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LIKE DESPERADOS WAITING FOR A TRAIN 
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He had left the ranch house that morning in the dark. His bay horse at a jog trot. Four hours later, he had reached the back side of the ranch. The clouds were black, low hanging threatening a snow or ice storm. The old rancher had some first calve heifers on the west fence line that he wanted to get into the shelter of a deep canyon. 

The rancher’s hair was a dark iron-gray, brought on by forty-five years of life in the saddle, and working rough country. His wife had gone on to glory a few years ago, a victim of Alzheimer’s. His son and wife with their young daughter had returned to the ranch to help care for it and him. Then his son was taken by a drunk driver. Now his daughter-in-law and granddaughter depended on him to keep the ranch producing. 

The clouds dropped lower rolling along the ground. Snow fell, and when it reached eye level, melted, then froze. The wind was swirling, pelting him and his horse Jed with stinging ice. 

That morning at the breakfast table, with the little Emerson radio sitting in the kitchen windowsill, broadcasting the weather and cowboy music, he prepared for a cold miserable ride. A thick wild rag wrapped two times around his neck, a Carhartt coat that was waterproof went on over his denim vest. Thermal socks on his feet, that were stuffed into his Tony Llama boots. Fleece lined gloves would protect his hands. His thermal underwear protected his legs, under the heavy bull-hide chaps. But this wasn’t enough. He turned, Jed, his bay horse, toward the house eight miles away, over rough country. 

As he rode on, the wind at his back, a song that was playing on the radio that morning, as he ate his breakfast, kept running through his mind, like ‘Desperados Waiting for a Train’, the words kept playing over and over through his thoughts. 

The ice started to build up on his Carhartt coat. He thought of the lines of the song, telling of ‘Old men playing dominos, waiting for that last train ride. Like desperados waiting for a train. Tabacco stains dripped down the old men’s chin, while dressed to go away, like desperados waiting for a train.’ Jed marched on toward home. The ice was building up on his tapaderos and chaps, when he moved it crackled. 

His old friend Roy, who had died a year ago, was standing at the station window watching out into the dark, like desperados waiting for a train. Icicles hung from the old man’s moustache, as he looked down the ridge toward the far away lights of the ranch. There would be a warm fire there, a hot meal, and a warm, soft bed there. Jed trudged on. The wind howling the words of the song, like desperados waiting for a train. 

At last, Jed carried him into the hallway of the barn. It was still cold, but the frozen fingers of the wind ceased to torture him. Realizing his where abouts, the old man slowly raised his head, the ice breaking off in little glittering crystals and falling to the ground as he dismounted. A bench stood along the tack room wall, he backed up to it and sat down heavily. A sigh escaped his lips as he lay his head back and closed his eyes. Roy stood there by the window, looking out the window into the night, like desperados waiting for a train. Slowly, Roy turned his head and looked at him, then said, “come on Jack, that son of a bitch is coming.” Jack reached out to Roy, but the voice he heard and the pull on his arm was that of his granddaughter. 

“Come Pappa, Momma is waiting supper,” she said. When Jack opened his eyes, he saw that Jed was in his stall eating, his saddle was on the rack, and the dark-haired fourteen-year-old was smiling at him. 

Come on Pop, she was smiling, but around her eyes was a glimmer of fear. She pulled on his arm and he heaved to his feet. Unbuckling his chaps, he hung them on a nail. With his arm around the dark-haired girl, they started toward the house. Looking up, the moon was shining through the clouds and he thought, ‘Not this time Roy, I’m not ready to ride that train yet.’ 
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TO CATCH THE UNCATCHABLE 
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The front of the Gold Nugget Cafe faced east. This bright sunshiny morning, the warm sunshine poured through the plate glass windows. Through the door, came a man dressed as a cowboy, but when he walked down the length of the counter, it was plain he wasn’t. He walked to the back booth where another man sat with his head bowed over a cup of coffee, his battered black Resistol hat pulled low over his eyes. His shirt looked like it had been slept in, and it had. The man standing there waited for a moment, then asked: “Are you Sonny Simms? Mind if I sit down?” He slid into the booth across from the man. 

The man raised his head, he had blood-shot eyes, a bruise on his cheek under his left eye and an overnights’ growth of black whiskers. “I guess an answer would be a little late in coming huh?” 

The waitress stepped up to take the man’s order. He ordered two plates of bacon and eggs and more coffee. 

“Why two plates?” The cowboy named Sonny asked. 

“One is for you; you look like you need it pretty bad.” The man said. 

“I don’t know if I can get it down or keep it down.” Sonny answered then asked: “Who are you?” 

“Aaron Smith, late of Baltimore. I just bought the 55 Ranch. I need to talk to you.” Aaron responded. 

“Baltimore? What are you doing with a rank rock pile like that? The last two boys who went in there killed a couple of horses and didn’t get enough cattle out of there to fill a Bull Durham sack.” Sonny looked down at the plate of food the waitress slid in front of him. The eggs were staring back up at him. He gulped down a dry heave. 

“I’m told you’re the only man around who can clean the ranch up; and you’re right, those last two boys did nothing, but make things worse. I want you........” Aaron didn’t get to finish as Sonny got up and staggered to the back door holding his hand over his mouth. The sound of him gagging came back to the man sitting there alone. Aaron waved the waitress over and had her take the plate of food away. 

When Sonny came back, he was pale as milk in a bucket. “Sorry, I had a rough night.” was all he said. 

“I think that was an understatement. Can I finish what I started to say?” Aaron was forking egg into his mouth. 

Sonny nodded, “Just as long as I don’t have to look at those greasy eggs again, go ahead.”

“I want you to come work for me; catch all the wild cattle on the 55. I don’t care how long it takes, just clean it out. From the looks of things, you need to get out of town for a while and away from the saloon.” Aaron was wiping up the egg yolk with the last bite of biscuit. 

Sonny nodded. “As soon as my belly stops trying to crawl out of my throat, I’ll start that way. You’re right. Will I be alone up there?” 

“I’ll try to find you one more man, but to start you will be alone. There are still four head of horses at the headquarters, and I’ll send a load of supplies up there. Anything special you need?” Aaron was fumbling cash from his wallet to pay for the meals. 

Sonny shook his head. “I’ll go get saddled and rigged out. If I start today, I suppose I’ll get there about noon tomorrow. How do you plan on driving them out of there once we catch them?” 

“We will bring you a hand full of gentle cows, maybe mix them with the wild ones. I’m told that works sometimes.” Aaron sounded hopeful. 

“Sometimes, but you’ve got to have a bunch of men who know how to handle that kind of stock, but let’s catch the bad ones first, then we can look at how, I guess.” Sonny was getting up. “I’ll get started now.” 

Aaron watched as Sonny weaved his way out the door. “I hope he is as good as everyone tells me.” He said to no one in particular. 

As Aaron started toward the door, an old man sitting at the counter said: “He’s better than anyone knows.” 

Without looking up, Aaron stopped and looked at the old man’s back. “Thanks!” Was all he said. 

The old man raised a hand in a salute. 

It was a three-day ride to the 55 Ranch from Wickenburg. It lay at the very top of the Weaver Mountains, with no perimeter fences. The headquarters was a rock house, in the middle of the ranch. Steep canyons with live running water in each one. Manzanita brush, a few stunted pine trees, mesquite and oak brush; it was a cowboy’s hell on earth. 

Sonny left town leading a pack horse with his worldly possessions in the panniers. His bedroll laying over the top and the whole deal lashed down. A black and tan hound trotted at his saddle horse’s heels. Sonny’s head was bowed. The fact that this was a hangover of monumental proportions was an understatement. Whenever he came to town, he always did two things, he got a shot or two of whiskey, and he went looking for Burt Underdown. The whiskey was bad enough; he had no tolerance for it, but Burt was worse. Sonny had never bested Burt in a fist fight. They had no dislike for each other, as a matter of fact, Burt always spoke well of Sonny. But, with the whiskey in him, Sonny just figured he had to have one more shot at Burt. Trouble was, Burt wouldn’t stand for anyone to beat him fair in a fist fight, and Sonny couldn’t whip his way out of a wet paper bag. So, after the whiskey, Sonny always took a lickin’. 

This time, Burt had offered to buy a few more drinks. Sonny accepted, and here he was, a head throbbing with no end, a bruised cheek, and a three-day ride ahead into the roughest country imaginable. 

There was no road into the 55 Ranch. Pack horses only. The owner didn’t have a clue how many cattle ran there, but he did know they weren’t catchable by ordinary means, by ordinary cowboys. Sonny followed the Hassayampa River north out of town, it was a steady climb, and his saddle horse had to step along causing the pack horse to have to trot at times to keep the lead rope slack. 

On the afternoon of the third day, Sonny rode into the yard at the 55. It was filled with rocks, and you had to pick your way around an d through them to get to the house. When he opened the door to the cabin, he saw it had been left a mess. Trash lay about the house. Dirt had collected in the corners, and the wood box was empty. He didn’t know those boys who had been here before him, but this told him the kind they were. 

Unsaddling and unpacking, he turned his horses into a trap that came right up behind the house. He could see horses grazing up on a slope, in the distance. He fell to the cabin, sweeping and cleaning. The dust rolled out the door and the one window. The trash he collected and took to a hole and burned it. Then he found the ax and began chopping wood for the wood stove. The fact that the stove was even here, attested to someone’s dedication to the ranch years before. It had to be dismantled and packed in. The shelves around the cabin were stocked with an assortment of canned goods. Sonny figured if he could kill a deer, or a maverick beef, he would make out. He found a bucket and went to the spring that flowed through the horse corral and carried a couple buckets of water to the barrel at the house; the silt would settle overnight. By dark, he had his house in order. He had thrown his bedroll onto the wooden bed frame. He lit a fire in the old stove and built a pot of coffee, then got his can opener out and opened a can of beans and dumped them into his skillet. He wasn’t a big fan of beans, but he would get by until he got fresh meat. 
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