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  For Joe Allen,




  who knows the Pecos trail and Horsehead Crossing better than anyone.




  Thanks for being such a friend to all of us.




  And for the father-son relationship so strong between my grandfather and my dad, my dad and me, and me and my son.




  May it continue for generations to come.




  









  

      

  
GLOSSARY





  alkali—(noun) soil that has a lot of salt; also used as an adjective.




  banshee—(noun) a female spirit believed to wail outside a house as a warning.




  bay—(noun) a reddish-brown horse.




  beeves—(noun) beef cattle.




  booger—(noun) anything worthy of a cowhand’s fear; (verb) to scare.




  boogered—(adjective) scared.




  bronc—(noun) a horse that is not very gentle.




  buck—(noun) the act of jumping upward with stiff forelegs and falling back suddenly; said of a horse.




  calamity—(noun) disaster.




  cantle—(noun) the upward-curving rear part of a saddle.




  cayuse—(noun) a horse.




  chaps—(noun) leather coverings for the legs; also known as leggings.




  cowboy—(verb) to perform the duties of a cowboy.




  dallying—(verb) a method of roping whereby a cowhand wraps his end of the lariat around the saddle horn.




  drag—(noun) the rear of a marching herd.




  drover—(noun) a cowboy who drives cattle.




  fan—(verb) to slap a horse with a hat (by the rider’s own hand).




  flunky—(noun) a cowboy who is assigned servant-like tasks.




  forefoot—(verb) to rope a horse around its front legs.




  forked rider—(noun) an excellent horseman.




  gelding—(noun) a castrated horse.




  gig—(verb) to spur a horse.




  green-broke—(adjective) ridden only a couple of times before being pastured for the winter; said of a horse.




  greenhorn—(noun) an inexperienced cowboy.




  grit—(noun) stubborn courage.




  hooraw—(verb) to tease good-naturedly or celebrate wildly; (noun) the act of teasing or celebrating wildly.




  jingling horses—(verb) to wrangle or take care of the saddle horse herd.




  just deserts—(noun) what a person has earned through his actions.




  lariat—(noun) a rope.




  latigo—(noun) a strap with which a saddle girth is adjusted.




  leggings—(noun) leather coverings for the legs; also known as chaps.




  mettle—(noun) courage and spirit.




  mill—(verb) to move in a confused circle.




  night horse—(noun) a cowboy’s gentlest, most dependable horse, reserved only for night duty.




  outfit—(noun) a group of cowboys engaged in a cattle drive.




  outlaw—(noun) a vicious horse.




  peck, on the—(adjective) riled; angered.




  pitch—(verb) to jump upward with stiff forelegs and fall back suddenly; said of a horse.




  point—(noun) the front of a marching herd; (verb) to perform the duties of a cowboy riding point.




  pull leather—(verb) to grab the saddle horn or another part of the saddle.




  quip—(noun) a witty comment.




  quirt—(noun) a riding whip.




  remuda—(noun) a saddle horse herd.




  roan—(noun) a horse that is grayish-yellow or reddish-brown with a thick sprinkling of white or gray.




  screw down—(verb) to sit as deep as possible in the saddle and dig spurs into the cinch.




  shied—(verb) past tense of “shy”: to jump as though startled.




  snuff—(noun) the act of snorting or inhaling strongly.




  sorrel—(noun) a reddish-brown horse.




  spook—(verb) to scare.




  spooky—(adjective) easily scared.




  spur—(verb) to prod a horse by touching its hide with spurs.




  stompede—(noun) a cowhand’s way of saying “stampede.”




  swallow his head—(verb) to lower the head as a prelude to pitching; said of a horse.




  swan—(verb) to declare, as in “I swan.”




  top hand—(noun) a cowboy respected for his experience and ability.




  wrangle—(noun) to take care of a saddle horse herd.




  wrangler—(noun) the cowboy responsible for taking care of the saddle horse herd.




  yay-hoo—(noun) yahoo; a person from the backwoods who would seem crude and out-of-place in a city.
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  Fish Rawlings carried a mighty big load inside him as the dawn broke gray and lonely.




  There were really three things weighing on his mind. Together they were a lot heavier than the saddle he dragged across the dusty Texas corral to a waiting horse. First, he had lost his pa a mere six weeks before, and now his days were lonesome and his nights fitful. Second, he was about to ride off on a cattle drive, and he wouldn’t see his ma again for two weeks. And third, in this spring of 1868, he was only eleven years old.




  He stopped lifelessly before the small roan whose bridle reins hugged a fence post. And for the hundredth time, he thought back.




  For years Fish had begged for a chance to ride with a cattle drive. As far back as he could remember, he had longed to point a herd with his father. Not eight months ago, on their wagon trip out here to Seep Springs settlement, his father had all but promised him that his dream was about to come true.




  But in early spring when the time had come, his father had gone off alone. He had joined up with a trail outfit bossed by Fish’s uncle, Guy Rawlings. Uncle Guy had a ranch in the Big Bend, and he was stocking it with South Texas cattle.




  When Fish’s father had ridden away, Fish hadn’t even told him goodbye. From out of the sunrise, his father had turned in the saddle and lifted a hand to him. But Fish had only pouted and looked away.




  Fish knew that he had hurt his pa. But he had been too disappointed to care until the awful news had come. Now all he could do was shudder and think about his pa’s last night at Horsehead Crossing on the Pecos.




  Fish heard someone call his mother’s name, and he turned toward the house. Forty yards away, it stood against a gray sea of scrub mesquite dotted with settlement homes.




  He quickly saddled the roan and led it out of the corral. He couldn’t see who had ridden up to the front steps, but he knew who to expect. The visitors would be his Uncle Guy and eleven-year-old Gid, Fish’s cousin. They were westbound for their Big Bend ranch with another herd. Fish was going with them as far as the Pecos River. Just the day before, cowhands had turned his father’s breeding stock in with the herd, and somebody needed to look out for the family interests.




  As Fish neared the house, he made out the voices from around the corner. One was his cousin’s, and Fish suddenly felt a twinge of envy. Like Fish, Gid had lost a parent. But Gid had only been a tyke when Indians had killed his ma, and a boy couldn’t miss somebody he hadn’t ever known.




  Fish also heard the voice of his mother, Elizabeth. But it was his Uncle Guy’s words that led Fish to hold the horse, just out of sight around the corner, and listen.




  “It’ll do him good to get out. The boy’s got to go on with his life.”




  “But you haven’t seen him,” said Elizabeth. “You don’t have no idea how hard he’s takin’ this. He won’t let himself grieve. He won’t even talk about it. I’m worried sick about him, Guy. I think he blames himself for his pa gettin’ killed in that stompede.”




  “That don’t make no sense,” said Guy. “If it was anybody’s fault, it was mine. I’m the one asked his pa to come along.”




  “Tell her about the tombstone, Papa,” said Gid.




  “You can’t find a single rock anywhere up and down that river, Elizabeth. Had a tombstone made in San Antone. Got it in the chuck wagon right now. Maybe it’ll help Fish to be there when we set it.”




  A lot of emotion suddenly was in Elizabeth’s voice. “You’ll be able to find the grave again, won’t you? I hear the sandstorms are awful on the Pecos, that they’ll cover up anything.”




  “They’s plenty bad, all right. But I built up quite a mound of dirt and marked it with a wagon plank. I carved his name into it and drove it plenty deep. It’d take a regular cyclone to uproot it.”




  “It’s gonna be terrible hard on Fish—and on me too, with him being gone so long,” said Elizabeth. “Gid, you’re his best friend. His pa wouldn’t want him to give up. He’d want him to go on and do the best he could, day after day. Somehow we gotta make Fish see that.”




  “Wasn’t for Fish, I’d’ve done had me a Comanche haircut, Aunt Elizabeth. You can sure count on me.”




  About that time Fish’s roan shook its saddle, and he knew he might as well walk out into the open. His ma looked more gaunt and weary than ever. She was standing over an empty dishpan at the stacked rocks that served as a doorstep. Like every woman in the settlement, she always threw out the dishwater after breakfast.




  Before her stood Guy. He was a big man with graying temples and plenty of lines in his face. He looked a lot like Fish’s pa—lean, tanned, and tough, the way a cowboy should. But in his gray eyes was also a fatherly warmth, something Fish needed right then. On a nearby black horse that seemed mighty spirited, freckled-faced Gid straightened. The boy’s curly red hair edged out from beneath a floppy hat that looked as if it had been sat on.




  “So, you ready, Fish?” Gid asked, flashing a grin that could bring a possum out of a tree.




  “Mornin’, son,” said Guy, stretching out a gnarled hand to Fish.




  Fish took it, but his grip was as lifeless as his voice. “Hi, Uncle Guy, Gid.”




  “Come on,” said Gid, motioning with his head. “You and me’ll ride on over to the herd and let Punk rope you out a good drive horse. He picked this one out special for me.”




  Fish looked the animal over. It was a fine-looking horse, all right, wide-breasted and not too leggy. But his Uncle Guy must have seen something worrisome in the gelding’s manner.




  “You just hang tight to that bronc, Gid,” said Guy. ”He looks mighty green-broke to me.”




  “Oh, Punk done told me what to do if he acts up,” said Gid, with all the confidence in the world. “I just take my thumbs like this and run ‘em down his—”




  “I wouldn’t do that!” exclaimed Guy.




  “—neck!” completed the startled boy, just as the horse downed its head and kicked to the sky.




  Guy lunged for the bridle and missed. Fish’s roan shied at the commotion and almost jerked the reins from his hand. For three or four bucks, Gid’s animal stayed in place, spanking Gid’s bottom with the saddle. Then the horse bolted, pitching and running at the same time. And all Gid could do was hang on to the saddle horn and scream bloody murder.




  Guy was trying to mount up in the billowing dust, but a gimpy leg slowed him. Fish had his own troubles calming the spooked roan. But he managed to swing up into the saddle and wheel the animal. With a quick “Hyaaah!” he touched spurs to its ribs and the chase was on. It carried him straight down the wagon ruts for the settlement.




  What a way to start my first day as a cowboy! thought Fish, leaning forward and urging the roan into a gallop.




  Between the horse’s ears he could see the bawling runaway, still kicking to high heaven. Somehow, Gid kept his feet in the stirrups. But his legs were sailing mighty high. They weren’t a pretty sight, about like a chicken’s wings flapping wildly when a fox broke into a hen house. All the scene lacked was feathers dusting the air. But Gid managed the next best thing. With every jolt, another item seemed to take flight—hat, quirt, pocketknife, spur. He looked every bit like a fellow trying to ride a tornado.




  As if matters weren’t bad enough, a couple of hundred yards down the road a flea-bitten yellow dog joined the fun. It first gave chase to Gid’s horse. But the mutt soon found that a little barking couldn’t unnerve the bronc anymore than it already was. The dog let the runaway pass and turned its attention to Fish’s roan, which was just now thundering by. With a few barks and well-timed snaps, the mutt succeeded where it had failed before.




  Too late, Fish read the tightening in the roan’s shoulders. He felt the horse’s back hump up, just like a mad old tomcat ready to spit and claw. Another split second and Fish was airborne. He reached for the saddle horn, but the only thing left to grab was the seat of his britches.




  He went right over his horse’s ears and flush on top of a dog even more surprised than he.




  Fish didn’t know which one of them yelped louder. But they both did a pretty good job as they flopped around like two catfish out of water. In a vague sort of way, Fish still knew that Gid was in trouble up ahead. But right then all he could think about was his own skin. He had to get out of this scrape without getting all flea-bitten!




  He sat up scratching and looked down the road. The runaway was turning Gid straight toward the nearest house. Fish jumped to his feet and scratched some more. Now his Uncle Guy was racing by with his horse in full gallop.




  “Stop him, Uncle Guy! Stop him!” Fish cried.




  He ran after them, fighting every itch as he went. The house was all closed up. But the bronc pitched right up to the steps and looked ready to go in. Fish knew if that outlaw horse ever pinned Gid against a wall, it could crush his leg or even his skull.




  Suddenly the door popped open and dishwater came flying out. It caught the bronc full in the face, startling the animal almost as much as it did the woman with the pan.




  Holy smokes! thought Fish. If that ol’ bronc was already fixin’ to tear that whole house down, just how mad’s he gonna be now?
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