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Book 6: South to Mexico
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Not quite a week after Wes Crowley had parted company with Ben Iverson and Oney Johnson in Willcox, Arizona Territory, he and Charley, his horse, were crossing into Mexico again south of Douglas. 

Rain had moved through during the night. The air was clear and sweet with the scent of acacia and creosote. Charley’s hooves clopped sharply on the hardscrabble shale and lava rock surface as he and Wes moved southwest at an easy pace. 

The bright olive arms of the saguaro and organ pipe cacti strained more crisply against the blue sky. The green of the prickly pear and the fishhook barrel cacti were brighter against the drab brown background of the ground. Even the silver spun by the needles of the cholla seemed to glisten and shimmer more brightly.

The last time he’d ridden into Mexico, it was in pursuit of his former lifelong friend, Otis McFadden. Mac had acted in collusion with the enemy. He had betrayed his oath to the Texas Rangers and abandoned his friends. Finally he’d chosen to slink away in the night instead of facing up to what he’d done and trusting his friends to see him through it. 

Still, in the end Wes was glad that he hadn’t killed the man himself. He and Mac had been spared just enough time to make their peace before his friend had slipped from this earth.

This time he was hunting nobody but himself and his own peace of mind. On such a crisp, clear morning, his ghosts seemed less onerous. Three stood out:

The Comanche war chief, Four Crows, had died at Wes’ hand, but with his pride intact, an honored, even revered, enemy. His passing had ushered out the age of the Comanche in north Texas.

Mac, in betraying his oath, had lost the respect of everyone involved: the Indian, who had scalped him; Marisól Martinez, his former lover, whom he had abandoned out of hand; and Wes, his former lifelong friend.

And Marisól herself, with whom Wes had grown close and fallen in love after Mac had snuck away in the night. Marisól was targeted and killed in the final Comanche raid on Amarillo. 

The perpetrator of that raid, a would-be Comanche war chief named Walking Man, was not among Wes’ regrettable ghosts. A spineless coward, he had murdered Marisól, a woman living alone, as a misguided act of vengeance for Wes having killed Four Crows in battle. 

But Wes had ridden a final time for the Rangers, to what had become known as the Battle of Phillips Bend. At that place along the Canadian River, Walking Man had paid dearly for his error in judgment. His abdomen ripped open by a bullet from Wes’ Colt, he had leapt into the river in a bid to escape. There he was struck repeatedly on the face and neck by water moccasins. It was an ugly, slow, painful and richly deserved death.

The memories of Four Crows and even Mac would fade with time. Wes hoped to carry his memory of Marisól with him for the rest of his life. To that end, he was headed for her childhood home deep in Mexico.

* * * 
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A week into his journey, Wes welcomed the sound that filtered across the desert. Tap-ptang! Tap-ptang! Tap-ptang! There was a pause, and then the pattern was repeated. Another pause, and the pattern repeated again. 

Wes grinned. Canoso! He urged Charley into an easy canter for the remaining half-mile into town. On the near end of town he slowed Charley to a walk again and turned toward a small barn. The sign over the large double door read Caballeriza y Herrador ~ Canoso. Below, in smaller letters in English, it read, Livery Stable & Blacksmith ~ Canoso. On a newer third line it read Manuel Sifuentes, Propietario y Alguacil.

A short Mexican man was standing at an anvil just inside the door. He was hammering out a horseshoe, but he stopped and looked up when Wes dismounted. “Sí, señor?” Then his eyes lit up and he smiled. “The Ranger, Wes Crowley!” He laid down his hammer and stepped around the anvil. “How are you, my friend?” He offered his hand.

Wes grinned and shook his hand. “I am well, mi amigo. How are you, Manuel?”

The grin still on his face, Manuel shrugged. “The sun comes up, the sun goes down. There is nothing new under the sun.”

Wes pointed up at the sign. “‘Cept that, maybe. You’re the new sheriff, eh?”

Again Manuel shrugged. “It has become a hobby. I have no jail.” He glanced past Wes. “Here comes mi diputado... my deputy.” He gestured with his chin.

Wes turned around. The young store clerk he’d met a couple of months earlier was striding up the street toward them. 

Manuel said quietly, “You will remember his name also is Manuel, pero Manuel Ramón Canoso... his great-great-grandfather was the first to settle here. Since he has become my deputy, to save on confusion he now is called Ramón.”

Wes nodded, and as the young man approached, he put out his hand. “Good to see you again, Manuel, my young friend. Except I hear it’s Ramón now, and you’re a deputy.” He grinned. 

The younger man grinned. “Señor Crowley, it is always a pleasure, sir.” On his chest was a five-pointed star. Two lines of hand-stamped text read Alguacil Diputado. 

Wes tapped the star lightly with one finger. “I hope you aren’t getting a lot of business.”

He grinned. “No señor. But that is well. We have no jail.”

Manuel the elder swept one arm in a broad gesture. “But we have a great deal of cemetery.”

Wes glanced around and laughed. “You do at that. I hope you never have to start planting people in it.”

“No, that has not happened yet, except the three men you met during your previous visit. One friend showed up to ask questions of Jorge, the bartender, but Ramón and I persuaded him to be on his way.”

Wes looked from one to the other and back. “Really? Well I’m proud of both of you. It takes time and guts to talk a man out of dying when he’s got his heart set on it.”

Ramón shrugged. “The shotgun did most of the talking.” He glanced at Manuel, then said, “The constable talked and the man listened, but most of the time his eyes were focused on the barrels of my shotgun.”

Wes nodded. “Hard not to notice the business end of a ten-gauge.”

Manuel said, “He seemed smarter than most. He rode east and hasn’t been back.”

Wes looked at Ramón. “You still runnin’ the store too?”

He nodded. “Sí, señor. Anything you need, come by. 

Wes looked at the sheriff. “So how’s our friend in the cantina?”

Manuel laughed. “Still there, but not as timid as he once was. The man I was telling you about, the friend of the men you killed? The first shotgun he saw was the shotgun of the bartender.”

Ramón took over. “Old Paco marched the man down the street to visit with our sheriff. I happened to see him come past the store, so I grabbed my 10 gauge and ran out. But he had the whole thing under control.”

Manuel said, “When the three of them got here, Paco looked at the man, then spit in the dust at his feet. Then he looked up at me and said, ‘He is yours. If I see him again, I will kill him.’ I think that did a great deal to lay the groundwork for the speech I gave him.” 

Wes whistled. “That’d do it for me for sure. Two shotguns makin’ a spectacle of me right down the middle of the street.” He shook his head, then looked at Ramón. “I’ll stop by to get some supplies if you’re open for business. I’ll need everything like before: tortillas, frijoles, harina, café y tasajo.”

Ramón grinned. “Y en español! Muy bueno, señor... y los albaricoques?”

Wes laughed. “Yep. I do love those baby peaches.”

Ramón looked at Manuel and grinned. “Alguacil mayor, I think you won’t have any problems with this desperado.” He glanced at Wes. “I’ll go now to fill your order, señor.”

“Gracias, mi amigo.” Wes waved as Ramón left. He turned back to Manuel. “That’s a good young man.”

Manuel nodded. “Yes. Will you be staying?”

Wes shook his head. “No, not this time. Got a lot of thinkin’ to do, a lot of ground to cover.”

“So you found your friend?”

Wes looked at him for a long moment. “You were standing here when he came riding up, Manuel. You gettin’ old in the head?” Wes grinned.

“Oh sí sí, I remember that one. Pero yo hablo de su amigo otro. The one with the big hat, señor... the one the more recent friend asked you about.” 

Wes looked at him, then at the ground, then at Manuel again. He nodded. “Yeah, I found him, Manuel. He’s buried now, up along the San Pedro.” He gestured vaguely to the north. “About forty miles from here.”

Manuel hesitated, then said, “I am sorry for your loss.”

Wes shrugged. “Well... just what it had to be.” He looked away for a moment, then back at Manuel. 

“And now you are on another search... but a more open ended one perhaps?”

Wes nodded. “That I am, my friend. Do you know of the state of Guerrero?”

“I have heard of it. It is very far from here to the south. Farther even than Mexico City. It is on the coast, I think, with the Pacific Ocean.”

“Now what do you consider ‘very far’?”

Manuel shrugged. “I have not been there myself, but others have said the trip took some months. Maybe two months? Three? Maybe four? It depends on your speed I suppose, and difficulties you might encounter along the way. You will go there?”

“That I will.” He grinned. “Have to see a man about a train.” 

Manuel nodded as if he understood and pointed to the east. “You see the large mountains there?”

Wes nodded. 

“Those are the Sierra Madres. Keep those in sight but always on your left and they will guide you to Guerrero. In four or five days they will disappear. Do not be fooled. Continue due south. They will reappear again in a few days.”

Wes nodded again and stuck out his hand. As they shook, he said, “Thank you, Manuel. I won’t forget you, my friend. Maybe I’ll see you again someday.”

Manuel shook his hand. “I hope so. All things are possible, mi amigo. Vaya con dios.”

Wes nodded and mounted his horse. As he turned Charley around, Manuel said, “I hope you have good luck with the man and the train.” 

Wes glanced back. “Thanks,” he said, then waved as he rode toward the store. 

Ramón met him out front. He reached a package up to Wes. “I know you are in a hurry to be on your way, señor... mi amigo.” He grinned. 

As Wes took the package, he nodded. “I am at that.” He stowed the package in a saddle bag, then felt in his pocket for a coin. He offered it to Ramón. “This cover it?”

Without looking at the coin, Ramón slipped it into his pocket. “Gracias, mi amigo. Y gracias para todo. Thank you for everything.” 

Wes leaned down and offered his hand. As they shook, Wes said, “Y gracias at tu, mi amigo, y para todo.” 

Wes turned Charley and waved.

Ramón waved. “Vaya con dios, mi amigo.” 

Wes nudged Charley into a canter and they rode south out of town.

* * * * *
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Eventually the trail led into another small town with only a single cross street. A large, round, whitewashed well was centered in that junction. Around the base of it was a public watering trough, a sign of a friendly town. Wes reined-in and took off his hat. He pulled a bandanna from his pocket and mopped his brow, then put his hat back on. He nudged Charley forward in a walk as he looked about. 

In the distance, near the other end of town, a dust cloud followed a few children as they ran, playing with a large wooden hoop. They raced alongside it, keeping it moving with the sticks. Their laughter seemed out of place in the oppressive heat. A small dog was running with them, occasionally nipping at the hoop. There was nobody else on the street. 

The buildings were all of adobe brick. Occasionally off the side of the main adobe structure was a lean-to with saguaro-skeleton uprights and an interwoven ocotillo-branch roof. At the far end of town was what appeared to be a small Spanish mission with buttressed adobe walls and large, plain wooden double doors. The chapel seemed in disrepair, and one door was hanging half-open.

At the trough, Wes reined-in and dismounted. He removed both canteens from where they were hanging from the pommel of his saddle and filled them, then put them back. He looked about again for a moment, then cupped his hands and drank. Then he took off his hat and splashed water over his neck and face before putting his hat back on. The hatband was so slick with sweat that it slipped into place easily.

“It is good to see you, señor.”

Wes spun, his Colt suddenly in his hand.

The man raised both hands about shoulder high, but laughed lightly. “Ahh... so you are searching for something, eh? Or perhaps riding away from something?”

Wes studied the man’s eyes for a brief moment, then eased the hammer down as he returned his revolver to the holster. “Sorry. Been alone on the trail for awhile.” He gestured toward the other end of town. “Nobody about but those kids, so I thought—” 

The man laughed again as he lowered his hands. “I understand, señor. But it is siesta. The sun is at its happiest. When it smiles this brightly we lesser creatures,” and he made a small running figure in the palm of his left hand with two fingers from his right, “we scurry into hiding for awhile.” He shrugged. “It is only the smart thing to do.” He looked at Wes as if to appraise him. “But you are aware of these things. You are traveling from Texas, no?”

Wes nodded and grinned. “I am, but it’s been a long trip by way of New Mexico Territory and Arizona Territory.” He looked about again. “There a cantina around here?”

“Oh yes, yes... I am just on my way to open it again after siesta.” He turned his head and pointed. “You see the long building there? When I can manage some paint, on the side it will read Canotea Cantina: Carlos Salazár, Proprietor.” He grinned, then started away, but stopped and looked back. He gestured to Wes to follow him. “Please, bring your horse, señor. You can leave him out back. There is a shelter to get him out of the happy sun for awhile, and he will have a friend with whom he can discuss the world as it is today. He is welcome to share the alfalfa y avena.”

“Thanks, señor Salazár. I’m Wes Crowley.” He pointed at his horse. “That’s ol’ Charley. We appreciate your hospitality, and I know he’ll be grateful for the oats.”

As they walked, Carlos looked at Wes. “So who are you seeking, señor? I think he did not come this way. There have been no strangers here in a very long time... even months.”

Wes laughed. “Nah, I’m not looking for anybody.” He looked around for a moment, then back. “Truth is, I was looking for awhile... a good while, but I finally gave it up.”

Carlos nodded. “Of course... of course.” In front of the cantina, he stopped and gestured. “You can take your friend around that way. There’s a section of fence where you can leave the saddle. Come in through the back door and I will have your cerveza ready.”

Wes looked at him and nodded. “Okay, thanks.” Then he led Charley up an alley alongside the cantina.

Past the back corner of the cantina, across a small courtyard was an ancient adobe barn. The walls were three feet thick. Attached to the near outside wall was a lean-to shelter. A loosely woven ocotillo branch roof was supported by five narrow posts across the front. A small corral extended away from the back of the lean-to and the side of the barn. 

The lean-to was divided by rail fences into four stalls. Each was more of a pen, large enough for two horses to stand abreast or for one to turn around comfortably. The first three stalls had a straw floor and generally smelled of hot dust with a slight scent of stale urine around the edges. 

Across the front of the last stall, an extra old splintered rail served as a gate. Inside that stall were several hand-tied bales of alfalfa hay. The air in the stall smelled of heat and the green dust of alfalfa. In the back corner was a large vat of dried oats. In that corner the bland aroma of grain mixed with the dusty green. 

Another horse was in the third stall. Wes grinned. Must be the friend Carlos mentioned. Charley’ll have some company. He led Charley into the second stall and removed his saddle. He set it heavily on the fence of the stall, then removed his saddle bags and draped them over the saddle. 

He went into the final stall and got a flake of hay and a small bucket of oats for Charley. After he’d repositioned the splintered rail, he went back to Charley’s stall and retrieved his carbine from the saddle scabbard. “Charley, you enjoy chatting with your new friend here and I’ll see you in an hour or two.” 

Wes crossed the small courtyard on a well-traveled track. As he stopped at the back door, dust hovered around his boots. 

When he worked the wooden latch, it was warm in his hand, but stepping into the cantina was like walking into a cave. The air was easily ten degrees cooler inside than out. It smelled of dust, old candles and oiled mesquite wood. The lighting was dim, just diluted sunlight filtering through a few slit windows cut high into the north and south walls. He stopped just inside the back door to let his eyes adjust. 

The cantina was small. Boots had worn a polished path in the heavy wood-plank floor from the front door to where he was standing. Another path ran along the front of the small bar, which lay to his left. Between him and the front door were seven tables, each with one or two chairs, four to the right of the path and three to the left. The walls were barren save for small random craters left by bullets, evidence of previous, more stressful times.

Two men were talking quietly over beers at a table near the door to the left. One was sitting alone, leaning back against the wall to the right. He looked as if he might be asleep. Wes watched him for a long moment, then glanced in the direction of the bar. 

Carlos was there, leaning on the bar, each hand guarding a large ceramic container of beer. He raised his right hand and gestured to Wes. “Come, my new friend. Wash away some of the dust. We might have to charge you a fee if you carry too much of it with you when you continue on your journey.”

Wes crossed to the bar and grinned. “Don’t mind if I do.” He took a sip of the lukewarm beer, then turned and leaned against the bar so the whole room was open to him. 

The men at the table near the front door were still talking, and one laughed quietly. They seemed to take no notice of the newcomer. The other man was still leaning back against the wall in his chair. A filled holster rode slightly above his right hip. A man used to needing his gun while seated, Wes thought. 

A bit of dust filtered down from overhead into a dim ray of sunlight and Wes glanced up. Heavy beams supported a porous roof of interwoven ocotillo branches. Through it he caught the movement of a bird flitting to and from a nest. Wes gestured with his chin and glanced at Carlos. “Interesting ceiling. That a problem when it rains?”

Carlos grinned. “Not so much as we would like. Perhaps a few drops filter through here and there, but it evaporates before it hits the floor. But the ocotillo allows the heat to escape. It rises back to the sun only to shine down again tomorrow. ” He shook his head. “It is like the water rising back to the clouds. Except that the sun remains here and the water moves off to rain somewhere else. Of course, one year we had a flash flood, you know.” He tapped the tip of his forefinger on the bar. “Right here in Canotea.”

Wes had listened to this sort of storyteller before. “You don’t say....” He took a drink of his beer. “Was it a big one?”

“Oh yes... yes.” He shrugged. “You know, it was a huge event for around here. So little happens here on any given day.” He took another drink of his beer, then wiped his palm across his lips. He leaned to his right and reached for a bar towel that looked as if it used to be the back of a shirt. His gaze never left Wes’ face. “Did you notice how flat is the ground just north and east of our poor village?”

Wes nodded. “Matter of fact I did.”

Carlos’ eyes twinkled and he wagged one finger in the air. “Not a ripple out there. And you wondered how we could have a flash flood here with no arroyo, eh? Nothing to channel the water?”

Wes ginned. “You know, that exact thought occurred to me only a few seconds ago.”

Carlos said, “Oh but we did have a large arroyo, señor, at one time. It was narrow but very, very deep. You know, the local ranchers even talked about putting a fence along the edge. That arroyo was so deep, if a steer fell in, he would die of old age and the meat would rot before he hit the bottom.”

To the left of the bar, the men at the table near the front door had stopped talking. They were looking toward Carlos, and both were grinning. 

The other man had set the front of his chair on the floor again and he was listening as well.

Wes whistled quietly. “Whew! Now that is one deep arroyo! I’d like to see that for myself. Where’d you say that is again?” 

Carlos’ attention was drawn suddenly to an imaginary spot on the bar. He wiped it with the towel. “Well, it was just north and east of town here. But it’s not there anymore, not since the flash flood.” Carlos looked at the bar and shook his head slowly, then looked up at Wes again. “Oh señor, it was a grim, grim day. 

“Now you must remember,” he said, and wagged his finger side to side, “it never rained here in this town, not even one drop! Here the sun is far too happy here, far too much of the time. But it rained very hard in the mud hills and the lava plains to the north and east.” 

He whipped the bar towel over his shoulder and put both hands on the bar. “Well it rained and it rained and it rained, and soon the ground up there was soaked.” He leaned back. “Oh yes... that’s how flash floods happen, you know. There is no more room in the ground for the water, so it becomes angry and rushes away.”

Wes nodded, the grin still resident. “I’ll bet.”

“Well, this water was very angry. The water built up, bigger and bigger, deeper and deeper, striving to get into the ground. And the deeper it got, the more agitated it became. Finally, when it could stand no more agitation, it shoved aside the few large rocks that were standing guard. 

“The water rushed hard from the mud hills and straight down over the lava plains, picking up speed! Faster and faster it came, faster and faster! It came on so fast, señor, that it was pulling some clouds along behind it. And still it went faster. Soon it was moving so fast that some of the water around the edges of the flood evaporated from the friction of rubbing against the air! 

“And then wham!” He clapped his palms together. “It slammed into our poor arroyo with such force that it washed the whole thing right through the center of our town!” He picked his bar towel from his shoulder and wiped a bit of beer from the bar. Then he stopped and held up one finger. “And did you know, even after being slowed by hitting the arroyo, the water came through so fast that nothing in the town even got wet.”

Wes shook his head, his eyes wide for Carlos’ benefit. “Now that must’a been somethin’ to see. An’ nobody got washed away?”

Carlos frowned. “It was siesta, señor.” He shrugged. “We were all asleep.” He held up one finger. “But one goat that had been tied near the church did not fare so well.”

“So if you were all asleep, how did you know it happened?”

“That is a fair question, señor. The goat I spoke of? He was stuck up to his belly in mud over a mile away.”

“So even with all that water, it didn’t wash that ol’ goat on down to the sea?” 

Carlos looked up. “Oh no no no, señor. That would be the logical conclusion, but then with the goat gone, with the water gone, and with all evidence of its passing gone, how could I prove or disprove my story? Yet the truth of this story you can prove for yourself.”

Wes grinned. “I’m listenin’.” 

“Well, señor, as you will see when you ride south from our village, the flooding waters slammed the arroyo up against the mountains with such force that it created a ramp. We found the goat in the upper reaches of that ramp.” Carlos shrugged. “You see, the water itself rushed up the ramp. We thought we were going to witness a miracle of rains.” 

Wes frowned. “I thought all this happened during siesta? And a miracle of rains?”

Carlos quickly nodded. “Oh sí, sí señor. But the noise of the water rushing past awoke the good citizens and ended our siesta quickly. We all rushed outside to see what was going on. And there was the back end of the flood, a good thirty feet high, going away, and the poor goat bobbing in its roiling eddies. 

“Well, the water, it rushed up the ramp in a frenzy. It deposited the goat and then flew up and up, higher and higher, up and over the mountain. I tell you, we thought perhaps at least the poor folks on the other side of the mountain would get a good drenching, a miracle of rains. 

“But no!” He slapped one palm on the bar. “Before the water could come down again, it all evaporated.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that.”

The two men near the door laughed, then gestured to Carlos, indicating they needed more cerveza.

Wes nodded and grinned. “I expected it was somethin’ like that.” 

Carlos glanced at him. “Ahh yes, yes... it is always something like that, is it not? What appears to be well in hand is gone to dust or air or mist.” He shook his head. “It is a sorry place to be in life.” 

He noticed the men at the front table calling for service. “Forgive me but I must tend to my customers.” He slung the bar towel over his shoulder, dipped beer from a barrel into two clean ceramic mugs, and took them to the men.

* * * 
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When Carlos returned from serving the men at the front table, he looked at Wes and said quietly, “Now, my new friend, let’s talk about your search.”

Wes sipped his beer, then shook his head. “Nothin’ to talk about. Like I said before, I gave it up when I crossed into Mexico.”

“Yes, I remember.” He adjusted his elbows on the bar and quieted his voice. “When I asked ‘who’ you were searching for, you did not correct me so I know it was a man. Is that true?”

Thinking perhaps Carlos was leading up to another story, Wes grinned. “Or a woman, perhaps.”

His gaze remaining on Wes, Carlos shook his head. “No, it was not a woman. A man wears a different look when he’s searching for a woman.” 

“Well, yes, it was a man... but the search is over.” He sipped at his beer, then looked at Carlos and frowned. Quietly, he said, “Why am I talking to you about this? Why do you care?”

Carlos shrugged. “You need to talk perhaps. I need to listen.”

Wes looked at him for a long moment. “You know, when I was searching... well, a thing like that’ll eat a man up if he lets it. My search... that search... it is over.” 

Carlos nodded. “It is well, my friend. So the situation was remedied then.”

“Yes... remedied.”

“And so you found this man who was both enemy and friend.”

Wes sipped his beer and nodded. Then he set down his mug and leaned closer to Carlos. Quietly, he said, “Why do you call him both my enemy and my friend? I’ve told you nothing about him.”

Carlos nodded. “That is a fair question. As I hone my own senses, so do you wish to hone yours. Very well. I know because, as you said, you searched for this man for over a year, verdad?”

“Yes.”

Carlos shrugged. “A year is a very long time to search for a man when you are indifferent to whether you will find him. That tells me this man had made a large difference in your life.”

Wes took a drink of his beer. “Okay so far. You have any whiskey?”

“No señor, only the cerveza. It is good, no?”

“Sure is. Can I get another?”

Carlos dipped another mug of beer and sat it before Wes. “Also, you are a very determined man, my friend. I have seen your kind before. A good man, but very determined.” Carlos paused for a long moment, then said quietly, “Tell me, was your friend also a Texas Ranger?”

Wes’ eyes grew wide. “How’d you know—”

Carlos waved him off. “Only a lucky guess. You are quick with your gun and unafraid. You are honest and believe yourself in the right. So that makes me believe this man, he was your friend and your colleague before he became your enemy. Also, he was in the lead on the chase, so I would guess he betrayed you.” He paused. “And yet the search went on for over a year.”

Wes was becoming annoyed. “Well hell, he had an eight-month head start.”

Carlos picked up Wes’ first mug, dipped it into a vat of water, then dumped it and began drying it with the bar towel. “Yes... a head start that you gave him, señor.” 

“And? What’s your point?”

Carlos shrugged. “You asked why I called him both enemy and friend. If the man were only an enemy, you would have caught him and disposed of the problem long ago. I think it would not have taken a year. You searched for him for a very long time, but part of you, maybe in your heart, always hoped you would not find him.”

Wes looked at him. “Well enemy or friend or both or neither—” He stopped and shook his head, obviously frustrated. “If that’s true, why in the world would anyone search for a year for a man he didn’t want to find?”

Carlos’ voice was quiet and kind. “Because you had to search for him, señor. Because of the betrayal, you had to search for him. You wanted to learn the truth of his betrayal... but you did not want to learn the truth.”

Wes laughed quietly, but the sound was tinged with bitterness. “All right, as long as we’ve come this far, let’s get on with it. Why did I both want to learn the truth and not want to learn the truth?”

Carlos leaned forward slightly and looked at Wes until their gazes locked. Quietly, kindly, he said, “Because you did not want to kill him.” He stopped for a moment but still seemed to study Wes. “And I think you did not. For that I am glad.”

Wes nodded and looked away for a moment. 

Carlos continued, still in confidence. “So if my senses are correct—and very often they are not—but if they are correct, your search... well, that search... is over because it came to an end. You found the man and he is dead... but I think he died as your friend once again. That part of him, I think, remains with you. The other fell away, to treachery I think.” 

Wes wiped quickly at his eyes. In a muted tone, he said, “He was shot in the back by a man he’d hired.”

“And that man was killed as well, yes? But not by you.”

Wes nodded. 

Carlos shook his head, as if in resignation. “Fate begets fate, my friend. But it is good that the circle is now closed. And now you can continue on your new search.”

Wes took a long drink of his beer. “Maybe... maybe so. Seems to me you’re a wise man, Carlos.”

Carlos shrugged. “I talk a great deal. Over the course of a day I say many words. It is inevitable that I will say something right at one time or another.”

Wes spent the night in a spare room in Carlos’ home. The following morning after a pre-dawn breakfast of fried eggs, chorizo and tortillas, Wes saddled up.

When he was ready, he offered his hand. As they shook, he said, “Carlos, I appreciate your hospitality. I hope someday I can return the kindness you’ve shown me.”

“I think you have many trails to ride, Wes Crowley, and I think they will be full of surprises. I envy you, señor. I wish always the wind is at your back and the skies are fair ahead.”

Wes frowned. “Thanks. That’s an old sailor’s toast ain’t it? Somethin’ like that.” 

Carlos smiled and nodded. “Something like that, señor. One never knows which turns a road will take. The secret, I think, is to be aware of their passing and enjoy them all.”

Wes nodded. “I believe you’re right about that. Well, thanks again. I’m honored to count you among my friends.”

“And I you, mi amigo. Adios.”

“Adios.”

* * * * *
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When Wes had been on the trail south at a fairly leisurely pace for a little less than two weeks, the landscape and even the air itself had begun to change. A breeze rushed east to west every evening, and the air in that breeze was warm and dusty and filled with things other than air. The following morning another breeze would bring the air back from the west, and it seemed to have been cleaned. It was clear and fresh, unburdened with weight and a joy to breathe. 

The mountain range to his east disappeared as Manuel had said it would. He continued south, a vast gulf to his east, and the range reappeared to his left front. It was almost as if a friend and companion had returned. 

Soon the smaller cacti—the prickly pear, cholla and others—became smaller and less plentiful. The larger cacti were different too. The mighty saguaro had dominated the landscape for many days, but it had slowly been replaced by organ pipe cacti, a thinner, spinier cousin. 

The range grass was taller too, and it seemed to be growing thicker with every mile. The mesquite and acacia had all but faded to memory, though the creosote was still plentiful. The sun was hot, but it didn’t seem oppressive. Carlos should be here, Wes thought, and grinned. This truly is a happy sun. He continued south but began to tack slightly southwest.

What Carlos had said about Wes’ situation with Mac was still stuck in his mind. The man was right. Mac had been both enemy and friend, and in the end the friendship had won out. Maybe I did wait eight months to make sure Mac would have time to get away. 

The captain had denied his request to go after Mac immediately, but if he’d really wanted to, he could have just left, especially with Four Crows no longer being a threat. It’s what he’d ended up doing anyway. Did I really not want to catch him all along? 

Maybe I wanted to be sure Rob Corazol was really ready. He shook his head. That wasn’t right. Corazol had almost three years as a Ranger by the time Wes left. He wasn’t an old hand, but he knew most of what he needed to know. 

Then there was Will Granger, who was pretty much the same as Corazol but with only a little over a year’s experience. Still, he’s a quick study. Guy’s no slouch. He’s a good tracker, he’s good with a gun, and for the most part he’s level headed. 

He shook his head again, forced to face the truth. Fact is, I could’ve left right after Mac left. There were no excuses. 

A feeling settled over him. Perhaps everything had happened exactly as it was supposed to happen. He had accomplished a lot during the time Mac was on his “head start,” as Carlos had called it. 

He’d trained a lot of people in tracking and shooting, including young people around Amarillo.

He’d tracked down and killed Walking Man, a renegade who, had he continued unchecked, would have brought dishonor on what remained of the proud Comanche Nation and untold misery on settlers. Wes thought, Though sure as hell never at personal risk to himself. Wes shook his head.

And most importantly, for the first time in his life he’d known true love. Unfortunately, because of Walking Man and his hatred, Wes had also learned how it feels to have his heart ripped from his chest but be left alive. 

Other than the loss of Marisól, he had no regrets. 

He thought of her. As always, as she passed through his mind it caused him to smile. Marisól... my beautiful Marisól.... 

For a moment he was sitting on his horse in front of her house about to leave. 

She was standing on the front edge of the porch, her left hand just above her shoulder, gripping the upright. Her dress flowed almost to the porch, and her long black hair cascaded down her back. All except that one strand that kept escaping. 

Wes grinned. That one strand that lay along her forehead. He was constantly brushing that one strand of hair behind her ear. She was smiling, radiant, beautiful. 

Beautiful. My beautiful Marisól... I will never forget you. 

He sighed heavily and cleared his throat, then leaned forward in the saddle and patted Charley on the neck. “Big ol’ bagga worms, ain’t it Charley? Y’know, Miss Marisól Martinez and you might be the only real friends I’ve ever had. And she might be the only real truth I’ve ever known.” 

He shook his head. “Sure wish I’d stopped in Portales to talk with her brother.” Then he thought back to another time, a conversation they’d had. He grinned and patted Charley again. “Then again, she told me everything I need to know.” 

His thoughts drifted back to that conversation on her front porch. 

Wes had just returned from his first train trip. The first leg had been during the day, but the return trip was at night. He warned her that she would never want to ride a train at night. 

As he recalled, the trip to Dalton, Texas, to quell a budding riot had been an altogether terrible experience, but not because of the riot itself. On the way up to Dalton, he and Will Granger had enjoyed the ride. It was daylight and they were anticipating what might transpire when they got to Dalton. 

They’d settled the matter in short order and caught the next train, a turn-around, back to Amarillo. But the ride back was terrible. 

The train was noisy and loud. It smelled of heavy, unnatural scents. It was open so that anyone on the train might have access to your private property at any moment. How could anyone sleep in such conditions and leave their gear unguarded? For all of those reasons, even attempting to sleep while on board was a lost cause.

He’d conveyed all of that to Marisól, and she, in her calm, beautiful way, had merely laughed, dismissing his fears. 

“I have ridden many trains at night when I was still in Mexico,” she’d said. 

When she was a girl, her father was a politician. He represented a rural area on the Pacific coast of Mexico in the state of Guerrero. He had traveled regularly from there to Mexico City and back, always by train, and sometimes she had ridden along. 

“We lived in a beautiful fishing village,” she’d said. “It was filled with a great deal of magic for those who had the eyes to see and the ears to hear.” 

He smiled as an idea began to form. “Well Charley, let’s hope we can find some of that magic.” He urged Charley into a canter. His new search had begun. 

At least this one had a firm destination.

* * * * *
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From the time the Sierra Madre range had reappeared to the east, Wes and Charley had been tracking south-southwest. Wes was vaguely aware of the change in direction although it hadn’t been a conscious choice. 

The third day he encountered a stream. He forded it at the earliest opportunity, thinking it might become a more formidable barrier farther along to the southwest. But as he forded the stream, he felt a connection, almost as if his own lifeblood was flowing through it. 

He stopped, leaned down and dipped his cupped hand into the water, then brought it to his lips and drank. It was cold and clear and very good. Happy, he thought. Like the happy sun, this is a happy stream... joyful. And as the thought occurred, the stream gurgled as if in agreement and approval.

Fish were flitting playfully through the depths. Though usually they would fall silent at the approach of a human, crickets continued chirping on the bank. The water itself was cold, but a warm, comfortable sensation washed through Wes. It ushered in a calm that was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He hadn’t felt such peace since he’d last sat with Marisól on her front porch. 

Then another thought occurred, an epitome, perhaps the strongest, most obviously truthful thought he’d ever experienced. In all my life, I’ve always been a visitor. I’ve never been home. He shook his head lightly. “I was almost home with Marisól, Charley, and I didn’t even realize it. If I had only—” His voice broke. “Well... now I’m almost there again. I won’t mess it up this time.” 

He had hoped to find Marisól’s father, her family, and tell them of her life to the north. He would tell them how much she had meant to him, how much he had loved her. And he would tell them of her fate. He had hoped they would welcome him, that they would talk with him at length, teach him everything about her. He had hoped to reclaim her through them. He had hoped—

And Marisól herself came to him. She settled over him, her warmth beginning in his mind. 

He shuddered in the saddle and closed his eyes as she filtered slowly down through his shoulders and arms and hands, through his chest and abdomen and legs. Charley became very still beneath him.

Her voice was soft and quiet, as if born on the gentle morning breeze that was wafting up along the stream. “My love... my heart... mi corazón... no more striving for what has been... no more searching... the more strongly you look the less you will see... mi amor, mi corazón gentil, ride and talk and live and love... accept what comes and laugh as we have laughed... I will be with you always....”

He and Charley remained rooted, Wes striving to hold onto the moment. Then a calm washed through him again, and at last he understood. 

He must let go. The search was over. The less his focus, the more he would find. From the time he rode out of the stream, there would be only discovery, only life. He would meet her father, her family, if such a meeting was meant to be. 

His eyes still closed, a tear crept down his left cheek. Wes murmured, “Adios, mi corazón... para ahora, adiós, mi Marisól.” 

He remembered what Carlos had said, and he more fully understood that as well. “We have many trails to ride, Charley... and they will be full of surprises... full of life.” He gently nudged Charley with his heels. “Well, we’d best get on with it.”

He walked Charley up and out of the stream onto the south bank. There they turned southwest again. It just seemed right. 

* * * 
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As Wes followed the stream, the sense of comfort and safety remained. Certainly his experience while fording the stream had given birth to his new life. The time he spent riding southwest along the bank seemed like his second early childhood. It was as if he was clinging to his new mother’s skirts for safety until he grew accustomed to this new world. 

A couple of days later, the trail along the bank began to show more signs of use, and a day or two after that, it seemed a plainly marked, well-worn path. 

A little over a week after he’d crossed the stream, he rose in his camp just before first light and stoked the embers on the fire from the night before. He dipped his coffee mug into the stream, dropped in some coffee grounds wrapped in a cloth, then set the cup on the live embers to boil. When his coffee was ready, he moved nearer the stream and sat on the trunk of a fallen cottonwood. 

The morning seemed different somehow. He sipped his coffee gingerly. As he waited to understand, he watched the moonlight sparkle where the stream gurgled over a few large rocks. Soon it will be time to turn south again. He frowned at the thought. Marisól? He waited. No, it had just been him facing reality. Soon it would be time to leave the stream and the gentle transition from his old life into the new one. 

Won’t be easy. I like it here. But he knew better. Here ain’t where I’m supposed to be. Something’s... something’s waiting.... He sipped a little more coffee, then emptied the cup into the stream. He squatted at the bank for a long moment, his forearms resting on his knees as he looked at the rushing water, listened to its gentle murmuring. Finally he reached to rinse his cup. He straightened, turned away and began breaking camp. 

When he’d saddled Charley and secured his saddle bags and blanket roll, Wes mounted and they continued southwest. 

Not quite an hour later, just before the sun peeked up over the horizon, the stream suddenly veered to the west-northwest. Of course, it was merely meandering as all streams do, but a strange feeling came over Wes. 

He pulled lightly on the reins. “Whoa, Charley.” I couldn’t just turn south so the stream turned north... or maybe I wasn’t supposed to turn south... maybe this is the road I’m supposed to be on. 

He looked to his right. The stream turned back to the southwest some distance ahead, but well within the range of his vision. He smiled. A loving mother would move away for the good of her child, but still remain within range in case the child needed her. Maybe it’ll veer back closer a bit later on, he thought, but realized probably it would not. 

No... that time has passed. A sense of anxiety filled his chest for a moment, and just as quickly the memory of Marisól’s voice came to him again: No more striving for what has been. There was a gentle smile behind the voice.

He nodded. Okay... okay... time to wean. He forced an uneasy grin. His time with the stream was over. It was time for his journey of discovery to begin. 

As the stream had veered hard right, the trail continued to the southwest, but it had become more of a road, with two parallel tracks leading off into the distance. It seemed welcoming, as if providing a gentle transition from the comfort and safety of the stream. 

He glanced at the stream a final time, then nudged Charley and set out along the road. 

He had expected an emptiness to settle over him once he’d left the stream. Instead, although he sensed its absence, he was filled with an excitement and a calm kind of joy. Quietly, as much to reassure himself as for any other reason, he said, “Everything’s gonna be all right, Charley.”

Over the next few miles the road became smoother but traversed several small hills, each a little higher than the last. A little over an hour after they and the stream had parted company, they ascended what turned out to be the final hill for awhile. It seemed a little steeper than the previous ones. 

At the top, Wes reined-in, awe struck. His eyes grew wide and he whistled quietly. “Charley, you ever seen anything like that before? Even in your wildest horse dreams?”

Charley neighed quietly and shifted to one side beneath him.

Before and below them lay an entire world with land, houses and people. The entire scene was framed by the magnificent Pacific Ocean. 

Perhaps a half-mile away, houses were nestled in a village around a small bay. Their warm whitewashed walls and red tile roofs provided a pleasant contrast against the cold grey-blue of the sea. 

He let his gaze follow the road. About a third of the way into town, it forked. Each fork led through the houses to a different part of the bay, north and south. From the north side of the bay, the road continued north, winding along the coast. From the south side, it continued south. 

In the bay itself, small and colorful one- and two-masted boats bobbed in the gentle current. A wharf lined the interior of the bay, forming a cup. Along the outer edges of the wharf were permanent tables. 

Wes had read about such wharves. The tables would be used by the fishermen to clean and display their catch for sale. A fishing village? Marisól’s village? But no. He shook his head. Manuel said it would take months to reach Guerrero.

On the other side of the strand, thin clouds stretched in various shades of pink and orange and yellow across the early morning silver of the western sky. Beneath it, the sea was rushing in, the waves folding over themselves or breaking on massive rocks, then lazily filtering up over a seemingly endless beach. Then, the waves’ energy spent, they were drawn just as lazily back down the beach to rejoin the wholeness of the sea. Even at this distance, the sound of the waves crashing on rocks filtered up to Wes and was soothing. 

He finally tore his gaze away from the pastoral scene of the village and the ocean just beyond it. Pressing against the stirrups, he rose in the saddle and craned his neck to look along the strip of land to the south, then back to the north. It was at least a half-mile wide in either direction, and miles away it disappeared into the horizon north and south. 

He thought he might never again see such an awe-inspiring sight.

Charley shifted beneath him again and shuffled a bit to the left.

“I’m sure it’s nothing to be worried about,” he said, and leaned forward to pat Charley on the neck. He looked again up and then down along the coast. “Sure is pretty.” He looked for another long moment, then said, “C’mon, Charley, let’s take a closer look.” He nudged Charley with his heels and they followed the road down the hill and into the village.

* * * * *
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On the near edge of the village was a blacksmith shop and livery stable. It reminded Wes of the one in Canoso, and he halfway expected to see Manuel come walking out. He reined-in Charley out front and dismounted. 

A small, bent, white-haired Mexican man came out. 

Definitely not Manuel. Wes grinned.

His broad, friendly smile revealed that he was missing a few teeth. “Sí señor?” He stopped and looked at Wes for a moment, saw that he was norteamericano. “Ahh... you are some distance south of home, señor.... How may I help you?” 

Wes smiled. “Might seem that way, but actually I’m headed south and gettin’ closer to home every day.” He gestured toward town. “There a cantina in town? Maybe a place to sleep for the night?”

The old man nodded. “Oh sí, señor. Both in one place. The cantina also has rooms in the back.” He shrugged. “Only a few I think, but we get very few visitors.”

“Gracias. You have room to put up ol’ Charley here for a day or two?”

“Oh sí, or three or four or more.” He grinned again. “I don’t get many visitors here either.”

“Well, gracias tambien.” He handed over Charley’s reins. “And feed him hay, and oats if you have it. Guess I’ll go explore the village.” 

The old man nodded. “Sí, señor. Hay and oats.” He pointed. “Down that way a little ways, the road will fork. To the left are houses and the bahia sur. To the right are more houses and the bahia norte. Each leads to the other. In the fork you will see the cantina and behind it, the church and then some more houses.”

Wes grinned. “Thanks.” He started toward the cantina.

* * * * *
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The cantina was the same typical, low, whitewashed adobe structure Wes had become accustomed to. Unlike the one in Canotea, this one had a tile roof to fend off the rain that occasionally blew in off the ocean. This one, like most of the others, had very thick walls and very small windows to keep the heat at bay. Whereas many others had only a curtain for a door, though, this one had a heavy wooden door with a cross-shaped window carved into it at shoulder height. 

Wes had seen similar defensive windows cut into the wooden walls and doors of settlers’ homes on the prairie back in north Texas. The occupant could extend the barrel of a rifle or shotgun through the cross and bless those on the other side with a bullet or a load of buckshot. 

The base of the part of the opening that formed the cross member of the cross was worn smooth as if it had seen regular use. He wondered how many attacks the occupants of this cantina had withstood in the past, and when. He worked the latch on the door, opened it and walked in. 

Like every cantina he’d ever entered, it was dark inside and smelled like old candle wax, but this one also smelled of the sea instead of the desert. He waited to allow his eyes to adjust. 

Several tables were scattered about the floor, each with two or three chairs. There were no customers. The north wall lay to the right. It had a single open window covered with a shutter into which had been cut the same cross pattern that was on the front door. 

The bar lay ahead of him across the back of the room. It attached to the wall on the right and was open at the left end. On the wall behind the bar at about the midpoint was an open doorway. Rounded at the top and thick, it looked forbidding, like the gaping maw of an angry cave. Beyond the left end of the bar a hallway disappeared into darkness. 

To the left lay the south wall. There were no windows, but in an attempt at decoration someone had folded a round fishing net in thirds, sewed it in that configuration and hung it from the wall. A straight line ran across the top of the wall a few inches below the ceiling, and another relatively straight line ran at an angle from the sharp end of the folded net almost to the floor. The rounded edge of the net faced the front door. The whole thing resembled a fan from someplace like the orient, or perhaps one a professional female Flamenco dancer would use when her castanets lay silent on the table. 

Wes approached the bar and laid down a coin. “Barkeep?”

Voices came from the void of the room behind the bar. The voice of a harried male, then a female who spoke tersely about something concerning “mas cerveza y whisky.” Then there was another quickly muttered statement by the male. 

In a moment, a short, round man hurried through the doorway. He was wearing khaki trousers and a white shirt. A bar rag was slung over one shoulder. He saw Wes and smiled. “Un norteamericano! Welcome, señor! Bienvenidos! What may I get for you?” He wagged one finger in the air. “This is a special day! We do not get many from so far away here in our poor little cantina,” and he spread his arms as if to embrace the entire room. 

Wes grinned. “Is the cerveza cold?”

“It is more cold than hot, señor.”

Wes nodded. “That’ll do.” 

The bartender turned away to get a mug of beer. In a moment, he set the mug on the bar in front of Wes.

Wes picked it up and sipped. “Very good. Muy bueno.” He glanced back toward the front door. “When do your customers begin to come in?”

Reynaldo shrugged. “At the end of the day, when the fishing is over and the boats are safe in the bay, then some will come in to relax and compare the terrible day they’ve had with each other.” He laughed. “Often they were on the same boat, yet they will tell of different terrible days.”

Wes grinned and nodded. “Same everywhere I reckon.” Then he asked what he really wanted to know. “So how far south is Guerrero from here?”

The little man put his hands on the bar and leaned forward. “The top or the bottom, señor?”

Wes frowned. “The top or—”

The bartender laughed. “Sorry señor. What I mean is, where in Guerrero do you need to be? In the north or south or somewhere in between? Guerrero is a very large place.” 

“Ahh... well, I guess that’s the thing. I don’t know for sure. I’m looking for the family of a woman. I have news to share with them, and I hope to get to know them. And they live along the coast in Guerrero.” He paused for a moment, trying to restrain himself. Then he gave up and raced ahead. “Well, I mean that’s where they lived when she was a little girl. And her father was a politician and he often traveled to Mexico City by train and sometimes she got to ride along. That’s why she wasn’t afraid of trains and that’s why she laughed. She thought I was being silly when—” He stopped and looked away for a moment, then looked back at the bartender. “Sorry... I’m sorry... she was a very beautiful woman and she was... very special to me.”

The bartender nodded. “Sí señor, I could tell that much. I wish I could help in a better way. I think this is your first time in Mexico, sí?”

“Yes... well, the first time deep in Mexico.”

“And you are here in Cazomél today because you are unsure of the location of the woman’s childhood home but you know it was on the coast, verdad?”

Heat began to crawl up Wes’ neck and cheeks. He nodded. “That pretty much sums it up.”

“It is all right, señor. Many men have done things much more foolish for love. What was the young woman’s name?”

“Well, you probably won’t know her. She was in Texas for a very long time, and she was a child in Guerrero a very long time ago.”

“Oh sí sí señor, I understand that. But you never know what you might find if you only keep your eyes and ears wide open. The more closely you look, the less around the edges you will see, verdad? And the more closely you listen, the more sounds will pass by you unnoticed.”

Wes looked at him. That’s exactly what Mari said in the stream. The less I focus, the more I will find. It had been so long since Wes had said her name to anyone else that he had trouble getting it out. “Her name was M-Marisól... Marisól Martinez... that’s all I knew.” He sounded defeated.

“Hmm... I do not know of a Marisól Martinez, but that is a beautiful name.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Mi esposa!” He turned back to Wes. “I will ask my wife whether she has heard of this woman.” With no sounds coming from the back room, he turned toward the cavernous doorway. “Mujer! Mi esposa, por favor!” 

In a flurry of red skirts she came bustling through the doorway as if in surrender, her arms raised over her head. Her posture was straining her yellow blouse over her more than ample bosom and abdomen. “Qué qué qué?” She saw Wes and a smile flashed across her face. Then she looked at her husband again, her voice a bit calmer. “Reynaldo, mi esposo, tengo mucho trabajo. I am very busy! What do you want?” 

He gestured toward Wes, who was taking a sip of his beer. “Este hombre—” He glanced at Wes and started over. “This man, he needs our help, Constancia. He is looking for the family of a woman named Marisól Martinez.” 

She glanced at Wes and nodded, then back at her husband. “What was her mother’s name?”

The man turned to Wes. “Señor, was there another name after Martinez? Perhaps con ‘de’ or ‘del’ or ‘de la’ in it?” 

Wes shook his head. “I’m so sorry. I just don’t know. I wish I could be more—” Then Mari, the idea of the image of Mari, came into in his mind. Her smile went all the way to her eyes and she was whispering something. He watched her beautiful lips form the soft words, and they lazily drifted across his mind. Wes received the message. He grinned. “How about Marisól Martinez de la Silva? That sound right?”

The little man stared at him. “You... you saw her, did you not? Just now? For a moment... for a moment your eyes went blank and your skin... señor, it glowed.”

Wes looked at him for a moment, then nodded. Quietly he said, “My love for her... it was very strong.”

Constancia crossed herself. “Bless you, señor. I am very sorry for your loss, but I know of no woman by that name in Cazomél.”

Wes nodded. “It’s all right... it’s all right. I think her family was from Guerrero anyway... and I guess that’s a ways south yet. Besides... she’s told me the less I focus the more I will find.”

The bartender slapped his own forehead. “Oh sí señor. You asked me for that information earlier. If you ride easy—”

“Reynaldo,” Constancia said as she looked at her husband and shook her head. “I will be in the back, working.” She looked at Wes. “Señor, I wish you luck in your travels and in your search. Vaya con dios.” And she disappeared through the doorway.

Reynaldo glanced after her. “I will be there shortly, my love.” Then he turned back to Wes. “If you ride hard and encounter no trouble, sleeping when you must and riding the rest of the time,” and he shrugged, “perhaps you will arrive in a month. Of course, the journey might also take much longer.”

Wes nodded. “I intend to ride directly but easy enough to see what all’s comin’ at me too. So I reckon it’ll take some time.”

Reynaldo lay his left arm across his ample belly, propped his right elbow on it and tapped his chin with his right index finger. “She said to you the less you focus the more you will find... still, you must reach Guerrero to begin to find what you are looking for.” 

He studied Wes for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, you are right to balance the riding with the seeing, I think. Perhaps it is the journey itself that your Marisól wants for you. Each moment and each day eases us from the past and prepares us for the future.”

Wes looked at him for a long moment, then nodded. “That’s what I’ll do then: ride south and practice not being in a rush.” He turned up his mug, draining the rest of his beer, then set it on the bar and proffered his hand. “Perhaps I’ll get back through here sometime.” 

Reynaldo shook hands with him. “I hope so, señor. You are always welcome here.” 

When he stepped outside, the sun was only a third of the way through its journey for the day. No reason at all I shouldn’t press on to the south. There’s nothing to find here. He glanced around. Cazomél... seems like a nice little town. Good feelin’ here. Maybe I’ll be back one day, but for now.... He stepped off the porch and headed back toward the livery stable.

* * * * *
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As he neared the stable, the small man hurried out to meet him. Charley was saddled and he looked rested. The man handed over the reins and grinned. “I thought perhaps our village would be too small, too quiet, and the horse, he seemed to agree.”

Wes smiled. “Not at all. Just a bit too far north, maybe. I’m headed toward Guerrero.”

“Ah, sí sí. That is a bit farther south. That is true. About a month, maybe two.”

Wes nodded. “That’s what Reynaldo said.”

“Ah, so you met Reynaldo. Good, very good. The only man in town who is not a fisherman of one sort or another.”

“How about you?”

“Oh no, I was out on the boats every day until my balance became too bad. Then I opened this little stable.” A distant look came to his eyes. “I love the sea. She is more enticing than any woman, and better for a man in almost every way.”

Wes said, “I hope you get to go out on her every now and then.” 

The man nodded. “That would be good, but it’s better that I serve on land now. I have the memories and she whispers to me all day and night.”

“How much do I owe you?”

The man shrugged. “A few pesetas only. The horse, he ate but there was no lodging.”

Wes nodded and handed him a one-dollar coin. “Gracias. This is for now and perhaps a bit for when I come back.”

The man looked at the coin and grinned. “I will be right here, señor.” 

Wes put one foot in the stirrup and swung himself up into the saddle. He waved as he turned Charley toward town. 

At the cantina he veered left, taking the road to the south side of the bay. There he reined-in and looked at the sea for awhile. He imagined the wharf with all of the boats docked, the fishermen turned vendors at the tables cleaning and hawking their catch, the wharf itself busy with people from the village and from other villages nearby. It would be interesting to see this place when the boats are here, he thought. But no boats were docked this early in the day, as he had expected, and he had seen none between him and the horizon. 

As he turned south he thought again about Marisól’s words back in the stream: No more striving for what has been... no more searching... the more strongly you look the less you will see... accept what comes and laugh as we have laughed. He compared that with what Reynaldo had said in the cantina. The more closely you look, the less around the edges you will see. The more closely you listen, the more sounds will pass by you unnoticed.

He was beginning to understand what Mari had meant. Letting go of the past, abandoning his search and easing his focus worked hand in hand, or would. If he focused too tightly he would find only what he thought he expected to find: links to Marisól’s past, her family’s memories of her and so on. Those were all wonderful things but they would only stoke the fires of his loneliness. Straining for what no longer existed would lead him to an empty life and eventually destroy him.

Reynaldo’s version, in hindsight almost a translation, clarified the part about easing the focus. If he didn’t look as closely he would see more; if he didn’t listen so closely he would hear more. He would find what he needed instead of only what he wanted.

And that led him to the last thing Mari had said in the stream. She had told him to accept what comes and laugh as they had laughed. Accept what comes and be happy. For a moment, intense sadness washed over him. But how? How can I




[image: image]


















































[image: image]



































































[image: image]













































[image: image]














































[image: image]


























[image: image]













































































































[image: image]


















































[image: image]














































[image: image]

























































[image: image]










































[image: image]







































[image: image]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
i Wes meﬂey Saga

: Part Two

: Five Books
rowley Series

>\\ South to Mexico
The M@:shal of Agua Perlado
The Battle of Tres Caballos

The Scent of Acacias
The Right Cut

riga S tanbrough





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





