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PART ONE











CHAPTER 1

Men and horses—I’ve known a lot of both in my time, but the horses never caused me any trouble, only the men. Whether I was roping or riding or both, I could always make a horse go the way I wanted. But men, from cowboys and presidents to husbands and lovers, baffied me—and still do to this day. But I wouldn’t have traded a minute of my life as a cowgirl for anything, especially not a life that some would think more “respectable.” I’ve ridden with Wild West shows from Oklahoma to New York to London, and along the way there’ve been exciting times, a few romances, and a few women I called sister and meant it—not that silly feminist business they talk about today.

Everyone thought President Theodore Roosevelt first called me a cowgirl, but in truth, some snobbish girls in a St. Louis convent had christened me that earlier. Still, when Roosevelt made the name public, it stuck. For a time there, when people heard the word cowgirl, they thought of me. Sometimes folks would say, “You mean like Annie Oakley?” but the question made me furious. Annie was a lot older than me, for one thing—she’d been in Wild West shows since about 1886, before I was born, for goodness’ sake! And she wasn’t a westerner, she hadn’t grown up roping and riding like I had. She was from Ohio, of all places, and she told me once she never rode a horse until two or three years after she joined Buffalo Bill’s show.

And Annie, she was flat dull. They used to talk about how she “tripped” onto the stage, smiling and bowing like everybody’s little sister. She spent her free time sitting in a tent sewing a fine seam. That’s what she was like off the stage and out of the arena—everybody’s little sister. She married Frank Butler before she was old enough to know what men were about. I made that early marriage mistake myself, but I didn’t stay with it.

The big thing about me and Annie, of course, was that neither one of us was a trick rider. Somehow people got the notion that any woman in a Wild West show was a trick rider. But Annie was a shootist, the best there ever was, and I was a roper, and I’ll be bold to say it—the best there ever was. 0 h, I rode my share of broncs—wasn’t afraid of the wildest horse you could show me, and I had a horse that could do some tricks—but I never had the stomach for the Roman ride, where you stand with each foot on a different horse, or all those fancy tricks that call for you to crawl under the belly of a galloping horse. The best I could do was to stand in the saddle, and by the time I’d learned to do that, it seemed to me every fourth girl I met could do the Roman stand. And then something happened that made me never want to trick ride again, but that’s further on in my story.

Early on, some folks thought I was a man, ’cause everyone called me Tommy Jo. It was an unfortunate set of circumstances, all due to my mama, who named me Thomasina after her father, long departed this earth when I was born. My own father, a determined but eternally poor cattleman, shortened it to Tommy and added the Jo because, as he said, “it fits.” Fight though Mama would, nothing else ever stuck on me. I was Tommy Jo “Cowgirl” Burns in the show ring and out—until I changed it to Cherokee Rose. And I had a good reason for making that change.

Once some folks set out to prove I was a boy—wanted to undress me, I suspect because I was tall and thin and built like a boy till I was nearly grown. My hair was sandy-blond, like Papa’s, and I wore it pulled back till I was eighteen, so that maybe from the front I did look like Papa’s son, not his daughter. Papa thundered those folks off in no uncertain terms, let them know that I was a girl—and then added that I could ride better than any of their sons.

The Wild West shows are long gone, and few folks realize the truth of what women did in those shows—riding broncs, roping steers, all the things the men did. Some married cowboys and raised families; some greeted queens and rode for royalty in Europe; a few were hurt bad, like Fox Hastings, whose horse fell over on her, or Florence Randolph, who was carried out for dead several times. But up or down, we were bound together in a world no one understands—and we had more fun, more pure excitement than any movie star today could know or dream about.

There’s one more thing—or maybe one more misconception: it’s easy, all these years later, to think that all the cowgirls who rode in Wild West shows were cowboys in feminine garb, women who would rather be men. Nothing could be further from the truth, and I guess I’m the living proof Oh, sure, I was a tomboy, but my mama sent me to a convent where I learned to talk properly, to mind my manners, and then I mixed with some swell folk because of the shows … at my best, I could have drunk tea with the Queen of England and never slurped a sip. But that was a long time ago, a different life it seems, now that I’m growing old back on an Oklahoma ranch, actin’ just like the plain folks that I come from.

So this is a story of a special band of women, the times they shared, the men they loved—and the horses they rode.

Like lots of ranch-bred girls, I was more boy than girl as a youngster, mostly because Papa didn’t have a son to teach everything he knew about horses and cattle. Papa was a born cowboy from down in Texas. He’d ridden up the Chisholm Trail behind great herds of cattle with his own father, just after the Civil War, and he’d never known any other life but being a cowboy, never had much schooling beyond a few years in Texas while his father was off fighting for the Confederacy. When my grandpa—whom I never knew—came back from the war, he pulled Papa out of school and put him to work herding cattle. After Grandpa Burns died—thrown off a cantakerous horse—Papa drifted a few years from this ranch to that and finally settled in the Cherokee Strip, only because Mr. Luckett offered him a job. Mr. Luckett lived in Guthrie and didn’t have much to do with the ranch, other than to check the books, so Papa got to act like he owned it, and that suited him fine. I suspect sometimes he even passed himself off as a ranch owner, when he was sure it was someone who’d never find out the truth—like a city slicker in St. Louis.

His years in the saddle had made Papa tall, lean, bowlegged, and permanently sunburned, though his forehead above his hat line was startlingly white. Papa was a man who, as some folks said, “cut a wide swath.” Everybody else in the world called him Sandy—yes, it was a corny name and sounded like every third cowboy you met, but it really fit Papa because his hair was a reddish-gold color and even his mustache matched. His face was generally burned the same shade. The whole effect when you looked at him was like looking at a man who was all one color—sand color, with lots of red highlights like our Oklahoma mud.

But Mama always called him James.

We lived on the Luckett spread, some fifteen miles north of Guthrie, which was a city full of red brick buildings, lots of history, and as far as I was concerned, all the things interesting in the world, from Miss Lizzie’s boardinghouse—Papa always rushed me by it, though I asked about the music coming from upstairs, and he once turned red when a pretty lady stuck her head out the window and hailed him by name—to the printing company where great presses clacked and rolled. I used to peek in the basement windows to watch them, and then Papa let me read the newspapers they printed.

“ ’Course,” he said, “the St. Louis paper is better.”

Papa always took the St. Louis paper and read it like he had a fortune invested in that city. “Man needs to know what’s going on in the world,” he’d say pompously. I always thought he subscribed to the St. Louis paper, way out there in the Cherokee Strip, because he wanted to impress Mama.

Mama was as dark as Papa was fair and far prettier than I could ever hope to be. She was tall like Papa—I got my height from both of them—and as graceful when she walked as Papa was on a horse. They’d met in St. Louis, where Mama was teaching school and going to afternoon tea dances—she could dance like the angels had taught her—and thoroughly enjoying the life of a young woman in the city.

Papa rode in with some cattle and met Mama in the city park—she always swore that someone introduced them because she never would have spoken to a stranger—and fell right in love with her, or so he said. I suspect he saw her as a challenge. Anyway, when she allowed him to walk her home, he asked her to marry him, and she was indignant.

“I will not follow a cowboy around from pillar to post,” Mama told him, in a story that she often repeated. In the telling, she would be seated placidly in a rocking chair in our house in Oklahoma, but her description conveyed the splendor of a fine home in St. Louis where she’d boarded as a teacher. Behind her words though, I heard the angry frustration of a woman who now had little control over where and how she lived.

“You’ll have a house and we’ll raise babies—and, oh, it will be fine,” he told her.

Now Mama never confessed it, but I suspect she had been a little bit lonely in St. Louis. She had no family except an aunt who had raised her with propriety but little love, and she probably didn’t see much future for herself beyond teaching and boarding in that fine house for years and years and growing old alone, though Papa always said he had to steal her before all those “city swells” turned her head.

But I think there was more than that. He was handsome, very masculine, determined, and very different from the men she met—and probably she thought him irresistible. Mama left that house in St. Louis with its polished wood floors and velvet drapes, its gas chandeliers and fine oak furniture, and moved to a one-room dugout in the Indian Territory where the floor and walls were dirt, the nearest neighbors were six miles away by horseback, and Papa sometimes left her alone for long spells of time.

“We lived in that dugout two years,” Mama would tell me, smoothing back a strand of gray-black hair that had escaped its pinning at the back of her neck, “and I hated every minute of it. I got so mad at your father that I barely spoke to him, but he never seemed to notice. He was hell-bent on raising cattle and horses, and that was all he thought about.”

And whether she talked to him or not, the babies came along—two little boys were born before me, but neither lived over a few hours. There were two tiny graves on a hillside not far from the dugout. Mama never spoke of them—and she sure never hinted that they might have lived had she not borne them in a dugout far from anybody—but those graves must have silently accused Papa each time he looked in that direction. And I suspect he gave up on having sons—I always thought that was why he was so ready to give up his dream of being a big rancher himself and go to work for Mr. Luckett.

Papa was gone a lot—“ranch business,” he would tell me—for days at a time, just long enough for Mama and me to settle into a routine and for her to think she could civilize me, and then Papa would come home, and I’d be out on the range again.

Mama and Papa loved each other—I never doubted that—but I never understood how they could love each other and yet be so angry so much of the time. She should have loved a banker in St. Louis, not a rancher in Oklahoma, and he should have had a wife who could ride and rope, the kind of woman he was training me to be. I used to think God had gotten his signals crossed when he let those two fall in love. I had no idea then how often those signals get crossed.

My first memory is of horses, of being held in the saddle in front of Papa while he rode across the prairie. The land was rolling prairie—not as flat as Kansas to the north nor as barren as eastern Colorado beyond us. Bluestem grass was horse-high in some places, and there were streams aplenty for horses and cattle to water. Sometimes the banks of a stream, hidden in a shallow valley, would be tangled with wild plum thickets and shadowed by tall pecan trees. Wild turkey and prairie chickens flew up when you rode through, and deer were plentiful. “No wonder the Indians wanted to keep this land,” Papa said more than once. “But God made it for horses and cattle and ranchers.”

So much for the Indians’ right to the land.

When he spurred his horse to a gallop or turned it quickly to rope a balky steer, Papa would say, “Hang on to the horn, Tommy Jo!”

And my hands would grab tight to the horn while the world tilted crazily as the horse wheeled and turned, the wind flew at me, and the earth rushed by as we galloped. Papa, his hands busy with a rope and his attention on his cattle, never held on to me.

“She’ll fall and be killed by the horses’ hooves, James,” Mania would say with a frantic tone edging into her voice, as Papa recounted our latest adventure. He and I would still be sitting ahorseback, and Mama, her long skirts blowing around her, would shade her eyes with her hand and stare up at Papa, anger in her clear blue eyes. Mama had ridden with Papa a time or two—at his insistence—but she was much more comfortable on the ground. She’d never in all her life understand the way Papa and I felt about sitting ahorseback.

Papa, mounted, towered over her, and maybe that was why he stayed mounted. On a horse, Papa was impressive, even commanding—and Mama knew it.

“Tommy Jo will learn the feel of a horse, Jess,” he’d say when Mama met him in the corral, and I, young and not knowing any better, would echo, “I’ll learn about horses, Mama. I’m safe, I really am.”

Mama would turn away in defeat, and I was too young to understand her fears and her resentment of Papa. Her name was Jessica, but he always shortened it to Jess, just like he called me Tommy. Mama didn’t look like a Jess to me—she was far too ladylike.

By six or seven, I was riding a big horse alongside Papa when he worked his cattle. He had given me a bay horse named Sam. Riding a horse instead of a pony meant that I could keep up with Papa, and to me riding Sam was the most wonderful thing in the world. Sitting on the back of that big horse, I was queen of all I surveyed.

Sometimes in the mornings, Sam was hard to ride. He’d pitch and toss, as though daring me to stay on his back, but stay I did. The few times he threw me off, I got right back on. Papa had taught me well that whenever you were thrown, you got right back on. Sam was never the boss—I was. But then, that’s what I say about horses—they never gave me any real trouble, and I could always get them to do what I wanted.

“Pretty soon we’ll be letting you break the green horses,” Papa laughed one morning, after he watched me disagree with Sam and win the disagreement.

“Could I, Papa?”

“No.”

But he had planted the idea, and riding rough horses became a goal tucked in the back of my mind. Sometimes I goaded Sam into his pitch-and-buck performances just so I could ride out the storm on his back. By the time I was ten or twelve, I was sneaking rides on the green horses without Papa knowing. One time it got me in real trouble.

“Bet you can’t ride that gray,” teased Casey, one of the cowboys who worked for Papa on the Luckett spread. The gray—a strong horse, just a shade taller than the others, with a fine head and strong neck-was really midnight black with a dusting of light gray, as though river dust had drifted down over him. The animal reared back and lashed out with his hooves when Casey and his helper, Wilks, tried to blindfold him and put a hacka-more on. They cursed and yelled and held tight to the rope, and eventually the horse was snubbed to a post in the middle of the corral.

“Bet I can,” I answered.

“Just teasin’, Miss Tommy Jo, just teasin’. Your pa’d skin me alive if I let you on this horse.”

“He’ll never know till it’s over—and then he’ll have to give me the horse.”

“You’ve got Sam,” muttered Wilks, who rode a horse clearly inferior to Sam.

“Just hold him,” I ordered in a commanding tone of voice. I’d learned early that if I gave commands instead of asking favors, I usually got what I wanted—later I’d get into disastrous trouble with that philosophy, but this time it worked.

I looked at the horse again—there was probably just a little mustang in him, but he wasn’t too far from pure quarterhorse, with powerful hind quarters and a strongly muscled chest. But it was that dusted black coat that set him apart from any other horse I’d ever seen. “Devildust!” I breathed.

“What kind of nonsense are you talking now?” Casey demanded.

“Devildust,” I said. “That’s his name.”

“You don’t go namin’ some range horse that’ll go to the show ring,” he said.

“The show ring?” I asked.

“Yeah. Your pa’s got him a contract to provide bucking stock for the Buffalo Bill Wild West, no less!”

Now, everyone knew about Buffalo Bill’s show. I’d even read about it in that St. Louis paper that Papa took. In the Wild West show Annie Oakley shot glass balls or playing cards, hitting 950 out of 1,000, and Indians mas sacred settlers every day for spellbound audiences; brass bands played, beautiful women rode rough and trick horses, and Sitting Bull, the infamous Indian chief, signed autographs. The show traveled all over the country, drawing thousands of people to its performances and filling them with wild and woolly images of life on the frontier. I hungered to see Buffalo Bill and Annie, though Papa scoffed at it and said, “It’s all made up. None of that is the way life really was with horses and Indians.”

For Papa, realism was essential, but I lived on dreams.

And now this horse—Devildust—would go to the show that I longed to see. If I could just ride him, I thought, I’d somehow have a link to Buffalo Bill and his show. Perhaps someday, five years hence, I could present myself to him and say, “I broke a horse that’s in your show.” And then, in: my fantasy, Devildust would nicker and break loose from the herd, coming to nuzzle me affectionately.

“You can’t ride this horse, Tommy Jo.” Casey broke into my reverie. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Just hold him,” I said, and without giving Casey a chance to refuse, I put one foot in the stirrup and jumped onto the back of that quivering mass of muscle. That sudden mount was, of course, a mistake—even I knew I should have quieted the horse, let him get the sense of me, before I jumped on his back. But I was afraid Casey would win out, and so I learned that old lesson about mistakes made in haste.

Wilks was the one who removed the blindfold and turned the horse loose. I always thought Wilks resented me—the foreman’s daughter who had a finer horse than he did and rode it better too—I think he was ready to see me get into trouble this time.

I never could recall the fraction of time between Wilks’s turning the horse loose and my landing on the ground so hard, it took a minute for me to get my senses. As I shook my head, I saw Devildust across the corral, still pitching as though to shake the memory of me off his back.

“Catch him,” I said, getting shakily to my feet. “I got to get back on.”

“Now, Miss Tommy Jo …” Casey was clearly upset.

Wilks caught the horse and got him snubbed again, without ever saying a word to me.

The horse had learned something the first time. He stood quietly now for a minute, just long enough to give me a false sense of security, and then he was off—whirling, jumping, arching his back, and finally flinging me off his back like a gnat. I landed ingloriously in a heap, almost on top of a fencepost.

“Put the horse up, Casey.” Papa’s voice cut through my fog clearly. “I’ll see to Tommy Jo.” He hunkered down next to me. “You all right?”

“Yessir. I think so.” I wouldn’t admit to the light-headedness I felt, nor the sharp pain in the elbow on which I’d landed.

“Good, ’cause I’m gonna tan your hide, and neither one ofus is gonna mention any of this to your mama. You’ll simply tell her you fell off Sam, and that’ll cause enough anger in her for you to deal with. No need for her to know you were fool enough to jump on that horse without doin’ it the right way.”

And that’s just what happened. Papa took a strap to my bottom, as though I were five years old, but the indignation hurt much worse than the blows. And then we explained my appearance to Mama by saying I’d parted company with Sam when a snake spooked him.

“I told you, James, that she shouldn’t be out riding alone,” Mama said. “You should be in school in St. Louis,” she threatened, a specter that haunted me from that day. But Mama never forbade me to ride alone on the prairie—she knew better than to issue an order she couldn’t enforce.

After that, I waited until Papa was around to ride the rough stock, because more than jumping on Devildust, that was really what I’d done wrong. Papa would have approved if he’d been there to authorize the ride first.

Devildust went off to the shows when Papa shipped a load of horses a month or so later, and I never saw that horse again—by the time I got to the Buffalo Bill show, he’d probably long been put out to pasture. But he stayed in my mind always.

By the time of the Devildust incident, we were living in the house on the Luckett place. Of white-painted wood, it sat on a rise in the land, its wide front veranda facing west so Mama could watch the sunsets and wouldn’t, as Papa said, “be looking over her shoulder toward St. Louis.” It was a long, low, one-room-deep house with a sitting room, a kitchen, and tvvo bedrooms. Even the sitting room had linoleum and painted boards, though Mama longed for carpet and wallpaper. Papa had a desk in the corner of the sitting room, since his chores as foreman included paperwork. The desk was always strewn with papers and ledgers, and a pair oflonghorns was mounted over it, giving a decidedly masculine air to the room. Mama bemoaned the fact that she had no real parlor for sitting in, but then, she had no guests to entertain in a parlor, either.

There were two objects in that house of which Mama was inordinately proud. One was her stove. Papa had sent to St. Louis for a Home Comfort Stove from the Wrought Iron Range Company. The stove boasted the company’s motto, “Economy. Strength. Durability. Good Cooking. Good Eating.” Papa always said the eating in our house improved ten times when he bought that stove, and Mama would look offended, as thoughher cooking hadn’t been good enough beforehand. But those were not looks of anger—more of a joke shared tenderly between them. When they looked at each other like that, I felt an outsider.

Mama’s other prize possession was the baby grand piano that Papa had also shipped from St. Louis. In Mama’s mind, pianos stood for culture and refinement, and having that piano made all the difference to her, out on the prairie in that lonely little house. Often when I came in from riding, Mama would be playing her piano, lost to the music and not, in her mind, anywhere near the Cherokee Strip.

She did not allow me to touch the piano. “No, you must not,” she’d say. “When you don’t know what you’re doing, you might damage it.” Her psychology worked wonderfully. Even though Papa once said loudly, “Only girls play the piano”—implying that it wasn’t an activity for me—I was desperate to learn because it was forbidden. My desperation soon wore off after a few lessons from Mama, but to this day I can pick out the old familiar hymns and it is sometimes a comfort to me to play “Nearer My God to Thee” and “What A Friend We Have in Jesus.”

When Papa and the cowboys branded cattle, I always stayed in the corral, though Mama said it wasn’t a proper place for a young lady. “I’m a cowhand,” I replied in a boasting tone.

“That so?” Papa asked one day. “Then you best get to work. You can help hold these calves while we brand ’em.”

And so, dressed in a calico wrapper because I had only come to watch, I knelt in the dirt, clinging for dear life to the rear legs of one squirming, bawling calf after another, while Papa and the cowboys held the other end, branded the flank, notched the ears, and treated for screwworms. Dirt and slobber and sometimes even a little blood flew at me, and I went home that first night so dirty, Mama made me undress on the porch—to my everlasting embarrassment—and bathe in a washtub before I could set foot inside.

“Papa eats in his dirty clothes!” I complained.

“Papa is Papa,” she said, “and you are a young lady.” Then she rolled her eyes heavenward as though seeking help to bear all her tribulations.

The calico wrapper was ruined and, once washed, became rags. Mama swore she thought about that day every time she dusted with a piece of that wrapper—and I thought those rags never would wear out.

The next day, though, Mama never said a word when I put on overalls and boots and headed for the corral. Silently she watched me go, with such a long look that I felt it behind me all the way to the barn. I guess Papa had persuaded her again, but she was rarely happy about Papa’s “persuadings.”

After my hard-earned lesson in branding, I wanted to be able to do everything Papa could do, including rope. With an extra rope of his that I found, I practiced secretly when he and the cowboys were away, building a loop as I’d seen Papa do it, then tossing it at the snubbing post in the corral. Time after time, it sailed through the air, only to fall limply alongside the post. I coiled it in and built a loop again, but I knew that I was doing something wrong. Only I didn’t know who—except Papa—to ask, and I wanted badly to surprise him with a sudden great feat of roping.

Papa saw me one day, much to my mortification, and took the rope from me. “This way,” he said, showing me how to build up the speed of the loop before I threw it. “Now try.”

On my fifth try, I snagged the post.

“It’ll be a while before you can try that on cattle,” Papa said dryly.

One morning when I was ten—I remember the age distinctly—Papa announced at breakfast that we had calves scattered in the valleys to the west of us. “Wilks and Casey are away,” he said, “and I need Tommy to ride with me.”

“I need her to help me make preserves out of the plums she brought home yesterday,” Mama said firmly.

“Plums,” Papa answered, “can wait. Calves cannot. She’ll ride with me today.” He got up and strode for the door, pulling his hat off the rack as he went by. “We’ll be home for dinner, Jess.”

“Of course, James,” Mama muttered as she watched us go. I knew that by midday, there’d be a dinner of beef and potatoes or chicken and dumplings—Papa liked a satisfying midday meal. I suppose I believed that Mama was never lonely when we were gone—after all, she had her stove and her piano, didn’t she?

We rode west until we came to a small stream, its banks so thick with vines that no one could ride through them—a perfect hiding place for calves. Getting them out would be a dickens of a job unless the calves were spooked by commotion and came running out of their own accord—and then they’d have to be herded or they’d just run wild for the next thicket.

Papa and I spent four long hot hours riding through those thickets, yelling “Hee-yah!” at the top of our lungs. When a calf came bawling out, Papa’s loop sailed through the air, and the calf was caught before it knew what had happened and was dragged to the branding fire before it could resist.

“Papa, you don’t have any branding irons with you,” I’d said when he first told me we were going to brand the calves before we turned them loose in the far pasture.

“Gonna use my saddle ring,” he said. “You watch and learn something.”

I gathered sticks and dried brush, and Papa built a small fire, fanning it until the flame took hold.

Papa threw each calf, but I watched how he did it carefully, so that I could do it next time. The only problem was that Papa hoisted the calf into the air, a feat far beyond my strength. But I was strong enough to hold the heads and front legs, except for one calf who managed a sharp kick on my shin. It startled me so that the calf near got away and Papa said sharply, “Don’t be spooking these calves!”

I bit my lip to keep back tears of real pain and never mentioned my leg. Years later I realized it could well have been broken, and Papa would never have known.

Papa used his saddle ring to make marks that looked roughly like a T—an upward stroke and a shorter sidewise one, almost connected.

“Papa, that’s not the Luckett brand,” I said.

“No, it’s your brand. These are your calves, for you to practice roping on. I talked to Mr. Luckett about it, and he agreed to give you ten calves. Otherwise, you and I wouldn’t be out here bustin’ calves out of thickets where they could just as well stay till we gather.”

So that was why we were scratching ourselves on plum thickets and turning to puddles of sweat in the August heat—to give me a herd. ’Course, legend grew up that Papa had told me I could have any calves I rnped, and pretty soon I had a herd of fifty, but that’s not the truth. The way I told it here is the truth.

When it was real important to her, Mama could stand up to Papa with a ferocity that surprised all of us, mostly him. And if she dug in like a calf at the end of a rope, Mama generally got her way. Usually it had to do with me.

Every time Papa would say that I was a cowhand, Mama was quick to reply, “She’s a lady, too. And she’ll learn to act like one, if it’s the last thing I see to.” Mama was firm enough about the ladylike business that Papa never raised an objection when she taught me to cook on that prized Home Comfort Stove, though I grumbled from time to time that it wouldn’t do me any good.

“I don’t intend to spend my life over a range,” I said haughtily.

“That’s fine,” Mama replied calmly, “but you will know what to do if you find yourself in front of one—or in front of a bunch of hungry men.”

And so I learned to make mayonnaise dressing, to cook the wild plums into jelly, to wring a chicken’s neck, to pluck and roast a turkey; even Papa admitted that I could put a fair meal on the table. “Mama’s turkey dressing is a little more moist,” he’d say, or “this piecrust isn’t as flaky as I’d like.” And then he’d add, “But Mama can’t ride like you can, Tommy Jo,” as though that made it all right.

Mama didn’t have to get stubborn about lessons, for Papa agreed with her completely. She set the dates of the school year for me—from September to May—and the hours of the school day—mornings, from seven-thirty, when breakfast dishes were done, until noon. And then she became my teacher. There was no school close enough for me, and I studied at home until I had to spend that miserable year at a convent in St. Louis.

It was all my fault that I was sent to St. Louis when I was thirteen. One fine fall day, out riding Sam through the pastures, I found a bull that needed doctoring—or so I told myself. In truth, I probably just wanted to practice roping on something more challenging than the steers in my herd, who had by now been roped so often, they were fairly docile about it. Papa had gone off chasing strays, and I was angry that I’d been left behind, but Papa had said sternly he was leaving before school was out, and I was to stay and do lessons. Now that afternoon I had ridden out on the range and sat staring at a reddish-brown bull who lowered his head and stared back.

The bull, sensing my intentions, began to amble away from me, and I spurred Sam after him, building my loop as we went. Then, standing in my stirrups and leaning into the rope, I yelled “Yee-hah!” and let sail the most perfect loop I’d ever made. It settled over the bull’s neck, and Sam began to back up, drawing the rope taut.

The bull had other ideas. Snorting, he stomped once and then put all his weight into pulling against the rope. Before I really knew what had happened, the bull was off and running, and Sam broke into a fast gallop out of the necessity to keep up. The rope was dallied around my saddle horn, and Sam was obliged to follow the bull.

We were headed for a creekbed. At that point, if I could have stopped, believe me, I would. Ahead of us, the ground rose to the embankment, then dropped fairly sharply to the banks of a small stream. At the speed we were going, there was no way I could ride down that embankment, and I doubted that San1 would make it in one piece. With a quick prayer that was half apology to Sam for getting him into this, I flew off the horse, instinctively tucking myself into a ball as much as I could so that I would roll instead of landing “Splat!” flat on the ground.

Everything went quiet and dark for just a second when I landed, and then I was aware of Sam whinnying, which told me he hadn’t been killed, and a loud thud heard in the back of my mind but not registered.

Shakily, I got to my feet. Once up, I was unsteady, but nothing was broken as far as I could tell.

“Sam?” I could hear him still whinnying, as though trying to tell me something. Looking ahead, I saw him standing motionless at the top of the embankment, the rope still around the saddle horn but now strangely slack. Forgetting my aches and pains, I raced towa1;d my horse.

It took a minute to calm Sam—he skittered and half reared in fright, but I talked to him real quiet, like Papa had taught me, and he calmed down enough for me to hold the reins and look down the embankment.

There, motionless, lay the red bull, his neck at an odd angle. He was as dead as he could be.

“Broke his neck,” I said to Sam, sure that he could understand me. “Papa’s gonna be furious.”

Papa’s anger was less fearsome than Mama’s. “I thought I’d taught you better than that,” he said quietly.

“You taught me to rope,” I said, “and I roped the bull. I just didn’t know he’d run like that.”

“Didn’t know … You do know that a bul]is too strong for you to handle,” Papa said. “And when you don’t know, you don’t act. I thought I’d taught you caution, along with roping.”

“I wasn’t afraid of that bull,” I muttered defiantly.

“Caution and fear are two different things. You could have killed Sam.”

That I knew to be true, and it shamed me. I, vished Papa would yell, even take a strap to me—which he hadn’t done since I rode Devildust—anything but this calm talk.

“You could have killed yourself, too,” Mama echoed, her voice louder than usual, and then I knew I was in for anger. Papa left the room, and Mama spoke to me in no uncertain terms about dangerous behavior and, even more important, being ladylike.

“You can be a cowhand if you want,” she said firmly, “but you will also be a lady. If you don’t, you’ll bring yourself a load of grief you never expected. Men won’t work with a woman who tries to be like them. If you can learn to be as nmch a lady as you are a cowhand, you might be all right.” Her tone indicated some doubt about the latter.

I heard Mama’s words, but I didn’t really hear them. What did I know about men and their attitudes toward women? How could I understand, at thirteen, what she meant about being ladylike so that men wouldn’t resent me’ Those were hard lessons, to be learned over years, but never to be believed just because your mother told you so when you were young and green. “I know about ladylike,” I said, struggling to hold on to the defiance that had given me courage.

“Good, then you’ll get along well in the convent,” Mama said calmly.

The convent! I heard the words as one would hear a death sentence. “I won’t…” I began.

“Yes,” she said with a voice of iron that I’d almost never heard from her before, “you will. And don’t think about running away so far that we can’t find you. Your papa would find you no matter where. And he’s agreed with me this time.” The emphasis was on the last two words.

I fled from the room to fling myself on my bed and melodramatically sob out my fears and anger. I’d never have admitted that I was as afraid as I was angry—but St. Louis was another world, miles away and different from the only place I’d ever known. The very word city had a certain terror about it, and I took no comfort from Mama’s rose-colored recollections of the place.

Mama let me cry a good long time, and then she came to sit on the edge of the bed. “It won’t be so bad,” she said softly, smoothing my hair with one hand. “You’ll learn manners and to sew fine stitches and—maybe a little French.”

“You taught me all those things, ’cept the French,” I said, my voice still quavery with tears, “and I don’t need to know French. There’s no one out here to talk it to, and we aren’t likely to go to France anytime.” I knew where France was because of Mama’s insistence on geography, but nothing in my wildest imagination would ever suggest to me that I’d go to France. Shows how wrong you can be.

“I’ll miss you,” she went on, as though I hadn’t spoken, “almo;t as much as your papa will—that’s hard for you to believe, but it’s true. I’m not sending you to the convent for punishment, Thomasina, and it’s important that you understand that. I’m sending you, even though I’d rather have you here, because I love you.”

It took me years to understand that and to figure out how lonely she was out there in that house, married to a man who intrigued her but with whom she had nothing in common and little to talk about. Her alternative was a tomboy daughter—better than no company—and yet with the best of intentions, she sent that daughter away.

Papa was to deliver me to the convent, though he wasn’t any happier about it than I was. He stood by impassively as Mama hugged me.

“I’ll miss you,” she said, when she could have said a lot of things like “This is for your own good” and “Someday you’ll thank me,” but bless Mama, she didn’t. She’d said it once, and she never repeated it her whole long life. That day she simply hugged me tight and then stepped back, but not quick enough to hide the tears in her eyes.

I’ll come back ladylike, Mama, I vowed silently.

For a long time, I didn’t understand why Mama didn’t take me to St. Louis or even come with us. She was the one who loved the city, knew the convent, had aspirations for her daughter. This was, as it were, her project—and yet she made it Papa’s responsibility to take me to St. Louis and deposit me at the convent while she stayed behind, alone, at the ranch.

Papa rode silently in the wagon for a long time, his eyes fixed straight ahead, never glancing at me. Finally, as though Mama had just spoken, he said, “I ’spect I’ll miss you more than your mama, Tommy Jo. But I—well, I had to go along with your mama on this.”

Why? I wanted to ask. Why couldn’t you tell her that I could he ladylike at home, without ever going to the convent?

As if he’d read my mind, Papa said, “I tried for several years now to tell myself that you were growing up a lady, in spite of all the time you spent with me. That your mama’s influence would win out—but I see that I was wrong. And I guess if I had to choose between having you a lady and having you a cowhand, I’d have to put ladylike first.” It was an unusual speech for Papa.

“Mama says I’ll be a better cowhand if I’m a lady,” I said. “No, what she really said was that I’d get along better with the cowhands ifl didn’t try to be one of them.” I thought about that a minute. “But Papa, I never cuss like they do, or sit around when they talk. I don’t try to be one of them.”

“There’s more to it than that,” Papa said, almost chuckling. “And I guess it’s the convent’s duty to teach you the difference.”

We talked no more about it.

Now I have only vague memories of our arrival by wagon in Oklahoma City and the train ride from there to St. Louis. In St. Louis, Papa borrowed a carriage from a friend of Mr. Luckett, and we arrived at the convent in fine style but both as glum as calves on the end of a rope.

“This is it?” I asked, looking at a red brick building, three stories high, with a wrought-iron fence around it. Except that it was bigger than most, it could have passed for just another house in a neighborhood of fine homes. To me, they all looked like fortresses, for my idea of a house was long, low, and made of wood. There were bay windows at the corners of the second and third floors, fireplace chimneys—more than one—sprouting from the roof, and neatly trimmed hedges along the front of the building.

“This is it,” Papa said.

Papa left me, and I had no way of knowing, for years, that it would be a full long week before he left St. Louis for the territory. But Mama knew—and that was why she hadn’t come with us.

The convent taught me what Papa wanted me to learn—a sense of self-possession, if you will, and a certain kind of pride in myself But not, I think, in the way that Papa meant.

“Thomasina,” Mama had said tactfully before I left, “you might try not to talk about horses and cattle all the time. The girls at the convent—they won’t understand.”

“They’re city girls?” I suggested.

“Yes, and they probably think the Indian Territory is the Wild West.”

Mama’s warning was prophetic. The girls treated me as a curiosity and an outcast. They called me Cowgirl.

“If men who work with cattle are cowboys,” sang Abigail with the blond curls, “then you must be a cowgirl, because you work with cattle. Ugh! I think it’s disgusting.”

“It is not disgusting,” I flared, never one to keep quiet. “It’s good honest work, and it keeps you outdoors—and,” I added boastfully, “I’m good at it.”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t want to be good at it,” laughed Marcelline, daughter of a rich St. Louis banker. “I’d rather be good at the things ladies are supposed to do.”

“Like what?” I challenged.

“Oh, cooking and sewing and keeping house,” Marcelline said airily.

“I can do those things, too,” I retorted. “I can cook and play the piano—and I know where France is.”

This earned me howls of laughter that I didn’t understand. But I did understand that arguing with them was a losing battle. Cowgirl I was, for the whole long year that I was at the school.

“Cowgirl, show us how you throw a rope!”

“Cowgirl, do the buffalo roam near your home?”

“Cowgirl, can you outride an Indian?”

If they’d known the truth about the Cherokee Strip, with its history of Indians, outlaws, and trail drives, they’d probably have been even more horrified. But none of them would have listened had I tried to tell them:

If they felt superior to me, perhaps I encouraged them, for I envied Abigail and Marcelline and the others who came from big homes in St. Louis and elsewhere—one girl was from Texas!—and whose fathers were bankers, lawyers, and merchants, while their mothers kept house and gave teas and Jived the life that Mama always wanted. Sometimes jealousy ate away at me, and I had to hide tears of anger from the girls, who would have used those tears as another occasion to jibe at me.

Sister Maria Theresa, a diminutive nun who’d probably never seen a horse, saved the year, and me. “To ride a horse,” she said, “is a fine skill. Not everyone can do it. If you are good at it, you should be very proud.”

“I am good at it, Sister,” I said.

“There is,” she went on, “a fine line between justifiable pride in our accomplishments and appropriate humility. I hope that you will remember that always.”

“Yes, Sister.”

The more Sister Maria Theresa talked to me, the more determined I became to learn everything I could during that year—Papa had promised I had to stay no more than one school year—and then get back to what I loved doirig. I began to take pride in what I learned at the school, from reading Shakespeare to speaking French—well, with an awkward accent, but I could read it. And I also began to stand tall when the girls teased me and called me Cowgirl. There wasn’t, I decided, a name I’d like better.

The religious part of our instruction baffied me and left me feeling awkward. Mama had taught me prayers—“The Lord’s Prayer” and “Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep”—but I’d never been to church. The rich pageantry of the Catholic service was a sudden shock to the sensibilities of a prairie girl, and no instruction was offered beforehand. The nuns assumed that everyone knew what to do. I found myself watching the girl in front of me carefully, kneeling when she did, bowing my head at her signal, wishing J could repeat the words that meant nothing to me.

“You did not,” I wrote accusingly to Mama, “tell me about church. I feel like a fool.”

Sister Maria Theresa rescued me again. “You are not comfortable in chapel, are you, child?”

“No, Sister, I never know what’s going on. We had no church at home.”

“And there’s no guarantee you would have gone to the Catholic church if there were one,” she said. “I believe your parents are”—she ruffied papers on her desk—“well, your mother lists herself as Methodist and your father put nothing.” She could have said something about Papa finding religion in the sky and the prairie and the great outdoors—Papa himself would have made that trite claim—but she simply said, “The Lord does not require church attendance, I’m sure, but he would like you to have some familiarity with worship. We can do that for you.”

And she led me through a typical service, giving me much-needed clues as to when I should sit, stand, or kneel, what the various symbols meant, and who the men in front of the church were. It was too much in one lesson, but by the end of the year I had a grounding in the Cathohc faith—and a yearning for spiritual certainties that even Catholicism didn’t offer.

There was one more lesson I took away from the convent, though it surely was not what Mama intended. Late at night when the lights were out in the dormitory room in which all the first-form girls slept, there was hushed whispering and giggling about boys.

“Eddie McAdams is soooo cute—I wish he’d kiss me!”

“Lem Samuels says he’ll take me to the Christmas dance. What will I wear?”

“How many boys have you kissed, Sheila? Tell the truth!”

“Only ten,” came the giggling answer, “and your brother was the best kisser of all1” A pillow sailed through the air at the heartless Sheila.

I listened to it all with amazement.

“Cowgirl, what are the boys like where you live?”

“Uh … ah, … there aren’t any,” I said truthfully.

“There are cowboys!” came in chorus from several girls.

“Oh, but they’re al1’ older, at least eighteen,” I said, sure that they would understand.

“Older is better,” said the knowledgeable Sheila. “They know things you don’t. And when an experienced man kisses you …”

“Yes?” breathed an anxious voice to my right.

“Girls! Girls! Do I hear talking? Surely not. You must sleep now.” Sister was making her rounds, and a hush fell over the long room with its doublerows of metal cots. When Sister had had plenty of time to move on, the whispers began again.

“Tell us, Sheila—what happens when you kiss someone who knows how to kiss?”

Puffed up with superiority, Sheila sat up in the bed and shook her long red hair, now loosed from its proper daytime bun. “Well … there’s kind of a tingle, kind of all over, and you feel—well, weak.”

Choruses of “Oh” and “Aah” resounded around me. I couldn’t imagine what she was talking about.

“That’s when you have to be careful,” she said, sounding as didactic as Sister Maria Theresa did in mathematics class. “If you don’t watch, a boy can take advantage—touch you where he shouldn’t, all kinds of things. You can’t let that weak feeling take over. But oh, it’s nice!”

Silence fell, soon broken by a few gentle snores, but I’m sure there were girls who lay awake for hours daydreaming about Eddie McAdams or Lem Samuels touching them in forbidden places—where, for heaven’s sake? I was left to realize that I had no one, no young boy, to fantasize about. I soon invented one.

His name was James, just like Papa, though I never examined the importance of that coincidence, and he could ride like the wind. I forget—truly—what he looked like, but I know that he could ride and rope better than I, and that he liked me better than all other girls because I could keep up with him on horseback. When we rode back to the ranch at night after a long day on the prairie, he kissed me tenderly—but there my fantasy grew sparse, for I didn’t know what to imagine, what forbidden places Sheila talked of in hushed tones.

Papa came for me in the spring. I thought he had dressed for the occasion, for he was resplendent in a pinstripe suit with matching vest, its wide lapels very current, and a black derby on his head, his shirt collar stiff, and below it a paisley tie carefully knotted. Years later, I realized he had probably been in St. Louis, dressed like that, for days before I saw him.

“Papa!” I exclaimed too fast, putting my mouth into action before my brain. “You have new clothes!”

“Uh, no, not really.”

“Mama will be so impressed,” I said, knowing that Mama would probably ask some pointed question about where he intended to wear such clothes once he got me home from St. Louis.

“I—I better buy her something wonderful to make up for all this,” he said, sweeping a hand down his body as though to point to the clothes. “I wanted to look like the other fathers, Tommy Jo, when I came to pick you up. You know, make you proud.”

“Like a St. Louis banker?” I asked, and then rushed on, “Oh, Papa, you look just fine—and I’d have been proud of you in high-heeled boots and a Stetson!” And I meant it—that was part of the self-possession I’d learned. My papa was who he was, not a St. Louis banker, and I wouldn’t have traded. But I didn’t really know much about my papa.

I said my good-byes to Sister Maria Theresa and paid the required formal visit to the Mother Superior, but when Papa asked if I didn’t have friends to take leave of, I lied and said I’d already done that. Poor Papa—all dressed up and the only people who saw him were two nuns!

We didn’t talk about school until we were settled on the train.

“You look different, Tommy Jo—older. I hope I—we—haven’t done the wrong thing sending you there.”

“I was bound to get older someday, Papa.”

He turned his head toward the window, almost avoiding me. “Yes, I guess you were. But”—and then he whirled to face me—“can you still ride?”

“I hope so,” I said fervently. “I really hope so.”

“That’s my girl!” he said, so loudly that others in the car turned to look at us.

It was left for Mama to ask the questions about French and decorum and all those things, and she was apparently satisfied with the answers.

“I—I see a difference in you,” she said, having come into my bedroom late my first night back home. “You’re … you know who you are.”

“I had to learn,” I laughed, “or else feel that a cowgirl was the worst possible thing I could be. That’s what they called me, the girls.”

“Did you make friends?”

“No.”

“Were you lonely?” Her voice caught, as though she were sharing my misery of those past months.

“Yes.”

“Oh, my child!” She wrapped me in her arms, and I could feel her tears on my face. “The things we do to fit into the world!”

I should have soothed her and told her I knew she had sent me away for all the best reasons. Now that I was home, I should have lessened her guilt, but the year had been too long, and I said nothing. Mama had not learned, any more than Papa, to be who she was. Out on a ranch in the Cherokee Strip, she was still trying to be a St. Louis society lady—and to mold me in that image.

The next morning, after breakfast, I rode with Papa. Mama stayed behind with her Home Comfort Stove and her piano.









CHAPTER 2

My career as a Wild West star really began with a wolf hunt staged for Theodore Roosevelt.

“Tommy Jo, you want to meet the President of the United States?” Papa stood before me, grinning fit to beat all.

“Meet him?” I asked in amazement.

“Jack Abernathy, the marshal who catches wolves by hand, is supposed to put on a wolf hunt for him next month. Some Texas cattlemen have invited Roosevelt to visit, and they’ve set this thing up. Luckett knows these men, and he’s got us an invitation, says I ought to take you. TR would really be tickled by a girl who can outride any of the cowboys.”

“TR?” Mama asked, with a sort of half-smile. “Do you know him that well, James?” Without waiting for him to reply, she went on archly, “Thomasina is not a cowboy.”

“No,” Papa grinned, “but she rides better than most of ’em, and Roosevelt admires skill with a horse. She’ll do it, Mrs. Burns.” He left no room for argument. Papa could almost always do that with Mama, charm her into agreeing with him. But sometimes charm didn’t work, and if it was something that he felt real strong about, Papa would quit smiling and just tell Mama how it was gonna be. And she generally went along, though I often saw her clench her teeth as she turned away from him. When he called her Mrs. Burns, both Mama and I knew it was one of those times when Papa was going to ride roughshod over whatever she said or wanted.

Mama sputtered and fussed and warned, “She’ll end up a cowboy, no matter what you say, unless you start treating her like a lady, James.”

“But that’s the whole point,” he protested. “It’s just because she is a lady that Luckett wants her to ride.”

“Will she ride sidesaddle in a proper dress?”

I shuddered at the thought.

“Well, no … I don’t think she could ride a bronc that way. She’ll wear that split skirt you made for her.” He smiled, back to using charm to coax Mama out of her unhappiness.

Mama had taken heavy cotton corduroy and made me a wide, full skirt that was really split into pants. It was so full that you almost couldn’t tell it wasn’t a dress when I walked—but I could ride astride in it. Mama had done that under duress, and she still had second thoughts about it.

“You ought to be riding sidesaddle like a proper lady,” she said not once but a hundred times, “and you need to stay off those broncs. It’s not lady like.”

“Mama? You’re not worried about my breaking my neck?” I teased, giving her a hug.

“No,” she said slowly, “I’m just worried about your being more boy than girl.”

At fourteen, I was the youngest person on the wolf hunt, and almost the only girl. But I wasn’t youngest by much—some of the cowmen had brought their sons, boys not much older than I. No, it wasn’t my age that made me stick out like a sore thumb—it was my sex, though Papa seemed fairly oblivious to my distinction in the company that was gathered. Theodore Roosevelt was neither oblivious nor aloof—but that’s later on in the telling.

The only other female was one of the wives of Chief Quanah Parker of the Comanches, and she slept in the only other tent, provided not by Parker but by the Texas cattlemen who leased lands from him. But that lady—I never learned her name—didn’t venture outside the tent, and I think I saw her only once the entire five days we were in that camp.

The Texas cattlemen who invited Roosevelt on the hunt leased lands in the Indian Territory to graze their cattle, and they dealt with Quanah Parker on the leasing. I thought he was the most interesting Indian in the whole territory—son of the white captive Cynthia Ann Parker and her Comanche husband, Peta Nocona, he had been the fiercest of warriors until Colonel Ranald Mackenzie whipped the Indians good at Palo Dura Canyon in the Texas Panhandle. After that, Quanah saw the inevitability of the Indians’ defeat and was the most important chief to lead his men on the “white man’s road.” But he still had many wives, and he still wore funny clothes, including an out-of-place derby hat. I was intrigued by him, but I never got to talk to him—and I never got to talk to his wife. I wanted to ask her what it was like to be one of several wives. Papa and Mama sometimes had so much trouble getting along that I couldn’t imagine multiplying it.

Papa brought me a small tent, having listened to Mama say that I absolutely could not sleep around the campfire with the men. I slept in my tent and wished I were around the campfire with the men.

“Burns, why’d you bring that girl? I mean, she’s a nice enough youngster, but a girl on a wolf hunt?” The voice, unidentifiable, drifted back to me as I lay in the tent, wrapped in blankets against the chill of an April evening. Embarrassed even though no one could see me, I burrowed down into those covers, but the voices followed me.

“Wha’dya mean, a girl” Papa asked belligerently. “You brought your son, didn’t you?”

“Well, of course,” came the crisp answer. “Boys belong on hunts. But not girls. They need to stay home and tend to—well, you know, cooking and the like.”

“Tommy Jo can outride any of ’em,” Papa said, “any of them boys. And … well, I wanted her to have the experience.”

“It’s putting a damper on it for the rest of us,” the voice continued. “Got to watch what we say, be careful how we act, where we pee, for God’s sake.”

“You don’t got to watch nothin’ for Tommy Jo,” Papa said with a certain lack of chivalry. “She’s just like your sons.”

I cringed. I didn’t want to be like anyone’s sons, even though I didn’t want to be like most people’s daughters either.

“I think you ought to take her home,” said another voice, this one more determined and angrier than the first. “She don’t belong here.”

“You want to make me?” Papa asked.

I slid to the opening of the tent and looked out. Papa, silhouetted by the firelight, stood with his legs apart, his fists clenched, staring almost nose to nose with a man no bigger than he, but no smaller either.

The other man stood firm and put his palm up, facing Papa. “1 don’t want to fight with you, Burns.”

“Then quit talking about my daughter!” Papa’s clenched fists came up, as though he were ready to strike.

I’d never before seen my papa so near out of control, though Lord knows I’ve seen many men since rush into a fight with less cause. But Papa—he was always in charge in my mind, and it terrified me that I could be the reason he’d fight. Many a woman is thrilled to have a man go to battle for her, but rarely when it’s her father.

Just before I could scream, Papa said flatly, “She stays,” in the same tone he sometimes used on Mama. And then he turned his back on the other man, as though daring him to hit a man from behind.

I held my breath as the other man wilted as though someone had let the air out of him. By then, I was sure Papa would have won in a fair fight. It was the closest I ever saw Papa come to a fight. And it was over me.

After that, the men kind of accepted but ignored me, though I could always feel them watching. One who watched me with a different kind of curiosity was Walt Denison, the nineteen-year-old son of a North Texas rancher who owned thousands and thousands of acres in the southeastern part of the state. At least, that was my estimate of his wealth.

“You sure do ride better than any gid I ever knew,” he said once, sidling his horse right up next to mine.

Flustered, I said, “Thanks,” and spurred Sam away.

“Hey,” he called, “don’t be leaving so fast. You and I could be good friends.” He loped after me.

He was dark-headed, with curls that escaped under his Stetson and plastered themselves on the back of his neck, around his ears, even on his sideburns. His eyes were blue, though, and always laughing. When he looked at me, I thought of Sheila at the convent and Eddie McAdams who kissed so well and all those secret dreams about boys.

“What’s your name?” he asked, his horse again almost on top ofmine, so that between the animals our legs brushed.

“Tommy Jo,” I faltered, “Tommy Jo Burns.”

“I knew that,” he said, grinning, “but I wanted to ask. All the men are talking about you being on this hunt ’cause rour father treats you like a son.”

“He does not!” I said indignantly, but then could say no more in defense of myself or Papa. “I got to look for my father,” I said nervously, and stood in my stirrups searching for Papa, who was nowhere to be seen.

“How old are you?” he asked, almost angry.

“Fifteen,” I lied.

“Fifteen!” he hooted. “Call me when you’re seventeen, promise? Name’s Denison—Walt Denison.” And with that he trotted after a group of men ahead of us.

I was left to ride alone and look for Papa.

Theodore Roosevelt was the first president the country ever had who appreciated what life on the frontier—or what was left of it—was like. A sickly and spindly young man, Roosevelt had gone to the Dakota Territory in his mid-twenties, stayed to ranch, and literally turned into a new person—he filled out physically to the figure now familiar from history books, not fat but certainly stocky. While he was a rancher, he welcomed every adventure that came his way—from hunting to a barroom brawl in which he decked an obnoxious drunk—and thereby earned the respect of cowboys. Once he was heard to say that it was in the West that “the romance of my life began.”

Tom Waggoner of the Waggoner DDD Ranch and Burk Burnett of the Four Sixes, two of Texas’s biggest and best-known ranches, had invited Roosevelt on this wolf hunt, hoping that he’d be so intrigued by the Big Pasture—lands granted to the Indians but leased annually by the Indians and the federal government to the ranchers for grazing—that he’d extend the right to graze in the territory. The government had declared an end to the leasing.

To lure the president to the Big Pasture, Waggoner and Burnett arranged to have Jack “Catch-’em-Alive” Abernathy hunt wolves with the president and show how he caught the wild animals by hand. Story was that Abernathy was once attacked by a wolf and had saved himself by thrusting his right hand into the wolf’s mouth, grasping him under the jaw, and making it impossible for the animal to bite. He’d become so successful at this that he caught animals for zoos and exhibitions, making almost more money that way than from his salary as a United States marshal. Now the stakes were high—impress the President of the United States.

Besides Abernathy and Quanah Parker and Waggoner and Burnett, who’d arranged the hunt, there were Mr. Luckett, Papa, me, Walt Denison, Sr., his son, and several other ranchers from both Texas and Oklahoma that I never really met. Three of them had their young sons with them, so it was quite a crowd after those poor wolves. Then Waggoner and Burnett had brought the cooks and the foremen from their ranches, along with several cow ponies—there was great competition about whose ponies were the fastest and whose the president liked best.

The first morning, we all rode out in a knot, though I trailed behind some out of self-consciousness. Papa, pleased to be with the men, seemed to forget me and rode on ahead, almost right next to the president. I wouldn’t have traded spots with him, for I knew being next to greatness would have made me tongue-tied.

Waggoner and Burnett had each brought a pack of greyhounds, and the dogs flew ahead of us to find the wolves. We followed on horseback—except for Mr. Luckett, who never rode horseback because of an: injury and even herded cattle from a carriage. When the hounds flushed out a wolf, they held it at bay until the riders caught up. Then Abernathy jumped off his horse and grabbed the snarling animal by the jaw, and before you knew it the wolf was conquered.

The first time I saw Abernathy do this, I stared openmouthed in amazement. Wolves were one of the few things that scared me on the prairie, for I’d seen what they could do to calves and I thought of them as evil, our natural enemy. My idea of the way to deal with a wolf involved a rifle, and I couldn’t imagine anyone pitting his own strength and cleverness against the wily animals without that advantage. Yet this Abernathy—a big, clean-shaven man who always wore a grin—seemed to like hunting wolves. Evidently, he also liked showing off for presidents.

“Another one for you, sir!” he called, holding up a struggling wolf that pawed the air helplessly.

“Bully!” Roosevelt cried. “I wish I could try it.”

“Best not,” Abernathy said modestly. “It’d be a shame for the President of the United States to lose a hand.” And then he laughed as though to show that he had just been joking.

“Right, right,” the president agreed, laughing with him. But he was not afraid to walk right up to the wolf that Abernathy held and examine him closely. “Remarkable!”

That was kind of how the first three days of the hunt went. We rode, Abernathy caught wolves, and we watched. The wolves were caged and sent to various zoos back east, though I knew the cattlemen would rather have killed their longtime enemies. Roosevelt prevailed on that point.

I began to think the hunt kind of boring, but Roosevelt seemed to enjoy himself thoroughly. If I’d thought a president would be dignified and distant, this one proved me wrong—he was always laughing, joking with the men, praising the coosie for the chuck, even talking to the horses. He called me “Little Lady” and, contrary to some others, didn’t seem at all offended that I was part of the group.

When Sam was feisty in the morning and I had to hold on tight to prove I was the boss, the president praised my riding, saying he’d never seen a girl ride like that. He seemed impressed and even mentioned to Papa how proud he ought to be of my horsemanship. Papa, of course, puffed up with pleasure.

By the fourth day, I was tired of the monotony and ready to go home. But that morning, Papa insisted I ride near him.

“Tommy Jo, come right on up here,” he kept urging.

I suspect he was by then feeling comfortable with the president and less reticent about pushing his daughter forward, since the president had bragged on me so. To keep Papa from talking louder, I rode forward as he told me, and next thing I knew I was between the president and Jack Abernathy.

Abernathy asked my age and allowed as how he had two sons right about the same age and that they’d ridden to New Mexico by themselves. I couldn’t imagine any kind of a father letting two boys ride alone that far, but it wasn’t my place to say so. After telling me that story, he ignored me, his concentration on the hounds ahead.

We rode for a long while that morning, the April sun turning warm enough to cause some discomfort. The hounds leaped and bounded and bayed, but they seemed unable to flush a wolf Even Roosevelt wondered aloud if we should call it a day.

Then a change in the noise from the hounds, far enough ahead to be out of sight, alerted us. Frantic baying was followed by the ferocious growls of a fight, and everyone—myself included—put spurs to their horses. A large wolf, less easily cowed than the others the hounds had flushed, had turned on the dogs. By the time we got there, blood was dripping from two or three dogs—and probably the wolf—and a fierce battle was under way. All my fear and hatred of wolves vanished in admiration for this lone strong animal who took on a pack of hounds.

“I’ll shoot the wolf!” Roosevelt cried excitedly.

“No! You’ll hit my dogs!” That was Waggoner, whose pack was running that morning. “I can call ’em off”

“I’ll get the wolf,” Abernathy said with a kind of quiet confidence. “Call your dogs, waggoner.”

Waggoner called, and the hounds reluctantly backed off With a firm hand on the reins, Abernathy rode his nervous horse almost up to the cornered wolf, who stood panting, too exhausted to growl. Abernathy jumped off his horse toward the wolf, but the wolf, perhaps more clever than we gave him credit for, chose that moment to back off further.

Without the wolf to land on, Jack Abernathy landed flat on the ground, the wind almost knocked clean out of him.

It was instinct, I guess. My rope was coiled—ever since Papa had taught me to rope, I kept a ready loop on my saddle—and I threw it. It sailed home, right over the head of the wolf. Without a command from me, Sam began backing, drawing the rope taut and pulling the wolf away from the hounds.

For a moment, there was complete silence. The men stared at me, openmouthed.

The wolf, on the end of a line, fought and kicked but could go nowhere.

“I’ll take over, Little Lady,” Abernathy said, pulling himself upright. “You’ve done a mighty piece of work.” He grabbed the wolf in his usual manner, held it up in the air, and motioned to someone to slip my loop down over its body.

As I sat on my horse, coiling the loop, Roosevelt found his voice. “I—I’ve seen few men rope like that, Little Lady, but no women. Where’d you learn?”

“My papa,” I answered, now tongue-tied and somewhat alarmed at what I’d been bold enough to do.

“She’s a natural,” Papa said with false modesty. “I only showed her a thing or two, and she practiced. Sometimes I wish I could rope like Tommy Jo.”

The president repeated my name, as though memorizing it. “Tommy Jo,” he said, “the cowgirl. You wait till I tell folks back east about this. Have you ever thought about Buffalo Bill’s show? I bet you’d draw as many people as Annie Oakley!”

I simply blushed and looked down. That year, the Buffalo Bill was barnstorming the country with a new act especially in honor of the president. “The Battle of San Juan Hill” had replaced “Custer’s Last Stand” as the battle for folks to see reenacted. I’d read about it in Papa’s St. Louis newspaper. But I couldn’t confess to the President of the United States that I dreamed of joining the show, of riding in the arena, of showing off for royalty. To think that Theodore Roosevelt himself thought I should do just that! I very nearly felt like I was going to fall off Sam from sheer dizziness.

Around the campfire that night, as we ate our beef and beans, I was the center of attention. Papa made much over me, putting his pride into words time and again, though trying hard to be tactful and modest about it, and Mr. Luckett acted like I was his daughter instead of his foreman’s The other men, one by one, congratulated me, offered their praise, and suggested my future lay in exhibitions. One even allowed as how he wished his son could rope as well as I could, but then he seemed embarrassed that he’d said that and turned away. The young boys mostly sat glowering at me—and I didn’t blame them for being resentful.

Later in the evening, while the men sat around smoking, I wandered out a ways from the fire to stand staring at the sunset, thinking about wolves and their place on the prairie. A voice broke into my thoughts.

“Pretty proud of yourself, aren’t you?”

I turned to see Walt Denison standing behind me, arms folded across his chest in a belligerent pose.

“No,” I said slowly. “I just acted before I thought. I suspect I should have let someone else rope the wolf.”

Then he laughed loudly. “Who?” he asked. “No one thought as fast as you did. You should be proud of yourself But you may also have bought some trouble.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my heart thudding just from the uncertainty of talking to this young man, who was better looking than any of the boys the girls at the convent had dreamed about.

“Most men resent a woman who can do their work better than they can.” He moved closer to me and spoke softly.

“Do you?” I asked, backing away nervously.

“No,” he said, “not at all. I admire what you did.” In one quick—and, I’m sure, practiced—movement, his arm was around my shoulders, and he leaned his face close to mine. “You’re older than fifteen,” he said, “at least in spirit.”

Almost frantically, I put my hands up against his chest to push him away. If instinct guided me, as it had that morning, I would have hollered for Papa, but that somehow didn’t enter my mind. And when he kissed me—gently, almost but not quite like a big brother—I did nothing.

He drew back and looked at me. “Someday—soon—you’ll act different. I wish I could be there,” he said. And then he was gone.

Papa packed us up for home the next morning, and it would be ten long years before I saw Walt Denison again.

But that last night on the hunt ended badly for me. The voices came again in the night as I lay in my tent, angry voices of men who accused Papa. They were not near as admiring of my roping as Walt had been nor as they themselves had been to my face.

“Ain’t natural to have a girl rope and ride like that,” said one, “and it makes boys look bad. Men are gonna resent her. You’ve got an old maid on your hands, Burns.”

“Sure made my son mad,” said another. “If it were my daughter—”

Suddenly Papa’s voice—a little too loud—cut through the talk. “Well, it ain’t your daughter. Tommy Jo’s my daughter, and I’m proud of her. She’ll be no old maid, and she’ll probably always make your sons look second rate. But she ain’t gonna change for their sake.”

It took me some time to realize that Papa had really said what Walt Denison had. They both gave me something to live up to.

Next morning, when I was mounted and ready to go, the president walked over to stand by Sam. “Little Lady, we’re going to have a bang-up parade in Washington for the Fourth of July, and I sure want to show those folks in the East what westerners are like. Suppose you could come ride with us?”

My heart did a flip-flop! All the way to Washington, D.C., to ride in a parade. As soon as my excitement rose, it died. It was too far, too expensive, impossible I

“ ’Course she’ll be there,” Papa said heartily.

“I’ll bring her myself.” “I’ll count on it,” Roosevelt said. “We’ll be in touch about the arrangements.”

I don’t remember a thing about the long ride back to Luckett’s ranch, for my mind was far from the prairies and hills we crossed. Mentally I was riding down a broad street lined with cheering people.

“Ride in a parade!” Mama said. “Of course she won’t, James.”

“Oh yes she will, Jess. I gave my word to the President of the United States.”

“Please, Mama,” I begged, “it’s a chance—”

“A chance for what?” she demanded, turning to busy herself at the stove so that we couldn’t see the tears of anger in her eyes.

How could I tell her that it was a chance for me to someday ride in a Wild West show? I had figured it out that if I rode in that parade, someone might see me. In my wildest dreams Buffalo Bill stood next to the president and kept asking, “Who is that girl?”

“Name’s Tommy Jo,” the president would reply expansively. “I found her in Oklahoma. Rides like the wind, but you ought to see her rope.”

“I must have her in my show,” Buffalo Bill would say loudly. “I must!”

And the fantasy would end with me walking off toward a big circus tent, Buffalo Bill’s arm around my shoulder as he offered me a starring position with the show. Of course, Papa was there, too.

But I couldn’t tell any of that fantasy to Mama.

“A chance to see the capital, Mama. Won’t you come too?”

“I will not!” she said. “I will not see my dreams and hopes for you turned into a joke, while you act like a boy and ride like a wild Indian.” She stormed from the room, leaving me behind, stunned.

I stared at Papa a minute, but he was too shocked to say anything. Then, heartbroken because my mother was ashamed of me—for that was how I interpreted it—I ran outside, running blindly until I found myself on a rise where I could look out over the prairie. Only now my eyes were so filled with tears that I couldn’t see the land I loved. I sobbed until I had no tears left.

Hours later I found Mama sitting on the veranda, staring at the sunset, the rocker barely moving. Papa was nowhere in sight.

“You’ve been crying,” she said. When she stood up and held out her arms, the tears began again.

“What are your hopes and dreams for me, Mama?” My head was buried in her shoulder, so I couldn’t see the look on her face.

“That you not live on a ranch,” she said slowly, “and that you have a husband you love and children, and perhaps a maid.…”

“Mama, you’re describing your hopes and dreams for yourseif,” I said, pulling back to look at her, though the sadness in her eyes was awful.

She thought about that a minute. “Maybe,” she agreed. “I’m lonely, but I’m happy here. I have you, and I love your father, even if it doesn’t seem like it some of the time. But there are things I miss, things I don’t want you to miss.”

“But Mama, I tasted them, or some of them, at the convent, and I missed you and Papa and the ranch and Sam something fierce. If I lived in a city, I’d miss riding—as much as you miss those other things. I’m not you.”

She drew me tight to her again. “No, you’re not, Thomasina. You’re a very special person.”

We sat next to each other on that veranda until dark, neither of us saying anything more. But when Papa came out of the barn—slowly, as though feeling things out before he came all the way up on the porch—I greeted him with, “Mama’s going to Washington with us.”

She didn’t contradict me.

The three of us—Papa, Mama, and me—rode the train from Oklahoma City to the capital two days before the parade, with Sam and Papa’s horse behind us in the boxcars. Mama was nervous at first, farther from home than she’d ever been—after all, Mama’s knowledge of the world was limited to the ranch and St. Louis. Of course, it was farther from home than either Papa or I had ever been, too, but it didn’t bother us. Mama was worried every minute—about the food on the train, about the man who carried our bags, about the locks on the hotel room door.

“Jess,” Papa said affectionately, “that’s why we wanted you to come with us—so you’d do the worrying, and Tommy Jo and I could have a good time.”
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