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  BEAR WASH WAR

  
  





Rip Campbell was twenty-one this second day of the beef drive, when the black clouds hung low from Big Baldy to the Screwjack Halls far south.

And now and then, the clouds dropped marching veils of mist and fine rain, into which the big Meadowland steers plodded with lowered heads.

Twenty-one this day—and under a down-pulled black hat and gay, close-woven blanket poncho, Rip was singing as he spurred the chunky gray horse ahead toward Gene Dawes, who was riding point.

You could feel like singing on a day like this.

You didn’t care whether it was sleeting or snowing, raining or sunny, when you’d come twenty-one and half of a beef drive was your birthday present.

Half of six hundred and twenty-eight head, by the final tally, as they strung off the home ground for the leisurely two weeks’ drive to the Two Rivers shipping pens. Prime steers for the most part, with a few old mossy bulls and cows that had been hazed out of the Salt Creek breaks. Eli Walker had promised it three days ago, before riding to Bear Wash with the wagon and old Dudley Myers.

“You’re plenty man already, Rip, but it’ll be legal like afore Dudley and I meet the drive at Dripping Springs with the wagon.” Eli’s gnarled hand had reached for tobacco and brown papers as he growled. “Don’t seem no time since you was that tough, hungry little button that the blizzard blown in to help me and Dudley save them cattle.”

Rip had grinned reminiscently as he stood wiry and lean, gray eyes level with old Eli’s faded stare.

“Seems to me like it was a long time ago,” Rip had said. “A heap has happened since.”

Eli twisted the end of his smoke deliberately and lighted it before he spoke.

“Uh-huh. A heap. You was just shading twelve. I wasn’t but a busted-down old brusher squatter with a measly beef bunch that wasn’t even paid for. Bear Wash was half a dozen shacks, and free grass laid from the Baldy range to the Screwjack malpais.”

“I must’ve brought the rush,” Rip chuckled. “Look at Bear Wash now—six saloons, a bank, a sheriff, and a boot hill. Every time I ride out, I hear someone else has come into the country.”

Eli’s seamed old face had darkened at things he hated.

“Getting so a man can’t roll out of his boots and stretch without poking some stranger in the eye. Good thing I got here first and took my pick.”

Then Eli had shrugged.

“We’ve done all right, I reckon. The Meadowland has got grass and water, and the beef drive this year will bring us good cash money to bank. We’ve worked hard and et old jerky and bad beans long enough. The hard days is done. We’re in the tall grass and clover. And you’ve more than done your share. All them lean years without wages, same as Dudley and me. So I’m going to start you out a man with half the steer money in the Two Rivers bank in your name.” Rip had flared back quickly.

“Who wants any cash money in the bank? You think I’ve been hanging around for a big hunk of the fat meat?” Rip protested

“Shut up!” Eli had snapped. “I know what I’m doing! And like I told you-all this morning, I’m leaving you men to get the drive under way while I ride to Bear Wash with Dudley and the wagon. We’ll meet you at the Springs.”

“The way you cussed Bear Wash last time you come back,” Rip observed, “I wouldn’t figure you’d hone to see it before Two Rivers.”

“Don’t care if I never see it again!” Eli had growled. “Just looking at the place gets me feeling crowded. But I got business to do, and I might as well get it over with. Maybe you and me will ride on from Two Rivers after the steers is sold. It’s time a younger feller like you shoved cash money in his pocket and looked around. You been working too hard on the Meadowland for years now.”

“I been getting out. Last year I rode to El Paso and Santa Fe.”

“I ain’t asking where you been!” Eli had snapped. “I’m telling you what you’ll probably do. You ain’t big enough yet to stand and argue with me! I told you and that’s how it’ll be! Damn them shotgun pellets in my shoulder! It’s going to rain!”

Rip bit back a laugh.

That was old Eli, snorting and bellowing like a tailed-up bull for fear someone would find how soft he was inside.

But he knew.

Even now, as he spurred his gay through a spit of rain, Rip’s throat tightened at the thought of that birthday present.

Many a man worked hard all his life and never laid hands on so much money.

It was wealth for a young buster just twenty-one.

And hard to believe even now. Rip hadn’t expected it.

Years back, when that hard-shelled button wearing too-big hand-me-downs had ridden out of the storm on a stolen horse, the Meadowland sod cabin and the gaunt, stooped old brush buster had meant only warmth and grub for a few days until the weather faired.

Helping hold the sorry bunch of cows from a disastrous drift had been no more than even trade for grub.

But the “few days” had stretched into weeks, months, years.

The button and the Meadowland had grown together.

Old Eli Walker had been one of Quantrell’s riders, and before and after that a freighter, gambler, cowhand, handy with a gun from the Mexican settlements in California to the rip-roaring spot on Cherry Creek that had turned into the silver-and-cattle town called Denver.

Eli had come out of it all an old man with empty pockets, and pellets scattered in his tall, gaunt frame from one scar to another all to ache when the weather was bad.

But land and cattle of his own had done something to the old man.

Winter evenings when Eli told yarns of the past, he talked calmly, as a man might speak of things some other man had lived through.

But when he talked of the Meadowland, Eli’s faded, squinty eyes glowed and his voice grew eager.

“I had to live to be an old fool afore I dropped my loop on a good thing, button. A man ain’t a man until his feet stand hard on his own land. The Meadowland ain’t much now, but she’s getting bigger each year. Like you, button. Ain’t no telling what a young one or a good cow spread will grow into if they’re handled right. Just keep your eye peeled and watch.”

Staying around to watch the Meadowland grow had seemed natural to Rip.

Before a fellow knew it, the Meadowland was home, the Meadowland’s good luck and bad luck were part of life.

You sort of forgot that all men weren’t square and generous like old Eli, that life was wolf eat wolf, that when you grew up you were going to outwolf them all because of those early years when you’d been kicked around by bigger wolves.

Times you did think about it, you were confident you’d outwolf them all when old Eli didn’t need you anymore and you finally left the Meadowland.

You’d grown to handle guns in a way that made even Eli grunt with approval.

Your half-starved kid body had grown fast to lean, tireless manhood.

Eli didn’t know about that saloon trouble in El Paso last fall that would have ended in gun trouble if Campbell’s fists hadn’t beaten a border tough helpless, and then the tough’s partner, reeling and dazed, before either man could snatch his gun.

Eli and old Dudley and the newer hands—Gene Dawes, Stu Chance, Ozzie Delaware, Earl Crow, and Cy Perkins—never suspected the cold, wolfish delight that flooded Rip when he thought of that savage saloon fight that had left him cock of the walk and ready for more trouble.

Gun trouble if anyone asked for it.

The wolf pup had become a he-wolf ready for the pack.

But now, as Rip stopped singing and stared into the misty rain, throat tight at the thought of those steers that were his birthday present, he felt less like a he-wolf than at any time he could remember.

Eli had given more than prime steers, more than money in the bank, or friendship and hearty words.

A part of the old man had reached out to something in Rip that had been frozen, aloof, coldly vengeful ever since, as a terrified kid just coming eight, he had seen his mother butchered by renegades masquerading as raiding Kiowas.

As Rip rode up, Gene observed:

“You sure pick pretty weather to bust out singing like a canary. Better save it for your night trick in case we get thunder and lightning. Them old mossy backs is still mad and boogery and laying off to lead a run.”

“I’ve got plenty left over,” Rip chuckled. “Ain’t you heard this is a birthday?”

Gene hunched under his yellow slicker, wet hat brim drooping and water trickling off his long mustache as he grumbled.

“When you get old as I am, you’ll groan on your birthdays, kid. Eli knowed what he was about when he went around by Bear Wash with the wagon. Bet he’s bellied up to a dry bar now, swapping lies over a whiskey bottle.”

“Eli ain’t had a drink in years,” Rip reminded.

Gene shifted in the saddle and snorted.

“Ain’t because he didn’t want it. Eli’s been taking his liquor kick in building up his cow spread. And getting drier every year like a desert weed in a drought. When it comes time for rain, Eli’s dry roots is going to soak up everything in sight.”

Gene shook water off his mustache and chuckled grimly.

“I’ve seen them dry out like that before. And when they finally get set under a gentle pour of whiskey, they sprout flowers and green leaves and howl. I hear Eli talking about the hard days being over. If that ain’t medicine talk to break a drought, I never heard none. And I can spot a sly look in that old coon’s eye. He had something on his mind when he lit out for Bear Wash. It weren’t grub for us or dodging a wet saddle out here with the drive, either.”

“It’s your own tongue that’s hanging dry,” Rip grinned. “Bear Wash ain’t the place Eli would go to do his drinking. He ain’t liked Bear Wash since it grew up fast so close under his nose. If he was in Two Rivers, now, with the steers sold, you might be guessing right. Eli’s earned a case of liquor the way he’s worked and done without.”

“Why’d he have to go to Bear Wash, then?”

“Had business there. Maybe at the new courthouse.”

“Have it your way,” Gene shrugged. “We’ll know when we meet the wagon at Drippin’ Springs tomorrow night—Say, did you hear that?”

Two faint gunshots had come soggily through the mist veils hiding the brushy country through which the drive had just come. “Sounded like a signal!” Rip said, twisting in the saddle and staring back.

Ozzie Delaware and Cy Perkins, riding swing, were looking back also.

Several moments passed, and then two more shots rapped unmistakably far back of where Stu Chance was bringing up the drag.

“Trouble!” Gene jerked out























