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Heat waves shimmered over the baking ground with not even a trace of wind to disturb them. Cholla cactus and Spanish daggers made it impossible to ride across the valley with any speed. The lone rider didn’t mind the pace, though. Long ago he learned that the world operated on its own timetable and no man could change that fact.  

“Son, don’t ever try to force a situation. Whether it’s women, work, or a whooping, you just let things play out. The more you force it, the harder it will be for you.”  

His father’s words stayed with him longer than his father had. Mack Slade, restless and hard to please, walked away from his wife and young son never to be heard from again. His absence was no surprise to most who knew him. Family life never fit Mack, and his demand that his son be given an unusual name was proof of that. Less than thrilled by the prospects of parenthood, he wanted it to happen on his terms. 

“Ruth, you know I don’t want children. This will be the only one. Its name, girl or boy, will be ‘One’ because there will only ever be one Slade born in this marriage.” 


“Can I choose a middle name to call him by instead?” 


“No. No middle names. It’s “One” and that’s all.” 

Three months later, One Slade was born on a cold November evening. Unlike her husband, Ruth Slade always wanted children, and even though the name was out of the ordinary, she felt it somehow fit the infant. For all the indifference shown by Mack Slade, Ruth made up for it by doting on her son. Somehow, she knew he needed all the love he could receive as a youngster. One filled a void in her own life as well. Mack Slade was as disinterested in marriage as he was in fatherhood, leaving her lonely and isolated. Because of this, Ruth and One became inseparable. 

When the boy was six, Mack Slade walked out of his life forever. While never an involved father, Mack’s absence confused One. All the other children he knew had fathers, and suddenly he was left with no one to look to for what a man should be. He couldn’t tell if his mother felt sad or relieved, or both, about the turn of events, but now he clung to her even tighter than before.  

To make up for the loss of his presence, young One imagined his father traveling the world and having grand adventures. His father took on epic proportions in his mind, and One pushed aside the memories of the sullen drunkard he’d known for the first six years of his life. 

He’s out there making a fortune so he can take care of Ma and me. I just know he's coming back. We’ll have a fine life once we’re all together again. 

The boy dreamed of going on his own adventures, too. One day he played the part of a daring gunslinger. The next day he was the sheriff, or a rancher, or a heroic drifter who saved the day. Even though he lived in the slums of New York, his heart belonged on the western frontier. The West represented freedom and the chance to loosen the constraints he felt as the only boy in the neighborhood with no father. Sure, some men wanted to change that fact, or at least they wanted to set up house with Ruth, but she brushed off their interest. Ruth said she’d had enough of men and marriage, and she wasn’t going to risk bringing another abusive drunk or lazy no-account into her house. 

The pressure of being a single parent debilitated her, however. When One was ten years old, Ruth suffered a stroke. At fifteen, a cholera epidemic killed his mother and countless others he knew. One became an orphan. Alone in the world, he headed West. It seemed natural to use his bad fortune as an excuse to escape the city and become the rugged figure he’d imagined himself to be since childhood. He planned to live the life he’d dreamed his father lived after his disappearance. He set his fears aside and struck out for the western frontier. 

Life on his own wasn’t easy, and he took any job he could find. He worked as a stable boy, a ranch hand, and even as a cook in a logging camp. One bounced from place to place trying his hand at many types of work. He wasn’t sure what he sought exactly, but the draw to hit the trail overtook him often. With his earnings from working on the ranch, he bought himself a trustworthy horse named Tip, and when the mood struck, he pulled up stakes and let the chestnut gelding decide on a direction to take. Recently, he’d found success as a gambler, but he wasn’t sure he’d stick with it. The lure of lucrative winnings appealed to him, but gamblers were often the targets of well-aimed bullets when tempers flared. Most who earned their living gambling were treated no better than social pariahs, and while One didn’t want to be ignored, he didn’t want to be the focus of animosity in the places he stayed. 

No, the money’s good, but gambling probably isn’t a long-term deal for me. I’m not sure if I’ll ever choose to settle down. I can’t seem to stay with anything for long. I don’t want commitments, whether it’s a woman or a job. I want to roam these basins and plains and live for the moment. Maybe that’s why Pa couldn’t stand to stay in New York one more day. 

Riding along on Tip, the man and his horse made their way through the rugged desert. One thought about the only time he came close to settling down. When the mining boom took off, he worked in a mercantile selling goods to eager men thirsting for gold. The owners took him into their home, and it was the first time One felt like a part of a family since he’d lost his mother. 

“One, you know you’re welcome to settle down here. Martha and I think highly of you, and since we don’t have any children of our own, we think of you as the son we never had.” Pete Garrison, the owner of the mercantile, leaned on the counter while he spoke to One. The young man had just turned eighteen. 

“I think the world of you and Martha, but I can’t make any promises. There’s a lot to see and do out there.” He motioned toward the window that looked out onto the dusty street. “But even if I do leave sometime, I’ll be thinking of ya when I’m on the trail.” 

“I figured it was too much to hope for. You’ll always have a home with us. Just know that.” 

One gave him a shy crooked smile. “I know, Pete. I appreciate it, too. I’ll make a point of stopping in to see you if or when I do hit the saddle again.” 

Within six months, he’d mounted Tip and taken off for parts unknown. He never returned to the mercantile, and at times he felt a tinge of regret when he thought of the pain in Martha Garrison’s eyes as he rode away.  

I know you wanted to be my ma, but I just couldn’t stay.  

Part of his resistance to staying with the Garrisons was his overwhelming sense of wanderlust, but part of it came from an allegiance to his real mother.  

I just don’t feel right having anyone take over Ma’s place, no matter how good their intentions are. I was all Ma had in this world, and I owe it to her to keep that special. Hell, that may even be part of the reason I don’t want to be attached to anyone. That and the fear that I’d end up as poor a father as mine was. No sense in doing that to any woman or child. I’ve seen the damage it does to folks. 

Whenever he thought about Ruth Slade, which was often, he fought back tears. He’d met many people and been to many places, but none compared to his mother.  

I don’t know why life had to be so hard on you, Ma. You were the sweetest, kindest woman. You deserved better than Pa. You deserved better than working your fingers to the bone doing laundry for other folks after he left. You certainly deserved better than dying from cholera. I wish I could go back and change all of it for ya. 

Looking through the heat waves that emanated from the dusty desert ahead of him, he thought back to those dire days in the New York tenement. He remembered the smell and the heat and the cold. Living conditions were cramped and they lived with strangers who were either hopeless or dangerous.  

That’s why these wide-open spaces appeal to me so much. I never want to live like a caged animal again. At least I have control of my own destiny out here in the desert.  

While not as often as he thought of Ruth, he also thought of Mack Slade. Anger usually accompanied the memories. When his father left, One was old enough to remember bits and pieces of the time he had both parents in his life.  

You weren’t much of a father. You weren’t much of a husband. You weren’t much of a man. And to think that I tried to pretend you were off having grand adventures when you abandoned Ma and me. You probably died drunk in a gutter for all I know. If you did, you deserved it. 

His face flushed with hatred, but then he pictured his mother’s serene face and he softened. He knew what she’d say. 

“One, don’t be bitter. It will eat you alive. You’re better than Mack Slade. Don’t let him ruin your life.”  

You’re right, Ma. I can’t let him make me miserable. I owe it to you to be a better person than that. 
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