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John Spencer wanted to be a cowboy on his buddy's ranch.  When the terrible winter of 1886 hit, dead cattle weren't the only threat.  Road Trotters from No Man's Land wanted the ranch.  John's skill with a gun was called into action again.  Now, forced to make a cattle drive to the ranch to save it, he found that skill might not be enough.  He might need some unexpected help and a little luck.

––––––––

This is a work of fiction.  All characters or incidents are a figment of the author's imagination and any resemblance to any incident or any person living or dead is purely coincidental.

Chapter 1

––––––––

John Spencer swung his arms to stay warm.  Sitting upon the wagon seat, the cold wind hit him with full force.  He looked ahead to see his partner Gene 'Shorty' Watkins doing the same thing.  Turning, he saw a lot of the other teamsters moving arms and legs to get a little warmth into their bodies.

Weather this cold just wasn't natural, especially this early.  It was only the middle of November in the year of 1886.  Some of the old timers around Fort Worth had been harping about a terrible winter coming but none of them said it would start this soon.  The drought all summer had been bad enough.  It made it tough to find grazing for the mules and even harder to find water.

Shorty stopped his wagon.  He moved stiffly as he climbed down.  John pulled the reins to halt his mule team.  He wrapped the reins around the brake, then stepped down onto the wagon wheel.  His joints didn't feel like they were only sixteen years old.  He grinned as he watched the other teamsters move even slower than he had.

He walked toward Shorty, "Pard, what's up?  Are ya stoppin' to go swimmin'?"

"Ha.  I'd have to break the ice first.  Naw, I just wanted to hear what the mules had to say 'bout the weather," Shorty said in his Texas drawl.

John saw the other teamsters listening as he asked, "And just what did they say?"

"They said I'd better keep movin'.  We got a northerner blowin' in.  I'm surprised at ya, John.  Here ya been drivin' mules fer Jake Carter, draggin' freight all over this country fer over a year and still haven't learnt to listen to 'em."

"I guess I'm not first cousin to one like some folks I know."

The other teamsters laughed.  Shorty said, "You must be talkin' 'bout them birds there."  He pointed at the other drivers as he chuckled along with everyone else.  "I think we better push on as hard as we can.  I'd sure hate to get caught out here in a blizzard."

Carl Morrell, one of the other teamsters, asked, "Isn't it a little too early for snow?"

Shorty answered, "Normally, I'd say yes but what with the summer we been through, I don't know.  Ya heared what the old timers in Fort Worth said.  I want to push on 'til I cain't see, then hit it hard tomorra."

Greg Morley said, "That'd be fine with me.  I'd like to cozy up to a stove fer a spell.  What do you think?  Get there sometime tomorrow?"

"If we're lucky and nothin' breaks down.  Jake did go over everything 'fore we left but these roads are rough on equipment."

Carl said, "Not only equipment but bodies as well.  Jake Carter is a good boss to work for but I just can't convince him to cushion these seats."

A murmur of agreement and a chuckle ended the conversation.  Everyone hurried back to their wagons.  They moved out at a little brisker pace.  Even the mules knew something was in the air.

John thought about practicing his left-hand draw but he didn't want to take his gloves off.  Instead he took a pistol out of the pack on the seat next to him.  He unloaded the bullets and practiced moving the gun to different targets with his glove on.  His practice didn't include aiming, just pointing.  Having shot enough with his right hand, he knew that he would hit pretty close to what he saw.

The gloves made a difference in how the gun felt in his hand.  He switched it to his right hand for a bit.  At last, he put shells back in the gun and used his left hand to fire.  Satisfied that he could hit targets even with gloves, he reloaded before he put the gun away.

Dick Green, driving right behind him, yelled, "John, I don't think ya hit that last twig dead on.  Better get to practicing again."

John yelled back, "I have been.  That was with gloves on and with my left hand.  How 'bout you playin' Will Tell and puttin' a pinecone or somethin' on your head?  I'll try to shoot it off.  I'm sure that would help my aim."

"Not on your life.  I've seen ya shoot and I think ya could hit it but the sweat would freeze on my forehead right now."

John could hear laughter up and down the line of six wagons.

Full darkness covered the land before Shorty pulled up.  Everyone unharnessed and took care of their team.  Shorty told all of them to grain the mules.  That night, they made two fires for all the men to crowd around.

The cold and anxiety to reach their destination had the men up well before daylight.  They ate and hustled to get mules hitched.  A couple of hours later, they passed dark houses with smoke coming from the chimneys.

At daylight, the wind kicked up.  Small fine white flakes of snow whipped into their faces.  The mules didn't like facing into the wind so the drivers had to keep after them to keep moving.  As the day wore on, the snow came down heavier.

A loud squeal erupted from Shorty's wagon in front.  John readied himself to stop but Shorty didn't even slow down.  If anything, John thought he picked up speed.  I hope that wheel doesn't fall off.  We'd have to leave our wagon here to get Jake's to safety.

John saw from the familiar ranch houses that their destination wasn't too far.  Just a few miles, then a warm place to sleep with hot food.  Suddenly, the snow came down like someone ripped the bottom out of a pillow.  The wind which had already been howling drove the snow.

John lost sight of Shorty's wagon.  The squeal stopped and his mules halted of their own accord.  John tried to get them to move but they wouldn't budge.  A snow-covered figure appeared out of the white.  Shorty yelled, "Get down and lead yer mules.  Hold on to my wagon.  I'll tell the others to do the same."

Seeing Shorty's wagon starting to move, John jumped to the ground.  He ran to the head of his team to snap a lead rope on one of the leaders.  Tying it to Shorty's wagon, he then ran to Shorty's wagon seat.  The lead mules were just starting to turn around when he grabbed the reins to stop them.

The cold seemed to go right through him.  He tried to look around but only saw white.  There was no sky or ground, just more white.  His teeth started to chatter.  Where's Shorty?  Should I go back to find him?  How long's he been gone?

He started to climb down when a ghostly figure came up beside him.  John nearly jumped out of his skin.  Shorty had to yell over the wind, "What happened?"

"These jug heads decided to head south where it's warmer.  I don't know if they're still pointed down the road or not."

"I'll have to lead 'em and feel my way.  Don't get separated from my wagon.  Ya'll die out here."

"I could hear that squeaky wheel fer a mile but don't worry, I won't even lose touch with the back a yer wagon."

Before John reached his lead rope, Shorty started to move.  John jumped in front of his mules and jerked it loose.  Luckily, the mules trusted him.  They stayed right on his heels.

Being out of the wind behind Shorty's wagon made it easier to walk.  John also felt warmer without the wind tearing through him.  I wonder how the others are doing.  Please, Lord, don't let them fall behind.

Snow drifts grew deeper as he plodded along.  Shorty's team broke through them but in some places the snow went to John's knees.  The squeal of the wagon made his head hurt but at least he knew they were moving.

John noticed that the pace seemed to be slower.  Then the wagon stopped.  His mules gladly halted.  Tying the lead rope back to the rear of the wagon, he moved out into the full force of the wind.

He battled his way to the head of the team.  They stood with their heads drooping.  John reached the lead mule but couldn't see Shorty.  He moved in front of them trying to go to the other side to search for him.  His feet tripped over something lying right in front of the mules.

Reaching down, he felt a body.  John felt around until he found an arm.  Pulling on it, he lifted Shorty off the ground.  He moaned but John got him moving to the rear of the wagon.  As he reached the rear, Carl appeared out of the snow.

John said, "He's 'bout done in.  I'll leave my team tied here.  You take him back with ya.  Keep him walkin' or he'll freeze to death."

"What're you goin' to do, John?"

"Someone's got to lead his team and get us to shelter."

"Are ya sure ya know the way?  It's awful hard to see right now."

"Oh, I know exactly where we're at."  Pointing down at the ground, he said, "See that pothole there.  I'm sure that's the one that broke Mrs. Lingle's new lamp globe.  She chewed on me fer an hour 'bout that.  How could I forget?"

Carl grinned at him, then put Shorty's arm over his neck.  The two staggered into the white.  John turned to head to the front.  Slogging through the snow drifts pulled at his muscles.  He was surprised how fast the snow built up around the wagon wheels.

Reaching the front, he had to jerk on the bridles to get the mules to move.  I don't know how Shorty led these mules as long as he did.  He's a foot shorter than me.  Some of these drifts must have been clear up to his waist.  Well, get moving.  You've got people behind you.  Don't let them freeze.

John moved to the right mule because he could see the barrow ditch some there.  That was the only way he knew that the wagon still rolled down the road.  He pulled his neck kerchief up over his face to keep it from freezing.  His hands lost their feeling.

Time lost all meaning to John.  He just kept his head lowered and his feet moving.  At last, breaks in the wind told him they were behind buildings.  He squinted to see which buildings.

He saw the blacksmith's shop and knew he only needed to go a little farther to reach the barn Jake had rented.  When I turn into the barnyard, I'll have to stop.  My team won't be able to make the turn if they're tied that close to the wagon.  What will Shorty's team do?  Oh, there's the turn.

Swinging the team wide so they wouldn't catch a corner, John got them almost into the barnyard before he stopped them.  He trudged to the back and bumped into another snowy figure.

Shorty said, "What's the hold up here?  Why ain't ya goin' on in?"

John looked at him in surprise, "I—  ah – I was goin' to unhook my team so I could swing 'em out..."

"I got 'em.  Go ahead.  It's been a long walk and I'd kinda like to sit down with my feet up."

John grinned.  If his pardner could joke, it meant he must be alright.  He tried to hurry back to the front of the team but his body was just too tired to move fast.  Reaching the lead mule, he led them in and made a big circle to get the wagon out of the way so the others could get in.

As soon as the wagon reached the parking spot, he stopped the mules and started unhitching them.  He couldn't feel his fingers, so working some of the buckles took much longer than usual.  At last, he got the first two undone and led them into the barn.  Getting out of the wind-driven snow felt heavenly.  He fumbled as he lit a lantern.  The heat from the match made his fingers ache.

Before he could get the harness off the two mules, Shorty led his lead pair in.  The cold blast from the door made John shiver.  When he finished unharnessing, he hung it up and went back out into the cold for the next two.  Carl had his first two unhitched so he held the door for him.

The men finished unharnessing mules and then made one last trip back into the storm to grab their personal gear.  When they came back into the barn, it felt warm.  The heat from 36 mules had raised the temperature slightly.  Stomping snow off of their boots as they went, the men headed to the room where they normally slept.

Dick Green lit the lantern while Bob Howard got a fire going in the stove.  Soon all six men crowded around it trying to warm hands and feet.  Wind whistled through cracks in the wall making small piles of snow.  Even with the wind, it felt much better in here than outside.

John said, "Man, am I ever glad to be out of that.  I've never seen anything whip in so quickly."

Shorty said, "Let that be a lesson.  Here in Texas, I've seed these storms rip in out of a clear blue sky.  We probably should a stopped at one a those places along the way but..."

Carl teased, "But you have some place else you've gotta get to, right?"

Shorty blushed as the others laughed.  John joined in, "I don't blame him.  Dorothy would have his hide if he was late.  Can't let a little thing like some snow keep you.  I've seen her mad and I sure wouldn't want her chewin' on..."

Shorty interrupted, "Ya boys just go on and make fun.  But who is it that she's marryin'?  Not any a you."

John said, "We're not the heroes you are.  Who else could chase bandits clear across Oklahoma to get her back?  Just natural that she'd want an OLDER, more mature hero..."

"Now wait a minute, I chased ya clear to Gate.  Ya cleared out more a them hombres than I did..."

"Just like I said, she wanted a more mature, OLDER hero.  I'm still just a boy..."

The laughter of all the men interrupted the two buddies.  Carl said, "Was that only a year ago?  Seems like it should be ten years ago."

Shorty said, "Yep, it were only 18 months ago..."

They talked about their adventures on the first trip for a bit.  Thoughts turned to hot coffee and food.  Dick, Carl and Greg went back out to the wagons to bring in grub and cooking utensils.  The sides of the stove glowed cherry red.  Men took off their coats as the room warmed up.

The men talked of Shorty's upcoming marriage and his plans for the future.  Not long after they finished eating, they went to bed.  It had been a long grueling day out in the cold.  The storm outside still raged.

The snow and wind continued for the next two days.  The silence of no wind woke them the third day.  After breakfast, they tried to open the barn door.  It wouldn't budge.  John climbed into the hay loft and opened the door there.  He had to push to get that door open.  A snow drift reached clear to the bottom of it.

Looking out, he saw that half the wagons were covered by the drift.  He called back down, "Send up a shovel or grain scoop.  I'm goin' to need some help, too."

Carl asked, "What's up, John?"

"The snow.  There's a drift out here blockin' the door.  I can see houses down the street that have drifts clear to their roofs.  The sky is nice and blue though."

Bob brought two short-handled grain scoops up to the loft.  John took one over to the door.  He said, "Watch this, Bob."

He positioned the scoop on the floor at the very edge of the door with the handle sticking out.  Then, placing both feet in the scoop, he rocked a little until the scoop slid out the door.  He yelled, "Whooopeeee!"

With the scoop acting as a sled, he ripped down the drift until he hit the bottom.  There he lost his balance, crashing into the snow on the ground.  He rolled over on his back, laughing.  Bob laughed, "Get outta the way.  Here I come."

He fell off half way down.  Rolling to where John had crashed, the two roared in laughter.  When they looked up, three heads poked out of the loft door.  All of them had big grins.  Carl said, "Throw those scoops back up here.  I've gotta try that."

All six men had to slide down the snow drift on the scoop-shovels.  Once they were on the ground, they realized they had to dig out the barn door to get back in.  The drift was solid enough to slide down but wouldn't support them to climb back up.  Using the grain scoops and shovels from the wagons, they spent the rest of the day digging out.

At noon, they took a break to walk downtown.  Drifts clogged the main street and most of the side streets.  People all over were trying to dig out.  A café had an open sign so they went in to eat lunch.  Afterwards, Shorty went to see when they could deliver goods while the rest went back to clearing snow.

Two days later four of the wagons were unloaded.  Shorty said, "Carl, in the mornin' John and I are goin' to take our wagons on to Bridgeport.  Yer welcome to ride along and we'll get ya a ride back.  I suspect the store there and Dorothy will be wantin' our goods."

"Thanks, Shorty.  We'd like to go 'long to get ya properly hitched but I'm ready to get back to my wife and kids.  I know that Bob's the same way.  We need to get them hides and furs loaded and get outta here 'fore another storm blows in."

"Yeah, I wired Jake that we made it.  He sent one back sayin' the weather in Yates Center isn't nearly as bad.  Maybe the farther east ya go, the better it'll be."

Carl said, "Maybe we'll see you on the next trip."

"I don't know how many more loads Jake'll be sendin' this way.  The railroad will be here by spring and I think some guys are already goin' east to meet it to get their supplies.  John and I are plannin' to do that.  We think we can make a little money freightin' supplies to the country north and west a here."

"The best of luck to you..."

They said most of their good-byes then.  Everyone would be busy tomorrow.

The next morning, Shorty and John were ready to go before sunup.  They moved their teams out into the snow-covered countryside.  People had cleared some snow drifts but they had to go around others.  Their travel took longer than usual.

Six days later Shorty announced, "We should be there by tomorra.  I don't like the feel a this wind..."

John said, "It's starting to feel just like two weeks ago.  I don't wanna drive through another blizzard.  Let's keep movin'.  Drive all night if we have to."

"I don't know.  It's hard to see any ravines in the dark.  We can't afford to lose any mules or damage a wagon."

"Well, go as long as ya can.  If the blizzard comes up, we'll just have to hunker down somewhere."

They drove all night, stopping only occasionally to let the mules rest.  On one stop, they fed them grain.  Noon rolled around with them pulling into Dorothy McLeod's yard.  They lined up the wagons next to the barn.  The door to the house burst open.  A beautiful red-head ran out crying, "Gene sweetheart, you're here.  I worried all week about you.  With the blizzard..."

Shorty shut her up with a kiss.

Chapter 2

––––––––

John shuffled from foot to foot waiting until the two love birds were through.  When Shorty let Dorothy go, she noticed him for the first time.  She ran over to him to give him a big hug.  John felt his face turn bright red.

Shorty said, "Come on, big boy.  We need to get these mules unharnessed 'fore the storm gets here.  We'll go to town tomorra to deliver stuff..."

"Yeah, if the storm will let us.  The last one lasted fer three days."

Dorothy talked a mile a minute while they took care of the mules.  She didn't have room in the barn for them, so the men turned them into a corral.  After they fed them some hay and grain, John climbed into the back of his wagon.

Uncovering the load, he started handing packages to Shorty.  Dorothy called for a couple of cowboys to come out to help.  Even with the extra help, it took a half hour to get everything in the house.  Snowflakes drifted down.  John hustled to secure the rest of the load and get it covered.

That night, Shorty and Dorothy finished plans for their wedding.  The date was only two weeks away.  Invitations had already been sent, so Dorothy knew that many of the local ranchers would attend, as well as a few of her distant relatives.

John sat in the parlor talking to her Aunt Margie and Uncle Delbert.  They wanted to know all the news from Yates Center and on back East.  John also told them a wild tale of how Shorty led them through the worst blizzard in memory.  He kept them right on the edge of their seats as he spun a tale of Shorty saving widows and lost school children.

Aunt Margie said, "My stars, I've never heard anything like that.  How deep were the drifts Gene had to break through?"

Uncle Delbert said, "Sounds like a Texas tale to me."

John gave him a pained look like he'd been mortally wounded.  Aunt Margie said, "Now, Delbert, you just hold your tongue.  This young man helped rescue Dorothy and he's been driving that big freight wagon for the last year and a half.  Surely, you can't doubt his word..."

Uncle Delbert snorted, "Like I said, sounds like a Texas tale to me."

John had to grin.  Uncle Delbert saw it and winked at him.

Aunt Margie still didn't have a clue but Dorothy's uncle kept the secret.

The storm hit during the night and continued all the next day.  Finally, towards morning of the second day the wind died down as the snow stopped.  At daylight, John and Shorty hitched up to deliver their goods to the general store in Bridgeport.

The storekeeper said, "I'm sure glad you boys got here.  Some of my stock is getting pretty low.  There'll be lots of ranchers wanting to really stock up, what with these blizzards."

Shorty said, "We'll try to keep ya in a little more stock.  After some of this snow melts off, we might try a run down east of Fort Worth to pick up some more."

"Just let me know when you're going and I'll give you a list."

Shorty and John returned to Dorothy's to be met by a flurry of activity.  Several women from surrounding ranches had come to help finish her bridal gown.  They also worked on decorations.

Uncle Delbert met them at the door.  As he put on his hat and coat, he said, "I'm headed to the bunk house.  I'd advise you jaspers to do the same."

Before they could make their exit, Aunt Margie found them, "Boys, I'm glad I found you.  Dorothy wants some cedar boughs to decorate with in here.  Could you get them for her?  Delbert, you go along to show them where to find them."

John asked, "How many will she need?"

Aunt Margie answered, "Oh, a half of a spring wagon load should do."

Uncle Delbert turned red but didn't say anything until she moved out of earshot, "Oh, just a half a wagon load.  Probably should just take one of your freight wagons and load it up."

Shorty and John both grinned at him.  They beat a hasty retreat before other things were added.  The three of them spent the rest of the afternoon cutting cedar boughs.  When they came back, Aunt Margie had them back the wagon up near the back door.  They unhitched and just left it there.  The three men retreated to the bunkhouse until supper time.

Shorty didn't see much of Dorothy for the next week.  She had her tasks and Shorty ran errands for her when he wasn't helping Uncle Delbert check on stock.  Uncle Delbert had his own ranch about ten miles away to look after, too.

John had intended to come to Texas to be a cowboy.  Now he got his chance.  He talked to the other ranch hands and watched what they did.  As the week wore on, he decided that being a cowboy might be alright but being a teamster might be just as good.

The ranch hands were fascinated by John's gunplay.  He practiced every day in the barn with both hands.  His right hand was faster but not by much.  One of the ranch hands, Ken, asked, "John, ya only wear one gun so why are ya practicin' so hard with yer left hand?"

John said, "What if I hurt the right one?  I don't figure on bein' a gunfighter but after the little incident last year with the freight bandits, I intend to make it tough on anyone else that tries anythin' like that."

Wednesday, the sun came out warming things up.  John went behind the barn to shoot.  Shorty, Ken and some of the other hands followed him to watch.  Shorty had a couple of cans that he set up for targets.  He innocently said, "Ken, I'll bet ya a nickel that John can draw and hit that can on the right 'fore ya shoot the one on the left."

Ken snorted, "I won't bet on that.  I've seen him draw.  I wouldn't even clear leather before his can would be gone."

"Wal, I'd give ya a slight advantage.  Ya can have yer pistol out, cocked and ready to fire.  Surely, ya could squeeze the trigger 'fore he draws and fires."

"Do I have to hit the can?"

"Now, yer asking fer a lot."

"OK, I hit the can and I win, right?"

"Yep, that's right."

The others clamored for a piece of this action.  Shorty lined up nickels on a board to cover their bets.  John and Ken stepped to the line.  Ken asked, "How do we start?"

"Soon as ya git ready, let John know.  He'll draw when he feels right and ya just squeeze the trigger to pick up that nickel."

Ken gave him a big grin.  He pulled his pistol, lined up the sights then cocked it.  He said, "I'm ready."

John waited a few seconds then drew.  His two shots sounded almost like one.  Both cans flew off the rail.  Ken's shot hit the rail.

Shorty murmured, "Ken, I think ya missed but yer can's gone."

"I weren't quite ready.  Give me another chance."

"Put yer nickel down there."

Another round of betting laid out on the board as John set up the cans again.  It took three more rounds before the cowboys caught on that they couldn't beat John.  Shorty said, "Any of ya other fellers think ya could beat an old man like me?"

One of the men stepped to the line.  John set up the cans with a smile.  Shorty and the men laid out their bets.  They upped the ante to a quarter each.  Shorty beat the man but didn't shoot twice like John.  They did it one more time before the men wouldn't bet anymore.

Wedding preparations hummed along until three days before the day of the big event.  That morning, another blizzard blew in.  Snow dumped and the wind blew creating huge drifts.  Most of the ranch hands rode during the storm trying to keep the cattle from wandering too far south.  Drift fences had been set up in several places and Uncle Delbert didn't want a repeat of what happened just north of them in No Man's Land.  Cattle had piled up against the fence and either froze to death or suffocated from the snow over their densely packed bodies.

John and Shorty took their turns riding with them.  They didn't know the country so they had to stay with someone who did.  The day of the wedding the wind died down.  Shorty and John were in the bunkhouse that day.  The cowboys wouldn't let them ride.  Ken had declared, "I don't want Miss Dorothy after me fer losin' ya.  That woman has a way with words that make ya feel like she's peeling the hide right off a ya."

Mid-morning after the cowboys rode out, Shorty and John headed to the house to see if they could get some coffee.  The pot in the bunkhouse could almost float a horseshoe nail.  When they snuck in the back door, Dorothy ran up to Shorty.

"Oh, Gene, it's terrible.  What are we going to do?  He's not here.  Do you think he can make it through this blizzard?"

Shorty asked, "Who's not here?  Why is it so terrible?"

"The circuit riding preacher.  How can we get married?  What should we do?"

"Wal, I think we should wait a bit 'fore we git too upset.  If he don't git here today, me, John and Uncle Delbert can start eatin' cake.  Then tomorrow, them gals can make another..."

"Gene Watkins, don't you even go near that cake.  This is serious.  Guests will be here anytime now."

"If they show up and the preacher man don't, let's have a party.  We'll git hitched the next day or whenever he does show up.  Ain't nothin' me or that preacher can do about the weather."

Dorothy's face turned white and a red spot appeared on each cheek.  Shorty knew that sign.  The explosion was only a few seconds away.  He did the only thing he could think of.  He grabbed her and kissed her passionately.

When he released her, she gasped for breath.  He noticed the red spots were gone.  "Will we be any less married if the ceremony is tomorra instead a today?"

"No, but..."

"No buts.  I love ya and if I have to wait a day or two, I will.  We can treat everyone to a big party and dance tonight then have a quiet ceremony when the preacher gets here."

"Oh, you.  Sometimes you just make too much sense.  I wanted all my friends to be here."

Shorty said, "They'll be here today and just as happy to congratulate ya.  Don't ya worry yer pretty little head.  The preacher may show up at any time.  I'm sure he's been through blizzards before."

"I guess you're right.  Oh no, look at the time.  I need to go get ready.  Alma, come help me.  Gene, you and John go..."

The two men retreated before she could give more instructions.  Uncle Delbert followed them.  He was already dressed for the wedding and he didn't like all the bustle in the house.  Once Shorty and John were dressed, the three of them sat down to play cribbage.

Shorty lost big time every game.  John and Uncle Delbert ribbed him about not getting his head in the game.  Shorty replied, "Uncle Delbert, just tell me ya wasn't nervous on yer weddin' day.  What if I..."

"Don't worry about it, son.  If ya can remember to say 'I do', that'll be enough."

Buggies, wagons and horse riders started to arrive.  The three went to the house to greet them.  Temperatures were in the low 30's so most arrived with buffalo robes or other warm coverings.  Soon the house had clumps of people deep in conversation.

John found a corner to hide in where Shorty soon joined him.  Someone crowded him a little and he bumped into John.  A soft clink of metal made them look at each other.  Shorty asked, "Whatcha got in that pocket, John?"

"I got a little .32.  All my other guns made the coat pull open.  What you got?"

"Remember that derringer we took off them owlhoots that tried to steal Jake's wagons?  I got it in this pocket and the blackjack in the other one."

"That's funny.  I got the brass knuckles from them in this pocket.  Suspicious bunch, aren't we?"

"I still have my scalp.  I just figure it makes sense.  I bet you'd be surprised how many a these gents are packin', too."

The wedding time arrived with no preacher.  No one seemed to mind.  Some musicians started tuning up.  Thirty minutes after the announced time, a horseman rode up.  Uncle Delbert let the circuit riding preacher in.  The man told of having to hole up in an old line shack during the storm and then riding like his horse's tail was on fire.  It took another twenty minutes of hot coffee and fire to prime the preacher.

At last he felt ready.  Uncle Delbert got everyone pushed to the outside walls, leaving an aisle for the bride.  Most people had to stand as sitting room was most scarce.  The people didn't mind and gave appropriate ooohs and aahhhs when Dorothy came down the makeshift aisle.  One of the musicians played the bridal march on an accordion.

Shorty thought she looked like an angel in her white dress.  The bottom brushed the floor and had a train behind it.  She carried a bouquet of flowers.  Where did she get them in the dead of winter?  She's amazing.

The wedding went off with only one hitch.  One of the bridesmaids got woozy and someone from the wall had to help her.  Shorty and Dorothy both made it through the ceremony.

After the preacher finished, he introduced Mr. and Mrs. Gene Watkins.  Everyone cheered, then helped move furniture back against the wall.  The musicians were ready and the dance started.  It lasted until dawn.

When the sun came up, so did the wind.  Many of the neighbors nervously checked outside.  They returned smiling because it was a Chinook.  The warm winds were melting the snow.  Still, they wanted to get home to take care of chores.  Before long, the house and yard had emptied.

John asked, "Wal, pard, where are ya takin' the bride for the honeymoon?"

"Right here.  In a day or two, we've got to head to Fort Worth.  I got orders from several of the ranchers for things.  We'll have a load."

The following morning changed their plans.  A strong northerner blew in.  Temperatures dropped to twenty below zero.  Snow drifts that had started to melt, turned into sheets of ice.  The snow blew across them causing even bigger drifts.  The storm lasted ten days.  

Shorty and Dorothy blissfully enjoyed their first two weeks together.  They didn't even notice the weather outside.

John stayed in the bunkhouse and helped the cowboys try to keep the cattle herd from moving against the drift fences each day.  They all complained a lot about the weather.

The winter of 1886 had arrived with a vengeance.  By the time it played out in April, ranching in the West changed forever.

Chapter 3

––––––––

The winter was much more brutal than usual.  Shorty and John tried to make one trip a month to haul freight.  The thaw in December made a hard crust that the mules would break through, cutting their legs.  John convinced Shorty to stop in Fort Worth to get leather socks to cover their legs.  That helped but only lasted about two trips before they had to be replaced.  It took two weeks after each trip to heal up the mules and repair the wagons.

Feed became another problem.  The ice covered the grass until the mules couldn't dig through.  Part of their freight space had to be used for grain for the animals.  Because of the reduced hauling space, the profits for freighting didn't materialize.  Both men felt lucky to break even.

One morning in the middle of March, John sat in the bunkhouse with the cowboys.  Ken said, "What's Miss Dorothy goin' to do?  Near as I can figure, she's lost pert near seventy percent of her herd, maybe even seventy-five."

John asked, "How you figure so much?"

"Me and the boys been ridin' some of the draws and creek bottoms.  There's big piles of cows down there.  I'd say they froze to death.  Sam there rode the drift fence.  There's bunches of cows dead on their feet.  Some of those bunches are four hundred yards across.  I know not all of them belong to Miss Dorothy but some do."

John asked, "Any of the meat salvageable?  How 'bout the hides?"

Sam answered, "Up north in the panhandle, they skinned carcasses out last year.  I don't think the meat is much good though.  The wolves and coyotes are full this year.  They're not afraid of us either."

Ken said, "Shoot all of 'em you can.  Skin 'em.  Their hides should be worth somethin'."

John excused himself to go to the house to talk to Shorty.  When he knocked at the door, Dorothy answered, "Hi, John.  Come on in.  Shorty's in the parlor working at the desk there."

John stomped his boots and wiped them on the rug.  He went into the parlor, "Hi, pard.  Are we rich yet?"

A haggard-looking Shorty snorted, "Not by a long shot.  What's on yer mind?"

"How much money we got in our business account?"

"Why, ya wantin' to travel on?"

"Naw, how much?"

"We've got 'bout $1500?  Why?"

"That's about what we had when we hit Fort Worth from Yates Center the last time, ain't it?"

"Yeah, whatcha drivin' at?"

John glanced behind him to see where Dorothy had gone.  Seeing her in the kitchen, he took a deep breath, "Ken and the boys were talkin' this mornin'.  They said that Miss Dorothy's 'bout wiped out.  Most of her herd died this winter.  We figured that these freight wagons would make us some money, but we're barely makin' wages..."

Shorty grumpily said, "So, what's yer point."

"Since we're not makin' any money at freightin' right now, I think we should use the money to buy some cows..."

"And where ya goin' ta git these mangy critters?  Every other rancher has been hit as hard as us.  Uncle Delbert lost between twenty-five and thirty percent.  He won't want to get rid of any.  Besides, beef prices are so low it'd be worse buyin' cows than freightin'."

"I hadn't thought a that.  Where else could ya buy stock?"

Shorty tersely said, "I'm not worrin' 'bout it right now.  Once this snow goes, things'll pick up fer us again."

"OK, pard but just remember, if ya need that money, use it."

John went back to the bunkhouse.  The cowboys had already left for the day.  He went to the barn and saddled up.  He rode a ways on the ranch, looking at the devastation around him.  He rode to the drift fence and followed it to the east.  In two miles, he counted over 500 dead cows.  Here and there were scattered dead horses.  Turning from the fence, he headed to the general store.

As he tied his horse in front of the store, he noticed that Shorty's horse already stood there.  Three other horses were standing in front of the saloon across the street with their heads down.  John sauntered up to the door.  When he stepped in, only Mrs. Green, the storekeeper's wife, was there.

She said, "Oh, hi, John.  Mr. Green and Shorty are in the back going over your list.  I hear you're leaving day after tomorrow.  You two sure have made it easier on us.  Those supplies sure have helped.  Did you need something?"

"I'm glad we could help.  A couple of the trips, I wondered if we were goin' to get back.  I sure hope spring gets here soon.  Ah – let's see.  I guess I could use another box of .45s."

"My, my, you sure do use a lot of them.  What are you shooting?"

John hung his head, "Mostly targets.  I'm tryin' to get a little better.  I have shot a couple of coyotes and one wolf."

Mrs. Green didn't notice his discomfort, "Well, shoot all of those nasty beasts you can.  Some of the ranchers have said that they're killing more livestock, as if they need to.  The losses of cattle this winter have been terrible."

"I know.  I just rode down the drift fence a little ways.  I counted over 500 head in about two miles.  Ken and Sam said it's that bad as far as they've ridden."

"That's just terrible.  A cowboy came through here last week from up north.  He said it's the same way up there.  Millie Carney got a letter from her sister up in Montana.  Her sister said that it hit 70 below.  I don't know how anyone could survive that."

"I don't either.  When it hit 20 below here, I thought I'd lose all my fingers and toes.  How did the ranchers in Montana make out this winter?"

"It sounds like they are the same as here.  Some of them lost most of their herds.  I heard that a couple of ranch hands over west got lost going from the barn to the bunkhouse and they found them frozen right out there in the barnyard."

"Yeah, it's been bad.  Have ya heard anything from the south of us..."

John's question was interrupted by three men entering the store.  He saw Mrs. Green's eyes squint in disapproval.  She started to answer John when the lead man demanded, "We need some things over here.  Get me some..."

John quietly said, "Mister, Mrs. Green is waiting on me.  Give her just a second and she'll be right over."

The man said, "Boy, do you know who yer talkin' to?"

"Yep, one rude individual that needs to learn some manners."

A hiss of expelled breath brought John's attention to one of the other men.  His face had turned bright red in anger.  He moved to the side of the first man.  John had his right side away from them so he eased his hand down to his pistol.  He moved the thong holding it in the holster.

The red faced man said, "Boy, I'm goin' ta teach ya some manners."

John ignored him, instead saying to Mrs. Green, "Ma'am, could you give me a can a them peaches, too?  They look mighty good.  The small can."

Fright showed on her face.  She moved to get his can of peaches.  She also set the box of .45s on the counter.  The first man said, "Stupid woman, that's enough.  We have an order here."

The red faced man pulled an axe handle out of a barrel sitting in the middle of the room.  He advanced toward John.  John calmly said, "Mrs. Green, why don't you go see how Shorty and Mr. Green are doin'."

She hesitated, seeing that John had three men facing him.  When John smiled at her, she turned to flee.  The third man moved to stop her but didn't make it.  Red face growled, "Now, you'll get yer comeuppance."

He brought the axe handle up like a major league baseball player getting ready to bat.  The third man moved to John's left.  The first man just stood with an evil grin on his face.  The third man reached for his gun and John went into action.  The can of peaches was in his right hand.  He threw it as hard as he could right at the red-faced man.  Running forward, he reached him right after the can hit him between the eyes.

The man's eyes rolled back in his head and his knees slowly buckled.  John grabbed the axe handle from his lifeless hands.  As the third man started to draw his pistol, John swung the handle.  It struck him across the jaw and the side of the head.  The man dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes.

In one motion, John switched the handle to his left hand and landed with both feet spread, facing the first man.  His right hand hung just above his holster.  The first man started to move his coat to get to his pistol.  One look in John's eyes told him he looked death in the eyes.

The back room door burst open, followed by the sounds of rapid footsteps.  Shorty drawled, "This looks a little better than the last time I had to help ya with store patrons."

The first man's face blushed a deep red.  John quietly said, "Mister, go for that gun or very gently take it out and lay it on the counter."

Mr. Green asked, "John, what's going on?"

John very quietly said, "This hombre and his pals insulted Mrs. Green.  When I called 'em on it, they thought they'd use this axe handle to work me over.  Now, Mister, I think you'd better apologize to Mrs. Green.  Make up your mind about that gun, RIGHT NOW."

Mrs. Green said in a quavering voice, "It's alright, John.  Just let it drop."

"Not until the big man here makes up his mind.  He's still wonderin'.  He has about five seconds, then I'm goin' to make up his mind for him."

Shorty said, "John, yer not goin' to kill this one, are ya?"

"Naw, I'm goin' to beat him with this axe handle.  Then I'll take him and his two monkeys out there in the street.  I'll tie 'em on their horses backwards so folks know it's one horse's rearend talkin' to another.  Should be quite a ride home."

Shorty said, "Now, John, just hold that temper..."

He didn't finish because the man gingerly reached for his gun with two fingers.  He pulled it out and laid it on the counter.  John said, "Now, step away from it."

The man moved.  John said, "Shorty, get them two hombres' guns."

The first man said, "That's stealin'.  You can't..."

John said, "I just did.  When we leave town, Mr. Green can take 'em over to the saloon and leave 'em there.  If this place had a marshal, I'd take 'em there."

The man said, "You'll regret this."

John growled, "Not nearly as much as you if you don't apologize right now."

"Green, I'll never do business in here again..."

"Apologize!"

The man's face went a pasty white but he said, "Mrs. Green, I'm sorry if we offended you."

John said, "Mr. Green, does this jasper owe you anything?"

"Ah – umm – I'm not sure."

"Look, please."

Mr. Green reluctantly went to his books.  He opened them and checked a few figures.  He said, "He owes $32.14."

John said, "Pay up."

The man protested, "But I don't have that much on me."

John said, "Then you'll be walkin' home in your stockin' feet.  Them boots, yer pistol and belt should just about cover that."

The man's face turned an ugly red as he held his anger in check.  He said, "Here's twenty.  That pistol is worth more than $12.14.  I'll send someone with the money to get it back..."  His voice trailed off, leaving an unspoken threat.

John said, "I hope they have the
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