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Chapter 1

THE TOWN OF NELSON, BELKNAP COUNTY, COLORADO, WAS baking under the weight of the hottest summer John Sexton could remember. At the lower end of the street a diamond-stacked engine waiting to help the westbound over the Madero Range gasped like a dying monster, attended by a few loafers who looked like melting lumps against the shady side of the station.

Sexton’s lathered sorrel was the only horse in sight. It lowered its head and made a weary blowing sound after he leaped down and ran across the slatted walk into McRae’s pharmacy.

“Doc! Doc!” The tiny front room with its counter and bottles on shelves was empty. And there was no one in back, either, where McRae had his meager hospital equipment.

“Doc!” Sexton started to run up the narrow steps to Mc-Rae’s living quarters. Sunshine through an upstairs window showed dust motes dancing in the air, and the passage was thick with heat and the resinous odor of drying boards. There was no answer.

“Christi!” Sexton cried. He went outside and ran toward Glinkman’s Sundown saloon. His heavy boots touched the walk lightly. He was a farmer, but he moved with the controlled grace of an athlete.

His face verged on gauntness, the flesh knit to strong facial bones with little waste of contour. His upper lip was short, his jaw strong without false thrust or bulldog bluntness. Sandy beard stubble held the caked dust of his riding. His eyes were brown, intense now with his urgency.

He burst into the Sundown and yelled, “Where’s Doc McRae?”

Lew Glinkman’s silvery head rose from behind the bar where he had been tinkering with something. His hair was parted in the middle, two great wings above a long, narrow face with the pale, unblemished skin common to nuns.

“Ain’t he in his office, John?”

“No!” Sexton looked around as if to find better counsel. He and Glinkman were the only people in the room.

“I thought he might be back. He rode out to Champe’s place last night. A shooting. Champe cracked down on another one of those bums he hires — ” Glinkman saw he was wasting breath. “He’ll be here soon.”

“How soon?”

“Well, I can’t say exactly.” Glinkman drew a beer and wiped the foam with an ivory blade. “Have one while you’re waiting, John. This damned run of heat — ”

“It’s my girl, Lew. Mary. She’s got an awful fever. At first we thought — He wouldn’t be in the hotel, would he?”

Glinkman glanced across the street at the Sawatch House. “I would have seen him go in. He could have swung back by way of Belknap’s ranch. One of Frank’s girls had the summer complaint, or something. He could have — ”

Sexton started toward the door.

“Wait a minute, now! No use to wear yourself out in the heat before you know. He was going to pull some teeth for Pete Renwick this afternoon. Pete came dragging in late last night, but Doc had to go to the Five Bar, so he said he’d do it today. The chances are he’ll be here any minute.”

Sexton walked back to the bar. He took off his hat and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. Two triangular patches of scalp where his hair was thinning appeared almost white against the hard tan of his face. Damp with sweat, his hair stood bristly and sandy farther back on his head.

“Of all the times Jim Champe has to pick to get into one of his shooting scrapes! Damn him! Any other time — ”

“Those things just happen, John,” Glinkman said. He glanced at the beer which Sexton had not noticed. “Kids can get awful sick, you know, and then the next day — ”

“You haven’t got any kids, Lew.” Sexton spun away from the bar. He went out on the run, crossed the street and leaped up the steps of the Sawatch House. A few minutes later he returned. “He isn’t there. Pete says he’s supposed to be back.”

“He’ll be here, John.”

“She’s never had anything but measles. It’s that fever that worries Moira and me. It burns your hand just to touch her.”

Sexton turned his back to the bar, watching the street. Sweat and dust had made a gray edge on his shirt collar. He needed a haircut. The dark skin of his neck was like his face, without wrinkles or looseness. He stood quietly, but the tension came from him like heat from a stove.

“My damned sink plugged up again,” Glinkman said. “It drains out into the alley and — ”

“Just that one time with measles. Damn Jim Champe anyway! Why’d he have to pick a time like this?”

“He didn’t pick it, John. You know — ”

“I can’t wait. I’ll ride back past Belknap’s.”

“You might miss him.”

“If I meet him I’ll save an hour or so. That might make a world of difference. If he comes back here, send him right out, Lew. Tell him — ”

“I’ll leave word with Crowley before I ride out toward Champe’s. That way we’ll have a double chance to save time.” Glinkman took his apron off.

“You’re a white man, Lew.” Sexton spoke with the simple wonder of the self-sufficient man who never asks for help. The intensity of his look embarrassed Glinkman, and then Sexton ran out.

Without thinking, Glinkman poured the glass of beer into the sink. The stopped drain growled at him, and the beer spread out on the tin bottom. Glinkman cursed. He locked up and went to get a horse from Crowley’s livery.

The train was grinding in when Sexton rode away. A layer of acrid smoke and heat rushed down the street at him. Against his judgment, not wanting to waste time to change horses, he sent the sorrel out of town on the trot, into the flats where heat was scorching a turpentine odor from the sage.

The hot press of the sun was on him, and the dust he left behind him hung in the air like limp flags. The sage flats swept up to mesas of piñon and juniper. His own place was off to his right, up toward the head of Agate Valley. He was going now northwest, toward Frank Belknap’s K, hurried by the memory of the worry in Moira’s eyes.

He knew he was pushing the sorrel too hard, but it would last to the K. He searched ahead for dust. A stifling, motionless land looked back at him, piñons and junipers on broken hills. Far beyond, the serrated crests of the Sawatch Range ripped a pale blue sky.

The streaks of snow up there were mockery to a man coated with dust and itching with sweat. At Cow Creek he let the sorrel drink, and then put the horse into the hard lift to the aspen belt.

Belknap’s place was at the head of long meadows. Less a few hundred tons, he raised enough hay here to serve his own needs, for this was a country of mild winters and the great upland meadows on the skirts of the Sawatch held his cattle well enough the year around.

The house was a tremendous structure, half stone and half logs. Rusty Nichols, one of Belknap’s riders, had said there was more glass in it than in all the saloons of the county. There was an oldness and a solidity about the place that rounded out the fact that old Scott Belknap had settled here in Indian days.

And the fine state of repair said that Belknaps would be here for generations to come.

The big front door was closed. Sexton leaped down and ran toward the house.

“Ain’t no one there, Sexton.” Linneus Carrothers came from the trees at the side of the house, his grizzled hair on end, his face sour; it was obvious that he had been asleep back in the shade where the Belknap girls had a summer house with hammocks.

“I’m looking for the doctor. I heard one of Frank’s kids was sick — ”

“Harriet was sick. She’s all right now. They went up to Meldrum Park to get out of the heat.”

Sexton went back across the yard and pulled the sorrel away from a watering trough. “If McRae comes by tell him we need him bad at my place.”

Carrothers yawned. “I’ll tell him.”

“I need a fresh horse.”

“They’re mostly in the summer camps.”

“One is enough.”

“I’m just a flunky here,” Carrothers said. “Belknap might say I had no right to loan his horses.” There was a sour stream of self-pity in his voice, and at the same time, superiority.

“I know what Frank would say. I need a horse.”

“Frank ain’t exactly like his father. I got along with old Scott all right, but say I loan you a horse now and Frank comes back and says I got no right to do it. He gives me hell, say, and then …”

Sexton listened no longer. He slopped water on his face at the trough. He drank from cupped hands. He could take a horse and the whining old man could go to hell, but pride and anger held Sexton back. He went up in the saddle and felt the ragged stiffening of the sorrel against his weight.

“A while ago I seen somebody riding toward town off to the east, if that’s any help,” Carrothers said. “I ain’t saying it was McRae, but maybe — ”

“How long ago?”

“Just before I tried to get some rest. Ten minutes maybe. Then you woke me up — ”

Sexton was riding away. It could be McRae. He might have swung up to Meldrum Park after leaving Jim Champe’s place.

From the first high ridge east of the K he saw two riders. Foam was splashing from the mouth of the sorrel when he came within hailing distance of the men. The riders swung around, dismounting by a knob of rock on top of a hill. Sexton knew that neither was McRae. They were the Stalcup brothers, Irv and Will, who owned the Circle Arrow, northeast over Mexican Ridge from Sexton’s farm.

The sorrel labored up the hill and stopped, trembling. “Have you seen Doc McRae?” Sexton asked.

The attitude of the Stalcups was stiff. They considered the question as if it were a trick. They looked like men expecting trouble.

Will shook his head. “Haven’t seen him, Sexton.” It would be Will who spoke. He was the civil one, a heavy, bold-nosed man with bulging gray eyes. He wore broadcloth where Irv wore faded denim.

Irv Stalcup was a burly chunk of man. The sun had chipped his face into scabby patches. His eyes were small and contentious, and his lips twisted close to his teeth when he talked. He was still on guard about something.

“What’s the trouble, Sexton?” Will asked.

“Sick girl.”

“Oh? That’s too bad.” Will glanced at his brother. “If we see McRae in town, we’ll sure as hell send him out, won’t we, Irv?”

Irv did not bother to answer. He said, “You’ve damned near ruined that sorrel, Sexton.”

“I know it, but now I’ve got to get home and then maybe I’ll have to ride toward the Five Bar.”

Irv said, “Before you start all that, you’d better go to the K and get another horse.”

This blank refusal of a question Sexton had not asked embarrassed Will. He looked away from Sexton. He wiped his face with a red bandana laid loosely around his neck to prevent sweat from soiling his coat collar. “By God, it’s been a hot summer.”

Mary was tossing in a hot room with a fever eating her. She was seven. She had her mother’s beauty. Sexton’s pride could not stand, even against refusal. He had made a mistake in Nelson. He had let pride and anger keep him from taking a horse at the K, but now there was only urgency left.

He looked at Irv. “If one of you will switch with me, I’ll leave your horse on the creek at Lindstrom’s. I can get one from him.” It was only a few miles out of their way.

“We’re going to town,” Irv said. “You came from the K, didn’t you? Why didn’t you get a fresh horse there?”

Sexton looked at Will. “Well, I don’t know,” Will said reluctantly. He glanced at his brother.

“I’ve got a sick girl,” Sexton said. “By God, don’t you understand that?”

“Sure, sure.” Will was still looking to his brother for an answer. Irv was studying Sexton with the contempt of a strong man for a weak man who had to beg for something.

Sexton ground his anger back. “Will one of you ride to Lindstrom’s, then, and tell him to send one of his boys to my place to tell my oldest boy to look for McRae on the trail to Champe’s?”

“You don’t even know where the doctor is.” Will spread his hands helplessly.

Irv turned away abruptly. He walked to his horse and mounted. “Come on, Will. We’d be fools to go near that crazy Swede right now.”

“That’s a fact, Sexton.” Will tried to cover shame by adding quickly: “We’ll send Doc right out if we find him in town, Sexton. Maybe the girl will be all right anyway. I sure hope so.”

Sexton watched the Stalcups ride away. A terrible feeling of personal failure dragged through him.

He had to leave the sorrel a mile from Lindstrom’s farm. He stripped the rig and laid it in the grass and gave the spraddle-legged animal one moment of pity before he started at a fast walk toward the creek. It was no cooler here in the lower part of Agate Valley than it had been in town.

Donn Lindstrom ran out to meet him when Sexton was two hundred yards from the buildings. Long-boned, red-faced, Lindstrom was waving a rifle. He was panting as if he would burst, and his lips flipped saliva as he shouted: “John! I was ready to shoot you! I am ready to shoot somebody!”

Sweat was burning Sexton’s eyes. Lindstrom was shaking the rifle in his face like a finger. “Let’s see the gun, Donn.”

“The river! The Stalcups killed our river!”

“That’s bad. Let’s see that rifle, Donn.” Sexton pushed the muzzle aside when Lindstrom thrust it at him. He took the piece and let the hammer down to safety; then he shook the sweat from his face and cleared the fur from his mouth, standing a moment drunk with fatigue and worry. “Has Doc McRae been past here?”

“By the dam on Mexican Ridge, that’s how they did it! Bill Nafinger knows. The Stalcups, John! No water in the river!” Incoherent, wild, Lindstrom reached out to grab the rifle.

Sexton pushed him back. “We’ll have to see about it, Donn. Has McRae ridden by?”

“No! I am talking about the river! They — ”

“We’ll take care of that.” Sexton led the way toward the house. “I’ve got to find the doctor.”

Lindstrom’s pale blue eyes were bloodshot with rage and heat. He began to gain control of himself. “Who is sick?”

“My girl.”

“I am sorry.” In the same breath Lindstrom added: “They killed the water. I was ready to shoot somebody. I thought you might be a Stalcup.”

“I need a horse, Donn.”

“Yes! All of us will go up there, with plows, with shovels, with — ”

“In a day or two.”

Mrs. Lindstrom and two of her younger girls were standing in the yard. Sexton gave her the rifle and saw the relief in her eyes, followed immediately by a glance of sympathy. “We heard, John. Cabot rode here looking for you to be coming back.” She slid the rifle behind her long gray skirts.

The Lindstrom boys were standing at the creek. One of them yelled, “It’s getting lower, Pa!”

Lindstrom went into a new burst of excitement, cutting the air with his hands.

“Donn! Donn!” his wife shouted. “Get the horse for Mr. Sexton!” Her husband paid no attention until she repeated the command in Swedish.

Sexton pounded away on a big-bellied, unshod gray. Agate Valley was shaped like a champagne bottle, Lindstrom holding the narrow lower end of it, with his fields edging against sage hills. The Renault farm was next and then the Nafinger place, and at the head, where the creek made slow S turns through rich deep soil, lay Sexton’s 640 acres.

He splashed across the creek below the Renault bridge, veering toward the road. Sam Renault was standing on the rickety bridge, a blocky little man with a black spade beard. He waved Sexton on.

The gate at the north end of the farm reflected the condition of the whole place. It sagged, and was held by a mass of rusty wire that was hard to untangle.

Sexton had to go close to the Nafinger house. The big-bellied horse was blowing hard, so he stopped to loosen the cinch and let the animal catch its wind. Mrs. Nafinger met him, a small, intense, red-haired woman.

“Have you got him located yet?” she asked.

“Not yet. Did Cabot say how Mary was when he came by here?”

“He didn’t stop that long.” Mrs. Nafinger pressed a small bottle of black fluid into Sexton’s hand. “Tell Moira to try this: two teaspoons every hour. It helps my kids.”

“Thanks, Sue.”

The woman glanced toward the creek. “I suppose Lindstrom told you?”

Sexton nodded, watching the horse.

“Bill went to town to talk to Judge Crowley. They have no right to the water, have they?”

“None at all.” Sexton found a damp bandana in his hip pocket. He wiped his face. “Have any of your kids ever had a real bad fever, Sue?”

“Several times. They’re still alive.” Sue Nafinger gave Sexton a quiet smile of confidence. “Two teaspoons every hour, remember, if Moira wants to try it before the doctor gets there.”

Sexton felt better when he left. Sue Nafinger watched him pound away, and then her face lost the confidence she had held out to him. She ran into the house and picked her baby from the cradle and held it tightly.

Crossing his own land, Sexton rode beside haystacks that were dark with age. This was the finest land on the creek. Native grasses stood high, prime, ready for cutting any time.

Cabot, his oldest boy, was on the roof of Mary’s room, drenching the shingles with a bucket of water. He tossed the bucket down to Malcolm, the youngest son, who filled it from a barrel on a stone boat a horse had dragged from the creek. Then Malcolm passed the bucket up to Roman, who was halfway up a ladder to the roof.

All the brothers had their father’s sandy hair. They watched him rush into the yard, not stopping in their work. Cabot called softly, “Did you find him?”

“He’s probably at Champe’s ranch. How is she?”

After a moment Cabot said, “Not very good.”

Malcolm spilled a bucket of water he was dragging from the barrel. He began to cry all at once, but he dipped the bucket back into the barrel and carried it over to the ladder.

Sexton went quietly into the sickroom. His wife was bent over the bed, putting damp towels on the child’s body. Moira Sexton did not look around when she asked, “How soon will he be here?”

“I — ” Sexton’s breath came out in a long sigh. “I have to go on over to Champe’s. I think he’s there.”

Moira looked at him then, a question, and behind that, for an instant, panic. It rocked him like a tremendous blow on a nerve center. It left him weak and loose inside, for when fear broke through the endless layers of Moira Sexton’s courage it shattered one of the strong foundations of her husband’s life.

“How is she now? Is it worse?”

“We need the doctor,” Moira said. She gathered the tough fibers of her strength to give her husband a faint smile. “It can’t be diphtheria or scarlet fever. She has no sore throat, or hasn’t all along. I know it isn’t typhoid.”

She was a tall woman, with the dark and white coloring of her Irish ancestry. Her hair was raven black, her eyes a searching green. She was the most beautiful woman Sexton had ever cared to see.

Water spilled from the roof. Cabot was trying to move as quietly as he could up there. Malcolm’s voice came through the open window. “We’ll have to go back to the creek for another load.”

Mary rolled her head from side to side. She tossed her arms aimlessly, small arms that were scarlet with the grip of fever. Moira lifted a damp towel from her chest and dipped it into a pan beside the bed. Sexton knew he had to go, but he stayed another minute.

He put two fingers gently on Mary’s forehead. “Still burning up,” he muttered. Mary’s hair was like her mother’s. Soft and fine it lay against her temple cups, then fell in two black braids against the hot pillow. Four days ago she had raced like a sprite after her brothers along the creek bank. The memory of her laughter trailed across Sexton’s mind like a knife cutting him.

“I’ll go on now to Champe’s.”

“Send Cabot.” Moira did not look at him, but he felt the same conveyance of brief panic that had come from her eyes.

Sexton remembered the medicine then. He took it from his pocket. “Sue Nafinger gave me this. She said — ”

“God bless her, but it might choke her now, John. The best I can do is dribble water into her mouth.”

Sexton set the bottle carefully on a chair. He picked it up immediately, wiped a smudge of dust from it, and put it back upon the chair. “I’ll send Cabot.”

Cabot was sixteen. He was already as tall as his father. His eyes were deep-set, his mouth thinner than any of the Sextons’. Looking at him, Sexton remembered that Cabot had never teased his sister as his younger brothers had.

The boy heard his father’s orders and nodded. In two minutes he was racing away bareback on his pony. It was ten miles to the Champe ranch. Sexton figured the hours and was afraid. He watched Roman and Malcolm dipping water at the creek, and he heard Malcolm say, “Now it’s almost quit running altogether.”

Sexton unsaddled Lindstrom’s horse and put it into the corral. He went inside once more. “How is she now?”

“The same.”

He stared at his daughter. He was a man who had never asked any quarter from life. He asked it now, and then he said, “Let me clean up a little and then maybe you can rest.”

He washed in the kitchen, soaping away sweat and dust and leather stains from his hands, sloshing water on the spare planes of his face. His hands were big and powerful. He flexed them, wishing there was some way he could use them to grapple with the shadow in the sickroom. Between movements of the towel against his face he looked out on the long run of his hayland. There was enough grass in sight to make more hay than the whole country had need of.

The splash of water on the roof went on all afternoon. At intervals Sexton went out to scan the country north toward Mexican Ridge. Maybe I should have gone myself. But he knew that he could not have ridden as fast as Cabot.

Sexton and his wife put their wills solidly against the menace in the sickroom, and in doing so they achieved a closeness that was almost perfect.

The sun was dying when Mary began to cry out in a frightened tone, “Mommie? Mommie?” She searched the mists plaintively, and Moira answered over and over, smiling, holding the small hands, until at last the child relaxed.

It seemed to Sexton then that she was breathing easier. The terror flickering in his mind began to subside, but it needed only a touch, an uneven spacing in Mary’s shallow breathing, to flare up again.

With the going of the sun a small breeze ran across the fields of tall grass and the first breath of evening coolness flowed into the room.

Moira wiped her face and hands on a piece of white sheeting. “Tell the boys to get themselves something to eat.”

The yard was muddy from water that had spilled off the roof. Sexton told his sons they had done enough. They leaned against the barrel wearily, staring at him.

“She’s better, we think. You kids get something to eat.”

He unhitched the horse from the stone boat while the boys were stumbling into the kitchen. Unharnessing in the barn, he heard the sound of hoofbeats in the north. He ran outside and saw Cabot’s little pinto and McRae’s big red roan coming through the upper pasture gate.

“Moira! The doctor’s here!”

McRae’s shirt was rolled high on his thick brown arms. He dismounted in a leap and reached for the tie strings behind the saddle.

“I’ll get the bag!” Sexton said. He untied the doctor’s coat and his grip while McRae was going inside.

Sexton and his wife stood close together and watched McRae in the sickroom. He was deft with his hands, slow with his opinion. For thirty years he had practiced medicine, and now his brown beard was sprinkled with gray. He was thorough with his examination. Sexton felt confidence now from the shifting of a burden.

“How long has she been completely out of her head?” McRae asked. His voice was deep and even.

“About an hour after John left this morning — about eight o’clock.”

Not looking at the parents, McRae asked several more questions. At length he looked directly at Sexton and Moira, studying them as if he were weighing one against the other to determine which had the greater stability. He settled on Moira. “She has scarlet fever.”

“Her throat was never sore!” Moira said.

“That happens sometimes with scarlet fever.” McRae glanced at Sexton. “How about some coffee, John?” The flesh around the doctor’s eyes was smudged with fatigue.

“How bad is it?” Sexton asked.

McRae’s sharp eyes touched Moira again. “She’s very sick. I don’t have to tell you that. I’d like some coffee, John.”

Moira nodded at her husband. Sexton went into the kitchen. His hands were clumsy. Nothing seemed to be in place as he built a fire and started coffee. Malcolm and the other two boys were eating radish sandwiches.

“What did he say?” Cabot asked.

“He said she was pretty sick.”

The three boys watched Sexton uneasily as he kept lifting the stove lid to hurry a fire that was barely kindled. Suddenly, in the middle of a bite, Malcolm’s mouth twisted and he began to cry. He threw his sandwich toward the woodbox and ran out of the room.

“He was already started here,” Cabot said. “Lew Glinkman rode all the way to Champe’s to tell him. I only had to go as far as Mexican Creek.”

Roman said, “The Stalcups made a gouge and a dam and turned all the Agate water down Mexican Creek.”

“You didn’t see it!” Cabot said. “I told you about it, just now.”

“Let’s not have a fight over it.” Sexton listened to the murmur of voices in the sickroom. Though he knew he was of no use there, he was uneasy about the way the doctor had sized him up and got him out of the room.

“Lindstrom was as sore as a bull with a boil,” Cabot said. “He was running around like a crazy man, waving a rifle. He said — ”

“Be quiet, Cabot.” A sudden silence in the other part of the house worked on Sexton. He had turned away from the stove and headed toward the living-room door when he heard McRae say:

“Yes, that was a good thing to do. I’d say it helped.” The deep, even voice held no undertone of worry, Sexton decided. He tried to build his own hope on it.

The boys went outside to find Malcolm, and Sexton heard them calling his name. He realized that it was growing dark when he found himself concentrating on the leaks of light coming from the stove. He could see the yellow patch on the floor of the living room and he knew that Moira had lighted a lamp.

He kept lifting the lid of the coffeepot, waiting for the sound of boiling.

The voices in the sickroom stopped suddenly. He heard the scrape of a chair. The tenseness in him was like a steel rod. A shadow blotted out the light coming from the bedroom. Moira said, “John.” Her voice was under control, but there was a tone in it that stopped Sexton’s breath. He ran.

Mary was in convulsions. Sexton knew that a lifetime would not be enough to forget the small hands clutching at the sheet, the jerking, the whole protest against finality.

When McRae straightened up at last his arms fell slackly at his sides. He looked at Sexton and Moira with an understanding that spoke of his own three children dead long ago of typhoid, and with an understanding of parents bereft since time began. And then he looked beyond them, and his pouched eyes were bitter with this defeat and the memories of old defeats and the certainty of future losses. He straightened his heavy shoulders. He met the moment and the future without falseness. “Go on out. Ill tell you when to come back.”

Sexton stared at McRae, hating him for an instant because the doctor was the most available linkage to a black event.

“Go on out.” McRae was brutally tired, but the will to go on was there.

“Come on, John.” Moira seemed to be without emotion. She led her husband from the room, but when they were outside her body went loose. “Mary,” she sobbed, and crumpled against Sexton. He picked her up and carried her to their bedroom and sat beside her, holding tightly to her hand while she wept.

Air from the cooling land made ghostly movements against the white curtains. Sexton stared into the night, trying to drive away remembrance of the last fifteen minutes. He relived the day, his futile ride, his arguments with faces that were evil now, his hurrying on foot across Lindstrom’s barley field after the sorrel gave out.

Every moment that he had been delayed raked him with barbed claws.

Moira stopped crying. “Where are the boys?”

“Outside somewhere.”

“We’d better tell them now.”

Sexton rose. “I’ll go do it.”

She held to his hand after he was on his feet. “We didn’t fail. We did the best we knew how.”

“I suppose. I know you did. McRae too.” Sexton started out. His voice was numbed with bitterness. “And it’s all no consolation whatever. She died.”

He went into the yard. Coyotes on the hills were crying too, a haunting song of all things lost down through the ages.





Chapter 2

BEFORE SUNRISE SEXTON WALKED ALONE BESIDE THE CREEK above the house. Already the gathering stickiness of the air foretold another hot day. Without humor he remembered Lindstrom’s excited talk. They killed our river! Trout were dying in the quiet pools, flashing erratically, showing their white undersides as they strove to keep from rolling on their backs.

He turned away from the sight quickly.

His long acres of hay gave him no satisfaction. The deep soil cut by the river meant nothing this morning. Deep in him was the magic of the earth, the love of working the earth and watching the fruitfulness of it, but today the farm was failure.

McRae rode out from the barn. A night’s rest had taken the pouches from his eyes. The vitality of him seemed tremendous as he looked down quietly at Sexton and said, “I told Moira I’d tell the folks down the creek on my way to town.”

Sexton nodded. “Thanks, Doc.”

McRae studied the creek. “That won’t hurt you much at this time of year, will it?”

“No. Irv will turn the water back when he gets tired of playing.” Sexton broke the seed top from a blade of grass. “If we could have reached you sooner — ”

“We can’t go back, John. What are the Stalcups doing, watering their patch of hay on Lower Mexican?”

“I suppose.” Sexton had lost time overtaking the Stalcups, more time because they would not switch one of their horses for his. “If we could have hurried things a little more, Doc — say, an hour — ”

“It would have made no difference, I’m afraid.” McRae pointed toward the creek. “You’ve got the oldest decree in this part of the country, haven’t you?”

“Nine feet. It went with the place when I bought it four years ago. You knew it was too late when you walked into the room, didn’t you?”

McRae looked at Sexton angrily. “I never know that.”

“But it’s so. You told Moira after you sent me out to make coffee.”

“Did your wife tell you I did?”

“No.”

“It’s true. I told her the chances were against us.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because,” McRae said, “she could take it better than you.”

Sexton flipped the seed top away. He took a deep breath. “That’s right.”

“What are you trying to get at, John?”

“I don’t know.” Sexton shook his head. “I only wish we could have got you sooner.”

“I’ve lost children to that kind of scarlet fever even when I was there early.”

“What was the trouble at Champe’s?”

“A shooting. Champe fired a man. They argued over his wages. Champe shot him.”

“Will he live?”

McRae hesitated. “Maybe. I sent him to town this afternoon to go to the hospital in Cottonwood. Maybe he’ll live.”

“Champe owed him the money, didn’t he?”

“I don’t know,” McRae said. “The cause of shootings is generally no concern of mine.” McRae dismounted and walked over to Sexton. “Look, John, if I hadn’t been at the Five Bar, I might have been farther away. Blame Mary’s death on the fact that we have no medicine or knowledge to control scarlet fever.”

“If Jim Champe hadn’t shot a man because he’s too Goddamn’ crooked to pay what he owed, you’d have been in Nelson pulling Pete Renwick’s teeth. I would have got you right away and maybe — ”

“You don’t know, John. I might have been fishing. I might have been clear up in the park with the Belknaps, checking up on Harriet. She’s been sick — ”

“She got well,” Sexton said.

McRae studied Sexton with a troubled expression. He got back on his red roan. “When are you going to cut the hay?”

“Any time, I guess.”

“Is the market for baled hay any better than it was last year?”

“No. I don’t have a baler, either.”

“You spoke of going over to oats in a lot of this valley.”

“It takes time,” Sexton said. “I’ll get to it. Doc, if we could have reached you — ”

“If I had been here two days ago, I can’t say for sure that things would be any different. I’ve told Moira to watch the boys carefully. One of them may come down with it. Until that danger is past, I won’t be any farther away than Nelson.”

Sexton’s face was bleak, his eyes bitter as he looked toward the hills. “I’ve got three boys, McRae. I had only one girl, and she made a singing inside of me whenever I looked at her.”
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