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I


HE RODE into our valley in the summer of ’89. I was a kid then, barely topping the backboard of father’s old chuck-wagon. I was on the upper rail of our small corral, soaking in the late afternoon sun, when I saw him far down the road where it swung into the valley from the open plain beyond.


In that clear Wyoming air I could see him plainly, though he was still several miles away. There seemed nothing remarkable about him, just another stray horseman riding up the road toward the cluster of frame buildings that was our town. Then I saw a pair of cowhands, loping past him, stop and stare after him with a curious intentness.


He came steadily on, straight through the town without slackening pace, until he reached the fork a half-mile below our place. One branch turned left across the river ford and onto Luke Fletcher’s big spread. The other bore ahead along the right bank where we homesteaders had pegged our claims in a row up the valley. He hesitated briefly, studying the choice, and moved again steadily on our side.


As he came near, what impressed me first was his clothes. He wore dark trousers of some serge material tucked into tall boots and held at the waist by a wide



belt, both of a soft black leather tooled in intricate design. A coat of the same dark material as the trousers was neatly folded and strapped to his saddle-roll. His shirt was finespun linen, rich brown in colour. The handkerchief knotted loosely around his throat was black silk. His hat was not the familiar Stetson, not the familiar grey or muddy tan. It was a plain black, soft in texture, unlike any hat I had ever seen, with a creased crown and a wide curling brim swept down in front to shield the face.


All trace of newness was long since gone from these things. The dust of distance was beaten into them. They were worn and stained and several neat patches showed on the shirt. Yet a kind of magnificence remained and with it a hint of men and manners alien to my limited boy’s experience.


Then I forgot the clothes in the impact of the man himself. He was not much above medium height, almost slight in build. He would have looked frail alongside father’s square, solid bulk. But even I could read the endurance in the lines of that dark figure and the quiet power in its effortless, unthinking adjustment to every movement of the tired horse.


He was clean-shaven and his face was lean and hard and burned from high forehead to firm, tapering chin. His eyes seemed hooded in the shadow of the hat’s brim. He came closer, and I could see that this was because the brows were drawn in a frown of fixed and habitual alertness. Beneath them the eyes were endlessly searching from side to side and forward, checking off every item in view, missing nothing. As I noticed this, a sudden chill, I could not have told why, struck through me in the warm and open sun.


He rode easily, relaxed in the saddle, leaning his



weight lazily into the stirrups. Yet even in this easiness was a suggestion of tension. It was the easiness of a coiled spring, of a trap set.





He drew rein not twenty feet from me. His glance hit me, dismissed me, flicked over our place. This was not much, if you were thinking in terms of size and scope. But what there was was good. You could trust father for that. The corral, big enough for about thirty head if you crowded them in, was railed right to true sunk posts. The pasture behind, taking in nearly half of our claim, was fenced tight. The barn was small, but it was solid, and we were raising a loft at one end for the alfalfa growing green in the north forty. We had a fair-sized field in potatoes that year and father was trying a new corn he had sent all the way to Washington for and they were showing properly in weedless rows.


Behind the house, mother’s kitchen garden was a brave sight. The house itself was three rooms—two really, the big kitchen where we spent most of our time indoors and the bedroom beside it. My little lean-to room was added back of the kitchen. Father was planning, when he could get around to it, to build mother the parlour she wanted.


We had wooden floors and a nice porch across the front. The house was painted too, white with green trim, rare thing in all that region, to remind her, mother said when she made father do it, of her native New England. Even rarer, the roof was shingled. I knew what that meant. I had helped father split those shingles. Few places so spruce and well worked could be found so deep in the Territory in those days.


The stranger took it all in, sitting there easily in the



saddle. I saw his eyes slow on the flowers mother had planted by the porch steps, then come to rest on our shiny new pump and the trough beside it. They shifted back to me, and again, without knowing why, I felt that sudden chill. But his voice was gentle and he spoke like a man schooled to patience.


‘I’d appreciate a chance at the pump for myself and the horse.’


I was trying to frame a reply and choking on it, when I realized that he was not speaking to me but past me. Father had come up behind me and was leaning against the gate to the corral.


‘Use all the water you want, stranger.’


Father and I watched him dismount in a single flowing tilt of his body and lead the horse over to the trough. He pumped it almost full and let the horse sink its nose in the cool water before he picked up the dipper for himself.


He took off his hat and slapped the dust out of it and hung it on a corner of the trough. With his hands he brushed the dust from his clothes. With a piece of rag pulled from his saddle-roll he carefully wiped his boots. He untied the handkerchief from around his neck and rolled his sleeves and dipped his arms in the trough, rubbing thoroughly and splashing water over his face. He shook his hands dry and used the handkerchief to remove the last drops from his face. Taking a comb from his shirt pocket, he smoothed back his long dark hair. All his movements were deft and sure, and with a quick precision he flipped down his sleeves, reknotted the handkerchief, and picked up his hat.


Then, holding it in his hand, he spun about and strode directly towards the house. He bent low and



snapped the stem of one of mother’s petunias and tucked this into the hatband. In another moment the hat was on his head, brim swept down in swift, unconscious gesture, and he was swinging gracefully into the saddle and starting toward the road.


I was fascinated. None of the men I knew were proud like that about their appearance. In that short time the kind of magnificence I had noticed had emerged into plainer view. It was in the very air of him. Everything about him showed the effects of long use and hard use, but showed too the strength of quality and competence. There was no chill on me now. Already I was imagining myself in hat and belt and boots like those.


He stopped the horse and looked down at us. He was refreshed and I would have sworn the tiny wrinkles around his eyes were what with him would be a smile. His eyes were not restless when he looked at you like this. They were still and steady and you knew the man’s whole attention was concentrated on you even in the casual glance.


‘Thank you,’ he said in his gentle voice and was turning into the road, back to us, before father spoke in his slow, deliberate way.


‘Don’t be in such a hurry, stranger.’


I had to hold tight to the rail or I would have fallen backwards into the corral. At the first sound of father’s voice, the man and the horse, like a single being, had wheeled to face us, the man’s eyes boring at father, bright and deep in the shadow of the hat’s brim. I was shivering, struck through once more. Something intangible and cold and terrifying was there in the air between us.


I stared in wonder as father and the stranger looked



at each other a long moment, measuring each other in an unspoken fraternity of adult knowledge beyond my reach. Then the warm sunlight was flooding over us, for father was smiling and he was speaking with the drawling emphasis that meant he had made up his mind.


‘I said don’t be in such a hurry, stranger. Food will be on the table soon and you can bed down here to-night.’


The stranger nodded quietly as if he too had made up his mind. ‘That’s mighty thoughtful of you,’ he said and swung down and came toward us, leading his horse. Father slipped into step beside him and we all headed for the barn.


‘My name’s Starrett,’ said father. ‘Joe Starrett. This here,’ waving at me, ‘is Robert MacPherson Starrett. Too much name for a boy. I make it Bob.’


The stranger nodded again. ‘Call me Shane,’ he said. Then to me: ‘Bob it is. You were watching me for quite a spell coming up the road.’


It was not a question. It was a simple statement. ‘Yes …’ I stammered. ‘Yes. I was.’


‘Right,’ he said. ‘I like that. A man who watches what’s going on around him will make his mark.’


A man who watches. … For all his dark appearance and lean, hard look, this Shane knew what would please a boy. The glow of it held me as he took care of his horse, and I fussed around, hanging up his saddle, forking over some hay, getting in his way and my own in my eagerness. He let me slip the bridle off and the horse, bigger and more powerful than I had thought now that I was close beside it, put its head down patiently for me and stood quietly while I helped him curry away the caked dust. Only once



did he stop me. That was when I reached for his saddle-roll to put it to one side. In the instant my fingers touched it, he was taking it from me and he put it on a shelf with a finality that indicated no interference.





When the three of us went up to the house, mother was waiting and four places were set at the table. ‘I saw you through the window,’ she said and came to shake our visitor’s hand. She was a slender, lively woman with a fair complexion even our weather never seemed to affect and a mass of light brown hair she wore piled high to bring her, she used to say, closer to father’s size.


‘Marian,’ father said, ‘I’d like you to meet Mr Shane.’


‘Good evening, ma’am,’ said our visitor. He took her hand and bowed over it. Mother stepped back and, to my surprise, dropped in a dainty curtsy. I had never seen her do that before. She was an unpredictable woman. Father and I would have painted the house three times over and in rainbow colours to please her.


‘And a good evening to you, Mr Shane. If Joe hadn’t called you back, I would have done it myself. You’d never find a decent meal up the valley.’


She was proud of her cooking, was mother. That was one thing she learned back home, she would often say, that was of some use out in this raw land. As long as she could still prepare a proper dinner, she would tell father when things were not going right, she knew she was still civilized and there was hope of getting ahead. Then she would tighten her lips and whisk together her special most delicious biscuits and father



would watch her bustling about and eat them to the last little crumb and stand up and wipe his eyes and stretch his big frame and stomp out to his always unfinished work like daring anything to stop him now.


We sat down to supper and a good one. Mother’s eyes sparkled as our visitor kept pace with father and me. Then we all leaned back and while I listened the talk ran on almost like old friends around a familiar table. But I could sense that it was following a pattern. Father was trying, with mother helping and both of them avoiding direct questions, to get hold of facts about this Shane and he was dodging at every turn. He was aware of their purpose and not in the least annoyed by it. He was mild and courteous and spoke readily enough. But always he put them off with words that gave no real information.


He must have been riding many days, for he was full of news from towns along his back trail as far as Cheyenne and even Dodge City and others beyond I had never heard of before. But he had no news about himself. His past was fenced as tightly as our pasture. All they could learn was that he was riding through, taking each day as it came, with nothing particular in mind except maybe seeing a part of the country he had not been in before.


Afterwards mother washed the dishes and I dried and the two men sat on the porch, their voices carrying through the open door. Our visitor was guiding the conversation now and in no time at all he had father talking about his own plans. That was no trick. Father was ever one to argue his ideas whenever he could find a listener. This time he was going strong.


‘Yes, Shane, the boys I used to ride with don’t see



it yet. They will some day. The open range can’t last forever. The fence lines are closing in. Running cattle in big lots is good business only for the top ranchers and it’s really a poor business at that. Poor in terms of the resources going into it. Too much space for too little results. ‘It’s certain to be crowded out.’


‘Well, now,’ said Shane, that’s mighty interesting. I’ve been hearing the same quite a lot lately and from men with pretty clear heads. Maybe there’s something to it.’


‘By Godfrey, there’s plenty to it. Listen to me, Shane. The thing to do is pick your spot, get your land, your own land. Put in enough crops to carry you and make your money play with a small herd, not all horns and bone, but bred for meat and fenced in and fed right. I haven’t been at it long, but already I’ve raised stock that averages three hundred pounds more than that long-legged stuff Fletcher runs on the other side of the river and it’s better beef, and that’s only a beginning.


‘Sure, his outfit sprawls over most of this valley and it looks big. But he’s got range rights on a lot more acres than he has cows and he won’t even have those acres as more homesteaders move in. His way is wasteful. Too much land for what he gets out of it. He can’t see that. He thinks we small fellows are nothing but damned nuisances.’


‘You are,’ said Shane mildly. ‘From his point of view, you are.’


‘Yes, I guess you’re right. I’ll have to admit that. Those of us here now would make it tough for him if he wanted to use the range behind us on this side of the river as he used to. Altogether we cut some pretty



good slices out of it. Worse still, we block off part of the river, shut the range off from the water. He’s been grumbling about that off and on ever since we’ve been here. He’s worried that more of us will keep coming and settle on the other side too, and then he will be in a fix.’


The dishes were done and I was edging to the door. Mother nailed me as she usually did and shunted me off to bed. After she had left me in my little back room and went to join the men on the porch, I tried to catch more of the words. The voices were too low. Then I must have dozed, for with a start I realized that father and mother were again in the kitchen. By now, I gathered, our visitor was out in the barn in the bunk father had built there for the hired man who had been with us for a few weeks in the spring.


‘Wasn’t it peculiar,’ I heard mother say, ‘how he wouldn’t talk about himself?’


‘Peculiar?’ said father. ‘Well, yes. In a way.’


‘Everything about him is peculiar.’ Mother sounded as if she was stirred up and interested. ‘I never saw a man quite like him before.’


‘You wouldn’t have. Not where you come from. He’s a special brand we sometimes get out here in the grass country. I’ve come across a few. A bad one’s poison. A good one’s straight grain clear through.’


‘How can you be so sure about him? Why, he wouldn’t even tell where he was raised.’


‘Born back east a ways would be my guess. And pretty far south. Tennessee maybe. But he’s been around plenty.’


‘I like him.’ Mother’s voice was serious. ‘He’s so nice and polite and sort of gentle. Not like most men I’ve met out here. But there’s something about him.



Something underneath the gentleness. … Something …’ Her voice trailed away.


‘Mysterious?’ suggested father.


‘Yes, of course. Mysterious. But more than that. Dangerous.’


‘He’s dangerous all right.’ Father said it in a musing way. Then he chuckled. ‘But not to us, my dear.’ And then he said what seemed to me a curious thing. ‘In fact, I don’t think you ever had a safer man in your house.’











II


IN THE morning I slept late and stumbled into the kitchen to find father and our visitor working their way through piles of mother’s flapjacks. She smiled at me from over by the stove. Father slapped my rump by way of greeting. Our visitor nodded at me gravely over his heaped-up plate.


‘Good morning. Bob. You’d better dig in fast or I’ll do away with your share too. There’s magic in your mother’s cooking. Eat enough of these flannel cakes and you’ll grow a bigger man than your father.’


‘Flannel cakes! Did you hear that, Joe?’ Mother came whisking over to tousle father’s hair. ‘You must be right. Tennessee or some such place. I never heard them called that out here.’


Our visitor looked up at her. ‘A good guess, ma’am. Mighty close to the mark. But you had a husband to help you. My folks came out of Mississippi and settled in Arkansas. Me, though—I was fiddle-footed and left home at fifteen. Haven’t had anything worth being called a real flannel cake since.’ He put his hands on the table edge and leaned back and the little wrinkles at the corners of his eyes were plainer and deeper. ‘That is, ma’am, till now.’


Mother gave what in a girl I would have called a giggle. ‘If I’m any judge of men,’ she said, ‘that means more.’ And she whisked back to the stove.


That was how it was often in our house, kind of



jolly and warm with good feeling. It needed to be this morning because there was a cool greyness in the air and before I had even begun to slow on my second plate of flapjacks the wind was rushing down the valley with the rain of one of our sudden summer storms following fast.


Our visitor had finished his breakfast. He had eaten so many flapjacks that I had begun to wonder whether he really would cut into my share. Now he turned to look out the window and his lips tightened. But he pushed back from the table and started to rise. Mother’s voice held him to his chair.


‘You’ll not be travelling in any such weather. Wait a bit and it’ll clear. These rains don’t last long. I’ve another pot of coffee on the stove.’


Father was getting his pipe going. He kept his eyes carefully on the smoke drifting upward. ‘Marian’s right. Only she doesn’t go far enough. These rains are short. But they sure mess up the road. It’s new. Hasn’t settled much yet. Mighty soggy when wet. Won’t be fit for travelling till it drains. You better stay over till to-morrow.’


Our visitor stared down at his empty plate as if it was the most important object in the whole room. You could see he liked the idea. Yet he seemed somehow worried about it.


‘Yes,’ said father. ‘That’s the sensible dodge. That horse of yours was pretty much beat last night. If I was a horse doctor now, I’d order a day’s rest right off. Damned if I don’t think the same prescription would do me good too. You stick here the day and I’ll follow it. I’d like to take you around, show you what I’m doing with the place.’


He looked pleadingly at mother. She was surprised



and good reason. Father was usually so set on working every possible minute to catch up on his plans that she would have a tussle making him ease some once a week out of respect for the Sabbath. In bad weather like this he usually would fidget and stomp about the house as if he thought it was a personal insult to him, a trick to keep him from being out and doing things. And here he was talking of a whole day’s rest. She was puzzled. But she played right up.


‘You’d be doing us a favour, Mr Shane. We don’t get many visitors from outside the valley. It’d be real nice to have you stay. And besides—’ She crinkled her nose at him the way she did when she would be teasing father into some new scheme of hers. ‘And besides—I’ve been waiting for an excuse to try a deep-dish apple pie I’ve heard tell of. It would just be wasted on these other two. They eat everything in sight and don’t rightly know good from poor.’


He was looking up, straight at her. She shook a finger at him. ‘And another thing. I’m fair bubbling with questions about what the women are wearing back in civilization. You know, hats and such. You’re the kind of man would notice them. You’re not getting away till you’ve told me.’


Shane sat back in his chair. A faint quizzical expression softened the lean ridges of his face. ‘Ma’am, I’m not positive I appreciate how you’ve pegged me. No one else ever wrote me down an expert on ladies’ millinery.’ He reached out and pushed his cup across the table toward her. ‘You said something about more coffee. But I draw the line on more flannel cakes. I’m plumb full. I’m starting in to conserve space for that pie.’


‘You’d better!’ Father was mighty pleased about



something. ‘When Marian puts her mind to cooking, she makes a man forget he’s got any limits to his appetite. Only don’t you go giving her fancy notions of new hats so she’ll be sending off to the mail-order house and throwing my money away on silly frippery. She’s got a hat.’


Mother did not even notice that. She knew father was just talking. She knew that whenever she wanted anything real much and said so, father would bust himself trying to get it for her. She whisked over to the table with the coffee pot, poured a fresh round, then set it down within easy reach and sat down herself.





I thought that business about hats was only a joke she made up to help father persuade our visitor to stay. But she began almost at once, pestering him to describe the ladies he had seen in Cheyenne and other towns where the new styles might be. He sat there, easy and friendly, telling her how they were wearing wide floppy-brimmed bonnets with lots of flowers in front on top and slits in the brims for scarves to come through and be tied in bows under their chins.


Talk like that seemed foolish to me to be coming from a grown man. Yet this Shane was not bothered at all. And father listened as if he thought it was all right, only not very interesting. He watched them most of the time in a good-natured quiet, trying every so often to break in with his own talk about crops and steers and giving up and trying again and giving up again with a smiling shake of his head at those two. And the rain outside was a far distance away and meaningless because the friendly feeling in our kitchen was enough to warm all our world.




Then Shane was telling about the annual stock show at Dodge City and father was interested and excited, and it was mother who said: ‘Look, the sun’s shining.’


It was, so clear and sweet you wanted to run out and breathe the brilliant freshness. Father must have felt that way because he jumped up and fairly shouted, ‘Come on, Shane. I’ll show you what this hop-scotch climate does to my alfalfa. You can almost see the stuff growing.’


Shane was only a step behind him, but I beat them to the door. Mother followed and stood watching awhile on the porch as we three started out, picking our path around the puddles and the taller clumps of grass bright with the raindrops. We covered the whole place pretty thoroughly, father talking all the time, more enthusiastic about his plans than he had been for many weeks. He really hit his stride when we were behind the barn where we could have a good view of our little herd spreading out through the pasture. Then he stopped short. He had noticed that Shane was not paying much attention. He was quiet as could be for a moment when he saw that Shane was looking at the stump.


That was the one bad spot on our place. It stuck out like an old scarred sore in the cleared space back of the barn—a big old stump, all jagged across the top, the legacy of some great tree that must have died long before we came into the valley and finally been snapped by a heavy windstorm. It was big enough, I used to think, so that if it was smooth on top you could have served supper to a good-sized family on it.


But you could not have done that because you could not have got them close around it. The huge



old roots humped out in every direction, some as big about as my waist, pushing out and twisting down into the ground like they would hold there to eternity and past.


Father had been working at it off and on, gnawing at the roots with an axe, ever since he finished poleing the corral. The going was slow, even for him. The wood was so hard that he could not sink the blade much more than a quarter inch at a time. I guess it had been an old burr oak. Not many of those grew that far up in the Territory, but the ones that did grew big and hard. Ironwood we called it.


Father had tried burning brushpiles against it. That old stump just jeered at fire. The scorching seemed to make the wood harder than ever. So he was fighting his way around root by root. He never thought he had much time to spare on it. The rare occasions he was real mad about something he would stomp out there and chew into another root.


He went over to the stump now and kicked the nearest root, a smart kick, the way he did every time he passed it. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s the millstone round my neck. That’s the one fool thing about this place I haven’t licked yet. But I will. There’s no wood ever grew can stand up to a man that’s got the strength and the will to keep hammering at it.’


He stared at the stump like it might be a person sprouting in front of him. ‘You know, Shane, I’ve been feuding with this thing so long I’ve worked up a spot of affection for it. It’s tough. I can admire toughness. The right kind.’


He was running on again, full of words and sort of happy to be letting them out, when he noticed again that Shane was not paying much attention,



was listening to some sound in the distance. Sure enough, a horse was coming up the road.


Father and I turned with him to look toward town. In a moment we saw it as it cleared the grove of trees and tall bushes about a quarter-mile away, a high-necked sorrel drawing a light buckboard wagon. The mud was splattering from its hooves, but not bad, and it was stepping free and easy. Shane glanced sideways at father.


‘Not fit for travelling,’ he said softly. ‘Starrett, you’re poor shakes as a liar.’ Then his attention was on the wagon and he was tense and alert, studying the man upright on the swaying seat.


Father simply chuckled at Shane’s remark. ‘That’s Jake Ledyard’s outfit,’ he said, taking the lead toward our lane. ‘I thought maybe he’d get up this way this week. Hope he has that cultivator I’ve been wanting.’
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