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Chapter 1

[image: ]




Whit Wadsworth was struggling. With the outbreak of World War One, he had joined the army as a horseshoer. But a dose of Spanish flu had laid him low for almost a year. Finally, the doctors had discharged him on a medical discharge. Where he had been a strapping 180 pounds, he was now a staggering, stumbling 150. Upon his discharge, he had taken his mustering out pay and what he had saved and caught a train out of El Paso for Benson. Upon arriving there, he had found two gentle horses and outfitted them with a camp outfit and groceries. Then, working his way north along the San Pedro River, he had camped and rested, slowly gaining his strength. This had been his home ground growing up. He knew it well. Over the course of a month or so, he found himself on the banks of the Gila River just past where the San Pedro joined it. He was out of grub and almost out of cash. Now he was struggling. His horses were leg-weary, they weren’t finding enough graze along the river. This morning, he made a pot of coffee and fried a small slab of bacon. He figured he had one more good meal and then he didn’t know what he would do. Looking up into the Dripping Springs Mountains, a large gash of a canyon sliced it east to west. He was on the west end where it entered the Gila. He needed a job, but knew he wasn’t strong enough to do a full day’s work. 

He knew there used to be a mining camp up that canyon. Maybe if he couldn’t get a job, maybe a free meal. He knew if he stayed here, he would starve for sure. He saddled up and packed up and started up that canyon. It wasn’t steep at first and his poor worn-out horses didn’t have to work very hard. The farther he went, it did turn steeper and the grass was more plentiful. 

Late that afternoon, he found a spring by an old mine tunnel with a good patch of grass. Here, he camped, letting his horses graze on a good stand of grass. As he was putting his camp together, he noticed a buck deer slip up to the spring. He had two bullets left in his 30.30. He used one to down the deer. That night, he feasted on fresh venison. The first fresh meat in five days. He stayed in this camp for another day, letting the horses fill up and eating the venison every time his belly growled. At the end of the next day, the graze for the horses was short and he had just a little meat left. That morning, he rigged out and started again to the east. Late that afternoon, he topped out of the canyon into a basin on the top of the mountain. In front of it lay a vast expanse of grass with cattle dotting it. He rode on, hoping to find the ranch and a bed and a meal. The basin tipped downhill to the east. Below him, a mile or so, stood a house and barn with corrals. The house had a gallery around three sides. A tendril of smoke drifted from a stovepipe in the roof. As he rode closer, he could make out someone standing on the gallery watching him. 

As he got closer, it was clear it was a woman. A denim shirt over a pair of split riding skirts. They fell to the top of shop-made calfskin boots. The woman’s hair had been a honey blonde, but was now showing a little gray, at middle age she still held a fair figure and a face with no wrinkles. But above all that, Whit was worried for strapped around her waist was a pistol. It looked well used, a lump came to his throat as he approached. He fairly needed a meal and a place to sleep, but this ranch woman looked hard as nails. He stopped twenty feet from the house and removed his hat. “Good afternoon Ma’am, is your man about?” 

“No, I don’t have a man. Not anymore, he’s buried over in Globe. This is my ranch. What can I do for you? “She wasn’t unpleasant, but still had a firm tone to her. 

“I’m just out of the army, looking for a job. I’ve come a fair piece. Would ya have anything a man could do for a meal?” Whit was leaning on his saddle horn while he spoke. 

The woman looked him over. The poor wore out horses, the light pack outfit, and the skin and bone man who addressed her. “There’s hay and grain in the barn. Put your horses away. There’s a bedroom in the barn, put your stuff there for the night. When you get done, I’ll have something to eat on the table. “She spun on her heel and went into the house, closing the door behind her. 

Whit found the barn clean and well stocked with hay and grain. He put his horses in a corral and loaded the feed trough for them. In one corner of the barn was a room. It was clean, had a cot in a corner, and a lantern on a table. He put his gear in a corner and went out to wash up at a pipe that ran full time with spring water. Cold and refreshing when he washed his face. Drying himself with his bandana, he started up to the house. 

As he stepped up on the porch, the door opened and she stood there, her hand on her hip, inches from that hand-worn pistol. She looked him up and down with hard, calculating eyes. “I’ll have to feed you for a week to get you stout enough to do a day’s work. But you’re the first man to come by in months. Come on in.”

The kitchen table was set with steak and potatoes with squash and gravy slopped on to everything. As he sat down, she poured him a cup of coffee. Looking up at the cedar vegas in the ceiling, he could see they had been burned with the ranch’s brand, a heart with a P in the center. 

As he finished the meal, she looked him hard in the eye. “My name is Mrs. Boot. I’m a widow, and I know how to take care of myself. My horses come in every morning; be sure they’re fed before breakfast. Stay at the barn until I call you for breakfast.”
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Chapter 2
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Day 2 

As Whit lay in his bed that night; his hands behind his head, he was thinking of the good meal and wondering what he would have to do to earn another one. On his way in that day, he saw lots of cows with unbranded calves. He wasn’t sure if he could flank a calf; he was so weak. But if branding calves was the job, then he would do it. The boss wasn’t much over five foot two or three. She wasn’t going to flank any calves. Something about her bothered him, while an attractive woman, she was hard as nails. There was something familiar about her. He just couldn’t remember. The next morning, he fed his horses and grained her remuda, when they came into the corral. They were fat and of good quality. Better than most ranch horses he had seen. Everything about this set up was first class, well maintained. 
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