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 Preface 

 

They used to tell me, 

Ride 'em cowboy don't let 'em throw you down 

You can't make no money if you hit the ground 

 

- Paul Davis, “Ride ‘em Cowboy” 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 I am a simple writer. 

 I am, however, a complicated man.  As my life and thoughts get more and more complex, 

my writing seems to go in the opposite direction as if in order to compensate.  It remains to be 

seen whether this trend will continue after this story.  Early indications are that it will not as 

some of my subsequent writing efforts move once again in the direction of increasing 

complexity. 

 My writing has not always been simple, not even in this program.  It has happened to me 

before where one of my stories was being workshopped and nine people might comment, 

puzzled over what was written and ask questions and only the tenth person saw through to what 

the story actually meant past the surface.   

 Wallace Stevens once said, “Defining [a poem] freezes it into immobility.”  At least, he 

said something along these lines since the statement, that is relayed to us by Helen Vendler, only 

reaches us after passing through several hands.  She relates that John Crowe Ransom wrote about 

Stevens’ poetry in a letter to Milton Bates.  Stevens’ publisher wanted to use a quote from 

Ransom’s letter on a book cover.  Stevens objected to using the quote, arguing that “any defining 

statement freezes poetry into immobility” (Vendler 79). 



 x 

 Stevens wanted his poems to be alive, to be able to change with each new reader or each 

new generation (Vendler).  When a poet (or author) explains what his or her words mean, it may 

have the effect of locking the meaning forever.  The author’s statement may, from that point on, 

always be the definitive statement of what that particular piece of writing means.  As writers, we 

may not want that result.  But we do want readers to understand what we have written.  This can 

result in a tension between these two desires. 

 On one side of this approach to literature is the notion of hermeneutical theory which 

requires the reader to apply both connotative and interpretive analysis to the text.  In this way, 

the reader dives deeply into the text to understand what Foucault referred to as “vertical 

language” (Solway 198).  Stevens’ poetry requires this connotative and interpretative analysis or 

the poetry will make little sense to the reader.  Sometimes, even after using this approach, 

readers might still scratch their heads at Stevens’ meaning.   

I do not compare my own writing to Stevens.’   My writing is nowhere near as 

convoluted and falls on the other side of the type of work that asks for the hermeneutical 

approach. If anything, I tend to follow more of an Elmore Leonard approach to writing and avoid 

a lot of details about places and things and let the reader use his or her imagination to fill in 

descriptions.   

 I do, however, ask for a close read.  Some interpretation is required or the reader will 

miss things that add depth and meaning.  Not all cigars are only cigars, and sometimes a silver 

tea set represents more than simply a vessel and the accessories needed to consume a caffeinated 

beverage. 

Still, I resist the notion of explaining my stories.  And yet, it is an exercise in frustration 

when few readers see through the muddy surface to what lies beneath.  When this happens, I 
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begin to second guess my writing ability.  Rather than find fault with the reader, I assume I must 

not have been clear enough in telling the story.  Frequently, I go back and make revisions but, in 

my head, I think I weaken the story by doing so.  I console myself with the idea that the deeper 

reality in any story is as dependent upon the individual reader’s background and knowledge base 

as it is upon the writer’s skill and craft in assembling it.   

In the end, explaining your own writing is akin to telling a joke and then having to 

explain the punch line.  Better to have not told the joke at all.  But, rather than not write the 

story, perhaps it is simply better to allow the meaning to remain ambiguous.   

I do recognize that this is the preface to my thesis.  As such, I am expected to offer 

explanations of why I wrote as I did.  So, I will yield and explain some of the meaning.  I will 

also explain how the story came into being and the writers and theories that influenced me while 

writing it.   

 

When I first started writing this story, I showed an early draft (only about the first 

twenty-five pages) to a college colleague, a fellow literature teacher.  She said it was full of 

clichés and wondered aloud whether I knew what I was trying to say about the “human 

condition.”  I responded by saying that this was a simple story and did not operate on multiple 

levels.  There were no great truths revealed and I was making no attempt to comment on the 

“human condition.”   

Now that it is finished, I am no longer sure that statement holds true.  In any story as long 

as this one (and even in many short ones), I am not sure the writer can avoid, at the very least, a 

discussion about those things we call fundamental truths or an examination of the human 

condition.   



 xii 

 While Black Works touches upon the themes of forgiveness and redemption, it is, at its 

core, the story of a used-up bull rider who befriends a young girl and teaches her about horses 

and riding and roping and rodeo.  And, while doing so, he seeks to reclaim a part of his life that 

was lost. 

 

SCOPE OF THE PROJECT 

Scenes 

 Since I began in the MFA program, I have felt the freedom to experiment with ideas, to 

play with structure, technique and styles.  I have done so in every class I have taken and with 

each instructor.  Every new story was an experiment using some aspect of writing that was new 

to me.  Sometimes these experiments worked and sometimes not.  I did the same with Black 

Works.  Would this be a novel, novella, or a series of short stories?  Would I toss the narrative 

prose style entirely and write is as a screenplay?  I didn’t know what length it would be, but I 

opted for narrative prose for the story. 

 I experimented with this story.  I shifted from simple past to present tense in some scenes 

and back again.  I did this to show a difference in points of time as well as to somewhat jar the 

reader.  I also hoped to create a sense of urgency where I wrote the scenes in the present tense.  

However, it was a construct and felt artificial and, in the end, I removed the shifts in tenses and 

the story became a continuous linear flow. 

 Once I decided upon the linear nature of the story, I also decided that chapters were a 

distraction.  But I have gone back and forth on the subject of chapters.  I have versions of this 

story that include them and versions without.  I tried a version where the chapters were 

numbered and others where the chapters were individually titled.  Some early readers had asked 
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for chapters in order to make it more readable.  But I think it was really because these readers 

wanted a convenient stopping point when putting the book down.   

 Instead, I wrote in scenes.   

 I have a background in dramatic writing: screenplays and stage plays.  Screenplays 

usually consist entirely of individual one to two minute scenes.  We are used to watching movies 

with their short scenes and jump cuts and scene shifts.  It is so familiar to us that I wanted to 

emulate that structure in a longer work of fiction.  I wanted to write a novel (or novella) entirely 

in short scenes in the manner of a movie.   

The question in my mind, as I wrote, was whether I could maintain this scene structure in 

a work longer than the few pages that typically make up a short story?  An average movie runs 

for about one hundred twenty minutes.  I estimate the approximate reading time for Black Works 

at between two and three hours.   

But even this is too simple an explanation.  There were other factors that came into play.  

Yes, I wrote in scenes like a movie.  But not all movies are written in simple scenes.  Quentin 

Tarantino is an example of a writer who creates movie scripts using “chapters.”  He uses 

chapters to structure his story and creates very readable scripts.  He translates the chapters onto 

the screen as well and uses those chapters to define and move around in place and time taking the 

audience into the past or moving back to the present.  Tarantino is not the only Hollywood writer 

who does and, although growing in usage, it is still not the norm (Billson). 

 

How the author plays with time is one of the considerations when making the decision 

whether or not to include chapters.  Llosa tells us, “Time in all novels is...a formal creation, since 
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in fiction the story unfolds in a way it never could in real life...” (70). Perhaps I needed to look 

more closely at my own use of time in the story and how closely it resembled real life. 

Recently, I have had discussions with my thesis director, Tim Hernandez.  One of his 

comments was to consider revising the structure to include some sort of chapter break “for the 

reader to breathe.”  This made sense to me.  But then I looked again at Hemingway. 

One of the examples I used when trying to decide the structure of this story was 

Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea.  This novel runs one-hundred-twenty-seven pages 

without the interruption of chapters.  There is no convenient stopping point for when, or if, the 

reader wants to take a break.  Insert a bookmark or other place holder.  That is the best you can 

do. That or keep reading though to the end. 

The Old Man and the Sea is a story that takes place in a short period of time.  We meet 

Santiago and follow him almost continuously for three days as he battles first the fish and then 

the sharks.  It makes sense for there to be no chapter breaks.  Once Santiago is in his boat and 

heading out to sea, the action never stops.   

The Old Man and the Sea is a different story than Black Works which takes place over a 

period of about seven months.  Both stories are mostly linear but, in the depiction of passage of 

time, Hemingway’s is closer to real life.  However, Hemingway does use some flashbacks when 

Santiago remembers an earlier point in his life.   

Chapter breaks may make more sense as the passage of time within the story becomes 

longer.  As of this writing, I have included chapter breaks in the story.  Do chapter breaks change 

the story?  Yes, but it does not automatically follow that the addition of chapter breaks is a 

mistake.  My feelings remain mixed on the subject.   
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Currently, I use numbered chapter breaks.  However, instead of using a numerical “1,” I 

chose to spell out the number, “One.”  It may by only in my mind, but spelling out the number of 

the chapter feels more like a title.  Of course, this may change again upon further revision. 

 

Dialogue 

 Due to my background in dramatic writing, I also lean heavily on dialogue.  It is a natural 

outgrowth of my writing history.  Students who have been in classes with me know that I am 

fond of dialogue.  I would argue that dialogue moves the story forward.  I like action and know 

how to write it, but it is dialogue that reveals the depth of the characters, not how they walk or 

fight or even what the grass smells like as it is crushed under a character’s feet as she walks 

across a crisp alpine meadow. 

In Black Works, I avoided going into characters’ heads and revealing thoughts.  If we 

know the character’s thoughts, it is through the words they speak or by interpreting the actions 

they take or fail to take. 

 As a result, Black Works is heavy on dialogue.  So much so that I began to worry that 

there was too much dialogue and not enough narration, whether exposition or description or the 

inner workings of a character’s mind.  It is a criticism that I have heard frequently during classes 

in the MFA program.   

I am not the first person to write a novel heavy in dialogue.  In the 1980s, Roddy Doyle 

wrote The Commitments, a story about one man’s efforts to form a Dublin band, a novel 

comprised mostly of dialogue with few passages of exposition.  I had not read his novel before 

writing Black Works.  But I have read it since and it served to offer some encouragement that 

what I was writing was not totally out of the mainstream. 



 xvi 

   Even so, Black Works is not exclusively dialogue.  There are descriptive passages and 

action passages.  They offer limited exposition and a break from pure dialogue.  One such 

section appears late in the story when Jenet Martin comes home from a shopping trip to find her 

tea set polished and restored.  The original version contained dialogue but I removed that in 

subsequent versions.  What is left is a scene that provides a counterweight to the dialogue that 

went before.  It gives the reader time to catch a breath and serves as a cathartic moment in the 

story.  Any dialogue would have interfered with that moment. 

  

POETICS AND ASSESSMENT 

Horst Daemmerich 

 Horst Daemmerich tells us that themes and motifs are some of the basic components of 

literary works which provide “the signals which guide the reader’s perception of organization 

and signification” and help to “establish a literary tradition (573).  While themes and motifs work 

together, they are not the same and the relationship can be ambiguous.  Scholars who have 

studied them have failed to reach consensus as to their nature (567).  

 Broadly speaking, the theme is the concept, idea, or problem presented in the story and 

the motif (or motifs) adds structure to that concept or idea.  “By attaching concrete details to 

thought...a motif clarifies and supports themes” (Daemmerich 568).  Daemmerich also cites Max 

Lüthi in explaining that “motifs directly affect the narration by moving the action along” (567).  

A motif can provide information necessary to understanding the story.  Using a stepmother motif 

carries with it the implication that the stepchild has been mistreated (567). 
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 While there are others, forgiveness and redemption are two of the themes in Black Works 

with redemption being more central to the story.  There are also multiple supporting motifs.  

“Silver” and “knots” are two of the more frequent appearances. 

The metal, silver, is historically associated with the idea of redemption, whether that is 

redeeming or purchasing objects or servants.  Silver, or references to silver, appears as a motif 

throughout this story.  The Comstock Lode was the largest silver discovery in the United States 

and Hal’s last name is Comstock. 

   The silver motif appears again when Sarah finds Hal’s award spurs.  He mistakenly refers 

to them as “rusted.”  Rust is a minor motif in the story.  The name of the bar in town is 

“Rusty’s.”  Although not identified as the cause, it is the rusty hinge that squeaks when Hal 

sneaks out of his room in the early hours to ride the bull unseen.  This is the same hinge he oiled 

when he first took the job working on Jim Rhodes’ ranch. 

Rust is a chemical process that affects metals or alloys that contain iron but there is also a 

tie-in to silver.  Silver doesn’t rust, it tarnishes.  Tarnish is not corrosive in the sense that rust is. 

Rust will eventually destroy the metal it affects.  Tarnish, on the other hand, forms a coating on 

silver that does not damage the underlying metal.  

When Jim sees the spurs, it confirms Hal’s identity for him which, until that point, he had 

only suspected.  This exchange sets up another motif: The metal, silver, when used frequently, is 

not as likely to tarnish as when sitting unused in a drawer or on a shelf.  “You got to use ‘em to 

keep ‘em shiny,” said Jim.  Hal later repeats this line to Dean when he gives Dean one of his 

spurs.   

 Later in the story, the silver motif reappears in the tea set owned by Jenet Martin.  She 

tells Hal, the tea set was given to her by her husband on an early anniversary.  Here, in addition 
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to the motifs of silver and tarnish, the silver tea set represents love.  Originally, love in the 

person of her husband.  Now, Hal represents a potential new love (or a restoration of love) in her 

life.  It is not overt.  This is not a romance novel.  But the love is there and whether it develops or 

not remains an open question at the end of the story. 

 

Helene Cixous 

 Early in the program, I was exposed to the writings of Helene Cixous.  Some of her 

theories shaped my thinking and had an impact on how I constructed characters.  In her essay, 

“Sorties: Out and Out: Attacks / Ways Out / Forays,” Cixous discusses history and literature as 

represented by a series of binary opposites that can be broadly categorized by two terms: 

“Selfsame” and “others.”  

 She writes: 

[E]verything throughout the centuries depends on the distinction between the 

Selfsame, the ownself (– what is mine, hence what is good) and that which limits 

it: so now what menaces my-own-good (good never being anything other than 

what is good for me) is the 'other' (201). 

 The idea of history and society being broken down into tribes of “selfsame” and “others” 

began to gestate within me and I have come back to it repeatedly in many of the stories and 

characters I have created throughout this program.   

The concept of a person being one of the “others,” an outsider, is both raw and powerful.  

That image formed a nucleus for the idea of Hal in Black Works.  Hal is an “other” and he’s a 

misfit.  Perhaps he has always been a misfit or maybe it is only since he was injured in his last 

ride.  Either way, much of what he does now seems to set him apart.  Even the impressive things 
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he does (like riding the unbroken stallion at Gus’ ranch) do not go over well with the non-other, 

the “selfsame,” people. 

  In this case, these are the church-going people in this community.  Hal’s impressive ride 

only happened because he first got drunk at a Fourth of July picnic filled with these church-

goers.   

 Hal’s “otherness” is not lost on the other characters.  Jim picks Hal up on the road and 

immediately decides to bring him to the picnic, at least in part, because he is an outsider.  Jim is 

the pastor rounding up a lost sheep.  Not long afterward, Gus (the owner of the ranch) who is 

suspicious of Hal, first offers him a beer and then quizzes him about his intentions.  When he 

doesn’t get the answers he wants, he brushes Hal back a bit by saying, “Jim’s a good man.  We 

like him around here.”  Hal takes it as a warning and a reminder of his status and goes looking 

for more alcohol.  Ultimately, this sequence of events leads to his ride on the stallion which 

further sets him apart. 

Even Sarah, a girl of ten, sees that Hal is different from anyone else she is used to.  She is 

drawn to him and connects to him even as she sees him do different and odd things like ride the 

bull by himself at two o’clock in the morning.  She smooths out his entrance into the community 

at the Fourth of July picnic by placing her hands together and showing him, without drawing 

attention to him, that he has forgotten about saying Grace.  Ultimately, she points out his 

“otherness” when she shouts at him, “You’re one of the wild ones.  Why do you have to be 

wild?” 

 Even though the terms “selfsame” and “others,” as used by Helene Cixous, were new to 

me, I did not need to hear the term “others” to feel that it applied to me.  I have long considered 

myself both an outsider as well as a misfit.  The reasons for that are my own and not the subject 
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of this preface.  However, I do recognize that may be the reason Cixous’ theory resonated so 

clearly within me and why Hal in Black Works took on the character that he ultimately did.  Hal 

is not a reflection of me, but we are similar in temperament.   

 

FRAMEWORK 

Michael Hinkin 

In his article, “Documentary Fiction: Authenticity and Illusion,” Michael Hinkin tell us, 

“All fiction is autobiographical.”  This is not to say that all writers write the story of their own 

lives in every story they tell.  Rather it is a comment on the source of the stories.  Hinkin expands 

his thought by writing, “Fiction writers use what’s around them – a gesture, a fragment of 

speech, a quirk of personality – as the raw materials for story.”   

 Black Works began in my head as a single phrase that I heard in a song on the radio.  The 

song was “Ride em Cowboy,” by Paul Davis.  It was that phrase, “Ride ‘em, cowboy,” that stuck 

in my head for years until I decided to follow that impulse while I rode a train from Edinburgh to 

London in the summer of 2014. 

 Another point Hinkin makes in his article is that, “Readers choose fiction for a certain 

type of truth that is rarely found in nonfiction.”  At first glance, this seems counterintuitive.  

Nonfiction means truth.  It is reality.  Fiction is, well, fiction.  It is made up.  It is creative 

writing.  Writers give us fanciful tales not necessarily grounded in fact and possibly entirely 

created out of the writer’s head.   

 Except fiction does give us truth as well.  And, as Hinkin writes, it is a “type of truth that 

is rarely found in nonfiction.”  Fiction gets us into the head of the characters.  We can think what 

they think and feel things we might never have felt before. What sort of thoughts go through the 
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head of an axe murderer as he (or she) swings away?  We can experience things (like bull riding) 

that we might never dare try in real life for fear of injury or embarrassment.  Well-told fiction 

presents stories that possess a “bubble of verisimilitude” (Hinkin) that allows us to believe the 

story is true or could have been true. 

 In a class thread discussing Letters to a Young Novelist by Mario Vargas Llosa, fellow 

student Joshua Long wrote, “Most of us, I think, center on getting to some level of truth. Some of 

us are simply digging into ourselves trying to figure out exactly who we are and what that even 

means to a certain degree.”    

We writers flatter ourselves in that we like to think we are searching for and revealing 

some great truth about life.  But it’s not that complicated.  Horst Daemmerich, wrote “The 

theme, supported by the motif, captures the struggle of gifted writers with society and their 

capacity for self-knowledge (570).  In the end, even if we are looking for the great truths, maybe 

we get there  by figuring out who we are first and where we fit into society.  

I said to my colleague that this was a simple story with no great truths and no discussion 

of the human condition.  But that was wrong.  Even though I did not set out to write about the 

human condition, such thoughts found their way into Black Works.  The question, in the end, is 

not so much, “How did it happen?” but “How could it not happen?”   

 

One of the questions or critiques that came up often in our class discussions of writing 

was how much detail to impart to the story.  There is no clear answer to the question asked by 

every fiction writer and it is one that may never be answered fully.  In another class, fellow 

student Shannon Bianco wrote about the struggle a writer faces in trying to decide how much 
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detail to include in a story.  “[T]he author has to rely on the reader to use his own experiences to 

fill in what isn't written.”   

As writers, in many ways we are at the mercy of the readers (and this may be the result of 

the forces in the marketplace).  A good reader is a joy and makes writing more fun.  A good 

reader doesn’t excuse poor writing, but picks up on the nuances of the story and fills in the gaps.  

A bad (or sloppy) reader makes the writing an exercise in frustration.  We writers seem to be 

unable to get our point across. 

 Hinkin doesn’t really address the issue of how much detail to put into a story.  Instead, he 

argues that the greater good comes from consistency in the writing, whether it be in voice or 

theme or amount of detail.  “As long as the writer is consistent, however, the truth can be 

whatever the author wants the readers to accept.”   

 Mario Vargas Llosa (who has his own section below) expands upon this idea of 

consistency in his discussion of narrators in stories.   He allows for three types of narrators, but it 

is only the omniscient type that is relevant here as it is the type of narrator in Black Works.  For 

an omniscient narrator, “Commentary, interpretation, and judgment represent intrusions of the 

narrator into the story…; the intrusion of the narrator destroys the illusion of self-sufficiency, 

betrays the accidental, derivative nature of the story, and shows it to be dependent on something 

or someone external to itself” (51).  For the narrator to be consistent, he must also be both 

objective and invisible.  Anything that calls attention to the narrator, anything that reveals him, 

damages the narrator and impairs his ability to tell the story. 

 I place great stock in this idea of the invisible narrator.  Much of my subsequent editing 

has been to go back and erase any thoughts or words that might have slipped into the telling of 

Black Works and reveal the presence of the narrator.   



 xxiii 

 

 

Elmore Leonard 

Elmore Leonard is a prolific writer who offers up his own opinion as to the amount of 

detail to put into a work.  Leonard, who wrote numerous novels, screenplays and short stories, 

also gave us his “Ten Rules for Writers.”  Two of the ten rules are about adding detail.  Rule 

Eight is, “Avoid detailed descriptions of characters.”  As an example, he refers to Hemingway’s 

“Hills Like White Elephants.”  In that story, Hemingway gives us two characters: an American 

and a girl.  The girl is introduced by the sentence, “She had taken off her hat and put it on the 

table.”   Leonard points out that that is the only description we are going to get of her.  

Everything else we learn comes through dialogue. 

 His Rule Nine is equally sparse, “Don’t go into great detail describing places and things.”  

His tells us to avoid this, “Unless you’re Margaret Atwood and can paint scenes with language or 

write landscapes in the style of Jim Harrison.  But even if you’re good at it, you don’t want 

descriptions that bring the action, the flow of the story, to a standstill.” 

 

Ernest Hemingway 

Too much verbiage and the writer risks boring the reader.  Too much detail in the 

description of places and things and the writer risks bringing the story to a halt.  Is there a 

medium?  Not if you consider the quote from “Hills Like White Elephants” above.  The 

description of the girl in the story is about as sparse a description as you can write.  And yet, 

even Hemingway wrote some beautiful longer descriptions as in this scene about a fishing trip 

from The Sun Also Rises: 
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I did not feel the first trout strike.  When I started to pull up I felt that I had 

one and brought him, fighting and bending the rod almost double, out of the 

boiling water at the foot of the falls, and swung him up and onto the dam.  He was 

a good trout, and I banged his head against the timber so that he quivered out 

straight, and then slipped him into my bag. 

While I had him on, several trout had jumped at the falls.  As soon as I 

baited up and dropped in again I hooked another and brought him in the same 

way.  In a little while I had six.  They were all about the same size.  I laid them 

out, side by side, all their heads pointing the same way, and looked at them.  They 

were beautifully colored and firm and hard from the cold water.  It was a hot day, 

so I slit them all and shucked out the insides, gills and all, and tossed them over 

across the river.  I took the trout ashore, washed them in the cold, smoothly heavy 

water above the dam, and then picked some ferns and packed them all in the bag, 

three trout on a layer of ferns, then another layer of ferns, then three more trout, 

and then covered them with ferns.  They looked nice in the ferns, and now the bag 

was bulky, and I put it in the shade of the tree. (104) 

 Hemingway makes this look easy.  He starts off with a great line, “I did not feel the first 

trout strike.”  It is a simple declarative sentence that tells us there will be more strikes to follow.  

He then moves on to describe bringing in the fish, killing it, cutting it open, and then finally, 

when he has caught all that he cares to, he places the fish carefully onto and between layers of 

ferns that he has picked for that purpose. 

Known for his sparse dialogue, even Hemingway wrote long descriptions on occasion.  

This one includes action and maybe that is the difference.  Detail, without more, without action 
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or dialogue, can be boring and can stop the story.  But, as I said, Hemingway made it look easy.  

Not being a Hemingway or Atwood or Jim Harrison, I opted to go the other route and focus on 

dialogue rather than description and to be as sparse on detail as the story would allow. 

 

Mario Vargas Llosa 

 Another writer who had an out-sized impact on my thinking was Mario Vargas Llosa.  

Although I have referred to him earlier, he deserves his own section in this preface.  Many of the 

things he wrote struck home with me.  In his Letters to a Young Novelist, he admonished his 

reader that “The literary vocation is not a hobby, a sport, a pleasant leisure-time activity.  It is an 

all-encompassing, all-excluding occupation, and urgent priority, a freely chosen servitude that 

turns its victims (its lucky victims) into slaves” (13). 

 Often writers will say (as I do) they write because they are compelled to write.  Llosa 

called it an “urgent priority” and “a freely chosen servitude.”  And we are under a constraint.  

We live lives made up of stories. Our days, our relationships, our workplaces and our homes are 

made up of stories.  We tell stories to each other.  When a spouse asks, “How was your day?” 

We respond by telling a story.  Our entire lives are made up of stories we tell each other.  We 

communicate by telling tales.  They may not be fiction, but stories are what we are made of.  

Stories are the components that make us what we are. 

 Llosa also tells us that writers write because we are not happy with life and that the early 

inspiration for the literary vocation is often rebellion (7).  Literature, he tell us, is at its heart, “the 

fruit of a deep dissatisfaction with real life, fiction itself is a source of discomfort and 

dissatisfaction” (9).  
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An interesting observation here is that this concept of writing out of a feeling of rebellion 

or dissatisfaction with life is similar to one of the storytelling elements that characterize the 

Bildungsroman (the traditional German coming of age novel).  The Encyclopedia of German 

Literature points out that Bildungsroman characters show a similar dissatisfaction with life and 

that they are frequently outsiders seeking to find where they belong in society.  The 

Bildungsroman novel also could have functioned as a type of social protest in an attempt to 

change society (Kontje). 

Llosa says something similar about writers and their compulsions.  He writes,  “There is 

something in their lives...that makes them wish passionately for a world different from the one 

they live in, a world that they are then compelled to construct with words (21). 

 

Perhaps we writers are in some sort of rebellion or, like the characters in a 

Bildungsroman, trying to find out where we fit into our world.  Or perhaps, in a display of 

narcissism, we are trying to change the world to make it fit us.  I would hope we are not that self-

centered and that, as classmate Joshua Long said earlier, we writers “are simply digging into 

ourselves trying to figure out exactly who we are.” 

 Llosa said, “There are no novel-writing prodigies.  All the greatest, most revered 

novelists were first apprentice writers whose budding talent required early application and 

conviction” (13).  I am convinced that writing is a craft and that craft is developed and refined by 

more and more writing.  If we want to write really well, we’re going to have to put a lot of words 

on paper. 

 Perhaps his best piece of advice is one which is repeated by many different authors and 

stated in many different ways in numerous books full of advice on writing.  In his parting 
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comment, Llosa wrote, “You should forget everything you’ve read in my letters about the 

structure of the novel, and just sit down and write” (130). 

  

 When I applied the MFA program, I wrote an essay in which I said I wasn’t seeking to 

learn how to write or tell stories.  Instead, I was looking to build my craft, refine my skill, and 

force myself to write more.  It is easy to put things off when a deadline is not looming.  I am very 

good at procrastinating.  This is one of the reasons the last quote from Llosa struck me so solidly 

and the sound of that phrase still rings in my head. 

When I first started writing Black Works, I thought it would be perhaps fifty to sixty 

pages when finished.  Even though I had already written longer screenplays, at that time, fifty to 

sixty pages would have been a very long narrative fiction piece for me.  It ended up roughly 

three times that length. 

I am still a procrastinator.  I still write best when writing to deadlines.  But I also write 

when there is no deadline.  And I write more and more.  As I said earlier, writing is a 

compulsion. 

“Nulla dies sine linea,” is a phrase often attributed to Pliny the Elder.  “Not a day without 

a line.”   

While I love the Latin phrase, I think I prefer Llosa’s more direct, “Just sit down and 

write.” 



 xxviii 

Works Cited and Consulted 

Bianco, Shannon.  Comment on “Week Twelve: Popek.”  Blackboardlearn.   University of 

Texas, El Paso.   22 Nov. 2015.  Accessed 7 Dec. 2015.  

 

Billson, Anne. “Chapter headings in films: a form of subtitle envy?”  The Guardian.  3 June 

2010.  www.theguardian.com/film/2010/jun/03/anne-billson-chapter-headings-films.  

Accessed 20 Nov. 2010 

 

Cixous, Helene.  "From Sorties: Out and Out: Attacks/Ways Out/Forays."  Critical Practice.  

criticalpractice.weebly.com/uploads/1/7/7/6/1776554/sorties.pdf.  Accessed 22 Sept. 

2017.   

 

Davis, Paul.  “Ride ‘em cowboy.”  Ride ‘em Cowboy.  Bang Records, 1974. 

 

Daemmrich, Horst S. “Themes and Motifs in Literature: Approaches: Trends: Definition.” The 

German Quarterly, vol. 58, no. 4, 1985, pp. 566–575. JSTOR, JSTOR, 

www.jstor.org/stable/406945. Accessed 7 Feb. 2018 

 

Doyle, Roddy.  The Commitments.   Kindle ed., Vintage-Random House, 1989. 

 

Hemingway, Ernest.  “Hills Like White Elephants.”  Charters, Ann, Ed. The Story and its Writer: 

An Introduction to Short Fiction. 6th Ed. Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2003. 

 

Hemingway, Ernest.  The Old Man and the Sea.  Scribner.  1952, 2003. 

 

Hemingway, Ernest.  The Sun Also Rises.  Kindle ed., New York.  Scribner. 1996. 

 

Hinken, Michael.  “Documentary Fiction: Authenticity and Illusion.” Michigan Quarterly 

Review.  University of Michigan Library, Winter 2006, 

hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.act2080.0045.128.  Accessed 22 Sept. 2017. 

 

Joyce, James.  Ulysses.  Kindle ed., Classic Books Edition, 2013. 

 

Kontje, Todd, and TODD KONTJE. "Bildungsroman." Encyclopedia of German Literature, 

edited by Matthias Konzett, Routledge, 1st edition, 2000. Credo Reference, 

libproxy.gc.maricopa.edu/login?url=http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/routg

ermanlit/bildungsroman/0?institutionId=5537. Accessed 22 Sep 2017. 

 

Leonard, Elmore, and Joseph Ciardiello. Elmore Leonard's 10 Rules of Writing.  New York: 

William Morrow, 2007.   

 

Long, Joshua. Comment on “Week 7: The Monster and the Marketplace.” Blackboardlearn. 

University of Texas, El Paso. 8 Oct. 2016.  Accessed 28 Nov. 2016. 

 

http://www.theguardian.com/film/2010/jun/03/anne-billson-chapter-headings-films
http://www.jstor.org/stable/406945


 xxix 

“Metals in Scripture: Silver.” Denton Primitive Baptist Church, dentonpbc.org/metals_s1.htm.  

Accessed 15 Sept. 2017. 

 

Solway, David. "Desperately seeking Everett: some thoughts on hermeneutic reading." Academic 

Questions, vol. 23, no. 2, 2010, p. 196+. General OneFile, 

libproxy.gc.maricopa.edu/login?url=http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?p=ITOF&sw=w&u

=mcc_glendale&v=2.1&it=r&id=GALE%7CA345462243&sid=summon&asid=f767e9fa

52c75e8cd9f4f77611f7aae7. Accessed 30 Oct. 2017. 

 

Vargas Llosa, Mario. Letters to a Young Novelist. Kindle ed., New York: FSG, 2011. 

 

Vendler, Helen. The Music of What Happens: Poems, Poets, Critics. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 

University, 1988. 

 

Walker, J.G.  “Book Review: Roddy Doyle’s The Commitments.”  Court Street Literary 

Collective, LTD, 19 Aug. 2013 courtstreetliterary.com/archives/6663.  Accessed 22 Sept. 

2017. 

http://dentonpbc.org/metals_s1.htm
http://courtstreetliterary.com/archives/6663


 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BLACK WORKS 

- a novel - 

  



 2 

One 

 Hal watched the horses run in the field next to the dirt road.  He took off his hat and 

wiped his brow.  Looking first one way and then the other, he put his hat back on his head, 

shifted his rucksack and walked on.  He heard the engine and turned before he saw the truck 

come over the rise.  He watched but didn’t raise a thumb.  The dark blue Ford roared past 

without slowing down.  Hal closed his eyes against the dust cloud that followed the car and let 

his breath out while he waited for it to pass. 

 Hal slapped the dust off his hat and then used the hat to dust off the rest of himself.  

Finished, he put the hat back on his head and walked on. 

 A quarter of an hour later, another car approached on the dirt road traveling in the same 

direction as the earlier truck.  He stepped to the side of the road and watched the car approach. 

 Inside the car, an Oldsmobile Omega, the driver held a phone to his ear with one hand 

and steered with the other.   Ahead, he saw Hal and took his foot off the gas pedal. 

 “I’ll be a few minutes late,” he said into the phone.  “And I’ll be bringing a guest.”  He 

stopped the car next to Hal and rolled down the window.  The dust cloud that followed the car 

now flowed past them.  The driver didn’t roll up the window and some of the dust settled on the 

inside. 

 “Happy Fourth,” said the driver. 

 “Same to you, mister.” 

 “You going anywhere?” 

 Hal looked down the road, “That way.” 

 “Any place in particular?” 

 “No place I can put a name to.”   



 3 

 “I’m going to a Fourth of July picnic.  Wanna come?” 

 Hal looked up the road and then the other direction and then back at the driver.  “What 

makes you ask?” 

 “You look like a guy could use some food and some fireworks.” 

 “That obvious, huh?” 

 “Well...” 

 Hal felt the sun on his neck and then stuck his hand through the open window. “Hal 

Comstock.”  

 “Jim Rhodes.” 

 Hal opened the door and slid into the passenger seat. 

 “Good to meet you, Jim.”   

 “Same here.  Hope you’re hungry.” 

 “I can always eat.” 

 “I’m like that, too.  Well, there’ll be plenty of food.  My wife makes the best apple pie in 

the county.”   

 Hal nodded.  Jim put the car in gear and stepped on the gas, leaving the drifting cloud of 

dust behind. 

 “Hot day for a walk.” 

 “Not too bad once you’re used to it.” 

 “Walk much?” 

 “Don’t have a horse, don’t have a car.” 

 They drove for a moment in silence. 

 “Fourth of July picnic?” 
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 “Church puts it on every year.” 

 Hal noticed an ID tag hanging from the center console.  A church ID, it held Jim’s picture 

as well as the words, “Senior Pastor.” 

 “No offense, pastor, but maybe you’d best let me out here.” 

 “Aren’t you hungry?” 

 “I’m always hungry.” 

 “You got something against the Fourth of July?” 

 “I love the Fourth of July.” 

 “You got something against pastors?” 

 “We don’t always get along.” 

 “Why is that?” 

 “I usually do or say something stupid.” 

 “I wouldn’t worry about it.  My wife tells me I say stupid things all the time.” 

 “Yeah, well...” 

 “Look, this is just a picnic.  Good food and mostly good company.  No preaching.  If you 

don’t like it, you don’t have to stay.  No obligation.” 

 “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn ya.” 

  

 Jim’s wife, Nell, smiled and greeted guests she walked between the picnic tables.  She 

spotted Gus and Abby and headed toward them. They spotted her as well and changed direction 

to meet her. 

 “Where’s that husband of yours?  We’re almost ready to eat,” said Gus. 

 “He’s a few minutes out.  He’s bringing a guest.” 



 5 

 “Uh, oh,” Abby smiled. 

 Nell smiled back and raised one eyebrow.  

 “Ol’ Jim’s picked himself up another stray,” said Gus. 

 “Mind yourself, Gus,” said Abby.   

 “God bless him, but he can’t save everyone.” 

 Abby and Nell exchange a look. 

 “Here they come now,” said Nell. 

 The Oldsmobile drove up the road toward the gate which, in simple lettering, said 

“Gustafson’s.” 

 Inside the car, Hal read the lettering.  “I’ve heard of this ranch.” 

 “Not surprising.  Gus is known for his quarter horses.” 

 “And bulls.” 

 “And bulls.” 

 Jim stopped the car and he and Hal got out. 

 “Lot of people for a church picnic,” said Hal. 

 “A Fourth of July picnic.  It’s just that lots of people around here go to church, too.  Not 

all of them come to mine.  But here are three of them that do.” 

 Gus, Abby and Nell walked up to them. 

 “Jim, we’ve been holding lunch for you.” 

 “Sorry ‘bout that, Gus.  Abby, Nell, this here’s my friend, Hal.  Hal, Gus Gustafson, his 

wife, Abby and this here is my Nell.” 

 They shook hands all around. 

 “Any friend of Jim’s is a friend of mine,” said Gus. 
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 “You’re welcome here, Hal,” said Abby. 

 “Hal, make yourself to home.  Fill yourself a plate, over there.   I’ve got some chores.  I’ll 

catch up with you in a bit,” said Jim.  He and Gus and the ladies walked toward the main tables.  

Hal headed for the food, filled a plate, grabbed a bottle of water and found an empty spot at a 

picnic table decked out with a red and white checkered tablecloth.   

 A little girl sat down at the table across from Hal.  She had a scoop of coleslaw and an ear 

of corn on her plate next to a hot dog.  She looked up at Hal.   

 “What’s your name?” she said. 

 “Hal, what’s yours?” 

 “Sarah.”   

 Someone spoke at the far end of the tables.  Hal paid no mind.  He picked up the ear of 

corn, dripping with butter.  Sarah watched him.  She looked at the ear of corn and then put her 

palms together, fingertips pointed up.  Hal put down the ear of corn and put his hands together as 

well.  The crowd fell silent as Jim spoke. 

 “Lord, thank you for this day that you have given us, for the freedom to worship you, for 

good friends, old and new, and for the great meal that you have planned for us.  We pray in your 

name, amen.” 

 “Amen,” sounded through the crowd and then the noise picked up again as the people 

began to eat and talk. 

  

 As Hal cleared his plate and threw the rest into the trash bin, Gus came up to him and 

slapped him on the shoulder. 

 “Hal, let me buy you a beer.” 
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 “Okay...beer?  At a church picnic?” 

 “Ah, it’s a Fourth of July picnic, really.  And what’s the Fourth of July without an ice 

cold?” 

 They walked past the tables where a young man in a cowboy hat talked to a group of 

younger kids.  Hal and Gus stopped to watch.  The young man spread his feet wide apart and 

bent his knees, back straight as if sitting on the back of an animal.  His left hand down, he settled 

in.  He lifted his right hand into the air and held up a thumb. 

 “Now you say it,” he nodded toward the children. 

 “Ride ‘em, cowboy,” they screamed. 

 He turned his heels in and spurred the make-believe animal and then hopped around, 

keeping his legs spread and arching his back first forward and then whipping it backwards.  His 

left hand stayed down around his belt and his right hand waved forward and backward and in 

circles in the air above his head.   

 “Yee haw.”  

 The children screamed and laughed and clapped their hands.   

 “Count,” the young man called out.  “You count.” 

 The children shouted, “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight.”  At eight, the young 

man threw himself to the ground where he rolled once in the grass and then jumped back to his 

feet.  He threw his fists into the air above his head.  The children cheered.  At that, he took a 

bow. 

 “He’s a tough one.” 

 “Again, do it again.” 

 “Maybe later.  These bulls really take it out on a fella.” 
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 Gus waved him over. 

 “Hal, I want you to meet my son, Dean.  Dean this is Hal.  Hal, I don’t know your last 

name.” 

 “Comstock,” said Hal as he reached for Dean’s hand. 

 “Like the mine?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Good to meet you, Hal.” 

 “Likewise.   I liked your performance.” 

 “That?  That’s just play for the kids.” 

 “Looked real enough to me.” 

 “You ride?” said Gus. 

 “Nah, not really.” 

 “But you tried it?” said Dean. 

 “I guess everybody around here’s tried it.” 

 “Not everyone,” said Gus. 

 “I’d better run, I still got chores from Mom,” said Dean.  “Pleased to meet you, Hal.” 

 Dean walked off and Hal turned to Gus, “Where can I get that beer?”  

 The two walked around the big red barn.  Hal took a moment to admire the horses in the 

corral.  One horse stood separate from the others in an adjacent corral. 

 “Those are fine horses,” said Hal.     

 “Yes, they are.  That one,” said Gus, pointing to the separate one, “is giving my boys a 

time, though.”       

 “Why’s that?” 
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 “He’s wild.  Feisty.  Just came in from a roundup.  Doesn’t want to take to the saddle.  

Thinking about saving him for the rodeo circuit.” 

 “I didn’t know there were that many wild ones still out there.” 

 “They’re there all right.  Every once in a while the government likes to reduce the 

numbers so we get a chance to pick up one or two.” 

 They reached the rear of the barn where another picnic table stood with a half oak barrel 

sitting next to it.  The barrel held ice and water and cans and bottles of beer.  Gus reached in and 

grabbed one and held it out for Hal. 

 “You got a specific brand?” 

 “Any port in a storm.”  

 Hal took the beer and twisted off the cap. 

 “Amen to that,” said Gus.  He held out his own bottle and Hal touched it with his. 

 “Here’s to it.” 

 They each took a long swig and then sat down at the picnic table. 

 “So you tried bull riding?  What about horses?  Can you ride?” 

 “Even little kids can ride horses.” 

 “Even so, some people are better at it.” 

 They sat for a few moments watching the horses move around in the corral.   

 “Hal, let me ask you a question.” 

 Hal tilted his head a bit and waited. 

 “Why are you here?” 

 “Jim invited me.” 

 “Oh, I know that.  But I wonder why you’re here?  You looking for work?  You looking 



 10 

for a handout?  What brings you ‘round?” 

 “Just passing through.  I’d take work if it’s available.” 

 “Hmm.  Let me try it a little different.  Where are you headed?” 

 “Jim asked me that, too.” 

 “And what did you tell him?” 

 Hal points toward the road, “That way.” 

 “It probably wouldn’t come up any different if I asked you where you were coming from, 

would it?” 

 Hal tilted his head and rolled his eyes to look in the other direction with a hint of a smile 

on his lips.   

 Gus laughed.  “That’s what I thought.”  He paused for a breath.  “Jim’s a good man.  We 

like him around here.” 

 “I get that.” 

 A man came around the barn, saw them and headed over. 

 “Boss, Abby’s looking for you.” 

 “Thanks, Charlie.  Hal, help yourself to whatever you like and we’ll catch up a bit more 

later on.”   

 Hal raised his beer bottle and watched Gus disappear around the house.  Two beers later, 

he looked at the main house.  One more beer and he got up from the table. 

 He dropped the last bottle into the trash can and found his way into the house.  Nobody 

moved around much inside beyond one or two people in the kitchen.  No one said anything to 

Hal.  He found a living room.  He opened cabinets and found the liquor.  Taking out a bottle and 

a glass, he unscrewed the top and poured himself half a glass of bourbon.  He watched the glass 
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for a moment and then filled it the rest of the way. 

  

 “Do you know anything about him?” Gus asked. 

 “A little bit,” Jim answered. 

 “Do you want to fill me in?  So we both know.”  Gus looked at Jim as Jim looked back 

over his shoulder at the people moving toward the house.  They both stopped and turned to look 

back.  Everyone seemed to be heading toward the corrals behind the barn. 

 “What in...?”      

 A noise near the house turned into cheers.  As they moved closer, Gus and Jim could see 

a rider on a horse over the heads of the crowd.  The two broke into a run. 

 

 In the corral, Hal sat on the stallion’s back without saddle or reins.  He gripped the flanks 

of the horse with his feet and had one hand in the long mane.  He let the other hand swing above 

his head.  The horse shied and kicked and bucked but could not dislodge its rider.   

 “One,” Hal shouted as the hooves hit the ground after the first real buck and already a full 

two seconds into his ride and this only then after the horse had made a mad dash across the 

corral. 

 “Two,” he grunted out the second number as the horse jarred him good as it landed all 

four hooves at the same instant. 

 “Three,” the crowd took up the count as the hooves pounded into the dirt and sent dust 

and flecks of spittle flying.  The horse’s eyes were crazy with fear as much at the shouting from 

the crowd as from the rider on his back. 

 “Four.”  The horse lurched to the right and Hal slid toward the left and almost lost his 
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seat on the horse. 

 “Five.”   The horse moved the opposite direction but Hal used the moment to grip the 

animal tighter with his knees and heels.  His left hand still held onto the bunch of mane.   Along 

with the horse, his own spit now flew out of his mouth as each impact forced his breath out 

between clenched teeth.   

 Together now with the crowd, Hal kept counting. 

 “Six.” 

 The horse reared and threw its head back and hit Hal in the face.  Blood dripped from his 

nose and spattered onto his shirt. The horse bucked harder to try to dislodge its rider. 

 “Seven.” 

 The crowd screamed the count now but Hal no longer heard them.  He heard only the 

horse breathing hard and saw it trying to look back at him. 

 “Eight.” 

 Eight times the horse flung itself into the air, four feet off the ground and arched its back.  

Eight times Hal hung on through the bone-jarring crunch as the hooves hit the ground and his 

butt slammed into the animal’s back.  Eight times by his count and the people screaming the 

numbers. Eight full seconds and more. 

 On the ninth landing, Hal swung his leg across the horse’s back and let go of the mane.  

He landed on his feet and jumped backward.  The horse, now free, skittered across to the far side 

of the corral and stayed there. 

 Hal didn’t hear the cheers and barely felt the hands that grabbed him as he fell to his 

knees at fence. 

 The hands pulled Hal through the rails of the corral and laid him in the dirt. 
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 “Is he hurt?”    

 “He’s bleeding.” 

 “Give him room.” 

 Gus and Jim came up.  Charlie knelt next to Hal and leaned in close and then drew back 

and waved his hand under his own nose.  “I don’t think he’s hurt.  But he is drunk.”    

 Several in the crowd laughed. 

 Charlie shook Hal’s shoulder but Hal didn’t move.  “Hey bud, time to get up.” 

 Still no answer.   

 “Yeah,” said Gus.  He stood up straight and looked at the horse still in the corral.  

“Charlie, go check out the horse.  Give him some water and see if he’ll let you brush him down.”  

Then he looked over to Jim.  “He can sleep it off here.  You can leave him to me.  I’ll send him 

on his way when he sobers up.” 

 “No, I brought him,” said Jim.  “I’ll take him with me.” 

 “Sure?” 

 “Yeah.  Help me get him into the car.” 
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Two 

 It was the quiet that startled Hal.  Then, the sunlight.  Then, the bed.   

 He looked down at his feet.  Socks and no boots.  He still wore his jeans but his shirt 

wasn’t tucked in and his belt lay on the side table.  Hal sat up and groaned with the effort.  He 

rubbed the back of his head and then felt the rest to see what part hurt most. 

 He sat on the edge of the bed for a few moments and took a few deep breaths.  The small 

room held a single bed with a picture of an angel escorting two little kids across a bridge on one 

wall and a picture of John Wayne sitting on a horse on the other wall. 

 Hal found his boots at the foot of the bed and pulled them on.  Next, his belt.  He left his 

shirt untucked and found his rucksack.  The door opened on to a stairway.  He tried to go down 

the wooden stairs without noise but his boots wouldn’t let him.  The stairway ended with another 

door.  He opened it into the sunlight and squinted at the bright light.  He had been in a room over 

the barn.    

 A house stood across the dirt yard and next to it a driveway which led to the road.  He 

headed for that. 

 A door on the porch opened and Nell stood there looking at him.  Hal stopped but didn’t 

say anything.  Nell waited.  Hal took his hat off.  Nell pointed a finger at him, turned her palm 

upwards and then crooked her finger back. 

 Hal ducked his head and headed toward her.   He stopped at the foot of the steps. 

 “Coffee?” 

 “Please.” 

 “Sit yourself down.”  She backed away but left the door open.  Hal wiped his boots on the 

mat and walked into the bright yellow kitchen.  Nell got a cup from the rack by the sink and set it 
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in front of Hal and filled it. 

 “How do you take it?” 

 “Black works.” 

 Nell put the coffee pot back on counter and turned around to look at him.  She leaned 

back against the counter and had her arms crossed.  Hal swallowed a gulp and then put the cup 

down on the table. 

 “I did something stupid, didn’t I?” 

 “That depends on who you ask.” 

 “If you ask Gus, you did something real dumb,” said Jim as he walked into the kitchen. 

“And he’s pretty pissed.  But that’s Gus.” 

 Nell handed Jim a mug and he poured himself a cup.   He turned back to Hal. 

 “Look,” said Hal.  “I...uh...I’m...” 

 Jim waived him off and Hal stopped talking. 

 “You a cowboy?”  

 “Was. Maybe still am.” 

 “When’s the last time you set a horse?” 

 “Been a while.” 

 “Before yesterday, I mean.” 

 “I rode a horse?”   

 Jim and Nell looked at each other. 

 “If you call that riding,” said Nell. 

 “Did I fall off?”   

 Jim coughed but managed to keep the coffee in his mouth.  Nell turned to the sink.  Hal 
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looked down at his cup. 

 “If you call that falling,” Jim said after he cleared his throat. 

 Hal swirled the coffee left in his cup. 

 “Got any tack?” said Jim. 

 “Drank it all.”    

 Jim went to the window and looked out, waiting. “This is my ranch. It’s not nearly as big 

as Gus’.  I do most of it myself.  I could use some help. You interested?” 

 Hal shook his head. “Are you offering me a job?” 

 “Doesn’t pay much and the work’s hard.” 

 “I drink too much, sometimes.” 

 “Nell tells me I preach too much, sometimes.” 

 “You ever preach so much you passed out?” 

 “No.  Not yet.” 

 “Well, then.” 

 “Well, then,” said Jim.  “Ain’t a one of us perfect.” 

 Hal didn’t answer. 

 “You can sleep in the room you’re in,” said Nell.  “It‘s our son’s.  He preferred it out 

there to the main house.  He stayed at school this summer.” 

 “Are you offering me work because you need help or because you think I need it?” 

 “Does it matter?” said Jim.  

 “Maybe.” 

 “Like I said, I could use some help.  And when I can’t use you, my neighbor Jenet can.  

She’s got a ranch a little bigger than mine and no regular help.  Her husband’s gone and her 
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son’s not interested in ranching.  I’m pretty sure I can speak for her.” 

 “Okay.” 

 Jim and Nell look at each other. 

 “You got to understand, Hal.  This is a dry ranch.  That means there’s no alcohol on it 

and there won’t be.” 

 “Okay.”  

 “Okay,” said Jim. 

 “Oh-kay,” said Nell.  “Jim, you take Hal out and show him around.  Hal, you’ll take 

meals with us and lunch is in an hour.” 

 “Yes, ma’am.” 

 

 Outside, Jim and Hal walked around the house and barn and the attached corral. 

 “Nothing special.  Cattle mostly and a few horses.” 

 “Cattle and horses?” 

 “Don’t seem right really, one without the other.”    

 “Like ranching and preaching?” 

 Jim laughed. “Sort of.” 

 Out in the field, a horse and rider approached.  The rider, a girl on a brown mare, waved 

as she got closer.  Hal recognized Sarah, the girl from the picnic. 

 “She yours?” asked Hal while she was still out of earshot. 

 “She is.” 

 Jim opened the gate to the corral and Sarah walked her horse in.  Jim closed the gate 

behind her as Sarah threw one leg over the horse and slid off. 
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 “Hi, dad.  Hi mister Hal.” 

 “Hi, Sarah,” said Hal. 

 “Are you staying?” asked Sarah. 

 “It seems so.” 

 “Oh, good.  I was hoping you’d say yes.” 

 Hal looked over to Jim whose mouth edged up in a smile. 

 “For a while, at least,” said Hal. 

 “Sarah, put your horse away and get cleaned up.  Lunch is almost ready.” 

 Sarah walked the horse into the barn.  They watched her go. 

 “Tomorrow morning, I’ll let you muck out the barn.  We strip them out complete every 

other Saturday, less often in the summer when the horses stay in the field more.  I hope the smell 

don’t bother you too much.  Most people get used to it.  Some never do, though.” 

 “I don’t mind the smell.” 

 “No, I didn’t think you would.”  

 The screen door slammed behind Sarah as she disappeared into the kitchen. 

 “Let’s go in.  Nell will be up after us if we’re late to the table.”   
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Three 

 Hal got up before the sun and, after a cup of coffee to fortify him, headed for the barn.  

He pulled the barn doors open.  Both doors squeaked but one complained louder than the other.  

Inside the doors to the right sat a large workbench littered with tools, two toolboxes, various 

riding and livestock tack, and the odd piece of straw.  Hal poked around until he found an oil can 

that had oil in it.  He applied the oil to all the hinges on the doors and opened and closed the 

doors to work the oil in.  When the squeaking stopped, he returned the oil can to the bench. 

 The wall behind the workbench held some pegs and there were additional pegs on some 

of the posts throughout.  He sorted through the tools and equipment on the bench.  He hung the 

halters and bits and bridles on the pegs.   The leathers needed oiling. 

   The tools he sorted into the two toolboxes.  Some, like the saws, were too big to fit.  

These he hung on the wall above the bench.  

 He found a pitchfork and long-handled shovel and a wheelbarrow that had seen a lot of 

use.  He loaded the pitchfork and the shovel into the wheelbarrow and rolled it over to the first 

stall.  All of the horses were already outside in the field. 

 With the pitchfork, Hal piled the manure and old straw as high as he could into the 

wheelbarrow.  The muck pile sat fifty yards beyond the corral behind the barn.  It was far enough 

away to discourage the flies from getting to the horses and still downwind from the house.  After 

his third trip, he came back to find Sarah sitting on the top rail of the stall next in line for 

cleaning. 

 “Hi, Mister Hal.” 

 “Hal is good.” 

 “Hi, Mister Hal is good.” 
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 “And how are you, Sarah?” 

 “Sarah is good, too.” 

 “And speaking of herself in third person.” 

 “Huh?” 

 “That’s what it means when you talk about yourself like you were someone else or 

somewhere else.”  

  Sarah looked confused.   

 “Without saying ‘I’ or ‘me,’” Hal said. 

 “Oh.” 

 Hal forked a load into the wheelbarrow. 

 “They say Napoleon did that,” Hal said as he pitched another. 

 “Spoke about himself like he wasn’t there?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Oh.”  She paused for a second.  “I thought you were a cowboy.” 

 “Well, maybe.” 

 “But you talk like an English teacher.” 

 “I just paid attention in school.” 

 “Oh.” 

 With the wheelbarrow full and the stall almost empty, Hal leaned the pitchfork against 

the wall and picked up the shovel and scrapped the floor for what remained. 

 “Can you teach me to ride like that?” 

 “Like what?” 

 “Like you rode up at mister Gustafson’s ranch.” 
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 Hal stopped working and looked up at Sarah.  Then he scraped the floor some more and 

scooped the muck into the wheelbarrow. 

 “I don’t remember all that much after lunch that day.” 

 “Really?” 

 “I remember the corn.  It was good.” 

 “It was.” 

 Hal took hold of the handles of the wheelbarrow, lifted and walked toward the door.  

Sarah jumped down and followed him.     

 “You rode that wild horse like he was tame.  All the people watched and yelled and 

counted.” 

 “They counted?” 

 “You were counting first.” 

 “I was counting?” 

 “You were.  All the way up to eight.” 

 “Well, I don’t know what I was thinking.” 

 Sarah stopped and stared at him as Hal kept on to the muck pile.   

 “You don’t?” 

 “If I was thinking, I sure don’t remember.” 

 She broke into a run to catch up to him. 

 “Papa says people who drink too much don’t always remember what happens to them or 

what they do.” 

 “Yeah, I’m one of those.” 

 “My grandpa was, too.” 
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 “Was what?” 

 “One of those who drank too much and couldn’t remember.”   

 Hal looked at her, “I’m sorry.” 

 “I never met him.  My Momma told me.” 

 “Still...” 

 “So, can you teach me?” 

 “I saw you ride.  You already ride well.” 

 “I’d ride better if you teach me.” 

 Hal rolled the wheelbarrow to the pile and dumped it.  He used the shovel to clean up the 

edge and throw the debris higher up onto the pile. 

 “I can teach you some rope tricks if you like.  As for the riding, you’re going to have to 

ask your Pop if he’ll let me teach you.” 

 “He’ll say yes.” 

 “If he does, then I’ll teach you.” 

 “Thank you mister Hal is good.” 

 “Remember, your dad has to say so.” 

 “I know.” 

 “And your Momma.” 

 “Okay.” 

 Sarah ran off toward the house.  Hal turned the wheelbarrow back to the barn.  Sarah 

stopped running and turned around, still walking backward to the house. 

 “I know what you were doing at mister Gustafson’s ranch.” She still walked backwards 

so she could see Hal while she spoke.    
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 Hal stopped to look back at her.  “Oh? What was that?” 

 “You were pretending you were in a rodeo.”   

 Hal watched her as she turned and ran the rest of the way back to the house. 
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Four 

 “Sarah says you want to teach her to ride,” Jim said as he passed the mashed potatoes to 

Hal.  Hal looked first at Sarah then at Jim and then scooped a serving onto his plate. 

 “Sarah asked me if I would teach her.” 

 “And you said?” 

 “I said she had to ask you.” 

 “And me,” said Nell. 

 “And you,” said Jim.  “Hal, what do you think?” 

 Hal chewed the food in his mouth and swallowed it. 

 “I think she already rides well.” 

 “Sarah?” Jim looked to his daughter. 

 “Yes, Daddy?” 

 “What is it you want Mr. Hal to teach you?” 

 “I want to ride like he does.” 

 “You only saw him ride once.” 

 “Yes, but he looked like he was riding rodeo.” 

 “And you want to ride in a rodeo?” 

 “I want to ride a bronco.” 

 “There are other events in rodeo besides bucking,” said Nell.  “Barrel riding and roping 

would work.” 

 “I would do those.  But I also want to learn to ride a bronco.  Other girls do.” 

 “I don’t really ride like that anymore,” said Hal. 

 “You rode like that at Gus’s place,” said Nell. 
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 “I was falling down drunk at Gus’s place.” 

 “You rode like that when you were falling down drunk,” said Sarah. 

 “Sarah,” said Jim. 

 “Sorry.” 

 No one spoke for a few moments. 

 “I rode like that because I was falling down drunk.  I wouldn’t have gotten on that horse 

if I were sober.” 

 Again silence at the table. 

 “Are you willing to teach her?” 

 “Barrel riding and roping?” said Hal. 

 “And bronco?” said Sarah. 

 “Barrel riding and roping first,” said Jim. 

 “I’ll teach her what I can.” 

 Jim looked at Hal, then at Sarah and last at Nell. 

 “Nell?” 

 “No bulls?” 

 “No bulls.” 

 “If she wants to learn, let her learn.”   
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Five 

 Gus stood alone by the railing of the corral.  Inside, Charlie and another hand held tight 

onto the black’s reins while Dean struggled to mount the saddle.  The horse shied and pulled 

back. 

 “Don’t let him scare you, Dean,” Gus shouted.  “Get on ‘im.” 

 Dean got his left foot into the stirrup and that‘s as far as he got.  The horse reared up and 

pulled the reins away from the handlers.  Dean fell back and the horse scampered off to the far 

side of the corral. 

 “Still giving you a time?” said Jim at Gus’ elbow. 

 Gus turned his head.  “Didn’t see you come up, Jim.  You practicing your ninja moves, 

now?” 

 “Nah, my ninja moves will stay right as they are.  I got too many other things to practice 

first.” 

 Gus reached over and shook Jim’s hand. 

 “What brings you by?” 

 “Just wanted to see how you’re doing.” 

 “Well, as you can see.” 

 Inside the corral, Dean and Charlie were trying to herd the horse into a spot where they 

could grab the reins.  The horse wanted otherwise and evaded them or pulled free time and again.  

 “Dean still trying to break him?” 

 “Dean is.” 

 “No luck?” 

 “Nobody rides him for long, if at all.” 
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 “Why could Hal ride him?” 

 “I don’t know about that.  Your boy was drunk.  Maybe he slipped him some of those 

beers he was drinking or even something stronger.  Maybe doped him up with some of that 

bourbon he found.” 

 “Nah, you think so?” 

 “All I know is he did something.  Otherwise, no way he would have stayed on that horse.  

And, whatever he did, no one rides him now.  Which makes him useless to me on the ranch.  I’m 

still thinking of putting him on the rodeo circuit.  Let those cowboys deal with him.” 

 

 In the kitchen, Nell picked up the phone on the first ring. 

 “Hello.” 

 She listened for a few seconds. 

 “See you in a few.” 

 Nell hung up the phone and turned to Sarah who shelled peas at the table. 

 “You’d better finish those up quick.” 

 “Why, Momma?” 

  

 Jim’s Oldsmobile pulled up the long driveway and parked by the house.  Hal had just 

finished watering and feeding the horses and headed over to where Jim stood when he saw Gus’s 

truck coming up the driveway pulling a trailer.  The driver, Charlie, stopped the truck by the two 

men.  Jim pointed toward the corral and Charlie eased the truck in that direction. 

 Jim looked at Hal.  Hal raised an eyebrow.  Jim walked to the corral and Hal followed 

him. 
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 A scream sounded from inside the house.  It stopped Hal, but Jim kept walking.  Hal 

looked to the house, then to Jim, and then back to the house as another scream sounded.  The 

door burst open and Sarah bounced out and ran past them to where the trailer was now parked by 

the corral.  

 Nell followed her out the kitchen door at a slower pace. 

 Sarah jumped on to the trailer’s fender and grabbed at the bars to look in. 

 “Careful,” said Jim.  “He’s far from a tame horse.” 

 “Oh, Daddy.  He’s beautiful.  Does he have a name?” 

 Nell came up to the trailer and looked in.  Hal stepped up as well. 

 “He came in from the wild and Gus never gave him a name,” said Charlie.  He undid the 

bolts holding the gate shut.  Hal reached through the window and untied the horse.  He clicked 

his tongue and backed the horse out of the trailer.  Once out, Hal walked the horse to the corral 

and removed the halter.  The horse galloped away across the corral and Hal closed the gate.  

Sarah climbed on the gate a second later. 

 “I guess that will be your first chore,” said Jim.  “Naming him.” 

 “I can pick his name?” 

 “Don’t see why not.” 

 “The boys were thinking ‘Midnight,’” said Charlie. 

 “A lot of black horses are called ‘Midnight,” said Hal, still watching from the gate. 

 “Blackie?” said Sarah. 

 Nell laughed.  “Now he sounds like a kitten.” 

 “How ‘bout we just call him ‘Ralph’?” said Jim.  Everyone stared at him.  “Okay, never 

mind.” 
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 Nell looked over at Hal.  “How did you say you liked your coffee, Hal?” 

 “Uh, black.” 

 “No you didn’t.  You said ‘black works.’”   

 Jim looked from Nell to Hal.  “Black works?  Black works.  Black Works.  That fits just 

fine.”   

 “You know it’ll just get shortened to Black?” said Hal. 

 “Yeah, around here I’m sure. Or even Blackie,” Jim said as he looked at Sarah.  “But in 

competitions, in the lists, it’ll show up as Black Works.  And that’s a good name for a 

competitor.” 

 “Black Works,” nodded Charlie. 

 “Black,” said Nell. 

 “Blackie,” said Sarah. 
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Six 

 Sarah came out of the kitchen door on Saturday morning and headed straight over to the 

barn.  She found Hal brushing down the black horse. 

 “Good morning, mister Hal.” 

 “Really, Hal is fine.” 

 “Okay.  What will you teach me, today?” 

 “I’m thinking we work on roping.” 

 “Roping?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Can I ride Blackie?” 

 “I don’t think that’s a good idea, yet.” 

 “Why not?” 

 “‘Cause he’s big and mean and scary,” said Hal as he held his fingers next to his face as 

if he had claws. 

 “Nah.” 

 “No, not really.  But he is wild and you have other things to learn first.  Besides, I found a 

small sore on his back. 

 “Is he hurt?” 

 “Not much but it looks fairly new.  Look here,” he said as he separated the hair on the 

horse’s back and showed her the raw wound.  “Here, you do it.” 

 Sarah put her fingers around the wound to hold the hair away from the blood. 

 Hal pulled a small pair of scissors out of his shirt pocket and trimmed the hair all around 

the bloody patch.  “The hair dries into the scab and when he runs or turns, the hair pulls the scab 



 31 

apart and it bleeds again.  And it must hurt a bit.” 

 When he finished the trimming, Hal stepped over to the workbench and brought back a 

small tube.  He unscrewed the cap and handed it to Sarah. 

 “What’s this?” 

 “Ointment.  Antibiotic.  I got it from your Mom.  It’ll keep the scab soft for a while and 

help it heal quicker.  Especially now that the hair’s trimmed back.” 

 “How did he get this?” 

 “Who knows?  The saddle may have had a rough spot and rubbed him wrong or 

something got under it.” 

 Sarah went to the horse and stroked his forehead and face.  “Poor Blackie.” 

 “Anyhow, I think we should let that heal before anyone tries to ride him again, okay?” 

 “Okay.” 

 Hal came out of the stall and went over to the equipment rack.  He took down a coiled 

length of rope and handed it to Sarah.  She uncoiled part of it and inspected the knot and rubbed 

the rope between her fingers. 

 “Is this a lasso?” 

 “It’s a rope.” 

 “No, this is one of those lariat thingys?” 

 “It’s a rope.” 

 “Is it really just a rope?” 

 “It’s not a lariat and it’s not a lasso and really, really not a thingy.  To a cowboy -- and a 

cowgirl -- this is a rope.” 

 Sarah sighed as she rolled her eyes up and to the side.  “Okay.” 
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 “Now, you ever use a rope?” 

 “Sure, lots of times.” 

 “Not a jump rope.” 

 “No, not really.  Only a little.” 

 “That’s okay.  That’s why you’re here.  Now, untie that knot.” 

 Sarah worked at it for a few minutes.  The tight knot and stiff rope made her struggle. 

 “It’s a lot harder to untie a knot than it is to tie it in the first place.  Keep going.” 

 Sarah worked the knot until it loosened.  She looked up at Hal. 

 “Watch how it comes apart so you can tie it again.”  

  He watched her untie the knot.  She held the rope up to show him.   

 “Good.  The rope we use is stiffer than say a nylon rope you might use around the house.  

This rope has been tied in that knot for a while so the bends still show and the fibers are 

compressed where the knot pressed against them.  See?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Good.  Now tie the knot back.” 

 She crossed the rope over itself being careful to match up the bends in the rope.  At the 

end, she passed the end through the last hole and pulled the knot tight. 

 “Very good.  That’s called a hondo.” 

 “The knot?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Won’t the end slip through?” 

 “Most cowboys use a natural fiber rope like this one.  The rope has a lot of friction and 

the fibers kind of grab onto each other.  A rope like this won’t slide as easy as a nylon rope will.  
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But if you’re worried about it, you can always tie a stopper knot.  That’ll put an end to any 

chance at it slipping.” 

 “Why not just use a bowline?” 

 “A bowline?” 

 “Yeah.  A bowline won’t slip and you don’t need the stopper knot.” 

  “Where did you learn about bowlines?” 

 “I was a Brownie.   Mom taught me.  She was the Owl for our troop.” 

 “Brownies learn to tie knots?” 

 “We did.” 

 Hal looked at Sarah while he thought about it. 

 “Bowlines are for boats.  Hondos are for horse work.  But you can use any knot that 

works for you.  No one will ever know and, if anyone does look, you don’t get judged on your 

knots.  You want to be able to pinch the knot so the noose stays open when you throw it over the 

calf’s head.  And you want to be able to pull the noose closed once you’ve done that.  So try ‘em 

both and see which one you like better when you’re throwing.  I’ll ask you later to show me 

both.” 

 “Okay.”  

 “Good.  Now, go practice your knots.” 

   

 Sara spooned up cereal from a bowl at the table.  Nell sat across from her and watched 

her eat. 

 “Momma?” 

 “Yes?” 
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 “Why are you staring at me?” 

 “Can’t a mother look at her daughter?” 

 “Yes, Momma.” 

 Nell watched her as she held her spoon with her fingertips.  She had always gripped it 

before using her whole hand.  Nell reached across the table and took Sarah’s hand and turned it 

over.  Sarah’s palm was red and chaffed.  Nell took Sarah’s other hand and inspected it.  More of 

the same.  Sarah looked up at her mother. 

 “Hal says my hands will toughen up as I handle the ropes more.” 

 Nell nodded.  “You make sure you wash your hands and put some lotion on every time 

after you handle the rope.” 

 “Yes, Momma.” 

 

 “I can wax the rope to keep the loose fibers down,” said Hal. 

 “Is that legal?” said Nell. 

 “Nothing in the rules about it that I know of.” 

 “Won’t that make it harder to keep the noose open?” said Jim. 

 “We just won’t wax that part of the rope or the knot.  But we can wax everywhere else 

until her hands develop some calluses.” 

 “I don’t know that I want her to have calluses.” 

 “I’ve never met a true cowgirl who had smooth hands.” 

 “And she’s probably already got calluses that you don’t know about.” 

 “Great.  Now she’ll have hands like her father.” 
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Seven 

 Sarah’s chores included feeding and brushing Blackie.  The horse was getting used to her 

and she thought he acted glad to see her every time she came into the stable.  He would come 

over to her and nuzzle her.  She still treated his sore with the ointment every day, although it was 

harder to spot, now.   

 Sarah fished into her pocket and pulled out at carrot and held it out for Blackie.  He made 

a whinnying sound as he took the carrot into his mouth.   

 “When can I ride him?” she asked Hal. 

 “Soon.” 

 “How soon?” 

 “He’s almost ready.  The sore is healed up.  I just want to make sure you two are friends.” 

 “We’re friends, aren’t we Blackie.” 

 “A few more days, then.” 

 “Will he try to throw me?” 

 “I don’t think so.  Maybe.” 

  

 Sarah stood ten feet from a post driven into the ground.  She coiled the rope in her left 

hand as she eyed the post.  She spun the noose end over her head a couple of times and then 

launched it at the post.  She missed and coiled the rope again for another try. 

 A blue pickup truck pulled up to the house.  Sarah stopped to watch.  Dean got out and 

waved to her.  She waved back as he walked over to her. 

 “How’s it coming?” 

 “Watch me.” 
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 Sarah swung the rope over her head twice and then threw it at the post.  The noose 

slipped down over the post and she pulled it tight.  Dean clapped his hands. 

 “Wonderful.  That’s great.” 

 “I make it about half the time.” 

 “Still like it?” 

 “Yes.  Hal says we’re going to do a moving target next and then after that I’ll be on a 

horse and then a moving target from a moving horse.” 

 “And when you’re roping calves, you’ll be big time. “ 

 “Well, maybe.” 

 “I know you will.  Is Hal around?” 

 “He’s working fences today.” 

 “Oh.” 

 “He’s been gone for a few hours.  Should be back for lunch.” 

 Nell came out of the kitchen door.  “Dean.” 

 “Hello, Mrs. Rhodes.” 

 “Would you and Sarah like some Lemonade?” 

  

 Sarah finished her lemonade first. 

 “May I be excused?  I have to go practice.” 

 “Of course.  Put your glass in the sink.” 

 Nell and Dean watched as Sarah went out to the post and took up the rope hanging on it.  

They had a clear view through the kitchen window.  

 “She’s doing well.” 
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 “She does enjoy it.” 

 “And you?” 

 “She’s young.” 

 “My pop says you were a barrel racer once.” 

 “Yeah and I tried roping, too.  But not broncs.   Too wild, too crazy.   I do seem to 

remember that your Pop was a bull rider once.” 

 “And now he’s a clown.” 

 “Bullfighter.” 

 “Bullfighter.” 

 They sat for a moment watching Sarah. 

 “Why did you give it up?” 

 “I got busy with other things.  Went to college.  Met Jim.” 

 Sarah roped the post for the third time in a row. 

 “There are lady riders, bulls even.” 

 “Not many.” 

 “They say the lighter riders do better.” 

 “Dean, she’s only ten.” 

 “She’s just started roping.  There’s a long way to go before she’s onto broncs.  She may 

change her mind.” 

 “I hope so.” 

 They see a rider approaching along the fence line. 

 “Hal’s back.” 

 “I didn’t think he was riding.” 
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   “We don’t have an ATV.  Besides, Hal says he likes to do it on horseback instead of on a 

motor.”  

 

 Dean met Hal at the stable.   

 “Dean, what brings you out?” 

 “Just stopped by.  Actually, I wanted to see you.” 

 Dean took the saddlebags off the horse while Hal undid the saddle. He lifted it off and set 

it on the bench.  Dean removed the bridle and Hal pulled the blanket off the horse’s back.  He 

took a brush and handed a second one to Dean.  Each brushed his side of the horse.  They 

worked for a few minutes before Dean spoke. 

 “I tried to ride the stallion before Jim bought him.” 

 Hal nodded. 

 “I tried several times and was never able to stay on or to control him for more than a few 

seconds.” 

 “He had a sore.  I’m sure it irritated him.” 

 “But you rode him.” 

 “Bareback.  I’m sure you used a saddle.” 

 “I did.” 

 “That may be all it was.” 

 “You think so?” 

 “I don’t know.  Probably.” 

 “But you were drunk when you rode him.” 

 “Yeah.” 
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 “Not that – I mean – you were drunk and you still rode him.  Really well.  Really well 

despite being drunk.  I don’t know anyone who could do that.” 

 “How many drunks do you know?” 

 “Oh, I know a few.” 

 “Well, I don’t remember the ride at all.  I can’t tell you what I did or why I did it.  I 

remember drinking some beers and then waking up the next morning here.” 

 “You were great.  You looked good out there.  I wish someone had filmed it so I could 

prove it to you.” 

 Hal stopped brushing, “I was drunk.” 

 “Yeah.  I know.” 

 “I don’t need any film of that.” 

 They both brushed again. 

 “That’s not the reason I came to see you.”  When Hal didn’t answer, Dean went on, “I 

want to know if you’ll teach me some about riding.” 

 “You already ride well and you break horses.  What can I teach you?” 

 “I’m not here about horses.”   

 Hal kept brushing. 

 “I can ride horses as well as the next guy.  Not as good as you, but good enough.” 

 Hal stopped brushing the horse and came around to Dean’s side.  He took the brush from 

Dean and put both brushes on their hooks on the wall.  He turned back to Dean. 

 “Teach me how to ride a bull.” 

 “Bulls?” 

 “You rode that horse like he was a toy.  You said you’d ridden bulls before.  From the 
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way you rode that stallion -- you’ve ridden something bigger – something tougher.  Teach me 

how to ride a bull.” 

 “I don’t ride bulls anymore.” 

 “You don’t have to ride.  Just teach me.” 

 Hal led the horse back to his stable and latched the gate behind it. 

 “Your father was a bull rider and he still raises bulls.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “What did he teach you?” 

 “My dad is – well – he’s my father.” 

 Hal rested his foot on the lowest railing of the gate.  “Jim doesn’t have any bulls.” 

 “I can get a bull.” 

 “From your father?” 

 “Yes, but I’ll bring him here.” 

 “The bull or your father?” 

 “The bull.  But my father probably won’t stay away either.” 

 “Well, you’ll still have to ask your father and we’ll both have to ask Jim and Nell, first.” 

 

 “Got to keep him separated,” Jim said at supper that night. 

 “He’ll calm down if you keep some steers in with him.” 

 “He won’t attack them?” 

 “Probably not.” 

 “You’re not sure.” 

 “Not a hundred percent.” 
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 “This is becoming quite the teaching job for you,” said Nell.  “First Sarah and now Dean.  

Perhaps you should advertise as a rodeo school.” 

 “I’m not looking for a new job.” 

 “I guess I’m okay with it,” said Jim. 

 “What about me?” said Sarah. 

 “No bull riding,” said Nell. 

 “Mom?” 

 “You heard your mother,” said Jim. 

 “Okay.” 

 

 The next morning Gus’s truck pulled into the Rhodes’ driveway once again.  Charlie 

drove and Dean rode as passenger.  The truck pulled the same livestock trailer that delivered 

Black Works a couple of weeks earlier. 

 Hal came out of the barn and met the truck. 

 “Brought you a loaner,” said Charlie. 

 “Snodgrass,” said Dean. 

 “What kind of name is that?” 

 “Gus named him after a teacher he said left a bad taste in his mouth.” 

 “Ah.  Good to see you Dean.” 

 “Hal.” 

 “Let’s get him out of the trailer.  Back it up to the gate there.” 

 Dean jumped out and Charlie maneuvered the end of the trailer back toward the gate.  

Dean opened the gate before the trailer got to it.  The gate and the trailer filled up the opening so 
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the animal would have no other way to go but into the corral. 

 Nell and Sarah came out of the house to watch.  Nell stood behind Sarah and put her arms 

around Sarah’s shoulders and linked one hand over the other wrist. 

 The corral already contained two steers brought in from a field.  The bull in the trailer 

banged against the side and the steers snorted and stayed on the far end of the corral. 

 Nell and Sarah moved closer to the corral but stayed back from the fence and from the 

trailer. 

 Hal pulled the gate back and went to the end of the trailer and unlatched one side.   

 “Careful, Hal,” said Sarah as Hal walked to the other side of the trailer where only one 

latch now held the rear door closed. 

 “He’s head in,” said Hal.  “He has to back out first before he can turn so I’ll have time to 

get out of the way.” 

 “You want me to do anything,” said Dean. 

 “Just make sure that gate stays against the trailer nice and tight.” 

 Charlie went to stand with Dean to lend a hand if needed.  Hal threw the latch bolt open 

and the door fell to the ground and made a ramp.  Hal jumped to the fence and climbed over as 

Snodgrass backed out, banging his horns on the sides a few of times to show the trailer who was 

boss. 

 When the bull’s head cleared the door, he spotted Hal and moved away from him.  The 

steers already in the corral turned to face the newcomer and moved a few steps toward the center 

of the corral.  The bull spotted their movement and turned sideways to the steers. 

 Sarah and Nell moved up to stand next to Hal and watch the bull and the steers in the 

corral. 
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 “They’re sizing each other up,” said Hal in a low voice. 

 One of the steers took another step toward the bull.  The bull moved his head from side to 

side and the steers retreated. 

 “Now he’s the boss.” 

 “Are they friends now?” said Sarah. 

 “Maybe not yet, but they will be.” 

 The bull now walked over to where the two steers waited.  The steers nuzzled the bull 

and the three animals walked around each other and stayed together. 

 “All right, Charlie.” 

 Charlie got into the truck and turned the key.  He eased the truck forward and Dean 

closed and latched the gate once the trailer cleared the opening. 

 “Where’d you learn to do that?” said Nell. 

 “Do what?” 

 “Mix the steers and the bull.” 

 Hal looked back at the bull and the steers together in the corral and then smiled at Nell, 

“Hemingway.” 

 “Hemingway?  You read Hemingway?” 

 Hal smiled and ducked his head. 

 “What was that for?” 

 “I thought you were going to ask me if I knew how to read.” 

 Nell laughed and made a fist and punched him on the arm.  They stood for a moment and 

watched the bull and steers in the corral. 

 “Now what?” Nell said.  
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 “Now we have a bull.” 

 “A loaner.” 

 “Yep.  We’ll feed ‘em in a bit, but first Sarah’s going to show us how she can rope a 

post.” 

 “Do I have to?” 

 “You’re going to have to in the competition so you might as well get used to having an 

audience.” 
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Eight 

 Gus’ wife, Abby, lay in bed at home reading a book when Gus came into the room.  He 

joined her in the bed and she put her book down on the nightstand. 

 “So Dean’s going to try bull riding again,” she said. 

 “Yeah.” 

 “And he asked Hal to teach him.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “You okay with that?” 

 “Dean’s growed up.” 

 “That’s not an answer to the question I asked.” 

 “I’m okay with Dean looking elsewhere for help.  I’m not so sure about Hal.  I’m not sure 

I trust him.” 

 Abby looked at Gus and waited. 

 “I don’t like the way he showed up.  I don’t like it that he doesn’t answer questions about 

himself.  Something just doesn’t set right.” 

 “Gus, he’s just a stray and looking to find himself.” 

 “I shot the last stray.” 

 Abby reached out and smacked Gus on the shoulder with the back of her hand.  “Gus.” 

 “I meant the dog.  The one that attacked the calf.” 

 “I know what you meant.” 

 Abby turned and cuddled up to Gus. 

 “Dean’s just trying to please you.  The fact that he’s still trying to ride bulls when he 

really wants to be on the ground should tell you that.” 
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 “He wants to be on the ground?” 

 “He wants to be a clown.” 

 “Clown?  Bullfighter?” 

 “Sorry, bullfighter.  Yes.  I always forget you guys changed what you call yourselves 

now.” 

 “He wants to be a bullfighter?” 

 “He wants to be like his father.” 

 “He never mentioned that to me.” 

 “There’s things a boy will tell his mother that he won’t tell his father.  Yes.  And why 

don’t they call it ‘bullfighting school’ instead of ‘rodeo clown school?’” 

 Gus sighed. 

  



 47 

Nine 

 Hal brought Black Works out into the horse corral.  The horse had a bridle but no saddle.  

Nell, Jim, Sarah and Dean, who had come by for a visit, stood on the other side of the fence, 

watching.  Sarah wore a helmet. 

 “You think this is a good idea?” said Nell. 

 “Sooner or later,” said Jim.  “Hal knows what he’s doing.” 

 Hal stroked the horse’s forehead.  “Okay, Sarah.” 

 Nell hugged Sarah, “Good luck.  You’ll be great.” 

 Sarah climbed over the fence and walked over to the horse.  He whinnied as she moved 

next to him.  Hal still held the reins. 

 “Ready?” 

 Sarah nodded.   She put a foot into Hal’s outstretched hand and he lifted as she put her 

other foot over the horse’s back.  Blackie shimmied to the right a bit.  Hal stroked the horse’s 

forehead again. 

 “Talk to him.” 

 Sarah leaned forward and whispered into Blackie’s ear.  Blackie threw his head back 

made a chirping sound. 

 “Why no saddle?” said Nell. 

 “I want him to get used to her first,” said Hal.  “He’s been wearing the bridle for a while, 

now.  He’s used to the bit.  Later we introduce the saddle.  By then, he won’t care.” 

 Hal stepped to Blackie’s head.  “Okay, sit up straight now.”  

 Sarah sat with her back straight. 

 Nell raised her cell phone and took a picture with it. 
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 “I want you to hold his mane gently but you are holding on mostly with your feet and 

legs.  It’s okay to grip him with your shoes.”   

 Hal took her foot and moved it slightly higher on Blackie’s flank. 

 Sarah squeezed Blackie with her legs.  She wore tennis shoes so as not to scare him.  Hal 

walked backward and Blackie followed him as the reins pulled taut.  Hal walked backward 

halfway around the corral and then he turned his back to the horse.  Hal kept walking until he 

made a complete circuit around the corral. 

 “Still doing okay?” 

 “We’re both doing good.” 

 “Then let’s speed things up.”  Hal broke into a jog.  The horse still walked although a bit 

faster.  Hal went twice more around the corral and then stopped in front of Nell and Jim.  He 

handed the reins to Sarah. 

 “He’s going to follow me one more lap and then I’m going to get out of the way.”  

 “Okay.” 

 Hal walked one more lap and then climbed out of the corral.  Blackie watched him for a 

moment wondering what to do. 

 Hal clicked his tongue.  The horse still didn’t move.  “Use your feet a bit.” 

 Sarah nudged the horse with her heels.  Blackie walked forward and kept going around 

the corral.  Sarah and Blackie went around five more times before Hal climbed back over the 

fence.  Hal took the reins from Sarah as they came up to him. 

 “I think that’s enough for today.  We want to make sure he wants you back.” 

 Sarah patted Blackie’s neck as she swung her leg over his back and slid to the ground.  

Hal caught her and raised his hand and Sarah turned around and high-fived him. 
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 “Take him inside now.” 

 Hal handed the reins back to Sarah and she led Blackie into the stable.  Hal turned to Nell 

and Jim, “She did well.” 

 “You are something with horses,” said Jim. 

 Hal nodded and turned to Dean, “Your turn.” 

 “Now?” 

 “Tomorrow morning.  Bring your gear.” 
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Ten 

 A pale Dean showed up the next morning at Nell’s kitchen door. 

 “Coffee?” 

 “No.  Can’t keep it down.” 

 “Just as well.  Hal and Jim are waiting for you.” 

 Dean got his gear bag from his truck and went out to the barn.  The bull and a steer were 

in one of the smaller pens and the single steer was penned by itself off to the side of the corral in 

a pen not much larger than the animal in it.  The pen had a makeshift gate held shut with baling 

wire instead of a latch.   He found Jim and Hal in the barn.  Dean dropped his bag on the ground 

next to them. 

 “I’d say you look chipper but I’d be lying,” said Hal. 

 “I’m okay.” 

 “Really?” 

 “No.”  Dean got the word out before he rushed for a corner where he threw up into the 

straw.  Jim and Hal looked at one another. 

 “Sorry,” said Dean as he returned to them wiping his mouth on his sleeve. 

 Hal handed him a bottle of water.  “Wash and spit first.  Then drink.” 

 Dean spat out the first mouthful and then spat out two more before swallowing a small 

amount to wet his throat. 

 “Is this a normal event?” said Hal. 

 Dean nodded. 

 “I knew a professional bull rider, once.  A champion.  He threw up before every single 

competition ride.  Every one.  Even after he won the all-around, twice.” 
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 “Really?” 

 “Yep.  It’s no big deal.  Show me your equipment.” 

 Dean pulled out the equipment and handed it, one piece at a time, to Hal for inspection.  

Hal examined the gloves, the chaps, the rope, the spurs and the protective vest.  After seeing all 

of it, Hal said, “Where’s your helmet?” 

 “I wear a hat.” 

 “Why not a helmet?” 

 “I’ve heard it affects your balance.” 

 “And makes you look like a sissy?” 

 “Yeah,” Dean laughed.  “That, too.” 

 “That’s what the old timers say,” said Hal.  He looked to Jim, “The real cowboys.” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “The ones who get their brains knocked loose and never ride again.  The ones who can’t 

stop their hands from shaking.” 

 Dean said nothing.   

 “I’m not one of those guys,” said Hal. 

 “My father says...” 

 Hal held up his hand and Dean stopped.  “If you want your father to teach you, go ask 

him.  You can ride and wear nothing but a Speedo if you want.” 

 Jim squeezed his eyes shut, “Oh.” 

 “Here -- with me -- you will wear a helmet every time you ride.” 

 “I don’t have a helmet.” 

 Jim went to the workbench and came back carrying Sarah’s helmet.  “Just so happens I 
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have one here.”  He handed the helmet to Dean who tried it on. 

 “It’s too small.” 

 “Exhale,” said Hal. 

 “What?” 

 Jim smiled.  “Just jam it on. The Styrofoam on the inside will deform if you force it.  And 

it’ll make it a little bit bigger for Sarah when she wears it again.  She said it felt a little snug.” 

 Dean looked crooked at Jim. 

 “Seriously,” said Jim still smiling. 

 Dean forced the helmet onto his head.  He had to remove it to adjust the strap so it would 

fasten under his chin.  Hal took Dean’s chin into his hand and moved his head from side to side 

inspecting the helmet.  Then he grabbed both sides of the helmet and tried to wiggle it.   

 “It’ll do.”  Hal picked up Dean’s rope.  “I’ll take this.  You get the rest of your gear on 

and meet us outside.” 

  

 Dean came out of the barn wearing Sarah’s helmet, his chaps, a glove on his left hand 

and his vest.  Hal and Jim were by the steer penned off alone.  Nell and Sarah stood watching.  

Charlie from Gus’ ranch were there also.  Hal stood on the lower rail of the fence and had Dean’s 

rope wrapped around the steer’s chest.  He held onto the rope so it wouldn’t fall off.  The steer 

also had a rope tied around its flank which lay up against its hind legs. 

 “You want me to ride the steer?” 

 “You ever ride a bull before?” 

 “No.” 

 “I’ve never seen you ride anything, not even a horse.  If we had a mechanical bull, I’d 
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start you out on that and work up.” 

 “I’ve ridden a mechanical bull.” 

 “Good.  Today you’ll ride a steer.” 

 Dean looked over at Nell and the others. “It’s embarrassing.” 

 “Like throwing up before every ride?” 

 “Well...” 

 “Did you throw up before riding the mechanical bull?” 

 “No.” 

 “Does the thought of riding the steer make you feel like you’re going to throw up?” 

 “No.” 

 “Ride the steer.  If you do okay, you can ride the bull next time.” 

 Dean climbed up on the fence next to Hal who still held the rope snug around the steer’s 

chest. 

 “Ease onto him and I’ll give you the rope.  Jim, will you be latch man?” 

 “Wire man?” said Jim. 

 “Yeah, that.” 

 Dean hesitated.  

 “He’s not a bull.  But he is a good step above a mechanical ride.  He’ll turn faster and 

sharper than the machine.  And he’s alive.  So this is a natural progression for you.  He won’t 

buck as hard as a bull, but he will buck ‘cause he’s got that flank rope on and he hates it.  So just 

ease onto him and we’ll wait ‘til you’re ready.” 

 Dean put his right leg over the steer’s back and eased down until the animal held his full 

weight.  Hal waited until Dean took hold of the rope before he let go. 
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 “Make sure it’s tight.  Your wrangler will help you get the rope tight.  If you don’t like it 

that tight or want it tighter, say so.” 

 Dean adjusted the rope and squeezed it back on itself with his left hand. 

 “Good.  Now grip him with your knees and legs and I don’t want to see daylight between 

your butt and the steer’s back.  Get your package right up against that rope.  Once the bull’s 

moving, all this goes right out the window.” 

 Dean nodded. 

 “Okay,” said Hal. 

 Dean shifted his weight forward and gripped the rope tighter. 

 “Go, Dean.”  Dean looked up and saw Sarah waving from the sidelines and Nell and 

Charlie were giving him thumbs up. 

 “Looks good.”  Hal looked at Dean.  Dean stared at the steer’s back.  “Keep your right 

hand up off the bull.  Pretend you’re waving to the crowd.” 

 Jim looked at Dean.  Dean stared at the steer’s back. 

 Hal straightened up on the fence and fished a stopwatch out of his pocket.  “Eight 

seconds.” 

 Dean still stared at the steer’s back. 

 “He won’t go until you nod to your latch man.” 

 “Wire man,” said Dean. 

 “Yeah, him.” 

 Dean took a deep breath, looked to Jim and nodded.  Jim opened the gate.  Hal pushed 

the button on the stopwatch. 

 The steer didn’t move.  
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 For a full second the steer just sat there.  And then it lurched out of the pen.  It took two 

steps and tried to kick off the flank rope and Dean along with it.  Dean held on but his butt flew 

well above the steer’s back and the impact, when his butt came back down, sent him flying.  He 

landed in the dirt and rolled away.   

 The steer ran off and Dean picked himself up out of the dust and returned to Hal.  Sarah, 

Nell and Charlie were cheering.  “Yay, Dean,” yelled Sarah. 

 Hal checked the stopwatch, “Three seconds.” 

 “Three seconds?  That’s all?” said Dean 

 “I’d call that pretty good for a first ride.” 

 “But only three seconds.” 

 “For a first ride.  You want to go again?” 

 Dean thought about it for only a moment, “Yep.” 

 “Charlie, will you help us get the steer back into the pen?” 

 “Sure.” 

 “You relax a bit,” Hal said to Dean. 

 Hal, Jim and Charlie herded the steer back toward the pen.  They worked to get him 

facing the right direction so he’d come out correctly when the gate opened.  Dean went over to 

Nell and Sarah while he waited. 

 “That was awesome,” said Sarah. 

 “Nice ride,” said Nell. 

 “Three seconds.” 

 “Three long seconds.” 

 “And you looked great all the time you were on him,” said Sarah. 
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 “That you did,” said Nell.  “How you feeling?” 

 “Okay.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Really.” 

 “Good.  ‘Cause it looks like they’re ready for you.” 

 Jim wired the gate shut and Charlie and Hal climbed over the fence.  Dean went over to 

the pen. 

 “This time he’ll be more tired,” said Hal. 

 “Really?” 

 “At least three seconds worth,” said Hal.  “And he’ll be a little bit used to your weight.  

But he’s still going to hate that flank rope so don’t expect an easy ride.” 

 “I won’t.” 

 “Good.  You know what to do.” 

 Hal held the rope while Dean eased on to the steer’s back.  When seated, Hal passed the 

rope to him.  Hal pulled out the stopwatch and straightened up.  “All yours.” 

 Dean didn’t hesitate this time.  He looked at Jim and nodded.  Jim opened the gate and 

Hal pressed the stopwatch. 

 The steer didn’t wait either.  It came out of the gate and bucked right away to rid itself of 

the flank rope and the rider. 

 Dean held the rope as tight as he could and squeezed the steer with his knees.  Wilder and 

more unpredictable than the mechanical bull, the steer bucked his knees loose for a moment.  

Dean came back down still on the steer’s back and squeezed his knees tighter.  His right hand 

jerked back and forth above his head.  He managed a very brief wave to Sarah and Nell.  He 
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wasn’t sure they could even tell. 

 “Time,” shouted Hal. 

 On the next landing, Dean threw one leg over the steer’s back and dropped to the ground.  

The momentum carried him off his feet but he tucked his head and rolled back up.  He watched 

the steer run off and headed over to Hal.   

 “Yay, Dean,” Sarah yelled.  Charlie whistled and Nell clapped.   

 In the adjacent pen, the bull snorted. 
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Eleven 

 “Sarah, go tell Hal it’s time for lunch.” 

 Sarah went out the door.  She didn’t see Hal and tried the barn.  “Hal.”  No one answered 

so she climbed up the stairs to his room.  The door was ajar so she pushed it open.  “Hal, you 

home?” 

 She spotted Hal’s rucksack poking out from under the bed.  The top lay open and 

something metal glinted.  She pulled it out.  It was a spur.  Tarnished and dull, it looked like it 

might have been very pretty once.  She pulled the rucksack further open and found the spur’s 

partner in the same condition. 

 Hal’s boots sounded on the steps.  Sarah put the spurs back in the rucksack and pushed it 

under the bed. 

 “Your mom said you’d be out here.” 

 “I was just looking.” 

 “It’s okay.” 

 “You have spurs.” 

 “Spurs?” 

 “I saw them.” 

 “Ah, my spurs.  Yeah, they’re the only part of my kit I still have.” 

 “They’re rusty.” 

 “That’s ‘cause they’re old.” 

 “Why don’t you wear them?” 

 “I don’t need ‘em no more.  Let’s go get lunch.” 
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 “Why don’t you need them anymore?” said Sarah at the lunch table. 

 “Need what?” said Jim 

 “The spurs.” 

 “What spurs?” 

 “Hal’s spurs.” 

 “Hal, you holding out on us?” said Nell. 

 “They’re just an old set of irons.  Don’t mean nothing.” 

 “I saw them in Hal’s room.” 

 Jim looked at Sarah and then at Hal.  “Can I see them?” 

 “They’re not much to look at.” 

 “Still.  I’d like to see them.” 

 

 Jim turned the spur over in his hand.  He rubbed the yoke and spun the rowel with his 

thumb and then did the same for the other spur.  Sarah watched her father as he rubbed the spur 

before he looked up at Hal.  

 “They’re a bit rusted,” said Hal. 

 “This isn’t rust.” Jim looked again at Hal who didn’t answer.   

 Hal shrugged. 

 “And these aren’t iron spurs or even steel.  These are award spurs.  Silver.  The kind they 

give you when you win the All-Around.” 

 Hal looked at Jim then at Sarah. 

 “You’re name was familiar to me when we met on the road last summer.  I thought it was 

just the name of the old mine.  I remembered when I saw you on the horse at Gus’.  Now, I’m 
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sure.  I know who you are.  You’re Gene Henry Comstock.”  

 Hal looked down. 

 “I watched you ride.  I was there.  I saw you fall.” 

 “Long time ago.” 

 “Why did you stop competing?” 

 “Too old.  Too out of practice.  Took too long to heal.” 

 Jim rubs at the spurs. “You were what, twenty-seven, twenty-eight when that bull threw 

you? That makes you forty-one now? Forty-two tops?” 

 “Forty-two is old for a bull rider.  Forty-two is old for any kind of rough stock rider, let 

alone bulls.” 

 Jim still rubs at the spurs. “These aren’t rusted.  Silver doesn’t rust. These are tarnished. 

You should clean ‘em up and wear ‘em.”  

 “They’ll just rust -- tarnish -- again.” 

 “Not if you use ‘em. You gotta use ‘em to keep ‘em shiny.”  
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Twelve 

 Hal watched as Sarah rode Blackie around the corral, now with a saddle.  He had set up 

three plastic barrels in a triangle pattern.  She trotted the horse in a looping figure eight pattern 

around all three.  Jim came up and stood beside Hal and watched Sarah ride. 

 “Awful small pattern.” 

 “It fits our little arena.  Later, we’ll move the barrels out of the corral and get them 

regulation distance apart.  For now she’s still practicing control and turns.  And for that, smaller 

is better.” 

 “You got her roping from horseback yet?” 

 “Just started throwing for the post.” 

 “Can she practice without you?” 

 “Sure.  She knows how.  Now it’s just putting in the time to get it right.  After that we’ll 

start on calves.” 

 “Good.  You remember me telling you about my neighbor?” 

 “Yes, but I don’t remember her name.” 

 “Jenet.” 

 “That’s right.” 

 “I’ve talked to her and she could use some help around her place.  Wages are the same so 

you’ll be earning some extra money for the extra time.  If you’re agreeable, you’ll work Monday, 

Wednesday and Friday for Jenet and the rest of the week here.  You’ll still get Sundays off.” 

 “What does she need done?” 

 “Pretty much what you do here.  Except there’s no one you’ll have to teach.”    
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 Hal borrowed one of Jim’s horses for the ride to the Martin ranch.  It had the same rolling 

terrain as Jim’s ranch but twice the acreage.  Hal tied the horse to one of the porch posts.  Jenet 

Martin opened the door before he could knock. 

 “You must be Hal.”  She stepped forward and held out her hand. 

 “Yes, ma’am.” 

 “Come on in.”  She held the door for him.  He wiped his boots on the mat before 

entering. 

 “Would you like a drink?” she said as Hal followed her to the kitchen.  “All I have is ice 

tea or lemonade at the moment.” 

 “Lemonade would be fine.” 

 “I understand you like beer, but I’m all out.  My son visited this weekend and he finished 

off what I had.” 

 “Lemonade is great.” 

 Jenet poured two glasses of lemonade from an iced pitcher and brought the glasses to the 

table.  Hal took a long sip. 

 “Careful, you’ll get brain freeze.” 

 Hal laughed.  “I don’t really get that.” 

 “Brain freeze?” 

 “No.” 

 “I wonder why that is?  You’d better be careful.  Some doctor will want to experiment on 

you to see what makes you different.” 

 “I think alcohol acts like anti-freeze.” 

 Jenet looked at Hal and laughed.  “Alcohol as anti-freeze.  Well said.”  
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 “Ma’am?” 

 “Tell me, Hal, do I shock you?” 

 “No, ma’am.” 

 “Yes I do.  I saw the way you looked when I mentioned the beer.  I heard all about your 

wild ride at Gus’ Fourth of July picnic.  I didn’t see it.  You were on the ground before I got to 

the corral.” 

 “I missed it, too.” 

 “So I heard.” Jenet laughed again.  “I think we’ll get along fine.” 

 Hal took another drink from his glass.  
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Thirteen 

 Sarah came home from a shopping trip to town with her mom to find the blacksmith’s 

truck parked by the corral.  She looked at Nell who nodded.  Sarah handed her the bag she 

carried and ran to the barn. 

 Inside, she found the blacksmith, Hector, working on her horse.  Hal held Blackie’s 

foreleg up while Hector checked to see that the shoe fit.  Hal looked up as Sarah came in but 

didn’t release the horse’s leg. 

 “Thought it was time to dress him proper.” 

 “He’s never had shoes before.” 

 “He was wild,” said Hector.  “Now, he’s not.” 

 Sarah picked up one of the horseshoes stacked on top of the railing.  “If wild horses don’t 

need shoes, why do tame ones?”   

 Hector crouched down and took Blackie’s foreleg onto his knee.  Hal stood and stroked 

the horse’s forehead.   

 “Come and talk to him,” said Hal. 

 Sarah hung the horseshoe over a nail on the post. 

 Hal went to the horseshoe Sarah had just hung up and took it off the nail. “You shouldn’t 

hang ‘em like that.” 

 “Sorry.” 

 “No need.  Just and old cowboy superstition.” 

 Sarah looked at Hal. 

 “You can stack horseshoes or lay them flat,” said Hector.  “But, if you hang them, never 

hang them open-side down.  All your luck will run out.  You want to hang them like this.”  He 
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showed her the horseshoe he was working with the open side up.   

 “How do you do that with only one nail?” 

 Hal laughed. 

 “That’s the trick of it,” said Hector. 

 Sarah went to stand by Blackie’s head and kissed him on the forehead. “Sorry, Blackie.  I 

don’t want to bring you any bad luck.” 

  Hector took a nail and tapped it into the shoe he was working until it set and then 

hammered it all the way in.  He did this with several more nails until the shoe held tight on 

Blackie’s hoof. 

 “You asked why tame horses need shoes when wild ones don’t,” said Hector.  “Wild 

horses run on harder ground.  With all that running, they don’t really need shoes.” 

 “Wouldn’t the harder ground make shoes more necessary?” 

 “You’d think so.  But it’s the other way around. The hard ground makes the nail wear 

down naturally and makes it stronger.” 

 “And they don’t stand around in all this muck,” said Hal motioning toward the stables.  

“It’s bad for the hooves.” 

 “So the ground is softer here than if he was free?” 

 “Yes, much more so.” 

 “The more a horse runs and the harder the ground, the less he needs a shoe for 

protection,” said Hector.  “It’s a harder way, but healthier.  Makes him macho.” 

 Hector finished up the last of the shoes for Blackie and Hal untied the horse and held out 

the lead for Sarah. 

 “Will you walk him?  He needs to try out his new shoes.” 
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 Sarah laughed and led Blackie out of the barn and into the sunlight.  
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Fourteen 

 “Show me a hondo,” said Hal a few days later as he handed Sarah a coil of rope.  He held 

Blackie’s reins in his other hand. Blackie stood, saddled and ready to go.  Sarah tied the knot 

quickly.   

 “Now the bowline.”   

 She tied that one as well.  Hal walked toward the post she used for target practice when 

throwing the rope. 

 “Show me you can rope the post.”   

 She hit it. 

 “Again.” 

 She coiled the rope and hit it again. 

 “Again.” 

 She hit it a third time.  Hal took the rope from her and looked at it carefully all along its 

length.  Then took her hands and turned them over to look at her palms. 

 “Good.  Which knot do you like better?” 

 “I like ‘em both.” 

 “Which one do you use most?” 

 “Probably the bowline.” 

 “Stick with that one then until someone says otherwise.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “Okay, then. Up.” 

 Sarah put her foot into the stirrup and hoisted herself onto the horse’s back.  Hal handed 

her the reins and then the rope.  He adjusted her foot in the stirrup. 
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 “Now, hit it again.” 

 Sarah roped the post. 

 “Good.  Once more.” 

 She coiled the rope, took aim and made it again. 

 “Now, do it while walking the horse.” 

 Sarah clicked her tongue and nudged Blackie with her heels and he walked forward.  She 

swung the rope over her head and let fly.  The noose dropped over the post and she pulled it 

tight. 

 “Good.  Come with me.” 

 He led her to the corral which today held only a calf.   Hal opened the gate and Sarah 

walked Blackie in. 

 “Just walk him.  The calf will be shy enough without Blackie chasing him.  He’s going to 

keep moving away from you although much slower than in a competition.  Just see if you can get 

the rope over his head.” 

 Sarah and Blackie walked toward the calf who moved away, just as Hal had said.  She 

resisted the urge to chase him and kept Blackie to a gentle walk.  When she swung the rope over 

her head, the calf sped up.  She threw anyway and the rope fell short. 

 “Good.  Try again.” 

 Sarah coiled the rope as Blackie kept walking behind the calf who had slowed down 

again. 

 “One of the hard things about roping a moving target is judging the distance.  Both you 

and your target are moving so the distance between you two can keep changing.  That’s what just 

happened.  You want your horse moving at the same speed as the calf so the distance between 
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the two remains constant when you throw.  You can also compensate by throwing farther.  Aim 

ahead of the calf.  Try it again.” 

 She waited until the calf looked away before swinging the rope but she missed again. 

 “This is hard to do.” 

 “And it’ll get even harder as your speed increases.  In a competition, that calf will bolt 

out of the chute at full run and it’ll change direction and speed to keep away from you. That’s 

where a good roping horse will save you.  It’ll learn to change speed and direction to keep you 

within striking distance of that calf no matter how it turns.” 

 Sarah patted Blackie’s neck and then leaned forward to whisper in his hear, “Don’t 

worry, you’ll be great.” 

 “Try again,” said Hal. 
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Fifteen 

 Hal forked the last of the straw into the stable for the horses and hung up the pitchfork.  

He came out of the stable leading the loaner horse from Jim that he rode when working for Jenet 

Martin.   Jenet came out onto the porch carrying two bottles.  She handed one to Hal. 

 “Figured it was hot enough for a beer, today.” 

 “I won’t say no.” 

 He tipped the bottle up and drank.  Jenet sipped at hers.   

 “I keep two bottles of beer in the fridge.  You’re welcome to help yourself.” 

 Hal sipped his beer. 

 “We’re not all Jim Rhodes.” 

 “No ma’am.  You sure aren’t.” 
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Sixteen 

“Let’s have a look,” called Hal from outside the barn.  Nell and Sarah stood beside him 

and Charlie behind them.  He would act as safety in the corral for Dean’s ride.  Jim came over 

from the corral where the bull, Snodgrass stayed penned in the makeshift chute.  Dean came out 

of the barn wearing his bull-riding gear including the recently purchased helmet.   

 “It looks almost as good as mine,” said Sarah. 

 “If feels a whole lot better than yours,” said Dean. 

 Hal stepped forward and did a circuit around Dean.  “Well, you certainly look like a bull 

rider.” 

 He stopped in front of Dean and took hold of the helmet and tested the fit and then leaned 

in close, “How do you feel?” 

 Dean raised one eyebrow and shrugged and put one hand on his stomach.  “I didn’t know 

I had anything inside my stomach, but I guess I did.” 

 “Okay, then,” said Hal.  “You ready?” 

 “Never more.” 

 “Ride ‘em, cowboy,” said Nell as Dean and Hal walked past. 

 “Go, Dean.  You can do it,” said Sarah. 

 Dean handed the rope to Hal who climbed on the fence outside of the bull pen.  He 

dropped on end onto the ground.  Dean tossed the ground end under the bull to Charlie on the 

gate side.  He lifted the rope to Jim who tossed the end back to Hal.  Now, once around the bull, 

Hal looped the rope back on itself and held it for Dean. 

 Dean climbed the fence and eased down on the bull’s back.  The bull shivered. 

 Charlie walked out to the middle of the corral.  He carried a small white dish towel in one 
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hand. 

 “Cinch up tight,” said Hal. 

 The bull settled down.  Jim undid the wire but held the gate shut. 

 Nell and Sarah waited at the fence. 

 “Eight seconds,” said Hal. 

 Dean nodded to him. 

 “Ride ‘em, cowboy.” 

 Dean looked directly at Jim and nodded.  Jim pulled the gate and stepped aside as the bull 

jerked sideways out of the pen with Dean hanging on. 

 The bull made the steer seem tame.  Where the steer had been big, the bull seemed like a 

mountain.  The bull bucked high and changed direction every time he hit the ground.  Every 

move was like a whiplash.  

 Dean didn’t know how long the ride lasted, but he lay on the ground and dust particles 

floated around his head.  The bull trotted away from him toward Charlie who waved the dish 

towel.  Charlie scrambled for the fence as the bull approached. 

 Dean picked himself up.  Nell and Sarah were cheering.  He headed over to the pen 

where Hal and Jim waited on the outside of the fence. 

 “Always watch the bull,” said Hal, pointing. 

 Dean looked back and saw the bull looking at him.  On the other side, Charlie scrambled 

over the fence.  The bull didn’t move but watched Dean.  Dean backed up to the fence and then 

turned and climbed over. 

 “Good ride,” said Jim shaking Dean’s hand.  “Good first ride.” 

 “How long?” 
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 Sarah and Nell were there.  Charlie came around the corral. 

 “Doesn’t matter,” said Hal.  “You got on and you rode a bull.  There’s not everyone can 

say that.” 

 Sarah and Nell took turns hugging him.  Charlie pumped his hand and said, “What a 

ride.” 

 “Let’s celebrate,” said Nell.  “Lemonade for everyone in the kitchen.” 

 Dean unfastened his helmet as he and Sarah, Nell, and Charlie headed for the kitchen.  

Hal hung back and Jim stopped next to him.  “You heading in?” Jim motioned after the others. 

 “In a second,” said Hal.  “I’m going to pick up first.”   

 He turned back to the corral and climbed the fence.  Dean’s rope lay inside a few feet 

from the pen.  The bull stood at the far end watching him.  Hal picked up the rope and tossed it to 

Jim.   

 “Want to help me get him back to the pen?” said Hal. 

 “Dean going to ride again?” 

 “No, I think one time is enough for today.  I just want to get the flank rope off the bull.  

No need to keep him irritated.” 

 The two herded the bull back to the pen and closed the gate.  Once there, Hal loosened 

the flank rope and let it drop.  Jim opened the gate again and the bull trotted out to the more open 

corral.  Hal retrieved the rope and the two men climbed over the fence.   

 Hal left the flank rope in the barn but took Dean’s rope with him as the two men walked 

to the kitchen where they could hear the others laughing. 

 “You going to tell me how long?” 

 Hal pulled the stopwatch out of his pocket and handed it to Jim who looked at it.  “Two 
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point two seconds.” 

 “Good first ride.” 

 “Yeah.”  
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Seventeen 

 Hal wiped the sweat from the back of his neck with his bandana.  He had driven Jenet’s 

battered pickup truck into town to pick up some bales of straw for her horses.  He stacked six 

bales in the bed and drove down the main street on the way back watching as individual stalks 

flew off the back.  Driving down the quiet business district, he passed a bar by the name of 

“Rusty’s” with a lit neon open sign.  He found a parking spot two doors down. 

  “What can I get you?” said the bartender as Hal sat down at the bar. 

 “You have Modelo?” 

 “Not draft.” 

 “Bottle’s fine.” 

 “Negra?” 

 Hal nodded. 

 The bartender placed a dark bottle in front on the wood in front of Hal.  Drops condensed 

and ran down the side of the wet bottle and pooled at the base.  Hal picked it up and wiped the 

water on the bar with his free hand.  He sipped the beer at first and then  took a long drink. 

 “You that cowboy working for Jim Rhodes?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “But you’re driving Jenet Martin’s truck?” 

 “I do some work for her, too.  The bales are for her.” 

 “No big deal.  You ride?” 

 “Horses?” 

 “Horses, bulls, whatever?” 

 “Not so much.” 
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 “Me, neither.  I sort of limit myself to pickup trucks, now.” 

 Hal tipped the bottle to him and drank again. 

 “You coming to the rodeo?” 

 “Don’t know anything about it.” 

 “Just put the sign up.”  He pointed to the poster at the far end of the bar.  “Still a month 

out.  Local only but we like to get a good turnout.” 

 “I’ll be there,” said Hal.  He finished the beer and put five dollars on the bar and set the 

bottle on top. 

 “See you.” 

 

 “It’s an annual thing,” said Jenet.  “The Bowman Roundup.  We’re pretty small.  Sort of 

a sideshow on the circuit.  But all the locals get to show off a little bit.” 

 “I’m thinking for Sarah.” 

 “Is she ready to compete?” 

 “She’s close.  She’s good at the barrel racing.  She’s tight on those corners.  She’s fair 

with roping.  She hasn’t got the size for a tie-down, yet.  But she could do fair in a breakaway.  

Maybe in another month, she’ll be ready.” 

 “It sounds like she learns pretty quick.” 

 “She has the want.” 

 “Good. Well, you can buy me a beer at the roundup.” 

 “I’ll do that. Mrs. Martin?” 

 “Call me Jenet.” 

 “Yes, ma’am – Jenet.  Would it be okay if I made a phone call?” 
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 “Why, sure.” 

 “It’s to Stephenville.” 

 “Is that where you’re from, Hal?” 

 “One of many.” 

 “You can use the phone in the bedroom.  It’ll give you a bit of privacy.” 

 Hal went into the bedroom and sat on the bed but didn’t close the door.  He pushed the 

numbers on the phone and waited.  

 “Hello?”    

 “Hello?” said the voice in his ear. 

 “Hey, it’s me.”  Through the open door, Jenet could hear his voice soften.   

 He listened for a moment and then said, “I’m okay.  I’m doing okay.” 

 Jenet went to the bedroom and pulled the door closed.  Hal looked up at her and mouthed 

the word, “Thanks.” 

 

 “Exes never really do go away, do they?” said Jenet. 

 “Sorry ‘bout that.” 

 “No, no.” 

 “Pretty obvious, huh?” 

 “Some of it.  I didn’t hear much.  What’s her name?” 

 “Lizbeth.” 

 “How long since you seen her?” 

 “Been a while, now. A few years.  I call her once in a while to check in and see how she’s 

doing.” 
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 “Still miss her?” 

 “Sometimes, yeah.” He motioned toward his ear.  “It may get quieter now and then, but 

the ringing never really goes away.” 
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Eighteen 

 Sarah and Blackie trotted around the corral.  Jim held the calf in the pen and Hal waited 

by the gate.  Sarah stopped Blackie next to Hal.  He held the dish towel that Charlie had waved 

when Dean rode the bull.  A heavy string tied around the middle of the towel extended out about 

eighteen inches.  A lighter string, tied to the first string, led out about eighteen inches in the 

opposite direction. 

 “Here’s the thing about the breakaway.”  He tied one end of the heavier string tightly 

around the rope.  “You don’t want to tie the string too close to the noose ‘cause you might throw 

too short and miss the calf entirely.”  He tied the lighter string around the saddle horn.  “But if 

you tie it too far down the rope, the calf gets to run farther before it breaks this string and your 

time goes up.  And in this event, everything’s about the time.  Understand?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “The judges won’t look at how pretty you ride or how well you handle your rope.  It’s the 

clock you’re trying to impress.  Lowest number on the clock, wins.” 

 “Then what are the judges there for?” 

 “They’ll tell us whether we can count your time – whether you committed a foul or 

something.”  Hal watched her.  “The clock, yes?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Good.” Hal motioned toward the rope still in his hands.  “This is about the middle and 

about where you’ve been practicing.  Later you can adjust where on the rope you tie the string.” 

 “In a competition, there’s a chute which the calf comes out of.  We don’t have one, so we 

improvise.”  He paced out eight steps and used the heel of his boot to carve a line in the dirt. 

“The calf also gets a head start, usually about twenty-eight feet.”  He indicated the line.  “You 
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don’t get to start until the calf reaches this line.  In the rodeo, it’ll be mechanical.  There’ll be a 

breakaway collar on the calf attached to a rope.  When the calf gets to the end of the rope it will 

trigger the barrier to drop and the collar will fall off the calf along with the rope.  So far so 

good?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “You and Blackie will be in a box next to the chute with the calf.  The end facing the 

arena is open but there will be a rope across the opening with a flag in the middle.  You can’t hit 

that rope before it drops otherwise there’s a ten second penalty and that penalty will knock you 

out of the competition.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “Since we don’t have the box or rope, I’m just going to hold the bridle.  Later on we’ll 

practice timing your run up to the rope.” 

 “Got it.” 

 “Okay.  Jim you ready?” he said as he took hold of Blackie’s bridle. 

 “Yep.” 

 “All right.  Let him go.” 

 Jim opened the gate.  The calf trotted out.  When it passed him, Jim slapped it on the 

rump.  The calf bolted forward and reached the line a second later.   

 Hal released the bridle and pressed the stopwatch.  Sarah yelled and Blackie surged 

forward after the calf.   

 The calf reached the fence on the other side and then veered left to circle the corral.  He 

made it almost a full circuit when Sarah launched the rope and pulled back on the reins.  Blackie 

stopped but the calf kept running, pulling the rope taut.  The string tied to the saddle horn broke 
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and the dish towel flapped behind the calf as it kept running.  Sarah and Blackie trotted back to 

the pen. 

 “Well done,” said Jim. 

 “Fourteen seconds,” said Hal. 

 “Is that good?” 

 “You’ll get faster.” 

 “How fast should she be?” said Jim. 

 Hal shrugged.  “A professional calf roper can rope and tie the calf in seven or eight 

seconds.  This is the breakaway.  Last I heard the world record was under two seconds.” 

 “Two seconds?” 

 “For a world record.” 

 “How fast should she be?” 

 “As fast as she can.” 

 “Can I go again?” said Sarah still on her horse. 

 “Sure.  Let’s get your rope back from the calf.” 

 With the calf back in the pen, Sarah coiled the rope tied the string to the saddle horn. Jim 

opened the gate again.  This time the calf didn’t wait but ran as soon as it could clear the gate.  

Hal released the bridle at the line and Sarah and Blackie charged after the calf with Sarah 

swinging the rope over her head.  The calf made it about three quarters of the circle when Sarah 

threw.  

 The rope bounced off the calf and fell to the ground.  

 Blackie came to a stop and the calf, no longer pursued, slowed down and found a spot on 

the other side of the corral. 
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 “Everybody misses,” said Hal.  “Go again.” 

 Sarah roped the calf twice more, once in fourteen seconds and once in twelve. 

  



 83 

Nineteen 

 Dean waited by the fire with the iron while Charlie and Adam brought a calf over and 

laid it down.  Charlie held it while Adam circled the rope around its legs.  The Gustafson mark 

consisted of two “G’s” that faced each other.  Dean used the hot iron to put the brand on the 

animal’s rump.  Then Adam untied the legs and the calf sprinted off.  Charlie led the next one to 

the fire. 

 Gus pulled up in his truck and watched them as they branded the last calf.   “How many 

is that?” he said from the driver’s seat. 

 “Seventeen,” said Adam.  “I think we got all of them on this side.” 

 “We’ll work the other end, tomorrow,” said Charlie. 

 “Good.  Ride back in with me, Dean.” 

 Dean handed Charlie the keys to the truck they’d come out in and headed over to his 

father’s truck.  He opened the door and climbed into the passenger seat and Gus drove off down 

the dirt trail. 

 “I heard you rode a bull.” 

 “Yeah, but not long.” 

 “Well, time’s relative according to Einstein.” 

 Dean laughed.  “But not according to the PBR.” 

 Gus laughed in his turn.  “I guess they never heard of Einstein.  But you did ride.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 Gus reached over and grabbed Dean’s forearm.  “Good job.” 

 “Thanks, Dad.” 

 “You going to ride in the rodeo?” 
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 “I’m not sure.” 

 “What’s the hold up?” 

 “I’ve been on exactly one bull for a total of two seconds.  I don’t think I’m ready for the 

circuit.” 

 “Oh, I’m not talking about the circuit or even a regional.  I do think you should ride in the 

Roundup, though.” 

 “It’s only a couple of weeks away.” 

 “So ride the bull again for practice and sign up.” 

 “Maybe.” 

 “Maybe.  It really only counts in a competition if you make it eight full seconds on the 

bull.” 

 “That’s a long way off from where I sit and I may never get there.” 

 “Yeah, your mom told me.” 

 “That I want to be a bullfighter?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “You are.” 

 “Yeah.  But I was a bull rider first.” 

 They sat for a few moments as Gus left a cloud of dust on the road behind them. 

 “How are things with that Hal?” 

 “Hal?  He sure knows his stuff about rodeo.” 

 “For instance?” 

 “He’s taught Sarah a lot about roping and riding.  He seems to know a lot about both 

rough stock and time trials.” 
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 “Did he ride Snodgrass?” 

 “No.  At least not that I saw.  Why?” 

 “Just wondering is all.” 
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Twenty 

 At two in the morning, Hal came down the stairs from his room above the barn fully 

dressed except for his feet.  On those, he wore only his socks.  He stopped at the bottom of the 

stairs to pull on his boots.  He came out the door and pulled open one of adjacent barn doors.  

The hinge on the door squeaked.  He stared for a moment at the hinge and then looked back 

toward the main house.  Nothing stirred.  He went into the barn but left the door open.  He 

returned a moment later with the oil can and oiled the hinge.  He pulled the door closed behind 

him and latched it. 

 At the end of the barn, past Blackie’s stall, Snodgrass waited.  He snorted at Hal when he 

saw him.   

 “Did you see me first or smell me?” 

 Snodgrass breathed heavy and eyed Hal.  Hal ran a hand down the bull’s back from 

behind the head all the way to the base of his tail.  The bull shuddered slightly.  Hal reached 

under the bull’s chin and scratched.  The bull huffed and turned his head toward Hal and then 

dropped his head and butted the rail.  Hal scratched the bull’s forehead.   

 “Easy, now.” 

 Hal dropped a heavy leather halter over the bull’s head and fastened it with the lead to the 

left of the bull’s head.  He attached a second rope using a snap swivel to the right side of the 

halter.  Hal opened the latch to the stall and led the animal out of the barn and into the corral.   

 Hal stopped the bull next to the fence and used it to climb up.  He had both leads in his 

left hand and lifted his left leg over the bull’s back.  When the bull moved forward, Hal pulled on 

the leads a bit and the bull stopped.  Hal settled down on the bull’s back.  The bull shuddered 

again. 
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 “Easy, now.  Easy, big fella.”  Hal patted the bull on the back with his free hand and 

scratched him on his neck. 

 When the bull settled, Hal clicked his tongue and shook the ropes.  He kept his heels 

away from the bull and gripped the bull’s sides only with his knees.   

 The bull walked forward.  Hal used the ropes as reins and kept the bull near the fence.  In 

this way, at a walking pace, they made a complete circuit of the corral.  Hal made another circle 

with the bull and then slipped his leg across the bull’s back and dropped to the ground.  He led 

the bull back into the barn and to his stable where he removed the halter and scratched the bull 

one more time under the chin. 

 “Yeah, you’re nothing but a two-thousand pound lamb.” 

 The bull snorted. 

 “Okay, maybe not a lamb.” 

 Hal undid the swivel snap and separated the extra line from the halter.  He removed the 

halter and hung both on hooks near the bull’s stall and turned back to the bull. 

 “I do think we are going to have to figure out new name for you, Lamb Chop.” 

 The bull huffed. 

 Hal closed the barn door which did not squeak this time.  He turned to go upstairs to his 

room and glanced back at the main house.  There, in an upstairs window, he saw Sarah watching 

him.  

 

 The barrels were outside the corral and set up at regulation distance from each other.  

Sarah rode hard at the first barrel and Blackie made the first turn just brushing the barrel.  It 

wobbled but didn’t fall.  Hal nodded as he watched her ride. 
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 Sarah kept Blackie tight on the second barrel as well.  He made the turn and charged for 

the third barrel at the top of the pattern.  He looped too wide around it and lost some time.  Sarah 

and Blackie now charged for the finish line where Hal waited.   

 “Eighteen seconds,” said Hal, looking at his stopwatch. 

 “Eighteen,” said Sarah patting Blackie. 

 Hal handed her the stopwatch.  “Keep going and come get me when you get to fifteen.” 

 “Hal?” 

 Hal waited. 

 “Will you teach me how to ride a bull?” 

 Hal looked at her for a moment while taking Blackie’s bridle.  “You mean like I rode the 

bull or like dean rode the bull?” 

 She waited a moment before she answered, “Both.” 

 “There are some ladies who ride bulls, but not many.  It’s a rough sport.  People get 

hurt.” 

 “It didn’t look dangerous when you rode.” 

 “He didn’t have a flank rope.” 

 “Is that the difference?” 

 “It’s one of the things that makes a difference.”  Hal reached up and stroked the black 

horse’s forehead.  “Everyone thinks bulls are just mean by nature.  But that’s not right.  They’re 

herd animals just like horses.” 

 “They want to be part of a herd?” 

 “Horses want to make friends with everyone. Just like this guy.   Bulls not so much.  

Bulls want to make friends with their own kind and not really anybody else.  Everyone else is an 
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enemy.” 

 “Really.” 

 “It’s more than that.  It’s about defense.  Horses and bulls will both choose to run away 

from any threat in the wild.  But horses run faster.  They can kick and bite and trample, but by 

and large, the better horses just run faster.  And horses will always run first.  Bulls will run, too.  

But bulls aren’t as fast and can’t sustain the run for as long.  So when they can’t run any more, or 

they’re cornered, or they’re protecting a calf, well then they have their horns.” 

 “It makes me feel sorry for the bulls.” 

 “Me, too.” 

 “What you did last night, will it make Snodgrass too tame to ride?” 

 “You mean for Dean?” 

 “Or anyone else.” 

 “No.  As soon as you put a flank rope on him and a rider on his back, he’ll see the rider as 

his enemy.  They have other tricks, too, for amping up a bull in a competition.  Put the bull alone 

in a pen.  Take away his friends.” 

 “Don’t the bull riders hate that?” 

 “No.  You get a bigger score for riding a tougher bull.  Judges and riders like that.  Point 

is, if you want to make the bull crazy, and go for the big points in a rodeo, put him in a pen by 

himself and then put the flank rope on him.” 

 “But you’re not trying to make him crazy.  Are you?” 

 “No.” 

 Are you practicing to ride again?” 

 “No.” 
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 “Then why did you ride him?” 

 Hal looked at the ground and shrugged.  “Come and get me when you hit fifteen.” 
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Twenty-One 

 The Bowman Roundup took place the last Saturday in October every year.  With the 

weather not yet cold, and the heat of the summer gone, it seemed the perfect time for relaxing 

and riding rodeo.  It also gave the members of the community time to get together and have 

coffee and talk.  Sort of like after church on Sunday mornings. 

 Jim and Nell walked through the small midway heading toward the arena.  The midway 

held stalls selling food and craft goods and souvenirs.  But the main attraction was the rodeo 

where local cowboys and cowgirls got to compete and display their skills. 

 “I hear we’re going to see Sarah throwing her rope,” said Gus as he and Abby came up. 

 “Yes,” said Nell.  “And I saw Dean on the list to ride.” 

 “Fingers crossed,” said Abby. 

 “Bull riding is the last event,” said Gus.  “So he’s going to have to wait through it all.  

Where’s Hal?” 

 “He’s with Sarah,” said Jim.  

 “Will we see Dean before he rides?” said Nell. 

 “Maybe,” said Abby. 

 “I doubt it,” said Gus.  “He’s probably tucked up somewhere, sweating.” 

 “I remember when you used to ride,” said Abby.  “You were the same as Dean.” 

 “Yeah, I know.  I don’t blame him for it.  I’m sure he gets it from me.” 

 “You should let him know that.” 

 “You don’t think he does?” 

 “It would be nice for him to hear from his father.” 

 “You want to sit with us?” said Jim as they reached the entrance to the arena. 
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 The bleachers were only about half full.  People trickled in.  The bleachers would be full 

by the time the rough stock events came up.  On the arena floor, some clowns in bright face paint 

scrambled around and performed gags for the audience.  Abby gave Gus a look. 

 “Stop it,” said Gus. 

 “What?” 

 “You know what.” 

 “What are you two discussing?” said Nell. 

 “Gus and I are having a longstanding discussion about what makes a rodeo clown a rodeo 

clown and what makes a bullfighter a bullfighter?” 

 One of the clowns brought a boy who looked to be about five years old into the arena.  

The boy wore a vest, chaps and a helmet.  He lifted the boy over the fence into the chute where a 

sheep waited.  Another clown in the chute helped the boy settle himself on the sheep. 

 “Ladies and gentlemen,” said the announcer.  Directing your attention to the ring where 

Chris Williams is making his first ever rodeo ride.” 

 The audience applauded.  The latch man opened the gate and the sheep, with Chris 

clinging to its back, raced out.  The boy buried his face in the wool as well as both hands.  The 

sheep ran across the arena.  It reached the other side and hesitated for a blink while trying to 

decide which direction to go for safety.  One of the clowns in the arena shooed it and it ran the 

other way where another clown plucked Chris from its back and stood him up on the floor.  The 

audience cheered and clapped. 

 “Let’s hear it for Chris Williams,” said the announcer.  The audience cheered and clapped 

again and Chris threw his hands up in the air. 
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 “I love these,” said Abby.  “These rides are so much fun.” 

 “So what’s the difference?” said Nell.  “Clowns and bullfighters?” 

 Gus sighed.   

 “Apparently,” said Abby, “rodeo clowns are just clowns that entertain the crowd while 

bullfighters are clowns that protect the riders.” 

 “Exactly,” said Gus.  “And the clowns pay more attention to their makeup.  You can tell 

which ones worked at it and which ones didn’t care so much how they look.” 

 “So the bullfighters are sloppier with their makeup?” 

 “Like some women I know.” 

 “Ow,” said Abby. 

 “Not you, dear.” 

 “So were the clowns in the ring with the sheep really just clowns or were they 

bullfighters?” said Nell. 

 “Most likely bullfighters,” said Jim. 

 “How can you tell the difference?” 

 “Besides the makeup?  Clowns come out between rides,” said Gus.  “Bullfighters are in 

the arena during the ride and not just sitting on the fence.” 

 “Even for a sheep?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Then why do bullfighters dress like clowns?” 

 “Tradition,” said Jim.  “Used to be all rodeo clowns were bullfighters and all bullfighters 

were rodeo clowns.” 

 “Tradition is a big thing for cowboys, isn’t it?” said Nell. 
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 Gus nodded. 

  

 The first of the calf roping events were the breakaways.  Sarah’s event.  The list showed 

her as the third rider.  The first calf came out trailing a rope that released a barrier when the calf 

reached its head start distance.  The first rider’s horse balked in the box and came out late.  Still, 

the rider roped the calf and the clock showed fifteen seconds flat.  The second rider did better.  

She timed the barrier to the precise instant and her flag came off the saddle horn at just over 

eleven seconds. 

 “Eleven seconds is a good time,” said Gus.  “Has Sarah done that well in practice?” 

 “Close to it,” said Jim.  “But things are always different in a competition.” 

 “Hush, you two,” said Abby.  “Here she comes.” 

 Sarah rode Blackie into the ring and over to the box next to the chute.  Hal got up on the 

fence next to her.  The latch man fastened the rope barrier across the opening with the flag 

hanging down. 

 As the handlers loaded Sarah’s calf into the chute, one of the bullfighters walked over to 

Hal and spoke to him. Hal nodded.  The bullfighter stepped moved closer to Hal and held out his 

hand.  Hal took it and the two shook hands.  

  

 “I think that guy knows Hal,” said Gus. 

 “Maybe so,” said Jim.  “Do you know him?” 

 “That’s Abraham Poole.  He’s been around for a long time.  Follows the circuit.” 

 “Hey,” said Nell.  “How come you’re not out there in your makeup?” 

 “Me?” said Gus.  “I’m a spectator today.  Besides, I think it would make Dean even more 
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nervous having me in the ring with him.” 

 

 “Up next, Sarah Rhodes riding Black Works,” said the announcer.  “This is Sarah’s first 

rodeo so let’s wish her luck.”  The crowd applauded and then quieted.  The bullfighter talking to 

Hal returned to his post in the arena. 

 The calf nosed the gate keeping it in the chute.  It already looked nervous and would bolt 

the moment the gate swung open.  Blackie stomped and then pawed at the ground.  Sarah had 

Blackie as far back from the gate as the box allowed.  She wanted as much a head start run as 

possible before hitting the rope.  Sarah looked at Hal and he nodded. 

 Sarah nodded to the latch man.  He swung the gate open and the calf bolted out stretching 

out the release rope.  At two-thirds the distance to the release, Sarah clicked her tongue for 

Blackie.  If she started too soon, they would hit the barrier before the calf had its full head start 

and take a penalty. If she waited too long, they would be too far behind the barrier and would 

lose time that way. 

 Blackie reached the barrier at a gallop and Sarah swung the rope over her head just as the 

calf reached the end of its release rope and the barrier flag dropped.  She timed it perfect and 

Blackie charged out of the box at a full gallop.  Sarah and Blackie closed the distance fast and 

Sarah threw the rope.  The noose made it halfway around the calf’s head.  The calf jerked its 

head to the right and the rope dropped off the calf’s shoulder and fell to the ground. 
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Twenty-Two 

 Sarah sat in the stands between her mother and father.  Nell had her arm around Sarah’s 

shoulders.  The fastest time in the Breakaway competition so far had been a hair over ten 

seconds. 

 “Ten seconds.  You would’ve beat that, I think,” said Jim.  “You came out of the box 

right on time and at speed.  You would have beat that sure.” 

 “Maybe,” said Sarah.  “But I missed.” 

 “Everyone misses,” said Nell. 

 Sarah shook her head. 

 “How about an ice cream?” said Jim. 

 “You’re not going to stay for the tie-downs?” said Gus. 

 “We’ll be back.  We got time for a quick ice cream.” 

 Sarah nodded and she and Jim left the stands and headed for the midway. 

 “Dean tells me Sarah’s pretty good with that rope,” said Abby. 

 “Yeah.  She doesn’t miss that often,” said Nell.  “She’s practiced so much.” 

 “It’s her first competition.  She’ll do better in the barrel racing.” 

 “I hope so.” 

 

 Jim and Sarah stood in line for ice cream.  They were four back from the front of the line.  

Jenet Martin got in line behind them. 

 “Hello, neighbors,” said Jenet Martin. 

 “Jenet,” said Jim.  “We were watching the roping.” 

 “I saw Sarah ride.  Sorry about the throw, honey.” 
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 “Thank you.” 

 “You’ll get him next time.” 

 “Barrel racing is her next event.” 

 “I was a barrel racer,” said Jenet. 

 “Yeah?” 

 “When I was younger.  I remember competing against your mom at some rodeos.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Really.” 

 They were at the front of the line and Jim ordered three ice cream cones.  He handed one 

to Sarah and one to Jenet and kept the third. 

 “Hey, there’s Hal,” said Sarah as they stepped away from the ice cream stand.  “Hal.  

Hey, Hal.” 

 Hal stood at the beer concession.  He had a bottle in his hand.  A pretty woman wearing 

boots, blue jeans and a cowboy hat stepped up to him.  Hal turned at the sound of his name.  He 

dropped his bottle into the trash can and waved.  He took the woman’s elbow and motioned 

toward Sarah.  They came over. 

 “Hal,” said Jim. 

 “Jim, this is Lizbeth.  Lizbeth, Jim Rhodes and Sarah.  And this is Jenet Martin.  I work at 

her ranch when I’m not working at Jim’s.” 

 Lizbeth held out a hand.  “Jenet.  Hal says nice things about you.” 

 “Lizbeth?” said Jenet as she took Lizbeth’s hand.  “You’re Hal’s ex-wife?” 

 “Yes,” smiled Lizbeth. 

 “Anyone seen Dean?” Gus called as he walked up to the group. 
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 “Is he riding already?” 

 “No but they’re calling the bull riders for check in.” 

 “I’ll see if I can find him,” said Hal.  “Lizbeth, I’ll catch up with you later.” 

 Hal and Gus went separate directions.  Lizbeth smiled at Sarah.  “I hear you’re spot on 

with your rope.” 

 “I missed today.” 

 “Oh.” 

 “We’re heading back to watch the rest of the tie-downs,” said Jim.  “Would you like to 

join us?” 

 “Sorry, I’m actually going to meet someone.” 

 “Another time, then.” 

 “Absolutely.” 

 “Nice to meet you,” Lizbeth said to Jenet. 

 “And you.” 

 Lizbeth walked away. 

 “Hal’s ex-wife?” said Sarah. 

 Jim shrugged. 

 

 Hal walked back to the men’s ready room.  A few riders sat around trying to calm nerves.  

An ice chest sat in the corner.  One rider sat with his shirt off on an examination table.  Two 

other men manipulated his arm in a slow circular motion. 

 “Is it dislocated?” 

 “Probably a bad sprain.” 
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 “I can ride again?” 

 “Not today.  Today we get x-rays to make sure.” 

 “Anyone see Dean Gustafson?” Hal asked into the room. 

 The two medics turned and shook their heads.  One of the seated riders spoke up. 

 “He left when the call came in.” 

 “You see where he went?” 

 “Just out the door.” 

 Hal went to the ice chest and took out a bottle of water.  “If you see him, tell him I’m 

looking for him.” 

 Hal went to the riders’ meeting room next.  He opened the door and poked his head in.  

He didn’t see Dean and shut the door.  He walked to the edge of the arena and scanned the 

bleachers.  Across the arena from him sat Sarah and her family.  He saw Gus and Abby with 

them but no Dean.  He turned and walked back toward the stalls and pens.  A few hands 

managed the animals. 

 “Dean Gustafson?” 

 “Cowboy?” asked one of the men. 

 “Yes.  You seen him?” 

 The first man motioned with his head toward a second man.  The second man came over. 

 “You looking for the cowboy?” 

 “Yes.” 

 The man motioned over his shoulder.  “In the barn.  In the back.” 

 “Much obliged.” 

 “Careful where you step.” 
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 The arena held a long barn divided into stalls the entire length.  Most of the stalls held 

horses waiting for their turn in the ring.  The horses neighed and tossed their heads as Hal 

entered.  They knew it was rodeo time and they were excited, too. 

 A stall near the far end of the barn looked empty.  At least it did not hold a horse that Hal 

could see.  He headed for that one. 

 Hal heard the retching before he reached the gate.  He looked over the stall.  Dean was on 

his hands and knees with his face low over the straw.  He retched again while Hal watched but 

nothing came out of his mouth.  Hal went to him and held out the bottle of water.  Dean looked 

up at him and held up his hand. 

 “Don’t think I can hold it down.” 

 “Then just rinse and spit.” 

 Dean took the bottle and unscrewed the lid.  He poured a bit into his mouth and was on 

his knees gagging a second later.  Hal took the bottle from him and waited until the episode 

passed. 

 “Again,” said Hal holding out the bottle. 

 Dean waved him away. 

 “Again,” said Hal.  “And again, and again, and again.”  
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Twenty-Three 

 In the arena, the men were finishing the tie-down roping events.  These guys were fast 

with some of the times nearing seven seconds. 

 “Up next, from Stephenville, Texas, Roy Morris,” said the announcer.   

 A big man, Morris looked to be at least six foot eight.  He rode a big horse, too, but 

Morris made him look like a pony when he was in the saddle.  Horse and rider went into the box 

and Morris turned him around to face the flag.  He backed the horse up all the way to the fence 

and waited in the saddle.  The crowd got quiet. 

 Gus took his seat.  “This guy’s real good.” 

 “You find Dean?” 

 “No.” 

 “I’m sure he’s around.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 Abby took Gus’ hand. 

 “You know this guy?” said Jim. 

 “Yeah, he won the all-around at Fort Worth a few years ago.  Retired for a while to heal 

up and now is starting to ride again.” 

 Jim turned to Sarah, “Watch this guy.  This could be good.”  

 The horse and rider in the box stood still.  The crowd quieted.  The horse huffed once and 

the rider put the tie-down string between his teeth and bit down and then nodded to the latch 

man. 

 The chute opened and the calf ran forward trailing its release rope. The rider and the 

horse waited.  The rider nodded his head once, twice and then spurred his horse and swung the 
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rope hard and fast around his head.  Horse and rider shot forward toward the flag so fast Sarah 

thought they would break through the barrier before the flag dropped. 

 The calf reached the end of the rope and the collar dropped off together with the release 

rope causing the flag to drop just as the horse reached it.  The horse already moved at a full 

charge.  Its hooves pounded the turf as rider and horse chased the frightened calf.   

 Morris still swung the rope over his head.  He threw the rope and pulled hard as his horse 

skittered to a stop while the calf kept running forward.  The rope stretched tight and jerked the 

calf’s head backward.  Morris jumped from his horse before it stopped moving.  The calf yelped 

as momentum carried the body and legs forward and the calf flipped over onto its back.  The 

audience gasped at the loud crack as the calf’s back hit the ground. 

 Morris ran to the calf with the tie-down string in his hand and stopped at the calf’s side.  

The calf twitched and made a frantic sound.  Morris dropped to his knees and touched the calf’s 

head with one hand and its flank with the other.  Then he stood and backed away and motioned 

for the handlers.  The tie-down string remained on the ground next to the calf.   

 The clock kept running.   

 Sarah dropped her ice cream onto the floorboards. 
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Twenty-Four 

 Adam and Charlie sat at a table inside Rusty’s bar with two other hands from the ranch 

with a half-empty bottle of beer in front of each.  Adam sat facing the door so he was the first to 

see Lizbeth step through the door.  He looked to Charlie and then back to the door and raised one 

eyebrow.  Charlie turned to look as did Paul and Hector, the other two ranch hands.  They all 

turned back to the table. 

 “Why do I know her?” said Charlie. 

 Paul shrugged. 

 “She was at the rodeo,” said Hector. 

 Charlie looked back as Lizbeth took a seat at the bar.  From his seat, Adam didn’t have to 

turn to watch. 

 “I think she was,” said Adam.  “I saw her talking to that fella Hal from Jim Rhodes’s 

place.”   

 “She was talking to Hal?” said Charlie. 

 “She was,” said Adam as he got to his feet.  “And I’m going to buy her first beer.” 

 “She’s already drinking a beer.” 

 “Well, then,” said Adam. 

 Adam took his beer with him and sat down at the empty stool next to Lizbeth and 

motioned to the bartender.  “Let me pay for the lady’s beer.” 

 Lizbeth looked at Adam.  “Too late.  It’s already paid for.” 

 “Well, the next one then.” 

 “What’s your name, cowboy?” 

 “Adam.  Let me guess – you’re Eve?” 
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 Lizbeth smiled.  “You must have wrung that one dry a long time ago.” 

 “Yeah, but I couldn’t resist.  Are you telling me it didn’t work?” 

 “Adam, I’m flattered – really – but I’m expecting someone.” 

 “Maybe he won’t show.”   

 “Oh, I think he will.”  She held out her hand.  Adam took it.  “Thank you, Adam.  You’re 

very sweet.  But I think your friends are waiting for you.”  She nodded in the direction of the 

table where Charlie, Paul and Hector watched them. 

 Adam stood.  “I never did learn your name.” 

 “Lizbeth.” 

 “Short for Elizabeth?” 

 “No, just Lizbeth.  Lizbeth Arneson.” 

 The door to the street opened and Hal came in still wearing the black shirt he wore to the 

Roundup that day.  

 “Maybe next time,” said Adam. 

 “Maybe next time,” said Lizbeth. 

 Hal saw Lizbeth at the bar and moved toward her.  He saw Charlie and the boys at the 

table and waved.  Charlie waved back.  Adam and Hal passed each other and Hal took the seat 

next to Lizbeth where Adam sat moments before and gave her a quick hug. Adam resumed his 

seat at the table with the other hands.   

 “Oh, well,” said Paul. 

 “Oh, well what?” said Adam. 

 Paul raised his hands, “Sorry.  No harm meant.” 

 Hector pushed back from the table and stood.  “Next round is on me.”  He headed toward 
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the bar. 

 Charlie looked at Adam and then at the bar where Hal and Lizbeth now sat.  He looked 

back at Adam and shrugged. 

 “What’s that supposed to mean?” said Adam. 

 “Nothing,” Charlie raised his hands.  “Nothing at all.” 

 The door to the street opened again and Roy Morris ducked his head as he came in.  He 

wore a clean pair of jeans and a white button-down shirt.  His sleeves were rolled down and a 

bolo tie finished it off. 

 Roy scanned the room and saw Lizbeth at the bar.  He headed over just as Hector 

returned from the bar carrying four bottles.   

 Lizbeth saw Roy coming toward her and stood up.  Hal stood when Lizbeth did.  Roy 

bent down and gave Lizbeth a quick kiss on the cheek.  He held out his hand for Hal.  Hal shook 

it.  All three sat at the bar with Hal and Roy on either side of Lizbeth. 

 

 “Now ain’t you glad you’re not in the middle of that?” said Charlie. 

 “And how,” said Paul. 

 Adam said nothing but nursed his beer. 

 “Isn’t that Roy Morris?” said Hector. 

 “I think so,” said Paul.  “That was something today at the tie-downs.” 

 “He was out of the gate so quick and strong.” 

 “That was a hard thing.” 

 At the bar, Roy said something which caused Lizbeth to laugh.  She touched her bottle to 

his.  Hal looked down at the top of the bar. 
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 “He would have won the all-around but for that calf,” said Paul. 

 “It wasn’t the calf’s fault.” 

 “Poor little thing,” said Hector. 

 “He’s six nine,” said Paul 

 “I meant the calf,” said Hector. 

 Across the room, Roy and Lizbeth talked to each other.  Hal stayed quiet.  After a few 

minutes, Lizbeth turned more to face Roy.  Hal glanced at her and then looked back to his own 

drink.  Adam and Charlie noticed the move as well.  Paul and Hector now turned around in their 

seats to see what the focus was. 

 The conversation at the bar was no more than a murmur to the hands sitting at the table.  

After a couple of moments, Lizbeth laughed and said, loud enough for Charlie and his table to 

hear, “Hal does like his fillies.”  Roy laughed hard at that.  Hal pushed back from the bar and 

took his feet facing Roy.  Roy slid off his bar stool and faced Hal.  Roy stood at least six inches 

taller than Hal.  Charlie guessed he outweighed Hal by at least fifty pounds on top of the height 

advantage. 

 “And what?” said Roy. 

 Hal said nothing but his hands were balled into fists and held down at his side. 

 Roy lifted his chin and looked down at Hal. 

 Lizbeth jumped from her seat and stood between the two men but faced Hal.  Everyone 

else in the bar got real quiet. 

 “Enough,” said Lizbeth.  “Enough.” 

 Neither man moved. 

 “Stand down,” she said to Hal. 
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 Hal opened his fists and shook his hands.  He pulled out his wallet and laid a five-dollar 

bill on the counter, put his empty bottle on top of it and walked to the door.  Lizbeth and Roy 

watched him go.   

 Charlie got up from his table to follow Hal.  As he walked by the bar, Lizbeth turned to 

Roy. 

 “I could have taken him,” said Roy. 

 “The hell you could,” said Lizbeth. 

 Charlie reached the sidewalk outside and looked around for Hal.  A minute later, he heard 

an engine start and saw Jenet Martin’s truck pull out into the street and drive off. 
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Twenty-Five 

 “It happens.  You get a big, strong horse and rider and a quick calf and sometimes the 

calf gets hurt,” said Hal. 

 Jim brought his cup to the breakfast table and sat.  “You all talking about yesterday?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “You still upset about that?” Jim asked Sarah. 

 She nodded her head.  “I’m not roping calves anymore.” 

 “Rodeo’s a tough sport,” said Nell.  “People get hurt all the time.” 

 “She was a calf.” 

 “Yes.  But it could have been a person, or a bull, or a horse,” said Nell. 

 “I’m not roping calves anymore.” 

 Nell looked at Jim and then at Hal. 

 “No even the breakaways?” 

 Sarah shook her head. 

 “No one will make you.” 

 “There’s still barrel racing,” said Hal.  “You and Blackie against the clock.” 

 Sarah nodded. 

 “And later, if you change your mind...” 

 “I won’t.” 

 “That’s okay, too,” said Nell. 
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Twenty-Six 

 Dean stood one foot up on the lowest rail of the fence surrounding the corral at the 

Gustafson ranch.  He heard the kitchen door shut and turned to watch his father walk up to him 

carrying two mugs.  Gus handed one to his son. 

 “Cream, no sugar,” said Gus. 

 “Thanks, Dad.” 

 Gus turned to the corral which was empty and put a foot up like Dean.  The two stood for 

a couple of minutes before Gus said, “Maybe we could put a horse in there.  You know, just so 

we were watching something besides an empty corral.” 

 “You want me to get one of the guys?” 

 “Nah, they’re all busy.  You and I can do it.  I’ll get the door if you get the horses.” 

 Gus balanced his mug on the fencepost nearest him and Dean did the same with another.  

Gus headed to the door with Dean following.  Gus pulled one side open and Dean went in while 

Gus opened the other side.  A moment later three horses trotted out into the corral followed by 

Dean.  Gus and Dean closed the barn doors and went back for their coffees which were still 

steaming on the fence posts. 

 The horses’ breaths were visible in the chill air. 

 “Dad, I’m sorry.” 

 “For what?” 

 “I think I let you down.” 

 “For not riding?” 

 “Yes.” 

 Gus watched the horses move around the corral.  
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 “That was probably the smart thing.” 

 Dean looked at his father. 

 “A horse throws you and he immediately runs to the other side of the arena and tosses his 

head and kicks up his heels.  It’s like he’s showing off or taking a bow for the crowd.  He’s so 

happy because he got rid of that scary rider on his back.  ‘Hey, look at me!’ Gus waved his hand 

in the air.  But when a bull throws you, he doesn’t just want to be rid of you.  You never know 

when he’ll try to stomp you into dust so that you never come against him again.  He’s just as like 

to that as run away.” 

 “And that’s where the bullfighters come in?” 

 “Yeah, but that’s not where I was going.  Point is, there’s a good reason to be scared of 

bulls.  It might just mean you’re smart.” 

 “But you were a bull rider.” 

 “Proves you’re smarter than your old man.” 

 “But now you’re a bullfighter.” 

 Gus smiled, “More proof.” 

 “Why do you do it, then?” 

 “When I was your age, I did some rock climbing.” 

 “You’re afraid of heights.” 

 “Yep.  I was then, too.  Never got over it.  But I didn’t want what I was afraid of to stop 

me from trying things.  I didn’t want fear to be the reason I didn’t do something.” 

 In the corral, the three horses chased each other around the ring. 

 

 The day didn’t warm up much from the morning chill.  The afternoon was still brisk and 
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clear when Dean came round to Jim’s ranch.  Dean worked with Sarah while she rode Blackie 

around the barrels.  Sarah stopped when she saw Dean. 

 “Go around a couple more times.  Slow down a little – not all out,” said Hal.  Sarah 

clicked her tongue and she and Blackie went back at the barrels. 

 “You wanted to see me?” said Dean. 

 “Yeah, about yesterday.”  

 They both watched Sarah circle the barrels.  Blackie’s muscles moved visibly under the 

sheen of his coat.  Sarah leaned with him as he pounded round the barrels, first one way and then 

the next. 

 “I rode for years and there never was once when I didn’t feel sick to my stomach before a 

ride.”  He looked at Dean.  “Never a single time.” 

 “Did you throw up, though?” 

 “More than I want to remember.” 

 “You get over it?” 

 “I never did.  There’s tricks though that you can try that might help you.” 

 “Tricks?” 

 “Yeah, some are mental, some physical.  But not every trick works with every person.  

Sometimes it’s hit or miss as to the effect so you try different ones to see which one works for 

you.” 

 “You think you can help me?” 

 Sarah finished her run and rode Blackie to where Hal and Dean stood. 

 Hal opened the gate, “Bring him out.” 

 Sarah rode Blackie out of the corral and slid out of the saddle.  She handed the reins to 
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Dean. 

 “Wait here,” said Hal and he and Sarah went into the barn.  Dean stroked Blackie on the 

forehead while he waited. 

 From the darkness in the barn, Dean saw Hal coming out holding a rope.  Several feet 

behind Hal, he saw the bull on the other end of the rope.  The rope was attached to the bull’s 

nose ring.   Sarah rode on Snodgrass’ back.  Dean could only stare as Hal walked the bull past 

him and made a slow circuit around the corral. 

 As they came full circle, the kitchen door slammed and Nell came running toward them.  

“Sarah,” she called. 

 Hal stopped and the bull stopped with him.  Nell stopped running and caught her breath.  

“Oh, my God.  Hal, are you crazy?” 

 “No, ma’am.  I don’t think so.” 

 Nell put both hands up in front of her and motioned downward.  “Sarah, be careful,” she 

said. 

 “I am, mom.  It’s okay.” 

 “Hal, you get her off of there, right now.” 

 Hal reached one hand up and helped Sarah down.  He walked her around the front of 

Snodgrass and helped her climb over the fence.   

 “What were you thinking?” 

 Nell stared hard at Hal and then took Sarah by the elbow and walked her back into the 

kitchen. 

 Dean looped Blackie’s reins around the rail and then walked back to his car and drove out 

of the driveway.  
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 Hal watched them all walk away and then led Snodgrass back to the barn. 
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Twenty-Seven 

 “What the hell was he thinking,” said Gus as he turned the steaks on the grill behind his 

house.  Dean stood next to him holding a bottle of beer. 

 “I don’t know.  He said he had something he wanted me to see.” 

 “Sarah on the bull?” 

 “Yeah.  But why he wanted me to see that, I don’t know.  Maybe he wanted me to see 

that I shouldn’t be afraid.  Maybe he was trying to show me up.  I just don’t get it.” 

 “I don’t get it either.  Makes no sense at all.  Here, you watch the steaks.  I’m going to get 

some butter.” 

 Gus turned the corner on the house and passed the table where four of his ranch hands sat 

and laughed.  Gus was close enough to hear parts of the conversation as he walked. 

 “That Hal.” 

 “He sure can ride,” said Charlie. 

 “And he likes ‘em young.” 

 This brought more laughter from the group. 

 “Hal and his fillies,” said Adam. 

 Gus turned and went over to the table where the hands got quiet. 

 “We too loud for you, boss?” said Hector. 

 “Nah, not at all.  I just wondered what you were talking about.” 

 “Nothing much,” said Charlie. 

 “Aw, Charlie.  I heard you men talking about Hal.  Now what’s this all about?” 

 The hands looked at one another and avoided Gus’ eyes. 

 “Charlie?” said Gus.  “Adam?” 
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 “It’s just talk, boss,” said Paul. 

 “Okay.”  Gus stayed put and waited. 

 “We were in town at the bar and a pretty woman came in,” said Charlie. 

 Gus looked around the faces at the table. 

 “And Adam...well it turns out it was Lizbeth.” 

 “Lizbeth?” 

 “Lizbeth Arneson.  Hal Comstock’s ex.” 

 “Ah, and Adam was hitting on her?” said Gus. 

 “Oh, come on, guys,” said Adam. 

 “Well, you were,” said Hector. 

 “And there was a confrontation between Hal and Roy Morris,” said Charlie. 

 “Hal was there?  And Roy Morris?  The rodeo guy?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “When did they show up?” 

 “Oh, they came in separately and sat next to Lizbeth,” said Paul. 

 “While Adam was hitting on her?” said Gus. 

 “Oh, Jeez,” said Adam.  “I was – I was back at the table already.” 

 “Anyway, Hal and Morris sort of squared off and Lizbeth stopped it.” 

 “While you guys sat around?” 

 All four men at the table exchanged glances. 

 “Yes,” said Hector.  “We didn’t want to get in the middle of that.” 

 “Probably a smart move,” said Gus. 

 “After that, Hal left,” said Charlie.  “I tried to go after him.  But before that, I heard 
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Lizbeth say how Hal likes his women young.” 

 “And maybe that’s why he hangs around so much at Jim Rhodes’ place,” said Adam. 

 “Hmm,” said Charlie.  “Maybe that or the fact that he works there.” 

 “We were just laughing, boss,” said Paul.  “We didn’t mean anything by it.” 

 Gus nodded and turned to finish his walk to the kitchen.  He hoped the steaks weren’t 

burnt. 
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Twenty-Eight 

 Hal came in the back door at Jenet’s after wiping his boots on the door mat.  He wiped 

each boot twice.  Jenet sat at her kitchen table.   She worked at polishing a silver teapot that was 

part of a set.  The tray, sugar bowl and creamer were as tarnished at the teapot and sat at the table 

across from her. 

 “That’s a pretty set.” 

 “My husband gave it to me.  It was an anniversary gift.  I don’t use it much anymore.”  

She rubbed at the teapot with a dish towel.  “I should really wrap it in some silver cloth and store 

it away.  But I like to look at it.” 

 “Nothing wrong with that,” said Hal as he watched her work.  “I can polish if for you if 

you like.” 

 “Not really what you would call ranching work.” 

 “Still.” 

 “Another time, maybe.” 

 “All right.  I’m all through outside.  Everybody’s fed and watered and the stables are all 

cleaned out.” 

 “She’s very pretty.” 

 “Who?” 

 Jenet stopped polishing.  “Lizbeth.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 Hal waited a moment before Jenet spoke again.  

 “Thank you, Hal.  Friday?” 

 “Yes, ma’am.  Friday.” 
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 Jenet went back to polishing the tea set as Hal went out the door. 

  

  



 119 

Twenty-Nine 

 “Is it fair to Hal?” said Gus as he ate supper with Abby.  She had made his favorite: 

mushroom soup. 

 “Is it fair to Jim and Nell?” said Abby.  “Or Sarah?” 

 “Hell, I don’t know.” 

 “And is it your call?” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “If it were your daughter, wouldn’t you want to know?” 

 “Yes.  I would.” 

 “Then, that’s that.” 

 Abby ladled some more soup into his bowl from the pot on the table. 

 

 

  



 120 

Thirty 

 Gus sat at a table in the only cafe in Bowman and stirred his cup of black coffee.  The 

waitress named Carol had been by twice with the pot, but his cup was full both times.   

 Jim came into the cafe and spotted Gus and headed toward him. “A cup for me, too, 

please,” he said to Carol as he passed her and took the seat opposite his friend.  He reached 

across the table and shook Gus’ hand.   

 “You eating?” 

 “Not hungry.” 

 Carol put a cup on the table. 

 “We’ll wait on ordering,” said Jim. 

 “Sure thing,” said Carol.  “The menus are there when you need them.” 

 Jim focused on Gus.  “What’s up?” 

 Gus stirred his coffee again and then put the spoon down on the still-folded napkin.  The 

napkin absorbed what coffee remained on the spoon and it left a brown stain. 

 “I talked with Abby ‘cause I wasn’t sure.” 

 “About?” 

 “About Hal.  About whether or not to say something.” 

 “Hal?” 

 “Jim, you know I’ve didn’t like him from the get go.” 

 “Yeah, you didn’t hide it.” 

 “And you just sort of took him under your wing.” 

 “Which you gave me grief for.” 

 “Yeah.” 
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 Gus rocked his coffee first to one side and then the other. 

 “What is it, Gus?” 

 “Oh, hell.”  Gus took his hand off the cup.  “I want to be fair to him.” 

 “Gus?” 

 “Charlie and the boys went into town after the Roundup.  They ran into Hal and his ex at 

the bar.” 

  “I heard a little bit about that.  The ‘almost fight’ between Hal and that cowboy, Roy 

Morris.” 

 “Yeah, that.” 

 Jim was watching Gus more closely now. 

 “From what I hear, there wasn’t much to it.” 

 “I’m talking about afterwards.” 

 “Afterwards?  I thought Hal left.” 

 “He did.  But before he left, the boys heard Lizbeth say some things I think you should 

hear.”    

 Jim didn’t stop him so Gus went on.  

 “I’d want to know.” 

 Jim leaned forward and tilted his head to one side. 

 Gus picked up the spoon again and circled it once around the rim of his coffee cup.  

When he spoke again it was in a low voice so that only Jim could hear. 

 “Lizbeth said Hal likes young women.” 

 Jim put his coffee cup to his mouth but didn’t drink while he waited for more. 

 “Like -- Sarah-young.” 
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 Jim put his cup back on the table. 
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Thirty-One 

 Jim knocked on the door to Hal’s room above the barn.  Nell said she’d seen him go up 

the stairs just after lunch.  Jim heard movement on the other side of the door before it opened.  

Hal stood there with a toothbrush in his mouth.  He motioned for Jim to come in while he rinsed 

his mouth in the small sink in the attached bathroom. 

 The room was neat except for the unmade bed.  A few clothes lay about, but it did not 

make the room look cluttered.  Still, Hal picked up clothes and put them into the bathroom. 

 “Boss?” 

 “Hal, I got to ask you a question.” 

 “Shoot.” 

 “Why did you break up with Lizbeth?” 

 Hal stopped moving.  “What’s this about?” 

 “Some of Gus’ boys saw you with Lizbeth and Roy Morris at Rusty’s in town last 

Saturday night after the rodeo.” 

 “This about the fight?” 

 “No – maybe.” 

 “‘Cause we didn’t actually come to blows.  Just words.” 

 “Why did you and Lizbeth break up?” 

 “She left me.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Why is this important, Jim?  What difference does it make?” 

 “It’s important.” 

 Hal sat down on the bed.  Jim remained standing. 
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 “I had a habit of looking at other women.” 

 “Young women?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Keep going.” 

 Hal spread his hands wide. 

 “At the shows, they’d parade the cowboys into the arena and all the buckle bunnies are 

standing on the rails waving and shouting and smiling at you.  They rock back and forth and lean 

way over to give you a good look.  Some of ‘em wearing hardly anything beside a buckle, it 

seems.  It’s – well, it’s distracting.  It got to the point where I would walk in looking at the boots 

of the guy walking in front of me so I could keep my mind on the ride.  Even then, it was still a 

distraction.” 

 “Young women like Sarah?” 

 Hal looked up and then stood up. 

 “Like Sarah?  Jim, you don’t think...” 

 “I don’t know what to think.  That’s why I’m asking.” 

 Hal sat down again and looked at the floor.  

 “Sarah’s like a daughter.” 

 “Sarah is my daughter.” 

 After a moment, Hal looked up. 

 “Jim, where did this come from?  What made you ask me?” 

 “Does that matter?” 

 “Hell, yes.” 

 Jim thought for a moment. 
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 “Lizbeth said something to one of Gus’ cowboys.” 

 Hal put his head into his hands and sat still for a moment. 

 “What do you want me to do?” 

 “I want you to stay away from Sarah until I figure this out.” 

 Hal sat motionless with his head still in his hands as Jim pulled the door closed behind 

him. 
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Thirty-Two 

 Sarah backed out of the kitchen door into the yard that afternoon after she got home from 

school.  She no longer wore her backpack. 

 “Sarah,” said Jim from inside. 

 Sarah looked toward the barn. 

 “Sarah, come back,” said Nell as she came to the door. 

 Sarah backed away into the yard.  “He’s my friend,” she said. 

 Jim stood at the door now, next to Nell.  “Sarah, honey.” 

 “He’s my friend,” said Sarah.  “Nothing happened.  How can you think that?” 

 Sarah turned and ran to the barn.  

 “Jim,” said Nell. 

  Jim and Nell ran after her.  Sarah reached the door to the stairs to Hal’s room and opened 

it and ran up. 

 Jim and Nell reached the door to Hal’s bedroom.  Sarah stood inside.  The room was 

clean, the closet empty and the bed made.  Hal’s rucksack was gone.  The shaving kit Jim loaned 

him sat on the bed. 

   Nell moved forward and put her arm around Sarah’s shoulders. 
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Thirty-Three 

 Charlie came into Rusty’s on Thursday night.  The place was not crowded so he went 

straight to the bar. 

 “Coors, please.” 

 “You drinking alone or will you join your friend?” said the bartender. 

 Charlie looked at him.  The bartender put the bottle on the counter and motioned toward 

the far corner.  Charlie turned to look.  Hal sat there with his chair pushed as far back into the 

corner as it would go.  He didn’t look up even as Charlie pulled out the chair and sat down 

opposite him. 

 “You hiding out here?” 

 Hal looked up.  It took a moment for him to recognize Charlie.  He tilted his head 

sideways and shrugged. 

 “Mind if I sit?” 

 “You already are.” 

 “Oh, yeah.  Well, then you mind if I drink?” 

 Hal turned a palm up and motioned toward Charlie’s bottle. 

 “You’re very observant, tonight.” 

 “It’s my curse,” said Hal.  “At least it’s one of them.  One of many.” 

 “What are you doing here, Hal?” 

 Hal looked at him for a moment before he said, “Same question.” 

 “It’s Thursday night.  I wanted a beer after work.” 

 “Me, too.” 

 “I got my beer,” Charlie said as he lifted his bottle. “What number are you on?” 
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 Hal shook his head. 

 “How long since you stopped counting?” 

 “Who counts?”  Hal raised a finger into the air, “Another one.” 

 Charlie turned and waved the bartender off.  Hal grabbed Charlie’s wrist. 

 “What are you doing?” said Hal. 

 Charlie looked down at his wrist where Hal still held it.  “You going to fight me too, 

Hal?” 

 Hal let go of Charlie’s wrist and sat back in the chair.  “Oh, that’s right.  You were here, 

too.”   

   “Yeah,” said Charlie.  After a moment he added, “You haven’t finished the one in front 

of you.” 

 “Just trying to stay ahead of the curve.” 

 Charlie watched Hal as he drank from his bottle and then took a long drink from his own.  

“Finish up.  I’ll get you home.” 

 “No thanks,” said Hal.  “I got a ways to go, still.” 
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Thirty-Four 

 The light was different than Hal expected.  The color was off or it was later in the day. 

He heard his own breathing first and then other breaths, deeper and longer than his own.  He was 

lying on straw and had his boots on.  He had slept all night with his boots on and his feet ached 

because of that. 

 He pulled himself up on the railing.  He was in a stable or a barn.  His hat lay in the straw 

a few feet away.  He groaned as he reached for it and had to catch himself on the railing again or 

he would have fallen. 

 Even with the hat on his head, he had to shield his eyes from the morning sun.  He heard 

the screen door bang against its frame.  When his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw Jenet 

standing on her porch looking at him. 

 “Best come in, Hal.” 

 Hal took a deep breath to steady himself and headed to the house.  He took his hat off just 

before he walked through the door. 

 Inside, Jenet had already poured a mug of coffee and set it on the table. “Black, right?” 

she said. 

 Hal nodded and sat in the chair by the coffee. 

 “I remembered that because that’s the name you came up with for Sarah’s horse.” 

 “Yes, ma’am.” 

 Jenet watched Hal sip his coffee.   

 “Did Charlie bring me here?” 

 “Charlie?  Haven’t seen him.” 

 “How’d I get here?” 
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 “No idea.” 

 Hal drank more of the coffee.  Jenet folded her hands and rested her chin on them. 

 “How’d you know I was in the barn?” 

 Jenet smiled.  “I heard you snoring.” 

 “I snore?” 

 “You do.  I came out to the porch when the snoring stopped.  I figured you were either 

awake or dead.  I took a chance and went with awake and waited for you to come out.” 

 “I snore?” 

 Jenet laughed. 

 “Does Jim know I’m here?” 

 “I don’t know.  I didn’t tell him.  Should I?” 

 Hal shrugged. 

 “I expect he’ll call you.” 

 “And say what?” 

 “That I got into a fight – in a bar – with a cowboy – over Lizbeth.” 

 “And did you?” 

 “Yeah, sort of.  But we didn’t really fight.  We just mouthed off at each other.” 

 “Sounds like a hot time in town.” 

 “Yeah.”   

 “You still have feelings for her?” 

 Hal waited for a moment before answering.  “I still get jealous at times, if that’s what 

you’re asking.” 

 “Maybe.  And what about Sarah?” 
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 Hal looked up and put his mug on the table.  “Sarah is my friend.  And I was teaching her 

how to ride and do some rope tricks.  And that’s all.” 

 Jenet waited for some moments before speaking.  “Why would Lizbeth say what she 

said?” 

 “I don’t know what she said.  And I won’t accuse her.  But I’m being accused like I was 

making a play for Sarah.” 

 “Jim is doing what he has to -- to protect his daughter.” 

 “I know.  And I know that I can’t go back there.” 

 Jenet picked up her cup and put it in the sink.  “Well, you can still work your days here, if 

you want.” 

 “You sure?” 

 She turned to face Hal.  “I’m not afraid of Jim or Gus – or you.” 

 Hal brought his mug to the sink and rinsed it.  “No, ma’am.  I don’t think you’re afraid of 

anyone.” 

 He closed the screen door so it wouldn’t slam. 
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Thirty-Five 

 Dean stood with one leg up on the lower rail as Sarah rode around the barrels.  Blackie’s 

coat looked wet from the exercise.  Dean could hear the horse’s breaths as he leaned hard around 

the closest barrel.  Sarah leaned so far with the horse she looked like she was about to fall off.   

 Dean checked the stopwatch. 

 “How fast,” Sarah yelled back as Blackie slowed after the last turn. 

 “Eighteen five.” 

 Sarah shook her head. “Again.” 

 “You’re a hard taskmaster,” said Dean. 

 Sarah and Blackie came around and stopped at the railing  

 “I want to win.  Blackie wants to win.” 

 “You want to practice anything else?  Throwing?” 

 “I don’t – no, I don’t think so.” 

 “You were good at it.” 

 Sarah shook her head. 

 Dean took a step closer to Sarah.  He reached over the top rail and stroked Blackie on the 

forehead.  “That was a special series of circumstances that caused that calf to die.  The cowboy 

was big, the horse was big and they were both powerful.  And that calf was small and fast.  I’ve 

never seen that happen before.  I never expect to see it again.” 

 “But it could happen.” 

 “You’re not big enough.  You and Blackie together don’t have enough mass to stop a calf 

like that.  It’s a question of relative size and inertia.” 

 “But it could happen.” 
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 “It could.  But it’s extremely unlikely.” 

 Sarah said nothing. 

 “Okay,” said Dean giving in.  “Maybe you can try the ostrich racing in Fort Worth 

instead.” 

 Sarah looked down at him from the horse. 

 “Why not?  You get to ride in this chariot thing the ostrich pulls.  You’ll be like a 

gladiator.” 

 Sarah narrowed her eyes. 

 “Just a thought,” said Dean as he put his hands into the air.  “Once more around the 

barrels.” 

 Sarah moved Blackie to the starting point for their practice course. 

 “Go,” said Dean as he pressed the stopwatch. 

 Sarah and Blackie raced around the barrels. 

 

 Sarah put Blackie in his stable and removed his saddle and bridle.  She brushed him 

down. 

 “You did good today, Blackie.  It was a good workout.  Maybe we can get Dad to take us 

to practice at the Roundup on Wednesday.  You keep going like today and you’ll be a champion 

sure.  And maybe you’ll take me with you.”   

 She finished brushing him and put a blanket over his back.  The weather was cooling and 

he was still damp from the workout.  She patted him one last time and went back outside to 

watch Dean. 

 Dean had Snodgrass in the corral.  Jim came out to watch while Dean was with the bull. 
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Dean had put one of the barrels in the corral as well.  Snodgrass had no ropes on him anywhere.  

He was free to run around. Dean stood near the fence so he could jump out if needed. 

 “Can I ride him?” said Sarah. 

 “I don’t think so, honey,” said Jim. 

 “I rode him before.” 

 “I’m not comfortable with you riding him or that I could keep you safe,” said Dean. 

 Sarah frowned. 

 “Hal could do things with this bull that I wouldn’t dare try,” said Dean.  

 He watched the bull as he walked out into the middle where the barrel stood on its end. 

Snodgrass stayed to one end of the corral away from Dean.  His eyes followed Dean but 

otherwise the bull didn’t move.  Dean held onto one side of the barrel’s rim and moved it closer 

to the bull.  Snodgrass eyed Dean and the barrel and then huffed and shifted his weight and 

turned sideways to Dean. 

 “Careful, Dean,” said Jim.  “He’s presenting.” 

 Dean nodded and walked the barrel forward by shifting its weight from side to side, 

moving an inch at a time. 

 Snodgrass huffed and dropped his head once and then twice. 

 Dean inched forward again.  Snodgrass didn’t move.  Dean took a red handkerchief from 

his back pocket and flapped it open.  Snodgrass twitched and huffed. 

 “Hah,” said Dean as he waved the kerchief.  

 Snodgrass turned and charged with his head down.  Sarah screamed.  The bull’s charge 

was so quick Dean didn’t stay with the barrel but left it standing where it was and scrambled 

away.  Snodgrass hit the barrel and knocked it across the corral.  It bounced off the railing and 



 135 

rolled back into the center of the corral.  Dean hopped on the fence and rolled over it to the 

outside where Jim caught him. 

 “Oh, boy,” said Dean. 

 “You sure you want to do this?  said Jim. “This?” 

 Dean looked at Sarah and then at Jim and broke into a huge grin.  “Yeah.” 

 Snodgrass stomped around the corral and hit the barrel again. 

 “Okay, then,” said Jim.  “I think we’ll need some more wranglers.” 

 Snodgrass hit the barrel once more. 
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Thirty-Six  

 It was a twenty-dollar fee to do a practice ride.  Between the Bowman Roundup in 

October and the Fort Worth Rodeo in the bottom half of January, every Wednesday night was 

practice night in the Bowman arena.   Next up were the bull riders.  Hal took a seat in the stands.  

There was no fee just to watch. 

 A rider and bull came out of the gate.   The bull was so-so but the rider was great.  He 

lasted the full eight seconds.  Not a prize-winning ride but respectable.  Hal nodded his head and 

said, “Nice,” under his breath. 

 The next two riders failed to make the eight second mark.  They looked inexperienced but 

would improve with more practice. 

 Another rider made the qualifying time.  With a better bull, he might be a prize winner.  

With a lesser bull, he’d have a tough time. 

 Dean stood on one side of the arena, watching the riders.  He looked pale.  Hal got up 

from his seat and went down to meet him. 

 

 Dean looked up when he heard his name.   

 “Hal.  Where you been?” 

 “Around.  Mostly working at Jenet Martin’s.  When do you ride?” 

 “I don’t know.  I paid the fee, but...” he patted his stomach.  “I already threw up twice.  

They’ll come back around to me again.” 

 “How long?” 

 “Half hour or so.  Maybe more.” 

 “And then you’ll ride?” 
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 Dean forced a laugh.  “Maybe,” he said. 

 “Come with me,” said Hal. 

 Hal turned and walked.  Dean followed after a second.  “Where are we going?” 

 “Snack bar.” 

 “I couldn’t...” 

 “Keep anything down?” 

 “No – yes.” 

 “Don’t worry.  I don’t have enough money to buy you anything.” 

 The snack bar was not busy.  Barely profitable on practice nights, the organizers opened 

it mostly as a courtesy to the riders and the few spectators who showed up to watch.  Hal went up 

to the counter and spoke with the clerk.  Dean couldn’t hear what Hal said.  Hal held up his 

thumb and forefinger showing an inch apart.  The clerk nodded and stepped away.  She returned 

a second later and handed a small gold-colored square to Hal.  He closed his fist over it.  Dean 

could see his mouth form the word, “Thanks.” 

 

 “What was that about,” Dean said when Hal got back to him. 

 “Let’s go over here.”  Hal moved away from the snack bar. 

 “Okay, what?” 

 “Time to be Superman.”  

 Hal smiled and opened his hand.  On his palm, lay a single pat of butter in its foil paper 

wrapper. 

 “Butter?”  

 “Oldest trick in the book.” 
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 “Butter?” 

 “Sure cure for a nervous stomach.” 

 “You gotta be kidding?” 

 “Never.” 

 Dean took the pat of butter and held it up to the light.  “What do I do with it?” 

 “Smear it on your face.” 

 “No?” 

 “No. You eat it.” 

 “Seriously?”  

 “You keep asking me that.  Better eat it before it softens.  Much easier to eat it while it’s 

cold.” 

 Dean peeled the foil paper off the butter while trying not to get his hands greasy.  He 

dropped the paper and held the butter between his fingers. 

 “And this works?” 

 “Never fails.” 

 Dean made a face as he bit down on the pat of butter and chewed.  He swallowed hard 

and then worked his tongue around in his mouth to clear it. 

 “I’d rather eat peanut butter,” said Dean. 

 “Who wouldn’t?” said Hal. 

 The two walked back to the arena while Dean still worked his mouth.   

 “Where’d you learn about this?” 

 “I’ve heard about this for years.” 

 “You’re sure this works?” 
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 “So I’ve heard.” 

 Dean stopped.   

 “You’ve never tried this?” 

 “No.” 

 Two steps later, Hal stopped and looked back.  “How do you feel?” he said. 

 “Sick.” 

 “See?  Working already.” 

  

 Hal and Dean stood outside the arena and watched the riders try out the bulls.  Dean’s 

pass had moved him to the end of the list once again.  A rider and bull came out of the gate and 

the rider lasted only three seconds.  He jumped clear and the bull went off in a different direction 

chased by the bullfighters. 

 “I’m sorry about the bull the other day,” said Hal. 

 “The bull and Sarah?” 

 

 One of the two bullfighters in the arena sat on the rail next to the chute.  The only other 

bullfighter stood at the other side away from Hal and Dean.   Two girls wearing cowboy hats 

stood talking to the bullfighter on the other side.   

 

 “Yeah,” said Hal.  “I was trying to make a point and I don’t think I made it so well.  I 

didn’t think it through.” 

 

 A rider mounted a bull in the chute.  The bullfighter jumped down from the rail and took 
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his position in the middle of the arena in preparation for the ride.  “George,” he called to the 

bullfighter talking to the cowgirls.  “George.” 

 George glanced over his shoulder.  “Be there in a sec, Walt.”  George screwed up his face 

and backed away from the girls toward the center.  The cowgirls laughed. 

 

 “Don’t worry about it,” said Dean.  “I think you made your point. 

 “Yeah? What point was that?” said Hal. 

 Hal and Dean both laughed. 

 

 The rider nodded.  The latch man pulled and the gate swung open.  The bull twisted out 

hard to the right and the rider lost his seat.  The bull hit the ground hard with his front hooves 

and twisted right again and the rider was now loose.  Only his hand still gripped the rope.  Walt, 

the bullfighter in the middle of the arena, waved at the bull and moved in to assist.  George, who 

had been talking to the cowgirls, now rushed to join. 

 The rider’s hand and glove were pinched in the rope and he couldn’t pull loose.  The bull 

kicked and twisted and the rider flopped like a rag doll. 

 Dean jumped onto the fence and leaped over.  Hal jumped onto the fence.  In the arena, 

the bullfighter named Walt hung onto the bull and pulled hard at the rider’s hand to free it while 

George tried to get into the mix from the other side but had a time trying to dodge the bull’s 

horns. 

 “Hah! Hah!” yelled Dean as he waved his hat at the bull.  The bull stopped spinning and 

kicking at Dean’s approach.  It sized up the new threat.  Walt pulled the rider’s hand loose 

leaving the glove still pinched in the rope.  He dragged the unconscious rider back to the edge of 
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the arena.  George ran around behind the bull and helped pull the rider to the gate.  The bull 

glanced at the three.   

 “Hah!” Dean shouted and stomped the ground.  The bull looked back at Dean.  A shiver 

started at its head and was visible as it ran back along the bull’s spine all the way to his tail.  The 

bull kicked its hind leg and pawed the ground with a front leg and snorted at Dean. 

 “Careful now, he’s sizing you up,” said Hal who now stood next to Dean. 

 The bull turned and glanced back at the bullfighters who now lifted the rider to the other 

hands that reached down from atop the gate to pull him out. 

 “Hah!” yelled Dean. 

 “Here we are,” shouted Hal. 

 “Hoo, boy,” shouted another wrangler who stepped up next to Hal.  Another cowboy 

joined them on the other side of Dean. 

 The bull focused on the four and dropped his head. 

 “What now?” said Dean. 

 Hal spoke low.  “Back up.  Slow and together.  If he charges, split up and run like hell.” 

 The four cowboys backed away from the bull.  The bull took one step toward them and 

then one more, matching the retreating cowboys step for step.  He tossed his head and huffed.  

Then he dropped his head and charged. 

 “Go,” shouted Hal.  But he didn’t need to say it. 

 The four turned and bolted for the fence, each one in a different direction away from the 

charging creature.  The bull stopped, confused and unsure now of his target.  Where there had 

been one, now he saw four.  He looked first at one and then another of the fleeing enemies.  By 

the time he focused on one, all four cowboys were up and over the fence and safe. 
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 The few spectators and all the cowboys and riders and handlers and cowgirls stood and 

cheered and clapped.  Hal’s back got slapped more than a few times as he made his way over to 

Dean who was surrounded so that Hal couldn’t get close.  Dean noticed Hal and touched the 

brim of his hat. 

 With his finger, Hal traced an “S” on his chest large enough so that Dean could see. 

 Dean grinned. 
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Thirty-Seven 

 Jim had just leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes when he heard the truck come up 

the driveway.  He didn’t recognize the sound of the engine.  The car door slammed and he heard 

his own kitchen door bang a second later. 

 “Jenet,” said Nell. 

 A minute later, there was a soft knock at the door to his study.  Nell opened the door and 

admitted Jenet. 

  “Whatcha working on?” said Jenet. 

 “My Sunday sermon.” 

 “Caught you at a good time?” 

 “Actually, yeah.  I’m sort of brain dead and need a break.” 

 She sat in the chair opposite Jim.  Jim waited for her to start the conversation since she 

had sought him out.  After a few seconds, she did. 

 “I think you treated Hal unfairly.” 

 “Oh?” 

 “I think you judged him too soon.” 

 “I’m not sure I judged him at all.” 

 “Then why isn’t he still here?” 

 “How much do you know about what happened?” 

 “Most of it.  You know there are no secrets in this town.  What I didn’t know, Hal told 

me.” 

 “And what did Hal tell you?” 

 “That you accused him of pursuing Sarah.” 
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 “Well, not quite like that.” 

 “But that’s what you implied.” 

 “That’s what I asked.  And then I asked him to stay away from Sarah until I could figure 

things out.” 

 “And then?” 

 “And then he left.” 

 “Jim, let me ask you, where did you hear this from?” 

 “From Gus.” 

 “And he had it from?” 

 “Charlie.” 

 “And Charlie got it where?” 

 “From Lizbeth.” 

 “Hal’s ex?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “And this doesn’t sound more than a little like that ‘telephone’ game we used to play as 

kids?  A friend of a friend of a friend and the whole message gets distorted.” 

 Jim sat for a moment before answering. 

 “I didn’t ask him to leave. He left on his own.” 

 “But you didn’t ask him to stay, either.” 

 “No.” 

 “What else could he do?  What would you have done?  You accused him of grooming 

your daughter.  Maybe not with those words, but that’s what you accused him of.” 

 “I would have fought for my reputation.” 
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 “Well you’re not Hal.  You’re Jim Rhodes.  Not everyone can be a Jim Rhodes.  Not 

everyone has a reputation to protect.  Or one to rely on.” 

 When Jim didn’t answer, Jenet stood up.  “You judged too soon.”   

 She opened the door but turned back. 

 “When I hear one man’s story, it sounds righteous.  It sounds righteous.”  She made a 

fist.   “Right up to the minute I hear the other man’s side.” 

 “Proverbs?” said Jim. 

 “Somewhere in there.  Hal’s been staying at my place.  He works his days and leaves in 

the evenings.  I hear he’s been spending time at Rusty’s.  He sleeps in the barn and wakes up 

early, even when he’s hung over.” 

 Jim stood up but said nothing. 

 Halfway out the door, Jenet turned back to Jim.  “I offered him the spare bedroom but he 

wouldn’t take it.” 
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Thirty-Eight 

 Gus and Jim waited in the living room of Gus’ ranch house when Charlie came in.   

 “You wanted to see me, Gus?” 

 “Yeah, Charlie.  Actually, Jim did.” 

 “Yes, sir.” 

 “Have a seat, Charlie,” said Gus.  Charlie sat down. 

 “You know Hal doesn’t work for me anymore?” said Jim. 

 “Yes, sir.  I heard he was fired.” 

 “Well – okay.  You told Gus and Gus told me some things that were said about Hal.” 

 “Uh.” 

 “You’re not in trouble, Charlie,” said Gus.  “But we want to know, as specifically as you 

can remember, the things that were said and who said them.” 

 “Well, like you said the other day, Adam was hitting on Lizbeth in the bar that night.  

And then Hal came in.  Adam retreated back to our table. We all gave him a time about that.  A 

few minutes later that cowboy Morris joined them.” 

 “Okay,” said Gus.  “But after that.  After Hal left.” 

 “After Hal left, I went out after him.” 

 “And that’s when you heard Lizbeth talk about Hal?” 

 “No it was before that.  While we were still at the table.  The boys all heard it.” 

 “So,” Jim thought out loud.  “Lizbeth said it while Hal was still there?” 

 “Yeah.  In fact, it’s probably what got Hal so upset.  That’s when he jumped up – when 

Morris laughed at that.” 

 “What did you hear Lizbeth say?” 
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 “She said, ‘Hal likes his fillies.’” 

 “And that’s all?” 

 “That’s all I heard.” 

 “What did you think she meant?” 

 “Adam thought she meant Hal liked his women young.  He was joking about that when 

you came up that day, Gus, at the barbecue.  He was saying about how that’s the reason Hal 

spent so much time at your place, Mr. Rhodes.” 

 Gus nodded and said, “What did you think she meant?” 

 “I thought they were talking about horses,” said Charlie. “I mean – I assumed -- because 

they were both cowboys and all.” 

 “And that made Hal upset?” said Gus. 

 “I think that wasn’t until Morris laughed at him.  At least it followed hard on that.” 

 “What followed hard?” 

 “Hal jumped up and all.” 

 “And that was after Morris laughed?” 

 “Yeah.”  

 “Did Morris say anything before he laughed?”  

 “He was talking but I didn’t hear what he said.” 

 “About horses?” 

 “Yeah, could have been.  At least with what Lizbeth said.  It might have been about more 

– what’s that word – when a word can mean more than one thing at the same time?” 

 “Double entendre?” said Jim. 

 ‘Yeah, that,” said Charlie. 
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 “What do you think?” said Jim after Charlie left them. 

 “I think there’s less here than I originally thought.  But I still would have come to you 

with it.” 

 Jim nodded. 

 “And that still makes it your call.”  
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Thirty-Nine 

 Jim found Hal in his corner at Rusty’s, right where Charlie said he would find him.  Hal 

said nothing as Jim sat down.   

 “Hello Hal.” 

 Hal put a finger in the air to catch the bartender’s attention.  When the bartender looked 

over, Hal pointed down to his bottle. 

 “I’d order you one too, but...” said Hal. 

 Jim held two fingers in the air until the bartended nodded.  A moment later, the bartender 

set two ice cold bottles on the table.  

 “I thought you didn’t drink.” 

 “I never said that.  I said it was a dry ranch.” 

 “My mistake.” 

 “We all make them.  Ain’t a one of us perfect.” 

 They sat for a few minutes.  Jim sipped at his bottle.  Hal didn’t touch his.  

 “I’m sorry for what I said,” said Jim.  “I know I was wrong.  I made assumptions I 

shouldn’t have.  I was wrong.” 

Hal played with his bottle but still didn’t drink from it.    

“You were,” he said.  “Wrong.” 

Jim leaned forward with his elbows on the table.  “I hurt you and I’m sorry for it.”   He 

shifted in his chair and drew a circle on the table in the water dripping off his bottle.  “I’d like 

you to come back to the ranch.” 

“What?  And work for you again?” 

“Yeah – if you’ll forgive me.” 
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“And that just fixes things?  Just like that?” 

“I hope so.  Not sure what else I can do.” 

Hal sat back in his chair and tipped his bottle up and took a long drink. 

 When Jim left the bar, Hal still sat in his corner. 
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Forty 

 It was mid-afternoon the following day when Jenet Martin’s truck pulled into the 

Rhodes’s driveway.  The yard was quiet.  All the horses and Snodgrass were in the stables or in 

the pastures.  The truck door opened and Hal slid out of the driver’s seat.  

 Sarah screamed from inside the house and flung the screen door open.  She rushed down 

the stairs and collided with Hal midway across to the house.  Nell came out the door a little less 

enthusiastically but she still smiled. 

 “Hal,” screamed Sarah.  “You’re back.” 

 “Well...” he paused.  “Hello, Nell.” 

 “Hello, Hal.” 

 “You’re back, right?” said Sarah.  “You’re staying?”     

 “I came back to say good-bye.” 

 Sarah pulled back from him and looked at Nell and then back to Hal. 

 “I left too abruptly last time.  I didn’t get the chance.” 

 “No, you can’t leave.  You have to teach me.  Who’ll teach me to ride and rope and catch 

calves?” 

 “Your father can.  Or Dean.  Or your mother.  She used to be a champion.   You’ll do 

great, I know it.  You don’t need me.” 

 She wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face in his chest.  “I want you to 

stay.” 

 “I can’t honey.  It’s better if I go.  I have to.” 

 He peeled Sarah’s arms away from his waist.  Nell came up and took Sarah and stepped 

back from Hal. 
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 Hal looked at Nell.  Sarah’s face was turned away.  Nell nodded and Hal turned back to 

his truck and climbed in. 

 Sarah looked up from her mother’s side.  “Why do you always have to take the hard 

path?”  

Hal looked at her through the open window.  Nell walked Sarah back to the house.  At the 

door, Sarah pulled away from her mother.  “You’re a wild one,” she shouted at Hal.  “You’re one 

of the wild ones.  Why do you have to be wild?” 

Hal waited until they were both in the house before he started the engine and drove away. 
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Forty-One 

 It took Hal less than five minutes to put everything he owned into the rucksack.  From 

inside the barn, he scanned the yard and the house.  Nothing and no one moved.  He slung the 

rucksack over one shoulder and walked to the gate and the road on the other side of it.  On the 

road, he put his other arm through the rucksack’s strap to that it rested on both shoulders and he 

headed west, away from town. 

 

 Jenet noticed the truck was back but didn’t think more of it until that evening.  At 

dinnertime, she went to the barn. 

 “Hal,” she called. 

 The barn was empty.  She went to the stall he slept in.  It was empty, too, except for the 

straw he slept on.  The blanket she’d given him was folded and hung across the railing. 

 She went back to the house and made dinner and ate alone. 

 

 That night, Hal slept in a field under a cloudy sky four hours walking distance from 

Jenet’s ranch.  He groaned the next morning and walked crooked until the exercise warmed him 

up enough.   

And then the rain came. 

 It wasn’t a hard rain, but it was continuous.   By the time he stopped at a stand of trees in 

the late afternoon, Hal was wet through.  He dropped his rucksack at the base of a large bur oak 

and gathered up all the wood he could find.  He even managed to find some dry twigs for tinder 

under another large tree.   



 154 

 The fire started small with just the twigs and some grass.  Hal added more as the fire 

grew, moving on to the wetter branches which sizzled as the fire forced the moisture out of the 

wood.  He piled on even more branches and moved closer to the fire and sat with his arms 

around his knees.  The heat felt good and he closed his eyes. 

 

He dreamt his feet were on fire. 

 The wet branches dried and caught and the fire had grown while he slept.  Steam rose 

from the toes of his boots which were still on his feet.  Hal pushed back from the fire and pulled 

his boots off and rubbed his toes through the socks which were still damp even though they were 

now hot.  He set his boots upright by the fire to dry. 

 He piled the rest of his wood onto the fire and stood by it as it grew large again.  At one 

point, the flames were as tall as he was.  He looked up to watch the sparks rise high into the 

branches of the bur oak and disappear into the dark. 

 The fire died and Hal sat next to it again.  He watched as the flames became embers and 

he lay down next to what was left and slept. 

 

 Hal spent all of the third day under the bur oak.  His fire that night was a small one and 

that night, the sky was clear and Hal stayed awake to watch the stars. 

 

 In the afternoon of the fourth day after he left, Jenet looked out her window and saw Hal 

walking up her driveway.  She went out to the front porch and waited.  He stopped at the foot of 

the stairs. 

 “You look lost, cowboy.” 
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 Hal looked at the barn and then back to Jenet. 

 “I don’t know whether I’m coming or going.” 

 “Well, I haven’t seen you in a few days.  And you look to me like you’re arriving.  So, 

based on the evidence in front of me, I’d say you’re coming.” 

 “Yes, ma’am.”  Hal smiled and nodded toward the barn.  “Is my spot still open?”  

 “And the bedroom inside, too.” 

 Hal nodded. 

 “Dinner’s at six,” said Jenet. 
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Forty-Two 

Jenet carried the groceries from the truck into the kitchen. She had left early on a trip to 

town.  She’d heard Hal poking about the barn but didn’t want to disturb him.  He always found 

enough work to keep himself busy on the days he worked for her.  He hadn’t sought her out that 

morning and she didn’t push him. 

Now it was quiet.  She came out onto the porch and listened.  No sound came from the 

barn.  She went back inside and walked through the house.   

Something about the living room was odd.  Jenet noticed it the moment she stepped 

through the door.  The light in the room was different.  She stepped back into the hallway and 

then reentered the room to make sure.  It just looked different.  She walked across the room and 

saw it when she turned around.   

 The tea set was still in the glass-front cabinet where it always sat.  But instead of 

blending in with the background, instead of just being there, it was bright, polished to a high 

shine.  Jenet opened the door and took out the teapot.  It hadn’t been this shiny since it was brand 

new, the day her husband gave it to her fresh out of the box on one of their first anniversaries.  

She rubbed the surface with her thumb and then took out the sugar spoon. She could see her 

reflection in the bowl of the spoon.  The distortion of her face made her smile. 

And then she cried. 
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Forty-Three 

Dean held the stopwatch high as Sarah and Blackie raced towards him after turning the 

last barrel.  Gus and Jim stood next to him as Dean pressed the button with his thumb just as 

horse and rider crossed the finish.   Sarah and Blackie slowed in a big loop around all three 

barrels as Sarah looked back. 

Dean looked at the stopwatch, “Fifteen flat.” 

Sarah brought Blackie up to the starting point and waited. 

“Go,” yelled Dean and pressed the start button on the stopwatch. 

Sarah yelled, “Hah.”  Blackie raced forward.  Sarah didn’t need to remind him with her 

heels.  Her voice was enough to start him racing.    

Blackie charged toward the first barrel to the right of the starting position and he and 

Sarah leaned in hard for the right turn.  They shot across in front of the men watching toward the 

inside of the second barrel and made a hard left turn, leaning all the way around and came out of 

the turn facing the third barrel at the northern end of the course.  Blackie pounded the turf loose 

and his hooves tossed clumps of dirt into the air behind him as he charged for the last barrel.  He 

and Sarah aimed for the right of the barrel and made another hard left turn.  Blackie’s hooves 

dug deep as he arrested his momentum and ripped around the last barrel.  

They came out of the turn facing south and a straight shot toward the finish where Gus 

and Jim and Dean waited.  Dean held the stopwatch high once more.  

“Go, Sarah.” 

“C’mon.  Push.” 

Blackie raced past the men as Sarah’s ponytail streamed behind her. 

Dean looked at the stopwatch. “Fourteen point seven.  Fastest time ever.” 
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Sarah let Blackie cantor to a walk and then brought him around to where the men waited.  

Jim patted her on her leg.  Dean took hold of the bridle. 

“I think I sold him too cheap,” said Gus.  “Want to sell him back to me?” 

“No,” said Sarah.  “Not ever.” 

“Nice try,” said Jim. 

They all laughed. 

Sarah looked down the driveway toward the road.  Hal walked into the driveway with his 

rucksack across one shoulder.  Sarah threw one leg over the saddle horn and slid to the ground.  

She ran to Hal who was halfway up the driveway but stopped a few feet shy of him.  

 “I’m sorry,” said Hal. 

 Sarah rushed forward and hugged him as Jim and Gus and Dean came up. 

 “Are you staying?” said Sarah. 

 “I’d like to,” said Hal as he looked to Jim.  “On the days Jenet can spare me.” 

 “Of course,” said Jim. 

 “Yay,” said Sarah. 

 “Oh,” said Hal and put his rucksack on the ground and opened the top.  He dug down 

deep into it and came up with one of his spurs.  The tarnish gone, it was polished to a white shine 

and the leather strap cleaned and oiled and looking like new.  He stood and held the spur out to 

Dean. 

 “Your turn,” said Hal. 

 Dean took the spur and rubbed his thumb over the surface. 

 “You got to use ‘em to keep ‘em shiny,” said Hal. 

 Dean looked up from the spur to Hal, “I will if you will.” 
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 Hal said nothing. 

 “Hey,” said Sarah.  “What about me?” 

 Hal reached down into his rucksack and pulled out the spur’s mate, also polished and 

looking new.   

“The funny thing about spurs is that they always come in pairs.” 

 He handed the spur to Sarah.   

Sarah looked from the spur to Dean.  Dean nodded to her and Sarah looked back to Hal.  

“I will if you will,” she said. 

 Hal looked at the faces around him. 

 “Guess I don’t have a choice.” 
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Forty-Four 

 Even though these were only the preliminary events, the stadium at the Fort Worth Stock 

Show and Rodeo was full to capacity.  In the concession area, a man bought hot dogs and sodas 

for his children and carried the goods back to the stands where they waited.  A little girl nearby 

kept her hands warm with her cup of hot chocolate rather than drink it on this cold January 

evening. 

 Rodeo clowns romped in the arena as the riders and contestants prepared themselves 

backstage.  The breakaways would be first.  Sarah’s event. 

 The first five riders performed without mishap.  All were older than Sarah and all 

performed with respectable times.   

 “Next up, Sarah Rhodes on Black Works,” said the announcer. 

 In the stands, Nell and Jim Rhodes and Abby Gustafson sat behind the front row railing,   

Nell took her husband’s hand.  Jim gripped back as Sarah rode Blackie to the back of the box and 

turned him around to face the opening.   

 Jenet Martin came up a little out of breath and sat down next to Nell.  “Just in time.  I 

heard them call her name.  I didn’t want to miss this.” 

 “Yeah, she’s up next,” said Abby. 

 “Look,” said Jim pointing.  “Her right foot.”  She wore Hal’s silver spur on her right foot 

and a different one on her left. 

 “Maybe she’ll have a matching set one day,” said Jenet. 

 In the arena, the calf watched the crowd and Sarah watched the calf.  She saw her parents 

in the stands but was too nervous to wave.  She nodded to the latch man.  He swung the gate 

open and the latch man shouted, “Hah.”  
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 The calf ran out of the chute. 

 Sarah counted, “One, two.”   

Blackie stamped the ground as the calf ran away.  Sarah had to hold him back. 

On three Sarah shouted, “Go, Blackie, go.”  The horse charged forward so fast Sarah had 

trouble staying in the saddle.  She recovered and swung the rope around her head as they passed 

the barrier and the clock started counting. 

Blackie didn’t so much chase the calf as cut diagonally across the arena to where the calf 

would be in another second.  Sarah swung rope hard and launched it.  As the noose flew over 

Blackie’s head, he dug his hooves into the turf and Sarah leaned back in the saddle.  The calf still 

ran as the noose dropped over its head.  The rope tightened and the white flag tore loose from 

Blackie’s saddle horn and the clock stopped.  The calf continued to run around the arena now 

trailing the rope with the white flag on the end.   

The handlers removed the rope and herded the calf back into the pen where it would wait 

for another turn. 

Sarah and Blackie waited in the center of the arena.   

“Six point three seconds,” said the announcer. 

Sarah leaned forward and patted Blackie on the neck. 

 

One of the bullfighters in clown makeup came over to their side of the arena and jumped 

up to grab the railing in front of Abby.  His face looked funny with his makeup smile at a crazy 

angle on both sides of his mouth. 

“You going for the Joker there, Gus?” said Jenet. 

“Or maybe it’s a little bit John Wayne Gacy?” said Jim. 
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Nell slapped his hand. 

Gus laughed.  “Pure unadulterated Gus Gustafson.”  He leaned forward to Abby.  She 

took his face in her hands and kissed him.  He leaned more and rubbed his cheek against hers 

leaving a smudge. 

“Gus, you’re getting your makeup all over me.” 

“It’s only fair.” 

“Gustafson, you’re terrible,” said Abby. 

Gus jumped down from the railing.  “Gotta go,” he said and ran off. 

“A clown’s work is never done,” said Abby. 

Gus turned and ran backward.  “A bullfighter’s work.” 

 “Yes, dear.” 

 

Two hours later was the bull riders turn.  The contestants and made their walk into the 

arena.  The crowd stood and cheered.  The walkway fence was lined with fans, many of them 

young women, shouting and trying to catch the riders’ attention. 

“There’s Dean,” said Sarah.  She wore the white ribbon she received for placing fourth in 

the breakaway competition. 

Dean came in near the end of the parade.  Hal walked behind him.  Behind Hal walked 

Roy Morris.   

“Are we going to see fireworks?” asked Nell. 

“God, I hope so,” said Abby. 

 

“You drew first ride,” said Hal. 
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“Yeah,” said Dean. 

“Good.  Get it over with quick.  Before you have time to get sick.” 

“No chance of that.”  Dean took a folded foil wrapper from his shirt pocket and showed 

Hal. 

“Well, then, Superman.  How can you lose?” 

“Yeah.”  Dean tucked the wrapper back into this shirt pocket.  “I’d better go.” 

Dean fastened his helmet as he walked toward the chute.  Roy Morris, who had been 

waiting, now came over to Hal and held out his hand. 

“I wanted to apologize.” 

“For?” 

“For the other day in the bar.  I was – I was just being stupid.” 

Hal took his hand.  “No harm done.  Is Lizbeth here?” 

“She’s in the stands.  She wanted to hold back and say hello later.” 

Hal nodded. 

“You’re a good man, Comstock.  Good luck with your ride today.” 

“And you, Morris.” 

Hal walked to the fence and climbed up to watch Dean’s ride. 

 

Dean stood on the railing and patted the bull to let him know he was there.  The bull was 

Clancy, a new bull without a reputation one way or the other.  The handler checked Dean’s vest 

and helmet and helped him fasten his rope around the bull.  Dean climbed over the top rail. 

“You okay,” said the handler. 

Dean nodded. 
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“First ride?” 

“Yep.” 

“Okay.  He’s facing to the left, so his first turn, when the gate opens, is going to be to the 

right -- into the arena.”   

Dean nodded again. 

“Make it past that and the rest is up to you.” 

Dean eased his right leg over Clancy’s back but kept his weight on his left leg which 

remained on the rail.  The bull huffed but didn’t move.  Dean lowered his weight onto the bull’s 

back and cinched the rope tight. 

“Whenever you’re ready, cowboy.” 

He looked to the latch man and nodded.   

The handler stood up on the rail. 

The latch man swung the gate open. 

Clancy sat still for a brief moment.  Dean didn’t wait but touched his spur to the bull’s 

left side.   

Hal’s spur. 

Clancy didn’t need to be reminded twice.  At the touch of the spur he broke hard to the 

right and kicked his back legs up.  Dean hung on with his left hand and waved his right hand to 

try to balance against the bull’s moves.  Mostly, his hand just flopped around as he tried to keep 

it from touching the bull. 

Clancy spun to the right three times while kicking with his hind legs.  When that didn’t 

work to dislodge the rider, Clancy ducked his head low and spun to the left.  The change in 
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direction caused Dean to lose his grip with his knees but he pulled up hard with his rope hand 

and got his butt back down to the bull’s back.   

Eight seconds is a long time when you’re engaged with a bull in a ring.  Dean’s only 

focus had been to hang on so the buzzer surprised him when it sounded.  With his peripheral 

vision, he could see the bullfighters moving in.  On Clancy’s next buck, Dean threw his right leg 

across Clancy’s back and dropped to the ground.  He rolled on the impact and got to his feet with 

the help of one of the bullfighters who hustled him to the fence. 

The crowd cheered.  In the stands Nell and Jim and Sarah and Abby were on their feet. 

Abby cried.  

In the arena, one of the bullfighters pounded both fists into the air several times.  His 

smile, crazy and smudged before, was even more smudged and smeared now.  

And his cheer was the loudest. 

 

Dean found Hal on a bale behind the riders’ lounge.  He wasn’t inside with the other 

riders so Dean figured to check outside.   

Hal stood up and shook Dean’s hand. 

Dean turned it into a hug. 

“You did good,” said Hal. 

“I won’t win any ribbons.  I barely held on.” 

“Are you kidding me?  You held on for eight seconds.  Not everyone can say that. That’s 

a win right there.” 

Dean held out the spur.  “You want this back?  For luck?” 

“Nah.  That’s yours now.” 
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“Okay,” said Dean.  “But you’re almost on deck.  What are you doing out here?” 

“Getting ready.” 

“And are you?” 

“Sort of.” 

“You’ll do well.” 

“Says the man whose ride’s already behind him.” 

“As yours will be, soon.  What bull did you draw?” 

“Wodan.” 

“Oh.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well...” 

Hal shrugged.  “Wish me luck.” 

“Luck.  Oh, I think you forgot something,” said Dean.   

Dean dug into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small square wrapped in foil.  He held it 

out to Hal. 

“Your turn.” 

Hal smiled and took the pat of butter.  “It’s soft.” 

“Well, I’ve been carrying it around looking for you.” 

“It’s supposed to be cold.  Didn’t I teach you anything?” 

“I did the best I could.” 

Hal tried to peel the wrapper but his fingers kept slipping.  In the end, he managed one 

corner.  He squeezed from the closed end, flattening it as if it were a tube of toothpaste and 
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forcing the soft butter out of the open corner and into his mouth. He made a face as he sucked the 

last of the butter from the paper and swallowed it. 

“Ugh.” 

“How do you feel, now?” 

“Sick.” 

Dean laughed. 

“See, working already.” 

 

Hal climbed onto the railing.  His bull, like Dean’s, faced left.  But this bull wasn’t as 

quiet.  He snorted and butted and crashed against the metal railings loud enough for the crowd in 

the stands to hear the ruckus.   

The loudspeaker crackled.  “A record crowd here tonight and we have a special treat for 

you all.  Tonight, two-time all-around champion, Gene Henry Comstock, returns to the rodeo 

world for the first time in fourteen years.”  

The crowd cheered and the bull crashed into the gates again. 

“Gene Henry will ride ‘Vo-dan.’”  The announcer dragged the name out, emphasizing the 

German pronunciation.   

The crowd roared and then hushed to a silence as all eyes watched Hal climb inside the 

stall and stand above the restless bull.  The bull hit the fence again.  Hal waited for the animal to 

settle down. 

“Looks like Wodan is giving Gene Henry a tough time already,” said the announcer. 

The wrangler and the latch man both watched Hal’s face. 

“How’s it going, Gene?” said the wrangler. 
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“I’ll tell you in eight seconds.” 

“I bet you will.” 

Gus, still in his bullfighter’s garb, came up behind the latch man and put his hand on the 

gate.  “I got this,” he said.   

The latch man looked up at Hal.  Hal nodded. 

Hal still stood over the bull straddling both sides of the chute.  He ran his hand down 

Wodan’s back and felt him tremble.  The bull crashed against the gate again.  

He looked up at Gus. 

“I appreciate what you did for Dean,” Gus said. 

“It was just butter.” 

“It was more than that.”  

The bull snorted and stamped its feet. 

Hal looked at Gus a moment longer and then lowered himself until the bull held his full 

weight.  He gripped the rope tight with his left hand and held onto the railing with his right. 

“You ready?” said the wrangler.  He looked directly into Hal’s face, waiting for the 

signal. 

Hal nodded to Gus and fixed his eyes on the bull’s neck.   

Gus pulled on the latch. 

“Ride ‘em, cowboy.” 

The gate swung open and bull and rider stormed out into the arena. 

 

- THE END - 
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