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“Ma, Pa,” Robbie Lattimore called out as he burst through the door of the Double-L ranch house near Cheyenne Springs, Wyoming. He found his parents, Jim and Betsy, eating lunch in the kitchen. Robbie waved a sheet of paper at them.“I got me a Fort Russell contract for thirty horses!” 

Jim and Betsy, used to their son’s exuberance, smiled. “That’s great,” Jim said. “You’ll have that many less to get rid of.”

Robbie’s faced clouded and his arm dropped. “What do you mean?”

“Go wash up, son,” Betsy said, brushing aside a lock of auburn hair from her pretty face. “I’ll fix you something to eat, and we’ll talk.”

“But...” Robbie began.

“Do as your mother says, boy,” Jim said. “You look like a horse that’s been rode hard and put away wet.”

Robbie pulled his bandanna from his neck and wiped his dust-caked, sweaty face. “It’s hot out there—even for August. I guess I should get the trail off me.”

Robbie soon returned, his sunburned cheeks shining and his sandy hair still wet and combed straight back. When he had finished eating, his father, tall and lean, got up from the table and nodded towards the parlor. “Let’s talk,” he said.

In the beamed room, devoid, in accordance with Betsy’s wishes, of mounted animal trophies, the parents sat on a sofa and Robbie turned a wooden chair around and leaned his forearms on the back of it. Jim picked up a paper fan from the end table and handed it to Betsy. Robbie smiled at the thoughtfulness and respect his parents showed for each other.

Jim leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and his hands clasped. He glanced lovingly at his wife then back at his son. “Robbie,” he began, “your mother and me feel you haven’t been pulling your weight around here.” Robbie started to protest, but Jim held up his hand. “Hear me out, son.  It’s time you gave up horse trading, settled down and spent more time working the ranch. Your brother has no interest in ranching, and I figure you’re the one that’ll inherit it someday.” He leaned back, rested one hand on the sofa arm and draped his other comfortably across the back. “In the meantime, we want you to take more responsibility. What do you say to a full partnership in one of the best spreads in the state of Wyoming?”

Robbie gulped. The chair squeaked as his fingers gripped the frame. “A partnership? Wow! Sounds great, Pa. He looked at his mother, who smiled, pleased at his enthusiasm, then at his father. “What’d I have to do?”

“Give up your string of horses and concentrate on cattle.” Jim paused to let this sink in. “Then maybe I can get back full use of Slim and the other hands.”

Robbie’s brow creased, and he sat straight in the chair. “What’re you saying?”

Jim sighed. “You know very well what I’m saying. Slim’s supposed to be my foreman, but he and the other hands spend more time with you and your horses than they do with me and my cattle.”

Robbie dropped his head and shrugged. “I guess you’re right.” He glanced back up at his Father's stern look. “But couldn’t I spend more time helping you and still keep my horses?”

Jim shook his head. “No, son, your mother and me’ve decided it must be one or the other. Besides, there’s no money in horses.”

“No money?” He slapped his thigh. “The army’s giving me thirty dollars a head!”

“Good. You’ll need it if your mother has her way.” Jim's hand slipped off the back of the sofa and rested gently on Betsy's shoulder. She smiled behind the waving fan. Jim continued, “As you well know horse-trading’s a hit and miss business. With things booming in the East, beef is where the real money is.”

Robbie decided not to get into a debate about the merits of raising horses or cattle. They’d plowed that ground many times before. He took the conversation in another direction. Leaning forward against the back of the chair, he clasped his hands under his chin and looked squarely at his mother. “What do you mean ‘if mother has her way’?”

Jim smiled and turned to his wife. “Go ahead, Love.”

Betsy stared down at her fan now folded tightly in one hand resting across her knee. She inhaled deeply and slowly exhaled then lifted her eyes to her handsome, carefree son: “Robbie, your father and I think it’s time you found a wife." She rushed on before he could respond. "Losing Goldie King last year seems to have turned you off marriage, but judging by the way the girls flock around you at the Saturday night dances, you shouldn’t have a problem finding another nice girl. We were thinking that if you married," she glanced at the lace curtains on the window. "We could decorate your grandfather’s old place at the Beaver Ponds or we could build you and your bride a new house close to here.” She placed the fan with finality on the side-table and waited for Robbie's response.

Robbie's eyes had followed his mother’s gaze at the window. Now he stared at the fan placed on the side-table. His mother was refined and liked nice things, but she didn't need a lot of frills. She liked to keep things simple and straightforward. Could I find a girl like her? Robbie clicked his tongue against his teeth, “Sounds like you’ve got my life all planned out for me.”

Betsy tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. “For your good, son. We know how much you enjoy your horses and your freedom, but the time comes in everyone’s life when he or she has to accept greater responsibility.”

Robbie sighed and nodded. He loved his parents and wanted to please them, but he also loved his carefree life.

“A full partnership,” Robbie mused. “Can I think about it?”

Jim nodded. “Round up your thirty head and drive ‘em to Fort Russell. We’ll talk more when you get back—and take that half-broke young stallion with you. He’s a pain in the neck around here.”

“Diablo,” Robbie said, as he stood and smoothed down his Levis. “I’ll ride him myself and teach him some manners.” The corners of Robbie’s lips turned up in a mischievous grin. “Can I take Slim and two of the hands with me?”

Jim heaved an exaggerated sigh. “I guess. But don’t be gone long. The hay’s in the field. If the good weather holds, it should be dry enough to rake into cocks in about a week.”

“Ugh,” Robbie said. “I hate raking hay.”

Jim smiled. “I don’t like it much myself. Of course, if you get rid of those horses we needn’t put up so much hay next year.”

* * *
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Three days later, Robbie, Slim Bantry, two cowboys and thirty horses, including the ones they rode, hit the trail for Fort D. A. Russell on Crow Creek near Cheyenne, about sixty miles east of Cheyenne Springs. It was a beautiful morning and the cobalt Wyoming sky was cloudless. Robbie thrilled to be on the trail again, leaving his responsibilities behind. After delivering the horses, the four men and their gear would take the train back to Cheyenne Springs on the new branch line.

Even the gritty taste of dust kicked up by the horses and the antics of Diablo couldn’t dampen Robbie’s spirit as they galloped east. On the evening of the second day they camped beside the thin flow of Lodgepole Creek, halfway between Laramie and Fort Russell.

Early next morning in the weak light of pre-dawn, Slim, with lariat in hand, chose his mount for the day’s ride. He stepped back to swing the rope startling a prairie chicken in the nearby brush. The boomer flew into the air with a squawk and flurry of wings. Slim's aim went wild. The rope slithered sideways and snaked across the rump of an unsuspecting spotted mare. She jumped and kicked, knocking over one of the posts holding the single rope corral. Now the entire herd was spooked, and scattering across the sagebrush prairie. It took most of the morning rounding them up—all, that is, but one.

“It’s that cantankerous spotted mare,” Robbie said to Slim as they looked over the herd. Robbie used his bandanna to mop his brow, gritty with sweat-soaked dust. He slapped his hat against his thigh before placing it back on his head and tugging it a little more forward against the glint of the sun. “Slim, You’n the boys go on ahead with these. I’ll go after the mare and catch you up.”

Robbie searched for the mare in the vicinity of the camp, all the while tussling with Diablo. The stallion constantly pulled on the bit and danced sideways, not happy about being held back from following the herd. When he couldn't find the mare nearby, Robbie gave up and headed east after the herd. On a knoll, he halted Diablo. He could feel the muscles of the young stallion tense beneath the saddle and sat into him solidly to hold him still as he took a moment to scan the prairie, the expanse broken by the willow-edged creek, snaking pale green through the prickly, sun-dried grass and sage. In the distance he could see the dust of the herd. He breathed in the tart aroma of the blooming sagebrush. Water slapped gently against a large stone in the middle of the creek which curved around the base of the knoll. Robbie took a deep breath and thought about his father’s proposition. Do I really want to give up horse trading and settle down to building fences, fixing wagons and raking hay? Do I really want to get married? He thought of Goldie King, the girl he had loved and lost the year before. If I could find another like Goldie, I’d be happy to marry. Diablo’s pawing the ground, brought Robbie’s mind back to the business at hand. After searching along the Lodgepole for half an hour, he halted his horse where a good-sized stream cut through a valley and emptied into the creek. He gazed up the valley. Still no mare. He was about to give up when he noticed a trail winding its way up the valley and decided to follow it a piece.

A few hundred yards up the stone-studded path, he came to a clearing. Suddenly, Diablo reared up. A snake’s rattle was the last thing Robbie heard before hitting the ground hard and blacking out. Sometime later he gained consciousness. The back of his head ached and he couldn’t focus his eyes. He tried to get up but dizziness overcame him and again he descended into blackness. Later, he awoke sweating profusely. Forcing his eyes to focus, he could see only hazy forms in the sun-dappled light of the clearing. Curiously, it appeared that Diablo was tethered to a tree beside another horse. He shut his eyelids and moved his fingers over the blanket tucked around him and the saddle under his head. His chest heaved as shock and panic washed over him. He again tried to focus his eyes without success. Am I going blind? In his distress, he sensed the presence of someone near him.

“Slim, that you?” he said, attempting to sit up.

Gentle hands pushed him back down and a cool cloth dabbed at his hot, moist forehead.

He squinted and strained to see his nurse, but his eyes wouldn’t cooperate, and a river of pain coursed through him.. He heaved a sigh. “Thanks, whoever you are.”

“Robbie!” Slim’s voice from a distance broke the silence. “Robbie, where are you?”

“Up here, Slim.”

At that moment, Robbie’s eyes partially focused and he glimpsed his benefactor. He gasped. By the time Slim got to him, the Good Samaritan had galloped away.

“What are ye lyin’ there for?” Slim asked. “The ramudas’s waitin’ up ahead and we’re burnin’ daylight.”

Robbie ignored Slim’s protest. “Did you see her?” he asked, painfully rising onto one elbow. He rubbed his hand across his eyes, squeezed the bridge of his nose, then gingerly fingered the throbbing bump on the back of his head. He squinted to focus on the willow leaves hanging limp in the heat of the late morning sun.

“See who? Ye’re sure actin’ strange. What’s the matter with ye?”

“Diablo threw me, and besides aching all over I'm having trouble seeing.

Slim glanced across the clearing at Diablo, restless but securely tethered. He took his off sweat-stained hat and wiped his arm across his brow. “Le’me see,” he said. “Yer horse throwed ye, ye hit yer head and went blind and ye’ve been lyin’ on the ground ever since.”

“That’s it.”

Pointing with the brim of his hat, Slim questioned, “Then who tied yer horse to that tree? Who wrapped ye in a blanket and stuck yer saddle under yer head?”

“That’s what I’m asking you! She was here when I heard you call my name. Didn’t you
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