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Early Days


I love my wife, whose healing arts have kept me alive longer than I ever expected. I’m proud of my daughter, who has learned so much and shares her learning freely. I admire my son-in-law, who has made this place prosper better than I ever could. I dote on my grandchild, who makes me feel young and old at the same time. After all these years, I still grieve for my little boy, whose death was my fault, and for my first wife, whose heart broke when our son died. 

I am the last person who knows this whole story. If I don’t tell it the truth will be lost among the lurid yarns told by liars and tale-tellers. This might be a waste of time anyway, and the story will soon be erased like boot-prints in sand under a hard rain. But my daughter has told me to tell it and she is writing it down. She also said it’s too long and there are too many people in it, but it’s the only way I know to tell the true story. 

 

This all started long before I arrived from the east. Most of it took place in the region between the North Platte and South Platte rivers, in the Nebraska Territory. The area had no particular name in those days.  The first ranchers to arrive naturally took the best places for their homes and prospered more than those who came later. They valued their access to grass and water, and mostly stayed a reasonable distance from their neighbors. As more and more people came into the area it began to feel crowded, even when the nearest neighbor was a day’s ride away. 

When people are spread thin on the ground, they feel a powerful urge to talk to their neighbors and know what folks are up to. Every chance meeting on the trail becomes a gabfest, and any excuse for two people to get together soon becomes a big party. It doesn’t take long for everyone to know everyone else’s business.

Folks in the west can spin a yarn, the taller the tale the better, and much of the time that’s all the entertainment they have. But a man’s word is his bond, and a dishonest man soon finds himself with no friends. A man’s reputation depends on his respecting the difference between a yarn and the truth, and a man’s life can depend on his reputation. When I came west, I had the good luck to fall in with the best men in the district. This story is like a horsehair rope, made of many strands. No single strand runs the entire length. Many strands of this story happened before I arrived, but I heard them from men and women whose reputations I knew and respected.

A dry year or a hard winter could lead to disputes, sometimes settled with violence. It might seem that there were a lot of shootings and other killings but that’s because they made the best stories. There were plenty of years with no killings at all. It’s worth remembering that there was a lot more shooting than killing. It’s almost funny how a little excitement can upset a man’s aim, if he isn’t used to it. I’m used to it.

 

Before the ranchers settled in, the first white men to come into the west country were lawless loners. They treated the Indians like animals and their fellow whites little better. They fought constantly among themselves, over water, land, gold, cattle, and the few women who would stay among them. Even when they could get along with the Indians, they nearly wiped themselves out.

The ranchers who followed them had learned a lesson and set up their own rough-and-ready ways to settle disputes and hand out justice. From time to time, an Indian took a steer or a settler dug up someone’s ancestor. When one took his own revenge on the other, the conflict could spread like a prairie fire in a high wind. Before long a custom of shared councils grew up, where the wisest whites and Indians could talk out a settlement. None of them could force the others to obey, but usually a small problem could be kept small, with a payment of some kind rather than the spilling of blood. When violence prevailed over reason, they had ways to settle that, too. They developed a rough code that bound them together, a code unique to the west.

At first, the settlers were basically all the same, desperate to survive. Many of the skills they brought from the east were useless on the frontier and they had to learn new ways. Some learned faster and some learned better. Soon the settlers were farmers with their hands fitted to hoe and plow, cowboys who mastered their horses and the working of cattle, and the big men who took control of the best land and the biggest herds and employed the others. Each class despised those below them, even as they relied on them to make the frontier livable.

The farmers were too busy to think about their place in this society and the big men were too satisfied. But the cowboys saw themselves as something special, part thinking man and part beautiful animal. They fancied themselves independent, even when they worked the herds for a dollar a day. 

Of course, the land wasn’t empty before the whites moved in. Bands of Lakota, Cheyenne, Ute and others had long used the same lands. Fort Laramie was set up on the North Platte mainly to discourage the tribes from disturbing the settlers and the folks passing through. Some of the tribes had a custom of meeting in the spring and fall at a place in the Medicine Bow Mountains, near the river of the same name. They would talk over their plans for the coming summer hunts or winter hunkering down, settle disputes, hold contests among the warriors, and try to impress their women. After a time, the ranchers started following the same custom and met in the same area at about the same time. They scheduled roundups and told what brands they were using. The cowboys held their own contests. Sometimes a settler managed to impress an Indian woman, who would go to live with him for a time. There were far fewer white women than men, and any man who could convince an Indian to join him considered himself lucky. Mostly the ranchers and Indians met separately and ignored each other, but when some of the braves got too greedy over a rancher’s cattle or horses, the ranchers could appeal to the chiefs to control their people. 

The earliest settler I know of was Fiddler Morton. He picked out a place not far from Fort Laramie, an easy place to sell beef to the army and to the wagons that passed by heading further west. In those days the fort was just some barracks and stables, with a few houses for officers. Nearby was a trading post where the army let a sutler run a store that sold goods to the ranchers, the wagon trains, and the soldiers. He also ran a saloon and provided other services for cowboys after they got paid.

Morton used the Circle-M brand, and that’s what folks called his ranch. Not long after Morton settled came Hank Cole, who settled on the west side of the Laramie Mountains. He used the C-Bar brand. About the same time Neal and his wife Thora found a nice place on a rise south of the Circle-M and called it Thora’s Hill. Neal used a T-hanging-H brand.

At one of the councils, Cole met a young Arapaho woman who was attracted to the white men. Often, the Indian women found they disliked ranch life, and soon returned to their fathers’ tepees. But Cole’s wife found something to like in Cole and the ranch, and they were happy together as long as they both lived. She told him her name, but he couldn’t say it properly, so he called her Mrs. Cole. Later he learned that she was a half-breed herself.

They had a daughter he called Greta, his mother’s name. Mrs. Cole had another name for her, but Cole couldn’t say that either. Greta grew to look a lot like her mother, tall and proud with hair that was black and straight and worn very long. But in bright sun or firelight her dark eyes had green flecks in them, and her hair showed red lights. Cole doted on her, and taught her to ride, rope, and herd like a cowboy. Her mother made sure Greta knew her Indian family and their ways, too. 

Sometimes Cole took them both to councils, where they visited with her relations. One of these was Mrs. Cole’s brother, or maybe half-brother, called Swan. Even when he was young his hair was white as a swan’s feathers. He was a medicine man among the Arapaho, and accustomed to being treated with respect. Even Cole was a little afraid of him. On one of these visits Greta heard how Mrs. Cole’s own mother first met a white man, a story that went something like this.

 

It was early morning when the mountain man walked over a ridge and looked down on a valley of smoke. Hundreds of tepees scattered on both sides of the river each contributed a small column of smoke that rose into the still morning air, flattened out, and spread a thin layer over the valley. He checked his musket, the knife at his belt and the knife in his boot, took a deep breath, hefted his pack and walked down the slope.

As he knew it would, his arrival among the tepees caused a range of reactions. Toddlers stared in open-mouthed curiosity at the red-bearded white-skinned man. Older children followed him at a safe distance. He ignored them, looking neither left nor right as he walked with a measured pace through the camp.

Women pulled their daughters inside their tepees, from where they peeked out at the large man. Though he noticed them, he was especially careful not to look directly at the girls.

He was most aware of the young men who picked up spears, tomahawks, or war-clubs and moved along behind him toward the center of the encampment. Old men sitting in front of their tepees frowned. Ahead he saw three chiefs waiting with their arms crossed on their chests.

The young men had been following at a short distance, beyond arm’s reach. Now some of them moved up beside him, and a few stepped in front of him. To avoid touching them he slowed and then stopped. He was surrounded, but still none came within arm’s reach.

When he stopped, he unslung the pack from his shoulders and set it down at his side. He drew himself upright with a cracking of his joints, leaned his musket on the pack, and looked at the men nearest him and beyond them to the chiefs. He raised his right hand, palm forward and recited the few courtesy words he knew.

He was not surprised when there was no response. All the words he knew were from other tribes, far from this valley. He looked upward, raised his arms, and recited the words he had learned at another village, a long walk away.

The braves looked at one another, then to their chiefs. The chiefs looked at one another, then one turned aside and called out. A young woman came from a nearby tepee and stood at his side. She listened as the mountain man repeated his greeting. With curiosity plain on her face, she seemed to recognize something in his words, then spoke to the chief.

The chief said something to the woman. She gestured to the mountain man and said in the Lakota tongue, “Please, sit.” The tension in him let go at the words, he thanked her in the same tongue, and he smiled at the chief as he sat. He still didn’t know the words of their language, but he had been in this position before, and was confident that he knew how things would go. Looking around, he saw that as he relaxed, so did the chiefs and braves. The women and girls, however, remained out of sight.

The chief said something to the braves, and they sat beside and behind the mountain man.

The chief spoke again, and an old woman came out of a nearby tepee with a basket of food. She set the basket on the ground in front of the mountain man, and the chief sat down across the basket from him and said something in his own tongue. At the offering of food, the braves set down their weapons.

The chief gestured to the basket. The mountain man hesitated a moment, then picked up a strip of dried bison meat. Before eating, he said to the Lakota-speaking woman, with sweeping gestures and crude signs, “I have come from the north, and carry skins to trade.” With some difficulty, he bit off a piece of the meat. He reached toward his pack but stopped when some braves jumped to their feet.

The Lakota woman said something to the chief. The words meant nothing to the mountain man, but her tone was soft. The chief gestured toward the pack.

The mountain man opened the top and pulled out a soft silvery pelt. He held it out to the chief, who took it into his hands. He looked at it, ran his hands through the fur, and handed it to the old woman who had brought the food, with a question. She took it and examined it with wide eyes. She looked at the mountain man and thanked him in the first words of her language he had understood. She rose and returned to her tepee.

The chief spoke to a brave at his side, who walked away. When he was gone, the chief took some meat from the basket, and bit off a small piece. The chief and the mountain man sat and chewed in silence.

When the young man returned, he was carrying a bundle of trade-goods. The chief looked through them and selected three beaver pelts. He handed them to the mountain man. The mountain man smiled and nodded to the chief as he took the skins into his hands. This was good. He made a show of examining the skins and repeated the words the chief’s wife had said. More of the tension went out of the crowd, and he heard some of the braves murmuring to one another.

As the sun rose high in the sky and then sank toward the western mountains, the chief, some of the lesser chiefs, and some of the older braves exchanged goods with the mountain man.

In the evening, the chief spoke to the Lakota woman, who still waited outside the circle. She rose and said something he didn’t understand, then with gestures indicated that he should bring his pack and musket. She took the mountain man by the hand and led him to a nearby tepee. Once inside, she prepared a meal for him and the others sharing the tepee.

The mountain man got little rest in the tepee, as children kept coming in to look at him and to touch his red hair, his beard, and to look at his white skin and green eyes. Deep into the night, the woman’s family grumbled and talked. Several of them left, making a face as they moved past the mountain man, as if they couldn’t stand his smell. The dawn found the mountain man and the Lakota woman wrapped together in a buffalo robe.

 

I don’t know if this story was true, but Greta claimed it explained her coloring and she always thought it made her special.

 

Cole had a half-brother called Rut, younger than him. They had the same father but different mothers. Only Cole knew why he was called Rut, or his real name, though the other men in the valley joked about it when Rut wasn’t around. Rut was one of the strongest men around and quick to anger. He had thrashed a good many cowboys when he took offense and he took offense easily. Rut had been at Cole’s ranch for more than a year, but Cole was growing weary of him, and sometimes thought that Mrs. Cole seemed too fond of him. For a time, he wondered how to get Rut to leave. He was pretty sure that Rut thought Cole was obliged to help out family.

One time, Rut was missing something, nobody remembers what it was. He went from one person to another, asking if they had seen it, but nobody would admit to knowing anything about it. Rut finally went to Cole and complained that someone in the house had stolen from him. Cole said he had just misplaced whatever it was. But Rut said, “I think Greta took it. When I asked her about it, those thief’s eyes of hers flashed green before she could hide them. That one will do no man any good.” For a long time, they spoke little to one another. Though he didn’t want to start a fight with Rut, after that Cole thought more about how to get Rut out of his house.

It was unlike Cole to dwell on such things, but sometimes in the morning when he heard Rut’s boots enter the kitchen with Mrs. Cole, he felt his stomach tighten. He thought that maybe he should have just laughed when Rut said the house harbored a thief. Still, Rut shouldn’t have accused Greta. Her eyes were beautiful, really.

As she grew up, Greta learned that she didn’t have to do what her father said. She seldom wanted to, but for a long time she just did as she was told. But every interruption became an insult, a way of saying her own wishes didn’t matter. For a time, she said “no” to every little thing Cole asked of her. Then she simply ignored him.

Before long she was too much for him to handle. She was selfish, demanding, shirked her chores and, as Rut had thought, was a thief. She refused to do anything her father told her to do, despite his threats and blows. She was pretty and she knew it. She had such long hair that she could hide in it, and some of her mother’s family called her Long Coat.

One day Rut came to Cole and said, “You’ve spoiled that girl. I thought she might make a rancher’s wife. She knows as much about running a ranch as anyone. But she’ll never be hitched to any man’s wagon.”

“She’s just a little high-strung. I’m sure she’ll settle down. Besides, what do you know about raising a child, when you’ve never even married?”

Rut felt a little stung but went on. “You know most men find their own sons hard to manage when they start getting too big for their britches and arrange for another rancher to foster them for a while. Something like that might do Greta a lot of good.”

Cole thought about it for a while and talked it over with Mrs. Cole. She wasn’t keen on the idea of losing her daughter, but realized Greta was getting to be a problem for all of them. For a time she wanted to send Greta to her tribe, but Cole was afraid to lose her completely. After an especially nasty argument, they had had enough. 

Cole knew a small-time rancher named Ted Thistle who had a daughter about Greta’s age. His place wasn’t too far away. They arranged for him to take her into his house. Though these arrangements were common for boys, this was the only time I’ve heard of where a girl was fostered.

Thistle took nothing from any other man. His temper was short, his fists were hard, and his gun was quick. But he knew nothing of raising a daughter, and less about raising two. He and his wife tried to turn Greta into a girl like their own. Greta found the other girl dull and they never got along. She resented her parents sending her away without asking her about it. Greta grew up into a beautiful young woman, but as short-tempered as Thistle, and wilder than ever.

 

Not long after Greta had gone to Thistle’s, Rut and Cole were heading to the trading post at Fort Laramie. Rut didn’t need to look around to know that it was a fine morning. His stomach was full, the sun was on his shoulders, his horse felt strong and willing, and he was beginning to nod in the saddle. Then Cole said, “Have you thought about getting your own place, and settling down with a wife of your own?”

Rut looked at his brother and saw that he was no longer wanted at the C-Bar. “I suppose I might at that. Do you have a place in mind? Or a woman?” This was almost a joke, as there were very few women within a week’s journey of the ranch, and none that weren’t spoken for. Rut had been with most of them, at one time or another, but not for long with any of them. Cole didn’t answer.

They took their horses to the livery and headed for the sutler’s store. As they came to the open door, Rut looked in and saw Fiddler Morton and a young woman he had never seen before. Rut stopped and said, “Who’s that with Fiddler?” Cole laughed at the look on Rut’s face, until he looked into the store.

“I heard that his daughter was coming out, but I didn’t know she had arrived.”

Peering into the gloom of the store, Rut looked at her face above the high collar of her dress, not too plump and not too thin. “She’ll do nicely, I think.”

Cole laughed again at his brother’s lecherous look. Then he entered the store, with Rut following. “Hello, Morton. How have you been?”

Morton turned around slowly and took a moment to look at the two men. He frowned when he recognized Rut. “Hiya, Cole. It’s been a long winter for an old man.” He was called Fiddler because he was the only man in the area who could play the fiddle. He played whenever there was a dance, and lively, too. But he was the sourest man to look at, or to look at you.

The two men looked at Una, who gazed at them over Morton’s shoulder. Morton started to turn back toward the counter, when Cole said, “Is this your daughter?” He held out his hand, “I’m Hank Cole. This is Rut.”

Morton stood aside, as she shook hands with the men. “My daughter, Una. Cole and Rut live on the western side, at the C-Bar ranch.”

“What kind of name is Rut?” Her smile was mischievous, as if she already knew something about his name.

“Why, Ma’am, it’s just what the boys call me around here.”

“Please call me Una. And what does your mama call you?”

“Well, Una, she’s dead a long time, now. It might take a while to remember what she used to call me. Would you care to walk with me while I try to remember?”

Una cocked her head a little and glanced at Morton. His frown deepened, but he didn’t try to dissuade her. “I’d be delighted, Rut.”

They walked out of the store and turned toward the river, the only part of town that offered any shade. As they walked, Rut said, “I was just a boy when Mama died. I don’t remember her all that clear. She might have called me by name, but there were a lot of boys in the house, and she might not have noticed me very often.”

“Well, Rut, when she called you by name, what did she call you?”

“I’m trying to remember if she ever called me by name at all. Somehow, it doesn’t seem likely. I think she used to call me ‘boy’.”

“Oh, come now, Rut. When a mother gets angry with her child, she doesn’t call him ‘boy’. Try to remember a time she was angry. I bet she cried out, ‘Aloysius, you get over here this instant!’”

Rut jumped at that, and said, “How did you get that name?”

Una gaped a little, and then saw that he was joking. They both laughed and walked on a little further.

As they came under the trees, where the ground was rough with tree roots, Rut offered his arm for Una to steady herself and she clasped the crook of his elbow. He liked the way she didn’t hesitate and her confident air. They came to a place to sit above the bank, pleasant in the shade. Una removed her bonnet and shook her hair free. Rut took off his hat and wiped his face with his bandana. He looked at her for a moment, then placed his arm around her waist. She glanced at him, then looked away, but didn’t seem to mind his arm.

“Do you aim to settle here with Morton?” he asked.

“Most likely,” she said. “He’s about all the family I have now.”

Rut was about to ask about her mother but thought better of it. After a pause, Una asked, “Do you have a ranch, Rut?” He liked the easy way she said his name. When the cowboys said it, they often seemed to have a joke behind their smiles. He had thrashed enough of them, but they still seemed to think there was something funny about him.

“I’m staying with Cole, helping him out. But I figure on dividing the land with him and building my own house soon. The only thing stopping me is I have no wife to help me. It’s too much for a man to keep a ranch and a house alone. Our land is nice, though, with good water most all year, and good grazing. We can make two ranches from it, easy.” When he stopped talking, Rut was a little surprised to realize he had just claimed half of his brother’s land and talked it up a sight better than it really was. What was he doing?

After another pause, neither of them in any hurry to speak, Rut shifted his arm, and turned his face to her. She turned a little toward him and looked sideways at him. He thought she didn’t look unhappy so close to him. Slowly, not wanting to spook her, he leaned a little closer, and she turned her face toward his. Now he had to kiss her, for better or worse, and she returned it for better. She put her hand behind his neck and gave him a nice squeeze, then pulled back. He could see her breath had quickened, and thought she might like another, but she picked up her bonnet. “I’d best get back to Pa.”

Arm in arm, they walked back to the sutler’s, where Morton and Cole had each collected a pile of goods on the counter. A little later, Rut and Cole led a packhorse toward the valley trail, alongside Morton’s wagon. When they reached the trail, and Morton turned east, they gave a wave and turned to the west.

After a little while, Cole said, “You didn’t waste any time getting Una off by yourself.” Cole looked under the brim of his hat at his brother, who was looking straight ahead.

Rut kept his face still and his voice steady, not wanting to tell Cole any more than he had to. “I’ve been thinking about what you said, about getting my own place. What land do you think I might have?”

Cole sat silent for a time, then said, “Let’s ride out tomorrow and look at the western hills. But I wouldn’t get too hopeful about that Una. There’s bound to be plenty of the boys knocking on Fiddler’s door.”

“Leave her to me. Them, too.”

Cole’s ranch was the western-most in the district, behind the Laramies, not far from the North Platte River. There was plenty of room for another ranch beyond it. Of course, nobody actually owned the land in the Platte district, other than the plot they lived on or the fields they planted. Everyone’s cattle roamed everywhere and got sorted out at roundups in the spring and fall.

Before long, they went to talk to Morton. Rut let Cole speak first. Still, he was a little worried at the bald way Cole put it. “Morton, you know Rut is ready to settle down, and he has his eye on Una. Do you have any objection to a match?”

Morton made a sour face, but no more sour than he usually looked. “Here on the east side, I don’t hear everything going on, but last I knew Rut didn’t have a place of his own. I think Una could do better.” Rut felt his anger rising and couldn’t help stirring in his annoyance. Morton added, “No offense, Rut, I know you’re a strong man and all that. But a man has to look for the best prospects for his only family.”

Cole placed his hand on Rut’s shoulder and said, “I’ve promised him half the ranch, and will help him set up a new house in the hill country. That’s a real pretty place for a house, and he’ll have the biggest ranch out that way. But there’s no point in it if he doesn’t have a wife. And what of you Morton? You’ve often said how weary you are with ranching. If Una were to have your ranch, and Rut to have his, nobody would be in a better position in the district. They could make a match like no other.”

Rut could see that Morton had already thought this over, and he soon came out with a proposal. “Cole, I know you are the biggest man around. If Rut is to be as big as you, no other can be a better match. Here’s what I propose. Una will bring six hundred head and a household, and Rut will bring a third more and a house. If you have children, the two of you will evenly own the cattle, house and household.”

Rut said, “I agree to these terms, though my brother has praised me too much. But for Una’s sake, I will do all I can to please her, him, and you.” Then they brought in two of Morton’s cowboys and Cole’s foreman, Arthur. Morton said, “You boys know our way. You’re bound to hear the terms of Una’s and Rut’s marriage and witness truthfully every word spoken between us.”

After the terms were stated clearly and the men agreed they understood them, Rut and Una went outside and walked toward a creek behind the house. He asked her, “Can you be happy as a rancher’s wife?”

“Didn’t you know I was born right on this ranch?” At his surprised look, she went on, “Mama became ill shortly after I was born, and we went back to Ohio to be with her family. When she died, I stayed on with her sister. Then she died, and my cousins decided to come out here. I came along with them and met you the first day I was back.” She looked around at the dusty corrals and bare wooden buildings. “But none of this was familiar to me.”

“Well, I don’t know who knew that story, but I never heard anything about it. Of course, your Pa was never a talker.”

Then she said, “If I’m to be your wife, don’t you think I should know your name?”

Rut sighed. “Very well. My mother named me Rutherford, after her father. As I grew up, the older boys called me Ruth for short. I had a lot of fights before I got big enough to stop them, and they had to start calling me Rut.”

She laughed a little but saw that he wasn’t comfortable talking about it. “Let’s go back to the house.”

As they stepped onto the porch, Rut saw a cowboy about a mile off, walking his horse slowly toward the house. He said to Cole that they should get going.

Cole agreed, and said to Morton, “Now let’s tell everyone so these loose cowboys stop knocking on your door.”

They set a date after the spring roundup and Rut and Cole rode out of the Circle-M, heading toward the fort.

Morton said to Una, “I hope this is to your liking, daughter.”

“He might not be perfect, Pa, but he is a far sight better than the others I’ve seen in this godforsaken place.”

As Rut and Cole rode along, they stopped at each ranch and farm along the way, and Cole told them of the engagement of Rut and Una. Mostly the owners were happy for Rut. Some of the cowboys who had been to see Una were angry to be beaten by Rut, but none had any better claim. At every ranch, Cole pulled whiskey from his saddlebag and offered a drink to toast the couple’s prospects, and nobody turned him down. It seemed to Rut that Cole was a little too glad to see him engaged, but what was done was done.

When they reached the trading post, and Cole was telling the news to the men in the saloon, a man came in and saw them. “Rut, there’s a letter waiting for you at the fort.” 

They went to the fort and found the mail clerk. The letter informed Rut that his mother’s brother had died back east and left an inheritance to Rut. He was to meet with a lawyer named Edmund Osgood in St. Louis. 

Rut was surprised. “I hardly knew this uncle. What should I do now? This is hard news when I’ve just set my wedding day.”

“You better ride back to Morton and ask him to postpone the date. He’ll see that you’ll be a better bargain with this inheritance and should wait until you can get it. I’ll ride home and get things together for the trip.”

Rut turned back toward the Circle-M, passing a sad-looking cowboy just leaving. Morton and Una were surprised to see him so soon. Rut was uncertain how to proceed and just blurted out the news. “What do you think I should do?”

“How much is this inheritance?” asked Morton.

“I haven’t seen the details, but my uncle was supposed to own property in St. Louis, and the family spoke well of him. If I get it all, it would surely be more than I’ve already been promised from Cole.”

“Well, that is a good deal more than I’ll leave behind me. You should go for it, if that is your wish.”

“How long will Una wait for me?”

“I reckon I have another summer in me, but you shouldn’t tarry beyond that.”

Rut stepped to Una and took her hands in his. “I’m sorry to start off like this, but I promise I will return for you no later than next fall. Can you wait for me?”

“Yes, husband, I will wait.” She kissed him then and hugged him as if she would never let him go.

The next day, Cole came with a wagon of goods, a herd of cattle and a cavvy of horses, along with five cowboys and his foreman Arthur. Then Cole rode back home. Rut kissed Una once more, mounted a fresh horse and led the way out of Morton’s place.

 

 




Greta Marries

There was a man named Oswald who had a half-breed son named Walter. Walter’s mother had long ago returned to her father’s tepee. Oswald lived near the South Platte, up in the western hills. Their land wasn’t the best for cattle, but it was on a river full of fish, and the well-watered land grew a great deal of grain and hay. They did well selling feed to the other ranchers.

When it came time for Walter to consider marrying, his father suggested a few women, but Walter rejected them all. “I don’t like any of those white women. They look down their noses at me, and they’re all too skinny.”

“You might not like them, but you need to choose a wife who can bring something to a marriage. These women come from the big men of the district and can make you a wealthy man. You need to set aside your own wishes and think of your future.”

They argued like this for some time, until Walter stormed off. Oswald despaired of him but could think of no way to make him see his responsibility to the family.

Then one day Walter came to Oswald and said, “I wish to marry Greta Long Coat, Cole’s daughter.” Oswald would like to have Cole as a friend and ally, but he knew a little about Greta.

“She is certainly pretty enough, but she would be a terrible match for you. Both of you are too willful and ill-tempered. She’s learned too much in Thistle’s household.”

“It’s no good trying to change my mind. I want to go see Cole about making a match.”

“You stupid boy! You’re courting ruin!” But Oswald couldn’t talk him out of the idea.

Not long after Rut went east, Oswald and Walter went to see Cole and he gave them a warm welcome. Before long, they told Cole what was on Walter’s mind, and Cole quickly gave his answer, “I know you two, and you have a good position among the ranchers. But I won’t hide anything from you. Greta has a hard temper and can be difficult to live with. As for her looks and family, you can judge for yourself.”

“Her temper won’t stand in my way. Tell us the terms for this match and we’ll make an agreement.”

They talked over the wedding terms, and Cole never asked Greta her opinion. In truth, he was happy to let her be another man’s problem. He knew that Thistle was driven to despair and would send her home soon. Oswald and Walter rode home with the matter settled.

Cole summoned Greta home from Thistle’s and told her of the match he had made for her. She exploded in rage, shouting, “This just shows what I always knew! You’ve never loved me. You made this arrangement without so much as a word to me. This Walter is not so good a match as you always promised me. I don’t even like him. I suppose you never considered a white man for my husband. I’m just a half-breed good only for another half-breed.”

She went on like this for a while, bringing up many grievances from years past, until finally Cole said, “Look, your pride is hurt but that isn’t everything in this world. I’ve made the best match for you I could and you will just have to make the best of it.”

“Oho, when my pride approaches your own it’s not important, but you and all these white men have enough pride for all.” She ran out, jumped on her horse, and rode back to Thistle.

After she told him what was happening, he said, “Don’t take this so hard. I think that you will be married a second time, and then you will have your own choice. I hope you know that I love you like my own daughter, and I will help you any way I can. But I won’t make an enemy of Cole.”

She wondered why he thought she would marry again but dropped the matter for a time. Meanwhile, Cole began to prepare for the wedding.

Between Oswald’s friends and Cole’s friends, the wedding feast was the largest anyone had seen. More than fifty men, women and children came, and Cole’s house, barn and several tents were filled with people, food, and music. Morton and Una came and his fiddle soon set everyone dancing.

Among the guests was Swan, Mrs. Cole’s brother. The other ranchers didn’t know much about him, and mostly ignored him. Greta saw he was getting angry, and asked Thistle to talk with him. For the rest of the night Thistle sat with Swan, listening to the old man, and laughing at his slightest joke. Soon, Thistle and Swan were friendly and agreed that Greta was a beautiful bride.

As the feast wound down Cole exchanged gifts with Oswald. After the wedding Walter and Greta rode to his home, and Thistle rode beside her. They talked together in a low voice.

Oswald turned to Walter and said, “Are you pleased with your match, now? How did things go between you when you were finally together?”

“Well, she has been nothing but kindness to me. Didn’t you see how she laughs at every word I say?”

“She laughs, all right, but maybe not the way you think. But we will see by and by.”

 

 

 




Rut in the East


When Rut and his men arrived in St. Louis, he sold the cattle at the stockyard there and asked where he could find the lawyer Osgood. He put the men into a boarding house near the stockyard and cleaned up from the trail.

At Osgood’s office the lawyer looked him up and down like he had never seen a cowboy before. Probably he hadn’t. He told Rut he would see him the next day and went to see a banker named Harold Grey. Grey’s mother, Hilda, was at the banker’s office when Osgood came around and told of Rut’s errand. She said, “This cowboy’s inheritance could be a problem since the property is in Scott’s hands.” Scott was a property speculator with a reputation for making rich men richer and poor men poorer. “Tell him to come to us and that we will help him to extract his inheritance from Scott, and anything else he takes a hand in.”

Osgood went to Rut’s boarding house and gave him the message. Rut wasn’t sure what to make of it. He distrusted city folk generally and this lawyer especially. He wasn’t too sure of a banker, and even less of a banker’s mother. He excused himself and went to Arthur’s room. Arthur was an older man. He had no ranch but knew city ways better than anyone else Rut knew. He had learned some money lessons the hard way, which was why he had no ranch of his own. “I don’t know what this Hilda has to do with it. It seems plain to me that Mr. Scott should just sign over whatever Uncle Evan owned and we can get out of this godforsaken place.”

Arthur said, “Let’s not move too fast, until we see the lay of the land. Money and property aren’t so easy to separate and they never stay idle in the city. This Hilda must know how it’s disposed, and if she’s offering to help you get it you shouldn’t put her off. If she takes a disliking to you she can send us out of town without a penny.”

Rut thought this sounded like good advice so they went back to Rut’s room and told Osgood they would come see Grey and Hilda whenever they wanted.

The next day, Osgood sent a message to Rut and Arthur, inviting them to the banker’s house for dinner. They bought some city clothes, got haircuts and shaves, and went to see Hilda and Harold Grey. The banker’s house was set on a hill overlooking the river on one side and the town on the other. It was the biggest house Rut had ever seen, and the door was opened by the first servant he had ever seen. The servant took them to a side room, where they saw Osgood. Again, he looked them up and down. “Yesterday, you looked like a cowboy. Today you look like a fish out of water.” When Rut started to turn red, he waved him off. “Never mind, boys. But I wish Hilda could have seen those outfits. She asked me to take you to Mr. Grey first. He likes to feel he is in control of things but follows her in everything she says. Offer him your gratitude for his help in this minor matter and make a fuss over him.”

Osgood took them to Grey’s study, where he was drinking and smoking with some of the bank’s officers and his mother.

Rut stepped up, said, “Good day, sir,” and told him his name. “But everyone calls me Rut.”

Grey shook his hand and Arthur’s and said, “You’re from out west, Rut, I think. What brings you here?”

Rut felt a knot in his gut as he wondered if this man was being straight with him. “I’ve come to see your great city and brought some fresh beef with me. Besides, there is a matter of an inheritance I need to see to. I feel I need the help of someone with experience in these matters if I’m to get what is rightfully mine.”

“Very wise, Rut. I’m bound to see that every trust placed in me is followed scrupulously. Have you any other errand to occupy you here?”

Rut looked at the circle of men, and at Hilda.

“Sir, I wish nothing more than to learn how best I might serve you in return for your help. I have six good men with me, the best men I know. I place them all at your service for as long as you might want us.” Rut was surprised at how easily this speech fell from his tongue, and even more surprised to see that it pleased Grey so well. It also seemed to please Hilda, whose small smile escaped the notice of everyone else in the room.

After a drink, they were all summoned to dinner, and Rut was seated next to Hilda. She asked him about life out west, easy questions for him to answer, and soon he relaxed. After the meal Grey raised the matter of Rut’s inheritance. Hilda said to him, “I think Rut has made you an honorable offer. I don’t know him well, yet, but I think that he and his men would be an asset in your affairs.”

“Do you think he is a wise man?”

“I see clearly that he is both wise and willing.”

“Then I will take your advice and find employ for him while he is here.”

Then Hilda said to Osgood, “Take them to my house, and make them comfortable.”

After dinner, Osgood hailed a carriage and took Rut and Arthur to Hilda’s house. It was smaller than Grey’s but set in a park of old trees and wide lawns. He walked in as if it were his own house and showed them to the library. Though smaller than Grey’s, the house was finer in every way. Rut tried not to gape at the finery on the walls and underfoot, or the fine crystal in which he was served the best whiskey he’d ever tasted. Osgood told them to wait for Hilda, and pointed to the largest chair, by the fireplace. “Sit in her chair, and don’t give it up. She will be your friend.”

When Osgood left them, Rut looked at Arthur and the two of them laughed. “We’re a long way from home.” And they raised their glasses.

Arthur said, “Whatever this Hilda wants, you’d best give it to her.” Rut felt like he’d stepped into a deep, fast-moving stream. He better start swimming if he didn’t want to drown.

Before long, Hilda joined them in her library. Rut wanted to rise to greet her, but she said, “You are my guest. Keep your seat.” A maid lit a fire in the grand fireplace, and the flames danced in decanters of whiskey and other drink. Hilda offered them as much as they liked and matched them glass for glass.

As they started to nod, Hilda said to the maid. “Show Arthur to his room.” Then she rose and took Rut by the hand. “Come with me.” She led him to a grand staircase to the upper floor. Arthur watched them go, then followed the girl down another hallway.

Following Hilda up the stairs, Rut had time to admire her figure. He couldn’t tell her age, but guessed she was older than she looked.

Hilda brought Rut into her room, which had the largest bed he had ever seen. “You will stay with me tonight?” Though it sounded like a question, Rut felt it was both a command and a test.

“I think you will have your way,” he said, with a smile.

She closed the door and began to undo her dress, revealing a corset. “Help me with this damned thing.” He applied himself to unfamiliar hooks and laces and her true figure was revealed. Though not as fine as the figure he admired on the stairs he felt himself grow warm just the same. When she removed his shirt, she started to laugh. “I’ve never seen a man with such a dark head and hands and so white everywhere else!”

She pulled him into her deep, soft bed. He found her very soft, as well. Rut did not sleep much that night. In the morning they began drinking again.

When he had a moment with Arthur Rut said to him, “Go back to the men. Pay them enough so they don’t wander off but not enough to get into trouble. Remind them they’re still riding for our brand. I’ll send for you after I talk to Grey. It’s best if you don’t say anything about Hilda.”

At the same time Rut was sending Arthur away, Hilda was talking to Osgood. “It’s worth your life if you say a word of how Rut and I are getting on.”

One day Hilda asked to see his cowboy things, so Rut took her to the boarding house. He changed and they went to the stockyard. Rut checked on his horses and showed her his saddle and lariat. He roped a few steers for her amusement, and he let her try to throw the rope over a post. After they stopped laughing, she took him back to her house, where she undressed him. She put his hat on her head, her feet in his boots, and walked around her bedroom with the spurs jingling, saying, “Ride ‘em, cowboy.”

After a week spent like that Rut began to feel restless. He kept quiet about his feelings but from time to time asked her what was being done about his inheritance. At first, she put him off but eventually she agreed to send him back to Grey. He kissed her and stepped into a carriage, told the driver the name of the bank, and rode off without looking back.

When he came before Grey, Rut said to him, “While I’m here I’m riding for your brand. I have six good men who are getting restless. Surely you have some errand for us.”

Harold smiled, but coldly, and said, “I think I have,” and invited Rut into the bank’s boardroom. At a huge table sat Osgood and two other men and, to his surprise, Hilda. He felt his ears turning red but said nothing to her.

Osgood’s head and cheeks were as smooth as a billiard ball, and his handshake was soft like dough. The two other men, named Wolverton and Foxcroft, had hard hands and cold eyes. Hilda raised her chin a little, smiled at Rut, and said to Grey, “As I told you, he is both wise and willing.”

 

Grey told Rut a little about Scott. He was a property agent, supposed to be working for Grey, among others, managing Rut’s property and ensuring that the bank earned some income until it was settled. But in fact he had already sold some of it and bought other properties with the proceeds. By mingling the money and the deeds with other properties he was managing, he had made it nearly impossible to know what part belonged to Rut and what part belonged to his other clients.

During the winter, when the river was low, Scott had taken a boat north. Rut determined to go after him. Grey seemed uninterested and kept putting him off, but Hilda talked to him about what he must do. Finally, they gave Rut his chance. He was to take Arthur and his other men. Grey sent Wolverton and Foxcroft along.

They all went down to the river where a boat belonging to Grey was moored. It was the first steamboat any of the cowboys had seen and at first they feared getting on a wooden boat with a fire in its middle. But Rut gave a word to Arthur and Arthur commanded them to get aboard. All of the cowboys, dressed like city slickers, stepped aboard, but none went far from the rail.

The river was swollen with spring waters, but the great wheel churned furiously, and the boat turned into the channel and upriver.

When the boat tied up in Quincy the cowboys were clustered around the top of the gangplank and were the first onto firm ground. Wolverton and Foxcroft laughed as they strolled past them.

Rut and Arthur gathered their men and followed Wolverton into the town. They left their bags at a hotel near the docks, then started uptown to find a saloon where Wolverton thought Scott might be. As they went, he told Rut something about the lay of the land.

“Scott fancies himself a card-player. He has friends here who bring him easy marks and he takes their money. In return he stakes his friends’ games and they take even more money from real players. He likes to play in card rooms in the back of a bar or bordello and his friends like to play in gentlemen’s clubs. They’re real gentlemen, they are.

“When we find one of them, they’ll size up you or your boys and either invite you to play or shut you out. If they invite you to play, you might get to see Scott. If not, we’ll have to think of some other way. They know me and Foxy, so we’ll have to go separately. You boys sample the waters, and Foxy and me will just watch until we’re needed.”

Rut considered this advice as they walked up a street with saloons on either side. Wolverton could be setting him up, but it seemed there was no choice but to play along. In front of each establishment was an idler watching the crowd walk by. At each end of the street was a shell-game going, with a small crowd around each. Rut decided to split the boys up. He said to Arthur, “You take some of the boys up that side, and I’ll take this. If you find a game, send someone to get us.”

As he approached the first bar, the idler looked him over and said, “You boys must be new to town. Lookin’ for some fun?”

Rut was aware that his city clothes looked new and ill-fitting, and briefly wished he had his trail clothes with him. But he pulled out a red bandana, blew his nose into it, and pushed it back into his pocket. As he did so, the bulge of his wallet under his coat was clearly visible to the idler. “Well, pardner, we just brought a herd of beef from out west and we’re lookin’ for fun and drink.” He looked at the front door of the saloon, then swept his gaze up and down the street. “Is this place any better than all those others?”

The idler said, “Why don’t you try us out?” He led them through the door past a few tables and up to the bar, where he picked up a bottle. “I think these men appreciate fine whiskey,” he said to the barkeep, then led them to a table with two men playing a card game and three empty chairs. “Atlee, these men have come from out west and are looking for a game.” Atlee looked up and gestured to the chairs. His partner said, “I have to go,” and left by the back door.

Rut and his men sat down and the idler poured them each a drink. Atlee said, “I’ll take a chance with you gents. What’s your name?” Rut told him, then Atlee dealt a hand. 

They played a few hands, some money changed hands, and Rut was a little ahead. When Rut asked if he knew Scott, Atlee said, “I’ve seen him around.” Atlee said, “Who do you boys work for when you aren’t out west?”

Rut said, “We’re Edmund Osgood’s men in St. Louis.”

At that, Atlee stopped dealing and said, “That’s a name I don’t like to hear.” He pulled all the money off the table and shoved it into his coat pocket.

The room filled with the sound of chairs scraping along the floor as men stood up, but Rut locked his gaze on Atlee’s eyes. “Maybe your luck is running out.” Most of the men in the room began to edge toward the doors. A few ducked behind the bar. One came up behind Rut.

Without a word, Atlee pulled a gun from his pocket and leveled it at Rut. One of Rut’s men struck it aside and when it went off it hit another of his men. All of the men jumped up and began swinging their fists. They were too close to use their guns, but one of Rut’s men pulled a knife from his boot and slashed one of Atlee’s men. Another of Atlee’s men swung a bottle at Rut’s head but Rut ducked and the force of the swing carried the man onto the table, which broke like kindling. Everyone leapt back from the table, and their guns were out. Suddenly Wolverton was in the melee and shot at Atlee. But he missed and Atlee turned and shot him through the heart. Rut saw his chance and shot Atlee, who fell down dead.

The room fell silent at once, but only for a moment. Like a frightened herd, the city men stampeded for the door and the cowboys stood alone in the shattered room. Rut looked around and said, “They play rough here.” He took the money from Atlee’s pocket and the men left, two of them helping the one who had been shot.

They found Foxcroft and told him what had happened. “Scott will be off now,” he said. “There’s no reason to hang around here.” He hustled all of Rut’s men back to the boat and they were soon heading back to St. Louis.
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