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PART I - MICHAEL BARONE’S EYES
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Dedication


PART 1 of this story is dedicated to my daughter, Lisa Michele (Boring) Lareau, for whom I invented stories of life and adventures, in which there was usually a heroine named Lisa. As the stories that I told her drew to an end, I can still hear her plea, “Tell me another one, Daddy.”




But real life is more fragile than make-believe. Her life held so much promise of adventure, accomplishment and happiness. Her life was lost much too early and left so much undone. I hope that this book fills some of the void that she left behind.
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Chapter 1 - The Discovery
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It is difficult to say when Michael Barone first became aware of the fact that he was different from the other children. Well, if you looked at him, he did not appear to be much different from other children his age. He was a bit skinny and of average height with piercing blue eyes and dish-water blond hair, bleached more blond by the sun.




He was an intelligent lad and school was easy for him; so, he seldom had to study for a test. He had no problem remembering everything that he was taught. Besides an obviously good memory, he had an active appetite for learning. He read every book that he could get his hands upon. He could remember a series of incidents that may have been the first indications that something about him was not normal.




For instance, he was always better at playing night-time hide- and-seek games than the other children. The Barone family was a large family group with lots of cousins. The extended family often gathered at the home of the family patriarch, Grandma Adams, for Sunday dinner and singing into the evening under the shade of mesquite trees. The children often played hide-and-seek into the night at Grandma’s house, while the adults played guitars and sang. Michael was never apprehensive when he had to walk in the dark. Many other children would vocalize their fear and would trip over things that he saw clearly. Perhaps the incident that initiated the suspicion of abnormality, if not the realization that he was different, occurred when he was about ten years old.




Michael’s family was considered “dirt poor,” even by small town standards. There were few jobs in this small Texas town of Anson and there was fierce competition for the few existing jobs and any other way of making money. His father worked fifteen hours a day, seven days a week for less than minimum wage and his mother worked in a local laundry for even less. The family’s income was just enough to buy food and pay necessary bills and sometimes, it was just a little less than was required to keep hunger at bay.
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The family lived in a two-room house. One room served as living room with a bed for his parents and a bed for Michael and his younger brother. The other room was used for the kitchen and had a “roll-away” bed that was reserved for his older sister. Behind the house, there was enough space for a garden and even a chicken pen, but his parents did not have enough energy to care for a garden, nor care for chickens after long days of work. The bathroom was an outhouse and the only running water that they had was from a faucet outside of the house. They carried their water into the house in a bucket and drank from a communal metal dipper.

Michael was usually in a constant hungry state and he loved visits to his grandma’s house, since she would usually serve delicious vegetables from her garden. On Sunday, she also had fried, or roasted, chicken that she had raised herself. At the age of ten, Michael began to understand that he too could eat chicken and vegetables, if he raised his own. He asked his grandmother how he could get seeds to plant a garden and baby chickens that would allow him to start his own flock.

She had told him that she would give him the seeds for his garden from the ones that she had saved from last year’s crops. She also agreed to give him a setting hen and eggs to start a little flock of chickens. Grandma loved for her grandchildren to ask her for help, or advice. She told Michael that he would have to prepare the soil for the garden by tilling it. She said that he would need to build a pen for the chickens to protect them from dogs, coyotes, skunks and other critters.

The soil where he would have to start his garden was composed primarily of hard-packed clay. Typically, only weeds had struggled to grow in years past and even those weeds often failed. Michael dreamed of a garden filled with vegetables and was determined to get the soil ready to plant. He spent hours swinging the one tool that he had, an old, heavy garden hoe that he had been given by a neighbor, the widow Gainey. After long hours of work and hands covered with blisters, a garden patch twenty feet by thirty feet had been tilled.

When Michael’s father came home from work, although it was already dark, Michael insisted on showing the plot to his father. His father had once been a farmer and opined that the garden would grow better if he added some organic material, such as cottonseed hulls.

[image: ][image: ]



Michael asked, “Where am I going to get cottonseed hulls?”




His father responded, “Go down to the cotton gin and tell the manager what you need. He will probably give you all that you can haul away, since that will relieve him of the job of hauling them away himself.”




Dry-land cotton farming was a big business in this part of West Texas and cotton was king, as they say. Most farmers raised cotton, as the crop for which they could receive cash and pay their bills. Thus, the town had five cotton gins.




A cotton gin was where the farmers took their trailers filled with cotton, that had been pulled by crews of farm hands, for processing into bales. The gin removed cotton burrs and cotton seeds from the cotton and pressed the cotton into large bales that were held together by metal straps and burlap cloth. The bales were stacked in the gin yard, until they were picked up by a broker for sale to cloth manufacturers. The seeds were crushed and the oil from the seeds was extracted for sale. Thus, one waste product from this process was “cottonseed hulls.”




There was a cotton gin about a mile from Michael’s home and, on Wednesday after school, Michael walked there to ask the manager if he could get some cottonseed hulls for his garden. The manager was Royce Brothers, a long-time resident of Anson. He knew Michael’s father and told Michael that he could have all of the cottonseed hulls that he could haul away.




Michael started right away. He returned home and obtained three “tow-sacks,” or burlap bags, that his father was saving to use to hold fish that he caught to supplement the family’s dinner table, if he ever had time to fish.




Michael enlisted the help of his younger brother, Don, with the promise of a piece of garden that he could call his own. The two of them started carrying tow-sack loads of hulls. They carried hulls the remainder of Wednesday and Thursday after school until there were about eight inches of cottonseed hulls covering the garden plot.




Next, on Friday after school, he used the hoe to mix the hulls into the soil. Don had quickly tired of the game and went into the house, leaving Michael to finish the job.
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As he was finishing the job of mixing the hulls into the garden soil, the widow Gainey, who had been observing his progress from her home next door, said, “Son, if you want to make that soil even better, why don’t you clean out my chicken coop and put the old chicken manure on the garden?”

Michael quickly inspected her chicken coop and saw that it had probably not been cleaned in years. There was composted manure under the chicken roost more than a foot high. On Saturday morning Michael used the burlap bags to fill with chicken composted manure and carry and spread them over the garden soil. The job took the remainder of Saturday until he finished just before dark. One of West Texas’ fierce thunderstorms hit the town the following night and it rained for about an hour, soaking the soil filled with the hulls and the old chicken manure. Michael surveyed the garden plot and realized that it was probably as ready to plant as it was ever going to be.

On Sunday, with his father at work at a local gas station, Michael’s mother gathered the kids together for their weekly walk to Grandma Adams’ house, a walk of about two miles. Upon arrival, Michael saw Grandpa Adams, who all of the grandchildren called “Pa-Pa,” working among his many beehives. Pa-Pa was a beekeeper and sold his honey to local stores. Michael walked out to where Pa-Pa was working and stood nearby to watch him work and talk to him.


“What are you doing,” Michael asked?



“Oh, just getting some of these empty hives ready for when the bees start to swarm,” responded Pa-Pa. “You want to help?”


“Okay, what can I do,” answered Michael?



“Take these hives that are already finished and set them on those benches that I built under the peach trees,” ordered Pa-Pa.

Pa-Pa was repairing and cleaning old hive boxes that had been abandoned by the family of bees that had called the hive box home.

Michael started moving the empty hive boxes and placing them on the benches. Grandpa had a lot of bees; Michael counted more than twenty hives with bees, plus about five empty hive boxes that he was cleaning.
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“When the bees swarm, can I have a hive?” Michael asked. He could imagine getting honey to eat for breakfast.




“I reckon not,” replied Pa-Pa. “I’m going to need every hive that I have this year. Old man Sprayberry is paying me five dollars a month for each hive that I set up in his peach and pear orchard from February through May.”




Michael looked at the large pile of posts and wood next to Grandpa’s old tool shed. “Can I have some of that wood to build me a chicken pen?” Michael asked.




Grandpa looked at the old wood and said, “You haul it off and you can have it all.”




Michael went to the woodpile. There were boards of all different lengths and thickness. Some were at least eight-feet long and some were old cedar posts that could still be used to build a fence. He ran to the house and found his mother. “How long before dinner?” he asked.




“A couple of hours,” Grandma interrupted. Michael ran to the woodpile and took two cedar posts and laid them side-by-side, about two feet apart. “Grandpa, can I use your hammer?” he asked.




“Sure, it’s on that saw horse over there,” he answered, pointing to the saw horse.




Michael grabbed the hammer and went back to the woodpile. Some of the boards had nails in them and he began to pull them out with the claw hammer. After he had assembled a good supply of nails, he turned to the two cedar posts about eight feet long that he had placed parallel on the ground. He then took three boards about two feet long each and nailed them across the posts, forming a crude travois. He had read that Indians used a travois to carry things. Then he loaded a number of posts and boards on the travois, tying them on with bailing wire. He hefted one end of the travois to see if he could pull it and was surprised at how easily it moved.




Grandma called out to them both, “If you want to eat, you better come to the table!”
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Michael and Pa-Pa quickly moved to the water well and, using the hand pump, pumped enough water into the wooden trough to wash their hands and face before dinner. Here in Texas the noon meal was dinner and the evening meal was supper. When they entered the kitchen, Michael saw that everyone was already seated at the large table.

There was Pa-Pa’s place at the head of the table and Grandma next to him. Two of Michael’s uncles still lived at home and worked at the local cattle auction, Uncle Ken and Uncle Joe. They were seated to Grandma’s right. His Aunt Jane also still lived at home and was seated next to Uncle Joe. Next, was Michael’s mom, his sister, his brother and then Michael.

The meal was fried chicken, mashed potatoes, corn, black-eyed peas, fried squash and corn bread with iced tea to drink. For desert Grandma served her delicious pickled, spice peaches. Everything was either from Grandma’s Garden, or raised by her.

After dinner the extended family moved their chairs outside under the shade of a Chinaberry tree and several large mesquite trees and told stories until it started to get dark.

When the little group of Barones was ready to go home, Michael enlisted the help of his younger brother and they pulled the travois the two miles home. It became hard work after a time and his mother went home ahead of them. They arrived well after the night had settled in.

Michael told Don, “This will be the beginning of our chicken pen.” Don was curious, but not enthusiastic.

Near his home was an abandoned house that had an old chicken wire enclosure behind it. The house had been abandoned years earlier when an unrecalled Anson resident had died. After school Michael removed the wire from the enclosure to use to build his pen. He carried the wire and many of the old boards from the dilapidated chicken coop to his home. He made one more trip to Grandma’s for more wood, but Don refused to help and he had to pull the travois alone.

By early March he had his chicken pen and small chicken coop built. The pen was not large, about ten feet by ten with a roost coup
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about eight feet square, made using the old lumber and old boxes that he had gotten from behind the grocery store.




As promised, his grandma had given him a setting hen and eggs. The hen was a large brown hen and she sat on fourteen large brown eggs and four small bantam eggs. Michael marked the eggs on one side with a pencil, so that he could make sure that the mother hen turned them each day. Every evening, he checked the eggs to see if they had been turned and sprinkled a little water on them, as his grandma had instructed. It took only twenty-eight days for the eggs to hatch, but it seemed like an eternity. With great satisfaction, Michael watched the mother hen lead her eighteen chicks about looking for food. He had fed them table scraps, grass that he cut from a local ditch and maize that he was able to pilfer from Old Man Housley’s pigpen. The baby chicks grew rapidly.




Michael had also planted his garden. He had planted onions, black-eyed peas, green beans, okra, squash, cucumbers, cantaloupe, turnips and tomatoes. He had worried over the chickens and the garden, watching for any threats to his brood. At night, he would go outside and sit near the pen, as the chickens slept.




His mother would admonish him, “Mike, get in this house. Nothing’s going to bother those chickens and, even if there was something there, you can’t see it in the dark.” He knew that she was wrong, but didn’t yet understand why she said he could not see things at night.




When the chicks were about five weeks old, his mother had awakened him in the middle of the night. “There’s something in your chickens!” she had yelled at Michael.




He had bolted out of the bed, clad only in his underwear, and had run out the back door. It was dark as pitch with no moon, but he could clearly see that a skunk was in his chicken pen. He grabbed the garden hoe and ran toward the pen yelling at the skunk, “Leave those chickens alone!”




Apparently, the skunk had agreed to leave the chickens alone; so, it had retreated, exiting the pen at the hole that it had dug under the fence. Unfortunately, the hole was near Michael’s bare feet. When the skunk exited the hole, Michael had jumped back and had swung the hoe
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at the skunk, striking it in the head. As luck would have it, the skunk had managed to unload its arsenal before dying, spraying Michael with the most God-awful stench that he had ever encountered.

After recovering from his nausea, Michael ran to the water faucet to wash the horrible stuff off of his face. Michael’s mother came out of the house and stopped him before he could go back into the house.

“You are not going into my house smelling like that,” she said. She made him take two showers under the cold water of the garden hose, washing with the homemade lye soap that she reserved for laundry. After each shower, she approached him and wrinkled her nose at the foul stench. She returned to the house and brought a large jar of tomato juice that she had gotten from Grandma and that she normally used for making her delicious soup.

Holding her breath, so as not to smell the skunk, she handed him the jar of tomato juice. She stated, “Before you come into the house, wash your entire body with this tomato juice and then wash it off with the soap. Your grandma swears that it will get rid of the skunk smell.”

Michael poured the juice over his head and rubbed it all over his body. He was shivering from the cold. After the juice cleaning, he washed everything off with the water from the garden hose and more lye soap.

His mother returned and smelled. She pronounced, “Okay, that will do. Get in the house and get warm.”

After he had entered the house and was slipping on his cloths, his mother asked, “How did you see that skunk? I couldn’t see anything.”

Michael thought about that. “Well, I could see it well enough,” he answered.

It was then that Michael began to realize that he could see as well in the dark as most people could see on a cloudy day. Michael was a shy boy; so, it was easy for him never to mention this realization to anyone. He felt a sense of comfort, when he realized that he could do something that others could not.
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As he grew older, he began to become more at home in the dark than he was in the light of day. His mother thought that it was strange that he would stay out at night alone, but only expressed her reservations about his safety. He always assured her that he was safe enough and never went far from home.
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Chapter 2 - The Beginning


[image: ]



Deep inside the human egg provided by the mother and the male sperm provided by the father is a complicated list of instructions that determine the details of what the eventual off-spring will become. These instructions are called our genetic code and are not absolute, but often can be acted upon by forces in the environment to result in a different outcome than would have existed without the existing environmental affect. These codes are in reality Deoxyribonucleic Acid or DNA. DNA is a molecule that encodes the genetic instructions used in the development and functioning of all known living organisms.




DNA material, when pieced together in certain sequences, provides instruction toward the development of all of the characteristics of the human body. Often, for a particular type of characteristic to express itself in an individual, the same gene, or group of genes, must be received from both parents. These types of genes are called “recessive” genes. Changes, or mutations, to our genetic code occur on a grand scale over time, caused by random anomalies, or by other factors existing in the environment, such as radiation.




One such environmental anomaly is a relatively infrequent phenomenon that occurs on the surface of the sun. On this particular day, there was a massive explosion on the sun’s surface, resulting in a very strong solar storm or “solar-flare” that sent a massive tidal wave of radiation racing towards the earth. The earth’s atmosphere stopped a large amount of this invisible tidal wave of radiation, but holes in the ozone layer allowed some radiation to strike the earth and its inhabitants.




Jerome Barone was working in the upper meadow of his hay field in England, when the flare’s radiation hit the earth. He didn’t notice it and continued ranking the hay, as the radiation penetrated his body, striking minute DNA particles as it passed through many of his cells. One of his cells that was minutely damaged and altered beyond repair was in his reproductive organs. This mutation would result in changes to the genetic material that he would pass on to his children. It was a minor mutation, just a small piece of the DNA sequence code that was
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destroyed in two distinct locations. He would never be aware that the changes had occurred.

Mary Elizabeth Reiner was a long way from England on the day of that great solar-storm. She was in Norfolk, Virginia at the time. She had decided to go outside and check on a noise that she had heard coming from the chicken coup. As she was walking toward the coup, the solar- flare’s radiation struck her, much as it did Jerome Barone, changing forever the genetic code that she would pass on to her children. The odds against compatible mutations occurring in two separate individuals at about the same time in different locations on earth were enormous, but nonetheless, the mutations occurred and these mutated genes would give rise to changes to a human being, yet to be born.

Clyde Barone was the son of Jerome Barone. He was born in his father’s house in about 1818. He carried with him genetic instructions passed on to him from his father and mother. An observer could easily tell that Clyde was a normal human being. He had no special traits, but he did have in his genetic code a potential instruction concerning his eyesight that, under normal circumstances, was suppressed. He would never know that he had this code; but it was there, none the less.

Jerome Barone had several children and Clyde was the youngest. As he was growing up, it was apparent that Clyde’s older brothers would inherit the farm; so, Clyde eventually came to realize that in order to improve his lot in life, he would need to find a way to get some land that he could farm. He found flyers that advertised free farm land to anyone willing to immigrate to America. When he was twenty-two years of age in 1840, Clyde took the chance and booked passage on a ship bound for America. He entered America through the Isle of Wight and settled in Virginia.

Mary Reiner of Virginia married a neighbor boy, Joshua Myers, and they produced only one child, a daughter, Patricia, who was born in 1824. Patricia carried the mutated gene for eyesight that she had received from her mother.

Clyde and Patricia never knew each other, although they both lived in the same area of Virginia. They eventually married other people and produced children. Patricia would have three daughters, one of which was Emily, born in 1847. She carried the mutated gene for sight.
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Clyde had two daughters and three sons. Only one son carried Jerome’s mutated gene for sight. His name was Joseph Barone.




Time passed and in 1945, two people met and fell in love in Norfolk, Virginia. These two young lovers were John Barone and Emily Sprayberry. John had served in the Army in Europe during WWII and had just returned home, full of hope and adventure. He had seen the world under stressful conditions and was very adventuresome, as a result.




He convinced Emily that their fortune was waiting for them in Texas; so, they moved to Texas along with Emily’s parents and siblings to start their life together. Both carried with them the mutated gene for sight. Three children were born from this union, a daughter and two sons. Only one of the children would be remarkably different and have the mutated gene affecting his sight. But no one would be able to see this difference. To the rest of the inhabitants of this small Texas town of Anson, the child, Michael Barone, was normal.




Michael was a skinny boy, hair bleached blond and skin browned from the sun. He was a bit shy and would never have been described by those who knew him as an extrovert. He seemed to be intelligent and very observant, but, even as a child, he tended toward keeping his own council.




When Michael eventually came to realize that he could see well in the dark, he kept the revelation to himself. Michael’s life would always be affected by this ability.
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Chapter 3 - The Skin-out Mountains
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Michael had long been a fan of the Skin-out Mountains from the time that his grandfather had taken him there to hunt rattlesnakes. He had only been nine years old and, oddly enough, his parents had said nothing to his grandfather except, “Don’t let Michael get close to them snakes.”




His grandfather was an amateur historian, especially with regard to local history. He knew many of the stories that led to the development of the local area into what is today, a vibrant farming and ranching community. Most of the farmers were also ranchers and were able to scrape out a living by using dryland farming and ranching techniques. The limited and unpredictable amount of rainfall in the area was the farmers’/ranchers’ constant concern and often led to the abandonment of the farm and ranch land. The local First National Bank always had a long list of foreclosed properties for sale.




A rattlesnake hunt with his grandfather usually included a trip to the Skin-out Mountains; where, as Michael watched from a safe distance, his grandfather searched for openings under the large boulders that scattered over the area below the cliffs of the Skin-outs. When he found a prospective snake den, he sprayed kerosene fuel in the hole and waited for the snakes to come out of the hole. When the snakes exited, his grandfather used a sharp, straightened garden hoe to cut its head off and flip the body away from the den entrance.




After the hunt was finished, his grandfather skinned the snakes and cut off the rattles from their tail. He sold the snake meat to Doctor Pittard; sold the skins to the local leather-smith and sold the rattles to a local artist that specialized in producing murals with the rattles.




During one of their rattlesnake hunts, Michael recalled setting on top of a clay-and-shale-covered bed-rock cliff with his legs dangling over the cliff’s edge, as his grandfather pointed to various points of interest and shared his stories.



[image: ][image: ]

“Mike, you see that line of post oak trees over there to the east? Those trees get their water from a creek that looks dried up at this time of the year; but, if you dig down a little, probably no more than ten inches, you will find that the soil is moist. That creek is the eastern border of the Skin- out Mountain Ranch. It was first ranched by old Jeff Millsap way back in the late 1800s, when the Comanche Indians still roamed these parts.”

“Old Jeff was a real pioneer; fought off the Comanche to start his ranch. The ranch must be thirteen to fourteen hundred acres total. It runs south and north to the ends of the Skin-out cliffs and west a good bit also. When old Jeff first started, he ran his cattle on the land that joins his, but then other ranchers settled in the area and they made him stop. Now the ranches are separated by three-strand barb-wire fences. See the fence over there by the dried-up creek bed?”

Michael nodded that he did see it, but said nothing, since he wanted his grandfather to continue his stories.

“Old Jeff ran longhorns, when he first started ranching. Some say that he got them from south Texas, down near Mexico. But some say he rustled them from ranches in Mexico. Old man Casper once said that his daddy told him that old Jeff went down there and rustled them from a ranch across the border in Mexico, but I ain’t sure that it’s true.”

“Jeff switched to them white-faced Herefords before he died. The only place he could grow any crops on his land was on top of the Skin-out plateau. Everything else is just natural grass and mesquite pasture with a good helping of prickly-pears. When it rains in the spring, everything is beautiful, flowering plants everywhere and everything is green. The dry creek runs full of water for a little while and over there to the northeast a pond fills up and has water for a few months. Then the unforgiving, hot Texas sun sucks her dry.”

“I always figured that Jeff was missing something. When you get all of that rain in a short spell of time, most of the water doesn’t have time to soak into the soil; it just runs off the land real fast. It also carries
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a lot of the top soil with it. I wondered what would have happened if Jeff had made those run-off streams meander through a series of small ponds, giving the water more time to soak into the soil. It would have been a little like those terraces that farmers are starting to use in their fields. I’ll bet you’d see a lot more greenery for a lot longer time.”




His grandfather gazed over the countryside, lost in thought, as Michael imagined how he would have created those meandering streams and ponds that his grandfather talked about.




His grandfather continued, “Around the time old Jeff was starting his ranch, there were wolves, coyotes, antelope and deer all over these parts. There were also a lot of mountain lions that some called panthers. Everyone that lived around here hunted for meat. The wolves were hell on the cattle; so, old Jeff hired a couple of ranch hands to thin them out. One of them; I don’t recall his name; was a trapper and set traps all over around here. The other one was an older cowboy named Sprayberry, probably kin to the Sprayberry that live here now. He was a crack-shot with a rifle having served with the Confederacy in the war. I heard from old man Casper that he would tie a calf below these cliffs and set up here on top and wait for the wolves to come. The calf would call for its mother and the mother would stay close by, but the wolves would eventually come. He always tried to get at least two when the wolves showed up. The wolves were smart and figured out what was going on, after the first one was shot. Old man Casper said that they would skin the wolves right where they killed them and leave the carcasses for the buzzards. They turned the skins over to old Jeff for their bounty. Old man Casper says that that is how the Skin-outs got their name. I ain’t sure that it is true; since, I always thought that the mountains were named such because they looked like a skinned carcass. Anyway, it wasn’t long before the Skin-out Ranch began to turn a profit for old Jeff.”




“After old Jeff, I don’t know who bought the ranch. It stopped running cattle after a good bit, I guess. Dry-land ranching is a hard way to earn a living and I guess the new owners couldn’t make a go of it.”




“Before old Jeff, there were Comanche Indians and Mexican bandits. Then ranchers like old Jeff had to deal with rustlers that lived
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among them. Even before the Mexicans, there were the Spaniards who used to pass through this area. They were the first to explore Texas and apparently never saw a reason to settle here. It was too dry for their taste, I guess. That highway 180 over there used to be a trail the Spaniards used to travel west and southeast toward the coast. I heard they travelled that trail from the New Mexico and Arizona areas.”

Michael’s grandfather’s stories were slowing down, so Michael asked, “What were they doing passing through here?”

“Hard to say,” answered his grandfather. “No telling what them Spaniards were doing crossing though here. I always heard that they were probably exploring, maybe looking for gold or silver or anything that they could consider valuable.”

After a while of sitting on top of the cliffs, Michael and his grandfather walked around the northern side of the cliffs to the dry creek bed. His grandfather said, “Watch this, Mike.”

He took his hunting knife and said, “You always need to carry a hunting knife; never can tell when you are going to need it.”

He dug a hole in the dry creek bed with the knife. When the hole was about a foot deep, Michael saw that the soil was moist. He dug another couple of inches and pointed to the water that started to collect in the bottom of the hole and said, “See, there is water just under the surface of the creek bed this time of the year. That is the reason these mesquite trees grow so well here. They have deep roots and can pull that water out even during the hot summer.”

“So, Mike, if you are ever out here and dying of thirst, all you have to do is to dig a hole in a dry creek bed and wait a bit for the water to fill it up. Want to try it?”

The water was a red-brown color and Michael shook his head and said, “No, I ain’t drinking that stuff; it looks dirty.”
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His grandfather laughed and said, “When you’re thirsty, all you care about is that it is wet.”




Michael marveled at the things that his grandfather knew. He looked back toward the cliffs on which they had been sitting and asked, “Did Comanche Indians live in those caves in the cliffs?”




His grandfather slowly looked at the face of the cliffs. He could see what looked like dark spots on the face of the cliffs and guessed that they were probably shallow grottos created by wind and rain over the years.




He responded, “I don’t know, probably not. The Indians tended to live out in the open, most of the time; sleeping in teepees set up near water. They might have camped right here by this creek, when the water was flowing.”




“But you can count on one thing,” his grandfather continued. “There will be rattlesnakes in those grottos. If it weren’t so hard to get to them, I would check them out. Probably get a bunch of big ones from there.”




“But Mike, there ain’t any real money in hunting rattlesnakes. We make a little bit to keep the bills paid, but it doesn’t amount to much. If you want to make any real money in these Skin-out Mountains, you have to figure a way to use the water just below the surface for cattle ranching, or maybe growing something.”




Michael perked up and replied, “I’d just dig some holes, so the cows could drink.”




His grandfather laughed, “You’re on the right trail! One day when you are all grown up, you might want to buy this ranch and see if you could make it work. Old Jeff Millsap made it work. I doubt that your “holes” idea would work, since the water would evaporate quickly in the summer heat.”




Michael began to day-dream about owning a ranch right where they were standing in the Skin-out Mountains.
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Chapter 4 - Uncle Horace
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There were not many ways for a man to earn a living in Michael’s little west Texas town. And it was even more difficult for Horace Barone; because, he only had one leg. His left leg had been amputated when he was just a boy, due to the bite of a large rattlesnake. Saving his life had been a feat of great medical practice at the time.




He now wore an artificial leg and moved about with a pronounced limp. He had a good sense of humor and a story was widely shared among local residents about the time that he had entered the town domino parlor appearing to be inebriated. He had just moved into the area and was not known to the local inhabitants. It is said that he staggered into the parlor and announced to all present, “Boys, I’ll bet you a hundred dollars that I can stand in the middle of this room with one foot on the floor and touch the other foot to the ceiling.”




The men in the room saw a chance to make a quick $100; so, many said they would take that bet. Uncle Horace is reported to have taken off his artificial leg and touched the foot of that leg to the ceiling. The men in the room had a good laugh and, of course, refused to pay up. Horace became a very popular man in the little town and the story was retold as folk lore.




In trying to make a living, Uncle Horace had tried many things that his one leg allowed him to do. He had tried his hand at managing a service station and selling gas, but hobbling from car to car was too difficult. He had bought a laundry mat, but found that it was just too difficult to lift the cloths all day and had turned the laundry over to his wife and her sisters to manage.




He had finally settled down running a small general store. There were several general stores in the town; so, his income was not sufficient to support his wife and children. Another skill that Horace had was fishing. He was perhaps the best fisherman for catfish in the area and, when he was not running his general store or assisting his wife with the laundry, you could find him fishing at Fort Phantom Hill Lake.
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During those fishing days, he would wade out into the lake, carrying a step ladder and burlap bag, until he was about neck deep in the water. He left his artificial leg on the shore and basically hobbled to his fishing spot using the step ladder as a crutch. He would set up the step ladder in the water and sit on it; fishing with his cane pole. He wore bib overalls and kept his stink bait and other tackle in the pockets of the overalls. Uncle Horace was a smoker; so, he kept his cigarettes, matches and some home-made beef jerky under his hat. He would fish for several hours; putting the fish that he caught in the burlap bag that he tied to the step ladder. On a good day he might catch 30 to 40 catfish. Many of the local residents knew of Horace’s success at fishing and were eager to buy much of his catch. He sold the fish for one dollar a pound, after he had dressed them and prepared them for cooking.

Although it was not strictly legal to sell the fish that he caught out of Fort Phantom Hill Lake, the local game warden tried to overlook Horace’s minor crime, since he only had one leg. But most people, including the local game warden, did not know that Horace secretly had another way of catching fish.

Horace had a small wooden, two-seat boat that he hauled to the lake in the back of his pick-up truck. He covered the boat with a tarp; so, most people in the town did not even realize that he owned a boat.

Horace realized that although the game warden overlooked the sale of a day’s catch of catfish; he might not overlook it, if it were known that he caught fish in other illegal ways and sold them. So, this was Horace’s secret - he set out and fished with illegal trot lines at night in Fort Phantom Hill Lake. The fish that he caught were much larger than those that he caught during his day-time fishing trips.

Just in case the game warden became interested in Horace’s night-time trips to the lake, Horace decided to take Michael to the lake with him. To the casual observer, their trips were camping trips. Michael was happy to go along for the adventure.
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On Michael’s first trip to the lake, Horace planned to set out two trotlines. One would be a legal line that would have the legal number of hooks, which was twenty-four hooks, and required the use of fish bait, if one expected to catch fish. Horace intended to use cut-up pieces of fish for bait, even though experience had taught him that the line would catch as many turtles, as it would catch fish. The other line would be a trotline that was not considered to be legal in Texas.




Since this effort would be quite a lot of work and should take all night to complete, Horace had asked another of Michael’s uncles, Uncle Ross, to help him. Uncle Ross was a jack-of-all-trades and currently without a job; so, he was eager to help Horace set out the lines. Horace, Ross and Michael began loading the items that they would need for the trotlines into the pickup.




Horace had been saving gallon and quart jugs with screw-on tops. So, they loaded many of them into the truck, after loading the boat and small motor. Horace only used a small motor for his boat; primarily because he wanted to make as little noise as possible. Too much noise might attract the attention of the game wardens. Then they loaded the

¼-inch nylon cord that would be used for the main trotlines and the 1/16th inch nylon cord to be used for the stays to which the hooks would be attached. Nylon was used because it deteriorated more slowly in the water than other cords that were available. Of course, Horace’s fishing tackle box was loaded and it had all of the hooks and lead weights that they would need. Finally, they loaded a small tent, some camping equipment, food, coffee and a coffee pot; so, that if they were stopped by the game warden, their cover story of going camping would be plausible.




Michael expressed his sense of apprehension that they were going to break the law. But Horace chided him, saying, “It is a harmless little thing that everyone does, but keep it to yourself. No use in getting people to ask questions.”




When the loading was completed, Horace said to Ross and Michael, “When we get to the lake, we have to find two large rocks that weigh about fifty pounds each to use on each end of the large trotline and two that weigh about twenty-five pounds for the ends of the smaller line.”
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“Why do you need different size rocks for each trotline,” asked Michael?

Horace answered, “Well, you see; the smaller trotline will float near to top of the water. It does not need to be extremely tight. The smaller rocks will anchor it in place at each end and prevent fish from dragging it too far out of place. The other trotline will be strung tightly across the bottom of the lake with the jugs filled with air holding it about three feet off of the bottom. The rocks have to be large enough to hold the line in place even when you hook a monster yellow cat.”

Horace and Ross climbed into the pickup truck cab and Michael jumped into the back. He curled up in a spot under the boat in order to avoid the wind. For Michael this was an adventure. He loved hanging out with his uncles; he learned something from them every day. Today, he would learn how to catch catfish using a trotline. He had heard Horace and Ross talking about the game warden and knew that they had brought him along to give them a plausible reason for being at the lake, other than illegally fishing. In the back of his mind, he was a little uncomfortable with the idea. But in the final analysis, he was going to have a lot of fun!

When the little band of fishermen arrived at the lake, it was already dark. Horace and Ross wore miners’ caps with a carbide lantern affixed to the front, allowing them to see, while leaving their hands free to work. Michael could see as clearly as others did on a cloudy day, without the use of a light, but no one noticed. The first thing that they did was to go to the water’s edge and add water to the carbide pellets which caused a chemical reaction that released a flammable gas out of the spicket in the front of the cap. Ross lit the lanterns with a match and there was light.

Horace said, “Michael, from now until we finish setting out the lines, we need to be aware of our surroundings. So, if you see car lights, or hear a car or boat motor, tell me right away. If we see the game warden before he gets too close, we can take precautions.”
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Again, Michael had that nagging sense of apprehension.


Horace backed up the pickup until the back tires were just touching the water’s edge. The three of them unloaded the boat directly into the water and unloaded their equipment into it. Then, as Horace was attaching the boat motor to the boat and putting in the gas, Ross and Michael searched the bank for the rocks that they would need to attach to each end of the trotlines. The bank was full of boulders of all sizes, so they found four of the sizes that they needed very close to the boat.




Once Horace had approved the chosen boulders, he and Ross carried the two smaller ones and loaded them into the boat. Horace said, “The larger two for the snag line will be too much weight for the boat; so, we will first set out the legal trotline and come back for the big ones later.”




The boat motor seemed loud, when they set out into the lake. Horace told Ross, “We’re going to set the lines out near where the river dumps into the lake on the far side. If you look southwest in the moon light, you can see the top of a hill. That is our aiming point; the river runs just to the north of that hill.”




Horace continued, “I am going to set the legal line out just in front of that hill about a hundred fifty yards from the shore. The water is about 20 feet deep there, if my memory is correct. We will put the snag line directly across the area where the river dumps into the lake about the same distance from the shore.”




He winked and added for Michael’s benefit, since Ross knew why the lines were to be positioned like this. “That way, if the game warden comes while we’re running the snag line, we can drop the snag line and paddle over and pick up the legal trotline and no one will be able to tell that we were running the snag line.”




It took about 20 minutes for the boat to arrive at the location Horace had chosen. When they were in the position that he wanted, he shut down the boat motor, dropped the anchor attached to a rope to hold
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the boat in place and told Ross, “Ross, you measure 130 feet of that

¼-inch-cord and cut it. Seal both ends with the flame from your lantern and tie one end to each rock. While you’re doing that, I am going to use the drag to check the water depth and see if there is already a line set out here, or if there is anything to interfere with the line.”

Ross started his tasks, as Horace use the drag and announced, “Well it is twenty-one feet deep here and I didn’t find any lines already using this space. So, Michael, we’re going to tie one of those gallon jugs twenty-one feet from each of the rocks. That will hold the line tight on the surface of the water. You measure the line and show Ross where to tie the jugs.”

When all tasks were completed, Horace and Ross picked up one of the rocks tied to the line and dropped it into the water. As the rock sank, Ross held the line tightly allowing it to slowly feed through his hands until the gallon jug entered the water and floated just below the surface. Horace started the boat motor and headed the boat north across the inlet, allowing the trotline to feed into the water until they had only the second gallon jug and the remaining rock left. When the line was pulled taunt, Ross allowed that jug to enter the water and the boat pulled the line taunt at which time, Ross and Michael dropped the rock over the side of the boat into the water.

Horace then guided the boat toward the location where he judged the center of the line to be and using the drag-hook, he picked up the line. Again, he killed the boat motor. Holding onto the line, he used the line to pull the boat until he found the first gallon jug that they had attached to the line.

Now it was time to attach the stays (eighteen-inch cords), with hooks at the end, to the line. One stay with a hook was attached every 5 feet until they had attached twenty-four hooks. At about every twelve feet, they attached a quart bottle to keep the line near the surface of the water. To each stay cord, they attached a small lead weight to keep the hook below the surface of the water. During most of this process, it was Michael’s job to attach the hooks and weights to the stays. At one point, Ross asked, “Mike, how are you working so fast without a light?”
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Horace and Ross’s lanterns did not provide enough light to cover the end of the boat where Michael sat assembling the stays.




“I can see well enough,” Michael responded. Ross and Horace accepted that response since they assumed that the light from their lanterns was helping Michael to see.




Finally, the trotline was ready to add the bait to the hooks. Horace had brought some carp that he had caught previously to use as bait. He had cut the carp into large pieces and now began attaching the pieces to the hooks.




When that job was finished, it was well after midnight. Horace said, “Before we start setting out the snag line, let’s go over to that island that we passed coming out here and make some coffee. We might find a couple of rocks that we can use without having to go all of the way across the lake.”




With that, he started the motor and steered the boat to an island that was a few hundred yards further into the lake. As they arrived at the island, Ross, who was riding in the front of the boat, jumped into the shallow water and pulled the boat onto the bank. Michael could see that there were several large rocks lying at the edge of the water on the island. It was obvious that it would not be necessary to go across the lake for the rocks. There was also a lot of drift wood; so, they could build a fire to make the coffee.




Michael jumped from the boat and began gathering wood for the fire, as Horace and Ross found two large rocks to use for the snag line and loaded them into the boat. When Michael had made a large pile of wood, Ross used his carbide lantern to light it and the fire was quickly roaring. Horace dipped the coffee pot into the lake to fill it with water and added a couple of handfuls of coffee grounds. He placed a large rock into the firepit and put the pot on it, such that the fire heated it on all sides. After about twenty minutes the coffee was boiling.
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Ross said, “Let it boil a little and then I will add this egg shell to get the grounds to settle.” In no time they were all drinking dark, hot coffee from their tin cups.

Michael loved being on the lake by the fire. He looked around and saw that the island was not large; possibly only a hundred feet long and fifty feet wide. As the breeze blew off of the water, the water lapped against the rocks, making low lapping sounds, as if a dog was drinking from the lake.

Horace said, “I don’t think we are going to have enough time to finish setting out the snag line tonight before it starts to get daylight. Let’s see if we can get the main line set out and the floats and weights attached. We can tie on the hooks and stays tomorrow night. Michael these two big rocks are going to make the boat too heavy for all of us; why don’t you stay here by the fire, while Ross and I set out the snag line. If you want to, you can start cutting the stays and tying on the hooks and weights. Remember to seal the ends of the stays with the flame from the fire to keep them from unravelling.”

With that pronouncement, Horace and Ross unloaded the stay cord, hooks and weights on which Michael could start working and then they returned to the boat.

Setting out the snag line was a relatively simple process. First, using a pre-cut ¼-inch nylon cord one hundred twenty feet long, they tied the large rocks onto each end of the cord. Then, they tied a closed gallon jug on each end about five feet from each rock and added a quart bottle float every ten feet. Next, they dropped one end of the snag line into the water and the rock pulled the line and gallon jug to the bottom of the lake. Using the boat motor, they moved the boat across the mouth of the inlet formed by the river mouth and pulled the line tight before dropping the other rock tied to the end of the line into the water. The affect was that the line was stretched tightly across the lake, where the river dumped it contents into the lake. The jugs and quart floats kept the line about three feet off of the bottom of the lake.
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Once the hooks and stays were attached about six inches apart, the line was intended to target large catfish that would move along the bottom of the lake looking for food brought into the lake by the river. The large catfish simply breathed in the hooks and became snagged.




Horace and Ross would need about three hours to set the line out without the stays which Michael was starting to produce. Michael started his job setting next to the camp fire. The night sounds were always interesting. He could hear the water lapping at the rocks on the shore and, in the distance, he could hear the howl of wolves and, on the island, he could hear the chirp of insects and an occasional frog croak.




Horace had told Michael that they would need two hundred stays; so, using his sharp hunting knife, Michael first cut two hundred 1/16th-inch cords, eighteen inches long. He tied a hook to one end of each stay cord. sealed the ends of each stay by using the camp fire to melt the nylon ends. Then, he sealed the ends of each stay by using the camp fire to melt the nylon ends. Just above the hook he attached a small lead weight to the cord, sealing it in place by biting down on it. Horace had said that these giant yellow cats often tried to break free by twisting until the line, hook or their mouth ripped and freed them. So, he had given Michael two hundred swivels that he was to attach to the other end of each stay. The swivel would be attached to the main snag line later. He was just finishing the stays, when he heard the boat motor start up from the direction in which Horace and Ross had disappeared.




Michael thought, “They must be getting ready to drop the last end of the line into the water. They will need to pull it tight; so, they should be finished in about half an hour. Time for another cup of coffee.”




Michael poured another cup of coffee into his tin cup and checked the pot to make sure there was enough coffee for Horace and Ross to have a cup, when they finished. He sat back and sipped the hot, black coffee, as he looked out across the lake and listened to the howl of the wolves in the distance. He could just make out the boat a few hundred yards away. When he looked toward the side of the lake where they had left the pickup truck, he could just make out the tree under which they had left the pickup.
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The wolves sounded like they might be near the river close to where Horace and Ross were working. As Michael was sipping his coffee, the boat motor gave out a strong, loud roar and Michael knew that they had finished their job and were headed back to the island to pick him up.

Michael thought, “If there is a game warden around, he would have no problem knowing that a boat was operating in the night on the lake. He would also have no problem finding it.”

As the boat neared the shore, Michael rose and went to meet them. He waded out into the water; took hold of the bow and pulled it onto the rocks saying, “I finished all of the stays and there is still some coffee, if you want a cup.”

Ross was the first out of the boat, eager to get a hot cup of coffee. His carbide lamp had flickered a couple of times and quit burning. Horace’s lamp was already dark.

Horace said, “It ain’t worth lighting those lamps up for the cross back to the truck. Michael, put those stays and the remaining tackle in the boat, while Ross and I get a cup of coffee. Got a little chilly out on the water in the breeze. It is about five o’clock and it will take about twenty minutes to get to the truck. We should be home by seven. I’ll bet that Sarah will whip us up some eggs and flapjacks; how does that sound?”

Ross was a big eater and the first to answer, “Man, I could eat the north end of a buzzard flying south. You think she has some bacon, gravy and biscuits to go along with that?”


Michael said, “I am kind of hungry.”



Horace laughingly answered Ross, “You tell Sarah what you want to eat and, if she lets you live, she will probably make it for you.”

[image: ][image: ]



After pouring the last cup of coffee into his cup, Horace dumped the remaining coffee onto the fire which hissed a loud objection. He limped to the lake and filled the pot with lake water and poured in on the fire, extinguishing it.




Michael and Horace got into the boat; as Ross pushed the boat into the water, before hopping into it. Horace started the motor and pointed the bow toward a notch in the skyline that he knew was where the pickup was parked.




He said, “Ross, what do you think about finishing the job Saturday night? I have some things to do and need to get some sleep.”




Ross responded, “Hell, I ain’t got a job right now; so, I can do it.

If I ain’t got a job, I might as well catch some fish.”
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Chapter 5 - The County Sheriff
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There were a number of ways in this small Texas community in which those that sought power could obtain it and use it to their advantage. The life of hard knocks had taught local men that, in order to get ahead fast, they needed an advantage. Sometimes that advantage was money. It has often been said that it takes money to make money and small communities were no exception.




Some families had discovered that there was power in the authority granted to local elected officials. For example, a member of the school board had been rumored to have steered a construction contract with the school system to the company that employed his wife. Of course, the mayor wielded similar power. But perhaps the most power was wielded by the position of county sheriff.




In this rural Texas county, there were few jobs available to the average citizen; so, competition for jobs was fierce. Generally, jobs were given to friends and relatives, unless a special skill was required that the friends and relatives did not possess. The rest of the county residents had to create ways of making a living. Most residents farmed or ranched or provided supporting labor or services for those two industries. Some became handymen and tried to convince residents with jobs to pay them for doing the odd job around their homes.




Of course, there was work to be had in the West Texas oil fields and the companies that supported that industry.




Another category of resident found ways to make a living that were on the edge of legality. Most of these men did not consider themselves to be criminals; they did not steal, or rob anything from anyone. They simply did not observe all laws that had been established to regulate commerce and the use of county and state natural resources.
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The position of county sheriff in this Texas community was an elected position. The sheriff had jurisdiction throughout the county. Most of the sheriff’s duties involved keeping order among the citizens. But the sheriff also was charged with enforcing other county and state laws. Most voting citizens believed that a sheriff needed to be capable of defending himself and others in a fight and should possess a reasonable degree of honesty.

Men seeking the office of sheriff tended to make friends among voters at local restaurants and public events. When it was time to vote, they encouraged their friends to turn out and vote. Thus, the elected sheriff did not necessarily need to have law enforcement experience. He just needed to be tough, not a convicted criminal and have lots of friends.

Sheriff John T. Rawlings was just such a man. Most of his friend and acquaintances just called him “T.” He was the oldest son of a family of mostly boys that were raised on a hard-scrabble farm and ranch in the roughest part of the county. The father and patriarch of the family was a mean, grizzled man known by the name of James “Crooked-Neck” Rawlings. He received his nickname based upon the fact that his neck had been broken in a fight and he carried his head tilted to one side. It was well known that James had killed the man who broke his neck and had served no prison time, due to the fact that it was ruled self-defense. James had raised his boys to fight; so, they had grown up with reputations of being bullies. John, or “T,” was the oldest boy; followed by Edward; then Micky; then Author; and finally, Garland. Their mother was probably meaner than any of them, but, since she was a woman, few people knew it. All of the boys were afraid of her.

When John T. Rawlings had run for sheriff, the entire family had campaigned for him, in their own ways. John T. had been known to step in between men who were fighting and announce that if they did not stop the fight, he would be fighting the winner. People in the county respected him for that attitude. His campaign slogan had been “Elect T Rawlings to stop Trouble.”
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Enforcement of state fish and game laws was the responsibility of the sheriff and, as a result, the county had authorized him to appoint a deputy with the title of “game warden.” Edward Rawlings was an avid hunter and fisherman and was just as tough as his brother T. Sheriff T gave Edward the job of game warden.




Each town also
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