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The corral was a fog of dust. The cattle were bunched at the far end. Two ropers were dragging the calves back to the other end, where four men grabbed the calves and held them down while another man burned the ranch brand onto the calves' ribs. Another man would use a knife and earmark the calves and vaccinate them for black leg.

No one noticed the man in the suit who walked up to the fence on the outside holding a clipboard.

The man stood quietly until noticed by one of the branders, who walked over to him.

“I'm looking for Tobias Stevens,” the man said.

The brander called, “Hey Tobey, this bird wants you.”

A stout man of maybe forty stood up from where he was holding a calf. He was covered in dust, blood, and manure; his silver belly hat was pulled down to almost touching his ears over brown hair. A moustache covered his lip.

“Yeah? What can I do for you?” he asked the man.

The man pushed the clipboard through the fence.

“Please sign the bottom line by your name.”

Tobey looked at the board for a second, then took it.

“What am I signing for?” he asked.

The man held up an envelope.

“It just shows I delivered this.”

Tobey scribbled his name and handed the clipboard back.

The man took it and handed the envelope to Tobey, then turned and marched away.

Tobey turned the envelope over a time or two, then laid it on top of the fence post. He put a rock on it to hold it down. Then he went back to work.

When the branding was done, the crew went to a handy water hose and washed the dirt from their faces and hands.

Tobey, when he had dried his hands with his bandana, picked up the official envelope and opened it.

Unfolding the letter within, he read it slowly, then read it again.

The foreman of the ranch stepped up.

“Bad news, Tobey?” he asked.

“Well, kind of. My mother's brother died, Uncle Blake. This attorney wants me to come claim my inheritance.”

“Where?” the foreman asked.

“Willcox. I’ll be gone maybe a week. It's two days down there. I’ll stay for the services, then come back.”

Tobey was folding the letter and putting it back in the envelope.

The morning Tobey drove into Willcox, he was not in a good mood. He was hungry and needed coffee. He pulled into the plaza and went in and ordered breakfast.

An hour later, he drove to the lawyer's office.

When he was ushered in by the receptionist, the attorney stood and stuck out his hand.

Tobey shook it as the attorney said, “My name is David Tyler. I'm here to handle the disbursement of your uncle's property. You are the only living heir. He specifically stated everything went to you.”

The attorney pushed an official document to Tobey.

Tobey read it slowly, then handed it back.

“Ok, what is the property he was talking about?” Tobey asked.

“Thirty acres at the edge of town. It has a barn, corrals, and the residence. There is a bank account with two thousand dollars and a savings account of fifty thousand. Oh, there's a state grazing lease that carries three hundred head.”

Tobey sat back in shock.

Thirty minutes ago, he was a four-hundred-dollar-a-month cow puncher.

Now he was a bona fide rancher.

He looked the attorney in the eye and stammered, “How did my uncle die? This is sudden, and he wasn't that old.”

“He was found draped over his steering wheel with a gunshot wound behind the left ear. It's supposed to have been an illegal immigrant who did it while passing through. He hated them. Made a lot of trouble for the authorities concerning the illegals.”

The attorney pushed another form across the table.

“You need to sign this.”

Tobey went through the motions.

When he was done, the lawyer made a copy, put it in a folder, and handed it to Tobey along with a ball of keys.

“Your uncle had a new truck. It's parked at the house.”

Tobey sat there for a minute trying to absorb all that had just transpired.

The attorney sat there looking at him.

“Do you want me to go to your uncle's place and show you around?” the attorney asked.

“No, just tell me how to get there. I’ll go check it out.”

Tobey stood up and extended his hand. 
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Tobey stopped his truck at the twin gates to the yard that had been his uncle's home.

He got out and fumbled with the keys until he found the right one, unlocked the gates, and pushed them open.

Inside the yard, on one side, stood tall open-air barns stacked with baled hay of all kinds and sizes. On the other side stood a comfortable adobe home. It had been recently plastered.

He went over to the house and, finding the keys unlocked, unlocked the door and slowly went in.

The house was well-kept.

Cowboy memorabilia was hung on the walls. A stocked liquor cabinet stood to one side.

The house was spotless.

Outside, a horn blew.

He kept walking through the house, but the horn blew again.

He looked out a window and saw a Chevy truck parked and backing up to the hay barn.

“Now what the hell?”

He turned and went outside.

A man was throwing bales into his truck.

“What are you doing there?” Tobey called as he walked up.

“Loading my hay like I always do! Damn, this place being closed for a week put us in a bind.”

The man jumped to the ground and pulled a wad of cash from his pocket.

“Same as before?” he asked as he counted out bills.

“What's going on here? Unless you don't know Uncle Blake is dead, I'm taking over. I don't understand what this is all about,” Tobey said.

“I'm sorry, I figured you knew. This is the only place around for miles where we can buy a bale of hay. The feed store is so expensive that we can’t go there. Everyone comes here, so the feed store doesn't even keep hay. You'd better get ready because when word gets out, you will be flooded with customers. Blake sold as many as two truckloads a week,” the man explained as he got into his truck.

“See ya next week.”

He started his truck and roared out the gate just as another pickup pulled in.

Without a word, it also backed into the spot where the first truck was.

Tobey stood transfixed.

A shapely middle-aged woman hopped out.

“I need five, please.”

As in a dream, Tobey went to the stack and put five bales in the woman's truck.

When he got down, she handed him a crumpled-up handful of cash.

“Thanks, see you in a few days.”

She got in her truck and left Tobey standing there, his hands full of cash.

Before dark, Tobey had sold almost a thousand dollars' worth of three-wire bales of alfalfa hay.

He decided the only way to get a break was to shut the gates.

Just as he swung them shut, a little economy truck pulled up and stopped.

A young Mexican boy got out.

“Do I still have a job?” he asked.

Tobey stopped and looked all around.

“Are you asking me?” he blurted.

“I worked for Blake loading hay and feeding the cattle when he had some here. Are you the new owner?” the boy asked.

“Yes. Who are you? No one told me about this deal. I don't know how long this will last, but come back in the morning at daylight. We will talk,” Tobey told him.
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