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“It’s just bad luck,” Marv said. He was trying to make me feel better. The horse I’d ridden that afternoon had been a dud. He hadn’t put on a show. As a result, my score was lower than I deserved. One low-scoring round meant I didn’t win the saddle bronc event. 

I was disappointed and angry. “That horse killed my chance at what should have been decent money.”

“The horse you get is the luck of the draw.”

Jack and Marv were in better spirits. They had reason to be, seeing that they’d done pretty well in their events. But even if they had blown their rides, these two spent the miles we were shut up together arguing over stuff just like this.

“Over time you make your own luck,” Jack said. He was teasing Marv for being superstitious. Lots of cowboys are, but Marv didn’t even pretend he wasn’t. 

“No,” Marv said, shaking his head. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“Luck is out there,” Jack said. “How you think helps determine whether you attract good luck to you or you suck in bad luck like a vacuum cleaner sucks up dirt. That’s why some guys seem to have all the luck.”

Marv wasn’t buying it. Not at all. “Luck comes in waves,” he said. “You can’t predict it. Ain’t nothing you can do about it.”

“Good things do too,” Jack said. “Three is a strong number.”

“Death and accidents come in threes,” Marv said.

“Third time is the charm,” Jack said.

Marv looked at me. “No matter what Jack thinks, all the good thoughts in the world wouldn’t have made that horse buck any better than he did. All the good thinking wouldn’t have gotten you a different ride.”

We were on Interstate 25 coming south from Cripple Creek, Colorado where we’d entered the rodeo at the top of the world, as they call it. 

Me and Jack and Marv always traveled the rodeo circuit together. The work involves pretty steady traveling all over the southwest. All that traveling from one event to the next gets expensive and it makes sense to join up.

It was Jack, as I recall, who suggested we three team up. It meant company too, so we each chipped in and bought us a decent old car that would hold all our gear, and then we shared the costs of going from town to town. 

Sometimes, when the prize money was thin, we even shared a motel room. 

We got to know each other pretty well and mostly got along fine, although those two sure enjoyed their debates, as Jack called them. Jack always saw the bright side of things and figured if he played his cards right, he’d come out fine. Marv, superstitious as he was, tended to take that in a negative way. 

Luck cuts both ways. That was a sure thing. But beyond that, when it came to luck, or just how things worked, there wasn’t much that the two of them could agree on.

Rodeo cowboys do dwell a bit more than is healthy on such things. See, the life is what you’d call hazardous. I remembered once meeting Bobby Jack Allis, a champion bronc rider, which is what I do. We were at the airport at the same time. When you see another guy in a cowboy hat and boots, it seems to exert a pull. I wandered over and he introduced himself. Seeing as we were in the same line of work, we went to the bar and had a beer and a chat.

When we talked, he claimed that during the years it took him to win the championship he’d managed to break every bone in his body. “At least once,” he said. He didn’t have many teeth left, and he was just thirty-two, so I figured he was telling the truth. At least, it problem felt like he’d done that. 

Hell, I was just starting out on the pro circuit and I’d already had a few arm fractures, I broke a couple of fingers, and like most, I’d had a ton of minor injuries that didn’t hardly count.

One reason the trio that Jack put together was good, was that we entered different events. He rode bulls, I rode saddle broncs, and Marv rode bareback broncs. We didn’t compete head to head, and that helps keep the peace.

My partners had suffered their share of injuries too. Playing rough with animals that big... it doesn’t take much, just a horse smashing you against the side of the chute, nothing more than that, and something breaks or gets jammed. 

The rodeo pays you when you win. We don’t have no sick leave, so when you get hurt, you get the doc to patch you up and stay on the circuit. If you can’t ride, you find ways to earn enough to get by, maybe doing odd jobs until you heal enough to get back up on one of them critters.

Anyway, we got to a rodeo in Ruidoso and after we signed up and got back to the motel, Jack kept laughing. “I drew a bull named Bad Boy for the third round,” he said. 

“Never heard of him,” I said.

Jack nodded. “No sir, he’s a new one. They just brought him up from Mexico. But I’m telling you, I got a feeling that Bad Boy is going to make me some serious money when I take him all the way to the buzzer.” He laughed again. “I wonder if his real name is Malo Hombre.”

When Jack left to get some sandwiches and beer, Marv was agitated.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I don’t think he should ride that bull.”

I didn’t understand why that one bothered him. “That’s what he does.”

“This one’s different.”

“Why?”

Marv’s face got all scrunched up. “Jake’s got him a habit. See, he’s always calling the bulls bad boys. That’s what I mean by calling them out. He calls them that until he rides them, then he tells them they ain’t so bad at all. He’s begging for a real bad boy, and here he is. He’s been calling this one out, all along. Now it’s come for him.”

I didn’t think much of Marv’s idea. Mind you, it would be a cold day in Hell before I got up on a bull. They couldn’t pay me enough. Bulls are dangerous animals, and besides, I don’t see bull riding as a proper cowboy skill. I ride broncs, which is what you do to break them to saddle horses. But who rides bulls?

“Well, it’s up to Jack,” I said. “Don’t go putting a jinx on him by saying that to him.”

“Might be too late,” Marv said. “A jinx just sneaks up on a man when he ain’t looking. Don’t do no good to point it out to him once it’s got him.”

Marv believed that.

The next day things went pretty good for us at first. The first two rides went well and the animals put on a good show. In the third round, Marv placed third in his event and I got second. We were pleased because that meant we both got points and some needed prize money. Our car was overdue for an oil change and we were supposed to drive over to Wilcox in Arizona. 

The bull riding came last. Jack was the first rider up in the round. He was the first out of the chute, and the first on the hard ground of the arena. He’d been tossed a lot of times, but then Bad Boy decided to show just how bad he was by stepping on Jack.

The bull managed to get him twice before the clowns managed to distract him and the doctor and medics were able to get Jack onto a stretcher and out of there.

They wouldn’t let us in to see him. We hovered around, worrying. After a bit, a helicopter arrived with more medics and they airlifted him to a hospital.

When the Doc came out, he was shaking his head. “How is he?” we asked.

“That cowboy ain’t gonna be riding anymore,” he said. He shook his head. “It ain’t even sure he’ll live but if he does, crap the boy broke his back. He ain’t even going to be walking.”

When we got to the motel I had to call Jacks’ girlfriend and give her the news and the name of the hospital. She was over in Socorro and that meant driving down to El Paso. She screamed at me for a time and I let her. Then she calmed down and asked me to ship Jack’s things to her place.

Marv was extra gloomy for a time after that. We kept trying to get down to El Paso ourselves, but the rodeo schedule was at its peak right then. I called him a few times, but Marv seemed to think Jack was bad luck now and wouldn’t even talk to him.

“That’s one,” Marv said to me one night.

“What’s that mean?”

“The power of three,” he said. “Bad luck comes in threes.”

“That wasn’t bad luck that put Jack in the hospital,” I said. “It was the damn bull did it.”

“Jack drew that bull. That was bad luck.”

There was no talking him out of that. “You can’t avoid your luck,” I said.

“That’s what I keep saying,” he said. “You and Jack, you don’t want to hear that. Don’t want to accept that luck is going to get you.”

“So what good is worrying about it?”

He shrugged. 

“I’d think that, if you see the signs, maybe you can do something different. Like maybe if Jack had seen that he was calling out that bull, he could have skipped his ride.”

“What cowboy is going to do that?” he asked. “Besides, it’s the power of three and isn’t just about the rodeo. He probably could have skipped the ride and gotten hit by a car on the way back to the motel. The
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