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The Smugglers Trail

Down in southern Arizona is a big ole expanse of country called the Vekol Valley. Sam Bender ranched there. Sam was a bachelor, a man 40 years who was hard bitten and somber. He didn’t say a lot, but when he did, he expected you to listen, it was a matter of politeness to him. The Big Horn ranch was a big, 500 sections with the south boundary unfenced all the way to the Mexican border. The Papago Nation lay between him and the border. They were good neighbors and kept an eye out for Sam’s stray cattle and returned them when it was possible. Sam did the same for them. Two problems existed when the drug trade took off and the Mexican smugglers brought drugs and people through the reservation and then Sam’s ranch, they tended to leave lots of trash, use the water improvements, then move on while leaving the pipes broken or a float tied down wasting the water.

Sam had taken to camping at the most used wells. He had met many of the smugglers and had no problems with them. Most were bringing people to the United States in search of work and a better life. But the ones smuggling drugs, seemed to have bad attitudes and were known to be violent. For this, Sam carried a fire arm. When he met some of these folks, he would make sure they got the water they needed and then moved on. He would not refuse anyone a drink. But camping around the water was forbidden. His cattle needed water and the half wild desert cattle wouldn’t come in with any activity around the water.

It was dark, cold and a little breezy when Sam settled into his camp at the Bender well. He had his horse put away and fed in a corral with the gate open to the water lot, for the cattle. He had built a little fire behind the water tank out of site of the corral. Wrapped in a serape’ he had finished his supper and was sipping his last cup of coffee when heard a whistle out in the brush. After a minute, a Mexican slipped into camp and sat down across the fire from him. He wasn’t but maybe 30 years old. He wore a baseball cap, a light jacket and denim pants. An ugly scar ran down his cheek. He smiled a big toothy smile and asked for a cup of coffee. Sam pointed to the pot and handed him a cup. When he had sipped the strong black brew, he explained that he was helping some of his friends, to get up into the United States to find work, and to pay their way they were carrying some stuff for him. Out beyond the fire Sam could see a shadow standing beside a bundle. Sam asked him how many friends he had with him, the smuggler frowned and said that was none of his business. Sam explained this was his ranch and it was his business. With that, the smuggler growled, called Sam a foul name in Spanish, raised a long wicked knife and was reaching across the fire with it when Sam’s serape’ blossomed in front and a muffled explosion let loose. The smuggler sat down heavily, looked at the hole that appeared in the middle of his chest. A little blood seeped from the hole and the Mexican groaned as he slowly fell over on his side, the knife slipping from his fingers into the fire. Sam pulled his hand out from under the serape’, with the short-barreled 44. Taking a stick, he pushed the smuggler’s hand out of the fire, then raked the knife over to his side of the fire.

Out of the dark, a young woman stepped up to the fire and asked in Spanish if the smuggler was dead. Sam nodded and asked her in Spanish if she was the only one with him, she said she was. There had been others, but the smuggler had killed them all one by one on the way north, until she was the only one left to carry the pack with the drugs. Sam told her to sit down and have the coffee. He dragged the smuggler’s body out into the dark and brought the drug bundle into camp. The girl was making herself something to eat. She said she hadn’t eaten in two days.

The next day, Sam took her to the house at the headquarters. He told her to clean it, to fix a meal and he would be back soon. After alerting the authorities of the smuggler’s death, he returned home to find the house clean, a meal on the table and the girl gone. So it was on the smuggler trail.
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[image: ]




On the Vekhol 

Sam Bender’s eyes were open. The old house he lived in was black and quiet. Something had caused him to wake. He turned his head and looked at the battery clock next to the bed, 12:30 am. What had brought him awake? Ever since his second tour of Vietnam, he had slept light. It took nothing more than the change in temperature or a barometric change. If you wanted to stay alive, you became sensitive to such things.

After not hearing anything that caused alarm, he silently rolled out of bed, pulled on his wranglers and slipped his feet into a pair of moccasins, padding silently through the house he still found nothing out of order. He still had an uneasy feeling. Since the altercation a few days before, where he had been forced to shoot a Mexican drug smuggler and rescue a young Mexican girl who was being forced to carry drug packs, he had been uneasy. Retribution could come from any quarter. Carefully opening the propane refrigerator, he took a cold beer then stuffing the .357 into his waistband, he slipped out the screen door, onto the porch. There he was met by ole Boliver, his Catahoula catch dog. Falling into the wicker chair he kept on the porch, he sipped the beer and stared west out across the Sonoran Desert where he had been raised. He could see the silhouettes of his horses down at the corrals, it was deathly quiet. He sipped the cold beer and watched the tree line along the Vekhol wash on the other side of the yard. Boliver showed no signs of alarm and all remained quiet.

Just as he dozed off, he wasn’t sure, but, the smell of bacon and coffee cooking brought him awake. The half empty beer bottle lay on its side on the floor next to the chair. Carefully pulling the .357 from his waistband he rose and stepped into the kitchen. At the stove stood the Mexican girl, he had rescued. Upon her rescue, while he had alerted the authorities, she had disappeared, but here she was, she was cooking fresh tortillas and had eggs in the skillet. Sam, without saying a word accepted a cup of strong black coffee, then sat at the table facing her. Presently, she set a plate of food on the table and smiled at him. “ Senior, I have come back.”

“I see that,” Sam mumbled between fork full of egg, “where ya been?”

“When you went for the policia, I went away. I didn’t want them to take me back to Altar,” she wasn’t shy, but she was soft spoken.

“What can I do for you?” Sam asked.

“Let me stay here and repay my debt to you. Your house is a pig-sty and you can’t cook for nothing. I have nowhere to go. All I need is a place to sleep.” Her head was bowed, her hair falling over her face.

I won’t turn you in, but I like it alone, besides that cabrone I shot will have friends. They could come, then I would have more trouble.” Sam was wiping his plate with the last tortilla.

“I’m not afraid here. I’m no puta, so don’t think I will be used. But I want a quiet place to live and work. You need me,” she said.

Sam thought for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, we will give her a try. But while I’m gone during the day, you need to stay out of sight as much as possible.”

She nodded, then picked up the dirty plate and returned to the kitchen and started cleaning up the mess. 

Sam dressed, then went to the barn in the early morning light, fed his horses and saddled the mount for the day while he ate his grain. When the sorrel had finished his grain, Sam stepped on the pony and headed up the Vekhol toward the Bender windmill.

Maybe this won’t be too bad, he thought. 
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A Mother’s Love  

Sam Bender was picking his way across the dried out desert. It had been a dry winter. His desert range along the Vekhol wash was picked clean. What the cattle hadn’t picked clean, the cold dry winds that swept the desert had blown away. He had been putting out supplemental feed for months, but his cows were poor and weak. The hardiest were picking the scant leaves and twigs off the Palo Verde trees and Catclaws. He had his collar turned up against the cold wind as he rode along. Almost all of his cows were clustered around the waters where he had put the supplement. But he still prowled the country every day hoping to find some part that hadn’t been grazed off. He went farther and farther south every day, often into the Papago Ranges that he neighbored, but their cows were just as poor, or worse, because they couldn’t afford the supplement. 

After a long, cold and dry ride, he had turned toward home, when he noticed a little patch of red in a mesquite and Catclaw thicket, reining his bay horse over to it, he saw a little, thin white face cow. She didn’t weigh six hundred pounds. Her hide was stretched over her bones that stuck out in sharp points along her back. As he rode closer, she shook her horns at him and pawed the ground. Dry, gummy slobbers drooled from her mouth as she bawled her anger. Bender circled around and the little cow circled with him, keeping her head facing him. As he got on the far side of the thicket, he found a little bitty day old calf. His eyes were bright and his momma had licked him clean, so that his coat was clean and shiny. That cold wind ruffled his coat and Bender was amazed that this little scrawny cow had produced this little bright eyed wonder. That little white-faced cow couldn’t have enough milk to fill an eyedropper and Sam wasn’t about to lose what was probably going to be this year’s calf crop! Using a little common sense, he rode into the thicket with the intention of picking up that little thirty pound calf. But momma had other ideas. Sam was determined to take that little feller home to a good feed and maybe save his life. He knew in his own mind there was no way that little cow could raise this cute little calf. Just as he got to the calf and leaned off the side of bay, Momma decided she wasn’t going to stand by and let him take her pride and joy without some kind of dispute. Her sharp little horns hit the bay in the rump. He made a big jump and tried to stampede out of the thicket, away from the mad cow. Sam was trying hard to get back upright in the saddle and pull the bay to a halt, but that little cow just kept hooking and bawling. Little bright eyes had scampered into the protection of a Catclaw bush. A hundred yards down country, Sam got the bay pulled up. He had managed to right himself and get control of the wreck. The little cow had returned back to the thicket. He thought about going back, but decided it would be a poor decision. He turned the bay toward home. The sun was sinking in the west behind the Javelina Mountains and it was still five miles from home.

The next morning, Sam was at the Bender well putting out the supplement when he heard a bawl, looking up, he saw that little white-faced cow coming into the lot with the little bright eyed calf trotting along behind. 

Sam decided mothers know best.
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Trouble At The Bender  

The sun was going down in a red ball over the Javalina Mountains on the west side of the Vekhol Valley. Sam Bender was pulling the saddle off a tired horse, thinking about the good supper waiting for him. His new cook and house keeper had spent the last two weeks cleaning, washing and cooking. He had found out her name was Esmeralda, but liked to be called Sissy. Her English was fair, and she was happy here. Since the night he had been forced to shoot her captor, she had been in his employ. Sam put the .357 he habitually carried in a holster on his belt under his jacket, and started to the house. As he rounded the corner of the barn and came in view of the house, he saw a white Jeep Wagoneer parked at the yard gate. As he came into the yard, a big man got out from behind the wheel. Sam glanced at the house. but no light shone and he thought he could see a shadow inside the kitchen window. They couldn’t see Sissy. The big man was a Papago Indian, as wide as he was tall. He wore a uniform of law enforcement.

“What you doin here Eppi?” Sam asked, as they shook hands

“Brought someone to meet you and let you know about the formation of a new force on the reservation. I’ve been appointed Captain of the Desert Wolves, the Tohono border patrol.” The big man’s voice rumbled as if in a cave.

“Well good for you, now maybe we can slow down the smugglers a little. They have been wreaking havoc on the ranch. Trash, broken water lines, it’s a full time job cleaning up after them.” Sam was grinning at the Indian cop.

Both men had served in the army in Vietnam, Sam, in the special forces and Eppi Moreno as an M.P., when Eppi had returned home, he was immediately drafted by the reservation police. A short five years later, he was now promoted to head up a special force to patrol the reservation and Mexico border. Miles upon miles of two track dirt roads and four strand barbwire fences.

Sam kept looking over the shoulder of the cop at the house, hoping that Sissy stayed out of sight. The passenger door of the Jeep opened, and a short black man stepped out. Kakhi pants bloused into combat boots, a polo shirt with a fatigue jacket. Mirrored sunglasses covered his eyes even though it was coming on to dusk, the smile on Sam’s face faded.
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