair in sight
and set her down in it. She wouldn’t have liked it, I know. She’d have
seen something else to do and hopped right onto the job before my back
was turned, but I wanted to do it just the same.

The girl, Ray’s sister, was as different as it’s possible for a daughter
to be, I guess. Tall and cool—serene might be a better word, though her
quiet manner somehow suggested banked fires, and that certainly doesn’t
sound cool, does it? With the first look at her I got the impression of
a lot of power lying latent. That is what I mean, really; unused
strength and efficiency. And beauty too, of the kind that doesn’t depend
on red lips and peachbloom complexion—

Oh, well, I’m raving when I should be getting on with the foundation of
my story. The family called her Ellie, and it took me a day or so to
discover that it wasn’t a pet name for Ella, but Ellison trimmed down to
convenient length. I’ve got to add that she was not a person to be
overlooked. Without being obtrusive, there was something about her that
made one always aware of her presence, always sort of waiting for her
opinion and listening when she spoke. I don’t think it was just my own
personal susceptibility that made me so Ellie-conscious from the very
first; I think even her family felt that way about her.

Once or twice, that first day, I thought I saw a rebellious look in her
eyes, though I can’t remember what had called it there. I thought then
how much her eyes were like her father’s, but in a moment the
resemblance was gone. In the main she was serene—I come back to that
word, you see—and pleasant, although she didn’t say much. I never would
have suspected her of being a product of the wild and woolly West such
as Ray continually harped on. Perhaps she used a few colloquialisms not
often heard east of the Mississippi, though they always sounded right
and proper when she spoke them.

After the first handshake and friendly greeting, she didn’t give me much
attention, which at least left me free to study her. She was frankly
intrigued by Ray and his new clothes, and the way he knotted his tie and
dented his hat crown. Even the new cut of his shoes came in for her keen
observation and criticism. She didn’t like them, I remember. Ray always
was rather extreme. He liked to look the college man as he is portrayed
on the stage and in magazine ads.

He even carried a stick, though there was no earthly excuse for
it—sticks not being the latest fad. He affected light gray, of the
pattern called an invisible plaid but which is always perfectly obvious.
His silk socks were chosen to emphasize the bright line of the plaid,
whatever it was, and his ties carried the tone an octave higher, as it
were. The meerschaum he smoked was dragging down the corner of his
mouth, it was so heavy, and wearing the enamel off his teeth. And
because he had a true magazine-cover profile, he had a trick of turning
his head against the light. With his hat tilted to show a lock of brown
wavy hair falling carelessly down over one eyebrow, I always thought
Harrison Fisher or Gibson ought to have a look at him. He’d go well with
their girls.

This doesn’t mean that I felt anything less than a real affection for
Ray Whitcome. He was the biggest-hearted fellow in the world and one of
the most likable. His little vanities were a sort of game with him. He
did it partly to devil me, I always suspected, and now I saw that he was
getting a real kick out of his sister’s attitude, too. I know he
repeated to her what he always fired at me if I got to ragging him too
hard. “The girls like this sort of thing and I like the girls. See?” She
saw, and gave a ladylike snort and let the argument end there. Which was
what I usually did.

Well, that gives you my first impressions of the family. The sheriff
was mighty proud of those two kids, as I could tell by his face; and his
manner toward his little wren of a wife was almost pathetically tender
and considerate. And all the while he seemed to think he was hiding his
feelings under a bluff tolerance of their pretended shortcomings. He
couldn’t have fooled a blind man.

As soon as I decently could, I brought out the stock excuse of wanting
to get several letters ready for the next mail and left them to their
own intimate gossip. I spent the evening in the big room upstairs that
was to be mine for the three months I had promised Ray. There were two
windows looking down toward Porcupine, the town we had arrived at on the
train. I could see the trail we had come over, looking like a brown
ribbon flung carelessly over the low ridges. It was five miles to
Porcupine, Ray had told me, but the clear air was deceptive and it
looked less than half that distance. At dusk, when the lights flashed
out over the sprawling town, I felt as if I were in the suburbs and
could walk to the business section in fifteen or twenty minutes. Which
of course put the cap sheaf on my disillusionment and killed all my
hopes of spending three months away from civilization. I meant, you see,
to try my hand at writing, and I wanted solitude for that.

Porcupine, I had noticed, was quite up to date and citified. There were
trolley lines running here and there, and brick business blocks of a
quite imposing height, and three ten-twenty-thirty theaters, Ray had
confessed, when I asked him about entertainment. After enthusing about
the frontier flavor of the county seat of Porcupine County, I certainly
went after him at bedtime when he came into my room for a chat.

“But it is wild,” he insisted, roosting upon a corner of my dresser
and holding up that infernal big pipe of his so it wouldn’t pull the
teeth out of his head. “Don’t go and make the mistake of thinking that
two trolley lines spell civilization. The town’s a town, I admit. The
swells on the North Side dress for dinner and have butlers and coachmen
and all the trappings of wealth—and I can take you where the lights are
pretty darned bright and you can get anything you want from opium to
absinthe. And you can get on a horse outside the door and in an hour
gallop into the wild and woolly I’ve been telling you about, Walter.”

“Oh.” My tone was, I hope, ironic. “Your wild and woolly is too damned
tame and smooth to interest me, my boy.”

“That’s all you know. I admit we’ve got a telephone here and a very
efficient acetylene gas system—yes. Sure, we have. And I can throw a
rock into the corral and hit a bronk that has to be forefooted before a
man can get into the saddle, and when he’s there he’ll have to be a
dandy if he stays more than two jumps—”

“Oh, yes,” I yawned. “I’ve seen horses like that in Trenton, New
Jersey.”

“Well,” he flared up at me, “darn your picture, I can take you back
there into Big Bend a couple of miles from this house, and give you a
crack at a deer, or wolves, or a wildcat, if you’re quick enough. I can
show you men right here on the ranch who wear hairy chaps for use and
not for show purposes, and handle a branding iron as easily as you do a
fountain pen. Why, confound you, Walter, the West is here—right on
this ranch! The same West we always had—unless you want dime-novel
trimmings, and even then I guess you could be accommodated, all right,
if you want to stick around awhile.”

I like Ray when he grows heated and eloquent. He looked very handsome
and earnest, perched there swinging his lavender-socked foot and holding
up a pound or so of warmly shaded meerschaum. While I shook out a pair
of pajamas, he scowled at me from under the lock of hair that had fallen
over one eye and waited for me to go on and argue some more. Instead, I
gave him my well-known smile of amused tolerance, and that started him
off again—as I knew it would.

“Why, blame your hide, Walter. I’ll just take Dad up on hunting that Dry
Ridge gang, then! If Big Bend isn’t wild enough, I’ll show you some that
is, by heck! Take you out after some real dyed-in-the-wool outlaws—”

“Yes, we have some pretty hard citizens in New York, too,” I observed
maliciously. “Banks are robbed in the East, you know, and the robbers
are just as hard to catch, from all the accounts I have heard.”

“Well, by thunder, I’ll show you before the summer’s over,” Ray snorted
angrily, and took himself and his pipe and lavender socks indignantly
out of my sight.

I laughed to myself while I got into bed. I didn’t actually demand that
the wheels of progress should turn backwards and give me a thrill of the
old gun-smoke days. If Ray had been satisfied to wait and let Montana
speak for itself, there would have been no argument. As it was, he felt
he had to produce the goods. Well, I was willing to let him, so long as
he threw in a good trout stream.
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I’ve given myself a week or two for getting acquainted with Ray’s family
and the people around Porcupine, and then when I have the feel of the
country, the atmosphere, if you know what I mean, I shall settle down
and seriously begin what I have chosen as my life work. That is
authorship. The West is as good a locale as any for a first novel. The
breeziness and the spirit of adventure lend themselves to lighter
fiction, though of course I shall aim much higher than that as soon as I
have had some practice and have acquired the ease that makes for a
smooth, flowing style.

As a preparation for my real start, I shall from time to time write down
the happenings here on the Big Bend ranch. I’m beginning to see the
vague outlines of my plot already. I had hoped to take a high dive into
adventure of some sort, but I suppose one never does in real life; or
very seldom. Still, I have an idea that I can take the Dry Ridge gang,
put more pep into them and a good dramatic climax and make quite a
story. Have them raid the ranch and kidnap Ellie, perhaps. A kidnaping
is always good, and it could be as a challenge to her sheriff father,
the price of her safe return being his promise to resign or something
like that, and never run for office again.

That judge would make a fine villain, the secret enemy working under
cover. Maybe he wanted his son to have the sheriff’s job—something of
that sort. I’ll work it out when I get down to business. A political
angle will sort of tone up the Wild West action and keep it out of the
dime-novel class. But that can wait. I’m not building plot now—just
jotting down my impressions and the little everyday incidents that will
make good filling and give authenticity to the whole thing.

Descriptions, too. I don’t want to overlook my on-the-ground
descriptions. And of course I mean to study the characters. I want to
see a lot of the sheriff. He’s a card. I’m glad I sat down and wrote up
my arrival right away. Got it down while it was hot, and now I can bring
myself up to date.

Ray took me out on horseback first thing, to show me wild country as he
had promised. I had better set it down, I think. It’s necessary to have
it where I won’t forget.

The Whitcome ranch was called Big Bend because the Missouri River
almost surrounded his tract of land. A map would show it as a great loop
of the river which came within a mile or so of meeting on the end toward
Porcupine. Probably two thirds of the land was rich grass that must have
made fine grazing. And there were large hay meadows down next the east
side of the Bend. The other third ran back from the home ranch for miles
and was certainly wild enough for anybody, though I deviled Ray a good
deal about it and told him it reminded me very much of certain portions
of Long Island.

Most of it was spotted with white sand dunes which shifted with the wind
and never looked twice the same, except that the sides were always steep
and wrinkled with wavy lines, like the ripples on water when a breeze
passes over. A man could easily lose himself in there if he got back
away from the river and didn’t know his thickets and scattered groves of
cottonwoods and box elder. There was a creepy look about the whole of
it. Even the wooded hollows had a secretiveness, hemmed in with those
ghostly sand hills, some of them higher than the tallest of the trees.

I wanted to look over my shoulder to see if anything was following my
tracks. I imagined I heard things easing off into thicker brush as we
rode past—and I haven’t a doubt that my imagination came pretty close
to the truth. There were deep unexpected gullies like ragged gashes in
the earth, and these were rock-rimmed and difficult to cross. There were
wild cattle that tossed horns and tails and scampered off with a great
crackling of brush when we rode up close. In the grassy openings we
found them mostly. Back among the dunes there were tracks of wolves and
bobcats, just as Ray had said there would be, and other animals I didn’t
ask about.

For two or three hours I let Ray lead me around through that ungodly
mess before I would admit it was wild enough to suit me. Then I told him
I’d had enough, and for the Lord’s sake to lead me out of there. Which
he did finally, after a harrowing season of riding to the hilltops and
looking this way and that, trying to get his direction by the way the
river ran. Trouble was, he couldn’t always see the river, and when he
did, he didn’t seem sure which way it was running. He kept saying we
couldn’t get lost, really, because we’d have to cross the river to get
out of the Bend unless we passed within sight of the ranch. But I
noticed he looked mighty relieved when at last we came up a grassy knoll
and saw a gate just down the other side.

That’s the Big Bend. Six or eight miles it must be to the end of the
loop, probably farther. I’m not much good at judging distances, but I
know it took us a good two hours to make it from the farthest tip to the
gate. I had my watch for evidence of that. I ought to add that the river
where it swung around the tip was wide and deep and ugly looking, and
the opposite shore was all steep bluffs and rock-rimmed ledges, where
the scant soil was dull red or yellow, and the rocks themselves looked
old and worn and blackened by the weather of ages.

When we topped the knoll just before reaching the gate, Ray pointed out
Dry Ridge, away across the river to the south. He said we would ride
over there some day and take a look at it. And while I was not at all
eager for a closer view, I know better than to let Ray see any lack of
enthusiasm on my part. From where we sat our horses, Dry Ridge looked
very much like any other high and barren ridge ten miles off, with the
sun shining on it. It certainly didn’t seem to offer much cover for bank
robbers and I told Ray so. But he merely replied that I had better wait
until I got over there.

Beyond the gate we climbed another hill and had a fine view of the whole
country, from the Highwoods and the Belt Mountains on the east to the
Rockies, shining white against the sky far off to the west. I could see
the great loop of the river, and I got then my first clear impression
of the Big Bend as a whole, and how a little more erosion—say a few
thousand years or so—would have eaten a channel straight across the
narrow north end of the loop and turned it into an island. Three or four
miles away to the west, just where the river started to swing south
around a point of the high plateau—Ray called it a bench—I saw another
ranch and asked Ray whose it was.

“Oh, by George! One of my old sweethearts lives over there—or did, last
time I was home. Named Mollie—no, Mabel—well, something like that,
anyway. Big black eyes and a mouth made to be kissed. You know. Used to
be chummy with Sis. We’ll ride over there to-morrow, Walter. You like
black eyes and kissable mouths, as I happen to know. She’s just your
type. I’ll have to lay off, now I’m engaged to Beatrice. But I’ll take
you over and introduce you, anyway. No harm in that.”

“Not a bit in the world,” I replied, “except that I won’t have much time
for girls this summer. I’m going to work, remember. And if I get in some
time fishing, that’s about all the recreation I’ll need.”

But you can’t head Ray off, once he gets an idea into his brain. Next
day he insisted on taking me over to meet the girl named Mollie, or
Mabel perhaps, with the black eyes and the mouth made to be kissed.

Well, she had a nice mouth, I admit, and her eyes were a soft dark
brown. But her name was neither Mabel nor Mollie, but Florence. I could
have kicked Ray all the way home for the way that girl looked at him and
for not even remembering her name. Here she had stayed home and dreamed
her dreams about the young ape, and he had gone off to new loves and had
all but forgotten her. Just at the time I hated him for the way her eyes
lighted up when he told her none of the girls in the East would have a
chance if she was around—all that blarney. I’d heard him talk along
that same line to fifteen or twenty different girls at different times
in the four years I had known him, and I wished I had the nerve to tell
her so. She was too nice, really, to make a fool of herself over a
good-looking scamp like Ray. I know he never meant harm to a living soul
in his life, but that didn’t help the girls much who took his
love-making seriously.

Incidentally, I met the father, whom men called old Jack Johnson behind
his back, though he seemed to me almost in the prime of life; and her
two brothers, Fred and Steve. They owned a horse ranch and seemed fairly
prosperous, and more up-to-date than the general run of farmers—or
ranchers, I should call them.

I took quite a fancy to Steve, perhaps because I discovered he was as
crazy about fishing as I am. He offered to take me back in the hills
across the river to a trout stream where he swore the fish would jump
clear out of the water to strike a fly, and then fight like the devil to
get rid of it.

He certainly had me all hopped up, as Ray would put it. I had about come
to the conclusion that trout streams were about as scarce as buffalo and
wild Indians in Montana. What I had seen of the country so far seemed to
run to extremes, with all the water in the State running down the
channel of the Missouri, and the rest of the country dry as a bone.
There wasn’t a creek that I had seen in all the Big Bend country we had
explored, and I couldn’t see anything but bald prairie and rocky hills
across the river.

It had worried me a lot more than I had let on. As a matter of fact, I
had come West with Ray chiefly for sake of the fishing and hunting in
new and untamed country. Ray had led me to believe that I could walk out
from the ranch at sunrise and catch a mess of trout for breakfast any
day in the season. It had been quite a jolt when the sheriff had
carelessly told me he believed there were lots of trout “up in the
hills”, and had pointed to a hazy group of hills off on the sky line.
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