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The two men huddled close to the fire
as the wind blew around them, chilling them to the bone. They had
hoped to make it through the mountain pass in one day, but it
proved to be further than they thought, and now they sat shivering
in the cold. Mort Walker and Trey Belanger had been riding partners
for ten years now, and for most of those years Trey Belanger went
the way Mort suggested, but now he was questioning that
decision.

“I’ve never been so cold in my
life…are you sure we will make it through these mountains
tomorrow?”

Mort continued making the
coffee. They had little left to eat and their prospects of finding
any game in the cold weather this high up were slim.

“That’s what the man said, but
I ain’t never been here before either. When we get down off this
pass, we’ll find us a good winter riding job.”

Trey just looked at him and
held out his cup for some hot coffee. They had been together since
Mort’s family took Trey in after his folks were killed. Trey was
only ten when he heard his mother and father dying at the hands of
a band of raiding Comanche.

Longfellow Belanger was content
with his life. It was a life he learned from his father, who was
also a gambler. New Orleans was riding the crest of good times
since the sale of the Louisiana Territory to the United States. The
economy was growing and New Orleans offered a great year round
seaport with the Mississippi allowing for distribution to the rest
of America.

The wide delta dirt was great
for growing almost any crop, and the sugar cane and cotton
businesses booming with the plantations along the river were raking
in the money. As the cane and cotton business went, so did the rest
of New Orleans.

The Creole elite still
controlled the social life that was second to none in the world.
The class system still applied, and it was almost impossible for
someone of the lower class or an outsider to get in. Maurice
Belanger found that out and doing so lost his life in a duel.

He was one of the few honest
gamblers around and he taught his son Longfellow the same way. He
also taught him how to defend himself with both a pistol and a
rapier…along with everything he could about cards and gambling.

Longfellow had worked his way
up in New Orleans, he had a respectable and honest business where
all the elite came to gamble and party but the same was not offered
him in reverse, He knew he could never be like them and he was
content to make his living off them without socializing with them
outside the ‘Club Longfellow’.

He was content until the night
that Mary Rafferty came in. He had seen most of the high tone woman
of New Orleans and there were plenty of them, but this woman took
his eye. She was not dressed as fashionable as the rest, but wore a
more modest dress.

She was escorted by a man and
women who had been in his place many times before but he had never
seen her. The dress, the hair and the eyes held him rapt. It was
his custom to circulate with the customers and as he did so, he
kept her in his vision at all times…until he finally got enough
nerve to approach the man who was escorting her.

“Good evening Monsieur Lebeau
and you Mademoiselle Lebeau, I hope everything is to your
liking.”

He stood for a moment and
waited until Mademoiselle Lebeau turned to her companion.

“Good evening Mister Belanger.
May I present my cousin Miss Mary Rafferty. She is visiting from
Texas.”

Longfellow finally got
bold.

“Good evening Miss Rafferty…may
I have the pleasure of showing you around?”

Before she had a chance to
speak he held his arm out to her…and she took it. As they strolled
through the place, he described all the different games of chance
and finally they came to a door to the balcony. He thought she was
going to balk at stepping outside the club and the protection of
her cousin, but she didn’t.

He didn’t know what he was
going to say, but she saved him the trouble by making the first
remark.

“It seemed to take you a while
to get your nerve up.”

When he looked surprised, she
continued.

“I would have thought a man
such as yourself who is dealing with all these pretty New Orleans
women would not be afraid of a plain girl like me.”

He looked at her and
laughed.

“It did take me a while, but
believe me, there are no prettier women in the whole of New Orleans
than the one standing here now.”

She stood her ground in front
of him.

“I’m from Texas and out there I
am just a run-of-the-mill girl, but thank you for the
compliment.”

He was speechless as he stared
into her eyes and then he reached up and slowly drew her toward
him…and she came willingly. The kiss lasted a long time and when
they parted, she turned back toward the open door.

“You may call on me tomorrow if
you wish. Do you know where my cousin lives?”

He walked up beside her and
held out his arm, which she took again.

“I do, but do you think your
cousin and her husband would permit it.”

This time, she laughed.

“I told you I was from Texas
and I have a mind of my own…will I be seeing you tomorrow?”

He nodded agreement as they
went inside and met her cousin, who was looking for her. As they
walked away, he could hardly believe what had just happened. He had
been around many of the women in his class in the city, but here
was a woman who should be in a class much higher than his who
wanted to see him again.

The one meeting turned into a
daily event, and when Mary Rafferty was ready to leave, Long
Belanger was with her. She had convinced him to turn in his deck of
cards, so he sold his interest in the business and they left on the
stage for Texas.

He was welcomed on the ‘Rocking
R’ Rafferty ranch and the wedding was a big one, with all the ranch
families around attending. After the ceremony, Long told Mary that
he was not content to be the son-in-law on the ranch. He wanted one
of his own. She understood what a proud man he was and was happy
when he bought five hundred head of cattle from her father with
some of the money from the sale of his business.

He rode with Mary’s brother Elmer three
hundred miles to northern Texas, where there was still land
available for the taking. This part of West Texas was still not
thickly settled, mainly because it was not far from the Comanche
lands on the Llano Estacado, known by the white man
as the Staked Plains.

When they found the place, they
wanted, Elmer went back to get the cattle and, with three other
hands and Mary, they drove them the three hundred miles north to
the new ‘Royal Flush’ ranch. Mary’s Mother and Father were
concerned about them settling so close to the Comanche land, but
Long and Mary were determined to make a go of it.

Long was a proud and
independent man who was quick to learn but not too proud to take
advice or help that was offered him. He was not a rancher, but with
Elmer and Mary’s help, he learned quickly. Elmer stayed for the
first year and when he left, Long and Mary worked hard at making
the ranch self-sufficient, always with a watchful lookout for
Comanche.

The Comanche
were known as the greatest warriors of the plains but
they were generally on good terms with the settlers
and when they came to Long’s ‘Royal Flush’ ranch, he met them face
to face. Ten of the fiercest looking men he
had ever seen sat mounted in front of their house and Long stood
there with his rifle in the crook of his arm. Through almost
childish hand signals, it didn’t take him long to figure out what
they wanted. They wanted some of his cattle.

He had learned as much as he could
about them and he understood that many of the plains Indians were
moving to reservations based on a promise from the government that
they would halt the slaughter of the buffalo by the hide
hunters.

There were
still some small bands who refused to go to the reservation, and he
was looking at one of them. With the buffalo being slaughtered off
and driven further to the west, it was leaving the small bands with
little to eat and some of them had gone back to raiding in order to
get enough to feel their families.

As he looked at
the man who he figured was in charge, he wondered why they just
hadn’t taken the cattle they wanted. The man held four fingers up
and Long held two fingers up and for a minute he thought he had
made a mistake when the man hesitated…and then he held up three
fingers. Long almost laughed at the negotiations as he nodded
agreement.

Soon
they all rode back through the ranch yard, driving
three head of Long’s cattle ahead of them, and he assumed it was to
show him that they were honoring the agreement. It went on that way
with the same band for years and it was always the man they had
come to call three fingers who was leading them.

Long had banded
together with two of his nearest neighbors to drive a herd each
year to the market in New Orleans along the Opelousas Trail. New
Orleans was the main market for the Texas beef, where they could
distribute it across the country on the Mississippi River. This
trail had been used for years and in the early years the river
crossings were wide and dangerous for the swimming cattle, but now
there were ferries cross the major rivers.

The ranch was doing
well and when their first son was born Long had the
privilege of naming him. Mary was not sure of the name Ace, but it
grew on her and two years later when their daughter was born and
Long named her Deuce, Mary was beginning to get the message. When
another boy came along, she had already expected him to be called
Trey.

Life was peaceful for them in
that part of Texas and as more settlers moved in, the little
community had finally gotten a small school. Although Trey was too
young, Ace and Deuce went, and it was through the school that the
wave of smallpox sweeping through the country was brought home by
them.

Young Trey and Long slept in
the barn while Mary stayed in the house and treated the stricken
children until they were gone. It was a tragedy for Long and Mary,
as they never did have any other children, but they showered all
their love on Trey and Mary spent time every evening teaching him
how to read and write.

Long had never completely let his guard
down every time that ‘Three Fingers’ and his band came and each
time they had Trey go to the root cellar below the kitchen just in
case. He was ten years old when they came again and he was hidden
in the root cellar as he was before, always with the warning not to
make any noise. Although the other times turned out to be good for
the family, this time was different as he heard the screams of his
mother, and then nothing.

When he finally figured it was safe to
come out and opened the trapdoor, he found both of his parents
lying dead, and as he sat beside his mother’s body, he wondered if
he could have made any difference instead of laying in hiding.

He knew his father had little respect
for Silas Jenkins, but it was the closest place, so he made his way
to the Jenkins Ranch to tell them what had happened.
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In an area where neighbors were few and
far apart, The Jenkins Ranch was the closest and it was them who
took young Trey Belanger in. Silas Jenkins had married a widow
woman with a three-year-old son and now he was the same age as
Trey. Mort had no use for Silas because of the treatment he and his
mother received, and he was happy to have someone he could relate
to.

He soon became close with Mort, who
still insisted on going by his father’s name, and it irked Silas
ever since he married Sarah. Trey knew that his father had little
use for Silas Jenkins and although he didn’t know why, he was soon
to find out.

Since the war was raging in the east
and most of the young men had ridden off, it left scarce picking
for ranch hands. He suspected that Mort’s stepfather had just taken
him in for the extra help on the ranch and he soon discovered that
he was that kind of man. It was small as ranches went in that area
of northwest Texas, but he and Mort rode and did the job expected
of a man until they were fifteen years old.

Silas Jenkins was a naturally
mean man, a man not contented with his life, and he took it out on
everyone around him, especially the boys. After an unusually bad
tongue lashing and a backhand across the face, Trey rode off, and
riding beside him was his friend Mortimer Walker. They were only
fifteen, but most boys that age in West Texas were doing the job of
the men around them.

Before they rode out, they took
Silas’s pistol, held it on him, and forced him to write a bill of
sale for the horses they rode out on. Blanche was glad to see them
go, for she realized that neither of the boys could take much more
abuse from Silas and she was afraid of what the outcome might
be.

They rode far enough to the
east until they figured that he wouldn’t follow. They had no money
and only the clothes on their backs and that was how it was when
that rode into the Banfield Ranch.

Ike and Maude Benfield’s ranch
was larger than both his father’s and the Jenkins spreads put
together, and as the boys rode in, they were sure a ranch this size
could use more help.

The war had ended and the
thousands of cattle that couldn’t be driven to market because of
the Yankee blockades were now being rounded up and being driven
north to a new market in Abilene. The drive to Kansas was long and
hard, but it was extremely profitable and there was an abundance of
ready workers willing to make the long drives and whatever else
need to be done on the ranches

When the two raggedy boys rode
in and asked for a job Ike Banfield was not impressed, but he would
not see them ride off without a meal. It was at that meal that
Maude took a liking to the boys and while they spent the night in
the bunkhouse, she convinced Ike to hire them on.

It was a big surprise when Trey
and Mort got up to get an early start to find Ike Banfield waiting
by the corral.

“Morning boys, it appears that
I might have some work for you around the place after all. So there
is no need to saddle those broncs up today. I pay my men ‘forty and
found’, but I want to see how you work before I decide that. Have
we got a deal?”

He held his hand out and each
of them took it in turn. Mort was the first one to speak, as he
usually was.

“Thanks Mister Banfield, we
won’t let you down.”

Ike smiled to himself as he
walked back to the house to tell Maude. He was thinking about
himself when he was that age. He too was already doing a man’s job
and more for his father, who still operated his ranch further to
the south.

Ranching came easy to the
people of Texas because it had been done by the Mexicans for years
before Texas became part of the United States. The land was ideal,
offering an abundance of natural grazing, and it was there for the
taking.

Ike and Maude had survived
through the war years when a lot of other ranches didn’t and now
that they had a market in Abilene, they were on the road to
prosperity again. He could afford to have a couple of new hands,
but with respect to the other hands, they would have to pull their
weight.

As he watched the boys work, he
could not remember ever seeing two boys who were so close with each
other, and he soon learned that the boys worked best together. They
did every job he asked of them fast and efficiently, while working
like the rest of the hands from sunup to sundown.

At first, he had them working
around the ranch, fixing corral fences and other small jobs where
he could keep an eye on them. He hadn’t let them work with the
cattle yet, but as he watched them work, he soon extended their
duties and let them ride with the rest of the hands.

Maude continued doting on them
so much so that the other hands noticed it and soon they were being
teased by the others for being her favorites. It didn’t bother them
because they both liked the motherly attention and they became
devoted to her, being willing to do anything for her. It was a
strange relationship. They accepted her motherly ways, but they
respected Ike as the boss.

He was fair with them, just as
he was with all the men. As long as a man did his job to his best
ability, he sat well with Ike. All the men respected him for his
fairness and understanding and were willing to put their lives on
the line for him. This is where the boys learned that devotion like
that was referred to as ‘riding for the brand’.

They worked hard at rounding up
all the cattle and soon the time came for the drive to Abilene to
begin and the boys were excited at the prospects of trailing over a
thousand miles north with the rest of the hands. When the time
came, it was a crushing blow when Ike told them that they would not
be going.

He eased the blow somewhat when
he took them aside and expressed his gratitude that they would be
staying behind to look after Maude for the three months they would
be gone. Suddenly, their attitude changed with the responsibility
he had just laid on them.

They watched when Ike and most
of the other hands rode off to drive a herd north on the Chisholm
Trail and it was a piece of Maude’s apple pie that brought their
thoughts back to the ranch. She knew how much the boys wanted to go
and she understood that it was mainly the fact of going on the
trail that would give them a real feeling of manhood.

Maude had a way of making all
the jobs that she had them do seem important, and she understood
the balance between mothering them and allowing them to achieve the
recognition of manhood they wanted, and the time flew by
quickly.

It was a happy day for all of
them when Ike and the riders finally came riding in and for the
next few days the whole ranch was in a festive mood with cookouts
and lots of apple pies, but it was soon time to get to the work at
hand. Everyone knew it was getting close to the time when the
ranchers usually laid off a lot of men for the slower winter months
and Ike and Maude’s ‘IM Connected’ was no different.

There was not enough work in
the winter months to require a full crew, and they all knew that
some of them must go. It was a fact of life that the cowboys
learned to live with. Since there was usually a good bonus for the
trail drivers, and they had no place to spend their money on the
trail, the smart ones saved it, so they had something to fall back
until the spring when hiring began again.

Some of the others who were not as good
at planning fell on hard times and turned to other ways of getting
money. It was a time of lawlessness, with a lot of young men
returning from the war and not interested in earning an honest
living, but most of the ‘IM Connected’ riders were among the former
group and usually showed up for work in the spring.

There were always a few lucky hands who
were picked to spend the winter giving them a good winter home. It
was usually the older riders that were picked, but when it came to
the boys, it was Maude again who convinced Ike to keep them on for
the winter…although Ike had grown fond of them too and it didn’t
take much convincing.

Since neither of them had never been
without a home, no matter how unhappy it was, they didn’t realize
how fortunate they were until they saw the other hands riding out.
They soon learned that having a winter home for a cowboy was
paramount to his existence and having the same home for years was
special.

The winter riders' job was not
necessarily an easier one just because the days were shorter. The
job of taking care of the cattle while continuing repairing the
fences, gathering and chopping wood, fixing the corrals and the
buildings still had to be done regardless of the weather.

Much to Ike’s delight, it didn’t take
long for him to realize Maude had made a good choice as Trey and
Mort fell to the jobs with their usual enthusiasm.

The fact that the days were much
shorter did have one benefit for them both because it gave them a
little time after dinner to spend with Maude and Ike and for each
of the boys it brought back memories of the special time in the
evenings spent with their mothers. For Maude and Ike it was a
special time too, filling in a void in their lives.

They both knew it was not a good thing
getting too close with any of the hands because they might leave or
have to be asked to leave, but it was past that with them now. They
both realized that they would never be able to fire them or ask
them to leave, but there would come a time when they were older
that it might happen naturally…just the same as if they were their
own boys. As they sat in the evenings listening to the boys'
stories, they realized that these two young men were more like
brothers that most brothers were.

When it came time for the next drive
north, Ike relented to their begging and took them along to look
after the remuda. The herd was three thousand strong, with a crew
of ten cowboys who worked in shifts to watch the cattle twenty-four
hours a day, herding them in the proper direction in the daytime
and watching them at night to prevent any sudden stampedes.

They were also constantly watching for
any intruders with the idea of stealing some or all of the herd.
Their duties were long and gruelling on the horses as well, so they
needed at least three horses per rider and that is where a big
remuda came in.

Knowing how important it was to not
lose any horses to wayward Indians who prized horses, or even in
the event that they were spooked and stampeded, the boys watched
over the horses like they were their own. They took turns on night
shift and during the day they kept the horses bunched and trailed
in the dust behind the herd, it was definitely not an appealing job
but they never complained.

Although the job of horse wrangler was
considered a menial job by the other riders they all secretly
respected the fact that there was a fresh horse for them to ride
every day, and Trey and Mort had their mounts all picked out and
ready to go when they got up.

On average, a herd could maintain a
healthy weight by moving about fifteen miles per day and travelling
any faster than that took weight off them so a pace like that meant
that it would take as long as two months to travel from the home
ranch to the railhead.

The trip went smoothly with no trouble
from Indians or from roaming gangs of herd cutters who made their
living by forcing the trail boss, usually under threat of death, to
give up some of his cattle. When they reached Abilene and the herd
was sold, it was payoff time for the riders. Trey and Mort were
ecstatic when they got the same bonus as the rest…but Ike kept them
at the camp with him while the others went into town to ‘blow off
some steam’ as they described it.

While the riders were getting their
fill of liquor, gambling, and women, Ike sold the chuck wagon and
most of the spare horses to a man in town. The oxen that pulled the
chuck wagon made about the same time as the cattle did coming up
and it would take the same two months to get back home with them.
Without the chuck wagon, they would be able to make fifty or sixty
miles a day and they would not be needing as many horses on the way
back.

Horses were plentiful in Texas and he
found it was cheaper and easier to buy a new chuck wagon when they
got home. That usually made the cook happy, which was an important
thing to do for a good cook. The cook was the adhesive that most
times held the group together…the work was hard enough, but to do
it without the best of cooks was impossible.

The boys stayed in the camp with Ike
for the three days that he had allowed the rest of the crew to
spend
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