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Praise for Elmer Kelton

“Kelton characters are well done … . People from rural Texas and those who have an appreciation of its distinctive values will find this book, Kelton’s forty-sixth, thoroughly rewarding.”

—Austin American-Statesman on The Smiling Country

 


“Western storyteller Kelton returns for his fortieth-plus novel, a sequel to 1978’s The Good Old Boys that again features hang-loose Hewey Calloway, circa 1910, as his lovable old ‘Smiling Country’ of West Texas fades into the automobile age … . Old-timey dialogue, newly minted, rhetorical stretchers, and whopping good humor right out of Twain.”

—Kirkus Reviews on The Smiling Country

 


“Kelton is a genuine craftsman with an ear for dialogue and, more importantly, an understanding of the human heart. Calloway is one of the most memorable characters in recent Western fiction, even though he doesn’t carry a gun and would probably run away from a bad guy. But his heart is as big as the open range, and it’s ever so easy to root for his happiness. An exceptional sequel.”

—Booklist on The Smiling Country

 


“Cloudy in the West will be read and reread by adults and children. Elmer Kelton is a Texas treasure, as important for his state as Willa Cather is for Nebraska and Badger Clark for South Dakota. Kelton truly deserves to be made one of the immortals of literature.”

—El Paso Herald-Post

 


“A story of murder and greed set in Texas in 1885 features Elmer Kelton’s most endearing character yet, a twelve-year-old boy named Joey Shipman … . A wonderfully humorous book with just enough evil in a few of the characters to keep realism alive and well. All this, and the most delightful narrator since Huck Finn.”

—Amarillo News-Globe on Cloudy in the West

 


“The fast-moving Cloudy in the West succeeds as a young adult novel, traditional Western, and an all-around good read.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram
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In a broad sense this book is dedicated to the old-time 
Western ranchman, whose lifestyle gave him an 
inkling of Heaven and more than 
his proper share of Hell.

 


In particular it is dedicated to my father, 
Buck Kelton … one of them.
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Introduction

 


 



DURING THE LONG TEXAS DROUTH OF THE 1950s A joke—probably already as old as the state—was told again and again about a man who bet several of his friends that it never would rain again, and collected from two of them.

Indeed, it seemed the rain was gone forever. For parts of West Texas the ordeal lasted a full seven years. Though some would argue that it was not the most devastating drouth they had ever seen, it was by all odds the longest in memory.

Each new generation tends to forget—until it confronts the sobering reality—that dryness has always been the normal condition in the western half of the state. Wet years have been the exceptions. Walter Prescott Webb, in his classic The Great Plains, noted how the land changes west of the 98th meridian, and how this has affected the people who live there, etching its marks upon their characters and impacting upon their culture. Traditionally it has taken a strong-willed, individualistic breed to live west of that line,
especially when that living is tied closely to the soil, as is the case with the rancher and the farmer. Those not strong enough either did not cross the line or retreated after being bruised by the demands of that uncompromising land. Those who remained became tough, resilient, and almost militantly independent. As a group they have been like the old rancher who declared, “I don’t want anybody giving me anything, and I don’t want anybody telling me what to do; I just want to be left the hell alone!”

This fierce protectiveness for one’s own prerogatives has been compromised to some degree in the last generation or so, but enough remains to be a potent political factor. Resistance to regulation may be stronger in drouth-prone West Texas than anywhere. This trait remains a puzzle to people in other areas, willing to trade their freedoms piecemeal for what appears to be a guarantee of security. They, perhaps, do not have this heritage of recurring struggle for survival which every succeeding generation of West Texans has had to face, each in its own time.

My father’s family has been west of the 98th meridian more than a century, and not one generation has been spared this cycle of drouth and hardship. When Dad was about seventy-five, I asked him how many really wet years he had seen.

“Four,” he replied. “They were 1906, 1919, 1941 and 1957.” That was little more than one out of twenty. He had seen twice that many dry spells severe enough to be termed drouths. The rest of the time varied between “pretty good” and “pretty dry.”

Drouth by Texas definition is a period of severely deficient moisture that laps over from one year into another. Often it is of two to three years’ duration. Anything shorter, though it may be serious, is termed a dry spell, as if more annoyance than hardship.

In the mid 1950s I asked a Kansas lamb buyer about conditions in his area. He said they were tough; he had suffered through three drouths that summer. I did not totally relate to his terminology. I told him we were already
in the third summer of the same drouth. As it turned out, we had three more to go.

Drouth by Texas standards does not necessarily mean a total absence of rainfall. Rains may indeed come, occasionally, but they are usually light, and moisture from one seldom remains until the next. Natural selection has long since eliminated those native plants which cannot endure extended dry conditions, but the plants which remain tend to go dormant. They retain life only in their root systems, not above the ground for livestock to graze. Introduced crops and “improved” grasses seldom survive the more cruel of these tests.

In earlier times, livestock on such drouthy ranges would literally starve. By the 1950s, good transportation had made it possible for stockmen to haul in feed or to ship livestock to market before they declined to such a desperate condition. This did not prevent the economic collapse of a substantial percentage of ranchmen, however.

Their plight led to a number of federal aid programs supposed to keep them on the land. Many of these programs compounded the problem instead of presenting a solution. They were initiated hurriedly with few ground rules by politicians who coveted favorable publicity. When rules finally were completed months later, they were enforced retroactively, placing extra hardship upon many of the early participants. In the main the programs were inadequately planned and motivated more by political considerations than by sound appraisal of actual needs. Many ranchmen, like my character, Charlie Flagg, elected to shun them but suffered nevertheless because the programs’ inflationary impact nullified the benefits for those who participated and added to the economic misery of those who did not.

The Time It Never Rained as you read it here is my third version. I began writing the first shortly after the drouth was broken. It failed to find a publisher, as did a second version in the early 1960s. I set the novel aside for about ten years. After critical acceptance of The Day the Cowboys
Quit in 1971 I decided to try again, completely rewriting it. Perhaps I had become a better writer after ten years, and perhaps editors were more prepared to accept the premise that all which comes out of Washington is not necessarily golden.

By this later time I was able also to treat racial problems more frankly, particularly the relationships between ranch workers of Mexican heritage and the Anglos who employed them.

During the 1950s I was a farm and ranch reporter for the San Angelo Standard-Times and covered the drouth story day after day, month after month, year after year. Most of my friends and many of my relatives were fighting the battle at ground zero. I watched them, and I bled with them, inside.

I hoped the novel would give urban people a better understanding of hazards the rancher and the farmer face in trying to feed and clothe them. The heaviest readership, however, was west of the Mississippi. In effect, I found myself preaching to the choir.

Many people over the years have asked me if I based Charlie Flagg on their fathers. My mother was convinced that I wrote it about my father. The truth is, I did, in part. I wrote it about him and about many, many others I knew, people who still retained an old frontier heritage of fighting their own fight, testing one strategy and when it failed trying another, but above all simply enduring, and enduring.

They are not the traditional Western fictional heroes, standing up to a villain for one splendid moment of glory. They are quiet but determined men and women who stand their ground year after year in a fight they can never finally win, against an unforgiving enemy they know will return to challenge them again and again so long as they live.

They are the true heroes.

 


ELMER KELTON

San Angelo, Texas




Prologue

 


 



IT CREPT UP OUT OF MEXICO, TOUCHING FIRST ALONG the brackish Pecos and spreading then in all directions, a cancerous blight burning a scar upon the land.

Just another dry spell, men said at first. Ranchers watched waterholes recede to brown puddles of mud that their livestock would not touch. They watched the rank weeds shrivel as the west wind relentlessly sought them out and smothered them with its hot breath. They watched the grass slowly lose its green, then curl and fire up like dying cornstalks.

Farmers watched their cotton make an early bloom in its stunted top, produce a few half-hearted bolls and then wither.

Men grumbled, but you learned to live with the dry spells if you stayed in West Texas; there were more dry spells than wet ones. No one expected another drouth like that of ’33. And the really big dries like 1918 came once in a lifetime.


Why worry? they said. It would rain this fall. It always had.

But it didn’t. And many a boy would become a man before the land was green again.




Chapter One

 


 



RIO SECO WAS TOO SMALL TO AFFORD A PROFESSIONAL manager for its one-room Chamber of Commerce. The part-time volunteer, elected because no one else wanted the job, made his living selling an independent brand of gasoline two cents under the majors though he bought it from the same tank truck that serviced half the stations in town. A man of wit, some people thought, he had erected a big red-and-white sign on the highway at the city limits:



WELCOME TO RIO SECO 
HOME OF 3,000 FRIENDLY PEOPLE—
AND THREE OLD CRANKS!



Farther inside the city limits, half-hidden between a Ford billboard and one for Pepsi-Cola, he had placed another sign:




THIS IS GOD’S COUNTRY 
DON’T DRIVE THROUGH IT LIKE HELL



This cattle, sheep, and farming town was much the same as fifty others dotted along the interminable east-west highways which speed traffic across the great monotonous stretches of western Texas ranch country. To an impatient motorist hunting a cooler place to light before dark, these dusty little towns are all cut from the same tiresome pattern and, despite the signboard, a long way from heaven.

Like most of them, Rio Seco had old roots. It had been born out of necessity, a trading place for sprawling cow outfits, for scattered sheep camps and industrious German dryland farmers who had come west with their wagons, their plows, and a compulsive will to build something. The town long ago had made its growth and found its natural level. Now it held steady, gaining no ground but losing none. Oil companies had come and punched their holes and found them dry. They had gone again, leaving dreams of quick riches to drift away on the arid wind like the cotton-white clouds that promised rain and failed to deliver.

Life still depended on two fundamentals: crops planted by the hand of man and grass planted by the hand of God.

Give us rain, they said at Rio Seco, and it makes no difference who is in the White House.

If one thing set the town apart, it was probably the trees—pale-green mesquites and massive, gnarled live oaks, rustling cottonwoods and shady pecans, watered by a hundred windmills whose towers stood tall above a timid skyline. Modern municipal mains provided purer water for drinking and cooking, but most of the older generation clung to wells for yards and gardens and trees. For a man who has often turned his face to the hot breath of drouth, the sight of a windmill tower—its big steel fan clanking patiently and pumping up water clear and cool—somehow reaches deep and touches something in his soul.

The town had three cultures—Anglo, German, and
Mexican. The first two had largely merged through the years—beef and beans and apple strudel. The third remained unassimilated, except perhaps in Rio Seco’s unhurried pace of living. Most of the Anglos were addicted to Mexican food, and most of the Mexicans loved football, but these were superficial things.

Many of the older rock homes had a no-nonsense squared-off solidity the Germans had brought from their original settlements in the Pedernales River section of the hill country. Across the railroad tracks, beyond roads dusty from passage of livestock trucks on their way to the shipping pens, lay the Mexican part of town—ageless adobes and small frame shacks, and a fair number of modern GI houses built since the war. The old and the new stood side by side in sharp contrast: a wrinkled, ancient Mexican working up adobe bricks out of straw and mud in a barefoot method known to the fathers of his grandfathers, while next door a three-man crew with electric saws cut raw lumber for a new frame house. Two small brown-faced boys sat on a forebearing Mexican burro, their black eyes alive with curiosity as they watched an older brother tuning the motor of a hotrod.

For the ranchman, business centered around Emmett Rodale’s old stone bank and Jim Sweet’s feedstore-wool warehouse, a long, cool, cavernous building of concrete tile. There in round, well-packed jute bags wedged between steel poles and stacked nearly to the high ceiling lay stored the gray-white fleeces that for three generations had been a cornerstone of Rio Seco’s economy.

For the farmer, business focused on the same bank, the cotton gin and a small grain elevator with twin steel tubes that stood taller than anything else in town except the sun-catching silver water tower emblazoned with crudely painted red letters: SRS ’51.

In the second floor of the rock-fronted courthouse was a room which in recent years had emerged as another important economic fact of life: the county office of the federal PMA. Next to rain, perhaps, it had become the most
important fact. Here the man of the land came to declare his crop acreage, his past year’s plantings. Here he was told how much land he would be allowed to seed in cotton, in grain sorghums, in whatever other crops might be under federal control. Here he came for price support and to receive checks to help him pay for terraces and water-spreading, for water wells and surface tanks, for battling back the prickly pear and thorny mesquite.

Here he sold his freedom bit by bit, and was paid for it on the installment plan.

March Nicholson, the county PMA officer, stood at the open window, looking down on the freshly mowed courthouse lawn, the buried sprinkler system showering green bermuda grass dotted by patches of dying winter rye. It always irritated him the way people parked haphazardly around the courthouse curb, ignoring the town ordinances, if indeed there were any. Across the street under a live-oak tree, half blocking the driveway to Nicholson’s rented home, stood a pickup truck with a Hereford cow tied in the sideboarded bed and a saddled horse in an open-topped trailer hitched behind it. Horse droppings had tumbled over the tailgate and onto the ground; Nicholson would have to use his shovel tonight. He cursed under his breath. In the back of another pickup waited two Border Collie sheepdogs, resting but alert-eyed, watching a farmer pull up in a bobtail truck with two big tractor tires and several sacks of planting seed.

Nicholson’s baleful eye was pulled away from the horse droppings by a brush-scarred green pickup pulling into an open parking space.

“Well, I’ll be damned. I wish you’d look who’s come to the meeting.”

His district supervisor pushed to his feet from a chair in the courtroom’s jury box where he had slouched to read a copy of the morning San Angelo paper. He watched a heavy, graying ranchman step out of the pickup and limp up the concrete sidewalk toward the front steps of the courthouse. He saw nothing which made that man look
different from the couple of dozen stockmen and farmers already gossiping in the courtroom.

“I don’t know him. Is he somebody special?”

“He’s Charlie Flagg.”

The name meant nothing to the supervisor. “One of the rich ones?” he guessed. In this part of the country it was often hard to tell the rich man from the poor one by looking at him. The rich man was as likely to be wearing patched trousers and runover boots as the most destitute Mexican cowboy in town. One could not afford to put up a front and the other did not have to.

Nicholson shook his head. “No, not rich. Charlie Flagg is one of those operators in the middle ground … smaller than a lot of them. You’ve seen that sign on the edge of town, the one about the three old cranks? Charlie Flagg is Crank Number One.”

The supervisor watched the ranchman pause on the front steps to swap howdies with a deputy sheriff. The deputy, who probably did not swing a leg across a horse’s back twice a year, was dressed in a neatly tailored Western shirt and tight-legged cowboy pants, shiny high-heeled boots and a nicely creased Stetson hat. The rancher, probably on horseback half his waking hours, wore a nondescript straw hat beaten badly out of shape and a pair of old black boots, his baggy khaki trousers stuffed carelessly into their tops. There was a lesson in this somewhere, the supervisor thought; someday he was going to reason it out.

“Gives you trouble, does he, March?”

“No trouble … or anything else. Never sticks his hard head into my office. He’s one of those old mosshorns who thinks he made it all by himself and he doesn’t need anybody. I’ve tried to get him to go into some of our programs. You ought to hear him snort. Says the government didn’t help him when he was getting started and he doesn’t need it now.”

“Then I’d simply forget about him if I were you. Some people you can’t change; you just have to outlive them.”


“Charlie Flagg is too contrary to die; he’ll outlive us all.”

Nicholson’s face twisted as he looked at the men who sat in little groups scattered around the big courtroom, talking weather and crops and prices. He had sent out five hundred postcards announcing the meeting; this looked like about all the crowd he was going to get.

“It’s frustrating,” he complained. “A man devotes his life to service, and this is the response they give him. Sometimes I wish I was selling cars in San Antonio.”

The supervisor said, “The rest’ll come in when it’s time to get their checks.”

Nicholson walked down the aisle and out into the hallway to see if there were any laggards. He saw Charlie Flagg come up the steps, laboring a little because of a slightly game leg. Part of a postcard stuck out of one shirt pocket. Nicholson shoved his hand forward. “Mister Flagg, when I sent you that card I had no hope you would actually come to the meeting.”

Flagg gripped Nicholson’s hand hard enough to bring a stab of pain, but he looked puzzled. “Meetin’? What meetin’?”

“The meeting to explain the changes in the farm program.”

Flagg shrugged his heavy shoulders. “They change the farm program the way I change socks. Before you can get your meetin’ over with, they’ll be callin’ you from Washington to tell you it’s all different.”

Nicholson sagged a little. “You didn’t come for the meeting, then?”

Flagg shook his head. “I come up huntin’ the judge. They sent me a call for jury duty and I got a shearin’ crew comin’ tomorrow. Court can wait, but a shearin’ crew won’t.”

Nicholson saw that the postcard in Flagg’s pocket was not the one he had mailed. “Well, I still say you’ll be in to see me someday, Mister Flagg.”


Flagg’s gaze was steady and without compromise. “What I can’t do for myself, I’ll do without.”

A short, stocky ranchman came up the stairs in time to catch the last of it. He paused to spit a long stream of brown tobacco juice at a hallway cuspidor, getting most of it in. “You’re preachin’ again, Charlie,” he grinned, “and this ain’t even church.”

Charlie Flagg turned, a little embarrassed. “Hello, Rounder. I didn’t go to preach, but he asked me and I told him.”

Rounder Pike laid a rough hand on Flagg’s shoulder. “You’re fartin’ against the wind, Charlie. We’ve got used to government money like a kid gets used to candy. Most people wouldn’t quit takin’ it now. Them as did would go right on payin’ the same old taxes and not get nothin’ back. We’re like a woman that’s been talked into a little taste of sin and found out she likes it. You’d just as well join the crowd. You’re payin’ the freight anyway.”

“Never.”

“Never is an awful long time.” Pike gripped Flagg’s shoulder, then walked on into the courtroom.

Nicholson motioned toward the door. “There’s plenty of room, Mister Flagg.”

Flagg started to turn away. “You’ll find, Mister Nicholson, that ranchers are contrary people. And old ranchers are awful contrary.” He limped down the hall toward the office of the county judge.

Nicholson’s supervisor had come out into the hallway to listen. He said, “One of those rugged individualists, isn’t he?”

“Someday he’ll just be a ragged individualist. He’s standing still while time goes on by. But he’ll be in to see me one of these days. He’ll come in like all the rest.”

The supervisor frowned, watching the rancher go through an open door. “Somehow, I hope he never does.”

Nicholson’s eyebrows went up.

The supervisor said, “He’s gone out of style, but the
world will be a poorer place when it loses the last of his kind.”

“You sympathize with him?”

“I pity him, a little. A man can get awfully lonesome standing out there all by himself.”




Chapter Two

 


 



IT WAS NOT YET MIDMORNING, BUT ALREADY THE southwest wind touched warm against Charlie Flagg’s stubbled face as he climbed the narrow ladder up the steel tower of the windmill to look beyond the empty livestock pens and across the big pasture. He could see the sheep half a mile away in a drift of gray dust. He cocked his head to listen, but he couldn’t hear them over the racket of Teofilo Garcia’s shearing crew setting up equipment in a corral.

Beneath him, gentle whiteface cows drank cool water from a long concrete trough. They paid him no attention. A steer calf touched its nose curiously to a plastic bottle which Charlie had wired on as a no-cost float to save six dollars. Charlie’s spur jingled, and the calf jerked its head up, startled, water dripping from its hairy chin. “Don’t worry, pardner,” the ranchman spoke quietly. “We already done our job on you. This is the day for the sheep.”

Charlie Flagg was far past fifty now, a broad-shouldered man who still toted his own feed sacks, dug his own post-holes,
flanked his own calves. The scorch of summer sun and wind had burned him deep. His face was so brown he might have passed for a Mexican shearer, had his eyes not been the deep blue of a troubled sky.

His Western straw hat was bought new in April but now in May was already spotted with sweat stain, the brim curled higher on the right side than on the left because the right hand was the one he used to grip it. He wore it for service; at his age he had no interest in show. His khaki pants fitted low and loose on broad hips. He had been letting his belt out gradually, and a little of soft belly pushed against the silver buckle. He used to depend upon hard work and hot summer to take that softness away. The last few years, October found most of it still there.

He hooked an arm over an angle-iron rung and leaned out, sun-grinning against the glare. He surveyed the band of sheep and counted six riders beside or behind them. Satisfied, he turned away and let his gaze drift leisurely over the ranch while the steel fan clanked and groaned above him, and the sucker-rod bumped against the standpipe as it pumped up and down. It always hurt his leg a little to climb this ladder, but the view pleasured him enough to be worth the pain.

It was a comforting sight, this country. It was an ageless land where the past was still a living thing and old voices still whispered, where the freshness of the pioneer time had not yet all faded, where a few of the old dreams were not yet dark with tarnish. It had not been so long, really, since feathered Comanches had roamed these hills a horseback seeking after game, or occasionally in warpaint seeking honor and booty and blood. Eighty years … one man’s lifetime. Across Warrior Hill and down along a creekbed where a wet-weather spring seeped during the good years, a person with sharp eyes and lots of time might still turn up arrowheads as perfect as the day skillful brown fingers had shaped them from brittle flint.

Old August Schmidt had told Charlie once that in his youth he could still see the smokestains of Indian campfires
beneath a ledge of limestone ancient beyond imagination, relic of some primeval sea; and once in that deep swale below where the house now stood, he had ridden unexpectedly upon a shaggy buffalo bull, last remnant of the vanished herds.

When August had been an old man he had shown Charlie the slumped remains of a Mexican mustanger’s dugout, a primitive camp used as headquarters for a winter—maybe as much as a winter and a spring—while the raw-hider ran down the last of the wild horses.

It was in the mustanger’s time that Warrior Hill had earned its name. An aging Comanche—alone, so far as anyone knew—had made his way back from the reservation in Indian Territory far to the north, perhaps for one final hunt on ancestral grounds, perhaps simply to die where his grandfathers had died. The mustanger saw him and found two Rangers tracking him. Together they gave chase and ran the old warrior and his gotch-eared pony to ground. On top of the hill the Comanche jumped down from his lathered and droop-headed horse, raised his arms toward the sky and sang a chant that made the mustanger’s blood run cold. Then he turned with bow in hand and charged the guns, shouting defiance into the face of certain death.

His bones were still scattered on that hilltop when August Schmidt had bought the land. The old German settlers, more than any others of early Texas, had somehow understood the Indian and had made their own treaties with him. August Schmidt had loved this country on sight; he thought he knew why the old warrior had come home to it. He gathered the bones and carefully covered them with a cairn of stones on top of the hill. The rest of his life he tended the cairn, keeping it as neat as it had been that first day. The hill was a place he could go when he needed solitude to think. It was a place that always seemed to give him strength when he faltered in the trying years, for there he had buried a man strong beyond measure.

Each of these men had had his own time—the Indian,
the mustang hunter, the pioneer rancher—and each had passed from the scene. For more than twenty years now it had been Charlie’s turn to use this land, to shape it in his own way and to be shaped by it. To a degree he never knew, he had been shaped by all those who had gone before him.

He called his ranch Brushy Top, after the brushy Concho divide which ran along the edge of it. It was not so large that he could not see beyond it from here. North and west it was his to the edge of the cotton farms on Coyote Flat. To the south and east lay Page Mauldin’s vast expanse of live-oak hills. Charlie had fifteen sections of rangeland in all—three deeded, the rest under lease. Almost ten thousand acres, the way people figured it in town, but Charlie tallied it easier in sections. It took fully four acres in this country to feed a sheep, twenty for a cow. Charlie’s was not large as Texas outfits went—not large enough that the worry of it followed him to bed at night the way Page Mauldin’s far-flung ranch operations did. But it was enough that Charlie had brought up a son on it and sent him to all the school he would take, and he had never missed paying Lupe Flores his monthly wage.

West of the corrals and away from their hoof-churned dust, two houses sat protected by the deep shade of long-reaching old live-oak trees. One was a white-painted frame with rubboard siding and a porch. Charlie had built it good and solid, hoping it would content his help and make them want to stay. Lupe and Rosa Flores had lived in it seventeen years. The house had been expanded gradually as their five children came along.

At fifteen, Manuel Flores was out on horseback doing a man’s part as ranch boys were expected to do, helping round up and drive the sheep. Charlie could see little Juan, the youngest, playing cowboy on a stick horse in the broom-swept front yard. The girls Anita and Luisa were likely in the house helping their mother with the cleaning and the cooking. Candelario, seven, was hanging onto the shearing-pen fence, large brown eyes a-sparkle as he
watched the transient Mexican hands sharpen their shearing heads and stretch a greasy shade tarp from each side of the rig for the job that was soon to begin. Candelario was learning some new words down there from Garcia’s crew. If he took any of them home, Rosa would blister his bottom with a willow switch.

Charlie’s own house had stood for most of seventy years. Its square lines bore the strong flavor of hill-country German, for when August Schmidt had become able to afford it he had brought an immigrant rockmason from Fredericksburg to help him, and with his own hands he had built this house to stand forever. The limestone blocks had been chiseled one at a time into straight lines that would butt together without a flaw. Age and weather had darkened the stone, but the building seemed as sturdy now as it had ever been.

August Schmidt had grown old here before he sold the place to Charlie. Now Charlie would grow old in this house, and someday, perhaps, his son.

Charlie watched his wife, Mary, wearing a floppy old straw hat with a brim wide as a Mexican sombrero, move through the front gate into their yard. When Tom had first learned to walk, Charlie had found him one day at the barn, toddling dangerously around the horses’ feet. That was when Charlie built the white picket fence, with the gate latch high and on the outside.

Tom had been a fool about horses even then. At twenty-two, he hadn’t changed much.

Mary started work in her flower beds, trying to do some trimming before the day turned hot and she had to start dinner. Those damn flower beds! Years ago Charlie had to hammer and chip them out of caliche and solid rock for her, then haul good soil from way over on the Flat with a team of mules and a wagon. It took a dozen trips. For such a little woman, she had a streak of stubbornness broad as a saddleblanket. The German blood showing out, he figured. After traveling across the Atlantic to fight Germans
in World War I, he should have known better than to marry one here at home.

The garden was Mary’s red flag of defiance against the dry nature and plainness of this rolling range country. Charlie raised hell about the water it took, especially when he was obliged to drill another well and put up a new steel windmill behind the house. But no matter, she raised her flowers anyway—petunias and pinks, roses and larkspur, zinnias and phlox. Charlie would have been content with the flowers Nature chose to put there; they were many and colorful when the season was wet. But he guessed a man had to tolerate a few things. The world had known but one perfect man, and no perfect woman whatever.

He climbed slowly down from the mill, careful not to let a foot slip on the thin, slick angle-iron. He favored his left leg a little; it had been broken in a horse fall years ago. Few were the old-time cowboys who didn’t have a bad leg or a crooked arm or some other mark of the trade. On the ground he moved toward the shearing pens, stopping at the netwire fence to run his big hand playfully through Candelario’s coarse black hair.

“Qué dice, muchacho?” (“What do you say, boy?”)

The boy was momentarily startled. He had been so interested in watching the shearers that he had not heard Charlie coming. His brown face turned all grin and dark eyes. It pleased Candelario that Charlie often spoke Spanish with him, though Charlie’s Spanish was typically gringo and often caused the kids to giggle behind their hands. Rosa Flores spoke only English in her house and demanded that her children learn to speak it with less accent even than hers. She said too many Spanish children—she always spoke of them as Spanish rather than Mexican—knew no English when they started to school. Through this fault of their parents and not of their own, they fell hopelessly behind from the start. Most would stay behind as long as they lived.

But Lupe spoke Spanish with his children. He was more orthodox than Rosa and had less schooling. Hence in Candelario’s
boyish reasoning, Spanish was a man’s language and English was for women—and Anglos. He liked to hang out with the shearers, marveling at the profane glories of border Mexican.

Charlie heard a startled shout and turned quickly, in time to see a boy lose his footing and fall from a sacking frame. The lad grabbed at a wooden brace and broke his fall, landing on a pile of empty wool sacks. He got up shame-faced, dusting himself. From the shearing pen came derisive laughter and some whistling.

Charlie heard a girl laugh. Anita Flores stood at an outside corner of the pen, watching. She wore an old cotton dress and stood in bare feet, a wisp of a girl just coming to flower. Her olive face was freshly scrubbed, her skin smooth as cameo. At sixteen, she would not be long in becoming a woman.

She was laughing at the embarrassment of the young wool tromper, who climbed back up on the frame. Anita Flores was always seeing something to laugh about.

Charlie noticed then that some of the shearers had not resumed work; they were staring at Anita. They saw the woman, not the girl.

“Anita,” he said sternly, “you oughtn’t to be out here.”

Laughter still bubbled in her brown and innocent eyes. Her voice carried a soft suggestion of Spanish accent. “Mama didn’t need me. I came out to watch for a little while.”

“Rosa wouldn’t like seein’ you at the shearin’ pens.”

“She has always let me, Mister Charlie.”

“Things change.” The wind lifted her cotton skirt a little, and Charlie knew damned well why Chuy Garcia had tumbled from that sacking frame. He dug the pointed toe of his boot into the sand. He had no daughter of his own. He and Mary had buried one long ago, an infant. In some measure Anita had substituted for the one they had lost. Still, she wasn’t his own. How could he tell her the facts of life? That was for her mother to do.


“The men are all lookin’ at you,” he said. “They ain’t lookin’ at you like some little girl.”

Anita glanced at the idle shearers, and she blushed.

Charlie said, “They don’t mean you no harm. They just been out in the shearin’ camps awhile. But they might take a wrong notion—might think you was offerin’ somethin’ that you’re not.”

Damn, he thought, that was a left-handed way to put it. But how do you tell a girl what she ought to know unless you say things straight out? Charlie Flagg had never been of a devious nature. He had always been a man to say what he thought and let the chips fall.

Her cheeks coloring, she said quietly, “I’ll go, Mister Charlie.” But a twinkle of laughter lingered in her eyes. “It was funny, the way Chuy fell. He always thinks so much of himself …”

“Wouldn’t of been funny if he’d broken a leg.”

This kind of male interest was probably new to her, Charlie mused as she walked away, but she’d damn well better get used to it. She was ripening in a hurry. Rosa and Lupe and us, we’ll have to watch her if we don’t want somebody to pick her green.

Teofilo Garcia’s teenage tie-boys went back to sweeping the wooden shearing floors as Charlie walked through the gate. These boys would roll and tie the fleeces when each shearer finished a sheep, then pass them up to young Chuy Garcia to be tromped tightly into the bags. In slack moments they would sweep the floors again and again to keep the wool from picking up trash and dirt.

To the shearing captain, Charlie said, “Sheep comin’, Teofilo.”

“Ready, Mister Charlie.” Teofilo Garcia rubbed excess engine oil onto his already greasy trousers and glanced at the departing girl with a measure of relief. “Old engine of mine, she’s give a little trouble. Temperamental, you know, like a woman. You got to treat her like a woman, with patience and kindness.” He hit the starter. The engine turned over once and sputtered out. It did the same a second
time. Cursing with conviction, Teofilo kicked the machine and tried again. This time it caught. “Also, you got to be firm.”

Teofilo was about Charlie’s age, weighing two hundred and fifty or sixty pounds but bull-stout, even with his large belly. He didn’t have to shear sheep himself any more; he was capitán. He was the entrepreneur, owning the truck and the shearing machine. He contracted the jobs, furnished equipment, tie-boys, cook and grub, and he took the first share of the gross receipts. The shearers furnished their muscle, skill, and the shearing heads they attached to the eight long-armed “drops” of Teofilo’s smelly machine. It was a man-bending job—hot, heavy, numbing of muscle and mind. Little wonder that many a shearer came to hate the sheep and love the bottle that dimmed the everlasting bleating which echoed in his ears after the sheep were gone.

Teofilo cut off the machine and nodded in satisfaction. Charlie said, “If everything’s fixed, I reckon I’ll ride out and help the boys bring the sheep in.”

Teofilo wiped a sleeve across his sweat-beaded forehead. “Bad day to be out in the sun, Mister Charlie. Too hot and dry.”

“Cooler out there than in these pens. As for dry, we generally get some rain in May.”

Teofilo shook his head. “Not this time. Yesterday this whirlwind came across the road and hit my truck. It was turnin’ backwards. That’s one bad sign, Mister Charlie. I think it won’t rain now for a very long time.”

Charlie smiled tolerantly. Most Mexicans he knew put lots of faith in signs. “It always rains when I got sheep to shear and need it to be dry.”

His red-roan horse, Wander, stood hipshot at the far end of the pen, switching his tail to scatter the flies that had found him. Charlie lifted the leather reins from the fence where he had looped them, swung into the saddle and angled the horse between the tall upright cedar posts that marked the gate, ducking needlessly to pass under the taut
twisted wires that braced the posts one against the other. The roan’s hoofs lifted puffs of dust as he trotted away from the corrals. Out here by the salt troughs, where a dozen ribbon-like sheep trails converged and the animals congregated after watering, there never were any weeds or grass to hold the soil down. Even so, it seemed to Charlie that the ground was dustier than usual. Sure needed a rain to pack it.

The Hereford cattle that had been up to water were drifting out toward the waiting shade of live-oak trees. Charlie rode behind them and gave a loud holler, wanting them well out of the way when the sheep came in. Sheep had a way of always looking for a booger. The cattle moved into an easy trot, but as quickly as Charlie stopped pushing, they slowed down. One cow stopped and looked back to see if he was still coming. Tame as town dogs, Charlie thought. A man could almost walk up to them afoot in the pasture. They were far different from the wild brush cattle he had worked in the Pecos country during his youth. With those highheaded old sisters of fond memory, a cowboy did well to catch one glimpse of their hoisted tails as they clattered off into the thickets. A man took little pride in cattle like those old snuffies—only in his ability to be as wild as they were and to handle them. It had always seemed a game of sorts to Charlie, though a rough one. There had been exhilaration in the chase, the spurring and yelling and smashing through brush, the swinging of the rope and bringing those wild cattle crashing to earth. He had not had to concern himself with the economics of the thing; he was simply working for wages then, and the wages never went up. But later when he went into ranching for himself he quickly found it was difficult to show much profit on that kind of cattle or that kind of operation. These blooded Herefords were poor sport but far more negotiable at the bank.

Eventually he had matured to a point that he took pleasure in looking at these cattle, in knowing they were his, even if sometimes the market went down and they didn’t
pay their way, and it took what the sheep made to cover the cattle’s loss. He would never want to be without some good cattle around.

He watched a roadrunner as it darted from under a clump of prickly pear and trotted along a dusty cowtrail, its long black, white-tipped tail stretched out, its spindle legs carrying it at an incredible speed. Paisano, the Mexicans called it; chaparral was the name the Anglos gave. It suddenly raised its tail like a rudder and stopped short. It jumped and came back around facing Charlie, watching him for sign of treachery. Plainly not liking his looks, the lean bird made a brief run for momentum, soared up and glided across the low brush. Charlie watched it as long as it was in sight. He could not imagine this country without the roadrunner, any more than he could imagine it without the prickly pear and the live oaks, the jackrabbit and the horned toad. They were all an integral part of it, biding their time to take it back if man ever relaxed his hold.

He had often thought that if man were to disappear, the domesticated livestock would not long survive. Fences would sag and rust away. The artificial watering places would go to dust, forcing livestock to the natural creeks and rivers. There, in time, the sheep and goats would fall to the bobcats and coyotes, which thrived despite man’s most diligent efforts to bring them under control. Perhaps even the lean gray wolf—so long gone from here—would return to hunt and howl at the moon. The gentle cattle would fall to drouth and to the wolves. The land would go back to those creatures which impartial Nature had found fittest by ruthless selection and survival through ages past all reckoning.

Charlie met the sheep a quarter mile out from the corrals. In this West Texas range country the old method of herding sheep had gone out years ago. Coyotes had been thinned enough that ranchmen built sheepproof fences and turned their flocks loose to range free over the pastures just as their cows did. The word cowboy, once guarded with a vigilant jealousy, had come to apply as much to the
handlers of sheep as to handlers of cattle. The average ranchhand was likely to be some of both. The hard knuckles of economics had driven most West Texas cowmen to discard their prejudice and turn to sheep. They found to their consternation that the two species mixed well, a proposition once considered akin to heresy. Now they raised cattle for respectability and sheep for a living.

A fat old ewe plodded along head-down in the lead, using a deep-worn trail and taking all its unnecessary jogs and turns, wearing the trail a little deeper and assuring that her descendants forty years from now would follow exactly in her tracks. The rest of the band strung out complacently behind, giving unquestioning trust to those up front. There was a constant din of blatting lambs and anxious mothers, looking back for offspring lost in the shuffle. Nothing could be so anxious, and so ineffective in its anxiety, as a sheep.

Tom Flagg rode near the lead, keeping his horse reined to one side out of the dust. At twenty-two, Tom fitted Charlie’s image of what a cowboy was supposed to be—the image Charlie had tried for at Tom’s age but had been too busy or too broke to perfect. Tom sat his horse with the pride and easy grace—even the arrogance—of one born to the leather. He rode with back straight, shoulders squared. He wore his straw hat low over his eyes and cocked a little to one side in a go-to-hell attitude, the brim flared and the crown carefully dented fore and aft. Instead of some old blue work shirt, he wore a Western-cut shirt with imitation pearl snaps, a shirt he had ripped at a rodeo and couldn’t wear for show any more. His square silver belt buckle glinted in the sun, a buckle he had won roping calves in Pecos on a Fourth of July.

Charlie had heard Mary say Tom fancied himself too much, but Charlie didn’t put stock in that. Tom had something to fancy himself for. There was little worth doing that he couldn’t do on horseback except perhaps make love. Tom had learned all his father could teach him about cowboying, and more besides. He could do things with a
rope that Charlie had never attempted in his best time. If he was a little on the wild side, as some people said, it didn’t worry Charlie. He had scattered a fair crop of oats himself before the muddy trenches of France stole the exuberance from him. Whiskey was better if it was slow to age; maybe a man was the same way.

Charlie said, “Everything go all right?”

Tom shrugged. “You put me in charge, didn’t you?”

Charlie had given his son the responsibility, though tacitly Lupe Flores was head man when Charlie was not around. Lupe was a patient, unassuming teacher and something of an insurance policy. Many a time he had pulled Tom Flagg out of a jackpot so easily that Tom never realized he had even been in trouble.

Charlie held his ground and let the sheep slowly pass him. He nodded to a dark-skinned Mexican of forty or more who worked for Page Mauldin and had come over as swap-out neighbor help, a custom as old as the ranching industry. “How’s it goin’, Diego?”

“Bueno, Mister Charlie …”

Diego Escamillo might speak to Charlie’s son as “Tom,” but he would address the older generation only as “Mister Charlie” or “Mister Page,” a waning relic of deference lingering from an ancient pattern of racial relationships. Charlie recognized it as a dying custom and did not particularly mourn it, but he was still taken by surprise sometimes when some young Mexican called him by his first name without the “Mister.” Archaic or not, he sort of liked it.

Manuel Flores, fifteen, rode along on the outside of the “drags.” He sat his brown horse with the careless grace of a brush-country vaquero born to the saddle, which indeed he had been. His ancestors had worked cattle and sheep for generations before the Alamo. He could be one hell of a cowboy, Charlie figured, if he lived on a ranch large enough to give him a challenge.

Manuel carried a young lamb stretched belly-down across his brush-scarred old hand-me-down saddle. Charlie
asked him, “What’s the matter with that cordero?”

“Lame in one leg, Mister Charlie. He can’t keep up.”

“You’d just as well of left him. His mammy would find him again soon as we turned her loose.”

Manuel frowned. “A cow might, but a ewe isn’t too smart. I’ll do what you think is best, Mister Charlie.”

Charlie knew Manuel wanted to find out what was the matter with the lamb’s leg. He had always been like that, keeping a penful of cripples and dogies around. From the time he had been five or six years old Manuel had gotten more pleasure from feeding some dogie lamb than from feeding himself.

Manuel said, “I know his mother when I see her. I can get them together again.”

Charlie had always been able to identify every cow he owned, and to match her with her calf, but he had never reached a point that most sheep did not look the same to him. Manuel had an eye for them, though. If Manuel said he could find that ewe in this bunch, he could do it.

“All right, muchacho, take the lamb and find some pocket to put it in. And you’d better chalk that ewe’s nose before they shear her because she won’t look the same with the wool off.”

Lupe Flores walked next to the netwire fence, leading his horse and pushing up the drags, punching lazy ewes into movement, keeping tired lambs on the go. There was an old and remarkable affinity between Mexican and sheep, an affinity the Anglo rarely attained, a thing that went back perhaps to the pastores of old Spain. Lupe talked quietly and gently to them most of the time, but an old-time muleskinner would have marveled at Lupe when the lid blew off. Using the worst of two languages, he could singe the bark from a cedar post at twenty paces on those rare occasions. Seven or eight years younger than Charlie, Lupe outweighed him by twenty pounds. The extra weight caused him to sweat heavily as he walked behind the sheep. His dark, round face was caked with dust, ribboned by sweat.


“Hace calor,” said Charlie. (“It’s hot.”)

Lupe whistled agreement under his breath, his face as affable as a Collie dog’s. He had always been this way, agreeable to anything Charlie said, dependable but never self-asserting. Some Mexicans—especially the younger ones—gave Charlie an uncomfortable feeling that they were saying one thing in agreeing with him while something altogether different was going on behind those black eyes. He had latched onto Lupe years ago because he had not seen that quality of resistance in him. Whatever Charlie wanted always seemed to suit him fine; there was never any argument or sign that Lupe even considered one. He was comfortably subservient, every ranch owner’s ideal for a hired man.

Charlie said, “Teofilo tells me it’s not goin’ to rain. Says he seen a whirlwind turnin’ the wrong way.”

Lupe’s face twisted in disdain. “That Teofilo, he’s always got some superstition.”

Charlie smiled at the boy Manuel. “What do you think about it, muchacho?”

Manuel shrugged. “My science teacher, she says these old superstitions are left from the Dark Ages. She says if you want to know about the weather, call the Weather Bureau.”

Charlie grunted. He had long since decided that when the Weather Bureau predicted rain a man had better wear his sunglasses.

Lupe Flores halted in midstride. “Rattlesnake!” He handed his bridle reins to Charlie, grabbed up a dead mesquite branch and climbed over the netwire fence where it was tightest against a cedar post. Charlie saw the snake slithering away through the short dry grass. As Lupe caught up it whipped its body into coils, its ugly head lifted high, its beady eyes fixed on Lupe, its forked tongue darting. The rattles set up a song that made Charlie’s roan horse shy quickly to one side, almost jerking Lupe’s bridle reins from Charlie’s hand.

A frenzy came over Lupe. Range men, like range animals,
have an instinctive fear and hatred for snakes. A deer or a roadrunner will kill one when they have the chance. Lupe swung the stick, catching the snake behind the head and bursting its lead-gray skin. He swung again and again, cursing all the while, keeping it up long after the snake was beyond recovery. He stood with shoulders heaving and looked at the long body battered and torn but still convulsing. He cast aside the big stick and picked up a smaller one, whittling a sharp point onto it. He forced it through just behind the snake’s head. He raised the stick, allowing the snake to hang free. The tail twitched, still rattling a little. Lupe cut the rattles off, then draped the snake over a nearby limb, its white belly up.

“There,” he said, returning to the fence with hat in his hand, wiping sweat from his dusty face onto his sleeve. “Leave him that way, it brings rain.”

Charlie couldn’t hold back a smile. “Now who’s superstitious?”

Lupe climbed back over the fence and dropped heavily, reaching up for his reins. “That’s no superstition, Mister Charlie. It really works.”

Charlie glanced at Manuel. The boy looked away, hiding a grin that would not set well with his father.

As the sheep approached the corrals, Tom Flagg edged his horse forward. The ewe in the lead halted and looked distrustfully at the open gate. She held her ground and thought things over while the rest of the band bunched uncertainly behind her. If anybody made the wrong move, she would dart back into the bunch, starting a general rush of sheep away from the gate. But Tom squalled at the proper place and the proper moment. She broke for the opening. The rest of the sheep strung along behind her. One jumped over the shadow of the cross wires, and the next half dozen dutifully jumped just as she had, though probably none had any idea what they were jumping for. It was simply the thing to do.

Halfway across the pen the lead ewe stopped to look around again, squatting to deposit some pills. Once more
the sheep balled up behind her, and movement through the gate was halted. The riders outside yelled and swore. Charlie made some crackling comment to the effect that he would sell her to a San Antonio packer for baby food.

One of Garcia’s shearers skirted along the fence until he got behind the ewe. He held a noise-maker, a heavy wire loop with empty tin cans strung on it like loose beads. He shouted a Spanish oath that defied translation and rattled the loop, then tossed it at the ground behind the ewe. She dashed wildly against the fence on the far side. The jam melted. In a minute all the sheep were inside the gate except one big breakaway lamb. Afoot, Lupe hemmed it in a corner, grabbed and lifted it bodily over the fence. He turned the thrashing lamb loose unceremoniously. It landed on its feet almost like a cat, dropped to one knee, then got up and trotted highheaded toward the other sheep, bleating for its mother.

As Charlie expected, Manuel carried his crippled lamb to a small set of pine-panel pens nearby and eased it to the ground. The lamb circled the tiny enclosure limping, bleating, looking for a way out.

When the boy came back Charlie said, “You see after that lamb soon as you have time. Be sure he’s turned back out with his mammy when we finish shearin’.”

“I will, Mister Charlie.”

“There’s no need in bottle-feedin’ him long’s he’s got a mammy.” Bottle-feeding or carrying grain to a bunch of whippoorwill-poor dogie lambs didn’t suit Charlie in the least. He always said fiddling with a few head that way took more time and trouble than it was worth. Sheep were all right in a bunch, but he had little use for them singly.

He watched Manuel hunt for and find a piece of blue chalk that had been lodged under a nail on a cedar post ever since last shearing; there hadn’t been enough rain to dissolve it. Manuel worked his way through the ewes and in a few minutes spotted his quarry. He made a rush and grabbed her by a hind foot, then got hold of her head, pulling her up tightly against his legs while he made two
or three chalk rings around her nose and mouth, where the shearers wouldn’t take them off with their clippers.

How he could pick that ewe out of the bunch was a mystery to Charlie. But he would wager a fifth of Jack Daniel’s that when the shearing was over and this ewe turned with that limping lamb, they would claim each other as mother and child.

Charlie customarily did most of his ewe culling in the fall, when it was time to wean and ship the lambs. But now while Lupe and the others pushed some of the sheep into a smaller pen close to Teofilo’s shearing machine, Charlie stood at the gate, watching closely. He grabbed ewes whose bags had fevered and spoiled; he marked their noses with blue chalk, making straight lines that would not invite confusion with the ewe Manuel had chalked. He found one broken-legged ewe and marked her too. When shearing was done and the lambs remated, Charlie would pull out these chalked ewes, put them into a trailer and haul them to the auction sale in San Angelo. He had no patience with free boarders which ate grass but didn’t pay their keep. Their lambs were either dead or dogied anyway.

The men drove a sizable bunch of ewes into the pen where the shearing machine was roaring and popping. While the shearers stepped back under the stained tarp out of the way, Tom took off the leather chaps he had worn for protection against the clutching mesquite thorns. He flapped them and hollered. “Hu-cha! Hu-cha!” He split half the sheep onto one side of the machine, half on the other. He pulled a plank panel into place, securing it with a piece of rusty baling wire to prevent them from running back and forth from one side of the machine to the other and creating havoc during the shearing. He paused a moment with the chaps draped over one shoulder, sweat making large spots in the Western shirt under the arms and down the middle of his back. He cast a hopeful glance toward the barn.

Charlie asked, “You lookin’ for somethin’?”

Tom shook his head. “What would I be lookin’ for?”
But Charlie saw letdown in his son’s face. Tom said loudly, over the clatter of the machine, “This ought to keep Teofilo busy awhile. We’ll go back and scout that pasture before dinner.” He moved on toward the horses, pausing to buckle the chaps around his waist and hook the snaps around his legs. Charlie saw him glance once more toward the barn, then out along the town road.

Four shearers were stationed on each side of Teofilo’s machine, one for each of the “drops.” They walked out among the sheep, each man searching for one he wanted to start with. It was said—with justification—that if a ranchman wanted to cull his poorest-shearing sheep, he had only to follow the shearers and mark out the ones they picked to shear first. Invariably they sought the easiest, those with the shortest wool. The animal with the longest and the best wool was the hardest and the slowest to shear; therefore it was usually the last to be flopped down on the shearing board. After all, the quicker a man sheared a sheep, the more money he made. That the shearer’s convenience and the rancher’s selection program worked at cross purposes was of little concern to either man.

As each shearer found a sheep that suited him, he grabbed it by a hind leg and dragged the animal back toward the noisy machine. The frightened sheep would struggle and pull away on the other three legs. Along the front edge of the ground-level shearing platform was a one-by-two-inch trip board, nailed down to help the shearer throw the sheep with less effort. It also helped keep dirt from being kicked onto the shearing board where it would work into the wool.

Planting his knee on the sheep’s side, the shearer would start the clipper with its metallic shir-r-r. He would trim the fragile legs, then make the first parting of the fleece down the belly. His hands moved fast and sure in long, bold strokes.

After all these years the skill of the Mexicans still held fascination for Charlie. There was something hypnotic in the rhythmic movement of the clippers, the quick wrist-flick
at the end of each stroke that righted the combs for the next cut. Charlie liked to watch the fleece fold away from the animal’s body and expose the bright cream color of the inner wool, a sharp contrast to the dirty-gray outer tip. The legs and belly finished, the shearer would pull a greasy leather string from his waistband and tie the legs, then proceed to slice away the wool on sides and back. Nearing completion, he would signal the tie-boy. The boy would step in and begin to roll the fleece, keeping the rich, clean side outward and rolling the dirty side under where it wouldn’t show. The idea was to make a good impression on the Boston wool buyers, who, of course, knew better. When the shearer stepped away, the tie-boy would hand him a small metal disc to show that he had finished a sheep. At the end of the day each shearer would tally his “checks” with the capitán, for his pay was based on the number of sheep he turned out. A shearer who couldn’t attain speed didn’t earn enough to justify the capitán in feeding him. If he was not an in-law it would sooner or later be pointedly suggested that he try some new occupation, such as fixing flats in a Texaco filling station.

There was not much for Charlie to do except stand around and keep an eye on the shearers. He was convinced they did a better job when the flock owner was on hand; they hacked up less wool and cut fewer sheep. Not that he ever had much difficulty with Teofilo’s men. To Teofilo, Charlie was an old and dependable client who must constantly be cultivated. When the winter was long, in-laws grasping and rations short, Charlie was one of the several ranchmen Teofilo could always approach for a renganche, more commonly called regancho, an advance on the next shearing. An old paternalism still persisted in sheep shearing, the capitán to the shearer and the rancher to the capitán.

Charlie especially watched the tying table where the tie-boys wrapped paper twine around each fleece and pitched it up to Teofilo’s son, Chuy, the sacker. The long sacks hung suspended inside a wooden sacking frame, tall
enough that the bottom of the sack was clear of the ground. The sacker simply dropped the fleeces in and packed them down tightly with his feet until the seams of the wool bag seemed ready to split.

When an occasional spot of black wool showed up in a fleece, Charlie would tear that part out with his hands, dropping it into a small towsack hanging on the fence. He tried to keep that kind of sheep culled out, but a few always cropped up, a throwback to some ancient churro which had grazed the Southwestern deserts when herders still carried rifles and slept with an eye open for prowling Indians. It was a strong strain, one which many generations of more refined blood had not completely obliterated.

Little Candelario Flores stood hungrily looking for something to do that he might join the men. When the first pen of sheep was finished, Charlie turned them into a long narrow alleyway and let some unshorn sheep in to replace them.

He studied Candelario a moment. “Want to help me, Candy?”

“Sure, you bet.” The boy was halfway over the fence before he finished answering. Charlie said, “Now, it’s a responsible job that I wouldn’t give to just anybody. It’s a job for a real top hand that knows how to watch out what he’s doin’.”

“I’m a top hand, Mister Charlie.”

“Sure. Soon’s your legs grow out a little, you’ll lay ol’ Manuel in the shade.” Charlie handed the boy a can of black medicine and a paint brush. He pointed to the freshly shorn sheep. “You just work through yonder and dab a little tecole on all the fresh cuts you can find. Then maybe me and your daddy won’t have so many screwworm cases to doctor this summer.”

It was the first time the boy had ever been handed such an awesome responsibility. He splashed the black tecole like water, getting as much on himself as on the sheep.

Rosa will be real put out when he gets home, Charlie
thought, looking at the spotted clothes. But a boy don’t get to be a man with clean britches on.

Charlie poured red branding paint into a coffee can and got his sheep-branding iron from inside a shed. It somewhat resembled the irons he used to burn his C Bar onto the cattle except that it was short, with a wooden handle, and it was not meant ever to be heated. Because of the wool there was no practical way to fire-brand a sheep except perhaps across the nose, something Charlie would not consider. He dipped the end of the iron into the paint, then touched it to the sheep’s backs, leaving the C Bar just above the tailbone. A year’s weathering might bleach it considerably, but it would still be legible when the sheep came back for another shearing.

Just at noon the riders brought in a few ewes they had missed on their first sweep of the pasture. One by one the shearers began to walk away from the hot machine, pausing to quench their thirst from a water can, some splashing water over their faces from a faucet. Teofilo watched for the last shearer to finish, then cut off the machine to avoid wasting gasoline. It ran 27.9 cents a gallon. The old motor continued to smoke and crackle as the heat slowly left it.

Candelario was tecole-spattered from head to foot, worse than Charlie had expected. He was glad he didn’t have to go over to Rosa’s house and hear what she said. He put a heavy hand on the boy’s shoulder. “You done real good, Candy. If your ol’ daddy ever gets stove up to where he can’t work, maybe I’ll let you take his place.”

Candelario accepted that as pure fact. “I wouldn’t want my papa’s job. Maybe you can find a job for two men.”

“Maybeso.”

The shearers straggled out to their camp, where a gray-bearded Mexican cook was finishing dinner in Dutch ovens over an open fire. He had a pickup backed into the dark shade of green live-oak trees, a chuckbox mounted on the rear of it. There were times, working away from headquarters, when Charlie ate with the shearing crew and liked it. But a little bit of shearing-camp grub went a long way.
Charlie liked chili pepper in moderation, but there was a stopping place. This old cook of Teofilo’s had never heard of it.

Charlie waited until the riders unsaddled and turned their horses loose in the waterlot. He poured oats into a long wooden trough while the horses crowded around him. He placed Wander in a pen by himself because the roan was a tyrant and would fight the other horses away from the feed until he got all he wanted. Greed and despotism were not traits of man alone.

By habit the men waited for Charlie to take the lead, then strung out behind him toward the houses. Lupe came first, then Diego Escamillo of the Page Mauldin ranch, then Manuel and Candelario. Tom held back, a rope in his hands. He swung the loop and picked up both of Candelario’s feet, jerking up the slack but taking care not to trip the boy and make him fall. Candelario looked back in surprise, then grinned when he saw it was not his brother who had done him in.

Tom said, “I’m sorry, Candy. Thought you was an Appaloosa horse … all them spots.”

Lupe said, “His mama will make him eat outside, like a horse.”

Charlie winked at Lupe and said protectively, “Don’t you-all be puttin’ off on my helper. He’s workin’ for me.”

Candelario was as pleased as when Charlie had handed him a fifty-cent piece for the tecole job.

The Mexicans turned off toward the frame house with the swept yard. Charlie and Tom went on to the big rock house but did not go directly in, for that might have caused a minor uprising. Mary’s rules were well understood and scrupulously obeyed. Charlie walked around to a small rock house in back, where a narrow trough was full of cold running water. It flowed through here on its way from windmill to an open stock tank. August Schmidt had built this for cooling milk decades before the ranch acquired electricity. Now Mary had a refrigerator big enough to chill a grown horse, but the milk house was still a handy
place to wash up and avoid confrontation with her at the door.

Charlie flopped in his favorite living-room rocking chair where he could feel a breeze moving through the deep windows off the porch. He had never considered an air-conditioner. The thick stone walls, the high ceilings and windows almost to the floor kept the house comfortable through summer.

Above his chair was an old framed print of a Frederic Remington painting. It showed an Indian warrior, his horse run to ground by pursuers. The lone brave stood afoot on a small knoll facing his enemies, defiant against inevitable death. Charlie had bought it and placed it there years ago because it seemed to fit the story of his own Warrior Hill as August Schmidt had told it to him.

Mary was banging around in the kitchen, rattling cookware and dishes. She stepped into the dining-room doorway, rubbing her hands in an apron. “Don’t you-all get too comfortable. Dinner’s about ready.”

A niece of August Schmidt, Mary was about ten years younger than Charlie. He had been on the sundown side of his twenties when he had met her, worrying that he might face the rest of his life as an old bachelor like so many graying cowboys he had known, sleeping cold on long winter nights in some far-off and lonely cowcamp. He had begun thinking regretfully about the pretty girls he had met and hadn’t asked. Mary was from over on the Pedernales, barely twenty then, tiny as a hummingbird and looking just as delicate.

Charlie had had no idea how strong a hummingbird really was. After all these years it sometimes surprised and disconcerted him to see how much hard-steel strength could be wrapped up in a small package.

She was not much larger now than when he had first met her; she had broadened a little in the hips but was never inclined toward fat. Her face showed lines, and when the light fell right it picked up silver strands in her brown hair. A pity, Charlie thought sometimes, remembering,
wishing he could have put her in a picture frame and kept her just the way she was when he had married her. In temperament as well as in looks.

In the beginning Charlie had thought Mary’s hill-country German mother had bequeathed her nothing except her considerable cooking skills. But he had gradually found there was more; Mary had her mother’s square-headed determination and stubbornness as well.

The big kitchen always teased Charlie with a rich aroma of baked biscuits, chili beans, cooling cake, sugar-crusted apple pie. The hell of it was that she would cook up a tableful of strong ranch staples and rich German Mehlspeisen, then talk her damnedest to keep Charlie from eating it. She never stopped guying him about his weight.

Mary called, “Chuck!” Charlie got up from the comfortable chair and walked heavily in to the big table. She had baked half of a fat kid. Kid goat was food for a man who worked hard—solid and filling, yet easily digested. Shearing crews preferred it to beef or mutton; it did not lie heavy on their stomachs as they went back to hard, hot labor. Mary had a platterful of brown biscuits, a bowl of fresh red chili beans and glasses of iced tea so cold the condensation was running down the sides.

There was a small platter of French-fried potatoes, too, but when Charlie reached for them Mary quickly moved the platter next to Tom’s plate. “Charlie, you’d better leave the potatoes alone.”

“What did you fix them for if I can’t eat them?”

“I fixed you something else.” She pushed a bowl of turnip greens in front of him. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand to see on his plate, it was turnip greens. He growled a few words in Spanish and made up for the potatoes by eating more baked kid, biscuits, and beans. When he pushed back from the table the greens were still untouched.

Ranch custom dictated that each man carry his own plate, glass, and utensils to the kitchen sink; this was a throwback to chuckwagon days on the open range when
every wagon had a washtub into which the cowboys dropped their tinware. The cowboy who failed to do so faced corporal punishment at the unmerciful hands of an outraged cook. Scraping well-cleaned goat ribs into a big brown grocery sack, Charlie saw Tom peer intently out the window.

“You been lookin’ for somethin’ all morni’,” he challenged.

“Been expectin’ some company.” Tom turned with relief in his face. “It’s drivin’ up right now.”

Charlie growled. Last thing a man needed at shearing time was a lot of company. He saw a pickup stop in front of the white picket fence, the dust drifting past it and spreading across the yard. He saw a two-horse trailer with just one horse in it. That alone was enough to make him suspicious.

Tom stepped onto the porch and waved. “You-all get out and come in!” Two young cowboys slammed the pickup doors and stopped to stretch their arms and legs. They had evidently traveled some distance. Saddles and suitcases were piled in the bed of the pickup. They hadn’t come out of a sheep pen, that much was plain. They wore rodeo clothes, bright shirts, and new Levi’s tucked into fancy-stitched Leddy boots.

High on the hog, Charlie thought darkly, looking at them. When he was their age and working for cowboy wages, he could not afford to dress like that. Now he could afford it and no longer had the inclination.

Eagerness lighted Tom’s face. “Dad, I reckon you know the boys, Shorty Magee and Chuck Dunn.”

Still suspicious but bound by the tradition of hospitality, Charlie thrust out his hand. “I’ve won a dollar or two, bettin’ on you boys at the ropin’s.”

“Lost a little too, I expect,” grinned Shorty Magee. He was as his name implied: short, heavy-set but strong as a little brown bear. When he went down the rope to flank a calf, the calf had as well give up and lie down; it didn’t have a chance.


Shorty said, “You’d win a right smart more bettin’ on Tom.”

Chuck Dunn was six feet tall and wouldn’t weigh a hundred and twenty pounds soaked in salt water. They made a contrasty pair, these two, the long and short of it. Chuck said, “Pleased to meet you, Mister Flagg.” They looked out toward the corrals, where the sheep still bleated as much as when first brought in. “Looks like you’re smack in the middle of shearin’ . Tom didn’t tell us …”

Tom broke in quickly, “You-all had dinner? There’s aplenty left.”

“Sure is,” said Charlie. “You-all like turnip greens?”

Shorty said, “We et in town. Tom, you ready to go?”

Charlie’s suspicions were confirmed. He looked severely at Tom. “Go? Go where?”

Uneasily Tom shifted his feet. “Look, Dad, I got a chance to make a killin’. There’s a rodeo over in the hill country, and a bunch of the boys has matched me in a ropin’ against ol’ Gordy Hansel. They got a good pot raised.”

In deference to the company Charlie tried to cover his irritation. “Dammit, Tom, if it was some other day … but we got shearin’ to do. Shearin’ time, a man can’t run off someplace to a rodeo. He’s got to stay home and attend to business.”

“But this is business to me. I can pick up several hundred easy.”

Even if you did, Charlie thought, you wouldn’t get home with any of it. “I’ve seen Gordy rope. Flies don’t light on him.”

“He’s had five thumbs on each hand lately. I’ll beat him.”

“Some people must not think so or they wouldn’t of put up money on him.”

“Ain’t my fault they don’t know better. Dad, it’s been set up for two weeks.”

Stiffly, Charlie said, “You ought to’ve told me.”

“I meant to, only you had this shearin’ date, and …”
He frowned. “Look, Dad, you won’t miss me. You got all the sheep up that Teofilo can shear the rest of the day. All I’m doin’ is sittin’ around on a horse anyway. I can find somebody in town who’ll do that for me for eight dollars a day and I’ll pay him myself.”

Charlie was about to turn him down when Mary started in. “Tom, you’ve got to learn that when there’s work to be done around here, that comes first. Your father’s not going to let you go, and that’s all there is to it.” A touch of German accent always came out when she was provoked.

Her intervention rubbed Charlie the wrong way. Damn woman, always trying to tell me what to do.

Perversely Charlie said, “All right, just this once. But don’t you pull this again.”

Mary turned away, anger sharp in her eyes. It bothered him little. He didn’t try to analyze how his annoyance at Tom so easily transferred to Mary and left Tom clear. Charlie could never remain angry at Tom very long; that anger slipped through his fingers like dry sand. Tom was too much a copy of Charlie himself; he knew what he could do, and he never looked behind him. No doubt or hesitation. Charlie said, “We’ll make do. But don’t you forget that this ranch is the main thing we got to think about. Me and you’ll be pardners in it someday.”

Tom breathed easier. “Just what I was thinkin’ myself. I got to get all my runnin’ done and my pile made. Plenty of time later to be stuck on the ranch when I’m too old to do anything else.”

Charlie growled. He knew where that put him.

Tom was back from his room in three minutes wearing clean clothes and carrying his black metal suitcase. Plainly enough, he had already had it packed. He leaned way down to kiss his mother’s cheek. “Bye, Mom. I’ll bring you a pretty.”

Mary didn’t look at Tom; she looked at Charlie, and her eyes told him he was going to hear more about this later, when no one else was around. Inwardly Charlie began
bracing himself. She said tightly, “Don’t you boys drive too fast or get into any trouble.”

Charlie walked out on the front porch with Shorty Magee and Chuck Dunn. Brow furrowed, he asked, “You right sure he’ll beat Gordy?”

“He could beat Gordy with a cotton rope,” Shorty answered confidently.

Charlie glanced through the open door to be sure Mary wasn’t watching. He pulled out his wallet and slipped a ten-dollar bill into Shorty’s hand. “If any of that Hansel bettin’ money comes floatin’ around, cover this much of it for me.”

The boys walked to the barn to get Tom’s roping horse and his saddle. Manuel came out of the Flores house and trotted down to the barn to catch up. Since he had been able to walk he had been tagging along in Tom’s footsteps, watching, trying to learn to do everything Tom did. He was good, but he would never be as good with a rope as Tom was. That was fine with Charlie; one hot-shot roper at a time was all this ranch needed anyway.

Candelario came out moments later, running hard. He wore fresh clothes without the tecole spots. Charlie would have to get along without Candelario’s help in the crowding alley this afternoon; Rosa’s message was loud and clear.

Presently the three cowboys came back to the house, leading Tom’s gray roping horse, Prairie Dog, saddled and ready for business. Manuel and Candelario walked along beside Tom, Manuel taking long strides and Candelario trotting to stay up. Tom opened the trailer gate; the gray stepped up onto the wooden floor like an old trouper.

Something occurred to Charlie, and he walked down to the trailer as Tom tied the reins and closed the gate. “Seems to me I heard you tell Bess Winfield on the phone that you was takin’ her to a dance.”

Tom snapped his fingers. “Plumb forgot. How about you callin’ her for me and tellin’ her I can’t go? Tell her I’ll bring her a pretty.”


“That’s no job to put off on your ol’ daddy. You tell her.”

Tom double-checked the latch. “Well, when I don’t show up, she’ll know I ain’t comin’ .”

“One of these days you’ll come home and find out she didn’t wait.”

Tom smiled. “When I tell them to wait, they wait.”

Charlie shook his head. Boy, have you got a lot to learn!

The three drove away in a hurry, leaving a trail of dust thick as a Gulf Coast fog.

Mary set in on Charlie. “You don’t know those boys; you don’t know if they’re reckless drivers or not. You don’t know but what they’ll be in the ditch before they get twenty miles.”

Charlie gave her no rise, and she went on. “Tom is twenty-two years old, but he’s not a man yet. He won’t be a man till he learns to be responsible.”

Charlie didn’t look at her or argue with her. He pulled his hat down tight and walked to the shearing pens.




Chapter Three

 


 



THE WORKING CREW SADDLED FRESH HORSES AND RODE into a new pasture to gather sheep for the next day’s shearing. Those sheep would spend the night in a small fifty-acre enclosure known as a “trap.” Its grass was purposely conserved for such overnight grazing or for a handful of hospital animals. Charlie remained in the pens, chalking out cull sheep to be sold, watching the putting-up of the wool.

When the riders returned at midafternoon to crowd their sheep through the trap gate, Manuel pulled away and rode toward the pens. Charlie sensed that the boy wanted to talk to him. He tilted a large metal can, poured ice water into the wide lid and handed it across the netwire fence. “Dry?”

“Awful dry,” Manuel said, dismounting to take the water. He drank thirstily, pausing to slosh some around in his mouth and wash the dust down. He wiped his face on a half-rolled sleeve, leaving a streak where dust had turned to mud.


Charlie thought idly that he never used to see old-time cowboys roll their sleeves up. They believed in buttoning the sun out. But this was a new generation.

“Mister Charlie,” Manuel said, “I rode up on three wetbacks hidin’ out yonder in the brush.”

“There’s wetbacks passin’ through here all the time.”

“These sure do look hungry.”

“Why don’t they come on in? Ain’t nobody goin’ to hurt them.”

“Too many people here. They’re scared of the border patrol. Asked me if I thought you might have a few days’ work for them. I told them you don’t hardly ever hire a wetback.”

Charlie nodded. “Once the border patrol catches you givin’ them work, they’ll rag you from then on. I got enough problems to put up with; I don’t need the border patrol.”

“That’s what I told them.” Manuel’s eyes were concerned. “They’re still awful hungry.”

Charlie stared at the boy, irritated by his persistence. “You’re the damnedest kid I ever saw to be pickin’ up dogies all the time!”

Manuel ducked his head. Charlie was instantly remorseful for having spoken sharply. He considered a moment and said, “But hell, it shows there’s a streak of kindness in you, muchacho, and kindness is one thing this world is short of. Think you could find them again?”

Manuel straightened. “They’re right yonder.” He pointed to a mesquite thicket.

“Tell them to come in and see me. I don’t want nobody to leave this place hungry, Mexican or white.” He put his hand on top of Manuel’s old hat and affectionately pressed the crown down flat against the boy’s head. “You doggoned dogie-hunter!”

Manuel smiled. “Thank you, Mister Charlie.” He pulled the horse around and rode away faster than he had come.

Soon Charlie saw three men moving timidly toward the
shearing pens from the cover of the brush. He watched, frowning, finally climbing over the fence to wait for them.

For generations the Mexican people on both sides of the Rio Grande had moved freely back and forth across the river to work and to live. International boundaries were fiction to them. They considered everything south of the Nueces River their own open and natural range. In recent times the United States government had tried to close the border. But old habits of a slow-changing people are not altered overnight by words on paper—words many could not even read.

These were from across the river; a man who knew Mexicans could tell that as far as he could see them. They carried the wetback’s typical cloth satchels with colored stripes, and Charlie could see that the satchels were empty. If they had any food when they came across the river, it was long gone. Many came with no food at all, certain that as soon as they reached the north side of the Rio they would be in a bountiful land of milk and honey where no man was ever hungry, no pocket ever empty. These men’s clothing had been patched until little was left for patches to cling to. Two wore leather huaraches which covered nothing more than the crusted soles of their brown feet. One wore an old pair of worn-out brogan shoes not as good, even, as the huaraches. A little in the lead came an old man with gray-salted hair and heavy gray mustache. The others were younger, one only fourteen or fifteen. A father and two sons, Charlie judged. Pity stirred him, and he knew why Manuel had been so touched. The old man was more than merely hungry. By his eyes, Charlie knew he was sick.

Thank God, he thought, I was born north of the river.

The old man removed his tattered straw hat, bowed stiffly as peones in Mexico had done for untold generations, and spoke in border Spanish: “Mi patrón, we are much indebted.”

They were always courtly, no matter how bleak the circumstances. It was a trait of the humblest.


Charlie extended a pack of cigarettes to the old man. Mumbling his gracias, the viejo took a cigarette and passed the rest to the oldest son. The youngest came last, as was considered proper. He removed a cigarette and held the pack while Charlie lighted the old-timer’s smoke, then the eldest son’s. Charlie struck a fresh match for the boy, but the youngster shook his head and handed the pack to Charlie. He glanced at his father and put the cigarette in his shirt pocket. “I save it for later, patrón.”

Keeping it for his father, Charlie knew. He started to put the pack back into his pocket, reconsidered and gave it to the old man. “Keep it,” he said in gringo Spanish. “I have more.”

The viejo thanked him again. He drew upon the cigarette with a deep and terrible hunger. He closed his eyes, losing himself in the luxury of the moment. He told his story then. To Charlie it was an old one he had heard a hundred times, always the same except for minor individual variations. They had come upon evil days in the country south of Ciudad Acuna, the Mexican said sadly. For a long while now the good Dios had not chosen to send rain down on the state of Coahuila, and in truth, nowhere else along the border. The fields had fallen barren. Buckets dropped in the wells came up with mud, and finally only sand. The people’s own little lands knew only poverty, and their patrón —hard hit like the rest—had work now for no more than a few. The old man and his sons, as so many thousands like them, had come to “the other side” to find employment, to send money home to buy food and clothing for those of their family who must stay behind—the women, the little children.

“We do not beg, señor, or ask you to give us something we do not earn. We ask for a chance to work. We are hard workers, my sons and I.”

Charlie rubbed the palms of his hands on his dirty khakis. There were so many of these people, so damn many of them, and always so hungry … He glanced into the old man’s muddy eyes and looked away. For a moment
he felt a twinge of guilt that these people were hungry and he was not, and then a brief resentment against them for arousing that guilt. Both passed quickly, the guilt and the resentment. “I am sorry, amigo. You know the laws of my country. You swam the river without papers, and it is prohibited that I hire you. Like you, I believe this law is unjust, but no matter, it is still the law. If the chotas catch you they will take you back across the river and make you walk home hungry. If they catch you here, they will also be angry with me.”

“Señor, they can hurt us but little, for we are already hungry. And we do not intend to be caught.”

“No one escapes the chotas forever. They have eyes that see in the dark. They will find you.”

The old man’s face began to fall. He repeated desperately, “We do not beg. We ask only to work.”

Charlie shook his head. “I have no work for you. But you will not leave here hungry. Follow me.”

He thought at first about taking them to Teofilo’s camp. But except for the goat kids Charlie had furnished, the food there was Teofilo’s. Garcia had bought and paid for it. Texas-born Mexicans—themselves often only one generation away from the river—often harbored resentment against the wetbacks. Despite their blood ties they considered them interlopers, a threat to their own jobs and security.

“We have food left at the big house. I will take you to la madama. She will feed you and give you food to carry along. Then you had better be on your way. If the chotas hear we are shearing today, they will probably come out to look us over. You will not wish to be here.”

The old man said gratefully, “These are hard times that we must come to you this way. If ever the fates turn around, we shall do the same someday for you.”

I hope to God not, Charlie thought.

He escorted them to the house and called Mary. He saw the pity in her eyes, and he tried to cover his own. Gruffly he said, “Some dogies Manuel found. Feed them.” He
glanced at the town road, looking for dust which might mean a border patrol car. The three Mexicans sat in the shade of the big live-oak trees and began to wolf down what was left of Mary’s baked kid. Charlie was gratified when the young one took a big helping of the turnip greens. I hope he eats them all.

He thought about the apple pie from which Mary had given Tom a slice, then put the rest back up in the cabinet. Charlie had thought he would slip a slice of that tonight when she wasn’t looking. He knew now it would probably go to the Mexicans along with everything else. She was generous to everyone but him.

He waited until Mary was in the house before he allowed his voice to soften. “When you are through, I would advise that you go on north. Perhaps you will find work farther away from the border.”

“Buena suerte, patrón. May the dry time never fall upon you.”

 


In the hurry of the hot and dusty shearing pens, Charlie’s mind soon drifted away from the three Mexicans. He heard nothing over the din of bleating sheep, the clattering protest of the cranky old shearing machine that seemed to have a malevolent will of its own. He stood at the tying table, critically examining a breaky fleece, result of a sheep that had sickened sometime last winter, leaving a weak spot at that point of growth in the fiber. He was grumbling to himself, knowing he must sack this fleece apart from the good ones or risk its being found by a sharp-eyed wool buyer who then might dock his entire clip; they were always looking for an excuse to trim a man, he thought.

Charlie turned as an automobile’s side window flashed a reflection across the tying table. He recognized the green government car, the round symbol on its door. Border patrol!

Damn chotas, always slipping up on you!

His first impulse was to look toward the house, but he managed not to. Maybe the three wetbacks had eaten and
left. He got a grip on himself and moved through the shorn and unshorn sheep, shoving ewes and lambs aside with his knees. Two green-clad patrolmen climbed out of the car.

“Mister Flagg?”

Charlie nodded, and one patrolman extended his hand. The grip was firm and friendly. “Parker’s my name. And this is Oliver Nance.” Nance’s face was cold and without cordiality, but Parker’s easy drawl put Charlie partly at ease. Texas, he figured, or perhaps Oklahoma. He couldn’t be all bad. The patrolman said, “We heard you were shearing, and we thought we’d like to watch a little. Oliver is new to this part of the country. He hasn’t seen much shearing done.”

Nance had no patience with pretense. “We came to see if you’re working any wetbacks.”

Charlie cast him a hard glance. The man was honest, anyway.

Parker frowned but said nothing.

Charlie said, “I don’t work wetbacks.”

Nance didn’t ask a question; he made a statement. “Then you won’t mind if we look around a little.”

Too much honesty could get a man disliked. Tightly Charlie said, “Help yourself.” He said more than that, under his breath. Damnyankee! You could tell it as quick as he opened his mouth. Damnyankees always coming down here on us like locusts, thinking they’re two notches better than Jesus Christ! He had an old-Texan aversion to Northerners. His heritage from a Confederate grandfather made it automatic that he class them all as damnyankees until they had proven to his satisfaction they were all right. That sometimes took a right smart of proving.

Nance studied Teofilo’s shearing crew and started to climb over the fence into the pens. Parker said, “Those are all local Mexicans. You won’t find any wetbacks in there.”

“How do you know till you look?” Nance climbed over and shoved his way through the sheep, his eyes on the shearers.


Stupid as well as arrogant, Charlie thought irritably. This would be a slap in the face to Teofilo’s men; to be mistaken for a wetback was considered no compliment. Maybe they would bounce Nance out of there on his butt. On reflection Charlie knew they wouldn’t do that. They would simply turn on a cold contempt and mock him with their eyes. Generations of living in this country as a minority group had honed to a fine edge this ability of the Mexican people to put a gringo in his place without speaking a word or making any overt move that might invite stern reprisal. Charlie thought, You’ve never been insulted, Yankee boy, till you’ve been insulted in silence by a Mexican who knows how to give you the treatment.

Parker’s jaw ridged. “I’ll apologize for him, Mister Flagg. Occasionally they send us one of these new boys who already knows it all.”

One of the shearers snickered, and the others followed suit. Even the tie-boys took it up.

People who lived long in the border country usually could tell at a glance whether a man was native-born or if he had recently arrived with muddy water dripping from his clothes. It showed in details hard to explain but easy to recognize—the clothing, the haircut, the general manner. To one who knew Spanish, a wetback was betrayed by his speech. Even a Yankee chota soon learned to know.

Motioning broadly with his big hands, Teofilo Garcia assured Nance that his shearers were all right. “Every man here is puro American, and votes Democrat.”

Nance’s face darkened in anger as the men quietly mocked him. He turned on his heel and pushed roughly back through the sheep.

With mild rebuke, Parker said, “I told you. If you get the locals mad at us, who’s going to tip us off about the wets?”

Nance stiffly rejected any reproach. “I didn’t like their attitude.”

Charlie felt a glow of quiet triumph. He did not dislike border patrolmen, exactly; he realized they had a duty to
perform. It was that duty which he disliked. In his view the wetback was no criminal; he was a hungry man desperately seeking work, and it took a lot of guts to set out across uncounted miles of unknown country in hopes of bettering oneself. Charlie identified because of his pioneer heritage. This guttiness, he felt, was a character strength which was disappearing from American life. He was glad they still had it in Mexico.

He glanced in the direction of his house, and the breath went out of him. The three Mexicans were walking toward the pens, swinging those telltale cotton satchels. The satchels were full now, for Mary had been to the pantry.

Ay, Chihuahua! Didn’t those innocents know what a chota looked like?

Parker saw them about the time Charlie did, and he glanced at Charlie in disappointment. Charlie was tempted to wave the three away, to shout for them to run. But that could get him sent to jail, or at least heavily fined. A ranchman could feed a wetback or even hire him to work without actually being liable to prosecution; no penalty had been provided. But the minute he advised him to run, he became an accessory to unlawful flight. So Charlie watched, numb, as the three Mexicans halted, realization striking them like a club.

“Alto!” Parker shouted. “Alto!”

The three took out for the brush as hard as they could run. The boy was far in the lead. The oldest son was hanging back, looking over his shoulder at the faltering old man.

Nance hurried to the green car, reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a pistol. Charlie’s blood went cold. He wanted to shout, but no words came. He was sure Nance would fire at the fugitives. But Nance fired harmlessly into the air, causing a tied horse at the fence to lunge against the reins and snap them in two. The horse went trotting off in fear and confusion, stepping on one broken rein and jerking its head down. The old man stopped and raised his hands. The oldest son, seeing his father halt,
turned and came back to stand dejectedly beside him. Only the boy kept running.

Parker waved for Nance to go after the young Mexican. Nance shouted something at the halted pair as he passed them on the run. He disappeared into the green tangle of mesquite. Parker walked out and brought the pair back. He allowed them to stop and pick up the satchels they had dropped when they started to run. The boy had held onto his. The old Mexican’s eyes swam in tears of frustration. The younger man stood silent, defiant. Parker brought handcuffs out of the car. In Spanish he said, “I would not use these if you had not run.”

The viejo said in a thin voice, “A man tries.”

Charlie stood where he was until the pair were near him. Shaken, he said to the old man, “I am sorry. Why did you come back?”

“I would not go without thanking the patrón again. We had nothing to give you but our thanks.”

And that, thought Charlie, came at a hell of a price.

While they waited for Nance, Charlie asked Parker, “What you goin’ to do with them?”

“Jail a day or two. Then we’ll ship them back across the river.”

“They came here because they was hungry. They’ll still be hungry when you send them back.”

Parker flared. “Do you think you’re telling me something new? What am I supposed to do about it? You know the law.”

“I know the law is as blind as a one-eyed mule in a root cellar. Don’t it ever bother you to take them back across?”

Parker studied the forlorn Mexican, and Charlie saw pity come into the patrolman’s face. “I wake up nights … But hell, I don’t pass the laws, I just carry them out. If it wasn’t me, somebody else would do it. At least I try to treat them human. Some people wouldn’t.”

He glanced toward his partner. Nance trudged back, breathing heavily. His uniform was spotted with sweat, his
face flushed with heat and anger. “Got away in the brush. Damn kid ran like a deer.” He opened the rear door of the car and gave the old Mexican a shove. “Get in there!”

Sharply, Charlie said, “Take it easy. He’s just a sick old man.”

Nance whirled. “Don’t you tell me what to do. You lied to us.”

“I didn’t lie. You asked if I was workin’ any wets. These was passin’ through and I fed them, that’s all.”

“If you ranchers would stop feeding them they’d quit coming. There are laws about that.”

“And have a man starve to death in one of my pastures? There’s a law about that too, a damn sight older than yours.”

Parker tugged at Nance’s sleeve. “Come on, Oliver.”

Nance backed toward the car, eyes still hostile. “You ranchers think you’re above the law, but you’re not. I’ll be watching you, Flagg.”

Parker took Nance’s arm. “Come on, I said. Let’s go.”

Nance slid into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. Parker entered the other side where he could turn and watch the two wetbacks. The border patrol had not yet begun providing a grill between the back seat and the front in all of its vehicles. The pair seated behind the patrolmen could grab them and take over the car if the patrolmen’s vigilance lapsed. But Charlie knew that was not the nature of the average man who came from across the river. Few criminals ventured deep into the ranch country, for travel was long and hard, and that kind gravitated more to the cities where pickings were varied and easy. These were humble men whose crime was that they refused to submit to hunger. Wetbacks might run or hide to elude capture, but once caught they were usually docile. In Mexico the ancient law of ley fuga was deeply ingrained, etched in blood. Even a common pickpocket might be killed for breaking away.

The pistol shots had brought an abrupt end to the shearing. Every shearer was standing against the fence, and the
tie-boys had climbed up onto the sacking frame to watch. Some approved of the capture, some had been rooting for the wetbacks. Grumbling. Teofilo Garcia began trying to shoo the men back to work. The machine was using up gasoline. It took awhile; they had to discuss the incident in all its details first. When finally all were in their places and the wool was peeling again, Teofilo lumbered to the fence and leaned his considerable bulk against a cedar post, his shirttail hanging out, the knees of his old khaki trousers crusted with wool grease.

“Nothing here was your fault, Mister Charlie. Wetbacks like those, they get caught every day.”

“They’re so goddamn hungry …”

Garcia shrugged. “Half the world is hungry. A man can’t cry for all of them.” Teofilo watched the dust trail spread along the town road. “Damn smart-aleck chota … damn boludo …”

 


Page Mauldin drove a black Cadillac. It was seldom washed because Page might have to wait, and he seldom sat still that long. Its sides bore long scratches from limbs and thorns. Whenever Page saw cattle or sheep in a pasture and took a notion he wanted a better look, he wheeled off the road, across the bar ditch and headlong out through the brush.

He had spent more of his life in a saddle than in a car. When he paid good money for an automobile he figured it should do at least as much as a fifty-dollar horse. He did not buy Cadillacs for show; he didn’t give two whoops and a holler about appearance. He simply reasoned that it took a car of high caliber to stand up to the fifty or sixty thousand miles of willful abuse he would give it in a year. On an open highway, especially the long straight stretches across the ranching country west of San Angelo, his cruising speed was eighty miles an hour, if he was in no particular hurry. On rough country trips—rubboard graded roads and ranch two-rutters—he dampered his impatience and held to sixty or so.


A lesser car would shake down to scrap iron.

Page Mauldin braked to a stop at Charlie’s shearing pens. A gray billow of dust fogged over the car and into the crowded sheep. Page stepped out, chewing an unlighted cigar. He was a tall, angular man with nervous hands that never stopped flexing except when gripped to a steering wheel. He chewed down a cigar faster than most men could smoke it, working off a feverish energy. He was ten years older than Charlie Flagg and looked twice that. His eyes were recessed into dark-patch hollows, for he never took enough rest. He had a way of stepping in, sizing up a situation, doing whatever his snap judgment dictated, then leaving before the dust settled. Buy, sell, hire, or fire … it never took long. With ranches scattered all over West Texas, he always needed to be somewhere else.

Page walked to the corral fence and peered critically at the sheep, mentally setting a price on them. His rumpled gray suit looked as though it had been slept in, and probably had. His felt hat was flat-brimmed except for a small flare on the right side. The left side was drawn down almost to the point of covering his dark, worried eyes. Page’s only vanity was that he tucked his trouser cuffs into the tops of his black boots. One had worked out while he drove. He shoved it into place.

Momentary humor flickered in the old ranchman’s eyes. “You don’t look much like Bo-Peep.”

Charlie was too tired to think of a peppy answer. He climbed across a wooden sheep panel and shook Page’s hand. “Let’s go to Teofilo’s camp and get us some coffee.”

Page looked impatiently at his watch. “I ain’t got time.”

“You had time to drive this far. You got time for coffee.”

Charlie noticed a young girl sitting in the Cadillac. He beckoned her with a broad sweep of his hand. “Kathy, you’d just as well get out of the car. Me and your daddy are fixin’ to have some coffee.”

She pushed the door open and slid out, both of her
booted feet hitting the ground at the same time. She slammed the door then paused to push her blue jean cuffs into her boottops like her father. Kathy Mauldin was fourteen, best Charlie could remember. It had been a disappointment to Page that she was not a boy; he had been trying with some success ever since to make a boy of her.

“You want some coffee with us?” Charlie asked her.

She shook her head. “I’ll watch the shearin’. Or if you got anything you need me to do, I could ride your horse.” The offer was made hopefully.

Charlie pointed. “I got some riders out yonder scoutin’ for whatever they missed earlier. You can take the roan out and find them if you’re a mind to.”

Page frowned. “Kathy, we ain’t stayin’ long.”

Kathy said, “You could go on. I could ride home tonight with Diego when he’s finished here.” She glanced at the car. “Anyway, I’d like to show Manuel my new .22.”

Charlie said, “Let her stay, Page. Hell, I’ve paid wages to grown men that wasn’t half as much help.”

Page seemed about to turn them down until a thought struck him. “That’d save me goin’ back to take her home. I could go from here straight to San Angelo.”

The matter was settled. Kathy opened the rear door and dragged out a shiny new rifle, which she proudly showed to Charlie. He dutifully made some fuss over it, though guns had never particularly interested him since his Army days in World War I. A gun, to him, was nothing more than a tool, on about a par with a Stillson wrench except more dangerous. He made it a point to leave the bolt open when he handed it back to Kathy, and he locked the safety. He didn’t have to mention it; she got the message.

“I might load it up later,” she said, “and go shoot a rabbit.”

“That’d be fine,” Charlie replied. “Later.”

He watched her carry it out to a barn to leave until she was ready to use it. Then she trotted eagerly to his roan horse, tied down the fence away from the sheep. The stirrups
were too long for her, but that was of no consequence; she could ride like the Indians who used to hunt over these hills. Charlie had once remarked that she must have been weaned on mare’s milk; he remembered how Mary had taken affront at that. He watched her kick the roan into a trot with her bare-heeled boots and ride into the pasture.

He asked Page, “What’s she goin’ to do when she wakes up someday and finds out she’s a girl?”

“You tryin’ to tell me I ain’t done my duty by her?”

“I’ll let Mary tell you that; she’s said it often enough.”

Page said soberly, “Your Mary is always tellin’ me I ought to get married again and have a woman in the house to set an example. But I’ve got old Elvira Escamillo, the housekeeper. She’s a woman.”

“Diego’s mother? Hell, she’s too old to keep up with Kathy, and so deaf she can’t hear thunder.”

“Kathy’s all right.” Page made it clear the subject was closed. “You said somethin’ about coffee.”

The Mexican cook was peeling potatoes beneath the long, crooked arms of a huge live-oak tree, a sun-bleached straw hat set far back on his head. Seeing Charlie and Page, he stood up and set the pan of potatoes on his chuckbox lid. He took out two tin cups and moved to the coffeepot suspended from a steel rod over a smoldering campfire for convenience of the shearers as they periodically took a rest, one or two at a time. Years ago he would have removed his hat in deference to the guero ranchmen; he extended the two cups in a gesture which paid service to tradition but did not compromise his dignity. His smile showed a strong set of white teeth some younger men would give a fortune for. “Coffee?”

Charlie had misgivings about the sanitary condition of the cups, but camp coffee was usually strong enough to kill almost anything. “Thanks, Mike.” The cook bent and poured and made some idle comment about the pretty day, to which both Charlie and Page made an equally idle response.

Charlie blew the steaming black coffee awhile, then tentatively
touched the rim of the cup to his lips. His eyes brightened at the sweetness. Mexican camp cooks usually boiled coffee and sugar together. That saved expense. If a capitán let his shearers use all the sugar they wanted, he would have to buy a barrel a week.

Charlie studied Page’s face. Page looked weary, though he would not stop until he dropped. “You look like twelve miles of corduroy road. You ever sleep any more?”

Page grunted but gave no other answer. Charlie wished he could lure him away to a fishing trip on Devil’s River this fall—anything to make Page relax. But it would be useless. He had tried once. Page brooded so much over business that Charlie had to take him home the second day.

It had not always been like this. They had worked together when Charlie was a big button and Page a cowboy in his twenties. They had ridden broncs together for twenty dollars a month and roped wild cattle out of the thickets and slept on the same blanket under the prairie stars, at a time when the buffalo-grass turf still knew the bite of wa-gonwheels more than the crush of pneumatic tires. Those had been the good days, the young days, when five dollars in his pocket made a cowboy feel rich as a packinghouse owner. But a change had gradually come over Page. What seemed at first a healthy ambition developed into a cancerous growth, relentlessly twisting him into a driven slave.

Charlie had once heard a cowboy say that most men get drunk on whiskey, but Page Mauldin got drunk on business.

Page said, “Met the chotas comin’ out of your place. Picked up some of your hombres, I reckon.”

“I didn’t have no hombres. They did catch a couple that stopped here to get somethin’ to eat.”

“Damn Immigration, they’re thicker’n screwworm flies. I had a crew of mojados buildin’ fence on my Brewster County place. Immigration suspicioned they was out there but they never could find them; those boys could hide under a bush too small for a rabbit. Finally, the day the boys
finished the job, they all went down to a windmill to take theirselves a bath in the tank. Immigration slipped up on them while they was in the water. You never seen such a scatteration of naked men in all your life … runnin’ ever whichaway through the brush with them chotas after them like huntin’ dogs. They never caught a one of them boys. After the Immigration give up and left, the boys come driftin’ back to pick up their clothes. All but one. Last time I was out there his clothes was still hangin’ on the fence where he left them. I expect there’s still some poor lonesome Mexican boy out yonder prowlin’ the thickets, naked as the day he was born … ashamed to show his face … or anything else.”

Page looked dourly at his cup. “Damn if I know why I’m sittin’ here wastin’ time. I got a dozen places to be.”

“If you don’t slow down you’ll take a heart seizure one of these days, and then we’ll always know where you’re at.”

“A man’ll rust out before he wears out.” Page stared across the steaming cup toward the ewes in the shearing pens. He changed the subject. “I can’t tell that the dry spell has hurt your sheep much.”

“Sheep’s a dry-weather animal by nature, as long as you don’t overdo it.”

“I tell you, Charlie, they got an old-timey drouth out west of the Pecos. Remember 1918? Country’s got a scorched smell to it, like there’d been a prairie fire over it, only there ain’t been nothin’ to burn.” He grimaced. “I seen that your surface tank has gone dry over in the Red Mill pasture. Why don’t you drill a well there and be done with the worry?”

“It’s a long ways down to water, and it’d cost a right smart. I might need the money later to buy feed with.”

“If you’d swallow that hard-headed pride and go to the PMA office, the government would pay half the cost of a well for you.”

“I’ll spend my own money if I spend any atall.”

“Damned if I understand you, Charlie. Everybody takes
money one way or the other, directly or otherwise. The railroads get it … and the airlines … and the schoolteachers. Half the people that go around talkin’ about independence and free enterprise have got their own pipeline to the government money. They each got a different name for it, is all. Them livestock of yours, they won’t give a damn whether you pay for a well with your money or Uncle Sam’s. The water will taste the same.”

Charlie squeezed the tin cup so hard he bent it a little. “Anything I’ve ever done on this ranch, I’ve done because I thought it was worth somethin’ to me. If it’s worth buildin’, I’ll do it myself. If it’s not worth enough for me to spend my own money on it, it’s not right to expect somebody else to do it, maybe some New York ribbon clerk that’s havin’ a hard-enough time feedin’ his own.”

“That ribbon clerk has got his. He’s got a minimum wage, and unemployment pay if his job gives out; that’s somethin’ me and you ain’t got. His kids get cheap lunches in school because the government gives food away. He rides to work on a subsidized bus or in a subway that don’t charge him what it really costs to run. If he’s bought him a house, he’s probably got a government loan at interest a lot cheaper than me and you can get. We ain’t paupers, Charlie; that ain’t the point. Most of the people who get government money ain’t paupers. It ain’t given to us because we need it; it’s given to us because somebody needs us … they need our vote. So everybody’s gettin’ it, and you’re payin’ your tax money for it. Only way you’ll ever get any of that back is to claim what’s comin’ to you. If you don’t, somebody else will.”

Stubbornly Charlie said, “That ain’t the way I was brought up, or you either. We was taught that every man starts with an even chance. We was taught to believe in a man rustlin’ for himself as long as he’s able. If you get to dependin’ on the government, the day’ll come when the damn federales will dictate everything you do. Some desk clerk in Washington will decide where you live and where you work and what color toilet paper you wipe yourself
with. And you’ll be scared to say anything because they might cut you off of the tit.”

“Government’s done some good things for us, Charlie. You think the electric companies would’ve ever got off of their lard butt and built lines out to these farm and ranch houses if it hadn’t been for the REA? They don’t tackle nothin’ they don’t see a profit in. We’d still be lightin’ a kerosene lamp when the sun goes down.”

“But that was a loan; it’s bein’ paid back. Nobody got it free. I got no quarrel either with the educational things like the county agent comin’ out here and teachin’ these Flores kids how to feed a lamb or how to tell one grass from another, and the Soil Conservation Service showin’ us how to kill brush and hold the grass and turf together. But the things we can do for ourselves, we ought to do without holdin’ out a tin cup.”

Charlie looked across the pasture, remembering. “You never did know my ol’ granddaddy; he died when I was still a boy. He come to this country when the Comanches still carried the only deed. Granddad, he kept his powder dry and didn’t look to the government to hold his hand. He went through cruel hard times when there was others takin’ a pauper’s oath so they could get money and food and free seed, but he never would take that oath. He come within an inch of starvin’ to death, and he died a poor man. But he never owed any man a debt he didn’t pay, and he never taken a thing off the government.”

“He’s been dead a long time, Charlie.”

“Not long enough that I’ve forgot what he taught me. I’ve always paid for what I wanted, or I’ve done without.”

Page Mauldin emptied his cup. “That’s the difference between us, Charlie. You don’t believe in this stuff and you stand by your convictions. I don’t believe in it either, but I take it because it’s easy money and because everybody else does. You’ll shove your feet under a poor man’s table as long as you live.”

Three hundred yards out from the corrals a little bunch of sheep was being driven along the netwire pasture fence.
Two riders broke away and came loping in to open a gate. Kathy Mauldin and Manuel Flores were racing each other. Charlie frowned, hoping Kathy wouldn’t hurt that roan.

Both youngsters jumped down, hitting the ground running. At the gate they wrestled playfully to see which would grab the latch first. At the distance and over the bleating of the sheep, Charlie could not hear what they said to each other, but he could tell they were laughing.

“I wisht you’d look at that,” Page said darkly. “These kids nowadays, they can’t tell one color from another. I wonder sometimes what this world’s comin’ to.”

Charlie shrugged. “It’ll be them that has to live in it, not us. We’re already over the hill.”

Manuel swung the gate open, jumped back into his saddle and turned toward the little bunch of sheep. By his gestures Charlie surmised he was telling Kathy where to position herself and the roan horse to help put the sheep through the gate. It was a waste of time, for Kathy already knew more about sheep than Manuel could tell her.

Page watched, still frowning. “You’re raisin’ yourself a good cowhand there, Charlie. I wish Diego had raised one or two like that.”

“Manuel? He’s a good boy, as willin’ a kid as you’ll ever see.”

“Too bad he’s a Mexican.”

Charlie glanced sharply at Page. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean if he wasn’t, he could make himself into just about anything he wanted to be—doctor, lawyer—even a banker if he’s got a mean streak in him.”

“A doctor would be my bet. You ought to watch him with animals.” Charlie pondered. “I reckon he could still be any of them things if he was of a mind to. Everybody gets his chance in this country.”

“Not everybody, Charlie. Damn shame he wasn’t born white. But I reckon the country’ll need good cowboys, too, for a while yet. I know I will. I’m leasin’ me another outfit.”


Charlie looked thoughtfully toward the black Cadillac. More hard miles ahead. “You ever goin’ to be satisfied, Page?”

Not many men in West Texas spoke reproachfully to Page Mauldin. Not many dared. There was a widely circulated story about him—untrue but illustrative of the view most people had. Page was supposed to have made a large purchase in a town far from home. When the clerk asked what bank he wanted to draw on, Page was reported to have said, “It don’t matter; I got money in all of them.”

Even the Boston wool buyers, ordinarily as independent as a hog on ice, spoke with some deference to and about Page Mauldin. His wool clip was scattered in half a dozen warehouses, and it was among the biggest in every one.

Page said, “Charlie, I come over to offer you a chance to go into this deal with me. It’s a chance for you to make somethin’.”

“I already got somethin’.”

“This little greasy-sack outfit? It ain’t big enough to cuss a cat on.”

“Big enough to suit me.”

“I been tellin’ you for years—if you ain’t there when the balloon goes up, they make the flight without you. You don’t have to sit here on a poor-boy spread all your life.”

“It’s made a good livin’ for two families—mine and Lupe’s. It’s paid for. A man can have a little bit and feel rich, or he can have a lot and feel poor. Sometimes, Page, I feel like you’ll be poor all your life.”

“A man’s got to build somethin’ he can leave for his daughter.”

“You’ll leave it a lot sooner than you think if you don’t take to slowin’ down.”

 


The sun had set, but daylight lingered as Manuel Flores walked from his house down toward the barn where Kathy had told him she had left her new .22. He carried his own ancient singleshot, the stock dull and scratched, the original front sight long since replaced by a dime, fitted and
filed down. He didn’t see Kathy at the barn, where she said she would meet him; he guessed she was still up at the Flagg house eating supper.

A boy of about his own age walked out toward him from the shearers’ camp, stopping to regard the rifle in Manuel’s hand. “Going to shoot an elephant?”

Manuel nodded at Chuy Garcia, the capitán’s son. They had been schoolmates ever since the first grade. Chuy usually spoke Spanish when he could, so Manuel answered him in kind. “Just a jackrabbit or two. Kathy Mauldin has a new rifle she wants to try out.”

“That rich little guera? She has a new everything. With all that money, all she has to do is snap her finger.”

Manuel studied Chuy uncomfortably. Chuy never had much tolerance for gringos in general and rich ones in particular. In school he was everlastingly plotting some minor form of rebellion to demonstrate that he needed nothing they had to offer.

“Kathy is all right,” Manuel said defensively.

“Because she never makes you take off your hat and bow to her, and say ‘Yes, madama’, and ‘No, madama’? You think she sees you as an equal? You are a fool, Manuel. She is laughing at you all the time.”

Manuel began to be flustered. “You are mistaken, Chuy.”

Chuy snorted. “Why do you think she wants you to go hunting with her? It is so she can show off her new rifle and be better than you are because you have only that old relic.”

Manuel rubbed his hand along the worn stock. “It is a good rifle.”

“But old. Where did you get it?”

“Mister Charlie gave it to me. It is one he used a long time ago.”

“Mister Charlie! Always Mister Charlie! Generous, isn’t he, giving you something so old and worn out that he no longer wants it? I suppose you bowed and told him how grateful you were?”


“I said ‘Thank you,’ the way my father told me to. I did not bow.”

“It was probably your father who bowed, then. They are great ones to bow and speak softly, these old men. They are all afraid some gabacho will not like them.”

“I do not like you to talk about my father that way. I do not see your father talk up to the ranchers, either.”

“Because he is afraid like all the rest of them. He is too old to change his ways. He has been under the gabacho paternalism so long he would not know how to live without it.”

Manuel mulled over the word. “What do you mean, paternalism?”

“The way the rancher pats you on the head and treats you like some pet dog, the way I saw old Charlie Flagg do to you this afternoon.”

Manuel thought back, puzzling until he remembered how Charlie had pushed Manuel’s hat down. “He meant no harm by that … it is just his way of playing.”

“A man plays with a dog, too.”

Manuel’s face twisted. The capitán’s son always made him uncomfortable, made him feel somehow disloyal to his blood. Yet in some disquieting way he was always drawn to listen, to consider. Chuy usually left him a lingering and troubled suspicion that there was truth in what he said.

He wished sometimes that Chuy Garcia would move from Rio Seco. Manuel did not like this uneasiness that Chuy aroused in him.

Kathy Mauldin came whistling down from the big rock house. Chuy said, “Listen to her. I bet she had a better supper than you and me.”

Kathy was oblivious to Chuy’s contempt for her. “Hi, Chuy,” she said cheerfully. “Want to go shoot a few rabbits with us?”

Chuy looked Manuel in the eye as he coldly replied to Kathy, “I have more important things to do.” He walked back to the shearers’ camp.


If he had meant to offend her with his tone, he failed. Kathy skipped on to the barn and came back with the new .22 in her hands. “Okay, Manuel, let’s go. I bet I can outshoot you.”

Manuel cut a quick glance at her. Chuy had aroused a nagging suspicion. “We’ll see,” he said with a sudden reserve.

This had been a moderately good jackrabbit year, although Manuel thought dry weather was causing some drop-off in numbers. They were not overrunning the country as in the occasional lush years of tall grass and plentiful weeds. He remembered what Charlie Flagg had told him once:

“Nature has a way of protectin’ the wild creatures, like the jackrabbits and the cottontail. You take a good year, when there’s plenty to eat and the rabbits are healthy, they just naturally breed up better. They have bigger litters, and more litters in a year’s time. Seems like when the year is good, God likes to see more creatures alive to enjoy it. You take another year when it’s dry and the animals have a hard time, Nature cuts the numbers to fit the feed. She ain’t sentimental. Some starve to death, and maybe some disease like rabbit fever sweeps the country. But mainly there’s just less rabbits born. There’s not as many litters, and not as many babies to the litter. He knows how much feed there’s goin’ to be, and He fits the creatures to it.”

Manuel had always liked to hunt jackrabbits, ever since Lupe had decided he was old enough for Charlie’s .22. For justification he often reminded himself that it didn’t take many jackrabbits to eat as much as a sheep, and that if the jackrabbits became numerous enough they might conceivably starve out the sheep and cattle. That was one reason many ranchers were liberal in their tolerance for responsible rabbit hunters who would not be reckless and bring down a bigger animal. But Manuel knew this, on his part, was only an excuse. The simple truth was that he liked to hunt. And about the only thing in open season the year around was the jackrabbit.


A hundred feet away a gray jackrabbit popped out of a mesquite and began to gallop along slowly, long black-tipped ears working back and forth while he tried to decide if he was in any danger.

Manuel said, “Let’s see how that new gun shoots.”

Kathy Mauldin shook her head to fling her long braid back over her shoulder and out of her way. She closed the bolt and raised her rifle. She whistled softly, gambling whether the rabbit would stop out of curiosity or be startled into flattening its ears back and streaking away. The rabbit stopped and sat on its haunches, its sensitive ears working. The rifle cracked. The rabbit took one long jump and fell.

Another jackrabbit, flushed by the shot, darted out from nearly. Kathy feverishly worked the bolt back and tried to ram another cartridge into the breech. Manuel fired. The rabbit rolled, its white belly flashing.

Kathy whistled. “Hit him on the run. I couldn’t of done that, even with this semiautomatic.”

Manuel straightened a little, allowing himself a moment of pride. “With a singleshot you have to learn to shoot straight. You just get one chance.”

The girl sniffed. “You’re braggin’. Bet you can’t do it again.”

A cottontail rabbit broke from beneath a prickly pear clump. Manuel brought his rifle up in reflex, then lowered it.

“Aren’t you goin’ to shoot?”

He shook his head. “I never did like to kill a cottontail.”

He didn’t know exactly why. The jackrabbit with its lanky body and gangly legs was not a pretty creature, not one to arouse any protective feeling. Besides, its speed and wily trait of zigzagging gave it a good chance, made it fairer game. But the little cottontail with its soft furry body and its large brown eyes seemed pathetically helpless. Manuel felt the same emotion toward the cottontail that he felt for dogie lambs and calves.

Kathy raised her rifle but did not fire. The rabbit darted
beneath another prickly pear, its cotton-puff tail bobbing.

She turned to look at Manuel, and there seemed to be laughter in her eyes. “You’ve got a soft streak in you.”

He shrugged, ill at ease, defenseless against a girl’s laughter. “They always make me think of a little girl in a fur coat.”

“And you wouldn’t shoot a little girl in a fur coat?”

He frowned. “Not unless she laughed at me.”

“I’m not laughin’ at you, Manuel. But I know lots of boys who’d of shot that rabbit.”

“If you want to, go hunt with them, not with me.”

She looked at him quizzically. “I always hear people say that Mexicans are supposed to be cruel.”

That angered him. “And gringos always show off their money.”

Her eyes shifted to the new rifle in her hands. Any hint of laughter was gone from them now; she looked hurt. “I didn’t think of it like that. I didn’t bring this rifle out to brag; I just thought you’d like to see it.” She held it forward. “Here. I’ll trade you for a while.”

He took a tighter grip on the singleshot. “This old one is all right for me. It hits what I aim at.”

Uneasily she lowered the new rifle to arm’s length. “I didn’t intend to make you mad, Manuel, and I didn’t come here to show off.”

He felt ashamed for flaring at her, and he wouldn’t look into her face. Staring into the dusk he said, “I didn’t mean you, Kathy. I didn’t mean anybody in particular. I know a lot of gringos who don’t show off their money. I know some who don’t even have any.”

He found she was looking at him. He turned quickly away.

She said, “And I know a lot of kind Mexicans. Most of them I know are kind. Especially when they won’t shoot a cottontail rabbit, or a girl who talks when she ought to listen.” She extended the rifle to him again. “Now, you want to trade?”

He shrugged, bringing himself to look at her. “I guess.”
He gave her the singleshot and took the repeater, turning it carefully to look it over. It was a beautiful thing, heavy in his hands and still smelling of new oil.

Kathy pointed. “Yonder’s another jackrabbit. Try a shot.”

Manuel did, but the slug picked up dust. The rabbit abruptly changed course. Manuel pumped another cartridge into the breech and threw the rifle to his shoulder again.

He heard a startled cry from inside a mesquite thicket, near where his first bullet had missed. A man jumped up, hands in the air. “No me mate!”

Manuel froze. He heard Kathy gasp. For a moment he had a wild fear that he had shot someone.

“No me mate!” the voice pleaded again. “Me rindo.” (“Don’t kill me! I surrender.”)

Manuel almost dropped the rifle. He found the safety catch and set it. In shaky Spanish he said, “We did not know you were there.”

He moved closer. Kathy followed a little behind him, frightened. The Mexican stood with hands in the air. In the dusk Manuel saw this was not really a man; this was little more than a boy. He said in English, “Kathy, it’s a wetback I found this afternoon. This is the one that got away from the border patrol.”

The youngster trembled. Manuel began to regain his wits.

“No tenga miedo,” he said quietly, motioning for the Mexican to put his hands down. “Don’t be afraid. We won’t hurt you.”

“I thought you were chotas.”

“Even a chota would not shoot you. We are your friends.”

The boy dropped to his knees. His hands shook beyond any control.

Manuel was acutely aware of the rifle in his hands and the fear the young Mexican had of it. He wished he didn’t have it. “Don’t be afraid,” he said again, knowing the
advice was wasted. “There is no Immigration here now.”

The Mexican raised his gaze to Manuel’s eyes. “The chotas … they took my father and brother away?”

Manuel nodded.

Hopelessly the wetback said, “I had thought perhaps they would somehow escape, that they might come back to me.”

“They took them to jail. You’re alone now. What are you going to do?”

The boy shrugged. “What we had all intended to do, I suppose. Go and find work. We came because our family is hungry. Now it is up to me to send them money.”

“How old are you?”

“Fourteen.”

It surprised Manuel that the boy was even younger than himself; he looked older. “You are too young. No one will hire you.”

“Someone will.”

“You would be better off to go back to Mexico. Come to the house with us. My mother will feed you, and you can start home tomorrow.”

The boy shook his head. “I will not return home.”

“You’ll go hungry.”

“I have food in the bag, food your patrona gave me.”

“It will not last long.”

“It will last until I have work.”

Manuel glanced at Kathy in frustration. He knew she understood all of it; old Elvira, the Mauldin housekeeper, spoke little but Spanish. “They all think the money’s just lyin’ on the ground over here,” he told her in English. “They think you pick it up like you’d pick flowers.”

Kathy replied, “The faith of the mustard seed.”

Manuel dug into his pocket but came up with only a dime. “You got any money with you, Kathy?”

She shook her head.

“I thought your daddy was rich.”

“We just owe money; we don’t ever have any.”

“Well, I guess it wouldn’t help him much anyway. He
can’t afford to go anywhere that he could spend it.” He looked at the girl. “It’s fixin’ to get dark. We better go back.”

She nodded. “Diego’s probably itchy to get home.” She pointed her chin at the wetback. “But what about him?”

“What about him? We haven’t got anything to give him, or any way to help him. He’ll go on his way, and sooner or later the Immigration will get him. Maybe he’ll have a chance to earn a little money first and maybe he won’t. Probably he won’t.”

To the young Mexican he said, “Buena suerte.” (“Good luck.”)

“Gracias. Mil gracias.”

Manuel started for the house, Kathy trotting to keep up with him. She protested that he was going too fast and he slowed a little, but not enough.

She demanded, “What’re you mad about now?”

“Who’s mad?”

“You are. I didn’t do anything.”

He slowed more. “It’s just these dumb wetbacks, comin’ over here thinkin’ everything’s goin’ to be like lickin’ up ice cream. There’s nothin’ you can do for them.”

Kathy said, “Then there’s not much point worryin’ about it, is there? It’s not our problem.”

Manuel shook his head. “No, it’s not our problem.”

Directly Kathy saw another jackrabbit and pointed. Manuel felt no inclination to raise the rifle to his shoulder. He gave the rifle to her and held out his left hand for his singleshot. “It’s a nice gun, Kathy, but I guess I’ve shot all I want to with it.”

 


Charlie Flagg sat in darkness on his screened-in porch, his rawhide chair leaned back against the rock wall. He still had his spurs on, his boots propped up on an old iron milking stool that had been kicked around the place for years, a relic left over from the time of August Schmidt.
A south breeze flowed past him, cooling to his skin after the long day’s heat.

The newly shorn ewes and their lambs had been turned out to graze. Charlie had scattered alfalfa hay in front of the gates to hold the ewes until they had paired with the lambs. The only bleating he could hear now came from two orphan lambs. Their mothers had died on the board because of the weight of a shearer’s knee on their water-filled bellies. The heat had almost killed a couple of others, but Charlie had saved them by pouring water over their heads until they revived and staggered off to a far corner of the pens, there poking their heads under each other’s bellies for what shade they could get.

Only two lost out of a full shearing day; that wasn’t bad. Charlie had the fleeces, and that was a major part of an older ewe’s value anyway. He wasn’t keen on seeing two more orphan lambs in the dogie pen, but he knew Manuel would take care of them; that boy had a knack.

From over in the Flores house Charlie could hear the protests of the younger children as Rosa sent them off to bed. He liked to listen to her heavily accented English. It was a wonder to him that her children spoke it so easily, and with so little accent. A stranger, listening to them with his back turned, would have to perk his ears up to tell whether they were Mexican or Anglo.

Lupe Flores would be down at the shearing camp, swapping windies with Teofilo. Charlie could see the flicker of the campfire. Some of the shearers would be gambling with the metal checks they had earned that day, and Teofilo would be keeping one eye on them. A capitán had to leave the reins loose enough that his men could have some fun, but he could not allow anyone to win so much that it stirred bad blood. Intermittently Charlie heard the strum of a guitar and voices lifting in the ancient Mexican can-ciones de muerte y amor (the plaintive songs of death and love).

In a way Charlie wished he could go down there and share the company. He was vaguely lonesome. But an old
reserve held him back. As the ranch owner—and more to the point, as an Anglo—he wouldn’t fit in. With one or two or three individually it would be fine, but not with the crowd. He wouldn’t be comfortable, and neither would they. His presence would be an inhibiting factor in the camp.

Charlie never tried to analyze or rationalize his feelings toward Mexican people; he would never have thought of apologizing to anyone for them. He did not dislike Mexicans; on the contrary he liked most of the ones he personally knew and respected them. Yet he tended to distrust the strangers among them. It was an inherited attitude going back through generations of forebears whose names he did not even know. It was deeply grounded in history, in wars won and lost, in the Texas revolution, and the bitter decades of border strife that followed, when each side feared and halted the other with equal blindness and ferocity, when one was gringo and one was greaser, when blood spilled on both sides of the river and no one was innocent.

Charlie’s philosophy, though he did not fully realize he had one, was simply “live and let live.” He took it as unquestioned fact that Mexican people in general possessed a different outlook, a different set of values. They were of a culture most Anglos never understood or seriously tried to understand. The most common charge was that Mexicans were improvident, that they lacked the Anglo’s drive for success. Yet often Charlie envied the Mexican for not always being caught up in a constant blind rush, for placing less value upon accumulated dollars than upon the enjoyment of life’s simple pleasures, for not wasting today worrying about tomorrow and more accumulation. Pinned down, Charlie would not have said this was inferiority. For all he knew or gave a damn, they were right.

Like most Anglos he knew many Mexicans who did not fit the blanket assessment he casually set upon the group. In Charlie’s earliest years old Juan Nieto probably had as
much influence on him as his own father. Juan had never learned to read or write, and his knowledge of the Bible was restricted to his sometimes distorted but always elemental interpretations of what he had learned from the priests. Nevertheless he had absorbed Nature’s lessons with a keen eye and questioning mind. He had taught Charlie about the earth and the creatures, the way the various species interdepended upon one another, the way the Indians and the early Mexicans lived with nature instead of working at cross purposes with her. Juan had taught Charlie the fine points about riding and roping, the details about horses and cattle and sheep that the Mexican eye often sees and the Anglo overlooks.

Then there were Lupe and Rosa Flores. Rarely did Charlie think of them in terms of their race. They were simply people to him—good people. He took pride in their loyalty to the ranch, their honesty, their hope that their children might grow up to a better life than their own. If some of his liking was based on the fact that they simply never gave him any argument, any resistance, he did not realize it.

And Teofilo Garcia. Teofilo was a businessman. As such he stood in the top order of the caste system which developed within most Mexican communities. Shy on formal education, he nevertheless had an aptitude for both figures and mechanics. His principal fiscal shortcoming as Charlie saw it was an easy tolerance for less ambitious relatives and in-laws who worked far less than he did and swarmed around him like an invasion of locusts as their winter rations ran thin. The result was that Teofilo usually had to visit his spring customers for an advance to get his shearing outfit in working order.

Mary Flagg stepped out onto the porch and eased into her rocking chair, disturbing the aimless drift of Charlie’s thoughts. She had been in the kitchen picking rocks out of beans for next day’s dinner. Charlie glanced at her small outline in the darkness. She had been cool since he had let Tom go to the roping. He figured she was going to
bring up the subject again, so he tried to head her off.

“Listen to the music over in the shearin’ camp. Funny thing to me why other people can’t put their hearts into music that way. When a Mexican sings a cryin’ song, he cries all over, and he makes you cry with him.”

“You shouldn’t have let Tom go. His place is here. But every time he asks for something, you let him have it.”

Charlie gritted his teeth and decided against arguing with her. He never could get the last word, and there was no use raking an old bed of coals. What was the harm in letting the boy do what pleased him now and again? The years ahead held time enough for him to shoulder the burden of manhood.

Mary began to rock her chair gently. The creak of it was vaguely irritating to Charlie, for it overrode the music from the camp.

Why is it we seem to rub each other the wrong way any more? he wondered. It didn’t use to be like that. If this is part of growing old, the hell with it!

Sometimes it was restful to let his mind reach back to those early years. The past was a warm and secure refuge from an uneasy present and an uncertain future. It was unchanging, dependable, an anchor post he could tie to. It was not that times had ever been easy. He and Mary had struggled along in the beginning on a rocky, water-shy bit of leased range farther west, living in a drafty old two-room shack with a smoky woodstove and a single coal-oil lamp. But Charlie could remember the pride they had in it, for it was their own. There had been a warm sense of sharing, even when there was so little to share. There had been a closeness then, and an eager physical love that held them together like two strong and opposite magnets. This had been a bridge for them over those first years of hardship, a source of strength when they clung together and watched the lowering of a tiny casket into a rocky grave. They had observed older couples pulling apart, slipping the bonds that had originally tied them. They had discussed
it many times and assured themselves that it would never happen to them.

But it had. Somehow, dammit, it had. They had not sensed it fully at the time, and neither had ever verbally admitted it to the other. Thinking back on it, Charlie was fairly sure it had begun when Tom was born. Before, there had been only the two of them, and they had held to each other. Now there was someone else to take Mary’s attention, and this ranch to take Charlie’s. More and more, Mary became absorbed in the keeping of the rock house and the garden and the raising of the boy, while Charlie was busy with horses and cattle and sheep, with building fences and putting up windmills.

It was ironic now, when he thought of it, that their best time together had been those years of hardship. When life had eased and their financial condition became more secure, they had drifted into diverse paths. They seldom sat and talked as they used to. They slept in separate rooms, and Charlie seldom fumbled his way to Mary’s bed any more. Even when he did, she was likely to drop off to sleep and leave him feeling like a damn fool.

He felt a need now to make conversation, to get her mind away from Tom. He told her about Teofilo Garcia’s wrong-way whirlwind and Lupe Flores hanging a rattlesnake belly-up on a bush. “Rain sign … dry-weather sign. They’re great ones for superstition, these Mexicans.”

He could sense worry in Mary’s voice. “Charlie, do you think Teofilo could be right?”

“It’s just a foolish superstition.”

“It has been a long time since it rained. Somehow I have a bad feeling.”

Charlie shifted his boots on the stool, his spurs jingling a little. “You’re turnin’ as spooky as them Mexicans.”

He sat silently a while, breathing the good cool air. He began to notice the dry smell of dust in it. Sheep had stirred a lot of ground today; now the wind was picking it up.


Well, a shower would fix that. They ought to be due a shower any day now.

He happened to glance up at the black sky. “Looky there, will you, at that quarter moon! It’s standin’ on end to let the water run out. I tell you, woman, that’s a sure sign of rain.”
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