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Foreword


Late one summer afternoon in 1961, I rode horseback into the Turquoise Six, the small ranch of author Jack Schaefer located on the bald prairie south of Santa Fe. In my saddlebags I had a copy of his best-known novel, Shane.


When I rang a small mission bell at the main house, Schaefer emerged and graciously inscribed my book, which I continue to treasure after nearly sixty years. Two hours later we were still talking, and I learned a great deal about his new book, Monte Walsh, then in progress. That initial conversation began our firm friendship that lasted for three decades.


Over the years I saw Monte Walsh finished, published, praised by readers and reviewers, and then filmed by Hollywood. Of his nearly two dozen books, Monte Walsh was Schaefer’s favorite. Through Monte’s story, Schaefer tried to show the rise, the fluorescence, and then the fall of ranching on the open range. We follow Monte, the runaway green kid, as he pursues his dream of making it as a cowboy and watch as he finally qualifies as a top hand and an ace bronc rider.


As the twentieth century opens, the long cattle drives of the past are becoming a faint memory, the once open range is now all fenced, and men like Monte Walsh are misfits, symbols of an age and a way of life that are gone and will not come again.


In hands less skilled than Jack Schaefer’s, the novel might have become just another hack Western, quickly read and then tossed in the dustbin. Instead, the author plumbed the depths and came up with a soaring but unvarnished epic that catches the authentic spirit of the Great West.


Educated in literature at Oberlin College and Columbia University, Schaefer got sidetracked on the subject of cowboys and ranching while working as a journalist in Connecticut. He spent countless off-hours in the Yale University Library, absorbing the standard histories and personal memoirs of the men who had lived through the golden age of cattle raising beyond the Mississippi. The success of his first book, Shane, published in 1949, let the author move to New Mexico with his family and write about the West full-time.


It was from Schaefer that I originally heard the name of his neighbor Archie West, at age twenty-five a cowboy legend in those parts. He would ride by the Turquoise Six and stop for coffee on his way south to work cows in the Galisteo Basin. Independent, tough as rawhide, soft-spoken, and supremely confident, Archie, like the big-hatted hero of some Western movie, was the kind of man you wanted at your side in any emergency.


As Schaefer worked at developing Monte Walsh, his character increasingly took on the qualities and the persona of Archie West. In the end, the dedication of his five-hundred-page novel read simply, “For Archie.”


At Schaefer’s passing in January of 1991, I got a call from his youngest son, Jon. He said that the family was planning a simple graveside service and asked if I had any suggestions.


I said immediately, “Have Archie read aloud the last two pages of Monte, which describe his cowboy burial and the placement of a granite boulder with this inscription chiseled on it:


Monte Walsh


1856–1913


A Good Man with a Horse


In a halting voice, with its Western twang, Archie West, under the southwestern sun, read Schaefer’s own words over the casket—and they were just right.


MARC SIMMONS





A Beginning


1872


A boy and a horse.


A thin, knobby boy, coming sixteen, all long bone and stringy muscle, not yet grown up to knuckly hands and seeming oversize feet, and a big gaunt old draft horse, rough-coated, heavy-fetlocked.


They stood by the rickety fence of a half-acre enclosure, the boy leaning against a big shoulder, looking over the broad back, the horse waiting, at the tag end of a day of waiting, patient, big haltered head sagging against the short lead rope tied to a fence rail. Off near the center of the enclosure the slanted frame shack that served for a schoolhouse quivered on flimsy foundation as the last of some fifteen children of assorted ages and sizes scattered from the doorway, released, racing in dedicated directions away.


The boy leaned against the old horse and watched a stout, soft-stomached, red-faced man appear in the doorway, shrugging into a jacket, and walk with spraddle-legged rocking gait toward the road past the enclosure gate and take a small bottle from a pocket of the jacket and raise this to his lips as he walked.


Activity died away and the boy watched the stout man dwindling toward the cluster of haphazard, ugly, one-story, false-fronted buildings a quarter mile down the road.


“Shucks,” said the boy. “Didn’t even close the door.” He left the old horse and went to the shack and closed the plank door and pulled at it, testing the latch. He turned and looked out over the distance merging into distance of Colorado plain, muted and brown under afternoon sun of early spring.


“Shucks,” he said, moving toward the old horse. “I’ve had about all I can take of that. He don’t know no more’n me, which sure ain’t much.” He untied the lead rope and the old horse raised its head and pushed with graying muzzle at him. He stepped back along the gaunt side, holding the rope, and in one easy up-tilting movement was astride the bare back and at the touch as if energy flowed from the thin, knobby body into the big old frame the horse perked, raising its head higher and turning to start toward the gate with heavy old hoofs lifting in clumsy rhythm.


Through the gate and around a corner of the enclosure and the boy and the horse moved into the muted brown of distance. “You ain’t much either,” said the boy, “but let’s see what you can do.” The old horse leaned forward into a clumsy trot.


“Trying to wear out my backbone?” said the boy.


The old horse swiveled an ear, feeling the current along the rope, the tingle in the thin legs down its sides, and leaned forward more into a lumbering caricature of a lope. The big old back swayed and bounced and the boy sat flat to it, body moving in unthinking, effortless rhythm with it, a part of the horse beneath him.
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Another horse.


Solid, compact, power plain in muscles bulging under the sleek hide, pride in lift of the tail and arch of the thick neck, it stood by the end rails of a small corral beside a small half-plank, half-dugout barn.


Fifteen feet away the boy leaned against side rails, chin up to rest on the top rail, looking over.


Late afternoon sunlight lingered over the big land, brushing with soft golden brilliance the crest of the slow slope rising behind barn and corral, and the boy leaned against rails and watched the horse and the horse, aware, refusing any indication, stood motionless, head high, looking past him into the dimness of distance.


“Montelius! You, Monteeeelius!”


The boy turned on too big, old work shoes toward the two-room frame house fifty yards away. Flat-roofed, tar-papered, stripped on the outside to close off the worst of the cracks, it thrust its angular ugliness like an affront into the immensity of plain and the last golden sweep of sunlight. The woman in the open doorway had been tall once, well-figured, stooped and beginning to be shapeless now in a dragging overall tiredness. Only faint traces of onetime prettiness remained along the lines of sallow cheeks and in the faded blue of eyes.


“You, Monteeelius! Can’t you hear me?”


The boy moved toward the house and stopped by the stone doorstep. She held out to him an earthen crock half full of potato peelings.


The boy took the crock and turned away.


“You finished plowing that garden patch? You know what your father said.”


The boy swung back, sudden, sharp. “Yeah. And you know how it is, I’ll plant it too and I’ll take care of it and he never does a thing around here. Except holler at me.”


“He pays for the food you eat,” said the woman.


“Yeah,” said the boy. “And I earn every snitch doing everything ever gets done around here. What’s he do but hang around town and talk big?” The boy turned away again.


“Please, Monte. I saw you. Don’t you go near that stud. You know how your father feels about—”


“He ain’t my father!” The boy swung back. He stood, scuffing at dust. “My father’s dead. Didn’t take you long to start giving me other fathers mighty fast.” He looked up “What’d you ever have to go take up with this one for?”


She stared down at him. “We been fed,” she said softly. She brushed a hand across her face. “A woman’s got to do something.”


He saw the warning flush creeping up her cheeks, the mistiness forming in her eyes. “Aw, shucks, quit it, Ma.” He turned away again, moving fast toward the little lean-to chicken house by the barn.


He stood by the netted wire chicken yard watching bedraggled hens and one scraggly rooster scratch and peck in frenzied busyness at the peelings, seeing but not seeing, ears attuned to the soft thuddings as the stallion moved in the corral on the other side of the barn. He became aware of the empty crock in his hands and set this, upside down, on top of a post of the chicken yard. Slowly, almost reluctantly, he moved past the front of the barn to the corral and leaned against rails.


The stallion and the boy looked at each other, and the stallion raised its head high and swung away, indifferent, looking into the distance of Colorado plain.


“Shucks,” said the boy. “It’s a horse, ain’t it.”


Quietly he moved into the barn and came out with a battered, flattened pan partly filled with coarse grain. He crouched by the near side of the corral and slid the pan under the bottom rail and shook it to make the grain swish on the metal.


The stallion’s ears twitched, and it turned its head, watching, waiting. The boy set the pan down and pushed it farther in and withdrew his hand and the horse moved, deliberate, majestic, accepting tribute, and dropped its head to the pan.


The boy picked up a small stick. Carefully he reached in and nudged the pan farther along by the rails. The horse’s head followed, and the solid compact body turned following until it was roughly parallel to the rails.


Slowly, cautiously, the boy stood up and began to climb the rails. The horse, intent on the grain, ignored him. Slowly, cautiously, he eased one leg over the top rail, then the other, and was sitting there, feet inside on the next rail down. The horse raised and swung its head a bit, rolling an eye, fixing him there. It dropped the head back, ignoring him again.


Suddenly the boy was out from the rails, thin legs straddling the powerful back, hands fastening into the mane. The horse reared, breath whistling through nostrils, body wrenching sideways out into the corral. It plunged and bucked in furious action, and the boy clung, eyes alight, hair flying, thin legs locked to the twisting, wrenching body. Blind with rage, the horse reared again, pawing the air, tottering on hind legs close to far-side rails, and dropped down crashing into them. The shock shook the boy loose, and he pushed out and away and fell scrambling fast to regain his feet and ran for the near side of the corral and threw himself flat and squirmed under the bottom rail as forehoofs pounded into the ground behind him. He lay still for a moment, chest heaving. He stood up, and a small wry grin showed on his lips, and he looked through at the horse snorting in baffled fury along inside the rails, and he saw the smudged bruising on the one shoulder and the tiny drops of blood oozing.


He turned toward the woman running, white-faced, from the house. “I’m all right, Ma,” he said. “And that thing’s just scraped some is all.”


She stared at him, frightened. “What will your—what will he say?”


“Shucks,” said the boy. “He maybe won’t even notice. He don’t need to know.”
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In the slow dusk of the plains a sturdy buckboard rested in front of the small barn. The bony, half-starved mustang that had drawn it was with the old draft horse in the skimpy pasture beyond the chicken yard. Inside the barn, in the darkening dimness, the boy hung the harness on a high peg, the bridle on another. The long driving reins trailed on the floor, and he lifted these to loop them neatly over.


He moved out of the barn and toward the house, shivering a little in the dropping night chill. Lamplight shone in the dusk through the one front window, and he stepped into the patch of light to peer in. The woman was busy by the old cookstove. The man relaxed in a chair by the table, legs sprawled out, was big and bulky and florid-faced. He wore dark, oiled boots and striped trousers tucked in and a white shirt with a black string tie and checkered vest unbuttoned now over plump middle. His soft, dark hat and frock coat hung on the wall behind the chair. His voice, hearty and complacent, reached through the flimsy wall of the house.


“Tilman’s bringing a mare out here tomorrow. Ten dollars stud fee. He squawked on that, but I got the only horse with Morgan blood anywheres around. A gold mine, that’s what that horse’ll be.”


“Morgan blood,” muttered the boy. “In a pig’s eye.” He moved on, up on the doorstep, opened the door and eased in, closing the door behind him. He stepped forward and slid onto another chair well around the table from the man.


“You take care of that pony?” said the man.


“Yeah,” said the boy. “Whyn’t you let me give him a good meal sometime?”


“He gets enough,” said the man. “For what he’s worth. You finish that plowing?”


“Yeah,” said the boy.


“You feed that stud?”


“Yeah.”


“Water in his trough?”


“Yeah.”


“Is he all right?”


Over by the stove the woman drew in breath sharply.


“Sure, he’s all right,” said the boy quickly.


The man looked at the woman then back at the boy. A slow tightness spread over his face.


“Aw, shucks,” said the boy. “He got jumpy some and scraped himself on the fence, but that won’t slow him none.”


The man stared steadily at the boy. Moving deliberately, without looking away, he pulled in his booted feet and rose from the chair, reached back to take the frock coat from its hook and shrug it on. Moving deliberately, he strode to the door, took a lantern from a nail in the wall beside it, lit this with a match from a vest pocket, opened the door, and went out.


Silence in the dingy front room of the flimsy frame house. The woman had turned and was looking at the boy, eyes wide and worried.


“You ain’t a-going to tell him,” said the boy.


The man came in through the doorway and closed the door behind him. Slowly, deliberately, he blew out the lantern and hung it on its nail, stepped across the room and took off the coat and hung it on its hook.


“Limping,” he said softly, facing the wall. He turned to face the boy. “You been monkeying with that horse?”


The boy sat on the edge of his chair. “What would I be doing that for?”


“Because—” Anger broke across the man’s face and was caught and controlled again in the cold deliberation that was worse than anger. “Because you are a goddamned sneaking fool about anything on four legs.”


The man stared steadily at the boy, and the boy stared back, face rigid, body tense. The man turned his head slightly toward the woman. “Has he?”


She stood, back against the wall by the stove, looking from one to the other of them, from one to the other, the boy and the man looking at her. She turned again to the stove, away from them, away from the long strain of the years, and she nodded slightly as she turned.


Silence in the dingy room except for the small sobbing catch of breath in the boy’s throat.


Suddenly the man moved, leaping to get around the table, but the boy was quicker, whirling up and around his chair and heaving it into the man’s path, diving headlong for the door. He yanked the door open and was out as the man kicked the chair aside and plunged after him.


He ran toward the outbuildings, the man pounding after. He started along the corral rails and reversed, dodging back, along the front of the barn. The buckboard was in the way, pocketing him in the angle it made out from the barn. He swerved and dashed through the open doorway into the dark interior.


The man stood in the wide doorway, panting, peering into the blackness. He waited while his heavy breathing subsided. “All right,” he said, cold, deliberate. “Come on out of there.”


“I ain’t coming!” The boy’s voice snapped out of the blackness. “You ain’t a-going to lick me ever again.”


“No?” said the man. He turned sideways in the doorway and took hold of the old sliding door and pulled at it to narrow the opening. He staggered, caught off balance, and went down as the lean weight of the boy hurtled into him out of the blackness. Reaching up, he caught one foot in its heavy worn work shoe as the boy jumped over his fallen body in the doorway. He grunted, letting go, as the other heavy shoe stomped down hard on his arm. He pushed to his feet and stood rubbing the bruised arm with the other hand, hearing the clomping footsteps fade away along by the pasture beyond the chicken yard.


He moved slowly toward the house, brushing dust from his clothes. The woman in the doorway backed on in as he approached. “He’ll come in and take what’s coming,” he said. “When he gets hungry enough. And cold enough.”
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The house and the barn were dark, hunched shapes on the face of the big land in the dim suggestion of light of the new moon dropping down the western sky. Close by the barn, leaning back against a wheel of the buckboard, the boy sat on the ground on several burlap bags folded over, a ragged saddle blanket up around his shoulders over his patched shirt. He sat still, patient, and watched the house, the two patches of light that were the one front and the one side window of the front room.


“He won’t wait up too long,” he muttered. “There’s other things he likes better’n beating me.”


Time passed, and the moon dropped further down the sky, and a new patch of light appeared on the house, the window of the back room.


Time passed, and the front room patches of light faded and were gone and there was only the patch of light of the back room.


Time passed, and this too faded and was gone, and far off a coyote howled, and another answered, and the boy shifted restlessly and was quiet again.


Time passed, and there were small rustlings as chickens shifted on perches in the little lean-to chicken house, and there was silence again, and the boy rose and laid the blanket on the seat of the buckboard. Shivering in the night chill, he moved toward the house. He stood on the doorstep, listening. Faintly he could hear the slow rhythm of heavy breathing. Gently he turned the doorknob and pushed the door open, holding back, waiting. After a moment he eased in standing silent by the near wall.


In the dim tracery of the light of the moon through the front window he could see on the table a plate heaped with a congealed mass of beef stew and boiled potatoes and beside this a thick slice of bread. Quietly he moved past the table to the inner doorway. On inside, on the brass bedstead, he could make out dimly the woman asleep under an old quilt and beside her the bulk of the man, lying on his side, one arm laid across her.


Quietly he backed away and moved to the far corner of the front room where a straw mattress lay on the floor with an old blanket over it. He picked up the blanket and took a ragged denim jacket from a hook on the wall above. With these under one arm, he moved to the table, put the slice of bread on top of the congealed mass and picked up the plate. He eased through the outer doorway and set the plate on the doorstep and gently closed the door behind him. He picked up the plate and moved toward the barn.


Fourteen minutes later, the jacket on, the blanket rolled into a neat bundle and tied with a piece of cord and under one arm, leaving the scraped plate on the seat of the buckboard, he moved along the rickety fence of the pasture and in through the gate. The thin mustang shied away as he approached, but the old draft horse stood firm, lifting its head to nuzzle against him. He took hold of the halter and led it out through the gate and fastened this again behind him. In the one easy movement, despite the blanket under one arm, he was astride the broad, old back. Obedient to the pressure of the thin legs down its sides, the old horse swung away, old hoofs lifting in clumsy rhythm.


Fifty minutes and four miles later they stopped by the wagon ruts of the stage road. The boy slid to the ground. He stood by the big head, scratching with the one free hand around the old ears, rubbing a cheek along the rough coat of the big old neck. He stepped back.


“Get going,” he said. “You know the way.” He reached and slapped the old horse on the rump.


The horse jerked, startled, and moved a short distance and stopped, looking at him. “Get going!” said the boy, shouting, voice shaking. “You hear me! He ain’t a-going to put no stealing charge on me!”


The horse stood, motionless in the thin last of moonlight, and whiffled softly at him.


The boy rubbed a hand across his face, over his eyes. He stooped and picked up a stone and threw it, hard, and it thudded against the gaunt, old ribs. The horse jerked around and started back the way it had come.


He watched it go, a shapeless dark blur moving slowly through the scanty sagebrush. He turned and walked into the darkness of the long road away.
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The sun was well up, aiming at noontime. The welcome warmth lay over the big land, over the four mules plodding along the stage road, pulling a medium-sized freight wagon loaded with two layers of well-filled grain bags. The man on the driving seat was short-legged, short and round of body, with huge shoulders and thick arms. Under his flat-crowned, wide-brimmed hat his face was broad and sun- and wind-tanned. His jacket was off, tucked under the seat, and his thick arms, bared to rolled shirtsleeves above the elbows, showed freckles through their tan. Behind him, sprawled on the grain bags, lay the boy, eyes closed, mouth open, limp body rolling some with the motion of the wagon.


The road dropped to cross a dry arroyo, and the wheels jolted on stones, and the boy stirred and sat up. He swiveled around on the bags to face forward.


“Come on up here,” said the man. “You ain’t much company back there.”


The boy scrambled forward and sat on the seat beside him. The man turned his head, and a slow smile creased his broad face. “A mite better,” he said. “Yes. A mite better. When you stumbled into my camp about sun-up, you was plenty beat.”


“Shucks,” said the boy. “Just tired was all.”


The man gave his attention to the mules. “Where’d you come from?” he said.


The boy edged farther away from the man on the seat. He reached back and took his rolled blanket and set this on his knees. “Nowhere much,” he said. “Just back down the road a piece.”


The man looked straight ahead, watching the mules. “Got any folks?”


The boy edged farther away, against the low side rail of the seat. “No,” he said. “Not now.”


“Dead?” said the man.


The boy hesitated. “No,” he said. His muscles tightened toward the leap out and away, and the man’s right hand jumped across him and grasped the side rail, the thick freckled arm pinning him to the seat. The man looked straight ahead, holding the reins in his left hand, watching the mules plod on. “Running away,” he said.


The boy struggled against the arm, felt the strength in it, sat still. “I ain’t a-going back!” he said.


“Of course, you ain’t,” said the man. “And you ain’t doing any jumping. I know a man broke a leg that way. Tangled in a wheel.”


The mules plodded on. A jackrabbit started up from a clump of brush by the roadside and spurted ahead and swerved off to the left in long effortless leaps, and the mules plodded on. “Maybe you’ve shook that notion,” said the man.


“Maybe I have,” said the boy.


“Maybe won’t do,” said the man.


The boy looked at the solid chunk of sun- and wind-tanned face sideways to him watching the road ahead. “All right,” he said. “I ain’t a-going to.”


“Of course not,” said the man. He let go of the side rail, and his right hand rested on his right knee. “Running away’s the thing sometimes. I did it myself once.” He slapped the reins down on the mules’ rumps, and they paid no attention and plodded on, and he sat back more on the seat. “It was a cow. A crazy old milk cow. My folks had a farm and that silly damn cow had to keep breaking into my maw’s garden. Fence didn’t mean a thing to her. I chased her out, and I fixed that fence so many times I got me more’n a mite mad. Took my paw’s shotgun and pried the buckshot out of a cartridge with my knife and put some beans in. Figured to pepper her good. Sure enough, next day she was back in, and I grabbed that gun and blazed away. Plenty surprised to see her drop like somebody’d poleaxed her with blood showing plenty places. How was I to know when I was off somewhere my paw’d seen a hawk after the chickens and used that gun and maybe cussed like he could when nothing much happened and put a new cartridge in? I grabbed me a few things and took out fast.”


The boy looked at the man beside him watching the road ahead, and a small grin showed on the boy’s lips. “I ain’t been back since,” said the man.


The mules plodded on, slow, steady, in a loose shambling walk. The wagon was something that followed, apart from them, separated by their plain pretense that it had nothing to do with them.


“Ever drive a four-mule team?” said the man.


“No,” said the boy.


“Think you could?”


“Sure,” said the boy. “Sure thing.”


“Try it,” said the man, handing him the reins. The boy took them and pulled them taut, testing the feel of them in his hands. The mules plodded on, separate, indifferent. The man reached under the seat and pulled out a brown paper bag and extracted from this a fat jerked-beef sandwich. He leaned back on the seat, chewing methodically.


The sandwich disappeared. The man reached and took the reins from the boy. “There’s bags and there’s bags,” he said. “Maybe that particular bag ain’t empty.”


The boy chewed on the second sandwich, and the mules plodded on.


“Where you going?” said the man.


“Anywheres,” said the boy. “Anywheres there’s a job.”


“A job’s nothing,” said the man. “Only something to do. It’s the kind of a job that counts.”


“A cow outfit,” said the boy. “That’s what I want. A cow outfit.”


“Not milk cows?” said the man.


“No,” said the boy. “Not milk cows.”


“Of course not,” said the man. He raised his head to watch a buzzard high above tilt wings and glide in long slow slant toward the horizon. “Only there ain’t many of that kind around here,” he said. “Not yet anyways.” He sat up straighter on the seat. “Station’s not far now. We ought to come in looking good.” He slapped with the reins, and the mules paid no attention and plodded on. “Forgot my whip,” he said, “or I’d make them hop.”


The boy funneled the mouth of the brown paper bag and blew into it and clamped the opening tight and smacked the bag with a fist. It burst with a sharp pop. The mules plodded on.


“Noise don’t bother ’em any,” said the man.


“Let me get on that lead mule,” said the boy, “and I’ll make ’em move.


The man turned his head to look at the boy. “Think you can?”


“Sure. Sure thing.”


“Try it,” said the man, beginning to pull in on the reins.


“Shucks,” said the boy. “You don’t need to stop.” He climbed over the front of the wagon and stood on the long swaying tongue. He moved out along it, past the wheelers, to the lead team. He dodged a nip from one of the wheelers and hopped astride the left leader. It grunted indignantly and hunched its back and tried to buck, bumping heels against the front whiffle-tree. The boy sat tight to it and drummed heels against its sides. It plodded on with the others, accepting him, ignoring him.


He reached forward and took hold of a long ear and twisted, hard. “Yowee!” he yelled. “Get a-moving!” The mule snorted indignation again and as the twist tightened more lunged into a trot, yanking the others into this with it. The wagon moved forward at a fair clip.


Ahead the road swung around jutting rock to the two log buildings and spring-fed water tank of the stage relay station. The mules, trotting smartly, swung with it and came to a stop by the first building. The agent, limp and lackadaisical, appeared in the doorway of the other building and leaned against a jamb, watching. The boy jumped off the left lead mule, dodging its sidewise kick, and the man climbed down from the wagon.


“Lucky those things know where to go and where to stop,” he said. “I couldn’t do much, not with you sitting on the reins. Tell you what. You help me unload these bags, which the agent here won’t do, and I’ll speak to the driver when the stage comes along. Could be he’ll take you on into the first town.”


Easily, with the ease of long practice, the man took hold of a grain bag and swung it up on one huge shoulder. The boy took hold of another and struggled with it, getting it to one thin shoulder, staggering under it.


“Name,” said the man.


“Monte,” said the boy.


“Rest of it,” said the man.


The boy hesitated. He looked at the man, at the broad solid face. He straightened some under his load. “Walsh,” he said. “Monte Walsh.”


“Walsh?” said the man. “I knew a man called that. In the Army with me.”


“My father was a reb,” said the boy.


“I was Union,” said the man. “Ain’t that something? But it’s a good name.” He led into the first building.


They were back by the wagon, last two bags on shoulders. “Tell you what, Monte,” said the man. “I got a cousin over in the Indian Nation’s got a road ranch. Red Fork Ranch he calls it. North of Darlington on the Chisholm trail, aiming for Wichita. Trail herds stopping there. Cow outfits going through. Red-headed he is. Name’s Martin. You manage to get there and hang around maybe he’d feed you and maybe somebody’d take you on. That’s a far piece from here. Think you could make it?”


Monte Walsh stood straight under his load. “I’ll get there,” he said.


“Of course, you will,” said the man.
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This road came out of sandy distance and dipped to cross where old cottonwoods and scrubby brush lined the sides of a dry watercourse and climbed to lead on into distance again. The several ramshackle buildings by it might someday be a town. Right now they were only a stage stop—two sheds and a longish, narrow building fronting the road with CAFÉ in peeling black paint over the door and a leaning slant-roofed house inhabited by the proprietor and the fat, stringy-haired woman who passed for his wife.


Along the road came Monte Walsh, hot, tired, limping in old work shoes whose soles flapped at the toes. His thin body was thinner now in his worn jeans and dirty remnants of shirt. The rolled blanket was gone somewhere and his ragged jacket was off, hanging down his back with sleeves tied loosely around his neck. An ancient hat, picked up somewhere, half the brim gone, holes in the crown, was on his head. He stopped by the narrow building and sniffed the odors of cooking that drifted out the open front door.


A man, tall, stoop-shouldered, full-bearded, with greasy cloth tied around his waist and hanging below his knees, appeared in the doorway. He looked Monte over. His lips pushed out, showing through the beard, and he spat a quantity of dark liquid into the road. “When did you eat last?” he said.


“Yesterday,” said Monte.


“How’d you like a good meal?”


“I’d like it fine.”


The man shifted the wad of tobacco in his mouth from one cheek to the other. “Afraid of work?”


“No.”


“Come on,” said the man. He turned back into the building, and Monte followed. The fat stringy-haired woman at one end by the stove looked up at him and grunted something unintelligible. The man went right on, out the open back door, and Monte followed.


The man stopped by a big tangled pile of dead cottonwood branches cut into four-foot lengths. Beside the pile stakes were driven into the ground, in pairs in a line, each stake about four feet high, the pairs about eight feet apart. The man picked up a branch length and laid it on the ground inside and against the first pair of stakes. “Pile ’em here like that,” he said. “When you finish you get your meal.” He went back into the building.


Monte unlooped the sleeves of his jacket and hung it on a stake. He went to work, pulling pieces from the tangled pile and fitting them snugly together between the paired stakes.


Time passed. He had one eight-foot section full, a solid neat section, the branch lengths tightly packed together.


“Good gawd a’mighty!”


Monte jumped around, startled. The man was in the rear doorway. He stepped down and strode over and stood glaring at the piled section. His cheeks and forehead above the beard were turning a dull red. “Tryin’ to cheat me?” he shouted. “Packin’ ’em in like that! I sell that stuff by the cord! Spread ’em out right an’ you could make two outa that one!” He stepped to the piled section and put a foot against it and tried to push it over. It was too well, too solidly packed. Arms flying, he began to heave pieces off the top.


Monte stared at the man. “Whyn’t you tell me?” he said.


“Tell you!” The man spun around, a piece of wood in one hand. “Good gawd a’mighty! Ain’t you got any brains? G’wan! Beat it!” He stepped forward, stick upraised, and Monte jumped back.


The man stopped. The sound of hoofs and creaking leather came from the road, beyond the building. “G’wan!” he shouted. “Tryin’ to cheat me! G’wan, beat it!” He smacked the piece of wood on the ground, snapping it in two, and hurried away, into the building.


Six horses braked hard in front of the building, and a big old coach stopped, swaying on its thoroughbraces. The driver jumped down. “Ten minutes!” he shouted. “Pile out!” Five passengers piled out and hurried into the building with the driver where the man and the woman were slapping dishes on the one long table.


Spoons and forks clattered against thick crockery. Jaws worked in hasty rhythm. The man in the greasy apron stepped to the rear doorway and looked out. The jacket was gone from the stake. Monte Walsh was nowhere in sight.


The passengers were again in the coach. The driver, high on his seat, shook out his whip and cracked the tip near the ears of the leaders. The horses leaned into the traces, and the coach began to move, to pick up speed downgrade toward the dip in the road.


Inside the building the man was putting coins into a small leather bag hanging from a wall nail near the stove. He whirled about. Monte Walsh, jacket flying out behind, was leaping in through the rear doorway, crossing the room toward the front doorway. He scooped a half-loaf of bread off the table as he went and was on out, stuffing the bread inside his remnants of shirt, bounding on thin, knobby legs after the coach.


The man leaped to follow. The greasy apron hampered his leg action, and he stumbled through the front doorway and went to his hands and knees in the road. He pushed up and stood staring. He saw Monte overtake the coach and grab and be dragged and pull and climb up on the boot and the coach move on, gathering momentum for the run up and out of the dip. “Good gawd a’mighty,” he said. “Cheatin’ me again.”
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The shadow of the unfinished homestead cabin was long in late afternoon sun as Monte Walsh unloaded stones for the fireplace from a flat makeshift stoneboat. He rolled the last rock off. He unhitched the meager Indian pony and hung the harness on a knob of the cabin wall and ran his hands down the pony’s front legs to fasten a rope hobble in place before removing the bridle.


“Well, now,” said the gray-mustached man in cap and overalls standing in the doorless cabin doorway, “you sure got more out of that horse in an afternoon’n I ever could. Come on. Food’s ready.”


Monte sat inside under the unfinished roof on a small keg by the wooden box that served as a table and contemplated the empty plate in front of him that had been filled three times.


“Well, now,” said the man. “You sure you can’t hold more? Like I told you I ain’t got any cash, not right now, but I got plenty to eat.”


“Shucks,” said Monte. “I’m crammed full.”


“Always like to see a young one eat,” said the man. “Always wonder where they put it all. Well, now, whyn’t you stay around a few days? Like I say I got plenty grub.”


“No,” said Monte. “Thanks. But I got to get where I’m going.”


“Not tonight,” said the man. “I got blankets. In the morning I’ll fix you up with some breakfast and something to take along.” He was looking at Monte’s old work shoes, at what remained of them, and the bare toes poking through. They seemed to worry him. He looked at them and away. He looked back. He began to pull off his own hard-worn but still stout cowhide boots.


“Try these,” he said. “I got another pair I been saving some.”
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This was a real town. Not much exactly yet, but still a town. In the not-quite-dark of early evening the lamplight through doors and windows of the false-fronted, straggly buildings was beginning to throw patches of pale yellow out onto the dust of the one street. Monte Walsh sat on a tie rail in front of a blacksmith shop, legs limp and off the ground, resting blistered feet in cowhide boots. Across the way, still faintly distinguishable, was a sign EATS over a door with set-in small pane of glass through which lamplight shone cheerfully. Monte looked at this and away, shrugging thin shoulders. He looked on around, considering possibilities of holing up for the night.


Across and further down the street an Indian, bulky in wrapped-around blanket and carrying a lumpy burlap bag, came out the door of a small general store and swung a leg over a scrawny stunted horse with a rope bridle and rode off into the deepening dusk.


“Shucks,” murmured Monte. “He ought to be carrying the horse.”


“Hey, bub.”


Monte turned on the tie rail. A man had come through the swinging doors of the saloon beside the blacksmith shop behind him. He wore a miner’s cap and a jacket stained with coal dust over dirty striped coveralls. “Hey, bub,” he said again, weaving a bit on unsteady feet. “Want to make fifty cents?”


“Sure,” said Monte. “Sure thing.”


The man put a forefinger to his lips and beckoned with the other hand. He led the way to the corner of the saloon building. He put a hand on Monte’s shoulder, leaning on him. “Going to get ’em this time,” he said, low-voiced, confidential. “Get ’em good. Clean me out every week, they do. Let me win at first to get me going, then clean me out. Get ’em this time. You got me?”


“Shucks,” said Monte. “How’d I know what to be getting?”


“Poker,” said the man. “Get out while I’m ahead, see?” He pointed along the saloon side to an open window near the back. “You wait by that window. Quiet.” He took the stub end of a cigar out of a pocket. “When I throw this out, you come around in and on back there and you say, ‘Hey, Mister Felder.’ That’s me, my name, Felder. You say, ‘Hey, Mister Felder, your wife’s took sick over at your house and’s calling for you.’ Got that, bub? Got it good?”


“Sure,” said Monte. “Sure thing.”


“Smart,” said the man. “Like me.” He moved along the saloon front and in through the swinging doors. Monte moved back along the building and squatted on the ground by the patch of light from the window.


Time passed. He heard the chink of glasses, the riffle of cards, the mutter of men’s voices. He waited. The stub of cigar, lit now, came flipping out. He rose and went around by the entrance. He pushed the swinging doors open and ran toward the back room.


Two minutes later Monte and the man were in the street a short way from the saloon. “Worked,” said the man. He tossed a coin, and Monte caught it. A quarter.


“Hey,” said Monte. “You promised fifty cents.”


“Run along,” said the man. “That’s more’n enough.” He started away along the street.


“Yeah?” said Monte. “It’s gone up. It’s going to be a dollar now.


The man stopped, turned back, weaving some. “Want me to bat your ears off?” he said.


“Want me to go in there and tell about it?” said Monte.


The man stood, swaying, biting at one thumb. He fumbled in a pocket and took out a silver dollar and tossed it toward Monte. “Smart,” he said. “Like me.” He moved away along the street.


Monte picked the coin out of the dust. “Dollar,” he said. “And a quarter.” He moved off, angling toward the door with its cheerful, one-paned patch of light and its even more cheerful EATS.
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Rolling country this, rolling into distance everywhere, broken only by far-scattered low thickets of scrub oak. The road, despite a few wheel tracks, was little more than a horse trail. The sun, high overhead, slanting into afternoon, sent down a steady glare. In the meager shade of an oak thicket some thirty feet from the trail Monte Walsh sat on the ground, legs stretched out. He had not eaten for a day and a half. He had not spoken to anyone in that time because there had been no one to speak to, no one anywhere. He had come seventeen slowing miles since morning. The blisters inside the cowhide boots were rubbed raw.


He sat motionless. Nothing seemed to move anywhere. He became aware, by another thicket across the trail a hundred feet away, of a coyote watching him. It had not been there a moment before. It stood still, one forefoot raised, and looked steadily at him.


Its ears lifted and it turned its head to look along the trail to Monte’s left. Silently, a shadow sliding, it slipped around the thicket to the right and was gone.


Monte turned his head to look along the trail to the left. Over the last rise rolling down to his shadowed niche came an old Indian, the years long ago lost in the many wrinkles of the stern old face, Cheyenne from the firm set of the features and the shape of the head and the proud carriage of this on the thin old neck, riding bareback on a squat bunch-muscled pinto. He was naked from the waist up, wearing only some kind of faded canvas trousers and moccasins. He was leading on a twenty-foot length of grass rope a heavy-shouldered dark gray mustang.


He came along the trail at a steady dogtrot, seeming oblivious to the jerkings of the mustang on the rope, and he looked to neither side, yet when he was opposite Monte he stopped and the mustang came up and stopped by the pinto’s hindquarters and he turned his head to look as steadily as had the coyote at Monte in the shadow of his thicket.


There was no discernible expression in the wrinkles of the old face. He raised an arm and swung it, pointing on ahead along the trail.


Monte nodded his head vigorously. “Martin’s ranch,” he said. “Red Fork Ranch.”


The old Indian might not have heard. No flicker of expression showed. He raised the arm again and pointed at the mustang.


“You bet!” said Monte, jumping up. He came forward, hobbling on blistered feet, and around the pinto and approached the mustang. It stood motionless, head turned slightly, watching him with one rolled eye. He put a hand on its withers. It stood, motionless. He leaped to throw a leg over and as he leaped it hunched its back, high, and he hit off balance, awkward, and it bucked, head down, hindquarters rising in sudden surge, and he pitched forward and sideways and hit the ground, hard.


Monte flipped over and away fast and sat up. He stared at the old Indian. The old body was rocking on the pinto, shaking in tremendous silent mirth.


“Like that, is it?” said Monte, mad. He stood up. The blisters in the cowhide boots were forgotten. He plunged forward and was astride the mustang before it could hunch, hands fastening into the sparse mane. It reared, angry in turn, and pounded down and forward, bucking, and the rope tautened and was yanked from the old Indian’s hand and Monte clung, thin legs gripping the heaving sides.


The old Indian sat still and quiet on the pinto, watching.


The mustang scattered dust like a small whirlwind. Monte leaned forward, upper body tight along the neck, arms around. He caught hold of the dangling rope and whipped a coil around the mustang’s nose. He sat up, pulling hard, and the coil tightened and the mustang squealed, fighting for breath, and slowed. It stopped, legs braced, resigned to the day’s fate. Monte pulled its head around and kicked it into motion, back toward the pinto.


The old Indian regarded him, impassive, expressionless. The old Indian raised a hand, palm outward, in what could have been a kind of salute. He nudged the pinto into its dogtrot along the trail and beckoned to Monte to follow.
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The scrub thickets cast long shadows over the big land. Two other long shadows moved among them, cast by an old Indian on a squat pinto and a thin, knobby boy on a dark gray mustang. They jogged along and the shadows lengthened and they jogged on in a somehow companionable silence.


They came to a sharp fork in the trail. The old Indian stopped and the boy moved up beside him. The old Indian raised an arm and tapped himself on the chest and pointed out along the south prong of the trail. He pointed at the boy and out along the north prong.


“Shucks,” said Monte Walsh. “I guess this is where I get off.” He slid from the mustang’s back. He handed the rope end to the old Indian. He looked up into the stern, wrinkled, old face looking down and reached to slap the near old leg in its canvas covering. “Thanks,” he said. “I hope you know what that means.


The old Indian raised the arm again and pointed at Monte and then at the mustang. He shook again in silent mirth. He raised the hand again, palm outward, in what could have been a kind of salute. He swung the pinto to start along the south prong of the trail and the rope tightened and the mustang followed.


Monte Walsh watched them go, dwindling into distance. They dropped from sight into a hollow and he turned to start along the north prong.


The blisters broke into pain and he hobbled slowly, favoring them as much as possible. Time passed and he hobbled on and there was nothing but the trail leading on, rising some as the land sloped upward. “Shucks,” he murmured. “Wonder if that old buck thought it’d be funny to lose me out in the middle of nowhere.” He hobbled on.


The shadows were stretching to merge together as he topped out on the rising land and the ground fell away before him in long slow slopes and in the last light of the sun he saw it, several miles away still, out on the level, the long thin ribbon, only a thin ribbon from here, there narrowing and widening and narrowing again and rods wide at the narrowest, the great trail cut deep through brush and sod by thousands of hoofs moving north.


His head turned as his eyes followed it swinging northward. There it crossed the Cimarron, the Red Fork of the Arkansas. There it snaked on through a natural clearing in the black jack forest of stunted oaks that came down to the river and stopped. And there, where the clearing widened in huge sweep, was the big cattle corral, big enough to hold twenty-five hundred head, and some distance away the smaller horse corral and the two stockade-style log buildings.


“What d’you know,” murmured Monte. “I guess I’ve got there.”
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The one building, the original, built by the first owner when land could first be leased from the Indians, was low with slant sod roof, used now for cookhouse and storehouse. The other was two story, gabled, shingle-roofed, two-roomed, one big room directly over the other, the lower used as bar and store and trading post, the upper, reached only by an outside stairway, for sleeping quarters.


Monte Walsh, blisters healing inside socks inside the cowhide boots, thin body cased now in new-old jeans too big for him and an oversize flannel shirt with sleeves cut down to length, swept the plank floor of the bar-store-trading post with an Indian brush-broom every morning with conscientious regularity. Now and again he carried assorted items from the other building and put them on shelves as needed and as directed by a stout, gruffly genial, redheaded man. He slapped an ancient cavalry saddle on an always mean-tempered Indian pony and rode out with a coiled rope hanging over one shoulder and rode back dragging firewood for the querulous but competent bent-legged man who ruled the cookhouse. He ate enormous meals to the constant amused amazement of the redheaded man and the never-expressed satisfaction of the querulous man and his thinness tightened toward the rawhide leanness of a young animal.


And whenever a cloud of dust rose to the southward and drifted with the wind over the great trail and came on and was a herd of Texas cattle and these were bedded for the night somewhere in the natural clearings of the black jack forest beyond and men lean and hard and squint-eyed from wind and sun, wearing high-heeled, knee-length boots with huge spurs and low-slung cartridge belts with holstered Colt .45s, eight-inch-barreled and wooden-handled, clattered in for supplies and something to rake the dust out of their throats and slow drawling talk of the trail, Monte hung close and listened and looked for the one quieter than the others with responsibility on him and edged closer and asked his question—and was shushed and pushed aside, tight-lipped and disgusted.


And one afternoon when Monte was sweeping and the redheaded man was checking antelope hides left by an old Indian who always pointed at Monte and sketched in the air with his hands an imaginary mustang and shook with silent mirth, hoofs sounded outside and a well-lathered cow pony slid to a stop by the door and a man entered. He was young as most of them always were, not much into his twenties, but big-framed with wide, sloping shoulders, and a hard-worn dusty competence came from him.


The redheaded man looked up and promptly set a bottle and a small glass on the counter beside the skins. “Hat!” he said. “Hat Henderson! Wondered if you’d be coming up this year.


“Certain I’m coming,” said the man. “And all hell’s been coming with me.” He poured a drink and downed it. “I get shoved up to trail boss. And what happens? Nothing but trouble. Spookiest bunch of goddamned cows ever rattled horns. Running most every night. Then I lost a man crossing the Washita. Now another one has to go bust a cinch and break a leg.”


“Rough,” said the redheaded man. “Real rough.”


“But we ain’t lost any cows,” said the man. “You got a bed upstairs for Petey—it was Petey broke that leg—till the stage comes?”


“Of course,” said the redheaded man.


“Supposing we put them goddamned cows in that big corral for tonight? Get some rest.”


“Go right ahead,” said the redheaded man.


The other started for the door. Monte Walsh stepped forward. “Hey,” he said. “Hey, mister—”


“Quit it, kid,” said the man. “I ain’t got time for you.” He was out the door and away.
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Twenty-two hundred longhorn steers were in the big stock corral, stout, proof against them, made of logs set stockade-style. Seventy-three cow ponies were in the horse corral made of split rails set in post stanchions. In the upper room of the two-story log building a lean whipcord young man, maybe all of twenty, lay on a cot with barrel-stave splints along one leg. In the light of a small kerosene lamp another of about the same age sat by the cot playing euchre with him, with old, grimy cards. Sounds of various occasionally boisterous activities came through the floor boards from the room beneath.


There, in the room beneath, apart from the seven men around a big table, the redheaded man leaned on the inside of the short, high counter he used for a bar. Hat Henderson leaned on the outer side, cradling a drink in one big hand. Monte Walsh sat on a small box by the end of the counter.


“Hey, kid!” shouted someone at the table. “Bring us another bottle.”


The redheaded man handed a bottle to Monte and made another mark on a piece of paper. Monte took the bottle to the table and came back to his box.


“—shift young Jenkins to regular riding,” Hat Henderson was saying. “He ain’t no Petey. Not yet anyways. But maybe he can make it. Then who in holy hell’ll wrangle the cavvy?”


“Damn it,” said Monte Walsh. “I’m right here.”


The wide, sloping shoulders turned some till Hat was leaning on one elbow on the counter, looking down. “So you are,” he said. “What there is of you. Think you can handle hosses?”


“Sure,” said Monte. “Sure thing.”


“Can you ride?”


“Sure. Sure thing.”


“I mean ride.”


“Damn it,” said Monte, sitting up straight on the box. “Anything you’ve got.”


“You don’t say?” murmured Hat. He raised his glass to his lips, looking down over it. He swung toward the redheaded man. “Mighty big talk,” he said.


The redheaded man chuckled, shrugging his shoulders. He sobered. He nodded his head just a bit.


“All right, kid,” said Hat. “We’ll try it anyways. Be around in the morning.”


And later when they all had left and were rolling into blankets in the clear cool of night out near the horse corral and the redheaded man and Monte had finished wiping the table and counter and putting things in place and sweeping up assorted debris, the redheaded man pointed to the three new unused saddles on their racks by the rear wall. “Maybe you could use one of those,” he said.


“Shucks,” said Monte. “I can’t pay for it.”


“Don’t I know that?” said the redheaded man, gruff, seeming angry. “I ain’t dumb. You trying to do me out of a sale? Pay me when you come back through or send it by somebody.”


And in the morning when the chuck wagon had taken on supplies and was moving on and the men were swinging loops in the horse corral and one of them, grinning, led out a rangy dark bay, Hat Henderson said, “Might be fun to see. He sure talked big. But we ain’t got time for games. Bring us that little dun.”


And when the dun was brought, bridled and ready for him, Monte Walsh slapped his new saddle on it and pulled the cinch tight, fumbling some, conscious of the critical young eyes on him, and he swung up and the horse broke in two mildly, getting the kinks out of its backbone, bucking some in sheer exuberance of release into the morning, and Monte rode out the little storm and Hat said. “All right, kid, likely you’ll do. That one and the little black over there and that pinto will be your string. Come on, we’ll get the bunch moving. They’re pretty well trail broke.”


And while the others loped for the big stock corral, Hat and Monte hazed the rest of the cavvy out of the horse corral and started them following the chuck wagon. “Stop when Cookie stops,” said Hat, “and keep ’em bunched handy.” He struck spurs to his own big gray and left to join the others.


Like a great sprawled snake, weaving and changing shape but always reforming into the long, wide line of crackling hoofs and rattling horns, twenty-two hundred longhorn steers moved north along the trail. Off to the left, drawing ever more in advance, the chuck wagon bumped along and behind it trailed the cavvy and behind this rode Monte Walsh, erect in new saddle, rump flat to it, a part of the horse beneath him.


Another young one was riding north with a trail herd, with the men and the horses that were taking the Texas longhorn to the farthest shores of the American sea of grass, unthinking, uncaring, unknowing that he and his kind, compound of ignorance and gristle and guts and something of the deep hidden decency of the race, would in time ride straight into the folklore of a weary, old world.


“Yeah, they’ll do that. I had me one somethin’ like it in my string last time. Mouse-colored mutt he was. An’ mean. Mornin’s I was figurin’ on usin’ ’im he’d know an’ he’d get up steam an’ take a header right over the rope corral we strung out from the wagon. Someone’d have to run ’im down an’ throw ’im. Well, sir, we’d took on a kid down at Martin’s. Herdin’ the hosses an’ doin’ right fair at it too. He must of been studyin’ on that mutt. Know what he did? Snitched a rope—it was Jess’s rope an’ Jess he didn’t think much of that when he found out an’ he was aimin’ to bust the kid a few, but I got in the way an’ took that notion away from ’im. He didn’t have no real squawk. Rope wasn’t hurt none. Well, sir, along in the night somehow that kid tied that rope around that mutt’s neck an’ left it draggin’ an’ by mornin’ that mutt he was so used to it draggin’ he’d about forgot it. Well, sir, we had ’em in the corral an’ that kid slips in there with ’em an’ he flips tother end of that rope around the neck of one of the wagon mules with a good knot an’ when that mutt he went to sailin’ over the corral rope like he did he was one mighty surprised piece of hoss. Rope took ’im right in the air an’ flopped ’im back down an’ knocked the wind clean out of ’im an’ at tother end of that rope that mule was about yanked off ’is feet. Made the mule mad an’ that mule he jerked that mutt around some on the ground ’ fore he could get up an’ finished off kickin’ ’im with a thump you could of heard clean to Kansas. Well, sir, that mutt he was a mighty careful actin’ hoss for quite some time after.”





Monte


1872–1877


Knock off a few years fast. Let a boy emerge as a man, age in the years unimportant but the seasoning yes, a young one absorbing the skills of a trade, of a way of life, of an attitude toward existence. Maybe it will add up to something, if only to a grasp on one of many like him, separate only in the small fragments of individuality, who shared that trade, that way of life, in a time and a place, a short time but a big place, a wisp of eternity across a third of a continent.
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Monte Walsh, coming sixteen, rode up the trail to Newton wrangling the cavvy with a herd of longhorn steers road-branded Circle Dot and lost two horses on the way, likely to a pair of Pawnees who eased them off one night and were long gone by morning. That bothered him plenty until he learned there were other wranglers in this and other years who lost more. When the cattle were loaded on the cars and the outfit was paid off, Monte took his, less the wholesale cost of the blanket and tarp and rope that had been supplied him, in a few silver dollars and a little dun cow pony that always broke in two mildly when he first swung up and then went about its work with an all-day quiet competence. He lost most of the dollars at the Bull’s Head trying to learn to take his liquor straight and losing most of that too, but he held on to the horse. None of the men scattering now to find cold weather work wanted a young green one tagging his heels. Monte wandered about lonesome and had to take what he could get. He wore out that winter in and about a small smelly dugout far back in lonely country helping a lank scrub-bearded wolfer who rarely spoke ten words a day but kept him busy skinning and scraping hides and disposing of the carcasses. There was a bad time the day the wolfer found a forgotten half-finished bottle in among his trapping gear and promptly finished it, becoming surly drunk in the process, and began knocking Monte about, but when Monte came up off the ground with a skinning knife in one hand and an obvious desperate intent to use it in all of him, the man sobered fast and backed away and said be black-damned if I don’t think you would and thereafter kept hands off. The dugout was forty miles from the nearest settlement and the few trails were clogged with snow, so there was nothing to do but stick and Monte stuck. He was worried the wolfer, being a wolfer, might cheat him, but when the snow in the bottoms was melting at midday and they made it the long way to town with a wagonload, the man paid over the promised one quarter of the proceeds before plunging himself into the serious business of blowing the other three quarters on a sustained noisy spree. Monte spent half a day soaking and scrubbing in the back room of a barbershop trying to get rid of the smell and then drifted southward on the dun. He stopped at a road ranch on the Cimarron and paid a redheaded man the price of a saddle and even had a few jingly coins left and he drifted on southward down to Austin looking for the big slope-shouldered man who had paid off at Newton and found him.


“All right, kid,” said Hat Henderson. “Looks like you’ve been growing some. I’ll speak to the old man. We start next week.”
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Monte Walsh, coming seventeen, rode up the trail to Wichita wrangling the cavvy with another Circle Dot herd of longhorn steers and never lost a horse along the way though he had troubles enough to keep him from gaining weight and he did lose considerable skin and most of a shirt tearing through brush the night the herd, always spooky, staged a full-scale stampede and the cavvy, maybe out of sympathy as much as anything else, spooked too and led him a five-mile scattering chase. But he had enough changeover mounts waiting by the chuck wagon when the riders straggled in hollering for them, and he wore down the dun and a stocky gray finding the others and, by time the riders had the steers gathered plus a few could-be mavericks for good measure, he had them all. He took his pay this time in Wichita in silver dollars, straight, and found he could take his liquor the same, straight, standing up, and was not aware of the effect of this until he suddenly discovered that the drinks-on-me time he had been calling, to the amusement and cooperation of all and sundry along Rowdy Joe Lowe’s bar, had cleaned him out. He was in a sad state the two days it took his head to shrink back to size. He was in a sadder state when he learned that the dun had been found wandering loose in the street and turned in at a livery stable and a feed bill was waiting there. He was sad and hungry and wobbly, but that did not stop him from being mad all through when he learned that the livery man, liking the looks of the dun, figured it had been eating enough for a herd of elephants and tallied the bill according. Monte disputed that the best he could in his condition and wound up, considerably battered, in a corner of the stable. He tried to come up off the floor again and his legs failed. But a local man, who had a ranch a few miles out of town and who had enjoyed his performance at the bar, happened by and saw and considered what he saw somewhat disagreeable and wound up knocking the livery man, equally battered, into another corner of the stable. The livery man, seeing things now in better perspective, tallied a better bill and the local man paid this and carted Monte, with the dun tagging, out to his ranch. Monte wore out that winter keeping the man’s cows untangled from the other stock roaming the immediate range and wondering if the bold looks the man’s daughter gave him meant what they might mean without ever working up nerve enough to find out. The man claimed he ate more than he earned, which could have been true from the way he was stretching up and hanging long lean muscle on his long knobby bones, but when spring branding was done the man paid him forty dollars anyway, and he promptly blew most of that on a pair of high-heel boots and an old much-used cartridge belt and a rusty Colt he could get cheap because the hammer was bent. The boots near crippled him the first day, but he managed to get them off without having to cut the leather and he put about a quart of shucked corn in each and poured in water and let them sit all night, stretching, and when they dried out on his feet next day he was mighty proud of them. He talked the local blacksmith into straightening the hammer of the Colt so it might function if he had money to buy bullets, and he swung up on the dun and drifted southward. He found that the redheaded man on the Cimarron had sold out to a hatchet-faced halfbreed who thought meals should be paid for in cash in advance, and he was enough of a trail hand by now to be properly indignant about that. On near Darlington he met an old Indian who remembered him and a certain dark gray mustang and took him to a village of patched buffalo-hide tepees for a surprisingly tasty supper of dog stew. Monte wasted so much time hanging around the village and learning to get along with signs and a few Cheyenne words and rounding up some scrubby wild horses with several of the old Indian’s grandsons that when he drifted on down to Austin there was no Circle Dot herd on hand. That did not bother him long. Other herds were making.
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Monte Walsh, coming eighteen, rode up the trail to Caldwell working the drag with a slow-moving Cross Bar herd of longhorn cows and calves, eating dust every mile, helping late cows calve, loading the weaker calves, unable to travel at first, into a wide flat-bottom wagon, sorting them out to their mothers again when the herd stopped for nooning and for night. Their smells would mix in the wagon, and sometimes the mothers would not own them, and Monte had his troubles. The driver of the wagon, a barrel-built man called Sunfish Perkins, was not much help except in offering advice for the first weeks, having sprained an ankle in a bad spill the second day out. But his advice was good and his patience in offering it the same, and Monte learned plenty about the uses of a rope and how to twist a calf’s tail so it would bawl the right tune and the necessity of dodging fast when an answering mother went on the prod. He lost a calf that fell when he was heaving it over the low side of the wagon and it broke a leg and had to be shot. He lost an old footsore cow that always hung back and one day dropped out of sight, likely pinched off by one of the Indians usually watching from just over the nearest horizon. He worried about such things, backtracking in the evening to search for the cow, until the trail boss, maybe nudged to it by Sunfish, said, “Quit frettin’, kid, it happens, an’ you ain’t the worst hand I ever had tailin’ a herd.” When they were paid off in Caldwell he had more money to spend than before and he blew it on a big gray Stetson with a leather band and a younger Colt with working hammer and in finding out he had come of age with the helpful amused cooperation of one of the women at the Red Light Saloon. He stood up to the bars with the rest of the men, and they tolerated him in a rough, good-natured way and even included him in their joshing, but he knew he was still just a maverick dogie tagging along, and a lonesome feeling had him when he watched them drifting away to other pastures in twos and threes, siding each other in the easy comradeship of the range. He wore out that winter hanging around town, doing odd jobs mostly around the stockyards, paying for sleep space for himself and the dun in a livery stable by gentling a few mean-trick horses for the proprietor. He got to be known in town, called on now and again to throw a leg over a stubborn horse and wear it down to easy riding for townspeople too lazy or too soft or too old to do that for themselves. He added some height and he filled out more and, when the grass was beginning to green up that way and the first trail herd swung into sight with its point men riding tall in the saddle, town life and even the Red Light suddenly seemed to lose all attraction and he and the dun headed southward.
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Monte Walsh, coming nineteen, came up the trail riding flank with an Eight Bar Eight herd of longhorn cows and their calves able to travel. He could stand eye to eye with the tallest man in the outfit and give almost as much punishment as he took in a rough-and-tumble. Lean energy burst out of him in antics around the fire at night, and one evening the others, figuring he was ripe for it, batted him about with grim good humor and laid him over the chuck wagon tongue and leathered him with their chaps. He sulked a while in his blanket, but by morning, though his rump was sore in the saddle, his grin was back in shape. He lost the little dun crossing the Canadian at high water when a jagged branch cottonwood log swept downstream and set the cattle to milling frantic in the river around him. He was knocked from the saddle, but he clung to the horn and the dun, fighting hard, kept him up until he could scramble over the backs of several cows to the near shore. He saw the dun go under, pounded down by wild-eyed cows trying to climb on it. He stood by the limp body caught by the current on a sandbar out from the bank downstream, and the drops dripping from his lean young face were not all from the Canadian. He stooped and stripped his gear from the body and limped to the cavvy waiting its turn to cross and slapped a loop on a big, rangy black in his string and was back in the river with the other men. They dropped three cows and five calves at that crossing but had good luck on the rest moving north. They bypassed Caldwell and drove on to Ellsworth and spent two days camping outside town and spending accumulated pay in town then drove on westering through Kansas and upper Colorado into Wyoming Territory and delivered the herd at Laramie. Monte took his pay this time in gold coins and the big, rangy black he knew lacked looks and liked to catch him off guard and try to pile him into brush, but he also knew could run when convinced that was wanted like a bullet out of a buffalo gun. After a brief spree the rest of the riders headed back south, but Monte, feeling no particular pull to any of them and having caught the come-on smile of a waitress in a hash house, stayed on to sample Laramie some more. He blew the coins in fair style, learning that faro is a tricky game and that poker requires patience and sound judgment and that, for a spur-jingling trail rider with money in his pocket, a cooperative woman, in Wyoming as in Kansas, could be an interesting if not wholly satisfactory companion. When the money was gone and his welcome with it, he swung up on the black, not liking the chill winds beginning to blow out of the north country anyway, and drifted southward. Sometimes he camped alone, chewing on the jerked beef and soda crackers he carried in a little bag, sleeping in his blanket and tarp under the stars, and sometimes he picked up meals by chuck wagon fires and gossip of the trails from and about men he was beginning to know now in the long, slow, seasonal shuttling of the herds. Dropping down through Colorado he came into once-familiar country, and he thought of things he had quit thinking about and a woman’s voice calling “Monteeelius,” and he rode looking for the old place. He found the two-room shack and the small half-dugout barn, both sagging into ruin, and the fallen rails of the little corral, the whole place deserted, and he rode on, asking questions where he could, and followed the answers, and all he found at last was a slow-settling, rectangular mound of earth and an unmarked wooden cross. He stood by this, lean and alone, and he looked long at it, head down, worn gray Stetson off and held in his left hand. He reached his right hand into the right pocket of his worn pants and pulled the pocket inside out, empty and frayed. Nothing and nobody, he said. That’s what I’ve got like before. Nothing and nobody. And something stubborn in him said no, not quite. He raised his head and looked out into the distances merging into distances all around, and he felt what he could not have said in words, what he could not even have comprehended in words. He had all that, his because he knew it and was a part of it, the big land, the great emerging cattle country, and he had a horse, and the lean hard energy of youth ran strong in him and that was enough for any man—almost, almost enough. He swung up on the black again and moved on, angling always southward, and he stopped in several towns and acquired a little spending money racing the black against local horses whose backers thought his simple statement of fact the boasting of an overeager young one. He drifted steadily southward and he wore out the rest of that winter way down near San Antonio breaking horses for a mustanger who was temporarily on crutches, having let one of the horses pitch him into a fence post.
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Monte Walsh, coming twenty, six-foot-one in his socks when he had his boots off, which was seldom, came up the trail to Caldwell riding swing with a Flying O herd of mixed Mexican longhorns. It was a hell-for-leather outfit, moving fast, maybe because some of the men had good reasons for leaving lower Texas in a hurry, maybe too because part, at least, of the herd had been slipped across the Rio Grande without what might be called proper purchase papers. Monte did not like it much, not for those reasons which were not exactly his business, but because there was not much comradeship around the fire at night and because the trail boss was a mean-tempered, mean-talking man given to shouting unnecessary orders and shirking his own share of the work. But Monte had signed on, and he gave the job all he had, which was plenty now, and he held to it through high water and forced dry runs and dust storm stampedes and several near-deadly disputes with other outfits over crossing time rights. On at Caldwell, when they were holding the herd while the boss dickered for a quick sale and they tangled with one of those outfits coming up still nursing a grudge, Monte did his share, battering all fight out of one of the opposition and keeping another mighty busy until a third eliminated him by the not-quite-fair method of whanging him over the head with a gun barrel. When he was paid off, short-paid too like the others by the boss who left them little more than drinking money with the bartender of the Red Light and was long gone by the time they collected, he blew what he had with a sort of desperate eagerness to be rid of it and signed on fast with a Cross Bar herd moving on north. He got all the way up into Montana this time, to Miles City, and knocked around there a few weeks and was offered several regular ranch jobs, but the chill winds were blowing, and he drifted southward in company with a rawhide Texan called Powder Kent who claimed he never felt right too long away from the Brazos. Monte carried a Winchester in a saddle scabbard now, and occasionally he picked off an antelope, and he and Powder camped together, roasting meat on sticks over a fire, and they drifted along, stopping at what towns they came to for a look around and sometimes acquiring extra spending money by working together in their talk in the right places to raise interest in Monte’s black. Then along down at North Platte a loser felt aggrieved and insisted on an argument with Powder who had needled him into a too-big bet, and Powder felt obliged to live up to his name and use a little gunpowder, since the loser was already making motions toward the same with the result that, though the loser was in considerably worse condition, Powder had a bullet hole in one leg. Powder was a good hand, right comforting to have along in a tight spot, but not exactly Monte’s style—too serious and touchy about being Texas-born and too sorry for Monte not being the same—and Monte left him snug in a boardinghouse fortified with the recent winnings and the attentions of a solicitous landlady and drifted on alone. Early spring found him riding the rough string for one of the new ranches taking over west Texas. The foreman wanted him to stay on, but when the first round of branding was done and the work slackened some and far over the horizon the dust of the trail herds hovered over the big land, he asked for his time.
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Monte Walsh, coming twenty-one, lean and hard and squint-eyed from wind and sun, came up the new trail westward from the old to Dodge City riding point with a Seven Z herd of wild woolly longhorns combed out of the brush below the Nueces. When the trail boss, who had lost ten dollars two days before betting on a sleek good-looking bay against the black, grinned somewhat devilish and cut to Monte’s string five of the meanest, trickiest, half-wild horses any man might dare to straddle, Monte grinned too. That merely made life more interesting. Of a morning when he would swing up on one of them to top it off before the day’s work, he enjoyed the wide-eyed admiration of a sixteen-year-old kid named Sonny Jacobs who was along wrangling the cavvy. Likely he strutted and showed off some for Sonny. There was no strutting when he was at work, a good, all-around trail hand earning every dollar of his pay.
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Sum it in a single sentence that would tell it all to any of his own breed: Monte Walsh came to Dodge the way a one-time thin, knobby boy had known it could be, tall in the saddle, riding point with as hard-working and hard-playing and competent an outfit as ever came up a trail.


“Mister Walsh? Who’s he? Oh-h-h, you mean Monte. Whyn’t you say so? Yep, I know him. Last time I seen him was down at a little old one-trough town in the handle. Behaving about as usual. Which if you don’t know what that means, you don’t rightly know Monte. They had a little old one-room jail in the place. Had a man in it doing three days. Old Jake Hanlon. He wasn’t so old, but they just called him that from the way he couldn’t hold his liquor and had to blow his stack regular. Interfered with the steady drinkers. The judge—he was only a justice of the peace, but he could judge right enough and make it stick—the judge he’d fined every cent Old Jake had out of him already, so this time he said three days. He was a three-date judge. Used that so often it could come popping out without him having even to think. This particular day Old Martha Higgs had to go on a rampage. She wasn’t so old too, but they just called her that from the way she tried to run things all the time. She was a terror, that woman. A terror on temp’rance. Came from Kansas. Always fighting the Demon Rum though I don’t recall rum ever being liked much in those parts, only whisky. No kids, no man, no nothing else to keep her occupied. So, this particular date she gets herself all cooked up over some pamphlet or other and comes into Mike’s place and starts blasting bottles off the shelves with a shotgun. Sheriff runs in and grabs her. Mike makes such a fuss they take her to the judge. He starts saying something about a fine, and she bellers she ain’t paying not a single cent, even if she had it, for doing the Lord’s work, and the judge he gets kind of peeved and it pops out. Three days. Sheriff howls he can’t do that, there’s only one room, Old Jake’s in there already. Immoral. Scandalous. Things like that. But the judge has his dander up, and he says he’s said it and got it writ down already and that’s that. Not his problem, he says, carrying out the sentence, only giving it. Sheriff is yanking out his moustache and arguing with the judge and making motions like maybe going after the judge with his own gavel, and all us gathered around are near choking, and that’s when Monte speaks up. Marry ’em, he says. Man and wife, he says, can occupy one room together all legal and proper. That notion takes hold like a fire to dry grass with a wind behind it. We’re going to have a wedding right then and there despite all the bellering Old Martha and Old Jake too when he hears and even the judge himself can do. That or use some ropes, we kind of suggests, maybe not really meaning it but meaning it enough to get the notion across. I remember Chalkeye putting it that a woman cantankerous enough to go blasting wild with a shotgun where innocent folks might get killed and a man who couldn’t hold his liquor proper and gets hisself where he’d have to be in close and indecent proximity to an unmarried person of the opposite sex didn’t have no call to be standing out against popular demands. Then that Monte pulls another one. Got to be a ticket affair, he says. Makes everybody ante up two dollars apiece to watch the tying. The whole town turns out along with all us roughnecks passing through, and Old Jake’s eyes bug some, and Old Martha slows on her bellering when he dumps close to three hundred fifty in her sunbonnet. I ain’t heard lately, but last I knew them two was making out fair enough. Old Jake keeping sober and Old Martha too busy keeping him that way to worry the regulars at Mike’s.”





Two of a Kind


1879


Dusk dropped gently over Dodge. Lean and long in the patch of lamplight, Monte Walsh emerged through the open doorway of a small barbershop into the relative quiet of early evening along Front Street. Three times he had been here, and each time the town surprised him with its growth. It was not as wide open as it had been last year or the year before that, but still there was plenty to keep a man occupied while he got rid of his hard-earned pay. He rubbed a hand down a smooth-shaven cheek and sniffed himself in slow satisfaction. “Just like a flower,” he murmured. “I reckon she’ll like that.” He ambled lazily along the street, considering the possibilities of temporary time-passing entertainment.


A sudden burst of shouts and guffaws came from one of the lesser saloons. A man’s head appeared over the doors, looking out. “Hey, Monte,” he called. “Come on in here. This is good.”


Monte ambled over and in. A dozen or more men, including the bartender, were standing in a tight circle around a small table. As Monte approached they opened the circle to take him in and he saw, sitting beside the table, a big burly man in a patched jacket. On the table was an empty, gallon, clear-glass jug. Not quite empty. Coiled in the bottom, shifting coils angrily, head raised, was a small rattlesnake.


“Tell ’im, Bert. Go ahead, tell ’im.”


“Why, sure,” said the burly man. “There ain’t nothin’ to it. You just put your hand on that bottle and leave it there while that pet a mine strikes. You leave it there an’ I pay you a dollar. Easiest money you ever made.”


“You don’t say,” murmured Monte.


“Of course,” said the burly man, “if you don’t, you pay me a dollar.”


Monte looked around at the expectant faces. “Any of you made money at it?” They regarded him in silence, expectant, waiting.


“Of course,” said the burly man, “if you ain’t got nerve enough . . .”


Monte’s jaw tightened. He fished in a pocket and took out a silver dollar and laid it on the table. He leaned forward and placed his right hand, finger’s outstretched, against the side of the jug. Instantly the snake struck, blunt head smacking against the glass, and Monte’s hand leaped back. Fresh shouts and guffaws broke from the others. The burly man reached and took the dollar.


Slowly Monte straightened, staring down at his hand. “What do’you know,” he murmured. “Acted like it didn’t even belong to me.” His jaw tightened again. He pulled out another dollar and laid this on the table. He leaned forward and gripped the table edge with his left hand and placed his right hand against the jug. The snake was still, motionless, with head raised.


“It’s got to strike,” said the burly man.


Tiny drops of sweat appeared on Monte’s forehead. A tremor of effort ran down his right arm. His forefinger moved on the glass and the snake struck and the arm, instinctive, involuntary, leaped back.


Men shouted and pummeled each other around the table. The burly man reached for the dollar. Monte stared down at his hand. “Why, goddamn it,” he said. “If I didn’t need that thing, I’d cut it off and throw it away.”


“There ain’t nobody can do it,” said the burly man, expansive, grinning. “Got somethin’ to do with your arm actin’ before your head can stop it. Expect I’ve got me enough dollars to set ’em up for all you boys.”


Time passed, pleasantly warmed with whisky, and two more victims had been enticed in and paid their dollars, and a third, bullet-headed, big-nosed, needing no enticement, had stumbled in, needing no additional cargo of whisky to make him mildly belligerent.


“Ain’t no stinkin’ little of snake gonna bluff me,” he said.


His dollar was on the table. His hand was on the jug. The snake struck, and the hand jumped back a few inches then forward again against the jug, and the man glared around at the guffawing others. His hand moved again, away from the jug, and kept on moving and, as he straightened, took the gun from the holster at his side and the men across the table from him leaped aside. The first shot shattered the jug, and the snake slithered through broken glass toward the edge of the table. The second shot put a hole through the table top, taking the snake’s head with it. The big-nosed man dropped the gun into its holster and looked about, triumphant.


The burly man rose from his chair, took off his patched jacket, laid this over the back of the chair. “I don’t like that,” he said. “I don’t like it at all.” He plunged toward the big-nosed man and was met halfway.


The table banged over, catching another man on the shins. He hopped, yipping, and struck out and hit another in the stomach, who promptly replied in what seemed appropriate manner. The contagion spread. The little saloon began to fill with fine, tension-easing activity. The bartender retreated behind his bar and watched in routine resignation.


Monte Walsh, eyes alight, picked the likeliest tangle of hammering humanity and started forward. He stopped. He backed away toward the doorway. “Can’t go getting mussed up,” he murmured. “Not tonight.” He slipped out and moved along the street, away from the sounds of carnage behind him. He pushed through figures running toward the sounds and ambled steadily on.


One of the figures stopped, turned, came after him. “Hey, Monte boy. I been lookin’ for you.”


Monte stopped, turned, recognized the trail boss who had paid him off three days before.


“Yep,” said the man. “I sure been lookin’ for you. When I heard that ruckus I figured you’d be there.”


“Me?” murmured Monte. “Just a decent citizen keeping the peace.


“Somethin’ wrong?” said the man. “You sick?” He sniffed. “Smellin’ pretty too. Well, anyways, I got a wire from the old man this afternoon. He’s got another bunch of cows he wants shoved up here while the grass is still good.”


“My oh my,” murmured Monte. “Go to working again while I still got money in my pocket?”


“You still got money?” said the man. “You gettin’ old? Slowin’ down?”


“Shucks, no,” said Monte. “Just learning to stretch it out some.


“That’s gettin’ old,” said the man. “Come on. I found some of the others still around. We’ll be pullin’ out in an hour.”


“Not me,” said Monte. “I got other ideas.”


“Hope they backfire an’ blow you somewheres hot,” said the man. “You got any other notions might help me?”


“Shorty Austin’s in there,” said Monte. “Getting an ear chewed off.”


“So, you was there,” said the man. “An’ now you’re out here. Beats me. Well, anyways, Shorty might do. See you sometime.” He moved away, toward the now diminishing sounds of battle.
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Monte Walsh sat by the rim of a round table at the rear of the Long Branch Saloon, a small pile of chips in front of him, paying scant attention to his cards, dropping out of most hands. Elsewhere around the rim sat the impassive black-coated, black-mustached houseman, the stout proprietor of a funeral parlor, a young square-built, trail-worn cowhand with a short, stubby pipe sticking out of a round, stubbly face, a thin, hopeful clerk from the Lone Star general store, a prosperous-looking, watch-chained man who could have been a banker, a nondescript, narrow-eyed man who could have been anything at all. Monte paid them little more attention than he did his cards. He was waiting out Dodge’s recent rule that ladies of the evening should not adorn the evening until it had progressed to midnight.


Monte played along, nursing his chips. He sat somewhat sideways on his chair so he could watch the front end of the bar and the swinging doors beyond. He took a cigarette paper from one shirt pocket, a small tobacco bag from the other. He cradled the paper in one hand and shook the bag over it with the other. A few flakes fell out. He crumpled the bag and tossed it over a shoulder and contemplated the cradled paper in disgust. A small leather pouch landed with soft thud on the table in front of him. He shook tobacco from the pouch and tossed it back. “Thanks,” he said to the stubbly-faced cowhand across the table.


Smoke lifted in two thin streamers from Monte’s nose. He won a small pot and even that failed to interest him much. The hopeful clerk left the game, temporarily out of hope, and his place was taken by a railroad section hand.


Business improved along the bar. Two women in attire once gay now, like them, showing signs of wear came in and were greeted and absorbed into the increasing press by the long brass rail. Monte fidgeted on his chair. Another woman, frowsy in limp-feathered big hat, entered and stood just inside the doorway.


Monte rose from his chair and laid his hat on it. He strode forward. “Beg pardon, ma’am,” he said. “Where’s Miss Lillie?”


“Who cares?” said the woman.


“She told me she’d be here,” said Monte.


“Ain’t you heard, honey?” said the woman. “She left on the train this afternoon with that cattle buyer from Kansas City.” The woman took hold of Monte’s arm. “Come on, honey. Let’s you and me have a drink.”


“The hell with her,” said Monte, pulling away. He strode back to his chair, stopping on the way to push in by the bar and acquire a beer mug full of whisky. He jammed his hat on his head, sat down, set the mug on the table in front of him, shoved a hand into a pants pocket. “Give me another stack,” he said to the houseman. “I’m a-going to bust this game wide open.
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Monte Walsh woke by degrees, regretting the necessity of waking at all. Something large and lumpy and sharp-cornered inside his head seemed to be trying to break out and a bruise along one temple throbbed in rhythm with the disturbance within. He moved a bit and became aware of assorted aches in other portions of his anatomy. His neck muscles complained, but he raised his head anyway.


He lay on a built-in plank cot along the wall of a small, solidly constructed room. Beyond his upturned boots he could see a doorway snugly holding a crisscross of stout iron bars. A small patch of sunlight on the floor by it spoke of a small high window behind him with its own bars.


“Nice morning.”


Monte turned his head slowly. Six feet away on another plank cot along the opposite wall sat the tobacco-pouch cowhand, more stubbly-faced than before, more worn but not from trail riding, looking about as battered as Monte felt.


Monte groaned and sat up, swinging feet around to the floor. “Jugged,” he said. “What in hell for?”


“I been studying on that,” said the other. “I figure you got to thinking there was something funny about the game and couldn’t make it out, so you just started taking the whole place apart.” He regarded Monte, round stubbly face solemn, interested. “You were doing right well. Till a batch of deputies came in.


“My oh my,” murmured Monte, exploring his head with cautious fingers. “So that was me. How about you?”


“I was kind of thinking the same,” said the other. “So somehow I kind of got mixed up in it too.”


Monte finished his survey of injuries. A small wry grin showed on his bruised lips. “Must have been a humdinger,” he said.


“From what I can remember,” said the other.
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“Monte Walsh.” The plump man seated behind a wide, solid table read the name aloud from a piece of paper in front of him and looked up over his spectacles. “Which one is he?”


“Shucks,” said Monte, morose, rubbing his aching head. “You know me. I bought this shirt off you at your store a couple days ago.”


“Not before in my official capacity,” said the plump man. He swiveled his eyes over the spectacles toward the half dozen onlookers. “What did he have on him?”


“Not much,” said a big man, coatless, with a badge pinned to his vest. “Thirteen dollars and thirty-five cents.”


“H-m-m-m-m,” said the plump man. “We will temper justice to the shorn lamb. Three dollars costs and ten dollars fine and we will return the thirty-five cents.” He looked down again at the paper. “Chester Rollins.”
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