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No one was sure when what some come to call the Blood River War started or even how it started but for sure the river the Spaniards had named Rio Sangre de la Vida, Life’s Blood River, was a factor. It wasn’t exactly a war over water or revenge or a woman although all were involved. Junior Calhoun of the Flying C ranch and the Circle M’s Antonio McCurdy fought long and hard, with fists, guns and even blasting powder, anything it took. As in most wars, there was foul play and fair, heroes and the enemy. But in this war no one really knew which was which, right up to the explosive end to it all.
THE BLOOD RIVER WAR
Preface
Sheriff Rod Clark jabbed spurs into the pinto’s side, urging the animal up the steep rocky grade. Old man Calhoun was riding his big Arab stallion and was already up on the ridge top, running at a fast gallop to the edge of the river canyon. The brown and white pony just wasn’t able to keep up and was tiring fast.
‘Damn it, Sheriff,’ Howard Calhoun yelled back, ‘I can’t figure it out. Dammit,’ he called, standing tall in the stirrups searching the rocky landscape below. ‘I don’t see Junior anywhere.’
The roar of the river gushing through the rocky gorge made talking nearly impossible.
From where the two men sat their saddles the view out over this end of the basin was quite spectacular. Below the river ran like a herd of stampeding horses, the foam and streams of white water being tossed up as it poured over rocks and down falls being the wild animal’s manes. The river, after cutting a channel through the black uneven lava rock, hit a sheer wall and curved west, flowing around a huge big-as-a-house boulder of what had once been molten magma.
Suddenly the rancher jumped out of the saddle and dropping the reins stepped closer to the gorge’s edge. Sheriff Clark caught up the stallion’s reins and walked the two animals back a ways and tied them off to a brush, before going to stand beside the ranch owner.
The men, one angry and the other uncertain, looked out over the surrounding countryside.
With his eyes searching along the far river bank and then on to sweep the brushy edge of the gorge, the rancher, standing on a very lip of the ridge, looked out of place. When his son, Howard Junior, had raced his horse out of the barn and up the slope of the Butte, Howard Senior’s only thought was to find him and stop him from whatever he was up to. That decision was made so quick he hadn’t taken the time to change into riding clothes and still wore the black business suit, complete with vest and tie.
‘He couldn’t get here ahead of us,’ Calhoun mumbled. ‘Damn it, Sheriff …’
‘You know this country up here a lot better’n me, Mr. Calhoun. And you know your son, so don’t go looking to me for any help in figuring what he’s up to.’
Sheriff Clark really didn’t care much about Junior. The boy, in his opinion, was near useless, a rich man’s spoiled son.
‘There,’ Calhoun cried out, pointing down toward the rock wall. ‘It’s that damn Mexican kid of McCurdy’s, what’s his name, uh, yeah, Antonio. What’s he doing up there? I can’t make it out. It looks like he’s trying to break down the rock. He’s beating it with something, a hammer, I think.’
Sheriff Clark squinted his eyes, trying to make out what the man was doing. ‘Ya know what?’ he asked suddenly, ‘that looks like he’s knocking holes in the lava. Yeah, that’s a single jack he’s got. One of them heavy hammers that miners use.’
Suddenly a gunshot ripped the afternoon air. Both men swung to look toward the near side of the river.
‘There’s Junior,’ Calhoun yelled. ‘He’s shooting at that damn Mexican.’ Cupping his hands around his mouth, he yelled. ‘Junior, stop it. Don’t shoot anymore.’
It was clear that Junior either didn’t hear over the noise of the river or simply was ignoring his father. They watched as the rifleman took aim and fired again. Glancing back, the lawman was in time to see the man working on the other side stagger.
Not taking his eyes off the man with the hammer, Junior lowered his rifle and ran across the rocky bit of flat ground toward the river gorge. All Sheriff Clark and Howard Senior could do was stand and watch as Junior found a stunted tree to lean against. Using the tree to steady his aim, he sighted and fired another shot. This time the man on the other side was knocked to his knees.
Clark saw the wounded man slowly get to his feet, to stand half bent over, the heavy looking hammer hanging from one hand. Again Junior took aim and fired, hitting the man and staggering him.
Junior stood for a long minute to watch what the man was going to do. Sheriff Clark thought for an instant he could hear his loud laugh. Antonio McCurdy just stood there, a little hunched over, looking down at his feet. Yelling something the two men higher up couldn’t make out, Junior leaned against the tree again, pointing his rifle across the narrow gorge at the wounded man.
With his eyes jumping from the rifleman to the target, Townsend saw the wounded man drop the hammer and fumble at a shirt pocket. Just as Junior pulled the trigger, there was a spark near the man’s hand.
Stunned at what they had witnessed, neither moved or said anything, listening to the laughter which was suddenly lost is a thundering roar and a flash of light. A force hammered Sheriff Clark knocking him against the other man and throwing both men head over heels backward.
For long minutes the sheriff lay stunned. Then pain from where his body had scrapped against the rock made him move. Slowly, painfully coming to his feet, he shook his head. He couldn’t hear anything. Not the roar of the river, nothing. Except for the ringing in his ears, he was deaf.
Shaking his head, he stood, wobbly and unsteady. Calhoun had landed a few feet away and was trying to get up. Unsteadily getting to his feet the older man stood bent over with his hands on his knees.
Finally taking a long look around Calhoun’s face blanched. Catching the sheriff’s eye, he pointed. The stunted tree Junior had been standing beside was gone. All the clumps of brush that had lined the narrow river bank had been swept away. There was no sign of anything, not the dead man’s body, not Junior.
What some folks had been calling the Blood River War was over.
Chapter One
Later it struck him as being a mite strange, to have been sitting there in the morning sun in his favorite rocking chair reminiscing about the Blood River War when he was asked about it.
Clay Townsend had worked hard all his life and now well past his sixtieth birthday that’s about all he could do, sit in the sunshine and mull over that life. It had been, in his view, a good life and one the Blood River War had played a big part in shaping. And not only for him, either.
‘Grandpa,’ one of the boys called as they came running around the corner of the house, jerking the old man awake from his doze. Those two were rarely still for very long and like most boys just on the edge of becoming men, had more than a healthy share of energy. That, Clay Townsend mused, would not last.
‘Hyar, what in blue blazes is all the yelling about?’
‘Grandpa,’ it was Elias doing the yelling, ‘we just came back from town with dad and there’s something we saw we wondered about. Dad said to ask you. Said you’d know about it.’
The pair, Elias at an almost grownup fifteen and Carlos a year younger, were a likely pair, Townsend thought. Well, that stood to reason, didn’t it? After all look who they had for parents and grandparents. Whether men or horses, bloodlines would tell.
‘Now what could it be that got you two so fired up? It was probably riding in that high leather seat of your Pa’s Ford motor car. I swear, I never did see anything like it.’
Antonio Townsend was as proud of that horseless buggy as Grandpa Clay was about his two grandsons. The bright red painted contraption, a 1905 Model C Ford, Antonio had explained soon after arriving at the ranch, was the newest way to travel. They had used it to make this trip out to the ranch, just to show it off. Well, that was fine and dandy, Grandpa Clay reckoned, but he’d stick to the ranch wagon to get around.
‘What was it you got so all fired interested in anyhow?’
‘Well,’ Carlos explained, ‘while Dad was visiting with the attorney, Mister Lukas, Antonio and me went over to that little museum there in town.’
‘Antonio and I,’ the elder brother corrected him.
Exasperated, Carlos repeated it, ‘Antonio and I. Anyhow, there was a big photo of an old man, a younger one and a very pretty girl hanging on the wall. The note under it said it was Howard Calhoun and his family, taken in September, 1865 at the Flying C Ranch. Someone had penciled in under that the words, “during the Blood River War”. What was the Blood River War, Grandpa and where was the Flying C Ranch?’
Clay Townsend sat back and went silent for a long moment, letting his gaze drift out over the distance.
Grandpa Clay’s eyesight was still good, although his hearing was getting a little rusty. As far as his memory went, well, there were things to bring to mind and things best left forgotten. The Blood River War was one of those. Or was it. What harm could it do now?
‘Grandpa? Is there something the matter? Your face turned a little gray,’ said Elias softly.
‘No,’ the old man said slowly. ‘There ain’t nothing the matter. It’s just, well, it’s been a long time since I thought much about those people. The Calhoun’s.’
‘Who were they?’ Carlos wasn’t going to let go. ‘Did you know them?’
‘Oh, yes, I knew them. I worked for old man Calhoun for a time, before coming here to the Circle M. Yep, I knew them all right.’
***
Mother Nature had certainly played a foul joke on Elias McCurdy, not that he let it bother him much. He was a young man when he and his new wife arrived in the basin, young and proud. After marrying Juanita Morales, he had been offered a place on the Morales rancho down on the other side of the border but he wanted his own place, his own ranch.
The place the McCurdy’s chose to call their own was half of a huge flat bowl of land just a little north of the West Texas town of Curtain. A low thin ridge of rock, a hard sun-baked jumble of lava stone, ran north and south five miles or so from the mountains on one end before melting away just shy of town.
McCurdy looked it over and, finding what looked to be a year-round creek running lazily over near the lava ridge, liked what he saw. The creek ran the length of the ridge before adding its flow to the river at the north end of town. Putting in a few stone dams, he figured, would give him enough water to raise a fine herd of cattle. Filing on the land, he named it the Circle M.
It was when he returned south that he learned about the ranch on the other side of the lava stone ridge.
‘Ah,’ his father-in-law, Don Felipe Morales, said upon hearing where this gringo was taking his favorite daughter, ‘you are close by the Rio Sangre de la Vida.’
McCurdy had lived and worked cattle all along the Texas border and spoke the language nearly as easily as his Yankee accented English.
‘Life’s blood? That’s a good name for a river, I’d say. But what we got isn’t much of a river, more like a creek.’
Don Felipe frowned a moment and then nodded in understanding. ‘Si, you are on the west side of the lava. On the other side is the river. Too bad. As I recall hearing, both the Rio Sangre de la Vida and the creek, which I believe has no name, supply good water. The creek, however, if what I am told is true, won’t provide enough for more than a few hundred head of cattle. It is the river that makes it thus. Verdad?’
Elias McCurdy had to nod and said nothing else. Damming up the creek in a few places, he thought, would change that, but he didn’t want to tell his wife’s father. Taking the lovely Juanita Morales as his wife had not been easily accepted by the older man. He would have to work hard to prove El Don Felipe wrong.
With the few hundred head he’d purchased down south eating Circle M grass, McCurdy went to work. There were buildings to put up; a four-room main house was first, then a barn and corrals to construct, all before winter. By the time the first snowflakes floated out of a steel gray sky, the newlyweds were comfortable in their new home. McCurdy was a hard worker. Not only were the walls of the barn about half up, the poles of two small corrals, all of peeled pine, were standing like yellow-white toothpicks in the beaten earth of the ranch yard. He had also started on his first dam. The storage pond behind it wasn’t deep but it covered almost four acres of hard packed earth.
That first winter was hard. That early snowfall barely covered the ground before melting away. Work on the dam and the barn continued. Unable to hire permanent help, Elias was hard at it from early until late, from ‘can see’ to ‘can’t see’, as his pa would have said. Slowly the effort paid off, the barn roof was finished before the next big storm hit bringing almost all outside work to a halt.
For three weeks the snow fell and the wind blew. Temperatures dropped and any water left in a bucket over night froze. Each morning Elias would saddle one of the small remuda of mustangs and ride out. Most of the day would be spent hammering at the ice that covered the creek. Under that sheet of ice the creek continued to flow south, but the cattle had a hard time getting to it. The water in his pond was also frozen.
Spring brought both good news and not so good news. The not so good came when Elias found the bodies of a dozen head over in one of the little canyons on the far side of the basin. Some time during the winter they had drifted and, not having anybody to ride a circuit around to chase them back, got cornered. The sign was there, the animals had attempted to climb the steep banks of the ravine but were unable to make it. Already scavengers had been at work. Within another week or so there wouldn’t be anything left but gnawed bones.
The good news was closer to home. The McCurdy family was going to have a new member, Juanita was pregnant.
Elias was working on a second dam when he decided to ride up to the north end of the basin. Maybe there was a way to increase the creek’s flow.
For the first time since their marriage, the couple spent two nights apart. Elias simply followed the creek north. Halting to give his horse a breather, he looked back and was surprised to see how high he’d ridden. The slope of the land was so gradual that he hadn’t been aware but figured he’d climbed a couple hundred feet in elevation.
Sitting the saddle he studied the landscape below. Near the creek, green stands of willows gave way to thick clumps of grasses which thinned out as the distance to water grew. Most of the floor of his side of the basin was covered with sagebrush and cheatgrass. Not good cattle feed.
Riding on into the mountains that marked the end of his range he studied the land he’d laid claim to. The soil, he knew, was good, all it needed was water. In setting his stakes, he’d made sure he had included the main source of water, the creek, right up to where it flowed down out of the almost vertical wall of lava. He set up camp that night in a tall stand of sky-scratching pines.
Climbing through the cool, quiet woodlands the next day was pleasant. More than once he spotted deer sign and decided he’d come back up in the fall for a hunt. Fresh venison would be a real treat.
Switching back and forth through the trees, always keeping the creek on his right, he spent the day riding and exploring. Small grassy clearings, not big enough for cattle but perfect for the wildlife were numerous. Up here there seemed to be more water. Seepage, he figured from the inner mountain itself.
Shortly before dusk he topped out, stopping at the edge of the rushing water of a river. Stepping out of the saddle he stood in amazement. Water, falling in a series of low waterfalls, surged out of the higher country, held in between smooth washed banks of black lava. A huge boulder the size of a house forced the stream to split, most of the flood forced one way, a thinner stream the other. That stream, he saw, was his creek.
Tying his horse to a tree next to a grassy clearing, he spent the rest of the daylight hours trying to see how he could change things. Whatever had happened, whether volcanic or not, the lava banks, acted like the sides of a chute and that massive boulder were immovable. His creek, still without a name, was going to stay just that, a creek.
Chapter Two
Grandpa Clay sat comfortably warm in the morning sunshine, thinking about things far in the past. Suddenly remembering his audience, he frowned. These youngsters wouldn’t understand an old man’s habit, to drift off into memories.
‘That picture you mentioned seeing, the Calhoun family,’ he said, ‘I remember them as well. Fact is I was just a few years older than you when I went to work at the Flying C Ranch.’
‘What kind of work did you do, Grandpa?’
‘I was a top hand by the time I’d reached my twentieth birthday. There wasn’t a horse on the place I couldn’t ride or a steer I couldn’t slap the company brand on. Things was different then. A young fella learned how to work from the time he was learning to walk. Why, ...’ seeing the look that passed between the two, he stopped. ‘But that isn’t what you want to know, is it. Alright, let’s get on with it. Yes, I knew old man Howard, and his two offspring, Junior and Desiree. I never knew Missus Calhoun, though. Marybelle was her name. She died giving birth to the girl, Desiree. That was before I came into the basin.’
Elias and Carlos liked hearing Grandpa Clay’s stories and settled back to hear this one.
‘Fact is, you young inquisitors, I wasn’t there the day the Calhoun’s met up with Elias and Juanita McCurdy but I was told about it. It was down in Curtain.’
***
It was a treat to have Elias hitch up the ranch wagon for the ride into town. Juanita knew very well how little cash money they had to spend, but there were a few things they had to go buy. Getting away from the ranch was a treat, even if only for the day. Seeing new faces and hearing other people talking were something she looked forward to all week.
‘I put a padding of blanket on the wagon seat,’ Elias explained, handing his young wife up. ‘That might make it a mite easier on you.’
Juanita smiled her thanks and settled in, holding little Antonio’s shawl-wrapped body close. Elias tried so hard to make her life easier and she loved him very much for that. Her father, Don Felipe, had argued long and hard when she told him of her plan to marry this gringo cattleman. But she knew this was the man she wanted. This was the man who would take care of her.
The ride into Curtain was long and the road, if it could be called that, was rough and bumpy. In places, riding close to the creek, stretches of mud slowed the wagon down causing the horses work harder. In the winter these places would freeze over, making it dangerous on the animals. Bundled up against the cool fall air, Juanita didn’t notice the bumps; she was holding her son, sitting next to her husband. This was the happiest she could ever remember being.
The wagon road smoothed out a little once their track joined that of the one coming from the Flying C. That was the place where their little creek flowed into the much bigger river. There was a lot more traffic coming from the Flying C Ranch and the road was used a lot more. From there on in the road was a real road, a pair of wagon ruts with tuffs of grass growing between them. Coming onto the well-worn track, Juanita knew they were only another mile or two to town and the general store. The going was a lot smoother and really quite nice, with the river rushing past on one side and lush green grass and low lying brush on the other.
‘Now, Elias,’ she said softly as her husband helped her down from the wagon, ‘you go over to the hotel and have your drink while I attend to my shopping.’ Holding up a hand before he could disagree, she smiled. ‘I figured it out and you have enough money for one, maybe two drinks. It will get you out of my hair for a little while. Now, go on.’
Elias knew to the penny how much money they had to spend and he knew what things they had to have. But he did want that drink. Not so much for the liquor but for the company of other men who would be there in the hotel saloon.
He watched as she climbed the few steps onto the board walk thinking of how happy he was.
‘Well, look who’s in town,’ a gravelly voice called as he pushed through the swinging doors. Stopping a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darker room, he smiled.
‘Had to come in to see how everything’s going out here in the big town. How are you, Sheriff?’
Sheriff Rodney Clark was a short round man with a permanent smile. A happy man, Clark didn’t have a hair on his head, the pink skin of his beardless chin melded easily with his rosy cheeks and smoothness of his bald head. Elias had never seen the man frown and liked the friendly greeting he always was given.
‘How’s ranching, McCurdy?’ the town’s lawman asked, motioning to the bartender to set up a drink. ‘Here, you look like a man who needs to cut the road dust from his throat.’
Elias nodded his thanks, telling himself to remember to be sure to repay the offer before leaving.
‘Well, it could be better, I guess. Weather’s been good this summer and I was able to build a few more ponds so what beeves I have did pretty good. I’ll have a few head to be bringing down when the time comes.’
‘Man, I looked that ground over when I first come out here. Thought it’d be good. And it would, if it had more water,’ Harry Baxter had a little spread on south of Curtain. Boxed in by an arm of the Lava Butte and with the river on the other side, his place had no room to grow. The few hundred head he raised each year was all that land would ever produce.
‘That’s what happens,’ Elias smiled in agreement, ‘when a man’s eyes are bigger than his belly. I saw what I wanted to see and overlooked what I should have seen. You’re right, with more water my place would be near perfect. But those ponds I’ve been building, they’ll make a difference.’
‘In time,’ Baxter nodded, ‘in time. But it looks like you’re talking a long time and lots of ponds.’
‘Yeah, but, well, its home and we’re happy out there.’
‘Hear tell you’re a new father,’ said Sheriff Clark. ‘Congratulations. Must be something out north of town we don’t know about,’ he said, raising his voice so everyone could hear. ‘The McCurdy’s have a new hand on the place and there’s another baby over at the Flying C. Must be the water,’ he hooted causing everyone to laugh.
One hard voice from the end of the bar cut through the laughter. ‘Well, I don’t know as how I’d want to bring a child onto a hard scrabble place like you got.’
‘Ah, hell, Mister Calhoun,’ Sheriff Clark responded. ‘McCurdy’s putting in a lot of work on his place and he and his wife seem happy.’
‘I don’t think we’ve ever met,’ McCurdy called out and leaving his drink on the bar started to move down the long room. ‘I’m Elias McCurdy,’ he already had his hand out when the hard voice stopped him.
‘I know who you are and there ain’t no reason for us to ever meet. I ain’t got time to be neighborly, specially with no hard luck drifter.’
Ever the peace maker, Sheriff Clark cut in. ‘Now, Mister Calhoun, that’s down right unfriendly talk.’
‘Mean it, too. I don’t take with Mexican women, not for marrying. And I don’t have time to waste on people who won’t be here next month. I know all about that side of the ridge and there ain’t enough water coming outa that creek to raise enough stock to make it worth while, no matter how many little ponds you build.’ Throwing back his drink, Calhoun slapped his whiskey glass on the bar and without another word, stomped past everyone and went out the door.
For a long minute nobody said anything.
‘Lordy,’ said Baxter breaking the silence. ‘That is one angry man.’
‘Ah, well, he just the kind of man what thinks he’s cock of the walk,’ said the sheriff. ‘He’s got the biggest and most prosperous ranch and thinks that makes him the only one good enough to be ranching. Don’t pay him no mind,’ he said smiling at Elias.
Dropping a couple coins onto the bar, Elias motioned to his empty glass and the sheriff’s.
‘He don’t bother me none, and he might be right. My spread’ll never produce the herds that his will, but that only means I’ll have to make my cattle better.’
‘How you gonna do that,’ Baxter asked, thinking of his own situation.
‘I’m bringing in a few head of shorthorn for breeding. Those long horns that I’ve got are strong and winter well but they don’t put on weight like the English shorthorn. I figure in a couple years I’ll be shipping the same number of head but they’ll weigh twice as much.’ Elias caught himself. He’d been thinking about this all summer but hadn’t told anyone about his plans. Now, angry, he’d probably said too much.
Finishing his drink, he nodded to the others.
‘Guess I’ll go see if my wife can use some help. Gentlemen,’ he waved and pushed through the door. Standing out side, he stopped before stepping down onto the street to adjust his floppy Stetson. Standing next to his wagon was a brightly painted four-wheel buggy. A beautifully matched pair of bays was standing docilely between the shafts. That, he knew, would have to be Calhoun’s rig.
Stepping into the general store, Elias was pleased with the wash of smells and sights. Nodding at the clerk standing behind the counter, he smiled and looked around. The store had everything, from smooth leather harness hanging from the rafters to a barrel of soda crackers next to the counter. On one side of the long, wide room were tables piled high with work shirts and pants. Shelves holding hats, boots and other paraphernalia lined the wall. Next were tables covered with women’s dress material and the like. Shelves on the other wall held all sorts of canned goods and grocery items. Elias figured that the store had everything a person would need. If it wasn’t here, it wasn’t needed.
Far to the back, Juanita stood talking with another woman. Not wanting to interrupt, Elias walked over to inspect the label on a can of sliced peaches. Faintly he smiled when he caught the light tinkle of laughter coming from the women. This visit would be good for Juanita, he knew.
‘Come on,’ Howard Calhoun called out harshly, ‘we ain’t got all day to waste in here.’
Elias hadn’t seen the man standing behind a rack of heavy winter coats.
Glancing toward the back, he saw Missus Calhoun waving to Juanita and hurrying to the front.
‘I’m sorry, Howard,’ her high pitched voice called ahead, ‘I didn’t know you were waiting.’
‘Well, I was. You ain’t got no business back there gossiping with that woman, neither. Get your stuff and let’s get outa here.’
Elias didn’t like that. Stepping back to the center of the room, he stood with his hands on his hips. ‘That woman, as you called her, is my wife, Calhoun. Where I come from a man doesn’t talk that way about any woman.’
‘Where you come from? That’s where you should be heading, McCurdy. Back to where you came from. Or to wherever you found that woman you call your wife.’ Turning to look at his wife, he went on. ‘What’d you think you have to talk with that woman, anyway?’
Stepping closer, Elias stared hard at the other man. ‘Calhoun, be very careful of your words. I call her my wife because she is. Married in a church the like you’ve never been close to, I’ll bet. Now that’s all I ever want to hear from you on the subject.’
‘Please, Howard,’ Mrs. Calhoun whined, putting her hand on her husband’s chest. ‘Don’t cause any trouble. Juanita, huh, Mrs. McCurdy and I were just talking about our babies. Her Antonio is only a few weeks older than our boy.’
‘Babies, huh? Well …’ Calhoun stopped when Elias took another step closer.
‘Better stop while you’re still standing, Calhoun,’ he warned.
For a long moment the two men stood looking hard eyed at each other. Breaking away and grabbing his wife’s arm, Calhoun turned to the counter. ‘Start figuring it out, Winrow. Tally it up and put it on my bill. We’ll be waiting in the buggy. Come on, Marybelle.’
Not looking right or left, and still pulling at his wife, the rancher marched out of the store.
‘Huh, I’ll be with you in a minute, Mr. McCurdy,’ the clerk mumbled and taking a stub of pencil started adding up Calhoun’s purchase.
Elias, still shaking with anger, strode back to where Juanita was standing.
‘I was so enjoying our talk. That Mrs. Calhoun is a nice woman and it was good to talk with her about our babies. But, Elias, I don’t want you to do that anymore. You almost lost your temper, I could tell.’
He smiled down at her, feeling his body begin to relax. ‘I’m sorry to have spoiled your trip.’
Smiling at each other, they finished making their selections. By the time they completed their shopping, the clerk, Edgar Winrow, had put the Calhoun’s things into a couple boxes and had carried them out. Coming back in, he stood for a minute looking first at Juanita and then up at Elias.
‘Huh, Mr. McCurdy, ah, well, I’m afraid I’ll have to ask for cash money for your things.’
Elias frowned. ‘We’re not good enough to have you put this on a bill as you did for Calhoun?’
Juanita put her hand on his arm. ‘Elias, don’t. Please.’
Elias shook his head. ‘Winrow, we’ve been coming in here for most of a year now, and we’ve always paid for what we took. But this time you feel you have to make it a point to demand cash. Why?’
‘Well, it’s something that Mr. Calhoun said. Said I should be careful, that your ranch isn’t likely to last much longer. He said that I should be certain that you paid for things. You have to understand, Mr. McCurdy,’ Winrow whined, ‘He’s my biggest customer.’
‘Tote it up, Winrow,’ Elias said coldly.
Chapter Three
‘You knew all the people in that picture. Gosh, Grandpa, they look a lot younger than you.’ Clay wasn’t sure whether to strangle young Carlos or not.
‘Listen here, young man. When that picture was taken I was about the same age as Junior and his sister. Maybe a year or two older, but … you should have seen me then. There wasn’t nothing I couldn’t do. I’ll tell you, in those days we had to work every day except Christmas day. And I mean work. Making this ranch what it is, we was out there from ‘can see’ to ‘can’t see.’
‘What does that mean,’ Carlos at least sounded properly chastised.
‘It’s something old man Elias McCurdy used to say. It means getting out on the range in the morning so early the sun is just a mite short of coming over the hill and then working all day and not stopping until the sun is well down and you can’t see anything but the way back to the cook shack.’
‘Oh. Is that what Mother calls a “windy”?’
Clay Townsend sputtered while trying to think of a response. Before he got there, Elias waved his younger brother off.
‘That doesn’t matter. But Grandpa, you haven’t told us about the Blood River War? When did that start?’
Frowning, the old man looked back out over the range. From the front door of his house he had a view across a mile or more of grassland, all the way to the lava ridge that everybody called the Rim. Finally, after giving it some thought, he nodded.
‘Now, boys, you got to remember. A lot of what they called the Blood River War happened before I came on to this range. There was a lot of talk about it, not so much anymore, of course. But when did it all start? Wal, it’s hard to say when something like that starts. I mean it coulda been some little thing nobody knows about any more. Like that day when old man Calhoun first met up with McCurdy.’
‘That’s something else I want to ask. You mentioned someone named Elias McCurdy. Was I named after him?’
Grandpa Clay chuckled. ‘Yep, you were. Let’s see, now. Elias McCurdy, would be your great-great-grandfather and you, young Carlos, you got stuck with the name of your other great-great-grandfather, Don Felipe Carlos Morales. This family likes to keep those old names going.’
‘Wow. What kind of man was he, Don Carlos?’
Clay Townsend nodded again. ‘Well, I’ll tell you. I guess that’s as good a place to say the war started as any.’
***
Elias McCurdy had no memory of his parents. He’d been raised on a West Texas cattle ranch and once, when he asked someone about his ma and pa, he was told they had been killed in a Comanche raid. Put to work almost as soon as he could walk, spreading hay in the stables and the like, he grew up being a hard worker and was considered a hand by the time he was sixteen. Or what was figured to be about that age.
The reason he left the ranch that’d been his home, the only one he ever knew, was a town girl. She wanted him to marry her and when he shied away, told her pa what he’d done to her out in the barn after the dance on Saturday night. He hadn’t been anyway near that barn that night or any night but her pa believed her. So he packed his saddlebags, saddled his favorite pony and told everybody goodbye.
For the next few years, as he was getting his full growth, Elias rode for a number of outfits on both sides of the border and ended up on a rancho south of the Rio Grande. Rafael Carillo hired him and assured him of a job as long as he wanted it. Once again McCurdy figured he’d found a home.
The ranch was big, as most Mexican outfits tended to be, and the young gringo was happy working there. Things well as good as could be expected until Don Carillo decided to hold a fiesta and invited all the families from neighboring ranchos. As usual when going for a visit, one neighbor, Don Felipe Carlos Morales, had brought his wife and three daughters. When Elias McCurdy met Juanita Morales everything changed. Elias was no longer happy at the Carillo rancho. The day after the end of the fiesta, he asked for his time and rode out. Heading straight for the Morales spread, the Rancho Catalinas.
‘Hola,’ Miguel Sanchez called when Elias and Juanita’s wagon arrived at the Rancho Catalinas’ main house. ‘Senior McCurdy, so good to see you. Are you bringing Señorita Juanita back? Should we remove all the bugs and spiders from your cot in the bunkhouse?’
Sanchez had been the Rancho Catalinas majordomo for as long as anyone could remember. Having watched all the Morales girls grow up, he was considered by them to be part of the family. It was Sanchez who stood up for the gringo when the matter of a marriage was discussed.
‘No, Señor,’ Elias yelled back, pulling the team to a halt and jumping down to take the other man’s hand. ‘And rest assured, Señora Juanita,’ he stressed the title, ‘is quite content to remain in her own ranch house.’
The welcome the McCurdy’s were given by Don Felipe and everyone couldn’t have been grander. All the negative talk about Juanita marrying a gringo, especially one without even his own cattle ranch, was forgotten when they were introduced to the baby.
‘Don Felipe Carlos Morales,’ Elias intoned formally, ‘may I present the most recent addition to the McCurdy-Morales clan. Señor Antonio Felipe Morales y McCurdy.’
Handing the bundled baby boy across erased any concerns the older man had had about his daughter’s choice for a husband.
Throughout the long afternoon and well into the evening, young Antonio was the center of everything. It wasn’t until late, after a long and happy supper, that the two men found themselves alone, sitting outside in a small patio, sipping fine port and smoking imported cigars.
‘Well, Elias. You have made me a very happy man. My grandson is beautiful.’
Elias chuckled. ‘I must agree. I believe both Juanita and I had thought we’d found true happiness until Antonio arrived. He has taken over and completely changed our lives. We now know what real happiness is all about.’
The two men sat, savoring the liquor and their own thoughts for a brief time.
‘In your letter,’ Don Felipe finally broke the silence, ‘there was the mention of a few bulls. Some of my prize shorthorns, I believe.’
‘Yes sir. I would like to purchase two, if the price is right, with the idea of improving my stock.’
‘This breed mixes well with long horn cattle. One brings sturdy toughness and the other a fast growing red meat that adds value to the buyer. How many head of breeding stock do you carry on your ranch?’
Elias was slow to answer. Neither he nor Juanita had ever described the changes they’d made on the Circle M. Now, the Yankee rancher knew, it was time to come clean. ‘When I set out the stakes, claiming the range I wanted to file on, I enclosed about three sections of land, nearly 2,000 acres.’ Don Felipe, puffing his cigar, nodded his approval. ‘However,’ Elias said slowly, ‘the available water on that range sets the limit. That’s why I must improve my herd.’
‘What exactly does that mean?’
‘I bought a thousand head and drove them up on my land. This spring, when I tallied the herd, I found I’d lost about a hundred of them over the winter. It wasn’t the snow or cold, although that had an impact, it was lack of water and feed. The ponds behind the three dams I’ve built on the creek that runs through the range just aren’t big enough to irrigate the pasturage I need. My carry-over herd next fall will be about five hundred head.’
‘Your carry-over herd?’
‘Yes. Once we get back home, I’m going to start a roundup. I’ll cull out all the bulls, or most of them at least, and the poorest of the heifers. With a breeding herd of about five hundred, even with new blood mixing in, I figure that within five years the beef I send to market will be heavy and bring top dollar. The herds will be small, true, but it’ll be prime beef.’ Elias stopped, hearing himself starting to lose it. He would not ask this man for anything he couldn’t pay for.
Again silence covered the patio. Looking up, the cowboy saw the full moon just breaking over a roof top and soon the courtyard was a mixture of light and shadow.
‘Ah, this is a most fortunate thing to happen,’ Don Felipe said softly. ‘When I was told I’d become a grandfather, I worried. How am I to bring honor to this occasion, I asked myself. Now you have given me the answer. And this helps me in another way, also. Miguel Sanchez, that old rascal, has been reminding me of the danger of over grazing out on the lower penned yards. He is telling me we have too many head and some will have to be disposed of. Ah, Elias, these are all my most important breeding bulls we are talking about. It is a problem. And here you are with the answer.’
Elias sipped his drink and said nothing.
‘In honor of my new grandson, I will send north to the Circle M a dozen head of these hierba que come toros.’ Elias mentally translated; grass eating bulls. ‘That will take the pressure off that penned acreage and at the same time speed the growth of your herds. Bueno,’ he said with finality.
‘Don Felipe, I am speechless. If you think I’m going to argue, you are wrong. I thank you very much. However,’ Elias mused, ‘a dozen head will be too many for me to drive back across the border. I believe I can handle two.’
‘That is no problem, Señor. Sanchez has wanted to see your place. He will be happy to help you with that drive. Now, enough said. Let us end this night and tomorrow morning begin the selection of the animals that will make your cows happy and produce good Yankee beef.’
The trip back to the Circle M was made a lot easier for Elias and Juanita. Riding along with Miguel were four vaqueros from the Rancho Catalinas. Both Don Felipe and Miguel had argued that the men were just hanging around, eating up food with little work to be done. It would be good for them to push the slow moving bulls north across the river, they claimed.
Elias didn’t argue. He knew the old man was doing what he could to make life easier for his daughter. The gringo rancher didn’t comment, other than to express his thanks, when the small herd of healthy bulls increased from twelve to sixteen either.
Having five extra hands on that place meant the work on a bunkhouse would have to be the first thing accomplished. The morning after the vaqueros moved in, they were saddling up to begin the round up.
Chousing the long horns out of the brush was made easier by having a crew of knowledgeable men. The cattle knew where the watering holes were and rarely traveled far from them. Pushing the herd into a central holding area was the work of ten days.
Cutting out the breeding stock and making up a herd for market was quickly done.
‘Señor Elias,’ said Miguel over supper one night, ‘we will be ready to drive the trail herd to the railhead in another week. I would suggest you ride into town and contact the buyers’
Elias hadn’t even thought of that and smiled his thanks.
‘I suppose I rode for segundo’s like you too long and can’t think for myself. Mucho gracias. Juanita,’ he smiled at his wife who was busy feeding little Antonio, ‘would you like a ride into Curtain tomorrow morning?’
Juanita didn’t take her husband up on the offer and chose to stay home that morning. Elias didn’t argue. He could make the ride in a lot quicker by horse back than with the ranch wagon.
It was getting on toward mid day when he tied up at the hitch rail in front of the bank. A corner of that building had been set aside for the telegraph office.
After working at the right wording, he handed the form and a dollar to the operator.
‘Well, I’ll send this if you want, Mister,’ the young man sitting at the telegraph key smirked after reading the message, ‘but I can tell you already what the answer will be.’
Elias frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘Old man Calhoun was in this morning,’ said the telegraph operator smugly. ‘He sent just about the same message and waited for the answer. There’ll be a cattle buyer in town in two weeks. The railroad’s sending enough cars and everything. I expect that’s the same thing you’ll be told if’n you want to send this.’
‘Well, I guess you could be right. But I’d better warn that buyer and the railroad to have a few extra cars on hand, don’t you think?’
After rewriting his telegram, the rancher decided he wouldn’t wait for an answer. He’d laid it out. There would be four hundred or so head of his own at the loading pens in two weeks. Elias felt good about it, sending that message and looking forward to being able to sell his beef.
Having the extra hands made quick work of shaping up a herd for market. This was old hat to the vaqueros and with only a few hundred head to deal with the drive was started in plenty of time. While Elias and two of the young men headed them out, Miguel and the other hand stayed behind. They would spend the next few days building fences around a piece of grassland for the bulls.
The cattle drive was one of the easiest Elias had ever taken part in. In the past there had been longer such drives and certainly a lot bigger ones, but this was his first one with his own stock. Life, he thought more than once on the time it took to move the herd to Curtain, couldn’t get better than this.
‘Señor,’ one of Miguel’s men named Luco called, ‘we are to have company.’
Elias had been riding to one side of the strung out herd, working to keep any strays from wandering off. Luco rode the other side and the other two men were riding drag. Each day the men traded off so no one got stuck eating dust for very long. Looking to where Luco was pointing he saw a rider coming from town.
‘Good morning,’ the riders yelled as he got nearer. ‘This your herd?’
‘It is. What can we do for you?’
Pulling off to one aside, Elias sat his saddle so he could keep an eye on the passing cattle. They had been on the trail long enough now and simply walked along, following the animal in front.
‘My name’s Strump, Robert Strump,’ the thin, pasty faced man wearing a black suit and string tie identified himself. Elias saw he wasn’t comfortable in the saddle, sitting in a slump, his hands folded on the saddle horn.
‘I got that telegram, the one you sent a while back, but apparently you didn’t stick around to get my answer. There are no rail cars for this herd.’
That brought Elias’s head around. ‘What? If you knew we were coming in, why weren’t there any cars ordered for them?’
‘Well, to tell you the truth, I’d already heard about you, heard you had a small spread up north of Curtain. But I was led to believe you wouldn’t have any stock to ship this year. When I got your telegram, I simply didn’t believe it.’
‘Well, Mr. Strump,’ the rancher’s tone was cold and hard, ‘whoever told you that didn’t know what he was talking about. I’ve got pretty close to four hundred head here. Just as I told you there’d be.’
‘Well, yes, I can see that. However, I don’t see how that changes anything.’
Elias sat stunned for a long minute, staring at the buyer. ‘Where did you hear about my ranch?’
‘Well,’ the buyer strung the word out, ‘that doesn’t have anything to do with it. Here’s the problem. There’s a herd of Flying C cattle down at the pens right now. There’s close to two thousand head. Mostly young stuff. That means the loading pens will be tied up for another six days at least. I came out to explain all this as soon as I heard you had you herd here. Don’t know what you’ll do now.’
Elias pulled his Stetson off and using his handkerchief to wipe sweat off the inner lining, looked out over the herd that was still moving along.
‘Well, Mr. Strump, I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. This herd will go on into Curtain. There’s enough grass down along the river just beyond the pens to hold them for whatever time it takes.’
‘Well,’ again the buyer took his time, ‘there might be. But that only leads to the next problem. You see, I’ve already contracted with Mr. Calhoun for his herd. Paying him three dollars a head. I won’t be able to get that for you, however. More likely pay no more than, say, a dollar a head.’
‘Mr. Strump, I’m having a hard time understanding all this. What’s this really about?’
‘It all has to do with what the slaughter house will pay. From what I was told, your animals are in pretty poor condition. Now I can only pay top dollar for good beef. You can understand that, now can you?’
Elias shook his head, trying not to lose his temper. ‘From what you heard? Someone’s telling you things neither you nor they know anything about. Look out there, You can see my animals are in good condition and, yes, I expect to get your best offer for them. Mostly older stuff, I’ll admit. But I gotta tell you right now, I won’t take anything less than two dollars a head. And that’s only because I’ve only got four hundred head to sell.’
‘Now listen here, young man. If I decide to buy, I’ll decide what the price will be.’
‘Nope. It don’t work that way,’ he said, barely keeping his temper under control. ‘You take a look and if you don’t want to pay two dollars then I’ll get on that telegraph and invite some other buyer. But I have to tell you, I’m just starting out and building my herd. It’ll be a mix of long horns and shorthorns and will be heavier than what you’re getting from the Flying C. If I have to get another buyer up here then there’ll come a day when you want my herd and you’ll be outa luck.’
‘Wait a minute. Maybe you’re right. I might be getting a little ahead of myself. You don’t need to go talking with another buyer.’
Elias stood directly at the man. ‘We’ll hold them off until Calhoun’s beef are loaded. You had better have cars here for my herd by then and they’re yours, at two dollars a head. Now, I think I’d better find out who’s telling lies about my herd and my ranch. Good day, Mr. Strump.’ Nodding he reined back toward the herd.
Quickly explaining the problem to the vaqueros, Elias rode ahead into town. Riding by the loading pens, he saw that the Flying C cattle were being tallied and loaded. Asking a cowhand where he’d find Calhoun, he rode on tying up at the hitch rail in front of the hotel.
Calhoun was sitting among a few of his hands at a big table at the back of the long room when Elias pushed though the doors. Seeing the rancher, he didn’t hesitate but strode directly stopping at the table to look down at the seated man on the other side. The stocky rancher looked up with a sneer twisting his lips.
‘Well, if it isn’t that hard scrabble big augur ranch owning Mex lover. What the hell do you want, sod buster?’
‘Calhoun, get on your feet. Your mouth needs some cleaning out, and I’m here to do the job.’ Standing with his hand rest on his holstered gun butt, he quickly glanced around at the other men at the table. ‘My fight is with this lying skunk you’re sitting with. Not with you. Anyone wants in, can wait their turn. Now, Calhoun, you’ve been bad mouthing me and my wife since we met. Telling lies to the cattle buyer is one thing, but calling my wife names is something else. Get on your feet or take it sitting down.’
All the other conversations in the saloon fell silent. For a long minute nobody moved, then after carefully placing his hands on the table top, one of the men at the round table stood up. Nodding to Elias, the man stepped away. That started the rush and in seconds Calhoun was left sitting by himself. He knew he’d gone too far.
‘C’mon, mister big man. Let’s see just how big you really are.’
‘Now, McCurdy,’ Calhoun licked his lips and taking a quick look around, stopped. Slowly bring his hands up, he placed them flatly on the table top. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I ain’t said anything to the buyer. And I will apologize if you think I insulted your wife, I surely do. I ain’t carrying a weapon,’ he added, sweeping his coat tails aside.
‘Then stand up and make your play. I’d like very much to poke a fist down your throat.’
‘No, I’m not a barroom brawler. You won’t goad me into such foolishness.’
Elias stood unmoving, holding the other man’s eyes. ‘Calhoun, I’ll say this once for everyone to hear. I think you’re a lying bully who thinks he’s bigger than he is. In my experience, most bullies are also cowards. Now what are you going to say about that.’
‘I’ve done my apologies and will say nothing else.’
Shaking his head, Elias spoke his warning, ‘If I ever hear you talk that way about me and mine again, I’m coming for you whether you are armed or not and whether you fight or not.’
Turning away he stalked out of the room. Not looking back, he didn’t see how all the others, careful not to look toward the back of the room, moved away leaving the big round table and the man sitting at it alone. No one was aware of it, but the Blood River War had begun.
Chapter Four
‘But Grandpa, you’re not telling us what the Blood River War was all about and who fought it?’ Carlos was young; he wanted everything to be simple, in black and white colors. Elias, on the other hand, seemed to understand there were shades of gray in everything.
Grandpa Townsend thought a moment about what to say but was saved by the older brother. ‘Yeah, Grandpa. And where was the Blood River, anyhow?’
Raising a finger bent with arthritis, the old man pointed. ‘Over there. It flows all along, following against the Rim clear down nearly to town. Your pa was driving along it on the road up here to the ranch.’
‘That’s the Blood River? Father called it something else, Sagray River, or something.’
Grandpa Townsend chuckled. ‘Son, it wasn’t so long ago that most everyone in this part of the country spoke a little Mexican. That river was first named by some Spanish explorer. He called it Sangre de la Vida … life’s blood. When the first white men came along, they simply called it Sangre River. Blood River.’
‘Was that where the war was fought?’ Carlos stood up and looked in that direction as if he might see some sign of a battle going on. ‘Who all fought in that war, anyhow?’
‘Wal, it wasn’t all that clear, early on, that there was a war happening, at least not then,’ Grandpa Clay snorted. ‘Was just a couple proud men having little to do with each other. It was later that things hotted up. Around Christmas time, as I recollect.’
***
‘Love of my heart,’ Juanita whispered to her husband, ‘I have news to share with you.’
Elias had used some of the cash money he’d been paid for his herd to buy a smoked ham and some other things from the store. Riding back out to the ranch with the vaqueros had been like a parade, with all four joking and at times even singing in poor harmony bits and pieces of Mexican folk songs.
It had happened so fast and even now, the young rancher wasn’t sure exactly what had taken place.
When he’d been told the herd would have to be held near the loading pens for a while, he’d sent one of the riders back to the ranch to let Miguel know about the holdup. The three of them split up the night in shifts so each could get a little sleep. The cattle seemed content to graze on the wild grasses growing on flats near the river and the riders simply had to ride around once in a while to make sure none drifted.
Miguel and two of his men came riding in that next evening.
‘Señor Elias,’ called Miguel, his white teeth flashing in a huge smile. ‘I am told of your trouble. Come, let us ride in and talk with this cattle buyer.’
‘Miguel, I tried. He’s not going to move any faster than he has to. It’s simple. Calhoun and the Flying C are his biggest customers here in the basin. He’ll take care of them first. There’s not much we can do about that, I reckon.’
Miguel slapped the worried man on the back and let his smile get even bigger. ‘Ah, Señor, that may be. But let us ride in anyhow. Maybe things will look different after we have a drink in that saloon. Verdad?’
It was hard to turn down the man’s invitation and harder still to not end up smiling.
Leaving the others to mind the herd, Elias and Miguel left their horses at the railing in front of the hotel and strode across the boardwalk and into the door of the hotel. Elias chuckled at the sound of his friends rowled spurs as they dragged across the wood floor.
‘Ah, Señor,’ Miguel called out to the clerk. ‘You have a cattle buyer, a Mister Strump, in one of your fine rooms? Si?’
‘Well, yes, we do. Mr. Strump always stays with us when he’s in town.’
‘Bueno. If you will be so kind as to ask him to join us in the saloon, it would be appreciated.’
‘Oh, I couldn’t do that. As late as it is …’
Miguel slapped his hand flat on the counter. His voice took on a hardness that even scared Elias. ‘Señor, I am not asking, I am telling. If the buyer of cattle is not down here in five minutes I will go get him myself. And you will need to visit with the local doctor.’ Turning to Elias he winked, ‘there is a doctor in this town, is there not?’
Sipping their drinks, the two were comfortably leaning against the bar when a very angry cattle buyer came in from the hotel side.
‘What is the meaning of this,’ he stammered, and then seeing Elias, shook a finger in the rancher’s face. ‘McCurdy, you’ve over reached yourself, calling me down here. I was already for bed when that whelp of a clerk came busting in. I won’t have it, you hear, I won’t have it.’
‘Señor,’ Miguel cut in, his words soft, ‘it was I who demanded your company. Come, let us step over to one of the tables near the wall for a momento. Elias,’ he smiled, holding up a hand, ‘if you will excuse us for this little bit?’
From his place at the bar, Elias could only watch as the two men talked. First the buyer started to bluster but something Miguel said stopped him. They were too far away and their words were only a soft murmur. The talk didn’t take long, however, before they came back to stand next to Elias.
‘Huh, Mr. McCurdy, it appears that certain information has come to my attention. Ah, to tell the truth, if you can move your herd down to the loading pens early in the morning, I’m sure we can get them tallied and loaded. After all,’ he glanced at Miguel, ‘well, it’ll be easy to take care of your few hundred head.’
‘And what price are we settling on?’ Elias didn’t understand but wasn’t ready to take less than his earlier amount.
‘Oh, rest assured, from what I saw of your cattle, well, they’ll bring two and a half per head.’
Out of the corner of his eye, Elias saw Miguel nod.
‘Bueno, Señor. Then that will take care of business and you can return to your bed. Thank you for taking the time to settle this little problem.’ Strump had been dismissed.
Miguel only pursed his lips and shook his head when on the ride back to the herd Elias asked about what had happened.
‘It seems, Señor, that this cattle buyer does a lot of business with a number of ranchos, including Don Morales’ Rancho Catalinas. I do not think he will be so quick to turn his face away from you again.’
After running the herd into the pens and watching as the tally was made, Elias walked with Strump to the bank and accepted payment. With more than he’d expected to get, the young man decided on stopping at the general store. It would please Juanita, he knew, to have something special for supper to celebrate. Any way, Miguel and his men would soon be leaving and he wanted to have a little party to honor them.
Supper that night was a festive event. One of the hands produced a mouth harp and after the meal was finished and everything clean up, the house rang with singing and laughter. The Mexicans said they would start back to the rancho early the next morning, but that didn’t stop the party from going on far into the night. It was after the men had left them, returning to the bunkhouse, and the young couple was in bed that Juanita whispered in Elias’ ear.
Almost asleep, he grunted and rolled over, putting an arm around her, pulled her close. ‘What news, dear heart,’ he said sleepily.
‘In the spring we will again be parents of a little McCurdy.’
For a long moment, Elias lay there, thinking of what she’d said. Come spring … a baby.
There were four members of the McCurdy family making the next trip south to the Rancho Catalinas. Gabriella, named for her grandmother, had been born as Juanita has said, as the new grass was greening up the range.
Along with showing off their new child, a beautiful, big eyed girl, Elias had his news to share also. The bulls that had come from the rancho were doing their duty. Riding out and looking to see how his stock had weathered the winter, he had counted fifteen calves, all showing clear signs of the shorthorn breed. Things at the Circle M were definitely looking up.
Chapter Five
‘Grandpa, did kids have to go to school back in the olden days?’
Listen to that, Grandpa Clay snorted silently as he smiled at Carlos, in the “olden days.” Like that all was so long ago. Well, maybe it was.
‘Yep, even back in the olden days, kids were schooled. Things were a mite different then, though. First off, you got to remember the only school was in Curtain, most of a days ride away. Both Antonio and Gabriella learned to read and were taught their numbers from their ma, Juanita. But I seem to remember hearing how, when a teacher was hired by the folks in town that the two youngsters were sent in. They stayed with a town family during the days there was school. Yeah, just a lot like you, they got an education.’
That could have been when the Blood River War started picking up steam, the old man reflected.
***
‘You can’t even talk right,’ Junior snarled, giving the smaller boy a shove. ‘Not like a real Texan.’ Looking over his shoulder to make sure the others were watching, he smiled. ‘Course, you ain’t a real Texan, are ya. You’re a dumb Mex.’
Both Antonio McCurdy and Junior Calhoun were within a month or so of being the same age, but that’s about the only thing they had in common. At the age of twelve Junior was the biggest boy in Mr. Harmon’s school. Fact is he stood eye to eye as tall as the school teacher, a situation that often made things difficult for the man. Young Calhoun was a strong looking boy with a square head and jaw, broad shoulders, a barrel chest and thick heavy thighs.
On the other hand, Antonio was narrow hipped, his long arms and legs at the same age still had to fill out. He took after his mother in coloring and in the shape of his head, a triangular face from his broad forehead and high cheek bones thinning down to a chin just wide enough to carry a deep dimple. A happy boy, he was a favorite of everybody, except Junior.
‘C’mon, get up and show us just how good you are,’ sneered the bigger boy, ‘and I’ll wipe that smile right off your pretty face.’
Four of Junior’s friends stood in a circle around the littler boy who had been tripped. They added their yells while effectively keeping the other students away. One of those, a young girl, stood silently by watching. Seeing her smile, it was clear she was enjoying the fight.
Another girl, about the same size as the first, came running from the little school building. Quickly seeing what was happening; she looked around and finding a piece of broken tree limb, picked it up. Using it as a club, she smashed into the back of first one and then another of Junior’s friends. Yelping, the two threw up their arms and ran. Junior seeing his friends take off, followed them. As quick as that, the fight was over.
‘So,’ Junior called from a safe distance, ‘ya gotta have your sister protect ya.’
Antonio, white faced with anger, stood up and glaring at the girl still holding the stick, stomped off. He still wasn’t talking to Gabriella later in the day when Elias and Juanita came into town that afternoon to pick up the children and make some purchases at the store.
Both Antonio and his sister, Gabriella, had grown up working. They had chores that kept them busy and, at least in the boy’s situation, caused him to be strong. At the same time, Junior’s childhood had been easier. Howard Senior wanted his two children to have a good childhood. He was wealthy and his children wouldn’t have to work.
His wife, Marybelle, had died giving birth to the daughter, Desiree. That was something Howard Sr. didn’t understand. The Calhoun’s owned the biggest ranch and was the most important citizens in the basin. On the other hand, on the other side of the Rim were the McCurdy’s place, clearly a hard luck outfit. But his wife had died in childbirth and McCurdy’s Mexican wife hadn’t. It didn’t seem fair to Howard Sr.
At school the next week, during a recess from studies, Antonio motioned to one of Junior’s best friends, pointing toward the bottom of the play area. Smirking, the boy followed Antonio. Stopping just out of sight of the others, Antonio stopped and standing with his hands cupped, peeked between his fingers.
‘What ya got, there, Mex?’
‘Here, I’ll show you,’ Antonio said, holding his hands out.
When the boy got close enough, Antonio’s hands turned into fists. Swinging as hard as he could, he knocked the boy down. Twice more he hit the boy, who started screaming and crying.
‘My name is Antonio McCurdy,’ he said over the boy’s whimpering. ‘And I am a Texan.’
Turning away he marched back up to the play ground.
Twice more he suckered Junior’s friends away from the other kids and twice more he knocked them down. When class took up again, three of the students were showing signs of being beaten. Junior didn’t know what to make of it.
That day, after school, Antonio waited until Junior came down the street walking to the home he stayed in while in town. Antonio stepped out from behind a tree when Junior came by.
‘You are a bully, Junior. Now, let us see how things are when your friends aren’t around.’
Surprised, Junior stepped back. Antonio was ready for that and gauged his distance correctly, slamming a fist against the other boy’s head. Where Junior was bigger, he was soft. Antonio’s thin stringy muscles proved too much and when he turned to walk to the home he and his sister were staying in, the bigger boy was still on the ground, tears streaming down his face.
That was the end of schooling for both the Calhoun and McCurdy children. Howard Sr. informed the sheriff that he wasn’t about to let his son be attacked by ruffians.
‘Junior said four of them jumped him after school. If the teacher can’t do something about it and the law won’t protect the boy then I’ll hire my own teacher.’
Without the income paid by Howard Sr., Mr. Harmon closed the school and left town.
Hiring a teacher to come and stay at the Flying C ranch proved to be costly. The first one, a woman teacher, lasted two weeks before, after slapping Junior’s face, was sent packing. Nobody knew exactly why she felt the need to slap the boy, but Howard Sr. wasn’t going to allow that. Desiree thought the whole thing was funny and laughed when the teacher, sitting proudly on the hard wagon bench, was driven to town.
After a second teacher, this time a man, informed the senior Calhoun that he was leaving, Howard Sr. decided to send the children east to school. Junior fought it, but Desiree was packed and ready long before her brother’s argument with his father was over.
Without a school to send their children in Curtain, Juanita decided it was time for them to go stay at the Rancho Catalinas and attend the school there. Over the next four years or so, Elias and his wife made two or three trips south of the river every year. They marveled at the changes in the two, both growing tall and straight.
The Circle M was also changing, with the herd becoming heavier in beef weight if not in numbers. Each year when the cattle buyer tallied the market herd, he left more money behind than he had the previous year.
About the time both Antonio and Gabriella came home, Junior and his sister arrived back in Curtain and were met by their father in the four-wheel ranch buggy. Howard Sr. had had the buggy freshly painted and the matched pair of horses brushed until their hide gleamed.
Stepping down from the rail car, the two stood for a moment looking over the town. It hadn’t changed much in the years they had been gone, but both Junior and Desiree had.
Junior had, if possible, filled out more. At some point his body had firmed up and if the little scar that marked one eyebrow was any indication, he’d learned how to fight. Standing six foot tall in a pair of custom made boots, his suit pants and coat pressed and brushed, he was clearly a man who wasn’t pleased with what he saw.
The young woman standing next to him had also grown past her childhood. Long blonde hair hung in carefully formed curls around her small shapely ears, brushing against the collar of a deep red velvet traveling cloak. Her face, obviously a carry over from her mother, was thin, where Junior’s was square and hard looking. If anything marred her appearance, it was her eyes. Set deep under her plucked brows, they looked like two small black pearls. Only when she smiled and the happy creases in her rosy cheeks did her face take on a softer look.
Without speaking, and remembering the city life they had just left, both knew this was not where they wanted to be. Father wouldn’t hear of it, however, when they each had informed him of it. They were Calhoun’s and the Flying C was where they belonged.
Clay Townsend, a young cowboy out of the Texas Panhandle, showed up at the Flying C when the call went out for hands to help with the fall roundup. Riding his pinto, he’d spent a couple weeks reaching the basin, stopping at places along the way to fish or simply camp out and enjoy the scenery. He’d been a hand since leaving the family place and by the time he knocked on the foreman’s door, knew about all there was to know about cattle and their upbringing.
When he heard where Townsend had been working, the foreman, Henry McNab, hired him but warned it’d only be until the herd was delivered to the loading pens. That was alright, Townsend thought, there was a lot of things to see and do farther north. Maybe even as far out as the Oregon Territory.
When he had his first run in with Junior, he wasn’t so sure he’d last even to the end of the roundup.
‘Hey, you there,’ Junior and Desiree had taken up their old rooms in the big house and, as was their custom, had slept in the first morning back at the ranch. After sitting through breakfast with their father, again mentioning their desire to return east, they had gone their own way. Wearing a new pair of denim pants and a black silk shirt complete with a braided leather bolo tie, Junior had stepped out the front door. Taking a deep breath, he noticed a young cowboy saddling a horse in a nearby corral. ‘Yes, you. I’ll take that horse,’ he ordered. ‘Bring it over to the gate.’
Townsend stopped to give the man standing on the front porch a long look. A dude, he decided. Shaking his head, he went back to tightening the cinches. The horse, a black gelding, had the look of being a stayer and once a few of the kinks were ridden out of it would likely make a good stock pony. New on the place and not knowing the range, the foreman had put him to work breaking a string of horses just in off the range to saddle. Once they had been ridden a bit, they would become part of the roundup remuda.
‘Did you hear me? I said, bring that horse over here. You can get another one for you to ride.’
‘Wal, yes, I did hear you,’ Townsend said, his slow southern accent softening his words. ‘But I ain’t so sure you want to ride this one. Probably better if I find something a little better mannered for ya.’
Junior stomped down the steps and across the ranch yard. ‘Dammit, man. I told you I’d take that one and that’s the one I’ll take. Now, bring it closer to the gate.’
For a long moment Townsend simply stood there, thinking. Finally, shrugging his shoulders, he nodded. ‘Yes sir. I guess you know what you want. Over to the gate, you say?’
‘Yes, damn it. Stop wasting my time and do as you’re told.’
Not letting his face show anything, Townsend untied the lead rope that had held the black gelding’s head tight to the fence and holding it firmly walked toward the gate.
‘You sure you want this one?’ he asked, stopping a few feet from where Junior stood on the other side of the gate.
‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, you got beans in your ears? That’s what I’ve been saying. Now,’ opening the gate and letting it swing open, he stalked to the side of the horse, ‘give me those reins and get out of my way.’
The cowboy did as ordered, and handed the leather reins across. Waiting as the rider put a foot in a stirrup and swinging into up the saddle, he unsnapped the lead rope and quickly stepped back against the nearest corral rail.
For a long moment the gelding just stood there. Frowning, Junior jabbed a heel into the animal’s side and the horse exploded. Frantically the rider grabbed at the saddle horn with his free hand and missed. Arching its back in a high arc, the horse bucked once, throwing the man from its back. Free of the weight, like an arrow shot from a bow the black horse took off across the yard disappearing down the ranch road, the stirrups slapping with every jump. Junior landed with a thump flat on his back, knocking the air from his lungs.
Townsend wasn’t sure who this fool was but remembered he’d come out of the big house. He reckoned it wouldn’t be a good thing to laugh, but it took all he had not to.
Moving slowly, almost one joint at a time, Junior got up on his hands and knees before using the corral rails to pull himself upright. Townsend, coiling the lead rope, turned and walked across to another saddle hanging over the top rail. He figured the black would only run so far and he could bring it back without any harm done.
The cowboy didn’t hear the attack coming and was some surprised when he was grabbed from behind. Clutching a handful of shirt, Junior jerked Townsend around and planted a fist square on his chin. Knocked in the thick dirt of the corral, Townsend instinctively rolled away just as Junior’s boot heels dug into the dirt.
Rolling again and coming to his feet he was in time to duck a second blow. Townsend wasn’t a stranger to a fight, having learned the hard way all he needed to know about knockdown drag out battles. Almost without thinking, he brought his own work hardened fist up, slamming Junior flush on the point of his chin. Letting his swing carry through, he quickly brought it back, slapping Junior’s head with the back of his hard knuckled hand.
‘What’s going on here,’ a loud voice caught the cowhand’s attention. Standing ready, he took a deep breath and glanced over to the sound to see McNab and another man hurrying across the yard. Seeing him up close and looking back at the man lying on his back in the dirt, he saw the resemblance to the man walking with the foreman. This, Townsend figured, had to be the owner of the place. Well, he thought, there goes that job.
‘What the hell do you think you’re doing,’ the rancher yelled, glaring at the cowhand. ‘I don’t know who you think you are, but your time on this spread is over. Pack your bag and get down the road.’
McNab held up a hand. ‘Wait a minute boss, I saw what happened and Townsend was just doing what Junior here told him to do and he got what he was asking for, taking a swing at this man. Now, think about it and you’ll see, there’re a couple good reasons for not sending this fella down the road.’
‘Yeah, and what would they be?’
‘Well, first off with the roundup starting we need every man we can get. And secondly, when I hired this man he told me who he’d worked for up in the Panhandle. If he worked on that ranch, it’s likely he’ll be a better hand than any two that’re out on the herd right now.’
The rancher stood with his hands firmly planted on his hips, scowling at Townsend.
‘Fire him, pa,’ Junior cut in, beating the dust out of his pants.
‘No, McNab’s right. We need all the hands we can get right now. But I’ll tell you, boy,’ he poked a finger in Townsend’s direction, ‘when that last heifer gets tallied at the loading pens, you’re outa here.’
Townsend didn’t argue. Junior didn’t like it, though.
‘Pa, you’re making a mistake. He’s a troublemaker. Get rid of him.’
‘Boy,’ for the first time Howard Sr. turned his gaze on his son, ‘as long as I’m running this ranch, I’ll be the one who decides who works here, not you.’
McNab shook his head. ‘Boss, he’s what we need right now. Don’t fret none. I’ll keep him out of things. It isn’t likely there’ll be any more trouble.’
Calhoun snorted and abruptly turning away stalked back toward the big house.
‘McNab,’ Junior snarled, ‘you always had the old man eating out of your hand but it won’t always be that way. He’s old and when he decides to retire, that’ll be the last day you work on the Flying C. And you, cowboy, stay out of my way.’
McNab and Townsend stood watching as the young Calhoun followed his father.
Townsend let a small smile flit across his face. ‘Boss,’ he said, settling his Stetson squarely on his head, ‘I’ll work for you and give you what I’m being paid to do, but keep that young fool away from me or I’m riding.’
The foreman chuckled and waved a hand dismissively. ‘I’ve been on the place since those kids of Howard’s was born. Biggest waste of time I ever did see. Junior is lazy and spoiled and his sister, well, she just wasn’t brung up to be a rancher’s daughter. All she thinks about is getting back to the big city. Don’t you worry none about the boy. He won’t be anyway near any place there’s work to be done. C’mon, I’ll ride with ya out to the holding ground.’
Chapter Six
‘Grandpa Clay, I don’t understand. Why were you working for the Flying C ranch? I thought you owned this one.’ Townsend saw that little got past Elias.
‘Wal, yes. But at the time I first came into the basin, I hired on with the Calhoun’s. Old man McCurdy wasn’t running many head and didn’t need hands to help with the roundup. What help he did have come from the Rancho Catalinas. Each fall, Don Morales would send a handful of men up to help out. Those boys loved coming up to spend a few weeks here. I think it was because of Juanita’s cooking, or maybe because your grandma Gabriella was so pretty, I don’t know. What I do know, when McCurdy’s herd reached the railhead, no matter what, those animals were counted and loaded. Boy, did that upset the Calhoun’s. It really rankled young Junior.’
‘It sounds to me like he was a bully,’ Carlos declared, causing his grandpa to nod in agreement and laugh.
***
‘What the heck is going on, Boss,’ said Townsend, frowned as three or four Mexican riders rode in to block the Flying C cattle from pushing into the loading pens. ‘We was here before them.’
McNab sat back in his saddle and after rolling a smoke handed the makings to the cowboy. ‘Well, yeah. But old Strump there says because McCurdy’s beef herd is so small he’ll take it whenever it gets here. Usually there’s a few days between the herds, but this year we was a little slower off the mark.’
‘It still don’t make sense, but if it don’t bother you, it won’t bother me.’
‘Naw, let it ride. There’ll only be a couple hundred head of Circle M stock, while we’re running close to five thousand head this year. And for some time now, it’s been the buyer’s wish to count those beeves first.’
‘I’ll say this; McCurdy certainly has good looking animals. A mix, ain’t it?’
‘Yeah, shorthorn and good old Texas long horn. I tried to talk Howard Sr. into buying a few bulls to build up his herds, but he won’t do it. Says the ranch’s doing alright with long horn critters. I guess it is.’
‘What the hell’s the hold up?’ Neither man had seen Junior ride up. ‘McNab, what the hell’s happening? Who stopped our cattle from going through?’
McNab pinched the end of his quirley and dropped the butt in the dirt before answering. ‘Wal, it’s the cattle buyer what sets whose cows get loaded when. And that means the few hundred Circle M stuff goes first. That’s the way he’s wanted it for some time and, wal, that’s the way it is. We won’t be held up long.’
‘I’ll see about that,’ Junior reined his horse around the sitting riders, heading to where Robert Strump stood overseeing the tallying of the herd.
Strump, dressed as usual in his black wool suit turned when Junior Calhoun rode up, yelling his demands.
McNab sat slumped in his saddle and just chuckled. ‘I tried to tell Howard Sr. it was a poor idea, sending the boy on this drive. But he figures it might teach Junior something. It ain’t likely. Old Strump’ll put him in his place, I reckon.’
‘I still don’t understand.’
Townsend wanted to get the drive over with. Each year, as soon as the Flying C’s market herd was sold he threatened to quit and ride on. Each year McNab talked him into staying another season.
Townsend didn’t know it, but McNab had argued for him at end of the first drive he’d worked on. Calhoun was some upset when the young cowboy didn’t ride on after the herd was shipped out.
‘Boss,’ McNab had explained, ‘let’s face it. I’m getting close to the end of my string. Won’t be long before I’ll hang up my catch rope and find a sunny place to set and watch the world go by. Now when that happens, you’re gonna need a good man to take my place. That’s why I want to keep Townsend. He’s the best cowhand we’ve ever had. He’s young and he’s smart. Let me work with him a couple years and then, well, I’ll call for my pay.’
Calhoun sat back in the chair and put his booted heels up on the edge of his desk. ‘Dammit, Henry, you’re about the same age as me. Are you saying I should be looking at turning the place over to Junior?’
‘Nope, I’m just saying you gotta be thinking about what’s next. That’s all.’
When the elder Calhoun informed his son that Townsend would be staying on, Junior blew up.
‘No, pa, it won’t work. That ranny has to go and that’s all there is to it. He’s trouble, I tell you.’
‘Now son, I’ll tell you how it is. I still make the decisions. It’s having hands like McNab and Townsend working for us that keeps things going. And that means putting money in my pocket and yours. Money you throw away on whiskey and women in town. You sure as hell don’t contribute anything. So that’s the final word on it. The man stays and you keep away from him.’
Junior didn’t like it but realized it was in his best interests to let things stand, at least until the old man died. Then, he told himself, we’ll see who goes and who stays.
The young man didn’t like it when his pa sent him on the latest cattle drive, either. It only made matters worse when the thin faced fool of a buyer let that bunch of Mexicans push their herd in ahead of the Flying C’s. What made that worse was there was nothing he could do about it. Not then, anyhow.
Chapter Seven
‘How come this ranch could only send a few hundred head to market and the other one, the Flying C could ship thousands?’ It was Elias again with his questions. Grandpa Clay was very proud of the two boys and enjoyed watching them grow up. The oldest one, he saw, was fast becoming a man.
‘To be honest, you could say that was one of the things the Blood River War was all about – the McCurdy’s was shipping fewer head but better beef. Far as getting his loaded first? Wal, I guess the buyer wanted to get his out of the way.’
***
Clay Townsend had met Antonio McCurdy a couple times but really didn’t have a chance to get to know him. It was a week or so after the herds were shipped the two men run into each other at the hotel saloon.
‘Mr. Townsend,’ Antonio was leaning against the mahogany bar when the Flying C hand pushed though the swinging doors. ‘If you’d let me buy you a drink, I would be honored.’
Seeing who it was, Townsend smiled. ‘I reckon. Never turn down a neighbor’s offer of a drink is my rule.’
Savoring their drinks, neither man spoke for a moment.
It was Townsend that broke the silence. ‘All I hear about the Circle M is that it’s run by a bunch of Mexicans. Somehow you don’t look all that Mex to me. What’s Calhoun’s problem with you folks anyhow?’
Antonio chuckled. ‘‘Well, I don’t rightly know. Junior and I haven’t got along since we were kids. I gather you’re happy over there?’
‘Ah, well, he leaves me strictly alone. I got a feeling the old man put the fear of God into him. Of course that pleases me and the rest of the hands.’
‘Yeah, I suppose.’
Townsend laughed. ‘Having someone that can do the work is one thing, having someone without the slightest idea of what work is can only get in the way. Having hired help is bad enough as it is. I suppose it’s the same with a wife. For me, having a wife just ties a man down and there’s a lot of country farther up north I want to see.’
‘Somehow drifting is a man’s job, that’s for sure.’ Antonio finished his drink and smiled at the other man. ‘And that reminds me. My sister is over at Winrow’s store spending all pa’s money. I best be picking her up.’
‘Well, I’ll just walk over with you, you don’t mind. There’re a few things I come in to town to get myself.’
Laughing and sharing a joke, the two men strolled across the dirt street and up on the porch in front of the general store just as a young woman came through the door.
‘Ah, ‘Tonio, you’re just in time.’
‘I figured I’d better come get you before you spent every cent pa gave you. Gaby, I’d like you to meet Clay Townsend. He’s, well, we just had a drink together.’ Antonio turned and looked at the other man, then quickly back at his sister. The two were no longer aware he was there.
Townsend was speechless. He’d never seen such a beautiful woman. Long black hair glistening in the clear late fall sunshine, hung over her shoulders in loose braids. Gabriella’s face, like her mother’s, was slender with high cheek bones giving her big dark eyes a little slant when she smile. White teeth gleamed as she beamed at the cowboy, putting out a small hand for him to shake.
‘Mr. Townsend, I am so glad to meet you. I’m Gabriella McCurdy.’
Antonio looked first at one and then the other, wanting to laugh but knowing he’d be in trouble if he did.
‘Has my big brother invited you to the ranch?’ she asked and seeing Townsend’s blank look, chuckled. ‘Tomorrow we are leaving for our grandfather’s place where Antonio will marry the daughter of a neighboring rancho. When we return, in about ten days, there will be a party at the Circle M to welcome the bride to her new home. I would like very much for you to join us.’
‘Huh, yeah, Townsend, I forgot to mention that I was getting married.’
Townsend tore his eyes away from Gabriella and threw a look at Antonio. ‘What was that you were saying about a wife tying a man down?’
At that Antonio laughed. ‘As I recall, those words came from someone else,’ glancing at his sister, he went on, ‘and it wouldn’t surprise me if that someone had to eat those words before long.’
The two weeks the McCurdy family was south of the border getting Antonio married was the longest Clay Townsend could remember. During that time, all the hands working with the man noticed his lack of attention to things. Finally, when he came across the young man leaning on a corral rail Henry McNab asked him about it.
‘Don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours, Clay, but you’ve been moping around the place for most the past week. You ain’t dreaming about that school teacher you was spending so much time dancing with, are ya?’
‘Not likely,’ Townsend shook it off. ‘I was told she’s being sparked by one of the fella’s over at the bank. Nope, just got a few things on my mind, that’s all.’
McNab frowned, suddenly worried. ‘You ain’t thinking about riding out are ya?’
It was the cowhand’s turn to frown. For the first time as the hands were starting the work of getting the ranch ready for winter, the thought of asking for his time hadn’t crossed his mind.
‘Now boy, before you do anything crazy, we got to have a talk.’
‘What makes you think I’m about to do something crazy?’
The foreman looked away and shook his head. ‘Let me go talk with Howard Sr. You go on over to the cook shack for a cup of coffee. I’ll meet you there.’ Not waiting for a response, McNab turned and headed for the big house.
Townsend was pouring his second cup when both the rancher and his foreman joined him. Motioning to the cook to bring cups, they pulled out chairs across the table and sat down.
Sugaring his coffee, Calhoun slowly stirred it for a time before looking up at Townsend. ‘The first time we met, I tried to fire you. Henry here assured me to keep you on, at least through the roundup. You recall that?’
‘Yep, like it was yesterday.’ Townsend figured the old man had finally got around to getting rid of him. Maybe it was time to head north.
‘Well, since then things have changed,’ the rancher seemed to be having trouble getting it out. Townsend almost wanted to laugh. ‘Henry has been telling me for some time that he’s been thinking about quitting. Says he wants to retire.’ Calhoun said the word like it was a cuss word.
‘Dammit, Howard,’ the foreman interrupted, ‘I’m a mite older than you and I don’t sit around juggling the books like you. Sitting a saddle all day ain’t so much fun anymore.’
‘Ah, I know, I know. Anyway, Townsend, he’s been telling me that you’re just the man to replace him. You know what you’re doing and the men’ll work for you. So I’m offering you the job of foreman of the Flying C ranch. What’d ya say?’
Townsend didn’t know what to say. Placing his cup carefully on the table he looked first at McNab and then at Calhoun. Being foreman would mean more money and … he stopped. And Junior.
‘Well, I do appreciate the offer, Mr. Calhoun, but I don’t think it’d work out. You remember when we first met why you were about to run me off? I’d just had a run in with your son. Now he and I’ve been pretty careful to stay clear of each other, but if I took the job there’d be times that couldn’t happen. Sooner or later there’d be trouble.’
Calhoun didn’t argue. ‘I guess that’s something I can take care of. Junior, well, he’s never going to be the rancher I wanted him to be. I don’t think he’ll ever … but never mind. You stay on as foreman and I’ll make it clear to my son that he’s to leave you and the ranch totally alone.’ Looking down at his hands resting on the table, he let his voice drop. ‘I doubt that’ll bother him much.’
‘There’s something else,’ Townsend spoke up.
‘What would that be?’
‘Well, I may be getting ahead of myself, but, well, I met old man McCurdy’s daughter, Gabriella, recently. Now I know how you and him don’t get along. And maybe it wouldn’t sit right for me to be getting friendly with her, but, well, I guess that’s something to think about.’
McNab chuckled. ‘That’s what you’ve been mooning around like a sick calf over. Ha, I shoulda known.’
Calhoun looked up. ‘Does that mean you won’t be quitting?’
‘Naw, it’s time for me to slow down. Hells fire, Clay here’s been doing most of my work anyhow. Nope, there’s a little cabin just outside of town I been looking at. Sit in the sun and watch everyone hurry and scurry. That’s where I’m going.’
Calhoun slapped his hand down on the table. ‘Things are really changing, aren’t they. Damn it all, I liked everything to be the way they been.’ The man glowered.
‘Alright, Townsend, I’ll make sure Junior knows which side his bread is buttered on and, as far as the McCurdy girl, well, your personal life isn’t anything to me. Just keep the Flying C your main concern. That suit you?’
Riding over to the Circle M ranch meant traveling almost all the way back to town and then coming back nearly the same distance on the other side of the Rim. There had never been a reason for a trail to be over the rocky lava flow. As far as Townsend knew, the only trail up on the top of the ridge was a short one from the headquarters of the Flying C up on top overlooking the river. He didn’t know what kind of reception he’d get, but the chance to see Gabriella again made that something he wasn’t going to worry about.
When Townsend was introduced to Antonio’s new wife, Isabella, he could only smile.
‘I’ve worked ranches in many parts of Texas all my life and I’ve seen a lot of people, but I don’t think I’ve ever been in one place with so many beautiful women before. Mrs. Antonio McCurdy, I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.’
The bride giggled and turned to her husband. ‘‘Tonio, is your friend always so gracious?’
Antonio laughed loud, ‘No, love. You should have seen how silent he was when he met my little sister.’ Everybody laughed as Townsend’s face turned red.
Talk among the guests made the Flying C’s new foreman feel comfortable, but soon he found himself standing on the wide front porch beside Gabriella, looking out over the range toward the black rock Rim.
For a time they stood not speaking, just being comfortable with each other’s company. Townsend, thinking he’d better say something, was about to break the silence when he heard a horse coming from around the house.
‘Hey,’ the rider was yelling, ‘hey, ‘Tonio, Mr. McCurdy, ‘the horseman pulled the horse to a sliding halt and jumped out of the saddle. His yells had brought everyone from the interior of the house.
‘Someone just shot one of the bulls.’ the cowhand went on yelling, sounding almost out of breath. ‘I was down by the big pond when I heard a rifle shot and went to see who was doing the shooting. Thought it might be someone hunting or something. It wasn’t. You know that big bull, the white faced one? It was just slumping to its knees when I got there. Someone had put a bullet right between its eyes.’
‘Did you see anyone?’ McCurdy called his question, his voice hard.
‘Yeah, couldn’t make out who it was, but he was riding a big black horse. Whipping it hard and putting the spurs to it. He was heading toward town.’
Townsend felt his face go pale. About the only man in the basin to ride a big black was Junior Calhoun.
Chapter Eight
‘Grandpa Clay, if this was a real war, where were the armies?’
‘Wal, Carlos, Don’t always take armies to fight a war, sometimes it only takes a couple men. I think you got to understand that when some thing happens that makes a change that impacts nearly everyone, they’re gonna label it a war.’
‘Could just shooting a bull impact everyone? What does impact mean, anyway?’
Once upon a time, Grandpa Townsend thought to himself while he tried to come up with an answer, he wouldn’t use words like that. Goes to show what living all those years with a smart woman’ll do for you.
‘If someone punches you in the nose, you could say his fist impacted your snout. And no, just the killing of the bull didn’t flatten any noses, it was just another straw. Now don’t look at me like that, either. You two’ve heard about the straw that broke that camel’s back haven’t ya? Well, before ya get to that last one ya gotta pile a few others on first. Understand?’
Neither boy nodded and the old man caught the look that passed between them.
***
Townsend didn’t ride with Antonio, Miguel and a couple of the Rancho Catalinas hands that had traveled back north with the wedding party when they rode into Curtain. The Flying C foreman didn’t think they’d find any sign of a black horse in town. Junior, if it had been Junior, was too slick to be caught like that. He watched as the men rode out of the ranch yard, all madder’n hell.
‘Gabriella, I’m sure sorry your party broke up this way. Your new sister-in-law deserves better that to get caught up in the middle of something like this. Antonio should know better.’
‘What’ll happen, Clay?’
‘Probably nothing. When you’re dealing with the Calhoun’s anywhere in the basin, even if it don’t work out in their favor, it ain’t likely to work out in yours. I ‘spect I’d better be riding back to the ranch.’
‘I’d hoped we’d have more time to talk this afternoon, Clay. Will you come back over for a visit soon?’
Townsend’s throat closed and for a minute he wasn’t sure he’d be able to answer.
He had returned to the Flying C, brushed down his pony and just going on dark when he was sitting in the cook shack talking with a few of the hands about the next days work when they heard a rider come up the road.
‘It’s that sheriff from Curtain,’ Cookie said looking out the window. ‘Wonder what he wants out here?’
One of the hands that hadn’t been asked to stay over the winter snorted. ‘Likely out here to see the old man about something his son has gone and done. I knew something was up when he and those two fools what follow him around came busting in a few hours ago. Do ya know they just turned their horses into the corral, didn’t rub them down or walk them off or nothing. Left them all sweat coated and all. That big black of Junior’s was near white with sweat, he’d been run so hard. Darn fools.’
None of the other men said anything, most of them would be wintering over and talking against the owner’s son was a sure-fire way to get that changed.
Putting his cup in the wash tub, Townsend sauntered out, stopping at the corner of the house to roll a smoke. Leaning against a wall near the side of the front porch, he took his time.
‘Sheriff Clark,’ Townsend heard Howard Sr. greeted the lawman, ‘hope it ain’t trouble that brings you out here this late in the day. Come on in and have a cup of coffee.’
‘No thanks, Mr. Calhoun. I’d just like to talk to your boy a bit, if I might.’
‘Junior? Well, I guess he’s around somewhere. What are you looking for?’
‘Well, someone shot one of those fancy shorthorn bulls that McCurdy has over on his place. Antonio McCurdy and some of the Circle M boys are saying they saw the shooter ride out on a big black. Only black horse I know of in the basin is the one your son rides. I’d like to ask him about it.’
‘Now, wait a minute Sheriff. Are you saying that Mexican is claiming my boy rode over and shot one of his bulls? That ain’t likely. Junior wouldn’t do anything like that. No sir. If’n I was you, I’d be asking why anyone from that beat down excuse for a ranch would be saying such things.’
‘Oh, I’m not saying Junior did it and not saying he didn’t. Just would like to talk to him about it. That was a pretty expensive animal and old man McCurdy can’t afford to simply forget it getting shot. If I can find out who had something to do with the shooting, then maybe there’d be some kind of judgment coming. But that isn’t my business. All I want to do is to be able to tell old Judge Simpson what happened and who did it.’
Howard Sr. snorted. ‘Well, you go tell your judge my boy didn’t have anything to do with it. And you can tell that bunch over on the other side of the Rim to be careful with what they’re saying about him.’
From where he stood Townsend couldn’t see Sheriff Clark but could picture him standing there in the dirt with his hat in his hands looking up at Howard Sr. standing on the porch.
‘Can you tell me if Junior was here today? Or did he ride out about noon.’ Clark wasn’t giving up.
In Townsend’s mind, that was when Howard Sr. made the mistake he’d been making for years. ‘Junior didn’t leave the place. He’s been here all day. Now, is that good enough for ya?’
There was little the sheriff could say to that and didn’t try. Townsend walked away adn stopping to touch a match to his quirley, headed for the bunkhouse. It’d take a while for the sour taste in his mouth to fade away. Being the foreman at the Flying C ranch wasn’t as good as he thought it’d be.
Nobody was ever brought before Judge Simpson over the shooting of McCurdy’s prize bull. It wasn’t forgotten but all Elias McCurdy could do was butcher the animal out.
Life at the Circle M settled in after Miguel and his handful of vaqueros returned south. Isabella and Gabriella had been friends for years, their mothers’ friends before them. The girls were a lot alike, both of an age and both quite beautiful. Isabella was the only daughter of Jorge Castano de Sosa, a Mexican Hidalgo with large cattle and horse ranches just across the border. She was no stranger to life on a cattle ranch and fit right in.
Work on the Flying C left Clay Townsend little time to ride over to the McCurdy ranch so his courting of Gabriella was slow going. It was one Sunday afternoon late in November that the couple was sitting in the sun on the porch of the Circle M ranch house that he heard about the trouble Antonio had had with Junior.
‘Isabella and ‘Tonio had gone in to Curtain,’ Gabriella explained. They had chosen the far end of the porch to sit and talk, not for privacy but to take advantage of the sunshine. Even the weak winter sun, making its way across a cold cloudless sky was better than nothing. At least it made them feel warm. Or maybe it was just being together.
‘Isabella told me about it, ‘Tonio won’t say anything, he just gets a dark look in his eyes whenever anyone mentions the Calhoun name. Anyway, ‘Tonio had settled Isabella on the wagon seat and had gone back into the store for something he’d forgotten. It was a cold day and she was all bundled up but said she was warm enough. That’s when Junior and a couple of his friends rode by.’
‘Well, will you looky here, boys,’ the horsemen pulled up and turned facing the ranch wagon. ‘It’s that new wife the Mex out at the Circle M got himself. Sitting here all by her self.’ Tipping his hat, Junior smirked at the young woman. ‘Good morning Senorita. How about a smile for three lonely bachelor cowboys?’
Isabella didn’t like the teasing tone of his voice and chose to ignore him.
‘You know, there aren’t many women as pretty as you, here in Curtain. Oh, of course I’m forgetting the girls down in Aunt Sadie’s house. That’s down by the railroad station. You know of Aunt Sadie’s?’ Glancing to make sure the other two men were listening, he laughed. ‘Of course you would. They’re mostly Mex girls down there. Old Sadie says it’s the Mexican girls that make her the most money. And you girls all know one another, I imagine.’ His laugh was harsh and loud.
Telling Gabriella what Junior had said brought back the anger she’d felt. Wishing she had brought her little pistol, the one her father had taught her to use, all she could do was sit and stare down the street hoping Antonio would hurry.
‘She said nobody noticed when ‘Tonio came out of the store,’ Gabriella went on, ‘the first she knew he was there was when he reached for the rifle that was under the seat. Pulling it out, he cocked it and stepped clear of the horse team.’
‘Alright Junior,’ Antonio said, levering a shell into the breach, ‘I think its time for you to apologize to the lady. Anyone with a mouth as dirty as yours should have it washed out with soap and if that’s what it takes, I’ll be glad to do it. Your choice, apologize or get ready to get your mouth cleaned out.’
Isabella, Gabriella went on, sat frozen on the wagon seat. She didn’t know whether her husband was going to shoot the man who’d been doing the talking or get into a fight. She didn’t want either but from the look on Antonio’s face, she knew it would be one or the other.
Apparently Junior and his two friends saw the look in Antonio’s eyes too. Slowly, keeping their hands up in clear view the two friends edged their horses back, leaving Junior sitting alone in the street. Taking his eyes off Antonio for a second, he glanced around. Seeing he’d been deserted, Junior’s face paled.
Isabella said all of a sudden his voice had lost its arrogance.
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