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  For Ol’ Max Evans

  Pardner, I can never thank you enough.

  Spring, 1920

  A little bird told John Burroughs, the

  naturalist, it’s to

  be a long, hard winter.

  —Kansas City Star, December 13, 1919


  Chapter One

  Weather and creaking joints permitting, Jim Hawkins could be found every weekend—Saturdays while his wife, daughter, and grandson did the shopping, and Sundays while his wife, daughter, and grandson did their churching—sitting in that rocker right outside the Manix Store in Augusta, whittling and spitting, spitting and whittling. “Holding court,” Big Clem Ellis often called it, but for a king, Jim Hawkins didn’t say much.

  To the children playing in the streets or on the boardwalk, and even to some younger men, Jim Hawkins sure looked old enough to have been a king, one from those ancient times of Arthur, Richard, George, or Louis. Few knew what age Jim Hawkins might own up to, but Big Clem Ellis said he’d heard that Jim Hawkins was right at fifty years old, which might explain why his hair was so gray, face so sun-beaten underneath that battered gray hat, knuckles so misshapen, or why he needed a scarred hickory cane to push himself out of that rocking chair, especially when it got cold, and it got bitter cold in Augusta. Especially the past winter. Folks figured the Chinooks would never get there, and the warm winds didn’t arrive in time for many farmers. Come spring, homesteaders by the score gave up, saying good bye to their mortgages, the unforgiving wind, and forlorn dreams. Bankers would be getting many farms, providing their banks hadn’t died, too.

  So, there sat Jim Hawkins in front of the Manix Store, rocking and spitting, spitting and whittling, paying little attention to mules pulling buckboards through the mud and muck of Main Street one Saturday afternoon in April. He sent a splash of tobacco juice into a rusty coffee can resting to his right, and never once missed, while other men gathered about as their wives shopped and their children played.

  “Good to see you, Jim,” Harry Carter said as he settled onto the wooden banister a few feet from where Henry Lancaster, Jim’s eleven-year-old grandson, shot marbles with Big Clem Ellis and Hans Junger. “How’d you-all make out this winter?”

  “Passable.” Jim Hawkins spit.

  “Hit forty below in December,” Bob Kirk said, “at my place. Coldest I’ve ever seen it.”

  “Oh, winter wouldn’t have been too bad,” Lou Cator said with a chuckle, “if it hadn’t been for the weather.”

  Everyone laughed at that, except Jim Hawkins, and some pale woman who happened to be riding past the mercantile with her husband in a beat-up old wagon. The wagon bed hauled a sixtypound moldboard plow, a trunk, and a small coffin. The woman just stared, her eyes as dead as the rest of her face, and she shivered, like she’d never get warm again, and pulled a blanket over her shoulders, not blinking, not really understanding, then turning away. Nobody noticed her except Jim Hawkins and his grandson. All Jim Hawkins did was run his thumb along the edge of his knife for about a minute, then went to work on the stick. Nagged by Big Clem Ellis, young Henry Lancaster stopped staring, and went back to marbles.

  “It’s the government’s fault,” Bob Kirk said.

  “Usually is,” said Pork Ellis, Big Clem’s father.

  “You blame the government for it being forty below?” Lou Cator asked lightly.

  “No,” Bob Kirk snapped. “For all this misery. For getting us in that war. Bringing all them fool sodbusters to Montana, telling them to grow wheat, grow wheat, grow wheat. Grow it for the Army, for those starving folks in Europe. Setting the price so it wouldn’t drop below two dollars a bushel. Them greedy farmers ruined a lot of good land hereabouts. They’re worser than sheepmen.”

  “Watch it,” said Pork Ellis. “I am a sheepman.”

  “You know what I mean, Pork,” Bob went on. “Stock growers like us, we wouldn’t ever ruin a land like farmers. But I don’t begrudge them none. It’s the government.”

  “First come the war, then the influenza,” said J.R. Junger, his accent thick. “Then the winter. Now this misery. It is the end of the world.”

  “Worst winter that ever struck,” Pork Ellis agreed, “iffen you ask me.”

  “Hard winter,” Harry Carter said, “and more hard times coming.”

  Camdan Gow rode up on a red Indian Big Twin with the white wheels—well, once, maybe, they had been white. For the past two or three years, he had been sputtering around on that motorcycle, which he had special ordered from Massachusetts. Briefly the children abandoned the marbles to study, enviously, Gow’s fancy bike, the only motorized vehicle anyone had seen between Helena and Great Falls. Gow, who owned a small ranch just north of Choteau, didn’t climb down yet, listening to the conversation and nodding a polite greeting in Jim Hawkins’s direction.

  “I feel sorry for some of them sodbusters,” said Lou Cator, no longer smiling.

  “I feel sorry for me,” Pork Ellis said. “I lost thirty percent of my flock.”

  “Maybe Governor Stewart can help,” Harry Carter offered.

  “Well, I ain’t buying some bond to build roads,” Bob Kirk said, “not to provide relief to a bunch of poor, ignorant . . . what was it they used to call those Texas cattlemen who drove up here?” He was looking to Jim Hawkins for help, but it was Camdan Gow who answered.

  “Steer men.” Gow stepped off his motorcycle. “And the old-timers were called she-stockmen.”

  “That ain’t what I was thinking,” Bob Kirk said.

  “Yeah,” quipped Lou Cator, “but we got children present.”

  “Well,” Bob Kirk said, “if that bond’s the best thing to come out of Helena. . . . .” He shook his head, letting the words die.

  “Nobody can help them,” Gow said as he made his way to the boardwalk.

  “What brings you south, Camdan?” Pork Ellis asked.

  “Wanted to see how bad things are,” the Scotsman answered.

  “What’s your verdict?” Harry Carter asked him.

  Shaking his head, Gow fished a pipe from the pocket of his jacket.

  “Worst winter I can recall,” Lou Cator said again.

  “Me, too,” agreed Harry Carter.

  “How about you, Jim?” Pork Ellis asked. “You ever seen a winter that bad?”

  The rocking stopped, and Jim Hawkins tossed his slim stick into the mud, folded his knife, and found the handle of the hickory cane. The court stared at him, waiting, and he pulled himself to his feet, and looked through the open doors of the Manix Store. As if summoned, Hawkins’s wife and daughter filed out.

  “Just one,” Jim Hawkins answered at last. “Eighteen Eighty-Six, ’Eighty-Seven.” Taking a brown-wrapped package from Mrs. Hawkins, he followed his family down the steps, into the mud, and to his spring wagon.

  Harry Carter whistled. “You was here for that one, Jim? That was before my time.”

  “That was before Augusta,” Lou Cator said, laughing.

  “Come along, Henry,” Jim Hawkins’s wife ordered, so the boy quickly put marbles in the pocket of his overalls, and joined the family.

  “I have heard the stories,” J.R. Junger said.

  “Stories that make my bones ache.” Harry Carter shook his head.

  “Oh,” Bob Kirk said, “it couldn’t have been as bad as this one. It was snowing at my place on the Eighth of October.”

  “I dunno,” Pork Ellis said.

  Only Camdan Gow had left the boardwalk, helping the women with their groceries and into the spring wagon before Jim Hawkins snapped the reins, and rubbed his knee as the wagon moved down Main Street.

  “How bad was that winter, Jim?” Bob Kirk called out.

  “Hard,” he answered.

  “Worse than this past winter?”

  “Harder.” He spit into the mud, and flicked the reins eagerly, turning the wagon around in the wide street, heading west, taking his family back toward the Sun River. He stared ahead, eyes pained, remembering something that rose from his soul, thoughts he had tried to forget over the years, memories that strengthened with the stiffness of joints, the whiteness of the hardest of winters, and the bitterest of winds.

  Bob Kirk took off his hat to scratch his head. “Well, I don’t believe it could have been that bad. Forty below it was, at my place. And that was in early December. Couldn’t have been worse than this winter.”

  “Could have been.” Camdan Gow settled into the warm rocker. “And was.”

  Lou Cator grinned. “Old Jim Hawkins don’t say much.”

  “He said enough,” Camdan Gow said.

  * * * * *

  He said enough.

  Jim Hawkins said hardly anything. Ever. That’s how Henry Lancaster felt. Sure, he’d hear his grandfather talking to his grandmother fairly often—seemed to be carrying on quite the conversation every now and then—but Jim Hawkins hardly said anything to anybody else.

  It was like that on Sunday morning when Henry Lancaster came inside after doing his chores and washing up, finding his mother and grandmother in their Sunday best at the table with Jim Hawkins, who sat quietly making sandwiches of biscuits and bacon for the rest of the day. This Sunday, he was making more sandwiches than usual. Like he had a bunkhouse full of cowhands to feed.

  “Eat up,” Henry’s mother said. “Else we’ll be late for preaching.”

  “Leave the boy with me.”

  Hearing his grandfather’s words, Henry almost choked on crisp bacon.

  “It’s Sunday,” Prudence Lancaster reminded her father.

  “Need to do some riding.” He started sticking biscuit and bacon sandwiches in the pockets of his Mackinaw.

  “It’s the Lord’s day,” Lainie Hawkins said. “He needs to be in church.”

  “I ain’t going to turn Henry into no infidel,” Jim Hawkins said. “Just ride up to the cañon, see things.”

  “The cañon!” Prudence shouted. “That’ll take you two, three days. Henry’ll miss school.”

  “He can miss a day or two, same as he can miss one sermon. Ain’t like the boy hears nothing that preacher says anyway. He’s asleep most the time.”

  Henry’s face flushed. So did his grandmother’s.

  “How would you know, Jim Hawkins?” Lainie snapped.

  “You don’t need to be riding a horse,” Prudence said. “Not that far.”

  “One reason I need the boy to tag along with me.”

  “There’s nothing up there,” Prudence said. “There’s no cattle . . . not of yours, anyhow.”

  “There’s memories.”

  Prudence Lancaster let out a sigh of exasperation, and she was about to argue further, but her mother’s face changed, and she was standing, telling Henry to make sure he fetched his bedroll and coat, that it would get cold at night, and then daughter and mother were going at it, but that was a fight Prudence could never win, and the next thing Henry knew, the spring wagon was heading back down the road to Augusta, and he was alone with his grandfather, wondering what was up at Sun River Cañon, and why he wanted an eleven-year-old boy to ride along with him.

  * * * * *

  “It’ll green up,” Jim Hawkins said.

  “Sir?” the boy asked.

  The old cowboy had dismounted the claybank gelding, squatting on one of the myriad hills.

  Joints creaking, Jim Hawkins stood and swung back into the saddle. “Green up,” he repeated. “Usually does after a hard winter. Grass’ll grow high, and your mama’ll see wildflowers she can’t remember ever seeing. It’ll be pretty country.” He kicked the gelding into a walk. The boy followed along on a small brown mare, moving northwest, toward the circling turkey buzzards they had seen for the past hour.

  They came to the fence first, rusted strands of Knickerbocker wire with three-point barbs, running over the hills as far as either Henry Lancaster or Jim Hawkins could see. They rode past the wire trap, stopping when they crested another hill, and stared below at the dead filly, or what was left of her.

  She had gotten her left forehoof tangled in the bottom wire, had fallen, struggling to get free, but her efforts had only tightened the wire, cutting to the bone. By the time the wolves came, she hadn’t been able to put up much of a fight.

  “Stay here.” Jim Hawkins handed his grandson the reins, and slowly walked to the remains of the dead horse. He squatted again, touching neither horse nor wire, just staring, then standing, looking ahead, finally letting out a bitter oath, and kicking the fence post, which bent in the muddy soil.

  A minute later, he was back in the saddle.

  “Should we . . . ?” Henry began.

  “Nothing to do,” he said, and they rode in silence, until Jim Hawkins started doing something he seldom did. He talked.


  Chapter Two

  They ride over the hills, which rise like brown waves in an endless sea, toward the rugged Sawtooth range, and Jim Hawkins blurts out: “Ever tell you how I come to Montana?”

  “No, sir,” the boy replies. He has always figured his grandfather has lived in Montana since the time of dinosaurs.

  “Run off from home when I was twelve. Vigo County. In Indiana. Don’t remember much about it, the farm, I mean. I remember my ma, my pa, my army of sisters and brothers. Remember them real well. I was the youngest. Pa told me must’ve been five hundred times that I’d never amount to a farmer. He was right. I knew it then. Didn’t want to be no sodbuster. Didn’t want nothing to do with Indiana. Wanted to be a cowboy. So I run off, and I don’t reckon Pa hunted for me, though it likely worried my ma some. Sold soap. The deal was you sell enough soap, the man I was working for give you a coupon. Get enough coupons, you trade them in for whatever you desired. So I sold enough soap to clean up half of Fort Smith, Arkansas, which is where I was at that time, then traded in those coupons for a saddle. After that, I drifted down through the Nations and into Texas to learn how to be a cowboy. That’s where I met Tommy O’Hallahan. And that’s where we both met John Henry Kenton.”

  “Who were they?” Henry asks.

  “They was my pards. Tommy wasn’t much older than me. John Henry, he was a good deal older. Took us under his wing. Taught us all a waddie needed to know, or all John Henry thought a waddie needed to know. Reckon we might have stayed in Texas . . . .”

  The monologue ceases. The wind blows. The horses crest a hill, and begin riding down, following the fence line.

  “Why’d you-all leave?” the boy asks. He expects it’s a waste of breath, that his grandfather has returned inside that wall of reticence.

  Jim Hawkins doesn’t speak for a long while, and Henry Lancaster sighs. The horses’ hoofs clop, and they climb the next small hill.

  “Wire.” Jim Hawkins says at last, his eyes hardening. Another minute passes, another hill, then three more. The boy waits, and, after a soft, whispered curse, the old man is talking again, pointing at the fence they continue to follow.

  Spring, 1886

  Intelligence from the cattle regions

  of the state are of the gloomiest

  and most depressing character.

  The loss in cattle will be great.

  —Chicago Daily Drovers Journal,

  January 13, 1886


  Chapter Three

  Barbed wire fences. Not like that one, to enclose a pasture. The wire, I mean, was used for what Texicans called a drift fence. Not the same as what some folks up here label a drift fence, big old wooden monsters to handle the snow and mess up a good view of prime country. In the Panhandle of Texas, back in the ’Eighties, it was wire running forever to catch cattle. Well, it caught them, sure enough. That’s what we was working on that spring. That’s what I picture, what I ain’t never been able to get shut off in my mind. All that barbed wire. All them dead cattle.

  Ain’t so bad, I remember trying to tell myself. If I can hold my breath, don’t think about. . . .

  No luck. Dropping the knife from my right hand, I turned quickly from the drift fence, tried to stumble to the chinaberry tree, but slipped in the mud long before I even neared it. Jerked down the calico bandanna covering my nose and mouth, and vomited, battered hat toppling off my head.

  Behind me, come laughter. Tommy O’Hallahan’s laughter.

  Well, I tried to summon some anger for Tommy, but couldn’t. Hell, I’d been laughing at Tommy O’Hallahan that morning when Tommy mixed his breakfast with Panhandle mud.

  Serves me right, I figured, not that I’d ever tell Tommy so. I just let him laugh, till I reckon he had to stop before he started to throw up again. The smell was that bad, but it wasn’t just the smell, it was the flies. Thousands of them. And maggots. Mostly, I reckon, it was all that waste. Or maybe it was what we was doing. Skinning dead cattle. More than you could count.

  I was breathing heavily, waiting to see if the nausea had passed. Hoped so. Didn’t have nothing left in my belly to lose.

  The way I recollect, I hadn’t thrown up since that September, back when John Henry Kenton had passed out at The Equity Bar in Tascosa, leaving behind three-quarters of a bottle of Chicken Cock & Rye. At least, that’s what the label on the bottle said, or so Tommy had told me. Us two kids had dragged our pard to McCormick’s livery, then sampled the whiskey ourselves. Next thing I knew, I was dreaming that I was vomiting up my supper in my sougans. Only when I woke up, I realized it hadn’t been no dream. Couldn’t hold down a meal for two more days, but I had learned a mighty important lesson. Swore I’d never touch another bottle of Chicken Cock & Rye. Tommy, of course, hadn’t made no such a promise, but Tommy hadn’t been airing his paunch that time. And John Henry? Boy howdy, how he laughed, till he realized he had paid for that rye and hadn’t gotten to enjoy much of it himself, forgetting that he had killed one bottle already. John Henry was fifteen, maybe twenty years older than us. Maybe even older. Wouldn’t swear that he was any smarter, though. Smarter than me, I suppose, but not Tommy. No, sir. Tommy was smart enough to be a schoolmaster. He’d read more books than I’d ever seen, which is why the boys at the 7K called him Professor when we was riding for that brand.

  That reminds me. The hands at the 7K had dubbed me Rye the rest of the season, and eventually I had learned to laugh with them. Having Rye for a handle sure beat Suds, which was what the older cowboys had called me on the first outfit I had worked for, and Soapy, which is what John Henry Kenton took to calling me when we’d first started riding together. On account of my saddle bought with soap coupons.

  Good times, back then. Before that spring.

  Things was different after ’86. This was work. Sickening, gruesome work. Me and Tommy wasn’t the only boys who couldn’t hold down his breakfast. Older hands also gagged, vomited. Bitter as bile what we was doing.

  Still dizzy, I managed to pick up my hat, set it back on my head, and slowly rose, wiping my forehead with a mud-caked right hand, cleaning up my mouth and chin with that raggedy old bandanna, which I then pulled back over my nose and mouth. I moved back to the barbed wire fence, and the dead cattle. I was drawing time, and always figured a good cowhand put in a good day’s work for a good day’s wages. Not that $1 a day and found was what anybody in his right mind would consider good wages. But we was cowboys on the open range. That’s all that mattered.

  “Feel better?” Tommy asked once I had fetched the knife and went back to work skinning the bloated carcass of a long-dead steer whose brand no one recognized.

  For two days we’d been at it, Tommy, me, and John Henry Kenton, and just about every other cowboy from Tascosa to Mobeetie, south nigh down to Memphis, and west thirty-five miles past the New Mexico Territory line. Riders from the T Anchor and the Turkey Track, the LE, LIT, Ladder 3E, 7K, Box T, even Mr. Charles Goodnight’s JA.

  “Devil’s rope,” John Henry said a few rods down the fence, working on another longhorn, his leather gloves soaked with blood and mud. That’s what we called the wire. That’s what it was. That’s how I saw it back then. Ofttimes, I still do. “Ought to use it to hang every. . . .” John Henry lifted his bandanna to spit, then shook his head, and went back to work.

  Well, I looked up at Tommy, who swallowed, ’cause we hadn’t forgotten. We’d helped put up part of that drift fence the summer before, using barbed wire. And John Henry Kenton had dug his share of post holes, and stretched miles upon miles of those two-twisted strands with the H-shaped barb patented by Mr. Hiram B. Scutt. I ain’t never forgotten that wire. Don’t see how I could, as much of it as I saw down in Texas. Yeah, John Henry had done his share of sweating and cursing alongside us boys stringing that devil’s rope.

  I’d best backtrack some, let you know how things got to be the way they was in Texas in the spring of ’86. Let you know how we come to be skinning dead cattle.

  The 7K had let us three go in November. Not enough work in the winter, so we’d been riding the grubline through Christmas, before Mickey McCormick had hired Tommy to work at the livery till spring, and John Henry had talked Booger Pete into letting me swamp the saloon for the winter—me and Tommy later come to the conclusion that John Henry wanted to have friends in the right places, where he could get a few drinks and board his horse, or sleep off a drunk. John Henry, of course, would do no job he couldn’t do from a saddle, most times anyway, or so he said, so he spent the winter wandering from ranch to ranch, working for a meal. Me and Tommy wished we had been riding with him.

  At first.

  Things changed on Wednesday night, January 6. Some dates a man just never forgets, like his birthday, wedding day, things like that. Of course, I remember the morning your ma was born. Well, January 6, 1886, was one of those dates. Won’t never forget that one, either.

  Wasn’t supposed to get that cold in Texas, you see, and it never snowed that much. Even the winter of ’84–85 wasn’t this bad, and John Henry Kenton said it was as hard as they came. A soldier boy from Fort Elliott had staggered into Booger Pete’s when I was fixing coffee, saying the wind was roaring right under sixty miles an hour. Folks even said ice formed on Galveston Bay, although I ain’t rightly sure I believed that story. Texicans could tell some falsehoods. Yet it had been plenty cold, ten below zero at Mobeetie.

  Down in Tascosa, Tommy O’Hallahan later told me, the snow turned black. Black snow! I ain’t doubting it, not for a minute. The brutal wind picked up sand, mixing with snow, dark, ugly, stinging anyone who stepped outside. That’s what Tommy told me, and he wouldn’t lie to me, not back then. Mickey McCormick’s livery wasn’t the most comfortable place to wait out a blizzard, either, but Tommy, like me, had a roof over his head. We wasn’t sure about John Henry.

  I worried about our pard. Our mentor, really. Reckon Tommy did his share of worrying, too. John Henry was a forty-year-old cowhand, without a job, riding from bunkhouse to bunkhouse across the Panhandle, waiting for spring. A man caught out in this storm could die. I knew that plain enough even before Mr. Les Carter hauled them five corpses to town in the back of a wagon.

  Mr. Carter, a stove-up old belly-cheater who’d been let go and was also riding the grubline, said he found a covered wagon over along the Canadian River, a team of sorrels frozen in the harness, and inside a man, woman, and three children, dead. Somehow, Mr. Carter got the dead horses out of the frozen harness, hitched his buckskin gelding to the wagon, and brought the dead family to Mobeetie.

  Town undertaker had to wait till the ground was soft enough to bury that unlucky family. You know, I thought about those poor folks yesterday when we was in Augusta, and them poor sodbusters come to town in that wagon, with that little coffin in the back. Maybe that’s why I’m telling you all this. Maybe it’s because I just ain’t never told nobody, not even your grandmother, about all that happened, although Lainie knows a bunch of it, seen a bunch of it herself. Maybe it’s because I wasn’t that much older than you. Maybe it’s because it’s something I’ve been needing to get off my chest for better than thirty years.

  When the storm finally broke, I’d never seen so much snow, not even when I was a younker in Indiana. Three or four feet on the streets, and drifts climbed even higher. The roof on Luke Potter’s adobe house had collapsed under the weight. It took a month before the stagecoach from New Mexico Territory started running again.

  A bad winter.

  Spring was worse.

  John Henry rode into Mobeetie in February, with Tommy trotting along right behind him on a claybank. They stopped at Booger Pete’s for John Henry’s morning bracer and to pick me up. Winter might have been hard, but spring came early to Texas, and there was work to do.

  “Got us a job at the Ladder 3E,” John Henry announced.

  Me? I was more interested in the winter. “How’d you make out in that blizzard?”

  “Colder than a witch’s caress.” John Henry killed the shot of whiskey, and refilled his glass.

  “Thought you might have froze to death,” I said, still picturing those poor folks Mr. Carter had found.

  “Me, too,” Tommy added.

  John Henry had lifted the glass to his lips, but slowly lowered it, smiling. “You boys are still mighty green. A little snow ain’t gonna kill John Henry Kenton.” The shot glass raised again to be slammed on the cherry-wood bar, empty. “Let’s ride. Spring gather will commence soon.”

  Only, long before we reached the Ladder 3E headquarters, we was wondering if there would be any cattle to round up.

  * * * * *

  We found the remains in bogs, at the bottom of bluffs, in the Canadian River, but mostly piled up against the drift fence. The air had turned rancid, filled with flies and the stench of rot.

  Twice, we come to arroyos—that’s what they called them down in Texas; we call them coulées up this way—that was filled with so many dead cattle that a man could ride across and not even touch the dirt. If his horse would let him, though no horse would. Things was that bad.

  Dead cattle was everywhere.

  At a tent revival meeting in Clarendon, some sky pilot preached that this was all God’s will, and His sheep had to accept His wishes, but neither me nor Tommy could see why the Almighty would want to kill tens of thousands of poor dumb cows. Nor did John Henry, and he told that preacher man a thing or two. Well, Clarendon had never been real popular with cowboys, and us cowboys had never been popular with anybody who lived in that town. Some old Methodist had founded it as what they called a “sobriety settlement” that didn’t cater or cotton to cowhands. “Saints Roost” is what most of us cowboys called the place. Only reason we’d stopped there was to buy coffee and tobacco. You couldn’t get a drink of whiskey there.

  “Wasn’t God’s doing!” Kenton yelled at that Methodist. “It was our own!”

  He was right, I reckon. Partly anyhow. It was the wire. The wire we’d help string up.

  * * * * *

  “Cattle ain’t like all critters,” John Henry had told me and Tommy more times than either of us could remember. “They drift. Just turn their hindquarters to the wind and start walking.”

  During the winter of 1881–’82, back when I was still just a-wasting away on that farm in Indiana, cattle had drifted onto the Texas ranges down from the Arkansas River. Even as far as the Platte. Come spring, the beef that hadn’t died in the winter was chewing up Panhandle grass.

  I don’t have to tell you how much value a stock grower puts on grass. Can’t afford to have a bunch of cattle from someplace else eating grass growed for his beef. They was picking Texas grass clean. Now, all this here information is second-hand. Like I say, I was just a poor, dumb farm boy around then, but the story I’m relating here is true. John Henry told us about it. He wasn’t one to lie to me or Tommy, either. Not then.

  So cowboy crews had to come to Texas from Nebraska, Colorado, even a few from Wyoming, to gather up their cattle. And it wasn’t like the Texas cows hadn’t drifted. That year, John Henry was a floater, looking for strays for the brand he was riding for, and he spent much of that spring wandering down along the Blanco River. A right far piece from his range.

  Anyhow, when everything got sorted out, when the Wyoming cowhands took their beeves back to Wyoming, and so forth, when John Henry had come back to the Panhandle, a good deal of winter grass was ruined. That’s when the ranchers started putting up wire because the Panhandle Stock Raisers Association had met in Mobeetie and come to the conclusion to build a drift fence.

  They got the posts from the Canadian River breaks, or the Palo Duro. Cost them big ranchers $200 a mile, even more, to string that fence. But they kept putting up wire.

  Remember that time we all had to ride down to Helena, and your ma asked me to take you to see that 10¢ moving-picture show? The one with that fellow dressed up like a cowboy, only I don’t think he knew which end of a horse was what? You remember that? Figured you did. You seemed to like it. Remember that cowboy’s boss, the big rancher, and how he wanted to run off all those sodbusters because they was putting up barbed wire fences? He started preaching about the open range, and farmers was ruining the West. Well, it wasn’t always like that, boy. Yeah, farmers put up fences, but so did a bunch of cattlemen. And they done it for the same reason.

  To keep the cattle out.

  By the time I’d come down to Texas, and after I’d met up with Tommy, and then John Henry had took us on and started looking after us green peas, well, there was a lot of barbed wire running across the Panhandle. We kept putting up wire.

  I’d best explain one thing. It wasn’t just one long fence. No. Ranchers ain’t got the temperament to work like that, work together like that, I mean, so all those fences didn’t connect. Probably about the year I started cowboying, there was a law made that said you had to put in gates, and gateways had to be so wide and so forth. So this drift fence was really a series of long fences, and a cowboy on a good cow pony could find a way through that . . . guess you’d call it a maze. If it was a right sunny day. If the cowboy wasn’t too stupid. But the thing is this . . . cows are stupid. They couldn’t find a way through those fences. Come a hard winter, a bad blizzard, cows would just drift till they come to a fence, or a river, or a coulée, and they’d just stop. They’d just stop and stand there, till they died.

  That’s what had happened with that terrible blizzard. That’s why me and Tommy and John Henry had lowered ourselves to skin dead cattle that spring.

  Maybe we would have stayed in Texas, kept right on skinning carcasses, but I reckon John Henry would have blowed his top before long, and up and quit. Which is pretty much what he did, what we all did, but it didn’t happen till I stepped on that cactus.


  Chapter Four

  Iwas wearing boots. Good boots, too, not like them Congress gaiters your ma thinks you need to wear to church and school. Lord, your ma never has quite come to grips with the fact that we live on a small ranch in the middle of nowhere. Sometimes, I find it hard to believe that a girl like that was raised by your grandma and me. Good woman, now, don’t get me wrong, but she sure ain’t a ranch woman. Your pa, before he had to run off and join Pershing’s Doughboys and get himself killed, rest in peace, liked his boots, too. He’s probably turning over in his grave seeing you in those confounded shoes.

  Anyway, I was talking about my boots. Tall boots they was, the color of midnight, with blue crescent moons inlaid in the tops. Just like the ones John Henry wore, only he had stars instead of moons, and his stars was white. I’d spent $13 on them in Tascosa, and I had on a pair of thick wool socks. And the cactus was just a little old prickly pear that was growing alongside the drift fence, and I had finished skinning one dead steer and was moving to work on another, and just slipped.

  The only way I can figure it is that my right foot slid right into that prickly pear at just the right place, so those long old spines poked through that boot right where the foot meets the outsole. Had I stepped on the cactus, had I slid into that prickly pear any other way, nothing would have happened other than I would have cursed, Tommy would have laughed and called me clumsy, and I would have started cutting up the dead steer, waving away the flies, trying to keep the disgust from rising in my throat, probably thinking how that farm in Vigo County, Indiana wouldn’t look so bad along about now.
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