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I


WHEN THEY CAME SOUTH out of Grant County Boyd was not much more than a baby and the newly formed county they’d named Hidalgo was itself little older than the child. In the country they’d quit lay the bones of a sister and the bones of his maternal grandmother. The new country was rich and wild. You could ride clear to Mexico and not strike a crossfence. He carried Boyd before him in the bow of the saddle and named to him features of the landscape and birds and animals in both spanish and english. In the new house they slept in the room off the kitchen and he would lie awake at night and listen to his brother’s breathing in the dark and he would whisper half aloud to him as he slept his plans for them and the life they would have.


On a winter’s night in that first year he woke to hear wolves in the low hills to the west of the house and he knew that they would be coming out onto the plain in the new snow to run the antelope in the moonlight. He pulled his breeches off the footboard of the bed and got his shirt and his blanketlined duckingcoat and got his boots from under the bed and went out to the kitchen and dressed in the dark by the faint warmth of the stove and held the boots to the windowlight to pair them left and right and pulled them on and rose and went to the kitchen door and stepped out and closed the door behind him.


When he passed the barn the horses whimpered softly to him in the cold. The snow creaked under his boots and his breath smoked in the bluish light. An hour later he was crouched in the snow in the dry creekbed where he knew the wolves had been using by their tracks in the sand of the washes, by their tracks in the snow.


They were already out on the plain and when he crossed the gravel fan where the creek ran south into the valley he could see where they’d crossed before him. He went forward on knees and elbows with his hands pulled back into his sleeves to keep them out of the snow and when he reached the last of the small dark juniper trees where the broad valley ran under the Animas Peaks he crouched quietly to steady his breath and then raised himself slowly and looked out.


They were running on the plain harrying the antelope and the antelope moved like phantoms in the snow and circled and wheeled and the dry powder blew about them in the cold moonlight and their breath smoked palely in the cold as if they burned with some inner fire and the wolves twisted and turned and leapt in a silence such that they seemed of another world entire. They moved down the valley and turned and moved far out on the plain until they were the smallest of figures in that dim whiteness and then they disappeared.


He was very cold. He waited. It was very still. He could see by his breath how the wind lay and he watched his breath appear and vanish and appear and vanish constantly before him in the cold and he waited a long time. Then he saw them coming. Loping and twisting. Dancing. Tunneling their noses in the snow. Loping and running and rising by twos in a standing dance and running on again.


There were seven of them and they passed within twenty feet of where he lay. He could see their almond eyes in the moonlight. He could hear their breath. He could feel the presence of their knowing that was electric in the air. They bunched and nuzzled and licked one another. Then they stopped. They stood with their ears cocked. Some with one forefoot raised to their chest. They were looking at him. He did not breathe. They did not breathe. They stood. Then they turned and quietly trotted on. When he got back to the house Boyd was awake but he didnt tell him where he’d been nor what he’d seen. He never told anybody.


The winter that Boyd turned fourteen the trees inhabiting the dry river bed were bare from early on and the sky was gray day after day and the trees were pale against it. A cold wind had come down from the north with the earth running under bare poles toward a reckoning whose ledgers would be drawn up and dated only long after all due claims had passed, such is this history. Among the pale cottonwoods with their limbs like bones and their trunks sloughing off the pale or green or darker bark clustered in the outer bend of the river bed below the house stood trees so massive that in the stand across the river was a sawed stump upon which in winters past herders had pitched a four by six foot canvas supply tent for the wooden floor it gave. Riding out for wood he watched his shadow and the shadow of the horse and travois cross those palings tree by tree. Boyd rode in the travois holding the axe as if he’d keep guard over the wood they’d gathered and he watched to the west with squinted eyes where the sun simmered in a dry red lake under the barren mountains and the antelope stepped and nodded among the cattle in silhouette upon the foreland plain.


They crossed through the dried leaves in the river bed and rode till they came to a tank or pothole in the river and he dismounted and watered the horse while Boyd walked the shore looking for muskrat sign. The indian Boyd passed crouching on his heels did not even raise his eyes so that when he sensed him there and turned the indian was looking at his belt and did not lift his eyes even then until he’d stopped altogether. He could have reached and touched him. The indian squatting under a thin stand of carrizo cane and not even hidden and yet Boyd had not seen him. He was holding across his knees an old singleshot 32 rimfire rifle and he had been waiting in the dusk for something to come to water for him to kill. He looked into the eyes of the boy. The boy into his. Eyes so dark they seemed all pupil. Eyes in which the sun was setting. In which the child stood beside the sun.


He had not known that you could see yourself in others’ eyes nor see therein such things as suns. He stood twinned in those dark wells with hair so pale, so thin and strange, the selfsame child. As if it were some cognate child to him that had been lost who now stood windowed away in another world where the red sun sank eternally. As if it were a maze where these orphans of his heart had miswandered in their journey in life and so arrived at last beyond the wall of that antique gaze from whence there could be no way back forever.


From where he stood he could not see his brother or the horse. He could see the slow rings moving out over the water where the horse stood drinking beyond the stand of cane and he could see the slight flex of the muscle beneath the skin of the indian’s lean and hairless jaw.


The indian turned and looked at the tank. The only sound was the dripping of water from the horse’s raised muzzle. He looked at the boy.


You little son of a bitch, he said.


I aint done nothin.


Who’s that with you?


My brother.


How old’s he?


Sixteen.


The indian stood up. He stood immediately and without effort and looked across the tank where Billy stood holding the horse and then he looked at Boyd again. He wore an old tattered blanketcoat and an old greasy Stetson with the crown belled out and his boots were mended with wire.


What are you all doin out here?


Gettin wood.


You got anything to eat?


No.


Where you live at?


The boy hesitated.


I asked you where you lived at.


He gestured downriver.


How far?


I dont know.


You little son of a bitch.


He put the rifle over his shoulder and walked out down the shore of the tank and stood looking across at the horse and at Billy.


Howdy, said Billy.


The indian spat. Spooked everthing in the country, aint you? he said.


We didnt know there was anybody here.


You aint got nothin to eat?


No sir.


Where you live at?


About two miles down the river.


You got anything to eat at your house?


Yessir.


I come down there you goin to bring me somethin out?


You can come to the house. Mama’ll feed you.


I dont want to come to the house. I want you to bring me somethin out.


All right.


You goin to bring me somethin out?


Yes.


All right then.


The boy stood holding the horse. The horse hadnt taken its eyes from the indian. Boyd, he said. Come on.


You got dogs down there?


Just one.


You goin to put him up?


All right. I’ll put him up.


You put him up inside somewheres where he wont be barkin.


All right.


I aint comin down there to get shot.


I’ll put him up.


All right then.


Boyd. Come on. Let’s go.


Boyd stood on the far side of the tank looking at him.


Come on. It’ll be dark here in just a little bit.


Go on and do like your brother says, said the indian.


We wasnt botherin you.


Come on, Boyd. Let’s go.


He crossed the gravel bar and climbed into the travois.


Get up here, said Billy.


He climbed out of the pile of limbs they’d gathered and looked back at the indian and then reached and took the hand that Billy held down and swung up behind him onto the horse.


How will we find you? said Billy.


The indian was standing with the rifle across his shoulders, his hands hanging over it. You come out you walk towards the moon, he said.


What if it aint up yet?


The indian spat. You think I’d tell you to walk towards a moon that wasnt there? Go on now.


The boy booted the horse forward and they rode out through the trees. The travois poles dragging up small windrows of dead leaves with a dry whisper. The sun low in the west. The indian watched them go. The younger boy rode with one arm around his brother’s waist, his face red in the sun, his near-white hair pink in the sun. His brother must have told him not to look back because he didnt look back. By the time they’d crossed through the dry bed of the river and ridden up onto the plain the sun was already behind the peaks of the Peloncillo Mountains to the west and the western sky was a deep red under the reefs of cloud. They set out south along the dry river breaks and when Billy looked back the indian was coming along a half mile behind them in the dusk carrying the rifle loosely in one hand.


How come you’re lookin back? said Boyd.


I just am.


Are we goin to carry him some supper?


Yes. We can do that I reckon.


Everthing you can do it dont mean it’s a good idea, said Boyd.


I know it.


HE WATCHED the night sky through the front room window. The earliest stars coined out of the dark coping to the south hanging in the dead wickerwork of the trees along the river. The light of the unrisen moon lying in a sulphur haze over the valley to the east. He watched while the light ran out along the edges of the desert prairie and the dome of the moon rose out of the ground white and fat and membranous. Then he climbed down from the chair where he’d been kneeling and went to get his brother.


Billy had steak and biscuits and a tin cup of beans wrapped in a cloth and hidden behind the crocks on the pantry shelf by the kitchen door. He sent Boyd first and stood listening and then followed him out. The dog whined and scratched at the smokehouse door when they passed it and he told the dog to hush and it did. They went on at a low crouch along the fence and then made their way down to the trees. When they reached the river the moon was well up and the indian was standing there with the rifle yokewise across his neck again. They could see his breath in the cold. He turned and they followed him out across the gravel wash and took the cattletrail on the far side downriver along the edge of the pasture. There was woodsmoke in the air. A quarter mile below the house they reached his campfire among the cottonwoods and he stood the rifle against the bole of one of the trees and turned and looked at them.


Bring it here, he said.


Billy crossed to the fire and took the bundle from the crook of his arm and handed it up. The indian took it and squatted before the fire with that same marionette’s effortlessness and set the cloth on the ground before him and opened it and lifted out the beans and set the cup by the coals to warm and then took up one of the biscuits and steak and bit into it.


You’ll black that cup, Billy said. I got to take it back to the house.


The indian chewed, his dark eyes half closed in the firelight. Aint you got no coffee at your house, he said.


It aint ground.


You cant grind some?


Not without somebody hearin it I caint.


The indian put the second half of the biscuit in his mouth and leaned slightly forward and produced a beltknife from somewhere about his person and reached and stirred the beans in the cup with it and then looked up at Billy and ran the blade along his tongue one side and then the other in a slow stropping motion and jammed the knife in the end of the log against which the fire was laid.


How long you live here, he said.


Ten years.


Ten years. Your family own this place?


No.


He reached and picked up the second biscuit and severed it with his square white teeth and sat chewing.


Where are you from? said Billy.


From all over.


Where you headed?


The indian leaned and took the knife from the log and stirred the beans again and licked the blade again and then slipped the knife through the handle and lifted the blackened cup from the fire and set it on the ground in front of him and began to eat the beans with the knife.


What else you got in the house?


Sir?


I said what else you got in the house.


He raised his head and regarded them standing there in the firelight, chewing slowly, his eyes half closed.


Such as what?


Such as anything. Somethin maybe I can sell.


We aint got nothin.


You aint got nothin.


No sir.


He chewed.


You live in a empty house?


No.


Then you got somethin.


There’s furniture and stuff. Kitchen stuff.


You got any rifleshells?


Yessir. Some.


What caliber?


They wont fit your rifle.


What caliber.


Forty-four forty.


Why dont you bring me some of them.


The boy nodded toward the rifle standing against the tree. That aint a forty-four caliber.


Dont make no difference. I can trade em.


I caint bring you no rifleshells. The old man’d miss em.


Then what’d you say anything about em for?


We better go, said Boyd.


We got to take the cup back.


What else you got? said the indian.


We aint got nothin, said Boyd.


I wasnt askin you. What else you got?


I dont know. I’ll see what I can find.


The indian put the other half of the second biscuit in his mouth. He reached down and tested the cup with his fingers and picked it up and drained the remaining beans into his open mouth and ran one finger around the inside of the cup and licked his finger clean and set the cup on the ground again.


Bring me some of that coffee, he said.


I caint grind it they’ll hear it.


Just bring it. I’ll bust it with a rock.


All right.


Let him stay here.


What for?


Keep me company.


Keep you company.


Yeah.


He dont need to stay here.


I aint goin to hurt him.


I know you aint. Cause he aint stayin.


The indian sucked his teeth. You got any traps?


We aint got no traps.


He looked up at them. He sucked his teeth with a hissing sound. Go on then, he said. Bring me some sugar.


All right. Let me have the cup.


You can get it when you come back.


When they reached the cattlepath Billy looked back at Boyd and he looked back at the firelight among the trees. Out on the plain the moon was so bright you could count the cattle by it.


We aint takin him no coffee are we? said Boyd.


No.


What are we goin to do about the cup?


Nothin.


What if Mama asks about it?


Just tell her the truth. Tell her I give it to a indian. Tell her a indian come to the house and I give it to him.


All right.


I can be in trouble along with you.


And I can be in more trouble.


Tell her I done it.


I aim to.


They crossed the open ground toward the fence and the lights from the house.


We ought not to of gone out there to start with, Boyd said.


Billy didnt answer.


Ought we.


No.


Why did we?


I dont know.


It was still dark in the morning when their father came into their room.


Billy, he said.


The boy sat upright in the bed and looked at his father standing framed in the light from the kitchen.


What is the dog doin locked in the smokehouse?


I forgot to let him out.


You forgot to let him out?


Yessir.


What was he doin in there in the first place?


He swung out of the bed onto the cold floor and reached for his clothes. I’ll let him out, he said.


His father stood in the door a moment and then went back out through the kitchen and down the hall. In the light from the open door Billy could see Boyd crumpled asleep in the other bed. He pulled on his trousers and picked up his boots off the floor and went out.


By the time he’d fed and watered it was daylight and he saddled Bird and mounted up and rode out of the barn bay and down to the river to look for the indian or to see if he was still there. The dog followed at the horse’s heels. They crossed the pasture and rode downriver and crossed through the trees. He pulled up and he sat the horse. The dog stood beside him testing the air with quick lifting motions of its muzzle, sorting and assembling some picture of the prior night’s events. The boy put the horse forward again.


When he rode into the indian’s camp the fire was cold and black. The horse shifted and stepped nervously and the dog circled the dead ashes with its nose to the ground and the hackles standing along its back.


When he got back to the house his mother had breakfast ready and he hung his hat and pulled up a chair and began to spoon eggs onto his plate. Boyd was already eating.


Where’s Pap? he said.


Dont you even breathe the steam and you aint said grace, his mother said.


Yes mam.


He lowered his head and said the words to himself and then reached for a biscuit.


Where’s Pap.


He’s in the bed. He’s done ate.


What time did he get in.


About two hours ago. He rode all night.


How come?


I reckon cause he wanted to get home.


How long is he goin to sleep?


Well I guess till he wakes up. You ask more questions than Boyd.


I aint asked the first one, Boyd said.


They went out to the barn after breakfast. Where do you reckon he’s got to? said Boyd.


He’s moved on.


Where do you reckon he come from?


I dont know. Them was mexican boots he was wearin. What was left of em. He’s just a drifter.


You dont know what a indian’s liable to do, said Boyd.


What do you know about indians, said Billy.


Well you dont.


You dont know what anybody’s liable to do.


Boyd took an old worn screwdriver from a bucket of tools and brushes hanging from the barn post and he took a rope halter off the hitchrail and opened the stall door where he kept his horse and went in and haltered the horse and led it out. He halfhitched the rope to the rail and ran his hand down the animal’s foreleg for it to offer its hoof and he cleaned out the frog of the hoof and examined it and then let it back down.


Let me look at it, said Billy.


There aint nothin wrong with it.


Let me look at it then.


Go ahead then.


Billy pulled the horse’s hoof up and cupped it between his knees and studied it. I guess it looks all right, he said.


I said it did.


Walk him around.


Boyd unhitched the rope and led the horse down the barn bay and back.


You goin to get your saddle? said Billy.


Well I guess I will if that’s all right with you.


He brought the saddle from the saddleroom and threw the blanket over the horse and labored up with the saddle and rocked it into place and pulled up the latigo and fastened the backcinch and stood waiting.


You’ve let him get in the habit of that, said Billy. Why dont you just punch the air out of him.


He dont knock the air out of me, I dont knock it out of him, Boyd said.


Billy spat into the dry chaff in the floor of the bay. They waited. The horse breathed out. Boyd pulled the strap and buckled it.


They rode the Ibañez pasture all morning studying the cows. The cows stood their distance and studied them back, a leggy and brocklefaced lot, part mexican, some longhorn, every color. At dinnertime they came back to the house stringing along a yearling heifer on a rope and they put her up in the pole corral above the barn for their father to look at and went in and washed up. Their father was already seated at the table. Boys, he said.


You all set down, their mother said. She set a platter of fried steaks on the table. A bowl of beans. When they’d said grace she handed the platter to their father and he forked one of the steaks onto his plate and passed it on to Billy.


Pap says there’s a wolf on the range, she said.


Billy sat holding the platter, his knife aloft.


A wolf? Boyd said.


His father nodded. She pulled down a pretty good sized veal calf up at the head of Foster Draw.


When? said Billy.


Been a week or more probably. The youngest Oliver boy tracked her all up through the mountains. She come up out of Mexico. Crossed through the San Luis Pass and come up along the western slope of the Animas and hit in along about the head of Taylor’s Draw and then dropped down and crossed the valley and come up into the Peloncillos. Come all the way up into the snow. There was two inches of snow on the ground where she killed the calf at.


How do you know it was a she? said Boyd.


Well how do you think he knows? said Billy.


You could see where she had done her business, said his father.


Oh, said Boyd.


What do you aim to do? said Billy.


Well, I reckon we better catch her. Dont you?


Yessir.


If old man Echols was here he’d catch her, said Boyd.


Mr Echols.


If Mr Echols was here he’d catch her.


Yes he would. But he aint.


THEY RODE after dinner the three of them the nine miles to the SK Bar ranch and sat their horses and halloed the house. Mr Sanders’ granddaughter looked out and went to get the old man and they all sat on the porch while their father told Mr Sanders about the wolf. Mr Sanders sat with his elbows on his knees and looked hard at the porch floorboards between his boots and nodded and from time to time with his little finger tipped the ash from the end of his cigarette. When their father was done he looked up. His eyes were very blue and very beautiful half hid away in the leathery seams of his face. As if there were something there that the hardness of the country had not been able to touch.


Echols’ traps and stuff is still up at the cabin, he said. I dont reckon he’d care for you to use whatever you needed.


He flipped the stub of the cigarette out into the yard and smiled at the two boys and put his hands on his knees and rose.


Let me go get the keys, he said.


The cabin when they opened it was dark and musty and had about it a waxy smell like freshkilled meat. Their father stood in the door a moment and then entered. In the front room was an old sofa, a bed, a desk. They went through the kitchen and then on through to the mudroom at the back of the house. There in the dusty light from the one small window on shelves of rough-sawed pine stood a collection of fruitjars and bottles with ground glass stoppers and old apothecary jars all bearing antique octagon labels edged in red upon which in Echols’ neat script were listed contents and dates. In the jars dark liquids. Dried viscera. Liver, gall, kidneys. The inward parts of the beast who dreams of man and has so dreamt in running dreams a hundred thousand years and more. Dreams of that malignant lesser god come pale and naked and alien to slaughter all his clan and kin and rout them from their house. A god insatiable whom no ceding could appease nor any measure of blood. The jars stood webbed in dust and the light among them made of the little room with its chemic glass a strange basilica dedicated to a practice as soon to be extinct among the trades of men as the beast to whom it owed its being. Their father took down one of the jars and turned it in his hand and set it back again precisely in its round track of dust. On a lower shelf stood a wooden ammunition box with dovetailed corners and in the box a dozen or so small bottles or vials with no labels to them. Written in red crayon across the top board of the box were the words No. 7 Matrix. Their father held one of the vials to the light and shook it and twisted out the cork and passed the open bottle under his nose.


Good God, he whispered.


Let me smell it, Boyd said.


No, said his father. He put the vial in his pocket and they went on to search for the traps but they couldnt find them. They looked through the rest of the house and out on the porch and in the smokehouse. They found some old number three long-spring coyote traps hanging on the smokehouse wall but those were all the traps they found.


They’re here somewheres, said their father.


They began again. After a while Boyd came from the kitchen.


I got em, he said.


They were in two wooden crates and the crates had been piled over with stovewood. They were greased with something that may have been lard and they were packed in the crates like herrings.


What caused you to look in under there? said his father.


You said they was somewheres.


He spread some old newspapers on the linoleum of the kitchen floor and began to lift out the traps. They had the springs turned in to make them more compact and the chains were wrapped around them. He straightened one out. The grease-clogged chain rattled woodenly. It was forked with a ring and had a heavy snap on one end and a drag on the other. They squatted there looking at it. It looked enormous. That thing looks like a beartrap, Billy said.


It’s a wolftrap. Number four and a half Newhouse.


He set out eight of them on the floor and wiped the grease from his hands with newspaper. They put the lid back on the crate and piled the stovewood back over the boxes the way Boyd had found them and their father went back out to the mudroom and returned with a small wooden box with a wirescreen bottom and a paper sack of logwood chips and a packbasket to put the traps in. Then they went out and fastened back the padlock on the front door and untied their horses and mounted up and rode back down to the house.


Mr Sanders came out on the porch but they didnt dismount.


Just stay to supper, he said.


We better get back. I thank you.


Well.


I’ve got eight of the traps.


All right.


We’ll see how it goes.


Well. You probably got your work cut out for you. She aint been in the country long enough to have no regular habits.


Echols said there wasnt none of em did anymore.


He would know. He’s about half wolf hisself.


Their father nodded. He turned slightly in the saddle and looked out downcountry. He looked at the old man again.


You ever smell any of that stuff he baits with?


Yessir. I have.


Their father nodded. He raised one hand and turned the horse and they rode out into the road.


After supper they set the galvanized washtub on top of the stove and hand filled it with buckets and poured in a scoop of lye and set the traps to boil. They fed the fire until bedtime and then changed the water and put the traps back with the logwood chips and chunked the stove full and left it. Boyd woke once in the night and lay listening to the silence in the house and in the darkness and the stove ticking or the house creaking in the wind off the plain. When he looked over at Billy’s bed it was empty and after a while he got up and walked out to the kitchen. Billy was sitting at the window in one of the kitchen chairs turned backwards. He had his arms crossed over the chairback and he was watching the moon over the river and the river trees and the mountains to the south. He turned and looked at Boyd standing in the door.


What are you doin? said Boyd.


I got up to mend the fire.


What are you lookin at?


Aint lookin at nothin. There aint nothin to look at.


What are you settin there for.


Billy didnt answer. After a while he said: Go on back to bed. I’ll be in there directly.


Boyd came on into the kitchen. He stood at the table. Billy turned and looked at him.


What woke you up? he said.


You did.


I didnt make a sound.


I know it.


WHEN BILLY got up the next morning his father was sitting at the kitchen table with a leather apron in his lap and he was wearing a pair of old deerhide gloves and rubbing beeswax into the steel of one of the traps. The other traps were laid out on a calfskin on the floor and they were a deep blueblack in color. He looked up and then took off the gloves and put them in the apron with the trap and set the apron on the calfhide in the floor.


Help me with the washtub, he said. Then you can finish waxin these.


He did. He waxed them carefully, working the wax into the pan and the lettering in the pan and into the slots that the jaws were hinged into and into each link in the heavy fivefoot chains and into the heavy twopronged drag at the end of the chain. Then his father hung them outside in the cold where the house odors would not infect them. The morning following when his father entered their room and called him it was still dark.


Billy.


Yessir.


Breakfast be on the table in five minutes.


Yessir.


When they rode out of the lot it was breaking day, clear and cold. The traps were packed in the splitwillow basket that his father wore with the shoulderstraps loosed so that the bottom of the basket carried on the cantle of the saddle behind him. They rode due south. Above them Black Point was shining with new snow in a sun that had not yet risen over the valley floor. By the time they crossed the old road to Fitzpatrick Wells the sun was up there also and they crossed to the head of the pasture in the sun and began to climb into the Peloncillos.


Midmorning they were sitting their horses at the edge of the upland vega where the calf lay dead. Where they’d come up through the trees there was snow in the tracks his father’s horse had made three days ago and under the shadow of the trees where the dead calf lay there were patches of snow that had not yet melted and the snow was bloody and trampled and crossed and recrossed with the tracks of coyotes and the calf was pulled apart and pieces scattered over the bloody snow and over the ground beyond. His father had taken off his gloves to roll a cigarette and he sat smoking with the gloves in one hand resting on the pommel of his saddle.


Dont get down, he said. See if you can see her track.


They rode over the ground. The horses were uneasy at the blood and the riders spoke to them in a sort of scoffing way as if they’d make the horses ashamed. He could see no traces of the wolf.


His father stood down from his horse. Come here, he said.


You aint goin to make a set here?


No. You can get down.


He got down. His father had slipped the packbasket straps and stood the basket in the snow and he knelt and blew the fresh snow out of the crystal print the wolf had made five nights ago.


Is that her?


That’s her.


That’s her front foot.


Yes.


It’s big, aint it?


Yes.


She wont come back here?


No. She wont come back here.


The boy stood up. He looked off up the meadow. There were two ravens sitting in a barren tree. They must have flown as they were riding up. Other than that there was nothing.


Where do you reckon the rest of the cattle have got to?


I dont know.


If they’s a cow dead in a pasture will the rest of the cattle stay there?


Depends on what it died of. They wont stay in a pasture with a wolf.


You think she’s made another kill somewheres by now?


His father rose from where he’d squatted by the track and picked up the basket. There’s a good chance of it, he said. You ready?


Yessir.


They mounted up and crossed the vega and entered the woods on the far side and followed the cattletrail up along the edge of the draw. The boy watched the ravens. After a while they dropped down out of the tree and flew silently back to the dead calf.


His father made the first set below the gap of the mountain where they knew the wolf had crossed. The boy sat his horse and watched while he threw down the calfhide hairside down and stepped down onto it and set down the packbasket.


He took the deerhide gloves out of the basket and pulled them on and with a trowel he dug a hole in the ground and put the drag in the hole and piled the chain in after it and covered it up again. Then he excavated a shallow place in the ground the shape of the trap springs and all. He tried the trap in it and then dug some more. He put the dirt in the screenbox as he dug and then he laid the trowel by and took a pair of c-clamps from the basket and with them screwed down the springs until the jaws fell open. He held the trap up and eyed the notch in the pan while he backed off one screw and adjusted the trigger. Crouched in the broken shadow with the sun at his back and holding the trap at eyelevel against the morning sky he looked to be truing some older, some subtler instrument. Astrolabe or sextant. Like a man bent at fixing himself someway in the world. Bent on trying by arc or chord the space between his being and the world that was. If there be such space. If it be knowable. He put his hand under the open jaws and tilted the pan slightly with his thumb.


You dont want it to where a squirrel can trip it, he said. But damn near.


Then he removed the clamps and set the trap in the hole.


He covered the jaws and pan of the trap with a square of paper soaked in melted beeswax and with the screenbox he carefully sifted the dirt back over it and with the trowel sprinkled humus and wood debris over the dirt and squatted there on his haunches looking at the set. It looked like nothing at all. Lastly he took the bottle of Echols’ potion from his coatpocket and pulled the cork and dipped a twig into the bottle and stuck the twig into the ground a foot from the trap and then put the cork back in the bottle and the bottle in his pocket.


He rose and handed up the packbasket to the boy and he bent and folded the calfskin with the dirt in it and then stood into the stirrup of the standing horse and mounted up and pulled the hide up into the bow of the saddle with him and backed the horse away from the set.


You think you can make one? he said.


Yessir. I think so.


His father nodded. Echols used to pull the shoes off his horse. Then he got to where he’d tie these cowhide slippers he’d made over the horse’s hooves. Oliver told me he’d make sets and never get down. Set the traps from horseback.


How did he do it?


I dont know.


The boy sat holding the packbasket on his knee.


Put that on, his father said. You’ll need it if you’re goin to make this next set.


Yessir, he said.


By noon they’d made three more sets and they took their dinner in a grove of blackjack oaktrees at the head of Cloverdale Creek. They reclined on their elbows and ate their sandwiches and looked out across the valley toward the Guadalupes and southeast across the spur of the mountains where they could see the shadows of clouds moving up the broad Animas Valley and beyond in the blue distances the mountains of Mexico.


You think we can catch her? the boy said.


I wouldnt be up here if I didnt.


What if she’s been caught before or been around traps before or somethin like that?


Then she’ll be hard to catch.


There aint no more wolves but what they come up out of Mexico, I reckon. Are they?


Probably not.


They ate. When his father had finished he folded the paper bag the sandwiches had come in and put it in his pocket.


You ready? he said.


Yessir.


When they rode back through the lot and into the barn they’d been gone thirteen hours and they were bone tired. They’d come the last two hours through the dark and the house was dark save for the kitchen light.


Go on to the house and get your supper, his father said.


I’m all right.


Go on. I’ll put the horses up.


[image: image]


THE WOLF had crossed the international boundary line at about the point where it intersected the thirtieth minute of the one hundred and eighth meridian and she had crossed the old Nations road a mile north of the boundary and followed Whitewater Creek west up into the San Luis Mountains and crossed through the gap north to the Animas range and then crossed the Animas Valley and on into the Peloncillos as told. She carried a scabbedover wound on her hip where her mate had bitten her two weeks before somewhere in the mountains of Sonora. He’d bitten her because she would not leave him. Standing with one forefoot in the jaws of a steeltrap and snarling at her to drive her off where she lay just beyond the reach of the chain. She’d flattened her ears and whined and she would not leave. In the morning they came on horses. She watched from a slope a hundred yards away as he stood up to meet them.


She wandered the eastern slopes of the Sierra de la Madera for a week. Her ancestors had hunted camels and primitive toy horses on these grounds. She found little to eat. Most of the game was slaughtered out of the country. Most of the forest cut to feed the boilers of the stampmills at the mines. The wolves in that country had been killing cattle for a long time but the ignorance of the animals was a puzzle to them. The cows bellowing and bleeding and stumbling through the mountain meadows with their shovel feet and their confusion, bawling and floundering through the fences and dragging posts and wires behind. The ranchers said they brutalized the cattle in a way they did not the wild game. As if the cows evoked in them some anger. As if they were offended by some violation of an old order. Old ceremonies. Old protocols.


She crossed the Bavispe River and moved north. She was carrying her first litter and she had no way to know the trouble she was in. She was moving out of the country not because the game was gone but because the wolves were and she needed them. When she pulled down the veal calf in the snow at the head of Foster Draw in the Peloncillo Mountains of New Mexico she had eaten little but carrion for two weeks and she wore a haunted look and she’d found no trace of wolves at all. She ate and rested and ate again. She ate till her belly dragged and she did not go back. She would not return to a kill. She would not cross a road or a rail line in daylight. She would not cross under a wire fence twice in the same place. These were the new protocols. Strictures that had not existed before. Now they did.


She ranged west into Cochise County in the state of Arizona, across the south fork of Skeleton Creek and west to the head of Starvation Canyon and south to Hog Canyon Springs. Then east again to the high country between Clanton and Foster draws. At night she would go down onto the Animas Plains and drive the wild antelope, watching them flow and turn in the dust of their own passage where it rose like smoke off the basin floor, watching the precisely indexed articulation of their limbs and the rocking movements of their heads and the slow bunching and the slow extension of their running, looking for anything at all among them that would name to her her quarry.


At this season the does were already carrying calves and as they commonly aborted long before term the one least favored so twice she found these pale unborn still warm and gawking on the ground, milkblue and near translucent in the dawn like beings miscarried from another world entire. She ate even their bones where they lay blind and dying in the snow. Before sunrise she was off the plain and she would raise her muzzle where she stood on some low promontory or rock overlooking the valley and howl and howl again into that terrible silence. She might have left the country altogether if she had not come upon the scent of a wolf just below the high pass west of Black Point. She stopped as if she’d walked into a wall.


She circled the set for the better part of an hour sorting and indexing the varied scents and ordering their sequences in an effort to reconstruct the events that had taken place here. When she left she went down through the pass south following the tracks of the horses now thirty-six hours old.


By evening she’d found all eight of the sets and she was back at the gap of the mountain again where she circled the trap whining. Then she began to dig. She dug a hole alongside the trap until the caving dirt fell away to reveal the trap’s jaw. She stood looking at it. She dug again. When she left the set the trap was sitting naked on the ground with only a handful of dirt over the waxed paper covering the pan and when the boy and his father rode through the gap the following morning that was what they found.


His father stood down from the horse onto the calfhide and surveyed the set while the boy sat watching. He remade the set and rose and shook his head doubtfully. They rode the rest of the line and when they returned the following morning the first set was uncovered again and so were four more. They took up three of the sets and used the traps to make blind sets in the trail.


What’s to keep a cow from walkin in em? the boy said.


Not a thing in the world, said his father.


Three days later they found another calf dead. Five days later one of the blind sets in the trail had been dug out and the trap overturned and sprung.


They rode in the evening down to the SK Bar and called on Sanders again. They sat in the kitchen and told the old man all that had occurred and the old man nodded his head.


Echols one time told me that tryin to get the best of a wolf is like tryin to get the best of a kid. It aint that they’re smarter. It’s just that they aint got all that much else to think about. I went with him a time or two. He’d put down a trap someplace and there wouldnt be the first sign of anything usin there and I’d ask him why he was makin a set there and half the time he couldnt answer it. Couldnt answer it.


They went up to the cabin and got six more of the traps and took them home and boiled them. In the morning when their mother came into the kitchen to fix breakfast Boyd was sitting in the floor waxing the traps.


You think that will get you out of the doghouse? she said.


No.


How long do you intend to stay sulled up?


I aint the one that’s sulled up.


He can be just as stubborn as you can.


Then I reckon we’re in for it, aint we?


She stood at the stove watching him bent at his work. Then she turned and took the iron skillet from the rack and set it on the stove. She opened the firebox door to put in wood but he’d already done it.


When they’d done eating breakfast his father wiped his mouth and put his napkin on the table and pushed back his chair.


Where’s the traps at?


Hangin from the clothesline, said Boyd.


He rose and left the room. Billy drained his cup and set it on the table in front of him.


You want me to say somethin to him?


No.


All right. I wont then. Probably wouldnt do no good noway.


When his father came back from the barn ten minutes later Boyd was at the woodpile in his shirtsleeves splitting stove chunks.


You want to go with us? his father said.


That’s all right, said Boyd.


His father went on in the house. After a while Billy came out.


What the hell’s wrong with you? he said.


Aint nothin wrong with me. What’s wrong with you?


Dont be a ass. Get your coat and let’s go.


It had snowed in the night in the mountains and the snow in the pass to the west of Black Point was a foot deep. Their father led his horse afoot through the snow tracking the wolf and they followed her all morning through the high country until she ran out of snow just above the Cloverdale Creek road. He got down and stood looking out over the open country where she’d gone and then he remounted and they turned and rode back up to check the sets on the other side of the pass.


She’s carryin pups, he said.


He made four more blind sets in the trail and then they went in. Boyd was shivering in the saddle and his lips were blue. His father fell back alongside him and took off his coat and handed it to him.


I aint cold, Boyd said.


I didnt ask you if you were cold. Put it on.


Two days later when Billy and his father ran the line again one of the blind sets in the trail below the snowline was pulled out. A hundred feet down the trail was a place where the mud had washed out in the snowmelt and in the mud was the track of a cow. A little further on they found the trap. The prongs of the drag had caught and she’d pulled loose leaving a swag of bloodied hide accordioned up on the underside of the trap jaws.


They spent the rest of the morning looking through the pastures for the lame cow but they couldnt find her.


Be a good job for you and Boyd tomorrow, his father said.


Yessir.


I dont want him leavin the house half naked like he done the other day.


Yessir.


He and Boyd found the cow in the early afternoon of the day following. She was standing at the edge of the cedars watching them. The rest of the cattle were drifting along the lower edge of the vega. She was an old dry cow and she’d probably been alone when she walked in the set up on the mountain. They turned into the woods above her to head her out into the open but when she saw what they were about she turned and went back into the cedars. Boyd booted his horse through the trees and cut her off and got a loop on her and dallied and when she hit the end of the rope the girthstrap broke and the saddle was snatched from under him and disappeared down the slope behind the cow whacking and banging off of the trunks of the trees.


He’d done a somersault backwards off the horse and he sat on the ground and watched the cow racketing down through the cedars and out of sight. When Billy rode up he’d already mounted again bareback and they set off after the cow.


They started finding pieces of the saddle almost immediately and after a while they found the saddle itself or what was left of it, just the wooden tree with pieces of leather hanging off of it. Boyd started to get down.


Hell, just leave it lay, Billy said.


Boyd slid down off the horse. It aint that, he said. I got to come out of some of these clothes. I’m damn near afire.


They brought the cow limping in at the end of a rope and put her up and their father came out and doctored the leg with Corona Salve and then they all went in to get their supper.


She tore up Boyd’s saddle, Billy said.


Can it be fixed?


There wasnt nothin left to fix.


The latigo busted?


Yessir.


When was the last time you looked at it?


That old hull never was any account, Boyd said.


That old hull was all the hull you had, said their father.


The next day Billy ran the line by himself. Another of the sets had been walked in but the cow left nothing in the trap save some peels and scrapings of hoof. In the night it snowed.


Them traps are under two feet of snow, said his father. What is the use in goin up there?


I want to see where she’s usin.


You might see where she’s been. I doubt it will tell you where she’s goin to be tomorrow or the next day.


It’s got to tell you somethin.


His father sat contemplating his coffee cup. All right, he said. Dont wear your horse out. You can hurt a horse in the snow. You can hurt a horse in the mountains in the snow.


Yessir.


His mother gave him his lunch at the kitchen door.


You be careful, she said.


Yes mam.


You be in by dark.


Yes mam. I’ll try.


You try real hard and you wont have any problems.


Yes mam.


As he rode Bird out of the barn his father was coming from the house in his shirtsleeves with the rifle and saddlescabbard. He handed them up.


If by any chance at all she should be in a trap you come and get me. Unless her leg is broke. If her leg is broke shoot her. Otherwise she’ll twist out.


Yessir.


And dont be gone late worryin your mama neither.


Yessir. I wont.


He turned the horse and went out through the stockgate and into the road south. The dog had come to the gate and stood looking after him. He rode out a little way on the road and then stopped and dismounted and strapped the scabbard alongside the saddle and levered the breech of the rifle partly open to see that there was shell in the chamber and then slid the rifle into the scabbard and buckled it and mounted up and rode on again. Before him the mountains were blinding white in the sun. They looked new born out of the hand of some improvident god who’d perhaps not even puzzled out a use for them. That kind of new. The rider rode with his heart outsized in his chest and the horse who was also young tossed its head and took a sidestep in the road and shot out one hind heel and then they went on.


The snow in the pass was half way to the horse’s belly and the horse trod down the drifts in high elegance and swung its smoking muzzle over the white and crystal reefs and looked out down through the dark mountain woods or cocked its ears at the sudden flight of small winter birds before them. There were no tracks in the pass and there were neither cattle nor tracks of cattle in the upper pasture beyond the pass. It was very cold. A mile south of the pass they crossed a running branch so black in the snow it caused the horse to balk just for any slight movement of the water to tell that it was no bottomless crevice that had split the mountain in the night. A hundred yards farther the track of the wolf entered the trail and went down the mountain before them.


He stood down into the snow and dropped the reins and squatted and thumbed back the brim of his hat. In the floors of the little wells she’d stoven in the snow lay her perfect prints. The broad forefoot. The narrow hind. The sometime dragmark of her dugs or the place where she’d put her nose. He closed his eyes and tried to see her. Her and others of her kind, wolves and ghosts of wolves running in the whiteness of that high world as perfect to their use as if their counsel had been sought in the devising of it. He rose and walked back to where the horse stood waiting. He looked out across the mountain the way she’d come and then mounted and rode on.


A mile further she’d left the trail and gone down through the juniper parklands at a run. He dismounted and led the horse by the bridlereins. She was making ten feet at a jump. At the edge of the woods she turned and continued along the upper edge of the vega at a trot. He mounted up again and rode out down the pasture and he rode up and back but he could see no sign of what it was she’d run after. He picked up her track again and followed it across the open country and down along the southfacing slope and onto the benchland above Cloverdale Draw and here she’d routed a small band of cattle yarded up in the junipers and run them off the bench all crazed and sliding and falling enormously in the snow and here she’d killed a two year old heifer at the edge of the trees.


It was lying on its side in the shadow of the woods with its eyes glazed over and its tongue out and she had begun to feed on it between its rear legs and eaten the liver and dragged the intestines over the snow and eaten several pounds of meat from the inside of the thighs. The heifer was not quite stiff, not quite cold. Where it lay it had melted the snow to the ground in a dark silhouette about it.


The horse wanted no part of it. He arched his neck and rolled his eyes and the bores of his nose smoked like fumaroles. The boy patted his neck and spoke to him and then dismounted and tied the bridlereins to a branch and walked around the dead animal studying it. The one eye that looked up was blue and cast and there was no reflection in it and no world. There were no ravens or any other birds about. All was cold and silence. He walked back to the horse and slid the rifle from the scabbard and checked the chamber again. The action was stiff with the cold. He let the hammer down with his thumb and untied the reins and mounted up and turned the horse down along the edge of the woods, riding with the rifle across his lap.


He followed her all day. He never saw her. Once he rode her up out of a bed in a windbreak thicket on the south slope where she’d slept in the sun. Or thought he rode her up. He knelt and placed his hand in the pressed grass to see if it was warm and he sat watching to see if any blade or stem of grass would right itself but none did and whether the bed was warm from her or from the sun he was in no way sure. He mounted up and rode on. Twice he lost her track in the Cloverdale Creek pasture where the snow had melted and both times picked it up again in the circle he cut for sign. On the far side of the Cloverdale road he saw smoke and rode down and came upon three vaqueros from Pendleton’s taking their dinner. They did not know that there was a wolf about. They seemed doubtful. They looked at one another.


They asked him to get down and he did and they gave him a cup of coffee and he took his lunch from his shirt and offered what he had. They were eating beans and tortillas and sucking at some sparelooking goatbones and as there was no fourth plate nor any way to divide what any had with any other they passed through a pantomime of offer and refusal and continued to eat as before. They talked of cattle and of the weather and as they were all workscouts for kin in Mexico they asked if his father needed any hands. They said that the tracks he’d followed were probably of a large dog and even though the tracks could be seen less than a quarter mile from where they were eating they showed no inclination to go and examine them. He didnt tell them about the dead heifer.


When they’d done eating they scraped their plates off into the ashes of the fire and wiped them clean with pieces of tortilla and ate the tortillas and packed the plates away in their mochilas. Then they tightened the latigos on their horses and mounted up. He shook out the grounds from the cup and wiped it out with his shirt and handed it up to the rider who’d given it to him.


Adiós compadrito, they said. Hasta la vista. They touched their hats and turned their horses and rode out and when they were gone he got his horse and mounted up and took the trail back west the way the wolf had gone.


By evening she was back in the mountains. He followed afoot leading the horse. He studied places where she had dug but he could not tell what it was she was digging for. He measured the remaining day with his hand at arm’s length under the sun and finally he stood up into the saddle and turned the horse up through the wet snow toward the pass and home.


Because it was already dark he rode the horse past the kitchen window and leaned and tapped at the glass without stopping and then went on to the barn. At the dinner table he told them what he had seen. He told them about the heifer dead on the mountain.


Where she crossed back goin towards Hog Canyon, said his father. Was that a cattletrail?


No sir. It was not much of a trail of no kind.


Could you make a set in it?


Yessir. I would of had it not been gettin on late like it was.


Did you pick up any of the sets?


No sir.


You want to go back up there tomorrow?


Yessir. I’d like to.


All right. Take up a couple of traps and make blind sets with em and I’ll run the line with you on Sunday.


I dont know how you think the Lord is goin to bless your efforts and you dont keep the Sabbath, their mother said.


Well Mama we aint got a ox in the ditch but we sure got some heifers in one.


I think it’s a poor example for the boys.


His father sat looking at his cup. He looked at the boy. We’ll run it on Monday, he said.


Lying in the cold dark of their bedroom they listened to the squalls of coyotes out in the pasture to the west of the house.


You think you can catch her? said Boyd.


I dont know.


What are you goin to do with her if you do?


What do you mean?


I mean what will you do with her.


Collect the bounty, I reckon.


They lay in the dark. The coyotes yammered. After a while Boyd said: I meant how will you kill her.


I guess you shoot em. I dont know no other way.


I’d like to see her alive.


Maybe Pap will bring you with him.


What am I goin to ride?


You could ride bareback.


Yeah, Boyd said. I could ride bareback.


They lay in the dark.


He’s goin to give you my saddle, Billy said.


What are you goin to ride?


He’s gettin me one from Martel’s.


A new one?


No. Hell, not a new one.


Outside the dog had been barking and their father went out to the kitchen door and called the dog’s name and it hushed instantly. The coyotes went on yapping.


Billy?


What.


Did Pap write Mr Echols?


Yeah.


He never heard nothin though. Did he?


Not yet he aint.


Billy?


What.


I had this dream.


What dream.


I had it twice.


Well what was it.


There was this big fire out on the dry lake.


There aint nothin to burn on a dry lake.


I know it.


What happened.


These people were burnin. The lake was on fire and they was burnin up.


It’s probably somethin you ate.


I had the same dream twice.


Maybe you ate the same thing twice.


I dont think so.


It aint nothin. It’s just a bad dream. Go to sleep.


It was real as day. I could see it.


People have dreams all the time. It dont mean nothin.


Then what do they have em for?


I dont know. Go to sleep.


Billy?


What.


I had this feelin that somethin bad was goin to happen.


There aint nothin bad goin to happen. You just had a bad dream is all. It dont mean somethin bad is goin to happen.


What does it mean?


It dont mean nothin. Go to sleep.


IN THE woods on the southfacing slopes the snow was partly melted from the prior day’s sun and it had frozen back in the night so that there was a thin crust on top. The crust was just hard enough for birds to walk on. Mice. In the trail he saw where the cows had come down. The traps in the mountains lay all undisturbed beneath the snow with their jaws agape like steel trolls silent and mindless and blind. He took up three of the sets, holding the cocked traps in his gloved hands and reaching under the jaw and tripping the pan with his thumb. The traps leapt mightily. The iron clang of the jaws slamming shut echoed in the cold. You could see nothing of their movement. Now the jaws were open. Now they were closed.


He rode with the traps packed under the calfhide in the floor of the packbasket where they would not fall out as he rolled sideways in the saddle to duck low branches. When he came to the fork in the trail he followed the track she’d taken the evening before going west toward Hog Canyon. He made the sets in the trail and cut and placed stepping sticks and returned along a route of his own devising a mile to the south and continued down to the Cloverdale road to visit the last two sets on the line.


There was still snow in the upper stretches of the road and there were tiretracks in the road and horsetracks and the tracks of deer. When he reached the spring he left the road and crossed through the pasture and dismounted and watered his horse. It was near noon by the sun and he intended to ride the four miles into Cloverdale and go back by way of the road.


While the horse was drinking an old man in a Model A pickup truck pulled up out at the fence. Billy pulled the horse’s head up and mounted and went back out to the road and sat the horse alongside the truck. The man leaned out the window and looked up at him. He looked at the packbasket.


What are you trappin? he said.


He was a rancher from the lower valley along the border and Billy knew him but didnt say his name. He knew the old man wanted to hear that he was trapping coyotes and he wouldnt lie, or wouldnt exactly lie.


Well, he said. I seen a lot of coyote sign down here.


I aint surprised, the old man said. They done everthing down at our place but come in and set at the table.


He scanned the country with his pale eyes. As if the little jackal wolves might be afoot on the plain in broadest day. He took out a pack of readymade cigarettes and shucked one up and took it in his mouth and held up the pack.


Smoke?


No sir. Thank you.


He put the pack away and took from his pocket a brass lighter that looked like something for soldering pipe, burning off paint. He struck it and a bluish ball of flame whooshed up. He lit the cigarette and snapped the lighter shut but it continued to burn anyway. He blew it out and dandled it in one hand to cool it. He looked at the boy.


I had to quit usin the hightest, he said.


Yessir.


You married?


No sir. I aint but sixteen.


Dont get married. Women are crazy.


Yessir.


You’ll think you’ve found one that aint but guess what?


What?


She will be too.


Yessir.


You got any big traps in there?


Like how big?


Number four, say.


No sir. Truth to tell, I dont have none with me of no kind.


What did you ask me how big for then?


Sir?


The old man nodded at the road. There was a mountain lion crossed about a mile down here yesterday evenin.


They’re around, the boy said.


My nephew’s got some dogs. Got some blueticks out of the Lee Brothers’ line. Pretty good dogs. He dont want em walkin in no steeltraps though.


I’m back up here towards Hog Canyon, the boy said. And up towards Black Point.


The old man smoked. The horse turned its head and sniffed at the truck and looked away again.


You hear about the Texas lion and the New Mexico lion? the old man said.


No sir. I dont believe so.


There was this Texas lion and this New Mexico lion. They split up on the divide and went off to hunt. Agreed to meet up in the spring and see how they’d done and all and whenever they done it why the old lion been over in Texas looked just awful. Lion from New Mexico he looked at him and he said Lord son you look awful. Said what’s happened to you. Lion been over in Texas said I dont know. Said I’m about starved out. Other old lion said well, said tell me what all you been doin. Said you might be doin somethin wrong.


Well the Texas lion said I just been usin the old tried and true methods. Said I get up on a limb overlookin the trail and then whenever one of the Texans rides underneath it why I holler real big and then I jump out on top of him. And that’s what I been a doin.


Well, the old New Mexico lion looked at him and he said it’s a wonder you aint dead. Said that’s all wrong for your Texans and I dont see how you got through the winter atall. Said look here. First of all when you holler thataway it scares the shit out of em. Then when you jump on top of em thataway it knocks the wind out of em. Hell, son. You aint got nothin left but buckles and boots.


The old man fell across the steering wheel wheezing. After a while he began to cough. He looked up and wiped his watery eyes with one finger and shook his head and looked up at the boy.


You see the point? he said. Texans?


Billy smiled. Yessir, he said.


You aint from Texas are you?


No sir.


I didnt allow you was. Well. I better get on. You want to catch coyotes you come down to my place.


All right.


He didnt say where his place was. He put the truck in gear and pulled the sparklever down and pulled away down the road.


WHEN THEY ran the traps on Monday the snow had melted off everywhere save in the northfacing rincons or in the deeper woods below the north slope of the pass. She’d pulled out all the sets save for the ones in the Hog Canyon trail and she had taken to turning the traps over and springing them.


They took the traps up and his father made two new sets with double traps, burying one trap under the other and the bottom trap upside down. Then he made blind sets in the perimeter about. He laid these two new sets and they returned home and when they ran the traps the next morning there was a coyote dead in the first set. They pulled this set entirely and Billy tied the coyote on behind the cantle of his saddle and they went on. The coyote’s bladder leaked down the horse’s flank and it smelled peculiar.


What did the coyote die of? he said.


I dont know, said his father. Sometimes things just die.


The second set was dug out and all five traps sprung. His father sat looking at it for a long time.


There was no word from Echols. He and Boyd rode the outlying pastures and began bringing the cattle in. They found two more calves dead. Then another heifer.


Dont say nothin about this less he asks, Billy said.


Why not?


They sat their horses side by side, Boyd sitting Billy’s old saddle and Billy in the mexican saddle his father had traded for. They studied the carnage in the woods. I wouldnt of thought about her pullin down a heifer that big, Billy said.


Why not say nothin? said Boyd.


What would be the use in worryin him over it?


They turned to go.


He might want to know about it anyways, Boyd said.


When’s the last time you heard bad news you were glad to get?


What if he finds it himself?


Then he’ll find it.


What are you goin to tell him then? That you didnt want to worry him?


Damn. You’re worse than Mama. I’m sorry I raised the question.


He was left to run the traps on his own. He rode up to the SK Bar and got the key from Mr Sanders and went to Echols’ cabin and studied the shelves in the little mudroom pharmacy. He found some more bottles in a crate in the floor. Dusty bottles with greasestained labels that said Lion, that said Cat. There were other bottles with curled and yellowed labels that bore only numbers and there were bottles made of purple glass dark near to blackness that had no label at all.


He put some of the nameless bottles in his pocket and went back to the front room of the cabin and looked through Echols’ little packingcrate library. He took down a book called Trapping North American Furbearers by S Stanley Hawbaker and sat in the floor studying it but Hawbaker was from Pennsylvania and he didnt have all that much to say about wolves. When he ran the traps the next day they were dug out as before.


HE LEFT the next morning on the road to Animas and he was on the road seven hours getting there. He nooned at a spring in a glade of huge old cottonwoods and ate cold steak and biscuits and made a paper boat of the bag his lunch had come in and left it turning and darkening and sinking in the clear still of the spring.


The house was on the plain south of the town and no road to it. There had been a track at one time and you could see where it ran like the trace of an old wagonroad and that was where he rode till he came to the cornerpost of the fence. He tied the horse and walked up to the door and knocked and stood looking out over the plains toward the mountains to the west. Four horses were walking along the final rise out there and they stopped and turned and looked his way. As if they’d heard his rapping at the door two miles distant. He turned to rap again but as he did the door opened and a woman stood looking at him. She was eating an apple but she didnt speak. He took off his hat.


Buenas tardes, he said. El señor está?


She bit crisply into the apple with her big white teeth. She looked at him. El señor? she said.


Don Arnulfo.


She looked past him toward the horse tied to the fencepost and she looked at him again. She chewed. She watched him with her black eyes.


Él está? he said.


I’m thinking it over.


What’s there to think about? He’s either here or he aint.


Maybe.


I aint got no money.


She bit into the apple again. It made a loud cracking noise. He dont want your money, she said.


He stood holding his hat in his hands. He looked out to where he’d seen the horses but they had disappeared over the rise.


All right, she said.


He looked at her.


He’s been sick. Maybe he wont say nothin to you.


Well. He will or he wont.


Maybe you like to come back some other time.


I aint got some other time.


She shrugged. Bueno, she said. Pásale.


She held open the door and he stepped past into the low mud house. Gracias, he said.


She gestured with her chin. Atrás, she said.


Gracias.


The old man was in a dark cell of a room at the back of the house. The room smelled of woodsmoke and kerosene and sour bedding. The boy stood in the doorway and tried to make him out. He turned and looked back but the woman had gone on to the kitchen. He stepped down into the room. There was an iron bedstead in the corner. A figure small and dark prone upon it. The room smelled as well of dust or clay. As if it might be that which the old man smelled of. But then even the floor of the room was mud.


He said the old man’s name and the old man shifted in his bedding. Adelante, he wheezed.


He stepped forward, still holding his hat. He passed like an apparition through the banded rhomboid light from the small window in the western wall. The routed dustmotes reeled. It was cold in the room and he could see the pale wisps of the old man’s breath rise and vanish in the cold. He could see the black eyes in a weathered face where the old man lay on the bare ticking of his pillow.


Güero, he said. Habla español?


Sí señor.


The old man’s hand rose slightly on the bed and fell again. Tell me what you want, he said.


I come to ask you about trappin wolves.


Wolves.


Yessir.


Wolves, the old man said. Help me.


Sir?


Help me.


He was holding up one hand. It hung trembling in the partial light, disembodied, a hand common to all or none. The boy reached and took it. It was cold and hard and bloodless. A thing of leather and bone. The old man struggled up.


La almohada, he wheezed.


The boy almost put his hat on the bed but he caught himself. The old man’s grip suddenly tightened and the black eyes hardened but he said nothing. The boy put the hat on and reached behind the old man and got hold of the limp and greasy pillow and stood it against the iron bars of the bedstead and the old man clutched his other hand as well and then leaned back fearfully until he came to rest against the pillow. He looked up at the boy. He’d a strong grip for all his frailty and he seemed loath to release the boy’s hands until he’d searched out his eyes.


Gracias, he wheezed.


Por nada.


Bueno, the old man said. Bueno. He slacked his grip and Billy freed one hand and took off his hat again and held it by the brim.


Siéntate, the old man said.


He sat gingerly on the edge of the thin pad that covered the springs of the bed. The old man did not turn loose of his hand.


What is your name?


Parham. Billy Parham.


The old man said the name in silence to himself. Te conozco?


No señor. Estamos a las Charcas.


La Charca.


Sí.


Hay una historia allá.


Historia?


Sí, said the old man. He lay holding the boy’s hand and staring up at the kindlingwood latillas of the ceiling. Una historia desgraciada. De obras desalmadas.


The boy said that he did not know this history and that he would like to hear it but the old man said that it was as well he did not for out of some certain things no good could come and he thought this was one of them. His raspy breath had faded and the sound of it had faded and the faint whiteness of it also that had been briefly visible in the cold of the room. His grip on the boy’s hand remained as before.


Mr Sanders said you might have some scent I could buy off of you. He said I ought to ask.


The old man didnt answer.


He give me some that Mr Echols had but the wolf’s took to diggin out the traps and springin em.


Dónde está el señor Echols?


No sé. Se fué.


Él murió?


No sir. Not that I’ve heard.


The old man closed his eyes and opened them again. He lay against the ticking of the pillow with his neck slightly awry. He looked as if he’d been thrown there. In the failing light the eyes betrayed nothing. He seemed to be studying the shadows in the room.


Conocemos por lo largo de las sombras que tardío es el día, he said. He said that men took this to mean that the omens of such an hour were thereby greatly exaggerated but that this was in no way so.


I got one bottle that says Number Seven Matrix, the boy said. And another that dont say nothin.


La matríz, the old man said.


He waited for the old man to continue but the old man did not continue. After a while he asked him what was in the matrix but the old man only pursed his thin mouth in doubt. He continued to hold the boy’s hand and they sat that way for some time. The boy was about to put some further query to the old man when the old man spoke again. He said that the matrix was not so easily defined. Each hunter must have his own formula. He said that things were rightly named its attributes which could in no way be counted back into its substance. He said that in his opinion only shewolves in their season were a proper source. The boy said that the wolf of which he spoke was in fact herself a shewolf and he asked if that fact should figure in his strategies against her but the old man only said that there were no more wolves.


Ella vino de Mexico, the boy said.


He seemed not to hear. He said that Echols had caught all the wolves.


El señor Sanders me dice que el señor Echols es medio lobo el mismo. Me dice que él conoce lo que sabe el lobo antes de que lo sepa el lobo. But the old man said that no man knew what the wolf knew.


The sun was low in the west and the shape of the light from the window lay suspended across the room wall to wall. As if something electric had been cored out of that space. Finally the old man repeated his words. El lobo es una cosa incognoscible, he said. Lo que se tiene en la trampa no es mas que dientes y forro. El lobo propio no se puede conocer. Lobo o lo que sabe el lobo. Tan como preguntar lo que saben las piedras. Los arboles. El mundo.


His breath had gone wheezy from his exertions. He coughed quietly and lay still. After a while he spoke again.


Es cazador, el lobo, he said. Cazador. Me entiendes?


The boy didnt know if he understood or not. The old man went on to say that the hunter was a different thing than men supposed. He said that men believe the blood of the slain to be of no consequence but that the wolf knows better. He said that the wolf is a being of great order and that it knows what men do not: that there is no order in the world save that which death has put there. Finally he said that if men drink the blood of God yet they do not understand the seriousness of what they do. He said that men wish to be serious but they do not understand how to be so. Between their acts and their ceremonies lies the world and in this world the storms blow and the trees twist in the wind and all the animals that God has made go to and fro yet this world men do not see. They see the acts of their own hands or they see that which they name and call out to one another but the world between is invisible to them.


You want to catch this wolf, the old man said. Maybe you want the skin so you can get some money. Maybe you can buy some boots or something like that. You can do that. But where is the wolf? The wolf is like the copo de nieve.


Snowflake.


Snowflake. You catch the snowflake but when you look in your hand you dont have it no more. Maybe you see this dechado. But before you can see it it is gone. If you want to see it you have to see it on its own ground. If you catch it you lose it. And where it goes there is no coming back from. Not even God can bring it back.


The boy looked down at the thin and ropy claws that held his hand. The light from the high window had paled, the sun had set.


Escúchame, joven, the old man wheezed. If you could breathe a breath so strong you could blow out the wolf. Like you blow out the copo. Like you blow out the fire from the candela. The wolf is made the way the world is made. You cannot touch the world. You cannot hold it in your hand for it is made of breath only.


He had pulled himself slightly erect in order to utter these proclamations and now he subsided against the ticking and his eyes seemed to study only the roofpoles overhead. He eased his thin cold grip. Where is the sun? he said.


Se fué.


Ay. Ándale, joven. Ándale pues.


The boy withdrew his hand and he rose. He put on his hat and touched the brim.


Vaya con Dios.


Y tú, joven.


Yet before he reached the door the old man called to him again.


He turned and stood.


Cuántos años tienes? the old man said.


Dieciseis.


The old man lay quietly in the dark. The boy waited.


Escúchame, joven, he said. Yo no sé nada. Esto es la verdad.


Está bien.


The matríz will not help you, the old man said. He said that the boy should find that place where acts of God and those of man are of a piece. Where they cannot be distinguished.


Y qué clase de lugar es éste? the boy said.


Lugares donde el fierro ya está en la tierra, the old man said.


Lugares donde ha quemado el fuego.


Y cómo se encuentra?


The old man said that it was not a question of finding such a place but rather of knowing it when it presented itself. He said that it was at such places that God sits and conspires in the destruction of that which he has been at such pains to create.


Y por eso soy hereje, he said. Por eso y nada más.


It was dark in the room. He thanked the old man again but the old man did not answer or if he did he didnt hear him. He turned and went out.


The woman was leaning against the kitchen door. She was silhouetted against the yellow light and he could see her figure through the thin dress she wore. She did not seem troubled that the old man lay alone in the dark at the rear of the house. She asked the boy if the old man had told him how to catch the wolf and he said that he had not.


She touched her temple. He dont remember so good sometimes, she said. He is old.


Yes mam.


No one comes to see him. That’s too bad, hey?


Yes mam.


Not even the priest. He came one time maybe two but he dont come no more.


How come?


She shrugged. People say he is brujo. You know what is brujo?


Yes mam.


They say he is brujo. They say God has abandoned this man. He has the sin of Satanas. The sin of orgullo. You know what is orgullo?


Yes mam.


He thinks he knows better than the priest. He thinks he knows better than God.


He told me he didnt know nothin.


Ha, she said. Ha. You believe that? You see this old man? You know what a terrible thing it is to die without God? To be the one that God has cast aside? Think it over.


Yes mam. I got to go.


He touched the brim of his hat and stepped past her to the door and walked out into the evening dark. The lights of the town strewn across the prairie lay in that blue vale like a jeweled serpent incandescing in the evening cool. When he looked back at the house she was standing in the doorway.


Thank you mam, he said.


He is nothing to me, she called. No hay parentesco. You know what is parentesco?


Yes mam.


There is no parentesco. He was tío of the dead wife of my dead husband. What is that? You see? And yet I have him here. Who else would take this man? You see? No one cares.


Yes mam.


Think it over.


He unlooped the bridlereins from the post and untied them. All right, he said. I will.


It could happen to you.


Yes mam.


He mounted up and turned the horse and raised one hand. The mountains to the south stood blackly against a violet sky. The snow on the north slopes so pale. Like spaces left for messages.


La fe, she called. La fe es toda.


He turned the horse out along the rutted track and rode on. When he looked back she was still standing in the open door. Standing in the cold. He looked back one last time and the door was still open but she was not there and he thought perhaps the old man had called her. But then he thought probably that old man didnt call anybody.
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