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Praise for Streets of Laredo by Larry McMurtry

“One of McMurtry’s most powerful and moving achievements.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Larry McMurtry is a wonderful storyteller, and with . . . Streets of Laredo . . . he has written a novel that is even better than the original—and that was one hell of a tale.”

—The Boston Globe

“Larry McMurtry remains a genius at dialogue. The scene where the seven whores start reminiscing about the first men in their lives is wonderful.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Streets of Laredo is a splendid addition to the literary portrait of McMurtry’s native Texas and the West that he has been creating for three decades. It’s also one of his most affectingly melancholy books. . . . The characters are as finely etched as any McMurtry has ever minted.”

—Newsweek

“A marvelous novel in its own right and in every way a worthy successor to Lonesome Dove.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Gorgeous . . . violent, funny, achingly sad, filled with heroism and regret. . . . If you can put Streets of Laredo down, I’ll eat my ten-gallon hat.”

—Cosmopolitan
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For Diana and Sara Ossana

So for the mother’s sake the child was dear,

And dearer was the mother for the child. . . .

—Coleridge, “Sonnet to a Friend”


America still inhabits solitude; for a long time

yet her wilderness will be her manners. . . .

—Chateaubriand, 1827

We beat the drum lowly and shook the spurs slowly,

And bitterly wept as we bore him along;

For we all loved our comrade, so brave and so handsome,

We all loved our comrade, although he’d done wrong. . . .

—“Streets of Laredo,” c. 1860

Intreate mee not to leave thee,

or to returne from following after thee. . . .

—Ruth 1:16


Part I
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A Salaried Man


1.

“MOST TRAIN ROBBERS ain’t smart, which is a lucky thing for the railroads,” Call said. “Five smart train robbers could bust every railroad in this country.”

“This young Mexican is smart,” Brookshire said, but before he could elaborate, the wind lifted his hat right off his head. He was forced to chase it—not the first time he had been forced to chase his hat since arriving in Amarillo. He had taken to ramming his hat down on his head nearly to his eyebrows, but the Texas winds were of a different order than the winds he had been accustomed to in Brooklyn, where he lived. Somehow, time after time, the Texas winds lifted his hat. Before he could even get a hand up to grab it, there it went. It was just a common fedora; but on the other hand, it was his only hat, and it was not his custom to go through life bareheaded, at least not while he was conducting business for the railroad. Colonel Terry would not have approved. Brookshire was only a salaried man, and he could not afford to ignore Colonel Terry’s preferences in such matters.

This time the hat rode the wind like a fat bird—it had a twenty-yard lead on its owner before it hit the ground, and when it did hit, it rolled rapidly along the gritty street. Fortunately for Brookshire, a wagon was parked to the south of the station, and the hat eventually lodged against one of the wagon wheels. He strolled over and picked it up, trying to appear nonchalant, though in fact, he was more than a little out of sorts.

At the behest of his superiors—Colonel Terry in particular; Colonel Terry, the president of the railroad, was the only superior who counted—Brookshire had journeyed all the way from New York to hire a bandit killer. Brookshire was an accountant. Hiring bandit killers wasn’t his line of work, but the man who normally handled the task, Big Johnny Roberts, had accidentally swallowed a wine cork and choked to death, just as he was about to depart for Texas. From Colonel Terry’s point of view, it was a nuisance; he took a look around the office and before Brookshire knew it, he was on a train going west, in Johnny Roberts’s stead. In his years with the railroad, he had performed a number of services, but never in a place where his hat blew off every time he turned a corner. Having to chase his hat was an aggravation, but the real reason he was out of sorts was because he wasn’t at all impressed with the killer he had been instructed to hire.

About the best thing Brookshire could find to say for the small, weary-looking man standing in front of the little shack of a depot, a saddle and a duffle roll stacked beside him, was that he had been punctual. He had ridden in at dawn, hitching his sorrel mare outside the hotel precisely at seven A.M., the time agreed upon. Still, Brookshire had barely been able to conceal his shock when he saw how old the man was. Of course, Brookshire was aware of his reputation: no one in the West had a reputation to equal Woodrow Call’s. In Brookshire’s view, reputation did not catch bandits—at least it didn’t catch bandits who covered country as rapidly as young Joey Garza. The young Mexican was said to be only nineteen years old, whereas Captain Call, from the look of him, was edging seventy.

Nonetheless, Brookshire had been ordered to hire Woodrow Call and no one else. More than that, he had been entrusted with a fancy, engraved Colt revolver which Colonel Terry had sent along as a special gift.

To Brookshire’s dismay, Captain Call scarcely glanced at the gun. He didn’t even bother to lift it out of its rosewood box. He didn’t twirl the chamber or admire the fine engraving.

“Thanks, but I’ll pass,” he said. He seemed more grateful for the coffee. Of course, it was wintry, and the old Ranger was only wearing a light coat.

“Good Lord, what will I tell Colonel Terry?” Brookshire asked. “This gun probably cost him five hundred dollars. This engraving is handwork. It don’t come cheap.”

“Why, the Colonel can keep it himself, then,” Call said. “I appreciate the thought, but I’ve no place to keep a fancy weapon. I’d have to deposit it in a bank, and I prefer to avoid banks.

“I generally depend on the rifle, not the pistol,” he added. “If you’re close enough to a killer to be in reach of a pistol bullet, then generally you’re too close.”

“Good Lord,” Brookshire said, again. He knew Colonel Terry well enough to know that he wasn’t going to be pleased when told that his gift had not been wanted. Colonel Terry hadn’t been a colonel for nothing, either. Having such an expensive present rejected by a fellow who just looked like an old cowpoke would undoubtedly put him in a temper, in which case Brookshire and anyone else who happened to be in the office would have to scramble to keep their jobs.

Call saw that the man was upset—he supposed, really, that he ought to accept the gun. That would be the polite thing. But in the past few years, governors and presidents of railroads and senators and rich men were always offering him fancy weapons, or expensive saddles, or the use of their railroad cars, or even fine horses—and always, something in him resisted.

For one thing, he despised fancy gear. He rode a plain saddle, and all that he required in a weapon was that it be reliable and accurate.

For another thing, he had never met a governor or a president of a railroad or a senator or a rich man that he liked or felt comfortable with. Why place himself in some arrogant fool’s debt for the sake of a gun he’d never shoot nor probably even load?

Only a few days before, Call and Charles Goodnight had discussed the matter of gifts from the rich and powerful. It had been the day, in fact, that Goodnight had ridden out to the little line cabin he let Call use when he was between jobs, and handed Call the telegram asking him to meet a Mr. Ned Brookshire in Amarillo at seven A.M., in the lobby of the best hotel.

Goodnight himself was famous; probably as famous as a cattleman could get. He had also been offered twenty-five or thirty engraved Winchesters in recent years, but, like Call, he was skeptical of the rich and powerful and seldom felt comfortable in their company.

Throughout most of their lives, which had only occasionally intersected, Woodrow Call and Charles Goodnight had not exactly gotten along. Somehow in the old days, the Indian-fighting days, they had rubbed one another the wrong way almost every time they met. Even now, they did not exactly consider themselves friends. Once a week or so, when Goodnight was around his home ranch, he had formed the habit of riding out to the little line cabin to check on his guest, the famous Texas Ranger.

The shack sat not far from the north rim of the Palo Duro Canyon. Often the two men would sit, largely in silence, looking down into the canyon until dusk and then darkness filled it. In the dusk and shadows they saw their history; in the fading afterlight they saw the fallen: the Rangers, the Indians, the cowboys.

“Let a man give you a fancy gun and he’ll tell everybody in five counties that he’s your friend, when in fact, you may despise him,” Goodnight said, spitting. “I don’t number too many rich fools among my friends—how about you?”

“I have not had a friend for several years,” Call said. Only after he said it did it occur to him that the remark might sound a little odd—as if he were asking for sympathy.

“Of course, there’s Pea and there’s Bol,” he added, hastily. “Bol’s out of his head, but I count him a friend.”

“Oh, your cook, I think he fed me once,” Goodnight said. “If he’s out of his head, how do you keep up with him?”

“I left him with a family in San Antonio,” Call said. “When I get a job down near the border I sometimes put him on his mule and take him with me. There’s another family in Nuevo Laredo I can board him with when it comes time to do the work.

“He enjoys a little travel,” Call added. “He’s still got his memories—he just can’t put any two of them together.”

“Hell, I can barely sort out two memories myself,” Goodnight said. “It’s what I get for living too long. My head fills up and sloshes over, like a damn bucket. Whatever sloshes out is lost. I doubt I still know half of what I knew when I was fifty years old.”

“You take too many train trips,” Call observed, in a mild tone.

“I thought we were talking about my bad memory,” Goodnight said, squinting at him. “What’s train travel got to do with it?”

“All this traveling by train weakens the memory—it’s bound to,” Call said. “A man that travels horseback needs to remember where the water holes are, but a man that rides in a train can forget about water holes, because trains don’t drink.”

Goodnight let that observation soak in for a few minutes.

“I was never lost, night or day,” he said finally. “How about you?”

“I got turned around once, in Mexico,” Call said. “It was a cloudy night. My horse fell and got up pointed in the wrong direction. I was yawny that night and didn’t notice till morning.”

“Was you mad at the horse when you did notice?” Goodnight asked.

“I was mad at myself,” Call said.

“Well, this is a pointless conversation,” Goodnight said, turning abruptly toward his horse. Without another word, he mounted and rode away. He had always been abrupt, Call reflected. When Charles Goodnight concluded that a conversation had overrun its point, he was apt to make a swift departure.

While Mr. Brookshire was walking back across the street, trying to whack the dust out of his fedora by hitting it against his leg, the train he and Call had been waiting for came in sight. It was the train that would, in time, deliver them to San Antonio.

Call was trying to think of a polite way to inform Mr. Brookshire that the fedora wouldn’t do in a windy place like Texas. A hat that kept blowing off could lead to no end of trouble when dealing with a bandit as advanced as Joey Garza.

Even more, Call wished Brookshire could be persuaded just to go on back to New York, leaving him to deal with the young Mexican bandit alone. Traveling across the West with errand boys such as Mr. Brookshire took considerably more energy than tracking the bandits themselves. Call had little to say to such men, but they invariably had much to say to him. Six hundred miles of Mr. Brookshire’s conversation was not something he looked forward to.

“This wind puts me in mind of Chicago,” Brookshire said, when he returned to where Call was standing. He didn’t bother putting his hat back on his head. Instead, he clutched it tightly in both hands.

“I’ve not visited Chicago,” Call said, to be polite.

“The wind’s not like this back home,” Brookshire said. “Back home I can go for months without my hat blowing off my head a single time. I got off the train here yesterday, and I’ve been chasing my hat ever since.”

The train wheezed and screeched to a halt. When it had come to a full stop, Captain Call picked up his saddle and duffle roll. Brookshire, to his surprise, suddenly found that he was feeling a little desperate—he felt that he didn’t dare move. The wind had become even more severe, and he had the sickening sense that he, not his hat, was about to blow away. There wasn’t a tree in sight that he could see: just endless plain. Unless he could roll up against a wagon wheel, as his hat had, there would be nothing to stop him for days, if he blew away. He knew it was an absurd feeling: grown men, especially heavy men such as himself, didn’t just blow away. Yet the feeling persisted, and every time he happened to glance across the street and see nothing—nothing at all except grass and sky—the feeling got worse.

Call noticed that Brookshire had an odd look on his face. The man stood with his fedora clutched to his stomach, looking as if he were afraid to move, yet he was standing on perfectly level ground on a sunny winter day.

“Are you ill, Mr. Brookshire?” Call asked. After all, the man had been polite; he had agreed to Call’s terms and had cheerfully paid for the coffee as well.

“I’d like to get on the train,” Brookshire said. “I believe I’ll soon perk up if I could just get on the train.”

“Why, here it is, right behind you,” Call told him. “I assume you’ve got the tickets. We can step right on.”

“I’m afraid I’ve left my valise—you see, that’s my problem,” Brookshire admitted.

“Oh, at the hotel?” Call asked.

“Yes, it’s right in the lobby,” Brookshire said, looking at the ground. He did not feel it would be wise to look across the street again. It was when he looked across the street that the blowing-away sensation seized him the most fiercely.

“Well, the train just pulled in—it’ll be here awhile, I expect,” Call said. “You’ve got plenty of time to go get your valise.”

Then he looked again and realized that his traveling companion was having some sort of attack. Brookshire was frozen, his eyes fixed on his feet. He didn’t appear to be capable of moving—walking the hundred yards to the hotel was, for the moment, clearly beyond him.

“I can’t do it,” Brookshire muttered. “I can’t do it. I’d just like to get on the train.”

He paused, his eyes still on his feet.

“What I’d like very much is to get on the train,” he said, again.

Call immediately set down his saddle and duffle roll and took Mr. Brookshire’s arm. The man was close to panic, and when a man was close to panic, discussion rarely helped.

“Here, I’ll just escort you to your car,” he said, holding Brookshire’s arm. Brookshire took one small step, and then another. Soon Call had him situated in a railroad seat. Brookshire’s chest began to heave and the sweat poured off him, but at least, Call reckoned, the panic was broken.

“Just stay here and settle in,” Call said. “I’ll stroll over to the hotel and pick up that valise.”

“Grateful,” was all Brookshire could say. What he really wanted to do was crawl under the seat, but of course, that would be impossible—anyway, the railroad car had walls. He wasn’t going to blow away.

A few minutes later, Captain Call came walking in with the valise and with his own saddle and duffle roll. He sat down across from Brookshire as if nothing untoward had happened. But Brookshire knew that something had happened—something very untoward. He was embarrassed and also deeply grateful to the Captain. Not only had he guided him onto the train and then walked two hundred yards out of his way to fetch the valise, but he had done both things politely. He hadn’t asked Brookshire why he couldn’t walk a hundred yards and tote his own baggage; he just accepted that it was an impossibility and put him on the train without a fuss.

Brookshire worked for people who never let him forget that he was an underling. Captain Call hadn’t been especially friendly when they met that morning, but he hadn’t treated Brookshire as an underling. When he noticed that a crisis was occurring, he had dealt with it efficiently and with no evident feelings of contempt for Brookshire’s weakness.

It was exceptional behavior, in Brookshire’s view. He had met with a good deal of exceptional behavior in his years with Colonel Terry, but most of it had been exceptionally bad. He was not used to decent treatment, but he had received it from Captain Call. When his heart finally stopped pounding, he took another look at the man who sat across the aisle from him.

Call was smoking. If he even remembered that something out of the ordinary had happened on the railroad platform, he gave no sign.

The train started and they were soon cutting a narrow furrow through the endless miles of prairie. The stiff wind was still blowing, ruffling the surface of the sea of grass.

“Does your hat ever blow off, Captain?” Brookshire asked.

“Rarely,” Call said.

“You see, I’ve got mine trained,” he added, looking over at the man from Brooklyn. “You’re new to these parts—it takes you a while to get yours trained just right.”

“I doubt mine will ever be trained—I’ll probably have to chase it all over Texas,” Brookshire said.

Then, relaxing, he fell asleep. When he awoke and looked out the window, there was nothing to see but grass. Captain Call seemed not to have moved. He was still smoking. The stock of a rifle protruded from his duffle roll. Brookshire felt glad Call was there. It was a long way to San Antonio—if he had no one to share the ride with, he might get the blowing-away feeling again. Probably, after all, his superiors had been right in their choice of bandit killers. Most likely Captain Call could do the job.

“How long have you been a lawman, Captain?” he inquired, to be polite.

Call didn’t turn his head.

“I ain’t a lawman,” he said. “I work for myself.”

After that, a silence grew. Brookshire felt rather as he felt when he went to a dance. Somehow he had stepped off on the wrong foot.

“Well, you picked an exciting line of work, I’d have to say,” he said.

Captain Call didn’t answer. Brookshire felt at a loss. He began to regret having made the remark—he began to regret having spoken at all. He sighed. The Captain still said nothing. Brookshire realized he didn’t know much about Texans. Perhaps they just weren’t inclined to conversation. Certainly Captain Call didn’t appear to be much inclined to it. He didn’t appear to be excited about his line of work, either.

Brookshire began to miss Katie, his wife. Katie wasn’t lavish with her conversation, either. A month might pass with the two of them scarcely exchanging more than three or four words. But the plains outside the window were vast and empty. The wind was still blowing, rippling and sometimes flattening the top of the grass.

Brookshire began to wish, very much, that he could go home to Brooklyn. If only he were in Brooklyn and not in Texas, he might not feel so low. If he were in Brooklyn, he felt sure he would be sitting with Katie, in their cozy kitchen. Katie might not say much, but in their cozy kitchen, the wind never blew.


2.

LORENA WOKE TO the sound of the baby coughing. Pea Eye was up walking her, trying to get her quiet. For a minute or two, Lorena let him: she felt too sad to move—sad, or mad, or a mixture; even without a sick child she was apt to feel that way on nights before Pea Eye had to leave.

“I guess she’s croupy,” Pea Eye said.

“Give her to me,” Lorena said. Wearily, she propped up a little, took the baby, and gave her the breast.

“It’s not the croup, it’s that dry cough—you ought to recognize the difference by now,” Lorena said. “The boys all had the same cough—Clarie didn’t have it.”

As she said it she heard Clarie go past their bedroom, on her way to milk. Clarie was the oldest; at fifteen she already had more energy than most grown men, and she didn’t have to be told to do the chores. Even Pea Eye admitted that there were days when his Clarie could outwork him, and Pea Eye was neither lazy nor weak.

“I guess I’m just the worrying kind,” Pea Eye said, relieved that the baby had stopped coughing, if only in order to nurse.

“There’s other diseases children can have besides croup,” Lorena reminded him.

“Seems like every time I have to leave, someone around here is sick,” Pea Eye said. “I’ll be dreary company for the Captain, worrying about you and the children.”

He would worry about them, Lorena felt sure, but right at the moment what he wanted was sympathy, and right at the moment, sympathy was the last thing she was in the mood to give him.

“You’re the one going off to get shot at,” she reminded him—there was anger in her voice; she couldn’t suppress it.

“Clarie and I can take care of things here,” she said. “If we have trouble the neighbors will help us—I’m their only schoolteacher. They’ll fetch me a doctor if Laurie gets worse.”

When the little girl finished nursing, Lorena held her out to Pea Eye. He took her with him to the kitchen—he needed to get the coffee started. It was a four-hour trot to the railroad where he was supposed to meet the Captain. He needed to be on his way soon. But when he tried to saucer his coffee—he had long ago formed the habit of drinking his coffee from a saucer—Laurie wiggled, causing him to pour too hard. Most of the coffee splashed out. When Lorena came into the kitchen Pea Eye was looking for a rag. He needed to wipe up his spill.

“I wish you’d learn to drink coffee out of a cup, like the rest of us,” Lorena said.

“It’s just a habit I got into when I was rangering,” Pea Eye said. “I didn’t have no babies to hold in those days. I could concentrate better. I was just a bachelor most of my life—same as the Captain is.”

“You were never the same as the Captain is,” Lorena informed him. She took the baby and scooted a chair well back from the table, so coffee wouldn’t drip on her gown.

“I hadn’t learned to be married yet, in those days,” Pea Eye said, mildly. Lorie seemed slightly out of temper—he thought it best to take a mild line at such times.

“No, you hadn’t learned to be married—I had to teach you, and I’m still at it,” Lorena said. “We’re both lucky. Clara got me started on my education and I got you started being a husband.”

“Both lucky, but I’m luckier,” Pea Eye said. “I’d rather be married than do them fractions, or whatever they are that you teach the brats.

“At least I would if it’s you that I’m married to,” he said, reflecting.

“I don’t like it that he keeps taking you away from us,” Lorena said. She felt it was better to say it than to choke on it, and she had choked on it a good many times.

“Why can’t he take someone younger, if he needs help with a bandit?” she asked. “Besides that, he don’t even ask! He just sends those telegrams and orders you to come, as if he owned you.”

Though Pea Eye had not yet admitted it out loud to Lorie, he himself had begun to dread the arrival of the telegrams. The Captain dispatched them to the little office in Quitaque; they were delivered, within a week or two, by a cowboy or a mule skinner, any traveler who happened to be coming their way. They were short telegrams; even so, Lorena had to read them to him. She had learned to read years ago, and he hadn’t. It was a little embarrassing, being the husband of a schoolteacher, while being unable to read. Clarie, of course, could read like a whiz—she had won the local spelling bee every year since she turned six. Pea Eye had always meant to learn, and he still meant to learn, but meanwhile, he had the farm to farm, and farming it generally kept him busy from sunup until sundown. In the harvesting season, it kept him busy from well before sunup until well after dark.

Usually the Captain’s telegrams would consist of a single sentence informing him of a date, a time, and a place where the Captain wanted him to appear. Short as they were, though, Lorena never failed to flush with anger while reading them to him. A deep flush would spread up her cheeks, nearly to her eyes; the vein on her forehead would stand out, and the little scar on her upper lip would seem whiter in contrast to her darkening face. She rarely said anything in words. Her blood said it for her.

Now, down on one knee in the kitchen, trying to wipe up the spilled coffee with a dishrag, Pea Eye felt such a heavy sadness descend on him that for a moment he would have liked just to lie down beneath it and let it crush him. Little Laurie was only three months old. Lorena had school to teach and the baby and the three boys to look after, and yet here he was, about to go away and leave them again, just because some railroad man wanted the Captain to run down a bandit.

Of course, Clarie was nearly grown and would be a big help to her mother, but knowing that wouldn’t keep him from feeling low the whole trip—every night and morning he’d miss Lorie and the children; he would also worry constantly about the farm chores that weren’t getting done. Even if little Laurie hadn’t taken the croup—he considered her sickness the croup, though Lorie didn’t—he wouldn’t have wanted to go. It was beginning to bother Pea Eye a good deal that the Captain just couldn’t seem to recognize that he was married. Not only was he married, but he was the father of five children. He had other things to do besides chase bandits. When he left he would be doing one duty, but at the same time he’d be neglecting others, and the ones he’d be neglecting were important. It meant feeling miserable and guilty for several weeks, and he didn’t look forward to feeling that way. The truth was, half the time he felt miserable and guilty even when he wasn’t neglecting his wife, or his children, or his chores.

“I’ve head it’s a young bandit, this time,” Pea Eye said. “Maybe it won’t take too long.”

“Why wouldn’t it, if the man’s young?” Lorena asked.

“The Captain’s got too much experience,” Pea Eye said. “The young ones seldom give him much trouble.”

“If it’s going to be so easy, why does he need you?” she asked.

Pea Eye didn’t answer because he didn’t know. Twice he had gone to Wyoming with the Captain. Once they had gone to Yuma, Arizona, an exceptionally hot place in Pea Eye’s view. Several times they’d gone to Oklahoma, and once or twice, into Old Mexico. But normally, they were able to corner their quarry somewhere in Texas. A few hard cases fought to the end, but the majority of the outlaws—bank robbers, mostly—realized once they were up against the famous Captain Call, it was time to surrender. As soon as they gave up, Pea Eye’s duties really began. He was in charge of seeing they were handcuffed properly, or tied to their horses, or whatever the situation required. Compared to Indian fighting, it was not particularly dangerous work. He rarely had to fire his gun or even draw it.

It hardly seemed important enough to leave home for; yet here he was, preparing to leave home and feeling blue all the way down to his bones as a result.

“I expect I’ll worry the whole way,” Pea Eye said. “But at least I’ll be paid cash money.”

Lorena was silent. She hated the mornings when Pea Eye had to leave; hated the night before he left; just plain hated the whole period after one of the telegrams came. She knew Pea Eye no longer wanted to leave. Living with her, working the farm, helping her with the children, was what he wanted to do. She didn’t doubt his love, or his devotion, or his loyalty, or his strength. All these were at her service, except when Captain Call needed some part of them to be at his service.

Lorena had resolved, though, not to help Pea Eye leave. The fact that he had a loyalty to the Captain was part of the bargain she had made when she married him. Clara Allen—the woman Clarie was named for—had told her how it would be in that respect, and Clara had been right. Were Pea Eye not loyal to the Captain, who had employed him most of his life, he wouldn’t be likely to bring much loyalty to her, either. Clara pointed that out.

But she would not help Pea Eye leave. She wasn’t going to pass a benediction on it.

As she was sitting in silence avoiding Pea Eye’s miserable gaze, Clarie came in from the milking shed with a brimming pail of milk. It was a cold morning; the bucket steamed a little, and Clarie had color in her cheeks. Lorena couldn’t help smiling. Even in unhappy moments, the sight of her beautiful young daughter was apt to make her smile. Clarie got a cheesecloth, spread it carefully over the old milk strainer, and slowly poured the hot, foamy milk through it.

“I’ll help you, Ma, while Pa’s gone,” Clarie said.

“Why, yes, you’ll help me, when you can spare the time from Roy Benson,” Lorena said. Clarie was a young woman, and the cowboys were already coming around. The gawky Benson boy was particularly attentive.

“Oh, Ma, don’t talk about him,” Clarie protested, embarrassed.

“Like I say, it’s cash money,” Pea Eye said, feeling that his problem had somehow been forgotten. It was often that way with women, it seemed. One minute Lorie would be drilling holes in him with her eyes, and the next minute she and Clarie would be combing one another’s hair and singing tunes.

“We heard you,” Lorena said. It was true that her wages for the school teaching were apt to be a side of beef or hand-me-down clothes for the children, or a horse that was getting along in years and might do to pull her buggy. Her wages were likely to be whatever folks could spare. It was a fair arrangement; indeed, the only possible arrangement in a place where there were still only a scattering of homesteads and not many settlements.

Pea Eye had only brought up the cash money in order to remind Lorena that the Captain didn’t expect him to work for nothing. Having cash money never hurt.

Another bad aspect of the bandit-catching trips was that the very fact Lorena had secured enough education to become a schoolteacher, caused some tension between Pea Eye and the Captain. Lorena’s educational accomplishments filled Pea Eye with pride, and he liked to talk about them. It was Clara Allen, the woman who sheltered Lorena in Nebraska, who had seen to it that Lorena learned to read and write and figure. Perhaps that was why the Captain got so stiff every time Pea Eye bragged about his smart wife. Clara and the Captain rubbed one another the wrong way. That was no reason, though, in Pea Eye’s view, why he should be any less proud of Lorena’s scholarly skills.

Clara had gone all the way to St. Louis to find acceptable teachers for Lorena, and of course, the teachers were expected to instruct Clara’s two daughters as well. Clara boarded the teachers in her own home, often for months at a stretch. Betsey, her daughter, had even married one of them.

Everyone agreed that Lorena was the sharpest pupil in that part of Nebraska. For a time, Clara ordered books for her, but soon Lorena was ordering them for herself. It was a proud day for all concerned when Lorena received her diploma from the correspondence college in Trenton, New Jersey.

Once they bought the farm in Texas the neighbors soon found out about Lorena’s diploma, and they promptly persuaded her to teach their children. Her first classes were held in a barn. Charles Goodnight rode by one day, saw her teaching in the cold, drafty barn, and wrote a check on the spot sufficient to allow the community to construct a one-room schoolhouse on a bluff overlooking the Red River. The school was a five-mile buggy ride each way from their farm, but Lorena drove it without complaint. When their babies came she took them with her, lining an old cartridge case with quilts to make a crib.

To Pea Eye, and to many citizens of the plains, it was impressive that Lorena would care enough about her teaching to bounce her children ten miles over the prairie every day. She didn’t want to disappoint her pupils, most of whom could only expect three or four years of schooling at best. Once the boys got to be nine or ten, they would be needed for work. The Benson boy who liked Clarie so much was still in school at fourteen, but that was exceptional. Even the girls would be needed in the fields by the time they were eleven or twelve.

Lorena thought Captain Call resented the fact that his old partner, Gus McCrae, had left her his half of the proceeds from the herd the Hat Creek outfit had trailed from Texas to Montana. Lorena’s half didn’t amount to that much money—not enough to resent, in Pea Eye’s view. The whole Montana scheme had collapsed in less than two years. Gus was killed before they even established the ranch. Dish Boggett, their top hand, quit the first winter. The Captain left that spring. Newt—the Captain’s son, most people thought, although the Captain himself had never owned to it—had been killed late in the summer when the Hell Bitch, the mare the Captain gave him, reared and fell back on him. The saddle horn crushed his rib cage, and crushed his heart as well. It was the view of everyone who knew horses that, while an able ranch manager, Newt was much too inexperienced to trust with a horse as mean and as smart as the Hell Bitch. Still, the Captain had given Newt the horse, and Newt felt obliged to ride her. He rode her, and one day she killed him, just as Lippy and Jasper and one or two others had predicted she would.

After Newt’s death the ranch soon fell into disorder; the Captain had to come back and sell it. Cattle prices were down, so he didn’t get much, but Lorena’s half enabled her and Pea Eye to buy the farm in Texas.

Lorena’s view, expressed to Clara, not to Pea, was that the Captain wasn’t prepared to forgive her hard past.

“He don’t think whores should become schoolteachers,” she said.

To Pea Eye, Lorena advanced a different theory.

“He didn’t like it that Gus liked me,” she said. “Now that you married me I’ve taken two men from him. I took Gus and then I took you. He’ll never forgive it, but I don’t care.”

Pea Eye preferred to put such difficult questions out of his mind. With so much farm work to do and no one to do it but himself—none of the boys was old enough to plow—he had little time to spare for speculation. If he had more time, he wouldn’t have used it trying to figure out why the Captain did things the way he did, or why he liked people or didn’t like people. The Captain was as he was, and to Pea Eye, that was just life. Lorena and Clara could discuss it until they were blue in the face: no talk would change the Captain.

It bothered Pea Eye considerably that the Captain had never ridden over to see their farm or meet their children. His shack on the Goodnight place was not that far away. Pea Eye was proud of the farm and doubly proud of his children. He would have liked to introduce the Captain to his family and show him around the farm.

Instead, in only half an hour, he would have to leave his wife and children to go help a man who didn’t like his wife and had never met his children. The thought made Pea Eye sick at heart. Catching bandits was tricky work. There was no telling how long it might take. Little Laurie was tiny. She had come nearly a month early and was going to have to struggle through a bitter Panhandle winter. Pea Eye loved little Laurie with all his heart. He thought she looked just like her mother, and could not get enough of looking at her. He had bought a rabbit fur robe from an old deaf Kiowa man who lived on the Quitaque. The robe made a nice warm lining for the cartridge-box crib. Lorena kept assuring him that it was a snug enough crib now that it was lined with rabbit fur, but still Pea Eye worried. The cold was bitter. Winter never failed to carry off several little ones from neighboring farms and ranches. Pea Eye had many dreams in which little Laurie died. It tormented him to think she might not be there to look at when he returned.

For days he had been choking his fear down—no need to burden Lorie with his worries—but suddenly, kneeling on the kitchen floor and trying unsuccessfully to wipe up the spilled coffee, fear and sadness came rushing up from inside him, too swiftly and too powerfully for him to control.

“I don’t want to go, this time!” he said. “What if Laurie dies while I’m gone?”

He thought Lorena would be mighty surprised to hear him say that he didn’t want to go with the Captain. Never before had he even suggested that he might not accompany Captain Call if the Captain needed him.

Lorena didn’t seem surprised, though. Perhaps she was too busy with Laurie. Because Laurie was so tiny, she was a fitful nurser, giving up sometimes before she had taken enough milk to satisfy her. Lorie had just given her the breast again, hoping she would take enough nourishment to keep her asleep for a while.

“What if we all died, while you was gone?” Lorena asked, calmly. She didn’t want any agitated talk while the baby was at the breast. But her husband had to be very upset to say such a thing, and she didn’t want to ignore his distress, either.

“Well, I’d never get over it, if any of you died,” Pea Eye said.

“You would—people get over anything—I’ve got over worse than dying myself, and you know it,” Lorena said. “But that’s in the past. You don’t need to worry so much. I’m not going to die, and I won’t let this baby die, either. I won’t let any of our children die.”

Pea Eye stood up, but despite Lorie’s calm words, he felt trembly. He felt he could trust Lorie—if she said she’d keep their family alive, he knew she would do her best. But people did their best and died anyway. Sometimes their children outlived them. That was the natural order; but sometimes, they didn’t. He knew Lorie meant well when she told him not to worry, but he also knew that he would worry anyway.

The Captain would be unlikely to sympathize, because he didn’t understand it. Captain Call had always been a single man. He had no one to miss, much less anyone to worry about.

“I never finished cleaning those guns,” Pea Eye said distractedly, looking down at his wife. August, the youngest boy, not yet two, came wandering into the kitchen just then. He was rubbing his eyes with his fists.

“Hongry,” he said, only half awake. He began to crawl into his mother’s lap.

“You cleaned them enough to smell like gun grease all night,” Lorena said. August had a runny nose, and she held out her hand for Pea Eye’s rag.

“This is a dishrag,” he said, still distracted.

“It was—now it’s a snot rag,” Lorena said. August arched his back and tried to duck away—he hated having his nose wiped. But his mother was too skilled for him. She pinned him to her with an elbow and wiped it anyway.

“You should take care of your weapons, if you’re going after a killer,” she said. “I don’t want you neglecting important things, even if I complain about you being smelly.”

“I don’t want to go,” Pea Eye said. “I just don’t want to go, this time.”

There was a silence, broken only by August’s whimpering, and the soft sucking sound the baby made as she drew on the nipple. Pea Eye had just said the words Lorena had long hoped to hear, but the fact was, she hadn’t gotten her sleep out—she was drowsy and would have liked to go back to bed. It was a hopeless wish: August was up, and Ben and Georgie would be crawling out of bed any time. Whether she liked it or not, the day had begun. She had long resented Pea Eye’s blind loyalty to the Captain but knew there was nothing she could do about it. Mainly, she just tried to shut her mind to it.

Clara had told her that was how it would be, but Clara had advised her to marry Pea Eye anyway.

“He’s simple—sometimes that’s good,” Clara said. “He’s gentle, too, but he’s not weak. His horses respect him. I tend to trust a horse’s respect.

“He doesn’t talk much, though,” she added.

“I don’t care whether he talks or not,” Lorena said. “I wouldn’t marry a man just for conversation. I’d rather read, now that I know how, than listen to any man talk.”

“You’re going to have to propose to Pea Eye, you know,” Clara said. “He has no inkling that you want him. I doubt it’s ever crossed his mind, that he could aspire to a beauty like you.”

Pea Eye had been working for Clara about a year, at that time. July Johnson, the former sheriff from Arkansas who had loved Clara deeply but failed to win her, drowned trying to ford the Republican River with a herd of seventy young horses. July had no judgment about horses, or water, or women, as it turned out. His son, Martin, was going to know more, but that was because Martin had her to teach him, Clara reflected.

After Newt’s death and the breakup of the Hat Creek outfit, Pea Eye had drifted south, meaning to descend the ladder of rivers until he got home to Texas. But, as luck would have it—the best piece of luck in his whole life, in his view—he showed up in Ogallala at a time when Clara was shorthanded, and she hired him on the spot.

Out her window, as she was advising Lorena to marry him, Clara could see Pea Eye in the lots, trying to halter-break a young sorrel colt. Of course, Pea Eye was older; too old, in a way, for Lorena. But people couldn’t have everything. Clara herself would have liked a husband. She considered herself to be reasonably good-looking, she attempted to be considerate, and thought she was tolerably easy to get along with. But she had no husband, and no prospects. Decent men were scarce, and she knew that Pea Eye was a decent man. Lorena had little to gain by waiting for someone better to come along, and Clara told her so.

Looking at her husband, so shaky from the thought of leaving her that he could barely stand up, Lorena knew that Clara Allen had been right. He was loyal to her, and loyalty from men was a rarity in her life. Even Gus McCrae, her greatest love, had really been in love with Clara and would have left her to marry Clara, if he could have persuaded Clara to have him. Someday, Lorena imagined, some bandit would finally outshoot Captain Call, and she would finally have Pea Eye all to herself—if he could just stay alive, in the meantime.

Coffee was still dripping off the table—Pea Eye had made a poor job of wiping up his spill. He patted August on the head and left the room. In a few minutes he came back, wearing his hat and carrying his slicker. He didn’t have his guns.

“Are your guns so dirty you’re planning to leave them?” she asked, surprised. Never before had he left without his guns.

“I won’t need them,” Pea Eye said. “I’m just going to the railroad, to tell the Captain I can’t go on no more chases with him.”

Though it was exactly what she wanted to hear, Lorena felt a little frightened. Pea Eye had followed the Captain wherever the Captain went for many, many years, so many that she didn’t know how many, and Pea Eye probably didn’t know, either. Rangering with the Captain had been Pea Eye’s life until she took him from it. For Pea Eye to end it now, just because the baby woke up coughing, represented a big change—indeed, a bigger change than she had anticipated having to face, on that particular day.

“Pea,” she said, “you don’t have to do this just because of me. You don’t have to do it because of the children, either. We aren’t in any danger, and we’ll all be here when you get back.”

Only lately had she been able to remember to say “aren’t” rather than “ain’t.” She was proud of herself for remembering it so early in the morning, when she was sleepy.

“All I ever asked is that you be careful,” she said. “Help this man if you want to. Just don’t get killed for him.”

“I ain’t going to get killed for him, because I ain’t going,” Pea Eye said. “I’ve got too many obligations here. This chasing bandits has got to end sometime.”

He walked out to the little smokehouse and got a slab of bacon. When he returned to the kitchen the three boys, Ben, Georgie, and August, were all propped up in their chairs, looking sleepy and eating bread soaked in the warm milk Clarie had brought in. It was their usual breakfast, although sometimes, if Lorena was up early, she made porridge. Clarie sat on a stool, churning—they had run out of butter the night before.

“You boys help your ma, while I’m gone,” Pea Eye said, forgetting that he wasn’t really going, this time.

Lorena turned to look at him, wondering if he had changed his mind. That would have been unlike him. It might take Pea Eye a while to make up his mind, but once he made it up, he rarely doubled back on himself.

“Oh,” Pea Eye said, realizing from Lorie’s look that he had made a slip of the tongue.

“Help your mother this morning,” he said. “I’ll be back this afternoon.”

“Daddy, buy me a gun,” Ben said. Ben was nine, and fascinated with firearms.

“No, he’s not buying you a gun,” Lorena said. “You’d just shoot Georgie, and I can’t spare Georgie.”

Georgie, seven, was straw-headed and buck-toothed, but he was Lorena’s favorite, anyway. She couldn’t help it. Every time she looked at Georgie, she felt her heart swell. He had a bit of a stammer, but he would grow out of it, probably.

“I’ll sh-sh-sh-shoot h-h-him,” Georgie countered.

Pea Eye picked up his slicker, and put on his hat. He looked at Lorena, who met his eye. She didn’t say anything, but there was something disquieting in her look. Of course, that was nothing new. There was something disquieting in most of Lorena’s looks.

Pea Eye tried to think of something more to say, but failed. He had never been a man of many words, and being married to a schoolteacher hadn’t changed him much. Hundreds of Lorie’s looks, like this one, left him baffled.

“See you for supper,” he said, finally.

“If you don’t show up, I’ll know you changed your mind,” Lorena said. “He might talk you into going yet.”

“No, he won’t talk me into going,” Pea Eye said.

All the same, loping across the plains, he dreaded the meeting he was riding to. It was a fine, crisp day, but Pea Eye didn’t feel fine. He had never said no to the Captain, and now he would have to. The Captain wasn’t going to like the news, either—the Captain definitely wasn’t going to like the news.


3.

WHEN CAPTAIN CALL saw Pea Eye standing by the railroad track, with no duffle and no firearms, he knew that the moment of change had come. It was an unpleasant shock, but it was not a surprise. Lorena had been tightening her hold on Pea Eye year by year. In the last two years, particularly, Pea Eye’s reluctance to accompany him had been evident, and had even begun to affect his work. Half the time on their trips, he was too homesick, or woman-sick, to function as skillfully as he once had, and his skill had its limits, even when he was a young man.

“Well, I guess I’ve stopped this train for nothing, if you ain’t getting on,” Call said. He was annoyed, and he knew Pea Eye knew it, but since Pea Eye had arrived without his equipment, he saw no profit in forcing the issue.

“I’d better just go,” Call said. “Good luck with your farm.”

He shook Pea Eye’s hand and got back on the train, which, in a moment, left. Soon even the caboose had vanished from Pea Eye’s view, swallowed up by the sea of grass as surely as a boat would have been by the curving sea. Pea Eye walked slowly over and caught his horse; it had grazed some distance away. He felt stunned: the Captain was gone. The Captain hadn’t even argued with him, though he had looked a good deal put out. Of course, he noticed immediately that Pea hadn’t brought his guns.

“Forget your arsenal?” the Captain asked, when he first stepped off the train.

“No, I didn’t forget it, I just left it at home,” Pea Eye said. A man in a fedora had been looking out the window of the train, at them. Pea Eye was uncomfortable anyway, and being stared at by a man in a fedora hat didn’t help.

“Oh, that’s Brookshire, he’s with the railroad,” the Captain said, glancing around at the man. “He’ll have to replace that hat, if he expects to travel very far with me. A man who can’t keep his hat on his head won’t be much help, in Mexico.”

“I guess I won’t be being no help in Mexico neither, Captain,” Pea Eye said. “I’ve got a wife and five children, and one’s a baby. The time’s come for me to stay home.”

Though Call had been expecting such a decision from Pea Eye for some time, hearing it was still a shock. He had paid Pea especially well on the last few trips, hoping to overcome his reluctance—it took money to farm, and what little Lorena had inherited from Gus must have been long gone by now.

But Call knew Pea Eye too well to suppose that money, or anything else, would prevail much longer. Pea Eye was through with rangering, and Call had to admit that what they were doing was only the shadow of rangering, anyway.

Call always felt angry when he anticipated Pea Eye’s desertion—and, in his eyes, it was desertion—but, there by the train tracks, on the windy plain just north of Quanah, he swallowed the anger down, shook Pea Eye’s hand, and got back on the train. The woman had won. In the end, it seemed they always did.

Brookshire was startled when he saw the Captain come back alone. The man looked testy. Then the train pulled away, leaving the tall man and the grazing horse behind, on the prairie.

“What’s wrong with your man?” Brookshire asked. “Was he sick?”

“No, he’s not sick, he’s married,” Call said. “Running down bandits don’t tempt him no more.”

“But I thought it was arranged,” Brookshire said, more than a little alarmed. His instructions from Colonel Terry had been to let Call bring his man. Pea Eye himself was a legend, in a small way—Brookshire had been looking forward to meeting him. It was said that he had escaped from the Cheyenne Indians and had walked over one hundred miles, naked, to bring help to the other famous ranger, Augustus McCrae. Not many men could have walked one hundred miles naked, in Cheyenne country, and survived. Brookshire doubted that he could walk one hundred miles naked across New Jersey, and yet New Jersey was settled country, and his home state to boot.

He had hoped to meet the man and hear about his adventures. So far, he was certainly not hearing about many of Captain Call’s. It would have been entertaining to hear about the hundred-mile walk, but evidently, it was not to be.

“I apologize—he’s always been a reliable man,” Call said. “He served with me more than thirty years—he’s the last man I would have thought likely to marry. He never sought women, when he rode with me.”

“Oh well, I married myself,” Brookshire said, thinking of Katie’s fat legs. Those legs had once had great appeal to him, but their appeal had diminished over the years. There were times when he missed Katie, and times when he didn’t. When he wasn’t missing her, he sometimes considered that he had been a fool, to tie himself down. Indeed, he was hoping that one bonus from his long train trip might be a Mexican girl. The popular view in Brooklyn was that Mexican girls were pretty, lively, and cheap.

“Who’ll we get to replace him?” he asked, remembering that Colonel Terry expected results—and not next year, either. Joey Garza had struck seven times, stopping trains in remote areas of the Southwest, where trains were rarely bothered. He had killed eleven men so far, seemingly selecting his victims at random. Seven of the dead had been passengers; the rest, crew. Four of the seven trains had been carrying military payrolls, and one of the seven had Leland Stanford aboard. At that time, Leland Stanford was thought to be the richest man in California. The boy had taken his rings, his watch, and the fine silk sheets off the bed in his private car. He also took his diamond cufflinks. Leland Stanford was not a man who took kindly to having his sheets removed by a young Mexican not yet out of his teens. It was Stanford who stoked the fire under Colonel Terry, prompting him to hire expensive help such as Captain Woodrow Call.

It disturbed Brookshire that their plan had already gone awry, though they were still hundreds of miles from the border, and no doubt, many more hundreds of miles from where Joey Garza was to be found, if he was found.

One thing could be said with certainty about Colonel Terry: he did not like for plans to go awry. If some did go awry anyway, someone invariably got blamed, and most of the time that someone was Brookshire.

“I’ll be lucky not to get fired,” Brookshire said—he was mainly just thinking out loud.

“Why? Pea Eye was never your responsibility,” Call said. “You never even met the man, and can’t be blamed for the fact that he married and settled down.”

“I can be blamed for anything,” Brookshire assured him. “I’m one of those people everybody blames, when there’s a misfortune.”

For several minutes he sat with his head down, feeling sorry for himself. It seemed to him that life was nothing but one misfortune after another, and he got blamed for them all. He had been the eighth boy in a family of eight boys. His mother blamed him for not being the little girl she had hoped for; his father blamed him for not being able to go out in the world and get rich. His brothers blamed him for being a runt; and in the Army, he was blamed for being a coward.

That one was fair, he had to admit. He was a coward, more or less. Fisticuffs appalled him, and gunfire alarmed him violently. He didn’t like storms or lightning, and preferred to live on the first floor of apartment buildings, so escape would be easier in case of fire. He had been afraid that Katie wouldn’t marry him, and once she did, he began to fear she would leave him, or else die.

But of all the things he had managed to be frightened of in his life, Colonel Terry’s anger was unquestionably the most powerful. Brookshire feared the Terry temper so much that he would rather bite his tongue off than give the Colonel even the smallest particle of bad news.

Call didn’t doubt what Brookshire said. A man who couldn’t even control his hat was likely to attract a lot of blame. In that respect, Call reflected, Brookshire was not unlike Pea Eye himself. Pea had a strange tendency to assume that any bad turn of fortune was probably his fault. On the long cattle drive to Montana, various things happened that could not easily have been prevented. One morning the little Texas bull that all the cowboys feared got into a fight with a grizzly. The grizzly definitely didn’t fear the bull; the fight was more or less a draw, though the bull got much of his hide ripped off, in the process of holding his own.

For reasons that no one could fathom, Pea Eye decided the encounter was his fault. He felt he should either have roped the bull, or shot the bear, though neither, in Call’s view, would have been sensible procedure. If he had roped the bull, it might well have jerked Pea’s horse down, in which case the bear would have got them both. If Pea had tried to kill the grizzly with a sidearm, the bear might have turned on the cowboys, instead of on the bull.

Five years and more later, Pea Eye was still worrying about his role in the encounter. What it showed was that people weren’t sensible, when it came to assigning or assuming blame.

People were rarely sensible about anything, in Call’s opinion. He had taken, he thought, a sensible approach to Pea Eye’s desertion while he was actually in the man’s presence—but now that he wasn’t actually faced with his old corporal, Call found that his anger was rising. He had taken Pea Eye into his troop of Rangers when the latter was no more than a boy, too young to be an official member of any military organization. But, because the boy looked honest, Call had bent the rules, which were more bendable then than they would become.

Now, it seemed, Pea Eye had deserted him in favor of matrimony, and the desertion left a bitter taste in his mouth. Call had supposed that if he could count on any of his old troop, he could count on Pea. Yet it turned out to be Lorena, once a whore, now a schoolteacher, who could count on Pea.

Call had no doubt that Clara Allen had been behind the match, and though fifteen years had passed, he still resented her interference. It was one thing to educate Lorena; whores had as much right to improve themselves as anybody else. But it was another thing to arrange matters so that the girl could take his most trusted helper.

Dish Boggett, the best of the Hat Creek cowboys and far better on horseback than Pea had ever been, had mooned over Lorena for years. Why couldn’t Clara have nudged the girl into accepting Dish? Up to that time Pea had shown no great inclination to domesticity, though he briefly courted, or was courted by, a rather bossy widow in the village of Lonesome Dove. The trail drive had ended that, if there’d been anything to end.

Because of Clara’s meddling, or Lorena’s boldness, or a combination of the two, Call was riding south with only a Yankee office worker, to go after the most enterprising young bandit to show up on the border in a decade or more.

It galled Call—when he next encountered Pea Eye, he intended to make that clear.

“I regret now that I didn’t force him,” Call said to Brookshire. “It leaves us shorthanded. It’s just that I never expected to have to force Pea Eye. He’s always followed me, before.”

Brookshire noticed that the Captain looked a little tight around the mouth.

“How long has your friend been married?” he asked.

“Fifteen years, I suppose. He had a number of children, though I have not met them,” Call said.

“You have not married yourself, I take it?” Brookshire asked, cautiously. He did not want to annoy the man, as he clearly had earlier in the day by asking him how long he had been a lawman.

“Oh no,” Call said. “It’s one thing I never tried. But you’re married, and you’re here. Your wife hasn’t stopped you from doing your duty.”

“Why, Katie wouldn’t care if I went to China,” Brookshire said. “She’s got her sewing, and then there’s the cat. She’s very fond of the cat.”

Call said nothing. He knew women were sometimes fond of cats, though the reason for the attraction escaped him.

“So what will we do for a second man, now that your deputy has declined?” Brookshire asked. “Know any good gun hands in San Antonio?”

“Nobody reliable,” Call said. “I don’t know what a gun hand is, but if I ever happened to meet one I doubt I’d want to hire him.”

“No offense,” Brookshire said. “That’s just what we call them in New York.”

“I would rather do the job alone than to take someone unreliable, particularly if we have to go into Mexico,” Call said.

“We might, I guess,” Brookshire said. “He did rob that train with the governor of Coahuila on it. That was his worst act, after robbing Mr. Stanford.”

“I doubt he knew the governor was on the train,” Call said. “That was just luck. I doubt he ever heard of Mr. Stanford, either. I hadn’t myself, until you mentioned him.”

“Maybe I ought to wire the Colonel,” Brookshire suggested. “The Colonel could raise an army, if he wanted to. I’m sure he can find us one man.”

“No,” Call said. “I’ll do my own looking. Your Colonel might find the wrong fellow.”

“I leave it to you, Captain,” Brookshire said.

Call didn’t answer. The question of Pea Eye’s replacement was not one he was ready to consider. He was still brooding about Pea Eye, the man who hadn’t come. His temper kept rising, too. It rose so high that it took all his self-restraint to keep from stopping the train and going after Pea Eye. Part of his anger was directed at himself for having been so mild and meek in the face of plain desertion. Of course, in strict terms, it wasn’t desertion; no war was on, he himself wasn’t even a Ranger anymore, and neither was Pea. The man wasn’t really in his employ, and they were just going to eliminate a bandit, no very glorious cause or glorious work, either.

But then, none of their work had been glorious. It had all been bloody, hard, and tiring, from their first foray against the Kiowa until now. There were no bugles, no parades, and very few certainties, in the life they led as Rangers. Call had killed several men, Indian, white, and Mexican, whose courage he admired; in some cases he had even admired their ideals. Many times, going into battle, a portion of his sympathies had been with the enemy. The Mexicans along the border had been robbed, by treaty, of country and cattle that had been their grandparents’; the Comanche and the Kiowa had to watch the settlement of hunting grounds that had been theirs for many generations.

Call didn’t blame the Mexicans for fighting. He didn’t blame the Comanche or the Kiowa, either. Had he been them, he would have fought just as hard. He was pledged to arrest them or remove them, not to judge them.

But he did blame Pea Eye for not coming with him on the trip. Of course, the reasons Pea gave were not empty excuses: he did have a wife to care for, children to raise, and a farm to work.

In Call’s view, there was an obligation stronger than those, and that obligation was loyalty. It seemed to him the highest principle, loyalty. He preferred it to honor. He had never been exactly sure what men meant when they spoke of their honor, though it had been a popular word during the time of the War. He was sure, though, what he meant when he spoke of loyalty. A man didn’t desert his comrades, his troop, his leader. If he did he was, in Call’s book, worthless.

Jake Spoon, a friend he had ended up having to hang—there was an example of a man without loyalty. Jake had rangered with Gus and Call. He was as pleasant and engaging a man as Call had ever known. But he had no loyalty, as he had proven in Kansas, when he ran off with a gang of thieving killers. When they caught him, Jake could scarcely believe that his old compañeros would hang him—but they hung him.

Pea Eye’s case was far less extreme, of course. He hadn’t thrown in with killers and thieves; he had merely married. Pea was not a man who could be said to be without loyalty. But he had changed loyalties, and what did that say? The whole point of loyalty was not to change: stick with those who stuck with you. Pea Eye had proven his loyalty countless times, on the old trails. But then he had chosen a new trail.

Thinking about the matter caused Call to alternate between anger and sorrow. One minute he wanted to ride over to the Quitaque and order Pea Eye to get his rifle and saddle and come; but the next moment, he felt he ought to respect Pea Eye’s choice and leave him in peace with his wife, his children, and his farm. He himself would have enjoyed the trip south a great deal more if Pea had been along, but then, he was not in the business for enjoyment, he guessed. He was in the business to make a living. Once, there had been more to it than that, or at least, he had convinced himself that there was more to it. The politicians said that the killing he had done was necessary. Call was no longer so sure it had been necessary. But even if it had always been, in the main, a way to make a living, loyalty to one’s own was still the first duty, and he felt a painful pressure in his breast when he thought of Pea Eye’s defection.

Brookshire looked at the long plain outside the train window and sighed. The train seemed to creep. There was nothing but the horizon to measure its progress by, and the horizon was just an endless line. He remembered that he had some books in his valise—dime novels he had provided himself with in Kansas City, in case he came down with the doldrums during his travels.

There was also a pack of cards in his valise. On the whole, he preferred card playing to reading. Card playing didn’t wear the mind down so.

“Captain, are you a card-playing man?” he asked, hopefully. A good game of cards would go a long way toward relieving the tedium of train travel.

“No,” Call said.

“Well, I didn’t really think you were,” Brookshire said. He sighed, and rummaged in his valise until he found the dime novels. He pulled them out, glanced at them, and put them back where he found them. After a little more rummaging, he located the pack of cards.

“I reckon it’ll be solitaire, then,” he said, with another hopeful glance at the Captain.

Captain Woodrow Call didn’t say a word.


4.

ON HIS WAY home, Pea Eye made a detour in order to ride by the schoolhouse. The little building was perched on a low bluff overlooking the Red River. He could see it, in spots, from fifteen miles away.

Pea rarely went to the school. On the few occasions when he did show up there, Lorena made it plain that he should state his business and then go on about it. The school was her place. On an active day, she had as many as thirty children to manage, and she needed to pay attention. Clarie was so good with spelling, and also with arithmetic, that Lorena sometimes let her daughter help her with the little kids. But she was the schoolmistress, and most of what had to be done, she did.

Still, Pea Eye felt an urgent need to see his wife, even though he knew she would not be at her most welcoming. At first, when Captain Call politely shook his hand and got back on the train, Pea felt relieved. The Captain didn’t seem quite himself, but at least he hadn’t been angry, and he had not attempted to insist that Pea Eye go with him.

But Pea Eye’s relief scarcely lasted until he was out of sight of the train. He felt good for a few minutes, but then he began to feel strange. It was as if he were leaking—emptying out, like a bucket that had bullet holes in it. He began to feel sad—the same sadness he had felt in bed the night before. He had lain beside Lorena then, warmed by her body, wishing he didn’t have to go anywhere. Now, it was clear that he wouldn’t have to go. He could be with his wife and children, and get on with his many chores. The spring winds had blown a corner off the roof of the barn. All summer and fall he had meant to get it mended, but he hadn’t. Now, he could attend to it, and to other much needed repairs as well. He could do whatever he wanted to, around the place.

Yet he felt so sad he could hardly keep from crying. His memories were getting mixed up with his feelings. Thinking of the barn with the leaky roof reminded him of the barn that had belonged to the Hat Creek outfit, way south in Lonesome Dove. That barn had no roof at all, for years. Of course, it seldom rained in Lonesome Dove, so the stock didn’t suffer much, as it would have if that barn had been in the Panhandle. But the stock wasn’t really what was on Pea Eye’s mind, or in his memory. What was on his mind was the old Hat Creek outfit itself—his old compañeros, the men he had ridden with for years. Captain Call, of course, and Gus McCrae and Deets and Newt and Dish Boggett, old Bol the cook, and Jake Spoon; Soupy and Jasper Fant and all the rest. Now they were scattered, not merely all over the cattle country, but between life and death as well. Gus had died in Miles City, Montana, of gangrene in his leg. Deets was killed by an Indian boy in Wyoming; Jake, they had to hang in Kansas. Then the boy Newt, a good boy whom Pea had always liked and respected, had the life crushed out of him by the Hell Bitch, way up on the Milk River.

Pea loved his wife and children, and he couldn’t imagine life without them. He hadn’t wanted to go with the Captain, and he still didn’t. But, despite that, he missed his old partners of the trail. The boys would never ride out together again; they would never be an outfit again. It was sad, but it was life.

He knew, too, that the Captain must have had a hard time holding his temper, when he discovered that he would have to go after Joey Garza alone. The matter of the bandit didn’t worry Pea Eye, though. He couldn’t imagine a bandit that the Captain couldn’t subdue. That was just the order of things. It was Lorena, though, who kept pointing out that the order of things could change.

“Nothing’s permanent,” she insisted. “We’ll get old, and the children will grow up.”

“I’ll get old first—I guess I’m old now,” Pea Eye answered. “You won’t get old for a long time.”

“I don’t know about that,” Lorena said. “I’ve borne five children. It don’t make you younger.”

Now, riding beside the pale river with its wide sandy bed, occasionally catching a glimpse of the schoolhouse where his wife spent her days, Pea Eye had to admit that the order of things had changed. This was one of the days when it changed.

Lorena saw Pea Eye coming, through the glass window of the schoolroom. The glass had to be ordered from Fort Worth, and the whole of the Quitaque community was proud of it. Few were the settlers who could afford glass windows for themselves.

“Here comes your pa,” she said to Clarie. “I wonder if Captain Call lit into him?”

“He better not have. He don’t own my pa,” Clarie said. She deeply resented the Captain, a man she had never met. He had never even come to meet her and the other children, yet he loomed in her life because of the power he had to take her father away. She knew her father felt obligated to the Captain, but she didn’t know why. It wasn’t the Captain who had given her mother the money to buy the farm. Her mother resented the old man, too. Clarie knew that, from eavesdropping on her parents. Half the arguments she had overheard as she was growing up had to do with Captain Call. They were not arguments, really. Her father didn’t know how to argue, or didn’t want to, but her mother certainly knew how to argue. Her mother said many ugly things when she was mad. Mostly, her father just quietly obeyed her mother. He tried his best to do what she wanted him to do. The only times he didn’t was when the Captain needed him. Then, he just saddled up and left.

“I thought he went with the Captain,” Clarie said, surprised to see her father coming.

“No, he didn’t go,” Lorena said. “He finally stood up to the man.”

“Goodness!” Clarie said. It was a big shock, a big change. “Are you glad, Ma?”

“I will be when I know I can trust it,” Lorena said.

She had been about to test some of the older children in multiplication, but she closed her arithmetic book and went to the back door of the school. Pea Eye rode up, looking a little hangdog. He knew she didn’t really like for him to show up at the school. She didn’t like to see him looking hangdog, either, though—it made her feel that she must have been mean to him. She didn’t want to feel that she had been mean to Pea. In the years of their marriage he had never raised his voice, much less his hand, to her in anger. He knew she wasn’t an angel, and yet, year in and year out, Pea treated her like one. A man that steady was rare, and she knew it.

Still, the fact was, she was busy. She had an arithmetic class to teach, and few of her pupils were adept at arithmetic.

“Well, the Captain left without me,” Pea Eye said quietly. He felt out of place; he always did, when he visited Lorie at the schoolhouse. He wasn’t really even sure why he had come. He felt sad inside, and just wanted to be with his wife for a few minutes.

“Did he fuss at you?” Lorena asked. She was touched, that Pea had come. She lived with many doubts, but she never had to doubt that Pea Eye needed her. If he needed anything, he needed her. At the moment he looked gloomy and pale; lately he had been waking up with bad headaches.

“Are you sick, honey?” she asked, softening suddenly. Why was she so stiff with him, so often? He just seemed to bring it out in her, for no better reason than that he loved her to distraction. She liked it that he loved her, but she wished, sometimes, that he wouldn’t be so obvious about it.

“No, he just shook my hand and left,” Pea Eye said.

“Have you got one of those headaches?” she asked.

“It’s pounding,” Pea admitted. “This horse has got a stiff trot.”

It isn’t the stiff trot, it’s the stiff wife, Lorena thought to herself—no point in saying it to Pea. He usually didn’t know he was being punished, even when he was being punished severely.

“Wait a minute,” she said, turning back into the schoolhouse. Clarie was comforting a little boy who had wet his pants. The child’s mother had gone berserk that winter and had to be sent away. Two days out of three, the little boy wet his pants in the schoolroom. He missed his mother badly.

“Clarie, you better go home with your pa,” Lorena said. “He’s feeling poorly.”

“But Ma, Roy and I were going to study together,” Clarie protested, looking across the room at Roy Benson. Roy was the tallest boy in the school, by several inches, and he was also the nicest. He was nearly as tall as her pa—maybe that was why she liked him so.

“You can study with Roy tomorrow—your pa needs you today,” Lorena said.

“But who’ll help you with Laurie and the boys, on the way home?” Clarie asked, trying hard to come up with a good reason why she should stay. Roy’s folks were thinking of taking him out of school, since he couldn’t be spared from the ranch work much longer. She hated to miss even one day with Roy. The Benson ranch was fifteen miles from their farm. Clarie felt she would never get to see him, once he left school.

“Since when have I not been able to get home with my own children?” Lorena asked, a little impatiently. She was anxious to get Clarie and Pea Eye gone. The children were beginning to act up, as they always did when her attention wavered for more than a minute or two. Roy Benson was usually the instigator, too. He was a bright boy, but full of the devil.

“Well, you can take care of them, but Laurie is my sister and I like to help with her,” Clarie said.

“You do help, but now I need you to help your father,” Lorena said. “I wouldn’t ask it, if I didn’t need it.”

Clarie gave up. The look in her mother’s eye was a look you didn’t argue with, if you were smart.

“Can I just go tell Roy I can’t study with him today?” she asked.

“I’ll tell him,” Lorena said. “He ain’t made of air, Clarie. He’ll be here tomorrow.”

“Ma, you said ‘ain’t,’ ” Clarie told her, startled. Her mother’s grammar only slipped when she was angry, or in a hurry.

“Yes, because you’re vexing me,” Lorena said. “You know I slip up, when you vex me.”

“Roy might not be here tomorrow,” Clarie said, returning to the original point at issue. “His folks might make him work, and then I’ll never get to see him.”

She felt bitter. Roy was the only nice boy she knew, and now his folks might make him leave her, in order to help with the cow work.

But, bitter or not, she knew it was unwise to provoke her mother past a certain point, and that point was not far away. With another futile glance at Roy—he was teasing a little kid and did not see her—she went outside and obediently climbed up behind her father. Windmill, her father’s big gray horse, grunted, but at least didn’t break wind. For some reason, hearing horses break wind embarrassed her keenly; at least it did when there was a man around, even if the man was her father.

“Pa, do you like Roy Benson?” she asked, as they were trotting homeward.

“Roy? He’s gangly, but then so am I,” Pea Eye said.


5.

BILLY WILLIAMS HAD to walk the last five miles into Ojinaga because he lost his horse. It was a ridiculous accident. It was sure to hurt his reputation as the last of the great scouts, and his reputation had been slipping badly, anyway.

The horse became misplaced as a result of the fact that Billy had to answer a call of nature. He had been riding at a sharp clip, all the way from Piedras Negras—the news he had was so urgent that it prompted him to neglect the call until disgrace was at hand. Then, he failed to tether his mount properly and the horse wandered off. Perhaps because of the sharp clip he had maintained, or the tequila he had drunk while maintaining it, Billy relaxed so much in the course of his call of nature that he dozed off for a few minutes, still squatting. That in itself was nothing new, since he often nodded off for a few minutes while squatting in response to nature’s call. Squatting was a position he found completely comfortable; in fact, it was one of the few that he did find comfortable. When he stood up straight, he coughed too much. His diagnosis was that a couple of his ribs were poking into a lung, the result of an encounter a few years back with a buffalo cow that looked dead but wasn’t.

Lying flat on his back was not a good position, either. A headache usually accompanied that position, probably because Billy never lay flat on his back unless he was dead drunk.

The fact was, his horse wasn’t very far away; Billy just couldn’t see him. His vision had once been so sharp that he could see a small green worm on a small green leaf, at a distance of thirty yards. Now, he couldn’t even see his own horse if the horse was thirty yards away. It was a sad state for a great scout to have come to.

“Willie, you best retire,” his friend Judge Roy Bean told him the last time the two of them visited. “A man as blind as you are ought not to be riding this river. You could fall in a hole and be swallowed up and that would be that.”

Roy Bean didn’t deliver that opinion with much concern in his voice. Like most of Roy Bean’s pronouncements, this one got said mainly because the man was vain and arrogant. He had never been able to get enough of the sound of his own voice, though it held no particular charm for anyone but himself.

“You’re blind drunk nine days out of ten—what keeps you from falling in a hole and being swallowed up?” Billy asked.

“The fact is, I sit here in this chair in this saloon, not nine days out of ten but ten days out of ten,” Roy Bean said. “If I could sit here in this chair eleven days out of ten, I would. I don’t go wandering off where there might be a hole that could swallow me up.”

That point was hard to dispute. Roy Bean seldom left his chair; even seldomer did he leave his saloon; and never, so far as anyone living knew, had he been outside the town of Langtry, Texas, a town that consisted mainly of Roy Bean’s saloon.

“But then I ain’t the last of the great scouts,” Roy Bean said. “I don’t have to go traipsing through the gullies. I got no reputation to maintain.”

“I won’t fall in no hole,” Billy assured him. “I won’t get swallowed up, neither.

“I would have to be a lot blinder than this, before I quit tracking,” Billy added, though that claim was bravado. Traveling was becoming more and more worrisome, and as for tracking, he probably could track an elephant if he could stay in hearing distance of it. But tracking anything smaller, including his own horse, was a hopeless matter.

“Well, if you do avoid holes, there’s the problem of killers,” Roy Bean reminded him. “You can’t see in front of you, or behind you, or to the side. The dumbest killer in the West could sneak up on you and cut your throat.”

Billy refrained from comment. The two of them were sitting in Roy’s dirty, flyblown saloon while they were having the discussion. The saloon was hot as well as filthy, and the liquor cost too much, but it was the only saloon around and contained the only liquor to be had along that stretch of the border.

Roy Bean, out of a combination of boredom, greed, and vanity, had recently appointed himself judge of a vast jurisdiction—the trans-Pecos West—and nowadays hung people freely, often over differences amounting to no more than fifty cents. It was an ominous practice, in Billy’s view; he had often found himself having differences with Roy Bean amounting to considerably more than fifty cents. Roy had been told by many of his constituents that he shouldn’t hang people over such paltry sums, and of course, he had a ready reply.

“A man that will steal fifty cents would just as soon steal a million dollars, and he would, if the opportunity presented itself,” Roy said.

“Roy, the opportunity ain’t going to present itself, not around here,” Billy pointed out. “Nobody around here has a million dollars to steal. Not many of them has fifty cents, not in cash money.”

“Well, I have fifty cents,” Roy said. “I mean to keep it, too.”

“If I was to steal it, would you hang me?” Billy asked. He didn’t suppose Roy to be a man of much tolerance, but he thought he’d ask the question anyway.

“I’d hang you as soon as I could find my rope,” Roy said amiably.

“We’ve known one another a long time,” Billy reminded him. “I’ve nursed you through several fevers and I once killed a Mexican who had it in for you. I expect he would have cut your throat, later in life, if I hadn’t laid him out.”

“What’d you shoot this Mexican fellow with?” Roy asked. He was a master of the diversionary question.

Billy had to stop and think. Several years had passed since the encounter, and his memory had grown almost as cloudy as his eyesight.

“It wasn’t no Colt,” he said, finally. “I don’t remember what it was. A gun of some kind. What difference does it make? He’s dead, which is one reason you’re alive. Now you’re telling me you’d hang me for fifty cents. I consider that harsh.”

“Well, I don’t know that I could put my hands on my hanging rope, in a hurry,” Roy said. “You might escape, if you were agile.”

“Who said you could be a judge, anyway?” Billy inquired. “I’d want to see some papers on it, before I let you hang me.”

“Since when can you read law papers?” Roy asked. “I’ve known you for too long and I’ve never seen you read anything, unless you count a pack of cards.”

“I could read if it was that or be hung,” Billy said. “You can’t just say you’re a judge and have it be true. There has to be some papers on it, somewhere.”

“Out here west of the Pecos you can be a judge if you want to bad enough,” Roy said. “I want to bad enough.”

“Suppose I only stole a dime?” Billy asked. “What would happen then?”

“Same sentence, if you stole it from me,” Roy said. “I need my dimes. If you stole ten cents from a Mexican I might let you off.

“The loss of any sum is more than I can tolerate, officially,” he added.

“I can’t tell that you’ve ever amounted to much, Roy,” Billy informed him. “It’s irritating that you set up to be a judge of your fellowman, so late in life. It’s all because of this saloon. It’s the only saloon around here, and that’s why you think you can be a judge.”

“I admit it was a timely purchase,” Roy said.

“You didn’t purchase it, you shot the owner,” Billy reminded him. “Tom Sykes, I knew him. He was nothing but a cutthroat himself.”

“That’s right—so I purchased his saloon with a bullet,” Roy said. “Three bullets in all. Tom wasn’t eager to die.”

“That’s still cheap,” Billy said.

“Not as cheap as one bullet,” Roy said. “The sad truth is, my marksmanship has declined. In my prime, I would not have had to expend that much ammunition on Tommy Sykes.”

Because of the saloon, it was necessary to put up with Roy, but the more urgent necessity was to get to Ojinaga and give Maria the news he had picked up in Piedras Negras. It was a great annoyance to Billy that because of a long shit and a short nap he had lost his horse. But that was the truth of it, and there was nothing he could do but limp along.

By the time he finally stumbled up to Maria’s house, Billy was exhausted. His head was swimming from the strain of the long walk, and he was sweating a rainstorm. He had to grope his way through Maria’s goats. Her goats seemed to think he had come hurrying all the way from Piedras Negras just to feed them.

Maria heard the goats bleating and went out to have a look. Someone had seen a cougar, near the village; she didn’t want a cougar getting one of her goats. But they were only bleating at Billy Williams, who looked as if he might fall on his face at any moment.

“Where’s your horse?” she asked, walking out to have a better look at him. She had known Billy Williams for many years. Sometimes she let him stay at her house, because he loved her children and would help her with them, far more than any of her husbands ever had. He also loved her, but that was not a matter she allowed him to discuss.

“Where’s Joey? I got bad news,” Billy said, stopping amid the goats. Maria frightened him a little. She always had. He presumed nothing when he came to her house.

“Joey left—I don’t know where he went,” Maria said.

“Damn the luck,” Billy said. “I’ve traveled a long way to bring him some news and now I’m tired. I’m tired and I’m blind and I’m old and I’m thirsty.”

“You can sleep in the saddle shed,” Maria said. “Come in—I’ll feed you and give you coffee. I can’t do nothing about your other problems.”

“I’d rather have a bottle of beer, if you can spare one,” Billy said, limping into the house. “I seldom walk in the heat, and I wouldn’t have today, but my horse escaped.”

“I don’t keep beer in my house,” Maria said. “You know that. You stay here. If you want beer you’ll have to go to the cantina.”

“Well, what’s the harm in beer?” Billy asked, wishing Maria didn’t sound so stern. He didn’t know why he had asked for beer, since he knew she didn’t keep it. Maria had been wonderfully beautiful once; probably she was still beautiful. Because of his poor eyesight, all he could see when he looked at her face was a dim outline. He had to fill in the outline with his memories. When he was younger he had coveted her greatly. He would have married her, or given her anything, for a taste of her favors, but he had never tasted them. He still did covet Maria, although he couldn’t really see her now, except in his memories.

“The harm is not in the beer,” Maria told him. “The harm is in men. Drunk men. Some of them beat women. Some of them have beaten me. If you want beer, go to the cantina, but tell me your news first.”

“This is important news,” Billy said. He saw a water bucket sitting by the stove, with a dipper in it. He limped over and helped himself to a dipperful. The water was cool and sweet. Before he knew it he had helped himself to three dipperfuls.

“Don’t you even know which direction Joey went?” Billy asked.

Maria didn’t answer. She didn’t like to answer questions—not about her son Joey, not about anything. What she knew was hers; no one had a right to it, unless it was her children, and even their rights had limits. Much of what she knew was for no one to know. It was hers, and by knowing it she had survived. People were curious; women were even worse than men, in that respect; but that was not her problem.

“Where does the wind go?” she said. “Joey’s young. A thousand miles isn’t long to Joey.”

“No, and a thousand miles might not be far enough, either—this time,” Billy said.

Maria just looked at him. He was in disgusting condition, filthy and drunk. His weak eyes dripped rheum down his cheeks, which were red from years of drinking. But he had been loyal to her and her children for many years. Billy was the only man who had been good to Joey, when Joey was small. He had bought Joey his first saddle. He just walked up with it one day and gave it to Joey, when Joey was six. It was Joey’s happiest day, the day Billy brought him the saddle.

Maria was with Juan Castro then, her second husband, and her worst. Juan Castro was so jealous that Maria never dared tell him that Joey was her son, so she pretended he was her dead sister’s child. Even so, in that same year, Juan Castro sold Joey to the Apaches. Maria was away in Agua Prieta, helping her mother die. When she returned to Ojinaga and found her son gone, she was wild. She told Juan Castro she would kill him the first time he went to sleep. He beat her—he had beaten her many times—and left. Maria never saw him again, but she didn’t have to kill him. His own brother did it, in a fight over a horse.

At that point, she went to Billy Williams and begged him to go trade with the Apaches to get her son back. Maria had never sold herself. She had never been with any man she didn’t want. But she was desperate; she offered to be with Billy Williams, if he would go save her son. She had never said such words to a man before. She considered herself a modest woman. She had picked badly, when it came to men, but she had picked for love. Joey was her firstborn, and she knew the Apaches would kill him if he angered them, or else they would trade him themselves, farther and farther north, so that she could never find him.

Maria didn’t want to live if Joey was lost, and yet, she had her children to raise, the two she had by Juan Castro. Rafael, the boy, had no mind and would die without her care; Teresa, the girl, was bright and pretty and quick, but born blind. Rafael lived with the goats and the chickens. Teresa, his sister, was never far from him, for she was the only one who could understand Rafael’s jumbled words.

Maria knew she wouldn’t have the strength to raise her damaged children unless she got Joey back. If she lost her firstborn, she would give up. She would whore, or do worse than whore. Billy was said to be a good scout, since he could talk the Indian tongues. For the sake of her children, she didn’t want to give up.

So she went to Billy Williams and offered herself. To her surprise, Billy Williams, who had often pursued her and even tried to marry her, looked embarrassed.

“Oh no, that wouldn’t be right—I couldn’t have that,” Billy said. He tilted his chair back, as if to remove himself from the slightest temptation.

For a moment, Maria felt hopeless. She had nothing else to offer, and now the man was refusing what he had often sought.

“It wouldn’t be right,” Billy repeated. “Don’t disturb yourself about it, Mary. I’ll find Joey.”

He found Joey, far to the north, in the Sierra Madre, but the Apaches wouldn’t trade him. All he could tell Maria was that Joey looked healthy and could speak Apache better than he could.

A year later, when Maria was so unhappy Billy feared she would die, he went again to the Sierra Madre; but again, he had to return and report failure. He had taken enough money that time to buy Joey, but Joey was nowhere to be found. He had escaped, and even the Apaches couldn’t catch him. Since then, no one had caught him. He showed up in Ojinaga a week after Billy’s return, just as Maria was slipping into hopelessness.

Later, Joey claimed that it was his years with the Apaches that enabled him to rob gringo trains so easily. The Apaches held a hard school, but they knew much. Joey learned what they knew, and he had not forgotten it.

“Tell me your news,” Maria said. “I’m here and Joey’s not.”

“The railroad’s hired Woodrow Call, that’s it,” Billy said—he was glad to have it out. “You know who that is, don’t you?”

“I should—he hung my father and my brother,” Maria said. “And my brother-in-law. My sister’s a widow, because of Call.”

“Well, that’s who they’ve hired,” Billy said. “It’s a compliment, I guess. A railroad wouldn’t spend that kind of money on just any bandit.”

“Do you know Call?” Maria asked. The name sent a chill through her. She had loved her father and her brother. They had done no more than take back horses that the Texans had taken from them. No living man had caused her as much grief as Woodrow Call: not the four husbands, three of whom beat her; not the gringos, who insulted her, assuming that because she was a brown woman, she was a whore.

Now Call wanted Joey. He wanted her firstborn.

“I know the man, but the acquaintance ain’t real fresh,” Billy said. “I rangered for him about a month once, but he turned me out for drinking on patrol. I’m older than he is, and I’ve drunk when I had a thirst, all my life. It don’t affect my vigilance much, but the Captain didn’t believe me. Or didn’t like me or something. He turned me out.”

“Would you recognize him?” Maria asked.

“Why, yes. I expect I would,” Billy said.

“If he comes here, show him to me,” Maria said.

“Why, so you can kill him?” Billy said.

Maria didn’t answer. Billy knew better than to repeat the question. Repeating questions only made Maria close up more tightly.

“What was your last husband’s name?” he asked, changing the subject. “It’s slipped my mind.”

“Roberto Sanchez,” Maria said.

“I don’t see him—did he leave?” he asked.

“He left,” Maria said.

“That makes four husbands, by my count,” Billy said. “The two mean ones and Benito and this one. I don’t know if this one was mean.”

“Why are you counting my husbands?” Maria asked. Despite herself, she felt some amusement. Poor, skinny, and blind as he was, Billy still had some life in him. He was still interested in her, enough to want to know if her husband was around. Life still amused him. Once, it had amused them both, a lot. They had danced together, laughed together. There were times when it still amused Maria, but those times were rare. It interested her, though, that an old man with no money and almost no eyesight could still derive amusement from the things humans did. And he could still want her.

“I just like to keep track of your husbands. It’s my pastime,” Billy said. “Why did Señor Sanchez leave, if I ain’t prying?”

“You’re prying,” Maria said.

“My feet hurt, tell me anyway,” Billy said.

Maria smiled. Billy couldn’t see the smile, but he could tell that her tone was a little less severe. He wished he could see her face. All he could see was a sort of outline.

“He left me because he didn’t like me,” Maria said.

“Why, he married you—why didn’t he like you?” Billy asked.

“He liked the way I look,” Maria said. “He mistook that for me.”

“I sympathize with him, I’ve often made the same mistake,” Billy said. “I’m sure I’d make it again, if I could see better.”

“I think Joey went to Crow Town,” Maria said. She didn’t want to talk about her husbands, or her dealings with men.

“Crow Town, good Lord,” Billy said.

“Joey is young,” Maria said. “He likes such places.”

“I’m old, I don’t,” Billy said. “I’d almost rather crawl off and die than go to Crow Town.”

“Who said you had to go?” Maria asked.

“Woodrow Call has hung enough Mexicans,” Billy said. “I better go and warn Joey. Swift as he is, he might get away. If my going to Crow Town will help, then I’ll go to Crow Town.”

“You don’t listen,” Maria said. “You don’t let me talk, and when I do you don’t listen. I’ll go to Crow Town myself.”

“You’ll go?” Billy said. “How long do you think you’ll last, in that stink hole?”

“Long enough to warn my son,” Maria said.

“No, I’ll go. Joey relies on me to keep him informed about lawmen and such,” Billy said.

“You lost your horse,” Maria reminded him.

“Well, it ain’t the only horse,” Billy said. “I can get another horse.

“I doubt even Woodrow Call would go to Crow Town,” he added. “Everybody that lives there hates him. He’d have to kill the whole town.”

“You’ve forgotten how he is,” Maria said. “If he’s hired to go there, he’ll go. If they sent him to kill Joey he’ll go wherever Joey is.”

“Well, I mean to get there first, even if I have to walk,” Billy said. “The man turned me out. I can’t forget it.”

Thinking about Crow Town gave him such a terrible thirst that he limped off to the cantina and bought two bottles of tequila. There was an outhouse behind the cantina that afforded him a little shade, and he sat down in the shade and drank one bottle rapidly. Midway through the second bottle, as he was about to pass out, a vaquero came riding up, leading Billy’s lost horse.

“I found your horse, old man,” Pedro, the vaquero, said.

Billy found that the mere thought of his horse, not to mention the sight of him, to the extent he could see him, made him furious. The willful beast had caused him not only discomfort but embarrassment. For a man of his prestige to have to walk into a one-saloon town such as Ojinaga was little short of disgraceful.

Without hesitation, but not without difficulty, he managed to extract his pistol from its holster. His hand didn’t seem to want to go where his brain told it to. His hand often rebelled in such fashion when he was drunk. But he eventually got the pistol more or less firmly in his grasp, and without worrying too much about aiming, he emptied it in the direction of Pedro and the horse. Of course, he had no wish to injure Pedro, who was a decent vaquero. He only meant to shoot the horse, in the head, if possible. But the only casualty of the fusillade was a little white goat who happened to be standing idly by, just in the wrong spot.

“Gracias,” Pedro said, tipping his hat to the old man who leaned against the outhouse wall. “That’s one less goat to get in my way.”

Pedro was a little disgusted. The old man had once been a renowned scout. He had been good enough to track Indians, it was said. He had once been a notable shot, too. Now he couldn’t hit his own horse, at a distance of twenty yards. In Pedro’s view, it would be better for such men to die and not go around shooting other people’s goats.

Later, Billy found a bush that offered better shade than the light outhouse. He finished the second bottle of tequila and took a little nap. When he awoke, with an empty bottle and an empty gun beside him, Maria was kneeling by his legs. She seemed to be looping a rope around his legs. Her spotted mare was standing with her. He could just make out the spots. Then he was being dragged, slowly. If the dragging had been rapid, it would have upset his stomach. When the dragging stopped, he was behind Maria’s house, near the pump. Before Billy could give the matter more thought, he found himself under a waterfall. Cold water was splashing in his face. He felt he could drown, if he wasn’t lucky, from the flood of water. But when it stopped splashing, he was not drowned. He tried to raise up and bumped his head hard on Maria’s pump. She had been pumping water in his face.

“I have to go find Joey,” Maria said. “Look after my children. Don’t let anything happen to them.”

“Well, I won’t,” Billy said. “Are you armed?”

“No, I don’t like guns,” Maria said.

“You ought to take my pistol. You’d be safer,” he told her.

“I don’t want your gun, Billy,” Maria said. “If I have a gun some man might take it away from me and beat me with it. I want you to stay here and see that Rafael and Teresa come to no harm.”

But Billy persisted; finally, Maria took the gun. As she rode away on her spotted mare, Billy realized that she had called him by his name. That was a change. It had been several years since Maria had called him by his name.
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